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For Connor and Nick 
You will always be everything to me
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MOST SCIENTIFIC LAWS can be boiled down to a simple mathematical
if-then equation. If you follow the rules, then you get the desired
result. If you deviate, then there is a consequence. The rules of law
don’t concern themselves with why.

My mother really only had three rules: A) no bad grades, B) no
trouble, and C) no touching. A + B + C = admission to a good
college. In her mind, this was an incontrovertible direct mathematical
proof. It wasn’t a theory. It was the only possible outcome.

I used to believe that too. But that was before I started to wonder
why.

Sometimes, the only way to find a solution is to break the rules.



1

“WHO CAN TELL ME the purpose of Dr. Schrödinger’s experiment?” Mr.
Rankin paced between the rows on the other side of the classroom.

I huddled over my open textbook, concealing the Missed Connections ad in
the personals section, dissecting the words again for some hidden meaning.
Newton was wrong. We clash with yellow. Find me tonight under the
bleachers. It read like a science riddle, and I couldn’t seem to stop looking at
it. Stupid.

“Anyone?” Rankin’s chalk-smudged slacks paused beside me. I inched my
arm over the ad. I’d never been so careless to read them during class.
Especially so close to the end of the semester, with finals only a few weeks
away. Stupid. No personal ad was worth losing a scholarship over.

He passed on, and I tucked the folds of the Missed Connections tighter
under my textbook.

At the blackboard, Rankin underlined the words DEAD OR ALIVE. He’d
scrawled them there yesterday at the end of class, along with a reading
assignment, a disturbing preview of today’s lecture.

“Dead or alive? This is the question quantum physicists have wrestled with
since Erwin Schrödinger first devised his experiment in 1935. Mr. Petrenko,
do you care to enlighten us?”

Every head turned to the back of the room, where Oleksander Petrenko
reclined, his feet crossed at the ankles, fingers threaded behind his head. The
laces on his black high-tops were red, which always seemed out of character
to me. Everything else about him—his buzz cut, the sharp angle of his jaw,
his brusque Ukrainian accent—was clipped, stark, and ascetic.

He shrugged beneath a dark hoodie. “What is the point?” The consonants
rolled off his tongue, stopping abruptly against his square white teeth. He
blinked gray eyes, sharply outlined in dark lashes. His lids were hooded,



making him look bored when he finally answered. “Schrödinger was a
physicist. This is AP Chemistry.”

I suppressed a smile. I didn’t have one thing in common with Oleksa, but I
couldn’t agree more. Schrödinger’s experiment wasn’t about chemistry or
even physics. It was a matter of philosophy, and philosophy had no place
here. Hard science follows rules. Its assertions are quantifiable and concrete.
Clamp down the facts under a bright light and magnify them to the 10x
power until the details are so clear, the truth isn’t a matter of debate. It just is.

Rankin raised one eyebrow and approached Oleksa’s desk, drumming his
fingers on the surface. Oleksa regarded them coldly, as if he might enjoy
breaking them.

“As usual, Mr. Petrenko, you are smarter than you are industrious. This is
indeed Advanced Placement Chemistry. I assume this to mean you have the
capacity to appreciate the broader implications of Schrödinger’s experiment. I
am continually amazed that someone with such a large brain can be so small-
minded.” I cringed, feeling the sting of Rankin’s insult. I wasn’t small-
minded.

Oleksa crossed his arms and slouched lower in his chair.
“Anh Bui, care to take a stab at it?” Rankin turned, and heads shifted to my

side of the room. Anh’s throat cleared beside me.
“It’s a thought experiment,” said Anh. “Schrödinger presented a scenario

in which a live cat is sealed in a box with a toxic substance to prove that you
can’t know for certain if the cat is dead or alive until the box is opened.”

Rankin waggled a finger in the air and surged to the blackboard. “Proof!”
he exclaimed, making Anh and me jump in our seats as he scrawled frantic
letters across the board. “Proof by contradiction! An indirect proof by which
a proposition is proved true by proving it is impossible to be false.” He
slapped his chalky hands together. “Schrödinger places a cat in a steel
chamber with a device containing a vial of hydrocyanic acid. If a single atom
of the substance decays during the test period, a relay mechanism will trip a
hammer, which will in turn break the vial and kill the cat. But how do we
know for certain?” He paused, looking expectantly from face to face.
“Schrödinger presents a paradox. The cat cannot be both alive and dead at the
same time, and yet to the universe outside the box, earlier theories of
quantum mechanics suggest the cat would be both—dead and alive.”

“The cat’s dead,” muttered TJ behind me. Rankin’s eyes swung in his
direction, and the class turned collectively to look at him. The brace on his



outstretched leg bumped my chair as he shifted in his seat. Five years ago,
TJ’s mom had locked herself in her Saab inside their garage with the engine
running. As far as TJ was concerned, if you poisoned something and put it in
a box, it was dead.

“Many would agree with you, Mr. Wiles,” Rankin said, brushing over the
awkward pause and drawing heads back toward the front of the room. All
except TJ, who was staring a hole through his lab table. “Schrödinger himself
knew this idea was absurd, and yet he argued that we cannot know the true
state of the cat until the box is opened. Until we can prove it.”

TJ grumbled something unintelligible. Beside me, Anh’s lips turned down.
She’d stayed home sick when we’d dissected frogs in biology class, and done
extra credit assignments for a week to make up for the grade. Anh was a
vegetarian who caught spiders in cups and put them outside rather than kill
them. It didn’t matter that we were lab partners, or even that we were friends.
If Rankin made us do something horrible to a cat for our lab final, I’d be on
my own. Which, as much as I hated to admit it, might not be such a bad
thing. Our cumulative scores for the year were a little too close for comfort.

I doodled a dying frog on the upper corner of my newspaper, an
exaggerated tongue hanging out of his mouth and eyes rolled back in his
head, then tipped it toward Anh so she could see it. She clapped a hand over
her mouth to stifle a giggle, drawing Rankin’s attention toward our end of the
room. I slid my textbook to cover the exposed edge of the page.

He frowned at us but didn’t bother with reprimands. Instead, he checked
his watch and sighed. “Speaking of absurd, there is a pep rally for the soccer
team in the gymnasium next period. Lab report scores will be posted on
Monday as usual, and we will reconvene to discuss your upcoming practical
exam, in which you will design a chemistry experiment that demonstrates
your understanding of proof by contradiction. That, Mr. Petrenko, is the
point.”

Slamming textbooks and shuffling papers muffled his final instructions.
Rankin raised his voice. “Mr. Petrenko, please come prepared to participate
next week. And Leigh Boswell, please leave the personal classifieds in your
locker, lest they become a distraction in my class.” The bell rang and Rankin
reached for his mug. “Dismissed.”

My lungs collapsed as if the breath had been kicked out of them. I’d made
it almost the entire year, and Rankin picked now—the tail end of the fourth
quarter—to call me out in front of everyone.



Anh glared at Rankin, hunched over his desk. “Don’t worry about it,
Leigh. I’m sure no one was paying attention. But you really should consider
leaving the love connections in your locker. You’re going to get us both in
trouble.”

I wiped my ink-blackened fingers on the front of my pants. “They’re not
love connections.”

“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes playfully, like she knew something I
didn’t. I adored Anh. Really, I did. But the last few weeks, it had been hard
not to resent her crisp white shirts, her hair cropped to perfection over each
neat eyebrow, the way she never broke a sweat before a test.

There was only one chemistry scholarship, and I was a fraction of a point
behind her, which meant Anh stood between me and a chance for a new life.
Alphabetically fated as lab partners for the last three years, we’d been setting
the curve since. Which meant that we needed to help each other as much as
we needed to crush each other. Most days, the thought of crushing Anh just
hurt. And yet, I wanted to out-seat her so bad, I could taste it.

I hated myself for the thoughts I hoped she couldn’t read on my face. I felt
like Schrödinger’s damned cat. It was stupid to think there was more than one
possible outcome. To wish we could both come in first. To think of our
situation as anything but black and white.

I jammed the Missed Connections into my backpack, scooped up my
books, and then paused. There was graffiti on my desk that hadn’t been there
yesterday. I’d been in such a hurry to check the paper, I hadn’t noticed it
earlier. The letters were blue and bold, and exactly mirrored the words
Rankin had written on the blackboard yesterday afternoon. DEAD OR
ALIVE? I looked up, cradling my books. The room was almost empty.

“I thought I’d go to the library and study for our trig test. Are you going to
the pep rally with Jeremy?”

Anh stood waiting beside me. I paused, trailing a finger over the letters.
They felt creepy and intentional. The blue ink didn’t smudge, but I could still
smell a hint of indelible marker fumes. Probably the same blue markers we
used during labs. Someone must have been sitting in my seat before class and
thought it’d be funny to freak me out. It wouldn’t have been the first time a
classmate pulled a practical joke at my expense. This one seemed harmless
enough.

Anh was still waiting. At this point, I wanted nothing more than to be as
far away as possible from Mr. Rankin and the gossip-worthy morsel he’d just



served up to my entire chem class. As if they didn’t already have enough to
chew on. “Pep rally. Sure. See you at lunch.”



2

JEREMY WAITED OUTSIDE my class, leaning against the wall and fiddling with
his camera case, his baby-blond bangs falling limp over his eyes. He paused
his tinkering to push his wire-rim glasses up his nose with a long, slender
finger. Someone bumped into him, and when he looked up, his pale gray eyes
found mine. He smiled.

I wanted to smile back, but my mood was too dark when I walked out of
Rankin’s class and I couldn’t make myself return the greeting.

“Hello, sunshine.” He tossed me a pouch of Twinkies. Jeremy’s smiles felt
brighter lately. Anh insisted he only smiled now when he was with me. The
simple fact that I felt responsible for them made those rare smiles feel like
spotlights. And I’d already been under enough spotlights this morning.

He looked past me, over my head, and frowned. “Is Anh coming?”
“She’s studying.”
I dropped the World News section of my paper into his waiting hands, and

kept the rest for myself. World news mattered to Jeremy. His world was
bigger than mine. His parents owned time shares in Aruba and the Cayman
Islands. I, on the other hand, never saw much sense in concerning myself
with global headlines when my entire world fit inside a tin can trailer and the
front seat of Jeremy’s Civic.

I handed him back a Twinkie and scarfed mine down in huge bites as I put
distance between the lab and me. His camera case bounced against his chest
as he tried to keep up.

“Good morning, Jeremy,” he mumbled through a mouthful of cake. “Great
to see you. How was your morning? Fantastic, Nearly, thanks for asking.
Hey, that’s great. Mine too.”

I flinched at the sound of my given name. Back in middle school, we’d had
a writing lesson about eliminating unnecessary adverbs, and the class had



latched on to my name: Nearly Boswell. I became an adverb. Expendable.
Jeremy had decided a new name would make me feel stronger. So he came

up with Leigh.
Not that it had mattered. I’d gone from being “Nearly A Freak” in grade

school, to “Nearly Has Boobs” in middle school, and now “Nearly Invisible”
to most of West River High.

Jeremy never called me Nearly unless he wanted to make a point.
He looked me over thoughtfully. “Don’t let Rankin get to you. He’s not

going to mess with your grade just because you were reading the personal ads
during lab.”

“You heard that?” I glanced around to be sure no one was listening.
“Should I be jealous?” he chided. “Reading the personals used to be our

thing. Since when did you start reading them with Anh?”
“How long were you standing out there? Why weren’t you in class?”
He waved a pink slip. “Excused absence. Friday morning therapy with Dr.

Matthews.”
I didn’t break eye contact to double-check his excuse. He’d been seeing

Dr. Matthews since he’d tried to OD on a bottle of cough syrup when he was
twelve. “So why weren’t you in therapy, then?”

Jeremy fanned his fingers and a second pink slip appeared behind the first.
“Excused absence. Illness.”

I gave him a quick head to toe. He definitely wasn’t sick. But he was
smiling the same wide-eyed smile he wore the first day he picked me up for
school, right after his father forbade him from driving his car anywhere near
my neighborhood. The same reckless twinkle in his eyes he’d worn when I
dragged him through the back window of my trailer on Friday nights while
my mom was at work so our nosy neighbor wouldn’t see.

Normally just the thought of cutting class would have had him scrambling
for a Xanax. He’d spent his whole life doing exactly what his parents
expected of him—well, except for the time he spent with me. His father was
wound way too tight for Jeremy to risk anything else. And yet, he was
smiling—like he’d tasted his own free will, and he liked it.

“How many sessions have you skipped?”
He ignored my question and started casually toward the gym.
I trotted after him, taking two steps for each of his, growing more anxious

when the smile slid from his face. “You’re going to be in serious trouble if
your mother discovers you bugged out on your shrink appointment.”



“First she’d have to care,” he grumbled. “She didn’t even notice that I paid
your rent with my dad’s poker money . . .” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he
swallowed the rest, as if only just realizing he’d said it out loud.

My eyes flew open wide. “You did what?”
“It’s no big deal,” he said, tucking me under his arm as he walked. “Dad

came home from his game last night drunk with a lot of cash. Vince’s dad
lost big.” He arched a brow conspiratorially. “So I snuck a few hundred and
gave it to my mom. I told her it was your rent payment. It should keep her off
your mom’s back for a few days.”

“You shouldn’t have done that, J. What if you get in trouble?” His parents
were our landlords, and ever since my dad left, they hated us. Probably
because we always seemed to be late with the rent.

“It’s no big deal.”
He pasted on a paper-thin smile, but he was holding something back. I

didn’t see any of the telltale signs that he and his dad might be fighting, but
Jeremy’d always been good at concealing the occasional bruise.

My fingers fidgeted in my pockets, wanting to touch him but not wanting
to pry. If he wouldn’t tell me, then touching him skin to skin was the only
way to know for sure what he was feeling. But it felt wrong, like sneaking
around in someone’s room, or taking something away from them that wasn’t
mine to take. I’d feel his emotions, taste them like they were some tangible
thing I’d consumed.

The first time I touched Jeremy, we were twelve. It was an accident, our
fingers grazing as we both reached for the last cookie on the silver tray in
Jeremy’s kitchen during our dads’ poker game. Up until that night, we hadn’t
really spoken on those Friday nights when my dad dragged me to Belle Green
with him so he could play cards with Mr. Fowler. I’d felt out of place in his
house. It was filled with delicate and breakable things. Things I shouldn’t
want to touch, but did, because they were so different from my own. But
when I’d touched Jeremy, we felt the same. Alone. He was in his own house,
in his own neighborhood, and still didn’t fit. I recognized that kind of
loneliness, because it was mine too.

We split the last cookie that night, and everything else since. Being
together didn’t get rid of the loneliness, but somehow, it made it sweeter,
because we shared it.

I pulled my hands out of my pockets, and gently took his, letting a painful
lump of his emotions swell in my throat. His depression tasted like a dry salt



paste. It would have been choking and hard to breathe through if it weren’t
muted by the antidepressants Dr. Matthews prescribed. Still, my eyes burned
like I’d been crying, and I swallowed the knot until it was a clenched fist
inside my chest. “What’s going on? You can tell me.”

Jeremy shook his head. “It’s nothing.”
But it wasn’t. It was strong, with a bitter after bite that I could feel trying

to claw its way up. He was angry, and burying it deep. It seemed to burrow
under my own skin.

“It’s something.”
He shrugged it off and didn’t look me in the eyes. “I got into it with my

mom again this morning. That’s all.”
I gave his hand a squeeze. Whatever it was, he would tell me when he was

ready. “I’ll pay you back the rent money, I promise. I don’t want to get you in
trouble.”

He squeezed back, and the brief pulse of affection was laced with doubt. I
let go of his hand, and pushed my glasses up my nose, bringing his tight
smile back in focus, knowing I’d seen him more clearly a moment ago and
wishing I hadn’t.

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it,” he said, as if he could see through me too.
We neared the gym, and the hall erupted with clapping hands and the

steady stomp of feet against the bleachers. West River High’s varsity soccer
team had made the championship playoffs. The athletes gathered by the
trophy cabinet to check their reflections in the glass and worship at their own
altar before rushing the gym floor. I skirted around the clog of blue uniforms,
trying not to touch them.

“Heads up!”
I ducked and held my breath as a soccer ball soared low over Jeremy and

smacked into the wall. The rebound caught the side of his head.
“Relax, man. It’s just Fowler.” Vince DiMorello recovered his lost ball and

dribbled it back through the crowd.
“Do you mind?” I hollered.
“Blow me, Boswell,” Vince called back, following it up with the finger. I

bit back a mouthful of choice insults that would have been completely wasted
on Vince’s stunted vocabulary and pathetic IQ, and watched as a manicured
hand smacked the back of Vince’s head. Hard. To anyone else, it might have
seemed like a casual flirtation, but I knew this particular cheerleader, and the
look on Emily Reinnert’s face wasn’t romantic.



“Don’t be such a dick,” she muttered as she stepped out from behind him
to head toward the gym.

She didn’t look at me when she passed. Not directly. Instead, the corner of
her mouth turned up, curling the Wild Cats logo on her cheek. The throng of
people narrowed around us and pressed into the wide gym doors. She
discreetly slipped a note into my hand and I shuddered at the unexpected
contact. A wave of her complex emotions rippled through me. A nauseating
prickle I attributed to stage fright. Then the cool wash of gratitude that
followed.

I crumpled the note and pulled my hands inside my sleeves while Jeremy
watched the hem of her cheerleading skirt disappear into the gym. “Is it just
me, or is it shorter than usual?”

“Jeremy!” I tugged on his camera strap. “Why don’t you take a picture?
It’ll last longer.”

“I plan to take a few dozen,” he said. “You know, for the school paper.
Think she’d give me an interview?”

I snorted. “Sure, if you can get past her boyfriend. For your next reckless
act of rebellion, you can ask TJ’s girlfriend out on a date. Then we can see
how long it takes him to beat you to death with his leg brace.”

“You wouldn’t let that happen.”
He said it quickly. Easily. Like he didn’t have to think about it. Jeremy

was a pacifist—the opposite of his dad—where I tended to react for both of
us. When we were fourteen, I’d stood in his kitchen, holding his phone,
waiting for social services to answer. Jeremy’s hand was on mine, his wrist
ringed in bruises, tasting remorseful and uncertain, like maybe he’d deserved
it. Drowning out my own feelings and making me uncertain too. I hung up
the phone, and Jeremy let go, and I still hated myself for it.

“Are you coming?” he asked, shaking me from the memory. Music and
shouts blared behind him, a sea of blue-and-white jerseys and pom-poms.

“No, it’s not my thing. Anh’s working the store for her brother after
school. I wish we could hang out. Just the two of us,” I said hopefully. Maybe
if it we hung out like we used to, then he’d open up and tell me what was
wrong.

“I can’t. I’m covering the game at North Hampton.” He held up his camera
case and waved an apologetic good-bye. People crested around him in blue-
and-white waves, and his blond head bobbed over them like the sun. I
squeezed my hand where I’d held his a moment ago, and hoped he’d be okay



without me for a while. I waved back, walking backward as the gym
swallowed him up.

Emily’s note crinkled against my palm. I ducked into the nearest girls’
bathroom and opened it. Everything about it bubbled, from her loopy letters
to the obnoxious circles under multiple exclamation points.

79% on my algebra test. I passed!!!
I sighed, crumpled her note, and tossed it in the trash.
It was almost a thank-you. A passing grade meant she could keep her place

on the squad, her seat in the social pyramid. Unfortunately, her passing score
would do nothing for mine, even though I had been the one to tutor her after
school.

Every week.
For three months.
Community service. Five days a week. One hour a day. A mandatory

requirement of all scholarship candidates. Students with cars and bus money
got to volunteer in labs, or hospitals, or at the Smithsonian. Oleksa’s dad
hooked him up cracking math codes for some government agency.
Meanwhile, we who were vehicularly challenged had to tutor students after
school.

Of course, it would all have been worth it if they’d paid me. If I didn’t
have to slip money from my mother’s tip jar for my newspaper and depend
on Jeremy’s Twinkie donations for my junk food fix

I closed my eyes and thunked my head against the wall, which didn’t do
anything for the tension headache blooming inside it. Touching Jeremy had
stressed me out. The headaches, the nausea . . . they were the reason I’d
stopped touching my mother after my father left five years ago. I’d tried,
thinking that I could fill the void. That holding tightly to her might ease her
pain, and maybe ease my own. But I wasn’t enough, and she’d turned so
bitter that when we did touch, the pain stayed with me for days and the taste
of her made me vomit. I lost weight and missed school, withdrew under
blankets and hid inside long sleeves. Worried, my mother took me to
neurologists who told her there was nothing physically wrong with me. They
suggested I was suffering from stress, that I was emotionally fragile because
my father had left us. Relief clung to the stench of my mother’s grief—
maybe, at least partly, because the doctors had given her one more reason to
blame him.

But she was wrong. They were all wrong. What I was feeling wasn’t my



father’s fault. It wasn’t coming from inside me. It was coming from anyone I
got close enough to touch. I wasn’t exactly sure how it worked—it’s not like
they teach this stuff in AP Physics—but I had a theory. Emotion is energy,
and if energy is strong enough, it can travel between two points. Maybe I was
like a channel, someone other people’s energies could pass through. I was
somehow experiencing truths about people that others just couldn’t. Most of
those truths left a sour taste on my tongue that made me wish I’d never gotten
close to them at all. So I didn’t. I didn’t do sports, I avoided parties and
crowds, and I didn’t date.

And I never told anyone.
I washed two aspirin down with a palm of tap water. Then I leaned on the

sink basin and looked hard in the mirror, the bits and pieces I remembered of
my father staring back at me through cross sections of my mother’s face.
Almost, but not entirely either one of them.

I was still just nearly.



3

AFTER SCHOOL, I spread the newspaper out on my bedroom floor. I wasn’t
interested in the whole paper, just the section of personal ads called Missed
Connections. I’d only had time to skim them, sparing glances between labs
and lectures, and I clung to the possibility that maybe I’d missed something
important.

“What do you think, Doc? Will I find him this week?” I asked the poster
on my wall. It had been a birthday gift from Anh, who thought it was
hilarious that Albert Einstein was the only guy who’d ever been in my
bedroom, until I’d pointed out that this accounted for one more than had ever
been in hers.

I’d never told Anh about all the Friday nights Jeremy and I had spent
sprawled across my bedroom floor, eating Twinkies and cackling over the
personals when we were younger. That was before the two of us had become
the three of us.

Looking at the paper now, I saw that the few ads that had resonated with
glimmers of hope that morning turned out to be nothing more than empty
pick-up lines.

I saw you on the Blue Line. You got off at Van Dorn. You have
red hair and a great rack. I think you might have noticed me
too. If so, same time, same place tomorrow. I’ll save you a seat.

I snorted into my hand, careful not to attract my mother’s attention through
the paper-thin walls of our trailer.

You dropped your stamps at the post office on Wythe. I picked
them up for you. I was too nervous to think of something to



say. If you’re out there, tell me what I was wearing so I know it
was you.

I fell backward on the threadbare carpet with an exasperated sigh. Five
years gone and still no sign of the man who spent every Saturday with me at
Belle Green Park, pulling dandelions out of thin air and making quarters
vanish with a wave of his hand.

I reached one hand under my mattress until I grasped a small plastic bag
containing a carefully folded personal ad dated five years ago, a worn brown
wallet, a gold wedding band, and a train ticket. The wallet and the ring were
all that was left of my father’s personal effects. My mother’d found them in
his car, abandoned in an airport parking garage.

I’d watched Mona cut up the IDs and credit cards and toss everything,
even his ring, in the trash. While she wept, locked in her bedroom, I’d fished
the remaining scraps of my father out of the wastebasket and tried to tape
them back together. There had been far too many pieces. They fit together
like a puzzle and when I was done, I had four driver’s licenses, each with a
different name, all of them similar in looks to my father, but only one of them
was him. I’d had all these theories about why he had those phony IDs. I
imagined he’d been swallowed up by the Witness Protection Program and
that’s why he had so many aliases. We lived close to Langley and the
Pentagon. I told myself he could have worked covertly for the CIA. My
father wouldn’t have just left. He must have had a reason. And I believed that
one day, he’d come back. That it was all some necessary sleight of hand, and
he’d turn up like a card in a trick, right back where he was supposed to be.

I’d returned the broken pieces of the phony IDs to the garbage can and
tucked everything else in a plastic bag.

The personal ad was something I’d found when I was in middle school.
Jeremy and I read the ads every Friday night while our dads played poker
together. I’d always assumed we were drawn to the ads because of our
common loneliness. That maybe we were both searching for something. But
then one day, about a year after my father left, I found this particular ad that
changed everything.

Careful of the brittle paper, I eased it open. I didn’t actually need to read it.
I’d memorized every word.

N—I’m here and I’m okay. I’ll always be near you.



I love you,
D.

I had no proof it was my dad. Jeremy insisted N could be anybody. But I
knew this ad was mine. I knew it was from my father, without proof or
probability, all the way through to my soul. My father had known about our
Friday ritual, and he must have thought it was the perfect way to contact me
discreetly. He’d even included the word near, a safe way to refer to my name
without actually using it.

After that, I didn’t want to share the ads anymore. I didn’t find them funny,
didn’t laugh at the desperation. I was searching for something. I was
desperate. Jeremy didn’t really believe my dad had sent me a message, and
the only thing I cared about was finding another one. Jeremy stopped
bringing the Missed Connections, and I started buying my own. It wasn’t our
ritual anymore. It was mine.

I spent every Friday looking for another ad. Once, I’d thought for sure I’d
found him.

It’s been nearly a year since my last ad. I’m in town and want
to see you. Meet me at our old hangout next Saturday.

I’d gone to Belle Green Park just after sunup. Spent all day watching the
parking lot and the trailheads, the neighborhood parents watching me
suspiciously as they pushed their kids on the swings. These are the kids you
should be making friends with, my dad had said when I’d asked him why we
came to this park every Saturday instead of the one at the end of our street.
Their parents looked at me now the same way they had looked at me then.
Like I didn’t belong there. They were right. At dusk, I walked home alone.
And a week later, I found the response to the ad, confirming it wasn’t him.

When I was younger, searching the Missed Connections had always been
about finding my father. But now? Sometimes I’d see an ad that so perfectly
expressed my own loneliness that I’d clip it out and save it. Study it,
searching for whatever it was that made one ad yield a reaction, and another
go unanswered. I wasn’t exactly sure who, or what, I was looking for
anymore, but sometimes it felt like I was looking for a missing piece of
myself.

I read the clipping again and carefully folded it back into the bag, slipping



it deep under my mattress. Then I flipped to the ad that had haunted me all
day, the one that got me busted in chem lab.

Newton was wrong. We clash with yellow. 
Find me tonight under the bleachers.

Nothing like the saccharine pleas I’d come to associate with Friday
mornings, this ad left an acrid taste in my mouth. Something about it was
just . . . wrong. Not dirty-pervert-at-the-bus-station wrong. Not even
unrequited-lovesick-nerd wrong. This was something different. Something
I’d never seen in the Missed Connections before.

“Nearly!” My mother banged on my door and I jumped. I cursed under my
breath and leaped to my feet.

“Nearly, open the door!”
I scrubbed my hands against my shorts, leaving trails of dark smudges.
Breathing deep, I flipped the lock and cracked the door, blocking the

narrow opening. Mona stood in the hall holding an empty coffee mug and a
full pack of menthols. A full pack meant she hadn’t checked the cookie jar
yet. My shoulders relaxed, but only by a fraction. My petty larceny of her tip
jar was just a necessary reallocation of household funds—I needed my
newspaper fix more than she needed to smoke. But even though my addiction
wouldn’t kill me, I still had no intention of getting caught.

She raised a thinly tweezed eyebrow. If I didn’t look at her face, I could
pretend her frayed robe concealed flannel pajamas with teddy bears and
hearts. If I ignored the rhinestones glued to her eyes, she could be anyone’s
mother. But she wasn’t anyone else’s mother. She was mine.

Mona lit up and exhaled a long ribbon of smoke. “I’m going to work.”
I paused, torn between slamming the door in her face and locking us both

safe inside.
“Jeremy says we’re late with the rent again.”
She was slow to answer, and for a moment I worried there really might not

be enough money this time. Jeremy had bought us a day with his dad’s poker
money, but I knew I had to pay him back. Where would we go if his parents
evicted us? I looked at her, the what-ifs written all over my face. Her brows
drew together, scrunching up the rhinestones and deepening the lines around
her eyes.

“Jim hired a new girl and my shifts got cut back,” she said. “I’ll have the



money tonight. You can take a check to school on Monday.” Mona looked
past me to the personal ads spread across my floor. Her laugh was derisive
like she was coughing up bad memories. The same cutting laughter that made
me want to keep the loneliest parts of myself hidden. I pulled the door tighter
around me, blocking her view of my room.

“They’re not worth it,” she said. “I don’t know what it is you think you’ll
find in those papers, but there’s not a man in this world you can count on to
fix your life.”

I wanted to tell her the same thing. That the money they threw at her
wasn’t worth it. That taking her clothes off for strangers hadn’t fixed
anything. But we both knew this argument wasn’t about just any man. It was
about the one who’d left us overextended on credit, without money for bills.
About how he was the reason their only car was repossessed and Mona would
never be able to leave her job at Gentleman Jim’s, the only job she could
walk to that paid enough to hold on to the lease on our trailer.

We had the same argument every Friday—about how men can’t be trusted
and if you depend on them, you’ll be left alone with more problems than you
started with. It was the same argument that drove me to buy a train ticket to
California two years ago, because I’d started to believe her. “Even if he did
come back, it would only make things worse,” she said.

“Look around, Mona. Could it really get any worse?”
She sucked in a thoughtful drag. “Be careful who you put your faith in,”

she said in the sultry deep rasp that sounded ancient and sad, but had
everyone else fooled. “You’re lucky. Born with a head full of brains. Don’t
make the same mistake I did.” She pointed her cigarette at me. “Your
education is the only thing you can count on to get you out of this trailer. If
I’d spent more time on mine instead of chasing after a boy, neither of us
would be here.”

Lucky . . . she thought I was lucky. Of course she couldn’t accept the
possibility of my father’s genetic contribution to my intelligence. He was
dead to her. And some days, her grief and anger hurt me more than his
absence.

Ash balanced precariously from the tip of her cigarette. She looked tired,
and so much older than her thirty-five years. “A diploma. A college degree.
That’s the only thing that’s going to get you out of here.” She shook her head
and exhaled a long smoky sigh, the ash falling to my floor.

I sighed and pointed at the sign I’d tacked to my door. “Do you mind? This



is a non-smoking room.”
Mona raised a brow, and amusement tugged at the corner of her mouth.

Her smile was painted on and clung outside the natural line of her lip, making
it look fuller than it was. But I knew better. Beneath the gloss, she had
forgotten how to smile when my father left.

“Don’t you ever wonder where he is?” I asked, tossing my own hope at her
as though it were a life raft. “If maybe he’s thinking of us?”

She leaned against the door. “He’s never coming home, Nearly. That much
I know.” She stubbed out her cigarette in her empty mug, the life raft
abandoned and drifting in the murky waters between us. “Get your studying
done.”



4

I PUSHED OPEN THE DOOR of my trailer, pausing to look up and down the street
before dragging the full trash bag onto the front porch and down the rickety
wooden steps. Sunny View Mobile Home Village was shaped like a fish. Or
at least the decaying remains of one. Run-down trailers lay in parallel rows
alongside short alleys protruding like ribs off Sunny View Drive. The
crooked backbone of my neighborhood began as a dead-end street, a rutted
narrow blacktop that hadn’t been tar-coated since the 1960s. Almost as old
was the playground, a skeletal collection of rusted metal wrapped in remnants
of yellow police tape where the fish’s tail would have been. On the other end,
Sunny View Drive spit into an intersection of a six-lane highway, and beyond
that, the parking lot of a run-down strip mall: Anh’s parents’ store, a coin
Laundromat, Ink & Angst Tattoos, Gentleman Jim’s, and a video store that
would have been obsolete had it not been for the red curtain room at the back.
A half-dozen small businesses feeding the addictions of the chewed-up
residents of Sunny View.

Our trailer sat on a corner lot, right in the middle of Sunny View Drive.
The trailers across the alley were staggered, set back from the street, and
from my front porch, I could see all the way to the traffic light at Route 1.
Mona had almost reached the end of the street, the sashes of her long coat
dangling beside her heels. I slung the trash bag a little too hard and the dented
metal cans rattled together before toppling over. The echo bounced off wall
after wall of rusting aluminum. My neighbor’s window blinds were drawn
shut, her cautious hands prying them back to check the noise.

Mona turned her head, wary eyes checking over her shoulder, heels
purposeful over the ruts and loose gravel. I watched until she reached the
brighter streetlights at the intersection.

She’d worked nights at Gentleman Jim’s as long as I could remember.



When I was younger, I’d slept on Jim’s couch in the back while she waited
tables. Now Jim’s phone number was on a yellow sticky note, taped to the
phone in the kitchen. I’d called her once when we’d run out of peanut butter
for sandwiches. Jim said he’d leave a note in her dressing room, that she was
on stage—not waiting tables—and he’d have her call me back between sets.
He never gave her the message. And I never called again.

A car turned onto Sunny View Drive, the blue-white halogen beams
blinding me. I shielded my eyes until the lights swung back onto the road,
and when I looked up, Mona was gone. The car continued its approach, a lean
black older-model Mercedes with diplomatic tags that was obviously lost. It
drifted down the street, and I waited for it to make a clumsy three-point turn
in the alley beside our trailer. It didn’t. I stared at the driver’s window,
surprised to see Oleksa Petrenko slouched coolly behind the wheel. Our eyes
met for a brief second as the Mercedes ghosted by, barely crunching the
gravel as it eased into a parking space a few doors down beside Lonny
Johnson’s Lexus.

Lonny was a second-year senior, not that he cared. He was a businessman,
not a student, home again after consecutive stints in juvie. He’d been gone
longer than usual this time and when we passed each other at the mailbox
earlier that week, he was taller. Thinner. Eyes deep set and dark. He had new
tattoos that climbed up his neck and met the shadow of a beard that hadn’t
been there before. A silver bullring hung beneath his nostrils. It matched the
barbell under his lip.

A screen door slammed and a security bulb snapped on, illuminating him
in a wide halo.

Lonny raked his bleached hair back with tattooed fingers and scanned the
street to both sides. His eyes skipped over me like I wasn’t there. But when
he leaned over Oleksa’s window, he angled his back to me, blocking my view
of the exchange between them. I could see the glint of metal tucked inside his
waistband, a reminder to mind my own business.

I turned around and stooped to pick up the overturned cans, crinkling my
nose at the scattered debris. A few feet from the cans, tucked just under the
lowest porch step, was a small cardboard box. I picked it up, expecting it to
be empty, but something shifted inside. It had been loosely taped shut, and a
soft scratching sound rasped against the inner walls of the box when I shook
it. I held it under the dim porch light, a strange feeling twisting in my gut.

FOR NEARLY, it said in bold blue letters that felt oddly familiar.



I glanced over my shoulder. No one was there except Lonny and Oleksa,
still deep in hushed conversation. Pulling at a loose corner of tape, I slowly
opened the top.

I dropped the box and clapped a hand over my mouth. The small mound of
rotting flesh was stiff with rigor mortis. Her white throat was crusted with
blood.

A dead cat.
The words DEAD OR ALIVE were written in blood inside the lid. The

letters had dried and crackled like finger paint, but the blocky handwriting
was the same as the blue letters on my lab table.

I’d seen the feral calico coming and going from a hole under Mrs.
Moates’s trailer. I looked down the street at her window but her lights were
already off and I didn’t see any sense in waking her. The poor thing had
probably been a stray anyway.

I held my breath and used the box to scoop up the tiny body, dropping her
inside the closest trash can and lowering the lid. I breathed through my sleeve
and backed away, eyes blurring and throat working from the smell, and
stumbled over the other can. The lid crashed to the pavement and wobbled,
reverberating through the alley. Oleksa and Lonny stared with narrow eyes.
My neighbor peeled back her curtain again when her security light flashed
on, her dog barking and scratching through the window. I untangled myself
and raced up my front steps, throwing the dead bolt behind me.

Reaching for the metal bat my mother kept propped behind our front door,
I slid to the floor, crouching in the dark until the Mercedes’s lights passed
over the frayed sofa and peeling walls, tossing the room in one quick pass,
then dropping it into darkness. I listened for feet on gravel or a rustle against
the window. It was silent except for the cars on Route 1.

Leaving the lights off, I crawled into bed with my clothes on and pulled
the blankets to my chin. I lay there, unable to get the smell out of my head.
Unable to shake the image of the letters written in blood.

I reached down between the mattress and the box spring for my father’s
wedding band, one ear alert for Mona coming home. But I knew I wouldn’t
tell her about the cat. I couldn’t let some jerk from school freak her out
enough to miss her weekend shifts just to stay home with me. We couldn’t
afford it. Besides, it didn’t matter what Schrödinger thought. I’d opened the
box and the cat was dead, and there was nothing Mona or I could do for it
now.



5

I STOOD ON MY TOES in the crowd clustered by the chem lab. Lab grades were
posted next to the door every Monday morning, so we’d all know exactly
where we stood. Like I needed any reminders.

There I was.
Boswell, Nearly.
Second place below Bui, Anh Thi. On paper, it was only a few millimeters

of space—one half of a percent between friends—but in my mind those
millimeters were miles. I had about five weeks left to narrow that gap, or I’d
have to shake Anh’s hand and congratulate her on walking away with my
ticket out of Sunny View.

Hugging textbooks to my chest, I pushed through the pack of hopefuls,
trying not to touch any of them skin to skin. I’d almost made it out of the
herd when I tripped over someone’s shoe and went sprawling across the hall,
colliding into something hard. My books scattered over the floor and a tall
guy with messy dark hair and multiple piercings in his eyebrow glared down
at me, obviously offended. His cold blue eyes were ringed with shadows, like
he hadn’t slept well in a long, long time and he was looking for someone to
blame.

I backed out of his way as he bent to pick something off the floor. He came
up holding a black motorcycle helmet, turning it over in his fingers and
checking it for scratches before tucking it into the crook of his tattooed arm.
Beside him, Lonny Johnson chewed the barbell in his lip, snapping it
between his teeth, and I swallowed whatever I’d been planning to say.

I muttered an apology, but the guy just shoved me aside, growling, “Watch
it.” Then he kicked my books out of reach with a heavy black boot and
walked away.

I watched them go, glaring at Lonny’s friend as I plucked my books from



the floor. The guy had to be new. I’d never seen him in school before. I
would have remembered him. As he walked, students spread away from him
on either side, like water from an oil slick.

“People say he killed someone.” Anh snuck up beside me, watching him
with narrow eyes as she bent to help me collect my books.

“People say a lot of stupid things.” I should know. Most of them were
about me. Lonny’s new friend may have been an asshole, but I refused to
feed the West River rumor mill solely on principle.

I hadn’t realized I was still staring at him until I noticed Anh staring too.
Her hair tipped to the side as she studied his retreating form. “Not exactly
prom date material, but I guess he’s cute, if you’re into that whole bad-boy
thing. His butt’s not bad either,” she said, watching it disappear around a
corner.

I shot her a surprised look. “I’m not looking for a prom date.”
“Well, you’re obviously looking for someone.”
“I have someone,” I said with a grin. “I have Albert Einstein.”
“I hear he’s a terrible kisser.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“What about Jeremy? Has he asked you yet?” I looked at her like she must

be joking, but she wasn’t.
“I told you, I’m not going. School functions give me hives. Big masses of

stupid people in a low-volume space increase the density of the whole idea.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t calculate the probability of having a good

time at a dance.”
“Sure I can. Me going to the dance is a singular event. Me enjoying myself

at the dance is one of only two possible outcomes of said event. If the event
and the outcome are mutually exclusive, it is safe to conclude that there is no
possible way in hell I would have fun at the dance.”

Anh laughed. “You’re such a nerd.”
“That’s why you love me. Since when are you so bent on going to prom

anyway?”
“Since my brother decided I don’t need to have a life. He won’t let me do

anything except work at the store and study. He’s got me scheduled to work
every Friday and Saturday night between now and the end of the school year.
The only reason he’s letting me go to the play on Friday is because I told him
it was a mandatory requirement for lit class. I figure if I can find a date for
prom and buy a dress before he says no, then he’ll have to let me go to that



too.” She slumped against a wall and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “I can’t
wait until the semester’s over and he stops riding me about this stupid
scholarship.”

The warning bell rang and our smiles faded as our eyes cut to the chem lab
door. Monday mornings after rankings were posted were the hardest, when
crossing the lab threshold felt like stepping through the ropes to a death
match.

Students lingered in the hall, waiting for the bell. I braced myself as I
walked past Vince where he huddled quietly with a handful of his teammates.
He didn’t look up, which made me eerily cautious. He’d never passed up an
opportunity to humiliate me before. It was like he hadn’t even noticed the
spectacle I’d just made of myself, even though his blond head stood several
inches taller than the rest of his friends’ and I was sure he’d had an
unobstructed view. Strange. The hallway hummed with a somber intensity,
everyone talking in hushed tones, including Vince, who didn’t come with a
volume control.

Inside the lab, the air lightened considerably. Oleksa perched on top of a
table, one long leg dangled coolly off the side, his red shoelaces grazing the
floor. A cluster of boys hovered around him, which was odd. Oleksa was a
loner—the kind with a razor-wire wall that said No Trespassing in big red
letters. Don’t get me wrong, the guy wasn’t bad-looking. If he ever smiled, he
might even be handsome, with his full lips and sharp cheekbones—but those
features didn’t necessarily equate to attractive. More like he was good-
looking in a dangerous, off-putting sort of way.

Oleksa shrugged off his hoodie. “How much?”
His lab partner, a mouthy kid named Eric Miller, whipped out a small

stack of dollar bills and slapped them on the desk like some heavyweight
high roller.

“Fifteen bucks,” he said, rolling his narrow shoulders and looking Oleksa
in the eye. I wondered if Eric would’ve been so ballsy if Oleksa had been
standing up. Eric looked like maybe he was having the same thought. He took
a small step back and looked away.

“We’re in too.” Four others dropped their own money on top of Eric’s.
Part of me wanted to get closer to see what they were doing, but I stayed

back.
Oleksa’s clear gray eyes revealed nothing as he glanced at their faces, then

at the cash.



“Deal,” he said. He didn’t move. Simply inclined his head and gestured
with a quick curl of his long fingers. “Give to me.”

Eric withdrew a Rubik’s cube from the pockets of his baggy shorts. He
grinned, twisting the sides of the puzzle until it was a jumble of random
colors. Another boy drew up a sleeve and poised his watch in the air, fingers
twitching over the stop mechanism.

Oleksa’s eyes met theirs. He didn’t blink.
“Ten seconds,” the timer said, shuffling from foot to foot. “Starting . . .

now!”
Oleksa caught the cube and his fingers flashed over the surface in quick

successive turns, each pass aligning the colors with increasing accuracy. My
heart sped up as I counted down in my head.

“There’s no way . . .” Eric clenched his hands, glancing at his money. “The
world record is just under seven.”

I rocked forward, inching up on my toes for a better look. The timer looked
from Oleksa to his watch. “Five . . . four . . . three . . .”

Oleksa gave the cube a final turn and slammed it down on the desk
between them.

“I win,” he said.
The class bell shattered the silence. Mouths hung open, but no one spoke.

The watch’s alarm rang, rubbing in Oleksa’s victory. Students filtered into
the room and took their seats, but my feet were glued in place. Oleksa could
give Anh and me both a run for our money for the scholarship. And probably
win.

I’d chalked Oleksa’s poor grades up to laziness, a lack of competitive
edge, but the steel in his eyes told me I was wrong. He clearly had the edge.
So why wasn’t he leveraging it?

Oleksa turned his cold stare on me, that same gouging look I’d seen in
Sunny View on Friday night. Then his hand shot out, smooth and quick,
palming the money just as Rankin came through the door.

I hustled to my desk, feeling Oleksa’s eyes on my back. The blue ink
letters were lighter today, as if the custodian had tried unsuccessfully to scrub
them out. I covered them with textbooks, but the words dead or alive felt like
more than random graffiti and only intensified the feeling of being watched.

“Attention, people,” Rankin called the class to order. He stepped through
the aisles, pausing to count off sheets of paper. He dropped a stack in front of
me and I took one before pushing them to Anh. “You have forty-five minutes



to complete this assignment.”
The room was quiet as we all read the instructions for today’s lab. “We

will be identifying mystery solutions. If you completed your homework
assignment, then you have already researched the sixteen solutions you will
correctly identify today.”

Eric groaned. “Hydrochloric again? When do we get to work with
something cool, like hydrofluoric?”

Half the room turned to stare at him. Oleksa uttered something in
Ukrainian and looked annoyed to share a lab table with him. Rankin raised an
eyebrow at Eric. “You are quite obviously behind on your reading or you’d
know that hydrofluoric acid is lethally toxic and highly corrosive.” His gaze
drifted down to the orange juice stain on the front of Eric’s white shirt. “And
given that you are infinitely clumsy, you would do well to stick with the
assignment at hand.”

Rankin leaned over his desk and stared around the room, waiting for our
laughter to hush. “I’ll take a moment to recognize our top three scholarship
candidates: Anh Bui, Nearly Boswell, and Thomas Wiles, in that order.” He
nodded to the seat behind me. “Does anyone know if Mr. Wiles plans to join
us today?”

We all turned to TJ’s empty chair. As if summoned, his blue-and-white
letterman jacket appeared in the door.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” He eased into his chair, leaving his stiff left leg
protruding into the aisle.

“Do you have a tardy slip?”
TJ frowned. Sweat pinned his dark curls to his forehead and trickled into

the neck of his jersey. He didn’t have a car and varsity football players
wouldn’t be caught dead on the bus, no matter how long or hot the walk from
Sunny View, or how hard it was on a bum leg.

“No, sir,” he said quietly.
Rankin nodded gently. No sarcasm. No witty admonishments. He simply

said, “Don’t let it happen again.” Then he looked at the wall clock. “Forty-
two minutes.”

A flurry of activity and whispers broke out around me. I looked down at
the assignment and started to write my name.

“Miss Boswell,” Rankin spoke over the heads of students as they gathered
Bunsen burners and titration equipment from the cabinets at the front of the
room. “A quick word if I may?”



The tip of my pencil snapped, scattering lead over the page. Beside me,
Anh bit her lip and glanced at the clock. I pushed back my chair and walked
with my head down. Students in white lab coats hunched in circles, talking in
low tones behind cupped rubber gloves as if the odd heaviness in the hall had
followed TJ into the room.

Rankin spoke quietly. “You won’t be tutoring Emily this afternoon. Miss
Reinnert was involved in an unfortunate set of circumstances on Friday. The
principal informs me she won’t be returning to school for a while.”

“Is she okay?”
Rankin’s eyes flicked to TJ and he lowered his voice, apparently as aware

as everyone else that TJ and Emily Reinnert were dating. The small show of
sensitivity was out of character and I suspected Emily’s situation was worse
than he let on.

“Marcia Steckler is on the waiting list for a math tutor. I’ll arrange for you
to meet with her on Mondays so you don’t fall behind in your community
service. I’ll send a note to her second period class and ask her to confirm. If
you don’t hear from me otherwise, please plan to meet Marcia here at two
forty-five.”

I opened my mouth to ask what had happened to Emily, but he gestured to
my desk with his coffee mug. “That is all.”

My eyes drifted to TJ as I returned to my table. He looked lost in his own
thoughts, absently massaging his leg brace while his partner worked double
time to set up their lab. Across the aisle, our classmates whispered to each
other as they worked, casting him sidelong sympathetic looks. Emily’s name
carried across the room in hushed, worried tones.

“Hey,” I whispered to Anh. She was labeling glass vials with indelible
marker and my eyes watered from the fumes. “Heard anything about what
happened to Emily Reinnert on Friday?”

Anh’s concentration was focused on the lab. She didn’t look up as she set
the vials carefully into a rack. “People were talking about it on the bus this
morning,” she said absently, her voice more than a whisper. “They said she
disappeared after the soccer game at North Hampton. She went into the
school to use the bathroom and never came back.”

TJ’s chair screeched, attracting everyone’s attention. His sweaty brow was
furrowed, and I couldn’t tell if he was angry or if he was going to be sick. He
snatched the hall pass off a hook by the door as he limped from the room.

Anh and I looked guiltily at each other. I donned my goggles and rubber



apron, determined to forget about it and get back to work, but the whispers
around the room were persistent, and I was having a hard time concentrating.

“Did they find her?” I finally asked.
Anh shrugged. “Yeah. Sounds like it was a team prank that went a little too

far. The custodian found her naked and unconscious in the gym under the
bleachers. People say it was roofies.” Anh shook her head and capped her
marker. “Sick. They painted her.”

I scrunched up my face. “What do you mean, they painted her? Like
Picasso-painted her?”

Anh rolled her eyes. “Nothing quite so sophisticated. This is the soccer
team we’re talking about. Think paint by numbers.” She poured a solution
into the vials, recording their reactions. “They literally painted her. They
drew the number ten in permanent marker on her arm and then painted the
rest of her body in those creepy oil paints people put all over their faces
during the games.”

I fought the urge to look over my shoulder at TJ’s empty chair, only now
beginning to understand the strange shift in the school’s collective mood.
“Ten? Why ten?”

“No one knows. Probably someone’s jersey number.” She waved it off. “A
bunch of the players were in the store this morning and my brother heard
them talking. The Hornets’ captain is number ten, but he’s pointing the finger
at Vince DiMorello.”

“Wait. Our Vince DiMorello? Vince-Who’s-Overly-Fond-of-His-Middle-
Finger DiMorello?” Vince was number ten for our team, but I couldn’t
imagine him pulling a stunt like this. TJ and Vince were best friends. “Why
would they think Vince had anything to do with it?”

Anh pushed a fresh pencil toward me, as if to remind me to get my head
back in our own game. “Apparently, Vince and Emily have been fighting a
lot lately.” I remembered the look on his face before the pep rally, when
she’d smacked the back of his head in front of all his teammates. “But it
doesn’t matter anyway. The rest of the team is standing by him. They told the
police Vince was with them after the game. And everyone on North
Hampton’s team was accounted for.”

Of course they’d say whatever they needed to in order to protect their star
player. But this sounded like more than a prank. Getting drugged, stripped,
and marked, and left under the bleachers was a lot worse than stink bombs in
your locker or marker on your lab table. Even worse than a dead cat on your



porch.
I shook off the news and concentrated on helping Anh, but my mind had a

slippery unfocused feeling. The nagging kind that slinks around behind your
thoughts like a word on the tip of your tongue. My brain stuck stubbornly on
the image of Emily. Her blue cheerleader uniform. Her limp body under the
bleachers.

Under the bleachers.
Newton was wrong. We clash with yellow. Find me tonight under the

bleachers.
I eased into my chair as the colors of Newton’s wheel spun in my mind.

Isaac Newton’s color theory was based on a wheel. Colors that appear
opposite each other on the wheel are complementary. But if we were talking
about school colors, like in the case of Friday’s game, the opposing colors
wouldn’t complement. They would . . . clash. Our school color was blue. The
color directly opposite blue on the wheel was . . .

We clash with yellow.
“Their school colors . . .” I muttered, a prickling curiosity creeping through

me. I reached for a beaker and kept my voice as matter-of-fact as I could.
“Do you know what colors they painted her?”

Anh slipped off her gloves, the lab completed before I’d even had a chance
to start. “One side of her was painted blue and other side was—”

Yellow, I thought. Only I must have said it out loud. Anh looked at me,
analytical eyes asking all kinds of questions.

I turned away. Began clumsily collecting up the tools, knowing I was stuck
with the dishes since she’d done all the work. I shrugged as if I wasn’t at all
surprised before I answered the question on her face. “Just a hunch.”

• • •

That afternoon, I was still thinking about Emily when I felt the light tug on
my sleeve.

“Hey, are you okay?”
I withdrew my arm. I didn’t like being touched, but Marcia Steckler was

an “artist,” and they tended to be touchy-feely like that.
“Yeah, I’m fine.” I pushed my glasses up my nose for the six hundred and

ninety-seventh time. They slid back down again. I thought about taking them
off, but I was unfocused enough as it was. “I’m sorry, what were you



saying?”
“It’s okay.” Marcia stretched gracefully. “I’m distracted too. Opening

night is this weekend. Algebra is the last thing on my mind.”
She looked like a dancer. Her loose cotton tank drifted over pale willowy

limbs. How was she so comfortable exposing so much skin?
“Algebra needs to be on your mind for another fifty-three minutes.” I

glanced pointedly at the clock.
She leaned close as if she was ready to confess a secret and I pressed back

into my chair.
“I’ve got a sixty-nine percent in algebra. If I don’t get it up to a passing

grade, the principal can pull me from the show. And if Principal Romero
doesn’t, my mother will.”

“So we’d better get to work.” I flipped through the textbook, eager to put a
pencil in her hands to keep them away from me. She seemed nice enough, but
you can’t always judge a person by the parts they choose to show you.
Touching someone, getting close, always reveals the darker parts they don’t
want you to see. And I really didn’t want to know any of Marcia Steckler’s
deep, dark secrets. “You know, the play’s the thing and all . . .” I mumbled.

“Hey, you know Shakespeare?” She beamed, spine pulled straight as
though someone had tugged a string at the back of her head. “No way!”

I answered with a sour smile. Why did everyone assume that because I was
good with equations, I was only one-dimensional?

“Methinks thou doth protest too much, Ophelia.” I rolled a pencil across
the desk. “No more stalling. Time to do some algebra.”



6

FOR THE MOST PART, Mona wasn’t hard to live with. She slept all day and
worked all night. And we generally agreed on all the rules.

The first rule (no bad grades) was easy. I’d always done well in school.
The second rule (no trouble) was a broad umbrella encompassing a dozen

overprotective restrictions. Like, don’t hang out with the neighborhood kids,
don’t wear skanky clothes, and stay out of the principal’s office. These were
easy too. I wore whatever T-shirts and jeans Mona brought home from yard
sales and consignment shops. The sizes always ran too big, and covered too
much, which was fine by me. And I had no interest in hanging with the
neighbor-hoodlums anyway.

Mona and I shared the third rule, which was good for both of us. I didn’t
need a boyfriend; touching was complicated. But for my mother, it was also
dangerous. Butch, the bouncer at Gentleman Jim’s, made sure all the patrons
respected the only rule at the club. He liked to brag about the time he’d
broken a man’s arm for trying to touch my mother while she was working.
He’d given me self-defense lessons in the alley behind the club when I was
old enough to make a fist, and he drove her home each night after closing. I’d
hear his van crunch over the gravel, the click of the locks, and know she was
home safe when her bedroom door shut.

Butch never came inside. There hadn’t been a man in our trailer since the
year after my father left, when Mona had brought one home from the club.
They’d both smelled like booze and sweat, but her cheeks were flushed for
the first time in months, and she was smiling. She’d gone to her room to
change clothes. The man sat down on our couch and reached for me. My
stomach twisted with the wrongness of his taste, and the cloying, putrid-
sweet smell of him. I twisted out of his grip and screamed “Don’t touch me!”
My mother had come flying out of her bedroom, and kicked him out. She



pulled me tight to her chest, saying “it’s okay” over and over. I felt the hole
open up inside her, wider and deeper than before, like I was eating it away
myself. It was the last time I touched her.

Her door was still closed now, and I could hear her soft, breathy sounds
through the thin walls. She’d only been in bed for a few hours and slept like
the dead. I reached into the ceramic Santa Claus cookie jar. It was full of cash
—our grocery money and rent for the month. Thursday nights were busy at
Jim’s. She rarely noticed the few missing bills I took on Fridays. The way I
figured it, the money belonged to men who bought bits and pieces of my
mother away from me every day. I was only taking back what was rightfully
mine.

The problem with the rules was, while they were designed to get me into a
good college, they didn’t tell me how to pay for a good college. But Mona
didn’t seem all that concerned. For the last three years, she’d scattered
college brochures all around our trailer. Georgetown, Tech, GMU, and
Hopkins—top-rated schools, all within a tight radius of home. My own wish-
list put more distance between me and Sunny View, but the problem of cost
and deferred student loans only grew with every mile I imagined myself out
of state. I told myself I didn’t care what school I got into, as long as I got out
of Sunny View.

On Sunday I wanted to give a little something back to her. It was Mother’s
Day. She didn’t celebrate her birthday—she was the oldest dancer at Jim’s
and we never knew how many birthdays there’d be until she was out of a job
—but Mother’s Day made her smile. She’d wake up early and let me bring
her coffee in bed. Then she’d ask me about school and we’d talk about my
grades. Her eyes would shine a little.

I pulled the trailer door shut quietly, locking the dead bolt behind me, and
headed toward a collection of tables on the next street. Friday was yard sale
day in Sunny View, and the trailer park was buzzing as people wandered,
poking through boxes, and kids headed to school.

A girl with magenta streaks in her hair leaned against a lamppost, smoking
a cigarette while she waited for the bus. It was the same street corner she
slouched at in the evenings while she waited for men she probably didn’t
know to pick her up. We gave each other tight awkward smiles, like we sort
of knew each other, both of us probably grateful we didn’t.

TJ looked at the ground when I walked by. He sat on the edge of the rusted
weight bench that was chained to the axel under his uncle’s trailer, his knee



brace dangled over his lap. A stack of free weights was padlocked to the
bench, and he kicked it with the toe of his sneaker. As usual, neither of us
acknowledged the other. Maybe it was too much like looking in a mirror,
seeing another version of ourselves stuck where we didn’t want to be. As
soon as Vince’s Camaro blew around the corner, windows down and music
blaring, TJ threw on his backpack, scooped up his brace, and bolted off the
bench. Vince reached across the passenger seat and threw open the door, and
TJ jumped inside like he couldn’t get out of the park fast enough. I couldn’t
blame him.

I waved away the gravel dust kicked up by Vince’s car and made my way
to the towers of knickknacks and boxes of mismatched trinkets. Nothing on
Mrs. Moates’s sticky lopsided table was my idea of a treasure, but I paused at
a collection of mugs, lingering over one with a kitten dangling by his claws
from a tree. A thought bubble from his head said Hang in There, and my
heart squeezed a little.

“How much for the mug?” I asked. A mangy cat curled around Mrs.
Moates’s ankles.

“The one with the busted handle?” she lisped.
“No, the other one.”
“Fitty cents.” I gave her seventy-five. Not that a quarter could replace the

cat who’d lived under her home. But the thing had been stuffed in a box with
my name on it, and I felt responsible. The gesture, small as it was, made me
feel better.

With the mug safely inside my backpack, I went to the Bui Mart. The bells
jingled when I opened the door, and a 1980s hair band wailed from the
overhead speakers. Bao looked up from the counter and smiled.

Everyone called Ahn’s older brother “Bo”—though I’m pretty sure that’s
not the way Bao was supposed to be pronounced—the same way we all
called Anh “Ann.”

“Morning, Leigh.” He already had my newspaper and chocolate milk laid
out for me. I fished a chocolate donut from the day old bin. “Heard my little
sister is kicking your ass in chem lab.” Bao snickered. “Maybe all the crap
you eat rots your brain.”

“That crap is the breakfast of champions.” I took a bite of the donut and
headed for the cheap greeting card display, licked the frosting from my
fingers, and picked a ninety-nine-cent Happy-Mother’s-Day-and-thanks-for-
putting-up-with-me card. I stacked it on the counter with the rest of my loot.



Bao keyed them in and counted out my change, without looking at the
register or the coins. He had to be bored out of his mind, running the family
store. Bao was wicked smart. Maybe smarter than Anh. It was one of the
reasons I liked him so much. I could forgive him his music and the obnoxious
skinny jeans he’d paired with his Bui Mart polo T, and the fact that he was an
incessant flirt.

“You should come over for dinner with the family sometime. I’ll show you
what you’re missing.” Bao looked me up and down like he was mentally
removing my clothes. When he got to my baggy pant legs, he frowned.
“You’re too skinny. You’re spending too much time with that country club
kid. I know his parents don’t feed you.”

“Jeremy’s parents won’t even let me into their house. For that matter,
neither would yours,” I snorted, stuffing my purchases into my backpack.
“What’s your mom so afraid of, anyway? That I’ll take my clothes off and
dance on her table?”

Bao blushed.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said before he forced himself to suffer through

some bogus apology. We both remembered the look on his mother’s face
when Anh brought me home after school in seventh grade. Anh had asked her
mother what was so bad about being a waitress. Bao had kept his eyes on the
floor. He’d understood more than I had back then. At least now we could
joke about it. “Besides, I’m storing up all this fat and calories for my end of
the semester sprint. Your sister will never see me coming.”

“Don’t make me poison your Yoo-hoo.” He leveled a finger at me. “She’s
got her heart set on that scholarship. The whole family does. I might have to
go all big-bad-ass brother on you.” His playful voice didn’t match the rest of
him anymore. College had never been an option for Bao. He would work here
for the rest of his parents’ lives because that’s what was expected of him.

He slapped the cash drawer shut. A wallet-size photo of Anh was taped to
the register. He was as proud as any parent. Anh didn’t need that scholarship
as much as she thought she did. She already had so much. I wondered what it
would be like to have someone like Bao looking out for me. Someone proud
and protective and strong. Someone who would sacrifice his own future for
mine. I tucked my newspaper under my arm. It felt unusually light.

“Here.” He slid seventy-five cents across the counter. “Donut’s on me. My
money is still on Anh.”

I opened the paper and thumbed through the sections. The classifieds were



missing. I folded it up and set it on the counter. “Can you swap this for
another paper? It’s missing a section.”

“All the important stuff is in there. Besides, what do you need the
personals for? Everything you need is right here.” Bao leaned against the
corn dog machine and waggled his eyebrows at me.

I felt my face grow hot. “I don’t need the personals,” I lied. “There’s a lot
of other stuff in the classifieds too, you know.”

I jumped as a package of Twinkies dropped to the counter in front of me.
“Should I be offended that my cheap cake offerings have been trumped by

a fudge cruller from the day old bin?” Jeremy leaned over my shoulder and
piled breath mints, a soda, and a candy bar beside the Twinkies, giving Bao
something to do other than harass me about the paper.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, surprised.
“Taking you to school.”
“But it’s Friday. Aren’t you supposed to be at—”
Jeremy coughed loudly into his hand, cutting off what I was about to say.

“I need someone to share my Twinkies with me. If Anh makes me eat one
more carrot stick, my hair will turn orange.” He gave me a pointed look that
said Please don’t go there. He didn’t want Bao to know he was seeing a
shrink. Since when did he care? Then again, I didn’t want anyone to know I
was reading the personals, so I guess we were even.

“Maybe I like redheads. Ever think of that?” Anh emerged from an aisle
balancing a cup of fat-free cottage cheese, a banana, and a bottled water. She
leveraged her items onto the counter and Bao wrote them all down on an
index card rather than ring them up. All the while his eyes were fixed on
Jeremy.

“Sharing produce, Anh? Sounds serious.” Bao glared at Jeremy, sizing him
up.

Jeremy looked at me with an awkward smile. “Just a few carrot sticks
between friends.”

“Ew.” I held out the last bite of my donut to Jeremy. He probably needed it
more than I did. He stuffed it into his mouth, looking relieved to have an
excuse not to say anything.

“Jeremy’s been giving me a ride to school on Fridays. And in return, I’m
trying to save him from a slow death by high triglycerides.”

Jeremy stopped chewing and looked at me sideways. His Adam’s apple
bobbed as he swallowed. He hadn’t told me he’d been driving Anh to school



on Fridays. And missing appointments with his shrink to do it. Anh kept
talking, clueless to our silent exchange.

“Do Mom and Dad know about this?” Bao asked, looking all serious and
parental.

“He’s only driving me to school,” she said. “And to the school play—”
“Wow! Would you look at the time! We should probably go . . . to

school . . . before we’re late.” Jeremy made a show of looking at his watch,
clearly uncomfortable.

An awkward silence passed and we all turned at the sound of the bells
when Lonny Johnson pushed open the door. His new friend followed, the one
who’d shoved me at school. They drifted in like two dark clouds, and
changed the climate of the store.

Jeremy paled and dropped a five on the counter. “Keep the change,” he
muttered. “I’ll wait in the car.” He walked quickly toward the door, his eyes
lowered. Lonny watched him blow past with a peculiar interest. When the
bells hushed, Lonny moved wordlessly to the cooler in the back.

His friend turned his back to the counter and began to browse, walking
lazily through the aisles, and pausing in front of the greeting card display.
Lingering at the Mother’s Day cards, he grazed one with the tip of his finger,
hesitating before he moved on. Then he reached for an item on the snack
shelf instead.

“You planning to pay for that?” Bao said loudly. The guy’s fingers
hovered over a strand of beef jerky. Bao’s hand reached under the counter.
“You girls should get to school,” he said without taking his eyes off the guy’s
back.

Anh took a tentative step and gave her brother an anxious look. He jerked
his chin to the door, and she followed Jeremy out.

Lonny’s friend snatched up the jerky and strolled slowly to the counter
beside me. If he recognized me, he didn’t seem to care. I held my breath
when he reached under his jacket. All that came out was a worn leather
wallet.

He looked to me where I stood blocking the register, then to Bao, then
back to me. One side of his lip curled up and he arched a pierced brow. “Are
you in line, or what?” His voice was deep, like he’d just woken up. It
sounded more like a growl.

I cleared my throat to get Bao’s attention, but he wouldn’t look away from
the guy’s face. “My paper?” I nudged.



Bao reached under the counter and pulled out a fresh copy without looking
at me. It was heavier than the one I passed back to him, and I decided to trust
the personals were all in there, rather than open it in front of Lonny’s friend,
who looked like he was running out of patience.

I folded it under my arm, grabbed my milk, and made a beeline for the
passenger side of Jeremy’s car. But Anh was already in my seat. I wrestled
with my backpack and got in behind her, struggling to get comfortable. Anh’s
seat was set far back, the way I usually liked it, and now it left very little
room for me.

Jeremy pulled out of the space before I had time to fasten my seat belt and
made a rolling stop out of the parking lot, ignoring oncoming traffic. A horn
blared.

“Do you think we should make sure Bao’s okay?” Anh asked, clutching
her armrest and craning to look back at the store window.

“I’m sure Bao can handle those guys. Besides, you don’t want to be late.
Bao and I have money riding on the two of you.” Jeremy’s eyes found mine
in the mirror. He was looking at me when he said it, but sitting in the
backseat, I wasn’t so sure who he’d put his money on.
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Archimedes knew the play wasn’t really the thing.
Do the math and find me after the show.

I drew a wide blue circle around the ad with my lab marker, careful not to
touch the print. I had no doubt the ad was written by the same person who
wrote the Newton one. The tone and cadence felt so similar. Both read like a
puzzle waiting to be solved. But what did it mean?

Someone grumbled behind me. I flipped the ad facedown on the desk and
looked over my shoulder to see TJ fighting with his leg brace, looking
exhausted. He was early today and I’d thought I was alone. Class didn’t start
for another ten minutes.

He stretched forward, struggling to capture the bottom strap. It was
unfastened and dangled just out of reach. The weariness on his face, that flat
and colorless veneer—the one my mother painted over with makeup—
reflected every loss he’d sustained. His father was gone, in prison since TJ
was in middle school. His mother had killed herself shortly after. And now he
was stuck living in Sunny View with his drunk uncle, maybe indefinitely,
since he’d lost any shot at a football scholarship when he’d hurt his knee last
season. We weren’t all that different really, and turning my back on him felt
wrong.

“Do you need a hand with that?” The words were out before I realized I’d
offered to touch him. I tucked my hands under my legs.

He noticed. “No, thanks anyway.” He gave a forceful heave, his face
reddening as he grabbed the Velcro strap and secured it in place.

“I’ve been meaning to ask about Emily,” I said, guilty that I hadn’t at least
tried to look helpful. “I hope she’s okay.”

“She’s okay,” he said, frowning as though it hurt to think about her. “She’s



just freaked out. I’m going to see her after school. I’ll tell her you were
asking about her.”

I stared at my fingers, rubbing at the dark smudges, curious about the glue
that held Emily and TJ together. Emily was really all he had. She’d stayed—
through his move from Belle Green to a trailer in Sunny View, through the
breakdowns that followed, through the countless rejections when the last of
the college scouts and recruiters stopped coming for him. For some reason I
desperately wanted to understand, Emily had stayed, knowing a future with
TJ might not be all she’d dreamed it would be.

A handful of students filtered in and I curled my fingers over the edge of
the newspaper, studying their faces for the hundredth time this week. I was
still trying to figure out who had left the dead cat on my doorstep and the
graffiti on my desk. It had to be someone in one of Rankin’s chem classes—
or someone who’d seen the Schrödinger assignment on the blackboard and
knew where I sat—but that could be anyone. I looked over just as Oleksa
Petrenko was sliding into his seat. He’d been absent the last three days and a
not-so-small part of me had hoped he wouldn’t come back. Our stares held as
he eased back in his chair, amusement clear in his eyes.

“Stop staring. He’s going to think you like him, and that’s just plain
scary.” Anh dropped her backpack and settled in beside me. “And you’d
better put those away before Rankin sees them.”

I looked down at the exposed corner of the Missed Connections and
blushed. I squirreled them away, crossing my arms and staring straight at the
blackboard before she could say another word.

She raised an eyebrow. “If you need a date—”
I opened a textbook, pretending to read it. “Don’t you have extra credit to

do?”
“Fine. But if you did need a date,” she whispered. “Like maybe to the

school play tonight? I could set you up with my brother.”
I opened my mouth, ready to tell her that was the dumbest idea she’d ever

come up with and no freaking way I was going on a date with Bao. But the
words stuck in my throat. I had that slippery feeling in my head again.

“What did you say?” I whispered, careful not to attract Rankin’s attention.
“I said my brother can take you to the play tonight if you need a date. We

could double.”
The school play. Hamlet. It was tonight. I flashed back to my conversation

with Marcia. You know, the play’s the thing and all.



The play’s the thing.

Archimedes knew the play wasn’t really the thing. 
Do the math and find me after the show.

What did it mean?
Rankin pounded away on the blackboard. I threw my backpack over my

shoulder and whispered to Anh, “I’m not feeling well. Tell Rankin I went to
the nurse.”

I was gone before he turned around.
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I PICKED UP THE CITY BUS at the corner of Route 1, got off as close as I could to
the police department, and walked the remaining three blocks. I presented my
school ID and signed the police log book, then fidgeted in my seat while I
waited to be called, avoiding eye contact with the weary faces in the corridor.
Each one eventually disappeared through the thick metal door. A phone rang
over and over behind the Plexiglas window and I chewed my nail, waiting for
someone—anyone—to pick it up. I’d never been in a police station, and
being here made me twitchy, like I’d broken one of Mona’s rules.

“For chrissake, who the hell drank the last of the decaf and didn’t put on a
fresh pot?” The office chatter died, and the booming voice became louder.
“Where the hell are all my detectives? I don’t have time to be taking
statements from snot-nosed kids. That’s what I hire all of you for!” The metal
door buzzed and slammed open, and a scowling bear of a man filled the
frame.

“Nearly Boswell? Come with me.”
I followed him into a sterile gray room with mirrored walls, a sturdy table,

and two metal chairs—like the setting of every cop drama I’d ever seen on
TV. I clutched my backpack, feeling smaller than usual under my oversized
clothes. I wanted to tuck my knees up into my shirt like I did when I was in
middle school. Mona used to get so pissed, saying I’d stretch my clothes all
to hell. I’d hollered back that at least I was wearing clothes. No back talk
wasn’t one of Mona’s rules, but being anywhere near a police station was.

Coming here was stupid. What was I going to say? Hello, Officer. I think
there may be a crazy stalker at my school. My suspicions were literally
paper-thin, based on two lines of text from a newspaper clipping. There was
no quantifiable evidence to suggest my theory had anything to do with Emily
at all, and it was probably just a dumb prank anyway.



The officer set a small bottle of water in front of me and sat down. He
crossed one leg and locked his hands behind his head, the butt of a very large
holstered gun casually revealing itself through the gap in his jacket. He
introduced himself as Lieutenant Nicholson.

“So, Miss Boswell.” He snapped my ID down on the table. “I understand
you are a junior at West River High School and you think you have
information about an incident that occurred last weekend? Are you friends
with Emily Reinnert?”

“No.” Jeremy was a friend. Anh was a friend. Emily was more of an
acquaintance who I was forced to talk about algebra with.

Lieutenant Nicholson sighed and his eyebrows drew together. “Did you
witness something you think is relevant to the incident?”

“No . . . I mean, yes . . . I mean possibly.” I shook my head. “What I mean
is, I think I may have witnessed something, sort of.”

“Let me get this straight.” He glanced very deliberately at his watch and
crossed his arms over his chest. “You think you may have witnessed
something, sort of? What exactly do you think you may have witnessed?”

When I didn’t answer right away, his stare burrowed into me, like he was
digging around in my head. The harsh fluorescent lighting accentuated the
tight wrinkles around his mouth. It wouldn’t matter what I said next. He
wasn’t going to believe me.

“I’m sorry to waste your time. This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have
come.” I stood up and started to sling my pack over my shoulder.

“Sit down, Miss Boswell.”
I looked between the lieutenant and the door. I was sure there was some

law that said they couldn’t detain me if I hadn’t done anything wrong.
Wasting the lieutenant’s time wasn’t a criminal offense.

“You know, I hate writing truancy reports. It gets messy. Too many people
involved. Parents, teachers, principals . . . Whatever you have to say must be
pretty important. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have skipped school to come and
say it. So why don’t you just say what you came to say and let me be the
judge of what’s a waste of my time.” He looked pointedly at my chair,
making it clear he wasn’t giving me a choice. If I walked out of here now, my
mother would get a phone call, and a truancy report would definitely blow
my chance at the scholarship.

I dropped into my chair and laid the two Missed Connections ads side by
side on the table.



“What is this?” The lieutenant turned them one by one, to face him. His
expression didn’t change, but I sensed the slight shift in his posture as he
drew the first ad toward him. The one about the colors.

“I know about what happened to Emily under the bleachers at North
Hampton. I know about the blue and yellow paint.”

He pushed the ad back in line with the other one and looked at me,
confusion written all over his face.

“I don’t think she’ll be the only one. I think these ads were written by the
same person. This was in today’s paper.” I tapped the table above the second
ad. “That part about the play not being the thing is a reference to Hamlet. It’s
a play on words.” I slid the Hamlet flyer across the table. “Tonight is opening
night. I know this sounds like a stretch, but I think something bad is going to
happen tonight during the play.”

The lieutenant stared at me blankly. He didn’t look at the flyer. The only
sound was the second hand on the wall clock over the door. I fidgeted in my
seat and fought the urge to look at it, staring him straight in the eye until the
first beads of sweat trickled down my back.

Lieutenant Nicholson drew the flyer toward him, his face as expressionless
as the room. “Why did you come?”

I wondered the same thing. Why had I come? I wasn’t close to Emily. And
I didn’t owe her any favors. I should have minded my own business. Too late
now.

“Telling someone seemed like the right thing to do, that’s all.” I wiped my
palms over my jeans.

The lieutenant watched me. “What makes you assume these ads are
related?”

I shrugged, not having any plausible answer for that.
“Do you know the person who wrote these ads, Miss Boswell?”
“How would I know that?” I wiped my lip, uncomfortably aware that I was

the only one sweating. The small interrogation room felt stuffy and hot.
“I don’t know. That’s a really good question. Maybe you should tell me.”

He thought I was lying. “Who are you rolling over? An ex-boyfriend? What
happened? He piss you off and now you’re going to air his dirty laundry?”

Of course that’s what he thought. What kind of person would report a
crime before it happened? Unless they were somehow involved. Normal
people don’t make a habit of studying the personal ads.

I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair. His smile was



supercilious, and it put me on the defensive. “I don’t have a boyfriend. And I
have no idea who wrote the ads.”

“Then how can you assume they’re connected to Emily?”
“It’s not rocket science. Emily was found under the bleachers at North

Hampton on the same day this ad came out.” I shoved the ad back toward
him. “Our school colors are blue. North Hampton’s are yellow. You
know . . . Newton? Isaac Newton?” The lieutenant either didn’t remember or
hadn’t passed this particular class in high school. His face was impenetrable.
“And then today’s ad about Hamlet . . . it seemed too coincidental.” I pinched
the bridge of my nose. This conversation was giving me a headache, and I
hadn’t even touched him.

Lieutenant Nicholson stared a hole through me, as if the answer to some
question was hidden inside my skull. “Do you make a habit of reading the
newspaper cover to cover . . .” He paused to read my ID card. “Nearly, is it?”
The corner of his lip turned up, like he was amused. Like I was a joke.

I crossed my legs, knees tight together, feeling exposed. “No.”
“Just the personals, then?” He cocked a silvering eyebrow.
“No.” I jammed my fists into the pockets of my hoodie.
“I thought all you kids were into the online dating thing. I thought only old

farts like me still read the newspaper.” He lowered his voice and leaned
toward me. “Why were you reading the Missed Connections, Nearly?”

Heat crawled up my neck and my head began to pound. The metal chair
legs scraped as I stood up. I’d come voluntarily. I could leave on my own
terms as well. If he slapped me with a truancy report, I’d find a way to deal
with it. I threw my pack over my shoulder. “I found the ads by accident. I
was only trying to help.”

I stepped toward the door, but the lieutenant’s meaty hand beat mine to the
knob. He handed me a card, his face softening. He pinched the card. “Look,”
he said, waiting for me to meet his eyes before letting me take it. “If you
think of anything else you think may be important, call me at this number. I
want to help you.”

For a second, I thought maybe he did. That maybe I’d done the right thing
by coming. I reached for the card, letting our fingertips brush, then yanked it
from his hands.

He didn’t believe me. Not at all. And his distrust clung to me like smoke.
I pocketed the card without looking at it, and trained my eyes on the door.

He stepped aside, but his suspicion held fast, all the way to the exit.



• • •

My relief fizzled as soon as I realized I’d left my school ID behind. I
backtracked through the maze of desks and offices, retracing my steps.

The narrow hall was lined with identical doors under cold fluorescents.
Police escorted disheveled prostitutes and gang-bangers up and down the
hall. I kept my head down and walked like I had a clue where I was going. I
couldn’t remember which door I’d come from, so I peeked in each one. Some
were shut.

Laughter echoed, becoming louder as I approached an open door.
“I don’t see much money on the table.” A man’s voice—not Nicholson’s.
“I got my money on my man, the Game Boy.”
“How much?”
I paused in front of a room identical to the one I’d been in. Peeking my

head around the opening, I couldn’t tell who was speaking. A group of four
uniformed officers stood on either side of the metal table with their backs to
me. My ID wasn’t on it. Instead, the bright sides of an un-solved Rubik’s
cube sat in the center, surrounded by small bills. Oleksa Petrenko slouched in
a metal chair. His steel-gray eyes flickered between the gaps in the blue
uniforms, finding mine.

“I say no more without my attorney,” he said in his brusque Ukrainian
accent. The laughter in the room fell silent and four sets of eyes turned to me.
I jumped when the door slammed shut.

Walking faster, I checked the next two rooms. At least I didn’t have to
worry about Oleksa spreading rumors. He didn’t talk to anyone, as far as I
knew. And obviously, whatever crime he’d committed, including hustling
police officers out of their donut money, was far worse than any reason I had
for coming in on my own.

I stopped just outside the next door. Lieutenant Nicholson grumbled in a
low voice.

“Emily Reinnert’s father sits on the city council. He’s been all over me for
answers and we’ve got nothing. I want a plainclothes at the play at West
River High tonight.” I heard the tap-tap-tap of plastic against the metal
tabletop. My ID card. “And I want to keep an eye on this Boswell girl. She
knows more than she’s letting on. Who do we have inside West River?”

A woman answered. “This is everyone we’ve got working inside the local
high schools.” A heavy thud, like a stack of files hitting the surface of the



table. A quiet rustling.
“No, I don’t want a cop,” Nicholson growled. “I need someone who can

get in close to the girl without giving Internal Affairs one more reason to
crawl up my ass.”

“We’ve got a C.I.—Whelan—at West River,” she said. “Sprung him from
juvenile about three weeks ago.”

A brief silence and a shuffling of papers.
“Wasn’t the Whelan kid involved in the shooting at North Hampton?”

Nicholson asked.
“We cut him a deal. He stays in school and keeps his nose clean, and in

exchange we registered him as a confidential informant. His file says he’s got
an apartment in Huntington. The kid’s parole officer says he’s back in school
as of this week. She’s got him checking in daily by phone. Meets with him on
Saturdays.”

Nicholson grunted. “And what do we get out of the arrangement, aside
from charitable warm fuzzy feelings and another paycheck against my
budget?”

“He agreed to help us bust Lonny Johnson.”
I held my breath. More papers shuffled in the silence.
“Toss him a bone. Tell him to get in tight with this Boswell girl and we’ll

expunge the last assault and battery charge from his record. And make sure
he stays in line.”

“We met with him this morning and debriefed him on the Reinnert case.
He’s cocky, but he doesn’t seem like such a bad kid. Asked him to keep his
eyes open in case he hears anything. Lonny’s mostly distributing speed and
coke, but he’ll try to get us something on the local roofie dealers. The lab
found ketamine residue in Emily Reinnert’s water bottle.”

Tap-tap-tap . . .
“I want more than that. I want Whelan to get me everything he can on

Nearly Boswell.”
I abandoned my ID and crept back from the door.
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HE WASN’T HARD TO SPOT. The man in the navy suit came out of the
auditorium at least a dozen times during the performance, his jacket buttons
straining over something bulky near his waist. He walked to the water
fountain without looking at it, eyes roving the hall in both directions as he
drank. A thin comb-over flopped in an arc from his head, flirting with the
fountain spray when he leaned over. When he stood up, he checked his watch
and yawned.

Nicholson had sent one pathetic verge-of-retirement cop, but I guess that’s
all my skinny prank theory was worth. I’d been observing his unimpressive
stakeout for almost an hour from the courtyard. It was the perfect vantage
point, dark enough to conceal me, with panoramic views of the halls in each
direction. Nicholson was suspicious of me, and I wouldn’t add fuel to his fire
by flaunting the fact that I was here.

The cop disappeared into the red hues of the theater and I crept back into
the hall just as the auditorium doors pulled slowly closed. I withdrew the ad
from my pocket. The clue suggested two possible scenarios.

The first—the reference to the play and the invitation to meet up after the
show—was an obvious one. Almost too obvious. But the second?

Archimedes knew the play wasn’t the thing.
Was the play a decoy? Was the real prank happening somewhere else?

Somewhere Archimedes—one of history’s greatest mathematicians—would
likely be? Do the math . . . I couldn’t be in two places at once.

The cop already had the auditorium covered, so I followed my gut to the
math department at the far end of the school on tiptoe, pausing every few feet
to listen.

I ducked under the stairwell where I could see most of the wing, and since
I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, I waited. The ad just said “find me after



the show.” I checked the clock above the fountain. Ten. The show was
ending. After the show was now. I squatted low, my breathing shallow. The
wing was quiet and still.

The second hand crept slowly over the face of the clock, and each passing
second I felt more and more like an idiot for being there. My knees began to
ache where they pressed against the cold tile, and a cramp pinched my calf. I
shifted positions, stretched my legs, checked the clock again. The whole
thing was probably a complete waste of time. I wasn’t even sure I was in the
right place, or what I would do if I spotted someone, or exactly what I
thought they might be doing, but I stayed put, remembering what had
happened to Emily. If there was a chance something like that could happen
again, I couldn’t abandon my suspicion and walk away. I urged the red hand
of the clock forward with my mind, wanting to get this night behind me.

By eleven o’clock, I was sure the audience was long gone. The actors were
probably washing off their stage makeup and heading to the after-party. The
cop was probably shaking his head, chalking the wasted night up to a
paranoid girl.

I stepped out from under the stairwell, stretched, and scanned the dark
passage. All closed doors.

With the exception of one. Room #112. My AP Physics class.
It was barely cracked, but I kicked myself for not having noticed it sooner.

I eased it open, listening. The room was silent. Pitch-black. The hair on my
neck prickled.

I reached inside and flipped a switch. The fluorescents flickered to life,
turning lumpy shadows into recognizable shapes. Chairs stacked neatly
upside down on tables, the blackboard wiped clean, trash can empty.

Everything neat. Nothing out of place. Except one chair.
Mine. It rested on the floor, flipped over as if someone got up in a hurry. I

walked over and saw my desk.
Jagged deep letters were carved into the wood.

You lost the gold crown.
Better luck next time.

Goose bumps rippled over me. The last message on my desk led to a dead
cat on my doorstep. And that message was only in ink. This one had been
carved in angry-looking purposeful lines, deep enough to splinter the wood.
And this time I had no doubt it’d been left for me.



You lost the gold crown.
I paced, filtering through memories of lectures and texts, sorting what I

knew about math and Archimedes.
Archimedes’ Principle was based on the story of a gold crown. He’d

written his Treatise on Floating Bodies after discovering he could determine
the weight of a gold crown by measuring the volume of water it displaced.

So what? What did that have to do with anything? Or with the play? What
could the gold crown possibly have to do with . . . Hamlet?

My brain worked fast, outpacing my pulse as it divided out all the factors
until just one common denominator was left. A chill raced down my spine.
There was a floating body in Hamlet . . . Ophelia.

I took off at a run, my footsteps echoing back at me down halls that
seemed to go on for miles. I flew around the corner of the gymnasium and
slipped into the girls’ locker room. The door closed behind me and I waited,
winded, while my eyes adjusted to the dim yellow lights. I headed for the
moist hot scent of chlorine until the concrete gave way to rubber floor
runners.

When I came to the door, I took a breath before inching it open.
The light around the Olympic-size pool was a steamy green. Watery lines

danced on the ceiling, refracted light from below the pool’s surface. I stood,
listening. The huge space was silent, as if the water muted all the sound
except the ragged breaths I couldn’t quiet. I stepped slowly toward the pool,
scanning the bleachers for shadows or movement.

“Marcia?” I called quietly.
My own voice came back in soft echoes.
“Marcia, are you here?”
I perched on the curved lip below the diving boards, beside the depth

markings . . . twelve feet. I looked down the length of the pool, following the
lap lines that wavered like long black threads, marking the distance to the
opposite end of the pool. Except for one, which seemed to stop, disappearing
prematurely into a blur of shadow by the far wall.

My skin prickled as I rounded the corner of the pool. The shadow in the
water grew as I neared, a dark mass floating above it. As my feet picked up
speed, the shadow cleared, the dark mass becoming black tendrils of hair,
drifting like cobwebs over a pale face and tangling between purple lips.

“Marcia!” I ran to the edge.
Her eyes were closed, as if she was sleeping. She lay on the shallow



bottom, mouth open and legs spread, her big cotton dress billowing up
around her. Her gray fingers reached for the surface but didn’t quite touch.

I dropped to my knees and plunged both arms into the water. Her hand was
cold and slippery and didn’t grab back. The dress, flowing and weightless
below the surface, clung to a drain at the bottom of the pool. I pulled hard,
but the dress was like an anchor, weighing her body down.

“Come on, Marcia! Please!” I dropped my grip to her wrist, leveraging all
my weight. Her elbow scraped the lip of the pool. Then her head broke the
surface, heavy hair tipping her head back on her neck. First her nose, then
eyes, then lips. Then her face emerged, blue and green under the light. I
pulled again, catching her underarm on the concrete. Her head rolled toward
me, water spilling from her mouth and draining down her chin.

I whispered frantically, begging her to wake up, begging her dress to stop
fighting me, but the harder I pulled, the more I was losing her. I looked at her
wrist, feeling her frail joints strain. Her wet sleeve fell back, revealing a
mark.

A number.
Through the water, the number eighteen appeared, clear and dark against

her forearm like a blue tattoo. I stopped breathing, unable to move as her
wrist slipped through my fingers. I watched her mouth and nose slide under.
Watched the number drift slowly to the bottom, her sleeve stuck stubbornly
in the crook of her elbow, dark hair floating above her.

I covered my mouth with my sleeve, icy streams of pool water trailing
down my chest.

The locked exterior doors rattled on their hinges.
“Marcia? Are you in there?” came muffled voices from the other side.
I scrambled to my feet and looked down at Marcia one last time as the next

set of doors shook, louder this time. I had minutes, maybe seconds, before
they found another way in. And there was nothing I could do for her. She was
gone.

• • •

I took a back stairwell to the second floor and hid in a remote girls’
bathroom, retching into the sink. When I was done, I washed my face and
wrung out my sleeves, too afraid the automatic dryers would attract attention.
I needed to get out of the building without being seen.



Someone had wanted me to be here tonight. Someone wanted me to find
Marcia’s body. Maybe even get caught with it.

And he’d marked her. But why? What did it mean? The number looked
like it had been written in blue ink, but it wasn’t smudged or faded by the
water. Permanent marker.

They drew the number ten in permanent marker on her arm . . .
Like the number ten on Emily’s arm.
Like the blue markings on my chem lab table . . .
DEAD OR ALIVE . . .
I slumped to the floor.
The person who wrote those ads knew me. He knew I read the Missed

Connections on Friday mornings. He knew exactly where I would go, leaving
the door to my physics class open. He carved the message in my desk, and
left the chair down to make sure I saw it. He knew how to communicate with
me.

Somehow, this was all about me.
I needed to get out of here. I snuck out of the bathroom and down the

stairs, emerging in a corridor near the auditorium. Blue lights flashed through
the windows from the parking lot outside and walkie-talkies squawked
muffled commands. I backed around the corner and peered around the wall,
listening to the chaos on the other side.

Theater students lingered in tight groups as EMTs and police cleared a
path. Jeremy stood a head taller than the crowd, watching through his camera
and snapping pictures until a uniformed officer put a hand over the lens. Part
of me wanted to grab Jeremy’s attention, wanted to pull him behind the wall
with me and tell him everything. But a short girl with dark hair stood close to
him. He tucked her under his arm, holding her close while she dabbed her
cheeks with a tissue. Anh.

My reflection stared back from the darkened courtyard windows where I’d
stood only an hour ago. I was too close, too visible here. I backed slowly
away from the blue flashing lights. When I rounded the corner, I ran, cutting
through dim halls I could navigate blind, stopping at each exit, checking the
doors. All locked.

When the front hall came into view, it was silent. Empty. I smacked into
the release bar and it yielded easily, sending the metal door flying into the
wall outside. I jumped out of my skin at the crash. It was dark. Steam rose off
the cooling blacktop. I pulled my hood low over my face, but the police by



the auditorium were busy interviewing the students who remained and didn’t
look over.

The parking lot was empty except for a handful of cars, including Jeremy’s
Civic. I needed to get home. I was sure the police were anxious to speak with
me, or at the very least would keep a close eye on me after tonight. I’d
reported a crime before it had happened. Nicholson would be an idiot not to
suspect me.

I felt eyes on me. A figure stood just beyond a weak halo of light. I sped
up as we made eye contact. Lonny’s friend, the guy I’d crashed into, reclined
against a motorcycle, silently taking in the scene.

I kept my head low as I veered from the sidewalk and slid into the
shadows, avoiding the security lights, cutting through the ball fields, not
caring that this route through the backyards of rough neighborhoods might be
more dangerous than where I’d just come from. Wanting only to make myself
invisible. But I couldn’t.

He’d been watching.
And he’d seen me.
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THE SPEED LIMIT IN SUNNY VIEW was a heart-stopping twenty miles an hour,
and most people treated the three stop signs as suggestions. From my front
steps, I watched the Civic come to a complete stop at each one. I checked my
wrist in an aggravated pantomime for Jeremy’s benefit. I didn’t actually own
a watch, but I knew we were going to be late and I wanted to get to school
early. I needed to know what everyone saw or heard on Friday night and by
now, the rumor mill would be churning out the details. Jeremy grinned
weakly at me through the windshield as he pulled to a careful stop at my feet.

I threw open the passenger door. The air felt heavy and thick and seemed
to press in from all sides. I rolled up my window and Jeremy flicked on the
AC without a word, angling his own vent at me.

“I guess you heard about Marcia Steckler?” He looked hard at the road, his
hands perfectly positioned at ten and two.

I swallowed before answering. “No, what about her?”
“She never showed up at the after-party on Friday. There was an . . .

accident.”
I stared out the window, the world moving too fast, lines blurring. I shut

my eyes. “What happened?”
“The police found her . . . in the pool.”
I fought to keep my voice from breaking. Only one person had seen me in

school that night, and that was already one too many. If the police asked
questions, Jeremy shouldn’t have to lie for me. “Was she hurt?”

“She’s dead, Leigh,” he said gently, as if placing something delicate in my
lap. “I wouldn’t have believed it myself except Anh and I watched them carry
her out.”

Ahn and I. I bit my lip, letting a penned-up tear spill over. It was partly for
Marcia and partly for me. I was in trouble. And Jeremy had been with Anh



Friday night. When I’d needed him. When he should have been with me.
“Did you have a date or something?” They hadn’t even asked me if I

wanted to go with them. I never had the chance to tell them no. He hadn’t just
offered her a ride. He’d taken her to the play. Put his arm around her. And he
hadn’t told me because he didn’t want me to know. Because they didn’t want
me there.

“A date? With Anh? No.” He scrunched up his nose. His glasses slid down
and he pushed the wire rims back in place with his index finger, a nervous
habit. “Why?” he asked. “Would it matter to you?”

I didn’t answer, afraid I’d say something I’d regret. Something that might
slice too deep to fix.

“Of course not,” he muttered to himself.
The silence was hard to breathe through.
“I was covering Hamlet,” he finally said, sounding tired. “For the school

paper. Anh was just . . . there . . . with me.”
Anh was there with me.
And I wasn’t, was implied. I wanted to tell him that I was there. That I saw

everything. That I touched Marcia’s blue fingers. That I held her cold hand
and screamed at her to wake up while he was comforting Anh. But I couldn’t
tell him anything.

He pulled into his assigned space, set the handbrake, and plucked the key
from the ignition. We listened to the engine cool, an awkward and terrible
tension between us until I couldn’t take it anymore and reached for his hand.

His skin burned, hot and anxious. His anxiety tasted like stomach acid and
smelled like sweat. I hadn’t felt Jeremy like this in years. The mood
stabilizers his shrink prescribed mellowed the sharp tang I’d come to
associate with stress. Usually I could feel the way they cushioned his moods,
leaving only mildly astringent aftertastes. Today Jeremy’s anxiety was bitter
enough to make me gag. It was pure and unfiltered. “You stopped taking your
medication.” It should have been a question, but I knew it with complete
certainty.

“I’m fine,” he said, without looking at me.
“You’re not fine. I can tell. You’re skipping your appointments and you’re

off your meds. Why?”
He didn’t answer. Just brushed back the thin blond hairs pasted to his

temple.
“Does this have something do with Anh?”



He looked at me sharply. “Can we just drop it?”
I gave a single curt nod. If he didn’t want to share what was going on

inside his head, I wouldn’t push him. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that all
these awkward unanswered questions between us that seemed
inconsequential alone, might build into something insurmountable.

Reluctantly, I let go of his hand. We both stared straight ahead. The
gymnasium stared back, its doors sealed shut with strips of yellow tape.

“Why’s the gym taped off?”
Jeremy shrugged. “The police don’t think Marcia killed herself. She was

drugged before she drowned. I was listening to their radios in the parking lot
on Friday night. They’re calling it a probable homicide.”

Probable. There was nothing probable about it. She’d been murdered and
left there for me. “Does anyone know who did it?” I asked, piling one more
omission on my growing mountain of lies.

“I don’t know.”
“Did anyone see anything?”
“I said I don’t know,” he snapped.
“What kind of crappy reporter are you?” I snapped back, the sharpness of

his mood still lingering in me. I only meant to be sarcastic, but it came out
sounding frustrated and critical. Maybe because that’s how I felt too.

He got out of the car.
“Hey,” I called after him, but he walked away. I hadn’t meant to hurt his

feelings, but he was so tense—so on-edge without his meds. I should have
been more careful. I was stupid. I should never have touched him. “Would
you stop and look at me?” I just needed to see his face. He stopped, his sigh
obvious in the fall of his shoulders before he turned. We stared at each other
over the roof. I tucked my hands in my pockets and lowered my voice.
“Whatever it is, you can tell me.” Inside I cringed, feeling like a hypocrite.
Here I was, expecting him to share what was happening inside his head, and I
hadn’t been willing to do the same. He was silent, and I didn’t push. I hadn’t
earned that right.

Instead, I told him what was in my heart. “You know I love you, J. Don’t
you?”

He thought for a minute, then said, “I’ll see you at lunch?” and walked
away without waiting for an answer.
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THE BELL RANG, marking the end of seventh period, and Rankin’s last chem
class of the day. I stood in front of the bulletin board, waiting for the room to
clear, staring at my most recent test score. The one that solidified the gap
between Anh’s and my final grades and perfectly positioned her for a
stronger lead. Cumulative scores wouldn’t be posted until Friday, but it didn’t
take a genius to figure out what a ninety-four percent would do to my grade.

When the last of the students filed out, I slumped into my chair. Why was I
even there? Marcia was gone, and no amount of wishful thinking would bring
her back. You don’t get credit for just showing up.

Without a word, Rankin placed my graded test on the table in front of me.
I stared at the exam. Through it. To the blue graffiti on the surface of my

desk. The words DEAD OR ALIVE showed through the paper, less like a
fading memory than a lingering promise, making it impossible to think about
anything else.

Rankin tapped my test with his lab marker. “I expected a closer race.
You’re letting Anh get ahead of you. And TJ’s not far behind.”

I stopped looking through the paper to look at it, all the blue notations
where half points had been deducted for stupid mistakes. The blue ink.
Rankin’s standard-issue indelible blue marker. We all had them. Every
chemistry student. The same kind that was scribbled all over my test. All over
my desk. On Marcia’s arm. Emily’s had been ten. Marcia’s was eighteen. But
why? What was the connection? The message carved in my lab table in
physics suggested there’d be others.

Better luck next time.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Rankin said, “but you’ve still got four

weeks, and the scholarship is based on cumulative scores.”
I nodded. The largest scholarship in the history of West River—$25,000



dollars for one qualified junior, based on academic achievement and
community service. Straight A’s in chemistry and five hours per week
volunteering . . . and voilà! A big fat college tuition. One every year for one
lucky student until the bucket ran out.

This was my year. My only year. My ticket out.
And I was blowing it.
“Well,” Rankin said decidedly, “we can’t have you falling behind in your

community service. It’s deeply troubling, and I know it’s hard, but try not to
let this loss distract you for long. You’ve worked hard, and I’d hate to see
you lose your momentum so close to the end of the year.” He patted my
shoulder gently. The touch was unexpected and I bit my lip trying not to jerk
it from his hand, grateful for the barrier of fabric between us. I didn’t want to
feel his disappointment in me. Or his pity. “I’m late for a faculty meeting.”
He checked his watch, and lumbered to his desk. “I took the liberty of
making other arrangements for you today . . .” He paused, raising an
eyebrow. “. . . if you feel you’re up to it.”

I nodded again.
“Good. Your new mentee will be here shortly. He needs basic chemistry.”

He bent to scoop up a stack of books and muttered, “Very basic . . .”
As Rankin shuffled out the door, another figure shuffled in. They

exchanged polite hellos in an awkward dance, Rankin clasping his disheveled
stack to his chest and a short, square-figured boy squeezing in around him. I
tutored Teddy Marshall on Thursdays and I was surprised to see him so early
in the week. His special ed class was in a small wing on the other side of the
school, and we rarely saw each other outside of our weekly lessons. He
beamed, his small eyes shining behind thick corrective lenses, his tongue
peeking through the gaps in his teeth.

“Hey, Leigh!”
I forced a small grin, but wasn’t able to make it stretch further than that.

“Back at you, Teddy,” I said, trying to be cheerful for his sake.
He extended a stubby fist in my direction, leading me through a complex

handshake involving a lot of knuckle thumps and hand slaps that had him
laughing as I struggled to keep up. Teddy was a toucher, but I’d never tried to
dissuade him. His joy was pure and sweet, like honeysuckle blooming, the
sun-warmed taste of it on my tongue.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, feeling a cloud lift. “I thought you
were my Thursday date?”



“Yeah, I’m your man on Thursdays all right. But my mom says I have to
go to the cardiologist this Thursday, so I won’t see you.”

“Oh.” I scratched my head, remembering Rankin’s comment about “very
basic chemistry.” “So you’re here today instead?”

“Nope.” He tucked his thumbs under the straps of his backpack and rocked
on his heels. “I’ve got soccer practice today. We’ll need to find another day
for our date.”

“Soccer?” I paused, sensing an opportunity to ask the question I hadn’t
been able to ask Jeremy that morning in his car. Teddy was the water boy. He
probably knew everyone on our team. Anh said the police thought Emily’s
number might have been connected to the soccer team. That maybe it tied to
a jersey number. “Do you know who number eighteen is?”

Teddy scratched his head and blinked. “There is no eighteen on the team.”
“How about North Hampton’s?”
He thought for a minute. “They don’t have an eighteen either.”
So much for the police’s theory on jersey numbers. Better luck next time. I

hated to think there would be a next time, or that I’d have to wait until Friday
to find another clue.

“Everything okay, Leigh?” Teddy frowned.
“Everything’s fine.” I pulled out a calendar, shaking off an image of

Marcia on the bottom of the pool. “We can’t meet this Friday. It’s the junior
class trip to the amusement park, and you and I have a date to ride the
carousel instead. How about the Friday after that?”

Teddy stripped off his backpack, reached inside, and handed me a
permission slip bordered with stars and space shuttle clip art. The bottom
portion for his parents’ signature of consent had already been cut away,
leaving only the flyer for a field trip to the National Air and Space Museum.
“Mrs. Smallwood is taking us to the Smithsonian next Friday. I asked if I
could bring a date, but she said it’s just for the special ed kids.” He blinked
both eyes in lieu of a wink. “I think you’re special, but she says you can’t
go.”

I ruffled Teddy’s hair, soaking him up. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll talk to
Mr. Rankin and see what we can figure out. I’ll see you at the carousel.”

Teddy flashed an enthusiastic thumbs-up and raced off, leaving behind his
field trip flyer.

“Teddy, you forgot your—” I started to call after him, before I spotted the
writing on the back of the yellow page. The details of our “date” to ride the



carousel. Beside it, two stick figures held hands. They both wore glasses, and
one had frizzy hair. I bit my lip and smiled, despite my foul mood. When I
looked up from his drawing, he was gone.

I sunk back into my chair and rested my head against the tabletop. A mild
headache was starting just behind my eyes. I couldn’t afford to miss any
hours, and my mentees were dropping like flies. I smelled indelible ink where
my forehead rubbed against my blue test score, and it felt like salt in a
wound.

I wasn’t sure how long I’d been lying there when something eclipsed the
fluorescent light, casting a long shadow over the length of the table. The
sharp, oily smell of leather bit my throat and I raised my head.

Lonny’s friend stood over my desk, staring at my test. His hair fell over his
forehead, framing his face in knife-like points long enough to brush his
collar. Two silver loops pierced his right brow over the same steady blue eyes
that had watched me leave school Friday night.

I sat straighter in my chair. No one else had seen me. He couldn’t prove I
was there. I had nothing to be afraid of. I flipped my test over, sliding it a few
inches down the desk. He didn’t register the hint.

“Can I help you?”
He looked me over, starting with my hair. It was twisted into a tight knot at

the back of my head. His eyes continued down with little interest and paused
at my T-shirt. It was two sizes too large and the sleeves hung to my elbows,
but right now it didn’t feel big enough. I crossed my arms around myself.

“You’re Nearly?” His voice was dark and rough around the edges. A
perfect fit.

“What do you want?” Somehow I doubted he’d come to apologize.
He glanced at the clock. “It’s three o’clock. I’m here.”
“So?”
The corner of his mouth pulled into a grin. “So, you’re supposed to tutor

me. Rankin told me to be here at three.”
No. Freaking. Way.
His eyes bored into mine, a whole conversation passing before either of us

could blink.
“Rankin was mistaken.” I snatched up my book, determined to find some

other way—any other way—to fulfill my community service requirement.
“No problem.” He shrugged, watching me wrangle textbooks and

calculators into submission. “How about tomorrow?”



“Booked,” I said without looking up.
“Wednesday?”
“Geometry with Kylie Rutherford.”
“Thursday?” he asked with a sarcastic undertone that put me even further

on edge.
I zipped my pack closed.
“Let me guess. You’re washing your hair on Thursday?” He reached for a

stray lock. My whole body tensed and something on my face must have
changed his mind. He paused, his hand inches away, and a slow grin crept
over his face. He leaned over the desk, his voice low. “Or is it swim
practice?”

I couldn’t speak. Up close, his eyes were suffocating and deep. I flashed
back to Marcia’s dead blue face. He was too close, he’d seen too much, and
my thoughts scrambled and blurred.

“No!” It came out loud enough to wipe the smile off his face. I cleared my
throat, hiding my bare hands under the table. His eyes trailed after them. “I
tutor Teddy Marshall on Thursdays.”

He shook his head and half smiled, as though he found me entertaining. “I
get it. You’re busy.” He slid something across the table. “Maybe a few hours
after school sometime?”

I waited for his hand to retreat before reaching for the scrap of paper. A
phone number. His phone number. I shoved it back across the table, and his
hand closed over mine, trapping it between us. I sucked in a surprised breath
as his emotions crept into me. He was suspicious of me. And conflicted. Guilt
and self-doubts simmered just below the surface, under that cocky self-
assurance he wore like a leather skin.

I jerked my hand from his, dropping the number. He hadn’t wanted to give
it to me anyway. I’d tasted his regret when he did. “What’s your name?”

“Reece.” He gave me a skeptical once-over, then extended his hand.
“Reece Whelan.”

I didn’t take it. I watched him, brain skimming around the edges of a
memory.

He dismissed the rebuff. “So, are we cool or what?”
Whelan . . . We’ve got a kid inside . . . get me everything he can on Nearly

Boswell.
I stood up, gears clicking in place as I grabbed my pack and made a

beeline for the door. No, we were absolutely not cool.
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The next morning, when I opened my locker, a wad of paper and a pink slip
ruffled between the vents. The pink slip was from Rankin, telling me I
needed to reschedule two hours of tutoring this week, for Teddy Marshall . . .
and Reece Whelan.

The wad of paper had been folded and crushed to fit through the vent. I
peeled it open. Chapter one of a basic chemistry textbook had been ripped
from its binding, and blocky blue ballpoint letters were inked over the top of
the page.

I NEED YOU . . . PLEASE.—RW
I balled it between my hands and pitched it onto the floor of my locker.

Reece Whelan could forget it. I knew he was working for Nicholson. No way
was I letting him follow me around and spill the details of my miserable life
to the police just so he could hold on to his Get Out of Jail Free card.

The first period bell rang. I set my mental timer for five minutes, barely
enough to cross the length of the school and up two flights of stairs before the
tardy bell. If I cut through the courtyard, I’d make it with seconds to spare. I
turned, smacking into a wall of black T-shirt.

I leaned back against my locker, my pulse sky-rocketing. “Do you always
sneak up on people like that?” I angled to shove past him, that too-close
feeling snaking through me.

“Hey, wait up.” He grabbed my wrist and I snatched it away with a curse.
The rush of his emotion was cold and sudden, like someone had dumped ice
cubes down my back.

“What the hell is wrong?” He lowered his voice. “I’m sorry. I don’t know
what I said to make you so mad yesterday. If you don’t want to hang out after
school, it’s cool. I get it.”

I drew in a deep breath, passing it off as impatience. It wasn’t a psychic



smell. It was him. A spicy masculine-smelling soap mingled with the tang of
his leather jacket into something warm and appealing. I massaged my wrist.
“It’s not cool. Just leave me alone.” I pushed past him, careful not to touch
him, and kept walking.

He followed me and I had to work twice as hard to stay ahead of his long
strides. He was almost as tall as Jeremy.

“Hey,” he said, his tone carefully measured. I could actually hear the effort
in his restraint. “Can you slow down a little?”

“No.”
“Why?” He hovered, one step for every three of mine. I slipped between

snuggling couples, jostled through groups of broad-backed jocks. He was
impossible to shake. The throng of oncoming traffic parted for him with a
reverse magnetism.

“I’m late for class,” I snapped.
“So?”
“So, maybe it’s okay for you to ditch. You can just take it again. Some of

us have scholarships to worry about.”
Reece jockeyed himself in beside me. “I don’t want to take it again. That’s

why I asked you to tutor me.”
I stole a quick glance at his face. He was clean-shaven and his hair was

combed neat.
“I’m not going to tutor you,” I said. “I told you yesterday.”
He muttered something under his breath and raked a frustrated hand

through his bangs.
“Look, can we start over? I’m not sure what I did to piss you off. All I did

was introduce myself and ask for help.”
“Yeah,” I said, recalling my visit to the police station. “I can totally

relate.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Never mind.”
“Fine, I’m starting over.”
“Good luck with that,” I mumbled.
The burr was back in his smile, his voice bristly. “It’s nice to meet you,

Nearly.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“Don’t call you what?”
I stomped past the library doors, marking the halfway point to class. I



wished I could move faster, but my legs burned and my lungs were tight. I
was all elbows and knees, hands in my pockets as I pushed through the
crowd.

“Leigh. You can call me Leigh.”
“Leigh?” He wasn’t even breathing hard. “Why? Don’t you like your

name?”
I rolled my eyes. “Just trying to blend.” A point a narc should sympathize

with. “And for the record, no, I don’t like my name.”
“So, Leigh,” he said. “Can I ask you something?”
In two minutes this conversation would be over and I’d walk into a class

he wasn’t qualified to set foot in. “What?” I kept my pace brisk, taking the
stairs two at a time.

“Why do you hate me so much?”
“I don’t hate you.”
“Well, you obviously dislike me.”
“That’s not true,” I said. “I’d have to know you to dislike you, and I don’t

know you at all.”
“That’s exactly my point!” He blocked me with a long, deliberate stride

just before I reached the door to the science wing. “I’m trying to get to know
you. Why are you making this hard?”

I tried to step around him, but he wouldn’t let me pass. “I didn’t think easy
was part of the job description.” I cringed, berating myself for saying it out
loud. I told myself I should just walk away, ignore him and he’d lose interest.
But he kept pushing. And even though it was stupid, something inside me
couldn’t resist pushing back.

He shook his head. “You’re not making any sense. I don’t follow.”
“Yes, you do follow me. You’ve been following me. And I’d like you to

stop!”
I looked at the clock behind his head. I had thirty seconds to end this

conversation and get my butt to class. I felt the curious onlookers hovering
nearby. “This is a complete waste of my time,” I muttered.

He ground his teeth and glared at me, looking insulted. “What are you
saying? You think I can’t learn this stuff?”

“Move!”
“Not until you tell me why helping me is a waste of your time.” His

peppermint breath touched my face. Who was he trying to impress?
“Seriously?” I threw my hands up. “One day you’re kicking my books



across the hall. The next, you’re giving me your phone number. Who the hell
do you think you are?”

His dark eyes flashed back and forth between mine.
“What do you want me to say?” He raised his arms over his head in

surrender. “You’re right. It’s no secret where I’ve been. I did some pretty
stupid shit and spent a whole semester in juvie. I’m probably not worth your
time.” He rested his hands loosely on his hips, glanced furtively around, and
lowered his voice. “But aren’t you being a little hypocritical?”

I stiffened, darting nervous glances as people walked by. “What’s that
supposed to mean?”

He answered in a low rumble, the words barely a whisper. “I know where
you live. What your mother does for a living. That’s no secret either. So why
is it okay for you to try to make something of your life, but not me?”

I’d expected him to bring up what he’d seen on Friday night—my daring
escape from the crime scene at school. Not my mother. I wasn’t sure which
was worse.

“Rankin says you have to tutor me to qualify for some scholarship.”
“I don’t have to do anything,” I snapped. But he was right. If I refused to

take Reece on, I’d fall short on my qualifying hours. The door to my future
would zip shut like an empty suitcase and I’d be stuck in Sunny View for
eternity. I let out a long breath, taking in the winding tattoo on his arm and
the piercings in his eyebrow, already regretting what I was about to agree to.

“What?” His half grin curled like a beckoning finger. “Do I look
dangerous?”

“You could say that.” I looked away from his lips.
“I just want to pass chemistry. Please.”
Passing chemistry wasn’t all he wanted, but Rankin had me between a rock

and a hard place. Whelan’s eyes widened, sensing an opening. They were
lighter, warmer with his smile, and dangerous enough to make me forget
about everything—even Marcia. “So what do you say? Meet me after
school?”

I bit my lip. Nicholson set this up so Reece Whelan could spy on me. Get
close. Get information. But I wasn’t guilty of anything, so what did it matter?
Maybe the solution to my problem was the narc standing right in front of me.
If he saw that I was just a boring, normal person with a boring, normal life,
that information would make it back to Nicholson. Getting to know Reece
might get the police off my back.



“Just chemistry,” he promised, palms raised in mock subjugation.
Right. Just chemistry. It all boiled down to one undeniable truth. Reece

Whelan held my scholarship in his slippery lying fingers.
“Fine,” I said before I could change my mind. “Four o’clock.”
He flashed a self-satisfied one-hundred-watt smile and turned to go.
“I hope you’re worth it,” I called after him without thinking.
Reece’s boots paused on the tile. He turned to look at me, and his smile

was gone.

• • •

I took my bag lunch to the library and headed to a small table in the back.
Jeremy was at our usual spot, hunched over his iPad. Several large maps were
open and spread all across the table. I set my backpack on the floor beside
him with a heavy thunk.

“Where were you after first period?”
“Why? Did you miss me?”
“Of course.”
“And all this time I thought you only loved me for my Twinkies.” A slow

smiled curled his lip, and I was relieved that whatever tension there had been
between us the previous morning seemed to be forgiven. He looked from his
iPad to one of the maps, carefully marking a point with a yellow highlighter.
“Tell me again why we’re doing this?”

“Because I won’t survive the summer if we don’t.”
“Syracuse is only six hours away. I have a car.”
“And I don’t. So we need to figure out how we can spend weekends

together while you’re away on this internship.”
He dropped his chin in his hand. “I have a better idea. How about if I just

don’t go.”
“Are you kidding? This photojournalism program is the perfect

opportunity for you!”
“It’s at Syracuse. I don’t want to end up at Syracuse for college. My

mother wants me to.” Because it was far away. Because it’s easier to push
someone away than to look at them too closely and see the pain you’ve
inflicted reflected back in their eyes.

“Does it matter that it’s what your mother wants? Syracuse is a great
school.” And a chance for him to finally get away from his father. “You’d be



a fool to pass up a chance to live on campus for a summer. You’ll be a shoe-
in when you apply in the fall.”

“I’m not going to New York.” He tossed the highlighter on the map. It was
a local map. Maryland, DC, and Virginia. He’d highlighted all the schools I
planned to apply to.

I shouldn’t have been happy about that, but I selfishly smiled. I didn’t
know what I’d do if Jeremy left for four years—he was my best friend. I
picked up the highlighter and a bus map and asked, “Where do we start?”

“University of Maryland,” he said, studying me sideways. My smile
widened. College Park was just over thirty minutes away.

“Your mom is going to throw a fit.”
“My mom doesn’t have to know.”
I picked up the route map where Jeremy left off, plotting bus stops and

transfer points between bites of my sandwich.
“Nearly,” Jeremy said after a few quiet minutes.
“What?” I asked. “Do I have jelly on my chin?”
He was quiet for a minute and then reached inside his backpack. When his

hand emerged, he was holding a photograph. “Remember when I took my
dad’s poker money and paid your rent? When I went back to return the cash,
I found something. I wasn’t sure if I should show you. I didn’t want to make
you sad.”

He set the photo down in front of me. A group of men stood arm in arm in
front of a banner. It read Belle Green Poker Club.

I recognized my father immediately. It was like catching my reflection in a
mirror. His eyes, his nose and cheeks and smile, were mine. Warmer than his
sterile face on his driver’s license photo, it was like he was looking at me. I
touched the glossy surface, memories of him coming back in a rush.

His arm was thrown over the shoulder of one of his teammates. As if
reading my mind, Jeremy reached over my shoulder to point them out.
“That’s Vince’s dad. And the one to Mr. DiMorello’s left is my dad. The
short one is Eric Miller’s dad. And the one on the end is Emily Reinnert’s
dad, I think. I’m not sure who this one is,” he said, pointing to the man my
father had his arm around. The man’s face was partially torn away.

“It was stuck to the back of another photo. I had to pull them apart, and
tore a piece. I’m sorry.” He shrugged.

“Are you kidding? This is amazing, Jeremy.” I threw both arms around his
shoulders before I realized what I’d done.



Jeremy’s shock hit my skin first. Then his pain. It was physical. He sucked
in a breath and winced. His arms remained rigid at his sides.

I shut my eyes, wanting to cry for him.
“He caught you returning the poker money, didn’t he?” I whispered

without letting go.
Jeremy slowly lifted his arms and wrapped them around me, his emotions

distilling into something tender and confused. “It’s okay. The look on your
face when you saw that picture made it all worth it.”

A throat cleared behind me. Jeremy and I pulled apart and Anh set her bag
down on the table, covering our maps. “Am I interrupting something?” she
asked. Jeremy glanced guiltily at the folder Anh carried under her arm. She
set it on the table. It was a summer internship application. To Syracuse.

We all took turns staring at one another through an uncomfortably long
silence.

“You’re not interrupting anything,” I told her. “I was just leaving.”
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Posie Washington looked at her watch and shrugged.
A damp breeze turned the leaves upside down, revealing their bright
undersides and blowing debris over the sidewalk. I tried not to stare at the
remnants of yellow tape that tumbled along with them. Four days had passed
since Marcia’s murder. That’s what the police were calling it. The police tape
had been cut from the gym doors, and it was no longer cordoned off as a
crime scene, but the details of the ongoing investigation were quiet.

We both stared at the storm clouds, neither of us mentioning the subject
that hung over West River like a pall. “Twenty after four,” she said
apologetically, rubbing her coffee-milk arms.

“No worries, my next student is late anyway.”
An older model minivan turned into the school parking lot and pulled to

the curb. Posie’s little brothers and sisters were wreaking havoc in the
backseats and her Mom’s tired face smiled through the window.

Posie was the oldest of five children, and would be the first to go to
college. And at the rate she was going, she’d be the youngest student at West
River ever to graduate. She’d skipped ahead two years, and was a gawky and
slight fourteen-year-old junior. She didn’t really need the tutoring, but Posie
had spent every Tuesday afternoon with me since the beginning of the year. It
couldn’t have been easy for her to make friends, and as she sailed through her
lessons each week, I suspected she needed the companionship more than the
mentoring.

Posie’s little brother made blowfish lips against the glass and I smiled,
resisting the urge to make a funny face back. Must be nice, coming home to a
house full of giggles.

Posie climbed into the passenger seat, reaching over to wrap her arms
around her mother’s neck. She waved with a sad smile, and watched me



disappear in her rear-view mirror, as if maybe it was really me who needed
the companionship after all.

The minivan rolled out of the lot, and thunder rumbled in the distance.
Obviously Reece wasn’t going to show up, and despite needing the

tutoring hours, I was relieved. I secured my backpack tighter over my
shoulders, zipped my hoodie against the humid gusts, and began the long
(and soon to be wet) walk home.

A motorcycle growled to life in the parking lot. It rounded the corner,
grumbling louder, and my stomach knotted as it neared the curb. Reece
hadn’t been a no-show. He’d just been late.

He wasn’t wearing a helmet and his eyes were obscured behind aviator
sunglasses even though the sun wasn’t out. I waited for him to shut off the
engine.

He didn’t.
Instead he revved the throttle, just enough to make a point, and idled at the

curb.
I turned on my heel and headed for the doors. If he wanted to study, he

could park his death machine and come inside. I pulled the handle but it
didn’t budge, already locked from the inside.

I turned back with a look that could kill and a fat raindrop plunked down
on my cheek.

Reece shook with laughter I couldn’t hear, and he dangled a helmet from
his fingers, crooking one in a “come here” gesture that made my knees
slightly numb.

Thunder crackled a few miles away, the sky a deepening purple.
“I’m not getting on that thing with you.”
He glanced up at the sky, shrugged a shoulder, and kicked the bike into

gear.
“Suit yourself,” he said, fingers loosening on the clutch. A fork flashed

low across the sky and the wind kicked dirt devils across the pavement. In a
few minutes, I’d be a wet human lightning rod tromping down Route 1.

“Oh for god’s sake.” I snatched the helmet, wrestled it onto my head, and
fumbled with the chin clasp, muttering profanities as fat drops splattered the
pavement.

Reece reached out, grabbed me by the front of my shirt, and dragged me
closer. The heat of the pipes bloomed against my ankles, creeping up to settle
in my cheeks. He fastened the clip with practiced hands, and his finger



accidentally brushed my chin.
“Have you ever been on a bike before?” He spoke loudly over the engine.
I shook my head.
“It’s easy. Just relax. Hold on to my waist. Lean when I lean.” Reece

waited for me to ease onto the seat behind him. My fingers fumbled for a
handhold, but there were no handles. He reached back and grabbed my arm
through my sleeve, drawing my hand toward his waist where the hem of his
T-shirt met his jeans. My wrist grazed the warm skin of his stomach, and I
think I forgot how to breathe. His emotions were suffocating and heavy,
regrets mingled with guilt so deep, I was sure I’d never get the taste off my
tongue. “Try not to fall off.”

He revved the engine and I held tight with both hands as the bike lurched
forward.

I squealed, grasping for finger holds and finding them in the belt loops of
his jeans. As we neared the first turn out of the parking lot, I dropped my face
between his shoulders and squeezed my eyes shut. Icy drops pelted the back
of my neck. We zoomed down streets, the bike leaning into the curves, wind
whipping over me. The faster we went, the more Reece’s bitterness faded. I
pressed into his back until all I could smell was the leather tang of his jacket,
and all I could taste was the sweet thrill of flying away.

• • •

When we finally stopped, I smelled French fries. My legs wobbled and my
ears thrummed, but I was alive in the parking lot of a diner.

Reece stepped over the bike, unhooked my helmet, lifted it off my head,
then laughed.

“What’s so funny?” I smoothed back the static fly-aways.
“Nothing. You did great. It’s just a little helmet-hair.” His own hair fell

around his face in effortless, orderly chaos.
“I thought we were going to study.”
“We are.”
Reece freed his backpack from the bungee cord behind the seat and I

followed him into the restaurant. A waitress led us to a quiet, high-backed
booth in the back.

I waited until he was engrossed in his menu before I set mine aside.
“What’s the matter? You’re not hungry?”



“No.” My stomach growled and I wrapped my arms around it to stifle the
sound.

“Order whatever you want.” He pushed the menu back at me with a smirk.
“Consider it payback for scaring the crap out of you.”

“I wasn’t scared,” I lied.
The waitress returned with two sweating water glasses, and took our

orders. As she cleared the menus, Reece took out his chemistry book and set
it on the table between us.

I raised a brow. “You remembered your book?”
“Maybe I’m not as stupid as I look.” The crease between his eyes was real

and made me feel small. I pulled the book closer.
“Sorry, I’m just surprised.”
“Why?”
“No reason.” I bit my lip. This conversation was treading on dangerous

water. Lieutenant Nicholson was already suspicious of me. If Reece figured
out that I knew he was a narc—using me to get close enough to feed
information to Nicholson—it wouldn’t look good. But my curiosity was
getting the better of me. “I don’t know many juniors that haven’t taken basic
chemistry.”

He turned his glass in lazy circles, slowly enough that I could study the
tattoo on his arm. The leaves of some bristly plant climbed up his skin. “I
already told you, I spent some time in the system. Missed a few classes.”

The waitress arrived, balancing two large plates and a basket of fries.
Reece slammed the book shut as she set the food on the table between us, his
interest in studying overshadowed by a mountain of patties with melted
cheese. I supposed in this way he was like every other normal high school
guy. My stomach growled again and I scarfed down a handful of fries,
scalding my tongue and making my eyes water. I’d had trouble eating since
Friday night, and that hollow feeling had finally caught up with me.

Reece watched with a curious smile and I almost shrank under the table.
“Guess I was hungrier than I thought.” I hoped I didn’t have ketchup on

my chin and I was desperate for a subject change, anything to take the focus
off me. “So, what were you in the system for?”

His eyes drifted down to his own plate. “Nothing I’m proud of.”
“Assault and battery” rippled in my memory. I wondered how many times

he’d been locked up, and for how long? Looking at his face, it was hard to
guess his age. The shadow of his beard was dark and full, broken by a faint



white line where an old scar cut across his chin. He was at least as old I was.
Maybe older. But basic chemistry was freshman year curriculum. Sophomore
year for the really slow kids. He must have missed at least a year of school.
He was hard, but there was nothing slow about him.

“Why didn’t you go back to your old school?” I asked.
He chewed more slowly, thoughtfully. I got the distinct impression he was

stalling, weighing his words. “Got kicked out of North Hampton. They
wouldn’t let me back in, so I got sent to West River.”

“Sent by who? Your parents?”
Reece’s brow furrowed. “Parole officer.”
Nicholson had said Reece was involved in a shooting, but a shooting was

bad. Very bad. And yet they let him free. Something didn’t add up. “If they
let you out of juvie, it couldn’t have been that bad, could it?” I kept prodding.
I don’t know why I needed to hear him say it. That Anh was wrong and he
hadn’t done anything too terrible. After all, the charges were only assault.
Assault wasn’t the same as manslaughter. “I mean . . . it’s not like you killed
someone, right?”

Reece didn’t answer.
The hamburger gelled in my throat. No, he was probably just trying to

screw with me. The cops never would have sent a known killer to follow me
around . . . unless maybe they knew as little about Reece Whelan as I did.

I shoved my plate aside, my appetite gone, and reached for his textbook.
“Aren’t we supposed to be studying or something?” I flipped the pages
clumsily. The spine gaped where chapter one had been ripped out. I buried
my head in my hands. “We’re not going to get very far—”

“Relax.” Reece pulled the missing pages from the pocket of his jacket and
smoothed them across the table. The edges of the periodic table were curled
and webbed with crinkle marks.

I stared at it. “Where’d you get that?”
“I found it on the floor in front of your locker.”
“But I could have sworn I’d tossed it inside my locker.”
“Must have slipped out,” he said, answering the question on my face. He

raised an eyebrow. “You’re supposed to teach me how to balance equations,”
he offered, as if I were waiting for some direction. When I didn’t answer, he
pointed to the handwritten note on the first page.

I NEED YOU . . . PLEASE.—RW
“Please.” He dipped low, that uneven smile back on his lips.



“Fine.” I scowled at the mess on the table, remembering the pink slip that
landed me in this situation to begin with. “You’ve got one hour, so pay
attention. I’m only doing this once.” I reached into my backpack for a spiral
notebook, a calculator, and a pencil. The waitress came by and cleared away
the plates, refilling our water glasses while I scrawled out a simple equation.

Al + O2  Al2 O3

I turned the paper toward Reece. “This is a chemical equation. Aluminum
and oxygen are the reactants. The product is aluminum oxide. Your job is to
balance it.”

Reece nodded and watched, like maybe he was actually interested.
“We need the same amount of aluminum and oxygen on both sides. So

how would you do that?”
“Easy.” He grabbed my pencil and drew a two in front of the symbol for

aluminum. Then slapped the pencil down, triumphant.
“Okay, hotshot. So you’ve got two aluminums on the reactant side. Now

how do you balance your oxygen?”
He frowned over the notebook. Then he scratched 1.5 in front of the

oxygen, but held on to the pencil this time, a little less sure of himself.
I’d seen that coming. It was a common mistake. It was human nature to

look for the quick fix, not necessarily the right one, and Reece was no
exception. “That would work if you could have half of an atom, but you
can’t. Atoms are indivisible. You can’t cut an atom to make it fit into an
equation.”

He stared at me for a long moment. “Why not? Isn’t that what you’re
doing?”

I looked at the equation, confused. “What are you talking about?”
“Changing your name just to fit in?” Reece studied me through the rain-

slicked ends of his hair. “I mean, aren’t you glad you’re not a Jennifer or a
Susan? Why do you hate your name so much?”

What the hell? He had no idea how it felt to grow up with a name like
Nearly. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“No.” He kept digging, ignoring my don’t-go-there glare. “What’s the
story? A name like that has to have a story.”

I dropped the pencil and slouched back in the bench. “I was born
premature, and I almost didn’t make it. My mother didn’t have a name picked
out, but when the doctor told her they ‘nearly’ lost me . . .” I rolled my eyes
over the air quotes. Why the hell was I telling him anyway? Just chemistry.



That was the deal. I didn’t have to tell him anything about me. “Stop
changing the subject,” I said, poking the equation with a finger. “Besides,
we’re not just talking about changing the name of an element. Even if it were
possible, your solution would change the fundamental nature of the element.
It would be like turning it into something else.”

Reece looked from the paper to me, trying to look serious, but the gleam in
his eye gave him away. “So you’re saying an errant—and maybe slightly
unbalanced—element can’t fundamentally change?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”
He leaned over the table. “Even if it really, really wanted to?”
I drummed my fingers, patience wearing thin. “Can we please just focus on

the equation?”
“Okay, fine.” He slouched back against the booth. “So the elements are

different. Big deal. Why don’t we just put the elements together as they are,
and mess with outcome later?”

I wasn’t biting. This was all a big game to him. “You can’t do that. The
aluminum oxide molecule is what it is. You can’t change the elements within
a compound to force the fit.”

He tossed the pencil down. “Are you always so rigid?”
“This is chemistry. The rules don’t bend for good behavior.”
“Well, it’s a shitty rule.” He glared at me across the table. “I’m just trying

to get to know you.”
“Getting to know me wasn’t in our agreement.” That was his agreement

with Nicholson, and I’d be damned if I wanted any part of that.
“What if I want to change our agreement? What if I wanted to take you out

sometime?”
“You’re not my type.”
“And that Jeremy guy I’ve seen you hanging out with? Is he your type?”
I stood up and reached for my backpack. Watching me was one thing.

Involving Jeremy in this was where I drew the line. “We’re done.”
“Wait, I’m sorry.” He reached across the table and grabbed my hand.
My mouth grew dry with thirst and a void opened like a cold pit inside me.

Loneliness. He was contrite. Even curious. But mostly, he was alone.
I pulled my hand out from his and eased back into my seat.
After a moment of silent contemplation, he leaned in, elbows resting on the

table. “Look. I know we’re different. I know you probably don’t want to have
anything to do with a guy like me. Assuming I can’t just erase the parts that



don’t balance . . . assuming I can’t change anything . . . fundamentally—”
His eyes locked on mine and held. “How am I supposed to make this work?”

I reached for the pencil. He held the other end a second too long, forcing
me to meet his eyes before letting it go. How were we supposed to make this
work?

Easy. He pretends to like me. I pretend to let him. He realizes I’m boring
—and rigid. The police figure out who killed Marcia and my life goes back to
normal. That’s it.

I erased the 1.5 in front of the oxygen and the 2 in front of the aluminum,
brushing away the eraser dust with my sleeve. “We can’t get rid of the
unwanted parts of the element—no matter how much we might want to . . ” I
let my eyes flick back to his. “But we can build up both sides until they
balance each other. Try multiplying the entire equation by two.”

I was surprised when he took the pencil and followed my directions. He
scratched out a few numbers, laying down the pencil and turning the
notebook in a slow circle toward me. “So . . . if a wayward element is willing
to give twice as much of himself, he might have a shot?”

The booth suddenly felt a little too close. “A shot at what?”
“You know, this whole balance thing.”
He looked serious. As serious as the person I’d felt hiding underneath

when he touched me. I wondered how difficult it must be, to walk a tight rope
between two lives and two identities. Unless those two people weren’t
actually different from each other at all. “I think it would depend on how bad
the element really is.”

Some nameless emotion crossed his face, making me regret letting go of
his hand. He picked up a dull knife and balanced it between his fingers,
letting it hover over the fragile silence between us. “I got busted in a drug
raid.”

“Dealing or buying?”
“Dealing.”
“Did anyone get hurt?”
He winced as if the question caused him pain, but didn’t answer.
“If you really want to change, why are you hanging out with Lonny

Johnson?”
“It’s complicated,” he said almost to himself. “But it doesn’t really matter,

does it? You know, once a bad element, always a bad element.” The words
were empty. Hollow. As though he’d heard them so many times they’d lost



their meaning.
I watched him fall into a dark corner of himself and I resisted the urge to

touch him, not wanting to feel the depth of emotion I saw on his face.
Expunging his past was as much his ticket out of a life he didn’t want as my
scholarship.

“That’s bullshit.” I turned the page, starting the lesson again. “Just because
it’s complicated, doesn’t mean there isn’t a solution.”



14

MARCIA WASN’T COMING BACK. That much was certain.
But Thursday, we knew that Emily wasn’t either.
Jeremy and I stepped through the front doors as VOTE FOR ME FOR PROM

QUEEN posters of Emily were stuffed into oversized trash bags, discarded like
yesterday’s news. Posters of new faces immediately went up in their place.
Their smiles seemed to say: “Nothing to see here, folks. Everything’s back to
normal.” But I knew better.

Everything wasn’t back to normal. The note carved into my table in
physics class promised this was far from over. Better luck next time. Emily’s
disappearance under the bleachers was directly connected to Marcia’s
murder, even if the police had been careful not to reveal any information
about the marking on Marcia’s arm that matched the one on Emily.

“What do you think happened?” A gravelly voice spoke close behind me
and I lurched. Reece leaned over my shoulder, close enough that his hair
tickled my cheek.

“Don’t do that!”
He just laughed.
“I’m heading to class.” Jeremy swallowed hard, Adam’s apple catching on

his good-bye. “See you later, Leigh.” He disappeared behind a row of lockers
before I could say a word.

Reece sidled up beside me. “I don’t think he likes me very much.”
“You might consider softening your image a bit . . . if you care, that is.” I

picked up my pace and he walked beside me in silence.
“So . . .” he finally asked, “what do you think?”
I risked a sideways glance, seeing only his left side in profile. It was like

looking at an entirely different person. From this side, I couldn’t see the two
barbells in his brow, the scar that leaned to the right of his chin, or even his



tattoo. He looked smooth and deceptively charming. Even his smile seemed
to hug the left side of his face. It was like all he had to do to soften his image
was turn around. “I don’t know . . . Maybe the facial piercings are a bit
much.”

He touched the studs in his brow. “That’s not what I meant. What do you
think about Emily and Marcia? A lot of rumors flying around. What do you
think happened?”

I’d been listening for days for the quiet conversations between classes, and
the whispering clusters in the halls. The school had been so preoccupied with
Marcia’s death, everyone had more or less forgotten about Emily until this
morning when her Prom Court posters came down. Nothing in any of the
wild rumors linked the two. Which meant the police had told Reece that the
cases were connected. And now he was fishing. Waiting for me to slip up and
say something that he could take back to Nicholson.

“I think their families have probably been through enough. And talking
about it isn’t going to change what happened to either of them.”

I cut Reece a quick glance out of the corner of my eye, hoping I’d sounded
vague and uninterested enough to be convincing. I wasn’t paying attention
and smacked headlong into Vince DiMorello. He stood over me with a broad,
dimpled, shit-eating grin, like an opportunity had just fallen into his lap.

“Hey, Boswell.” His smoothed his jersey, his green eyes twinkling. I
lowered mine to the floor. Vince was hard to look at, perfect in ways that
made the world seem that much more unfair. “The team’s going out on
Friday night. Thought we’d go see your mom.”

Freshman year, Vince’s older brother used a fake ID to get into Gentleman
Jim’s. He managed to take a few incriminating photos on his cell phone
before Butch kicked him out. None of them showed my mother’s face, but it
wasn’t her face they were interested in.

“Let it go, Vince.” The jokes about my mother got old years ago, and I just
didn’t have the patience for it today.

“I’ve got a stack of Washingtons,” he boomed, loud enough to turn heads.
A loose circle formed around us and necks craned for a closer look. Vince
was the center of his own universe and as usual, all the popular stars revolved
around him. He pulled a roll of cash from his pocket and peeled off a crisp
twenty-dollar bill, waving it in the air high enough for everyone to see it.
“Where do you think your mom will let me put this?”

A few people laughed, the circle tightening. Hot tears burned behind my



eyes and I refused to blink.
“What about you, Boswell? What would you do for a dollar?” Vince

grabbed his crotch and rocked his pelvis, showing off his best “O” face for
the crowd.

If I walked away now, the crowd would part for me, even if they did laugh
behind my back. But I refused to turn my back on Vince and let him have that
satisfaction. Instead, I stepped toward him. “Let me by,” I said as firmly as I
could. If he laid one finger on me, I’d have him expelled. He didn’t move and
I took another step forward, into him. His hand twitched.

“Don’t touch me,” I warned.
His breath was hot on my face as he peeled another bill from the stack. “I

hear your mom charges extra for that too.”
I stiffened, ready to tell him to go to hell, but someone yanked me back.

The laughter died and a hush fell as Reece stepped between us.
“Leave her alone,” Reece said quietly.
TJ’s hand rested on Vince’s shoulder and he spoke into Vince’s ear.

“Come on, man. You don’t want to do this.”
Vince jerked his arm, dislodging TJ’s grip and making him stumble. TJ

righted himself and took a step back, and I knew he wouldn’t try to hold
Vince back again.

A whisper rolled through the crowd, the air thick and electric between
them as Vince’s eyes flicked from Reece to me, and then back again.

“No shit, Whelan. Is Nearly A Virgin your new girlfriend? I didn’t realize
charity work was a requirement of your parole.” Low whistles rose over
muffled laughter. Someone shoved me into Reece’s back.

Reece balled his fists.
“You don’t have to do this,” I whispered to his shoulder, too short to speak

into his ear. I tugged his sleeve. He didn’t move.
“You owe Leigh an apology,” he said in a tightly controlled voice.
“That’s pretty fucking chivalrous, Whelan. You’re a real gentleman. Does

that mean you haven’t done her yet?”
Reece’s fist shot out and Vince’s head snapped back. I was pitched

forward as teachers shoved their way through the mass and grabbed Reece’s
and Vince’s tangled bodies from behind. Faculty shouted orders, but the
crowd had erupted into chaos.

“DiMorello! Whelan!” Principal Romero and two security guards clawed
their way into the nucleus. Romero’s face was red, a map of forking purple



veins. “In my office! Now!”
Faculty ordered everyone to return to class. Vince sneered at me with

bloody teeth and dropped the twenties at my feet as security herded him
through the crowd. I didn’t pick them up. A shoulder bumped against me, and
I looked up into Reece’s expressionless face as security marched him past.

He didn’t even look at me, his words cold enough to burn.
“I hope you’re worth it.”
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I TOOK MY SANDWICH and retreated under a willow on the quieter side of
school. The branches dipped low enough to brush the dirt and concealed me
in a veil of green shadows. But I knew Jeremy would find me. The same way
he’d found me that Friday morning at the train station two years ago, when I
ran away, determined to find my father after a particularly bad argument with
Mona.

I hadn’t called Jeremy. Never told him where I was going or why. I had
just taken my ticket from the counter and turned to see Jeremy’s face,
standing in line behind me, a duffel over his shoulder and his wallet in his
hand.

“What are you doing here?” I’d asked him.
He’d replied, “I’m going with you.” And in that moment, everything

changed. Finding my father—figuring out who David Boswell really was—
didn’t seem to matter as much as the fact that Jeremy was there. He’d stay
with me, no matter what it cost him, even if his father beat him for it. And I
couldn’t leave him any more than I could take him with me.

As if stepping out of my memory, Jeremy parted the willow branches and
eased down into the grass. I smiled, tears brimming over again, and I wiped
them with my sleeve.

“Are you crying?” He wore a surprised expression. Like he’d never seen
me cry before.

I blew my nose on a torn corner of my lunch sack. “It’s been known to
happen.”

Jeremy sat close, our arms and legs not quite touching. “I heard about
Vince.”

“I guess everyone heard, huh?” I rested my chin on my knees. A warm
breeze blew over the campus, rustling new leaves and scattering cut grass



over the sidewalks.
“They say”—Jeremy leaned in close—“they, of course being the collective

unconscious of the West River populous—that you beat the crap out of him.
That you gave him a bloody lip and wiped the floor with his ass.”

I gave him a playful shove. “Vince did get a bloody lip, but it wasn’t from
me. He mouthed off to Reece Whelan. Reece got one good shot in.” I
wouldn’t begrudge myself a little smug satisfaction, even if Reece’s parting
words had cut deeper than anything Vince said about my mother.

“I know. It’s all over school, how Prince Pierced-A-Lot came to your
rescue.” Jeremy put his hand to his head and went limp against my shoulder,
a mock swoon. “How’d it feel to be the damsel in distress?”

“Shut up.” I knocked his knee with my own. “What else did you hear?”
“Just that Vince got off with a warning. He didn’t throw a punch and

administration doesn’t want to screw up his spotless athletic record . . .”
I threw my bag lunch into the dirt. In the school’s eyes, as long as Vince

DiMorello scored goals, he could do no wrong. No one cared that he was
showing naked pictures of my mother or picking fights in the hall. They
refused to see him as a criminal, but I knew better. Vince DiMorello was as
evil as his twisted bloody smile.

“Whelan got a week of suspension and a one-strike-you’re-out warning.”
I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the bark, letting that

bombshell sink in. A week of suspension. I should have been happy, thrilled
even, to have Reece off my back for an entire week. But I couldn’t shake off
a sense of guilt.

We sprung him . . . for good behavior . . . cut him a deal . . . stays in school
and keeps his nose clean . . .

I felt sick. If Reece had been expelled, he’d end up back in jail. And—
underlying motives or not—he’d fought Vince because of me.

I hope you’re worth it.
Jeremy’s elbow knocked mine, drawing my attention as he drew up his

sleeve. He flexed a wiry bicep.
“You know, if I had been there, I would have taken care of Vince for you.”
I arched a weary eye. If Jeremy had been there, we’d have suffered the

verbal smack-down together. Vince was an equal-opportunity destroyer.
“Seriously,” he insisted, holstering his pathetic guns. “I’d have challenged

him to a spelling bee. Total jock obliteration. I’d have been ruthless in
defense of your honor.” He pressed a fist over his heart and tipped his head to



mine.
A laugh bubbled over the lump in my throat. I leaned on him, resting my

head between his chin and shoulder. He felt warm and familiar, and
surprisingly serene. He tasted like chamomile and honey. I soaked up his
feelings for me, letting them radiate through me like the sun.

“You seem . . . better than you did last week.” It was easier to say, when
neither of was looking right at the other. I felt him shrug. Felt the deep breath
he took before speaking.

“Yeah, about that,” he exhaled. “I just wasn’t myself.”
“Don’t apologize. I never should have called you a shitty reporter—”
“Oh, so now I’m a ‘shitty’ reporter?” My head bobbed on his shoulder.
“You know that’s not what I meant.” I tipped my chin up to make sure he

was laughing. He was. He gave me a peck on the forehead, then looked away,
before either of us could second-guess his reasons.

At least Jeremy was honest with himself. He never tried to be anyone he
wasn’t, accepting each of us for who we were, flaws and all. He was a real
friend, not a paid one. I knew he wouldn’t mind when I asked him to skip
lunch to drive me home so I could pretend to be sick for the rest of the day.

I knew he’d share half of his sandwich with me on the way.
And we both knew I wouldn’t have anything to give in return.
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THAT NIGHT, I PULLED BACK THE SHEET, a makeshift curtain tacked to the
paneling over my window, while I balanced the phone under my chin. I was
only half listening to Anh while she bitched about her brother. “. . . so he
refused to sign the permission slip. He says it’s a waste of time to spend an
entire school day at an amusement park. Instead, he’s making me go on a
bunch of college tours out of town all weekend. I’m so pissed!”

Mona disappeared beyond the circle of the neighbor’s security lights. They
flickered on and off in succession, the dark snapping at her heels as she
stepped in and out of each one, and approached the traffic light at the end of
the street.

From the point where she disappeared, a single headlight turned, blinding
me as it drew closer.

“I think he just has something against Jeremy . . .”
Reece. He cruised under the same security light Mona had just tripped. My

stomach twisted in a tight knot. Was he here to blame me, to tell me it was
my fault he got suspended? Or was he here to pick up our conversation where
we left off, before his fight with Vince, when he’d asked me what I’d really
thought had happened to Emily and Marcia?

“Leigh, are you even listening?”
I dropped the sheet and leaned against the wall. “Sorry, Anh. I’ll call you

back. I have to go.” I disconnected, heart speeding up as I listened for
Reece’s bike to slow. But he didn’t stop at my trailer. His bike rumbled past
and I counted beats until he killed the engine at the dead end of the street.

What the hell was Reece Whelan doing? No one parked at the playground
at the end of Sunny View Drive after dark, unless they had business there.
And there were only two kinds of business in Sunny View. My mind spun
with a sick curiosity. I’d watched men pick up rent-a-girls on the corner by



the playground all my life. I was numb to it. But something inside me
clenched when I pictured Reece with them. Or when I considered that the
alternative might actually be worse.

What if he wasn’t here for the girls? He said he’d been sent to juvie
because he’d been busted in a drug raid. How far could he fall if he thought
he’d lost everything?

Make sure he stays in line.
Shit.
I pushed off the wall and threw open my bedroom door. The stale reek of

Mona’s cigarettes assaulted me in the hall. I grabbed the metal bat and slid
back the dead bolt, taking a last deep breath.

I kept to the shadows, careful to avoid the light sensors and trailers with
barking dogs, and looped around the block, emerging behind the broken-
down playground. Rancid trash gagged me as I crouched low behind a
Dumpster and peered around it.

Reece stood near the metal frame of an old swing set. Three car doors
slammed in quick succession. The interior lights of Lonny’s Lexus never
came on, but the bleached spikes in his hair and white-blond goatee glowed
under the dim light of a full moon when he stepped out. He was flanked by
two figures, their faces concealed under hoodies.

Hair rose on my forearms. If this was just business as usual, why didn’t
they meet at Lonny’s trailer, like he had with Oleksa? Why meet here, in the
dark, with two of his thugs?

“You’re late,” Lonny growled.
“I’m here.” Reece shrugged, unconcerned. “Are we going to do this or

not?”
Lonny nodded and the hooded figures stepped forward. Reece raised his

arms, locking his fingers behind his head. He seemed relaxed, comfortable
even, like he’d done it a million times before. Until one of them—the tall one
wearing bulky high-tops with red laces—pushed back his hood and Reece
stiffened.

Oleksa.
He smiled a rare, cold smile at Reece. Whispered something in his ear.

Reece answered with a barely perceptible shake of his head. Oleksa frisked
him down both legs, hands running over and inside his leather jacket, quick
and sure as they’d been with the Rubik’s cube. Satisfied, he lifted Reece’s T-
shirt, offering Lonny a view of his bare chest.



Shadows outlined the muscles of Reece’s abdomen. A nipple ring glinted
from his right pectoral and a pendant hung to his sternum, hovering over a
dark line that started at his navel and dipped into the top of his jeans.

Lonny nodded. Oleksa dropped the shirt and stepped back. Reece lowered
his hands slowly, eyes never leaving Oleksa’s face.

“Excuse the formalities.” Lonny smoothed his goatee thoughtfully.
Reece pulled his shirt in place and rested his hands at his sides. “We’re

cool.”
“I believe we’ve already agreed on the terms?”
Reece nodded, glancing cautiously at Oleksa before reaching into his

pocket and withdrawing a small envelope. Oleksa grabbed it and thumbed
through the contents. He signaled to Lonny with a jerk of his chin, then
stuffed a bag into Reece’s pocket.

“It’s been a pleasure doing business.” Lonny turned, goons at his heels.
“Let’s do it again soon.”

“Actually . . .” Reece’s voice was unwavering. “I was hoping you could
help me out with one more thing.”

Lonny stopped, but didn’t turn. His tattooed fingers laced around the
handle of his car. “And what might that be?”

“I’m looking for a little Special K.”
Tension crackled in Lonny’s pause. When he spoke, his voice was low,

deadly. “You’re a good-looking guy, Whelan. All the girls are talking about
you. Probably drop their panties just looking at you. I have a very hard time
believing you need any . . . social lubricant.”

Reece shifted, darting glances at Oleksa. Lonny’s suspicion was almost
tangible. Something between them had turned. Lonny tipped his head,
studying him. “It’s an odd request from someone like you.” He shot Oleksa a
look. “And it makes me a little uncomfortable.”

The goons lunged. I clung to the Dumpster as the stocky one bent Reece’s
arms behind his back. Oleksa grabbed the bag from Reece’s pocket and
tossed it to Lonny.

“Just because you’re not wearing a wire doesn’t mean I trust you.” Lonny
stepped up in Reece’s face. “See, the cops have been sniffing around ever
since Sleeping Beauty fell in the pool. They’re asking a lot of questions. But
you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

A chill crept through me. Crouched low, I stepped back and looked for a
way out through the shadows where I could escape unseen. A twig snapped



under my foot and I froze, but no one heard.
Lonny paced, tossing and catching his keys. “I’ve got friends in the

system, Whelan. I heard about you. I know who you are. What you did.” The
keys jangled. Up and down. “What I can’t figure out is how you walked.”
Lonny stopped and ran a palm over his gelled spikes, back and forth. “Only
two ways to walk from the shit on your record, kid. You either blow the right
parole officer . . . or you narc.”

Reece’s cover was about to be blown.
Lonny turned to Reece. “So which is it?”
Reece’s expression was hard, but the cool steadiness was gone from his

voice. “Just time out for good behavior, man.”
Lonny pointed two fingers at Reece’s chest. “Answer the question.”
“I’m not a narc.” Reece struggled to free his arms, his chest rising and

falling faster.
“I’m glad to hear that.” Lonny launched a fist into Reece’s gut. I gripped

the bat, squeezing my eyes shut as Reece dropped to his knees.
“It doesn’t change anything. I don’t trust you, and it wouldn’t matter even

if you were a narc. Cops got nothing on me. I’ve learned a few things. My
hands are clean . . .” Lonny wiped his knuckles and scrutinized his nails. “. . .
Always clean. See, I have a business to run. I don’t like when things get
messy.” A smile crept over his face. I wasn’t sure which was more
frightening, watching Lonny inflict violence, or the promise of something
worse in that smile. “I’ll need time to check your . . . credentials . . . before
we try this again.”

Reece rolled onto his side, grunting and struggling for breath. Lonny
motioned to Oleksa and I panicked when they hefted Reece to his knees. I
wanted to run. Lock myself in my metal box and pretend this wasn’t
happening. But I couldn’t make myself leave.

Oleksa’s fist smashed into Reece’s face. His head rocked back, blood
flowing in a thick, dark stream. Lonny watched, tossing and catching his
keys. I fisted the bat, hiding in the shadows like a coward, waiting for the
police to come and save Reece—or arrest him. But they weren’t coming. He
wasn’t wearing a wire. They had no way of knowing he was in trouble.

Oleksa hit him again.
I hope you’re worth it.
I grabbed the bat, creeping through the shadows in a wide arc and coming

behind them near Lonny’s car. I pressed one hand on the hood and hauled



myself up, planting my feet wide, steeling myself for the stupid, crazy thing I
was about to do.

I raised the bat over my head.
“Let him go!” I shouted. “Or I’ll destroy your fucking car!” Loose hair

whipped around my face. I looked into their eyes, one by one, then held
Lonny’s stare. I wouldn’t let go.

Reece’s chin rested on his chest, bleeding into his shirt. Oleksa looked
back and forth between me and Lonny, hands twitching at his side. Lonny
shook his head with a bemused disbelief.

“My, my.” His voice was silky sweet and it terrified me as much as his
smile. “Isn’t this something?”

He stepped toward me and every cell in my body screamed at me to run.
Reece raised his head slowly, his eyes half closed and unfocused. His gaze
sharpened on the hood of Lonny’s car. On me. His face paled, as if he were
looking at a ghost. He opened his mouth to speak and struggled to one knee,
but Oleksa kicked him in the gut, doubling him over.

“I said let him go!” I raised the bat higher, aimed at the windshield.
Lonny chuckled, but nobody moved. He was stalling. Calling my bluff. I

tested the weight of the bat, letting it roll in my palms. Lonny raised an
eyebrow.

“I heard about your run-in with DiMorello today. Heard Whelan came to
your rescue. Is he your man now? Or are you just here to return the favor?”

I calculated my words carefully. Lonny was already suspicious of Reece.
The wrong answer could get him killed.

“What I do with Reece is none of your business.”
“Maybe it should be, Boswell. Your boyfriend is looking for some pretty

nasty little pills. Nasty little pills that make sweet girls like you do really
nasty things.” Lonny shrugged. “But what do I care? Maybe you already do.”

His eyes skimmed over me, lingering on my breasts and hips in a way that
made me feel sick inside. He ran his tongue over his teeth and toyed with the
barbell above his chin, pushing and pulling it through the hole in his lip while
he considered me.

“You keep your boyfriend on the right side of my street. I’m not sure I like
him.” Lonny gestured to his goons. The stocky one tossed Reece’s limp body
to the ground.

“You, however . . .” Lonny shook his finger at me. “. . . I am definitely
beginning to like. Now get your skinny ass off my car. Next time you pull a



stunt like this, I’ll break your pretty legs.”
I had no doubt he’d make good on the threat. Bat in hand, I jumped down

the side of the car farther from him and backed away.
“You have your girlfriend to thank for this,” Lonny said, tossing a clear

bag of pills between Reece’s knees. Reece swayed, slick with blood and
sweat, red drops spattering against the plastic.

Lonny’s gaze was heavy on me as he angled into his car. “I won’t forget
this, Boswell.”

The Lexus ghosted out of Sunny View. I tossed the bat and dropped to the
ground beside Reece, afraid to touch him. He cradled his ribs, each breath
harsh and shallow.

“What the hell were you thinking?” He spit blood in the dirt, then snatched
up the bag and jammed it in his pocket. “He could have killed you!”

“What the hell was I thinking? What the hell were you thinking? Look at
you!”

An angry gash split his lip and dripped off the end of his chin, and blood
trickled from his left eyebrow. He was caked in dirt and blood, but he’d been
lucky. Oleksa had been right-handed, sparing Reece’s piercings. “We need to
get you to a hospital. Can you stand?”

“No! I can’t go to a hospital. They’ll call the cops.” His face contorted in
pain as he tried to straighten himself. “I’m fine. Just help me up.”

Reece wrapped his left arm around his ribs. I grabbed his right, and
together we eased him to his feet. Groaning, he maneuvered himself out of
his jacket and peeled his T-shirt over his head. Angry black bruises were
blooming over his ribs.

I watched, helpless, as he balled up the shirt, then pressed it to his head to
staunch the bleeding. With labored breaths, he worked his arms back into his
jacket and eased himself onto the bike.

“Come on.” The order rasped in his throat as he released the kickstand.
He could go to hell. I kicked through the tall grass, snatching my bat off

the ground. “I’m going home.”
“Leigh, wait!” The kickstand snapped back into place and I heard his boots

behind me.
I kept walking.
“Leigh! I’m sorry.” His apology echoed off the trailers. “You can’t go

home. You shouldn’t be there alone tonight. It’s not safe.”
I swung around. His blood was streaked across my hoodie and my hands.



“I can take care of myself!”
He looked at me—really looked at me—for the first time. And I wanted

him to. I wanted him to understand what I had been ready to sacrifice, though
I wasn’t sure why.

He blinked away blood and wiped his eyes with his balled-up shirt. “You
didn’t have to get involved. Haven’t you ever heard of a cell phone?”

“I don’t have one!”
“Well, you should. What if something happened to you? You’d be a lot

safer carrying a cell phone . . .” He gestured to the bat I still gripped.
My vision blurred with angry tears. “Next time I won’t bother!” The

adrenaline slipped away, leaving me raw and cold all over.
He let out a long, tired breath. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I should have

said thank you. Now will you please put down the bat and come with me?”
He held a hand out, waiting.

I let the bat fall to the ground and looked down at my fingers. At the blood
under my nails. My hands were shaking, and I stared at them, half expecting
them to crumble. Reece grabbed the front of my hoodie and pulled me to
him.

“I need . . .” He looked in my eyes with a raw and tangled expression.
Then he pulled away and it was gone. He cleared his throat. “I need you to
hold this while I drive.” He pressed the crumpled bloody T-shirt into my
palm.

I looked toward home, down the rows of metal boxes with dead bolts and
security lights that never felt like enough. I didn’t want to be alone.

I straddled the bike, legs unsteady. He reached behind and took my sleeve,
lifting my hand to his wound. I wrapped the other around his chest, tucking
my hands inside my sleeves to keep from touching the bare, hot skin under
his jacket.

“Where are we going?” I asked.
“To see a friend. And then I’ll take you home.”
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REECE KNOCKED ON THE DOOR of a rattrap row house. I drew my hoodie tighter
around me. The sounds of this neighborhood weren’t too different from my
own; thumping sub-woofers of an old beater with its windows down,
neighbors yelling and glass breaking next door, dogs barking. Familiar
sounds aren’t always comforting.

Reece banged again, harder this time. Someone rustled behind the
peephole.

“Gena, it’s Reece. I brought a friend.” The slide chain and dead bolts were
already in motion.

Gena stood in the doorway and gave Reece a head-to-toe scan, her face
blank. Then she stepped aside to let us in. The narrow room was sparsely
furnished with a worn-out sofa and two overturned milk crates for end tables.
A small TV in the corner cast moving shadows against the scuffed walls, and
pizza boxes littered the kitchen.

Gena leaned back against the locked door, watching me. I guessed she was
at least eighteen, maybe older, with cinnamon skin and chocolate-almond
eyes. Crimped sections of her hair fell below her shoulders, chunked with
multi-toned highlights. She was flashy. Too much makeup. Too much
perfume. Too few clothes. Before a word passed between us, I knew I
wouldn’t like her. She inclined her head in my direction.

“Nobody,” Reece muttered, dismissing me with a wave of his hand. “Just
someone from school.”

My cheeks burned. Screw him. I extended a bloody hand to Gena. “I’m the
nobody that just saved his ass. Nice to meet you.”

Gena looked at my hand and raised an eyebrow at Reece.
“Gena Delgado. Leigh Boswell,” he announced through gritted teeth.

“Leigh is a friend from West River.”



I waited, awkward, while a meaningful glance passed between them. A
silent conversation I wasn’t privy to.

She turned and swayed into the kitchen with a fluid motion that drew my
attention and Reece’s, and I hated her even more for her rear view. Her
trendy clothes were the barely there kind, breasts pressed into sexy curves
that peeked suggestively out of her halter top, jeans hugging low around her
hips, revealing curvy pelvic bones and a gold hoop in her midriff.

“You look like hell,” she said. “Who put you in a meat grinder?”
“One of Lonny Johnson’s lackeys.” Reece followed her, dabbing blood

from his cheek.
“You’re lucky he kicked your ass pretty good then.” Steam billowed

around her as hot water spurted from the tap. “It’ll save Nicholson the
trouble. He’s gonna freak out when he sees you.”

I tensed. How did Gena know Nicholson? Unless she was a narc, like
Reece. I kept my face impassive. As far as they were concerned, the name
held no significance for me.

“Who’s Nicholson?”
“He’s a cop,” she said smugly, bending to rummage through a cabinet.

“Reece isn’t supposed to be fighting.”
“Nicholson isn’t going to know.”
“Oh yeah? Says who?”
“Says the guy who just made dog food out of my face. Maybe you know

him?” Reece spoke up over the rustle of pots and pans. “Some asshole named
Petrenko.”

The clanking pans fell silent.
For a moment, nobody spoke.
Gena shut the cabinet and stood with her back to us. “What happened?”
“Lonny got spooked.”
She set the bowl in the sink and turned. “How?”
“No idea. Everything was going down fine. Then I asked him for some K

and he just . . . I don’t know . . . freaked out. Accused me of being a narc.”
Another meaningful pause. A brief lock of their eyes. Reece nodded. “I think
we’re cool, though.”

“What changed his mind?”
“Not sure, exactly.” His meaningful glance was directed at me this time.
Gena carried a bowl of hot water, some clean towels, and a first aid kit to

the living room. She pulled a milk crate to the couch and pushed Reece into



the sofa, then scooted between his legs. I looked the other way while she
helped him out of his jacket and sponged down the worst of his wounds. He
winced and cursed, and she swatted him playfully on the shoulder. My
stomach clenched each time she touched him or leaned in to examine the cuts
on his face.

Reece told her I was nothing and it stung more than it should. I told myself
I didn’t want to know if she was actually someone to him.

He looked at me out of his good eye and touched my leg. I jumped.
“You okay?” he whispered. I nodded, inching away from him. I was edgy

and drained. I didn’t want to feel anymore. He withdrew his hand, wiping
both on his jeans, hiding the blood and dirt that wouldn’t wipe away inside
clenched fists.

Gena evaluated her handiwork. “Keep the butterfly clean and dry. I don’t
think you’ll need stitches. You’ve got a few bruised ribs, so don’t do
anything crazy for the next few days.” She tossed him a clean shirt. “You left
this in my car last weekend. I washed it for you.” She grinned, another silent
message passing between them. I needed some air.

“I’ll wait for you outside.” I was already halfway to the door. I didn’t want
to be there when he kissed her good night.

His hand beat mine to the doorknob. “That’s not necessary,” he said
sharply. “Good night, Gena,” he grumbled. “And thanks a lot.”

“Ten cuidado, mi hermano.”
I didn’t speak Spanish, but she winked and smiled wryly. He gave her an

admonishing look as he bent down to peck her cheek, then he pulled the door
shut behind us.

• • •

“Drop me off here.” The bike rumbled through Sunny View, stopping a block
from my trailer. Mona’s shift was eight to four. She wouldn’t be home for at
least an hour, but I didn’t need the neighbors ratting me out. Reece killed the
engine and waited for me to get free of the helmet. My hair was wild with
snarls and I smoothed it down with filthy hands, cringing as I imagined what
I must look like to him. He was staring at me.

“What were you doing in that park tonight?”
I thrust the helmet at him. “Aside from rescuing you?”
He caught it against his sore ribs and clenched his teeth. Then fisted it like



he wanted to throw it. “That’s not what I meant.”
“I could ask you the same question.”
He lowered his voice. “You know exactly what I was doing.”
“Yeah. I saw the whole thing. And it scared the hell out of me!”
“I just need to know . . . were you there to meet Lonny?” He looked hard

into my eyes, waiting for my answer as though a life hung in the balance.
Why did I feel like that life was mine?

“I was looking for you.” I blushed, grateful for the darkness. “I saw your
bike. Thought you might be here . . . you know . . . picking someone up . . .”

“Picking someone up?” It sounded ridiculous hearing him say it out loud.
Seeing the stupefied expression on his face. “And you thought it would be
okay to follow me?”

I winced. “I don’t know what I thought. I guess I thought you might
need . . . help . . . or something.”

“That was stupid,” he muttered.
“You’re right. It was stupid. It was stupid to care if you’re getting yourself

killed. Stupid to think you might need my help.”
He hung his head, stared at the helmet clenched to his chest, as if he

wanted to say something, but didn’t. I had that crumbling feeling again and
for a minute I wished it was me he was holding.

“Whatever.” I ran home, sprinted up the stoop.
The baseball bat was propped against my front door.
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We all fall down. The tower will point the way. It’s 68 ft.
higher than three times a side of its square base. If the sum of
these two is 1,380, at day’s end you’ll know where to find me.

I was on the chartered bus on the way to our class trip to Kings Dominion.
I leaned against the bathroom sink for balance while the narrow walls rocked
and rolled. The enclosed space smelled like a sewer, and the fumes weren’t
helping my motion sickness. I copied the numbers and tested a few equations
on my palm.

Height = (3x + 68)
(3x + 68) + x = (4x + 68)
(4x + 68) = 1380
x = 328
Height of tower = 1052 ft.

Something didn’t add up. These numbers were as meaningless as the one
on Marcia’s arm. I was tired—exhausted after the late night with Reece and
three hours of fitful sleep—but there was no possible way I’d screwed up the
calculation this badly. I checked the equations. Cross-checked them against
the numbers in the ad.

The math was infallible, but the solution was impossible. A tower more
than one thousand feet high didn’t exist in the state of Virginia, or anywhere
in Washington, DC, for that matter. The closest tower over a thousand feet
was in fucking France.

I crumpled the page. Let it go, I’d told myself. The answer to this whole
thing was so simple. Just leave the newspaper in the bathroom and walk
away.



I smoothed it flat. Ran the numbers again.
Someone banged and jiggled the door handle. I tore out the crinkled ad and

shoved it in my back pocket, folding away the rest of the Missed Connections
for later.

Back in the seat next to Jeremy, I sniffed my sleeve, hoping I didn’t smell
like a hot bus bathroom.

“You feeling okay?” he asked.
“Just a little queasy.” It wasn’t a lie.
“What’s all over your hand?” Jeremy scrunched up his face and reached

for me. I pulled away.
“It’s just a test problem I’m working on.”
“I wasn’t talking about the numbers.”
He was talking about the other ink—the newsprint smudges all over my

fingers.
“Were you reading the personals in there?” His voice rose in disbelief.
“No,” I said defensively.
“Seriously? You were looking for him in a bus bathroom?” He looked

disgusted. “That’s completely unhealthy.”
“If it’ll make you feel better, I’ll wash my hands when we get there,” I

said, trying for levity.
Jeremy shook his head. “It’s been five years, Leigh. Are you ever going to

just let it go?”
“I can’t. What if he comes back?”
“He’s not coming back, and you’re wasting your life waiting for him. The

guy’s not worth it.” He sounded like Mona. If I closed my eyes and touched
him, he’d probably taste just like her. I scooted closer to the window and
crossed my arms over my hands.

“Just because your dad’s an asshole, doesn’t mean everyone else’s is too.”
“No, yours is a deadbeat. He left you.”
“I’m sure he had his reasons.”
“Yeah, like two hundred forty-seven thousand of them,” he muttered.
My head snapped up. “What did you say?”
Jeremy turned away. “Forget I said anything.”
The number was too specific, his tone had been too certain. I reached for

his arm, certain there was more he wasn’t saying. When I touched him, his
alarm was a hot spark against the tip of my tongue and he tried to pull away.
His emotions were all over the place, fleeting scents I couldn’t quite catch.



He was hiding something.
“What aren’t you telling me, Jeremy?”
The sadness in his eyes wasn’t his. It was for me. I felt him make a

decision. Tasted it, a crisp bite of resignation.
“You know how you asked me to set up those search engine alerts? I

created an alert for each of the names on those driver’s licenses you told me
about. Every few weeks, an alert will pop up, but they’ve always been pretty
random. Until the last three months, when I started to see some patterns.”
Jeremy pulled his arm from mine to reach in his backpack. He set his iPad in
his lap and swiped the screen a few times, pulling up a page of search alert
results. He scrolled through them, pointing out names that matched the ones
on my father’s fake IDs. “But that’s not all. Check out the posts the names
were found in.”

I read the headlines. Each of the men had been announced a winner in a
high-stakes professional poker tournament. One in Vegas. One in New
Jersey. And one in Los Angeles. Winnings totaling two hundred forty-seven
thousand dollars. “This can’t be right,” I said, even though something in my
gut told me it was. “My father’s a professional gambler?”

“I’m sorry, I never meant to tell you,” Jeremy said quietly, reaching for my
hand.

I tucked it under my arm before he could take it, needing time alone in my
own heart to process what I’d learned. I pressed my forehead to the glass as
the peaks of the roller coasters came into view and the bus became charged
with a thrill-ride buzz.

“Are you mad at me?” he asked.
I wanted to be. He’d kept things from me. Important things. But I’d be a

hypocrite to be angry with him. Of course Jeremy resented my father.
Jeremy’d stolen from his dad to cover our rent. He bought me breakfast and
drove me to school. And in five years, I’d never missed a class trip—because
Jeremy always paid for my ticket, never asking anything in return.

He was still looking at the empty place where my hands had been. The
expression on his face made my chest ache a little. I pulled on my hood and
folded back the armrest so I could curl up against his shoulder. He rested his
cheek on my head.

“Thanks for today,” I said quietly.
His sad smile said my gratitude was almost but not quite enough.
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TEDDY’S LAUGHTER WAS CONTAGIOUS. He’d nagged me about this “date” on
the carousel all semester, and it had loomed like an obligation for the past
three months. Just one more expectation to fulfill.

But it ended up being strangely freeing. Everything—the creepy ads, the
scholarship, Jeremy’s moods, what I’d learned about my dad, Reece’s
fight . . . even Marcia—all just slipped away as I gripped Teddy’s hand,
content to be with someone who didn’t expect anything more from me than
this moment.

I almost didn’t notice Jeremy’s reflection in the mirrored hub. Almost
didn’t see Reece leaning against the metal rails. The weight of their combined
stares seemed to drag the ride to a stop.

Teddy swung my hand back and forth as he escorted me down the
platform. Jeremy stepped forward to meet us.

“I can take it from here, champ.” He looked at our joined hands and gave
Teddy a wan smile.

Part of me wanted to drag Teddy back on the carousel for another round,
but the look on Jeremy’s face told me he wasn’t in the mood to wait.

“Thanks for the date, Teddy.” My face hurt from laughing and I squeezed
his hand one last time. He darted in and kissed my cheek, blushing hot
against it.

“I had a very nice time with you, Leigh.” Teddy spoke with formal
precision, as though he’d practiced each word. He let go of my hand, taking
his joyfulness with him as he skipped off. His voice rose high over the crowd
where his friends waited. “I had a date! With a girl! I had a date!”

I smoothed down my sticky grin, but it popped back in place. I watched
him disappear into the crowds, part of me already missing him.

Jeremy glowered and I put my hands in my pockets, returning my attention



to his impatient face.
“What’s eating you?”
“I don’t get it,” he said sourly. “You’ll hold hands with someone like

Teddy . . . let him kiss you. . . .”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
The carousel’s organ started again. Jeremy scowled, refusing to say more.

Which was probably smart. I didn’t like his implication that there was
anything wrong with Teddy. Or the assumption he had any right to decide
who I should be kissing.

“Am I interrupting something?” Reece peeled off his sunglasses and
assumed a relaxed pose by my side. Jeremy’s face was a flipbook of emotion.
He took in Reece’s battered eye and swollen lip, his expression morphing
from anger to confusion, then fear.

“No,” I said, my eyes still drilling a hole through Jeremy. “You’re not
interrupting anything.”

“Then he won’t mind if I borrow you for a while.” Reece turned up his
palm in invitation.

I looked down at Reece’s hand and a thrill raced through me, but I couldn’t
do it. I left it hanging in the air.

“What are you doing here?” Jeremy asked him, emboldened by my
hesitation. “I thought you were suspended.”

Reece shrugged. “It’s a public park. I bought a ticket.”
“Yeah, so did I! For Nearly!”
I stepped back, jaw hanging open as if Jeremy had slapped me. He’d

crossed a line. I was no rent-a-girl.
Without a word, I slipped my sleeve over my fingers and reached for

Reece’s hand.

• • •

Reece guided me through the sweet fried funnel cake smells, past roller
coasters and bumper cars, until we were climbing to a shady wooden
platform. I stopped midway, holding up the line for the log flumes.

“What are we doing here?”
“What’s it look like we’re doing?” He squinted at me through his puffy

purple eye, and the butterfly bandage crimped the skin.
“I’m sorry.” I gestured to his broken face. “Does it hurt?”



“I’m fine. Believe me, I’ve been through worse.” He tried to smile, but the
split in his lip was tight and swollen, threatening to crack. “But if you want to
make me feel better . . .” He arched an eyebrow toward the ride. People
barked behind us to keep the line moving.

“Okay! Just quit bleeding already!”
Reece laughed, and I followed him up the ramp to the boarding platform.

He took the backseat of a narrow boat, and I dropped a cautious foot into the
front, but the attendant stopped me. “Oh, no, sweetheart. Two to a seat.” She
ushered the next couple into the front and nudged me. There was only one
seat left, and it was in Reece’s lap.

“What are you waiting for?” he teased.
My stomach did that flip thing. The attendant nudged me again and I

fumbled my way into the boat. Reece grabbed the back of my sweatshirt and
pulled me down between his legs.

My face was on fire as the boat rocked away from the platform and sluiced
down the flume. I leaned forward, gripping the metal rails. After a few easy
turns, the boat lurched onto the first incline and the gears ground us upward
with a slow steady click, click, click. Gravity pulled me back against his
chest. It was hard and soft at the same time, and even as I clenched my
stomach muscles, I felt myself sink into him as the boat climbed higher. My
head rested in the hollow of his shoulder, his neck too close to my temple. I
concentrated on the water, reminded myself of the steep drop at the end of the
ride, but all I could feel was the rise and fall of his breathing, how steady it
was compared to mine.

“Are you scared?” He breathed in my ear, but I felt it everywhere.
I was petrified. “Maybe.”
The flume creaked, suspended for a heartbeat before it fell, and my

stomach dropped. I screamed and pressed into him.
We sloshed, giggling and dripping wet through a few mellow turns and

eased back to the platform. My knees wobbled when I stood up.
Reece shook out his hair as we descended the wooden ramp, spraying me

with droplets that rolled down my glasses. When I looked up, Reece was
looking at me again, the way he had in the booth at the diner.

His smile fell away and he stepped in close, closer. Too close until I
couldn’t breathe. He lifted a hand to my face.

“Don’t,” I whispered.
“I didn’t mean to . . .” He pressed his lips shut, then tried again. “I wasn’t



going to . . . your face is . . . wet. . . .” He spoke softly and looked at me
through one deeply sad eye.

I didn’t move. Didn’t turn away. Didn’t stop him when his hand came up
slowly this time. Would it be so bad to let him touch me, right now, when I
knew he was thinking about me? To know what he really wanted? To know if
any of this was real?

His hand cupped my face, thumb sliding between my glasses and my
cheek, smoothing droplets of water over my skin. Heat radiated under his
fingers, like sunlight. Brushed over my sunburned skin like a warm wind. I
closed my eyes and inhaled summer, heard laughter over the screams and
shouts from the rides.

Reece’s thumb pulled away first. I grabbed on to his wrist, wanting to hold
on to the unexpected and beautiful piece of him I’d just tasted. But it was
gone. An icy sensation trailed down my spine, hair prickling over the back of
my neck. I opened my eyes, confused, and found Reece staring angrily over
my shoulder.

His rage slid into my veins. I let go of him and turned to see Oleksa and
Lonny sitting on a park bench, watching us. Lonny reclined with one arm
swung casually over the seatback. Oleksa perched next to him, elbows
propped on his knees. He massaged his bruised knuckles, his eyes locked on
Reece’s. A silent conversation passed between the three of them. Were they
really so different? Reece and Lonny and Oleksa?

“Wait for me,” Reece growled. “I have to take care of something.” He
stalked to the bench, hands ready at his sides.

There I stood, waiting. While the people and the colors and the sky swirled
around me until I all I could picture was a tiny black-and-white portrait of
Sunny View. Reece was in the middle of it, making me forget what he was,
sucking me in, telling me to wait.

I’d let him touch me. Had broken all my own rules.
A bag exchanged hands. Then a wad of dirty green bills.
I ran. I flew into the crowd, parting it with my shoulders until it swallowed

me.
“Nearly!” Reece called after me.
But I was gone.

• • •



The sun was low in the sky when I trudged to the park entrance, where we
were counted off, waiting to be herded to the buses. Jeremy leaned against
the iron filigree, staring into the fountains, cones of uneaten cotton candy in
each hand. He didn’t look up. Sometimes, it was better to say nothing at all.
He handed me the pink one. I reached for the blue instead.

We stood that way for a while, picking apart the fibers, letting them
dissolve on our tongues. It felt late, like we’d been waiting too long and we
were all growing restless. I shielded my eyes against the setting sun. It stung
my forehead as I scanned the promenade, searching for a clock. My eyes
climbed the green metal structure beyond the fountains, a replica of the Eiffel
Tower. Its lengthening shadow was the only clue to the late hour.

“What time is it?” I asked Jeremy. Shopkeepers had begun pulling down
the chain-link gates. The park was near closing.

“We were supposed to board thirty minutes ago.”
Teachers wearing blue-and-white West River T-shirts carried clipboards

and weaved through the crowd. “We’re missing Posie,” they called. “Has
anyone seen Posie Washington?”

I hadn’t seen Posie all day. That wasn’t unusual in a park this size, but it
was unusual for Posie to be late. I kicked at the pavement, the blisters on my
heels screaming. A toddler in a stroller laughed as the teacher repeated
Posie’s name. “Has anyone seen Posie Washington?” they called again,
louder. The little girl shrieked Posie’s name gleefully and sang behind me.

Pocket full of posie,
Ashes, ashes,
We all fall down.
My mind had that slippery feeling. Then it grasped at something solid,

finding traction in the rhyme.
We all fall down. The tower will point the way . . . at day’s end you’ll know

where to find me.
The Missed Connections clue was part of a nursery rhyme. We all fall

down. Pocket full of posie.
Posie was missing.
I checked the equation I’d written on my hand. Height of tower = 1,052

feet high. It’s 68 ft. higher than three times a side of its square base. If the
sum of these two is 1,380, at day’s end you’ll know where to find me. I
squinted at the green replica of the Eiffel Tower, backlit by the setting sun.
The real Eiffel Tower was over a thousand feet high. This had to be it.



I shielded my eyes and followed it from base to tip. The observation deck
was empty, closed for the night. The tower will point the way. No. The tower
wasn’t pointing the way. Its shadow was pointing, and growing longer by the
minute.

I broke out in a sprint.
“Leigh!” Jeremy yelled. I could hear his hard footfalls right behind me.

“What are you doing?”
I wasn’t sure precisely where to find her, but I followed the angle of the

tower’s shadow deep into the amusement park, hoping it was far enough. I
wove and dodged through the thinning crowd, sweating and swearing. The
paths cleared and I pushed myself faster—until I slammed into a wall of
people. My knees locked and I fought the forward momentum, freezing in
place in front of the bathroom near the thrill ride called The Crypt. Jeremy
stopped short behind me.

A crowd formed a tight knot at the entrance to the women’s room,
stretching up on their tiptoes and craning their necks to see inside. A voice
called out from the bathroom, “Call 9-1-1!” Concerned faces looked at one
another, and reached for their phones. Someone ran to find an attendant.

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” I breathlessly asked the woman in
front of me.

Without turning her attention from the bathroom door, she said, “Someone
found a body in the ladies’ room.” A sheet of paper taped to the frame of the
open door curled in the slight breeze, angling toward me. OUT OF ORDER,
it said, in bold blue letters.

I’d found Posie Washington.
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“I HAVE TO HELP HER! Let me go!” I threw myself against Jeremy, bucking and
kicking.

He held me tighter. “Help who, Leigh? You don’t even know what’s going
on! If someone’s really dead in there, then this place is going to be crawling
with police and paramedics in a matter of minutes, and we shouldn’t be here!
We’ve got to get back to the buses!”

I felt like I was drowning, struggling to get my head above the crowd,
listening for the sounds of paramedics that hadn’t come yet. The words dead
girl bobbed over and over to the surface.

No, not dead. Posie couldn’t be dead. I twisted my wrists, forcing a gap in
Jeremy’s fingers and wriggling free, then brought my elbow back hard in his
rib. I heard him grunt, and I darted into the crowd, plowing through it,
fiercely determined to get to Posie. To touch her. I blocked out everything
else, the smells, the angry people I bumped aside, the morbid curiosity of
everyone I touched, and forced my way into the bathroom. Fumes and sweat
and fear assaulted me. I shoved my way farther in. I could hear Jeremy
calling my name.

In front of one of the stalls, the crowd of bystanders waved hands in front
of their faces, brushing away the noxious scent of something burning.
Through the gap, I saw Posie’s sandals peaking out of the open stall door. A
man knelt at her side, crammed between her body and the wall. He coughed,
his eyes watering uncontrollably. I pushed closer. The man held Posie’s
wrist, unable to find a pulse. A horrified expression came over his face as he
drew her arm cautiously away from his body. Ash-gray blisters crept over her
skin, a shape materializing on the inside of her forearm.

The crowd gasped, struggling to see as the number three burned into
existence, leaving an oozing white path where it consumed her. The man



covered his mouth with his sleeve and dropped her hand.
I fell to my knees and reached for her ankle just as two hands grabbed me

under my arms and dragged me back.
It had only been a moment. The faintest flicker. But I’d felt her.
I let Jeremy carry me away, the crowd swallowing me as I screamed,

“Someone help her! She’s alive!”

• • •

An hour later we were on the bus, heading home. The emergency exit lights
cast a haunting glow over the somber faces around us. It was quiet except for
the drone of the engine. No one spoke. One teacher remained at the park with
the handful of students who’d claimed they’d been the last to see Posie hours
before. Jeremy had dragged me away before the police arrived, insisting that
we needed to get back to the bus. He’d been livid, and walked clutching his
bruised rib. When he took my hand, I’d tasted the copper and salt of his
anger. He’d pulled me hard through the crowd, repeating himself over and
over. If we could make it back to the bus, everything would be okay.
Paramedics and police rushed past us, and Jeremy kept his head down,
murmuring in my ear to keep walking. Everything would be okay, the
soothing words at odds with what he was clearly feeling. “There’s nothing we
can do for her,” he’d said, holding me close to his side until we were herded
into the bus.

I curled in on myself with my arms around my knees, forehead down, and I
shut my eyes against the image of Posie blistering and the number three
burning. Three, eighteen, ten. What did they mean? Where was the pattern? I
forced my brain to zero in on the details, to clamp down on the hard facts of
what I’d witnessed. But they were clouded in the chaos of the moment, and
the confusion of the crowd.

Think.
I took a deep breath, focused. Started with the obvious. The number in

Posie’s arm was made by a chemical burn. But it was the dramatic
appearance—the well-timed bleaching of the number in her coffee-brown
skin, white blisters in necrotized flesh—that gave the only clue to which
chemical might have been used.

Bits and pieces of data circled my brain, like puzzle pieces sliding over a
tabletop, seeking a logical intersection. Slowly, they began snapping together.



The acid was probably lipophilic. Hydrofluoric acid was highly corrosive and
yet slow to show burn symptoms on the skin. It could be purchased in most
hardware stores, and would be easy to smuggle into the park in a sealed
plastic water bottle. A set of rubber gloves and a small mask to protect the
lungs would be just as easy to conceal. That’s all that would have been
needed to administer the poison, and a very small amount, just a few
milliliters, would have been enough to kill her.

But somehow, Posie Washington had survived.
“How did you know?” Jeremy startled me. The question was barely more

than a whisper in the dark. I pulled my head from my hands and looked up at
him, unsure what he was really asking. Was he asking me how I knew where
to find her, or how I knew she was alive? It didn’t matter. I couldn’t tell him
anyway.

I let my silence speak for me. For Emily and Marcia and Posie. For the
mysterious numbers etched in their skin. There was nothing to say. My
puzzle was riddled with holes, pieces thrown everywhere and none of them
fit. I had no answers for any of this.

Instead, I said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just needed to see
her. Are your ribs okay?”

Jeremy massaged them tenderly. “Remind me never to sneak up behind
you.”

“Why were you so mad back there?”
He gaped at me, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe I’d asked the

question. “You were trying to run headlong into what may or may not have
been the scene of an attempted murder, Nearly.”

“But it was Posie!”
“No, it was a mistake!” Jeremy spoke firmly in a tight, low voice. He

wasn’t joking, and the stern expression he wore stole any argument I’d been
ready to make. “Getting called in to the police station for questioning isn’t
the way today was supposed to end. If I hadn’t pulled you out of there when I
did, that’s exactly where you’d be.”

It was my turn to look away. He was right. I had made a mistake, but not
the one he thought. I should have figured out the clue sooner, rather than
letting Reece distract me. I should have been there under the tower’s shadow,
waiting, and maybe I could have done something to stop what happened to
Posie.

If I’d spent more time studying instead of chasing after a boy, we wouldn’t



be here.
I’d left Jeremy for Reece, and let him touch me, wondered if there was a

chance he could be something more . . .
“You’re right,” I conceded to myself. “It was all a mistake.”
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POSIE’S FACE WAS THE FIRST THING I thought of when I woke early Saturday
morning. I scrambled for the phone and called Jeremy, desperate for news.
Had she made it through the night? Did they have any clue who might have
done this to her? Jeremy said he’d searched online, but Posie was a minor, so
her case would be kept confidential. For now, all I could do was hope. And
wait.

Mona was still sleeping, so I took a few dollars from the cookie jar, hefted
the basket of dirty clothes under one arm and my backpack over the other,
and headed to the coin laundry across the street.

The Laundromat was always empty on Saturday mornings, and the tumble
and slosh of the machines drowned out the street noise on Route 1. I tried
studying. Tried letting the machines drown out every other intrusive thought
in my head, but I was restless, and couldn’t focus. When I was little, my dad
and I always did laundry on Saturday mornings. He’d keep me entertained
with card tricks while we waited for the wash cycle to finish, then we’d walk
next door to Bui’s for donuts while it dried. But that memory of him that used
to be so clear in my mind had become hazy, wrapped up in smoke, smudging
what was real and what was imagined.

My father couldn’t be these people Jeremy had found. A gambler. A
phony. A man who’d run out on his family for no good reason. He couldn’t
be those people, because he was like me. We had the same sweet tooth. The
same nose and eyes. He was smart. He had to be. I pulled the photo of him
from my backpack and studied him, arm in arm with his buddies at the Belle
Green Poker Club. Touching them, and smiling.

Touching them, like it was easy. Like it didn’t faze him at all.
Maybe I’d been wrong. I shut the photo inside my textbook. Maybe we

weren’t the same person at all.



• • •

Mona was stirring behind the closed door of her bedroom when I pushed
open the trailer door later. I set the laundry basket on the table and pulled a
fry pan from the rack inside the oven. The pat of butter slid slowly across the
pan while it warmed, and I mixed up some milk and eggs with sugar and set
two slices of bread in the bowl to soak. While the bread swelled and softened,
I found the kitten mug I’d given her on Mother’s Day, and heated water for
coffee. Mona liked it strong, with one packet of artificial sweetener, and I left
it for her, steaming at her place at the table.

Her door opened and she ambled to the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. They
were bright green and ringed in old mascara. The whites were bloodshot,
making her olive skin look sallow. She pulled her robe shut and smoothed her
long, unruly hair—the only thing we had in common—back from her face.

Inhaling deeply, she reached for her coffee and sipped. “Do I smell French
toast?” She raised a suspicious brow, but behind the mug she hid the hint of a
smile. “What’s the occasion?”

I scooped the toast onto a plate and set it in front of her place at the table.
“No occasion.”

Mona eased into her seat, looking at me skeptically while I washed the
pan. “Something you want to talk about?”

“No,” I said, rolling my eyes. She took another slow sip of her coffee, still
watching me. “Okay, maybe there’s this one thing.”

Mona nodded knowingly, lip curled as she cut into her toast sideways with
her fork. She took a bite and watched me dig around in my backpack. “Ace
another trig test?”

I pulled out the photo of the Belle Green Poker Club and set it on the table.
Mona stopped chewing. “Where did you get this?” she asked, and set down
her fork.

“Jeremy’s house,” I said. There was no need to go into the details of how
he found it. I didn’t think she was even listening. She didn’t acknowledge
me, lost somewhere in her own head. After a minute, she snapped the photo
down against the tabletop and slid it back to me. She stuffed another forkful
in her mouth, chewing and blinking away the wetness in her eyes.

“Who took this picture?” I asked, trying not to let her hear the urgency in
my voice. She knew this picture. She’d seen it before. I was certain of it. She
glanced at it bitterly.



“Jenna Fowler,” she answered quietly.
I took a moment to process what she’d just said. Jeremy’s mother had

taken this photo. And the only way my mother would know that is because
she was there. I looked again at the smiling faces in the photo, the men arm in
arm wearing matching team shirts. These were my parents’ friends. Which
meant she should remember the man whose face was missing. If he was close
to my father then, maybe this man would know where to find him now.
Maybe they were still connected.

“Who is that man Dad’s holding? The one whose face is torn away?”
My mother scraped her plate absently. I reached for her hand to make her

look at me. She dropped the fork with a clatter and stood up, pulling her hand
away. But not before I felt it. The grief, and loss, and shame. She clutched
her robe and looked down at the table. “Get that picture out of my house,”
she said, low and angry. “I don’t ever want to see it again.”
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AFTER THE FINAL BELL RANG on Monday, the chem lab was empty, and
uncomfortably quiet. Rankin leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee
with a frown. Then he got up and shut the classroom door.

“Your mentees seem to be disappearing,” he said, returning to his desk and
perching on the edge of it. His salt-and-pepper eyebrows arched over his
mug, waiting for an answer. I didn’t have one. And he wasn’t asking me
anything I hadn’t already asked myself. I’d spent the entire weekend trying to
make sense of something that made no sense at all. Why me? Why my
students? And who might be next?

“With Emily, Marcia, and now Posie no longer in need of your services—
and with Mr. Whelan on suspension until Thursday—I daresay this will put
you several hours behind in your community service. With less than three
weeks until finals, I might add.”

A bubble of panic rose through me. It was only a matter of time before the
police began connecting the same dots Rankin already had. All three victims
had been connected to me. I closed my eyes and dropped into the chair
behind me.

“I can see this bothers you as much as it concerns me.” He tapped his
fingers on the side of his mug. “Therefore, I’ve come up with a solution.”

A desperate and almost hysterical giggle slipped out. “A solution?” He
made it sound so simple, as if it was only a scholarship at risk.

“You can make up the hours sorting, cleaning, and taking inventory of the
lab equipment. You may start immediately.” He looked at me expectantly. I
sat motionless, anxiety chipping away at my blank expression. “Unless you
have more important things to do?”

I shook my head.
Rankin handed me a stack of inventory forms.



“You may start with those boxes.” He gestured to a mountain of cardboard
with his mug. “I’m going to the teacher’s lounge for more coffee. I’ll be back
in a few minutes should you have any questions.” He paused in the open
door, then turned hesitantly and said, “Principal Romero called a rather
interesting meeting. With the Fairfax County police. They appear unable to
connect Emily, Marcia, and Posie in any way that might shed light on what
happened, though they seem quite certain they are indeed connected. They’re
interviewing faculty this afternoon, to uncover any missing link between
them. I suppose, since you are no longer their tutor, I have no reason to
mention it. I’m quite confident that information would only serve to disrupt
your studies and waste their valuable time.” He raised an eyebrow. “I do hope
you agree?”

I nodded, looking at the stack of boxes, feeling both surprised and grateful.
When I raised my eyes to thank him, Oleksa stood in his place.
“What are you doing here?” I looked past his shoulder down the empty

hall. My heart skipped a beat. How long had he been standing there, and how
much had he overheard?

He slid into his usual seat. “Detention,” he said flatly. If he had overheard
my conversation with Rankin, he didn’t seem concerned. “We seem to find
trouble together.”

“I’m not here for detention.” The implication burrowed under my skin. I
hadn’t done anything wrong, but this whole lab-cleaning business felt like a
punishment. And he was right. It wasn’t the first time Oleksa and I had been
together like this. The police department, the park, and now here.

He smirked and opened a deck of cards, then shuffled them, whisper quiet.
He laid a card face-up on the table. “You run with Reece, and soon it will be
more than just detention.”

“And Lonny Johnson’s a saint? Maybe you shouldn’t be so quick to
judge.” I glared at him as he spread the rest of his hand facedown, so fast I
could barely see his fingers.

“There are things you don’t know about him.” He snapped a card against
the table. “And there are things he doesn’t know about you.” His clear gray
eyes found mine as he threw down an ace, and I knew he’d heard everything.

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry.
So what if he knew that Rankin was covering for me? So what if he knew I

was the missing link the police were looking for? Who was he going to tell?
Definitely not the cops, since he obviously didn’t want their attention any



more than I did . . . Or would he? What would someone like Lieutenant
Nicholson trade for information like this, like they’d done for Reece? The air
in the room was too thin and my hands felt shaky. I clenched them into fists.

“You’re no angel either.” I refused to be afraid of Oleksa Petrenko. I had
information too. I could completely discredit him as a witness. I could place
Oleksa at the scene of a drug deal, and had seen him assault Reece with my
own eyes. Hell, I probably even had his fingerprints. Oleksa must have been
the one to put the baseball bat on my porch.

I smiled to myself, feeling more secure in the knowledge that I had
something to wield over him if I needed it. “Thanks for returning my bat,” I
said, turning my back and grabbing the first box. FRAGILE, it said in bold
red letters.

“I returned nothing,” came his reply.
I set the box down silently. I had no reason to believe him. But I did.
“Whatever.” I bit my lip and snatched a box cutter off the shelf. The warm,

woody smell of newsprint seeped out as I sliced the packaging tape. Objects
wrapped in old newspapers filled it to the rim. The cards rustled and snapped
quietly behind me. I felt Oleksa’s stare. Knew he was watching. A dozen
dusty boxes lined the walls, waiting.

Mr. Rankin returned to his desk. Oleksa didn’t say anything more.
I thrust a hand in the box and pulled out the first ball of paper. My hands

were shaking as I unrolled it, and I dropped it and cursed. The glass vial
shattered, startling Oleksa and Rankin and spreading tiny shards across the
floor. I looked at the mess and blew out a long slow breath. The glassware
had been wrapped in a page of personal ads, and it felt like a bad omen.

I swept up the glass, then resumed my work in silence. Oleksa left after an
hour. I only knew because the room felt bigger, and I no longer had the
feeling of being watched. After two hours, I’d washed, dried, inventoried,
and shelved only three boxes.

I scooped the last of the wadded-up sheets of newspaper and stuffed them
in the empty boxes. When I was done, my fingers were covered in newsprint
smudges, making it hard to think about anything but the Missed Connections
and the events that had unfolded since I’d found the first ad. Three ads. Three
victims. Three students, all connected to me. Rumors were spreading, facts
unraveling from fiction, weaving together to create truths that could almost
hold weight. Emily’s friends had talked about the number on her arm, even
after police had tried to silence them. Marcia’s friends had done the same.



And Posie’s number had appeared in a horrific public display, in an
amusement park of thousands, making it impossible for police to conceal the
specifics of the crime. Ten. Eighteen. Three. The numbers, random and
meaningless on their own, were beginning to add up. Sooner or later, a
pattern would emerge. And it was only a matter of time before police figured
out that I was the only common denominator between the victims.

I closed and locked the cabinet, and leaned against it, lost in thought.
The tower will point the way . . . You’ll know where to find me . . .
Do the math and find me after the show . . .
Find me tonight under the bleachers . . .
Find me . . .
I’d found Posie where the tower pointed, I’d found Marcia after the show.

But the bleachers . . . I’d never been to the bleachers. I’d never gone to the
gym at North Hampton.

How had I been so blind? I’d missed the first invitation completely.
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I TOOK THE CITY BUS to the end of its route, then walked the rest of the way to
North Hampton. The doors to the school’s gymnasium were closed, but not
locked. I peeked inside. The lights were on. It still smelled like warm bodies,
but the gym was empty, and I slipped under the bleachers, unnoticed.

The air under the stands was at least two degrees cooler. I blinked, waiting
for my eyes to adjust. Metal columns slowly came into focus, but it was too
dark to make out anything beyond them but shadows. I withdrew a penlight
from my pocket and hoped the lights on the other side of the wooden
platforms over my head would be enough to keep anyone from noticing the
flashlight’s thin beam through the slats.

I flipped it on. If there was a message here, hidden in the dark, I’d find it. I
started at the high side nearest the wall, illuminating cinder blocks covered in
graffiti. Finding nothing unusual, I turned the light toward the splintering
underbelly of the bleachers themselves.

Bingo.
A shiver passed through me at the sight of the familiar blue ink.
“Aren’t you a little far from home?”
I jumped and switched off the light, dropping it as I spun toward the

echoing voice. He stood in silhouette at the bleachers’ opening, arms resting
on the risers over his head. I could feel his stare, steady on me, even in the
dark. Reece ducked under the tiers and I let out a breath.

“You scared me to death.” I hid my hands in my pocket. “What are you
doing here?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing. I used to go to school here,” he
said.

I jumped at a snap-click, like a pocketknife or a switch blade flipping. But
it was only a flashlight. My light, that he’d retrieved from the floor.



The beam flashed to my face, obscuring him and blinding me. “What’s
your excuse?” he asked.

I averted my eyes and took a step back. “Get that thing out of my eyes.” I
shielded my face with both hands and he lowered the light. I blinked,
adjusting to the creepy dim shadows it cast over the walls. I was face-to-face
with the bleachers, the exact spot where I’d found the message a moment
ago. I risked a glance.

A glimpse of blue graffiti. Like the letters on my chem lab table. Like the
letters on the dead cat’s box.

Printed. Bold.
Two lines buried in years of old scribble. The cops probably hadn’t even

noticed it was there.
“Looking for something?” he asked.
He couldn’t have noticed. It had only been a glance.
Reese stepped toward me, blocking my exit. He braced a hand on the

wooden tier over my head and dipped his face low enough for me to feel the
heat radiating off his skin. To smell hot leather and sweat. I swallowed, not
sure if it was the closeness of his body or the cryptic blue message that sped
up my breath. “I should be going.”

He didn’t move. I could have stepped around him, but I didn’t.
“Why do you do that?” His voice drew goose bumps over my skin.
“Do what?”
“Run away. Every time I get close, you run.”
Close. All I could see was his face. Purple shadows, green bruises, and his

blue eyes.
“Does it bother you?” he whispered. “Being close to me?”
“No.” I barely shook my head, unable to look away from his lips. “Yes.”

They were too close, disorienting. “Maybe.”
He stepped in closer even though there shouldn’t have been any space left

between us. “Where did you go on Friday? You took off after the flume ride
and I spent hours looking for you. Where were you?”

I looked from his mouth to his eyes. Found all the same questions that had
been in Jeremy’s and Rankin’s. Everyone tiptoeing around me while they
pointed questions like fingers. Where was I? What was I doing? Why? Why?
Why?

“None of your business,” I said, feeling cornered. I took a step back and
bumped my head on the bleacher. But he wasn’t looking at me anymore. He



stared past me, his eyes flicking side to side. His body, smooth and relaxed a
moment ago, stiffened. He took a step back and straightened slowly, focused
on something behind me.

I lurched at the slam of a gymnasium door. A sound, like the squeaky
wheels of a mop bucket, made its way across the floor.

Reece was the first to speak. He was distant and cold. “It’s getting late. We
should get out of here.”

I should have been grateful for his shift in focus, but I wasn’t. I was
humiliated for no reason that made any sense at all. I stepped around him,
avoiding his arms as I brushed by.

“I was just leaving anyway.” My voice wavered, relief and disappointment
warring inside. I focused hard on the white light at the end of the bleachers.
But when I got there, he wasn’t behind me. I looked back. Reece stood in
profile, flashlight shining against the underside of the bleacher where I’d just
stood. He turned toward me, his face unreadable in the dark.

I knew he’d seen the same thing I had. Two lines of blue graffiti that read
like all the others.

It’s personal. I’ll put it all on the table for you. Are you clever
enough to find me in time?
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I SAT AT THE KITCHEN TABLE, scribbling numbers on a sticky note. Ten.
Eighteen. Three. I’d gone over them countless times. Rearranging them.
Looking for patterns. Nothing made sense.

It’s personal. I’ll put it all on the table for you. Could the numbers have
something to do with the messages on my lab tables? There had only been
two. A reference to Schrödinger’s cat written in ink on my chemistry table.
And a reference to Archimedes’ Principle carved into my table in physics.
But there hadn’t been any equations. No way to plug in the numbers to come
up with a solution. I tapped my pen, making a mental note to check all my lab
tables again today.

A familiar rumbling grew louder and died outside my trailer. A
motorcycle. I ripped the sticky note off the pad and stuffed it in my pocket
while I sprinted to the door, flinging it open and blocking the stoop before he
could knock and wake my mother.

“What are you doing here?” I made a roadblock with my hands. Reece
rested a hip against the splintered rail and squinted up at me.

His eyes drifted down to my pajama pants. “Suspension’s over. I’m taking
you to school.”

I gritted my teeth. Like if I bit down hard enough, it could block the flow
of blood to my cheeks. And maybe keep him off my porch. “I have a ride.”

He came up the steps anyway, backing me into the door. “I’ve seen your
ride and he’s not doing much for you. He was kind of a dick on Friday—”

“So were you!” I braced my hands on the frame. No way was I letting him
inside.

“Yeah, we didn’t really get to finish our conversation about that. About
where you went when you disappeared on Friday?”

This “where were you the night of Friday May 23” crap was getting old.



And I had no intention of telling him I’d gone to the same bathroom where
Posie had been found. I didn’t owe him anything. “I rode the bus home from
the class trip with Jeremy.”

He looked at me like I was an idiot. “Yeah, Lonny made a point of
mentioning it—”

“Lonny? When?”
He gripped the top of the door frame and leaned in close. “When he

promised to put a cap in my ass if he found out we were lying.” He didn’t
blink.

I glanced toward Lonny’s trailer, where his Lexus idled. I could just make
out the shape of his head, hunkered down in the front seat, watching us in his
mirrors.

“You let him think you’re my girlfriend, and that’s the only reason he
didn’t impale me with my own ribs that night in the park. He’s got his eyes
on both of us, waiting for us to trip in our own bullshit. Running away from
me at the amusement park and going home with Jeremy just made him
suspicious. I had to make up some lie about you being pissed off at me.”

“Where’s the lie in that?” Our eyes met and held. “I saved you once. No
one said I had to do it again.”

“Who said anything about saving me?”
The bike’s engine cooled with a series of soft clicks. Traffic hummed on

Route 1, and the smell of rancid trash was growing stronger as the morning
sun glinted hot off the cans. I looked down the street. Lonny’s face was clear
in his side mirror. He looked straight at me, touched his index finger to his
lips, and blew a kiss like it was smoke from the barrel of a gun.

“Wait here,” I said. “I’ll get my things.” I opened the door and headed to
the kitchen, cursing under my breath as I slapped together a quick PB&J and
shook open a paper bag. Reece reached over my shoulder and grabbed it off
the counter.

“I thought I told you to wait outside!” I hissed.
He inhaled half of my sandwich and wiped his mouth with the back of his

hand. Then he pushed past me into the hall, paused at the No Smoking sign,
and let himself into my bedroom.

“You can’t be here! My mother will have a stroke!” It came out as a frantic
breathy whisper.

“If you’re quiet, she’ll never have to know.” He rummaged in my closet,
shuffling through my scant collection of secondhand clothes.



A pair of frayed low-rise jeans landed on my feet. A designer label Mona’d
found at a yard sale in Belle Green, practically a give-away because of the
bleach stains. She’d retired them to the closet a year ago, saying they showed
too much skin. I couldn’t agree more.

“What are you doing?”
“Getting you ready for school.” Reece examined a stretchy collared shirt,

two sizes too small. It had been part of a sweater-vest set I’d worn to middle
school graduation. He tossed it to me. “Put this on.”

I plucked the hem of my heavy metal T-shirt. “What I have on is fine! It’s
too hot for a sweater vest.”

“You’re not wearing a sweater vest.”
I held the blouse against my torso. “It’s too small!”
He raised an eyebrow and grinned. “I know.”
“Why are you making me wear it?”
“Because Lonny doesn’t believe you’re my type.”
I waved the shirt in his face. “And this is your type?”
He looked at the shirt, then at my chest, and smiled.
I made a noise somewhere between a growl and a sigh. A minute passed

on my desk clock. He didn’t move. He didn’t care if we were late.
“Fine!” I started to push him into the hall and paused. If Mona woke up

and found him in the living room, I’d be dead. If he was here with me, at
least I could shove him out the window. I checked the lock. “Turn around.” I
twisted him to face the wall.

I slipped off my pajama pants, pulling my shirt down to cover myself
while I eased on the ones Reece picked out. I looked twice to make sure he
wasn’t peeking, then wiggled out of my shirt lightning quick and stuffed my
arms into the blouse. The stretchy material was too tight across the chest,
pulling the fabric taut between each button. I picked at the fabric, wishing
there was more of it, and tapped Reece’s shoulder with an exasperated sigh.

“Satisfied? Can we go now?” I looked ridiculous.
He reached toward my chest and I flinched.
Give me a break was written all over his face. “I’m not trying to feel you

up.”
I narrowed my eyes at him, covering the buttons with both hands.
“Trust me.” He reached again before I could object, unfastening the top

two buttons and drawing the collar wide across my chest. Blood rushed to my
cheeks and I held perfectly still, too freaked out to move. He gave the fabric



around my waist a few quick tugs, then reached lower. I swatted his hands
but he’d already unfastened the bottom two buttons, the stretchy material
pulling apart to reveal a triangle of pasty-white belly.

“What are you doing?” I covered my stomach with my hands, then shot
them up, missing his as he mussed my hair with his fingers. I muttered
something about all the corners of hell where he could shove himself while
he unclasped the thick chain behind his neck and fastened it around mine. It
was still warm from his body, as warm as his fingers when they brushed my
skin.

Feelings bloomed under his touch, stealing my breath. I closed my eyes
against a tender ache, an emptiness beneath the shallow rise and fall of my
chest. The pendant ignited a heartache inside him, the same way my father’s
wedding ring did. He let it go slowly as if it were difficult to part with,
making me curious about who he might be missing.

I captured the pendant between my fingers. A class ring. Class of 2013.
North Hampton’s mascot, the hornet, was carved on one side. I turned it over
and saw an odd, thorny-looking flower that matched Reece’s tattoo.

“What is it?”
“It’s a thistle,” he answered, still frowning over my ensemble.
“A thistle?”
“Yeah, you know . . . little . . . prickly . . . pain in the ass. It suits you.”
I dropped it and scowled as his gaze climbed back up my body. “I know

what a thistle is. What’s the story behind it? Why the tattoo?”
“You ask too many questions.”
“Maybe I don’t ask enough.”
His eyes found mine and his sly smile fell away. He looked broken, and I

couldn’t tell if it was the fading bruises on his face, or the sadness beneath
them that kept me from asking any more.

Slowly, he reached both hands toward my face. I caught him by the cuffs. I
knew exactly what he wanted.

“No,” I said, determined to draw this line in the sand. “The glasses stay.”
“Fine,” he smirked half-heartedly. “Sexy librarian works for me. My job is

done.”
He turned me toward the mirror. It was as bad as I’d feared. The shirt

clung to me, the pendant hanging like a glaring focal point over my chest. I
fidgeted with the collar, trying to tuck the thistle inside, but Reece stopped
me.



“Leave it,” he said.
“I can’t go to school like this,” I protested. “People will notice. They’ll

stare.”
“That’s the idea. Lonny will see me ride the new and improved Leigh

Boswell to school, and by the end of the day everyone will believe we’re a
couple. Besides, you can’t keep hiding from guys like Vince under big
glasses and hoodies.”

“I’m not hiding from anyone.”
“Neither am I.” He surprised me, catching my chin on his finger. His

resolve bled into me, cool and solid in my veins. “Leave the pendant where it
is.”

He was invading me like a drug. I could feel him inside me, uninvited and
pushing himself closer to my heart. But it was all a lie. I stepped out of reach.
“Why?”

He stared at the pendant, worry pulling at the bandage over his eye. “The
thistle is mine. There are people who will recognize it and know that
you’re . . .” A flash of hesitation crossed his face. “They should see you
wearing it. That’s all.”

“Are we talking about Lonny or Vince?” Looking at his face, I already
knew. I had more than just Vince and Lonny to worry about. He wanted
Nicholson to see me wearing it, but why? Was he trying to show Nicholson
that he’d worn me down? That he’d done his job and made good on his end
of the bargain?

“Why are you doing this?”
He let out a long slow breath before answering quietly. “Because it’s my

turn to save you.” He grabbed his jacket from my bed and reached for the
door.

He was so close. So close to saying something with a glimmer of truth in
it, without me having to take it from him. Without me having to feel it. “Save
me from who, Reece?”

He paused before twisting the doorknob. “From yourself.”
I watched him go, too dumbstruck to speak. The bike roared to life. I threw

my backpack over my shoulder and went after him.



25

THE ENTIRE SCHOOL might as well have been watching when we pulled into
the lot. It would have been enough just to show up on the back of his bike,
but between Reece’s battered face and the disquieting buzz around school
since the class trip on Friday, it felt like every eye at West River was on us.
As well as a few others I hadn’t planned on.

Reece wheeled slowly past an unmarked cruiser. The plainclothes officer
was parked directly in front of the crosswalk, taking inventory of the morning
deluge behind a pair of dark sunglasses. As we passed, he drew the handset
of his radio to his mouth, following our every step from the parking lot to the
front door.

I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath until the door shut behind us.
I exhaled long and slow, but that microscope feeling only got worse once we
were inside. People looking down their noses, trying to dissect what we were
doing together. We were the object of whispers and stares from the moment
we crossed the threshold, ten minutes earlier than usual.

Ten minutes earlier . . .
I jerked to a stop, Reece pulling up short behind me.
“Oh, no. Jeremy! I was supposed to ride to school with Jeremy.” I

calculated the distance home. If I hurried, I could make it in time.
Reece grabbed my hand, dragging me down the hall in the opposite

direction. “Tell him it was my fault. He’ll get over it.” He repositioned my
hand in his leather riding glove and slowed to walk beside me. I took a few
hesitant steps.

We were holding hands.
In public.
In school.
Intentionally.



“Do you mind telling me what we’re doing?” I ignored the curious eyes
and pointed fingers, the whispering behind cupped hands.

“I’m walking you to class.”
“I mean what are we doing . . . as in you and I . . . together? As in this.” I

lifted our joined hands.
“I thought we already talked about this.” He cocked an eyebrow but kept

walking. “What? You don’t like holding my hand?”
“No . . . I mean, I do . . . I mean . . . No!” Even if I did like holding his

hand, that didn’t change the fact that he was using me.
I shook him off and stopped in the middle of the hall, forcing him to turn

around. “Don’t play games. You know exactly what I mean.” My voice
bounced, too loud against the blue-and-white walls.

He played it cool, casually stripping off his gloves and stuffing them in his
pockets. Holding his bare hand palm up, he waited for me to take it. “I’m not
playing any games. I’m just walking you to class.”

“Why would you do that?” Fine. If he insisted on denying it, I’d pry the
truth out of him. “Who am I? I can’t be your girlfriend. You already have
one!”

He glanced around and lowered his voice. “What are you talking about? I
don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Really? I’m not sure Gena would agree with you.”
“Gena’s not my girlfriend!” Curious heads turned our way.
“Do you always leave your clothes in not-your-girlfriend’s car?”
Reece dragged me into an empty bank of lockers. His guilt and shame

surged through me the moment we touched. “Can we please talk about this
somewhere else?” He clenched his jaw and spoke through his teeth. “You’re
attracting attention.”

“I thought that’s what you wanted. Why else would you tell me what to
wear and how to act?” Two girls in hemp skirts shouted something about girl-
power. Bodies lined up at each end of the row, blocking our way out, but I
didn’t care. I just wanted him to tell me the truth. “When are you going to
come clean?”

“Come clean about what?”
I stared hard into his eyes, as if I could hurl the words at him without

speaking them. I know who you are.
He pulled back an inch, his eyes flashing between mine. His face blanched

and pupils dilated, and I could see the exact moment when the realization



slammed into him. She knows who I am.
A wave of panic crashed over his face.
“You’re making a mistake. Don’t do this,” he whispered. Sweat beaded on

his hairline.
I was sick of the lies. I was tired of not knowing what he really wanted

from me, or what information he was feeding back to Nicholson. “The only
mistake I made was agreeing to tutor you in the first place. But you don’t
have to fake it anymore.”

He gripped my shoulders, fingers digging in. “I promise. We’ll talk later.
About everything.” The truth was close. I could feel something in him about
to break, and I couldn’t take the pressure anymore. I had enough of my own
secrets without bearing the burden of his too.

I needed to hear him say it. “I know you’re not who you say you are.”
A crowd collected around us.
He shook his head. “Don’t.”
“I know you’re a . . .”
Reece’s mouth pressed hard against mine. A rush of emotions rolled

through me, a barrage of tastes and smells so tangled, I couldn’t make sense
of them. My protests muffled against his tightly closed lips.

He pulled away just enough to whisper, “Please, don’t do this.” His damp
forehead rested against mine, eyes searching for understanding. He was
terrified. His fear was so thick and suffocating, it drowned out everything
else.

He was afraid of me, because I had the power to expose him, and his future
depended on me. It hadn’t even been a real kiss. He’d just been trying to shut
me up. I was just a job, a ticket to redemption he probably didn’t even
deserve.

What about what I deserved? I brought my foot up hard against his shin.
“Just say it! I already know . . .”

Reece stumbled and grunted, pushing me into a wall of lockers and
pinning me with his body. His hands tangled in my hair, pulling me into him
before I could say another word. He tried to kiss me again and I bit down
hard. Felt him flinch. Felt a shocking hot flare of emotion as his mouth
crushed mine. His lips parted and I felt his tongue. I froze, startled by the
unexpected taste of something decadent and sweet. His fingers loosened in
my hair and his mouth softened. He cupped the back of my head, and I
clutched his jacket and kissed him back. I wasn’t sure if I needed to kiss him



or kill him, or if the need I was feeling was his or my own.
Cheers and whistles erupted through the crowd. Reece pulled away,

startled and red in the face. I licked my lips, copper and vinegar. His anger
and humiliation tasted like a kick in the gut. My chest heaved in the tight
space between us, that swollen horrible need threatening to burst.

I slapped him hard across the face. People applauded and shouted, and I
looked over Reece’s shoulder, spotting Jeremy’s pale face. Anh stood beside
him, staring at Reece and me with wide eyes. She reached for Jeremy’s hand,
but he turned and ran, shoving his way through the crowd.

Every inch of me wanted to run after him.
Or maybe just run. The bodies parted and two security officers came

toward me. I froze, but their eyes were locked on something behind me.
I turned. Reece was pale except for the handprint on his cheek and the cut

that had opened where I’d bitten him. He swiped the back of his hand across
his mouth, wiping the smear of blood on his jeans before the officers could
see it.

He shut his eyes. He couldn’t even look at me.
“I’m sorry,” he said, barely a whisper, as they took him away.
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I SPENT FIRST PERIOD UNDER the willow tree outside school, not ready to face
Anh and the barrage of questions she was sure to fire at me the minute I
walked into lab. Jeremy didn’t come, and while I’d hoped he would, I guess I
really couldn’t blame him.

When the second period bell rang, I pulled myself together and crept back
in the side entrance I’d used to sneak out, avoiding the cop in the parking lot.
I snapped open my locker. Two sheets of paper cascaded out, and a sleeve of
Twinkies rested on the top shelf. I couldn’t bring myself to open them, so I
reached for the notes instead. The first was in Reece’s scratchy block print.

WE’LL TALK LATER. I PROMISE.
MEET ME TOMORROW AFTER SCHOOL.

I didn’t have time to contemplate the meaning or what he planned to talk to
me about, because the second note was more pressing—a pink slip directing
me to the principal’s office. There was an X in the box marked Urgent and
several exclamation points next to the word Immediately.

I’d known this was coming. Reece had practically body checked me in
front of the entire school. And I’d drawn blood. Rumors were bound to get
back to administration. I just didn’t expect it to be “immediately.”

I inspected myself in my small locker mirror. Girls walked slowly past my
locker, staring as I scraped away a patch of dried blood from my cheek. My
lips were still swollen from the kiss, and I bit them, feeling a momentary stab
of guilt over Gena. He’d said she wasn’t his girlfriend, but having seen the
way she cared about him, I wasn’t so sure she would agree.

None of that mattered, though. It hadn’t been real. He’d said it before, out
loud, in front of Gena. I was nobody. A liability he was forced to silence with
an artificial kiss. Lonny had almost killed him over his suspicion that Reece
was a narc, and I’d threatened his cover. I’d left him no choice.



The second bell rang.
All I wanted was a ride home.

• • •

Principal Romero did indeed see me “immediately.” I sat in the chair across
from his desk and looked down at the floor, humiliated.

“You missed first period this morning, Miss Boswell. Care to tell me
why?” His tone suggested he already knew the answer, but he’d put me
through the act of contrition anyway.

I had the overwhelming temptation to tell him everything. The ads, the
numbers, the fights, how I’d seen Posie burning and Marcia on the bottom of
the pool. I chewed my lip.

I took a deep breath, decided. I’d be safer under Frank Romero’s wing than
in Lieutenant Nicholson’s custody.

“It’s all right, Nearly,” Principal Romero said, interrupting my thoughts. “I
am aware of what happened with Mr. Whelan, and I assure you I am taking
corrective action. He won’t bother you again. He’s been removed from West
River High School.”

“Removed?” My head snapped up, my confessions forgotten. “What do
you mean?”

“He’s been expelled. Security escorted him off campus a few moments
ago. Now it’s only a matter of some paperwork.” He beamed down at me
from his stupid faux-leather throne. Even if Reece had tried to fight it, it
wouldn’t have mattered. Romero wasn’t ever going to give him a chance.

“It wasn’t his fault.”
The smile slid from his face. “Excuse me?”
“I was the one responsible.” Romero tossed his pen on the expulsion

papers he’d been ready to sign.
I couldn’t let Reece go back to jail for something that was my fault. He’d

only reacted because I’d provoked him. My behavior hadn’t left him any
choice.

I cleared my throat, preparing to tell a story that I hadn’t quite come up
with yet. Some excuse Principal Romero and the rest of the school would be
willing to believe. I owed Reece this much.

“I wanted him to notice me,” I said, looking at the principal through
lowered lashes, trying to gauge his reaction. “So I tried changing my hair and



wearing different clothes. It didn’t work, so I did something stupid. I
practically attacked him in front of a million people.” I cringed. It wasn’t
entirely a lie. I’d threatened him, which could be construed as an attack . . . of
sorts. Then there was the kicking, biting, and slapping . . . And plenty of
witnesses to corroborate this slightly revised version of the truth.

“I understand there was blood involved? Did he hurt you?” Romero didn’t
look concerned so much as hopeful. His chair creaked as he leaned into my
story, waiting for it to crumble.

“No, sir. The blood was Reece’s. I guess I was a little rough.” I blinked
hard, provoking a tear. It wasn’t hard, the truth cut deep. “But it doesn’t
matter. He made his feelings perfectly clear.”

Romero handed me a tissue, studying my hair and my shirt, as if noticing
for the first time that something was, in fact, different.

“That’s probably for the best,” he said. “Mr. Rankin tells me you’re
awfully close to earning the merit scholarship in chemistry. I would hate to
see you throw that away over a boy.”

I blew all my disdain into his tissue. He sounded like Mona.
“Besides, he’s a bad influence. You would do better not to associate with

someone like Whelan. Trouble seems to follow him. Ever since he enrolled,
there have been problems.”

I looked at him. “What kind of problems?”
“It’s none of your concern.” He pursed his lips. “The important thing for

you to remember is that he’s not the kind of boy you should be friendly
with.”

Something inside me snapped. I was sick of people telling me who I
should or shouldn’t be “friendly” with. My voice climbed an octave and I
stood up before I could rein in my reaction. “Regardless of whether or not
he’s a nice guy, it was still my fault. It wouldn’t be fair to expel him for
something I did.” I swallowed hard, hoping I wasn’t about to dig myself into
a hole I couldn’t climb out of. “You should expel me instead.”

A silence passed.
Romero’s face was red and he loosened his tie with a finger. He only had

two choices: Expel us both, or go easy on Reece in light of my admission. A
vein bulged at his temple.

“I’ll take that information into consideration,” he said carefully. “Although
I can’t guarantee it will change the outcome of my decision.”

We both knew it would.



I slung my backpack over my shoulder. The motion lifted the hem of my
shirt, revealing a few inches of bare midriff, and I felt Romero’s gaze linger
there.

I reached for Reece’s pendant as an excuse to cover my skin. Mona always
said hanging out with boys like Reece would ruin my chances, make me into
someone I didn’t want to be. And here I was, exposing myself and dressing in
lies. I didn’t want her to be right.

“Mr. Romero?” I turned, one hand on the door. “Why was Reece in jail?”
Something inside me needed to know, to reassure myself it had been a petty
crime. A misunderstanding.

Romero fingered the expulsion papers, as if reconsidering. “He was
responsible for the death of a student.”

“Who?” I heard myself ask.
“A senior. Shot and killed at North Hampton last year.”

• • •

I don’t know what I had expected to hear, but I walked back to my locker in a
daze. The hall was empty, silent except for the murmur of teachers lecturing
behind closed doors. I’d missed chemistry and almost all of physics, and for
once I didn’t care. I walked slowly, taking the longest route through the front
hallway and staring out the windows at Reece’s empty parking space as I
passed. I’d been so close to telling Romero everything, but I’d chosen to
protect Reece instead. I’d just saved him again, but why? Every time I
thought I knew him—thought maybe I could trust him—I learned something
about Reece Whelan that made me realize I didn’t know him at all.

I laid my head against my locker. It felt too heavy to hold up anymore.
We’ll talk tomorrow, he’d promised. But what was there to talk about? I had
one too many evasive killers in my life already and I wasn’t any closer to
knowing who I could trust.

I spun the combination. The door rattled open, and I was greeted by
Teddy’s drawing of the two of us holding hands on the carousel. Unable to
throw away the yellow scrap of paper, I’d taped the memento inside my
locker. It lifted my mood, but only for a moment. There was a note from Anh,
folded to fit through the vent.

Leigh—WTF? You have some serious explaining



to do! Call me later. I want details!

Anh
It was stapled to our chemistry homework assignment for the night.
Another folded paper drifted out. I plucked it off the floor and unfolded it.

As soon as the first blue letter appeared, my skin prickled, and I peeled the
rest open more carefully.

Flowers Delivered
WHC
Rm # 214

It had been written in the same blue marker, the ones we used in chem lab.
The same handwriting as the message in the box with the dead cat and under
the bleachers at North Hampton.

I shoved the letter in my locker and slammed it shut. I’d wanted to visit
Posie, but I’d heard she’d been flown to the burn unit at Washington Hospital
Center and had spent the last four days in ICU. No visitors allowed.

Flowers delivered to Room #214. He was tipping me off. Posie must have
been moved. And if she was out of intensive care and had her own room, I
could talk to her. I could ask her what she remembered, if she had seen who
had done this to her. I knew she would tell me if she could. I had to try.

I shook my head, split down the middle. Who was I kidding? That’s
exactly what the killer wanted me to do. Exactly where he wanted me to be.
This note felt like a set-up. I’d be playing into his hands again, and I hated
myself for it. But I had no choice. It was time to pay Posie a visit.

• • •

I hopped the Red Line downtown, then took the H4/Tenley Town bus to the
hospital. Once inside, I crossed the main lobby and headed straight for the
elevator.

“Excuse me,” said the woman at the desk behind me. I turned to see her
holding out a clipboard and a visitor’s pass. “I’ll need you to sign in, please.”

The elevator doors closed. I approached the desk and took the clipboard,
hesitating before writing my name. If the note was a set-up—if someone
really did want me here—then maybe I shouldn’t use my own name. At the
very least, it wouldn’t hurt me to use someone else’s. I wrote “Mary Jones”



in the space marked Visitor. The pen hovered over the space for the patient’s
name, warnings whispering in my head. If the police were keeping tabs on
Posie’s visitors, something told me I shouldn’t use her name either.

“What’s the last name of the patient you’re looking for, dear?” She was a
kind-looking older woman with smiling wrinkles. I felt guilty lying to her.

“Smith,” I answered.
The attendant henpecked the name into her computer and stared down her

nose at the screen. “Would that be Ronald, Evelyn, or William?”
My shoulders sagged with relief. Smith had been a safe bet. “Ronald,” I

said.
She handed me the pass and said, “He’s in 263. You can go ahead up.”
I clipped my pass to the hem of my shirt and darted into the first open

elevator. Posie’s room was easy to find. I peeked in the small window inset in
the door, relieved to find Posie alone. A jacket hung over the back of an
empty chair beside her bed. I didn’t have much time. I rapped softly on her
door and pushed it open a crack.

She replied in a jagged whisper, as though she were talking through broken
glass. “Come in.”

I stepped quietly inside. Posie sat propped on a mountain of starched white
pillows, her eyes taped shut with cotton pads. A clear tube hung below her
nostrils and an IV dripped from a stand near her headboard. A clip hugged
her finger, and a monitor beeped steady with the rhythm of her heart. Her
other arm, the burned one, was concealed under a sleeve of bandages.

“Posie?”
She tipped her head, turning in my direction. “Leigh?” She smiled weakly.

“You made it. I knew you were coming.”
I stopped halfway to her bed. A cold sensation slithered over me. “Yeah,

it’s me,” I said quietly, my throat dry. “How did you know I was coming?”
She pushed a button, elevating the bed. “One of the nurses said you

called.”
I didn’t answer. I hadn’t called or spoken to any nurses, but I didn’t want

to scare her.
Her smile faltered. “You didn’t call?”
My mind raced. I looked at the clock. “I don’t have much time, Posie.”
She drew her call button tighter against her hip and pulled herself straight

against the pillows. I heard the strain in her breaths.
“I know,” she rasped. “The police have been asking all kinds of questions



about you. I told them there was no way you could be involved in something
like this. But they keep asking, like I might change my mind. I told them I
won’t.” She took a few thin breaths and sunk back into the pillows. “I’m glad
you’re here, but it’s probably better if you go. My mom will be back any
minute and I’d hate for you to get in trouble.”

I looked between Posie and the door. Someone called the nurses’ station
pretending to be me. I knew I should leave, but I had so many questions. “Is
there anything you remember . . . anything at all that might help me figure
out who did this to you? Did you see anyone? Talk to anyone?”

She shook her head. “I don’t remember a thing. The police said I was
drugged. They said someone put something in my soda. I remember eating
lunch, and then feeling dizzy and sick to my stomach. I left my friends to find
the bathroom, and then everything just went blank. I woke up here. They said
I have to stay until my burns are better.” Her brief recollection seemed to
drain all of her energy, and I helped settle her back on her pillows. She
couldn’t help me. It had been a mistake to come.

“It’s okay,” I said, as much to comfort myself as to ease the worry on
Posie’s face. “You don’t have to say any more.” I straightened her blankets.
A medical chart hung at the foot of her bed. “Posie? Would it be okay if I
looked at your chart?”

She nodded and I hurriedly flipped through the pages of a toxicology
report. Posie’s bloodwork had tested positive for ketamine, the same drug the
police said they’d found in Emily Reinnert’s water bottle.

The rest of the report held no surprises. Just as I’d expected, hydrofluoric
acid burns. The fumes were strong enough to damage her respiratory system,
but as long as there was no direct contact with her eyes, the cotton and tape
should be temporary and her lungs would get stronger and heal over time. I
couldn’t say the same about her arm. That scar would stay with her for the
rest of her life. I thumbed through the rest quickly—her vitals, which seemed
fairly stable, and a treatment plan showing an estimated discharge date a few
days from now. She’d be fine.

A series of loud beeps erupted from her IV monitor and we both startled.
Her bag hung empty, the last drops sinking close to her hand. “You should
probably go,” she said. “The nurses will be in soon to change my IV.”

A stack of fresh gowns and surgical caps were folded neatly on a chair. I
grabbed a set quietly and pulled them over my clothes.

Posie wheezed and started coughing. I didn’t think, just reached for her



hand, needing to know she would be okay. “I’ll be fine. Just go. I won’t tell
anyone you were here.” Her strength ebbed through my fingers in steady,
reassuring waves. Posie would be fine, and now I was one step closer to
understanding the person who’d done this to her. Emily, Posie, and Marcia
had all been drugged.

I gave her hand one last squeeze and cracked the door before slipping into
the hall. I walked quickly toward the end of the hall, away from the nurses’
station, looking for emergency exit signs that might lead me another way out.
A police officer emerged from the stairwell and walked toward me. Every
nerve ending screamed at me to run. He was on his phone and didn’t seem
aware of me, so I kept my head down and shuffled past. I took the stairs fast
and threw open the door, emerging in a hallway near the hospital chapel. I
darted into the nearest bathroom, stripped off the gown and tucked it into the
trash bin, plucking the visitor’s pass from my shirt. I was about to toss it in
the can and find a less conspicuous exit than the one in the main lobby, but
then I paused. Would it be suspicious if Mary Jones never signed out?

I carried the pass to the visitor’s desk, darting looks through the lobby to
make sure I hadn’t been noticed. The wrinkled attendant smiled and held out
a basket of used passes. I dropped it in and thanked her, reaching for a pen.

I found my name, Mary Jones, and signed out. Several unfamiliar names
followed, but I gripped the clipboard tighter when I recognized my name. Not
Mary Jones. My real name. Nearly Boswell had signed in, visited with Posie
Washington in Rm #214, and signed out. Three minutes ago.

I wanted to tear off the sign-in sheet and stuff it into my pocket, but the
attendant was watching, politely waiting to see me off. I held the clipboard
too long. “Good day,” she said, lifting it from my hands. I looked up at the
high ceiling as though I could see through the floors. Nearly Boswell wasn’t
in class or with friends. She was officially logged in the hospital record as a
visitor.

I never should have come.
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I COULD ALMOST SMELL the tight stack of newsprint on Rankin’s desk, more
aware of those pages than the blank one in front of me. I tapped my pencil
and tried to focus on the pop quiz. My knee bobbed up and down, shaking the
table. Anh kicked me without looking up. It was Friday morning and the Bui
Mart had been sold out of City Posts—as was every store in a three-block
radius. Bao said the front page had been some kind of smear campaign
against a local politician, and his supporters had combed through every store
in town that morning, buying up every copy on the shelves. I stared at the
City Post on Rankin’s desk, took a deep breath, checked the clock, and forced
my attention to my quiz.

Two more problems and I was out of there. Maybe Jeremy had a copy . . .
if he was speaking to me at all. I’d taken the bus home from the hospital
yesterday, and walked to school that morning, like I did every Friday. I
hadn’t seen Jeremy since I’d stood him up yesterday, and I had no idea what
to expect.

A cold rush of air moved past my desk. Oleksa sauntered down the aisle
and set his quiz facedown. I looked at the clock again. Anh finished, sliding
her chair back without a sound. TJ was behind her.

I jabbed the buttons of my calculator, scratched out numbers, and finished
just as the bell rang. My quiz was the last one on the stack, but I was certain
I’d nailed it, even through all the distractions.

I approached Rankin’s desk, where the newspaper was now spread open.
Somewhere in it was a message for me. I knew it. The note in my locker and
then the sign-in sheet in the hospital were building up to something.

Better luck next time.
No. No more next times. I needed that paper.
“Question, Miss Boswell?” Rankin stared at me over the drooping pages of



his newspaper.
“No. No question.”
“Very well then.” He snapped the paper up, teasing me with the front and

back pages. Definitely today’s paper.
“Where did you get it?” I heard myself ask.
He looked at me with a curious expression. “You mean this? Yes,” he said,

brows shooting up as he rustled the pages. “I had quite a time finding one this
morning. This copy was waiting on my desk quite unexpectedly when I
arrived.”

My spine tingled, as if someone drew a finger over it. The only City Post
in school was left on Rankin’s desk before first period, where I’d be sure to
see it. Someone wanted me to find it, like they’d wanted me to find all the
others. I had to get my hands on that paper.

“May I borrow it?” The ice I was treading was thin. He’d expressly
forbidden me from bringing the paper to class, but class was over and I
couldn’t walk away without asking. If he didn’t agree, then I’d find another
way. I wasn’t leaving school without that paper.

He flipped the corners down. “No, you may not. I’m sure your physics
teacher would not appreciate you reading it in his class any more than I want
you reading it during mine.”

“But—”
“However,” he interrupted, raising a finger, “there is plenty of inventory

yet to be counted. I’ll see you at two forty-five. If the paper is still here when
you return, you may take it if you wish.”

• • •

At 2:43 p.m. I sprinted through the chem lab door. Rankin was gone, but his
newspaper was there.

I flipped through the sections with shaking hands, snatching the Missed
Connections out of the stack. The pages clung together, reluctant to separate.
I dropped into my seat, skimming the fine print for an equation or theorem.
But the numbers were all bust sizes and addresses of bars.

Whoever had written the ads wasn’t making this easy. If there was an ad in
today’s personals, I’d have to read them all to find it.

I laid the paper across my desk and studied them, one by one, reading the
cryptic ones slowly, listening for a familiar cadence or the suggestion of a



clue.
And there it was.
I don’t know how I knew, or why I was so sure, except that it was the only

ad that didn’t seem to fit with the others. The tone of the ad seemed to
resonate with malice, where all the others resonated with hope. Grabbing a
lab marker, I circled it.

I’m serious. I’m done chasing my tail, trying to be the big dog.
I’m the brightest. Lie back and watch me shine.

What did it mean? I’d expected a number, a formula . . . something
concrete. This was as maddening and nonsensical as the message under the
bleachers.

I’m the brightest. Fine. Whatever. I shoved my chair back and stuffed my
hands in my pockets. If he wanted to prove he was smarter than me, why not
give me a problem I could solve?

Or had he?
I scooted back to the desk. I read it again, dissecting each word for some

corresponding value. Scrutinizing each letter for patterns or hint of a code.
No key emerged.

I took a step back and rubbed my eyes. They burned with fatigue and
frustration. I was too emotional. Too eager to find it. The ad felt like a damn
Seurat painting. Like I needed distance to see it clearly.

Unless the clue wasn’t something I could see at all.
Skeptical, I closed my eyes and took a breath, exhaling my anxiety and

muting the distractions in my head. Then I spoke the words aloud. I listened
to them, imagining them from thirty thousand feet.

“I’m serious. I’m the brightest,” I repeated softly. “I’m serious.”
I’m serious.
I’m Sirius.
My chair flew out behind me. I snatched up my things, and headed to earth

science. The map of the solar system spanned the interior wall of the
classroom. I searched the constellations, my head swimming, full of tiny dots
and lines that formed shapes and patterns of animals and warriors, until I
found it. Sirius, the brightest star in the sky, in the constellation Canis Major
—the big dog.

I’m serious . . . the big dog. I’m the brightest.



I cried out, a victorious shout that echoed and died in the empty room.
Now that I knew what I was looking for, where the hell was I supposed to

find it?
Lie back and watch me shine.
I mapped streets and bridges in my head. There were hundreds, if not

thousands of places to stargaze in and around the city. Riverfront parks,
historic battlefields, ball fields, beaches . . .

But the last three ads reflected a pattern. They had one common
denominator. Each of the victims had been people I knew. More specifically,
people I’d tutored. I’d worked with dozens of students through the year, and I
counted them off in my head, grasping for any connection. Where they lived,
their interests, their hobbies, their classes. Nothing fit. I had no clue where I
was supposed to find Sirius and I only had a few hours until dark.

I slogged to my locker, folding the newspaper into a tight square around
the circled ad. I spun my combination and opened the door, dropping the
newspaper on the shelf inside. Teddy’s drawing drew my attention like a
bright yellow flare. My stomach dropped as I plucked it from my locker door.
I turned it over. The flyer for the Smithsonian field trip was rimmed in clip-
art planets and stars. It was dated today. My hands shook as I set it down on
top of the ad.

Lie back and watch me shine.
Teddy Marshall was at the Air and Space Museum.
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I SHOVELED ALL MY LOOSE CHANGE from my pockets into the machine and it
spit a ticket into my waiting hand. I jammed it into the turnstile and bolted
down the escalator, where the next train was already waiting. Departure lights
flashed at the edge of the concrete, and I slipped between the closing doors,
breathing hard.

The Yellow Line out of Huntington Station was mostly empty, heading
into the city against rush hour. Full cars packed with standing passengers in
suits rushed by in the opposite direction. I grabbed the handrail as the train
picked up speed, leaning against the route map by the door. I ticked off the
landmarks in my head, counting down the stops, and grateful every time we
surfaced that daylight remained.

I changed trains at L’Enfant Plaza, pushing past suits and ties, bumping
into briefcases at every turn. When my Blue Line train finally stopped at
Smithsonian Station, I ran up the escalator, squeezing past slow movers.
Early-evening sun filtered through the escalator shaft. I stepped out into a
wall of humid city heat and jockeyed past a cart of hanging souvenir T-shirts
that blew in my way, stopping briefly to orient myself against the National
Mall.

The Washington Monument pierced the sky to my left. The Capitol
Building stretched the horizon on my right, a mile of museums and galleries
flanking the lawns between. I flew past them, crossing 7th Street and
following the manicured perimeter. The dipping sun cast a long, narrow
shadow before me like the second hand of a clock. Taxis blared horns when I
jumped between two parked school buses, emerging before the sprawling
white walls spanning an entire block of Jefferson Avenue. The National Air
and Space Museum.

I stood on the steps, doubled over with runner cramps, sweat trailing down



my shirt. When I straightened, I was staring up two stories of glass and stone.
The sleek face of the building seemed to reflect the enormity of my mission. I
turned back to the long line of yellow buses at the curb and found the small
bus marked Fairfax County Public Schools sandwiched between countless
others.

Teddy was still here.
I took the steps two at a time. I knew this museum, like I knew all the

others from years of countless school field trips. The familiar sterile smell hit
me as I pulled open the heavy glass doors. I walked right through the security
checkpoint, carrying only my hoodie through the scanners and grateful I’d
had the presence of mind to leave my backpack in my locker. A bag search
would only slow me down.

I darted through the lobby to the welcome desk.
“Excuse me,” I said, breathless and damp. “I’m looking for a tour group

from West River High School. Do you know where I can find them?”
The woman behind the counter looked at me, her face pinched and her

posture rigid in her starchy Smithsonian blazer. Conscious of her stare, I
withdrew my newsprint-covered hands from the desk.

“I’m sorry, dear.” She eyed me, taking in every detail of my appearance
with a tight smile. “I have no idea where they might be. Would you like me
to have someone paged?”

“No,” I said quickly when she reached for her phone. “That’s okay. I’ll
find them.” I couldn’t have him paged. Couldn’t attract that much attention to
myself.

I turned, pausing at two stories of thousands of people. The killer wanted
me to find Teddy. He would make it easy. There had to be a message, a clue I
wasn’t seeing.

I turned back to the clerk.
“Has anyone left a message? Maybe an envelope?” Doubt clung heavy to

each word.
The woman opened a drawer. “Let me check. What’s the last name?”
I hesitated, remembering the visitor’s log at the hospital, my gut telling me

it was pointless to lie.
“Boswell,” I finally said, turned away to scan the crowd.
“Here you are, Miss Boswell.” The woman slid a white envelope across

the counter, my name printed in crisp blue letters across the front. “This must
be for you.”



My arm was heavy as I reached across the desk. I drew a narrow ticket
from the envelope.

“Oh, no.” She frowned over my shoulder. “You’re too late. That ticket was
for the four thirty show.” She looked at her watch. “It’s already over. The
planetarium is closed.”

I sprinted for the stairs, barreling through the descending wave of tourists.
Shoving them aside, my sleeves clutched tight around my hands, I bumped
past them like a pinball. When I reached the top, I looked out over the gallery
wall and caught the high, agitated voice of Mrs. Smallwood, Teddy’s teacher.
Mall security officers gathered around her in the lobby below, her arms
gesturing wildly with her clipboard. My heart sped up. Teddy must already
be missing.

Across the gallery, the double doors of the planetarium were closed, the
ticket windows shut for the night.

Too late.
I slipped between the velvet ropes, checking over my shoulder as I tugged

the handle. Locked. I leaned back against the door. There had to be a way in.
Every theater has more than one exit. I looked right, then left. Another set of
doors. I ducked under the rope, staying tight to the wall. I tugged the handle
and it eased open with a quiet sigh.

Inside, it was night. The hall was narrow and close around me, dark except
for tiny blue-white runners illuminating the way. A light glowed at the end,
the hall opening into a high domed theater where hundreds of empty seats
radiated from a projector in the floor.

There was no movement. No sound but the rush of blood in my ears.
“Teddy?” My voice cracked. “Teddy, are you in here?”
I took a tentative step, then another. The theater was cavernous and dim.
Beyond the doors, a muffled overhead speaker repeated, “Teddy Marshall,

please meet your party at the welcome desk in the first-floor lobby.”
The projector cast a swirling pink-and-purple glow against the ceiling, but

the rows and rows of folding seats were cast in deep shadow. I gripped the
rails, following the diffused blue glow of the runway lighting through the
room. Taking slow steps, I searched each aisle, and had almost given up
when I caught a faint green glow near the floor. I walked toward it, tripping
over something hard.

Teddy Marshall’s shoes. Teddy lay face-up between the rows, his feet
breaching the aisle. My heart leaped into my throat. I pulled myself to my



knees. Whispered his name and reached for his hand. It was nothing but cold
when I touched it.

The green light emanated from his right arm. A cluster of glow-in-the-dark
stars—the kind they sold in the gift shop downstairs—stuck to his forearm.
They twisted into a shape. A number. Five.

I pushed myself farther into the aisle toward his face, wedging myself
between his shoulders and the seats. His glasses hung askew inside a clear
plastic bag that clung to the opening of his nostrils and stuck in his mouth.
The plastic sucked tight over his face—and didn’t move. I couldn’t breathe.
The bag was knotted at Teddy’s throat, tied with his own shoelace. I reached
out to tear it, to rip it away from his face. Breathe, Teddy, breathe!

A dark hand shot in front of me before I could reach the bag. A glove
clamped over my mouth and I screamed into it. Bucking and kicking, I
grappled with the arms around my chest. They dragged me down the aisle,
away from Teddy, pushed me against the tunnel wall, and cupped my mouth
tight. My breath raced in and out my nose, whistling over the leather glove.

“What the hell are you doing here?” The voice was deep and angry, but
familiar. Reece released his grip. “You shouldn’t be here.” He peered
anxiously down the mouth of the tunnel before bringing the full force of his
gaze back to mine.

“Teddy Marshall is in there. He’s dead!”
“I know. And you can’t be here when they find him!” He grabbed me

under the arm and pulled me toward the exit. I planted my feet.
“What do you mean, you know he’s in there?”
He jerked a furious finger toward the door. “In a few minutes this place is

going to be crawling with cops. We’ve got to get out of here. Now.”
“We can’t just leave him here! We have to do something!”
“There’s nothing we can do for him. He’s gone, Leigh. But if we don’t get

out of here now, you’re on your own.” His face was cold and impatient. He
waited two beats, then headed for the door, dragging me with him. He flung it
open and I squinted against the flood of light as the doors whispered shut
behind us.

I tugged against the pull of his hand, and started to turn back for the
theater, but he was right. There wasn’t time. Blue uniforms shuffled past.
Security guards and chaperones swept through the exhibits, calling Teddy’s
name. I followed Reece into an elevator. He pounded the lobby button with
his fist.



“We go fast. You do what I say and no one will see you.” Reece crossed
the elevator toward me, his body arched possessively over mine with his back
to the doors to shield me from view. He was hot and damp under the heavy
leather, his sweat fetid with fear. The doors slid open to the first floor and he
held the doors with one hand, and glanced over his shoulder.

“Come on.” He hustled me under one arm, tucking me in close to his body.
I tried to look behind me, at the planetarium gallery over our heads, heart
tearing with every step, but Reece snapped me around, directing me with a
hand at the small of my back and clipped commands no one else could hear.

Turn left, go right, head for the exit.
We threw the doors open and stepped out onto Independence Avenue,

breaking apart the second we hit the stairs. Reece grabbed my hand and
dragged me behind him with quick strides, dipping between two parked tour
buses. His bike was there, illegally parked between them.

“Put this on.” He practically threw the helmet at me as he straddled the
bike and started the engine. “Hurry!”

I didn’t move. “But Teddy . . .”
“We’ve got to get out of here,” he pleaded from the bike. His eyes widened

as he looked over my shoulder. I turned back toward the museum, torn. A
traffic cop was staring, heading toward us.

“Now, Leigh!” Reece revved the engine.
I snapped the chin strap and jumped on behind him. The bike roared and I

threw my arms around his waist as we leaped into traffic, weaving between
buses and cabs until the museum fell away. An ambulance flew past, heading
toward the museum, but Teddy was already gone.
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REECE TOOK ME TO A PARKING SPACE near a grassy peninsula just north of the
runway at Reagan National Airport. He set the kickstand, and headed toward
the river’s edge without a word. I plodded after him, tears streaming down
my face.

Reece took off his jacket and spread it on the ground. He lowered himself
to one side and gently patted the spot next to him. I didn’t move, so he tugged
my sleeve, and I dropped down beside him. Runway lights blinked red across
the inlet. He stared at them, forearms resting on his knees while I wiped my
nose on my sleeve.

“How did you know?” I clenched my jaw, afraid I’d start crying again.
There wasn’t enough room inside me for my anger and grief.

Reece reached into his jacket, unfolding Teddy’s yellow permission slip,
and the ragged edges of the Missed Connections ad tucked inside. I snatched
them away from him.

“These were in my locker!”
He didn’t look at me. “Just add breaking and entering to the long list of

things I’m not proud of. I found the field trip flyer and the ad, and figured
that’s where you’d gone. I thought I could beat you there on my bike, but I
was too late. I saw you run up the stairs. Hell, I could see you on the gallery,
but I was stuck in the damn security line and I couldn’t get to you in time.”
He dropped his head between his knees. “I owe you an apology. Not just for
breaking into your locker. I never should have—”

“It’s okay.” I already knew he regretted kissing me. I didn’t need to hear
him say it. His guilt was one more emotion I didn’t have room for. “You
don’t need to explain. I know why you’ve been following me.” I watched the
shoreline. Tried not to look at the lights that twinkled behind it. Tried not to
think of stars.



“How’d you figure it out?” Reece asked softly. His skin glowed faintly
pink, the violet and gold sunset casting color across his cheeks. The answer
seemed so obvious to me.

“Because insanely hot transfer students don’t ask girls like me to tutor
them in chemistry . . . much less ride me to school, buy me dinner, fight my
battles, pick my clothes, or hold my hand in public.” I shook my head, giving
in to a sad smile.

The one he returned was lopsided, and maybe a little self-conscious. “I
think a few people might disagree with you. We’ve convinced the whole
school we’re dating. Maybe it’s believable to everyone but you.”

“Don’t. Not now.”
He nudged me gently with his elbow. “Tell me how you really figured it

out.”
The leather under my legs was heavy and warm and I wanted to crawl

inside it and tell him everything. Instead, I hugged my knees to my chest and
told him only what he wanted to know. “It was an accident. I went to the
police station to tell them what I knew, and I overheard a conversation I
shouldn’t have.”

“What did you know?” he asked quietly.
“The same stuff I already told Nicholson.”
“How’d you know all the stuff you told Nicholson?”
I bristled, and just like that, the urge to confide in him was gone. Like

someone turned on a light, and I could see him for who he was. A narc
getting paid to snitch on me.

“Does it matter?” I snapped. “Two people are dead! And someone’s
making it look like I killed them. It’s only a matter of time before—”

“Three,” he whispered.
Everything stilled.
“Three people are dead.” He looked in my eyes, worry lines digging deep.

“Posie. She’s gone, Leigh.”
“No!” I shouted. “That’s impossible! I saw her yesterday. She was fine.

Her chart said she was—” My mouth hung open, breath held. The words
were out, and I couldn’t take them back. But it didn’t matter. My name was
on the visitor’s log at the hospital anyway. The police would know I’d been
there. “How?”

“Poisoned. Through her IV bag.”
“When?” I already knew the answer. Posie had been murdered right after



Mary Jones left her room. Right after I fled down the stairwell, and a nurse
had come to change her bag.

“It was a slow-working toxin.” Reece reached into his pocket and
withdrew a folded paper. He held it between his thumb and forefinger,
hesitating before he gave it to me. “She was pronounced dead this morning.”

I peeled open a long list of handwritten names. On it were Mary Jones and
Nearly Boswell. It was the visitor’s log from the hospital. My stomach rolled.
I stared at the flashing runway lights, half listening for sirens in the distance.
“How much time do I have?”

Reece’s cell phone rang in his pocket.
“I never gave that to you. It doesn’t exist.” He walked away, putting a few

feet between us before taking the call.
“What?” he snapped into his phone.
Pause.
“None of your business . . . No, she wasn’t there either . . . I know because

she was with me all day, same as yesterday. So we ditched class? Big
freaking deal . . . They told me to get close. I’m just holding up my end of the
bargain . . . I already told you, I’m not in the city . . .” A jet blared overhead,
swooping in low with its landing gear down. Reece plugged the microphone
with his thumb and swore, waiting until the plane touched down to release
it. “. . . No, I’m not at the airport . . . No, I’m not leaving the state . . . I’m
hanging up unless you have something to say . . .” Reece listened, his eyes
flicking to mine. His voice lowered. “. . . The planetarium? Seriously? Was
the kid okay?” He massaged one temple while he listened, presumably to the
details of the crime scene we’d just fled. “Yeah, about that, Lonny called. It
goes down next Friday . . .” Reece turned his back, pitching his voice
low. “. . . A warehouse downtown . . . I need you to hold up your end of the
deal. . . . Friday night. You promised . . .”

Pause.
Reece’s head snapped up, eyes fanning over the parking lot as an older

model Mercedes with diplomatic tags—Oleksa’s Mercedes—eased out of the
lot. We were being watched, and not just by the cops. How could Oleksa
have known where we were?

“I can’t talk now. I’ll call you later.” Reece pocketed his phone and
exhaled a string of curses. He dropped down beside me and stared out at the
water. “We can’t stay. They know where we are.”

I folded the paper, a critical piece of evidence I wasn’t supposed to have.



“How did you get this?”
He hesitated before answering. “Today wasn’t the first time I broke into

your locker,” he confessed, glancing at me sideways as if gauging my
reaction. I remembered our conversation back at the diner the first time I’d
tutored him. How he’d pulled the crumpled first chapter of his textbook from
his pocket and made up some story about finding it on the floor.

“Why?”
He jerked his hand through his hair. It stuck up around his head in a

prickly halo. “The cops told me to keep an eye on you. Get information. They
didn’t tell me how. After Romero kicked me out of his office, I came back to
find you. I wanted to thank you for sticking up for me, and apologize for . . .
you know . . . what happened.” He squeezed his eyes shut as if blocking out
the memory. “But you weren’t there, so I broke into your locker. I was only
going to leave you a note about meeting up to talk, but I found the message.
The one with Posie’s room number on it. By the time I got to the hospital to
find you, I was too late.”

“So you stole the visitor’s log?” I waved the folded paper in his face.
“Lying to the cops, tampering with evidence? This is obstruction of justice,
Reece! You’ll go back to jail—”

“I wouldn’t have to break any laws if you’d just stop running from me and
be where you’re supposed to be for once!”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
His face wrinkled with disgust. “You’re really not getting this, are you?

You were supposed to be with me after school today. I was supposed to be
your alibi!”

“My alibi?” I asked, only now remembering the note he’d left in my locker
yesterday. Meet me tomorrow after school.

Reece’s head dropped into his hands, muffling his frustration. “Did anyone
see you between the time school let out and the time Teddy went missing?”

“What are you saying?”
Reece raised his head. “I’m saying you’re the number one suspect in the

case of three”—he lifted three fingers—“count them—THREE homicides!
All the evidence points back to you, Leigh! And today, when you should
have been teaching me chemistry in a packed restaurant full of witnesses who
could place you there at the time of Teddy’s death, you traipse right into the
damn crime scene! It’s like you’re walking into an ambush and I keep trying
to keep you clear of the fire, but you just won’t listen! You were supposed to



be with me!”
I hugged my knees. “I didn’t do any of this. None of this is my fault,” I

whispered.
“Look,” he said through a long exhale. “The police think you’re involved.

They just can’t prove anything. They’re looking for any connections.
Motives. Accomplices. Even if you didn’t do it, they think you know who
did. They’re watching you, waiting. They figure you’ll either do something
stupid and incriminate yourself or lead them to the person behind this.”

He took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes. “Leigh, I know you didn’t kill
anyone, and I know a set-up when I see it. You need to start thinking like the
cops. It all boils down to motive. Think of everyone you know. Look for
connections to the ads or the victims. Who has a reason to kill people you
care about? To put you behind bars? Who would want to ruin your life,
Leigh?”

I put my head in my hands. “I’ve never hurt anyone. I’ve never done
anything wrong. My life isn’t all that great to begin with. It’s not like
someone would have to work all that hard to ruin it.”

“They’re working hard because it’s personal, or they wouldn’t be risking
so much. There’s got to be someone who wants to hurt you. Keep thinking.
I’m just buying time—picking breadcrumbs off the trail until we can figure
this out.”

He was covering for me. Which meant he believed me. And if he believed
me, he could make the police believe me too. “Why not just give Nicholson
the note the killer left in my locker? Tell him I’m being framed. I can’t do it,
but he’ll believe you if you tell him you found it in my locker.”

Reece shook his head. “I can’t. It’s inadmissible. I stole it from a locker
that the police didn’t have a warrant to search. Besides, the case isn’t
Nicholson’s anymore. Homicide took it over weeks ago. The only reason I’m
still involved is because I’m the only one who can help the cops connect the
sale of the Special K to the killer.”

“Emily, Marcia, and Posie were drugged.”
“Roofies,” he explained. “I’m guessing they’ll find traces in Teddy’s blood

too. The killer is using ketamine to subdue the victims. Lonny’s the only
known ketamine dealer at West River, and he’s willing to sell it to me. He
heard I was back on suspension and decided my credentials were solid
enough. If I can prove he’s the one supplying it, the cops can squeeze him for
a list of his buyers. Whoever’s responsible for Posie and the others will be on



that list.”
I sat up, hope lifting me by the shoulders. A list of Lonny’s buyers would

exonerate me. I’d never bought drugs, and I couldn’t possibly have a
connection to any of Lonny’s clients. We needed that list.

“So you’re meeting him next Friday?”
He thought before answering. “At a rave. In Old Town.”
Perfect. He wanted me to stay close to him, and I wanted that list. “Okay,

what do we do?”
“No.” He shook his head in big exaggerated sweeps. “There is no we.”
“Yes, there is. You just said so. I’m going with you.”
“No!”
“Give me one good reason why. You just told me I’m supposed to stay

with you. For my own protection.” I was determined to hold my ground. It
was my life on the line too.

“Gena’s taking you shopping Friday night. Lots of store cameras and
receipts. Lots of witnesses. A bulletproof alibi in case anything happens.
You’ll be fine.”

My legs shot out in front of me. “No way! I’m not bonding with your
girlfriend at the food court while you screw up your shot with Lonny because
I’m not there!”

“She’s not my girlfriend, for chrissake!” He massaged his eyelids. “Look, I
can’t involve you in this, Leigh. If the details of the investigation leak, I
could get in a lot of trouble.”

“Fine. If you won’t take me with you, I’m not cooperating anymore.”
“Ha!” He chuckled bitterly. “When have you ever been cooperative?”
I leveled a finger at him. “You need me.”
“I need you?”
“You need me.”
His eyes dropped to my lips until that too close feeling sucked all the

oxygen out from between us. A wicked thought seemed to root behind them.
“Chemistry notwithstanding, in what ways do you think I need you?”

I ignored the hot rush of blood to my cheeks. “You said it yourself.
Everyone thinks we’re a couple, and Lonny’s going to expect you to bring
your ‘girlfriend’ to the party, which is convenient since Nicholson expects
you to tail me anyway. That was one of his people on the phone, wasn’t it?”

A muscle ticked in Reece’s jaw. He didn’t answer.
“Face it,” I said. “You’re in too deep with me. And if you don’t take me



with you, then I’ll . . .”
Reece raised an eyebrow, his crooked smile challenging me to finish that

sentence. I couldn’t turn him in for tampering with evidence because that
evidence was enough to get me arrested. And I couldn’t blow his cover
without getting him killed. I settled for the next best thing. “. . . I’ll ditch
Gena and go on my own.” I raised my chin, looking him straight in the eye.

His face fell. “You’re a pain in the ass, you know.”
“That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”
He gazed thoughtfully over the water, shaking his head. “I’ll take it, but

there’s one catch . . . and one condition.”
“What’s the catch?”
“If you’re in this as my cover, then you agree to play the part my way. We

do it together. No more running off on your own.”
I cringed, wondering what he might make me wear to school on Monday.

“Fine,” I muttered. “What’s the condition?”
“You do anything to blow my cover, my paycheck, or my freedom, and the

deal’s off.” His tone was stern, non-negotiable.
“Fine. I accept.”
He clenched his teeth and glared at the river. “Then it’s a date.”
A plane took off, roaring over our heads. So close I could almost make out

the individual faces of the passengers in the cabin windows, their foreheads
plastered to the glass. Were things really any clearer from thirty thousand
feet?

Hot air rustled the grass and rippled the water’s surface, whipping my hair
back from my face.

“You never answered my question,” he said softly when the air finally
stilled.

“What question?”
“How did you figure out that the ads were connected to all this?”
I settled for more half-truths, even if they hurt coming out. “The first—

Emily’s—was just random. Dumb luck, I guess. The second—about the play
—seemed too obvious to ignore.”

“What were you doing reading the ads in the first place?”
I searched him for signs of condescension, expecting the thick and

dripping sarcasm Nicholson reacted with when he asked me the same
question.

“I mean . . . are you looking for someone?” His expression was curious.



I turned away, feeling foolish for the childish hope that made me steal
money for newspapers on Fridays. The one that brought this whole mess
crashing down on my head.

Reece’s bangs fell forward, concealing his face. I wondered what he was
thinking. If he was disgusted with me. If he thought I was the kind of girl that
trolled for dates in the personals. I didn’t have the energy to explain.

He stood and reached down for my hand. I was afraid to take it. Afraid to
know how he felt. But more afraid to seem ungrateful, after all he had done
for me. I hesitantly placed my hand in his, letting him pull me to my feet. He
tasted like worry and sadness—slightly salty and mildly acidic, the bitterness
of that persistent nagging regret I’d come to think was always part of him.
But no judgment. We stood there, hands touching for an awkward long
moment.

“It’s late,” he said, letting go first. “I’ll take you home.”
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JEREMY’S PARENTS WEREN’T HOME on Saturday morning. His white Civic was
the only car in the driveway, so I found the hidden house key under the rock
in the flowerbed and let myself in. I could have knocked, but I wasn’t entirely
sure he would answer, and after two days of not speaking, I missed him.

I found Jeremy in his bedroom, bent over a thick binder at his desk. I
waited as he applied adhesive to a newspaper clipping and smoothed it
against the page.

“Wow, that’s quite a project.” I craned my head over his shoulder. “What
is it?”

He didn’t look up. He knew it was me, and I didn’t need to see his face to
know how he felt about that. The minute he heard my voice, he sagged. He
always slouched in school, as if his shoulders bore the weight of the social
tiers above him, but something inside me broke to see him bend at the sound
of my voice.

He didn’t turn around. “It’s my portfolio.”
“Can I see it?”
He pushed it toward me. I picked up the book and turned the pages,

pausing to admire the articles, ordered chronologically, beginning with the
first day of school. Each school event had been photographed and
memorialized. The name Jeremy Fowler appeared beneath each one.

“It’s fantastic. How many are there?”
“One for every school event this year.”
“What’s it for?”
“My application to the journalism program at Syracuse.”
He looked up at me, deep creases in his brow. For a moment, neither of us

spoke. I set the portfolio on his desk.
“Syracuse? What happened to University of Maryland?”



“Changed my mind.” He stroked the binder and closed the cover.
“Your mom must be happy.”
He fingered the edge of a blue-and-orange admissions folder, and didn’t

look up.
“Why are you leaving?”
He choked out a harsh laugh. “Are you going to give me a reason to stay?”
There was a dare in his eyes. They asked questions he was too afraid to

voice out loud because he already knew the answer. He wanted more than
what we had. More than I could give him. I didn’t know what to say. I set my
backpack on his floor and dropped onto the bed. My own selfish desires
collided with what was best for him. If he went to Maryland, Jeremy and I
would stay close, but not the way he wanted.

I reached into my backpack and held out an unopened pouch of Twinkies.
He stared at them, puzzled. “What’s this for?” he asked.

“For standing you up on Friday.” The plastic sleeve crinkled, a small
sound that felt louder in the silence while I waited for him to accept both the
gift and the apology.

He turned back to his work. “I know you’ve got a boyfriend. I get that you
don’t need me to drive you anymore.”

“He’s not . . . Reece isn’t . . .” I stammered, shook my head, too afraid of
losing him to pile on one more lie. But I’d made a deal with Reece. “It’s not
like that, Jeremy.”

“Did he break up with you or something?” There was a glimmer of hope
beneath the sarcasm, and I hated myself for disappointing him again.

“No, I just told him I needed some space.”
Jeremy’s lips moved, started to form words and then paused as if he’d

changed his mind.
“Forget it. It’s none of my business.” He turned back to his desk, opened

his iPad, and began scrolling through photos. I was about to answer him, to
tell him he was being ridiculous, when one photo made me pause.

“Wait, flip back,” I said, reaching over him to brush a finger across the
screen. I scrolled backward through a few shots of a soccer game and the pep
rally at school and stopped at a photo of two people, locked in an embrace.
“Is that Emily Reinnert?” Her long blond ponytail gave her away, but who
was she kissing? I couldn’t make out his face, but he was too tall to be TJ.
And he wasn’t wearing a leg brace. I parted the curtain over Jeremy’s
bedroom window and held the iPad up against the house across the street—



Vince’s house. It was a match to the front porch in the photo. “When was this
taken?”

Jeremy shrugged. “About three months ago, I think.”
“Does TJ know?”
“Of course he does. Why do you think I took it?” He snatched the tablet

from my hands. “What better way is there to express my appreciation for all
those years of humiliation and public beat-downs? I gave a copy of the
picture to TJ. He was pissed! Completely lost it. You should have seen him.”

“What happened?”
“I kept waiting for him to pick a fight with Vince and break up with Emily.

But nothing happened. Instead, Vince and Emily started fighting, and TJ and
Emily made up and got over it. Nobody’s mentioned it since.”

“Weird.”
“Maybe not, if you think about it. Vince and TJ have been best friends as

long as we have. It’s not like they’re going to let one stupid kiss come
between them. Maybe it didn’t mean anything. Maybe it was just a one-time
thing. A mistake.” He looked at me for a long time, trying to convey more
than he was saying. I wondered if this was his way of telling me we were
cool. That he was over it, and I was forgiven. Or if he was asking me to say it
was all a mistake. That I shouldn’t have kissed Reece and it wouldn’t happen
again. His stare was heavy with expectation. I changed the subject and looked
away.

“So TJ thwarted your wicked retribution plan by not going ballistic on
Vince, and not dumping his girlfriend. Why didn’t you just print the photo in
the school paper, or blast it out to everyone by e-mail? Why let him off
easy?”

“We came to a gentlemen’s agreement.” Jeremy rolled his eyes and
grinned sheepishly. It was the first smile I’d seen him wear in days. “I agree
not to broadcast the photo of his girlfriend kissing the hot rich guy whose
legs are still working, and he agrees not to break both of mine.”

I laughed. “Gentlemen, huh?” Feeling like the pall had lifted, I reached
over his shoulder and playfully started flipping through his photos. “What
other crazy incriminating shots are you hiding in this thing?”

A gap-tooth smile caught my attention. I reached slowly, turning the
screen toward me.

A group of students posed in front of a building with tall glass sections.
Teddy’s face smiled back at me and my gut clenched.



“You were at the museum yesterday?” I clicked through a short slide
show, scanning the handful of pictures, looking past the smiling faces,
searching the figures in the background for my own. Finding no sign of either
myself or Reece, I let out a shaky breath and scooted it back to him.

Jeremy’s face was paler than usual and he looked tired. “I had permission
to leave school to cover it for the paper. I guess you heard about Teddy,” he
said, closing the picture and looking awkward and uncomfortable. “I’m sorry
for that stuff I said about him at the amusement park. I didn’t mean it like it
sounded.”

I nodded. I doubted anyone knew about Posie yet, but it was only a matter
of time. Monday morning, the entire school would be buzzing over it. As if
reading my thoughts, Jeremy said, “You should get to school early on
Monday. The police are auditing attendance records and I heard teachers are
giving detention if you’re late without a pass. There’s supposed to be some
big announcement and a lecture on personal safety in every first period class.
And I’m pretty sure all after-school activities are canceled until further
notice. Counselors from all six high schools have been called in and they’re
supposed to be making the rounds. You know . . . grief counseling for anyone
who needs it.” He massaged his eyes under his glasses, then pulled them off
and dropped them on the desk. “I’m not a big fan of shrinks, but I thought
you should know about it. Just in case . . . you know . . . you needed to talk to
someone.”

“How’d you know about all this?”
Jeremy opened the Twinkies and lay down beside me on the bed.

“Contrary to popular belief, I’m actually not a shitty reporter.” He smirked it
off. He knew he was a great reporter. I was just lucky he hadn’t seen me at
the museum.

“So what was it like?” he asked around a mouthful of sponge cake.
I bit into my own. “What was what like?”
“You know . . .” he mumbled, “your first kiss?”
I stopped chewing. Jeremy stopped too. We lay staring at the ceiling

instead of at each other. I searched for tiny imperfections in the surface—
imperfections I knew weren’t there—while I thought about what to say.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to answer that.” I felt him reach for his glasses,
to push them up the bridge of his nose, even though he wasn’t wearing them.
It was something he always did when he was uncomfortable—like some
people chew their nails or pace or twirl their hair. I hated that I was the one



making him feel that way.
“That wasn’t my first kiss.” My first kiss had been with Jeremy, when he’d

gotten drunk at a party and made an unexpected pass at me six months ago.
Jeremy frowned as if the memory stung. “That one doesn’t count.”
“Just because you were too shitfaced to remember it, doesn’t mean it

doesn’t count.”
“For the record, I remember very clearly. My face hurt for two days.”
“That’s called a hangover.”
“No, it’s called an upper cut. It doesn’t count because you didn’t kiss me

back.”
Of everything that went wrong that night, this is what bothered Jeremy

most. Not the fight with his father that’d made him want to get drunk in the
first place. Not that he’d been too inebriated to listen when he tried to kiss me
and I said no. Not that I’d hit him, or the fight we’d had before I took his car
keys and walked myself home. No, what bothered him most was that I hadn’t
returned that kiss. Not at all. It may have started out like my kiss with Reece,
but it ended very differently. It never had any traction. Never turned me
inside out like Reece’s kiss had. I hadn’t lost myself in Jeremy’s kiss for a
single minute. Because I’d never wanted it to begin with. But I’d never told
him that. Instead, I’d hidden behind Mona’s rules. To tell him that now, when
we were so close to finding our way back to normal, felt unnecessarily cruel.

“Well, it counted to me. And I’m sure if you hadn’t been such a sloppy
drunk, you would’ve proved yourself a much better kisser than Reece
Whelan anyway.” I teased a sad smile from him. Jeremy’s kiss may have
been a disaster, but it had been real for him. He’d wanted it. He’d wanted me.
And I wasn’t sure I could say the same for Reece.

I fell back onto the mattress and stretched. Let my muscles melt into the
thick down comforter. They ached, swollen and knotted with the tension of
the past few weeks. With the door shut and the blinds closed, the house quiet
and Jeremy lying beside me, I relaxed.

Jeremy cleared his throat softly. “So I heard Reece got expelled . . .”
“Suspended,” I corrected before he could finish.
“Right . . . suspended. I was thinking maybe you’d need a date for prom?

We could go together . . . if you want to?”
For a moment, neither of us spoke, and the look on his face was two parts

regret and one part hope. I opened my mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the
right words. I hadn’t intended to lead him on when I told him he was



probably a better kisser, but it was too late to take it back.
“I kind of assumed you’d be taking Anh to prom.”
Jeremy frowned. “I haven’t asked anybody yet. I was hoping maybe you’d

want to go. I mean, I know you hate crowds. And I know there’s going to be
like a thousand people there, but I just figured maybe . . .”

The thought of a crowd that size made me cringe, but throw alcohol, drugs,
and touching into the mix and it made the prom seem like a tame alternative
when I considered Friday night’s rave. The difference was the matter of
choice. I didn’t have a choice about the rave—I had to be there, like a
mandatory graduation requirement. Prom felt more like an elective.

“You should probably go ahead and ask Anh,” I suggested as gently as I
could. “I hate those things. Wouldn’t be caught dead at a school dance.” I
looked over at Jeremy. He stared at the ceiling, his chest motionless. I twined
my fingers in his and felt the thin ray of hope slip out of him, making room
for heavier emotions that tugged down the corners of his smile and pulled the
color from his face. He was still angry with me, and it was a sour and
metallic knot in my throat, but I made myself swallow it like medicine. I
deserved it.

“It’s okay,” he said numbly. “I figured as much.”
We lay quietly, hand in hand until his disappointment started tasting more

like bitter determination.
“There’s a rave on Friday night.” His fingers twitched with an eager thrill

that covered me in goose bumps.
I sat up, letting go of his hand. “You’re not going, are you?”
“I thought it would make a really cool piece for my portfolio. It’s kind of

edgy. I thought a little grit might make me look more . . .” He paused,
choosing his words carefully. “Might get more attention in a college
application than something as lame as another canned food drive.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Translation: This is the worst idea.
Ever. Jeremy had no idea what he was getting into. “I mean, you do know
what goes on at a rave . . . don’t you?”

He looked insulted. “Jeez, Leigh. I may be a loser, but I’m not an idiot!”
“I wasn’t suggesting that you’re an idiot . . .”
“And I happen to enjoy doing Sudoku and watching the History Channel

on Friday nights. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
I laughed, kicking him gently with the tip of my shoe. “I didn’t say there

was. I just don’t want you to get in trouble.”



“I won’t.” He kicked me back. “I already talked to our sponsor. She said I
can run the article as long as there aren’t any photos of ‘questionable
content.’ Besides, I’m not going to print any recognizable photos of anyone’s
face, and I’ll change the names to protect the innocent.”

My laughter evaporated as I considered the best way to tell him . . . tell
him what? That I’d be posing as a narc’s girlfriend to facilitate a drug deal?
That it might be my name he had to change?

“Fine, but if you snap any pictures of me, I might have to kill you.”
“You’re going?” He sat up, looking confused. “But I thought you just said

you wouldn’t be caught dead . . .” He smiled, thin and brittle. “Oh . . . I get it.
You wouldn’t be caught dead at a dance with me.”

My heart hurt. I wanted to explain. To fix what I couldn’t stop breaking
over and over.

“Jeremy,” I began, unsure how to say what needed to be said. “You know I
love you. You’re my best friend . . .” I took a breath, and forced myself to
speak the truth I’d never had the guts to tell him. Not part of it. Not half of it.
All of it.  “But that’s all you are to me.”

He lay back down, eyes glued to the ceiling.
My voice trembled, but I needed him to hear this even though I wished he

didn’t have to. “I need that to be enough for you too. I can’t make myself
love you more than I do. And it’s not fair to either of us to try.”

He flinched, a movement so small I might have missed it if I hadn’t been
looking so closely at his eyes, waiting for them to blink.

“Can you understand? Will you please just look at me?”
His silence was disorienting. I’d navigated my life by him. Had always

counted on him swinging back to me, his true north. But he’d turned away,
and wouldn’t look back.

Even as he said “I think you should leave.”
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I SPENT SUNDAY MORNING with the shades drawn tight, sagging into our creaky
dirt-brown sofa. I was still in my pj’s, buried under a faded afghan that
smelled like mildew and cigarette smoke. The TV was bright in the dimly lit
room. I poked the remote through a gap in the blanket where it was pulled up
to my ears, flipping between channels with the sound muted so it wouldn’t
wake my mother. News stations had footage from the Air and Space Museum
on a loop, each showing different angles of the front of the building, rows of
yellow buses, and flashing police lights. The police hadn’t released many
details to the press, only that an unidentified minor was found dead during a
school field trip, and police were investigating the possibility of foul play.

Possibility. No mention of how he’d been asphyxiated with his own
shoelace, or the mysterious number left in stickers on his arm. Five.

Emily . . . ten.
Marcia . . . eighteen.
Posie . . . three.
Teddy . . . five.
I’ll put it all on the table for you.
I looked past the reporters’ faces searching for someone familiar in the

background, someone who might have a reason to frame me for murder.
Someone who might stay through the chaos to see me carted off to jail. But
the media was careful not to show any students on camera, and the police
barricades kept the press from getting too close.

Who wrote the ads? What did he want from me and what was he trying to
tell me?

I flipped the TV off and sat in the dark for a while, listening to Mona snore
in the next room. Then I threw off the quilt, padded to my room, and flopped
on my bed. Einstein stared back at me from the poster on my wall, as if to



say: “Why the hell haven’t you figured this out yet? It’s four lousy numbers.
Not the Theory of Relativity, for crying out loud.”

But those four numbers were impossible to solve. I had no idea what factor
connected them. It’s like I was missing the value of x, because I couldn’t
figure out what x was supposed to represent.

The phone rang on my nightstand and I reached to grab it before the
second ring.

“What are you doing?” Anh asked before I could say hello. She knew I’d
be the one to answer this early on a Sunday.

“Talking to Albert.”
“I bought you that poster to demonstrate the correlation between frizzy

hair and scientific brilliance. Not so you’d become all codependent upon Our
Holy Father of Modern Physics.”

“It’s Sunday. Let me worship in peace.”
“Fine, what are you doing after nerd-church?”
“Sleeping.”
“Want to study for finals?”
“Can’t. I’m out of bus money and I don’t have a ride.”
Anh sighed. “Jeremy’s just upset. He won’t keep you in pedestrian

purgatory forever. You can walk.”
It felt wrong that Anh should be the one telling me how Jeremy was

feeling. “I don’t feel like it.”
“Come on. I’ll bring lunch. I made hummus and gluten-free dippers.”
“No can do. My brain’s a carb- and fat-oiled machine. It runs on these

crazy little alkaloids called theobromine and phenethylamine. They’re found
in nature in something called Snickers bars. Maybe you’ve heard of them?”

“Very funny. Will you come if I promise to bring chocolate?”
I didn’t feel like leaving my room. All I wanted was to climb under my

covers and try not to think about Teddy’s face in that bag, and the last words
I’d spoken to Posie. But my stomach growled at me. I thumbed through the
syllabus on my desk and grumbled, “Throw in a Coke?”

“Adding caffeine to your growing list of vices?” Anh chided. “Fine. I’ll
stop at Bao’s and pick up chocolate and soda. And if your arteries haven’t
spontaneously combusted by then, you can meet me at the library in an hour,
where I expect to hear all the gory details of your scandalous affair with Mr.
Scary Hot New Guy.”

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes, as if she could hear it through the phone. I was



getting ready to hang up when something occurred to me. “Hey, Anh. What
do the numbers ten, eighteen, three, and five have in common?”

Anh was quiet for a moment. I couldn’t hear anything but the rattle and
drone of the small rusting air conditioner duct-taped to the frame of my
window. “No idea. I need more information.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.” Even if I wasn’t any closer to solving the
numbers, at least I didn’t feel as stupid as I had a moment ago. Anh couldn’t
see a connection either. I could only hope the next ad would reveal the
missing link. And that I wouldn’t be too late to solve it.

I said good-bye to Anh, got dressed, and packed up my books. When I
grabbed my hoodie off the back of my desk chair, something crinkled in the
pocket. The torn page from the hospital log book still smelled like the inside
of Reece’s jacket. I should have destroyed it or flushed it down the toilet, but
I looked around my room for a place to hide it instead. I reached under my
mattress and withdrew the plastic bag. It was the one place Mona was sure to
avoid.

I put the hospital log sheet inside it, adding it to the old photo of my dads’
poker club. A mystery for another day. I shoved them all under the mattress.
This week was all about being normal. Laying low. I threw my backpack
over my shoulder and recited the rules that would get me through the next six
days: No bad grades, no trouble, and no touching.

• • •

I’D WANTED TO GET TO RANKIN’S CLASS EARLY on Monday, but that didn’t
happen. I was still in purgatory. Jeremy hadn’t picked me up and I didn’t
want to call Reece for a ride. Despite my best efforts, our kiss had landed him
in suspension for another week and I didn’t need to give Romero one more
reason to expel him. Reece had given me an alibi and confiscated the
evidence from the hospital. I was safe at least for now. I just needed to keep a
level head. To be on time when attendance was taken, and to be as shocked as
everyone else when the rest of the school figured out that the unnamed minor
found murdered in the planetarium was Teddy Marshall, and that Posie was
dead too.

A reporter stood on the front steps of the school, holding a microphone and
talking into a TV camera. School security guards and police flanked the front
doors, and I slipped in with the last of the students to arrive.



Inside the lobby, a line of parents waited to speak with administration,
talking animatedly to each other about emergency PTA meetings and the
need for increased security at school events. The secretaries politely nudged
them out of the office, telling them they’d have to schedule an appointment to
speak with Principal Romero.

I dodged around the tail of the line and headed to my first class, trying not
to notice the red PERSONAL SAFETY flyers on every bulletin board I passed.

I flew into the chem lab as the second bell blared. No time to check
Friday’s test scores, or the rankings for the week. Curious heads turned and
followed me to my seat. Anh sat hunched over, her face uncharacteristically
pale. She didn’t look at me when I sat down. My test lay facedown on the
desk. I took a deep breath, turned it over, and felt Anh’s eyes dart to the score
circled on top.

103%. A yellow sticky note beside it read: “Please meet Kylie Rutherford
at 2:45pm today. You will be tutoring her in geometry through Thursday.”

I stifled a strange involuntary noise.
“Congratulations, Miss Boswell.” Rankin’s back was to the class as he

copied the day’s homework on the blackboard. “You and Mr. Petrenko both
achieved perfect scores on this exam. You both also solved the extra credit
question.” He slapped his hands together, a cloud of chalk dust fanning out as
he turned to address the class. “It was quite a puzzle. I must say, I was rather
impressed.”

I rotated my head slowly toward Oleksa’s table. He reclined in his seat,
assuming his usual I-couldn’t-give-a-shit slouch. His test scores wouldn’t be
enough to sway the rankings. His lab partner was hopeless, he’d never
completed a homework assignment, and his attendance was sketchy at best.

I wanted to savor the moment. I’d aced the test and I had four tutoring
sessions booked to keep me on track this week. I should have felt buoyed by
Rankin’s confidence in me, but I couldn’t shake the image of Kylie
Rutherford, strung up and tied like a lamb for slaughter.

Anh turned her test facedown and tried to hold a smile, but it wavered, and
she gave up. I opened my mouth to apologize, a stab of guilt prodding me to
say something. But I stopped. Anything I said would sound clumsy and
insincere.

The silence was deafening as Rankin marked his attendance log. Finally he
said, “I’m afraid I must share some rather grave news with you today.” I
imagined every eye in the room darting in my direction, but when I looked up



all eyes were on Rankin. “Some of you may already know that two students
passed away this weekend under tragic and uncertain circumstances. Posie
Washington and Teddy Marshall are no longer with us. There will be a
memorial service for them here at the school on Friday.”

A roar of whispers erupted, rumors confirmed behind cupped hands.
Oleksa’s head rotated slowly in my direction. Our eyes locked, and I turned
away.

Rankin went on to disclose the events of the weekend in vague detail. I
slunk down, kept my eyes low. It wasn’t hard to look broken by the news. I
picked at the corner of the sticky note, wondering if Kylie Rutherford had
any idea what she’d signed up for.

• • •

“I’M SORRY! I JUST CAN’T DO IT.” Kylie dragged her fingers through the magenta
hair at her temples and squeezed her head. As if that might somehow expel
the information from her brain and spray it across the page.

“You can do it. We have all week to practice. The test isn’t until Friday.” I
pushed the book at her. She looked up through a jagged veil of bangs. Her
raccoon eyes were shiny and wet.

“I’m not smart like you.” The pathetic whine seemed out of character with
her tough-girl face. She wrestled a finger under the dog collar at her throat,
like she was loosening a tie. Or a noose. I closed my eyes and shook off the
thought, but not before seeing the mud-colored hickey behind the leather
band.

“You are smart,” I lied, unable to stop staring at the bruise on her neck.
Kylie lived a few doors down from my trailer. She was seventeen and already
a rent-a-girl. She’d be lucky to finish school at all, much less pass this test.
“You can pass this,” I said anyway. “You just have to memorize a few simple
equations.” And stop letting losers suck away your future.

Kylie smeared the black stream under her eyes with her sleeve. “You’re
really nice. I don’t believe anything people are saying about you,” she said
between sniffles. “I mean, not the bad stuff. You don’t seem like the type.”

I stiffened. “What bad stuff?”
“You know, all that stuff about how you think you’re so much better than

the rest of us just because you’re smart. I think it’s cool that you’re smart.
Gives the rest of us a reason to hope, right? Everyone’s talking about you



maybe getting some big scholarship—that you might make it out of the park.
I hope you do.” She smiled. It was a sad smile, like the corners of her mouth
had to fight to pick themselves up.

I wasn’t sure what to say. I was used to people talking about me, but not
like this. Usually, the comments felt like hands grabbing at my ankles,
dragging me back down into the slag. I’d never thought anyone in the park
would care enough to offer a push from below. Like it might lighten their
burdens if just one of us could make it out.

“Thanks.” I took one last look at her neck, feeling protective for reasons I
didn’t want to think about. Her face flushed, splotchy and streaked. She
fidgeted with her dog collar, pulling it up to conceal the mark, ashamed—the
same way my mother tugged up the collar of her robe. Kylie would be
someone else’s Mona someday. “I hope you do too.”

She looked down at the desk. “Can I give you one piece of advice?” Her
brow lined with thoughtful creases. “Lonny says you’re seeing that new kid,
Reece?”

I nodded, feeling a little more cautious now that I knew who’d been
sucking the life out of her.

“Be careful,” she said. “Boys like him . . .” Kylie cocooned her hands in
the cuffs of her sleeves. I wondered what secrets she was hiding under them.
“Just be careful.”

I wanted to tell her the same, but I couldn’t. Not without saying too much.
So I changed the subject instead.

“What are you doing on Friday night, to celebrate after the test?” I asked
casually, as if I wasn’t so anxious to know the answer. As if her life didn’t
depend on it.
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BOTH POSIE’S AND TEDDY’S FUNERALS took place on Wednesday, one after the
other, and the school announced a liberal absence policy for those who
wished to attend. I didn’t wish to. I wanted them both to be alive and well.
But I’d go.

That morning, I fished in Mona’s closet for a simple black blouse and
paired it with a pair of black jeans. My only shoes were my sneakers, but no
one would see them if they were tucked under the pews.

I dropped some change in my pocket and walked to the bus stop at the end
of Sunny View Drive. The clear plastic shelter felt like a magnifying glass in
the sun, and I stood beside it, with my toes on the curb. A car slid to a slow
stop at my feet. I looked up and saw Anh’s face in the passenger-side window
of Jeremy’s Civic. The glass rolled down. She was perfectly polished in a
sleeveless black sheath and a strand of delicate pink pearls. Her nails were
painted pale pink to match and in her small hands, she held an elegant black
clutch that shone like her patent leather heels. She said nothing about my
jeans and sneakers. Just looked at me with a sad smile.

On her other side, Jeremy wore a dress shirt and tie, and looked hard at the
steering wheel.

“You shouldn’t go alone,” Anh said quietly. “Get in. We’ll take you.”
The city bus rolled to a noisy stop behind the Civic, a trail of suffocating

exhaust blowing over me. The air brake released and the bus doors swung
open, but the choice Anh was offering didn’t feel like a choice at all. I knew
they were going to the funerals, same as I was, but they looked like a
matched pair, and I felt like I was crashing their date. But if I took the bus,
I’d seem ungrateful.

I pulled open the Civic door and scrunched myself into the backseat.
“Thanks.”



We rode to Posie’s family’s church in silence. Neither of them asked the
questions I knew must be on their minds. Why my mentees? Why me?
Because how can you ask a question like that without it sounding like some
kind of accusation? So instead, they said nothing.

I sat beside Anh in the back of the church with my hands tucked under me,
and my legs folded tight at the ankle. Jeremy sat on her other side, her leg
crossed at the knee, angled toward his. She cried silently into a clean lace
hanky. My own tears slid steadily down over my chin.

When it was over, Posie’s family took up quiet places beside her open
casket. The receiving line moved slowly, relatives and students pausing to
hug or shake hands with her parents. I wiped my palms over my jeans as we
neared the front of the line, made an excuse about needing to use the
bathroom, and waited outside until it was over.

Silent and numb, we loaded into Jeremy’s car and followed a caravan of
students to Teddy’s graveside service on the other side of town. We stood on
the outside edge of a large circle of mourners. The soccer team was there to
acknowledge the loss of their water boy. Vince stood tall in a dark designer
suit, hands folded and head bowed. I watched, bitter, as he approached
Teddy’s mother and reached for her hand. He held it while he spoke to her,
paying day late respects to her lost son, a kid he never had a kind word for
until he was lying in a hole.

As if reading my thoughts, Jeremy shook his head and whispered,
“Amazing, isn’t it? How they all see him now?” He watched the endless
receiving line with a look of fascination. His hand wandered to his chest
where his camera would normally be.

Anh took a deep, shaky breath and rested her head on Jeremy’s shoulder.
The thought of getting in the backseat of Jeremy’s car again was unbearable.
When I walked away from the service, across the cemetery, I was pretty sure
neither of them noticed.

• • •

IT WAS DUSK WHEN I GOT OFF the city bus and stared down the potholed mouth
of Sunny View. Every inch of me felt heavy, and I walked slowly toward
home. Music blared from Lonny Johnson’s trailer, and strange cars lined both
sides of the street. Kylie hung over the railing of his front porch.

“Boswell!” she called, heavy-lidded and unsteady on her feet. “Come party



with us!” After two funerals, I didn’t have the energy to shout back. I half
smiled and kept walking. “Come on,” she sang loudly after me. “Your
boyfriend’s here!”

I slowed and looked at the line of parked cars, finding Reece’s motorcycle
wedged in it. I hesitated, unsure, and glanced back at my own trailer. The
shades were drawn tight. Mona might not notice. Even so, I’d rather gouge
my eyes out than step foot inside Lonny Johnson’s front door. But how
would it look to him if I turned away now?

Lonny’s door flung open and Reece stepped out, a cigarette dangling
between his lips. He held a beer can in his hand, laughing and talking with
one of Kylie’s friends, a bleach-blonde with dark roots and heavy eye
makeup, and boobs too big for her frame. Kylie elbowed him hard in the ribs
and jerked her chin at me. Reece’s eyes found mine and his face sobered. He
handed the blonde his beer without looking at her. Then he flicked his
cigarette and directed his exhale to the ground in a move that looked entirely
too practiced.

“Leigh, wait up,” he called, but I was already walking. He vaulted the
porch rail and caught me halfway down the street. “Leigh, wait.”

I made it two steps before Reece grabbed my wrist and dragged me behind
my neighbor’s trailer, out of sight of Kylie and her friend. I swayed a little at
the touch of his fingers on my skin, my lips tingling and my head suddenly
light. He stopped short, pulling me in close, steadying us both. He was drunk.
I ripped my hand from his, bracing myself against the trailer while I waited
for the fog in my head to clear. His face was flushed and he looked at me
with glassy eyes. “I can explain.”

“You don’t need to explain. I know who you are.”
“Do you? Because that would make one of us.” He scrubbed a hand over

his face, as if trying to sober himself.
I stepped back. He was entirely too close. No good could come of this

conversation. “I’m tired, Reece. I just came from two funerals. All I want is
to go home.”

“Is it so unbelievable that I want the same?” He threw an arm toward
Lonny’s trailer. “I have to be here. I don’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice. You can choose to leave.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not like you! I’m like them. A year ago, I was just like



Lonny. I was at the bottom of the food chain and I was hungry. I wanted the
big car and the hot girls and the fat wallet and I didn’t care who got hurt.
There are only two ways out of places like this—the quick way or the right
way. I chose the wrong one. And now I’m stuck here. And the only way to
fix what I’ve done is to keep guys like Lonny from stealing that choice from
people like you.” He rubbed his eyes and cussed. They were bloodshot and
weary. “Don’t you see? I have to go to his screwed-up parties. I have to drink
his booze and hang out with his friends and put up with girls that don’t have
half the guts or brains that you do. I have to be someone I don’t like—
someone you don’t trust—to make him trust me—”

I put a hand up to stop him, still buzzing from his touch. I didn’t want to
know what he was doing behind Lonny’s closed doors. It was painful to think
about, and I didn’t want to overanalyze why. “I know, I know . . . so we can
get Lonny’s list of ketamine buyers. I get it.”

“You don’t get anything! I can’t keep making this about you! I came to
West River for one reason. To destroy Lonny. To set him up for a big fucking
fall and put him behind bars for good. I can’t lose sight of what side I’m on,
just because you show up on the hood of Lonny’s car and turn everything
upside down.”

Reece was suddenly quiet. He swallowed hard, looking like he’d said too
much. If he was so angry, why was he standing so close? If I turned
everything upside down, why wasn’t he walking away?

“I don’t understand,” I said, wanting to touch him without feeling drunk.
Wanting to feel the things I saw in his eyes that his lips weren’t saying. “I
thought we were on the same side. I thought . . . I thought we wanted the
same thing.”

We did, didn’t we? Want the same thing?
His eyes crinkled, confused. “Maybe I don’t know what I want anymore.”
He leaned in slowly, lips parting and hesitating close. His breath was warm

against my face. Beer and other things that blurred the lines between us when
he touched me. The way Jeremy had blurred the lines the first time he got
drunk and tried to kiss me.

“I should go,” I said, pulling out of reach. He looked down at his feet as I
turned to leave.

“Why’d you do it, anyway?” He wore a self-deprecating look, hands
stuffed in his pockets while he kicked at the gravel.

“Do what?”



“Why waste your time saving someone who can’t be fixed?”
I folded my arms over my chest, tucking my hands under them as I backed

away, wishing I could kiss him without caring how he felt.  “Maybe you’re
not the only one who’s broken.”

• • •

When I got to school on Thursday morning, my locker was buzzing. I jerked
my hand from the lock and looked around. A cluster of girls from my trig
class stood at the end of my locker bay. They lowered their voices when they
saw me watching, slammed their lockers shut, and hurried away. People were
beginning to connect the dots. Rumors were spreading about the bizarre
connection between the dead students, bringing curious eyes around to me. It
felt like those dreams when you’re sure that you’ve come to school naked.
Only this wasn’t a dream. And no one was laughing.

I rose up on my toes and peered into the vent. A red light blinked inside. I
sucked in a breath and spun my combination. Slowly, I opened the door. A
cell phone rested on a folded sheet of paper.

4 New Text Messages flashed across the screen.
I reached for the folded paper and peeled it open. The handwriting was

immediately familiar.
IT’S MORE PRACTICAL THAN A BASEBALL BAT.

MINUTES ARE PRE-PAID. 
TRY NOT TO WASTE THEM.

— RW
A cell phone? Why would I need a cell phone? I looked for a hidden

message, turned it over, but nothing had been written on the back.
The phone vibrated again. 5 New Text Messages flashed across the screen.

The first message popped up.
R U THERE?
I scrolled down to the next one.
WHERE R U?
The screen flashed Incoming Call from REECE. I pressed the green TALK

button. “Hello?”
“I guess you got the phone?” There was a drowsy quality to his voice. It

was gravelly and deep, like he’d just woken up.



“You mean the one inside my locker? Note the emphasis on lock,” I
snapped.

“Don’t shout,” he groaned. “My head’s splitting. Where have you been?”
“You’re the one still in bed.” I shook my head to clear that image.
“Cut me some slack. It was kind of a late night.”
I wondered who he’d been up late with. I bit my lip. “Yeah well, I was out

late too.”
“No you weren’t. You were in bed by nine, and I didn’t want to leave the

phone with your mom—”
“Wait . . .” I couldn’t get enough air. I hunkered behind my open locker

door and whispered, “You talked to my mom?”
“Relax, Leigh. I didn’t talk to your mom.”
My body tingled with receding panic, like I had narrowly missed a

disaster. Until a curious thought occurred to me. “If you didn’t talk to my
mom, how did you know I was in bed by nine?” The thought both fascinated
and horrified me. “Were you watching my trailer last night?”

No answer.
“We need to talk about Friday,” he said, changing the subject.
“Did Nicholson tell you to watch me?”
“I told you, Nicholson’s team is off the case—”
“Then whose team are you on now?” It was the wrong thing to say, and I

regretted it the minute it came out of my mouth. But I needed to know where
his loyalties were, and if I could trust him. All those things he’d said
yesterday, about how he didn’t know whose side he was on . . . Was he
watching my trailer because he wanted to or because some homicide
detective was paying him to?

“I’m on the team that’s trying to keep you out of jail. What are you
wearing tomorrow night?”

“Excuse me?”
“To the rave? On Friday? We had a deal, remember?”
I felt lost in the conversation, still preoccupied with the fact that he’d been

watching my house.
I glanced down at my faded T-shirt. It was two sizes too large and fit me

like a muumuu.
“No clue.” I squeezed my eyes shut. I knew what was coming.
“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything. I’ll pick you up at your place

tomorrow at eight. Bring your phone.”



The bell for first period rang. I plugged a finger in my ear and pressed the
cell tight to my head.

“You’ve only got five minutes and a long walk to class. Better get moving.
I’ll call you later.” He disconnected.

He was right. I was going to be late. But I still had so many questions. I
scrolled through the contacts. Gena and Reece were both on speed dial. I
gnawed the inside of my lip. Why would he program Gena’s number into a
pre-paid phone he’d bought for me? My finger hovered over the delete
prompt, but at the last minute, I changed my mind. Reece said he was on the
team that was trying to keep me out of prison. If there was any chance Gena
was on that team too, then I needed all the help I could get.
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JEREMY’S CAR WASN’T IN THE PARKING LOT at the Bui Mart and I hoped that
meant he’d gone to see Dr. Matthews. Bao didn’t look up when I walked into
the store. Metallica blared through the overhead speakers, loud enough to
drown out the bells on the door, but my chocolate milk and paper were
already waiting on the counter. Bao’s spiky hair bobbed up and down to the
beat of the music while he mopped up a spill beside the coffee machines on
the other side of the store.

I stretched up on my toes and leaned over the counter. Felt around
underneath for the volume control on the stereo. My hand passed over
something cold and metallic, mounted to the underside and pointed at me. I
carefully removed my hand.

The music died suddenly. The only sound was the whir of the slushie
machines.

Fingers gripped my shoulder and I jumped. “Looking for something?”
Bao stood behind me, a remote control in his other hand. The mop handle

lay across the floor, its wet strands making a gray puddle in the aisle.
“I was looking for the volume,” I said, wriggling out from under him.

“They’ve done studies, you know. Eighties hair bands are hazardous to your
health. They should put a warning label on that stuff.”

“They do. It says Listening at High Volume Makes You Dangerously Cool
and Lethally Attractive to Members of the Opposite Sex.”

I reached into the day old bin and plucked out a jelly donut to settle my
nerves. “Maybe you should consider toning it down a little. Two hundred
decibels is loud enough to kill you.”

Bao lifted the opening in the counter and stepped in behind it. “Know what
else can kill you? Snooping around under the counter of a convenience store
that’s been robbed three times already this year.” His expression was grave.



He rested his hands on the counter above where he kept his handgun, and I
didn’t feel so hungry anymore.

I tucked the donut into a bag and set my change on the counter. Then I
thumbed through the paper and checked to make sure it was all there.

“Are you going to this rave I keep hearing about?” Bao folded his arms
and leaned against the counter while he watched me pack up my loot. I
responded with an indeterminate shake of my head.

“Anh wanted to go with your friend Richie McRich. I told Dad I need her
to mind the store for me tonight. She’s pissed, but she’ll get over it.” He
shrugged. “I don’t know what she sees in that guy. She should take a lesson
from you and just not date. She doesn’t need the distractions. You, on the
other hand.” He shook a finger at me. “You’ve got your eye on the prize. You
know how to play the game and I respect that. That’s why you’re such
competition for her. If she’s not careful, you might pull that scholarship out
from under her.”

“I’m counting on it,” I said quietly, not sure how I felt. I left, clutching my
newspaper to my chest.

• • •

The halls were empty when I got there. Regular classes had been canceled for
a memorial assembly honoring Posie and Teddy. I was in class when Rankin
took attendance, but no one had noticed when I veered off to the social
studies wing instead of following the others to the memorial service. I carried
the Missed Connections to the civics classroom, my soft soles too loud on the
tile, but no one was there to hear me.

A laminated street map of Alexandria was mounted on a bulletin board in
the hall, just outside the classroom. I traced a finger over the intersecting
lines, checking them against the clue in my other hand.

Isosceles had the right angle.
The Torpedo is a straight shot to the Yards.
Follow my tracks.

The Torpedo Factory was a collection of boutiques, galleries, and
restaurants on the waterfront in Old Town, spread over the top right corner of
the map.



Clearly, the ad was a problem of triangulation, accounting for two points
of an isosceles triangle—the Torpedo Factory and Potomac Yards, the old
rail yard that lay almost due north of it. But the clue didn’t reveal the location
of the right angle. If the ninety-degree angle was located at Potomac Yards,
that would put the unknown angle somewhere in Fairlington. But if the vertex
of the right angle was at the Torpedo Factory, the clue would take me several
miles south, on the other side of town. The killer was giving me one more
chance to screw up, just like I’d done the night of the play. But if I screwed
up this time, I wouldn’t be on the wrong side of school. I’d be on the wrong
side of town.

I pushed up my glasses, certain I’d missed some subtle clue hidden in the
text. I held the torn ad against the map and read it again, pushing my finger
into Potomac Yards, then dragging it south along the railroad hash marks that
paralleled the Torpedo Factory . . .

Follow my tracks.
“Bingo, you bastard.”
I changed direction at the factory, tracing the railroad west and pressing a

finger into the center of an industrial park in Cameron Run. A grid of at least
a dozen warehouses. I tapped the spot thoughtfully. With a yardstick and a
few quick calculations, I could probably narrow the location of the vertex to a
particular street.

A reflection appeared, a ghostlike shadow against the glossy laminated
surface of the map. I stiffened as a dark sleeve reached over my right
shoulder. Fresh pink scars crisscrossed the calloused knuckles of the large
hand that disappeared under a black hoodie. An expensive cologne tickled the
back of my throat, a cloying combination of musk and menthe.

Oleksa braced against the board and arched over me, close but not
touching.

“You think too much about these things.” His clipped accent rappelled
down my spine. “And not enough about others.”

I moved left, but his other arm rose to block me, boxing me in between
him and the map. I held my breath, mind rolling through the self-defense
moves Mona and Butch had insisted on teaching me. Heel to shin, elbow to
ribs, head to chin . . .

“Why aren’t you at the memorial service?”
My jaw clenched. I didn’t owe him any explanation.
“Three students are dead. You should be more careful,” he said. I raised



my head slowly to see his face reflected in the map. “Whelan’s more
dangerous than you think.”

I shot a deliberate glance at the scars on his hand. “Reece isn’t the one with
anger management issues.”

His chest brushed my back. Too close. “There are a lot of things about
Whelan you don’t know.” He whispered into my hair, making me shiver.
“Everyone has secrets.”

“Was Reece too close to your secrets? Is that why you beat him?” I met his
reflection eye to eye.

“I beat Whelan because Lonny doesn’t trust him. Lonny trusts you. So why
weren’t you at his party on Wednesday?”

I wanted to tell him to screw off, but it felt like a test. Like Reece might
pay the price for the wrong answer. “I had two funerals to go to, and I was
tired.”

“Reece said as much when we asked him. But make no mistake, Lonny’s
expecting you to be with Whelan tonight. No excuses. No tricks. If you care
about him, you’ll come.” His cheek brushed my ear as he whispered, “But be
careful.” He pushed off the bulletin board and backed away, leaving a chill
on my skin and the nagging aftertaste of sour mints. He believed me, but
there was an acidic undertone to his unease. I watched his reflection
disappearing in the map. A pink flyer hung by a thumbtack where his hand
had been. The bottom edges lifted in the breeze of his departure.

I pulled the thumbtack. The flyer was drawn in code. A rave flyer. I ran my
hand over the map, finding the pin-sized hole where Oleksa had placed it. A
strip of warehouses in Cameron Run. It couldn’t be a coincidence. The
Missed Connections clue was leading me to the rave. That’s where the killer
would strike next. Where he wanted me to be. Where Kylie would be.

I spun around, but Oleksa was gone. I slumped against the wall, feeling
completely screwed.

• • •

I called Reece as I walked home and told him Kylie might be in danger. We
talked about going to the police, but Kylie would probably stick close to
Lonny and we couldn’t risk drawing a swarm of undercover cops to the drug
deal. If the Homicide team knew Kylie was a target, they’d hover way too
close and step on Narcotics’ toes. And Narcotics wanted that list as badly as I



did. If Lonny got spooked or if the deal went bad, we might not get the list of
ketamine buyers at all, and that was the whole point of being there. Besides,
if I went to the police now, to report another crime that hadn’t even happened
yet, they’d have no choice but to hold me for questioning.

No, we would do this ourselves. This time would be different. This time,
we’d be ready. We’d be close to Lonny, and Lonny would be close to Kylie.
Between the three of us, she’d never be out of sight.

“I’ll keep an eye on Kylie,” I said.
“No,” Reece argued. “The only person I’m worried about keeping safe

tonight is you. Lonny can take care of his own. We make the sale. We get the
list. We use the list to prove you’re not involved. That’s it. I can’t be
responsible for Kylie, and neither can you. Remember, you agreed to do this
my way.”

“Right.” I let it go, sensing his doubt. I couldn’t let him change his mind.
Not when we were so close. This whole nightmare could be over in a matter
of hours. “I’ll be careful.” And hopefully I’d find the killer before the killer
found Kylie.

• • •

At home, Mona was awake, hair dryer blaring on the other side of the
bathroom door.

I slipped into my room, fell onto the lumpy mattress, and threw an arm
over my face. Jeremy and I hadn’t spoken all week, despite the fact that we’d
essentially gone to the funerals together. Even Anh was growing distant.
Studying together was becoming awkward, each of us looking over the
other’s shoulders, wondering what the other was doing to gain an edge. The
silences in our conversations seemed to say more than we did. I’d clammed
up when she’d asked me to dish on my relationship with Reece, and neither
one of us wanted to broach the topic of the murders. I couldn’t blame her for
wanting to spend more and more time with Jeremy. I’d kept my promise to
Reece by protecting his secret, at the cost of my relationship with my best
friends.

It hurt to think about it. A peculiar feeling fluttered low in my stomach
when I remembered Reece’s lips. I rolled onto my side and curled my body
around the frayed comforter. I squeezed my eyes shut and dreamed.



• • •

I woke to the sound of a man’s voice. Strange, because Mona never brought
men home. I blinked, trying to place it in the dark, and bolted upright in bed.

Reece.
I fumbled with the lock and threw open the door.
Reece stood in my living room, his height more pronounced under the low

ceiling, his features more severe in the dim light. Mona paced a slow circle
around him to shut the door, and then came around his other side, giving him
a stern once-over.

She didn’t look at me. Her rhinestone eyes rested squarely on Reece.
“This boy . . .” She drew the word boy into a question. “Says he’s a friend

of yours?”
Reece lowered his eyes. Mona’s stare took in all of him.
I swallowed hard.
“I can explain.” My mind reeled for a plausible story. One that might

explain why he was standing in my living room.
“Don’t bother. You’re not leaving.” She crossed to the kitchen and slapped

her cigarettes against her palm, shaking one loose from the pack.
“Why not?” I’d intended to sound indignant and rebellious, but it came out

more like a whine.
“Don’t think for a minute I don’t know what’s going on at school. When

the principal cancels after-school activities and sends a letter to all the parents
recommending curfews, then I have a damn good reason to keep you home
on a Friday night.”

“I’m not going out alone—”
“You’re not going anywhere with him! He reeks of trouble. He came on a

motorcycle, which I forbid you to ride!” She drew the collar of her robe
higher. “And I know for a fact he has a fake ID.”

Reece wiped his upper lip. My eyes flicked back and forth between the
proud angle of my mother’s chin and his downcast face.

Mona tapped her ash and gave him a long, hard look. “Ask him, Nearly.
Ask him about his record. Boys like him always have one.” She held her robe
shut with one hand and sucked in a drag. “Your father certainly did.”

My eyes cut to Mona’s. They glistened as if that one sentence had turned a
lock and loosed a secret. “What are you talking about?”

Reece shuffled, twitchy and uncomfortable. “I should go,” he said quietly.



For the first time I noticed the silk collar under his leather, his buffed
boots, his clean shave, and the gel in his mussed hair. He could have texted
me. I could have sneaked out and met him down the street, but he came in to
meet my mother. And she was the pot calling the kettle too black.

I repeated myself louder. “What do you mean?”
She smoked and didn’t answer, that whispery secret scratching behind her

eyes.
Reece opened the door. “It was a bad idea anyway,” he muttered. “I’ll see

you Monday.” He slipped out, head down. I turned back to my mother, torn
between uncovering my past or fixing my future.

“We’re leaving,” I said.
The ashtray clattered to the floor behind me, scattering filth into the air. I

threw open the door, calling Reece’s name over the roar of the bike. My
mother’s robe filled the security door as I swung a leg over behind him. I
glared at her through the bars and leaned in close, wrapping my arms around
his chest. If he was leaving, he was taking me with him.
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I CLOSED MY EYES and rested my helmet between his shoulders, anchoring
myself in leather and the smell of his cologne. The rest of the world blurred
around me.

He downshifted to a curb and I lifted my head, blinded by the light on
Gena’s front porch. I unwound myself from Reece’s waist and unfastened the
helmet, waiting for him to lead the way.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.” He scratched
the back of his head and looked at me sideways, abashed for some reason I
couldn’t figure out. He hadn’t done anything wrong.

“She shouldn’t have said those things.”
“She’s your mom. She cares about you.”
I perched on the edge of the curb and shoved the helmet into his hands.

“She’s an overprotective hypocrite—”
“At least you have one.” He looked at me with a sadness that felt

transparent and locked me out at the same time.
“Where’s your mom?” His secrets felt so close, just under the skin. I

wanted to reach out and touch them, even the ugly ones.
He stared at the pavement, slow to answer. “I took something from her.

She won’t see me anymore.”
I thought about Mona, my fingers in her tip jar. How balance could be

found in something as simple as a chipped mug on Mother’s Day. Even after
our fight tonight, I’d go home and wait up for her. “Can you give back what
you took? Try to make it right?”

His eyes lifted to mine. “I’m trying,” he whispered.
We both jumped as a door creaked open and Gena poked her head out. I

took a guilty step back from Reece. She rolled her eyes and slammed it again.
“Are you coming in?” I crossed my arms over my chest. Everything about



me felt inadequate, standing in front of Gena’s house.
“I’ve got something I need to do before the rave. Gena’ll take good care of

you while I’m gone.” He took both porch steps in one long stride and rapped
on the door.

“Gone?” Suddenly the thought of being alone with Gena dropped my
stomach into my shoes. “You’re leaving me here? But—”

“Relax.” He knocked again, looking me up and down with a wry smile.
“You need to lose that shirt. I’ll be back to pick you up in two hours.”

“Two hours? I don’t need two hours to change my shirt!”
The door opened. Gena scrutinized me, blinking slowly, nails tapping her

hip. “Oh, sweetheart. We’re going to do a hell of a lot more than change your
shirt.” She grabbed me by the collar and dragged me over the threshold.

Reece chuckled softly as the door slammed shut.

• • •

Gena ushered me down the hall.
“Bathroom. Second door on the right. Hot water’s on the left. Towels are

under the sink.”
Cold fingers brushed my ankle and slid up my calf, Gena’s smoky

skepticism raising goose bumps on my skin. I rounded on her. “Hey, what are
you doing?”

“I might as well be filing my nails, girlie. You need to shave those legs.
There’s a disposable razor in the medicine cabinet.” She mumbled something
in Spanish and I was grateful I didn’t understand a word of it. “Pits too!” she
called out as I slammed the bathroom door in her face.

When I finally caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I cringed. My face
was tear-streaked and puffy, and my hair was sticking up in every direction. I
sighed and looked around. Every inch of counter around the sink basin was
packed full of scented soaps, perfumes, lotions, and cosmetics.

Her medicine cabinet was full to near bursting with beauty products. I
grabbed a fresh disposable and was about to close the cabinet when I spotted
something on the highest shelf.

Aftershave, an extra toothbrush, men’s deodorant . . .
I shut the cabinet.
Then I opened it again.
I reached for the aftershave and sniffed the inside of the cap. It was cool



and heavy with menthe. It tickled the back of my sinuses and stirred a
memory. But not of Reece. Feeling like a total creep—and relieved for
reasons I didn’t want to think about—I shut the cabinet and turned on the hot
water.

When I was done, I wrapped one of Gena’s plush pink towels around my
chest, careful to cover the pendant that clung to my damp skin. I tiptoed into
the hall, following my nose to the kitchen, where I found Gena spooning rice
over a steaming thick stew. My stomach growled through the towel.

“Sit.” She ordered me to a chair and shoved the bowl into my hands. “Eat.”
I scooped in the first mouthful cautiously. It was full of meat and

vegetables and gravy and I’d never smelled anything so good. I hoisted my
towel up with one hand, shoveling the spoon to my mouth with the other,
barely letting it cool before I worked in the next mouthful. With a snort, Gena
snapped a chip clip over the knot in my towel.

“You don’t got much to work with up top, huh?” She smirked as she
adjusted the clip. When she pulled her hand away, Reece’s pendant came
with it, and her smile fell. We looked at each other. Neither of us spoke. Then
she looked away. “Eat.”

I ate in silence, scraping every last drop of gravy from the bowl, and
accepted another helping. Gena watched, scrutinizing my figure, face, and
hair as I devoured it.

“You’ve got no boobs and no butt because you don’t eat enough. You
should eat. You skinny white chicks got it all wrong, starving yourselves.
Men like a little something to hold on to, you know what I’m saying?” She
patted the fleshy part of her backside with a manicured hand.

I licked my spoon. “Not all of us skinny white chicks starve ourselves on
purpose. You know what I’m saying?” I felt bad for mocking her at her own
table, but her lashes curled up, amused, even if her smile wasn’t quite there
yet.

“Tranquilo, I didn’t mean anything by it.” She grabbed my dirty dish and
set it in the sink. “I can see why Reece likes you.”

Blood raced to my ears and I tucked the pendant back into the folds of the
towel. I didn’t want to have this conversation with her. The pendant didn’t
mean anything. It was a costume. An act. “It’s not like that. He doesn’t . . .
like me that way.”

Her eyes flicked to the silver chain. “Doesn’t he though?”
I set the spoon quietly on her table, too guilty to look her in the eyes. How



much had he told her? She couldn’t possibly know that I’d almost blown his
cover at school, or she never would have been this kind.

Without warning, Gena yanked the front of my towel up . . . with me in it.
“Come with me.”

Too full to protest, I let her pull me down the hall and plunk me in a chair
in front of the bathroom vanity. After blasting my hair dry, she worked a
straightening iron through the long sections. In the silence between us I heard
the clack and release of the iron working over and over in her hands.

“How long have you known Reece?” I asked.
Gena looked at me in the mirror, a hint of distrust in the lift of her brow.

“About a year.”
If they’d known each other a year, then she’d know why he was in juvie to

begin with. “People say he’s dangerous.” I studied her face for a reaction.
“People say a lot of stupid things.”
I bit back a smile. I didn’t want to like her. “What do you think?”
She frowned at a knot, working it through with her fingers. “I think he’d

take a bullet for me.”
“You must be pretty close,” I said, ignoring the jealousy that gnawed at

me. “How did you meet him?”
She tugged hard at the knot. It felt like a warning.
“Look,” I said, trying to catch her eyes in the mirror, “I know who he is.”
“You don’t know jack, little girl.” She pointed the straightening iron at me.

“You’re going to get him killed.”
“I wouldn’t do anything to put Reece in danger.”
“Wouldn’t you?” The accusation cut deep and all the color drained from

my reflection. He’d told her. He’d told Gena I’d almost blown his cover at
school. Had he told her that we’d kissed each other too?

She set the iron down and leaned over my shoulders, staring down my
reflection. “Reece feels protective of you. He likes you.” She looked at the
pendant. “Maybe more than I realized. Emotions make people do stupid
things, and Reece is definitely doing some stupid things. He’s like a brother
to me. He asked for my help, so I’ll give it. But I don’t like it. Not one bit.
And if you hurt him, I will hunt your skinny ass down and kill you. Are we
clear?”

I should have been concerned about the “kill you” part, but the words like
a brother whispered in my ears like a warm wind. The rest of her
admonishment blew out of my mind. I nodded.



Gena resumed her cool composure as she laid out an arsenal of powders,
paints, and glosses.

“Take off your glasses,” she instructed, dabbing a brush onto a palette.
I held the frames tight to my face.
The kill-you expression was back. Gena snatched them off my nose and

held the lenses up to her own eyes to examine them before dropping them in
my lap.

“You’re not wearing these tonight,” she said. “Lonny needs to believe
Reece would actually date you. You look like a damn librarian.”

I ignored the jab and folded my glasses, closing my eyes as she brushed
powder on my face. Her hands were warmer, and the smoky taste of her
distrust wasn’t as strong as it had been when I got there.

“What kinds of girls does he date?” I asked. Were they all brash and
shimmer and curves, like Gena? Or like the girl who hung out on Lonny’s
porch? I tried not to cringe as she painted me, hoping it wouldn’t be my
mother staring back at me when I opened my eyes.

“The kind that get him in trouble.” Before I could look, Gena ushered me
to her closet and tossed me a black satin triangle on a string.

“Put this on.”
I turned the fabric over a few times until I found the tag and figured out

where the stringy parts went. I wiggled my legs into them under the towel,
and they awkwardly settled in, but Gena didn’t give me time to fidget. I
sucked in a breath as she slapped on a strapless push-up bra and fastened the
back tight enough to crush my ribs. Before I could exhale, she yanked a
stretchy piece of black fabric over my head and smoothed it over my body.
With a quick flash of her fingers, she freed the pendant from the front of the
halter dress and let it fall back in place between my . . .

Wow . . . I looked down into my cleavage—yes, there was definitely
cleavage there. Gena smacked my hands when I tried to pull the dress higher
to cover it.

“Leave it. You look great,” she said, bending low to rummage in her
closet. She tossed a pair of shoes behind her, muttering in Spanish. A pair of
clunky high-tops spilled onto the floor. The shoes were much too big to be
hers, and the long red laces were a dead giveaway.

The cologne in her bathroom. The shoes in her closet. They belonged to
Oleksa.

Oleksa was Gena’s boyfriend, and his hatred of Reece suddenly made



sense. He was jealous. But did Oleksa know he was dating a narc, or was
Gena getting close to Oleksa for the same reasons Reece had gotten close to
me?

Gena emerged from the closet with a pair of strappy black heels. I stepped
into them and she turned me toward a full-length mirror. I stepped close
enough to see, and resisted the urge to touch my own reflection, afraid the
slightest movement might ripple the mirage. Not my mother’s reflection. Not
Gena’s. It was my own, but not a version of myself I’d ever imagined before.
I wasn’t just a flat, hazy version of myself, I was in full focus; I had
definition, an outline. I leaned closer, but a door slammed and I startled.

Reece emerged in the doorway. I turned, lungs failing at the look on his
face. I felt his gaze travel hot over the length of my body and climb slowly
back to mine.

“Wow,” he managed in a throaty whisper. “You look . . . wow . . .” He
frowned and turned away. With a shake of his head, his fascination was gone.
He scrubbed his face.

“Where’s her phone?” he asked Gena.
Gena planted a hand on her hip. “Sweetheart, where the hell do you think

she’s gonna fit a phone in this dress?”
“There’s got to be a pocket somewhere,” he growled.
Gena drummed her nails.
“It’s okay, don’t worry about it,” I insisted, sensing an argument brewing.

“We left the house in such a hurry, I left the phone on my bed. I don’t even
have it with me, so there’s no point fighting over where to put it.”

I glanced at Gena and drew a finger across my neck. I mouthed “Let it go,”
and she acknowledged me with a slow grin.

“Try to relax tonight.” She dragged him to the door and reached up on her
toes to kiss his cheek. “And don’t do anything stupid.”

To me, she pointed and said, “I want all that stuff back.” Then she shuffled
us out, slamming the door on Reece’s scowling face.

“Let’s get out of here,” he mumbled, pulling his keys from his pocket.
When he got to the bike, he rotated slowly to look at my legs, then at the
heels Gena had let me borrow. He shut his eyes and cringed.

“It’s okay, I’ll manage.” I grabbed the helmet and tossed my hair forward,
bending at the waist to let the strands fall in. I snapped the neck strap and
placed one leg over the bike without Reece’s help. The skirt rode up my
thigh, but not too much, and the added height of the shoes made it easier to



step over. Dress or no dress, I was going with him. “See? It’s fine . . .
Really.”

With a pained expression, he pulled his gaze from my leg. I looked away,
humiliated, while he settled into the space between them with an exasperated
sigh. He kicked the bike into gear and I tangled my fingers in the folds of his
shirt rather than around his waist. All I wanted was to get this night behind us
so he could move on with his life and I could forget I’d ever let myself fall
for a guy like Reece Whelan.
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WE PARKED IN A NARROW ALLEY. Brick walls loomed on both sides, cloaking
us in shadows. At the mouth of the alley, bodies passed under streetlights,
their silhouettes shuffling to a distant beat.

I startled when Reece caught my chin and lifted my head. “Listen.” His
fingers were ice cold and his anxiety leeched into me, an echo of my own. “I
don’t want you to eat or drink anything—nothing—no matter who gives it to
you. Do you understand?”

I nodded.
“And I never want you out of my sight. Ever. Promise me.” I nodded

again. Then he took my hand and we followed the sound of the music.
To anyone else, we’d look like a couple. But his grip was too tight, his

posture too rigid. A cluster of boys whistled and called out to me. Reece shot
them a warning glance, his body inclined slightly ahead and protectively
close to mine, but never too close.

We stopped in front of a rusted door. Reece slipped the bouncer some cash
and the door slid open. Strobe lights pierced the pavement. The music, barely
a heartbeat through the door, roared out. I clamped down on Reece’s hand as
we stepped into an inferno of color and sound and the steel mouth slammed
shut.

He dragged me through a flashing sea of unfocused colors and lights,
people dancing on ledges and platforms, and crowding the floor. I scanned
the room for Kylie. Reece kept to the perimeter, clear of the mass, and
stopped at a bar covered in tiny plastic cups. Our fingers strained to stay
clasped as he leaned in to speak with the bartender, a kid I vaguely
recognized as the gas pump attendant at the Bui Mart. The kid disappeared
into a swale between bodies and I took long steadying breaths while we
waited.



Lonny Johnson emerged a moment later. Kylie stood behind him, her hand
draped over his shoulder. Her heroin-chic eyes narrowed over my dress and
she pressed tighter against him. Lonny jerked his shoulder, dismissing her. I
craned my head, anxiously watching as she vanished into the crowd. Reece
squeezed my hand, as if reading my thoughts, forbidding me to follow her.

Lonny stepped in close, watching me the way a cat watches a bird through
a window.

“Nice. Very . . . very nice,” he said over the music, and yet low enough to
be a dirty secret in my ear. “I had no idea you had it in you, Boswell. Not bad
for a girl from the park. I’m beginning to understand Reece’s interest in you.”
Lonny stroked his goatee and leered. The flashing lights illuminated the hard
angles of his face and the tattoos around his neck. I took a step back.

Reece’s grip tightened, and he shifted in front of me. I felt his temper flare
through our joined hands and swallowed back the coppery tang it left.
Without a word, Lonny jerked his head toward a hallway behind him. Reece
returned it with a tight nod and he leaned in close to my ear.

“Stay here. Don’t move. I’ll be back in five minutes.” Then he slipped into
the crowd.

I stood, the room in rhythmic chaos around me, hundreds of bodies
flashing under the strobes. I stood on my toes, searching for Kylie’s magenta
hair, but the bodies on the dance floor reflected back the color of the
changing strobes. The effect was disorienting and I pushed in closer to the
dance floor, struggling to find her.

A deejay worked high on a platform in the center of the room. The dancers
moved in syncopated rhythms around him. A light caught my eye in a high
corner of the room, white and quicker than the strobes. Jeremy stood on a
catwalk, snapping pictures. His telescoping lens fanned slowly toward me,
found me, and paused. The camera dropped slowly from his face. He stared
at me with a pained expression, then turned, shoving people aside until he
disappeared from view.

I wanted to follow him. I wanted to explain. But I didn’t have a choice.
Keeping Reece from going back to jail meant keeping Jeremy in the dark.
And keeping Kylie alive meant I had to let him go.

I brought my attention back to the floor, to the wall of moving bodies in
front of me. I didn’t see Kylie anywhere. I had five minutes to find her before
Reece came back. To make sure she was safe.

I drifted closer to the dance floor, careful not to touch anyone. I jumped



when a warm hand reached for me, slick with sweat, and tried to pull away as
it drew me into the current of bodies.

The touch sent a surge of heat through my veins. Hot and electric and
sweet. I shouldn’t be here, I thought, fighting to hold on to myself. Skin was
all around me, touching me, until I was light, floating. I waved my hands in
front of my face, watching them paint trails in the air. Someone grabbed me
and pulled me close and I absorbed his buzz until I was numb with it.

I was one of them. Somebody. Part of something. Connected and touching.
I pushed into them. Against them. Drinking them in. Drenched in their high.
Promises drifted to me through the music.

Stay here. Five minutes.
The room was spinning. I giggled, laughter erupting within me until there

was only dancing and music and the beat of the room. An arm snaked around
me, strong shoulders curling over my back.

“What do we have here?” said a deep voice in my ear. “I had no idea little
Nearly Boswell was so hot.” I shivered under his breath.

I fought to open my eyes, willing the room to stop spinning. Large hands
steadied me as I gave in to the sway. He was tall, his designer shirt closely
cut over a muscled chest and rolled at the sleeves. Honey-blond hair fell over
his forehead in the most appealing way, and he smiled at me. A small voice
in my head whispered warnings, but his hands were warm on my waist. He
smelled good, like expensive cologne.

I leaned into him, pulling his head low to my ear. “I know you,” I purred,
barely recognizing my own voice. “You’re dangerous.”

Vince growled into my neck, making me laugh. “You have no idea.”
He drew me into the sea of dancers, to the very center of the writhing

mass.
“Where’s your boyfriend?” His face burrowed into my hair, tickling my

shoulders. I shook my head and looped my hands around his neck, feeling
dizzy.

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”
His hand slipped under the hem of my dress and worked slowly up my

thigh. A delicious shudder rocked through me, sweet like cherry syrup with a
burn that licked at my throat. My head rolled back, loose, and Vince nuzzled
my collarbone.

“That’s too bad. Whelan doesn’t know what he’s missing.”
The name scratched at the edge of a memory, then disappeared in the fog.



Someone caught Vince’s attention behind me. Vince looked over my
shoulder and grinned.

“TJ, I think we owe Leigh an apology,” he shouted over the music. “We
haven’t been very nice. Let’s make it up to her. Go get her a drink.” Vince
winked over my shoulder, his big hands roving higher. Something soured his
touch, turning inhibition into something choking and greedy. Promises
fluttered at the edge of my consciousness. I don’t want you to eat or drink
anything—nothing—no matter who gives it to you.

“No, I shouldn’t . . .” I pushed at his wrists. The room spun and I stumbled
into him. His arms circled my waist.

“Leave it alone, Vince.” TJ’s voice hardened behind me. “I saw Whelan
here a few minutes ago.”

Vince’s face tensed. “I said the lady needs a drink, gimp. You gonna get in
the game or sit the bench with your damn brace on all night?”

“Fuck off. I’m not your water boy.”
A crowd of glassy eyes turned toward us and away and the moment

passed. TJ was gone. My head was heavy and I let it fall against Vince’s
chest. Through fluttering eyelids, I could just make out a dark-haired boy,
coming closer, pushing dancers out of his way.

“Leigh is leaving. Now,” said his clipped voice behind me.
It picked at the corners of my mind. I pressed my fingers to my temple and

wished the floor would stop moving. He held out his hand.
I reached for it, but Vince dug thick fingers into my shoulder. “I don’t

think Nearly wants to go anywhere.”
I blinked and the room swam.
“She comes with me.”
I squinted against the strobes. He stepped toward me, hand outstretched,

and I swayed into his arms. His skin sent a chill up my spine and his touch
tasted like violence. He grabbed me and the world turned upside down. My
head fell, missing the floor as he swung me over his shoulder. Gena’s shoes
slid off my feet and clattered to the ground.

“Put me down!” I squealed, and pounded his back. My hair grazed the
floor and I kicked at the sky. The room spun wildly as I bobbed up and down
while he struggled through the crowd and my stomach turned in nauseating
circles. I forced my eyes open, tried to focus on a single point. Someone was
following us. I reached back and grabbed his wrist for leverage, trying to pull
myself up to see his face. His hatred coursed through me, acidic and burning



as it climbed up my throat. It was all too much. My heart raced, my stomach
lurched, and the room spun faster. Then it all just disappeared.



36

COLD AIR CREPT OVER MY BODY. I woke up in darkness, curled against wet
asphalt. Rain pelted my skin and trailed over my legs. I looked down at my
dripping hands, sobering as the storm washed away the lingering high and a
blinding headache exploded between my eyes.

Reece picked me up under the arms and stood me roughly against the wall.
Water pooled at my bare feet. His touch was electric with panic reeking like
fear.

“What did you take, Nearly?” He shook me, fingers digging into the
bruises on my shoulders and rattling my brain.

“Ow! That hurts!”
“Did you drink something? Did you take something?” He held my face in

one hand, forcing my lids open and shining a penlight with the other. I
blinked hard against the glare and shoved his chest when he stepped in close
to smell my breath.

“I didn’t take anything!” I slammed my palm into his shoulder. “Don’t
touch me!”

Reece reeled back, his face twisting as he squinted against the rain. “What
the hell happened to you back there?”

Wet hair clung to my cheeks and I scraped it away. “I don’t know! I don’t
know what happened. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” he shouted, so close I could feel the heat of his breath. “Sorry is
all you’ve got?” He mopped sheets of water from his face, pacing in short,
agitated strides. I flinched as he stepped toward me, bending close. “Do you
have any idea how I felt when I came back and you were gone?”

His fists braced the bricks on both sides of my head, caging me in. “And
you were . . .” He spun on his heels and paced, threaded his hands behind his
head, unable or unwilling to look at me. He kicked the Dumpster and I



jumped. “I don’t know what the hell you were doing!”
“Well, I do!” My body shook with fine tremors. I wrapped my bare arms

around myself, clutching at the guilt and humiliation inside. “Someone had to
keep an eye on Kylie! He was there!”

He blinked away water. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The person who killed Marcia and Posie and Teddy was there! At the

rave!” I looked back at the warehouse, trying to make sense of what I
remembered, but it was all so fuzzy. I remembered being upside down. I
remembered being followed. Someone walked behind me. The one I touched
before I passed out. I’d known it when I’d felt him. The killer. He was there.
In the warehouse.

I turned toward the opening of the alley. “We have to go back!” My numb
feet caught on the pavement and I stumbled, bracing a hand against the wall.
Reece stepped in front of me, blocking my way.

“We’re not going back! Damnit, Leigh, I thought you were dead!” His face
was haunted. “I’m not going back there again. Not with you!”

Not with you. I’d screwed up. The deal was off.
I let my shoulder fall against the wall.
“When are you going to tell me what’s really going on? When are you

going to start trusting me?” he said.
A tear slid down my cheek. It was all just slipping away. Jeremy, the

scholarship, my mother’s trust, my friendship with Anh . . . I looked in
Reece’s eyes. I was losing him too.

“I can find him, Reece!” It roared out of me. Not a whisper. Not a scratch.
It clawed its way up and ripped me apart. “I can feel him!”

He shook his head. It rippled with questions. “What do you mean, you can
feel him? Feel who?”

I wanted him to understand without having to explain. Without seeing that
look on his face. “I can feel you! I can touch you and know exactly how you
feel! And I can feel the person who’s doing this! I can solve this! I can find
him. Without Lonny’s list! Without your alibis!” My head thundered. I
gripped my temples and doubled over, sick with the pain. I braced myself
against the wall, unsteady on my feet.

Reece grabbed my elbow, fearful and confused. “Are you sure you didn’t
take anything?”

“Don’t touch me!” I tore my arm away. I’d just come clean, confessed my
deepest secret, and he thought I was high.



He shook his head and turned away. Rain beaded like mercury over his
leather coat, fell in rivers down the back of his neck. He pulled out his cell
phone and bent low over the screen, shielding it from the downpour.

“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Calling you a cab.” He made the call and stuffed the phone back in his

pocket with a curse.
I shivered. A steady slap of footsteps and the clicks of heels grew louder as

a stampede of wet bodies rushed past the mouth of the alley. Reece watched
them, his eyes narrowing.

“Hey!” he shouted. The brick walls on both sides echoed, and a fleeing
boy with a drooping Mohawk turned toward us. “What’s going on?”

“Someone called the cops. Party’s over, man.” The kid shrugged and took
off running.

Reece swore. “You need to get out of here.”
“Why? I’ve got nothing to hide. I was with you all night.”
He scraped the water from his eyes and tipped his head, incredulous. “With

me all night? When I came back from my meeting with Lonny you were
gone! I’ve been looking for you for an hour! When I found you lying in the
alley I thought you were dead!”

I stared, openmouthed. “What do you mean, you found me in the alley?
You carried me out.”

A yellow taxi cruised past the alley, stopped, and reversed slowly. Its
headlights swung toward us, blinding us and silencing our fight. It parked
behind Reece and I shielded my eyes against the glare. Reece’s eyes widened
and he rushed toward me. His face was frantic as he lifted my hair, turning
my cheek toward the light.

“You’re bleeding.” His hand came away with a red, watery smear. We
both watched as it melted away in long pink streaks, pooling in the grooves
of the pavement where he’d found me. I touched my neck, my shoulder, my
face. No cuts. No breaks. My hair was thick and sticky against my bare
shoulders. I pulled my fingers through it and held them up to the taxi’s light.
They were red and slick. Reece knelt, angling his body out of the light’s path.
A red stream bubbled along the base of the wall behind the Dumpster. He
stepped slowly, arms spread and palms back, holding me behind him as he
tracked the source. I followed, watching the river thicken, glossy and almost
black where it rounded the Dumpster. The air smelled like wet pennies and I
clapped a hand over my mouth.



The Dumpster cast a shadow over a mound beside it. Reece flicked on his
penlight and stumbled back. The body lay broken and wet, in a puddle of red.
Blood-soaked hair plastered her cheeks, obscuring her face. It was a girl, her
wrists and ankles tied together, making a crude triangle of her body. Her skin
shone white where the rain smacked against it, except for one forearm, where
angry red lines cut deep enough to expose tendons, but no longer bled. She
was empty. The last of her life gurgled over the street. Stuck in my hair. I’d
been lying in Kylie’s blood.

I spun around and clutched my stomach as it reeled. I sucked in shallow
breaths and swallowed hard. I couldn’t look anymore.

“It’s a number cut in her arm, isn’t it?” I called over my shoulder. I shut
my eyes, waiting.

“Seventy-six,” Reece answered, hoarse and shaken.
The taxi leaned on his horn and flashed his lights, oblivious to the

gruesome scene we’d discovered. Reece grabbed me by the arm and dragged
me toward the cab. Opening the door, he tossed me inside.

Sirens screamed in the distance. Reece dug inside his jacket, dropped my
glasses in my lap, and slammed the door. Then he leaned inside the passenger
window. He eyed the cabbie as he peeled a bill from a roll of cash.

“This is to take her home.”
The cabbie nodded, taking the money.
Then Reece handed over the remaining stack. The cabbie’s eyes grew wide

as he closed his hand around it. “And this,” Reece ordered in a thick, rough
voice, “is for not asking questions. You were never here.”

He gave me one last look, beat a fist against the roof, and the taxi took off.
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I FROZE IN THE DOORWAY. Smoke curled from Mona’s lips under the harsh
fluorescent light. Her elbows perched on the table, an ashtray spilling over
between them.

“Why aren’t you at work?” I touched the soaked ends of my hair and
resisted the urge to check them for blood. I’d stood under the security light in
the pouring rain until the water stopped running pink, but I could still feel it.

Rainwater dripped steadily onto the carpet. Mona’s eyes drifted over the
wrecked dress and rested on my bare feet as she sucked another drag. “Jim
hired another new girl. He sent me home early.” She’d been coming home
earlier, her tip jar lighter on Friday mornings than it used to be. The kitchen
light deepened the lines around her eyes and her hands bore new creases like
smoke rings. “You never stay out this late.”

“How would you know? You never wait up.” I listened for sirens, then
shut the door and slid the dead bolt in place. I leaned back against the door
and looked at her, wishing she weren’t here. I wanted to scrub away every
drop of Kylie’s blood. I wanted to hide under a mountain of blankets with my
father’s ring.

“Never had a reason to.” Mona crushed out the remains of her cigarette,
emptying the last ribbon of smoke from her lungs. Her chair scraped against
the floor and she left the room.

I kicked the door with my bare foot. Had I expected anything more from
her? She never waited up because she was never here.

A moment later, Mona returned, carrying a stack of clean towels and a
hairbrush.

“Sit down.” She pulled out a chair and gestured with the brush, filling me
with déjà vu. Gena had given me the same command a few hours ago. Now
her ruined dress clung cold to my skin, and I’d lost her damn shoes. She was



going to kill me. The thought was so absurd I choked on hysterical laughter.
Gena wouldn’t have a chance to kill me. I’d be behind bars for the rest of my
life.

I dropped wearily into the chair. My raw nerves jumped when a towel
snapped next to my ear and wrapped around my bare shoulders, followed by
the pull of a brush through my hair. She was careful not to touch me. Even
so, I tensed, waiting for my mother to scream, to find a long bloody strand,
for the towel to turn pink. But the brush kept up its rhythm. It was the same
kind of brush she’d used when I was a girl and caught on the tangles with
every stroke, but she expertly worked it through. It eased the blistering pain
in my head. My heavy lids closed, fatigue consuming me.

Mona worked in silence to the crush of rain against the roof, to the soft
pitter-patter of water dripping from my hem to the linoleum floor. The
seconds ticked away. I wasn’t sure how many I had left.

“You said Dad had a record. I want to know what it was.”
She was quiet, the only sound the rustle of the brush. “Once you know

something about a person, you can’t unknow it.”
“I already know about the fake IDs in his wallet. I know he had phony

credit cards and used different names. But I want to know who he was. Not
those other people he was pretending to be. I want to know why he left.”

The brush paused and I heard the snap of her lighter. The soft suck of air
into her lungs. She tapped out her ash and set her cigarette in the tray, careful
to push it away from me. “I don’t suppose if I tell you, it’ll be enough to keep
you from making the same mistake I made.”

I wasn’t sure of the answer. Whose mistakes was I really making? Hers or
his? “What was he like?” I asked.

She thought for a moment, and I thought I heard her smile. “We were
sixteen when we met. He was sweep-you-off-your-feet handsome. And
smooth. Charmed the pants right off me. I’d only known him a month when I
followed him right out of my parents’ house.” She pulled at the memories
with deep long strokes. “It was a nice house. Safe,” she said. “I don’t
remember my parents ever locking the door.” She sounded younger, softer,
the raspy edge almost gone.

“Then why’d you leave?”
I felt her shake her head. Heard the distant, less critical voice of retrospect.

Different from the sharp jabs she usually threw at his name. “Don’t know
what it was about David, except that he could hold your hand and know



exactly what you were feeling.”
I’d been listening before, but now I prickled under the brush.
“He was always holding me, back then . . . in the beginning. Before we

grew up and things got hard.”
“What do you mean? How’d things get hard?”
She was quiet for a moment, as if she was giving me time to change my

mind. Giving me one last chance not to know. I sat on the edge of my chair,
hungry for her answer.

“Your father was charismatic,” she finally said. “He had a way with
people. He always nailed the interviews, but could never hold a job. Floated
from one to another, but he was always grifting. Finding ways to play off
people’s emotions. It was like he could see right through them. They trusted
him. Some days his ability to read people paid off big. Others, well . . . That’s
what got him in trouble.” She brushed while she talked. I felt her shake her
head. “I kept telling him he was in over his head, that it was only a matter of
time before he took advantage of the wrong people, but he didn’t listen. He
was hooked on the rush. Drunk on the money. He couldn’t see the lives he
was destroying.

“One day, the police came to the door with a warrant. He was using some
guy’s company as a front to launder money. The guy was loaded. Big house
on the golf course in Belle Green. David met him at a poker game one night.
Said as soon as they shook hands, he knew they’d get along.

“Before I know it, they’re thick as thieves . . . organized gambling rings,
extortion, laundering. Until they got caught. That was the last time I saw your
father. He left me a note, took the car across the state line into the city, and
caught the first plane to who-the-hell-knows. Never came home.

“He loved you, though. Oh God, how he loved you,” she breathed. “He’d
have grifted the moon for you. He used to set you in his lap and hold your
little hands for hours, like touching you could fix anything.” Her nostalgia
trailed off and the trailer was silent except for the rain. “Couldn’t get you to
stop crying for weeks after he left.”

I wasn’t sure what to feel. My father had loved me, every bit as much as in
my white-washed memories. And he was like me in ways Mona had never
understood. But he was a thief. A con man. And he’d left us in a run-down
trailer with nothing, just to save his own skin.

The brush moved easily now, but she didn’t stop.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”



She snorted. “When I was your age, if my mother had told me I would be
anything like her, I never would have believed her. I would have laughed if
she’d told me I’d be seventeen and pregnant, and that one day even my own
daughter would hate me, and I would grow old alone like she did. I wanted to
believe I could be different. That the direction of my life would be different.”
She sighed. “No kid ever wants to believe they’ll be like their parents,
Nearly. That’s something you have to come to accept on your own.”

She was worried I’d fall in love with someone like my father and give up
my future like she did. But I was him. In over my head with the wrong
people, too stupid to listen, too selfish to turn myself in before it was too late.
So what if I went to jail? I should have gone straight to the police. Should
have told them everything. If I had, maybe Kylie wouldn’t have bled out
behind a Dumpster. Maybe Marcia, Posie, and Teddy would still be alive.

Mona stopped brushing and began working my hair into a tight bun,
awakening the pain in my head.

“Nothing can change where we come from, Nearly. But you can change
where you’re headed,” she said quietly. “That boy isn’t good enough for you.
He’ll be gone before you know it.”

My chair screeched and crashed to the floor behind me. I ripped out the
elastic band and threw it at my mother’s feet, unable to look her in the eyes.
Unwilling to look in my own.

This wasn’t Reece’s fault.
It was mine.

• • •

I leaned against my bedroom door. I had the mother of all psychic hangovers,
and the smell of Kylie’s blood lingered in my throat.

A red light flashed on my bed.
Reece’s cell phone.
I shut my eyes, remembering the look on his face when I’d started to tell

him . . . He hadn’t believed me.
I grabbed the phone and squelched down on my bed, Gena’s dress soaking

through my sheets.
TXT ME WHEN U GET HOME—from REECE.
I sent a quick reply.
I’M HOME. I’M SORRY.



I’m sorry I broke my promise. I’m sorry four people are dead. I set the
phone down on the bed, stripped off the cold dress, and put on my pajamas. I
pulled Reece’s pendant over my head and held it. It didn’t seem right to wear
it anymore. We had a deal and I blew it. And that’s all it had been . . . a deal.

I stuffed it into the pocket of my hoodie and hung it across the back of my
chair. I reached under my mattress for the bag and dumped the contents on
my bed. Pushing aside my father’s ring, I picked up the train ticket instead.
I’d bought it using every penny I’d saved. Some days, when I thought I
couldn’t stand it here one more day, I’d hold it and dream about running.
Never coming back. But then I’d think of my mother. Her broken smile was a
cuff around my heart and I couldn’t stomach the thought of leaving.

I stuffed everything back in the bag, then curled up under my comforter
and switched off the lamp.

The phone vibrated and I sat up, squinting at the screen. Not Reece. A chill
pulled up my spine, drawing the skin tight.

1 New Text from Unknown Number.
MISSED U @ THE PARTY.
IT’S JUST A NUMBERS GAME.
STICK AROUND NEXT TIME AND I’LL SPELL IT OUT FOR YOU.
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I’D LEFT THREE PHONE MESSAGES and way too many texts for Reece. All went
unanswered. The next morning, I flipped through the local white pages
directory, determined to find him. There was only one listing for Whelan. I
tore out the page and took a few dollars from Mona’s tip jar and walked to
the bus stop at the end of the street. It was early and the air was already
brutally hot and too sticky to breathe. When I emerged from the bus in a
small neighborhood of run-down townhouses, the streets were empty.

I checked the numbers on the pale green siding, and found the one in the
listing. It was missing a shutter and the shades were drawn shut. The tree in
front was brown and barren, and looked like it had been left to rot. A security
door with heavy black bars prevented me from knocking, so I tapped hard on
the window beside it. A dog barked loudly in the unit next door.

I waited and knocked again. A woman peeled back the thin curtain and
peered out at me. She cracked the door just enough to poke her face through.
“What do you want?”

I forgot myself, taken aback by the woman’s features, how they were so
like Reece’s. She started to shut the door.

“Wait!” I threw my hand in the opening. “I’m looking for Reece Whelan.”
Her features turned hard, the way Reece’s could turn when he was angry.

“No one lives here by that name.” She looked pointedly at my fingers where
they gripped the door frame.

“Please,” I said, hesitantly removing them. “I need to know where I can
find your son.”

Her eyes glassed over. “My son is dead,” she said, and shut the door.
The dead bolt slid home.
I pulled my phone from my pocket and scrolled to the contact list. There

was only one other number, and I called the only person who might know



where to find him.

• • •

“You shouldn’t be here.” Reece stood half dressed, holding the door to
barricade my way.

“I called. You didn’t pick up your phone.” I jammed the cell into his
stomach, knocking enough wind out of him to make an opening for myself. “I
got a text last night,” I said as I ducked under his arm.

I looked around his apartment. Sparse but tidy. The warm citrus and
sandalwood cologne he wore last night lingered in the compact space.

He raked a hand through his unwashed hair and shut the door, looking
weary. His jeans rode too low on his hips and I wondered when he’d last
eaten. I looked away as he scrolled through the phone, face drawn and
shadowed.

“Who else has the number?” He tossed me the phone.
“Just you.”
“Anyone else have access to your locker?”
Jeremy had my combination, but I wouldn’t let him get caught up in this. I

bit my tongue and lied. “No.”
His jaw ticked as he studied my face. “How’d you find me?”
I didn’t want to tell him how I’d looked up his address and knocked on his

mother’s door. Truthfully, I was afraid he might ask me what she’d said. And
I could never look him in the eyes and tell him he was dead to her. Instead I
looked around the room and skipped that part.

“I called Gena. I told her it was an emergency and then bugged the crap
out of her until she gave me your address. What is it with you people and
milk crates?” I changed the subject, nudging an overturned crate with my toe,
remembering the ones in Gena’s apartment. His crooked smile, the one that
used to come so easily, hadn’t made an appearance and I was surprised that I
missed it. He fell into a lumpy sofa with squeaky springs, lacing his fingers
behind his head.

“You people? Care to elaborate on that?”
I stood in the middle of the room and did a slow 360 so I wouldn’t have to

see the suspicion on his face. “Nicholson’s people.”
He tipped a soda can to his lips and looked at me over a long pull. I could

feel him puzzling through me, trying to figure out how I knew and how much



I knew.
I glanced around the room, pausing in front of his bedroom door. A pair of

faded jeans and boxer shorts were tossed on the floor beside the unmade bed
and I wondered if anyone slept there with him. Or if he truly was alone.

“Do you have a roommate? Narcing must not pay you very much.”
“Enough for milk crates.” His eyes made a lazy pass over the tousled

sheets. “And no, I don’t have a roommate.”
My face warmed and I turned away.
“What do you remember?” he grumbled.
“Everything, I think. I sobered up pretty quickly. The rain helped, but the

headache is a killer.” The nagging tension lingered behind my eyes and made
my glasses feel too heavy. I had to ask the question that had kept me up all
night. “Was she . . . ?” I couldn’t make myself say the word, even though I’d
known she was dead the second I saw the bloodless cuts in her arm.

He nodded.
I sank down onto the sofa beside him. “What happened after I left?”
“I cleared out before the cops came.”
“Are they coming for me?”
The pause felt too long. Reece looked down at his lap and picked at the tab

of his soda can. “I don’t think so. Gena called me this morning and filled me
in. The judge denied the cops’ request for a warrant.”

“Why?” Not that I wasn’t grateful and relieved, but I was surprised.
“They don’t have enough evidence to charge you with a crime. The most

they can do is bring you in for questioning for a few hours with your mother
and a lawyer. Gena and I were with you before the rave. Plenty of people saw
you inside the warehouse, and an undercover cop claims he saw you before
the time of Kylie’s murder. He verified that you were inebriated and
unconscious, and therefore incapable of any involvement. And as of this
morning, we have a statement from a very cooperative taxi driver who says
he dropped you off, drunk and barely conscious, at your trailer before
midnight.”

I raised a finger to interrupt. I’d gotten home at 1:30 a.m. and I was
completely conscious.

Reece continued before I could correct him. “Forensics estimated Kylie’s
time of death at twelve thirty a.m. and you were already at home, in bed,
sleeping it off.” He leveled me with a hard stare, daring me to argue. “You
were accounted for all night. This is a high-profile homicide case involving



minors. One of the victim’s fathers sits on the town council. The judge isn’t
going to let anyone screw this up by botching an arrest. She’s going to make
the DA produce hard evidence beyond reasonable doubt.”

The breath I’d been holding rushed out. “So I’m okay? They can’t arrest
me?”

He thought for a moment, then said softly, “For now.”
I massaged my temples. Reece disappeared into the kitchen and returned

with a soda and a bottle of aspirin.
He shook his head. “I never would have put you in a situation like that if

I’d known you’d get stupid.”
I spilled a few pills into my palm and tossed them back.
“Imagine how I feel.” I set the bottle down on a crate, my throat squeezing

around the pills and forcing them down. “The first guy I ever kiss is a narc
who’s trying to shut me up, and the first guy to feel me up is Vince
DiMorello . . .” I shuddered.

Reece paled. “That was your first kiss? That day in the hall at school?”
I didn’t answer.
He dropped his head into his hands and let out a slow breath.
“Don’t flatter yourself.” I stood up, defensive. “I’ve kissed other

people . . . like Jeremy.”
Reece stiffened. “Jeremy?”
“Yes, Jeremy.”
He stood up and pulled his hand through his hair, looking at me with a

grave expression. “We need to talk. I should probably get dressed first.” He
backed toward his bedroom. “Wait here. I’ll be back in five minutes. I’m
serious this time. Five minutes. Don’t go anywhere,” and he disappeared into
his room.

I guess I deserved that.
His muffled voice came through the bathroom door over the sound of

running water.
“There’s leftover pizza in the kitchen. Help yourself.”
We need to talk. So this was it, I told myself. I’d broken our agreement,

and the deal was over. The official break-up of a non-existent relationship. I
pulled his phone from my pocket, and set it on a small shelf where he kept his
key ring and his wallet. Then took off his pendant and laid the thistle beside
them, next to a framed photograph. I picked it up. The faded image under the
glass was lightly torn around the edges. Two boys stood arm in arm, one a



smaller version of the other. Matching grins and blue eyes, their unruly bangs
falling into identical sets of dark lashes.

But Reece said he didn’t have a family.
There are a lot of things about Whelan you don’t know.
I set the frame down. The shower was still running in the next room. I

reached for the worn brown leather tri-fold and opened it. His driver’s license
was there, bearing his own name and his real photo. A few credit cards, a
library card, and a gym membership. When I flipped open the third section,
something fluttered out. I bent to pick it off the floor. It was black-and-white
and grainy, and folded to fit inside the wallet’s crease. A photo of a girl. I
held it closer to see her. She had long hair, high cheekbones, and pretty eyes.
Her lips looked full and glossy, even without color. I recognized the dress
before I recognized her face. It was me. At the rave. Reece must have cut it
from a surveillance photo and saved it. But why? And was he disappointed to
find out I wasn’t really like the girl in the picture at all?

I returned the photo to the wallet and set it on the shelf. Then sank into the
couch where Reece had been sitting. It was still warm and made a strange
crackling sound under me. I pressed and released my weight, feeling
something give beneath the thin cushion. Reaching under it, I withdrew a
clump of papers—the torn pages from Reece’s textbook. I need you, it said,
the words opening a fresh wound inside me. I pushed the pages aside, letting
the crinkled periodic table drift to the floor.

I glanced to the closed bathroom door, listening to make sure the water
was still running. I stuffed my arm back under the cushion and my fingers
closed on something heavy. They withdrew a thick file folder and I turned it
sideways to read the tab. Boswell, Nearly. Bold red letters across the front
said Confidential.

My profile was printed inside: name, date of birth, nickname, schools
attended, no previous criminal record . . . I paused at my parents’ names.
Mother, Ramona Stevens Boswell. Father, Donald D. Boswell—I knew
David was his middle name from the real driver’s license I kept under my
bed. A brief note about him followed and I devoured the details even though
they made me sick. He had no less than a dozen aliases and was “wanted” for
felony charges, missing for five years, and his only known associate, listed
merely by case number, was apparently serving time for another three.

I flipped the page. My name, followed by the words accomplice and
possible suspect jumped out everywhere, beginning with the notes from my



first “interview” with Lieutenant Nicholson.
Then came pages of reports in Reece’s blocky print. I glanced through

them, surprised by their brevity. Sparse of detail and sterile in content,
several dates and conversations were missing. Nothing about my escape from
school the night of the play. Nothing about our conversation under the
bleachers. Nothing about my trip to the hospital to see Posie, or our
conversation by the airport after we’d fled the museum.

I flipped past them, thumbing through toxicology and autopsy reports. A
handwritten note, time-stamped early this morning, confirmed they’d found
ketamine residue in Kylie’s body last night.

I flipped past the lab reports to a stack of photos. Dozens of them.
I was captured over and over again in grainy black-and-white images. Me,

walking to school. Me, at the Bui Mart buying my newspaper and laughing
with Bao. Me, getting into Jeremy’s car. Me, holding Reece’s hand in a dark
alley. Me, dancing with Vince DiMorello. Lonny Johnson whispering in my
ear. Me again, barefoot and laughing, slung over the shoulder of a dark-
haired boy with a close-shaved head. Oleksa. Oleksa had carried me to the
alley?

. . . an undercover cop claims he saw you before the time of Kylie’s
murder, and verified that you were inebriated and unconscious . . .

I dropped the file. The contents sprawled like wreckage across the floor.
Bodies lay tangled among them. Naked arms with haunting markings . . . all
of them numbers. And—a periodic table.

I stood quietly, the lumpy sofa squeaking with release.
It’s personal. I’ll put it all on the table for you. That was the clue under the

bleachers.
I reached for the periodic table. Reece had circled five elements in blue.

The sides of the cube snapped together inside my brain.
Ten, the atomic weight of the element Neon. Abbreviation Ne.
Next had been Marcia Steckler. She’d been 18, Argon. Abbreviation, Ar.
I stopped when I reached Posie Washington, straining to make out the

blistering mark in the photo, but I remembered it as clearly as I remembered
the smell of her flesh burning. Element number 3. Lithium. Li.

I set Posie down, the photos like headstones laid out in a neat row.
Teddy was marked in stars, element number 5. Boron. B.
And now Kylie. I knew her number. And the fifth element had already

been circled on the table. Number 76. Osmium. Abbreviation, Os.



Reece had solved the puzzle. It was so simple. I’d been reading into it too
deeply, making it more complicated than it needed to be. Thinking only of
the ink message on my chem lab table, and the carved one in physics.
Assuming there was some complex hidden meaning in those messages I had
missed. I’d never told Reece about the messages on my lab tables at school.
When he saw the clue under the bleachers, his mind probably jumped to the
only “table” he associated with me. The one we’d been studying together.
The periodic table of elements.

Each victim’s number represented the atomic weight of an element on the
periodic table. And together, in order, the pattern became clear.

Ne + Ar + Li + B + Os = me.
The killer was spelling my name with the bodies of my own students. And

he wasn’t finished yet.
Are you clever enough to find me in time.
“Did you find the pizza?” I started at the sound of his voice. Reece rubbed

a towel through his wet hair, his white T-shirt pink where it stuck to his skin.
His eyes followed my guilty glance to the disassembled file on the floor. The
towel stopped moving. “What are you doing with these?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing.” My voice was shaking. “This is a
confidential police file. How did you get it?”

He didn’t move. Didn’t look at it. “I borrowed it.”
“Why?” I already knew the answer. It hung in the silence between us.

“You said it yourself, you know it’s a set-up. You’re concealing evidence.
Why?”

His brow pulled down.
“They’re going to arrest me, aren’t they?” I threw a pointed finger to the

pile of loose photos and reports on the floor. Photos of a pretty girl with long
legs and wavy hair and a gorgeous boyfriend. A girl who tangled with drug
dealers at illegal parties and wore provocative clothes. A girl with too many
secrets. And now everything was spelled out so clearly. “This—my name—is
all the reasonable doubt they’ll need, isn’t it?” My knees felt watery and the
room wavered.

I lunged for the door. Reece grabbed my hand, his emotions slamming into
me. But my own were too jumbled and I couldn’t untangle the mess of
feelings and scents in my head. He pulled me toward him, grabbing my face
in his hands.

“Don’t touch me!”



Reece stepped back, palms held high. I braced against the wall, warning
him off with my eyes.

“Give me a reason.” He eased forward, speaking in a low voice. “You’re
always telling me not to touch you. What are you so afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid.”
“Bullshit.” He inched closer. “You said something in the alley. That you

can find the killer because you can feel him. What did you mean?”
I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. You won’t believe me anyway.”
“I’ll believe you. I want to help you.”
I turned my face to stop him from coming any closer.
“Explain it. Help me understand. What will happen if I touch you?” He

waited, inches away.
I felt naked, completely exposed. I let the truth spill out of me, hoarse and

wet and uncertain. Too afraid to look at his face. “When I touch someone, I
feel what they feel. I can taste it. I don’t know how or why. I just know I
can’t control it. The only way to stop it is not to touch anyone at all. So I
don’t. Because it’s too hard to be inside someone’s heart. And that sucks.”

I looked tentatively at Reece. “. . . And I don’t know, maybe that’s one
reason why I read the personals. Because I was tired of being the girl who
would never know what it’s like to fall for someone.” I took a shuddering
breath, waiting for him to laugh or tell me I was crazy. He didn’t. “And then
these ads started showing up, and it’s like they were written for me. I put the
pieces together and I knew that something was wrong. So I went to
Nicholson and everything backfired.” I swallowed, steeling myself for the
craziest part. “I felt him at the rave. I touched him and I knew it was him, but
I never saw his face. It was all too much. All the people and the drugs. I felt it
all and everything went wrong!

“And that’s what will happen if I touch you. I’ll feel it all. I’ll know how
much you hate me, how you think I’m crazy, how you think I—”

“Then do it.” I flinched at the urgency in his voice. He stepped in close,
until my back pressed against the wall and there wasn’t any air between us.
He dropped his voice to a whisper. “You think you know how I feel about
you? Then touch me.” He took my sleeve and drew my hand to his chest. The
damp shirt clung hot to his skin. It rose and fell fast with his breath.

Slowly, I slid my hand up over his collar, and spread my fingers over his
bare skin. His pulse thrummed hard. My heart raced with his fear and the
rush of his desire.



He leaned in slow, lips close but not touching. Waiting, as if I might pull
away. I leaned into him. His mouth was soft and yielded to mine. He returned
my kiss slowly. I brought my arms up around his neck and drew him into me,
drinking in his tenderness and need. His fingers dug into my hips and pulled
me close. No guilt. No regret.

“Why are you doing this?” I closed my eyes, afraid of his answer.
He pressed his forehead to mine, a bittersweet sadness spilling into me. His

lips parted, hesitated. “Because I might not get another chance.”
We both jumped at the bang on the door. Neither of us moved.
“Police. Open the door.”
Reece looked to the lineup of crime scene photos on the floor. Another

loud bang. He cursed softly and pushed me gently aside before I could
register his panic. He kicked out a foot, scattering the pictures into a random
patternless mess before he scooped it all up and shoved it into the open file.
His other foot found the periodic table and kicked it under the couch.

My eyes flashed to the sofa, and back to Reece.
The police didn’t know about the message under the bleachers.
I’ll put it all on the table for you. The table. That clue was the Rosetta

Stone to the whole case. It was the only clue that could lead the police to the
periodic table and spell out my name. But it never made it into the file. Reece
never told them. And without Reece’s notes, the numbers—the most
incriminating pieces of evidence against me—were meaningless. My mind
rewound to his phone conversation in the park by the airport, the visitor’s log
he’d stolen from the hospital, the cabbie he’d paid to give a false
statement . . . He’d been systematically destroying evidence. Concealing
facts. Covering for me . . . The police weren’t here for me. They were here
for him.

He took a deep steady breath, surveying the room as he walked to the door.
With a last pained look at me, he flipped a lock and the chain stretched taut,
snapping against the strip of sunlight that poured in. Blue uniforms appeared
in the gap.

“Reece Whelan?” The officer held a slip of paper against the opening. “We
have a warrant to search the premises.”

Reece shut the door, slid the chain back, and two uniformed officers
stepped into the room. He waved to the female officer and gestured coolly to
the file on the milk crate. “Hey, Rhonda. No need to search. I’ll spare
everybody the drama. It’s right there.”



The other officer crossed the room and inspected the tab. He thumbed
through the file, pausing to glance at me over the photos, and then nodded to
his partner. She approached Reece and turned him face-forward against the
wall. He didn’t resist. She smiled apologetically, as if they knew each other.

“Sorry, Reece, but you know the drill. You’re under arrest for obstruction
of justice.” She snapped the first cuff shut and recited the rest of his Miranda
in a monotone voice. “Do you understand these rights as they have been read
to you?”

Reece nodded, his face turned in profile against the wall as the second cuff
clicked shut. He craned his neck, speaking over his shoulder to her as she
patted him down. “Do you think you can give us a minute?”

“Make it quick,” she said, dropping back a few feet. The blue uniforms
stood close to the door, hands on hips, listening to their radios.

Reece spoke in a low voice, careful not to be overheard. “You need to
know something. We busted Lonny after the rave. I’ve been in lock-up all
night. We had to make him think I got busted too. I grabbed your file when
they released me this morning, and I left the reports from last night’s bust on
Nicholson’s desk. Lonny made a deal and turned over a list of his ketamine
buyers,” he said so quietly I almost couldn’t hear him. “You weren’t on it . . .
but Jeremy was.”

“Jeremy?” I stared at Reece. That just wasn’t possible. It had to be a
mistake. Jeremy wouldn’t buy street drugs, let alone from someone like
Lonny.

I took a step back. “No. They’ve got the wrong Jeremy. There’s more than
one Jeremy at West River. There has to be someone else I know on that list.
Who else did Lonny sell to?”

The officers paused their conversation and turned toward us. Reece spared
them a glance and pitched his voice lower. “Vince.” He bent to look me in
the eye and whispered, “Think about it, Leigh. You know he’s not smart
enough to pull off something like this.”

But Jeremy? Jeremy was smart, and he knew me better than anyone. He
knew I read the Missed Connections. He had access to my locker. He’d been
at every crime scene. And he and Anh . . .

Nicholson’s question haunted me. Do you know the person who wrote
these ads, Miss Boswell?

“What are you saying?”
Reece didn’t speak, his thoughts implicit in his silence.



I shook my head. My heart warred with itself. All the clues, all the
circumstantial evidence fit. Anyone who didn’t know him as well as I did
could actually believe he did this.

“Maybe you’re wrong,” I said, desperate to believe it. “Maybe it isn’t the
same Jeremy.”

Reece put his lips close to my ear and whispered, “Leave town, Leigh. Get
out of the state. Get someplace safe until I’m . . .” I felt him pause for a
breath. “Just get away until this whole thing blows over.”

“I can’t!” I whispered back. Where would I go?
The officer cleared her throat in warning. Reece pulled back and raised his

voice just enough to satisfy her. “Try. For me. I’ll be gone at least two weeks,
and that’s if things go well.” If not, then they’d send him back to juvie. He’d
risked everything. His future. His freedom. For mine.

“Take the trash out before you leave.” He aimed a meaningful glance
toward the sofa. “And try not to do anything stupid while I’m gone.” He
straightened as the officer laid a hand on his shoulder.

I shook my head. They couldn’t take him. This wasn’t his fault.
“If you get into trouble, call Gena,” Reece said quietly. “I’ll find you when

I’m out. I promise.”
They escorted him to the door. His cuffs rattled and something crumbled

inside me. He stopped in the doorway and turned.
“And Leigh? I always knew you were worth it.” He smiled weakly as the

officers closed the door.
I pulled back the curtain and watched through the window as he ducked

into the squad car and the door snapped shut. Reece didn’t look back.
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I KNEW SOMETHING WASN’T RIGHT the minute I stepped off the bus. Sunny
View was too quiet. No filthy puddle-jumping kids with shaggy hair pitching
gravel in the street, the usual troublemakers nowhere in sight.

I paused beside a neighbor’s trailer. I could just make out the corner of my
own a few yards away. A car was parked in front, but we didn’t own a car.
The dark blue Crown Victoria sat catty-corner in the street, its front fender
leaning into our trash cans. There were three antennae on the roof and extra
lights mounted in the rear windows. An unmarked police car. I couldn’t see
my porch from where I pressed up tight against the neighbor’s siding, but I
heard a persistent knocking on my door.

I patted my pockets as I backed up the street, retracing my steps to the bus
stop. I’d left the phone in Reece’s apartment and locked the door behind me
when I’d left. No way to call Gena. And nowhere to run.

I jumped at the snap-clink of a lighter flipping shut. Lonny perched on his
saggy front porch, elbows on his knees. His tank top was moist at the neck,
tattoos blooming like ghosts through the thin white cotton. He squinted at me,
reaching slowly behind himself into the waistband of his jeans. He laid
something between his legs. The silver barrel glinted in the sun. We stared at
each other while he lifted the cigarette to his lips. His exhale felt like a bullet
between the eyes.

A screen door slammed on the opposite side of the street. I turned slowly.
TJ stood barefoot on his front step, holding a trash bag full of empty cans.
His uncle was slurring and swearing through the open door, but TJ didn’t
seem to hear. He looked at me with his brows drawn together, and then to the
gun between Lonny’s legs. The two locked eyes. TJ set the trash down, but
he didn’t go back inside. Instead, he watched.

I slipped quickly between the police car and my porch, and stood behind



the two plainclothes officers. Lonny’d spent the night in jail because of
Reece, and his girlfriend was dead, maybe because of me. He wouldn’t think
twice about shooting me, but he’d think twice about doing it in front of two
cops and a witness.

My mother stood in her robe in the open door. Her hands weren’t visible,
and the detectives stood at the bottom of the porch, eyeing her cautiously.
Sweat trailed over their temples and darkened their collars, their balding
heads cooking pink in the sun. My mother kept her eyes square on their faces
and said, “Nearly, get inside.”

I scrambled past the officers and under her arm.
“Gentlemen,” my mother said sharply, “my daughter is a minor. I know

her rights. You need my consent to ask her anything or to come inside my
home, and I’ve no intention of giving it to you.” They couldn’t see her
fingers close over the baseball bat she kept behind the door. “You’d best be
on your way.”

The older one placed a toe on the stoop. “We just want a few words with
her . . .”

The bat came off the floor, and my mother’s voice dropped low. “We’ve
got nothing to say, unless you’ve got a warrant.”

The man paused, his foot creaking on the drooping wooden step. His eyes
flicked to her arm where it disappeared behind the door, and he stepped back,
slow and easy. Neither spoke, and when the silence threatened to extend
indefinitely, Mona slammed the door. She kept one hand on the bat as she
slid the dead bolt home and snapped the chain in place. Then she stood
sideways at the window, peering through the curtain slit. She didn’t let the
fabric fall until a cloud of gravel kicked up, bouncing off our aluminum walls
like hail.

Mona paced to the kitchen, snatching her cigarettes off the counter.
“What do the police want with you?” Her voice was eerily calm as she

slapped the box hard against her open fist.
I sank slowly into the scratchy vinyl chair. I couldn’t explain. I wouldn’t

know where to start.
“Does this have something to do with that boy?” Mona asked through a

mouthful of smoke. “I knew it. I knew he was nothing but trouble.” She
shook her head, letting her ashtray clatter to the table.

“It’s nothing like that, Mom—”
“Don’t lie to me, Nearly!” She smacked the table hard enough to rattle me.



I looked at her hand and saw my crinkled trig exam—the one I’d used to
wrap her Mother’s Day gift—smashed flat under her palm. I’d scored 100%,
but I’d missed the bonus question, an impossibly tricky equation that no one
in the class had bothered to answer. The bonus question was filled in,
complete, in the same messy scrawl my mother used to write our rent checks
every month.

“Stop talking to me like I’m an idiot,” she said.
I pulled the test toward me, my mind working over the numerals and

letters, the logic sinking in. My mother, who climbed a pole for a living and
scraped her paychecks from a stage, had finished my trig test.

“What are we doing here?” I whispered.
My lips parted, clearing a path for all the angry words I’d been swallowing

for years. But I couldn’t squeeze all that bitterness through the knot in my
throat. I balled up the test in my fist and shouted, “What are we doing here?”

My mother’s eyes were glassy, her lips pressed into a thin line. The
cigarette smoldered away between her fingers.

“All this time you could do this?” I shook the test in her face. “And you
kept us here?” Years of questions and anger burned to the surface. That test
was like a match in my hands. I wasn’t supposed to be like her. I was
supposed to be like him. The one who’d found a way out. “Why?”

She was crying, her eye makeup dripping in long black streaks down her
face. “I never graduated high school!” she shouted, as though that were
somehow my fault. “What was I supposed to do? How was I supposed to take
care of you? Your father left me nothing!”

I gritted my teeth, holding back the worst of the things I wanted to say. I
wanted to hurl everything I had at her, to throw everything I knew now back
in her face, but each word was a boomerang. I couldn’t inflict pain without
hurting myself.

“You don’t get to lecture me on boys, or grades, or school anymore. You
don’t get to build my future out of your busted, burned-out life! That was
your failure. Not mine.” I took a last look at the trig exam before tossing it
into the trash. “It’s too late for extra credit.”

I locked myself in my room and collapsed into my bed.
In a matter of hours, I’d probably be arrested for four murders I didn’t

commit. My mother had kept secrets from me for years. Neither of my
parents were who I thought they were, and this trailer—this life that had
always been the best she could do for us—was a lie.



I reached under the mattress and withdrew the train ticket from the bag.
Reece was the only one left I could trust. Leave town, he’d said. Run,

before everything came crashing down around me. It didn’t matter if running
made me look guilty. The police thought I was guilty anyway. Get someplace
safe, he’d said. Save yourself.

But that wouldn’t save him.
And if I ran, that would leave Jeremy squarely under the investigators’

microscope.
Besides, I only had the ticket, no cash. The ticket was enough to get out of

town, but the only cash in my future was the scholarship I was going to lose
anyway.

I shut my eyes. Kylie’s bloody face stared back at me. Emily, Marcia,
Posie, Teddy, and now Kylie . . . And yet, this whole mess was far from over.
Whoever was framing me wasn’t finished.

Ne + Ar + Li + B + Os.
My name was still incomplete.
Obviously, whoever was doing this was in no hurry to have me arrested,

only giving the police part of the picture. Just the bodies of my students. He
was holding back, biding his time, withholding the one piece of evidence that
would seal my fate—the clue he’d left for me under the bleachers—but he’d
put me in an inescapable box. Made it impossible for me to go to the police
without incriminating myself. He was forcing me to play this through, but I
was damned either way. In the end, it would be my name spelled in blood.
But why? Why me?

I lay there for hours, watching the light shift in my room. By late
afternoon, my head was swimming and I was no closer to understanding any
of it. I should’ve been studying for my chemistry final, but there hardly
seemed any point in it now.

The front door slammed and I peeked out my window. It was just before
dark and Sunny View Drive took small bites of my mother until she was a
tiny red speck under the traffic light. I was alone.

I opened my door and headed to the kitchen, hungry, tired, and confused.
Mona had fished the trig exam out of the trash and left it for me, smoothed
out on the table. Stuck to it was a yellow Post-it note addressed to me.

N— This is for you. I was saving it for your graduation. Use it
if you must. Save it if you can. Please stay out of trouble. And



be safe. It’s yours to waste now.

—M

Mona’s note lay on the table beside a fat brown envelope that said For
Nearly. The handwriting on the envelope looked familiar. Not like Mona’s.
More like my own.

I picked it up, the paper crackling loud in the silence. I opened it. Turned it
upside down over the table. Tight rubber-banded rolls fell out with a series of
thuds.

Money.
A lot of money.
But it was the yellowing letter that I reached for first. It peeled open, brittle

like the skin of an onion. My eyes burned as I read it.
M—I need to lay low and I can’t stay. Hide this.
It’s all for Nearly. For college. I know how much that means to you. It’s not much, but I’ll
send more through Butch as often as I can. He’ll watch out for you. I’m sorry I let you
down. I love you both.

—D

I tore off the rubber bands, fanning the cash in my shaking hands, a ripple
of loose bills spilling to the floor as I counted. Five thousand dollars. Not as
much as the scholarship, but enough.

I scooped the rolls of money into the envelope and clamped it tight over
my chest, the names of a thousand distant cities rolling like a bus departure
ticker through my mind. A lightness filled me, but it didn’t last.

If I weren’t so worried about what might happen to Jeremy, I could’ve run.
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I SLIPPED INTO CHEMISTRY CLASS at the last possible second. Whispers and
stares followed me. They’d grown louder and harder to ignore since Teddy
and Posie died, and the connection between the victims became undeniably
obvious. Anh acknowledged me with a nervous smile.

I kept my head down, sparing a quick glance at Oleksa’s empty chair, and
dropped into my own just as the bell rang. Anh sat rigid, her desk cleared of
all but two number-two pencils and her calculator. By the bags under her
eyes, I guessed she’d been up all night studying—an entire night more than I
had. I wanted to tell her to relax. That her victory was a sure thing. Winning
the scholarship was no longer an option for me. I hadn’t studied. I was short
on community service hours. TJ was the one she should be worrying about,
and even he was a full percentage point and a half behind her.

Rankin was silent as he passed out the final exams. Whispers spread
throughout the room.

“Is there a problem?” Rankin spun around, angrier than I’d ever seen him.
A few students glanced nervously at each other, nudging each other in the
elbow until Oleksa’s lab partner finally spoke up.

“We thought you’d cancel the final today. You know . . . because of what
happened to Kylie over the weekend?” I hoped for his sake he hadn’t bet
money on it.

Rankin’s harsh laugh shook the room. “Oh, you did? Frankly, I’m
surprised you even know her name.” He razed every whisper with a stare. “If
a single one of you can look me in the eye and tell me Kylie Rutherford was a
friend—that you know anything about her except the color of her hair—you
may be excused from my exam. The funeral is on Wednesday and I shall see
you there.”

No one spoke. I felt a few sets of eyes turn in my direction. I didn’t look



up from my desk.
“Precisely what I thought,” he snapped. “Turn your papers over. You may

begin.”
I lost myself for the next hour in black-and-white Scantron bubbles and the

scratch of lead against paper. TJ was first to put down his pencil and hobble
to the front of the room. Anh and I didn’t look at each other when we finished
at the same time. We turned our papers in facedown and walked out
wordlessly.

Jeremy waited in the hall. For Anh, no doubt. He hadn’t been picking me
up for school and it was the first time I’d seen him since the rave. I plastered
on a neutral smile just in case and squashed the seed of suspicion Reece had
planted before his arrest. Lonny had to be wrong. It was someone else’s
Jeremy on that list. Not mine.

I crossed the hall toward him and called out his name, but he didn’t seem
to notice. He reclined against the wall, one foot propped against it, head back
as though he had all day to wait. Eager Jeremy, the one who would have
followed me anywhere, was gone. This Jeremy didn’t even look up.

“I need to talk to you.”
He looked through me, straight to the chem lab door. Then his face came

to life and he waved at Anh behind me. Jeremy pushed off the wall, moving
around me as if I weren’t even there. He’d dropped me. But I wasn’t
expendable. I threw myself in front of him, tripping him up enough to earn a
dark look and taste of his bitterness when I grabbed his hand.

“There’s this crazy rumor going around. Someone said you’re buying
drugs from Lonny Johnson.” I held tight, riding out the rush of disbelief, fear,
and rage that mirrored the shifting expressions on his face.

He jerked away. “Would you rather I’d bought them from your
boyfriend?”

My mouth fell open and I stared at him, dumbfounded.
“I don’t understand,” I uttered in complete denial. “You’re kidding, right?”
He kept walking, but I stood my ground, letting him crash into me,

desperate to make him look at my face. I lowered my voice to a frantic
whisper. “Lonny is dangerous. The drugs he sells are dangerous. Why are
you doing this?” I reached for his hand, but he wouldn’t let me touch him. I
saw his lip tremble a second before he clenched his teeth. What was he hiding
from me? Why was he buying roofies? He couldn’t be the one responsible for
these crimes. I knew Jeremy. Didn’t I? “I don’t get it, J. This isn’t you.”



He laughed through his teeth. “Yeah well, this isn’t you either! You put on
one hell of a show Friday night.” His sneer felt like a mask. I hardly
recognized him under all his disdain. “I guess it’s true what they say. You
really can’t take the girl out of the trailer park. You’re more like your mother
than you give yourself credit for.”

“Go to hell.” I shoved him hard enough to knock him back. When he
righted himself, his arm was wound back. His gray eyes were hard and
unapologetic. This wasn’t my Jeremy at all.

“Jeremy, stop.”
The small voice belonged to Anh. She stepped between us, turning her

back to me to look at Jeremy. Did she know what he was involved in? Had he
told her more than he told me? All this time I’d been trying to protect him by
keeping my distance, but I’d only succeeded in pushing him away.

“It’s okay.” Jeremy smoothed his shirt where I’d pushed him. “Our
conversation was over.”

He reached out to her. She hesitated before slipping her hand in his and
letting him lead her away. She looked back at me over her shoulder,
unspoken apologies on her perfect guilty face.

The bell rang and I was alone. Just like that, he’d let me go.
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I WAS INTENTIONALLY LATE to Respite Meadows cemetery. Sweat trickled over
my neck and I peeled off my hoodie, tying it loosely around my waist. Kylie
Rutherford’s funeral had ended hours ago, but the air was still heavy with
grief. I weaved carefully between the angel-topped stones and mausoleums,
inscriptions obscured by colorful arrangements. Loving mother. Adored
father. Beloved brothers and sons.

The rows narrowed until the perfectly level landscape felt less like
Astroturf and more like the crabgrass that thrived in Sunny View. It was
neatly trimmed, but bare in spots and smelled of onion weed. I slowed and
raised my head in a grove of less ostentatious memorials. Some only head-
markers, devoid of color and ordered in neat, tight rows. I stopped by a
mound of soft brown soil. The small temporary plaque read KYLIE M.
RUTHERFORD. 1998–2014.

Damp grass had been crushed into the earth a few brief yards in either
direction, bearing footprints of those who’d come to pay respects. I studied
them, kicking at the ruts and feeling like an intruder on their grief, because it
had been my name etched in her skin. I fought back a deepening sadness,
tripping my way backward over shallow stones, regretting my decision to
come.

I gasped as I backed into something hard, too tall to be a headstone. A
hand clamped down on my shoulder. The fingers were covered in tattoos. I
turned slowly and swallowed hard, looking into the dark and shining eyes of
Lonny Johnson.

I put two quick steps between us. “What are you doing here?” Wind blew
my hair across my face, and I left it there like a curtain, hating the way he
looked at me.

He grinned, as though amused by my discomfort. His steel-toed shoes



stepped forward until they almost touched mine. He squeezed my shoulder,
brushing a thumb over my collarbone until I tasted metal and blood, anger
and violence, and the saltwater burn of his grief. Beneath it all was a barely
perceptible sting of regret. It hardly felt like enough.

“Came to pay my respects. She was a good girl.” He tipped his head. “Like
you.” His cool smile disintegrated as he took in the fresh dirt on her grave.
“This should never have happened.”

My face twisted, anger welling up from some dark place inside me. It
wasn’t fair that I should feel so guilty when Lonny was the one dealing the
drugs. He’d sold the ketamine that was at least partly to blame for her death.

“Don’t you feel even the least bit responsible?” My hair stuck in the
corners of my mouth, muffling my words. I swatted at it, feeling clumsy and
childish.

Lonny’s face lit with something I could almost mistake for affection, his
own sinister brand of warmth. “I like you, Boswell. You’ve got guts. A lot of
people wouldn’t talk to me like you do. Even fewer while threatening me
with a baseball bat.” Lonny lowered his head to mine, brushing back the
stubborn wet lock of hair. My flinch didn’t faze him as he tucked it behind
my ear.

“Because I like you,” he said, “I’ll tell you a secret.” His goatee tickled my
cheek when he leaned in close. I shivered, completely aware that we were
alone. His confession was a whisper in my ear. “I do feel responsible. And
someone’s going to pay for that.”

Lonny pulled back slowly and reached behind himself. A voice inside me
screamed “Run!” but it was too late.

• • •

Lonny retrieved a single black rose from his back pocket and held it
delicately poised between his fingers. I fell hard on my knees, legs numb with
fear. Lonny strode past me, stopping just short of Kylie’s grave.

He tossed the rose onto the clump of dirt, near where her headstone
should’ve been. It could have been mistaken for such a callous gesture, but
his shoulders sagged. He paused a moment, lowered his head. His arm moved
almost imperceptibly in an up-down-side-to-side motion. Blessing himself, I
realized, stunned that he might recognize a power higher than himself.

“Be careful, Boswell,” he said, head bent over the grave. “It might have



been a game before, but now it’s gone too far.”
“What do you mean?” Knees still watery, I pulled myself up and followed

him through a winding maze of headstones, stubbing my toes on the low
plaques that Lonny seemed to float over like a ghost.

“Think about it,” he said without slowing. “Steckler? Washington?
Marshall? . . . Kylie? . . . They only had one thing in common.”

Like I needed to be reminded.
I gritted my teeth and scrambled after him. “I didn’t do this.”
His laugh rumbled through him. “Don’t have to be a genius to have figured

that out.” He paused beside a gleaming white stone. Slipping his hands in his
pockets, he eased back against it, leg stretched out to the side like he was
leaning on a barstool. He pushed and pulled the barbell through his lip while
he studied me, a catlike curiosity behind his eyes. “You didn’t do this, but
you know who did. Someone’s trying to frame you. It’s personal.”

“I don’t have any enemies. And if I knew who was doing this, I’d have
told the cops.”

“If I’ve learned anything, Boswell, it’s that you can’t trust criminals or
cops. You can never be sure whose side they’re on.” Lonny kicked the
headstone with the heel of his boot, drawing my attention down. RYAN
WHELAN. BELOVED SON. JULY 13, 1995–MARCH 25, 2013. The stone was crowned
with a sagging thistle and said nothing about a beloved brother, though it was
large enough for the sentiment. Reece’s brother’s grave. He’d been telling the
truth when he said he didn’t have any family . . . not anymore.

“Thistle.” Lonny massaged his knuckles, watching my face. “Interesting
choice.”

I looked again between Lonny and the stone. Lonny knew something about
Reece. Something I didn’t know. His eyes lit with a crooked smile at the
curiosity he must have seen on my face.

“Old legend . . .” Lonny studied his fingernails and looked past me, over
the flat expanse of a thousand graves. “Norse soldiers planned a night raid on
Scotland. They infiltrated barefoot, which might have worked except one
stepped on a thistle and screamed. That one thistle”—Lonny lifted a single
finger—“one insignificant thorn in the heel—alerted the Scotts. The Norse
were slaughtered.”

I touched the thistle’s hanging head. “Ryan Whelan was a thistle?”
“Ryan Whelan was a narc. His little brother, Reece, was trying to break

himself in as a dealer. Reece was young and full of himself. He never thought



his brother would turn him in. A little over a year ago, Ryan blew the whistle
on a deal his little brother was involved in, and the police set up a team of
undercover cops to make the buy. Reece figured it out and got spooked and
blew big brother’s cover. The bust became an ambush. Shots were fired, and
Ryan took a bullet for some undercover lady cop.”

An undercover lady cop? I think he’d take a bullet for me. It all made
sense. Gena was more than a narc, she was a cop. She said she’d met Reece a
year ago, and they both worked for Nicholson. That was why she was so
protective of him. Why she treated him like a little brother. Reece’s brother
had taken a bullet for her.

“Reece’s brother saved her life?”
“He died doing it. And Reece got nine months in juvie. He was only

supposed to serve six for the drug charges, but rumor has it that the lady
cop’s boyfriend came after him during the trial, and Reece got an extra three
months for assaulting an officer.” Lonny’s eyes were adrift in a memory.
“The thistle doesn’t get to win, Boswell. Doesn’t matter who steps on him
first, he gets crushed.” Lonny scratched his chin and shook his head. “A lot
like us, you know. Stuck by the roots. Up until a few nights ago, I wasn’t sure
what side your boy was on. An enemy can make himself look like a friend. A
wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

I kept quiet, determined to hold Reece’s secrets close to the vest. He’d
been responsible for his own brother’s death, lost his family, and now he’d
thrown away his future trying to make it right. Trying to balance the equation
by protecting me. I didn’t care whose side Reece was on. I only knew he was
on mine.

“I know who he is, Boswell.” Lonny stood up slowly, rolling his shoulders.
“It’s not hard to figure out. Reece sold his soul to Nicholson to get even with
anyone who had anything to do with his brother’s death. He wanted revenge.
He’s setting us up and rubbing his hands together as Nicholson hauls us off to
jail. Reece Whelan is my wolf. My thistle. Who’s yours?”

Lonny watched me, his brows arching up.
“Don’t you get it?” he said. “These murders are a set-up. It’s about

revenge. Someone’s sold his soul to get even with you. Whoever it is, he’s
close. He’s close enough to know you, to watch you. Maybe even someone
you trust. He’s setting you up for a reason. It’s personal.” Lonny shook his
head while I struggled with his theory.

Lonny handed me a card, empty except for a number. “Call me when you



figure it out.”
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THE BELL JANGLED and Bao looked up from the coffee station.
“D-Day, huh?” he said over his shoulder as he dumped out the cold

grounds, consolidated the half-empty pots, and set them back on the warmers
with a mindless rhythm.

My Twinkies sat beside the register, on top of today’s paper.
D-Day. More than any other Friday, today felt like an ambush. The last

Friday of the school year. I’d either won the scholarship or I hadn’t. There
was either an ad in that paper, or there wasn’t. It was only the certain
knowledge of either that awaited me. And the twisty feeling in my gut told
me that I probably didn’t want to know the answer to either one.

“You just missed Anh,” he grumbled. “Her country club boyfriend just
picked her up. She wanted to get to school early and see who won the
scholarship. I’ll be surprised if she pulled it off with all the time she’s
spending with that guy. I told her a million times, she needs to focus if she
wants to win. Eliminate distractions.” He shook his head, wiping loose
grounds from the counter. “I’ve given up too much to make sure she has a
good future. If she’s not careful, she’ll end up squeezing out rich babies and
dressing them in twin sets, and serving tea and crumpets to his buddies on the
ninth green. She belongs in medical school.”

“Med school? She’s afraid of blood.”
“She needs to get over it.”
Bao swiped hard circles over the counter with his rag, then slung it over

his shoulder. It had never occured to me that Bao may want something
different for Anh than she wanted for herself. “Hey, you going to prom
tonight? Maybe we can double with my sister. Then I can keep an eye on
Fowler. I don’t like the way he looks at her.”

“They haven’t canceled prom yet? I thought the school canceled all the



after-school activities because of the . . . you know . . .” I gesticulated with
my hands, unable to say the M word. “. . . funerals and weird stuff going on.”

“No, they just moved it. It’s going to be in the gymnasium at school
instead of some fancy hotel in Old Town. Twice as many chaperones, a few
of the city’s finest, and no after-party. No way they’d cancel prom. West
River not having prom would be like you not eating Twinkies.”

Without a word, I swapped out the Twinkies for a box of donut holes. Bao
laughed and shook his head. I counted out a few small bills and left them on
the counter, told Bao to keep the change, and turned to go.

“Hey, Boswell,” he called as I held open the door. “I’d wish you luck, but
you and I both know luck has nothing to do with it.” I looked over my
shoulder. Bao studied me over the handle of his mop. He wasn’t smiling.

I stepped away from the heavy silence deeply uneasy, and the bells jarred
my nerves when the door pulled itself closed behind me.

It all boils down to motive.
Of everyone I knew, Anh probably had more motive than anyone. She

wanted this scholarship as badly as I did, and needed it almost as much. It
had been a close race to the end of the semester. Close enough to put a strain
on our friendship. But not close enough to change the fact that she couldn’t
stand the sight of blood and would never inflict violence on another living
thing. But Bao . . . I wasn’t so sure.

He was fiercely protective of her. And every bit as smart. Smart enough to
manipulate me with these kinds of clues. He knew I read the personals. He
had motive and opportunity. And he’d said himself, luck had nothing to do
with it.

But the person behind all this had a darker motive. Murdering four people
just to frame me? Taking his time and taking pleasure in it, like it was all a
big game? No, it couldn’t be Bao.

I walked to the end of the strip mall and with a cautious glance over my
shoulder, turned into the alley. Flipping open the paper, I thumbed through
the sections and tossed everything but the Missed Connections in the
Dumpster. Squatting behind it, I spread the pages on the asphalt.

I read the first line of each ad until I found the one I was looking for. It
oozed a cold confidence and read like a chilling invitation. A horrifying
secret waiting to be revealed.

Some cats don’t dance.



Respite in a box, a toxic paradox.
Dead or alive when you find him?

• • •

Congratulations, Anh Bui topped the bulletin board in big red letters. Nearly
Boswell and Thomas J. Wiles had been printed in small black font, tight on
her heels at second and third place. Almost, but not quite good enough.

Anh’s face glowed with a wide grin she tried to smooth when I walked in
the room. But it was like trying to hold down the roller shades in my
bedroom. The harder you pulled, the more they wanted to curl right back up.
Her eyes squinted wet and shiny, her future bright with possibilities.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her apology bouncing off me. I told myself it didn’t
matter as students lined up to congratulate her. I didn’t need a scholarship
anymore. The envelope from my father was a reassuring weight inside my
backpack. I smiled at Anh and tried to make myself happy for her.

I didn’t bother to look for Jeremy after class. The air in the hall was thick,
at odds with the pink prom posters that covered the walls. I waded through
with my head down. Conversations quieted as I walked by. They should have
been talking about the colors of their dresses and how they’d wear their hair.
Instead they were talking about me.

I lifted my head just in time to see Emily Reinnert standing in front of her
open locker. A surge of hope propelled me toward her, but her face didn’t
mirror any recognition. She shut her locker and started to walk away.

“Emily, wait!” I called, not caring who stared. She stopped to let me catch
up, but wouldn’t look at me.

“You’re back.” I felt foolish for stating the obvious, but I didn’t know
what else to say. She was here, and alive, the only person who might
remember something. I wanted to ask her all the same questions Posie
couldn’t answer. I glanced at her forearm, curious about the blue number I’d
only heard about. The fading remains of a dark mark lingered, visible under
her unbuttoned long sleeve. It looked like a bruise. The kind that I’d seen
under Jeremy’s sleeves. Carefully placed. Easy to conceal. She hugged her
arms around herself and took a step back.

“I came back for finals,” she said quietly with quick anxious looks around,
a changed Emily from the confident cheerleader I’d tutored.

Vince and Emily have been fighting a lot.



Ever since Jeremy showed TJ that picture of Emily and Vince together.
Vince was at the game. Vince was at the amusement park. Vince was on the
list.

“Emily, what happened to your arm? Who did this to you?”
Her face paled. “I’m not supposed to talk to you.”
“Says who?”
“The police.” She walked briskly out the front doors, where a flashing blue

light caught my attention.
Outside the window, two police cars pulled up. The officers got out and

shut their doors. They carried papers. Probably a warrant. I was out of time.
I ran, following the emergency exit signs to a rear door, looked to make

sure no one was watching, and then pulled the fire alarm on the wall, using
my sleeve to cover my fingers.

Fire alarms blared, and a rush of students poured into the halls, flooding
the exits. The chaos would buy me some time. I’d be impossible to find in a
swarm of three thousand people.

I pulled my hood over my head and made my way quickly into the trees
behind the ball fields, the same path I’d used to escape unseen after I’d found
Marcia’s body in the pool. It would take administration at least fifteen
minutes to locate the source of the false alarm, clear the halls, and get
everyone back to class. By then, I’d be long gone.

• • •

I walked under the high dome ceiling of Union Station, clutching my train
ticket. I’d listen to Reece and get as far away as possible. The killer wouldn’t
know I was gone, and if he did follow through on this morning’s clue in the
Missed Connections, then I’d have an alibi, in another state on the other side
of the country. It was the only winning move. I’d stay away long enough for
the police to figure out who the real killer was and I’d come back for Reece
after the dust settled. Problem solved.

Instinct told me to stay near the perimeter, away from all the people, their
exposed arms and hands and faces. But I jammed my hands in my pockets
and slipped between the crowds, edging my way to the front of the line. I
would be first. I wouldn’t lose my seat. I wouldn’t change my mind this time.

A phone rang behind me, and continued to ring. A man tapped my sleeve.
“Miss, I think that’s your phone.”



“Not mine,” I said. “I don’t have a phone.” I turned back toward the
departure gate. The conductor was readying to board and I hefted my pack
higher on my shoulder. The phone rang again. Closer this time.

Something shivered through the material, an insistent vibration inside my
backpack. I lowered it to the floor, slowly unzipped it, and reached inside.
The phone I’d locked in Reece’s apartment five days ago buzzed in my hand.

One new text message flashed across the screen.
Found a stray cat.
Think he belongs to you.
Tonight @9. The answer’s in the box.
I shut the phone slowly, watched the blue screen fade to black. Someone

had access to Reece’s apartment and had taken the phone. They’d been close
to me. Close enough to put it in my backpack. Close enough that I hadn’t
even noticed it happening.

It lit up again, alive in my hand.
Gena’s name flashed. Shaking, I opened the phone and put it to my ear.

Passengers converged toward the gate.
“Hello?” My eyes skimmed the swarm as it pressed in around me.
“Leigh.” Her voice was muffled and cut out in brief silences. “Leigh, it’s

Gena . . .”
Someone knocked into my shoulder.
“. . . called to thank you. . . .”
“Thank me? For what?” I turned slowly, searching the overpasses and

stairwells. I jammed my finger in my ear and listened hard.
“. . . for springing Reece . . . went to see him . . . duty officer said . . .

bailed him out last night. . . .”
“Bailed him out?” A woman in front of me turned to stare.
“. . . trying to call him . . . all night . . . no answer . . . maybe he was with

you. . . .” Boarding instructions echoed from the overhead speakers. Someone
stepped into the back of my foot.

“. . . any idea where he is? . . .” Gena asked before our connection
dropped.

“Gena? Gena?” The line was dead.
The crowd pressed in behind me, muttering as I stood there with the phone

to my ear. I replayed the broken bits and pieces of conversation. Reece was
out of jail. Someone bailed him out using my name. And now he was
missing.



Found a stray cat. Think he belongs to you.
Reece. It had to be. He was the only student I had left.
My feet stuck to the floor when I remembered the ad in today’s paper.

Some cats don’t dance. Dead or alive when you find him?
“Ticket, please.”
I looked up at the attendant, holding my ticket close to my body.
“Your ticket, miss?” he insisted with a hard smile.
I looked at the black-and-white ticket. It should have all been so clear. My

freedom was on the other side of that door. But the only answer that made
any sense—the only thing I really wanted—wasn’t.

I turned headlong into the crowd and bulldozed my way through. I had to
solve the ad before nine o’clock.

A uniformed police officer shifted his weight, fingers resting on his
sidearm as I emerged. A sweating mess of panic and frustration, I lowered
my eyes and walked steadily through the terminal, pausing only to buy a
Metro ticket home.

I fingered Lonny’s card in my pocket.
It all comes down to motive . . .
Reece’s voice buzzed in my ears.
Who has a reason to kill people you care about? To put you behind bars?

Who would want to ruin your life, Leigh?
I’d never hurt anyone. Had never taken anything that belonged to anyone

else. But my father had.
He couldn’t see the lives he was destroying.
Was it possible all this could have something to do with him? I clutched

my bag tight, remembering what my mother had told me about my father.
What he’d done. How he’d been caught. My father had lied and stolen and
left his partner to take the fall. It was a crazy thought, but could I be paying
for his crimes because he wasn’t here to suffer for them himself?

And suddenly it all began to make a terrible kind of sense.
I knew whose life my father destroyed.

• • •

Dead or alive when you find him? It was as if we’d come full circle. Back to
the beginning. It had all started with Schrödinger, the morning I’d found the
first ad, and Rankin’s voice droning on about the damn cat. The cat was dead.



It had to be. He’d said it himself. The cat couldn’t be both dead and alive at
the same time. Dead, like the cat on my porch. Dead, like Kylie and the
others. He was going to kill Reece.

I got off the city bus at West River and took the side streets at a sprint.
Crouching in the bushes next to the high school, I watched as deejays carried
amps and speakers, and student council members toted the last of the
decorations and balloons to the gym. Some cats don’t dance. No, the killer
wasn’t luring me to the prom. He was taking me back to the beginning. Back
to the chemistry lab where we first learned about Schrödinger’s cat. Where
he’d left the first message, Dead or Alive, on my desk.

An unmarked police car idled near the main entrance, so I slipped inside
through a back door, sticking to the quiet, dark passages and emerging at the
empty chem lab.

The lights were off and the room reeked of disinfectant. Muddy chalk
swirls were drying on the blackboard. I rotated slowly, taking in every detail
of the room. Late-evening sun streamed between the plastic slats and
stretched over the neat rows. I grabbed my stool off the table and set it
quietly on the floor. My desk was clean. Nothing. No clues, no notes.

The answer’s in the box.
I ran to the storage closet and flipped on the light, illuminating floor-to-

ceiling gunmetal shelves stuffed with cardboard boxes, all of them sorted and
labeled by my own hand. I moved to the far end of the closet where I’d
organized the fourth semester lab materials. We’d covered Schrödinger six
weeks ago. If there was a clue, it was . . .

Here.
A chill raced through me. The box was labeled Schrödinger’s Cat in

indelible blue ink, fresh fumes still clinging to the air around it. It was long
and wide, big enough to fill the space below the lowest shelf. Big enough for
a body.

Respite in a box . . .
Dead or alive when you find him?
“Reece!” I dragged the box, leveraging my weight and heaving it out from

under the shelf until I could reach the seam. Breathless, I grabbed a box
cutter from a supply cabinet and dragged it across the tape, ripping the flaps
open and plunging my hand inside. I dropped to my knees, dug to the bottom.
Crumpled newspaper spilled onto the floor, exposing rows of heavy
microscopes underneath.



With an angry shout, I pitched the cutter across the room. I slumped into
the pile of news filler and pressed my head into my hands.

The killer wanted me to find Reece, or he wouldn’t have led me this far.
There had always been a clue. A bread crumb. A message somewhere to
point me in the right direction. Why not now? Or had I missed it?

I dragged my sleeve across my forehead, clearing the sweat from my eyes.
Then I scooped up an armful of mashed-up newspaper and began stuffing it
back in the box. One piece of newsprint stuck flat against the floor. I scraped
up the only piece that hadn’t been crushed into a ball of stuffing. This one
was smooth, torn at the taped corners where I’d ripped it from the inside flap
in my hurry to open the box. An obituary.

Catherine Schrödinger. Dead of a heart attack at eighty-eight in
Alexandria, VA, in 2007. I skimmed the memorial and viewing information.
Funeral services had been held at the family mausoleum . . . in Respite
Meadows.

That was it. The clue from the ad that morning.

Respite in a box, a toxic paradox.
Dead or alive when you find him?

Reece was at Respite Meadows Cemetery. I stuffed the obituary into my
pocket. Then piled the filling back in the box, rotated it so the writing faced
the wall, and shoved it under the shelf. If the police managed to get this far
from the ad, I didn’t need them arresting me before I could find Reece. I
turned off the lights and shut the closet door, grabbed my backpack, and
righted my stool.

The room was pink with twilight shadows.
Found a stray cat.
Think he belongs to you.
Tonight @9. The answer’s in the box.
I checked the clock and pulled out my phone.
Less than one hour to find him.



43

THE SUN DIPPED UNDER THE HORIZON and the headstones glowed white against
an indigo sky. In the cemetery directory I thumbed through last names
beginning with S. The Schrödinger family mausoleum was located in a
private section of the grounds, set far back from the highway. I crunched over
a gravel trail through sculpture gardens and dark roundabouts until I
recognized the grove from the directory map.

I stepped off the gravel path to the first stone structure, checking the
nameplate before moving on to the next. Every trace of sunlight was gone.
Monuments were lit by upturned bulbs hidden in the landscape, illuminating
angels and crosses that cast creeping shadows across the mausoleum gates.

A branch crackled in a grove of trees behind me. I turned, and my heart
jumped into my throat.

“What are you doing here?” I breathed as the figure came closer.
Jeremy stood in a low beam of light. It cut across a shimmering blue

cummerbund over a crisp tuxedo shirt. His expression was murderous as he
swiped twigs from his lapels.

“I followed you,” he growled. “I saw you get off the bus outside the gates.
But the damn parking lot was roped off.” He kicked grass clippings off the
toes of his high-gloss shoes.

He wasn’t supposed to be here. “Why aren’t you at prom?”
“I got stood up!” Jeremy’s hands clenched at his sides. “But you already

knew that, didn’t you? Anh was supposed to meet me at the dance. I waited.
She never showed up. I called her brother from a pay phone. He said she got
a phone call from you. That she went to meet you! Then you came running
out of school and I followed your bus here. So where is she? Why isn’t she
here? What did you say to her, Leigh?”

My mind raced. Someone called Anh posing as me. And now Anh was



missing. I might already be too late . . .
He shook his head, his voice loud and tremulous. “But it doesn’t matter

anymore. Because I didn’t want to go to the dance with Anh. I wanted to go
with you!” Jeremy was shouting now, pacing and agitated. “I’ve been chasing
you since eighth grade, Leigh! Chasing you and you didn’t even care! You’re
too busy falling for criminals to notice!” Jeremy turned to me, dropping his
voice low and pleading. His face was streaked with tears. “Do I have to kill
someone to make you chase after me like you chase after Reece?”

I backed away at the mention of Reece’s name. I was running out of time.
“Jeremy, you have to leave. You can’t be here . . .”
He stepped toward me. I stumbled, my heel connecting with a low stone

bench and my momentum throwing me backward and over it. My elbows dug
in the ground, breaking my fall, and I struggled to get my feet under me. I
looked up into Jeremy’s face as he advanced, one hand outstretched toward
me. A shadow passed behind him.

“Jeremy, watch out!”
There was a muffled thud and he crumpled to the ground. Oleksa stood

behind him, breathing hard, the butt of his gun turned outward. I scrambled
backward, hands and shoes slipping in the mulch.

Oleksa swiped his sleeve across his forehead and rested his hands on his
knees, straining to catch his breath. He nudged Jeremy’s shoulder with his
foot. Jeremy didn’t move. Oleksa rotated the gun, righting it in his palm as he
straightened to look at me.

“I told you to be careful. Your friends are dangerous.”
“You’re the one with the gun.” Doubt needled me. Lonny’s warning

rippled through my head. You can’t trust criminals or cops. You can never be
sure whose side they’re on. I hadn’t called Oleksa. He wasn’t supposed to be
here. I inched away from him on my elbows and heels.

“Where’s Reece?” he said.
“Where’s Lonny?” I fisted a handful of dry dirt like Mona and Butch had

taught me, but Oleksa was too far and the wind wasn’t right. “He doesn’t
know who you are, does he?”

Oleksa’s face screwed up with a confused expression I’d never seen him
wear before. His spine straightened, his body stilled, and his eyes grew wide
and alert. I heard the soft click as he flipped off the safety.

A gunshot pierced the silence and a jolt ripped through Oleksa.
I screamed and Oleksa dropped to his knees. His head connected with the



stone bench as he collapsed facedown in the grass. I scrambled toward him,
but a hand wrapped over my mouth and yanked me violently off my feet.

I choked on the bitter smell of latex, pungent and powdery, sticky against
my lips. The rubber grabbed at my cheeks and I struggled to breathe, unable
to hear my own screams.

I kicked out and thrashed wildly. Clawed at the arms around my neck,
losing my footing as they dragged me out of the dirt. It shouldn’t have been
so easy. He should have been stumbling. But he pulled me like a rag doll
through the shadows, away from Oleksa and Jeremy, toward a gleaming
stone mausoleum. Their still bodies grew smaller until they disappeared in
the dark.

We stopped moving at a set of iron gates.
In the grass lay an empty leg brace. He turned my head with a painful jerk

of my chin, drawing my attention past it. A fresh surge of terror shot through
me.

I was too late.
Two bodies stretched across the ground before the gates of the stone crypt.

Anh lay crumpled in the grass, her forearm marked in blue ink. Not with a
number. There was no element on the table with the abbreviation L, so he’d
used the letter instead. But Reece’s body lay beside her, the pale skin of his
left forearm marked 74. Seventy-four, the atomic weight of Tungsten. The
symbol for Tungsten was W.

Ne + Ar + Li + B + Os + W + L
Indelible ink fumes mixed with the smell of latex. I struggled, breath

rushing in and out past the hand over my face. Twinkling lights sparkled
around the edge of my consciousness.

“No one would hear you,” said TJ’s voice through the buzzing in my ears.
“It won’t do you any good to scream.” His glove dropped from my mouth to
my throat, and I sucked in a deep ragged breath.

The cool kiss of a gun’s muzzle pressed against my temple. I shut my eyes.
“Get inside,” he commanded.
I planted my feet. Once I stepped through the gate, it was all over. Butch’s

lessons came back, a flash of a memory. Never let them take you without a
fight. I made my body rigid, imagined my shoes anchored to the ground.

“Get the note,” he growled, not to me.
“I don’t want to,” came a tearful reply. “I can’t do this. Please don’t make

me do this.”



The girl stepped toward me, until her face became clear. Emily Reinnert
stood in front of me, fastening an envelope to my shirt with a safety pin. Her
fingers trembled over my skin and I knew without a doubt I’d been right. She
was terrified and remorseful. She didn’t want any part of this.

Her face was streaked with tears. “I’m sorry. No one was supposed to get
hurt,” she said. “He said the joke under the bleachers was on Vince. That he
only wanted to get back at Vince for kissing me. He said if I was sorry and I
wanted him to take me back, I’d help. All I had to do was take a roofie and
tell the police I didn’t know anything. It was supposed to be a prank. No one
was supposed to get hurt. I’d get a few weeks off school and we’d get back
together, it would be no big deal, right?” She choked on a hysterical laugh. “I
didn’t know what he was really doing. I had no idea it had anything to do
with you, or the scholarship, or anything. I swear. The police wouldn’t let me
talk to anyone. My parents wouldn’t let me take calls or see anyone from
school except TJ.” She shook her head. “No one told me about the others.
When I read about them in the paper, I told him I didn’t want any part of
this.”

“Shut up!”
Emily clutched her bruised arm to her side. “But then he told me I was

already part of it. He said it was too late to change my mind, and if I didn’t
keep quiet, he would kill me too.”

“Listen and do what I tell you!” he snapped. Emily cried into her sleeve
and nodded tightly.

He held a blue lab marker in one hand, bit off the cap, and spit it onto the
ground. He tossed the marker to Emily. “Mark her. Just like we talked
about.” Emily’s hand was shaking as she drew up my sleeve. The point was
wet and cold where she marked me with the letter L, upside down, as if I’d
drawn it myself.

TJ jerked his chin toward Jeremy and Oleksa. “Now go get your car and
bring it to the closest lot you can find. I’ve got to get those other two out of
here. Leigh will take care of Whelan and Anh for us.”

I sucked in a shocked breath and looked down at their bodies. They were
still alive. And TJ was going to make me kill them.

I struggled against the arm still wrapped around my neck. TJ’s breath was
hot and ragged against my cheek.

“When they open the box and find you, will you be dead or alive? In the
end, you can’t be both.” He cupped my chin in his gloved hands, bringing my



head back hard against his chest and pressing the gun to my temple, his cheek
against mine.

His jealousy and hatred surged through me, putrid and thick and choking.
There was a gut-turning sweetness to it, a self-satisfied delight as he drew the
barrel over my skin.

“It was your father,” I said, trying to calm the tremors in my voice. “Your
father went to prison because of mine. That’s why you moved to Sunny View
five years ago, isn’t it? My father set him up, let him take the fall. And mine
got away with the money. You blame him for what happened to your dad.
And to your mom. You think it’s his fault that you have to live in Sunny
View. That’s what this is about, isn’t it? Revenge.”

TJ dragged the barrel down my cheek. “Do you know why my mother
killed herself?”

My tongue felt thick and I swallowed hard. “Why?”
“Because she was afraid. Because she was terrified of being alone. She

locked herself in her fucking Saab two weeks after my dad went to prison.
Slugged down a fifth and took the easy way out. She was a goddamn quitter.”
He laughed, cold and low in my ear. “But the game isn’t over yet. Not for
me.”

“So you’re going to kill me? Do you seriously think you’ll get away with
it? That anyone would believe I could do something like this?”

TJ laughed low in his throat. “Couldn’t you, though? Mommy’s a stripper.
Daddy’s a felon. Money’s tight. Best friend’s a head case. Nobody sees you.
Nobody cares. And all this time you’re giving a leg up to a bunch of losers
who can’t even count change in the lunch line. Who wouldn’t believe you
could snap? That you’d want the recognition? The attention? The power?
Then all these bodies start piling up . . .”

I felt TJ swallow, felt the sweat bead down his cheeks as he went on. “You
know the cops are coming for you, so you freak out. Shoot yourself. And it’s
all so cut-and-dry, who’s going to bother looking at anyone else.” He plucked
the envelope on my chest. “They’ll read your suicide note and think you
killed Anh for the scholarship. What other options did you have? Community
college? Student loans for the next twenty years? Don’t tell me you never
thought about it. Never wanted to get out so bad you could taste it. Never
thought about pushing sweet little Anh under a fucking school bus so you
could take that money and run.”

“Never.”



“Well, I did!” he shouted. “I thought about it every day! I’ve hated you
every day since I moved into that goddamned trailer! My uncle told me to let
it go. That it wasn’t your fault. That nothing would bring her back. He told
me to take it all out on the game, to play hard and focus on my scholarship.
That was the only way out. But then I got benched, and by the time I got out
of that damn brace, I’d missed my one shot. Even if I come back next fall,
I’ve lost my ranking with the scouts. Recruiters don’t care if it’s healed. No
one’s giving a scholarship to a kid with a knee injury.” He kicked the back of
my knee, making me falter, and dragged me up again by the hair.

“And then a couple months ago, I find out Emily’s messing around with
my best friend, sneaking around the golf course at night and giving it up in
the back of his fifty-thousand-dollar car. And that’s when it all sinks in. I’ve
got nothing left. Your family took it from me. That should have been my car.
My girl. My life!” he shouted, shaking me. “But your father made me just like
you! Every time I look at you, it’s like a vial of acid breaking. I refuse to rot
in a goddamn box alone!”

His chest heaved. “You made it so easy, Boswell.” He laughed, high and
nervous. “I watched you read those stupid ads every Friday morning. So
pathetic. So I figure, what better way to get your attention than put the bait
where I know you’ll see it? Then it was just a matter of pointing it all back to
you.”

“Here’s news for you,” I said, stiffening against him. “The cops have a
new list of suspects, and I’m not on it.”

TJ shifted his weight. Adjusted his grip in my hair. “What do you mean?
What list?”

I felt him turn toward the shadows where Emily had disappeared.
“A list of buyers who bought ketamine.”
TJ’s laughter echoed through the graveyard. “Lonny’s list? Guess what?

I’m not on it either. But I bet Vince is. I stole the ketamine from Vince’s
locker. He’s been buying roofies for months. How else do you think an
asshole like Vince gets laid so much? He’s got so much shit stashed in his
locker, he never noticed anything was missing. The cops can have Vince.
They’ve got nothing on me.”

He fidgeted, searching the dark.
“Where’s Emily?” I asked.
“Emily does what I tell her.” It sounded like a mantra, like if he said it

enough, it might be true.



“It was her, wasn’t it?” I needled, to keep him talking. “You made her help
you. She was the one who called the hospital pretending to be me. The one
who bailed Reece out of jail. She was the one who gave him the roofies and
stole his apartment key when he passed out. That’s how you got into his
apartment and took his phone.”

“She’ll never say a word. She’s in too deep. She was the one who put
Reece’s phone in your backpack this morning at school. She cleared out the
girls’ bathroom at the amusement park and watched the door while I marked
Posie. She signed in to the hospital, pretending to be you. When this is over,
the scholarship will be mine. Twenty-five thousand dollars. I can pay Emily
back the bail money, and still have twenty grand. Not as much as your dad
stole from us, but it’s a start. And the bonus is that it gets your boyfriend out
of the picture before he can go to the cops.”

A knife twisted inside me. Gruesome images of Kylie and Marcia and
Posie flashed in my head. “What are you going to do to him?”

“Me? I don’t plan to do anything. But you’re going to kill him,” he
laughed. “Anh too.”

It was over. My name had been spelled out in symbols from the periodic
table. The set-up was in place. Emily would be back any minute and put the
next play in motion. I had to do it now, before anyone else got hurt, including
her.

“TJ,” I said, fighting the quake in my voice. “Emily’s probably gone. You
saw how freaked out she was. She probably called the cops. She’s probably
already told them everything. She’s scared. They’ll know the truth.”

I could taste the conflict inside him. The doubt as he looked back in
Emily’s direction. She wasn’t there. The gun dug into my temple.

“You don’t have to kill anyone else,” I said as steady as I could. “Take my
backpack. There’s five thousand cash in it. It’s yours. Plus a ticket to
California. You can leave. Run before the cops get here.” I jerked my
backpack off my shoulder, ignoring his faltering hand and unzipping the
pouch. I tossed it, green rolls spilling to the ground. The gun wavered.

“You’re wrong,” TJ said, jerking me hard to make a point. “It’s not just
about the money. It’s about making you pay! My life meant something!”

“So does Anh’s,” I cried. “So does Reece’s. So does mine! You don’t get
to decide whose life is expendable!”

“Did you forget? I’m not the killer? You are.” TJ swung his arms around
me and locked my wrists in a painful grip. With cautious precision, he forced



the gun into my hand, pressing my bare fingers into place. I struggled and
kicked his shins as he leveled my arm at Reece. He was too close, too big,
and too strong. If he pulled the trigger, everything I’d done to save Reece
would be for nothing. I could taste his resolve settling back into place.

“Eventually they’ll solve the puzzle,” TJ said, his voice barely straining as
he took control of the gun. “The indirect proof. They’ll put it all together.
They’ll find Anh and Whelan. Your prints on the gun. They’ll find your
suicide note.”

My vision blurred with hot tears. I stared down the barrel at Reece’s body,
wondering how long the drugs worked. When he would wake. Would he
open his eyes only to see me pull the trigger?

“Now I’ll take from you what your father took from me. Everything.” He
leaned in close, sighting over my shoulder, straight to Reece’s chest. I locked
my knees and pushed back against him, straining to raise my arms. My
muscles burned and shook, but his aim was dead on. His finger tightened
over mine. I turned my head away from Reece, and shut my eyes so I
wouldn’t have to see him die.

I held my breath.
“Missing something?” A deep voice cut through the darkness. “I know I

am.”
TJ startled, loosening my finger on the trigger.
“Step away from the girl, drop the gun, and put your hands where I can see

them.”
My breath rushed out, relief flooding through me. Emily watched, tear-

streaked and wide-eyed from a few yards away.
Lonny stood behind her.
He pushed Emily forward under the white mausoleum lights, revealing the

tip of the knife at her throat.
TJ tensed, hesitated, his grip uncertain. “What the hell are you doing

here?”
“Looks like I’m late to the party, Boswell. I came as soon as I got your

message.” Lonny’s smile was wicked and terrifyingly eager. He teased a
trickle of blood down Emily’s throat. She whimpered. TJ didn’t move.

“Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time, Wiles. I said step away from
Leigh and drop the gun.”

Lonny’s smile twisted and Emily cried out.
TJ’s hands shook as he released me. My knees gave out, my limbs sagging



limply.
He stepped over Reece, steady and sure-footed without his brace. He

raised his hand slowly in surrender, the gun still gripped in it. It was over. He
couldn’t run. He’d have to kill all three of us and that wasn’t in his plan. He
already had two extra bodies to deal with. His head turned to the rolls of
money, uncertain. He bent, eyes fixed cautiously on Lonny while he reached
for the cash.

“No.” Lonny’s sharp command froze TJ where he stood. “Boswell made
you a pretty sweet deal, but I have a problem with that. See, I’m still missing
something. You owe me, and I’m not feeling so generous.” His knuckles
whitened around the knife.

TJ drew himself up slowly. “What do you want?”
Lonny yanked Emily’s hair back and she sobbed, tears spilling down her

face.
A stab of regret unsettled me. I’d called Lonny because he was my last

resort. But he hadn’t come for me. Lonny was here because my wolf had
killed his girlfriend. Lonny was here for revenge.

“You couldn’t kill your own girl, but it was easy killing mine, wasn’t it?”
His voice rumbled deep in his throat. “Was it easier, watching Kylie bleed
out in the street after you’d killed the rest of them?” The gun shifted in TJ’s
hand, his fingers curling and uncurling over the grip.

“Yeah, I get that. See, we’re alike that way. I know how it is. How that
first one takes you over an edge. Makes you numb to the rest and then it’s all,
hell, what’s one more?” Lonny bared his teeth and jerked Emily’s head back
hard, blood trickling down her neck. “Now put. The gun. Down.”

TJ lowered his arms and Lonny relaxed by a fraction. But I knew
something Lonny didn’t. TJ didn’t care about Emily anymore. She’d become
expendable to him the minute he’d seen the photo of her and Vince.

I braced myself. A cold hand slipped under the hem of my jeans and
gripped my ankle. A minty calm that wasn’t mine poured through me,
cooling the instinct to duck or run. Confidence flowed through me and
whispered “Trust me.”

TJ turned, lightning quick, and leveled the gun at my head. Even twenty
feet away, it felt like a solid cold pressure against my skull, but I didn’t
flinch. I stared down the barrel as he said, “You’re right. It does make it
easier.”

TJ pulled the trigger.



Lonny shouted.
Something rushed at me, stealing my breath.
Pain ripped through my skull.
And my world faded to black.



44

IT’S STRANGE, THE THINGS YOU REMEMBER, but more so the things you forget. I
didn’t remember the arrival of the police or the ambulances in the cemetery. I
didn’t remember the handcuffs clicking shut over TJ’s and Emily’s wrists.

What I did remember was a voice. A frantic and desperate voice, calling
my name over and over. A voice I could almost touch with the tip of a finger
before the darkness swallowed me whole.

I awoke in an itchy hospital bed. The room was dark, curtains drawn over
the window. Electronic monitors beeped near my head. The only clock in the
room said it was four. Day or night, I didn’t know.

My eyes adjusted, and I saw Mom asleep in a chair at the foot of my bed.
A nurse padded into the room.
“Oh, good. You’re awake,” she whispered. She wrapped her fingers

around my wrist and watched the second hand drift over the clock. Her touch
was soothing, like warm herbal tea, and she smelled like baby powder. “How
are you feeling?” She checked the monitors and took some notes on a
clipboard.

“My head hurts.” I prodded a tender line of prickly threads in my hair.
“You’ve got quite a few stitches back there.” The nurse poured water into

a foam cup and held the straw while I struggled to sit up. The effort left me
nauseated and dizzy. “I’m giving you something intravenously for pain. You
probably feel a little fuzzy.”

I set my head back against the pillow. The last thing I remembered was
TJ’s gun. I recalled with sickening clarity the hideous expression on his face
when he pulled the trigger. And the peculiar calm before everything
exploded.

“Reece!” I sat up too fast. A blinding pain paralyzed me and I breathed
slowly through my mouth to keep from being sick. The nurse rushed to settle



me.
“Your friends are fine,” she coddled, smoothing my panic and

straightening my blankets.
“But Reece?”
“They’re all fine. You just sleep now.” She rested her warm baby powder

hand on mine. The pulse monitor slowed, my heart beating steadily. All
fine . . . But how?

“Should I wake her?” The nurse inclined her head toward my mother.
“She’s been here all day. She refused to leave you. I brought her a nicotine
patch and a mild sedative to settle her nerves. She finally fell asleep about an
hour ago.”

I looked at my mother more closely. She wore secondhand sweatpants, her
hair in a sloppy ponytail, and my favorite hoodie draped across her like a
blanket. Her naked lids were outlined in dark circles and painted with worry.
She could have been anyone’s mom—a normal, tired, worried-sick mom—
but she was mine.

As if she could feel me watching, she stirred and her eyes blinked open.
“I’ll leave you two alone,” said the nurse, and she quietly padded back out.
My mother sat up and looked at me with an anguished expression. She

inched forward in her seat, hesitant and awkward, as if she wanted to touch
me, but she wasn’t sure how. “When the police came to the house and told
me what happened, I thought I’d lost you.” She swallowed and took a shaky
breath. “It was my fault. I should have told you everything from the
beginning. I was just so afraid you’d go looking for him. That you’d leave.”
She was crying now. Big, heaving sobs that left streaks down her face.
“Losing David was terrible, but I managed. But losing you? I could never
imagine surviving a loss like that. I told myself I’d never be able to let you
go. But it was wrong. I was wrong. You’re so smart and so grown-up. I
should have trusted you to make your own choices.” Her hands shook as she
pressed them to her lips, fighting back tears.

I reached for her, held my hand out in the space between us. She looked at
it, and then to me. And then she placed her hand in mine. I shut my eyes and
felt all the love that had always been there, that I had never let myself feel
before. All those things I’d thought my father had taken with him when he
left. Everything I needed was here, inside her. “I’m sorry,” I said, letting my
own tears fall, “if I made you feel like you weren’t enough.”

She leaned in and placed a delicate kiss on my forehead and a hand over



my heart. Her pride—her adoration—was a burst of sweet citrus inside me.
“You are, and will always be, your very own person, Nearly. Everything
you’ll ever need is right in here.” She straightened and wiped her eyes. They
were red and wet, but creased with smile lines. “I’m going to the cafeteria to
find us some junk food. The fat to calorie ratios in this place are seriously
disappointing.”

We laughed the same laugh. And it felt good.
The door swished shut behind my mom, and then swished open again. The

baby powder nurse poked her head in and smiled.
“There’s a rather handsome dark-haired gentleman waiting to see you. I

told him he couldn’t come in until you were feeling up for it. If you want me
to ask him to wait . . .”

“No!” I said, louder than I’d intended. “It’s fine. He can come in.” The
nurse helped me elevate the bed and then padded out the door to find my
visitor. I wished I had a toothbrush, and I struggled with the IV tubes while I
worked my weak fingers through the snarls in my hair, exhausted by the
small effort.

The door finally cracked open, and light spilled in from the hall. Every
nerve in my body crackled, until Oleksa peeked his head in and surveyed the
room. I sunk back into my pillows. He lifted a swollen and bruised brow, as
if asking permission to come in. Gena followed, her fingers laced through his,
wearing matching badges on lanyards around their necks.

The lanyard rose and fell with Oleksa’s chest and my eyes flew open wide,
remembering the bullet that ripped through it. How was he still breathing? TJ
had shot him in the back right in front of me. I couldn’t have imagined it.

“You’re alive?”
“Kevlar.” He tapped a fist over his chest and winked. “I’m bulletproof.”

The warmth was completely foreign on the cold face I’d been terrified of for
weeks. As was the mysterious disappearance of his heavy Ukrainian accent.
Hints of it lingered in his clipped consonants, but his dialect was as relaxed as
his smile.

“Leigh Boswell,” Gena said, “I’d like you to meet Detective Oleksander
Petrenko.”

“Call me Alex,” Oleksa said casually, as if we were meeting for the first
time.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “We’ve met. I think it was the night Detective
Petrenko beat up my boyfriend.”



An uncomfortable silence shrouded the room as we all interpreted the part
I hadn’t said aloud. The part I hadn’t even admitted to myself until now. I
was in love with Reece. Even though it terrified me. I needed him in painful,
complicated ways that felt completely illogical and yet one hundred percent
right. He was the reason I didn’t get on that train—the one person I couldn’t
leave behind.

Oleksa cleared his throat and lowered his eyes, giving the blood in my
cheeks time to settle. “Whelan had that one coming,” he said a little
defensively.

“As far as I’m concerned, that assault charge is on you, sweetheart.” Gena
smirked at him. “You threw the first punch. What did you expect him to do?”

“Reece almost got you killed that night. If Ryan Whelan hadn’t been there,
it would have been you in that grave.”

Gena rolled her eyes as if she’d heard the story a thousand times. “That
was a long time ago, baby. You’re just pissed off because he broke your
nose.”

Oleksa pinched the small knot at the bridge of his nose and took a long
slow breath.

“I knew it.” I struggled to sit up. “You’re the lady cop. The one Ryan
saved.”

Gena’s glossy smile was bittersweet. “Ryan was a good kid,” she said
softly.

I looked at their clasped hands, Lonny’s story slowly coming back to me
through the fog. He was only supposed to serve six for the drug charges, but
rumor has it that the lady cop’s boyfriend came after him during the trial,
and Reece got an extra three months for assaulting an officer. “And you’re
the cop Reece assaulted? And the one who carried me out of the rave.” It was
Oleksa who’d told the cops I was unconscious in the moments leading up to
Kylie’s murder, persuading the judge not to grant the warrant.

“Like I said, he had it coming.” Oleksa’s face grew serious. “Whelan is
dangerous. What happened last night doesn’t change anything.”

“What exactly did happen last night?” I touched the back of my head. “I
remember TJ pulling the trigger, and then . . .” The hand on my ankle, the
figure that leaped toward me, could only have been one person. “The nurse
said Reece is okay?”

“Reece is fine.” Gena gave me a reassuring smile. “He was conscious
enough to shove you out of the path of the bullet. He knocked you into the



mausoleum steps and you hit your head pretty hard. You bled all over and
scared him to death. He thought he’d killed you.”

“He wasn’t hurt?”
“He’ll have a pretty sexy scar in his right shoulder.” She winked. “But the

exit wound was clean. No permanent damage. He’s already been discharged.”
Gena and Oleksa were quiet while I let that sink in. Reece had taken a

bullet . . . for me. Gena had been right about him, though you wouldn’t know
it from the look on Oleksa’s face. I hoped Reece’s sacrifice was enough to
clear his record, and that the bullet he’d taken was enough to chase away the
last of his demons.

Speaking of demons . . .
“And Lonny? He’s not in trouble, is he?” For all his ulterior motives,

Lonny had been there when I needed him. I shuddered to think what might
have happened if he’d shown up a minute later.

“Emily wanted to press charges against him for assault, but we handled it.”
Gena snickered and cocked a hip. “And she had the nerve to ask for her five
thousand dollars of bail money back, but she posted it under your name.
There’s no way she can prove the money was hers without incriminating
herself more than she already has.”

Oleksa chimed in. “We’re calling Lonny’s actions a citizen’s arrest. Emily
and TJ are both in custody. No charges have been filed against Lonny, for
now.”

“And it might help smooth over a few bumps on his record if he can stay
out of trouble,” Gena added.

“Seriously unlikely,” Oleksa muttered.
Gena pointed to the chair where my mother had been sleeping. My

backpack rested against it, a long-stemmed black rose balanced on top.
“Lonny came by to see you earlier, but you were still sleeping. He said you

left your bag at the cemetery. He told me to tell you ‘it’s all there’—whatever
that means—and that he’ll collect on the favor when you’re feeling better.”
Gena lifted an eyebrow. She was good at passing silent messages. This one
seemed to say: “Don’t go there, girlfriend.”

I suppressed a smile. I’d be lying if I said Lonny didn’t scare me anymore,
but I’d come to realize that he wasn’t so black-and-white either.

“And Jeremy? He’s okay?”
Gena and Oleksa exchanged a quick glance and my heart squeezed.
Oleksa dipped into the pocket of his cargo pants and tossed a plastic pouch



onto my lap. “Jeremy’s in the room next door. He asked me to bring you
these.”

I didn’t register the Twinkies. Gena was first to speak. “A crisis counselor
is with him now.”

“Crisis counselor?” I asked through dry lips. “Why does he need a crisis
counselor?”

Gena opened her mouth, then shut it again. Oleksa gave her hand a quick
squeeze, answering for her. “During our investigation, Lonny informed us
that Jeremy bought a fairly large bag of ketamine. Obviously, he never
intended to hurt anyone else, but . . . ” Oleksa faltered. “We’re concerned he
may have intended to harm himself.”

I dropped my head back against the pillow. Shut my eyes. Listened to the
beep of the monitors as the IV feed shot me with another dose, grateful for
the woozy blur that smoothed away the worst of the pain. Of all the answered
questions, this one tore the largest hole in my heart.

Gena and Oleksa turned to go.
“Get some rest,” he said. “Someone from Nicholson’s office will be

coming soon to take your statement.”

• • •

Something warm pressed into my hand. My lids fluttered open at the brush of
lips over my forehead. Not soft, like my mother’s. Scratchy whiskers tickled
my skin. My eyes adjusted to the dim light. Reece’s face hovered over me,
his tired eyes shadowed under a chaotic mess of hair.

I inhaled deeply, not caring that he wasn’t showered or shaved. The smell
of his jacket was warm and reassuring. I crushed it between my fingers and it
creaked as he settled next to me on the bed.

“Sorry it took me so long to get here. I can’t ride my bike, so I’m stuck
taking the bus.” He shrugged his right shoulder. His jacket hung limp under
the empty sleeve. “I would have called, but you keep losing this at very
inconvenient times.” He tapped my hand where it curled around his phone.

“I’m just glad you’re okay.” I shut my eyes, the gunshot still echoing in
my head.

“It’ll heal. I got released this morning, but you were sleeping. I’ve been at
the station all day getting my ass chewed by the lieutenant.” He brushed the
hair back from my face. “I nearly missed you. They’re getting ready to send



you home. I came as soon as I could.”
“Why?” I asked.
“What do you mean, why? Because I wanted to see you.” Reece’s

shoulders sagged. “And I wanted to give you these.” He opened his jacket.
His right arm was bound tight to his chest and wrapped in a blue sling. His
hand spilled over with purple thistles. “I thought you might like them.”

I smiled behind the bouquet. “That’s not what I meant. Not, why did you
come.” I liked to think I knew why he was there. “Why did you get your ass
chewed?”

“Oh, that,” he said, dismissing it with a wave of his good arm. “I’m in a
little hot water for interfering with a homicide case that I shouldn’t have been
involved in. But I wouldn’t have done anything differently, so it doesn’t
matter.”

“Wait, I don’t understand. You’re in trouble for protecting me?” I sat up,
the monitors jumping in response to my heart rate. “That’s ridiculous! They
told you to follow me, and I wasn’t guilty—”

“Calm down, it’s okay.” He glanced at the monitors and pressed me back
to the mattress with a firm hand to my shoulder. Then drew it down to trace a
finger over the naked skin where his pendant used to be. His touch was tender
and sweet. “Do you remember when you asked me why I was following
you?”

I nodded, his finger tracing slow patterns over my heart.
“I never followed you because I had to, or because I thought you did

anything wrong. I did it because I care about you.”
He shifted, reaching behind his head to unclasp his pendant. When his

hand found mine, the silky metal chain, warm from his body, spilled into it.
He threaded our fingers together. He felt different. Peaceful.

I leaned forward and let him fasten the thistle around my neck.
“There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you . . .” His eyes flicked

nervously to mine. “. . . About the ads.”
“What about them?” I asked, ready to tell him the truth.
“Before this all started . . . before TJ started writing the ads . . . what were

you looking for? In the personals, I mean.” I’d never heard Reece stammer
before, never heard him sound unsure of himself. A twinge of jealousy
leeched through our joined hands. He wasn’t asking me about my father. My
cheeks warmed.

“I’m not sure really,” I said, thinking back to the way Friday mornings felt



before TJ’s first ad. “But I think maybe I’ve found it.”
He leaned in slowly, tilting his head to brush his lips against mine. Every

rule, every shred of hesitation I’d felt before, dissolved away. I wanted him,
every part of him, and we could mess with outcome later.

Reece grinned and pulled back too quickly. “Oh yeah? And what about the
no touching thing?”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him in. “It was a shitty rule
anyway.”

His mouth moved to my chin and kissed a slow trail down. “What are you
going to do now?” I asked.

“Make out with you.” His voice was a deep purr and it tickled my neck.
“That’s not what I meant.” What I meant to ask was where he would be

and when I would see him again, but it was hard to concentrate. The beeping
of the monitors picked up speed and the screen flashed with irregular peaks. I
tugged his jacket and slid over, making room in the bed.

As if reading my mind, he said, “I can’t stay.” But his kiss said otherwise.
He eased down into the bed, careful of his sling and my tubes, though neither
one of us wanted to be careful. “I have to get back to the station. I’m getting
transferred.”

“Transferred?” I pushed him back so I could see his face, hoping I didn’t
sound as clingy as I felt. “To where? Summer break already started.”

He shrugged carelessly, preoccupied with my lips. “Nicholson’s making
me go to summer school. Says I’ve got to make up all the classes I’ve
missed.” More kisses. “We sort of made a deal.”

“A deal?” I raised an eyebrow and pulled away, leery of any deal
Nicholson proposed.

Reece gave my lips another longing glance and sighed. “They expunged
the assault and battery charge, but now I’ve got the whole obstruction of
justice thing to worry about. I agreed to stay on as a narc. One year in
exchange for dropping the charges.”

Summer school, transfers, a whole year apart. He grabbed my chin in his
unbound hand and leaned in for one deep lasting kiss. It felt like a good-bye
and the pulse monitor beeped erratically.

“Now get some rest,” he ordered, planting a final peck on my head as he
left.

Not likely, I thought, still prickling with adrenaline and wondering when
I’d see him again. He was halfway out of the room and my insides dropped



like I was falling.
“Reece!” I called out. He paused at the door. I hardly noticed the

differences in the two sides of him anymore. He was whole and I was
complete when I was with him. Somehow, we balanced. “In case I don’t see
you, thanks for . . .” The best kiss of my life, defending my honor, making
me feel beautiful for one night of my life, giving me a reason to stay and
fight. I settled for “. . . everything.”

His wicked smile stretched wide across his face. “Oh, you’ll definitely see
me again. That’s the other part of the deal. Nicholson can make me go to
summer school—” He bit his lip, giving me a top-down look that made me
warm all over. “But I get to pick my tutor.”



Epilogue

THE TRAILER WAS DARK when I woke Friday morning. I took out the photo of
my father from under my mattress. I hadn’t yet come to terms with the man
my father was, or the lives he’d destroyed. But I accepted that he was part of
me, and that he’d loved me once. That neither his name nor his gift would
ever define me. I was independent of anything my father might have been or
had become. Independent of what my mother expected or wanted me to be. I
wasn’t nearly. I was enough.

The window air conditioner droned too loudly in the cramped space, like
the static thoughts inside my head. Still numb, from my skin to the deep
solitary places inside myself, I slumped into a formless secondhand T-shirt
and my frayed sneakers, scraped out a few dollars of Mom’s cookie cash, and
headed out into the glare of an otherwise gray day. It would take time before
my world felt sunny and whole again. It would take time before I would feel
at all.

Jeremy hadn’t called, and I hadn’t seen Anh since the cemetery. I’d been
out of the hospital almost a week, and there’d been no sign of Reece. Mom
had the decency not to say “I told you so.” But when I left the house that
morning, I knew she was thinking it.

It was a poor substitute for Reece, but ironically, there I was, the bells on
the door ringing as I crossed the threshold of the Bui Mart, Mom’s tip money
clenched in my hand.

I took a deep breath and stepped inside. There was no music, just the hum
of the freezers and the churn of the slushie machines. Bao didn’t look up,
barely acknowledging me with a dip of his head. The counter was empty.

I could forget it, I thought. Leave without my newspaper and never come
back. But more than forgetting, I wanted everything to be like it was. Once
the details of the case became widely known, Anh’s family made it clear that



I should have gone to the police from the beginning. That maybe, if I had,
Anh never would have been abducted in the first place. They blamed me. For
the deaths. For Anh’s suffering. For everything. Somehow, even though I had
gone to the police after the second clue, even though I’d proven my
innocence, she’d won the scholarship, and we’d all managed to survive, I was
still the bad guy. I’d learned the hard way that sometimes, when people are
hurting, they just need someone to blame.

I paid Bao my usual amount. He looked at the bills like I’d scraped them
off the floor at Gentleman Jim’s. I wanted to tell him to keep the change, but
he counted it out precise to the penny, setting the coins on the counter instead
of in my hand, his eyes cast down. Never on mine.

When I got home, the trailer was quiet. Mom’s breathy snores whispered
through the thin walls of her room. I took the newspaper to my bedroom but
didn’t lock the door.

I wasn’t sure what I expected when I thumbed to the Missed Connections
that morning. I didn’t need to know where my father was, or even if he was
thinking of me. I knew there’d be no mysterious ads today, and yet I couldn’t
seem to find peace in Reece’s absence, or comfort in the fact that it was all
over.

I scanned the ads quickly. One particular ad tugged at me, unexpected, and
yet somehow familiar. My heart skipped as I read, and a peculiar feeling
fluttered in the pit of my stomach.

Bad element seeks Nearly perfect girl.
I need you. Pick u up at 6.
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