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CHAPTER ONE November 13, 2004


What I wanted to say to the investigator was “Screw Marki Pickett!”—the first dead girl. Part of me loathed her for being murdered. Her death set off a chain of events I could’ve avoided if I’d minded my business. But when I saw her best friends in the cafeteria, solemn and martyred by everyone who thought their lunch table was now a bad omen, I couldn’t help myself. Maybe the table had been a bad omen, and me going near its inhabitants cursed me. I certainly felt cursed as the only girl being questioned in this way, as if I was a suspect.



“It is November 13th, 2004, and I am here with Quinn Levi at the Boiling Springs police department,” the investigator said into a tape recorder.

I tapped my foot, waiting to be questioned.

“Quinn.” The investigator in front of me spoke slowly. “I need you to tell me anything you can about what happened on October 30th. Can you do that for me?”

The room was sterile, with nothing but a table and our chairs to occupy it. The investigator breathed heavily out of his nose as he tapped a pen on his notepad, the sound causing my irritation to rise. There was a camera in the corner as big as a robotic arm. I felt like I was under a microscope in biology class.

I stared down at the white table. The fluorescent light overhead reflected off the smooth, eggshell-white surface. It reminded me of the desks at school, only nicer. I caught my reflection: copper baby hairs in a crown around my sweaty face. I tried to match the blank stare of the investigator to seem innocent. But all that stared back was the face of a dead girl.

“I already told the police what I saw,” I said. “I was told some things, but it’s all hearsay at this point.”

“We simply want to get an idea of what happened. Anything is helpful. Answer to the best of your ability,” the investigator insisted.

My throat had gone dry the moment I entered the investigation room. They had been kind enough to give me a glass of water. I’d been questioned by the police before, but never by an investigator. I didn’t like the feeling. I ran a hand down my messy ponytail, a few stray copper strands falling from my half-assed effort. They glided from my hand like autumn leaves onto the gray floor.

Two months ago, I’d dreaded school. My town of Boiling Springs, North Carolina usually only had a couple shoplifters to worry about, not a string of murders. Murders. Something I only knew about from my favorite slashers—which I doubted I’d ever watch again with the same intrigue. It was mind-blowing how much could change in two months.

I wasn’t handcuffed; there wasn’t any reason for me to be. They had to believe I was innocent. I took a sip of water, while the investigator slid a photograph in front of me. It was a photo of Marki Pickett—just the person I wanted to be looking at.

“Would it help if we started at the beginning of fall?” he asked.

Marki smiled, bangs cut across her forehead, golden curls to her shoulder. Her face was lively, smile bright, skin full of color. She was alive in the photograph, but I still only saw her as a dead girl.

I nodded my head, the investigator peeling the photograph away.

“I remember when the police announced her murder,” I said.

“We can start there.”






CHAPTER TWO September, 2004


Fall slowly crept in, leaving its warning for the heat by the gray overcast and darkening trees. The weather was still kissed by summer, and the humidity still swept through, turning my arms sticky, my hair rolling in ringlets at the base of my neck like little orphan Annie. No matter how much I brushed it, the strands still collected sweat that stuck to them like tree sap.

There was something different in the air that Wednesday morning. Wednesdays were almost worse than Mondays. They taunted us with Thursdays and left the teachers packing as much lecturing as they could—no matter how restless we became. I leaned back on my desk chair, satisfied when my spine popped like a glowstick. My ears rang for a moment, and I blocked out the talk of algebra from Mrs. Lake in the front of the room. Then the door flew open, cutting the teacher off mid-sentence. My best friend Beck sauntered into the room, black hair halfway brushed, a spaghetti strap dangling off one of her shoulders. It was the third time that week she was late to class, so Mrs. Lake simply greeted her with a sigh before continuing her lecture.

“What did I miss?” Beck asked, unpacking a notebook she never opened.

“The first thirty minutes of class,” I said.

“Asshole.”

“What kept you this time?” I asked.

“The question should be who kept me,” she said with a wink.

I chuckled, scribbling more next to my math notes from earlier. I wondered how many more tardies Beck would take before they finally suspended her. Her tardies were probably the most interesting thing about Putner High School. They threw out detention slips like candy, but never suspended or expelled anyone. Part of me believed they just didn’t care enough; it was too much of a hassle.

Mostly, I managed okay enough. Lunch was the only time I dreaded—that and catching the bus. I was sixteen without a license, but taking the bus appealed to me more than sitting alone at lunch. Beck was supposed to have lunch with me, but she often skipped it to go to the gas station or smoke weed under the bleachers. That day, I chose the one table that had only one seat—the other broke a long time ago and nobody bothered replacing it. I put my headphones on and observed everyone. I bit into my ham and cheese sandwich, avoiding eye contact with the football players in their musty lettermans. Only a couple of them chose to sit in seats, most hovering over or sitting on the table, eating bags of chips. I nearly gagged when they sucked the remains off their fingers before reaching out and grabbing the cheerleaders’ ponytails. Their brains couldn’t have developed past elementary school.

My gaze shifted to Gilly Willis’s table, where she sat with her four best friends. There was a gap between her and Sarai. Marki Pickett wasn’t with them; it wasn’t normal for any of them to miss school. They all packed their lunches in candy-colored boxes, probably bought from the same department store at the same time. The clique grew together like a cluster from elementary school and beyond. They were the girls who offered pens to people with moo-moo eyes for them or held the door with a kind smile. Everyone knew them, yet nobody knew them.

A whiff of skunk broke me from my observation.

“Do you have any chips?” Beck asked, eyes pink.

“You need perfume more than chips,” I said, tossing her a bag of Fritos.

“Your mom never buys the good shit,” Beck said. “Who the fuck eats Fritos?”

“Me,” I said, “when I reach the end of the good chips I never bring you.”

She dug into the chips, scowling at every bite. She sat at the table adjacent to me, kicking her feet on the ground.

“Marki’s not here,” I said.

Beck turned toward the table, accidentally making eye contact with Gilly. They stared at one another for a moment before turning back to their food.

“They’re weird,” Beck said.

“Because people like them or because they actually show up to school on time?”

Beck stuck her Frito-encrusted middle finger up at me. A beat later, she asked, “Why do you think perfect-attendance-princess-number-four didn’t show up?”

I looked back at their table, and Gilly caught my eye that time. She was one of the prettiest girls in our school. I’d never had a conversation with her, but her voice was soft and lower than one would think. Every time she raised her hand in class, her feedback was calmly put together, lacking all the ums and likes that repetitively came out of her peers’ mouths. I envied the way she always kept her composure. Even her honey-colored hair always fell into clean waves just above her waist. It never faltered, even in the humidity.

“Stomach flu,” I said. “Or maybe her Yorkie finally cut its life cord.”

“Morbid,” Beck said, throwing her raven-black hair into a loose bun.

The bell rang, and everyone began flooding out of the cafeteria.

“Are you doing anything later?” Beck asked.

“Absolutely nothing,” I said.

“Can I come over?”

“Sure.”

We parted ways, and I pushed through the stampede of people. The fact that the day was only halfway over sent my body into exhaustion. I walked into my English class and pulled out my notebook. I doodled a flower in the corner when the scent of jasmine brushed past me. Gilly took a seat in front of me before turning around.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hi?” It came out more like a question than I intended.

“I saw you looking over at my table at lunch,” she said nonchalantly.

I lowered my face to hide my blush.

“Sorry about that,” I said, returning to my flower.

“How come you eat by yourself every day?” she asked, leaning an elbow on my desk.

Bits of her sandy-blonde hair fell over my doodles.

I shrugged. “I prefer to observe things, I guess.”

“I get that,” Gilly said. “Sometimes it’s exhausting talking through lunch. I barely finish eating every day. Those girls love to talk.”

I couldn’t understand why she was talking to me. In the years of being classmates with Gilly Willis, she’d never gone out of her way to speak to me. I didn’t mean to stare as she sat there, fully turned toward me, but she held me captive. I knew Gilly Willis was gorgeous—hell, everyone in the school knew it—but face-to-face, I noticed the softness of her powdered cheeks and pink-glossed lips.

No; I couldn’t think about the most popular girl in school this way.

I smiled, not contributing anything to our conversation, so she turned around. I studied her during class. She was right-handed and used pink and purple ink pens instead of pencils. She kept a water bottle at the corner of her desk and sipped it quietly. Every time her head moved, I’d get a whiff of her perfume, and it’d make me dizzy—in a good way. The florals beat the smell of pencil shavings and stale classroom air I inhaled daily.

Halfway through class, the intercom sounded, announcing the principal.

“Students,” he began, voice grim.

There was a pause, and some whispering from the intercom, before Mr. Leland continued. “It is my grave displeasure to announce the passing of one of our beloved students, Marki Pickett.”

Gilly gasped, quickly covering her mouth. I stared at her back as her shoulders trembled, then bounced up and down.

“Due to the circumstances of her passing, school is canceled for the rest of the week,” Mr. Leland said. “Details will follow tonight on the local news from our Sheriff’s Department, so please keep your eyes out and stay safe. Your parents have all been alerted. School is dismissed.”

A couple of students packed up, eyes on the ground, some traveling to Gilly who still cried in her seat, unmoving. I caught the eye of a few other students, their eyes wet. Losing Marki Pickett was like losing royalty around here. She was on all the committees, making sure everything ran smoothly for our dances or fundraisers. I couldn’t imagine the blow it would take to Gilly’s friend group.

“Everyone get home safe,” Mrs. Ashley said, breathless.

I packed my things. Gilly still didn’t move. I opened my mouth to express my condolences, but Mrs. Ashley cut me off as she approached our spot.

“Gilly, honey,” Mrs. Ashley said, “we need to get you packed up and home. Your father will want you back immediately.”

Gilly’s father, Jon Willis, was the head of the sheriff’s department. More charming than terrifying, I still wouldn’t ever want to be on his bad side. Mrs. Ashley helped Gilly with the rest of her things and led her out the door.



“Freedom!” Beck said, crashing onto my bed.

“Don’t say that,” I said. “Marki is dead.”

“May she rest in peace,” Beck said, sending a kiss to the sky. “But thank you for getting school canceled.”

I took out my algebra textbook, deciding to catch up on homework since I had the rest of the day off. Beck flipped through the TV channels until she got to the news.

“Want to watch it?” Beck asked.

“Sure,” I said, abandoning the textbook.

Marki was the headline. Local teen found dead in woods outside high school. I stiffened where I sat, while Beck turned up the volume.

“We are here, outside of Putner High, where a local teen has been found dead in the woods that border the public school,” the reporter said. “Foul play is suspected, but the police have not released a statement.”

The TV cut over to Jon Willis speaking with another reporter.

“We don’t have all the details yet, but we want everything to return to normal as soon as it can,” the sheriff said. “As of right now, we are not enforcing a curfew, but we encourage everyone to be safe and mindful of strangers. School will return next week. These next couple of days are for grieving one of our own.”

The news circulated the same facts over and over again, so we changed the channel. Foul play is suspected. I shivered. I finally felt summer go, leaving no trace of warmth behind.






CHAPTER THREE

“Owen, can you grab some glasses, please,” Mom said.

I set the salad bowl on the kitchen table while my mom took the rolls out of the oven. My little brother, Owen, flew into the kitchen, ready to eat. Ever since he’d turned thirteen, he was ravenous; he ate everything in the house. I had to fight to get seconds.

He filled three glasses with ice and set them at our places. We had a round table with three seats; we didn’t need a fourth. My mom had been a single parent since Owen was born. I didn’t remember my dad much, partly because he and Mom were never married. He had the same ginger hair that I did—that’s the only thing I could remember. We’d seen her date here and there, but she didn’t let anyone stick around. She focused more on us, and on her job as a nurse, than on anything else. I didn’t mind. I liked our little family, even Owen on his good days.

He was at that middle-school age where he burped directly in my face and slammed the door on me if I interrupted his video games. Sometimes, I missed when he was little and sweet; every time his piggish behavior made way, I was reminded of just how annoying he was. Still, while we bickered, we’d never had any true angry outbursts with one another.

We had the news on low in the living room. There was a clear view from the kitchen table. We filled our plates from the serving bowls, staring at the TV for an update. The weather report showed it would still be hot next week but not as bad as it had been.

“How was work?” I asked Mom.

“The parents only talked about Marki,” Mom said. “Even some of the kids were asking about her. It’s horrible.”

“At least it got us out of school,” Owen said.

“Owen,” my mom warned.

I kicked him in the shin. He was being so inconsiderate. I dug into my salad, watching as Owen absorbed his as if he were a vacuum cleaner. Every time we ate together, I was surprised he didn’t choke.

“You could slow down,” I said.

“You could shut up,” Owen said, mouth full of food.

I stuck my tongue out at him, while Mom shushed us both. “Turn it up,” she said.

I grabbed the remote, clicking the volume nearly all the way up. Jon Willis was on the screen in his uniform. It looked like they were reporting from our town hall. Camera flashes went off, and Jon Willis stood with a solemn look on his face. It had only been two days since the news of Marki’s murder, yet there were already more cameras and people than the one time a president drove through our town.

“We finally have an update for everyone, but I’m sorry to report it isn’t a good one,” he said. “The coroner report came back to us this evening and, as we’d suspected, Marki Pickett’s death has been ruled a homicide.”

We all dropped our forks. Even Owen stopped eating.

“As I previously stated, this is a horrible tragedy, but we already have a list of suspects. Everyone should remain calm and go about their business. School will resume on Monday morning.”

Reporters jumped to question Jon Willis about potential suspects and the nature of how Marki was killed. My body went hot, pinpricks tickling my neck as I thought about a murder in our town. Especially the murder of someone I saw every day in the cafeteria.

We didn’t speak during the rest of the dinner, eating our food slower than normal. Owen shuffled his food around with his fork, taking smaller bites. My stomach refused any more food.

“I’ll stick the rest in a container,” I said, excusing myself from the table.

I grabbed some Tupperware from a cabinet and mindlessly shoved my food into it. I stared down at the puddle of mashed potatoes, gravy spilling off, creating a mote. It was mixed with turkey and peas. It looked like a mess. My mind slipped, and I caught myself wondering if when they found Marki, she—for the first time in her life—looked like a mess. I gagged.

“Quinn, will you please make sure all the doors and windows are locked?” Mom asked, grabbing the remaining dishes off the table.

I walked around the entire house, checking all the windows twice and making sure our front and back doors were double-bolted. She didn’t really think the person who killed Marki would break in and kill us, right? For the first time, I didn’t feel safe in my own home. I didn’t scare easily; my idea of a perfect night was binging my favorite slasher films with the lights out. They didn’t feel so fictional now.

Before I went to bed, I checked all the blinds with Mom and made sure each was tightly closed. I peered out one of my living room windows, finding the street empty, illuminated by the yellow glow of a streetlamp. The barren streets seemed more intimidating now as the town fell silent due to Marki’s death. The shadows that danced in the darker part of the streets no longer felt innocent. Whoever killed Marki could be one of those shadows, studying the suburban houses, picking their favorite, and deciding who would be their next victim. I hoped the ugly, paint-peeled lawn gnome on our front lawn turned them off from our house.



On Monday, the sun shone, and it felt like a slap in the face. The weather mocked the town of the news we’d received about Marki. Everything felt out of place. The same school I stared at every morning seemed to tilt slightly more to the right as if our world was close to tipping over. In towns as small as ours, everyone knew each other. Marki had been in my kindergarten class. We’d been partners on a group project before. Yet, we’d never spoken outside of school.

Even the school bell sounded ominous. The trill was clouded by what had happened. Barely anyone spoke.

Beck, for once, was on time. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said back.

She looked paler than normal and didn’t greet me with any snarky comment. She wore her hair down, which was unlike her to do.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“This whole thing is freaking me out,” Beck said. “I see those woods every day when I smoke under the bleachers. Last week I was under there when Marki was found. She was dead, and I was under the bleachers getting high.”

I’d expected Beck to be more neutral to the situation, considering she didn’t have any relationship with Marki either. Even I was taking the news better than Beck, which wasn’t normal. She rarely thought about the negative. I wouldn’t necessarily call her positive, but she didn’t let things get to her.

“I think everyone is freaked out,” I said. “But you heard Jon Willis. They have suspects already. I’m sure they’ll find whoever did it.”

“Did you hear how she died?” Beck asked.

I shook my head.

“She was stabbed.”

“How do you know?”

“Everyone is talking about it,” Beck said frantically. “Jason Mulley said his dad told him.”

Jason Mulley’s father was a deputy who worked with Jon Willis. Jason was a big mouth.

“That’s awful,” I said.

Mrs. Lake came in acting as if nothing had happened. It was probably an easier thing to do since the murder victim wasn’t one of her students. She walked the rows, collecting the algebra homework from those who’d actually done it. A lot of people hadn’t, me included. I never skipped my homework, but after the news from the weekend, I’d forgotten to finish it. My mind, like everyone’s, was elsewhere.

Nobody sat still. Those who normally paid attention stared out the window, bouncing their legs as if whoever killed Marki watched them, promising they were the next victim. I tried copying down notes, but the only thing my pencil wanted to write were questions about the murder.

I ditched my usual spot at lunch that gave me a clear shot of Gilly Willis’s table. She and her friends tried sitting closer together to cover the gap in their table where Marki normally sat, but the absence was still heavy and evident. Most of the time, people came and went by their table, making small conversations with the popular girls. They’d smile and engage, then turn to one another with their more intimate conversations when people left. But not today. Everyone refused to even walk by their table. The remaining four girls were ostracized.

Beck and I sat in a two-seater across from one another. She used her wad of cash to buy some chips and a cookie instead of weed from the guys under the bleachers. Having her as my lunch company was the distraction I needed, though I also longed for my space alone away from everyone.

“I think Harry’s giving me a ride home today,” Beck said. “I don’t want to take the bus.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said.

I didn’t understand why Beck was so freaked out over Marki’s murder. She kept looking around the lunchroom, moving her leg up and down the way everyone in class did.

“Beck, it’s going to be okay,” I said. “Not to be morbid, but whoever killed Marki probably knew her or had a motive. That’s how it normally is, isn’t it?”

“Not if it was a serial killer,” Beck said.

I’d told her not to watch so many true crime documentaries.

“Has anyone else died?” I asked.

“No,” Beck said. “But killers always start with one; then they go from there.”

I finished off my sandwich, gaze trailing over to where Gilly Willis sat. She sat in silence with her friends, nobody cracking a smile. Her hair was pulled back in a braid today, lips paler from their lack of lip gloss. She swirled her water around in its bottle but didn’t take a sip. A few people finally approached them, placing hands on their shoulders, to which the girls mouthed “thank you.”

In English class, Mrs. Ashley wrote on the board that we were to have a reading day. She had buckets of books at the front of class in case nobody brought any. I shuffled up to the front, finding Gilly sorting through one of the big gray buckets.

“Find anything good?” I asked.

“The Virgin Suicides,” she said, holding up the book.

“Sounds like a good one.”

It was all I could think to say, considering. I didn’t get how a book about girls dying would appeal to someone whose friend just died, but people grieved in different ways. Death made people act differently.

“You don’t have to be all timid around me,” Gilly said. “Everyone has been watching the things they say to us today. Marki died and we didn’t. It sucks and I miss her, but I’m already tired of everyone saying they’re sorry.”

Her hard voice sounded so un-Gilly like. I knew her as a calm-spoken girl who always raised her hand, but Marki’s death had clearly hardened her.

“I noticed those people at lunch coming up to you,” I said, trying my best not to say, “Sorry for your loss.”

“People I’ve never said more than one word to,” Gilly said. “It’s weird how death makes people more approachable sometimes. You’d think the opposite were true.”

I sifted through the book bucket, uncomfortable at her bluntness. Was this the real Gilly Willis?

“I get why people are scared,” I said. “But it is a bit ridiculous. The police will find who did it, and then we will go back to being the same town who waits on news of lawn chairs being stolen.”

This made Gilly smile, and I blushed. Stop it, Quinn. The girl’s best friend just died, and I was blushing, because of a smile?

“There’s going to be a candlelight vigil tonight,” Gilly said. “Do you think you’ll go?”

“I feel like I should since everyone is going,” I admitted. “But I didn’t know Marki like that. I’ll feel weird.”

“Well, I’m going,” Gilly said. “And you know me, so by proxy, you know Marki. I think you should come. I could use someone real with me tonight.”

I didn’t understand what she meant by someone real when her friends would surely be there with her. But the thought of Gilly Willis inviting me to anything—even if it was her best friend’s vigil—made me feel important.

“I’ll meet you there,” I said.






CHAPTER FOUR

I sat in my bedroom, blasting music as I finished up my homework. I cracked my neck, fixing my posture, which immediately went back to a slouch.

“Are you going to that candle thing tonight?” Owen asked from my bedroom doorway.

I jumped. When would he ever learn to knock?

“Yes,” I said. “Do you want to go?”

“Sure,” Owen said. “Some of my friends are going, so don’t expect me to hang out with you.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Before we left, I grabbed a flannel in case I got cold. Nights had grown colder, even if the days didn’t match. I ran my brush loosely through my hair, undoing any knots. I stopped at the mirror, checking myself over once and deciding I looked good enough. Besides, tonight was about Marki.

We had Mom drop us off by the football field at the high school. There was a large crowd of people lighting each other’s white candles for Marki. Beck refused to come to the vigil with me. She claimed being there would bring us bad luck. She even thought that would be the place the killer was most likely to blend in. I let her ramble about the risks then ended the call with the excuse that I had homework.

A majority of the town showed up, even children who thought the candles were mini swords they could fight one another with. Owen ran off with his friends while I searched for Gilly.

“Over here!” Gilly said, waving me over.

She was with Sarai and the two other girls whose names I always forgot. They were twins, identical down to the amount of ear piercings they had, and I couldn’t bother learning to tell them apart.

Gilly handed me a candle, lighting it with her own. She smiled slightly at me. She grabbed my wrist and led me to Marki’s memorial. There was a large picture of her. She smiled wide, golden hair styled, bangs covering her forehead. She glowed, happy. Teddy bears and flowers were placed around the picture. I never understood why people brought such tangible things to a memorial. Flowers would die, but where would the bears go? They’d probably be shoved in a closet so nobody was reminded of their loss.

“I miss her,” Gilly said. “She was so pretty.”

The comment took me off-guard. It was evident Marki was nothing short of beautiful, but shouldn’t an honor of her life consist of more than just her looks? I was surprised she hadn’t mentioned something more personal. I let it slide when I looked at Gilly’s face. She pulled her bottom lip in between her teeth to keep from crying. I didn’t know how to console her.

Sarai and the twins came up to Gilly, hugging one another. They blubbered, but Gilly held her composure. I stepped off to the side to give them their moment while Mr. Leland approached the front of the crowd.

“Everyone, we are gathered here to honor the life of Marki Pickett, a life lost too soon,” Mr. Leland said. “This memorial is for all of us to grieve together and remember the light that was Marki Pickett. Anyone is free to come up and share any memories or offer any words about Miss Pickett.”

He stepped down. Sarai was the first to speak. Gilly and the twins held hands, heads high while the first of their group took to the mic.

“Marki was one of my best friends,” Sarai said through tears. “I remember the first time we met. It was preschool, and I forgot my snack at home, so Marki shared some of her cookies and grapes with me. She was one of the kindest people I knew, and I will miss her terribly.”

Sarai stepped down with a broken sob while the twins pulled her in between them. Gilly looked at the ground, kicking a stray rock while another student took to the mic. One after the other, people came up to express their condolences, recounting surface-level memories of Marki that would never parallel the weight of the group of girls beside me. While Sarai and the twins stood with their hands over their hearts, nodding along to the words spoken of their lost friend, Gilly leaned in closer to me.

“Do you want to leave?” Gilly whispered to me.

“What?” I asked.

Gilly grabbed my wrist and led me through the crowd, not explaining any further. The voices of students trailed off the further we got from the stadium.

Gilly led me closer to the woods and I halted.

“Why are we going toward the woods?” I asked.

“I need to see where they found her,” Gilly said.

I blinked. “Why? Gilly, I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

I heard Beck in the back of my mind, screaming that the killer was out there, waiting for another teenager to stumble into their trap.

“It will make it real for me,” Gilly said. “Hearing Sarai talk about her up there made me feel nothing. It’s like Marki is at home, and tomorrow I’ll see her at school. I keep seeing things on TV that Marki would like, and I want to call her and tell her about them. I keep thinking she will answer. If you don’t want to come with me, I won’t make you, but I need to do this.”

Gilly stared at me, waiting for an answer, her blue-gray eyes daring me to follow. When I didn’t move further, she let go and made her way to the woods, the candle and moon her only sources of light. She walked with purpose, as if the woods would give her the answers and grief she wanted. When she crossed the threshold into the trees, I watched as her light was chewed up by darkness. My heartbeat sped up at the thought of her meeting Marki’s fate.

“Shit,” I said, following her into the woods.

I cupped my hand around my candle, careful so it wouldn’t blow out. The trees loomed over me, darkened by the night. Every twig I stepped on made me jump. I was careful to watch my back. It was haunting in the woods, as if Marki’s memory had broken apart in pieces and stuck to every inch of nature it could touch. Every pine needle reminded me Marki was found dead in these woods, and that I was walking across her grave.

“Gilly!” I called out.

There wasn’t a single trace of her candlelight. I steadied my breath, trying not to panic. If anything, I could run back the way I came to school and leave Gilly to find her own way out. But doing that would keep me up all night wondering if she made it, and I wanted to save myself the peace.

I searched for her candlelight, but all I saw was darkness. My candle whipped in the breeze, and I tensed, hoping the flame wouldn’t go out.

“Gilly!” I called again.

But nothing. I broke out in a cold sweat; I’d had enough.

With a breath, I turned to leave the woods—and found Gilly in my path. I jumped back, sending my candle flame into a frenzy.

“You scared me,” I hissed.

“I found it,” Gilly replied. “The spot where they found Marki. Follow me.”

She grabbed my hand. Hers was warm with adrenaline and made me realize how frigid mine had grown in the chilly wind. I followed her a little further into the woods where caution tape lined a small clearing. On the ground were splotches of what I assumed were dried blood, and I shivered. Gilly knelt down on the pine needles, staring. I watched her back as her shoulders bounced again. When she sniffled, I knelt down next to her.

“Who would do something like this?” Gilly asked. “My dad tells me stories about this stuff, but none of them have ever phased me.”

“I think that’s because it’s never been as real for you as it is now,” I said.

She turned to me, tears flooding her blue-gray eyes. “Do you think they’ll actually find who killed her?”

The truth was I didn’t know how well our police would do on the case. There wasn’t much crime in our town that involved intensive work, so I’d never seen it happen.

“I don’t know,” I said.

I probably should have lied to her, but I couldn’t. Everyone sugarcoated everything for Gilly, and I didn’t want to be like everyone else to her. We sat there and stared at the caution tape blowing in the slight breeze. It looked unnatural against all the wiry trees.

“Who do you think killed her?” Gilly asked.

“I don’t even have an educated guess,” I said. “Did Marki say anything about anyone that seemed off?”

Gilly shook her head. “Everyone liked Marki.”

Everyone liked the thought of Marki, I wanted to say, but I held my tongue.

“She was probably in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I said aloud.

“You think she was in the woods when she died?” Gilly asked. “Or do you think someone put her here?”

She stared at the ground as she asked the questions. If I were her, I wouldn’t have wanted to speculate anything regarding the death of my best friend, but I guess being the daughter of the town sheriff could do that to someone.

“Have you ever known Marki to come to these woods at night?” I asked.

“No,” Gilly said. “Well, maybe not. I don’t think she would come alone, at least.”

“It’s a popular spot for people to drink,” I pointed out. “Or have sex.”

“Marki wasn’t like that,” Gilly said with a hint of irritation.

I nodded but thought about the times I’d seen Marki in the hallway, some guy’s hands wrapped around her butt while they kissed as if nobody would walk by and see them.

“Then I think she was probably taken here,” I said. Gilly only shivered, so I added, “We should get back.”

“Good idea.”

We walked close together, keeping our candles in front of us and stopping after every noise we heard. I’d never been one to spend time in the woods, but I knew Beck had before. I hoped never to return to them.

“Have you ever hung out in the woods before?” Gilly asked to distract us.

I shook my head. “Not really my thing.”

“Yeah,” Gilly said. “Mine either.”

Our shoulders bumped together, but neither one of us attempted to give the other more space.

“I… like the way your hair looks in the dark,” Gilly said. “It’s very Jessica Chastain.”

“Thanks,” I said, a little softer than intended.

I figured I should compliment her back, but I couldn’t think of anything to say. It didn’t matter, though. By the time I thought to say anything else, we were back at the edge of the woods.

Jon Willis and a couple other deputies stood around. Their radios went off every other second.

“Gilly!” Jon Willis said. “What the hell were you doing in those woods? I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“Sorry, Dad,” Gilly said.

Jon Willis and I locked eyes, but I quickly averted them.

“Get back to the memorial,” he said. “Gilly, I’ll meet you back up there when it’s time to go.”

I followed Gilly back to the memorial, turning around to watch as Jon and the other deputies went back into the woods.

“I should find my brother,” I said to Gilly.

“And I should go find Sarai, Alma, and Jen,” Gilly replied.

Alma and Jen—the twins. Noted.

“I’ll see you at school tomorrow,” I said with a nod.

When she was gone, I set my candle down in front of Marki’s photo. The light reflected off her eyes like little golden balls of fire. For a moment, I couldn’t help but picture her eyes—glassy, as they might have been when she was found in the woods, all the golden hue drained, just like her life. I tore myself away from the picture and went to find Owen.



Gilly and I didn’t speak much at school the next day. She sat with her friends at lunch and didn’t look up at me once. Nobody bothered to stop and speak with them at all. They could pass by quietly, as they had already exchanged condolences for luck that they wouldn’t become the next victim.

Beck still sat with me, her hollowed cheeks filling out now that she was finally eating fuller meals.

“Have you passed by the counselor’s?” Beck asked. “The line has been long all day.”

“For grief counseling?” I asked.

Beck nodded. “I think most of the people going are looking for a way to get out of class though. I didn’t see any of them in the line at all today.”

Beck motioned to Gilly’s table, and I looked. Gilly and Sarai talked, but their conversation was hushed. They still weren’t smiling as much as they normally did. Marki’s spot was left to the air today. I didn’t think anyone would ever get over the permanent gap at their table.

When the bell rang, I gathered my trash quickly, hoping to bump into Gilly, but she and her friends shot out of the cafeteria before I could catch her.

“I’ll see you later,” Beck said.

I waved her away while I headed to my next class, English.

Gilly was already in her seat in front of mine. My heart skipped, and I quietly made my way to my desk. When I sat, Gilly turned to me. I looked up at her and felt the heat rush to my cheeks.

“Want to hang out with me this weekend?” Gilly asked. “I’m partially under house arrest until they figure out who….”

She didn’t finish her sentence, but I understood what she was trying to say.

“Sure,” I said.

“What about Saturday night?” she asked.

“That works for me.”

I tapped my nails on the desk. Gilly Willis wanted to hang out with me? What had I done to get all this attention from her?

She placed her hand on top of mine to calm my fidgeting. Her touch sent another rush of heat through my body. I stiffened at the realization that she wasn’t moving her hand.

“Bring stuff to sleepover,” she said.

When the bell rang, Gilly finally released my hand, slowly. I noted how her fingers brushed sparks against my knuckles. When she turned fully, she fluffed her hair, and the lingering scent of jasmine enveloped me. There I went, another person wrapped around Gilly Willis’s perfect little finger.

She uncapped her pen so she could take notes. I stared at the back of her head. When she wrote, the tips of her curls bounced the way her shoulders did when she cried. It took me a moment to realize I’d actually agreed to a sleepover at Gilly Willis’s house. It was another place where the memory of death lingered like thick, unspoken gossip.

Beck swore Gilly’s house was haunted. Her mother and brother died there two years ago due to a gas leak in the basement. Nobody knew much about the details except that Jon and Gilly hadn’t been there. Gilly had found them first, dead in their bedrooms.

It was the talk of the town for a while. People tried not to stare at Gilly when she returned to school after her hiatus, but it was near impossible. Death around here attracted people to one another like magnets— or maggots. It wasn’t out of sympathy, just pure curiosity. Especially when the people didn’t die peacefully in their sleep the way a lot of grandparents did.

But I wouldn’t let Beck’s ghost sounds or nagging steer me from my plans.

After school, I found Beck standing by Harry Newman’s red car. She leaned against it, tapping her foot on the passenger-side tire. While Harry unlocked the car, Beck looked up and saw me.

“One second,” she said to him, approaching me. “What’s up?’

“I think I agreed to sleep over at Gilly Willis’s house this weekend,” I said.

Beck laughed, but my face stayed neutral. “You’re serious?”

“Do I try to get out of it?” I asked.

“Yes,” Beck said, then stopped. “Actually, no. I want you to tell me if you see any ghosts.”

“Beck,” I scolded.

“Why did you even agree to it?” Beck asked.

I honestly couldn’t answer that. Maybe it was my pity for her after she had just lost one of her best friends, or maybe she intrigued me. Maybe, deep down, I was like everyone else and couldn’t believe the most popular girl in school had invited me to her house.

I shrugged. Harry beeped the horn for Beck, and she held up her finger.

“I’ve got to go,” Beck said. “I’ll be expecting a full report on this sleepover.”

I watched her rush off and sighed.

Once I found my bus, I took a seat alone and put on my headphones. Gilly’s face materialized in my mind—how she’d looked in the woods the other night, defeated, sad, yet stonelike. The dark had enveloped her and lived in her curls.

My thoughts lingered on the way her hand felt on top of mine. I rubbed the spot she’d touched. Had Gilly Willis actually flirted with me? Or was I reading too much into it? I wasn’t the best in the flirting department. I stared at my faint reflection in the bus window. Plain blue eyes that lacked pigment and bright, copper hair that frizzed around my face. I didn’t see any ounce of Jessica Chastain like Gilly had told me the other night in the woods. Maybe she’d just wanted to be nice, but I couldn’t help but shake the feeling that Gilly could be interested in me as more than a friend.

Suddenly, I was excited for our sleepover.






CHAPTER FIVE

When Saturday came, I woke up to the smell of bacon and eggs. My mom had Saturdays off and made sure to fix up a full breakfast for us. Owen was already eating his second serving; my mom had saved me a plate knowing his appetite meant the food was at risk of disappearing. I poured maple syrup over my bacon and nearly lost my appetite when I noticed the ketchup all over Owen’s eggs. His taste was heinous. Ketchup was meant solely for french fries—sometimes chicken tenders if no other sauce was available. He made it even worse when he squished the ketchup into the eggs, turning his plate into a massacre.

He chewed with his mouth partially open; I could never look at him during meals for too long without wanting to gag. Mom joined us, reading the newspaper with her reading glasses on. Marki Pickett’s face was plastered on the front. That same warm-eyed photo of her from the memorial. Would they ever use anything else, or would Marki forever be remembered by that one picture on every anniversary of her death?

“Do you have any plans tonight?” Mom asked both of us.

Owen answered first, sloppily. “Matt wanted to know if I could come over?”

“That’s fine,” Mom said, flipping the page in the paper.

My mouth felt thick before I opened it. A rush of heat reached my face at the thought of Gilly. I was starting to get used to that feeling. Luckily, Mom’s was covered by the waif newspaper.

“I think I’m going to sleep over at a friend’s house tonight,” I blurted.

Mom moved the paper slightly so I could see her suspicious face. “Which friend?”

“Gilly Willis,” I said, shoving a forkful of eggs into my mouth.

“Gilly Willis?” Mom echoed with a blink. “The sheriff’s daughter? I didn’t know you two were friends.”

“New friends,” I said. “We have a project for English class to work on together, so she invited me to stay the night so we could work on it.”

The lie slipped from my tongue so easily. I almost applauded myself at my composure but stifled my mischievous smile with a sip from my orange juice.

“Wasn’t she friends with the girl who died?” Owen asked, a crumb of food flying from his mouth onto the kitchen table.

I scowled at him, for both the comment and his lack of table manners.

“She was,” I said. “I assume she could use our homework as a distraction.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” Mom said. “But don’t bring up her friend.”

“I won’t,” I said, rolling my eyes.

I quickly finished breakfast so I could prepare for my night with Gilly. I had plenty of time before I was meant to get to her house. I told her I’d be there at seven that evening. In my room, I emptied my bookbag on my bed and grabbed a pair of sweatpants and a shirt to bring. I studied my pajama choice and wondered if it was too plain. I wanted to impress Gilly, but I didn’t own any that would be considered cute. I opted for a pale blue tank top instead of my oversized t-shirt. I packed a hairbrush and my toothbrush then zipped up my bag.

I busied myself with random things around my room to make the time pass. I doodled in my notebook, shot some rubber bands across the room, and even played a game of MASH with myself, where I inevitably married Gilly. We had four kids, two pet gerbils and lived in a bungalow off the coast of Fiji. I crumpled up the piece of paper and tossed it in my wastebasket. This crush on Gilly-effing-Willis would be my downfall. I hated that my delusions sucked me into the belief that maybe she shared the same attraction for me. Or was I merely intrigued? The argument played out in my head, but when I thought of her sandy hair and the way she smelled like flowers, I knew it went deeper than curiosity.
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