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In loving memory of Kezban Mustafa




Chapter One


This house was made for someone without a soul. So I guess it makes sense that my mother wanted it so badly. I can imagine how her eyes lit up when she walked through the five-bedroom, three-and-a-half-bath new construction. I’ll bet she thinks this house is the answer to what’s wrong with us.


When Tom, my stepfather, showed me the bathroom attached to my room with its own Jacuzzi tub, he said, Bet you feel like Cinderella, because he’s an idiot.


I should be happy for my mother and Tom, because the old house took so long to sell that it nearly destroyed their marriage. I should be thrilled I don’t have to hear the words terrible real estate market and bad location ever again. Neither they nor the listing agent had the balls to come out and say that no one wanted to buy a home on the street of horrors.


The worst thing about the new house is that there’s no way to sneak into my room. The dining room is right off the front hall, so when I get home from dance team tryouts, I can see my mother at the table eating Chinese takeout with Tom and Petey, their “oops baby.”


Petey is ten now. Mom married Tom when I was five. When I was a kid, I overheard her telling my grandmother that she and Tom both were done with children. Mom had Jen and me, and Tom had a college-aged daughter with his ex-wife. Four months later, Mom was pregnant with Petey.


So, totally an oops baby.


“Monica,” my mother calls. “We’re eating dinner.”


In other words, Don’t you try to disappear upstairs.


I plod into the dining room, the smell of the takeout souring my stomach. Everything hurts: standing, walking, sitting.


At the table, Petey is sucking up lo mein noodles. One slips from between his lips and falls on the screen of his iPad, because God forbid he perform a basic function such as eating without playing Clan Wars.


“Petey,” Mom says, “please put the game down.”


“But I have to harvest my crops.”


“Do you want the iPad to go in the garbage?”


“You wouldn’t throw an iPad in the garbage.”


“Peter.”


Petey’s eyes go wide, because Mom only uses his full name when she’s really about to lose her shit. I almost want to tell the poor kid it’s not his fault that Mom is acting like a psycho.


“Monica.” Tom looks up from his phone, finally noticing me. He takes off his reading glasses and breathes on the lenses. Wipes them on his shirt. “How were tryouts?”


“Fine.”


“The new Chinese place gave us extra fortune cookies!” Petey says, and I say, “Cool,” which pretty much sums up the depth of my interactions with my half brother.


Mom’s eyes are on me. I keep my own eyes on a carton of white rice. I grab a plate and spoon some onto it.


“What’s wrong?” Petey asks. It takes a second for it to sink in that he’s speaking to me. Tom is watching me now too. My mother makes a face as if she just swallowed down vomit.


“Can I go lie down?” I ask.


“Go ahead,” she says.


When I get to the hall, I hear Petey whine, “How come she gets to do what she wants?”


I practically have to crawl up the stairs to my room. The over-the-counter painkillers my mom picked up for me are seriously garbage. I would call Matt, my ex-boyfriend, because even though he denies it, he’s friends with people who can get the strong stuff. But Matt graduated and he’s not in Sunnybrook anymore and we haven’t spoken since July.


My heating pad is still packed in one of the storage tubs Mom and I bought from Bed Bath & Beyond before the move. I dig it out, biting my lip. The nurse at Dr. Bob’s office said it would be like bad period cramps. But it hurts so much I want to die.


I break into a sweat from plugging in the heating pad and flop onto my brand-new bed. King-sized, like my mom and Tom’s. She insisted—a queen would have looked too small for the room.


They say you’re not supposed to put the pad directly on your skin, but I do it anyway and curl up on my side. I’d gladly take my flesh melting off over the pain in my gut.


A knock at the door. I grunt and Mom pushes her way in, holding a bottle of naproxen and a glass of water. “When was the last time you took painkillers?”


“Lunch,” I lie. I popped four before tryouts.


“You can have two more, then.” Mom perches at the edge of my bed. She might as well be a mile away. It’s really obscene, how big the bed is.


I groan and pull my legs up tight to my body, into the fetal position.


“I told you that you should have stayed home today.” My mother taps the naproxen bottle to her palm, shakes two pills out.


“Coach would have cut me from the team.” I accept the pills. Swallow them greedily.


Mom is quiet. She drums her fingers—the nails rounded and coated with clear polish—on my comforter. Her anxious tic. Finally: “Have you told Matt?”


“No.”


I can’t tell what she’s thinking—whether she actually wants me to call Matt at college and tell him.


“He could support you,” Mom says, after a beat. “You don’t have to go through this alone.”


“It wasn’t his anyway.”


I stare straight ahead so I don’t have to see the look on her face.


When she stands up, her profile comes into focus. She looks sad for a moment before she catches herself. “I hope you learn something from this pain.”


My mother shuts the light off on her way out—or at least, she tries to. She can’t find the switch at first, because it’s opposite where it used to be in my old room. Finally, she gives up, leaving me under the glow of the top-of-the-line energy-efficient LED bulbs.


She’s wrong, I think. Pain isn’t supposed to teach you anything. It only exists to hurt you. And she should know that better than anyone.


I’m camped on the porch, rain plinking on the overhang, staring at the house across the street when Rachel pulls up in her cherry-red Volkswagen Beetle the next morning. No one lives there. The contractors had to abandon construction inside the house because the people who bought it ran out of money. Since we moved in, the empty house has been the subject of my mother’s bitching. All the house is doing is existing, not bothering anyone. It’s exactly the type of thing that offends my mother.


Rach and I have been best friends since we were kids. She turned seventeen in July, which means she got her license over six months before I will. Rachel had to repeat kindergarten, and kids used to make fun of her, because what kind of moron can’t pass kindergarten? Then in the eighth grade she got her braces taken off, discovered a hair straightener, and grew B-cups, and everyone shut up.


Rachel lowers her sunglasses to look at me as I duck into the passenger seat.


“Do you feel okay?”


“I’m fine,” I lie. “I woke up too late to do my makeup.”


“I hope the list is up,” Rach says, putting the car into reverse to back out of my driveway. She actually sounds nervous.


Of course we’ll be on the list. Rachel, our friend Alexa, and I were the only freshmen to make the dance team two years ago. Rach’s mom drove us all to school that morning so we could look at the list together. Arms linked, knees knocking under our new jean skirts for our first week of high school.


Seeing our names on that list made us feel unstoppable. I was naïve and thought being one of the dance team girls meant I wouldn’t be known as the sister of one of the cheerleaders. But our particular tragedy isn’t the type people forget easily; being Jennifer Rayburn’s sister is like having an enormous scar I have to dress every morning to hide.


A shot of nerves twists my stomach. Or maybe it’s the naproxen. My sloppy performance at tryouts yesterday is reason enough for our coach to drop me, if she felt like it. Coach is not known for doling out second chances. Forget your dance shoes? Go home, and don’t bother coming to practice tomorrow.


I wonder if I’ll even care if my name isn’t on that list. I tilt my head against the window. Rachel rolls to a stop at the sign at the end of my street. She looks both ways, counts silently to herself, ever the perfect, cautious driver, always looking twice at my house to see if Tom is watching.


Tom is the sergeant of the local police department. Having him for a stepdad is a really easy way to figure out how many people you know have a deep-rooted fear of law enforcement.


Rachel pulls into Alexa’s driveway, and of course she isn’t ready; she never is. I’m about to text her, ask why she has to make us late every damn morning. But her front door swings open, and she flounces down the driveway, wearing her Sunnybrook Warriors hoodie with skinny jeans.


Alexa pours herself into the backseat and immediately whips out her compact. She starts applying her Merlot-red lip stain.


“Seat belt!” Rachel yells.


I catch Alexa’s eyes in the side mirror. “What do you even do all morning,” I ask crabbily, “if you always have to do your lipstick in the car?”


Alexa rakes a hand through her hair, shaking out her freshly ironed waves. “Well, Monica’s obviously getting her period.”


I almost make Rachel pull over so I can walk.


We get to school with a few minutes to spare before the first bell. The side doors by the gym are propped open and we step into the hall and right into chaos. There are buckets scattered on the floor, catching steady drips of water leaking from the ceiling. A custodian is on a ladder, attempting to tape a trash bag over the hole. I hear him mutter something about all the goddamn rain this year so far.


“This place is so ghetto,” Alexa announces, and I want to hit her, because she has no idea what the word actually means. Besides, we’re one of the wealthiest school districts in the county.


A bunch of trophy cases outside the locker room have been moved into the center of the hall. We sidestep them, but not before I see her. My sister.


She smiles at me from the largest photo in the biggest trophy case. She’s posing for the camera with four of her friends. Their mouths are painted cherry; their cheer pleats are blue and yellow. The photo is from the first home game of the season, five years ago when there was still a cheerleading squad.


A wave of nausea ripples through me. Every day after gym, after dance team practice, I go out of my way to avoid this picture.


I knew all the girls in it, some of them better than others. Juliana Ruiz and Susan Berry were Jen’s best friends and fixtures in our house for as long as I could remember. When they made the cheerleading squad their freshman year, they became friends with two sophomores: Colleen Coughlin and Bethany Steiger.


They all smile at me: Jen, Juliana, Susan, Colleen, and Bethany. It really is a beautiful picture.


By the end of the season, everyone in it was dead.



Chapter Two


A small crowd is gathered outside the main office, where Coach said she would post the list this morning. As we approach the bulletin board, a pack of freshman girls walk away, dejected.


Next to me, Rach sucks in her breath. We step up to the bulletin board. I scan the candy-colored papers tacked to it—a list of people who got callbacks for the fall play, a flyer advertising the girls’ soccer team car wash, information for a weekend SAT prep course.


“There’s nothing here,” Alexa says.


“Yeah, there is.” A familiar voice. I turn around; the Kelseys are behind us, iced lattes from Dunkin’ Donuts in hand. Kelsey Butler rattles the ice in hers. She points—her nails, painted apricot, popping against her dark skin.


I look where Kelsey is pointing—a sheet of paper tacked to the bulletin board. On it, a single line:


DANCE TEAM LIST WILL BE POSTED AT NOON


Kelsey Butler’s best friend, Kelsey Gabriel, sidles up next to her to get a better look. Kelsey G’s usually fair hair is sun-streaked even lighter, and her skin is freckled. “Ew. Why?”


“More people tried out this year,” Kelsey B says. “Maybe she needed more time to decide.”


The Kelseys walk off together. They’ll be on the list; they’re seniors, and both of them were in classes with me at the Royal Hudson Dance Studio when we were younger. The Kelseys, with their inhumanly high leaps and whip-fast pirouettes, are the closest things Coach has to favorites.


My friends and I stay close together and head for the second floor—we’re Rayburn, Santiago, and Steiger, and homerooms are assigned in alphabetical order. As we file onto the stairs, I catch a glimpse of Rachel. She’s picking at the corner of her mouth, where her lipstick is flaking.


“It’s fine,” I say, softly enough that only she can hear. “You’ve got this.”


She’s no doubt thinking about what Kelsey B said. Rachel is haunted by the triple pirouette she hasn’t mastered—the one Coach threatened to put in our competition routine this year.


Before I can find my seat in homeroom, my teacher says my name. “You’re wanted at guidance.”


My stomach plummets to my feet. “Why?”


“Dunno. I’m not your secretary,” he drones.


I take the slip from his grasp, eyeing my guidance counselor’s almost-illegible scrawl.


I choose the longer route to the guidance office so I can pass a bathroom. I dig out the plastic baggie of naproxen my mother left on the counter next to my Tupperware of veggies and ranch this morning. She’s doling out the pills to me four at a time, as if they’re Oxys or something. I open the baggie and knock them back with a sip of water from my bottle.


Mr. Demarco is sitting with his back to me when I rap on the doorframe of his office. He swivels around in his chair, his face brightening when he sees me. He’s in an ice-blue polo that makes his matching eyes pop. Rachel and Alexa call him a silver fox.


“There she is.” Mr. Demarco sets his Starbucks cup, marked PSL, on his desk. “Sit, sit.”


He drags a chair next to his desk. He moves a box of pamphlets off his seat; I catch a glimpse of a campus quad, bright with fall foliage. I sit down, pressing my chem textbook into my abdomen.


“So.” Demarco smiles without showing any teeth. “How are you?”


“Fine.” I grip the chem textbook. Press harder. Does he know? There’s no way he could have found out. Not unless my mother told him, and I made her swear, my nails digging half circles into her arm, that she wouldn’t even tell Tom.


Demarco takes a sip of his coffee. “I’ll cut to the chase. Mrs. Coughlin is trying to put together a memorial ceremony, in the courtyard.”


Mrs. Coughlin, the health teacher. Colleen Coughlin’s mother.


Mr. Demarco doesn’t give any further explanation; he doesn’t need to. Colleen Coughlin was in the passenger seat of Bethany Steiger’s car when she hydroplaned during a storm and drove into a tree. The car was so mangled that supposedly the coroner had trouble figuring out which girl was which. One of the paramedics at the scene vomited.


The first two cheerleaders to be killed that year.


“A memorial.” I take off the ponytail holder on my wrist and wrap it around my fingers, cutting off the circulation in the tips. “Like a religious thing?”


“No, not at all,” Demarco says. “Just a small ceremony in the courtyard. Mrs. Coughlin asked if you’d like to be a part of it.”


At my stricken expression, Demarco picks up his empty cup, taps the base of it against his desk. “Obviously you don’t have to say yes. Mrs. Coughlin did pick out some poems she thinks would be nice for you to read.”


He hands me a stack of paper held together by a butterfly clip. I don’t look at it. “It’s just ...,” I mumble. “It would feel weird. I didn’t even know Colleen and Bethany.”


“Oh no, we’d honor all the girls at once. Everyone thought it would be best that way.”


In other words, get the memorial out of the way before homecoming, because my sister’s two best friends died five years ago the night before their homecoming. It wouldn’t be very nice to remind the crowd about the horrific way Juliana Ruiz and Susan Berry were killed when everyone just wants to watch some football. “Wow. Okay. Thanks. I actually think I have a quiz next period.”


“Of course. I’ll write you a pass.”


While Demarco fishes around in his drawer for his stack of passes, I let my eyes wander. There’s a Sunnybrook Warriors pennant over his desk, right next to a New York Giants calendar. Right above a framed photo of the Sunnybrook football team from six years ago, posing with the state championship trophy. We haven’t won it since.


If you look at pictures of my family, you might wonder whether my sister was adopted. Mom, Petey, and I all have shocks of brown-black hair and blue eyes. Jennifer was blond, like our real father, and had his green eyes.


I remember a time when she liked me. There’s proof: photographs of us trick-or-treating dressed as sister Disney princesses and videos of us putting on plays on the back patio, starring ourselves and Mango, our Jack Russell/rat terrier mix.


But we were four years apart, and once Jen started middle school, it seemed like my very existence offended her.


“That’s just how it is with sisters,” Mom would tell me when I was still small enough to climb onto her lap, face stiff with tears after a fight with Jen. Feel her fingers grazing over my ear as she played with my hair. “Aunt Ellen and I didn’t become friends until we were in college.”


Before homecoming her sophomore year, I gave Jen strep throat. It wound up saving her life. For a little while, at least.


Susan’s parents were in Vermont for her cousin’s wedding the night before the game, and Juliana and Jen were going to stay at her house with her. Susan refused to miss homecoming, even for the wedding, and besides, someone needed to be at home with Beethoven, the Berrys’ beloved Saint Bernard.


Mr. Ruiz was going to pick them up in the morning so they could grab breakfast at the diner before the homecoming game. It was a tradition Juliana had with her family—pancakes before she performed.


It wasn’t supposed to be a big deal, a bunch of fifteen-year-old girls spending the night by themselves. Sunnybrook was one of the safest towns in the country, and on our street, everyone looked out for each other. But when Juliana’s father arrived to pick the girls up the next morning, both of them were dead.


They’d been strangled. Juliana’s hands were sliced open, and one still held a shard from the broken mirror that hung in the foyer. She had fought like hell.


Susan hadn’t seen it coming. She was on her back at the top of the stairs, staring at the ceiling. Across the hall, the shower was still on. She must have run out when she heard Juliana’s screams.


If my sister hadn’t been too sick to sleep over at Susan Berry’s house that night, Susan’s deranged neighbor would have murdered Jen too.


Lucky, everyone called her. Blessed.


In the end, though, it didn’t make a difference.


Some people say a curse fell over our town five years ago. What else could explain the tragic deaths of five girls, in three separate incidents, in less than two months?


Some people think Jen’s death was the most tragic of all.


Jen was in the top three in her class, beloved by everyone who was lucky enough to know her. She wanted to spend the summer before her junior year in South America, volunteering for Habitat for Humanity. She was planning on going to veterinary school, because as much as she loved helping people, her heart belonged to animals—especially the horses she used to ride as a child.


Jen wouldn’t have done it. That’s what they don’t understand. My sister, with her pages-long to-do list of everything she wanted to do in life, never would have killed herself. Maybe it makes sense to them that she would do it, once they put themselves in Jen’s shoes. Would living every day having to imagine what Jack Canning would have done to her if she’d been at that house be much of a life at all? Was life even worth living if all of her friends were dead?


I don’t know if we’re cursed. All I know is that my sister wouldn’t have killed herself. And if she did, why didn’t she leave a note explaining why?



Chapter Three


I need to make another stop at the bathroom, so I head for the faculty ones by the main office, because everyone knows teachers aren’t disgusting pigs like the rest of us. You have to ask the secretary for a key, but Mrs. Barnes is married to one of the officers who works with Tom. She lets me in all the time.


There’s someone in the women’s room, so I lean against the wall opposite the front doors while I wait, watching the stragglers file into the building. When you show up late for school, you have to sign in with the security guard sitting at the desk by the door.


A brown-haired guy is bent over, scrawling something in the security guard’s notebook, laughing at something he’s saying. The guy isn’t a student; he’s too tall, too not-high-school-looking ...


What the hell is he doing here?


A slick of sweat breaks out on my palms. I whip around to face the bathroom door, away from him, but it’s too late. A quick glance over my shoulder and I know he saw me.


I want to kick down the faculty bathroom door, yell for whoever is taking her time in there to let me in. Instead, I swivel and take off down the hall, in the opposite direction he’s heading, even though I’m moving away from the science wing and my chemistry teacher Mr. Franken’s room.


I speed-walk, biting the inside of my lip to distract from the stabbing in my abdomen. Straight down the hall, where there’s a pair of student bathrooms. Don’t stop—


“Monica! Wait up.”


It’s not Brandon’s voice. Of course it’s not Brandon calling out to me—why would he act like he knows me here?


I turn to face a guy wearing a Sunnybrook cross-country jersey. Jimmy Varney, one of Matt’s best friends. He smiles and nods at me. “Hey. How was your summer?”


“Good,” I murmur, afraid I’ll puke in his face if I open my mouth any wider. Jimmy’s eyes refocus on something—someone—over my shoulder. He raises a hand. “Coach! Yo!”


Jimmy rests a hand on my arm. “I’ll catch up with you later?”


I nod, and Jimmy darts off. Brandon is trapped as Jimmy descends on him. I pick up my pace and don’t stop until I hit the bathroom, where I shut myself in the first stall.


Brandon is the new cross-country coach.


I don’t even make it to my knees before I vomit into the toilet.


None of this would have happened if it weren’t for that white dress.


I got the job at New Haven Country Club in June. When I told my mom I needed a ride for my first day of work, she blinked at me and said, “God, Monica, if you wanted money, you could have asked me.”


But it wasn’t about making money, not really. I’d wanted something more than summer days spent in Rachel’s backyard, practicing straddles and aerials on her trampoline. I wanted a way out of evenings at the lake, Matt’s beer breath in my ear and hand on my thigh.


The members of the New Haven Country Club have the type of money that they can shell out eighty bucks for someone to watch their kids while they play golf and sit in the spa sauna all day. My title was Kiddie Camp Counselor, but all I had to do was accompany the kids to the pool and the tennis courts and make sure they didn’t die in the process.


On my first day, I saw Brandon hanging out at the lifeguard hut, swinging his lanyard around his wrist.


I knew where I’d seen him before: at Matt’s cross-country championships in New Jersey in the fall. Matt’s family had let me ride in the car with them so I could watch him compete. Laura, Matt’s older sister, noticed Brandon first.


“Damn,” she muttered, nudging me until I spotted him at the bottom of the bleachers. I had to look away, afraid Matt might catch me staring at the other team’s hot coach.


By the end of my first day of work, I had a name for him: Brandon.


By the end of June, Matt and I had broken up. We both knew it was coming; he was leaving for college in Binghamton at the end of August. But the thought of not seeing him waiting at my locker on the first day of school sucked so much, I asked for extra shifts at the country club just so I wouldn’t sit around the house thinking about it.


Rachel and Alexa thought the perfect place to debut Single Monica was at Jimmy Varney’s Fourth of July party, since Matt wouldn’t be there; he and his family were at their lake house upstate for the weekend. Rachel had just turned seventeen and passed her road test, so she and Alexa planned to pick me up when my shift at the country club finished at six.


That morning, when I packed the white dress to change into after work, I thought of Brandon.


He was skimming the surface of the pool with a net when I got out of the employee bathroom. Brandon looked up at me, his lips parting. His face went pink and my skin went warm under the dress.


I thought about the look on his face throughout the entire party that night.


That look made me feel like I could do anything. So I started to use my breaks to talk to him. At lunch, I sat in the empty chair next to the lifeguard stand, eating my mother’s chicken salad while Brandon told me about what I’d missed on my days off. A six-year-old girl who screamed and refused to get in the water until Brandon fished out a dead beetle from the bottom of the pool.


He never asked how old I was and I never asked how old he was. We both understood it would ruin whatever was going on.


A week later, when six o’clock came around and it was time to close up, I texted my mom that I had a ride home. I offered to stay late and help Brandon clean the pool. After, we sat on the edge, thighs almost touching, watching the waitstaff set up for a wedding inside the country club.


“That was cool of you to help,” he said. “I’m sure you’d rather be hanging out with your boyfriend.”


He nudged my knee with his, and I kept my head tilted down so he couldn’t see the flush in my cheeks. “Who said I had a boyfriend?”


“Sorry,” he laughed. “I’m sure you’d rather be hanging out with the guy you wore that white dress for the other night.”


I sliced my foot through the surface of the water. I didn’t say anything. Didn’t want to give it away that he was the guy I wore the dress for.


But he must have figured it out, because he asked if I wanted a ride home. He stood and extended a hand, helped me to my feet.


When he started up his Jeep, classic rock blasted from the speakers. Something about a blue-eyed boy and a brown-eyed girl. We were the opposite.


He really was going to take me home. I’m the one who told him where to turn, and when we reached my street, I told him to keep going and he did. He kept driving until we reached Osprey’s Bluff.


“Monica.” He swallowed, shut his eyes. I undid my belt and climbed into his lap, facing him. I held his hands on my cheeks for a little while, studying his face. He stared back at me in a way Matt had never looked at me, stroking his thumb along my jaw.


Brandon said my name again. “This is a bad idea.”


“I’m not going to tell anyone.”


He didn’t push me away when I kissed him. He wanted it, I could feel how badly he wanted it, and when he asked, “Are you sure? Are you really sure?” I nodded. He leaned over and opened his glove compartment, tracing stubbly kisses around my neck the whole time.


It happened two more times before the beginning of the last week in August, when my mom took me for my annual gynecologist visit and the doctor asked when my last period was, and I said I didn’t know because I honestly didn’t remember, and she frowned and made me pee in a cup.


I called in sick for what was supposed to be my last shift at the country club, three days before school started. Brandon didn’t text me to see what had happened—why I never said goodbye.


Friday, I swallowed the first pill in Dr. Bob’s office. I spent Saturday curled up on my side on my bed, sobbing into my pillow and praying I wouldn’t throw up from the second pill, because then it wouldn’t work.


In the morning, I had a text from Brandon, asking if we could talk. I’m so stupid, I thought maybe he wanted to see me again.


But he was trying to warn me that he’d gotten a job at my goddamn high school.


Mom doesn’t speak to me as she collects me from the nurse’s office, signs us out, and leads me into the parking lot without uttering a single word.


The rain has turned to a light mist. I tilt my head back and let it cool my face as Mom unlocks the car.


I keep my eyes on my lap as I buckle my seat belt. “I’m sorry. I threw up.”


I watch her from the corner of my eye, searching for any indication she might ask me if there’s something else going on. She starts the car and flicks on the wipers. “You can’t keep taking painkillers on an empty stomach.”


The truck in front of us stops short. Mom slams on the brakes and all I can think is pain. I’m sweating, ears ringing. Her voice breaks through—she’s saying my name over and over. Shaking me.


I blink away the black spots clouding my vision. We’re pulled over, and my mother is staring at me. “Did you just pass out?”


“I don’t know.” Pressure builds behind my eyes. “Mom. I just want this to stop.”


“I know.” Her hand lingers on my shoulder. Her touch is light. I imagine her cool fingers brushing my hair behind my ear like she did when I was little, before my sister died and my mom stopped touching me. As if I’d become breakable.


She withdraws her hand and doesn’t say anything else until we get home.


Mom is the manager of a playhouse—it’s too small to be called a theater—in town. She has to pick up booster forms for the upcoming production of The Importance of Being Earnest, but she drops me off at home first and makes me chug Gatorade to get my blood sugar back up.


From my bedroom, I hear her on the phone with Dr. Robert Smith. I wonder if his name is actually Bob Smith, or if he changed it to something so generic no one could find him and pipe bomb his house.


“Naproxen can make people sick to their stomach. He called you in some nausea medication,” my mother says when she sticks her head in my doorway. “It should be ready by the time I leave the playhouse—I’ll pick it up on my way home.”


As she’s shutting my door, I call, “Mom?”


“Yes, Monica?”


My heart is still racing from the sight of Brandon this morning. The adrenaline is the only explanation for the fact that I have the urge to tell my mother the real reason I asked her to pick me up.


My mom and I don’t exactly have an open relationship; she had to find out that Matt and I broke up by running into his sister at Starbucks. Even if I did tell her things, it would be totally demented to admit that I had a summer fling with the new cross-country coach.


I’m not seventeen. Brandon is in his twenties. Tom is a cop. I tamp down the thought as quickly as it comes to me.


“Thanks,” I say.


“You don’t need to thank me.”


She studies me for a moment before shutting my door. It almost hurts, how taken aback she looks at my acting the slightest bit grateful. It makes me wonder why anyone would ever want children. I can’t think of a more thankless job.


When I hear the front door slam downstairs, I sit up in bed. Flinch at the fresh swell of pain in my lower body. I haven’t had a painkiller since before I went to Demarco’s office this morning.


Every second my mom is gone feels like an eternity. When I can’t bear it any longer, I drag myself out of bed and head downstairs.


The naproxen bottle isn’t on the kitchen island where my mother left it this morning. I don’t even know half the places in this house that she could have hidden it.


I pause outside the downstairs bathroom, eyeing the door to Tom’s office. Tom’s back has been messed up since his car accident last year; some dumbass kid stole an ATV and led Tom and his partner, Mike, on a chase through Sunnybrook. The kid blew through a stop sign and hit a BMW, which then hit Tom and Mike.


My mother made Tom stop putting off the surgery in the spring. The doctor gave him Vicodin for his recovery; on a bad pain day this summer, I saw Tom sneak a couple pills from the bottle in his desk drawer.


The pain has destroyed my ability to think straight. It must have, because I’ve convinced myself that if the bottle still has pills left, Tom won’t notice one missing. I just need one.


Tom doesn’t lock the door to his office. He and my mom shared one in our old house. Their desks were practically on top of each other’s, and when their work-from-home days overlapped, they didn’t do much other than snipe at each other. Now Tom’s office just looks like he didn’t know what to do with all this space.


I pad over to his desk and tug at the handle of the top drawer. Rifle through the detritus—Post-its, a tipped over tray of paper clips and thumbtacks, dried-up Wite-Out pens.


I shut the drawer and move on to the one below it. When I yank, the contents rattle. Mango starts barking and trots into the office to investigate.


“No. Bad dog.” I nudge him away with my foot and paw through what’s inside the drawer. No Vicodin prescription.


A stack of envelopes, bound together by a rubber band, catches my eye.


They each have a printed label, all addressed to Tom Carlino, at our old address: 13 Norwood Drive, Sunnybrook, NY.


I run my finger over the tops of the envelopes, counting them. There are four. Every one is postmarked the same date—November 7—each one a year apart from the last.


I set the envelopes down on my lap, trembling.


November 7 is the day my sister killed herself.


I throw a glance over my shoulder. Mango is lying across the threshold of Tom’s office door, watching me.


I unfold the piece of paper in the first envelope, revealing a black-and-white picture. The quality is crappy, like someone printed it off the Internet. It takes me a moment to process what I’m looking at.


The photo of my sister and her friends. The one in the trophy case at school.


I scan the page, hands trembling when I read the words at the bottom. I cast the picture aside and tip the next envelope so the contents fall out.


Every envelope contains the same thing. Four pictures total, each with the same message typed at the bottom.


I KNOW IT WASN’T HIM. CONNECT THE DOTS.



Chapter Four


November 7 was the worst day of our lives. And apparently, every year since the first anniversary of Jen’s death, someone has been sending my stepfather anonymous letters.


Does my mom know? Are the letters the reason she and Tom wanted to sell the house so badly—to get away from them?


I know it wasn’t him. Connect the dots.


I turn the letters over, inspecting every envelope inside and out. They’re all postmarked from Newton, the next town over. There’s no return address, and our old address is typed onto a label.


I replace the letters exactly as I found them. Suddenly the Vicodin isn’t so important. The next drawer down doesn’t budge when I tug on the handle. I give it another jangle to confirm: it’s locked, not stuck.


Key, key. I rifle through the rest of the drawers. There’s a ring of tiny keys in the top drawer. I don’t even know what I’m looking for. There has to be something else here that could explain these letters. Why Tom would keep them—and what the hell they mean.


My phone buzzes with a text from Rachel:


we’re safe [image: image]
Where are you?? There’s a meeting at 2:30 today


I fire off a response:




went home sick. Tell coach I’m sorry





In the doorway, Mango sits up straight and lets out a throaty growl. Moments later, a car door slams. My mom is home already.


I shut Tom’s desk drawer. Scramble to my feet and rush Mango out of the office. He takes off for the front door, barking, sliding around on the hardwood because he’s still not used to not having carpet. I close Tom’s office door and slip up the stairs before my mom’s key turns in the lock.


It’s almost midnight, and the rain has picked up again. It sounds like quarters being dropped on the roof. I’m in bed, watching the droplets run down the skylight. Next to me is a fraying copy of the novel I’m supposed to be reading for English. I’ve barely touched it.


Some weirdo could have sent those letters to Tom. An anonymous creep. Juliana’s and Susan’s murders had made national news, briefly, before the headlines were consumed by a trifecta: a sex scandal involving a congressman, a terrorist attack in Europe, and a brutal wildfire in California. Jen’s suicide barely registered on the media’s radar. People kill themselves every day.


I open my browser and type in Sunnybrook NY deaths. The top result is an article from the Westchester Courier, dated the January after Juliana and Susan were killed.




OFFICER CLEARED IN DEATH OF MURDER SUSPECT


An internal investigation has determined that a Sunnybrook police officer acted reasonably when he shot Jack Canning, 38, the suspected murderer of two teenagers in October of last year. Mr. Canning died in his home after a confrontation with two Sunnybrook police officers, Thomas Carlino and Michael Mejia.





Even after all these years, the sight of Jack Canning’s name twists my guts. Tom and his partner, Mike, had just started their shift that morning when Mr. Ruiz found the girls and called the police. They were the first officers to arrive on the scene.


As the ambulances and backup were arriving, Jack Canning stepped out onto his porch. When he saw Tom, he went white in the face, ran back into his house, and slammed the door.


Tom and Mike went after him; when they cornered Jack, he pulled a gun on them. Tom shot first. While he was bleeding to death on his carpet, Jack Canning grabbed Mike by his shirtsleeve and muttered the words I’m sorry.


Later, when the police were processing the scene, they tossed Jack Canning’s bedroom and found several pictures of Susan sunbathing by her pool.


My brain circles back to those months after the murders, while the investigation was ongoing. They were the worst of our lives; Jen was dead, and we didn’t know if Tom would face any charges in the shooting. I can still see Tom sitting in the dark in our den every night, beer bottle wedged between his knees. Killing Jack Canning was the only time my stepfather had ever discharged his weapon.


I force myself to read the rest of the story.




Jack Canning lived next door to Susan Berry, 15, one of the teenaged victims. Court records show that when Mr. Canning was 20, he was arrested for a lewd act with a minor. Due to the victim’s refusal to cooperate with police, the district attorney’s office decided to drop all charges.


Many in Sunnybrook feel that this oversight cost two young women their lives. “This was a preventable tragedy,” says Diana Shaw, who lived across the street from Mr. Canning and his mother. “We should have known that a predator was living in our neighborhood. The justice system failed, and now two beautiful girls are dead.”


According to officers Carlino and Mejia, they pursued Mr. Canning into his home upon seeing him behaving suspiciously near the crime scene. The officers claimed Mr. Canning barricaded himself in his bedroom. Upon breaking the door down, Officer Carlino found Mr. Canning removing something from his dresser drawer. When Mr. Canning refused to show his hands, Mr. Carlino fired. Mr. Canning died at the scene. Later, investigators found a revolver in Mr. Canning’s dresser drawer and several photos of Susan Berry, including ones of her sunbathing by her pool.





I sit back in my chair, an odd thrumming in my body. Something isn’t right.


This article says that Jack Canning was reaching into his dresser drawer before Tom shot him.


I read the paragraph again, searching for any mention of Jack Canning pointing a gun at Tom and Mike. When I don’t find one, I double back to the search results and narrow the hits to ones that mention Tom and Mike by name.


This can’t be right. They all say the same thing, that Jack Canning was reaching into his dresser, where he kept a gun, when Tom killed him.


So why, in the version of the events I have in my head, was Jack Canning pointing the gun at Tom and Mike?


In the weeks that followed, my mother shielded me from the news. She said Tom had to shoot Jack Canning, or Canning would have shot Tom and Mike. Everyone else in town was saying it too—that Jack Canning murdered two girls and would have murdered two cops as well if Tom hadn’t taken him down. In public, and especially when the cameras were rolling, they all spoke about what a tragedy that night was. In private, I heard people whisper about how glad they were that my stepfather had killed the pervert and how they hoped Jack Canning suffered in his final moments.


I bring my feet up to my chair. Hug my knees to my chest. If Jack Canning hadn’t really been reaching for his gun ...


My door creaks open, sending my stomach into my throat.


I slam my laptop shut. Tom is standing there, his shape illuminated by the glow of the hallway sconce outside my door.


“Jesus,” I say. “Can’t you knock?”


Tom cocks his head at me. Mango rockets past him and crouches at the base of my bed. He tries to jump, but he’s not used to the height of my new bed. The result is him pathetically bouncing on his back legs.


“I thought you were asleep,” Tom says. “The dog was scratching at your door to get in.”


I push myself away from my desk. Scoop up Mango and deposit him on the bed.


Tom is still watching me. “What are you doing up?”


“Nothing. I couldn’t sleep.”


Tom eyes my laptop. “Staring at your screen will only make it worse.”


I try to imagine what his reaction would be if he knew what I’d been reading.


I know it wasn’t him. Connect the dots.


I want to ask him what it means, but I can’t tell him I know about the letters. Hey, Tom, I found something weird when I was snooping through your desk for drugs. I can’t form any words at all.


“I know,” I say. “I might take some melatonin.”


“That’s a good idea,” he says. As he’s shutting my door, I think I see him look at my laptop once more.


I have to make up the chem quiz I missed yesterday. I finish with ten minutes left in the lunch period. On my way to the cafeteria, a security guard spots me.


“Where we going, hon?”


“Lunch,” I say, and he nods and leaves it at that. No one ever says shit to me. For being in the hall after the bell, for being in the newspaper office without a pass. I’ve seen how security hassles some of the other kids—groups of black girls, the guys who speak to each other in Spanish, the rowdy football players. I’ve done worse things in one summer than all of them have probably ever done combined.


Rachel spots me from across the cafeteria; she waves with one hand and gives Alexa’s shoulder a shake with her other. Alexa looks over at me and clamps her mouth shut. A wave of paranoia hits me.


They can’t have figured it out. They don’t even know I’ve been with a guy since Matt and I broke up.


Rachel moves her bag off the seat next to her so I can slide in. I hold back a wince.


“We were just talking about the seniors,” Rachel says in a voice that suggests they totally were not talking about the seniors. “Coach didn’t pick captains yet.”


“Isn’t it going to be the Kelseys?”


“That’s the thing,” Alexa says. “They showed up late for the meeting yesterday because they went to Dunkin’ Donuts.”


“I didn’t show up to the meeting at all,” I say.


Alexa’s expression darkens. “Well, you had an excuse. You were sick.”


“Who else made it?” I ask, eager to shunt aside thoughts of what Coach will do to punish me for missing the meeting.


Alexa takes a noisy pull from the dregs of her iced tea. “Everyone from last year, plus these two freshmen.”


“And that girl Ginny or whatever her name is,” Rachel says. “The one in our grade.”


Obviously Rachel knows exactly who Ginny Cordero is—our class only has two hundred kids, so it’s virtually impossible to go ten years without learning everyone’s name. But we pretend we don’t know, because it makes us feel important.


“Her,” Alexa says.


I look over at the lunch line. Ginny Cordero is buying a Snapple. She keeps her eyes down as she takes her change from the lunch lady and tries to slip out of the cafeteria. Joe Gabriel, Kelsey’s twin brother, stumbles back to catch a Nerf football and nearly knocks Ginny over.


Ginny Cordero isn’t a loser or anything. People just don’t think about her much at all. She’s pretty in that untouched way—pale skin dotted with freckles, sun-streaked strawberry-blond hair she never cuts.


Sometimes I think about her.


When Jen was thirteen, she wasn’t in high school or on cheerleading yet, so she was still taking tumbling classes at Jessie’s Gym three nights a week. Whenever Tom had to work late, my brother and I had to ride along in the car with Mom when she went to pick Jen up.


Jen was always talking about how annoyed Jessie would get with Ginny Cordero’s mother, who was always late picking her up. Class ended at 7:00 p.m., and sometimes Ginny’s mom didn’t show up until 7:40, and Jessie would have to wait until she did to close the gym.


One night, my mother pulled into the parking lot, and Jen wasn’t waiting outside with the other girls. Petey was next to me in the backseat, straining in his car seat, fussy because it was approaching his bedtime.


Through the gym’s front window, I spotted my sister sitting next to Ginny in the waiting area. She refused to come outside until Ginny’s mother arrived at twenty after seven.


Now Ginny’s eyes connect with mine for a moment before she slips out of the cafeteria.


I wonder if she remembers that night—if it’s why she’s always avoiding looking me in the face.


“She was really good,” Rachel says. I don’t even remember seeing Ginny at tryouts on Monday.


“You’re really good,” I say. But I can tell she’s thinking about that triple pirouette—her Achilles’ heel.


When Alexa stands, announcing that she’s buying a cookie, Rachel turns to me, her voice low. “Why did you get called to guidance?”


“Coughlin wants me to help with a memorial for the cheerleaders.”


“She asked me too,” Rachel says. “After health yesterday.”


Bethany Steiger was Rachel’s cousin. Rach hated her; Bethany only ever wanted to hang out with Rachel’s older sister Sarah, and she would make fun of the gap between Rachel’s front teeth.


I look down at the PB&J I’ve barely touched. I tear off a piece of the crust. “Did you say you’d help?”


“I couldn’t say no. She put me on the spot.” Rachel eyes me. “Are you going to do it?”


I don’t answer. Part of me itches to tell Rach about the letters, just like I wanted to tell her about Brandon this summer. She and I tell each other everything; two summers ago, when Matt told me he loved me for the first time, under the porch light of my old house, I called Rachel immediately, even though it was almost midnight. I’m the only one of our friends who knows that her parents were separated for a year when we were kids and that she doesn’t remember losing her virginity to a senior on the soccer team last year at one of Kelsey Gabriel’s parties. She made me swear I’d never tell, and I know she’d do the same for me.
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