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To my grandpa, whom I miss dearly






CHAPTER ONE

It’s a cruel thing, what the Vaughns are asking, but Kyla’s father told her that they were allowed a little bit of cruelty, after what someone took from them.

“We don’t trust anyone else. We barely trusted the coroner,” Mrs. Vaughn said when they came into the funeral home, her voice steadier than her hands. Kyla had watched as the woman fiddled with her ring, loose on her slim finger. “They kept her body for two extra days than they said they would. Two. And they wouldn’t tell us why. No one would tell us why.”

“We want to have the funeral a few days before school starts, so that… that Jason can have a chance to mourn. Tell us you can do it by then?” Mr. Vaughn asked gruffly. He kept his eyes trained on the ceiling, in a way that Kyla had seen only twice before. He was trying not to cry.

Kyla wanted to say that was impossible. That they needed more time to put together a half-decent ceremony, let alone the kind of proceedings that someone like Erin deserved.

But this was the Vaughns, so it would be done.



Now Kyla stands above her best friend’s body. Erin’s nails are still chipped from when she and Kyla tried yet another new tumbling pass last Tuesday, but her delicate hands have turned blue. She looks nothing like herself. She looks everything like herself. And Kyla can’t believe the Vaughns could bring her here. Could be so, so cruel.

“They’re going through something,” Dad says.

I’ve been going through something, Kyla thinks. For six days, three hours, fifty-one minutes.

She bends closer, close enough that she can see her reflection in Erin’s empty, glassy eyes. Kyla knows the cause of death. She’s seen the death certificate herself, another rush order made possible by the breadth of the Vaughns’ reach.

Manner of death is listed simply—homicide. Kyla mouths the word, rolling it around on her tongue, but can’t quite manage to force it out. Cause of death seems to have been far more complicated to discern, but the body never tells a lie, especially not dead ones. Blooming bruises across Erin’s back and legs, where she’d collided with the cliff on her way down. Her ankle at a strange angle, like a broken doll. The mark on her head that had ended her pain. The press of ten fingertips forever imprinted on her skin where someone had gripped her tight, shook her, and shoved.

“Do they have any idea of who might’ve—” Kyla starts then stops, struck by the thin line of purple along Erin’s temple that disappears into her hair. Kyla used to rap her fingers against Erin’s head, a childhood taunt about Erin being a little mindless. Now Erin’s had a knock on the head hard enough to make her truly mindless. Voiceless. Lifeless.

She lies on the embalming table, so very still, and it’s wrong. This is a girl who has always been in motion. Kyla is the still one.

That’s no longer true.

Kyla and her father breathe heavily, not sure where to start. Exactly sure where to start.

“Kyla, honey, you don’t have to be here,” Dad says.

Kyla blinks slowly. Yes, she does. She knows Erin best. She has to be the one to put her back together.

“I’ll get my gear.” She goes to the locker and pulls her scrubs over her loungewear, already overheating, her oversized T-shirt clinging to slick skin. She doesn’t have a wig on, but her hair is braided down, so it’s easy to pull the scrub cap over her head.

Her father snaps the respirator around the back of her head and Kyla feels like an alien. Good. An alien belongs to space, to the infinite nothing. An alien does not know Erin Vaughn. An alien does not need to mourn Erin Vaughn.

So it’s an alien that helps her father through the process of making Erin Vaughn forever sixteen. An alien that freezes Erin’s face into a gentle expression, softening her edges into something so different from her usual ferociousness. It’s an alien that brushes Erin’s hair back from her face, an alien that doesn’t flinch when her father makes the small incisions with loving care and pumps the blood from Erin’s body, replacing it with formaldehyde.

Kyla Graves peeks through her alien skin and wishes she could steal away Erin’s heart and bury it in the wet ground, at the base of their heart tree in the back. But then her father tucks Erin’s heart (Kyla’s heart) away again where she can’t touch it, can’t see it, and Kyla is the alien again. This is something that Kyla knows how to do even if she’s not quite old enough yet that she should. It shouldn’t make a difference that it’s Erin, she tells herself.

Then Kyla loses time.

She’s been doing that a lot in the past six days.

When she comes back, her father is talking and Kyla nods her way through a conversation while she waits for the formaldehyde to fight back rigor mortis.

They must have washed Erin again for the chemical stains. The places that the morgue missed. Because the purple stain at her hairline is gone now and she looks at peace. Alien Kyla can tell herself that Erin is asleep, even though the real Kyla knows Erin always slept wild, twitching and restless. Maybe it’s just a really good sleep, the deep kind after a night out, or a hard dance practice.

There is one thing left to do and she knows exactly how.

“Let me do her makeup,” Kyla says.

“Yeah?” Dad asks quietly.

“Yes. She should look like herself,” Kyla decides.

The day they were finally allowed to wear makeup every day came not long after they’d turned thirteen. Mrs. Vaughn promised them she’d take them to work with her to get the basics. It had been a big to-do, Kyla’s dad nervous about letting her take off school for something as frivolous as makeup. Mrs. Vaughn had taken his hand and assuredly said, “There is nothing more important than a girl’s first foundation,” and with no other mother to dispute this, Dad had taken her at her word.

Entering Cook Cosmetics, Kyla and Erin had been dressed in their best outfits, ones that they’d painstakingly chosen over the course of a week. Both of them were called “so sophisticated” by the receptionist in the whitewashed lobby, accented by Cook’s sea green, and that’s how they’d known they were correct in their selections.

When finally lunchtime came around, Mrs. Vaughn had ferried them with smug delight through long hallways lined with large, framed Cook advertisements, each painted and marked with a placard stating the year. They passed years of Cook history, years of one woman climbing to the top, then pulling the women and girls of Prophets Lake along with her, until finally, they came to an unassuming door.

“What is this?” Erin said, voice dripping with disdain. She was already tired, just a few hours in, bored with the monotony of her mother’s day-to-day, in sharp contrast to what she’d been expecting—shopping and brand planning. Kyla had been fascinated, even by the number of emails Mrs. Vaughn had been greeted with from the very first moment that she’d opened her swollen inbox. Mrs. Vaughn was a big deal.

“Beauty,” Mrs. Vaughn said as she shoved the door open, revealing the most magical place in the entire world—the Cook Cosmetics’ product closet.

Each shelf was lined with sea-green matte foundation bottles, slim eye-shadow palettes, pans of bronzer and highlight, tubes of lipstick, and fluffy brushes. Kyla’s stomach dropped between her legs, her want so strong, but she shoved her hands behind her back, even as Erin lunged forward, hungry.

“Only three things, girls,” Mrs. Vaughn said, nodding at the intern in all black, tucked into the corner. The intern dutifully went to assist Erin.

Kyla had to be brought forward by Mrs. Vaughn.

“You won’t ever have to look far for your shade with Cook, Kyla,” Mrs. Vaughn reassured her, handing her the soft matte bottle, the sea-green bulb at the top waiting to be twisted open to reveal the thick formula that would melt perfectly into Kyla’s skin.

That day, Kyla came away with a lip gloss, a foundation, and a mascara. Mrs. Vaughn spent the evening teaching them how to apply it perfectly.

Not two days later, Kyla returned, eager for another lesson, but instead she watched as Mrs. Vaughn discovered Erin’s gluttony, the horde of product that she’d shoved into her pockets and her bag, some of the eye-shadow palettes now crushed to fine powder at the bottom. It was a shouting match, not unusual. “Why can’t you ever listen, Erin? Kyla listens! You never understand the consequences of your actions,” Mrs. Vaughn shouted. The intern that assisted Erin had been dismissed for crimes she hadn’t committed.

Kyla doesn’t know if Mrs. Vaughn ever told anyone what had really happened, if that intern was ever exonerated.

It doesn’t matter now, anyway. Erin’s finally faced the consequences of her own actions. She’s paid a much higher price.

The thought forces her back to the present. Kyla reaches for Erin’s curated assortment of Cook Cosmetics products, delivered by the Vaughns and stained around the edges from use. She is careful as she paints Erin almost back to life. A flawless base with a satiny finish. Feathery eyebrows, no shadow underneath. Erin had no patience for that. Not for precision, either. She liked her liner messy. Mrs. Vaughn would prefer something neater, but Kyla smears kohl around Erin’s eyes anyway. Clumps on the mascara, too. She looks like she’s going to a party. She looks like Eleanor Rigby.

She looks like the night she died.

“Is that right?” Dad asks, hesitant.

Kyla finishes her off with setting spray. “It’s perfect,” she says lovingly. “She looks like herself.”

“Okay. Good,” Dad says. “Good. Kyla…”

She doesn’t listen. She grips Erin’s hand tight in hers.

Erin doesn’t squeeze back like she always did.

Kyla can squeeze as hard as she wants, squeeze so hard that all Erin’s death-stiffened fingers snap, and the girl wouldn’t make a sound. Erin wouldn’t scream. She wouldn’t laugh. She wouldn’t smile and she wouldn’t rage. There’s nothing but a body that looks like Erin but isn’t. There never will be an Erin Vaughn again.

Kyla cradles Erin’s hand, thumbing lightly over her knuckles as she comes to terms with the idea that she’ll never feel the warmth of Erin’s palm again. She comes to terms with the fact—because the alien needs facts—that it’s all her fault. She commits this thought to her heart.

And then she drops her best friend’s hand.






CHAPTER TWO

Mikky drives back to Prophets Lake with only an obituary, his phone, and a weekender bag on his passenger seat. He doesn’t even have a full suit. Never needed one. His mother said he’d be fine with a nice black button-down and dress pants, but even those she’d had to take him to buy. Because his idea of too-tight and Prophets Lake’s idea of too-tight are very different.

He keeps the windows down despite the heat, breathing in the smell of pine. He loves the city, but even after getting used to Boston’s aroma of stale urine and body heat, he’s missed this smell. He feels good.

Or as good as he can, knowing that Erin Vaughn is dead.

The Erin in his mind is still thirteen, just growing into herself. A feisty, blond slip of a girl with an ego you’d say was the size of the moon if she didn’t have talent the size of a planet to back it up. But even with that ego and talent, she refused to let Kyla relegate herself to the role of sidekick. No, they were the dynamic duo. Equals. Inseparable. It was the only reason Mikky had felt sort of okay leaving Kyla nearly three years ago.

But now Erin’s gone. And Kyla is… alone.

Mikky shakes the desolate thought away. He’s almost there. He’s going to see her and he’s going to hold her hand and he won’t let her feel alone in that big house that smells like formaldehyde and his father’s famous chicken chili.

When he pulls off the freeway toward Prophets Lake, he is one of three cars to do so while the rest rush on, passing by the exit. Unsurprising. The namesake lake is pretty but there are prettier ones nearby, with much kinder histories.

He turns onto the main road and then slowly pulls over onto the shoulder and sits there, looking up at the city limits sign.


WELCOME TO PROPHETS LAKE (POP. 6,063.5)



It hasn’t changed. That doesn’t bode well for Mikky’s time here. When Mikky tells people where he’s from, he always thinks of this sign. It flashes across his memory in faded sepia glory, the bright blue of the painted lake burnt out by the sun. The shapeless trees that sit on the edge made of sloppy, haphazard brushstrokes. There is no apostrophe. The lake does not belong to the prophets. And no, “.5” isn’t a typo either, though Mikky has never been sure what it means.

It’s something his dad would know, and he’s probably told Mikky enough times, but Mikky always found it hard to retain information passed along to him in long sessions huddled over corpses. Dad’s a self-described town historian. His family, like so many other families here, has roots going back three generations. People don’t leave Prophets Lake. Those that do tend to become ghost stories.

What kind of haunting has Mikky left behind?

He climbs out of the car, feeling the suspension rock dangerously. He should’ve done what his mother told him to—get the car serviced before taking the long drive—but Mikky knew something was wrong with it and didn’t have time for them to figure it out and fix it. He walks evenly on the ground, his platforms crunching over gravel and dirt on the cracked paved road. Slowly, he settles himself on the hood of the car and memorizes the sign again, savoring this last moment of peace before he crosses into town.

He doesn’t have to wait long for the peace to break. He hears the Jeep before he sees it, and when he finally does, it’s a hulking monstrosity of chrome and black with custom hunter-green rims. The Wrangler makes Mikky’s little used sedan look like a toy car, one of those Hot Wheels he used to line up on his headboard before he went to sleep.

Jason Vaughn jumps down from the Jeep, dressed for the funeral already.

“Mikky Graves, welcome home,” Jason says, holding his arms wide open.

Mikky slides off the hood and throws his arms around Jason, clapping his back, all manly-like and whatever. They pull apart and Mikky grabs Jason’s shoulder, shaking him once.

“Hey, man. I’m so sorry,” he says earnestly.

Jason looks up at the sky as if he’s willing back tears from his glossy eyes. Then he slips back and shutters his gaze, folding his arms over his chest, carefully evading any more emotions that might erupt from Mikky’s sincere condolences.

“Thank you for coming,” Jason says. “I didn’t think you would.”

Mikky gets it. He doesn’t hold it against him. Mikky’s not the most reliable when he promises to come back, and even when he does… he’s not always the most sociable. He sighs as he looks back at the sign. “What are you doing out here?”

“I needed to take a drive,” Jason says. “I can’t… go there yet. See her like that. I don’t know.”

“How are your parents?” Mikky asks, because he doesn’t want to ask the question really on his mind: How did she die?

Jason plays ball. “Dad is doing as best as he can, considering the circumstances. Mom is… struggling,” Jason says. His mouth pinches with a strained emotion that Mikky can’t read. “She keeps trying to go back to work.”

“Sometimes keeping occupied helps,” Mikky says. These aren’t his words but they come out smoothly anyway. He knows all the slogans of grief because of his father. It’s the family trade. “There’s no right way to deal with this sort of thing. Your sister was so…”

There is no right way to describe Erin Vaughn. Especially not in the past tense.

Jason knows this. “When Mom doesn’t try to go to work, she keeps calling the police station. I’m trying to get her to stop. Hamish is getting tired of telling us they have no leads yet,” Jason says, pinching the bridge of his nose. The lack of news is taking a toll on him, too.

Suddenly Mikky feels bad for asking even though it’s the right thing to do. He knows Jason won’t fault him, though. They’ve been friends too long, anyway, and Jason’s already been a little more than generous to him. Mikky left without saying goodbye, after the first semester of their freshman year, and Jason has never held it against him. Not even when Mikky went through a phase of pretending everyone from Prophets Lake but Kyla and his dad didn’t exist. Mikky is more self-aware now. He doesn’t have to do that anymore.

“This is so fucked,” Mikky mumbles.

“Yeah, it is,” Jason agrees as he pats himself, searching for something.

Mikky reaches into his own pocket and offers a hit from his vape. Jason looks at him, grateful, and Mikky suddenly remembers thinking Jason was the most beautiful boy in the world, with his golden-brown hair and ears a little too big and scabby knees and skin stretched too thin over bones that outpaced the rest of him. He’s grown into those ears and bones now, but Mikky doesn’t feel those melting-butter emotions anymore. It’s the last thing either of them needs anyway.

Jason looks more grounded on his exhale. “It’s barely been a week since they found her out there on the beach. Like, not even half a camp session. I don’t miss her yet. I don’t know how to,” Jason explains. But just as quickly as the admission comes, he sneers at his own vulnerability and passes the vape back roughly. Then he pushes off the car.

Before he can leave, Mikky finally asks the other question he’s been holding back: “How’s Kyla?”

“You haven’t called her?” Jason asks.

Mikky has called Kyla, thank you very much. Every single day since he got the news. Not from her. His father had called his mother first; that’s how Mikky knew something was wrong. His parents never spoke. After his mother had quietly broken the news, Mikky called Kyla ten times in the hour. Then every day until he finally got the funeral details from Dad. She never picked up. Kyla always picks up, because calling indicates an emergency. The last time Mikky visited for Christmas, he’d broken down on the highway, and Kyla had picked up his call on the second ring. Nothing feels more like an emergency than Erin Vaughn’s death, and yet—

“She never answered. Anyway, we shouldn’t be late,” Mikky says.

“Is that what you’re going to wear?” Jason asks.

Mikky laughs. “Do you not like it?” he asks, gesturing down at his slippery black vinyl pants, zippers like gaped mouths around the brown skin on his knees and shins, and his tattered denim jacket, so frayed, the sleeves hang like fringe.

“I don’t think my mother will appreciate it, but I think you look sick, dude,” Jason says, raising his hands placatingly.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got dress pants. I’ll change in the car,” Mikky sighs.

Jason nods. “Good man,” he says. “See you at the cemetery.”

Mikky looks down at his chipped cherry-black nails, and doesn’t move until he hears the Wrangler start up again, uproarious and gas guzzling and everything wrong with consumerism and masculinity. He wishes he’d thought to repaint his nails before he came. Or that he’d thought to bring a bottle of polish for a touch-up. Mikky wonders if this is still Kyla’s favorite nail color too. Most of all, he wonders if she’d even tell him.






CHAPTER THREE

Mikky promised his mother that he’d quit vaping. As he lingers by his car after the funeral, he can practically hear her voice, spouting off statistics: “Forty-six point seven percent of students use e-cigarettes, and thirty-six point eight percent of high school students who vape also use other tobacco products. It’s really just as bad as smoking. That’s the facts. You don’t want to be a statistic, do you, Mikky?”

And then he takes another hit.

“Sorry about being a statistic,” he murmurs to his mom, off in Boston, probably missing him. He squints up at the community center. It’s been renovated since the last time he was here. Everything all shiny and new. He wonders if this is the inaugural event—a repast. Christ.

Mikky watches his father approach from the corner of his eye, and doesn’t bother to hide his vape. After all, he’s not the only one that’s part of a statistic. There are three people hovering near the community center doors—two girls and a hawkish boy—all sucking at slim black vapes. But unlike him, they’re peering owlishly into a single phone from behind the expensive sheen of their flawless powder, recording themselves. It’s grotesque.

Mikky nearly interrupts them, but his father sidles up to him, redirecting Mikky’s attention.

“It was a nice service, Dad. Good job,” Mikky says.

“Thanks, kiddo,” his father says as he wraps an arm around Mikky’s shoulders and squeezes. It’s an awkward stretch; Mikky is slightly taller than his father now. He slumps to make it a little easier but accidentally smothers his father with his curls instead. Dad goes on, undeterred. “I didn’t realize that you were here until I saw you walking out at the end there. Did your sister see you?”

She hadn’t, but Mikky had seen her,. It was an outdoor funeral, right in the cemetery, and Kyla was at the very front, at the end of the first row, next to Jason. Too close for Mikky to join her without drawing attention.

The Vaughns hadn’t been able to keep their composure. Mikky can still hear the cracked weeping from Mr. Vaughn’s shredded throat and see Jason taking swipes at his eyes again and again, banishing any tears that might have shown themselves. But Kyla had been stock-still, staring straight forward. Not crying. Almost expressionless. Only when they had to walk past the casket for one last glance had she leaned in and whispered something. One last secret between two best friends—sisters, almost.

When Mikky went up, he’d looked at Erin and refused to flinch either. The body was perfect. As perfect as it could be after death. Her makeup was impeccable and he knew instantly it had been Kyla—she’d done well. A normal person would think how messed up that is, for Kyla to have worked on Erin’s body. But he knows his sister. He can’t imagine it being anyone else, and he bets neither could she.

“I met up with Jason before the service,” Mikky says, shaking out of the memory.

“Yeah. He’s been… holding them together. Really stepped up,” his dad says gruffly.

Mikky squirms. He needs to step up too. Find his sister. But he looks again at the people taking selfies at a fucking repast, blocking the way.

Dad realizes. “Oh… Kyla said those are Erin’s internet friends. Some kind of influencers. Like she was.”

Mikky vaguely knows that Erin was an influencer. He was one of the precious few that she followed back on Instagram, and the algorithm relentlessly threw her posts at him on the few occasions that he deigned to go on the app. He only ever goes on to check on Kyla.

Kyla, whom he needs to see. He pulls away from his dad, tugs at his wrinkled button-down, and opens his arms wide. “How do I look?” he asks, stalling. It’s a little narcissistic of him, to be worried about how he looks when he’s entering a repast—like the very same influencers that he’d sneered at—but his intent is far more pure than theirs. He doesn’t want to draw more attention than he already knows he will.

“You look sharp, Mik,” Dad says.

“Thanks,” Mikky mutters, and then he turns to go inside. After haphazardly holding the door for his dad, he follows the ambient classical music.

The second he walks into the event space, sure enough, Mikky catches some eyes. Even out of his normal clothes, he’s hard to miss—tall, a lot of hair, traces of the black lipstick he tried to scrape off his top lip still caught in the grooves. (He hadn’t bothered to wipe away the eyeliner. That was too much work, and he pays too much for waterproof.) Some of them place him immediately—Mikky Graves, the prodigal son, returns.

Mikky forces himself not to think about it and finally catches sight of Kyla by the buffet table, tucked in the farthest corner where his father always places it.

She’s staring down at the wilting lettuce in the salad like it holds all the secrets of the world. Jason stands next to her, speaking in hushed tones, but she doesn’t answer back. The long, soft curls of her wig skim her elbows, her hands are balled into small fists at her sides. Mikky approaches her slowly, like one might a skittish animal.

Knowing there is nothing that can be said, Mikky reaches down and takes her balled fist, fingers smoothing over her rings. Kyla’s expression doesn’t change but her fingers unravel.

“Hold my hand,” she says, her voice surprisingly steely. “Don’t let go.”

Mikky takes her command to heart. He holds her hand and their rings click, his silver and hers gold. He doesn’t know when Kyla started wearing rings on nearly every dark-cherry-tipped finger like him. She’s weighed down with metal around her neck, too, her nameplate most prominent, but has only one piercing in each ear, unlike Mikky, who has taken to body modification like a fish to water.

Kyla has never taken to the extreme, not in emotion or action, always so deliberate and moderated. Mikky’d been jealous of her for a long time for that, until he moved to Boston and started therapy and learned to stop comparing himself to other people, the way the citizens of Prophets Lake love to do.

Mikky waits for Kyla to say something else. Anything else. She doesn’t. Mikky looks over at Jason, helplessness pulling the corners of his lips down.

Jason rushes to fill the silence. “I thought you were right behind me, man.”

“I was,” Mikky says.

“You didn’t come up to the front,” Jason insists.

“I thought it would be rude to interrupt,” he explains. He looks over at Kyla, waiting for one of her dry remarks. He gets a listless stare. Not even a frown. Not good. “Did you eat, Kyla? You must be hungry.”

Kyla doesn’t even offer him a shrug. Her hold on his hand is so tight, his own fingers tingle as the circulation starts to get cut off.

“Deviled eggs,” Jason blurts out.

Kyla and Mikky both jerk their heads around to look at him. Jason scratches at the back of his neck.

“Deviled eggs are the best part of a repast,” he says.

“Have you been to many repasts?” Mikky asks, surprised.

Jason gives him a strange look. “No. It’s… that’s something you used to say.”

Mikky digs deep through the memories of Prophets Lake, all of them blurry now, like the welcome sign. He pulls up a hazy memory of being nine, hiding underneath the food table at their first-grade teacher’s repast, convincing Jason to try deviled eggs for the first time.

Mikky leans forward and pops one into his mouth. Around the mouthful, he says, “And I was right. Still the best part.”

Jason manages a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. But a smile is a smile, even when forced.

Kyla squints at the grain of the wooden table, tugging at a loose string on the runner with her free hand instead of answering. It unravels and the edge begins to fray. Jason settles his fingers over her knuckles, gently tugging her hand away.

Then he turns to make her a plate, and Mikky tries to stop himself from hating Jason for taking care of Kyla before he can.

It’s inconsiderate and Mikky’s therapist would say so.

“Mikky? Mikky Graves?”

Mikky doesn’t recognize the voice that interrupts these uncharitable thoughts, nor can he place the balding man immediately. Then it comes to him—tasteful oak casket, violet satin lining—their old plumber’s eldest son. His father had died in a tragic battle with a septic tank, and he’d talked in the eulogy about carrying on his legacy, despite earlier aspirations of opening a chowder shop. In Prophets Lake, practicality is king. But still, he can’t figure out why this man is coming up to him here. Now.

“Uh, hi, how are you?” Mikky asks.

The plumber’s son gives a weak smile, tugging at the gaping collar around his neck. “Good. Well, not good,” the man amends immediately. He takes a beat. “But… just surprised to see you. Had a call down to the funeral home a few days ago because one of your dad’s clients clogged up the toilet with tissue from crying. He mentioned you were doing well for yourself out in Boston. He’s real proud.” Then he turns to Jason and Kyla with a moroseness that looks painted on and says as an afterthought, “My condolences,” before he helps himself to some of the wings and goes off to gossip with the others.

Mikky winces. “Sorry about… whatever that was.”

It’s so quintessentially Prophets Lake. The practiced incision into a space where one doesn’t belong, all in order to stare at someone else without remorse, assess them and appraise them. Everything, every decision, every emotion, belongs to the town. Mikky’s reminded again of why he left.

Jason doesn’t see it that way. “No, I like it,” he says as he looks down at Kyla, eyes soft as he passes her the plate of food he’s made for her. “We’ll use Mikky as a shield so losers don’t come up to us and give ‘condolences’ or ask questions about Erin. That cool?”

Kyla nods. Mikky has to swallow the knot of worry in his throat to get words of agreement out.

They put their plan in action, moving as a trio, with Mikky serving as the distraction for people’s curiosity. Well, some of them. The crowd divides into two easy categories. There are the older adults, the ones that remember Mikky from when he was a little kid and get stuck on him. Like his old piano teacher, Mrs. Krause, who tells him, “You look very… different,” like it’s a bad thing, or Mr. Kovacic, owner of one of the two barber shops in the entire town, who tells him, “I like the look. But if you ever want a haircut…” But then there are the others who are less delicate about their curiosity, and push past Mikky undeterred. They’re the ones that actually knew Erin—Peter, her kinda boyfriend, Jason explains—or those that think they did, like Stevie, a girl from Erin’s geometry class last year, and Mr. Briseis, teacher of said geometry class. They think their platitudes are welcome, necessary even, so they go right to Jason and Kyla.

And hanging between these groups like a specter are the tall, ghoulish “internet friends.” Everyone else steers around them, hesitating to cross into their orbit and be caught in the beady, bug-like lenses of their phone cameras. They creep closer, eager to approach but more eager not to look it, and as they do, Mikky catches whispers from the surrounding groups: “They’re influencers,” “What kind of influencers?” “Beauty influencers. Like her,” “Erin was getting up there in numbers,” “I didn’t expect them to come.”

All the while, Kyla is still silent, and Mikky feels like an imposter. Or maybe she’s the imposter. Kyla is introspective and taciturn at times, but she’s always quick with a sarcastic quip and a biting smile. But now she can’t even muster up a word. Mikky stands next to her and he knows she’d prefer someone else, would prefer Erin dig herself out of her grave and assume her rightful place.

Kyla sets her plate down on the table. She gives no indication that she’s heard anything, but she points vaguely toward the door and steps away.

“Bathroom?” Jason stammers out, and Kyla nods once. For a moment Mikky isn’t sure if he’s supposed to let go, until Kyla tugs her hand free.

Almost immediately one of the influencers from the parking lot reaches out to her, but Kyla neatly sidesteps the touch, and then disappears. Mikky watches the girl’s face contort, her concealer creasing around her eyebrows. But her expression smooths as she turns to Jason and Mikky. Leading her friends toward them, she swaggers with a forced air of casualness. She looks Mikky in the eye, dismisses him, and then turns to Jason.

“I’m so sorry about your sister,” she simpers, voice dripping with a sticky condolence, half spoiled and insincere.

Jason blinks. Once. Twice. “Thank you?” Clearly, he has no idea who she is.

The girl’s perfume is acidic and overpowering, but lurking underneath there’s the familiar fresh and powdery scent of Cook Cosmetics.

“How did she, you know, die?” the boy asks.

The other girl scowls. “You can’t just ask that,” she admonishes, even though she sounds eager to know too. Looking at them is like looking in fun-house mirrors.

They shouldn’t need to ask the question, though. Erin’s death got coverage, at least in Prophets Lake. Mikky had only needed to go to the town newspaper’s decrepit website to see that the police ruled Erin’s death a homicide and get a few of the gory details of her discovery at the base of the cliffs on the lakeshore by a rich white woman taking her dog on its morning walk.

“This sucks,” the first girl says. “Her following was just starting to blow up. She was going to be someone.” She says it like it should mean something.

Jason’s lips part and he inhales shakily.

Mikky swallows back the knot in his throat and forces out, “Erin already was someone. She doesn’t stop being someone because someone murdered her.”

It’s the first time Mikky’s said the word. From his reaction, it seems it’s the first time that Jason has heard it too. He’s ashen under his tan. Mikky expects the girl to feel a sense of shame, but she bristles and then stalks off, her insular clique scurrying after her.

“Are you okay?” Mikky asks.

Jason squints. “I’m… glad Kyla didn’t have to hear that.”

Mikky’s lips press into a thin line. “Me too. What’s going on with her? She’s not… speaking.”

“I haven’t seen her since… since we first asked your dad to handle the funeral. And she didn’t speak then, either. She didn’t even look at us. Mom tried to ask her opinion on things and Kyla, it was weird. She acted as if she hadn’t even heard her,” Jason says. “Mom… she cried in the car after. You know Mom basically sees her as a daughter.”

That shouldn’t rub Mikky the wrong way, but it does. Kyla already has a mom, he wants to say, but he holds his tongue yet again.

“Yeah, of course,” he says, and hopes that it doesn’t sound as thin as it feels. “I’m sure she’s still in shock. Like all of you.”

Jason looks over at a cluster of men. One or two of them are Cook Cosmetics executives like Mrs. Vaughn, but some of the others are real estate developers, really another word for landlords—scum of the Earth, that they are—that Mr. Vaughn has surely sold more than a few properties to. Always the odd man out and never minding it, Dad is with him, hand fluttering over Mr. Vaughn’s elbow to catch him if he falters.

Their two families couldn’t be more different, but Mikky can’t remember a time anymore when they weren’t entwined. They’ve all been inseparable ever since Kyla and Erin met at the same daycare center Mikky drove past when he entered town. Even the green playground is the same, now bleached to the color of sea glass by sun and age.

But now, everything is different.

Erin is dead. Erin’s been murdered, and no one knows what to do with it.

Mikky nearly walks up to Mr. Vaughn—he’s not sure why that suddenly feels so important—when his line of sight is swallowed up by a swollen bouquet of white roses, lush and woven together with sea-green ribbons. It’s huge, bigger than decency allows, cradled between two deliverymen. They seem startled by what they’ve walked into, crossing through the sea of black with sheepish expressions.

Jason cuts through and Mikky dogs his footsteps, refusing to leave him alone or be left alone. His father seems to have similar thoughts, pulling away from Mr. Vaughn to deal with it.

Neither of them gets there first. Mrs. Vaughn does.

All marks of grief—swollen undereyes and dried tear tracks—have been disguised, hidden by the same expert hand that taught Erin and Kyla how to do their makeup, how to cover up any residual redness or moments of weakness with a perfection that errs on the right side of airbrushed. It’s uncanny; Mikky wouldn’t think the woman was in mourning at all, except for the way her hands shake.

“What’s this?” she asks, her voice creaking.

“A delivery for… the Vaughns,” the deliveryman on the left says. “Is that you, ma’am?”

“They’re a bit late,” she says. She looks over at Mikky’s father, uncertainly, and he rushes forward to grab the flowers, then stumbles under their unexpected weight. His face disappears behind the swell of roses, and the deliveryman on the right offers a thick white envelope to Mrs. Vaughn, tied up with gold ribbon. She tugs the ribbon loose and loops it around her wrist, before opening the card. Mikky glimpses sea-green ink before Mrs. Vaughn shuts it, and a wretched sound tears free from her throat.

“Well,” she chokes out. “Well, then.”

Everyone’s watching her, like a car crash on the side of a highway.

Except Mikky. He closes his eyes as the pressure on his chest increases. It’s an all-too-familiar feeling, the mounting panic that he’s mostly learned to manage. Mikky tries to breathe through it, deep inhales to settle his turning stomach and whistling exhales through his nose. Fingers brush against his elbow, and he expects maybe Jason, but when he opens his eyes at the grounding touch, Jason is still by his mother’s side. The fingers belong to Kyla.

Immediately he reverses things and pushes all his attention toward his sister. At last, her expression shifts, into one of agony, her face distorting with a sadness so deep that it’s like her insides have been carved and hollowed out to make room for it. The gauntness to her face has nothing to do with losing weight but with losing light.

Mikky and Kyla have never heavily resembled each other, but in this very moment Mikky is looking into a mirror three years back.

This goes beyond sadness. Beyond grief.

Kyla closes her eyes tight, her fingers clamping on to Mikky’s elbow, as Mrs. Vaughn sucks in a wet sob so hard that Mikky’s own throat stings. She drops the note and Kyla darts forward, snatching it up.

She opens the card and Mikky squints, confused.


To the Vaughns,

Our dearest sympathies.

From, Cook Cosmetics



It’s terribly impersonal, a bare-minimum show of condolences for their director of global marketing about her daughter, who was an ambassador for their brand. And still Mrs. Vaughn’s mascara doesn’t budge. Five-star review. Even now, she’s a walking-talking advertisement of the company, and that’s all they could give her. Mikky had always thought Cook was soulless and they only continue to prove him right.

But Kyla clutches the note to her chest like a lifeline.

“We put her in the ground,” Kyla whispers. He can barely hear her over Mrs. Vaughn’s tears. “She must be so lonely.”

“Kyla,” Mikky starts. He’s waited all day for her to speak, and finally, when she does, he doesn’t know what to say.

Kyla shakes her head like she can’t hear him. “I wanted to climb into the casket with her. I belong there.”

Mikky’s heart skips a beat, painfully, and his breathing ratchets up. The stirring horrid feeling is back even worse than before, and this time he has to count in his head. In, two, three, four, five. Out, two, three, four, five. And again.

“Kyla, what…?” he asks between wheezes. He knows what his therapist would call it, but he can’t form the words in his own head, can’t believe her comment is ideation. Except… how else can he take it?

He looks around, wondering if anyone else has heard what Kyla said.

But his father is still sinking under the weight of flowers even as his employees flurry forward to assist. Jason is with Mr. and Mrs. Vaughn, attempting to manage his mother’s grief. No one is here with Kyla.

No one except Mikky, and Erin’s ghost.



The stench of mourning lingers after a repast. Like old cooking oil and cloying perfume, it fills the space. But it’s better than people. Mikky helps his dad out as best as he can, packing the leftovers that Jason rejected as his father attempted to curb his mother’s nervous breakdown in the car.

Mikky cradles the foil pans, frowning. He’s helped out at repasts before, but it’s been a long time and usually his sister is with him. Kyla is all about lists and planning, and they would’ve been done at least twenty minutes before if she was helping. But Kyla is sitting in the car and Mikky can’t stop thinking about what she said about Erin’s loneliness in the grave. About how she wants to join her.

“It was a good funeral, wasn’t it?” Dad asks. “I wanted to do right by her. She’s always done right by Kyla and it’s… she was so, so young.”

Usually, Dad is good about sounding impersonal about someone’s death, especially with how small the town is, but this has hit too close to home. Mikky’s fingers dig into the aluminum. They can’t do anything else for Erin, but Kyla…

Dad, Kyla’s not okay. It should be easy to say, because it’s true, and Mikky’s always preferred the truth to lies. But he can’t seem to make his tongue form the words because saying them out loud makes it more than truth. It becomes fact, and the fact is that Mikky already feels like he’s failed her. He hasn’t been here. Hasn’t done enough.

And what will Dad do about it? Dad, who’s so kind and loving but never knew how to handle the hard shit. Mikky’s shit. Not without Mom’s help, and Kyla definitely won’t let Mom help.

That’s when it comes to him. The only solution to an impossible problem.

“Hey, Dad,” Mikky calls softly. His dad’s fingers hover over the light switch. “I know I’m supposed to go back to Mom’s in a few days, but… what do you think about me sticking around longer?”

Dad softens. “You know I could never say no to that. But when does school start?”

Mikky grits his teeth. He loves Boston. He loves his friends. His school. His therapist. But… He gathers his courage. To the sticking place and all that shit. “I meant, like, a lot longer. Because Kyla doesn’t look okay, and I… I want to help her be okay.”

Dad shakes his head. “Kiddo, she’s going through something—”

“Dad, it’s not just something. Her best friend was murdered,” Mikky says. He takes in his dad’s flinch, but pushes on: “Erin was murdered. She’s not going to be un-murdered. And I know you could handle it, of course, because you’re our dad, but I wanna be there for her too.”

I want to solve this for her, somehow, he thinks.

“So, like, you asked when does school start. When does Prophets Lake High start?”






CHAPTER FOUR

I don’t want you to spiral like you did when you were fourteen. One semester at that school was enough,” Mikky’s mother says. He can picture her pacing about the apartment, searching for her keys, grabbing her laptop and sliding it into her bag. He checks the time; she’s going to be late to work.

“I think I have better coping mechanisms now. Dr. Grosse thinks it’s fine. I think it’s fine. And I… Kyla really needs me right now,” Mikky says, spinning his rings on his left hand as he waits for her to speak.

She stops shuffling and he can hear only her heavy breathing. “How has she been?”

Not well, he wants to say. It’s been a week since the funeral and every day has been different. Sometimes Kyla is up before him, downstairs in the living room, listlessly flicking through channels, eyes unfocused. When he joins her, she won’t say much, but she won’t tell him to go away. She lets him babble, and one thing about Mikky: he can babble, and well. Mikky goes on and on about nonsense—the new witch show on Netflix that he knows she might be into, the possibility that they take a drive together so that Mikky can refamiliarize himself with Prophets Lake properly. He even asks her if she wants him to buy her the vinyl rerelease of one of her favorite old-school R&B artists. Nothing breaks through.

Sometimes she’s in her bedroom all day and Dad has to drag her out to join them for a meal. Through it all, she’s entirely barefaced with harsh shadows under her eyes. He could tell their mother this and maybe she’d understand why he has to stay, but it would feel like a betrayal. Kyla wouldn’t want her to know.

“I’m glad I’m here,” Mikky finally says.

“I talked to her, you know,” Mom whispers.

Mikky fumbles his phone. “You did? When?”

“The day Erin’s body was found. Your dad called me and put her on the phone. I asked her if she wanted me to come to the funeral and she said no. I respected her wishes,” his mother recites, like this is something she has had to convince herself was true. Mikky pushes down thoughts like, You can’t pick and choose when to do the hard things, you try with me because I am so much easier than Kyla, I could be less easy if you’d like— He clears his throat.

“Well, Kyla needs someone. So I’m gonna stay for a bit,” Mikky says decisively.

Mom sighs. “You’ll still have your weekly calls with Dr. Grosse?” she asks.

“She wouldn’t let me stop even if I tried,” Mikky says. His therapist is insistent that way.

“Okay,” Mom says. “Have a good first day, Mikky.”

They say their goodbyes and Mikky leans over his bare dresser to finish his eyeliner. He understands his mom’s apprehension. Mikky still remembers the end of his one and only semester at Prophets Lake High. He tried everything to make it work. Went to class, but he struggled to speak up when he’d never been afraid to before. Tried to be unassuming, but he constantly drew stares as his growth spurt got attention for him. Experimented with his look—he liked the nail polish the most but managed to peel it off by third period after the third comment about how nice they looked. It had ended in Mikky breaking down on the kitchen floor, fingers digging hard enough into his scalp to draw blood while he spiraled about how he couldn’t get it right. Nothing felt right anymore and Mikky wanted to disappear, even as his dad got on his knees with him and held him.

Next thing Mikky knew, Dad was on the phone with Mom, and then she was back in Prophets Lake with three therapists’ numbers in hand. None of them had clicked with Mikky, but what mattered was that she knew immediately that he needed to be in therapy. So she pivoted to the next option, saying that he needed to be withdrawn from Prophets Lake High School and move in with her. It had been an easy fix from her perspective, because in a lot of ways Mikky was like Mom. Prophets Lake didn’t fit her and she didn’t fit in it and the roles laid out for her—namely, mother. The small town lines shrank in on her as the depression inside grew bigger and bigger until she nearly cut herself open to free it. Mom didn’t want the same to happen to Mikky. So a few weeks later his father and Kyla were packing up his room to send after him.

Now everything’s happening in the reverse. After his decision, the first thing his mom started packing were his clothes. She’d fought him about it all the way to the FedEx but knew she couldn’t change his mind. The rest of his things are scheduled to get there by the end of the week—his laptop, his books, and his guitar. Most of his jewelry, and his leather duster for when it gets cooler. Plus, his extensive nail polish collection. All the things that make him feel grounded, that make him feel and look like the self he sees in his brain.

Mikky slides his rings on and then hooks his fingers into the back of his Demonias. When he leaves his room, Kyla’s door is still closed. He slips by it and goes downstairs, his clothing rattling enough that Dad doesn’t even need to look up to know it’s him. “Good morning, Mikky.”

“Morning,” Mikky says, dropping his shoes by the kitchen table. “Oh, you cooked.”

“Yeah, I do that,” Dad teases.

Mikky rolls his eyes. “You know what I meant. You, like… cooked a lot. You didn’t have to.”

“It’s my kids’ first day of school. Your first day of senior year. Course I had to cook,” Dad says, waving Mikky to sit down and bringing the finished platter of potatoes and peppers over to go with the waffles and kielbasa. He finishes it off with Vermont maple syrup, the one from the farmers market one town over. The good stuff. The Christmas Day stuff.

“Thank you, Dad,” Mikky says, probably a touch too emotional for what it is. They were close when Mikky was growing up, but when he moved in with his mom, a distance developed, of course. Mikky hasn’t missed Prophets Lake, but he’s missed his dad.

“And you’re really sure about this, right, kiddo?” Dad asks. “You know Kyla… Kyla will be okay either way.”

Mikky’s lips thin into a line. His parents are more alike than they care to admit, both so quick to affirm things will be “okay” if they will it so, as if becoming “okay” doesn’t require an active participant. “I’m very sure about this. Look, I’ve got this. School won’t be an issue. And I’m a well-adjusted, all-grown-up boy. I can manage even if I have a rough start.”

“But… your friends at home… more than friends…?”

Mikky rolls his eyes. “If this is your way of asking if I have a boyfriend, the answer is no. Also, I have friends here, too.”

Well, he has Jason. Kyla—eventually. And it’s not like he’s losing his friends back in Boston. Mikky had a way of collecting older sibling friends, so they understood when he explained the circumstances of his sudden transfer back to his hometown. Besides, Mikky knows how to make friends now. And if he doesn’t, he’s okay with that. There’s a difference between being alone and being lonely, and Mikky doesn’t really feel lonely as much anymore.

“I was just asking. You never talk about boys in our calls,” Dad says with half a laugh.

“Because it’s awkward,” Mikky groans as he starts to serve himself breakfast. The conversation is so easy, so normal. It’s nice to feel this warmth is an everyday thing, and not something that Dad saves for holidays. That he really doesn’t feel any resentment for Mikky leaving two and a half years ago.

It’s not like it is with Kyla and Mom, a wasteland of emotional space between them.

“Maybe you’ll find someone at school?” Dad says, waggling his eyebrows.

Mikky shakes his head in denial. “It’s not practical getting a boyfriend my senior year. I’d have to break up with him at the end of the year. Messy. No, thank you,” he says.

Dad sighs. “Now, who said you would have to break up with him?”

“Common sense.” Mikky takes after his mother in this way. He’s not much of a romantic. Dad is, though, to a fault. It’s a funny thing—to be a romantic undertaker. Someone should make a movie about it.

“I don’t want you to… have a hard time,” Dad finishes lamely. He’s never as straightforward about Mikky’s mental health as his mother is.

Mikky stands suddenly and Dad tracks him toward the cabinet on the left of the fridge. He opens it and spins the lazy Susan a half turn until he sees the fluorescent orange bottle. He picks it up and shakes it at his father with a tiny smile.

“Ten milligrams of Lexapro and a weekly Zoom session with Dr. Grosse has me feeling pretty confident I won’t,” Mikky says, and he marches back to his breakfast. He pops a pill under his tongue and washes it down with his orange juice. When he looks up, he squirms under the light of his dad’s big smile. “Don’t be gross.”

“What do you mean? I’m not being gross.” Dad is still smiling.

“You don’t have to be proud of me or whatever,” Mikky grumbles.

“I’m always proud of you, Mik,” Dad says.

Mikky doesn’t know what to say so he starts eating and scrolling through his phone.

“Is she not going to eat breakfast?” Mikky asks finally, looking up at the ceiling.

Dad frowns. “She… should…”

“I’ll go get her,” Mikky decides, scraping his chair back against the linoleum. He marches out of the kitchen and up the stairs. He makes sure he’s loud enough for Kyla to hear him coming. When he gets to her door, the first one off the stairs, he raises a hand to knock.

The door swings open before he can.

He expects a Kyla with tacky drool dried to her cheek, still in rumpled pajamas and her scarf wrapped around her head. He expects her to beg off school. He would. He can’t imagine dragging himself through the day. This day.

He gets nothing of the sort. Her curls are in glossy flat twists, accessorized with gold cuffs that lead up to the massive puff atop her head. She has little golden stars at the corners of her eyes like she’s ready for a pep rally, and a fresh dark-cherry manicure. Her book bag is slung over her shoulder.

Mikky looks over it, getting his first glimpse into Kyla’s inner sanctum. A bookshelf full of not books but vinyl dominates the back wall and—Kyla steps closer, throws the door shut, giving him a warning look.

“I’m ready. Are you?” she asks. It’s the most words she’s spoken to Mikky in a row since the funeral.

“Y-yeah. Let me put my shoes on, and then… can you drive me?” he asks. “I’m not registered for a parking spot yet. Apparently there’s an application process for that, which is so stupid.”

“Of course,” Kyla says.

And that’s how Mikky finds himself sitting in the passenger seat of an old hearse, shoving his feet into his shoes because Kyla didn’t give him time to put them on at home. She didn’t stop to eat breakfast either. She had only enough patience to wish their father goodbye before she booked it to the car and beeped the horn.

“You sure you don’t want to stop for coffee?” Mikky asks. “Give yourself a moment before… everything?” She’s taken so much time to appear impeccable after barely getting dressed the past few days, it’s unsettling. She hasn’t referenced what she said at the repast to him again, and she’s pretended that she never said it at all when he’s tried to ask her about it. Her ability to pull herself together for today should be a good sign, but it only makes Mikky’s stomach knot up with even more worry.

“No,” Kyla says, voice cold. “Someone will have breakfast for me. I asked in the group chat.”

The way she says it, Mikky doesn’t think that Kyla asked anyone. Or if she did, it wasn’t particularly polite. It’s eerily Erin-like.

“Okay,” Mikky says quietly. Kyla doesn’t move to put music on so Mikky doesn’t either, but he has to fill the silence with something. He tries to figure out how to push his seat back to allow himself the required legroom. He has a feeling he knows exactly who this seat was adjusted for, and she was half a foot shorter than him. “So… you drive the hearse?”

“I drive the old hearse. Dad got a new one,” Kyla says. “A Cadillac from that old Polish guy a few towns over. He retired, sold it for dirt cheap.”

“Retired? You mean Mr. Nowak? He’s not retirement age, is he?” Mikky asks. Last time he saw the man, he was maybe fifty, and it wasn’t that long ago.

“Crematorium opened in his town. They’re taking a lot of business,” Kyla says too casually.

Dad hasn’t mentioned that and Mikky wonders why. A crematorium is direct competition to the funeral home. A much cheaper option than a full-service funeral. That can’t be good.

But Mikky doesn’t want to give Kyla another thing to stress about, so instead of asking any more questions, he inspects her vehicle of choice. The interior is definitely old, but it’s glossy, like Kyla takes special care of it. He wonders if anyone looks sideways at her for it. He hopes not because—

“I’m gonna be so real with you. This is sick.” Mikky grins.

Kyla’s lips twitch into the tiniest smirk. The first show of a nonnegative emotion. Sorta. “Right?” she says. “Dad thought it was, like… tacky. He wanted to get me a cute, used sedan like yours.”

“It’s a piece of shit, Kyla. I’m not unaware,” Mikky says.

Kyla doesn’t laugh, but her grin widens and that feels like a win. More progress. “I wanted something with character. Besides, Erin thought it would be funny to make each of the frosh dancers lie in the back like they were…”

It might’ve been funny at the time, but not anymore, because Erin is the one who ended up dead in the back of their dad’s brand-new Cadillac hearse.

Kyla comes to the same conclusion as Mikky as they arrive at the stop sign. Her smile slips away, and for the briefest of moments her stare grows a thousand yards. But in the next breath she slips back into focus, so sharp, Mikky thinks he might cut himself on her gaze.

He’d finally broken through. Somewhat. But Mikky is suddenly more sure than ever—Kyla isn’t okay. And while she might seem to not want Mikky’s help, she sure as hell is going to get it.






CHAPTER FIVE

This first day is like any other, Mikky tells himself as he lingers outside the school. It hasn’t changed all that much, but he’s changed. In a good way. The best way. So he shouldn’t be bothered. But still, it’s… hard. He can’t help his hesitation.

Kyla doesn’t hesitate at all. She storms inside, like there isn’t someone missing at her side. It’s that insistence that makes Mikky buck the fuck up, and walk in.

Everything’s slightly different, an uncanny valley that throws Mikky off kilter. He finds the front office easily enough, and finagles his schedule from the secretary, Ms. Armstrong. She recognizes him on sight too, and welcomes him back with a curious once-over that’s becoming familiar, like she can’t quite compute the newest version of him.

Mikky’s schedule is comparable to his old one back in Boston, with the only difference being that his first class of the day, chemistry, is now an AP course instead of an honors course. With AP German, he’ll have two APs as a senior, which isn’t ideal, but he’ll make it work.

He orients himself and finds the science hallway. Everyone’s moving so fast around him, with too much single-minded focus for the first day of school. He recognizes some faces, but most of them, he doesn’t, and that makes it… almost better. Mostly better. Mikky has always been the type to associate faces with bad memories more than places. Who witnessed his worst, not where it took place. Three quarters of those people have graduated now, he reminds himself.

Mikky is the last one to get to the AP Chemistry classroom. He slips in as the teacher sets down his attendance sheet.

“Michael Graves?” the teacher asks quietly. “I’m Mr. Reynolds.”

Mikky’s nose wrinkles. “It’s Mikky. I don’t think I’ve been called ‘Michael’ a day in my life.”

The teacher nods with a wide smile, and Mikky gets the impression that he’s one of those “cool” teachers. “Got it. Mikky,” he confirms, then turns to the class and claps his hands. It doesn’t work, of course. “Yo, listen up! Class, we have a new student. This is—”

“We know who Mikky Graves is,” a member of Jason’s soccer team says. He doesn’t say it rudely, even though he’s looking Mikky up and down like he, too, can’t square the Mikky he remembers with the one standing here. “He’s Kyla Graves’s brother.”

He says Kyla’s name with a hushed emphasis, like he’s afraid of being overheard. Or maybe summoning her.

“Oh?” The teacher looks frazzled by the lack of interest in his new student. Mikky takes pity on the nonlocal.

“Yeah, that’s my little sister. I’m Prophets Lake, born and raised, left for a while and recently returned due to… extenuating circumstances,” he says. No one says it out loud, but Mikky knows what everyone’s thinking. He heard it whispered in the hallways from people who know of him, but don’t know him, the whole walk here: “Erin’s murder, he came back because Erin is dead.” Mikky shuffles down the narrow aisle, his bag jostling against his hip until he nears one girl sitting at her lab table all alone, playing with the rusting knob on the burner. He thinks he recognizes her as one of the dance team girls from Kyla’s pictures. “This seat taken?”

She looks up, blinking. “Oh! No, sit!” she says.

Mikky slides onto the stool, trying to get comfortable for what will surely be a mind-numbing fifty minutes.

“I’m Alicia,” the girl whispers as Mr. Reynolds starts the class. Or at least, tries to whisper. It’s loud enough to earn a sharp look from the boy sitting one table away.

“Mikky,” he says unnecessarily.

Alicia looks like she appreciates the introduction anyway. She fidgets with her hair, then her fingers flit over her jaw, grazing the skin. She’s wearing a full face of makeup, expertly applied. Sure enough, he can smell the familiar scent of Cook Cosmetics.

“I’m on the dance team with Kyla.” Alicia confirms his guess, leaning against her palm to look at Mikky like he’s an intriguing zoo animal.

“That’s cool,” Mikky says. He tries to think back to whether or not an Alicia was mentioned in any of Kyla’s texts. They’re not really phone-calling people; Mikky used to keep up with Kyla through long blocks of text messaging or voice memos, like mini podcasts. But he can’t remember an Alicia.

In all Kyla’s stories, Erin was always her most frequent costar. Everyone else was supporting.

“I think I saw you at the funeral. We were, like, so surprised to see you,” Alicia says. “It’s really good of you to come back for that… but I mean, I guess it makes sense since you’re coming here for your senior year.”

Mikky would think that she was fishing for more information if she didn’t come across as so peculiarly earnest.

“Jason and I grew up together, and Kyla and Erin are—were—close. I wanted to be here for them,” Mikky explains. Alicia’s upbeat smile strains at the mention of “Erin,” but she manages to keep it in place.

“Yeah, it’s so messed up. The vibes at school are so off without her, and Kyla is so… never mind,” Alicia sighs, cradling her cheek in her palm as she looks up at Mikky through her lashes. “So, how’s your first day going?”

Mikky hasn’t been asked this yet. By anyone. It’s actually nice.

“It’s barely started but, okay. Everything looks a little different. I did a semester here my freshman year before I transferred and it used to be a little run down—” Mikky says. He cuts himself off when he sees something from the corner of his eye, a little tiny balled piece of paper that teeters on the edge of their desk.

Alicia nods. “Oh, yeah,” she says enthusiastically and, again, a touch too loud. Someone across the aisle shushes them, and Alicia giggles, lowering her head but not her voice. “They did a ton of renovations. Florence Cook made a donation that was supposed to be anonymous, but my mom is in the PTA and is friends with the secretary and she told her. They fixed up the gym and the entire science block. And then there was a little left over to fix the floors.”

That explains everything. Cook Cosmetics’—and its founder, Florence’s—influence reigns all over town. Florence was a child of Prophets Lake as much as Mikky is, and the community adores her, despite her never actually deigning to be part of it. But when she was growing up, Prophets Lake had been kept running not on the strength of a cosmetics empire but of Florence’s family’s tobacco farms. Everyone worked for Cook Farms, just like everyone works for Cook Cosmetics now.

Mikky would resent it like he resents most rich people, but—

“That’s actually kinda cool,” Mikky admits begrudgingly. “I mean, it’s what she should be doing, redistributing her wealth, but putting it into the high school, specifically, is cool.”

Alicia blinks at him slowly. “Redistributing her wealth?”

Mikky nods. “Yeah. She’s a millionaire, which is inherently unethical, because the hoarding of wealth is unethical. She should be giving some of it away, I’m just glad that she chose a school,” Mikky says, then he thinks of that corporate bouquet. “She still sucks, though.”

Alicia is looking at Mikky like she’s never seen anyone like him. He’s not used to the pointed stares anymore, but at least it’s about something he’s said and not his hair or his jewelry or his makeup or his—

Another piece of paper appears on their desk, a little farther in, landing right between Mikky’s hands. He ignores it.

“Earlier you started to say something about how Kyla is doing and then… changed your mind,” Mikky hedges. “What did you mean?”
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