
		
			[image: Cover for The Champions]
		

	
		
			By Kara Thomas

			The Darkest Corners

			Little Monsters

			That Weekend

			The Cheerleaders

			The Champions

			For Adults

			Out of the Ashes

			Lost to Dune Road

		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, The Champions, Author, Kara Thomas, Imprint, Delacorte Press]
		

	
		
			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			Text copyright © 2024 by Kara Thomas

			Cover photographs: letterman’s jacket © Shutterstock/Hurst Photo; blood splatters courtesy of Shutterstock; wildcat mascot © Getty Images/davidnay

			Hand-lettered type by Alex Merto and Jordy Moses

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Delacorte Press, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			Delacorte Press is a registered trademark and the colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Visit us on the Web! GetUnderlined.com

			Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at RHTeachersLibrarians.com

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			Hardcover ISBN 9780593379974

			Trade Paperback ISBN 9780593379981

			Ebook ISBN 9780593380000

			Interior design by Michelle Crowe, adapted for ebook

			Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			ep_prh_7.0a_147942430_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Chapter One

			

			
				Chapter Two

			

			
				Chapter Three

			

			
				Chapter Four

			

			
				Chapter Five

			

			
				Chapter Six

			

			
				Chapter Seven

			

			
				Chapter Eight

			

			
				Chapter Nine

			

			
				Chapter Ten

			

			
				Chapter Eleven

			

			
				Chapter Twelve

			

			
				Chapter Thirteen

			

			
				Chapter Fourteen

			

			
				Chapter Fifteen

			

			
				Chapter Sixteen

			

			
				Chapter Seventeen

			

			
				Chapter Eighteen

			

			
				Chapter Nineteen

			

			
				Chapter Twenty

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-One

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_147942430_

	
		
			For Chelsea

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			Chapter One

			The list is up.

			I haven’t seen it, but there’s no other explanation for the sounds coming from the end of the hall—squeals of joy, gasps. And crying.

			There’s been a lot of crying this morning.

			I’ve been parked outside homeroom for the past ten minutes, with my back to my locker. I’m at school way before the first bell because my bus driver comes too early. I have a driver’s license but no car, so most days I ride my bike. But this morning it’s storming, so badly that the sound of rain pelting the roof woke me up before my alarm.

			I check my phone: seven minutes to the first bell. Since the front doors opened, there’s been a steady stream of dance team hopefuls flowing down the hall, chins lifted, making their pilgrimage to the bulletin board outside the auditorium.

			There are a lot of hopefuls this year. Sunnybrook’s dance team took home three first-place trophies in Orlando last spring, a record for any high school at a single national competition. I heard so many people tried out for the team last week that they held auditions over three days instead of the usual two, and the athletic director finally hired an assistant coach.

			Sobs draw my attention from my newspaper notebook, where I’ve been scrawling idly. Down the hall, between the vending machines, a girl, definitely a freshman, is crying into her phone.

			I hug my knees to my chest, wishing I could disappear. It feels wrong being a voyeur to her devastation. At the same time, I want to go to her and tell her it’s not the end of the world she didn’t make dance team, that nothing that happens within these halls really matters.

			That’s a lie, though, isn’t it? Every disappointment, every win, every slight that occurs in this building feels like the end of the world because this is our world. We spend most of our waking hours here, making sure we’re the necessary level of involved. Padding our college résumés, forging alliances, gaining favor with the teachers who write the best recommendations. All for the vague promise that something better waits beyond these walls.

			I don’t get the chance to say any of this to the freshman, of course. The first warning bell rings and she’s gone, along with the rest of the girls. None of them noticed me here at all.

			

			—

			Homeroom is swarming with pirates.

			My classmates are wearing hats, eye patches, bandanas. Gavin Steiger has traded in his usual outfit of gym shorts and a Sunnybrook Football tee for a Jack Sparrow costume.

			“You got a mirror?” he asks me, even though we’ve never spoken before.

			I shake my head, but the habitually silent girl seated next to me is already handing Gavin a compact mirror. He examines the smudge of black on his lower lash lines and grins at his reflection, prompting the girl to giggle at the tinfoil he’s strategically placed over some of his teeth.

			At my old school, a straight guy tidying his eyeliner in homeroom would be mocked into oblivion, but Gavin is a six-foot-three football player, so no one says shit to him.

			The coordinated effort to dress up on an eighty-degree day in the middle of September has to be a football thing. The Sunnybrook Tigers—formerly the Warriors—won two consecutive state championships, and with a potential third win on the table, it seems like no one is immune from football fever.

			It’s near impossible to get tickets to games, and every business on Main Street has a Proud Supporter of Sunnybrook Football poster in their front window. Last year, a record number of football players signed with D1 colleges, and all anyone can talk about is where this year’s seniors will end up.

			Some shrieking outside the classroom pulls my attention away from my homeroom teacher, who is trying to secure a stuffed parrot to the shoulder of his polo with a safety pin. The noise startles Mr. Fiorella into dropping his safety pin.

			The shrieking is happy. I can’t see the source, but I picture a gaggle of dance team girls, holding each other by the forearms, jumping up and down. We made it!

			Mr. Fiorella sets the parrot on his desk and makes his way to the door. He lets out an exasperated “Ladies, please, the bell is about to ring” before returning to his desk, crouching in search of the dropped safety pin.

			While I wait for the bell, I occupy myself with my newspaper notebook. The first meeting of the year is this afternoon, and I’ve been compiling a list of articles to pitch. I slip my pen from the binding and absently scrawl pirates? while the desks in the room fill.

			I don’t look up until I hear the thud of a backpack hitting the chair in front of me.

			“Hey, Hadley.” Alix Maroney smiles at me. She’s wearing her Sunnybrook Dance Team sweatpants and a white tank top, the thickness of the straps carefully calibrated to avoid a dress code infraction. Her golden-brown waves are held back by a red-and-black-striped pirate’s bandana, and she’s wearing big hoop earrings.

			It’s not fair to look that gorgeous at seven-fifteen in the morning on a Tuesday. Alix also has the nerve to be genuinely, unfailingly nice, in a way that makes you feel like a spotlight has beamed on you, exposing just how not nice you actually are to anyone who might be paying attention.

			And people here don’t really pay attention to me, even though my mother is the superintendent of schools. Mom and I have different last names, which keeps me somewhat under the radar, but Alix lives across the street from us. When we moved in a year ago, her parents had us over for a barbecue, and Alix snuck me up to her room, where she had a bottle of prosecco hidden away. We tipsily pored over her yearbook together, Alix giving me the rundown on which teachers to avoid.

			Alix has made it a point to be friendly to me ever since that day. I return her wave and lift my pen, use it to gesture around the room. “What’s with all—”

			“It’s Tyler,” Alix says. “He committed to East Carolina.”

			She can only mean Tyler Curtin, running back, Sunnybrook’s best player. I suspect Alix herself is behind the coordinated effort to celebrate a Tiger signing with a Division 1 college.

			Alix is one of the captains of the dance team. In addition to being nationally ranked, the girls are basically Sunnybrook’s cheerleaders—they dance at every football game, and the night before, they decorate the players’ cars and gym lockers for good luck.

			Being captain of the dance team is a big deal in itself, but Alix is also dating Cameron Burnham, the quarterback. The Burnhams are basically the Manning family of high school football. Cameron’s dad was Sunnybrook’s head coach until he died of pancreatic cancer ten years ago. Burnham Senior played football at Wake Forest, and so have Cameron’s three older brothers. None of them have made it to the NFL—yet—but Cameron’s oldest brother, Dylan, is currently the head coach of the Sunnybrook Tigers and the reason they’ve won two consecutive championships, to hear everyone talk about him.

			The final bell rings, and Mr. Fiorella corrals the stragglers into the classroom as music crackles through the PA system. Judging from the whooping and the chants of Tyler’s name, I assume it’s the East Carolina fight song.

			When it’s finished, I join in on the dutiful clapping for Tyler, then flip back to the list in my notebook. Changes to the SAT exam, new security initiatives. It’s probably pathetic to care about a school newspaper as much as I do, but Ms. Kirk, the advisor, promised to pick a new editor in chief soon, and I want it so badly that thinking about it makes me feel like I’m going to puke.

			My early action application to Columbia is due in a few weeks. I have a 4.0, and my SAT scores are above average. But there’s no shortage of above-average students applying to one of the best schools in the country for journalism.

			Mom keeps telling me it doesn’t matter where I get my bachelor’s degree, but the evidence says otherwise. Jodi Kantor went to Columbia. Bob Woodward went to Yale, and Katharine Graham went to the University of Chicago.

			I’ve dreamed of being a journalist since I was a kid, sneaking away pages of my dad’s copy of the New York Times, memorizing the names in the bylines. If I want to write for the biggest paper in the world someday, I need to be better than above average now.

			I don’t want editor in chief. I need it.

			And Peter Carlino is the only thing standing in my way.

			

			—

			I spend the rest of the day with my guts in knots over the newspaper meeting. I don’t even know if Ms. Kirk is actually announcing the new editor in chief today, so I focus on my list of ideas for the next issue.

			I decide I’m going to pitch the security upgrades story. The Guardian program the board is going to propose at the meeting at the end of the month would give the school district more power to monitor students’ social media use and flag anyone who is supposedly making threats. It’s basically an excuse to spy on students, and even my mom, the superintendent, knows that Guardian is a shitty idea. If more students learn that the administration wants to create a police surveillance state online, there might be enough pushback to make the program fail again.

			I do a quick change after my last-period gym class and head down the hall to Kirk’s classroom. For once, I’m not the first one here. Good turnout today, although it’s always like this for the first meeting of the year. Eager-faced freshmen, hands folded over brand-new notebooks. A handful of new juniors and seniors, probably panicking over a lack of clubs on their résumés.

			I sit in the first row and pull out my own notebook, smooth down the peeling corner of my Notorious RBG sticker. By the last bell, every seat except one is filled.

			“Everyone sign in.” Ms. Kirk strolls into the room, winks at me. I already have a sign-in sheet prepared. I pass it to the girl sitting next to me while Peter Carlino stumbles through the doorway, his sneaker soles squealing against the linoleum, drawing the attention of the entire room. His gaze volleys between the open seat next to me and the one all the way at the back of the room, by the door. Peter has a perma-derp expression on his face that’s exponentially more infuriating whenever I remember he’s probably going be salutatorian.

			Finally, he shuffles to the front of the room and takes the seat next to me, avoiding my eyes.

			My body seizes up as if I’ve been shoved into a pool of frigid water, even though Peter and I have a few classes together. I stare ahead, at Kirk’s whiteboard, at the chapters she’s assigned from Wuthering Heights to her junior English classes. Newspaper meetings are all I have to look forward to at school, but after everything that happened last year, the thought of having to work closely with Peter almost makes me want to quit.

			Kirk perches on the edge of her desk, having extricated herself from a group of chatty freshmen. She coaches varsity softball—she played while she was at SUNY Cortland—and she grew up on a farm in Wisconsin. Kirk was my English teacher last year, and she had an endless supply of stories about horny livestock that made us laugh so loud the teacher across the hall would come over and ask us to please shut up.

			Kirk gently knocks the heels of her Sperrys against the side of her desk, sipping from a coffee-stained Dunkin’ cup. “Everyone signed in? Cool. Time for the first-meeting-of-the-year spiel.”

			Don’t expect to write the articles you want if you don’t show up for meetings. Deadlines will be tighter for the September issue, since Kirk had to cancel the first meeting for an emergency root canal last week and we’re already halfway through the month.

			Kirk does not say anything about choosing a new editor in chief, which makes the cloud of doubt that has been hovering above me all day grow bigger. What if it’s not me?

			It has to be me. I’m the only one who actually cares about the paper. Last year’s editor in chief was a checked-out senior, which meant I was the one who spent hours editing the layout, tweaking the drafts of articles, chasing down late ones. I volunteer for every unpleasant task because I want editor in chief more than anyone, and Kirk knows it.

			I know no one deserves anything in this shitty unfair world. But I earned this.

			Kirk sets her coffee cup on her desk. “Okay, so, first issue.”

			A couple of the freshmen, bolder than I could ever be, shoot their hands into the air. Kirk ignores them, nods to me. “Had-Dough, any ideas?”

			I will the flush in my cheeks to go away because of how mortifying it would be if anyone saw how validated this makes me, that I get first pick, that I have a nickname from the most beloved teacher in the building.

			“They’re going to propose the Guardian program at this month’s school board meeting,” I say casually. “I want to do an editorial about why it’s a bad idea.”

			“Mmm,” Kirk says around a sip of coffee. “Peter is already writing about Guardian.”

			Peter Carlino doesn’t even have the decency to look up from his doodle, the shithead. I am wordless, the silence in the room unbearable, until a freshman girl raises her hand, turns the shade of a beet. “The girls’ tennis team is undefeated so far.”

			She is in tight shorts, a Sunnybrook Tennis T-shirt. An emissary from the team, no doubt, sent by her coach to secure a spot in the sports section of the paper. This happens a lot with athletes. This girl will probably never show up for another meeting.

			“I like it,” Kirk says. “Since we’ve jumped to sports…you all know what I’m going to say next, right?”

			I bite the side of my tongue.

			“Who’s going to do a piece on the football team?” Kirk asks.

			The room is quiet enough to hear only the sound of Peter Carlino clicking the top of his mechanical pencil.

			“I’ll do it,” I say finally.

			The smile Kirk flashes me isn’t enough to loosen the knot of disappointment in my gut as she goes around the room, listening to everyone’s pitches. At 2:59, Kirk slides off her desk and I’m sure she’s going to say it, that she forgot to mention she picked a new editor in chief—

			“Email me your first drafts by Friday,” Kirk says.

			Everyone scrambles out of their seats, not wanting to be late for sports practice, or to miss the three o’clock bus. Everyone except Peter Carlino, who falls into step beside me, despite my efforts to beat him out of the classroom.

			I find my voice when we reach the hall. “When did you tell her you wanted to write about the Guardian program?”

			Peter shrugs. “I saw her earlier today and asked.”

			“Kind of a dick move,” I say.

			“You could have done the same thing.”

			There’s a lot more I want to say. Like Why can’t you write a review of the new Marvel movie or something? He’s already won the journalism scholarship everyone thought I would win, and he may even edge out his best friend, Dan Zhang, for valedictorian. Peter’s made himself nearly unbeatable, packing his schedule with AP classes for extra GPA points like a Russian figure skater. He plays golf and the trumpet, and will be a shoo-in for whatever college he wants. Why does he need this too?

			“Have fun with the football team.” A smirk forms on Peter’s mouth, one I know will live rent free in my head until we graduate and I never have to see his stupid face again. “Maybe you’ll pick up a few tips on winning.”
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			Chapter Two

			The bus drops me two blocks from home. This morning’s rain disturbed the mulberry trees lining my street, and the pavement is littered with overripe berries. I go out of my way to step on a couple, imagining Peter Carlino’s head with each satisfying squish.

			I can’t stand the thought of going straight into our house, an eighteenth-century farmhouse that still smells like the old owners, so I head through the gate to the backyard and check on the bowl of Meow Mix I left on the deck last night.

			The bowl is empty again, but there’s still no other sign of Archimedes. Mom says raccoons are probably eating the food and my denial is becoming an expensive hobby. Still, I fill the bowl every day, and whenever the Missing Cat posters with Archimedes’s face and my cell number get weather-worn, I hang new ones on the telephone poles around town.

			The black cat lived under the porch at our old house from the time he was a kitten. Dad was the one who started feeding him and named him, but Archimedes really only ever trusted me enough to give him the occasional ear scratch. He wouldn’t even let anyone else near him.

			When Mom dropped the bomb that we were moving from Long Island to upstate New York and I’d have to start at a new school for my junior year, I freaked out for obvious reasons. The hill I chose to die on was that Archimedes needed to come with us.

			It took all three of us—me, Mom, and my brother, Cole—to wrangle the cat into a carrier. Cole was wearing oven mitts, but Archimedes still shredded his forearms and bit Mom almost clean through her thumbnail.

			The cat screamed the entire four-hour car ride up to Sunnybrook. When we let him out in the backyard of the new house, he immediately scaled the fence and disappeared. We haven’t seen him since.

			I refill the bowl with dry food before heading to my room. When I shake my MacBook out of hibernation, my school email loads, with a new message from Ms. Kirk sitting at the top.

			Hey! Coach Burnham says you’re welcome to sit in on practice tomorrow afternoon. Also, if you swing by the athletic office between 2:50 and 3:00, he can probably give you an interview [image: ]. Not trying to micromanage, but make sure you talk to a few players as well! This is going to be great—thanks for stepping up, as always.

			I’m so stuck on the first line of the email that I barely register the compliment.

			I can’t think of anything I would rather do less than watch the football team practice tomorrow. I know what a big deal it is that the Tigers might win a third consecutive championship, but I wouldn’t be able to explain what a first down is with a gun to my head.

			I feel a tremor of panic deep within me. This article can’t suck. Not after what happened with “The Other Champions.”

			It was my idea to write a story about the dance team this past spring, after I heard that the girls had to raise thousands of dollars themselves to be able to attend the national championship in Florida. Bake sales, car washes, countless hours spent on top of practice, competitions, and homework.

			I sat in on practices for a week, building my case that the dance team deserved more recognition and funding than they got. In my article, I argued that the members of the dance team are athletes who put their bodies through as much training and practice as other sports teams. Kirk told me it was the most well-researched and well-crafted piece of writing she’d ever read from a student.

			But it still wasn’t good enough. I still wasn’t good enough—or at least, I wasn’t as good as Peter Carlino.

			His taunt from earlier lingers, like a splinter lodged under my skin. He had to remind me that he won the Susan Berry Prize, a five-hundred-dollar journalism scholarship awarded to one student every year for an exceptional piece of writing. On top of the cash prize, Susan Berry’s parents pay to send the winner to Columbia’s Summer Journalism Workshop.

			That was the part that sucked the most—missing out on getting to spend a week at my dream school, learning from the best journalism professors in the world.

			I remind myself it beats being dead, like Susan Berry.

			Susan never got to go to Columbia, her dream school, because she was murdered at fifteen, alongside her best friend, Juliana Ruiz. Both girls were cheerleaders, back when Sunnybrook High School still had a cheerleading team.

			The gruesome way Susan and Juliana were killed would have been newsworthy in itself, but if you Google Sunnybrook, New York, the first thing that autofills after football team is the term cheerleader deaths. Five cheerleaders total died within a few weeks of each other, eleven years ago. A car crash, the murders, and then a suicide.

			Mom neglected to mention that we were moving to the Town of Death when she told Cole and me she’d accepted a job as the superintendent of a small school district upstate. Despite Sunnybrook’s history of murder and mayhem, taking the job was a no-brainer for her. She never came out and said We need to worry about money, but after everything that had happened earlier that year, it was pretty obvious we needed to worry about money. Dad’s legal fees had drained our savings, and my brother was going into his sophomore year at University of Pennsylvania. Long Island is one of the most expensive places in America to live, and Sunnybrook’s offer was almost double what Mom was making as a superintendent in Suffolk County.

			So here we are, in a bucolic town north of the Hudson River, with its postcard-worthy Main Street and legendary football team. Now that all the unpleasant stuff with the cheerleaders is a distant memory, home values are skyrocketing, and Brooklyn millennials are moving to Sunnybrook in droves to start perfect little families.

			Sunnybrook, by all accounts, is a great place to live. But all I can think about is getting the hell out of here.

			

			—

			I wake in the morning feeling sluggish. A hangover from the pity party I threw myself last night. It hits me where the dread is coming from as I’m smearing avocado on a slice of toast.

			I’m supposed to sit in on football practice this afternoon.

			Last period ends at 1:50, and clubs are held until 3:00, when sports practices start. I don’t feel like walking home and coming back for football practice, so I head to the newspaper office after my last class to do some background research on the football team.

			The “office” is really an oversized supply closet attached to Ms. Kirk’s classroom. There’s enough room for two ancient desks; one houses a Mac that runs painfully slow, and the other is covered in stacks of old editions of the school paper. Relics from a time before budget cuts meant a switch to publishing the paper online-only.

			I clear a space for my school-issued Chromebook on the desk with all the papers, and I pull up an article from the local news. It’s dated after Sunnybrook won the championship two years ago, before Mom and I moved to town.

			
				For Sunnybrook Tigers, Championship Title Signifies a New Era

				High school football fans relished the Sunnybrook Tigers’ extraordinary 47–21 win over Mount Kisco Friday night to secure the title of State Champions. After quarterback Justin Valenzuela, a senior, was injured on the field in the third quarter, sophomore Cameron Burnham carried the team to a stunning victory. For Tigers fans, a Burnham bringing home the championship trophy represents a return to the golden era of Sunnybrook Football after years of tumult and tragedy.

				Sunnybrook Football’s storied history of excellence began in 1999 with the hiring of alumnus Paul Burnham, former Sunnybrook wide receiver. Burnham was the first player from Sunnybrook to sign with a Division 1 school, Wake Forest University.

				Even though an ACL injury during his senior year derailed Burnham’s dreams of playing in the NFL, the man affectionately dubbed Big B had no regrets about the hand life dealt him. After graduating, he married his high school sweetheart, Kelly-Anne, and had four sons: Dylan, Owen, Brayden, and Cameron. Football in Sunnybrook has always been a family affair—Frank Murray, head of Sunnybrook Athletics and the Tigers’ defensive coach for the past twenty years, is Kelly-Anne Burnham’s paternal uncle and godfather to Dylan, the eldest Burnham brother.

				Under Coach Paul Burnham’s leadership, the Sunnybrook Warriors won three state championship titles in ten years. It was no surprise to anyone that in September 2013, just six weeks after major surgery to remove a tumor on his leg, Paul Burnham was back on the field. Tragedy, however, was not done with Sunnybrook High School. One year after the deaths of five cheerleaders derailed the school’s athletic season, Burnham’s cancer returned. He died at the age of 48.

				Between 2014 and 2018, Sunnybrook Football’s record continued to plummet. Hope for the beleaguered team came in 2019, when Sunnybrook High School hired Dylan Burnham to fill his late father’s role as head football coach. Alongside his great-uncle, Frank Murray, Dylan Burnham had the Sunnybrook Tigers ranked statewide for the first time in nearly a decade.

			

			The article breaks for a photo of the football team on the field after the championship win two years ago. The euphoric players are drenched in Gatorade, muscles glistening under the field lights, some of them thrusting their helmets in the air. In the center is Dylan Burnham, his arms around a boy his height. The both have the same wavy brown hair, tanned skin, and Crest-commercial smile. The guy looks exactly like Cameron Burnham, but he isn’t wearing a football uniform. The caption reads Brayden Burnham, Sunnybrook quarterback ’22, flew home after Wake Forest beat Syracuse to watch his brothers capture the State Championship title.

			I open my notebook and start writing a cheat sheet, to keep my Burnham brothers straight. Dylan, Wake Forest ’16. Owen, Wake Forest ’21. Brayden, Wake Forest ’26. Cameron…probably Wake Forest, ’29. I pull up the Tigers’ current roster, make notes on this year’s D1 prospects. In addition to Cameron Burnham and Tyler Curtin, everyone is watching Gavin Steiger, defensive lineman, and Wes St. Pierre, defensive tackle.

			Gavin Steiger’s cousin was Bethany Steiger, who was killed in a car crash with her best friend, Colleen Coughlin, a week before the cheerleader murders. Colleen’s mother is my health teacher. It feels like nearly everyone in this town is connected to the tragedy in some way, but it’s difficult to find someone who’s actually willing to talk about what happened to the cheerleaders.

			I remind myself I’m not writing about the cheerleaders—their story is over. Kirk always tells us that the best stories find new perspectives on familiar topics. Unless I can find an interesting angle on the football team, this article is just going to be more noise.

			I catch a glimpse of the time on my laptop with a burst of panic. It’s 2:50 already, and Kirk said Coach Burnham would only be in the athletic office until 3:00, when practice starts. I shove my laptop in my backpack and hurry out of the newspaper office and down the hall toward the basement stairs.

			I round the corner at the bottom, instantly colliding with a massive, solid body. I yelp, adding to the awful symphony of noise—ice tumbling from a cup, liquid splashing on the floor, a guy yelling “Shit, watch where you’re going!”

			I halt, taking in the scene in front of me: Logan Philbrick, arms outstretched, amber liquid running down them. The floor and his football jersey are soaked with what smells like sweetened iced tea.

			“I’m so sorry,” I blurt.

			Logan blinks, his warm brown eyes registering that it’s me. We were paired together for a project in public speaking last year. I did all the work, and ever since then he’s been friendly to me, as if I made it onto his list of Quiet Girls Who Are Maybe Kind of Cool.

			His face softens. “Hey. Don’t worry about it.”

			“I’ll buy you another one,” I say. “How much was it, I’ll Venmo you—”

			“Dude, it’s cool. I was late and wasn’t watching where I was going.” Logan strips off his jersey, using the dry parts to wipe iced tea off his arms. They are really nice arms, with golden hair glistening under the droplets of tea. Stop thinking about how wet he is!

			“What are you doing down here, anyway?” Logan looks up at me.

			“Kirk told me to talk to Coach Burnham about my article for the paper,” I say.

			Logan frowns. “He’s already on the field.”

			“God damn it,” I say. “Hey, how do I actually get to the field?”

			Logan laughs. “Forgot, I’ve never seen you at a game.”

			The idea that Logan Philbrick has noticed my absence at football games makes my stomach flip. He points me toward double doors next to the guys’ locker room.

			“Thanks,” I say as Logan slips into the locker room. I reroute through the doors outside, my eyes straining at the transition from fluorescent bulbs to afternoon sun, and head for the bleachers. The players trickling out onto the field who actually notice me shoot me strange looks. The rest mill around, shouting over each other, laughing, trading insults. At the edge of the field, Erica Stanbury is perched with her clipboard, blond ponytail high, beside Madison Reilly, her best friend. Erica and Madison are the team managers, roles not entirely understandable to me but of the utmost importance, to hear them speak of it.

			The guys stop horsing around when a man in track pants and a blue polo approaches them from the other side of the field. One of the players says something to the man, who turns, looks up into the bleachers as if searching for someone. His eyes settle on me, something clicking into place in his expression.

			Coach Burnham waves, and I make my way to him. Up close, he’s even taller. Like, really tall, as if he should be a basketball coach and not a football coach. His brown hair is cut short, the front gelled boyishly to a point.

			He offers me a smile as I meet him at the bottom of the bleachers. “Are you Hadley?”

			I nod. “Thanks for letting me watch.”

			“No worries,” he says, before pivoting to the field. He shouts: “St. Pierre, quit twerking.”

			When Coach Burnham turns around, he blinks at me, as if he’s surprised I’m still here.

			“I’m supposed to ask you a couple questions,” I say. “For the paper?”

			Burnham glances over his shoulder, where Wes St. Pierre is dropped in a low squat, shaking his ass while his teammates whoop and clap for him.

			“Can you email them to me?” Coach Burnham smiles sheepishly. “Coach Murray is in a meeting, so it’s just me until he gets here.”

			“Sure,” I say. “I’m just going to…”

			Coach Burnham is already advancing onto the field, blowing his whistle. I head up the bleacher steps, more laughter swelling on the field below me. I’m settling back into my seat when Logan Philbrick jogs onto the field bare-chested in basketball shorts, wavy golden hair gleaming in the afternoon sun. I am embarrassed for myself at how long it takes me to tear my gaze away from him.

			The whooping that Logan’s half-naked body prompts from the players makes Coach Burnham abruptly stop lecturing Wes.

			“Philbrick, where’s your jersey?” he yells.

			“It’s wet,” Logan calls back.

			Some laughing, hollering, disgusting comments about Logan’s level of moisture, speculating why his jersey is wet. Judging from Erica’s bored expression, this is business as usual, and the guys aren’t embarrassed to talk this way in front of her.

			I take out my notebook as a familiar voice cuts through the chaos on the field. “Enough.”

			The team falls silent as Frank Murray storms onto the field. Coach Murray is also the high school’s athletic director, a job that, as far as I can tell, consists of patrolling the halls like an angry mall security guard, shouting at kids for being late to gym. He’s the Burnham boys’ great-uncle, but unlike them, Coach Murray is stocky, and he barely clears six feet. What he lacks in size he makes up for in volume. He blows his whistle, the rest of his leathery face reddening to match his sunburned nose.

			Murray shouts something at the players, and the guys drop to their backs, squirming. I have no idea what the hell they’re doing, but I assume it’s punishment for implying that Logan Philbrick jerked off into his football jersey.

			I pick up my pen and attempt to describe the exercise the best I can, until the squeak of feet on the bleachers draws my attention. I use my notebook to shield my eyes against the sun, watching Tyler Curtin coming up the steps.

			“Yo, Had-Dough. What you doin’ here?” Tyler beams a megawatt smile down at me. I’m his peer tutor, which is probably the only reason he’s talking to me at all.

			I hold up my notebook. “Newspaper.”

			“Cool, cool—yoooo, I finished the book.” Tyler sits, the bleacher trembling under me as he adjusts himself.

			Last week in peer tutoring, Tyler had to write a two-page response to the first three chapters of The Great Gatsby and he hadn’t even started the book. Once I told him the story was basically Euphoria set in the 1920s, he promised he’d have the book done by our next session.

			“That shit was wild—the way Daisy did him at the end.” Tyler shakes his head. “That’s cold.”

			A smile twitches on my lips. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

			“Nah, I hated it! The man does all that to get his girl back just to get popped in his swimming pool?”

			I’m laughing so hard my ribs begin to ache. When I regain my composure, I say, “What are you doing up here, anyway?”

			Tyler cracks his knuckles. “I had a doctor’s appointment this afternoon. I missed more than three periods.”

			That means he’s not allowed to participate in practice today, because of the school’s academic eligibility policy. If you’re not going to class, you can’t be on the field, no exceptions. Athletes also have their grades uploaded to a special portal in real time so the coaches can review them; if their averages dip below a 65 in any class for the week, they wind up in peer tutoring, and if they don’t go, it’s even worse for them. They get benched.

			I can’t imagine the pressure someone like Tyler is under. If I can get him to open up a bit about it, I might be able to make this article more interesting than guys who win at sports ball may win again!

			“Since you’re up here, do you want to be interviewed for the paper?” I ask.

			Tyler’s eyebrows shoot up. “For real?”

			“For real, for real.”

			“All right, cool.”

			I uncap my pen, remembering the swarm of pirates yesterday. “Congrats, by the way. On East Carolina.”

			“Thanks.” Tyler seems to shrink into himself a bit. He must be uncomfortable with the attention.

			“Does it change anything for you?” I ask. “Already signing your letter?”

			I don’t know a lot about college sports, but I know most athletes won’t commit to a school until February, and even I can understand that for Tyler to have committed to a Division 1 school this early means he’s really good.

			“Nah, I’m still focused on this season.” Tyler cracks his knuckles. “The team is counting on me to have my head here.”

			He pauses, prompting me to stop writing. When I look up at him, he’s frowning.

			“I didn’t mean I’m carrying the team or anything,” he says. “We’re all feeling the pressure.”

			“Because of everyone else’s expectations?” I ask.

			“I guess.” Tyler shrugs.

			I can sense him locking down, avoiding saying anything that might be unpleasant to the girl who is taking notes. I set my pen down. “It kind of sounds like you’re as afraid of losing as you are motivated to win.”

			Tyler nods slowly. “Playing at our level…it changes things. It used to be games were fun, but now if I fumble, I got parents of the younger players screaming at me. Like if we lose a game, their kid isn’t gonna be in the NFL.”

			When I was researching for my article last night, I read that only two percent of high school football players go on to play for Division 1 colleges. Even less than that wind up drafted by the NFL. “Sunnybrook has never even had a player make it to the NFL, right?”

			“Yeah, but everyone thinks they got a little Tom Brady. Parents of first graders are slipping Coach Burnham videos of their kids’ games now.”

			Down on the field, Logan jogs over to Coach Burnham, who stands with his hands planted on his hips, obviously unamused that Logan’s punishment laps have barely made him break a sweat.

			Next to me, Tyler goes quiet, sits up straighter. The reason why is ascending the bleacher steps: Coach Murray, a scowl forming on his face. He stops a few feet from us, leans on the handrail. “Practice isn’t open to the public.”

			“She’s with the paper, Coach,” Tyler says. “She’s Dr. Jonassen’s daughter.”

			Frank Murray stares at me, his eyes obscured by the sunglasses that wrap around his face. “I know who she is.”

			“Thank you for letting me watch,” I say.

			Coach Murray says nothing, his gaze passing over to Tyler. “I would be more concerned with catching up on homework than with chitchatting.”

			“Yo, she’s my tutor,” Tyler says. “We were talking about how dirty Daisy did Gatsby.”

			Murray stares at Tyler, as if he has no idea who the hell Daisy and Gatsby are and could not care less.

			“Well, that’s not what she’s here for,” he snaps. Murray heads back down the bleachers, his body pitching slightly toward the handrail.

			“Jeez,” I say. “Is he always like that?”

			“Nah, Murr’s okay.” Tyler rubs the back of his head. He drops his hand to his lap. “Hey, I don’t know if you should write what I said—about the parents of the younger kids being crazy.”

			I feel a pang of disappointment. I was already thinking about what an interesting detail that would make. “What if I made your quote anonymous?” I ask.

			“I mean—yeah, that’s cool. I guess,” he says.

			Coach Murray turns around, glances up at us. He blows his whistle, yells: “Curtin, I changed my mind. You’re water boy today.”

			Tyler doesn’t look at me as he stands up. “See you later.”

			He slinks down the bleachers, leaving me alone. I turn my attention back to my notebook and start writing out the questions I want to ask Coach Burnham. While the players scrimmage, I compile my email, wiping sweat from my brow and heading up to the shaded section of the bleachers to avoid the falling sun.

			At five p.m., none of the coaches show any signs of wrapping up practice, and I stand discreetly and leave, heading for the front lot, where the buses are waiting. As I’m walking past the side of the school, the gym doors fly open and half a dozen dance team girls spill out.

			Someone shouts my name and I turn to see Alix Maroney, flanked by her best friends, Gabby Santiago and Chloe Vitelli.

			“Hey,” I say.

			They are beautiful, Alix and her friends, to the point that their walking into a room is an instant distraction. Skin smooth as glass, faces perpetually dewy, as if they’ve just walked out of facials and not a six-hour day inside a concrete prison, followed by two hours of dance team practice.

			“You’re here late,” Alix says, taking a gulp from her Sunnybrook Dance water bottle. Below the logo is a sticker: Proud Supporter of Sunnybrook Football.

			“I had to sit in on football practice,” I say as Alix falls into step with me. A few paces ahead of us, Gabby says to Chloe, “All I’m saying is that she already has two kids. I mean, where does it end?”

			I glance at Alix, who wipes her mouth and caps her water bottle. “Our coach is pregnant again.”

			I think of the dance team coach, a terrifying five-foot-tall blond woman. She works the girls so hard during practice that it’s common to see them retching into garbage cans afterward.

			Gabby whips her head around, one of her glossy black curls escaping her bun. “Not just pregnant! She’s due the same week as nationals.”

			“Are they hiring another head coach?” I ask.

			“No!” Gabby shouts. “Not if they can get away with only paying an assistant coach.”

			Chloe’s voice is low, conspiratorial. “I heard she didn’t even make the competition team her first year—”

			Gabby and Chloe pull ahead of us, continuing to work each other up. Next to me, Alix says, “Do you want a ride home?”

			I hike the strap of my bag higher on my shoulder. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

			Ahead of us, Chloe Vitelli’s freckled shoulders tense. She’s never gone out of her way to be nice to me like her friends. In fact, Chloe seems committed to pretending I don’t exist.

			Alix Maroney and her friends are the type of girls who would not have given me the time of day at my old school. I suspect this has everything to do with the reason Chloe doesn’t like me. Not because I’m weird or awkward or annoying, but because a spot in Alix Maroney’s car pool has to be earned. I may have written that article about the dance team, but I’ll never be one of them.

			When we get to the parking lot, Alix pops the trunk of her Jetta and tosses her Fjällräven backpack inside. As Gabby tries to slink to the passenger side of the car, Alix shouts, “Shoes in the trunk!” Gabby grunts and chucks the jazz sneakers she’s been carrying into the trunk, and Alix shuts the hatchback. I climb into the back seat next to Chloe, who sits hugging her backpack to her chest. A painful ten seconds of silence transpires before Alix and Gabby get into the car, bickering.

			“They smell like Fritos,” Alix says, starting her engine. “You need to leave them outside overnight or something.”

			Gabby props her flip-flopped feet up on Alix’s dash, prompting Chloe to say, “You know if we get into an accident, your feet could get chopped off?”

			“Do you think that would get me out of practice tomorrow?” Gabby says. There’s exaggerated excitement in her voice, but I know that Gabby’s entire existence revolves around dance team.

			Alix turns her head to make sure the lot is clear before backing out of the space. Her eyes connect with mine briefly.

			“So why were you watching football practice?” she asks.

			“I’m writing about the team,” I say. “For the paper.”

			Gabby gulps from her Vitaminwater, wipes her lips with the back of her hand. “Were they jealous you wrote about us or something?”

			Alix shoots Gabby a look. Gabby lowers her bottle and says, “What? It’s such bullshit she didn’t win the Susan Berry award.”

			“Thanks.” I try to keep my voice light, but it sounds hollow, betraying the fact that I can’t even think about “The Other Champions” without feeling my loss to Peter like an ache behind my ribs.

			Gabby turns her head, says, “You know he only won because his sister was best friends with Susan Berry.”

			Susan Berry, one of the murdered cheerleaders. How could I possibly have known Peter had a connection to the family that established the scholarship? Moving to Sunnybrook was like trying to jump into a TV show everyone else has been watching for years. I never really bothered to catch up, and it’s not like Peter offered this information to me even when we didn’t actively hate each other.

			“I didn’t know Peter has a sister,” I say.

			In the rear mirror, Alix’s sapphire eyes widen. “Jen Rayburn was Peter’s half sister.”

			I know who Jennifer Rayburn is, of course. I pass the memorial plaque to her on my way into the locker room every day. She was one of the five cheerleaders.

			Jen was the last to die. A suicide, not long after the murders. I read an article that said she was supposed to be sleeping over at Susan Berry’s house with Juliana Ruiz the night Brandon Michaelson murdered both girls.

			“You didn’t know that?” Gabby says at my silence.

			“I had no idea.” How would I have put something like that together? Peter and Jen have different last names.

			“How? Aren’t you and Peter friends?” Chloe doesn’t look up from the TikToks she’s scrolling through on her phone.

			I resist the urge to open the back door and throw myself into traffic. “No. We only talk about newspaper stuff.”

			Anger rises in me at the memory of the smug look on Peter’s face yesterday when I got slapped with the football team article, his dig about how I lost. He knew how badly I wanted the scholarship—not because of the money but because of the chance to go to the Columbia Journalism intensive over the summer. Peter knew because I’d told him. We weren’t friends, exactly, but we’d spent a lot of time together working on the paper. He told me his parents were pressuring him into majoring in something STEM-related, even though he loves music and writing. He wants to write for Rolling Stone, tour with bands like the kid in Almost Famous, which is funny because he even kind of looks like the kid from Almost Famous.

			Peter never said anything else about his parents, and he definitely never mentioned that he had a sister who died, let alone that his sister was Jennifer Rayburn. Aside from the college comment, the only time he ever mentioned his mom was to tell me she still packs his lunch. She sends him with Welch’s fruit snacks every day, and he doesn’t have the heart to tell her he hasn’t liked them since middle school. I used to take them off his hands, because who the hell doesn’t like fruit snacks.

			The memory makes my sternum harden. We were friends, I realize. At least, I thought we were.

			But Peter is a snake, and having a tragic backstory doesn’t excuse what he did.

			Before Chloe can taunt me further about Peter, Alix slows and turns into the driveway of a yellow colonial. “Thanks, bae,” Gabby says to Alix, before both she and Chloe get out of the car.

			Chloe heads up the driveway while Gabby heads for the house next door. As I get out of the car and climb into the front seat, Gabby starts shouting, waving her hands, running back toward Alix’s car.

			“Literally every day she does this,” Alix says, before the thunk of her trunk closing, Gabby flouncing back toward her house, dance shoes in hand. Alix turns up the radio as she pulls out of Chloe’s driveway. It seems deliberate, as if she, too, feels daunted at the prospect of a four-minute car ride just the two of us.

			Alix gave me a ride home a few times last year, but I was working on “The Other Champions” at the time. Now, without a laundry list of questions to ask her for my article, it’s glaring how little she and I have in common.

			I unbuckle my seat belt when Alix pulls into my driveway. “Thanks for the ride.”

			“Yeah, of course,” Alix says. “And if you need anything for your article, I can get Cameron to talk to you.”

			I have seen the way Cameron Burnham looks at his girlfriend, and I suspect there’s literally nothing Alix couldn’t get him to do. “That would be amazing. Thanks.”

			“Find us before practice tomorrow,” Alix says. “We’re usually in the courtyard.”

			She smiles and waves at me as she pulls out of my driveway, and I let myself inside.

			I’ve beaten Mom home, like I do most days. I head up to my room to start a draft of my article, letting out a dramatic raspberry of a sigh as I dig my notebook out of my messenger bag. I email my interview questions to Coach Burnham before opening up Word.

			The sight of the empty document on my laptop screen makes my stomach crater. I minimize the window, unable to think of anything but what Alix and her friends told me about Peter Carlino.

			Before I even realize what I’m doing, my fingers are at the keyboard and I’m Googling Jennifer Rayburn Sunnybrook.

			The top hit is a news article from six years ago. I let it load.

			
				No New Charges Expected for Former Sunnybrook Police Officer

				After a monthslong internal investigation into the 2013 shooting death of Jack Canning, former police officer Thomas Carlino has been cleared of wrongdoing. Renewed calls for an investigation into Canning’s death came as a result of the district attorney’s announcement that Brandon Michaelson, 24, had been indicted for the murders of Juliana Ruiz and Susan Berry, as well as the statutory rape of an unnamed sixteen-year-old victim.

				Jack Canning was the primary suspect in the murder of the two Sunnybrook cheerleaders, whose bodies were found shortly after the girls failed to show up to the homecoming game. Canning was a registered sex offender, and after his death, police found in his possession photos of sixteen-year-old Susan Berry taken without her knowledge. When officers Thomas Carlino and Michael Mejia attempted to question Canning in the wake of the murders, the suspect barricaded himself in his bedroom. An unlicensed handgun was later found in the dresser drawer Canning had opened upon the officers’ entry into the room. Officer Carlino fired a single shot at Canning after he ignored repeated attempts to make his hands visible.

				The independent agency investigating the shooting found that Carlino followed protocol and did not act improperly by discharging his weapon. A spokesperson for the agency said of their decision, “While the events that culminated in Mr. Canning’s death are undoubtedly tragic, they were not criminal.”

				Officer Carlino, whose stepdaughter, Jennifer Rayburn, was close friends with both victims, was placed on administrative leave immediately after the shooting. Carlino has since retired from Sunnybrook Police.

			

			I stare at the name on the screen. Thomas Carlino was Jennifer Rayburn’s stepfather, which means he must be Peter’s father.

			Peter’s dad killed an innocent man, and a couple weeks later, his sister died by suicide. And I thought my family was fucked up.

			I don’t want my feelings toward Peter to soften. He’s still an insufferable dick, and he’ll be even more insufferable if he winds up getting editor in chief.

			I have to make sure it’s me. And that means absolutely crushing this article, even if it’s the last thing I want to write.

			As I click out of my browser window, my school email pings on my phone. I have a new message, subject line: some friendly advice

			I don’t recognize the sender: SportsFan@gmail.com.

			Tell Kirk you can’t do the article. Make her give it to someone else.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			Chapter Three

			The questions rip through me like a hail of bullets. Who? Why? What the hell?

			I stare at my screen for a bit, trying to accept the absurdity of someone sending me an anonymous email. I didn’t think that was a thing people actually did outside of crappy teen television dramas.

			I hesitate before hitting reply. I want to ask this person why they don’t want me writing an article about the football team, but I doubt SportsFan is looking out for me—I mean, the subject line is some friendly advice, which is a euphemism for “go fuck yourself.”

			Who are you?

			I send the message, listen to the whoosh of it disappearing into the ether. After five minutes of silence, I open my draft back up.

			I leave my inbox open all night, but SportsFan never replies.

			

			—

			There’s still no response from SportsFan in the morning, but I do have an email from Dylan Burnham. While I brush my teeth, I use my free hand to scroll, skimming the head coach’s answers to my questions.

			I just need to say in addition to the above that these players have overcome incredible adversity, individually and as a team. What they’ve achieved is remarkable, regardless of whether they clinch a third consecutive title. I could not be more proud.

			Prouder, I think. Not that it even matters. The quote reads like a cliché opening to a college essay.

			I reread the email from SportsFan for the hundredth time. Make her give it to someone else.

			I try to remember all the faces in the newspaper meeting the other day, all the people who know I’m writing about the football team. It’s not like it’s a secret—there were the dozens of athletes who passed by the football field yesterday afternoon, on their way to the track, the soccer fields, and tennis courts. Any one of them could have seen me talking to Tyler Curtin, or taking notes.

			Any one of them could have sent that email.

			My unease follows me to school. It’s a balmy seventy degrees this morning, the sky cloudless, so I ride my bike, thinking about how Alix told me she could get Cameron to talk to me this afternoon.

			But Alix isn’t in homeroom. When someone shouts to Mr. Fiorella during attendance that she’s sick, I feel the disappointment like a slap. I can’t under any circumstances imagine approaching Cameron on my own, and Kirk wants us to turn in our articles by tomorrow morning.

			I spend all morning in knots about the article. I’m retrieving my books from my locker before Spanish, my body approaching full-on panic mode over this goddamn article, when someone shouts my name.

			“Had-Dough!” the voice shouts again. I turn around to see Logan Philbrick coming down the hall. He stops short about a foot away from me, making a big show of holding up his hands.

			I make an equally big show of the fact my hands are empty, which makes Logan laugh. He hikes his backpack strap over his shoulder and falls into step with me. “You coming to the game Saturday?”

			“I don’t know,” I say, and maybe I’m imagining it, but for a split second, there’s disappointment in Logan’s brown puppy eyes.

			“It’s cool,” he says. “I just thought since you’re writing about us.”

			Us. Logan Philbrick is no Cameron Burnham, but he’s the next best thing. “Hey, do you want to be interviewed? For my article.”

			“Really?” Logan’s eyes widen. “Me?”

			“Yeah, really. You.”

			“Damn, okay. I have a meeting with my guidance counselor, but what are you doing after school today, before practice?”

			“Talking to you, I guess,” I say.

			Logan grins. “Hold up. Gimme your phone, in case we can’t find each other.”

			There are literally only two places where students hang out between last period and sports practice, if they don’t leave school—the courtyard or the gym. My face warms at the thought that Logan Philbrick just wants an excuse to give me his number.

			I hand my phone over, and Logan opens up my contacts, starts inputting his number. Across the hall, someone calls Logan’s name, drawing our attention.

			Outside one of the classrooms, the new math teacher is watching us. I don’t know her name, but she’s so young that I once saw her get harassed by a security guard who refused to be convinced she wasn’t a student.

			The teacher’s hands are deep in the pockets of her chunky knit cardigan as she locks eyes with Logan. “I need to talk to you,” she says. There’s a copper smattering of freckles on her fair face, and she’s wearing no makeup aside from a poorly blended dab of concealer on her chin.

			“Sorry, Ms. Cordero,” Logan says. “I’ll be there in a sec!”

			Ms. Cordero straightens, almost as if she’s trying to make herself as tall as Logan. “It kind of needs to be right now.”

			Logan holds up my phone. “But this is for journalism! Hadley’s gonna make me famous.”

			Ms. Cordero blinks at Logan, one of those I don’t get paid enough for this shit looks on her face. “Logan.”

			Her voice is almost a whisper, but for some reason, it prompts Logan to return my phone. “See ya later, Had-Dough.”

			The final warning bell rings, bringing me back to the hall, the fact I’m going to be late for Spanish. I book it two doors down, walk into the classroom at the same time as Peter Carlino.

			He follows me to the row by the window where we both sit—him in front of me, Carlino before Daugherty—and says, “Was Logan Philbrick flirting with you?”

			I want to ask Peter why he’s so far up my ass all the time, but my phone buzzing in my pocket distracts me. I have a new email.

			From: SportsFan@gmail.com

			Who I am doesn’t matter

			This time, I don’t have to think about my reply.

			How can I take you seriously if I don’t even know who you are?

			I send off the message as Ms. Martinelli sweeps into the room, waving her arms, the flowy sleeves of her blouse making her look like a deranged butterfly. “Buen día! Lo siento, estuve ausente ayer! Mi madre está muy enferma…”

			I sneak a glance down at my phone as Ms. Martinelli launches into her daily ritual of oversharing about her elderly mother’s declining health. Her mom is back in the hospital, and that’s why we had a sub again yesterday.

			My phone buzzes as Ms. Martinelli describes her mom’s botched catheterization. SportsFan has replied to me already.

			Because this is actually pretty serious

			Stay far away from the football team

			I glance down at the phone buried between my knees, rereading the message over and over. I’m so lost in the questions—Who? Why?—that when Ms. Martinelli snaps, en inglés, for me to put my phone away, I barely register that she’s speaking to me at all.

			

			—

			After the last bell, I head to the courtyard, weirdly nervous about talking to Logan Philbrick. Apparently I’m not immune to the charms of a hot football player, and I’ve already made an ass of myself in front of him once this week.

			All the picnic tables are taken by the time I get to the courtyard, so I claim a spot in the shade, a comfortable distance from the boys on the soccer team who are tossing around a Frisbee. I open my school email again, my anxiety ticking up at the sight of the message I still haven’t replied to.

			Stay far away from the football team

			I don’t know most of my classmates well, but I’m still having a hard time conceiving why any of them would issue a cryptic warning like this. I think of the sea of pirates in the halls the other day, celebrating Tyler. The way that girl in homeroom rushed to lend Gavin Steiger her mirror. Who doesn’t want to feel like they’re a part of what’s happening in Sunnybrook, to get closer to the champions?

			Why?

			I send my reply to SportsFan and swap my phone for the book I have to read for English. I need a way to pass the time that isn’t obsessively refreshing my inbox.

			I give in and check my phone two chapters into As I Lay Dying, which is an apt description of how I feel out here in the courtyard as an Irish Scandinavian who isn’t wearing sunscreen.

			It’s two-thirty, and Logan Philbrick still isn’t here.

			I’m about to text him when a peal of laughter at the courtyard doors draws my attention. Logan steps through, flanked by Wes St. Pierre and Chris Valenzuela. Chris is a junior, a tight end on the football team, and he’s Gabby Santiago’s boyfriend.

			My heart sinks as I watch them head for the picnic table, where the other football players are gathered. Of course Logan forgot he was supposed to meet with me. I’m contemplating sneaking out the doors behind me when Logan looks up and scans the courtyard. He slaps Wes on the back, says something I can’t hear, and heads over to me, grinning.

			“Sorry, we went to Subway, and Wes’s fat ass couldn’t decide what to order, and then he made us stop at CVS for snacks.” Logan plops down on the grass and thrusts a package of sour straws at me. “Want one?”

			I pull a straw out of the package. “This doesn’t seem like the snack of a champion.”

			Logan grins. “I had a meatball sub first, don’t worry.”

			I chew the sour straw and watch Wes and Chris holding court at the picnic table with a bunch of dance team girls and football players. Cameron Burnham isn’t with them.

			“Do you know if Cameron is around?” I ask Logan.

			“He went to bring some stuff to Alix.” Logan scarfs down another sour straw, licks the sugar from his lips. “She’s home with cramps or something.”

			“That’s sweet of him.” I guess I’ve done a poor job masking the disappointment in my voice, because Logan says, “Am I your second choice for this interview?”

			His directness sends a rush of blood to my cheeks. “Not at all.”

			“I’m not offended,” he says. “He’s Cam Burnham.”

			I lick sour sugar from my fingers. “What, is he a big deal or something?”

			Logan laughs. It’s nothing like the obnoxious guffaws coming from the guys playing Frisbee. It’s the type of laugh I could see myself getting addicted to. It makes me want to store up well-timed self-deprecating jokes just so I can watch his eyes crinkle at the corners like they’re doing right now.

			Focus, dummy.

			“We should get started,” I say.

			Logan’s gaze moves to my phone, where I’ve started a new audio message to record our interview.

			“Wow, you’re for real about this.” He sounds nervous. It’s a gut reaction to seeing me hit record. Some of the dance team girls were the same way, begging me to erase something they said because they were worried about sounding stupid.

			“Just be yourself,” I tell Logan. “How about you start by reminding me what position you play. Wide receiver, right?”

			Logan laughs. “Nah, I’m a tight end. Wide receivers are usually not as gigantic as me.”

			“How tall are you, exactly?”

			“Six three. Is this for your article?” Logan knocks his shoulder into mine playfully, and I’m suddenly hyperaware of the grass on my bare thighs, how they look like raw chicken parts when I’m sitting. I have to remind myself that his flirting doesn’t mean anything. Logan flirts with everyone, including Mrs. Brown, the seventy-five-year-old hall monitor.

			“Okay, Logan Philbrick, six-foot-three tight end,” I say. “How’s your season going?”

			“Pretty good. I mean, we had our first win last week, and are hoping to beat North Hills on Saturday.” Logan cracks his knuckles. “Obviously we want to beat them. That sounded dumb, don’t write that.”

			“Don’t worry about what I’m going to write.” I hope he can’t tell how cute I find it that he’s this self-conscious. “Why don’t you just tell me, as if we’re two people talking, what it would mean to you if you won a third consecutive championship.”

			“What it would mean to me?”

			“Yeah. What’s motivating you, I guess?”

			“I mean, it would be pretty sick to win.” Logan scratches the back of his neck. “No football team in New York has ever gotten three in a row.”

			After a beat, Logan drops his hand to his lap. “I guess more than anything, I don’t want to let DB down.”

			“By DB, you mean Coach Burnham?”

			“Yeah. I just feel like I owe him so much. I honestly wouldn’t be here without any of the Burnhams,” Logan says.

			“You mean you wouldn’t be on the team?”

			“Definitely not.” Logan looks embarrassed. “Mr. Burnham was my youth league coach. My mom’s always been a single mom, and she works nights. Cam’s parents made sure I never missed a game or a meal. I was practically raised at their house.”

			“It must have been hard for you when he died,” I say.

			“Yeah. I mean, he was important to so many people. But DB stepped up. Not just for his brothers but for all the kids who didn’t have much good going on in their lives except football.”

			“Do you have an example?” I ask.

			“Yeah, definitely.” Logan shifts. “A few years ago, there was this incredible running back—his mom lost her house and they were going to have to move out of state, so Dylan let him move in with him and his wife.”

			“So he basically adopted a kid so he could play football?”

			“It was no big deal to them. Every single person in that family would give you the shirt off their backs.”

			I am already thinking of ways to edit Logan’s words, to smooth out the clichés. I ask him a few more leading questions, let him talk about plays and strategies I don’t understand. When I ask him to explain a play to me, a smile creeps onto his lips.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Nothing,” he says. “You’re good at this.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Are you going to college for writing?”

			“Journalism,” I say. “Hopefully.”

			“What kind?”

			I falter. “I want to write about stuff that matters, I guess.”

			I’m underselling my ambition. Because what I really want is a byline on the front page of the Times. I want my own Wikipedia page. I want a Pulitzer.

			I want to break a huge story and then someday write a bestselling book about how I broke a huge story. It feels obnoxious to want those things, let alone admit it to a guy I’ve had exactly five conversations with—if the time he asked to copy my public speaking homework counts as a conversation.

			But Logan isn’t looking at me like he finds me obnoxious. His eyes are bright, interested. “So you want to write for the New York Times or something?”

			“Pretty much, yeah.”

			“Sick.” Logan grins.

			From the picnic table, where the football players are packing up, Gavin Steiger shouts over to Logan. “Shithouse, is your dumb ass getting private tutoring?”

			“Someone’s dumb ass is actually in tutoring, and it’s not me,” Logan yells back.

			Gavin flashes Logan the middle finger. Next to Gavin, Wes St. Pierre erupts in laughter, while Wes’s girlfriend, Ayana Murphy, rolls her eyes.

			“You coming to practice again?” Logan asks as we stand up, brush grass from our thighs.

			“Nah, I think I have everything I need,” I say.

			“Wait—can I change one of my answers?”

			“The interview wasn’t a test.”

			“Nah, I know. You just made me realize something.” Logan seems to be searching for the right words. “The way you said you want to write about stuff that matters—winning a third championship would probably be the thing I do that matters most, you know?”

			“That’s not true,” I say.

			“It is, though. I’m not smart or anything, and I’m not as good as the other guys.” Logan shrugs. “This is my chance to do something that matters.”

			“Shithouse, quit flirting,” Wes shouts over to us. “Ayana said Hadley don’t play around with dummies.”

			From inside her oversized dance team hoodie, Ayana shrugs. It’s true.

			Logan smiles at me sheepishly. “Hey—Tyler’s having some people over after the game Saturday night. You should come.”

			His last few words run together, as if he’s nervous to be asking me. And then, with another smile over his shoulder, he’s gone.
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			Chapter Four

			The high from my conversation with Logan, and Wes’s comment accusing him of flirting with me, has worn off by the time I get home and check my school email.

			SportsFan still hasn’t responded to my last message.

			Why should I stay away from the football team?

			The question nags me all night, distracts me from my article, which is due by tomorrow morning.

			Around ten p.m., I only have three hundred words. I start to wonder if distracting me is the whole point of these emails.

			I finish my draft a few minutes before midnight and send it off to Kirk. I’m hoping she reads it before lunch tomorrow so I can work on the next draft in the newspaper office.

			By morning, I already have a response from Kirk.

			I snuck a look at this on my morning workout. Great job! No major notes, although I may have tweaks before we go to press. Can you do me a big favor and maybe start editing a couple of the attached drafts? They’re a mess…. 

			Seriously, good work on this. I know it was a big ask, but you really stepped up, as always.

			I feel like I’ve passed some sort of test. I did what needed to be done, and I made Kirk happy.

			I think of that email again. Make her give it to someone else.

			There’s only one person who would try to sabotage me from getting editor in chief.

			

			—

			I spend the morning debating whether I’m going to confront Peter and ask if he’s SportsFan. We both have lunch fifth period, which is usually the best time to take advantage of the newspaper office.

			I get to the office at the start of fifth and the room is empty. The bell rings and I get out my Chromebook, wondering if Peter will even come to the office at all this year. He seems intent on avoiding me as much as possible.

			Peter doesn’t look at me when he gets to AP Lit, and I spend the class studying the back of his head, wondering what would compel him to send me that message if he is SportsFan. The vibe in the halls is chaos after the bell rings at the end of sixth period.

			We have a sub in Spanish for the third time this week, even though Ms. Martinelli promised she would be here today, which prompts Erica Stanbury to wonder aloud if Ms. Martinelli’s mother finally died.

			The substitute teacher tries to get us to listen to him reading the directions on the packet of work Martinelli left us. I want to tell the poor bastard not to bother, it’s a Friday and there’s a pep rally next period. Everyone is already riled about the game against North Hills tomorrow.

			Erica flounces back to her seat, giddy because she’s convinced the sub to let us pick a movie to watch with Spanish subtitles, if we promise to be quiet for it.

			“Cool,” Peter says over the sounds of our classmates chattering happily, having secured the next forty minutes off. “We’re going to take the AP exam not knowing how to say anything except ‘¿Has visto a Nemo?’ ”

			Once the movie is set up, I ask the sub if I can go across the hall to the newspaper office. I might as well use the free time to continue editing the articles Kirk emailed me.

			The substitute teacher grunts as if he could literally not care less what I do and resumes begging the class to please, please, at least do the packets this weekend and hand them in to Ms. Martinelli on Monday.

			I head across the hall, slip out my key ring. I keep the tiny silver key to the newspaper office next to the one for my house. I let myself in, flipping the lights on before logging into my Chromebook.

			A minute later, I hear the door open, the thunk of an instrument case hitting the floor. Peter takes the desk on the other side of the office, the one covered in old newspapers and paperback books Kirk can’t fit in her classroom.

			After a solid five minutes of ignoring Peter, I feel his eyes on me, the weight of his silence. He still hasn’t taken his computer out, and he’s not eating, or even doing that annoying sniffling he blames on his allergies.

			I turn my head. Peter is watching me, one arm slung over the back of his chair.

			“What?” I snap.

			“Has Kirk said anything to you?” he asks.

			“About what?”

			“You know what.”

			“She hasn’t.”

			“It could be both of us,” Peter finally says.

			Co–editors in chief. I think I would rather quit the paper completely than share the title with Peter. I let Peter’s comment dangle there until he turns back to his computer. He must know the idea drives me nuts, even if he doesn’t fully understand why.

			There were only a few weeks of school left last year when I forgot my Chromebook in the newspaper office. Peter definitely wasn’t expecting me to stop by. When I opened the door, Peter’s laptop was open on the desk, and Peter’s backpack and trumpet case were next to the empty chair. On his screen was an article about a history professor on Long Island who resigned after being arrested for breaking into a car on campus. The cops searched my dad’s office, after, and found enough prescription pills to send him to jail for six months.

			When I saw that Peter had been reading about the worst day of my life, I flew out of the office like it was on fire, just in time to see him headed back from the bathroom.

			I didn’t look at him. I stopped going to the newspaper office when I knew he would be there, and we haven’t really spoken since. The Susan Berry Prize was announced a few days later, and I was fine with letting him think I was too bitter about his win to be around him.

			I can’t think of a good reason why Peter would want to dig up shit on my family. Mom disclosed Dad’s arrest to the school board when she was hired, and as far as I know, they didn’t care that their new superintendent’s ex-husband is a convicted felon.

			Peter is still watching me expectantly, and I’m hit with a fresh wave of anger over it all.

			“Have you been emailing me?” I blurt.

			“What?” Peter drags the word out.

			“Someone has been emailing me anonymously.”

			“And why do you think it’s me?”

			I turn back to my laptop so I don’t have to look at him. I feel like an idiot for bringing it up. Peter looks genuinely confused—if he is SportsFan, he deserves an Oscar for this performance.

			“What do the emails say?” he asks.

			I ignore him, eyes on my screen. I refresh my email, stubbornly refusing to answer, until I hear him sigh, “Okay.”

			I have to put in headphones to block out the sound of his unzipping his laptop case, his typing, his allergy-induced sniffling. It’s all so loud, and I can’t think. Peter isn’t SportsFan.

			When the bell rings, I practically leap out of my chair.

			There’s a bottleneck in the hall, hundreds of bodies heading toward the gym at once, for the pep rally. While jockeying for a spot in the herd, I bump into Gabby Santiago, who is midconversation with Alix and Chloe.

			Alix spots me, beams as Peter zips past us, knocking into Chloe with his trumpet case.

			“Excuse you,” Chloe snaps, but Peter keeps moving until he’s absorbed into the crowd.

			“Were you alone in there with him?” Gabby asks me.

			“Unfortunately. He was working on newspaper stuff too.”

			Gabby’s grin is playful, but the smirk that blooms on Chloe’s face stirs a violent feeling in me. Alix loops an arm through mine, says, “She’s not making fun of you. She’s just saying Peter wishes.”

			“I strongly doubt that,” I say.

			“Oh, come on,” Gabby says. “You’re like, his dream girl.”

			My cheeks burn. I’m aware of Logan Philbrick at his locker, watching us. I don’t want Logan hearing that I’m Peter Carlino’s dream girl, because what does that say about me?

			The jam clears and we head up the hall, toward the gym. Alix puts a hand on my arm, says, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

			“About?”

			“Tyler is having a party tomorrow night. Nothing huge. His parents are leaving in the morning to visit his brother at school.” Alix makes a dramatic show of looking over her shoulder at Logan, who has been watching us from his locker. “A mutual friend of ours really hopes you’ll be there.”

			Alix winks at me, drops my arm. Bullshit, I want to say.

			But the flush that creeps onto Logan’s face says otherwise.

			Logan Philbrick is into me. I don’t know how to feel about that. Obviously, I’m not above having crushes on hot athletes, but it always seemed pointless to imagine that one would ever reciprocate. Sort of like imagining what the most expensive thing on the menu tastes like when you’re broke.

			“Think about it!” Alix says, before she rushes to catch up with the dance team girls funneling into the locker room. I hook in the opposite direction, follow the horde heading into the gym.

			The bleachers are already almost filled, and I wind up snagging a spot in the row in front of a pack of giggly freshman girls. One of them is the tennis player from the newspaper meeting. She shushes her friends when Mr. Cancro steps onto the floor, taps the microphone to get everyone’s attention.

			No one is listening to his announcement about leaving the gym after the pep rally in an orderly fashion. Everyone is too hyped up, and when Mr. Cancro announces that the dance team will be kicking things off, the gym fills with bleacher stomps and whooping.

			The girls file onto the floor, all wearing their warm-up suits, jackets zipped to their chins. Hair slicked back, each of them with identical parts down the side. It’s only a pep rally, but they treat every performance like a trophy is at stake.

			The music starts, and their bodies contort and snap back into place like rubber bands. There are no solos in this routine, no showboaty backflips. They are just twenty bodies lined up like soldiers, attacking their choreography with surgical precision. They’re performing the same routine that won them first place at nationals last spring; I watched them rehearse it in practice, while I was writing my article about the dance team.

			At the end, everyone erupts into applause, the bleachers rattling beneath me as if they might collapse from hundreds of pairs of feet stomping at once.

			The crowd is still going wild for the dance team when the lights dim. Fog floats onto the floor from the machines on the side of the gym, and Coach Burnham’s voice booms over the microphone: “Are you all ready for your football team?”

			The volume swells, but still, Burnham shouts over the crowd: “I don’t think that’s loud enough for your two-time state champions, the Sunnybrook Tigers!”

			I’m seated at a corner, right by the exit, which is currently manned by a security guard who is as caught up in the spectacle as the students are. My brain pulses from the whooping, the shrieking.

			While the crowd around me goes wild as “Hall of Fame” blasts through the speakers, I sneak my phone out, open my school email.

			“Aaaaand number thirty-five, your quarterback, Cameron Burnham!”

			The girls behind me let out earsplitting shrieks that draw the attention of my entire row. One of them, a strawberry blond, looks like she wants to die as her friends laugh and shriek Cameron’s name even louder. They’re all in dance team sweatshirts, but they’re not performing with the other girls. Freshmen, I realize, who only made the team this week.

			Down below, all the football players have been announced. The music abruptly stops, and they line up, hands behind their backs, and in perfect coordination drop their chins to their chests.

			The dance team girls file onto the floor. The music kicks back on, and the crowd goes wild as Britney Spears sings about how there are two types of people in the world, and the football players and dance team girls face off.

			It’s a dance battle.

			Wes meets Ayana in the center, executing the moves that got him in trouble on the field the other day. I glance at Coach Burnham, who stands with a hand in front of his face, doing a poor job of holding in his laughter.

			The crowd explodes at the end. The pep band starts to play their own flat rendition of “Hall of Fame,” but no one is paying attention. The football team versus dance team battle is all anyone will be talking about until the game tomorrow. Behind me, the freshman girls are chattering—“It’s so not fair we couldn’t perform,” “I can’t believe Logan knows how to do the worm, he’s so hot.”

			I feel a flush creep up my neck, remembering what Alix said about Tyler’s party. A mutual friend of ours really hopes you’ll be there.

			Mr. Cancro steps onto the floor again, reminding everyone to stay in their seats until the bell. Everyone ignores him, and by the time the bell does ring, no one can hear it over the swell of noise from students.

			I make it all the way to the bike rack before realizing I forgot my Chromebook in the newspaper office. I head back inside with a groan, because Kirk’s room and the office are on the opposite side of the school and I just want to get the hell out of this place.

			I’m sweating by the time I retrieve my laptop and reach the bike rack again. The temperature’s climbed up to nearly eighty, according to the digital board outside the school that displays the time and weather. I’m struggling with my lock when the gym doors slam, nearly sending me out of my skin.

			“Yo.” I can’t see the owner of the voice around the brick wall dividing the bike racks from the gym doors, but it’s a guy. “Is he coming?” he asks.

			You got a mirror? It takes me a second to recognize the voice as Gavin Steiger’s. His usual sleepy drawl is energized, anxious.

			“Yeah, I texted him,” another voice says. I instantly recognize it as Tyler Curtin’s.

			I give my lock another tug, when the doors open again.

			“Yo, what the fuck is this?”

			Logan. The seriousness in his voice pins me to the brick wall. There’s no way the three of them won’t see me once I get on my bike and ride past them, and it’ll look like I was eavesdropping.

			“Don’t play dumb,” Gavin says. “Wes heard you—”

			Movement draws my attention to the side of the gym. A bunch of girls on the cross-country team run past, their chatter blotting out the rest of Gavin’s sentence and Logan’s response.

			“You’re full of shit.” Gavin’s voice makes my blood drain from my body. “What did you tell her?”

			“None of your fucking business,” Logan says.

			“It’s all our business, asshole,” Gavin yells at the same time Tyler says, “Yo, Gav, back up.”

			“All he fucking cares about is himself,” Gavin snaps.

			“Yo, fuck you, you—” Logan starts, but he’s cut off by Tyler.

			“Man, I’m out. Let’s go.”

			My heart goes into free fall at the thought they might be headed for the parking lot, that they’re about to walk right past me. But the doors clang open, and Gavin’s words are nearly drowned out by the chaos inside the gym.

			The venom in his voice makes it clear he’s talking to Logan. “You’re going to fuck up everything.”

			

			—

			My heart beats in my throat the entire bike ride home. The adrenaline sends me off-balance, and I almost wipe out coasting into the driveway because I forget about the pothole at the end, the one Mom has been complaining to the town about since we moved in.

			I was definitely not supposed to overhear that conversation between Logan and his friends, but I can’t stop replaying it. What does Gavin think Logan is going to fuck up?

			What did you tell her?

			When Gavin said her, was he talking about me?

			Yesterday, in the courtyard—Gavin interrupted my interview with Logan, and so did Wes. Shithouse, quit flirting. I thought it was innocent attention-seeking at the time, but what if they were worried about what Logan might have been saying to me?

			I shut myself in my room and play the recording of my interview with Logan, on high alert for anything his teammates might find objectionable. It’s nothing but praise for his friends, for his coach, for Cameron’s father.

			I put my phone down. I’m too in my head about this stupid article, about those ridiculous emails from SportsFan. There’s no logical reason why I would be the her who Gavin was angrily confronting Logan about.

			Still, I can’t stop thinking about what Gavin said.

			You’re going to fuck up everything.

			I pick up my phone, scroll through my contacts. I hover over the entry Logan put in my phone yesterday, before our interview.

			Your New BFF Logan

			Part of me wants to come up with an excuse to text him. Hey! Just wanted to say good luck tomorrow! By the way, what does Gavin think you’re going to fuck up?

			I quickly talk myself out of it. That argument could have been typical shit-talk between teammates, for all I know. And whatever this thing is that’s developing between Logan and me—I doubt it will be a thing for much longer if I admit I was creeping on him and his friends.

			I’m closing my contacts when my phone buzzes, notifying me of a new email.

			From: SportsFan@gmail.com

			Don’t go to Tyler’s party tomorrow.
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			Chapter Five

			I don’t wait to reply this time.

			Why? Who the hell are you??

			I don’t expect SportsFan to respond, but I keep my email open anyway as I work on the SUNY application I’ve been putting off. My materials for Columbia have been ready for weeks, but I can’t bring myself to submit the application. Not until Kirk picks an editor in chief and I get to update my résumé. Hopefully.

			The SUNY app is a distraction from the fact that I’m alone, again, while Mom is at the elementary school PTA’s back-to-school barbecue. Generally, I don’t mind being by myself, but tonight I feel unsettled.

			I find myself opening the emails from SportsFan again. There has to be a way to track their IP address, which could hold a clue about their identity. I do some Googling and figure out how to find the IP address from the email header, but when I paste it into a tracking tool, all I learn is that SportsFan has been emailing me from a cell phone registered in Ulster County, and that their carrier is Verizon.

			I open my newspaper notebook and scrawl SportsFan?? We haven’t even published the first paper of the year yet, and there’s no way Kirk would let me write about the bizarre anonymous emails. She’d say there’s no story.

			But what if there is? What does SportsFan know about the football team that I don’t? Does it have anything to do with what I overheard outside the gym today?

			Don’t go to Tyler’s party tomorrow.

			SportsFan could be messing with me. But what if they’re not? What if there is a bigger story about the football team buried beneath the vague warnings?

			All I know is I’m not going to figure it out by sitting at home tomorrow night.

			

			—

			Saturday is cloudless, the sky brilliant blue. Sunnybrook versus North Hills starts at one p.m.

			Mom, and everyone else in town, is at the game. She asked if I wanted to go this morning, knowing full well that I would say no. Even before Dad was charged with a felony and my anxiety got so bad I couldn’t leave the house for months, I did not enjoy events that involved hundreds of people screaming over each other.

			I spend the day finishing my SUNY apps and obsessing about SportsFan’s email. A little after five, Mom texts that Sunnybrook won and she’s bringing home dinner. I give her a thumbs-up and jump in the shower.

			After, I sit on my bed, my hair tied up in a towel, while I search for Logan Philbrick’s number in my phone. I compose and delete ten different messages, the pits of my fresh T-shirt damp by the time I have one that sounds acceptable to me.

			
				
					
						Congrats!!

					

				

			

			I send it.

			
				
					
						Heyyyyy thanks [image: ]

					

				

			

			A solid minute goes by, and my heart sinks. Then:

			
				
					
						Sooo you coming to Tyler’s later?

					

				

			

			I think about Alix’s unsubtle comment in the hall yesterday afternoon. A mutual friend of ours really hopes you’ll be there. I remember the pink in Logan’s cheeks when he told me about the party.

			I push SportsFan’s email out of my mind and text Logan back, hoping beyond hope that I don’t regret it by the end of the night: What’s Tyler’s address?

			Mom and I share penne alla vodka from the pizza place as I listen politely to her recap of the game; then I excuse myself to get ready for the party. I brush my teeth and put on mascara. My hair is still wet and will turn into a poofy mess if I leave it down, so I twist it into a low bun. I examine my reflection, trying to see what Logan sees. All I can think of is being a freshman and overhearing one of my brother’s friends say Hadley might be hot when she gets older. I’m definitely not there yet, but I guess you could call me cute. Everyone is meeting at Tyler’s around eight, according to Logan. I can’t think of anything more horrifying than getting there too early, so I wait until eight-thirty to head downstairs. Mom looks up from The Great British Baking Show and clocks my outfit—my nicest jeans, and a tank top under a long black cardigan.

			“You look very pretty.” Mom picks her words carefully, as if she’s searching for a polite way to ask if I was actually invited to something.

			“Someone at school is having a few people over,” I say. “Can I take the car?”

			“So, a party.”

			“Not really,” I lie. “It’s more of an intimate gathering.”

			“Whose house is this gathering at?”

			“Tyler Curtin’s.”

			Something clicks into place in her expression. A party at a football player’s house after a big win means all sorts of debauchery is about to go down.

			“Hadley,” Mom says.

			I cut her off. “When do I ever drink?”

			“That homecoming party I picked you up from.”

			She’s talking about freshman year, my first and last homecoming party. She had to come get me and my best friend, who threw up all over the back seat of Mom’s car. My parents still dragged me out for brunch for my grandma’s birthday the following morning, my dad announcing to our extended family that I was suffering from my first hangover.

			“Yeah, and I haven’t touched alcohol since,” I say. And that was before I knew addiction runs in the family. I don’t say it, because Mom shouldn’t have to feel guilty for Dad’s mistakes.

			“Be home by eleven,” she says.

			

			—

			Tyler Curtin lives on the northern border of Sunnybrook, ten minutes outside the center of town. Keep going and you’ll hit the interstate, gateway to civilization, to Targets and Costcos. Thirty minutes away is Woodbury Commons, an outlet mall.

			The houses in Tyler’s development are bigger than the ones in the village proper. Judging from the lingering whiff of cow shit in the air, the development was probably farmland not too long ago.

			Voices carry all the way down the block, where I had no choice but to park. Laughter, shouting. I lock Mom’s car and keep my head down on the walk to Tyler’s, lest any adults are peering from the windows in nearby houses.

			By the garage entrance, I spot Gavin Steiger, along with Wes St. Pierre, standing sentry. It’s easy to see why they were picked for security; they’re both massive. Both guys have gold chains around their necks, the same haircut with the shaved sides and mop of curls on top of their heads. The only difference between them is that Wes is Black, and Gavin wishes he was.

			“Yo.” Gavin slaps Wes’s shoulder as I walk up the driveway. “Smarty Pants is here!”

			“Oh shit,” Wes says.

			“You gonna tell your mom if we’re bad?” Gavin flashes a wolfish smile over the rim of his Solo cup. The panic building in me must show on my face, because Wes lowers his drink, his face softening.

			“Yo, Gav is just playing,” Wes says.

			The front door opens on the porch beside us. Ayana Murphy walks over to the railing, looks down at Gavin and Wes. Her lips are slick with pink gloss, and she’s in tight black leggings and a tank that shows off her crystal belly button ring. “I know you’re not harassing her.”

			“We were just playing,” Wes says sheepishly.

			Ayana shoots a look at Wes and holds the front door open for me. “Hadley’s not interested in your nasty asses. C’mon.”

			I’m pretty sure I heard that Ayana and Wes got a verbal warning from the principal for making out in the halls this week, and now she’s calling him nasty. “Did you and Wes break up?” I ask.

			“That remains to be seen,” she says. “Come on, we’re all in the living room.”

			Ayana leads me to the corner, where a couple of dance team girls are congregated. I don’t see Alix Maroney or her friends anywhere. When Ayana leaves to go smoke with a bunch of soccer players, I decline to partake and become instantly boxed out of the conversation among the girls who are left.

			I do a lap to the opposite corner, taking in Tyler’s living room. The flat-screen TV mounted above the fireplace is tuned to a practical joke show, the volume drowned out by the music blasting from the stereo atop the grand piano. On top of the keys, someone has left a typed note reading Don’t Touch Assholes!!

			From the kitchen, a peal of laughter, and Alix Maroney and Gabby Santiago step into the living room. Logan isn’t far behind them. He blinks when he sees me.

			“Oh shit, you came!”

			Gabby shrieks and gives me a hug, her eyes so wide and glassy I suspect she doesn’t even recognize me. Alix looks from Logan to me and grins, grabs Gabby by the arm. “Come on, let’s go pee.”

			When they’re gone, swallowed by the crowd in the living room, Logan laughs awkwardly and sips his drink. “So, what’s up?”

			I nod to the sign on the piano. “Just thinking about the importance of commas.”

			Logan blinks at me. “What?”

			I explain it to him, his laughter warm by my neck. He’s standing close to me so he can hear me, and I can smell the minty body wash lingering on his skin, the cola and booze on his breath.

			My heartbeat is alarmingly irregular. Part of me wants to forget about the stupid emails and simply exist without an agenda, even just for one night. Do whatever things Logan had in mind when he told Alix he hoped I’d come to the party. Things normal teenagers do all the damn time.

			“Do you want a drink?” Logan shouts over the swell of noise to our right. A game of flip cup is starting.

			“I’m driving.” I’m practically shouting, and Logan still gestures by his ear to signal he can’t hear me. I mime ten and two on a steering wheel, and Logan nods. He gestures for me to follow him through a door that leads through a mudroom, to the foot of a staircase.

			I follow Logan up the stairs to a landing overlooking the living room. It’s still loud, but I don’t want to shove my head through a meat grinder anymore. Logan rests his forearms on the rail. “Much better.”

			Below us, the music changes. The opening notes of “In the Air Tonight” by Phil Collins fill the room, to sounds of protest.

			“What is this boomer shit?” Gavin Steiger yells.

			“Don’t you dare touch it!” Cameron shouts from the flip cup table. “The drums are fucking sick.”

			No one dares defy Cameron Burnham. Beside me, Logan nods lazily to the music, his eyes not focused on anything in particular. He seems burdened by something, despite the win. I’m not ready for him to find out that I heard him arguing with Tyler and Wes outside the gym yesterday, after the pep rally. But something in me is desperate to know what all that was about—if the girl they were talking about was me, and if the argument has anything to do with SportsFan’s warning.

			I hesitate and finally ask: “Are you okay?”

			Logan rests his elbows on the railing, leaning over so he’s closer to my height. Below us, there’s an explosion of sound at the flip cup table. Cheering overlapping with booing.

			The team on the right side of the table—Cameron, Tyler, and Alix—has obviously won. Cam pulls Alix to his body, lifts her so her feet leave the ground. She tilts her head down and kisses him.

			Logan looks away, as if the sight is physically painful. Oh, I think.

			I’m not surprised. I’m not sure there’s a guy in school who isn’t in love with Alix Maroney. The only ones that aren’t are probably in love with her boyfriend. A laugh bubbles between my lips.

			“What?” Logan turns to me.

			“Nothing.”

			He nudges his shoulder into mine playfully. “Say it.”

			I shrug. “Your taste in girls in predictable.”

			Logan’s cheeks go pink. He tears his gaze from Alix and turns it to me. “I don’t think you know anything about my taste in girls.”

			My heart stutters as Logan sets his cup on the railing, his hand moving toward my face. He cradles my chin, and my blood hums. He leans in, his lips soft and perfect-looking, and I want to kiss him, badly. I know it would be nothing like a shitty eighth-grade kiss in a movie theater, that it’s okay to want it this badly—

			I place my hand flat to Logan’s chest. Stop. He opens his eyes, confused. “Sorry—I thought—”

			“I’m sorry. You didn’t think wrong—I just.” I can’t look at him, so I glance at the scene below. Tyler is doing a victory dance around the table, miming spanking the members of the opposite team.

			“New teams!” Gavin shouts. “Where’s Shithouse?”

			My breath catches as people start to look around for Logan.

			“Up here,” he calls, prompting his friends to start chanting: “Shithouse! Shithouse!”

			“Get down here!” Gavin Steiger cups his hands around his mouth, turning his voice into a bullhorn. “Bring your girlfriend!”

			I feel myself redden as Logan gives Gavin the finger. He’s equally red in the face as he turns to me. “Partners?”

			I nod and follow him downstairs. I can feel this night splintering into something else—Logan becoming someone else now that I’ve rejected him. He barely looks at me as we take the spots that have opened up on one side of the table. I want to explain why I pushed him away, but I don’t know how. It’s just that some anonymous person has been emailing me warnings about the football team, so I feel weird making out with you without some more information.

			Logan and I take the two open spots at the table next to Gavin. On the other side, Gabby has her arms around Chris’s neck, while some junior football player fills the Solo cups on their side of the table.

			I look down at the filled cup in front of me and say, “I’m driving,” to no one in particular.

			“I’ll drink for you,” Logan says.

			It turns out the game only looked hard because everyone playing it is shit-faced. I clinch the win, prompting Gabby to shriek and double high-five me across the table, clearly drunk enough to have forgotten we’re on opposite teams.

			The guys on the other side start shouting, demanding a rematch, and before I can decline my spot, the underclassmen lackeys are refilling the cups. A substantial crowd has gathered around the table, their cheers competing with the music that someone has turned up.

			The second round starts, and Chris shouts at Gavin that he saw him use two hands to flip his cup. I turn to Logan, who suddenly looks a lot drunker than I assumed he was.

			He’s blinking slowly, his eyes unfocused, as his body begins to sway.

			My heartbeat stalls. “Are you okay?”

			Logan opens his mouth. His response slurs into a single, incomprehensible word. I reach for his arm as he grasps for the edge of the table.

			Logan’s body crumples to the floor, his arm bringing the flip cup table down with him. Someone screams; several people rush toward Logan. I take an elbow to the ribs as Tyler pushes past me, yells down at Logan. “Yo, quit playing.”

			“He’s not.” I drop down beside Logan. His body gives a violent lurch before his eyelids fly open, his eyes bulging and unseeing.

			“He’s having a seizure!” I yell over the music.

			“Oh my god!” Gabby shrieks.

			I find Tyler’s eyes in the chaos. “Help me turn him over.”

			Tyler just stands there, so I try to turn him over myself, but he’s too heavy. Some more shouting, and Cameron and Wes break through the crowd.

			Cameron pushes me out of the way and puts his hands on Logan’s shoulders. “Logan, man. Look at me.”

			I stand and back away from the small crowd forming around Logan’s convulsing body. I don’t hear what Gabby says to Alix that prompts her to scream, “He’s not fucking breathing!”

			“Someone call 911,” I say. I say it again, louder, when it’s clear no one heard me. I’m scrambling for my phone when Gavin appears in front of me.

			“Are you fucking crazy?” he snaps, before turning to the other onlookers and screaming, “No one fucking call 911.”

			“He needs to go to the hospital, asshole!” Gabby screams back at him.

			Gavin’s nostrils flare, and he takes a step toward Gabby, yanking Chris Valenzuela’s attention away from Logan.

			“What the fuck, man?” Chris says, taking a step toward Gavin, even though the latter has a foot of height and probably fifty pounds on him.

			I’m not about to let Logan die on Tyler’s living room floor while these idiots tear each other apart. “I can drive him to the hospital,” I shout. “I’m sober.”

			Cameron looks at me, the panic in his eyes ebbing a bit. He nods.

			“Someone help me,” he yells, sliding his hands under Logan’s shoulders.

			Tyler grabs Logan’s feet, and Wes shouts at the crowd to get the fuck out of the way. I follow them outside, hit the key fob until Mom’s car bleeps.

			Tyler, Cameron, and Wes follow the sound to the car, Logan’s limp body bending toward the driveway. I hurry ahead to where I parked and yank open the back door so the guys can lay Logan down.

			“Wait.” Alix flies down the street as they’re loading Logan into the car. “Someone should ride in the back with him.”

			I shut myself in the driver’s seat. I’m too aware of Alix and Tyler and Cameron arguing by the rear door, of Logan’s lifeless body draped across the back.

			“I’m going to drive,” I shout at them. “So get in or get out of the way.”

			Alix climbs in and slams the door the same moment I hit the gas.

			When we’re out of the development, I finally find my voice. “I don’t know how to get to the hospital.”

			“Left at the light,” Alix says.

			She doesn’t give me further direction; she doesn’t need to. We are on Hospital Road. On the left, Greater Hudson Hospital looms, an illuminated sign pointing toward the emergency room entrance.

			I pull up to the ER loading area, and before I can cut the engine, a security guard is beside the car.

			“Help,” I say.

			The security guard radios for a stretcher. Alix gets out of the car as two paramedics run out and remove Logan from the back seat.

			While they wheel Logan away, the security guard directs me into a visitor’s parking space. I lock Mom’s car, grab my stuff, and head for the emergency entrance. The automatic doors part for me, the blast of the AC raising the hair on my arms.

			Logan is nowhere in sight. Alix sits in the waiting area, arms wrapped around herself, a nurse in the chair beside her, taking notes on a clipboard. I make my way to them.

			“I don’t know,” Alix is saying. “I wasn’t with him all night.”

			The nurse’s jaw sets. “Honey, I’m gonna ask you again, because it might save your friend’s life. Do you know how much he had to drink tonight?”

			“He only had a beer or two before the flip cup game,” Alix says.

			“You’re sure?” The nurse’s face says what I’ve been thinking: a few beers wouldn’t do that to a person Logan’s size.

			She has more questions, forcing me to relive every moment of Logan’s seizure. Over the PA system, a woman repeats her call for the rapid response team to the ER. Beside me, Alix begins to shake.

			“Does he have a seizure disorder?” the nurse asks me.

			I look at Alix, who shakes her head.

			The nurse scrawls something on her notepad. “What about allergies?”

			Alix doesn’t seem to have heard her. I put a hand on her knee. “Does Logan have any allergies?”

			“No—I don’t know.” Alix crumbles, tears flowing. The nurse sighs, looks at the notepad. “Philbrick—is his mother Valerie?”

			Alix nods, and the nurse’s face falls.

			“She works in radiology. She might be on tonight.” The nurse stands, and my stomach plummets at the thought of Logan’s mother getting that call.

			Alix doesn’t speak until the nurse heads back to the front desk, leaving us alone.

			“He has to be okay,” she whispers.

			I think of how still Logan lay in the back seat, how he didn’t look like he was breathing when his friends loaded him into the car. It took us at least six minutes to get to the hospital. I want to look up how long a brain can go without oxygen, but I don’t want Alix to see and get more upset than she already is.

			Alix thumbs away her tears and glances at her phone, which has been buzzing steadily since we sat down. She replies to Cam [image: ] [image: ] [image: ], fingers flying over her screen, nails painted in alternating blue and yellow.

			
				
					
						They took him away. Idk anything else rn

					

				

			

			Cameron’s response is instantaneous.

			
				
					
						I should be there

					

				

			

			Alix catches me reading. She lets her screen go dark and sets her phone in her lap. After a moment, she says, “They could get kicked off the team for drinking.”

			Her voice is defensive, as if she can hear me silently agreeing with her boyfriend. Logan is Cam’s best friend. He should be here.

			“The coaches would really kick them all off?” I ask.

			“Cam’s brother takes this stuff really, really seriously. And if Wake Forest finds out he got in trouble…”

			Cameron might not get in. He’d be the first Burnham brother not to play football at Wake Forest, all because of a stupid party.

			“Alix,” I say. “Logan could die.”

			“Don’t say that.” She swipes at her eyes. On the back of her hand, in blue marker, is Cameron’s jersey number, a heart drawn around it. “We don’t even know—”

			She stops short of saying it: how bad it is. We both saw the color of Logan’s lips as the paramedics loaded him onto the stretcher.

			This is really, really bad.

			Alix pulls her feet up onto the chair, rests her forehead on her knees. After a beat, she stands abruptly. “I have to pee.”

			Once she’s gone, I unlock my phone screen. It’s almost ten p.m. I need to be home in an hour.

			Alix returns, and we sit in silence, watching the doors they took Logan through. Another forty minutes pass, and the only activity in the emergency room is a woman who stumbles in screaming that she’s not waiting three fucking hours to see a doctor this time.

			After the security guard talks her down and the nurse returns from wheeling her through triage, Alix stands. “I’m just going to ask if they know what’s going on.”

			As she’s heading for the desk, someone calls her name. I turn in time to see Cameron Burnham stepping through the emergency room doors.

			Alix rushes to him and collapses into his arms. She’s crying, finally, tiny hiccupping sobs that I feel like a jab in the ribs. Cameron plants a kiss on her head and stays like that, lips resting on her hair, before taking her hand and leading her back to the waiting room chairs.

			Cameron changed his clothes. I smell spearmint when he looks up at me and mouths, Thank you. I nod, understanding what’s happening. I’m no longer needed here.

			

			—

			Mom doesn’t wake up when I get home, even though her car beeped as if it was trying to alert the whole neighborhood when I locked it and the stairs groaned so loudly under my weight I thought the whole house might collapse.

			I leave the lights off in my room as I strip off my clothes. The amount of adrenaline coursing through my body makes getting into pajamas a task. An arm through the neck of my T-shirt, my body thrumming like a tuning fork.

			I sleep in staccato bursts, between checking my phone for an update on Logan from Alix and scrolling social media to see if anyone has said anything, heard anything. I’m only following Alix and Gabby from Sunnybrook, and neither has posted anything in days. Everyone else’s accounts are locked down, including Tyler’s, which was public the other day.

			Don’t go to Tyler’s party tomorrow.

			The memory of the message, of SportsFan, hits me like a Mack truck, pulling me out of sleep. I sit up in bed, heart hammering, and grab my phone from my nightstand. It’s a little after four in the morning.

			I rub sleep from my eyes until my inbox comes into focus, and I type out a message to SportsFan.

			Were you there last night?

			The message bounces back. The account SportsFan@gmail.com no longer exists.
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			Chapter Six

			Light filters through my blinds, waking me with a start. Somehow, it’s almost nine a.m. I didn’t shut my door all the way last night, afraid the sound would wake Mom, and now people are talking downstairs.

			Two people: Mom and an unfamiliar man. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but their conversation is rapid-fire, voices overlapping.

			The last twelve hours come back to me in drips, then all at once: Logan being loaded onto that stretcher. Alix’s screams. The look on the nurse’s face when she learned Logan was her coworker’s son.

			I creep out of bed and move slowly, catlike, to the window over my desk. In our driveway is a black SUV I’ve never seen before.

			The creaky spots in my bedroom floor are like land mines, and I still haven’t memorized their locations. When I reach my nightstand where my phone is charging, the wood groans beneath me.

			Beyond my bedroom door, the voices go quiet. Then Mom’s voice carries up the stairs: “Hadley?”

			I wiggle into a clean hoodie and zip the front to my chin, remembering I have no bra on. “Coming.”

			There’s a man on our living room couch. Midforties, maybe, with tanned skin, thick dark hair and eyebrows. He offers me a tight-lipped smile. My mother is standing, angled toward me, arms folded on her chest, as if she didn’t have time to put on a bra either.

			“This is Sergeant Mejia,” she says. “He’d like to talk to you about last night.”

			Mom’s voice makes it clear I’m going to be the proud owner of a new asshole the second this man leaves. I open my mouth to defend myself, when Officer Mejia shifts on the couch.

			“You’re not in trouble, Hadley,” he says quickly. “You made the right call, and you probably saved Logan’s life.”

			“Is he okay?” I ask.

			“He’s stable. I don’t know a lot beyond that.”

			The look on Mejia’s face makes my stomach bottom out. Logan could die, and Tyler Curtin is going to be in a ton of trouble for having that party. A police sergeant wouldn’t be in my living room if these things weren’t true.

			Mejia. The name pings in my brain, and I remember the article about Peter’s dad, the cop who shot and killed the first suspect in the cheerleader murders.

			All I did was go to a party. How the fuck did I wind up here?

			I can’t keep my gaze from drifting to Mom. Despite hearing that I may have saved Logan’s life, she looks livid, red splotches blooming on her neck. No doubt thinking of the last time a cop showed up at our house.

			Mom’s phone rings and she pulls it from a back pocket. Whatever she sees on the screen prompts her to let out a noise like air hissing from a valve. “It’s Mr. Cancro. I have to take this.”

			The principal is calling Mom on a Sunday morning. This isn’t just a high school party that got out of control. It’s a crisis. I swallow, hard, against the thickness building in my throat.

			After Mom excuses herself, Mejia says, “Can you tell me what you were all doing, before Logan’s seizure?”

			“We were playing flip cup.”

			“How was Logan? Did he complain about feeling sick?”

			“No, not at all,” I say. “Out of nowhere he seemed kind of zoned out. Then he just collapsed.”

			In the kitchen, the speed of Mom’s voice quickens, which means she’s getting angry. There is the sound of the back door opening, then shutting, and all is quiet.

			Mejia’s voice is gentle, drawing me back. “Did you happen to notice how much Logan had to drink last night?”

			“I got there later than everyone else, so I don’t know,” I say. My stomach curls at the memory of the booze on his breath, his lips inches from mine. What was in his cup? “I think he had something mixed with soda. It definitely wasn’t beer.”

			Mejia nods, his face unreadable. “And what about flip cup? How many beers did Logan have, roughly?”

			“He was drinking for me. So double what everyone else had during the first game. He only had one cup during the second game before he collapsed.”

			Mejia cocks his head slightly. “You don’t like beer?”

			“I was driving.”

			Sergeant Mejia nods. “And driving Logan to the hospital—was that your idea?”

			I hesitate. “Sort of.”

			Mejia’s eyebrows rise. Up close, I spot a single silver hair in one. “Hadley, don’t worry about getting anyone in trouble. I know that everyone was probably very drunk last night.”

			“No one wanted to call an ambulance,” I say. “I thought—he really needed an ambulance.”

			Mejia nods, his jaw set. He looks like he wants to say something else, but instead, he stands. “I think that’s it for now. I appreciate your honesty.”

			“Wait,” I say.

			Mejia’s hands sink to his pockets. His eyes are sad, as if he can sense what I’m about to ask.

			“You said Logan’s stable—what does that mean? Is he going to recover?”

			“It’s too soon to tell,” he says. “He’s in a coma.”

			

			—

			Sergeant Mejia is barely out the door before Mom is reaching for her car keys.

			“Where are you going?” I ask. She disappeared to get dressed after that call with Mr. Cancro. She fixes the collar of her button-down, fluffs her hair over her shoulder.

			“To the hospital.” Mom stuffs her phone in her purse, looks up at me. “Don’t answer the door for anyone you don’t know, okay?”

			“Like who?” I ask.

			Mom’s face is grim. “Someone who might want a comment from me.”

			Mom steps outside, locks the door behind her. Would a reporter actually show up here, at our house, trying to get information about Logan?

			I don’t really need to think about the answer. The local news has a special section on their blog dedicated to Tigers football coverage. Once news gets out that a star player is in a coma, everyone in a fifty-mile radius is going to want to know what happened to Logan.

			What did happen to Logan? Officer Mejia asked how much he had to drink—for all I know, Logan could have been completely wasted when I arrived, and he was just really good at hiding it. But would alcohol poisoning cause a seizure and a coma, especially in someone Logan’s size?

			I head back up to my room, open my email. I didn’t imagine it last night—SportsFan deleted their account. Did they do it after Logan got sick? Or did they delete it before the party, and I didn’t notice until I tried to email them?

			I wonder if I should have mentioned the emails, and the deleted account, to Officer Mejia. I go back and forth before deciding he would think I’m certifiably insane for believing they’re connected.

			There’s no way that SportsFan told me not to go to the party because they knew that Logan Philbrick would be in a coma by the end of the night.

			

			—

			Mom goes into the office Sunday morning. There’s no news about Logan’s condition yet, but she and Mr. Cancro have to figure out how to tell every parent in the school district that a senior is in a coma after a party and no one knows why.

			I spend the day catching up on homework and Googling in vain, hoping there’s a way to decode SportsFan’s IP address for more information about who they are. But there is nothing I can do short of interrogating every person at school about their cell carrier, and then trying to determine which of the hundreds of kids who have Verizon would have a reason to issue me a cryptic warning about the party.

			I’m in bed by nine, but when my alarm goes off in the morning, I feel like I haven’t slept at all.

			Homeroom Monday morning feels like a funeral—a poorly attended one.

			Mr. Fiorella frowns while he inputs attendance. “Where is everyone?”

			Erica Stanbury stares at him as if he’s the world’s biggest insensitive asshole for even daring to ask. “The team is at Logan’s house. They’re mowing the lawn and cleaning so his mom doesn’t have to worry about anything.”

			Erica can’t even say Logan’s name without covering her mouth as if she’s about to vomit. She retreats to the back of the room, where a group of girls huddle, comforting each other, their sobs nearly drowning out the PA system crackling to life. The voice that comes through the speaker is not that of the student council president, who usually does the morning announcements.

			“There will be a mandatory assembly for all juniors and seniors during first period,” Mr. Cancro says.

			The sound of the principal’s voice momentarily distracts the girls from their despair. Cancro instructs us to go to our first-period classes for attendance first. A hushed panic falls over the classroom, and I hear Madison Reilly, Erica’s best friend, whisper, “They want to talk to everyone who was at the party.”

			This information yanks Erica out of her grief. “What the fuck? Are they even allowed to do that?”

			My bio teacher is waiting outside the classroom, which is down the hall from the auditorium. She marks us off on her attendance sheet one by one and sends us to the auditorium. I walk there by myself, and a waiting teacher ushers me into an empty row in the mezzanine.

			Someone taps me on the shoulder. I turn to see Gabby seated behind me, Chloe settling into the space next to her.

			“Hey,” Gabby says.

			“Hi,” I say. “Have either of you heard anything?”

			“Alix and Cam stopped by the hospital last night.” Gabby swipes at her eye with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “It’s bad.”

			Chloe’s face is somber as she stares past me. Gabby takes a deep breath, and I can tell that all her willpower is going toward not crying. Gabby doesn’t want to be like the hysterical girls in my homeroom, even though she’s actually friends with Logan Philbrick and has every reason to be upset.

			“He didn’t even drink that much,” Chloe says softly.

			Before Gabby can respond, Ms. Rosales, my gym teacher, appears at the end of the row.

			“Miss Santiago,” she barks. She gestures to Gabby’s Assholes Live Forever sweatshirt. Gabby strips it off as Ms. Rosales shushes a bunch of juniors who are filling in my row.

			I turn around, facing the stage. Mr. Cancro is up there, his face grim, along with Coach Murray. Dylan Burnham steps onto the stage, accompanied by Mr. Demarco and Ms. Flores, the senior guidance counselors. Ms. Flores turns her head and says something to Coach Burnham that makes him nod, his usually cheery face drawn and gaunt under the harsh stage lighting.

			A familiar man makes his way onto the stage, stepping over the cord of the mic, and I realize it’s Sergeant Mejia. Next to me, one of the juniors whispers to her friend, “Hot cop alert,” prompting Ms. Rosales to park herself in the open seat at the end of the row.

			“Morning,” Mejia says into the microphone. He tugs on the microphone cord and a shriek of feedback rips through the auditorium. “My name is Sergeant Mejia. I’ll keep this brief because I know Coach Burnham wants to address you all with some ways to support the Philbrick family. We are aware that around forty or fifty students attended a party Saturday night. If you were there and you haven’t spoken with us already—we need to hear from you.”

			Three-quarters of the students in the auditorium look relieved. For once, it pays to miss out. I spot Peter Carlino in the orchestra section, seated among the kids who have first-period band in this room.

			“No one—I repeat, no one—will be punished for drinking,” Mejia says. “That’s not what this is about. A young man is in a coma, and we need to figure out how it happened.”

			At the word coma, the people whispering to their seatmates fall silent. Somewhere in the crowd there’s sniffling and a small whimper.

			“If you were there, come see me,” Sergeant Mejia continues. “I don’t care if you think you didn’t see anything or you think you don’t know anything. I still need to talk to you. Coach Murray has lent me the athletic office today. Come in at any point. You’ll be excused from class, no questions asked. Thank you.”

			Mejia nods and takes a step back, as if he doesn’t know where to go now that his speech is finished.

			Mr. Cancro takes the microphone from Sergeant Mejia and begins to speak. “As of this morning, we have no updates on Logan’s condition. Students should refrain from speculating, especially on social media—”

			I tune the principal out. I look at Dylan Burnham, arms crossed over his chest. The worry etched on his face mirrors that of every teacher lined up on the sides of the auditorium. They are silent, somber, as if they’ve picked up on something Mejia said, something that seems lost on the students who are whispering to their friends, panicked, about admitting they were at the party.

			We need to figure out how it happened.

			It sounds like they don’t think what happened to Logan was an accident.

			

			—

			I head to Kirk’s room before lunch. There was supposed to be a newspaper meeting this afternoon, but I don’t know if that’s changed. Really, I just want to ask her if she’s heard anything about Logan, despite Mr. Cancro’s insistence that there’s no news about his condition.

			I rap at the doorframe and Kirk looks up from her computer, her forehead shiny, her frizzing brown hair held back by a headband. She looks like she hasn’t slept in days.

			“We have to reschedule,” she says. “There’s a faculty meeting after school.”

			I was expecting this, but I’m still disappointed. I don’t really know what to do without the newspaper meeting to distract me today. Every pocket of quiet is quickly filled with the sound of Alix screaming, the sight of Logan’s white lips as they loaded him in the car.

			“Have you heard anything?” I ask. “About Logan?”

			Kirk shakes her head. “It could be a while before they know the extent of the damage.”

			The damage to Logan’s brain, she means. A brain that went without oxygen for several extra minutes while his friends and teammates argued about how to get him to the hospital. The thought triggers a tremor in my knees so forceful that I have to sit at the desk closest to the classroom door.

			“You okay?” Kirk asks.

			I nod, swallow to clear my throat. “Do you think I should add something to my article? Maybe after the quote from Logan?”

			Kirk pinches the bridge of her nose. “No—then the article starts to become something else.”

			“We should at least mention him, somewhere,” I say.

			Kirk retrieves the purse locked in her desk drawer and stands. “Dance team is organizing a fundraiser for Logan—I’ll find out the details and you can add it below your article, as an editor’s note.”

			An editor’s note. Not an author’s note. I don’t want to read too much into it, but my voice quakes as I respond. “Okay.”

			The bell rings, and Kirk glances at the clock as she fishes her keys out of her purse. “I’ll email you the articles I’ve gotten so far so you can edit them and save them as drafts on the blog. I’ll send you the credentials.”

			Only Kirk and the editor in chief have access to the blog login information.

			“Are you sure?” I ask.

			Kirks meets my eyes, understanding what I’m asking. “Positive. Congrats, chief.”

			

			—

			This is all I’ve wanted since I was a freshman—to be editor in chief of the school paper—but I don’t feel very celebratory when I sit down in the office and crack my laptop open.

			I can’t stop picturing Logan’s lifeless body in the back of Mom’s car, or Sergeant Mejia’s face when he pleaded for people to come forward about what they saw at the party.

			I tamp the thoughts down and open my email. As promised, Kirk has forwarded me the drafts from the few people who have turned theirs in on time, as well as the credentials to log into the newspaper blog.

			When the home page loads, my heart skips. Kirk has already copied and pasted my article about the football team into the coveted slot for the newspaper’s home page.

			I reread my words, the massive pit of dread in my gut opening wider when I get to the quote from Logan.

			
				For Logan Philbrick, a third consecutive win would have a more personal meaning. He credits the late Coach Burnham with encouraging him to stick with football, and recounts how Dylan Burnham personally took in a player who was facing homelessness, as well as the prospect of having to move out of state to a small school without a football team. “Every single person in that family would give you the shirt off their backs,” Logan says.

			

			I think of how Cameron stayed behind Saturday night—how all Logan’s teammates seemed more concerned with getting in trouble for drinking than with getting Logan help. I remember Gavin Steiger screaming at me that I was fucking crazy for wanting to call an ambulance, the panic in Tyler’s voice when he thought Logan was faking the seizure.

			The sound of the office door opening behind me jolts me. I click out of my browser page as Peter slips into the room, trumpet case in one hand, brown-bagged lunch in the other. He plops into the chair adjacent to mine.

			“Why so jumpy?” Peter’s hair is plastered to his forehead, as if he didn’t bother combing it after getting out of the shower this morning.

			“Isn’t everyone right now?” I turn my attention to my laptop, pretend to be mired in Hannah Lim’s draft about the girls’ tennis team.

			Beside me, Peter seems committed to opening the foil on his sandwich as noisily as possible. Within moments, the room stinks of bologna and cheese.

			“What are you doing?” he asks.

			I keep my attention on my screen. “Kirk asked me to look at everyone’s drafts.”

			“She still wants to publish this week?”

			“Sounds like it.”

			“I mean, shouldn’t we wait a bit?” Peter says. “No one is even going to notice or care, considering…”

			“Considering Logan is in a coma? Nice, Peter.”

			“I’m not trying to be insensitive.”

			“Well, you succeeded anyway.”

			I don’t mean for the words to come out so bitchy. Because truthfully, I want to punch Peter in the face less than I usually do. Maybe it’s because I’m a little traumatized by Saturday night, and Peter Carlino invading my personal space with his deli-meat breath is something normal for my brain to latch onto, to trick itself into thinking this is an ordinary Monday and Logan Philbrick isn’t in a coma.

			For his part, Peter seems unfazed by my tone. “Kirk gave you the blog login?”

			“Yeah.”

			Peter’s face is expressionless as he stuffs the foil ball into his lunch bag. “So you got it, then.”

			I pause my scrolling. “I guess.”

			Peter says nothing as he struggles with the straw on his Capri Sun. I know I earned editor in chief and I have no reason to apologize for getting it, but the words spill out of me. “I’m sorry.”

			Peter finally punctures his straw through his Capri Sun. He drains the pouch in a single gulp before saying, “Don’t be. It was always going to be you.”

			I can’t tell if it’s a compliment or a dig, so I say nothing.

			Peter chucks his empty drink pouch into the trash. “What did you think of that assembly?”

			“I don’t know. It feels weird none of the football players were there.”

			Peter pops open a bag of Funyuns. “I’m guessing they had their own version yesterday.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Peter chews a Funyun. “I heard Dylan Burnham called the entire team over to his house to try to figure out what happened.”

			“Why would he need to figure out what happened? Didn’t everyone assume that Logan had alcohol poisoning or a seizure?” I ask. I stare at Peter, thinking of the words Sergeant Mejia used at the assembly. I don’t care if you think you didn’t see anything. What does he think someone could have seen that could explain why Logan is in a coma?

			Peter lowers his Funyun bag. “If I tell you something, promise not to repeat it?”

			I stare at Peter, the serious look on his face. “I swear, I won’t,” I say.

			Peter reaches into his Funyun bag. “That detective, at the assembly this morning? He’s my dad’s best friend.”

			“Detective?” My heart misses a beat. “I thought he was a sergeant.”

			“Well, he’s not technically a detective—our police department doesn’t have a detective,” Peter says. “The sergeant investigates crimes. Anyway, I was at my dad’s yesterday, and I heard him and Mike on the phone.”

			“What were they saying?”

			“I could only hear my dad, but he asked about Logan’s tox screen,” Peter says. “Whatever Mike told him, my dad seemed pretty shocked.”

			My stomach clenches at the words tox screen. “Wait, how is Mike allowed to talk about this stuff with your dad?”

			“He’s probably not. But apparently, the football coaches knew what was on Logan’s tox screen before Mike even had the chance to completely review it.” Peter avoids my eyes as he brushes Funyun dust off his knees. “Mike was really pissed.”

			“Who told the football coaches what was on the tox screen?” And how is it any of their business?

			Peter shrugs. “It could have been anyone. Someone at the hospital, or a police department employee.”

			“But why would they do that?” I’ve overheard enough of Mom’s crappy true-crime podcasts to know that police have to keep information close to their chests in the early stages of an investigation.

			“So Murray and Burnham could do damage control, I guess,” Peter says darkly.

			I think of how quickly the guys moved to clean up the party, how Gavin screamed at me for wanting to call an ambulance. Maybe I would have reacted the same way if I had as much at stake as they do—a stupid party could have ruined everything they’ve worked toward their entire high school career.

			But something doesn’t sit right with me about the football coaches getting Logan’s tox screen at the same time as the police. The fact that Mejia is here today, begging people to come forward, means that he thinks someone at that party knows exactly what happened to Logan.

			“Do they think it was an overdose?” I ask. “Like, were there drugs on his tox screen?”

			“I don’t know,” Peter says. “It would explain why Mike is treating this like a criminal investigation.”

			When I find my voice, I say, “I talked to him yesterday morning. He came to my house.”

			Peter’s nose wrinkles. “Wait, why?”

			“I’m the one who drove Logan to the hospital Saturday night—me and Alix Maroney.”

			“You were at the party?” Peter’s eyebrows knit together.

			“Believe it or not, I was invited,” I say. “By Logan.”

			I don’t know why I added that second part. Peter mulls this information as he crunches another Funyun.

			“Well, did he seem like he was on drugs?” Peter asks after a beat.

			“No,” I say. “He was acting normally.”

			It occurs to me that I could have said the same thing about my own father, right before he was arrested. I should know from experience that people can do drugs and seem like themselves.

			I think of my conversation with Logan on the landing. Logan did seem a little distracted, possibly bothered by something. But he didn’t seem like he was on something.

			My mind returns to that email warning me not to go to Tyler’s.

			“Remember the other day,” I say, “when I asked if you’d been anonymously emailing me?”

			Peter looks up at me, a question forming on his brow. I open the email thread with SportsFan and hand my phone to Peter. The screen of my phone is reflected in his glasses as he reads, scrolls, his forehead scrunching.

			“Do you have any idea who it is?” I ask.

			“No.” Peter hands me back my phone. “Do I look like I have expertise in creepy anonymous emails?”

			“No. But you know people here better than I do.” I pocket my phone. “Who would do something like this?”

			“I don’t know, but you need to tell Mike about those emails.”

			“Why?”

			“This person told you stay away from the football team, they warned you not to go to the party, and they deleted their account afterward.” Peter stares at me. “It sounds to me like this person knew that something bad was going to go down.”

			

			—

			I can’t think of anything but what Peter said for the rest of the day.

			None of the teachers really expect us to do work or be able to focus. I try to eavesdrop on the hushed conversations between my classmates, but it’s clear that no one knows anything. The focus seems to be on who was at the party and went to talk to Sergeant Mejia today, and who lied and said they were there just to get out of class.

			I have gym last period. We were supposed to run a mile today, but it’s raining again, so we’re inside, practicing volleyball serves. It looks like only half of my class is here, and the ones who aren’t at the volleyball net are seated on the bleachers, whispering frantically to their friends or buried in their phones.

			Gabby Santiago is sitting by herself. She hasn’t changed for gym; she’s still in the jean shorts she was wearing to the assembly this morning, and she’s swapped the sweatshirt that offended Ms. Rosales for a Tigers hoodie that almost swallows her tiny body. She meets my eyes and lifts her hand in a wave.

			I head over and drop down next to her. “Where’s Ms. Rosales?”

			“Madison started hyperventilating, so she took her to the nurse.” Gabby rolls her eyes. “She went to the eighth-grade dance with Logan and apparently never got over him.”

			“Jeez,” I say, unsure of the response she’s looking for.

			Gabby leans forward, elbows on her knees. She kneads her eyes, the lids bare. I’ve never seen Gabby without makeup, and her hair, usually loose in glossy waves, is knotted in a high, dull bun.

			“I seriously can’t handle everyone being this extra,” she says. “Like, any second now we could hear that he’s awake.”

			Across the gym, Mr. Russell’s class gathers around a badminton net. It’s a mix of freshman and sophomore boys, awkward and loud. One kid smacks another on the ass with a racket, prompting Mr. Russell to blast his whistle.

			I think again of how almost all the football players are out today. Erica said they’re helping Logan’s mom, but what if there’s another reason? What if they knew the assembly was coming and they’re trying to avoid talking to Sergeant Mejia?

			I lower my voice so only Gabby can hear me. “Did you get a vibe from that assembly?”

			“What kind of vibe?”

			“Like they think someone made Logan sick.”

			Gabby hesitates, her gaze flicking to the girls at the volleyball net. Erica Stanbury cradles a ball to her chest, talking rapid-fire with Madison and Chloe Vitelli, who is examining the end of her blond French braid, a dutiful expression on her face.

			Gabby looks away from them and down at her Havaianas flip-flops, her neon-pink toenails. In an hour, her feet will be covered in tights, stuffed into her jazz sneakers. “Promise you won’t repeat this?”

			I know Gabby Santiago well enough by now to know that she’s probably already told ten different people what she’s about to tell me.

			“Promise,” I say.

			“It was eye drops,” Gabby says. “That made him sick.”

			The skin on the back of my neck prickles. Even Peter didn’t know what was on Logan’s tox screen, but somehow Gabby does. I don’t question who she heard it from—no doubt the entire football team knows.

			Gabby digs her phone out of her shorts pocket. She inputs her passcode, swipes up to show me the Google page she has open. “That’s what it’s called.”

			I take in the bolded word on Gabby’s screen: tetrahydrozoline. Before I can read anything else about it, Gabby slips her phone back into her front pocket.

			“Why would someone do that to him?” I ask.

			Gabby’s shoulders tense. She drops her gaze to the rainbow of bracelets stacked on her wrist, rotates the letter beads spelling GABS so they’re all facing the right way. “It had to be an accident.”

			“How do you accidentally put eye drops in someone’s drink?” I ask.

			“No…I mean, I don’t think he was supposed to get hurt.” Gabby turns to face me, tucking a curl that’s fallen out of her bun behind her ear. “The guys…they do stupid pranks to each other sometimes.”

			“The football players, you mean?”

			“Yeah.” Gabby looks down, fiddling with her bracelets again. “Usually they do it to one of the younger players. Like, to initiate them.”

			“You mean hazing?”

			Gabby’s eyes widen. “No, not at all—they’re just stupid pranks. Every sports team does it.”

			“What kind of pranks?”

			“A couple years ago, during summer training, some guys fed this kid an edible. They had a bet to see which of the recruits was dumb enough to eat the pot cookie.”

			It sounds a hell of a lot like hazing to me. “What happened to the kid?”

			“He went on a really bad trip. He wound up having some sort of reaction and had to go to the ER.”

			“Jesus,” I say.

			“It really wasn’t that bad—the kid was fine, and Murr and DB smoothed everything over with his parents.” Gabby seems to shrink into herself as she says it. “Obviously, this time is worse.”

			I lower my voice to match Gabby’s volume. “If someone wanted to prank Logan, why would they use something dangerous, like eye drops?”

			“Have you seen Wedding Crashers?” Gabby asks. I shake my head.

			“I know a bunch of the guys love that movie…. There’s this scene where Bradley Cooper, like, gets explosive diarrhea because someone put eye drops in his coffee,” Gabby says. “They probably meant to embarrass him, but they accidentally used too much.”

			I think of the terrible things the kids at my old school used to do to each other for laughs. My sophomore year, a couple of seniors on the soccer team got suspended after they fed Gas-X tablets to a wasted freshman and then posted a TikTok of him farting and peeing his pants.

			“I don’t get it,” I say. “Why would they prank Logan, though?”

			Gabby pulls her knees up to her chest, hugs her legs tightly. “That party was chaos—maybe the prank was meant for one of the younger guys and Logan accidentally grabbed his cup.”

			I glance over at Gabby, whose eyes are on the hallway doors: Ms. Rosales is back, and she’s staring straight at us. She shakes her head, the message clear: quit gossiping and get on the volleyball court, or get a zero for participation today.

			I stand, my thoughts racing. Peter sounded convinced that someone tried to kill Logan.

			What if he and Gabby are both right? What if someone did try to kill Logan, and they picked eye drops because of the likelihood everyone might believe the poisoning was a cruel prank gone horribly wrong?

			Ms. Rosales lets us get changed a few minutes early. Chloe and Gabby link up at the locker room entrance, disappearing around the corner where the dance team girls all have their lockers.

			I’m going straight home, so I don’t bother changing out of my yoga pants. I slip my sweatshirt over the Penn T-shirt my brother bought me and get my phone out of my locker, immediately Googling tetrahydrozoline poisoning.

			My stomach shrinks as I scan the list of symptoms: difficulty breathing, seizure, coma. My phone vibrates in my hand, notifying me of a new email.

			I swipe down to open it, doing a double take at the sender.

			From: SportsFan@gmail.com

			There’s no subject.

			I open the message, my heart racing.

			Don’t trust a word that comes out of Gabby Santiago’s mouth

			

			—

			SportsFan is back. I head for the locker room doors, blood humming in my ears. There are dozens of girls in the locker room with gym this period. Any one of them could have seen me talking to Gabby—and there were boys in the gym too.

			Ms. Rosales’s voice booms from the bowels of the locker room: “Stay inside until the bell!”

			At the bell, I join the throngs spilling into the hall. SportsFan is here, possibly still close by. I duck into the alcove by the trophy case and hurry out a reply. I keep it short because I want to send it off before they have the chance to delete their account again.

			Tell me who you are or I’m showing your emails to the police

			I stuff my phone in my pocket and head for the main entrance. The bus leaves in a few minutes, and if I keep dillydallying, I’m in for a very wet walk home.

			I’m sliding into the last free spot on the bus when my email pings again.

			Do u have Gmail

			Yes

			Send me a GChat at 5:30

			We can’t use school email anymore

			And never, ever threaten me with the cops again

			

			—

			Mom texts a little before five asking if I can fend for myself tonight. She doesn’t tell me why she’s staying at work late, but I’d imagine she’s returning panicked phone calls from parents who heard there was a cop at the high school today.

			I give her message a thumbs-up before I preheat the oven for the frozen ravioli Bolognese we picked up on our last pilgrimage to Costco and head back up to my desk.

			At five-fifteen, I close out of the draft of my essay for AP Government and open up my Gmail account. I add SportsFan as a contact and send them a chat request.

			I’m early, but they accept.

			They’re not typing. I take a breath, remembering what Peter implied about SportsFan.

			Am I about to chat with a would-be murderer? It’s been over a minute and SportsFan still isn’t even typing, so I send the first message:

			
				
					
						Did you know what was going to happen at the party?

					

				

			

			After a moment, SportsFan starts typing.

			
				
					
						No. I’m obv not psychic

					

				

				
					
						But you warned me not to go

					

				

				
					
						And you deleted your account after

					

				

				
					
						Why?

					

				

				
					
						Idk. I knew how it looked and I got freaked out

					

				

				
					
						But I have no idea who did that to Logan

					

				

				
					
						Then why did you tell me not to go?

					

				

			

			SportsFan is typing. They keep typing for what feels like an eternity, until I’m sure I’ll explode from the anticipation. The message they finally send is brief.

			
				
					
						I thought they might try to do something to you

					

				

			

			The blood drains from my lips.

			
				
					
						What are you talking about? Who is they?

					

				

			

			When SportsFan begins typing again, I realize I’m gnawing on my thumbnail, a nasty old habit I ditched years ago. I curl my hand into a fist and wait for SportsFan to respond.

			
				
					
						You really don’t know?

					

				

				
					
						Obviously not

					

				

				
					
						I warned you to stay away from the football team bc those guys really don’t like you

					

				

			

			I think of Logan’s voice by my ear. I don’t think you know anything about my taste in girls. I was the one who pushed him away when he leaned in to kiss me. I think of the way Tyler made me laugh on the bleachers, the grateful look Cameron Burnham shot me in the emergency room—

			My fingers fly across the keyboard, adrenaline pulsing in the tips as I bang out a response:

			
				
					
						What do you mean they don’t like me?

					

				

				
					
						bc of what you wrote

					

				

				
					
						gtg

					

				

				
					
						But you can’t trust anyone who was at that party

					

				

			

			SportsFan signs off. Downstairs, the oven timer beeps aggressively, but I can’t tear myself away from my laptop. I stare at the screen until it blurs into the image of Logan writhing on Tyler’s floor, the blank look on his face right before he fell.

			I picture the cups he drank from, the beer that was poured before we got down there, SportsFan’s cryptic warning not to trust a word out of Gabby Santiago’s mouth, the way Sergeant Mejia seemed surprised when I said that Logan was drinking for me.

			Me.

			SportsFan thinks the poisoned cup was meant for me.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			Chapter Seven

			I turn off the oven because I’m not hungry anymore. I still have homework, and I’m supposed to be editing everyone’s articles for Kirk, but all I can summon the motivation to do is reread SportsFan’s messages over and over.

			
				
					
						I warned you to stay away from the football team bc those guys really don’t like you

					

				

				
					
						bc of what you wrote

					

				

			

			What are they talking about? My article about the football team won’t go live until tomorrow morning, and the only people who have read it yet are Kirk and me. I hadn’t written a single word of it when I got the first email from SportsFan warning me away from the football team.

			So why the hell would the football players want to pull a Bradley-Cooper-in-Wedding-Crashers on me?

			I have no idea, but the thought that the cup was meant for me—that I should be the one in a coma, or worse—puts me in what Dr. Colucci, my shrink, calls a functional freeze. I can’t move, can’t bring myself to get out of my desk chair. I have to stay here forever—I obviously can’t go back to school and look those people in the eye.

			I feel exactly like I did after Dad got arrested, when even the thought of leaving the house and seeing other people triggered a panic attack.

			I feel really, really bad.

			I want my mom.

			But Mom’s not here, and if I call her and say she needs to leave work because someone has been emailing me anonymously and they think I was the target of the poisoning, I suspect she’d hang up on me and call Dr. Colucci herself.

			Instead, I head across the hall to her bedroom. I rummage in Mom’s nightstand drawer until I find the prescription bottle with my name on it. She’s supposed to dole the Xanax out to me, and only during emergencies.

			I think this qualifies.

			I head downstairs and wash the bitterness of the pill away with orange juice. Within minutes, I can breathe normally. I head back upstairs and continue work on the newspaper, pasting everyone’s edited articles into the blog template before emailing Kirk that it’s ready for her review.

			I don’t hear Mom’s car in the driveway until after ten. My bedroom lights are off, and I wait for her to knock on the door, but she never does, probably assuming I’m already asleep.

			When my alarm goes off in the morning, I debate asking if I can stay home today. But I can’t remember the last time I missed school, and I don’t want to give Mom a reason to start analyzing my behavior for signs I’m backsliding into Troubled Hadley.

			Detective Mejia knows that Logan was drinking for me during flip cup. There’s no point bringing up my suspicion to anyone else—not until I figure out what SportsFan is talking about.

			I have to figure out why the football team supposedly hates me.

			

			—

			They’re back today. I spot the jerseys in the hall as soon as I enter the building—Chris Valenzuela and Gabby are leaning against her locker, his hands on her hips. Their faces are somber as they kiss before the warning bell.

			I head for homeroom, spotting Wes St. Pierre’s giant form at the end of the hall, talking with Mr. Ward. I slip into the classroom, find my seat, and open my school email.

			Kirk has replied to my email from last night.

			Hey, Hadley,

			We’re live. Just a heads-up that I’m going to be out the rest of the week [image: ]. I developed a pretty nasty infection post–root canal, and it hurts to move my jaw. I know, I know…devastating for someone who loves to yammer as much as I do.

			We have comment moderation on the blog, and editor in chief usually monitors and approves or deletes them. Everly kind of slacked last year, so if you could check them once a day, I’d really appreciate it. Thanks for all your hard work on this, and see you next week.

			—LK

			Kirk published my article. I’m dying to see if anyone has commented on it, but the bell rings, and Mr. Fiorella enters the classroom, telling us to put our phones away.

			Alix Maroney trails in after Mr. Fiorella, eyes cast down. I haven’t seen her since Saturday night, when I left her and Cameron in the emergency room. For some reason, the memory turns my stomach.

			I warned you to stay away from the football team bc those guys really don’t like you.

			Alix has been nicer to me than anyone in this stupid town. I don’t want to believe it was all an act—that she knew the football players were planning to humiliate me at the party and she didn’t do anything to stop it.

			The look on her face when she meets my eyes does nothing to quell the dread rising in me. Something in her expression says that I’m the last person she wants to talk to right now.

			“Hey,” she says, dropping into her seat. She’s angled sideways, searching through her backpack.

			“Have you heard anything about Logan?” I ask.

			“I saw his mom yesterday. The doctors keep telling her it’s too soon to know what he’ll be like when he wakes up.” Alix stops rooting through her backpack, discards it at her feet. She can’t find whatever she’s looking for. “She asked me to thank you for everything. I’ve been meaning to text you, but things have been so crazy.”

			“It’s no big deal,” I say.

			“We’re doing a fundraiser, to help his mom with medical bills and stuff,” Alix says. “At the game on Saturday.”

			“I can help,” I say. “If you need volunteers.”

			“Yeah, cool. We’re doing a bake sale.” Alix stares out the window, where Mr. Fiorella is trying to chase a pack of girls off the sill and into their seats.

			Alix reaches for her backpack again and stops, remembering she already searched in vain for whatever she’s looking for. She looks like she might be sick.

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			She takes a shaky breath. “I can’t stop picturing it. The way he hit the floor.”

			My heartbeat quickens at the memory of Logan’s body convulsing, his face ash-white in Mom’s back seat. I want to ask her why someone would want to hurt Logan, but the bell rings, and Alix turns around.

			When homeroom ends, she’s the first one out the door. She doesn’t look back once.

			

			—

			Mr. Cancro must have told the teachers that one day to process our shock over Logan was enough; everyone seems aggressively committed to making us work today. An osmosis lab in bio, a surprise practice AP exam from Ms. Martinelli.

			I head for the newspaper office at lunch, anxious about what might be waiting in the comments section of my article on the football team.

			But when I log in with the credentials Kirk sent me and check the pending comments, there aren’t any that have been flagged. There’s only one comment on the article at all—from the creepy guy who teaches freshman earth science and comments on everyone’s articles with great job!!

			The knot in my stomach tightens as I think of Kirk’s email. She’d said Everly Bamford, last year’s editor in chief, kind of slacked on approving or deleting flagged comments.

			Oh god.

			“The Other Champions.”

			After my story about the dance team was published in the spring, I obsessively stalked the comments. They were overwhelmingly positive, with people from all over town coming out to say they wanted to support the dance team, businesses offering to throw fundraisers for their next trip to nationals.

			But those were just the comments that weren’t flagged.

			I find and load “The Other Champions,” my breath quickening. I scroll down to the comments panel—now that I’m in admin mode, I see that there are six comments marked as awaiting approval.

			
				All I heard was sexism…wah wah wah. The reason the dance team isn’t as important is because they don’t bring in MONEY like football does

				now we’re comparing the football team making history to a bunch of girls shaking their asses???

				our guys get hit in the head and taken down by the 250-lb juicers from North Hills and I’m supposed to believe DANCE is dangerous?

			

			I sat in on dance team practices for an entire week. I saw what those girls put their bodies through, how the slightest misstep on a triple pirouette can mean a devastating ankle injury. I saw them limp out of practice, nursing blisters and pulled hamstrings, only to show up to do it all again the next day.

			I keep reading the comments, white-hot rage tearing through my body.

			
				Who even is Hadley Daugherty…what a dumbass

				Paul Burnham is probably rolling in his grave

				wow super shocked the superintendent’s stuck-up bitch daughter wrote this

			

			I swallow to clear my throat. I spent the last few months thinking everyone loved my article, while these comments were sitting here the whole time. And these are just the people who were bold enough to skewer me in a comments section. I can’t even imagine what they were saying about me and my article offline. What they’re still probably saying, if SportsFan is to be believed.

			Those guys really don’t like you.

			Behind me, the office door opens. I panic-click out of the browser, desperate to hide the hateful comments.

			Peter shuffles into the room, bumping the back of my chair.

			“Sorry,” he mutters, sliding into the chair at the opposite desk.

			I don’t say anything. I can’t. I’m hit with a swell of nausea so overwhelming I have to put my elbows on my knees, cradle my head in my hands.

			“Are you okay?” Peter asks, pausing while unzipping his backpack. “You look like you’re gonna throw up.”

			“I’m fine,” I mumble without moving.

			“I’m just saying, give me a warning if you are going to throw up, because I have severe emetophobia—”

			“Peter, shut up. Please.”

			He rustles through his backpack for a bit before he pops open a bag of Doritos, stuffs one in his mouth. The sound of his chewing makes me want to launch myself into the sun. As I’m turning back to the computer, I catch him staring at me.

			“What?” I ask.

			“I know you hate me, but you can still talk to me.” Peter’s ears flush the color of his Doritos bag. “If there’s something you want to talk to, like, another person about.”

			“I don’t hate you.” The words are automatic. Peter looks as surprised as I feel, but I mean it.

			I don’t know for sure who the spiked cup was meant for, but I do know that Peter wasn’t at Tyler’s party. He’s one of the few people here I’m certain didn’t put those eye drops in that cup, and he told me more than he should have about the investigation.

			Peter’s probably one of the only people in this school I can actually trust right now.

			“I have to show you something,” I say.

			Peter frowns as he drags his chair over to my computer. I swallow a wave of nausea and open up the flagged comments on “The Other Champions.”

			I watch Peter, the screen reflected in the lenses of his glasses. Peter’s forehead creases. “This is the first time you’re seeing these?”

			“How would I have seen them before? I just got the login yesterday.”

			Peter hesitates. “I thought you already knew what happened—with Coach Murray.”

			“What do you mean, what happened with Murray?”

			“I guess after your article was published, he screamed at Kirk and tried to get her to take it down. He said it was humiliating and trivialized what the football team accomplished.”

			“Kirk never said anything to me,” I say. “Wait, how do you know Murray yelled at her?”

			Peter shrugs. “I hear things.”

			My neck and face burn. It was humiliating enough learning people have been calling me a dumbass and a stuck-up bitch behind my back, but the fact that Peter knew about the backlash to my article all this time and never said anything makes me feel like I might throw up after all.

			I look at Peter. “Do people really think I was bashing the football team?”

			Peter reaches into his bag for another Dorito. “Coach Murray definitely thought so. And Murray tells everyone else what to think.”

			I think of how Coach Murray looked at me like I was pond scum, that day at practice. I know who she is. What has Coach Murray said about me in front of his players? Did he rile them up all over again when he learned I’d be writing about his team?

			Did one of the guys come up with the eye drops prank to put me in my place—to embarrass me the way they thought I’d embarrassed them, by comparing their championship wins to a bunch of girls shaking their asses?

			I swallow to clear my throat. “Has your dad said anything else about the investigation in front of you?”

			Peter lowers his chips bag. “No. But I also haven’t been to his house since the weekend. Why?”

			“You know how people are saying that everyone loves Logan and it makes no sense someone would try to poison him?” I let out a shaky breath. “What if the cup with the eye drops wasn’t meant for him?”

			Peter blinks at me. “Then who was it meant for?”

			“During flip cup, when Logan got sick—he was drinking for me, because I was driving,” I say.

			“You think someone tried to kill you?”

			“Not kill,” I say. “But what if they tried to make me sick? To embarrass me or something?”

			My stomach buckles as I say the words. Was that their plan the entire time? To get me to that party so they could film me shitting my pants and throwing up? To make me into a meme?

			“Didn’t you say Logan invited you to the party?” Peter asks.

			“Yeah.”

			“So if he was in on the whole Carrie-but-with-eye-drops plot, why would he be so dumb as to volunteer to drink for you?” Peter crunches another Dorito.

			“He probably had no idea.” Maybe I just need to believe it—because the alternative is that Logan was pretending to be into me in order to facilitate my public humiliation.

			Peter brushes Dorito dust from his fingers, thinks a moment. “I’m not a toxicologist, but doesn’t basic chemistry say that someone Logan’s size would need to consume a lot of eye drops to get so sick he wound up in a coma?”

			“I don’t know. Probably.”

			“So wouldn’t it be really hard to accidentally use so many eye drops it nearly killed a person Logan’s size?” Peter says.

			“You’re assuming that they accidentally used too much. Maybe they didn’t even realize the eye drops could be lethal.”

			“Yeah, or they did,” Peter says. “Because they wanted whoever drank the cup to die.”

			“Thanks,” I say. “That makes me feel loads better.”

			“I didn’t say they wanted you to die.” Peter crushes his empty Doritos bag and chucks it in the trash. “I mean, do you really think someone would try to poison you over an article you published months ago?”

			Peter has a point. If someone on the football team wanted to get back at me for “The Other Champions,” why not lure me out to one of the many end-of-year parties that went down after the article was published? After four months, could they really still be so angry about what I wrote that they would risk everything for a stupid prank?

			What did you tell her?

			“Maybe it wasn’t about what I actually wrote,” I say, “but what they were worried I might write.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Friday, after the pep rally, I overheard Logan arguing with Tyler and Gavin outside the gym.”

			“Arguing about what?”

			“I have no idea. Gavin said, What did you tell her? And Logan said it was none of his business. Gavin said something like It’s all our business.”

			“You think that you’re the her Gavin was talking about?” Peter asks.

			“They saw me interviewing Logan the day before, in the courtyard,” I say. “I don’t know—maybe Gavin was worried Logan told me something he shouldn’t have.”

			“Like what?”

			“I don’t know. But Gavin was really agitated—he said something like You’re going to fuck up everything.”

			“So you think Gavin poisoned Logan to get him to keep his mouth shut about something,” Peter says. “Or he tried to poison you, because he thought Logan already told you, and he had to stop you from writing about it?”

			“I’m not even saying it was Gavin.” But Gavin was at the flip cup table, wasn’t he? He called us down to play, and then he conveniently disappeared.

			Peter cocks his head at me. “Don’t you record your interviews?”

			

			—

			I already transferred the audio file of Logan’s interview to my laptop at home so I could delete it from my phone, because Mom doesn’t believe in paying for things like cloud storage. I head straight home after school and play the interview again.

			I play it on a loop, but still, I can’t find anything remotely negative about the team. Logan didn’t even mention any of his teammates by name. Since I’m not about to confront Gavin or Tyler myself, SportsFan is my best chance at figuring out what the guys were arguing about. SportsFan obviously has access to their unfiltered conversations—they knew the football team was angry about my article.

			I keep GChat open while I do my homework, hoping SportsFan will sign on at some point. Yesterday, they told me to meet them at five-thirty. I weigh the significance of the time—sports practices are held after school until five, and depending on where SportsFan lives, they probably won’t get home and settled for at least half an hour.

			I keep stealing glances at the clock between padding the word count on my essay analyzing the themes in As I Lay Dying. Five p.m. comes and goes, and my stomach starts to complain.

			At five-fifty, I’m weighing dinner options when I get a notification that SportsFan is online.

			I send them a chat, my heart moving into my throat.

			
				
					
						When you said the football team doesn’t like me because of what I wrote…you meant my article about the dance team?

					

				

				
					
						Yeah…what did you think I meant?

					

				

				
					
						Idk

					

				

				
					
						I didn’t realize what people were saying about me until today when I logged in and saw a bunch of comments that were never published

					

				

				
					
						You didn’t know?

					

				

				
					
						No offense but like…how?

					

				

			

			I think of all the times Kirk could have said something to me. She knew how much Coach Murray hated me, and she practically backed me into volunteering for the football team story. She arranged for me to sit in on practice, even though the sight of me on the bleachers taking notes probably made the his blood boil.

			Kirk let me walk into a den of wolves without warning me I was a sheep.

			And Alix and her friends…Humiliation floods through me at the thought that their niceness was just an act to lure me to the party and facilitate my public downfall.

			
				
					
						Why did you tell me not to trust Gabby Santiago?

					

				

				
					
						Bc she’s obsessed with her boyfriend and will say whatever she can to protect him

					

				

				
					
						Even if it’s a bunch of bullshit

					

				

				
					
						She told me about the kid and the pot cookie two years ago. She said she thinks the poisoning was supposed to be a prank, but whoever spiked the cup used too much of the eye drops

					

				

				
					
						And why do you think she said that?

					

				

				
					
						She probably doesn’t even realize she’s doing exactly what the coaches want

					

				

			

			Why would the coaches want everyone to believe the poisoning was a prank?

			Because a prank could be explained away by youthful stupidity, I realize. A prank means no one was supposed to get hurt. A prank is a much more palatable explanation for Logan being in a coma than the idea that someone at that party attempted to kill a star football player in front of dozens of witnesses. It’s exactly like Peter said—as soon as the coaches learned what was on Logan’s tox screen, they were more concerned about damage control than getting to the bottom of the poisoning.

			The ping of a new message draws me out of my thoughts.

			
				
					
						Why do you think there’s nothing in the news about what happened to Logan?

					

				

				
					
						The second it goes public that there’s a criminal investigation, the entire focus is off the football season and on which of the players might be a murderer

					

				

			

			The message chills me, sends the hair on my arms straight up.

			
				
					
						That’s fucked up that Logan might die and they’re more concerned that the investigation could distract from the championship

					

				

				
					
						You want to hear something even more fucked up?

					

				

				
					
						None of the seniors have talked to that detective

					

				

				
					
						Gavin, Tyler, TJ, Cameron…none of them

					

				

				
					
						How is that even possible?

					

				

				
					
						Murray told them they don’t have to

					

				

				
					
						So obviously they’re not going to

					

				

			

			I try to reconcile what I know about SportsFan with how they know so much about what’s going on with the football team. They could be on a different athletic team, privy to all the guys’ locker room gossip after school—one of the underclassmen in the gym, who might have seen me talking to Gabby.

			SportsFan is obviously getting their information from close to the source. They might even know exactly why Gavin and Tyler confronted Logan outside the gym the day before he was poisoned.

			
				
					
						After the pep rally last Friday, I heard Logan arguing with Gavin while I was at the bike rack. Tyler was with them

					

				

				
					
						It sounded like they texted Logan to meet them outside so they could confront him

					

				

				
					
						Confront him about what?

					

				

				
					
						I don’t know. Gavin said “what did you tell her?” and Logan said it was none of his business. Then Gavin said “it’s all our business” or something like that

					

				

				
					
						Gavin said Logan only cares about himself, and then he said Logan was going to fuck everything up

					

				

			

			A solid five minutes pass with no response.

			
				
					
						Are you there?

					

				

			

			SportsFan is typing. They stop, then start up again, before stopping.

			I gnaw the inside of my cheek as I send another message.

			
				
					
						I think maybe Gavin was talking about me when he said “what did you tell her?”

					

				

				
					
						like he was afraid Logan said something to me in our interview that would be really bad for the football team

					

				

			

			Finally, SportsFan replies.

			
				
					
						Gavin definitely is doing something that would fuck the entire football team over

					

				

				
					
						But there is NO WAY Logan would ever tell you about it

					

				

				
					
						What are you talking about?

					

				

				
					
						gtg

					

				

				
					
						Ppl around me noticing how much I’m on my phone

					

				

				
					
						Wait

					

				

				
					
						What is Gavin doing??

					

				

			

			SportsFan doesn’t reply, but they don’t sign off either. In a burst of panic, I send another message:

			
				
					
						???????

					

				

			

			And excruciating minute passes until they reply.

			
				
					
						#184 6908

					

				

				
					
						No one is ever in the locker rooms before school

					

				

			

			Before I can respond, SportsFan signs off.

			

			—

			I’m wide-awake at ten to six, even though my alarm is set for six-fifteen. I head outside and refill Archimedes’s bowl. There is a trail of paw prints on the dewy surface of the patio table. The claws are too long to belong to a cat. Somewhere, I imagine, a very fat family of raccoons is grateful for me.

			Mom is in the shower when I get back inside. I text her that I’m going to school early to get extra help with my bio lab.

			It’s cool enough this morning that my breath clouds in front of me on the ride to school. I lock up my bike and head around to the front entrance. Mr. Langerman, the security guard, greets me with a bright hello, and I suddenly lose the ability to speak.

			If I’m going to be breaking into Gavin Steiger’s gym locker, a good place to start is not by behaving as if I just ditched a body in the dumpster.

			“Good morning,” I say. “I’m here for extra help.”

			“Have fun.” Mr. Langerman turns his attention back to his copy of Atomic Habits and I head down the hall, hooking a right for the stairs leading to the gym and locker rooms. It’s so quiet in the building my footsteps echo.

			At the end of the hall, by the trophy cases, one of the custodians wheels a trash can out of the supply closet, whistling to himself.

			I wait until he disappears around the corner before I stop outside the door to the guys’ locker room. I can’t actually be doing this. There are cameras recording me entering a space I definitely shouldn’t be in.

			But they’re cameras no one ever looks at, unless there’s an incident and the footage needs to be reviewed. Mom let that tidbit slip last year, after I told her about a fight in the hall between two freshmen.

			The boys’ locker room is dark. As I follow the numbers on the lockers, looking for 184, the motion-activated lights spring on overhead. I duck into the row containing lockers 300 to 330, panic snaking through me.

			Where the hell is number 184? I continue down the row, stopping when I reach the end of the room. Below an enormous Tigers banner are wall-to-wall navy-blue stand-up lockers. They’re not like the normal, standard lockers in the rest of the room—they’re more like tall cubbies, each with a football jersey hanging on the hook inside.

			I stand in front of number 184, motionless, until the lights go off again.

			I fill my lungs, afraid to move and make the lights come back on. On the shelf above the cubby, there’s a hodgepodge of teen boy detritus: An Old Spice stick, a Powerade bottle with purple dregs at the bottom, protein bar wrappers. A bottle of football grip spray, and travel two-in-one shampoo and conditioner.

			At the bottom of the cubby is a safe with an electronic keypad. I think of the four-digit code SportsFan gave me—6908—and sit on the bench in front of Gavin’s cubby.

			It has to be Gavin’s. And unless SportsFan is screwing with me, something inside his safe probably points to what he’s up to.

			I draw a wobbly breath, think of Logan seizing on the floor at the party, of Gavin screaming Are you fucking crazy? and stopping me from calling an ambulance. I input the code SportsFan gave me with trembling fingers.

			The door pops open with a beep. I slowly pull it toward me. Taped to the back is a picture of Rihanna sucking on the tip of her middle finger.

			Inside the safe are a bunch of papers, some folded, some crumpled. I unfold one: it’s a computer rendering of a football field, full of Xs and lines I can’t make sense of.

			I take a photo of it with my phone. I don’t know what I’m looking at, but maybe it’s supposed to mean something to me. I put the paper back, grab the one that was beneath it. As I unfold it, a much smaller strip of paper falls out and lands by my feet. I bend forward and pick it up.

			It’s a Scantron sheet. All the bubbles are filled in with black ink. Someone has scrawled in the top corner Polynomials 1—Answer Key.

			The bang of the locker room door nearly sends me out of my skin. Then I hear footsteps, followed by a man’s voice echoing off the tiles.

			“No damn service in here—hold on, hold on.”

			The angry growl most certainly belongs to Frank Murray. My blood stops flowing. Very gently, as if Gavin’s safe contains a live grenade, I push the door shut and hit the key symbol to lock it.

			Murray’s voice is getting closer. I climb into the cubby of Gavin’s locker, hide behind his jersey.

			Murray’s voice recedes as the door to my left—the one that leads to the athletic fields—bangs open. I press myself to the back of Gavin’s locker as Peter Carlino walks in, carrying a golf bag in one hand and his trumpet case in the other.

			Peter struggles a bit, weighed down on both sides, before he lets his golf bag slide off his shoulder. He crouches, unzips the front pocket.

			Don’t fucking look up.

			As if Peter is reading my goddamn mind, he lifts his head and locks eyes with me. I shake my head as Coach Murray calls out, “Is someone in here?”

			The panic in Peter’s eyes mirrors mine.

			“It’s just me,” he says, remembering himself. He stands up, grabs his golf bag, and walks toward the sound of Murray’s voice, at the other end of the locker room.

			“What are you doing?” Coach Murray barks.

			“Dropping off my golf stuff.”

			A pause, as if Murray is trying to find something objectionable with this explanation.

			“Well, go ahead,” he snaps.

			“Yes, Coach,” Peter says. I wait for the clang of a locker door being tugged open, Coach Murray’s stomps retreating through the door he came from.

			I make a break for it. Brisk, quick steps, even though I want to run, but that would be too loud, because I run like a drunken ostrich, according to my brother.

			Peter reaches the hall at the same time I do, obviously having left through the door at the other end of the locker room. I’m trembling, a delayed reaction to Coach Murray’s sudden appearance. I could have been suspended or worse if I’d been caught in the boys’ locker room breaking into another student’s safe.

			Peter catches up to me. “So…”

			“That was nothing,” I say. “Absolutely nothing.”

			“Okay. You were hiding in a football cubby, doing absolutely nothing.”

			Peter raises his eyebrows. I’m hit with a blast of embarrassment—it’s not lost on me that this is almost exactly how my dad was caught, except he broke into a student’s car in the dorm parking lot to steal pills.

			“Can you just mind your own goddamn business for once?” I brush past Peter, hating how the wounded look on his face makes me feel sick. I don’t have to pee, but I push through the door of the girls’ bathroom just to get away from him.

			I shut myself in a stall, my body quaking as I sit on the toilet seat. That answer key had to be what SportsFan wanted me to see.

			I think of Gavin’s face when Logan taunted him in the courtyard, during our interview.

			Someone’s dumb ass is actually in tutoring, and it’s not me.

			I assumed Gavin was embarrassed he had to go to peer tutoring, that Logan put him on blast about it in front of everyone.

			But what if Gavin was scared of what else Logan might have said to me? Was he worried that Logan let something else slip—something like the fact that in addition to being in tutoring, Gavin is being slipped quiz answers ahead of time?

			I open GChat on my phone. SportsFan isn’t online, but I send them a message anyway.

			I saw the answer key

			The first bell before homeroom rings. The bathroom door bangs open, followed by the sound of a girl pleading: “Dad, it’s right on the counter—please just bring it—”

			I head to homeroom, adrenaline still racing through me. I don’t hear a word of the morning announcements, and halfway to my first-period class I remember I completely forgot to stop by my locker and grab my bio textbook.

			I feel Peter’s gaze drop when I enter the classroom.

			SportsFan has replied to my message from earlier today.

			
				
					
						You left everything like you found it, right?

					

				

				
					
						Yes

					

				

				
					
						How did you know it was in there?

					

				

				
					
						I can’t tell you that

					

				

				
					
						But you know what it means…right?

					

				

			

			He’s cheating, I finally respond.

			What’s the punishment for cheating? I’d imagine at the bare minimum Gavin could get suspended…which would mean he’d get benched, or worse.

			
				
					
						How did he get the answer key?

					

				

				
					
						Idk…but wild guess, someone gave it to him

					

				

				
					
						Someone who really wanted to make sure he passed and was able to play in the North Hills game

					

				

				
					
						How would a football coach get an answer key to a math quiz?

					

				

				
					
						Who said it was one of the coaches?

					

				

				
					
						His teacher??

					

				

				
					
						Yup

					

				

				
					
						Obv no one can prove it…but the teachers have a lot of reasons to want to make sure football players pass their classes

					

				

			

			I think about what SportsFan is suggesting—that teachers are so afraid of being blamed for failing a football player and getting him benched, they would actively help that kid cheat.

			
				
					
						If Gavin was worried about getting caught, why would he keep the answer key in his locker this whole time?

					

				

				
					
						Bc he knows nothing is going to happen to him

					

				

				
					
						But if he’s cheating, he’s not academically eligible. He technically shouldn’t be playing at all

					

				

				
					
						If Logan told someone, it wouldn’t matter what the coaches say…Mr. Cancro or my mom would have to get involved and Gavin would be in deep shit

					

				

			

			Because cheating is a big deal—and playing even one ineligible player could jeopardize an entire team.

			Something similar happened at my old school when I was a freshman—a basketball player had to sit out a season when a guidance counselor noticed that one of his teachers had been inflating his grades the previous quarter.

			I think of the basketball player back on Long Island—he was a junior and had already been contacted by a bunch of Division 1 schools. After the grade-inflating news broke, all the coaches withdrew their offers, and he had to quit the basketball team because of the negative attention. The kid’s life was ruined—because of something a teacher had done—but everyone seemed focused on the timing, and how lucky they were that he was benched before the season started.

			Because if the school had let a student compete even though he was technically ineligible, there was a chance the state athletic board would rule that every game he played in had to be forfeited.

			
				
					
						And that’s where your theory doesn’t make sense…Logan wouldn’t have told anyone about the cheating

					

				

				
					
						Bc Gavin is def not the only one cheating

					

				

			

			I hear Gavin snapping at Logan, outside the gym: It’s all our business.

			One answer key might be easy enough for the coaches to explain away. They could say they had no idea how Gavin got it, that they would make sure he was punished without the rest of the team suffering.

			If multiple players are doing it, the coaches are obviously willing to look the other way. But what if it got out? Rival schools would report Sunnybrook to the athletic board, demand an investigation. Every Tigers win would be called into question, and they might be forced to forfeit games that the kids who cheated played in. Players could lose their scholarships if the schools could prove they were cheating, stealing spots from more deserving athletes.

			The legacy the Burnhams spent the last few decades creating would crash and burn, and Sunnybrook would be on the map again for all the wrong reasons.

			The Tigers could be stripped of their championships. I can’t even imagine what the fallout would look like: this town’s entire identity is wrapped up in those wins, in the prospect of clinching a third consecutive championship.

			All of it could implode over a slip of paper in Gavin’s locker.
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			Chapter Eight

			My focus is obliterated for the rest of the day. We’re continuing the osmosis lab in bio, but I’m still so racked with adrenaline from what happened in the locker room that I knock over a full beaker of distilled water, drenching our results charts and setting me and my partner back while we copy the information onto clean pieces of paper.

			Peter sits at the table in front of me. He avoids my eyes as I carry the wet paper towels to the trash. I think about how he told me things about the investigation he probably shouldn’t have, how he tried to reassure me, in his bizarre way, when I said I thought the poisoned cup may have been meant for me.

			I tamp down the stab of guilt I feel for how I yelled at him this morning. I tear a scrap of paper from my notebook and scrawl Newspaper office during lunch?

			I reach forward and poke Peter between the shoulder blades with my pencil. When he doesn’t turn around, I get up again, pretend to need to sharpen my pencil. On the way back to my seat, I drop the note in front of him.

			I sit down, watching his shoulders tense as he unfolds the note. My heart sinks as he refolds it without a word and sets it aside.

			I go to the newspaper office at lunch anyway, and I’m not surprised to find it empty. I eat the leftover chicken salad I packed, watching the clock until the bell.

			I’m logging into my Chromebook, resigned that Peter isn’t coming, when the door opens.

			He strides in wordlessly and drops into his chair. He extracts his Nintendo Switch from his backpack, stubbornly avoiding my eyes as he begins playing a Pokémon game.

			“I’m sorry I yelled at you,” I say finally.

			Peter doesn’t look up from his game. “It’s fine. I know it wasn’t really about me.”

			Neither of us speaks for a bit. After a beat, he looks up, stares at me as if he’s circling a thought.

			“What?” I ask.

			He shrugs. “Whatever you’re doing…maybe I know things that could help.”

			“I don’t even know what I’m doing.”

			Peter frowns. “You could start with why you were in the guys’ locker room this morning.”

			I shoot a glance at the door, thinking of Kirk’s empty classroom beyond it. I’m still nervous about the idea of having this conversation here at school.

			“Have you heard anything about football players getting help with their grades?” I ask.

			Peter lowers his Switch. “What do you mean, getting help?”

			“Like getting answers to tests ahead of time.”

			“You mean…cheating?”

			The word hangs between us for a bit. The fact Peter is even willing to call it cheating is enough to make me believe I can trust him with what I saw in Gavin’s safe.

			“Gavin Steiger has an answer key to a math quiz in his football locker,” I say.

			Peter’s lips part. “Why would he leave something like that out in the open?”

			“It wasn’t out. He had it in the safe below his locker.”

			“And you got into his safe how?”

			“SportsFan gave me his passcode.”

			“Wait, they knew he had the answer key in there?” Peter thinks for a beat. “So instead of reporting Gavin for cheating, this person tells you? No offense, but why?”

			“Probably for the same reason they won’t tell me who they are,” I say. “They’re afraid of the football team and the coaches.”

			“So SportsFan is basically Deep Throat?”

			“Maybe.” SportsFan obviously has their own agenda for wanting me to know the football players are cheating—just like they wanted me to know that the cops haven’t been able to talk to the seniors on the team, and that they suspect the coaches are the ones driving the narrative that Logan’s coma is the result of a prank gone wrong.

			SportsFan claimed they warned me away from the football team for my own protection. But what if they had the opposite intent all along? What if they knew I wouldn’t be able to let the vague warnings go? What if I’m doing exactly what they want me to do—what they can’t do themselves—and exposing the football team?

			Peter’s voice draws me back. He makes a guttural sound, then shakes his head. He packs his Switch into its carrying case, obviously unable to focus on his game. “I can’t believe it’s actually true.”

			I stare at him. “This isn’t the first you’re hearing about it?”

			“I mean, there have been rumors for years,” Peter says. “But they’re always vague, and kind of racist.”

			“Racist?”

			“I mean, Sunnybrook has more Black players than any other team in our division. It’s kind of sus that we started winning and suddenly people are saying the players can’t pass their classes without cheating.” Peter shrugs. “And why would teachers just go along with it?”

			“Because they want to keep their jobs,” I say. “Murray could make their lives really miserable if they don’t do what he wants.”

			“I guess,” Peter says.

			“Who does Gavin have for math?” I ask. “He takes senior algebra, right?”

			“Ms. Cordero is the only one who teaches that class. And I don’t think she would give a kid answers to a test.”

			Ms. Cordero—the name pings for me. She’s the assistant dance team coach, the one taking over for the head coach while she’s on maternity leave.

			“Well, how else would he have gotten it?” I ask.

			Peter looks troubled. “Maybe he stole it off her desk. I don’t know. I can’t see Ginny doing something like that.”

			“Ginny?” I blink at Peter. “Do you know her or something?”

			“Sort of. She was friends with my sister Monica.”

			“I didn’t know you had another sister.”

			“I don’t make it a point to talk about people who wish I were never born,” Peter says.

			I’m sure it’s not that bad, but I also have an older brother, so I get it. I don’t really like thinking about the things Peter Carlino and I have in common, so I think about Ms. Cordero.

			“Wait,” I say. “Last Thursday, Ms. Cordero told Logan she needed to talk to him about something important.”

			“The day he was flirting with you before Spanish?” Peter asks.

			“That’s beside the point, but yes—she seemed kind of nervous to talk to him,” I say. “What if you’re right and she didn’t give Gavin the answer key, but somehow she figured out football players were cheating?”

			“Why would she confront Logan about it instead of going straight to Mr. Cancro?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t have proof. Or maybe she wanted to give Logan a chance to explain himself.”

			What did you tell her?

			Is Ms. Cordero her? Was Gavin afraid that Logan would throw him under the bus? He accused Logan of only caring about himself—maybe Gavin was worried Logan would point the finger at him for stealing the answer key.

			Peter, still twisted in his seat to face me, drums his fingers on the back of his chair. “I don’t know. Even if all this is true, would someone really resort to killing Logan to keep him quiet about it?”

			“Think of how many people would be screwed over if it came out that football players are cheating, and teachers and coaches are helping them,” I say.

			“Yeah, but think of how hard it would be to prove,” Peter says. “The rest of the players are presumably not as dumb as Gavin and keeping answer keys in their lockers. And it’s not like teachers are going to admit to handing them out.”

			“They might if they were bullied by coaches into helping kids cheat,” I say.

			“Yeah, and how do you think it would go for a teacher who accused the most powerful man in the school of bullying?” Peter snorts.

			“That’s exactly the problem,” I say. “Why is a football coach the most powerful person in this school?”

			“I think it’s messed up too. I’m just saying people have too much to lose by speaking against Coach Murray.” Peter stares at me. “Why do you think you didn’t win the Susan Berry Prize?”

			“I don’t know. I thought it was because of your connection to her family.” I feel gross saying it, implying he didn’t deserve the win. But the look on Peter’s face makes me feel unsettled, like a dog sensing a coming clap of thunder.

			“That’s not why I won,” Peter says. “After Murray threw a fit about your article, the board couldn’t pick you. It wouldn’t have been worth the backlash.”

			Peter looks away from me. I feel sick. It doesn’t soften the blow, knowing I never had a chance at the scholarship. Instead, it’s as if he’s thrown gas on the rage that’s been simmering since SportsFan told me Murray told the seniors they don’t have to talk to Sergeant Mejia about the party.

			The rules are different for football players, and it’s not fair. I don’t know what to do with it. It must show on my face, the flush of my neck and cheeks, because Peter says, “Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” I say, turning back to my Chromebook. If I don’t fucking combust.

			

			—

			The rest of the day drags. The gears in my brain turn on my ride home, my rage hardening into resolve.

			It’s been several days since the party, and the police haven’t even talked to Logan’s friends. It’s starting to feel like at best, Logan is in a coma because of a stupid prank, and the coaches are trying to shield the team from accountability. At worst, one—or more—of Logan’s teammates tried to kill him, and the football coaches are protecting a would-be murderer, all in the name of trying to keep everyone focused on Saturday’s game against Newton East.

			Both options are fucked up. Because even if he was cheating, too, Logan doesn’t deserve to be in a coma right now. He deserves a chance at a life he might not get to live now—to go to college and get married and have kids or whatever the hell he wanted. He was wrong when he said winning a third championship would be the most important thing he’d ever do. His life is worth more than a stupid trophy.

			So why isn’t anyone acting like it?

			I stick my bike in the shed and head inside. I don’t stop to fill the cat’s bowl; I go straight upstairs and shake my laptop out of hibernation so I can create a dummy Google account.

			Peter said that no teachers would come forward because they have too much to lose. But what if they were able to come forward anonymously? People will say anything when they can hide behind a screen.

			Once the account is set up, I read up on VPNs. I need to make sure that the email I plan to send can’t be traced back to my IP address, or carry any other sort of identifying information.

			While the VPN app is downloading, I create a Google survey.

			I stare at the empty question box for what feels like an eternity before I relax my shoulders and begin to type.

			
				Have you or a colleague ever been pressured by a football coach to alter a player’s grade or give them answers to a test? If yes, please explain. Your answers will remain anonymous.

			

			I sit back, read the question a dozen times more before Googling again to make sure the free VPN service I’ve downloaded is legit. I am sweating through my T-shirt, despite the blast of AC from the vent over my desk.

			Then, heart hammering, I draft an email from the dummy account, adding the address of every teacher and staff member at Sunnybrook High School into the recipients, except for the football coaches and Mr. Cancro.

			In the subject line, I write Tigers Football.

			I paste the link to the survey and write a message above it so no one will think the email is spam.

			Please follow the link below for important information regarding the football team.
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			Chapter Nine

			I spend most of the night refreshing the inbox on the dummy Google account, but none of the teachers respond. I tell myself that most probably don’t check their email when they’re not at school—and many are likely busy coaching sports practices, running clubs, or dealing with their own kids and families.

			I wake before my alarm Thursday morning. I head straight for my laptop and log into the Google account. There are no new emails, but my survey has gotten two responses.

			My pulse races as I open the first submission.

			Shame on you. This is an absolutely sickening and disrespectful stunt considering a player is fighting for his life.

			My jaw clenches. I click through to the next response.

			Yawn…this “cheating scandal” was fake news three years ago and it’s fake news now

			I swallow the unease crawling up my throat. It’s only two responses, out of ninety teachers I sent the survey to. Maybe the rest of them will open their email when they get to school this morning.

			I turn off my computer and get dressed, then wolf down a banana and head outside to catch the bus.

			My heart is pounding by the time I get to homeroom. I watch Mr. Fiorella at his computer, his face impassive. When the bell rings, he gets up and begins his morning ritual of clearing the stragglers from the hall.

			None of my teachers are acting weird. None of them look at me a little too long during attendance. The only thing out of the ordinary is that Peter is sitting in my seat at the start of Spanish seventh period. I drop my stuff at his feet. “What are you doing?”

			Peter shakes his head, shoots a glance at the doorway, where Ms. Martinelli is stationed, talking to the French teacher next door.

			“Dude,” Peter says. “Dude.”

			“What?” I snap.

			He drops his voice to a whisper. “Was it you?”

			I jab him in the shoulder—shut the hell up—even though we’re the only ones in the classroom.

			“Just nod or shake your head,” he says.

			I hesitate before bobbing my head yes. “Now get out of my seat.”

			Peter’s mouth opens as he stands. I get into my seat, look up at him, and whisper: “How do you know about it?”

			“I saw a screenshot,” he says.

			“Who has a screenshot?”

			“Madison’s older sister is an aide in the life skills class.”

			Madison Reilly is a walking megaphone for gossip big and small. She probably sent the screenshot of my survey to every person in her contacts list the second her sister showed it to her.

			I flex my fist, my fingers suddenly very cold, despite the tepid air coming through the open window beside my desk. Peter looks like he’s about to say more, but Ms. Martinelli swoops into the room. “Don’t get comfortable—we’ll be moving desks together and practicing for the conversation exam.”

			“Can we pick our partners?” Peter asks.

			“Yes,” Ms. Martinelli says as the bell rings. The rest of our class shuffles in; Peter drags a desk over to mine before someone else can claim me as a partner.

			Ms. Martinelli inputs attendance before displaying the conversation prompt on the Smart Board. The room fills with broken Spanish as Peter says softly, so only I can hear: “I did some research on tetrahydrozoline last night.”

			“Like…for fun?”

			Ms. Martinelli looks over at us. Peter clears his throat, loudly, before asking me, “Qué película vas a ver?”

			“Uh—¿Dónde está Nemo?” I say, watching Ms. Martinelli frown slightly. When she walks to the other side of the classroom, Peter whispers: “I kept thinking about what you said—that Logan collapsed at the flip cup table. But flip cup games are fast, right?”

			“Yeah. Like only a couple minutes, at most.”

			“So that got me thinking—would the eye drops really make someone Logan’s size that sick in a matter of minutes?”

			“I don’t know,” I say. “I guess it depends on body chemistry and stuff. And if he was already drinking, wouldn’t the alcohol maybe speed up the absorption?”

			“I read a bunch of articles on MedLine, and also some trial transcripts where people used eye drops to kill someone,” Peter whispers. “In every case, the person didn’t get sick until at least an hour after they were poisoned, and sometimes longer.”

			I look over at Peter. He shrugs. “There’s no evidence he drank the eye drops at the flip cup table. More likely, it was in whatever he drank before you even got to the party.”

			Meaning I was never the target. My chest squeezes—partly with relief that he could be right, but also with guilt that I’ve been such an asshole to Peter Carlino.

			“Thank you,” I say. “For doing that.”

			Peter shrugs again, his cheeks flushing pink. “It wasn’t just for you. I mean, I knew you were worried, but I was curious. About eye drops as poison.”

			“Right,” I say, because I don’t want to embarrass him further. “What else did you find out?”

			“Something interesting,” he says, with a sidelong glance across the room. Erica, Madison, and Gabby are in a three-way conversation, since there are an odd number of people in the class.

			Peter turns back to me, lowers his voice. “In almost every case I read about that involved poisoning…the murderer was a woman.”

			

			—

			I head straight home after last period, itching to log into the dummy account and see if anyone else has responded to the survey. I am a bit lighter as I head up the stairs; ever since the conversation with Peter in Spanish, I have been buoyed by the hope that he’s right and I was never the target of the poisoning.

			Does it change things if Logan was definitely the target? SportsFan said Logan would never have told anyone about the cheating because he had too much to lose himself. Have I been completely off base this entire time, and the murder attempt has nothing to do with the argument I overheard outside the gym?

			What did you tell her?

			I think of what Peter said, about how most people who kill with poison are women. I head straight for my laptop, but before I can even open the survey responses, I have a GChat notification. SportsFan has sent me a message.

			
				
					
						What the hell do you think you’re doing

					

				

				
					
						I don’t know what you’re talking about

					

				

				
					
						Fine I’ll play along

					

				

				
					
						The coaches are out for blood

					

				

				
					
						You are so fucked if they figure out it’s you

					

				

			

			The hair on my arms rises. They can’t figure out it was me—there’s no way to trace the IP of the dummy email, because I used a VPN to scramble it.

			
				
					
						They’re not going to figure out it’s me

					

				

				
					
						And why did you even tell me about what was in Gavin’s safe if you didn’t want me to do something about it?

					

				

				
					
						I told you bc you asked

					

				

				
					
						I didn’t think you would do something like THIS

					

				

			

			Heat flares in my cheeks. SportsFan has a lot of nerve, giving me shit for actually doing something about the cheating. Did they think they could just dangle that carrot in front of me and expect me to ignore it, after they tried to convince me I was in danger around the football team?

			
				
					
						What do you even want from me?

					

				

				
					
						I told you. I just wanted to warn you about them

					

				

				
					
						That can’t be it. You could have just told me they were cheating, but instead you showed me actual proof

					

				

				
					
						You wanted me to do something about it, but now you’re scared. Because you’re afraid of being involved

					

				

				
					
						You’re afraid of them…why?

					

				

			

			My heartbeat picks up as SportsFan finally starts typing. Maybe they’ll finally tell me who they are and what they’re still hiding from me.

			
				
					
						You need to delete the survey

					

				

				
					
						They’ll figure out it’s you, and they’ll ruin your life

					

				

				
					
						Trust me…I know from experience

					

				

				
					
						I can’t talk to you anymore

					

				

				
					
						Sorry

					

				

			

			Before I can respond, SportsFan signs off.

			

			—

			I spend the rest of the night, and Friday morning, with SportsFan’s warning in my head.

			I should delete the survey. It’s obviously pointless—the only teachers responding have already drunk the Sunnybrook Football Kool-Aid.

			When I get to Kirk’s room at lunch, there’s a substitute teacher parked at her desk, eating a hot sandwich, the steam fogging up the lenses of his Warby Parkers.

			“Can I help you?” His voice is nasal and he has the look of a former dweeb on a power trip, the type of guy that gets into teaching as revenge.

			“I’m editor of the newspaper,” I say. “Kirk lets me work in the back office during lunch.”

			“Well, she didn’t notify me of that.”

			I stare at the guy, at the avalanche of marinara sauce falling out of his hero. “So…can I work back there or not?”

			He sets his sandwich down, wraps it up. “I don’t really feel comfortable with that.”

			He delivers the verdict with a gravity that suggests I asked to cook crystal meth in the back office. I turn and leave the room, head up to the library, only to be greeted by a sign in the window that says it’s closed for a class visit.

			I have no choice but to head for the cafeteria or the courtyard.

			I don’t like either of my options. The seniors-only courtyard is prime lunchtime real estate; there are only two picnic tables, and one is always occupied by football players and people deemed important enough to sit with the football players.

			The cafeteria is chaos, constantly the setting for fights, TikTok challenges gone wrong that result in exploded bottles of Sprite and detention for everyone caught in the blast radius. I’m mulling hiding in the bathroom for forty minutes when Alix Maroney emerges from the cafeteria lunch line, holding a plastic container of salad.

			“Hey,” she says. “You have lunch fifth?”

			“Yeah. I usually eat in the newspaper office, but Kirk is out today.”

			Alix glances at the scene on the other side of the cafeteria window. In a few weeks, once it gets cold enough to close the courtyard, she and her friends will have to eat lunch in the cafeteria, but right now, she’s looking at them like a Capitol denizen gazing on District 12.

			She puts a hand on my forearm, steers me toward the courtyard. “Come on.”

			I swallow nerves as Alix holds the door open for me. Even if Peter is right and the poisoned cup was never meant for me, I still don’t exactly feel comfortable hanging out with the football team and dance team girls.

			All of them were at the party—any one of them could have poisoned Logan.

			At one end of one table, Cameron Burnham sits with Gavin, Wes, TJ Blake, and a couple of junior football players who technically aren’t allowed to use the courtyard during lunch, but it’s not like anyone is going to say anything to them.

			The ladies of the court sit at the other end. Mostly dance team girls, and a couple of volleyball and soccer players. Ayana Murphy sits at the very end, flanked by her best friends. Ayana is the only one who looks up when Alix and I reach the table.

			“Hey,” Alix says in that breathless way of hers. Ayana stares at us, her fingernails working at the peel of her tangerine, but she doesn’t say hi back.

			Gabby doesn’t pause drinking a pink smoothie as she scoots over to make room for Alix and me on the bench. I set my phone down on the table at the same time Peter texts me: Where are you?

			Courtyard, I text back.

			
				
					
						with Alix and Gabby

					

				

				
					
						doing recon??

					

				

			

			I turn my phone over as Alix slides into the spot next to me, setting her salad in front of her. “Nooo, I forgot to get dressing,” she says, before a flurry of activity at the other end of the table draws our attention.

			“Yo, stop,” Cameron shouts at Gavin’s back.

			Gavin is storming over to the adjacent table, where a bunch of senior guys and a couple girls sit. Among them are Sam Hirani and Dan Zhang, Peter’s friends.

			All conversation in the courtyard ceases when Gavin stops in front of Sam and Dan.

			“You got something to say?” Gavin demands.

			Sam lowers his Powerade bottle and blinks at Gavin. “What are you talking about?”

			“You keep looking over at us,” Gavin says. “Say it to my face, pussy.”

			Sam’s tanned face floods with color. He says nothing and shakes his head, turns back to his lunch.

			The lack of reaction triggers something in Gavin. He lifts a muscled arm, swipes everything off the table in front of Sam. Books crash to the ground, papers flying everywhere. Sam’s Powerade bottle falls out of his hand and into his lap.

			“Oh shit,” Ayana says.

			Every pair of eyes in the courtyard is on Sam, who stares at his Powerade-soaked jeans, stunned. Gavin is still standing over him, daring him to get out of his seat and pick up his stuff.

			Cameron stands. “Yo. Gavin. Stop.”

			Gavin makes a fist at his side. Next to me, Alix reaches for the edge of the table, as if steadying herself for what’s coming.

			“Don’t be stupid,” Cameron pleads. “Come on.”

			Gavin turns, heads back to his table without making eye contact with Cameron. Sam drops to the ground, scrambles for his papers. I watch the curve of his mouth, a car wreck happening in slow motion as Sam mutters, “Asshole.”

			Gavin whips around. Within seconds, he’s got Sam by the collar of his shirt. Next to me, Gabby yelps, and Cameron and Wes abandon the table, rushing toward Gavin and Sam.

			“What the hell is going on?”

			Frank Murray’s voice cuts through the courtyard. He’s standing in the entrance, propping the door open with one hand. In the other is a lunch tray. Murray’s eyes widen as he watches Gavin yank himself out of Cameron’s grasp, releasing Sam.

			Sam falls back on his ass, massaging his neck, as Gavin storms back over to the picnic table.

			Something flickers in Murray’s expression as he looks from Sam to the witnesses. Panic.

			“Steiger,” he barks. “Come with me.”

			Gavin stares at Murray. “Are you fucking serious?”

			“Now!” Murray shouts. Beneath his polo, his beefy neck blooms with red.

			He’s terrifying. Gavin’s eyes widen as the reality of the situation sinks in. Finally, he grabs his backpack and follows Murray out of the courtyard.

			No one speaks for a solid minute after the door shuts behind Coach Murray and Gavin. I say softly, so only Gabby and Alix can hear, “Is lunch out here always this exciting?”

			Neither of them laughs. Alix spears a cucumber. “They’re all just really tense right now.”

			Something in her voice, the glance she sneaks at the football players at the other end of the table, tells me not to push for details, because I won’t get them.

			“What did Sam even say?” I ask.

			Next to me, Gabby stares into her smoothie, stirring up the fruit debris at the bottom with her straw. “It was probably something about the Snapchat.”

			Alix still isn’t looking at me, but I can’t help but ask: “What Snapchat?”

			“Some random person emailed all the teachers a survey, asking whether they’d ever helped a football player pass a class or something.” Gabby looks upset as she says it. She checks her texts, showing off her wallpaper. A picture of Chris kissing her cheek, black smeared under his eyes, hers fitted with fake eyelashes, rhinestones at the corners. “Someone at Newton East got the link to the survey and made a Snapchat out of it, like, mocking us.”

			I focus all my energy on tearing open my granola bar wrapper. I only sent the survey to the teachers at the high school. How did someone at Newton East get the link?

			One of the teachers must have shared it. All I can think about is logging into the Google account and seeing if anyone else has responded.

			“It’s not fair they have to deal with shitty rumors on top of everything else going on,” Alix says.

			“How did the rumors even start?” I ask.

			Alix glances at the other end of the table. None of the guys are talking. Cameron is staring off at the door Gavin followed Murray through, frowning.

			“There was this kid, a few years ago—he was the best player on the team. He got suspended, and his guidance counselor wound up taking the suspension off his record so it wouldn’t hurt his chances at getting a scholarship.” Alix spears another cucumber. “He was living with Cam’s older brother at the time, so people kind of accused him of getting special treatment anyway.”

			“What did he get suspended for?” I ask.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Alix says. “The point is, no one did anything wrong, and whoever created that survey is a piece of shit.”

			My undigested granola bar roils in my gut. I don’t want to stay here for the rest of the period, but there’s no way for me to excuse myself without making it weird.

			When the bell finally rings, I stand, head for the doors. Behind me, Alix calls my name.

			“Wait,” she says.

			She catches up with me, holds out her hand. I take the blue ribbon from her, read the white letters printed on it. #PhilBrickStrong

			Alix slings her backpack over her shoulder. “We’re wearing them to the game tomorrow.”

			I’d completely forgotten about the fundraiser for Logan. “Thanks.”

			Alix looks like she wants to say something else, so I hang there, unfastening the pin on my ribbon. She rakes a hand through her waves, distributes them over one shoulder as she says, “So, Peter Carlino, huh?”

			I don’t know what I was expecting her to say, but it wasn’t that. I think of the last text he sent me, with a burst of panic. Doing recon? Did Alix see it?

			“You guys usually have lunch together every day, right?” Alix asks when I don’t respond.

			“No—I mean, I work in the newspaper office,” I say. “And he does too.”

			Alix nods slowly. “I don’t know how to say this—but, like, what do you know about his family?”

			Something about Alix’s voice turns my stomach. “I know Jen Rayburn was his sister. And his dad used to be a cop.”

			“Has he told you about his other sister?” Alix glances sideways at the guys getting up from the football table. Cameron nods to her, and she raises a finger to him. One minute.

			“I mean, I know he has another sister,” I say. “Monica, right?”

			“Yeah—she graduated a while ago,” Alix says. “There was this whole thing—it’s a long story, but Peter’s family…they tried to get Murr fired.”

			“For what?” I ask. I think back to all the times Peter mentioned his other sister, Monica—exactly once, the other day, when he said Monica used to be friends with Ms. Cordero.

			“It’s complicated,” Alix says, glancing at the bodies filing through the courtyard door. “But Peter and his family really, really hate Murr. And between you and me, I wouldn’t put it past Peter to pull some shady shit like making that survey.”

			The mention of the survey makes my toes curl in my sneakers. “You think Peter made that survey?”

			“I don’t know. But there are people who really want to see us lose,” Alix says. “And he’s one of them.”

			We’re the only two people left in the courtyard. We’re going to be late if we stand here much longer, but I can’t bring myself to move. Alix breaks my gaze, looks down at the ribbon in my hand, jutting out, waiting to be fixed to my shirt.

			“Careful,” she says. “Of the sharp part.”
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			Chapter Ten

			When I get to English, there’s a sign on the door: AP Lit Will Meet in the Library. I hurry down the hall, make it to the library right before the librarian can close the door in my face.

			I grab the only free computer, at the end of the row closest to the Smart Board where the librarian is loading a presentation. I’m aware of Peter at the computer in the back corner closest to the window. The conversation with Alix is still rattling my brain, her accusations about Peter’s family.

			Is it weird that in all of our conversations about Coach Murray, Peter never mentioned that his sister allegedly tried to get Murray fired?

			“Stop talking,” Mr. Ward says, quieting the girls in the row in front of me. I look away from Peter and at the librarian, who tells us we’re going to learn how to use scholarly databases.

			Some brave soul lets out a groan because we went through this last year. Mr. Ward frowns, walks toward the row where the groan came from while the librarian pulls up the school’s website.

			Mr. Ward parks himself at the end of the row where Peter sits with Sam Hirani and Dan Zhang. I sneak looks at Mr. Ward while pretending to listen to the librarian’s instructions for logging into the library’s databases.

			I fake a yawn over my shoulder, confirming that the library is empty except for my class. There’s an unused computer between me and Ayana Murphy.

			I sneak my phone out and rest it between the pages of my AP Lit notebook. I disconnect from the school Wi-Fi on my phone, blood pounding in my ears as I load the survey.

			I balk when I see the number of responses. There were no new responses when I checked before school this morning; in a few short hours, fifteen new responses have come in.

			Fuck Sunnybrook

			My mom’s best friend taught at Sunnybrook and said it was a nightmare…the head of her department flipped out at her for failing a player and said if she didn’t “find a few points somewhere” Frank Murray would make sure she didn’t get tenure

			Lmaoooo this is amazing…can’t wait to see their faces when we play them Saturday

			I click through the responses and find more ill wishes for the Tigers. Except for the response about Murray demanding a teacher find points to pass a kid, none of them mention any of the coaches or players by name.

			I look up from my phone, in case Mr. Ward has noticed I’ve been looking down for a suspiciously long time. But he’s still babysitting Peter and his friends in the row by the window. I watch Sam, slunk low in his seat, his jeans probably still wet from Gavin knocking a full-ass Powerade into his lap last period.

			None of the survey submissions are particularly damning, but Gavin would have no way of knowing that. Why would he have such an over-the-top reaction to the idea of people discussing the survey unless he was paranoid about what might come out about him?

			

			—

			I want to go straight home after last period and see if any new survey responses came in, but I told Alix I would bake something for the fundraiser tomorrow.

			I bike from school to the grocery store in town, reminding myself I’ll need to text Mom and explain why I charged twenty dollars’ worth of butter to the credit card she gave me for emergencies. I bike home slowly, my backpack weighed down with the groceries, thinking of the #PhilBrickStrong ribbon in my pocket and the bizarre conversation with Alix at lunch.

			When I get home, I set the butter on the kitchen counter to soften, and I Google Monica Rayburn Sunnybrook. The only hit is on the school’s athletic department website—Monica Rayburn is on the Sunnybrook Dance Team roster from six years ago.

			There’s nothing online to hint at why Monica Rayburn would want to get Frank Murray fired. I didn’t expect there to be, but it feels a little weird that the dance team roster is the only confirmation Monica Rayburn exists, and she went to Sunnybrook High School. She has no LinkedIn page, no social media.

			I entertain the idea of texting Peter and telling him about what Alix said, but it’s only three-thirty, and he has golf practice until five. I preheat the oven and pull up the recipe for my favorite brown butter shortbread cookies, trying not to think about the venom in Alix’s voice at lunch. Whoever created that survey is a piece of shit.

			Once the cookies are in the oven, I get out a cutting board and an onion to start prepping dinner. I usually cook on Friday nights, and Mom hasn’t texted so far saying she’s staying late at the office.

			

			—

			It’s after five—three batches of cookies are cooling, and there’s no sign of Mom. I’m lowering the heat on the coconut curry stew I’ve made when the Ring informs me that someone is at the front door.

			Moments later, Mom pads into the kitchen, shrugging out of her suit jacket. The silky blouse she’s wearing beneath it is wrinkled, her sleeves damp at the pits. She rakes her hair up into a bun and fastens it with a clip, sniffing the air like a dog. “What is that?”

			She’s doing the whole keto thing, so I list the ingredients for her as I ladle stew into bowls for us. I bring everything to the table while she fills a water glass and collapses into her chair.

			Mom tears off a mouse crumb of pita, even though I specifically bought low-carb bread for her. She drops her bread in her bowl and spoons some stew into her mouth, closes her eyes. A rare moment of peace. I wait until she’s swallowed the spoonful to ask: “How was your day?”

			Mom shakes her head. “Not great.”

			Guilt snakes through me. I know how stressful Mom’s job is, managing an entire school district. The last thing I wanted with that survey was to make her life more difficult. I avoid her eyes, swirl my spoon through the surface of my stew. “Because of that survey?”

			“Who told you about that?”

			When I look up, Mom is staring at me in a way that chills me. It reminds me of the look she got on her face when I mentioned that Dad was late picking me up from play practice, or that he allegedly lost the cash he was supposed to give me for a field trip.

			I shrug. “Everyone is talking about it.”

			“Wonderful.” Mom rubs her eyelids with her thumbs. After a beat, she stops and looks up at me. “What are people saying?”

			I grab another piece of bread, for something to do with my hands. “People were talking about how someone at Newton East got the link and made some sort of Snapchat.”

			Mom sips her water. She doesn’t say anything, but she doesn’t pick her spoon back up to keep eating either.

			“Is any of it true?” I ask.

			Mom stares at me. “Is what true?”

			“That the football coaches are getting teachers to give players test answers.” I hold her gaze, hoping she’ll crack. Give me something, anything, to indicate the cheating rumors are a complete shock to her.

			But Mom doesn’t even blink. Her face is calm as she says, “Hadley, even if someone had made a complaint to me about the football coaches acting inappropriately toward teachers, I couldn’t discuss it with you.”

			It’s killing me, how she can sit there and say that. Because what Murray did to Ms. Kirk—screaming at her to take my dance team article down—wasn’t just inappropriate. It was bullying.

			I want to ask Mom if she knows that Murray is the reason I didn’t win the Susan Berry Prize. But my mother isn’t stupid, and I’m not about to let her know that I had a motive for making that survey.

			I’m quiet until Mom looks up at me.

			“What is it?” The skin under her eyes is shiny and dark, and one lens of her glasses is smudged.

			“Nothing,” I say.

			This seems to satisfy her. Finally she picks her spoon back up, says: “I talked to Daddy today.”

			I almost choke, it’s so jarring to hear her call him that, even though he’s been Daddy to us my entire life. But since his arrest, I’ve only heard Mom refer to him as your father.

			Before I can respond, Mom says, “He’s doing really well.”

			I know what’s coming next. “I don’t want to see him.”

			“I invited him for Thanksgiving,” Mom says.

			I stand, taking my bowl with me to the counter. “Then I won’t be here.”

			“Where do you plan on going?” Mom snaps, but I don’t answer as I grab a Tupperware with shaking hands, dump my stew inside. I shut my leftovers in the fridge and turn to head upstairs, but Mom catches my gaze long enough to blurt: “He’s your father. Don’t you love him at all?”

			Of course I love him. He’s my father; I have no choice in the matter. But loving someone shouldn’t mean giving them permission to hurt you over and over, which is exactly what Dad did to us.

			It’s what he’ll do again, given the chance. And I don’t trust my mother not to keep the truth from me if Dad relapses and finds new and creative ways to screw us over.

			I stare at Mom, and the realization hits me like a truck. She lied to my brother and me for half our lives, telling us Dad’s stays in rehab were work conferences, that he was hospitalized for the flu when he had actually overdosed.

			She lied about Dad’s addiction because she thought she was protecting our family.

			I can’t trust a thing my mother says about the football coaches and the police investigation. Mom needs this job—and I don’t want to think about how far she would go to protect it.

			

			—

			I wake with a start. It’s a little after eight. The pulsing behind my eyes confirms I’ll be paying for the shitty night’s sleep today.

			When I remember today is the Newton East game, the fundraiser, I’m hit with a blast of dread so powerful I think about texting Alix that I’m sick and I can’t make it. But there are four dozen cookies in my kitchen, and I don’t want her to think I’m backing out because of that awkward conversation yesterday.

			The game begins at one, but last night, Alix texted me that everyone helping with the bake sale is getting to the school around eleven-thirty to set up. Mom is already downstairs when I get there, nursing a cup of coffee and scrolling through Outlook on her phone.

			“Work emails on a Saturday?” I ask, grabbing a mug from the cabinet.

			She ignores the comment and, without looking up from her phone, says, “What time do you have to be at school?”

			“Eleven-thirty.”

			“I’ll drive you.” Mom stands, carries her coffee mug to the sink. “The parking lot is going to be a nightmare.”

			Neither of us acknowledges the unfinished conversation from last night about Dad. I avoid her until it’s time to leave, and she seems happy to aid me, disappearing into the upstairs bathroom. I bring the dessert caddies of cookies to the car, and she meets me outside, wearing a Sunnybrook Football sweatshirt, her hair freshly blown out.

			I scroll idly on my phone and Mom pretends to be invested in an NPR segment on the drive to school. She doesn’t speak until we approach the side entrance. “I’ll drop you off here. I’m going to have to drive around and find a spot.”

			The game doesn’t start for over an hour, but the parking lot is already almost at capacity. I climb out of the car and grab the dessert caddies from the back seat before following a group of people wearing Sunnybrook blue and yellow to the entrance of the football field. Below the bleachers, the pep band is warming up, a cacophony of clarinet shrieks and drumrolls.

			#Philbrick Strong signs made on Day-Glo poster board direct me to a folding table about a dozen feet from the ticket booth. Erica, Madison, and a few other seniors are milling around the table, unpacking Costco-sized boxes of snacks, cans of soda. There is a coffee carafe and a stack of Styrofoam cups, and the table is covered in trays of baked goods wrapped professionally in cellophane.

			Alix is nowhere in sight, nor are any of the other dance team girls. A lump of unease works its way up my throat as Erica takes me in. She glances at the cookies I made, her face driving home how lumpy and sad they look in comparison to what the local bakery donated.

			“You can leave those on the table.” Erica’s blond hair is in a high ponytail, a blue ribbon tied around it. She—and all the other girls, I realize—are in navy T-shirts stamped with the Tigers mascot, #PhilBrickStrong below it.

			“Alix actually asked if I could help,” I say. “With the sale.”

			Erica stares at me as if I’ve admitted to spitting in the cookies I baked.

			“She doesn’t have a T-shirt,” Madison whispers to Erica.

			“Okay,” Erica says, her eyes still locked on me. “Then help.”

			She turns and heads toward the school building, barking orders at the junior underlings in her wake. I open the boxes of chips below the table, mimicking one of the girls who is unpacking bags of snacks, arranging them in a basket behind a sign that says All Items $2.

			The sun is hot on my neck by the time everything is unloaded. The game doesn’t start for another fifteen minutes, but there’s already a line for the table. Almost everyone is in Tigers yellow and blue, and many are sporting matching #PhilBrickStrong T-shirts.

			It’s chaos. The coffee carafes gurgle and spit at us as we fill orders, exchanging piping-hot cups for twenty-dollar bills, people telling us to keep the change.

			I’m counting change out of a metal lockbox for a woman whose four kids nearly clean out my first caddy of cookies when my phone vibrates in my back pocket. I bend beneath the table, pretend I’m opening another chip box, and slip my phone out.

			I have a text from Peter.

			
				
					
						Are you here at the game??

					

				

				
					
						At the fundraiser table. Why?

					

				

				
					
						Security’s escorting out a Newton East fan already

					

				

				
					
						Try to get a look at his sign

					

				

			

			I stand, turn to the chain-link fence behind our table dividing us from the football field. I don’t even know where to look. Every seat in the bleachers is filled, and people are milling around on the track outside, looking for seats in vain.

			On the field, feedback crackles through the speakers. Everyone at my table stands at attention, hands over their hearts, even though they haven’t received instructions to do so. I copy their movements as Mr. Cancro instructs everyone to stand for the Pledge of Allegiance.

			After the Pledge, Mr. Cancro clears his throat. “Please join me in observing a moment of silence for Logan Philbrick. As many of you know, Logan suffered a medical emergency a week ago, and he still has a long journey ahead.”

			On the opposite side of the table, I watch Erica and her friend grab each other’s hands, squeeze. A medical emergency.

			The moment of silence ends, and the band begins to play the national anthem. I’m reaching into my back pocket for my phone, ready to text Peter I haven’t seen security escorting anyone out, when the sound of arguing draws my attention to the ticket booth a few feet away from the fundraiser table.

			A security guard—the one we all avoid because he’s a retired city cop with a God complex—is standing beside a teenage boy in a beanie at the ticket booth. The kid is wearing a Newton East Pioneers hoodie, and he’s holding a piece of poster board.

			The security guard turns away from the kid, says to the person in the ticket window: “Just give him his money back so he can get the hell out of here.”

			The commotion has drawn the attention of everyone at the fundraiser table now. Erica’s jaw sets as the kid stuffs a few bills in his jeans pocket, smirks at the security guard.

			“You won’t be needing this.” The guard takes the sign from the kid, tears it in half, to protests from the kid. What the hell, man?

			I watch the guard stalk around the side of the building, toss the two halves of the sign in the trash.

			From the field, an eruption of protests, booing. Newton East has already gotten a first down. We all turn, try to get a look at the scene on the field.

			Coach Murray is standing a few feet from the ref, shouting at him.

			Erica’s face reddens. With that giant ribbon in her hair, her freckled cheeks scrunched up, she looks like a very tall toddler on the verge of a tantrum.

			I feel the weight of my phone in my pocket, all the answers that have come in since someone shared the survey link. Erica’s friends fall silent, Madison turning her attention to splitting the roll of fifty-fifty tickets in her hands.

			Even I understand what it all means.

			The Tigers are off their game.

			I keep my head down, focusing on thinning out the line of people waiting to buy from the table. Erica and her friends are no help, their backs to the line while they watch what’s happening on the field. I tune it all out until there’s an explosion of protests from the field. When I look up, the scoreboard flashes, the time ticking down until the end of the second quarter. Sunnybrook: 3. Newton East: 12.

			There’s less than three minutes to halftime. I think of the sign the security guard tore up, the smug look on the Newton East student’s face.

			The line for our table snakes almost all the way to the school building. People ducking out before halftime, unable to watch the slaughter on the field. Most of my cookies are gone, and half of us frantically tear open more boxes of chips while Erica and Madison handle the sales.

			“We’re almost out of cups,” Madison says.

			“There’s more in the supply closet by the art rooms,” Erica says. “I think.”

			Madison frowns. “Maybe someone should run to the grocery store?”

			“And give up your parking spot?” Erica snaps.

			“I can go check the closet,” I say.

			“Be quick,” Erica says.

			I sprint toward the building, to the gym doors that are propped open so people can use the bathrooms inside. When I’m out of view of the fundraising table, I pause, catch my breath. I wait for the flow of people leaving the school to stop before I glance into the trash can.

			Two-Time State Champions Cheaters

			I duck inside, head down the hall, past the gym. The art rooms are on the opposite side of the first floor. I hide myself in the space between trophy cases, get my phone out to text Peter that I saw the sign, when I hear the doors leading to the field slam.

			Voices arguing, footsteps heading for the locker room.

			“What the hell is wrong with you?” It’s Frank Murray.

			“He was talking shit!” Gavin shouts back.

			“I don’t care if he was bragging about fucking your mother—you were supposed to be covering McCormick—”

			Murray’s voice is drowned out by a flurry of activity. More voices, cleats screeching against the tile. I don’t dare breathe or move.

			“I’ll be right in,” Coach Burnham shouts over the sounds of panicked chatter.

			Some more arguing, Coach Burnham’s voice lifting over Gavin’s and Coach Murray’s. “Steiger, get in the fucking locker room, please.”

			The silence stretches until I can hear my own heart beating. Then Murray says, “I told you years ago, he’s not worth the trouble.”

			My breathing stalls out.

			“And yet Uncle Murr is always there to protect him,” Burnham says. “What did you think was going to happen when he attacked a kid in front of a courtyard full of witnesses and you let him chill in your office the rest of the day?”

			“He didn’t attack Hirani,” Murray growls. “He grabbed him—Gavin just needed to cool down.”

			“Does he look cooled down to you?” Burnham shouts. “Cancro is panicking. Between that fucking survey, and what Gavin pulled in the courtyard, and the rumors about Philbrick—this shit isn’t going away, no matter what you keep telling everyone.”

			Murray doesn’t respond. I don’t move, my back sweating through my T-shirt. The sound of the locker room door opening jolts me.

			“We’re all here,” Cameron says. The door slams again before Dylan Burnham speaks.

			“Do me a favor and keep your mouth shut,” he says to Murray. “Before you make it worse.”

			The locker room door bangs, and I exhale through my nose. After a minute of nothing but muffled noise from inside the locker room, I poke my head around the corner. Both coaches are gone. The hallway is empty.

			I hurry toward the art rooms. The supply closet is locked. I curse and head back out the way I came. Not only am I returning empty-handed, but someone as eagle-eyed as Erica will have noticed that the trip to the closet took me longer than it should have.

			My voice warbles with adrenaline when I get back to the fundraising table. “The closet was locked. I’m sorry.”

			“It doesn’t matter, because we have no coffee left either,” Erica snaps, with a pointed look at Madison, who flushes scarlet.

			“I told Ms. Coughlin it wasn’t enough,” she squeaks.

			While Erica continues to berate Madison, I sneak away to the field, my heart thrashing in my chest. I have to find Peter and tell him what I heard outside the locker room.

			I head through the gate—I don’t have a ticket, but no one stops me. I scan the lowest level of the bleachers, where I assume the pep band sits.

			Down in the first row, Peter is looking around, his trumpet in his lap, a concerned look on his face.

			I slide into the empty seat next to him.

			“What’s going on?” Peter asks.

			On the field, the dance team is lined up by the fence, arms straight down, pom-poms in their fists. Their faces are grim, pointed at the locker room entrance, waiting for the players to return and the game to resume.

			I take out my phone and start a new note, tilting it so Peter can see.

			Just heard Murray screaming at Gavin outside the locker room. DB interrupted and then THEY started fighting

			Peter reads the message before meeting my eyes. I take my phone back, continue typing.

			Murray said he told DB Gavin wasn’t worth the trouble years ago. Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?

			“No idea,” Peter says as another trumpet player, a sophomore boy, returns to claim the seat next to Peter. I shift down to the end of the row, watching the activity on the field pick up. The ref jogs out to meet Dylan Burnham, whose Tigers cap is low, covering his face as they talk.

			Cheering, tentative clapping, as the game resumes. I try to find Gavin Steiger in the blur of Tigers jerseys as they scramble for the ball. Moments later, an eruption of hollering, followed by a whistle and calls of a penalty, and an automatic first down.

			The sea of green on the opposite side of the field stands, cheers, while the Sunnybrook supporters boo.

			The ref blows the whistle. Dylan Burnham jogs onto the field; he’s called another time-out. Less than a minute later, the players are back in position, the ball at the center of the field.

			The energy on the field is different. The players seem amped up—Sunnybrook because they’re not used to losing, and Newton East because of the prospect of being the team that beats the reigning state champions.

			Shouting draws my attention to the center of the formation.

			It’s Gavin. He shoves the Newton East player opposite him. The ref blasts his whistle. More shouting, and the Newton East player takes off his helmet.

			“Shit,” says a man behind me. “Are they gonna fight?”

			Wes St. Pierre grabs Gavin by the back of his jersey, yells something at him. Another blast of the whistle and the ref appears in the middle of the players. He throws a penalty flag at Gavin’s feet, causing the Newton East supporters to erupt in cheers.

			Gavin yanks off his helmet, shouts something at the ref. Dylan Burnham and Coach Murray are already on the field, advancing toward Gavin and the ref, who awards Newton East fifteen yards for the penalty on Gavin.

			DB grabs Gavin by the sleeve of his jersey. Gavin shrugs him off, continues shouting at the ref. From this vantage point, closer to the field, I can hear what he’s saying: “He fuckin’ goaded me—”

			The ref blows his whistle, cutting Gavin off. “Unsportsmanlike conduct. Number eighty-four, off the field.”

			Protests erupt all around us. Frank Murray is full-on screaming at the ref now.

			I swallow my heartbeat, mutiny brewing in the stands as Gavin storms off the field. Booing from Sunnybrook’s side, more cheers from the Newton East supporters.

			The game resumes, and within moments, Newton East’s running back has the ball. He sails over the end zone. Several rows behind me, a woman wails: “What is happening?”

			It’s obvious, from the number on the scoreboard to the sounds of despair rippling around the stadium—the impossible is happening.

			The Tigers are going to lose.

			

			—

			I beat Mom to the car after the game. Ten minutes go by before she finally shows up.

			She’s stone-faced as we wait in the line to leave the parking lot. From the car behind us, celebratory honking, cheering. Newton East won 21–14.

			When we get home, Mom heads straight for the fridge. She unscrews the cap on a bottle of Moscato, gives it a sniff. The results must be disappointing, because she pours the rest of the wine down the drain.

			“Let’s just order dinner,” she says. “Maybe that new Japanese place.”

			She sits at the table, puts her hands over her face.

			“It’s just one game,” I say.

			“It’s a lot more complicated than that, Hadley.”

			“Because of what people are saying about the survey?”

			Mom looks up at me. “I can’t talk about this with you.”

			I stare back at her. “Is it true that Coach Murray told the guys on the team they don’t have to talk to Detective Mejia about what happened to Logan?”

			“I’m not privy to details about a police investigation,” Mom says.

			This must be the most infuriating thing about my mother. She doesn’t know when to stop being Dr. Jonassen; she can’t see that I just want to talk to my mom.

			“It sounds like the football coaches are,” I say.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I heard that people at the police department have been leaking them information,” I say. “Murray and Burnham knew that Logan was poisoned before Detective Mejia could even look at Logan’s tox screen.”

			Mom’s eyes flash. “I can’t discuss my employees with you, Hadley.”

			“Can’t, or won’t?”

			“I literally can’t or I could lose my job, and then you wouldn’t be able to go to a fancy college.” Mom immediately closes her mouth. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

			I ignore her and head upstairs. She doesn’t follow or call out to me. I realize she’s probably relieved I’m not up her ass anymore, so she can deal with the fallout from that disastrous game in peace.

			I sit at my desk, anger pulsing in my chest. My brother is studying engineering at Penn on only a partial swimming scholarship, but I’ve never heard Mom talk about Cole that way. Like he’s an entitled brat. I can’t help feeling like Mom lashed out at me because I was too close to saying what everyone is thinking: How long can the football team keep up the act and pretend nothing is wrong?

			I open the survey. There are seven new responses.

			Fuck you

			Are you happy now???

			Kill yourself

			I swallow hard. I should have anticipated this—if someone at Newton East got the survey link, it was bound to make its way back around to people in Sunnybrook.

			I keep clicking through the responses. When I’m done, I refresh the page, to see if any new ones have come in the past few minutes.

			A new response loads. Someone submitted it literally less than a minute ago. I sit up straight, my heart jackhammering as I read it.

			Cheating is far from the worst thing those guys have done

			There’s no way to get the IP address of the person who submitted the response.

			I read the comment over and over until the words bleed into the ones Coach Murray barked outside the locker room today.

			I told you years ago, he’s not worth the trouble.

			This survey response confirms what I’ve suspected since I heard the panic in Murray’s voice.

			None of this is about Gavin being academically ineligible to play football. SportsFan was right—the football players getting help with their grades isn’t even a secret, let alone a secret that someone would kill over.

			What did you tell her?

			What was Gavin so afraid of people finding out? Logan obviously knew—Tyler Curtin was also there, outside the gym, when Gavin confronted Logan.

			It’s all our business, asshole.

			I assumed Gavin was referring to the football team—that if Logan got Gavin in trouble, the whole team would suffer from losing one of their best players. But what if Gavin didn’t mean the whole team?

			I close my eyes, picture Gavin gesturing between the three of them. It’s all our business, asshole.

			Cheating is far from the worst thing those guys have done.

			I open Logan’s Instagram. I want to see his face—he’s everywhere, in photos at school and on everyone’s social media, but I’m finding I keep forgetting what it looks like.

			Logan beams at me from his Instagram grid. Sweet, human golden retriever Logan. I try to imagine what is worse than cheating, than stealing a championship or a spot at a D1 school.

			“What did you do?” I whisper.

			

			—

			I spend Sunday finishing my AP Lit paper and monitoring social media.

			No one has posted about the Tigers’ loss yesterday. At least, no one with a public account. Searching Sunnybrook and cheating doesn’t turn up anything.

			It rains all day. I think about texting Peter and asking if he wants to meet up so I can show him the survey comment, before I remember he works every Sunday at the grocery store in town, stocking shelves.

			Mom took the car and I have no idea where she went. She doesn’t get back until dinnertime. We eat the turkey tacos I made in near silence before she excuses herself to catch up on emails in the den; then I go upstairs and finish editing my paper on As I Lay Dying, trying not to think about the survey responses wishing me bodily harm.

			

			—

			I barely sleep. My morning alarm is a relief, because at least I have an excuse to escape this damn house, even if it’s to spend a school day alongside the people who are privately telling me to kill myself over Saturday’s loss.

			It’s raining again, so I head outside early to catch the bus. My stop is the last before school, and there’re only two open seats at the front. I squeeze in next to a boy who smells like wet dog and lower the hood of my raincoat.

			The bus is quieter than it usually is on a Monday morning. Something about that sets me on high alert. I glance over at the sophomore girls sharing the seat across from me. They’re whispering, heads bent together. One of them gasps, covers her mouth. The bus driver hits a pothole, sending my heart into my throat. It stays there the rest of the drive to school as I watch the sophomore girls communicating silently with each other.

			We roll to a stop at the main entrance. The girls hurry off the bus, quickly getting absorbed into the crowd of students filing through the front doors.

			Something is wrong. The perennially cheery security guard isn’t smiling; outside the auditorium, the sophomore girls from the bus meet up with two other girls, who are crying.

			I quicken my pace, the wet soles of my sneakers squealing against the linoleum. At the end of the hall, I spot Ms. Kirk outside her classroom. She’s talking to Mr. Ward, whose face is grim.

			Whatever Mr. Ward says to Kirk makes her hands fly up to her mouth.

			I slow and stand there, frozen, until Mr. Ward puts a hand on Kirk’s biceps. She nods, and he goes back to his classroom, and Kirk looks up, sees me staring.

			“What happened?” I ask, closing the gap between us.

			Kirk shakes her head and swallows. She touches her jaw, and I think maybe it’s the pain from her root canal making her unable to speak before she says, “It’s Gavin. He was in a car accident last night.”

			My brain refuses to connect what Kirk just said to those crying girls, the somber security guard. “What? Is he okay?”

			Kirk shakes her head. “No. He’s dead.”
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			Chapter Eleven

			Kirk goes into her classroom and I turn and head down the hall for Mr. Fiorella’s room. The few other seniors who are here already are retrieving books and binders from their lockers, the typical glazed-over Monday-morning look on their faces.

			Maybe I heard Kirk wrong, or she’s just wrong, and Gavin Steiger isn’t actually dead. But when I get to homeroom, I’m the only one who actually enters the classroom. The few people who are here before the bell have gathered in the hall, and they’re whispering with friends from other homerooms.

			I find my seat and keep my eyes on the desk next to me, where Gavin usually sits. His desk is still empty by the time the bell rings, as are most of the others. Even Mr. Fiorella isn’t here yet.

			Outside the classroom, the noise builds as more people arrive. Shrieks, sobs, the news making its way through the halls. Mr. Fiorella shuffles into the room, offers a dazed “Inside, everyone” before heading across the hall to talk to another teacher standing outside her classroom.

			I try to catch pieces of the frenzied conversations around me—Sam Hirani says something about a car crash—no, Gavin was hit by a car, or at least, that’s what Dan Zhang heard—

			“No!”

			The scream that comes from the hall is bloodcurdling. I stand, crane my neck to see who it is, even though I’m sure it’s Erica.

			Out in the hall, Mr. Fiorella and the history teacher next door are hovering over Erica Stanbury. She’s sitting on the floor, sobbing, and when Mr. Fiorella crouches and puts a hand on her shoulder, she shrieks: “Don’t fucking touch me!”

			The other teacher raises her voice over the crowd forming around Erica and Mr. Fiorella. “Guys, into your classrooms, now.”

			Everyone complies, and I sit. It’s been three minutes since the bell and the announcements still haven’t started. Mr. Fiorella wanders into the classroom without Erica.

			“Is it true?” Sam Hirani blurts.

			Everyone holds their breath as Mr. Fiorella hesitates. Maybe there’s misinformation going around and Gavin is still alive, like on life support or something.

			“Yes.” Mr. Fiorella drags a hand down his beard, sighs. “Coach Murray is in the gym with the guidance counselors, if anyone would like to go down there.”

			No one moves. There are only a handful of us here, and I clock who they are. None of us have a reason to feel particularly broken up about Gavin’s death. I think of how Gavin humiliated Sam in the courtyard the other day.

			But Gavin was just here, three days ago, and now he’s not. We all saw him on Saturday, sweat dripping down the sides of his face, lunging for the Newton East player.

			The bell rings, and I head to bio. I’m the only one in my seat—everyone is lingering in the halls, trading information about Gavin’s accident. I strain my ears, but I can’t hear anything specific from inside the classroom.

			Peter scrambles into his seat right before the bell, his hair and the back of his Pikachu hoodie damp.

			I’m debating nudging him, telling him about the survey comment, when the PA system crackles. There’s a long pause and the sound of papers shuffling on the other end before Mr. Cancro finally speaks.

			“I, uh—good morning,” he says, and clears his throat. I imagine him scrambling to put together whatever he’s about to say, what he must have been thinking when he got the news this morning. Not again. “Last night, Gavin Steiger was killed in a traffic accident. Grief counselors will be in the gym for the remainder of the day.”

			People are already getting out of their seats.

			I poke Peter between his shoulder blades with my pen. When he turns around, I mouth, Newspaper office?

			Before he answers, I stand up. I can feel him at my back as I approach our bio teacher, ask if I can go down to the gym.

			“Yes—that’s fine.” She steps away, calls to the people filing out of the classroom that the lab is still due tomorrow, as if any of them are listening, as if anyone cares about osmosis right now.

			Peter and I fall in line with the throngs of people headed downstairs to the gym. Some of them are embracing, most of them crying. A freshman girl waiting in the line filing into the gym whispers excitedly to her friend that the therapy dog the counselors have brought in is a goldendoodle.

			Peter and I peel off from the group. As soon as we’re shut inside the newspaper office, I blurt, “What the hell is going on?”

			“I don’t know,” Peter says, claiming his usual chair. “All I know is he wasn’t driving. I heard my sister on the phone with Gavin’s cousin Rachel this morning.”

			“What did you hear, exactly?”

			“Just that Gavin didn’t come home last night, and this morning, a state trooper showed up saying they found him on the side of County Line Road. They think it was a hit-and-run.”

			“Where even is County Line Road?” I ask.

			“It’s like, half an hour from here. No one knows what he was doing there, or how he got there without his car.”

			“Kirk and Mr. Cancro said it was an accident,” I say.

			“Maybe they don’t have all the details,” Peter says. “Or they don’t want people to panic.”

			Because with Gavin’s death, that’s two football players involved in tragic accidents in two weeks.

			Peter seems to be retreating into himself. I realize how shitty this must be for him—the idea that everyone is going to start panicking about football players being killed off one by one.

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“I don’t know. This probably feels…familiar.”

			Peter thinks for a bit. “I honestly don’t even remember much about when Jen died. I was really young. I always thought it was kind of ridiculous people used to say this town was cursed—” He stops himself. “But I don’t know. It feels like this isn’t a coincidence.”

			“I don’t think it is.” I scoot closer to Peter, show him the survey response loaded on my phone.

			Cheating is far from the worst thing those guys have done.

			He looks up from my phone, eyes wide. “When did that come in?”

			“After the game on Saturday,” I say. “I wonder if it has anything to do with what Gavin and Logan were arguing about outside the gym.”

			“You’re still stuck on that?” Peter asks.

			“Well, two of the three people present for that conversation are either dead or in a coma,” I say. “Speaking of things that don’t feel like a coincidence.”

			I think of Tyler Curtin sitting with me on the bleachers, making me laugh until my ribs hurt. How is he involved in all this? He must have known what Gavin was confronting Logan about. Is he at home not because he’s grieving his friend but because he might know why Gavin and Logan were targeted?

			Peter leans back in his chair, retreating further into a thought.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“Maybe you’re right that the argument you overheard and the survey comment are related,” Peter says. “But maybe your entire premise is wrong, that Logan and Gavin were killed to cover up something they did.”

			“I’m not following,” I say.

			“I’m saying maybe the commenter is right, and they did do something fucked up.” Peter sits up straight. “Maybe what’s happening to them now is revenge.”

			

			—

			Why would someone want revenge on Logan and Gavin?

			None of my teachers bother trying to get us to do work. Almost everyone spends the day in the gym with the grief counselors. I get permission to go back to the newspaper office last period, during gym. I spend the time combing through my GChat history with SportsFan, like I’m rereading a novel and hoping somehow the ending will be different.

			They’ll figure out it’s you, and they’ll ruin your life

			Trust me…I know from experience

			Peter’s words ring hollow in my ears. Maybe what’s happening to them now is revenge.

			I email SportsFan, asking if they can talk over chat tonight, only for the message to bounce back. They’ve deleted the account again, making good on the promise that they won’t talk to me anymore.

			I’m depositing my textbooks in my locker after last period when Peter texts me.

			
				
					
						I have to show you something

					

				

				
					
						Ok…newspaper office?

					

				

				
					
						No, it can’t be at school

					

				

				
					
						We can meet at my house

					

				

				
					
						When?

					

				

				
					
						Now

					

				

				
					
						Don’t you have golf practice?

					

				

				
					
						Golf is a joke

					

				

			

			Peter texts his address. I think about hitching a ride on his bus, but I don’t know if students are allowed to take routes that aren’t theirs. And as much as I hate admitting it to myself, I keep thinking of that conversation with Alix, when she accused Peter of making the survey.

			I’m not sure I want people to notice that Peter and I are hanging out after school. It was bad enough when people blamed my survey for Saturday’s loss, but now a football player is dead. Everyone else is probably wondering the same thing I am—does Gavin’s outburst on the field Saturday have anything to do with him winding up dead on County Line Road a day later?

			The rain has cleared up; I take the bus home and head straight for the shed to grab my bike.

			According to my phone GPS, Peter lives less than a mile from me. I text Mom that if I’m not here when she gets home, I’m at my biology partner’s house, working on a lab.

			Peter’s house is massive, and sort of McMansiony. I rest my bike against the porch railing and knock on the front door, prompting a dog inside the house to go absolutely apeshit barking. I hear some muttering, then yelling, before Peter answers the door. A white mutt with a spotted brown face bolts into the foyer and promptly rolls onto its back—her back—and starts peeing all over the pristine white tile.

			“God damn it,” Peter says, sidestepping her wiggling body.

			“Sorry I got her excited.” I step around the dog and follow Peter into the kitchen.

			He yanks a bunch of paper towels from the holder and heads for the foyer, calling over his shoulder, “She always does this when she sees people. Every. Single. Time.”

			I scratch behind the dog’s ears. She knows what she did and she doesn’t care. “What’s her name?” I ask when Peter returns.

			He steps on the pedal of his stainless-steel trash can, drops the pee towels inside. “Zelda.”

			“She’s adorable.” Zelda gnaws at my wrist, stirring up my decades-old longing for a dog. I never had any pets growing up, because Mom used to say it wasn’t fair for a pet to be alone all day.

			“She’s the worst,” Peter mutters as Zelda latches onto the end of one of his shoelaces. He tries to shake her off, unsuccessfully, before prying the lace from her mouth.

			“You’re not a dog person?” I ask.

			“I’m not a this dog person. Our old dog died and my mom lost her mind and ran out and got a puppy without thinking and we’re stuck with this monster.”

			One of Zelda’s triangular ears turns inside out as she rolls onto her back. Her fur is the color of butter, and the hair on her pink belly is growing back, as if she recently got fixed. She might be the cutest dog I have ever laid eyes on. “She’s perfect.”

			Peter shoots the dog a glare as he moves to the fridge. “She’s chewed through my laptop power cord and three phone chargers. Do you want something to drink?”

			“I’m good.” I sit on one of the stools at the kitchen island, unsure what to do with myself while Peter rummages through the fridge. Zelda appears at my feet, scratching my calves with tiny puppy nails.

			I pick her up and set her in my lap. Her body is warm and comforts the uneasiness I feel at being in Peter Carlino’s house.

			Peter takes the stool next to me, cracking open a can of Sunkist. “You absolutely can’t tell anyone about what I’m about to show you.”

			Peter opens the MacBook on the kitchen island, his fingers leaving smears on the screen. He opens a bookmarked tab to a Google drive that prompts him to enter a password for access.

			“What is this?” I ask, staring at the screen as he logs in.

			“This is the closest thing Sunnybrook High School has to an anti-football movement.”

			I peer at the tab along the top of the screen. “Only six people have access.”

			“I didn’t say it was a big movement.”

			The drive consists of a single folder. Peter clicks on it, scrolls past dozens of screenshots. “Remember what Gabby told you, about the football player who ate an edible?”

			I nod. Peter takes a long slurp of his soda before saying, “Allegedly, there was a video of the whole thing.”

			“What happened to the video?”

			“Whatever genius on the team decided to post it to Snapchat deleted it as soon as the ambulances arrived.”

			My pulse quickens. “Are there pictures from Tyler’s party in here?”

			“Only the ones we were able to grab before everyone started deleting them.”

			I stare at Peter. “You’ve had access to pictures from the party this whole time and didn’t tell me?”

			“The only rule of having access to the drive is that you can’t give anyone else access without permission from the others,” Peter says. “And no offense, but it would be a hard sell to convince them to let you in.”

			“Why?” I ask, a little offended.

			“I know you wouldn’t tell anyone about it,” Peter says. “But the others don’t know you. And they know you were at the party and hang out with Alix Maroney and stuff.”

			“That’s fair, I guess.” I eye Peter from my peripheral. “Why do you and your five closest friends have a dossier on the football team anyway?”

			“After the whole thing with the kid and the edible—Sam and I heard some of them talking about how hilarious it was. They were basically bragging that they got away with sending a teammate to the hospital.” Peter cracks a knuckle. “We started making fake social media accounts, pretending to be girls from other schools so they would follow us back and we could see their posts.”

			I lift my eyebrows. “To try to get evidence the next time they almost killed someone?”

			“I mean, we obviously didn’t think they’d almost kill someone again. They didn’t get any real consequences from the edible prank, but the coaches were pissed enough that nothing like that happened again.”

			“So what’s the point of all the screenshots of them partying? Obviously the coaches don’t give a shit.”

			“Their college coaches might,” Peter says quietly.

			I stare at Peter in disbelief. “Were you guys really going to—”

			Peter shrugs. “Probably not. But it feels good to know we could.”

			I don’t say anything. Peter must interpret my silence as my judging him and his friends, because his ears turn pink. “Some of these guys are okay, but—it doesn’t matter.”

			I watch as Peter clicks through the photos. He pauses on one that was taken in a room I recognize as Tyler’s kitchen. Logan stands at the counter, one arm around Madison Reilly. On his other side, Erica Stanbury has him by the chin, smooshing his mouth into a smile. The cup that is undoubtedly in Erica’s other hand has been strategically cropped out of the photo.

			Peter clicks through to another photo—also in the kitchen, but this time Logan stands next to Cameron. Both of them are grinning. “These are the only two pictures of Logan I could find.”

			“Did you tell Mike about these?” I ask. “He wanted to see pictures from the party.”

			“The drive group overruled me about showing Mike,” Peter says.

			“What the hell? There could be something in here that points to who poisoned Logan.”

			“I doubt it—we already looked through everything. It’s not like someone was waving a bottle of Visine around.” Peter’s cheeks flush. “If we tell Mike we’ve been compiling dirt on football players for years, he’s going to have to explain the drive to the people he works with, which include the very people who keep leaking information to the football coaches. How do you think that’s going to go over for us?”

			I don’t say anything, because I get it. It’s the same reason I can’t tell Detective Mejia about the messages from SportsFan, or the comments in the survey, without outing myself as the person who created it.

			Peter turns his attention back to the screen. “Anyway, Gavin is in one of the videos—I didn’t think anything of it when I first saw it, but now…I don’t know. Just watch. Someone posted it to Snapchat and then deleted it.”

			Peter hits play. The video is shaky, and it was clearly taken outside. The camera pans to the ground. A girl is lying on the grass, rolling around. She’s in a tie-dye sweatshirt and jean shorts, and her golden hair is splayed out on the grass. It looks like there’s dried vomit on her ends.

			The person holding the phone and recording—a girl—giggles uncontrollably. “You okay, bae?”

			The girl on the grass moans, throws an arm over her face, as another girl off camera shrieks, “What is wrong with you!”

			The girl holding the phone drops it with a yelp, as if the other girl knocked it out of her hand. A guy’s voice yells, “Yo, what the fuck are y’all still doing here?”

			I recognize the voice instantly as Wes St. Pierre’s. I’ve always thought of him as the human equivalent of a giant carnival teddy bear; hearing the razor’s edge to his voice turns my stomach.

			The audio is garbled, the lens blacked out as someone picks up the phone. The camera is aimed at the lawn; lights wash over the grass as the person holding the phone turns in time to capture the back of a guy in a hoodie storming past her, down Tyler’s driveway.

			But it’s not Wes; the guy is wearing basketball shorts, and his legs are white. Headlights pass over him, a car pulling up to the end of the driveway.

			“What the fuck is he doing here?” the guy shouts.

			The video ends abruptly, freezing on the guy in the hoodie approaching the car. His face isn’t visible at any point, but his voice is unmistakable.

			Peter replays the video, both of us silent, focused on the shaved sides of the guy’s head and the number 84 on the back of his hoodie.

			“That’s Gavin,” I say.

			Peter nods.

			“Zoom in on the car, if you can,” I say.

			Peter screenshots the final frame of the video so he can zoom in on the vehicle.

			The car is dark blue. There’s no way to tell the model with only the faint glow of the solar lights lining Tyler’s driveway. The front bumper is crushed in on the side facing the camera, but there aren’t any other identifying marks visible in the brief moment the car appears.

			“Do you know whose car that is?” I ask.

			“No idea. Looks like Gavin didn’t either.”

			“Is there any way to tell when the video was taken?” I ask.

			Peter shakes his head. “Only when the person who screen-grabbed it uploaded it to the drive.”

			“Who uploaded the video to Snapchat originally?”

			“Probably the girl who filmed it. She deleted her account, so I can’t tell who it belonged to.”

			I try to remember if I saw a girl in a tie-dye sweatshirt at Tyler’s party. I go back to when I first arrived: Wes and Gavin, standing sentry outside. I would have noticed a drunk young girl covered in vomit on Tyler’s lawn.

			“This must have happened before I got there,” I say. “Or at least before Logan collapsed. They moved pretty quick to break up the party once Alix and I drove him to the hospital.”

			“That girl in the video—do you recognize her?” Peter asks.

			“Not without seeing her face. But she looks small. A freshman, probably,” I say. “Maybe the driver of the car was coming to pick her up.”

			“Gavin didn’t seem pleased to see the driver, whoever it was,” Peter says.

			I mull this over, my head swimming with the knowledge that things went down at that party before Logan was poisoned. How much happened that I don’t know about?

			Zelda lets out a throaty growl before leaping off my lap. She barks and runs to the front door as it opens. Two little girls run inside, shrieking with joy when Zelda jumps up on them.

			A woman, probably in her twenties, is behind the kids, a cell phone pressed to her ear. She has dark hair cut in a long bob with curtain bangs, and disarmingly blue eyes. She looks nothing like Peter, but she obviously lives here, too, based on how happy Zelda is to see her. “They can have chicken nuggets, it’s fine,” she says, stepping over the puppy. She halts when she sees me, her head cocking slightly. “Did you know Petey has a girl over?”

			Peter’s face turns scarlet as the little girls bolt through the kitchen, chasing a still-barking Zelda. “Can you mind your damn business, Monica?”

			Monica picks up the backpacks the girls have discarded on the floor—one with Frozen characters, the other dinosaurs—and sets them on the kitchen island.

			“Just making sure you’re not getting into trouble,” Monica says as an angry voice tears from the adjacent room: “Dani, stop it!”

			“What are they even doing here?” Peter mutters.

			“Anna’s mom fell and broke her hip, so I got them off the bus. Mike is picking them up on his way home from work.”

			Monica’s eyes move to Peter’s laptop screen. He slams it shut, like a reflex, but he was still too slow.

			“Was that Gavin Steiger?” she asks.

			“No,” Peter blurts. I resist the urge to kick him under the kitchen island.

			Something in Monica’s expression changes. “I need you to help me watch the girls until Mom gets home.”

			“We’re doing homework,” Peter says.

			Monica’s crystal-blue eyes blaze. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

			In the living room, a thunk sounds, followed by frenzied barking and a tiny voice screaming bloody murder. Monica hurries out of the kitchen, prompting me to say to Peter, “I should go.”

			“I’ll walk you out,” he mutters, sliding off the stool.

			I wait until we’re in the driveway, Zelda’s barks blotted out when the front door closes behind us, before saying: “What was that about?”

			Peter looks over at me. “What have you heard about my family, exactly?”

			“I know who your dad is. And Jen, obviously,” I say.

			Peter hesitates. “I mean—has anyone at school said anything to you about Monica?”

			“Alix Maroney said something about her trying to get Coach Murray fired.”

			Peter flushes a bit, then nods. We fall into step with each other as I walk to the side of the house to get my bike.

			“Brandon—the guy who killed Susan and Juliana—Monica was the reason he was arrested,” Peter says. “When Monica was a junior, she and Brandon worked together at the country club. Anyway, they…you know.”

			Peter turns scarlet.

			“Wasn’t he like, thirty?” I ask.

			“He was twenty-four, and Monica was sixteen. So yeah, it was rape,” Peter says quietly. “Monica didn’t tell anyone until she figured out that Brandon killed Jen’s friends.”

			“Wait, Monica figured it out?”

			Peter glances back at the house, the closed garage door. “I don’t know exactly what happened, because I was ten, but I guess things about the murders didn’t add up for Monica. She figured out that Brandon was the one who really killed Susan and Juliana, and when she confronted him, he showed up here and attacked her.”

			“Jesus Christ—were you home?”

			“Yeah. I didn’t see most of it, but I remember Ginny—Ms. Cordero—being here and calling 911. She lived around the block before she and her mom moved into a condo. Monica kept telling my dad Ginny wasn’t involved in the stuff Monica had been doing to piece things together….”

			“What does any of this have to do with Coach Murray?” I ask.

			“Murray was the one who hired Brandon to coach cross-country the year everything happened with him and Monica,” Peter says. “During his plea deal, it came out that Brandon had been accused of harassing and stalking a girl who broke up with him while he was in college. People were pissed that he was able to get a job at the high school, so the principal and superintendent resigned, and Coach Murray took a leave of absence for a year.”

			“How come Murray didn’t resign too?” I ask.

			“Because football.” Peter’s lips form a wry smile. “Murray has a lot of supporters in this town. They all banded together and started a campaign to save his job. People were allowed to speak up for or against forcing him to retire at a board meeting…and my mom spoke against him.” He exhales. “She told everyone she felt like Coach Murray failed our family by hiring Brandon. She said if Brandon hadn’t gotten caught for the murders, he would have had more assault victims at Sunnybrook High School than just Monica. I guess that really set people off.”

			“People got mad at your mom for saying that?” I ask. “I mean, she was probably right. He was a serial rapist, and he killed two people.”

			Peter shrugs. “Murray’s supporters started going after Monica. A lot of them said that she wasn’t actually raped and she only pressed charges after he rejected her and got back with his girlfriend, how dare my family blame Murray for that, blah, blah, blah.”

			“That’s so fucked up, Peter. I’m really sorry.”

			“Monica graduated right before Brandon was sentenced, so she wasn’t really around for the backlash. But she knew what people were saying. A couple people even sent her nasty DMs, and Mike had to get involved.” Peter blows out a sigh. “Anyway. That’s why she flipped out when she saw us looking at that video of Gavin. She doesn’t want us getting involved…with good reason.”
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			Chapter Twelve

			By Tuesday, the gym is back to being a normal gym and not ground zero for everyone to process their grief. The social workers and therapy dog have been moved to the guidance office, per Mr. Cancro’s orders.

			Outside the locker room, a couple of sophomores in my gym class are telling Ms. Rosales they don’t feel up to volleyball today.

			“I think I need to talk to Mr. Demarco,” one of them says, jutting her lip for effect.

			“If you’re okay with a zero for today, by all means, go,” Ms. Rosales snaps.

			The girls skulk into the locker room, muttering about what a bitch she is. I can guarantee Gavin Steiger didn’t even know those girls exist, but part of me doesn’t fault them for using his death to try to get out of gym.

			Everyone is slow to get changed today. I sit on the bleachers, watching people trickle in from the locker rooms. Ayana and her best friend, Farrah Saeed, sit a few feet away from me, whispering to each other. Erica and Madison file in, take the spot closest to the locker room doors. When Gabby enters, her eyes ringed with red, she returns my wave, but she sits behind Erica and Madison.

			Erica makes a sound of disgust, her eyes on two girls high up in the bleachers. I recognize them as dance team girls; one girl has her head on her friend’s shoulder, tears trickling down her face.

			Erica turns around. “She’s such a drama whore.”

			“Isn’t she the one who texted Gavin nudes?” Madison says.

			Behind them, Gabby stirs. “Real classy conversation, guys.”

			“What?” Erica snaps, facing Gabby. “You don’t think she’s doing it for attention?”

			Gabby’s mouth forms a line. She picks at her bracelet, elbows on her knees. “Have you heard anything about the funeral yet?”

			“The wake is going to be tomorrow night,” Erica says. “As long as the cops release his body this afternoon.”

			“Why do they still have his body?” Madison asks.

			“Because it’s a murder investigation,” Erica says.

			I can’t help myself; I look over at them. Gabby meets my eyes for a minute before looking away.

			No one questions how Erica could possibly know this. When your parents own the local country club, you are privy to all sorts of information.

			“That is insane,” Madison says. “After what happened to Logan—”

			“Aren’t all hit-and-runs murder investigations?” Gabby cuts in.

			“It sounds like they think he was targeted,” Erica says. “Based on who the police supposedly talked to last night.”

			“Who?” Madison asks, and she actually leans toward Erica.

			“Markell Davis,” Erica says, and Gabby jerks her head up. The name doesn’t mean anything to me, but I register the shock on Gabby’s face.

			“There’s no way,” she says.

			“They found Gavin a few miles from his college,” Erica says.

			Madison’s voice is so hushed I can barely make out what she’s saying. “But why would he—”

			“Why would he do exactly what he threatened to do?” Erica snorts.

			Gabby flinches and glances over her shoulder. She turns back to Erica and says, “Don’t.”

			I track Gabby’s movements and see who she was looking at—farther down my row, Ayana Murphy sits stone-faced, watching Erica and Madison. Farrah whispers in her ear.

			Erica’s hands move to her ponytail. She yanks at the base to tighten it. “You were all there. You literally heard Markell threaten to kill Gavin.”

			I glance over at Ayana, who is staring at the back of Erica’s head like she wants to yeet her into a wall by her ponytail. Ayana stands at the same moment Ms. Rosales’s whistle blasts.

			The conversations in the bleachers stop. Ms. Rosales tells us to pair up and grab a volleyball to practice serves.

			Gabby partners with Chloe, and I wind up with a scrawny sophomore who wears Sharpie for eyeliner and doesn’t even bother trying to return my serves. I keep an eye on Ayana as she and Farrah head to the ball basket. I’ve never seen her look so angry, even when she told me she caught Wes texting that girl from North Hills.

			At ten minutes to two, when Ms. Rosales tells us to go change, Ayana is the first one out of the gym, as if she can’t get the hell away from everyone fast enough.

			I head into the locker room, keeping the back of Ayana’s head, her smooth, high bun, in sight as she dips into the row of lockers across from mine. I keep my yoga pants on and slip my hoodie over my gym T-shirt, stuffing my clothes into my backpack.

			Ayana is in her bra and underwear, talking animatedly with Farrah.

			I avert my eyes so she doesn’t catch me staring. I don’t look up until I hear a locker slamming, Ayana telling Farrah she’ll see her at dance team practice.

			Ayana is dressed, her eyes still ablaze as she heads for the locker room exit. I stand from the bench and follow her.

			Ayana bypasses the locker room door, hooking a right for the bathroom. I hang outside for a beat, draw a breath before I follow her.

			She’s already in a stall, her pink suede Adidas sneakers visible below the door. I stand at the sink and wash my hands, waiting.

			When Ayana emerges from the stall, she eyes my reflection in the mirror, but she doesn’t say anything as she washes her hands. I watch as she removes a tube of lip gloss from her jeans, uncaps it.

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			Ayana doesn’t take her eyes off her own reflection, tracing the lip gloss wand over her pout. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Kind of looked like Erica was pissing you off earlier.”

			“Erica said all that shit hoping I’d finally knock her crooked-ass teeth out.” Ayana twists the cap back on her lip gloss and examines her teeth in the mirror, gleaming white and perfectly straight.

			“Who’s Markell?” I ask.

			“He’s my cousin.” Ayana plunges her lip gloss into her back pocket. “But you already know all about him, right?”

			“What are you talking about?” I ask. “I literally never heard the name Markell before Erica said it.”

			“I read your article.” Ayana blinks at me. “Did you seriously not even bother to get the name of the poor homeless kid Coach Burnham took in?”

			My stomach plummets. In the past week, I’ve been called a stuck-up bitch, been told to kill myself, and considered that someone actually did try to kill me—but the implication that I’m a bad reporter hurts the most. “I’m sorry. I had no idea he was your cousin.”

			“Maybe you should have asked someone other than Logan about him.” Ayana’s eyes flash. “Yeah, my aunt was about to lose her house. But she had a job lined up down in Georgia, and she and Markell were gonna stay with my other aunt down there until they got on their feet.

			“Markell was so good that he was already getting letters from coaches. When DB found out that they were going to move at the end of the year, he freaked out. He showed up at my aunt’s house and said she was throwing Markell’s future away.”

			“By moving?”

			“The school Markell was gonna go to in Georgia didn’t have a football team. DB convinced my aunt the only way Markell would get noticed and play D1 was to stay in Sunnybrook.”

			But Markell was already being contacted by coaches, Ayana said. It sounds more like Dylan Burnham wasn’t willing to let his star player go, even if it meant having Markell move in with his family until he graduated.

			“Why do they think Markell killed Gavin?” I ask. My thoughts circle to the Snapchat, the way Gavin marched down the driveway. What the fuck is he doing here?

			Did someone see Markell’s car at Tyler’s? If he and Gavin got into an argument a week before Gavin turned up dead—

			On the counter, Ayana’s phone chimes. She ignores it, instead looking me up and down. “Why don’t you ask them yourself? I’m sure your BFF Alix would tell you.”

			“Ayana, I am not friends with those girls.”

			Out in the hall, the warning bell for club period rings. Half a second later, the bathroom door swings open. One of the hall monitors, the older lady everyone calls Turkey Neck, pokes her head in. “Ladies, keep it moving.”

			The monitor ducks back out, and Ayana takes a step toward me. “Look, you’d better watch yourself, because you’re right. Those bitches are definitely not your friends.”
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			Chapter Thirteen

			I almost miss the bus, because the gym is on the other side of the parking lot. The driver is about to shut the door on my face when I start waving my arms, panicked.

			She lets me on and I slide into the first seat, which is completely empty. I get out my phone and Google Gavin Steiger’s name.

			
				POLICE RELEASE ID OF TEEN KILLED ON COUNTY LINE ROAD

				The state police have confirmed that the victim in an incident that occurred Sunday night is Gavin Steiger, 17, of Sunnybrook.

				Police have not commented on Steiger’s cause of death, citing the ongoing investigation. News 7 reported yesterday that a motorist called 911 to report a person lying on the side of County Line Road in East Newton around 11:13 p.m. Sources who were at the scene have confirmed to News 7 that the motorist who placed the call did not hit Steiger, as earlier reports suggested.

				Steiger was a 3-star defensive lineman for Sunnybrook’s football team and the cousin of Bethany Steiger, a Sunnybrook cheerleader who was killed in a crash in 2013. Calls to the Steiger family were not returned. Steiger’s mother confirmed Gavin’s death in a Facebook post on Monday morning before making her profile private.

				This is a developing story. Please check back for updates. The state police are asking anyone with information to call Detective Maria Nunziata.

			

			I read the second paragraph over and over until the words mean nothing. The motorist did not hit Steiger.

			Gavin was already dead when the driver stopped. It may not have been a hit-and-run at all—someone could have killed Gavin and left him on County Line Road.

			I Google Maria Nunziata. She’s a homicide detective.

			Erica was right. Gavin was murdered.

			

			—

			Mom texts that she’s going to be late again. I finish my bio lab, not really caring that I probably calculated the rate of osmosis wrong.

			When I’m done, I Google Markell Davis.

			I think about what Ayana said—how wildly her version of events differs from the rumors about her cousin. I think of SportsFan’s last message to me, the warning about what the football team could do to me. Trust me, I know from experience.

			But Markell Davis graduated before I moved to Sunnybrook. He doesn’t even know I exist, so indulging the idea that he could be SportsFan is a waste of time.

			Ayana, though—Ayana was there to whisk me away from Gavin and Wes when I got to the party. She’s in my gym class, and would have seen Gabby and me talking. Ayana was dating Wes, Gavin’s best friend, which means she might know Gavin well enough to have been able to guess his safe code.

			And SportsFan never said the football team ruined their life. Just that they could ruin mine, and they knew from experience. She could have been thinking of what happened to her cousin when she tried to warn me away from the football team.

			But what did they do to Markell Davis?

			

			—

			Mom is gone before I wake up Wednesday morning. I’m brushing my teeth when she texts me:

			
				
					
						Gavin’s wake is tonight at 7. I’ll come pick you up when I leave the office

					

				

			

			She wants me to go. Of course she does. Sunnybrook is one big family, and it would be weird if the superintendent showed up without hers.

			The thought of going to Gavin’s wake unsettles me. I can count on one hand how many wakes I’ve been to in my life, and none of them involved a murder.

			At the final bell, I grab my stuff from my locker to go home, before remembering at the last minute that I’m signed up for peer tutoring after school today. I’m almost a full minute late, drawing a look of contempt from Mrs. Coughlin.

			Tyler Curtin is at a table by the window, waiting for me. We don’t have any classes together this year, so I haven’t talked to him since the night of the party.

			“Hey.” He barely lifts his head when he mumbles it at me.

			“Hi.” I drop my voice, because Mrs. Coughlin has a strict no-socializing rule during peer tutoring. “How are you holding up?”

			“I mean, I’m here.” Tyler’s voice is flat, his eyes on the pen he’s tapping against the table. “I just don’t understand any of it.”

			“Have you heard anything?” I ask. “About who they think did it?”

			Tyler shakes his head. “Nah. I mean, it was a hit-and-run. They’ll be lucky if they ever find them.”

			Tyler doesn’t look at me. I swallow. “People are saying that someone named Markell might have done it.”

			Tyler’s shoulders tense. “Nah, that’s bullshit.”

			“I heard Erica say Markell threatened to kill Gavin, though.”

			“Erica’s got a big mouth.” There’s a warning in Tyler’s voice as he picks up his pen, considers it.

			“Tyler—did Gavin get into a fight with someone the night of your party?”

			The mention of the party makes Tyler lower his hands. “No. Why would you ask that?”

			“I saw a Snapchat…. This car showed up,” I whisper. “Gavin seemed pissed and said What the fuck is he doing here?”

			“I don’t know anything about that.” Tyler doesn’t ask what type of car. Something about how swift his denial is tells me he knows who it belongs to.

			“It was dark blue, with a crushed bumper—”

			“Back off, Hadley. For real.”

			The acid in his voice stings. There’s a flicker of fear in Tyler’s expression, though, that makes me think there’s more going on than his not wanting me asking questions about the car.

			I’m opening my mouth to apologize when Tyler stands abruptly, his chair legs squealing against the tile. “Yo, Mrs. Coughlin, I don’t feel good, can I go?”

			Mrs. Coughlin sets down her copy of Us Weekly and peers at us from her desk. “What do you mean, you don’t feel good?”

			Tyler crosses to the door and stops, one hand on the frame. “I mean I’m gonna shit my pants if you don’t let me out of this room right now.”

			A wave of snickering goes through the room as Mrs. Coughlin reddens and waves him off. “Go. Please.”

			The laughing continues as Tyler leaves, and Mrs. Coughlin gets redder. Finally, she stands. “Anyone who isn’t quiet in the next ten seconds needs to leave this room, and no, you will not get credit for today’s session. Capisce?”

			

			—

			Mom and I arrive at Ristegio’s Funeral Home at six-thirty, half an hour before Gavin’s wake is set to begin. There’s already a line into the parking lot, and no free spaces, so we wind up parking a block away.

			Most of the storefronts are dark. The blue ribbons people tied around the streetlamps and telephone poles flutter with a passing breeze. Outside Sunnybrook Varsity, the athletic wear shop, is a memorial. LED tea lights, flickering from low battery; wilted flowers; footballs. Handwritten messages for Gavin. At the center is a framed photo.

			I’m in a V-neck sweater despite the heat, because it’s the only piece of clothing I own that is black and not a hoodie or sweatpants. I tug at the waist of my dress pants, the fabric digging into my skin.

			Mom could probably pull rank as superintendent, but we wait in line with everyone else. I keep my eyes on my phone, pretend to be reading the news so I don’t have to make eye contact with the people from school trickling into the parking lot.

			When we get inside, Mom is accosted by two women I don’t recognize, and I take the opportunity to slip away. The viewing room is packed. I doubt Gavin’s battered body is on display, but I still can’t bring myself to go in there, so I linger in the lobby, which is also packed.

			I feel gross, like an invasive species of bacteria. Everyone in this room hates me, blames me for what happened last weekend, even if they don’t know it’s me.

			Someone touches my shoulder, startling me so badly I almost swing around and punch the hand’s owner.

			I exhale when I see it’s just Alix Maroney. She’s in a simple black dress and a thigh-length cardigan. She is wearing more makeup than usual, possibly to disguise the redness around her eyes.

			“It was really nice of you to come,” she says. She starts toward the viewing room doors, eyes on me. It’s clear that I’m expected to follow, and I swallow my panic. “How is Cameron doing?” I ask.

			“Like you’d expect,” Alix says. She sounds distracted as she navigates a path for us. “I guess. Brayden came home this morning, at least.”

			I recognize the name of Cameron’s third-oldest brother. Alix points to a man in a suit standing next to Dylan Burnham. It’s obvious this is Brayden; he is nearly identical to his brother in every single way, except that his jaw and his shoulders are slightly wider and he’s about half an inch taller than Dylan.

			From his spot by his brothers, Cameron notices us. He raises a hand meekly before turning to talk to an elderly woman using a walker.

			Alix gnaws her lip, whispers, “I’m worried about him.”

			“Is he…getting help?” I ask.

			“He won’t talk to anyone about it. He won’t even talk to me.” Alix uses the pad of her pinky to wipe the corner of her eye. “He’s just—he’s lost so much. I’m terrified I’m going to lose him too.”

			I glance at Alix, but her face is inscrutable. Is she saying she’s worried that Cameron could be next?

			“Wow.” Alix examines her pinky, the flake of mascara she’s excavated. “That sounded super self-absorbed.”

			“It’s not,” I say, thinking of how Alix ran into Cameron’s arms in the emergency room, the way he rubbed her back. “I don’t think there’s anything selfish about being scared to lose someone you love.”

			Cameron breaks free from the older woman’s hug, holding her by the forearms to steady her as she wobbles toward her walker.

			“I’d better go over there,” Alix says. “That lady was our first-grade teacher.”

			She turns to walk away and at the last moment whirls back around. She pulls me into a hug. She smells like spun sugar and berries.

			I can’t breathe when she breaks the hug. All I can think about is what she said at lunch the other day. Whoever created that survey is a piece of shit.

			I need to get out of here. There’s no cell service in the funeral home, so I can’t text Mom that I’m going outside for some air. She’s still holding court in the lobby, surrounded by people I don’t know. Board members, maybe, or teachers from the elementary and middle schools.

			I push my way out the side door and text Mom I’m going to wait for her at the car.

			I’m waiting to cross the street when I see a car pulling up to the curb outside the pizza place, to a woman standing there. It’s Monica, Peter’s sister.

			A tall guy with wavy blond hair gets out of the driver’s seat of a Honda Civic. They meet on his side of the car. Monica loops her arms around his neck, leans into him. He rests his chin on the top of her head. They stay like that for nearly a full minute, until Monica takes a step back, her arms still around the guy’s neck.

			I remember how Peter said Monica is friends with Rachel, Gavin’s cousin. Monica must have come to the funeral to support her. She stares into the guy’s eyes, neither of them speaking. Finally, he puts his lips to her forehead, both of them closing their eyes.

			It’s only a kiss on the forehead, but it’s the most intimate thing I’ve ever seen. The two of them, frozen like that, stirs up a sadness in me I can’t put a finger on. I feel like I’ve been punched in the kidney.

			They finally break apart, and the guy says something to Monica that makes her nod. He gets back into the car, while Monica tugs the hem of her dress down and circles back to the passenger side and climbs inside.

			“Are you crossing?”

			The voice next to me is small. I turn and look into Ms. Cordero’s face—the new math teacher, and the assistant dance team coach. She’s wearing a black cardigan over a black camisole, and dark gray pants.

			I am so distracted by the memory of her watching Logan and me in the hall, the day I interviewed him. She wanted to talk to Logan, and she said it was important—

			Ms. Cordero blinks at me, and when I still don’t respond, she reaches around me to hit the button for the crosswalk. Across the street, the driver of the Honda Civic pulls away, and Peter’s sister is gone.

			The Walk sign flashes, and Ms. Cordero steps into the street. I keep a few paces behind her, watching her head for a blue sedan parked outside the holistic healing shop. I stop in my tracks as she pauses by the driver’s door, fumbling in her leather sack bag for her keys, my eyes falling to her front bumper. The front corner is concave, a scrape of paint missing, just like the car in the video from Tyler Curtin’s party the night Logan was poisoned.
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			Chapter Fourteen

			Can you send me the video with Gavin from outside Tyler’s? I text Peter.

			
				
					
						Idk. That would violate the drive code.

					

				

				
					
						Fuck the drive code

					

				

				
					
						I think that car is Ms. Cordero’s

					

				

			

			Peter is typing for what feels like an eternity.

			
				
					
						I’m home. Come over

					

				

			

			Mom finally texts me back, interrupting the response I’m typing out to Peter.

			
				
					
						I’m going to be stuck here awhile. Can you get a ride?

					

				

				
					
						Can you get me from Peter Carlino’s house when you’re done? We have to finish bio lab

					

				

				
					
						Sure

					

				

			

			I text Mom Peter’s address as I head back to the crosswalk. Peter’s house is three-quarters of a mile from Main Street, or about a ten-minute walk if I really book it.

			The driveway and garage are both empty when I arrive. Zelda goes berserk at my knock. Peter answers the door in pajama pants and his Pikachu hoodie.

			“I saw Ms. Cordero get into the car from the video,” I say, sidestepping Zelda.

			“She got into it, or she was driving it?” Peter asks.

			“She was getting into the driver’s side.” I follow Peter into the kitchen, watch him preemptively tear a paper towel from the holder on the counter.

			“Go ahead,” he sighs as Zelda quivers at my feet.

			I pet her, and she promptly rolls over, peeing all over the floor. Peter bends, wipes up the pee. “How are you so sure it’s the same car as the one in the Snapchat?”

			“I’m not sure,” I say. “That’s why I need to see the video again.”

			Peter looks skeptical. “But didn’t Gavin say What the fuck is he doing here?”

			“Pull up the video,” I tell him. “Is there any way to slow it down?”

			Peter’s laptop is already on the breakfast nook table. He clicks out of the history paper he’s working on and pulls up the Snapchat on the Google drive.

			Peter plays the video three times with the volume up all the way: Gavin’s muffled What the fuck is he doing here? becomes What the fuck is she doing here?

			“Why would Ms. Cordero show up to a high school party?” I ask.

			“I have no idea,” Peter says. “I doubt that’s like, her scene. She didn’t even go to her own homecoming.”

			Behind us, the garage door grumbles. I turn to Peter. “Who is that?”

			“I don’t know.” He frowns. “Monica and my mom are at the wake.”

			“I saw Monica leave around the time I left,” I say. “Her boyfriend picked her up.”

			Peter’s forehead scrunches. “Monica doesn’t have a boyfriend.”

			The door to the garage opens, sending Zelda into a frenzy, and Monica appears in the kitchen. She kicks off her flats, oblivious to how the dog is making a beeline for them.

			Peter and I don’t speak as Monica crosses to the fridge. She selects a tangerine LaCroix and eyes us as she pops the top. “More homework?”

			“More like nothing that concerns you,” Peter says.

			She takes a long sip from her seltzer before saying, “Okay. Sure.”

			She blinks at Peter and turns to leave, and I throw Peter an urgent look. Before Monica can get to the stairs, he blurts, “Wait. Ginny Cordero was at Tyler Curtin’s house the night Logan Philbrick was poisoned.”

			Ms. Cordero’s name—or maybe all three of those names in combination—activates something in Monica. She turns and sets her drink on the kitchen island, eyes blazing. “What are you talking about?”

			“Look.” Peter plays the video from the beginning. Some of the color leaches from Monica’s face at the sight of the girl on the lawn, but her jaw sets when Gavin enters the shot.

			“Ginny Cordero would not be caught dead at a high school party,” Monica says.

			“How would you even know? It’s not like you talk to her anymore,” Peter says.

			“She didn’t even go to parties when we were in high school.” Monica’s eyes flash.

			“Maybe she was trying to break the party up?” I say. “Warn the dance team girls they could get in trouble for drinking?”

			“Ginny coaches dance team?” Monica says sharply.

			“See,” Peter says. “You know nothing.”

			“I know that I don’t like whatever the hell you two think you’re doing,” Monica snaps. “Why do you keep watching that video?”

			“Curiosity.” Peter looks like a cat that swallowed a canary as he says it. I resist the urge to kick him under the kitchen island.

			Monica is still glaring at him, and I realize I’d better say something before he completely folds and blows everything up.

			“I was at the party,” I say. “I saw Logan collapse. Things aren’t adding up, so I asked Peter for help figuring some stuff out.”

			“Sounds like a job for the police,” Monica says.

			Peter snorts. “Because our local police are so good at finding murderers.”

			The look Monica gives Peter makes me wish a Hadley-sized sinkhole would appear in the kitchen floor and swallow me.

			Monica looks like she’s about to throw hands, and I’m afraid if Peter picks a full-on fight with his sister, we’ll get nothing out of her. I blurt, “Did Gavin’s cousin say anything about the police questioning someone named Markell Davis?”

			Monica sits. “Where did you hear that?”

			“Erica Stanbury,” I answer.

			Monica doesn’t seem to recognize the name. She takes a sip of her LaCroix and I continue. “Markell’s cousin is in our grade. Ayana Murphy.”

			“I know Markell,” she says. “I was a senior when he was a sophomore.”

			“Why do people think he killed Gavin?” I ask. “They’re saying Markell threatened to kill him.”

			“I don’t know if that actually happened,” Monica says. “But Markell got suspended his senior year for hitting Brayden Burnham.”

			“How was Gavin involved?” I ask.

			“Gavin supposedly saw the whole thing—he said Markell started screaming at him in the locker room after practice. Brayden stepped in to defend Gavin, and that’s when Markell hit Brayden.” Monica sips her seltzer. “According to Gavin, at least.”

			“You think Gavin lied?” I say.

			“I think Gavin would do whatever Brayden Burnham told him to do,” Monica says. “Including saying Markell hit Brayden, even though Markell wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

			“The guy whose job is literally to crush people on the football field wouldn’t hurt a fly?” Peter says, staring at his sister. “Were you even friends with Markell in high school?”

			“No, but we became friends last year,” Monica says. “When he transferred to Marist.”

			“Why did he transfer to Marist?” I ask. “Didn’t he get a full ride to Old Dominion?”

			“He did,” Monica says. “But he almost didn’t, after he got suspended for the fight.”

			“How would one suspension be enough to make a D1 school pull their offer?” Peter asks. “Don’t schools overlook that stuff all the time when a player is as good as Markell?”

			“It wasn’t the suspension. It was the fact Frank Murray talked to Markell’s guidance counselor and got the suspension taken off his record,” Monica says.

			“Alix told me about that, last week,” I say. “But why would Murray do that for Markell when Markell allegedly attacked Murray’s own nephew?”

			“Because knowing Brayden and Gavin, they definitely provoked Markell,” Monica says darkly. “Murray probably just wanted the whole thing to go away. But it blew up in his face when someone anonymously called the ODU coach and told him Markell had his transcript altered. They wound up auditing Markell’s grades, everything. They talked to the guidance counselor and she said Markell was a good kid, and she and Murray both thought that one stupid fight shouldn’t ruin Markell’s entire future.”

			“What was the fight even about?” Peter asks, glancing at me. I’m wondering the same thing—and whether it has anything to do with what Coach Murray said to Dylan Burnham. I told you years ago, he’s not worth the trouble.

			“Markell never told me,” Monica says. “He moved out of Dylan’s house and in with a friend for the rest of the school year. He knew that Brayden was probably the one who called ODU, and even though they decided the guidance counselor didn’t do anything wrong, everyone on the team knew Markell’s name before he even got there.” Her eyes flash. “The assistant coach didn’t agree with the head coach’s call to sign Markell anyway. The guy talked shit to the OD players, and they all treated Markell like he didn’t deserve to be there. It got so bad he transferred to Marist, just to get away from the awful shit people were saying about him.”

			“I just don’t get why Brayden would make that phone call,” Peter says.

			Monica’s eyebrows shoot up. “Because he’s an asshole, and he was always jealous of Markell?”

			“Or he was afraid that Markell would tell everyone what caused the fight,” I say.

			Monica and Peter look over at me as if they forgot I’m here.

			“You said Murray just wanted the whole thing with the fight to go away,” I say. “Maybe Markell knew that Gavin had done something really bad, and he was confronting him when Brayden interrupted and escalated things.”

			Monica stares at me. It’s unsettling, imagining what she’s thinking. She looks frustrated, like I’m a puzzle she can’t quite work out.

			“Markell never told me what the fight was about,” Monica says finally.

			“Well, you can ask him,” Peter says. “If you and Markell are really such good friends.”

			Monica rounds on her brother. “And why the hell would I do that?”

			Something has shifted in her. Something that worries me.

			“I’m not stupid,” she says. “I know what you guys are doing, and it’s going to blow up in your faces.”

			On the kitchen island, my phone buzzes. Mom, texting that she’s outside.

			“I have to go,” I say stupidly. “My mom is here.”

			

			—

			I wait until Mom and I get home to text Peter.

			
				
					
						Do you think Monica knows about…the thing

					

				

				
					
						No. She hasn’t even said anything about the survey in front of me

					

				

				
					
						OMG. Delete these messages!

					

				

				
					
						Ok done

					

				

				
					
						I would never tell her, btw

					

				

				
					
						I know she’s scary…but you don’t have to worry about that

					

				

			

			I delete the conversation thread anyway, paranoia building in me. I distract myself by pulling up Google. I type in Markell Davis and turn up a private Instagram account. The profile picture is someone in a football uniform, face obscured by a helmet. The bio reads Marist ’26.

			I hover over the message button for a moment before talking myself out of it. What would I even say to Markell Davis? Hey, can you tell me, a complete stranger, why people think you killed Gavin Steiger?

			I shower and attempt to sleep. I’m so tired that my body gives up, and I nearly sleep through my alarm in the morning.

			I’m sluggish, and I’m almost late for homeroom. I’m so relieved to slide into my seat by the bell that I barely register Mr. Fiorella is staring right at me as the PA crackles, Ms. Barnes in the main office saying for my entire class to hear, “Could you please send Hadley Daugherty to Mr. Cancro’s office?”
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			Chapter Fifteen

			Ms. Barnes is on the phone when I get to the main office. When she hangs up, she says, “They’re all waiting for you in Mr. Cancro’s office.”

			They’re all. I’m being ambushed.

			I walk down the hall, unsure which office is Mr. Cancro’s, because I’ve never been to the principal’s office before.

			The sound of my mother’s voice makes me freeze. I’m contemplating turning around and fleeing the property, possibly the state, when Mr. Cancro calls, “Hadley, is that you out there?”

			I step through the open door. The sight of Dylan Burnham standing beside Mr. Cancro’s desk jettisons the oxygen from my body. There are three chairs squashed together in front of Mr. Cancro’s desk. My mother is in one of them, and in another sits Frank Murray, his arms folded across his chest.

			“Have a seat,” Mr. Cancro says. The only open chair is next to Mom’s.

			“What’s going on?” I ask.

			Frank Murray speaks first. “I think you know the answer to that.”

			I look over at Dylan Burnham, who hasn’t said a word. His Sunnybrook Football jacket is zipped to his chin, and his hands are on his hips. He looks no different than he does on the field, calmly sizing up the opposing team while Murray tries not to explode at the ref.

			“Can someone tell me why I’m here?” I ask.

			I can’t look at my mother. She knows when I’m bluffing; she always has. Mr. Cancro hooks a finger in his shirt collar, lets some air in. He always looks uncomfortably sweaty.

			“There are some very serious rumors circulating,” Mr. Cancro says. “They started with the survey that was sent out to teachers last week.”

			“And what does that have to do with me?” I ask.

			Mr. Cancro looks surprised by the question. He swipes at a bead of sweat sliding from his ear to his neck. “Hadley, we saw that you logged into the Google account associated with the survey while you were on school Wi-Fi.”

			I feel like my guts have been yanked through my mouth. I must have forgotten to disconnect from the Wi-Fi on my phone when I showed Peter that survey response the other day. When I recover my voice, I ask: “Are you allowed to monitor students’ internet use?” Fuck. Fuck. That can’t be legal, to pull our internet history—

			Dylan Burnham laughs, but his mouth is unsmiling.

			“Of course we are,” Mr. Cancro says, blinking. “As long as you’re using school Wi-Fi.”

			My mother isn’t looking at me. I don’t know what to say that won’t make it worse. But there’s no way the district has the resources to pick through every student’s internet history just to catch who made the survey.

			They must have had a feeling it was me.

			Mom finally speaks. “Did you make the survey, Hadley?”

			“No,” I say.

			“But you have access to it,” Coach Murray says.

			I look at Mr. Cancro. “Even if I do, what am I in trouble for, exactly?”

			“Hadley, no one is in trouble here—”

			“Then can I go back to class?”

			Mr. Cancro lets out a strangled sigh, swivels his head to face my mother as if to say A little help?

			Mom stares at me. “A football player was murdered, and another is fighting for his life. We need to know what’s being said behind closed doors so we can aid the police in their investigation.”

			“Then why isn’t Detective Mejia here, if you’re convinced the survey has something to do with what happened to Gavin and Logan?” I ask.

			“Right now, we’re concerned with accountability,” Coach Murray interjects.

			“Accountability,” I say. I hate how my anger is making my voice small and pathetic. “From who, exactly?”

			I look at Dylan Burnham when I say it. I want to ask if he ever planned on holding Gavin accountable for cheating, or if his own brother was held accountable for what he did to Markell Davis. I want Coach Burnham to say something, anything that will show my mother who he really is.

			He stares back at me, his face impassive.

			When no one speaks, I say, “So am I in trouble, or can I go back to homeroom?”

			Mr. Cancro licks his lips. “Go back to class, Hadley.”

			I don’t look at my mother, and she doesn’t try to stop me. Maybe she doesn’t even have anything to say to me. I head down the hall, blood pounding in my ears.

			I almost trip over my feet when I see someone signing in to the late arrival log in the main office.

			Chloe Vitelli. She registers me, and the panic on my face, before looking back down at the sign-in log.

			In the hall behind me, voices. Chloe looks up, clocks the voices: my mother’s and Frank Murray’s, arguing. How much did she hear while she was signing in?

			I haul ass out of the office, my chest constricting. I imagine Chloe running to Alix, telling her best friend she saw me leaving Mr. Cancro’s office, the football coaches and my mother close behind, arguing. They won’t even have to jump to conclusions.

			Dylan Burnham and Frank Murray will make sure everyone in this school knows why I was in the principal’s office today.

			I am totally and completely fucked.

			

			—

			I have health last period, which feels like a dingleberry of a cherry on top of this shit sundae of a day. No one says anything to me, making the anxiety in my chest balloon to the point where I feel like I’m suffocating.

			By now, everyone knows that I was called to the principal’s office, that the administration suspects me of creating the survey. The energy in the room is charged ahead of the bell, and Mrs. Coughlin has to raise her voice to get everyone in their seats once it rings.

			She doesn’t look at me when she calls my name during attendance. We’re watching a movie today, some Lifetime drama about the dangers of dating violence.

			Once the movie starts, Ms. Coughlin steps outside to gossip with the teacher of the neighboring class. We’re all toddlers getting extra screen time so the grown-ups can talk.

			TJ Blake drops into the seat Gavin used to occupy. He grabs the chair by the bottom and drags himself closer to me, his legs spread. We’re less than an inch apart.

			I look over at him, but he says nothing. He’s staring at me, smiling.

			“Please leave me alone.” My voice warbles. He smiles, cocks his head.

			“You stressed, Hadley?” he asks. “You’ve got a big zit on your chin.”

			The person seated behind me snickers. I block out the sound, stare past the grin on TJ’s face. I remind myself that TJ has no reason to be smiling.

			Mrs. Coughlin ducks her head back into the room. “Why do I hear talking in here? Mr. Blake, back to your desk.”

			My pulse slows a bit at the sound of TJ heading for the back row.

			Mrs. Coughlin has left the room again. Toward the back of the class, Erica says to TJ, “She’s not worth getting detention over.”

			I stare straight ahead, feeling every pair of eyes on the room move to me. Then, a meaty finger, touching my face.

			“Right here,” TJ says. “Big zit.”

			Something in me snaps. I stand, startling TJ back to his own desk. I grab my things and walk out and I don’t stop, even when Mrs. Coughlin shouts after me, demanding to know where I think I’m going.

			

			—

			I’m on my bike when I feel my phone vibrating low on my spine. I don’t stop to get my phone from my backpack; I know it’s Mom, because once the vibrating stops, it immediately starts up again.

			When I get to Peter’s house, I have two missed calls and a text from her.

			
				
					
						Where the HELL are you

					

				

			

			I power my phone down, my cheeks stinging from the wind hitting my face.

			The front door swings open before I can knock. Peter stares at me. His cheeks are swollen, like he’s a chipmunk hoarding seeds.

			“Withdom teeth,” he explains. “Got them out this morning.”

			I can’t get any words out with the beginnings of a panic attack freezing my system. Peter ushers me inside his house. I take a breath through my nose and hold it, remember what Dr. Colucci told me about grounding myself. I hear Zelda barking, feel her tiny claws on my calves. The kitchen smells like the candle burning on the island, cinnamon and cloves.

			Peter leads me to the living room couch. We sit, Zelda immediately leaping into the spot between us. “You’re not allowed here,” Peter tells her, but he doesn’t push her away as she climbs into my lap, licks my face with her rank little doggy tongue.

			I scratch behind her enormous ears while I find the will to tell Peter what happened, how they were all waiting for me in the principal’s office like some sort of ambush. How Chloe saw, how everyone knows.

			“What did you tell Cancro?” he asks after I get it all out.

			“I denied everything, but it doesn’t matter. Everyone knows it was me.” Zelda climbs off my lap, and I put my elbows on my knees, bury my face in my hands. “Don’t say it. I know I’m an idiot.”

			“I would never, ever call you an idiot,” Peter says. “Even if I was thinking it.”

			When I look up, Peter wipes his glasses on his shirt, affording me a glimpse at his eyes. I never realized they’re not quite fully brown but flecked with amber. My heartbeat stalls, as if I’m seeing him for the first time.

			“I’m sorry for dragging you into all this.” I wipe my eyes with my sweatshirt sleeve. “I shouldn’t even be here.”

			“You don’t owe me any apologies.”

			“I do.” I look over at Peter. “It was really shitty that I stopped talking to you last year.”

			Peter shrugs. “I didn’t take it personally. I knew how much the scholarship meant to you.”

			“It wasn’t about the scholarship.” I exhale. “I saw that you Googled my dad.”

			Peter’s body goes rigid. Finally, his jaw moves, and he touches his cheek, the cotton packed in there. “I wasn’t going to tell anyone.”

			“Why did you do it?”

			“I can’t say without sounding completely creepy.”

			I knock my knee into his. “Come on.”

			“No.”

			“Please?”

			Peter lets out an exasperated noise. “I…wanted to know more about you.”

			I don’t want to make him more embarrassed than he already is. I’m also not ready for this conversation. Everything is so fucked up, Mom is going to kill me, and Peter might be the only real friend I have left.

			“I should probably go before my mom puts out an APB on me,” I say.

			“Let me walk you home.”

			I shake my head. “No, that’s not necessary,” I say. Peter will only slow me down if he walks alongside me as I’m biking. “You literally just had surgery.”

			“So maybe they’ll leave us alone, since I can’t fight back.”

			The idea that Peter could afford me any sort of protection against an angry mob of football players in his normal state is almost hilarious enough to quell the spasming in my gut.

			“Okay,” I say.

			

			—

			Neither of us talks. Peter has a mouth full of blood and gauze, and I’m afraid I might cry if I open mine.

			We’re coming up on the curve ahead of Osprey’s Bluff, the dangerous stretch of road where Colleen Coughlin and Bethany Steiger were killed eleven years ago. Peter and I hug the shoulder, walking single file, neither of us daring to breathe, as if we’re passing a graveyard.

			A few paces ahead of me, Peter halts.

			“What’s the matter?” I ask, hitting my brakes so I don’t run him over.

			“That’s my sister’s car parked at the bluff.”

			“Maybe she likes the view?” I offer, confused by his reaction.

			“There’s another car parked next to hers,” he says.

			Peter is surprisingly fast, and by the time I catch up with him in the bluff parking lot, he’s at Monica’s car. She climbs out of the driver’s side at the same time the blond guy from Gavin’s wake gets out of the car parked next to hers.

			“What the hell, Monica?” Peter shouts.

			Monica has the sort of look on her face I thought was impossible for someone so unflappable. I glance from her to the blond guy, whose face is impassive as he takes Peter in.

			Monica storms over to Peter, grabs him by the sleeve of his shirt. He whips around, tries to slap her arm away, but she jerks his hand behind his back.

			The blond guy steps in, puts a hand on Monica’s shoulder. Something about his touch seems to drain her of her fight. She lets go of Peter, whose face is scarlet as he points at the blond guy. “Is he your boyfriend?”

			Monica and the guy exchange a look that suggests they haven’t yet had this conversation themselves. Her voice is eerily calm as she says, “Ethan, get in the car. I’ll be right there.”

			“I can’t believe you!” Peter shouts at Monica. “How could you sneak around with that asshole—”

			“You have no idea what you’re even talking about!” she shouts back.

			I call Peter’s name, but he doesn’t seem to hear me.

			Panic rises in me because I know how easy it is for a sibling fight to come to blows, and my money is on Monica.

			I grab Peter by the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go.”

			He throws a disdainful look at his sister before shrugging me away. When he finally speaks, he says, “Let’s go,” as if it were his idea.

			He takes off and I scramble to follow him, wheeling my bike awkwardly. Monica calls out to Peter, but he throws her the middle finger over his shoulder without looking back. When we’re back on the main road, I say, “You want to talk about that?”

			“Not really.” Peter kicks at a rock. “My family is so, so fucked up.”

			“My dad went to jail,” I offer.

			“Are we playing whose family is worse?” Peter says. “Because my dad literally killed a guy.”

			We’re coming up on my street. I stop, tell Peter, “You should turn back. This is not going to be pretty.”

			“Maybe your mom won’t kill you if there’s a witness,” he says.

			“Honestly, I think I’d prefer for her to just put me out of my misery.”

			Peter looks at me sharply.

			“Sorry,” I say.

			He nods, hesitates. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			I watch him go before resuming my execution march. Mom throws open the door the second my feet hit our driveway.

			“Get inside,” she says, her voice guttural.

			“Can I put my bike away?” I ask calmly.

			Mom follows me up the driveway, through the gate, and to the shed. She doesn’t say anything until I shut the shed door and we’re in the house. “What the hell were you thinking, just walking out of class? And not answering your phone?”

			“I was being harassed,” I say. “That’s why I left.”

			“You tell a teacher if you’re being harassed. You don’t leave the building without permission.”

			“If I’d told Mrs. Coughlin TJ was harassing me, she would have given him a pat on the back.”

			“You have such a skewed view of what is going on,” Mom says. “I don’t know where you’re getting these ideas—”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” I shout. “Did I hallucinate that whole meeting in Mr. Cancro’s office? The one where you all cared more about who made a stupid survey than the fact someone is getting away with killing football players?”

			Mom’s eyes blaze. “Did you make the survey?”

			“See?” I laugh. This only seems to piss Mom off more.

			“Your punishment for leaving class is in-school suspension tomorrow,” she snaps. “I’ll figure out the punishment for your generally shitty attitude later.”

			“Whatever.” I head upstairs.

			“Wait,” she calls. “Give me your phone.”

			I hand it over. Good luck to her trying to figure out my passcode if she thinks she’s going to snoop and find evidence I made the survey.

			When I get to my laptop, I find that the Wi-Fi is down. Mom must have unplugged the router.

			I grab a pillow from my bed and cover my face, and I scream.

			

			—

			I’m dying for a Xanax. Mom would probably give me one so I can sleep, but that would require talking to her. We haven’t said a word to each other in hours. I haven’t even left my room except to shower.

			I stare at the ceiling, listening to the branches sweeping across my window in the wind. I don’t know what time it is, because I don’t have my phone, but it’s pitch-dark outside.

			My window lights up. The motion sensor in the backyard has sprung on.

			I move to the window in time to see three shadows move across the backyard.

			I freeze, watching the shapes head toward the shed. The motion light goes off. I watch, hoping to get a view of their faces, but when they finally leave the shed, they’re too fast. They run, their backs to me as they slip through the side gate, the motion light springing on again a second too late for me to clock any details about their height or clothes.

			I bolt across the hall, throw Mom’s bedroom door open. “There were three people in the backyard just now.”

			When there’s no response from the lump under the comforter, I say, loudly, “MOM.”

			My mother startles, sits up to fumble with her lamp. “What? What’s happening?”

			I don’t stop to throw on a sweatshirt. The night air nips my bare arms as I head for the shed. I have to know what they did, why they were here. Slashing my bike tires, maybe. Or maybe they didn’t do anything, and they were loud on purpose so I’d see them. A taunt, just like TJ Blake’s hand on my face: they were here, in my space, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

			I tug the cord attached to the single bulb dangling from the shed ceiling and shriek when my hand comes away streaked with red.

			“What is it?” Mom runs into the shed at the moment I look up and see the body of a black cat dangling from the cord.

			I barely hear Mom over the scream tearing from my throat. Finally, she grabs my shoulders, stares at me with eyes that are now wide open. “Hadley. It’s not real.”

			I look up, my eyes adjusting to the weak light. The cat is suspended by its tail, which someone has tied to the wire cage around the light bulb. Mom tugs the cat until the string snaps. She turns the cat’s body over, inspects it before handing it to me.

			I sink trembling fingers into its belly. The cat is constructed from wire and stuffing, a shitty Halloween prop. The eyes are yellow plastic.

			Of course they didn’t get to Archimedes. He’s been gone for over a year; no one would have been able to track him down to kill him and string up his dead body as revenge for my creating that survey.

			But the message lands all the same. They saw the Missing Cat posters with my phone number; they know I’ve been searching for my cat. This is how I deserve to find my pet. I deserve to have something I love taken away from me, because I made the Tigers lose.

			My heart races at the memory of Alix coming out of her house when she saw me hanging the Missing Cat posters. The way she jammed her feet into flip-flops and met me by the telephone pole so she could help.

			Heat rushes to my face. Alix helped me. I never put my name on those posters—only my cell phone—so she must have told Cameron and his friends that Archimedes was my cat. Maybe she even came up with the cruel prank herself.

			“You know who did this,” I say to Mom.

			She opens her mouth before clamping it shut. She rubs her eyes, says, “Go back to sleep. It’s the middle of the night.”

			“We should be calling the police.”

			“And tell them what? There was a fake cat in the shed?”

			“They trespassed on our property!”

			“I don’t know what you expected,” Mom snaps.

			Her face softens almost as soon as she says it, but the damage is done. This is my mother at her most honest—unfiltered, cranky, and sleep-deprived.

			She thinks I deserve this.

			I turn and stomp out of the shed, chuck the cat into the trash can inside our fence. I let the lid drop with a clatter before giving the metal can a kick. I want to make as much noise as possible, wake up the whole block.

			I need to know who it was. Was it Cameron? Wes and TJ? Or did the seniors enlist the younger guys to leave the fake cat?

			Our doorbell camera might have caught them—not actually going into the shed, but they might have driven here. The Ring camera might have captured them on the street, or on their way around the side of the house.

			I can’t even pull up the footage, because Mom has my damn phone.

			I go upstairs and I crawl into bed with my laptop. I try to log into our account on the Ring website, but I can’t get in without two-factor verification that sends a code to Mom’s phone, so I spend the rest of the night watching the minutes tick by on the screen.

			At six, I get into the shower. I cover my mouth and I scream, my fist and the blast of the shower muffling the pathetic sound that comes out of me. I sink until I’m on the floor of the tub, the scalding stream hitting my face.

			Mom is waiting for me in the car at seven. I climb in and fasten my belt, avoiding her eyes. We spend the ride to school in silence. Before I climb out of the car after she pulls into the loading zone of the front lot, she says, “Wait.”

			I turn to look at her and she stares at me. “I think you need to talk to Dr. Colucci again.”

			I can’t even respond, I hate her so much right now. She’s threatening me with therapy, like it’s a punishment.

			I want to ask her why it’s always me who is the problem. If my throat weren’t so clogged with anger, I’d point out that after Dad’s arrest, she was harder on me for falling into a depression than she was with her stupid-ass husband for blowing up our lives over a bunch of pills.

			I get out of the car, slamming the passenger door harder than I need to, before heading into school. I flash my ID to Mr. Langerman and ask him where the in-school suspension room is.

			“You’re in ISS?” His kind old face crinkles up. He must not have gotten the memo that everyone hates me. I nod, and he directs me to the room next to Mr. Cancro’s office.

			I’m the only person in the classroom so far. I sit, because I don’t know what else to do with myself.

			The ISS monitor has a folder for me when she arrives, with all the busywork my teachers have given her. I’m expected to hand in my work for the previous period at every bell. After the bell for eighth period, the ISS monitor consults my schedule. Mondays, Tuesdays, and Fridays are A-block days, which means I have gym last period.

			“You can go get changed,” she says.

			“I have to get changed just to sit in this room?”

			“No, you still have to go to gym.”

			Whoever designed the terms of this punishment is clearly a sociopath, but I’m not about to argue with the monitor and land my ass back in this room on Monday.

			The locker room is all the way on the other side of the building from the ISS room. I get changed and slink into the gym as Ms. Rosales is taking attendance.

			Mercifully, we are practicing volleyball serves again today, no teams required. I’m usually one of the last people to get picked, but I don’t think I could bear the indignity of it today.

			Gabby is on the opposing side. The look she gives me is icy as she hits the ball over the net. Behind me, I’m aware of Erica and her friends in a huddle, whispering.

			Ms. Rosales blows her whistle, the signal to change positions. It’s Erica’s turn to serve.

			I hear Erica smack the ball, and then I’m struck with a blinding pain. It takes me a moment to register that it hit me. She hit me. She served the ball directly at the back of my head.

			“Oops,” Erica says as Rosales blows her whistle again.

			“Stanbury, off the court.”

			Through the tears blurring my vision, I see Erica’s face turning red. “It was an accident,” she tells Rosales.

			A couple of snickers, and then Ms. Rosales is in my face. “Daugherty, are you hurt?”

			Beyond her shoulder, I see Gabby. She’s not looking at me; in fact, she’s staring at the gym floor as if it’s the most fascinating thing she’s ever seen.

			I don’t want her, or anyone’s, pity right now. I want someone to tell Erica Stanbury she’s a fucking bitch, that giving me a concussion won’t make TJ Blake finally ask her out.

			I imagine getting in Erica’s face and telling her myself so all the girls in my class can hear. Telling them that they can hurt me if it makes them feel good, but it won’t make the football team give a shit about any of them.

			Instead, I swallow to clear my throat, and I tell Rosales I’m fine, really, the ball didn’t hit me that hard, no, I absolutely don’t need to go to the nurse.

			“Go get a drink of water,” she says.

			There are only ten minutes left in the period. I consider leaving, but there’s a good chance a security guard will spot me in the halls. Cancro is looking for reasons to give me detention, so I have no choice but to stay until the bell.

			A couple of minutes before the end of the period, we all trickle back into the locker room. At the end of my row, Gabby strips down to a black bra and undies. I have no phone to stare at, so I stare into the void to avoid Gabby’s eyes as she wriggles into a pair of jeans.

			First comes the sound of her zipper tugging, and then, muttered so only I can hear: “Asshole.”

			The bell rings, and I stand. I command myself to make the five-foot journey over to Gabby.

			She’s a full head shorter than me, but I’m terrified of the look on her face when she sees me coming toward her. I know she could verbally cut me into a million pieces the second I give her a reason to.

			“I need to talk to you,” I say.

			Gabby snorts and turns her back to me, fishing a tank top out of her locker. “I can’t imagine I’d have anything to say to you.”

			“Can I at least explain why I did it?”

			Gabby whips around, her dark eyes blazing. “Chris has never gotten test answers. He’s never had any help, ever, and now the second people hear he’s from Sunnybrook, they’re going to assume he’s a cheater.”

			“Just like Markell Davis, right?” I say as Gabby pulls her tank top over her head.

			She pauses, her fingers at the hem. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

			Gabby slams her locker door shut, but before she can storm off, I say, “Wait.”

			She stops, turns to face me.

			“Someone said something in the survey—that cheating is far from the worst thing those guys have done,” I say. “What did Gavin and Logan do?”

			Gabby says nothing, but the rise and fall of her chest quickens. She turns on her heels, prompting me to reach for her. I catch a handful of her backpack before she shrugs me off, a warning in her eyes. There’s something else there, though—fear.

			“Get the fuck off me, Hadley,” she says, then disappears through the locker room door.
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			Chapter Sixteen

			I wait a full minute after the bell before heading for the locker room exit. As I reach for the door, it swings open in my face. I jump aside, narrowly avoiding getting beamed in the head for the second time today.

			I’m face to face with Ms. Cordero, who takes me in. “I’m so sorry,” she says. “I didn’t know you were there.”

			“It’s fine,” I say, but she’s still blocking my exit. She’s wearing a floral blouse and dress pants, but there’s a gym bag slung over her shoulder. I think of the video from Tyler’s party, the way Gavin stormed toward her car.

			Ms. Cordero frowns at me, steps aside. I’m pushing my way out the door when she says softly, “Hadley, wait.”

			I pause, turn my head. It’s not surprising Ms. Cordero knows my name—everyone does by now—but it’s still strange hearing her use it when we’ve never spoken before.

			“Don’t take the bus home today,” she says.

			Before I can say anything, Ms. Cordero turns and heads into the locker room, slipping into the athletic office.

			She must have heard them planning something. A bucket of pig’s blood, pee-filled water guns. Maybe a good old-fashioned beating from Erica and her friends once I step off the bus. I’m so exhausted imagining the possibilities that I go straight to the newspaper office and lay my head on the desk.

			I’ll have to hide in here until the three p.m. buses. By then, almost everyone will have gone home, or off to sports practices. I could call Mom from the office to pick me up, but I think I’d rather rot for the rest of my life in this dank-ass office than look her in the eye right now.

			The door creaks open, and I look up to see Peter. I’m flooded with relief that it’s not Ms. Kirk. I haven’t seen her since Monday, and I don’t know how she feels about me. She hasn’t reached out, which makes me think she’s Team Football and not Team Hadley.

			Peter cocks his head at me. His cheeks are almost normal-sized again. “I heard what Erica did. Are you concussed?”

			“I’m not concussed,” I mutter, glancing at the door. “What are you still doing here?”

			“Looking for you,” he says, taking his chair. “I have good news.”

			“Good news? In this economy?” I mutter.

			Peter takes out his lunch bag, sets it on the desk. “Markell Davis agreed to talk to us.”

			I sit up straighter. “What? Why?”

			Peter fishes a bag of Cheez-Its out of his lunch bag and says, “Monica.”

			I stare at Peter as he opens his Cheez-Its. He offers me some and I shake my head.

			“How did you—” I begin.

			“I acquired information she doesn’t want my parents to have,” Peter says. “And it made her more amenable to reaching out to Markell and asking if he’d talk to us.”

			“Does this have anything to do with the freak-out you had at the bluff?” I ask. “About the blond guy?”

			“I did not freak out.”

			“You totally did. You and Monica were about to go at it like a couple of housewives.”

			Peter reddens. “His name is Ethan. And he basically broke up my family.”

			“How?” I ask. “Who even is he?”

			“He was in my sister Jen’s grade,” Peter says. “He saw Brandon’s truck outside Susan’s house the night of the murders—he reported it and the cops didn’t look into it, so Ethan basically taunted my dad for years with these letters, saying he was wrong about who killed Juliana and Susan.”

			“But your dad was wrong,” I point out.

			“Yeah. I think part of him knew that, on some level,” Peter says, looking away. “But Ethan is still a dick for sending those letters on the anniversary of Jen’s death. My dad—he won’t admit it, but I know his drinking got bad around the time the letters started.”

			“Maybe his drinking got bad because it was the anniversary of Jen’s death?” I offer.

			“Why are you defending some guy you don’t even know?” Peter mutters.

			“I’m not,” I say. “I just…I saw him and Monica together, after the wake. It was the only time I’ve seen her look…I don’t know.”

			I think of that forehead kiss I witnessed, the way Ethan and Monica looked at each other. It wasn’t just that they clearly are super into each other—Monica looked happy.

			“Anyway.” Peter tips his Cheez-It bag to his mouth. “My mom would lose her shit if she found out Monica was seeing him.”

			“So…you blackmailed her into messaging Markell?” I ask.

			“It was more a case of extreme emotional manipulation.”

			“I mean, that sounds worse.” I think a beat before saying, “Why would Markell agree to talk to us?”

			“Not a lot of people say no to Monica.” Peter shrugs. “Or maybe he’s sick of people saying he killed Gavin over something that happened two years ago, and wants to set the record straight.”

			I’m about to ask when and where Markell Davis agreed to talk to us when the office door opens. Peter lowers his Cheez-It bag as Kirk sticks her head into the room. “Hadley? Can I talk to you for a minute?”

			I feel the blood leach from my face as I stand. I glance at Peter and his eyes widen as I follow Kirk into her empty classroom.

			She leans against her desk and stares at me, her mouth in a line, before she says: “Are you okay?”

			I nod.

			“Good.” She nods, not really looking at me, and I feel an ache behind my ribs. She didn’t ask to talk to me to make sure I was okay.

			“Hadley,” she starts, and all I want is to be able to leave this room without bursting into tears.

			“I can’t be editor in chief,” I say. “Right? Because Coach Murray will scream at you again?”

			Kirk opens her mouth, then closes it. She sighs. “I don’t know if I can have you writing for the paper at all.”

			A maw opens in my chest. The newspaper is all I have—how am I going to explain this if any of the schools I applied to find out I’ve done the impossible and gotten kicked off the fucking high school newspaper staff?

			“People are bombing the comments of everything you’ve ever written,” Kirk says quietly. “And I don’t think it’s going to get better.”

			“It’s not fair,” I say. “They can’t even prove it was me—”

			“Hadley, don’t. Not with me.” Kirk’s eyes are sad.

			I swallow hard. “You must know that they’re cheating,” I say. “All I was doing—”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Kirk cuts me off. “They’re kids, Hadley. Of course they’re going to take an answer key if a teacher offers it to them so they can play football.”

			I’m too angry to speak, or I would ask her how she could call those guys kids. They’re bigger than most teachers. Their coaches buy them alcohol. Some of them have beards. How come guys like Gavin are treated like men most of the time, but when they fuck up, they’re just kids?

			I turn on my heel to go back to the office. Kirk’s voice freezes me. “Another thing—I don’t feel comfortable with you and Peter being alone in there anymore.”

			

			—

			It’s only me and two other kids on the afternoon bus. Mom’s car is in the driveway when I get home. I find her at the kitchen table, cupping a mug of tea with both hands.

			“What are you doing home?” I ask.

			“Ms. Rosales called me. I wanted to see if you’re okay.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Hadley, look at me.”

			She stands up and puts her mug down on the table and instructs me to follow her finger as she moves it back and forth in front of my face. She studies the path of my eyeballs. Mom coached youth gymnastics while she was getting her master’s degree, so she’s seen her fair share of concussions. Satisfied, she steps away, adds some cold water from the sink to her mug of tea.

			“Mr. Cancro gave Erica detention next week for assaulting you,” she says.

			“Sure, that’ll improve my reputation.” I turn to head upstairs as Mom opens the kitchen drawer.

			“Wait.”

			Mom rifles through a drawer and holds my phone out to me. “I don’t feel comfortable without you having a way to reach me.”

			I wait until I’m upstairs to log into the doorbell camera app. I scroll through the motion-captured recordings in the video library from last night, around the time I saw the lights in the backyard.

			There’s nothing, which confirms that they snuck in through the neighbor’s yard before going through our back gate. I find myself going further back, to earlier in the night.

			A motion grab at 8:56 catches my attention.

			A Jeep pulls up to the curb in front of Alix Maroney’s house, next to the painted wooden sign that reads Cam’s Spot. Alix said her dad made it as a joke, but I’ve never seen Cameron park anywhere but next to the sign.

			Alix storms out of the passenger side of the car and Cameron follows, says something to her that makes her whip around.

			Alix takes a step toward Cameron. I can’t make out what she’s saying as Cameron watches her, stone-faced, before turning abruptly and slamming a palm to the window of his Jeep.

			Alix starts to sob and screams something at him. Cameron steps toward her and pulls her body to his. He pins one arm behind her back while she struggles, hitting his chest with her free fist, and even though it’s just a video, I don’t dare breathe until it’s over.

			

			—

			I try not to think about the video of Alix and Cameron. I spend the rest of the night rage-texting Peter about the conversation with Kirk and planning out how we’re going to pull off a secret trip to Marist College tomorrow to talk to Markell Davis.

			Monica has agreed to drive us, since Peter doesn’t turn seventeen until November and doesn’t have his license. Peter texts before I go to bed saying that he and Monica will pick me up tomorrow morning around ten.

			Mom is the only remaining hurdle.

			Tomorrow the football game is in Newfield, a forty-minute drive from Sunnybrook. Mom told me earlier this week she plans to attend. If we leave shortly after Mom leaves for the game, we’ll get to Marist around the time the game is starting. If the game lasts about two hours, Mom won’t be home until five at the earliest.

			

			—

			Mom leaves early Saturday morning. Once she’s gone, I text Peter to come over, and fifteen minutes later, Monica pulls into my driveway. She lifts her sunglasses to examine her eyebrows as I hurry outside and duck into her back seat.

			Monica doesn’t speak on the drive up. I’m instantly carsick, but I don’t want them to know, so I pretend to be asleep in the back seat until I hear the GPS say our destination is coming up on the left. Parking on campus sucks, so the plan is to meet Markell at the Starbucks in Poughkeepsie.

			Monica parks in the lot behind the Starbucks, which has lots of outdoor seating. Peter and I stake a claim to a table on the patio while Monica stretches, muffles a yawn.

			“I need coffee,” she says. “Do you guys want anything?”

			“Venti frappé,” Peter says.

			Monica raises her eyebrows.

			“What?” he asks. “My mouth still hurts.”

			“Isn’t that going to aggravate your IBS?”

			Peter’s cheeks flare red. “Jesus, fine. Tall, then.”

			Monica looks at me, and I shake my head. I still feel like I’m going to barf from the car ride. “I’m good.”

			Monica steps inside to order, and I shiver, despite the fact it’s a balmy sixty-five-degree day.

			“What if he doesn’t show up?” I ask Peter. We’re both watching Monica through the window, approaching the counter alone.

			“Monica wouldn’t have driven us all the way here if she thought there was a chance he’d bail,” Peter says.

			After a few minutes, the door opens. Monica steps out, holding Peter’s frappé and a cup of coffee. The guy holding the door for her has a closely shaved head and the trace of a beard. He’s wearing a red Marist T-shirt and basketball shorts.

			Monica casts a protective look at Markell as they make their way over to us, take the two open seats at the table.

			“Hi,” I say. “I’m Hadley.”

			Peter reaches for his drink, seemingly having lost the ability to speak. Markell is enormous and looks uncomfortable wedged into the wire chair.

			“Thanks for coming,” Markell says, his eyes on me. They’re warm and brown, and his voice is gentle.

			He sets a coffee on the table before him, lifts the lid to let some steam escape. “Monica told me you’re the one who made that survey.”

			The back of my neck flushes. I glance over at Peter, who is suddenly very interested in the inside of his frappé. Monica watches me, her face impassive.

			“I did,” I say. “But it wasn’t because of the rumors about you and your guidance counselor.”

			“I don’t know what you’ve heard about me, but I never got test answers ahead of time or anything like that,” Markell says.

			“I know,” I say. “I heard about what really happened.”

			Markell’s eyebrows lift. “Whose version?”

			I meet his eyes. “Yours is the only one that matters. If you’re willing to tell me.”

			Markell glances at Monica, who gives him an encouraging nod. Markell sighs, knots his hands together and puts them behind his head. “After Gavin was killed, a state police officer actually came to talk to me. Someone called in a tip that I beat Gavin’s ass when he was a sophomore, even though I never laid a finger on him.”

			“Gavin was in the locker room when you punched Brayden, though, right?” I ask.

			Markell nods slowly. “Yeah. Gavin was the reason it all happened, I guess.”

			Next to me, I sense Peter set down his frappé, enraptured by Markell’s words. I feel it too—anticipation, low in my gut, like the pausing right before a roller coaster plunges you over the edge.

			Markell thumbs the lid of his coffee but doesn’t pick up his cup. “It’s hard to talk about, because even after everything, I still feel like I owe Dylan for all he did for me. And part of me feels bad for Brayden and Cam, having Dylan as their coach.”

			“Why? They both got a lot of play time,” I say.

			“Because they’re good.” Markell shakes his head, as if trying to extricate himself from a memory that troubles him. “I don’t really know how Dylan is with Cam these days, but whatever shit the team got after a bad practice, Brayden got it ten times worse. We’d drive Brayden home, so I saw how his brother talked to him.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask. “Was Dylan verbally abusive?”

			“To his brothers, yeah. He was tough on me, but he seemed to enjoy belittling Brayden and Cam. He was especially bad to Cam—all three of his brothers call Cam Mary.”

			“Why?”

			“As in, their mom’s Hail Mary to finally have a girl.”

			“Where is their mom in all of this?” I ask.

			“She’s been a mess, ever since Big B died. She takes so much Xanax she can barely hold a conversation,” Markell says. “It was so bad, Brayden used to beg Dylan to let him move in with him and his wife.”

			“Why didn’t Dylan let him?”

			Markell shrugs. “Dylan’s wife is…not a nice person.”

			“How did Brayden feel when you moved in with Dylan, then?”

			“He was cool about it. At least, I thought he was. His dad was our youth league coach, and we kinda grew up together. Brayden said he understood his brother’s reasons for taking me in. But I knew he wasn’t happy, being stuck in that house with his mom.

			“On the weekends, Mrs. Burnham would drink and pass out and be dead to the world for like, twenty hours,” Markell says. “That’s how Brayden got away with the parties.” He blows out a heavy sigh, and after a beat, he looks up. “A lot of this didn’t even happen to me. But I still don’t like talking about it.”

			Monica reaches over, gives Markell’s arm a squeeze. He glances at her, then back at me. “The summer before our senior year, Brayden threw a rager. It was tradition, to initiate the new players.”

			“Cameron would have been a sophomore, right?” I ask.

			Markell nods. “Yeah. The party didn’t happen the year before. There were still strict quarantine rules, and no one wanted to miss a game because they got Covid over the weekend.”

			By fall of 2022, everyone was desperate for things to go back to normal. I can only imagine the energy of an entire football team at the first party of the season, after being denied that freedom for two years.

			I’m not sure I like where I think this is going.

			Markell swallows, nervous. “I was afraid going in that the party would get out of control. At training camp that week, some of the guys kept talking about the dance team girls, how they’re all desperate to hook up with football players. They kept calling the freshman and sophomore girls fresh meat.”

			Markell’s blush reaches his ears, as if he’s the disrespectful one. I’ll bet he’s never even forgotten to hold a door for a girl in his life. The term turns my stomach. Fresh meat.

			“I swung by late, because my mom was in town for my grandma’s birthday. Everyone was already really messed up when I got there, but there was this one girl—she was not in a good place.”

			“Who was it?”

			Markell looks down at his hands on the table. He kneads his knuckle, the Roman numerals tattooed there. “I don’t know her name.”

			He’s lying. Before I can attempt to unpack why, he looks up, says, “A bunch of guys were making fun of her, how sloppy she was. They brought her upstairs to lie down on Brayden’s bed and I heard Brayden shout that he got a look at her chest when he took her puke-covered shirt off.”

			Something about the dip in Markell’s voice suggests Brayden had not used the word chest.

			“So the drunk girl was upstairs, alone, with a bunch of football players?” I ask.

			“There were four of them. They said they were just getting her clean clothes. But after a while, they didn’t come down, and I didn’t feel good about it.” Markell looks guilty. “I went upstairs. One of the bedroom doors was closed—I heard a girl moaning and gagging. And guys laughing.”

			I allow myself to glance over at Monica. She’s staring at Markell, rapt.

			“I was about to open the door when one of the sophomores came out of the room. He looked really upset, and when I asked if he was okay, he couldn’t even talk,” Markell says. “Everything happened really fast after that. I tried to look in the room and see if the girl was okay, but then Brayden got in my face, asking me what the fuck I think I’m doing, telling me I need to mind my own fucking business. Sorry for the language, I’m quoting directly here.

			“Brayden shut the door in my face. So I went downstairs and called Dylan.”

			“You told him a girl was being assaulted?”

			“I told him Brayden threw a party at the house and it was getting out of control. By the time he got there, a lot of people had heard DB was on his way and cleared out.”

			“What happened to the girl?”

			“I don’t know. I kept waiting, thinking maybe she’d come forward, make a complaint with the school or something. But the week after the party, no one was talking about it. Kind of made me feel like I was going crazy, like I imagined the whole thing.

			“I saw the girl at school a couple weeks later. I asked her if she was okay. She had no idea what I was talking about. I realized she never reported what happened because she didn’t even know what happened.

			“I went to Dylan. I told him everything. He acted real upset. He said he was going to talk to the girl, try to get to the bottom of it.”

			I want to ask what came of Dylan Burnham talking to the girl, but I already know.

			“I don’t know the specifics of what went down,” Markell says. “When I checked back in with him a few weeks later, he said he and Coach Murray had talked to all the guys who were in the room, as well as the girl.”

			I don’t need to ask if any of the players got in trouble. I already know that Brayden Burnham played in the championship that year.

			No matter how many stories I know that have ended the same way, it’s still impossible to accept.

			Markell lets out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know what they all said happened in that room. But the girl didn’t want to press charges, so Dylan said there was nothing to be done. The girl never got a rape kit or anything.”

			The term lights up my skin, my thoughts racing. “Is that what started the fight with you and Brayden in the locker room?”

			“We never talked about the party. I was too mad about everything, and I didn’t want to say anything I’d regret. I still had a whole school year to finish, and I was living at his brother’s house. But after Dylan told me they weren’t going to look into what I told them about…” Markell shakes his head. “A few days after I went to Dylan, I heard Gavin laughing in the locker room. He’d apparently taken a picture of the girl while she was naked, and he was showing some of the older guys.”

			“Gavin was one of the guys who went into the bedroom?”

			Markell nods. “I told him to delete that shit. He told me to fuck off, and Brayden came over to see what was going on. I asked him if he was gonna let Gavin get away with that shit, and he said You mad you didn’t get a turn with her, bro?”

			Markell shakes his head. “I admit I hit him after he said that. Honestly, I think he knew I would, and it’s the whole reason he said it.”

			None of us speak while Markell reaches for his coffee and takes a sip. “Coach Murray sat me down after the fight. He’s the only one who bothered to ask why I hit Brayden. I told him the truth about everything—what Gavin did and what Brayden said to me. All Murray would say was that it was an unfortunate situation and that everyone wanted to move past it.”

			“Even though Gavin had evidence of the rape on his phone?” Peter blurts.

			Markell shrugs. “Murray kept saying the girl didn’t want anyone to know what happened. He told me he could get the suspension off my record, but only if I agreed to stop telling people what I saw at the party.

			“I know it seems messed up that I agreed,” Markell says. “But football was my only ticket out of that place. If I’d known that Brayden was still going to screw me over anyway, I wouldn’t have agreed to the deal with Murray.”

			“Why did Brayden tell everyone Murray helped with your transcript?” Peter asks. “If they’d already gotten you to agree to be quiet?”

			Markell looks resigned, as if this is a question he’s attempted to answer a hundred times over. “I think at that point, he just hated me. I saw Brayden for who he was, and he couldn’t deal with that—so he tried to destroy my reputation.” He shrugs. “I was already over high school football by that point. A bunch of coaches had already contacted me. But when the recruiting coach called my mom, told her my past transcripts were being audited…that was a low point for me.”

			Markell’s voice trails off.

			Peter slurps his frappé loudly before saying, “Why do people think you threatened to kill Gavin?”

			Markell flushes, runs a hand over his smooth head. “I’m not proud of it…but I did say some shit to Gavin that I regret.”

			“When?” I ask. “In the locker room?”

			“No, it was at the end of the year—I was at a graduation party for one of the guys on the team. I heard Gavin say something about Ayana—” Markell stops himself, shakes his head. “I told him if he ever touched my cousin, I would come back to Sunnybrook and kill him.”

			Monica clears her throat, holds up her phone. “We should go. In case there’s traffic.”

			As we all stand, I lock eyes with Markell.

			“Who were the other guys in the bedroom?” I ask. “Was Logan Philbrick with them?”

			Markell’s face falls.

			“It’s time to go,” Monica cuts in. Her face is impossibly serious, and I know she’s thinking of Gavin’s cousin Rachel—her best friend—and of the Steiger family’s grief. How much worse could their pain get if they knew Gavin was involved in a rape?

			Monica and Markell hug, and I spot her lips moving by his ear, his quick nod in response.

			None of us speak on the walk back to her car, the silence filled by the sound of Peter slurping the dregs of his Frappuccino.

			“Wait.”

			Monica’s voice halts me, my fingers on the handle of the back door of her car. Peter stops too, lowers his cup.

			Monica pins us to the side of her car with her gaze. “You know you can’t start blabbing to everyone about this.”

			“Why?” Peter asks. “This is a big deal—it’s literally a motive for someone to murder Gavin—”

			The look Monica shoots Peter makes him go silent. My stomach sinks, because I know what she’s thinking. Even if people believe Markell’s account of the assault—

			“It’s not our story to tell,” I say, drawing Peter’s attention.

			“But the football coaches and administration covered up a gang rape,” he says. “And you know Gavin was one of the rapists. Any one of those guys in that room, or the pieces of shit who have been covering for them, could have killed Gavin because they didn’t trust him to keep his mouth shut once he started going off the rails.”

			Monica’s jaw sets as she stares at Peter. “Yeah, and that’s not your problem.”

			“How the hell can you say that?” Peter says.

			“Because I lived it,” Monica snaps. “What do you think is going to happen if you guys accuse a dead football player of rape? You’re going to retraumatize the victim—you’re involving her again, without her consent.”

			Neither of us speaks, which prompts Monica to fold her arms over her chest. “You still don’t get it. You cannot be involved in this. No matter what comes of it, people will paint you two as the villains, and them as a bunch of innocent boys.”

			Monica’s jaw twitches, and I know she’s thinking about what the football team—what Frank Murray and his supporters—did to her.

			When I find my voice, I say, “Ginny Cordero is involved in whatever is going on, whether you want to believe it or not.”

			Monica looks at me.

			“I saw her talking to Logan, a few days before he was poisoned,” I say. “She said it was important.”

			“Isn’t she his teacher? They could have been talking about anything,” Monica says.

			“Yeah, maybe. But it was definitely her car in that video. She was at Tyler’s party the night Logan was poisoned.”

			Monica wraps her arms around the middle of her hoodie. “The girl in the video—the one who was passed out on Tyler’s lawn. Do you know who she is?”

			“No,” I say.

			I can tell by the look on Monica’s face that she’s thinking it too. A drunk and vulnerable freshman, just like the victim in Markell’s story. Was Ginny Cordero there to help that girl? Was she too late?

			When Gavin saw her, was he not angry but panicked, because that girl was another one of the team’s victims?

			“Let’s go,” Monica says finally. “We have to stop for gas.”

			

			—

			None of us speak the entire drive back to Sunnybrook.

			I tune out the music coming from the radio, fighting the nausea building in me.

			In the rear mirror, I catch Monica glancing at me. I wonder if she’s thinking what I’m thinking: that even if the victim had remembered what happened during the rape, even if she had come forward and identified the guys who assaulted her, the story would have ended the same way. Brayden Burnham would still have gone on to play in the championship game and get into Wake Forest University. The guys in the bedroom would still have gotten to keep playing football, because it would have been their word against the girl’s.

			Because she drank too much, because the dance team girls hook up with football players anyway, because maybe she said yes and changed her mind and why should that be the boys’ fault?

			The blood drains from my lips as I picture Gavin and Logan following the unconscious girl into the bedroom. Who were the other guys?

			What did you tell her?

			Peter’s voice yanks me from my stupor.

			“Hadley,” Peter says again, and I realize the car is no longer moving. I crane my neck, spot Monica standing by a gas pump beside the car.

			Peter turns in his seat to face me, the corners of his mouth bent downward. “I think you need to show Mike the emails from SportsFan.”

			He doesn’t need to explain why.

			“You think SportsFan is the girl who was raped,” I say.

			“It fits,” Peter says quietly. “It could be the whole reason she warned you not to go to Tyler’s party. Maybe she thought…”

			That it would happen to me too? Maybe not in such a brutal and humiliating manner, but did she think I would end up alone with Logan and something would happen? That I would say no and it wouldn’t matter?

			If Peter is right and SportsFan is the girl who was raped…one of her attackers is dead, and another is in a coma. Markell all but confirmed Logan was one of the guys in the room.

			Pressure builds behind my eyes. I don’t want to believe Logan could have been there.

			“I’m not saying she tried to kill Logan or that she killed Gavin,” Peter says. “I’m just saying there’s enough reason to tell Mike about her.”

			“If it was her, why would she wait until now to start picking them off?” I ask. “The rape happened two years ago.”

			Peter opens his mouth, then closes it. Finally, he says, “Not everyone who tries to commit murder follows a logical plan.”

			“But why would she put herself out there by emailing me?”

			“Maybe because you’re acting exactly how she expected you to.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“You haven’t told Mike about the emails. But you’ve done everything she wanted you to do. You found the test in Gavin’s locker, and you created the survey—”

			“She didn’t want me to make the survey. She told me it was a stupid idea.”

			“She knew you’d do something when she told you the team was cheating. This whole time, she’s been jerking you around, when she’s the only person with the motive to kill both Logan and Gavin.”

			“We don’t even know SportsFan is a girl,” I say, thinking of what Peter said about the eye drops: most people who attempt murder by poison are women.

			“Hadley,” he says, and I hate how serious his voice is. “If you don’t tell Mike about the emails…I’m going to have to.”

			The thunk of the driver’s-side door opening. Monica gets in, starts the car. I avoid Peter’s eyes the rest of the way home.
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			Chapter Seventeen

			I don’t hear from Peter on Sunday. I know he’s working, but the idea that maybe we’re not talking again, thanks to my passive-aggressiveness, bugs me.

			But I don’t want to show Sergeant Mejia the emails from SportsFan. If we’re right, and she was the victim of the rape, she must have her own reasons for not coming forward. Maybe she already has and nothing came of it, because we live in a fucked-up world where people just expect a bunch of drunk football players to act that way around an unconscious girl.

			I get to school early Monday morning, preparing my speech for Peter in my head. I’ll involve Monica if I have to, to convince him we can’t tell Mike about SportsFan and get her doxed.

			The first bell hasn’t even rung yet, and there’s already a fight in the hallway.

			I glance down at the commotion. A freshman girl shoves another, screams in her face: “Stay the fuck away from me, Leah!”

			I do a double take as the girl—petite, brunette—storms past me. She’s the girl in my gym class, the one Erica called a drama whore. And she’s wearing a pastel tie-dye hoodie.

			My heart races as the girl disappears around a corner. At the end of the hall, no one is checking on the girl she shoved—a dark-haired girl in a dance team sweatshirt. The girl flees into the bathroom on the other side of the hall.

			I shut my locker and follow her.

			She’s already disappeared into a stall. The sound of a toilet flushing in another stall blots out her sobbing. And then: “Please, just come get me.”

			I hesitate before knocking on the stall door. “Are you okay?”

			There’s sniffling and the girl steps out. She scrunches up her face, shakes her head. I yank a paper towel from the holder on the wall, wet it for her. She dabs her eyes, taking slow breaths while I stand there awkwardly.

			“Everyone fucking hates me,” she announces finally.

			“Join the club,” I say.

			“Yeah, I know who you are.” The girl sniffs, tosses the paper towel. She looks up at me and dissolves into sobs again. Maybe she’s imagining how much worse things will get for her if she’s caught talking to Survey Girl in the bathroom.

			She doesn’t move to leave, though, prompting me to offer, “Do you want me to get someone? Maybe the nurse?”

			That makes her cry harder. I consider that there are only a couple of minutes until the bell, until this girl disappears into the human wave in the hall and I lose my chance to talk to her. I wet another paper towel and hand it to her. “You’re Leah, right?”

			She sniffs and accepts the towel.

			“Why does everyone hate you?” I ask.

			Leah doesn’t wipe her face, committing all her energy to gasping out a name: “Ca-Caaaassie.”

			“Was she the girl in the tie-dye sweatshirt? The one you were trying to talk to just now?”

			The girl hiccups, nods. “She’s my best friend. Was.”

			“You guys were at Tyler’s party, weren’t you?” I ask. “I saw the Snapchat of Cassie on the lawn.”

			“I told Jordan to delete it,” the girl says, dabbing under her eyes with the paper towel. “She was like, laughing that Cassie got kicked out.”

			“Why did Cassie get kicked out? For getting too drunk?”

			The girl nods, red streaking the whites of her eyes. “She was completely blackout. I was so scared, and I didn’t know what to do, so I texted Ms. Cordero.”

			“You guys are all on dance team, right?” I ask. The dread in my stomach curdles as I think of what Markell said. They kept calling the freshman and sophomore girls fresh meat.

			“Yeah.” The girl hiccups. “She took us back to Cassie’s—she helped me sneak her inside and into bed. I didn’t sleep at all—I just watched her all night to make sure she didn’t stop breathing.”

			My heart twists at the pain in this girl’s voice—at how much she loves her best friend. “Why is Cassie mad at you?”

			“Because I told her parents about Gavin,” Leah says.

			My heart nose-dives when I recall Cassie’s motionless body on the lawn. Gavin storming down the driveway in a panic when he saw Ms. Cordero’s car.

			“What about Gavin?” I ask.

			“We went to this party at the bluff over the summer, and Gavin got Cassie’s number. She wasn’t into him at all, but he would not give up.” Leah sniffles. “She would still talk to him and stuff, though.”

			Because he was Gavin Steiger. Because no one says no to the champions.

			Leah sucks in a breath, fans her eyes with her hands. “After the Newton East game, Gavin started blowing up her phone. Cassie showed me the texts because she was freaked out.”

			“What did the texts say?”

			“Gavin got kicked off the team, for how he acted at the game,” Leah says.

			If Leah thinks it’s odd the coaches kicked one of the best players off the team for having a temper tantrum on the field, she doesn’t indicate it. My mind is racing, though—Dylan Burnham and Frank Murray would never cut a player loose simply for getting an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty.

			They must have thought kicking Gavin off the team would be enough to make the cheating rumors go away. Distract everyone from the underlying disease by cutting off a rotten limb.

			“What else did Gavin say to Cassie, after he got kicked off the team?” I ask.

			Leah wipes at her nose with the paper towel. “He said all this awful stuff about DB and Cameron—he kept saying he wasn’t going to let them get away with fucking him over.”

			“Why would Gavin say all that to Cassie?” I ask.

			“He wanted her to do something for him.” Leah’s face scrunches, and I sense her edging toward another meltdown. “She said no one knew except me, but Gavin obviously knew—”

			“Knew what?”

			“About Cassie and Cameron,” Leah says. “They hooked up at that party at the bluff. I told her she was an idiot—he’s a senior, and his girlfriend is literally dance team captain—”

			“Cameron cheated on Alix?” I ask.

			“Like, tons of times,” Leah says. “She swore Cameron didn’t tell anyone, but Gavin told her he knew. Gavin begged her to go to the police, because Cameron is seventeen and Cassie is only fourteen.”

			Leah hiccups again. “Cassie didn’t want to, and Gavin said if she didn’t, he’d post all their text messages on Snapchat. Cassie told him personal stuff, and she said some not-nice shit about Alix.”

			“What did Cassie do?” I ask, my mind racing. Gavin was killed a week ago. How long has Cassie been sitting on text messages that could point to Cameron Burnham’s having a motive to kill him?

			“Nothing!” Leah wails. “Then Gavin died and I told her she had to tell someone. She wouldn’t do it, so I told her mom, and her parents went to the police.”

			I hand her another paper towel from the dispenser on the wall. She crumples it, blots her face. When she looks up at me, she exhales. “The cops talked to Cassie last night. They made her show them the texts, and now they think DB killed Gavin and everyone hates me—”

			“Wait,” I say. “They think Dylan killed Gavin?”

			“I guess.” Leah sniffles. “They took his car, in front of all the neighbors. And everyone blames me.”

			The bell rings, and Leah straightens, as if being yanked out of a trance. She blinks at me, fear paralyzing her expression, before she turns and bangs through the bathroom door.

			

			—

			I’m late for first period, but mercifully, my bio teacher doesn’t make a thing of it. I want to text Peter about what just happened in the bathroom, but we have a quiz, which means if any of us are caught with our phone out, we get an automatic zero.

			I’m pretty sure I fail anyway. After class, Ms. Bourne calls me over to give me back the graded lab she’s been meaning to return to me. Everyone else got theirs on Friday, when I was in ISS.

			Peter is nowhere to be found by the time I get to the hall. I’m on high alert as I move through the crowd, listening for any mention of Dylan Burnham becoming the number one suspect in Gavin’s murder, but I sense every conversation around me shutting down once my presence is noted.

			I can’t go to the newspaper office at lunch, because Ms. Martinelli insists I make up Friday’s conversation skills exam in her classroom during fifth period.

			Ms. Martinelli would tell her life story to a baked potato, but she doesn’t even greet me when I arrive, nor does she make eye contact while she asks me, in Spanish, whether I would like to go to the movies or to the mall.

			I’ve been so wrapped up in Leah’s explanation for why everyone hates her that I forgot everyone in this miserable place still hates me.

			After last period, I make it all the way to the side of the school where the student lot is before someone takes me down. Literally.

			A foot, thrust in my path, by someone heading up the opposite side of the stairwell. I eat shit on the last two steps, land on my hands and knees.

			I didn’t see the face of whoever tripped me; not that it matters. My palm is bleeding where I broke my fall, my eyes are clouding with tears, and part of me wants to stay down here, let people trample my lifeless body.

			I imagine screaming the words rising to my lips. Anything else you all want to blame me for?

			A hand appears in front of my face. I look up at Tyler Curtin. I grab his hand, and he helps me up.

			As I’m examining the damage on my palm, the blood dripping onto my wrist, Tyler says: “You should go to the nurse.”

			My knee is throbbing, and the nurse’s office is on the other side of the school. I blink away the threat of tears, my voice pathetically small: “I just want to go home.”

			Tyler looks like he actually feels bad for me, which makes me feel ten thousand times worse.

			“C’mon,” he says. “I got Band-Aids in my car.”

			I remind myself it’s Tyler, and not TJ Blake or Erica. The worst Tyler has done to me since SurveyGate is ignore me.

			I follow Tyler out the doors to the student lot, to his car. There’s a purple and yellow East Carolina Pirates frame around his license plate.

			Tyler opens the passenger door for me and I get in. I examine the cut on my palm—not as deep as it looked—while Tyler grabs something from the back seat and gets in the driver’s side.

			He hands me a bottle of Dasani and a napkin before rooting around in his center console. I uncap the water, wet the napkin, watch my blood stain it pink as I dab at my palm.

			“You okay?” Tyler asks, handing me a Band-Aid he’s procured from the center console.

			“I’ll live.”

			I want to take back my words as soon as I say them. Tyler’s expression darkens. He sighs, scratches the back of his neck. “I’m sorry for how I acted the other day. And for all the shit you’re getting.”

			“I deserve it, I guess.” I peel the napkin away from my palm. The blood has stopped flowing.

			“Nah, you really don’t. No one deserves this.” Tyler stops himself, as if even that small admission was too much.

			I peel the wrapping from the Band-Aid, place it across my palm.

			“Do you want a ride home?” he asks.

			“That’s okay,” I say. “I rode my bike here.”

			Best not to leave it overnight and find it with slashed tires tomorrow morning.

			“It can fit in my trunk.” Tyler shrugs. “I’m going home anyway. Practice was canceled.”

			I let myself look at him. There’s a plea in his eyes, one that suggests another motive for luring me to his car out of kindness. Tyler wants to talk to me. He wanted me to know football practice is canceled.

			I look down at my palm, smooth the edge of the Band-Aid. “Is it true the cops took Dylan Burnham’s car?”

			“I don’t know.” Tyler’s voice is somber. “Cam’s not answering any of us. And they never cancel practice.”

			“There’s this freshman on the dance team, Leah. She told me something about Cameron.”

			The base of Tyler’s throat pulses. “Was it about Cassie Dillon?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Shit.” Tyler sighs. “What did she say?”

			“That Cameron’s been cheating on Alix with Cassie, and Gavin was trying to bully Cassie into telling people about it before he was killed.”

			Tyler cracks a knuckle. “I didn’t know Gavin did that to Cassie.”

			“But you knew Cameron has been hooking up with Cassie?”

			Tyler sighs, traces his thumb down his jaw. “I didn’t know until a few weeks ago—Cam told us she was always hanging around him because she’s obsessed with him. But then after the pep rally, Logan saw Cam texting her….”

			What did you tell her?

			Alix. The her Gavin confronted Logan about wasn’t me, or Ms. Cordero, or the girl they assaulted at the party two years ago—

			“I heard you guys arguing,” I say, my heart racing at the admission. “Outside the gym, the day of the pep rally. Gavin was afraid Logan was going to tell Alix about Cameron and Cassie, wasn’t he?”

			“Logan was pissed. I mean, we all care about Alix, and she doesn’t deserve that shit,” Tyler says. “But Cam and Alix were fighting all week, and it made him play like shit in practice. We were all relieved when they made up before the North Hills game…. Logan telling Alix that Cam was cheating would have been throwing gas on that dumpster fire.”

			It’s all our business, asshole.

			I think of the way Logan looked at Alix when we were on the landing. I thought it was the look of a guy feeling guilty for having a thing for his best friend’s girlfriend, but what if it was guilt over his choice not to tell her about Cassie?

			“Do you think Gavin poisoned Logan because he thought he was going to tell Alix after the game?” I ask.

			“No—I mean, there’s no way. Gav was dumb, but he wasn’t stupid.”

			I try to unpack what Tyler is suggesting: poisoning Logan to keep him quiet about Cameron’s cheating caused way more problems for the football team than telling Alix the truth would have.

			But if Dylan Burnham killed Gavin because he was threatening to expose Cameron, who the hell tried to kill Logan? Unless Gavin’s texts to Cassie have nothing to do with why he was killed and everything to do with what happened two years ago.

			“Tyler,” I say. “Gavin and Logan—they did something at a party two years ago. Something really bad.”

			Tyler’s face falls. He lets his head loll back against the headrest. “Who told you?”

			“Markell Davis.”

			Tyler says nothing. There’s panic radiating from him, but there’s something else on his face. Resignation.

			“Please tell me you weren’t involved,” I say.

			“I swear, I wasn’t.” Tyler rubs his eyes. “But Wes was.”

			I feel sick. “Seriously?”

			“I tried to stop him,” Tyler says. “I told him it was a bad idea, that Chloe was too messed up. Cam’s brother Brayden kept egging them on, said he’d stand outside the door and make sure no one interrupted.”

			“Chloe Vitelli?”

			Tyler’s cheeks turn pink. “I thought Markell told you.”

			“Not her name.” I swallow the stickiness building in my throat. “So Brayden didn’t go in the bedroom,” I say. “Who was the fourth guy? Markell said there were four.”

			Tyler sighs. “It was Cameron.”

			“Did Wes tell you what they did to her?”

			“He swears he didn’t touch her.”

			“And you believe him?”

			“He wouldn’t lie to me about something like that. He said Cam had sex with her first, then Gavin—Logan was too nervous. She threw up on him, and when he got downstairs covered in puke, Markell went upstairs to see what was going on. He and Brayden started arguing.”

			“Did anyone even get Chloe help?”

			“I don’t know,” Tyler says. “I heard someone say one of the seniors on dance team was gonna drive her home. I didn’t want to stick around in case it got ugly between Markell and Brayden, so I told Wes we had to go, and we walked back to his house.”

			“Markell told Coach Burnham what he saw,” I say. “Did Wes ever talk to either of the coaches about what happened?”

			Tyler cracks his knuckles. “DB talked to Cam first, and then Logan and Gavin. By the time he talked to Wes, Dylan kept saying the others had said they only brought her upstairs to lie down because she was wasted, and no one had sex with anyone.”

			“So even though he didn’t rape Chloe, Wes went along with the story that no one did?”

			“Wes was the only Black kid in the bedroom.” Tyler stares at me. “How do you think it would go for him if he said the others raped her and he just watched?”

			I think of the price Markell paid for speaking up. And he wasn’t even in the bedroom. There’s no doubt in my mind that if Wes had implicated Gavin and Cameron, they would have turned on him, claimed that he was the only one who had raped Chloe.

			I don’t know what to say, but Tyler seems to be hovering over a thought. Finally, he exhales. “Look, everyone was super messed up that night. The players, the dance team girls. That’s exactly why I don’t drink. Bad shit happens.”

			My heartbeat skips. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean, obviously what the guys did was wrong. But everyone kept telling Chloe to stop drinking, that she was getting sloppy. They tried to get her to leave, and she told them to fuck off.”

			Something in me deflates. Tyler thinks the rape was partly Chloe’s fault. He had nothing to do with what happened to her, and he even tried to stop his best friend from participating, and still. I want nothing more than to get out of this car and away from him.

			Maybe Tyler isn’t a bad guy, but he’s proof that you can do the right thing and still be wrong.

			I know I should push back, ask him how exactly he thinks Chloe is responsible for being raped by his teammates. But I recognize how hard it must have been for Tyler to tell me all this. I know how easily he could turn on me, like everyone else.

			“I should go,” I say.

			“Wait,” Tyler says, prompting me to withdraw my hand from the door handle. “Are you gonna say anything?”

			I stare back at him, the rage simmering in me threatening to bubble over. Because who would I tell? Who would believe me?

			“Thanks,” I say, holding up my palm. “For this.”

			“Hadley—”

			I shut the passenger door, cutting him off. Maybe he didn’t do anything wrong, and maybe he’s always been decent to me, but I don’t owe Tyler Curtin any assurances right now.

			On my walk to the side of the school, my phone starts going nuts in my pocket. By the time I reach the bike rack, I have three texts from Peter.

			
				
					
						Where are you?

					

				

				
					
						Come to my house ASAP

					

				

				
					
						DefCon 5 Monica situation
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			Chapter Eighteen

			I grip my handlebars, my palm stinging beneath the Band-Aid. My knee still aches where it clipped the stairs, slowing me down.

			When I get to Peter’s, Monica’s car is in the driveway alongside a dark blue sedan. My stomach clenches as I walk my bike up to the garage, past the car parked next to hers.

			I halt and take in the car, the crushed front bumper. In the light of day, I spot other details: the SUNY Oneonta sticker in the back window, the Pusheen plushie on the dash.

			Ms. Cordero is here. I think of the way she warned me from taking the bus home the other day. How it looked like there was more she wanted to say to me.

			The sound of the garage door opening draws my attention. Peter is waiting for me on the other side. As I lean my bike against the wall, he says, “They were here when I got home.”

			I follow Peter into his dining room. Monica is seated on one side of the table. Next to her is Ms. Cordero, her milky white hands resting on top of Zelda, who is curled in her lap.

			Zelda picks her head up, starts to bark at me. Monica swoops over to Ms. Cordero, grabs the dog. “Watch out, she’s going to pee—”

			“What is this?” I ask as Monica whips past me, carrying Zelda under one arm.

			“They ambushed me,” Peter says.

			“We didn’t ambush you,” Ms. Cordero says, her voice soft. “This just wasn’t an appropriate conversation to have at school.”

			A door slams, followed by muted barking. Monica reenters the dining room, shaking her bangs out of her eyes.

			“You should sit,” she says, not looking at me as she reclaims her seat. Slowly, as if there’s a grenade taped to the bottom, I lower myself into the chair next to Peter.

			I look over at Monica, who nods to Ms. Cordero. “Go ahead.”

			Ms. Cordero moves her hands from the table to her lap. “That is my car in the Snapchat Jordan posted.”

			“I know,” I say. “Leah told me she texted you for help getting Cassie home.”

			Ms. Cordero frowns. “What else did Leah say to you?”

			I recount my conversation with Leah in the bathroom this morning. The way the three of them are sitting there, rapt, makes me feel like I’m testifying before Congress.

			When I’m finished, Monica turns her head to Ms. Cordero. “Did you know Gavin was harassing Cassie?”

			“No—I didn’t even know about Cassie and Cameron Burnham until we got her in the car,” Ms. Cordero says. “Leah was really upset, and pretty drunk herself. She said they got kicked out because Cassie was so wasted, some of the guys thought she would say something to Alix.”

			“What did Gavin say to you?” I ask. “After the video stopped, when you picked Cassie and Leah up?”

			“He kept asking what I was doing there, and I told him I was just making sure Cassie got home safely. I finally snapped at him to get out of my face and got both Leah and Cassie in the car and left.”

			I’m quiet as I absorb what Ms. Cordero is saying. She didn’t know Cameron was cheating with Cassie until the night of the party. And if Tyler is telling the truth, Cameron’s friends didn’t even know until the day before, after the pep rally.

			Outside, Zelda’s barking reaches a fever pitch. Monica leaves the table; moments later, the sound of tiny doggy nails skittering across tile, and frenzied slurping from the water bowl.

			When Monica returns, I ask Ms. Cordero, “The day before the pep rally, you told Logan you needed to talk to him about something important?”

			Ms. Cordero gnaws at her lip before shooting a glance at Monica, who gives her an encouraging nod.

			“That was about the bruises on Alix’s arm,” Ms. Cordero says.

			I think of the video that’s still on my phone. The way Cameron twisted Alix’s arm behind her back.

			“Cameron must have done it,” I say finally. “I saw them fighting—he grabbed her and shoved her against his car. My doorbell camera got a video of it.”

			“Wait, why did you ask Logan about the bruises and not Alix?” Peter cuts in.

			“I did ask her,” Ms. Cordero says. “She said she got them while she was drunk at a party over the weekend.”

			“How do you know that’s not how she got them?” Peter asks.

			Ms. Cordero shrugs. “I don’t know for sure. But she missed school, so I asked Logan if he knew whether she was okay. He said Alix was home with cramps, but she told me she’d hurt her back at practice the day before. I didn’t remember Alix hurting herself, so I asked the custodian if I could review the tape from inside the gym. She was totally fine when she left.”

			“Did you tell any of this to the police?” I ask. “After Logan was poisoned?”

			“I told Mike everything I knew,” Ms. Cordero says. “About Alix’s bruises, what Leah said to me about Cassie—obviously I didn’t know that Logan and Gavin were involved in a rape too.”

			I glance at Monica, who says, “I told her about our trip to Marist, and everything Markell told us. I wanted to know if the girl in the video— I was worried that something similar had happened to her.”

			“No, Leah would have told me.” Ms. Cordero shakes her head. “I don’t think Cassie was assaulted at Tyler’s.”

			“She’s fourteen,” Peter says, his voice thick with disgust. “Technically Cameron did assault her, even if she thinks she’s in love with him.”

			On the table, one of Monica’s neatly manicured fingers twitches. “And that’s why the police think Dylan killed Gavin. To shut him up.”

			“But if Cassie did report Cameron, couldn’t Cameron point a finger back at Gavin and tell everyone he was a rapist too?” I ask. “Gavin had already gotten kicked off the team—why would he make things worse for himself?”

			“He probably thought it couldn’t get any worse,” Monica says quietly. “Either that…”

			“Or what?” Peter asks.

			“Gavin didn’t think any of them would ever get in trouble for what they did at the party,” Monica says. “Because they don’t even realize it was rape.”

			I think of what Tyler said to me. That’s exactly why I don’t drink.

			Peter is the one to break the silence. “Sorry if this is a stupid question, but why do they think Dylan killed Gavin, and not Cameron?”

			“To protect his brother,” I say.

			“Or the team,” Peter mutters.

			“Neither,” Monica says. “Rachel says Cameron has an alibi.”

			“Yeah, who is his alibi?” Peter demands. “Alix?”

			When Monica says nothing, Peter snorts. “Seriously?”

			“She says Cameron was with her all night,” Monica says.

			“So he’s cheating on her, he abuses her, and he may have murdered his friend…and she still gives him an alibi that might be bullshit.” Peter shakes his head.

			Ms. Cordero’s voice is soft. “People in situations like hers—Alix has probably been conditioned to want to protect Cameron, no matter how he treats her.”

			Her gaze drops to the Apple Watch on her wrist. Monica frowns as if she sees something that troubles her as Ms. Cordero stands and says, “I have to get back to school before practice starts.”

			Monica walks Ms. Cordero to the kitchen, Zelda at her heels. I glance over at Peter, but I don’t get the chance to debrief with him before Monica returns to the dining room.

			She looks between Peter and me, sighing like an exhausted kindergarten teacher.

			Before anyone can speak, an enormous clap of thunder sounds, sending Zelda scurrying back into the dining room. She brushes past my legs under the table, leaps into my lap.

			“I can give you a ride,” Monica says to me.

			By the time we reach Monica’s car, the sky has darkened to a threatening shade of gray.

			She unlocks her car and I climb into the passenger seat. I give her my address, and she pulls out of the driveway in silence. I spot Peter in the bay window, watching us. He holds up his phone, mimes texting.

			My phone buzzes with a message from Peter.

			
				
					
						Your doorbell cam. If Alix is lying that she and Cameron were together, you may have footage to prove it

					

				

			

			Monica’s voice draws me back.

			“You can trust her, you know.” Monica’s fingers curl around the steering wheel. “Ginny. If things get worse for you at school, and if you need someone…”

			I don’t say anything. Monica seems different, after that bizarre conference in her dining room. Her edges blunted, something like a guilty look in her eyes as she focuses on the road.

			After a stretch of silence, I can’t help myself from asking: “Why aren’t you and Ginny friends anymore?”

			Monica frowns. “It was never like that.”

			“What is it like?”

			“It wasn’t personal to Ginny or anything.” Monica thinks on it for a beat. “It’s hard to be around the people who remind me of the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

			“Ethan doesn’t remind you of…everything?” I ask.

			Monica flushes at her boyfriend’s name. “It’s different with him.”

			I haven’t asked for an explanation, but Monica seems to be searching for one. She says: “Ethan has lost so much—he understands what it was like to lose Jen too.”

			“So, you guys are trauma bonded?” I ask.

			“Jesus, you and Peter are the same person,” Monica mutters. She pauses tapping her fingers against the steering wheel. “But yeah. I guess.”

			The clicking of Monica’s turn signal fills the silence for a beat before I say, “I don’t know how it all went down with you and Ginny, but after everything that’s happened the past few weeks, I can’t imagine never talking to Peter again.”

			“She and I have talked,” Monica says as she turns onto my street. Her jaw sets as she slows down, avoiding the pothole in my driveway. Her lips part, and I think she’s going to say something else about Ginny. But her brow furrows: something outside my house has captured her attention.

			“Is that Gabby Santiago?” she asks.

			I look away from Monica toward the house. Gabby Santiago is sitting on the porch steps, hugging her knees to her chest.

			“I have no idea what she’s doing here,” I say.

			“I used to be close with her sister.” Monica frowns. “Do you want me to go talk to her?”

			I take in the sight on my porch. Gabby is watching Monica and me, gnawing at her bottom lip. She doesn’t look angry, like she did when she told me off in the locker room the other day.

			She seems anxious.

			“It’s fine,” I tell Monica. “Thank you, though.”

			I climb out of the car and step back as Monica reverses out of my driveway. Gabby looks up, eyes widening when she sees who has dropped me off.

			When I meet Gabby on the porch, she’s fiddling with her GABS bracelet. I’m struck by how bold I feel, how hard my voice sounds when I snap, “What do you want?”

			“Can we talk?”

			“Shouldn’t you be at practice?”

			“I’m suspended for two days.”

			“What? Why?”

			A breeze whips at us, stirring the dried leaves on the porch. Gabby shivers. “Can we just go inside?”

			I input the code for the door lock.

			Gabby follows me into the kitchen. While I grab a glass from the cabinet, she drops into a seat at the kitchen table.

			I cross the room and hand the glass of water I’ve filled to her, and she accepts it with a hiccup, takes a long gulp. “I’m sorry. This is so unhinged.”

			“What did you do to get suspended?” I’ve only known Gabby a year, but the worst thing I’ve seen her do is get sent into the hall for talking too much during class.

			Gabby wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “I shoved Alix, after last period. It was barely anything—I was just so pissed off, but Mrs. Coughlin saw, and made it sound like I attacked her—”

			“Wait, why did you shove her?” I ask.

			“Because she was being a fucking bitch,” Gabby says. “I asked her about what you said to me in the locker room the other day—god, I’m such an asshole. I just believed everything she told me—”

			“Gabby, slow down,” I say. “What did you ask Alix about?”

			Gabby takes another long gulp of water. “What they did to Chloe.”

			Chloe’s name lands like a kick to my stomach. “How long have you known what they did?” I ask.

			“Only since last night—I swear,” Gabby says. “I called her, after what you said to me in the locker room. I don’t know, I think I always knew, deep down, that they hurt her, but Alix kept insisting nothing happened. But as soon as you told me, I just knew.”

			Gabby hiccups. “I didn’t even go. I was in the Poconos, and I was so pissed at my parents—like, next-level mad that I had to be on vacation with my family, and not chugging Natty Ice and getting raped.”

			Gabby sets her glass on the table. She looks startled by her own admission, in a way that makes me think she’s never even entertained the idea before: Chloe was raped at a party at Cameron Burnham’s house two years ago.

			I sit in the chair across from Gabby. “Chloe never told you what happened, before last night?”

			“I mean, I knew something happened.” Gabby shakes her head. “Alix told me she was pissed at Chloe for getting blackout and embarrassing her. They didn’t talk for like, a week, and I told them both I was staying out of it.”

			“You didn’t even ask Chloe what happened?”

			“You don’t know what Alix is really like. If she thinks you’ve wronged her, you’re just done,” Gabby says. “I’m the one who convinced her to stop being a bitch to Chloe over a stupid party.”

			She lets out a long breath, fans her face with her hands. “She and Alix made up, and neither of them ever brought it up again. It was just this thing they wouldn’t talk about, you know? I didn’t want Alix to accuse me of stirring up drama by forcing Chloe to talk about something she clearly didn’t wanna talk about.”

			Gabby closes her eyes. “God, I feel like I’m going to throw up.”

			“Please don’t.” I look around for something for her to puke in, because she really does look ill. She inhales before opening her eyes and looking at me.

			“Chloe told me everything she remembers. She’s still so mad about it, and she was mad at me for never asking what happened. We cried, and I told her I was so fucking sorry, but I still feel like shit. The worst part is she feels like she can’t do anything because everyone will call her a liar, and say of course she’s accusing Gavin and Logan of rape when they can’t even defend themselves.”

			“But Cameron raped her too,” I say. “Tyler said he was in the room, and Wes said—”

			“Nothing is ever going to happen to Cam!” Gabby cries. “Everyone worships his stupid brother, and his dad, and everyone fucking refuses to see him for what he is—”

			She stops short, as if she’s said too much. She props her elbows up on my kitchen table, buries her face in her hands.

			“You know,” I say. “About how he treats Alix?”

			Gabby looks up. She nods, her eyes glassy. “I’m not dumb. They’re always fighting, and the next day, she either misses school or has some excuse for the marks he leaves.”

			“How could you not tell anyone?” I ask.

			“She literally begs me not to,” Gabby says. “She says that’s just how they fight. They’re both so jealous, and she’s told me that she’s hit Cam before. She says she’s just as bad as he is.”

			“I saw them,” I say softly. “There’s a video from my doorbell camera—they were arguing, and he grabbed her—”

			My voice falters as a tear escapes Gabby’s lash line. She wipes it away, whispers, “I feel so fucking stupid. There’s no way Alix didn’t know they brought Chloe into Cam’s bedroom, and she still denied it when I asked her today. I’m just so sick of her lying to protect them, I lost my shit and shoved her.”

			Something Markell said pings in my brain. They brought her upstairs to lie down on Brayden’s bed. “Do you mean Brayden’s room? I thought that’s where it happened.”

			Gabby shakes her head. “No, Chloe definitely remembered it was Cam’s room. That was the only thing she remembered—because when she woke up, she was wearing one of Cam’s shirts.”

			The party was two years ago—Markell could have clocked the bedroom detail wrong at the time, or maybe his memory was wrong when he told us the guys went into Brayden’s room. I don’t know if it’s significant, but the cry Gabby lets out breaks my train of thought.

			“I don’t know what to do.” She leans forward, elbows on her knees. She pushes her curls out of her eyes. “Alix has been lying about everything, and now I’m like, is she lying when she says she has no idea who tried to kill Logan?”

			“Wait, why would you say that?”

			Gabby exhales. “Chris has been so weird since the night of Tyler’s party. After Gavin died, he broke down and told me that after you took Logan to the hospital, Cam made Chris drive him home in Cameron’s car.”

			“Wasn’t Chris drinking?” I ask.

			“Cam said he was the most sober, so he had to do it.” Gabby wipes her eyes. “Cam told Chris he would get kicked off the team for drinking if he didn’t.

			“Cam made Chris wait in the car while he showered, I guess to try to sober up. Then he made Chris drive him to the hospital and wait outside for him.” Her voice drops to a hush. “He says Alix came out to the parking lot and told him Cam said Chris had to go back to Tyler’s and get rid of all the cups from the party.”

			“Did Chris do it?”

			“Yeah.” Gabby swipes at her eyes. “Tyler helped him load everything in the car, and he drove it to some dumpster. I completely lost it on him when he told me that.”

			Because the cup that may have contained Logan’s poisoned drink was probably in there. “Alix told Chris to get rid of evidence,” I say.

			“Chris had no idea what he was doing. He didn’t even know until later that Logan didn’t have alcohol poisoning,” Gabby says. “But that stupid team is everything to him—if Cam says he has to do something, Chris does it, no questions asked.”

			“Do you think Cameron killed Gavin?” I ask.

			“I don’t even know what to think anymore.” Gabby pinches the bridge of her nose. “I mean, yeah, Dylan and Cameron both had a reason to kill Gavin, but what the hell did Logan do to either of them?”

			“Do you think Logan was going to tell Alix about Cassie and Cameron?” I ask.

			Gabby blinks at me. “How do you know about Cassie Dillon?”

			“The day before the party, I heard Gavin telling Logan to keep his mouth shut about something—and Tyler told me that before the pep rally, Logan saw Cameron texting Cassie and figured out he was sleeping with her.”

			“I don’t know anything about that,” Gabby says. “But if Cam poisoned Logan to stop him from telling Alix about Cassie, that would be really fucking tragic, because Alix already knew.”

			“She knew Cameron was cheating on her?” I ask. I can’t help the disbelief that creeps into my voice, because the idea is so out of pocket: Cameron might have nearly killed his best friend to stop him from telling his girlfriend something she already knew.

			“Alix has suspected it since the summer, after Cassie followed Cameron on Insta after that party at the bluff,” Gabby says. “Cam kept denying it, but the week of the North Hills game, Chloe and I heard Cassie in the locker room after gym. One of her friends joked about how she’d better shave her legs for her cubie.”

			“Cubie,” I repeat. “Or QB? Quarterback?”

			Gabby nods. “I said something to Alix. That night, she went through Cam’s phone when he was showering at her house and saw all the texts between him and Cassie.”

			“What did she do?” I ask.

			“She said she wasn’t going to do anything until after the North Hills game,” Gabby says. “She didn’t want to break up with him and be blamed if they lost.”

			“She knew Cameron was cheating with a freshman, and she let him get away with it because he had a football game?” I’m sure I heard Gabby wrong, but she nods.

			“You don’t get it. Alix has tried to break up with him before, and he threatens to kill himself, or to tell everyone horrible things about her,” Gabby says. “It’s like she’s trapped, and she refuses to do the one thing that would get her out of this mess: tell the fucking truth.”

			

			—

			I make Gabby stay until she’s calm enough to drive home. I stand by the bay window and watch her leave, sneaking several glances at Alix’s house, even though the Maroneys’ driveway is still empty, even though Alix won’t be home from dance team practice until after five.

			Everything Gabby told me rattles around in my brain as I log into the Ring account and load the footage from last Sunday, the night Gavin was killed.

			According to the news, Gavin was found around eleven p.m. I start viewing the video captures from nine o’clock on. There are only a few recorded motions—one or two cars passing, a man walking a Pomeranian, Mom putting our trash cans at the curb.

			At nine-forty p.m., headlights flood the camera view. Cameron’s Jeep pulls up right next to the sign: Cam’s Spot.

			A guy climbs out the driver’s seat, his face and head obscured by his hoodie. But instead of sneaking around the side of the house, like I’ve seen him do so many times to meet Alix at her back door, Cameron Burnham turns and breaks into a run back down the street, disappearing from camera.

			My heartbeat accelerates. I skip forward through the next series of motion captures. Almost two hours later, the doorbell has recorded Cameron emerging from the darkness. He climbs into the Jeep and drives away.

			Cameron was gone for two hours the night Gavin was killed. But he left his Jeep parked at Alix’s house, right in the window of time that Alix told the cops Cameron was with her. He probably figured her mom would notice the Jeep parked there and assume Alix had snuck Cameron into her room.

			I can barely comprehend it. Cameron treats Alix like complete shit, and she still lied to the police about where he was the night of Gavin’s murder.

			I download the footage to my phone, and I look up the state police’s tip line for the investigation into Gavin’s death.

			The woman on the phone listens to me explain the video I have. She asks me to email it to Maria Nunziata, and she takes my name and number so they can follow up with me.

			I didn’t expect the woman to tell me they were putting an APB out to arrest Cameron Burnham immediately, but I still feel restless, unsatisfied. Cameron doesn’t have an alibi for the night of Gavin’s murder. He had every reason to want Gavin dead, and the police must have some evidence pointing to Dylan Burnham’s car being at the scene, if they were able to seize it.

			Whoever was driving that car when it hit Gavin…Killing someone that way is impulsive, rage-filled. It’s the complete opposite of how Logan was targeted. The poisoning had to take planning, calculation. The would-be killer waited to make their move at a crowded party, where anyone could be a suspect.

			But they failed to consider how easy it would be, in the chaos, for someone to grab the wrong cup.

			I finally text Peter back: Send me the picture of Logan from the drive ASAP

			
				
					
						Why?

					

				

				
					
						Oh my god just do it

					

				

				
					
						Please

					

				

			

			A few minutes later, Peter texts the photo. Logan, standing next to Cameron. I look closely this time, note how the photo is shorter than it should be if it was taken in portrait mode.

			I zoom in, notice that both Logan and Cameron have one arm lowered, as if they’re each holding something—as if the careful cropping of this photo was to ensure that no one would see two champion football players drinking out of red Solo cups.

			Gabby’s words ring in my ears. Alix already knew.

			It’s like she’s trapped.

			What if she thought a bottle of eye drops was her way out?
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			Chapter Nineteen

			I scroll through my contacts with trembling fingers and call Peter. I don’t get a word out before he says, “Did you check your Ring footage?”

			“Yeah. She definitely lied.” I tell Peter what I saw on the camera, and how I sent the video to the detective in charge of Gavin’s case.

			“Holy shit,” he says.

			“There’s more.” I peek out my window, as if to remind myself that Cameron Burnham’s Jeep isn’t in front of Alix’s house now, that I’m not home alone with Gavin Steiger’s murderer hanging out across the street. “Gabby just left my house.”

			“Gabby Santiago? Why?”

			“She got suspended for fighting with Alix. She confronted her about what happened at the party two years ago.”

			“I know it was Chloe Vitelli,” Peter says quietly.

			“How?” I ask.

			“She eats lunch in the library every day, even though her friends go in the courtyard. I checked the sign-in log. It’s like she’s avoiding sitting at the same table as the football players,” Peter says. “And she’s on dance team, and she was a sophomore when the rape happened.”

			Alix’s car pulls into the driveway. She gets out, slams the door. It’s a little bit before four o’clock, and she’s in the outfit she wore to school today.

			She didn’t go to dance team practice. She heads up her steps, unlocks her door. She’s crying.

			“I have to go,” I say.

			“Wait—”

			“Alix just got home. I want to talk to her.”

			“And say what? That you know she lied to give her murderer of a boyfriend an alibi?” Peter splutters.

			She knew. Alix knew Cameron was cheating.

			“Hadley,” Peter says. “Do not try to talk to her. You already sent the video to the police.”

			“And what do you think she’ll do when she’s confronted with it? She’s just going to lie some more,” I say. “I’ve got to go.”

			I end the call with trembling fingers. Maybe if she knew I have a video of that fight, of Cameron pinning her arm behind her back while she struggled to get away—maybe if Alix realizes people will have to see Cameron for what he really is, she’ll finally stop lying to protect him.

			I head across the street, my heartbeat moving into my ears. I know Alix won’t hurt me—she has no reason to want to hurt anyone other than her abusive, cheating boyfriend.

			I knock twice, to no response. Finally, I call her name.

			The door creaks open. The whites of Alix’s eyes are streaked with red. “What are you doing here?”

			“I wanted to see if you’re okay.”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			I used to envy Alix Maroney, but now I just feel sorry for her. Because even when she looks like this, too scared to open her front door, she still can’t stop lying.

			Her eyes widen as she looks over my shoulder. I turn in time to see Cameron Burnham’s Jeep pulling up to the curb, and my stomach bottoms out.

			“Get inside,” Alix snaps. “Now.”

			When I don’t move, she yanks me by the arm. I stumble into her house and she shoves me out of the way as she slams the front door. Within seconds, we hear banging on the other side, and Cameron’s voice: “Alix. Open the door.”

			I’m frozen as Alix turns to face me. Her face is drained of all color as she tracks my gaze down to the gun in her trembling hand.

			I can’t speak. I can’t breathe. The person standing in front of me is not the Alix Maroney I know.

			“I was upstairs when you started banging on the door,” she says quietly. “I thought you were him.”

			Outside, Cameron starts shouting. “I know you’re in there—what the fuck is Hadley doing here?”

			Alix looks at me. “You shouldn’t have come over.”

			“What’s going on?” I ask. “Why is he here?”

			“He probably knows I stopped by his house this afternoon while he was at his brother’s. His mom saw me go into his room—I knew she’d tell him, but I had to know.”

			“Had to know what?”

			“If Chloe’s bracelet was under his bed,” Alix says. “She said she lost it, the night of the party. I never looked, because I didn’t want to believe her. But there’s no point pretending anymore.”

			Outside, Cameron goes quiet. I swallow. “Is he leaving?”

			Alix peers out the window. “No. Shit.”

			“What is it?”

			“The cellar door,” Alix says at the same time the door to her basement flies open.

			Cameron Burnham stops short when he sees Alix, the gun in her hand. “What the fuck?”

			Alix aims the gun at him. “Don’t come any closer.”

			Cameron laughs, but his jaw trembles. “You don’t even know how to use that. Come on.”

			“Hadley, go home,” Alix says.

			“No, stay, Hadley,” Cameron says. “Stay, so Alix can tell you what she did to Logan. Because I just talked to a bunch of detectives for two fucking hours, trying to explain why my girlfriend is on the security camera in the hospital parking lot ditching something in a dumpster the night of Tyler’s party.”

			Panic flares in Alix’s eyes. Was she throwing away the eye drop bottle, to make sure it couldn’t be traced back to the party? Cameron’s eyebrows shoot up as he looks from Alix to me. “Did Alix not tell you they’ve questioned her about the video already? And the best she can come up with is she got lost and went out the wrong door?”

			Panic swells in me as I realize what’s really happening—Alix didn’t grab the gun to defend herself against Cameron.

			She knew he wasn’t at his brother’s this afternoon—she knew he was being questioned about the poisoning, and that Mejia would eventually figure out that Alix was the one who told Chris to get rid of the cups from the party.

			This is her last chance to do what she intended to do when she slipped those eye drops into Cameron’s drink at Tyler’s house.

			“Go ahead, Alix,” Cameron says, and he’s actually smiling. “Tell her what you did to Logan.”

			Hearing Logan’s name activates something in Alix. With the hand that isn’t wrapped around the gun, Alix reaches into the pocket of her hoodie. She throws something at Cameron that smacks against his chest and lands on the floor.

			“Tell her what you did, you disgusting piece of shit!” Alix screams. “Explain that.”

			She gestures to the bracelet at Cameron’s feet. Rainbow pony beads and black-and-white alphabet beads, just like the one Gabby Santiago always wears. I can’t make out the letters, but I know that they must spell CHLOE.

			“I actually believed you,” Alix yells. “You said you weren’t even there, that the guys brought her to Brayden’s bedroom. So why was her bracelet stuck behind your bed?”

			Cameron says nothing, which only seems to enrage Alix more. She takes a step toward him and screams, “You swore to me you didn’t touch Chloe. You said she was a disgusting slut and you would never.”

			“Because I didn’t—” Cameron starts.

			“Just shut up!” Alix screams so hard her voice cracks.

			I take a step back, pinned to Alix’s living room wall with fear. Over Alix’s shoulder, Cameron meets my eyes, begging me to do something, anything. I lower my hand, reaching for the phone in my pocket, but as if she can sense the movement, Alix turns around.

			Betrayal fills her expression as she sees my hand at my pocket. She says nothing, but her grip on the gun trembles.

			“Alix,” I say. “Don’t ruin your life over him.”

			“It’s already ruined. I fucking lied for him when he asked me to say he was here the night Gavin died.”

			“My god, shut the fuck up—” Cameron starts.

			Alix rounds on him and fires a shot into the floor, inches from Cameron’s feet. A scream tears from my throat as Cameron leaps backward, stumbling over the coffee table.

			I sink to the floor, pressing a hand to my chest, unable to look at anything but the hole Alix just put in the dining room floor.

			When Alix speaks, she’s looking at Cameron. Her voice is eerily calm. “Tell me to shut up again and I won’t miss.”

			Cameron stares at his girlfriend, his eyes filled with such hatred it’s a miracle Alix doesn’t turn to stone.

			“You’re scum,” Alix says, the gun still pointed at Cameron. “You talked about Gavin like he was a disgusting pig, but you’re worse. And Gavin was going to make sure everyone knew it because your brother kicked him off the team.”

			Cameron’s lips part. He seems to remember Alix’s warning about telling her to shut up again, because he promptly closes his mouth.

			“Is that why you took Dylan’s car to meet Gavin that night? Because you blamed him, for kicking Gavin off the team? Is that why he covered for you and brought his car in to get fixed instead of turning you in?”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cameron says. For the first time, there’s actual fear in his voice.

			“You never get what you deserve,” Alix says. “And I’m so sick of it.”

			“Alix,” I say. “Please don’t do this.”

			“You don’t know what he’s like,” she says without turning around.

			“I do. I know he deserves it, for what he did to you, and to Chloe, and to Cassie and Gavin.” I’m out of breath. “But he’s not going to get away with it this time.”

			When Alix tilts her head, affording me a view of half of her face, I see that she’s crying. “I don’t believe you.”

			“I need you to believe me,” I beg. “The state police are investigating Gavin’s murder—the cops and prosecutors are not going to give a shit what Cameron’s last name is. The world is bigger than this town and a stupid football team.”

			Alix’s shoulders lower slightly, but the relief I feel is eclipsed by two knocks at the front door.

			Alix turns around. She locks eyes with me, and what I see terrifies me.

			We’re not all leaving this house.

			Alix nods. Once, twice, before I stand and back away, slowly. At the front door, more knocking, followed by “Alix? It’s Sergeant Mejia.”

			I don’t hesitate. I turn and run. I push my way out the front door, run right into Mike Mejia.

			My ankle rolls, and he grabs me by the shoulders before I go down. He stares into my eyes, says, “What the hell are you doing here?”

			I don’t even get the chance to explain before a shot explodes inside the house.
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			Chapter Twenty

			I’m in the back of an ambulance, hooked up to a blood pressure cuff, when Sergeant Mejia finally stops talking to one of the cops inside the perimeter they’ve taped off around the Maroneys’ house and makes his way over to me. He’s the one who insisted I get checked out by the medics, thanks to all my hyperventilating, but that was almost fifteen minutes ago, according to the time on my phone. I’m desperate to talk to him, ask him what happened after I fled the house.

			“You okay to answer a couple questions?” he asks.

			Answer. Not ask. I glance at the blood pressure reader. The numbers mean nothing to me. An eerie calm has settled over me. I look at Mike and nod. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

			He wants to know how I wound up at Alix’s house, how long I was there before Cameron showed up. The questions seem designed to reveal as little as possible to me about who got shot. I’m strategically angled away from the Maroneys’ house, so I couldn’t see who they loaded into the ambulance that sped away, sirens and lights on.

			“What was Cameron doing when you ran out of the house?” Mike asks.

			He was on the floor, cowering. I think of Chloe’s bracelet hitting his chest, the way he didn’t even deny the rape.

			“I don’t—I’m not sure,” I mumble.

			Mejia holds my gaze. “I need you to know what you saw, Hadley.”

			I don’t know what I saw. Cameron could have lunged for Alix and grabbed the gun and shot her—or he could have been on the floor, motionless, when she shot him.

			“I don’t know,” I say. “My back was to both of them when I heard the shot.”

			Mike nods. “I understand.”

			“Who—”

			“Cameron was shot.” The detective’s voice is clipped; he’s avoiding saying the obvious: Alix shot him. That will probably come after she’s charged, but for now, this is an active crime scene, and I’m the only one who can give an honest account of what happened in that house.

			“Is he alive?” I ask.

			“I don’t have any word on his condition yet,” Mejia says. “Hadley, at any point during all this, did Alix or Cameron say anything about Logan Philbrick?”

			I have to remind myself that I have no reason to protect Alix. That Logan is in a coma because of her—that she’s as dangerous as the abusive boyfriend she was trying to escape.

			“Cameron said something to her like tell her what you did to Logan,” I say. “He mentioned the security video of Alix at the hospital, where she was by the dumpster.”

			Mike hesitates. “You’re going to be hearing things—I’d rather it come from me. Logan Philbrick woke up last night.”

			“What?”

			Mike nods. “He’s still intubated and can’t speak. But he’s been communicating with his doctors. We’ve tried to keep the news he’s awake on the down-low, to protect the investigation.”

			An officer inside the crime scene tape shouts for Mike’s attention. He walks away from me, toward where the officer is pointing—a small crowd has gathered behind the blockade the police have set up in the road.

			A woman is arguing with a police officer, gesturing wildly in my direction.

			My throat goes tight as Mike puts a hand on Mom’s shoulder and escorts her around the blockade, toward the ambulance.

			I hop down from the back and collapse into her. “I’m sorry,” I say.

			“No, I’m sorry,” she says, and I realize she’s crying, which makes me cry too.

			“I just want to go home,” I say. “Please, can we go home?”

			It was Peter who sent Mike to Alix’s house. Apparently, after his interview with Cameron Burnham ended, Mike left for the courthouse to obtain a warrant for Alix Maroney’s arrest. When I didn’t respond to any of the fourteen text messages Peter sent me after our conversation ended, Peter called him and begged him to drive by and make sure I was okay.

			

			—

			Mom wanted me to stay home for the rest of the week, but by Tuesday afternoon I was going out of my mind. She agreed to let me go back this morning, making me promise I’d text her immediately if things went south.

			I’m not too worried. I mean, most of the people who wished me harm are either dead or on paid administrative leave right now.

			Cameron survived surgery, but no one knows anything beyond that. Dylan Burnham and Frank Murray are still out of school and at Cameron’s bedside, and with Gavin dead and the coaches MIA, the Tigers’ biggest supporters seem defanged.

			I’m relieved Erica Stanbury is out today, though, because I have gym. I get changed and wait on the bleachers, noting how many other people seem to be out: Gabby, who is probably having a hard time with the fact that her best friend was arrested and charged with attempted murder three days ago. Cassie Dillon, because everyone is talking about how she slept with Cameron Burnham and made Alix Maroney snap.

			Cassie’s friend Leah sits alone on the highest bleacher. I’m thinking about going up there when Chloe Vitelli steps through the locker room door.

			I freeze as she comes toward me, takes the spot next to me on the bleachers. She says nothing as she leans over, ties the laces of her sneakers.

			“Do you want to be partners?” she asks. “For volleyball,” she says, when I don’t respond. I still can’t summon my voice, so I nod.

			Ms. Rosales blows her whistle, takes attendance, and tells us to grab a partner and a ball and practice setting. Chloe is patient, even though my aim is so shitty she can’t return a single volley. After fifteen minutes, Ms. Rosales blows her whistle again and breaks us into teams for a scrimmage.

			At the bell, Chloe falls into step with me as we’re entering the locker room. “Can you meet me after school? At the Happy Bean?”

			“Yeah,” I say. She nods, and then she’s gone, down one of the many rows of lockers.

			

			—

			Chloe beats me to the Happy Bean. As I’m locking up my bike, I see her at a table on the side patio, under a dark green umbrella that is a remnant from when the place used to be a Starbucks. She must drive herself to school now.

			I heard Alix was released on bail and is required to stay under house arrest with an ankle monitor until her trial. At least once a day, I spot a media van doing a drive-by, but Alix and her parents haven’t been at the house since Cameron was shot. I don’t know where they’re holed up, or if they’ll even come back.

			Nerves shoot through me as Chloe looks up, notices me locking up my bike. I make my way toward her and sit in the chair across from her. On the table rest Chloe’s phone and a sweating iced coffee.

			She taps a polished fingernail to the lid of her coffee. “Are you okay?”

			I don’t know what I was expecting her to say, but it wasn’t that. “Me?”

			“Yeah. I mean, you were there.” There are a dozen questions in Chloe’s eyes. I can’t answer them—Mike Mejia made me sign an affidavit in my follow-up interview that I won’t talk about what I saw, in case I need to submit testimony at Alix’s trial.

			“I’m okay,” I say, and the answer seems to satisfy Chloe.

			“Good,” she says, taking a pull from her coffee.

			“Are you?” I ask. “Okay?”

			She sets down her coffee, shrugs. “It sucks that people are talking about me. But at least this time it’s about what really happened…and not what they think happened.”

			“How come you didn’t just tell me?” I ask. “Why you were warning me away from those guys?”

			Chloe thinks a long beat. “I heard them, after the practice you sat in on. Gavin was hassling Logan about his crush on you. Gavin said something disgusting—it doesn’t really matter what.”

			My stomach constricts as Chloe takes another sip of coffee. “I wanted to warn you to stay away from Gavin. But I was worried you’d ask Alix about it and she’d figure out it was me and accuse me of starting more drama.”

			“If she doesn’t like drama, she probably shouldn’t have tried to kill her boyfriend,” I say. “Twice.”

			Chloe sets her coffee down. “I keep thinking it’s all my fault. That if I hadn’t emailed you—I don’t know.”

			“Alix still would have tried to poison Cameron,” I say. “That had nothing to do with you.”

			“I know. But Gavin—if I hadn’t told you about the answer key in his locker, you wouldn’t have made the survey, and he wouldn’t have freaked out and gotten kicked off the team….” Chloe trails off, something on the sidewalk drawing her attention: a monarch butterfly, lifting off from a planter of pansies.

			She drops her gaze to her coffee. “I’m not sorry about what happened to them.”

			I don’t say anything. Chloe looks up, eyes locking with mine. It feels as if she’s waiting, daring me to say that I disagree, that Cameron’s and Gavin’s and Logan’s punishments didn’t fit the crime.

			I swallow, to clear my throat. Chloe blinks at me, says, “You know the only reason it all stopped was because Logan couldn’t get hard? I heard from someone I threw up on him when the other guys tried to put my head in his lap.” She closes her eyes. “He’s the only one who ever apologized to me. And even then, he didn’t admit what he did. He just said he was sorry for what happened.”

			What happened. As if someone backed into her car, or lost her AirPods.

			“What did Dylan Burnham say when he talked to you about the party?” I ask.

			“He said, You’re not in trouble, Chloe. That’s actually how he started the conversation. I was raped by guys I considered friends, and he told me I wasn’t in trouble.

			“He said he’d been hearing rumors, but he wanted to clear things up with me first. He said he knew I’d been binge drinking, because people got me on video, falling down the stairs. He straight-up grilled me. By the time he finally asked if anything inappropriate had happened, I just said I couldn’t remember. That was the truth.”

			Chloe wipes away a bit of eyeliner grime. “It’s so stupid. They humiliated me, they hurt me, and I still wanted them to like me.”

			“It’s not stupid,” I say.

			Chloe looks up at me, her eyes softening. “I’m sorry for how I reacted when you sent out the survey. I was paranoid you would tell people how you got Gavin’s locker code and someone would figure out I’m the only girl on dance team who hates him enough to do something like that.”

			“Why did you tell me, then?” I ask. “If you didn’t want me to do anything about it?”

			“Because I was tired of it, I guess,” she says. “How girls threw themselves at him, how he bragged he didn’t have to study. How I can’t even walk through those stupid doors every morning without seeing a banner in honor of the guys who raped me.”

			Chloe swipes at her phone screen, checks the time. “I have to go. Thanks for listening, I guess.”

			“I’m really sorry,” I say.

			Chloe stands, tilts her head. Maybe she’s not sure what I’m apologizing for.

			“I don’t want you to be sorry,” she says. “I want you to finish what you started.”
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			Chapter Twenty-One

			Two Months Later

			A week after Cameron was shot, the school board approved a motion to cancel the rest of the football season. Parents and sponsors protested a bit, but everyone seemed to realize that the players left on the team couldn’t go through with the remaining games after everything that had happened.

			I feel bad for Tyler Curtin. He didn’t cheat or assault Chloe Vitelli, and he still doesn’t get to finish out his high school career. Maybe it’s better not playing at all than being on that field and having to pretend your team isn’t at the center of a national scandal. And better than losing with the entire country watching—the Tigers would have no chance at making the playoffs without Cameron and Logan and Gavin.

			At the same board meeting where they canceled the season, my mother read out loud Dylan Burnham’s resignation letter. Dylan didn’t admit to any knowledge of the rape or the cheating allegations or his brother’s involvement in Gavin’s death; he simply said he was leaving the team to focus on his family and his brother’s recovery.

			Mr. Cancro held on a bit longer. He doubled down on insisting that he had no knowledge of the cheating and avoided saying anything about Chloe’s rape, at the advice of the school’s attorneys. The school board suspended him without pay, pending an investigation.

			Frank Murray took a retirement buyout from the board, rumored to be in the high six figures. Mom was really upset about it, but paying him to go away would be less costly than the dragged-out lawsuit Murray had threatened if they’d fired him. In his parting words to the board, Murray insisted he’d followed protocol when the alleged rape was reported to him and blamed the mishandling of Chloe’s claim solely on his great-nephew Dylan Burnham.

			Sunnybrook Football was supposed to be a family. But in the end, three-quarters of a million dollars was worth a hell of a lot more than blood.

			

			—

			The night before Thanksgiving, Dad texts Mom: he’s so sorry, but he’s not going to be able to make it after all; he hopes to see me and Cole for Christmas.

			Mom’s putting up a front for us, but in the morning, I catch her bent over the sink, her eyes closed, cold water running over our still-frozen turkey. I go up behind her and wrap my arms around her middle, rest my cheek on her back, listen to her quiet sobs.

			My brother injects life into dinner with stories about one of his townhouse roommates, a sixty-year-old man who has been working on his PhD since the nineties, and by the time we’re clearing the table for dessert, Mom is smiling and giving us a hard time for the way we load the dishwasher.

			No one suggests putting on football.

			The three of us play two games of Catan before I get a text from Peter.

			
				
					
						What are you up to?

					

				

				
					
						I’m taking Zelda for a walk

					

				

			

			Over the past few weeks, this has become our code. Evening walks are our excuse to meet up and talk, to discuss the long-form article we’ve been working on: “The Cheaters.”

			There’s no shortage of people writing salacious stories about Sunnybrook Football. Since Cameron hasn’t formally been charged in Gavin’s hit-and-run death yet, the media has been obsessed with Alix. She’s being tried as an adult for shooting Cameron, and one photo in particular of the two of them has gone viral. It was taken after last year’s championship win, on the field. Cameron is hoisting Alix in the air by her waist. She is in her sleek black dance team uniform, and he’s in his football uniform, helmet at his feet.

			They are blissful and beautiful, and the world is dying to know why they imploded.

			Peter and I aren’t writing about why Alix pulled the trigger or why she tried to poison Cameron. We have our theories, of course, but Kirk always says to look for a new angle.

			And Peter and I have something no one else does. The cheating scandal and the football coaches’ abuses of power over the years have been dropped from the headlines in favor of the homecoming queen who shot the quarterback. But Peter and I want to tell the real story of Sunnybrook Football.

			We agreed we won’t try to get it published until we graduate. That promise was the only reason Chloe agreed to be a part of it at all. We’ve been doing our best to corroborate her story about the night she was raped, as well as her parents’ account of the meeting where Dylan Burnham convinced them not to press charges.

			We can’t name any of the football players who were in the bedroom, but luckily Monica is prepping for the LSAT and had time to do a deep dive into libel laws. She told us it’s okay to say that one of Chloe’s attackers is no longer alive, and that Brayden Burnham was the football player who threw the party. Markell Davis agreed to an on-the-record interview while he’s in Sunnybrook this weekend for Thanksgiving.

			Our plan is to wait until we have our other witnesses on the record before we approach Logan and Wes for comment. Peter thinks that enough people know by now that they were the ones in the bedroom with Cameron and Gavin, and they might want to set the record straight—at least anonymously—that they didn’t rape Chloe.

			I think they’ll probably tell us to fuck off. I think they know that even if they didn’t touch Chloe, it’s bad enough that they went into the room, that they let things go as far as they did. That they watched.

			I’m not doing this because I want to ruin Wes’s or Logan’s life. I don’t want Mom to lose her job. More likely than not, she’ll be fine, since the assault and cover-up took place before she was appointed superintendent, and getting rid of her in the middle of a crisis would make everything worse for the school district.

			But it’s not right that Dylan Burnham has been able to hide for the past two months, to use what happened to his brother to recast himself and his family as victims in the tragedy of Sunnybrook Football. Since Cameron hasn’t been publicly named as a person of interest in Gavin’s murder yet, the Burnhams have been doing a solid job behind the scenes of convincing everyone that the youngest brother is a brave survivor of dating violence. A GoFundMe someone created for his hospital and rehab costs has already raised a hundred thousand dollars.

			Deep down, I think that’s why Alix pulled the trigger—she knew that no matter how she ended things with Cameron, she’d be the villain.

			Maybe she really was scared that Cameron would hurt her, or himself, if she broke up with him. But I think she was more afraid of judgment from a community that had already decided the Burnham family could do no wrong. I want to believe that she could have broken up with Cameron and still been loved and supported, no matter how he responded. But then I think of all the comments I’ve seen on the internet the past few weeks, from strangers who have indicated that even though Cameron Burnham is the prime suspect in the murder of his own teammate, the real tragedy is that he will never play football again.

			I’ve decided, mostly, to stop reading the comments.

			I’m sweating under my beanie by the time I meet Peter and Zelda on his street beneath our usual streetlamp. I shed the hat and stuff it into my jacket pocket as Peter and I fall into step. Zelda is at my feet, sniffing my sneakers.

			“How’d it go?” I ask Peter.

			He shrugs. “My dad didn’t have much of a reaction. My mom is on her third glass of wine.”

			I track Peter’s sidelong glance at his house. Through the enormous bay window, I see the flat-screen TV mounted to the wall, a Target holiday commercial playing.

			Earlier this week, Peter told me that Monica was planning to tell her parents about her new boyfriend.

			“He’s coming over for dessert,” Peter says. “So if we could keep walking until I fall into the ocean, that would be great.”

			“You’ll have to accept him eventually,” I say. “What if they get married?”

			Peter stops short so violently I think it must be because of what I said, but Zelda is going nuts at his feet, yanking him in the opposite direction. Peter loosens the slack on her leash; she trots off and returns with a stick in her mouth.

			Zelda drops to her belly and gnaws at the stick wedged between her paws. Peter humors her for a moment before tugging at her to get up. “I don’t know. Monica’s actually been a tiny bit less unpleasant to be around lately. Maybe he’s good for her.”

			“What about Ginny?” I zip my jacket up to my chin. “Have they talked since…everything?”

			Peter points back to his house. I turn my head, take a look at the cars in the driveway. I don’t recognize the Ford Escape, which I’m assuming belongs to Peter’s dad. Parked behind Monica’s car is Ms. Cordero’s Nissan.

			“I think she was Monica’s insurance,” Peter says. “My parents couldn’t kill her over the Ethan thing in front of Ginny.”

			I stare at the house for a bit while we stand there, Peter in a standoff with Zelda, who won’t relinquish the stick and continue walking. I can’t see anyone inside the house, but I picture them—Ginny at the sink, insisting she wants to help with the dishes; Peter’s parents, privately panicking in the hallway about Monica’s new boyfriend coming over.

			I feel a tug in my chest at the thought of all of them together, the things they’re able to forgive of each other.

			Peter clears his throat, and I know he’s going to ask me the question he’s been circling since I got here. “Did your dad show up?”

			“No,” I say.

			“Are you okay?” he asks.

			I don’t have to think about the answer. For once, I’m not thinking about how disappointed I am in Dad. I’m not thinking about our article, or the fact that a decision from Columbia is due in my inbox in the next few weeks. All I can think about is how nice it is to have a friend to take a walk with, on what might be the last warm night of the year.

			“Yeah,” I say. “I am.”
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