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Prologue

	Archford Township Residents Urged to be Vigilant 

	 

	The family of David Woods is appealing to residents of Archford Township and surrounding suburbs to aid in search of the missing teenager. 

	 

	18-year-old David “Davey” Woods disappeared in the early morning of May 16th. His last known location was his parent’s Archford Township home. He did not take his cell phone or identification and has not used any debit or credit cards since his disappearance. He was last seen wearing black sweatpants and a red t-shirt.   

	 

	David is described as a gentle boy and loyal friend. He is 6’2” with light brown hair, green eyes, and of medium build. His sudden disappearance is entirely out of character. 

	 

	“We encourage any peers who may have seen him or knew his whereabouts that night to come forward with any information.” 

	 

	Police urge anyone who sees David to contact them immediately and advise that this is an emergency. 

	 

	Please contact the Archford Township police with any further information. 

	 


Chapter One

	Now

	 

	The Michigan air is hot, muggy, and I already miss Boston. It’s still May, not technically summer yet, but the air has already turned warm. I’d left Boston in a flurry of last-minute packing after burnout from final exams. My parents drove to pick me up, and I’d mostly slept on the ride back, much to their dismay. They wanted to know how their only child’s first year of college had been. 

	I sprint out of the car the second my parents pull up to our house, fumbling with my keys in the lock. The familiar smell of home hits me as I bound inside. It’s just as cozy as I remember, with dark wood, heavy rugs, and light curtains to add airiness. 

	I originally wasn’t going to come home for the summer after my first year of college—too many memories. But having to find a place to stay for the summer outside of the dorms seemed like an overly daunting task. The promise of no rent and the idea of seeing my parents again were much more enticing. 

	My parents and I lug my bags upstairs. I managed to cram all my things into two suitcases, along with a duffel bag and my backpack. Everything else, like my mini fridge, I stored in the dorm basement until my eventual return in August. 

	I chug a glass of water in front of the kitchen sink as my parents sit at the counter behind me. 

	“Barbecue this weekend, don’t forget,” my dad says. “Before you and Sorrel make plans with your little friends and leave us behind.” 

	“Dad,” I say in a teasing tone. He was right, though. I used to spend more time with my friends, Sorrel included. We’ve been best friends since we were in kindergarten. My parents never minded; they had their friends too. 

	“Laine, honey, Sorrel’s mom wants you to teach Eden lessons again,” my mom says to me. Eden, Sorrel’s little sister, has been playing piano since she was little. She never practices, but she’s not bad. His mom always wants me to teach her, and I don’t really mind. 

	I head back upstairs to unpack. I tried not to bring too much, as I don’t want to drag it all back when the time comes to leave again. 

	My bedroom still feels like home, even after months spent living away. The walls are filled with posters and pictures from high school, some of me and some of my old friends. Most of them are from Davey—he always took pictures and gave them to us as presents. I stare at the one of all of us positioned in a frame on my desk. It features me, Arthur, Mackenzie, Sorrel, and Davey, taken homecoming of our senior year. 

	There should have been one from prom too, but we never made it there together. I turn the frame facedown. 

	Books and piano trophies still line my shelves. They’re dust free, so one of my parents must have cleaned them for me. 

	I text Sorrel. Our parents are close friends too, and he’s lived down the street from me for years. 

	Laine: Hey, are you back yet?

	He responds within a minute. 

	Sorrel: Yeah, I got in a couple days ago. You?

	Laine: Just got home. Wanna come over? 

	He sends a thumbs up emoji, and five minutes later the doorbell rings. Sorrel stands outside wearing basketball shorts and a t-shirt, his bike propped up against the side of our garage. His hair is in short twists, and his dark skin glows in the early afternoon sunlight. He lifts me off my feet in a hug. He’s always towered over me. 

	“Missed you, Lainey-bear.” 

	I smile at the nickname, a leftover from childhood. Only my closest, oldest, friends call me that. 

	We’d met when Sorrel’s family had moved into the same subdivision as mine, made up entirely of Black families. 

	Sorrel is the closest thing I have to a sibling. We’d always been together, especially since he lived so close to me. Even after everything with Davey happened senior year, and our friend group became four instead of five. 

	“You smell like incense,” I say, wrinkling my nose. I take another sniff. “It’s not bad but it’s like...really strong.”

	He rolls his eyes hard. “My mom’s cleansing the house. The smell is everywhere.” 

	“Sorrel!” My dad claps him on the back. “Haven’t seen you here for a while. How’s college?”

	“All good. You know me, pops. Been busy.” 

	I leave them to get a glass of water from the kitchen and go to my room to finish unpacking. My drawers are half empty, and the things I left behind are scattered all over my room. I pull open my bottom dresser drawer, and I’m startled by something that isn’t mine. Davey’s sweatshirt, his favorite, lucky one that he used to wear on game days. I push it to the back of the drawer and try to push him to the back of my mind. 

	I’m done with one suitcase by the time Sorrel comes up to join me. He flops on my bed, his feet dangling over the edge. 

	“You staying for the whole summer?” he asks. 

	“Yeah. How’ve you been? Do anything fun?”

	“Nah. Got a girlfriend though.” 

	“Ooh, what’s she look like?” I lie down next to him. 

	He pulls his phone from his pocket and shows me a picture of the two of them. She’s dark skinned with long dreads and a big smile. “Her name’s Kara.” 

	“She’s pretty. You know I gotta tease you about her, right?” I flick his arm.

	He elbows me but smiles softly. “She’s coming to visit in a couple months, you can tease both of us then. I think you’ll like her.” 

	Hopefully I will. Sorrel didn’t have the best track record with girlfriends; the last one he’d had in high school hadn’t liked how close our friendship was. 

	He helps me unpack the rest of my suitcase and the handful of books I brought home with me. I hadn’t had the time or energy to read during college, but I have hope for this summer. 

	“You going to read all these?” He flips over a book to glance at the back cover. 

	“I actually have time to read now, without all the crap they made us do in high school.” We’d both gone to Constance Briar Preparatory School. Rigor breeds excellence is their motto, and they worked us to the bone. 

	“You need to relax, Lainey. Really.”

	I don’t know what to say to that, so I don’t say anything. He isn’t wrong. I’d only signed up for a couple clubs at college and had a small commitment to play piano in one of the musicals. A huge change from the overload I’d had in high school with sports, clubs, and extracurriculars. 

	Instead, I ask him if he wants to get food. 

	“Thought you’d never ask, Lainey. I’m starving,” he says. 

	I roll my eyes. “I’ll drive.”  

	We drive to the downtown area of our suburb, Woodland Hills. It’s not far away, and it only takes us ten minutes for me to drive down. I didn’t drive in the city and I missed my car, my dad’s old white Ford SUV. 

	It’s not a proper downtown area, just a small suburban one with a few restaurants, a movie theater, some boutique stores, and hair salons. We go to Maria’s, the twenty-four-hour diner that we frequented the most in high school. 

	The streets are empty enough that I find a parking space right out front. The food is standard cheap diner food. It’s early enough that the diner isn’t crowded and full of people from Constance Briar. Luckily, that only happens until after school gets out at three. 

	We slide into the same booth we’ve always used, the one in the corner with a view of the street out of the front window. We order jumbo sized fries and a large milkshake to split. 

	Sorrel is the person I’ve kept in contact with the most after high school ended. Thanks to final exams and projects piling up at the end of the year, neither of us have had much time to talk in the past few weeks. It feels good to catch up again. I’d forgotten what it was like to talk to someone who knows all the parts of you and always has. I don’t have to explain anything. I don’t have to guard my past, telling what my life was like before but leaving out Davey. 

	We stay until just after three o’clock, when the first few Constance Briar kids start to trickle in. The red and blue plaid skirts, blazers, ties, and untucked white shirts, along with expensive cars and backpacks set them apart from everyone else. It feels strange, to see what I used to look like from the outside. It wasn’t that long ago, but it’s hard to imagine myself as that now. 

	Sorrel needs to pick up Eden from school, so I drop him off in his driveway on the way back home. “I’ll pick my bike up tomorrow,” he yells from his front door. 

	Back home, I watch some dumb teen drama on Netflix and scroll mindlessly through social media for an hour while sprawled in bed. I close my eyes against the afternoon sun, and I wake up to the tinges of dusk on the horizon. 

	My parents pick up pizza for dinner, and we eat in the living room together while Blue Planet plays on the TV. My dad loves of nature docs, and it rubbed off on all of us. My parents pepper me with questions about finals and the end of the school year. 

	“I’m sure you did great,” my dad says. 

	I’d done well, but I don’t want to talk about school anymore. Finals had been stressful enough. 

	I told my parents mostly everything. As an only child, I’m lucky to have always been close to my parents. We’d talk almost every Sunday when I was away, so there wasn’t much new that they didn’t already know. Or that I wanted to tell them—I’d kept some of my wilder party antics a secret. 

	We watch TV and eat pizza until my parents go to bed. My sleep schedule has gotten a bit out of control, and I stay up watching more until two before I’m tired enough to go to sleep. 

	That night, I dream of Davey. That it was the two of us again, going on a late-night drive to nowhere because neither of us could sleep. I wake up to the ghost of his laugh echoing in my ears. 

	***

	The next day I drive around aimlessly, wandering through my old haunts from high school. I don’t start at Musically Inclined, the music store I’m working at this summer, until next week, and I’m unsure how to fill my time. Sorrel is busy doing small coding projects at his dad’s business, and I don’t want to stay in my house. 

	I’m getting used to being behind the wheel again after months of not driving at college. I don’t notice I’m following a familiar route until I pass by the lake where Davey lived. Beautiful mansions line the water, docks in the back leading down to small beaches and boats. The neighborhood has the serene calm that comes with obscene wealth. No gates, no locked doors, but security cameras everywhere, stickers on the front doors broadcasting one alarm company or another to warn off intruders. 

	Davey’s house sits in the middle of a cul-de-sac, a monstrous modern farmhouse style building, styled all white inside by an interior designer. 

	I have a fleeting thought to stop and ring the doorbell. But I can’t think of what I would begin to say to his mother. Ever since he disappeared near the end of senior year, nothing’s been the same. I’d managed to stop obsessing over it, but I feel anxiety rising in my chest at the thought. I take one hand from the steering wheel and snap a hair tie against my wrist. You need something to pull yourself back, my therapist had told me. This was the best way I could think of to do that, to stop the dread that rises in my chest when I think about him. 

	I’d promised his mom I would stop by right after he went missing, but I had never managed to visit. 

	In the end, I drive back the way I came. 

	I want to be happy to be back in Michigan. Boston had its own problems, but I felt like I could finally breathe with the anonymity of a city. I was on the verge of losing it by the time I left Michigan last summer. I take deep breaths against the rising anxiety and focus on the road, pushing the feelings down. 

	I do nothing but watch movies and read for the rest of the week. My parents are back at work, business as usual. I scroll through my phone, finger hesitating over the old group chat I had with my four best friends. Now down to three. Me, Mackenzie, Arthur, Sorrel, and Davey. It had always been the five of us, ever since we came together in kindergarten. We fractured under the weight of Davey’s disappearance and hadn’t been able to repair our broken pieces. 

	***

	On Sunday, I get an email about my job at Musically Inclined. They don’t open until ten in the morning, but I’m due there at 9 to learn how to open the store and for orientation. I started taking piano lessons there when I was five, and I’ve been playing ever since. It was part of my decision to be a music major. When I got older, I taught Sorrel’s little sister Eden and some of the younger kids in the neighborhood. It started as a way to make some extra cash, but I stick with it now because I enjoy it. 

	Musically Inclined said I’d be welcome back anytime, and they’d hired me for the summer when I’d reached out a few months ago about possible teaching positions.  

	On Monday morning, I roll out of bed at eight, throw myself into the shower, and am dressed and on the way out of the door by eight thirty. My head feels heavy—I’m not really a morning person. I grab a vanilla latte on the way.  I stifle a yawn as I walk through the door.

	Gretchen works at the front desk. She’s seventy years old, with white hair, pale skin, large black plastic framed glasses, red lipstick, and pearls, always pearls. I’ve never seen her without a brightly colored dress. She’s sweet, and I love the chocolate chip cookies she often brings in for the staff and customers. According to her, she’s been playing piano all her life. 

	“Hi Laine, dear,” she says when I walk in. 

	“Hi Gretchen. I’m here for my first day.” I take a long sip of coffee, trying to wake myself up more. 

	“Oh, that’s right honey, I forgot you’re working here now. I remember when you just started here. Jonas is in the back.” She smiles and gestures behind her. 

	I make my way to the back of the store, behind the door marked Employees Only. Jonas owns Musically Inclined. He’s a luthier, a string instrument maker, who’d moved here from Austria years ago with his wife. He’d bought the instrument store from his cousin. He plays piano, but cello is his favorite instrument. I think he’s the coolest person. He’s living my dream life, getting to work with musicians all day. 

	“Ah, Laine, there you are. How is your summer going?” His Austrian accent has faded somewhat over the years, though it’s still faintly there. His wiry brown hair sticks up from his head, his brown eyes bright. 

	“Good. How are you, Jonas?”

	“I’m wonderful, as always. Come.” He gestures for me to follow him. He hands me a stack of papers from his desk. “Here is the list of all the instruments out on the floor. Memorize as best you can, but don’t be afraid to come back and reference what you need. I had you start early. There should be fewer people here this morning. I’m going to start you on the floor this week, and you’ll start lessons later in the summer.” 

	I nod. “Sounds good to me.” 

	“Wonderful. You can leave anything you need back here.”

	Someone calls his name from the front of the store. 

	“Excuse me.” He nods once before leaving. 

	Jonas is right. Work isn’t difficult during the morning. A few people come in to look at pianos and I direct them when they have questions. But mostly, they just wander around and look for themselves, occasionally playing a few bars of a song. 

	Around three, there’s an influx of parents and children in the after-school rush for piano lessons. The little kids come in first, then people closer to my age start to trickle in as the clock creeps closer to four. Most of them come in alone, directly to the private rooms, but a few parents stick around to make conversation while their kids are in lessons. 

	I duck into the back room to avoid an overbearing father with too-big veneers walking directly towards me. My anxiety rises and I push it down, breathing slowly in and out of my nose to a count of four as I lean against the door. 

	I’ve always been anxious according to Sorrel, but it got worse senior year when everything happened. After Davey went missing, and things started to fall apart. I take a few minutes to steady my breathing. I just want everything to return to normal; I don’t want to think about Davey all the time, but I can’t stop now that I’m back.

	No one knows what happened to him, or where he went. He was laughing with us one night, and then he disappeared after a party. I want to know where my best friend went. I want to be able to put him to rest. 

	The parents at the store have cleared out somewhat by the time I step back out. There’s a waiting area within the shop where parents can wait for their children to come out of lessons, as well as a small sandwich shop and a furniture store next door.  

	Work ends at six. Before I clock out, Jonas tells me I’ve done a good job. It brings a smile to my face. I’ve got a couple beginner piano students starting next week, to ease me in before I start taking on more this summer. I play around on a piano in one of the empty practice rooms before I leave, practicing a Chopin piece I played for a recital last year. 

	After a short drive through rush hour traffic, I pull back into my driveway. I plop down on the couch in the living room and put my feet up. I watch National Geographic for a while before my parents get home. 

	My mom comes in first. “How was your day?” she asks as she runs her hand over my hair. 

	“Fine,” I say, tilting my head back to look at her. “How are you?”

	“Long day at work,” she sighs. 

	My dad walks in then, the door from the garage clattering open. 

	“My girls,” he says, walking over to kiss my forehead and kissing my mom on the lips. I roll my eyes, but I enjoy their cheesy displays of affection. 

	After thirty minutes I force myself off the couch and change into running shorts and a tank top. On the way downstairs, I smell dinner bubbling on the stove. I jog around the neighborhood while it cooks. I like running; I can do it alone, and the runner’s high keeps me going long enough to relieve stress. It’s easy to do whenever I need to clear my head, and it keeps me in shape. 

	The subdivision is made up of all Black families that live here. It’s not a gated community, but it has its own gym, pool, park, and tennis courts. I wave to Mr. and Mrs. Lake as I pass them, the old couple who live a street over. They walk hand in hand. 

	When I get back home, I shower and co-wash my hair. After lotion and jojoba oil to combat the summer frizz, I put on an old t-shirt and jean shorts and sit on the hammock in the backyard with my phone and headphones. I scroll through my phone and catch up on all the messages I didn’t check earlier today.

	Some are from my roommate at college, Kaitlin, trying to figure out housing and fall registration. We’d been randomly assigned each other as roommates freshman year. I could call her a friend and we got along well. 

	I had been trying to get a single until Kait asked me to room with her again. Our other friends operated on varying degrees of messiness, so this was the best option for all of us. 

	We’re hoping for a four-person suite, with two connected doubles and a bathroom and kitchen to share with two other friends. Kait was subleasing an apartment in Boston for the summer as she interned at a nonprofit. I’d decided to come back home instead of trying to find summer housing in Boston. 

	I’d missed home, but I did learn to love the city. Freshman year was difficult at first, but I adjusted after a couple months. I was still reeling from Davey’s disappearance, but I was able to move away from it—literally to a different city. It went from him consuming my every thought to only thinking of him late at night, the time when we used to talk the most. Then there were other days where I didn’t think of him at all. I wondered what happened to him. I cried over him, but I could still live my life. I faced the fact that he was never coming back. 

	I’m doing better now, though it took a couple months of therapy before I left to get me to a good place mentally. In Boston, I’d gone to one of the school counselors for a few sessions and researched mental health religiously. I practiced every mindfulness aspect I could, tried to get enough sleep, cut down on caffeine outside of exams, and stopped drinking. It’s easier to keep going now; I’m not as empty feeling. I don’t always feel the weight of his absence. 

	I’m doing better. I repeat the mantra in my head over and over. I can do this. I am okay. I can do this. I am okay. I can get through this. 

	 

	
Then

	Mid-May, Senior Year

	 

	Tonight, there’s a party at Maxwell Graves’ house, complete with a heated pool, home theater, fully stocked bar cabinet, and no parental supervision. 

	Davey’s technically not supposed to be out. His mom told him that she worries when he’s out all night. Usually, he listens to her when she gets like this. But not tonight. 

	Tonight, he just leaves, damn the consequences. He climbs out of his window, jumping to catch the branch of the large maple tree that’s just within reach. It’s an easy way in and out. 

	He knows Laine’s staying at Mack’s house for the night. Sorrel’s out of town visiting family, and Arthur’s been in a mood. None of his best friends are going, just guys from the lacrosse team. Laine and Arthur are supposed to pick him up to drop him off, but they’re not staying at the party with him. 

	Davey sits in the tree outside his bedroom window, his legs swinging back and forth. No one has texted him yet. His friends are late, but he doesn’t care. 

	He looks up at the stars, tracing the outline of the constellations he recognizes. He used to love camping in boy scouts. His dad would come on trips and take him out to look at the stars. 

	The lights are still off in his house. Everything except the kitchen light, which they leave on overnight in case anyone comes downstairs. The kitchen is empty, so his mom is probably still asleep. 

	The night is quiet save for the gentle sound of the wind. 

	He doesn’t know how long he sits in the tree. It isn’t until he hears something else, what sounds like the gentle thrum of an engine, that he stirs. He checks his phone. He has missed texts and a missed call from Laine. 

	“Oh shit,” he mumbles. He climbs down, landing softly on the grass. Years of practice made him nimble. He peers around the corner of the house. Arthur’s car sits in front of his house. He can see Arthur and Laine, both staring at their phones in the front seats. Laine says something to Arthur before stepping out of the car. 

	She walks closer towards the house. Davey usually meets them outside. 

	“Davey,” she hisses, looking around. He can barely hear her in the night. He pats his pockets, making sure he has everything. He does. Perfect. 

	“Davey,” she says, louder this time. She still doesn’t see him. 

	“What?” he says, stepping forward. She starts. 

	“What do you mean, what? We’ve been waiting for you. What the hell were you doing?”

	“I'm—you know what, never mind. I got distracted.” He smiles, trying to distract her. 

	“In the fucking trees?”

	“Yeah. I had to get out.” 

	She looks at him, concern in her eyes. 

	“Thanks for coming to pick me up,” he beams, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and lifting her a bit off her feet.

	She lets him, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I didn’t drive, Arthur did.”

	“Yeah, but you’re here still.” He releases her and presses a kiss to the side of her head. She smiles at him softly. 

	“You're late,” Laine says, crossing her arms over her chest before walking towards the car. 

	“Yeah, I know, Lainey-bear. God, I love my mom, but really, she's up my ass all the time.” Davey puffs angrily on his vape pen. He ducks into the backseat before Laine steps into the front. 

	“You’re late,” Arthur says. 

	“Yeah, I’m always late.” He reaches up and squeezes Arthur’s shoulder in a silent thank you. Arthur meets his gaze in the rearview mirror and nods. 

	“Let’s go,” Davey says. 

	 

	
Chapter 2

	Now

	 

	The first week at Musically Inclined flies by. Jonas gives me the pieces my students are working on to get familiar with them before I start teaching piano next week. I’m filling in for other people until I take over students of my own. I have a half day on Fridays, but in exchange I teach a few early morning classes on Saturday. It’s not a bad deal, and I still have time to do things Friday and Saturday night. 

	On Wednesday, I fill in for Tony when he gets a flat tire on the way to his afternoon lessons. I teach Beethoven to an older man who picked up piano after he retired. It’s nice to teach older people sometimes and take a break from squirming kids.

	Sorrel and I watch terrible horror movies nearly every night on the projector set up in my parents’ backyard, save for Thursday when there are thunderstorms. My parents and I watch The Princess and the Frog and The Lion King for family movie night. 

	The strangest part about being back is how easily I slip into a routine. I feel like I’m back in high school again. I even start to drive to school one morning before I switch my turn signal to the other direction and correct myself. 

	On May sixteenth, I don’t feel right. This was the last time anyone saw Davey. He disappeared sometime during the night after a party, and we never saw him again. 

	I stare at the picture on my nightstand, the frame with all five of my oldest friends. Mackenzie, Arthur, Sorrel, Davey, and I have been friends since kindergarten. Had been. Our faces are pushed together in the photo, and Davey’s arm is stretched out in front of us to snap the picture. 

	When Davey first went missing, I drove myself crazy looking for little traces of him. I read article after article that came out. I tried to talk to people who had seen him that night, though it was difficult to get people to say anything. They didn’t want to tell on their own drunken exploits, especially with the police involved. 

	I keep myself from looking as long as I can, but in the end, I visit Davey’s Facebook page, archived now after his assumed death. I click through the photos I’m tagged in. He loved photography, and his parents had given him his first fancy camera in middle school. He loved taking pictures of us. 

	I stare at the memories, all the little bits of him I have spread around my room from years of friendship. He should still be here. Tears prick my eyes, and I look away. 

	***

	As it nears the end of May, I see more and more people that I knew from high school come back for the summer. I go to the movies with Elizabeth, one of my old friends from the track team. We were never very close, but the camaraderie that comes with being on a team together still stays around. 

	My first paycheck comes at the very end of May, and Sorrel and I get all-you-can-eat sushi to celebrate. By now I’m used to driving again, but I clench my hands tightly on the wheel every time I pass the turn to get to Davey’s house. 

	I’ve fully settled into work by the time June begins. I spend the afternoons teaching thirty-minute lessons, with clients aged six through sixty. Some are learning piano for the first time, and others are resuming lessons and remembering music from their younger days.  

	On a slow Monday, when the sky is cloudy and gray and barely any customers wander around the store, I get an email from Constance Briar. I don’t check it until after work, at Sorrel’s house eating barbecued ribs in the backyard. Barbeque is a weekend tradition between our two families, whenever our parents had the time. 

	My heart plummets when I read the subject line. Memorial for David Woods. I wince at the use of his full name. He hated being called David, always preferred our nickname of Davey. 

	We invite you to attend a memorial service to honor the life of David Woods. This service has been pushed to accommodate alumni who will be returning from college before the high school calendar is complete. We would like to extend our condolences to David’s family at this time. 

	There’s a picture of Davey underneath, his yearbook photo from senior year. He wears his varsity jacket and smiles softly into the camera. His hair was longer from growing it out the previous summer, curling towards the ends. I’m taken back to the last time I saw him, the night of Maxwell Graves’ party. The last place Davey was seen, on the last night he was seen. I snap the ponytail band on my arm against the inside of my wrist. 

	I don’t realize I’ve been still for too long until Sorrel snaps his fingers in front of my face. 

	“What?” I ask, my mind rushing back to the soft air and buzz of the backyard. 

	“You good there, Lainey?” His voice is muffled through a mouthful of macaroni.

	 “Did you get the email from Constance Briar?” I ask. 

	 “Haven’t checked. What’s it about?”

	 “Davey.” 

	His eyebrows knit together, and he pulls his phone from his pocket to check. I stare at him as he reads the screen. His eyes flash to mine before settling on his phone. 

	“Are you going to go?” He doesn’t look at me when he asks. 

	“I don’t know.” I look out towards the fireflies dancing in the night. “Are you?”

	“Yeah, I think so.” 

	I chew on my lip, hesitating with my answer. 

	 “Laine.” Sorrel’s hand comes to rest on my arm. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

	And I don’t want to. I want to curl up in bed with Davey’s sweatshirt that I pushed to the back of my bottom dresser drawer. I want to forget that we still don’t know where his body is, and I want to forget the hole he left in my heart. But at the same time, I want to see memories of him again. I want confirmation that everyone remembers him, that I’m not the only one who has trouble moving on. 

	“I should, though.” 

	“Why?” 

	“I don’t know.” I do know, I just don’t want to say the real reason. I don’t want to let him go. I haven’t seen him in over a year, and I feel like I’m starting to forget him. I don’t want to forget. But I also don’t want to start bawling in the middle of the service because of it. I don’t want to deal with the stares of everyone from Constance Briar who knew we were friends, either. 

	“Well, they say closure is good, right?” 

	This isn’t closure, I want to say. Closure would be if Davey’s body was found. At least then there would be an end. I don’t have any more hope that he’s still alive—that left me months after he went missing, when law enforcement didn’t find him within the first seventy-two hours, or any leads and eventually declared him dead. 

	I pick at my food for the rest of the night. After dinner, we move to gather around the fire pit. Eden is going on a girl scout camping trip next week, and she gives us a run-down of survival tips as Sorrel and I roast marshmallows and our parents talk over cocktails. 

	I pick at a s’more and think of Davey and the memorial service.  My mom notices my silence.

	“What’s wrong?” she asks. 

	“Nothing,” I say, shoving the rest of the s’more in my mouth. “Just thinking.” 

	Sorrel looks up and I shake my head at him, silently telling him to keep quiet. 

	“You think too hard,” she says, kissing the top of my head. “You get it from your grandfather.” I roll my eyes. My grandmother used to say that he was a worrier, and I’d gotten that same trait. 

	“Are we going to visit grandma this summer?” I ask. She lives in Florida now, at a retirement community with her friend she’d known since middle school. Both of their husbands died, and they made the decision. 

	“Probably not until your Thanksgiving break. But they want to see their grandbaby sometime this year,” my dad says from the other side of the fire. 

	My parents start yawning around ten thirty. I nudge Sorrel when his mom and dad join them. “Tired ass,” he says, smiling at his dad.

	“Watch it,” his dad says, tossing a pillow at him good naturedly. 

	“Laine and I can clean up if you want to go to sleep.”

	“Don’t drag me into this, this is your house.”

	This earns a laugh from both sets of parents. 

	We pretend to clean up as our parents go inside. I can hear my mom’s laugh from the kitchen. 

	Sorrel pours us both two fingers of whiskey, occasionally glancing back to the kitchen to make sure our parents aren’t watching. 

	I shoot it back, finishing with a small cough. 

	“Shh,” Sorrel hisses. I stifle a laugh and poke him in the side. 

	“Your turn.” 

	 “It’s whiskey, you’re supposed to savor it.”

	 “And neither of our parents will let us drink, so what are you going to do if they catch us?”

	 “Fine.” He tosses it back. “This is expensive.”

	Our parents disappear from the kitchen, but we don’t go inside for another hour. Instead, we sit by the fire, whiskey glasses in hand, pretending that we’re back before everything got bad. It’s us in the backyard, family under the stars. I can pretend, for this brief amount of time, that everything is okay. 

	***

	The smell of sausage and grits pulls me down the stairs the next morning. We eat grits savory, with butter and cheese. Before I left for college, we had family breakfast together every weekend. I missed it, and I missed them. We’ve always been a close family, and I’m glad to be back. 

	“Did you get the email from your school, baby?” My mom asks. I clench my teeth. Of course my parents have seen it. Constance Briar makes every effort to keep in contact with parents. Parents are automatically signed up to receive emails as well after their children have graduated. Fundraisers, auctions, donations, carnivals, volunteer opportunities, and ploys for donations are always scheduled. My parents joked that they were trying to bleed them dry with calls for extra donations on top of yearly tuition. 

	“Yeah, I got it,” I mumble as I fill a bowl with grits. 

	“I think you should go,” she continues. “It would be a good opportunity to catch up with some of your old friends. And to find other people who know what you're going through to talk to.” My mom gives me a look, like she knows what’s best for me but also knows that I may not listen to her advice. 

	I bite my tongue. The four of us—Sorrel, Arthur, Mack, and me—had been friends for as long as I could remember, but we haven’t spoken in months. But it used to be the five of us. I didn’t know how to tell my parents we had split because of Davey’s disappearance. So, I never did. They don’t know that we stopped talking. I think they have some idea, since they kept asking me about Mack, and how she was never around anymore. I told them we were all busy with school. That was a believable enough lie. I started spending more time with the track team. It was less suspicious that way, and I managed to wrangle “going out with friends” into a satisfactory answer.  

	“I’ll think about it,” I say eventually. 

	“Does that mean yes, or that you’ll think about it so little you actually forget it because you don’t really want to go,” my dad says, peering at me over the newspaper. 

	I laugh. “Both,” I say. I don’t know what would be better. I can’t stop thinking about Davey, I know that much for sure.

	
Then

	Mid-May, Senior Year

	 

	Davey sits down next to Laine, throwing his arm around her shoulders. She sits in the commons room, reserved for only juniors and seniors. He puts a cup of coffee on the table in front of her. A vanilla latte, her favorite.

	“Lainey-bear,” he croons, using the childhood nickname she has a soft spot for. 

	“What are you going to ask me for?” She eyes the coffee suspiciously but picks it up and takes a sip anyway. 

	“How do you know I’m going to ask you something? Can’t I just be excited to see my best friend?”

	“Nah, you lead with Lainey-bear and you bring me coffee? You want something.”

	“The coffee is because I’m nice.” And it was. He’d thought of their text messages last night, and how eventually they’d ended up video calling, staying up late together doing homework. He’d gotten coffee for himself; he figured it would be good. And judging by the look on her face after a sip, it was. 

	“Okay, I do have something to ask you,” he relents. 

	She rolls her eyes. “What?”

	“Come to a lacrosse party with me this weekend. It’s at Maxwell’s house.”

	“No, I don’t want to come. I thought you didn’t like him anyways?”

	Davey looks off down the hallway. “I don’t really, but he’s on the team with me. It’ll be a fun time.”

	“Hardly. Besides, I’m sleeping over at Mack’s that night.”

	“Get her to come too.” 

	She shakes her head. “Her mom made her promise I would be the only one over. She’s still mad that Mack got detention.”

	“For what?”

	“Texting in class.” 

	Davey wrinkles his nose. “Ew. Was it Mr. Peter?”

	“Yeah.” Laine scoffs. 

	“Fuck him. You should still come, though.”

	“Come to Mack’s instead. I think Arthur is going to stop by.” Laine leans her head on his shoulder.

	“I’ll think about it,” he says. 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Now

	 

	I see the concerned glances my parents throw me when they think I’m not looking. They worried about me so much after Davey’s disappearance, even if they didn’t always express it. Sorrel did too. He knows how much I obsessed over his disappearance. I want to go, but I’m afraid to think of him. I got by in college without the black cloud of his absence, but it’s starting to hang over me again. 

	By the time next week rolls around, after pushing from my parents, I decide to go to Davey’s memorial service. 

	“Good,” Sorrel says when I tell him, his feet kicked up on my living room table. “I ain’t wanna go alone.” 

	I roll my eyes. He reaches over and squeezes my hand. 

	Later that day, I text Elizabeth to ask if she’s going, but she says she feels weird when she didn’t know him that well. 

	Elizabeth: Unless you need me for support? 

	Laine: No, thanks though. 

	I sigh. I’ll have Sorrel there for support.

	***

	The service is at three-thirty Friday afternoon, late enough that those still in high school who knew him could come after class. Luckily, I have only half days of work on Fridays, and Sorrel asked for the afternoon off from work. 

	Sorrel and I drive together in his Lexus. “I fucking hate this place,” he curses as we pull into the school parking lot. It’s crowded, still mostly full of current students. We park in the visitor spots near the front, much closer than the student parking lot. 

	I see a few people younger than me that I recognize, either from the team or from my music and orchestra classes. It feels surreal, that I’m no longer part of this system that defined my life for years.

	Davey, Arthur, Sorrel, Mack, and I were best friends. Although, between classes, sports, and clubs, we interacted with a lot of other people. And hated a lot of other people. But we were the center of our universe, and everyone else was inconsequential, on the outskirts of our orbit. 

	Sorrel parks, and we walk inside, going around the side of the brick building and into the doors leading to the hallway by the smallest gym. The halls smell the same, right down to the cloying air freshener from automatic sprayers that never quite manage to mask the stench of sweat from the nearby locker rooms. Pictures of all the graduating classes from the last fifty years hang on the walls. I stop in front of our year for a moment. I can see myself standing in one of the middle rows, half smiling for the camera. It was taken early in the school year, with enough time to have it printed in the yearbook. I search for Davey. I pick out his face on the other side of the photo. He’s grinning at the camera, his arm around someone that I vaguely recognize from the lacrosse team. 

	I haven’t thought about this place this closely in months. The sharp edges of high school have dulled, to the point where they no longer cut as deeply as they used to. 

	The gymnasium is crowded with current students dressed in uniforms and athletic clothes. Alumni mill around in casual clothes, sticking to the edges of the gym. An occasional screech from sneakers echoes against the floor, the sound bouncing off the high ceilings. I close my eyes for a moment and imagine that I’m back in high school again and that Davey is here with me.  

	An empty podium sits in the middle of the gym, facing the bleachers and flanked by banners in our school colors. A poster with Davey's junior year yearbook photo with “in remembrance” underneath it sits to the right. My stomach flips at the sight of him and I turn away, my eyes roving over the crowd of people. A group of boys sets up cones on lines of the gym floor, for what I assume is some sports practice after. All of this, for the pieces of his memory to be moved when this assembly is over. 

	I don’t know anyone here well enough to talk to now besides Sorrel. I smile thinly at a girl on the track team who walks in. She’s a junior now, two years younger than me and was on JV last year. She waves, then goes to sit with a group of girls on the far end of the bleachers. 

	“You know anyone here yet?” I ask Sorrel. 

	“Nope. Kenny is on his way. Should be here soon.” 

	Kenny is his friend from the football team. Kenny and I had never particularly gotten along. I must show it on my face because Sorrel laughs. 

	“I know you hate him,” he says. 

	“I don’t hate him, he’s just an asshole.” 

	Sorrel snorts. “Can’t argue with you there.” 

	“Good,” I say. 

	He rolls his eyes. 

	Kenny walks through the door two minutes later. “Speak of the devil,” I joke. Sorrel waves at him, a smile on his face. Kenny waves back. 

	“Yo, forty-one!” He always called Sorrel by his jersey number from the football team. 

	“Hey Laine,” he says when he gets closer.

	“Hi, Kenny.” I give him a half smile as he throws an arm around Sorrel. 

	“Laine?” I turn to find Ms. Stuart, my English teacher from junior and senior year, the one who had encouraged me to take AP English in the first place. Her dyed black hair falls around her shoulders, and her thick black framed glasses make her blue eyes stand out even more, along with the smile lines around them. 

	“Oh my gosh, hello,” she says, the excitement in her voice contagious. 

	“Hi Ms. Stuart, how are you?” She was one of my favorite teachers. 

	“I’m as good as I can be for the occasion. Oh, give me a hug.” She gives me a quick squeeze before stepping back. 

	“How are you doing, dear? How was your first year of college?” 

	“It's been pretty good. I got home for summer break a couple weeks ago.”

	“Oh, you went to school in Boston, right? How do you like it?”

	“I love it.” And I really do. I don’t regret moving to the city. 

	“I knew you would. I remember when you came back from your admitted students' visit, you were gushing over it. You were the first out of all your friends to hear back.”

	“And you, Sorrel,” she says. He turns around to his name. Kenny gives a small wave and wanders off. 

	“Hi Ms. Stuart,” he says. He was in her English class junior year. “And where are the other two of you? Mackenzie and Arthur, isn’t that right? You four were as thick as thieves.”

	“I haven’t seen them yet today,” I say, which isn’t technically a lie. I don’t add that I haven’t talked to them in almost a year.  

	“Have you all kept in touch throughout college?”

	“I mean, we haven’t talked as much as we used to,” Sorrel chimes in, rescuing me. It feels too difficult, having to talk about the loss of Davey and our ruined friendship. I follow Mack and Arthur on social media, and that’s it. It looks like they’re at least having some fun in college, and I’m glad they seem to be doing well.

	“Oh, there they are now,” she says, looking over to the door. I whip around, my eyes searching. They’re not together, just walking in at the same time. Arthur walks with Trent, one of his friends from the sailing team. They’re both nearly identically dressed in pastel shorts and graphic t-shirts. Arthur runs a hand through his dark brown hair, gesturing to Trent with the other as he talks. 

	Behind him, Mack comes in clustered with a group of field hockey girls. Her platinum highlights have grown out of her dirty blonde hair. She’s tan from the sun, the freckles on her arms and face visible. 

	My eyes meet Mack’s blue ones, and she cocks her head to the side when she catches me staring. She smiles tentatively, and I smile back. 

	“Mackenzie!” Ms. Stuart calls, waving her over.  I don’t expect her to come, but she nods, says something to her former teammates, then heads over to us. I glance back at Arthur to find him staring too. He looks pissed, his dark eyes clouding. I turn away, avoiding his gaze.  

	“Arthur,” she calls as well. I stop myself from cringing. This is going to be awkward. A look of surprise ghosts over his face before he walks over, not bothering to say anything to Trent, who looks over with mild disdain. He doesn’t follow Arthur to us. 

	The awkwardness is painful, though it doesn’t seem to be visible to Ms. Stuart. 

	“Oh, it's so wonderful to see all four of you together again,” she gushes.  “I remember how good of friends you all were with Davey.” 

	I smile tightly. Sorrel’s jaw clenches. She looks over all of us as we fight not to glance between ourselves. 

	“I’ll let you four catch up then,” she says. “I’ve got to say hello to Marnie now. It was wonderful to see you all again.”  She drifts away before any of us have a chance to protest. 

	We stand in awkward silence until Mack laughs nervously. “This is kind of ridiculous. We can talk, right?” 

	“Let’s talk then,” Sorrel says. He glances at me, eyebrow raised. I give him a tight-lipped smile. “What have you two been up to?” 

	 Mack’s already teary eyed. 

	“Oh, Mack don’t—" I start, but she interrupts me. 

	“I’m at Michigan. I mean, you remember. Haven’t decided my major yet. Maybe political science?”

	“I’m at Howard. Econ and English double major, sociology minor. Still trying to make it to law school,” Sorrel says. 

	“MIT for computational linguistics,” Arthur snaps.  

	“Not computer science?” I blurt. 

	“Not anymore,” he says, his eyes boring into mine. “What about you, Laine?”

	“Boston University. Music, and probably something else, though I haven’t decided.”

	“Interesting.” Arthur’s voice is flat when he responds. I know why. I hadn’t visited him in Boston. I ignored his texts. I couldn’t face him. All I could think of was us, and Davey, and the role we had played. 

	“How has your summer been?” I ask. I know I owe him an apology. I’m not sure how to give it. 

	Arthur shrugs, his eyes not moving from mine. “School. Work.”

	Whatever Sorrel is going to say in response is interrupted by microphone feedback. Shushes echo across the gym as the principal, Ms. Bailey, steps up to the podium. We look at each other, then sit where we are on the bleachers. There’s a sliver of space between us, not pressed together as we used to be. 

	“As many of you know,” she begins. “Last year was marred by the disappearance of a student that was well loved within our community.” Arthur snorts. Davey was a lot of things, but “well loved” was not necessarily one of them. Popular, maybe. But he wasn’t close to any of the people he went to parties with, only us. He was charismatic and genuinely liked being around people. He’d been invaluable in fighting the racist kids, an inevitability since no one in the school administration really punished anyone. He protected us, and he loved us, and we loved him back. My eyes sting with tears and I blink hard to force them back.

	“David Woods was a bright, vibrant, member of this school. His disappearance rocked us all. We come together today to honor him, and to remember that he is still in all our hearts.”

	They list his accomplishments: lacrosse, track, robotics, that time sophomore year where we all thought it would be a good idea to audition for the school play and Davey got in with no prior acting experience. He took the role, and we all went to the play to watch his debut. We went to each show, eager to see him out of his element. He was only a background dancer, but we cheered for him the loudest at curtain call and brought him flowers after opening night.  

	Mrs. Bailey finishes her speech. “If you have any information about his disappearance, please do not hesitate to reach out to the school, his mother, or law enforcement. Thank you all so much. And now, we will end with a moment of silence for him.” 

	I can’t help but glance around during the silence. Most people have their heads down, though I can see a few people texting with their phones in their laps or staring up at the ceiling. A muffled cough breaks through the quiet and Ms. Bailey looks up sharply, her eyes scanning for the perpetrator before focusing down again when she can’t locate the disturbance. 

	A minute later, she breathes softly into the microphone. “Thank you all for coming today to honor his memory. Please keep David and his mother in your hearts as we hope for his safe return.”

	I want him as more than a memory. I want him back beside me breathing again, tugging on my braids whenever he wants me to do something, just like he used to do when we were little kids. 

	The second the speech stops, the gym erupts into a flurry of movement and a dull roar of noise as people stand up to leave. I look at Sorrel and mouth Do you want to go? He nods, pulling his keys from his pocket. 

	Arthur rests a hand on my arm before I get far. “Laine, wait. Can I talk to you?” 

	“Um.”  I look back to Sorrel. He shrugs. 

	“We have to go, actually. Sorrel drove me and he has somewhere to be.” I want to get out of here as fast as I can. I’m not prepared to face them, especially Arthur. 

	“Yeah, late meeting,” he lies. 

	“Sure.” Arthur sets his jaw and turns to move past me. 

	My heart plummets. “Wait,” I say. “I’ll text you.” He narrows his eyes and crosses his arms. 

	“Will you actually respond this time Lainey, are you going to ignore me for another year?”  

	I’ll admit that stings. I shake my head. “No.” I don’t know how to tell him sorry. Sorry that I left him to deal with everything alone. Sorry that I left him when he needed me. “I mean, no I won’t leave you hanging. I’m sorry.”

	“What's happening here?” Mack asks, looking between us. 

	“Nothing,” we both say at the same time. 

	She raises an eyebrow. “Sure. Okay then.” 

	Sorrel stands. “I’m heading out. You coming?” 

	“Yeah.” Mack follows him, glancing back at us. She looks between Arthur and me. “You all can finish whatever that is.”  

	It’s nothing is on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t say it. It’s not really nothing. 

	 It’s then that I notice people glancing at us and whispering. A group of boys from the football team sitting two rows in front of us are the loudest. 

	    Parker stands in front of Mack. Nick stands beside him. I’d had classes with both of them, and I know for sure that Davey didn’t like them. He hated Parker, and only tolerated Nick because they were both on the lacrosse team. So why were they here? Just to make everyone miserable? 

	“What do we have here?” Parker sneers. 

	“Get the fuck out of the way, Parker.” Sorrel pushes past them. 

	Mack shakes her head. “Glad to see you're still a douche Parker,” she says. 

	I don't even spare glances their way, and neither does Arthur. The bleachers shake as we stomp down, and we fall into a line as we exit the gym together. 

	Once we’re outside the doors, Arthur makes a beeline for his car before I can say anything else. Mack stops walking, tugging on my arm. I turn to face her. Sorrel either doesn’t notice or has decided to leave us by ourselves. We stand across from each other, just the two of us staring. 

	“How long are you going to be in town?” Mack asks. 

	“I’ll be here until the beginning of August,” I say. 

	“Alright, me too.” She nods. 

	“We should catch up,” I say. And I mean it. I miss her. 

	“Yeah.” She smiles thinly. 

	“I missed you,” I say. 

	“I missed you too, Lainey-bear.” She smiles for real this time. 

	I smile at my old nickname. Davey started calling me that in second grade, and it had stuck within us. 

	I walk back to Sorrel’s car and slide into the passenger seat. 

	“You good?” he asks. 

	“I’ll manage,” I say, my chest tight. 

	Sorrel turns on the engine but doesn’t move. He stares at me. 

	 “What?” I say, looking out the window.

	 “What the hell was that with Arthur?”

	“What the hell was what?” I still avoid eye contact.

	“You know what I’m asking. The way you look at each other, it’s just loaded. Something happened there that you’re not telling me.” 

	    I shake my head. “It’s nothing. I didn’t respond to his messages, even though we were both in Boston. And going off the last thing he texted me, he’s pretty mad about it.” I hadn’t known what to say to him. Originally, it had been a source of excitement. We could still see each other, we would be in the same city, we could meet all the time. And I’d thrown a wrench right in it when I stopped responding to any of his messages.  

	    He sighs. “Okay. Yeah, I can see that making him angry.” He finally puts the car in drive. 

	“I miss all of us,” I whisper. I hadn’t allowed myself to say that aloud before, but I do. I miss the closeness of our friendship. 

	“Me too,” Sorrel says, almost too quietly for me to hear. 

	We’re silent for the rest of the drive back. 

	There’s one thing I haven’t thought about, that I pushed deep down somewhere inside myself where I wouldn’t think about it. Arthur and I had helped Davey sneak out the night he went missing. That’s why I couldn’t face him at the end of senior year. Every time I looked at him, I thought of that night. I couldn’t think about anything other than the last time I’d seen Davey’s face.  

	 

	
Then

	February, Senior Year

	 

	Davey fucking hates college applications. There's just so many of them, and he’s got to pay for so many individual places. A bunch of them have different side applications as well, and it all seems so unnecessary. 

	He sits with his mom at the kitchen table as he sends in more applications. Emptiness hangs heavy where his dad should be. 

	He's asked his older brother for advice and all Todd told him was “just be yourself. Go see which colleges you like. You've got the grades for all the in-state schools.” 

	Which is fine, but he realizes most of his friends are applying to both in-state schools and schools farther away. He’s worried he might be left behind when they all move. Laine and Arthur and Sorrel have been applying to schools all over the country. Davey has missed the early application deadlines for a few schools, but most regular decision applications are still open. And that’s what he’s doing now, trying to get his life together. His mom tells him it’s important to keep going, but it’s hard without his dad. 

	His mom plants a kiss on top of his forehead. “Your dad would have been so proud of you,” she whispers. There's a pang in his chest. 

	“I know,” he chokes out, holding back tears. His mom squeezes his shoulders and silently inputs her credit card number to submit the applications. 

	He sits and stares, first at his hands, then at the photo of the whole family in the kitchen. It was taken when he was ten. He stands next to his brother, and they hold hands. His mom and dad stand behind them. All of them are smiling. 

	His dad should be here for this. His dad should still be here.

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	Now

	 

	On Monday, my phone dings with a new text message from a group chat made up of me, Arthur, Mack, and Sorrel. It hasn’t been used since last summer.

	Arthur: Lunch on Friday?

	Laine: I get off work at noon, I’m free after that. 

	Sorrel: I’m at work until 5. Dinner instead? 

	Mack: I’m coaching 1-5. I’m free after that, dinner sounds good.

	Arthur: 5:30/6 at Maria’s then?

	Maria’s, the twenty-four-hour diner. My phone digs with resounding “yeses” from everyone, and I add my own. This is how we’ve always talked to one another, slipping into our old ways like nothing had changed. 

	    The week goes on as usual. I teach piano lessons. I follow Jonas as he sells a piano, watching the process and learning how to schedule delivery for something that big and expensive. 

	    I hold it together during the day, but night is where I fall apart. I spend the late afternoons and evenings outside on the hammock in the backyard, or the living room couch with my laptop on nights when there are too many mosquitos. I search everything I can find about Davey’s death, again. Most of the articles are from last year when he first went missing. 

	I stare endlessly at the picture taped to my wall above my desk, of the five of us. It was taken at the Halloween Hayride our senior year. I was sandwiched between Davey and Mack, holding a paper cup of hot cider in one hand and a doughnut in the other. Sorrel sits next to Mack, Arthur on his other side. 

	I’m in bed, thinking of them, when our group chat buzzes on my phone. 

	Sorrel: We still on for tomorrow?

	Arthur: Yeah

	Mack: Yay! I’m so excited :)

	Laine: :) 

	I smile to myself before I go to sleep. 

	***

	When Friday rolls around, I change out of my work clothes and into jean shorts and a t-shirt before leaving. I get to the diner a few minutes early. It’s mostly empty when I pull up. It's not quite late enough for dinner, and thankfully there are some empty booths inside. I sit on a bench outside, scrolling on my phone to kill time. 

	“Hey Lainey-bear.” I jerk my head up to the teasing tone of Arthur's voice. He sits down next to me, still in a button up shirt and khakis from work. He bumps his shoulder against mine. 

	“Arthur,” I say, my lips curling into a smile. I like this, that I still feel the familiarity even after months of absence. He looks like he wants to reach up and hug me. But he hesitates, and I sit back, and then the moment is gone. 

	“Are we the first ones here?” 

	“Of course. Have you ever known Mack or Sorrel to be on time?”

	He snorts. “You’re not wrong.”

	“How’s work?” I ask, gesturing to him and what he’s wearing. 

	“Fine. I’m working at my dad's company. I’m trying to run this new code, it’s—” he trails off, waving his hand in dismissal. “It’s complicated but it’s also stupid and I can’t technically talk about it with people outside the company.”

	“Sure.” 

	“What are you doing for the summer?” He asks. 

	“I’m working at Musically Inclined.” 

	“That’s cool! Still teaching?” 

	I nod. “Yeah. It’s good, I get paid by the hour and extra for teaching.”

	“Big money,” he says, poking my arm. 

	“Rich coming from the comp ling major. Are you gunna become a tech bro in Silicon Valley?”

	“That’s the dream, more money and computers than I know what to do with.”  His smile falters and then he sighs. “Corporate culture is terrible, and I don’t want to work in an office, but I don’t know how to get out of it. It’s coding. I can code from home.” 

	I smile, despite myself, letting out a small laugh. He beams at me. “No, wait, don’t laugh. It was terrible, Lainey. Everything took forever and it was so hard to get into classes. And there’s less math in comp ling. Honestly, working with artificial intelligence sounds so much better.” He nods once when he’s done, hesitating. 

	“No, I get it. I was going to do a chemistry minor, but after gen chem I said fuck it. That class was terrible,” I say. 

	Arthur smiles. “Aw, but you always loved chem.” 

	And I had, back in high school when it wasn’t that hard, and labs were only the length of class time. “I loved it when I didn’t have to do four-hour labs and write long ass lab reports.” 

	We lapse into silence, watching cars drive by on the street. I shield my eyes against the late afternoon sun. 

	    “Why’d you ignore me for the year?” Arthur asks, breaking the silence. I wince. His fist clenches on his lap, like he’s bracing himself for my answer. And I don’t have a good one. It had just been easier to run away, to focus on everything new rather than focusing on the past. 

	    “It’s like there’s just a hole where he is. I can’t…” I shake my head. “It was too painful. I couldn’t think of it. Well… you know.” I don’t say it aloud. Arthur and I were the ones who dropped Davey off the night he went missing. And that was the last time we saw him. 

	   Arthur nods in understanding. “I get it. Well, no, I don’t understand why you couldn’t have just told me that. But I get it. I think about it too.” 

	    “I was depressed. I couldn’t face it. I couldn’t face you. I didn’t really face anyone.” 

	He rests his head on my shoulder. “I missed you, Lainey-bear.”

	“I missed you too.” I feel a pang in my chest. Why had I let us drift so far apart? 

	For the next fifteen minutes, it’s just me and Arthur again. We don’t stop talking, trying to tell each other so much of what we missed over the past year. It’s fun to catch up with him, to find out all that he’s been doing. Another wave of guilt hits me. It didn’t have to be like this. I could have talked to him, and we wouldn’t be so far apart now. 

	“I even go running now. Long distance.” 

	“Lainey, you hate distance running,” Arthur says. I used to. I’d only done sprints in track in high school.  I got into it because I wanted some space. Between a roommate, communal bathrooms, and being around so many people I didn’t have any privacy. But with long distance running, it was different. People felt farther away, and I could think and burn off steam. 

	“I know, I know. But the gym is so crowded, and I can just run outside, and no one will bother me.” 

	“Fair enough.” Arthur laughs. “How the mighty have fallen.” 

	I hit his arm, concealing a smile. 

	Sorrel comes after that, sitting on the bench next to us. Mack comes last, and we head into Maria’s. We pile into a booth, Arthur and I on one side, Sorrel and Mack on the other. Sorrel kicks me under the table and I kick him back, sticking my tongue out at him. 

	“What are we ordering?” Mack asks, rubbing her hands together. 

	 “The usual, just like old times?” I suggest. 

	“Hell yeah.” Arthur grins. 

	We get three milkshakes—chocolate, vanilla, strawberry—as well as two Diet Cokes. We split them all, dipping fries and chicken nuggets into the milkshakes.

	“God, I fucking missed this,” says Mack. 

	“I didn't miss Arthur stealing all my fucking ketchup,” I say, playfully slapping his hand away as he reaches, fry in hand, for the ketchup on my plate. 

	He moves around my hand and dips it in anyway, smiling as he chews. All the time apart hadn’t broken us, and it feels like we are still able to pick up exactly where we left off. Except it's even better this time. It’s not the stony silence that we grew used to last summer. We’re in harmony again. Talking is easy and simple, as it should be. 

	We order another round of Cokes and two slices of pie to split, one apple, one chocolate, and four spoons. We share everything again, dipping in each other’s food and drinking from the same straws. 

	“We were great. I miss it,” Sorrel mumbles through a mouth full of pie. 

	“Yeah, I missed your dumb asses” Arthur says. 

	“I missed you all too,” I say. I haven’t felt this content in a long time. 

	We’re silent as the weight of Davey’s missing presence hangs over us. “He should be here,” I say. 

	Arthur heaves a sigh. “I miss him. I fucking miss him.”

	Sorrel squeezes my hand underneath the table. “He should still be here,” he echoes. 

	“We should send his mom flowers or something,” Mack says. 

	“Or one of those giant gift baskets with food and soaps and stuff. She loves fancy soap,” Sorrel chimes in. 

	We stay longer and longer, running outside to refill our parking meters when our time runs out. 

	Mack complains about her job for this summer. She was on the varsity team all four years of high school, and she’s teaching soccer camp. 

	“The kids are exhausting,” she says through a mouthful of fries. “And I’m always sunburnt.” 

	I don’t want this to end. I haven't felt this happy in a long time. College was nice, and I love my friends there, but they haven’t known me as long. This is different, the safe comfort of being with people who've known you your whole life. They've seen all the awkward and bad parts of me, and they still care. I don’t have to tell them my past so they can get to know me—they were there. The secrets, pain, and history are built into our relationship already. 

	We stay there for hours, through the end of the afternoon and well into the evening. The diner empties out and fills again for the dinner rush, but we still don't leave. We order more drinks and another plate of fries to nibble on so we can still have the table. 

	I’ve missed this. I’ve missed us, and the easy comfort of old friends and familiarity. 

	When our waiter brings us the check, it’s finally time to leave. 

	“Okay,” Arthur says, stretching his arms over his head. “Mine? For old time’s sake?” 

	Mine means Arthur’s lake house with a fully stocked bar. His parents didn’t use it that often, and we used to spend nights there, getting drunk and giggly on the small beach out back. I have a sense of dèja vu. The lazy nights of the last parts of senior year, where we spent as much time at the diner as we could handle, then went to Arthur's lake house to raid his parents’ bar there for alcohol, or drink whatever he managed to buy with his fake ID. 

	“What the hell. Yeah,” Sorrel says. 

	“I’m down,” says Mack. 

	“Same,” I echo. I have work tomorrow and maybe I should go to bed early, but I don’t want to. I want to spend more time with them.

	Arthur grins. His smile is more relaxed now, higher on one side, his dimples peeking out. 

	When our waiter comes back, we split the check evenly, four ways. 

	“Alright, let’s go,” Arthur says, standing up and rubbing his hands together. 

	“You all can stay over if you want. We have room. And spare toothbrushes,” he continues. His voice is casual, but even after all this time apart I can still read him like a book. His fingers tap nervously on the table, and there’s a slight clench in his jaw. His eyes meet mine and they’re pleading. He wants us to say yes, but wants to play it cool. 

	“Well, I don't have to teach lessons until eleven tomorrow,” I say. 

	“I don’t have anything to do tomorrow,” Sorrel wags his eyebrows at me. 

	“It's Friday, I don't have anything to do tomorrow either,” Mack says. “Thank God. These kids are driving me crazy.” 

	“Then we should do it,” I grin.  

	“I missed you guys,” Mack says. We all nod in agreement. 

	Arthur grins even harder. 

	 

	
Then

	March, Senior Year

	 

	Davey's been waiting for Saturday the whole week. He just wants everything to stop, wants to spend time with his best friends again and forget about everything that's happening in school. 

	They’re a mix of seventeen and eighteen now, with licenses, cars, and freedom. They've been friends for over ten years, and nothing bad has happened, so he supposes their parents trust them together by now. They have a new tradition: sleepovers at Arthur’s lake house for the weekend. They lie, sometimes. Laine says she’s sleeping at Mack’s house, Mack says she’s sleeping at Laine’s.

	He’s the first one to get the Arthur’s, as always. Then Laine follows, then Mack, then Sorrel. He does some shots, smokes some weed. When he gets dizzy, he lays his head down on Laine’s lap. She runs her hands through his hair the way he likes, and he sighs. He starts to drift off as they watch a movie, some early 2000s horror classic. He doesn’t like horror as much as Arthur and Laine, but sometimes it’s fun to watch some gory movies. He isn’t scared when he’s with his friends. He drifts off to sleep with the gentle feeling of Laine's fingers in his hair, and the sound of Sorrel and Arthur arguing about who’s going to die next in the background. 

	He wakes the next morning to the smell of pancakes. He’s still on the couch, the last one to wake up. Someone has pulled a blanket over him. He stretches, his shoulder popping. 

	“About fucking time,” Laine says from her seat at the kitchen counter. 

	“What?” he asks, his voice raspy and foggy from sleep. “You could have woken me up.”

	“We tried man. You kept saying ‘no five more minutes,’” Sorrel laughs, his mouth full of pancakes. 

	His head doesn't hurt thanks to the weed, but he probably drank too much last night anyways. He wolfs down pancakes topped with syrup and butter before they all change into their swimsuits to spend the rest of the day on Arthur's boat.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	Now

	 

	Arthur's lake house is a three-story McMansion with a TV room, full bar, and a small beach that leads down to a lake, open only to those who own property along its shores. It’s giant, and it even has a dock and a boat out back. Arthur’s parents never let him drive the boat alone, due to one unfortunate accident junior year when he drove into the dock and cracked the hull.  

	The drive from the diner is about forty minutes. On the way there, we are the only ones on the road. Our cars fall in sync one behind the other. I drive with my windows down, music blasting. The stars are out, their light reflecting off the lake, and I’m suspended in this perfect moment. 

	When I’m close to Arthur’s, I call my parents. “Hello?” My mom says through the speaker. 

	“Hey. I’m spending the night at Arthur’s lake house.” 

	My mom laughs. “You think you’re grown, huh? You didn’t even ask.”

	“Can I?” I cajole. “Pretty please?”

	“That’s fine. Just be careful. Call me when you’re coming home in the morning.”

	“I will.” 

	“You four caught up then, huh?”

	“Yeah.” I don’t add more. She can probably hear the excitement in my voice. 

	She laughs. “Alright, honey. Stay safe. Don’t do anything dangerous.”

	“You know I’ll be careful,” I say. “Okay. Bye.”

	“Love you. Don’t get back too late.”

	“Love you too.” I hang up. 

	When I get to Arthur’s, I park in the circle driveway. Arthur has propped the front door open for all of us. Mack waits for me at the door and grabs my hand as we walk in, giving it a quick squeeze. 

	The entryway opens to the main living room. The open floor plan lets us see through into the kitchen, granite countertops and dark wood. Sliding glass doors open to the back deck. The glass doors are open, but the screens are closed to keep out the bugs. The dull roar of a summer night comes in, crickets and cicadas along with a gentle breeze. 

	After a round of tequila shots, we fill glasses with vodka and cranberry juice to pile on the couch to watch a movie. We stack the coffee table with chips and snacks pilfered from the kitchen cabinets. 

	Within two hours, we're all giggly, drunk, and high, courtesy of an old mint tin full of pre-rolled joints Arthur keeps in the guest bedroom “in case of emergencies.”  

	 Sorrel and Arthur are flung over the loveseat, their socked feet resting on the coffee table. Mack and I lounge stretched out on the couch, my legs resting on top of hers. 

	I wake to a paused movie and a dry mouth. Now that I’m awake, everything has begun to work itself from my system, and the headache kicks in. I carefully disentangle myself from Mack, trying not to wake her. My shoulders pop when I stretch my arms over my head. Arthur’s eyes are open, and he watches me. 

	“What?” I mouth. 

	“Nothing.” he mouths back, smirking. I jerk my head toward the kitchen, raising an eyebrow. He nods and I tiptoe into the kitchen, his soft footsteps following me. 

	“We’ve still got it,” he whispers before moving to fill a glass of water. 

	Arthur and I were both night owls, chronically sleep deprived. I’ve always been that way; I love the quiet of the night. Arthur is a chronic insomniac—always up because he can never fall asleep. 

	“This is nothing. I barely sleep in college anyways,” I joke. That was mostly true, though it was much more fun in college. I follow Arthur and fill a glass from the sink, popping an Advil and chugging water. 

	“Headache?”

	“Yeah, too much sugar.” 

	“Lainey,” he says. He stands close enough that I can feel his warmth. His voice is foggy with sleep. He wraps his arms around me. I press against his chest. It’s us, just like it used to be. When he was around to hug and be my right-hand man. He’s warm and soft, and my head tucks neatly under his chin. 

	“I missed you,” I mumble into his chest. 

	“I missed you too,” he says into my hair. 

	We stay like that for another few moments before he pulls away. “Come on, then.” He leaves the screen door open, and I follow him outside, closing the screen behind me. We sit on the bottom stairs of the deck, staring out at the lake. The grass tickles my bare feet. We pass a joint back and forth, peace falling between us as we smoke. 

	We rest like that until we can barely keep our eyes open. Then we pile back to our spots in the living room and join Sorrel and Mack in sleep. 

	***

	    My alarm wakes me at eight the next morning. I groan, grabbing my phone from the coffee table. I pull a blanket that I don’t remember getting up over my head. 

	The smell of pancakes is what pulls me fully off the couch, not the threat of being late to work. Arthur and Sorrel sit at the kitchen counter, pancakes piled on each of their plates. I hear the shower water running upstairs, which must be Mack. 

	“Hi,” I say, my voice groggy, from sleep. 

	“Good morning,” Sorrel says, his mouth full of food. 

	“Finally up,” Arthur says. I walk into the kitchen and pull a plate from the cabinet before piling it with pancakes and drizzling syrup on top. It’s real, not crappy tasting high fructose corn syrup. Arthur's family brings us back bottles from their house in Vermont when they go there for Christmas. 

	Mack joins us when she finishes her shower, her hair dripping wet, and we all chatter over breakfast. When we’re done, we wash the dishes, dry them, clean up all the snack crumbs from the living room and put the blankets we used away. 

	There’s not much else to do other than that. 

	A weight hangs heavy over us. We’d fallen back in sync so easily after all this time that I don't want to leave them yet, not now that we’ve all found each other again. And judging by the way everyone is lingering, I'm not the only one who feels that way. 

	“We can do this again,” Sorrel says. “I mean, shit, I missed y’all. I missed the four of us. Laine and I still talked I guess, but it wasn’t the same. No offense, Lainey.” 

	“None taken. I missed us all too.”

	“The lake house is open pretty much every weekend,” Arthur says. “I think my parents are going out of town a bunch of Friday nights.”

	“I missed you guys,” Mack says, her voice choked with tears. She wipes angrily at her eyes. “It wasn’t the same without you. You all just stopped talking to me and left.” 

	“I didn’t mean to, I just…” I pause, chewing on my lip before continuing. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t look at all of us and feel the hole where he used to be.” I don’t have to say who he is. It’s Davey.

	This makes her cry harder. “Aw, don’t cry,” I say, going over to hug her. Sorrel and Arthur press in as well and we all stand in a group hug, pressed against each other. “I missed you too.” 

	We separate with promises to text each other and do this again soon. I pull from the driveway first, my windows down, the morning sun warm against my face. 

	My parents are in the kitchen eating French toast when I come home. I steal a piece as I make my way upstairs. 

	I take a long shower to wash off the smell of alcohol and weed, change, make a cup of coffee, and drive to Musically Inclined. I get there ten minutes before my first lesson. Today I start with a surly seventeen-year-old whose mom forced him into taking lessons last year. Everything he says is one word, and he doesn’t look me in the eye. He’s not a bad player, though. After two more lessons, one for a seven-year-old just learning and another for a twelve-year-old who’s been playing for years, I run to the sandwich shop. I grab a turkey melt before finishing up the day with two kids, one seven and one eight. I’m off by two, leaving me with the end of the day to myself. 

	I park myself on the couch with my feet swinging over the arm, mindlessly eating chips and watching Gossip Girl.  I pick up my phone when it buzzes, expecting something from the group chat or from my roommate. Instead, the screen shows a text from Davey’s mom, saved in my phone as Mrs. Woods. 

	Mrs. Woods: Hi Laine, just wanted to reach out and see how you were doing. I know you kids were so close. I wanted you to know that my house is always open for you to come visit, for all 4 of you. 

	I haven’t heard from Mrs. Woods in months. Why did she send this now? I text the three others. 

	Laine: Did any of you get a text from Davey’s mom? 

	Mack: Just got one.

	Sorrel: Me too. 

	No reply from Arthur yet. I toss my phone on the cushion next to me and lean back on the couch with a sigh. I had only visited the Woods’ house once since Davey went missing. My parents sent me over with some food, the soul food my grandmother used to make, our family recipe. She invited me inside and I didn’t feel like I could say no to her. She looked so sad. Todd, Davey’s older brother, hadn’t come back from college yet. We sat at the kitchen counter, and she asked me about what Davey had been doing. “I know he was hiding things from me. I just thought it was part of normal teenage rebellion.” I didn't know how to answer her. Instead, I had just burst into tears, and she had held me, and I had held her, and we cried together. I left with one last look at their house and hadn't gone back since. 

	I didn't know how to tell her that her son, her sweet golden boy, wasn't really that golden in the end. 

	“You four are the only ones I can be myself around,” he used to say while chain smoking blunts on Arthur's back deck. 

	“Really, I mean, like I love my mom but she’s a lot. She’s too much. She’s nice, to the point where she doesn’t know how to handle me.” 

	I wanted to tell him that we didn’t really know how to handle him either. I was just there to listen to him. I hadn't wanted to shatter that image of him in his mother's mind. 

	She knew, anyway, so it didn’t matter in the end. 

	My phone buzzes with a call from Mack. I debate ignoring the call, but it keeps ringing. After six rings, I pick up. 

	“Hey, what’s up?” I say into the phone.  

	“Lainey, check your phone.” Her voice pitches. 

	 “I was busy. What’s going on?”

	“They found Davey’s body.” 

	“What?” I swallow thickly. My blood buzzes in my veins. 

	“That’s why his mom texted out of the blue.” 

	I spring up quickly, the chips spilling from their bowl and scattering on the floor. My heart hammers in my chest as I gasp for breath. I close my eyes, focusing, trying to prevent an anxiety attack. I hadn’t had one in a year, not since college started. 

	“Where?” I say, my voice feeling miles away. 

	“Are you good, Laine?” Mack asks. 

	“Where?” I ask again, my voice desperate. 

	“They found him in the lake. You know the one that's like forty-five minutes north of here, near the bike trails?” Her voice cracks.

	“Fuck.” I don’t feel like I’m in my body as I move. Chips crunch under my bare feet as I thunder upstairs to check my laptop. I pull up the unread text messages on my phone and put Mack on speaker.  

	“Yeah. They think he drowned there.”

	“Why the fuck would he have been up there?”

	My hands are shaking, and I take a couple tries to type my laptop password in correctly. 

	“I don't know Laine, but maybe you shouldn’t look at this alone.”

	“I can't just wait and not know, Mack.” My voice catches at the end. 

	“They haven't performed an autopsy yet. They don't know why he died. They're hypothesizing that he drowned.” 

	“Fuck.”

	“Yeah. Do you want to go over and see his mom?”

	“I’ll call you back,” I say to Mack. “Thanks for letting me know.”

	“Laine, wait—” her voice cuts off as I end the call. 

	I search his name, David Woods. A host of new articles posted within the last hour appear. Body of Missing Teen Found in Lake. Body Found: Cold Case Reopens. 

	I click on an article from our local news station, and it opens in a new window. Body of Eighteen-Year-old David Woods found in Herring Lake.

	I sit on my bed, my hands shaking and ears ringing, as I try to keep my breathing under control. I lie back, focusing on the way the blanket feels against my skin. The breeze blows in from my open window. 

	I haven’t had an anxiety attack in months, and I fight to keep my breathing under control. My heart thumps in my chest. I run my hands over my throw blanket, feeling the softness. I count the photos on my wall. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

	When I come back to myself, twenty minutes have passed. I’ve curled into a ball on my bed. 

	I search through my jumbled blankets for my laptop, typing in my password with shaking hands. I read the full article. 

	Last week, a shoe was found in Herring Lake when a property owner attempted to dive to the bottom to find a family heirloom bracelet dropped in the lake. Police dredged the lake, leading to the discovery of the body of eighteen-year-old David Woods, a young boy who went missing last year. Law enforcement is currently determining the cause of death. More information to come. 

	I wipe the tears from my face on my blankets. A splitting headache begins at my temples, and I stumble downstairs for a glass of water. I step on the chips I dropped and sweep them up quickly before my mom comes home. My head is reeling, ears ringing. 

	All I can think of is the last time I saw him as he hugged me goodbye. All I can think of is the last thing he said to me, a phone call telling me he loves me, and he can't wait to see me tomorrow. He called me after the party. He was supposed to be home by then. I thought he was home by then. I go back upstairs and turn on the shower, stripping my clothes off and sitting as the spray falls over my body. I close my eyes. I don’t know how long I stay there before I hear my parents come home. I shut the water off and pull on my robe, making my way back to my room as quickly as possible. 

	I lie on my bed, staring at the ceiling. My wet hair drips on the blankets. 

	I think of Davey, spending his last moments confused and scared. 

	Drowning is a painful way to die. 

	Last year when he went missing, the lake on his street had been combed through, looking for his body. He went there sometimes by himself, to think or to get a break from his house. Nothing was found in that lake. I guess now I know why. 

	After a few months, Davey was presumed dead. His case was cold. Mrs. Woods pushed for more searching, and the police went from looking for Davey to looking for his body.

	Back then, I hadn’t known what to say, especially to Arthur. Mack’s grief was all consuming, and she was prone to burst into tears. Arthur’s grief was destructive. Sorrel’s grief was isolating. Mine made life stop feeling real. The weight of it drifted through all of us. I drove for hours at night, going to the spots Davey and I used to visit together. I hoped for a glimpse of him at every turn. 

	And when it was time for me to leave for college, I left without a goodbye. I wanted to leave Davey in the memory of our last perfect moments together. Before the hours we spent searching for him. Before Arthur and I had to confront the idea that we helped him sneak out the night he never came home. Before we were told that he was presumed dead, by a long-faced cop after weeks of searching turned up nothing. Turns out they were looking in the wrong place. 

	 

	
Then

	They meet the first week of kindergarten, fingers still sticky with peanut butter and jelly from lunch. It might have been coincidence, but it was more likely fate, that their mats were all laid next to each other for naptime. Instead of sleeping, they made friends. 

	Mackenzie is the first to break the silence, poking Laine in the back with her finger. 

	 “What?”

	 “Can I see your lion?” Mack points to the golden stuffed lion settled in the crook of Laine’s elbow. 

	 “Okay.” Laine holds it out.

	 “I had a lion, but my mom says he had to go to the zoo to be with others like him.”

	 “You can share mine.”

	 “Really?” 

	Laine nods, as solemnly as a five-year-old can. 

	They share the lion, then share their crackers during snack time.

	“See you tomorrow,” Laine waves at Mack as her mom buckles her into the backseat. 

	Sorrel sits on Laine’s front steps when she comes home. His dad stands next to him on the phone. He claps Laine’s dad on the back as she walks up to Sorrel. 

	 “Our parents say we have to be friends,” he says. He pokes at an anthill with a stick.  

	“Okay. Do you want to watch tv?” 

	“Okay.”

	The next day, Arthur offers Sorrel one of his action figures at playtime. “We need another person to play the green guy.” He wipes his sleeve over his nose. 

	They all sit together at snack time, legs swinging against the blue preschool chairs at the tiny tables. 

	They become inseparable. 

	***

	Preschool turns to kindergarten, turns to elementary school. Their parents pose them together at kindergarten graduation, a small memory of them. Davey plays with his dad’s camera, sideways pictures of all five friends taken together. He makes his dad print them out so he can tape them to his bedroom walls, because he is proud. 

	Elementary school is gentle, growing and playing and learning. They graduate from elementary together, excited for a new year. They are not prepared for the viper’s den that is middle school. 

	***

	They fracture for the first time in middle school. They’ve never been pushed this far away or been apart for each other this long. They build other friendships over the sparse years there. Their weekly meetings dwindle to once a month, and then once every six months. They cease to know each other in the intimate way that they used to. 

	But they come back. They always come back together. 

	***

	 

	Their middle school years are the cruelest, as they always are. They weren’t friends for some of it, much to the terror of their early high school selves when they look back. 

	In the end, they reunite, pushed into each other’s orbit once again. Gravity pulls them back together, a solar system linked together by forces too strong for them to resist.  

	


Chapter 6

	Now

	 

	I can’t pay attention at all throughout the next few days at work. On Tuesday I look so ill that Jonas sends me home early and makes me promise to get some rest. I stare at myself in my driver’s side window before I get into my car. I have purple bags underneath my eyes, and I can’t make the corners of my mouth turn into a convincing enough smile. 

	I put on a big t-shirt and crawl into bed at home. On my laptop, I search Davey’s name over and over, everywhere I can find. There’s no new information, just an increasing number of articles proclaiming that his body was found. Sometimes they include a recap of what’s known from the time when he first went missing. 

	I go to work for a half day on Friday. I itch for my shift to be over the whole time I’m on the clock. Everything is too close, and the fluorescent lights are too bright. I look better, according to Jonas and Gretchen. I decide to go running later in the afternoon to help clear my head. 

	I drive to the hiking trails about thirty minutes from my house to give myself something else to see besides my neighborhood. It’s a long drive, but it’s where the cross-country team from Constance Briar runs. It’s popular with bikers as well, so there will be people out, no matter what time it is. Some overly cautious part of me, further drilled in by my parents, doesn’t want to run fully alone. Especially if I listen to music, it’s better to do it in a crowded area. 

	I search Davey’s name on my phone while I sit in the parking lot. It’s an itch that I can’t stop myself from scratching, the same way I couldn’t when he first went missing. I couldn’t stop looking at things about him, even though they made me sad. Even though they made me imagine all the ways he could have died over and over in my head. 

	The newest article has a list of true crime podcasts that spoke about the case when he first went missing, along with ones that will be covering it now. I add “podcast” to the search after his name. There are pages of them, some from last year and some from now. I had no idea there were so many crime podcasts. I download a few of them while I still have service, since it sometimes cuts out on the trails. 

	I stretch by the entrance of the trail before I pull up one of the downloaded podcasts. The first one cued up is a true crime comedy podcast. I wrinkle my nose and skip past it. His death isn’t something I can laugh at.

	The next podcast, Murder in the Mitten, is hosted by a married couple from Michigan with two kids, who they vaguely talk about but don’t name. They talk about cases from the state. It’s only twenty minutes. I zip my phone into the pocket at the back of my shorts and start off with a slow jog while the podcast plays through my headphones. 

	The wife begins by introducing the case. She says they will keep Davey's last name private, but that it was still easy enough to find on the internet if you searched, wink wink. I clench my fist and focus on my breathing. Next comes his backstory, told by the husband. Then his disappearance and the events leading up to it, alternating between the two hosts. 

	They hint that he may have had some enemies. I roll my eyes. Maybe he’s primed for being depicted as an asshole, but none of these people had met him, and had probably never heard of him until his disappearance. But they don't get it right. They say people were jealous of David, the golden boy. Adults always say that, that people are just jealous. It’s like they forget that kids and teenagers are people too. There’s so much more. They forget that kids can hate. Davey had a mean side when he was angry. 

	I'd lost track of the real him in the sanctified version that was put in the news back when he'd gone missing. Back then, the school halls were filled with gossip. I never understood why people acted like they knew someone after they were dead. He was always good, but he didn’t think he was good enough. He cracked under pressure. We still loved him, though, no matter what. 

	Next, they go over the night of his disappearance. I slow down to a walk to hear properly, trying to quiet my panted breaths. I've lost track of how far I've gotten on the trail. But I just keep going forward, hoping I’m still somewhat in shape and have enough endurance to run back. 

	Nothing they say about the way he disappeared is right. They don't have any of the real details and just speculate instead. 

	What really happened, the simplest version, is that Arthur had picked me up from Mack’s house that night, then we went to pick up Davey. We dropped Davey off at Maxwell’s house for a party. The events of that night were all muddled through everyone’s stories. He had called me that night saying he was already home in bed around three-thirty. No one knows where he went after that, but his mom couldn’t find him the next morning. When he wasn’t with any of us, she reported him missing. 

	I don't know how to forget the role that we played. Arthur dropped me off back at Mack’s house afterwards and stayed there for a while before going back home. We’d watched eighties movies for the rest of the night, sneaking swigs of vodka from a flask pilfered from Arthur’s parents’ stash. 

	If we hadn’t helped him sneak out, he’d still be here.

	The podcast ends then automatically switches to another one. The true crime comedy podcast that I'd ignored earlier plays, now pushed to the top of the queue. It’s also short, only about twenty minutes. But I'm bent over wheezing with the first joke, my heart racing. My stomach turns and I plop down, just off the trail, resting my head on my knees. My pulse pounds, and I feel dizzy. I breathe in and out, slowly, focusing on the sounds of nature around me. The buzz of insects. The rustle of the leaves from a breeze. 

	    “Hey, are you okay?” I look up to a pale white girl with brown hair in a high ponytail, decked head to toe in black and bright green matching Nike. I recognize her, but I can’t remember her name. We were in a few classes together in high school. She was hyper organized, very type A, with excruciatingly neat handwriting. 

	    “Amy,” I say, finally placing her name.

	    “Yeah. Laine, right?” 

	    “Yeah.” I take another deep breath. 

	    She holds out her water bottle. It’s one of the ones you squeeze, so that you don’t have to put it directly up to your mouth. “Here,” she offers.  

	    “Thanks.” I squeeze some into my mouth. The cold jolts me back to my body. My heartbeat slows a little.

	“Are you okay?” she asks.

	I think so,” I say, pushing myself up to standing. I wobble, and she reaches out to steady me. I move away before she can reach me, and she crosses her arms over her chest instead. 

	“Do you run here a lot?” she asks. “I’ve never seen you around here before.”

	I shake my head. “No, I just decided to come here today. I remembered that the cross country team used to practice here, and I thought I should try out the running trails.”

	“Cool. You’re back here for the summer, then?”

	I nod, deciding to stay quiet as I find my breath. 

	“What's your running speed? You were on the track team, right?”

	I shrug. “Yeah, I was. Not sure how fast I am, I really haven't trained in a while.”

	She smiles. “Well, neither have I. If you want a running buddy, I come here most days after work. I used to run cross country here, so I know where I’m going. I've been walking but I'm trying to get my mile speed faster.” 

	The gesture of kindness is surprising, but I’m grateful for it. 

	“Thanks,” I say. “I may take you up on that. I have no idea where I am. I've just been looking at the trail maps and I figured I’ll get out wherever.” 

	“I can walk you back to your car. You kind of looked like you were about to pass out.” 

	“I’m okay. I think I can find the way back myself.” I put my fingers on my wrist to check my pulse. “I’m doing better, I promise,” I reassure her. “I just need someone to point me in the right direction.” I just want to get out of here now. 

	“If you’re sure. Here, put your number in, just in case.” She holds out her phone. 

	I put my number in and hand her the phone back. She smiles at me. My phone buzzes in my pocket. “I sent you a message, so you’ll have mine.” 

	“Sure,” I say. 

	Amy points me in the right direction back to the parking lot. “I’m actually heading that way to go by the lake.”

	We walk in silence for a while before she speaks again. “Hey, I hope this doesn’t sound too forward, but weren't you friends with that kid who was missing?”

	“Davey.” I say, my voice flat. There’s a pang in my chest. She can’t even remember his name.  I don’t want him to be forgotten so easily. 

	“Yeah, him. Sorry about that, you know, didn't mean to blurt it out. This podcast I listened to was talking about him. Anyways, I'm sorry that he went missing. It must be really shitty to have that happen to someone you care about.”

	“Yeah, it is.”

	“If they ever find him—” she starts.  

	“They found his body,” I interrupt. I want to shut this conversation down as quickly as I can. 

	“Oh. Sorry.” She looks at the trees around us awkwardly. 

	I shrug. I don’t want to talk about this, especially with someone I don’t know very well. I don’t say anything more and neither does Amy, though she glances at me occasionally. I ignore it. 

	Relief floods me when I see the end of the trail. I thank her, and she turns down a split in the path to what I assume is the lake. I lock the doors in my car and blast the air conditioner, placing my head against the steering wheel. 

	Honestly, I had no idea what had happened to Davey that night. I still don’t. But I was the last person he called. And I’d picked up and hadn’t noticed anything was wrong. I can’t forgive myself for that. 

	The therapist that I saw right after Davey disappeared kept telling me not to blame myself. So did a lot of other people, but that’s easier said than done. 

	It was also really fucking embarrassing to have my life that night dissected by the cops. 

	The next podcast in the queue is Gone by Lisa Leynes. I click on it, wanting something to drown out the silence. 

	“Hello to all my longtime listeners and welcome back. I was debating whether I should report on this or not, and I'm talking about it at the beginning before we get to another case because I don't know what to do with it. I don’t want to reveal too much about myself, but it's a little too close to home. This week we're going to have a follow up on the death and disappearance of David Woods. Recently, his body was found. The night he went missing, he allegedly had snuck out to go to a party. No one knows where he went after that, or what really happened the night he disappeared.

	When his mother realized he was gone, no one could point her to where he was. She called around, but none of his friends could locate him either. Supposedly he had been at a party, then made his way back home, confirmed by a phone call with one of his close friends. But no one can figure out when and where he went after. 

	I went to high school with him, though he was younger than me. I can tell you that he was fairly well liked. Who would kill him? What would the motive be? Was it just drunkenness and bad luck? Was it foul play? Are the people involved hiding something more?

	As always, make sure you contact law enforcement if you have any more information in relation to his disappearance or his death. Even though I didn't really know the guy, what happened to him is terrible. He was so young, and it really is a loss that echoes around the community. I don't know if I'll be covering this case anymore. I thought I would talk about it to spread information, but I think I may be too close to report on it. Let me know your thoughts on my Instagram page.”

	I don’t pay attention to the next case. At least she’d mentioned that she didn’t know him that well. Better than everyone else who tried to spin their own narratives about Davey out of nothing. I don’t remember anyone named Lisa, though it’s possible she was in a different grade than me. I search her name on Facebook, and the podcast page comes up. There’s pictures of her podcast set up, some links to press releases made by victim’s families, websites, hotlines, donation links, and some cups of coffee. It’s been updated sporadically, and the most recent post just links to podcast episodes. There are no photos of Lisa that I can find either, other than her hand. Tan skin, nails painted a dark purple. 

	I throw my phone down in frustration. I’ll look later, after I drive home. 

	After I leave the trails, I forget about Lisa for the rest of the night. Sorrel comes over, and we spend the night popping popcorn and watching horror movies from the nineties. Davey’s not always in the back of my mind as we throw popcorn into each other’s mouths and watch gory movies. 

	The next day, I wake up with no alarm. I check my phone to find a flurry of texts from Mack, Arthur, and Sorrel, all about a post Davey’s mother made on Facebook about his body being found. I pull up her profile as quickly as I can. 

	I wish I had done something to stop him going out that night. I know I am connected with many of my son’s friends and teachers here. And I want to say that, though I miss my son, I am glad he’s home at least in some way. 

	I know that Davey wasn’t okay. And I still blame myself for not doing enough, that if we had stopped him going out that night that he would still be here. 

	I dig my nails into my leg, willing myself to come back down as panic rises in my chest. 

	I spend the rest of the weekend in a daze. Luckily, I only teach two students early Saturday afternoon as I fill in for other teachers. I’m unfocused throughout the lessons, but they go by quickly. 

	I pull out Davey’s hoodie that weekend, wearing it as I sit on my bed and dig through more articles about him. One describes what drowning is like, and I need to stop reading to fight down the rising panic in my chest. I breathe in, and his hoodie still smells a little like him. 

	I don’t want to think about Davey dead. I want to remember him safe and whole and happy. He didn’t deserve to die like that. He shouldn’t have died at all. 

	  

	
Then

	December, Senior Year

	 

	Arthur is the only one of them who knows how to ice skate. His family makes a tradition of going every year. Davey has been ice skating before, a couple times when he was a kid. So has Laine, though neither of them has been on skates for years or remember how to do it. So, when Arthur suggests that the five of them all go ice skating one weekend, it’s as much of a mess as Davey expects.  

	It starts out fine. They go on Saturday morning, early enough that the rink isn’t crowded. They all rent skates. Davey feels like a newborn foal on his, wobbling his way from the locker room to the ice. He catches up with Laine. 

	“This is going to go terribly,” Laine says. Her fingers grip tightly on to the side railing. She’s doing better than Mack, who fell the second she put a skate on the ice. Sorrel stands on the other side of the rink, able to move a few inches at a time.  

	Arthur skates laps around them, skating backwards and jumping up to spin in the air. 

	“Show off,” Sorrel yells. 

	Arthur’s laugh echoes around the rink. He jumps and skates backwards, coming to a stop next to him. 

	“Come on, get off the wall.” He holds out his hands. Sorrel grabs them hesitantly, and he wobbles forward. 

	“We’re coming for you next,” Arthur yells to Mack. 

	“If I fall again, it’s your fault,” she laughs. 

	Davey and Laine fare better, but not by much. Both are shaky, but neither of them is stuck to the wall. 

	Laine slips her hand into his and they try to move together. He catches her against him as she falls. 

	They get the hang of it after a while. He even manages to skate on his own, without the wall or leaning on Laine. Arthur isn’t a bad teacher. He skates between the four of them, stopping occasionally to show off. 

	More people come to the rink as the morning progresses, but there’s still a lot of space. Enough space that they have room to fall. 

	Soon, he’s moving faster and getting steadier on his feet. He started having fun once he figured out how to move more quickly without falling over. He sidles up to Laine. 

	“I think I’m getting the hang of this,” she says. A couple braids spill out of her ponytail and frame her face. 

	She looks up at him. “Let’s race.”

	Davey laughs. “Okay. But you’ll lose.” 

	“To that wall and back here?” She points to the wall opposite them. 

	“Okay.” 

	“Go,” Laine shrieks, pushing off. 

	“Hey,” he laughs, racing after her. He slips and slides, barely managing to stay upright. She reaches the wall first and turns around. He doesn’t realize he’s going to hit her until it’s too late. 

	Laine screams as he runs into her, and they fall into a pile on the ice. He reaches his hands up to her waist. She laughs on top of him. “Sorry Davey,” she says, and it barely comes out because she’s laughing so hard. 

	“It’s okay Lainey-bear.” He kisses her on the forehead before he can doubt himself. She beams at him, her smile a thousand watts. 

	 

	


Chapter 7

	Now

	 

	I can’t stop thinking about Davey, no matter how hard I try to keep him out of my head. If I watch a movie, I think of him. When I go into my dresser to get clothes, I see the sleeve of his sweatshirt that I threw in a drawer. I fold it gently and tear myself away before I can think too much. 

	I grab coffee at The Daily Grind, a coffee shop near Maria’s diner, and I think of how much we used to come here after school.  His face rolls over and over in my mind. His smile, his laugh, his tears, how all of us used to have so much fun together. It aches, thinking of the time that we could have had together that got wrenched away. 

	Usually, I go out, and I do things—I’m not a big homebody. But all I do is stretch out on the couch, or the hammock in the backyard when it’s nice outside, and search Davey’s name everywhere I can. 

	I see him wherever I go. We used to drive around at night, just exploring and looking at the houses. And the stars, when we were far enough away from light pollution that we could see them. All roads remind me of him. 

	Tonight, my parents are going out with Sorrel’s parents to a new restaurant. Sorrel’s with some of his football friends, so I’m left to my own devices. I don't have any concrete plans tonight, other than to stay home and continue digging for traces of Davey. 

	When the house is empty, I sneak a glass of whiskey from the bar cart, an amount small enough that they likely won't notice it missing. I sit in the backyard in the hammock with my laptop and Bluetooth speaker. The wi-fi just reaches out to the backyard. The summer night is warm and breezy, and the wind tickles my skin as the sound of crickets fills the air. The fireflies dance in the night. At least this is beautiful.  

	As I stare up at the sky, I think of Davey. And then the podcasts I listened to yesterday. I sit up in the hammock. Gone, by Lisa Leynes. She had mentioned that she had gone to school with Davey. I don’t remember her being in my grade at Constance Briar, but I want to find out who she is. 

	I open Instagram and search for the Gone podcast page, Gonecrimepodcast. Besides the photos of podcast equipment, there are photos of the victims, and some photo posts with long captions following up on cases. The latter are mostly deaths, but some people who were missing have been found alive. 

	I listen to more of Lisa's podcasts, starting with an hour and a half long episode update about two sisters who went missing but were found, luckily alive, a year later. 

	When Davey first went missing, I had hope that would happen to him. I’d hoped he was just on a weekend bender with one of his lacrosse friends. If only that had been true. Missing gave more hope than dead. 

	I open Facebook while I listen. My hands are unsteady, and it takes three attempts for me to type in the search bar. The podcast Facebook page hasn’t been updated in months. There are posts for each new episode, and occasional other photos. I pay close attention. 

	There are no photos of Lisa’s face. The only ones that show her, or what I assume to be her, are of her hands. As I scroll back, there’s occasional shots from the side or the back as she stands in front of something. She has tan skin and dark hair, but her face is always hidden. The details are all impersonal. The only identifying marker I can find is a small line tattoo of a wave on her wrist, visible in one photo of her holding a podcast mic. 

	I try searching “Lisa Leynes” on Facebook to see if anyone comes up. There’s one suggested girl who lives in Ohio. It’s a pale girl with blonde hair and blue eyes—not her. I click through her Instagram again, scrolling farther and farther down as I look for something that could help me. I click through the post titled FAQs. 

	Q: Why did you start this podcast? 

	A: Because I was tired of watching so many people go missing and their stories being forgotten. Bringing awareness to their cases helps more people look for them. 

	Q: Why did you name it Gone? 

	A: The people I talk about go missing. One day they’re here, and another they’re just gone. 

	Q: Is Lisa Leynes your real name? 

	A: Sort of. Listen to the FAQ episode, episode 30. 

	I search for the FAQ episode, episode thirty, and press play. Hopefully, this’ll give me some more information about Lisa. 

	“I asked you all if you had any questions on Instagram, and I’m going to answer them here. And just some common questions that I get asked about running a podcast. 

	I do it every other week just to give myself time, and more during the summer. I get a lot of questions about that. How old am I? I graduated high school three years ago. Umm, what’s next? Why don’t I use my real name?” She laughs sharply. “I did in one of the beginning episodes I deleted. Someone found me under my real name on social media, and I got some pretty nasty threats, so I’ve been more careful to keep my real last name a secret. I use a pseudonym. It’s my real first name, though. Lisa’s common, it’s not easy to find with just that. And that's all you're going to get out of me. I like the anonymity that comes with this. I don't even upload my podcast to YouTube because I don't want too many of you fuckers to see my face. No visuals, audio only.”

	A sigh leaves my lips, and I throw my head back over the edge of the hammock. I’m even more curious to see what she looks like now. Mourning the loss of the last twenty minutes, I search “Lisa” again and set the location to Michigan. I leave the podcast playing in the background, only half listening while I search. Lisa’s voice is soothing, deep with a straightforward matter of fact tone in her delivery. I appreciate that she doesn't try to crack jokes, just tells it like it is and sometimes inserts her opinion.

	I listen to the Gone episode that mentions Davey again. Lisa says she graduated high school three years ago, two years before us. I slide from the hammock. My parents should still have my school yearbooks, though I don’t know where they are. I take my laptop inside with me, the podcast still playing in the background. I only half listen. 

	I go to the garage first, looking at the stacks of clear plastic bins with my old school things. The only yearbooks I find are from my junior and senior year, thrown in with my old textbooks and schoolwork that I’d offloaded here. Not helpful, since Lisa would have already graduated by then. 

	I sigh, going outside and getting comfortable in my spot on the hammock again. 

	Mack’s sister, Lindsey, was also two years older than us. I don’t know if she is or was friends with her, but it’s the only thing I have go off right now. I click on her Facebook profile and scroll through people, some of whom I recognize from seeing around school for years. In the most recent photo, Lindsey stands in front of a sorority house, her arms thrown around several other nearly identical looking blonde girls. Lindsey goes to the University of Michigan, just like Mack. They’re sisters, but they’re not that close. 

	I scroll through her friends list. There are a few dozen blonde girls from her sorority and some from what looks to be her dance team. I don’t recognize anyone. 

	I give up searching this way—Lindsey has too many people connected to her. 

	I go back to searching the name “Lisa”. I pull up the pictures from the podcast’s Instagram that I can find and try to match her skin tone and hair color. I stop on one photo with the same dark hair and similar profile to the podcast page. Elisa Lisa Garcia. We have one mutual friend, Thomas Martin. His face looks vaguely familiar, and I figure it’s just another person I recognize from Constance Briar. He’d left school senior year when his parents moved to Ohio. I don’t remember anything else about him. 

	I click on his profile. There aren’t many photos, just a couple from school events and with what I assume are his friends. There’s one post from three years ago tagged with Lisa. I can see her face this time. She has big brown eyes, thick eyebrows, and her full lips are twisted into a wry smile. His arms are thrown around Lisa. She’s a few inches shorter than him, and they press their faces together as best they can, smiling into the camera. Her hair is oil slick black and falls in waves around her shoulders, stopping just below her collarbones. She has dark brown eyes and wears bright red lipstick in the photo. 

	I go back to her profile. In the few photos I can see through her privacy settings, she was on the field hockey team at Constance Briar. In one, she holds her hand up to the camera in a wave. I see a wave tattoo on her wrist. 

	Before I can chicken out, I send her a friend request. After chewing on my lip for a moment debating what I should do, I send a message too. 

	Laine: Hi, we both went to Constance Briar.

	I close my laptop after that, too nervous to keep it open and wait for her response. 

	I make a frozen pepperoni pizza for dinner, deep dish, and eat it in the hammock with my feet dangling over the grass. A reality TV show plays on my laptop on the table beside me. 

	I check my phone to see a text from Arthur.

	Arthur: You busy?

	Laine: Not particularly

	I reply while chewing on a mouthful of pizza. 

	Laine: Want to come over? Watching Real Housewives atm. 

	Arthur: Sure. 

	Thirty minutes and two fights from the same ongoing reality TV argument later, Arthur texts me. 

	Arthur: Here

	Laine: Come around back

	I don’t bother to get up. Arthur has spent enough time here that he knows where the gate is. A minute later, he climbs into the hammock next to me, cursing as it rocks. He wears a t-shirt, basketball shorts, and black slides that everyone who’s ever played sports seems to own. 

	“There's pizza if you want it,” I say, gesturing towards the half-eaten pizza on the table next to us.

	“Yeah, I haven't eaten yet. Hand me a slice.” I do, and he settles against me in the hammock. We spend the next few hours in the hammock watching reality TV. I’m present, and the weight of Davey hangs less heavy.  

	***

	On Sunday, I doze on the couch for most of the morning until my mom tugs on my foot. 

	“Come on, get up. We got to clean today, It’s Sunday.” 

	I resist the urge to roll my eyes. It's Sunday, and Sundays are for cleaning in this house. I run upstairs and change into shorts and a tank top. The house isn’t very messy, but my parents keep the house immaculate. They're both annoyingly neat. That gene somehow didn’t get passed down to me. 

	I vacuum the upstairs hallway and then start on my bedroom. It's kind of a mess. Forty-five minutes later, my clothes that were in a pile on the floor are in the wash, I’ve vacuumed my bedroom floor, and everything looks much cleaner. 

	Later, my parents play croquet on the lawn, and I sit in the hammock, alternating between watching them, checking my phone, and taking turns for my dad. The croquet set was a gift from Arthur one year as a joke. I set it up one day in high school, and it's been in our backyard ever since. 

	On my phone, I search Davey’s name again. More articles pop up about him, but none with any real news. The autopsy is being performed, and more podcasts and YouTube videos pop up with people speculating about what happened to him. 

	I keep this up after we go inside and eat dinner. I keep it up even in bed, until I fall asleep on my laptop. I wake up the next morning with a crick in my neck. It’s seven, still early, and I don’t have to be at work until ten today. 

	I open my laptop and pick up where I left off last night. The search for Davey never stops. Constance Briar’s Facebook page pops up in the search. There are some recent comments from true crime fanatics. They want to know what his grades were like and if he had a lot of friends. Questions that they have no right to ask. It makes me angry that his life is just content to them, a few moments of entertainment. They weren’t friends with him. They don’t miss him like I do. 

	I click through Davey’s old Facebook profile. It’s been locked, and most of the comments are people expressing their sadness at his death and leaving platitudes for his family. Constance Briar’s Facebook page has left their condolences for the recent findings of his body. 

	Earlier comments ask for Davey's safe return while more recent comments mourn his death. Some people who never even talked to him commented. Even people who I knew Davey never even liked left comments saying how much they missed him. 

	I haven’t checked here in months. I checked it when he first went missing, hoping that I could find some clue pointing to where he was. I gave up, and then I moved to Boston and left the memories here. 

	I click through his photos. Most of them are with the five of us:  him, me, Sorrel, Mack, and Arthur. He's tagged in some with the lacrosse team too, but more are with us. Davey loved taking photos. He documented all our adventures, some of them not fit for our parents’ eyes. Thank God for private albums. 

	There's a photo of me in a gas station, holding an iced tea and a bag of cheese puffs, sticking my tongue out at him with my eyes closed. I remember that night. We’d driven two hours to go look at the stars, and this was our stop to get snacks. Davey’s silhouette reflects in the glass door of the refrigerator. I didn't use Facebook much. I hadn't even known that he'd posted this. 

	There are photos from homecoming of senior year, and one of Sorrel at the annual hayride. He holds a steaming cup in one hand and a doughnut in the other, his head thrown back in a laugh. 

	There's a photo of Davey and his older brother as his brother goes off to college. There's another one of him and his mom. His background photo is him with his mom, brother, and dad. A sharp pang of sadness slices through me. Davey’s dad died our senior year in a car accident. Davey hadn’t been the same since. 

	His most recent tagged photo is a picture of a backyard pool. It’s not his. There's no one in the photo. It's just a pool and hot tub full of floaties with red cups surrounding a brick edge. I don’t know why Davey’s tagged in it. A handful of other people from Constance Briar are tagged too. The caption reads: On to the next adventure. Text for the addy. 

	I don’t know who the pool in the photo belongs to. From what I remember of Max’s house when we dropped Davey off, his house was a white, modern two story building full of windows and the pool outside was made with white concrete.

	The date is from the day Davey was reported missing, around three thirty in the morning. I frown. Davey was home by then. 

	The photo was posted by Nick Thompson. Davey knew him through lacrosse. That’s all I remember about him. I’m already friends with him on social media, so I click through more of his profile. Most photos contain him partying in some way, either with a red cup or a can of beer in his hand as he laughs. 

	I feel panic rising in my chest, so I close my laptop and force myself to get up and go for a run. I don’t have the energy to drive to the trails, so I run around my neighborhood. I force myself not to search Davey’s name as I come back home, shower, and get ready for work.

	I don’t know how to stop thinking about him, but at least I can force myself to stop seeing articles about his body and looking at old pictures. 

	I give in to the urge that night after work, wearing his sweatshirt as I scroll though his social media profiles, staring at the photos of us. I stay up way too late, and I feel empty by the time I fall asleep. I dream of Davey. I sit in the passenger seat of his car. He laughs as he drives, his face open with a smile.    

	 

	
Then

	Mid-May, Senior Year

	 

	Davey can hear the bass from the party the second they turn onto Max's street. Cars line both sides of the street, many of them parked sloppily and too far away from the curb. A few people mill about on the front lawn. No one he recognizes. He's glad he asked his friends to drive him. He wouldn’t have found a place to park on his own. 

	“You can just let me out wherever,” he says. Arthur sighs and pulls to a stop in front of Max's house. 

	Davey grins at his friends in the front seat. “Thank you,” he says, looping his arms around both of their necks. He brings them in for a hug. 

	“I'm just along for the ride,” Laine says. 

	Arthur squeezes his shoulder. “Texts me if you want to leave,” he says. 

	Davey nods. “Sure.” Arthur looks at him like he knows he’s lying. But he wouldn’t ask that of Arthur; it’s already getting late. He’ll probably crash here for the night and bum a ride from someone from the team in the morning. 

	Laine steps out of the car to move her seat forward. Davey scrambles out, tripping on the curb and stumbling onto the sidewalk. He catches himself on his hands as he falls.

	“Are you okay?” Laine asks. 

	“Yeah, I'm fine.” He takes her offered hand to lift himself up. “Thank you, Lainey-bear.” He pulls her in for a quick hug and kisses her on the cheek. She smells like vanilla and coconut, and he breathes it in. 

	She gives him a quick squeeze back. 

	“Are you okay?” she asks again, eyeing him up and down. 

	“I’m perfect.” He grins. He feels fine, but he needs tonight. He needs to drown his sorrows in whatever he can and forget everything going wrong in his life. 

	Laine doesn’t look like she believes him, but she gets back in the passenger’s seat and closes the door.

	“Bye,” he says to the two of them through the open window. “I'll text you.” 

	“Be safe,” Arthur yells. 

	“What are you, my mom?” Davey yells over his shoulder as he walks inside. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8

	Now

	 

	I don’t expect Lisa to respond right away. A lot of people don’t check Facebook anymore, and Lisa doesn’t know me well. I keep pushing at the worry in my mind, telling myself that there’s no guarantee that she’ll respond. 

	I'm surprised when, two days later, she accepts the friend request. She responds to my message, too. 

	Lisa: Hi, you’re Laine, right? You went to Constance Briar.

	Laine: Yeah, I did. 

	Before I can send another message, she replies.

	Lisa:  Can we talk?

	Laine: I was going to ask you the same thing. I listened to your podcast. 

	Lisa: Of course. A bunch of people from Constance Briar figured out I ran it. Are you in town?

	Laine: Yeah, I am. 

	I’m surprised by her eagerness. I hadn’t expected it, and I’m at a loss of what to say. 

	Lisa: I can give you my phone number if that’s easier. 

	Laine: That would be great!

	She sends a message with her phone number, and I text her back.  

	Laine: Hi, it’s Laine

	Lisa: Hey! Thanks for reaching out. You said you wanted to talk about Davey?

	Laine: I saw your podcast episode. I think you’re right. Something doesn’t feel right about the story they’re telling.

	Lisa: Do you want to meet somewhere and talk about it? It’s easier to do these things when we don’t have to type them all out. 

	Laine: Do you want to meet at Maria’s? 

	Lisa: That will work. Are you free today? When do you want to meet?  

	Laine: I am. I have work until 6. Are you free around then? 

	I’m not sure why she’s so intent to meet, but I know I should be careful about what I say to her. 

	Lisa: Yes, that works perfectly. I’ll see you then. 

	***

	The weather is gloomy and rainy today. The humidity hits me like a wall, frizzing my hair the second I step outside. I stop home to change clothes after work, and throw on a pair of jean shorts, a T-shirt, and a sweatshirt to ward off the rain. My stomach is in knots thinking about the meeting. I want to ask Lisa what she knows about Davey, to pull everything that she knows of him from her. I want to know if she was telling the truth when she alluded to knowing more than everyone else on her podcast. 

	I park and make my way to the diner, walking quickly against the rain. When I get there, Lisa sits at a table by the door with a boy. They’re both dressed in sweatshirts and jeans, his light, and Lisa’s dark. Hers has the logo from The Daily Grind on the front and the sleeves. His hair is dark brown, wet, and slicked back from his face. I hadn’t expected her to bring anyone. It takes me a second to place why his face looks familiar. His tagged photos were how I found Lisa’s profile in the first place. Thomas was his name. They must be close. 

	Lisa spots me and waves me over to their booth. 

	“Hi,” I say, sitting down on the empty side across from them. “Thank you for meeting me.”  

	“Thank you for meeting me. It’s always good to get a closer perspective on some cases.” She sits up straighter. Her voice sounds the same in person as it does on the podcast. 

	“Yeah,” I say hesitantly. I’m somewhat regretting this meeting already. I hadn’t planned what to say to her well enough. I kick myself for not preparing better. Anxiety bubbles in my chest. 

	“This is Thomas,” Lisa says, gesturing to him. 

	I don’t say that I had seen him on social media. “You were in my grade at Constance Briar, right?” I ask instead. 

	He studies me, opens his mouth to say something, but clears his throat instead, nodding at me. “How have you been since you tasted freedom?”

	I smile at that. All Constance Briar students joked about it. The first time we’re free from the constant homework and sports games and extracurriculars, we get to see what freedom tastes like. Rigor breeds excellence.

	“It’s amazing. I’m home for the summer until August.” 

	He smiles. “Why’d you come back?”

	Lisa saves me from having to answer. “I got coffee,” she says, gesturing to the white plastic insulated pitcher in the middle of the table. 

	“Thanks,” I say with a tight smile. She pours it into the three mugs beside it. Steam rises into the air. She adds cream into hers, as well as a few packets of sugar. I shake my head when she offers the sugar to me. Thomas pours two containers of cream in his. 

	I drink mine black, which I don’t usually do. But this coffee is warm and isn’t strong enough to be bitter. Nostalgia drips over me, reminding me of days spent here in high school. 

	“You moved our senior year, right?” I ask Thomas, trying to snap myself out of my thoughts. I’m delaying the conversation about why we’re both here. But I don’t want to face that yet, to bring up more old wounds. 

	He laughs sharply. “Yeah.” 

	He doesn’t elaborate. I turn to Lisa instead. “How do you two know each other?” I ask, pivoting to something different. It seems like he doesn’t want to talk about high school. I don’t blame him; I don’t like to think too about it much either. 

	“Long time family friends,” Thomas says. 

	Lisa nods in agreement. “He’s basically my cousin. Sorry, I hope it’s not weird that I brought him.”

	I shrug. “It’s fine.” I would have brought Sorrel with me if I had wanted him to know. I haven’t told him because I know he would think that this is a bad idea. He would tell me to leave it alone. 

	Lisa looks at me with her eyebrows furrowed. I barely catch the look before her face smooths out. “Let’s get to why we’re here then.”

	I nod, taking a slow sip of coffee to buy myself time. I’m not sure how to start. I don’t trust her yet, but I want to figure out what she knows about Davey, and what she’s going to do with that information. 

	“I'll be right back,” Thomas says, pushing from the table. Some coffee sloshes from his mug as he stands. Lisa rolls her eyes and presses a napkin to it before it can drip from the table. 

	“That's a touchy subject,” she says when he’s out of earshot. 

	“What happened?” I ask. 

	She shakes her head. “It's not my story to tell. I just brought him here in case you wanted to fight me or something.” 

	“Why would I want to fight you?” 

	She shrugs. “I’m a true crime podcast. A bunch of people don’t like that I pick through disappearances and murders for a living. You messaged me. People do that when I talk about someone they knew. Some people don’t like how I talk about the people they love, and some other people don’t like that I highlight how their actions created a perfect storm for someone to get hurt.” 

	“It sounds like you get harassed a lot.” 

	She shrugs again. “Comes with the business, I knew what I was getting into when I started this.” She pulls a notebook and a pencil from her backpack beside her. 

	“I have some questions to ask you if you’re willing. Or if you wanted to ask me anything, that’s fine too.” 

	“How much do you know about Davey?” I blurt. 

	“Davey?” she asks, her eyebrows raising. 

	“Davey. He hated being called David, by the way.” I can do this for him, at least. Make him be remembered how he would want to be remembered.  

	“I don’t know that much. I know more than other people covering the case just because I saw him around school.”

	“Tell me what you do know.” 

	“He was a lacrosse player. His birthday is February fifth. He went missing on May sixteenth of last year. You dropped him off at a party at Maxwell Grave’s house with your friend Arthur. That was the last time you saw him. He was supposedly home some time very early that morning. But he wasn’t there when his mom came to wake him up, and he didn’t show up for any of his plans the next day.” She looks at me while she says all of this, never taking her eyes off my face. She clicks the lead out of her pencil. “Now, tell me why you wanted to meet.” 

	“You implied that people were hiding something more on your podcast. I want to know what that is. Tell me something that I don’t already.” I want to play my cards close to my chest. 

	“I know that he wasn’t home that night. I don’t know where he went after he left Max Graves’ house. But I do know that he was with Nick Thompson that night.” 

	“How do you know?” I don’t know if I should trust her or not. 

	“Nick likes to make a spectacle of things. He posted about it, then deleted.” She takes a sip of coffee, studying me. Her eyes dart towards the bathroom. Thomas still hasn’t come out. 

	My eyebrows raise in surprise. “What did you find?”

	“Nick’s dad made a donation to the police department for them to keep quiet and not charge Nick for selling drugs.”

	“What?” I hadn’t heard about any of this. Though that’s not surprising, since I was more focused on Davey than anyone else after he went missing. 

	“Yeah. Don’t you think it’s weird how so many people saw Davey at the beginning of the night but then they can’t remember anything else that happened? Some of it is normal. I mean, everyone was drinking and smoking. But usually, someone would remember something.”  

	“What did Nick sell?” I know that Davey did drugs. I just didn’t know he got them from Nick. 

	“Whatever he wanted. He was taking sheets from his dad’s prescription pad and faking his signature.”

	“What?” I feel like a broken record. She’s saying things that I’ve not heard, but they make sense.  

	She nods. “Yeah. And I tried to ask him about some things that happened that night when I first thought I wanted to cover the story, but he blocked me on everything and didn’t even respond.” 

	“How does this help me, though?” I ask, taking another sip of coffee after. She’d told me things that I hadn’t known, but none of it made anything clearer about what happened to him, or where he went that night. 

	“You wanted me to tell you what I knew. If you’re trying to figure out what happened, I would start there.” She sits back, looking satisfied. 

	“How did you find any of this out?” 

	Lisa winces. “I was dating Nick’s sister for a while. I heard it, but I didn’t know what to do with it. And now this.” 

	“Oh. Sounds like it didn’t end well?”

	“Yeah, they share more than a few bad qualities.” She taps her fingers against the table, her eyes darting around the diner. I hear a sizzle from the kitchen, a clang of pots. Lisa doesn’t say anything else, lost in her thoughts for a minute. 

	“Why did you want to meet me?” I ask, wanting to break the silence. What does she want from me? If this is all she knew, more than I had, then why had she wanted to meet with me in the first place? To see if I knew more? 

	“I want to figure this out. I wasn’t going to report on it initially, but then I realized I should. I’m close to this case, but doesn’t that put me in a better position to find out something more? And to handle it with care?” She shrugs. “And from what I know, you were his best friend. That’s a good place to start.” 

	I stay quiet, mulling over what she said, breathing in the smell of bacon and hash browns from the kitchen, and trying to keep calm. I stare at my hands in my lap. Lisa wants to see what I know. That makes sense. I chew on my lip. If I can get the right information about what happened the night of Davey’s death, maybe he would be remembered in a good way. 

	Maybe I could lay him fully to rest. 

	I straighten up. Lisa looks at me. “I don’t like everyone looking at Davey like this.” I start with that because it’s true. 

	Lisa speaks before I can continue. “I answered your question. Answer one of mine.” 

	“How do I know you won’t take advantage of that?”

	“You don’t. But you’re the one who contacted me.” 

	She wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t known her well, but from what I saw of her in high school, she seemed okay. And listening to her podcast, she seemed like she cared. 

	“Okay. I’ll answer one,” I consent. I wonder if she showed her whole hand when she told me what she knew, or if she was going to tell me more, bit by bit. An exchange for an exchange. 

	“What happened that night?” She lifts a legal pad to the table, her hand poised above it with a pencil.  

	“A more specific question.”

	“You said you would answer a question.” She quirks an eyebrow. 

	“You’re going to try to figure this out with or without me, aren’t you?” I ask. Her eyes flit away for a minute, and I have my answer. 

	“Probably, even if I don’t cover it on the podcast.” She winces. “I don’t mean to sound like an asshole.”

	“If I answer your questions, you have to answer all of mine. I want to figure this out too.” I hesitate before saying my next sentence. “Something doesn’t feel right about the night he died.” 

	The more I think about it, the stranger it gets. I can’t figure out why his body was found in that lake. There was no reason for him to be out there. He wasn’t close friends with anyone who lived out there. He would have gone to the lake by his house if he was drunk and wandering. But I don’t want to give too much away this early on. 

	Even what little I said is enough to pique her interest. I see a flash of a smile on her face before she schools it into a more neutral expression. 

	“That’s what it seemed like,” she says, her voice gentler than I expect it to be. 

	My curiosity wins out in the end. “If you go digging, you need to tell me everything. And if you use what I say in your podcast, I need to approve it first.” It had taken me months to forget Davey, and now I didn’t have to. I had another reason to think of him, and I could finally find out once and for all what had happened to him. 

	“Those are strong demands,” Lisa says. 

	“He was my best friend. And you won’t get everything without my cooperation, anyway.” I knew this much. Constance Briar and our parents had done a lot to keep us out of the media when Davey went missing. Not everything was out. 

	She laughs, loud enough that one of the servers glances over at us. “Fine. Those are reasonable demands. Shake on it?” 

	“I need you to promise me.” I swipe up the video and hit record on my phone. I hope it picks up her voice over the din of the restaurant. 

	“Alright, though I promise I’m good on my word. I, Lisa Garcia, will help you, Laine Johnson, figure out what happened to Davey.” 

	I resist rolling my eyes. “And?” I press. 

	“And I won’t put anything about you on the podcast without approval from you first.” She looks at me. “Is that good enough?” 

	“Okay.” I hold out my hand and she shakes it. I stop recording when she lets go.

	“I saw you recording there.”

	I shrug. “Good. No one can prove a verbal contract except us. Now I have proof.” 

	Lisa laughs. “Smart, I guess. Can I ask one more thing? How did you know this was me?”

	“I did some digging when I found out you went to Constance Briar. We have enough mutual friends on social media that I was able to match what you looked like.” I look down at her wrist. “And your tattoo confirmed it.”

	She looks at her wrist. “I got this senior year on a dare, drunk as hell. I hate that it gave me away.”

	She drums her fingers on the table, a smirk on her face. “Right. I assume you listened to the podcast episode.” I nod. 

	“Most of what I know is on there. I’ve been trying to piece what happened together. The problem is people weren’t really talking about what happened that night. You throw in a bunch of drugs and alcohol, and people’s memories start to get foggy. And since everyone was underage, they don’t want to talk about the technically illegal things they did back then either.” 

	“So how do we find out more? I’ve listened to some episodes, you’re pretty good at putting things together and poking around.” I don’t know how she finds out everything she does about the cases. I’m curious now that I think about it. If I wanted to investigate on my own, I would need to know more. 

	 “Thanks. That’s not a thing people usually compliment me on.” She smiles.  

	Thomas comes back from the bathroom before I can say anything else, his hair damp, like he’d splashed water on his face. I smile softly to him as he sits down next to Lisa. I want to apologize for making him feel uncomfortable, but I don’t know how to bring it up. He doesn't look at me, and instead flags down a nearby waitress.

	“Can I have a club sandwich with fries, please?” he asks. 

	“You two want anything?” he asks as the waitress writes down his order. 

	“I’ll take a blueberry muffin,” I say.

	“I’ll have a slice of apple pie,” Lisa says. The waitress nods and leaves, snapping her gum. 

	“Okay, let’s break it down by time. Where did the night start?” Lisa taps her pencil against her notebook. 

	“Um…” I stall. I hadn’t expected her to ask me this much this early. Honestly, I had no idea how this meeting was going to go. I glance at Thomas. Lisa follows my eyes. 

	“You can trust him,” Lisa says. “He’s with me. If you want him to leave, he can.” She looks at him. He doesn’t say anything. 

	I look at Thomas, but he avoids any eye contact. I don’t know if I could trust either of them, but I need to start somewhere. “Davey wasn’t supposed to be out that night,” I continue. My fingers squeeze the handle of my coffee mug. “His grades were slipping, so he was grounded. His mom took his keys. But we helped him sneak out. I think it was around ten o’clock?”

	“In the morning or at night?” Lisa’s pencil scratches across her paper. 

	“Night. Why would it be in the morning?” 

	“I always ask to clarify.” 

	I nod. “Okay. I think we dropped him off around ten thirty.”

	Lisa scribbles frantically. Her handwriting is small and messy. I can’t read it upside down. 

	“Then I didn’t hear from him until after three a.m. He called me.” 

	“What did he say?”

	“Um. Just some drunk ramblings. He said he was in bed, so I didn’t think anything of it.” I don’t want to tell her what he said, just yet. I don’t know what she’s going to do with it. And Davey’s words that night were just for me. 

	“According to what the police said last year, he’s not on any of the security cameras.” She looks up. 

	That was found out during the investigation last year. But Davey knew how to dodge any around his house if he needed to, so his mom wouldn’t find out he snuck out. “If you know this, why are you asking me so much?”

	“Rule number one, see whose story changes. Inconsistencies can point you in the right direction. And it’s best to hear it from the mouth of someone involved.” She drums her pen on the paper before prompting me to continue. “So. Security cameras.” 

	“He knew how to get around them. They were only at the front of his house, not the side or the back. His mom didn’t always know he snuck out when he was being careful. He used to climb out of the window, then we would pick him up where the trees blocked the car from the cameras.” 

	Lisa nods and writes down a few words. “He did that when you picked him up the night he went missing?”

	“Yeah. It was what we usually did.” 

	“Was he acting strange, or any different than usual?”

	Lisa’s questions are the same ones that the cops asked me when his mother first reported him missing. Was he acting strange, did he do anything out of the ordinary? He’d been on a downward spiral for months after his dad died, but things were starting to pick up for him. He’d been happier, until the time right before he disappeared. I still don’t know what changed, or why it happened. 

	“He’d been extra on edge lately. I thought he was just concerned about grades and missing his dad. Arthur texted me around two in the morning if I’d heard anything from Davey and if he needed to pick him up. I hadn’t heard anything. We texted a chat with just the three of us, and Davey never responded.”

	“What happened to his dad?” Lisa asked. 

	“He died,” I say. I don’t elaborate.

	Lisa waits a moment, but she continues her line of questioning. “And Davey called you about an hour later?”

	“Yeah, maybe an hour and a half later. I don't know where he was that night or why he was there, or how he got home. And no one else seems to know either. But something's not adding up, and I can't figure out what it is.”

	“So, you didn’t hear from him again until around three thirty in the morning?”

	“Right. And we were supposed to meet the next morning for brunch to get pancakes. He never showed up, and he never responded to any messages. I thought he was just drunk or high or something and slept too late. He sounded really drunk on the call. It wasn’t until his mom called me that I thought something was really wrong.” I swallow thickly, pushing down the guilt of that statement.  

	“Did that happen a lot, him not showing up to plans?”

	I shrug. “Sometimes, if he partied too hard. But he always called when he woke up to apologize.” 

	“Okay. You said you got a call from him?”

	“Yeah.” 

	“What did he say?”

	I shrug, trying to play it cool. “Nothing really, just that he was in bed and excited to get pancakes tomorrow.” I’m lying. I don’t want to tell her what Davey said, at least not yet. Or ever. I can’t forget what he said during that call. The last time I ever spoke to him. 

	“And he was home?” 

	“I don’t know where he would have been otherwise. He said that someone had driven him, and that he was in bed.” 

	“Okay. Let me know if you remember anything more. What did he do in his free time?”

	The abrupt subject change throws me off. “He hung out with us, mostly.”

	“Something more helpful than that. Do you think anyone in your friend group had something to do with it?”

	“No,” I snap. “None of us had anything to do with it. I got drunk with my friend Mack and watched movies. Her sister covered for us since her mom was out of town. Fuck, I got in so much trouble for that.” My parents had grounded me, but they let up when no one could find Davey. I guess they didn’t want to put more pressure on me. 

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hit a sore point. You can account for all your friends?” Lisa breezes past any awkwardness. 

	“Yes.” Sorrel was in Philly visiting his grandparents. Arthur stuck around at Mack’s for a while, then he went home. “I was at my friend’s house for the rest of the night.”

	“Okay, good. Were any of them questioned in any of the original investigations?”

	“We all were.” And it was terrible. The end of senior year should have been fun, but we didn’t get to enjoy any of it because of the investigation. And Davey should have been there beside us. 

	“Okay.”

	“We cared about him,” I snap. “We didn’t do anything to hurt him.” Except drop him off at that stupid party. I push the thought down, taking a deep breath. 

	“I never said you didn’t care,” Lisa says. 

	The waitress comes back with our food then. “Finally,” Thomas says. I’d almost forgotten he was here; he was silent for most of our talk. 

	We lapse into silence as we start to eat. I pick at my muffin, my stomach in knots. I can’t shake the guilt I feel for dropping him off. After a few minutes, Lisa breaks the silence. 

	“I have another question about David,” she says through a mouthful of pie. 

	“Davey,” I correct. “And what is it?”

	“Would anyone have a reason to want to hurt him?”

	“No. No one would.” I know this much. Davey didn’t get along with everyone, but being an asshole sometimes wasn’t enough to try to hurt someone. 

	Thomas snorts. 

	“What?” My voice has a bite to it. 

	“Nothing.” He raises his hands in submission. “But everyone has secrets, even ones they keep from their friends.” 

	Before I can say anything against that, Lisa butts in. 

	“Any drug issues?” Her voice is muffled through a mouthful of food. 

	“Not really,” I say. He would drink and smoke weed at parties, but so would everyone. 

	“Could you elaborate?”

	I consider this. “Davey would take some to pull all-nighters or barely get any sleep and take it to get through the next day. And then maybe smoke to go to sleep. But that wasn’t much different than… honestly, everyone.” And that’s true. A lot of people would take something before tests, or to calm down before a presentation. “He was partying more near the end of senior year,” I add. And he was spiraling after the death of his dad, but I don’t tell Lisa that.  

	She nods. “Are you sure he wasn’t hiding anything?”

	 “Davey didn’t keep secrets from me.” This, I know, is true. I knew everything about him. 

	“Are you sure?”

	“He didn’t,” I insist. At least, I don’t think he did. Maybe this is why I’m so insistent on finding out what happened. If something was going on, he wouldn't have kept it a secret from the four of us, and especially not me. We were propping him up after his dad died. We saw him at his worst. We knew everything about him. 

	Lisa writes a few more things. I catch the word ‘episode’ in her writing, though it’s hard to read upside down. “Are you going to talk about this on the podcast?” 

	She looks at me hard. “Do you want me to?”

	“Not yet.” I haven’t told her anything too pressing or that couldn’t be found out on her own, but I want to be careful. I don’t know if she’ll help me if I say no. 

	Lisa nods, staring out of the window. “I’m not going to do it for a while, and only if this starts to go somewhere. I try not to keep people from moving on if they feel they need to.” 

	I’m surprised. “That’s really nice of you.” 

	She smiles. “I try. I’m dealing with delicate subject matter. Do you have any messages you sent that night?” 

	“I do.”

	“Can I see them?”

	“Yeah.” I pull my phone from my back pocket and scroll until I find mine and Davey’s texts. “This is it. He had to have been drunk or something. Usually, he didn't make that many typos.” I’d showed them to the police when he first went missing, though they hadn’t led anywhere.  

	Davey: Laniey 

	Laine: Yeah?

	Davey: praty is fun

	Laine: Are you drunk?

	Davey: yah. Miss you

	It’s not much, but it’s all I have besides the phone call. And that only exists in my memory, and I suppose phone records. I wish I had recorded it. I didn’t know it would be the last time I heard his voice. 

	“That's really helpful Laine,” she says. “Okay. We need to find out who else he was with that night.” 

	I don’t tell her about the photo I found earlier when I’d been looking through pictures from that night. The photo with a pool that I don’t recognize, that definitely wasn’t at Max’s house where we dropped him off. Only time will tell if I can trust Lisa. “I can check social media and see if there’s anything,” I say instead. 

	She nods. “Okay, good. We can meet in a few days and go from there. I’ll look too, just to see what I can find.” 

	“Okay.”

	We stay at the diner for another few minutes as the dinner rush starts to crowd in. I finish my food, chewing slowly as I think about Davey. Thomas doesn’t say much at all. 

	“Why did you start a true crime podcast?” I ask Lisa, to break the silence. 

	“I’d always liked it, and when I used to listen to them, I thought I was pretty good at noticing things and keeping up. It was the first thing in a long time I've felt that I'm good at. And it's still fun, and it’s a good way to raise awareness about missing people. I started just covering young women who had gone missing, then I sort of expanded here and there.” Her face lights up as she speaks about her podcast. 

	Thinking back to some of the episodes I listened to, I see what she was trying to do. “It's better than all the comedy ones, I can't stand when they make jokes about him. It just feels cold, like they don't realize that he was a whole person.”

	Lisa beams at me. “God, thank you. I know I’m a true crime fanatic, but there’s all these ethics issues surrounding cases. I do my best to get in contact with the family and leave donation links for their cause and the tip line just in case. It’s so easy to lose sight of the real people behind these cases.” 

	Thomas joins in this part of the conversation too, eventually. He tells me that he moved to Ohio senior year with his parents, and he’s staying with his cousins for the summer in Michigan. 

	“Ohio fucking sucks,” he says through a mouthful of food. “I’m glad to be back in Michigan now. I’m going to move back for a while.” 

	Lisa squeezes his arm briefly after he says this. He gives her a small smile. 

	I want to ask him why he moved, but considering how he reacted earlier, I don’t want to push it.  

	We split the bill and leave before the diner gets too crowded. Lisa and I make plans to meet on Saturday to discuss more.

	When I get back home, I roll what Lisa and I talked about through my head for the rest of the night. I need to figure out what she can help me find and talk to everyone who was tagged in the photo I found of that night. 

	My phone dings with text messages, but I ignore every notification. Instead, I search Davey’s name again. A new article pops up from a local newspaper. I read the title. Autopsy set to begin on body of missing teenager found in lake. 

	I can’t wait that long. I want to know what happened to my best friend. 

	 

	
Then

	September, Senior Year

	 

	Senior year begins with a flurry of movement, a shock after the laziness and freedom of June and July. Fall sport practice started in August, so half of the students have already had their summer cut short. Davey had lacrosse camp starting at the end of July, then practice for four hours every day for the last two weeks of August. He looks forward to the cool fall weather, a much-needed reprieve from the scorching heat and stifling humidity of summer. 

	    School starts on a Tuesday, and he manages to make it to all his classes on time, even hungover from partying that weekend. Laine is in AP English Lit. and AP Calculus with him, Arthur in history, and Sorrel in AP Chem. He doesn’t have any with Mack this year.  

	    The first day of classes goes by smoothly. Mostly syllabi, introductions, and class expectations. No real work yet, though he knows it’s coming, and it’ll all be difficult. Keeping up with it on top college apps isn’t going to be easy. He can hear his mom and dad telling him to not get distracted, even now. 

	On the Monday of the second week of school, he finds Laine in the library, a copy of Hamlet open on the table in front of her. She sips from a to-go coffee cup as she scribbles notes in a notebook open next to her. 

	“What’s up,” he says, sliding into the seat next to her. 

	“Hey,” she whispers, only glancing up from her work. “This essay’s due soon, and I’ve just started the book.” 

	“Just look up the cliff’s notes.”

	“No shit.” She gestures to her phone. “But the edition on there is not the edition of the book we were assigned to read, so now I have to find all the page numbers for everything.” 

	“Wait, I thought that essay was due Thursday?” He hasn’t started working on it at all. 

	“Nope, due tomorrow. Have you started it?”

	“No.” 

	She snorts. “You should do that.” 

	“Yeah, I guess. Where’s Sorrel?” 

	 “I think he has practice.” 

	“Fuck, I thought it didn’t start until later. We were supposed to work on our group project together.” He squeezes his water bottle so hard water squirts out of the top. Laine laughs loudly, slapping a hand over her mouth to stifle it as other tables in the library look to them disapprovingly. “Sorry. Oh my god, I think I have some tissues in my bag.” 

	He wipes it up with his sleeve instead. “Don’t worry about it, I got it. Can you help me with the essay?”

	He looks at Laine. And she stares at him with her big brown eyes, a smile on her lips. His heart flutters in his chest. He leans towards her. But then the moment is gone, and she’s summarizing the plot of Hamlet. 

	Ten minutes later their chairs are pushed together, his leg brushing against hers. 

	“I can’t do this.”

	“You can.” She lays her head on his shoulder. 

	“I’ll try.” He wraps his arm around her. She smells like vanilla and coconut oil. He feels happy, content. Being around Laine always does that to him. 

	“Yeah. If you email Ms. Stuart right now, she might give you an extension.”

	“Nah, I want to save that for later in the semester. I think I’ll need it once we start playing more games. Fuck” 

	Laine transitions from taking notes to frantically typing. “I gotta finish this before practice starts.” 

	Davey’s still trying to think of passages from the text to support his thesis statement. 

	Laine packs up and goes to change for indoor track, and then he’s left alone. 

	He flips through Laine’s now fully annotated copy of the book. The team is kicking his ass. There's no morning practice, thankfully, which is one of the reasons he quit swim. But practices from four to seven after school every day, and then homework after the drive home. And back to school for classes at eight the next morning. He doesn’t know how he’s supposed to have time for everything. 

	He runs out to buy coffee and some chips before practice, already in the habit of trying to cram in as much as he can after school ends at three but before practice. 

	He pays Laine back the next day by letting her copy his calculus homework, which she always forgets to do until the morning before. 

	She's just so smart—all his friends are. He feels like they don't have to work at it as much as he does. All their families are so close, and they all work so hard. He feels like he can't focus, can't keep anything straight. He gets a B plus on the English paper, which is okay, but he gets a lecture from his parents to push for an A the next time. 

	He needs a break. He needs—he doesn't know what he needs anymore.

	 

	


Chapter 9

	Now

	 

	The June air is so humid that I’m constantly sticky. I stay out later as the days still get longer, usually at Sorrel’s house. This time, Arthur and Mack are with us too. Both his parents and mine comment on how the four of us have reunited. I don’t tell my friends or my parents about what I’m planning to do with Lisa. My parents would probably try to talk me out of it and tell me to let people who are trained to do it handle it. I just want to keep what I’m doing to myself, at least for now. 

	I get box braids from a girl in my neighborhood who’s trying to start her braiding business. Sorrel’s little sister, Eden, is officially out of school for the summer and their mother asks me to start teaching her piano again. I pack up a backpack full of music books and bike to his house at six that night. I knock, and his mom opens the door and pulls me into a hug. 

	“Hi, baby. Eden is waiting for you,” she says, before ushering me inside. “She’s been practicing.”

	Sorrel’s family has a grand piano in their living room. It's beautiful and very loud. Eden isn’t terrible at piano, but she never practices. She says it makes her nervous that everyone hears her. I told her to power through it, but I understood her feelings. I’d always practiced in the private rooms at the music store when I felt that way. I’d told her to do the same. I’ve spent hours annoying my parents with my late night piano playing, especially when I was working on a more energetic piece. 

	“Have you been practicing your scales?” I ask her. She's taller than when I saw her last. Her hair is in two little puffs on top of her head. 

	“No.” She rolls her eyes. 

	“Your mom says you have.”

	“I have this week.”

	“Good enough. Let's see how far you've gotten.” 

	She shows me her scales. And then we move on to her piece. It’s Beethoven, at beginner level. She’s not bad at all. Even though she doesn't practice, she's been playing since she was little, and she can read music well; I think she can pull it off. 

	The next day on Friday, I run with Amy again after work. I’ve gotten better, and so has she. We keep pace together as we run. I don’t listen to music, and we don’t talk much. We just let the sounds of the forest surround us. 

	***

	I meet Lisa at the public library by my house on Saturday after I teach morning lessons. We’d texted a little the day before to schedule a meeting time for today. 

	I wait in the parking lot in my car until I see Lisa. She notices me as well, and waves as she pulls up in the parking space next to mine. She grins at me from her black Honda. 

	Nerves rise in my chest as I get out of the car. I hope today goes as well as our last meeting did. 

	“Glad you still showed up,” she says as she swings her backpack over her shoulder. It looks heavy. 

	“Why wouldn't I?”

	She shrugs. “Sometimes people back out at the last minute. They want to talk about it and then they realize they can't, or they don't want to anymore and back out. Or they lead me on wild goose chases just because they want to pull me around.”

	“Where’s Thomas?”

	“At his lake house, probably. He goes there every weekend. He’s not my bodyguard.”

	“Are you friends?” I ask. I’m curious about their relationship.

	She doesn’t say anything for a moment as we walk. “I guess we’re family friends. Well, basically family. He’s just Thomas.” She shrugs. 

	“So not dating?”

	Lisa wrinkles her nose. “Ew, no. That would be like dating a sibling.” 

	We set up in one of the private study rooms, available to reserve for two hours at a time. 

	Lisa peppers me with questions the second she pulls out her notebook. “Do you remember what the cops asked you about Davey back when he went missing?”

	 “They kept asking me the same questions over and over. What happened that night, was he acting strange, where was I, where was he.” They hadn’t asked too much or anything different than that, really. 

	Lisa nods. “Do you know who else they talked to? And did anyone else say anything about it?”

	“Everyone, basically. They asked all of us if we knew anything. We posted on social media about it, the other four of us and his mom. Some people messaged me saying they’d seen him that night. Sorry, I don’t remember too much.” My voice catches. I’d directed anyone who messaged me to Mrs. Woods. I didn’t know what I could do to help back then. 

	“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pressure you so much. All right, you’ve got to go back to your messages, find out who those people were. They're going to be our best bet for putting this together.” She smooths her hand over the open page of her notebook. 

	I take a shaky breath. “The police eventually said that he probably wandered out somewhere and got lost. But I can’t figure out why he would have been out by that lake.”  

	“We’ll start with the people who messaged you back then and go from there. It’s possible they knew someone out there if Davey didn’t.” 

	“Do you think the cops know and they’re just hiding it until they make an official statement?” I ask. The police never figured out where his body was the first time, but maybe finding him would push a better investigation.  

	Lisa shrugs. “Nah, they probably don't know yet. Something would have been released if they did. They would have put out a statement if they solved it.” She makes a face. “Or if they think they did.”

	“Okay.” 

	“I need a list of names of friends, or people who saw him that night. We can start there.” 

	Lisa pulls a sketchbook out of her backpack. I catch glimpses of the drawings as she flips through them. They’re good, some just in black and white, some colored in.

	“You used to draw in high school, right?” I ask.

	“Still do, just not as much. It’s good for visual planning,” she says. “We can print stuff out here too, right?”

	“Yeah,” I nod. 

	The first thing we do is start researching on social media. Lisa is friends with some of the people on the list, but I’m friends with more. I’m able to see albums of photos available to friends only.  

	“This is how I always start,” Lisa says as we search. “Go on social media and dig for everything you know about the case before you start asking questions. Then people don’t have time to delete evidence or clear out the skeletons in their closets.”

	Once I have what seems like an endless number of tabs open, we try to put events in order. Starting with the night of the party. The night of May fifteenth was when the party started, technically. Davey was last seen early the next morning, on May sixteenth. 

	Most people I know don’t really use Facebook anymore, but there’s remnants left from days when it was more popular. People have abandoned regular updates for other, newer forms of social media. And even more people were smart enough not to leave evidence of all their underage drinking online. Robert, one of Davey’s friends from the lacrosse team, was not that smart, luckily for us. He has a photo album titled “Senior Spring”, full of photos of members of the team.  I spot Davey in the back of a few, and my heart stutters when I see his face. He was due for a haircut, his brown hair long enough to curl.  

	“Can I ask you something?” Lisa asks, startling me. 

	“Sure.” I look up from my laptop.

	“What did Davey say when he called you?” 

	“It’s kind of private.” I avoid her gaze. 

	“Did you tell the cops?”

	“Yeah.” I told them everything they needed to know. I told them how drunk he sounded, how he said he couldn’t wait for pancakes and couldn’t wait to see me tomorrow. I didn’t tell them that he told me he loved me, and that he wanted to kiss me again tomorrow. I haven’t told anyone, not even my parents or Arthur or Mack or Sorrel; I had kept the last conversation between Davey and me vague. Davey just said he was in bed. 

	I push away the thoughts of Davey’s last words to me and dig through my old text messages and social media DMs. 

	“Okay, Laura and Matt messaged me that they had seen Davey leaving Maxwell's party that night. Laura said she couldn't remember who he left with, and Matt said he couldn't either. But whoever it was had a black BMW.” 

	“Great. Who has a black BMW?” 

	I snort. “Half the school, probably. Matt said it was a sedan but that doesn't really help.”

	“Alright. We just have to find out who has what car, then.” 

	“Rob has a black BMW,” I say, pulling deep into something I remember. I’d seen him pick up Davey or drop him off a few times. I remember his car. “He lives near Davey.” 

	I hadn’t spent a lot of time with Rob Owens, and we didn't really get along. But he was Davey's friend from lacrosse, and they lived close to each other. Davey would sometimes catch a ride from him either to school or weekend practice if he didn’t feel like driving, and they would often go to lacrosse parties together. Rob hosted a few as well. Davey had invited me to a few, but I’d never actually gone. 

	Davey could have gone with him after Max’s party. At least it was a place to start. 

	“Who’s Rob?”

	I click on Rob’s profile and turn my computer so she can see my screen. She stares at it, squinting in confusion. His profile picture is a close up of his face, with ice blue eyes, black hair, and a bump on the bridge of his nose. 

	“I don't remember any of him, what the hell?” 

	“You probably just don’t because you’re older than all of us.” I turn my laptop back around. 

	“Probably. Or maybe the people from high school start to blend together after a while.” 

	“How do we get him to talk to us?” I ask, moving past her joke. I’m not sure how to reach out to him. I hadn’t talked to him since Davey first went missing. 

	“You ask. And you pry, and you’re persistent. And sometimes people still refuse.”

	“Great.” 

	“It’s all part of the job. You know them better than me, you should start.” 

	I scoff. 

	“If you want to find out what happened, you’re going to need to be okay with being uncomfortable.” Lisa doesn’t look up as she says this. She’s probably had months, if not years of practice of this for her podcast.  I don’t know how I can do any of that. I wasn’t friends with any of these people, at least not close enough to have their phone numbers. I was friends with them on social media because we went to the same school and were in the same grade for most of our lives. 

	I sigh. I have to do this, for myself and for Davey. I can’t keep wondering. Anything is better than the blank that I have now. 

	I don’t say anything, but instead focus on my laptop and start digging through social media.  

	The party that night was at Maxwell’s house. He’s next on the list. I go to his profile. His photos are full of him playing golf at Warren Country Club. 

	I wrinkle my nose. Arthur and Sorrel used to play golf on the weekends at the same country club. Arthur’s family had a membership there. Sorrel’s mom refused to buy a membership; she says they are a waste of money. I, on the other hand, hate golf. I turn my screen to Lisa. 

	“I’m going to have to go to the country club and play golf.”

	She glances up. “It’s golf at a country club, that’ll be fun.”

	“Golf is terrible.” 

	Lisa snorts. “It's such a rich white dude sport, it's kind of boring.” 

	“My dad loves it. He says he likes being outside. My mom just tells him he might as well go to the lake or go for a hike.”

	“She’s not wrong. Does everyone on the list have social media?” 

	I nod. “I think I follow most of them.”

	“Okay, maybe it would be better for you to reach out to people that you know that way.” 

	“Why me? I have no idea what I’m doing.” 

	“People aren't always receptive to true crime, especially podcasts like mine that take a strong political stance. They think that I should just let the police work. But even good detectives miss things. And people don’t always believe teenage girls. Like this one case I covered last year. This girl and her friend went to a concert in a bar that was twenty-one plus. They were sixteen, but they got fake IDs. And one of them never made it home. Her mother reported her missing, and the other girl tells the police about a creepy middle-aged man who’d been hitting on them all night. They were drunk and young, and people didn’t believe her. She got so much hate, and people told her she was lying to take the attention from what they did. And then, get this—the body of her friend is found by some hikers. And the only thing nearby is a cabin, belonging to this guy. They found another girl’s body near the cabin too. And his DNA was on the bodies. Keep in mind, this is months later. They didn’t believe her.”

	“That’s disturbing,” I say. It made my stomach curl to think about the ways people hurt other people.  

	“Yeah. That’s true crime. Sometimes people lie, but most of the time there are crumbs of truth spread throughout everything.” 

	We go back to searching after that. I go back to Nick’s tagged photo again. There are two people tagged in the photo besides Davey: Nate Ryan, and Melanie Harris. I write down their names. I haven’t told Lisa about the photo, but she just asked me to find names. 

	I click on Nick’s profile photo. It’s a full body shot, where he stands leaning on a black BMW. His sandy hair is pushed back from his face, and he looks away from the camera. I add his name to the list. He was with Davey that night, and he has a black BMW. 

	Throughout the afternoon, I have more luck than Lisa in the search. I’m more connected with the people that were in my grade. And even more through Davey when his groups of friends collided. I’ve soon got a full list of who had probably seen Davey last: Max, Rob, Nick, Nate, Melanie. Max because of his party, Rob and Nick because they both drive a black BMW, and Nate and Melanie because they were tagged in the photo. 

	Around four o'clock, Lisa groans and stretches her arms overhead. “Okay, as much as I'm enjoying this. I need coffee and lunch.” I’m hungry as well, and my stomach lets out a growl. 

	“Yeah, me too. Do you want to go to that little coffee place down the street?” The new coffee place near the library is trendy and expensive. It’s well on its way to becoming popular on Instagram. The walls are bright pink, with light wood tables and chairs. Every drink is served in colorful handmade mugs, and besides pastries they serve avocado toast and smoothie bowls. At any given time, it’s filled with trophy wives and wannabe social media stars trying to capture the next big photo. At least the coffee is good. 

	“Let's go there. It's expensive, but whatever. The podcast sponsors have been picking up.” 

	Before we leave, I show my list of names to Lisa. She copies it down in her notebook. 

	With the absence of something more pressing, or maybe because we’re just tired, we talk about ourselves. 

	“I’m getting my degree in criminology, or maybe criminal psychology. It's interesting to think about cases like this, and who missed what and why it was missed. There are so many people that they just don't even try for because they're not the right color or the right gender, not rich enough. Sometimes they don't have enough people looking for them. I don't want anyone to be forgotten like that, you know.”

	I understand what she means. It’s why I can’t stop wondering what happened to Davey, no matter how much it hurts me to think about it. I can be there with him in his last moments now, even if I couldn’t be there with him then. 

	“That’s really noble,” I say. 

	She hums. “I guess. I figured, there’s so many people doing podcasts with no expertise that I could take a stab at it. Anyways, enough about me. What do you want to do?”

	I tell her my plans for music. “I’m not sure what I want to do yet, but I’m teaching right now. Maybe I’ll try for an orchestra or something. I’m hopefully going to start composing more in the fall.”

	My phone buzzes with a notification, and I look down. 

	Mrs. Woods: Davey loved you all, and I miss seeing you around the house. If you are nearby, feel free to drop in for a chat!  

	My stomach drops. I haven’t seen Davey’s mother since his funeral. I didn’t, and still don’t, know what to say to her. 

	“What’s wrong?” Lisa asks, eyeing me. 

	“Nothing.” I put my phone face down on the table, trying to push it from my mind until I’m alone. Lisa glances at my phone but doesn’t press further. 

	We stay in the cafe and bask in the late afternoon sunshine. 

	I stop at home quickly, change into my swimsuit, and drive to Sorrel’s after. I pick him up, and we lounge by the neighborhood pool for the rest of the evening until the mosquitos come out around dusk. He doesn’t say anything about the text from Mrs. Woods, which I know he got. 

	Later, back at home, I scroll through the pictures I have of Davey, biting back tears. There’s so many of just the two of us, because we never slept. We snuck out, drove around, went to the beach, always back before morning. The late hours of the night became ours, a small pocket of time where we could lose ourselves in hedonism and forget everything around us. 

	I think about Mrs. Woods, too. She must feel terrible now. I snap my ponytail band against my wrist as I feel myself start to fade away, bringing myself back to the present. 

	I feel sad for her. To lose so much in such a short time, with so little answers. I know her and Davey weren’t getting along well when he went missing, but I know he loved his mom. I just hadn’t known what to say to her, and everything reminded me of Davey for months after he went missing. I couldn’t face her. 

	But I know I need to do it now. For Davey. 

	 

	 

	
Gone

	with Lisa Leynes

	 

	“Due to some recent developments, I have decided to report on the case of David Woods. I won’t make another episode focused on it until I know more, and more information about what happened to him has been released to the public. But I thought I would just say one last thing until then. Apparently, things don't quite line up from the night this kid went missing. 

	Afterward he was reported missing, everyone—and by everyone, I mean a bunch of hungover high schoolers who saw him that night—says they told the police all that they know. But how much are they actually going to admit? They go to their lake houses, get drunk on their boats, and that’s the end. Unfortunately, it’s quite common for people to think they can swim when they’re drunk, and they end up drowning. God, I don't mean to sound callous. But I don't really think that's what happened here. Something feels off.  

	I started this podcast to report on inconsistencies and lies in police procedures that have led to so many cases going cold. There are families that will never get closure because the bodies of their loved ones are never found, and neither are the killers. I have something right in front of me, that I can help solve, and I can't say no. 

	Stay tuned for future episodes. It won’t be for a while, as I’m doing research, but this isn't the end. This is just the beginning.”

	 

	


Chapter 10

	Now

	 

	Over the next couple of days, I can’t stop thinking about the text from Davey’s mom. I read it over and over when I have moments by myself at work, and when I’m spending time with Arthur, Sorrel, and Mack. I feel whole again with us all together. But Davey is always at the back of my mind. 

	My mother is the type to always send thank you cards, flowers, to tell me that it was part of good home training. But I hadn’t responded to Mrs. Woods’ text yet. I don’t know what to do. 

	To push her from my mind, I focus on finding out what happened to Davey. I start with Rob, just because he’s the first on the list. After days of writing, then rewriting, then scrapping it altogether, I send him a short message. 

	Laine: Hey, I know this is kind of weird, but you were friends with Davey. I have a few questions to ask about the night he went missing, if that's okay. 

	There’s no response for another two hours but then he responds. 

	Rob: Yeah, I guess. I'm out of town tho. Could you ask me over text?

	Laine: Yes, thank you. 

	Rob: No prob. What are they?

	Laine: What do you remember about the night Davey went missing? Did you take him anywhere? 

	Rob: Not much. I wasn’t sober tbh. 

	Laine: Can you tell me where you went that night?

	Rob: Max’s, then home to grab a few things, then Jeremy’s lake house. Only saw Davey at Max’s, sorry. 

	Laine: Did Davey seem normal at Max’s?

	Rob: Kind of. He got drunk then got sad about his dad, but he always did that. 

	He’s right, Davey did always do that. Sometimes everything would be fine, then he would get sad and miss his dad. Sometimes his eyes would get misty. Sometimes, when we were alone, he would cry. He didn’t know how to live with the loss.  

	Laine: Can you remember anything else about that night?

	Rob: No, that’s pretty much all I got, sorry.

	Laine: Thanks for your help

	Rob: No prob. Did you go to the memorial?

	Laine: Yeah, did you?

	Rob: No, I was up north. 

	I sigh and put my phone in my back pocket. I tie up my hair before pulling up the online student directory from Constance Briar. It takes a few tries for me to remember the login password. Luckily, it still works even though I graduated. 

	I look up Rob's name, and luckily his address is listed underneath. I hope he lives in the same place. I debate asking him, but I’m not sure what he would say. I decide to just go and check—it’s not too far. 

	I drive past Davey's house on the way there and keep my eyes on the road, not looking at his mom's car in the driveway. 

	Rob's house is two and a half stories, made of an older, pale brick. I peek along the back of the house as I drive by, craning my neck to see the back. I can just see the edge of a pool, made of white concrete. I pull up the image Nick posted of that night, now saved in my phone. Not even close to the dark brick in the photo. 

	I sigh and turn around in the driveway before heading back the way I came. I glance at Davey’s house as I drive by it, my fingers drumming against the steering wheel. My foot hovers over the brake but in the end, I punch the gas and speed down the street.  

	***

	I make the decision to go visit Mrs. Woods on Wednesday night just after dinner. A Sixty Minutes special about a missing boy plays on the TV in the background as Sorrel and I sit in my living room working on a puzzle. Not Davey, but another missing kid. 

	There’s a shot of his parents, hugging his friends. Something tugs at my heart. 

	“All of his friends cared about him so much, they were here for anything we needed. The weeks after he went missing were the most difficult of my life,” the missing kid’s dad cries from the TV. 

	“I think I’m going to visit Davey’s mom tomorrow after work,” I say out loud, before I can think about it. 

	“How come?” Sorrel asks through a mouth full of potato chips. 

	“Just to see how she’s doing.” That’s true, but the more I think about it, the more I realize I want something more. I want to see if Davey left anything behind that would give me any type of clue about what state he was in. He was partying a lot when he went missing, but he did that more whenever he missed his dad.  

	“Without the rest of us?” Sorrel looks at me. I don’t meet his eyes. He knows me well enough to know that I’m not saying everything. 

	“I just need to go by myself, once.” My voice comes out less steady than intended. I clear my throat. 

	He raises his hands in surrender. “Whatever you need. We should all chip in and get her one of those fancy gift baskets that she likes, the ones with chocolates and candles and soap,” Sorrel says. 

	“That’s good,” I respond, my mind thinking of what I should look for. That’ll give me a reason to be there in the first place, after not having been to visit for years. 

	I drum my fingers against the arm of the couch and try to focus on the puzzle in front of us on the coffee table. 

	***

	The next day after work, I swing by the luxury grocery store by the Woods’ and pick up a gift basket. I think about what to say to her. After Davey’s dad died, his mom was on her own. His older brother was gone for college, and Davey was gearing up to leave too. 

	I take the familiar route to his house. The spot on my passenger’s seat where the gift basket sits should be filled with Davey. I think of the thousands of pictures he must have taken of the two of us. Sunsets, sunrises, lazy afternoons, evenings. Sober, drunk, smoking, partying, listening to music. Just us. 

	I park on the left side of the driveway, Lainey’s spot as Davey used to call it. 

	I ring the doorbell before I can convince myself to come back another day. It takes a moment before a voice crackles through the intercom. 

	“Hello, who is it?” I haven’t heard Davey’s mom’s voice in months, and it takes me back to afternoons spent at his house. 

	“Hi, um, it's Laine,” I say. I feel awkward and too warm, my clothes scratching against my skin. I want to run back to my car and drive away. But I can’t go back now that she knows I’m here. I have no choice but to go inside. 

	“Laine, sweetie! What a surprise. Give me one second.” I hear her descend the steps and then the door opens. She's exactly the same as I remember, brown hair with gray around the edges, brown eyes, always wearing makeup and spray tanned. She looks just as tired as I remember. That tiredness came after Mr. Woods died and hasn’t left her face since. I hold up the gift basket. 

	“This is for you,” I say, holding out the gift basket. “From all four of us. I’m sorry.” 

	She smiles softly. “And you were the messenger. That’s so sweet of you all. Come in, come in.” 

	I step inside and she closes the door behind me. 

	Davey’s house is a modern farmhouse, meticulously decorated by an interior decorator. Gray and shades of white and black, with small pops of red here and there.  

	    “Do you want a cup of coffee?” Mrs. Woods asks as she leads me towards the kitchen. It smells the same as I remember, like the flowery air freshener that Mrs. Woods likes to spray, with fresh air pouring in through the kitchen window. 

	“Sure, if it’s not too much trouble,” I say. The coffee maker is already on, brewing drip coffee. The news blares in the background from the kitchen TV. I don’t know what to say to her, or even how to begin. I don’t know how to tell her how sorry I am, that Arthur and I took him to that party in the first place or that we helped him sneak out. 

	“I’m sorry,” I say when she offers me a mug. “I miss him so much—" my voice catches. “I’m sorry that we helped him sneak out that night.” It pours out of me before I can stop it, something I’ve wanted to say to her since the first night Davey didn’t come back home. 

	“Oh honey,” she says, standing up and wrapping her arms around me for a quick hug. She smells like Hermes perfume, the one that Davey said his dad gave her every year for Christmas. For some reason, I’m glad she still wears it. I’m glad that something is still the same, even after life-shattering changes. “You need to stop blaming yourself. You were trying to help your friend. Besides, he would have found someone else to pick him up anyway.” 

	I swallow the urge to ask her if anything more has been found out about how Davey died. But I don’t want to dredge up even more old memories, and I don’t want her to know what I’ve been doing. I don’t know what she’ll think about it. I do know that she’d probably tell me to leave it alone, and probably talk to my parents about it. 

	I sit with her at the table, and we sip slowly, a soap opera playing in the background. My heart pounds in my throat. 

	“My mother used to watch this,” she says after a few minutes. “Davey used to like having it on, it reminded him of his grandmother.” 

	“My grandmother used to watch it too,” I say. She played her stories all day, every day. 

	Sitting here, I’m flooded with memories of other times I’ve spent in this same exact spot. All five of us baking cookies at the counter. Doing homework together, textbooks and notebooks spread out over the counter. 

	I take a shaky breath. I want to see more of Davey, to see his old things. To see if he left something, anything, behind that would help me figure out what happened.   

	I try to think of a reason that I can ask to go upstairs to see Davey’s bedroom. That I wanted to pry through his old things. What would I even say? I think the circumstances around Davey’s death don’t make sense—can I play amateur sleuth and go through his stuff? 

	Instead, Mrs. Woods saves me from having to ask anything.  

	“Oh, Davey printed out so many pictures of you two before he went missing. You all were going to be in his art portfolio. Did he ever show them to you?”

	“No, he never did.” He took pictures of us all the time, but he usually put them on social media or showed us. I swallow back a lump in my throat. He hadn’t told us he was doing that. 

	“Let me show you. They’re upstairs.” 

	I follow her when she moves to go up the stairs, staying a few steps behind her. Davey’s room is at the right end of the upstairs hallway. She pushes the door open, and we stand outside without entering. 

	His room is the same as I remember it the last time I was here, sans the clothes that were usually strewn all over the place. His bed is made with his usual blue comforter, his desk is organized, the handful of pens and pencils lined neatly in a row. 

	“You know when he first went missing, I went through everything here. I tore it apart to see if I could find anything that would have warned me about this,” Mrs. Woods says softly. 

	It’s easy to hide something from Mrs. Woods, considering how much Davey didn’t hide well. I don't say anything. I don't want to make her feel worse. I don't know how to comfort her, either. She seems more resigned than anything. 

	“I miss him,” I say instead. “I’m sorry.” 

	“So do I.” Her voice catches. “The pictures are in the top drawer on his desk. Excuse me,” she says, and hurries down the hall in the direction of the biggest bedroom. I hear the soft thump of the door closing behind her.  

	I step over the threshold and into his room. The dark green walls are still familiar. It still smells like him, and the cologne his parents got him every Christmas that he wore throughout the year. I sit on his bed, leaning back to stare at the ceiling, thinking of how many days I spent just like this talking with him. I feel numb. 

	I sit up and walk over to his desk. There are a few papers stacked on top. Our old AP calculus textbook sits in the corner. Everything is so organized, the opposite of Davey. His desk was usually piled with papers, open books, and his camera. 

	I open the top drawer, where Mrs. Woods said to look. It’s full of glossy printed photos. I sit in his desk chair to look through them. It feels macabre here, like I’m waiting for his ghost. 

	The first photos are of me and Sorrel. There’s more of me and Mack, me and Arthur, and all four of us together. More have Davey in them, arms stretched out as he takes the photo. Every combination of the five of us. Some are selfies he took with us in the background, and some are taken probably by self-timer, with all five of us posed. Photos from the pumpkin patch in the fall, the spring carnival, parties at Arthur's lake house in the summer. It's all of us together, in all our forms. Notes are written on the back, along with numbers in Davey's small, messy scrawl. There's a folded piece of lined paper with notes on it as well. He was going to make one of these for all of us, to all our memories together senior year. 

	Hi, Lainey, reads the back of the first stack. The second is addressed to Sorrel, the third to Arthur, the fourth to Mack. They just say our names, nothing more. Like he’d started but never finished. 

	I press my hand to my mouth, as my eyes well with tears. It’s so much, just to see his face again, to remind me of what he was like when he was still alive. I wipe my eyes on the bottom of my shirt, trying to keep the tears at bay. 

	I put the photos back when I’ve sorted through them all, making sure to take pictures of my favorite ones. I want them all, but my body buzzes with anxiety and sadness. I don’t remember when I came in here, but I need to look at other things too. I push down the sadness. I need to see if I can find any clues Davey left behind. I look through the other desk drawers, but there's nothing I can use and no more photos, just old school papers.

	I run my hand underneath the bottom of the desk. I move to look through the rest of his room. I look through his dresser, and tiptoe over to his closet. His clothes and old school uniforms are there, neatly pressed. It’s stuffy and stale, unlike his bed which still smells like the soft, warm scent of him. I kneel to look underneath it. There are vacuum lines, like it’s been recently cleaned. Everything in the room looks… fine. Nothing stands out, and nothing is out of place. I don’t know what I expected to find, especially after this much time. 

	I sit in his desk chair again and stare around at his room and the pictures of us all taped to the walls. One of the two of us sits on our bedside table, from junior year homecoming when, after both being dumped, we went with each other. 

	There’s nothing there. Nothing in his things that indicated anything was wrong. I feel stupid for thinking there still could be something. I scrape my memory for any of his other hiding places. And then I remember the one hiding place where his mom never looked, where he hid his stash so no one would find it in his room—the guest bathroom, at the other end of the hall. His mom never went in there when there weren't any guests. I peek down the hallway. His mother steps out of the bedroom just as I do, her eyes sparkling with tears. “Could I use the bathroom quickly?” I say, gesturing to Davey’s bathroom across the hall from his room. 

	“Sure, honey, you know where it is. I'll be downstairs.” 

	“Thanks.” I wait until the top of her head disappears into the kitchen before I move from Davey’s room. I keep my steps light as I walk towards the guest bedroom. 

	It smells like fresh cotton and linen and looks straight out of a Restoration Hardware catalog, only decorated with gray neutrals. I keep the door open so I’m able to hear in case Mrs. Woods decides to come upstairs and check on me. 

	First, I lift the mattress. There’s nothing underneath. I tuck the sheets and duvet back neatly underneath. The drawers in the nightstands and dresser are empty save for lavender sachets to keep guests’ clothes smelling nice. There’s only one other place in here where Davey would hide what he needed. I push open the door to the bathroom, wincing as it creaks. I kneel before opening the cabinet under the sink. I turn on the flashlight on my phone and shine it inside. 

	I run my hand under the edge of the counter. I don't feel anything, so I pull my hand back and flick the dust off my fingers. I shine my flashlight all around. A few cleaning supplies, some spare body products, shampoo, conditioner, body lotion, shower gel. I tilt my head so I can see all the way inside, angling the flashlight up so I can see at the top. Something is taped to the front right corner. Yes, I think. I dig my nails under the edge of the tape. Whatever it is falls in my hand. 

	It's a note card, folded into quarters, a little faded with age and humidity. I unfold it. Written are a series of bullet points. The letters are tiny, but I still recognize Davey's handwriting. Bullet points with letters are written there in pen. A, D, C, B, B, A, C. 

	I frown, turning it over in my hand. On the back, bullet points about the War of 1812. I stuff the card in my back pocket before closing the cabinet, making sure everything in the guest room is just the way I had found it. 

	I walk down the hallway and move slowly down the stairs. His mom waits for me in the kitchen, mostly done with her cup of coffee. 

	I sit down and resume drinking mine, finishing as quickly as I can. I offer to wash the mugs when I’m finished, but she waves me off. “No worries, sweetie, I’ll throw them in the dishwasher anyway. Drive safe.” 

	She looks sad again, and I don’t want to stay. I probably brought back old memories for her. 

	“Okay. Thank you. And let me know if you ever need anything.” She smiles thinly. 

	I pull the notecard from my pocket when I’m back in my car, looking over it once again. I want to tell someone what I found, but the only one who knows that I’m looking into Davey’s death more is Lisa. 

	I text her while still in the Wood’s driveway, then toss my phone into the passenger’s seat. I roll the image of Davey’s room and the photos of us over in my head as I drive, resting on autopilot. 

	My phone buzzes when I’m halfway home. It buzzes again. There’s silence for a few minutes, then a call. The Bluetooth on my car shows Lisa’s name on the screen. I pick up the call. 

	“Hello?” I answer, my voice breathy. 

	“Holy shit, you went to his house?” Lisa sounds impressed.

	“Don’t sound so surprised. His mom had texted all of us and said we could stop by. I used to be over there nearly every day anyway, especially after Davey’s dad died. We all were. It’s not that weird.” I don’t know if I’m saying that more for myself or Lisa. It wasn’t weird. The weird part was what I found under the sink. Why was it hidden? It looks like normal study notes. 

	“You found something though.” 

	 “I think I found something he was hiding. Not sure what it is, though. It’s just a notecard with his writing.” I don’t know how much to tell her. She hasn’t done anything to make me not trust her, but I don’t want to tell her everything that I saw. 

	“Why did you think it was important?” She asks. 

	I hesitate before answering. “It was hidden where he usually kept his stash to hide it from his parents.”

	“Does his mom know?”

	“No.” And I want it to stay that way. I don’t want to bring it up again. 

	Lisa sighs. It cracks through my car speakers. “Fuck. This is totally inappropriate and not protocol at all, but did you take anything?”

	“I took it with me.”

	She doesn’t say anything for a minute. “This could get me in so much hot water. Is it bad that I’m glad you took it?”

	I chuckle, surprised. “Kind of.”

	“Be honest, why don’t you?” She quips, laughing herself. 

	“Okay, ethically it’s not great, but as someone who’s trying to find out what happened to their friend, I’m glad you’re on my side.” I don’t think about the words until they’re out of my mouth. 

	“Fuck,” Lisa says again. “Off the record, I’m glad you found something. On the record, this was a terrible idea, and you really shouldn’t have done it.”

	“Thanks.”

	“But as Lisa your friend, I’m glad we’re closer to figure out what really happened.” 

	I smile. I don’t think I would have had the courage to do this without working with Lisa. “But what can we do with it?” I ask. 

	“Find out what it’s for.” 

	I glance at the card. Letters, and notes about a war. “They look like test answers. Or notes from studying.” 

	“Why would he have written that and hidden it?” Lisa asks. “Did he cheat a lot?”

	“Davey? No, not that I know of.” Our high school had a very strict academic integrity policy. Any cheating would result in suspension, or in some cases expulsion. 

	“You sure?”

	“Do you have anything else to add besides that?” I snap, my voice coming out harsher than I mean it to. 

	“Okay, sorry,” she says. “Sore spot.” 

	I snort, but don’t elaborate. It is a sore spot. Davey wouldn’t have done anything like that. “I’m almost home. I’ll text you in a bit, okay?”

	“Okay. Bye.”

	“Bye.” The phone clicks as she hangs up. 

	I call Sorrel next. He picks up on the first ring. 

	“Yo, how did it go?”

	“Good. Fucked. I don’t know. Did you know that Davey was making photo albums to give to all of us when we graduated?”

	Sorrel sighs. “Nah, but that sounds like something he would do.”

	“I took pictures of some of them, I’m going to send them when I get home.” I blink back tears. 

	“Good. And thanks. You sound like you handled it well.” I can hear him chewing through his words. 

	“I guess.” And I guess I had. I hadn’t had a panic attack. “I’ll call you back later.” I want to ask him about the answers I found, but I don’t want him to know what I’m doing yet. Sorrel would tell me that it’s a bad idea, but I need to know. 

	“’Aight, bye.” He hangs up, and I drive in silence. 

	I don’t pull the notecard out to look at it until I’m in my bedroom with the door locked. I dig in my desk drawer for a note from Davey. He’d given all four of us sappy cards last Valentine’s Day and sent us carnations and roses in the school flower sale. I compare the card to the notecard in my hand, just to make sure. But I haven’t forgotten this piece of him, and the writing matches exactly. But why would he hide this?

	I text Lisa that I’m home, and she calls. I take a deep breath, willing my eyes to dry as I pick up the phone. 

	“Hello?” 

	“Sorry, it’s just faster to do this through the phone. Did you think of anything else?” 

	“It’s Davey’s handwriting but I don’t know why he would hide this.” 

	“It could just be a coincidence. Or it could be something more.” Was Davey cheating? He never did in any of the classes we were in together. And he always did well enough when he crammed for tests. Maybe it was for studying. But if it was, then why would he hide it? 

	“I’m trying to find out when they’ll release his autopsy,” Lisa says, jolting me from my train of thought. 

	I can’t force any words out at first. I want to know how he died, what last moments were like. He’d probably drowned in the lake. I don’t want to think of Davey like that. But I have to. I want to know why he was over there. 

	“So then that’s it?” I ask, finding my voice finally. 

	“No, that’s not it. The autopsy is being rushed, from what I can figure out.” She hesitates. 

	“What?” I prod.

	“They’re trying to find out how and why he died. There were drugs in his system.” 

	I sit down on my bed, snapping a rubber band against my wrist in lieu of a ponytail band, and blinking back tears. Who would do this, and why? A sob escapes my mouth, and I press my face into my pillow, trying to muffle it. 

	Lisa carries on, and hopefully she can’t hear me. “According to the cops in all the articles I read, there were no boats out that night.”

	“Is it possible they could have missed something?” I blurt. 

	“I don't know. Anything could have been washed away by now. But the people who own the houses there have security cameras, and they said they didn't see anyone. The whole night there's nothing according to the police reports.” 

	“Fuck,” I say putting my head in my hands. “I’ll talk to you later, okay? I’m going to try to figure out what this is.”

	“Alright. See you.” Lisa hangs up. 

	I don't know what to do. It’s been a year; Lisa is right. Any evidence that he was there would have been washed away by now. They didn't even think to look there. They were only dredging it because they found a shoe. One of Davey’s shoes. Not a lot of people lived by that lake. It’s far from the school. I can’t think of anyone that Davey was friends with who lived out that way. I don’t know what to do. 

	I miss him, and I want him back. But this is the closest that I can get, trying to piece together the events of the night he died. 

	I have to think like this to get him back. And thinking about him like this is better than not thinking about him at all. He left a hole in my life, and I don’t know how to fill it. 

	 

	
Then

	January, Senior Year

	 

	Davey’s dad dies the January of his senior year. It's unexpected and knocks him flat on his face. He just can’t imagine life without him. He was supposed to be there, always. 

	He’s supposed to be at Arthur’s for the weekend already when his mother gets a call from the police. 

	She puts her hand to her mouth as tears spill down her face. Then she turns to Davey, pain in her eyes. This is how she tells him his dad is dead: His dad was driving back from Ohio on business. They live in the Midwest; there's a lot of snow. There's a patch of black ice he likely didn't see. His car spun out and hit a tree. He was hurt, but not dead. He would have lived, if not for the other car behind him, that did the exact same thing. That car crushes the driver’s side door and kills his dad on impact. 

	Davey doesn't quite remember what happens next. He remembers thinking it couldn’t be true. Pulling his phone out of his pocket and calling his dad, hoping it was some big misunderstanding. Throwing the phone down harder than he should when the call goes to voicemail. The crack of the screen against the hardwood floor in the kitchen. 

	His mother cries. Calls his brother at college to tell him. He hasn’t seen her undone like this ever, and he can’t look away. She hugs him tightly before calling his aunt. 

	After she falls asleep, or at least her room is quiet, he leaves. He grabs his coat, throws his car keys in his pocket, and is out the door. The roads are salted and his tires crunch in the silence of the night. He wonders what his dad felt. 

	He forces himself to slow down. He’s probably driving a little bit too fast, but it’s the only way he can forget. He drives and drives and drives and when he feels like he can't take it anymore. He pulls over into an empty parking lot and cries. He cries and he cries, and he cries when the tears finally dry up, he pulls his phone from his pocket. Ten missed calls from his mother, and text messages. 

	“I'm fine,” he replies. “Just had to clear my head.” 

	His phone dies after that, probably shock from throwing it. He doesn’t care. 

	He’s at Arthur’s before he knows where he’s going. 

	He knocks on the door softly first, then pounding. He’s soaked through and shivering by the time Arthur opens the door. His eyebrows raise in surprise.

	“Why didn't you text?” Arthur asks, ushering him inside. “We were upstairs, we didn’t hear you. Jesus, how long have you been standing outside?”

	“Phone's dead,” he says, his voice hollow. “My dad’s dead. He died.”

	“What?”

	“He didn't make it.” His lip quivers. Arthur puts his arm around his shoulders and guides him in. 

	“What do you mean your dad's dead, what happened?”

	“He hit a tree when he was driving back from Ohio. His car slipped on ice. And a second car hit him and killed him on impact.”

	“Fuck, I’m sorry man,” Sorrel says. He puts his hand on Davey’s shoulder, gilding him towards the couch. Davey plops down. 

	 “He would have lived if he hadn’t gotten hit the second time.”

	He grabs a bottle of vodka from the table, taking a swig. Laine sits next to him and wraps her arm around his shoulder. He sobs into his hands. Mack sits on the other side of them. Arthur kneels beside Mack, and Sorrel sits beside Laine. 

	They stay like that for minutes. He loses track of how long they stay pressed together. But they won’t let them go. 

	Mack is the one to break this out first. “Does your mom know where you are?” she asks. 

	He sniffles. “I don't know.” 

	“I'm gunna call her, okay to let her know you're safe?”

	“Okay, thanks.” Sorrel takes his phone from his pocket, passing it to her. She leaves to go into the kitchen. He can hear the muffled sounds of her voice in the living room, but he can't make out any of the words she says. Davey takes another swig of vodka.

	In that moment he's nothing but grateful that he has friends that will take care of him. They've been supporting him, long before this. It's all five of them, a family of their own, so that he can lean on people that he isn't related to by blood. But then, the bonds you choose to keep are some of the strongest ones anyway. And they choose to be here and show up for him every day. 

	 

	


Chapter 11

	Now

	 

	The heavy ache of loss doesn’t hit me until much later at night. It starts when the clock creeps past midnight, the time Davey and I used to drive around when I could sneak out or video call each other when I couldn’t. Midnight stops at the gas station for snacks, food at Taco Bell, coffee at McDonalds. 

	Sometimes we would pull up to the lake and sneak onto the beach in his neighborhood and strip down to our underwear and splash in the water. 

	After, we would wrap ourselves underneath a blanket. Davey always kept one in his car. He would wrap his arm around me as I leaned my head against his shoulder, and I would press into his warmth. 

	In the fall, the last days where it was warm enough to be outside with just a sweatshirt, we would stumble back to the car when it got too cold for both of us. We’d blast the heat and the music to keep the cold from our fingers. Then hot coffee from the twenty-four-hour drive-in to warm up afterwards, pressed against each other for warmth. 

	There’d been moments where we almost kissed, where our lips were so close that it would just take one tiny movement to go forward. 

	But that never happened. One of us always moved away. I thought it just wasn’t meant to be, for a long time. 

	I was able to forget in college, where there were enough new people and new things to distract me. But being back home, where everything happened, all I can do is remember. 

	I stare at the bottom drawer in my dresser until I can’t take it anymore. I take Davey’s sweatshirt and pull it on. It’s soft, and the comforting smell of him still lingers. I pull the hood over my head and wrap my arms around myself.

	I bite back tears as I scroll through my phone. I still haven’t deleted any of my texts with Davey. They were the last lifeline I had to connect me to him. But they've been buried under a little more than a year's worth of conversations, and it takes me some time to scroll to them. I give up scrolling and finally search for his name, pulling up our old group chats from high school. 

	Under my private chat with Davey is one with the two of us and Arthur. The two who always had time and room to sneak out. I open it. 

	Davey: Hey, can you come pick me up? 

	Arthur: Sure, you at home? It’s Laine, btw. Arthur’s driving 

	I texted from Arthur’s phone; I remember now. 

	Davey: Hi Lainey-bear! Yah I’m at home.

	We went to his house, then dropped him off. And then hours of nothing. He texted me later, called me even later after that, and then he was never seen again. 

	His mother took his car keys from him that night because she wanted him to stay home. Davey had stopped caring by that time; getting caught didn’t matter to him, so long as he could still do what he wanted. He was the sweetest person ever to us, even through his grief. The pain started to bleed over sometimes, especially near the time he went missing. I never knew which Davey we were getting then, the sweetheart who would do anything or the messy, careless Davey who would drive too fast and drink too much. 

	I go back and search the messages just between us. Homework questions, talking about tests, TV shows, memes. The last thing I sent him was a picture of our calculus homework, asking if he got the same answer on question seventeen, the day after he didn’t show up to breakfast. Then Where are you? With no response. I called him after that, but he never picked up. 

	I feel so empty staring at these texts. All I have left of one of my best friends is math homework. Not the last call where he told me how much he loved me, where he said he would kiss me again, and he couldn’t wait to see me. Someone who had been my friend for years and possibly could have been more, reduced to nothing but words on a screen. I feel like I haven’t saved enough. I hadn’t thought about him going missing, let alone him dying. 

	While I don’t have phone calls, at least I still have voice memos. I haven’t gotten a new phone since senior year. I scroll back through our messages. He sent them when he was driving and didn’t want to call. I play the one he sent the week he went missing. 

	“Hey Lainey, do you want to come over? We can do whatever. I miss you.” 

	***

	Wednesday night, I change out of my uniform right after work and meet Mack, Sorrel, and Arthur at the diner. I want to blurt out what I’m doing with Lisa, but it feels as if they’ve all moved on. Like they’ve had more time to process his death than me, and I’m the one who can’t move past it. When I’m with them, the secret curls on my tongue. But I don’t tell them, not yet. I don’t know how to broach the subject, and I don’t think they would react well. His disappearance pushed us apart in the first place, and I don’t want it to happen again. 

	Mack talks excitedly about her plans for the intramural soccer team next year. I steal Sorrel’s French fries, and Arthur finishes the rest of my milkshake. 

	After dinner we part ways and I find my way back to my car. I’m parked in the structure a few blocks away, and I hum the Chopin piece I need to teach in a lesson tomorrow to myself as I walk. 

	I’m almost to my car when I hear whistling coming from the next ramp over, one level up. Maybe it’s my anxiety, maybe I’ve been thinking about true crime too much because of Lisa. But I peer around the concrete pillar beside me to check, to make sure that the sound isn’t following me. 

	I start in surprise when I see Nick’s blonde head. I make a split-second decision; I can’t let the opportunity to talk to him pass by. He was tagged in the photo with Davey, posted the night Davey disappeared. I take a deep breath. 

	“Hey Nick,” I say. I yell it when he doesn’t hear me. He looks up. 

	“Who’s that?” His voice bounces off the concrete. 

	“Um. We went to Constance Briar together.” I bend down, looking at him through the gap between the ramps. 

	He peers up at me, stepping closer. “Laine?”

	“Yeah.” I’m surprised he remembers me. 

	“Hey,” he says. He stops swinging his keys. He doesn’t say anything, just stares at me. 

	“Can I ask you something?” I say, wanting to rush to the point. 

	He raises his eyebrow in a cautious expression. “Sorry, I’ve got places to be.” He walks faster.

	“Wait!” My voice echoes through the garage. He doesn't stop. 

	“I don't want to talk to you, so fuck off.”

	“What?” I blurt in confusion. I wrack my brain, trying to think if I had done anything to make him upset with me. I haven’t talked to him in over a year, and only talked to him in passing because of Davey. 

	“So what, your friend’s dead. It’s not my problem!”

	I don’t know how he knew what I was going ask “I didn't say anything about Davey!”

	“Doesn’t matter, leave me alone,” he shouts, still moving away. 

	I lose sight of him. A moment later I hear a car door slam and then the roar of an engine. 

	He speeds past me, staring through the open window of his car. He’s in a black BMW. At least I know Lisa and I are on the right track. He still drives the same car. 

	I jog back to my car and slam the door. I was right then. He knows something that he won't tell me, and I can't figure out why. I call Lisa. 

	“Nick definitely knows something,” I blurt when she picks up. 

	“How do you know?” She asks. I strain to hear her voice over the grinding in the background. 

	“I had a weird interaction with him.” I recap what just happened.

	“Are you free right now?” Lisa asks. 

	“Yeah, why? Aren’t you at work?”

	“Yeah. I work at The Daily Grind.”

	I’ve never seen her working there before. I must have never come during her shift. “Sure, I’m just in the parking garage. Gimme a few.” 

	“Okay. See you.” She hangs up.  

	When I get there, she's sitting by the table closest to the door wearing an apron. Her laptop sits open in front of her on the table. 

	“You work here?” I ask as I sit down.  

	“Just for the summer. My cousin owns it. It's kind of fun. So, you saw Nick?” Her eyes glimmer with excitement.

	“Yeah. It’s weird, right? I never told him what I wanted to talk to him about, but he still brought up Davey.” 

	“Oh, he’s hiding something.”  

	I pull up my phone and scroll through Facebook, searching my friends list for Nick. His profile doesn’t show up anymore. I frown. 

	“I think he blocked me.” 

	“What? Why?” She peers around her laptop as I tip my phone screen towards her. "Yeah, he must have. Did you say anything else to him?”

	I shake my head. “Nothing. I tried to talk to him, he said he wouldn’t talk, and then he drove away.”

	“What the fuck does he know that we don't?” She huffs. 

	“You said he was dealing, right? Did he sell something to Davey?” I snap my ponytail band against my wrist, willing my heart rate to slow down. 

	“Fuck, probably.” What if I couldn’t get Nick to talk to us? I take a shaky breath, trying to make sure Lisa doesn’t notice. She’s too busy on her laptop. 

	“He’s blocked me. Does he know you’re working with me? He’ll probably block you too if he knows.”  

	I’m only half listening. “He was at the party that night, he must have seen Davey that night. There's literally a photo they’re tagged in together.”

	“What photo?” Her voice piques with curiosity. 

	I stop. I forgot. I never showed Lisa the photo where I came up with the list of who to speak to. I chew on my lip. She hasn’t done anything to make me think I can’t trust her. I take a deep breath. 

	“I found a photo from the night he went missing. The list of people I came up with is whoever was tagged in it that night.” I pull up a screenshot of the photo of the pool to show her.  She doesn’t say anything, just stares at it. I keep my eyes focused out the window until she looks away. 

	“Alright, we have to find out what he knows, and why he’s hiding it.” Her fingers click over the keys. 

	She doesn’t mention that I didn’t tell her about the photo, but she doesn’t say anything either. Eventually I break the silence.  

	“What do you do to get people to talk to you?” I ask. 

	“This is going to sound mean, but sometimes you push their hand. Sometimes people don't want to talk, but when they hear everyone else talking, they'll start.” She chews on her thumb. “I knew I said I wasn't going to talk about this on the podcast, but I did mention that his body was found. I know a bunch of people from school listen to it, or at least listen to it to hate on it because they can’t resist the urge to be nosy.” 

	I raise my eyebrows. She’d promised she wouldn’t talk about Davey on the podcast without my approval. 

	“This is before you messaged me,” she reassures. I nod. 

	She’s right about the urge to keep up with people from high school, no matter how much you disliked them. “Do you think he listens?” I ask. 

	“He might. Does he know you well otherwise? Does he know you’re talking to me?”

	I shake my head. “No, we may have had a couple classes together but that’s it.” I don’t think he knows me that well. 

	“He's back here for the summer, right?” Her eyes dart to the counter, making sure there weren’t too many customers waiting for their drinks. 

	“Yeah.” I nod. 

	“Do you know anywhere he'll be? We may have to corner him.”

	“Maybe the diner? Half the school goes there.” Chances of seeing him there were high. But I don’t want to sit around waiting the whole summer for a chance. We need to know when.  

	“I’ll try to find out what I can from his sister. We need to find out what makes him tick so we can move his hand.” She drums her fingers against her knee. 

	“The criminology major is really getting to you,” I joke. Lisa laughs. 

	“Yeah, I guess. You want a coffee? I need to get back to my shift,” she says, standing up. 

	“Sure.” 

	She makes me a lavender latte, iced. 

	“On the house,” she says as she slides it across the counter.

	“You sure?”

	She nods, rolling her eyes. “Friends drink free.” 

	Friends. Maybe that’s why she didn’t press about the photo I kept secret. I smile at her. “Thank you.” 

	I head back to my car clutching the cup in my hand. The condensation drips down my fingers in the summer humidity.

	 

	 

	
Then

	October, Senior Year

	 

	Davey eases into senior year hesitant and scattered. Practice and homework are starting to pick up from the ease at the beginning of the year. He feels scattered, like his brain won’t let him get anything together.

	Laine comes over all the time and sits with him at his kitchen counter as they do their homework. Arthur and Sorrel and Mack do too, sometimes. But more and more, it’s just him and Laine. 

	The beginning of October brings the Halloween hayride event, thrown every year at a local apple orchard. He piles in the back of Sorrel’s car with Laine and Mack while Arthur sits in the front. 

	The night starts with a hayride to the pumpkin patch. Then corn mazes of varying difficulties, and a haunted forest starting at nine after all the small children have gone home to bed. 

	They start with the smaller maze first, dodging families with kids, before moving to the more difficult one. After that, they pause to get food. Sorrel’s driving tonight, but the rest of them spike their hot chocolate with Arthur's hidden flask of Irish cream. 

	Then they move to the haunted hayride and corn maze. He holds Laine’s hand as they walk through the maze as Sorrel, Mack, and Arthur hold each other and walk behind them. By the end, his throat is raw from yelling and his cheeks hurt from smiling. 

	Throughout the night, Davey takes pictures of all of them laughing drunk and happy. He hasn't told his friends that he plans to make a photo album for them for his senior art portfolio. He just wants to remember his friends in moments like this. That's what his mom always says; when people are gone, all you have left are memories. He wants to remember his friends.

	He swings his arms and stumbles. Laine grabs onto him, laughing. He picks her up and spins her around. He doesn’t notice Melanie and Lewis standing next to them until Laine’s foot hits the hot chocolate out of Melanie’s hand. Melanie screams at the top of her lungs. 

	“Sorry,” Laine laughs as he sets her down. Laine winces when he turns to her. The contents of Melanie's hot chocolate cup have spilled all over Lewis’s white hoodie. Steam rises in the cold fall air. 

	“Ugh, what the fuck,” Melanie screams. 

	“Sorry,” Davey says, wincing. 

	“I’m going to get some napkins,” Melanie huffs, before glaring at them and storming off. 

	Laine offers Lewis a napkin from her pocket. “Not much, but it'll help.” 

	“Thanks,” Lewis laughs. Davey sees the way he looks at Laine and something ugly flares in his chest, but he pushes it back down. He steps next to Laine and grabs her hand. 

	“I think they sell hoodies at the gift shop,” Laine says. 

	Davey tugs on her hand. “We gotta go.” 

	“I’m going to find Melanie,” Lewis says, before leaving in the same direction as Melanie. 

	Laine seems to have forgotten about it later, but Davey wishes he had his camera then. The look of happiness on her face when he spun her around was so beautiful, he wants to look at it every day. 

	 

	


Chapter 12

	Now

	 

	The encounter with Nick makes me more determined to search for what happened. I set out to find the next person on the list: Nate. He’s more difficult to track down than Rob. He doesn't update social media regularly or seem to check his messages at all. I don't get a response for any of the messages I’ve sent him on Facebook. 

	Laine: Hey, I know this is strange, but would I be able to ask you a few questions? 

	Laine: It’s important.

	I find his Instagram and follow him. I message the same there, but he hasn’t posted in over a year. I’m not sure how to get a read on him; I don’t even know if he’s back in Michigan for the summer. 

	Until I finally get a clue. As I scroll mindlessly through Instagram, I see an ad for Overland Tennis Camp. Meet our instructors for the summer, it says. The first photo is of Nate, mid swing. All teachers available for instruction Tuesday through Saturday, nine to five. 

	I gnaw on my lip and text Lisa. 

	Laine: Nate's not responding, but he works at a tennis camp. 

	I send her a screenshot. 

	Lisa: Okay, let's go ask him. Do you know when he works? 

	Laine: You want to just show up at his work and ask him? 

	Lisa: Yeah, if he hasn’t checked his messages. 

	Laine: Okay. 

	I can do this. I need to do this if I’m ever going to find out what happened to Davey. 

	Laine: We could try Wednesday. I get off work at noon then.

	Lisa: I can switch to the morning shift. 

	Laine: Wednesday at 1 work? 

	Lisa: Sure, see you then. 

	***

	After I get off work on Wednesday, I drive to pick up Lisa from The Daily Grind. 

	“Thanks for driving,” she says as she slides into my car. “Brought you a latte.” 

	“Thanks,” I say, grateful for the little kindness. 

	The drive to Overland is only fifteen minutes. We don’t talk on the way there. Lisa scribbles in her notebook, and I drum my fingers against the wheel while I sip my latte and try to burn off some nervous energy. When we get there, I drive past the members only parking lot and pull into the public parking lot, bypassing the members only entrance. 

	“Let’s go,” Lisa says, halfway out of the car before I’ve even unbuckled my seatbelt. I hurry after her. 

	The lobby smells like a spa rather than a gym. It looks like one too. Everything is white and black with sleek, modern lines. 

	A receptionist greets us as we walk in. “Hi, how are you today?”

	“Good. Could you tell us where the tennis courts are, please?” I ask. 

	“It’s a ten-dollar entry for guests without a membership,” she says, pushing a book towards us. “And if you could sign in for me, as well.” 

	Lisa pulls out her wallet. “Consider it a business expense,” she says as she hands over her credit card. I didn’t expect her to do that, but then her words from the other day at the coffee shop go through my head. Friends drink free. 

	“Thank you,” the receptionist clips. We sign our names in awkward silence. “Tennis courts are through the doors. Follow the hallway outside, you should see them.” 

	We push through the double doors next to the counter. They lead to a hallway, which leads to the back patio. The tennis courts sit on the other side, surrounded by a high fence.

	The afternoon sun blazes down on us, and the sounds of tennis balls and occasional yells fill the air. 

	“Do you see Nate?” Lisa asks. 

	“Not yet,” I say, standing on my tip toes to try to see over people’s heads. All the courts are full. I search for Nate’s bright blonde hair. I hope he’s willing to talk to us.

	It’s hard to focus and find him when everyone is moving. I finally see him in one of the courts near the back of the fence. I tug on Lisa’s arm. “He's over here, let's go.” 

	He plays against another boy in the same tennis club uniform, I assume another instructor.  

	He doesn’t look away from the game when we first approach. I smile thinly at him when he notices us. He doesn’t stop, just glances at us as he continues to play, confusion written on his face. 

	He wins the match. “Go take five Pete, I’ll be inside in a little bit,” he pants. The other instructor, Pete I assume, gives him a wave. He glances at us before he leaves. 

	Nate jogs over to us. “Hey, what can I help you with?” 

	“Um. I don’t know if you remember me, I went to Constance Briar. Do you remember Davey?”

	He thinks for a second. “The kid that died?”

	I wince. “He went missing. His body was found this summer.” 

	“Oh shit. Sorry.” He frowns, then looks me up and down. 

	“Laine, right?” 

	“Yeah, that’s me. I'm sorry to show up at work like this but it's kind of important. This is Lisa.” I gesture to her. 

	“Oh hey! I remember you from debate,” he says, nodding at her.  

	“Good to see you again,” Lisa says, nodding back. I glance at her out of the corner of my eye. She never said anything about it. 

	“I messaged you on Instagram. We have a couple questions to ask you about Davey the night he went missing.” 

	“What would I know about that?” he asks. 

	“You were at the same party he was that night. Maxwell Graves’?”

	Recognition flashes in his eyes. “I haven’t talked to Max since we graduated.” 

	“Could you tell us what you remember about that night?” I ask. “It’s important.” 

	“I'm kind of busy right now, but I have a few minutes. I'm going to go get something to eat, though. If you want to come, we can talk there.” 

	“That'd be great,” I say, filling with relief.  

	We follow Nate inside the building and down a different hallway than the one we came in, stopping at another set of doors leading to a cafe. He orders a tropical smoothie with protein powder and bee pollen. “Do you want one? Employee discount,” he offers.  

	“No, I’m okay, thanks.” I just want to get the information we came here for, then go. 

	“I’m good,” Lisa says with a tight smile. 

	“Sure. They’re fast here, it’ll just take a minute,” he says. 

	He’s right, and we sit at the counter after his smoothie is made. He sighs as he drinks it. 

	“So, I just need to ask you a few questions about the night Davey went missing,” I begin. 

	“Oh yeah. You said his body was found,” he says, scrunching his eyebrows together. 

	“Yeah, it was.” 

	“Sorry about that. Sorry about everything. I can tell you what I remember, but honestly, it's not much, I was pretty drunk, and I don't even remember much from that night.” 

	I glance at Lisa before talking. “You were with Davey that night.” I pull up a screenshot of the photo. “You were tagged in this photo with Davey,” I say. Not the best way to bring it up, but I might as well just get to the point. 

	“Oh.” He frowns. “I don't know, I saw him at Max’s. And then I got really blacked out after that. Hold on.” He pulls his phone from his pocket and scrolls through, his eyes moving intently over whatever he’s looking for. 

	“I'm pretty sure we were at Melanie's,” he continues. “I think her parents were out of town. I don’t think I drove there.” He pauses, tilting his head to the side. “Yeah, I left my car at Max’s. I was kind of fucked up by then. I slept at Melanie’s house. And then she drove me back to Max’s to get my car, and then I went home.” 

	I crane my neck to surreptitiously glance at Nick’s phone, but I can’t see anything because of the way it’s tilted. 

	“Was Davey acting strange that night?” I ask. 

	Nate shakes his head. “Nah. He was rolling and hugging me. Then he got sad about his dad.” 

	Nothing different than usual so far. 

	“Do you remember what you did with him?” Lisa asks, briefly touching my shoulder. 

	“Don’t remember exactly. We got drunk or high or something, then went out to Melanie's backyard. I think it was me, Davey, Melanie, Nick. Yeah, that was it. There were more people, maybe, I don't remember.”

	“Can you remember anything else from that night?”

	“Nah, sorry.” 

	That couldn’t be it. That couldn’t be all. 

	“Can you tell us where Melanie lives?” Lisa asks.

	“She lives in Thorncrest.” 

	I frown. Another nearby suburb, but not near the lake where Davey was found at all. 

	“Do you remember what time?”

	“Um.” He still scrolls through his phone. “I think I took some pictures… yeah.” He turns his phone to us. “I don’t know when this was.” 

	It’s a picture of Nick, Nate, and Davey. Davey’s eyes are unfocused, his hair wet, shirt sticking to his chest. He smiles at the phone, his arm thrown over Nate’s shoulder. Nick stands on the other side of Nate, giving the camera the middle finger. 

	“May I?” Lisa asks, gesturing to his phone.

	“Sure, just… don’t scroll,” Nate says, eyeing her warily. 

	She picks up the phone and holds it between us. She taps on the screen, pulling up the details with the time stamps. 

	I stare at the phone. The digital clock on the mantle, in the very back of the photo, is set at three thirty-three. The timestamp of the photo says the same thing. 

	“That's what I remember from that night. I slept over at Melanie’s. We were… well, I slept over there.” He reddens and I fight to keep my face neutral, so he keeps talking. “Originally. Melanie only wanted a few of us there. Davey kind of passed out for a while. And he almost started crying. And then Melanie put him in the guest bedroom. When I woke up in the morning he was gone.” He shrugs at me. “That's all I remember.” 

	I turn that over in my head. Davey was supposed to be home by then. He told me he was in bed. But what if in bed didn't mean his bed? I don't hear what Lisa is saying. She's talking to Nate asking him more, writing things down in her notebook. What if he hadn't been home? What if I had been wrong all this time?

	“Laine.” I snap back in to focus when Lisa pokes me in the side. “You okay?”

	“Yeah.” I gulp. I snap my ponytail band against my wrist once. 

	“Thanks, Nate. It means a lot that you helped.” I say, pushing my barstool back. 

	“Yeah, this was helpful,” Lisa echoes. She stands too, following my lead.

	“No problem. I hope you find out what you need,” Nate says with a small smile.

	I can’t get the picture out of my head as we leave. 

	“Laine.” Lisa stops walking when we’re in the parking lot. She pulls my arm. “Laine. What was that?” 

	“The time in the photo Nate showed us was three thirty,” I say, feeling like I’m not really in the present moment. Everything feels far away, like I’m moving through fog. 

	“Okay, so?” 

	“So that’s when Davey left me the message that night. He said he was in bed,” I say, panic pressing on my chest. 

	“Oh shit. You said he was home then?”

	“I guess he wasn’t.”

	***

	I spend the day after Nate thinking of Davey. Through work, and lessons, I kept thinking he wasn’t home. He wasn’t in bed. He was out, still. And he left, but he never made it home. 

	I comb through social media again, but I don’t find anything else, or any other tags. Nick still has me blocked on everything. 

	On Friday, I go running with Amy again. I need to do something to clear my head. This part of July is always the hottest part of the summer. Before long we're dripping in sweat and panting. 

	“I can't do this anymore,” I say as I plop down on the ground on the side of the trail. I chug some of my water and pause my music. 

	“Yeah, me either,” Amy says as she flops down next to me. She checks her phone. “Rodney texted me he's here with Ellen. Do you remember them? They were in our English class senior year?”

	“Yeah.” Rodney was a chronic stoner and sold weed to most of the student population. “You’re friends with him?” I ask. 

	“Yeah. He's constantly stoned but he's really smart. He just, I don't know, hates the institution or something.” She rolls her eyes. “He's really cool though. They come here to smoke a lot. You want to join them? I’m giving up on running for today.”

	“Sure.” 

	“Okay! They're over by the lake.” 

	We head that way, walking slowly, panting, and trying to stick to the shade of the trees. 

	As we walk down the side of the hill that overlooks the lake, the faint smell of weed smoke hits me. Rodney and Ellen sit together on the dock. Rodney spots us first and waves. He wears a beanie, black t-shirt, and long cargo shorts. His shaggy, dark hair hangs over his forehead. Ellen wears a tennis skirt and sports bra, both in a pale pink that pops against her tan.  Her dark, straight hair is in a high ponytail. 

	“Hey,” Amy says as we get closer. 

	“You brought a guest,” Rodney says through an exhale of smoke. 

	“Yeah, you remember Laine?”

	They both wave at me. I hadn't really been overly social outside of Arthur, Mack, and the track team. But I suppose going to the same school for long enough builds some camaraderie with everybody in your class. 

	“Want a hit?” Ellen offers a joint to me.

	I shake my head. “No thanks.” While I did smoke occasionally, I really wasn’t in the mood right now. I just don’t want to go back to being alone in my room and obsessing over Davey. 

	Ellen nods and takes a long puff.  

	Amy plops down and takes a long pull. She turns to find me staring at her before I look away.

	“Don’t look so surprised.” 

	“I didn’t mean to. I just—you always seem too high strung for this.”

	Ellen laughs. “Yeah, that's exactly why I got her into it.” 

	I lie down on the dock, the wood is warm against my back and close my eyes, bidding my breath to slow down. I don’t realize how tired I am until I start to drift off in the warmth of the late afternoon sun. I sigh and sit up, tuning back into their conversation. 

	“I mean my parents are pushing me towards this goal. And, like, I've always wanted to do it, but they need to chill out. They wouldn't even let me take a gap year after I graduated, even though I desperately wanted to. I have to take one before med school. And it sure as hell isn’t just going to be one year. Neuroscience major is going to kill me.” Ellen takes a long puff of the joint. 

	“You still hang out with that Arthur kid?” Rodney asks me.

	“Yeah,” I say, kicking my feet over the side of the dock. “All of us are still friends.”

	“Tell him I got some stuff for him to pick up if he wants.” 

	I wrinkle my nose. “Uh, sure. Didn't know that this was where he got it from.”

	“I am a man of many talents.” He takes another hit of the joint, the smoke dancing in the air. “You're always so quiet and I thought I never really got to know you, but you're actually pretty cool, Laine.” 

	“Thanks.” I haven’t really said much, but maybe that was enough, that I was here without judgment. 

	***

	After I drive home and shower post run, I sit on my bed and pull out the card I had found hidden at Davey’s house. I could swear these are test answers, the writing on the back a study guide for essay questions. It’s familiar, but I can’t remember what exactly it’s from. 

	All my old tests and quizzes are piled up in the basement. I'd helped my parents pack them up when I was home over winter break. They're in plastic bins, with two bins labeled “High School” and full of notes from every subject. 

	In the first, I have English essays and some math homework. I flip through them, but nothing catches my eye. In the second, I have biology labs and history tests. I thumb through the history half, pulling out a bunch of the tests. I spread them on the floor, flipping to the essay questions at the back as I look through them. After speeding through six months of tests from senior year, I find what I’m looking for in the history test on the War of 1812 from April of senior year. I read through the essay questions on one side of the card. They match up to the test questions exactly. It’s this; this is what Davey was hiding. 

	I clean up the rest of the tests and put the bins back before scurrying up to my room. At my desk, I stare at the test and the index card. The answers were written on a normal notecard, one that we would have used for studying. Why would Davey hide this?

	 

	
Then

	February, Senior Year

	 

	Davey tries, he really does, but he’s using more Adderall during the day and smoking more weed at night because he can't sleep. He thinks of his father over and over, an anxiety loop in his head. He thinks of what would happen if someone else he cared about died, and then he pushes the thought down before it can grow too many roots. 

	He doesn't go to school for two weeks. Two and a half, more like. He doesn't email his teachers, and he figures that his mom had done it for him already. He doesn't reply to any of his texts, neither from people on the lacrosse team or Arthur, Mackenzie, Sorrel, or even Laine. He can't do it. 

	Luckily, his four best friends know how to handle him. He unlocks his phone one morning to another text from Laine. 

	Laine: You won't respond, so I texted Mack and she texted your mom to make sure you're still alive. Here if you need anything.

	He smiles and sends her heart in response. 

	The last half of the week he doesn’t go to school, but he does get up and leave his bed. He showers, finally. 

	The weekend of the funeral, a lot of people show up to his house, including all his best friends and a couple people from the lacrosse team. Sorrel drops off a giant casserole, Mack brings a giant gift basket. Arthur fully stocks all their cabinets with groceries. Laine brings them the food her grandma used to make. “Thanks guys,” he says to each of them. “I know I haven't been around. Thanks.” 

	“We got you, big guy,” Arthur says. 

	Everyone gathers at their house after the funeral. He recognizes some of his mom and dad’s friends. His older brother flies down again for the weekend with one of his friends from college, and his girlfriend. It's awkward that this is their first time meeting each other. It shouldn’t be when his dad is dead, his body now headed for a grave. He doesn’t want to think about it, so he tries not to. He nods and accepts condolences even though inside, he’s empty. His dad should still be alive. 

	He goes to school again the following Monday, getting there an hour early to talk to his teachers. Most of them are lenient about it; he missed a couple tests, and he's getting extensions for most of his assignments that were due. All of them look at him with pity in their eyes, which he can't stand.

	His history grade is the worst of them all, and he missed a big test. Mr. Silvers, his history teacher, says that it's fine, that he can take the history test whenever he feels up to it. He hands him a stack of papers. “These are my lecture notes for the past couple of weeks.” He looks over the top of his glasses. “Don't let it get out that I gave you these, but they'll help you catch up faster.” 

	“Thank you so much,” he says, surprised by the generosity. He's not used to teachers liking him like this unless he's doing well in their classes. He never does pay attention but crams as much information in his head as possible before tests. 

	“You’ve got to get those grades up before the rest of your college apps are due.” 

	He doesn’t know where he’ll end up for college. He hasn’t thought about it much, besides the usual instate schools and maybe some on the east coast. He’s always wanted to live there. He doesn’t say that, though. Instead, he smiles, thanks him again, and heads to his first class. 

	Luckily, he can still apply to colleges by the time he snaps out of it. He’s missed all the early decision applications. He didn't love any one place enough to apply early, anyway. Early decision would have locked him into one college. He’s missed a couple of visiting college reps, too. He's not going for a lacrosse scholarship, so he needs to get his grades together. 

	He drafted his admissions essay already, earlier in the year. He knows someone would probably tell him to work in the death of his dad now. To pull on their heartstrings for sympathy, but he can't bear to do it. He doesn't want to exploit a loss like that. 

	Right now, his essay is about the time sophomore year when he tore his ACL. He couldn’t do something that he loved for a very long time while he healed, and he had to think about what he was outside of it. And what that taught him about the fragility of the human body and how ephemeral humans were, really, and having to balance that all with academic and societal pressures. That’s all they are going to get out of him. 

	Thanks to Mr. Silver's notes, he passes the history test with a solid B. Not the greatest grade, but enough that his grade doesn't change too much. He can still bring it up with the quizzes, later tests. Soon teachers will stop being so accommodating. He has to take even more tests, make up more quizzes, turn in more assignments. 

	He misses teachers like his old physics teacher, Mrs. Rodgers. He had taken physics last year, and if all his assignments were in by the end of the semester, she wouldn’t count it as late. It wasn’t technically school policy, but some teachers were lenient. The problem was all the teachers that weren’t. Language quizzes had to be taken within a week. He schedules an appointment for a quiz he missed in chemistry. He doesn’t even remember how it went. 

	He tries to do homework, but he can't concentrate. He starts drinking more coffee. When that doesn't work, he turns to energy drinks. Then he can't sleep at night. He's too anxious. Instead, he drives around for hours, to the point where his mom talks about confiscating his car keys one morning when it comes back at five in the morning when she’s waking up for work. 

	“I can't have you go out like this,” she says as she sips coffee. “Not after what happened to your father.”

	He wants to say that that won't happen, it won't be that bad. But he tries to stay inside, for her. He can't sleep so instead he thinks he watches TV and YouTube for hours on end. And when his caffeine tolerance is too high, he buys more Adderall. It starts out as just once, to study for his test. He doesn’t tell his friends. 

	He buys from someone who’d started selling his prescription in ninth grade for extra money. Davey starts with a small amount. It keeps him awake, keeps him focused enough to get through school day and at night he smokes weed to balance it out so that he can finally sleep. 

	Laine tells him that he should really talk to his mom, or at least his older brother. 

	Arthur tells him that he needs to stop self-medicating and eventually stops letting him bum weed off him. “I'm worried about you man,” he says. “We got a good therapist from that time we had to go to family therapy. I can give you her number if you want.”

	Davey declines and dodges his friends' other questions. And they step back, but they don’t let it go. He can see the way they look at each other when he shows up when the bags under his eyes get worse. When he starts going through more weed and more Adderall. He doesn't know how to stop, doesn't want to go back to the sleepless nights, unfocused days, and the bad grades.

	It's dizzying to spend this much time thinking about school and drugs and trying to balance the two. He tries to stop, but he feels so off when he does. He can’t concentrate on anything, so he goes back. He's already missed a significant amount of school this year. But it's a new semester and he's trying to move on. They're waiting to hear back from colleges now, all of them. Some people did early action and have heard back already. 

	He drinks less, and he feels better. He wants to crawl out of his skin. Doing any homework feels like trudging through mud. He's done enough searching online that he knows it'll even out. He just keeps pushing forward and hopes this history grade doesn’t slip again. 

	Davey is good at a lot of things—photography, lacrosse—but history isn't one of them. He never manages to remember dates correctly, and he always confuses historical figures. 

	His mother bans him from going out or having any of his friends over until he studies. His history test grade wasn’t that bad, but it was a B minus, teetering on the edge of a C. Average, but average wasn’t good enough. 

	He begs his mother to let anyone over. He’s almost managed to convince her that he needs Laine to come over and help him. She has As in everything. Her lowest grade is a B plus. She loves history. She can help tutor him, even if they’re not in the same class. 

	It almost works, but he pushes a little too hard, and in the end, his mom says that he can’t afford to let his grades slip. “No friends until after the test means no friends until after the test,” she says through a mouthful of yogurt. “Not even Laine.” 

	He storms away. 

	Every day of the next couple of weeks begins to blur together. He moves from one class to the next, not really paying attention. School, practice, home, sometimes games or extra practice on the weekends. Practice doesn’t fall under the “no friends” rule, since he needs to play sports. But his best friends, Laine and Arthur and Sorrel and Mack do. They’re the ones who've been there the longest, and he supposes, and the ones who know how to get to him the most. They find their ways. Texting, facetiming. Arthur sneaking into his backyard and throwing a joint up to his window. 

	He’s supposed to be studying, but he never does. He can barely finish his homework. He stares at the ceiling instead. He looks out the window. He doodles in the margins, but he can’t bring himself to focus. 

	So, when he pulls D on the History test and he's assigned a tutor, it's not surprising to him. It seems to be a surprise to his mother, but he does his homework with his friends. He had no help with the “no friends” rule. 

	He's not at the level for academic probation, but he's creeping worryingly close. More shit to top off a shit year. Tears pool in his eyes. He doesn’t know how he’s going to fit a tutor into his already packed schedule.

	He asks Mr. Silvers if Laine can tutor him. Mr. Silvers raises an eyebrow. “Is that the best idea? I know you two are friends. I don't know how much you'll concentrate when you're together.”  

	Davey supposes that’s fair. Laine had tried before, but it only works when they’re both cramming for a test the next day. 

	He's assigned Samuel as a tutor instead. Sam is in the same grade as him, but is in AP history, another class taught by Mr. Silvers. He doesn't hate Sam, but he can tell that Sam really doesn't like him. He doesn't like anyone on the lacrosse team. Davey admits that a lot of them can be assholes sometimes, but they aren’t that bad. Sam just needs to lighten up. 

	The first tutoring session goes terribly. They meet outside by the picnic tables after school in the hour Davey has before practice starts. Sam starts out by quizzing him to see what he knows. They find out very quickly that Davey’s history knowledge is severely lacking. 

	Sam sighs and puts his flashcards down. “Yeah, this is going to take more time than I thought.” He pauses for a second, studying Davey. “Look, I'll give you all my old study guides, and what I filled in. Go home, study them. I'll tell you how much and then we'll get back to it tomorrow.”

	“Yeah, okay.” 

	“Mr. Silver's multiple-choice questions aren't that hard, but the essay questions are where he gets you. I’ll email you some of the study guides I have from his class last year.” 

	Davey is surprised at the kindness. “Hey, thanks. You don't have to do all this.” 

	Sam sighs. “I do, actually. If I can tutor you, that looks good on me. Besides, it's not that much.” He clicks through something on his laptop. 

	“Okay.”

	“I'm giving you till the end of the week to get through the first four chapters. Can you do that? He's going to let you make up the exam.”

	“Wait, really, he told you that?” That would save his grade, along with Sam’s study guides. 

	Sam nods, still not looking up at Davey. “Yeah, he's usually nice. He'll let you retake an exam and either average or grade together just throw out the bad one. He's nice. Don't piss him off.” 

	Davey huffs. He’d done that already. “Okay. I'll try not to, but I think it's a little late for that.” 

	“You can get back in his good graces. He's a teacher. They're pretty forgiving.” 

	Davey keeps his mouth shut because teachers hadn't really been forgiving to him. Granted he hadn’t really tried that hard to earn their forgiveness but didn't exactly matter. 

	“Don't fuck up, okay?” Sam says as he packs his things. He swings his backpack over his shoulder and heads out, leaving Davey sitting alone. 

	***

	The next day, right after school and before practice, Davey tries to be responsible and do his homework. He doesn’t remember exactly what the history homework is supposed to be. He decides to ask Sam.  Sam spends most of his time in the physics classroom with his friends. The door is open when Davey approaches, and he can just hear chatter from the room. 

	“What about that kid you tutor?” Someone sitting next to Sam asks. Davey doesn’t recognize him. 

	“Douchebag lacrosse player, I guess.” Sam shrugs. 

	“Typical asshole.”

	Davey’s temper flares. He crumples the papers in his hand and turns on his heel. 

	I’m not that bad, he thinks. He doesn’t finish his work. He balls it up and spends time scrolling through his phone instead. 

	 

	


Chapter 13

	Now

	 

	I push through the hours of work as best as I can, but all I can think about is Davey. His name is on repeat in my head. Davey, Davey, Davey. 

	On Saturday after my morning shift, I look up Melanie’s address. She’s one person who I know won’t talk to me, though I can’t even begin to pick apart why she hates me. She always has. I’m not entirely sure why, but over the years our dislike grew to be mutual. Melanie lives in Thorncrest, a suburb to the west of where my parents live. 

	I replay what I remember of Davey’s phone call to me. He was in bed. Guilt presses down on me. I’d assumed he’d been home in bed. He was in a bed, but not his own. I can’t help but think of the what ifs.

	Melanie’s house is a looming brown brick with large front windows. A white Range Rover sits in the driveway. I peek around the back as I drive by. If I crane my neck, I can just see behind the front of the house. I need to be closer. I pull into the driveway next door, pulling up farther to get a better view. 

	The pool in the back looks identical to the one in the tagged photo, dark brick around the perimeter. I pull out of the neighbor’s driveway and turn around, going back the way I came. 

	I pull over once I’m far enough away from her house. I put my head in my hands. This is where Davey was instead of home in bed. 

	It jars me that this clue was so close, yet I hadn’t figured it out. 

	I wonder what would have happened if I had done this back when he first went missing. If I started searching earlier, would people have remembered about what happened when the clues were still fresh? Everyone’s memories of that night have distilled over time, and the alcohol and drugs didn’t help. 

	I don’t realize I’ve started crying until the tears fall on to my hands. I miss him so much. I want him back. This is the closest I can get to him, to find out how he died. I can find out what his last moments were and make sure that he doesn’t disappear without anyone ever knowing what happened to him in his last moments.  

	***

	Lisa texts me over the next couple of days, but I ignore her. I need to take some time, to gather myself. I finally text her to tell her I'm looking for more information.

	Laine: I’m going to keep looking into more info. I’ll let you know what I find. 

	Lisa: Let me know if I can do anything to help. You can do this.

	I appreciate her vote of confidence, but I’m not sure if I can. I get anxious every time I think about Davey. 

	Tuesday after work, I go to the mall with Mack. She’s starting to look sunburned from all the hours of outside practice.

	“It's the worst, honestly,” she says as we look through the racks at a boutique dress shop. “They won't let me sit under an umbrella or anything. Like, look at this.” She shows the peeling back of her neck to me. “And my arms too. I'm not even playing soccer. We gotta wear the same stupid uniform every day, and my arms are killing me. Look how pale my shoulders are compared to the rest of me. I don't want to roast any more in the heat.”

	She holds up an off the shoulder dress to me, a sickly green color. “Does this look good?”

	I wrinkle my nose. She picks another off the rack, bright orange with spaghetti straps. “How about this one?” 

	“Better.”

	“Okay, I’m going to try these on then.” She adds it to the pile of clothes already in her arms. 

	“Are you free at the beginning of August?” Mack asks from the dressing room. 

	“Why?” I ask. 

	“Want to come to a party?” 

	I wrinkle my nose. “I guess.” I didn’t not want to go to a party. But I had been so consumed with finding out what happened to Davey that I hadn’t done much of anything social. 

	“It’s at Elizabeth’s, she’ll probably text you about it. I think she’s inviting the whole track team.”

	I haven’t reached out to anyone on the track team this summer, only Elizabeth once at the start of the summer. So many of the members were still my friends. “Who’s going to be there?” Maybe I’ll be able to see most of them then. 

	“Everyone, probably.” Everyone meant everyone Elizabeth knew from the track team, soccer, and half the school probably. I do wonder if Nate or Rob will be there or have said anything to anyone else about what I asked them. I want to tell Mack what I’ve been doing. I want some advice, or to see if she knew anything I didn’t. And I want someone to remember Davey the way I did. 

	Mack steps out wearing the first dress. “What do you think?”

	I tilt my head to the side. “Good, but I think the orange one will look better.” The color would stand out against her tan. 

	“Yeah same.” She shuts herself back in the changing room. “Did I tell you that I saw Jordan?” she asks.

	“Nope.” Jordan was well known throughout our grade when we were in high school. He was genuinely nice and got along with everyone, even though some of his friends weren’t the same way. “He still selling his meds?”

	“No, actually.” 

	 “Surprising.” 

	“How come?” Mack asks. 

	I shrug. “It’s a bunch of suburban rich kids trying too hard to look cool. It’s gross.” One thing I didn’t miss about high school was so many boys desperately trying to be edgy, though everyone knew they would never really get in trouble with the law. 

	“Hey, you had a crush on him freshman year!” Mack laughs. 

	“We don’t talk about that,” I say through my laughter. I did, unfortunately, though it didn’t last long. “Don’t remind me. I mean, he was kind of charming when he wanted to be.”

	Mack steps out of the changing room, this time wearing the orange dress. “You know he's been wanting to sleep with you since like freshman year, right?” she says, peering at herself in the mirror.

	“You're lying to me.”

	“No. But that was back when you and Arthur were making heart eyes at each other.” 

	“Ew, we were not. What?” As much as I loved Arthur, it was strictly platonic and had always been. The same with Sorrel. We would never date each other. 

	“A bunch of people thought you were dating. Until like junior year.” 

	“That’s gross.”

	Mack laughs “Okay but think about why you two were giving off those vibes.”

	We’d been spending a lot of time together, but that was it. “Are you trying to psychoanalyze me?” I ask instead. 

	“Of course I am. I'm a psychology minor.” She spins around, the dress floating around her hips. 

	“You took one psychology class.” 

	“I’ve only been in college one year, give it time.” 

	“This dress is the one,” I say, changing the topic.

	“You think so? I like it too.” She looks at herself once more before ducking back into the changing room. 

	“Is it hot enough to piss off an ex?” She asks, her voice muffled through the door. 

	I remember Mack dating Laura, a girl on the soccer team with her, the summer before we left for college. 

	“Wait, what happened to Laura?” I ask her and she pops back out. 

	She sighs. “We broke up like two months into college. She hooked up with a girl in her sorority.”

	I didn’t know that. I feel like a bad friend. “Fuck her. How did you find out?”

	“The girl she was hooking up with posted an Instagram photo of them kissing.” Mack sighs. “It was good while it lasted.”

	“I’m sorry.” And I mean it. No one deserved to get cheated on, and Mack was always good to whomever she dated. 

	She shrugs. “Better to find out early.” 

	After Mack buys the dress, we go to the food court to get frozen yogurt. After we’ve been sitting for a couple of minutes, Mack stands up. 

	“Can you watch my stuff? I gotta go to the bathroom,” she says, gesturing to her jacket and purse on the table. 

	I look around as I wait for her, the sounds of the mall washing over me. I turn towards the escalators near where we’re sitting, lazily watching people as they step on and off. 

	It takes a moment for my brain to register that one of the people I’m looking at is Nick. My heart rate picks up. I glance at my phone, wondering if I should text Lisa. I wonder if I should even go after him at all. 

	Fuck it. I stand up. I’ve lost sight of him on the escalator. I don’t move until I catch sight of his blonde head a floor below. I make a split-second decision, grabbing my purse and Mack’s jacket and leaving our frozen yogurt. Hopefully, I’m back and no one throws it away before I get back. 

	I jog to the escalator, throwing out halfhearted excuse mes as I push my way through standing people. By the time I get to the bottom, I've lost track of Nick. I peek in the nearby candle store, but I don’t see him. 

	“Fuck,” I say to myself. I missed my chance. I look in the yoga store across the hallway, but he’s not in there either. I don’t think he saw me, so he wouldn’t be hiding. He has to be around here somewhere.  

	My phone vibrates in my pocket, startling me. I check it, and Mack has texted me.

	Mack: Where are you???

	Shit. I jog back up the escalator, looking for Mack. She stands in front of the frozen yogurt counter, looking around. Relief floods her face as she locks eyes with me.

	“Sorry,” I pant as I stand next to her. 

	“Where the hell did you go?” she asks. 

	“I needed to go look at something.” 

	She purses her lips. “Lainey, are you good? You’ve been out of it this whole time.” 

	I bite my lip as I think of what to say. I want to tell her about what I’m searching for, about what I’ve found out about Davey. It wants to come spilling out of me. “Yeah, sorry just thinking.” I shake my head. I should just tell her and get it off my chest. Maybe she won’t be angry if she knew what I was really thinking about. “Actually, I have something to tell you.”  

	“Okay, what is it?” Her eyebrows raise in suspicion. 

	“I've been talking to people trying to find out what happened to Davey the night he disappeared.”

	“What do you mean?” Her brows knit in confusion. 

	I tell her what Lisa and I have been doing, and how much we’ve found. Mack listens in silence. 

	“Why did you start?” Mack asks. 

	“Something just doesn't feel right, you know?” 

	Mack rubs my arm. “I know you’re not going to like this Lainey, but maybe it does make sense. He was acting kind of weird right before he went missing, stress was getting to him, he was missing his dad. I don't know. I know it's hard to think that he would have done that but maybe he did,” she sighs. 

	“I can’t let this go, Mack.”

	She’s silent for a moment before she nods. “I’ll be here if you want to talk about it.” 

	“Thank you.” 

	“Of course. Do you want to go look at makeup before we go?”

	“Yeah, let’s do that.” I slip my arm through hers. 

	Telling her had gone better than I expected. Maybe I could tell Arthur, or Sorrel next. I’m tired of keeping the secret. And maybe they know something that I don’t. I don’t know how they’ll feel about Lisa, though. 

	We end up in the nearby Sephora. Mack looks over my shoulder as I as I swatch eyeshadow on the back of my hand. As we turn to another aisle to go look at lipsticks, a boy bumps into us. 

	“Sorry,” he says, holding out his hands. He looks at us for a moment, confusion written on his face. It takes me a moment to place him. It’s Jordan, from Constance Briar.

	“Oh hey,” Mack says, smiling. “Jordan. Haven’t seen you since we graduated.”  

	“Yeah, hi,” I say, elbowing her. She snorts. 

	He smiles, showing off blindingly white teeth. “Hey,” he says. “Mack, Laine. How are you?”

	“Good,” we both say at the same time, then burst into giggles. 

	Jordan raises his eyebrows at us. “Are you back for the summer? You went to Boston, right?”

	“Yeah, I am. You went to UCLA, right?”

	“Right.” His smile falters for a moment.

	“Are you back for the summer?” I ask, trying to move to something else. 

	“Yeah, kind of. I’m taking a semester off.” 

	“How come?” A sensitive subject, judging by the way his smile falls even more. “If you don’t mind me asking,” I try to amend. I shouldn’t have tried to pry. 

	But he rights his smile and answers anyway. “I just needed a break, I think. I pushed myself so hard that it was time that I had fun and took a mental break. I had to rethink my life, you know?”

	“I get it.” And I do. This summer is my break. 

	“That's the way to go. Kind of wish I'd taken one after high school so I wouldn’t have to stop in the middle, but better late than never I guess.” He shrugs. “It’s not that bad.”

	“What are you doing in the meantime?” 

	“Just helping out my parents here and there at their practice. Dentistry’s a lot, I can’t stand all the spit. I’m about to start a tattoo apprenticeship. I never went anywhere with drawing, so I figured I would now that I had time. I got a couple, too.” He pushes his sleeve up to reveal a large rose tattoo on his upper arm. 

	“That’s really cool,” I say. That was something out of the ordinary, especially for Constance Briar.  

	He smiles even bigger. “Thanks. What are you doing this summer?”

	“I'm working at Musically Inclined. I started teaching piano there.” 

	“I didn’t know you liked music.”

	“Been playing piano since I was five.” I smile. “I’m pretty good at it, I think.” 

	“I bet you are.” He winks. Heat rises to my cheeks.  He keeps talking. “Can't believe they asked us to do that as teenagers and not take any time off. I just wanted some time to live my life for myself.” 

	“I think I should do that when I’m done with undergrad.” I file the thought away in my head for later. I hadn’t thought about it, but maybe I should do that. 

	“You know Stephanie’s older brother? He was like ten years older than her. He dropped out of medical school partway through and said he wanted to do something different. And he was twenty-eight. And it's like, imagine spending that much time on something and then figuring out you don’t want to do it and not getting all those years of your life back. I'm just lucky my parents let me do whatever, you know?” He talks excitedly, gesturing with his hands.

	I nod, agreeing. “Yeah, I get that. Luckily, mine are two, I think they're just happy I wanted to go to college.” And I was lucky enough to get into my top choice and be able to go without any issue or worry about money. 

	I see Mack hovering behind me out of the corner of my eye. “Do you want to come around with us?” she asks, holding up an eyeliner. 

	“Um, yeah, if you’ll have me.” He smiles shyly. 

	“Yeah, that’d be good.” Mack beams. 

	We spend the rest of the afternoon wandering around the mall with Jordan in tow. We stop at another department store, and Jordan ropes us into trying on sneakers. 

	“Should I get these?” I ask, turning my foot as I look in the mirror. They’re green and white low tops, and I don’t have anything similar. 

	“Get ‘em,” Mack says, digging through a shoe box of her own. 

	“They look nice on you,” Jordan says, looking up from his phone.

	Mack raises her eyebrows, catching my eyes in the mirror. I roll my eyes at her. 

	I buy the sneakers, and Mack buys a pair of heels to go with the dress she bought earlier. 

	Everything takes my mind from thoughts of Davey, at least for a little while. 

	***

	I call Lisa when I get back from the mall. 

	She picks up on the fourth ring. “Hey, what’s up?”

	“Sorry I’ve been avoiding you. I needed to think,” I apologize.

	“Sure, no problem. I’m sure this is bringing a lot of feelings up.”

	“Yeah.” I want to talk to her about it, to have everything I’m holding in spill out to someone, to make them care as much as I do. “I’m ready to start searching, again.” 

	“Great. I think I found something on Maxwell.” Her voice is pitched in excitement. 

	“Really?” I didn’t expect her to have something so soon. 

	“Yeah, he accepted my friend requests from my personal account. I did some deep digging on his social medias. You said he goes to the country club on Saturdays. He posted about going to play this Saturday.”

	I hesitate for a moment, pushing down the rising anxiety before speaking. “Okay. I can go try to talk to him.”

	“How are you going to get in?” Lisa asks. 

	“My friend Arthur.” I hope he’s free this Saturday. And that he won’t ask too many questions. I don’t know how to tell him about what I’m doing with Davey. Though telling Mack went so well, maybe Arthur will take it well too. 

	“That preppy kid?” Lisa’s voice cracks through the phone. 

	I snort. Arthur hated being called preppy, but he was, to the bone. Down to the boat shoes and lake house. “He’ll hate that you know him that way. But yeah, him.” 

	“Amazing. Let me know what you find out.” 

	“I will.” I hang up before she can say goodbye. 

	***

	Later that night, I lie upside down on Arthur’s couch and we watch reality TV. 

	My phone buzzes on the coffee table. Arthur picks it up and hands it to me. 

	“It’s Jordan,” he says, wrinkling his nose. “He says he had a nice time talking today.” 

	 “Give it to me.” I hold my hand out for my phone. 

	“Why is he texting you? What are you doing, Lainey?”

	I roll my eyes. It was just a text. “Nothing. Mack and I saw him at the mall today.” I gesture for my phone again, and Arthur finally hands it to me.

	“Why are you talking to him anyway?” he asks.

	“Why not?” I sit up, looking at Arthur. 

	He looks away before meeting my gaze. “Davey used to buy shit from him.”

	I didn’t expect him to say that. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean he used to sell his meds and Davey would buy them when he needed to study and focus. You should be careful around him.” 

	I hesitate. I haven’t told Arthur that I was trying to find out what happened to Davey. But Mack took it well, hopefully Arthur will too. Maybe I should do it now. 

	I take a deep breath before speaking. “I’ve been looking into more about how Davey died. Something doesn’t add up.”

	His face moves from shock to disbelief to anger. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he finally says through a clenched jaw.

	“Why not?” I snap. “You’re happy just to sit by and leave it unsolved?”

	“No. I mean, I think we should let it go. We should move on. We’d all already started to.” He doesn’t meet my eyes, instead keeping them focused on his hands resting on his knee. 

	“I can’t do that,” I say softly. Arthur sighs. 

	“Okay. But Lainey, you don’t have to do this alone, you know?” He finally looks up at me, pain in his eyes. He grabs my hand in his. 

	I feel a rush of warmth in my chest. He’s taking this better than I thought. “I’m not alone. I have Lisa helping me.”

	“Lisa who went to our school and has a true crime podcast?” he asks. 

	I nod. “How did you know that?”

	He shrugs. “Just gossip. Trent’s older brother was the same year as her at Constance Briar. He was talking about it. How do you know her?”

	“She did an episode on Davey, and I messaged her.”

	“I don’t think that’s—never mind. Okay.” He sighs, gesturing with his hands. “You know what? Do what you need for closure.”

	I smile. “Thanks.” I chew on my lip, but I don’t say anything else. Neither does Arthur, and we lapse back into watching the TV.  

	“Can I ask you for help with something?” I say a few minutes later. I need a way to talk to Maxwell. Lisa said he goes to the country club. 

	Arthur hits pause. “Is it related to Davey?”

	“Yeah.”

	He pokes my calf with his foot. “Will I regret it?”

	“No, probably not.”  He won’t. All I need to do is find Max and convince him to talk to me. Arthur doesn’t need to be involved at all. 

	He sighs. “What is it?”

	“Take me to the country club on Saturday.” 

	“Why?” He asks, suspicion dotting his voice. 

	“There’s someone I need to talk to there.” I don’t elaborate. 

	He glares at me. I smile at him, as innocently as I can.

	 “Fine. I’m not even going to ask.” He leans back on the couch and presses play on the remote. 

	I smile to myself. I have a chance to talk to Maxwell.

	“Don’t make me regret this, Lainey.”

	“You won’t regret anything.” Of that, I’m sure. I would just find Maxwell and do my best to get as much information as I could. Since Nick won’t talk to me, hopefully he will.  

	 

	
Then

	April, Senior Year

	 

	April brings the start of spring sports, more lacrosse for Davey and track for Laine and Arthur. They’ve gotten in the habit of driving together, to and from school. They switch off, whoever’s not driving getting a few more precious minutes of sleep in the car on the way to and from school. 

	College acceptances are rolling in, though Davey hasn’t heard anything back yet. Everyone tells him not to worry, but he can’t help it. He bites his nails down to the quick.

	Today, Arthur drove Laine and Davey to school. He knows they’re waiting for him to drive back home. But he sits in the locker room still, frozen in place after practice. He sits on the bench. He can’t bring himself to move, even though he knows Laine’s waiting for him in the hall, freshly showered after practice. He’s late, and he’s ignored his phone dinging from her messages. 

	He doesn’t realize he’s crying until he feels the wetness drip onto his lap. He stays as silent as he can, though it doesn’t last long. Soon he’s sobbing. At least most of the lacrosse team has left already. He hopes no one is outside to hear him.  

	His phone buzzes again, but he doesn’t pick it up. Then it buzzes and doesn’t stop. The screen shows Laine’s name calling. The vibrations of his phone echo from the locker room. 

	There’s a knock on the door. 

	“Davey. It's me.” Laine’s voice is soft on the other side of the door. If anyone catches her around the boys’ locker room, she’ll likely be in serious trouble. 

	“What, Lainey?” His voice is thick with tears, and he hates himself for not being able to keep it together. 

	“Um, we’re ready to leave.”

	“I’ll be there in a minute.” He sniffs, wiping his eyes on his arm. 

	She sighs. “Can I come in?” 

	He wants to lean against her in a hug and just cry. He wants his dad back. “Yeah, I guess. Just me in here.” 

	The door creaks open. She'd probably get detention if anyone caught them here, but that doesn't matter. He’s glad she’s here. 

	Soft footsteps round the corner, and then Lainey stands in front of him, her nose wrinkled. His heart skips. 

	“Where’s Arthur?” he asks. He doesn’t look at her; he’s ashamed to be like this, that he can’t get over it. 

	“He parked in the teacher’s parking lot, so he had to move his car. We’re waiting on you.” 

	“Oh shit, sorry.” He wipes his eyes, but the tears are flowing too quickly to stop.

	“It’s whatever. Are you okay?”

	She averts her eyes, and he realizes he's still in a towel from showering after practice. Oh well. 

	“What do I do, Lainey?” His voice chokes.

	“I don't know,” she says. She sits next to him, laying her head on his shoulder.  

	His lip quivers, and then he’s sobbing in her arms. His hair is wet and he’s cold, but she shivers but wraps her arms around him. And she doesn't move, doesn’t let go. She presses her head to the top of his. She smells like she always does, like coconut and vanilla. 

	“What do we do with this? How did you keep going?” His voice is muffled against her chest.

	“You pick up and move on because that’s the only thing you can do. Who knows where we're going to go after we die, who knows where they are. But you keep moving because that's the only option. Can't let the grief eat you alive.” Her voice chokes on the end, and he wraps his arms more tightly around her. 

	“You're really smart, you know that Lainey-bear?” 

	“So I've been told.” She huffs softly. “Just been through something similar. You can thank my old therapist for that one.” He knows this. Back when her grandpa died, she’d been through a hard time. 

	She leaves him for a moment to go to the bathroom. He pulls his clothes out of his locker and slips them on while she’s gone, drying his hair with a towel. She comes back with a fistful of paper towels, wiping the wetness from her shirt. When she comes back, he's dressed. 

	“Here,” he says, offering his lacrosse sweatshirt out to her. “Sorry about that.” Thank you is what he wants to say but he can’t get the words out. 

	“It's okay.” She turns around and lifts her shirt over her head before pulling his sweatshirt over her head. It’s warm and it smells like him. “Thanks.” She balls up her shirt in her hand. “We should go, though. Arthur's waiting for us.”

	“Yeah. Yeah, he is. Okay.” He sniffs one last time. His head hurts, and his nose is probably bright red. “How do I look?” 

	She glances at him. “Stressed, but fine. Let’s go.” 

	He swings his lacrosse bag over his shoulder, trying and failing to keep his voice steady. 

	“I’m always here for you, you know,” Laine says, looking up at him. 

	“I know.” He manages a watery smile. “Come on.” He laces their fingers together and they walk out towards the parking lot. She squeezes his fingers tightly and he squeezes back, glad that she’s with him.

	The tears have mostly dried from his eyes by the time they reach Arthur’s car. Davey taps on the window and Arthur starts, nearly dropping his phone. He gives Davey the finger and Davey laughs, glad at least part of his life is still normal. 

	Arthur glances back at Laine when she slides into the back seat, something Davey pretends not to notice. He knows his friends have been worried about him and probably talk about it. Hell, Laine has told him as much. She shakes her head ever so slightly. Arthur nods gravely and pulls out into the parking lot without saying anything. He turns on a classical piece Laine’s been playing nonstop in preparation for her piano recital. 

	Davey stares out the window, his head pressed up against the cool glass. His thoughts wander to his mom. How she’s going to hug him when he gets home, and they’re going to eat dinner, just the two of them. How he has to walk past the family photo of him, his brother, and both his parents. How he has to keep going and pretend that everything is okay. 

	He doesn’t notice that they’re at his house until Arthur puts a hand on his shoulder. Arthur always drops Davey off first since he lives the farthest from the rest of them.

	“Thanks,” Davey mumbles before stepping out of the car. 

	“Bye,” he says, trying to add more energy to his voice. Arthur waves at him before leaning down glare at his phone. 

	“Bye Davey,” Laine says from the backseat. “Text me,” she adds as she gets out after him, moving to get in the front seat. 

	Inside, he kicks his shoes off at the door, throwing his backpack down at the end of the stairs. He finds his mom sitting at the kitchen counter. 

	“Hi sweetie, how was school?” she asks, turning to face him. She has a glass of lemon water next to her. 

	He shrugs. “Same as usual.” He knows he can talk to his mom. He knows, but something makes him keep his feelings to himself. 

	“I’m not up to cooking tonight, I was going to order some carry out. Do you want Chinese food?”

	“Sweet and sour chicken, please,” he says. “Thanks mom. I’m going up to do homework.” 

	He’s out of the kitchen before he hears her answer. He runs upstairs and flops down on his bed. He wants to be alone right now. 

	 

	


Chapter 14

	Now

	 

	In high school, Sorrel and Arthur used Saturday mornings in spring for golf. They both loved it. Arthur even did a season on the golf team at our high school. They always invited Mack and me but to be honest, I hate playing the full eighteen holes of golf. Mack’s the same way. I usually ended up sitting in the golf cart and listening to music to distract from the monotonous boredom. 

	Now, Sorrel pushes his shoulder against mine as we head toward the country club. We sit in the backseat of Arthur’s Audi, with Mack in the front. 

	“I can’t wait to just be by the pool all day,” Mack says as we pull in front. Arthur hands the keys to the valet and we all jump out of the car.

	The country club is full, as it usually is on Saturdays. People walk by dressed in swimsuits, shorts and boat shoes, and tennis skirts. Caddies carry golf bags to the course, and golf carts shuttle around hordes of expensively dressed people. 

	I grab a bottle of water from the drink bar on the way in, before following everyone down the sidewalk. We step into a golf cart, rented by Arthur. 

	“What exactly are we looking for, Lainey?” Arthur asks from behind the wheel. 

	“Just Max.” I drum my fingers against the seat. “I think he’ll talk to me. He was always friendly.”

	“Max as in Maxwell Graves?” Sorrel asks. 

	“Yeah,” I say. 

	“Why do you need to talk to him?”

	I hesitate. I haven’t told Sorrel what I’m doing. Mack and Arthur glance at each other. 

	“I’ve been looking into how Davey died. Something doesn’t feel right, and I need to know.” I keep it simple, and truthful. Everyone else had taken it reasonably well, and I know Sorrel will too, even if he thinks I shouldn’t do it. 

	Sorrel sighs. “That’s what I thought. I want no part in it, but I figured something had to be going on. You were acting cagey as hell.”

	I didn’t realize, though I probably should have. Sorrel knows me so well, it’s hard to hide things from him. 

	“So that’s why I need to talk to Max,” I say. “I need to ask him something.” 

	“We can rough him up for you,” Arthur deadpans. 

	“I may hold you to that if he doesn’t cooperate.” I’m joking, but Sorrel looks at me like I’m not. 

	Now all of them know what I’m trying to do for Davey. It feels good to not to have to hold on to this secret anymore. 

	We play nine holes of golf, per my request. I keep an eye out for Max, but I don’t see him anywhere. I check his Instagram. His most recent story features him by the bar near the pool. I sigh. That’s nearly on the other side of the club. “I’ll be back,” I say.

	“I’ll come with you,” Mack says. “I’m so done with golf.”  

	I fill her in on what I saw on the way. I scan for Max the entire time. When we get to the bar, there he is, sitting and eating a sandwich. His dark blonde hair is long around his shoulders, curling into soft waves. It’s pushed from his face with a baseball hat. He wears white shorts and a white shirt, complemented by his white golf sneakers. Skin is peeling from his sunburnt nose. 

	“There he is,” I whisper to Mack. 

	“Okay, let’s go.” 

	I steel myself, snapping my ponytail band against my wrist before walking up to him. “Hey,” I start. He looks up at me, no recognition in his eyes. I swallow. “I don’t know if you remember me, but we went to high school together.”

	    He squints at me. “Yeah, sort of. We had government together, yeah?” 

	    “Yeah.” I nod. I lean on the counter, too nervous to sit at the empty seat next to him. He gestures to it, and I slide in, if only to avoid being too awkward. He nods to Mack, who hangs back behind me. “I sort of have a weird request.” 

	    “You want to talk to me about that kid whose body they found?” He studies me, his face impassive. 

	My eyebrows raise. “Um, yeah. How did you know?” My friends don’t talk to him, and Lisa wouldn’t jeopardize her podcast like that. At least, I don’t think so. 

	 “Nick’s been ranting about it,” he says through a mouthful of food. “He really doesn’t want to talk to you.”

	“Why?” I blurt out before I can think better of it. I don’t want to press him too hard, otherwise I’m afraid he’ll run like Nick did. 

	 “No idea. Nick was crazy back then. Probably either something he regrets or something he’s ashamed of.” Max shrugs. “What do you need me for, though?”  

	“You were with Davey the night he went missing. If you could tell me everything you remember from that night, that would be so helpful.” I don’t add that he was where the night started for Davey. Max doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. I clench my fingers in my lap and look at the people walking by. Painfully awkward. I just want this to be over. 

	 “I can, let me finish.” He finishes the sandwich in two big bites. He pulls a box of cigarettes from his pocket and lights one when he’s done chewing. I throw a glance at Mack. She glares at him, her nose wrinkled. 

	 “Ready,” he says after a couple puffs.  

	I take a deep breath to steady my nerves. “What happened that night? Where did you go, who were you with?” I should have asked the questions one at a time, but they’re out of my mouth before I realize. 

	Max takes my questions in stride. “We started out at my house with the party. My parents were out of town, whatever.” He waves his hand dismissively. “Anyways, later on in the night we got a tip that the cops were going to come bust it up. So, I cleared everyone out, and we relocated.” He pauses and takes a drag from his cigarette. “Well, not all of us. A few of us went to Melanie’s house, Davey included.” He thinks for a moment. “That kid was trying to get as fucked up as possible. I think he bought some stuff from Jordan to stay awake.” 

	“Jordan?” I didn’t know Jordan was part of that night. I look at Mack. Her face mirrors what mine must look like; eyebrows raised in suspicion. 

	“Yeah, remember, that kid on the football team who didn't really do much.” He picks up his water bottle and squeezes water into his mouth. “I think he just needed to get rid of whatever he was selling that night. I don’t know why.”

	“Where did Davey go after Melanie’s?” I ask. Mack squeezes my knee. 

	“He caught a ride home from someone. I don’t remember who, sorry. It’s been a long time.” He finishes his cigarette and puts it out on the edge of his empty plate.  

	“You sure you don’t remember anything more?” 

	“That’s all I got, sorry.” 

	“Thanks,” I say, turning the information over in my head. Davey had been out later than I thought, but still no one knew where he went. 

	“Why are you trying to dig this up anyway?”

	I shrug, not looking at him. “I just need to know, you know? The cops say one thing, but it doesn’t add up with what I know of him.”

	Max nods. “Yeah, I understand. That happened to me after my cousin died. I went crazy asking everyone about him. I thought that he wouldn’t be that reckless. Turns out he was.”

	“I'm sorry,” I say. And I really am. I didn’t expect any empathy from him. 

	He shrugs. “It happens. We told him not to drink and boat because he loved to swim, you know? Just stay on the boat at least, why did he have to get in the water?” He takes another drag of his cigarette, finishing it fully. He grinds the butt under his foot before picking it up and tossing it in the trash can. “But he did anyway, and he drowned and now we all have to grieve because he did something stupid.” He shakes his head. “I want to hate him, but I miss him more.” 

	Surprisingly poignant. I debate telling him that I feel the same about Davey, but this isn’t about bonding. 

	He keeps talking when I say nothing. “My aunt and uncle have never been able to go back to the cabin up north. They just look at the lake and see him.” He sighs before turning to look at me. “Good luck to you, I guess. Don't drive yourself crazy.” 

	“You’re not the first person who’s told me that,” I say with a snort. 

	“It’s good advice. You come here a lot?” He closes his eyes and laughs softly. “Not like that. I'm not hitting on you. I’ve just never seen you around here before.” 

	“We used to come more in high school. Arthur and Sorrel played golf. I just never came because I hate golf, honestly.” I don’t want to reveal that I’m only here to try to find him. It seems creepy when I think about it that way. But it’s for Davey. 

	“Me too,” Mack chimes in.  

	Max laughs lightly. “That’s fair. Rounds can be super long. I just come to golf with my dad because he likes to do it. Father-son bonding time and all that.” He waves his hand dismissively.

	“Does he know you smoke?” Mack asks. 

	Max smiles, his grin shark-like. “He likes to pretend he doesn’t. He's probably looking for me though.” 

	“Thanks for answering,” I say, and I mean it. 

	“It’s good that you care,” he says, before pushing back his chair and standing up. “I gotta get back to my dad. Good luck on everything.” He waves over his shoulder as he walks away. 

	“That went well,” Mack says, turning her chair towards me. 

	“Surprisingly.” I don’t have any more answers, but at least he was willing to talk. 

	“Let’s go find Arthur and Sorrel.” I stand up. 

	Mack trails behind me as I walk, and I’m glad she knows me well enough not to say anything. I turn everything I know over in my head looking for something, anything. 

	Max mentioned Jordan. I need to talk to him now, too. At least I know he’ll talk to me. Though I don’t know how much he’ll remember, or even know about where Davey was that night. 

	***

	Sorrel’s girlfriend arrives to visit him later that evening, a couple hours after we get back from the country club. He texts me when he goes to pick her up from the airport. 

	Sorrel: We’re dropping her bags off at my house and then going to eat. You want to come? 

	Laine: Yeah

	I shower and change before flopping down on my bed and scrolling mindlessly through Instagram. 

	When Sorrel texts me that they're outside, I bound down the stairs. I shove my feet into the first pair of sneakers by the door, and I'm outside in less than a minute. 

	As I walk toward Sorrel’s car, I see his girlfriend sitting in the passenger’s seat. She's pretty, with dreadlocks down her back, deep brown skin, and a nose ring in each nostril. 

	“Hi,” I say as I get into the back seat. “Nice to meet you. I'm Laine.”

	She turns around, offering her hand for me to shake.  “Hey girl, I'm Kara. Sorrel talks about you a lot.” 

	“Yeah, you too. He showed me a picture of you. You're pretty.” She is, and she seems to make Sorrel happy. 

	“Thank you,” she says with a smile.

	“Laine don’t embarrass me,” Sorrel jokes. 

	“That’s my job.” 

	“It just means you like me,” Kira sing songs, poking him in the shoulder. He smiles, his gaze softening as he looks at her. 

	“I do,” he says. 

	I gag dramatically. “I know I’m third wheeling, but don’t make it so obvious.” 

	Kara laughs, and Sorrel gives me the middle finger over his shoulder. 

	We go to eat at a place about a fifteen-minute drive from us for sushi and fusion Asian food. Sorrel did tell me that we would get along well, and he was right. 

	“The wasabi is the best part,” Kira says, stirring it into her soy sauce.

	“That’s what I’m saying,” I mumble through a mouthful of sushi. “Sorrel, get with the program.” 

	He rolls his eyes. “Don’t think I forgot the time you snuck it into my food. My mouth was on fire.”  

	“Can’t believe I’m dating a man who can’t handle flavor,” Kara says, smiling. 

	“Allergic to taste,” I add. 

	Sorrel tries to frown at both of us but breaks into a laugh instead. “Y’all piss me off.” 

	The conversation steers towards what there is to do around here. Kira’s from Virginia and hasn’t been to the Midwest before. 

	“All I hear about is how much damn corn is here.” 

	I laugh. “That’s Ohio. Nothing here but trees.” 

	“I been following people on Instagram from here. I wanted to figure out where he was from.” She glances at Sorrel, a piece of sushi halfway to his mouth. He smiles a little. I can tell she makes him happy. 

	“I found this fire hair braider out here.” She pulls her phone out of her pocket and turns it to me. The girl’s braids are fire. And reasonably priced. 

	“I’ve gone to a couple people in Boston, and they were fine,” I tell her. “I missed my girl back here. I could never find one that was close enough, and cheap enough.”

	“You should have her do your hair.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

	“Honestly, I’ve been thinking about those,” I say. 

	Sorrel zones out as we talk about hair. He’s never grown it out long, even though I’ve tried to convince him to try it. 

	The check comes and Sorrel pays for all of us. I’ve paid for him plenty of times; long friendship comes with that kindness. Sometimes you treat each other. 

	Sorrel throws his arms over both our shoulders and kisses Kara on the forehead as we exit the restaurant. “I'm so glad y'all get along.” 

	“You doubted me?” I say jokingly. “I get along with almost everyone.” 

	“Girl, you get along with people when you want to. Otherwise, you're just ornery and stubborn, like a donkey.”

	“Not a donkey,” Kara says with a laugh. 

	We walk two blocks down to an ice cream shop. We all get sundaes, and it feels good to spend time around people and not worry. I get strawberry ice cream with chocolate chips, hot fudge, and peanut butter, the same thing I used to get when I was a little kid, and my parents would take me here.

	It’s not until Sorrel drops me off at home that I remember that I haven’t told Lisa about my conversation with Max yet. So, I text her. She responds an hour later. 

	Laine: Talked to Max today. Confirmed they went to Melanie’s after his house. Still don’t know where Davey went after. 

	Lisa: Yes, okay! Glad you feel better, and glad you talked to him :)

	Me: :) Sucks it was a dead end

	Lisa: There’s always dead ends. But you can learn from every setback. 

	I sigh and sit my phone down. I glance at the drawer with Davey’s sweatshirt on it once before I dig it out and pull it over my head. It still smells like him. I’m seized by the overwhelming urge to curl up in bed. I miss him. I just want to know what happened. 

	I can tell Lisa more about what I found out from Max the next time I see her in person. I don’t feel like texting right now.

	***

	It rains in late July, rolling thunderstorms that hiss against the hot back of the pavement. I've switched my hair to passion twists, though they look messy since I always get caught in the rain. Sorrel and I spend every weeknight in my backyard, watching movies on the projector and moving to the basement when the rain starts bucketing down. 

	I try to think of ways to talk to Nick, save for showing up at his house. Something tells me that would not go well. He lives in a gated community anyways, and there’s no way he would let me in. 

	Lisa tells me she’s tried to message him, but he’s blocked her too. 

	Lisa: I didn’t even send him anything, he just has me blocked. 

	Laine: He probably knew about the podcast and thought you wanted something

	Lisa: Fuck, you’re probably right

	Hopefully word doesn’t get around too quickly that she’s doing this. From what Max said, Nick’s talking to other people about me. I don’t know who’s going to talk to us next, but Nick could throw a wrench in the investigation. 

	I comb through any social medias I can think of, searching for more clues. Any albums I missed, any black BMWs that could have driven Davey that night, and any photos that Davey was tagged in. 

	I don’t find anything else. I wish I knew more. I can’t find any more clues of where he went after Melanie’s. I don’t know how I haven’t pieced this together before. 

	I’m sure the police knew where he was. Davey called me from her house. They had to have known. I wish I had asked more questions when he first disappeared. I told the police and Mrs. Woods everything I knew about Davey that night, and where we dropped him off. 

	I didn’t know, but maybe Mrs. Woods had. Maybe she didn’t want to talk about it. Maybe she knew I didn’t know. But I can’t help but think how much further along I would be if I had known he wasn’t at home, and if I had pieced together these clues earlier. 

	***

	The rest of the week passes uneventfully. I have a shift at Musically Inclined, I cook dinner with my parents. Sorrel and I watch more horror movies on Thursday night. I make time to run with Amy on Friday. We’re halfway through the run when a storm rolls in out of nowhere. It starts as a light drizzle, then turns to a downpour, complete with thunder. We run screaming back to our cars. I slam my door, out of breath. Amy texts me, laughing from her car parked next to mine.  

	Amy: Want to go get coffee since the run was a bust?

	Laine: Hell yeah

	I follow her minivan to a nearby coffee shop. It’s still raining as I pull into a parking spot. Luckily, I find a hoodie in my backseat and hold it over my head as I run inside. 

	We stay there for an hour to wait out the rain, drinking lattes and reminiscing on our days at Constance Briar. 

	When the rain stops, I drive home to shower before I head to Sorrel’s house. Arthur and Mack’s cars are already there when I pull up. 

	“Lainey,” Arthur singsongs when I open the unlocked door. I smell the alcohol on his breath as he pulls me into a hug. 

	“You’re drunk,” I mumble into his shoulder. 

	“Yes, and I plan to stay that way.” He pulls away from the hug and fishes a flask from his back pocket, taking a long swig. 

	Twenty minutes later, pizza delivery arrives, and I’ve taken a few shots from Arthur’s flask. We pile onto the couch in the basement and spend the night watching nineties horror movies. Sorrel’s parents drift in and out, and we do our best to try and stay straight faced and pretend like we’re all sober. It works well enough, and they leave us to our terrible movies. 

	I’m glad for this night; all of us are going back to college soon, and I feel like I haven’t spent enough time with them. 

	Saturday morning, I wake from Sorrel’s couch with a stiff neck and Mack’s hair in my face. His parents make us waffles and I wolf one down before I head home.

	I have this Saturday off, so when Lisa texts asking if I can meet today, I say yes. The high of being with my friends again wears off, and I remind myself of what we still need to do.  

	I reach into my drawer where his old hoodie is folded and run my hands over it. I linger too long, and I force myself to close the drawer and go meet Lisa. 

	Lisa’s already sitting at a table near the back when I walk into The Daily Grind. 

	“How have you been? I haven’t seen you in like forever,” she says as I sit down at the empty seat across from her.  

	It had been a while since we’d spent time together. 

	I shrug. “Nothing, really. I’ve just been working and doing nothing.” 

	Neither of us had had any luck with more information, but we recap everything we’ve figured out. We know Davey was not at home, he was at Melanie’s. He left in a black BMW. It wasn’t Rob’s. Max didn’t remember who picked Davey up. Nick won’t talk to us, which Lisa deems really fucking suspicious. 

	“We haven’t talked to Melanie yet,” I finish. I tap my pencil against the table, the anxiousness of all we don’t know making me fidgety. 

	“Well, at least our next step is easy,” Lisa says. 

	I shake my head. “Um, it probably won't be that easy. Melanie hates me.” 

	Lisa laughs. “Why, what did you do?”

	I shrug. “I don't really know, to be honest. She never really liked me, but she started downright hating me senior year. She always had something negative to say to me, you know?” I had never been able to figure out just why she didn’t like me. We’d gone to school together and been in the same grade for years. She didn’t hate me when we were little kids, but along the way something had changed. By the time we were in high school, she had a sneer on her face whenever she saw me. 

	“Ugh. There were so many dumb people like that at Constance,” Lisa sneers.

	“Right.” I feel relieved somewhat that she believes me. I used to worry that I had done something, but in the end the problem is all on Melanie’s end. 

	“Is she back here for the summer?” Lisa asks. 

	“I’m not sure. I’ll check.” I set my phone on the table next to me. 

	It only takes me a few seconds to find her Instagram. Even though she hates me, I’m not blocked. The most recent picture, taken yesterday, is tagged at the local mall and features another girl, Kayleigh, who has always been by Melanie’s side, their faces pressed up against each other with pursed lips. 

	“She was here yesterday at least,” I say, turning my phone so Lisa can see.  

	She glances up and then puts a check next to Melanie’s name in her notebook. “Great, let’s find a way to talk to her then.” 

	“Do you think she had something to do with it?” I ask. I don’t want to talk to her if I can avoid it. She was prickly at best, and I didn’t much like her either. I don’t want to go through if it’s just going to be an empty chase like Nick. 

	“Couldn’t hurt to talk to her,” Lisa says, drumming her pencil on the table. “The only way to really find out is to try.”

	I sigh. She’s right. “On that note, how are we going to talk to Nick? I think it should be you. He keeps avoiding me.”

	“I was going to message him, but he blocked me, remember?” Lisa shakes her head. “We’re going to have to find another way to crack him.” 

	“I can ask Arthur and see if he can do anything.” Arthur might have better luck than me. Back in high school, he talked to Nick more than I did, though it was still always because of Davey.

	“Okay, great.”  Lisa slurps her latte. 

	“When I talked to Max, he knew what I wanted because Nick’s been avoiding me so hard.”

	She looks at me curiously. “Why would Max talk and not Nick?”

	“Hell if I know,” I say. “Maybe I can talk to Max again and get him to spill about Nick.” 

	“Has anyone else talked to you about him?” 

	“No. Though, I don’t think Nick is that close with anyone besides Max.” 

	I realize I haven’t told Lisa everything about my conversation with Max. “We should add Jordan to the list of people to investigate.” 

	“Jordan who?” 

	“Jordan Sinclair.” I search Jordan’s Instagram, and turn my phone to show Lisa his picture. “He was there the night Davey disappeared. Max said he may have sold Davey something.” 

	Lisa nods. “Okay. Do you think he’ll talk to you?”

	“Yeah, he’ll talk to me. I can ask him if he saw Davey that night.” I’m thankful for that day at the mall where we talked. I know for sure Jordan won’t run like Nick has been doing.  

	Lisa continues talking. “Did you know a bunch of people got drug possession charges from that night? The police showed up and raided one, eventually. I think that’s why everyone has been so hush-hush about talking. And probably why Nick is avoiding you.” Lisa shakes her head. “I think the school made the charges go away.” 

	“That sounds about right. Someone facing consequences would ruin their reputation.” I roll my eyes. A recurring theme at Constance Briar was that the administration and parents had enough money or connections with law enforcement that kids would be safe from any legal consequences. Couldn’t have any criminal activity ruining the school’s pristine reputation. 

	But Lisa’s not listening to me. Instead, she stares at her laptop with wide eyes. “Oh shit,” she whispers. “Look at this.”

	She spins her laptop around, an article pulled on her screen. "The autopsy results came out.”

	“Fuck.” That’s all I can manage to say. My heart begins to hammer against my chest. I don’t want to read it, but I do. I know I need to. It’s what I’ve been searching for, why I’ve been doing all this. But looking and knowing makes it real, too real. 

	She glances up at me. “Are you sure you can handle this right now? Sorry, I should have asked.”

	“Tell me,” I say. “I can’t read it, just tell me.”

	“Davey died from head trauma."

	"So, what does that mean?" My voice feels disconnected from my body. I snap my ponytail band against my wrist. I imagine Davey’s head against my shoulder, the lazy way he hugged me. Then I imagine his head split open, his skull bloody and broken, his hair-stained bright red. 

	Drugs ecstasy, marijuana, amphetamines, and benzodiazepines were found in his system, the article reads. I can only glance at it for a second before I need to look away. 

	“Are you sure you want to know?” Lisa asks. 

	“Yes.” I have to know. That’s why I’m doing all of this. 

	“He could have been put there after he died,” Lisa says softly.  

	My ears ring at the words. He could have been put there after he died. 

	“I mean, that’s what happens sometimes. People try to cover their tracks, to make it look like drowning. We need to retrace his steps. All of them." Lisa’s voice sounds far away. My head spins. 

	“Okay,” I say. And then again. “Okay.” And that’s all I can say. I can’t feel much of anything right now. I take a deep breath, trying to steady my hammering heart. 

	Lisa reaches her hand out, placing it on mine. She squeezes, pulling me back to where I am. "Laine, can I ask you something?”

	“What?” I croak. 

	“What if we can't find out what's going on?"

	"What do you mean?" My stomach plummets. I don’t want to think about that. 

	"If we keep searching and searching and find nothing. What will you do?"

	I haven't thought that far ahead. I've been so focused on what we could find out now that I hadn’t thought about the end of all this. What if we fail? What if I never find out what happened to Davey? I don’t know what I would do if that happened. It can’t happen. I won’t let it. I’ll keep going until I do. 

	I don’t speak until Lisa squeezes my hand one more time, more tightly than before. "The rational part of me wants to say that it would be the same as it was. I spent a year not knowing, and I lived the rest of my life just fine." I wasn’t fine, I was just somewhere else. It was easier to put it out of my mind when I was in a different state, meeting new people and making a completely different life. After his case went cold, it was hard. I looked for him everywhere, pulled out my phone to text him before I remembered that he wouldn’t answer. 

	I’d managed to push down thoughts of Davey while I was away at college, but that was easier because I was so far away. I don’t know what I would do if we couldn’t find out. 

	"What does the other part of you say?" Her eyes bore into mine.

	"That I won't give up. That I need to know what happened to my best friend, no matter how long it takes or how hard I have to work." The words are out of my mouth before I can think about them, but they’re the truth. I won’t stop until I figure it out. Even if I have to keep trying after the summer is over. 

	Lisa sighs. "That's what I thought. Listen. You can't drive yourself crazy over this. You'll drive yourself crazy. I see what people go through, and sometimes they search forever. Death’s a heavy weight, especially when you're close to someone."

	"Thanks," I say, unsure of what else to say. It sounded like good advice. It probably was. But, inside myself, I know I’m not going to follow it. I had spent months trying to let it go. It didn’t work. It was unfair, that I was unable to move on. It was unfair that I had spent the better part of a year trying to move on, only for it to come back. But I can’t let go until I know what happened to Davey. 

	I breathe in and out slowly, trying to keep the biting sting of tears back. 

	Lisa looks away, and I’m glad for it. She starts to speak instead. “Sometimes, all the people who go missing and all the ones that can't be found, become too heavy a weight to bear. I had to start going to therapy just so I could stop thinking about it for a little bit. I mean it's work for me, right? And these aren’t people I know.” She winces. “That sounds kind of callous, but you know what I mean. But it still hurts. You still see them missing, you keep combing through everything they did and everywhere they went, talk to family members who are willing to talk because they want to find them. You see their pain every day and start to carry the weight. The more people that care about them, the higher the chance that the word about them gets out and the higher chance that they’re found. But then, if all of it fails, and we still don't find them, you live realizing that it still wasn’t enough. If you want to work to find your friend, remember it's not your fault he went missing. We’ll do our best to find out who did, though.” 

	She looks down at her notebook when she’s done speaking. Her speech is touching and rings true. I’ve been beating myself up about all the things I didn’t notice. I wipe the tears that have spilled from my eyes. “Promise we will?” I say. 

	“Promise I’ll do the best I can,” she says. “Pinky promise.” She hooks her finger with mine and I snort. 

	“What are we, in middle school?” I chuckle. My racing heart has calmed down. 

	“Hey, it's a valid method of keeping a secret.” She smiles conspiratorially, and I smile back. It’s stupid and silly and kid like, but I realize we had become friends in the afternoons spent together. I just wish I had met her for a different reason. 

	We stay together for the rest of the afternoon, alternating between organizing what we know, and trying to find more leads. We make a shared document and work on each of our laptops. By the time the coffee shop closes at five o’clock, we’ve organized every bit of information we have. Lisa adds the autopsy results, and I scroll past them as fast as I can. There are still giant blanks for Nick and Melanie. But we’re closer than we were, and that’s something at least. 

	Davey stays on my mind the entire drive back home. I slip inside and past my parents with a mumbled hello, heading straight for my bedroom. I pull Davey’s sweatshirt from its place in my bottom drawer and inhale. It stills smells like him, and this time I can’t hold in the tears. 

	Later, when I’m all cried out, I curl up in bed and scroll through old photos of Davey. It’s a wound that I need to hit over and over. I miss him, more than anything. I know this is the right decision, to look at what happened to him. I push myself where I ache, and the pain drives me forward. 

	 

	
Then

	Mid-May, Senior Year

	 

	Davey finally gets his college acceptance letters near the beginning of May. He got into Penn State, his current top choice. All five of his friends have been accepted into colleges now, and they’re spending the weekend at Arthur’s lake house to celebrate. 

	He gets there just before Laine does. He’s still in his car when she pulls up next to him. The air is chilly but with an underlying warmth and a slight drizzle, the beginning promise of summer. 

	They stagger to the door together under the weight of snacks and drinks they brought. Laine smells like vanilla and coconut, like she just showered. He loves that smell. 

	Sorrel and Mack aren’t there yet. Arthur, already tipsy, waves a glass of whiskey around as he rifles through the cabinet over the sink. “Fuck, I can’t find the weed.” 

	“You said you hid it upstairs last time,” Laine says, cracking open a can of pop. 

	“That’s it. Thanks Lainey-bear.” He sets his glass down on the counter then bounds up the stairs. 

	Laine leans against Davey. “You okay?” she whispers. 

	“Yeah,” he says, wrapping his arms around her.  

	She looks up at him. She’s so close and so warm against him. 

	His mouth is pressed against hers before he’s even decided to, he kisses her. She kisses him back, squeezing him a little tighter. 

	She tastes like fruity lip gloss and the cherry Coke she’s been drinking. He lifts her onto the kitchen counter, stepping between her legs. Her lips are soft against his. Then her tongue, too.

	His hands are halfway up her skirt when Arthur’s steps sound on the stairs, startling him enough that he pulls away. He looks at her, breathing hard. And he thinks about all the almosts, the times he’s thought about her as more than a friend and wanted to do this. Finally, he thinks.  

	She kisses him softly one more time before sliding off the counter and adjusting her shirt and skirt so they’re back in place. Her hand trails over his arm as she walks towards the living room. 

	He feels cold without her pressed against him. He shivers. 

	“Did you find it?” she asks Arthur.

	“Yeah,” he says, holding the tin in his hand. “Still can’t find a lighter that works, though.”

	He can’t help but feel annoyed at Arthur and what he interrupted. He wants to walk over to her and kiss her again, drown in her. 

	But Arthur is right there, and he doesn’t want to share this fragile thing yet. His heart swells.  

	“We can just go to the gas station and pick one up,” Laine says. 

	Arthur tosses her the keys. “You drive.” 

	She squeezes his hand as she walks by him into the garage. He twines his fingers with hers and leans in, kissing her on the forehead. She smiles softly at him. And the searing look she gives him before stepping into the driver’s seat of Arthur’s Audi makes him think that she feels the same way as him.    

	 

	


Chapter 15

	Now

	 

	The next day, I text Jordan and ask him if he’s free to meet. 

	He replies within seconds. 

	Jordan: Hi! Yeah, I’m free tomorrow afternoon. Anytime after 4 :)

	Laine: Maria’s?

	Jordan: Perfect. Maria’s at 5 tomorrow?

	Laine: Works for me, see you then! 

	Jordan: :)

	“Who you texting?” Sorrel asks. He sits next to me on the couch in my living room.

	“Jordan. You remember him?”

	Sorrel glances over at me. “Why’s he texting you?” 

	“I need to ask him about Davey.” I feel a flash of guilt at that, but it’s true. I only needed him for Davey. 

	Sorrel cackles. “Didn’t you used to have a crush on him?”

	“I think like freshman year.” I shrug. “Who cares anymore?”

	“Me. It’s fucking hilarious.”

	I flip him off.

	***

	Maria’s is practically empty when I pull up in front the following afternoon. 

	Jordan is already in a booth in front by the window when I walk in. 

	“Hi,” I say as I sit down. I’ve changed out of my work uniform into jeans and a crop top. My stomach twists in nervousness. I want this to go well. I need to get what information I can about Davey. 

	“Hi,” he says, grinning stupidly at me. “You look nice.” 

	“Thanks.” I smile. He’s genuine, thankfully. Hopefully it makes him more willing to answer my questions. 

	“What can I get you two?” A waitress asks as she sidles up to our table. Her black hair is clipped up with a claw clip and the slight smell of cigarettes wafts over our table. 

	“I’ll have a drip coffee and the blueberry pancakes,” I say.  

	“I’ll have a vanilla milkshake and a turkey club, please,” Jordan says. 

	“Fries with that?” 

	He looks at me. “What to split some?” he asks. 

	I nod. “Sure.” I don’t know if fries will go well with pancakes, but any time is a good time for diner fries. 

	“Yeah, we’ll have fries.” He turns his gaze back towards the waitress. 

	“That’ll be right out,” she says before clicking her pen and moving away. 

	I don’t know what to say to Jordan at first. I haven’t really thought about what to ask him, or how to bring up Davey. I know he’s expecting something different. 

	My coffee comes not even a minute later, before either of us can say anything. 

	The first sip tastes watery and burnt. I grimace and dump sugar into it before taking another sip. Not great, but more palatable. He looks out the window, his eyes roving over the people on the outside patio. 

	I take one more sip, trying to brace myself to fill the silence. Jordan taps the back of his phone, face down on the table. 

	“Why did you want to meet?” I ask, shredding my napkin just to have something to do with my hands. 

	He shrugs. “To catch up, I guess. I don’t know. It’s weird being back here when I have a whole life somewhere else.”

	“I get it,” I say. And I do, though the original strangeness I felt when I first came back had mostly dissipated. 

	“You don’t like the coffee?”

	I shake my head. “Usually it’s fine, though. I come here all the time.”

	“Picky rich girl,” he says, nudging the bowl of sugar packets towards me. 

	I roll my eyes, a smile on my face. 

	“Nah, you’re not bad. You were always nice to me,” he says. He looks down at his hash browns. 

	I snort. “I mean, you were also selling me your Adderall. I had to be nice to you.” Something I don’t often admit. I never bought as often as Davey did, but occasionally before a big test or if I had a lot of papers due, I would take a couple pills and be able to focus for hours. I’m not proud of it, but I did. 

	He looks up at me. “No, you didn’t.” I raise an eyebrow and he shrugs. “You were still the nicest out of all my customers. Nick always tried to undercut me. He stole it once, broke into my locker, and threatened to tell everyone I was selling when I tried to get it back from him.” 

	I make a mental note to tell Lisa this about Nick. “That’s horrible, I’m sorry. How’d you stop him?” 

	He smiles darkly. A mischievous glint appears in his eye along with a dimple on his right cheek, and I remember why I had a crush on him for so long early in high school. 

	“Threatened him. It took some detective work, but I got a picture of him selling to this kid who was in middle school.”

	“Oh shit,” I laugh. I feel bad for laughing, but it makes me feel good that someone like Nick was taken down a peg. 

	“Right? I mean those are kids.” He shakes his head. “Anyway. He left me alone after that. At least, he wouldn’t buy anything from me ever again. He never wanted to get caught, but he did eventually.” 

	I tilt my head to the side. Interesting. “How’d Nick get caught?”

	“Honestly, I think it was Lauren and Rob. Rob showed up at her house wasted. Like, he could barely stand up. They had just broken up, but he was going to ask her to prom, and he was upset, I guess. He Ubers to her house and starts screaming under her window. It wakes up her parents and half of the neighborhood on top of that. Someone called the cops, and he’s so visibly fucked up that he gets arrested.”

	“Oh my gosh.” I dissolve into laughter. “I feel bad for laughing.” 

	“Oh, don’t feel bad. Rob was blabbing to the cops about where he got the alcohol and apparently, he was high too. Nick never faced any charges or anything, I mean he used to deal all the time. He even got DUI once, but I don't think it's on his record.”

	“Why do you say that?” That wasn’t uncommon for Constance Briar. Their reputation for spotless, good students wasn’t because any of us were that good, we were just good at hiding the bad shit we did. 

	“It was taken care of.” He raises his fingers in air quotes and rolls his eyes. “His mom's a lawyer, his dad has ties on the police force. You know.” Jordan waves his hand. “He never got in too much trouble, but everybody knew some of the shady stuff he did. And Rob said who gave him the drugs, so Nick went down. There was that big party at Max Graves’ house and…” he trails off. 

	“Fuck.” I turn this over in my head. Maybe that’s why Nick doesn’t want to talk to me. Maybe he’s hiding something about selling to Davey. 

	“I know, right?” Jordan says. His voice pulls me back from my thoughts. 

	“But anyway, catch me up on you.” He looks into my eyes, his mouth in a half smile. “What have you been doing?”

	Though I’m curious to ask if there’s more, Jordan seems like he doesn’t want to talk about it anymore and I don’t want to press him too hard yet. The conversation moves away from Nick to us. I tell him about Musically Inclined, and he tells me about what he wants to do, eventually, in film. 

	“I just feel like I needed some time to slow down, you know? I’ve been doing some freelance work along with tattooing. That’s still good, for starting out.” 

	“Yeah. I’m sure you could pull some Constance Briar connections and get more people that way.” Parents were always more than happy to support former students. 

	“I should do that. I could get in the alumni newsletter or something.” He pauses to think. 

	In the empty space, I ask a question that’s been burning the back of my mind. “Why’d you sell to us in high school? You seemed like a good kid.”

	He smiles wryly. “Yeah, well, so did you until I got to know you.” 

	“What do you mean? I’m great,” I deadpan. 

	He laughs softly. He’s silent for a moment before he continues. “My ADD was manageable enough without meds. And with everyone having more money and everything—” he waves his hand, rolling his eyes. “It sounds really fucking cliché when I say it aloud.” 

	“Well, clichés exist for a reason,” I say. He turns his eyes to his hands, clasped together on the table. He taps one thumb anxiously on the other. “You can tell me,” I add softly. “I won’t judge you.” 

	He looks up at me, his eyes soft. “Thanks.” He swallows thickly. “My parents were well off enough to pay for school. But they didn’t start making good money until I was in middle school. I remember growing up dirt poor, going to bed hungry some nights. I just…” he trails off. I don’t say anything, afraid that if I do, he’ll stop talking. “None of it seemed real, that I was going to a fancy school with a uniform, and we didn’t have to worry about money again like when I was a little kid. And college is so fucking expensive, I kept having anxiety about how much money I was draining from my parents.” He gazes down at the table as he picks at the skin around his thumb. 

	“So, you turned dealer for people who wanted an edge,” I prompt.  

	“The shit kids throw around at Constance Briar is insane. Sixteen-year-olds driving brand new luxury cars.” He shakes his head. “That’s not normal, you know?”

	I bite my tongue. At college, I understood why so many people who weren’t part of us steered clear of us. Privilege dripped from everything around here. If anything was broken, it could be fixed, and if it couldn’t, something new was put in its place before anyone even noticed it was gone. 

	“I wanted to buy things. I wanted to fit in.” His lip quivers before he worries it between his teeth. 

	Our food comes before I can say anything else. 

	“Here you are,” our waitress says as she sets our food down. My stomach growls softly. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.

	The table is silent as we focus on our food. Jordan looks deep in thought as he pokes at his sandwich. I don’t want to push him too far, but I want to know more. I want to see if I can find out something more from him about Davey, even though I do like spending time with him. 

	“You didn’t want to meet to wax about privilege and capitalism,” I say as I pour syrup over my pancakes. 

	“No. But it’s nice, though.” 

	“Ketchup?” he asks, tilting his head towards the fries in the middle of the table. 

	“On the side, please.” 

	“You have taste I see.” He smiles quickly before his face falls again. “But you’re right. I didn’t know if you knew this, but…” he looks down at the table. “Davey came to me the night he died.”

	“What?” My voice pitches, even though I try to keep it steady. “When? What did he want?” He’s saved me from having to ask myself, at least. 

	“Around seven maybe? It was just after my family ate dinner. He texted me, I met him, and gave him a couple pills.” 

	“Your meds?”

	“Yeah. I don’t know who else he bought from, but it wasn’t me.”

	I nod numbly. 

	“Do you know where he went that night after he met you?”

	 “Kind of. I went to Melanie’s party that night after Max’s. I saw him there. I didn’t stay for long, though.” Jordan studies me. 

	“Was he still there when you left?” My voice shakes. 

	“Yeah. He asked me for more, but he was really messed up so didn’t give him anything. He was pissed at me, but he could barely stand. Sorry, I don’t know anything else. I went home after that.” 

	“Thank you for telling me,” I say. At least this was something, another piece of Davey to hold on to. 

	Something hangs heavy in the air, like he has more to say. I sip my coffee slowly, hoping he’ll say more. It works, and he continues. 

	“I had a bit of a breakdown after he went missing. I thought what I’d given him had killed him and I couldn’t take it.” He sniffs and wipes his hand up his nose. “Sorry. My allergies are killing me.” 

	I nod, pretending I don’t see the wetness in his eyes. 

	“But you couldn’t have known what he’d do that night. And you didn’t give him everything he took,” I say, trying to keep him talking.  

	He sighs. “That’s what my brother keeps telling me. That I didn’t sell whatever other drugs they found in his system, and it’s not my fault. But it’s hard.” 

	“It’s not your fault,” I whisper. I don’t know if he heard me. I just repeat what people told me back then. 

	He laughs awkwardly. “That was sitting on my chest for a while.” 

	“Does anyone else know? Did you tell the cops?” I ask. Jordan flinches. I push down any guilt, but the desire to know what happened to Davey wins over any other feeling. 

	He shakes his head. “They asked me again this summer, right after they found Davey’s body. I guess gossip got out that I used to sell.  No one snitched though, so the cops have nothing to work with. And since everything happened like a year ago and it’s all allegedly, they didn’t push too hard.” He stares out the window. 

	I chew slowly on a forkful of pancake, thinking. I wasn’t that close to Jordan in school. Why would he tell me all of this? “Was this meeting just to make sure I didn’t tell anyone?”  

	“Kind of.” He picks up a fry. “I also wanted to see how you were doing. Social media says you’re thriving in college.” He chews slowly, eyes still trained on me. 

	“You follow me on Instagram?” I ask. It doesn’t matter why he wanted to meet, only that I come out of this knowing more about Davey. I’m not sure how to play this. 

	“Yeah. Seems like you’re having a good time.” He laughs softly. 

	“I am. It’s better than here, you know?”

	***

	Jordan and I had stayed chatting and eating for another thirty minutes before I left. I told him something had come up and I needed to leave, but really I wanted to go home and think. He didn’t tell me much about where Davey went, but I still had a good time talking to him. 

	Now, I sit on my bed wearing Davey’s hoodie. I stare at pictures I have of the two of us on my phone, pressing the sore spot of his absence over and over. One of us the summer between junior year, in swimsuits by the lake near his house. Another from one of our midnight drives. We were still wearing the Constance Briar uniforms. He’s flipping off the camera, and I’m drinking an energy drink, the can pressed to my lips. 

	An email notification finally breaks me from my scrolling. The composition class I was on the waiting list for finally has an open spot. 

	The class description says that students should come prepared with a one-minute piece for critique, to get an idea of the skill levels of the students in the class. I chew on my lip. I haven’t composed anything in a long time, and I pull my old music notebook from my bookshelf. 

	There are a few blank pages still left in the back. I have half started and half-finished old pieces, and I flip through them, humming along. They’re not bad, though they need work. I sign up for the class, then pour through some of my old compositions.  

	My phone rings after I’ve been writing for a while. I look over to see Lisa’s name.  

	“Hey Laine,” Lisa says when I pick up. Her voice is crackly, and a car horn honks in the background. 

	“Are you driving?” I ask, flopping over onto my back.

	“Yeah. Guess who I just talked to?”

	“Who?”

	“I talked to Melanie.”

	I sit up straighter. “When? How? What did she say?”

	“I tried to message her from my personal account a couple days ago. She read it but never responded. And then, who walks into the coffeeshop but her? She was with Nick’s sister, I guess they’re friends.” Her voice is excited. 

	“Small world.”

	“I know, right? And of course, I took the opportunity to catch up with my piece of shit ex-girlfriend.” I chuckle at the sarcasm in her voice. I’d forgotten that she dated Nick’s sister. “Well, she doesn’t know that I think she’s a piece of shit. The breakup was amicable at the time. But that’s beside the point. She listens to the podcast, and she asked how I was coming with Davey.”

	“I didn’t realize so many people from high school knew about it.” Though I shouldn’t be surprised that word spread fast. The same thing happened during high school. 

	“Yeah, apparently social media likes to recommend my podcast accounts to people who went to Constance. But I ended up laying it on thick, how I wanted to figure out what happened to him, though some people involved wouldn’t talk to me. Melanie turned bright red, and she spilled when Winnie, that’s my ex, went to the bathroom.”

	“What did she say?” 

	“She said that Davey got too high, jumped in the pool, puked in the bushes, and she set him up in the guest room. He didn’t seem like he was going to pass out, so she didn’t call anyone. And he left his phone at her house.”

	“He did?” I take a deep breath to steady my voice and my hammering heart. 

	“Yeah. She said she didn’t realize until the police came to question her about what happened that night. It was under the bed in the guest room.” 

	“Fuck.” That’s all I can manage to say. My eyes fill with tears. That’s why no one could seem to figure out where he went after. 

	“I want to record this and write it all down before I forget. Do you want to come over and do it with me?”

	“Yeah.” I keep my voice as steady as I can. I had said that I wanted approval on what Lisa ultimately put in the podcast. 

	“Alright, I’ll text you my address.”

	“Wait, do you mean right now?” I don’t think I can handle that right now. All I want to do is curl more into Davey’s hoodie and cry. I want to listen to his voice message again. 

	“Yeah, right now. Does that not work?”

	I want to say no, but I can’t form the words. I want to say no, I can’t, I miss Davey too much and I don’t want to talk about him. 

	“Wait, I have to tell you something,” I say instead. I can buy more time this way, at least. 

	“What?”

	I tell her what Jordan told me, that Nick threatened him.

	“Fuck. Nick’s hiding something.”

	“I know.” 

	“We can figure it out. We’ll plan. Do you still want to come over?”

	“Um, can we do it in a couple hours?” I croak. I scrub at the tears that have started falling from my eyes. I don’t know why I hold it in; I’ve always been that way, drifting towards being alone when I’m upset. And it takes everything in me not to break down with Lisa on the phone, to know that Davey was still not home when he left me that voicemail. To think what could have happened if I’d known, or if anyone had bothered to look deeper. If he hadn’t dropped his phone, maybe he would have been found much earlier. Maybe he would still be alive. 

	“Yeah, I’ll be home then. Just let me know when you’re on the way. Bye.” She hangs up before I say anything else. And the tears finally fall. 

	***

	When I’ve finally stopped crying, I check my phone for Lisa’s address. Her house is a twenty-minute drive from mine. The drive is slower in the rain, but it’s scenic as I drive through roads blanketed by thick green foliage. 

	I park on the street in front of her house. It’s brown and mid-century modern style, with lots of windows. There’s an outdoor pool out back, tiled in pale blue. 

	I ring the doorbell, holding my laptop under my sweatshirt to shield it from the rain. 

	Lisa throws open the door and ushers me inside. “Thanks for coming over so last minute,” she says. I take my shoes off and leave them next to the pile of shoes already next to the door. 

	“Thanks for having me over,” I say, unable to shake the politeness my parents have spent years drilling into me. 

	“My studio isn’t really a studio, it’s just my bedroom. But I have some soundproofing there, and it’s better than doing it in the kitchen. Less echo.” I follow her up the stairs, across the landing, and through the first door we come across. 

	Her bedroom walls are painted a medium gray. Neutral, but still warm and inviting. Her blanket and the abstract art on her walls are swirls of navy blue and pale pink. Not what I expected from Lisa. Her bed is flush up against one wall, to the side of the windows. Her desk sits against the opposite side wall. Black soundproofing foam pads the walls on every side, and I see it on the back of the door as well when she pushes it closed behind me. 

	“Alright, you can sit here.” She gestures to the dining chair on one side of her desk. 

	She shows me a page filled with her handwriting, small but in all capital letters. “Here’s what I have so far. I think it won’t go farther than you want.”

	Her handwriting is easy to read. She doesn’t want to speculate too much. I review everything she wants to put in—not too much, not too little. Keeping Davey’s secrets a secret. 

	“It looks good,” I say. And it does, cozy but functional. 

	She beams. “I’ll record. Sorry if it’s kind of awkward, Thomas is the only one who’s usually in the room with me when I do it.”

	“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I smile. 

	We spend the rest of the afternoon on the episode. I sit in the background as Lisa speaks. She re-records sections where she stumbles, rephrases her words. She wrinkles her eyebrows when she says something she doesn’t like. I stay as she records the beginning, before leaving to get home in time for dinner.

	“Thanks for doing this, Laine,” she says as I walk out to my car. 

	“Thank you, for everything,” I say. 

	And I mean it. I wouldn’t have known how to put this together, or talked to Melanie, or kept going through this process without help from Lisa. 

	She waves at me from her front door as I pull away and head back home.  

	 

	
Gone

	With Lisa Leynes

	 

	“Let's set the scene. It's May, near the end of senior year. Most of the seniors know what colleges they're going to. They just need to pass their final classes, and then that's it. They're home free. Graduation, then a summer of doing whatever they want, an early taste of freedom before college.” 

	But something was different about Davey. January of the same year, his father had died. From what I can gather, it was quite difficult on him. He couldn’t bounce back after the loss. He eventually was accepted into college, but he was having trouble getting through the end of the year and the final push towards graduation. This was a kid who is in some AP classes, good grades. For those of you don't know what prep school is like, it's difficult. They let students get away with a lot, but it's hard. It’s not usually normal for high school kids to run themselves ragged trying to keep up with classes, hours of homework, and extracurriculars. But that's what they do. Rigor breeds excellence as the school motto goes. And it does, I guess. 

	Anyways, you have a kid who's handled it for this long already and gotten this far suddenly start slipping. And people try to help him. All this perfection, all the things that the parents talk about when praising the school, these people don't know what their kids are doing. If things seem good on paper and everyone gets into the colleges that they or their parents want, no one really cares what they do. When you search a little deeper there's partying, drugs. Under the radar enough that it doesn’t touch the reputation of the school, of course. They have enough privilege where none of it ever comes to light. I'm not saying that Davey was a bad person. I'm saying that there are a lot of things about the way people operate here that adults wish to keep hidden. For example, Davey was cheating on tests near the end of the year.

	The autopsy results were released recently. As much as the police could tell, he was high on a cocktail of drugs and alcohol, fell, hit his head, ended up in the water, and never came back out. Still waiting on how they say the trauma was acquired. 

	But something’s not adding up about the night he went missing. I’ve had the privilege of speaking with someone who was very close with Davey. They say that he texted them saying he needed a ride that night. Davey didn’t follow up with an address and from a later phone call he made, his friends figured that he’d gone back home. As we know now, that is not the case. We can’t figure out why he was near the area his body was found. He didn’t know anyone who lived around there. The police are missing something, and I hope that someone can find out what it is.” 

	 

	


Chapter 16

	Now

	 

	On Friday afternoon, I refresh my podcast feed constantly, looking for the new episode. Lisa said her listeners prefer an early afternoon release, as a lot of them are high school and college age and listen after class.  

	I’m supposed to meet with Amy that afternoon to run and with Arthur after that to watch bad reality tv. I drum my fingers on the steering wheel during the drive to the trails. By the time I make it to the parking lot, the episode has been released.  

	I stay sitting in my car and press play. It starts the same way as the other episodes I’ve listened to. Lisa says she has exclusive information from someone who was close to Davey. 

	I’ve barely started when Amy knocks on my window, startling me. I unlock my door and she gets into the passenger seat, plopping her bag down with a sigh. I pause the podcast. 

	“What’s up?” she asks. 

	“A new podcast about Davey from Lisa,” I say, absentmindedly. 

	“Who?” Amy asks after a few moments of silence. 

	“Um.” I hadn’t told Amy about a lot of what I was doing that summer. So much of our friendship was running, not necessarily talking. I mull over what to say. It’s not a secret, per se, anymore. I’ve just never talked about it with Amy. 

	I turn down the volume. “Lisa, she went to Constance Briar. She was a couple years older than us. And on the debate team.” 

	Amy drums her fingers on the dashboard. “I think I remember her. She was on the soccer team. Wasn’t she friends with that one guy who dropped out? Samuel?”

	“Samuel who?” I ask absentmindedly. 

	“Left during May our senior year I think?” 

	I vaguely remember him leaving. That happened sometimes at Constance Briar; people’s families moved, or paying the expensive tuition wasn’t sustainable. But if it was in May, then it was around the time Davey went missing, and everything then was a blur. 

	Amy gasps. “Oh my god, I remember now. That was such a scandal. The school did everything to cover that up.”

	I look over at her, curious. “What do you mean?” 

	“He was expelled. You didn’t know that?”

	“What?” I turn more towards her. 

	“Yeah, he used to get super good grades, one of those kids who was obsessed with school, sucked up to all the teachers. He got expelled for cheating.”

	“What? Why would he need to do that?” 

	“Beats me. He was pretty smart, but apparently he was sneaking into the school and taking test answers from any teacher who would print them out. Remember the whole scandal where Mr. Silvers figured out his test answers were missing? And it was the last test before finals?” 

	“Sort of. That test wasn’t even hard. Davey did well on it, and he was terrible at history.” The words are out of my mouth before I connect the pieces. I think back to the notecard I found hidden at his house. He cheated on it.  

	“Yeah, how did you miss this? No one could stop talking about it.” 

	“I don't know. I guess I must have forgotten because it was right around the time that Davey went missing.” A lot of my senior year had disappeared into the blur of Davey’s disappearance.

	“Oh yeah, it was back then. Sorry.” She winces. “They didn't even let him finish the end of his senior year or give him his diploma. Rumor is he had to repeat his senior year at a different school.”

	I try to conjure a picture of him in my mind, to remember anything about him other than his name. “What did he look like, do you remember?” 

	“Here.” She scrolls through her phone. “Hm. That’s him.” She hands her phone to me. 

	I raise my eyebrows in confusion. His face is familiar. I think back to when I first met Lisa. It’s Thomas, her friend that she brought with her. I haven’t seen him since that day. The more I stare at the photo, the more I hate myself for not recognizing him. Why wouldn’t Lisa say anything? 

	“Laine, are you okay?” Amy puts her hand on my shoulder. 

	“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m okay.” I snap my ponytail band against my wrist before tying my hair up. “Let’s go. 

	“Uh, sure.” Amy opens the door. “You sure you’re okay?”

	“I’m fine.” I am not fine, but Amy just looks at me once before getting out of the car. 

	“Thanks,” I think I mumble. But I’m not sure. I’m not sure of anything. 

	As we run, I turn everything over and over in my mind. Samuel was a tutor. He was expelled for cheating. Davey was cheating, at least for some time senior year. 

	No, they can’t be connected. But what if they are? I roll the thought over and over in my mind. I don’t pay attention to the music playing in my headphones. All I can think about is Davey and Lisa and Thomas. Or rather, Sam. I’m not sure why he would have changed his name. 

	When we’re done with our run, I say goodbye to Amy. On the drive home, I listen to the rest of the podcast. 

	A wall of anger hits me when she mentions Davey’s cheating. When I sat with her to record, I had told her to keep that information out of the podcast. I grip the steering wheel tighter.  I don’t know why she put that in the episode. 

	I take a deep breath to try to steady my racing heart. I don’t know what to do, or how to confront her. I told her everything I found because I trusted her. Maybe that was a mistake. 

	***

	    “You will not believe what I found out today,” I say as I throw myself down on Arthur’s couch dramatically. We’re supposed to watch movies tonight, and I’d been the first one to arrive. 

	    “Laine.”

	    “What?” I tilt my head back to look up at him. “Really, what?”

	“You told Lisa everything about Davey.”  There's fire in Arthur's eyes. 

	He must be talking about the podcast. “I told her about it because I trusted her.” Though that was a mistake, sits on the tip of my tongue. I don’t say that Lisa went off script for the podcast, either. Arthur is already angry.  

	“I can't believe you would talk about him like that. He wouldn't want all his business out there.” 

	I shake my head. “I want to find out how he died, and this is how I’m working on it.” 

	“I don't think that was a good idea.” Arthur crosses his arms. 

	“Please can we not fight about this right now.” I can’t handle this on top of my doubts about Lisa. 

	“I want to move on, and I think you should too.” 

	“I can’t,” I say. I look down at my hands. It’s the truth, as fucked as it is. He was my best friend. 

	Arthur sighs and sits down next to me. “It’s not your fault, Lainey.”

	Arthur knows me too well. When Davey first disappeared, I blamed myself. We all blamed ourselves a little; we had tried to prop him up as best as we could, but nothing we did was enough to keep him from spiraling. 

	“I know it's not my fault. I just… something doesn't feel right about how he went missing. And if I had noticed earlier…” I trail off.  We’ve had this conversation before. 

	He looks at me, his eyes searching my face. 

	“I know how close you two got after his dad died. And whatever was going on between you two….” he trails off.  

	My voice shakes. “We weren’t dating or anything.” No matter what should have been. Could have been.

	“Doesn't matter if you were, Lainey. I would still say the same thing.”

	“I had to do it, okay? We learned more.” I give him a watery smile. “I gotta go.” I had to get out. I had to think about everything that I had found out, and I came to Arthur to have a good time and forget it, not hash up more pain. 

	He calls out after me, but I don’t stop. I don’t even check if the front door has closed behind me before I slam my car door and drive off. 

	On the drive home, I mull over what to say to Lisa. She knows everything I’ve done with Davey, and she’s helped me. Shit. I chew on my lip. It’s late, though I know Lisa will probably still be awake. I text her. 

	Laine: Can we talk?

	I don’t get a response for fifteen minutes. Thirty minutes pass before I get frustrated and force myself to stop checking. She put out more information than I wanted. She probably knows, and she’s probably avoiding me. 

	I decide to deal with it more tomorrow instead when I have more energy. Right now, I miss Davey too much to do anything. 

	I wear his sweatshirt again, pulling it over my head and wrapping my arms around myself. I don’t remember why I have it. It was probably borrowed after sports practice, if I was cold or if I had forgotten a change of clothes. Something little at the time that I had assumed I would return later.  I’m glad I have this little piece of him, even though he can’t be here with me. 

	***

	Arthur texts me at ten that night. 

	Arthur: I'm sorry. Can I call you?

	Laine: Yeah

	Barely a minute passes before my phone rings. I let it ring twice before I pick it up. “I told her not to tell anyone,” I blurt. “I mean, about Davey cheating. I don’t even know for sure.”

	He sighs. “I see where you were coming from. I mean, in thinking that he wasn’t home. I didn’t think about it that way.”

	“I'm always right,” I deadpan. 

	He laughs. “Want to go for a drive? I can pick you up.”

	“Yeah, though I don’t want to be out too late.”

	“Okay. Be there in twenty minutes.”

	My phone buzzes, exactly twenty minutes later. 

	Arthur: I'm outside 

	I sit up, reaching for a hoodie to cover my sports bra. 

	Laine: Coming 

	This reminds me of sneaking out in high school. I quietly turn off the alarm, the beep, much louder in the quiet of the night. I softly pad down the stairs. There’s always a chance that my parents will wake up, but I hope they stay asleep. I step out the front door and walk to Arthur's car, parallel parked in front of my house. He unlocks the passenger side door for me. 

	“You know we could have just had this conversation over the phone?” I ask as I slide into the seat. 

	He's got the air conditioner blaring and Red Bull and Cheetos in the cupholder. I grab a handful from the bag, crunching on them as I look at him and wait for an answer. He puts the car into gear and drives, doing everything slowly.

	“You told Lisa about Davey.” He looks at me, waiting for an answer. I take my time swallowing before I say anything. 

	“Yeah, I talked to her about him. Not a lot. She knows about what happened that night, more than anything. I didn’t realize she was going to say everything, though.” 

	He takes a deep breath. “I'm sorry Lainey-bear.” 

	I’m grateful for the apology, though something else lies underneath it. “You only call me that when you’re trying to get me to do something.” 

	“Yeah, I'm trying to get you to forgive me. We know he was somewhere that he shouldn't have been. But we don't know why, and we don't know who he was with, and I think we might never know.” 

	“You were right, too,” I say. “I don’t know if you listened to the podcast, but Lisa put something in there that I told her not to.” 

	“Davey cheating?”

	“You did listen to it.”

	Arthur rolls his eyes. “Yes, I did after you left.” 

	“Sorry about that.”

	He shrugs. “It happens.”  

	I close my eyes and lean my head back against the seat. “I don't know how to let it go. I miss him like crazy and I don't know what to do without him.” I open my eyes and stare out at the road ahead of us. 

	“I don't know how to let go, either. He was doing better. Not great, but it was better. And then everything was taken away from him.”

	I make a soft sound in my throat. 

	We sit in silence as he drives. I stare out of the window, watching the calm night outside. After a few minutes, Arthur breaks the silence. “I have to tell you something, Laine.” 

	I sit up straighter at the change in tone. 

	“You know that Davey was cheating on at least some exams.”

	“Yes…” I’m not sure what Arthur is going to say. 

	“And do you remember that Sam kid, who got expelled senior year for cheating?”

	“Yeah, I remember.” 

	He sighs.

	“What?”

	Arthur sighs again. I slap his arm. “Get it out.” 

	“I’m trying! But it’s not great.” 

	I stare at him as he takes his sweet time answering. 

	“Okay, do you remember that Sam was Davey’s tutor near the end of senior year?” 

	“Yeah, kind of.” I tap my fingers on my knee, unable to sit still. 

	“And do you remember that he got expelled for cheating?”

	I nod. 

	“Davey told me he was the one who put the pages of test answers in Sam’s backpack.” 

	“What? When?” I lean back against the seat. I hold my fingers in a fist, feeling my nails sink into my palm. 

	“Yeah, sometime after Mr. Silvers found out they were missing. I told him he had to fix it, but it seems like he didn’t get any time to.” Arthur laughs darkly. “I think he was the one who tipped off the school. I don’t know how he did it. And then he went missing, so nothing ever changed.”

	“Fuck.”

	“Yeah. And he was expelled for that. He had a lot of college acceptances rescinded. I don’t know why Davey chose to do it, and I think we may never know.” He shakes his head. 

	Arthur doesn’t know what I know. That Sam goes by Thomas now, and that Lisa is close friends with him. I hate that Davey did something so bad. I hate that he’s not around to ask if it’s true, and that he never got a chance to try and fix what he’d done. 

	I sniff, and he reaches over and laces his fingers through mine. We stay like that as he drives, the night dark and the stars twinkling overhead, the freeway a straight shot in front of us. We drive ahead, trying to run away from our problems.

	***

	    The next morning, I see that Lisa has responded with a series of question marks. I text her to meet me. It’s time I confront this. 

	Laine: Can we talk? 

	Lisa: Sure. About what?

	Laine: I want to do it in person. Can you meet me somewhere?

	Lisa: I’m at work if you want to stop by

	I send a quick yes and drive there as fast as I dare. 

	I park out front. Lisa is waiting for me outside. 

	“Hey, let’s talk here.” She leads me around to the side of the building. She leans against the brick. 

	“You added something without my approval.” I get straight to the point. 

	“Really?” 

	“Lisa.” My voice is hard and cold.  

	“What, do you mean about the cheating?” She avoids my eye contact. 

	Anger rips through me. “You said you wouldn’t say anything about that!” My voice is sharp against the sunny afternoon.

	“It’s good for the ratings!” She still avoids eye contact with me. 

	“We had a deal! You were doing everything I asked. What changed?” I’m yelling now, but I’m so angry. I trusted her to keep a secret, and she betrayed the trust I had in her. 

	 She eyes me up and down and shakes her head. She walks around the side of the building. 

	I want to scream, but instead I follow her. “What was the point of all this if you’re just going to back out now?”

	“I don’t know,” she snaps, her voice wavering. 

	“What do you mean you don’t know? Lisa, that’s my best friend!” I clench my fists at my sides. 

	“I’m sorry, Laine. I just wasn’t thinking straight.” She looks me in the eyes finally, and hers are pricked with tears. “You know Thomas? He came with me when we first met.”

	I nod, wondering where she’s going with this.  

	“Do you know why he left Constance Briar?” 

	I shake my head and keep quiet. I do know, but I want her to keep talking. I want to know her motives first. 

	She sighs. “He cheated on a test. And Constance Briar has a no tolerance policy for plagiarism.”  

	“So he got expelled,” I say. 

	“Thomas told me the night after we recorded the podcast that he thinks someone framed him. It really messed him up, having to start over senior year. And he had cheating on his record. It was hard enough to find somewhere that would let him graduate and finish his senior year.” 

	For a moment, I think about telling her what Arthur told me. But I don’t trust her the same way anymore, and I don’t know what she’d do with the information. If she knows, why would she be trying to help me find out what happened to Davey? Since Thomas is her family friend, none of her loyalty would lie with me. 

	Lisa continues talking. “He never wants to talk about anything now. The night we recorded the podcast, he had just gotten another college rejection letter. And he was upset about what happened. He kept saying he didn’t do it, but I couldn’t get any more out of him. It all spilled out of him that night, and now he just clams up when I ask him.”

	“What does this have to do with anything?” I ask. Either she doesn’t know what Davey did, or she’s a good enough liar to pretend she doesn’t.

	She takes a deep, shaky breath. “And he was in my ear, saying that cheaters shouldn’t get away with cheating. I saw how much that messed him up and didn’t think it should be a secret. I don’t know, I wasn’t thinking straight.”

	“That doesn’t explain—” I start, but she cuts me off. 

	“What I’m trying to say is that I’m sorry. I was out of line and acted based off personal interest. I had a few days to think about it and I wanted to apologize in person. That’s why I agreed to meet when you asked.” 

	“Oh.” I don’t know what to say. “I appreciate the apology. But Lisa, you need to fix this. Or take it back.”

	“I will issue an apology. I’m sorry. I’m going to try to do my best to make this right.” She wrings her hands together. 

	“Shit.” I sit down on the grass, stretching my legs out and crossing them in front of me. 

	Lisa sits down next to me. “Yeah. This is fucked. Hey Laine?”

	“What?” I snap. My voice comes out harsher than I intend.

	“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I should know better. I mean, I have a true crime podcast. Jumping to conclusions like that is why so many killers aren’t caught.”  

	The apology seems sincere, but I don’t quite trust her. I make the split-second decision to accept, at least to her. She’s helped me with this investigation, and I wouldn’t be this far without her. I won’t tell her what I found out from Arthur. 

	“Yeah. But now we gotta clean up this mess.” 

	“We?” 

	She sighs. “Well, me.” 

	***

	I sit with Lisa in her room as she records a short segment, to be uploaded to the podcast page as an addendum. I requested to stay as she edited and uploaded everything. She’s going to take down the original episode and edit it, too. 

	“I said something that I should not have about Davey cheating on tests. I want to apologize to the loved ones of the deceased for my mistake. I hope that, going forward, you will still tune in, and that they and my listeners will forgive my transgression.”

	“You laid it on thick,” I say when she’s done.

	“It’s for sincerity.” 

	She does seem sincere, and I don’t think it’s a trick. But I’m unsure, and I don’t want to take any risks. 

	Lisa begins editing the sound, and I scroll mindlessly through my phone. 

	“There’s something I do want to know, even though you probably won’t tell me,” Lisa says after a few minutes. 

	“What?”

	“What happened between you and Davey?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Come on,” Lisa says, rolling her eyes. “The way you talk about him sometimes makes me think there was more going on between you.”

	There had been something building between us, though I hadn’t told anyone. Maybe it was because it’s a piece of Davey that I can hold on to that belongs to just me. I can remember part of him separate from everyone else, a side of him that only came out for me. And before we could act further on it, he went missing. 

	I look away, suddenly feeling too warm. “I don’t know if it’s that,” I say. I don’t want to say it aloud. 

	“I’m right. You can’t look at me, I’m right.” 

	“So what if you're right?” It’s not an answer, but it’s the closest I’m willing to give. 

	She whoops. “I knew it.” 

	I cared about him, even if not much romantic happened before he went missing. 

	But that's a lie. Something had happened, more than once. 

	I've kept this secret for so long, I don't know what it will feel like when I’m no longer carrying it. He was worth taking a chance on. 

	Something had been building between us for a long time, though I don't know what it would have become. Maybe it would not have worked out. Maybe it would have. Even if it hadn’t, we should have had more time. 

	“So now what are you going to do?” Lisa’s question jolts me back to the present. 

	I couldn't stop now I was this far into it. I had to keep going to find out how he died. I didn't know how to move on. I couldn't bring myself to think about what would happen if I didn't figure it out. “I’m going to keep trying to figure this out. No matter what happens, I'll know more than I do now.”

	 

	
Then

	Early May, Senior Year

	 

	Davey sits pressed against Laine, on the small hill overlooking the beach near his house. It’s a short drive, and they had taken his car. And now they’re here, just the two of them. 

	She passes the bottle of Coke spiked with rum back to him. Her hand lingers against his before she lets go, and his heart beats faster in his chest. 

	A light rain patters softly down on them, making the pieces of loose hair around her face curl up. Laine had wanted to stay outside, even when the drizzle started, and now the cool rain falls over them. 

	She leans against his arm, a shiver shaking her. He pulls her against him. She sighs into his shoulder. He squeezes her arm. 

	He looks straight at her in the rain, the droplets running down her face. “You’re beautiful, Lainey,” is out of his mouth before he realizes. And he leans in and kisses her before he can think about it. But she kisses him back, and he smiles against her mouth. 

	They stay there until they are both soaked all the way through, shivering against the cold. He twines his fingers through hers and pulls her to standing. They run screaming through the rain, making their way back to his car. 

	They put the back seats down and climb into the trunk, stretching their legs out in front of them. They hang their wet outer layers on the back of the front seats. She looks at him and smiles softly. He pulls her in for another kiss before pulling her even closer. 

	Laine rests between his legs, her head resting on his chest. His heart hammers, because it’s Laine, and though he’s always loved Laine in some way, this is something different. Something more. 

	He kisses the top of her head before he dozes off, falling asleep to the sound of rain outside and the soft smell of her. 

	


Chapter 17

	Now

	 

	The first week of August, Elizabeth invites me to a party. She's invited her entire Facebook friend list from the looks of it. I remember Mack telling me about it when we were at the mall. I click “maybe”, the same as a few others who I recognize from high school. I’ll show up if some people I know are going as well. 

	The emails to prepare for the next school year start coming in from college, and I don’t have much time left. I try to write more for my music piece for class in the fall, but I can’t concentrate on anything.

	I haven’t spoken to Lisa since we recorded the apology for her podcast. I don’t know what to say to her. I don’t even know if I want to talk to her anymore. But the questions I have about Thomas hang heavy in the back of my mind, and she’s my only connection to him.  

	I message Thomas online. I’m already friends with him. I check back, but he hasn’t opened any of my messages or responded. He doesn’t have any recent posts on social media, either. I don’t know what to do. 

	***

	On Saturday evening, I teach Eden’s piano lesson again. I pack up a backpack full of music books and bike to Sorrel’s house. I knock, and his mom opens the door. 

	“Hi auntie. You look great.” 

	She pulls me into a quick hug. “Thanks, baby. Eden is waiting for you.” 

	Sorrel’s family has a grand piano in their living room. It's beautiful and very loud. 

	Eden pads down the stairs, the beads in her hair clacking. 

	“Have you been practicing your scales?” I ask her. 

	“No,” she says petulantly. 

	“Great.” Whatever; it’s not like I practice all the time anyway. 

	She's taller than when I saw her last. Her hair is in two little puffs on top of her head. 

	“What did you do at camp this week?” I ask. She went to camp every summer, the same as we all had when we were that age. 

	“Serving drills, over and over.” She sighs. She was at tennis camp this year, then. 

	As Eden slides onto the piano bench, I sit on the chair positioned next to it. She shows me her scales. And then we move on to her piece. 

	I’m distracted through a lot of the lesson, thinking of Davey and Thomas and Lisa and what I’ve learned in the past couple of days. Summer is almost over, and I need to get some answers before I go back to Boston. 

	I check my phone after Eden’s lesson is done to see a text from Lisa. 

	Lisa: Did you ever talk to Nick?

	Laine: No, he’s still avoiding me. IDK what to do

	Lisa: I think he might be the last piece to this puzzle. 

	I sigh. I can’t trust Lisa the same way anymore, as helpful as she’s been throughout this search. If she really is close to Sam, or Thomas as he goes by now, wouldn’t she know that Davey had a role in what happened to him? But I didn’t even know that about him. And that would mean that Lisa was just pretending to get close to me. But why would she keep up the ruse for so long if she knew? 

	I want to ask her, but I want to avoid any more confrontation. At least, until I have everything figured out. If she’s using me, I want to use her just the same. And more than anything, I want to figure out what happened to Davey. 

	Sorrel’s family comes over to eat dinner with mine, and when he leaves, I retreat to my bedroom. 

	I think back to what Max said when Lisa and I talked to him. That Nick had already talked to him about what I was looking for. Maybe he would be willing to answer more about Nick since Nick was avoiding me and has blocked me on everything. 

	Laine: Would you be willing to answer a few more questions?

	Max: I’m in Italy on vacation, sorry. 

	Laine: It’ll just take a couple minutes. 

	He doesn’t even open my message. 

	I sigh and throw my phone down on my bed. If he’s out of town, there’s no way to find him to ask questions like I had earlier. Nick is the only person Lisa and I have left to talk to. Since he won’t answer any of my questions, I’m not sure where to go next. We’ve talked to everyone else, and they have nothing. 

	I sign and scroll through social media for an hour, trying to find something from senior year. I don’t find anything I haven’t already seen. When it gets later, I pull Davey’s sweatshirt from my bottom drawer and put it on. I curl up on my bed and breathe in the lingering scent of him. It gets fainter each day. 

	***

	Elizabeth’s party is on Friday night. I leave my house around ten, wanting to skip the awkwardness of waiting for other people to arrive. I park in the line of cars spread down the street. 

	I feel the bass pounding the moment I step inside. It’s more chaotic than any of the track team parties I’ve been to. The kitchen table is full of bowls of tortilla chips, salsa, and cheese puffs. The kitchen island is stacked with alcohol, blue plastic cups, and clear plastic shot glasses. Sliding glass doors lead out to the backyard to a sunken pool and a hot tub. The smell of cigarette smoke wafts in from the open doors. 

	Splashes and laughs echo as people swim and jump into the pool. I scan the room for friends, or at least anyone I like enough to talk to. Elizabeth sits with a group of guys from the men's soccer team. She spots me and waves me over. I perch on the arm of the couch next to her. 

	“I didn't know you were coming,” she says, leaning against me. 

	“Last minute decision.” I had forgotten to text her when I was on my way, something I always did when I came to her house in high school. 

	I’m not in the mood to drink; I’m not really in the mood to do anything. But Elizabeth is leaving for college again soon, and so am I. I want to spend more time with friends before I leave. 

	I watch a game of beer pong with Elizabeth and some more girls I knew from the track team. We weren't close, but the camaraderie that comes from being on the same team is still around. I dip my feet in the pool as I watch a group of people play a game of chicken. 

	Mack arrives eventually and comes to sit next to me. “Hi Lainey-bear,” she says as she leans her head against my shoulder. 

	“Hi Mack-attack,” I say, bringing forward the old nickname I had for her when we were kids. 

	We splash each other in the pool. She pushes me in, and I drag her in with me, giggling. We swim for a few minutes before hunting down towels. Thankfully, there’s a stack of them on a chair by the pool. Mack wanders off with someone from the soccer team, and I try to find Elizabeth again, but with no luck. 

	I manage to make it two hours before I’m ready to leave. I’m tired of being around people, and I want to do some more digging on social media to see if I can find some more information about the night Davey disappeared. 

	I’m on the way out when I see Nick. He stands in the hallway, looking down at his phone. I feel a flash of anger as I see him. He’d spent so much time avoiding me, I know he’s hiding something. 

	He moves into the kitchen, and I follow. He starts talking to a girl by the kitchen counter, but she keeps looking away from him and fidgeting. She finally walks away, and Nick stares after her. He sighs and leaves the kitchen. I follow him. 

	I corner him in the hallway that leads to the bathroom. Thankfully, no one else is there but the two of us. I take up as much space as I can. 

	    “Nick,” I yell over the music. 

	    He curls his lip when he sees me. “I already said I didn’t want to talk to you. What do you want? Why can’t you just leave me the fuck alone?” 

	“You’re the last piece of the puzzle,” I yell. “Please. All I want to know is what you remember from the night Davey went missing. Please. I’m not going to do anything with what you tell me, I just want to know what happened to my friend.” To my horror, tears well in my eyes. Nick sees them, and they must push him over the edge.

	He sighs. “Fine. Fine. But just so you know, if any of this is brought back up again legally, I’ll fucking ruin you.”

	I bite back my retort and nod instead. 

	“I can’t hear you well in here,” I yell. 

	“Can we talk outside?” he asks. His eyes dart around nervously.  

	I nod and follow him out of the sliding glass doors. We walk to the side of the house, out of sight from the pool. The faint noise from people in the pool is still audible, but the main sounds are the dull roar of a summer night full of cicadas and crickets. 

	“What do you want to know?” He pulls out a vape pen. The heavy smell of weed surrounds around us as he puffs on it. 

	“What happened the night Davey disappeared?” I ask, hoping he’ll tell me everything. I had spent this much time thinking Nick was the last piece of the puzzle. I don’t record or even take notes. I need to know, and if I never tell Lisa or forget it all, at least I will have known. 

	“I went to a couple parties and then I went home. Your friend was there for some of them.”

	“Nick.”

	“Sorry. I went to Max’s party first. Then I went out, picked up some stuff, started selling. Max’s party was about to be busted by the cops so a bunch of us left.” He laughs to himself. “Hell, Max left. His parents were so mad. But we all went to Melanie’s.”

	“Can you tell me anything in any more detail?”

	“What do you want me to say? I sold your friend some stuff. I’d been selling to him for a while. I think he took molly that night, a bunch of other stuff too, and he was drinking. He was high out of his mind. Last I remember, Melanie and I set him up in the guest room after he threw up.”

	Everything adds up to the timeline I already know. “What time was that?”

	“Really, really early in the morning sometime.” 

	I clench my jaw. This was going to be a long conversation. If he didn’t run away from me again. “Why did you block me then, if that’s all that happened?” I ask. He reacted so strongly for something so small. If he was telling the truth. 

	He shrugs. “Everybody knew all of you were friends. It wasn't hard to figure out what you were trying to ask me about. And I've seen you around here and with that girl who has a podcast.” He looks down at his shoes, avoiding my eyes. 

	“Lisa,” I prompt.

	“Yeah, whatever. Point is, I knew what you wanted, and I didn’t want to bring it up. I didn’t want to be part of anything connected to the law like that.”

	“Fair,” I concede.

	He nods to himself. “Yeah, I told you I didn't do anything to that kid, I sold him some stuff. And I drove him to Melanie's house but that's the last I saw him.”

	“So you dealt to him. But that’s not what killed him.”  I need to make sure he’s telling the truth. After this long avoiding me, I can’t be sure. 

	“I sold some drugs, and that might have come out in the investigation. My parents did a lot to make sure I didn’t have a criminal record.” 

	Lisa had said that earlier; this I think is true, at least. “Okay. But you didn’t answer my question.” 

	Nick shakes his head. “You don’t get it. I'm telling you now, drop it or something bad is gunna happen.” There’s no malice behind his threat; he sounds defeated. 

	He looks at me. His gaze isn’t threatening, and his eyes are unfocused from the weed. I stare at him until he looks away first. I win. 

	“No, I’m pretty sure I didn’t. At least, from what I know, I didn’t sell him enough that he would have died if he had taken it all.” 

	“Okay.” I don’t say thanks. It took too much work to get that out of him. 

	He nods and looks up at the sky. “Is that it?”

	“Wait, one more question.” 

	“What?” He sounds exasperated. 

	“Were you driving your car the whole night?” 

	He looks at me strangely. “No.”

	“Then how did you get to Melanie’s house?” I push down the rising anxiety in my chest. If he wasn’t driving, then someone else had to have a black BMW. And that leaves even more spaces in finding out what happened that night. 

	“Someone gave me a ride.” He looks confused. “I didn’t have my car that night.” 

	“What?” I straighten. 

	“Samuel borrowed it.” He laughs. “That kid was wild. Seems like a goody two shoes on the outside. I was too drunk to drive home anyway, and I trusted Sam. He was careful, I knew he wouldn’t crash it.” 

	My blood turns cold. Sam, aka Thomas. “What Sam?” I ask. I want to make sure. 

	“Got expelled for cheating senior year,” Nick says loosely. 

	“How did you know him?” I croak. The missing piece has been in front of me, but just out of my reach.

	“His cousin’s lake house is out by mine. We grew up together in the summers.” 

	“Where?”

	“By Herring Lake.” 

	I force myself to breathe, in and out. “Do you know where he went that night?”

	Nick looks apprehensive. “I think he just went home, or maybe to his lake house. He dropped my car off at my house the next day.” 

	“Are you sure?” My voice is sharp. Nick’s eyes widen. 

	“I guess. He dropped it off early, and I was hungover.” He looks uncomfortable, shifting weight from foot to foot. 

	This is it. This is what I’ve been missing.

	“Thanks,” I say, turning on my heel. Nick calls after me, but I don’t hear him over the roaring in my ears. I walk away towards the front of the house and to my car. 

	It was Sam. Or, rather, Thomas. He took Davey from the party, and no one saw Davey after that. His family’s lake house is by Herring Lake. He was there the whole time. He was the last person Davey saw; I know it. I get in my car, glad that I hadn't been in the mood to drink.

	I call Lisa as I peel down the street, my tires squealing as I take a turn too fast. 

	“Hello?”

	“Lisa.” My voice pitches. 

	“Laine, what’s up?” Her calmness irritates me. 

	“How close are you to Thomas?” 

	She’s silent. 

	“Lisa,” I prod.  

	“Laine, I don’t know what you’re looking for but—” 

	“Just answer me.” I cut her off. I’m not in the mood; I want to know the truth. 

	“We’re family friends. He’s like my brother.”

	“Do you know why he left Constance?” 

	“Yeah, I told you. He cheated.” 

	“He said someone framed him, right?” I need to handle this right. I can’t scare her off or make her hang up on me.

	The line is silent. I sigh. “Lisa, I need to know. It has to do with the case.” 

	“What does he have to do with the case?”

	“You know he used to tutor Davey?” 

	“He used to do peer tutoring at Constance. I had no idea he knew Davey.”

	I push forward. “The test Davey cheated on, and the notecard I found were from our last history tests before finals. That’s the test that Thomas got expelled for. But he was still going by Sam then. And he was tutoring Davey for that whole spring.”

	I want to kick myself for not realizing earlier, but I wouldn’t have known either way since I didn’t recognize him until Amy showed me a photo. I could have figured this out earlier if I had just remembered. 

	“How do you know?”

	“Do you trust me?” I ask. 

	“Yeah, I trust you. Laine, what’s going on? Why did you jump to this?” 

	“I talked to Nick tonight at a party.” 

	“You did? What did he say?” Her voice is excited. 

	In a split second, I make the decision to tell her. I don’t trust her, but what do I have to lose? My gut feeling tells me I’m right about this. 

	“Lisa, it was Thomas. He did it.”

	“What?” 

	“Thomas had Nick’s car that night. Nick wasn’t driving his black BMW. He gave the keys to Thomas, and he’s the one who took Davey from Melanie’s party.” It’s out in the open now. I hope I made the right call.

	The line is silent. I drum my fingers anxiously against the steering wheel. 

	“Hello?” I snap. 

	“Walk me through the timeline, Laine, because you’re making some really big accusations here.” 

	“Okay. Okay. I’m driving, sorry, give me a minute.” I take a breath, turning over the events in my head, everything that we’d found out this summer. And the missing pieces from Nick. 

	“What happened at the beginning of the night? We need to play out the whole thing. What does it start with?”

	“Arthur and I picked him up and dropped him off at Max’s party. After that, Arthur dropped me off at Mack’s house.” 

	“Okay.” She’s silent again. When I’m about to ask if she’s still there, she speaks. “Sorry, I’m writing everything down. When’s the next time you heard from him?”

	“Hours later, when he sent me a text message.” 

	“The one you showed me?”

	“Right. And then I don’t hear from him for a while. Later, Arthur asks me if I have heard anything from him.” 

	“So, he just goes dark for hours?”

	“Yes. In that time, he left Max’s, went to Melanie’s. Nick sold him drugs. He calls me at three thirty. I thought he was home, but he was in bed in Melanie’s guest room. Sometime later, he leaves in a black BMW.” 

	“So where is Thomas involved? How did you find this out?”

	“I cornered Nick at a party I was just at. He told me what he remembers. Did you know he was friends with Thomas?”

	“I knew that they’ve met before. I always thought they only knew each other from when I dated Nick’s sister.” 

	I don’t know if I believe her, but it doesn’t matter if she’s telling me what I need to hear. 

	“The night of the party, Thomas borrowed Nick’s car. He was the one driving the black BMW that picked Davey up.” I say what I learned bluntly. 

	“Oh shit. Fuck. Fuck!” Lisa yells and I flinch. I hear a small crash in the background. 

	“Nick said Thomas borrowed his car that night, and then returned it in the morning,” I continue.

	“I didn’t even know they were friends. Fuck, I feel so dumb.” Lisa’s voice shakes. As distressed as she sounds, I don’t think she’s faking her reaction. I turn this over and over in my head, trying to figure out what to do. Should I trust her? Or is she lying? 

	“You never said his lake house was by Herring Lake.” 

	“Thomas was in Ohio when Davey went missing.” She pauses for a second. “At least, I thought he was. He was supposed to be there for the weekend visiting his cousins.” 

	“Fuck.” If Lisa didn’t know, it doesn’t matter now. 

	“Laine, are you okay?” Lisa asks. Her voice is sharp but laced with concern. 

	Fuck it. I decide to go with my gut. “Do you know where he is right now?”

	“Thomas?”

	“Yeah.” My knuckles stand out against my death grip on the steering wheel. I hope I played this right. 

	“Um. Not sure. His lake house, maybe? Laine, why?”

	“Can you give me Thomas’s phone number?” I blurt. 

	“Laine.” There’s warning in her voice, but I don’t care.

	“Please.” I can’t take it anymore. I want to know the truth about what Davey went through. And if I’m right, and if Nick was telling the truth, and if having spent my summer replaying the events of my best friend’s death was even worth it.

	She sighs. “Fuck. I’ll text it to you. But please don’t tell him where you got it. And please keep me updated. If you’re wrong about this, and I hope you are, I don’t want to lose him if you’re wrong.”

	“Thank you.” I drop my phone and slam on my breaks at a red light I almost missed. 

	“Laine?” Lisa’s voice is on edge. 

	“One last question,” I say. “Why did he start going by Thomas?” I want to know. 

	“He started after he moved to Ohio. He wanted a fresh start.” 

	I nod to myself. “Thanks. I gotta go, I’ll call you back.”

	“Please don’t make me regret telling you anything.” 

	“No promises,” I say before I hang up the phone. 

	 

	
Then

	Early May, Senior Year

	 

	Davey has missed a few weeks of the school year at this point, but more and more missed days become the cause of many arguments between him and his mother. At first, he was good enough, turning in enough work that some of the teachers let it slide if he showed up for tests and quizzes. 

	But as more weeks pass, he slips more and more. The history midterm for second semester is worth twenty percent of their grade. Davey doesn't have any room to fail. 

	Mr. Silvers prints out the test and the study guide at least a few days before the test. He keeps them in the bottom left drawer of his desk, always under lock and key. 

	He didn’t plan to steal the test answers originally. But he doesn’t want to mess up his college chances. He promises himself that he will do whatever it takes to win. Rigor breeds excellence, and all that. Excellence acquired by any means necessary.  

	The security cameras inside the school turn off around seven at night. In theory, almost everyone would be out by then, and most of the sports practices and extracurriculars would be over.

	He parks a block down in the nearby subdivision. The lights on the street are dim. He turns his headlights out when he gets closer to houses, just to be safe. It’s easy to sneak through the backyards and between houses, then through the football field on the edge of campus. The door to the fieldhouse is still propped open from after school practice. He hears some voices from the locker rooms, but the school is otherwise empty. He keeps to the edges until he makes it into the body of the school. Luckily, Mr. Silvers’ room is close by, at the end of the nearest hallway. He darts through the darkness, sticking close to the wall. He checks his watch. The door should still be open. He breathes a sigh of relief when it is, and he slips inside, moving to crouch behind the teacher’s desk. 

	He picks the lock on the bottom drawer. It took him some practice on the doors of his house the past couple nights, but he got the hang of it. He’s not a good lockpick, but it’s not a complicated lock. Trying to take the keys from anyone was too risky. He’s not Sam, he isn’t a darling to all the lenient teachers. 

	The test answer key sits on top of a stack of papers in the drawer. It’s nothing but a fully filled out test, written in Mr. Silvers’ small, neat handwriting. 

	He doesn't get a chance to snap all the photos he needs before he hears footsteps and keys jangling coming from down the hall. He makes a split-second decision and takes the last two pages of essay questions, messily folding them in quarters and shoving them in his back pocket. 

	He closes the desk drawer and hunches down behind the desk. The door handle rattles, but the classroom stays dark and silent. No one enters. Eventually, the steps move down the hall. 

	Davey waits until everything is silent, then leaves the same way he came, moving as quickly and silently as he can. When he’s out of the building he sprints to his car, his heart hammering in his chest. 

	He promises himself that he's going to put back the sheets before Mr. Silvers grades the test. Otherwise, this whole plan will fall apart. Hopefully, Mr. Silvers won’t notice the back few pages missing until he grades the test in another couple of days. 

	He studies the answers and does well enough on the test, makes just the right number of mistakes, trying to throw off suspicion. He’s not that good at history, but hopefully the credit for the improvement in his grades will be given to Sam for the tutoring. 

	Davey nods to Sam after the test with a little smile. Sam smiles back. 

	He forgets to return the sheets to their place, though he doesn’t realize right away. It slips his mind in the high from doing well on the test and doing decently on the chemistry quiz after that. He doesn’t realize they’re still in the back of his uniform pants slung over his desk chair until the week is over. 

	Shit, he thinks when he pulls the answers from his pocket. They’re wrinkled and crumpled now anyway. Would Mr. Silvers notice the difference?  

	After his mom goes to bed, he tries to return them. But the school is locked for the weekend. None of the doors are open, and none of them move, no matter how much he pulls on them. He can’t pick these locks.

	He tries to forget about it, spending time with his friends. But the guilt weighs heavy. I shouldn’t have done it, he thinks as he chugs beer in Arthur’s living room. 

	Four days pass before anything happens. 

	Mr. Silvers asks where the papers are in class the following Monday. “I will only wait for so long to give the person a chance to return them to me. I will give you one more day. If they're not back on my desk by the end of the week, then every one of my students will be evaluated under suspension review.” A groan comes from the class. He holds up his hand. “Some of you will be exempt, judging by your grades. Most of you should be alright. If everything is consistent, the board likely won’t ask most of you any questions.”

	The thing is, he hadn't really expected Mr. Silvers to pay attention this early on. Mr. Silvers has always taken a while to grade papers because of the essay questions. Davey thought he had more time. 

	Davey tries to sneak out the next night to return the pages, but his mom stops him. She takes his car keys from the hook on the front door and hides them. 

	In a fit of rage, he slams the front door and walks around the neighborhood. He calls Laine, who doesn't answer. She’s probably at dinner. Arthur doesn’t answer either. Sorrel isn’t in town, Mack’s visiting her sister in college, and his lacrosse friends are all at a party, drunk or high, and unable to drive to his house. As he sits on his deck that night into the early hours of Saturday morning, his heart plummets. He can't get hurt by this. He can't go down with this. 

	He thinks back to what Mr. Silvers said. Some of you will be exempt, judging by your grades. Davey drums his fingers against his thigh anxiously. Would Mr. Silvers look at his improved grades and suspect him? He can’t let that happen. 

	***

	Davey puts the test answers in Samuel’s locker. He knows he shouldn’t. He knows he should just turn them in, leave them on Mr. Silver’s desk before anything worse happens. But what if someone sees me? The thought can’t be put from his head after he thinks it. It’s not worth the risk, he thinks. He can’t lose everything over this. 

	He picks Sam because Sam’s good at everything. The flashes of Sam calling him dumb float in his head. But he has trust in a way Davey doesn’t. The school won’t do anything too bad to Sam, Davey rationalizes.

	He leaves a note on the suggestion box outside the principal’s office. It was Samuel Martin. Nothing else is written on the piece of paper. The cameras point down the hall, but not at the office. There’s a blind spot, and Davey makes sure the hallway is empty, leaving history under the guise of going to the bathroom. 

	Davey knows the note has worked when he sees Sam being led down the hallway. 

	He pushes it out of his mind until class is over, and then again for the rest of the day. 

	The regret eats him alive. He can’t sleep, he can’t eat. He shouldn’t have done it. But he doesn’t want to throw himself under, and it’s too late to change now. He should have just kept quiet, he thinks as Sam corners him in the hallway after class. 

	“What the fuck did you do?” 

	Sam steps in front of his locker. 

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

	“Bullshit. I saw the suggestion with my name on it. That was your handwriting.” Sam looks around nervously. Their voices are low enough and the hallways empty enough that no one has turned around. 

	“Maybe you weren’t as careful as you thought you were.” 

	“But you know I didn't do anything. I studied for this,” Sam growls.  

	“Shut the fuck up, Sam. I guarantee you're not going to win this one.” Davey rolls his eyes, leaning against the wall. 

	“But you planted that stuff there!” Sam’s voice is a high whine. Some students near the other end of the hallway turn and look.  

	Davey surreptitiously glances from side to side before stepping closer. “You're accusing me of something very serious,” he says, his voice low. “If those accusations are proven to be false, your reputation will be ruined.” 

	Sam hisses, taking a step closer. “You did this to me.”

	Davey molds his face into a mask of calm as he presses forward. “I don't know what you're talking about, Sam.” He feels guilty right after he says it, but he doesn’t back down. 

	Sam balls his hands into fists. He looks like he wants to hit Davey, and Davey tenses. I would deserve it, he thinks. For everything that he’s done to Sam. But in the end, Sam turns around and storms away. 

	Davey makes his way to the library. He feels off kilter, not like himself. He doesn’t know what to do. 

	Arthur is the only one sitting in their usual study spot the next morning. “You know, ever since that plagiarism thing has been happening, Sam has been driving himself crazy saying I planted it on him.” He looks at him, chewing. 

	“Why would he say that?” Arthur asks.  

	“No idea.” Davey’s jaw clenches at the lie. He moves it from side to side. Anger flashes in his eyes before they fall back to their normal soft look. “I mean, it was me. I took the answers, and I planted them on Sam.” He meets his eyes. Arthur doesn’t say anything, just raises an eyebrow in question. “It's fine.” Davey waves his hand dismissively before picking up his sandwich. “Have you met the kid? He’s never done a bad thing in his life. His grades are amazing, he’s ever gotten in trouble, what are they going to do? They'll just give him a slap on the wrist.” 

	“It’s cheating, Davey,” Arthur says. “This is going to ruin his life.”

	“No, it won’t.” 

	“Yes, it will,” Arthur says. “You are honestly not asking me to condone you acting this fucking selfish.” 

	Davey winces, but Arthur doesn’t seem to care. “This has gone too far.” Arthur’s voice is angry. 

	“This school is shit at discipline. So many people are clearly cheating, but they don't do anything. What’ll they do to Sam? He's like the smartest person here. He’s their claim to fame.” 

	“You have to fix this,” Arthur snaps. “You can’t just ruin someone’s life because you’re having a bad day. You could have shredded them or something, or just let Mr. Silvers throw out the test.”

	“Fine,” he says. “Fucking fine, I'll fix it.” He’s rude, even though he knows Arthur is right.

	***

	Sam tries to tell the truth; Davey will give him that. They’re both asked into the academic office for questioning. Most of the questioning is a blur. He doesn’t remember much; his pulse was hammering too hard and the buzz in his ears was too loud. He does remember denying it was him who wrote the note. 

	Students gossip in the halls. So do teachers. Sam’s teachers vouch for him. Mr. Silvers maintains Sam’s innocence. He vouches for him again and again. But he doesn’t believe Davey planted anything, either. According to Mr. Silvers, he’s still struggling over his dad. Why would he frame someone else for this? 

	But Mr. Silvers’ word is not enough, and soon Sam does not come back to school.

	Sam is placed on suspension leave in the weeks leading up to his expulsion. Davey sees him once, walking into the main office with his parents for a meeting with the principal. The school hasn’t said anything, but rumors run out of control. Sam’s absence is noticeable. The school does everything to keep this quiet. Bad press is not good for funding. 

	Life goes on. Senior year is almost over. Arthur isn’t responding to his texts as much, but that’s to be expected. For Davey, his balancing act continues, unnoticeable by everyone but his friends and mother. 

	Until the night of Maxwell Graves’ party, where everything fully, finally, falls apart.

	 

	


Chapter 18

	Now

	 

	The realization hits me like a ton of bricks, though it’s still just a hunch. I remember Lisa’s word’s from earlier. He goes to the lake house every weekend. He’s at his lake house right now. He was in the same place as Davey the night he was found. I hope I'm not right about this. But the sinking feeling at the pit of my stomach tells me I am. 

	I call Thomas’s phone number. The phone rings and rings and rings until it goes to voicemail. I yell in frustration, hit the End Call button, and try calling again. This time it goes straight to voicemail with no ringing. I pull over in a CVS parking lot and send a text instead. 

	Laine: Hey Thomas, it's Laine. I got your number from Lisa, I hope that's okay. Would you be able to talk for a few minutes? 

	I hit send. There's no response. I chew on my thumbnail and debate calling him another time. Fuck it. I do, and the call goes straight to voicemail again. I text this time. 

	Laine: It's really important, would you please pick up? 

	I call, again. The phone rings and rings before I hang up. nothing, again. I try one more thing. 

	Laine: Sam, can we talk?

	This time I get a call. I pick it up right away, relief flooding me. I just hope I can get him to talk. 

	“Thomas.” 

	“Laine, stop fucking calling me. I’m busy.”

	“I'm sorry. I really am, but it's important I just, I just found out about everything, and I wanted to say sorry. Just for Davey. I didn't realize everything that had happened.”

	The line is quiet for a minute. “I guess it's fine, Laine. You really didn't know.” His voice is flat. It doesn’t sound like a question. 

	“No, I didn't. I didn't know anything about what he did to you, I'm so sorry.” 

	“Well thanks, I guess. I don't know how much it's worth since my life is already fucked up anyway.” 

	“Isn't there something we can do about that? I don't know, get it taken off your record. I mean, it was a pretty big deal, but it shouldn't be held over your head forever if it's something you didn't even do.” 

	Thomas sighs. “You're right, Laine. But that's not how the world works, I guess.” He laughs sharply. “Nobody believed me the first time, why would they believe me now? This ruined my life. All the colleges I got into rescinded my acceptances. All those years of work just to end up with a degree from somewhere else. And I've just been home, working at my parents’ place. I got into some classes at community college. And I don't even know if I want to bother applying for more colleges for a while. That's going to be on my record forever.” It pours out of him, like he’s tired of holding it in. I don’t know what to say. My hand grips tighter around my phone. 

	“We can do something. We can talk to the school. You have a few people who know the truth.” 

	“I appreciate it Laine, I really do, but please just let it go. I've tried to come to peace with this. You don't think I've tried everything? I have to move on.”

	“Okay.” I say, if that's what he wants, then that's what he can have. Now is not the time to push him, not if he was the last one to see Davey. “But if you ever need me to vouch for you, or if there's anything I can do, let me know. Okay?” 

	He chuckles darkly. “Sure, Laine, whatever makes you feel better.” 

	I pull out of the parking lot and drive back the way I came, spinning the events over and over in my head. I drum my fingers against the steering wheel to work off nervous energy. 

	I’m not sure where Lisa is, and I don’t even know if I can trust her. Mack is still at the party. I feel a flash of guilt for leaving her, but she’s not alone. And she’s probably drunk anyway, it’s better if I’m alone. At least I’m sober. Arthur would try to talk me out of this. Sorrel, too. I can’t call my parents; I haven’t told them any of what I’m doing. 

	I make the decision in a split second. A surprise attack is what made Nick tell me the truth. Hopefully the same thing will work with Thomas. 

	And hopefully, nothing goes wrong. I don’t think it will. I think back to the first time I met Lisa, when Thomas was there. He wasn’t that much bigger than me. Any fear I have spikes into adrenaline. I’ve spent most of the summer trying to figure out what happened to Davey. I need to do this now. 

	I don’t know the exact address of Thomas’s family lake house, but I do remember where Davey was found. It must be one of the houses on Herring Lake. 

	I send a quick text to Sorrel, as insurance in case something goes wrong. 

	Laine: I’m doing something to find out about Davey. I’ll text you the address in case anything goes wrong. 

	Sorrel: What are you doing?????

	I send a voice memo instead of a text. “I don't have time to explain, just in case something happens, then you have this.”

	He calls and I pick up. 

	“Hello?”

	“What are you doing, Laine?” His voice has a nervous edge. 

	“I need to go talk to someone. I think he may have played a role in Davey stuff, and I don't have time to explain all of it right now. Talk to Lisa if you want to know more.” He could probably find her in my friends on social media if he looked. 

	“Is this all that y’all did together, try to figure out this shit?” 

	“Mostly. Look, I gotta go. Just keep that, okay?” 

	“If you don't text me back in an hour, I'm calling your parents and telling them that you're in danger,” Sorrel says firmly. 

	“Okay.” That’s probably for the best.

	“Jesus Lainey, what the fuck are you doing?”

	“Just trust me, okay?” I need this to work. 

	He sighs. “Okay. I hope you’re right.”

	“I am, I promise.” I hang up.

	I know where I need to go is by Herring Lake, but I’m not sure which house. I call Lisa. 

	“Lisa—” I start. 

	“Laine, what are you doing?”

	“I need you to give me Thomas’s address.”

	“Jesus, Laine.” She sighs. “I hope you’re wrong, I really do.”

	“Please.” 

	“Fine.” She rattles off his address, and I scramble to type it into my phone.

	“Thank you.”

	“We did not have this conversation.” She hangs up before I can respond. 

	The house is on the other side of the lake from where I am now. My hands clench the steering wheel as I drive there. 

	I park in the driveway next to a blue sedan that I assume belongs to Thomas. The lights are on in the living room. I know it’s a bad idea to confront him alone, but I’ve spent all summer searching for an answer and I’m too close to stop now. I do know, in my gut, that Thomas is the best way to find out what happened to Davey. 

	I ring the doorbell. It plays a little tune, and then Thomas opens the door in front of me. 

	“Um, hi,” I start. I shift awkwardly. I hadn’t actually thought about what I would do when I got here. 

	“You couldn’t have done this over the phone?” He looks me up and down, his gaze cold. He looks the same as when I saw him earlier this summer. Dark brown hair pushed back from his face, slightly taller than me.

	“That leaves you a chance to hang up on me.” I’m trying to hide my nervousness and pounding heart. 

	He smiles a little at that and moves from the doorway. “Alright then. Come in.”

	I step inside, knowing there’s no going back from this. He locks the door, clicking the deadbolt into place. Nothing with a key. “Do you want anything to drink?” he says over his shoulder. 

	“No, I’m fine.”

	Thomas shrugs. “Suit yourself.” He pours himself another glass of whiskey, from a bottle that sits open on the counter. A movie is paused on the TV in the living room. I can’t make out what it is. 

	I pull my phone out of my pocket, hiding it from Thomas’ view behind the back of the couch. I hit record. I hope it picks up his voice.

	Thomas sits on the couch, but he doesn’t press play. “Come on, then. Ask me what you’re going to ask me,” he says. 

	I walk to sit next to him on the couch. He drinks the whiskey in one gulp and doesn’t look at me. 

	“I know Davey wasn’t the greatest person to you,” I begin. I have no idea what to say to him. Davey ruined his life, no matter how difficult that is to think about.

	“He fooled me at first,” Thomas mumbles under his breath. I sit up straighter. I want to think that Davey would have made it right if he had gotten the chance. 

	“Will you tell me what happened that night, Thomas? The truth, please. The whole truth.” I pause when my voice cracks. “I have to know.” 

	Thomas sighs heavily. “I took him back here that night. It was stupid, and he was coming down from whatever he took. I just wanted him to tell me why, you know? I thought that if he was fucked up enough, he would talk. And maybe I could record it and use it as proof that it wasn’t me. He passed out and went to sleep for a while. When he woke up, I asked him why he did it, why he framed me when he could have just put them back without any consequences, and he didn’t have a fucking answer. He said that no one would get away without consequences. And that there always needs to be a scapegoat. How fucked is that?” He looks sad, broken. 

	He finishes his glass of whiskey and gets up to fill another. I sit frozen, barely able to process what’s happening. “Then what happened?” I prompt. 

	“He wanted to go outside, and I was like no, you're too drunk. And he was screaming that he had to get away from me. And I just—I just pushed him. And he tried to push me, and I guess he was still a little fucked up and he fell down the stairs. I didn't know he was going to die, Laine, you have to believe me, I didn't. I just wanted him to hurt for what he had done to me. If I knew it would kill him, I wouldn't have done it.”

	“I found him outside later, and he wasn’t breathing. I guess he hit his head when he fell. There was a little blood on his temple. I’m not sure what happened. And how would that look? Bad, right?”

	Thomas asks the questions, but they’re rhetorical. He doesn’t look at me. I’m afraid to even say anything in case he stops talking. But this is it, this is everything that I’ve been missing. Davey’s autopsy said he died of head trauma. He hit head, and that was the killing blow. 

	He shakes his head. “I had to move him, to hide his body. He’d already ruined my life once. I couldn’t let him do it again.”

	He looks at me then. 

	I nod, trying to keep my face steady. My lip quivers as I try not to cry. 

	I wince as my phone vibrates in my pocket. 

	“Are you going to answer that?” says Thomas. 

	“It's just Arthur probably,” I say. “I was supposed to meet him tonight, but I came here instead.” Not the truth, but hopefully not too suspicious. 

	“You blew off your friend to come interrogate me?” He studies me for a moment. “I don't know if I believe you.”

	 “That's your fault then” I say. I stand up, shaky on my feet. “Can I have a glass?” I want something to take the edge off. 

	“Sure, help yourself,” Thomas says. “Whiskey is on the counter.” He gestures behind him towards the kitchen. “Glasses are in the cabinet.” 

	I look over at him, an eyebrow raised. “I’m not really a fan of plain whiskey,” I say. I’m trying to buy time.

	“Here.” He stands up to follow me. He opens the fridge and. He holds out a bottle of lemonade. “Mixer,” he says.

	And I mix, because I don’t know what I’m supposed to do when I’m standing next to the boy who killed my best friend and drinking with him like he didn’t do something horrible. 

	I move back to the couch, turned around to face Thomas. “Why didn’t you say anything, then? If you didn’t kill him.”  

	“I’d already been trying to tell people at school that it was Davey, but none of them believed me. How would it look?” He finishes the glass of whiskey and pours another. 

	I stifle down a sob. Thomas sniffs, too. “I didn’t mean for things to get that far; you have to believe me.” He says it so quietly that I can barely hear him. 

	Thomas stares at me as I wipe my eyes. His are sparkling, but his face is dry. 

	“Why didn't you say anything?” I say again, my voice rising. “Davey’s dead. It’s not like he’s around to defend himself.” My words are harsh, but true. 

	“I didn't want them to lump that on me too. I couldn't handle it. Like, my life is already ruined I don't need to be known as a fucking murderer on top of that.”  

	And here it is, everything he’s done laid bare on the table. The truth I’ve been looking for. I can’t run away from this now. 

	“I guess it would be manslaughter or something, I don't know. It shouldn't have happened, but it did, and I don't want to go down for it.” He wipes his hand over his eyes, trying to hide his tears. 

	“So, what are you going to do with this Laine?” He looks at me, a dangerous glint in his eye. 

	“What do you mean?” I tense. 

	“You’re drinking. Unless someone else drove you here, you're a couple drinks in, and I can't let you drive home.” 

	My eyes flashed my keys on the side table. He shoots up and grabs them before I can even stand. 

	“You know I told people that I'm here, right?” 

	“I think you're bluffing.” 

	“I'm not, Samuel,” I say. He flinches at that name. Good. He only started going by Thomas after he killed Davey. I want him to hurt. 

	“That's not true, Laine. You're nicer than them anyway. Davey and all the rest of his friends. Don't worry, I'm not gunna do anything. At least not yet. I need something on you. Something to make sure you won't tell on me.” 

	“I don't know what you want, I don't know what I can give you.” 

	“Well, then you should figure it out.” He smiles then, all teeth. I realize now that I’m in over my head. But at least someone knows where I am. 

	I glance at the clock on the wall. It’s been nearly forty-five minutes since I talked to Sorrel. He said if he didn’t hear from me in an hour, he would call my parents. If I don't answer soon, then he’ll know that something’s wrong. 

	“I can't let you tell anyone,” he says.

	I close my eyes. “I just wanted to know how he died, so I can finally put him to rest.” 

	“Okay.” His voice is flat. 

	“I wanted to know what his last moments were like. I want to know what happened to him.” I keep talking. I need to buy time. 

	“He seemed like he knew he was on a destructive path. I didn't know that he would die.” Thomas takes a slow sip from his glass. 

	“I’m not going to tell anyone.”

	He cocks his head to the side. “You say that, but I need to be sure.”

	I don't know when, but sometime in the last few moments he moved from standing to sitting on the other end of the couch. He slides closer.

	“Fuck off.” I scramble back on the couch. His arms are barred on either side of me to prevent me from moving away. 

	I find purchase under him and kick with both legs. He falls to the floor, and I leap up over the other side of the couch. I run towards the kitchen.

	“Stop,” I yell. 

	He holds out his hands. “Okay. Okay, I'll stop. Just—are you sure you want to do this, Laine?”

	“I said I wouldn't say anything.” 

	“We both know that's a lie. You wouldn't have gone on such a quest this summer, talking to Lisa and everything. You could have just left it alone. You could have just let the cops do their normal, shitty job.”

	“I'm not going to let them ruin someone I care about like that. I wasn't going to let him die like that without knowing.” My palms are covered in sweat. I need to get out of here. 

	I trigger the emergency notifications on my phone. I have it set for my parents and Sorrel as my emergency contacts. I want to text Sorrel, but I feel if I look away from Thomas, he's going to lunge at me again, and I don't want to take that risk. At least I still have my phone. 

	“Fuck off,” I say, putting my phone in the back pocket of my shorts. I grab a knife from the knife block in case. 

	“Really? A knife?” Thomas sneers

	“I'm just going to wait here until someone comes to get me,” I pant, my body rushing with adrenaline.  

	I make my way around the island, making sure to keep distance between me and Thomas. “Don't move,” I snap when he starts to walk closer. 

	He stops and holds his hands up. My eyes dart, around looking for a way out, never staying away from him for too long. I choose the bathroom since the door probably has a lock. I walk backwards, feeling with one hand behind me. I slam the door shut and lock it. I see him run the second I start to close the door, but I'm faster. I press all my way against it as he bangs on it. The handle jiggles but luckily the lock doesn't give. There's nothing to move in here but at least I have a clear barrier between me and him. 

	“Fuck.” He kicks the door. My teeth rattle, but the door doesn’t budge. He slides down against the door. 

	“It didn't have to end like this,” he says. 

	“I know. I wish you didn't have to do this either.” 

	“You could have let it go,” he snaps.  

	“You could have just let me walk out,” I counter.

	“No, I couldn't have.” His voice is ice cold. 

	I needed to know. I need to know what really happened and the only other person who could tell me is dead. Thomas sighs. 

	“What are you going to do?” I ask, my breath heavy. 

	“I haven't decided yet.” 

	He's been through so much, and honestly, his life is already ruined. It's probably ruined even more since I sent out all those emergency texts. He didn’t mean to kill Davey, yet he still did. And now this. 

	We rest in silence both pressed against either side of the door. I hear his heavy, panting breathing. Eventually I hear him stand up, and the faraway tinkle of ice against glass.

	



	


Then

	Mid-May, Senior Year

	 

	Davey goes to the party to forget, though getting there is proving to be a bigger task than he originally anticipated. 

	After Arthur and Laine drop him off at Max’s, Rob greets him at the door. A few rounds of beer pong and some shots later, he cannonballs in the pool. 

	The night comes in fits and starts after that. He remembers throwing up as Nate holds him over the toilet, then all of them snorting some white powder. He remembers Nate driving him to Melanie’s house, though he can’t remember why. 

	Her living room is filled with neon lights. He takes molly, dances some. 

	Laine, he remembers Laine. He’s in bed, snuggled against the silk sheets and down comforter. He’s too warm and too cold. 

	His phone is pressed to his ear and Laine is on the other end. 

	“I’m in bed, Lainey,” he mumbles. 

	“Are you drunk?” Her voice is light, warm. 

	“Yeah.” He can’t stop a giggle from escaping. She sighs on the other end of the line. 

	“I didn’t mean to make you mad, Lainey-bear,” he says. 

	“I’m glad you’re safe.” 

	“I miss you. Lainey, I want to kiss you again.”

	“You do?”

	“Mhm. I’ve wanted to for a while. I just didn’t know you wanted to.”

	“I want to.” Her voice is softer now. He can see the way her tongue runs over her lip. He remembers the feel of her against him. He sighs happily. 

	“Good. I love you Lainey-bear.”

	“Love you too, Davey.” 

	He’s half asleep when he hears her voice again. “I’m hanging up now, okay?”

	“Okay. I’m going to pick you up tomorrow and we’re going to get pancakes and I’m going to kiss you again.”

	She chuckles softly. “Okay Davey. Goodnight.”

	“Night. Love you.” 

	***

	He jolts suddenly from sleep. His stomach turns as he pushes himself up to a seat. “Fuck,” he grumbles. His stomach turns again and he clamps a hand over his mouth, running to make it to the toilet just in time. 

	He slumps against the side of the bathtub, his head spinning. He stays there until there’s nothing left in his stomach and his head starts pounding. 

	According to the clock on the nightstand, it’s four-thirty in the morning.

	“Fuck,” he says again. 

	He checks his phone, but it’s dead. He walks down the stairs. A couple people are asleep on the couch, one asleep on the floor. The smell of coffee wafts in from the kitchen. A feminine voice laughs. He walks outside, taking in big gulps of fresh air. 

	A voice comes from behind him. “I can take you home.”

	He turns too fast. Sam swims in and out of focus. 

	“Why would you do that?” Something is off, but Davey’s brain is moving slow. 

	“I want to ask you something.” Sam stares at him, no expression on his face. 

	He doesn’t remember saying yes, but Sam buckles him into the passenger seat anyway. 

	***

	The car is moving too fast, and Davey doesn’t like it. His knuckles turn white as he grips the door handle. 

	“Are you trying to fucking kill me?” he snaps. 

	Sam glances at him from the driver’s seat. “Dude, don't be a pussy.”

	Don’t drive like a fucking asshole he thinks. He keeps his mouth shut because he doesn’t trust what would come out of it. His dad flashes through his mind. His stomach turns again. “I’m not being a pussy, I'm fucking drunk. Do you want me to puke in here?” 

	Sam scoffs but slows down. He’s still speeding, just less so. Davey stares out of the window. Davey knows he’s reckless himself. He knows that sometimes he drives too fast, doesn’t think. It’s starting to dawn on him that this could be one of those moments.

	A text message pops up on the car screen and before it can be read aloud, Sam presses ignore. He glances down at his phone. 

	Davey pats his pockets for his phone, but he can’t find it. He remembers checking it and it being dead. He probably left it at Melanie’s house. Shit. 

	“Hey, do you mind if we stop somewhere?” Sam says. He doesn’t look at Davey. 

	“I do mind. I need to get home.” He doesn’t want to go there yet, but his mother will notice he’s gone. And he’s supposed to meet Laine today. He needs to shower. 

	“It's on the way. It'll be quick, I promise.” Sam still doesn’t look at him. 

	“Whatever. I don't care,” Davey says, keeping his gaze trained out the side window. The trees and houses of the subdivisions pass by in a blur. A twenty-four-hour gas station and coffee shop are lit up. Otherwise, everything is empty and dark. It's late enough to be early. Sam pulls into the parking lot. He walks inside while Davey stays in the car. 

	Sam buys an energy drink, and oddly enough a bottle of water for Davey. Davey sips slowly as Sam drives. 

	“Where are we going?” Davey asks as they turn into a subdivision. 

	“Don’t worry about it.”

	“That's not reassuring at all.” He has a bad feeling about all of this, but he’s not sure how to get out.

	“Well, it’s none of your fucking business then, is that better?” Sam snaps.

	“Dick,” Davey snaps back. 

	“I didn't have to drive you.” Sam looks at him then, fire in his eyes. 

	Davey shrinks back. “Yeah, and you also don't have to be an asshole.” He wonders why Sam is driving him, especially after everything. 

	“You’re calling me an asshole?” Sam slams on the brakes and turns too quickly into a driveway.

	Davey’s stomach turns. He opens the door and empties his stomach onto the pavement. 

	“Jesus fucking Christ. We’re here. And you’re cleaning that up.”

	He slams the door and walks into the house. Davey rests his head against the cool glass of the window, willing his head to stop spinning. 

	“Come on.” Sam hauls him inside. He stops to gag in front of the bushes, though nothing comes out.

	Somehow, leaning heavily on Sam, he makes it upstairs. “This is the guest room, so just try not to puke on anything, okay?”

	He flops on the bed. He mumbles something, but he’s asleep soon after. 

	Sunlight streaming in the window is what wakes him. He groans. His head still hurts, but not as badly as before. It takes him a moment to place where he is. He remembers Sam driving him. Was this Sam’s house? He slowly stands up, less nauseous than before. He splashes water on his face in the attached bathroom before walking into the hallway. 

	The first thing Davey sees is Sam is sitting at the top of the stairs, his head in his hands. 

	“Hey,” Davey says. He isn’t sure what to say to him. 

	“Why did you do it?” Sam says. 

	“Because—I just—" he puts his hands to his head. “I can fix it.” He doesn’t know how, but he wants to. 

	Sam walks closer to him. “You thought you would just fuck up my life and get away with it? Why did you do it?” His voice cracks. “Why me? You could have chosen anyone. I fucking helped you, and you did this.”

	Davey’s head swims. He regrets everything. “I made a mistake—"

	“A mistake?” Sam spits. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

	“Fuck you.” He tries to push past Sam, but he doesn’t move. Sam pushes him back. He throws himself at Sam, but he misjudges. He sees the stairs come towards him in a blur of wood. A sharp pain resonates through his head and his vision turns black.

	It’s only for a few moments, and then he drifts back into consciousness. His head hurts, his vision is blurry, and Sam is speaking to him. He pushes him away and staggers up. He mumbles something, and not even he knows what it is. He pushes through the front door and out into the daylight. 

	He runs for as long as he can, but there’s a lake and then more trees, and he can’t find his car, and he probably shouldn’t drive anyway. He’s so dizzy, he can barely stand. He doesn’t think Sam is behind him. He doesn’t hear anything. He sits, promising himself only a moment. But the moment never ends.  

	 

	


Chapter 19 

	Now

	 

	My phone buzzes in my hand. Sorrel is calling me. It's been an hour. I sigh in relief. 

	Thomas still sits on the other side of the door. “Laine don’t do this,” he warns. 

	“Sorrel called my parents, and they're with the police. If anything happens to me, they'll know it was you,” I say. I’m bluffing; I have no idea how much Sorrel told them, or if he just told them that something was wrong. But I know that he would keep his word and call for help in an hour. 

	My heart pounds against my ribs. I don't know what else to do. I should have taken the chance to run for the door. But I don't know if I would have made it outside, with enough time to lock the doors and start my car. At least here, there's a door between me and him. 

	Thomas bangs against the door hard enough that I feel it move. He hits it again, and my teeth click together with the force. 

	“What the fuck,” I scream, my voice pitching. 

	He growls. “What did you do?” 

	“I didn't—I can't—I didn't do anything.” 

	“Fuck.” He kicks the door one time. It reverberates so hard I feel it in my teeth. My heart is in overdrive, hammering against my chest. Panic rises, and I'm breathing harder. Tears fall down my face. 

	“It doesn't have to be like this, Thomas, you know that right? You could just—" I trail off. I don't know what he could do at this point. He could have just let me go. He should have just let me go. 

	I remember my phone recording in my pocket. I stop the recording. If I don’t make it out, at least that will be there, and someone will know the truth. I text Lisa. 

	Laine: I was right. He did it. 

	Thomas kicks the door again. I have a panic attack, a full one. I stay curled up on a ball on the floor, my cheek pressed against the hard tile of the bathroom. I don’t hear Thomas anymore, but I stay where I am. The tile is cool against my cheek, grounding me here. 

	I don’t move until I hear voices outside the door. It is until I feel the door breakdown and then I'm in someone's arms. My mom's holding my head, my dad's holding my hand, someone is stroking my hair. 

	“What happened?” I say, my voice raspy and still thick with tears. 

	“Baby, what did you do?” My mom asks. I’m leaning half on her as she walks me towards the door. My dad is slightly ahead of us, talking to a police officer. As we get closer to the door, I see the flashing lights of two police cars. 

	I look around. Thomas's car is gone from the driveway. “Was there anyone else here when you got here?” I ask. 

	“Just you, honey. Luckily Sorrel called us. What the hell were you thinking?” My dad says next to me again now. 

	“I just needed to know what happened.” I cry then, big heaving sobs my parents hugging me. 

	Two officers try to talk to me, but my parents push them away until my tears dry up. 

	Then I tell them what I can. I tell them that Thomas was the last person to see Davey alive, and they got into a fight. Davey hit his head. Everything I know pours out of me.  

	“Where’s Thomas?” I ask at the end. 

	The officers look at each other for a long moment before answering. “He left. We’re in the process of tracking him down.” 

	I don't know if I even explain what happened well enough. I’m breathing so hard that they can barely understand me. I roll everything over in my head. I'd come here to confront him and then I was right. He was the last to see Davey alive. 

	We get home late, and my parents walk me up to bed like I'm a little kid again. They don't say anything else. They look tired, and I realize it's about three in the morning. I'm used to staying up this late, but they're not. I want to pull Davey’s sweatshirt over my head but by the time I get in bed, I'm too tired to even move and I fall asleep. 

	The next day, I don’t wake up until early afternoon, the sky gray from rain. I still feel groggy, but I pick up my phone. I guess my parents must have plugged it in. 

	I have so many notifications. Mack sent me a news story that dropped this morning. It doesn’t name me but is titled A former friend of David Woods Confronts his Killer. I don’t read the article.

	I hadn't said anything. Sorrel likely hadn’t either. 

	Lisa might have, though. She sent a flurry of messages after I texted her, though I didn’t notice. I read through a few of them before I decided to call her. 

	“Hey, what happened yesterday? How did everyone find out?” I ask.

	“Holy shit, Laine. Holy shit. You figured it out. But are you okay? Are you fucking okay?”

	“Yeah, I'm fine. Where's Thomas?”

	Lisa laughs darkly. “No one knows. The police think he went back to Ohio, and he's hiding somewhere. They'll find him, I'm sure. He isn’t the type of person to run for too long.”

	“What are they going to charge him with?” 

	“I think they'll charge him for the murder.” 

	“I sent you the recording, right?” 

	“No, you didn’t. Did you record it when you confronted him?”

	“Yeah. I wanted to have proof,” I say. 

	“Maybe don’t. I don’t think I would be able to listen to it.” Lisa’s voice saddens.

	“Okay.”

	She sighs. “I’ve tried calling him, but he won’t pick up. He probably threw his phone somewhere to avoid being tracked. Or he just doesn’t want to talk to me, which is probably better in the end.” 

	My mom knocks on my bedroom door. “I have to go,” I tell Lisa. 

	“Let me know if you need anything,” she says before I end the call.

	I spend the rest of the day switching between talking to the police and talking to my parents. The police ask me so much, all of it filtered through my parents first. I send them the recording of the last conversation between Thomas and me. My parents are furious, even more so after they hear the recording. I haven’t listened to it. I just sent the file. I don’t want to relive that night. 

	My parents aren’t sure what to do with me. If I were in high school, they would have grounded me. But I’m not going anywhere now, and they’re not going to keep me from going back to college. 

	After a couple of days, I go to the police station for further questioning. I recap the events of that night as my parents sit on either side of me. 

	Every time I ask about Thomas, the officers dance around giving me a clear answer. They seem to believe me, and they’re still on the hunt for him. 

	My parents think I should talk to a therapist, to process what happened. I want to, but I need to find someone in Boston since the summer is almost over. 

	I want to go back to school, to get away from everything here again. I was able to start to move on last school year, being so far away from everything that happened. Maybe it’ll help this time, too. 

	I leave for college in two weeks, and I was almost done with work for the summer, so they can't particularly punish me. They seem hesitant to take my phone, and I would be too, as it seems to be the only thing that saved me. In the end, they want to keep a close watch on me, and we spend more time in the living room, watching old movies as I sit between them on the couch. 

	Sorrel stops by my house with Arthur and Mack in tow. “Yo, I can't believe you fucking did that Laine,” he says, pulling me into a tight hug. 

	Arthur hugs me tight and so does Mack. “What the fuck, Laine,” Arthur says. 

	“I’m glad you’re okay,” Mack says. 

	“I had to figure out what happened to him,” I say and it's true. I feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders now that I know. 

	I start to pack my things during the following days. My parents start planning the drive to Boston. I put Davey’s sweatshirt in my suitcase with my clothes. I can’t leave it behind. I take a few pictures of all five of us that are around my room, too. I want to hang them in my dorm this year. 

	I text the group chat throughout the day. Arthur drops flowers off at Mrs. Wood’s house, signed from all of us. She texts us later that afternoon, thanking us for everything. 

	She sends a text just to me. 

	Mrs. Woods: Laine, I don’t even know where to begin. Davey loved you, and I don’t know how to thank you for finding out what happened to my baby. Thank you, thank you, thank you. 

	 

	


Chapter 20

	Now: Epilogue

	 

	I leave for college in mid-August, after two weeks of doing pretty much nothing. I took off what were supposed to be my last few days of work at Musically Inclined. 

	I work a bit on the song I need for class in the fall, but I don’t get much done. And I can’t press myself too much about it. It’s nice to have a real break, since the summer has been consumed by everything with Davey. 

	Thomas is eventually found and taken into police custody. He’s not talking, from what I can gather, but the police won’t talk much more about the investigation to me. 

	A small missive is printed in the newspaper. Constance Briar released a statement saying that a former student had solved the case. They don’t say anything about Thomas. They probably don’t want to ruin their immaculate reputation. 

	Mrs. Woods has a small, closed casket funeral for Davey. She says doesn’t want too many people there. 

	The funeral is small, just me, Sorrel, Arthur, Mack, our parents, Mrs. Woods, her sister, and Davey’s brother Todd. It’s at a funeral home in Archford Township. A quick service before he is buried in the cemetery next to his father. I stare at his casket as it’s lowered into the ground, holding Sorrel’s hand on one side and Mack’s on the other. 

	Later, I go to lay flowers on his grave. I bring a bouquet of pink roses, like the ones he sent me for Valentine's Day one year in high school. 

	It doesn't take me long to find his grave again. It’s under an oak tree, and the shade shields me from the sun. 

	His tombstone reads: In loving memory of David “Davey” Woods. Always in our hearts. 

	Tears spring from my eyes. I promised myself I wouldn't cry but I don't know what else I'm supposed to do. After all this time he was right in front of our faces, and no one had found him. I've already grieved him twice. Now I’m doing it again for the third and last time. 

	I wear his sweatshirt, thrown over a tank top and jean shorts. I can't seem to let it go. I don't give it back to his mom. This is one selfish part of me, that I’ll have something left of him. I stay at the cemetery for the rest of the afternoon. 

	***

	I visit Lisa at The Daily Grind before I leave Michigan. She sits in a booth at the back, a mug of coffee in front of her. I walk to the back and hover by her table.

	“Hey,” she says when she notices me. She gives me a little smile. 

	“It's like eighty-five degrees,” I say, nodding to her hot coffee. 

	“A hot drink will cool you down. Trust me, it works.” She half smiles.

	“I trust you,” I say. 

	“Do you want to sit?” she asks. 

	“Yeah,” I nod. “Let me get something to drink first.” 

	I get a hot lavender latte at the counter. I take my time walking back. I don’t know what to say to her. It’s because of me that Thomas was caught, and though she gave me what I needed to find him, I did hurt her friend. 

	I slide in the booth across from her. “Um, I just wanted to say. thank you for everything,” I start. “And I’m sorry.” The last words are rushed out of my mouth, but sincere. I wince. 

	She sighs. “I don’t even know what to say.”

	I ask the question that’s been weighing on my find for days. “Why’d you do it? Why’d you tell me everything?” I ask, interrupting her. “You seemed close to Thomas.”

	She pauses, picking up the spoon sitting in her coffee and stirring it, around and around. I stay quiet. 

	“You’re right, we were close. But—I don’t know. I do a true crime podcast. I want to do criminology. I deal with people’s grief every day, and I see everyone who never had the chance you did.” She pauses and takes a shaky breath. 

	“And, looking back, he was weird after the time we first met. I figured it was because he didn’t really talk to anyone from Constance Briar anymore, and seeing you was bringing up old memories. I didn’t realize what those memories were, I thought they were just about cheating. He swore he never did it, and that someone was framing him, but he dropped it after a while. I figured he was lying and just didn’t want to face the shame.” 

	She looks up at me, meeting my eyes. “I gave you his number because I thought you were looking in the wrong place. I thought you would find nothing, that you could talk to him and whatever hunch you had would die off. I didn’t know.” Her voice cracks on the last sentence.  

	“I believe you,” I say. And I do; she sounds sincere. And I know the full truth, now.

	“How are you?” I ask. Without Thomas is the phrase that lies unspoken on my tongue. “I mean, otherwise,” I say instead. 

	She smiles weakly. “Sad, but I’ll be fine eventually. Hopefully.” 

	“You sure?”

	“Positive. And if you need anything—anything at all—text me.” She smiles. “I'll be around.” 

	“You know, I've always wanted to visit Philly.” I joke.

	“Come stay with me. I have an apartment and roommates. I'm leasing it for the summer.”

	“I may take you up on that.” I like It feels good to have people that I want to keep in touch with. And I will, this time. 

	I wouldn’t let this fade like I had Arthur and Mack. And I would keep in touch with them this time, too.

	***

	Sorrel is the first one go back to college. His parents throw a big barbecue a couple nights before they’re set to drive him back, as a goodbye party for me and him. It’s our families, half our neighborhood, and our friends. 

	I help Sorrel’s family load the car the next morning and give him a tight hug goodbye. 

	Mack leaves next. She has a party before she goes, with the other three of us and some girls from the soccer team. We stand around the fire pit in her backyard and roast marshmallows.

	Arthur and I are the last to go. We spend the night before he leaves together, just him and I. We smoke joints, drink coffee, get drunk, and watch Friday the 13th. When we’re drunk enough, we pull cookie dough out of the freezer to bake. It hits me of all the times I’ve missed. 

	“We can do this again in Boston, you know,” Arthur says, elbowing me. 

	“I promise I'll text you this time,” I say. 

	“Good.” He smiles. 

	***

	    My parents drive me to Boston the Friday before I start classes. I drive around the suburbs one last time before I leave, taking my time as I pass by Davey’s house. 

	    This time, leaving is harder. I’m not running away anymore. 
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