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Chapter One


The list is up.


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


There’s been a lot of crying this morning.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Homeroom is swarming with pirates.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


I bite the side of my tongue.


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


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


“I’ll do it,” I say finally.


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


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


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


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


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


“Kind of a dick move,” I say.


“You could have done the same thing.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


For Sunnybrook Tigers, Championship Title Signifies a New Era


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I’m so sorry,” I blurt.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


I nod. “Thanks for letting me watch.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“It’s wet,” Logan calls back.


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


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


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


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


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


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


I hold up my notebook. “Newspaper.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“For real, for real.”


“All right, cool.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I guess.” Tyler shrugs.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Hey,” I say.


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


“You’re here late,” Alix says, taking a gulp from her sunnybrook dance water bottle. Below the logo is a sticker: proud supporter of sunnybrook football.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


No New Charges Expected for Former Sunnybrook Police Officer


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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