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DON’T SAY I DIDN’T WARN YOU



It is so easy to ruin someone’s life. To take away everything that matters to them. Their friends. Their family. Their reputation. Even their future.

All it takes is fourteen days. A few strokes of the keyboard. A storm of whispers. And just like that, it all crumbles.

Trust me. I know.




Because it happened to me. And if you’re not careful, it could happen to you too.






DAY ONE







CHAPTER 1


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 7, 7:23 PM

VARDA HIGH FOOTBALL FIELD

It’s one of those nights I used to love. One of those nights with a packed stadium, where the football arcs like a rocket against the sky and the lights feel like a halo around all of us. Where everyone glows a little, even the kids in the stands, even the teachers and parents, all their faces painted green and gold.

Everyone glows a little. But we glow brightest of all.

“Get up!” I’m at the center of the line of cheerleaders, clapping between each sentence. “Get up!” We all move and shout in perfect sync so you can’t pick any one of our voices from the crowd. We have practiced this over and over, drilled the rhythms down so now it’s all a perfect muscle memory. “Let’s go!” Clap clap. “Let’s go!”

We are here to smile and laugh and look weightless. And we’re good at it. To my left and right, Hayden O’Hara and Molly Jun kneel down and I jump up to their palms. “Let’s go!” I shout, holding one fist up to the sky as they lift me up. A smile is just one more muscle memory, flashing across your face. “Let’s go!”

I’m only up there for a few seconds, but it’s long enough to get a good look at the bleachers. Everyone I know is out there. All the people I’ve grown up with, the kids I’ve known since kindergarten. Varda is small, and there aren’t too many people that come or go. And on a Friday night there’s nowhere to be but here. There’s Mr. Blanton, my Hank Williams–obsessed English teacher, sitting with his wife and kids; there’s Miss Geneva, our school secretary, in one of her trademark rhinestone-studded denim jackets. There’s Morgan Jennings and Lydia Haber-Jones, taking a break from the physics lab we have to write up this weekend, and Stephen Dawes from choir, and his girlfriend Lacy Smith. There’s my mom sitting with some other cheer moms, most of them almost as made-up as we are. There’s my sister Noelle with the marching band, sweating in the green-and-gold uniform. Even people without school-age kids come to our games—I recognize neighbors and shopkeepers and my old pediatrician. It’s what you do in Varda.

It’s what you do, even after bad things happen.

Then I’m flying. Falling, really, tumbling into my friends’ arms. They catch me and I right myself in two beats, quick and clean. It’s an easy trick, but it looks good, and it always gets a reaction from the crowd. They howl and whistle and clap as we do our toe touches. We step to the side to drink our water.

It’s strange, how back to normal everything feels. This is the fourth game of the season. At the first game everyone cried or looked scared; no one really knew how to feel or what was okay to say. It was the first game without Rocky, and his absence took up so much space. But now it’s October and everyone’s eased into the new reality, the new shape of the team, the new plays and the new dynamics.

Or maybe they’re all like me, and still baffled, still lost, but they’re holding it all together outside. That automatic smile, the muscle memory that keeps us moving forward.

“This is embarrassing,” says Sophie Garcia, her eyes following our team as they move back up the field for the next play. “Sanders can’t hit the side of a barn, why is he still in the game?”

“Come on, paste that grin back on.” Hayden pokes Sophie’s cheek with a manicured fingertip. “If we can’t cheer on a bunch of losers, who can?”

My two best friends are a study in contrasts. Hayden is tall and curvy and loud. She’s exuberant but sometimes sloppy, the rare kind of cheerleader whose energy really is directed toward cheering on the team more than pulling off the stunts or making it to competitions. Sophie, on the other hand, is a flier like me, a sharp little wire of controlled energy. She’s small and dimpled and what most people would call “adorable.” She is also what some people would call “prickly,” but that’s just because she doesn’t take shit.

“Look, those dumbasses are going to try to take it up the center. I can’t even watch,” Sophie says, covering her eyes.

The ref blows his whistle. I cringe a little; I’ve never liked the crushing, slamming sound of bodies coming into contact. Rocky used to tease me about it. But the ball is aloft. It hangs there for a moment, and I watch, entranced, as it falls right into Billy Schultz’s hands.

Hayden is screaming right into my ear. “Run! Run!” All around, the crowd is going wild. I can’t make out what’s going on for a moment; there’s just a tangle of bodies, our own team in green and gold, and Deerfield’s in black and blue. And then I see Billy come out of the scrum, hurtling toward the end zone. And then there it is: a touchdown.

The band launches into the fight song, and we scramble into position. Our touchdown routine is always the same: a few dance moves, a few basket tosses, a pyramid at the end. I find my mark, my hips already finding the beat. The crowd is going wild. And I think, between the light and the noise, between the laughter of my friends and the way the drumbeats bounce on my bones, maybe … maybe we are okay. Maybe I am okay.

Hayden and Molly move in to either side of me and then I’m flying, tumbling, landing in their arms again to thunderous applause. And then it’s time to build the pyramid. I am top girl because I’m five foot one and because I’m strong. That’s a thought that echoes: I am strong. I’m strong enough for all of this—for the pyramid, for the pressure. And then I have a split second where the world feels like it used to—big and beautiful and full of possibility.

Then I see them, there on the bleacher steps. The Koenigs.

Rocky’s mom and dad.

They’re standing on the steps, dressed head to toe in green and gold, for all the world like they’re just any other family. Mr. Koenig holds a giant sign that says PUMA PRIDE. Mrs. Koenig—Chrissy, she always told me to call her—is wearing Rocky’s letterman jacket, even though it’s got to be almost ninety degrees out. Her smile is sad and frail, but she claps with everyone else. I think, for a moment, that she meets my gaze, her smile quirking up a half centimeter more.

The world blurs again as I fall back to my friends’ arms. I stagger over to the sidelines, forgetting to do any herkies or toe touches. I’ll hear about that later, but right now I don’t care. My stomach gives a low, acid jerk. I grab my water bottle and take a drink, the chill hitting my gut with another wrenching splash.

“Iris? What’s wrong?” Sophie slides in next to me, her eyes wide. “Did you get hurt?”

“No, I…” I can’t bring myself to say it. But by then, I don’t need to. Others are starting to notice.

“What the hell,” Hayden mutters, staring up into the stands.

She’s not the only one. The whole squad’s started to notice. Bella Zseleczky’s mouth has fallen open in a small O of shock. Tammy Bates looks like she’s ready to fly into the bleachers and give them a piece of her mind. And slowly, the rest of the crowd turns to see what’s happening. The movement is subtle at first, a wind in the leaves, but as more and more people turn to look, a murmur wells up.

I close my eyes for a moment, then turn to look again. Mr. Koenig hesitates on the steps, looking like he’s as likely to bolt for the exit as anything. But Mrs. Koenig? She ignores everyone. She pushes her way past Mr. Blanton and his family to get to an empty spot on the bleachers. After a moment, her husband follows.

“Why would they come here?” Hayden’s voice trembles softly. “They shouldn’t be here.”

There’s a wide radius around Rocky’s parents as they sit. It’s like they’re radioactive. It’s like they’re diseased and no one wants to catch it. And just like that, the illusion that we’re all okay, that we’re all moving on, goes up in smoke.

Because you can’t just show up like that. Not if your son is a murderer.






CHAPTER 2


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 7, 7:36 PM

VARDA HIGH FOOTBALL FIELD

For a moment we all just stand there, each of us weighing the change, the sharp before and after—what we lost, what Rocky took from all of us. The anger and pain are palpable.

But I can’t help it. My heart feels blistered with pity, rubbed raw by it, as I look up toward them, their resolute faces ravaged with grief. Mrs. Koenig has lost weight. Mr. Koenig, who’s always been neat and well-groomed, has patches of stubble over his face. They’ve lost nearly everything that mattered to them, and even though, yes, they’ve got a lot of nerve to think they can come here, I can’t help but feel for them too.

It was Rocky’s sister that found the bodies in mid-April. She was out for an early morning run. The Koenigs have a two-thousand-acre ranch, and she took to one of the winding trails in the thin dawn light. I sometimes picture her flying past cedar trees and prickly pears, opening the creaky fences and carefully closing them behind her. I know the trails well; Rocky and I used to wander there, sometimes on his chestnut gelding, sometimes on the exhaust-spewing old ATV. Twenty minutes on foot from the main house there’s a little cabin, half falling down, a single room where his grandparents lived when they first set up there on the ranch. It would’ve been easy for Kendra to run past it and pay it no mind. But that day she saw something that made her stop.

Vultures. Maybe ten, twelve of them, perched on the roof, on the fence, fluttering up as she ran toward them and then settling back where they’d been.

She said, later, that she figured it must be a cow, or maybe a deer. Something big enough to attract that kind of attention. But something made her stop. Something made her push the cabin door open and peer into the gloom. And when her eyes adjusted, that was when she saw them.

Rocky, flat on his back, blood curdling in his hair. And a few feet away …

“I thought it was Iris,” she’d told the deputies on the scene. That was what the paper said, anyway. I haven’t talked to her since it all happened. “Her face was covered with blood. I didn’t really examine her features. I was just trying to wake them up.”

But of course she couldn’t.

And of course, it wasn’t me.

It was Lynette Zeiger. My ex–best friend.

There wasn’t a note, but according to the sheriff it was cut and dried. The gun belonged to Rocky. It’d been in his hand, though when Kendra tried to do CPR it fell away. But there weren’t any other prints, and there wasn’t any evidence anyone else had been there. No one had even known they were hooking up.

I don’t remember much of the spring or early summer. I stumbled around like a zombie for weeks, barely able to see what was right in front of my face. But it wasn’t just my loss. It tore our school apart. Not just our school—our town. The whole thing is something no one wants to touch.

And the Koenigs showing up, like they still have someone to cheer on in this game? It’s making people remember things they don’t want to.

I get to my feet and grab a pom. It takes a moment; the other girls are all whispering to each other, looking nervous. Sophie’s the first to see me, and she scampers to my side. And then, one by one, we all take our places.

“We. Are. Varda!” I shout. A moment later, their voices join in with me. “We! Are! Varda!”

Slowly, the crowd starts to pull its attention back to us, back to the field. The Koenigs still hold a little island in the middle of the bleachers, but no one’s staring at them anymore. Some people clap along with the chant. Sophie’s eyes are shining with tears. Behind us the boys are huddled, and they break apart with a clap, ready for the next play.

It might be my imagination, but for a second, I think Mrs. Koenig meets my eyes again. I look away. Just because I don’t think she deserves to be punished for what Rocky did doesn’t mean I want to exchange glances.

“We! Are! Varda!” I shout. I imagine every word as a burst of speed carrying me that much farther away from Rocky’s parents, from Rocky himself. Here I am in the glow of the stadium, shaking my pom-poms like someone who’s never seen a hint of evil or tragedy.

Here I am, smiling like someone who has nothing to do with the act that nearly tore our town to pieces.






CHAPTER 3


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 7, 11:06 PM

BILLY SCHULTZ’S RANCH

“My feet are a mess.” Sophie wiggles her bare toes, showing off tonight’s blisters. “This new routine is killing me.”

The post-game party is at Billy Schultz’s ranch, ten miles out from town. It’s not as sprawling or well-kept as the Koenig ranch, but it’s right on the river. There’s a bonfire raging in the clearing in front of the barn. One keg is already drained, and another is well on its way.

Hayden, Sophie, and I are sitting together on the splintering dock, far enough away from the crowd that we can see the stars overhead. The night’s still hot, but a cool breath of air comes off the water. I hug my knees, my own aches and pains starting to throb.

“Ew, get ’em away from me.” Hayden swats at Sophie’s toes.

Sophie rubs her foot rapidly all over Hayden’s arm in revenge, then plunges her feet into the water. “Ahh. So much better.”

“The glamorous life of the cheerleader,” Hayden says. “Sticking your stinky feet in river water. Who wouldn’t want this?”

“It’s not so bad,” Sophie says. “This summer at dance camp I lost two whole toenails.”

“Truly disgusting,” Hayden says cheerfully. “Ballerinas are monsters.”

“Yeah, babe, I keep telling you that. You’ve seen Black Swan.”

I take a swig of my beer and listen to their patter. I can tell they’re doing their best to keep things normal, keep things light, after what happened at the game. I love them for that. I didn’t really want to come tonight—not after the Koenigs showed up—but they loaded me in Hayden’s Jeep and dragged me here anyway. I’m glad they did, even if I’m feeling wrong-footed and tired.

I’ve been friends with Sophie and Hayden since our freshman year, when the three of us were alternates for the varsity cheer team. That meant we spent most of our time learning the varsity moves and then warming the bench during the actual performances. Sophie came to cheer by way of dance, of course, and Hayden used to do gymnastics when she was younger. I was the only one who came to it cold. I only auditioned because Lynette forced me to do it with her. It was a surprise to me when I ended up liking it, when I ended up being good at it.

Not as good as Lynette had been. She was the only one of us that made varsity freshman year. But then, she was also the only one kicked off the team, after she failed a surprise drug test October of our junior year.

The end of her cheer career, and the end of our friendship, all in one day.

I shake my head, imagining that the action could knock the thoughts loose, like some kind of human Etch A Sketch. Out of force of habit I pick up my phone. It’s low on battery—constantly hovering at about 5 percent charge is my toxic trait—but I flip through the usual apps. Pics of the party are already showing up on Sekrit, which almost everyone at school uses for gossip. It’s an encrypted app, so a lot of people use it to hide their private messages from their parents and teachers. There are also “communities” in the app that let you post and reply to other people’s posts, sort of like on Reddit. I scroll through for a second. There are pictures from the game. There’s a thread about the Koenigs’ appearance—that one has over a hundred comments already. Someone named “clownsex” posted THE KEG IS HERE about twenty minutes ago and it now has almost three hundred likes, which is way more people than are actually at this party. I wonder who’s sitting at home liking random posts from a party they aren’t invited to on a Friday night.

Then I close the app and, with a quick glance at Hayden and Sophie to make sure they aren’t watching too close, I open up my chat history. It’s disappointing. There’s nothing new from Jonah yet.

Jonah Bergman and I have flirted on and off at summer camp for the past three years, though it’s never had a chance to go anywhere. The first summer, he had a girlfriend back in Houston. The second summer, I was with Rocky. This last summer, of course, I was still shell-shocked from everything that happened last spring. But we hung out as friends. We’ve been texting back and forth since camp, and while it’s stayed mostly friendly, there’s a sense that something could develop, given a little time.

I haven’t told the girls. I’m not sure why. I guess I don’t want to have to answer any questions about it yet. I like that it’s a quiet, casual thing. I like that no one can put any pressure on it or ask me to define it. And even then—after being part of Varda’s most high-profile couple, after having everyone in town find out every part of my business—the secrecy is a luxury.

Jonah’s profile pic is a photo of him mid-laugh. One dark curl hanging in his left eye. A smile without reserve or hardness. And there’s what he said to me last night: Good luck tomorrow with the new routine. I think for a moment about replying. What would I say? Rocky’s parents made a surprise appearance tonight, can you believe that? No—we have already talked so much about Rocky and Lynette, and he’s been nothing but understanding, but I don’t need him thinking that I’m damaged goods, so broken everything in my life is governed by my worst day. I don’t want to bring it back to Rocky every damn time. Instead, I attach one of my pregame selfies. High honey-blond ponytail, bright blush on the wings of my cheeks. False eyelashes a mile long. I add a filter to smooth things out—we use stage makeup, and so it looks a little caked-on close up. Then I add a note. We lost the game but at least I looked cute.

“What you doing?”

I’m so startled I scream and fumble my phone. Luckily it doesn’t fall through the planks of the dock to the river below. I scoop it up, and in the light of the screen I see Bryce Sanders. This season’s quarterback.

Rocky’s replacement.

He leans toward me, his breath hot and beery, trying to get a glance at my phone. With one click I make it go dark. “Texting my mom.”

Behind him, Carter Mabry—Hayden’s linebacker boyfriend— lurches toward us. “There you are!” he says. “Baby, come up to the bonfire, there’s marshmallows.” He’s slurring so badly it comes out more like “smarchmollows.”

“Hey, baby,” Hayden coos, her voice going suddenly soft. “I’ll be up there in a minute. Just hanging with my girls.”

It’s always kind of awkward to see the way Hayden’s personality changes around her boyfriend. He’s one of those guys that reacts to every little inconvenience with rage, and she spends a lot of energy trying to soothe him.

I’m hoping he’ll stagger back up to the fire to wait for her and take Bryce with him. Bryce has asked me out at least three times since freshman year. Luckily he’s had the decency to not pursue me since Rocky died, but I’ve noticed his eyes on me at school recently—just like they’re falling on me now.

“Man, Iris, you must be … so messed up tonight. Rocky’s parents just showing up like their kid didn’t blow some girl’s head off,” says Bryce.

Carter rounds on Bryce and for a moment there’s fire in his eyes. The girls tense up next to me, but I just shrug. Carter’s always on edge about Rocky. He was Rocky’s best friend, and probably as hurt as anyone about what Rocky ended up doing. It’s the one thing I have in common with him. We’re both stuck going round and round, loving Rocky and hating Rocky, missing him, fearing him. Pitying Lynette and missing her and hating her too.

And feeling guilty for whatever part we may have had in all of it.

“Someone should’ve beat the shit out of them,” Bryce says, shadow-punching the air, drunkenly oblivious to Carter’s growing rage. One of Bryce’s fists whistles unnervingly past my ear. “Bam, bam—”

“Bam,” Carter says with a sudden smile, sucker punching Bryce in the stomach. Bryce goes down with a groan. For a second, I worry there’s going to be a fight, but then Bryce and Carter both burst into laughter.

“That was weak, dude,” Bryce says, gasping as Carter helps him back to his feet, both boys stumbling.

“Just doing a public service. These ladies were sick of hearing you talk,” Carter says.

“Classy,” Sophie mutters. She loathes Carter, though she tries to keep it under wraps for Hayden’s sake.

“Whatever. You know I’m right. They knew what they were doing.” Bryce’s eyes fix on me for another moment before going out of focus again. “They should just sell the ranch and get out of here the way the Zeigers did. No one wants them around anymore.”

Hayden darts a quick glance at me, then stands up to put her arms around Carter’s neck before he has a chance to respond to Bryce. “How about you and Bryce head back up to the bonfire,” she murmurs. “And I’ll meet you after the party.”

I know this is for my sake. She and Sophie talked me into coming tonight, but when it became obvious I wasn’t ready for the crowd, they didn’t complain, just followed me down to the river. But all at once, I decide this is just as bad as not coming at all. “We’ll all go,” I say. “I want a smarchmollow.”

Sophie laughs loudly. Hayden looks at me, head cocked. “You sure?”

“Yeah.” I stand up and brush the dust off my bare legs. “I need to run up to the bathroom anyway. I’ll meet you guys over there in a few minutes. Get me another beer?”

“Sure,” Hayden says. She throws Sophie’s sneakers toward her. “Here, put those things away.”

I listen to them squabble behind me as I walk away. Hayden shrieks as Carter swoops her up in his arms, and Bryce is busy bragging about his one pass that traveled more than fifteen yards.

Carter, dumb and falling-down drunk as he is, is right. The river’s darkness may feel safe, anonymous, but it’s time to join that circle of light reaching out from the bonfire.






CHAPTER 4


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 7, 11:23 PM

BILLY SCHULTZ’S RANCH

Inside the barn someone’s set up a crappy old sound system, the bass vibrating so wildly I can’t even tell what the song is. Ashlynn Duvall is playing beer pong with Javier Rodriguez and Preston Holmes. I hope they realize she’s going to destroy them. A bunch of other people are sitting on a water-stained living-room set, shouting to be heard over the speakers. An ancient smell of horse lingers on the air. Billy’s family built a newer barn closer to their house a few years ago, letting Billy and his brothers use this one as a kind of rec room ever since. There’s no AC out here, but there are also no parents. So it’s a trade-off.

There’s a line at the bathroom, of course, and it’s almost entirely girls. The boys just pee in the bushes. It’s okay. I don’t really have to go. I just want to take a minute behind the closed door to fix the makeup I feel sweating down my cheeks and to make sure I’m ready to face the crowd at the bonfire.

I lean against the wall and close my eyes, letting the thrum of the bass and the sound of conversation wash over me. The party feels strangely far away tonight, even when I’m in the middle of it. It would be easy to blame the Koenigs, to say that their appearance at the game is what has me so off-kilter. But it wouldn’t be true. The truth is, Rocky and Lynette are never really that far from my mind.

Bryce’s words keep running through my mind. Rocky’s parents just showing up like their kid didn’t blow some girl’s head off. Caustic and glib, obviously—but it’s also not lost on me that he didn’t say Lynette’s name, even though he’d been in school with her since elementary school, just like the rest of us.

He’s not the only one. Mostly, no one brings up Rocky or Lynette—but there are people that think Lynette did something to “make” him do it. They said she’d manipulated him into a pact of some kind or that she’d gotten him hooked on drugs. A few people even blamed me. What kind of girlfriend doesn’t know her boyfriend is cheating on her? What kind of girlfriend doesn’t stop it? What kind of girlfriend is boring or bitchy enough to drive her boyfriend to another woman?

Sophie always gets mad about it. She says questions like that are shitty and misogynist, and she’s probably right. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t ask them sometimes too. Not that I think either Lynette or I were to blame—just that I wonder how the boy I knew turned into a boy that could do something like that. Or had he been a secret monster all along? Had I been blind to it, or had he been that good at hiding it?

In the bathroom I do my best to clean up, dabbing at the sweaty smears under my eyes, putting on a fresh coat of lipstick. I run my fingers through my hair and knot it at the top of my head. There. Look at Iris Henley, pretty (not pretty enough to keep her boyfriend on a tight leash), and popular (popular enough to weather the fallout after his crime), and put together (on the outside, at least). I move my head right and left in the mirror, making sure I look fine from all angles. Then I take a deep breath and head back out there.

It takes me a few seconds to feel the way something in the air has shifted, and it takes a few more to realize what. The line outside the girl’s room is quiet, watching me. A few push themselves against the wall as I walk past, like they are recoiling. My face goes warm. Is there lipstick on my teeth, toilet paper on my shoe? I do a quick scan of my body, but nothing’s out of place. Assholes, I think. They were talking about me while I was in there. Maybe telling some dumb freshman the story of who I am, what my boyfriend did.

Outside the barn a strange energy’s taken over. People looking at their phones, faces lit up, eerie in the glow. People hurrying across the clearing to talk to a friend. I can’t hear what anyone’s saying under the thrum of the music. Something’s probably making the rounds on Sekrit. I fumble my phone out of my purse but it’s totally out of battery now.

Hayden and Sophie are both at the bonfire, heads together, whispering urgently. When I see their faces, I know. Something is making the rounds. Something they want to keep from me.

Sophie’s the first one to speak. She looks up with a shaky smile and shoves her phone quickly into her pocket. “There you are. Hey, the keg’s totally empty, so we were thinking we should just get out of here. Hayden says she’s sober enough to drive. We could go to Buc-ee’s…”

Her voice trails off as I snatch the phone right out of Hayden’s hand. Sekrit is right there on her screen, open to a fresh post. Time stamp: 11:27. Probably the moment I locked the bathroom door behind me.


U/ROCKYTRUTHER2001

IRIS HENLEY IS A MURDERER

Throwaway account for obvious reasons.

Iris has been going along with the official story but do not trust her. She knew Rocky was cheating. She wanted to catch him red-handed. When she got there she took the gun out of his truck. Maybe all she wanted was to scare him—but she lost it when she found out it was Lynette. She shot them both and made it look like a murder-suicide.

I didn’t speak up because I thought the cops would run tests and figure it out but they haven’t and now I’m scared that she is going to get away with it.

Do not trust her.

She is a liar.

She is a murderer.

She will do it again if she gets a chance.








CHAPTER 5


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 7, 11:36 PM

HILL COUNTRY ROADS

“I’m telling you, it’s just some stupid troll,” Hayden says. She’s in the driver’s seat, and we’re barreling down the dark hilly roads back to town. Sophie cranes her head around from the passenger seat and nods firmly.

I’m lying across the back seat, looking at Hayden’s phone, reading the post again and again. There are already forty-three comments. Forty-four. Forty-five. Everyone in the school is online right now, commenting on this post.


toad_licker_6969: I KNEW IT lol

shinygirl_varda: Y’all just love stirring up shit, this is pathetic

eviestan: Don’t hate me for saying this but I have wondered this for a long time, Rocky never seemed like the kind of person who would do something like this



At least some of them are treating it like a joke. I recognize a few usernames, girls from the squad, friends coming to my defense. But “eviestan,” who I think might be a girl I know from choir—Madison something?—isn’t alone. There are other people who are just as eager to believe.


yoyomama: It’s always the boyfriend/husband, right? This time it’s just in reverse

f350rulz: huge if true



My breath goes short and shallow. I remember the moment I found out about the murder: My teeth actually started chattering while I held the phone to my ear, Mom’s voice somehow very far away. I thought that was a thing that only happened in cartoons. But it turns out it’s true: You can be so scared, your body tries to shake to pieces.

Now, in the back seat, I can feel that same rumble, a loosening in my fingers and ankles and toes. Not so much weak as jerky and strange. My hand trembles so badly I have to cradle Hayden’s phone. When my breath comes, it’s uneven and croaking.

“Why would someone say something like this?” I whisper.

Hayden just snorts. “Same reason they put up weird Hitler memes or post a bunch of anime porn or whatever. Some asshole got drunk tonight and thought they’d be edgy. No one’s going to believe this crap.”

“Sure looks like some people believe it,” I say.

Sophie leans back and snatches the phone out of my hand. I don’t fight her. I just stare at my hand for a moment before I remember to put it down.

“They’re being idiots,” she says. “Everyone knows we had a cheer sleepover that night.”

I click on Rockytruther’s username, but that doesn’t give me any insights; the account was made tonight and has a total of one post. A throwaway, like they said. Names and faces race through my mind—one of the well-known edgelords, maybe? Braden Nederbrock, who posts weird racist stuff all the time and then says he’s being “ironic”? Or Rodrigo Martinez, who loves to troll people into stupid arguments? But this doesn’t read like anything they would’ve posted. There’s not anything playful about it, and it’s not political or contrary.

It’s just a mean, ugly lie. And I’m hard-pressed to imagine who would spread it.

When we pull up outside my house, Hayden turns to look at me. “Are you okay to get in by yourself? My curfew…”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I hop out of the car and shoulder my bag. My body aches more than ever, my calves thrumming with pain.

“Remember. Don’t reply to anything anyone says,” Sophie says anxiously. “You know it’ll make it worse. Put your phone in a different room.”

“Remember what happened to Sydney when she tried to get everyone to stop posting that picture?” Hayden says.

Of course I do. Last year someone put up a picture of Sydney Moss after she fell into the bushes at a party, drunk off her ass. Her skirt was flipped up and you could see her underwear—white with pink flowers, a creeper’s dream shot. She replied to the original post and first demanded, then begged, then threatened, but whoever originally put it up—they used a throwaway, so we still don’t really know who—wouldn’t remove it. And it didn’t matter anyway, because by then half the school had it saved to their phone, so any time she made a comment or a post on Sekrit, people would just reply with the picture. It was what they used to argue with her, even on unrelated posts. She’d write something like wasn’t the AP bio test a killer and people would just reply with her photo. She almost had a nervous breakdown about it. Now she goes to an all-girls’ school in Austin, her dad driving her the hour and a half each way.

“I’m fine,” I say again, even though nothing has ever felt further from the truth. I wave them off; Hayden really will be grounded for life if she’s not in by midnight. They pull away from the curb, and I catch one last glimpse of Hayden’s Jeep as it vanishes past the streetlight, leaving me alone in the dark.

Everyone knows we had a cheer sleepover that night. Which is true. My parents were out of town for their anniversary that weekend and my sister was at a friend’s. There were seventeen girls at my house that night, all of whom went on the record that we were busy watching movies and eating junk food until two AM.

But the thing no one knows except for me?

That was the night I got the last text Rocky ever sent me.

And it was actually meant for Lynette.

I’m at the cabin, where are you? I can’t stop thinking about you.

The sound of laughter, the bump of bass. I was in the kitchen getting a glass of water—I was tipsy, which wasn’t a feeling I liked very much, but there were certain things you had to do at a party. I looked down at Rocky’s text and my mind couldn’t quite make sense of it. He knew I had a cheer party that night. We were supposed to be picking out next year’s uniforms, though so far we’d just gone through the catalog with a Sharpie and drawn horns and tails on all the models.

Before I could process the message another appeared below it.

Sorry, Siri misheard me. The last part is true though.;)

I guess if things had been different I could’ve believed it. I could’ve shrugged, thought it was a weird mistake, moved on. But I knew. I knew it was meant for someone else. I knew because of that second text—Rocky wouldn’t have bothered correcting himself if he weren’t afraid of getting caught. He would’ve left me confused and brushed it off later. And that emoji? He’d never sent me an emoji in his life. That was desperate.

But it wasn’t just the text. I knew because I knew. Because I’d been trying not to know for months—I’d been building elaborate structures of denial around the fact. I’d been fighting not to think about the half-empty lip gloss I’d found under his car seat, the times he made excuses to get out of something we were supposed to do together, the fact that one of his favorite hoodies had vanished off the face of the earth and he “didn’t know where it went.”

I knew.

And I knew what the cabin meant too. Because that was the place we would go to be alone sometimes. It was rustic—there wasn’t power or water—but we’d taken blankets and candles and a little Bluetooth speaker out there. It felt romantic, even with the dust and the cobwebs. It felt special.

Looking down at my phone, I knew it hadn’t been. It’d never been special. It’d never been ours.

“Hey. You okay?”

It was Sophie. She stood in the doorway, her baby-doll eyes squinting with the effort of focusing. Everyone but me was pretty trashed. The word hypocrites came unbidden through my head, the way it always did when we got too fucked up. That was, after all, why Lynette had been kicked off the team. But it was different—of course it was different—because Lynette had a problem. She’d been unable to regulate it, to hold it together. And the rest of us?

We could.

Except now, standing there with Rocky’s lies in the palm of my hand, I didn’t feel like I could hold anything together. Sophie staggered in and opened the fridge, rummaging in the bins until she found the baby carrots. She tore a hole in the wrong side of the zipper-locked bag and then stared down at it and giggled at herself.

From the other room I heard dialogue from a rom-com, laughter. Molly shouting advice at the TV, like she always did. Everyone else telling her to shut up. I held my empty Solo cup, remembered the cold crisp water I’d come in here for.

Then, without a word, I went back to the living room. To the open bottle of vodka on the coffee table.

I don’t remember much of the night after that. I remember doing shots with Hayden, watching Bella vomit in the bushes outside, and laughing hysterically while we staggered around doing drunken stunts that could’ve broken our necks. I remember taking a little orange pill from Megan Gates and popping it in my mouth without even thinking about it. I remember the odd look Sophie gave me, like she couldn’t decide whether to be impressed or worried.

Hypocrites. Yes, of course we were hypocrites. But I was beyond caring.

At some point I must’ve blacked out. I don’t remember turning off lights or going to bed or anything. My memories just get more and more vague, and then trail away to nothing.

The next morning I woke up with the worst hangover of my life. Dirt and leaves in my hair, my shirt torn. My knee scraped. My head pounding like a drum. And the phone was ringing, ringing, ringing. It was ringing because Rocky and Lynette were dead. It was ringing because Rocky’s sister had just found their bodies, and everything I knew was about to change.






DAY TWO







CHAPTER 6


SATURDAY, OCTOBER 8, 12:02 AM

HENLEY HOUSE

After my friends drop me off, I stand at the curb and wait until the sound of Hayden’s engine fades to nothing.

The air has finally cooled a little, but I’m sweaty and aching and my nerves feel ragged. The development we live in is boring during the day—the houses are all in the same earth tones, the lawns the same too-bright green—but at night it’s borderline spooky, a hall of mirrors, the patterns repeating up and down the street.

A rustling sound; I stop, my head whipping right and left to see where it’s coming from. Someone’s out here. A moment later I hear a soft laugh, a man’s murmur. My heart climbs into my throat. I will my feet to move, to carry me to the house, but I’m frozen in place

Then I see shadows next door. It’s Max Fisher, walking his girlfriend Katy down the driveway to her car.

If I’d realized they were there, I’d have sprinted to the front door of my house. Max and I are friends. Katy and I … not so much.

But it’s too late now. He sees me and waves and starts across the dark expanse of lawn toward me. Katy trails reluctantly after him.

“Hey.” Max shoves his hands in his hoodie pockets, stretching them out away from his hips. He’s only a few inches taller than me, but wiry, with a kind of spring-loaded energy in his movements. He stops just short of my mom’s agave.

“Hey, Max, Katy.” I try to get a read on them, whether they’ve been on Sekrit. Max is usually super plugged in to online stuff—but I also know that’s one of the things he and Katy fight about, so if he’s been out with her, he may not have seen it yet. “Did you guys go to the game?”

Katy presses her lips together. “No, we missed the gladiator battle.”

Generally I wouldn’t bother paying attention to someone like Katy Phillips. She’s supersmart and actually pretty cute, but she’s also prissy and judgmental and boring. She’s one of those people that think anything popular is automatically a waste of time. And for some reason she’s never really liked me. Even back in middle school, before I started cheer, she always seemed to be gunning for me in class, trying to take me down a peg. These days we keep it civil for Max’s sake, but I can’t help but bristle at half the words that come out of her mouth.

“How was it?” Max asks me. “Did we go … fight … win?” He says it deadpan but does little pom-pom motions with his arms. From him it’s not mean-spirited. He’s always teased me about cheer, but it’s more like brotherly ribbing.

“We did not,” I say. I’m pretty sure by now they haven’t seen Sekrit, or Katy would be throwing it in my face. I consider telling them about the Koenigs, but it feels too risky to gossip right now, like I’m inviting my own judgment. “It wasn’t a great game. What were you guys doing tonight?”

“Working on college essays,” Katy says. “I finished mine back in July,” she says, “but I’ve been helping Max with his. How are yours looking, Iris?”

Mine? Unwritten, unconsidered, and shoved to the back of my mind. But I can’t say that to Katy.

“Um, I’ve got a decent draft,” I lie.

“Nice!” she says, pasting a smile on her face. “Congratulations!”

“Thanks,” I say, but she’s not done.

“You know, I was honestly almost jealous of you when I was working on my essays this summer. Like, here I am trying to write about overcoming adversity, when the only thing I’ve been through was the time I missed mock UN because I had strep throat.” She cocks her head to one side, her hair falling pin-straight over her shoulder. “But you! You’ve been through so much. It must have been easy to whip through those applications.”

I have no intention of writing anything about Rocky and Lynette. But I just smile at her.

“So easy,” I say.

“Anyway,” she says, slinging her backpack across one shoulder. “I’ve got to get home. Tomorrow’s my last shot at the SATs and I’m aiming for a perfect score.”

“Bye,” I say vaguely, but she’s not even listening. She turns with sudden determination to face Max and pulls his hips square against hers. She plants a wet, awkward kiss on his lips and lingers a few beats too long. His eyes go wide and stay that way when she turns away to where her little white BMW is parked at the curb.

We both watch as she drives down the street, the same direction Hayden went a few minutes earlier. Max shakes his head a little and smiles.

“Thanks,” he says.

“For what?” I cut my eyes toward him, frowning.

“That’s the most action I’ve gotten in weeks, and it was just because she was trying to make you jealous,” he says.

I snort. “Jealous of what? She thinks I’ve got a crush on you or something?”

“Well, yeah,” he says. He gestures toward his own body. “Who wouldn’t want a piece of this?”

I grin at him. Max is cute, in his shaggy-haired, gangly-limbed way, but he’s more like a brother to me than anything else. We’ve lived next door to each other since elementary school—we used to run around blasting each other with Super Soakers all summer, building forts and zipping around the neighborhood on our bikes. We’ve grown apart as we’ve gotten older—not because anything happened to drive us apart, but just because we stopped being able to bond by swapping Pokémon cards and eating too much candy—but we’re still friends. Still, I’ve never thought of him romantically.

“Can you blame her?” I say. “I get to live right next door to you. Every day you hit me with that charisma…”

“Shut up,” he says, but he’s grinning too.

“… and I just can’t help myself. It’s just nonstop sex appeal,” I say.

“Something Katy seems sadly immune to,” he says.

“Aw, poor Max. Cockblocked by the college admissions process.”

I don’t say it, but Katy and Max have always felt like a mismatch to me. They’re both smart and driven—Max is aiming for MIT himself—but he’s quiet and cuttingly funny, and she’s so straitlaced it hurts. But who am I to judge? My love life ended up with two dead last spring.

I suddenly realize he’s watching me.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing. You just looked upset when you got out of Hayden’s car.” He puts his hands in his hoodie pockets and shrugs. “Everything okay?”

“Oh. Well, since you ask … no. Everything is not okay.” I drag the toe of my sneaker over the mulch and look down. “Have you been on Sekrit?”

“Not tonight. Why?” He’s already getting his phone out, though, so I don’t answer. I catch a glimpse of his wallpaper—a picture of his cat, Starla, with her tongue sticking out of her mouth—before he opens up the app. The Sekrit logo fills the screen, sea green with an icon of a woman putting her finger to her lips.

Including tonight’s hot topic.

I can pinpoint the moment he sees the post, his pupils flaring wide. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah.” I shift my weight a little, studying his expression as he scrolls through comments.

“God. People are really … just the stupidest,” he says. Then he grimaces. “Also, apparently half our class doesn’t know how to spell the word ‘whore.’”

“What?” I grab for the phone, but he holds it out of my reach.

“No, look, you have to ignore this.” He turns off the phone and shoves it down in his pocket. “They’re trolling you.”

“That’s what Hayden and Sophie said, but…”

“For once, Hayden and Sophie are right.” He puts an arm around my shoulder and squeezes. “Honestly, Henley, it’s just a lot of noise. If you freak out about it, it’ll just make things worse.”

“So I’m just supposed to pretend it’s not happening?” I lean against his side. His body heat is familiar and comforting. Last summer, while I was still working through what happened, he was one of the few people I could stand to see. Maybe that was just because he was one of the few people who acted like it was normal to be sad. He’d come over and sit with me and listen to music. He didn’t try to ask me questions or fix problems. If I cried, he hugged me and let me cry. Everyone else—even Hayden and Sophie, sometimes—seemed to want me to hurry up and get over it all.

“Well, what other option do you have?” he asks.

Fair point. It’s either “ignore it” or “react to it,” and the latter is definitely giving people fuel for the fire. But something about the post sticks in my throat like a splintering bone.

Maybe it’s just that Rockytruther, whoever they are, sounds so very confident.

“Hey, do you … do you remember that … night?” I ask, looking up at him.

“The night Rocky killed Lynette?” he says. The words are both shocking and relieving; almost no one else would say it that bluntly, even six months on, but hearing him say it without a hint of doubt in his voice makes me more certain than ever that Max isn’t buying into the Sekrit post.

“Yeah,” Max says. “I remember. I was in here playing video games all night. I certainly wasn’t watching a bunch of hot girls in pajama shorts tumble around in your backyard. And if I were watching something like that, it would be respectfully. With respect.”

“Okay, sure,” I say, nudging him in the ribs. “But since you were watching so respectfully … did you notice anything over there? Like, did … did anyone leave early, or…”

“Not that I saw,” he says with a shrug. “You guys were outside until around one. Then my mom put her head out and yelled that she was going to call the cops, so you all went inside. That was about when I put my headphones back on and got back to Elden Ring. I wasn’t really paying attention after that, so I don’t know what might have happened.”

“Yeah, okay,” I say. “Thanks.”

He gives me a knowing look. “I mean, I can’t one hundred percent vouch for you, but I did not see you leave and come back covered in blood or whatever. If that’s what you’re worrying about. From what I could hear, you weren’t going anywhere that night.”

“Okay, okay,” I say, forcing a smile. He always seems to know what I’m thinking. Usually it’s nice, being known like that. But hearing him joke about this makes my heart start to go too fast.

“Anyway.” He gives me one more squeeze and then lets me go. “There’s nothing you can do about any of this tonight. Go upstairs, try to rest, see what things look like tomorrow, yeah?”

“Yeah.” I take a deep breath, and then let it out. “Yeah, okay, you’re right. I’ll try. Thanks, Max.”

“Yeah. Night, Henley.” He looks at me for a second, then smiles and tugs on the end of my ponytail. Then he vanishes back into his house.

I stand for another moment on the little strip of garden between our houses, looking up at the pattern of the oak trees against the starry sky. It’s still surreal, hearing details from that night that I don’t remember. Max’s mom is known for her itchy cop-calling finger, and usually I do my best to respect that. But I don’t remember her threatening us that night. I don’t remember deciding to go inside; I just remember being out on the lawn and then back in the living room, house lights blazing against the dark windows.

If I don’t remember that, though, what else have I forgotten?






CHAPTER 7


SATURDAY, OCTOBER 8, 1:15 AM

HENLEY HOUSE

Inside, the house is dark and silent, except for a thin strip of light emanating from under Noelle’s door. I creep up the stairs to my room and snap on a lamp. The puddle of light it creates is shockingly bright after the darkness, and I blink hard and fast to adjust.

My reflection stares back at me from the full-length mirror on my closet door, dead-eyed and smeary. The dress I changed into after the game is soaked through with sweat, and the knot of my hair is tilting off to the side. Mascara is smeared across my face, and my eyes look startled and wide inside that raccoon mask.

I pick up my charger and plug it into the phone. Even as I do it I think, This is a mistake, go to bed, don’t look, you can’t do anything, don’t even bother, but the idea of not having a phone is scarier than the idea of knowing every cruel joke. It takes it a moment to cycle on. I know I need to go into the bathroom that connects my bedroom to Noelle’s, I need to clean myself up and take off all the makeup. If I don’t, they’ll be talking about my gross pimply skin in addition to my murderous rage. But I sit there, cradling the phone in my hand, waiting for it to boot up.

When it does, the first thing I see is a text from Jonah.

My fingers tense compulsively around the edges of my phone. What if he’s heard? What if he’s seen the rumors? What if he believes them?

But that’s not possible. For one thing, he lives in Houston. He doesn’t keep in touch with anyone else in town—at least, not that I know of. And for another, Jonah’s not the kind of person that would buy into some wild unfounded story.

At least I’m pretty sure he’s not.

There’s only one real way to find out, though. So I do it. I open the message.

He’s “hearted” the selfie I took.

That’s all.

I press the phone against my heart for a second. It seems suddenly absurd that I would’ve thought otherwise. The post, and all the comments, has me acting paranoid.

You still up? I type.

There’s no response for a moment. I get up and go to the bathroom to wash my face and comb my hair and change into my pajamas. It feels good. I’m still achy and exhausted but at least I’m not an actual mess anymore.

Though obviously some people would disagree.

When I get back to my bed, he’s replied.

Hey! How was everything tonight?

I sit down on the coverlet, chewing my lip. What can I even say to that?

For just a moment I consider the truth. If I’m the one who tells it, if I can make it obvious how ridiculous it is, he’ll have to believe me. He’ll be on my side. He’ll sympathize.

We met at summer sports camp. I was there for cheer, and he was there for tennis—so we spent most of our days practicing in triple-digit heat on the field or strength training in the weight room. But I can picture him across the breakfast table with his easy grin. I can picture him in the social room of the dorm, animated while he describes some movie I’ve never even heard of. I can picture him at the camp dance, holding his hand toward me and waiting.

He’s not like anyone I know in Varda. Maybe it’s just that he’s not someone I’ve known my whole life.

Maybe it’s that he’s not someone who’s known me my whole life.

Finally, I reply.

Typical Varda party. Meaning we’ve got gossip to last us into the next few weeks.

Well, that’s true enough, anyway.

Another few minutes pass and a new set of images swirl through my mind: Sophie tonight, pulling me into her arms after seeing the Sekrit post, her sharp little body softening to hold me. Hayden shouting at a group of freshmen to take a fucking picture, it’d last longer.

Lynette. Always Lynette, never far from my mind. Her already blond hair bleached to the color of steam. It hangs around her shoulders like she’s in the process of evaporating. Like she’s boiling away to nothing.

My phone vibrates.

Gossip you say? Do tell. Anyone I know involved?

Below that, a gif of a man eating popcorn, eager to be entertained.

Jonah’s never been to Varda, but he knows Hayden and a few of the other girls from camp. And he’s heard stories, of course. He knows about Sophie’s battles with her little brother and her obsession with her shih tzus and that she makes beautifully sculpted and decorated cakes for other people but that she never eats them herself. He knows that Hayden’s personality is big and brash and warm and that she is afraid of snakes and that we all hate her boyfriend.

No, nothing really juicy, I finally say. Just people getting fucked up and saying stuff they’ll regret. What’d you do tonight?

There’s a short pause. Then the little dot-dot-dot of him typing.

I don’t know if you’re ready to hear about the wild nights of southwest Houston.

More little dot-dot-dots. Then a picture. Jonah sitting on a saggy plaid sofa with a chocolate Lab curled up next to him.

The photo makes my mind go drifty for a moment, all the tension I came in with suddenly swooning. In the pic he’s wearing a plain gray hoodie and jeans. I try to imagine the smell of that hoodie—warm and clean, with maybe a little bit of campfire to it. No girl has ever wanted to claim a boy’s hoodie as much as I do in that moment.

Who’s your friend? I ask.

Heidi, he says. One brain cell rattling around in there, but a lot of heart.

Lucky Heidi. Cute, too dumb to be on social media, and cuddled up with a sweet boy. I must be exhausted, because the thought makes tears sting my eyes, and I cannot handle the idea of being jealous of a dog.

Brain cells are overrated, I type. I’m pretty sure I killed a bunch of mine tonight. I’m sure I won’t regret that tomorrow.

Make sure to drink some water before you go to sleep. Wish I could bring you some.

That sends a little shiver through me. I pull the covers up to my chin and rest my eyes, imagining that I’m there too, next to him on the couch. Watching a movie while Heidi softly snores. Nestling up to Jonah’s side. Far away from staring people and all their devices, from the streams of jokes and rumors and secrets and lies they send flying at each other every second of every day.

I drift off before I have a chance to reply to him, but as I do, I think how glad I am I didn’t tell him what really happened tonight. How glad I am that he is far away from all of this.

It’s better to keep it simple.

It’s better to keep a few secrets.






CHAPTER 8


SATURDAY, OCTOBER 8, 9:13 AM

HENLEY HOUSE


pikachoose_me: I’m sorry but you can’t trust a throwaway account there isn’t any proof.

sourpatch_kid: the proof is rocky wasn’t the kind of guy who’d do something like this. No history of violence. No suicide note. No reason.

douevenliftbro: Who here remembers the fight she and Lynette had last year outside the science wing, raise your hand



The morning sun angles through the gap in my curtains, but I shift to avoid the glare, scrolling through the Sekrit threads. There are 103 replies to Rockytruther’s post, the latest one time-stamped 8:47 AM. There are a few usernames I recognize, but a lot of people are responding under throwaway accounts—most of those calling me a bitch or a snob or, yes, a murderer.

A new text message comes in on the group chat.



HAYDEN

Are you scrolling? Stop scrolling.




A moment later, Sophie replies.



SOPHIE

Seriously log off and touch grass.




It’s not like their texts make me feel better, but they are enough to snap me out of autopilot. I throw the phone down. My ceiling fan rotates slowly, rustling the papers on my desk, the curtains at the window. Everything in my room is sunny and gentle, the walls white and painted with gold metallic stripes, the bedspread pale pink, the hardwood floor shiny and clean, but I can feel shadows welling up in the corners of my vision. It’s something I remember from those first days after what happened: the way darkness could pull my attention more easily than light. The way things felt fractured and dirty, even when they weren’t.

When I swing out of bed all my muscles complain—my calves, my thighs, my abs. I slept all night in a clenched little ball. Suddenly I am looking forward to that shower more than anything else in my life. Hot water. Steam. A place I literally cannot take my phone. I knock at the door to the bathroom that adjoins mine and Noelle’s room. Behind it I can hear Noelle’s old-school goth pop: boys … don’t … cry. Her thin voice singing along.

I press my forehead against the white-painted wood. “Noelle, I have to get ready for practice, how long are you going to—”

The door swings inward and I jump back with a scream.

The face that looks out at me is otherworldly and pale, the lips twisted in a rictus snarl. Almost like a corpse, except instead of the livid shadows you expect on the dead, there’s an unsettling glimmer to the skin. It’s strange and beautiful and terrifying, and my heart, already on alert from a night of bad dreams and worse reality, howls in my chest, ready to send me fight-or-flighting in the direction of my choice.

And then I blink, and it’s my sister, a wig cap snapped over her short curls, her face caked in theater makeup.

“Jumpy much?” she says.

She turns back to the sink in our shared bathroom. I take in the absolute catastrophe of the countertop. There are makeup sponges, uncapped tubes and bottles, a smear of something pink across the tile. And of course she’s going to leave it like that.

“What are you doing in here?” I ask.

“I’m getting ready for the con,” she says. She leans over the sink with a fake eyelash in one hand, holding her eyelid shut with the other. She’s wearing some kind of jumpsuit, low-cut at the front, and I have to keep from laughing as I realize she’s padded her bra to its bursting point.

My sister is usually low maintenance in the extreme. She wears oversized T-shirts and shorts every day. She lets her short shaggy curls air-dry. She doesn’t bother with makeup. In fact, the mess in here is extra galling because of the number of times she’s howled outside the door while I finished my eyeliner before school.

The exception is when she cosplays. She and a couple of her friends spend all their time sewing and gluing and painting and practicing makeup effects. They even started a club at school. If I’m being totally honest, it’s cool to see some of the looks they come up with—but I’m also kind of baffled by the whole thing. Noelle could put an iota of that energy into how she looks at school every day, but she doesn’t. She doesn’t seem to care that people think she’s weird and plain.

It makes me the tiniest bit jealous. Which I will definitely never tell her.

“Is that my Diamond Bomb?” The words erupt out of my mouth in a scream. Because there right next to her is an open compact, FENTY BEAUTY on the lid, the contents inside scraped empty. A few tragic grains of glitter sparkle up at me from the plastic. It’s suddenly clear just why my sister’s skin looks like snow. “God, Noelle, you used the whole thing?”

Her eyes dart down to the compact, and for a half second she looks ashamed. Then she shrugs. “I’ll get you more. Calm down.”

“It’s thirty bucks!” I pick up the empty container and throw it hard into the trash. She flinches, the eyelash still on her fingertip, and watches me warily.

“It’s perfect for Emma Frost’s diamond skin, though,” she says, the faintest sound of a whine in her voice. “Look!” She holds out her arm to show me the shimmer.

“I know how it works,” I snap. I turn away from her and jerk the faucet on. “Whatever. I’m getting in the shower. I have to get ready for practice.”

“No, Iris!” She turns around and stares at me. “The humidity will mess everything up. I’ve been working on this all morning!”

“Go to the other bathroom, then.”

“All my stuff’s in here already!” she says. “The light’s better here. And Sarah’s mom is going to pick me up in like twenty minutes. You go to the other bathroom.”

Suddenly, Mom’s head appears in the doorway. “What’s all the yelling about?” She looks back and forth at both of us, her eyes flashing. “Noelle Henley, this bathroom is a disaster area, what do you think you’re doing in here?”

“She won’t let me shower!” I say. I’m not above Mom justice. Not when I’m this exhausted and this pissed about my favorite highlighter being used for some kind of special effect. “And she used my makeup without asking.”

Mom’s eyes narrow. She takes in Noelle’s outfit and purses her lips a little at the bustline.

“Go use the downstairs bathroom,” she says to Noelle. She shakes her head. “You look ridiculous. It’s not Halloween.”

For a moment, Noelle seems to shrink. Her makeup, which a second ago scared the living crap out of me, looks gaudy and ridiculous. A little girl playing dress-up.

Then she laughs, and it’s almost scary how brittle that laugh sounds, how hard it makes her look again.

“It’s the Austin Comic Convention. Everyone there’s going to be dressed like this. And for your information, this is every bit as valid an activity as shaking a pom-pom and showing your ass during halftime.”

She whips a long blond wig off the towel rack where it’s been resting, grabs her stained makeup bag, and jerks her bedroom door open.

Mom watches, eyes narrow, until she’s slammed the door behind her.

“What is this stuff she’s into?” she asks. “You think it’s a cult?”

I’m too tired to answer. I turn the water back on as hot as it will run. When I look up, she’s looking at me in the mirror. We look a lot alike, me and my mom, though Mom’s caramel blond is from a bottle these days. She frowns a little, and I catch a glimpse of myself for the first time next to her—I’m the one who really looks like a corpse, my eyes baggy, my features drawn.

A fleeting thought: Have the rumors made it to her? Sekrit is encrypted. No one would leak it to an adult. And Noelle hasn’t seen it yet today, or she’d have let me know.

But what if?

“You got to watch what you get up to at those parties, baby,” she says. She gives a conspiratorial little smile. “You’re looking a little puffy. Make sure you drink some water before you head out today.

With that, she leaves, shutting the bathroom door behind her.






CHAPTER 9


SATURDAY, OCTOBER 8, 12:53 PM

VARDA HIGH

The head cheer coach’s name is Gloria, and she used to be a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader before a bad landing tore her left MCL in half. When she leads practice she always wears the same thing: ball cap, pink athletic shorts, and a big black brace on her leg, the visible reminder that every single move we make carries a potential cost.

“I saw some sloppy limbs yesterday,” she says now. “You got to get all of that tight and under control.” The music is cranked loud and she claps on the beat. We jump, we step, we spin, we land. We do it all again.

We’re in the Little Gym, a multipurpose room lined with mirrors and padded with mats. We’re moving too fast for me to see my own face in the mirror, but I catch glimpses of my body twisting and falling every few minutes. There’s a thick smell of stale beer coming off the crowd of bodies—a few girls overdid it last night—and I can feel muscles twitching and shivering under me. No one’s looking directly at me but I can’t tell if that’s because they’re all sluggish and hungover, or if it’s because of the Sekrit post.

I remind myself that the team has had my back all this time. Those first shocked and awful weeks after the murder-suicide, they formed up around me and walked me through the halls at school. They shielded me from the worst of the attention. Maybe a few of them were uncomfortable, or had doubts, but if so they kept it to themselves—outwardly they’d made a huge point of a unified front. So why would some rando’s anonymous post make a difference now?

Because now there’s a pile-on in progress. That always changes things. When there’s blood in the water the first to feed are the sharks, but surely in the mess of bone and tissue to follow, there are other creatures that take a bite.

On a water break I look around and try to judge who I can count on. Sophie and Hayden are ride or die, obviously, and Molly is solid. Bella will do whatever Lizzy does, but Lizzy’s not a big gossip, so maybe. Mari and Kennedy and Megan are one tight little unit unless they’re fighting. Chloe is quiet, so she’s anybody’s guess. Vanessa, Audrey, Nina, everyone else? It’s a toss up.

I wonder, not for the first time, if Lynette ever thought to make a calculation like that. If, somewhere in the drugged-out days of that last summer, she looked around at all of us and tried to predict who would have her back.

I wonder what she would’ve have guessed about me, before push came to shove.

I force myself to focus as Gloria resets the music again and again. I let the music fill my body and drown out my thoughts. I whip my body around, making sure every move is sharp and clean. The ache in my calves turns delicious, a burn that keeps me present in every movement. And when it comes time to fall into my friends’ arms, even though I can see them wobble and stumble … I close my eyes.

And they catch me.

They lower me safely down as Gloria turns to give notes.

“Y’all are looking rough today,” she says, pacing the mats with a smirk of distaste. “Everyone except Henley is still messing up those last few beats.”

My cheeks get warm. Not that I mind the praise, but it’s awkward when it’s just used to criticize everyone else.

“Homecoming is next week. You want to look like a bunch of amateurs for that?” She locks eyes with Bella, who is particularly hungover. “A couple of you are looking to lose your spots if you don’t get it together.”

How many of us think of Lynette when she says that? Lynette, who was top girl, highest flyer, who was kicked off the team anyway when her drug test came back positive. Not that it’s remotely the same thing. A few of us drank too much last night, but that’s a far cry from Lynette’s Oxy problem. By the time Gloria was forced to kick her off the team, she’d been missing practices right and left, or showing up high. Still, the threat is obvious. I see a few girls straighten their shoulders self-consciously, trying to look more alert.

Gloria looks at the clock and gives a distasteful shake of the head, like she wouldn’t let us go if she had any other option.

“Cool down. Be back here Monday, rested and ready to go.”

I take an extra-long drink of water before I grab my stuff, trying to watch everyone else without being too obvious. A few people slouch off to the showers right away. Molly and Vanessa bend over and start to stretch. Everyone’s acting normal, grabbing their stuff, twisting their sweaty hair up into buns or unlacing their sneakers. Maybe it was my imagination, earlier, when I thought they were avoiding my eyes.

“Nice practice,” Tammy Bates says, walking past me toward the locker room. I give her a little wave.

“For real,” Sophie says. “Only you could pull off a perfect routine hungover.” She only sounds the tiniest bit jealous, which I appreciate. She does a lot of the same moves I do; both of us are fliers. I’m the top girl—the head of the pyramid, the center of most of the stunts. I just barely beat her out for it. She’s always been stoic about it. She doesn’t like people to see her bothered about anything. But sometimes I can feel it there between us, something hard and unyielding.

In the locker room I get into the hot water for the second time of the day. My scalp aches as I take my hair out of its ponytail. I close my eyes and roll my neck. The thought of Lynette is always slow to leave my mind, but especially so right now, with my own scandal nipping at my heels. It’s almost surreal now, to think of how inseparable we were once upon a time. We’d been friends since second grade, when she socked Jake Ramsey in the stomach for throwing my new pink denim jacket in the mud. All through middle school and the first few years of high school, we were best friends.

But everything changed the fall before junior year.

I hadn’t meant to get her kicked off the team. I’d only meant to get her help. Or at least, that’s what I’d told myself at the time. She had gotten so out of control, and I didn’t know what else to do. Lynette had always been more adventurous than me in all things—first on the playground, but later with boys and alcohol and drugs. She was stealing her parents’ Wild Turkey when she was still in eighth grade, mixing it into a Coke bottle and taking brazen sips on the school bus. For a while that was all it was—a chance for her to show off and build up her reputation as a badass.

But something changed. It’s hard to put my finger on when exactly, because a lot of it was so gradual, but it was around Christmas break of our sophomore year when I watched her crush up two pills on a countertop and then snort the powder through a straw. She started to get moody and easily bored. She’d snap at me out of nowhere or leave if a party was too tame.

In July she’d OD’d and it scared the shit out of me. We were at Bella Zseleczky’s lake house, a hundred miles from a decent emergency room and without a single adult present. I’d been outside swimming for hours. Lynette had told me she’d join us, she just had to rest for a little while first—but she never came outside. And I guess I was mad, and kind of hurt, because she was my best friend, and I knew she was inside getting high instead of hanging out with me.

But oh, I was so stupid too. I had no idea what kind of stuff she’d been using. Now it’s obvious it was some kind of opioid, but at the time that stuff was barely on my radar. I was still nervous about getting caught with a lightly spiked cup of orange juice. It didn’t occur to me that she’d gotten involved with something too big for her to deal with.

When I went inside, dripping water from the new bikini I’d picked out with Sophie after Lynette had bailed on yet another trip to the outlet mall, I found her on the floor of one of the closets. She smelled like vomit, and her skin was grayish blue. Later, the others told me they heard my scream over the sound of the Jet Skis.

It’s lucky they did. It’s even luckier that Rodrigo Martinez had Narcan on him. I can still remember him fumbling around in his backpack, his face oddly blank, before pulling out the vial. He shoved it into her nose and sprayed, and she gasped, the fullest breath I’d heard her take in minutes. There was something grief-stricken about that breath, though. Something like she knew exactly what she’d already lost and what she stood to lose next.

I don’t think we ever talked about it. Not directly. I know we spent more time together over the next few weeks, and while it wasn’t exactly normal, it was easy to pretend it was. We went to the movies together, went swimming, hung out. And she went to every single practice for the rest of the summer. Weirdly she was better than ever. Hit all her marks. Jumped higher, landed with utter grace. I don’t know how. She looked like death warmed over, pale and sick and weepy, but when Gloria hit the music she was magical.

It didn’t last, though. School started and we were all busy and she started to vanish from classrooms, from parties, from practice. From my life.

So I sent Gloria an anonymous note, telling her she needed to hit Lynette with a urine test. I thought if it came back positive they’d force her into rehab or give her an ultimatum. But I was wrong. It was school district policy that she had to be removed from the team.

She lost everything because of me. I had tried to talk to her after that—tried to reach out—but she didn’t want it. She didn’t want any of us in her life after that, but she especially didn’t want me.

Sometimes I think of how many ways I have lost her, the person I loved most in the world, and I am overwhelmed by it all.

I don’t know how she could have possibly known I was the one who sent that note, but deep down, I think she did. No one else knows, though, and I’m not sure what they would do at this point if they found out. Would they call me a narc? Or would they understand I’d been trying to save her? Would it even matter?

I wonder what she’d think of everything happening now. The old Lynette—the one before addiction took over—would’ve stood up for me. She would’ve gotten into a flame war on Sekrit defending me. She would’ve dared people to look at me askance.

But the Lynette that wouldn’t meet my eyes in the hallway? The Lynette that messed around with my boyfriend behind my back?

She might be laughing from her grave.






CHAPTER 10


Saturday, October 8, 2:32 PM

Varda High

Outside, I meet Hayden and Sophie. They’re perched on the retaining wall that divides the parking lot from the athletic fields. Sophie’s cross-legged, taking a sly puff off her vape pen before turning her head to exhale the other direction. Hayden’s makeup has been carefully reapplied, but her hair is still wet. When it’s down it hangs to her waist and it takes forever to blow-dry, so it’s always slightly damp no matter what time of day it is.

“Dude, check this out,” Sophie says, nodding toward the field.

Someone’s out there running on the track. They’re far enough away that I can’t quite make out who it is, but they’re male, dressed in green sweats. Then I see another figure, this one with a baseball cap, looking down at a watch.

“Bryce and his dad,” Hayden says.

“Bryce has had to stop and vomit twice already,” Sophie says, snickering.

I watch them in silence. Now I recognize Bryce, his weirdly skinny legs and his overdeveloped chest, his shaggy wheat-colored hair. He staggers the last few steps of the track and comes to a halt, leaning over at the waist like he’s exhausted. His dad gestures at the watch.

“Oops, too slow,” Sophie says gleefully. “That’s four more laps, asshole.”

Bryce’s dad was a big football hero when he went to Varda, twenty-plus years ago. I remember last year when Bryce was Rocky’s alternate on the team, Mr. Sanders kept showing up at random practices to try to talk the coach into giving Bryce more playing time. Rocky said it was really embarrassing. “Man, just accept that your kid sucks and stop showing up to rub it in his face,” he’d said. It wasn’t the most tactful way to put it, obviously, but Rocky legitimately seemed to feel bad for Bryce.

Well, now Bryce has Rocky’s QB spot; you’d think that’d make his dad a little happier. I can just make out Mr. Sanders’s voice. “I don’t care how hungover you are. I can do this all day.”

“Almost enough to make me feel bad for him,” I say, sitting next to Hayden. “But not quite.”

“Yeah, well, you’d better keep your distance,” Hayden says. “I hear it on good authority that he wants to ask you out to homecoming.”

I make a face. The dance is this Friday and I have been firmly planning to go stag. I still can’t get my brain around the idea of dating anyone.

Well, I think, remembering Jonah’s photo, how cozy he looked next to his dog. Almost anyone.

“You guys want to go to Sunnyside?” I ask, kicking my feet against the sun-warmed stone wall. “My treat.”

Usually we hit the town’s diner, the Sunnyside Up, after a Saturday practice. But today Hayden gives an apologetic little wince.

“I can’t,” she says. “Carter’s sulking today. I don’t know what his problem is but I need to do some kind of damage control.”

“Damage control? What is he, a child?” Sophie asks with a sneer. “He’s just mad you had to drive us home before he had a chance to get laid last night.”

“It’s not like that,” Hayden says, but she doesn’t sound very convincing.

“Anyway, I have to pass on pancakes today,” Sophie grumbles. “I am somehow already behind on civics. I can’t get all carb-drowsy.”

“Maybe if you laid off the weed it’d help,” Hayden says, eager to have something to jab at Sophie about. Sophie just punches her in the arm.

“Okay, Mom,” she says.

Before the argument can escalate, someone leans on a car horn. We look up to see Carter in his F-250, idling a few feet away. He’s wearing shades. Beneath that his mouth and cheeks sag heavily. All the affable, doltish intoxication of last night is gone. Now he just looks mean.

“Shit,” Hayden mutters. She jumps up and waves. “Babe!”

He doesn’t answer. He just sits motionless as she bounces over to the car. But he’s not watching her.

He’s watching me.

A tremor works its way up through my body. I force myself not to look away, not to flinch. Hayden says something to him. When he doesn’t respond, she shoots me a nervous glance.

“Um. See you later, guys,” she says.

She waits for a moment, but when we don’t respond she disappears around to the other side of the truck to climb in. Carter’s still staring at me, his face unmoving. Then, before Hayden even gets her seat belt on, he peels out from the curb.

“What a jackass,” Sophie mutters.

But I get the message.

Carter believes the post.

Carter thinks I’m a murderer.

My phone is in my hand. I don’t even remember fishing it out of my bag; it’s such a habit by this point. I open Sekrit and scroll through the comments that have shown up just in the last few hours while I’ve been at practice.


sugarspice: she should be arrested

swifty4life: What are you even talking about? There’s no evidence but some dumb rumors.

bigmood: Bet there’s evidence they didn’t know to look for, maybe they would find it now

vernacular_girl: Doesn’t she have an alibi tho?

sugarspice: I hope she’s freaking out right now



Somehow that last one is the one that hurts most. It’s not just that people are willing to think I could kill someone. It’s the glee of it all, the fact that someone actually hopes I’m in pain.

I hit the refresh button. Force of habit, again. And there’s a brand-new comment—time stamped twenty-one seconds ago.


puma208375890: I know for a fact that she left the cheer sleepover that night. Her alibi is crap.



My breath seizes up in my throat.

“Sophie,” I whisper. She frowns, looks over my shoulder at the post. Then she rolls her eyes.

“Oh, come on,” she says. “That’s not true. They’re just making shit up to fan the flames.”

I want to believe her so badly. But the truth is, I don’t remember what happened that night. Not past a certain point, anyway. And I’m not confident Sophie, with her vape pen and whatever else she took, remembers much either.

“I was so fucked up,” I say uncertainly.

She shrugs. “Yeah, you were. Which is why I know you didn’t go anywhere. There’s no way you could’ve left that party, made it to the ranch, done … whatever … and then gotten safely back. Sorry, babe, but you can barely operate a TV remote when you’re mildly tipsy. I just don’t buy it.”

I try to let that reassure me. Besides—if someone had seen me sneak away from the party, they would have mentioned it sometime in the last six months.

Right?






DAY THREE







CHAPTER 11


SUNDAY, OCTOBER 9, 5:13 PM

HENLEY HOUSE

Bzzzt.

Bzzzt.

Bzzzt.

By Sunday afternoon my phone is blowing up. It’s not just posts on Sekrit now. I’m getting texts and DMs from everyone I know. Most of them are nice. Girls on the team text to tell me they have my back. Friends from class, kids I grew up with, message to ask how I’m doing, if I’m okay?

A few are less nice.



U fukkin monster

Hope you get the death penalty

You never fooled me, I knew you were a piece of crap





Those mostly come from numbers I don’t know. Someone put my phone number on the Sekrit thread, so now everyone’s got it. Everyone’s making use of it.

I’m on my bed, my history textbook propped open in front of me, but I haven’t looked at it in I don’t know how long. My thoughts loop around, the merry-go-round from hell. Iris Henley is a murderer. I’m at the cabin, where are you? I know for a fact that she left the cheer sleepover that night. I hope she’s freaking out right now. Iris Henley is a murderer. I’m at the cabin …

Every few minutes I look at my phone. I can’t stop, even though I know I should, even though I know nothing new or helpful or meaningful will appear there. Refresh, refresh, refresh—every post and reply adds to the babble in my head. This is just a throwaway account, where is your proof? I always had suspicions. Iris Henley has always been weird. Iris Henley is a liar. Iris Henley is a murderer. I’m at the cabin, where are you?

I know for a fact that she left the cheer sleepover that night.

For about the hundredth time today, I stare up at the ceiling fan’s slow rotation, sifting through memories from the night of the murder-suicide. There’s a sense of vertigo to every scene I can recall, a wild spinning abandon, images and sensations coming up through the chaos and vanishing almost right away. I was outside. It’d been raining; there was mud. I wheeled through the damp leaves, laughing. Hayden’s face swam into focus for a moment. Sophie, Molly, the other girls were there. I leapt from someone’s shoulders into the darkness, my heartbeat like the rhythm of one of the pop songs we danced to. My friends caught me in their arms. We were in my yard, doing tricks we normally would have to steel ourselves to try.

We felt invincible.

I remember realizing how good it felt, and realizing that I’d been sad for a long time. That I’d been feeling helpless, about Rocky, about my life, and suddenly, with that little orange pill and the vodka and whatever else I did that night, I felt like I could do anything.

But there was no way that could include murder.

Right?

I’ve never even held a gun. I’ve never gone hunting. I don’t even like squishing bugs. There’s no version of that night where I somehow found my keys, started my car, drove the ten and a half miles to Koenig Ranch without going straight into a ditch, got Rocky’s gun from his truck, confronted him and Lynette, and … what? Shot them both in cold blood? Or threatened them with the gun until it accidentally went off?

When the case was closed the sheriff’s department had released some of the details to the public. Lynette had been shot once in her chest. The bullet hit just to the right of her heart. Varda doesn’t have an actual medical examiner, but Sheriff Ramos said it looked like it was possible Rocky hadn’t really meant to shoot her, or maybe like he’d meant to shoot but had second thoughts halfway through pulling the trigger. It was clear they’d been drinking—Rocky’s blood alcohol limit was twice the legal amount—and so maybe he’d just been too drunk to aim.

But the small handful of Rocky apologists in Varda didn’t like that explanation. They pointed out the fact that Rocky was a crack shot. He’d been hunting with his dad and uncles every year since he was seven years old. Some of his friends pointed out that they’d seen him hit a bull’s-eye while dead drunk on multiple occasions. And they weren’t wrong. I’d seen it too.

Still. It’s not exactly a stretch to think his hands might have been shaking that night, that whatever it was that happened between them left him unable to aim.

Regardless, his aim was spot-on for the next shot—the one at his temple.

There’s no reason to even imagine the version Rockytruther2001, and now “puma208375890,” put out there. No reason to picture myself standing in the doorway to the cabin, blind drunk, tears streaming down my face, holding his Smith & Wesson in my outstretched hands.

Bzzzt.

I pick up the phone, ready to see another angry message, another accusation. But it’s Jonah.



JONAH

I have the worst senioritis known to man. I am spending my Sunday reading words like “derivatives” and “integrals” and I don’t know why





My body unclenches a little. I look down at the phone, smiling a little, thinking. For a moment I wonder once again if I shouldn’t tell him what’s going on. But part of the point of these messages with Jonah—part of what makes them feel good—is that the conversation is light, innocent. He’s just a boy, a cute boy that thinks I’m cute. What a dumb, comforting relief.

So instead I type back:



ME

that’s what you get for taking calculus. Should’ve taken slacker classes like me. Choir, pottery, printmaking. Find an art teacher that looks extremely stoned all the time, easy A






JONAH

has anyone ever told you you should be a guidance counselor?






ME

thank you I like to be inspirational






JONAH

I don’t know why I’m working so hard. I applied early decision to UT so as long as I don’t actively kill anyone next semester it doesn’t matter, I can do whatever I want





I freeze, my hand curled around the edges of the phone.

So long as I don’t actively kill anyone.

He knows. He knows, and he’s fucking with me. That’s the only explanation. He’s baiting me and he’s going to put screenshots of our texts all over the internet. My body is braced for the blow.

Bzzzt.



JONAH

How are your applications coming?





A figure of speech. It was just a figure of speech.

I’ve got to calm down. I can’t flare up like this over every tiny thing. But the idea of Jonah finding out about the pile-on makes me want to weep. These conversations, flirty, light, uncomplicated, have been a lifeline of normalcy. I can’t stand the thought of losing them.



ME

Honestly it’s been kind of hard to work on them. IDK what my “academic and professional goals” are besides “leave Varda.”







JONAH

gasp, you don’t have clearly articulated plans for your future?

JONAH

jk, I’ve got no idea what I’m doing either

but I would like to do it in Austin

you’re still looking at UT, right?







ME

Yeah that’s one of the places I’m applying—part of me wants to go farther, though. I mean Austin’s an hour away from Varda, it might be nice to go somewhere totally new.







JONAH

ok but you’re overlooking something really important

and that is that I could be in Austin too and it would be very cool if we were in the same place at the same time





A warm wave of pleasure hits me. I can’t keep a goofy smile off my face, and I’m contemplating all the different ways I could reply when there’s a sharp knock at my door.

I drop my phone on the bed. I’ve been staring at the screen so long my room looks strange and flat, unreal. Or—no, it’s just that it’s gotten dark outside, and I haven’t turned on a light.

Noelle opens the door and sticks her head in. “Dinner,” she says.

I don’t answer. I feel her presence there in the doorway, but I don’t look up. After a minute, she leaves.






CHAPTER 12


SUNDAY, OCTOBER 9, 5:40 PM

HENLEY HOUSE

Downstairs, the dining room table is set with the good china. Mom and Dad always make a big deal out of Sunday dinner because it’s the only night we can all eat together. During the week Noelle and I have band or cheer or homework or club meetings, Dad works long hours in Austin, and Mom has a full slate of PTA and booster and book club meetings.

I’m not sure why we bother using the good china, because dinner is almost always the same thing: dry chicken breasts, undressed salad, and whatever miracle vegetable has been in the news lately. It doesn’t seem like a meal like that needs any kind of fanfare or classy plating. But Mom’s on a perpetual diet, so every week we eat the tasteless food off the tasteful tableware.

Dad’s already at the head of the table. He’s wearing his Sunday clothes—polo shirt, nice slacks. He’s been out on the golf course all day; his face is a little sunburned, and I can tell from his smile he had a few drinks at the clubhouse before coming home. “There she is,” he says. “Where’ve you been all day? You can’t have that much homework yet, school just started.”

“It’s October.” Mom’s voice is cool and barbed as she puts a platter of boiled cauliflower on the table between us. She hates it when he shows up to dinner tipsy. “They’ve been in class for a month and a half.”

Noelle comes in from the kitchen with a pitcher of water, sliced lemons floating inside. She’s back to her usual look: oversized black T-shirt and a pair of athletic shorts. Her features are small and sullen under her unkempt curls.

“I’ve already got a hundred and ten percent in my English class,” she tells Dad. She puts down the pitcher a little roughly, and the water slops over the side.

“A hundred and ten!” he says, like we’re five years old and he’s making some kind of goofy dad joke. “I’m glad it’s in English. I’d be worried if your math teacher thought that was possible. Can’t be better than perfect, Noelle. But nice try.”

It is actually possible, because our school gives weighted scores to AP classes, which he’d know if he’d ever once been to a parent-teacher conference or listened to us talk about it. I look quickly up at Noelle. Her lips go hard and straight, and she slumps down in her chair.

“Grace,” Mom says.

We’re not really religious, but Mom was a preacher’s kid. I never met my maternal grandpa—he died before I was born—but I know Mom grew up resenting the fussy, frumpy household she grew up in. I guess some habits are hard to kick, though, because she always makes sure we pray before we eat.

Dad sighs and straightens up before clasping his hands in front of him.

“Our Father in Heaven, we give thanks for this food, and we pray that it nourishes our bodies and give us strength to live as You would have us. This we ask in the name of Christ, Our Heavenly Father.”

“Amen,” we all say together.

Mom starts to pass the platter around. I take a piece of chicken like everyone else, but the idea of putting it into my mouth strikes me as impossible. Steam rises off the cauliflower, and I busy myself cutting things into tiny, tiny pieces.

“So we lost another game last night?” Dad says.

“Friday night,” Noelle answers. “It was pathetic.”

“I tried to make it, but the meeting in Austin went too long,” he says. “But maybe it’s a good thing I didn’t go. I can’t stand to see those boys lose.”

Dad was a running back in high school and will still regale anyone who wants to listen with stories of his glory days. He and Mom both went to Varda High. She wasn’t allowed to cheer, because her dad thought it was “immodest,” but Mom and Dad still managed to be a high school power couple. Their pictures are laced all throughout their senior yearbook: holding hands on a hayride, waving from a homecoming float. Voted “Cutest Couple” on the Senior Superlatives page.

It’s kind of sad to think about. Now all they do is snipe at each other. They don’t even sleep in the same bed anymore—Mom decamped for the guest room years ago. She said it was because he snored so badly, but I think she also just wanted her own space.

Dad smiles at me, and I get a glimpse of what Mom must have seen in him so long ago. A roguish charm, a twinkling eye. “Well, too bad we lost, but I’m sure the cheer squad made everyone’s cost of entry worthwhile.”

“The band was on point.” Noelle’s sawing through her meat, leaving it in jagged hunks on her plate. “We’re doing a Beyoncé medley and it’s brutal. There are a bunch of wild steps for ‘Single Ladies,’ and I—”

“Slow down,” Mom snaps at her. “You’re going to make yourself sick, eating like that.”

There’s a little clink, as Noelle’s silverware falls to her plate. She scowls down at her lap.

Dad takes a sip of wine, completely oblivious. That’s his superpower: never picking up on tension. Life must be so easy that way.

“Beyoncé, huh?” He leans his forearm on the table. “They make you guys dance around with your tubas to Beyoncé? Man, when I was in high school—”

“I play the trombone.” Noelle’s voice is too loud. Mom’s eyes cut toward her, but Noelle doesn’t care. She’s gone pale, the shadows of her face deepening with anger. “Not the tuba.”

“Sure, I knew that,” says Dad. “The long one. With all the tubes.”

When we were little this might’ve been a funny bit: him pretending not to know something very basic about us while we giggled. He used to act like he didn’t know what grade we were in, or which of us liked cherry versus vanilla ice cream, or even the name of our nanny. We thought it was a bit. The problem is, now we’re old enough to realize that it isn’t. He makes light of it to cover for the fact that he’s barely around and doesn’t give a shit.

“Anyway,” Noelle says, stabbing again at the chicken. “It’s a lot harder than just waving some pom-poms around and shaking your ass.”

Mom slaps a palm on the table.

“That’s enough. Not everything is a competition. You don’t need to cut down your sister just because you feel insecure,” she says.

A moment or two passes, and I think maybe this will blow over, and we will eat our dry chicken and unseasoned vegetables in silence like a normal white American family and then I can go back upstairs to my room.

But then Noelle pulls the trigger.

“At least I’m not a murderer,” she mumbles.

Every sound in the room collapses into silence. To my left and right my parents are confused, staring. But across from me, Noelle’s face juts like a precision blade. Her eyes flash with triumph.

Well, it was only a matter of time before she saw the post. She didn’t have to narc me out in front of Mom and Dad, though. I put down my fork. I don’t know what I’m going to do—but I know what I want to do. I want to break that plate over her head. I want to throw wet vegetables at her. I want to make her feel small and stupid and ugly and pathetic.

But before I can do anything, Dad bursts out laughing. Literally holding his gut, laughing. Bending over at the waist, his face red with it.

“A murderer?”

“It’s true,” Noelle says loudly. “Everyone at school’s been talking about it. Everyone thinks she killed Rocky and Lynette.”

Dad stops laughing. I guess the sound of their names can get even his attention.

“That’s … that’s … that’s…” he sputters.

“Absurd.” Mom has barely moved, but she lifts up her wineglass in one slender hand. “It’s absurd. Kids are cruel.”

“Is this true, Iris?” Dad looks at me, his eyes suddenly focused. “Who’s saying this crap?”

I open my mouth, but before I can say anything, Noelle cuts in.

“Everyone,” she says again, almost gleeful. “And they’re saying her alibi is totally made up.”

“Why would you repeat something like that?” Mom’s attention turns back to Noelle. “What’s wrong with you? Why would you help spread lies about your own sister?”

“I want names,” Dad says. “I want to know who’s saying this. We’ll see what they say when they’ve got a defamation lawsuit on their hands.”

“I just don’t understand you sometimes, Noelle,” Mom says, shaking her head. “Why you can’t be more supportive—”

I stand up quickly, pushing my chair back from the table Everyone goes quiet.

“It’s just a dumb rumor,” I say. “Just … stop. No one needs to get sued. No one needs to freak out. Just let it go.”

“Iris, I will not stand for people dragging our name—” my dad starts. But I shake my head.

“Dad, it’s not a big deal.” The words are almost hard to say, twisting around in my chest. I’m desperate for someone to take this as seriously as I’ve been taking it—not dismissing it as a troll or a joke gone too far. But the help my parents would offer is worse than no help at all. They’ll be on the phone with the principal, with my teachers, with other kids’ parents. They’ll call the internet provider, thinking that they can throw their weight around and find out who the original poster was. They’ll think it’s as simple as dialing up Sekrit, and I just can’t take that right now. “Can I please go back to my room? I have to finish my homework.”

I don’t wait for an answer. I turn and head for the stairs. Behind me, there’s a pained silence. It’s not until I’m out of sight of them that I hear my mom’s muffled voice. “You show me this message right now, Noelle. I want to…”

Great. It’s too late; they’re going to be on the case in no time. I’m grateful they don’t believe the rumor, I guess. That they are willing to defend me. But at the same time, I know it’s not about me at all. For Dad it’s about the family’s reputation. For Mom, it’s more evidence that Noelle’s a brat.

There’s nothing they can do to stop this, though. A wildfire has been lit and there’s no telling when it will be put out.






DAY FOUR







CHAPTER 13


MONDAY, OCTOBER 10, 7:34 AM

VARDA HIGH

My stomach is a mess when I pull into the senior parking lot the next morning. Last night between watching the comments pile up (between Rockytruther’s thread, and Puma208375980’s, we’ve got more than two hundred messages now. Go Pumas!) and convincing my parents that they didn’t need to sue The Internet, I begged the universe for some kind of freak weather event that would close down the school. Flash flood. Tornado. Mid-October snowstorm. Anything.

The universe did not come through. The birds are singing, the sun is shining, and here I am. Because I can’t hide at home while everyone else shows up ready to talk their shit. I have to let them see that I am unbothered and moisturized and in my lane. I have to let them see that none of this can hurt me.

Still. I sit in the car for a few minutes, trying to psych myself up to face it all. People are milling around the parking lot, the way they do before the warning bell rings: sitting on a tailgate eating breakfast tacos and gossiping, listening to one last song on Javier Rodriguez’s souped-up stereo. A bunch of guys are chasing each other around with lacrosse sticks for some reason. We don’t even have lacrosse at Varda High.

The first bell rings, and most everyone starts to make their way toward the building. I get out of my car and stand there for a moment. All I want is to be invisible, which is pretty much the opposite of how I’ve spent the last few years. I’m not actually sure how to stand, how to walk, when I’m trying to fade into the background.

“’Sup, Henley?” I turn to see Max, backpack slung across one shoulder.

Relief seeps through my body. I won’t have to walk in alone, anyway. “Hey, Max. Where’s Katy? Don’t you usually give her a ride in the morning?”

“She comes in early on Mondays for swim practice.” He rubs the back of his head where the hair is short and bristly. “You okay?”

“Dreading this a little,” I say.

He looks confused for a moment, then surprised.

“You’re still worried about the Sekrit thing?” he asks.

“I mean … yeah. Have you been back on it in the last day or so? It’s still going,” I say. “People have been texting me death threats all weekend. Never mind that my parents found out, and they’re freaking out now too.”

“Oof.” He winces. “I can’t imagine. Or, like, I can imagine, given how my parents would take that news.”

Max’s parents are almost as intense as mine. His dad is the communications director for our state representative, and he lives most of the year in Austin for work. His mom is on a bunch of charity boards and town booster organizations. Her biggest goal is to beautify Varda. Her second-biggest goal is to beautify Max, or at least to make him stand up straight and wear a collared shirt. It doesn’t always go that well.

He puts his arms around my shoulders and squeezes. He’s wearing a long-sleeved hoodie even though it’s way too hot for it, but the fabric is soft and worn and familiar against my cheek.

“Come on, we’re going to be late.”

The parking lot is pretty much empty now, except for the usual consistently tardy stragglers. Inside the AC blasts my skin, raising goose bumps along my bare arms. For just a moment the sight of the crowded hall makes me stop in my tracks. Max stops next to me.

A moment later I feel his fingers slide into mine. I close my eyes, then open them again, and together, we walk down the hall.

“Hi, Iris!” Lydia Haber-Jones waves as I walk past. Nothing in her face looks malicious. I glance at Max and he gives an encouraging nod, so I give her a wave back.

Maybe he’s right. Maybe people will be … normal?

As we walk I look sidelong at everyone we pass. It definitely looks normal. A group of girls from choir say hi. Preston Holmes asks if I’ve finished my English paper yet (no). Olivia Chambers tells me she likes my skirt. At first glance it’s like nothing ever happened. Well, if they want to pretend the Sekrit posts never happened, that’s fine with me.

But then I notice little things too. A cluster of freshmen trailing behind us and giggling; a few people taking surreptitious pictures of me. Rodrigo Martinez actually makes the sign of the cross when I pass.

Then we round a corner, and we’re face-to-face with Katy.

Her hair is still damp from swim practice, combed sleekly back from her face. For a second she looks surprised to see us. Then her eyes focus in on our hands, still interlaced together, and they narrow sharply.

“Oh,” she says. “Hi.”

I try to pull my hand quickly back from Max’s, but it takes him a moment to let go. He doesn’t seem fazed by Katy’s death stare. He gives my fingers one more squeeze before he releases them.

“How was swim practice?” he asks, as if nothing in the world could’ve been so normal.

Katy looks at me like he hasn’t even spoken. “I saw all the posts this weekend. God, you poor thing, it must’ve been really hard to find out how many people hate your guts.”

I recoil. “I…”

“Oh, I don’t mean it like that,” she says quickly. “I just mean … a pile-on is like, grrrr, you know? Like, people you never even noticed before suddenly have beef with you, and now they can make it your problem. But gosh, who would do something like that to you after all you’ve been through?”

Her voice is cloyingly sweet, and I can’t for the life of me tell if every word is meant to be a barb or if she’s being sincere. I glance at Max, but he just shrugs.

“I wish I knew,” I say with a little laugh. She joins me a moment later, and then we’re both laughing, together, like we’re sharing some kind of joke.

“I bet,” she says. She slides in next to Max and hooks her arm through his. “I’m just glad you’ve got such a supportive friend in Max. He can be such a grump, you’d never know he’s actually a big teddy bear.”

We’re making our way down the hall together now. The crowd starts to thicken as we approach the senior lockers, and I realize we’re approaching some kind of a commotion. I tune out of the conversation and stretch my neck to see.

Everyone’s clustered around the Coke machine near my locker.

No, wait: Everyone’s clustered around my locker.

I pick up speed, double-stepping to find out what’s going on. Behind me I vaguely hear Katy’s voice drawing in a sharp gasp as she sees the same thing I do at the same time.

My locker’s been torn open, hanging off one hinge. The contents are thrown all over the floor. The photos I’d taped inside, the magnetic mirror, the Varda pennant, all trashed. Someone’s written all over the door in red Sharpie. I know what it will say before I even get close enough to read it.

MURDERER.

All over the door, inside and out. MURDERER. IRIS KILLED ROCKY. #JUSTICEFORROCKY.

People are standing around taking pictures of it, laughing, pointing.

Standing alone just a little bit back from the crowd, I catch a glimpse of pale blue hair, cut short. Kendra. Rocky’s sister. She watches with an unreadable expression. Our eyes meet and I feel a shiver cut through my spine.

“Iris!”

Sophie pushes through the crowd, grabbing ahold of my wrist. “There you are! I’ve been texting you all morning!”

Hayden’s just behind her, eyes round with horror. “They destroyed your locker!” she says, with her usual gift for understatement.

Sophie grabs me by my elbow. “Come on,” she says.

“Soph, wait, I’ve gotta—”

“Forget it,” she says shortly. “They’d love to get some pictures of you crouched down, picking up your shit. That’s worth another week of drama. No, we’re out of here.”

Hayden looks pale and stricken, but she nods. She grabs my left hand, and Sophie grabs my right, and together they get me out the door.






CHAPTER 14


MONDAY, OCTOBER 10, 9:13 AM

Texas Hill Country

“It’s sick,” Sophie says, for about the hundredth time in the last hour. “Someone at our school is really fucking sick.”

We’re in Hayden’s Jeep, driving aimlessly alongside the river. I’ve been crying intermittently for the past hour and a half. Hayden’s glitzy dance pop comes incongruously out of the speakers, every beat a blow to my head, but I don’t have the wherewithal to ask her to turn it off. Instead I just stare out the window, hiccupping with the occasional sob.

“It’s so fucked up,” Sophie says again. “Why would someone do something like this? Everyone saw how devastated you were in the spring. Everyone saw how hard you worked to put yourself back together. So how could they think you had anything to do with it? You were a victim. It’s sick for them to treat you like this.”

I cut my eyes over to the rearview mirror. Sophie is practically giving off sparks, her small round face hard with rage. “I’m not a victim,” I say softly.

She shakes her head, like it’s all just semantics. “Your partner was violent. Not to you, maybe, but what he did…” She trails off, not because it’s too hard but because she’s too mad to give voice to it. She’s never tolerated boys, or men, that hurt women. Her favorite aunt helps run a women’s shelter in San Antonio and she’s had to listen to too many messed-up stories over the years. It’s one of the things that makes her edgy about Carter.

“You notice no one wrote ‘justice for Lynette’ on your locker? It’s all just Rocky, Rocky, Rocky,” she says. “The one person responsible.”

“To be fair, by the time Lynette died she’d pissed off a lot of people,” Hayden says.

“Oh, so that means she deserved it?” Sophie snaps.

“That’s not what I—” Hayden starts, but I interrupt them both.

“Can you guys not do this right now? I can’t deal with it.” I rub my palms roughly across my cheeks. “You’re right, Soph, it’s fucked up, okay? And Hayden, can you please turn this off? I am losing my mind.”

Hayden snaps off the audio, and we drive in silence for a few minutes. The landscape outside my window is gold and red, dead brush and hard clay on either side of the wide and lazy river. I rest my forehead against the window.

After a while we pull off to a place where the river runs shallow across big slabs of granite. We park at the side of the road and walk to a spot where we can sit and dangle our feet.

“I’m starting to understand how Lynette must have felt,” I say. “After she got kicked off the team, I mean.”

Hayden and Sophie both visibly recoil. It makes me realize, not for the first time, how rarely we talk about her.

“It’s not even remotely the same thing,” Hayden says. “I mean, obviously she didn’t deserve what Rocky did to her. But getting kicked off the team was her fault. She was the one who fucked that up.”

That’s only half true, I think, but I have no interest in coming clean that I was the one who ratted Lynette out.

“I know it’s different,” I say. “But I can kind of get how scary it must’ve been for her to lose something that mattered so much to her. And then she was so alone.”

Cheer had mattered to her—partly because it was one of the few things she was really good at, but partly because it gave her the social currency she desperately needed. Lynette’s family had been in Varda for generations, but unlike Rocky’s, hers did not give her a leg up. The Zeigers were known around town as a bunch of reprobates and petty criminals. Her own parents had settled down—her dad owned a metal salvage business and had done pretty well for himself on the straight and narrow—but some of her aunts and uncles were involved with outlaw biker gangs and were in and out of prison their whole lives. There were rumors that her great-grandmother partied with Janis Joplin back in the sixties, which probably would’ve been a cool story if we lived in Austin. In Varda it just means that the Zeigers had been bad for a long time. That it was in her blood.

Lynette didn’t have Sophie’s heavy-duty ballet background, but she was an amazing dancer, one of those girls that would slow down a music video and watch it frame by frame to get the moves just right. She intuitively understood rhythm and movement in a way people train their whole lives to figure out. She’d genuinely loved to cheer—but more importantly, being good at cheer protected her from her family’s reputation. And she was right; once she lost it, everyone was all too happy to write her off as another white trash drug-addled Zeiger.

Which begs the question: What will they believe about me? What do I stand to lose, if these rumors don’t stop?

Sophie rummages in her bag, pulls out her vape pen. She hands it to me first. Usually I don’t partake. I get too nervous about getting caught. But if this isn’t an extenuating circumstance, I don’t know what is. I take a small drag and fight my lungs to keep it in. Then I pass it off to Hayden.

“What am I going to do?” I croak, exhaling as I do so. It makes Sophie give a wry little laugh.

Hayden takes an expert inhale.

“I think you’re doing it,” she says a moment later. “Smoke some weed, relax, skip school the rest of the day, go skinny-dipping with your friends…”

“Absolutely not,” says Sophie, who doesn’t do public nudity.

“… and then go home and go to sleep,” Hayden finishes. “And tomorrow, maybe it’ll all look different.”

“That’s very optimistic,” I say.

“You’re ruminating,” Sophie says, jabbing a finger at me with the vape pen in her hand.

“What’s that mean?” Hayden asks.

“It means she’s thinking about it all again. Stop it.” Sophie slaps lightly at my arm, kidding but not.

I am thinking about it all again, but maybe not in the way she meant. “Easier said than done.”

“No it’s not,” she says, a faux-Pollyanna note in her voice. “Look at me! Sure, my body is totally fucked up, and I can’t land that double twist in the new routine to save my life, and I’m two weeks behind on whatever we’re supposed to be reading for English, but I just fix my face”—she beams, dimple popping out of her left cheek—“and kill a few brain cells, and I’m back to being dumb and hot the way God intended.”

I can’t help it. Maybe it’s the weed, or maybe it’s the desperation, or maybe it’s just that Sophie’s darkest comedy always keeps me from the brink. I start to laugh. Hayden jumps up, wobbling a little on the edge of the granite, and strikes a pose, a right punch.

“Come on, girls, you know what you have to do. Get down, get hard, get mean!” she chants, shooting her arms out in time with the words. “Get down, get hard, get mean!”

“Get down!” Sophie claps twice. “Get hard.” Clap clap. “Get mean!”

It’s corny, but it’s funny. And true. And the fact that they’re here with me, that they’ve been here with me through it all, matters. I lie back on the warm stone and giggle, listening to their voices echo around the clearing, letting the rhythm hold me safe.

That’s when I hear a siren.

We all freeze for a second, waiting. Sound carries out here. They might not even be close. But then the red and blue lights come swiveling into the clearing above us. A cop car, wheels grinding on the gravel. Hayden looks wildly around for a second and then throws the vape pen as far as she can. Like that’s going to help. It doesn’t even land in the water, coming to rest on a granite outcropping. Sophie gives her a murderous look.

The driver’s side door opens. It’s Holden Mays—sorry, Deputy Mays now. He was the football team’s equipment manager when he was a senior and we were freshmen. We knew him as a quiet, pale guy whose stare clung to you like a wet bathing suit. Now he’s an officer of the law.

“We’re not playing hooky,” Sophie says quickly. “We have a free period.”

An obvious lie, but the bigger issue is the vape pen. My heart picks up speed. If he arrests us for possession we are absolutely off the team.

Just like Lynette.

I can sense rather than see his eyes on me. He watches for a moment, then steps down the incline. None of us move. “How are you, Iris?” he asks.

A tremor starts through my chest and spreads across my shoulders, down my arms, into my hands. I clench my teeth to keep them from chattering as I stand slowly up.

“I’m going to need you to come with me,” he says. “We have some questions for you.”

“It’s just a vape pen,” Hayden says shrilly. “It’s not even tobacco, it’s just juice. You know. Mango.”

Holden doesn’t even look at her. He stops in front of me.

“It’s about the death of Richard Koenig and Lynette Zeiger,” he says.

By the time I get to his car I’m shaking so hard I can barely buckle in. Rocky and Lynette’s names sit like weights in my chest.

I guess the rumors have finally reached the sheriff.






CHAPTER 15


MONDAY, OCTOBER 10, 10:43 PM

VARDA COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE

I sit in the back seat of the cop car, watching the world go by. Every familiar landmark, everything I’ve grown up with, rolls past and away into the distance. There’s the water tower, spray-painted with a green mushroom cloud by some teenager before I was even born. There’s the turnoff to the town cemetery. There’s the rusted iron bridge over its long-dry gully; there’s the elementary school, where Lynette and I used to dare each other to do the dead man’s drop off the monkey bars, spinning around like firecrackers. Usually we landed on our feet. Sometimes we didn’t.

Deputy Mays doesn’t say much as we drive but I feel his eyes on me, like he’s taking notes that he’ll jot down on a form later. Subject wearing crop top and short pants. Subject hunched over and hugging her midsection, body language nervous. Subject’s mascara smeared—she looks crazy, she looks weird, she looks like a killer.

I remember when he was a senior, the way he stood next to the coach at football practice. Hands in pockets, shoulders slumped. The rumor was that he’d tried and failed for three years to land a varsity spot. Instead of being stuck on JV again as a senior, he’d taken the equipment manager position. As a freshman the story had only registered as a kind of distant secondhand embarrassment, the kind of thing that would never happen to me or my friends. We were different; we were special. We had what it took.

The hills even out around us, and we glide into town. Past the library, the antique shop, the mill-and-feed where Rocky used to work. The sheriff’s station, a small beige box. Mays comes around and opens my door. For a moment he looms over it, his frame filling the space. He’s always been muscular—I remember seeing him lifting with the team, back when the other freshman girls and I would peek in the weight room. His biceps still strain against the blue polyester of his uniform. After a moment, he steps to one side, but when I get out I have to brush against him.

I catch a little glimpse of a smirk before he turns away to lead me inside.

Sheriff Ramos is in his office. He’s a short, broad-shouldered man with a salt-and-pepper mustache, known for a collection of cowboy hats that he wears according to different public appearances. White when he’s announcing a case has been closed. Deep brown leather for campaign season. Green with gold trim for high school football games. Behind his desk is an autographed picture of the Lone Ranger from the old black-and-white TV show.

The sheriff used to be good friends with the Koenigs. I’d see him and his wife at the ranch for card nights, swimming parties, the Fourth of July barbecue. I don’t know if he’s stayed in touch with them, or if, like everyone else, he’s cut them off.

“Hi there, Iris,” he says. I can’t read a thing in his voice, which is quiet but not quite gentle. I nod at him and take the red plastic chair he gestures to across from his desk. Behind me I can still feel Mays in the doorway, shifting his weight. It’s a relief when Ramos dismisses him with a curt nod. “Thanks, Deputy, that’ll be all,” he says.

I don’t let myself look around to make sure he’s gone. I wait for the door to click. I prop my backpack against my shins, the weight of it grounding.

When he’s gone, Ramos looks down at his desk, shifts a few pieces of paper around. Then he leans back in his chair. He’s got a small round gut that would look almost cheerful on a different person, in a different place.

“Do you know why you’re here, Iris?” He clasps his hands on the desk and looks directly at me.

“No, sir, I don’t,” I say. Even as I say it I feel the vibration of my phone in my backpack. More posts on Sekrit? More messages from people that think I’m a killer?

“No?” He shakes his head. “You know, you kids, you put everything online and don’t even stop to think who might see it. I don’t get it. It was much harder to bust you before y’all had your phones out all the time.”

I’m not quite sure what he expects to hear, so I just ask, “Sir?”

His expression shifts out of neutral into a kind of oh-please look, head tilted to one side. “Come on, Iris. We know what’s going on.”

So either Sheriff Ramos has access to Sekrit—which means he’s been spying on us all this time—or someone from school told him about the post. I force the breath through my chest. I haven’t done anything wrong, I remind myself; none of the posts are true. I shouldn’t have to be on the defensive.

“Okay,” I say carefully. He waits for me to elaborate, but I just sit there trying to look as blank as possible. The one thing I know about dealing with cops is you don’t want to give them any information they don’t already have. Learned that from Lynette, ironically enough. She’d learned it from her own raucous outlaw family.

He leans forward, forearms flat against the desk. “Why are people saying you were involved in Richard and Lynette’s death?”

“I don’t know,” I say, looking down at my lap. “I don’t know who would say something like that.”

“Hmm.” He goes still and silent again, trying to wait me out.

It’s not easy to let an awkward silence stretch out, not easy to keep from filling it with small talk or even just a joke. Especially when you’re a cheerleader and you’ve been conditioned to keep things light and pleasant. But at the back of my mind I keep hearing Lynette laughing at my naivete any time law enforcement came up in conversation. “You don’t say shit about shit” is how she put it, her redneck ancestors possessing her tongue for that one sentence so she sounded more country than ever.

When he speaks again, though, he blindsides me.

“Didn’t you and Lynette used to be friends?” he asks.

My head snaps up before I can stop it. I’d expected him to ask more about the Sekrit posts—to ask if I’d been in the middle of any drama, if I’d done anything to deserve harassment. Not this.

“I … yeah,” I say. “Yes, we were very close.”

“What exactly happened between you girls?” he asks.

I hesitate. I don’t remember exactly what I told him in the early days after the murder, but I’m guessing he knows what everyone knows: that she was kicked off the team for using drugs, that almost everyone had cut her off afterward. That she spent her last few months of life alone and lonely.

“She got kicked off the cheer team in October, and we stopped talking after that,” I finally say.

“You stopped talking to her, or she stopped talking to you?” he asks.

“I … guess it was mutual,” I say carefully.

Ramos nods slowly. He leans forward on his elbows across the desk. “I heard you had a big fight with her at school. Some of your classmates seem to think it almost got physical.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I say automatically. “It wasn’t a fight. It was just an argument.” Right away, though, I can hear how that sounds: that I’m protesting too much.

And maybe I am. It hadn’t been physical, but it had felt like a much bigger deal than I’m making it out to be now. It was a week after she was kicked off cheerleading, and she hadn’t replied to any of my texts or calls or notes. So I confronted her in the hall. Blocked her path and wouldn’t let her pass until she talked to me.

“Lynette, come on, I’m on your side here,” I said.

I remember her sour breath as she stepped close to me, her face just a few inches from mine. I remember her skin was too pale under her makeup, and it was strangely rough. Her eyes were wild. I’d seen her get in a few fights over the years, but that was the first time it occurred to me to wonder if she’d hit me. “On my side?” she said with a sharp, hot laugh. “Is that what you’ve been telling yourself?”

My stomach went acid and I forced myself not to look away. She couldn’t possibly know about the letter I’d sent to Gloria. Even if she did, I hadn’t signed it. She couldn’t know it was from me.

“I just want you to get help,” I said. I suddenly became aware of the people all around us, watching. Filming. I heard the word “fight” from the crowd. I hadn’t intended this to be so public; I just hadn’t been able to corner her anywhere else. Add it to the list of regrets, I suppose.

“Sure,” Lynette said. “Enjoy your new spot as top girl, Iris. Just remember, the higher you are, the farther the fall.”

And that was it. She’d pushed by me and left me standing there in the hall, smarting from what felt like an unfair accusation.

It was the last time we’d talked.

“Does this have something to do with the Sekrit posts?” I ask abruptly.

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” he says with a mild smile. “It seems strange that someone would start a rumor like this for no good reason. How about this one comment…” He holds up a piece of paper from an enormous stack, and I realize suddenly what he’s looking at. He’s printed out all the comments from Sekrit. Every single one. “From, uh, puma208375890? He says you left your party on the night of the murder.”

My throat feels dry. “Yeah, I saw that post. But it’s not true.”

“Then why’s this kid saying it?” Ramos presses.

I stifle the flare of irritation. How should I know? But I need to stay a sweet dumb cheerleader in this man’s eyes. “I don’t know, Sheriff. Some people like to stir up drama online, just to harass people.”

Now he looks genuinely confused. “But why would someone do that?”

Before Rocky’s violent turn, there hadn’t been a murder in Varda in fourteen years. The department mostly busts up parties that get too rowdy or sets up sobriety checkpoints at the holidays. And they definitely don’t have anything to do with cybercrime. How am I supposed to explain the concept of a troll or a shitposter to someone who has a Lone Ranger picture on his wall? I shrug again.

Finally, Ramos shakes his head.

“Okay, Iris,” he says slowly, carefully. “I just wanted to check in with you. I know cyberbullying can be a real problem for you kids.” From the way he says it I know he looked up the definition of cyberbullying about five minutes before he had me brought in. My desire to laugh, though, dies in my throat at his next words. “Next time maybe I’ll check in with your classmates instead. Some of them never did seem to believe that Rocky would do something so awful. Maybe I’ll check with them, see if there’s something they think we missed.”

I’m naive, but I’m not stupid. I can hear the threat loud and clear. But I fight to keep my expression blank. Don’t give him anything. Don’t say shit about shit.

“Thank you for your help, Sheriff,” I say.

I stand up and sling my backpack over my shoulder. I wait a beat to give him a chance to stop me. When he doesn’t, I push my way out the door.






CHAPTER 16


MONDAY, OCTOBER 10, 12:32 PM

THE SUNNYSIDE UP

Outside I hike my backpack up my spine and look around. The street, thank God, is empty. School is about to let out but I don’t want to face anyone there.

Instead I walk the three blocks to the Sunnyside Up. It’s not a perfect place to hide—everyone in Varda eats there—but it’s close, and honestly, I’m hungry. Inside the air smells like coffee and bacon. The only customers this time of day are a few old men parked on the stools at the counter. A sign says PLEASE SEAT YOURSELF so I do, in a booth sticky with syrup.

The screen of my phone is crowded with alerts. I flip it face down on the table in front of me, not ready to look.

“What do you need, hon?” Laurie, the waitress, has appeared next to the table, pencil poised over the order pad. I wonder if she recognizes me. She’s worked here since my parents were in high school, but that means she doesn’t bother learning any of our names. We’re all “hon” to her. Maybe I’m just another hon and she’s not sizing me up, replaying everything she’s ever learned about me, trying to decide if I’m a cold-blooded killer.

“Um, coffee with cream, please,” I say. My stomach lurches; I haven’t had enough to eat today to balance out the caffeine. “And can I get just, like, a side of toast?”

“Sure thing, hon,” Laurie says. She barely even looks at me as she scrawls it on the paper. I can’t believe how relieved I feel to be invisible.

When she leaves I finally turn my phone back over. I’ve got twenty-two messages. Obviously Hayden and Sophie want to know what’s going on, but I see other names—Bella Zseleczky, Lacy Smith, people wanting to know if I’m okay, oh my God, I saw your locker, I missed you in choir, are you okay?

But when I open Sekrit, I see that not everyone is worried. Someone named Chaotic_Rain has posted a blurry picture of me in the back of the cop car. It’s been upvoted ninety-seven times already, and the comments section is giddy.


sugarspice: FINALLY

Pickle_rick_69: hope Mays has a flak jacket lol, that chick is dangerous

coffeecutie: do you think they have cheer squads in prison



I shouldn’t be surprised. Someone’s always watching. I glance around the diner and see security cameras, one up near the door, one angled down from the counter. The three men at the counter are familiar, the way everyone’s familiar in this town, but I don’t know them. One is reading a folded-up newspaper. Two are watching bowling on the TV behind the counter. Not a smartphone in sight. Maybe I should just move to my grandparents’ retirement community in Phoenix. No one’s going to be googling my name there.

I open the group chat I share with Hayden and Sophie.



ME

Can you cover for me with Gloria? I’m not going to make practice.

I’m ok but need to catch my breath







SOPHIE

WHAT IS GOING ON

HAYDEN

yes, we’ll cover (w/gloria and everyone else). come over to my house tonight, we have to talk





My food comes and I spread butter thickly across the toast. The coffee is bitter and grounding. I close my eyes and try to stay in the moment, just to catch my breath.

The noise in my head has been nonstop all weekend, a thousand different accusations and suppositions and hypotheticals. Now Sheriff Ramos’s voice is there too. Who would start a rumor like that? Why? Good question.

But there’s a bigger question—one that’s been flitting at the edges of my mind for six months now, that I’ve been too afraid to think about.

Did Rocky really do it?

Or did someone else get away with murder?

In the days after the murder, there were a lot of people that’d wanted the sheriff to call in investigators from a bigger city. Varda was so small we didn’t have a forensics department to speak of. But the official verdict was that it was cut and dried. That the scene told a clear story: a vulnerable girl, a boy that had always gotten away with anything he wanted. A gun that belonged to that boy, still in his hand when the bodies were discovered.

But Ramos seemed on edge in his office today. That makes me wonder how certain he is that the crime was solved. Have the rumors reignited some doubt at the back of his mind? Have they made him reexamine the evidence?

And if so—what does the evidence point to?

I would never admit it to Sophie—would never admit it to anyone, honestly—but if I’m honest, some tiny part of me has always had a hard time believing that Rocky could do something so violent. It’s not because Rocky was some kind of angel. He wasn’t. For one thing he was obviously a cheater. And for another, yeah, he had a temper. He once broke his hand punching his locker after a loss to Westlake. He tailgated people in his glossy black F-250, laying on his horn if they cut him off or slowed him down. And there was that one fistfight with Frankie Herrera the night Frankie got too drunk and said out loud that Rocky’s sister was going to burn in hell for being a lesbian. Frankie ended up with stitches across his cheek. But most people—even people that maybe privately agreed with Frankie, that Kendra was hellbound—said Rocky’d been in the right to protect his little sister.

None of that had ever set off alarm bells for me. He’d never felt dangerous or violent, as a rule. I know, I know, I can’t just dismiss those details. But it seems like a long walk from “a fistfight with a homophobic jerk” to actual abuse and murder.

My reverie’s interrupted by the door, the bell on the handle tinkling lightly as someone else arrives.

It’s Katy. Max’s girlfriend. I watch as she walks briskly behind the counter, taking an apron off a hook and looping it over her head. Laurie says something to her, and Katy nods in response, picking up the coffee carafe.

Then she looks out into the diner, and her eyes meet mine.

I groan inwardly. I came here to avoid people I know, and she’s not exactly at the top of the list of people I’d want to talk to anyway. But she puts on a tight little smile and comes out to where I’m sitting.

“Hey,” I say in greeting. “I didn’t know you were working here.”

“Just for the last few weeks,” she says. “I’ve got early release Mondays and have to start saving for next year. More coffee?”

I shake my head. “No, thanks. I was just about to ask for my check.”

“Sure, I can get it.” She stands over me for a moment, though, almost looming. “I’m surprised to see you here, honestly. I assumed you’d still be in jail.”

That startles me. “I wasn’t arrested. The sheriff just wanted to find out what was going on.”

She nods, but she looks skeptical. “Oh, yeah, that makes sense. Well. I’m glad you’re okay.”

No one has ever sounded less convincing. I smile, though, and nod. “Thanks, Katy. It’s been a long day.”

She lingers another moment, her eyes probing at my face. Then she shakes her head, like she’s shaking off a thought. “The check. I’ll be right back.”

Behind the counter, she leans in and mutters something to Laurie. For the first time since my arrival, Laurie looks directly at me. Her eyes have gone sharp and narrow.

A moment later, she leans on the counter and says something to the three old men sitting there. One of them turns in his seat to gawk openly at me.

Well. It seems the world of the Not-Very-Online has finally heard the news about me. Thanks, Katy.

I decide not to wait for the check. I leave a ten on the table—it’s way too much but what the hell, enjoy the tip—and get up. Then I push my way out into the bright light beyond, more eyes than ever following my every step.



I pick up my car from the school parking lot and start home. I’m in no mood to go back today. But halfway to my house, I pull a U-turn that’s unhinged even by my standards and head up the farm-to-market road that cuts past Koenig Ranch.

I haven’t been near it since before the night of the murder. It’s hard to avoid—there are about three main routes through the county, and it’s smack in the middle of the most common one. Sometimes I have to drive an hour out of my way to get where I need to go without accidentally getting a glimpse of that wrought iron gate. But now I steer straight for it, along the wending hills and down through the gullies I know like the back of my hand.

The main entrance is decorated with horseshoes and the nautical-style stars everyone here calls “Texas stars.” It used to have a button you’d press to swing the gate open. Now there’s an intercom and a camera out front instead. But there are other entrances. It’s hard to secure every inch of a two-thousand-acre ranch; there are smaller gates along the road, some of them hidden behind the brush. There are also places where the fences are easy to climb without being seen.

Could I have done that the night of the murder? Could I have driven over here in a blackout, parked my car, squeezed through the fence, walked or run the two miles across dark and scrubby ranchland in pitch darkness, seen Rocky’s truck outside the cabin, grabbed the gun out of the back, kicked the door open, and …

Could I have done all of that—all that and more—without remembering?

I follow the road along the fence for a few miles before I pull off near a rusted old pickup. The pickup has been there for as long as I’ve been alive and is mostly decorative, an ancient farm truck that serves as a landmark for the locals. Behind it I walk to the ranch’s fence and lean my forearms on the top. I’m on the far side of the ranch from the cabin, thank God—I don’t ever want to lay eyes on that again—but the land is still familiar, painted in the siennas and ochres of autumn. There’s an earthy smell of feed and manure, and also a diesel tang—someone must’ve been nearby with the tractor in the last few hours. I can hear cattle, lowing just out of sight.

The Koenigs had been simple ranchers once upon a time, but by the time Rocky and Kendra were born the family’d diversified their fortunes into investments and real estate and even a chain of car washes throughout the county. Still, the ranch is operational and more than just a hobby farm. Which meant Rocky spent his weekends digging post holes and tracking down wayward cows. That surprises some people; they assumed that because he was rich he didn’t have to work. But he’d had chores to do like any farm kid.

I used to go with him some afternoons. Sometimes we’d take the ATV out, but more often he’d saddle up Fidget, his chestnut gelding, and we’d ride together to some far pasture where he’d fix a fence or shovel feed. I can still recall the feeling of the horse moving under us. The way Rocky’s arms felt around my waist. The way his laughter would tickle my ear.

It’s been a long time since I’ve thought of Rocky as I actually knew him. Since April it’s been like those memories are gone, replaced by a cardboard cutout, a cipher. Maybe that’s just how I’ve protected myself against all the questions I can’t answer. Because otherwise I can’t hold all the pieces together in my mind. I can’t connect the boy behind me on that horse, smelling of cedar and hay, with the boy who caused so much pain.

“Iris?”

My thoughts go jagged at the sound of a girl’s voice. I step back from the fence, startled.

Kendra Koenig is on the other side.

She’s got a shovel slung over her shoulder, her hair pulled back to reveal the shaved undercut beneath. Her hair is naturally dark, but she’s been bleaching it and dying it bright colors since middle school. Right now it’s a faded, bleached-out blue. She stares at me with her hard, dark eyes.

“Oh,” I say faintly. “Hi.”

“What’re you doing here?” Kendra asks. “Feeling guilty?”

She’s seen Sekrit, then. And she believes it. My heart sinks.

“I didn’t … Kendra, I would never…”

She doesn’t move. She’s not going to give me an easy out.

I back toward the car. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come here. I didn’t mean … I’m sorry.” I barely know what’s coming out of my mouth, what I’m apologizing for. I just want to be gone, away, as quickly as I can.

She watches, unmoving, as I pull back out to the street. My hands are trembling. I step on the gas and put as much distance between us as possible.






CHAPTER 17


MONDAY, OCTOBER 10, 6:43 PM

HAYDEN O’HARA’S HOUSE

When Sophie and I arrive at Hayden’s house, the O’Haras have just finished their family dinner and are documenting the cleanup process. By “documenting” I mean there’s a full film shoot happening in the kitchen, with lighting equipment and cameras on tripods and an actual boom mic Mr. O’Hara keeps angling into the shot by accident. Hayden is at the sink washing dishes, with her ten-year-old sister Lexi drying and thirteen-year-old Bria holding and distracting two-year-old Topher.

The O’Haras are professional influencers. Well, Mrs. O’Hara is, but it’s become a family business. Mr. O’Hara also works in real estate, but it’s the YouTube channel and the Instagram and the mommy blog that paid for their big buttercream-colored McMansion with its pool and jacuzzi, and for Hayden’s Jeep, and for all Hayden’s clothes and makeup. Mrs. O’Hara—who, unlike the other mothers I know, has never once asked me to call her by her first name—has been documenting life with her kids since Hayden was a baby.

“All right let’s do one more take. Put Topher on the floor, maybe he’ll do something cute,” says Mrs. O. Then she catches sight of me and Sophie. “Oh, hello, girls, we’re almost done here. Just getting a little B-roll.”

The instant Bria puts Topher down he starts to fuss. He tries to grab a mixing bowl out of Lexi’s hands, and when she holds it up over his head, he starts to scream. Mrs. O ducks down to get his tantrum on camera. When he sees her he tries toddling over to her with his arms outstretched, but she just keeps filming. “Oh, no, Topher, what’s wrong? Why are you so upset?”

Hayden turns to watch with an expression of mild disgust. “Don’t, Mom.”

“Oh, come on, he’s fine.” Mrs. O keeps filming as the baby’s face turns red with rage. “Come on, Topher, talk to Mommy. Did you want that bowl? Did Lexi take that bowl away?”

Hayden throws the washcloth she has been using into the sink and turns away. “Cool, I’m sure the subscribers will love seeing you taunt your own child.”

“He’s fine, Hayden. It’s not going to hurt him to fuss a little.” Mrs. O switches off the camera and turns on Hayden. “And before you disparage our subscribers, let me remind you that they—”

“Pay for all this. I know.” Hayden takes off her apron and slings it over the back of a chair. “Can I go? We’ve been at it for almost an hour and the girls are here.”

Mrs. O’s eyes narrow. I brace myself, wondering if we’re about to witness an “opportunity for correction,” as she likes to refer to her attempts to discipline her kids. But before she can do anything, Mr. O holds up his hand.

Even though she’s the one who runs their social media, he’s supposed to be the big authority in the household. The O’Haras buy into the whole “biblical patriarchy” thing, where at the end of the day the woman is supposed to be subservient to her husband. In general I agree with Sophie on this one—it’s pretty gross. But at least this time he’s ruling in our favor.

“Let them go, Kaye. It’s almost Topher’s bedtime anyway,” he says.

She brightens up at that. “We can get some footage of the toothbrush routine,” she says. “Ooh, won’t that be fun, Tophie?”

Topher, still red-faced and reaching for her, does not look convinced. But Hayden’s already ushering us toward the back patio.

“We’ll be in the pool, enjoying the fruits of my labor,” she says. Neither of her parents respond.

Outside the pool glows blue on the pink sandstone tile. The sun is little more than an orange line across the horizon, and some of the early evening stars are out piercing through the sky. Hayden kicks her flip-flops off and one flies into a potted plant.

“I hate this place,” she says. “I hate her.”

“It’s so weird,” Sophie says. “Why does she want to film a video that makes her look bad?”

“Oh, don’t worry, she’ll edit it down and set it to her own voice-over and add some Bible verses that make it look how she wants it to look,” Hayden says. “It’s all just content, don’t you know? Crying, disobedient children, disrespectful teenagers, all being whipped into shape by the wonders of Christian parenting.” She whips her T-shirt off over her head to reveal the swimsuit beneath. “I can’t wait to be out of here.”

“Two more months,” Sophie says. Hayden’s birthday is in December; she’ll be the first of us to hit eighteen.

But Hayden just shrugs. “I’ll still have to live here until I have another option. She’s already started threatening to make me live at home and commute to UT next year. But the jokes’s on her, because there’s no way I’m getting into UT.”

“You don’t know that!” Sophie says. “Your test scores are good. Your grades…”

“… are not,” Hayden says shortly. She turns to look at me, arms over her chest. “Anyway. What did Ramos say? What’s going on? You haven’t answered any of my texts all afternoon, I’ve been kind of freaking out.”

I sit on the edge of the pool and slide my legs in. “He found out about the Sekrit post,” I say.

Sophie, who’s waded in to her waist, looks up at me wide-eyed. “Nuh uh.”

“Yuh huh.” I kick lightly at the water, sending gentle waves away from me. “He had all the comments, like, printed out on paper. My grandpa doesn’t even do that, and he thinks there’s a literal tube connecting his computer to mine.”

Sophie laughs, but Hayden just sits down next to me, hard.

“What’s he want, though? Is he just looking at it as a dumb rumor, or is he actually thinking about reopening the investigation?”

She’s watching me so intently my shoulders hunch up instinctively, as if I could pull into a turtle shell and hide.

“He didn’t exactly share his thoughts. But he seemed to be … wondering if he closed the case too soon.” She draws in her breath sharply, and I grimace in acknowledgment. “Yeah. It’s messed up.”

“Did he actually say he was going to reopen it, though?” she asks.

“I don’t know. He asked a bunch of questions about Lynette. Like, why’d we stop being friends, what happened to mess that up. He kept implying there might be some motive for me to kill her,” I say.

Hayden nods thoughtfully. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

The words feel like a slap to the face, sharp and startling. My blood goes hot. “No it doesn’t. What are you talking about? No part of this makes sense.”

“No, I just mean looking at you as a suspect makes sense. He should’ve done it back in April,” she says.

“No, he shouldn’t have!” I scramble to my feet. Around us the cicadas start shrieking again, the final verse of their day. My eyes burn with a sudden sting of tears. “Why would you say that, Hayden? I thought you had my back.”

“Iris, Iris!” She’s standing now too, hands up in front of her in a placating position. “I’m not saying you did anything, okay? I just mean I get what he’s saying, about motive. He’s got to look into things.”

The tears are already escaping, though, coursing down my cheeks. My shoulders collapse into another round of sobs.

The smell of grapefruit envelops me—Hayden’s body spray, the same she’s been wearing for years. I feel her hot arms around my shoulders pulling me suddenly, savagely close.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers fiercely. “I’m a dumbass, you don’t want to hear that kind of stuff right now.”

I lean my head against her shoulder and weep. She makes a soft little tsking sound, trying to comfort me. I hear Sophie getting out of the water to join us, fitting her arms awkwardly around Hayden’s bigger frame. We’re so unbalanced then that I laugh a little through my tears.

“I just don’t know what to do,” I say, my voice muffled by Hayden’s hair. “I don’t know if there’s a way to clear my name. Is this just how it’s going to be forever?”

“Not forever,” Sophie jokes. “Just until graduation.”

I close my eyes. “I don’t know if I can make it that long.”

“Maybe everyone will lose interest soon,” Sophie says. But she sounds less certain than she did the other day. I guess between my locker and my ride to the sheriff’s office she’s starting to see that it’s real too.

“I’m just … scared,” I say. “I’m scared I’ll end up all alone. Like Lynette.”

“No way.” Hayden squeezes me again before letting go. “Lynette was a different story.”

“Hay’s right on this one,” Sophie says. “I’m not saying Lynette deserved to be an outcast, but she made choices that led to that happening. She isolated herself.”

No, says a small voice in my head. She had a problem we didn’t want to deal with. She didn’t isolate herself. We let her suffer.

But instead of saying so, I take a deep breath.

Then I jump into the pool.

I stay under for a moment, in the bright blue of the pool. The quiet is a relief. When I surface both of my friends are at the pool’s edge and dripping wet, looking stunned.

“What the hell was that?” Hayden asks.

“We were getting too serious,” I say. “Look, everything sucks right now. But can we pretend for a little bit that it doesn’t? How many more evening swims do we have ahead of us?”

Sophie’s hair is sodden from my splash. For a second I think she’s going to bitch about it. But then she sits on the edge of the pool and slides in after me.

“When you’re right, you’re right,” she says.

“Come on, Hayden. Feelings bad, swimming good,” I say.

“Don’t make us get out to push you in,” Sophie adds.

“You’re both nuts,” Hayden says. But she’s smiling. She hops off the edge into the water with us.

It doesn’t fix anything. I can still feel the tension, tight in the air: all the unanswered questions, all the worries and secrets. But for a minute, at least, I can swim with my friends and catch my breath.

For a minute, I can keep pretending that I’m different from Lynette, that the things she went through could never happen to me.






CHAPTER 18


MONDAY, OCTOBER 10, 9:24 PM

HENLEY HOUSE

Mom and Dad are blessedly out at a movie when I get home. Hayden and Sophie left me feeling grilled enough about my little trip to the sheriff’s department; I don’t want to have to explain things to my parents too.

Noelle is sitting in the living room watching anime, reclining on the sofa with a cheeseburger perched dangerously on her stomach. Which of course is breaking every rule of Mom’s tasteful ecru living room, so I guess both of us are enjoying our brief time as latchkey children. I stop in the doorway and watch as, on the TV, a girl in a sailor suit raises her bow and arrow and shoots at a giant centipede.

It takes a moment for my sister to notice me.

“There you are,” she says. “I thought I was going to get a call from jail.”

“Oh, like you’d be my one phone call.” The words are snide, but there’s no heat in it. Without my parents around, our barbs are more like the mild shit-talking you do during a board game. Which is honestly so fucked up, because neither of us really likes our parents, and we still let them pitch us against each other.

“What’d Ramos have to say to you? Are you, like, a suspect?” she asks.

I hesitate. Yeah, I do get along better with Noelle when my parents aren’t around—but that doesn’t mean I trust her.

“In what, the destruction of my own locker?” I say. “Or the cyberbullying? No, he just wanted to hear what’s been going on.”

“The marching band has a betting pool going,” she says, sitting up a little. “Over how long it’ll take you to completely lose your mind.”

“That’s nice. I hope you’re getting good odds.”

“Hey, I don’t bet against my own family. Even if they’re all a bunch of assholes. I’m like Tyrion Lannister that way.”

“Sure, sounds good.” I know perfectly well who Tyrion Lannister is, but part of our whole routine is to mock the other for being weird or nerdy or basic. “You’d better clean up this mess before Mom gets home. If she sees that burger wrapper in here you’re dead.”

I head upstairs before she can answer, slinging my backpack onto the floor of my room. I shut the door firmly behind me and take a deep breath.

Then I fall back on my bed, exhausted.

By the time I left Hayden’s, we’d made nice, but the truth is I’m still stinging over the way she talked about the accusations against me. She’d acted like I should be a suspect. Like she could imagine a world where I would kill someone.

Has she always felt that way? Has she, and everyone else, been wondering all this time: What if Iris did it?

I roll over onto my side and pick up my phone. My fingertip hovers over Sekrit for a moment. But I already know everything that app has to tell me about what people think of me. Instead, I open up my messages.

Jonah texted me about ten minutes ago. He’s sent another photo, this one a slightly blurry shot of him grinning with an ice cream cone.



JONAH

Got strawberry because it made me think of you.





That sends a little glow of warmth through my stomach—the first good feeling all day. He used to tease me at camp because I got the same strawberry yogurt bar every day for dessert.



ME

That looks like chocolate.





He replies almost right away.



JONAH

Well, yeah, I put chocolate syrup on it because I don’t hate myself. Who gets just strawberry?







ME

Someone who needs to stay light enough to be thrown in the air a few dozen times a week. But I’m starting to think you’re right that it requires a little bit of self-hatred too.







JONAH

Whoa

I didn’t mean to touch a wound. You ok?

I start typing “yeah” but then I delete it.







ME

Not really. Having a hard week I guess.







JONAH

Anything you want to talk about?





Yes. But no. But yes. I still don’t want to tell him about the things going on online. I still want to keep this relationship sweet and innocent and uncomplicated. But the problem is that it’s increasingly obvious my life isn’t sweet or innocent or uncomplicated.



ME

It’s around the one year anniversary of when Lynette and I stopped being friends. I guess she’s been on my mind more than usual lately.







JONAH

That must be hard.







ME

I feel like my brain is holding me hostage sometimes. Every time I think I’m ready to get over it and move on, more memories start coming up.







JONAH

More memories? Like what?







ME

Random stuff. We were friends for a really long time and we went through a lot together. IDK, lately I’ve been thinking about when she got kicked off the team. How she just didn’t even want to talk to any of us after that, even though some of us still tried to be friends with her. She chose being a pariah over being friends with us.

Sorry for the brick of text, I am just sad tonight







JONAH

Don’t apologize. I don’t ever mind when you share things.

JONAH

Did she ever say why she didn’t want to be friends? Or say anything to make you realize?





No. No, but if I am honest with myself, absolutely honest … I know why. I bite my lip. Then I make my decision.



ME

She never said. But I know why.

I haven’t told anyone this

I accidentally got her kicked off the team and I think she knew or maybe just suspected.





I watch the screen for his response, my nerves on fire. It almost comes as a surprise, how nervous I am. When I think about Lynette being kicked off the team I usually focus on the fallout—the end of our friendship, her cheating with Rocky, the violent end.

I don’t like to think about the role I played in it.

It’s a few minutes before he replies, and I feel every second of them.



JONAH

oh wow

how exactly did you get her kicked off?







ME

I sent an anonymous note to the coach that Lynette was using







JONAH

Why??

I fight a flare of irritation. Everyone seems to be judging me today. First Hayden, now Jonah.







ME

IDK

I didn’t mean for her to get kicked off. I thought it’d force her to get some help.

She was spiraling. All summer long she was moody and rude and barely showed up for practice, and we counted on her! She was top girl. She was supposed to be the best of us and she was a mess.





I suddenly realize my breathing has gotten fast. I close my eyes, try to calm down. It was true, I tell myself. Lynette had needed help. Maybe I hadn’t done a good job of getting it for her—but how was I supposed to know what to do? I was sixteen. I’d trusted Gloria to do what was best for all of us.

But that does nothing to still that little kernel of doubt in the corner of my mind—the voice that says, Sure, but you also wanted her spot, didn’t you? With her gone, you were top girl. With her gone, you were the best.



JONAH

Sorry if I sounded judgy. I’m just trying to understand.

It sounds like it’s complicated. I get it though. Trying to figure out how to help your friends when they’re hard to help.

What did your other friends think about Lynette’s drug use? Were any of them worried?







ME

People were worried, yeah, but also wanted to distance themselves.







JONAH

How so?







ME

I mean a lot of the time people don’t like it when someone in the friend group is falling apart because it makes them think about their own bullshit. Even now that she’s dead everyone’s got this invisible line between her mistakes and theirs. Like, Sophie’s a stoner, which isn’t a big deal, but when Lynette was out of control it made us all wonder if it was actually a big deal. Like if Lynette was kicked off the team Sophie should be too, if you’re being super honest with yourself. No one likes to think about that.







JONAH

Lynette was kind of a scapegoat







ME

yeah I guess so

ME

It’s the same with Hayden. People always talk about how Lynette was cheating with Rocky but Hayden has cheated on Carter at least three times that I know of. But no one says anything because Lynette’s there to point at.







JONAH

wow





His window goes still for a few minutes. I wonder if I’ve finally scared him off. The thought makes me more weary than sad, at least in this moment. Because I’ve been carrying these thoughts and doubts and secrets so long, and I’m tired of their weight. I know they make me look bad.

But it’s exhausting, trying to look good all the time.

After a few minutes, though, Jonah replies again.



JONAH

That’s a lot

It sounds like you’ve been hurting over this stuff for a long time





I draw in my breath. The fact that he’s still talking to me is nice. The fact that, having heard the worst things I think and feel, he still has some kind of sympathy for me? That feels like more than I could have asked.

Sometimes, it feels like more than I deserve.






DAY FIVE







CHAPTER 19


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 11, 2:03 AM

HENLEY HOUSE

“I’m glad you came,” Lynette says softly.

Shadows move over the unfinished, rough-hewn wood of the walls. There’s a small fire crackling in the old stone fireplace, but it doesn’t give off much light. There are three dusty shelves above a small table; they’re lined with random objects, things Rocky or Kendra had found around the property. A few arrowheads, an old tin can that’d once held beans. A heart-shaped limestone stone Rocky gave me the first time we came here together. Against one wall, a small brass bedstand with a mattress and an old quilt across it.

The cabin hasn’t changed at all.

Lynette smiles. Her lipstick is too bright for her complexion, I think; it makes her look harsh, cheap. She always smiles with her mouth closed. She has crooked front teeth and has always been self-conscious about them.

“I don’t like it here,” I say, shivering a little. The words taste like heartbreak, though, because actually, I used to love it here. It had felt like a fairy-tale cottage when I was here alone with Rocky. It had felt special, before.

“Sometimes things go bad,” Lynette says, like she’s agreeing with me. Like she can read what I’m thinking.

I realize suddenly she’s in her old cheer uniform. The short skirt, the sleeveless top. PUMAS in bright gold appliqué. Her pale blond hair is crimped and teased into a mane. Big Texas hair, we used to call it. I know if I were to touch it it would be stiff and hard. She’s dressed for game day.

“You aren’t supposed to wear that anymore,” I say.

She fluffs the skirt out from her hips, swaying gently to music only she can hear. “Who cares? It’s just an outfit.”

“But you aren’t on the team.” I don’t know why it bothers me. She’s right, it’s just an outfit. It doesn’t mean anything. Except it does. It should. Mean something, I mean.

Her eyes are ice chips nestled in dark lashes. “Rocky loves it, though. He always did.”

I take a step toward her. I jab at her chest with my index finger, my fingertip landing on the nubbly chenille of the A in PUMAS.

Bang.

Her mouth opens wide, a terrible grin. Blood bubbles up out of her mouth to stain her crooked teeth. It pours down her chin. It soaks the front of her shirt. I look at where my finger is still touching her, but it’s not just my finger.

Now, I’m holding a gun.

There’s a dark cavern between the A and the S on her shirt, blood pulsing from within. But she doesn’t fall. She stands there, grinning and red, while I stare at the wound. At the gun in my hand. I can’t put it down. I can’t even take my finger off the trigger. And then, against my will, like I’m being controlled by someone or something else, I pull the trigger again.

Bang!

My sheets coil around my legs like shackles. For a second I think it was my own heart that woke me, but then I hear two more explosions. Bang! Bang! Then a squeal of tires. A car alarm going crazy. My heart pounds out a wild rhythm and I thrash around in the sheets, trying to get free.

The hall light snaps on under my door. I can hear someone—probably Mom or Dad—stomp down the steps. A few minutes later, a second pair of footsteps follows.

I take a deep breath and count to ten, waiting for my breath to slow. Then I untangle myself from the bed. I shuffle out of my room and down the stairs.

There’s a lingering smell of exhaust when I open the door. Mom is at the curb in her robe, looking at something on our mailbox. Noelle is there too, her eyes bright with terror, or maybe excitement.

“What’s going on?” I say.

They turn to me, and for a moment I think I should’ve just stayed asleep and taken my chances with Lynette’s wrathful ghost.

Mom just gestures at the mailbox. That’s when I see it: three jagged holes blasted in the side of the metal. The little red flag dangles loosely. My body goes rigid.

“You tell me, Iris,” she says. Her voice is soft but wire sharp.

I gape at her. Noelle, a few inches behind her and just out of her sight, seems caught between a frightened deer-in-headlights expression and a smirk.

“What … Why would you think I had anything to do with this?” I ask.

At Max’s house next door a light snaps on. Across the street I can see blinds moving in the Delgados’ upstairs bedroom. Mom must notice too. She jerks her head toward the front door and hisses, “House.”

As soon as the door is safely shut behind us, she turns to face me. “Is this because of that … that website?” she asks. She looks at Noelle. “Are people still talking about her there?”

Noelle avoids my eyes. We don’t have a great relationship, but usually we have a tacit understanding about snitching. As in, don’t do it.

The one thing that can undermine that agreement is the promise of a little approval from Mom.

“Yeah,” Noelle mutters. “It’s, uh, it’s escalated.”

I notice for the first time she’s still dressed. Was she still awake, in her room playing video games or watching movies? Or did she just fall asleep in her clothes?

“Yeah, but Mom…” I start.

She doesn’t let me get further than that.

“You know that your principal called me today? Something about property destruction?” she demands.

“How is that my fault?” I hate the note of petulance in my voice, but I can’t help it. “Someone vandalized my locker. I’m the victim here.”

“Iris Henley.” Her eyes narrow sharply. “We have done everything to help make you a success. We protected you from the media circus last year. So why are you stirring up trouble now?”

I recoil. “Mom. You don’t believe any of this stuff, do you? You don’t think I had anything to do with Rocky and Lynette.”

I hate the pleading note in my voice but I can’t help it. I need to know.

Her lips go tight. This is the only time I see vestiges of her preacher daddy. She may not be religious, but she’s got a judgmental streak.

“Of course not. But I told you in the spring, Iris, you have got to keep your head down. You’ve got to make sure no one can say even one bad word about you, you understand? What happened to…” She hesitates. She hasn’t actually said Rocky or Lynette’s name since they died. “What happened was sad, obviously. But you have to stay above reproach if you don’t want to be tarred with the same brush.”

“But I didn’t do anything!”

She gives a little shrug to that. “You did something to get their attention, Iris. I don’t know what. But you’d better figure it out.”

On my way upstairs I stop on the landing. I can hear Dad snoring away in his bedroom. What a blessed life the man leads. Sure, his wife loathes him, his children don’t respect him. But he is utterly unbothered by anything.

Right now, that sounds like a luxury.

Back in my room I climb back into bed and pick up my phone. Max has messaged me.



MAX

WTF?






ME

Idiots shot up our mailbox. It’s okay. But somehow my mom’s made it out to be my fault.






MAX

Sure, that scans. Are you ok?






ME

Yeah. Thanks for asking.




But no. I’m not okay, and of course he knows it. All the rage and chaos of the Sekrit posts have officially escaped containment. It’s in the real world, now, and there’s no undoing that.

The real question is where it will end.






CHAPTER 20


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 11, 12:27 PM

VARDA HIGH

At school the vibe has definitely shifted.

I don’t know if it was the image of me in the cop car that did it, or if it’s just that the rumors have reached a kind of critical mass. Either way, people are openly staring now. This time last week, I could barely make it through the halls on time for class because everyone wanted to say hi or chat with me. Now, no one says a single word, and I can feel them watch, silent and bloodthirsty, as I pass. People on all sides hold their phones at angles that make me certain that I’m being filmed; everyone’s hoping to catch me doing something strange or pathetic or maybe even violent.

My locker is still busted, so I end up carrying all my textbooks with me. In my classes I try to make myself small, to vanish. The teachers finally seem to be aware that something is happening, though I can’t tell if they know what. In English Mr. Blanton holds me back for a half second after the bell to ask if I’m okay. I tell him I’m just fine, and he seems grateful when I hurry away. In world history, though, I keep catching Ms. Daltry watching. She’s one of the younger teachers and has always been a little too fascinated with all our gossip, so it wouldn’t surprise me if she’s on Sekrit herself.

At lunch, I make my way to the central courtyard. Most days that is where I meet Sophie and Hayden, and sometimes the other cheerleaders, if they’re not off with their boyfriends. Outside, the air is sweltering. Before my eyes can adjust to the outdoor light, a figure moves in front of me. Ashlynn Duvall, fists balled up against her sides. The sun’s behind her so I can’t read her face. I lift my hand to say hello, but she is first to speak.

“You can’t eat out here,” she says. Her voice is just loud enough for everyone around us to hear.

The buzz around us trails off. It’s bizarre to see the courtyard this quiet. It reminds me of some postapocalyptic movie scene where the city is empty and abandoned, surreal in its silence.

I take a moment to consider my options. Make a scene? Ignore her? Say something cruel? I finally land on flippant disregard.

“Get out of my way,” I say, angling my body to the left to push past her. But she blocks me. Her body is too close to mine. Close enough to scratch me, to pull my hair. She’s a volleyball player with a frame like an oak tree; she’s got at least five inches on me. If she decides to get physical, I’m cooked.

“You’re not welcome out here,” she says, more insistently.

It’s nothing I haven’t been reading on the app for the past few days, but it’s different, hearing it said out loud. My stomach turns to acid. Someone behind me laughs and it’s a strange, grating sound. What do I do if this turns into a fight? Should I take off my earrings now or wait for some kind of cue?

I’m spared the decision by the sight of Sophie and Hayden waving from their seat. They’re at a small table by themselves today. Without another word, I slip over to Ashlynn’s other side and step around her. I refuse to let myself look back, even though I can tell from Sophie and Hayden’s faces she’s still watching me.

Slowly, the sound starts to return to normal.

“What was that about?” Hayden asks, scooting over a half inch to let me sit.

“What do you think?” I ask.

“Pathetic.” She dips a french fry into its little tub of ketchup.

“She’s always been an attention whore,” Sophie says carelessly. “Remember how histrionic she was when Marliz Sanchez had leukemia freshman year? Crying in the halls nonstop.”

“Oh, that’s right. Wasn’t she’s the one who had all the panic attacks after Hurricane Harvey too?” Hayden asks. She clutches her hands in front of her. “‘Oh, my cousins all live in Galveston, I’m so worried for them,’” she says in a fake sob. “There’s never been something that girl couldn’t make all about herself.”

I grimace. I’m not particularly close with Ashlynn, but we’ve always gotten along. She was my lab partner last year in biology, and we always worked well together. And now she believes I’m a killer.

You think you know someone, dissecting a fetal pig with them.

“Hey, you guys have room for one more?”

I look up to see Max, his brown paper lunch bag clutched in his fist. I’m more startled than I should be. It’s not like Max doesn’t know Hayden or Sophie, but they tend to occupy different circles. I slide over and gesture to the spot next to me.

“The more the merrier,” I say. “Where’s Katy?”

He nods at a table across the courtyard. There she is, at a table with a few other girls, all of them staring daggers at me. I’m honestly a little surprised. She’s never been openly hostile like this.

“Aren’t I popular today?” I say, trying to sound flip. “I’m not liking my homecoming chances, guys.”

Sophie grins. “That’s okay. I was planning to win anyway.”

“Is she trying to explode your head with her mind or something?” Hayden says. She gives the other girls a quick nasty sneer before turning back to us. “You gotta tell us if we’re going to get caught in the crossfire.”

“I’m pretty sure you two are safe, but if she can figure out how to turn on the X gene, Iris and I are screwed.” Max looks at me. “How’re you doing?”

“Loving my new life as a reality TV star,” I say, trying to sound nonchalant. He doesn’t flinch; his pale blue eyes hold steady on my face, and I get the feeling he can see me clearer than I’d like. “It sucks, but I’m hanging in there.”

“Yeah,” he says. “I heard Ramos took you in yesterday. That guy swaggers around like a cowboy, but he doesn’t do shit. He’s gotten by on the bare minimum because nothing happens in Varda.”

“That’s what I told her,” Hayden says with a nervous glance toward me. “I mean, if he’d bothered to investigate to begin with…”

“… this rumor wouldn’t have teeth,” Max says. “Yeah, exactly. And now he’s just trying to cover his ass.”

“So you think it’s all just for show and I shouldn’t be worried?” I ask.

He looks at me seriously. “Actually, no. I think now you should be a little more worried. Because Ramos doesn’t care what the truth is, he’s just got to look like he’s doing something. So he’s going to make life harder for you at every turn.”

I can feel the blood drain out of my face. “But there’s no evidence. He … he can’t just accuse me of something I didn’t do.”

Max starts counting off on his fingers. “No, but he can interview every single person you know, he can get a warrant for your house and your computer and your phone, he can follow you, he can bust every party you go to, he can pull you over for petty bullshit to try to catch you in a lie…”

Hayden lets out a sharp laugh. “Okay, we get it. But don’t you think you’re being a little paranoid?”

Max just shrugs. “Maybe, maybe not. All I know is that the cops around here have nothing better to do. They can harass you nonstop, at all hours, and claim it’s their job.”

“So what am I supposed to do?” I ask. My voice is too shrill, too loud; I swallow, trying to get it back to a normal volume.

“We’ve got to figure out who OP is,” Max says simply. “Rockytruther. Whoever they are.”

For a moment we’re all silent. Hayden stares at Max as if transfixed. Sophie sets down her bag of baby carrots, forehead dimpled in a frown.

Max is the only one who seems able to eat with his usual aplomb. He seems impervious to the attention. But then, he’s always been like that. I remember in middle school there was a year and a half that he was the unofficial whipping boy. I don’t know exactly how it got started—probably just middle-school nonsense—but it’s hard to forget the image of him making his way down the hall, a hunched, lonely, skinny boy dressed all in black. I have one clear memory of him sitting stoically alone in the lunchroom, pelted by the cherry tomatoes Braden Nederbrock catapulted his way.

Even then I was impressed. Now, watching him sit there and eat chips while half the courtyard gives us the evil eye, it seems actively heroic.

“We’ve got to figure out who OP is,” Sophie finally repeats. “Okay. Any idea how we’re supposed to do that?

Max shakes his head. “That I don’t know. But I think it’s Iris’s best shot at clearing her name. If we can figure out who the troll is, maybe Ramos will have to accept it’s an unfounded rumor.”

“If,” I say. “We’re staking a lot on the word ‘if.’”

“Do you have a better idea?” he asks.

I don’t answer. He knows perfectly well that I don’t.

“So,” he says. “I guess the first question to ask is … who hates you?”

I let out a sharp laugh. “Well, everybody, now,” I say.

“Okay, okay, fair enough. How about before the post, though?” he asks, leaning across the table. “Before last Friday, who would you have put on a list of people that hate your guts?”

Ever since sophomore year I’ve been on the varsity cheer squad, which attracts a certain amount of envy. So maybe it’s someone from JV. Or someone who didn’t even make the team. Or someone who hates cheerleaders because they think we’re all vapid sluts. Or someone who hates cheerleaders because none of us will sleep with him.

None of which narrows it down.

Everyone loves it when a cheerleader falls from grace. Poor Sydney Moss, for instance, hounded out of the school.

And of course, Lynette.

Lynette, who, by the end of it, hated my guts.

I exhale heavily, pushing the thought away. As true as that was, she was the one person who couldn’t be behind this. But who else would do this? Who else could hate me this much? Who else would want to destroy my reputation? Last Friday I thought I was on top of the world. Well, maybe not the top—the Koenigs showed up at the game.

And then I sit up straighter.

“Well. Maybe … the Koenigs?” I say.

Everybody stares at me.

“I mean … I don’t know if they do. They’ve never said anything openly,” I say. “But maybe they feel like what Rocky did was somehow … my fault?” I say.

Sophie makes a face. “That’s such bullshit,” she says, but I hold up a hand.

“Don’t lecture me, Soph, please. I know. I know it’s not my fault, I know I’m not responsible for whatever was wrong with Rocky. I’m just saying it’s something they could think.” I bite my lip. “I don’t know, maybe that’s a long shot. They’re so nice, it’s hard to imagine.”

“They’re nice,” says Hayden. “But what about Kendra? She was already pretty antisocial before the murder, but these days she’s straight-up weird.”

“I mean, I’d be feeling antisocial too, if my brother turned out to be a monster,” Sophie mutters. “She might just be grieving, you know?”

“She might. But then again…” Max hesitates. “It doesn’t hurt to have her on your radar. Just in case. Who else?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know. I’m sure there are people that think I suck for whatever reason. No offense, but Katy’s never been a huge fan of mine. And, um, Carter,” I say, glancing at Hayden.

Max does a double take, but then looks thoughtful. His eyes slide over to Katy—still watching us angrily from her own table across the courtyard.

Hayden’s shaking her head.

“For one thing, Carter doesn’t hate you, he’s just … confused right now,” she says. “And for another, he was right next to me when that first post went up. I would’ve seen him on his phone.”

“You can schedule posts, though, right?” I look at Max, who nods. “Sekrit lets you prewrite a post and put in a time, and then it automatically posts for you. He wouldn’t have had to do it manually.”

She opens her mouth to argue, but before she can say anything, the lunch bell rings.

“Well, that was relaxing,” I say, zipping up my backpack. “I love listing off all my mortal enemies during my lunch hour.”

“If you know who’s got it out for you, you have a better chance of seeing them coming,” Max says.

“That’s a fucked-up way to live. But he’s probably right,” Sophie says. She squeezes my elbow. “Come on, Hay, if we’re late for trig again Mrs. Garcia’s going to take us down a grade level.”

“Yeah, okay,” Hayden says.

I’m still fumbling with the enormous stack of books I have to carry everywhere with me now. Max watches for a moment, his lips somewhere between pity and amusement. Finally he snatches my history book off the top of the pile. “Here, let me carry a few.”

“No, I got it,” I say.

“You can use my locker,” he insists. “It’s halfway between here and choir. I’ll give you the combination and you can use it until yours is fixed.”

I hesitate for another moment, but he holds the textbook up just over my head like he’s playing keepaway. “Come on, if you hurt your back you won’t be able to cheer this Friday. And I would never forgive myself if you couldn’t jerky.”

I grin. “That’s ‘herkie.’”

“Sure, whatever.”

I follow him through the bustle of kids packing their things and throwing away their trash. It’s nice to have him at my side—to know he’s going to help me. But it’s also impossible not to feel everyone else’s eyes on the back of my neck.

To feel certain that some of them, at least, are looking for a place to put a knife.






CHAPTER 21


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 11, 12:53 PM

VARDA HIGH

After I put my books in Max’s locker, he gives me a quick hug.

“Don’t panic,” he says. “Just … stay vigilant. Keep your eyes peeled. We’ll get through this. I’ll see you later, okay?”

“Yeah. Thanks, Max. For everything.” I squeeze his arm one last time and then make my way down the hall to choir.

But then I turn the corner and come up short.

Deputy Holden Mays is standing there in uniform.

His expression doesn’t change when he sees me. He just holds my gaze with his flat blue eyes. He’s not very tall, but he is stocky and barrel-chested in his khaki uniform.

“What’re you doing here?” I say.

His face is motionless, but somehow his lips manage to hint at a smirk without even moving. “I think you meant ‘Good afternoon, Deputy Mays, how can I help you?’”

I swallow hard. Mom wants me to keep my head down, and I know that’s probably the best thing, but I can’t quite bring myself to kiss Holden Mays’s ass.

“Are you … Do I have to go back in to the station?” I ask.

The seconds drag out before he answers.

“Nah, not yet. Sheriff sent me over here just to keep an eye on things. You know, because there’s been some vandalism, some bullying. Some bad behavior.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “So Sheriff thought the principal could use a little help.”

“Oh.” It’s all I can think to say. My eyes drift to his belt. His cuffs. His gun. There’s a sick feeling low in my stomach.

It feels obvious he’s not here to help me.

The final bell rings, and I realize I’m the only one still in the hallway. “Oh, I … I lost track of time. I have to…” I trail off, staggering a few steps away from him before I turn and jog away.

My class is in the other direction, but I can’t stop now. I want to get out of Mays’s sight as quickly as I can. I wheel blindly down the hall, looking for a place to go, to hide. Then I see the door to the art studio. There won’t be a class there—Mr. Dinello, the art teacher, only works in the mornings. I lunge for the door and it opens easily in my hand.

Inside, the overhead lights are off, but sunlight blazes through the windows. It’s a large crowded space, packed with supplies. The walls are covered with student art—paintings and drawings and etchings of half-familiar faces, crooked trees, beloved pets, a few abstract smears of color. In one corner there’s a still life display set up—a vase of fake flowers, a plastic skull, and an incongruous-looking teapot on a small table.

I step inside. In the dusty quiet, with its smells of paint thinner and wood, I lean back against the door. It takes me a moment to realize I’m not alone.

Kendra Koenig is there.

She’s stretching canvas, staple gun in hand. Her hair’s burgundy now—it’s been dyed so recently I can see purple marks along her scalp. Something about that detail—the glimpse I see beneath her thick, bristling locks and the pale, raw look of her skin—makes me feel suddenly sad for her. It looks vulnerable. It looks bare.

Before I can even register her presence, she looks up at me and gives a hard laugh.

“Looking for a hiding place, huh?” She staples a corner of the canvas to the wooden frame. “This is a good one. Pretty sure we aren’t supposed to be in here, but Dinello never remembers to lock his door.”

“Yeah. I, uh, just needed a minute. I’m sorry to interrupt.”

She shrugs. “You’re not.” Staple. Staple. Staple.

I watch her, thinking about the time I used to spend at Rocky’s house. At her house. She and Rocky had actually gotten along, most of the time. It was always weird to me, because I couldn’t even remember a time when Noelle and I were that close. And if Noelle and I have an embattled relationship, you’d think the Football Hero Brother and the Gay Art Sister would be at each other’s throats.

But they weren’t. They liked each other. They sat on the couch in the immense Koenig game room, playing Super Smash Bros. or watching old comedies. They had inside jokes.

Sometimes I was jealous of their connection.

Even before Rocky died she was a little prickly, a little more punk than the standard Varda girl, but I’d always liked her. Of course I haven’t really talked to her since April. I mean, what was I going to say to her? Sorry your brother turned out to be a secret monster? Sorry the entire town hates you and your family now? It was easier to avoid her gaze in the hallway.

“Kendra, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but the thing on Sekrit is totally made up,” I blurt out. “I didn’t … I…”

I trail off. She keeps stapling, letting the silence stretch out between us.

Finally she puts the staple gun down and looks up at me.

“Come on, Iris, I know you didn’t kill anyone,” she says, her face sour. “It’s absurd.”

“Oh.” I shift my weight. “But yesterday you said…”

She just shrugs. “You don’t have to have murdered someone to feel guilty.”

I’m not quite sure what to say to that, and she doesn’t seem to expect me to. She picks up the stapler again. The stack of canvases next to her is impossibly high. She must’ve been in here for a while.

“What are you working on?” I ask, walking toward her workstation.

She shrugs again. “I come in and paint most days, so I use a lot of canvases. But I like making them. It’s satisfying.” Staple, staple, staple. “You want to do some too? We can have a little outcast crafting circle.”

“I’ve never been much of a painter.” I sit on one of the desks, a little apart from her. “I took printmaking because I wanted something fun to do senior year. But I’m not very good.”

“Give it some time. When it’s the only thing you have left, you might feel otherwise.”

“So things are going well, then,” I say wryly.

She gives me a sidelong glance. “I’d say they’re going about as well for me as they are for you. Fun, right? You’re finally getting a little taste of what it’s been like for us.”

The hair along the back of my neck bristles. A little taste? Is that what this is?

The notion that Kendra could be behind the Sekrit posts suddenly doesn’t seem so far-fetched.

But then she sets her staple gun back down, and her expression is more weary than hostile.

“Don’t let me get to you. I’m kind of a bitch these days. My shrink says it’s a survival mechanism. Are you seeing one?”

“A … a shrink?” I ask carefully.

“Yeah. A shrink. You know, someone who helps you work through trauma?” She gives a soft little chuff of laughter. “I can’t say I’m getting the best results myself, but at least I’ve got someone to talk to.”

“That’s good,” I say. The words sound wildly inane, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

She picks up one of her canvases. “Here, help me carry these over to my cubby.”

“Okay.” I hop off the desk and walk over to where she’s working. The canvases are heavier than they look. I haul them to the corner where she keeps her work. There’s a bunch of paintings propped against the wall, and an easel set up with a half-finished painting of a landscape. The details aren’t quite filled in yet, but it looks like Hill Country. The textures all look like they’ve been slashed onto the canvas.

She leans a pile of canvases against the wall behind her, then picks up talking like we were in the middle of a conversation that got interrupted. “Anyway, now that the sheriff is thinking about reopening Rocky’s case…”

“Wait, what?” I interrupt. “Who says that? What have you heard?”

She shrugs. “Nothing official, but why else is he hauling you in to ask more questions? He’s got to be realizing he rushed the investigation. He’s got to be wondering if there are other things he missed.”

I nod slowly. “What do you think he missed?”

Her eyes suddenly narrow again, like she’s only just remembering that she doesn’t trust me.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I guess we’ll find out.”

I don’t like the way she’s watching me—hawklike, almost eager. It feels like it’s time to be done with this conversation. I pick up my backpack. “Yeah, I guess. Anyway. I’ve got to get to class. Thanks for letting me hang out for a minute.”

I turn to go, and when I do, I bump a stack of drawings on the corner of her desk. They go flying everywhere—sketches in charcoal and pencil and India ink, some in colored pencils, some in pastels. There are dozens of them. I bend to start gathering them back up. Then I freeze, my eyes locking on the one in my hand.

It’s a rough line drawing. But rough as it is, it’s clear as day.

Lynette, lying flat on a plank floor and staring lifelessly upward. And Rocky, also on his back but with his torso tilted just a little to one side. Facing the viewer. Facing me. One side of his head ragged from where the bullet hit.

My vision scatters. I look around at the other pictures on the floor, all the colors and mediums and angles and sizes, and they are all Lynette and Rocky, all dead, all torn apart by bullets.

I look up at Kendra. Her expression has crumpled. I can’t tell if it’s rage … or just agony.

“It’s all I can draw now,” she says simply.

The pictures fall out of my hands. I let them tumble like leaves all around my feet as I back up toward the door.

“It’s all I can see,” she adds. It sounds almost like a plea. But I can’t stay here. I can’t look at them anymore. I turn on my heel and leave.






CHAPTER 22


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 11, 8:13 PM

SOPHIE GARCIA’S HOUSE

“So then she’s like, ‘Sophie Garcia, if I catch you talking like that to your brother again there’s not gonna be a homecoming.’”

Sophie takes a hit on her (new) vape pen. The weed smell is potent; I wouldn’t have the guts to use it in my bedroom. My mom would sniff that out from a half mile away. But Sophie’s lucky. Her mom let her move into the little studio apartment in their backyard on her sixteenth birthday so she could stop sharing a room with her sister. She’s got privacy and her own bathroom. Plus she’s allowed to decorate however she wants, unlike both me and Hayden, which means she’s painted her walls in lush glittery colors and filled the space with throw pillows and thick rugs. There are pictures tacked on every wall: ballet dancers in complicated poses, vintage glamor shots of old-school movie stars, art prints cut out of magazines. You could squint and pretend that you’re in a cramped bohemian apartment in New York.

Hayden snorts with laughter. She’s on the floor with her civics book open next to her, but she’s not looking at it. She’s painting her nails in alternating colors of green and gold. We’re supposedly studying for our civics midterms, but no one’s mentioned the Constitution in at least an hour now.

“She’s all talk,” Hayden says. “They all want their pictures of us in plastic crowns. There’s no way she’d make you stay home.”

“That may be true for you guys,” Sophie says darkly. “But unlike you, my mom doesn’t do any kind of vicarious living through me. She just wants law and order in her house so Grandma doesn’t start making us go to Mass five times a week.”

Sophie’s mom, Toni, is actually the only sane mother I know in this town, truth be told. Sure, she’s got an iron fist about things like sibling rivalry or whatever, but she’s also not obsessed with Sophie maintaining some illusion of perfection. Sophie says it’s because her grandma, who moved in with them after Sophie’s dad moved out, was such a hard-ass back when Toni was growing up. But Abuelita is always on the lookout for excuses to get them all back on the straight and narrow.

“Well, then, it’s easy,” Hayden says. “Stop being a bitch to your little brother.”

I expect Sophie to snap back, for them to snipe at each other like usual, but instead she turns to me. “You’re awful quiet.”

I’ve been lying on my stomach on Sophie’s bed, scrolling through fragments of Kendra Koenig’s life. She doesn’t have any social media accounts—or, at least, she doesn’t have any that I can find with a casual search. But there are still a few hits when I google her name. Local news items about her family (though she’s not mentioned by name in stories about the murder). A few sports items from when she played soccer. A picture of her on a horse at thirteen, riding in a parade.

I put my phone down next to me. “I’m just thinking about those pictures. Seriously, if you’d seen them…”

“Yeah. It sounds fucked up,” Hayden says. She’d looked disturbed when I’d described my conversation with Kendra Koenig in the art studio.

But Sophie just shrugs. “I don’t know. I think it sounds like she’s working stuff out,” she says. “Maybe it’s some kind of art therapy. Mom made me do some of that after Dad left. I had to go into this lady’s office once a week and draw pictures of my feelings.”

“These weren’t pictures of her feelings, Soph.” I think again about the images I’d seen: bodies sprawled across a dirty floor. Staring eyes, blood, gore. My shoulders involuntarily shudder.

“Just think about it for a minute,” Sophie says. “Whether or not you think she’s in denial about Rocky, she saw something really awful. So maybe drawing it is her way of working through it.”

“Or,” Hayden says carefully, “maybe she’s reliving it.”

Sophie just stares at her for a long moment. I’m the one who speaks.

“What exactly are you saying?”

“I don’t know!” Hayden throws her hands up in the air. “I mean, it’s just weird. You have to admit it’s weird. Drawing her brother’s dead body again and again? Not normal!”

“Well, what happened to her wasn’t normal,” Sophie says.

“No, I know, but…” Hayden shakes her head. “Haven’t there been killers that’ve drawn their victims afterward?”

Sophie gives a little shriek. “That’s messed up, Hayden!”

Hayden shrugs again. “I’m just saying! Something about it makes the hair on my neck stick up. It feels wrong.”

I frown, trying to imagine what she’s suggesting. Is there any version of reality in which I’d believe Kendra might’ve murdered Rocky and Lynette? Her behavior in the studio was weird enough to set off a few red flags, but turning a gun on her beloved brother is a stretch.

But could she be behind the Sekrit post? That’s easier to imagine. I wonder where she was last Friday when her parents showed up for the game. Maybe she was somewhere in the crowd, hat pulled low over her head so no one would notice her. Maybe when she saw how we all reacted, something in her finally snapped.

“Kendra’s messed up, but she’s not a killer, and I very much doubt she’s behind the Rockytruther account,” Sophie says. Then she frowns. “You know who I’ve been wondering about lately? Bryce.”

“Bryce … Sanders?” I ask, and she nods.

This time Hayden frowns. “It can’t be Bryce. Everyone knows he’s got a huge crush on Iris. Why would he start a rumor like that?”

“Because he does have a crush on Iris,” Sophie argues. “Think about it. Every time you hear about some girl getting harassed online, the perpetrator always turns out to be some mouth-breathing, neck-bearded misogynist that thinks she needs to be put in her place. So maybe Iris shot Bryce down one too many times and he decided to punish her for it.”

“The Sekrit post did show up like, ten minutes after we saw him at the party,” I say softly.

“I’m sorry, I don’t buy it,” Hayden says. “I was in computer lab with him last year, and this is not a plan he is capable of carrying out. He’s not what you’d call technologically savvy.”

“It’s not that complicated,” I say. “All he had to do was create a throwaway account, write one post, log off, and watch the rest unfold. Rockytruther only posted one time. Everyone else has done the heavy lifting for him.”

“Do you know Bryce’s Sekrit username? Maybe we could see if he’s been liking the posts.” Hayden picks up her phone, leaving a long green streak of wet nail polish on the screen. But I shake my head.

“Hey, look at his Insta, though.” Sophie’s got her phone now too. “It’s just guns, guns, and more guns.”

I get up and look over her shoulder. There’s Bryce, posing with a handgun. There’s one of him posing with a semi-automatic rifle. There’s a clip of him filling a paper target full of bullet holes. It goes on and on.

“Creepy,” Sophie mutters.

I don’t say anything, but she’s right. I know plenty of people with guns—it’s Texas, after all. People here have guns. But most people don’t dedicate every inch of their social media feed to documenting those guns. You’d think there’d be something, anything else—pet photos, friends or family, whatever.

A knock comes at the door. Sophie’s vape pen disappears into her bag, and she turns on the ceiling fan quickly before she opens the door.

It’s Toni, there with a basket of clean laundry. She sets it unceremoniously on the floor before straightening up.

“Clean shirts,” she announces. “Bring me the basket when you’ve put it all away. Hi, girls, how’re you doing?”

“Studying,” Hayden says eagerly. She gestures toward her open civics text, but in the process she knocks the open gold polish over. A pool of it spills across a picture of Alexander Hamilton. “Shit. Oh, no, pardon my French!”

Toni grins. “More like Alexander Glamilton, am I right?”

She’s a short woman with pixie-cut black hair and cat-eye glasses; she looks more like an Austin barista than she does a small-town dental hygienist who makes bad puns, but I guess we all contain multitudes. Sophie’s sometimes embarrassed that her mom doesn’t really fit in in Varda, which just goes to show that you can bitch about anything. As far as Hayden and I are concerned, Sophie’s got it good.

“You two ready for homecoming? Hayden, I’m assuming you’re going with Carter,” she says. “How about you, Iris?”

“Um, no, I’m going stag,” I say.

She nods. “Very sensible. You don’t want to be locked down.”

“Jeez, Mom.” Sophie grabs the basket of clothes and dumps them out on her bedspread. “Here, you can have the basket. Just go.”

“What? Why am I being banished? Just for asking mom questions?” Toni takes the basket. “Sophie’s going with William Schultz. He’s so cute. And very polite.”

“Mom!” Sophie propels her mom toward the door. “We have to study!”

“Okay, okay.” Toni’s voice fades as Sophie slams the door behind her. Then Sophie takes a deep breath and slides down to the floor.

“She is exhausting,” Sophie says. Hayden and I just exchange looks.

“I didn’t know Billy asked you out,” I say.

“Yeah, we’re going as friends.” She gives an impatient shrug, but I can tell she’s pleased. “Possibly friends with benefits. We’ll see how the evening goes.”

“He’ll be good arm candy, at least,” I say.

I’m happy for Sophie but also a little bit disappointed. Going stag is fun if you’re with other girls going stag, but I didn’t plan to be the only one without a date. For a second I let myself imagine things differently. I picture myself in a long satin gown, the homecoming crown nestled in my hair, as I pivot around the dance floor with …

Who? I don’t have any single guy friends I’d want to go with, and the only person I’d want to go with romantically is a three-hour drive away. No, Toni’s right. It’s better to go solo, to look amazing and dance with my friends and let everyone see me unbothered by the rumors.

Even though we all know it’s a lie.






DAY SIX







CHAPTER 23


WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 12, 8:14 PM

WALMART PARKING LOT

The Wednesday before homecoming half the school gathers in the Walmart parking lot to work on parade floats, as per Varda tradition. Well, the word “floats” might be overly generous. Mostly what we do is decorate a bunch of pickup trucks with balloons and crepe paper. This year’s theme is “Enchantment Under the Sea,” and I’m watching a wide array of creative visions develop around the parking lot. Most people have gone all in on a glittery mermaid vibe, with giant seashells and pearlescent bangles, but there are also pirates, sea monsters, and some kind of tentacle-heavy creation from the theater kids.

Sophie’s the one who dragged me out tonight, on the grounds that it is “the last one ever” and that I should care what the float that will carry the cheer squad out to the field looks like. So I’m sitting in the bed of someone’s F-350 with a blanket around my shoulders next to a metal urn of hot chocolate. Meanwhile, on the official Cheer Float, Bella and Molly are trying to artfully drape fake kelp across a gardening arch, and Sophie is shouting at a couple of football simps to get an oversized purple dolphin a little to the left, no, your OTHER left.

I snap a quick picture of the scene and send it to Jonah.



ME

Greetings from beautiful landlocked Varda County







JONAH

Who drew that dolphin? Follow up question: have they seen a dolphin before?







ME

That one’s all Sophie







JONAH

She knows how to do a google image search, right?







ME

I’m not about to ask





Across the parking lot the swing choir already has a plywood yellow submarine strapped onto the side of a Toyota Tacoma and are taking pictures with their heads sticking out through the portholes. I can see Katy inflating dozens of translucent balloons for the Key Club. There’s no sign of Max, and Hayden’s off picking up a massive Starbucks order for the rest of the girls. It makes me feel a little vulnerable to be without so much of my support squad, so I’ve been staying out of the way as much as I can.

It doesn’t help that my own personal shadow is here, lurking at the edge of the parking lot. Deputy Mays is in his sheriff department car with the windows rolled down, aviators hiding his eyes. He hasn’t spoken to anybody. Most everyone is studiously ignoring him, but a few people keep darting glances over at his car.

Sophie stomps over to where I’m sitting, her face borderline furious. “That guy was always such a jerk,” she snaps. “And now he’s messing with tradition. No one can drink while he’s here. How are we supposed to get this done without a little help from Jack Daniels and company?”

“Maybe I should just go home,” I say. “I bet he’ll leave if I do.”

“I’m not about to let him chase you off,” she snaps. “But I do need you to come and help with the float. Those dumb bitches don’t know how seaweed is supposed to look.”

It’s useless to try to tell her that arts and crafts aren’t my strong suit. I hop up out of the bed of the truck and drag myself over to the rest of the team. I think I catch a strange look passing between Vanessa and Bella, but I try to ignore it. So far, no matter what else has happened, the cheer team has supported me. Molly even got into a flame war on Sekrit on my behalf, calling out a bunch of the people who’d been talking shit. It didn’t help—and mostly seemed to get a bunch of the worst people riled up—but I still appreciated it.

“Hey,” I say, climbing up on the cheerleading float. “Sophie’s on a tear, huh?”

“You have no idea,” says Tammy Bates, who has a strand of crepe paper in her hair. She holds up her usually manicured fingers to show her chipped nails. “She made me sandpaper the clamshell!”

“She’s a monster,” whispers Molly, glancing to where Sophie’s scrutinizing the hand-glued sequins on a big piece of tarp.

I can’t help it—I break out in a sudden and unexpected grin. This is so normal compared to everything else that’s been happening lately. Sophie’s right. This is the last time we get to gather like this to make something fun and beautiful and pointless. This is the last time we get to argue and play like this.

I pick up a paintbrush from where someone left it. I’m planning to find a place to start painting—but first, I snap a selfie of myself holding the paintbrush up, and I send it to Jonah.



ME

I’ve been conscripted.






JONAH

cutie




I know how corny it is but I can’t help but glow.

I am in the middle of responding when a commotion breaks somewhere to my left.

The crowd has gotten suddenly quiet—so quiet you can actually hear all the different Bluetooth speakers playing different music. I look around to try to see what’s happening. There’s an ugly laugh from somewhere. Next to me, Bella gives a little gasp of shock.

Bryce Sanders is in the middle of the parking lot, standing over a chalk body outline like you’d find at a crime scene. He’s holding a big piece of cardboard with a target drawn on it. In big red letters, it says: SHOOTING MY SHOT TO TAKE IRIS TO HOMECOMING.

“Iris Henley!” he shouts. “I don’t care what everyone says about you, I still want to take you to homecoming.”

I want to be sick, but I can’t even move. I can’t tear my eyes away. People are laughing. Some are filming too.

“You fucking jackass!” Sophie strides at Bryce and gives him a little shove, unafraid even though he towers over her. “What are you thinking?”

“It’s a promposal,” he slurs, looking surprised. “Come on, it’s funny. Because everyone thinks she’s a killer, right?”

“No one does a promposal for homecoming. And even if they did?” She jabs a finger at his chin. “This shit isn’t a joke. It’s not funny.”

In my periphery I see phones angled toward me, trying to get pictures or video of my reaction. Bryce looks toward me and tries to catch my eye. I look away quickly. I’ve never been so grateful for Sophie; I don’t think I could speak now if I wanted to.

Sophie pokes him in the sternum, hard. “Get the fuck out of here.”

Then she turns on her heel and walks away, toward me.

I have a few seconds to see Bryce’s expression turn confused and then angry before the crowd closes back in around him.

The truck bounces a little as Sophie climbs up next to me. She’s breathing hard, her face flushed with rage. “Are you okay?”

I look down at my lap. I know people are gawking, talking about me, but for once I barely care. Maybe later I can be embarrassed. Right now I’m just shell-shocked.

“Yeah. Yeah, it’s fine.” I give her a weak smile. “What an idiot.”

“I could fucking kill him,” she snarls. “Look, Hayden’s running late but as soon as she gets here I’ll take you home, okay?”

“I’m okay. I just need a minute is all,” I say.

She gives me a sidelong look, then nods. “Want me to see if any of the girls have a Xanax, or…”

“No,” I say quickly. Then, again, more deliberately. “No, thanks, I don’t want anything that’ll mess with my head. Really, I’m okay.”

I lean my back against the truck’s rear window when she’s gone, looking out over the parking lot. Someone’s led Bryce away, and it looks like people are going back to their projects—though not without sneaking glances at me first. I am almost sure pictures of the “promposal” are going to be uploaded to Sekrit within minutes. I take a shaky breath.

I glance down at my phone. Shit, I was in the middle of texting Jonah back. I’d typed in I did not know being a mermaid would be so much work but I hadn’t sent it. He’s been looking at my little dot-dot-dot for like ten minutes now. He’s already replied.



JONAH

Everything ok?




I delete the text I was in the middle of writing and start again.



ME

I’m so sorry, I just got interrupted by a douche trying to talk me into going to homecoming with him




There’s no response for a minute. I think with a mixture of relief and disappointment that he hasn’t been sitting there waiting with bated breath—of course he hasn’t. I’m just sliding the phone back in my pocket when he replies.



JONAH

Oh damn, should I be worried?






ME

lol

Just out of curiosity what would happen if I said yes?




I can feel myself blushing as I hit send. None of our interactions have been that forward. But he’s the one who asked if he should be worried, right? He prompted it. Still, it feels risky.

I’m tired of having so much out of my control, though. I’m tired of letting other people’s actions toss me around.



JONAH

well first I’d worry a little bit

but then I’d probably have to drive out this Friday

so I could take you to this dance myself




I don’t let myself think about it. I just type.



ME

Then maybe you should worry




I close my eyes and count to ten. When I open them, he’s replied.



JONAH

I’ll be there by six










DAY SEVEN







CHAPTER 24


THURSDAY, OCTOBER 13, 7:24 PM

RIVER CROSSROADS OUTLET MALL

Okay, hear me out: I know it’s ridiculous to lose your mind about a dress while a shadowy figure tries to ruin your reputation and possibly even frame you for murder. But you have to understand.

It’s a really cute dress.

Mom sits on the red velvet couch in the fitting room, watching with a critical eye as I pivot my hips in the mirror. She’s the one who insisted we drive to the outlet mall tonight to look for dresses. I’d been planning to wear something from my closet, but she’d just grabbed her purse, snapping, “Everyone will be watching you, Iris. You cannot afford to phone it in.” And she’s right, though it’s kind of weird that she’s better at high school PR than I am.

But in this moment, watching the drape of the champagne-colored fabric against my legs, sensing how it will move when I’m dancing—and, most importantly, imagining what Jonah will think when he shows up to see me in it—I’m glad she made me come. I hold my hair on top of my head, modeling a few different options.

“That’s gonna look great with the pig blood they dump on you.” Noelle has come into the fitting area with an armful of fabric draped over one arm.

Mom stands up and walks briskly over to Noelle. “And what’ve you got to try on? Oh, no, Noelle, these colors are awful. I’ve told you a hundred times, you are a light spring, you need to look for softer tones! Peach, vanilla, mint! What on earth are you thinking?”

I’m not much inclined to stand up for my sister after the pig blood bit. But looking at the way her body curls into itself while my mom harangues her, it’s hard not to feel bad for her.

“Jeez, Mom, just let her try on what she likes.” I let my hair fall back down and turn to face them. “It’s one stupid dance. It’s not going to matter if she’s in, like, tomato red instead of cherry red or whatever.”

I meet Noelle’s eyes for a moment. I don’t know why I’m even taking her side—it’s not like she wants my help. Her cheeks go slightly pink but she doesn’t look away.

Then Mom has to ruin it. “Well, you’re right. It’s not like she’s going to be on the court.”

Noelle throws the stack of clothes on the back of the red velvet couch. “I’m not even going to the stupid dance. I’m just looking for something to wear for the drama and forensics competition.”

“Not going to the…” Mom turns and looks at her, hands on hips. “Noelle, you have to start getting out there, honey. How’re you going to find a boyfriend if you don’t go to the dances?”

Noelle mumbles something I can’t quite make out and stomps out of the room. Mom’s eyes narrow after her.

“You don’t think she’s a lesbian, do you?” she asks, her voice dropping to a whisper for the objectionable word.

“I don’t know, but I don’t think it should matter,” I say, stepping down off the dais.

“Well, you know me, I’m not small-minded. I used to have a Melissa Etheridge CD,” she says. “I just don’t want life to be harder for her than it already is, poor little thing.”

“Well, maybe life wouldn’t be so hard for her if you and Dad were a little more supportive,” I say. “Just let her do her own thing and stop trying to make her be me.”

I’ve thought it roughly a million times, but I’ve never said it out loud before. I’m not sure what possesses me now. Maybe it’s just that I’ve been piled on enough this week, and I don’t want to watch someone else go through that too.

But Mom doesn’t even hear me. She’s busy looking for something in her purse.

“I’d better get out there and try to steer her away from the jewel tones. They wash her out so badly!” she says. “Do you need anything, sweetheart?”

I shake my head. “No. Thanks.”

Back in the changing room I wiggle myself free of the dress. I don’t have the curves Mom used to have, in her own cheerleading days, but she was never a flier. Noelle and I are actually built more or less the same—short, thin, wiry. The difference between us, at least between the way we look, is mostly style and makeup. And, of course, the fact that I am at the very top of a pyramid several times a week. That’s the difference that matters to Mom.

I hear voices coming, along with the rustling of fabric. I pull up my jeans, thinking that it’ll be Mom and Noelle, and step out into the waiting area of the changing room, only to find myself face-to-face with Katy Phillips.

Her eyes go wide as she registers my presence. The flush that rushes across her face clashes with the strawberry blond of her hair. She straightens up, hugging the stack of dresses closer to her chest, like she actually thinks I’m going to rip them out of her arms.

“Oh. Hi,” I say, doing my best to sound cool and collected.

She doesn’t answer. Just steps back and tries a different fitting room door. I try again.

“Are you shopping for homecoming?” I ask.

She levels a look of total loathing toward me. “Yeah. I’m going with my boyfriend,” she sneers. “How about you?”

For some reason, the answer that pops into my mind is pure unadulterated Lynette. Lynette wouldn’t have skipped a beat. She’d have said, straight to Katy’s face, Yeah, I’m going with your boyfriend too, just to get a rise out of her. That was how she’d been: flippant, almost aggressive. At least when someone came for her. I wish I had one iota of her fire. I could really use it right now.

“Uh. Yeah. Looking for a dress,” I mumble. “For the dance. Sorry, I’ve got to…” I take a few steps away. “I need a different size,” I finally say, even though the dress I’ve picked out fits like a glove.

Out in the store, I see my mother looking through a rack of sequined dresses. If she’s trying to find something for Noelle, it’s going to end in another fight.

“Hi,” I say.

“Have you decided?” she asks without looking up.

“About the dress? Oh, uh, yeah. If the price is okay, I really love it,” I say. “Thanks, Mom.”

She sighs. “You know, I just don’t understand your sister. If someone had taken me to the mall to buy me fancy dresses when I was her age, I’d have fallen all over myself to thank them. But I had to work for my clothes.” I’ve heard it before, of course. How the only clothes she ever got were frumpy hand-me-downs from her cousins and sisters. How she had to work twenty hours a week at Bath & Body Works so she could afford clothes and makeup that didn’t make her want to put a bag over her head. How she …

“… saved for weeks to get that copper-colored Calvin Klein dress,” she’s saying now, rifling through the rack with a little more violence than before. “You girls don’t even know. I had to sneak it out of the house because it was so short. Your grandfather didn’t like us wearing anything above the knee. But it really was one of the most magical nights of my entire life. Why wouldn’t Noelle want that?”

“She’s got a few more years to have it, anyway,” I say, though I don’t like Mom’s chances. I don’t see Noelle suddenly getting a girly streak. “Where’d she go, anyway?”

Mom looks up. “Oh, who knows. She probably found a Hot Topic where she can dress up like a Pok-a-man or whatever. Are you ready to check out?”

“Yeah, I think so,” I say. “I left my purse in the dressing room. I’ll go grab it.”

The changing rooms are empty when I get back to them. Katy must’ve gone to find a few more options. Or maybe she just left after she saw me. I push open the door of the room where I left my dress.

There on the mirror, someone has scrawled something in lipstick.

KILLER.






CHAPTER 25


THURSDAY, OCTOBER 13, 8:43 PM

HENLEY HOUSE

When we get home, I head straight up the stairs to my room and shut the door.

I’d managed to wipe away the writing without my mom seeing it. Which was lucky, because if there were one thing that could make everything worse, it would be my mom freaking out. But my hands haven’t stopped shaking.

I don’t know who wrote it. It could’ve been Katy. It could’ve been Noelle. Hell, it could’ve been the salesclerk, for all I know. The lipstick was my own—whoever’d written on the mirror had gotten it out of my purse. My face was pale in between those bright lines on the mirror.

In my room I hang the dress in my closet. Then I pull off my jeans and pull on some sweats.

I don’t know who wrote it, but it’s finally coming home to me that it doesn’t matter who wrote it. Whoever started this whole thing—a jealous girl, a slighted boy, a sociopath, a bored troll—they’re not driving it anymore anyway. It’s got its own momentum now. It’s out in the world, and nothing is going to stop it.

I pace back and forth across the rug. What if it keeps getting worse? What if the bullets in the mailbox and the lipstick on the mirror aren’t enough for someone? I picture people hiding in the bushes outside, waiting for me to come out so they can throw rotten vegetables or shoot air rifles at me. Maybe even worse.

I can hear what my friends would say. They’d tell me I’m being paranoid. That I’m overreacting. I can hear Sophie telling me it’s just a bunch of immature douchebags and I have to rise above it all. The worst thing is, if it weren’t happening to me, I’d probably agree with her. But that’s the point of all this, isn’t it? To make things so chaotic I can’t predict what will happen next. To isolate me and make me feel like I’m the crazy one. Good job, Rockytruther. All it took was one little push of the dominoes.

I catch sight of the dress in my open closet again. All the magic of just an hour ago has vanished. Now I keep thinking about Noelle’s Carrie joke. What if something does happen?

And what if Jonah sees?

I sit down on the edge of my bed and pick up my stuffed narwhal, crushing it to my chest. It’s not fair. After all the pain and chaos of the last year, I just want to enjoy something sweet and simple. A cute boy that likes me. A chance to sweep around the dance floor in an elegant dress.

And that’s when I decide I’m not going to let Rockytruther, or anyone else, keep me from that.



ME

I just bought my homecoming dresssssssssssssss [image: ]






JONAH

That’s a lot of esses, it must be really ssssssssssexy






ME

Are we still on for Saturday?






JONAH

I will be there. What’s the dress code again? Will my novelty cactus-themed Aloha shirt look okay with your dresssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss?






ME

It depends, are you going with the formal hemmed jorts or the informal cut-off ones?






JONAH

Come on give me some credit, I do have class. Camo-print cargo shorts.






ME

[image: ]




[Pause.]



ME

I do have to kind of tell you something though.




[Long pause.]



JONAH

That is an anxiety-inducing way to start. But go ahead.






ME

sorry sorry. I didn’t want to have to tell you about it but I think I have to. But it sucks. You remember about what happened last year with my boyfriend and the girl he was sleeping with?




[Long pause.]



JONAH

Yeah of course






ME

Last week someone started the rumor that i killed them both. They posted online and now everyone’s acting weird about it.






JONAH

Whoa






ME

yeah






JONAH

That must be really fucking awful for you.






ME

yeah






JONAH

Do you still want to go to this dance?






ME

Yes! I mean, my friends still totally support me, and i want to go with them. and also I don’t want everyone to think they can chase me off. And also the dresssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss






JONAH

lol






ME

And also I really want to go with you.






JONAH

Yeah, me too






ME

but i wanted to warn you. In case someone mentions it. You might have to slow-dance with a total pariah




[Pause.]



JONAH

it’s cool






ME

Really?






JONAH

Yeah really. What a shitty thing to do to you after what you’ve been through. I’m sorry it’s happening.




I close my eyes and cradle the phone to my chest.

I don’t know what will happen between Jonah and me—whether it’ll stay a light flirtation or turn into something else entirely. But he’s not scared off by what I’ve been through, what I’m still going through. It’s such an unbelievable relief I could cry.

Instead, I get up and go to the bathroom, where my bag of makeup sits open on the counter. If I’m not going to worry about Rockytruther ruining my homecoming, I’d better start worrying about what I’m going to do with my hair and how to put together my look.

Another unbidden memory surfaces, this time of last year’s dance. Lynette hadn’t been kicked off the team yet—meaning that we were still friends. She’d come over to get ready with me. And miraculously, she’d been sober that night.

I can still see her, leaning close to the mirror with her lipstick in hand. We’d both decided to go “Hollywood glam” that night: red-carpet-style dresses, sideswept waves, bold lips.

“You look amazing,” I told her.

It wasn’t entirely honest. She was pale, and the fit of her dress made clear how much weight she’d lost over the last few months. Her shoulder blades jutted out like bony wings. Her hands trembled as she painted her lips scarlet. But even still, I meant what I said, because I was so happy to have her with me, so happy to see her next to me in the mirror, that in that moment she was one of the most beautiful people in the world to me.

“Yeah, well, Rocky’s going to lose it when he sees that dress,” she said, turning to look directly at me. “That’s bombshell material.”

“Mom wanted to hem it,” I giggled. Mom had tried to get me into a minidress on the grounds that I should show off my legs as long as I could get away with it, but Lynette and I had chosen our dresses together, full-length column gowns, hers in forest green and mine in midnight blue.

“No way,” Lynette said. “No offense to Mom, but everyone sees our legs all day, every day. That’s the point of cheerleaders. But we don’t have to be what someone else wants all the time.”

She straightened her shoulders in the mirror and tossed her hair over her shoulder.

“You get to choose who you want to be every single day,” she said. “You’re allowed to change, if you want.”

That night I don’t know if I actually heard what she was trying to tell me. Now the words come back to me like a blade to my heart. Now it’s obvious that she was talking to herself as much as to me. That, one way or another, she was trying to change.

Maybe she’d been trying to get clean. If so, I wish she’d told me. I wish she’d told me what she was going through, told me what I could do to help her. Because I was too stupid—too self-occupied, too caught up in what it’d mean for me if she had a problem—to figure it out myself. That might have been the last time I saw her sober. By the end of that weekend she was using again. Two weeks later I sent the note to Gloria.

Now, I hold my hair up at the back of my head, play with different ways it could frame my face. Maybe I hadn’t been able to understand what Lynette was saying that night, but now it rings loud and clear in my mind. You get to choose who you want to be. You get to change.

Does that mean I’m allowed to forgive myself, Lynette? Does that mean I’m allowed to survive?

Maybe it just means I’m allowed to try.






DAY EIGHT







CHAPTER 26


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 14, 8:12 PM

HENLEY HOUSE



ME

4:47

Can’t wait to see you tonight

6:43

Hey you! Are you on the way?

7:14

Let me know your ETA

7:16

Just so I can plan for it

7:18

We may not have time to get dinner now so maybe get something on the way

7:45

Starting to worry about you, everything okay?




I look down at the phone in my hand. I last texted Jonah twenty- seven minutes ago. The dance started twelve minutes ago.

I can’t text him again. It’s already pathetic, but that would be too pathetic.

Still, I edge up to the window of my bedroom, peek through the curtains, hoping to see his blue Honda Civic pull up in front. Sorry I’m late, I was stuck in traffic. Had a flat tire. Had to help a family of ducklings get across the highway.

I’d take any of them.

My body has been on high alert all day long. For three days, actually—since I invited him to come, since he said yes. Yesterday at school, during the game, today while doing my hair and makeup, I’ve been bouncing my feet, fidgeting, wandering around in a dreamy fog. Because I was going to be in a room, finally, with Jonah. I was going to show up at the dance with him. I could picture us, framed beautifully in the doorway as everyone stopped to look. Is that Iris Henley? Who’s that boy with her?

For one thing, we could change the news cycle.

For another … I could finally see what it felt like to touch him. To put my hand in his and see what it was like to feel his skin on mine.

But now I know I’ve made a terrible mistake. A terrible, embarrassing mistake.

I look back up through our chat history: What time should I get there? What color is your dress? Do the guys at your school do tuxes or just suits? And then, this morning, one last message from him: See you tonight.

Nothing since then, though. And now my guts are plummeting through my body in freefall as I wonder: Was this always going to be some kind of joke? Was he ever planning to come? Did I scare him off?

Is literally everyone in the world fucking with me?

I can hear Noelle’s music in her room. She’s not going, of course. It’s so strange how she has the guts to dress up in all kinds of wild, formfitting costumes, but she’s too self-conscious to put on a formal dress for a dance. Does she have to pretend to be a different person before she can make an effort? Or is it just not fun if she doesn’t have superpowers?

Maybe I’ll take a page out of Noelle’s book, and take off this dress and crawl back into bed. No one wants me at that dance, and the one reason I wanted to go has obviously stood me up. So why bother?

But then I see headlights. A car! Finally a car, pulling up just outside our fence. From here it looks like a compact sedan. I take the stairs two at a time and land right in front of the door, just ahead of my mom. I give her a back-off look before I turn the doorknob, and she holds up her hands, then vanishes into the kitchen.

I take a deep breath and pat the back of my head to make sure my hair is still up in its twist.

Then I open the door.

The man who stands on the mat is in his forties or fifties, graying at the temple, glasses perched on his nose. I freeze in place, all my hopes and expectations shriveling up inside me.

He glances politely at the number on the house. “Is this the home of Iris Henley?”

“Yes, that’s me.” I can’t quite muster a smile, but I do fight off the tears threatening my eyes. “Can I help you?”

He holds up a small plastic container before pushing it at me. “Delivery.”

It’s a wrist corsage. Three pink roses, arranged in a wristlet. There’s a note attached to the top of the container. Family emergency. I won’t be able to get to Varda tonight. I’m so sorry, Iris. I know these will be beautiful on you. I will make it up to you.

“Th-thank you,” I mumble to the delivery guy before shutting the door.

I stand there for a moment, the little plastic box light in my hands. A family emergency. Well, that could mean anything. It could mean sick grandparent, parent in a car accident. Could mean someone was kidnapped or that the house caught on fire or that everyone was abducted by aliens. Or it could mean, Hey, I decided dancing with a potential murderer wasn’t that appealing after all.

But maybe that’s just the paranoia talking. Isn’t that what Rockytruther wants? For me to feel alone? Like I can’t trust anyone? There’s no good reason to believe that this was ever supposed to be a prank. If it were a prank he wouldn’t send a wristlet.

I pull out my phone and open the chat with Jonah.



ME

Don’t answer this if things are too chaotic right now, but I just got the flowers. They’re beautiful. I’m disappointed you won’t be here to see in person … but I hope you and your family are ok. We’ll talk when you are able.




Then I go to my room to check my hair and makeup one more time before I leave.



The juniors are usually in charge of decorating for homecoming, but there’s only so much you can do with a high school gym. The air still smells like chalk and rubber, and the scoreboard is a big blank face overhead. Still, the shiny metallic streamers and paper lanterns give the place a softer, dreamier feel. You can squint your eyes and make out a hint of transformation on top of everything familiar.

When I step in it’s not the big entrance I’d imagined—no cute boy, no sudden needle scratch—but right away I see my girls, standing at a high cocktail table draped in white linen. Sophie’s in a short sequined dress that shimmers when she moves. Next to her Billy Schultz watches her with puppy-dog eyes, and I smile, realizing he hasn’t gotten the memo that they’re just “going as friends.” Hayden’s in a dark green dress that hugs her curves. She sees me looking and waves.

“Where’ve you been?” she shouts over the thrumming bass. “I was starting to think we were going to have to come and drag you out of the house. You look amazing, by the way.”

“Thanks!” I hug her, careful not to crush her flowers or her hair, and then turn to do the same with Sophie. Thank God I didn’t tell anyone about Jonah—I’d be making excuses and answering questions all night. Even Sophie and Hayden would be demanding more info. As it stands I can glide into the dance without looking like an enormous loser.

Well. Without looking like more of an enormous loser. People are still watching me cagily, giving me a wide berth. A few girls smirk from the snack table, leaning in to whisper to each other when I look their way. Javier Rodriguez keeps aiming his phone at me without even trying to hide it. Everyone’s eyes are still on me.

But by and large, most people seem wrapped up in their own dramas. Stephen Dawes and Lacy Smith are on the dance floor, and their bodies are pressed so close together they can barely move to the music. A few feet away Lizzy Hernandez is shouting something at Braden Nederbrock, who is gesturing angrily back at her. And there’s Olivia Chambers in a dress that more or less breaks every Varda High dress code on the books, leaning over and trying to get the DJ’s attention.

It’s a big night. Everyone wants to be the main character of their own story—so, they have less energy to pay attention to me.

That’s when Carter appears at the table, trailed by a couple of his buddies. His jaw is clean-shaven for once, his hair slicked back. He flops an arm heavily around Hayden’s shoulders, and she snuggles up to his side. It’s pretty clear he’s been pregaming.

“We gonna dance, or what?” he asks. Then he notices me there, and his eyes go wide. I wonder if he’s surprised—or just enraged. It’s hard to tell. But does he expect me to stay home? Does he expect he’ll never bump into me again?

Does he really think that I murdered his best friend?

“You,” he says. I take a step away from him as his finger jabs against my chest. “Why’re you here?”

“Well, Carter,” Sophie cuts in before I can answer. “She goes to this school, so she comes to the dances.” I see Hayden shrink a little.

Carter either acts like she hasn’t spoken, or he’s so drunk he can’t focus on her enough to listen. But his eyes are locked on me.

“You’re always around. I’m just so sick of you.” Hayden cranes up to whisper something in his ear, but he shrugs her off. “Why didn’t he just … why didn’t he just break up with you? What did he see in you, anyway?”

The laugh that comes out of me is almost cruel in its despair. “Oh, Carter, I wish I knew.”

He tries to focus his eyes on me. His pupils are cavernous, and I wonder if he’s on something besides just cheap whiskey. Hayden whispers something else to him, and this time he lets her lead him away to the dance floor. She tosses an apologetic look back over her shoulder and gives a little shrug.

I put my elbows on the table next to Billy and Sophie, the roses bright against my freckled skin. “Well. That sucked.”

“She has got to dump him,” Sophie says, watching them stagger to the dance floor. “He’s a nightmare.”

“He’s been drinking a lot lately,” Billy says. He’s a soft-spoken boy with shaggy hair and a sweet drawl. I’m not used to hearing him speak up in a group, even a small one. “More than he used to. We’ve all been trying to get him to lay off.”

“Maybe you should stop,” Sophie says. “Maybe you should just let him crash and burn.”

Billy shakes his head sadly, but then the music changes and Sophie’s eyes light up. “I love this song,” she says. She looks at me. “Want to go dance?”

“Not yet,” I say. “You guys go ahead.”

She looks like she wants to argue, but I know her—she can’t resist when it’s a beat her body wants to move to. So she takes Billy by the hand and leads him out on the floor. They look really cute together—her small nimble body finding the rhythm, and his lanky form shifting almost lackadaisically next to her. I watch them and smile.

Then I feel a pair of hands at my waist.

There’s a split moment where I think the word Jonah. He made it after all. He’s here to surprise me.

Then I angle my head around and see that it’s Bryce.

He’s grinning like a panting dog, his cheeks flushed. “Hey there, beautiful.”

I’m stuck between him and the table, so I can’t just discreetly step away. I have to grab his hands and pull them away from my waist. “You startled me.”

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” he murmurs. He doesn’t take the hint to back off; he’s still standing, firm and heavy, just behind me. He smells like beer and citrus and sweat. “Unless you like that kind of thing.”

“Um, what do you…”

He leans the slightest bit closer, his mouth against my ear now. “Come on, Iris, give me a chance here. It’s not like you’ve got a lot of options.” He gives a sour laugh and gestures around us. “I’m the only one who even wants you now.”

Adrenaline flushes through my limbs, but I don’t want to do something that’ll make a scene. I don’t want the cameras on me again, tracking my every move. I think of all the things I could say, the ways I could say them, but I’m somehow frozen. Tears prick at the back of my eyes.

“Hey, Henley!” The voice is male, familiar, coming from my left. I look up and give a double take. Max. Max in a rumpled black suit, hands in his pockets, like a lounge singer after a set. He doesn’t even look at Bryce. Instead he gives me a searching look, though the rest of his expression is deadpan. “Been looking all over for you. Can I cash in that dance you promised me?”

I feel Bryce shift his weight—not much, but enough that I can squeeze out from between him and the table. I try to move carefully, but I can’t take Max’s hand quickly enough. “I’d love to. Thanks.”

Before I turn away to face the dance floor, I catch a glimpse of Bryce.

His fingers are clenched at his sides, like for all the world he’d love to hit someone.






CHAPTER 27


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 14, 9:13 PM

VARDA HIGH SCHOOL GYM

“Thanks,” I say again to Max. I put my hand on his shoulder and let him spin me out to the dance floor. He’s surprisingly graceful—the music has shifted to something slow and dreamy, and while we don’t press together like the couples around us, he rests a hand lightly on my back to steer me around. I wouldn’t have thought he could dance.

“That guy’s a fucking creep,” he says.

“Tell me about it. I was trying to figure out a delicate way to escape.”

“Delicate? You?” His mouth gives the faintest hint of a smile. “Here I thought you were so edgy and violent.”

“Ha ha.” I look around the gym. “Where’s Katy? I’m surprised she’s willing to share you with me.”

“She’s getting punch. She’ll be fine for a song or two.”

Based on how she acted at the outlet mall, I’m not so sure. But I let that go.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a suit before. Or at a dance, for that matter,” I say.

“Yeah, and I was right, the music does suck.” He grimaces at the DJ. “What is this?”

“It’s called pop music. Short for pop-u-lar.” I overenunciate the word. “Because this is what people want to dance to. I know you like that weird stuff some skinny nerd does with power drills and a drum machine…”

“Let’s not malign skinny nerds, here,” he says, and now he really is grinning, one of those rare smiles that, from him, feels like a reward.

The song changes to a fast one. He lets go of my waist, and I feel unmoored by the sudden lack of contact. But before I can decide if we’re launching into the next dance or taking that as a cue to sit back down, I see Sophie, striding across the floor toward us. She’s shorter than almost everyone on the dance floor, but people move instinctively out of her way like they would for a charging animal.

I barely have time to process the look of rage on her face before she’s gripping my upper arm, the tips of her nails digging into my flesh.

“I can’t fucking believe you,” she hisses.

All around us, people are backing up, turning to look. My eyes feel like they’re bulging from my head; I’ve seen her mad before, but never like this. Or maybe it’s that it’s never been aimed at me. I try to pull away but she’s holding me too tight.

“What happened?” I ask.

“What did I ever do to you?” she asks. Her hand vanishes from my shoulder. Her eyes are bright, and then there are tears pouring down her cheeks. “Why would you do something like this?”

And then I see that everyone around us is already looking at their phones.

My breath goes shallow. No. No, no, no, it can’t be happening again.

“What happened?” I ask again. My dress doesn’t have pockets; my phone is back at the table.

To our left, Vanessa Whitmore is showing Molly Jun hers, her face pale and shocked. Someone in the crowd starts to laugh loudly. Out of the corner of my eye I see Max, pulling his phone out of his jacket pocket and looking at it.

Sophie stands in front of me, mascara dribbling down her cheeks, and I can’t stand it anymore. “Whatever it is, whatever they’ve posted, it’s not true. You know that,” I say.

Sophie laughs hysterically. “That’s the problem, Iris,” she says. “It is true.”

She hands me her phone.


U/ROCKYTRUTHER2001

A few of you still need convincing that Iris Henley is a psychopath.

Did you know it was her that narced on Lynette sophomore year? She was the one that told the coach Lynette was getting high.

Maybe you didn’t know that. Lynette did, which is why they never talked again after that.

Here are some other things you maybe didn’t know.

Sophie Garcia is the biggest stoner in school. Stood by and let Lynette get kicked off the team without a word—but no way would she pass a pee test.

Hayden O, how many times have you cheated on Carter now? Just kidding I know the answer is four. Better get tested, Big C.

Iris likes to make herself seem like a sweet little victim but she hurts people. She likes it. She tells her friends’ secrets. She ruins their lives. And then she kills them.

Do not trust her.



My vision goes blurry. There’s noise and light all around me, chaotic and swirling. Voices blend together and I can’t make out what anyone is saying or doing. I feel a hand on my shoulder and I look up; it’s a girl I don’t even know, gripping me and yelling something down into my face. I jerk away, but someone else bumps into me, hard. I stumble into someone who pushes me back forward.

I look around and find Sophie in the crowd again. “Sophie. I … I’m sorry. I never meant for this to…”

From across the room there’s a crash. A buffet table knocked over, punch and cookies flying. Carter standing just behind it all, chest heaving. His face is twisted in pain and rage.

Hayden’s on her knees next to him. Sobbing.

That’s what finally pulls the attention away from me. Everyone’s shouting now, taking pictures of that other mess instead of me. Mr. Blanton and Coach Meadows flank Carter, grabbing him by either arm. Ms. French shouts and points at the door. Kids flood toward the commotion, even as the teachers try to steer them away.

My eyes lock on Hayden. Her dress is torn. She’s sticky with the bright red punch—it clings to her legs, to her face. She’s saying something over and over. It looks like “Please.”

I can’t stay here. I have to take my moment—before their attention comes back to me. I stagger backward a few steps, then turn and run for the door.






DAY NINE
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SATURDAY, OCTOBER 15, 11:53 PM

VARDA ELEMENTARY PLAYGROUND

I can’t make myself go home. Mom and Dad will still be up, and they will want to hear about the dance. And people might think to look for me at my house. I don’t know if anyone’s mad enough to come for me, but if so, I don’t want them to find me.

So I walk for a long time. My thoughts fly like windblown paper, none of them holding still long enough for me to understand what has happened. My body takes over. I run for as long as I can and then I walk.

It’s like time vanishes into a black hole, and when I come back to myself I am on the swings at the elementary school. I’m barefoot, though I don’t remember when or where I lost my shoes. My left foot feels scraped and raw. My body roils with spent adrenaline. The hem of my gown is almost black with dirt, and my body is clammy with sweat.

There’s only one person who knows my friends’ ugly secrets.

I pull the phone out of my pocket—there are already messages pouring in, but I ignore them for the moment. Jonah still hasn’t messaged me. But I know with a leaden certainty that this was the plan all along. Message me, manipulate me, milk me for information. Use that information to destroy me.

But why?

Is he just another psychopath? Is his charm part of the fun? Making people think he’s decent and then tearing their lives apart?

Did he have some connection to Rocky? Or … Lynette? I knew he’d met her at camp. In fact, she was the one who had bullied me into talking to him that first year.

I never could figure out how she knew I was crushing on the cute tennis player with curly hair, but maybe it was obvious. I was shy around boys back then, and it didn’t occur to me to talk to him, even though there were plenty of opportunities. But I made up a lot of excuses to walk past the tennis courts. If I was lucky I’d get a glimpse of his muscular legs, his easy smile.

But one morning, Lynette grabbed me by the back of my sports bra and steered me straight for his breakfast table. I didn’t even have a chance to protest. He looked up at me and smiled before I even knew what was happening.

“Hey,” he said. “You’re Iris, right?”

He made room next to him. Lynette, looking very pleased with herself, sat across from us and plopped down her own bowl of Special K. I was still too stunned to realize that he knew my name at a camp of almost two thousand kids. Later, Lynette told me she’d been chatting him up on my behalf. She’d been staying up until one or two in the morning to corner him in the TV room while he watched Adult Swim with some other guys, trying to find out if he was “single and suitable,” as she put it.

She was like that, before things got so hard for her. The kind of friend that would be your wingman without you even knowing it.

They’d been friendly, then, but they hadn’t ever gotten close. Not that I knew, anyway. Unless something happened between them after Lynette and I stopped being friends.

The thought is strangely unsettling. It would’ve had to have developed sometime between when she was kicked off the team and the murder itself. Six months. And that was during the school year—how would they have reconnected? To my knowledge she only ever saw him at summer camp.

But then again, maybe they’d been texting the way we had.

My eyes fall to the flowers around my wrist. They’re in tatters now, the perfume sharp off the crushed petals. A sudden burst of rage cuts through me and I yank them off my wrist, crush them in my hand.

Overhead, ragged clouds streak over the moon.

When I dial Jonah’s number the phone rings and rings. There’s no voicemail set up. I let it ring for a while, and then I try one more time. When he still doesn’t pick up, I text him.



ME

What the fuck???




I sway back and forth on the swing that’s almost too small for my butt—the swings we used to leap off of, back when we were kids, me and Lynette flying through the air with our hair whipping around our heads. I sit, and I wait for a call that doesn’t come.






CHAPTER 29


SATURDAY, OCTOBER 15, 11:42 AM

HENLEY HOUSE

Saturday morning I wake late with a screaming headache. I leave the blinds drawn and the lights off. Luckily my parents won’t expect me to be awake and functional the morning after a dance, so no one bothers me. I’m free to huddle in the blankets and try to watch reality TV on my laptop until cheer practice this afternoon. Gloria isn’t letting us off the hook for our regularly scheduled Saturday workout, but she did push it back a few hours

In between episodes of Love Is Blind I scroll through my phone. I still haven’t heard a word from Jonah. I haven’t heard back from Sophie or Hayden, either, even though I’ve messaged them a half dozen times begging them to talk to me: I don’t know how this happened. Please let me make it right. Please.

There are plenty of other messages coming through, though. Some are from strangers. Some are from people I thought of as friends.



MORGAN JENNINGS

why’d you kill them

RODRIGO MARTINEZ

killer

MOLLY JUN

I don’t know what’s going on but you’ve crossed the line you fucking psycho

STEPHEN DAWES

I knew you were a bitch





The replies to the new Rockytruther post are worse. There’s gloating and speculating, of course. But there are new touches too. In one they’ve taken one of my cheerleading pictures and photoshopped a gun into my hand. It makes the big smile on my face look manic, insane. Then there are the violent ends I deserve.


i want to gut you like a fish

your face won’t be so pretty when someone smashes it in

Careful where you go alone Iris. Someone might be waiting.



I think about the night Hayden told me about how she’d cheated on Carter. That she’d been wasted, angry at him, angry at her mom, angry at trying to be perfect. She cried and cried, she swore me to secrecy. And I promised I’d protect her.

And I’d lied. I’d lied to all of them. I hadn’t meant to, obviously, but that didn’t change things. Why had I told Jonah? They weren’t my stories to tell. It’d seemed safe, it’d seemed okay because he was so far away and so uninvolved. But what’d made me think he could be trusted?

Had this been his plan all along? And if so … why?



Later that afternoon, I show up at the Little Gym a few minutes before practice is scheduled to start. I am dreading it and anticipating it all in one. My friends won’t text me back, but they can’t ignore me here. Conversations break off entirely the moment the others see me. Hayden is there in her leggings and sports bra, but Sophie is nowhere to be seen.

“What’re you doing here?”

Molly steps in front of the rest of the group, hand on her hip. She looks at me like I’ve sneezed and now I’m covered with snot. Like she genuinely doesn’t know how I can stand to live in my own disgusting skin.

“I’m here for practice,” I say. I force myself to meet her eyes, but the effort sends a shudder spiraling up my spine. Behind her, a few girls watch uncertainly. Some look openly gleeful. Hayden, sitting on the practice mat, looks down at her lap.

“You know you got Sophie benched?” Molly says. “Coach says she’s got to sit out until she passes a pee test.”

I bite my lip. “Shit.”

“Gloria’s going to give her a few weeks to get whatever out of her system before she makes her test, so I guess she’s lucky. Unlike Lynette.” Molly’s expression is hard. I finally look away.

Molly gives a soft snort of laughter. “Anything to be top girl, huh?

It’s not like that. It was never like that. But I don’t say it out loud. What would be the point? The truth doesn’t matter. Molly—and everyone else—is more than willing to believe that I am a monster.

I stand a few feet away and pretend to ignore them. If they genuinely want me gone, let them see if they can force the issue. But before that happens, Gloria comes striding in.

“Come on, guys, we’ve got a lot to get to today. I need you in position for warm-ups.” She claps sharply a few times. Most of the girls scramble toward their spots. I think I catch Gloria sizing me up before she kneels by the stereo to fumble with the auxiliary cord, but she doesn’t say anything. So I go to my spot and start to stretch.

For a little while I can almost pretend things are normal. With the music thudding through my bones, it could be any practice, any day after school. We move through our warm-ups and stretches. My body snaps quickly through positions and hits its marks. Every now and then one of the girls tries to catch my eye, to smirk or sneer at me, but I’m determined not to react.

Gloria cues up the music for our big showstopper. Bella, Lizzy, and Vanessa kneel to grip my calf and propel me up on the beat. My body is tight and muscular and aerodynamic, soaring up straight as a rocket, pivoting tightly. Muscle memory carries me, and my anxieties fade from roar to whisper. I punch a fist to the sky. Then I leap.

A moment later, my body hits the ground full force.

My lungs spasm. Pain blooms across my rib cage. From far away I hear the music stop suddenly. The sudden absence of bass makes my heart sound like an angry machine in my ears. Hard, unkind faces peer down at me and then vanish. I’m stuck in a private eternity, unable to breathe or talk or think.

Gloria makes everyone else move back. A young woman I recognize as the school nurse has appeared next to me—I don’t know when—and is holding up fingers, trying to get me to count them.

I’m not sure how much time passes. Usually when someone takes a fall everyone applauds when she gets up. That doesn’t happen for me. They all watch as I find my feet. Some—Molly, for instance—just watch, their expressions hard. Some look away when I try to make eye contact. Hayden is at the back of the crowd and watches as I limp off to the locker room.

I’ve been friends with these girls most of my life. We grew up together. We were bound by blood and sweat and training, and none of it matters to them. All that matters is what some anonymous person said online.

“Henley.” It’s Gloria. The lemony smell of her perfume catches me a moment before she does, but her fingers curl around my arm.

“I’m sorry, Coach, I just need a minute,” I mumble. “I’m okay though. I’ll be back out there on my feet in no time.”

“No,” she says firmly. I turn to look at her. She’s never a cuddly presence, Gloria, but there’s something almost pitying in her expression. Like she’s going to have to let me down easy or something.

“No,” she says again. “Take the week off, Henley. You’re benched.”

After everything else that’s happened, you’d think I would be immune to shock, but my jaw drops open. “Gloria, that wasn’t my fault! I hit that lift perfectly!”

“I know that,” she says. She glances behind us toward the door, like she’s making sure no one else is there eavesdropping. “But right now, things are complicated.”

Complicated? So she knows about the rumors. I guess everyone does, by now.

“Your teammates can’t work with you,” Gloria says. “Not right now, anyway.”

“That’s not my fault!” I’ve never argued with Gloria before. She’s tough, but she’s usually fair, and so I’ve always accepted her rulings. But the unfairness of this brings out something whiny and pleading in my voice. I hate it. But I can’t help it. “Gloria, I swear, I didn’t … I didn’t do the things they’re saying.”

She looks me in the eye for a long moment, then shrugs. “It doesn’t matter,” she says. “You’re still benched.”

“But that’s not fair!”

“Maybe not,” she says. “But that’s how it is. They’re the ones that dropped you. But I can’t bench everyone, so I’ve got to bench you. It’s not personal. At least, not personal with me. We’ve got to get this routine down, and right now, they cannot do that with you.”

Tears spring to my eyes. “It feels like I’m being punished for something I didn’t even do.”

Gloria nods. “I get that. I do. I’m sorry, Henley. But if you’re going to fly, you have to be able to trust your spotters.”

She turns away to go back into the gym, but then pauses on the threshold. “And right now … no one’s willing to catch you.”






CHAPTER 30


SATURDAY, OCTOBER 15, 2:42 PM

VARDA HIGH

I sit in the locker room for a long time, listening to the music vibrate through the gym. My fingers tap the bench. Hips. Clasp. High V. Clasp. The music stops and starts, stops and starts. Gloria’s running them through the start of the routine over and over. She can’t bench all of them, but she can punish them in a different way. They’re stuck with the boring, basic arm motions. It looks good in sync, but it’s simple—the stuff we can do in our sleep. The fun stuff comes later. The tumbling and the lifts.

The toss.

My rib cage aches, but I’m pretty sure it’s just a bruise—nothing permanent. I’m lucky it wasn’t worse. Muscle memory saved me from cracking my head, that split second when my body knew they let me fall before my brain did.

I wrench my locker open and yank out the contents, stuffing it all into my duffel bag. I rip down the team pictures. Who do they think’s going to be top girl now? Vanessa is too tall. Bella’s strong but not as flexible, and Tammy’s a chickenshit. Sophie could do it—but she’s benched. Good luck. I slam the empty locker shut and glance over to the one next to it.

Lynette’s.

Gloria never reassigned it to anyone. The door still hangs a little crooked. I wasn’t there the day Gloria made her clean it out, but I can still picture her, slamming that door with all her might, not caring who heard or saw. The girls told me she’d thrown all her stuff in the big gray trash can by the door.

Did she regret it eventually, I wonder? Did she miss her photos, the magnet she got at Schlitterbahn on our middle school trip? Maybe she would have eventually, if she’d had more time. If she’d gotten clean.

If she’d lived.

The music is still playing in the gym as I leave the locker room. I don’t have to check Sekrit to know that someone’s probably already posted about my fall, that people are probably already cheering it on. She’s getting what she deserves. Wish she’d broken her fucking neck.

A part of me still insists that’s not fair. But there’s a part of me, too, that knows different. I deserve this pain. Not because I murdered anyone, not because I am the person they think I am on Sekrit, but because I failed Lynette, I failed Sophie, and I failed Hayden.

I drive home with my mind churning. I’ve been assuming that the harassment had more to do with Rocky than Lynette. The name of the Sekrit account is Rockytruther, after all. But Jonah didn’t even know Rocky. I guess that could mean one of two things. One: He wanted to wreck my life for fun, because he’s a sociopath.

Or two: He wanted to wreck my life because he and Lynette had been closer than I’d thought. Because he’s punishing me for the ways I’d failed her.

After Lynette had forced me to introduce myself to him the summer after freshman year, we’d all hung out together plenty of times. In the evenings there were dances and socials—and even on the nights that nothing was planned, we’d end up in one of the campus common areas watching movies or playing foosball. I’d never noticed anything percolating between them. That first year Jonah had a girlfriend, and Lynette had principles about pursuing boys her friends liked. At least, she’d had those principles before our falling-out; obviously that hadn’t prevented her from hooking up with Rocky in the end.

Maybe Lynette and Jonah had gotten together that second summer, but they’d kept it on the DL. Or maybe they’d been texting in secret. Then when he found out about what’d happened to her, maybe he blamed me. I was the one who got her kicked off the team. I was the one who led to her being so isolated, so lonely, that she was a perfect target for Rocky to take advantage of.

When I pull up to the house, Max is there, sitting on my porch.

“Hi,” I say.

“Are you okay?” is all he asks.

It takes longer than it should for the question to register. I stare back at him, trying to figure out how I could begin to answer.

Before I do, he stands up and steps close. He pulls me into a hug.

“Obviously not,” he says.

Inside, he follows me up to my room. I sit down hard on the side of my bed, but he lingers near the door, his eyes darting around.

“Been a minute since I’ve been in here,” he says. “Didn’t there used to be more cat posters?”

“That was elementary school,” I say, picking up a pillow and hugging it to my chest. “I wanted to be a vet.”

“I remember,” he says. He looks at the pictures on my wall now: a framed print of a rose, photographed in black and white; a framed print of Picasso’s Dove of Peace; and a blue-and-white Dallas Cowgirls pennant Gloria gave me last year when I made top girl. I’ve never bothered too much with decorating my room, partly because Mom won’t let me do anything really daring—but suddenly, seeing it through Max’s eyes, it strikes me how bland it all is. None of it is anything I’ve chosen for myself.

“They dropped me,” I say. “The cheer team. We were doing a basket toss. That’s … They’re supposed to launch me up and then catch me. But they didn’t catch me.”

Max does a quick double take. “Shit, Henley, are you okay? Do you need to go to the doctor, or…”

“Hayden and Sophie are done with me,” I say. Self-pity is boiling over inside of me, words flooding out before I can stop them. “And I don’t blame them. And now the rest of the team is done with me too. Gloria said I can’t cheer anymore, unless all this gets cleared up. But I don’t see how that’s going to happen. I’ve lost my friends, I’ve lost cheerleading. My mom’s going to kill me when she finds out. I won’t have anything left.”

My voice breaks. Max sits next to me and pulls me close again. I’m not crying, exactly, so much as gasping, sobbing without tears, breathing in his warmth. His black tee smells like all the summer days I remember from being a kid, setting up a Slip ‘N Slide in his backyard, or lying sprawled on the patio with brightly colored chalk, days I spent taking Max for granted because, after all, he was always there. God, what a luxury that was, and I didn’t even know it.

“I’ve ruined everything,” I whisper. “I’ve lost everyone.”

“No you haven’t.” He leans back so there’s enough distance between us that he can look down at me. “Not everyone.”

His eyes are like quartz, clear and flecked with green and blue and brown. I’m used to the distances he usually creates with his deadpan humor or his flat sardonic smile. It’s rare, with Max, to feel genuinely close. But right now—we are. We are so close our breath starts to sync up, inhale, exhale, inhale. My lips part. I can’t look away from him.

And then, suddenly, he releases his hold on me, and we’re sitting side by side again. The only evidence of anything unusual is a pink tinge, high on his cheekbones, and even that fades soon enough.

My thoughts cartwheel around, wild and unfocused. Did you just almost consider the remote possibility of kissing Max? Max Fisher? Who has a girlfriend? While you’re in the middle of an actual crisis? No. No, that can’t be right. You must have hit your head in the gym.

“So,” Max says, clearing his throat. “Rockytruther struck again.”

“He did,” I say slowly. “And … I think I know who it is now.”

His gaze whips back toward me. “You do?”

I nod miserably. “There’s only one person who knew all that stuff about Sophie and Hayden. Well,” I say, thinking of Lynette, “one living person.”

“Someone you know,” he says, more of a statement than a question.

“Yeah.” God, this is about to be the most humiliating confession of my entire life. But Max is still here, still on my side and willing to listen. He’s the only one who can help me.

So I tell him.

“I’ve been texting this guy,” I say. “I know him from summer camp. We’ve been talking for like three months, but he lives in Houston. I told him … private things. Secrets. Including some about my friends. He was really convincing. Or maybe … I don’t know, maybe I just wanted to believe he liked me. Anyway, he’s the only one that knew those secrets about Sophie and Hayden. The only one I told, anyway. And now he’s totally vanished. Not responding to any of my texts at all. So I guess he got what he wanted.”

Max is gawking at me now, and I feel myself blushing.

“Believe me when I tell you I know how pathetic it is,” I say.

He gives a little start, then shakes his head.

“No, you’re not … it’s not pathetic,” he says. “I’m just trying to catch up. When did he start texting you? And what kind of questions was he asking?”

And then I’m telling Max everything. About meeting Jonah at camp; about how sweet he’d been last summer when he heard what happened with Rocky and Lynette. I tell him I didn’t think much about the secrets and stories I was sharing, even if they weren’t mine. I figured they’d never make it back to Varda.

“So he’s been, like … flirting with you, just so that he could mess with you on Sekrit?” Max looks bewildered. “But why?”

I suddenly feel exhausted. “Good question. I’ve been assuming Rockytruther was someone who cared about Rocky or maybe Lynette, but maybe I was wrong. As far as I know he never even knew Rocky. He knew Lynette from camp, I guess, but they weren’t close.” I shrug helplessly. “Or at least, I didn’t think they were close. But I also didn’t know that she and Rocky were hooking up, so clearly Lynette had secrets.”

“Meaning you’re no closer to knowing why than you were before the dance,” Max says.

“And now I’ve got no way to ask,” I say. “He hasn’t talked to me since Saturday. I don’t know if that means he’s done with … whatever this was, or if it means he’s gearing up for something else.”

Max looks out into middle distance. I can sense the wheels turning in his head. His phone is suddenly in his hand, and after a minute of searching, he holds it up to me. When my eyes focus, I see what he’s found: the roster for the tennis team at Joseph McKinley High School in Houston. Featuring photos and names and stats for all the players—including Jonah Bergman.

“He can block you, he can delete you, he can ignore you digitally,” he says. “But if you show up in person…”

I stare at him. “If I show up in person he’ll have nowhere to hide,” I finish. “You’re right.”

On the screen, Jonah’s headshot smiles pleasantly. Now it looks hollow to me. A mask he puts on to look human.

“If we show up in person,” Max amends. He sets his jaw, and for once, instead of smirking and sardonic, he looks determined. “Because I’m going with you.”






DAY ELEVEN







CHAPTER 31


MONDAY, OCTOBER 17, 12:37 PM

US-290

According to the website, the next McKinney High School varsity tennis match starts around 3:30 PM this afternoon. It’s about two and a half hours to Houston from Varda, so Max and I set out after lunch in his twenty-five-year-old Camry. It’s a stick, which means he’s driving—he tried to teach me once, but all I accomplished was rabbit-hopping the car around the block.

“Uh, sorry. Ignore literally everything on the floor,” he says when he opens the door for me. I side-eye the crumb-covered passenger seat and the fast-food wrappers, receipts, and other detritus on the floor. He looks embarrassed.

“I should’ve cleaned it out. Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine, I am just wondering how Katy let you get away with this.” I gingerly get in the car. “She strikes me as an exacting mistress.”

“You have no idea.” He leans over and starts wadding up the trash.

“How’s she feel about all of this, anyway?” I ask.

“All what?”

“Our road trip. You helping me,” I say. “She’s not exactly my biggest fan already.”

“Well, that’s no lie.” He goes quiet while I brush crumbs off the passenger-side seat and buckle in. It’s not until we’re turning out onto the highway that he speaks again.

“Actually, Katy and I broke up.”

I do a double take, cranking my head around to the left. “What? When?”

He frowns. “Uh, it was … yeah I guess it was right after homecoming?”

“Oh, wow.” I watch his profile, but his expression doesn’t betray much of anything. Well, that’s always the case with Max. “Wait, was it because of me?”

He bounces his head back and forth. A little bit yes, a little bit no. “You were what finally made her mad enough to pull the trigger, I guess.”

“Does she think we’re hooking up or something?” I ask.

“She’s always kind of thought that,” he says. “Now she’s also mad I’m not buying into the whole ‘you’re a murderer’ thing. She thinks I’m defending you because I’m in love with you.”

The way he says it is matter-of-fact, but it still makes my cheeks go warm. “I’m really sorry, Max. I never meant make her think…”

“Nah, you didn’t. She’s jealous. And intense. And let’s say ‘tightly wound,’” he says.

I bite my lip. “I’ll be honest. I, uh, never quite got you two.” When he doesn’t answer right away, I go on. “I mean, she’s cute and all, but she’s always kind of been that way. Do you remember the read-a-thon in middle school? She was so mad that I beat her she had a tantrum in front of everyone at the awards assembly. It was wild. I think she broke one of the microphone stands.”

“Yeah, I remember,” he says. “She does too. She still talks about it.”

“Really?” I ask. “If I made a fool of myself like that I wouldn’t ever bring it up again.”

“Oh, it plays a little different in her retelling,” he says with a smirk. “According to her, you’re an airhead who obviously cheated just to show her up.”

“What?” I start to laugh. “Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know, but she has a lot of stories like that. About you, about Hayden and Sophie, about some of the other popular girls at school. She remembers everything anyone has ever done to wrong her. Plus a few made-up ones.”

I whistle. “That’s intense. And now you’re on her list too.”

“Yeah. God, I hope she gets into Stanford so we can get some geography between us.” He picks up the aux cord and hands it across the console to me. “Here, get something on the stereo so I don’t fall asleep. This is maybe the most boring drive in Texas.”

“You know that’s not true,” I say. There’s a lot of Texas to measure against. “Hmm, let’s see. What’s your favorite Taylor Swift album?”

He doesn’t even blink. “Oh, definitely The Unspeakable Horrors of the Eldritch Void. Taylor’s Version.”

I laugh and scroll through my phone until I find FKA Twigs, who I hope will be weird enough for him. And then we are off, putting Varda in the rearview, the autumn sun sharp in the sky.

It’s not the most boring drive in Texas, but it’s not particularly scenic either. We shoot past exurbs and quarries, farms and undeveloped lots. It’s all flat and scrappy looking. I find myself thinking about Max and Katy. They were always a strange couple—her humorless and prissy, him dryly funny but not very demonstrative. He never even seemed to like her much. But then, he didn’t date around a lot, and maybe it was comfortable for him to stay with the partner he knew, rather than to take a risk. I’d known Max long enough to see that his deadpan cynicism was a protective measure as much as anything. Underneath it, I think he was lonely.

Well, aren’t we all.

“So,” I say after we pass through yet another bland little housing development. “Do we have any kind of plan here?”

He tilts his head back and forth for a few seconds, like he’s measuring his options. It’s a tic I remember from when we were kids.

“Well, I guess I just want to get eyes on him, to start with,” he says. “I’m really curious about this guy.”

“Me too.” I have spent the entire weekend going through my old chat logs with Jonah, trying to find some sense of why. There’s got to be a red flag somewhere, right? But then, that was what I’d thought after Rocky died. So maybe I just didn’t know a red flag when I saw one.

“You’ve known him for what, three years?”

“I mean, three years at camp. So two weeks a year. Which honestly adds up to something more like a few hours. But we didn’t start to text each other until this year.” I rest my head against the seat. “He always seemed nice.”

“Yeah, well, it’s easy to seem nice, if you’re trying to get something out of someone.” He makes a strange face, like he’s tasted something sour.

“I just don’t know what he was trying to get. He didn’t ask for nudes or money or anything, he just wanted to talk.” I look out the window and see a half dozen brindle steers grazing.

I feel a sudden pressure on my hand, and I turn to look at Max. His eyes are still on the road, but his hand has closed gently around my fingers. The contact steadies me.

“Do you remember back in middle school when I was a total pariah?” he says.

“Sort of.” But of course I do.

He gives me a half-amused sidelong glance, like he knows there’s no forgetting it. “It was actually Carter and Rocky that started it. We were in math together, and Carter snatched my notebook to copy my answers. So there he is, leafing through all the problem sets I’ve done, when he comes to a page or two in the back that had some … uh … private fan art I’d done.”

When he sees my blank expression he shakes his head and sighs. “I drew a bunch of porny pictures of female video game characters.”

“Ohhhhh.” A memory suddenly floats back my way. “Oh my God, that’s why they called you…”

“Zelda-Fucker. Yeah. They weren’t very creative,” he says. “Anyway, they told everyone in school. It was pretty miserable. I had panic attacks every night thinking about having to go to school the next day. Mom and Dad didn’t know what to do with me.”

“That’s really awful,” I say.

He shrugs. “It was dumb kid stuff. It was a bad year. But you and … and Lynette were the only ones that didn’t treat me like some weird pervert.”

The sound of her name catches me by surprise. I feel it like a punch to the gut.

“That was honestly all her.” My voice is low and even, but there’s a knot in my throat at the thought. “I mean, I wouldn’t have excluded you. But she was the one who dragged me over to your table at lunch and made a big show of sitting across from you.”

“Well, you both came.” He lets go of my hand and puts it back on the wheel. “I never forgot that.”

It’d been such a strange lunch group. I didn’t go out of my way to torment Max—but I also wouldn’t have had the guts to be seen with him if not for Lynette. Lynette’s social standing was fragile even then … but maybe that was why she’d been willing to take the risk. She knew something about reputation. She knew Max needed our protection—and she knew we could afford to give it.

The thought comes with a sharp pang of grief. I’ve lost Lynette so many times now. It feels like another loss, remembering her bright, daring face in middle school, remembering the way her chin would jut forward when she was determined. Remembering that she wouldn’t let the rest of the kids treat Max like he didn’t exist, back when he needed it the most. And I think about how I let her down.

I’m sorry, Lynette, I think.

And now … I understand.






CHAPTER 32


MONDAY, OCTOBER 17, 4:23 PM

MCKINNEY HIGH SCHOOL

We’re slowed down by roadwork outside Houston, so when we arrive at Jonah’s school, the tournament has already started.

McKinney has eight courts with bleachers lining each side. A big difference from Varda’s single net—though Varda doesn’t even have enough players to make a team. The bleachers are sparsely populated, and the claps, when someone gets a point, are soft and scattered. A very different vibe from Friday nights on the football field. I wonder who the fans are—family and friends of the players, or fans that come to watch high school games?

As we approach the courts, Max glances at me. “You look really nervous.”

“Me? No way. Cool as a cucumber,” I say. The truth is, now that we’re here, the only thing I want to do is get back in the car and get back on the highway, pointed west-by-northwest. I know I have to do this if I want to clear my name, if that’s even possible. I know I have to confront him.

But yeah. I’m nervous.

We walk along the chain link, trying not to block anyone’s view. The pock, pock, pock of balls hitting pavement creates a strange arrhythmic heartbeat. Every now and then you can hear someone grunt or even shout. There’s the scuff of shoes and the intermittent applause. It all seems a little too genteel. I’d rather show up here under cover of a football game, the noise of the pep band and the thud of full-body tackles and the roar of the crowd and the chants of the cheerleaders hiding my approach. This strange quiet game makes me feel exposed.

I scan the players. Girls with ponytails, guys with sweatbands, no one I recognize. My blood pulses loudly in my ears, and I can feel I’m already blushing. I’m realizing that I’m not just scared to confront Jonah—I’m scared to see him. I don’t know what I’ll feel, how I’ll react, when I do.

He’s been my life raft for months. He’s been the one thing in my life that made me feel normal.

It’s hard to let go of that, even knowing what I know now.

And then, all at once, I see him. I recognize his posture before I see his face, his frame loose and relaxed. He moves less efficiently than his competitor—a sculpturally muscled guy with a shaved head and tight, sharp movements—but somehow, Jonah makes it to the ball every time with his loping stride.

He’s beautiful, truly beautiful, on that court.

“This guy?” Max asks, curling his fingers into the chain link next to me.

“This guy,” I say.

“Man, what’s with you and sweaty jocks?” he asks.

“Unfortunately it looks like I have a type,” I say. “But I’m a little more worried about the psychopathic traits than the athletic prowess.”

The ball whips back and forth now, and people in the crowd lean forward, attention shifting from the other courts to this one. Jonah and his opponent fly across the court, the intervals between hits shorter and shorter. Finally, with an almost balletic leap, Jonah slams the ball past the other boy’s defenses. It’s over. Jonah has won. He shakes hands with his opponent.

I dodge into the shadows beneath the bleachers.

Max slides up next to me a moment later. “Are you okay?”

“No. Yes. No.” I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

He puts his hand in mine and squeezes.

We watch in silence as Jonah chats with his buddies and cheers on other matches. It reminds me of that first summer I met him, when I’d pass by the courts at camp and try to catch a glimpse of him. Before Lynette dragged me to his breakfast table. Back when he was still just an idea to me.

I’d give anything to get back to that place.

Jonah bursts into applause as someone scores a point. I watch as he laughs at something one of his teammates says. What the hell is going on inside of him, that he can look so easygoing, so sweet, and then turn around and spew poison online?

Finally Jonah picks up his racket and his duffel bag and starts to walk toward the school. Maybe heading for a shower? In any case, he’s alone. Which means now is the time.

Max moves to follow me, but I touch his arm. “Give me a minute with him first, will you?”

He frowns. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. This guy’s a fucking creep. What if he freaks out on you?”

“What’s he going to do to me? We’re in front of a ton of people, and it’s broad daylight,” I say. “All he’s got on him is a tennis racket. I’ll be fine.”

He nods, but he doesn’t look happy.

Jonah’s only about forty feet ahead of me. I catch up quickly, and there’s a brief moment where I’m right behind him but he still doesn’t know I’m there. I relish it for as long as I can—this sense that I’ve got the drop on him, that finally, after everything he’s put me through, I have some kind of control.

And then I say his name.

When he turns around, my heart gives a lurch. For a split second I’m sitting next to him in the dorm last summer in the hour before lights-out, listening to music, playing board games in a comfortable, gentle silence, and the memory hurts like an open wound.

But then I think about the way he’s played me since. Flirty texts, thoughtful questions, sneaky little ploys, all so he could blow up my entire life. All so he could torture me.

But why? What’s in it for him? What did I ever do to make him hate me so much?

That thought makes my spine straighten like a steel rod. I smirk at him as the friendly smile fades right off his face.

“Surprised to see me?” I ask.

“Iris?” He looks around like he’s trying to figure out if anyone else can see me too or if I’m just a hallucination. “What … what are you doing here?”

“What do you think I’m doing here?” My fists ball up at my sides. “I deserve answers, Jonah.”

A sudden cheer comes from the courts down the hill; another match must’ve ended. I take a step closer to him. He’s taller than me by almost a foot, but weirdly, now that I’m in front of him, I’m not scared anymore.

“Why, Jonah?” I ask. “Why me? Why did you target me? Was it just because I was vulnerable? Easy to mess with? Or was it because you wanted to punish me for something?”

He blinks a few times but doesn’t answer. I grind my teeth together and step closer.

“Why me?” I ask again. “Why’d you spend all that time texting me, making me feel like you … like we…”

It comes out as a plea, and I hate it, I hate that I’m begging for what I’m owed, I hate that after all of this, after everything he did, some soft, messy, heartbroken part of me still exists. I hate that I was taken in by another monster in the form of a beautiful boy.

“What are you talking about?” he asks.

I laugh, but halfway through, it turns to a single sob.

“Why did you act like you liked me?” I cry, before my hands fly up to cover my face.

We’re so close I can feel his body heat. His hands lock on my upper arms and squeeze. I shake my head, like I could fling him from my mind that way, but he holds tight.

When he speaks, his voice is low and gentle and scared.

“Iris, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, but I’ve never texted you in my life.”






CHAPTER 33


MONDAY, OCTOBER 17, 5:13 PM

MCKINNEY HIGH SCHOOL

The world is a blur of green and blue and gray, and there’s a terrible roaring in my ears. Someone nearby is talking but I can’t register what they’re saying. I’m untethered from the world—floating, bodiless.

It’s a relief, truly. A moment outside of time, away from the weight and chaos of my feelings.

Then someone grabs me by the elbow, and the world swerves back into focus.

“Henley. Henley.” It’s Max. He shakes me gently, trying to jostle me back into my body. Then, suddenly, he cups my chin in his hand.

“Iris,” he says.

I blink. There behind him is Jonah, still with a towel around his neck, sweaty from his match. He looks beyond startled, his eyes are so wide. I catch my breath.

“Are you okay?” Jonah asks.

I fight the urge to let out a wild, hysterical laugh. Instead I shake my head no.

Max sets his jaw and turns to look at Jonah.

“Do you know anywhere we can sit down for a minute?” he asks. “I think we need to talk.”



The orchestra room is dark and silent when we arrive. The three of us sit on the topmost riser near the back of the room, Max and me side by side, Jonah facing us.

“So you’ve never texted me, not even once?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I don’t even have your number. I almost asked for it last summer, but I just thought … you know. It seemed like a bad time. I didn’t want to freak you out.”

Max looks at me for a moment, then back to Jonah. His expression is guarded. It’s only because I’ve known him my whole life that I can see how tense he is. “What about Sekrit, do you use that? Someone’s been spreading a bunch of rumors on the Varda High feed. I take it that’s not you either?”

“No, man, I don’t fuck around with social media.” Jonah makes a face. “Partly because of stuff like this. This is messed up.”

“I’ll second that,” I say softly.

Jonah leans back against the wall. He still hasn’t had a chance to shower, and his curls are wilder than ever, the sweat drying it into strange whorls and twists. He’s ostensibly easier to read than Max—less guarded, more open—but I feel like everything I thought I knew about body language and expression has become useless in the last six months. I thought I knew Rocky and Lynette. I thought I knew who I was talking to when I was texting Jonah. But I’ve been wrong every single time.

“This guy—let’s call him ‘Not-Jonah,’ just to prevent confusion,” the real Jonah says. “He knew enough about me to keep this going since August?”

“Well … yeah.” I knew Jonah in real life, so I never questioned it. I liked him, I wanted to hear from him, and I was excited to see his name appear on my phone. But now that I’m thinking about it, what exactly did Not-Jonah say that made me so sure of him?

I open up our texts and scroll back as far as I can. There are hundreds of messages. It takes a while to get to the beginning, but neither Jonah nor Max rushes me.

There. August twelfth. Hi Iris! It’s Jonah, from camp. This was followed by roughly thirty hours of silence from me as I scrambled to decide how to respond.



ME

Hello Jonah from camp! What’s up? How was Vermont?






JONAH

Nice and cool, at least compared to Houston. I actually wore outerwear. In August!






ME

I’m so jealous. I wish my grandparents lived somewhere with a breeze. Instead they moved to Phoenix. Like, who does that? Moves from Texas to Arizona? The food’s worse and the weather still sucks






JONAH

I had these cheese curds in Burlington that you would not believe. Sorry your grandparents didn’t want you to be happy.




I look the words over with a sinking feeling in my chest. Jonah had been scheduled to go to Vermont after camp was over. We’d talked about it a little. His maternal grandparents lived there, and he visited every year. But Not-Jonah hadn’t even had to phish for that one; I’d delivered it right into his hands. From there it was easy to riff on Burlington and cheese curds: just look up where most domestic flights are routed and what Vermont is known for.

I had been an easy mark.

The texts went on just like that for a while. I’d ask how Jonah’s sister was, and Not-Jonah would say “kind of a pain in my ass.” That’s an easy guess; what sister isn’t? I’d ask if he was auditioning for Houston Youth Symphony again, he’d say “I’ve been practicing nonstop.” I handed Not-Jonah every bit of information he needed, at least at first. And then over time it was easy for Not-Jonah to become a character in his own right. The catfisher introduced new characters, new plotlines and thoughts and feelings. I’d filled in the rest with my own imagination.

“Here,” I say, handing the phone to Jonah. “I’m probably the one that owes you an apology. Now it’s obvious he was phishing.”

He looks through a few pages of the texts. Then he runs his hands through his hair and exhales loudly.

“This is so weird,” he says. “You didn’t ever ask to talk on the phone or anything?”

I shrug. “I brought it up a few times, but you … he … just kind of put it off. Once we had a date to FaceTime, but he said something came up and I didn’t bring it up again.” I think for a moment, trying to figure out how to put the experience into words. “I … was trying not to pressure you. I really liked texting with you and I didn’t want to mess it up, and so I just kind of followed your lead. Except obviously, it wasn’t you.”

“Whoever’s been doing this,” Max puts in, “it looks like they’ve been trying to get information about Iris and her friends, and then posting it all on Sekrit to make her look bad.”

Jonah looks at me, and I nod. I haltingly explain as best as I can about Rockytruther’s two posts, about the secrets I thought only Jonah knew. His expression changes with every word, shocked, and then angry, and then oddly sad in turn.

“I don’t know what to do now,” I say. “I don’t know who’s doing it, and I don’t know how to get them to stop. After the dance I was sure it was you.”

“I wouldn’t do that to you, Iris.” He says it simply, without a trace of admonishment, but it still makes me feel bad.

“Don’t take it personally.” I look down at my lap. “The person I thought I knew best turned out to be a murderer. I don’t know how to read anyone anymore.”

He reaches across the distance between us and takes my hand in his. I look up at him.

“Whoever did this knew you were in a bad place. They knew what they could get away with,” he says.

Before I can say anything, Max cuts in.

“Hey, I know this is all weird and messed up, but do you mind if I look at your phone?” Max asks. “I’m sorry, I just…”

“Want to make sure I don’t have a bunch of throwaway accounts and stuff,” Jonah says. “I get it. Yeah, that’s fine. Here.” He lets go of my hand to unlock his phone. The loss of contact makes me feel abruptly adrift.

Max starts to move through the screens, looking at apps, opening things up. I turn back to Jonah, who’s still looking at my phone. He comes to one of the photos and frowns.

“This picture was on my friend Marcus’s Insta. But as far as I know, he keeps that account locked.”

“How many mutuals does he have?” I ask.

“A ton.” He shakes his head again. “Wonder if Not-Jonah is one of them.”

“Not-Jonah seems to be pretty resourceful,” I say. “Would you send me a link to Marcus’s account though? It might be useful.”

“Sure. In the meantime, I’m going to message every single person I know and tell them to remove every single picture that’s ever been taken of me.” He drums his fingers rhythmically against the back of my phone. “Do you mind if I show my sister the Sekrit posts? She’s a tech person. She may have some ideas how to figure this out.”

“Ugh, I don’t want anyone seeing that who doesn’t have to,” I say, making a face. “But sure. Yes. See if there’s anything she can do.”

That’s when the door swings open, and a janitor with a large wheeled trash can looks in. She sees us and gives a start.

“What’re you kids doing in here?” she asks, looking up the risers at us. “This part of the building is closed.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Jonah jumps to his feet and we follow suit. “I, uh … I just had to get my viola. Come on, guys.”

We follow him into the locker area just off the main room, the janitor following us with her eyes. Jonah opens one of the flat white lockers and pulls out his viola case. Then he pauses and looks at us. “I guess I’d better get back out there,” he says. “People are going to be wondering. But I have about a million more questions for you.”

“How about we talk on the phone when you’ve got time,” I say with a rueful smile. “Not sure I feel up to texting with you.”

“Fair.” He hesitates for a moment, then puts down his viola case. “Man, I’m sorry, Iris, this really sucks. I hate that you’ve been going through it.”

I think about hugging him. This is not the Jonah I’ve fallen for in the past few months—but it is the Jonah I hung out with at camp, who played brooding shoegaze music for me in the dorm rooms, and gave me a quarter of his cinnamon roll at the breakfast table. That slow-danced with me at the camp social. But the two Jonahs are too tangled, too confused in my mind. So instead, I just nod.

“I’m sorry too. I’m sorry you got pulled into this.”

After we exchange real phone numbers in the hall, Jonah goes one way, and Max and I go the other. Once again I have more questions than answers. But one thing’s come into sharp relief: Whoever the catfisher is? It’s someone close enough to know exactly how to get me.

Back in the car I scroll through my text history with Not-Jonah one more time. All that gentle flirtation. All the stupid banter. But this time my embarrassment gives way to anger. This guy, whoever he is, tricked me. Fuck that.

I don’t know who you really are, I type, fingertips stinging from the force. But when I find out? I’m going to make you pay.






DAY TWELVE







CHAPTER 34


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 18, 7:45 AM

HENLEY HOUSE

“Iris Henley, you have five minutes to get out of bed and get some clothes on.”

My mom’s voice cuts through a series of feverish nightmares—dreams where I am falling into jagged, chaotic holes, where I am alone in a dark maze feeling along walls.

I don’t know how long I’ve been in bed. I’ve been tumbling in and out of sleep and panic attacks for what feels like hours. Now Mom is in my doorway. It’s not even eight but she’s fully dressed, not a hair out of order. She’s in her powder-blue suit, the one that always means business; it’s what she usually wears to talk to the HOA or the city council.

“Mommy?” The word comes out as a rasping croak. Her carefully made-up lips disappear into the line of her mouth.

“You heard me. We have to be at the sheriff’s station at eight. Get up, do something with your hair, and be ready.”

I sit bolt upright. “The sheriff’s station? Why? Nothing even happened, it was just…”

“I don’t want to hear it.” She holds up her hand. “Meet me downstairs when you’re ready.”



When we pull into the sheriff’s parking lot, I let out an involuntary gasp. There’s one car in the lot. Only one, but it’s one I know well.

A dark gray Jeep. Pom-pom-shaped sticker on the back window that says HAYDEN beneath.

Mom parks right next to it. She narrows her eyes when she sees it, but she doesn’t say anything.

But the door of the station opens just as we approach, and there she is, eyes swollen and baggy, dark red hair frizzing out of its ponytail. Even with everything going on, my first thought is that she’s been hurt. I remember the way Carter looked at homecoming, the way his muscles strained against his suit. I take a step toward her. “Hayden, oh my God. Are you okay?”

I stop in my tracks as her eyes meet mine. They’re hard and flat, without a trace of warmth. She stares for the briefest moment, then looks away and walks quickly into the parking lot.

I want to chase after her, to grab her arm and make her look at me. But there’s no time. Sheriff Ramos is standing just inside the door. He holds it open.

“Come on in, Mrs. Henley, Iris.”

My mind spins as I follow him into the conference room. I take a seat at the big faux-wood table across from him.

“Can I get you anything? Water? Coffee?”

I open my mouth to answer, but Mom holds a hand up to cut me off. “What’s this all about, Sheriff?”

Ramos takes a long time to get settled into his chair. He makes a show of opening a manila folder, scanning over the top piece of paper inside.

“Well, Iris, it looks like I need to ask you one more time to go over the night of April fifteenth and the morning of the sixteenth,” he says. He rests his forearms on the table and leans forward.

“I already told you everything I know,” I say. I glance at Mom, her expression still tight, and then back at him. “I was at the cheer party. I was there all night.”

The sheriff leans back slightly in his chair, like he’s in the middle of an enormous meal and needs a moment to savor it.

“That’s interesting,” he says. “Because now we have a witness that says you left your house that night just after one AM.”

I gape at him. My face feels numb and strange—like I can’t quite control it, or even guess what it might be doing. I put my hand to my mouth, covering up what I can, suddenly desperate to hide.

“Hayden,” I say faintly.

He shrugs. “I can’t identify informants.”

That makes me want to laugh. “You did a crappy job hiding her identity, then.”

He ignores this. “But what I can tell you is that someone who previously confirmed your alibi has retracted her statement and now claims she woke up in the middle of the night to see you slipping out the front door.”

I shake my head. “No, that’s not true.”

Ramos taps the table with his pen and stares at me. He’s trying to wait me out. I’m not going to let him force me to talk, but then my mom intervenes.

“Iris, tell the sheriff what he wants to know,” she says coldly. “I’d like to be out of here by lunch.”

I almost want to laugh in her face. Sorry to inconvenience you, Mom. Sorry to make you experience an iota of what I’ve been going through.

“I can only tell you what I already told you,” I say. “My parents were out of town. I had a sleepover. The girls all showed up between six and eight, I guess.”

“Your previous statement says between five and ten,” Ramos interjects.

I give a helpless shrug. “Then that’s probably more accurate. It was six months ago, I don’t remember all the details.”

“You don’t remember the details of the night your boyfriend and best friend died?” Skepticism drips from his voice. Where was this investigative aggression six months ago?

“No,” I say, a little snarkier than intended. “Why would I? It wasn’t like I knew ahead of time it was going to be the most traumatic night of my life. I didn’t keep a time-stamped journal or anything.”

“You need to lose the attitude, Iris,” Mom says.

It startles me so much I can’t keep a poker face. I turn to look at her, feeling like she slapped me. I don’t know what kind of help I’d expected from my mother—but I’d hoped she’d at least have my back.

“I’m not trying to have attitude. But I don’t know what you want me to say. I had a sleepover. We ate a ton of Ben & Jerry’s. We watched TV. I drank too much. I woke up to my phone ringing with the news the next day.”

“Do you remember falling asleep?” Ramos says. “Or did you black out?”

Mom draws in her breath sharply. “That’s enough. Sheriff Ramos, did you bring us in here to interrogate my daughter? Because if you did, I’m going to have to insist we reschedule for a date when our attorney can be present.”

“I don’t think there’s any need to lawyer up,” Ramos says, his voice suddenly much more friendly. “We just want to get to the bottom of things, Mrs. Henley, and I want to make sure I understand Iris’s version of the story.”

“Of course. I understand why you might want to investigate a closed murder investigation six months after the fact, based on one kid’s story,” Mom says. “You know my daughter’s been getting harassed online? People are spreading rumors about her.”

“The way I heard it, she’s been spreading rumors of her own,” he says steadily. Mom cuts her eyes quickly toward me, and I look down at the table, cheeks burning.

“Regardless,” she says. “You have one unsubstantiated claim, from a teenager with a grudge, that my daughter wasn’t in her bed when she said she was.”

“Well, we will be working on substantiating that claim,” he says. “I’ve got the other girls from the slumber party coming in this afternoon to go over their stories one more time.”

“And if you find out anything incriminating, we will be happy to come back. With our lawyer.” Mom stands up abruptly. “Come on, Iris, don’t say another word.”

I hesitate, looking across the table at the sheriff and then back at Mom. Sheriff Ramos looks annoyed, but he doesn’t do anything to stop her. I stand up too and follow her out.






CHAPTER 35


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 18, 2:58 PM

VARDA HIGH

If I’d hoped anyone at all would still have my back at school, I’m disabused of that notion quickly. From the moment Mom drops me off in the parking lot after our meeting with the sheriff, I’m stared at, sneered at, jostled as I try to move through the hall. Between third and fourth period, Lacy Smith bumps into me so hard my books go flying. At lunch I don’t even bother trying to find a friendly face. I sit alone in a bathroom stall waiting for the bell to ring.

I do the same at the end of the day, waiting for everyone to leave so I can walk to my car on my own, without worrying about who will harass me along the way.

I have to pass by the gym on my way out, where the sounds of Gloria’s voice and the squeaking of sneakers on the varnished floors emanate from beneath the double doors. It’s all eerily normal, proof that even though my life has blown up, it’s business as usual for nearly everyone else.

“Iris.”

I jump. The voice is female, familiar, but I can’t place it. I whirl around to see Kendra.

“Oh. Sorry, you scared me. I didn’t think anyone else would be here this late,” I say.

“You okay?” she says, looking at me carefully, and I wonder if she’s asking because she knows what happened at the dance, or if I’m wearing the carnage of the day on my face.

Or maybe she’s asking because she’s the one who’s been catfishing me, and now she’s checking in on the extent of the damage she’s caused.

“Uh, yeah, I’m okay,” I say. She cocks her head skeptically but doesn’t say anything. “What’re you doing here this late?”

“Stayed after to finish a project in the art room,” she says, gesturing to a few dried paint streaks on her arms. She doesn’t realize it’s in her hair too. “And waiting for Mom to get me. She likes to make sure the school is super empty before she picks me up.”

I shift uncomfortably, realizing I’m not the only one hiding.

Kendra glances at her phone checking the time. “Are you sure you’re okay? Why aren’t you at cheer?”

I know she can still hear the sounds of practice coming from the gym too. “I got benched.”

“Oh?” Her eyebrows fly up. I try to read her face. I can’t tell if she’s surprised and sorry or secretly pleased.

“Not because I did anything wrong,” I say quickly. “The others dropped me.”

“Wait, you fell? Jesus, Iris, are you okay?”

“I’m fine. And I didn’t fall. The others didn’t catch me. On purpose.” I bury my face in my hands. “This sucks. I feel like my life is over.”

Kendra’s face goes cold. “Your life isn’t over, Iris.”

I realize what I’ve said too late, the nerve I hit. “I didn’t mean—”

Her expression remains hard. “You know. I thought your life actually was over when I found them in the cabin. I thought Lynette was you.”

“I know, I read the interview,” I say quietly.

“Yeah. You read the interview.” For a moment, her eyes go glassy, then she clenches her fists, anger blazing away her tears. “Got what you needed to know from the paper? How great for you.”

I am taken aback by her words, by her sudden anger. “I … I didn’t want to intrude. While you were … grieving.”

“Oh, is that it? I’m pretty sure my mom left half a dozen messages on your phone,” she says. “Trying to talk to you. Asking you to come over.”

“What is this?” I snap, my anger flaring. “Just a minute ago you were asking if I was okay, and now you’re, what, accusing me of giving you the cold shoulder? I didn’t know what to do, Kendra. I didn’t know how to feel. My boyfriend turned out to be a murderer. I wasn’t exactly in any shape to come by the funeral with a hot dish.”

Kendra’s lips twist downward in a sneer. “So instead you just vanished.”

“I didn’t—” I protest, but she cuts me off.

“Oh no? You never talked to me at school. You never asked me if I was okay. I was hurting, my family was hurting. And all you thought about was not being seen around us.” She goes quiet suddenly. We stand there for a long moment, neither of us moving.

“I’m sorry, Kendra,” I finally say, knowing it’s not enough, knowing that all I have for everyone I’ve hurt is “sorry,” an unending supply of useless sorrys.

She nods and hikes up her backpack on her shoulder.

“Yeah,” she says. There’s no anger in her voice anymore—just a hollow note of exhaustion. “I know. I know you are. But seriously, Iris. You lost cheer. You lost a few friends. Big deal. Grow up and figure out what matters to you. Unlike Rocky and Lynette, you still have that chance.”

With that, she turns on her heel and stalks down the hall.



Varda’s only cemetery is just outside the city limits, in a large grove of oaks and cedar. I get there just before the sun begins to set, just as everything takes on the hue of melted gold. It’s quiet when I arrive. There are only two other cars in the parking lot.

Kendra’s words run in circles in my head. Grow up and figure out what matters to you. Part of me wants to argue with her, to tell her she’s being unfair. That things do matter to me beyond just appearances.

But there’s another part of me, too, that knows Kendra wasn’t entirely wrong.

I make my way through the neat rows of gravestones. On the other side of the cemetery I see a cluster of middle schoolers dressed all in black, filming each other on their phones. They make solemn faces before breaking down in giggles.

An older woman glares in their direction from where she stands next to a crumbling stone angel. For a minute I think she must be grieving. Then I see that she’s not mad at the kids because she’s mourning. She’s mad because their noise is interrupting her own film shoot. She’s got a tripod and lighting equipment, complete with shade sail. She readies herself and starts again, holding up products in front of the camera, pointing to the statue and explaining her methods for cleaning it. I can see one pristine, already-restored spot.

I keep walking, grateful that Lynette’s plot is farther away. It takes me longer to find than I thought it would, I guess because I was expecting overgrown weeds and a neglected stone. When I find it, I’m surprised how tidy it is. The dead leaves have been swept away, and there are even fresh flowers in a vase by her headstone.

The Zeigers apparently had Lynette’s sophomore class photo transferred onto the granite. I can’t help but snort when I see it. She hated that picture. She’d had to wear her glasses that day because she’d lost a contact; that, plus her tightly shut lips, gave her a frumpy, studious look.

Laugh it up, bitch. Her voice is still so clear in my mind, low and a little raspy. Where have you been, anyway? I haven’t had anyone to talk to out here.

I can feel the way she would have sprung at me from behind, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. Can almost smell the Nag Champa incense her mom used to use, the way it always vaguely clung to her clothes.

It would be so much easier if I could just be mad at her.

Instead, I sit down on the grass and lean against her stone. “I got benched today,” I say. That’s the first and most important gossip she would want to know. The photo on the headstone seems to stare pointedly at me over the top of her glasses. “I know, serves me right.”

The photo waits. Go on, I can hear her say.

I take a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, Lynette. I really am. I told myself I was helping you, but I fucked up.” I cover my face in my hands so I don’t have to look at her. “I didn’t mean to take away the thing you loved most.”

That had been the cruelest thing, I think. I love cheer. I love the sense of power and control it gives my body. But Lynette had needed cheer. It was a part of who she was and what she wanted from the world. It could’ve taken her places—to college, away from Varda.

“Well, now that we’re both outcasts,” I say softly, “maybe you’ll be able to forgive me. I can’t exactly make things up to you, but maybe we can move past it.” I imagine my new identity: girl who hangs out in graveyard. Maybe I can get some kind of gauzy black dress and really lean into it. The thought actually makes me grin.

“Oh! I know!” I open my backpack and pull out my AirPods. I put one in my ear and one on the grass next to her stone. “God, I just realized, you missed the midnight drop. You’re not going to believe this album.”

Instead of leaning back against Lynette’s headstone, I wipe my eyes. I get up on my feet, and I start to move. I let my feet and my arms and my hips move in a familiar pattern—one of Lynette’s old routines. I close my eyes, and I feel her there with me.

“Jesus, Iris, what the fuck?”

My eyes fly open. Noelle is there, gaping at me.

I’m breathless and sweaty, but I just grin at her.

She arches an eyebrow. “Who even are you right now? Are you okay?”

“Like you care.” I scoff and collect my stuff. The sunset is almost fading from the sky. Cheer practice would have ended hours ago, and I should have been home shortly after that. “How’d you find me here?”

Noelle looks down at her phone with a frown. “Mom sent me to get you. She turned on Find My Phone when you didn’t come home.”

“Great. Well I guess you can tell them all about this then, and maybe you’ll get to be the good one for a while.” I march past her toward the lot.

“Hey!” she shouts after me and hurries to catch up. “You left your AirPod in the dirt,” she says and slaps it into my hand.

I frown back toward Lynette’s gravesite.

Noelle pauses at our cars. “And for the record, I do care. You just make it really hard sometimes, you know?” She makes a frustrated sound when I don’t answer and gets into Mom’s car to head home.

I pause at my car. Everyone else is gone now, the giggling girls, the older woman. Crickets are starting their nightly song.

But I can still feel the rhythm of the music against my chest. I can still feel Lynette, dancing with me.
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CHAPTER 36


WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 19, 9:45 AM

HENLEY HOUSE

The next day I stay in bed long after my alarm. Mom comes in and tries to bully me into going to school, but I wait her out.

“You can’t just give up, Iris,” she says, her tone icy and hard.

I pop my head out of the covers to squint at her. “I’m off the cheerleading team and no one is talking to me. I don’t have a functional locker. I haven’t done homework in a week. What is the point of dragging myself through another school day?”

“The point?” She lifts her chin high. “The point is to let them see you walk through that hall like butter doesn’t melt!”

It’s easy to imagine her at fifteen, gliding through the halls in the designer jeans she paid for herself and ignoring whatever mean girls the mid-nineties had to offer. The stories she tells are always about her triumphs: the time she made homecoming court in spite of the odds, the time she won the school talent show with a number from some ancient stage musical. But underneath those stories there are echoes of the times she didn’t triumph, maybe, or of the things she needed to triumph over. I don’t know those stories, but I can see the anger they left her with. I can see that she doesn’t take off her armor anymore because of them.

“The point, Iris,” she says now, “is to make sure they know they cannot touch you.”

The thought flits through my mind that it must be very lonely to be my mother sometimes.

“Just leave me alone” is what I say out loud.

She tries a few other arguments but finally seems to realize that unless she wants to physically remove me from my bed, it’s an exercise in futility.

I stay in bed until I hear Mom’s car pull out of the garage. Then I don’t know what to do with myself. I try to watch a movie but I can’t focus. I flip idly through one of my textbooks. I scroll through Insta. That just makes me realize that a bunch of my former friends have blocked me. I check in on Sekrit a few times, but there’s not much new content. I’ve become more or less a joke to most of them, a meme. A character from last week’s drama.

At lunchtime, I go downstairs to see what’s in the fridge: last night’s unseasoned chicken and a Tupperware of broccoli. No thank you. I find an old box of macaroni and cheese in the pantry and start boiling water.

I hear the garage door open and close and wonder if Mom’s come home early for some reason. But it’s Noelle, her curls damp from her bike helmet. She throws her backpack on the ground and sits at the kitchen island as if I’ve been expecting her.

“No fair you getting to stay home from school just because you’re wanted for murder,” she says, propping her chin on her hands. “I didn’t get to play hooky when Ethan Whatley tried to convince everyone I had an abortion.”

“What’re you doing home?” I ask. “Aren’t you supposed to be in French right now?”

She shrugs. “Yeah, but everyone’s asking me a bunch of dumb questions about you. I got tired of it.”

“Dumb questions?”

“You know. Like, why is your sister such a bitch? Did you know your sister was a bitch? When did she start turning into a bitch?” She shrugs. “It’s kind of annoying, actually.”

“I bet.” I stir the pasta into the water. “You want some mac?”

“Depends. It’s not the weird low-fat stuff Mom got last time, is it?”

I snort. “God, no. This is good old Kraft blue-box processed-cheez-with-a-z.”

“Hook me up.”

I fill up two bowls and push one across to her.

“So what’s it like out there?” I ask, blowing steam off my fork. “Are things getting back to normal? Such as they are?”

She shrugs. “No. Not really. I mean, from what I heard, that was the biggest homecoming blowup of all time, so the dust is still settling. Carter’s suspended, I guess. The cheer team’s been circling the wagons around your friends though.”

“Good.” It makes me feel a little better to know that Sophie and Hayden haven’t been cast out. Maybe they’ll be able to get through this, at least.

“Where’d you go Monday, anyway?” Noelle asks.

I set down my fork. I don’t know that I’m ready to talk about being catfished, period, much less to a person that is looking to stab me in the back half the time.

“Max and I thought we might have a lead on who the poster is. But we were wrong,” I finally say. “We still don’t know.”

“Sucks.” She takes a bite of her macaroni and then winces at how hot it is. “This is all so stupid.”

“I would’ve thought you’d be having fun, watching me get torn to bits,” I say.

She looks, oddly enough, a little startled by that.

Then she rolls her eyes.

“Don’t be so sensitive,” she says. “When I hate you, it’s a special bond between sisters. When everyone else hates you, I have to stand up for you, which is really irritating.”

“Oh really? You’ve been standing up for me?” I smirk.

“Uh, yes? I’m doing the very important marching band PR circuit on your behalf. The brass section’s still got your back.” She kicks against the island. Mom hates when she does that.

“Well, thanks. I guess I assumed you’d be leading the way to the gallows. All things considered.”

“It’s not like that. It’s more like…” She thinks a moment, chewing. “Like Mom and Dad make me actually insane, and you’re just catching stray bullets.”

“They’re hard for me to deal with too, you know,” I say.

“Yeah, but at least you’re more or less the daughter they want.” She doesn’t sound apologetic, exactly, but she looks down at her bowl. “Plus you get to leave soon.”

“Hey, I’ve done my time!” I say.

“I know, I know.” She waves the statement away. “It just gets to me sometimes. Imagining you in some cool college class. Talking to people about something other than football, while I’m still here.”

“Yeah. I get it.” I push pasta around in my bowl. “Believe it or not, that’s all I really want too.”

The doorbell rings. We both go still and listen for a moment. Outside a car starts and then drives away. I go to the foyer just in time to see that it’s a FedEx truck.

The package on the front porch says CHEER WORLD. It’s addressed to me. I wonder if they’ve sent me a bunch of samples again—last year I was the team secretary, which meant I did a lot of the ordering, but this year it’s supposed to go to Hayden. I look around for a pair of scissors and am just about to slice through the tape when my sister grabs my arm.

“Iris,” she says. “Look.”

For a moment I don’t see anything. I pull my hand away. “Careful, I’ve got scissors.”

Then I notice that she has gone white as chalk.

I look back at the box. And I see what she’s seen.

The bottom of the box is dark and wet, like it’s been sitting in a dirty puddle.

Or like something inside is seeping through the cardboard.

Something red and thick and sticky.

And then I am screaming, the scissors falling out of my hands with a clatter, and my sister tries to pull me away from the kitchen, tries with all the strength of her body, and I’m frozen there, staring at the box that someone sent, special delivery, just for me.






CHAPTER 37


WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 19, 7:13 PM

HENLEY HOUSE

It was a squirrel.

Deputy Mays was the one who opened it. He said it’d been shot.

I wasn’t there when he opened it, of course. That was after Noelle called our mom, and after Mom sped home from the realty office, and after Mom called the sheriff. Detective Mays showed up not long after. He was going to open it right there on the kitchen island, but when Mom realized that was his intention she screamed so loud everyone in the neighborhood heard. By the time he took the box out to the curb, there was an audience.

“No! No return address,” Mom is saying into the phone now. She’s been on the phone all evening long, calling every neighbor, every friend, every acquaintance. Normally I’d be annoyed that she’s taken something so awful and made it about herself, but she actually looks shaken. She’s so pale her makeup looks lurid, and she keeps touching her lips in a gesture I recognize as a tic from a long-kicked smoking habit. “Someone is terrorizing our family.”

I’m sitting on the sofa next to Noelle, supposedly watching a movie on Netflix but mostly just staring out in space. Somehow the news has made Sekrit, of course; I’m guessing the news has made the whole town, since Mays unpacked a crime scene on our front porch. I keep glancing at my phone, seeing the comments trickle in.


coffeecutie: calling it now she mailed it to herself

sriracha6969: she talked about death all the time when we were in girl scouts together—always a spooky girl

gemstone_3: Everyone’s joking about this but I honestly don’t feel safe with her in school now. How long is it going to take until she gets kicked out for this shit/



I know I should feel something. Outraged, scared, shocked. I should at least be mad that “sriracha6969” is spreading bullshit, because I was never even in the Girl Scouts. But everything around me is muffled and muted. I don’t feel much of anything.

Suddenly my phone vibrates. It’s Jonah. Real Jonah.

Hey, are you around?

Give me one second, I write.

“Gotta go upstairs for a second,” I say. I look at Noelle. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” She waves me off. “Go talk to whatever weirdo still wants to talk to you.”

I flip her off as I head to the staircase.

Upstairs I shut my bedroom door and pace back and forth. I try to pull myself together. If Jonah’s trying to get in touch, it’s because he’s got news. It’s because he’s learned something.

It doesn’t take him long to pick up.

“Hey,” I say. “Sorry, it’s been kind of—”

His expression makes me come up short. His jaw is tight. There’s an awful flatness to his expression that I’ve never seen there before.

“I found out what IP address the Sekrit post was made from,” he says before I can say anything else.

I sit up straight in my chair. “Where?”

Our eyes lock through the screen. Suddenly I find myself wanting desperately to look away.

“Your house, Iris. Your IP address.”

My jaw drops, and I shake my head, mute, uncomprehending.

“My sister checked it a few different ways,” he says. “You’re at 6237 Halifax, right?”

“Yeah, but … but I don’t…”

“There you go. That means it came from your house.” He speaks with a deliberate calm, but I can sense the tension behind it.

“Jonah, I don’t understand. This doesn’t make any—”

“It’s fine,” he says brusquely, but it obviously isn’t. “Look, this is all just weird. I don’t really understand—”

“But I didn’t do this,” I say. I’m begging. It’s pathetic, but I’m begging to be believed. “Someone must have been using my Wi-Fi, and…” Even as I say it I hear how desperate it all sounds. Of course he thinks it’s me. Of course he thinks I’m some kind of unhinged narcissist, some kind of scammer that gets off on creating drama. As insane as that would be, it’s the least insane option.

His brow furrows, and there’s something almost regretful in his voice when he talks again.

“Okay,” he finally says. “Listen, I, uh, I’ve got to go. I hope … I hope you get some help, okay? I hope you can figure out how to end this all.”

It’s the kindest brush-off I could expect. I stare at my screen, where he’s hung up the phone. Just like that, the whole thing is over: the relationship I’d thought we had, and the real one—tenuous and platonic as it’d been—as well. Jonah, my lifeline, is gone.

My mind churns.

Our Wi-Fi is password protected. But how many people know the password? My friends, maybe, and Noelle’s friends.

And, of course, Noelle.

Noelle. My strange, funny, prickly little sister. Who has been friendlier than usual lately, sure, but who has always been jealous to her very bones.

Jealous enough to destroy me?

Back in the living room, she is still on the sofa. She’s paused the movie. When she looks up, her brow is furrowed in concern. Or at least a semblance of concern.

“What?” she asks, when she sees my face.

For a half second I think about asking her point-blank. Did you do this?

Was it you?

But I realize, looking at her expression, that it wouldn’t matter if I did ask her directly. It’d be easy for her to deny. It’d be easy for her to affect outrage: We’ve been getting along so well. Why are you accusing me of something like this?

The catfish has shown, more than anything else, that they’re good at winning my trust. I can’t afford to let them get away with it again.

I can’t risk letting someone fool me again.

So I don’t answer. I turn away from her walk upstairs to my room, my phone never leaving my hand. I pull up Max’s contact information.

I’ve got to get out of here, I type.

I’ve barely sent the message when I get his reply.

Come on over, he says.






CHAPTER 38


WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 19, 8:24 PM

FISHER HOUSE

Whoever Rockytruther is, they’ve taken every safe harbor away from me. Cheer, school, camp. My own home. They’ve cut me off from almost everyone. They’ve made it impossible to trust.

I knock on Max’s front door, then stand there, shifting my weight, until he opens it. When he sees me there he opens the door wider and ushers me into the house.

“Are you okay?” he asks. “I heard about what happened this afternoon. What the fuck? Who would…”

“Jonah called me,” I say. “He said the call was coming from inside the house.”

He blinks hard, his head jerking back and forth in an almost comical double take. “What?”

“His sister traced the IP address of the Sekrit posts.” I offer a weak smile. “They were posted by someone at my house. He seemed to think it was me, which … is kind of messed up. But I swear, Max, I swear. It wasn’t.” I hug myself violently. “Do you think Noelle actually hates me enough to do something like this?”

“Maybe,” he says slowly. But then he pulls his phone out. “But she’s probably not the only one who uses that Wi-Fi. Look.” He opens up his phone menu to see what networks are close enough to join. There are five clearly visible—“Cupcake Factory,” “This Is Not The Wifi You’re Looking For,” “DoYourChoresForPassword,” Max’s own “FBI Party Van,” and my household’s unimaginative “HenleyHouse.” Some of them—my own included—are password protected. Some of them are not.

“So you think, what, Mr. Delgado hacked our password or something?” I say, frowning. “This doesn’t really prove or refute anything.”

“No, but it means you can’t assume it was Noelle.” He looks thoughtful. “What about your friends? Have they logged on at your house?”

“Well, yeah,” I say. Half the cheer team probably has my password—plenty of them have been at my house to do homework in the last few years. And that’s not even counting Noelle’s friends. “Lots of times.”

He suddenly makes a face. “I just remembered. Katy has your Wi-Fi password too.”

“What?” I ask. “Why?”

“A few weeks ago we were working on our history papers together. My internet went out, like, minutes before we were supposed to submit them. Katy freaked out and ran over to your place and got your log-on from Noelle.”

I grit my teeth and start to pace back and forth across the foyer. Katy just doesn’t seem like the kind of person that would risk it all for some petty jealousy. Why would she orchestrate an elaborate cyberbullying campaign against me and then break up with Max anyway?

Of course, maybe it was never really about Max. Maybe he started as a convenient excuse—that girl wants to hang out with my boyfriend? I’ll show her—but in the end, it was always about something else. Control. Cruelty. Secrecy. All things a girl that tightly wound might use to blow off some steam. And then, when the gig was up and she couldn’t mine me for her own sick emotional release anymore, she dumped him.

I cover my face with my hands, breathing slowly. I’ve never felt so tired in my life.

“Can we get out of here for a little bit?” I ask.

I hear the clink of keys. “Yeah,” he says. “Let’s go.”

The moon is waning crescent, sharp and clear against the darkness. We drive out of the development and then just sort of wander for a while under drifting clouds.

“I have this kind of vision,” I say. I’m glad I can’t make out much of his face; my voice sounds so small. “Of myself as a doll. And it feels like this person has taken me apart piece by piece and just sort of … dropped the pieces. First they wrenched off my arm. Then my leg. They twisted off my head. They pulled me apart and scattered me.”

“That’s definitely the gothest thing you’ve ever said,” Max says.

I laugh. “I know. But I just don’t know how else to describe what it’s felt like. It’s all just mindlessly destructive. I’m not a person to them. I’m just something to break.”

He doesn’t say anything else, but a few minutes later, he pulls over to the side of the road. “Come on. I want to show you something.”

He grabs a backpack from the trunk of his car and pulls out a flashlight. There, in the dark, I see a path wending through the mesquite.

We make our way carefully up the trail. The ground is dry and hard; it’s been ages since it last rained. Somewhere in the depths of the trees I hear the hoot-HOOT-hoot of a great horned owl, and the answering cry of its mate. We’re ascending—it’s no mountain, but after about twenty minutes the trees clear away and I see why we’ve come here.

We stand at the crest of a hill, looking out over the gently rising and falling earth around us. I’m not quite sure where we are relative to town, but there aren’t any lights out here, and the sky sprawls open above us in a riot of stars.

“Oh,” I whisper.

He pulls a blanket out from his backpack. “Here. There’s some burrs out here, you don’t want to get stung.” Together we lie back on the blanket and stare up into the star-scattered sky. His hand finds mine and squeezes. I don’t let it go.

I close my eyes and exhale. I feel untethered, floating in space. Was this how Lynette felt that last year of her life? Like a bird with nowhere to land, tired and winging her way high above it all?

But Lynette hadn’t had anyone to turn to. The one person she’d tried to connect with had used her and then murdered her.

I have Max. Max, who’s been on my side more or less the whole way through. Max, who knows everything about me and still likes me, somehow. Max, whom I like too, in a way that’s changed without me even realizing it.

I don’t give myself time to think about it. I roll onto my side to face him, and before he can say a word, I press my lips to his. He gives a little gasp. For just a moment we look at each other, lips touching, his eyes bright with surprise. Then his dark lashes flutter down, and mine do too, and all I’m aware of are the points of contact between us: his fingertips brushing my chin, my hand curled against his chest. Our mouths, soft against each other. I lean backward and pull him with me, my arms around his neck.






DAY FOURTEEN







CHAPTER 39


THURSDAY, OCTOBER 20, 2:13 AM

CENTRAL TEXAS HILL COUNTRY

I wake up in the dark, my heart kicking out at my chest in terror. I don’t know where I am, but I think it’s outside—the air is thick and muggy, and something is crawling on my elbow.

Then the moon comes out from behind a cloud and I remember.

Max is still next to me, his glasses askew on his nose. I don’t know when we drifted off. Sometime after kissing, and listening to music on his phone, and kissing some more. His breath is deep and slow. I close my eyes and listen to it, trying to match my breath to his.

His water bottle is on its side next to the blanket, and I grab it and drink for a long time. My phone should be somewhere over here. I feel around until I find it and touch the screen.

But instead of my own lock-screen image of a rabbit eating a dandelion, I’m faced with a sketch of Princess Peach from Super Mario Bros, altered so it looks like she has tattoos and piercings and a tight black corset. Goth Peach. It’s Max’s phone. I grope around for mine but can’t find it.

I glance at Max in the light of his own screen. He’s laying on his back, his lashes dark across his cheek and his mouth slightly open. The screen registers his face and unlocks.

Oops. Well, it’s not like I meant it to do that. And maybe I can use his phone to find my own. I scroll through and find the flashlight icon.

I expect it to light up when I hit it, but it doesn’t.

It opens an app, one I don’t recognize. I’m about to throw down his phone and give up while I’m ahead.

But then I see Lynette.

My fingers convulse around the edge of the phone. I glance at Max. He’s still asleep, breathing slow and peaceful. I turn away so the light won’t shine in his face.

She’s posing in her bikini, knee deep in the river. Her pale blond hair is long and loose and she’s puckering her lips for the camera, half goofy, half sexy. The date next to the picture is from late March, though I don’t know if that’s when it was taken or if that’s just when he downloaded it on his phone.

I stare down at her face, its familiar lines, the mole on her cheekbone. It hurts to see her there—this pretty girl trying too hard, this pretty girl alone in the river. The next one, though, hurts worse. Because it’s a selfie, and Max is in it too, his arm around her shoulders, his face nuzzling her neck. She’s laughing, trying to take the picture.

The next few show them kissing. They are in poor focus but clear enough for me to see.

My throat is tight—I can feel a scream there, in the dark beneath my skin. I should put this down. I should back out of the app, put it down, pretend I never saw it. I should jab pencils in my eyes in the hope that they’ll take out my frontal lobe. I should never have looked. I should never have unlocked his phone. I should …

But I’m still scrolling through. I’m still looking. There are other pictures. One of her topless, making heavy metal devil horns with both hands. Some of the two of them posing together, kissing, lying next to each other.

I sit up onto the edge of the blanket. The light of the screen glares bright in the dark, and I back out of the app.

I look for Sekrit.

It opens to his main account, Midnight_Phase. But it’s easy enough to see his alts when I log out and try to get back in. It looks like he’s got three. One, Hotdog_Assassin, is in a bunch of video game communities. A second, Forsaken_One, follows a bunch of groups that are labeled NSFW. I don’t even look at that one.

And then there’s the third. And of course, I know what that one will be before I lay eyes on it, but when I see it there my heart collapses into itself.

Rockytruther2001.

The screen goes blurry as my hand starts to shake. I’m frozen in place, the darkness rushing in around me. My breath is coming faster and faster, and I can feel that scream, still in my throat, and I still can’t move. And then I look over at Max, and I see that his eyes are open.

He is staring right at me.






CHAPTER 40


THURSDAY, OCTOBER 20, 2:27 AM

HILL COUNTRY

He bolts upright.

I barely have time to think. I’m on my feet, his phone clutched in my hand. Sometime in the night I took my shoes off and I’m barefoot, but I run toward the trail, burrs and stones biting into my skin.

His hand grazes my back, but he doesn’t manage to grab me. But it doesn’t stop him either. He is still coming. I can hear his voice but can’t make out what he’s saying over the sound of my own breath, my own sobs. Images flicker inside my mind. Lynette and Max. Lynette and Rocky. They all twist and tangle together, the boys turning into one boy and then back into two. Lynette smirking, or weeping, or begging, or laughing. And all through it I am running.

And then, just as quickly, I am not.

My ankle twists. It jerks my leg out from under me, and then I’m falling in the darkness, my shoulder and arm taking the brunt of the impact. Blood fills my mouth as I bite down on my lip. I can feel burrs and thorns scratch every available inch of my flesh as I tumble down a shallow incline.

For a second, all I can hear is my own breathing. I look around the deep green shadows of the field.

Then his dark form appears, blotting out the stars behind him.

“Iris?” he whispers. “Are you okay?”

I make my breath as shallow as I can, body motionless.

He stands there for a moment, then fumbles in his pocket. A moment later, bright light fills my eyes.

“Wait, sorry.” He moves the beam so it’s not in my eyes. “Shit. You’re scratched to hell.”

“Get the fuck away from me,” I say, moaning.

“I’m not about to leave you out here. You need a doctor.” I watch as he kneels down. He’s next to me, though it’s still too dark to see his face. The moonlight catches on the lenses of his glasses.

“You’re a liar,” I spit. “You’re disgusting. You’re just…”

He holds very still. My voice gives way. I dissolve into sobs. Violent, racking sobs, so heavy I think I might just shake apart.

“Did you murder them?” I finally ask. “Lynette and Rocky?”

“No.” He shakes his head violently. “No, I promise. I know you don’t have any reason to believe me, but I swear.”

“You’re right, I don’t believe you.” I try to get up, but my ankle won’t hold my weight. “You’re a fucking monster.”

He doesn’t speak for a moment. He just sits there next to me, watching as I keep trying and failing to stand.

“Listen, you have to let me help you get back to the car. If you do…” He breathes in heavily. “If you do, I swear, I’ll tell you everything.”



He wants to piggyback me up the hill, but I refuse to let him touch me. We finally settle on a makeshift crutch from a tree branch he finds. The going is slow and my ankle screams in pain, but we make it.

The sight of the little clearing makes me want to start crying again. There’s the soft old blanket where we kissed. Where, just a little while ago, I felt like my heart might finally have something to hold onto besides grief and fear.

All a lie.

“Here,” he says, pulling out a little bottle of pills from his backpack. I shake my head. He sighs. “It’s just ibuprofen!” But he puts it away.

“Talk,” I say. I refuse to sit down. I lean on the tree branch and stand a few feet away from him. “Now.”

He sticks his hands in his pockets. His breath is still heavy from the chase.

“Okay. Well. Yeah. I was … I was the Sekrit poster. Rockytruther. Both times, the time after the game and the time at the dance.”

“But I was dancing with you. How…”

“I had it prescheduled. Sekrit lets you do that.” His voice is quiet and even. “I wanted it to go off at the dance, and I made sure I was dancing with you when it did, so you wouldn’t suspect me.”

“All this time, you’ve been pretending to help me,” I say. “You pretended to be Jonah. You pretended to like me.”

“Actually, no. No on a few counts. That’s the weird thing. I wasn’t the catfisher.”

For a second I don’t quite get what he’s saying. I frown.

“I don’t believe you.”

“I understand. But truly, Iris, I wasn’t the catfisher. The Not-Jonah, or whatever. I swear to God. The two Sekrit posts were all I did.”

“That doesn’t make sense. He was the one who mined me for all that information…”

“I didn’t need to mine you for anything. I live right next door to you. I’ve overheard stuff. Through the fence, through your open window. Plus Lynette told me stuff about all of you.” He shifts his weight, and in the dark I can make out his shrug, his open hands. “I’ve got no clue who was catfishing you.”

I let that statement settle around me without answering. Wispy clouds, stained violet by Austin’s far-off lights, have drifted over the moon. My ankle throbs urgently, but I try to ignore it.

“You and Lynette,” I say softly.

He doesn’t answer for a minute. When he does, his voice is rougher than usual.

“We were in English together last year. It started out as a … like, as a debt I owed her. She was the only one who was nice to me back when no one would talk to me. So I asked if she wanted to hang out. I didn’t even expect her to say yes. She was … well, she was pretty self-destructive for a while. I figured I was too tame for someone who was bent on fucking themselves up. But we started to hang out. And things just kind of happened from there.” He goes quiet for a moment. “I was crazy about her.”

“Must have been a blow when you found out she was hooking up with Rocky, then,” I say. It feels good to get a hit in.

He doesn’t answer.

“So then you hear they’re set to meet at the ranch, and you decide to drive out there and confront him,” I say. “Confront them both, actually, because she needs to learn her lesson too. And when you get there, you see Rocky’s truck, and you know there’s a gun in there, because it’s fucking Texas. So you grab the gun…”

“Wrong, Iris. I already told you. I didn’t kill them,” he says. “I didn’t even know about the cabin. I didn’t know they were hooking up until after they were … were dead.”

“Sure,” I say. “Sure, you’ve been so trustworthy so far.”

“My mom’s got a Ring camera,” he says. “I’ve had the footage saved for months. Just in case, you know.”

That surprises me. “You guys have a camera? Does it get any of our street?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it shows that you didn’t leave the house either.”

I want to scream. All this time, he’s being sitting on proof that I didn’t go the cabin. But then again, all this time he’s been spreading lies. Ruining my life. Pretending to help me. Pretending to be my friend. Pretending to …

I brush the memory of his lips off of mine with the back of my hand.

“Okay. You didn’t kill them. You just tortured me. Why? Why did you do it?”

“At first it was just because I … I was pissed, Iris. She lost everything. And then she died. She knew you were the one who told Gloria about the drugs. She told me not to tell anyone. But she was so sad, and so alone, and then she was dead. And I kept seeing you at the top of that fucking pyramid…”

“It felt unfair.”

“Yeah,” he says. “It felt really unfair. I guess I wanted you to get a taste of what she’d been through. I was going to stop there but your friends, they all stood behind you.”

“So that’s why you smeared them? Just to fuck with me.” I make a face. “That’s psycho shit, Max.”

“Yeah, I guess.” I can’t read his face in the dark, but his voice is strange and flat.

“Anyway, when I found out some guy in Houston was fucking with you too, I wanted to figure out what was going on. But that was a bust.”

“And then you got to play like you were the romantic hero. Was that part of the plan, or just a perk?”

He’s quiet for a moment before answering. “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” he says. “I didn’t mean to fall for you.”

“Really? Man, I guess I’m just lucky then.”

All I’ve wanted for the past two weeks is to know the truth. But it turns out that the truth is worse. The truth is that someone I trusted has been trying to hurt me all along. The truth is that I am infinitely alone.

“What about all the other stuff? The dead squirrel? And my locker and mailbox and…”

He shakes his head. “I didn’t do that stuff either. That’s just our lovely classmates taking shit too far.”

“I don’t think you get to express judgment on what constitutes taking things too far,” I say.

He doesn’t answer.

“Okay,” I say. “What now?”

“What … do you want to happen now?” he says.

A question I’m not really prepared to answer. My wish list is impossible. An “undo” button on life; a chance to travel back, back, back, to before the murder, before Lynette was even kicked off the team. Maybe before the summer that her addiction took hold, to a time when I could’ve found a way to help her.

Barring that, though, I just want this all to be over.

“Are you going to confess?” I ask.

“Yeah. I’ll do it tonight, if you want.” He pulls out his phone, but I shake my head.

“No, tonight I want you to get me out of here. Take me home. You need to go to the sheriff and confess to your part in this. And you need to confess on Sekrit too.”

He nods. “I will. I promise.”

“And just so you know?” I stand up again, testing my ankle gingerly. “That doesn’t mean I forgive you.”






DAY EIGHTEEN







CHAPTER 41


MONDAY, OCTOBER 24, 7:13 AM

VARDA HIGH

How exactly do you reenter your own life? How do you show up as if nothing has happened, wearing your favorite yellow-rose-inlay cowboy boots and the bright red matte lip you are known for—and then slide back into place like the universe has kept your spot for you right where you left it?

I spent Friday at the sheriff’s station, accompanied by a lawyer my parents called in. At first, the lawyer, with her sharp pleats and predator smile, scared me almost as much as the cops did. But then I heard the way she talked to Ramos. The way she brushed aside every question he had for me. She frightened him, and that was powerful.

“Okay, Iris, we have to start at the beginning one more time.” Ramos had sighed, opening up a file that bristled with paperwork. “The night Rocky and Lynette died. Where exactly…”

“Don’t say a word.” The lawyer, whose name was Wanda Crenshaw, put her hand in front of me, palm flat on the table. “Sheriff, we are here to discuss one thing and one thing only: the actions of Max Fisher. Which have nothing to do with the painful events of this past April.”

Sheriff Ramos let his eyes linger on Wanda for a few seconds too long. I looked at her too, reassessing; I’d seen her as another reflection of my mom, someone who was going to tell me how to present myself, how to sit, how to talk. But this was different.

This was someone here to protect me. And no one had protected me in a very long time.

“I understand your point, Mrs. Crenshaw, but the fact is these kids are all tangled up in things you wouldn’t believe. I have reason to believe that your, uh, client, was more involved in the events of last spring than she’s told us. That has a direct relationship to how we have to proceed with what the Fisher boy told us this morning.”

“If you have reason to believe it,” said Wanda, “you’ll need to present that evidence to me before we go any further. We will not be discussing those traumatic and violent events at this time. We are here to provide a victim’s statement about the events of the last three weeks, during which time my client was harassed, stalked, and threatened. During which time, by the way, she received no help from you or your office, in spite of the fact that she was in fact the victim of a crime.”

“A crime? Come on now, ma’am, it was more like a prank. A prank that got a little out of control, sure, but—”

“A prank?” Wanda leaned across the table. Her hair was dark and cut short, and it made her features protrude sharply, like a toothy fish peeking from inside a coral reef. “Is that how you plan to treat this? Just a bunch of kids having fun, spreading rumors that one of their peers is a psychopath?”

Ramos gave a little shrug. “I don’t think there’s much I can charge the Fisher kid with, Mrs. Crenshaw. He got online and told a few lies. That’s not exactly a crime.”

“Yes, I can see how hard you’re working to gather and process evidence,” Wanda said. Her voice was striking—she wasn’t sneering or sarcastic, but crisp, matter-of-fact. There wasn’t anything friendly or eager to please, nothing flamboyant, in her tone. Just clean, sharp lines being drawn. “And it’s Ms. Crenshaw, thanks, Sheriff.”

By the end of the day I wanted to follow her into battle. I wanted to know everything about her: how she’d become a lawyer, how she’d honed her craft. How she’d learned not to worry that she was inconveniencing someone or putting them out. How she made a safe space for me in her wake. I didn’t tell her that, of course—she was all business, even with me—but that fact that she was there with me made me feel braver than I had in a long, long time.

Too bad she couldn’t come to school with me. I could use some of that protection.

Now, I stand at one end of the antiseptic-smelling senior hallway. To my left my locker is draped with yellow caution tape, the door still caved in.

Word, of course, has already gotten out. It was technically out at 4:43 AM Thursday morning—a few hours after our confrontation. Whatever else Max has done to hurt me, he at least followed through on this one thing.


U/ROCKYTRUTHER2001

Iris Is Innocent

This is Max Fisher, owner of the Rockytruther account, hereby confessing that I used the account to start the untrue rumor that Iris Henley murdered Rocky and Lynette. I am the only one that has ever used the account and will hand over any information the police want tomorrow morning. Iris didn’t do anything to deserve what she’s been through.



Over the last few days I spent a little time watching the comments blow up. There were a bunch of shocked replies, people just replying WTF?? But there were others—people claiming they’d believed me all along, others claiming they still didn’t believe me, that Max was lying now, or that it wasn’t even Max behind the username. One thread claimed the whole lie was an FBI sting operation of some kind, and I couldn’t really tell if they were joking or not.

I wasn’t sure what to expect from everyone in real life. Turns out they don’t seem to know what to do either. Most of them pretend not to notice me, their faces darting away toward their lockers or down toward their phones. It’s better than the gawking of the last week or so, but it’s unnerving all the same. There are some furtive glances, some strained smiles. But some people seem to be desperately willing me to vanish.

Others are nicer.

“Hey, Iris,” says a girl with shiny silver hoops in her ears—I recognize her but can’t remember her name. I give her a little nod, say “hi” back, and that gives me enough courage to move. As I walk down the hall, there are a few more quiet hellos. Javier Rodriguez gives me a little nod. Megan Gates meets my eyes briefly and then looks away, her skin going pink.

The first bell rings and I duck into a bathroom, trying to buy myself a minute to re-center. In the mirror my reflection has a sweaty, nervous look. I dab at a corner of my lipstick, run my fingers through my hair. I summon the power of Wanda Crenshaw, experimenting with ways to hold my shoulders to channel her un-fuckwithable aura.

The door flaps open and then drifts slowly shut on its hydraulic hinge. A second passes, and there she is, just behind me in the mirror: Kendra Koenig. Her face as sharp as a crescent moon under her now-purple hair.

She goes to the sink next to mine and examines her makeup in the mirror. It’s caked on, flaky and smudged, but she pulls out a stick of black eyeliner anyway and starts to smear more along her bottom lash. Her thumbs jut through the holes of her hoodie, nails bitten to the quick.

“Hey, Kendra,” I say. “How’re you doing?”

“Fan-fucking-tastic.” She forces a wide wolfish grin into the mirror. “I saw you cleared your name.”

She doesn’t say anything else, so after a moment, I just shrug. “I guess so.”

“Must be nice.” She pops the cap back on the eyeliner and shoves it into her bag. “But you know it’s not really over. Shit’s on the internet forever. Every time someone googles your name, every time a college or a job looks into who you are? Your name’s connected to Rocky’s forever. Rocky’s and Lynette’s, and now Max’s too.”

The bell rings, echoing off the bathroom tile.

She turns and looks at me directly then, without the intercession of the mirror.

“We’re all going to be trapped here, one way or another, for the rest of our lives.”

A moment later, she is gone.
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If anything, things feel even more surreal now than they did when I was on the outs. Then, at least, my position was clear: I was hated, and even those that didn’t have a reason to be mad at me could get points by dunking on me. Now, though, no one seems to know how to deal with me. Every minute my status shifts, and I have to scramble to figure it out. In history, Javier Rodriguez pulls me into a hug and tells me he’s sorry for everything I’ve been through. Mr. Blanton takes me aside after class to tell me I can have some extra time on my Macbeth essay, “considering how things have been.” But in the hallway, kids I’ve known since I was a kindergartner still won’t look at me.

And I haven’t caught sight of Hayden or Sophie. All day I look for them, craning my neck in the hallway, passing the vending machine they always use between third and fourth period. Once I think I see the back of Sophie’s head, her dark hair in a curling ponytail, but she vanishes before I can catch up.

By the time the final bell rings, I’m more than ready to get out of there. I don’t even bother to swing by the loaner locker the principal gave me. I’m not going to bother with homework today anyway, so who needs to tote around the books?

I’m halfway to the senior parking lot when I remember. Cheer starts in five minutes. Now that my name’s been cleared, Gloria has to let me come back.

I turn to go back inside, and almost bump into Sophie.

She’s coming out into the parking lot, holding her books to her chest. Sophie is small, but somehow, she looks even more tiny than usual. Maybe it’s just because I’m not used to seeing her alone. Her face is bare of makeup, and her hair is knotted at the top of her head.

When she sees me, her eyes go sharp.

“Oh,” I say, my mind going suddenly blank. “Hi.”

She tries to step around me, but I hold up my hands. “Please, Sophie. I just…”

“Stop.” She shakes her head. “Just stop. I don’t want to hear it.”

I nod slowly. But it seems unfair. She has to have realized by now that it wasn’t my fault she was pulled into all this.

“Did you see that Max confessed?” I ask, hoping to see her expression soften.

But she just gives a weary nod. “Yeah. You must be pretty relieved.”

“Yeah … I mean, of course,” I stammer. “It’s pretty fucked up. I thought I could trust him.”

“Yeah.” She looks down. “It sucks.”

We’re quiet for a moment. I’m still blocking her path so she can’t just bolt, but she’s not giving me anything to work with.

“So … are you still benched?” I ask, frowning. “Even with Max’s confession?”

“Yeah. Gloria still wants me to test. It’ll be a few more days until it’s safe to.” She shrugs. “I guess I’m lucky. This way I won’t have a failed test on my record. I just have to miss the rest of the season.”

My heart sinks. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s whatever.” She holds her ground a few feet away from me, still cradling the books. “Mom made me move inside the house too.”

“What?” It comes out as a shriek. “That’s such bullshit!”

“When she found out I was benched, she searched my room and found my stash,” she says. “Along with a few other party goodies I was saving for a rainy day. So it doesn’t really matter if the rumors are cleared up. She doesn’t trust me anymore.”

This is far from the reunion I was imagining. I’d been hoping that she and Hayden would forgive me, would finally understand my side and welcome me back into the fold. But Sophie’s face is hard and unyielding.

“What can I do?” I finally ask. “How can I make it right, Soph?”

She draws up her shoulders, then lets them go in a heavy exhale.

“No offense, Iris, but there’s just nothing you can do right now, okay?” Sophie finally looks directly at me. Is there the slightest hint of sadness there? Or is it just exhaustion? “I’m tired of all the drama. I just want to go home and do my homework and keep my head down.” She takes a step to the side, this time wider than before. “I need to take care of myself for a while.”

She makes her way around me.

This time I don’t try to stop her.



Back inside, I walk into the Little Gym in my street clothes. Bella runs over to meet me by the door, and once she’s done that a few other girls follow. Molly hugs me around the neck, and Vanessa looks like she’s about to cry.

“I cannot believe it was Max,” Molly says. “What a fucker.”

“Pretty much,” I agree.

“Are you just dying? I bet you are dying.” Vanessa’s eyes are impossibly round.

I don’t even know what she means by that. “Um, no, I’m okay. Just trying to figure out what the new normal is.” My eyes dart around the room. “No Hayden?”

“Not here,” Molly says. “She texted me today to get our assignments.”

I guess that’s not unusual. Hayden always gets hypochondria when she’s stressed out. Even if some things are “returning to normal” or whatever, she’s probably a mess still. I just wish she’d answer my messages.

Before I can say anything else, Gloria comes in, her ponytail sleek through the hole at the back of her Longhorns baseball cap. She raises her eyebrows at me, mildly surprised. I wait to see if she’s going to say anything. I’m so glad you’re okay. I’m glad you’re back. Welcome. You’re safe here now.

“Well, come on, Henley. Practice is starting right now. Go get changed.”

I think of all the times she’s drilled me, grilled me, assigned me more laps, so that I could stay a flier. So that I could stay top girl. She’s always been fair to me, even if she is demanding. And she’s taught me a lot. She’s taught me how to perform, how to look light when I feel heavy, how to push myself past what I think I can do.

I don’t want her to think I’m ungrateful. But I don’t want to be here anymore either.

So I just shake my head. I step back into my cowboy boots, which I kicked off at the door, and pick up my backpack. “I’m sorry, Coach. I can’t. Thank you for everything, but I can’t.”

Gloria’s eyes narrow. The room is silent now, even the music muted. Vanessa’s hands have flown to her mouth in surprise. Molly just looks pale and uncertain.

“You’re not flying anymore?” Gloria asks.

I turn my back on them.

“I’m not cheering anymore.”
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HENLEY HOUSE

“I’ll tell you one thing, George Ramos has no idea what’s about to hit him.”

The dinner table trembles as Dad slaps his hand down next to his plate. He’s flushed, the red of his scalp peeking through his sparse blond hair. Mom makes a show of steadying her water glass.

We don’t usually eat as a family on Mondays, but tonight Mom surprised us with—guess what?—boneless, skinless chicken breasts and a side of undressed salad. It’s become clear, though, that more than anything else this is a war meeting. Dad’s called a second lawyer—this one a specialist in civil suits—and has been making a list of the people he could sue.

“That man’s been cock of the walk around here for twenty years, he’s got everything set up real nice for himself, but he is in for a rude awakening,” Dad says, sawing at his chicken. “Got half a mind to take in the principal too. What’s her name, Subramanian? What kind of name is that, even?”

“Jesus, Dad,” I mutter. “Can we dial the racism to a dull roar?”

I stay as low as I can in my chair without attracting a comment about my posture, picking at the corner of a chicken breast with my fork. I guess it’s good that my parents are finally standing up for me. I wish they’d done a better job of it before the damage was done, though.

“Let’s not go too crazy, Mark.” Mom purses her lips. She had her hair touched up today, her nails done in bright blood red. She always hits the salon when she’s feeling like a fight.

“Too crazy? These people made it look like our daughter was some kind of…” Dad trails off and glances at me. “I think we’re justified in seeking some compensation.”

“I’m just saying, Iris has had her name dragged through the mud enough already. I agree that we should look for some recourse, but I don’t know if it’s a good idea to attract more attention to ourselves,” Mom says.

Across from me, Noelle sits still and silent, picking at her food. She glances up at me with a sympathetic grimace.

“Oh come on, Carrie, this could pay for her whole college career,” Dad says. He looks borderline delighted. “You know who else we should sue is Laura Fisher.”

Hearing that surname sends a hollow pain through my body, like a pebble dropped in an empty well. It rings around inside me, an echo of something else.

Mom gives him an appalled look. “You are out of your mind. We’ve lived next door to Laura for twelve years.”

“Yeah, and look what it got us?” He gestures toward me with his fork. “Our daughter was cyberbullied. Our whole family was maligned. And she didn’t do a damn thing to stop it.”

“Laura and I are on the Pioneer Days board together, Mark. And she’s in my book club.”

“You were on the Pioneer Days board together.” Dad smirks. “I doubt anyone’s going to want her serving on any committees or boards or anything after this. That boy was hacking under her own nose, in her own home, and she didn’t do anything to stop it!”

I can tell by the way he says the word “hacking” he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. I think about Max’s mom. I guess she hasn’t paid much attention in the last few years. She didn’t seem to understand just what kind of person he’d become, anyway. But how is that so different from my parents, or Rocky’s, or Lynette’s? It’s not like any of them have been there to help. It’s not like any of them want to know what’s really going on.

Mom sets down her fork and sighs. “Look, this whole mess has already gutted Iris’s senior year. She missed out on homecoming court, her cheer season is upside down, and I don’t even know what her grades look like. Things are finally getting back to normal. I just don’t want to rock the boat too much.”

I stand up from the table. “Stop it,” I say.

Everyone looks up at me in surprise, even Noelle. For a second I don’t know what to say. No, that’s not right—I just don’t know how to say it. Then I just start talking.

“Just, stop it. Stop pretending you care that something awful happened to me. You want to sue, go ahead, but I’m not going to help you. I don’t want to testify and I don’t want to be involved.” I take a deep breath and meet my mom’s eyes. “And I’ve got news for you, Mom. I don’t want to get back to normal. Normal sucked.”

I turn away from the table to leave the room. At the door to the dining room, though, I turn back to look at them. “Oh, and I quit cheerleading today,” I say. “So don’t worry about that part.”

I can hear Mom and Dad both sputtering behind me, but I don’t stay to listen. I grab my backpack and head out the front door. I’m going to hear about it later, but right now I don’t care. Normal. Normal was what led to everyone in the school talking shit about Lynette while she lost herself to addiction. Normal was letting Rocky turn into a monster.

Normal was smiling and pretending we could stay unscathed after the worst had happened. Normal was bullshit.

Outside, I can see the black square that is Max’s bedroom window. It’d always been a friendly beacon beyond my house. Now it feels like a dead, sightless eye. I turn my back on both my house and Max’s and walk away.
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THE SUNNYSIDE UP

I drive around aimlessly for a while, not sure what to do with myself—sure only I want to be out of my house, away from my family. After a while, though, my stomach growls. I never had dinner. So I head back into town and go to the Sunnyside. The evening crowd is different from the midday crowd; the old folks are gone from the counter, replaced by teenagers studying, gossiping. Sharing pie post–sports practice. Mondays, though, are relatively quiet. When I arrive the only full table is a group of juniors I vaguely recognize studying for the PSAT. When I come in they go quiet for a moment, and I can see their eyes darting looks at each other. A skinny boy with braces clears his throat meaningfully before flipping the pages in his book. “So let’s switch gears and talk geometry proofs.”

I sit down by the big plate glass window facing Main Street and order coffee and a piece of pie. It’ll mess up my sleep tonight, but I don’t care. I want the sweet and the bitter. For once I leave my phone in my purse. I don’t want to look at it. I don’t want to feel trapped in that little screen. Instead I look out the window, taking slow, careful bites of my pie. It’s cherry—not overly fresh, because it’s the end of the day, but it’s sugary and delicious nonetheless.

How long will it be before I can go anywhere without people staring? Will it only be when I leave Varda?

Or was Kendra right? Will this follow me the rest of my life?

I have a bleak vision of showing up for college and looking around at all the bright-eyed freshmen setting up their dorm rooms, ready to try new things, only to see someone glance at their phone, and then look up at me, and then look back at their phone and start to type something in …

It won’t matter that I’ve been exonerated, that it was baseless rumors to start with. People will see superficial headlines, old tweets and reddit posts and Insta updates and TikToks, and they’ll think there’s something to it.

And even if they don’t, they’ll know about the worst fucking thing that ever happened to me before they know anything else.

I stare out the window. They’ve put up a bunch of cardboard cutouts of bats and witches and ghosts on the glass, and I realize how close we are to Halloween. This time last year Rocky and I were planning out our couples costume. I wanted to go as Flynn and Rapunzel from Tangled, but he talked me into Batman and Catwoman. I guess you could count that as another red flag—well, he wasn’t violent, but he definitely liked to get his way; he manipulated me into a pleather catsuit.

But that’s not really true either. Or at least, that’s not how I remember it. I don’t remember him pressuring me; I remember him begging to be allowed to dress up as Batman. I remember laughing at how earnest he was about it. I remember feeling pleased and generous that I could give him that—that I could fulfill something so simple and innocent and easy.

So which was the truth?

Even with everything else that’s happened, that is the hardest thing for me: searching my memories, trying to figure out what things I misread or misunderstood, trying to put together a picture that makes sense to me.

But then I see something outside that makes me drop my fork onto my plate.

It’s Hayden. Hoodie pulled up over her head, walking down the street, alone. I do a double take and jerk my head back. Then, before she has a chance to get past the window, I tap on the glass to get her attention.

Our eyes meet through the glass. I see her mouth drop open. Is she going to bolt? Straighten her shoulders and keep walking? I jump up from the seat and hurry to the door. I can feel the PSAT kids watching me, but I don’t care anymore.

She stands just outside, hands in her pockets. Her face is shadowed by her hoodie, but I can make out how tired she looks. Maybe she’s been fighting with Carter again. Then again, I don’t even know if they’re still together after homecoming.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hey.” I bite my lip, suddenly not sure what to say. I really did fuck up—I put her in danger, sharing her secret, even if it was Max who had exposed it. But the way she turned on me still hurts.

“Didn’t see you at school today,” I finally say.

“Yeah, I’ve been … not ready to go back,” she says. “People have been weird since homecoming. I’ve been getting lots of messages blaming me for Carter being benched.” She looks up, like she’s studying the face of the building behind us. “I guess I know how you felt, now.”

“You heard what happened this weekend? About Max?” I ask. “How he…”

“Yeah, I heard.” She takes a deep breath and then looks me in the eyes. “I’m sorry I ditched you, Iris. I … I didn’t ever believe that you were involved, but the stuff with Carter…”

“Yeah, I get it. I swear, I never told Max—he just, he knew because he’s a fucking sneak, I guess. But I’m sorry too. I’m sorry you got caught in the crossfire.” I tug at a lock of my hair, hesitating. Then I step forward and put my arms around her.

She’s a little stiff in my arms, but then she hugs back. It’s so different from the way she used to hug. Say what you like about Hayden, but she’s always been warm. This is almost like a handshake, a formal truce agreement. The thought makes me suddenly, unspeakably sad.

She’s the first to let go. “I’ve got to get home. I’ve got to finish another goddamn essay. I don’t know why I took AP English.” She gives a little laugh. “I still think you should be a guidance counselor. Next semester I’m going to ask you to pick slacker classes for me.”

I still think you should be a guidance counselor?

Where have I heard that? Because I don’t think it was from her.

The smile feels frozen on my face. That’s what you get for taking calculus. Should’ve taken slacker classes like me. Choir, pottery, printmaking. Find an art teacher that looks extremely stoned all the time, easy A.

Has anyone ever told you you should be a guidance counselor?

Thank you, I like to be inspirational.

I know the words by heart because I read and reread them so often. I treasured every word. I was grateful for every quip.

Back when I thought it was Jonah I was talking to.
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“Okay,” I say. “Good luck with it.”

Big fake smile. A thing I’ve practiced for years on the cheer team. But is it too big? I tone it down a little. I try to look normal. What is normal? I don’t know but I have to try, because I don’t want her to see it in my eyes, on my mouth, the fact that I know. The fact that she’s the catfish.

But her expression looks somehow fixed and frozen too. Her eyes are too wide, strangely shiny. She stands there for a long moment, motionless.

I should say something light, dumb, dismissive, so she can believe I didn’t just hear what I heard. My mind just spins like a broken machine, though, like blank, hissing tape, like static. Finally she nods slowly. “Yeah. It’ll be fine. I’ll finish it and it’ll be fine.”

“See you at school?” I ask, groping behind me for the diner’s door handle.

“Yeah, see you soon,” she says.

Inside, I sit back down next to my cold coffee and my half-eaten pie. Her form has already vanished down the street. I pick up my phone. My thumbs hover uncertainly over the keyboard.

I open my chat history with Max. I haven’t talked to him since Thursday, obviously. Which means the last thing he said to me was “Come on over.” Sure, come on over, Iris, and ruin your entire life. Come on over and let me see up close how much you’re suffering. Come on over and let me mine you for information I can use against you.

God, I was an idiot.

No, wrong. I’m done blaming myself for other people’s monstrosity. He was a fucking snake.

Still, he is the one person I know that can answer my question now.

Do you still have that security footage you told me about?

My appetite is effectively ruined. I leave the pie and the coffee and a tip, and I head out to my car. The clouds are thickening, and the air feels vaguely swampy. I get into the car and roll down the windows to let the scant breeze in.

I feel my phone vibrate when I’m at a red light a block or two away.

Sure. Here you go.

I should just put the phone down. I should just wait until I get back home, get up to my lonely room, across from the dark void of his. I shouldn’t risk watching it in the car, even if I am at a stop.

But I press play anyway.

He’s sent me a seven-minute clip recording every time some kind of movement set off the camera that night.

At 10:13, the Garzas’ orange tabby tries to jump on top of a trash can and knocks it over, the resulting crash sending him skittering.

At 10:33, a red pickup truck drives past Max’s house.

At 11:04, a black pickup truck drives past Max’s house.

At 11:22, a tan pickup truck drives past Max’s house.

“Fucking Texas,” I mutter, speeding the video up to twice the speed.

11:53: A single raccoon converges on the knocked-over trash.

12:05: Another raccoon, this one with twin babies in tow, joins the first. Cute, but not useful.

12:18: A black pickup drives past Max’s house.

2:03: A Jeep drives past Max’s house.

The image isn’t clear enough to make out the license plate. But I can just make out the sticker on the back. It looks almost like a flower, a firework, but I know what it really is. It’s a pom-pom.

I didn’t leave the house that night.

But Hayden did.






CHAPTER 46


MONDAY, OCTOBER 24, 8:13 PM

VARDA

The light changes color.

My palms are sweaty and shaky as I shove the phone back into my purse. It’s okay. It’s okay, I think, letting off the brake. You can’t do anything until you get home. That’s the next step. Get home. You don’t have to think or act or even feel anything until you get home.

In my mind, it plays again and again: that three-second clip of Hayden’s Jeep gliding through the darkness past Max’s fence. But that doesn’t mean anything, right? It just means she left my house the night Lynette and Rocky died. Maybe she went to pick up more snacks. Maybe she went to hook up with Carter.

But then why has she been catfishing me?

You don’t have to figure it out. You don’t have to understand it. You just have to drive home. I try to focus on the road in front of me, my eyes following my headlights along the lane.

I glance in my rearview mirror, and then feel my blood go cold.

There are headlights behind me. Headlights that have gotten very close, very quickly.

Adrenaline bursts through my blood, my heart picking up speed. I can’t make out the make or model of the vehicle, or the driver, but they’ve closed the distance between us. They’re right on my bumper. My eyes dart around, right, left, trying to figure out a place I can pull off to the side and let them around me, but there’s no shoulder to speak of.

My fingers tighten around the steering wheel. Probably just some shitkicker out for a drive, getting aggressive in his too-big truck. But then the thought occurs to me. Maybe it’s one of my shitkicker classmates, and they haven’t gotten the word that I’m innocent, and they’re taking justice into their own hands. Or maybe they just don’t care if I’m innocent or not.

It’s been open season on me for almost three weeks now. If you were the kind of person that wanted to hurt someone just for the sake of hurting someone, I’m a pretty easy target.

I step on the gas then. We’re already going sixty, but I watch the number on my dash climb: sixty-four, sixty-five, sixty-six. It’s hilly out here, lots of rises and falls and turns that make it hard to see farther down the road, especially at night, in the darkness. The wheels growl low against the pavement. Seventy. Seventy-one.

The headlights drop behind for a moment. Then they catch up again, closer than before.

Then they’re right up next to me, horn blaring.

It’s a pickup truck. Black, I think—I’m not sure, though, because it’s all so dark, so fast. It lays on its horn again, inches from my driver’s side door. But it’s not speeding up to go around me. It’s drifting up beside me. Veering so close to me I brace for the sound of metal on metal.

A strangled sob tears through the car. Mine, though it feels almost like someone else’s.

I swerve to the side of the road and hit the brakes.

The truck follows, coming to rest at an angle in front of my car.

There’s no time to react. I’m shaking, my gut sour with fear. The truck’s driver leaps out. Someone else gets out of the passenger side a minute later and crosses to the front of the truck so I can’t see them for a moment.

Then the driver comes up to my window. He’s gesturing, saying something, but I don’t understand. I am frozen in place. Finally, he opens the door. Finally, I can see his face.

It’s Carter. In his right hand, he’s holding a pistol. A moment later his passenger comes out of the shadows, and I can see her face too.

Hayden.

“Move over,” he says. “We’re going for a ride.”






CHAPTER 47


MONDAY, OCTOBER 24, 8:32 PM

VARDA

Hayden climbs into the driver’s seat. I’ve never seen her like this before, pale and rigid with fear. Her hair is lank and unwashed, and from the side all I can see is her jaw, sharply set and protruding from between her greasy locks.

“What the fuck is going on, Hayden?” I keep my voice low, controlled, but she doesn’t have time to answer. Carter shuts the rear door with a slam that makes both of us wince.

“Come on. Drive,” he says shortly.

The back seat is dark, but I can still see it: the gun, trembling in his hand. A black so matte and heavy it’s somehow visible in the darkness, a deeper shadow among shadows. My breath is shaky as we pull away from the side of the road.

“I don’t understand. I don’t know why you’re doing this.” My mind’s spinning. I’m trying to piece together what is happening, to go from A to B to C. Last time I saw Carter he was losing his mind about Hayden cheating. Last time I saw him he was acting like I was a murderer. So what does he think now? What does he know? Has he seen Max’s confession? Does he somehow know I’ve seen the Ring footage?

All I know for sure is that Carter is wild with emotion, his hand shaking—the gun never moving off me, though. He looks like he’d be just as happy to tear me open with his bare hands as shoot me. I have to be careful. I can’t set him off.

“Where are we going?” I say softly.

“Shut up.” Carter runs his free hand roughly through his hair, knuckles white. “Shut up, shut up, shut up.”

“Carter…” I start.

“SHUT UP.” He jabs at my shoulder with the gun. I freeze, my body humming with electricity.

We’re hurtling through the dark, down one ranch road and onto another. No streetlights out here, not much traffic. No houses.

“Fuck!” Carter screams suddenly, kicking at the seat in front of him in frustration. “How did this get so fucked up?”

I assume the question isn’t actually aimed at either of us, but Hayden murmurs something in reply that I can’t quite make out. Carter must hear her, though, because he lets out a bitter snarl of laughter.

“It doesn’t matter what you wanted, Hayden, because this is what’s happening now. Give me your fucking phone.”

It takes a beat before I realize he’s talking to me. “My … phone?”

“Yes, bitch, your phone.” He gestures with the gun and holds out his other hand. My heart stammers against my sternum.

“It’s in my pocket. Can … can I reach for it?”

He lets out a sharp breath. “Just pull it out and put it in my hand.”

My mind spins. There’s got to be something I can do. Some way I can send a message, some signal I can tell my phone to blast out to everyone. But when I pull the phone out of my coat pocket he snatches it the moment I have it unlocked.

Then the car is quiet. He’s typing something—I can just see him from the corner of my eye. But the gun is still aimed right at my temple. And Hayden is still gripping the wheel, taking us farther and farther away from everything and everyone I love.

When we finally pull up to our destination, I can’t decide whether to laugh or sob. Because of course this was where we were going. Of course it was our destination, all along.

We were always going to end up back at Koenig Ranch. Back at the place where everything went wrong.
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The main gate was chained shut, just as it has been for months. But there’s another entrance a quarter mile down the road that someone either forgot, or just didn’t bother, to lock. Hayden exchanges a glance with Carter, then jumps out to open it wide. We drive through, and she doesn’t stop to close it. I have a sudden memory of Rocky, uncharacteristically serious, explaining that the number one rule of ranch life is to make sure the gates are always closed behind you.

Insane to be thinking of that right now, to be remembering my boyfriend, my cheating, apparently murderous boyfriend, backlit by the sun as he urged his horse across a field of karst. Insane that time, that precious commodity, could still be so elastic as to allow memories to blossom in between my terrified heartbeats.

We drive around the familiar pathways, the car’s lights angling ahead of us. Past what used to be the office, where they received shipments of feed and hay. Past a handful of outbuildings and storage sheds. Through oak, mesquite, pecan. Wending left and right and dipping down. And then off the paved path, down an overgrown dirt road, and I know where we’re going and I don’t want to, I don’t want to, but it doesn’t matter.

Here we are.

The cabin.

“Hayden, get out and open the door for our guest,” Carter says nastily.

For a half second, I think she’s going to argue, or at least try to. But then she gets silently out of the car and opens the door.

I don’t move.

“What are we doing here?” I ask. My voice wavers more than I’d like.

“I’m not asking again,” Carter says.

So I move. I get out of the car.

I try to catch Hayden’s eye for the two seconds we have together before Carter joins us. Her face is streaked wet and red, tears sliding down like she’s been crying forever and will never be able to stop. She stares miserably down at her feet.

“Hayden, please. Just tell me what’s going on.”

“I never wanted any of this,” she whispers.

And then Carter lunges up behind her, throwing one arm around her neck as if he’s nuzzling up to her at a dance, holding the gun in front of both of them with the other hand. His movements remind me of a sick coyote I saw when I was a kid, jangling and unpredictable; it is not so much that he is enjoying this as that he is infected with it. “She says she never wanted any of this, but that’s a lie. She wanted something real bad, didn’t you, Hay?” Hayden gives a strangled little whimper, but he just laughs. “Come on, let’s go inside. Maybe there’ll still be blood! We can take some pictures, put them on Sekrit too!”

“That’s fucking sick,” I say. It’s out of my mouth before I can think to hold it in, but he grins at me.

“You first, Iris.”

I hesitate, then look up at the cabin’s squat dark form, its square windows pale glints in the scanty moonlight.

“Come on, girls, don’t get shy now. He had you bitches lining up outside the door when he was still alive.” Carter nips at Hayden’s neck and she closes her eyes, tears clinging to her lashes.

So I turn to the cabin and push on the simple metal door. It opens easily. It never did have a lock on it.

Inside I can’t move far. It’s pitch dark. Carter and Hayden step in right behind me—I can smell her grapefruit body spray, sour and sweet. Someone bumps against something. Carter swears. After a moment a small circle of light appears, his phone’s flashlight scooting across the unfinished wooden walls.

“Aren’t there any lights out here?” Carter snaps.

“No electricity,” Hayden whispers, trying to catch her breath. “There’s a fireplace. And a couple candles.”

“How romantic,” Carter says sneeringly. “Rocky always knew how to set the scene. You have a lighter, right? See if you can get something lit.”

She turns away, her shoulders hunched. A minute later a small flame flares up and then separates into two. A candle. Then another, and another.

The cabin is so unchanged it sends a stab of pain through me, even still, even with months and countless betrayals and countless acts of violence between now and when I last saw it. Unfinished walls and a rough-hewn fireplace. The dusty shelves, filled with rusty old treasures. The heart-shaped rock Rocky had given me is still there, lying flat and covered in dust. The brass bedframe is still here too.

There used to be a mattress on it, but it’s gone now.

My stomach gives a lurch and I turn my head, thinking I might be sick. Almost immediately Carter has the gun in my face. The small black hole at the end of the muzzle gapes at me, dark and eager. I hold up my hands a little higher.

“Carter, please, I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know why you’re … Why are we here?”

He jerks his head toward Hayden. “Ask my whore girlfriend. Your so-called friend.” I glance at Hayden but she’s still bent over, lighting candles. Carter goes on. “Man, Iris, you know how to pick them. Not one, but two different friends willing to hook up with your boyfriend behind your back? You are a bad judge of character, kiddo.”

I stare at him. The candlelight plays madly across his skin, sharp devilish darts of red and yellow.

“You want to tell her, or should I?” he asks, looking at Hayden.

She shakes her head. He gives another angry laugh.

“The night of your little cheer party, you got a text, didn’t you, Iris?” he asks. “From Rocky.” He says the name like it’s something filthy.

“How do you know that?” I ask. I hate how much my voice is shaking.

“I know because Hay here told me all about it,” he says. “She saw your phone that night. She saw Rocky’s little fuck-up.” But you didn’t do anything about it—just proceeded to get as fucked up as you possibly could so you didn’t have to make a decision. Very Iris of you, by the way,” he says. “Anyway, Hayden wasn’t nearly as slow as you were. Hayden knew Rocky was fucking around. You want to know how she knew?”

No, I think. No no no. But he keeps talking.

“She knew,” he says, jabbing a finger toward Hayden, “because she’d been fucking around with him herself just a few weeks earlier.”

“Hayden and Rocky.” The words float out of my mouth almost against my will, the way they would in a nightmare.

“That’s right,” he says. “One of her many little indiscretions. And so she decided to wait for everyone else to fall asleep and to drive out to this little love nest herself. Can you even imagine? The fucking nerve. Being a side piece and going to bitch someone out about having another side piece.” He clucks softly and shakes his head. “Your mom would be so disappointed, Hayden.”

She just looks down, her cheeks bright with humiliation.

“Anyway,” Carter says. “Anyway. I got an alert that she was driving…”

“An alert?” I frown.

Hadyen finally speaks up at that. He had a tracker on my car. Nice, right?”

“If you weren’t the biggest slut in Varda, I wouldn’t have to do shit like that,” he snaps.

“So Carter sees that my car is moving. And he goes to follow me,” she says.

We’re all quiet for a moment, the candlelight flickering and pooling and making patterns in the shadow.

“And then you get out here, and you find him with Lynette,” I say softly.

“With Lynette,” Hayden agrees softly. “I wouldn’t have ever in a million years guessed it was her.”

“I would’ve,” Carter says, sneering. “Your boy liked to slum it sometimes. Loved those white trash girls.” He clenches his fists at his sides. “I didn’t care that he was fucking Lynette Zeiger. But when I pulled up to the cabin, I heard Hayden in there.” He pitches his voice high in a nasty impression of her voice. “‘You’re such a dog, how could you do this to me, why am I not enough for you?’” He stops talking abruptly and looks directly at me. “She didn’t give a shit about me. Or you either. All she wanted was him.”

I try to catch Hayden’s eye, but she won’t look at me. Telling the story kept Carter almost calm, at least for a moment, but then his lips curl up in a rictus grin.

“I just lost it. I fucking lost it. I got the gun out of his truck and I went inside, and the second they saw me everyone started freaking out. Like I was some kind of monster.”

“You were waving a gun around, Carter, of course everyone started freaking out,” Hayden mutters.

“I wasn’t even going to use it,” he says. “I wanted to scare them. I just … I don’t know what happened. I was pointing it and then … I don’t know. I don’t know.” He looks down at the gun in his hand, almost wonderingly. “I think … I think it was an accident? It’s so fucking easy to pull a trigger. I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

My throat is bone dry. I can picture the scene so clearly. Hayden driven there by a possessive rage so white hot she couldn’t even register the irony of demanding answers from the guy she herself had been cheating with. Rocky, affable fuckboy Rocky, trying to de-escalate, holding his hands up to placate. Carter waving the gun, wild and inconsolable.

“I wasn’t going to shoot, I swear,” Carter says again. “But then she…”

She. Lynette.

“Lynette laughed at us,” Hayden says bluntly. She looks almost resigned as she says it. Like she’s been holding onto it all this time, and it’s almost a relief to set it down. “She laughed. Told us that we were all hypocrites and we all deserved each other.”

Oh, God, I can almost hear it. I can almost see it. Lynette, a blanket wrapped around her nudity, watching the idiotic high school soap opera we were all trapped in. Knowing as she did how delicate social connections could be and watching them squabble over the pieces. She’d opened her mouth and let out that hot, taunting laugh.

And Carter punished her for it.

“That’s why you shot her,” I whisper. “And then you killed Rocky. Because he was a witness. But why have you been catfishing me? Just to, I don’t know, see how far you could go? How much you could hurt me?”

“No,” Hayden says. “I was just trying to figure out what you knew. I didn’t know how else to do it. I swear, I wasn’t trying to hurt you worse.”

Carter starts to laugh again. “I told you it was stupid. She thought for sure she could get something out of you pretending to be that guy in Houston. Such a goofy plan. She thought maybe you’d tell Jonah that you thought your good friend Hayden was a murderer.” Hayden recoils, but for a moment she meets his eyes.

“You’re the one who’s a murderer,” she hisses.

His movement is quick but awkward. He lunges at her, tries to grapple at her with his left hand, the gun lowered but still clenched in his right. All he gets is a handful of her hair gripped tight in his hand. He tugs it so it’s taut, leaning to sneer in her face.

“You made me kill my best friend,” he snarls.

My body is very still and quiet. It feels like everything—heart and lungs, blood and muscle—shuts down so that my mind has enough energy to understand what’s happening. I am eyes and ears and brain and nothing else.

Hayden is still crying, still shaking, but her eyes flash with hatred. “I didn’t make you do anything, Carter. I didn’t even know Rocky had a gun in his truck. You were the one who knew about it. You were the one who decided to grab it.”

There’s a loud crack. My entire body shudders. I think for a second he’s pulled the trigger. Then my vision clears and I see he’s hit her across the face with the pistol.

“Shut up!” He stands just inches from her, breath heaving. “This is on you. What happened to Rocky and Lynette was on you, and this is too.”

This is too. That’s when I know for sure.

He is planning to kill me out here.

“Look,” I say quickly. “I’m not going to tell anyone. I’m not. All I wanted was for the rumors to stop. I won’t go to the cops.”

He wheels around to face me again. The gun flashes up toward me. Something wet and red clings to one side of it. Hayden’s blood, I realize.

“Too late,” he says. For a second he sounds genuinely regretful. “You already posted your suicide note.”
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“My … what?”

I can’t move. My knees feel like liquid, like a single movement would bring me to the floor.

Carter slides my phone back out of his pocket. “What’s your password? No, never mind.” He turns the screen toward me; the lock screen vanishes as it recognizes my face. Then he types something in.

“Twenty minutes ago, on Sekrit. ‘Hey everybody. I can’t do this anymore. The last few weeks have been too much. I will never be able to escape what Rocky did. I am going to put an end to it. Please forgive me.’” He looks up from the phone. “You should feel flattered, there’s already twenty-seven replies telling you not to do anything stupid.”

I shake my head. For a second, it’s all I can do. My tongue won’t move.

“Yeah, so, tormented with grief, pushed over the edge by a cyberbully.” He puts the phone back into his pocket. “Another in a rash of small-town suicides. Tragic.”

“But…” I stammer. “You really think you can get away with it again? Fake another suicide in the exact same place? You really think that’s not gonna look suspicious?”

He shrugs. “It happens. Remember health class last year? Mr. Enfield said there are suicide clusters that break out, especially among teenagers, yeah?”

I want to scream. Carter’s the biggest slacker I know—the one fact he’s ever retained is this? But he’s right. After Rocky and Lynette’s deaths, we had a bunch of assemblies about it, statistics and hotlines and guest speakers. They were all so worried that it was catching.

I look at Hayden, pale and shuddering behind him. There’s a trickle of blood just under her nose.

I meet her eyes, and she looks quickly away.

I’m suddenly furious. She was supposed to be one of my best friends. She was supposed to have my back. Instead she lied to me. She fucked my boyfriend. She knew how he died and kept it from me. She knew it wasn’t Rocky’s fault that Lynette died, and she let me believe it was. She was Not-Jonah all along, manipulating me, playing with my feelings.

She’s also my last hope of getting out of here alive.

“You really think you won’t be next?” I say softly. “You think he’s going to stop with me? Come on, Hayden, he’s not going to rest until all of the witnesses are out of the way.”

“She’s not a witness,” he says with a grin. “She’s an accomplice. Right, babe? You’re not telling anyone anything about this. Because if I go down, you go down with me. Come on, Hayden, get the ropes, we have to get her close up so the powder burns look like she did it herself.”

Hayden doesn’t move. She just stands there, face hidden behind the curtain of her hair, fists clenched and white at her side. Carter risks a glance to the side, still aiming the gun at me. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”

“Yeah,” she says softly. “Okay.”

She wipes her face with the back of her hand, then bends down to open her bag. She pulls out a length of rough-looking rope.

I hold my arms up and stagger backward. I’m not about to let her near me. If Carter’s going to kill me anyway, he’s going to have to do it without tying me up. My calf bumps against the bedframe, and I stumble but manage to keep my feet.

“Come on,” growls Carter. “Move.”

Hayden holds the rope in both hands. Her breath is coming fast and short, little wheezy gasps.

Finally, she moves. Not forward into me, but sideways, and with all her might, into Carter. A full-body tackle.

He’s not braced for it. He’s thrown off his feet, Hayden flying with him. Somehow I manage to move, without a plan, without a thought in my head. I know I can’t outrun him. I know I can’t get away.

Instead, I stride across the room and grab the heavy, heart-shaped rock off the shelf.

Hayden and Carter are writhing around on the ground, a tangle of limbs. She’s got his wrist with both hands, trying to make him drop the gun. His feet scrabble against the floor, and he screams in frustration. One of his legs swings out wild, catches the leg of the table, and pulls it over. The shadows swell and subside as a few candles go flying.

I clench the rock in both hands. It’s heavy, about the size of a football. But I can’t get a good angle on Carter. Not with Hayden still grappling him. I watch as the gun’s nozzle swings around, pointing every which way.

Hayden screams—not a scream of fear or pain but of rage. She bites down on his hand and refuses to let go. A moment later his voice answers hers, a wordless howl, blood dribbling down his arm. The gun clatters to the floor.

I dart forward and kick it as hard as I can, sending it skidding into the shadows.

Then I take my chance. I hold the rock over my head. I’m long since done with half measures. When I bring it down on his head, I use all my strength.
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I feel the sound it makes on his skull, dull and resounding, more than hear it.

The impact vibrates through his body. Then he falls still.

All the strength leaves my body. The rock is still there in my hands. I toss it to the side quickly, afraid to look at it. Afraid to look down at Carter.

If I can stay here in this moment, nothing else has to happen. I don’t have to hear anything else, see anything else, learn anything else. I don’t have to decide what’s next. I can just be—a doll without a soul.

It sounds so peaceful.

But someone is pulling at my shoulder, my arm. Someone slaps me, light but firm, across the face. I blink, my eyes coming back to focus, and I’m about to tell her she’s got a lot of fucking nerve to lay hands on me after everything else, but then I see her face, pale as the moon. She’s saying something but I can’t track what it is. She tries again, one word, again and again, until I understand.

“Fire,” she shouts. “Fire!”

The candles. One rolled into the dead leaves that’d gathered in the corner of the cabin. We’re in a drought; there’s been no moisture out here for better than ten months. The place is a matchbox, a cornhusk, a dry and empty thing. Flames are licking along the wall now.

“Help me,” she moans. She’s got Carter by one arm and is trying to pull him, but he’s too heavy for her. I scramble to my feet, take his other arm. We are both strong—she’s got a gymnast’s legs, and even though I’m barely five-one, I’ve got a core like a slingshot—but he’s a big guy. We drag him a few inches and stop, a few inches and stop.

It’d be almost funny if the flames weren’t licking along the seams of the wall now.

We break free into the cool night air. We only manage to get Carter a few more feet before we let go.

Hayden collapses next to him, weeping. I half expect her to run to my car, start it up, and try to get away one last time, but it seems like she’s out of energy to fight. What does it matter? There’s no way out for her, not anymore. I should be grateful, I know, at least on some level; she chose not to let Carter kill me. She fought alongside me. Well, maybe gratitude will come later. Right now I just feel a dull and exhausted throb of anger at everything else she has done.

Somewhere down the road I can hear sirens. They have to be for us—there’s no way there’s something else going on in Varda on a Monday night. I don’t know who called for help, and for the moment I’m too tired to care. I fall into the cool dirt and watch the cabin catch fire.

I hope whoever is coming is too late to put it out.
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CHAPTER 51


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 28, 4:32 PM

KOENIG RANCH

“There you go, Fidget. Good boy.”

Kendra holds a carrot out for the gelding. I watch as his weird horse lips maneuver gently over her hand to find it. He’s a beautiful horse, a luminous brown color in the sunlight that filters through the slats in the barn. I’ve been on him dozens of times, and I know how gentle he is. But a part of me has never gotten used to horses—their muscular proportions, their hot breath and dark eyes. In person they’re so different from the cartoon unicorns you grow up imagining. They’re big, and strange, and hard to read.

They’re mysteries, and I’ve had enough with mysteries.

But I put my hand on his neck anyway. I stroke his velvety fur. The feeling brings back memories of all the time I used to spend here. On Koenig Ranch. With Rocky.

“Did Rocky ever tell you he raised him from a baby?” Kendra says.

“No, he didn’t,” I said. “We didn’t always talk about stuff like that.” I wish now that we would have.

She pulls out her phone and scrolls through the pictures. Then she pulls up one of a tween Rocky, bottle-feeding a baby Fidget. Rocky looks impossibly young, his face freckled under the brim of his cap.

“He was in 4-H in middle school. I don’t know if you remember him from back then.” Kendra looks at the picture herself for a moment before putting it back in her pocket. “He quit when he got to high school. He said it was because he wanted to focus on football, but I think it was more that he didn’t like raising animals to be sent to slaughter. You’ve got to do that on a ranch, but he didn’t really have the stones for it.”

That makes me tear up a little. I try to blink it away, but Kendra sees. She looks exasperated.

“Dude, it’s okay,” she says. “Just cry already.”

“I feel like I’ve been crying nonstop for months now,” I say.

“Yeah, but it’s different now,” she says. “Now you can just be sad. Instead of thinking he did something awful.”

She has a point. All this time, it’s been impossible to grieve for him. For either of them, really, but especially for Rocky. It felt wrong to miss him when I thought he was a murderer, and so I’d just pushed it all down. I’d just gotten good at dodging around my memories—especially the good ones.

“I’m so exhausted,” I say, dabbing at the corners of my eyes.

“Preach,” Kendra says.

Kendra had been the first one to arrive at the cabin on the night of the fire, before the sheriff and the fire department and the EMTs. She looked out her bedroom window that night and saw the light from the flames. So she called 911, and then, ignoring the advice of the dispatcher, she ran outside and tore across the ranch in the ATV. She arrived just after Hayden and I made it out of the cabin. Just in time to watch it go up in flames.

We’d been lucky that night. Someone, somewhere, was paying attention.

It feels like eons have gone by since then, though it’s been less than a week. Carter is still in the hospital for observation, but he’ll be released into police custody when he’s well enough. He’s been charged with assault and kidnapping for what he did to me. I guess the sheriff is still sorting through the evidence to see if they can get him on Rocky and Lynette. I don’t know how I’ll feel if they decide they can’t, but I guess we’ll all have to wait until we know more regardless.

Hayden is out on bail. I only know this because Deputy Mays called me to warn me that she’d be out. I haven’t heard from her or seen her. I’m assuming her parents have her cloistered in their giant house. Mrs. O’Hara’s YouTube channel has exploded since the news broke; she hasn’t added any content, but the comment sections on her videos are full of people speculating just where the O’Haras went wrong.


Look at Hayden’s expression in this one, she looks so scary when she’s mad.

Do you think they filmed this scene before or after she helped her boyfriend murder 2 people??

These people raised a monster.



Noelle showed me the comments with a satisfied smirk, but I don’t like to look. It doesn’t give me any pleasure to see the same thing happen to someone else.

Even if it’s happening to one of the people that hurt me. Me and Lynette. And Rocky.

Now I watch as Kendra opens the stall door. Fidget follows her out into the yard, where her own little gray mare Oona is saddled and waiting.

“You ready?” she asks.

I nod, even though I’m not sure I mean it. She swings herself effortlessly up onto Oona’s back and waits for me to climb up Fidget and get my leg across him.

“They’ve all been spooked since the fire,” Kendra says. “But you know Fidget, he’s chill. Just relax and he’ll follow me, okay?”

“Sure,” I say.

Kendra makes a small clicking noise and picks up her reins. Oona starts to walk. A moment later, Fidget follows her.

Everything is lovely and golden in the autumn afternoon light. We ride past cows and sheep, past big cylindrical hay bales and stands of oak and mesquite. Kendra stays a little ahead of me, and I get the feeling she wants it that way—that we’re doing this together, but also doing it alone, and that’s okay.

I lace my fingers through his mane and take a deep breath, inhaling the smell of hay and dirt and manure and the warm animal smell of horses. Memories flit all around me—flashes of all the times I rode out here with Rocky. Times we’d ride out to some far pasture together, sometimes to do chores but sometimes just to sit and do our homework together on a picnic blanket, or to get the horses some exercise. I’ve never been on Fidget solo; usually Rocky sat behind me, his strong arms to either side of me.

I haven’t let myself miss that until now.

I close my eyes. The horse’s movement is slow and patient, and beneath his stride there’s a subtler rhythm: the blood moving through his body, the heart that announces itself again and again. Life and energy and warmth. It’s so unfair that Lynette and Rocky aren’t here to feel it too.

We make our way up the side of a ridge to the highest point on the ranch, a gentle slope that ends suddenly in a limestone outcrop that juts above the mesquite. We get off the horses and look out across the land. Back in the direction we came, I can see the ranch house and the outbuildings. Off to the east I see the blackened smear that was the cabin.

But on other horizons, other things. Austin’s ripple of smog to the north. The river to the west. And beyond that, things we can’t see and can’t know.

Kendra takes a small wooden jar out from one of the saddlebags. Then she unscrews the lid. Inside are ashes—a portion of Rocky’s cremains.

“Hold out your hand,” she says. When I do, she taps some onto my palm. Then she taps the rest out onto hers.

“Is this okay? Wouldn’t your parents want to be here for this?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No, this is mine to do what I want with. Mom’s got the rest of his ashes on the mantel. She got a football-shaped urn.”

“That’s cute, I guess,” I say.

But Kendra shakes her head. “I hate it. It just reminds me that he’s never going to do anything else.”

I close my fingers around the grainy ash for a moment. She’s right, of course. The dead don’t change. For better or worse, the chaos and mess and fear and hope of the living are settled fact for the dead. And it’s so sad, and so unfair—especially because Rocky wasn’t even eighteen.

But now that his name’s been cleared, it doesn’t seem wrong to hope that death is also peaceful. That now he can rest.

“Well, now he can be part of the ranch,” I say softly.

I hold up my hand and let the breeze pick up the ashes. I watch as they swirl out and away from me, vanishing when they disperse.

I hope he does become a part of the ranch. That his ashes settle into the soil, become a part of the plants and the animals here. He loved this place. But I hope, too, that a part of him goes farther. I hope he rises above Varda and when he looks back, we’re smaller than he remembers.

I hope he rides the wind as far as it will take him.
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CHAPTER 52


MONDAY, OCTOBER 31, 6:43 PM

HENLEY HOUSE

“If you can’t hold still I’m not going to be able to get the shading right.”

It’s Halloween night, one week after the night Carter and Hayden took me out to the ranch. Just one week, and yet it might as well be an entire epoch between now and then. I am sitting in my bathroom in costume, getting ready for a Halloween party, which is normal enough. The thing that is absolutely bizarre?

I’m getting ready with my sister.

“Sorry,” I say. “This is just so weird. I can’t believe you’re better at this than me? I mean, I was a cheerleader, you’d think I’d have an edge on makeup.”

“You’d think,” Noelle says brusquely. “But honestly, your contouring game has always been pretty weak.”

“The nerve,” I say, but I’m not mad.

The truth is it feels like a luxury, sitting here while someone else fixes my face. It makes me feel loved, taken care of. It’s a feeling I’ve gone without for a while now.

We are going as Anna and Elsa from Frozen. She’d pitched Loki and Thor, but I’d worn her down. “I had to be a superhero last year,” I whined. “I want to be a princess.” So she’d busted out her sewing machine. The costumes are super simple, not as detailed as she’d like—she muttered about it the whole time—but it looks great for something thrown together in a couple days. I may even have to tell her that out loud at some point. It breaks my cardinal rule of saying anything nice to my sister, but it’s like I said before—the norm sucked. So why not try something else?

Besides, like my grandpa used to say, you can’t get some horses back in the barn. Meaning things with my friends—even the ones that have apologized for believing the rumors—are never going to be the same.

So I’m not going to the party at Molly Jun’s McMansion on the lake, even though she invited me. Not because I’m scared to face those people, but because I don’t want to spend any more time with them than I have to.

I’d planned to spend the night giving out candy at our own door. But Noelle had surprised me by informing me that I had to accompany her to Sarah Braun’s costume party. “It’s a ton of cosplayers, so it’s always really fun,” she’d told me.

“I’m not going to that,” I’d answered. But Noelle is nothing if not a total pain in the ass, and by Thursday I was helping her pick out blue glitter tulle for my dress.

I’m still not sure I’m in the mood for a party. But the fact that my sister is trying to make amends? That’s worth the effort.

My phone chimes. I make a move to grab it, but Noelle cups my chin in her hand. “Don’t … you … dare,” she says, putting the finishing touches on something and then pulling back with makeup brush in hand. “Okay. Now you can look.”

“It’s Jonah,” I say. I show her the picture he’s sent: He’s dressed up like an eighties glam rocker, complete with face paint and a truly unhinged wig. He’s got his tongue out in a waggling leer. It makes me grin to imagine him out like that, goofing off with his friends.

Noelle gives it an appraising glance. “He’s kind of cute, actually.”

“Yeah,” I say. He is. But I’m not expecting anything to come out of this. Things are just too weird.

We’ve been texting again—or, I guess, texting for the first time, since the other version was just Hayden all along. The other day we actually FaceTimed so I could explain what’d happened and apologize again for dragging him into the whole thing. He was really sweet about it.

“Are you safe now?” he’d asked.

“Yeah. I mean, as far as I know.” I laughed a little, adjusting in my desk chair. I was in my room, the blinds closed tight against the sight of Max’s house. “Unless someone else wants to reveal something.”

“Maybe your high school’s been a CIA operation all this time, and you’re part of an experiment!” he said.

“Maybe this is an Inception dream, and I’m going to wake up and it’ll turn out none of this was ever real,” I agreed.

We laughed, and then we were quiet for a moment. Because it’s actually scary, realizing how many things in your life could be lies.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” he said.

And so I’d smiled. Because, yeah, everything could be a lie. But who wants to live in that world? Better to find people you think you can believe. Better to risk it, sometimes, than to think everyone is out to hurt you.

Now I look up at Noelle. She’s already done her makeup, and she’s wearing a red wig with two braids. It’s really cute. “Are you almost done with me?” I ask. “I want to send him a picture back.”

“One more thing.” From the depths of her giant stained makeup bag, she takes a fresh, unopened jar of Diamond Bomb. She twirls her brush inside of it. I watch in fascination as she picks up the glittery grains.

“Close your eyes,” she says. I do. The brush flies over my face, soft and swirling. It brings back a sudden memory: the last time someone else did my makeup. Back in my sophomore year, when Lynette and I were getting ready for our first game together on the varsity cheer squad. The way she dusted my face with powder.

“You’re lucky,” she’d said to me then. “You don’t ugly-sweat like me. I’ve got to reapply this shit every ten minutes out there.”

“No one even notices, Lynette. You’re so good, who even cares?”

My eyes were closed, so I couldn’t see her expression. But I could envision it. Because I’d witnessed her mask slip often enough by then to sense it more than see it. Her party-girl affect would fall flat sometimes, and you could see that she was keeping that persona going through force of will alone. That underneath, there was something sad and hard and tired.

“People notice” was all she’d said. Then she gave me another quick going over with the brush. “But you are ready to go out there and shine.”

Now my sister pulls back her brush. “See, I told you this stuff made for good special effects. Check it out.”

I stand up and take off the towel she’d draped across my front. Then I step next to her and look at the mirror.

We’ve been transformed into princesses in wigs and fake lashes. She’s got Anna’s purple cloak, Anna’s pink cheeks and nose, Anna’s freckles. Meanwhile I look … magical. I’m a being of snow and ice, pale and glittering.

“When you’re right, you’re right,” I say. “The Diamond Bomb really is perfect for ice powers.”

She grins, then punches me in the arm. “This is so weird. But it’s cool. You look amazing.”

“So do you. You kind of upstaged yourself with my makeup though.”

“Story of my life,” she says with a shrug. “It’s okay. I’ll get the credit I want for it—everyone at the party’s going to know I made the costume.”

“They’d better.” I look down at my body, admiring the way the dress hits my hip. “This is really impressive, Noelle.”

Under her makeup she flushes for real, a wry little smile at the corner of her mouth. She’s so odd, my sister; she has to smirk even when someone’s being genuine. But I’m starting to learn it’s not personal.

Someone knocks at our door, and then Mom comes in, dressed in a witch hat to hand out candy. She does a little double take when she sees us.

“Well look at you,” she coos. “My girls, all gussied up.” She gives Noelle a sharp look. “Now why can’t you be bothered to put yourself together like this all the time?”

Noelle doesn’t bat an eye. “Because I’m not like this all the time, Mom.”

And all at once I get it—I get the way Noelle has made herself free to try things on, to decide who she wants to be every single day. How this is one way to resist the assumptions people want to build around each other.

I don’t know that her way is ever going to be my way.

But I don’t have to wake up feeling trapped in other people’s expectations every day either.

We let Mom take a bunch of pictures, and then we gather up our accessories—Noelle’s got an Olaf-shaped backpack she puts her phone and wallet into—and head out into the night. Ghosts and superheroes and pirates and princesses already roam the neighborhood. Another, smaller, Elsa stops to admire us while we get into my car. And I think, tonight we’ve decided who we are. But tomorrow we get to decide again. And the next day, and the next.

You only lose that choice if you stop living, Lynette says sadly in my mind.

Then you’re stuck where you are forever, Rocky adds.

I close my eyes for a moment. No, I think. I’ll take you with me. Wherever I go, I’ll take you with me. So will Kendra, and Max for whatever that’s worth, and everyone else who knew you and loved you. We’ll take you everywhere. We’ll change and we’ll decide and we’ll fuck up and we’ll heal, and you will be a part of that.

“Ready?” Noelle asks.

I take a breath. I start the car.

“Finally,” I say. “I think I am.”
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