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For Michelle






He was a God who observed without intervening in this hell he created.

—David Morrell, Creepers
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 PART I  Hazy Shade of Influencer







Annabeth Dies at the End

Kylie Bennington watches her dad pull from the driveway. He gives a limp “see you” wave through the half-cracked window as his taillights disappear into the night. Then she’s alone in the dark. As usual.

Instagram glows hot in her palm, lighting the way as she moves to the front porch, sidestepping the yard equipment that Mom has neglected to pick up for going on two months now. Her phone dings as she nears the door.

Erin:



Home yet?





Kylie’s thumb smashes the green FaceTime button before her device can get a ring off, and then she’s looking into Erin’s bedroom, a scrawl of summer clothes strewn across woolly pink carpet.

“Did I lend you my linen skirt?” Erin asks.

“Funny.”

“The one from the beach. Short. Kinda see-through when the sun hits it just right?”

“When do you lend me anything?”

“That’s what’s bothering me.”

“Why don’t you just message the label? Have them send you another?”

“Because I think I actually bought this one.”

“Ah, the rare designer that isn’t comping your wardrobe.”

“Never pay if you can help it.”

“Yes, well, some of us plebs have no choice.”

“You’ll get there,” Erin says. “You’re my long-term project. Gonna prove the Erin Palmer Method is bulletproof. They’ll pay me to speak at conferences and shit.”

Kylie finds her way by cell phone light through the darkened house. A note on the kitchen table says there’s a bowl of spinach salad in the fridge and is signed, “Love, Mom.”

She takes it out, sets it aside.

“Off-white,” Erin’s saying. “More like cream, I guess?”

But Kylie’s distracted, barely listening as she pulls open every cabinet.

“Assume I find it,” Erin continues. “It’s appropriate to wear. Right?”

“Um, sure?” Kylie’s rummaging through the refrigerator for the tuna steak she’d asked Mom to buy.

“Yeah,” Erin states. “I think it’s appropriate. It says, ‘I’m grieving, but not at the expense of comfort.’ ”

“You’re not grieving because nobody’s dead.”

Erin flips the phone around and stares. The remnants of a clay mask at her hairline. “Kylie. She’s been missing since April.”

“Missing,” Kylie emphasizes. “Annabeth is missing.”

“And her parents sold the house and left town.”

“She was a friend and—”

“In the fourth grade.” Erin brushes a couple of stacks of fall wear off the edge of her bed, done with this conversation. “Another outfit, I suppose. But what, though?” The camera slips down and she’s topless.

“God, Erin, put something on. I know your tan lines better than my own.”

“Speaking of which, we should totally get back indoors. I’m over the sun. Look at this—see these freckles above my boobs?”

Kylie minimizes the screen instead and toggles to a recipe for mustard-seared tuna. It’s a lap around the kitchen to gather the ingredients.

This is where it gets hard:

It isn’t enough to cook the tuna steak to taste. It needs to look good.

She pulls a frying pan from the storage cabinet and places it on the stove. Then she fills a mixing bowl with maple syrup, Dijon mustard, lemon juice, oil, and crushed red pepper and whisks it all together into a texture that’s heavy but smooth.

“Why does your evening sound more interesting than mine?” Erin asks.

Kylie sets aside four teaspoons of syrup mixture and drops the tuna steak inside the bowl, coating it on all sides. “It’s not.”

A smidge of oil hits the pan, and she waits for the heat while Erin starts talking about her date with Cameron. How he’d been the perfect gentleman tonight and how that was… really pretty boring.

“I mean, he barely made a move.” Erin says this with genuine disbelief and a dash of offense. “How many TikTok boys would kill for this opportunity?”

Kylie’s no longer listening, too focused on the task at hand: getting a Gordon Ramsay sear on this tuna. Ninety seconds of heat on each side. Done. The smell is sweet and savory, and it’s time to think about plating.

Now Erin’s going off on Cameron’s arms and how she’s addicted to the feel of his bulges on her fingertips.

And Kylie’s setting the tuna down on a dish, carving it into careful slices. The inside is noticeably redder. Good. Perfect for contrast.

She plates it alongside some leftover potatoes and green beans, grateful that no one would really be able to tell they’re not freshly made, then drizzles the remaining syrup over everything. The smell is vaguely tempting.

Next, Kylie sights the dish through her phone’s camera, pacing the kitchen, searching out the best vantage. She takes a snap. Then another. One more. Yeah. Any of these will work.

“Now that you’ve heard the argument, Your Honor, let me ask: Do I see him again?”

“Yes,” Kylie says, hoping she hasn’t spaced on any traumatizing details.

“Good. I mean, I was gonna do it anyway, but it’s nice for us to be on the same page.”

Kylie carries the plate through the house, to the living room doors that open into the backyard. She places it down on the brick patio there and calls out, “Sporto!”

An excited huff spins up in response, bushes rustling, the floodlight kicking on, catching the graying snout of the neighbor’s collie as he pushes through the shrubs.

“Good boy,” Kylie coos and closes the door. She takes a can of flavored seltzer from the fridge and carries the spinach salad upstairs.

“Hello?” Erin’s extra annoyed by this radio silence.

“I’m listening. I’m here.”

“You sure?”

“Whatever. I don’t want you watching me eat anyway. Text.”

“Ugh, such a prude. I’ve got a shirt on now.”

“Even so.” Kylie ends the call before Erin can respond. She enters her room, kicking the door closed, dropping onto the bed beneath the Katy Perry poster she’s had pinned there since kindergarten. She runs the tuna photo through Lightroom, toggling her preferred filters until one makes the syrup pop just right.

She captions it, Hungry? and adds the hashtags: #Instagood, #yum, #homemade, #eeeeeats, and #foodie before blasting it off into social space.

Twenty hearts come back in the blink of an eye.

With her social life fed, Kylie starts in on Mom’s spinach salad as a stream of notifications fills her phone. Not bad for a modest four thousand followers. Nothing compared to Erin’s sixty thou, but not bad.

Someone called @JordanGentleman comments in all caps: SHE EVEN COOKS! PERFECT WOMAN. Kylie taps his name to get a better look. His face is hidden and his shirtless dad bod might be okay if not for the disgusting Brillo curls covering it.

He looks like the type of guy who sends dick pics for a living, but Kylie doesn’t block him.

Erin:



watcha eating?





Kylie:



spinach







knew it… lying bitch lol





Erin understands that performance is all that matters. Her audience is composed entirely of men like @JordanGentleman who follow a thousand girls just like her, and whose comments are always on the edge of inappropriateness.

Sometimes Kylie wonders why she and Erin cater to cretins, and Erin’s always quick to remind her that it doesn’t matter. Let them be perverts, so long as they’re perverts who follow and like.

Erin’s enough of an influencer to get an annual VidCon invitation. She’s paid to attend club openings all over New England, despite being two years under the drinking age, and comes home to daily packages of product and clothing. Most recently, it was a pair of Amina Muaddi Belgian satin slingback pumps, pointed toes with crystal embellishments, that forced Kylie to suffer an existential crisis. Genuine fears of, It’s never going to happen for me.

Kylie works hard to catch Erin without ever coming close, always five steps behind, like she’s come in at the tail end of a good thing, like when there’s no more room at the table.

She wedges AirPods into her ears as she eats the salad, streaming Katy Perry’s Witness—an underrated album the critics simply did not get. Spin wrote that it was “a spectacular failure,” Rolling Stone dismissed it as “art pop soup,” and everyone failed to recognize its purpose: depicting a world where the barriers between celebrities and normies has come all the way down, leaving everyone to grapple with the same problems, relationships, self-censorship, and relevancy in a distracted world.

Kylie scrolls the ’gram, giving out hearts like Halloween candy.

Until Erin’s post stops her cold.

A topless photo that’s cut off right above Erin’s breasts so that only the rounds of her Cs—and those sun freckles—are visible. Her hair’s soaking wet and draped over her forehead. The smile on her face, suggestive and naughty. The caption: Ready for bed. [image: Emoji: Face with tongue.]

Nine. Thousand. Hearts.

“You couldn’t let me win, could you?” Kylie’s voice cracks, nostrils flaring. It’s how it is when a friendship is fundamentally made up of a bundle of raw nerves.

Kylie’s dinner post is performing fine—fifty-two hearts and counting. But the victory’s tainted.

Her stomach rumbles and she wishes she’d eaten the goddamn tuna as she refreshes her post, about to cross one hundred. Waiting for a certain someone to be among the hearts.

Shit. She promised herself she wasn’t going to do this but can’t help it. Brady’s off at Williamson University, sure, but he has notifications for Kylie’s content. So why hasn’t he liked it yet?

She goes to his feed and checks to see if she’d somehow missed any of his posts. Impossible, given her own settings. The two of them are so entwined that the algorithm would never be able to untangle them.

He hasn’t posted anything since noon. Late lunch with the new roomie. The two of them slumped into the same side of some restaurant booth, clanging pizza slices together like beer bottles.

Lame, but cute.

Erin’s back in her texts, asking if she should lock Cameron down for the year. With their freshman orientation coming up tomorrow, she can’t risk him meeting someone else.

Kylie loves Erin. Sometimes, though, she hates her. It just can’t be helped. The way she talks, talks, talks and how it’s always her, her, her until that brief moment of self-awareness kicks in and reminds her to be a human being. To ask about someone else’s life for a change.

“Come on, Brady,” Kylie whines. She rolls over onto her stomach, face buried in her pillow while Katy is breathing on her brain. Empowering words that usually help. The song is “Roulette,” a real bop about running into an ex-lover and having a spontaneous evening with them, and it would’ve made this album a massive hit had it been released as a single, but it’s making everything worse tonight, because maybe Brady has spun that wheel and is currently going round and round with another girl.

Kylie feels sick. Every word Erin sends enrages her, because of course there’s no room for Kylie’s troubles in them. Somehow, she’s been made to feel like a bit player in her own life.

Brady’s update appears, as if on cue. As if Kylie has willed it into existence through sheer desperation.

Ding, ding, ding. Erin keeps on texting. Kylie doesn’t read them. She’s too busy wiping her eyes, staring at Brady’s post. At her fucking life going to pieces.

The photo is of @BradyStyle with some new friends.

Ding, ding, ding. Notifications vying for Kylie’s attention. But she just can’t. Because every girl on campus seems to be in this picture. Brady and his roommate, front and center, surrounded by an avalanche of Williamson U Greek Life, hands reaching out, touching their shoulders and arms. Smiles on their faces because look at this new hotness…

Ding, ding, ding. Erin, determined to be heard. Now FaceTime’s a-calling and Kylie’s breath is short. Her heart pounds and her soul burns and the fire spreads through her body, eating her oxygen and squeezing from her the will to live.

She doesn’t answer the call and then her phone goes back to ding, ding, dinging. It won’t stop, never stops.

Kylie wonders how much lorazepam she needs to swallow right now in order to die.

Only she’s too cowardly for that and so she finally opens Erin’s messages, knowing that all she needs is to feed the thread some kind of response in order for it to slow down. Make it stop for thirty seconds so she can think this all through.

Erin:



this is so fucked but you gotta see it







it’s not real right?





This burst of panic catches Kylie off guard. Draws her focus. She opens the text thread in full, where, three messages up, Erin had sent a video.

Kylie recognizes the face in that thumbnail right off. Annabeth Wilson?! Fourth-grade recess buddy. The girl who sat behind her in two classes last year. The girl who has been missing since April.

Kylie taps the play arrow.

On-screen, Annabeth comes into a darkened room and flips a switch on the wall, revealing the kitchen. She yelps into the camera that she very clearly hasn’t expected to find there.

Now Annabeth is staring straight into the lens, eyes seeming to lock with Kylie’s for a moment as her mind slots in an unspoken puzzle piece.

“Nothing else works, Little Lamb,” a voice hisses from off camera.

Annabeth spins around to face the speaker.

What she sees, what Kylie is seeing, is a yellow emoji mask bleeding out of the shadows there. An oversized and circular head that’s two blushing dots beneath thin, angled eye sockets, a lopsided grin that finds humor in Annabeth’s startled shrieks. The mask sits atop a petite frame, a T-shirt that ends at bronzed and smooth thighs.

Then the emoji hoists something overhead.

A flash of steel. A barbecue slicer knife swinging down, seeming to carve through Annabeth. She goes spinning toward the camera, spurting blood like a sprinkler.

The emoji winds its arm back and the slicer blade falls again, smashing through Annabeth’s head with a thunderstorm crack. She drops onto the gray tile like a slab of beef and the video cuts off, cuts to black, leaving Kylie to process what she just watched.

Erin’s still feeding messages into the thread as questions race through Kylie’s mind. Who recorded this? Why?

And yet, Kylie’s so dazed that she’s incapable of feeling anything in this moment. On video, the murder feels far removed from reality. A scene from a movie. Easily dismissed as a trick. Special effects.

Except in her heart, Kylie knows it isn’t fake. Annabeth is missing. That was her in the vid. Occam’s razor. Or in this case, Occam’s barbecue slicer.

It isn’t something she’s supposed to see. Which makes it exciting.

So she does the first thing that comes naturally.

She clicks play and watches it again.






Like Mourning

Erin’s BMW is idling in Kylie’s driveway just before seven. Erin’s thing is that she doesn’t honk. Doesn’t get out of the car. She just sits.

Sometimes Kylie lets Erin wait. Like today, standing in the foyer with the Annabeth video on repeat, unsure of how many times she’s watched it now, kind of numb to it, but still utterly fascinated.

How many people see somebody they know die this way? Kylie pauses right after the emoji makes its first cut, Annabeth whirling back around, her eyes popped wide with shock, crimson splatter pocking her face. The way she crashes against the floor, dropping out of sight.

These images engrave themselves on Kylie’s mind and suddenly she’s had enough, stepping out into the morning light, rushing toward Erin’s ride, spinning up her enthusiasm as she slides into shotgun. “You found the linen.”

“But do I pull it off?” Erin asks, knowing full well that she does, adjusting the skirt to cover more of her thigh.

“Not sure how grief-stricken you look.”

“Oh, well, it’s not like we had a mass shooting.”

“Thank God,” Kylie says, wondering how that would go over for her. It worked out pretty well for those Parkland kids.

“It, uh, was Melissa on that video, right?” Erin asks. “Doing the deed?”

“It can’t be,” Kylie says, then wonders why she thinks that, given that both Annabeth Wilson and Melissa Crigan have been missing for five months. Now one of them is dead and the other—

“I’d recognize those legs anywhere,” Erin says, backing onto Kylie’s street, stomping the gas. “She’s got that stupid-ass mask on, and it’s just like, why bother? It’s way easier to identify Melissa from her body. Swimmer’s thighs. Used to be so jealous of that sculpt.”

“Are you sure?”

“One way to brand yourself,” Erin says, almost admiringly. “Psychos aren’t usually hot, so there’s a market there.” She glances over, notices Kylie is struggling this morning, makes a face like she really hates to change the subject. “All right, talk to me.”

“You already know.”

“Hate to say it, but—”

“Not helping.”

“Well, what am I supposed to say, Ky? If you took my advice, you’d be so much happier.”

“Your advice is to have fun. What does that even mean?”

“It means… forget Brady.”

“So I can make out with two guys at once? Like you did after the prom?”

“Oh, that was just a few kisses… no biggie. It was in the moment.”

“So, you’re not talking about that kind of fun? Just so I’m clear?”

“More like… find a Cameron of your own.”

“He’s not even your Cameron yet.”

Erin grins. Without taking her eyes off the road, she unlocks her phone and swipes through the screens in an impressive display of muscle memory, then drops her device into Kylie’s lap.

It’s the source photo from Erin’s late-night Insta selfie, unedited, her boobs in frame.

“Maybe Cameron got that in a DM. And if you scroll over one, you’ll see”—she clears her throat—“his hardened response.”

Like most women on the internet, Kylie lives in constant fear of unwanted dick pics, though maybe there is some morbid curiosity this time because she knows Cameron. But the topic of boys has her feeling lemon-sour today and she doesn’t want to look.

She locks the phone and places it on the seat between them. “I’m good.”

“But no fun.”

Summerfield Community College’s parking lot is nearly full, one open spot. A dented Volkswagen comes puttering in from the other end, a bit closer. Erin blasts her horn, rattling the other car into braking. She takes that opportunity to gun it, stealing the space and flipping the driver off through the rearview.

“Eat me, you total geek!”

Behind the wheel of the Volkswagen, Ben Austin looks like he’s about to cry.

“Be ni-ice,” Kylie says, her voice filled with singsongy insincerity.

“Oh God. You know him?”

“Um, he was our Bio partner. Maybe you just weren’t paying attention.”

Erin shakes that thought away, refusing to waste another on Ben Austin.

On the quad, everyone’s taking selfies, showing off their best mourning faces. Nobody’s grieving, exactly. Annabeth wasn’t popular enough for that. This is mutually beneficial acknowledgment.

A sign hangs over the school’s entrance. WELCOME FRESHMEN TO SCC! Then, in smaller letters, You Can Still Find Your Future Here! A flyer taped to the door reads, WE REMEMBER ANNABETH. It’s hastily made, which is understandable, given that she hadn’t been “confirmed” dead until about twelve hours ago. But the video is really making the rounds. There’re already two subreddits dedicated to solving the mystery, and some news stations have begun reporting on it, adding fuel to the “Did Missy do it?” speculation.

“Chessie King followed me last night,” Erin announces as she spins around and lifts her phone in one fluid motion, snapping a selfie—the Annabeth pamphlet visible in full just over her shoulder.

“Um. I don’t know who that is.”

“Only one of the best travel-and-fitness influencers out there.” Erin’s response isn’t quite disgust, but disappointment. Her star pupil has much to learn.

They walk the rest of the way in silence, Erin’s thumbs tap-tapping her screen while uploading her pic, slapping it behind her own filter and adding a few hashtags. All before they’re in the building, a social virtuoso.

Cameron Sullivan is waiting for them in the hall. He slides his wavy brown bangs behind his ears and drapes a familiar arm around Erin. “Looking good, ladies,” he says. “Yo, is that dress see-through?”

Erin bites her lip to stifle her smile, but keeps walking.

“Does she… know about the pic?” Cameron asks, eye-checking Kylie with a grin out the side of his mouth.

“If you’re wondering if my best friend has seen your dick,” Erin says, deadpan, “she declined to look.”

Cameron seems deflated by this, and Kylie feels a twinge of satisfaction over having burst his balloon.

They follow the flow of freshman students through nondescript halls, community college feeling like high school on steroids. Sporadic signs marked ORIENTATION point the way.

“Think they’ll mention any of this?” Cameron wonders. “Melissa?”

“Who cares? We know what happened.” Erin gives an empty shrug because that’s just life in the Current Year.

“Makes you think,” Cameron says.

“And what are you thinking about?” Erin asks.

“That you never know who might want to kill you. Melissa and Annabeth were best friends.”

“And are we sure that Melissa killed Annabeth?” Kylie asks. “I feel like nobody knows what the hell they’re talking about.”

“Poor Kylie,” Erin says. “So naïve.”

Cameron pulls them into a huddle, words becoming whispers. “It’s true, guys… my dad says—”

“You dad’s a patrolman,” Erin groans.

“Yeah, well, he knows things,” Cameron snaps, eyes narrowing as he watches a few stragglers pass by. “Supposedly, Melissa livestreamed the killing.”

“Oh, come on. Melissa’s been radio silent since April,” Kylie says.

“Not everyone understands the game,” Erin adds, as if the necessity of daily content was Kylie’s point.

“Radio silent on TikTok,” Cameron clarifies. “The video we’re talking about came from somewhere else.”

“From where?” Kylie asks. “Reels?”

“No. It started getting shared around, though. Nobody wants to take credit but—” He looks as though he knows he shouldn’t continue.

“Oh my God!” Erin exclaims, loud enough to draw eyes. “Chessie King just liked my post!”

Kylie snaps her fingers in Cameron’s face to keep him on task. “Hello? But… what?”

“I think it came from Duc.”

“Makes sense,” Kylie says. “If there’s something awful on the internet, Duc would know about it.”

They had a Chemistry Slack channel last year. A place for the lab groups to compare notes. Duc’s only contributions were to spam it with links to disgusting videos disguised as “study guides.”

Two girls, one something…

“I showed him this morning,” Cameron says. “You know, in case he hadn’t seen it, and he got super hostile. ‘Get that shit out of my face!’ ”

“Do you think Chessie wants to collab?” Erin’s asking no one in particular.

“This isn’t just some anonymous internet vid, though,” Kylie says. “We know Annabeth. Knew her.”

“Let’s go, peoples.” Mr. Davies comes around the corner, fanning his arms, corralling them through the open auditorium doors.

“Peoples?” Cameron asks.

“I don’t assume gender, Cameron. Now let’s get a move on.” Mr. Davies, with his thinning hair and sparse goatee, wearing an off-white button-down, had given the Summerfield High seniors a campus tour last year, and he remained their faculty contact for all academic questions throughout the spring and summer. Kylie’s stunned that he seems to remember their names. And was that a little smile just for her?

“God, he needs to log off,” Erin whispers and Kylie giggles.

They break formation and head inside as questions about Annabeth and Melissa swirl. Best friends. One victim. One killer. Why?

Kylie’s unable to think about anything else.






Ice Cream Secrets

Orientation lasts an hour. It’s mostly a sounding board for various services and clubs offered on campus. Counseling. Tutoring. A handful of intramural sports for those who can’t let it go. Cameron winces at these mentions, still traumatized by the torn ACL that ended his athletic career last Thanksgiving in the big game against Westvale.

He leans into Erin’s ear and whispers, “Maybe I’ll try cross country,” though she doesn’t acknowledge this, never takes her eyes off her phone. Just scrolls for the entirety of the assembly.

Kylie’s first class that day is Ancient and World History. She’s not in her seat ten minutes before zoning out, Mr. Beauregard’s “Welcome to College” lecture drier than toast. Not even his surprising segue into cannibalism is enough to bring her back, daydreaming of Katy’s “Bon Appetit” video instead. The one where she’s half-naked and tossed around in a vat of flour the size of a swimming pool. Katy covered in fresh vegetables, soaking in steaming broth, about to be devoured by the ravenous men cooking her.

Thinking about that gives her “Hummingbird Heartbeat.”

Brady hates that video. Says Katy was past her prime and trying to be edgy, clinging to relevancy. And suddenly Kylie’s on the verge of tears because fuck you, you never disrespect the Queen, not ever, and because Brady still hasn’t texted.

The entire morning is like this, little bites of Brady depression interrupted only by the overwhelming mystery of Annabeth and Melissa. A distraction she’s grateful to have.

On the way to lunch, Kylie spots Erin sneaking off campus with Veronica Gomez. Veronica flashes an aqua-tinted Juul in a leather charging case, Kylie’s invitation to come with. “This is us coping with tragedy.”

So gauche, Kylie thinks. Why don’t they realize Juuls are out and Puff Bars are in? “You guys aren’t going to lunch?”

“In this dress?” Erin brushes her fingers down the length of her prized linen. “It’ll stain if I fart. I’m fasting until school’s out.”

“Come vape,” Veronica offers.

“Can’t.” Kylie starts to move past them. “I’m looking for someone.”

That someone is Duc. Kylie finally finds him in the cafeteria, sitting at a table of indistinguishable skinny jeans and printed tees. He stands out among his pack in Gucci stripes and linen chinos. Has a gold band around his wrist and his hair is perfect. She heard him bragging once that he gets it done in Boston every three weeks and spends a buck-twenty per cut, and she admires this utter dedication to image.

Kylie pulls a chair from the empty table nearby. The chatter stops cold as she wedges herself in.

“You looking to rip woods?” one of the burnouts snickers. “I sold through my stash before breakfast. Guess murder makes everyone anxious. Real good for business.” He high-fives the guy sitting next to him whose eyelids are all the way closed, and whose laugh is a low, maddening, atonal stutter.

Kylie’s locked on to Duc. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Still mad about Slack?”

“God, stop it.”

“You came to me.”

“This isn’t about that. I’ve moved on,” Kylie says. It wasn’t even the prank that had angered her, but Duc’s effort to record her reaction to it. He used to have a YouTube prank show called DucTales, three hundred and fifty thousand subs before the high school administration tired of his constant interruptions and threatened to suspend him if he didn’t stop.

Duc did, walking away from all those subscribers. That monetization. Kylie never understood it. Would’ve let the school toss her out on her ass.

“All right,” Duc says, unwrapping an ice cream sandwich and licking the cream around the perimeter. “Talk.”

A hall of burnout faces stare at Kylie. She glares back, annoyed that these losers are trying to intimidate her. All except Duc, who enjoys being the alpha to his pack of betas.

“Somewhere else, please,” she says.

Duc cleaves off a hunk of ice cream sandwich like a snapping turtle. “Anything you have to say—”

“Okay, fine—let’s talk about Melissa Crigan.”

The confidence immediately falls off Duc’s face and he pushes away from the table, stands up. “Over there.”

The small courtyard off the cafeteria is surrounded on all sides by floor-to-ceiling glass. The ground is decorative rock and sporadic flower beds. Two girls sit on the concrete there, giggling over TikToks.

“Melissa,” Kylie whispers as the door to the cafeteria clicks shut behind them.

“What about her?” Duc asks, mouth full of ice cream.

“Cameron told me you—”

“Cameron’s mouth is bigger than his brain.”

“Anyone else watches that video and gets spooked off it, I believe it. You? LiveLeak used to be your homepage.”

“LiveLeak,” Duc sighs. “Press F.” He twists his mouth as if he’s trying to lock the rest of his words away. “I shouldn’t say anything els—”

“Yeah, you should.”

He glances around. The nearby girls aren’t remotely curious about their conversation, and his boys are watching through the glass as if their leader’s life is in mortal danger.

Kylie waves, hoping it might antagonize them. “Remember when you and Matt used to swap porn DVDs?” she asks. “That day you dropped your bag on the bus and a couple of them spilled out across my feet?” She claps her hands together, laughing.

“Wasn’t funny.”

“I used to call you guys the Bang Brothers. Still the first thing that pops into my head when I see you goons together. Point is, Duc, I harbored that. Kept it our little secret.”

“That’s supposed to make me want to trust you?”

“No, but it’s proof that you can.”

Duc leans in so close that, for a second, Kylie thinks he’s about to kiss her. She recoils a little and he scoffs at her skittishness. “Ever consider that I’m trying to protect your dumb ass?”

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll worry about myself.”

“Fine, Jesus. There’s this app, all right? A goddamn app.”

“Which app?”

“One you don’t have.”

“Tell me which one and I’ll—”

He takes out his phone and shows the screen. Among the familiar social media icons is a strange yellow one Kylie doesn’t recognize. An abstract logo. One dark diagonal slash and a half circle underneath, almost like a closed eye. She squints to read the fine print of the app name.

“MonoLife…?”

“Shit’s secret,” Duc says. “You have a better chance of seeing aliens than getting this on your phone.”

“I can’t download it?”

“Nope.”

“Did Melissa have it? Annabeth?”

Duc pushes a finger into the notch above his lip.

Kylie takes her voice down to a whisper. “That’s where the video was posted? Cameron said—”

“Cameron’s going to get you all killed.”

Kylie gives a reflexive laugh. Dramatic much? But Duc’s stone face stops her cold. She’s known him since grade school. Jesus, he wasn’t this serious when his mother died. “Okay… what does that mean?”

His voice drops so low it’s almost gone. “It’ll know if I show you.”

“Uh.” Kylie glances back at Duc’s table again, thinking this has to be another dumb prank. The boys are still watching, looking every bit as dumbfounded as she feels.

“Is this another one of your bullshit jokes? ’Cause I swear—”

“No. No. No joke here. It’s made to stay hidden. Like, way, way, way hidden.”

“How’d you get it, then?”

“Nope.”

“Duc, I’m not going to rat you out.”

“No.”

“Trust issues? Okay. Let’s see… Um, freshman year, I caught the Bang Brothers peeping on Stacy Corliss. Right in her backyard, you goblins. I mean, okay, who walks around their house naked after a shower? But that’s beside the point. I could’ve ratted you out. Could’ve told Stacy to lower her shades—I didn’t even do that. Because I saw you pervs both looking so desperate and pathetic, puppy-dog eyes and everything and… I had mercy.”

“I owe you? For that?”

Kylie lifts an eyebrow that asks, Don’t you?

Duc paces back and forth, screws sufficiently turned. He takes a deep breath, and there’s a ridiculously long pause before exhaling. “Phone kiosk at the mall. Ask Deacon to give you the life.”

“What—”

Duc spits and starts back into the cafeteria. “That’s it. You heard what I said. And whatever happens next, keep me out of it. I mean that.”

“We’re all a little messed up, Duc. If you need to talk about what happen—”

“I didn’t know Annabeth at all.”

“You knew Melissa.”

“Missy and I only…” He stops in the doorjamb, reconsidering his words. Whatever he’s thinking disappears with another headshake. “Forget it.”

“I won’t.”

“Then don’t. Fuck do I care? You’ve heard everything I’ve got to tell you. Seriously, Kylie, fuck off.” He rushes back to the lunch table, his boys whooping at the sight of Kylie being put in her place.

Her heart thunders. Even the girls are staring now. It doesn’t matter. What Kylie wants are answers.

Why had Melissa gone dark on Instagram five months ago, while remaining ExtremelyOnline™ enough to do what, exactly? Stream a murder?

Why does Duc know her well enough to call her Missy?

And what about this MonoLife has him so scared?






App Store

They go to Erin’s house after school.

Kylie doesn’t drive, so she’s always on Erin’s schedule. What she’s affectionately come to call ErinTime. It’s not so bad, because Erin’s always in a hurry to get where she’s going.

Only problem is that ErinTime serves Erin’s followers and no one else.

“Time to feed the beast,” she’ll say. And that means doing things like pulling over to grab a selfie in front of a food truck called OH MISO HUNGRY.

It’s those instincts, always on point, that brings them straight to Erin’s house. Cameron’s along for the ride because he’s costarring in this afternoon’s ’gram. A shot across the bow to every other SCC student who looked at him today and thought, Maybe this is my year…

It’s not. It’s Erin’s. And she’s about to illustrate that shit.

“You know what to do,” Erin says as she turns into the driveway and stops. Cameron ducks across the back seat as Kylie hops out, jogging up to the front steps and blotting the Ring doorbell’s field of vision.

Only then does Cameron slither out, going around the house to the pool gate as Erin rolls the BMW all the way down the pavement. She joins Kylie on the front steps, where she punches in the unlock code.

“When does Cameron get to meet the family?” Kylie whispers this into her hand just in case Mr. Palmer is watching the Ring video feed from work.

“Never, ever, ever, ever.” The door swings open and they enter. “Dad doesn’t want me seeing anyone, thinks I need to focus on my studies to escape this ‘community college ghetto.’ That’s what he calls it. Like we’re supposed to go into Ivy League debt for lives we don’t even want.” They walk through the house to the rear porch, then down to the pool area, unlocking the tall iron gate where Cameron waits.

“I missed you,” he says, pushing in on Erin for a peck.

“Down, boy.” She shoves him off, tugging his T-shirt up to flash his abs. “Take this off and go for a swim while I change.”

“I didn’t bring a suit,” Cameron says, slipping the shirt off anyway and watching Erin strut toward the pool house.

“No cameras back here, Ace. You can strip.”

“But please don’t,” Kylie adds, dropping into one of the oversized chairs at the shallow end.

Cameron isn’t listening. He unbuckles his belt and pushes down his jeans. “Don’t worry, I wear boxers.”

Kylie has her phone, thank God. She opens Instagram, where for some reason the algorithm thinks she’d love to see Erin’s mourning selfie.

Two hundred comments, each one of them Sorry for your loss, as if Erin’s actually lost anything.

She continues to scroll, but can’t get it out of her head. All those hearts. People genuinely care about Erin. What does that feel like? What does Kylie have to do in order to know what that feels like?

People who don’t matter say digital love is transactional. Parasocial. Something imagined that cannot be felt or understood beyond the confines of a user agreement. To Kylie, it’s preferable to an empty home and a boyfriend who is almost certainly gearing up to ghost her.

The pool house doors swing open, jostling Kylie from that thought.

Cameron, slumped face down on the diving board with one arm dangling into the water, perks up. “Wow.”

Wow is right. Erin catwalks out, her porcelain skin contrasting with the black bikini that’s thinner than a string of yarn and sparkling beneath the sun. Kylie doesn’t hate any body more than that body.

Cameron’s on his knees now, practically clapping like a seal. Erin bends over his face, dangling the bottle of tanning butter like a sardine, sloshing it around with a dirty grin. “You do me and I’ll do you.”

Kylie retreats back into her feed, creeping on Brady, who hasn’t posted a thing since yesterday’s sorority sister sandwich.

Their last text was Friday. Three nights ago. Brady had signed off with a heart emoji followed by a finger pointing up at it. Then… nothing. Once a relationship reached this point, it was probably over. Might as well accept the situation.

Kylie brushes one stupid tear from her eye, listening to Cameron and Erin giggle while lathering each other up. She thinks, Screw it, starts typing.

Kylie:



Hey… How’s college life?





An ellipsis immediately appears at the bottom of the screen.

Brady:



Hey! Life’s great. [image: Emoji: Face savoring food.]





Then a second ellipsis.

Erin slides her bathing suit straps down, play-shrieking as Cameron sweeps “cold” tanning butter across her shoulder blades.

The ellipsis disappears, Brady deciding not to elaborate.

Kylie’s mouth pops into an O. That’s it?

He doesn’t ask about her first day back? About the murder of a classmate he knew and has probably already forgotten? Kylie stares at the screen. That can’t be all.

Seconds of disbelief tick upward.

Okay, that’s really it. Fuck him. She tosses her phone onto the side table and shifts, the plastic seat groaning beneath her.

Erin and Cameron are fully lathered now, tanned bodies glistening beneath the late summer sun. Their curves are Grecian, statues out of her Ancient and World History book, both of them good enough to eat.

Bon appetit.

Kylie looks pretty good in a bikini now too. Motivation spurred by past experiences. Stupid exes who had trouble understanding why people IRL didn’t measure up to the girls they jerked off to on TikTok.

“Take a few pictures, babe?” Erin asks, though it’s really more of a command.

Kylie gets up, feeling overdressed as she approaches the half-naked bodies, arranging her subjects into poses on the diving board, taking a number of photos.

Then Cameron and Erin huddle over her for review. They settle on a shot of their faces because the light hits them just right and Erin thinks they look “sexy but conflicted,” which is appropriate for today.

“Can we hit the mall now?” Kylie asks, the same way she used to ask Mom and Dad for an ice cream on the way home from the beach.

“Couple more minutes, sweetie,” Erin says, picking up the same vibe. She takes Cameron by the hand and tugs him toward the pool house. He goes willingly, grinning like a dope.

Kylie opens Brady’s texts, fingers tapping the keyboard so fast she barely has time to process the message she’s sending.

Kylie:



I’M FINE, THANKS





Her eyes narrow, daring that fucking ellipsis bubble to show itself. She wants the fight. The raging fire inside her feels so righteous. Anger being preferable to loneliness because there’s a fifty-fifty chance the fault isn’t yours.

From inside the pool house comes the sound of plumbing turning on. Erin and Cameron showering while Kylie seethes. Erin emerges a few minutes later, wearing jeans and a tee, smiling like there’s a story to tell. And Cameron comes stumbling out behind her, struggling to shut the door.

Kylie crosses her arms. “Now can we?”

“I’m tagging along,” Cameron says. “Erin said I could.”

Kylie throws her a look.

Cameron goes to collect the rest of his clothes poolside. “Hey, you wouldn’t know anything without me.”

“Can’t believe we’re even listening to Duc,” Erin says. “Secret app. Psh.”

Kylie continues to glare at Cameron, incensed by his intrusion on ErinTime. “You’re riding in the back.”

Cameron looks to Erin for confirmation. She nods without hesitation. “Know your place, boy toy.” A playful wink softens the blow.

He slumps across the back seat like a contented animal. Goes quiet while fidgeting with his phone.

“Did you?” Kylie opens her mouth like she’s trying to swallow air.

Erin giggles. Now they’re both laughing.

Erin’s diving board post has 209 hearts already.

“Jeez,” Kylie says, unable to mask her jealousy. “I’m in the presence of royalty.”

Erin sees her checking on the post. “Might be doing a couple adds. Maybelline’s been in touch. Revlon…”

I was joking, Kylie thinks, irritated as she again wonders, Why you and not me? Why does every single break in life go to you?



The mall parking lot is so vacant it has to be closed. Kylie doesn’t remember the last time she came here.

The doors slide open to reveal the ruins of an ancient civilization. The vacant, wide-open space that at one time anticipated the accommodation of many. Stale air neither cool nor warm. Shop lights flicker as if begging for attention.

According to the directory, the phone kiosk is just an escalator ride to the second floor. The guy slumped over the counter there, nose to laptop, has to be Deacon. Probably only a few years older than Kylie, maybe twenty-three, with natural curls and heavy brown eyes. He might’ve been cute once, before the all-carb diet.

“It’s your thing.” Erin gives Kylie a gentle nudge. “Go for it.”

Kylie clears her throat on approach and the clerk eyes her.

“Deacon?”

“Guilty as charged.”

“Um… I was told you could give me the life?” Kylie drops her phone down on the counter and nudges it closer.

“We fix cracked screens.” He taps the sign on the counter with the tip of a chewed-up pen, a rundown of all the models they repair. “Yours seems fine.”

“Yeah,” Kylie says, unsure of how far to push this. “That’s… not why I’m here.”

A moment of silence, Deacon gnawing the pen as he chews on Kylie, trying to decide what she knows. He spots Erin and Cameron a couple of feet back and really clenches his jaw. “You drop your phone on the sidewalk, I’ll be here. Otherwise…” He swivels around on his stool and returns to his laptop.

Kylie clears her throat. “I said, I want you to show me the life.”

Deacon’s head does one of those funny twitches, as if reacting to something Kylie doesn’t hear. He turns back over the shoulder. “And I don’t know what you mean.”

“MonoLife,” Kylie says, Erin and Cameron edging closer.

“Sounds like a disease.”

“MonoLife,” Erin repeats, voice high enough for the food court to hear, which would be a real problem if anyone was there.

“Stop it,” Deacon snaps.

“Thought you didn’t know what she meant?” Erin folds her arms. Checkmate.

“We heard you’re the guy,” Kylie says.

“And we’re not gonna talk about those things,” Deacon hisses.

“Well, we’re not going anywhere.” Erin lifts her phone. “I’ll go live right now and broadcast your face to the world. Tell my sixty thousand followers all about MonoLife.” She flashes Deacon her profile to prove those numbers.

“No, no, no,” Deacon says. “There’s no need for that.”

“Then give me the life,” Kylie says.

“Okay. You want it?” The clerk is visibly irritated. His voice drops low even though there’s one person passing by but nowhere within earshot. “All three of you, right?”

They nod, the oldest end-user agreement. “I’ll need to load it on. It’ll take about an hour. Hundred bucks each. That’s the fee. Nonnegotiable.”

“I don’t want my phone jailbroken,” Erin says.

“It won’t be.” Deacon sounds beyond pissed.

Erin’s forehead becomes a nest of wrinkles. “Then… how’s it work?”

“Don’t worry about that, you either want it or—”

“Do it.” Kylie steps aside so the others can drop their phones.

“Seems steep, guy,” Cameron has to say.

“That’s three hundred in cash,” Deacon clarifies.

“How do we know anyone will even see us on there?” Erin places a hand on her hip, tilts her head. “Like… is this another off-brand platform? ’Cause let me tell you, the last thing anyone needs is another Rumble or Bluesky.”

Deacon has already gone to work, placing each of the phones side by side on an old wooden board. “It’s a risk you’ll have to take.”

“Well, then,” Erin sighs. “I gotta hit the ATM. Be right back.”

As she and Cameron walk off, Deacon signals for Kylie to stay behind. “Something else to go over.”

“All right.”

“I don’t know anything about… the life. Nothing. You hear? Once it’s on your phone, we’re done. You ever do crack your screen, you go someplace else.”

“Fine.”

“And understand this: Once it’s on your phone, you gotta use it twice a day. Two log-ins every twenty-four hours or the app deletes itself. And once it’s gone, you don’t get it back. Not even if you switch devices or providers. I don’t know why. I don’t know how. That’s just what it does. You get me?”

“Sure.”

“I didn’t make the app. I don’t know who did. All I do is put it on your phone. And the guy who asked if I wanted to make some extra cash by installing it… never saw him again either.”

“I understand.”

“Really? ’Cause lemme tell you—you don’t look like you understand.”

Kylie shrugs. “Use it twice a day or else. Sure. I mean, I check Facebook twice a day.” She wonders if this cardinal rule is how the app harvests its data. Guarantee its users are always logging on, or the party’s over. If that’s the case, well, whatever. She assumes the CCP already knows all there is to know about Kylie because of her TikTok days, and Zuck and Musk aren’t far behind. Privacy’s always been an illusion.

Deacon gives an unfriendly laugh, spots Erin and Cameron on their return walk. “Tell your friends what’s up. I don’t repeat myself.”

Erin approaches and counts out the necessary amount of twenties, laying crisp bills down on top of their phones. “You guys are paying me back for this. I’m not a charity.”

“Come back in one hour,” Deacon tells them.

“Yeah, I’m not leaving my phone with you,” Erin says.

“You think I’m gonna steal your fucking nudes, kid? Drain your daddy’s bank account? Don’t flatter yourself. Look…” He lifts each of their phones and squeezes the power buttons until they’re shut down. “There. These can be off while I work. I don’t need your passcodes.”

Kylie wonders how he’s able to do that. She looks over at Erin, who doesn’t seem so thrilled but stays quiet.

“Once you start using,” Deacon tells them, “I mean… really using, you’re in. Just so you know.”

“I get it,” Kylie says.

Erin looks from Kylie to Deacon, completely lost.

“Give you the details in a sec,” Kylie tells her.

Cameron tugs Erin away from the counter. “We should—”

“Scout this place,” Erin says. “Try and get some content out of it.” ErinTime. All the time.

They start off and Kylie follows at a distance, unable to shake whatever odd sensations are beginning to move through her. The excitement of exclusivity. She’s always wanted to be an early adopter, the thrill of using technology others can’t… even if Erin and Cameron have to tag along.

Life is never perfect. But maybe it can be.






User Agreement

They stop for tacos on the drive home. A place called Birria Basket that Erin mostly likes because their presentation is top-class and allows for an aesthetic nighttime post with minimal effort.

Asher and Brandi are there finishing up their burritos. Cameron heads right over and makes camp at their table.

Kylie joins them. Her freshly jailbroken phone sits inside her pocket. MonoLife out of reach, digital withdrawals as everyone forces mundane conversation.

“You’ll never get a transfer scholarship that way,” Brandi is saying. “One year to bring your grades up is all you need to get us out of this town. And you’re about to throw it all away for a couple of swollen knuckles.”

“Don’t I know it?” Asher sighs. “Black dude kicks the shit out of some pervert and he’s the problem. No way in hell I’m putting myself through that.”

“Who’s the pervert?” Cameron asks. “Maybe I’ll knock him around.” He takes a seat beside Asher. The two of them in matching letterman jackets, though Asher’s tee is tighter, hardened abs stretching the fabric.

“Mr. Sykes,” Brandi says. Her shorts are maybe an inch long from waist to thigh, and she wears a belly shirt that’s almost as tiny.

Kylie catches Erin sneering at Brandi just a little.

“The weirdo janitor?” Cameron asks.

“More like the pedo,” Erin says, correctively. “He literally got busted with my underwear in his desk last year… Kylie’s too.”

Everyone at Summerfield High had assumed “Sykes the Sleaze” was perennially up to no good, but it was Mrs. Keogh who spotted him hovering around the girls’ locker room during gym class and decided it was sus. Checked his workstation and found a few soiled panties stuffed away inside an old toolbox.

Sykes copped to it, and to doing a whole bunch more over the years, pleading for help because he was, in his own words, “sick.”

“He’s working nights at an office park in Westford,” Brandi tells them. “And he hasn’t been cured.”

“There ain’t no cure for that.” Cameron laughs, mocking the sentiment.

“How would you know?” Erin is still low-key sneering at Brandi, incensed that someone other than her is catching most of the attention in here, with every other table unable to stop side-eying the girl’s barely there attire.

“Anyone want to split nachos?” Cameron asks.

“I don’t think I’m hungry,” Kylie says.

Brandi taps a finger on the table. “So listen—Sykes the Sleaze got himself doxxed on Messenger. Trying to lure Cassie Langen’s little sister over to his place.”

“Messenger?” Erin wrinkles her nose in disbelief over the idea that someone would use that app.

Cameron leans across the table. “Someone better nail his pedo ass. Yo, Asher, nachos?”

“You said you wanted tacos.” Erin sighs. “You don’t need both. Nobody’s metabolism is that good. And if the word’s out on Sykes, how come they haven’t arrested him?”

“Cassie told her dad,” Brandi says. “He’s hoping the neighborhood takes care of it.”

“Someone should nail his pedo ass.” Asher and Cameron nod in agreement.

Brandi clucks her tongue. “Absolutely not.”

“Fine,” Asher says, adding, “Well, maybe. I mean, if everyone else is too chickenshit, then I might…”

“Why can’t I get nachos?” Cameron’s looking at Erin now.

Brandi stretches a foot out beneath the table, settling into Asher’s lap. “Let it go, baby.”

“I’m starving,” Cameron moans. “Specials all around, cool?”

“Only if you’re paying,” Kylie tells him. She really isn’t hungry. Can’t stop thinking about MonoLife. How badly she wants to get home and dive in. The thrill of something new and unknown.

“Of course he’s paying,” Erin adds.

“Just think somebody should do something,” Asher says.

“That is messed up,” Kylie agrees. Brandi shoots her a defensive look that reads, He’s mine, bitch, but Asher flashes a cute smirk of appreciation that negates her hostility.

“Baby,” Brandi says. “I’ll give you something else to spend that energy on.” She reaches across the table and takes Asher by the hand, pulling him from the group, leading him toward the exit, slamming her hips back and forth as she goes. Asher’s laughing the whole way, turning back with a shrug before he’s dragged outside.

“So territorial.” Kylie finds she admires Brandi’s theatricality. “She gonna jump him in the parking lot?”

The server drops off three plastic baskets of “the special,” and Erin insists on taking a photo of everyone’s dinner once the foils are removed and the sauces applied. Says she wants to rub the calories in everyone’s face. That they can eat like this, still look like this.

Kylie’s too miserable to eat. She was a fifth wheel at this table. Now she’s a third. Her thoughts trapped in a cycle of Brady. On that ellipsis that began typing a couple of hours ago but never followed through.

Erin giggles at Cameron staring at his phone, second-guessing his decision to load the app onto it after Kylie explained the rules. What he probably felt was too much responsibility. “Just do it,” she urges.

“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” he says, accidentally spraying taco puree on Kylie from across the table. “If it doesn’t have all that woke crap that’s infected every other app. Oof—sorry, Kylie.”

Kylie reaches for the basket of napkins between them. “Woke crap? Your dad’s a cop, Cameron, but that doesn’t mean you get to turn a blind eye to the world.”

“What’s going on out there, Kylie? In the world? Tell me how you know about it from your little safe-ass suburban street.”

“Can you all just focus?” Erin says. Then Cameron’s back to looking at his phone. At the new app icon he’s too afraid to open.

Kylie wipes her face and pushes her plate aside. “Duc has it on his phone, right? And he’s fine.”

“You said he was super skittish,” Erin says.

“Well, yeah. But there can’t be any danger in just downloading it.” Now Kylie’s eyeing her phone with suspicion too.

“Ten. Thousand. Likes.” Erin waves Instagram around so the whole restaurant can see. “In three hours. And you want to throw that away on nachos.”

“My abs aren’t even in that photo.”

“Not the point. We have to build on this momentum. Your abs may be the star of the show next time.”

Cameron pushes his phone a little farther away, happy to avoid opening MonoLife. “Maximize the ‘like’ equity. Smart.”

“It all comes down to tricking the algorithm into believing we have things that others want.” A naughty laugh as she flips through this afternoon’s camera roll. Two dozen shots of her bikini body. “I’d say we do.”

The soullessness of this exchange makes Kylie feel hopeless, like an imposter pretending at being a peer.

This world is exhausting. Why does she covet Erin’s stardom at all?

Like, really. How can she ever catch up?



Kylie’s slumped against the BMW’s window on the drive home. Downtown trudges past. Details fading, becoming shadows in real time as the moon rises. Her house is a silhouette by the time Erin gets them there.

“Hey,” Erin says, reaching across the seat, a supportive hand closing around Kylie’s forearm. “Forget him. Okay? God, he completely sucks.”

“Sure.” Kylie stares out at her lawn. It’s overrun with patches of crabgrass. “I will.”

“Look, I’ll come over after school tomorrow. We’ll collab. Make Brady remember what he’s missing.” She pulls Kylie’s collar away from her chest like she’s trying to see down her shirt.

“Only if I get to watch,” Cameron adds from the back seat.

Kylie tears from Erin’s grip with a giggle and pops the door. “You guys are so weird.”

“But you love me.”

“I do,” Kylie admits as she climbs out. She’d feel better if she could air some of this angst, all this bad Brady mojo, but someone out in digital space would surely take issue with her issue:


	How dare you give a man that kind of power.

	Why do some girls let men define their happiness?

	This post doesn’t pass the Bechdel Test.



Kylie’s no symbol. Or example. She’s a person. She’s in love. Yes, she’ll admit that to herself now. And the fact that love is killing her.

The idea of pushing out content tonight is burdensome. Everything feels played out. But if Kylie maintains social media silence, then Erin will be back in her driveway at dawn, lecturing her on the importance of brand-building. And Kylie would rather rupture her eardrums than catch that spiel again.

The house is empty. Abnormally cold for late summer. Mom is almost never home this time of night, taking as much overtime as her customer service job allows. The moon spies on Kylie through each window, throwing oversized shadows across the floor and walls, making her feel small and insignificant.

In her bedroom, she falls atop the sheets right beneath Katy and is suddenly aware of the phone in her hand. It feels like a dumbbell. Does too much technology make you sick? She can’t be bothered to google that.

She stares at the poster across the room, the Los Angeles skyline at sunset, purple and gauzy, and there’s maybe one moment of silence, a solid thirty seconds, when pure exhaustion pushes everything from her brain. When she exists in whatever passes for contentment as she imagines herself there, standing on some balcony in the hills, a warm breeze rolling in off the Pacific with whispers of a golden future.

Katy warns of the isolation that comes with transplanting oneself there, and her song “Lost” is a haunting and brooding reminder of how lonely life in the City of Angels can be. So lonely that she and Orlando almost moved to Kentucky to escape it, but thankfully reconsidered.

A draft comes gusting through the house and kills the daydream with a couple of shivers. Kylie is well aware that MonoLife is right here. Ready.

“Okay.” She takes a deep breath and drops the phone against her propped-up thighs. Taps the yellow and black icon. Here we go.

The loading screen is a block of cool yellow, that squinted eye logo again. The screen reads in clean dark letters:


MonoLife.



Under that, in a smaller font, sits the tagline:


In. Here.



And then Kylie is in here, sort of, looking at the terms of service:


THESE TERMS OF SERVICE ARE A LIVING DOCUMENT, AND LIMITS MONOLIFE’S LIABILITY. READ IT CAREFULLY.

ANYONE CAN USE MONOLIFE, IF YOU CAN FIND IT. YOUR CONTENT IS YOURS, AND IT IS ALSO OURS. YOU PERMIT US TO FEATURE IT IN THE APP AS NECESSARY. WE WILL NEVER SCREEN OR MONITOR YOUR CONTENT OR MESSAGES FOR ANY REASON, EVEN IF YOU ASK US TO. RESPECT THE RIGHTS OF FELLOW MONOLIFE USERS (HENCEFORTH KNOWN AS “LIFERS”) AND THEY WILL RESPECT YOURS. WE ARE NOT HERE TO KEEP YOU SAFE, BUT SEEK TO GIVE YOU A PLATFORM ON WHICH TO FREELY EXPRESS YOURSELF. NOW AGREE TO THESE TERMS AND YOU ARE READY TO BEGIN THE FUN. DO NOT EVER SHOW THE APP TO THOSE WHO DO NOT HAVE IT ALREADY INSTALLED ON THEIR OWN DEVICE. WE WILL FIND OUT IF YOU DO.



And that’s it. No other twisty-turny legalese.

Kylie taps AGREE. There is no option for DECLINE.

The next screen asks for a username. She’s not going to use @KylieAtNight for this, and after a moment of serious contemplation, more thought given than to any college curriculum, she decides on the handle @CrystalShips—close enough to an old song Dad would sing around the house, by the Doors, maybe? It’s a warm memory, and a name that might help make a few more of those.

MonoLife has no verification process and, from what Kylie sees, no way for the app to scan her phone’s contacts in order to find other people she knows.

“Who the hell am I supposed to follow?”

Usernames and posts appear on the screen, unbidden. Who are these people? Some account called @JaspersBrain is wondering where all the tits are.

An account with the handle @CrockerDiamonds asks why he needs to log in every day, then makes a second post asking if that’s even true.

This content has zero likes. Zero engagement. People shouting into a hurricane, too boomer to realize it.

MonoLife’s interface isn’t as clean as Instagram’s or TikTok’s. Isn’t as evasively casual as Snapchat’s either.

The logo sits in the upper-left corner, an otherwise blank strip of yellow stretching across the entire top, as if the app has failed to load completely.

You can scroll, seems like the only thing you can do, and the content is sequential.

You post by tapping the little icon at the bottom of the screen. A floating button that resembles a squinted eye. It conjures an overlay where you choose between text and video.

You can’t see who your fellow “Lifers” are following, can’t look back through their old posts, and definitely cannot DM-slide.

A super-limiting experience.

Kylie continues scrolling. There has to be something because so far there’s nothing.

Vanilla content teetering on spam. Generic thoughts posted from accounts with usernames like @Kris2489759843734590.

They share stories about pets and promote URLs you’d have to be a grandmother to click. One headline reads YOU DON’T BELIEVE HOW THIS CAT EATS DINNER.

“Nice try, Putin,” Kylie mumbles while scrolling past, seeing that story reposted again and again. You don’t believe? The English is wrong. Which doesn’t make it bad, but if you’re ExtremelyOnline™, it sets your scam senses tingling.

She scrolls and finds another story being spammed in much the same way. This one about a bombing in Syria. A school bus filled with children turned into collateral damage via drone strike.

She keeps scrolling. Passes surveillance videos of people getting “rekd.” Passes recipes for decadent cake with pretty pastel frosting. Kylie’s mouth waters. She lifts her shirt and rubs the flat of her tummy to stave off any unwanted urges.

Honestly, this app is exhausting. Worse than Threads, which she opened once two summers ago and never looked back at. Kylie would’ve logged off already had she not dropped a hundred of Erin’s bucks on it. But there’s nothing here. A ghost town so lame Mom wouldn’t scroll through it.

She tosses her phone to the foot of the bed and reaches for the bottle of lorazepam on her end table. Pops a pill, crosses her arms, and pouts at her device as if waiting for it to apologize.

“This is stupid,” she says. “You’re stupid.” She crawls to the edge of her mattress and recovers it, closing out MonoLife. Probably for good. “See, problem solved.”

If she skips Instagram tonight, everyone tomorrow will be talking about those who did not. Part of being a content creator means producing the content that people talk about. Digital silence isn’t an option when you’re trying to climb the ladder.

Only, she doesn’t want to see Erin’s Instagram. The hearts on that diving board post will be insane by now. She can’t stomach that. Her and Cameron, rubbing their relationship in her Bradyless face.

She gasps at the amount of unread notifications on her phone: Eight missed calls. Twenty-nine texts. All these came through while she was on MonoLife. Never got a single alert.

“Oh God, Brady.” A trembling thumb slides into her messages, finding nothing but Erin.

Kylie:



hey. looks like stupid MonoLife doesn’t show your messages while you’re using it… sry





Erin:



u were using it for that long???







yep







how????????





How? What kind of question was that? Before Kylie can answer, the ellipsis appears. Erin in rapid-fire mode.



any luck figuring out how to use it?







not rly







will kill Deacon







seems like a scam?







def





Kylie brings her phone into the bathroom and streams “Ocean Drive” by Duke Dumont as she showers. A soothing escape as the lorazepam loosens her nerves and the warm water opens her pores, inviting electronica daydreams.

She’s refreshed by the time she steps out and towels off, looking herself over in the mirror, clucking with disappointment: one breast appears larger than the other. Kylie strikes a dozen different poses looking for a position in which it does not appear that way.

She’s got stretch marks on her inner thighs, like hot white scratches running vertically toward her hips. Swimsuit season’s a bitch with these and Kylie presses her fingers against them, pulling her flesh to make them disappear. It’s no use. Never has been.

Finally, there’s her toes. The second one is taller than the big toe on both feet. Royal toe, they call it. Kylie avoids looking down whenever she’s barefoot, otherwise she fixates.

It’s no wonder Brady has ghosted her.

She slips an old Friends tee over her head, last year’s Christmas gift from Mom because bingeing the show was the only thing she remembers them doing together, and can’t even recall when that was. And now that she’s clean and covered, she’s thinking about content creation again.

Something innocent but… not.

She snaps a few pictures, settling on one where her nipples poke against the fabric. Her sweet-yet-seductive smile is catnip to the creepers, but whatevs. Erin says living online inevitably means being immortalized in someone’s fap folder.

“This one,” Kylie says. The longer she stares at the photo, the better she looks. Better than Erin, honestly. Wet red hair darker than cherries, lighting that makes her crystal blues pop, and all her hideous imperfections out of frame, out of mind.

Good enough to go #nofilter, except people who use #nofilter are always bragging about how good they look. And if you have that attitude, then you’re inviting people to meme you into oblivion.

The internet hates arrogance. The trick is hiding yours behind humility.

So, nah. Kylie applies a filter. A light one, taken from her usual set so her brand remains consistent—the first rule of Instagramming: ensure all your photos are of a piece.

She captions it All Clean, adds a winking emoji and a few hashtags. The likes find her in record time, most from people who don’t follow.

Her notification bell goes off instantly.

Erin:



nice tits, slut ;)





She doesn’t like the post, though.

In a world where people bend over backward to lie to your face, nothing cuts to the truth like someone’s refusal to like your post.

This “friendly competition” is doomed to go on forever, unacknowledged. Because the truth is uncomfortable. Kylie knows where she stands. And that’s right in Erin’s shadow. Exactly where Erin wants her.

But that’s how Kylie knows her content is really good. When Erin ignores it.

She hops into bed and rolls onto her side. The TV sits against the far wall. A little Disney+ before passing out. Hannah Montana. Pure, unfettered nostalgia that takes her back to simpler times.

Kylie’s phone barks. A metallic screech that stiffens the hairs on her arm, makes her jaw vibrate. A sound she’s never heard before.

She reaches for the device. That weird logo with its squinted eye stares up at her.

MonoLife, wanting to be heard.

The lock screen notification says: You’ve used us. Now join us!

Kylie sits up. Huh. This is interesting. She swipes the lock screen and MonoLife loads.


Want to see more?

Post a profile picture to get people talking.



Navigation dots at the bottom indicate a few more screens to swipe through.

The second one is a static shot of a MonoLife feed, only these posts have engagement, a comment counter and fist bumps, which seems to be this app’s version of a “like.”

Swipe.

The third screen says, Tell your story, live your life with others. It encourages you to make a post in order to get on your way.

Maybe that’s the trick. Find something to post about. Funny how she wasn’t given this guidance earlier. She puts the phone back down and stretches, realizing she doesn’t have any sense of what MonoLife is beyond a bunch of garbage content with zero engagement.

Outside, an animal’s yelp shakes her back to reality. Then a second, more wounded cry passes through the air.

A whimpering animal.

Now Kylie’s sitting up.

And then someone outside begins to scream.
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