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In the end,


one of them was dead,


one was in jail


one was in rehab


and only one graduated.


Eighteen, headstrong and stubborn.


Seventeen, and headed to play soccer for Michigan.


Sixteen, and just got their driver’s license.


Fifteen, and just along for the ride.


One of them was driving.


One of them was high.


One of them screamed.


One of them died.












ONE


SPENCER COULDN’T TAKE HER EYES away from the officer’s pen as it hovered over his report, patiently waiting. The cap of the pen had been chewed like a dog toy. Her head throbbed, pain all over. She blinked, realizing he’d asked her a question.


“What?”


Spencer’s mother squeezed her hand and said, “Can’t we do this some other time?”


“I understand that, Dr. Sandoval. I truly do. However, a child died. We take these things very seriously.”


Spencer’s gaze landed on his badge. Officer Potentas, no, Detective Potentas. He’d introduced himself earlier. Her brain was hazy around the edges, like a cloud. How much time had passed? A second? An hour? The drip of the IV was cool in her arm. Spencer could sink right through the hospital bed and onto the floor.


“Okay, Spencer, let’s try again. What happened last night? Can you walk me through it?”


Scream. Float. Crash. An eternity in the blink of an eye. Who screamed? Did she?


“There was an accident,” she said, and swallowed, her throat dry. Her teeth felt too big for her mouth, or maybe it was the other way around. He wrote as she spoke. “We were at a party . . . Before school starts. End of summer. In the hills.”


End of summer. End of Spencer. Her heart pounded. Why was it so hard to breathe? She didn’t feel real. She wasn’t sure she was talking; in fact, she wasn’t sure she had a mouth and she folded her lips over her front teeth. Drip-drip went the IV, away-away went the pain. Cloud nine.


“Do you remember who was in the vehicle with you?”


“My boyfr—Ethan.”


“The driver.”


Spencer’s breath hitched. Scream. Float. Crash. Pain. Ethan.


“Do you remember what happened next?”


When she screwed up her face, remembering, the skin on her cheeks pinched. Stitches from her cheekbone to her jaw. Sewed together like a doll. Chewed up like the detective’s pen cap. “No. I can’t . . . think.”


“She’s on sedatives, Detective,” her mother said. Her brown hair was so shiny, like a penny. Spencer wanted to reach out to touch it, but her other hand was in a cast and too heavy.


“I know this is difficult. But everyone’s story checks out. I’ll be in touch.”


One minute the detective was sitting at the foot of her hospital bed, and the next he’d teleported to the door where Spencer’s father stood, holding Spencer’s sister’s hand while talking to a doctor. The detective said something to him, and her sister Hope looked at her and something inside Spencer snapped.


She cried, blinked, reliving it all over again. Scream. Float. Crash. She had to go. Run for help. Her mother held her down and called out, and a nurse rushed in and pushed a button on the IV. More cold snaked up her arm. Sink into the bed. Let it swallow her up. Sleep came over her like a wave crashing on shore.


“Shoo . . . shoo . . .” Her tongue felt like a worm trying to crawl out of her mouth.


“He’s going, sweetie. He’s leaving,” her mother said, squeezing her hand.


Her lids were almost closed, going bye-bye. Scream. Float. Crash.


Bliss took her away.


OFFICIAL COPY


Los Angeles Police Department


Crash Report Form


Crash Severity


Fatal / Injury / PDO


Time & Location Information


Date of Crash: 03/SEP/2021


Time of Crash: 2:30 A.M.


Time Officer Arrived: 2:34 A.M.


Weather Conditions: Clear


Road Hazards: None


At Intersection: Sunset Blvd & Benedict Canyon Dr


Number of Motor Vehicles: 1


Number Injured: 3


Number Fatal: 1


Section 1


Vehicle Year: 2019


Make: Porsche


Vehicle Type: Automobile


Use: Private Transportation


Airbag deployed: Yes


State: CA


Vehicle Identification Number: [image: image]


Vehicle Speed Est. 120 mph


Posted Speed: 45


Section 2


Name of Driver: Ethan Amoroso


Current Address: [image: image]


Date of Birth: 12/NOV/2004


Driver License Number: [image: image]


Injury Status: Minor injuries, declined transport


Drug & Alc. Test: Pending


Section 3


Please Fill Out for All Other Occupants Involved


Spencer Sandoval—18—F—Injuries requiring hospital transport


Tabby Hill—16—F—Minor injuries, declined transport


Christopher Moore—15—M—Fatal


Officer’s Notes: Vehicle 1 collision—damage extensive—no fire. No immediate danger to first responders. Impact with tree (standing). Light conditions dark-lighted. Weather clear. Driver sitting on pavement next to Passenger 2 prone, unconscious. Driver suffered injuries to head and shoulder. Passenger 2 had substantial injuries to arm and face. Passenger 3 emotionally distressed on curb, visible facial injuries. Passenger 4 remained in vehicle, fatal status. Resuscitation unnecessary. EMS arrived at 2:45 A.M. Driver and Passenger 3 declined transport. Driver claims they were coming home from a party in the hills. No tire marking to indicate brakes were applied. Driver tested for alcohol and drugs on-site. Pending results.


Officer Diagram Attached


Case Status: Open
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Get Salty: a True Crime Podcast with Peyton Salt


[Get Salty Intro Music]
















	Peyton Salt:

	Welcome and good listening, Salters. As always, I’m your host Peyton Salt.







	Sasha Firth:

	And I’m your cohost Sasha. You’re listening to Get Salty, now the twenty-fourth most downloaded true crime podcast on Earworm, the world’s most popular podcast hosting network!







	Peyton:

	Twenty-fourth! Incredible! Can you believe it? We love you all so much, Salters. Our fans are so supportive, and we look forward to getting some new merch available on our website as a special thank-you. Maybe some mugs or pins. We’ll do a poll on our subreddit so people can decide! How does it feel, Sash?







	Sasha:

	Unreal. I get to share my love of true crime with all of you!







	Peyton:

	Oh, for sure! But this week, I’ve got a story for you, Sasha, that is as juicy—if not the juiciest yet, because this one is recent and hits close to home for me.







	Sasha:

	Oh yeah? Tell me more!










[SFX: crickets, tires screeching, crash]
















	Peyton:

	In the early hours of September third, just a few days ago, a parent’s worst nightmare—a phone call, informing them their child wouldn’t be coming home. In a place like Los Angeles, the home of the rich and famous, one might be surprised to find themselves surrounded by death and tragedy. After a frantic nine-oneone call, EMTs arrived on the scene to find a vintage black Porsche 911 Targa wrapped around a palm tree at the corner of Sunset Boulevard and Benedict Canyon, a scene of terrible carnage in the center of Beverly Hills’s glitz and glamour. The driver and owner of the vehicle is Ethan Amoroso—







	Sasha:

	How do I know that name?







	Peyton:

	I’m so glad you asked! We covered a case a while back—







	Sasha:

	Oh! The house party!







	Peyton:

	Exactly. Episode one thirty-one, for anyone who wants to go back and listen. I know you Salters are already googling it furiously as I speak! [laughs] But for anyone who needs a refresher—the driver and owner of the vehicle is Ethan Amoroso, All-State athlete and millionaire’s son and classmate of mine, the same Ethan Amoroso who two years ago was at the center of a huge scandal involving a serious accident at a party at his house in Brentwood, an incredibly affluent neighborhood in Los Angeles. Allegedly, the victim fell off a second-story balcony, suffering extensive injuries to the head, neck, and back, leaving the victim in a coma.







	Sasha:

	That’s awful!







	Peyton:

	Usually we don’t cover these kinds of cases, just because they’re tragic if not common, but you can see why this one caught my interest. Star athlete, the Brentwood neighborhood, an obvious suspect.







	Sasha:

	Now I know what you meant when you said this case was “juicy.” Like OJ!







	Peyton:

	[laughs] It’s true, the murder of Nicole Brown Simpson did happen in Brentwood, but that’s an entirely different case. We’re not here to speculate, obviously, but you can see why I was so excited to share this! These kinds of things just don’t happen in Brentwood. Ethan’s involvement in one accident is a tragedy, but two accidents . . . let’s say, my eyebrows are raised! Ethan hadn’t been charged with anything before. Who knows what will happen now?







	Sasha:

	What do you know so far?







	Peyton:

	Ethan Amoroso and three others had been driving home from a party celebrating the end of summer, one last rager before school starts, in a residential development property called Highwood Estates in the hills when he crashed at high speed, shredding the car to ribbons. Only one person in the vehicle died. The victim, fifteen-year-old Chris Moore, was adored by just about everyone. He was about to start his sophomore year at a private school called Armstrong Prep.







	Sasha:

	Ooh la la. Sounds fancy.







	Peyton:

	[laughs] I know I risk doxing myself because I’m a junior at Armstrong, but I’d be doing a disservice to the community not talking about it. The tailored uniforms, the designer backpacks, daddy’s money—definitely not my style, but it’s the norm at Armstrong. Ranked top in the country in academics and athletics, Armstrong Prep is a private school for the rich and soon-to-be famous. Nestled among the meticulously green lawns of movie stars and tech moguls in the hills, it’s the perfect spot for privilege to go unchecked, a sort of bubble from the real world. Ethan and all the others in the car are students there, one of them was even his girlfriend, I know them all personally and the incident has shaken me to my core. For sure, this is a tragic way to start the new school year.







	Sasha:

	So the police don’t think it was an accident?







	Peyton:

	They want to charge Ethan for aggravated reckless driving and child endangerment, but they haven’t arrested him yet. At the end of the day, I mean, it was an accident, but a senseless and selfish one.







	Sasha:

	The cops sound real serious about this. Are they doing anything about it?







	Peyton:

	Well yeah, an innocent kid died, Ethan put everyone in that car in danger. It could have been so much worse than it actually was. He could have hit another car even! Ethan had been going over one-hundred-and-twenty miles an hour before he crashed. I’ve got the police report right here.







	Sasha:

	Drugs? Alcohol?







	Peyton:

	It was a high school party in LA, of course there were drugs and alcohol. Duh. But the toxicology report on the driver hasn’t come in yet. Since the case is so new, there’s no other information to confirm, but it’s safe to say that I won’t be surprised if we find out he was drunk or high. He has a reputation after all.







	Sasha:

	Horrible. What kind of person would do that?







	Peyton:

	Someone who’s not told no a whole lot. He actually just returned from a stint at a behavioral rehabilitation center—basically military school, but he came back to Armstrong Prep for his senior year. Could it be that he hasn’t learned his lesson?







	Sasha:

	Was Ethan the one hosting the party again? Like that accident before?







	Peyton:

	No, for once. This party was thrown by the son of a multimillion dollar housing developer, using the unfinished mansions like their own personal playground. Out in Mandeville Canyon, most of the houses are just skeletons of what their grandeur will soon be. Because they’re empty and on winding streets up the mountain, with excellent views of the ocean by the way, it’s the perfect location for a party to run wild. No neighbors to complain about the noise. No running water, no electricity, no rules. Rich kids just party different from the rest of us. Armstrong is like that.







	Sasha:

	What makes the school so special?







	Peyton:

	At Armstrong, there’s this thing called the Headmaster’s List. Only a few students are chosen every year, but everyone tries to make the cut since it’s a surefire way to get into the best colleges. The Headmaster himself writes your recommendation. It’s super competitive. Think of it as an honor roll but on steroids.







	Sasha:

	Are you on it?







	Peyton:

	No, sadly. I’d kill for a spot. But I’m too busy with this podcast anyway! Guess who is though! None other than Ethan Amoroso. The crazy part is that everyone in that car was on the List too. The only one who wasn’t was the victim, Chris Moore.







	Sasha:

	That’s crazy! I hope justice can be served, that Ethan will face the consequences of his actions.







	Peyton:

	We’ll see about that. His family is wealthy, like, absurdly wealthy. His parents are on what the school calls the “Headmaster’s Circle,” an exclusive club only for the richest donors to the school. It’s easy for Armstrong to look the other way when you’re in the Circle, especially when your family is helping to pay for a new stadium or the year’s theater production. Is he on the Headmaster’s List because of his daddy’s money? Who knows. But I’ve been going to private school long enough to be cynical about these types of things. He’s going to have a ton of resources on his side, but one can only hope that the case against him is strong. It’s a shadowy reminder that privilege is a real problem. Being in Armstrong’s good graces has shielded him from a lot of consequences. Affluenza is a disease! That’s why I want to start a fundraiser for the victim’s family, so I’ll set up a link on our Instagram page where you can donate in their time of mourning. Maybe we’ll add a pin or T-shirts, showing support and getting the word out about the case. Justice for Chris! I plan to keep you and all our Salters up to date on this case as it inevitably proceeds. But first, a word from our sponsors . . .










[End segment transcript]


Update from the Uploader:
















	BREAKING:

	Ethan Amoroso has been charged with felony manslaughter! Stay tuned for more episodes!

















TWO


SPENCER WAS SECRETLY GRATEFUL THAT her parents had left her in peace for a couple minutes. If the doctors hadn’t interfered, they would continue to fuss over her, constantly asking her every five minutes if she needed anything. Sleep. Lots of sleep. Maybe some more pain meds. A snack. And a book, something mindless. Her dad, chronically unable to sit still, went to the bookstore in the hospital lobby, no doubt picking up some reading material for them all, and her mom went to the cafeteria, hopefully grabbing Spencer as much cake and chocolate as her stomach could handle.


It was her younger sister Hope’s first day of eighth grade at Santa Monica Middle School, so the lumpy chair she had draped herself in while flipping through channels on the television in the corner for the past week was empty. It had been a chaotic few days since the accident, but Spencer was starting to get into the rhythm of hospital life. Wake up, nurses make the rounds, a dietary aide asks her what she would like to eat for breakfast, eat breakfast that was unfortunately not sugary enough for her unquenchable sweet tooth, nap, check her pain levels, eat lunch, nap again, check her pain again, dinner, sleep, wake up with a nightmare, sleep, start over the next day.


Perhaps nightmare wasn’t the right word. Night terror. Emphasis on the terror.


Scream. Float. Crash.


Memories of that night were still hazy, but the emotion was real. Her mind convinced her body that she was back in Ethan’s Porsche, and she’d wake up in a cold sweat, screaming and crying, and the nurses would come running to make sure she wasn’t being murdered. She couldn’t help it. Flashbacks of the crash felt just the same as the real thing. Sometimes it would take a moment to realize where she was, but it would take hours for her heart to stop hammering in her chest and realize she wasn’t actually dying.


It got bad enough that Spencer was afraid to close her eyes. She kept seeing the second before impact over and over again on a nonstop loop. They’d given her sleeping pills to help, but it could only do so much.


But being awake didn’t solve her flashbacks, either. She couldn’t stop it.


The doctors said she would need time.


While Spencer was alone for a glorious few minutes, she tried not to think about the crash and focused on counting the drop ceiling tiles. Two hundred six, if anyone asked. She was sick and tired of the daytime talk shows on every television channel in existence. Her phone had folded in half in the crash, completely destroyed, so she wasn’t able to text anyone, hence her newfound interest in counting tiles.


Her phone had been such a fixture in her hand, sometimes she’d fumble around in the folds of the sheet trying to find it before she remembered that it was gone. She wanted to think about literally anything else other than the wreck that was her life.


Hospitals, in Spencer’s opinion, were made for three things: sickness, death, and waiting, the last of which Spencer was extraordinarily familiar with. They’d kept her for a week for observation, and that meant Spencer didn’t do much else but be confined to her hospital bed for the better part of week, bored to tears. Already, the skin beneath her cast on her arm was starting to itch. The surgeon had done a good job, at least from what she could tell, putting the bones back into place inside her body where they belonged.


That meant Spencer would have to get used to this cast for the next four weeks at least, plus physical therapy to get back in shape enough for field hockey. She’d played field hockey year-round since she was fourteen, and she wasn’t about ready to let a broken arm, wrist, and face stop her now. Even if she did have such a huge gash on her cheek it hurt to even smile.


Voices carried down the hall. They were muffled at first but got clearer as they grew closer.


“Oh, she’s my sister, it’s okay.”


Before the baffled nurse could say anything more, Olivia’s smile entered the room first, in her bubbly Olivia way, clutching a fistful of balloons in her hand. Olivia Santos definitely wasn’t Spencer’s sister, but they might as well have been. Ever since middle school, they had been next to each other on class attendance sheets, always had their lockers next to each other, and were practically joined at the hip. Muscles she didn’t even know were tight loosened in Spencer’s back when she saw her best friend in the whole world.


“Wow, you look terrible!” Olivia said with a grin, her cheerful face a welcome difference from the tired and professional expressions of the hospital staff.


“Hey, Liv.”


Olivia snapped her gum between her teeth, dark eyebrows rising behind her round, gold-framed glasses. “Dang, you must be on some heavy-duty stuff. That’s the best you can say to me?”


Dang. Olivia had the tongue of a sailor, more apt for a pirate with an eye patch and a peg leg. Even though she dressed like a woodland fairy when they weren’t in their school uniforms and flitted into any room she entered because simply walking was too boring, she disarmed anyone who wasn’t expecting it with her dirty mouth. She only censored herself when she was particularly upset, which was somehow more sobering than Spencer had anticipated.


Spencer hadn’t looked at herself in the mirror since the crash, opting to avert her gaze whenever she hobbled to the en suite bathroom, like when she’d spook herself after playing a game of Bloody Mary at a sleepover and she was too afraid to look in the mirror and find out if the legend was true.


If it was as bad as it felt, Spencer didn’t need to see. Every time her fingers accidentally brushed over the stitches across her cheek to wipe away a stray hair, her thoughts immediately went to Frankenstein’s monster. Children would see her in the street and scream and run for their lives. She couldn’t blame them.


“It’s not so bad . . . ,” she said.


Spencer’s eyes went to the IV bag, where more of the drugs were dripping through her veins. It was nice, the outside of her mind was soft and fuzzy, like the edges of a faded photograph.


“You look like you’ve lost about twenty IQ points. That stuff is making you dumber than you already are.”


Their friendship was strong enough to consist of plenty insults-of-love, but Spencer didn’t have the frame of mind to reply quickly. She felt like she would float away if not being held down by all these IV lines and weighted blankets.


“You better be bringing me coffee with that kind of roast,” Spencer said, her lips lifting in a smile.


Olivia snorted and pulled out a Starbucks mocha-ina-can from her purse, sweating with condensation and cool from the vending machine, and put it down with a flourish on Spencer’s food tray saying, “That better have not been a pun.”


“I love you so much,” Spencer said, cracking it open.


“Me, or the mocha?”


“It’s not mutually exclusive.” She always had a sweet tooth.


Olivia snorted and pulled up a chair to sit next to Spencer’s bed. If Spencer hadn’t gotten into the crash, she and Olivia would be at the local café, Beans, right now—a ritual during their lunch break at school—and a privilege to go off campus grounds for the hour.


Olivia kicked her shoes off and rested her bare feet on Spencer’s bed, as if she wasn’t here because her friend had just suffered a traumatic car crash, but like she was lounging at the beach. Her blue toenail polish was chipped. Spencer wasn’t sure why she focused on that detail—the painkillers made everything slow down, allowed her to hone her focus on the minor stuff, like seeing the detective’s chewed pen cap that first night. She felt like her brain was processing information at half speed.


Spencer took a sip of her mocha and the sweetness of the chocolate instantly made her feel a thousand times better. She had been sick and tired of drinking apple juice out of the little plastic cups they gave her at mealtimes.


“For real, though,” Olivia said, “how are you doing?”


“I’m okay. Surgery went well. No scissors left inside me, I’d call that a major win.” She wiggled her fingers in her cast.


Olivia’s eyes went to Spencer’s cast. “I don’t just mean your arm.”


Spencer’s lip twitched when she tried to smile. Blink. Scream. Float. Crash. The memory hit her just as quickly as the car hit the tree. She should never play poker; she wore her emotions on her face like a bright neon sign. “It’s whatever.”


That really was all she remembered of the crash. Everything else was too out of her reach. Scrubbed clean. A blank slate.


Olivia’s full lips were pressed into a thin line, but she didn’t ask any more about it. From her purse, she pulled out a purple Sharpie. Olivia’s bag was like Mary Poppins’s, a nether realm of infinite space. Sometimes Spencer wondered what she didn’t have in there—a severed and cursed human hand, a toboggan, the secrets of the universe? Olivia began absently drawing on Spencer’s cast. She’d broken her left arm and shoulder in the crash, her dominant arm. Olivia decorating her cast would at least be an aesthetically pleasing temporary art piece in the meantime.


Olivia was a gifted artist, having won a series of art contests at Armstrong, her usual medium being charcoal, but her talent wasn’t lost on the groove of Spencer’s cast.


“Sorry I couldn’t come see you earlier,” Olivia said without looking up from her work. “They wouldn’t let non-immediate family members in at first.”


“I would have said you were my sister too, for the record.”


“You better! We’re practically twins.”


“It’s nice having you here. Things have been a little strict and all. Cops everywhere, trying to figure out what happened.”


Olivia nodded, soberly. “You really don’t remember anything?”


“We talked to a neurologist, and a ton of doctors; they ran a bunch of tests. Apparently it’s really common with head injuries after these kinds of accidents. I might get my memories back, I might not.”


“Don’t stress about it. Just don’t hit your head anymore. You need all the brain cells you have left.”


Spencer tugged on the end of Olivia’s straight, platinum-dyed bob but let out a breathy laugh. Olivia swatted her hand away and stuck out her tongue.


“For real, though,” she said, “do you remember that night?”


Spencer shook her head. “I remember the party. But, like, bits and pieces. I remember a fight with Ethan . . .” Olivia raised her eyebrows ever so slightly at that, but Spencer didn’t point it out. Olivia always had opinions about Ethan, but she had kept them to herself, resigning herself to only the language of her eyebrows to indicate any sort of feeling.


Olivia hadn’t been at the party. Though they were best friends, they didn’t do absolutely everything together. Olivia’s definition of fun ended promptly at teenage shenanigans and loud drunk people. Spencer simultaneously wished Olivia had been there, just so they could talk about it, but she also regretted that she hadn’t decided to stay in with Olivia instead.


Spencer still couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that Ethan had been charged for the crash. She’d heard police officers talking about it outside her hospital room a few days earlier. The tips of her ears burned at hearing his name. At one point not too long ago, her stomach swooshed with excitement hearing it. Now his name just left her feeling bitter.


“After that, I don’t remember anything except, like, flashes. It’s hard to explain. Like, I blink, and sometimes I remember it, the tree coming right at me. But the rest is just blank.” What with a literal gallon of painkillers coursing through my veins, she thought.


“But you know about Chris, right?”


“Yeah. I know.” The words felt like they took up a lot of space in her throat, and she had a hard time swallowing. She couldn’t even take a sip of her mocha.


Chris Moore, everyone’s little brother, had been pronounced dead at the scene. Killed instantly, was how everyone put it, taking away the implied edge of suffering. She didn’t want to imagine the circumstances that would kill a person instantly, so she fought to keep that thought away.


It was hard for her to believe he was dead. Spencer could still see Chris’s lopsided grin in her mind’s eye. He was the son of one of her favorite teachers, Mr. Moore, and she’d seen the family resemblance from the start. Thinking he was dead now didn’t feel right, like it was a fact she needed to disprove somehow because she’d just seen him the other day! He’d come to the Brain Freeze, the ice cream kiosk that she and Olivia worked at part-time and on weekends, and he’d ordered a large chocolate-dipped cone, extra sprinkles.


He couldn’t be gone, that just didn’t happen to kids their age. And yet it was true; otherwise Ethan wouldn’t be in so much trouble.


Oh, Ethan . . . Her stomach clenched wondering where he was now. It was a miracle he’d been able to walk away from the wreck with only a couple of scrapes, whiplash, and a broken nose. He was lucky. The bastard.


Spencer hadn’t known Chris too well, of course, because he was two years younger than she was, but they mingled in the same circles, even though he was an AV kid glued to his computer.


“His funeral was today,” Olivia said quietly, not looking from her work on Spencer’s cast.


There was nothing to say to that. Olivia cleared her throat and started coloring in the alien creature’s face on Spencer’s cast with crosshatch strokes.


No one expected Spencer to be at the funeral. She was still too injured to go anywhere except the five feet it took to get to the bathroom and back. The doctors were still concerned about her concussion and resulting memory loss. The last thing they wanted was for her to fall unconscious while in their care. The funeral was off-limits. She doubted Chris’s parents would want to see her anyway. Seeing her might have been a bitter reminder of what their son wasn’t—alive.


Olivia didn’t mention Chris again the whole time she decorated Spencer’s cast. Spencer had let a rerun episode of Steve Irwin’s excitement over a venomous snake fill in the silence. In Olivia’s own words, she didn’t do well in the whole “expressing one’s feelings” department; she’d rather put it on paper with charcoal. Spencer focused on her drink and finished it just as Olivia started sketching the outlines of a tentacled monster wrapping itself around Spencer’s wrist.


In a mood to change the subject, Spencer asked, “How’s the first week of school?”


Olivia rolled her eyes. “Typical. Spencer Sandoval gets into a freaking car crash and all she can think about is school and homework. Be normal, Miss Overachiever.”


Spencer didn’t deny it. Overachieving was in her DNA. “Please! It’ll make me feel like everything’s the way it used to be for a little bit.” Spencer was one of the top students in her class, earning a coveted position on the Headmaster’s List—the alumni of which went on to become Pulitzer Prize–winning journalists, esteemed artists, even US senators vying for the presidency. She’d worked hard for it.


Olivia didn’t put up a fight. Who could argue with a bruised and bloodied girl in a cast? “Well, Becca Thompson got that nose job she was talking about. We’ve got a sub for history since Mr. Moore, you know, because . . . And the whole school is talking about the crash, like it’s the next . . . Maybe we shouldn’t talk about it.” She went back to her drawing.


“What are they saying?” Spencer knew from her tone that it wasn’t going to be good.


Olivia looked hesitant.


“Come on, I’ve got no connection to the outside world. I need to know.”


Olivia took a long second, cringed, and said, “Let’s just say people are . . . happy to see Ethan get arrested. Like, almost rabid with excitement. There was this viral video that went around online of the cops taking him out in handcuffs and people made memes and stuff. I just think it’s so crass. I mean a kid died, why do we treat this like some reality TV show? I know we live in LA, but come on.”


Spencer’s stomach dropped as Olivia spoke. A chill streaked down her back and she suppressed a shiver. Scream. Float. Crash. All other details hazy, but she could relive those few seconds over and over again without any control. Breaking up with Ethan that night was still as raw as the gash in her cheek. She remembered that much, but only bits and pieces of their fight before the crash. Breaking up with Ethan had hurt deeper than any physical pain she’d experienced.


When she wasn’t remembering the crash, she was remembering the way Ethan had broken her heart.


“That junior, Peyton Salt?” Olivia said. “The one with the podcast. She’s all over the story like it’s her own ticket to fame. She’s milking what happened for her own credibility. It’s gross. She’s making it seem like it’s this story, and . . . well, it’s working. Ethan is a bad guy everyone can hate.”


It had been an accident. Why were people acting like Ethan had meant to hurt anyone? Sure, he drove a little too fast sometimes, and he got a few tickets now and again, but he wasn’t a monster. Spencer and Ethan dated for two years, even when he was sent away to a behavioral rehabilitation camp. Two years of movie nights, and Valentine’s Day presents, and texts goodnight. He had always been wild, full of life, and had a way of sending a thrill down her spine, but did people really hate him that much?


Olivia sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to unload all of that on you.” As if sensing the shadow looming over Spencer’s head, Olivia tried to lighten the mood. “You’d be happy to know that I’ve got a metric ton of homework for you in my bag, so you’ve got something to do, you crazy person.”


Spencer smiled ever so slightly.









THREE


SPENCER TURNED THE ORANGE PILL bottle over in her hands, worrying at the sticker label with her name on it with the edge of her nail. Vicodin was going to be her best friend for the next few months while she recovered. Earlier in the day, after passing all the discharge checks, she’d been cleared to go home and would start school tomorrow, Monday, a whole week late. Never did she think she’d be so eager to get back to normal.


“One or two tablets every four to six hours as needed,” the doctor said, while her mom packed Spencer’s clothes and things away into a duffel bag she had brought along for the long stay. Spencer was finally going home, and she was more than ready to fall into her own bed and crawl under her own sheets. The doctor was sure to give her the rundown on what to do when not being looked after twenty-four seven. “Try not to take too much more than that if you can help it. Your clavicle will be sore for a long time since we can’t splint it, so try not to move it too much.”


“And that means no field hockey,” her mom said.


The doctor nodded. “Especially no field hockey. Any sort of contact sport, really anything to do with your upper body, is off-limits. That means no carrying heavy things, like helping out with groceries, until we can make sure you’re healing up right.”


“What about school? I can barely hold a pen.”


“I’ll forward a note to your school. You’ll probably have to have someone else take notes for you and carry your books until you’re able to do it yourself. Spencer, need I remind you that you shattered several bones in your wrist? You need to take it easy and manage your pain until you can get back to your usual routine. You can’t rush this.”


Olivia had delivered Spencer’s homework to her every day she couldn’t attend, but her left arm was useless, and writing with her nondominant hand was harder than she’d thought. The idea that someone would need to take notes for her in class was more annoying than she wanted to admit. She had a very particular method of note-taking, and studying in general, that involved intense organization and color coordination. The person would need to be in all her classes, and be good at taking notes like she was, and be willing to tolerate her finely tuned strategies for maintaining her GPA. She couldn’t afford to fall down on her grades, especially not now.


Her dream was to get into Caltech. She wanted to be an astrophysicist, even an astronaut if she could pass the tests, more than anything in the universe, and if she slipped up in even one subject, it could make or break her future. No one, nothing, especially not broken bones, was going to stand in her way.


“How long until I can play?” she asked. “Field hockey is the only thing keeping me sane right now.” Spencer didn’t want to whine, but it hurt being told not to compete. She had been conditioning all summer long, running sprint drills in the park, footwork circuits with cones and jump ropes in her backyard, and going for hour-long runs before even the sun woke up. Being told to sit on the couch was about as easy as telling the sky not to be blue.


“Come back and see me in a couple of weeks when we get your cast off and then we can talk about physical therapy and getting you back onto the field. You want to have use of your hand again, don’t you?”


“Yeah,” Spencer said with a sigh. She knew field hockey wasn’t everything, but a whole part of her life had been taken away in a single instant. Why couldn’t she have broken the bones on the right side of her body? Even the surgeon had said he’d expected her right shoulder to have been broken instead, consistent with car crashes of this type, but of course she couldn’t be that lucky. The important part was that she was expected to make a full recovery. That was what mattered.


The doctor went on, “I also want to help arrange a psychotherapist for your night terrors. PTSD isn’t something that can heal as easily as broken bones, so you need a specialist who can help. Mrs. Sandoval—excuse me, Dr. Sandoval—I’ll forward you a recommendation list so you can decide who is the best fit.”


“Thank you.” Mom and Dad were both veterinarians but still earned their titles as doctors. They were both from immigrant families, and Spencer and her sister were the first generation born in the States.


The doctor left, and her mom packed away the last of Spencer’s things into her backpack before she held out a helping hand for her daughter to slide into a wheelchair, which Spencer thought was a bit of overkill. Without delay, she wheeled Spencer out of the room, almost like she too was finally getting sick of the smell of antiseptic cleaner and soap.


The nurses bid her goodbye as they passed, which was definitely a nice touch on what Spencer could only summarize as being one of the most miserable times of her life, but she smiled and thanked them for their kindness.


In the elevator on the way down, Spencer twisted around to look at her mom. She wasn’t wearing her usual green scrubs with a paw print embroidered on the breast. Sometimes it startled Spencer seeing both of her parents out of uniform, only because they were so often at the clinic. She didn’t want to imagine how many hours they had to close its doors to take care of her.


Their vet clinic, a twenty-four seven emergency animal hospital called Paws Perfect in Culver City, was almost always busy. But Spencer had never seen dark circles as deep around her mom’s eyes as they were now.


“I’m freaking out about school,” Spencer said. “I can’t miss any more days. The Caltech admissions office will probably look at my record and see a gap, and what if they don’t care about what happened?”


Her mom only smiled in that tired but soft way that meant she understood it was Spencer’s perfectionism getting the best of her. She squeezed Spencer’s right shoulder assuredly.


“We’ll figure everything out. Don’t you worry. For now, there’s someone special waiting for you at home.”


The entire drive home, Spencer could barely open her eyes. She had them squeezed shut as she gripped the car door’s armrest, willing herself not to panic. Every time her mom so much as tapped her foot on the gas, Spencer’s stomach lurched like she was going to fall, and she gripped the arm-rest so hard, her fingers were numb and weak. Her hips were still bruised from where the seat belt in the Porsche had stopped her from flying through the windshield, and her sternum ached with the pressure the seat belt put on her chest now in her mom’s Nissan Leaf.


“You okay, Spence?” her mom asked as they paused at a stoplight.


“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Just . . . go. Please?”


The light turned green, and Spencer braced herself. Scream. Float. Crash. Her throat was closing up and she tried not to go back to the crash, but it was easier said than done.


“We’re almost home, sweetheart. Almost there.” She eased the car forward once more.


Spencer was on the verge of tears but held her breath, forcing herself not to cry. It burned in her chest. All she wanted was to fling the door open and throw herself out so she wouldn’t have to endure it any longer.


She wondered if Tabby Hill, the other passenger who’d survived the crash, was feeling the same way about driving. Spencer knew Tabby, who was nonbinary, had just gotten their license. What if Tabby was too afraid to drive now? And Ethan . . . what was Ethan doing right now? Guilt was a monster roiling in her gut. If she’d been the one driving, what would have happened?


She wouldn’t be deathly afraid of moving vehicles, that was for sure.


SPENCER! She heard Ethan’s scream, echoing in her thoughts, a second before the crash. It was a new memory, one that punched her in the gut, and she remembered the terrified look in Ethan’s eyes, the side of his face lit up as the headlights closed in on the tree before . . . His face was all wrong, all wrong, but she didn’t know why.


Spencer covered her eyes with her hands and willed herself to breathe. She counted the seconds it took to inhale, and exhale, until her mom pulled them up to the driveway and turned the car off.


Their house, a cozy Craftsman-style two-story in West Los Angeles, was lit up in the bright blue afternoon sky. Spencer’s car, a beat-up minivan (named “Gertie” because the van looked like a Gertie), which she’d bought off Craigslist when she got her license, would remain parked in the driveway for the foreseeable future. Hope and Dad were already home, waiting for them. She even spotted the flicker of the television through the living room window. Everything about the house seemed normal, and it occurred to Spencer that it was she herself who had changed.


Spencer tried to wiggle herself out of the passenger’s seat, fumbling—thanks to her cast—with the lock on the seat belt. She couldn’t get out of the car fast enough.


“Do you need any help, sweetheart?” Spencer’s mother asked, a permanent furrow between her brows these days.


“I said I’m fine, Mom.” Spencer unclipped her seat belt and opened the door. Her father had already opened the front door, waiting for them with a big grin.


Spencer’s home was a much welcome change from the eggshell-colored walls of the hospital. The living room was the heart of the house, warm and vibrant with plush furniture and low-pile rugs that made one want to curl up with a book plucked from the wall of shelves. Her mom had put a mountain of candles inside the fireplace since they hardly used it. The couch in the living room looked like an awful good place to park herself after the arduous car ride.


Hope already had the right idea, sprawled on the couch with her phone playing a game. Usually she would be in the garage hammering away at her Rube Goldberg machine, but it seemed like she’d been called in to welcome Spencer home, though begrudgingly so. It was actually kind of a relief that twelve-year-old Hope hadn’t changed a bit since Spencer’s accident, being annoying as ever, because that meant some things could get back to normal. Her parents treated her like she was made of glass and might shatter at even the lightest touch.


“I already called dibs on naming her,” Hope said, without looking up from the screen. Her phone dinged cheerily, as if mocking Spencer’s confusion.


“Dibs? Naming her?” Spencer asked.


“Hopie . . . She already has one,” Dad said. He kissed Mom on the cheek as she came into the house, carrying Spencer’s things for her.


Mom threw Hope a withering look that didn’t have any kind of heat behind it. To Spencer she said, “Your father and I—we talked with your doctors, and your father made some calls to get it fast tracked. We had some old friends from school running a program out in Boulder.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Why don’t you go to your room and see for yourself?”


Spencer looked back and forth between her parents, whose faces were bright and excited, and she knew she wasn’t going to get anything else out of them. Curiously, Spencer made her way upstairs, taking the stairs carefully by holding on to the handrail for support, not intending to let her excitement put her back in the hospital, and headed toward her room at the end of the hall.


Her room, warm and inviting, the perfect place for her to throw herself down on the bed and stare up at the glow-in-the-dark stars above, glad that she didn’t have drop ceiling tiles to count anymore. She had taken pride in decorating the room herself, in a soft robin egg blue peeking out behind all her band posters, and she’d even built her desk facing a large window of their quiet street, where she would gaze absently, ruminating over her essays or giving her eyes a break from staring at a screen for hours. She’d missed her room desperately and was glad to be back.


The newest and most unexpected addition to her room was waiting for her at the foot of her bed.


Small sounds of excited panting came from a large crate at the end of Spencer’s four-poster bed and a copper-colored tail wagged through the metal bars. It was a fox-red Labrador, poking its snout through the slates of the crate, watching her with warm brown eyes.


“A dog?” Spencer asked, turning as she heard her dad come up behind her.


He leaned casually on the doorframe. “She’s your service dog. She’s going to be helping you through your recovery.” He avoided saying the term “post-traumatic stress” like it was a curse word. Instead, her parents elected to use “recovery” and “struggles,” as if it made what had happened to Spencer not as crippling as some might make it out to be. Her parents were trained medical professionals, but they were experts in the four-legged variety of medicine. They were trying to make Spencer feel better by lessening the impact of a word like “disorder.”


“Are you sure?” Spencer asked. She’d never had a dog before. Even though they were vets, her parents were at the clinic most of the time, and with Spencer and Hope in school and doing almost every extracurricular offered, no one was home to take care of one. It was like the cobblers’ kids having no shoes. No pets for vets.


Her dad moved toward the crate and put his palm flat against the bars, letting the dog lick his hand. “Of course, we’re sure! She’s here to help. Our friend from school runs a charity in Colorado specifically training dogs to care for people with psychiatric needs. Like pressure therapy, disrupting emotional overload, reminding you to take your medicine, and even waking you up from nightmares, if you have them.” He said if, but he really meant when. Spencer had already woken up every night from flashbacks so real, she’d start screaming in her bed loud enough that the nurses came running. Spencer could hardly contain the bubble of emotion swelling in her chest.


She wanted to feel grateful, but she couldn’t help that instead she felt resentful, and she hated herself for it. It wasn’t the dog’s fault, or her parents’, for that matter. But the dog was a reminder of what had happened. Not only would the evidence literally be on her face, but now she would have a dog at her side, broadcasting to the world that she was . . . broken. Everyone would treat her differently. Everyone would see just how badly her life had been ruined.


Dad unlatched the crate and the dog ambled out, heading straight for Spencer, tail wagging expectantly. The dog was already wearing a vest with patches sewn onto it specifically saying SERVICE DOG and DO NOT PET and I’M AT WORK. She licked Spencer’s hand, then nudged it with her wet nose. Spencer wiped the drool on her jeans. Labs were always so slobbery; she’d seen her fair share at her parents’ clinic, and the coldness of it jarred her.


Her mom appeared behind them, already having swapped out her contacts for her grandma glasses everyone so lovingly teased her about. “We still have to sort it out with the office at Armstrong, because you’ll need to take her out at least once during the school day to go to the bathroom, but your doctors agreed, a service animal is a good idea.”


“That’s right, but remember, Spence,” Dad added, “this isn’t a pet. It’s serious. She’s a working dog, doing an important job. She’s your friend, but she’s also here to help you. She’s to perform specific tasks and not play with your classmates. Understood?”


All manner of thoughts swirled in Spencer’s head. She really wished that things could go back to normal, and a dog right now was feeling like a lot, on top of having to constantly be reminded about what Ethan had done every time she moved her shoulder wrong or caught her reflection in passing. Hesitantly, she asked, “Do I have to?”


“What’s the matter?”


Spencer worried her lower lip with her teeth. “It’s just another reason for people to stare.”


Her parents glanced at each other before her mom said, “Sweetheart . . . It’s for the best. Truly. Once you get used to it, you’ll see.”


“But what if I don’t want to get used to it? What if I want things to be like they were? Normal?”


“This is normal. Lots of people have service dogs. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. This doesn’t change who you are. You’re still you, only now you’re you with a little sidekick.”


Dad said, “We’ll feel better if you had some help when we’re not around. You’ll have more freedom too, especially at school.”
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