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Chapter 1

Cadey







There’s an upside to having lived through an abduction as a kid, if you can believe it. Apart from the not-getting-killed part, of course. Yes, I said abducted, as I’ve come to loathe the word kidnapped somewhere along the way. If it hadn’t been for that traumatic event, in which my brother’s best friend unleashed the full scope of her crazy, I’d never have found my way here. I know it’s a very LA thing to say for a Massachusetts girl, but these therapy sessions have been the equivalent of an Apple Care plan for my sanity. Starting senior year of high school at a school as intense as mine, not losing my mind might just be the primary objective.

“Eventful, you say? Could you be a little more vague, please?” Dennis says, taking my bait exactly the way I wanted him to. When you’ve been going to therapy a while, you learn how to lead the dance a little.

“Not sure I could, but for you I’ll try, Doc. This first week of senior year has been interesting. Better?”

“Cadence,” he says, adjusting his golden wire-framed glasses with the back of his Apple Pencil. No matter how much I insist with all the teenage drama I can conjure up in this room, he’s never called me Cadey. If I’ve picked up anything from all our sessions, my money’s on this being another one of those boundaries he’s always talking about. Somehow I always prefer sitting in the yellow upholstered loveseat across from him, instead of the black leather recliner to the side. It just doesn’t look comfortable for the conversations we have in here. I wonder if I’m the only one thinking about it that way, until I realize I’m stalling.

I let out a slow breath, fidgeting with my fingers as I steeple them together in my lap. “Okay, fine. It was a tough week for me, really. I mean, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy, seeing everyone again, all those eyes on me. But I don’t think I could have imagined it this bad. And I’ve got a pretty solid amount of imagination up here, as you know better than anyone.” I tap my temple for emphasis.

Dennis—or Dr. Manning, I should say—nods and maintains eye contact like the pro he is. His burnt caramel eyes, though lighter than Mom’s, are soothing and make it easier to withstand the level of scrutiny he’s firing my way.

“I’ll just start at the beginning like always,” I say before clearing my throat and starting the recount of my eventful first week at Saint Ursula as a senior student. Looking back, I’m proud of my choice of adjective here.




• • •




Just like last year, Eric’s wedding picture takes over my screen at exactly 7:45 am, in the middle of my morning Instagram scrolling session. Eating Pop Tarts without it feels wrong somehow. With Dad already at his current construction site, he’s the first human I talk to—besides my grunting, unamused reflection.

“Good morning, baby girl,” he says, dark eyes all sparkly like he’s expecting me to be just as excited. “Last first day of high school. I almost can’t believe it. How are you feeling?” Ever since Mom’s absence, Eric’s been trying to take on her duties whenever he can. In a way, I grew up with two dads, which could explain why I have trouble navigating the bees’ nest of the female population of Saint Ursula, with their complicated hairstyles and fair skin poised to make my freckles stand out. If it weren’t for our strict uniform, I’d be having one more source of anxiety every morning. And we all know that would push me over the edge.

“How shall I put it? Oh, like my eyeballs are about to pop and roll down my cheeks into my collar. Bet that would draw some eyes on the quad.” 

Smiling at my wordplay, he looks to his left and shakes his head. Any other person would have been grossed out, but not my big brother—who’s not even close to dressed. 

Oh God, no.

“Hold on a second. Are you and Parker still in bed? Please say no.”

As Eric turns the phone to his surfer-style blond husband’s direction, the latter gives a little wave from beneath a corner of the covers. Yup, wearing his birthday costume in all likelihood. Let’s just say my brother’s a very lucky man.

“Don’t worry, Cadey, we’ve already been at it twice this morning, so we’re good,” Parker yells in his Texas drawl, making Eric blush and whisper-shout babe. Gross as it is to think of my brother like that, they’re also insanely cute together. And quite the celebrities at Saint Ursula.

“Jesus. Way to make a girl feel bad about her love life, not-so-gentlemen. Don’t you guys have jobs or something?”

“We do, and we’ll need to hurry, but…” Eric looks down for a moment, then says, “I really wanted to see you today, Cadey. Be there for you. Will you be okay? You know I love you, right?”

I so, so do. And not only because he keeps telling me, although it really helps on days like this.

“I’ll be fine, Eric. I love you too. I just…never mind.”

“Just what? Cadey?”

I shake my head. “Forget about it. I’m really happy you called. That’s all that matters. Kiss Parker for me, okay?”

After a loud yes in the background, Eric says, “You’re going to do great this year, Cadey. Mark my words. Cadence O’Keefe is going to change the world someday. Knock ’em dead, sis. Bye.”

It wouldn’t have been fair for me to burden him with the fact that I miss my mom so much right now it makes a lump in my throat the size of a tennis ball. Swallowing my Pop Tarts and keeping them down felt like the first hurdle of my race today, and something tells me there are plenty more to come.

Backpack slung over my shoulder, and red curls tamed into something that resembles a lazy bun, I get on the bus to find a sight I’d forgotten about: thirty-plus Saint Ursula lemmings wearing the exact same uniform as me. Navy skirts, pants, blazers and cobalt-striped button-downs bearing the school’s coat of arms: yellow roses on one half, Massachusetts flag and US stripes on the other. Occasionally, a navy polo shirt draws the attention, but their polyester blend doesn’t sit well with everyone’s teenage armpits—especially not on a bus in September.

One of those polo shirts beckons me with her heavy bracelet-covered wrist in the middle seats—the ones turned to face the double doors for extra airflow. 

“Dude, your aura looks all raincloud-gray. What’s wrong?” Maisy, AKA my lifesaver, asks, lifting her sunglasses over her eyes.

“Well, good morning to you, too. My aura’s fine. I just hate first days of school. All those eyes on me. Never gets easier.”

Maisy stares at me for a while, a grin slowly taking over her mouth.

“What?”

“You fascinate me, Cadence O’Keefe. At Comic-Con last month you had no qualms about people watching you in your Black Widow costume. And dare I say it? Yes, I do. I bet you even liked the attention. It sure as hell didn’t suffocate your chakras like this.” Her finger draws circles in the air in front of my face.

I tsk. “That’s different.”

“How? Enlighten me.” Maisy Chang, my Chinese-American best friend, with her personality that manages to combine both Grace and Frankie from the Netflix show, might just be the only girl I enjoy spending time with.

“Down there, I’m playing a part. It’s not really me, I think. It’s like this alter ego that knows exactly how to fit in. Besides, the Comic-Con crowd wearing costumes of their own choosing is way friendlier than a bunch of high school girls in uniforms. Ask anyone.”

“I see your point, but I’m going to have to call the exaggeration police on you if you keep up this mood. You’re giving those girls too much power over you. Not everyone is as hostile as Aneeta Mulders, you know. Yikes, there she is.”

“Where?” My head whips from side to side to check the street at our next stop.

“Loosen up, dude, I was kidding. Like she’d ever take the bus with her cheerleader army. And if she did, we’d have to bring a bunch of burning sage to clear the negativity—you know, Salem style.”

“And then eat the whole thing just to be safe?”

“No doubt. Happy to share, sister.” After switching knees to cross her legs from left to right, she sighs. “I’d totally forgotten how long this ride was.”

At the next stop, I feel both the blood drain from my face and my palms get slick as I watch Peter Silva get on with his dreamy black hair, brown eyes and olive skin so fair I want to start petting him like a puppy—and never stop.

Maisy nudges my elbow with a devious smile.

“Hey, Cadey, how was your summer?” he asks as he takes a seat…right next to me…with his knee brushing against mine and starting little fires all through my nervous system. God, he smells great. No Axe body spray like the rest of the bus appears to be wearing, but a citrusy, clean scent. Sophisticated, like something Shawn Mendes would wear.

“Cadey? You okay?”

Uh-oh. Better say something.

Anything.

Words.

Letters.

Sounds?

“Me? I’m fi-kay? I mean, fokay. Kine. Uhm…” Mortified, I try for a grin that I’m sure looks like a psychopath’s. One of the blonde-haired girls standing near the door has just started sputtering with laughter. Seeing how she turns her face away and buries it into her phone screen, there’s no doubt she heard me, and is now reporting back to her flock.

“Her summer was fine, and/or okay, Peter. Thank you for asking,” Maisy interjects. She shrugs when I shoot her the dude look.

“Tough morning for all of us, I guess. Anyway, good—uhm—talking to you. I got to go—uhm—see my swim team friends up there, they’re saving me a seat. See you, girls,” Peter says, then makes his escape from the lunatic he dared to sit next to.

“That’s it, I’m sacrificing my last stash of weed for you, because, dude, you need to relax ASAP. You’re not doing fi-kay,” Maisy says.

For the remainder of the ride, I do a breathing exercise Dennis taught me last week. Six counts in, three counts hold, eight counts out. Repeat. When she notices, Maisy grabs my hand and gives it a little squeeze. “You’ll be fine. Just stick with me.”

After orientation, when I’ve calmed down enough to be able to stop telling myself to breathe, Maisy and I head to our lockers in Block 2. The rows of navy metal lockers now reek of paint—a smell so chemical half the students around are scrunching up their noses. Acoustics in this hallway are messed-up because of the vaulted concrete ceiling that dates back to the 1800s. I can’t hear Maisy’s voice over the crowd, yet I can almost perfectly make out what the girl standing across the hall is whispering to her friend—something about swimming with dolphins.

When I turn my key to lock the little door, it gets jammed half-turn at a perfect 45-degree angle, because of course my locker has to be the faulty one this very morning. And it isn’t just stuck, no, the key doesn’t turn in any direction anymore and won’t come out. 

With Maisy’s very helpful advice, I jiggle the door, beat the metal front, bend the key and almost cut my fingers as I try to resolve the issue, with not one modicum of success. Finally, I put my foot against the adjacent locker, hold onto the little key for dear life and pull with all my strength. All it results in, is me flying across the hallway with half a key in my hand.

No, scratch that, it also results in me hitting some girl over and scattering her books all over the butterfly-tiled floor. And not just any girl—no, that would have been far too fortunate on a day like this.

“What the fuck is your problem, Scarlet Bitch?” Aneeta Mulders screeches as she gets up using her best friend Maren’s hand—okay, it’s more like her most obedient underling in their cheerleader universe. I hate it when people call me The Scarlet Bitch—a modified Marvel reference I’m sure they don’t completely understand. 

I get back to my feet and start muttering apologies at two hundred miles per hour, until Aneeta shushes me with her hand, making her blonde bob sway. “Save it, you freak. Looks like someone still hasn’t learned how to be around people this summer. You know what’s sad, Cadence? The only interesting thing about you is your brother’s stalker story, and you didn’t have anything to do with that either. Maybe you should just call it quits and do homeschooling from now on. You know, save us all the trouble of having to run into you here—or crash.”

“She said she was sorry, Aneeta. Show some class. We can’t all be little miss perfect cheerleader like you,” Maisy says, standing in front of my stunned face with her arms crossed. For emphasis, she throws her long curtain of black hair behind her shoulder Cher-style. I could kiss her, but that would be too confusing for both of us.

Instead of backing down, Aneeta takes a step, bringing their faces so close they’re only inches removed. “First of all, you don’t know anything about how tough my life is. And second, I don’t have time to deal with the likes of you. Let’s go, girls.”

Great. Now not only are my anxiety levels flying off the charts, but my back is going to be sore for the rest of the day, too. And just like that, as I watch Aneeta stomp out of the hallway in a perfect line with her minions in her wake, I’m sure of it. Senior year is going to be the worst yet.




• • •




“All right, Cadence, let’s back up a little here,” Dennis says, “So you had a few awkward teenage situations, with one being embarrassing and the other more painful in a physical manner that stirred up past events. You’re right. It doesn’t appear to have been a great day. But you’re forgetting the most important thing here.”

Blinking hard, waiting for him to elaborate, I eventually say, “Which is…?”

“You didn’t segue into a full-on panic attack like you would have done three years ago in similar situations. That breathing exercise fills me with pride, Cadence. Good for you. This is progress.” 

Crap. Now he’s smiling like he means it—those wrinkles around his eyes don’t lie. Too bad they won’t last through the second act of my story.

“Doc? Maybe wait with the praising part until I’ve told you everything, okay? Now, where was I?”




Chapter 2

Maisy







What the hell is wrong with people today? Why can’t they all just give Cadey some space to sort through her anxiety issues? Two weeks from now, when we look back on the events this morning before English class, we’ll be laughing while slurping smoothies on a shaded park bench. Seriously, if you allow my girl to retreat to that deep dark place inside her head and leave her be, chances are she’ll resurface from it twenty-four hours later—or less if you’re a good friend like me. I hate how everyone else seems oblivious to the unique and staggeringly beautiful soul that is my best friend. I blame TikTok for people’s short attention spans.

We’re in one of the new classrooms with adjustable indirect lighting and a whole wall made of glass—with an outline of the school’s towers engraved across its length. Aside from it feeling like an aquarium, the warm glow inside is a welcome change from last year’s tube lighting. The only reminders of this being Saint Ursula and not some new-age Scandinavian school are the wainscoting and lily-patterned floor tiles. And of course, the bunch of uniforms crammed in here. Old meets new, like even the room is trying to tell us we’re almost out of here.

A clap of Mr. Henderson brings my focus back to class. “Now, I have a guessing game for you guys. It has everything to do with the book we’ll be reading for our first major project. Here’s what we’re going to do: I’m going to spew random names until someone guesses the title and/or main topic. Just raise your hand.” He clears his throat and gets that look in his deep-blue eyes to tell us he’s a hundred percent not kidding. As far as teachers go, Henderson’s kind of the jackpot: fairly young, easy on the eyes, a voice you could actually listen to without feeling your brain cells wither away like cherry blossoms in a storm, and a sense for interaction with students—meaning he talks with us, not at us like most do.

“Patricia Krenwinkel. Susan Atkins. Leslie Van Houten—and no, that’s not Millhouse’s mother or anything.”

Okay, his sense of humor might be flawed. So, he’s not perfect. Who cares?

Knowing his joke bombed, he clears his throat once more. “Tex Watson. Sharon Tate.”

Get the fuck out of here.

I raise my hand as high as my shoulder allows. My jerk-like movements make heads whip my way, but I don’t care.

“Miss Chang?” 

“Helter Skelter?”

Another clap of his hands. “I’ll be damned. For you, madame, I take off my hat.” As he accompanies his words with hand gestures, I can’t help but lift my chin and gloat. Years of binging true-crime shows and reading novels about the most gruesome murders of all time—the likes of Helter Skelter, although not all were as good—are finally paying off for my grades. Cadey’s lips are pressed into a thin line as she nods with upturned eyebrows. Her acknowledgement of my victory makes it better.

A collective whine fills the room when Mr. Henderson relays the number of pages together with the deadline—exactly six weeks from now to read 689 pages. I could easily do it in two if I wanted. Sometimes I wonder what all these people are going to be doing in college if they can’t even bring themselves to read a full-length novel. Here’s to hoping the herd will thin in time for application season.

When class is dismissed, Cadey and I end up talking while everyone else slowly files out into the hallway. Okay, it may be part of my plan to keep her from losing it—again—in yet another big crowd, but I can’t say I mind. 

“Have I ever told you how much I love you?” she asks out of nowhere.

Wait. What?

“Uhm, I don’t—I don’t think so, no. Why?” Oh boy. My face feels like all of my blood has gathered in its veins, which would explain my shaky-knee syndrome. Good thing we’re both perched on the sides of our desks.

“Because you’re going to help me with this book, doofus. Harvard, here we come, right?”

Nervous laughter giddies up and rolls out of my mouth. “Yeah. Right. We’ll have to come up with some sort of payment plan, though. Oh! You could take over my shifts at the restaurant the next six weeks. Of course, that would only cover half the bill…” I twirl with my hair as I fake-contemplate options.

“Damn. I’ll just read it twice then. No offense, but your family’s restaurant would have me in a fetal position on the floor in under thirty minutes, most likely covered in peanut sauce or Peking duck.”

I shrug. “At least you’ll be popular with the kids. I’ll talk to my Dad. You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to find that level of entertainment today.”

She snorts. See? Now we’re getting a glimpse of my real best friend, not the scared little sparrow she’s been since stepping on the bus.

A familiar face tries to navigate his way past the blockade we have become. Hands in his pockets, he nods at me with a smile I hadn’t realized I missed.

“Hey, Leo. How was your summer?” I ask.

“Hey, Maisy. Fine, thanks. Yours?” His giant bicep flexes as he pulls at his neck. He’s going to make a man really happy someday soon. Lucky bastard.

“Well. Seeing as I haven’t killed any odd relatives, I’m calling it a win.” 

He chuckles. “At least there’s that. Listen, we should talk some more later, but I need to go talk to Henderson if you don’t mind?”

“Sure. By the way, this is my best friend Cadey O’Keefe. Cadey, this is Leo Kendall from our OUTstanding support group.”

His green eyes go wide. “O’Keefe, as in Eric’s sister?”

“Uhm. The one and only, yes.” She couldn’t have been more soft-spoken if she’d tried. This is going to be a long day.

“Get out. I am obsessed with your brother and his husband. They’re a big part of the reason I came out, if I’m being honest. Talk about role models, right?”

Okay. Not the way to approach Cadey on any given day, but it doesn’t seem like she minds. 

“Tough shoes to fill, indeed. Much as they annoy me, they’re really the best. Anyway, nice meeting you, Leo.”

“Same.”

Thank God for Leo Kendall in our school. When the swim team captain came out last year, our group really found its footing. With his black fade haircut and green eyes combo—and okay, a massive swimmer bod nearly anyone would want to wrap themselves in at night—he’s killed more than a few LGBTQIA+ stereotypes single-handedly.

On our way out, I nudge Cadey’s elbow. “See, you made a friend. Sort of. This day could be worse.”

She stops and faces me. “Yeah. Thanks for jinxing it.”




• • •




Saint Ursula’s cafeterias are a lot quieter than I remember, and it has everything to do with the new rule that embraces the use of phones and iPads at lunchtime, just like it had already been the case for the main quads. My guess is there are two reasons for this rule to emerge today. One, teachers and lunch staff had grown tired of reprimanding us for sneaking under the tables. Two, the sedating effect of pocket-sized entertainment on the atmosphere. Seeing as how my best friend’s shoulders have finally stopped touching her ears, consider me a fan of said policy.

“It’s official, our generation is allergic to human contact,” Cadey says.

I roll my eyes. “Please. You’re one to talk.”

“Hey. I like human contact just fine, but not a whole lot at once. Just like when I’m eating Maltesers, I enjoy people one at a time.”

“Maltesers, huh? That statement would have been poetic…if it didn’t have that whole cannibalistic ring to it, you psycho.”

Mid-gulp in her water glass, she sputters with laughter without making a mess. Progress.

“Okay then, Maltesers girl, we’ve got our work set out for you. This year, I want you to work on your social skills and make two new friends. How else are you going to survive Harvard?”

“Urgh. You sound like my therapist.”

“Which means I’m right.”

Cadey lowers her head and toys with the condensation drops on her water glass. “True. Anything beats crashing into more cheerleaders, I concur.”

“And not just any cheerleader. But hey, what’s done is done. One year from now you’ll barely remember Aneeta’s name, let alone your reverse swan dive into her kidneys.”

She covers her face and groans. “Man, I could have totally hurt her really bad. I hadn’t even thought about that.”

Swatting her comment away with my hand, I say, “Oh well. Better luck next time. Just let it go already, Cadey. Even though you’re a sucker for Dr. Strange in his cloak—and you’re not the only one—there’s no changing the past. So relax and live in the moment, dude.” I turn her phone over. “Come on. Let’s show everyone how much we’re better than them. New Maidey rule: no phones on our lunch breaks. Social skills 1.01.”

I am such a good influence on my best friend. So much so that she only needs two nudges in the right direction to start a conversation. I knew she could do it.

“How is it still cold in here? High eighties outside, yet my elbows are about to freeze off. If anyone linked arms with me right now, they’d think I’m dead,” she says, gathering her hands in her lap.

“It’s actually an old nuns’ trick. Marble tabletops like this used to discourage good Catholic schoolgirls resting their elbows on them. It’s part of a bigger ploy, you know? First you stop putting your elbows on tables, next thing you know you’re apprehensive about buying condoms. It’s all doctrine if you ask me.”

“Well, good thing you weren’t born earlier,” she says, chewing her turkey sandwich while mustard coats her lower lip. 

“You got that right. On second thought, maybe I would have thrived back then. All girls in close quarters? Sounds like my jam.” My laugh is so loud it bounces right back off the icy marble. However, not one head besides Cadey’s turns in my direction. The peace and quiet has just entered creepy territory.

“You mean, your jam until you’ve scraped out that particular jar to go dump your spoon into the male one—which would have been a serious problem in this nun universe you speak of.”

I shrug. “I do like a challenge.” Staring into her blue-green eyes, I feel that familiar pull she always triggers in me. In fear of saying exactly what I’m thinking, I focus on shoveling my chop suey down like a maniac. In case you were wondering, it’s number 19 on our restaurant’s menu. It’s by far the best dish my dad has ever made. And also, it’s always available, not to mention quicker than assembling another sandwich. Bite me.

Something’s definitely off in this cafeteria and it has nothing to do with elbows turning to ice. Let’s see. Wide eyes plus hands clamped over gaping mouths, multiplied by whisper-shouts and stifled giggles equals… Scandal. No, juicy scandal. Once-in-a freaking-lifetime scandal, judging from the multitude of hissing sounds. Best of all? It doesn’t seem to involve Cadey or me this time. In fact, we couldn’t have been more invisible if we’d tried.

“What the hell?” Cadey says, looking down to her phone in her lap. “You need to see this.”

I swallow. “Whoa. What happened to our superiority plan of no screens, miss Traitor?”

“Yeah, sorry, it’s just been buzzing like crazy for the past three minutes. But, anyway, look,” she says, centering her phone on the marble between us. My wooden chair scrapes over the tile floor as I lean forward—first placing my elbows on the top, then taking them off. Damn those nuns.

“TellTale McSnitch? Seriously. This’d better be good,” I say after glancing at the TikTok user’s name.

Right from the get-go, a voice-over starts playing. “Hi everyone. This is TellTale McSnitch, Saint Ursula’s one and only secret lover. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m so bored I could burn a few holes in my wallet. Anyone else with me? Anyone? No one? Too bad. I wouldn’t want to end up on the fighting side of me, but I guess that’s your prerogative.”

I gasp when I recognize the voice all too well. It can’t be.

“Is that—” Cadey starts.

“Mr. Henderson. It’s got to be. That is messed up.” There should really be a maximum age for TikTok. How else will we stop it from ending up like Facebook? The thought of my parents being on there is beyond my powers of imagination. It would be a prophecy for the end of time. Maybe that’s why I’m feeling as anxious as my friend right now.

“Have you guys ever wondered about how little value people allot to the concept of money around here? In this glorious, straight out of Harry Potter school? Seriously. For years I’ve been watching you all live your pre-Ivy League, pre-country club privileged lives. And truth be told—get it?—it makes me sick. Not having worked a day in your existence, yet still driving to school in your very own Porsche. Dropping your big-ass iPad Pro one day and showing up here the next with a brand new one. Weekly hairdresser appointments. Mani-pedis. Nose and who-knows-what-else jobs. Weekend trips to the Caymans. What all of that shallow bullshit really adds up to is a tilted sense of reality. In other words, it messes up your brains and sets you up for a lifetime of disappointment. Because guess what? When things aren’t handed to you, life is pretty damn hard.”

The video, which is longer than the average TikTok—a sign of predetermination—shows random shots and short videos of our school’s hallways, parks and even a couple of students interacting. With all the greenery, tennis courts, football fields, red-brick facades and stained-glass galleries, this person is really making their point shine through the visuals. Could it really be Henderson, though?

“What do you say we shake things up a little? And with a little, I mean a lot. See, I got to thinking. What if we switched currencies? Money doesn’t hold any real importance around here, but something else entirely sure does. Wait for it… Secrets. Funny thing about secrets in Saint Ursula? Everyone, and I mean every single soul roaming these infamous halls, has got plenty of those. Question is, how badly would you like to know some of those dark, mind-blowing, salted-caramel sweet secrets? Or better yet, how much are you willing to spend?

“Allow me to present the Secret Lover Auction. Now, I thought really hard about this first secret I’m selling. I said to myself, ‘TellTale, you have got to make this one count. This maiden voyage is about to set the stage for every other secret you’ll be auctioning off. It’s got to be so memorable they’ll be coming back for more.’ I promise you, my dear friends, that this one is as delectable as it gets. Think fresh cherry pie on a summer night, with just the right amount of tang on the back of your tongue.

“With every secret, I’ll give you an accompanying song, so you have some idea of what you’re bidding on. Now, enough with the chit-chat. Here comes the first one. Hold on tight. Here she comes.”

Just like that, my best friend’s face fills the screen. Not her reflection, but her actual Instagram profile picture—one I took on the beach about four weeks ago. Bathed in sunlight, her copper curls wild in the breeze, it’s her most stunning photograph to date. Although I don’t think she’d agree with me at all this instant.

Like dominoes falling, all heads in our cafeteria whip in Cadey’s direction one by one. 

This can’t be happening.

Before I can snap out of my shock, a Taylor Swift song starts to play while the lyrics appear on the screen: I Knew You Were Trouble.

Then the video snaps back to a website of some sort. It’s even got the school’s logo on it and everything.

“See this bar, everyone? As soon as the amount of donations reaches one thousand dollars, I’m spilling the beans right on here. In case you’re a complete idiot, you go to the bio page and click on the first short URL to get to this little website. 

“So, my dear friends of Saint Ursula, a few parting words. You’re going to have to do some soul searching and make a decision for yourselves. What do you value most? Money or secrets? Lord knows anyone could be next. I guess we’ll find out soon enough what kind of people this school is really made of. This was Telltale. Enjoy.”

The video ends with more of that Taylor Swift song, and it’s coming out of every phone in this room, and most likely this entire estate.

“Cadey? Say something,” I hear myself say in a voice that sounds more like my five-year-old sister Myra.

With both fists planted on the marble, Cadey’s breath is coming in heaves. Her cheeks have turned apple red, yet all I can focus on is the help me, please help me look in her brimming eyes. 

A split-second later she’s storming out the double doors, crashing into some junior in the hallway as she makes a run for it. Collecting all of my things, I don’t even mind leaving our trays and follow right behind. Yes, I feel bad for the lunchroom staff, but it just doesn’t compare to the support my friend needs right now. 

I knew you were trouble. I might just be the only person in school who knows what that really means to my best friend. And judging from the tidbits she shares about her therapy sessions, she’s not even close to opening up about the subject. That is, if the stupid auction ever reaches a thousand dollars, of course. Why do I have the feeling that’s exactly what’s going to happen? Am I that pessimistic about our fellow school goers? Sticking out from the crowd like a sore thumb as one of the only Asian girls, it would make sense for me to assume the worst about these white-privileged kids. Well, there’s my answer, I guess.

Cadey was right earlier. I totally jinxed our good fortune today.




Chapter 3

Peter







This is wrong on so many levels. Cadence O’Keefe doesn’t deserve this. Of all people in school, her personality couldn’t be further from the stereotype this TellTale guy is putting up of the average Saint Ursula student. Put her next to, let’s say Aneeta Mulders and her fake smile, and it’s like you’re comparing a photograph to its negative. No matter what inner demon of hers is about to see the light of day, it is bound to annihilate her fragile self-esteem. Judging from that song—a strong earworm—her secret can’t be anything other than devastating.

Awkward as she might be in her social interactions, especially on this first day of school, Cadey’s actually cooler than most people in our year. Nerdy, yes, but thereby also far more interesting, like she’s got an actual multi-faceted personality. I’m not saying I want to call her my girlfriend or anything, but something weird has been happening to my arms every time I see her. Like they’re feeling useless of a sudden, completely missing some life-changing purpose. It’s as though my brain isn’t up to speed with what my limbs already know. Muscle memory and all that, I suppose. And now it’s making my palms sweat. Just great. 

“There’s no way this is Henderson’s doing. Someone must have recorded him in class and put an AI on it to make it sound just like him. Happens all the time. Besides, that would be the stupidest move for his career. I’m telling you, it’s not him,” Leo says, hissing a yes as he performs the perfect bottle flip on the picnic table. 

It’s become our ritual while we wait for swim practice in the Indian Summer sun—the varsity team always takes forever to clear the locker rooms. Our score’s now three to one in my best friend’s favor. Seeing as he’s crazy competitive about…well, anything, I am totally not letting him win. I mean, not at all. With everything going on with his parents, however, he needs this win more than I do. Okay, it’s not a completely altruistic thing for me to do, because this way he won’t be as mad when I beat him in the water. He may be taller, but I’m faster when it comes to long distance. 

“Sounds like someone’s got the hots for teacher,” I say, landing my bottle on its side until it rolls off the table.

“I do not. Stop saying that.” His clipped tone doesn’t lie.

I stare at him pointedly with my head cocked to one side until he caves—way too fast not to read anything further into it.

“Okay, maybe I’ve, from time to time, admired his dreamy looks in class a little too much. Big deal, so does every girl that takes English Lit.” 

Is he…? He totally is.

I put a hand on his shoulder—which is about a foot higher than mine—and say, “Aww. You’re blushing. You totally masturbated to Henderson and his dreamy blue eyes, didn’t you?”

“Did not,” he says, shoving my hand away. Then he looks around and softens his voice. “I totally did.”

The pained expression on his face, with his teeth bared, is too much. “I knew it.” I can always count on Leo for comic relief.

When you’ve been friends since the dawn of time like Leo and I have, there’s not much you can say that will knock the wind out of the other. If his coming out last year changed anything, it was the depth of our friendship. Somehow it only strengthened our bond as besties. Between the two of us, nothing has ever weirded me out, and I don’t think it ever will. On some level I’ve always known he was into guys. I just wish he wasn’t into jerks like our teammate Thomas.

“What do you think her secret is?” Leo asks when the first kids file out of the pool building’s entrance.

“Beats me. Her not exactly being an open book means it could be anything from cheating on a test to some sort of incriminating family secret. I mean, there are still a lot of unanswered questions about her brother and Jared Bowman, right?” 

Cadey’s brother Eric had a stalker ex-boyfriend who tormented him in his first year at MIT. Certifiably crazy—or so people think—the guy ended up torturing his new boyfriend Parker on YouTube. Jared’s goal was to make Parker confess to having killed Dario Kaufmann, a kid still missing to this day. In a small town like Adelaide, it’s a story most of us remember in great detail…and continue to wonder about from time to time. The only person with all the answers is Shawna Devereaux, the Deputy’s daughter and Jared’s accomplice, who’s been residing in a psychiatric prison for years. What always gets to me about the entire affair, is how Eric and Shawna were once best friends just like Leo and me.

“You think so? God, I really hope that’s not it. I love those guys too much. See, now we’re talking masturbation material.”

After letting out a sigh, I say, “I knew you were going to say that.”

When we’re both in our swimsuits and caps—all navy like our uniform dictates—Leo curses as he checks his phone one final time. Seeing the content on his screen, I understand why.

The Secret Lover Auction has already reached 684 dollars over the span of two hours. Blinking hard, I try and fail to digest the true meaning behind this stunt. The Henderson imposter is really bringing his point home. With money meaning so little to most of us, it’s no wonder some are crazy enough to start bidding on something this frivolous. As far as I can tell, there are no guarantees that this person will follow through on their promise. With my fingernails biting into the flesh of my palms, I’m starting to hope that’s all this is about: TellTale making a point as part of some sort of social experiment. If it means Cadey will go unscathed, I’ll be thrilled.

“Guess we’ll find out soon enough if they keep this trend going,” Leo says. Once he’s put the phone back into his backpack and hurled it into the locker, he stares at me a while before he finally opens his mouth again. “You know what it will really mean if this auction thing succeeds, right?”

“That anyone could be next? That none of us are safe?”

“Exactly. Nowhere to hide.” He pats me on the shoulder, straps his goggles on and strides to the pool with the swagger he’s earned as team captain. 




• • •




An hour and a half of plowing through the water later I’m back in the locker room, trying to towel off most of the dampness from my skin in this sweltering September air. It’s so bad that my uniform polo shirt rolls up on my back, causing me to nearly unhinge my shoulder to straighten it again. I’m not letting it get to me, though, since I was almost as fast in the water as I was in June. Silva’s still got it, folks.

“No fucking way. She got catfished? Priceless! Show it to me again. Hey, Peter, you’ve got to check this out. It’s that TellTale guy. Dude’s kept his word,” Wade says, approaching me with his toothy smile. Six foot four, yet baby-faced as there ever was a guy his age. I’m sure we’d be better friends if he weren’t so terribly naive all the time.

“Well, she sure fits the type. Con men like that always prey on the weak, quiet ones. There’s no way she’s coming in tomorrow after this. Possibly not ever again,” Dylan adds, putting his glasses back on after wiping the condensation off with his T-shirt. He could have been announcing tomorrow’s weather with his matter-of-fact tone. Makes me mad.

When I finally focus on Wade’s phone, watching its contents feels like a crime—an invasion of privacy. Just like I’d feared moments ago, Cadey’s auction has surpassed the one thousand dollars mark, with about three hundred to spare. A thousand three hundred dollars in four hours’ time: that’s how eager the Saint Ursula population was to have a good laugh at Cadence O’Keefe. That’s how little integrity our collective mind holds. And it unequivocally proves that TellTale McSnitch was right in labeling us as a bunch of spoiled brats. 

The stack of evidence to support the validity of her catfishing secret is outrageously detailed, and available for instant download. Most damning is the text thread that seems to go on and on. A quick skim through it all shows how a guy named Aidan started complimenting Cadey on her looks right after declaring his love for all the things she likes: comic-con, Marvel, DC, Rings of Power, to name a few. But then he segued into encouraging her to be more outgoing and to take more risks once in a while. Falling hard for his lies, Cadey started to acknowledge his comments, admitting that her best friend Maisy had been telling her the same thing since kindergarten. Eventually, after weeks of chats, the con guy’s efforts took root.

After the freak had sent her partial nudes of his muscular body that look plucked from Google Images, Cadey reciprocated his efforts. The only good thing about the shots is that they stay just north of nudist territory—although the one where she looks over her shoulder at the camera with doe eyes comes dangerously close to revealing too much. Horror-stricken as I am, I can’t peel my eyes away from those hypnotizing blue-green eyes. The words diamond in the rough come to mind.

Wait. What the hell am I thinking? This is absolute torture to an already anxious girl, not meant for me to gawk at like I’m doing right now. Cadey must be crawled up in some dark corner in her house right now, crying as she watches her social life crumble as though it had been resting on pillars of salt. And right on cue, there’s that odd feeling in my arms again.

Apart from the text thread, there are four more photographs of Cadey in a white summer dress waiting on the steps of the town square’s gazebo across from my grandma’s diner. By the fourth picture, her disappointment is spelled out across her face. The last part of the messages are entirely one-sided. It only reflects her desperation and her shattered hopes.

“Hey, guys, care to guess why she’s wearing white for their date? It’s there in the thread. Cadence O’Keefe’s a virgin. This dude talked her into wearing it. What a moron,” Dylan says in that same lifeless tone.

Don’t punch him. Just breathe. Find Leo.

Repeating the three phrases as a mantra, I walk around the separating wall to the adjacent private teacher showers for signs of my best friend…right until I wish I were somewhere else. Anywhere else. Siberia suddenly doesn’t look that bad. Neither does Iran. Literally anywhere would do, since it can’t be worse than watching Leo make an epic mistake like this—again.

There he is, our giant swim team captain, dressed in nothing but speedos that seem to be shrinking by the minute, all but ravishing Thomas’s mouth as though the guy’s hiding gold in there. Even though I’ve heard that little shit Thomas deny being gay at least three times over the years, he’s clawing at Leo’s back like he needs him for oxygen. Absorbed in their tongue-wrestling session, they don’t even notice me. Until I’ve had enough of listening to their moans and clear my throat, that is.

“Peter. Jesus. I can—I can explain,” Leo says, the horror evident in his stammer.

Thomas, as if by contrast, makes a quick and smooth exit to the locker room without a word—already denying it as he goes.

“Oh, I don’t think you need to. I mean, the scene was pretty self-explanatory.” Just then my eyes travel a little more south than I’m comfortable with. Holy crap. “God, and maybe cover yourself a little more while you’re at it?” Averting my eyes, the bile-green tiles on the walls have never looked more beautiful.

“Right. Sorry,” he says, covering himself with his hands. “Well, uhm, this is embarrassing. Peter, it wasn’t what it looked like, I promise. I, uhm… We’ve been, uhm…”

“Hooking up ever since you came out? Shocker.”

His brow furrows. “Wait. You knew?”

“Yes, I knew. Not the first time I walked in on you two, by the way.”

His eyes widen. “Shit. What about the others?”

I exhale through my nose for emphasis. “Relax. No one knows but me. I steered the guys away from this spot whenever I suspected you were, uhm, at it.”

“I don’t know what to say. That is, like, the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me. Thanks, Peter.” Slapping my shoulder, he walks past me to the locker room on the other side of the wall.

“Really?” I ask, following him, “I’m pretty sure this would label me as pimp in some countries. But now that we’re on the subject, Leo, you need to stop whatever that was. He has a girlfriend, for crying out loud.” Since there’s no sight of Thomas around here, he must have already packed up and left—feels like a record.

He groans. “Don’t even get me started. Look, I know he’s not right for me, not even close. Come to think of it, I don’t even like him as a person—kind of a jerk, really. That’s why I was trying to end this…fling or whatever. I had every intention to tell him off, but…I just couldn’t find the right words, you know? And then he was staring at me with those big blue eyes and perfect, kissable lips and…well, you saw the rest.”

“So you went looking for words in his mouth when you failed to find them on your own. Solid way of thinking, dude.”

“I know. I’m awful,” he says, covering his face in his giant palms. “I wish he wasn’t such a good kisser. That would have made it so much easier to call it quits. Sorry for grossing you out like this.“

“Leo, listen. I’m mad, rather than grossed out. I don’t want you to chase some random guy for sloppy seconds. You deserve better than that. I’m only saying this once, in case your ego explodes all over the place: you’re one hell of a catch. So stop selling yourself short and dump his ass already.”

Seated on the bench in the middle, he stares up at me with a wide grin.

“What?”

Then he gets up and says, “I love you, man. I don’t know about you, but I could use a hug,” arms spread wide.

Fat chance.

“Yeah, maybe try that again when there’s no anacondas in the room.”

He snorts.

When we’re outside, sitting at the picnic table again, and I’ve given Leo the chance to take in the contents of TellTale’s Secret Lover auction, his reaction is the same as mine. Instead of laughing at the cost of someone else’s agony, he sympathizes with Cadey just like I do. This right here, is why we’re best friends.

“I can’t believe this. Who would want to hurt Cadey? I only really met her this morning, but she seems so nice. Awkward as could be, yes, but also someone you want to sit next to in class, you know? Like she wouldn’t think twice to lend you a pen or something. Aaaaand, she’s Eric O’Keefe’s sister. In my world, she’s royalty.” Here we go again. I have yet to see a day go by without Leo mentioning Adelaide’s favorite gay couple in casual conversation. 

“Of course she is… Besides, I bet she’s not doing so swell right now. You were right earlier. No one is safe from now on. This kind of torment is bound to happen again to someone else—sooner rather than later. This TellTale person is on a mission to make a name for themself. I mean, think about it. How would you feel if someone spread an image of you and Thomas in the showers like that?”

Leo squints against the low sun in his eyes. One more hour and temperatures are going to drop like summer was only a dream. “Honestly? If this were my one secret that had to be revealed? I’d call myself a lucky man.”

Knowing all too well what he’s talking about, I ask, “Where’s home this week?”

Instead of answering, he huffs through his nose. 

“Your mom. Sorry. Still that bad, huh?”

He shrugs. “Kind of, yeah. She’s becoming better at hiding it, though. Worst part is, I still can’t decide whether that’s good or bad.” As if on cue, he looks away, totally shutting down on me like always. His mother’s troubles have a way to do just that to my friend. Over the years, I’ve gathered enough tidbits to make up my mind about her, but I’m sure she’s far worse than he’s been letting on. 

“Anyway,” he says, “you know what we should do? Pay Cadey a visit. Just so we could check how she’s holding up. She could really use a couple of friends like us. When you think about it, it’s the least we could do for her.”

Anacondas aside, I could kiss him right now—which is why I can’t stop the grin spreading across my entire face. At least, I think that’s the reason. I’m sure it has nothing to do with the prospect of seeing Cadey. 

One hundred percent.

Okay, eighty.

Seventy-seven, perhaps.

Damn it.




Chapter 4

Cadey







There’s an easy way to know you’ve entered the realm of hopelessness when you’re in therapy. For me, it’s got to be right now. How can I tell? Dennis has been staring at my phone for almost three minutes, even though the screen has gone black. One more minute of this purgatory and I’m going to scream. If he doesn’t know what to say next—a trained, seasoned professional, as evidenced by the graying hair and silver-framed degrees on the far wall—then I’m screwed six ways to Sunday. There will be no denying it. Homeschooling it is. Or better yet, I’m going to move to Paris and grow a back deformity. It will suck eggs, but hey, at least I’ll be in France.

Beating the clock by ten or so seconds, he looks up and shakes his head to obliterate the dazed state he was in. 

Yeah, Doc, I needed a couple of minutes too. And then some.

“Sorry, there’s just a lot to unpack here. I have to say, even though we talked about your romantic misfire at length, I still find it unsettling to see it with my own eyes. It’s a brutal violation of your privacy, and not an easy task to accomplish just like that. Also, the psychological value of people willing to pay money for gossip is off the charts. It makes for a fascinating experiment and should be studied. Sorry for geeking out like this. Anyway. Do you have any idea who this TellTale person is?”

I shift in my seat. “Not a clue. They’re apparently using an AI to replicate the voice of one of my teachers. The school’s board of directors involved Adelaide PD and had him interrogated the day after, but so far he’s been cleared. I never really suspected him. So, your guess is as good as mine, Doc.”

He nods while he’s rubbing the salt-and-pepper stubble on his chin. “I’ve read about that kind of software. Scares me a little, to be honest. I suppose you’re right. It would be an incredibly stupid thing to do for a teacher, if you ask me. I’m sorry this happened to you, Cadence.” 
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