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FOR PEPPER,
MY BEST GIRL











Dear Reader,


If you come to this story from the South or from a Southern Baptist or Evangelical Christian background, you may recognize some of the culture it describes. Much of it is approached with humor, because sometimes you really do have to laugh. And though Chloe Green doesn’t believe, her point of view isn’t the only one you’ll encounter in this book. There’s room for the good parts and the bad, the funny and painful and everything in between, because that’s what life as a teenager is—especially in Chloe’s pocket of the world. To explore all of this, I Kissed Shara Wheeler includes elements of religious trauma and homophobia.


For more information, visit caseymcquiston.com.














IT STARTED OUT WITH A KISS . . .


–THE KILLERS





[image: ]









1


HOURS SINCE SHARA WHEELER LEFT: 12
DAYS UNTIL GRADUATION: 42


Chloe Green is going to put her fist through a window.


Usually when she has a thought like that, it means she’s spiritually on the brink. But right now, squared up to the back door of the Wheeler house, she’s actually physically ready to do it.


Her phone flashes the time: 11:27 a.m. Thirty-three minutes until the end of the late service at Willowgrove Christian Church, where the Wheelers are spending their morning pretending to be nice, normal folks whose nice, normal daughter didn’t stage a disappearing act at prom twelve hours ago.


It has to be an act, is the thing. Obviously, Shara Wheeler is fine. Shara Wheeler is not missing. Shara Wheeler is doing what she does: a doe-eyed performance of blank innocence that makes everyone think she must be so deep and complex and enchanting when really, she’s the most boring bore in this entire unbearably boring town.


Chloe is going to prove it. Because she’s the only one smart enough to see it.


She wanted to enjoy her prom night after an entire year chasing early admission deadlines and her spot at the top of the class of ’22. It took weeks to thrift the perfect dress (black chiffon and lace, like a sexy vampire assassin), and it was supposed to be a perfect prom. Not the perfect prom—no dates, no corsages—but her perfect prom. Just her friends in fancy outfits piling into Benjy’s car, screaming Lil Yachty in a room with a chandelier, and collapsing into a Waffle House booth at one in the morning.


But thirty minutes before the prom court was announced, she saw her: Shara, rosy lips and a waterfall of almond-pink tulle, brushing past refreshments on her way to the door. Chloe had been watching her all night, waiting for a chance to get her alone.


Except when she got to the door, Shara was gone, and when student council president Brooklyn Bennett got up on stage to crown Shara as prom queen, she was still gone. Nobody saw her leave, and nobody’s seen her since, but her white Jeep is missing from the Wheelers’ driveway.


So here Chloe is, the morning after, makeup smudged around her eyes and hair crunchy with hairspray, ready to break into Shara’s house.


She finds the spare key inside a conspicuously smooth rock with Joshua 24:15 engraved on it. As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.


The whole drive to the country club, she imagined the look on Shara’s face when she saw Chloe at her door. The big, shocked green eyes, the theatrical gasp, the dawning realization that her little stunt for attention isn’t going to work out the way she planned because Chloe is a hot genius who can’t be fooled. The sheer satisfaction was going to power Chloe through finals and probably like, the first two years of college.


But when she sticks her head through the open door and scans the Wheelers’ enormous kitchen, Shara’s nowhere.


So, she does what anyone else in her position would do. She shuts the door behind her and does a sweep of the first floor.


Shara’s not here.


Okay. That’s fine. But she’s definitely somewhere. Probably upstairs, in her room.


In the upstairs hallway, a half-open door reveals a bathroom that must be Shara’s. Beige-and-pink wallpaper, porcelain countertop lined with rosewater skincare products and a bottle of her signature nail polish (Essie, Ballet Slippers). Chloe hovers at the doorway; this isn’t her objective, but there’s a flower-patterned silk scrunchie next to the sink that she’s never seen before, no matter how many AP classes she’s spent glaring at the back of Shara’s head. Shara exclusively wears her shiny blond hair down. That’s like, her thing. She must put it up to wash her face at night.


Irrelevant.


Chloe pauses at the next door. It’s slightly ajar and marked with a hand-painted pink S.


It’d be a lie—a huge, Willowgrove-Christian-Academyfootball-budget-sized lie—to say she’s never envisioned what sort of perfection incubator Shara Wheeler climbs inside when she goes home every day. A tank of goo to preserve her dewy complexion? A professional hairstylist on retainer? Where does Shara go when she’s not having picturesque Starbucks dates with her quarterback boyfriend or spinning out suspiciously good comparative lit essays? Who is she when, for once, nobody is looking?


Only one way to find out.


She kicks the door open, and—


The room is empty.


Shara’s room is, of course, a nice, normal room. Suspiciously plain, even. Bed, dresser, nightstand, vanity, bookshelf-slashdesk combo, eggshell lamp with a silver chain. There’s a dried homecoming corsage on the windowsill and a tube of Burt’s Bees lip balm in a seashell dish on the dresser, alongside a bottle of lilac body spray and a pile of bookmarked paperbacks for school. The walls are a simple biege, with framed photos of her family and her boyfriend and her flock of identical pointy-elbowed, flowy-haired friends with perfect Glossier faces.


Where’s the Glossier Gang now? Nursing their prom hangovers, Chloe guesses. Clearly, none of them are here looking for clues. That’s the thing about popular kids: They don’t have the type of bond forged in the fire of being weird and queer in small-to-medium-town Alabama. If Chloe tried to ghost like this, there’d be a militia of Shakespeare gays kicking down every door in False Beach.


Why isn’t Shara here?


Chloe clenches her fists, steps inside, and starts with the desk.


If there’s no Shara to interrogate, maybe her room has some answers. She peers through the contents of the desk and shelves, looking for Shara’s Gone Girl calendar with days of the week marked by “gather supplies” and “frame Chloe for my murder.” All she finds are college brochures and a box of pink stationery monogrammed with Shara’s initials—thank-you cards for the imminent flood of graduation checks from rich family. No incriminating diary pages crammed in the wastepaper basket, just the cardboard packaging for some lip gloss.


Jewelry box: nothing notable. Closet: clothes, a carefully organized shoe rack, prom and homecoming dresses zipped inside tidy garment bags. (Who uses garment bags?) Underwear drawer: half-empty, enough modest petal-soft things gone for a week or two. Bed: over the tucked-in ivory quilt, a neatly folded Harvard T-shirt. God forbid anyone forget that Shara got into her first-choice school, with offers from basically every other Ivy in the country.


Chloe releases a hiss through her teeth. This is just a bunch of perfectly normal stuff, suggesting the perfectly normal life of a perfectly normal girl.


She doubles back to the vanity, opening the drawer. Tubes of lip gloss line up neatly in almost identical shades of neutral pink, most half-used, labels rubbing off. At the end of the row, one is brand-new, so full and shiny it could have only been used once, if ever. She recognizes its packaging from the wastepaper basket.


When she twists the cap off, the scent hits her just as hard as it did the first time she smelled it: vanilla and mint.


The window opens.


Chloe swears, drops to the carpet, and crawls under the desk.


A pair of black Vans appears on the windowsill, bringing with them the skinny frame of a boy in distressed jeans and a flannel. He pauses—she can’t see his face, but his body twists like he’s checking that the coast is clear—and then drops down into the room.


Dark curly hair with caramel highlights, light brown skin, long and straight nose, a jawline both square and delicate like fishbone.


Rory Heron. Willowgrove’s answer to every brooding bad boy from every late ’90s teen drama. The most eligible bachelor amongst the stoners-skaters-and-slackers rung of the social ladder. She’s never had a class with him, but she’s heard he doesn’t attend them much, anyway.


She watches as his eyes track the same path she did—the dresser, the bed, the pictures on the wall. After noticing he’s kicked the corsage off the sill and onto the floor, he picks it up with gentle fingers and examines the dried buds before returning it to its place. Chloe’s eyes narrow. What is Rory Heron doing here, in Shara’s bedroom, fondling her corsages?


Then he turns to the desk, sees her, and screams.


Chloe lunges to her feet and slaps her hand over his mouth.


“Shut up,” Chloe hisses. Up close, his eyes are hazel-y brown and wide open in alarm. “The neighbors could hear you.”


“I am the neighbors,” he says when she releases him.


Chloe stares at him, trying to reconcile Rory’s whole persona with the extreme uptightness of the False Beach Country Club. “You live here?”


Rory glares. “What, I don’t look like I could afford to live here?”


“You seem like you’d rather die than live here,” Chloe says. “Believe me, it’s not by choice,” Rory says, still scowling, but in a different flavor now. “You’re—Chloe, right? Chloe Green? What are you doing under Shara’s desk?”


“What are you doing climbing through Shara’s window?”


“You first.”


“I—I, uh,” Chloe stammers. Rory’s entrance startled some of the fire out of her, and now she’s not sure how to explain herself. Her face starts to heat; she wills it to stop. “I heard she ran away last night.”


“I heard the same thing,” Rory says. He talks with the same kind of studied disaffection that he carries himself with, shoulders slumped and impartial. “Did you—do you know where she is?”


“No, I just—I wanted to see if she was really gone.”


“So you broke into her house,” Rory says flatly.


“I used a key!”


“Yeah, that’s still breaking and entering.”


“Only if I commit a crime.”


“Okay, trespassing.”


“What do you call climbing through her window, then?”


Rory pauses, glancing down at the toes of his Vans. “That’s different. She told me she was leaving her window unlocked.”


“Not an invitation, dude.”


“Jesus Christ, I told you, I’m her neighbor. People like, ask their neighbors to check on their stuff while they’re gone all the time. It’s a thing.”


“And that’s what you’re doing?”


“I wanted to make sure she was okay.”


Chloe pulls a skeptical face. “I’ve literally never seen you speak to her in my life.”


“You don’t even know her, do you?” Rory counters. “What are you doing here? Why do you care if she’s gone?”


Why does she care? Because she and Shara have both spent every day of their high school careers dedicated to the singular goal of graduating valedictorian, and the only thing Chloe has ever wanted as much as that title is the satisfaction of knowing Shara Wheeler can’t have it. Because Shara Wheeler has everything else.


Because if Shara’s really gone, that’s a forfeit, and Chloe Green does not win by default.


Because two days ago, Shara found her alone in the B Building elevator before fifth hour, pulled her in by the elbow, and kissed her until she forgot an entire semester of French. And Chloe still doesn’t know why.


“Why do you care?” she snaps back at Rory.


“Because I—I get her, okay? Her stupid-ass friends don’t, but I do.”


“Oh, you get her.” Chloe rolls her eyes. “So that makes you qualified to lead the search party.”


“No—”


“Then what does?”


There’s another pause. Rory shifts his weight from one foot to the other. And then he looks down at the desk, raises his dark brows, and says, “That.”


When Chloe follows his gaze, she finds an envelope sitting innocuously in a pink letter organizer. Shara’s cursive spells out Rory’s name on the front.


Rory’s name?


Rory’s arms are longer, but Chloe reacts faster. She snatches the envelope up and opens it with one finger, taking out a piece of that pink monogrammed stationery, and reads Shara’s flawless cursive out loud.




Rory,


Thanks for the kiss. If you thought I never noticed you, you’re wrong.


XOXO


Shara


P.S. peach100304


P.P.S. Tell Smith to check the drafts. Chloe should have the rest.





“You kissed her?” Chloe demands.


Rory looks ready to dodge a punch, which he might want to save for when Shara’s actual boyfriend finds out. “She kissed me!”


The anger comes screaming back, and Chloe grinds out, “When?”


“Last night. Before prom.”


“Where?”


“On . . . the mouth?”


“Geographically, Heron.”


“Oh. On my roof.”


Shara kissed Rory. And now Rory is standing here, in her room, defending her to Chloe, because he—oh God.


She’s the girl next door, and he’s in love with her. That’s what this is. How absolutely, annoyingly predictable.


“Well, don’t get too excited,” Chloe says. “She kissed me too.”


Rory stares. “You’re fucking with me.”


“I’m really not,” Chloe tells him. “At school, on Friday.”


He squeezes his eyes shut, starts to run a hand through his curls, then stops himself before he can mess up the way he arranged them.


“Okay, so, this”—he gestures between the two of them and the room at large—“makes more sense.”


A miserably awkward silence settles like a cloud of jock B.O. in the school gym on a pep rally Friday. Chloe bares her teeth to speak—


The front door opens downstairs.


“Hell,” Chloe says. She checks the clock on the nightstand: 12:13 p.m. Rory made her lose track of time.


“You’re gonna have to take the ladder,” Rory says, already on the move.


“Shara fucking Wheeler,” Chloe mutters, and she launches herself out the window so violently, she almost misses the first rung.


On the ground, Rory puts the ladder on one slight shoulder and clumsily tries to move it back to the fence. He really is just a very nice face on top of a broomstick, physically speaking. She gets why so many junior and sophomore girls are obsessed with his hot-surly-guy-with-the-guitar-in-the-school-parking-lot vibe, but it’s sad to watch him lift something.


“Here,” she says, reaching for the other side. He grunts unhappily but doesn’t complain.


They climb into his backyard, which is as pristine and lush as the rest of the country club. Back in California, Chloe had never been inside a country club with a subdivision in it, sprawling acreage with a manned gate like a golf course bouncer. She had to pretend she was someone’s nanny to get in.


“Okay, screw it,” Chloe says, wiping at her leftover eyeliner. The back of her hand comes away black. “What does the peach thing mean? From the note?”


“I have no idea,” Rory says.


“Then we’ll tell Smith everything tomorrow at school and see if he knows.”


Rory makes a face. He looks ridiculous, standing inside a gated community pretending to be some kind of dirtbag indie softboy.


“We?” he says. “You want to tell Smith you kissed his girlfriend?”


“Don’t you want to know what she’s doing? Where she is?”


“Why don’t we just wait until she comes back and ask her?”


“What makes you so sure she’s coming back anytime soon?” Chloe demands. “What if she has some kind of—some kind of secret second life in another town, or some sugar daddy she’s holed up with, or something? What if she doesn’t come back before we all leave for college? What if she ghosts everyone forever? What if you spend the rest of your life wondering why, in the name of God, Shara Wheeler kissed you?”


Rory, whose eyes have been narrowing more and more the longer she talks, tucks in one corner of his mouth and says, “She really got you fucked up, huh?”


“Bye,” Chloe says, turning on her heel. “I’ll do it myself.”


“Wait,” Rory calls after her.


She stops.


“When tomorrow?”


“First thing,” Chloe says. “Football Physics is first hour.”


“Great.” He unlatches the gate for her. “I’ll get my affairs in order.”


“Why didn’t you ever audition for spring musical? You’re so dramatic.”


“Not my thing.”


They stand there, Chloe’s keys jingling in her hand, Rory looking like he’s going to start writing depressing poetry about Shara any second. Or whatever his deal is. It feels alarmingly like she’s just been assigned to the world’s worst group project, and she can’t imagine the addition of Smith Parker will be an improvement.


“Um.” Chloe clears her throat. “Maybe . . . don’t tell anyone else? About Shara kissing me? I don’t know if I should’ve . . . well, anyway, I don’t think it should be spread all over school unless she tells people herself.”


Rory shakes his head. “I wasn’t gonna tell anyone.”


Satisfied, Chloe lifts her chin and whips around, forcing the gate open. “See you at school tomorrow. You better show up. I know where you live now.”


“Threat received,” Rory says with a sullen salute, and she shuts him behind the gate.


She crosses the front yard of the Heron house and rounds the corner to a copse of trees and an elaborate fountain in the shape of a very ugly dolphin, where she parked her car.


In the driver’s seat, she finally lets her body relax the way it only can when she’s really, truly alone. Her shoulders slump. Her keys slide out of her hand and onto the floor mat. Her head drops against the steering wheel. The miniature lucky cat on her dashboard waves at her, nonplussed.


She’s been kissed and ditched by Shara Wheeler. And she’s not even the only one.


But . . . that lip gloss. Vanilla and mint. It’s absolutely, 100 percent the lip gloss she was wearing when they kissed. Chloe would never, ever forget that scent.


Which means Shara bought it specifically to kiss Chloe with.


Proof that Shara does, when she’s home at night in her powder-blue room, brushing her hair and painting her nails and winding a rubber band three times around a stack of study cards, think about Chloe.


And that feels a bit like winning.


FROM THE BURN PILE


Handwritten note from Chloe to Georgia




PLEASE DO NOT REACT AUDIBLY if Madame Clark picks this one up and reads it out loud like she did with Tanner’s ranking of girls’ butts I will literally kill you


Okay. So.


Shara Wheeler just kissed me. Like literally just now on my way to fifth hour.


AGAIN PLEASE DO NOT REACT you are calm you are a placid lake you are my moms after a pitcher of hemp tea


I was taking the faculty elevator shortcut, and she got on, and then she kissed me, out of NOWHERE.


And I think I kissed her back??? She’s hot! I panicked! She may be the bane of my existence, but she also looks like she lives in the hills of Sweden and spends all her time embroidering flowers on linen shirts like an extra in Midsommar. She looks like she smells nice and I’m here to report that she does in fact smell nice, like lilacs, except for her lip gloss, which was vanilla and mint. Like, what else am I supposed to do when a girl like that is about to kiss me? Anyone would have done the same thing.


ANYWAY. She kissed me, like really kissed me, like KISSED me, and then she was GONE.


What does it mean??? Shara Wheeler is the most tragic heterosexual to ever cram herself into a Brandy Melville crop top. She was obviously just screwing with me. This is mean straight girl behavior. Right???


What do I do????


Lilacs, Geo. LILACS.
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DAYS SINCE SHARA WHEELER LEFT: 2
DAYS UNTIL GRADUATION: 41


The first thing Chloe saw when her moms’ Subaru crossed into False Beach city limits was Shara Wheeler’s face.


That’s not just what it felt like—although it does seem like Shara Wheeler is everywhere, all the time. It was literally looming forty feet wide over the interstate between a Waffle House and a Winn-Dixie under a swampy gray sky: a pretty blond girl with a pretty smile, holding a stack of textbooks and a protractor.


JESUS LOVES GEOMETRY! the billboard declared, which struck Chloe as a bit of a bold claim. A CHRIST-CENTERED EDUCATION AT WILLOWGROVE CHRISTIAN ACADEMY!


There are a total of five high schools in False Beach, and Willowgrove is the only one with a decent AP program and a theater department with the budget to do Phantom. As a fourteen-year-old literary nerd neck-deep in a goth phase, those seemed like the most important things a high school education could offer her. Her mom went to Willowgrove back in the ’90s, and she tried to warn her what it was like, but Chloe was insistent. If this was her only option, she could put up with the Jesus stuff.


“What kind of name is False Beach?” Chloe asked her mom for the five thousandth miserable time that day as they glided under Shara’s billboard. It was a question she’d been asking since her mom first told her the name of her hometown.


“It’s a beach but it’s not,” her mom answered, same as always, and her other mom flipped a page in The Canterbury Tales, and they kept driving out of the California sunset and into the buttcrack of Alabama.


False Beach sits on the wide banks of Lake Martin, which gives the slight illusion that it might be a beach town like Gulf Shores or Mobile down on the coast, but it’s not. It’s four hours inland from the Gulf of Mexico, closer to Atlanta than to Pensacola, nearly smack in the center of the state. The lakeshore isn’t even sandy, because the lake isn’t a real lake. It’s a reservoir made in the 1920s, surrounded by marshy banks and woods and cliffs.


It’s just a town by some water where nothing interesting ever happens. And, in what Chloe has learned is the nature of small towns, when one thing does happen, everyone knows about it. Which means by Monday morning, all anyone wants to talk about is where Shara could have gone.


Frankly, it’s not that different from every other day at Willowgrove. Here, Shara Wheeler is like Helen of Troy, if she were famous for being both beautiful and too tragically, terribly brilliant for her small town, or Regina George, if her brand was logging double the school-mandated volunteer service hours.


Shara Wheeler’s so pretty. Shara Wheeler’s so smart. Shara Wheeler has never been mean to anyone in her life. Shara Wheeler has the voice of an angel, actually, but she’s never auditioned for a spring musical because she doesn’t want to take the spotlight away from students who need it more. Shara Wheeler is the football team’s good luck charm, and if she misses a game, they’re doomed. Last year, there was a whole movement of freshman girls eyelash-gluing their own Cupid’s bows to recreate Shara’s signature naturally full, upturned upper lip. It’s a miracle nobody has put her likeness on like, the side of a butter container yet.


Today:


“I heard nobody’s seen her since prom night.”


“I heard Smith broke up with her and she lost it.”


“I heard she ran away to build houses for the homeless.”


“I heard she’s secretly pregnant and her parents sent her away until she gives birth so nobody finds out.”


“That’s literally a plotline from Riverdale, idiot,” Benjy calls after a passing sophomore. He sighs and carefully lays his folded Sonic uniform polo for his after-school shift at the bottom of his locker.


Chloe scowls at the mirror on her locker door. Annoying that her life should also have to revolve around Shara Wheeler right now.


“You good, Chloe?” Benjy asks.


“Of course I’m good,” Chloe says, straightening her shiny silver collar pins. Georgia describes her interpretation of the uniform as “doing the most.” Chloe describes it as “please let me feel one sweet hit of individuality before it’s squeezed out of me by lunch.” It’s whatever. “Why wouldn’t I be good?”


“Because you only did one eye.”


“What?” She checks her reflection again. Left eye: expertly executed eyeliner wing in Blackest Black. Right eye: naked as a newborn baby. “Oh my God.”


She whips a liner pen out of the emergency makeup pouch in her locker. It’s been in there so long, she has to scribble on the back of her hand to get it going. She never thought she’d need it.


“Anyway,” Benjy says, picking their conversation back up. “I told Georgia that we have to do movie night at her place this week because Ash wants to watch that Labyrinth movie your mom mentioned, and if my dad walks in and sees David Bowie’s junk in white spandex, he is going to have some questions that I’m not interested in answering. So, we’re—” He breaks off. “Um. Why is Rory Heron coming over here?”


A tiny figure appears over Chloe’s shoulder in the mirror, right under the blunt edge of her bob but growing closer: Rory, looking deeply affronted at having to set foot on campus before third hour.


“I owe him money for a class gift for Madame Clark,” Chloe lies quickly, finishing off her wing and capping the pen.


“Have fun,” Benjy says, and then he’s off to first hour.


Chloe shuts her locker and turns to face Rory. “Glad I don’t have to go back to the country club.”


Rory blinks. “You know your whole deal is like . . . exhausting, right?”


“Thank you,” she says. “Come on.”


She picks her way through the morning crowd to the physics lab, zeroing in on the one around whom every other football player seems to orbit. Smith Parker: Shara’s boyfriend, quarterback, victim of a tragic first-name last-name, last-name first-name situation.


She remembers the day Smith and Shara got together. Homecoming week junior year, when the entire school was consumed by the bizarre Southern ritual of paying a dollar for the student council to send your crush carnations. Chloe was forced to be Shara’s lab partner in AP Chem that year, and Shara had crossed out Chloe’s chemical formula to write her own—Chloe’s was right—when two dozen carnations were dumped all over their lab notes. Every single one was from Smith to Shara, and they’ve been a Willowgrove power couple ever since, which, honestly? Carnations aren’t even that nice of a flower.


As far as Chloe is concerned, Smith isn’t much better than the other football d-bags, all of whom she’s obligated to dislike on principle. When most of last year’s tuition went to stadium renovations and the cheerleading coach is teaching civics, Willowgrove’s priorities are pretty obvious. Every game Smith wins yanks more cash out of arts programs, the only place for students with actual talent.


Up close, Smith Parker is . . . not quite as huge as Chloe thought. He’s more tapered than bulky, more like a dancer than a football player. He’s one of the few athletes Chloe considers good-looking instead of thick-necked hot-ugly: high cheekbones, striking brown eyes with sharp inner corners and arched brows, dark brown skin that somehow remains clear during football season. He’s tall, even taller than Rory. Did he grow somehow since before prom? Has he always been this square-jawed and triangle-shaped? He’s like an SAT geometry problem.


“Smith,” she says. He doesn’t respond at first, still yelling down the hall at one of his teammates—and, really, football season ended four months ago, can they find another personality trait?—so she tries again. “Smith!”


When he finally looks, it occurs to her that Smith Parker may not even know who she is. He definitely at least knows her as that weird queer girl from LA with two lesbian moms, like everyone else does, but does he know who she is? Her reputation for leading the Quiz Bowl team with an iron fist could be meaningless to him. Has Shara told him that Chloe is her only rightful academic nemesis?


“What’s up?” Smith says. He glances beside her to Rory, who is retracting into his uniform sweatshirt, and does a little chin nod.


Chloe purses her lips. “Can we talk to you for a second?”


Smith looks over his shoulder to where Ace Torres is at the door to the physics lab, slapping palms with yet another football guy. It’s common knowledge at Willowgrove that first-hour senior physics is dumbed down and graded on an extreme curve to help student athletes keep their GPAs up.


“I really gotta get to class,” he says.


Chloe releases a hiss. “It’s Football Physics.”


“I know,” Smith says, “but—”


“And it’s the last month of school,” Chloe points out. “Nobody cares if anyone’s late, least of all you.”


“Look, I had a long weekend,” Smith says, turning to her. This time, she can see heaviness around his eyes. She wonders how he spent his Sunday—probably cow tipping with the boys or something. “Can y’all just—”


Rory blurts out, “I kissed Shara.”


Smith freezes. Rory freezes. Untipped cows on the edge of town freeze.


When Smith speaks again, his voice is low. “What?”


“I mean, uh,” Rory says. It’s almost funny, the way all his class-cutting, shoe-gazing edginess shrinks into nothing. Boys are so embarrassing. “She, uh—before she left, we, um—”


“He kissed Shara. And so did I,” Chloe says, stepping up like the Spartacus of people who have kissed Smith Parker’s girlfriend. “I mean, she kissed me, if we’re being specific. But I kissed her back.”


Smith stares at her face, then at Rory’s, then Chloe’s again.


“Y’all think this is funny?” he asks. “Because it’s not.”


“It’s a little funny,” Chloe notes.


“It’s not a joke,” Rory insists.


If Smith knows anything about Willowgrove’s lower social ranks, he should know that Chloe and Rory have never so much as shared eye contact in the hallway, much less a conspiracy to prank the quarterback. The entire ecosystem of Willowgrove depends on rigid divisions between each social stratum. Smith has to know she wouldn’t be upsetting the natural order if she didn’t absolutely have to.


A muscle in Smith’s jaw twitches.


“Well, that pretty much sucks to hear,” Smith says. “Why’re you telling me?”


“Because we need to talk,” Rory attempts. “All of us.”


Chloe takes a more direct approach. “Rory, show him the note.”


“What note?” Smith says.


Rory grumbles but swings his backpack around and unzips it. It’s covered in Thrasher patches and pretentious buttons and contains precisely zero schoolbooks.


“She left us that,” Chloe says when he gives Smith the card. “Do you know what the last part means?”


Smith stares at it for a long minute, then he folds it closed and calmly hands it back.


“You like her, don’t you?” Smith says to Rory. “Still?”


Chloe glances between them, at the pinched set of Smith’s mouth and the unhappy crease between Rory’s thick eyebrows. She doesn’t usually credit too many complicated feelings to teenage boys, but there’s definitely some kind of messed-up history there. The Shara Vortex.


“Kind of,” Rory says, in the voice of a boy who climbed through Shara’s bedroom window the day before.


Smith nods with grim satisfaction and turns to Chloe.


“What about you?”


Chloe blinks and lowers her voice. “I barely even know her. I have no idea why she kissed me. I just want to beat her to valedictorian.”


Smith considers that and nods again. Chloe is starting to suspect she doesn’t get jocks at all.


“I don’t know what peach means,” Smith says, “but the numbers are my locker combination.”


Smith Parker’s locker is a mess.


It at least smells better than the other football players’ lockers, but it’s crammed with textbooks and overstuffed notebooks and more books than he could possibly have to read for a regular English class. There is also a surprising number of cosmetics: tubes of moisturizer, hair ties, dark brown concealer, pomegranate lip balm. He shoves those behind a box of Little Debbie oatmeal pies.


“Really, dude?” Chloe says, nodding to the pies.


Smith shrugs. “Gotta keep my calorie intake up.”


As Smith searches the mess, Chloe stares at the picture on his locker door. It’s Smith and Shara at the homecoming dance last fall, him in a generic button-down-and-dresspants combo, her in that dress.


Chloe didn’t go to homecoming, but she saw Shara’s dress on Instagram like everyone else alive. It was only a blue silk slip with a modest neckline, but it stuck to her like water, and she wasn’t wearing a bra. For a whole week, nobody at school would shut up about it. BBC News at 9, the headlines: GOD’S FAVORITE DAUGHTER SHOWS ONE HINT OF NIP.


She glances over at Rory to see if he’s looking at the same thing, but he’s focused on Smith, who’s yanked something out from behind his Gatorade stash.


“Hold up,” Smith says. “I didn’t put this in here.”


It’s a bag of candy, and there’s a second card from Shara’s stationery tied neatly to it with a pink ribbon. Smith’s name is written on the envelope.


“Peach rings?” Chloe asks.


“She always gives a pack to the cheerleaders who make my game day treat bag,” Smith says. “They’re my favorite.”


“Still?” Rory says.


Smith glares. “What?”


“Peach rings are just kinda middle school,” Rory says with a shrug.


“Are you gonna open it or what?” Chloe butts in.


Smith sighs and pulls the card out, and Chloe skims it over his shoulder before he has a chance to pull it away.




Smith,


I think that, maybe, the problem is that I don’t know how to tell you the truth. Maybe that’s why I had to do this. I don’t know how to tell you, but maybe I can show you.


I promise I’m okay. Don’t be too mad about the kisses. It wasn’t their fault.


XOXO


Shara


P.S. You’re not done with the P.S. from the last one yet. Make sure Rory holds on to it. Shouldn’t be hard.


P.P.S. Tell Chloe it’ll come to her.





“I have no idea what this is supposed to mean,” Smith says, lowering the card to his side. Rory tilts his head sideways to squint at the words.


“You don’t think she’s been like, Liam Neeson Taken, do you?” Chloe asks.


“No.”


“So, she would have left on purpose, then?”


“I guess.”


“Maybe she’s fleeing the scene of a crime? Maybe she killed someone.”


“Doubt it.”


Rory straightens up and cuts in: “Do you even care?”


Oof.


Smith pauses, then shuts his locker.


“Wanna try that again?”


“I mean, I don’t know,” Rory says. “Aren’t you gonna dump her for SEC groupies after graduation anyway? That’d make this pretty convenient for you.”


“Yikes.” Chloe exhales.


Smith bites down on the inside corner of his mouth, nodding slowly with his chin like Rory is an eighty-five-pound kicker on a visiting team. Then he pulls out his phone, unlocks it, and holds it out.


It’s open to his call log, and every single entry—ten calls in the last two hours alone—are the same. Shara, Shara, Shara, Shara, Shara.


“Me and Ace drove around every square mile of False Beach looking for her yesterday,” Smith says. “We checked everywhere she likes to go to see if maybe she was at the Cinemark on Houghton or Sonic or the park with all the magnolia trees by the Dick’s Sporting Goods, and she wasn’t at any of them. I was out there for hours. So, yeah. I care.”


The look on Rory’s face is a blinking cursor at the top of a blank Word document, so Chloe takes the opening.


“Then you need us,” she tells Smith. “Obviously this is . . . some kind of puzzle Shara set up for us, and we all have a piece of it. Once we solve it, we’ll know where she is.”


Smith finally breaks his glare at Rory to look at her.


“Where’s your piece?”


“I’m working on it,” Chloe grouses. “But there’s no point in finding it if we can’t all agree we’re in this together.”


Smith’s attention snaps back to Rory. “You’re cool with that?”


“Look, I don’t want to give a shit about this, but I do,” Rory says, having finally recovered. “If Shara keeps mentioning the three of us, it probably means we’re all supposed to be here, so like, whatever. I’ll do it.”


“So will I,” Chloe says. “Which means if you want to know where your girlfriend is, you gotta get over the fact that she kissed us. Like, quickly.”


All around them, the rest of Willowgrove is filtering into first hour, and every single one of them takes a second to stare as they pass. Chloe Green, the one who scored a 35 on the ACT. Smith Parker, the saint who led Willowgrove to the state champ title two years in a row. And Rory Heron, best known for flooding the bio lab on purpose. The three of them occupying the same spot is ripping a hole in the Willowgrove space-time continuum.


Smith is visibly doing some mental calculations. It’s obvious he and Rory would rather do just about anything than spend another second in each other’s company, which means Chloe’s life is about to be a nonstop tornado of egos, but she can deal with it as long as they get her to a fair victory. Like Willowgrove, it’s a necessary evil.


“I’m in, I guess,” Smith says. He glances sidelong at Chloe. “I get what Shara meant about you.”


Chloe blinks. “What did she say about me?”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“Fine,” Chloe says, definitely worrying about it. “If there’s anything we need to know, like if she said or did anything unusual lately, you should tell me.”


“Us,” Rory corrects her.


“Us,” Chloe agrees.


“The only thing lately,” Smith says finally, “was that she kept saying she couldn’t hang out because she had homework. She does that a lot, but it was like, a lot of homework. So, I guess . . . maybe she was doing something else.”


“Did she seem . . . unhappy?” Chloe asks.


“It’s hard to tell with Shara sometimes,” Smith says.


“Sometimes, she just like, dips. Like she won’t respond to texts for a whole weekend, or she’ll put her phone on airplane mode, no explanation, and two days later it’s like nothing happened.”


“And what do you do?” Rory asks. “When she dips?”


“I never had to do anything before,” Smith says. “She always came back.”




Group Chat Including Chloe Green, Smith Parker, and Rory Heron


sending this to create the chat. please don’t reply unless you have new SW info.


Smith


ok


Smith I literally said not to reply.


Smith


sorry


Chloe changed the name of the chat to “I Kissed Shara Wheeler”


Rory


[image: ]


Smith


hell no


Smith deleted the name of the chat


idk why you’re mad when it’s factually accurate





FROM THE BURN PILE


Contents of one of Rory’s tapes, unspooled. Marked with a green sticker for “personal.”




I kissed Shara Wheeler.


It went like this: I don’t believe in prom as an institution, but it’s still kind of morbidly fascinating, so I climbed out of my window to sit on the roof and watch everyone get out of their rented limos at the clubhouse across the golf course. And that’s where she found me. She hiked up her dress, climbed the trellis by the dogwood tree onto the roof, said “hi,” and then she kissed me. And then she was gone again.


It didn’t exactly feel like the earth-shattering moment I always thought it would, mostly because I was just . . . confused.


I sat there and watched Smith pull up to her house the way I’ve watched him pull up to her house a million times since sophomore year, smiling so wide, I could see how white his teeth are from the roof. He took pictures with Shara in front of her house like nothing had even happened.


Brooklyn Bennett posted a passive-aggressive Instagram story this morning about how the student council spent half their prom budget on a balloon drop for a prom queen announcement that never happened. Jake saw Ace at Sonic and Ace said Smith told him that he went to get Shara’s stuff from purse check, and she was gone before he got back to the dance floor. Everyone’s heard about it by now. Nobody knows where she went, or why.


But I kissed her.
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DAYS SINCE SHARA WHEELER LEFT: 3
DAYS UNTIL GRADUATION: 40


In her bedroom Tuesday afternoon, Chloe winds a silver chain around her finger and thinks of California.


Before freshman year, Chloe had only visited False Beach a few times. She always found it unbearable—no In-N-Out, no boba, only gas station Polar Pops and an Olive Garden with a two-hour wait on Fridays because it was the fanciest restaurant in town. (There have been rumors for years that a P.F. Chang’s is coming, but Chloe still thinks that’s a little too adventurous for False Beach.)


But when her grandma got sick and it was obvious she wasn’t getting better, her mama gave up her spot in the cast of the LA Opera and Chloe gave up her middle school friends and her twice-weekly sashimi for False Beach. That was four years ago.


Four years since she asked a girl in freshman bio why the chapter on sexual reproduction was taped shut and met Georgia, a Willowgrove student since kindergarten. Three and a half years since she ditched her goth phase and Georgia started keeping their five-year post-Willowgrove plan posted up in her locker. This year, Chloe and Benjy finally bullied Mr. Truman, the choir teacher, into choosing Phantom for the spring musical, and the two of them played Christine and Raoul, respectively.


And, it’s been four years since Chloe walked into her first class at Willowgrove and saw the girl from that billboard seated in the front row, highlighters lined up neatly. By the end of the day, she had heard: (1) That’s Shara Wheeler. (2) Shara Wheeler’s dad is Principal Wheeler, the man enforcing Willowgrove’s archaic rules. (3) Her family has more money than God. (4) Everyone—everyone—loves her.


Even Georgia, always unimpressed by Willowgrove in her own quiet way, said when Chloe asked that first week, “Yeah, honestly, Shara’s cool.”


Shara’s not cool. California was cool. Living in a place where it didn’t matter if everyone knew about her moms was cool. Shara is a vague mist of a person, checking all the right False Beach boxes so that everyone thinks they see a perfect girl in her place. What’s cool about that?


(No, Chloe still hasn’t found her own note from Shara. Yes, she has checked everywhere, including the pocket of the oxford that was pressed up against Shara’s cotton polo when they kissed.)


Chloe drops the delicate chain back into the drawer and shuts it, glaring at the bathroom mirror. Why is she looking at the only person in town immune to Shara Wheeler?


“You are cursed with flawless judgment,” Chloe says to her reflection.


In her room, she kicks a stack of college admissions booklets aside to reach her backpack. The hunt for her Shara note will have to wait for a couple of hours. She’s got a date with her French 4 final project, a full essay about uprisings in France from 1789 to 1832, which is due in three weeks. Georgia’s her partner.


“Mom, Titania ate my underwear again,” Chloe says as she sweeps into the kitchen.


Chloe’s mom, who is still wearing her work coveralls and shoving something enormous into the freezer, grunts out, “Sounds like a problem for someone who leaves their underwear on the floor, not me.”


“That’s the third pair this month. Can I have some money to go to Target tomorrow?”


Titania, the house cat in question, is perched on top of the refrigerator and surveying them both like a tiny panty-eating lord. She’s tempestuous and vindictive and has been a part of the Green household almost as long as Chloe has. Chloe’s moms like to blame her for Chloe’s personality.


“Check the change jar,” she says.


Chloe sighs and begins counting out quarters.


“What is that?” she asks, watching her mom rearrange frozen vegetables to make room for the mysterious icy bundle. “Did you kill someone?”


“Your mother,” she says as she finally manages to cram the thing in, “has requested a Southern feast when she gets home from Portugal this weekend. A very specific one.” She pats the hunk of meat once and turns to Chloe, a bit of short, dark hair falling over her forehead. She used to have Chloe help her dye it blue, but she’s kept it natural since the move. “This, my child, is a turducken.”


“You lost me at turd,” Chloe says. “But continue.”


“It’s a chicken stuffed inside a duck stuffed inside a turkey.”


“Where did you even get that?”


“I know a guy.”


“That’s . . . upsetting.”


Her mom nods and shuts the freezer. “My wife is a woman of refinement.”


Because Chloe and her mom were both miserable about the move, her West Coast mama resolved to be aggressively positive about discovering the South. She bought a red Bama shirt to wear in her vegetable garden and a matching set of houndstooth luggage for her work trips abroad. She even put up a framed photo of Dolly Parton on the kitchen windowsill. It’s a whole thing.


But her favorite activity has been seeking out every possible Southern delicacy. Back home, the most Alabama thing about their kitchen was the pitcher of sweet tea Chloe’s mom always kept in the fridge. Now, her mama has insisted on learning how to fry chicken thighs and green tomatoes, sampled each item on the Bojangles menu, and become a regular at every soul-food joint in town.


And apparently, she’s going to make Chloe eat some kind of nightmare poultry matryoshka, which is even worse than when she roasted a chicken by shoving a can of Miller Lite up its ass.


“I’m gonna walk across that stage to get my diploma and keep walking until I hit a city with a Trader Joe’s,” Chloe says.


“Hey.” Her mom folds her arms as she peers across the kitchen at her. “Is this normal baseline Chloe curmudgeon behavior, or are you cranky because you miss your mama? Is one mom not good enough for you?”


Chloe shrugs it off, gathering up her purse and keys from the table by the back door under one of her mama’s abstract paintings of boobs. “I’m fine.”


“Or is it whatever has been making you act weird since last week?”


“I’m fine!” Chloe snaps. “You try wearing bikini bottoms as underwear and see how pleasant you are!”


“Okay. But, you know. If you need to talk about anything. Girls, boys, whatever. The end of senior year brings up a lot of emotions for everyone. I know you’re—”


“Bye!” Chloe calls as she breaks for the door. If she slams it fast enough, she’s sure the ghost of Shara can’t follow.


It takes fifteen minutes to drive to the center of False Beach from Chloe’s house, and absolutely nothing of consequence but a Dairy Queen is passed along the way.


What the locals call “downtown” is a single main street lined with historic redbrick buildings and two-story shops pressed up against one another with iron balconies and Southern small-town charm. It all leads up to a white courthouse, towering with cast-iron pillars and a wide town square at its feet, Civil War era. There used to be some ugly Confederate monument at the square’s center, but two summers ago someone pulled it down in the middle of the night and rolled it into Lake Martin, which is the only cool thing that’s ever happened in False Beach. Last year, the city council held a contest to choose a new town mascot and installed a bronze statue of the winner: a rearing deer with huge antlers named Bucky the Buck.


Chloe takes a left at the square and parks in front of Webster’s Ice Cream right as the bell tower chimes five o’clock in the evening.


Belltower Books, so named because it sits inside the base of the tower, is pretty much the only place in False Beach worth being. It’s small, only two cramped rooms plus a third that requires a climb up a ladder and special permission, with books piled high on every available surface, like the floor, or the shelf above the toilet, or the top of a terrarium containing a fat iguana. Every hour on the hour, the bell in the tower echoes through the walls of the store, rattling all the way down to the front desk, where Georgia’s dad sits in his aviator glasses and listens to The Eagles.


She finds Georgia perched on the top of the ladder with a paperback, the bottom half of her uniform traded for rolled-up gray sweats and Tevas. The two of them look a lot alike—brown eyes, thick eyebrows, angular jaws—but Chloe’s aesthetic is more dark academia and Georgia’s is more backpacking granola baby butch. They even have almost the same short, dark hair, but Chloe has blunt, decisive bangs, while Georgia doesn’t care who sees her forehead.


Georgia is the kind of person who enters a room like she’s stepped inside it a thousand times, knows where everything is, including the exits, and isn’t worried that anything could have possibly changed since the last time she was there. She’s too tall to look small, too gentle to be imposing, too smart in ways that have nothing to do with chemical formulas or antiderivatives to care about her GPA. One time, in their creative writing elective, Chloe was assigned to describe a person with one word. She chose Georgia and described her as “sturdy,” like a tree, or a house.


It’s a miracle that someone like Georgia coalesced from the primordial ooze of Alabama. Life would be unbearable without her.


Chloe reaches up and taps twice on the side of Georgia’s ankle. “Whatcha readin’?”


Georgia flashes the cover without looking up from the page: Emma.


“Austen? Again?”


“Look.” Georgia sighs, apparently finished with the passage she was on. She never speaks when she’s mid-passage. “I tried one of those literary contemporaries Val suggested—”


“Please don’t call my mom Val.”


“—and the thing about books these days is, a lot of them are just not that good.”


“And yet you want to write a book these days.”


“The trick is,” Georgia says, shutting her book, “I will simply write a good one.”


“I don’t get the Austen thing with you,” Chloe says as Georgia slips between the rungs of the ladder to the shag rug below. “I always found Emma annoying.”


“The book or the character?”


“The character. The book is fine.”


Georgia leads the way to the front desk, announced by the echoing clangs of the water bottle she always carries as it collides with bookshelves and chairs. Georgia’s mom waves from across the store, headphones on as she does inventory.


“Why is Emma annoying?” Georgia asks.


“Because she’s manipulative,” Chloe says. “I don’t think she really makes up for everything she does to everyone else by the end.”


“The point of the book isn’t for her to make everything right. It’s for her to be interesting,” Georgia says, slipping behind the desk for her things. “And I think she is—she’s this girl trapped in the same place she was born, so bored with what she’s been given that she has to play around with people’s lives to entertain herself. It’s a good character.”


“Sure, okay.”


“Also, it’s romantic. ‘If I loved you less, I might be able to talk about it more.’ Best line in Austen’s entire body of work. And I’ve read them all, Chloe.”


“How many of them have you read?” Chloe deadpans.


“All of them.”


Chloe laughs, eyeing the books behind the counter.


“Anything new in the ol’ CMFC?”


While Georgia rereads Regency classics, Chloe’s favorite stories are the ones where the headstrong young woman on a cinematic journey to master her powers falls for the monster who’s been antagonizing her all along. Georgia knows this, so she curates a stack of books behind the counter for Chloe and adds to it every time they get something Chloe might like. She affectionately calls it Chloe’s Monster Fucker Collection.


“One,” Georgia says. She plucks a battered paperback off the top of the stack—one of those ’80s high fantasies with a loinclothed, mulleted elf on the cover. Her mama has a million. “Fairy princess on a heroic quest ravished by evil elf mercenary. Straight though.”


Chloe sighs. “Thanks, but I’m maxed out on male villains for the month,” she says.


“Thought so,” Georgia says. She chucks it toward a box of secondhand books to be shelved. “Still on the hunt for the megabitch of your dreams.”


“It doesn’t have to be an evil queen,” she says. “It’s just preferred.”


While she does like boys, she generally finds the traits of a compelling villain—arrogance, malice, an angsty backstory—tedious in a man. Like, what do hot guys with long dark hair even have to be that upset about? Get a clarifying shampoo and suck it up, Kylo Ren. So your rich parents sent you to magic camp and you didn’t make any friends. Big deal.


“If the girl’s going to end up with a dude who’s a monster,” Chloe says, “it needs to be—”


“Phantom,” Georgia finishes for her as they head outside, because she’s heard it five hundred thousand times.


“Monster on the outside, but on the inside, he cares about her career goals!” Chloe says. “Call me old-fashioned, but a man’s place is in the basement, preparing vocal exercises for his more talented wife.”


“You are as insane as the day I met you,” Georgia says. “All I want is a nice girlfriend in a cottage where we have philosophical conversations over scones or something.”


“And I support you,” Chloe says, “in making that your retirement plan when you’re like, thirty and tired of living in New York with me.”


“Thanks so much,” Georgia says, sliding into the passenger seat. “God, I’m starving.”


“Same,” says Chloe, whose appetite has made a quick turnaround from turduckens.


“Taco Bell?” Georgia says, like always.


“God, my left boob for a Shake Shack,” Chloe says as she cranks up the engine. “This town is so depressing. I bet nobody in city limits other than you, me, and our parents even knows who Jane Austen is.”


“My parents have kept a bookstore open here for twenty years, so I’m pretty sure the average False Beach resident isn’t that illiterate,” Georgia points out. “You know, Shara Wheeler came in for Emma a couple months ago.”


“Ew.”


“I can say her name. She’s not Beetlejuice.”


“She’s not,” Chloe agrees. “She’s worse.”


In terms of popular after-school locations for social gatherings, the Taco Bell three minutes from campus is Willowgrove’s Met Gala. It’s where you go to see and be seen. It’s where every sophomore gets their first after-school drive-thru when they score their license. Last fall, Summer Collins and Ace Torres were rumored to have had an explosive breakup in the parking lot that ended in a Baja Blast to the face.


It also means that about half the part-time staff is composed of Willowgrove students whose parents forced them to get a job. The drive-thru cashier on Tuesday nights is a Willowgrove junior named Tyler Miller with a tragic haircut and a trombone on lease from the school. Taco Bell has been Chloe’s Tuesday night tradition with Georgia ever since last summer, when her mom fixed the engine on her old car and handed over the keys, so she’s spoken to Tyler more times through a crackly speaker than she has on campus.


When she pulls up to the window, he nearly fumbles her change.


“Um, hang on,” he says after passing over her order. “There’s something else.”


The window shuts.


She shoots a confused look at Georgia, who checks the bag, then shakes her head and shrugs.


The window reopens, and Tyler clumsily hands something over.


“I’m, um, supposed to give this to you.”


It’s a sealed envelope. A pink one.


Sirens wailing in her head, she snatches the card and flips it over. Her name is written on the front. She stares down at it: the gentle arcs of the H, the perfect loop of the O.


She whips back to Tyler. “You couldn’t have given it to me at school?”


“I—she—she brought it here last week and told me specifically to give it to you the next time you came through the drive-thru,” he says.


“Who did?” Chloe demands.


His voice comes out shaky when he says it, like it’s the name of an angel, “Shara Wheeler.”


“And you just did it?”


“That’s the first time Shara Wheeler has ever spoken to me in my life,” he tells her dreamily. “I didn’t even think she knew I existed.”


“Oh my God,” Chloe says, and she slams on the gas.




Chloe,


Your mom graduated Willowgrove with my parents. You know that, right? I remember them talking about it at the dinner table the summer after eighth grade.
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