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      Ozzy

      

      “Who wants to read the first chapter?” Mrs. Gimple asks. For some reason, our AP Lit teacher is convinced that by forcing us to read aloud, we pay more attention. She’s wrong. Listening to Walker Lewis fumble around Victorian English is mind-numbing.

      Lucky for me, I have the perfect distraction.  I sit right behind the girl I’m falling for, Kenley Keene, and count the freckles sprinkled on the back of her neck. Weeks ago, when school first started, it was warm which allowed for more skin to be revealed, but now fall has hit, bringing out layers and skin covering clothes. It’s a bummer, at least in AP Lit. When we’re alone, she lets me see a little bit more of that creamy, pale flesh.

      A cough breaks my daydreaming, and I glance over at Ezra Baxter, school rich boy and delinquent. He’s also my friend? Ally? Partner in what Kenley would call a “non-traditional, consensual, ethical, non-monogamous relationship.”

      His eyebrow shoots up suggestively, revealing that he definitely knows what I’m looking at and thinking about.

      I shift in my seat, eyes scanning the room. After the memorial, Finn moved from his old seat, taking the one next to Kenley. The name Holloway stretches across the back of his jersey. He holds his dog-eared copy of Moby Dick in his hand, glancing over at Kenley every few seconds, like he’s trying to make sure she’s real.

      It’s a valid reaction. He waited years to express his feelings to her and only did after his ex-girlfriend went missing. I’d be paranoid, too.

      “It is not down on any map. True places never are—” Dave Reynolds reads. His next words are cut off by static echoing through the room.

      “Excuse the interruption, teachers and students,” Mr. Russell says over the intercom. “Please turn on your televisions for a special live-stream from our Student Government president.” I glance over and see the empty seat across the room. Juliette Chandler didn’t come to class today. Seems like she had class president duties to perform.

      Mrs. Gimple flips on the TV and a moment later Juliette Chandler’s face fills the screen. Her long, red hair hangs over her shoulders. “Fellow Vikings! Homecoming will be here in ten days! Our theme this year is One Hundred Years of Thistle Grove High, in celebration of our centennial celebration. We’ll have our traditional float building, parade, and the big game next Friday night. The dance is on Saturday—tickets available in the cafeteria! We do have one important change,” her tone shifts, turning softer, “as you all know, my very best friend and class leader, Rose Waller, is tragically no longer with us. Rose was a shoo-in for homecoming queen, and it feels terribly awkward to replace her so soon after her death.” She takes a deep breath and adds, “Because of that, we’ve decided not to have a court this year and instead dedicate the night to celebrate the past queens of Thistle Cove High.”

      She continues on, announcing the locations of float building for each class, information about the dance and whatever else she can to do capture the school’s attention for as long as possible. One thing catches my attention; I look at Ezra.

      “Did your dad really volunteer your house for float building?” Float building is a huge Thistle Cove tradition. Seven straight days of tissue paper rolling, cardboard cutting, and chicken wire molding. The classes are highly competitive, to the point that some years the kids attempted to destroy the other floats. Two years ago, the seniors' float was doused in gasoline. The offending class was disqualified, causing a major upset. After that, Principal Russell made it clear that any sabotage would result in suspension.

      “Yeah,” Ezra says, leaning back in his seat. “His family hosted his senior year. The homecoming game was the night they clinched region.” His eyes flick to Finn. “He’s hoping that if we recreate events, the fates will look down on us and we can win again and head to state.”

      Kenley laughs. “I didn’t know your dad was that superstitious.”

      The guys both shake their heads. “Everything about sports is superstition,” Finn says, “from socks and underwear, to pre-game rituals. Coach Chandler’s been driving us nuts the past few weeks. Every win we have, every good play, he takes notes of the circumstances around it and tries to replicate it.”

      “I think everyone in Thistle Cove has lost their minds.”

      Since Rose died, she doesn’t say, but the implication is there.

      The town has changed since she vanished. We’ve changed, which is exactly why people like Coach Chandler and Ezra’s dad and even Juliette will do anything to get it back on track.
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      Kenley

      

      It’s been a month since Rose died, but that doesn’t keep everyone in school from watching me and Finn walk down the hall.

      It’s probably fair. We didn’t speak for three years, and my “break-up” with Rose was well known. What wasn’t as well-known is Finn and Rose’s break-up was two days before she vanished and allegedly took her life. That information has been kept quiet for Finn and Rose’s sake. This is why, even though it’s obvious Finn and I are friends now, we keep it like that in public. Just friends.

      None of these people know the lines we cross when we’re alone.

      But the looks, the glares and stares, the curiosity makes me think they wonder exactly what’s going on.

      “Have you talked to her at all?” Finn asks while we’re standing at my locker before lunch. It’s obvious who he’s talking about. Alice Kendrick, my other former best friend.

      “No. I’m still not okay with how she threw you under the bus like that.” Among other things. Alice is loyal and fun. She’s also hella jealous of anyone that I get close to, which is why she went out of her way to show a video of Rose and Finn fighting across the street from her family’s ice cream parlor, hoping it would ruin his reputation. I feel bad for her, but there’s no way I’m letting her get between me and the boys.

      “She looks rough.”

      I glance over my shoulder and see Alice at her locker across the hall. Her hair, that she usually dyes fun, vibrant colors is washed out, with brown roots showing at the top. Her skin is pale and the bags under her eyes are noticeable.

      “You and Alice were never friends. Why are you worried about her all of a sudden?” I ask.

      “You’re a good person and friend, not like,” he grimaces, “other people we know—or knew—if you’re truly upset with her and need some space that’s fine, but don’t do it on account of me. I’m okay.”

      I look into Finn’s brilliant green eyes and feel his truth and compassion. For too long he was tied up in Rose’s anger and pettiness. “I’ll get over it,” I say, “but I need space for a little while longer.”

      “Understood.”

      I grab my lunch and close my locker door. When I face him again, he’s staring at my lips. My stomach flips, dying for a kiss, but there’s no way that’s going to happen. Not in public. But tonight? When we meet outside our windows on the rooftop? I’m gonna kiss the hell out of that mouth.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Since the first three weeks of the year had everyone occupied with Rose’s disappearance, it felt like we were behind in everything. Tests and homework piled on, and I’d severely neglected my yearbook duties.

      “I’m sure you all heard the announcement this morning about the centennial celebration,” I tell my small staff that afternoon. Besides Ozzy and Alice, who surprisingly showed up although she’s sitting in the back corner alone, there are eight other kids. Several are underclassmen, but Bryant McMillian and Sadie Upton are also seniors. “The school has asked that we follow this theme with the yearbook.”

      “How do they want to do that?” Sadie asks.

      “I came up with a few ideas,” I reply. “The yearbook committee has kept pretty good archives through the years. We’ve got photos going back to the 1920s. The school has lists of alumni that we can use. I’ve been thinking we can add pages in each section with photos and small interviews with alumni—doing a small comparison with how things are now. Similar photos, clothing, cars, the floats…that kind of thing.”

      “That sounds cool,” Bryant says, pushing up his glasses. “I don’t mind going through the archives.”

      Sadie nods. “I’ll reach out to alumni and see who would like to be interviewed.”

      “Great,” I say, feeling relieved it’s all coming together. “Ozzy, will you do the interviews? You’re our best writer.”

      “Sure.”

      “If you didn’t get an extra assignment,” I say to the others, “don’t worry. We still have to put together our normal yearbook with class photos, clubs and everything else. There’s plenty to do.”

      There’s twenty minutes left in class, and everyone splits to their regular assignments. I head to the small office in the back corner—a perk of being the editor. I sit down and open my laptop, going to the photos that I’d already taken that year. It’s best if I process them quickly and archive the ones we don’t need. A tap on the door draws my attention.

      Alice stands in the doorway in her favorite pair of jeans that have strategically placed holes—keeping her from getting dress-coded.

      “Hey,” she says.

      “Do you need something?” It came across colder than I meant.

      “I just wanted you to know that my dad said he’d buy a full page ad for the ice cream shop again this year.”

      “That’s great,” I say, digging through the stacks of paper on my desk. I find the sheet I’m looking for. “If he’ll fill this out, that would be awesome.”

      She takes it but doesn’t leave.

      “I want to apologize for all the stuff that went down a few weeks ago. I shouldn’t have handled it that way.”

      Turning in a video of Finn and Rose fighting that she thought would get him in trouble—just to keep him away from me. “No, you shouldn’t have. You withheld information until you thought it would hurt Finn the most—and me. That’s not fair to anyone.”

      “I know,” she looks over her shoulder to see if anyone is listening. “It was selfish and petty. I was so scared of losing you again.”

      “Losing me to who?”

      “Finn. Ozzy. God, even Ezra Baxter is back in your orbit. There’s never been room for all of us together.”

      “That’s not my fault,” I tell her. “You’re the one that doesn’t mix friends.”

      “I just don’t know what you see in them. Especially Finn. He hurt you.”

      “There may have been some confusion about Finn’s involvement with the prank.”

      She starts to roll her eyes but stops herself. “You believe that.”

      “I do.”

      She bites down on her tongue. “I want us to still be friends.”

      “I do too,” I say, even though I’m not sure. “But you have to accept that there will be other people in my life—including Finn.”

      “What if he hurts you again?”

      “I’m a big girl Alice, I can handle it.”

      A tap on the door forces us to look over. Ozzy, with his trademark black cap tugged over his ears, squeezes in the space next to Alice.

      “Got a minute?”

      My eyes dart to Alice. “You’ll give that form to your dad?”

      She frowns, realizing she’s been dismissed. I don’t trust her around anyone else right now.

      “I’ll give it to him,” she says, exiting the room.

      I look back at Ozzy. “What’s up?”

      “I’m thinking there’s an elephant in the yearbook room.” He sits on the edge of the desk, facing me.

      “What are you talking about? What elephant?” I frown. “Do you mean Alice? Because—”

      “No, not Alice, although I’m curious to know what you two were talking about…but I’m thinking there’s no way we don’t get away without having some kind of special page for Rose.”

      “Ah, right. Yeah. I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      “Any idea how we should handle it?”

      “I’m not sure I feel comfortable taking the lead on this, not after everything that went down.” He nods in agreement. “I guess we should talk to her parents? See if they have any ideas on what they’d like?”

      “I’m not sure they’d want to be reminded their only daughter didn’t get to celebrate all the milestones.”

      I think about it. “I’m sure Juliette would have opinions.”

      “Oh, I’m sure.” I sigh and tap my fingers on the desk. “It’s not something we have to figure out today, but you’re right, it is something we need to prepare for.”

      He looks down on me and just being near him makes me a little shaky. He takes a quick glance toward the classroom, then leans forward, kissing me quick across the lips. The result is a burst of warm, a tingling sensation that travels across my body. My first instinct is to grab him and kiss him again, but we both pull back, knowing that if anyone caught us there’d be hell to pay.

      “That’s going to get us in trouble.”

      He smiles, crooked and smug. “It was worth it.”

      For him maybe, but we’re playing with fire—really, I’m playing with three boys at once, and if anyone at school finds out, we’ll never hear the end of it. Thistle Cove is a small school in a small town that thrives on gossip and scandal. One girl in a relationship with three boys?

      It doesn’t get more scandalous than that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Juliette,” I call, racing to catch up with her after school as she’s walking out the backdoor to the athletic fields.

      She pauses, halfway through the door, looking back at me in confusion. To her credit she waits for me to catch up before walking outside.

      “I want to talk to you about something we’re thinking of doing for the yearbook,” I tell her. “A memorial page for Rose—a few photos, memories, that kind of thing.”

      She keeps walking. “Why are you talking to me about it?”

      “Well, you’re taking the lead on the homecoming stuff—the halftime program—I figured maybe you’d want some input on this.”

      We wait for the cross-country team to run past us on the track. The football team is already out on the field. I see Coach Chandler and Ezra’s dad talking by the fifty-yard line.

      “That homecoming thing is not my idea,” she says once the track is clear. “The Wallers are the ones that pushed for that. They couldn’t bear to think of someone else wearing their precious daughter’s crown.”

      “Continuing the myth,” I say, more to myself than to her. “The school loved her so much they stopped homecoming.”

      “Yes, upholding the myth, but it also provides an opportunity.  I think we all know it’s going to turn into the Brice Waller for Mayor halftime show.” She’s walking so fast I can barely keep up. I reach for her and grab her arm, forcing her to slow.

      “Basically, they’re taking the crown from you, because another thing we all know is that you would’ve won.”

      “It’s not a big deal, really.” She sighs. “They’re right. She would have won—even if she didn’t want it.”

      I frown. “What?”

      She tightens her ponytail. “Oh yeah, Rose had this big plan to refuse the nomination when she got it. She thought all this stuff was lame. I think she spent half of float building last year high. She would be so pissed to know her parents are doing this. Even gone, she can’t get out from her father’s controlling thumb.”

      “Juliette,” I lower my voice, “I know you don’t want to talk about the account—”

      “Kenley,” she says in warning. “How you stumbled onto that account, I’ll never know, she barely even told me about it. In fact, she didn’t tell me about it until I had to go pick her up after a date from hell one night and forced her into explaining what was going on.” She holds my eye. “Like I told you before, you’re messing with something dangerous, leave it alone.”

      “What’s so dangerous?”

      “People’s reputations, which,” she takes a step back, “we all know can be more important than anything else.”

      She starts to walk away, and I call out, “So you’re telling me you don’t care about the page in the yearbook?”

      She turns and replies, “Just run any of my photos by me before you publish. I don’t want to be immortalized looking like shit.”

      Right, I think, watching her walk over to the other cheerleaders, because in the end, it’s all about the myth.
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      Ezra

      

      The hit blindsides me, two-hundred and twenty pounds of solid muscle. I’m flung across the turf, sliding three feet with Mitchell Paine grinning down at me.

      “Baxter!” Coach Chandler yells, “Get off your ass and prove to me you should be out here!”

      Mitchell heaves his massive body off of mine and another figure blocks out the sun. I blink and see a gloved hand outstretched.

      “You okay?” Finn asks, taking my hand and helping me off the ground.

      “Yeah, sun got in my eye, and I didn’t see him coming.”

      He gives me a look, like he’s not sure he believes me, but doesn’t say anything. He pats me on the back and runs back over to get in formation. The truth is that I caught a glimpse of Kenley walking across the track and became completely and wholly distracted.

      Damn, that girl is gonna kill me.

      “Ezra!” my name bounces off the track that surrounds the practice fields. I wince, looking over at where my father is standing with Coach Chandler. Over the last few weeks, he’s started coming to afternoon practices. Some kids would love it, but my dad has been semi-neglectful for the past three years; the last thing I need is for him to take a sudden interest in my life.

      He waves me over, and Coach doesn’t say anything, so I jog to the side of the field. When I get there Coach Chandler heads out to the field leaving me alone with my dad.

      “What the hell’s going on out there, son?” he asks, hands on his hips.

      “Sorry, sun got in my eye.”

      “The sun?” He shakes his head. “What’s going to happen on Friday night when the glare of the lights is raining down on you? Or the band starts to play. Or,” he says, his voice filled with meaning, “the cheerleaders walk by in their short skirts?”

      Busted.

      How he knew that’s what distracted me, I’ll never know, but, if I had to guess, it’s because the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. My dad is a hound.

      He grabs me by the helmet mouthguard. “You had three years to fuck around, Ez, but now it’s time for you to get your shit together. You’re an excellent player—you should be captain, not Finn Holloway—but it takes more than skills to lead a team, and right now Finn has all of that. There’s still time to make a difference. You win the next two games, and you’ll get into the playoffs and that’ll get you the notice you need from scouts.”

      “Scouts?”

      “You think you’re getting into school on your academics? You have a record, one I plan to bury once you turn eighteen. Get out there and show them you’re a legacy, that you deserve one of these,” he points to the gold championship ring he never takes off, “that you’re a winner.”

      He pushes me off, leaving my head rattling, and I escape back on the field. I think back to when he paid attention to me like this before—it was prior to the trouble, the drugs, the petty arrests—back when football ruled my life. Now that I’m back in the game, he’s back in my life.

      I’m not sure it’s the trade-off I want.

      Coach blows his whistle, and we get into position, my dad still pacing the side line, confirming that what I want and what I’m going to get are two very different things.
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      Kenley

      

      “What did you get for number three?” I ask, using my phone as a flashlight. Finn and I are out on the roof outside my window. The temperature has cooled, and both of us are wearing layers while our backs are pressed against the house. Finn’s hand is on my leg, providing warmth and weight. His mouth is on my neck, both cool and hot.

      I’m trying to get my AP Lit homework done, but Finn Holloway has other ideas.

      Very distracting ideas.

      “Finn,” I say, twisting away from him pretending like my heart isn’t racing. “Did you do your homework?”

      “Well,” he says, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me against his side. His cold fingers dip under the hem of my shirt, sending both a chill up my spine and a flare of heat to my belly. “First, I had football practice, and after that we had a meeting where we listened to Coach tell us again how important the next two games are. When he finally let us leave, I had to shower, then eat dinner, then come over and see you.”

      His mouth is near my ear, his breath warm and yes, he smells like soapy, clean goodness. “So basically, what you’re saying is that no, you didn’t do your homework.”

      “I thought that’s what we were doing out here?”

      I laugh. “I’m doing homework. You’re, well, you know.”

      “Getting to know you better?”

      I look him square in the eye. “We’ve known each other since we were four years old.”

      He places his hands on my cheeks and brushes his lips across mine. “That’s not the kind of knowledge I’m talking about.”

      Finn isn’t your typical dumb jock. He’s smart and does well in school while barely trying. I, on the other hand, have to work hard. I suck at tests, and the only thing that gets me through is acing my other assignments.

      But the boy next to me is doing a very good job of keeping me off-task, stoking a fire that I’ve long had smoldering. I don’t resist when he kisses me again, this time deeper, sweeping his tongue against mine. I taste more than the chocolate cookies his mom made for him, and that he brought me two smuggled in his pocket, but the hunger just beneath the surface. It scares me. Terrifies me. Because he brings out that hunger in me too, but—

      “Okay,” I say, pushing him back with both hands. He could overpower me in a heartbeat, but he doesn’t. His forehead furrows, and worry replaces the lust.

      “Sorry,” he says, shifting away from me. His chest rises and falls, like he’s just run for a touchdown. “Too fast. I know. You just make me—”

      “I get it,” I tell him. “I feel the same way.”

      My cheeks burn. I’m embarrassed to say what I’m really worried about.

      “Talk to me,” he says, taking my hand. “I can tell your mind is spinning.”

      I smile. I’ve wanted Finn in my life for a long time, and the way I got him—it was a rocky and strange start. I can’t help but wonder if Rose was still alive would they have made up? I don’t think so, but it’s hard not to think about it. I also can’t help but wonder if he expects me to be where he and Rose left off—which is not possible. Their affection for one another was well known. He’s never denied to me that they had sex. It’s a fact. One I’m okay with. It just makes me feel… “Inadequate,” I blurt. “I feel inadequate when I start comparing myself to Rose.”

      His eyebrows furrow. “Why would you compare yourself to Rose.”

      I chuckle. “Why wouldn’t I? She was your dream girl. Your first…everything. You learned it all together, and now I’m ten steps behind.” I look toward the sky. It’s a clear night filled with a million stars. “I don’t know if I can make you feel the way she did.”

      Finn stares at me for a long minute, so long my skin starts to itch. I think that maybe I hit the nail on the head, and that he’s been waiting for me to say something—give him a solid reason to back away from this right now.

      He doesn’t. Instead he gets up on his feet and steps behind me, squeezing in the space between me and the house. He pulls me back between his knee-bent legs and wraps his arms around my waist. It’s warm. Comfortable. Sweet.

      He rests his chin on my shoulder.

      “I feel like I need to clear a few things up,” he says, breath warm on my cheek. “First of all, Rose wasn’t my dream girl. I was stupid and young and fell into the absolute bullshit myth of being the star quarterback, having the cheerleader on my arm, and going to all the parties. I thought being with Rose would be easy.” He laughs. “God, I was wrong. It was hard, in all the wrong ways. I’d know for a while that I didn’t want to be with her. I mean, I did break up with her, but now that she’s gone and whatever it was she had—”

      “Charisma?”

      “Maybe.” His arms tighten around me. “Whatever it was, now that she’s not here I realize how messed up our relationship was. We were using one another—I knew how to smile perfectly for her ChattySnap photos. She let me watch football with the guys, and I didn’t have to worry about having a date to homecoming or prom.”

      I get it. Rose charmed us all—that’s why she was a legend—a mystery. And I also understand what he means about her being gone. I feel like a fog has lifted.

      I lean against his chest, cheeks still burning. “What about the rest of it? The firsts. Your experiences and I guess, expectations.”

      “I can’t take back what Rose and I experienced together, but I can promise you’re more than adequate. You’re beautiful, smart, fun.” He presses his cheek against my neck. “You’re sexy and kind. You’re not afraid of being yourself, or letting others see who you really are. And because of that, I know you’re nervous. This is new for you, and I’m pretty freaking thrilled to get to share in that newness with you, on your terms, your speed, your way.”

      I crane my neck until I’m able to see him. His expression is sincere, which only makes him more handsome. My heart swells and twists.

      “I need to let it go.” I laugh and shake my head. “Jesus.”

      “What?” he asks, totally confused.

      “That’s what Alice kept telling me before Rose vanished, that I needed to let her and you, actually, go.”

      “Alice got half of that right,” he says, kissing my jaw, then my chin, then making his way to my mouth. “If you try to get rid of me, I’m just going to keep coming back.”

      We kiss again, less hungry, more even. I feel around the roof with my hand, finally touching the smooth surface of my notebook.

      “Okay, so,” I say, snuggling into his chest, “What did you get for number three?”
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      Finn

      

      “Where do you need this lumber?” I ask, leaning out the window of my dad’s truck. I’m idling in Ezra’s driveway. Coach Chandler is such a fan of the traditions of homecoming, including mandatory participating in float building, that he gave us an hour off practice to help out. I have no doubt we’ll pay for his generosity in the weight room tomorrow, but I no complaints. Since my family owns a truck, I got sent to the hardware store to pick up a donation of supplies.

      “Over by the trailer,” Ezra says. It’s funny that he’s the one hosting this year. Extra-curricular activities haven’t been his priority recently. Other than freshman year, I think the last time I saw him at float-building he was there to not-so-discreetly hook up with some of his buyers.

      I park the car and get out. Ezra’s got the tailgate open and has started to unload before I make it to the back of the truck.

      “Any idea on how to build one of these things?” he asks.

      “A little,” I reply, grabbing a stack of two by fours. This is probably why Coach was okay with us taking time off. It’s still grueling work. “They’ll send an alumni by who will act as a mentor. They should come tonight and a few more times.”

      It doesn’t take long to unload the lumber. There are a few boxes of other supplies; hardware, rolls of chicken wire, cans of spray paint and jugs of glue.

      “We’re going to make a float out of this.”

      “And a shit-ton of tissue paper,” I say, nodding to the boxes already delivered by the SGA.

      “What the hell did my dad get me into,” he mutters.

      I laugh. “It’ll be fun, and this is our last year. We need to win.”

      The last year we won was freshman year, which ironically was the last time everyone in our group had been on good terms. It was before Rose and Juliette pulled the prank on Kenley. Before Rose and I started dating. Ozzy and I were still hanging out all the time, and Ezra was set to be the star of the Thistle Cove football team.

      It’s weird how things have come full circle, except for one missing piece—the piece that seemed to keep all of us apart.

      “I saw your dad getting on your case today,” I say. “Everything okay?”

      Ezra rubs the back of his neck and grimaces. “Yeah, he’s just riding me hard about playoffs.”

      “The old guys are really focused on it, aren’t they? I saw Mr. Waller downtown when I was picking up the lumber. I kind of hate seeing him, you know?” Ezra nods in understanding. Talking to your dead ex’s dad sucks, especially when you may be part of the reason why she jumped over the side of a bridge. “All he wanted to talk about was the next two games and how important they are—like we haven’t already been told a dozen times.”

      He laughs. “For real. My dad has started having these little motivational meetings at breakfast. He got our housekeeper to load me up on some kind of maximum impact nutritional diet.”

      I grab the tailgate and slam it shut. “You know what I’m not looking forward to?”

      “Getting your ass handed to you in the weight room tomorrow?”

      I roll my eyes. “No, the homecoming spectacle that Juliette’s planning for halftime. It’s going to turn into some kind of Rose Waller tribute. I just know she’s going to drag me into it, and that’s going to mess with Kenley’s head.”

      He frowns. “What are you talking about?”

      “Even gone, Rose has some kind of hold on KK. Just last night, I had to reassure her that I’m not comparing them.”

      His hands grip the top of the tailgate. “I hate that because…”

      “There’s nothing to compare, and if you do, Kenley wins out every damn time.”

      “Yep.” A few cars pull into his driveway. It’s six—time for kids to start arriving. He pushes off the back of the truck. “It’s going to take more than a few weeks for Kenley to shed those insecurities, but if there’s one thing we can do, it’s help her through the process.”

      “How do we do that? I already talked to her, I’m just not sure how well it worked.”

      “Let me think on it,” he says, walking away, “but the best thing we can do is assure her that there’s only one queen in our lives, and despite what everyone is going to pretend the next two weeks, it’s not Rose Waller.”
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      Kenley

      

      The first night of float building is always chaos, but this year there’s a different vibe. I call it the “The Homecoming Queen Killed Herself” vibe, which has settled over the senior class in particular like a heavy coat of dew. Everyone fights an internal battle with the fact that Rose is gone and should be here, and the fact that Rose is gone, and life continues.

      The Powers That Be determined this is one tradition that will continue, and I think that permission, plus the familiarity of the event, incites an energy that’s been missing for a few weeks, and I’m shocked when Ozzy and I pull up to Ezra’s house and see how many people came out.

      There’s a certain rhythm to this tradition. Freshmen are gung-ho, full of energy and in it to win it. Unfortunately, they’re the less skilled so results may vary. Sophomores are suddenly too cool for any and all things, have just discovered sex and drinking, so theirs usually sucks. The juniors are caught in the reality of AP classes, college visits and the hard truth about their GPA. They struggle to participate but tend to pull it off in the end for a solid second or third place win. But the Seniors? Well, we realize it’s our last year, one final block in all the blocks, we’ve also already started applications, firmed-up college exams, and are completely out of fucks to give.

      Add in Rose Waller? Everyone is ready to just have fun.

      “I was skeptical about having it at Ezra’s,” Ozzy admits, standing at the end of the driveway, “but I take it back. This is the perfect location.”

      Bright spotlights shine down on the driveway, which is good since it’s already dark, and we need light. The trailer is parked near the back on a nice flat surface. Ezra’s driveway fits the house, oversized and spacious. Loud music is pumped through speakers, providing a burst of energy. A group of parents sit around the firepit, “chaperoning,” their cups kept close. Alcohol most likely. You’d have to drink to take on this job.

      Kids cluster in groups, “pomp-ing” which is a float building term I only learned because of this particular tradition. Tiny squares are cut into tinier squares and rolling into pea-sized balls. We’re required to make exactly one-gazmillion of these that we then glue on cardboard one at a time to create the float’s design. It’s ridiculous, tedious and mind numbing. It’s also part of what makes the whole thing fun.

      We walk by a table filled with pizza boxes and drinks. Ozzy snags a piece of pepperoni, and we pass the different groups, still separated into cliques. Float building is equal opportunity—everyone is invited because everyone is needed—but that doesn’t mean we all hang out together. It’s more like we work parallel to one another, each focused on small pieces that will ultimately create one final design. It’s a lot like real life.

      “You made it,” Ezra calls, jumping off the trailer. He’s got a tape measurer in one hand, and a pencil tucked behind his ear. Finn stands behind him holding up a few pieces of lumber. He winks, and that familiar heat creeps up my neck.

      “What do you need us to do?” I ask.

      “The mentor just got here—want to take lead on that?” He nods toward the chaperones, and I see one woman I don’t recognize. She’s got shoulder-length brown hair and a nice smile. She looks about the same age as the parents, but again, she’s not familiar to me. “We don’t need a huge amount of help, but she may have something interesting to add.”

      “Sure,” I say, leaving Ozzy to help the guys.

      I walk down to the chaperone circle, noting that Mr. Baxter is the only dad here. He’s sitting with Monica Chandler, and surprisingly, Regina Waller. Not surprising, because they’re all old friends, but surprising because it’s crazy to me that she wants to be here. A rush of guilt tugs at me; it happens every time I see either of the Wallers. If only I’d talked to Rose that night and accepted her apology, I can’t help but wonder if thing would be different.

      Regina, always the one to take the higher road, smiles and says, “Kenley, is there something you need?”

      “I was sent down to talk to our mentor.” I look at the woman and offer her my hand. “I’m Kenley Keene.”

      “Shannon Hughes,” the woman says, shaking my hand. Although her face isn’t familiar, her name is. I scan my memory trying to place it. “Just catching up with some fellow alumni. Your group probably has more collective knowledge on Thistle Cove traditions than any other class; I doubt you need me much.”

      “It always helps to hear it from someone that’s not a parent,” Monica says. “They just tune us out.”

      I nod. She’s right about that. “Any input is appreciated. Those guys are so excited about using power tools that I’m not sure they’re paying attention to the rules.”

      “Let’s go see what’s going on.”

      On the way back to the driveway I ask, “Do you have kids in another grade? Your name is really familiar.”

      “No, I don’t live in Thistle Cove anymore, although I do have two kids—they’re in college. My dad passed away a few months ago, and I came back to help my mom move into a smaller place.”

      “Oh, sorry to hear about your dad.”

      “Thank you. He was a great guy. Staying with my mom is nice, but when the alumni group was looking for mentors I figured it may be a good way to get out of the house a little.”

      “Sounds like a good idea.” I frown. “I swear I’ve seen, or heard, your name before.”

      We get to the trailer where Juliette is standing. She has a purple three-ring binder in her hands.

      “Hi,” she says, thrusting her hand forward. “I’m Juliette Chandler.”

      Shannon looks her over. “Jason’s daughter?”

      “Yes. Do you know him?”

      “I was a year behind your parents at Thistle Cove. Everyone knew Jason Chandler.”

      I fight rolling my eyes, although from the dirty look Juliette gives me I feel like she sensed it anyway. “I’m sure you’ve heard my dad is back as the new head football coach.”

      “Actually, I did hear something about that. I’m sure he’s eager to continue Viking tradition by leading these guys to state.”

      Juliette grins. “You really do know my dad.”

      Shannon gives her a tight smile and points to the binder, “Got your design in there?”

      Each class has to design their own float, and then get it approved by a school representative. If you change your float in any way, you can get disqualified. The overall theme is Thistle Cove Through the Decades, due to the centennial, and we specifically got the 1980s. While Juliette goes over the plan, I unzip my bag and pull out my camera. With such a good crowd tonight, it may be the best time to snag a few photos.

      I walk around and grab pictures of the different groups, most in tiny circles rolling balls of tissue. A few girls from the dance team aren’t doing anything but fussing with the playlist, trying to find something suitable. I even get a shot of the chaperones huddled around the fire. Before I realize it, I’ve walked back over to the trailer where Ozzy, Finn, and Ezra build the frame.

      “Smile, boys,” I say, getting their attention. If anyone else had asked, they’d probably refuse, especially Oz, but for me? I can get them to do almost anything.

      “That’s Ezra Baxter’s son, right?” Shannon asks. “Looks just like his dad.”

      “Right?” I say, looking back at the shot. Ezra’s sharp cheekbones and pouty lips make a striking profile. “It’s a little unnerving.”

      “Tell me about it,” she mutters. “You like taking pictures?”

      “I do, but these are for the yearbook. It’s more like work than pleasure.”

      “Ah, the Valhalla,” she says, fondly. “I was the editor junior and senior years.”

      “That’s where I’ve heard your name!” I exclaim. “I’m the editor! I’ve seen it on some of the old paperwork and stuff in the office.”

      “That’s awesome. I really loved working on the yearbook. I even joined the staff when I was in college, too.”

      “Oh,” I say, an idea popping into my mind, “Since you’re in town and you have some free time, maybe you could help us with a project we’re working on.”

      “Sure. What kind of project?”

      I explain to her how we’re going through the archives, looking for old photos to use in the current yearbook to celebrate the centennial. “Since you’re already familiar with the archive system and everything,” I say. “It’d be fun to have you on board, too.”

      “That sounds great.” She gives me a curious look. “You know it’s weird, but I heard about your classmate, the Waller girl? We had something similar happen to someone in our class.”

      “Someone committed suicide?” I ask, my voice low. The last thing I need to do is get Juliette riled up or upset Mrs. Waller.

      “No. A girl went missing, but they actually found Jaqueline’s body.”

      “Jaqueline?” I repeat. “I swear I’ve never heard that name or anything about this before.”

      Shannon chuckles darkly. “I’m not surprised. Thistle Cove likes to keep its secrets buried, and Jaqueline’s death was a dark mark on the town.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “The cause of death was strangulation. They found her body down by the water’s edge.”

      “In the cove?” She nods. My stomach flips nervously. “Did they arrest anyone?”

      “No. It was a dark time for the town. Everyone was very freaked out. People started locking their doors. The city council enacted a curfew. It happened in the winter, and the last half of our senior year we were all on lockdown. They even cancelled our senior retreat.”

      “Senior retreat?”

      “They still don’t do that?” She looks thoughtful. “Wow, that’s something I figured they’d add back in once the panic died down.”

      “What was it?” I ask. “Specifically.”

      “Each year, the senior class would all go to a lodge up on Silver Lake and spend the weekend. Kind of a way to blow off steam before finals and graduation. It was a huge tradition, but they stopped when Jacqueline was murdered and didn’t restart it the next year when I was a senior. I guess they never did.” Her eyes flit over to the chaperones. “I guess not all traditions carry on in Thistle Cove.”

      “They’ve announced they’re not having homecoming court because of Rose this year. I have a hard time believing that one won’t come back.”

      She laughs. “I think you’re right about that.”

      The boys on the trailer are goofing off more than working. “I may go try to get them back on track. Please feel free to come by the yearbook office whenever you get a chance. We’d love to have you just visit or help out if you have time.”

      “That sounds great, Kenley, thank you.”

      She walks across the driveway toward some of the kids, and she stops to give some advice on how to properly roll a pomp (trust me, there’s a right way and a wrong way to do it.)

      I should be surprised that Thistle Cove has secrets I don’t know about, but the murder of a student isn’t something I expect. The bigger coincidence, I think as I look down at Mr. Baxter, Mrs. Chandler, and Mrs. Wells by the fire pit, is that they were here both times a girl from town went missing.
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      Ozzy

      

      It’s colder than it was the first game we attended together, and coats, sweaters, and gloves are noticeable everywhere. Even the cheerleaders wear hoodies and leggings. Not that I’m looking at the cheerleaders. My thigh is pressed discreetly against Kenley’s, and our shoulders keep rubbing against one another. It’s tiny, benign stuff, but since the place I first kissed her is right under my feet, my brain and body can’t help but respond accordingly. I want to do it again. I have done it again. Right beneath us, in the relative privacy under the bleachers. It happens every game, home or away, by halftime my body starts ticking like a timebomb—knowing privacy is just under our feet.

      Tick, tick, tick

      We don’t start down here, like that first night. Kenley likes to get here for the pregame announcements. “To support Ezra and Finn.”

      She’s right. We should support them. So instead of succumbing to our hormones, we smush close together on the edge of the student section and half watch the game while half fantasizing about those full, pink lips.

      “Ouch,” I say, watching Ezra take a particularly hard hit. He’s down on the ground for a minute. Kenley’s gloved fingers thread with mine and clench tight.

      “Is he okay?”

      I half stand, but he’s already back on his feet. “That was a hard hit; he probably just needed to catch his breath.”

      “Football is so dangerous,” she says, releasing the tightness of her grip, but not her hand from mine. “Why can’t they play something like soccer?”

      “Still dangerous,” I say. “Concussions and torn ACLs are a huge problem. Surgeries lead to painkillers which is a whole other level of sports-related issues.”

      She shakes her head. “You know, it’s okay if you don’t know the facts and data to everything.”

      “I can’t help the fact that I read something, and it sticks in my head.” I nudge her shoulder. “I’m just saying all sports are dangerous, but you’re right. Football is especially so, but it’s a major focus in the town. I don’t see it changing any time soon, if ever.”

      I look down on the field where Coach Chandler paces the sidelines. We’re up by seven, but that’s not enough for him. He likes big wins. Across the stands, with the cluster of adults, is Mr. Baxter and Mr. Waller. Ezra’s dad watches his son carefully, like he’s assessing him for any noticeable injury. Mr. Waller has on a baseball cap with his campaign slogan, “Thistle Cove: The Town to Beat!” Across the front. The election is the week after homecoming. There’s little doubt he’ll win in a landslide.

      “Oh,” Kenley says, releasing my hand and pointing a few feet away from the men, “there’s Shannon.”

      I see the woman from float building tucked in among the other adults. Kenley told us about the former yearbook editor last night—well, not much about her—but about Jaqueline Cates. None of us had heard of another student being murdered before.

      “I did a little digging on Jaqueline today,” she says, unsurprisingly. “There’s not a lot of information, like, nothing about her being very involved in school activities. It listed her as being on the debate team. She was last seen at the library on Main Street. She didn’t have a car, so she walked everywhere. She disappeared somewhere between the library and her house.”

      “Did she have to cross the bridge?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Her house was just a few blocks from the library, one of those older ones in town, but they searched for her for a week. Full effort, kind of like Rose. Dogs, helicopter, divers, search teams. They were about to give up when someone found her body on the shore.”

      “And you said she’d been strangled?”

      “Marks around her neck,” she replies. “There were a lot of newspaper articles about it for a while, but after a few months they dried up. They had no real leads from what I can tell, and the police never found who did it.”

      “Maybe it was just someone passing through town. It does happen.”

      “Or whoever did it was really good at hiding evidence.” She sits straight. “Oh, one interesting tidbit I found out is that Chief McMichael was a beat cop back then.”

      The crowd around us perks up, and we both look up at the field. Finn’s got the ball and pulls his elbow back, launching it down the field, two seconds before getting hit. The ball flies, swirling through the air, and lands perfectly into the receiver’s hands.

      “Touchdown!” the announcer shouts and the stands explode with excitement.

      In the chaos, I take the chance wrap my hand around Kenley’s. Looking at the board, we’re up by fourteen, and halftime is three minutes away.

      “Hey,” I whisper in her ear, “wanna go warm up?”

      She smiles, slow and sly, making my stomach twist into knots. “I think no one will notice if we take off for a few minutes.”

      We work our way through the stands, heading down to the ground level. We huddle close, as much for heat as anything else. There’s a break in the crowd, and I start toward the underside of the bleachers.

      “Kenley!”

      She stops and I look around, searching for who called her name. A waving hand lifts above the people milling around. It’s Shannon Hughes.

      “Shannon! Hi!” Kenley says, sounding completely thrilled to see the woman. “I saw you up in the crowd.”

      “Decided to come out and see a game—they’re looking good. Did you see the arm on that quarterback?”

      “He’s pretty impressive,” Kenley says, holding back a grin. She glances over at me. “I don’t think you got a chance to meet Ozzy last night. He’s on the yearbook, too.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say.

      She smiles and then says to Kenley, “Oh, I have something for you.”

      “You do?”

      “After we talked I did a little digging in my old bedroom. I knew I had a box of old things.” She reaches into her purse and pulls out a thick envelope. “A few candids that were never used in the yearbook.”

      Kenley’s face lights up. “Oh wow, this is perfect! Thank you.”

      Few things get my girl excited like an envelope of old pictures.

      The buzzer sounds from the field, signaling the end of the first half. Shannon grimaces. “I better run to the restroom before I get stuck in a long line. Good to see you.”

      “You too,” Kenley says, waving as she walks off. She flips open the flap on the back of envelope, but I grab it from her. “Hey! I just wanted to look at them.”

      “Later,” I say, tucking the envelope into my pocket. “Right now is about maintaining the Ozzy/Kenley tradition of a hot make out session under the bleachers.” I pull her close and appeal to the unconventional side of Kenley, the one we all know lurks just beneath the surface. “You know you like hooking up with your secret boyfriend, right under the feet of every person in this town.”

      Her eyes flare and without another word she slips under the bleachers. I follow her in, heart pounding, hands itching, this girl…she may be the end of me.

      When we reach our favorite spot, the one with the wide pillar to press against, I tuck my fingers under her jacket and feel her flinch from the cold. The move sparks a rush, and her hands curl around the back of my neck, pulling my face to hers. When her lips brush against mine, I feel a relief that I’ve been holding onto all damn day. When her tongue slips into my mouth, I shudder. I push her back against the wall and press my hips into hers, tasting her exhale from our bodies being so close.

      There are a couple other things that excite Kenley Keene other than old pictures and making out just out of other people’s sight. I plan on finding out each and every one.
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      Kenley

      

      The football game afterparty turns into a float building party as kids trickle to Ezra’s house. A new group of parent volunteers sits by the fire pit.

      “Good game tonight,” I say to Finn, when he appears fresh from a shower. “That was an amazing throw.”

      “Thanks,” he says. “Coach was going to lose it if we let them get any points on the board.”

      “He just wants everyone to know how good you are.” I’ve heard the rumors about college scouts being in the stands. Finn is definitely in consideration. His good grades, leadership, and skills make him an excellent candidate for any of the major schools. As excited as I am for him, it also makes me a little sad thinking that in a year we’ll all be separated. I just got him back in my life.

      We’re tucked in a dark corner of the garage behind Mr. Baxter’s Range Rover. The other side, where the BMW is usually parked, is empty.  Finn takes a quick look around, and when no one is looking gives me a quick kiss. It hasn’t been long since I was just with Ozzy under the bleachers, and kissing Finn is like stoking an already lit fire.

      “Although I’d rather kiss you all night, Ozzy and I are going to finish up with the frame tonight.”

      I roll my eyes. God, they love power tools—just a little less than they like kisses. “I’m going to go check on Ezra, be out in a few minutes.”

      He squeezes my hand, and I enter the house through the garage door. Part of the float rules are that we aren’t supposed to go in the personal sections of the house, but Ezra’s has always been the party house, so people feel comfortable going in and out.

      I walk into the spotless kitchen, through the living room, and up the main staircase. The house is quiet, any noise coming from outside, and I feel a bit like an intruder.

      It’s not until I’m on the top landing that I hear raised voices.

      “Are you fucking with me, Ez? Are you really telling me you gave it your best tonight? You look like a pussy out there, taking hit after hit.”

      “Dad, we won the game, and Coach gave me a lot of playing time.”

      I press my back against a large chest in the hallway and hold my breath. Mr. Baxter’s tone is vicious. And Ezra? He just sounds tired.

      “Well after that display, I doubt he will next week. You know that the recruiters from the university were there tonight? Finn gave them a hell of a game. They’re probably writing blank checks with his name on it right now. They’ll invite him up for the weekend, wine and dine him, give him two cheerleaders to fuck, and a bag of expensive athletic gear to take home. And you? You’ll be lucky to get into a fucking community college with what you showed them out there.”

      “You know what?” Ezra responds, voice lifting. “Maybe I don’t want to play this fucking game anymore. It was a hell of a lot easier when you were busy chasing money and women out of town. If having you around means I have to listen to your non-stop bullshit about football, then go. I don’t want you here anyway.”

      My heart pounds, wondering if I should go get someone. Ezra and his dad are both big, strong men. A physical altercation could get ugly and dangerous.

      “If you think I’m walking away from my house, my community and my kid, you’re dumber than I thought. The worst thing I did was take my eye off of you,” Mr. Baxter says. “Without supervision you turned into a lazy delinquent, tarnishing my name and legacy in this town. It won’t happen again.”

      I’m about to dart down the stairs to get Finn, one of the adults, someone, but before I take a step, a door down the hall wrenches open, then slams so hard the walls rattle. I do my best to hide behind the chest, but Mr. Baxter doesn’t even glance over when he storms past. I wait until I hear him on the hardwoods downstairs before I creep out of my hiding spot and walk over to Ezra’s door. I tap twice, softly, and open the door.

      He’s standing by the large window that overlooks the bay, chest heaving. He’s shirtless, just wearing athletic shorts, hair damp from the shower. A large bruise mottles his side—most likely from the hit he took on the field tonight. He glances back, face filled with anger, jaw tensed so hard I think it may snap in two.

      “Hey,” I say, not exactly sure how to handle this. I feel way in over my head. “Are you okay?”

      He jerks his head in a way that I don’t know if it’s yes or no. I’m going to just assume it’s a big fat no.

      I walk over to him, reaching out and touching his arm. “Nothing he said is true. You played great tonight. Coach Chandler looked really pleased, and the team did awesome. A year ago, you weren’t even playing, and now you’re getting a lot of field time. I don’t know a lot about football, but Coach Chandler wouldn’t put you in if you weren’t a reliable asset.”

      “I hate him, Kenley. So goddammed much.”

      I move until he’s facing me, and I rest my hands on his hips.

      “I know. What he said…it was awful.”

      “He doesn’t give a shit about me. You heard him,” his dark eyes flash, “it’s all about his legacy, whatever the hell that means.”

      “It means he’s an idiot because he’s worried about the wrong stuff.” I move my hand, and he winces; I got too close to the bruise. “I’m sorry. Do you need some ice?”

      He looks down at me, cupping a hand behind my neck.

      “No, but I feel like shit. Will you just sit with me for a while?”

      We’d done this after the first game, when I took care of his split lip. Ezra doesn’t want for much; money, housing, food…but what he lacks is the stability of a family—a true home and someone to take care of him.

      I know I can’t do everything, but I can do what I can. Right now, he needs me, and I’ll be there for him.

      I’m surprised when he leads me to the couch pushed up against the wall in his room and not the bed. Any other guy would take a shot. It’s evidence of how bad he feels. He sits, wincing from the pain in his ribs. I move to the opposite side, lifting his arm over my shoulders and snuggling against his warm chest.

      “What do you want to watch?” I ask, reaching for the remote.

      “You pick.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You sure about that? Because I’m not going to pick a war movie or something scary.”

      He kisses my temple, then reaches over and turns off the light. “I don’t care what we watch, I’m going to spend most of the time looking at you anyway.”

      My heart flips. Dammit, Ezra Baxter. The smile that plays on his lips tells me he said it on purpose. The glint in his eye tells me that he means it. I rest my head on his warm, smooth chest and hear the hammering of his heart, way too fast for a boy in control of his emotions, and scroll down the options.

      He’s right, I think, settling on a comedy we’ve both seen a dozen times. It doesn’t matter what we watch because just being close to him is going to take up all my attention.

      The comedy is a good choice. Slowly, I feel him relax next to me. His fingers stroke casually against my side, making small circles. And I find myself fascinated with the taut, hard muscle on his abdomen, contrasted with the soft hair that stretches below his belly button.

      I’m not even thinking when I touch it—that it’s particularly sensitive. His heartrate rockets, then his stomach caves, right before his hand clamps down on mine. His voice comes out in a restrained hiss, “Babe, that’s dangerous territory.”

      I lift my head and swallow.

      “Sorry. I, uh,” no other words come out, but my cheeks flame with heat. My lack of experience is the direct cause of this awkward situation, and the fact his jaw is clenched tight and a different sort of tension fills his features. Quickly, I shift away, but he reaches for me again, stopping me.

      “I know this is new for you, and to be completely honest, this pace—it’s new for me.” He holds my eye even though all I want to do is vanish. “I like it. I like watching a movie and just being close. I like feeling your hands explore me, and god knows, I’d like to explore you, but if we’re moving slow, we need to move slow.” He stands and walks over to the bed, picking up a purple T-shirt and pulling it over his head. His face grimaces when he does it, his side that sore. “Clothes on for now.”

      “Wait,” I say, feeling a little sad to see his upper body covered. “When did we decide we were going slow?”

      He runs his hand through his hair. “You’re dating three guys at once, KK, and I’m down with it, but I—we—want to make it perfectly clear we’re not taking advantage.”

      “You forget this was my idea.”

      He laughs. “It didn’t take much persuading.”

      “I like you Ez, and I can go as slow as you want, but don’t place that on me.” I eye his long frame. “Don’t make lines in the sand without my input. I may not be experienced, but this was my idea.”

      He holds my eye, only wavering once or twice to drop them to my mouth. He sighs and walks back over, sitting back on the couch. There’s a small space between us, and I scoot into it, molding into his side. If it’s possible, when I rest my head on his chest, his heart is beating even harder than before.

      “Promise you’ll tell me if I ever cross a line,” he whispers, running his hand down my side. Flames burst across my skin, deep in my belly. I nod, unable to speak, because what Ezra doesn’t get is that I’m not sure where that line is myself, and I’m more than willing to go right up to the edge and drag him over with me.
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      Ezra

      

      My heart pounds in my chest, like a drumbeat to keep me alert. I’m already pumped on adrenaline, first from the game, then from the bullshit with my dad. Kenley came in here and calmed me down, but when she snuggled up to me and ran her fingers across my lower belly, she got me worked up in a whole different way.

      I hate that she was embarrassed, but touching me right there, like that, with those soft little fingers. Jesus. I had to get the hell away from her warmth, her smell, her everything. It was that or pull her on top of me and show her exactly how much of a degenerate I really am.

      I pulled on my shirt, like that was going to do anything, and I force myself to be a fucking gentleman, telling her I’m going to take it slow. She flipped that back on me, which I should’ve expected. Kenley’s not your typical girl. She proved it when she put on that wig and bikini, and I almost came just looking at her. She doubled down when she climbed in my lap and shot-gunned smoke and her tongue in my mouth in front of Ozzy and Finn, then asked us all to date her. Under that good girl persona is a wild child clawing at her cage. As much as I want to be the one to unlock that door, I’m not sure either of us are ready.

      I like Kenley. A lot, and not just because she’s possibly a secret freak. I want to watch movies with her and take a ride in the mountains with her on the back of my motorcycle. I want to kiss her mouth, her fingers and toes. I want to stay out of trouble, just so I can be around her. I mean, hell, I even do my homework so I don’t get kicked out of AP Lit because she sits diagonally across from me and at least twice a class she looks back at me and smiles.

      I wrap my arm around her and pull her close, leaving enough room to run my hand down her side. Her head presses against my chest, and I know she can feel the hammering of my heart. Although I told her to watch it, her hand is rubbing small circles near my hip. My thumb grazes her ribs and the soft side of her breast, she shifts, leaning into me so that her feet are up on the couch, and her back is flat against my side.

      I look up at the TV and try to focus on the screen, but my eyes keep dragging down to the V-neck of Kenley’s shirt and her tits inches away from my hand. I swallow back the building desire, the ache growing in my balls, and how soft and warm she feels against me.

      Her hand moves from my hip to my thigh, and now I’m the one that’s shifting. I steel myself, but she turns her face toward me, placing kisses along my neck, lathing the sensitive skin with her tongue. Her back arches, and my hand slides over her breast, feeling her nipple pebble and her warm breath as she shudders out an exhale.

      Jesus.

      Light from the TV casts a flickering glow across the room. I run my hands down her body, over her thighs. Her hips rise, and I lean my head back, staring at the ceiling. I count to five. Ten. Her mouth latches to my collarbone, and I squirm, ticklish. She wants more and I can give it to her.

      I touch her chin and force her eye up. “Do you trust me?”

      She doesn’t blink. “Yes.”

      I move fast, settling her between my thighs, feeling her ass press against my erection. I’m not worried about myself. I get ten boners a day. The first one when I wake up. The third one when I see Kenley in Lit. The process continues through the day. This one feels especially good because it’s not brought on by my imagination but with the real, live girl pressing against me. But this isn’t about me. I wasn’t lying when I wanted to make it clear I wasn’t taking advantage. And not only that, the girl sitting in front of me is a livewire. She needs some fucking relief.

      Her hand lifts over her head, back behind my neck, running her fingers along the fringe of my hair. I take my time, never going under her shirt, yet reveling in the soft curves of her body, the slim dip of her belly, all the way down to the waist band of her jeans. I take my time, licking her ear, sucking on her collar bone, skimming the tips of my fingers over her breasts. Her chest rises and falls and I massage her gently, increasing the pressure as I go.

      Her shirt rides up, revealing a strip of stomach. I inch my hands down, pushing my thumbs under her shirt, feeling the soft skin underneath. With diligence I make my way upward, painstakingly slow. She opens her eyes and stares up at me, giving me a solid, “What the fuck?” glare.

      “I told you to trust me,” I whisper. “It may be slow, but I promise it’ll be worth it.”

      Her nails scratch gently down my cheek as I ghost my thumbs over her nipples. She moans softly, lips parted, body arching.

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

      With one hand I keep rubbing her tit, and the other inches downward, I slide it down her thigh, making similar circles. Her legs drop, spreading apart, one against my leg, the other against the back of the couch. Her jeans are tight, and I stroke down her thigh, brushing over the seam. Her hips rise, and I’m thankful for the barrier of fabric. I get the feeling she’s pretty impatient. A moment later she grabs my hand and lays it flat on her lower belly, fingers pointed down. My dick twitches behind her. I’m damn sure she felt it.

      I run my fingers between her legs, feeling the seam and the warm heat radiating. She whimpers, and I do it again, dying to hear that sound, that little cry, a second time.

      “Ez,” she breathes, looking up at me with bright blue eyes, “you’re killing me.”

      I smile, feeling wicked, and make another pass between her legs, this time stopping and using the heel of my palm to apply pressure. She starts to twist, but I hold her still, only allowing her to press the side of her face into my chest. I can tell I’m in the right place, hitting the right spot, because her breath comes out spotty, and her knees bend.

      It takes everything in me not to push my hands down her pants, to feel the wet heat between her legs, but I’m not going there—not tonight. Tonight, I just want to do something good for her. Bring someone pleasure. Make this girl, my girl, know what it feels like to be touched by someone. I focus on her, on her breathing, on her face, on the way her nose scrunches, and how her tongue darts out between her lips. I rub the spot that makes her whimper and hold her against my chest as she starts to shudder, writhing against my body. I watch Kenley come, eyes closed, lips parted, body curling inside out.

      When she finally stills, I smooth down her shirt and run a hand down her cheek, tilting her face upward. She’s fucking gorgeous. Her face is pink from exertion, and I bend, brushing my lips across hers.

      She props up on her elbow. “I came up here to check on you and make sure you were okay, not for you to do that.”

      “Watching that was better than any damn movie on TV, got it? And trust me, after that, I’m more than okay.”

      “But you didn’t—”

      “I’m good, babe,” I say, brushing her hair out of her eyes. She doesn’t need to know that what I just witnessed will keep me supplied with weeks of erotic mental material. “Sometimes the best thing you can do is something for someone else.”

      She settles her cheek on my chest, her breathing evening out, unaware of how she’s the best damned thing that’s happened in my life in a long, long time.
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      Kenley

      

      I stretch, lifting my arms over my head, still feeling the tingling warm aftermath of the night before. Ezra had shown me a kinder, gentler, generous side, and I’d shown him what I look like turned into a puddle of goo.

      My phone buzzes from the table beside my bed, and I pick it up. It’s from Ezra.

      Someone left a mark on me.

      A photo drops next. The first thing I notice is his handsome face and the smug smile tugging at his lips. The next is where his fingers tug down the collar of his shirt, revealing a blotchy, red bruise. I’d left a hickey on Ezra Baxter’s collarbone.

      I rush to type out an apology.

      Kenley: I’m so sorry.

      Ezra: Don’t be. But there may be questions in the locker room about where I got it. What do you want me to say?

      I consider this. None of us are “out” in our relationship. Ozzy and I may be the closest thing because we kind of started dating before anything else happened with the guys. Thistle Cove is small, and gossip runs wild. I’m not sure I’m ready that.

      Kenley: Whatever you want to say is fine. I trust you.

      He replies with a thumbs-up emoji, and we text back and forth for a minute. He’s going to the gym, and I’ve got homework. I promise to meet him back at float building later that day.

      I’m about to get out of bed when I hear a second buzz vibrate from the drawer of my nightstand. I open the drawer and pull out Rose’s old iPod. I’d kept it, along with the SugarBabies app and profile I created. I knew there was more to Rose’s disappearance and presumed death than what people were saying, and I felt certain this dating app for sugar daddies was part of it.

      I’d told the police about it, but once Rose’s death was ruled a suicide, they seemed happy to close her case for good. I was just too scared to look further into the relationships Rose had developed on SugarBabies, particularly the one with a man named BD. But besides that, I consider guiltily, I’d been busy with my own life—a post-Rose life, that surprisingly, opened a lot of previously closed doors for me. I stare down at the iPod, feeling not just the weight of the device, but the shame for ignoring finding out the truth about Rose and seeking my own happiness instead.

      I’d barely touched the iPod in the last two weeks, too busy, too distracted, too willfully avoidant of the long stream of waiting notifications for Eden Dollanganger, the name I’d used, a play on the title of a book Rose and I loved when we were younger.

      A twist of nerves flutter in my stomach, knowing this is a tricky rabbit hole. Rose and I had a lot of things in common before she ditched me, and there’s a small part of me, the one that can’t let this go, that is scared I’d start down this path and never turn back. But that same connection makes me want to know the truth. Did a sugar daddy have something to do with what happened to Rose? Shouldn’t I find out more?

      I stare down at the phone. Twenty-five notifications. Twenty-five old guys wanting to, potentially, make an arrangement with a young woman exchanging support, in the form of housing, allowance, support, in return for companionship, loyalty, and sex.

      One of these guys could know something about Rose.

      None of these guys can bring her back.

      I place the phone back in the drawer and shut it, shut out the need to dig around in something so recently settled. Rose is gone, and whatever trouble she was in has nothing to do with my life going forward.

      That’s what I tell myself, but even as I walk away down to the kitchen to get a cup of coffee, I don’t fully understand that secrets don’t like to stay buried in Thistle Cove.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I push myself through the next two chapters of Moby Dick, jotting down notes for the summary I have to turn in on Monday. It’s only when I’m done that I pull out the envelope of photographs Shannon gave me at the game.

      I start sorting through the thick stack of black and white photos, most candids from around campus or at school events. The pictures are weird because I recognize almost everything in them: the windows on the back hall by the Home Ec room, the school crest on the gym wall; the painted Viking by the main entrance, the bonfire, floats, homecoming dance. The only difference is that I don’t recognize the faces. Well, that’s not entirely true. On a few, I catch a glimpse of someone I think I know. If I had to guess, it’s a parent or someone I know from around town.

      “Holy cow,” I mutter to myself, when I do recognize one of Mrs. Gimple, twenty years younger, obviously right out of college. Her hair is flipped back in Farrah Fawcett wings. I flip the photo over, and it has her name and the date, 1991.

      There’s one other that catches my eye. A photo of a group of football players, dressed in game day jerseys, sitting out on the picnic tables in front of the school. It’s a group of six, and I only recognize three of them: Brice Waller, Ezra Baxter, a dead ringer for his son, and Jason Chandler. I flip the picture over and see their names, along with Richard Remmington, Miles Keller, and Joel Ashby, 1991. The year they won the state championship.

      The same year Jaqueline Cates went missing and was found dead on the water's edge, strangled.

      My mind spins, and I pick up my phone.

      “Hey,” I say, “want to go to breakfast?”

      “It’s after noon,” Ozzy says, and from the groggy sound of his voice, he just woke up anyway. “Isn’t it a little late for breakfast?”

      “Do you want to go or not?”

      He laughs, and I imagine his smile. “Yeah, pick me up in fifteen?”

      It takes me twenty, but the good thing about a late breakfast is that you miss the Saturday rush at the Thistle Cove café, the town’s best place for bacon and pancakes.

      Once we’re seated and have steaming cups of coffee in front of us, I say, “I’ve been doing a little investigating into the class of 1991.”

      Ozzy pours sugar in his coffee. “You do know we work on the yearbook, not the newspaper, right?”

      I kick him gently on the shin under the table. “I can’t help it if my yearbook duties have led me to other, more interesting details about the alumni of Thistle Cove.”

      “Okay,” he says, “tell me what you know.”

      Our waitress comes over and brings us stacks of buttery pancakes and a plate of bacon for us to share.

      “Well, I don’t know much,” I say, taking the syrup from him and pouring it over my pancakes. When they’re good and soaked, I reach in my bag and pull out the photo of the football players. “Don’t you think that it’s really weird that three people we know were at the high school the year that Jacqueline died.”

      He studies the photo. “Thistle Cove is a small town. A lot of people grew up here and still live in town. Half our classmates had parents that went to the school.”

      “But how many are still friends, and thirty years later one of their daughters goes missing?”

      “Still not that crazy for this place.”

      “What about the fact no one mentioned Jacqueline’s death while people were looking for Rose? Like, not a word in the newspaper or on television. Like, that news lady, Janice Hill, never said anything.”

      Ozzy chews a mouthful of pancakes and then washes it down with coffee. He points his fork at me. “Okay, I admit, that’s a little more interesting. You would think an old murder with similar traits to a new possible crime would be a big deal.”

      I smile, feeling slightly vindicated. “Right? So why did no one say anything about Jacqueline? Why have we never heard her name mentioned?”

      “Well,” he says, picking up a piece of bacon, “maybe her family didn’t want to talk about it, and the press gave them some privacy.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the press, even in our small town.”

      “Maybe the police were embarrassed they never found the killer.”

      “Or maybe,” I say, leaning over the table, “someone got everyone to keep their mouths shut.”

      “KK, I love a good conspiracy theory as good as the next guy, but who has that much power?”

      I slide the photo back across the table and tap my finger over the three boys in the middle. “I know at least one of those boys that is about to become mayor, another that’s a well-respected, wealthy lawyer, and another that every single person in this town loves.”

      He eyes me skeptically and tugs down on his cap. I’ve at least piqued his interest.

      “There’s a big difference in these two situations, Kenley. Jaqueline was murdered and Rose—”

      “Rose has never been found.”

      He looks around to make sure no one heard me. “Are you seriously saying that Rose didn’t kill herself?”

      Am I? I’ve never said it out loud, not even to myself. Do I think Rose didn’t kill herself? Or if she did kill herself was it for a much bigger reason than depression and discontent?

      “I’m not saying anything other than the fact I’m going to look into this.”

      “Clearly.”

      I shrug, and pick up the photo, sliding it back in my bag. “You don’t have to help.”

      He frowns. “Yeah, well, I am anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” he says, eyes holding mine, “it’s important to you, and you’re important to me.” I can’t help but smile. “Where do we start?”

      “Where all good info about Thistle Cove High lies—the Valhalla office.”
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      Ozzy

      

      After years of being solo; few friends, unique interests, determined independence, breaking into the school on a Saturday afternoon nails home the influence Kenley has on me.

      Especially when it’s completely voluntary, and we’re surrounded by four years of yearbooks—the ones leading up to Jaqueline’s death.

      While she studies the yearbooks, I focus on old articles in the Thistle Cove Chronicle. I enter in search words; Jacqueline Cates, Thistle Cove High, Missing, Strangled, Found Dead

      Hundreds of hits pop up.

      Seventeen-Year-Old Student Goes Missing

      Have You Seen Jacqueline Cates?

      Police Frustrated with Lack of Leads

      Body Found. No Suspects.

      The details are all the same; Jacqueline was last seen at the library, she left at closing, alone, and started walking the two blocks home. Somewhere in those two blocks she went missing.

      The police, including McMichael, interviewed the library staff, neighbors, friends from school. No one provided any information helpful to the case. As far as I can tell, there were no suspects.

      “Anything?” I ask, more convinced than ever that Kenley is chasing imaginary rabbits.

      She holds up a yearbook, it’s a photo I’ve seen a dozen times now in the newspaper. Jaqueline’s class picture, taken three months before she died. “She’s pretty,” Kenley says. “Not like Regina Waller hot, but pretty enough, don’t you think?”

      I look at the girl with long dark hair and clear eyes, coated with a thick ring of eyeliner. Six piercings are in her ear. Her hair lacks that certain perfection of teenage girls my age who can watch YouTube videos to get it exactly right, but yeah, I can see it. “Yeah, she’s cute. A little goth?”

      “Since she was a junior, I had to do a lot of digging.” The seniors have a list of activities by their names in the appendix, which makes it easier to find. “But I found her picture on the debate team, and she was Student Government secretary for her class.”

      Kenley has tagged the pages with her photos and flips to each one. These pictures allow a bit more of a glimpse into her personality. It’s 1991, pre-grunge, but it was on its way. Jacqueline has on a band T-shirt, The Cure, baggy jeans and black combat boots on her feet. In the black and white photos, her heavy black eyeliner stands out even more.

      “So she was smart and alternative.” I shake my head. “Not exactly the type to hang out with the football players.”

      “No,” Kenley agrees. “They definitely have a type.”

      She flips quickly to a different activity page: cheerleading. Monica Chandler and Regina Waller smile for a photo with long, tanned legs and bright smiles.

      “I guess I’m not sure what you’re looking for?” I ask, rubbing my eyes. A quick glance at the clock tells me we should have been at float building an hour ago.

      “Just who she was…what she was interested in, who she was friends with…” she flips back to a photo of her leaning against the gym wall, arms crossed. She looks intimidating. Zero vulnerability, not like the girl you’d expect to go missing. She flips back and forth between Jaqueline’s photo and the one of the cheerleaders. “You and I both know in a town this size, being in different groups doesn’t mean their lives didn’t cross.”

      She’s thinking about her and Rose, and if you went back and looked at yearbook of the past few years no one would know they’d ever meant anything to one another.

      “Using the yearbook and newspaper is hard because we’re stuck reading someone else’s words, or an image caught in a split second of time. We don’t have the wide angle, the view of everything else going on outside the lens,” I say, closing out the tabs. “We need to go.”

      She nods, staring at the book for a few minutes longer. I’d hoped that maybe if I humored her she’d scratch the Nancy Drew itch and walk away. Sitting next to her with her pad filled with scrawls of information and sticky notes marking important pages, that’s not what happened.

      Kenley’s gone down the rabbit hole of Jacqueline’s murder—which means I’m following down right after her; I just hope she comes out of the other side unscathed.
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      Kenley

      

      All of this is still on my mind when I’m at float building. We’re surrounded by buckets and bins and baskets of rolled tissue paper. Thousands of little balls. It’s not enough. A few kids from Yearbook are here, Bryant and Sadie; they tell me they’ve started digging through the archives.

      “Leave anything you find on my desk, okay?” I say, tossing another ball of tissue into the pile.

      Usually I do this with Alice. We talk and gossip and hang out in our own corner, but Alice and I aren’t doing things like this anymore. I’m not surprised she’s not here—further evidence I was holding that relationship together. Finn is on the flat bed of the trailer, shaping and forming the Viking body out of chicken wire. Once it’s finished they’ll coat it in glue and newspaper. Ozzy and Ezra left a few minutes after we arrived, heading back out for some supplies. A car rolls into driveway and I hope that it’s them, because I’d much rather sit with them, but it’s not. It’s a silver SUV—Monica Chandler. She opens up the back door and pulls out a large box.

      “A little help?” she calls.

      I hop up and head over to the car.

      “Oh, Kenley,” she says, giving me a smile. “Please take this over to the food table.”

      I take the box from her and peek inside. It’s two rectangular tins of food. I can’t see what it is, but I can smell it—Mexican.

      “Is there anything else?” I ask.

      “One more box of paper supplies. Thank you.”

      I grab the box, and carry it over to the table, helping her arrange the space. I know I shouldn’t say anything, that I’m opening an inappropriate can of worms, but I can’t stop myself.

      “You were in the class of 1991, right?”

      She gives me a tight smile, while taking lids off of a steaming hot dish of enchiladas. “Yes, I was.”

      “Did you happen to remember a girl named Jacqueline Cates?”

      I watch her expression. It doesn’t change, but she does drop the aluminum lid on the ground.

      “Oops,” she says, bending to pick it up. She stands, brushing back a piece of honey-colored hair. “Who was that again?”

      “Jacqueline Cates.”

      “That name doesn’t ring a bell. Was she in my grade?”

      “No, class of 1992—a year younger than you. She went missing spring of your senior year.”

      She nods vaguely, continuing to unwrap food. “Right, yes. Right, God, that poor girl.”

      “So you knew her.”

      She looks up at me. “Oh no, not at all. She was younger, ran with another crowd, if I recall correctly, which, trust me, my brain is mush all these years later.”

      “I’d never heard of her. Don’t you think it’s weird that no one mentioned her death when Rose went missing?”

      Monica pauses midway through opening a container of sour cream with her long, manicured nails. “Not really, I don’t see how they’re relevant.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really,” she replies, a sharp edge to her voice, “but besides that, Jacqueline’s death was hard on the whole town. Lot of bad memories and the wounds, they’re deep. People prefer to compartmentalize things like that and not open them again.”

      A flicker of annoyance runs through me.

      “So you’ll be okay in thirty years if no one remembers Rose ever existed?” My voice raises, just high enough to cause a few people look over, but the music is loud. Finn and I make eye contact, and he frowns. “Because it hurts to think about it?”

      “Kenley, I know it’s been a rough few weeks, but now is not the time or place to talk about this.”

      “Why not? Why can’t we talk about Rose? Or is it because I’m asking questions about a Thistle Cove secret?”

      “Kenley—”

      “Is that how it starts? No questions asked, no suspects, no leads…and then one day it’s literally like it never happened?”

      A loud clank gets my attention. It’s Finn, dropping the tool in his hand on the trailer bed. He hops off and walks over.

      “Hey, what’s going on over here. Everything okay?” He looks between the two of us.

      Monica sighs. “Kenley is upset. Understandably. Maybe it would be best if someone gave her a ride home.”

      “I’m not upset.”

      Monica ignores me and turns to the group. “Dinner’s ready! Come grab a plate!”

      Squeals of excitement follow, and Finn pulls me aside, getting me out of the way of the stampede. Once we’re away from the others he asks, “Do you want to tell me what that was about?”

      “There’s another missing girl.”

      His eyes pop wide. “What? Who? Where?”

      I shake my head. “No, not today. Not now, back in 1991, the year the team won the Championship. The year Brice Waller, Jason Chandler, and Ezra’s dad were seniors.”

      He blinks, trying to process what I’ve just said.

      “I have a bad feeling, Finn. I don’t know what it is, but I think there’s more to all of this than we know.” I swallow past the lump in my throat to say what I’ve been thinking for weeks now. “I have a hard time believing Rose killed herself."

      His eyes lock with mine, and his jaw tenses. Opening this back up with him—it rips that bandage right back off, but I don’t have a choice. He runs his hand through his hair and surprises me by saying, “Yeah, I know.”

      “You too?”

      “Rose was a lot of things. A diva, a drama queen, a ball-busting hot mess, and obviously an enigma, but there’s one thing she wasn’t—a quitter.”

      I exhale, feeling a huge sense of relief that he doesn’t think I’m crazy. “You’re right; she wasn’t. Rose wasn’t perfect, but she deserves better than this. I’m not going to quit before I find out the truth, either.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alone in my room that night I think about Thistle Cove and missing girls and why the town seems so quick to shut the door on them. It’s the kind of thing that feels pulled out of a novel—a gothic novel—like the Audrina Dollanganger books. I look across the room at my bookshelf, where I tucked the Eden book I’d stolen from Rose’s room. I walk over and pull it out, feeling the worn paper. These books weren’t new when we bought them. They’d originally been popular decades ago, before ebooks and tablets. Rose discovered them one day at Castle’s Used Books when we were looking for Stephen King novels. It was the cover and creepy illustrations that caught our eye. The bizarre description that made us pool our money together and buy a copy. We’d gone to Rose’s that night and sat in her bed, reading side by side. I read faster than her and would wait for her to finish the page, heart pounding, body tingling, with one eye on the door afraid that someone would come in and catch us doing something indescribably taboo.

      I open the book and look at the illustration of Eden and her possessive, manipulative, abusive family. The keycard from the East Point Suites is nestled against the seam. Like when I was a kid, I glance around, making sure no one sees me with it. I know in my heart it leads to trouble—to the taboo—and I’m terrified to know what door it opens.

      I’m not ready to find out what’s at the East Point Suites but I do feel ready to conquer one fear. Carrying the book, I cross the room to my bed and open the bedside table. I pull out the iPod and unplug it from the charger I keep inside. I have an irrational fear that if I let it die, maybe it won’t start back up again.

      I crawl into bed, pull my covers over my legs and turn on the phone. The home screen pops up, dozens of notifications filling the screen. I wipe them away and click the app with a heart and the letters SB in the middle.

      SugarBabies

      I go straight to my profile, the photo of me in a dark, black wig and showing ample cleavage in a revealing bikini. My lips are painted a dark, sensual red. I have dozens of messages, some weeks old.

      JJ: Your profile caught my eye. Beautiful and smart. I love that you’re interested in journalism and a big reader…

      Mike: I’d love to hear more about your experiences with…

      Avery:  Has anyone ever told you that you look like a movie star…

      Wayne: Red is my favorite color and it sure looks good on you…

      Those are the good ones, the messages shower me in compliments, little feelers about what I’m interested in, where I live, what made them click on my profile. There’s a different kind of introduction as well.

      Paul: I can already imagine what those lips would look like wrapped around my…

      Randy: What size are you? I’m not interested in anything less than a double…

      Mitch: Are you a virgin, because I’m looking specifically for a cherry to pop…

      Ugh. Gross. I take a deep breath and exhale. Reading these is amusing, sad, and toxic. I can’t imagine being wrapped up in this lifestyle, in filtering out these kinds of offers. Rose is so much better than this. Why? Why was she involved in this?

      I’m about to put the phone away and go take a shower, when I scroll past one more message. It’s from BD. I click on his profile, confirming it’s the last man Rose had spoken to before she went radio silent, before, presumably she jumped off that bridge.

      BD: Eden. A place of pristine and abundant beauty? From your photo I imagine being with you is like entering the garden, a paradise on Earth. Tell me, what’s your idea of paradise?

      My heart slams into my chest and I toss the iPod down on the bed, hopping out and pacing around the room. I’d put up this account in the hopes of luring him out. I intentionally made myself look similar to Rose. And here he is. Weeks after she’s gone, trolling—no, complimenting—another girl.

      It’d worked.

      What the fuck do I do now?

      I stare down at the device for a long time, hands on my hips, trying to make a decision. Do I ignore it? Do I reply? Do I pretend none of this is happening?

      Light shines outside my window and I look up, seeing Finn entering his bedroom. He looks my direction and smiles, giving me a little wave.

      I told Finn I wasn’t going to quit looking for answers. This guy, this pervert, BD? He’s probably one of the few people that may have them.

      I walk over to the bed, pick up the iPod and type in a reply.

      Hi BD! My idea of paradise is not having to worry about bills and student loans, being able to take care of my family. But most of all, I want to find someone to spend my time with that has the same desires in life that I do. Too bad paradise is lost, right?

      Before I lose my nerve, I press send, watching the little button turn into a heart.

      I shove the device into the drawer and slam it shut, then cross the room and grab my towel.

      I definitely need a shower.
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      Ezra

      

      “This setup is pretty sweet, Holloway,” I say, his name coming out in a grunt. I’ve got a twenty-pound weight in both hands and my biceps burn with each curl.

      Finn hangs from a chin-up bar, pulling himself up and down with a quick pace. He drops and exhales, wiping his forehead with the bottom of his shirt.

      “My dad got pretty into helping me set it up this summer. It’s way easier than dealing with gym hours.”

      He walks over to a bench and grabs his water bottle. I rack the weights and pick up my own, drinking half of it in one swallow.

      “What happened with Kenley yesterday? She looked upset when Ozzy and I got back to the house.” She left before I got a chance to ask her what was wrong. For a second, I thought she was upset with me. We hadn’t really talked about what transpired between us in my room the night before. I couldn’t get the whole scene out of my head, the way she felt, looked and sounded, coming apart like that, but maybe she had regrets.

      She was barely out of the driveway before the other kids started talking about it— there’d been some kind of scene with Monica Chandler.

      “She started asking Mrs. Chandler questions about some girl that was murdered that went to Thistle Cove back in the '90s.”

      “Murdered? I’ve never heard about that.”

      “Yeah, that’s her point. Someone just told KK about it, and she’s really worked up. She’s convinced the town or powerful people in town are hiding something.” He reaches for a medicine ball and gestures for me to move back. I get into position and he thrusts it toward me. I catch it, the weight slamming into my chest. “To be honest, I think she’s still struggling with losing Rose and she needs an outlet.”

      If she needs an outlet, I think to myself, I’ve got a couple ideas.

      “For what it’s worth, I think she may be on to something. Calling Rose’s disappearance a suicide without a body or any other evidence doesn’t feel right.”

      I frown. “Seriously? If that’s how you feel, why haven’t you said anything about it?”

      He grimaces and thrusts the ball at me again but doesn’t reply to my question.

      “Are you afraid they’d make you a suspect again?” I ask, flinging the ball toward him. He catches it but stumbles back a step.

      “Am I glad they took the heat off of me? Yeah. I didn’t kill Rose, but that doesn’t mean I fully buy this suicide story either and I never thought her parents would stop looking for her or for answers.” He drops the ball with a heavy, solid thud and sits on the bench.

      “That’s the thing,” I say, sitting next to him, “I’m not really that surprised.”

      He gives me a perplexed look. “Why?”

      “Your parents are cool—like normal people—people that have normal jobs and activities. People that didn’t live here their whole lives. But Waller? My dad? They’re tied up in this community. Both of them need it to survive, financially, politically, professionally. Waller’s election is next week. Sure, Rose’s disappearance was enough to get him the sympathy of everyone in town, but you and I both know Rose wasn’t squeaky clean. The more they pushed this—the sugar daddy shit—the more questions people would have, and the more skeletons may fall out of the tightly locked closets of the Thistle Cove elite.”

      “That’s cold, man.”

      “That’s how these people work,” I say, grabbing my towel and wiping my face. “They’re playing a long game and I can’t imagine they’d let Rose, missing or not, fuck that up.”

      Finn stares down at his feet, processing what I’ve just said, what I’ve been holding in for weeks. I agree with him and Kenley, I have no idea what really happened to Rose, but I’d bet the state championship that it wasn’t a suicide.
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      Kenley

      

      “Excellent use of neon,” Mrs. Gimple calls to me as I pack up my books. “And I like the rubber bracelets. Ten points, extra credit.”

      I smile, knowing I needed any extra credit I could get. The last few weeks have wreaked havoc on my grades. Part of the homecoming week traditions include “Theme Days.” These are notoriously lame, and students aren’t motivated to participate. Extra credit is the only way they can get people involved.

      Since we’re celebrating the centennial, each day is a different decade. Monday, '80s. My mother, ever the packrat, pulled out a box of clothing that belonged to my aunt, who was a decade older than her. Rubber bracelets, a gray and pink wide-necked sweatshirt and large, neon-pink, hoop earrings were exactly what I needed to secure extra points in all my classes.

      The boys tried. A little. Ezra and Finn in pink Izod shirts, plaid shorts, and loafers with no socks. I find them both strangely attractive like this—channeling their inner “Blane.” Ozzy wore a Stray Cat’s T-shirt. I think he got an extra point. Not like he needs it anyway.

      He waits for me outside the door, but I wave him off and walk over to Mrs. Gimple’s desk.

      “Kenley,” she says, looking up from the piles of paper on her desk. She’s a disorganized mess. “Can I help you with something.”

      I reach into my bag and pull out the old yearbook. “I was doing a little work on the centennial issue of the yearbook and saw that you started teaching here in 1991.”

      She looks at the open book and the photo of herself standing in front of blackboard. “Wow, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen that picture. Man, I had a lot of hair—all brown, too. Although that didn’t last long. Teaching made me gray early.”

      “Did you start teaching right after college?”

      “Actually, I graduated a year early and started the year as a student teacher. Principal Brown hired me full-time after Christmas.”

      “Principal Brown? Mr. Russell wasn’t here?”

      She laughs. “Oh, he was here,” she flips a page and places her finger on another staff photo. He’s also incredibly young—surprisingly handsome. Under his picture it says Phillip Russell, History. “He went to school at night to get his administrative degree and became the principal about a decade later.”

      “Interesting.” It’s possible I’ve fallen into the stereotype of a student that doesn’t fully realize her teachers and administrators have a life outside of school. “I wanted to ask you, for the centennial issue, what do you remember most about your first year?”

      It’s a set-up, narrowing it down so specifically, to see if she’ll bring up Jacqueline.

      “I remember a lot of things. The football team winning the state championship, that was huge. Fighting with parents over the reading list. A few had problems with the books I’d chosen.”

      I write down her answers.

      “I heard that similar to this year, there was a tragedy that happened to a student,” I prompt. A flicker passes through her eyes, but her expression stays blank.

      “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about?”

      “Jacqueline Cates.”

      Her jaw sets, and her cheeks turn pink. “Ah, Jacqueline. Yes, that was a tragedy.”

      “What do you remember about her death?”

      “Not much,” she says absently, as she starts to straighten the papers on her desk. “I was new, I told you that. I didn’t know many students, and there was the fight about censorship, the rest is a blur.”

      “You don’t remember anything?”

      Her eyes flick to the clock over the door. “Kenley, this is my only free period and I have a lot of work to get to. I’m sure you have a class to attend.” She grabs a square of paper off the desk and scribbles a note. “Take that so you don’t get a tardy.”

      “Thank you.” I take the paper from her. “If you remember anything, let me know.”

      She gives me a tight smile and the slight dip of her head, gesturing for me to leave.

      I walk through the door, annoyed and irritated, and run straight into Ozzy.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Waiting for you.”

      “I told you to go ahead.”

      He tightens his grip on his backpack strap. “I have a free period. Were you asking her about Jacqueline?”

      Of course he knew what I was doing. “Yeah, she gave me nothing—barely even admitted it happened.”

      “Maybe the staff was told not to talk about it. That’s happened before.”

      He’s right. There have been a few situations at school; bullying, threats of violence, rumors, that have caused the administration to clamp down on any and all discussion on a particular topic. Any violators will get a swift punishment.

      “It looks like if we want to get any more information about this we’re going to have to figure out a different source,” he says. “One not affiliated with the school.”

      I sigh. “I think you’re right.”

      We start walking, my class is around the corner and Ozzy usually spends this period in the library. I’ve got my late slip in my hand but that doesn’t stop me from jumping when I hear an adult voice bounce off the lockers.

      “Ms. James, although the dress code is lax during Homecoming week, that outfit violates several policies.”

      I glance at Ozzy. His eyebrow raises. There’s no doubt who’s speaking; Coach Chandler. I peer around the corner. He’s standing in the doorway to his office speaking to Kayla James, a sophomore on the dance team. She’s wearing purple spandex tights and has pink legwarmers wrapped around her ankles. A cut off sweatshirt reveals a large swath of her stomach and the tights are rolled low enough to see her belly button. It, to put it lightly, is a lot, and way out of the bounds of any and all dress codes.

      “Are you going to send me to the office?” she asks.

      “That’s the policy.”

      Kayla sighs. “Mr. Russell is going to send me to in-school suspension, and Mrs. Jackson, the dance coach will bench me from the game on Friday.”

      Coach Chandler crosses his arms over his chest. He’s a big guy—it’s obvious without knowing details that he was once an elite athlete. Tall, broad-shouldered. He was probably bigger back then when he played high school and college football. His eyes sweep over Kayla.

      “You’re a friend of my daughter’s, right?”

      Kayla perks up. “Juliette? Yeah. We hang out.”

      “I hate to ruin anyone’s homecoming week. It’s a big game and everyone, including the dance team, is there to support my team. I don’t want something like this to throw anyone off.”

      “I’d hate that. They’re so good this year. I really think they can go all the way to the finals.”

      He smiles, which lights up his handsome face. He’s pleased with the assessment of his team. Kayla’s not just pretty. She’s smart, too.

      “You’re a beautiful, talented girl, Ms. James. Showing off your body is part of who you are as a dancer. I understand this. I’m an athlete. We’re proud of our hard work, but not everyone sees it that way.” Again, his eyes skirt over her body. “As the father of a girl, I hate the double-standard for females in the dress code. There’s a sexist implication that boys can’t control themselves and it’s the girl’s responsibility to manage those urges for them. It’s bullshit.” Kayla gasps at his language. “Well, it is, and unfortunately it’s a decision well above my pay grade, but, how about this, we head into my office and find you some sweats to wear over those tights. Cover up and we can make this go away.”

      Kayla’s shoulders relax. “Really? That would be awesome.”

      “Yeah, follow me, I’m pretty sure there are some small JV boy’s sweats in the storage room.”

      Kayla follows him into his office and the door shuts behind them.

      I turn and face Ozzy, who has seen and heard it all.

      “Holy shit. Did he just ogle the shit out of that girl while spewing about the patriarchy?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Yeah, that was a masterful move.” I hit him in the stomach and he frowns, rubbing the spot. “It’s not a compliment. It was manipulative and shady as hell.”

      I stare at the door, feeling like I should go in there and interrupt. Except that Kayla willingly went with him, and ultimately, he was helping her out, and what would I say, anyway?

      Ozzy places a hand on my back, encouraging me to move. We part outside my classroom, where one thing lingers on my mind. One of Rose’s exchanges with BD when they first started talking…

      BD: Have you ever been with an older man before?

      R: Yeah, I have. My friend’s dad.
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      Finn

      

      I’ve just pulled into the driveway; tired, sore, and starving. Practice ran late, and coach was on a tear. I knew we’d have to pay him back for the time off the other day.

      I’m pulling my gear out of the back of the truck when Kenley parks in her driveway. I pause, waiting for her to get out.

      “Hey,” she says, “You just getting home?”

      “Yeah, long practice. You coming from Ezra’s?”

      “I spent a few hours over there after school. The float is starting to take shape.”

      “Good. I hate missing it, but—”

      “Coach Chandler has other plans. I get it.” She glances up at the house, seeming to notice for the first time her parents' car is gone. “Ugh, I forgot. They went to that rally Mr. Waller was holding tonight. They were very interested in hearing what he had to say about sanitation procedures.”

      I look at my own dark house.

      “I guess my parents went, too. Hey,” I say, “did you eat?”

      She makes a face and shakes her head. “There was some kind of mystery casserole for dinner at Ezra’s. I passed.”

      “I know my mom left dinner. Want to come over? We can eat and, you know, study.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good.”

      I can’t fight a smile. “Cool. Let me go shower and clean up. Thirty minutes, okay?”

      “Yeah.” Her smile in return warms my belly. “I’ll come over then.”

      We part, and I head up the porch steps, tossing my football gear by the door. Mom gets pissed when I don’t air it out, because damn, it reeks after practice. But I don’t have time for that tonight. I pass through the kitchen, smelling the lasagna and garlic bread Mom left warming in the oven. My mouth waters, but I climb the stairs, stripping off my clothes as I go, not wasting any time.

      I turn on the shower, walking back in my room for my towel. The lights are off, and I glance out the window and see Kenley walk into her room. For years we kept the shades drawn, blocking one another out, but now it’s different. We’re trying to rebuild that bridge of friendship between us. Friendship and something more.

      I walk into the bathroom and hop in the shower, feeling the warm heat beat against my tired shoulders. I desperately want her to know I’m serious about this—about her. The way I treated her wasn’t great. A little communication could have gone a long way. When she got mad at Rose, she turned her back on me too. I didn’t know it was because she thought I was involved with the vandalism on her house. I should have tried harder—done better. I can’t take away the past, but I can control the future. A future I want to include Kenley.

      I lather up, scrubbing off the dirt and grime. I emerge with pink skin and clean hair. I change quickly, knowing she’ll be back over soon. We can’t go on a date right now—not so close to Rose dying and definitely not with our current dating circumstances. We may not be able to go out, but we can stay in.

      I’ve just opened the oven when I hear a tap on the side door. Kenley peers through the window. I wave her in.

      “Smells good,” she says, taking off her coat. Her hair is up in a smooth ponytail and she’s wearing a gray sweater covered in small blue stars. It fits her perfectly, revealing her curves and the narrow taper to her waist. It’s been years since Kenley was in my house and it strikes me at how much I missed having her here. “What can I do to help?”

      I grab the bubbling dish with a potholder and place it on the table. “Uh, grab two plates? They’re in the—”

      “I know where they are,” she says, opening the correct cabinet and reaching for two dinner plates. Next, she pulls open the silverware drawer and picks out utensils. By the time I have the bread out, she’s set the whole table, including napkins and glasses.

      “That looks amazing,” she says, pulling out her chair. I want to kick myself for not going over and doing it for her. I’m just a little stunned at having her back in my house again. “Your mom has always been a really good cook.”

      I use a big spoon to scoop out a square and place it on her plate. With a crunch, she takes a bite of bread and moans her approval.

      “Better than mystery casserole?”

      She laughs. “You have no idea.”

      Our toes touch under the table and neither of us makes an effort to move them, and although I know my stomach pains are from hunger, some of it is from having her so close.

      “I missed this,” I tell her after swallowing a bite of steaming hot lasagna.

      “What? Dinner?”

      “Having you at my house.”

      “Not much has changed.” She looks around until her eyes settle on me. “Well, other than the fact you’ve grown two feet and put on fifty pounds of muscle.”

      I’m irrationally proud that she’s noticed. I worked hard to get in shape and transformed my body from skinny and fast, to far more muscular, and strong.

      “Well, you’re not the same girl either.” I don’t comment on the changes, but my eyes wander down to that tight sweater. Cool it bro.

      “You still eat like a pig,” she declares, shaking her head. “Always hungry.”

      I don’t deny it, just grab the last piece of bread and take a big bite. It makes her laugh, and I tear it in half, offering it to her.

      “Thank you,” she says, taking the buttery bread, and I watch her eat it, feeling like a lovesick loser. I can’t tell her—I can’t tell anyone—but the way I feel about Kenley is completely different than I felt about Rose.

      Maybe one day.

      We finish dinner and clean up the mess.

      “Want some ice cream?” I ask, remembering it’s her favorite. “Mom has a whole stash. She calls it her guilty pleasure. That along with reality TV.”

      “Sure,” she says. “Are the bowls up on the top shelf?”

      I start to grab a few options from the freezer but stop. Kenley likes one kind of ice cream over the other. Peanut butter and chocolate. I grab the tub and say, “I can get them—”

      She’s already pushed up and is on her knees, giving me an excellent view of her backside. Then another when she reaches for the shelf, revealing a strip of the soft, pale flesh of her stomach. She grabs two and looks down, handing them both to me.

      Her eyebrows furrow. “What?”

      “I told you,” I say, feeling heat warm my cheeks. “I like having you here.”

      She eases down and sits on the counter. I get a spoon and scoop out the ice cream and put it in the bowls. I pick up one, hold it between us, and offer her the spoon. She takes it from me and eats a spoonful, licking her lips.

      I laugh darkly and reach for my own bowl.

      Again, she asks, “What?”

      “I promised myself tonight would be dinner and studying. No fooling around.”

      She takes another bite of ice cream. “Exactly why did you come up with that decision?”

      I lean next to her. “Because I want you to know this is more than just me being attracted to you—which, for the record, I am. I respect you Kenley. I like you. And everything between is mired in convoluted history, as well as a lot of other complications, that make this move both way too fast, and way too slow, at the same time. I don’t feel like I’ve apologized enough—accepted the responsibility for my own actions in what happened between us. I was stupid, and if I could take it all back, I would.”

      She touches my chin and holds my eye. “I’ve waited years for you to say something like that.” Her warm thumb runs across my cold bottom lip. “And I accept your apology. We all screwed up, and lost time, and have regrets.”

      Can you want a girl too much? Scare her off? Move too fast? Hell yeah, you can. I’m not blowing this a second time.

      “How about this,” I say, searching for a compromise. “I give you a kiss now, and then another before you go home.”

      She tilts her head and licks the back of her spoon. It’s like she’s trying to shatter my resolve. “How about you kiss me now and before I go home, and after every homework problem we get done?”

      “I have like fifty problems in math.”

      Her eyebrow raises. “Then we probably need to get started.”

      She sets her bowl down on the counter and touches my shoulder, guiding me to stand in front of her. Her legs part and I step between them, moving my hands on either side of her, knowing if I touch her, absolutely zero studying will get done. She doesn’t care, because her hands link behind my neck and she tugs on my hair, sending a shiver down my spine. I bend forward, brushing my lips over hers, tasting the chocolate on her mouth, the peanut butter on her tongue. She tastes like the girl I used to know—the one I want to know better, in every possible way.
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      Kenley

      

      I leave Finn’s before either of our parents get home from the rally and walk up the stairs to my room. “Walk” isn’t the right word. Floated may be better. Finn didn’t quite finish all fifty of those math problems, but he gave it a shot.

      A quick glance in the mirror confirms my puffy, abused-looking lips, while my cheeks are flushed, just like every other inch of my body. All it takes is a good kiss to light my skin on fire, and Finn is a very good kisser.

      I close the curtains and undress, sliding into bed. I hear the notification alert vibrate the iPod in the bedside table drawer. I’d avoided it as long as possible. I open the drawer and pull it out.

      Again, there are dozens of messages from sugar daddies trying for a meet up. I delete them all, swiping them all in the trash. My heart pounds when I get to a new one from BD. He must have liked my last message. I know I need to stop this, but I can’t. He may be the only one with answers.

      BD: It was a nice surprise to hear back from you—wasn’t sure if you’d reply. Punctuality is important to me. I hate hearing that you think paradise is lost. Maybe you just haven’t had the right guide. I have a feeling that you may find what you’re looking for in my world. I take care of my girls, in every way. Those bills, the loans, I can make all of that disappear, leaving you time to enjoy yourself and for us to enjoy one another. You’ve just got to open yourself up to opportunity, princess.

      I read over the message several times, the same icky feeling washing over me each time. I can’t help but think that if I was really struggling this guy would be a lifeline—a life saver.

      I reply back:

      Eden: Sorry for keeping you waiting. Things are chaotic in my life right now. The idea of being able to enjoy myself, someone else, has been so far out of reach that I can’t imagine it. But talking to you makes me realize there’s hope out there. Maybe a little bit of paradise. Your girls are really lucky.

      I take a deep breath and press submit, the little heart appearing to show me it went through. I turn it off, shoving the device back in the drawer. My heart beats, knowing I’m doing something potentially dangerous—something risky and wrong.

      I turn off the light and pull up the covers, realizing that this is where Rose and I may have been the same; looking for trouble and not being able to walk away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      One of the perks of being the yearbook editor is the ability to leave school during our work period under the guise of “selling ads.” To be honest, we do sell ads, but since I’m the one in charge I can take off whenever I want. That’s what Ozzy and I do, both dressed in our best '90s grunge for the theme day, and head to the Thistle Cove Diner.

      I’m halfway through a bacon and egg sandwich when the bells over the door jingle. I kick Ozzy under the table.

      “Jesus,” he says, frowning and rubbing his shin. “What was that about?”

      “Sorry,” I nod toward the front to the diner. Chief McMichael just walked in. He eases onto one of the red stools at the counter. The waitress walks over and automatically hands him a cup of coffee.

      I wipe my mouth. “I’m going over.”

      “To do what?”

      “Ask him about Jacqueline.”

      “KK…”

      “Oz, I have questions and he may have answers. I’m not going to waste an opportunity.”

      I slide out of my seat and walk over, taking a quick look back at Ozzy. He tugs nervously at his cap, eyes urging me to abort, but I keep going, and hop onto the stool next to him.

      He glances over, and his eyebrow raises. “Kenley Keene. Shouldn’t you be in school?”

      “Oh, I’m out on official yearbook business.” I smile. “Would you or the police station like to buy an ad? Red Ribbon Day? DUI classes? Scared straight.”

      He shakes his head and takes a sip of his coffee. “I’ll ask the boss.”

      I frown. “Aren’t you the boss?”

      “Why do I get the feeling you want something other than an ad?”

      I lean my elbow on the counter. “Fine. I want to ask you something.”

      “Go ahead.” He dumps another packet of sweetener in his cup.

      “What can you tell me about Jacqueline Cates?”

      He freezes, like completely stops moving and for a second, I think he’s had a stroke. I touch his arm. “Chief McMichael?”

      “I’d been waiting for someone to bring up her name. I thought it would be Janice Hill.” He chuckles softly. “It didn’t cross my mind it would be you."

      He picks up his coffee and gestures to the table where Ozzy watches us from across the room. “If you really want to talk about this, let’s go take it over there where there’s less nosey neighbors.”

      My heart skips, shocked that he’s willing to talk, even more surprised that he’s willing to talk in semi-privacy. I may actually finally get answers about Jacqueline. I lead him over to the table, while Ozzy watches us with curiosity.

      “Mr. Drake,” Chief McMichael says, taking the opposite side of the booth. I slide in next to Ozzy and his hand lands on my thigh. “I told Kenley I’d been waiting for someone to bring up Jacqueline. I was shocked no one did when the Waller girl went missing.”

      “Until this week, I never knew she existed,” I say. “It’s only by chance that one of the alumni mentoring the float building brought it up. I found her picture in the yearbook and a few articles online. Can you tell us anything? Did you know her?”

      “I had the unique position of both knowing Jacqueline Cates before she died—she was my girlfriend’s younger sister, and the bad luck of being the one to find her body.”

      Ozzy’s grip tightens around my leg. He speaks first, “You found her by the water?”

      He nods, looking worn out and sad. “It was the last day of the search. Like Rose, there were rumors that maybe she’d run away from home, or hurt herself, but we spread through the town looking anyway. The Chief at the time, Bryson, radioed to call it in, but something was nagging at my gut. I kept looking and there she was, pale, looking like she was taking a nap by the water.” He swallows. “If I hadn’t seen the mark on her neck, or the bruise on her cheek, you’d never know she was gone.”

      The waitress walks over with a plate in one hand and the coffee pot in the other. She slides the food over to the Chief and refills his cup.

      “Thanks, Nancy,” he says, grabbing his fork. “If you’ve done your research, and it seems like you have, Jackie was strangled. Best we know, she was either snatched off the road or someone picked her up.”

      I glance at Ozzy. “Do you think it’s someone she knew?”

      He builds a sandwich out of his toast, bacon, and eggs. “It usually is.”

      “But you never arrested anyone, or even had a primary suspect,” Ozzy says.

      “No. The Chief interviewed half the town. Nothing ever came from it.”

      “Why do you think it’s kept so quiet, a girl was murdered, and there’s no memorial or mention of it in the papers or anywhere else for the last twenty-five years.”

      “Small towns have one of two ways they like to handle tragedy. We either wallow in it and let it over take us, or we push it aside and pretend it never happened.” He takes a sip of coffee. “I think the fear of the unknown with Jackie made it easier to pretend, otherwise it meant there was a boogeyman out there and no one wanted to think about that.”

      He frowns again, focused on his breakfast. I get the feeling he’s close to not speaking any further.

      I take a stab at one last question. “Do you really think Rose’s death was a suicide?”

      He picks up his sandwich and stares at it for so long that I think he won’t answer, but his pale blue eyes meet mine, and he says, “I think that until we find Rose’s body, anything is possible, but for now, it’s resolved. I never understood why Chief Bryson let Jackie’s case flounder until I became Chief myself.” He takes a bite and chews for a long minute. “I may be the head of that department, kids, but I don’t hold the most power in Thistle Cove. The town wanted Rose’s case solved, and it’s solved, even if the results aren’t satisfying.”

      “You’re saying someone wanted Rose’s disappearance to be ruled a suicide.”

      “I’m saying that you’re poking a hornet’s nest that I’ve been sitting under for thirty years. If I were you, I’d put down the stick.” With that, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out his wallet, leaving twenty dollars on the table. “Drop one of those ad forms off by the front desk at the station. I’ll see what I can do.”

      He slides out of his seat and waves to Nancy, the front door jangling as he leaves.

      Ozzy and I look at one another, confused and overwhelmed by everything Chief McMichael just told us, except one thing: the warning at the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenley

      

      After Ozzy and I get back from lunch, I walk down the hall to my locker. I spot Finn near his, a crowd separating us. I can’t help but note and instinctively react to the two girls talking to him. No one I really know. Two juniors—clearly determined to make a move on Thistle Cove’s new and recently available bachelor. Particularly one with no announced homecoming date. Jealousy pools in my stomach. I know it’s uncalled for, but still, it sucks not being able to claim him publicly.

      He’s alone when he passes by me a moment later, our eyes locking, and then he gives me the smallest, stomach flip-flopping wink.

      I’m flustered when I open my locker, barely noticing the slip of paper that falls to the floor. I glance down, thinking it’s trash, but it’s neatly folded. I pick it up and read the messy scrawl inside.

      Room 242-4th Period

      Curiosity piqued, I tuck the paper into my pocket and turn the opposite way of my Spanish class and turn down the hall, following the room numbers affixed to the top of the classroom doors. Room 242 isn’t as much a room as a storage closet between the boys' and girls' locker rooms. I approach and rest my hand on the doorknob, stomach twisting with nerves. Chief McMichael warned me about nosing around—is that what this is? I ignore the pounding of my heart as I turn the knob and enter the small, dark room.

      “Hello?” I call, feeling a prickle on my neck.

      A footstep shuffles on the floor—back behind a tall shelf. Every inch of my body goes on high alert. That note may have not even been for me. There was no name on it, maybe I am just looking for trouble? My mind flashes to the SugarBabies app.

      Go! Now! my brain shouts. I spin and reach for the door, at the same time a hand clamps down on my shoulder.

      “You got my note,” a voice says, warm in my ear. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

      Adrenaline shoots through me. Scared and—

      “Ezra?” I whisper.

      I turn and see the handsome boy standing a few inches away. His frame is imposing for this little room, there’s barely enough room for the two of us. With my nerves on edge, I can’t help but think that he could overpower me easily.

      “Hey,” he says, a smile tugging at his pretty lips. He tucks a piece of hair behind my ear.

      “Is everything okay?” My heart pounds in my chest—differently than before. Less fear, more curiosity. The look he’s giving me elicits a shiver down my spine.

      “I was bored,” he confesses. His eyes dart to my lips. “And missing you.”

      “Ozzy and I went to sell some ads,” I reply. “Sorry I wasn’t at lunch.”

      “This week has been crazy. Between football and hosting the float, I just needed a little peace and quiet.” He touches my hip. “And a minute alone with you.”

      I can’t imagine having the float activities at my house. It’s non-stop people every day after school, until about 10 p.m. Ezra gets home from practice, and everyone is already there, playing music, being loud, and he still has to get his homework done and deal with everything else.

      “How are things with your dad?”

      He shrugs. “He had to go into the city yesterday and spent the night, but he’ll be back for the game and other festivities this weekend.” His fingers squeeze my hip. “You know I didn’t ask you in here to talk about my dad.”

      I see the flicker of want in his eyes—it matches the flame in my belly. My body remembers Ezra’s touch—how he made me feel up on the couch in his room. The small talk had been to create a buffer, something between us other than this continuous, building desire, but when his hand slips behind my neck and pulls me close? I forget all about those other things.

      Ezra’s mouth is warm, his tongue quick. He moves with the graceful ease of a natural athlete, his body reacting on instinct. He leads the play. He leads me. Just like on his couch, I’m putty in his hands.

      He guides me backwards until my back hits the flat surface of the door. My fingers roam, pushing under the hem of his shirt, touching the warm skin of his hard abdomen. My thumb brushes the spot he told me was “dangerous.” I don’t care. This whole thing is dangerous. If either of us were caught, we’d get in huge trouble. In-school suspension at the least, benched from the game Friday night.

      Maybe I’m not the only one looking for trouble.

      Braced against the door, his hips meet mine, grinding against me in a deliciously disturbing way. I feel him; the length, the hardness. With his tongue in my mouth and my heart beating like a drum, I can’t help but think about how he brought me over the edge the other night. Maybe it’s time I do the same for him.

      I reach for the waist of his jeans, thumbing at the button. He stops kissing me, but doesn’t really move, just presses his forehead to mine.

      “Babe, you do not have to—"

      Adrenaline surges because I know I don’t have to do anything. I want to.

      I unbutton his jeans and tug at the zipper. Ezra places a hand on the door next to my head, his chest rising and falling. My own heart thunders as my hand dips under his shorts, grazing the unique feel of hard and soft.

      The minute it’s in my hand I have no idea what to do. I glance up and our eyes meet. He licks his bottom lip and then places his hand over mine, moving it slowly. “Like this,” he says, guiding me. He swallows thickly and nods his approval.

      Never in my life have I felt something so opposing—hard, yet soft. Hot, yet wet. Smooth, but loose. It’s the most perfect motion, and with every stroke, each tug, the boy in front of me falls gently apart.

      The strangest sensation rolls over me as I bring him to the edge. I’ve spent the last month out of control—maybe the last few years—spun into a whirlwind by Rose’s actions. Yet here I am, engaging in the taboo, and I feel more powerful than I have in a long time—if ever.

      It only increases when Ezra’s breathing grows ragged and thrusts grow erratic. I wince as his hand tightens around my waist. He looks up, eyes wild and glazed and steps back, wrapping his shirt around the tip of his cock. Again, he leans his forehead against mine, jaw in a tight grimace, and moans deeply. I watch the whole thing in fascination, including when he yanks off his T-shirt and stashes it in a garbage can. He pulls back on his hoodie, zipping it all the way up.

      I made that happen.

      I made Ezra Baxter, flustered and overcome.

      “That,” he says, pulling me into a tight hug, “was epic.”

      He holds me so close I can feel his heart beating in his chest. His arms are warm, safe, strong, and I find myself so lost in the moment, that when I hear the voices it takes me a minute to process how close they are.

      We both jump at the same time, but Ezra doesn’t let go of me, just pulls me back to the back of the closet. We huddle on the floor. Neither of us can afford to get busted in here.

      The door swings open, casting bright light from the hallway. Bodies stand on the other side of the bookshelf. I can vaguely make out their shapes through the gaps in the supplies.

      “We should have a bit of privacy here,” a familiar voice says. Coach Chandler. The door shuts with a click. “Okay, Kayla, tell me, what’s going on?”

      Kayla, who I can’t see, speaks in a trembling voice. “Things have gotten really rough at home. My mom left last year, and my dad struggles with his health. He’s on dialysis and requires a lot of attention. There’s a nurse that comes and stays with him during the day, but after school, I need to be there. I think I’m going to have to drop the dance team after homecoming.”

      Ezra’s body tenses behind mine, hands wrapped around my upper arms. I suspect, like me, he’s barely taken a breath since they walked in.

      “It sounds like you have a lot of obligations for a girl your age. I’m sure it’s hard to watch your friends go to movies, parties, and dates while you’re at home.”

      “I don’t mind missing out on all those things. I’ve just worked really hard at dance. I’m one of the best on the team. It just sucks, you know?”

      He chuckles. “I’ve seen you out there. You’re very good.”

      “Thank you.”

      There’s a beat, one where it’s so quiet I’m sure they’ll hear the thundering of my heart.

      “I hate seeing my students in situations like this, but the good news is there are a lot of options out there for beautiful, talented girls like yourself. How would you feel about me looking into a few things and seeing if we can find the right resources for you?”

      “Really?”

      “Of course,” he replies. He shifts, and I can see his hand reach out to her, resting on her arm. My stomach churns uncomfortably. “Give me your number, and I’ll reach out to you when I have more information.”

      They exchange phones, the sound of typing filling the space.

      “Thank you, Coach Chandler. Everyone said you’d be the right one to talk to.”

      “I’m not just here to lead these boys to victory on the football field, I’m also here to help the girls of Thistle Cove when they’re in need, too.”

      My mind blanks after that, lost in thought, as they exit the closet and close the door behind them. Neither Ezra or I say a word for a long minute, making sure no one comes back in.

      Finally, I say, “That was—”

      “Fucking weird.” He helps me off the ground. “Was it just me or was that—”

      “Wildly inappropriate,” I finish.

      “He was hitting on her, right?” Ezra asks, trying to process what we’d just heard.

      “Yeah. A sophomore.”

      He wrinkles his nose.

      I ask the question I’ve held onto for weeks. “You don’t think he and Rose…”

      His eyebrows raise. “You mean because of the sugar daddy thing?”

      “I read her messages. She implies in them that she’d been with an older man before. A friend’s dad.”

      “It’s possible—I mean, after witnessing that, the dude has balls. Big ones, and obviously Rose was in some kind of trouble, or she wouldn’t have been coming to me to self-medicate.” He scratches the back of his neck. “Maybe she went to him the same way Kayla just did? Why wouldn’t she? He’s her best friend’s dad.”

      Ezra’s right. I’d wondered before, but after seeing this I think there’s only one thing I can do.

      Talk to Juliette.
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      Ozzy

      

      I walk out of school, toward the student lot, and stop when I see a familiar person standing by Kenley’s car. Shannon Hughes spots me and waves.

      “Looking for Kenley?” I ask.

      “She asked me to meet her here.”

      I nod and glance back at the double doors. “She should be here soon. Her locker is on the other side of the school.”

      “No worries. I’m not in a rush. I spent most of my day cleaning out my mom’s house. It’s nice to get out for a while.”

      Small talk makes me uneasy, so I lean against the car and wait for Kenley to appear. When she does her face is an odd mixture of pale and flushed. I walk over and grab her backpack. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell you about it later.” She looks at Shannon. “I guess you got my message.”

      Shannon grins. “I did. I think it’s a great idea.”

      I look between the two women. “What’s a great idea?”

      “Shannon thought it would be nice to do a memorial page for Jacqueline in the centennial issue. You know, photos and some memories. No one else may want to remember Jacqueline, but my job is to recognize the big things that happened over the last hundred years. A missing and murdered girl seems like it should be on the list.”

      It makes sense, you know, if anything in this situation was logical. Kenley’s playing with fire. I guess there’s not much I can do but tag along and make sure she doesn’t get burned.

      “Do you need me to do some interviews?” I ask.

      “Yep. Shannon got one set up for us this afternoon. Is that okay?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I can do that. Anyone in particular?

      She and Shannon glance at one another. “We’re going to see Jacqueline’s mom.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mrs. Cates lives not far from Main Street. It’s easy to see why Jacqueline would have felt safe walking home from the library. It was a short, well-lit walk that she’d probably taken a million times before.

      The historic houses that buffer the city and the water range from stately Victorians to smaller bungalows, like the one we’re parked in front of now. It’s red brick with a screened in porch. It’s well-taken care of, but there’s no obvious upgrades or renovations like many of the other homes nearby.

      “I called her and told her we would be stopping by after school got out,” Shannon says, climbing out of Kenley’s front seat. “She’s hesitant, which is understandable, but open to talking to us.”

      That’s a relief, I think, not wanting to barge into someone’s house and start asking them intrusive questions about their dead daughter.

      “And you told her why we’re coming?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Shannon leads us up the front steps and through the screened door. I hold it open for Kenley, placing my hand on the small of her back as she passes through. We don’t have the chance to knock before the front door opens and an older woman stands before us.

      “Mrs. Cates, I’m Shannon.”

      “Shannon,” the older woman says, “Of course. You haven’t changed.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that,” she laughs. “This is Kenley Keene and Ozzy—”

      “Drake,” I finish for her. I reach out and shake the woman’s soft hands. “Nice to meet you.”

      A moment later we’re settled in the small living room where a plate of store-bought cookies and a pitcher of lemonade sits on the coffee table. I grab three and eat them slowly as I study the room.

      Like the outside, the interior is well maintained, but seemingly unchanged. There’s a distinct 1980s vibe to the house, other than a flat-screened TV hanging on the wall. Two large built-in bookshelves flank the fireplace. Framed photographs mix in with other knickknacks, several of Jacqueline at various stages in her life. The first start when she’s just a baby and continue through high school. That’s when they abruptly stop.

      “Mrs. Cates,” Kenley starts, “I think Shannon told you that we’re doing a special issue of the yearbook for the centennial. As the editor, I’ve been looking for distinct moments in the school’s past. We’d like to honor Jacqueline in the book.”

      “As nice as that sounds, I’m not convinced these are wounds the town is ready to open, especially not on the heels of that other girl going missing.”

      Kenley looks at me, and I tug at my cap. “Mrs. Cates, that girl, Rose Waller? We knew her. She and Kenley were very good friends for a long time. Once we found out that another girl at Thistle Cove had suffered a similar fate, neither of us liked the fact that Jacqueline’s life and death had gone unmentioned. We don’t want thirty years to go by and no one remember Rose.”

      “We really just want you to tell us about Jacqueline,” Kenley says. “Tell us who she was.”

      Mrs. Cates hands tremble and for a second, I think she’s going to ask us to leave, but she doesn’t. She lifts the lemonade pitcher and pours four glasses.

      “Well,” she says, gesturing to the drinks. “Tell me what you want to know.”

      Kenley leans forward, picks up a glass and replies, “Everything. We want to know everything.”
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      Kenley

      

      Jaqueline Cates wasn’t an extraordinary girl, at least not where the world could see, but after spending the afternoon talking to her mother, I get the feeling she was one of those people that carried a spark.

      Much like Rose.

      Unlike Rose, she wasn’t a popular girl, had zero interests in cheerleading or sports. She did have a fondness for politics and wanted to be a lawyer when she grew up.

      “A public defender,” her mother says, “she could argue for hours. Drove her father crazy.”

      When she hit high school, she changed her look, going from standard teen to an edgier look. “Piercings, a tattoo—that one almost gave her dad his first heart attack—she loved music and went to as many concerts in the city as she could afford.” She takes a bite of cookie. “She had a part-time job down at Kendrick’s, which allowed her a little more freedom.”

      “Do you have any idea what happened to her?” I blurt. Ozzy shoots me a look. “Sorry, I guess with everything going on lately I can’t help but be curious.”

      “It’s a question I think about every day. What happened on that short walk from the library home? Did she get in a car? Did someone pick her up? It’s like she vanished into thin air, which in a town where everyone knows everything about one another, seems unreal.”

      Except everyone doesn’t know everything about one another in Thistle Cove. That’s the disturbing fact I keep running into over and over.

      “And they never had any suspects?” Ozzy asks.

      She shakes her head. “Not really. They paraded in half the town, but it felt more like it was for show than anything else. I know they talked to her friends and the kids on the debate team. Her co-workers at Kendrick’s, but no one knew anything.”

      “And there was no physical evidence?”

      She shakes her head. “She was in the water too long. Although since it was so cold, her body was very well preserved. She had a bruise on her cheek—kind of a specific shape and size. Chief McMichael told me at the time he thought that may lead to something, but it never did.”

      She stands and crosses the room, entering the dining room across the hall. The three of us wait, until she returns with a small cardboard box. “I collected a few things you may want to use for the yearbook. It’s just photos and a few ticket stubs to concerts she went to. She went to a debate championship—she and her partner won. I put some pictures of that in there, too.”

      Shannon stands. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Cates.”

      “It’s nice to have someone ask about Jackie. People feel uncomfortable bringing her up. I understand that, but she was my little girl and pretending like she never existed is hard.”

      “She seemed like a really interesting person,” Ozzy says.

      “She was. Once she got out of Thistle Cove, I knew she was going to do great things, she just never got the chance.”

      It’s a somber parting, but nothing about this is happy. Ozzy takes the box from Mrs. Cates, and she ushers us to the door. None of us speak until we’re back in the car.

      “That was rough,” Ozzy says from the back seat. The box is on his lap.

      “It was, but I think she enjoyed having us there,” I reply, starting the car. “I think doing this memorial page is the right thing to do.”

      “Or it’s poking the hornet’s nest,” he replies, “which is exactly what Chief McMichael told you not to do.”

      I look in the rearview mirror, catching his eye. “I’m not planning on poking the nest,” I say, glancing over at Shannon. “I want to take the whole damn thing down.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Since tonight is the final day of float building, I stop by my house to change after school. We’ll work non-stop until the judges come by and force us to put down our tissue and glue—if we’re finished or not. Tomorrow we’ll haul the trailer to the school where they’ll be judged before the parade.

      The weather turned that afternoon and cold wind whips off the water. I’m looking for the Gryffindor scarf Alice gave me for Christmas two years ago. She sorted me into that house using the fansite. I don’t care what house I’m in—the scarf is soft and warm. I toss through my closet and dresser, trying to remember where I saw it. I squat, opening the bedside table drawer, and see the burgundy and gold fringe, right behind Rose’s iPod.

      I pull both out and sit back on my heels, opening the device.

      Messages pop up, but I skim past them quickly, looking for the only one I’m interested in. Down near the bottom; BD has replied.

      BD: Never give up hope, Princess, or underestimate your worth. I think my girls are lucky. I provide support to them in a variety of ways; emotional, spiritual, financial. I truly believe that every female should blossom into a strong, sensual, capable woman. That’s why I joined SugarBabies in the first place, this isn’t a place where men have all the control—women are powerful, and in this world, you can assert yourself to maximize your worth.

      Once again BD surprises me. He’s not vulgar or an asshole. He’s very smooth and convincing. If he spoke to Rose like that, I have no doubt she would have found it very appealing. Living with Brice Waller is like living under a microscope, and, like Juliette said, under his thumb.

      Eden: I like the sound of having some control over my life—lately everything has been feeling just the opposite. Not only is my mom sick and my dad gone a lot, but a good friend of mine killed herself. My best friend. It’s been really hard, and it makes me wonder what’s the point of it all? So yeah, having some power would be awesome. If only I had a magic wand and a fairy godmother to make it happen.

      I read it over twice, wondering if by mentioning Rose I’ve gone too far, but I’m playing a game of cat and mouse. At some point I have to make a move.

      I press submit and stash the phone, then stand to wrap the scarf around my neck. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My cheeks are tinted red from the discomfort of communicating with BD, my hair is up in an easy ponytail, and the scarf is tied in a knot at my neck. No one would have a clue I’m in my room doing what I’m doing. No more than anyone had an idea the trouble Rose was flirting with.

      I glance over at the box that Mrs. Cates gave us today. I can’t dig into it now, but I have a feeling that like me, like Rose, Jacqueline may have been flirting with her own kind of trouble.

      I plan on finding out exactly what it was.
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      Ezra

      

      The final night of float building is insane. Lights blaze in the driveway, Ozzy, Finn, and Juliette direct everyone as they finalize the structure. Our Viking has one leg that’s shorter than the other and a group of girls just realized they misspelled “Crush” forgetting the ‘R’ but overall it’s coming together.

      “What’s going on with the tiger’s teeth?” Kenley asks.

      “I’m not sure. We let the art club kids handle it, but they kind of look like razor blades, right?”

      She laughs, and I fight the urge to wrap my arms around her. When I realized Kenley marked me with a hickey, I almost sent it out on ChattySnap for the whole world to see, but that’s now how we’re doing this. It’s low key, which is fine, that’s typically how I roll, but with this girl? I want the world to know she’s mine.

      Car lights flash in the driveway and chatter picks up. A few minutes later, Coach Chandler gets out of the SUV. He walks around the front and meets his wife, Monica, grabbing her hand.

      “Blech,” Kenley says. “It’s hard to look at him after hearing him creep on Kayla like that.”

      I sense her stiffen as they walk closer.

      “Ezra,” Coach says, thrusting out his hand. I shake it. “Kenley, I see you’re showing your house colors tonight. I expect some purple and gold tomorrow.”

      She gives him a tight smile, her eyes flicking over to Monica, who barely glances our way.

      They walk down to the fire pit where my dad, the Wallers, and a few other parents are standing around.

      “Ugh, he makes me want to take a shower.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I’ve got twin heads up in my room.”

      Her cheeks turn a delicious shade of pink, and she smiles shyly. That’s what kills me about Kenley. I’ve had two incredible sexual encounters with her where she’d been anything but shy, but out here? She looks like she may crawl under the float and hide.

      “Ez,” Finn calls, drawing my eyes away from KK and up to the trailer. “You have any duct tape? I think we used all of the rolls from the store.”

      “Yeah, let me go check.” I turn to Kenley. “Want to come with me?”

      “And get away from the wind, the creepy football coach, and the terrible music the dance team keeps playing? Yes, please.”

      We go through the garage, into the back door. Once inside, I grab her fingertips and squeeze, just wanting to touch her. There’s a floor to ceiling cabinet where we keep a few tools and cleaners. I open it up and start looking for the duct tape.

      “Shit,” I say, “maybe it’s in the laundry room. I know we had some, I used it the other day. Maria always puts things where I can’t find them.”

      “Oh, boo-hoo, your housekeeper cleans up after you. Poor thing.”

      I grab her hip. “Are you saying I’m spoiled?”

      “Rotten, actually. Entitled, too.”

      I bend down and kiss her mouth, sliding my tongue between her lips. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      “Hey,” she says, grabbing my arm. “Maybe once all this is over, we can go take a ride on your bike?”

      Fly through the hills with Kenley holding onto me while a powerful machine vibrates between her legs? Fuck yes.

      “Why wait until it’s over?”

      She shakes her head—loyal to the cause out in the yard.

      “Because you’re hosting, and I’m really supposed to be taking pictures for the yearbook, not sneaking off to kiss you in the kitchen.”

      I couldn’t give a fuck if we stay or not—I just want to spend time with her—but my impulsiveness is the reason I spent the last three years in and out of trouble. Following Kenley’s lead is probably the smarter way to go.

      “After, okay? Promise?”

      She nods, and I leave her in the kitchen, trying my best to keep my impulses under control. It may not be easy, but I know one thing for certain. She’s worth it.
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      Kenley

      

      I wait in the kitchen for Ezra, feeling a little guilty about being inside while the rest of my classmates hustle to get the float finished. Not guilty enough to go out there though, it’s cold and Ezra’s kitchen is cozy and warm. Plus, if I hang around long enough, maybe I’ll get another kiss.

      That boy does something to me, like strips away my inhibitions. I mean, I seriously gave him a hand job in the storage closet at school. Me! Kenley Keene, good girl, responsible, excellent student.

      It feels good to put on a different hat.

      I lean against the cabinet, next to the Baxter’s sub-zero refrigerator. The whole kitchen is wasted on two bachelors—one who is barely ever home. On the wall I see a board—the kind you see in almost every house. The Viking football schedule hangs on it with a marble-shaped magnet, along with a sheet with orderly phone numbers and passwords. A small cubby is affixed to the board, filled with business cards. My nosey nature takes over, and I pick up the cards, starting to look through them when the back door opens.

      Busted, I rush to put them back in the slot, but fumble, tucking them in my back pocket instead.

      “Oh, Kenley,” Mr. Baxter says, strolling into the room holding two red party cups. “Do you need help with something?”

      “I’m just waiting on Ezra. He was looking for duct tape.”

      He nods and walks to the refrigerator, opening the door and pulling out a bottle of wine. I shift over, feeling obtrusive, but he doesn’t seem bothered by my presence as he fills the cups.

      “You know,” he says, corking the wine. “I’ve missed having you around here.”

      “Oh really?” I had no idea he noticed. “I’ve enjoyed hanging out with Ezra again. He’s a good guy.”

      He chuckles. “Good may be an overstatement, but you’ve always seen the best in people.”

      “Not always,” I admit. “I was worried about Ezra for a while. He really seemed like he was struggling.”

      “Selling weed to high schoolers isn’t really struggling. It’s called poor life choices.” He takes a sip of wine. “He was acting out in reaction to the divorce and the fact he had to man-up for the first time in his life. He’s a talented athlete. I just hope he didn’t waste too much time fucking around.”

      His eyes dart to mine, like he’s waiting to see how I react to his language. I don’t.

      “That’s in the past—or so I hope,” he continues. “You should come out on the boat some time, get some sun.”

      “That sounds nice. I’ve seen pictures of you guys—with the Wallers and Chandlers. It looks like a really good time.”

      He takes a step closer. “Make no mistake, Kenley, my son’s success is important to me. The next two games are the most important in his life—after that, it’s just icing.”

      “Okay,” I say, trying to hide the nervous tremble in my voice.

      “All high caliber athletes need a…release…before or after a big game. Helps steady the nerves and channel extra energy.” His eyebrow raises. “And if that’s why you’re hanging around, I’ve got no problem. But if you’re looking for something more serious? Long-term? You need to go elsewhere. Ezra needs to be one hundred percent in the game, do you understand?”

      “Uh,” I swallow, speechless.

      He tilts his head, making the sharp lines of his face even more distinct. “Or are you here for a hook up? Adderall to keep those straight A’s? Weed to soothe the anxiety, like your friend Rose?”

      Heat burns at the tip of my ears, and I open my mouth to respond. He cuts me off.

      “Either way, dating my son is off-limits.” He raises his cup. “But, I hear Finn Holloway is single, maybe give him a shot.”

      Ezra’s footsteps pound down the stairs and he strides into the kitchen, the silver roll of duct tape in his hands. “Found it.”

      His dark eyes flick between the two of us. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure,” Mr. Baxter says, easy grin appearing. “Just telling Kenley she should come out on the boat with us some time.”

      He holds my eye, like a dare, almost begging me to say something. He’s probably drunk and spoiling for another fight with Ezra—something I won’t let happen.

      “Come on,” I say, turning toward the door, trying to hide my shaking hands. “Finn’s waiting on that tape.”

      I step outside, feeling the cool air slap my heated face. Ezra’s hand fists in my shirt.

      “Did he say something to you?”

      I look into his dark eyes—worried and strained. I never knew until right now exactly how much of an asshole his father really is. I reach up and touch his cheek, understanding the lost boy standing in front of me a little bit more. “Nope. Let’s get this float finished so you and I can go take a drive.”

      He nods, unconvinced, but I lead him back out in the driveway, focusing my energy on completing the float and not the sensation of Mr. Baxter watching me. It’s hard not to look down by the firepit, and not be a little afraid of the smiling, confident faces of the men and women that carry the secrets of Thistle Cove’s past as well as hold the power over our futures.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenley

      

      Friday finally rolls around and the school is at the peak of spirit week. Freshman are the most excited—it’s new and different—their first “real” dance a day away. Seniors are caught in a mix of senioritis and nostalgia. Regardless, it’s hard to not feel the energy with the cheerleaders, dance team, and marching band walking around in either their uniforms or matching T-shirts. The football players are dressed in white button-downs and have matching purple and gold striped ties. Even I made my staff wear their Valhalla shirts today.

      I will say, Ezra and Finn look very handsome in their ties.

      The class schedule is shortened because of all the activities at the end of the day, and right after lunch I’m in the yearbook office organizing some papers. Alice walks in with a form in her hand. “A check from my dad for his ad.”

      “Thanks.” I take it and add it to the file to submit to the bookkeeper. “And tell him we appreciate it. I’ll make sure he gets a prime spot.”

      She nods and looks at folder on the desk. “What’s that?”

      “That’s a memorial page we’re adding to the yearbook.”

      “For Rose?”

      I shake my head. “For a girl named Jacqueline Cates. She went missing in 1991 and was found murdered a few days later.”

      She blinks. “You’re fucking with me.”

      “Nope.”

      She picks up the file and opens it, looking at a few photos we found in the archives. “She looks cool. How come we never heard about this? I mean, even thirty years apart, two missing girls from the same small town is kind of a notable event.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.” I lean back in my seat. “You know, she worked at Kendrick’s.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, you should ask your dad about her. Maybe he remembers her.”

      This is the first civil conversation the two of us has had in weeks. Go figure it’s over a dead girl.

      “Are you wearing that blue dress to the dance?”

      We’d found dresses over the summer at a thrift store in the city, with plans to wear them to the dance—together.

      “I haven’t had time to find something else, so yeah, I think so.”

      “Are you going with Ozzy?”

      Am I? Honestly, we haven’t discussed it. Ozzy and I go to the games together because the guys are playing. But the dance? Ozzy isn’t my only boyfriend right now. There’s no way to show up with three guys as your date, is there? Would they even want to do that?

      This is where things get complicated.

      “I’m probably just going to meet up with some people there. You know how it is.”

      She nods, and thankfully doesn’t ask me to go with her. I’m not ready for that, either.

      The intercom sparks to life, breaking up what was turning into an awkward moment.

      Excuse the interruption, but it’s time to head out to the parking lot for the parade. If you’re walking, riding, or participating in any way, please head to your meeting spot right away. If you’re not, find a good spot to watch!

      I lock up the office and meet Ozzy in the main room. We wait until Alice gathers her stuff and leaves before heading out ourselves and closing up the room.

      “What was that all about?”

      “Business, but she saw the memorial file on Jackie. I told her to ask her dad if he remembered anything about her since she worked at the shop.”

      The hallways are packed with everyone headed out to the parade. The band walks through carrying their instruments, trapping me and Ozzy by one of the trophy cases. I look up at him and laugh. “We should have left five minutes ago.”

      His hand slips around my waist, using the chaos to pull me close. A guy holding a tuba lumbers down the hall, and I turn toward the case to make sure he doesn’t knock my head off. There are dozens of trophy cases around the school, the most prestigious awards up by the main office for everyone, particularly visitors, to see. Every few years they rotate them, pushing the older ones downstairs. The ones down here in the Arts hall are more of a hodge-podge of plaques and ribbons from the past. I press my head against the glass and something catches my eye.

      I tap on the case. “Oz, look.”

      The side of his head touches mine as he looks down.

      “That plaque, do you see it?”

      “Holy shit.” His fingers tighten around my waist as he reads the engraving aloud. “Debate Team—Tri-State Competition, 1991. First prize, Thistle Cove High School. Team: Brice Waller and Jacqueline Cates.”

      The band finally passes and we’re alone in the hall.

      “Brice and Jacqueline knew one another,” I say, feeling pieces of a puzzle snap together.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Ozzy says, but there’s an edge to his voice. “We don’t think Rose’s dad did something to her.”

      A weird feeling twists in my stomach. “No. I don’t think so?”

      “He had a booth at the bonfire that night, remember.”

      “Yeah,” I stare down at the plaque, “maybe he didn’t have anything to do with it, but finding this opens the door for us going to him for an interview.”

      “I thought we were already interviewing him for the fact he’s running for mayor and was on the state-winning team.”

      “We are,” I say, starting to walk down the hall, “but now I have a lot more questions, and for once, I expect some answers.”
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* * *

      The parade starts at the high school, winds down Main Street, and loops back around to the football field. The floats will stay there until the game tonight.

      Ozzy doesn’t walk with me in the parade, instead riding on the underside of the trailer to assist with the required “movable” part of the float. Our Viking roasts a tiger on a spit, and a mechanism that Ozzy moves under the base keeps it spinning.

      I’m lost in thought as I walk with the other kids on the Valhalla staff, barely aware of the crowds gathered in front of the storefronts. The football team—at the very front--throws out small plastic balls for the little kids watching. Mr. Waller has a car, a black BMW convertible, in the parade, plastered with his campaign signs. Red, white, and blue streamers fly off the back. Rose should be riding in that car wearing a sparkly dress and sash diagonally across her body. Instead, it’s tagged as an alumni vehicle, Mr. Baxter driving, Mr. Waller in the passenger seat and their spouses in the back. Monica has on her homecoming queen crown and sash. Regina, a smaller tiara—princess status.

      The vines of the past tighten around my neck.

      We couldn’t have a court this year out of honor of Rose, but the alumni? They have no problem taking center stage. I wonder what Juliette thinks about her mom right now.

      Back in the parking lot, everyone hangs around and I see Mr. Waller walking around shaking hands. There are a lot of seniors that can vote for the first time—he’s definitely covering his bases.

      I decide to take a shot on getting some information while he’s in a good mood.

      “Mr. Waller,” I call, walking up behind him. He turns and smiles when he sees me.

      “Kenley, how are you?” He spreads his arms, giving me little choice but to accept his hug.

      “I’m good,” I say, extricating myself. “I’m doing a few alumni interviews for the yearbook. Do you have a few minutes?”

      “For an interview with the editor? Absolutely.”

      Mr. Waller has dark hair like Rose and the same piercing blue eyes. She got her mother’s other features—the slim but curvy body—the soft heart-shaped lips, but there’s enough of her dad in her that I find it unnerving.

      “Obviously everyone knows you were part of the State-winning team your senior year, but it’s come to my attention you were also involved in another first-place event, debate.”

      He smiles, obviously pleased that I found out about his talents. “Ah, yes, that was the year we won the Tri-State tournament. Football held my heart, but debate fueled my mind. It was a great event, and I was proud to represent the school.”

      “You had a partner, didn’t you? Someone else was on the team?” He looks at me blankly, but I see the small tug of a twitch at his eye. “Jacqueline Cates?"

      “Right. Jackie. She was an excellent partner. Very spirited—could argue with a brick wall.”

      “It must be weird that she suffered a similar fate to Rose.”

      He blinks. Twice. Mind spinning behind his eyes. “That was very different.”

      “Really?” I say, acting calm while my heart races. “They both vanished in the middle of town, both involved searches in the water. I know Rose’s body was never found, but Jackie—”

      He holds up his hand. “Jackie’s death was a tragedy, a terrifying time for everyone in this town. It’s something we’ve put aside. Rose—my daughter was a troubled young woman who made a rash, heartbreaking decision. There are no similarities.”

      “Don’t you think it’s weird no one mentioned Jackie’s death when Rose went missing?”

      His eyes shift above me, like he’s looking for an escape. His lips form a thin line and his voice lowers. “I’m disappointed in you, Kenley. I know you and Rose had your troubles, and you feel significant guilt over the fact you didn’t listen when she came to you for help, but that’s no reason to come to me with a bunch of cockamamie conspiracy theories. Both of these girls were lost to us in tragedies, but there is nothing that ties them together other than living in the same town, thirty years apart.”

      “But there is something that ties them together.” I speak over the lump in my throat.

      “Really? Because I remember Jacqueline as an edgy-alternative girl with few friends and a bad attitude. She rebelled against the system, longed to get out of this town, and probably flirted with whatever dark force she encountered that night.” He exhales. “Rose was a ray of sunlight, with dozens of friends, proud teachers, and a sharp eye on the future. Tell me what you think the two of them have in common.”

      I hold his eye, the one that looks so similar to my ex-best friend, and speak the truth.

      “You.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Ozzy

      

      “You didn’t.”

      “Yeah,” she says. I notice her hands are still trembling an hour later. “I did.”

      “What did he say after that?”

      “Nothing really. He just stared at me for a long minute and then turned to go shake someone else’s hand.”

      “Wow.”

      We’re sitting in her car, parked on an isolated road that overlooks the water. I drove, because she was too upset. Not upset, upset, more like a rush of adrenaline and shock that she’d gone through with it.

      “I guess if we learned anything today, Kenley Keene, it’s that you have balls.”

      Laughter bubbles from her, and her hand reaches across the seat to grip mine.

      “I’m not looking forward to this game tonight, there’s just so much potential for—”

      “Drama. Yep. But we need to go.”

      “I know, the guys want us there, and I suspect Finn’s going to get dragged into that halftime presentation.”

      I kiss the back of her hand, while she looks out the window toward the water. I was skeptical this relationship would work—that Ezra and Finn would really be into sharing—that I could do it, honestly, but it’s been a better fit than I expected.

      “Confronting Waller like that was probably easier than what I have to do next.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She takes a deep breath and exhales. “I think Coach Chandler and Rose were sleeping together. I think I should tell someone. McMichaels, maybe? Mr. Russell?”

      The information surprises me less than it should. “You have evidence?”

      “A gut feeling. I overheard him again talking to Kayla James—it was even more disturbing.” Her jaw tenses. “He’s targeting a specific kind of girl—her dad is sick and he’s offering to find her support.”

      “I know he’s a creep, but it seems pretty standard for a teacher to offer help in a situation like this.”

      “From inside a storage closet outside the locker rooms?”

      I feel my eyebrows shoot up. “That’s where he was talking to her?”

      “Yep.”

      “How did you overhear this?”

      She grimaces. “Ezra and I were in there, you know, hanging out.”

      “Hanging out or making out?” I ask.

      “Do you care?”

      “Honestly? No, but if you go to someone and tell them this, they’re going to ask questions—you heard Brice Waller talk about Jacqueline today. They’re willing to throw teenage girls under the first available bus. Making out with Ezra Baxter, known juvenile delinquent and drug dealer, isn’t going to help your credibility against the most beloved teacher and coach at the school.”

      She frowns, thinking it over. It’s a bullshit double-standard to have to defend your own sexuality when accusing someone else of inappropriate behavior, but I’m just looking out for her.

      “I just want you to be careful, okay? If all of this is really going on, it could be dangerous. We still don’t really know what happened to Rose.”

      “That’s what Juliette said to me on the bridge. That I need to be careful about poking around in Rose’s secret life.”

      “At least you never did anything with that SugarBabies account, we have no idea who’s on the other side of that.”

      “Yeah,” she says, giving me a tight smile. “So, are you really not upset that I was in the storage room at school with Ezra?”

      It’s a little awkward in the small Honda, but I slip my hand around her neck, tilting her face so we’re eye-to-eye. “You and Ezra have the storage room. We have Friday nights under the bleachers. I assume you and Finn have somewhere quiet to spend time with each other, too. I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to this. My only priority is you.”

      She bends forward and kisses me, and I’m glad for the moment together. I doubt we’ll get to spend much time under the bleachers tonight—not with all the homecoming fanfare. Her lips part, and I dart in my tongue, feeling the want and tension taking over. I slide my hand up her side, feeling the soft swell of her breast. Her hand lays flat on my chest, fingers tugging at my shirt. A moment later we’re rising over the center of the car, kissing and fumbling for one another. I squeeze between the seat, never taking my hands off of her, and she follows, landing on me with an awkward crash.

      The whole moment is spontaneous—I mean, I’m hard half the day thinking about Kenley, and when I’m in close proximity to her like this and I’m overwhelmed by her smell, her face and body, I feel like I’m coming unhinged. But this moment, rushed and heated in the back of the car, I didn’t expect.

      Especially when she straddles me in the small space and sits up, removing her shirt. Her hair falls out of her ponytail, over her shoulders, trailing to the exquisite valley between her breasts.

      My jaw drops and my dick twitches against her, and I unabashedly reach for the pale blue lace atop creamy skin. Her tits are perfect, round and full. I cup them both and rub my thumbs across the top, marveling at the hardened peaks that push at the fabric.

      She pushes at the hem of my shirt and after smashing my elbow into the door, I manage to get it off. She bends over, hair grazing my chest, giving me the most outstanding view, and places her mouth on mine. The movement rubs her crotch against mine.

      Like I fool, I push her back. “KK, what are we doing here?”

      Because I need to know. There’s a condom in my wallet that’s been waiting for this moment for the last three years. There’s a shirtless girl—not just a girl—the girl, grinding on my lap. My head, my heart, my cock, are all about to explode.

      “I’m a virgin,” she admits, “and I know Finn and Ezra aren’t. I don’t know about you—”

      “I’ve never done this—it—before.” I cut her off, wanting honesty between us. “If you want to wait for someone more experienced, I get it.”

      “No,” she says, touching my face. My fingers touch the soft, smooth skin of her stomach. “I want it to be you.”

      My balls, which have run my life since I turned twelve, seize in response. I reach for her and pull her on top of me, kissing her in response.

      The next few minutes pass in a blur. Hot and sweaty, we get our clothes off in the cramped space. Her jeans fall to the floorboards, a stack of business cards slipping from the back pocket. She reaches for me, running her fingers along my shaft in a way that tells me she’s done it before. I find the condom, package wrinkled over the years, and she watches with interest as I roll it down.

      “Are you sure?” I ask as she hovers over me, golden hair like a halo.

      “I’m sure.”

      At first she moves slow, tentative, but as she lowers herself down, her jaw drops, either in surprise or pain. I run my hand down her side, trying not to force her hips, but rise up to meet her, pushing past the tight barrier.

      “Okay?” I ask, rubbing her arm.

      She nods, but I’m not convinced, not until she starts to move, and my body instinctively follows. It’s erratic, jerky, overwhelmingly strange. It’s also the best damn moment in my life. Soon, we establish a rhythm, and I pull her face to mine, wanting to kiss her badly, wanting to come even more. Our breath mingles and our skin slips, her tits are the most fantastic thing I’ve seen in my life—or so I think.

      Kenley pulls back and rolls her hips, drawing my cock inside. She looks down at me and grins, lips parted, eyes glazed. That’s the actual most beautiful thing I’ve seen in my life. My balls tighten and my fingers grip her waist, holding on as I come; thrusting and groaning hard, while I look up at the girl I love.

      I don’t say it, because I know it’s a fucking cliché and it’ll cheapen it, but I pull her into my arms, refusing to let her go—not yet. Our hearts thrum together, and I consider telling her that I know it wasn’t perfect, that I think I may have seriously fucked up my elbow, and I’m pissed that she didn’t come, but I keep my mouth shut and hold onto her and vow to never let her go.
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      Kenley

      

      Smug happiness overshadows any guilt I have when my mom asks me how my day went, and I respond with a simple, “Okay.”

      To be honest, after a bit of processing she would have been okay with a confession of losing my virginity—one of those mother-daughter moments showcased on cheesy TV shows. Although, she probably would have been a little horrified I’d done it in the backseat of my car. I’m not. That little Honda represents my freedom. My autonomy. Now it signifies something more.

      I’m just not ready to share it with anyone yet—other than Ozzy.

      I pause when I get to my room, realizing that’s not totally true. There’s one person I would have wanted to share it with. Rose. A strange wave of grief rolls over me. It’s weird, because even if she was alive I wouldn’t have told her. She didn’t tell me about Finn—thank god.

      It’s still bittersweet, and even after three years of not speaking and four weeks since she went missing, she’s right there on my mind after a major milestone. It’s a dull ache in my belly, not dissimilar to the one I felt having Ozzy inside of me. Painful one minute, a sense of loss the next.

      I shower, washing off the sweat and sex, then get ready for the game. The whole afternoon had been strange, from my finding that plaque, to confronting Brice Waller, to losing my virginity in the back seat of my Honda. Not one of those things was planned.

      Something does bother me. Ozzy has been forthright and honest with me this whole time—amazing—but he mentioned SugarBabies and I’d lied, or at the very least withheld the truth. After what we’d shared, it didn’t seem right. I’d kept the account a secret on purpose, knowing the guys wouldn’t approve, but after today? It needs to stop. The little game I’m playing with BD is going nowhere. If I’m right that Rose was sleeping with Coach Chandler, and if my gut is right that her death may have been foul play? Some dude she was hooking up with in the city has nothing to do with it.

      Unfortunately, just like with Jacqueline Cates, I’m pretty sure whoever hurt Rose was from Thistle Cove—not outside.

      I open the drawer, pull out the iPod, and open the app. I don’t look at his last message to me, just type out one of my own.

      Eden: I wanted to send you a message to let you know that I’m ceasing communication. Like they say, it’s not you—it’s me. Talking to you has been nice, but an arrangement like this really just isn’t me. The truth is one of my friends told me about SugarBabies and I got curious. Thanks for the encouraging words and support. Hope things are well—

      I pause over the ending and quickly type the name he’d given me; Princess.

      I unplug the device so the battery will die down, shutting the risk of temptation and the drawer behind me.
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* * *

      Unlike every other game, halftime at homecoming week isn’t a mad dash to the bathroom and concession stand (or for me and Ozzy, the chance to bump and grind under the bleachers.) We’re up by fifteen points, mostly because Coach Chandler scheduled an easy win for the game, which means people aren’t glued to the seats. Obviously, the main attraction of the game is the halftime program, which this year is anything but traditional.

      True to their word, there is no court or escorts. The floats line the far side of the track. They look pretty good—I suspect the seniors are a shoo-in for first place. As soon as the buzzer announces the end of the first half, I feel the churn of nerves in my stomach. Rose’s presence is still felt in the stadium. Pale pink ribbons are still tied to the cheerleaders' megaphones and the fence posts. As the players run off the field, one goes to the side. Number 14. Finn. He’s still tied to this mess.

      “Poor bastard,” Ozzy mutters. “Having to play the heartbroken boyfriend.”

      Few people know the truth about their breakup. It’s easier on everyone, him, her family, the social hierarchy of the school to keep things in place.

      Juliette also stands nearby—the look on her face unreadable. I know she thought she’d be on the field in a different capacity tonight. Everything about all of this is unfair. We’re all being held captive by a ghost.

      When Mr. Waller crosses the field, I turn to Ozzy and say, “I don’t want to be here.”

      His eyes drag from the spectacle. “What? You want to leave?”

      It strikes me then that it’s an option. I nod. “Please. Yes. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I don’t have to ask him again. He grabs my hand and leads us down the stadium stairs. He pushes through the crowd, mostly the visiting team, taking a chance to grab a snack. We’re walking through the exit when I hear Brice Waller’s voice booming across the stands. Just outside the gate a bright light mounted to the top of a van captures my attention.

      Channel 8 News.

      Janice Hill leans against the metal.

      On a whim, I pull my hand from Ozzy’s and walk over.

      “Ms. Hill?” She looks up, a little panicked, like I’ve just interrupted her break. “I’m a big fan,” I tell her, and her expression relaxes. A little.

      “Thank you. It’s always nice to hear.”

      “I’m sure you’re here to report on the halftime program—I’ve seen all your coverage of the Rose Waller case.” I glance at Ozzy. “I have some information that you may be interested in.”

      “I can stop you there. I’m under strict instruction to report on the halftime program and that’s it. Any and all speculation about Rose’s death is off limits. The evidence points to a suicide. That’s where we’re leaving it.”

      “I’m not here to talk about Rose Waller.”

      Her eyebrow arches. “Then what?”

      I take a deep breath. “I wanted to ask if you’d ever heard of a girl named Jacqueline Cates?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dave Reynolds lives on a huge piece of property on the outskirts of town. The main structure is an old farmhouse, owned by his family for generations, but we’re all gathered in the barn centered in a pasture a hundred yards away. It’s the perfect place for a post-game party; no neighbors to call the cops, plenty of room, and the fact his parents are out of town makes it even easier.

      The barn isn’t just a barn but a refurbished guest house. Once his dad shuttered the working farm, other than renting out the pastures to other farmers, his mom remodeled, turning it into a rental that is currently unoccupied.

      Ozzy, Finn, Ezra, and I get there once it’s in full swing. We waited for the guys to shower off and change after the game. I’m trapped in the car with three deliciously clean-smelling boys and halfway there I crack the window, needing to clear my head. My body has been on vibrate all evening—ever since Ozzy and I shared ourselves with one another. It’s like a switch flipped. My skin tingles every time we touch, like a current of electricity is wired between us. We can’t stop smiling at one another, like two stupid idiots. I hope it doesn’t cause an issue with the guys.

      “All I know,” Ezra says, stretching his arms over his head, “is that I need a drink. Anyone?”

      “Yeah, count me in,” Finn says. He’s been on edge since the game. Halftime fucked with his head. He’s more than ready to shake the label of grieving boyfriend. The problem is that half the girls in the school are also ready for him announce he’s back in the game.

      That’s when things are going to get even more complicated.

      Ozzy follows, but I hold back. “Coming?”

      “Give me a minute,” I say, looking up at the loft. A pair of long legs hang through the railing slats. Alone. The flash of red hair gives away the owner.

      I cross the room and climb the steep stairs. The loft has one big open room with comfortable-looking leather couches and a big-screened TV. Four doors exit off the room—two on each side. Bedrooms, I presume. Juliette sits away from everyone else, a bottle next to her, looking down over the party.

      “This seat taken?” I ask, standing next to her.

      She looks up, eyebrow arched in surprise. “Nope, it’s all yours.”

      I drop to the ground and mimic her by sliding my legs through the railings. She hands me the bottle. I read the label. Moonshine Farm Sour Apple Wine.

      I unscrew the top, take a sip, and my tongue curls up from the sickly sweet. “Oh my God.”

      “Right? It’s nasty.”

      “Why are you drinking this.”

      She shrugs, takes the bottle from me, and takes a swallow. “Seemed fitting on a night all about Rose. She’d sneak it over to my house in her bag, and we’d drink it at sleepovers.”

      “With your parents there?”

      “Well, not out in the open, but in my room. We’d get drunk, text Finn, post photos on ChattySnap. You know, typical girl stuff.”

      Alice and I usually had a Harry Potter-Twilight marathon and decide which Robert Pattison we found hotter. Wizard or vampire. Sometimes it was a thorough comparison of the Dr. Who doctors. Embarrassingly, no alcohol was ever involved.

      I grab the bottle and take another swig, this time more prepared for the assault of sour on my taste buds.

      “Is that when she’d post on SugarBabies, too?"

      She gives me a look. “I told you I don’t want to talk about that, but no, that was kind of her own thing.”

      “Okay, okay.” I glance down below and see all three of the boys watching with curiosity.

      “You’ve got quite the fan club down there.”

      “You and I hanging out isn’t something people see every day.”

      “True.” She takes another sip, this one longer and a little sloppier. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “Finn likes you, you know. Always has.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I know.”

      “He was too much of a boy for Rose. Too sweet. Too—high school.” She leans in, her breath sweet. “She always had a thing for older men.”

      Nerves twist in my belly. “Do you think she ever hooked up with anyone here? In town?”

      “Rose could have anyone she wanted—even if they were off limits. She had no boundaries.” She licks her lips and darkness flickers in her eyes. “But you know about that—she didn’t give a rat's ass about vandalizing your house or stealing the boy you loved.”

      She looks over the railing and waves down at a group of cheerleaders, wide smile tugging at her lips.

      I decide to take a shot. “Did she ever cross those boundaries with you?”

      The smile fades and she looks at me, hair tumbling over her shoulder. “What are you asking me, Kenley Keene?”

      I swallow. “Did Rose ever…you know, hook up with your dad?”

      I wait for the meltdown. The defense. Maybe a slap across the face. Instead, her standard, all the time, queen of all bitchfaces falls and she whispers, “I don’t know, but I wouldn’t put it past her. And I definitely wouldn’t put it past him.”

      Her reply hits like a punch in the gut—the answer to a question I’d been dying to ask but ultimately didn’t want to know the truth. I fumble for words but land on, “I’m really sorry.”

      A fat tear falls down her cheek, dirty with mascara. “I don’t have proof, but I saw the way they acted together, and how sometimes when she spent the night, I’d wake up and her bed would be empty—for hours. I never went looking for her, and I never asked. When I found out about the SugarBabies account, I was glad. She could move onto someone new and leave my family alone.”

      “Have you said anything? Don’t you want to do something about it?”

      Juliette takes a deep breath and wipes her face. “What would I do? My dad may just be a coach, but he’s a powerful figure in the community. I have no proof. Rose is gone—her suicide proving her to be an unreliable, troubled person. There’s no way I’d embarrass my mother like that, and I’m certainly not putting myself through the public humiliation. Rose is gone and hopefully he’s learned his lesson.”

      She looks down at the party, at the pretty, popular girls, Kayla James included. I have no doubt she’s aware this reaches further than one girl.

      She struggles to her feet, taking the bottle with her. “Keep your mouth shut about this, Kenley. My family’s reputation isn’t the only one at stake. Brice Waller would cut a bitch before he lets this type of information out into the world.”

      I scramble up. “And you’re okay with that?”

      “I told you, all of this is dangerous and dirty. Mired in politics and ego. We’re talking about men, Kenley. Filthy, privileged, horny, controlling men. The last thing you want is for them to think that you may be a threat.”

      A flash pops in my head. “Is that what Rose became? A threat?”

      Her chin trembles but she clamps her mouth shut. “I’m not talking about Rose anymore, ever. She wouldn’t have wanted me to talk to anyone about her—especially you.”

      She stumbles off, swaying on her feet. She catches the railing and slowly clomps down the stairs. I lean over the rail and watch her meet up with her friends below, waving the almost empty bottle in the air, like she has zero fucks to give about anything.

      Ezra catches my eye and holds it—like he knows what just happened. He’s also told me about the risk of dangerous men. Maybe I’m like Rose, I can’t stay away from trouble, but I don’t think that’s what it really is; I just want to make sure no other girls get hurt.
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      Finn

      

      It’s eight a.m., and I’m standing outside Kenley’s window like a stalker. To be honest, I thought the sound of me landing on her roof and stumbling would have woken her up, but when I looked in she’s curled up in her bed, fast asleep.

      I push at the jamb and the widow rises. A few seconds later I climb in, managing to avoid knocking anything over, and step over to her bedside. I kneel to wake her but stop, needing a second to take her in. I’d assume my heart was racing from the acrobatics it took me to get in here, but that’s not it. It’s what happens every time I’m near her.

      I know Kenley doesn’t completely trust me. Why should she? I didn’t man up the way I should have years ago. I hurt her, and I let immaturity, ego, and a bunch of other petty bullshit  rule my actions. I could have handled everything differently, including telling everyone Rose and I’d broken up before she went missing, but I sure as hell didn’t know she wasn’t going to be at school that day. I wanted to let her decide how to handle the breakup at school. That never happened, and now, I’ve got a flock of girls following me around, hopeful to be my next girl.

      That’s not going to happen.

      I have a girl.

      And I don’t care if I have to share her with two other guys.

      All I want is her in my life.

      On my knees, I lean over and bush aside a few pieces of hair sticking to her cheek. She shifts and blinks with her big, blue eyes, first still asleep, then confused.

      “Finn?”

      “Hey,” I say, clenching the object in my hand, while my heart beats like hummingbird wings. “Good morning.”

      She rises to her elbows, giving me another view of that thin cotton shirt she sleeps in. This time she’s not cold though, her skin pink and warm. Her breasts strain against the tight, thin fabric, and my body reacts accordingly.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s homecoming,” I say, suddenly feeling foolish. “And I couldn’t do one of those big public proposals, like writing your name in cupcakes on the football field, and I couldn’t go grab you after the big win last night and kiss you under the goalposts.” I lift up the flower, a big, fat, orange Gerber daisy I bought down at the market that morning on my run. Her eyes soften when she sees it. “I can’t give you a corsage tonight, or walk in with you on my arm, the kind of thing that lets everyone know that you’re taken, that I’m taken, but I want you to know that you’re mine. And I’m yours, even if only four people know it.”

      She lifts a hand out from under her blanket, revealing the pale skin of her stomach and tiny shorts low on her hips. Her hand slides down my cheek and across the back of my neck. I swallow, letting her make the move, pulling me forward, and when our lips meet, it’s like a dam breaks.

      Her mouth is as warm as her body, her lips soft. My body hums being close to her. It’s all I want, all day, every night, but I’m playing it as cool as I fucking can to earn her trust. Her hands fist in my shirt, pulling me closer—to her bed.

      “Lie next to me?” she asks.

      I hesitate, because that’s not why I came here, but I’m eighteen and my body pumps more blood down than up. I kick off my shoes and climb in, engulfed by her warmth. Immediately I sense a difference in the way she touches me, the way her body responds. Her hands, her hips, her mouth. It’s more forward, more engaged, less timid.

      I suspect it has something to do with the matching shit-eating grins she and Ozzy wore all last night.

      Something’s changed.

      “There were a lot of years I thought about you coming in that window. First as a friend, then different—more like a fantasy. I don’t think I ever really thought it would happen.” Her hand presses against my lower belly, and I lean my head back into the pillow, willing self-control.

      Fuck it.

      I roll into her, ready to respond with my mouth, my hands, my body.

      Fate has other ideas.

      Both our phones vibrate at the same time, chirping identically. We both freeze—accustomed to this kind of warning—the alert to something bad. The last thing I want to do is stop, but our eyes lock, and we know there’s no putting off reality.

      She reaches to her bedside table for her still-charging phone. I pull mine out of my hoodie pocket and read the message.

      Ozzy: Just posted on Janice Hill’s ChattySnap feed.

      A link follows.

      We shift to a sitting position, bodies side by side, and I open the app and click on the link. It’s a new report, Janice Hill standing in front of the Thistle Cove Stadium. Bright lights and purple and gold marking homecoming celebrations.

      Janice holds the microphone close as she speaks to the camera. “Friday night proved that traditions, not tragedy, rule the small town of Thistle Cove. The undefeated varsity football team easily won their game, taking them one step closer to securing a region win and moving on to the state finals. But floats, parades, and touchdowns can’t mask the grief that’s consumed the community for the past month. Reminders of what—and who--they’ve lost with the disappearance of Thistle Cove Sweetheart Rose Waller hit especially hard on a night like tonight.”

      The camera cuts to the fifty-yard line, where I’m forced to see an image of myself next to Mr. and Mrs. Waller. The whole thing was a blur—I’d hardly been paying attention. Mr. Waller spoke about community strength and Mrs. Waller, Regina, linked her arm with mine, holding on like I was a life preserver. In her free hand is a bouquet of pale pink roses, in honor of her daughter. I know Kenley left during the halftime program, so she watches it now with narrowed, studious eyes.

      “You’re kidding,” she says, mostly to herself as the camera pans to a makeshift shrine down on the track. Rose’s megaphone and pom-poms, complete with picture. Mrs. Waller leans the bouquet against the megaphone. “God, that’s…”

      “Too fucking much.”

      She nods. “No wonder Juliette was wasted last night."

      The camera shifts to Mr. Baxter. “When Rose went missing, I offered a reward for information in helping find her. I’m now changing that reward of ten thousand dollars into a scholarship fund for troubled young women in the Thistle Cove community.”

      “Ezra Baxter’s generous contribution is just one of the things that makes Thistle Cove an amazing town.” Janice says, comes back on screen. “The past and present continue to meld in this thriving community. Football victories, a centennial celebration that’s bringing alumni back into focus.”

      A flash of Waller, Chandler, and Baxter standing by the endzone, hands fisted, showing off their state rings.

      “But events like this remind us that Rose isn’t the only teenager that’s suffered a terrible fate in this town. We’ve been reminded of Jacqueline Cates, another young woman that went missing one fateful night. She was found days later, strangled and beaten, left for dead by the side of water’s edge.” Janice turns her camera on Chief McMichael. “Chief, what can you tell us about this nearly thirty-year-old cold case?”

      He looks her in the eye. “Not much, but if anyone has any information about a crime, we’re always open to hearing about it.”

      Janice’s face fills the screen, her eyes filled with a spark of light. “You heard the Chief, if you know anything, please come forward. Until then, keep your thoughts and prayers on the citizens of Thistle Cove as they fight for better days.”

      The video stops. Kenley is frozen next to me. Finally she says, “Holy shit.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I wonder where she got all that information about Jacqueline Cates?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know, but it’s about time someone started paying attention around here.”

      “Kenley? You up?” Her mom calls.

      “Yeah mom! Give me a minute!”

      “Shit,” I mutter, jolting at the sound of her mom’s voice, half falling out of the bed. I reach for my shoes and phone.

      She hops out of bed while I cram my feet into my sneakers.

      “See you tonight?” she asks.

      “Yep.” I grin. “Tonight.”

      I climb over the desk and out the window, where I look back one last time. She’s picked up the flower and has it held to her nose, a small smile playing at her lips.

      Tonight, I think, readying myself for the leap back to my house, no matter what, needs to be perfect. Drama and Rose free.

      To make that happen, I already know that I can’t do it alone.
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      Kenley

      

      “Honey, you look amazing,” my dad says as I walk down the stairs.

      My skirts swish with each step, the layers of crinoline bouncing against my thighs. My mother snaps three pictures before I even get to the landing.

      “Mom.”

      “I’m sorry, but you look gorgeous and I’m taking as many pictures as I want.” There are tears in her eyes, and I know some of this is the stress and strain of losing Rose. Because of that, I relent.

      “What time are you meeting Alice?” my mom asks, reaching out to fuss with my hair. I have it back in an artfully messy bun that took me two hours to get exactly right. I won’t deny that I spent extra time getting ready. I want to look good for the guys. Good for myself. The dress I bought three months ago at a vintage store is killer, and my mom is right. I look pretty freaking hot.

      “Um, I think we’re going to just meet there.”

      Yeah, I haven’t told my parents about the break Alice and I are currently taking. It just seemed too much and honestly, would make them start asking a lot of questions about where I’ve been, who I’ve been spending time with…things I’m not ready to start answering.

      My plan is to drive to the school, buy my ticket and walk in stag. I can handle that.

      But as I pick up my keys and walk to the door a long, sleek, black car pulls up to the curb.

      “Who is that?” Dad asks, pushing aside the curtain.

      “I don’t know.”

      The driver gets out and walks around to the back door, opening it. A dark head of hair pokes out, followed by tan skin and a brilliant toothy smile. Ezra hops out, pats the driver on the shoulder and walks up the front path.

      “Is that Ezra Baxter?” Mom’s voice is instantly curious.

      I get it. Ezra on a typical day is good looking. Ezra in a perfectly cut suit and tie? Yowza. My knees buckle.

      I fumble with the door and open it, looking between him and the car.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I was picking up a few people. Thought you may need a ride.”

      My heart beats erratically.

      Mom replies for me. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Ezra. I’d feel much more comfortable if Kenley didn’t have to go alone.”

      “Mrs. Keene, nice to see you.” He reaches out and shakes Dad’s hand. There’s no doubt they’ve heard the rumors—know the gossip about Ezra and his troubled past. It’s evidence of how much they trust me that they don’t think twice about him offering me a ride. “I’m happy to offer KK a ride to and from the dance. Make sure she gets there and back safely.”

      God, what a kiss-ass. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately? I’m not any more immune to his charm than anyone else.

      “Ken,” Dad says, holding my eye. Okay, my dad may be less charmed. “Are you okay with that?”

      “Yeah, Ezra and I have class together, and we’ve been hanging out some. It should be fun.”

      He nods his approval. “Be home by one. Call if you go anywhere after the dance and don’t get in trouble.”

      “When do I get in trouble?”

      His eyes flick to the boy and fancy car behind him. “It’s my job to say it.”

      “Gotcha.” I walk over and kiss him on the cheek, then give my mom a hug.

      Ezra smiles and offers me his arm, and I hook mine to it; we walk toward the car.

      “You look fantastic,” he whispers.

      “You look pretty good yourself.”

      The driver opens the door and I climb inside. Four legs sprawl across the spacious inside. Ozzy, looking handsome in a button down and blue tie that matches his eyes. It’s not the lack of T-shirt or grubby jeans that has my attention.

      “You took off your hat!”

      He runs his hair through his shaggy, wavy hair. “I feel naked.”

      I laugh, then look at Finn. He’s in a dark blue suit with a small plaid weave. He’s wearing a bowtie in a similar blue. He hands me a second flower. “You look gorgeous.”

      I smooth out the chiffon of my dress. It’s actually also a dark blue, not that different from Finn’s. I narrow my eyes. “Did you match my dress intentionally?”

      “Today may not have been the first day I’ve sneaked into your room.”

      My cheeks heat, remembering what it was like seeing him first thing in the morning. It was a sight I could get used to.

      Ezra climbs in last, taking the seat next to me. The driver slams the door, and I shake my head. “What is all this?”

      “That,” he says, pointing to the driver getting into the front seat, “is Robert. My dad uses him when he travels to and from the city and doesn’t want to worry about his car.” He opens a small door, revealing a small refrigerator. He pulls out a bottle of champagne and four glasses. “This is us having an amazing night together to celebrate our senior year.”

      “Isn’t this a bit much?” Ozzy asks, watching Ezra peel off the foil and carefully uncork the bottle.

      “I feel like our first real outing together deserves some recognition.” He pours the bubbling liquid into each glass. Finn passes them around.

      “You want us to all go in together?” I ask. My gaze lands on Finn.

      He nods. “I’m tired of pretending to be someone I’m not. And one thing I know for certain, is that while I’m not tied to Rose Waller, I’m also not single.”

      I look at the three of them. “So we’re making a statement?”

      “Babe,” Ezra says, scooting next to me. His arm snakes over my shoulder, and his cologne smells like heaven. “It’s a statement that we don’t give a fuck, not about labels, not about status, not about what people think.”

      “And definitely,” Ozzy adds, “not about Rose. She got last night. You get tonight. I don’t want to hear a goddammed word about her, got it?"

      There’s a fire in his eye. I like it. I hold up my glass, gesturing for them to do the same. We clink them together and I reply, “Got it.”

      The champagne bubbles tickle my throat while it goes down, filling my stomach with excitement. The guys are right, tonight is about the living, not the dead. We’re going to keep it that way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s obvious right off the spot that we’re not the only ones ready to let go of ghosts for the night. The whole gym vibrates, and not just from the DJ’s thumping bass. The energy of the students is palpable. The girls look amazing, decked out in their best shimmery dresses, hair curled, nails manicured. The boys are caught somewhere between surprisingly handsome or awkwardly uncomfortable.

      We pass through the ticket booth, no one really taking much notice to the fact of who I’m with. One of the teachers does a double take at Finn, then smiles at him sympathetically. I reach for him, hook my arm with his and lead them all into the lobby. There’s a table set up for snacks and drinks. Across the room is a photobooth set up.

      “We can hit that later,” I say, continuing on to the gym while I still have the nerves to make an entrance.

      I brace myself at the double doors, already hearing the whispers of people near us. It’s not even that people know we’re dating—all of us, that is—it’s the simple fact that this strange group is all together. Finn the handsome, athletic god; Ezra the delicious bad boy, and Ozzy, smart and mysterious. How did I, Kenley Keene, a nerdy loner, manage this? How and when?

      Ezra places his hand on one door and Ozzy the other. Finn stands by my side. This is as much for him as me. The doors open, music spills out, and yeah, a lot of people look.

      The gym looks great—no surprise—decoration efforts were led by the SGA and Juliette. Paper streamers twisted with shiny metallic catch the light of the mirrored disco ball hanging from center court.

      Finn’s hand slips into mine, warm and steady, and we cross the threshold, outing our friendship, our allegiance, our connection to the whole school.

      It’s the most perfect moment in a night that only gets better.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Please tell me that’s not spiked,” I say to Ezra, eyeing the cup in his hand.

      “It’s not—”

      I take the cup from him, tip it to my lips and drain the contents. “I was so thirsty.”

      “You’ve been dancing a lot.”

      He reaches out and tucks a loose piece of hair behind my ear. “I probably look like a hot mess.”

      “You look gorgeous.”

      The way he says it makes me pretty sure he means it.

      Ozzy and Finn took off a few minutes before, simply saying they’d be right back. Ezra had been leaning against the flattened bleachers, watching the room with a disinterested eye.

      A slow, sappy song comes on and I hold out my hand.

      “Dance with me?”

      “That’s a bold move, babe.”

      He’s right. We’ve made it clear we’re here together, but slow dancing with Ezra Baxter? It’s bold for him and me. I’m ready to take it if he is.

      I hold my hand out for a beat more, not sure what he’ll do.

      His eyes flick from my face to my hand, a decision happening in that short span of time. He takes it, threading his fingers with mine and leading me to the dancefloor. It’s no surprise that Ezra’s confidence extends to this arena as well. He’s got a constant swagger; from the football field, to the halls at school, even walking in and out of the courthouse knowing his ass is on the line.

      It feels disturbingly good to be in his arms; bodies close, swaying to the music.

      “Is everyone watching?” I ask, feeling the eyes of my classmates boring into my back.

      “Do you care?”

      “It’s just weird. No one ever paid much attention to me. You wouldn’t know what that was like.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re not as invisible as you seem to think, KK. People notice you. I noticed you. Finn, Oz.” He touches my chin and forces my eyes up. “Don’t underestimate yourself.”

      The song ends, and the DJ announces he’s taking a short break. Mr. Russell strides across the stage. Ozzy and Finn appear by my sides, returned from wherever they’ve been.

      “It’s time for a few announcements,” the principal says. “We changed things up this year, for uh, obvious reasons. There was no announcement of who won the float contest this year or crowning a homecoming queen, but our school leadership wanted to make sure that tonight was notable all the same. So let me start off with the winners of this year’s float building contest.” He pulls a slip of paper out of his pocket. “Senior class!”

      Cheers erupt along with a few expected boos. Juliette and her cheer squad the loudest. I’m excited, though. Everyone worked hard and pulled together. I grab the guys and give each one a hug.

      “I have a few more announcements,” Mr. Russell says. “Although we agreed on no homecoming court this year, or queen, it felt strange to leave a gap in the traditions of Thistle Cove. We’re more than one person, we’re a living organism that continues to thrive even when we’ve been injured. The teachers and a few selected alumni got together and created a new list of awards: the Viking Awards."

      Mrs. Gimple walks across the stage, followed by another familiar face, Shannon Hughes. The two stand mid-stage, carrying two boxes.

      Mrs. Gimple begins, “Tonight isn’t about beauty, or popularity, or how many votes you can get. Tonight is about honoring Thistle Cove students who exhibit the long-standing attributes of our school. Strength, truth, loyalty, courage, perseverance.”

      “We have two awards,” Shannon says, face glowing from the stage lights. “One for the Viking and one for our Valkyrie. Both of these students have exemplified the characteristics that the school treasures during challenging times. Both focused on the better of the community, being a figure of strength for the rest of the school, and always determined to reveal the truth, no matter how challenging that may be.”

      They take a moment to unpack their boxes, revealing two crowns. One larger than the other, but both the same design; metal woven into the shape of a twisted vine. Horns sprout from the sides of the larger one. Wings from the smaller.

      Mrs. Gimple steps up to the microphone. “We’re excited to announce our first Viking and Valkyrie award to Finn Holloway and Kenley Keene.”

      Finn receives instant cheers while a few stumble after hearing my name. I don’t blame them. I’m both shocked and confused.

      “Told you, KK,” Ezra whispers in my ear. “Never underestimate yourself. No one else is.”

      Finn, accustomed to accolades, doesn’t hesitate to grab my hand and lead me up the stairs. The first face I see is Juliette’s. I expect bitterness. I sense respect.

      It’s very surreal.

      Finn, ever the golden boy, easily accepts his crown from Mrs. Gimple, while I function like I’m having an out of body experience. Shannon stands in front of me and places the metal crown on my head. “You deserve it, Kenley. You’re the rock of this school. You’re the one that carries the warriors to recognition. A truth seeker, the historian, for the living and the dead.”

      I look at the boy next to me and he winks, a smile on his lips, then out into the crowd at Ozzy and Ezra, who look equally proud. The weight of the crown rests on my head, down my neck and settles on my shoulders. It’s not an award, but a directive. I plan on finishing what I’ve started.

    

  


  
    
      After the award ceremony, Finn takes my hand and leads me out the back door of the gym.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Trust me,” he says, pushing through a door at the end of the hall. It’s one of those doorways I’ve never thought much about, assuming it leads to a maintenance room or something. A dark staircase is revealed.

      My fingers tighten against his, but I do trust him, and carefully climb the steps in my heels.

      “Where does this lead?” I ask, halfway up. I can see light at the top of the stairwell.

      “To the balcony over the gym. You know, where the wrestling team practices?”

      I’ve never thought much about the wrestling team or where they practice. We reach the top and step out into a small flat room. One side has a half of a wall and railing, the colorful, twinkling lights from below casting up here, giving everything a hazy glow. Someone has also come up and hung a few strands of lights as well as shimmery balls that reflect back. Music echoes up here. Across the room I see Ezra and Ozzy, breathtakingly handsome and watching me closely.

      “Although we made our grand entrance,” Finn says, “we thought maybe this would be a better way to celebrate homecoming together. I blew my chance Freshman year, there’s no way I’m doing it again.”

      I’m terribly spoiled.

      The music shifts downstairs to something slower—one of my favorite songs. Ezra grins. “I may have bribed the DJ to play an extended version.”

      “Of course you did,” I say, but he grabs my hand and pulls me close. Up here we don’t have to keep our distance and our bodies crash together.

      He looks down at me with glittering eyes and says, “You’re so fucking sexy, KK. Every other girl out there is showing as much of their body as possible. Not you. You’re in this dress that’s adorable and hot at the same time, like some kind of pin-up fantasy.” His hands tug at my skirt and the crinoline whispers in response. “All I want is to get under this skirt, you know that?”

      Yeah, from the hard bulge pressing into my lower belly, I do know it.

      I tilt my head and lick my lips and thank god, he doesn’t waste another second before kissing me.

      Obviously, we’ve kissed in front of one another before—that’s how all this started. But I’d surprised them that night. We were high and grieving. Up here we’re on a different kind of high—happiness—a moment of reprieve in the storm of our lives. I’m wearing a freaking tiara. It’s strangely powerful.

      Ezra doesn’t hold back, his tongue is warm in my mouth, his body hard and pressed against mine. His fingers push into my hips and the need that’s been growing between us intensifies. Give us privacy and a room—a bed, a couch, even a floor--and I’ll be ready. There’s zero doubt he will be, too.

      It’s that desire that makes me surprised when he releases me and looks over my head at the others. It’s not so much giving me permission to go to them—as an understanding. Together. It’s more than the two of us. It’s all of us.

      Ezra’s fingers slip off my waist, but the warmth is replaced by another’s. Finn’s already there, already wrapping me in his arms, guiding me in a slow, confident dance. The crown still glints on his head.

      “I didn’t know you could dance.”

      He laughs. “Coach Chandler got it in his head that we needed to work on our coordination and balance. He signed us all up for a dance class last year.” Our fingers are clasped together, and he kisses the back of my hand. “It was kind of a disaster, but I walked away with a few skills.”

      “Not surprising.” Yet, at the same time, he always surprises me. I thought I knew this boy so well, but there are shades of him that require looking under the surface. Finn’s greatest ability is his physicality. It’s intimidating but also incredibly sexy. He’s self-assured in his body, his movements. He knows how far he can run, how fast he can go, how hard of a hit he can take. I close my eyes and imagine that control, what he’d feel like over me, above me, in me.

      “I wanted to tell you that standing on that stage with you and seeing them place that crown on your head, knowing that everyone else is aware of how amazing you are, ranks as one of the best moments of my life.”

      Butterflies flutter in my belly. Finn has the ability to turn me into mush—but I don’t think he knows that.

      “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “I wanted to. I want to make up every moment we lost due to my stupid decisions.”

      I touch his cheek. “I forgive you, you know.”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      “Well, I do. Although this may be a challenge for you to reconcile, I know you’re not perfect. None of us are. Everything that happened over the last three years. I really do forgive you and I’m ready to fully put it past us.”

      His arms tighten around me and he kisses me on the forehead. Without notice, he sends me off in a spin where Ozzy is waiting patiently for me. He links his arms around my waist, and mine move around his neck. We sway together.

      “You guys did this together?” I say, taking in his smug smile.

      “It was Finn’s idea to do something special. Ezra’s to get the car. Mine to use the balcony.”

      I run my fingers through his hair, amused by the fact he’s not wearing a hat. “It’s perfect.”

      “You deserve it.”

      “I think after the last few months, we all deserve it.”

      There’s a different sort of electricity that ebbs between us now. The knowledge of one another, of how our bodies work together, what it feels like to have him inside me. It brings out a hot desire—one that knows the outcome—the rush of euphoria. Like a drug, I’ll crave him until I have him again.

      “Thank you for making the night special.” We’re barely moving. More standing than dancing. He pushes his hand into the back of my hair and bends, kissing me gently. My heart pounds erratically. The kiss stokes more than quells, and a ripple of understanding passes between us—we’ll take this up again later.

      The music shifts, Ezra’s playlist used up and a thumping beat starts to vibrate through the gym. I smile over to the other boys. Ezra pushes off the wall and grabs Finn’s crown, placing it on his own head. Finn laughs and reaches for my hand, pulling me to his chest then releasing me, spinning me around. My skirt flares around me.

      The party rages beneath us, but up above we celebrate, happy, alone, and together.
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      Kenley

      

      The diner out on Route 128, outside the Thistle Cove city limits, has a big neon letters proclaiming "Pie Shack" in glowing red. It’s Sunday morning—before church gets out—which means the parking lot has spaces and no line.

      I stand in front of the pie case, scanning the room. Janice Hill sits in the back, tucked in a booth. She’d sent me a message first thing this morning asking for me to meet her. I was half-asleep, still basking in the fun of the night before, but I could sense the urgency in her message.

      I walk over and slide into the seat across from her. I almost jump when I see her. Normally, on screen and in person, Janice is a beautiful, well-kept woman. Hair never out of place. Make-up expertly applied. Today, she looks like hell.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      She laughs and takes a sip of very black coffee. “Thanks to you and your tip about Jacqueline Cates, I’ve been up for the last thirty-six hours. Fell down a damn rabbit hole.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Don’t be. I had no idea this case was out there, Kenley. Whoever wanted it hidden did a damn fine job. It never came up in any of my routine searches, and no one ever mentioned it.” She reaches down to the seat next to her. A moment later, she’s lifting up a stack of files and drops them on the table with a thud.

      “What are those?”

      “Everything I could dig up on Jacqueline’s case.”

      “Even though it was hidden?”

      “It’s hard to keep information away from journalists if you know what you’re looking for. You gave me enough to pull at a few threads, and it didn’t take long for the whole thing to unravel.” She opens a folder. I got the police reports and a copy of the interviews. The case was dead from the beginning. If anyone knew anything, they weren’t talking. Jacqueline leaves the library, walks home. Vanishes. Found strangled four days later. Her body was clean, clothed. Although there are some signs that she’d been sexually active before her death.

      “Assaulted?” My stomach twists uncomfortably.

      “That’s inconclusive.”  She flips through the papers. “There are a few reports that people had seen her walking that night and a couple of car descriptions.” She looks at me. “One was a blue VW.”

      “Like Rose’s?”

      “Not like. The same VW Bug has been registered to the same owner in Thistle Cove for thirty years.”

      “Brice Waller.” My mind starts to connect the pieces. “He knew Jacqueline. Was friendly with her. I even asked him about her a few days ago, and he got very defensive.”

      She nods, but her mouth is turned into a frown. “Brice has an alibi for that night. Iron clad.”

      The surge of hope vanishes. “Who? What?”

      “He was in a study group with a few other students.”

      “Who? The football team? Because they’d cover for him.” Then and now.

      “It wasn’t the football team. It was some young politician’s group.” She takes another sip of coffee. “People notoriously get things wrong—like car style and color—when it comes to witnessing crimes.”

      I sit back, feeling defeated. “If Brice isn’t involved, then why the big cover-up? Was it someone else? Jason Chandler? Ezra Baxter?”

      She shakes her head. “All interviewed. Zero evidence of involvement or of having knowledge of the crime. To be fair, they did primarily focus on Brice back then. He had several interviews. It’s very clear he’s always had political aspirations and something like this—even the hint of a scandal—could be a deal-breaker. His lawyer shut it down quickly, and his family used their power to apply pressure on the police to quietly close the case once it went cold.”

      “Kind of like calling a disappearance a suicide with no body and no note.”

      She nods. “Pretty much.”

      A black and white photo peeks from the edge of the folder. “What’s that?”

      “Crime scene photos.”

      “Can I see it?”

      She grimaces. “You don’t want to look at them, Kenley.”

      “I do,” I tell her, reaching for the thick, glossy paper. The image is haunting. Jacqueline looks like she’s asleep. Only the dark marks around her neck and the bruise just below her eye show that something’s wrong. I pull it forward and study the bruise. It’s a strange shape.

      “Any idea what made that?”

      “The coroner’s report speculates it could have happened during the struggle, or maybe even when she hit the water.”

      “It has a shape, right? Like a triangle?”

      Janice barely looks up. “Could be anything.”

      There’s something else. A faint inverted imprint. Or maybe it’s just typical bruising. I sigh and push the photograph back over. Janice tucks it back in the file.

      “I get it. Our brains are trying to create a pattern—some kind of recognizable sense out of something illogical. If we can just connect the pieces, then we can solve the puzzle.” She gives me a smile. “You’re a smart girl, Kenley. You’d make a great journalist or investigator. You’ve got all the right qualities.”

      “Is this how you feel all the time?” I ask, thinking of Chief McMichael and all the years he’s worked on this case. “Like you’re holding a ball of loose threads?”

      She laughs. “Not all the time. Sometimes we get it right. But I’m afraid this time there just aren’t enough pieces to put it together, in either of the girls' cases.”

      The waitress walks over and slides a bowl of oatmeal and fruit on the table. She asks if I’d like to order something, but I pass, my stomach full of knots—or rather, loose threads.

      “How do you let it go?” I ask.

      “You don’t,” she replies, spearing a strawberry on her fork, “not exactly, but that’s the catch with crime; there’s always another one around the corner to catch your attention.”
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      Ozzy

      

      Two days past homecoming and it’s like a gear shifts in the school. We’re past all the big stuff. Two things matter; school work and the final game of the season.

      Mrs. Gimple, along with all the other teachers, unleash huge assignments. By the end of school Monday, I’m loaded down with two group projects, one major exam, and three papers.

      Oh, and don’t forget college applications.

      Even with all that, I’m singularly focused—and it’s not on school work or college. It’s Kenley Keene.

      “You know what I want?” she asks, and I use every ounce of self-control not to ask her if it’s sex. Because that’s what I want. All the time. Desperately. With her.

      “Uh,” I say, squeezing her knee. “No.”

      “Ice cream.” She flashes me a grin. “Double chocolate peanut butter.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Kendrick’s?”

      She makes a u-turn, tires squealing, just before the bridge and heads back into town. We pass Main Street, and she pulls into the parking lot of the flat-roofed building. She turns off the car and leans over, kissing me on the mouth. My hand inches upward, feeling the soft warmth of her upper thigh.

      “Ice cream,” she says, like she’s trying to remind herself of our task.

      “Yep,” I reply, thinking something cold may be the best thing to calm me down anyway.

      Her step doesn’t falter until we walk inside and she sees Alice standing behind the counter. Even then it’s just a blip before her shoulders push back.

      “Hey,” Alice says, eyes darting between us.

      Kenley unconsciously rubs her lips. “Hi.”

      “I’ll have a chocolate strawberry shake and,” I nod at Kenley, “she’ll have a—”

      “Double chocolate peanut butter,” Alice says, cutting me off. “Waffle cone. Got it.”

      Kenley gives me a look before slinking off, heading across the small space. There’s a row of old photographs mounted to the wall in the small breezeway. She enters the small, quiet space, and busies herself while I wait for our order.

      Alice tediously fills our order; scooping four identical balls of ice cream in a metal cup to make my shake. She turns her back to me and flips on the blender, the sound ricocheting through the room.

      “Do you think she’s happy?”

      I look up and see her right across from me.  I’ll admit I don’t pay Alice much attention. Especially not after all the shit that went down between her and Kenley. But with her so close I do notice a few changes—physically. Her hair is a deeper pink than normal and the makeup under her eyes dark and thick. There’s a septum ring that I’m pretty sure wasn’t there before.

      “Do I think who is happy?” I ask, knowing the answer.

      Her eyes flit to where Kenley studies the pictures. “Kenley. Is she happy?”

      “I think the last month has been really fucking hard on everyone, Alice, and Kenley is doing what she can to make the best of it.”

      Like trying to get some ice cream in peace.

      “I always knew she’d drop me when she got the chance.” Her jaw tics. “I’m sure you don’t think she’ll do that to you too, but she will. She only has eyes for one person. Well, two, but one is dead. That leaves Finn.” Her eyes sweep over me. “You’re cute Oz, but you’re no Finn Holloway. I couldn’t make her happy and neither can you.”

      I’m not sure what reaction Alice is hoping for but it’s not the burst of laughter that she gets. Her snide grin falters. “I think you just revealed your own blind spot, Alice. Kenley doesn’t need to be sheltered and controlled. She wants, no, needs, more than one person in her life—more than one friend, maybe more than one boyfriend. She was always going to leave you because you wanted her all to yourself.”

      We stare at one another for a long beat and I add, “I’m not sure if you two can ever work things out, but I do know that as long as you’re petty and jealous, Kenley won’t want to be in your life.”

      Her eyes narrow, hurt and prideful. I don’t know if Alice is in love with Kenley or what, but she’s trapped in a level of toxicity that supersedes everything else. She finally turns away and walks over to the blender, shutting it off.

      A moment later I’m walking out the door, handing the cone to Kenley.

      “Thanks,” she says. “Sorry I walked out. I just can’t with that today.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      “Did she say something to you?” she asks when we reach the car. She leans against the side, taking a long lick of her cone.

      “She wanted to know if you’re happy.” A smudge of chocolate clings to her lip. I reach out and wipe it away with my thumb. “Are you?”

      “Yeah,” she says. “Maybe I need to do a better job of letting everyone know.”

      She touches my cheek and places a kiss on my mouth, right where everyone in the whole goddamned town can see.
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      Kenley

      

      Cold water rushes over my hands and I curse the fact the school doesn’t have hot water in the bathrooms. I guess I’m lucky there’s soap in the dispenser.

      I’m not so lucky when it comes to paper towels.

      “Crap,” I mutter, looking up as the door opens. Kayla James walks through the door. “Hey,” I say. “No paper towels. Again.”

      “It’s like they don’t want us to wash our hands,” she says, striding over to the mirror. She drops her bag in the sink and starts rummaging through.

      I don’t know Kayla personally. She’s younger and we’re not involved in any of the same activities. There’s been zero reason for me to talk to her, but now seems like my chance.

      “Hey, do you have any lotion? The cold water is ruining my skin.”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      She digs through her purse and pulls out a pale, purple tube. I take it and squeeze out a small dollop. It smells like lavender.

      Kayla’s wearing a big sweater, different from her normal skintight clothing. I pretend not to notice when she tugs at the cowl neck, revealing a purple mark on her collarbone.

      “Jesus Christ,” she mutters, fishing out a tube of concealer.

      I peer over and say, “That I can help with.”

      Her eyes flick to mine in the mirror. “What?”

      “That hickey? The best way to cover it is with a hint of green.”

      I unzip my bag and pull it out of the small compartment. I’d been carrying it ever since I marked up Ezra’s neck.

      Kayla eyes me suspiciously—or is she impressed? I hand it over. She squeezes out a small dot and pulls back her collar, giving me a better look. It’s more purple than red, the skin not inflamed like the mark I’d left on Ezra.

      I’m not so sure that’s a love bite.

      “Yikes,” I say, “that looks like it hurt.”

      She shakes her head. “Guess that’s the dichotomy of pleasure and pain, right?”

      “Right.”

      Did Chandler do that to her?

      I lean against the sink. “It’s not okay for someone to hurt you if you don’t like it.”

      “Who says I don’t like it?” She rubs in the concealer. “Look, Kenley, right?” I nod. “I appreciate your concern. I know they gave you that award and everything, but I’m not some damsel in distress. I can take care of myself, I’ve been doing it for a long time.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Rose thought, too.”

      She snorts. “You think Finn Holloway liked it rough?”

      “No, I don’t. But I know that whoever did that to you has done it before to other girls. Girls like you.”

      She blinks and shoves the tube back in my hand. “Rose Waller and I are nothing alike. I’m not a rich girl with a powerful father. I’m also not about to toss myself off a bridge.”

      She adjusts her sweater and storms out of the bathroom. I watch her go, not saying what’s on the tip of my tongue; that more than ever, I’m convinced that Rose didn’t jump off that bridge.

      She was pushed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hot tub?

      I read the text from Ezra twice, feeling the flutter in my lower belly.

      Now?

      It’s late. We have school tomorrow, but that little part of me that loves risk begs me to go for it.

      Ten minutes. I’ll pick you up.

      I meet him on the corner, like the last time he came to get me. This time there’s no hesitation about getting on the back of his bike. It gives me the chance to unabashedly wrap my arms around his body and hold him tight, but tonight he has other plans. I’m okay with it.

      “Is your dad here?” I’ve done my best to avoid Mr. Baxter since our altercation in the kitchen during float building. He made it clear he didn’t think his son should waste his time on a girl like me.

      “No,” he says, leading me through the house and out the back door. Lights from the pool and hot tub cast a glow over the deck. “You need to change?”

      I shake my head. “I’m wearing my suit.”

      He grins and kisses me, pushing at the hem of my shirt. His fingers are warm from his leather gloves, but I still get a chill when he touches me.

      “I’m not. I’ll be right back.” He walks into the guest house.

      I pull off my shirt and jeans, shivering from the sudden cold. I toss them both on a chair and walk over to the hot tub. I’m wearing the bikini that matches the one Rose wore. I still remember the look in Ezra’s eyes that day. He liked it. A lot.

      I dip a toe into the steaming water, feeling the rush of bubbling warmth. I sit, first on the edge, then submerging my lower body. Ezra jogs out the guest house door, shirtless in a pair of black swim trunks.

      His body is amazing. There’s the span of muscles along his long, lean torso and the smooth curve of his biceps and shoulders. He stops by the edge and looks down at me.

      “You’re wearing the bikini.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      He shakes his head and steps down into the water. His grin is deadly. “I’d been hoping to see you in that again.”

      Ezra Baxter is many things, but he sure as hell isn’t shy, and he makes me lose all inhibition, which is why a moment after he gets in the tub, I stand and move in front of him.

      “God, you’re gorgeous,” he says, eyeing my body. He runs a hand down my side, thumb settling on my hip. “Like, not one damn person has a clue you’re walking around with that banging body underneath all those baggy clothes.” I raise an eyebrow. “Okay, maybe two other people, but that’s it.”

      “My clothes aren’t that baggy.”

      “You need to invest in a hoodie shop, babe.”

      I lean forward and kiss him. His tongue slips between my lips, sending a spark of desire through my body. His hands glide down my back and over the curve of my ass, fingers tugging at the edge of my bottoms. My body remembers the last time his hands were that close, how he made me feel, how hard I’d come.

      It throbs and tingles at the memory.

      And the promise of more to come.

      Things have changed since Ezra and I were together. I’m no longer a virgin, and I’ve learned a few things about what guys like. He must sense this as I straddle his hips and press my chest against his, feeling the hard want between us. Hot steam bubbles around us and I grind against him. His mouth and hands grow needy; my nails drag against his warm flesh, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      He pulls back, jaw clenched tight. His fingers brush back damp hair. His thumb tugs at my bottom lip.

      “Talk to me, babe,” he whispers, wanting to know what to do next. “Tell me what you want.”

      My eyes dart to the guest house—the comfortable bed that I know is inside. It’s all the invitation he needs as he stands, lifting me with him. Hot water runs down our bodies, leaving a trail as he carries me across the pool deck to the guest room door. He fumbles with the knob and I laugh at his eagerness. Not much rattles Ezra Baxter.

      In one swift move, he gets it open and shoves his tongue in my mouth; both shut me up.

      Ezra carries me through the room, holding me under my butt. He kisses me the whole time; never stopping, not even when he lays me on the bed and crawls over me. I run my hands along his stomach, pulling at the little tie at the waist of his trunks. He’s hard—erect—his cock straining at the fabric. I reach for him, feeling his length under the damp fabric. His lips burn against my neck, my chest, my stomach, every inch of my body as he shimmies down the bed. I thrust my fingers into his hair, tugging at the dark locks. He stands and I prop up on my elbows, getting a good look at his body. It’s obvious that he’s big, more so than Ozzy, and a flutter of nerves tickles my belly. His thumbs hook in his shorts.

      “You two may want to stop right there.”

      His eyes widen, and I freeze. Both of us look over his shoulder where his father stands in the doorway.

      “Jesus, Dad. Ever think of knocking?” Ezra asks, adjusting himself. He moves, blocking me from his father’s view.

      “It’s my house. I don’t have to knock.”

      I finally break from my trance, thankful I’m still covered even if it’s in the tiny scraps of the bikini. Heat boils under my skin, sheer humiliation. Is he going to call my parents? Who think I’m tucked in my bed right now?

      My eyes meet Mr. Baxter’s as they flick from my chest to my face. “Get dressed and meet me in the house.”

      He exits the room and I sit up, searching around. “Shit, my clothes are outside.”

      “I’ll get them.”

      I scramble off the bed and start pacing. I can’t believe I let this happen. My parents give me a lot of freedom, but this? They’ll crack down on me in a heartbeat. And Mr. Baxter? I shudder, thinking of the way he looked at me. He already told me I wasn’t good enough for his son—and now he caught me like this?

      “Here,” Ezra says, coming back in the room. He hands me my shirt, jeans, and sneakers while tugging his own sweatshirt over his head. “I’m so sorry, KK, he told me he was going out of town. I had no idea he’d be back.”

      “Do you think he’ll call my parents?”

      He runs his hand through his hair—just like I had a few minutes ago when he was kissing my stomach. I pull my shirt on. Then my jeans.

      “I doubt it. He’ll have to explain his own parenting flaws if he does. At the most he probably wants to give us some bullshit don’t-get-pregnant speech. It’s a classic.”

      “He doesn’t think I’m good enough for you.”

      “What?” He frowns. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The final night of float building when I was in the kitchen. He told me that you needed to focus on football—not girls. Not me, for sure.”

      “Too bad that’s not his decision.” My hand shake as I tie my shoes. Ezra steps over and wraps his arms around me. “No one gets to decide who is important to me, KK, especially not my dad,  who’s barely around himself. Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

      “What about your dad?”

      “I’ll deal with him when I get home.”

      The last thing I want is to face Mr. Baxter again, so I follow him to the garage. My heart pounds, not just for myself, but for Ezra. His dad is hard on him. Will this push him over the edge?

      He leaves me by the SUV. “Wait here.”

      He kisses my forehead and walks inside. Angry voices carry through the shut door, but Ezra remerges, jaw clenched tight. He nods for me to get in the car, and I move quickly.

      “Is he pissed?”

      “Yeah, he’s pissed. At me, not you.” The garage door opens, and he backs up. At the end of the driveway he stops the car and says, “My dad is an asshole. Selfish, egotistical, driven. Right now, all he can see is that state ring. I don’t even give a shit about it, but I compromised to keep him off my back.” He holds my eye. “I will not compromise when it comes to you, got it?”

      “We can lay off until the end of the season. It’s okay.”

      He shakes his head. “No, it’s not. He has to understand he doesn’t control everything and everyone. Not you and not me.”

      I take his hand. “Just be careful.”

      He pulls into the street and takes me home, dropping me a few houses away. The lights are still off, meaning Mr. Baxter didn’t call and wake up my parents. I kiss him quickly, then ease out of the car, shutting the door quietly behind me. I wave when I get to the front porch and he drives off.

      My heartrate doesn’t slow until I’m in bed, under the covers. It’s not getting caught that’s bothering me, or even Ezra fighting with this dad. It’s the dark look Mr. Baxter gave me when he looked at me on the bed, barely dressed. It’s the fact he has something on me that he can hold over my head.

      Mr. Baxter already has too much power in this town.

      I don’t want him to have it over me too.
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      Finn

      

      “Ice and rest your shoulder for the rest of the day, and you’ll be fine for the game tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask Jenna, the team trainer, over the sound of tape ripping. I’m sitting on a padded table in the athletic training room. She’s looped the adhesive around my arm to secure a bag of ice to my shoulder. “About the game, that is.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. I mean, if it hurts let me know, but this is just precautionary. Coach Chandler wants you well rested for tomorrow.” Her walkie-talkie crackles and one of the coaches asks her to head out to the field to check on a player. “Close the door when you leave, okay?”

      “Thanks, Jen.”

      “No problem, Finn.” She grins and pushes back her gray hair. “You guys are going to nail the title tomorrow night, but it’ll be a lot harder if you’re not at your best.”

      She walks out, grabbing her cooler of ice and bandages. I look down at the ice pack and shift it a little. It’s cold as fuck, but it masks the slight pain I’d been having since the last game.

      “Finn? What happened?”

      I look up and see Kenley in the door. Her expression is concerned, her blue eyes wide and worried. She steps through the door and drops her backpack by the cabinet filled with supplies.

      “Hey,” I say, happy to see her. “It’s not a big deal. Just icing my shoulder before the game tomorrow night. It’s been a little sore all week.”

      She walks over and touches the ice pack. “You’re sure you aren’t hurt?”

      “Promise. If I was really hurt, Coach would have me at the ER getting x-Rays. He’s just nervous about the game. Brookdale is also undefeated.” I take her hand in mine. “What are you doing here so late?”

      “Just some yearbook business. This whole centennial issue is a huge headache. Twice the content with no more space or budget.” She sighs. “But we’ll figure it out.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “I may also be dreading going to Juliette’s to work on that Lit project tonight. It’s been a long time since I’ve been to her house.”

      Maybe that’s why she looks so tired. Being around Juliette wears me the fuck out, too. “Her mom always has good food,” I offer, with a small grin. She doesn’t smile back. “Hey, what’s really going on?”

      “Last night I went over to Ezra’s. His dad was supposed to be out of town. He wasn’t and walked in on us in a, uh, compromising position.”

      I grimace. “Ezra Senior is a hardass, but it’s not like he can throw stones about his son wanting to be with a beautiful girl.”

      Her cheeks flush at the compliment. “Yeah, well, I get the feeling being with a girl isn’t the issue. It’s being with me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Kenley’s the girl every guy's parents wishes they’d date. Pretty, smart, fun. They have no idea that underneath it all she’s even hotter—adventurous and drop-dead sexy.

      She tells me about the altercation in the Baxters' kitchen during float building—and the way he behaved the night before. “I’m okay as a plaything—but nothing more—and honestly, I guess I could handle that, but it’s the way he looks at me. The way he talks to me. Like I’m gum on the bottom of his shoe.”

      I pull her to me, positioning her between my legs and looping my arms around her neck. “What did Ezra say? He seemed okay this morning.”

      “He was furious last night, but today he just acted like it was no big deal.”

      “I know it’s hard to hear this, but maybe it wasn’t. Ezra Senior is a dick, Kenley. Everyone knows it. He’s out on the side of the field right now watching Ezra’s every move. It doesn’t make what you experienced or how you feel any less valid, but Ez has to deal with that shit every day.” I press my forehead to hers. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “It was so humiliating,” she whispers, eyes watering. “And the way he looked at me—like I was trash.”

      “That’s his problem not yours,” I tell her. “He knows you’re a threat—not just as an easy lay. Ezra could have any girl he wanted, but he picked you, the full damn package. Intelligent, creative, determined, fucking gorgeous. You’re not going to be easily manipulated or sit on a man’s arm like candy. That’s the kind of woman Ezra Senior craves, and it terrifies him that his son doesn’t want the same.”

      She sniffs. “When did you get so eloquent, Finn Holloway?”

      “I’ve always been this way, no one wanted to look past my throwing arm.”

      She lifts her chin and I run my thumb down the column of her neck. Her lips part and I kiss her, feeling the warmth of her mouth, her tongue. I know it’s crazy to talk about her being with one guy and having her in my arms the next—it’s crazy because it feels so incredibly right. Ezra may not be able to be here for her right now, but I can. And I know he’d do the same for me. For Ozzy. For her.

      I take this moment with her—both of us licking our wounds—my body, her soul. I know in my heart that together, we can heal and grow stronger.
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      Kenley

      

      Although Juliette only lives three blocks away, it’s been years since I’ve even walked past her house. Our neighborhood is a series of twisting road and tucked away cul-de-sacs, which means that although we all live close to one another, if your street isn’t on the main drag, it’s not necessary to ever drive down.

      Thankfully.

      A rush of déjà vu rolls over me as I stand on the front porch. I tried to come up with a million reasons not to come tonight. Sick. Slacker. Forgot. The real reason I don’t want to come is that, although Juliette has become less of an enemy in the last month, I can’t say the same about her parents. Monica and I had that awkward exchange during float building, and Coach Chandler? I’m convinced he’s a predator. Probably with Rose. Definitely with Kayla, even if she won’t admit it. The marks on her neck prove it.

      Why didn’t Senor Cortez just let me turn in something alone?

      I press the doorbell and hear it chime in the house. A minute later, Juliette swings it open. A flicker passes between us. Things are different now. We’re not friends, but the energy that fueled our feud is gone.

      “Hi,” I say, crossing the threshold and holding up the bag in my hand. “I brought the heavy cream and butter. Thanks for letting us meet here.”

      “Sure. My mom gets weird during cheerleading season. She wants me home as much as possible at night. You can leave your coat on the hook.” She points to a long rack where two other jackets hang. “Emily and Sadie are already in the kitchen.”

      It’s a good group—all four of us high achievers. We’re required to create a dish from the region we’re studying. It’s that or make a video. Obviously, no one wants to make a video. Plus, we get to eat what we bring to class. That’s why we picked a spice cake.

      I take in the house as we walk down the hall to the kitchen. It’s hard to tell what if anything has changed.  Juliette and I were only friends for a short time. The house isn’t huge—Coach Chandler does work for the school system, after all, but it’s two stories and comfortable. Monica definitely has an eye for decorating.

      Sadie looks up when I walk in the room, looking a little relieved. Neither she or Emily are part of Juliette’s circle—they’ve probably never been here before.

      “Hi,” I say, adding my contribution to the ingredients on the counter. “Tell me one of you is a good cook, because I’m definitely not.”

      “I’ve made enough cupcakes for football players that I should be able to pull it off,” Juliette says. “There are drinks in the fridge, and my mom left out some snacks.”

      I look over at the display of cookies and fruit. Finn was right about that.

      “Are your parents here?” Sadie asks, while I walk over to the sink to wash my hands. I listen over the sound of the rushing water.

      “Dad’s doing last minute game prep at the school. Mom had a meeting, I think.” She opens a cabinet and removes two measuring cups. Emily opens the sugar and flour.

      I rinse off the soap, feeling a sense of relief that neither Monica or the coach is here.

      I shut off the faucet and dry my hands on a paper towel. “Okay,” I say, looking at the mounting supplies. “Tell me what to do.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We ruin the first cake. I’m not even sure how.

      “Oh,” Emily says, frowning at the directions. “It says baking powder. Not soda.”

      “Ah,” we all say in unison, staring at the flattened cake. It’s barely an inch thick.

      “Do we have enough ingredients to make a second one?”

      Sadie takes inventory. “I think so.”

      “And I have baking powder in the cabinet,” Juliette says. There’s a streak of flour on her cheek that’s oddly endearing. “I think we should start over.”

      “Can you point me in the direction of the bathroom?” I ask.

      “Down the hall,” Juliette says, scooping flour into the measuring cup. “Second door on the right.”

      “Thanks.”

      I walk down the hall, passing an open door, then slip into the bathroom. When I come back out, I glance inside the room next door and pause. It’s an office. The football memorabilia implies it’s Coach Chandler’s office.

      I blame the yearbook editor in me for crossing the threshold. There are dozens of framed photos on the wall. They span an athlete’s career. Thistle Cove, the university, a few coaching jobs outside the area and then back to Thistle Cove. A long shelf hangs on the wall filled with awards and trophies. It’s as much of a museum as anything else. I stop before a black and white photo of him in his Viking uniform, the number nineteen in the center of his chest. He’s sweaty, just after a game, with bright eyes. Cradled against his side is Monica, looking so much like Juliette. Her hand is flat against his stomach.

      I lean forward and narrow my eyes.

      Monica’s wearing his clunky state ring around her middle finger.

      “That’s the day we got those rings. I barely wore it before Monica took it for her own.”

      My heart lunges into my throat, and I spin toward the door. Jason Chandler stands just inside. He grins.

      “Hi, Kenley.”

      “Hi,” I sputter, “sorry. I didn’t mean to snoop. I just saw the photos and—”

      “I understand. It’s good stuff.” He places his hands on his hips and adoringly gazes at his memories. “You work on the Valhalla, right?”

      “The editor, yes.”

      “Yes, of course. It’s a big job.”

      “It is,” I agree. “I’m hoping it looks good on my college applications.”

      He nods. “I’m sure it will. Leadership, creativity, organization. Those are all things they’re looking for.”

      “Fingers crossed.” I glance down at his hand. “Speaking of fingers, can I take a picture of your ring? For the yearbook? It’s such an iconic image, you know?”

      He holds up his hand and laughs. “This little thing?”

      I pull out my phone and he lifts up his hand, splaying his fingers. I zoom in, getting all the intricate details. The amethyst stone topped with small diamonds shaped into a “V.” At the top it says “State” and the bottom “Champions.” The sides are a triangle with the letters THS and the year. In the center is the number nineteen.

      “That’s pretty fancy ring.”

      “In two weeks I plan on adding to the collection,” he says with a grin. “By the way, I should thank you for helping Finn.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know you two have gotten close lately—since Rose’s death. He’s needed someone strong in his life to help keep him focused on the positive—on the game.”

      “Finn loves football and is committed to the team. I don’t think anything would have changed that for him.”

      He sets his sapphire eyes on me—the ones that feel like they’re piercing into your soul. “I know the power of having a strong, supportive woman in your life.” He taps the photo of him and Monica in high school, the one with the ring on her finger. “She’s my rock.”

      “Did you know then that she was the one?”

      “From the very beginning when she agreed to go on our first date.”

      “Where was that?”

      “Kendrick’s, actually.”

      “Sounds like a fairytale. I learned the other day that Jacqueline worked at Kendrick’s.”

      A line crosses his forehead. “Who?”

      “Jacqueline Cates,” I say innocently. “She was a year below you. Disappeared? Found murdered? We’re doing a memorial page on her for the Valhalla.”

      “Oh.” He frowns, eyes blank. “Right, Jacqueline. Quirky? A little edgy? I didn’t really know her.”

      “I thought you may have. She was on the debate team with Brice—Mr. Waller. They were friendly.”

      “Brice has always had a separate circle of friends—due to his interest in politics. But yes, I do recall he and Jackie were friends.”

      “She was really pretty.”

      “I guess? She wasn’t exactly my type.”

      That makes me laugh. “Independent, lots of personality, confident, yet restless? That sounds exactly like your type.”

      His eye twitches. “What are you talking about, Kenley?”

      My heart hammers in my chest, pounding like a runaway freight train. I try to keep my voice level when I say, “I know about Rose, and girls like Kayla James.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean? Yes, they’re both students, or were. At times, both came to me for assistance.”

      “Is it like that movie with Matthew McConaughey? The one with the joke about how he loves high school girls, because even though he gets older, the girls just stay the same age?”

      “I think you’re confused.”

      “No, I don’t think I am.” My hand fists at my side. “I know you were sleeping with Rose. And I know she was looking for wealthier, more connected men. Is that what happened with Jacqueline? She wanted more, too? Someone with bigger dreams than a high school football coach? Or was Jacqueline an accident? One you didn’t make a second time and is why they still haven’t found Rose’s body.”

      He stares at me, all the compassion drained from his eyes. “These are bold and preposterous accusations.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “You know nothing. All I’ve done is work hard for this town. And yes, that includes my students—some young women that need help. It also includes the young men that I assist in building, not just athletic careers, but character. I know you’ve got it in your mind you’re some kind of Nancy Drew that will solve all the crimes in Thistle Cove to absolve your guilt over abandoning your friend in her time of need, but it won’t. Rose is gone because she was a troubled young woman. Not because of any kind of inappropriate relationship.”

      “You took advantage of Rose—your closeness to her family, to Juliette.”

      The flicker of a smile tugs at his lips. “Oh, someone taking advantage of Rose, that’s the truth. Who had a jealous grudge against Rose? Who was the social outcast? Who immediately hooked up with her boyfriend days after she went missing?” His jaw tightens. “If anyone had a motive to get rid of Rose Waller, it was you.”

      The accusation hits hard—the truths and the lies. “You’re seriously trying to pin this on me? I know what you did, Chandler, and I know what you’re doing.” I take a step forward. “I think you’ve always had a thing for the strong girls at Thistle Cove. I also think you like it rough, and I think that sometimes you get out of control. I may not be able to prove you murdered anyone, but I think the administration would be interested to hear about the special assistance you’re giving female students.”

      “Who do you think they’re going to believe? The hometown hero or the pesky, jealous teenager?” He holds my eye. “I think it’s time for you to leave and while you’re at it, take a long, deep look at yourself and why you’re fabricating this story.”

      I open my mouth to say something else, to try to get him to budge, but a movement in the doorway forces both of us to look away. Juliette stands in the hall, eyes dark, expression sad.

      “Kenley?” she asks eyes flicking between me and her father. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, swallowing back a surge of emotions. “Yeah, I was just talking to your dad about some yearbook stuff.” I check the time. “I really need to go. Sorry I can’t stay to finish the cake. I’ll tell Senor Cortez tomorrow.”

      I walk down the hall, Juliette follows. I grab my backpack and my coat off the hook.

      She doesn’t speak, but I feel her eyes on me as I walk out the door, the sensation heavy with knowledge and the accusation. I’m threatening to blow up her family. And for some reason, I don’t think she’s going to be the one to stop me.
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      Ezra

      

      Game day goes by in a blur. Class, lunch, pep rally. The whole school is excited about the game. Coach is fired up—giving a rousing speech to the packed gym. For the first time, I feel like a quasi-celebrity, or as I like to call it, the Finn Holloway effect. It’s noticeable as I walk through the school in my purple and gold tie; teachers, students—male and female—look at me differently.

      Not like a thug.

      Or a drug dealer.

      Or a delinquent.

      And as good as it makes me feel, boosting up my already inflated ego, none of it matters. Only one person’s opinion matters, and I’ve been scared as hell to talk to her for the past two days.

      I still can’t believe my father did that.

      The game’s at home and since Coach doesn’t want us on the road or late, the Booster Club set up a dinner for us in the cafeteria. The cheerleaders, dance team, band, trainers, and everyone else affiliated with the team. I don’t know if it’s Coach Chandler’s motivational speech or what, but it feels good to be part of something bigger than myself.

      “Okay guys, it’s about time to suit up,” Coach says once we’ve finished eating. I stand and walk with Finn to toss my trash. I’ve just dumped my plate when he jabs me with his elbow. I look up and he nods to the door that leads to the hallway. Kenley waves from the opening.

      “Come on,” Finn says, taking a quick look over his shoulder to see if anyone is watching. Most of the team is heading out the opposite door, toward the locker rooms.

      We slip out the door and into the deserted hallway.

      “Hey,” Finn says. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” Kenley smiles at the two of us. “Just wanted to wish you luck before the game.”

      I’m a little nervous about seeing her. I feel so shitty about how my dad treated her the other day. We’ve texted and talked a little in class but there hasn’t been time to really get into it.

      “You nervous?” she asks us.

      Finn shakes his head. “Nah. Just another step toward the prize. Brookside is going down.”

      “Good,” she says, reaching for his waist. “Kiss for luck?”

      Finn’s eyebrow lifts, and he quickly glances back at me before sliding his arms around Kenley’s back. I’m taken back to the day in the little cottage when she told us she wanted to date all three of us. Watching her kiss Ozzy and Finn had been a thrill. Seeing her and Holloway kiss now?

      Fucking hot.

      His jaw tenses and her pink tongue licks against his. His hands dip beneath the hem of her shirt, and my stomach burns at the memory of her body underneath mine. When they part, her eyes flick to mine and the small smile on her mouth lets me know I’m less spectator and more of a quiet participant. I can wait my turn.

      Finn releases her, his eyes slightly glazed. She walks over to me and twists my shirt in her fingers. I brush her hair back over her shoulder and say, “I’m really sorry about the other night.”

      “Not a big deal. Embarrassing? Yes. End of the world? No.”

      God, she’s incredible.

      “Go out there tonight and show your dad that you’ve got this, okay?”

      My chest warms. “Okay.”

      “And if he acts like a dick, know that I’ll be in the stands cheering you on. Me and Ozzy, okay?”

      I smile. Any girl that calls my father a dick is a fucking keeper. “Got it.”

      She laughs and pushes up on her toes. I wrap my arms around her and lift her up, raising her up to meet me. Her mouth is hot, her tongue quick, bolts of lightning shoot under my skin. I’m already ramped up for the game, but this? This is next level. As much as I want to keep kissing her I know we’ve got a game to get to and reluctantly lower her back to the ground.

      “If that’s what we get for luck, what happens if we win the game?” I ask, squeezing her fingers.

      Her eyebrow raises. “You win the game and come find me after. I’ll be more than happy to congratulate you.”

      Jesus. Under that sweet little façade is a dirty girl threatening to come out.

      “See you after the game.” Finn winks and pushes the cafeteria door open.

      “Thanks, babe.”

      “Good luck.” She waves, and we walk through the door.

      The cafeteria is empty, other than a few Booster members cleaning up. Monica Chandler smiles as we pass by. Once we’re out the other door, I look at Finn and say, “How the hell did we ever let that girl slip through our fingers?”

      “I don’t know, man,” he says, shaking his head, “but I’m damn sure glad we got her back."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thirty minutes later, I tug my football pants up and lace them at the waist. Finn rummages through his locker, dropping his gloves, socks, and jersey on the bench.

      “Ez,” Finn says, shutting his locker door. “Can you help me wrap my shoulder?”

      “Sure.” I follow him toward the training room.

      We pass by the Coach’s office and he calls out, “Finn, I need you for a minute.”

      I wait outside, between the office and the training room. Jen’s inside wrapping Carlos’ ankle. Coach Chandler’s voice carries.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks Finn.

      “Good. Strong. My shoulder isn’t bothering me.”

      “Excellent. I feel like you’re prepared.”

      “Yep, me, too.”

      “I want to make sure that you’re 110% mentally and physically. If there’s anything bothering you, tell me now so we can free your mind. Girls. Fears. Injuries.”

      “I’m good, Coach. Everything is going well.”

      I hear Coach’s chair creak. “I heard from Ezra Baxter—senior. He told me about catching the Keene girl and Ezra together the other night in a very compromising position.”

      “Excuse me?” Finn’s voice is even—restrained.

      “I know you’ve been seeing her. I’m assuming it’s not exclusive?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure why we’re talking about this? Now?”

      “Because this is a test, Holloway. Do you have the mettle to push aside your emotions and focus on the biggest damn game of your life? Because petty bullshit will derail your focus. It’s also the kind of fuel you may need to focus everything on a win. Football is your life, Holloway. Your future. Girls…well they’re good for a release, but after the Waller girl…you should realize that it’s better not to get attached. This Kenley Keene isn’t any different. She’s not loyal. She’s not committed. She doesn’t understand your drive or determination. Your sacrifice. She’s looking for a popular guy and now that Ezra’s on the team, and doing well, it’s obvious she’ll spread her legs for anyone.”

      My blood boils under my skin, dark anger pumping through my veins. He’s one word short of calling Kenley a whore. I fight the urge to barge into the room and tell him the fuck off.

      I don’t need to. Finn’s got me beat.

      “With all due respect, Coach Chandler, I’d rather not discuss my dating life with you, particularly right before the biggest game of my life, but I’ll tell you something,” his tone hard, “you don’t know anything about Kenley Keene, and you sure as hell will never talk about her in a disrespectful way again or I’ll focus my drive and determination into kicking your ass.”

      “Holloway—”

      “No,” he says, voice lowering, “I know about you and Rose. You destroyed her, there’s no way in hell I’m letting you do the same to another girl I care about.”

      He walks out, jaw tight, eyes cutting my way.

      “Did you hear that?” he asks, walking down the hall and out the back door. It slams behind us.

      “Yeah, all of it.”

      “Fucking dick.”

      “He’s stirring up shit,” I say.

      “Or,” he replies, running his hand through his hair, “Kenley’s already stirred it first.”

      Finn’s right. What Chandler just said wasn’t a first shot. It was a defensive move. Trying to get ahead of the game. It was desperate, vile, and most of all, he showed his hand. Kenley’s onto something, and he knows it.

      “We need to talk to her after the game,” he says. “Because if he really did something to Rose? To Jacqueline? He could hurt her.”

      “After the game, we put a stop to this. Go to McMichael. Or my dad.”

      Finn holds out his fist, and I punch it with my own.

      No matter what happens at the end of the night, win or lose, everything at Thistle Cove High is about to change.
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      Kenley

      

      The stands are packed—both Thistle Cove and Brookside came out in force to support their teams. The charge of energy is palpable. The players are nervous on the sidelines, the cheerleaders frantic. The bands compete from opposites sides of the field; the sound of drumbeats and horns clashing. I wrap my hand around Ozzy’s both for warmth and to steady my nerves. I know this is a big deal to my boys.

      There’s no sneaking under the bleachers tonight—we’re both focused on the game. At the start of the fourth quarter, we’re up by six. Definitely not enough of a lead.

      I watch for number fourteen, Finn, in the middle of the pack. He’s focused. Determined. I felt it in his kiss. He wants this bad, and I want it for him.

      And Ezra? Number seventeen. He’s a little different. He’s out there proving himself after three years of messing around. His dad, Coach Chandler, the team, but most of all he needs to prove to himself that he can do something and do it right. He adjusts his helmet and bends, getting into position. Finn calls the play, the ball snaps, and everyone scatters.

      I tighten my grip on Ozzy’s hand, feeling the cool silver of his ring pushing into my skin.

      Brookside is fast, and our guys are having a hard time keeping Finn in the clear. The good news is that he’s faster, which means he makes his passes, but more than once he’s tackled seconds after the ball leaves his hands and slammed to the ground.

      I flinch as he takes the hit, pressing my face into Ozzy’s arm.

      “He’ll be okay,” he says, fingers linked with mine. The crowd cheers when Ezra runs over to Finn and helps him off the ground.

      “This is nerve wracking,” I say.

      Another play—this time a long, spiraled pass gracefully spins off Finn’s fingertips. I leap to my feet, dragging Ozzy to me.

      “Run, Ezra, run!” I shout, watching as Ezra makes a break, number seventeen blazing down the sideline. As he crosses into the end zone, his arms lift in the air, and the ball lands in them, like a baby cradled against his side.

      That puts us up by twelve. I kiss Ozzy on the cheek and say, “Now that we’ve got a solid lead, I’m going to risk going to the bathroom. Need anything from concessions?”

      “No, thanks,” he squeezes my hand one last time. “I’ll save your seat.”

      I squeeze through the crowd, passing the cluster of parents and teachers. My mom is in deep conversation with Regina Waller. Monica sits on the other side, glancing up when she sees me. I avert my eyes and spot Shannon and wave. I need to call her tomorrow and tell her my suspicions on Chandler. I’m trying my hardest to let tonight be about this game, about the boys, and not ruin it with my theories.

      The bathroom is heated, and I take a moment to thaw out. Winter is rushing toward us and I run my hands under the warm water. I look down at my palm and see a weird imprint. Strange lines. I rub at it, then remember Ozzy’s ring. I’d been holding his hand so tight it left a mark, an indentation.

      I stare at it for a long minute, pieces of a puzzle slowly clicking into place.

      Holy shit.

      A group of middle schoolers walk in, making noise as I’m reaching for my phone. I push through the door and wave my way through the crowd, looking for a quiet spot. It’s a fool’s endeavor because I’m in the middle of a huge football game. The crowd, the band, the cheerleaders, horns and bells. I see a break in the crowd and head toward it—walking out the gate and into the parking lot.

      I press the button to call Janice’s number when I’m close to my car.

      It goes straight to voicemail.

      “Hey,” I say, putting the call on speaker so I can text at the same time. “It’s Kenley. I’m going to send you a picture. I think, no, I’m pretty damn sure I know what made that bruise on Jacqueline’s face. It’s an indention from a ring. A state championship ring.  A triangle. The faint shapes are a number. Nineteen—”

      In the car window I see a shadow move behind me. My heart jumps in my throat and I spin.

      “Hey,” I say, quickly hanging up. “What are you—”

      The punch comes so fast I don’t feel the impact on my face. I stumble back, head slamming on the side mirror of the car. Black spots swim in my vision and I try to stay upright by holding onto the side of the car. I face my attacker but it’s too late, the second punch knocks me out.
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      Ozzy

      

      The scoreboard clock runs down, ticking off the final seconds of the game, and Kenley hasn’t returned. I’m standing, but so is the rest of the crowd, pumped up and excited about a Thistle Cove win. I pull out my phone.

      Oz: Where are you?

      The final buzzer goes off, igniting the entire student body and everyone on the field. I push down, hoping I can find Kenley down by the track. She probably couldn’t get back to the seats and waited down below so she could get to the guys after the game.

      Except she’s not down by the track. I follow the surge of fans on to the field. Two players dump a cooler of Gatorade over Chandler’s head. He grins with victory—the light of a win flashing in his eyes. Finn and Ezra and are in the middle of celebrations. The football kind—butt slaps and high fives. I find them together.

      “Congrats guys,” I say. “Well done.”

      Finn’s eyes meet mine, eyebrows raised. Where is she?

      I shake my head and shrug, then check my phone again.

      No reply.

      A heavy gloved hand comes down on my shoulder. Ezra. “Where’s Kenley?”

      “She went down to the bathroom after your touchdown. She never came back.”

      His eyes search over everyone’s head, and a feeling of unease builds in my stomach. “You guys do this. I’ll go find her.” I push out my fist and they both bump theirs against mine. “Maybe she wanted to just celebrate with you on her own.” A sparkly cheerleader jumps on one of the players. “Away from all this craziness.”

      “We’ll meet you out front,” Finn says as he’s being pulled away by a teammate.

      I comb through the crowd but Kenley’s nowhere to be found. I ask a girl to check the bathroom. When I describe her, she says, “Oh, she was in here a while ago. She left though. I think she was calling someone.”

      “Did you see her again?”

      She shakes her head and runs off with her friends.

      At the gate I bump into Shannon Hughes. “Hey—have you seen Kenley?”

      “Not since the fourth quarter. She was headed down below.”

      “Yeah, I can’t find her.”

      “It’s pretty crazy in here. Maybe she’s waiting for you by the car?”

      “Maybe. Thanks.” I start toward the gate. The crowd is thinning now and there’s a long line of cars waiting to get out of the parking lot. I cross the median to get to the student lot where Kenley’s car is among those left. I walk toward the Honda, eyes scanning the lot. A sinking feeling settles in my stomach. Something isn’t right.

      “Ozzy!” I spin when I hear my name. Janice Hill crosses the parking lot. “Hey, have you seen Kenley?”

      “I’m looking for her. I haven’t seen her since the fourth quarter.”

      Two other figures walk our way. It’s Finn and Ezra. Changed out of their uniforms but it’s obvious they didn’t shower.

      “Any word?” Finn asks.

      I check my phone and shake my head.

      “She called me,” Janice says. “She said she knew what caused the bruise on Jacqueline Cates’ face and sent me a picture.”

      She holds up the phone. It’s a photo of a ring—the Thistle Cove State Championship ring. The number nineteen is on the side.

      “That’s Chandler’s,” Ezra says.

      “The message ended abruptly. I think maybe she got cut off.”

      “Do you think she’s right?” Finn asks. “About the bruise?”

      Janice holds up another photo. It’s a blown-up image of Jacqueline’s face. The bruise is obviously hard to see, but with context, it’s easy to make out the imprint of a triangle and indentions from the raised design. “She may not be wrong.”

      “Chandler tried to warn me off of Kenley this afternoon,” Finn says. “We got the idea that maybe she said something to him.”

      “She did,” a voice says. We all look up and see Juliette standing a few feet away. She’s still in her cheerleading uniform but her eyes are red, and she looks anything but happy. “She confronted my dad last night at my house.”

      “He’s been at the game all night. It’s not like he could do anything to her,” I say.

      Juliette takes a step forward. “Because my dad isn’t the one that she should be afraid of—it’s my mom.”
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      Kenley

      

      I wake with a jerk, my body being flung forward, followed by a flash of light and a slam. I blink, acclimating myself, and see that I’m in a car. The seatbelt is holding me in place. I reach for the door, but it flings open. Monica Chandler stands in the dark, a small, dark gun in her hand.

      “Mrs. Chandler?” I ask, reaching up, then realizing my hands are bound. My head throbs, and I remember falling in the parking lot. And being hit. By Monica.

      With surprising strength, the slim woman reaches in the car and unlatches the seat belt. Before I can react, she yanks me out.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Walk,” she says, pushing me forward. We’re in an area of pitch-black dark, her phone the only light. I take a step forward out of fear of what she’ll do to me if I don’t, and stumble down a path.

      When we’re surrounded by thick brush, I ask, “Mrs. Chandler, what are you doing?”

      “Cleaning up Jason’s messes. Like always.”

      “What?”

      “This is what being Jason Chandler’s wife means, Kenley. He gets the glory. I get to clean up his mess. It’s not new. I’ve been doing it for decades. He fucks around, screws up, and then comes crying to me to solve his problems. You, Kenley Keene, are a problem, which means it’s time for me to come up with a solution.”

      My head pounds and it’s so dark that it’s very hard to focus on walking and talking at the same time. What did Monica just say? She cleans up Coach Chandler’s problems? And she considers me one?

      I twist around. “Was Jacqueline a problem?”

      “Jacqueline was his first,” she says, nudging me forward with the barrel of the gun. I try not to recoil. “Not his first first…that was me. He was sweet, gentle, and respectful. But there’s another side to Jason. The competitive, win-at-all-costs guy that sees everything, including sex, through a lens of victory. Jacqueline was independent. A spitfire. Loved to argue. And the minute Jason saw her, he wanted her.”

      “And she didn’t want him?” I’m trying to follow.

      “Oh, she did. It was one of those opposites attract, hate-fuck situations. She liked it as much as he did, more actually. She had no plans on staying in Thistle Cove, and he couldn’t handle that and took it out on her during sex. Nearly choked her to death and left an ugly mark. She was upset. I’m the one that picked her up off the road that night under the guise of talking about what a jerk Jason was. We went down by the water, and we got in a fight. I punched her in the face and jumped on her, wrapping my hands over the marks Jason had already given her. I strangled her and left her there.’

      My heart hammers at the confession. It’s bold and unremorseful. I remember the bruise. “You were wearing his ring.”

      “The ring that signified that he was mine, something she didn’t give a shit about.”

      “So all of this is Jacqueline’s fault?”

      “Jason is flawed. He may have strayed, may have had desires I couldn’t—wouldn’t—fulfill, but he’ll always be mine.”

      We turn a corner on the path and a small clearing is up ahead. Suddenly it becomes obvious where we are. Monica’s light flashes a few feet away, and I see the wooden staircase leading to Rose’s cottage.

      With the gun aimed on me, she climbs the steps and opens the door. Using the gun to direct me, she urges me inside. I climb the steps, and she reaches around me to turn on the light. We haven’t been out here since Rose’s memorial service and it doesn’t look like anyone else has either. I flip on the light, casting a glow over the miniature-sized room.

      “Sit.”

      I drop into one of the armchairs. Even if I could use my hands, there are no weapons here. An almost empty bottle of whisky. The small box that contained Ezra’s last stash of weed. Harry Styles smirking down at me from the poster on the wall.

      Rose’s murderer sits across from me, gun pointed at my chest.

      “I wonder if he fucked her here?” she asks absently. “Jason and Rose. He’d had his eye on her from the moment she turned sixteen. I could see it on his face. I warned her, but she didn’t care. Rose was like Jacqueline, a challenge. She loved the adventure, the risk. They were the perfect match—or so he thought—except also like Jacqueline, Rose had bigger dreams than fucking a high school coach. She wanted money. Independence. A life outside of this small town, and when she tried to break it off with him and he didn’t handle it well, she threatened to expose him.” She pushes back her hair. “Getting caught with Jackie would have been social suicide, but he was a jock. He could get away with it. Sleeping with Rose? A student? His best friend’s daughter? That’s a different ball game, a career ender. And I’d worked too hard to establish our life here—Juliette’s life here—for Rose to destroy it.”

      “So you killed Rose? To protect his reputation?”

      “To protect our lives.” Her eyes glaze over slightly. “She almost made it. Skipping school. Avoiding her friends' and family’s calls. Fate made me come upon her alone on that bridge while the rest of the town was at the bonfire.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you want to know. She jumped.”

      The fall is long. There are rocks at the bottom and the current into the bay is swift. She wouldn’t be the first to jump off Carter’s Bridge and not survive.

      “And the money?” Ezra reported that she had money—most likely given to her by BD.

      “It’s hidden.”

      “Why didn’t you just turn him in? Save yourself and Juliette?” I ask, pushing back the wave of nausea of knowing the truth about Rose.

      “Because he’s all I’ve got—he’s all I’ve ever had. I’ll always protect him.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because it feels good to get it off my chest, Kenley, and I know that you desperately wanted the truth.” She smiles. “Happy, now? Unfortunately, in a town like Thistle Cove, the truth has consequences. I told you that weeks ago, but you didn’t listen. You just had to push and push and push.”

      She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a medicine bottle. Her hands shake as she opens the lid and dumps out a handful.

      “I took the liberty of already writing a note. Your family and friends will think you were devastated about losing Rose. Particularly the guilt you felt about not helping her when she came to you. It’s been too much, and you just want the pain to stop.”

      She leans over and forces my jaw open. I kick her shin and she stomps on my foot. I feel the bitterness of the pills as they hit my tongue. I push them out but she shoves the top of the whisky bottle into my mouth, the warm, burning liquid spilling down my lips. I feel the pills catch on my throat but it’s too late. She gets them in and wipes her hands on her pants.

      “I’m sorry, Kenley. You seemed like a nice girl. Juliette chose the wrong friend when we moved here. Things could have been very different.”

      The room grows fuzzy, her voice slow. I try to speak but no words come out. Rose, Jacqueline, and I may not have had the same death, but Monica Chandler’s dark eyes were the last thing we all saw.
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      Finn

      

      “Are they in the house?” Ezra asks, voice more panicked than I knew possible.

      “No,” Juliette says. She holds up her phone—the GPS tracker for her mother’s phone indicating she’s nearby. Janice drives past the Wallers' driveway. “There! Her SUV!”

      Janice pulls her car over—a Channel 8 News SUV. Ezra, Ozzy, and I look at one another. This is far from the house but close to an out of the way spot.

      “The cottage,” Ozzy says pushing open his door.

      “What cottage?” Juliette asks, but it dawns on her a moment later. “Rose’s playhouse?”

      “It’s down that path,” Ezra says, flashing his phone light toward the cleared trail.

      “Why would she bring her here?” Juliette seems frozen. Confused.

      “I don’t know,” I say, heading toward the path, “but I don’t think we have time to think about it.”

      Ezra’s a step behind me, both of us pumped up on adrenaline. I’m not losing another girl, and I’m sure as hell not letting anyone take Kenley from me. It took me too damn long to get her back in my life.

      The light bounces as we run, and I see footprints in the soft dirt. We round a large tree and there it is, the cottage. Lights on.

      I start for the stairs, but Ezra grabs me and pulls me back. “We need to be careful.”

      We each take a side, flanking the door. Ezra reaches out and twists the knob, pushing it open. A figure moves to the doorway just as Juliette bursts from the trail, across from the cottage.

      An explosion rips through the air, screaming past my ears. I flinch and look at Ezra. Monica Chandler’s in the doorway, gun in her hand, barrel smoking.

      “Oh my God,” she cries, hand moving to her mouth.

      I reach for the gun, pulling it out of her grip. She doesn’t fight. She’s fallen, eyes straight ahead. Juliette stands with her eyes wide, mouth agape. A blossom of red is spilling across her yellow-gold top. Ozzy lunges for her, catching her before she falls.

      “Mama?” she whispers, touching the blood.

      “Call 911!” Ozzy shouts. Janice is already on the phone.

      Ezra wraps his arms around Monica, who howls like a wounded animal. “No! No! No!”

      I push past them and into the cottage. Kenley’s in the armchair, face resting on the cushion. Peaceful other than the smear of lipstick around her mouth.

      “KK, hey,” I say touching her cheek. She’s still warm but her cheeks and lips are pale. “KK! Wake up!”

      “The ambulance is coming,” Janice calls from outside the cottage.

      I pick Kenley up and cradle her in my arms. “Don’t leave me, Kenley Keene. Never leave me.”

      I repeat the words like a mantra, pushing out every other sound and emotion. That’s where I stay, stroking her golden hair, until the sirens cut through the night, determined not to lose another girl in Thistle Cove.
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      Kenley

      

      “Kenley.”

      “Kenley.”

      “Kenley.”

      It feels like the word—my name—has been on repeat, rattling around my brain.

      “We got the medicine out of Kenley’s system. She should wake up at any time. The best thing you can do is be here for her when she does.”

      I’m here! I want to say, feeling lost in a deep, dark cave.

      “Thank god you boys were able to find her,” a voice—no, my mother—says. “If we’d lost her…”

      “No one is going to take Kenley away from us, Mrs. Keene. I promise you that.”

      I push through the dark, the pounding pain in my head, the strained muscles in my stomach and with what feels like more exertion than I knew possible, I open my eyes.

      The first thing I see is my mother with three boys, my boys.

      “Mom?”

      Her eyes snap in my direction. “Kenley!” She looks over her shoulder. “Can you boys go find her father?”

      Ozzy’s relieved eyes hold mine. “Yep.”

      Ezra and Finn seem hesitant to leave, and I don’t want them to.

      “We’ll be right back,” Finn says.

      The door shuts, and I look at my mom.

      “Did you say they saved me?”

      “They were panicked when they couldn’t find you after the game. And Juliette—” she pauses, “she tracked down her mom using the GPS on her phone. That’s how they knew to go to the cottage.”

      I think about Monica shoving the bitter pills into my mouth. The look of desperation on her face. “Where’s Mrs. Chandler?”

      Or Jason Chandler?

      Emotion flickers across her face. Anger. Sadness. Grief. “Arrested. She confessed to everything.” She brushes my hair back. “We can get into all of that soon, don’t worry. You’re safe.”

      The door opens, and my dad runs in, the doctor a few steps behind. The guys, I can sense them out in the hall. I feel better just knowing they’re close. I want to talk to them and find out what happened—I can tell from everyone’s expressions there’s more than they’re saying. Something is being kept from me, but I’m alive. The boys are here, and everyone knows the truth about the Chandlers.

      For once, there are no more secrets.
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* * *

      The truth comes out in painful tidbits. Monica, thinking she was about to get caught, aimed her gun into the dark and shot Juliette. The bullet went straight through her shoulder and she lost a lot of blood, but she survived.

      Monica confessed to everything, taking all the blame for Jacqueline and Rose’s deaths. She admitted that her intense, overwhelming jealousy got the best of her. Thirty years ago, she was jealous of the smart girl on the debate team. That envy shifted, the focus turned on her daughter’s beautiful best friend. Anyone that could threaten her relationship with Jason was considered expendable. She tried to kill me because I figured it out, and she’d be taken from her husband.

      “I just think it’s too soon,” Dad says the day after I’m released. “I know you’re doing your job, but she’s been through hell. I don’t want her to have to relive it.”

      “I understand your concern, but the sooner we get her statement, the more accurate it will be.”

      “Why do you need it?” Mom says. “Monica confessed.”

      “She also has a good lawyer who will try to get that confession tossed out.” Chief McMichael sighs. “We need to hear from Kenley.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, revealing myself from my hiding place on the stairs. “I want to talk to the Chief.”

      “Honey—” Mom starts. The problem is that they’ve seen the other side of this. The one where the girl doesn’t come home. Rose. And they’re in over-protective mode.

      “Seriously, Mom. I experienced it. You can’t take that away.” I look at the Chief. “I want to help.”

      My parents give each other a wary look, but finally leave us alone. We sit across from one another at the kitchen table. A large vase of freshly cut orange daisies sits in the middle of the table. It’s not the only one. Deliveries come several times a day and sit on almost every surface. Most sent by people I don’t know. My mom collects the cards in a basket in the dining room.

      “Well, now we know what happened to Jacqueline,” I say, knowing it’s a case that plagued him for decades.

      “We do. As much as I don’t like the danger you put yourself in, I appreciate your tenacity, so does her family.” He grimaces, eyes cast down.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’ve spoken with Ozzy and Janice Hill. I know that you accused Jason Chandler of an inappropriate relationship with Rose Waller.”

      “And I was right. Monica admitted it.”

      “Well,” he rubs his chin, “although Monica has confessed to killing both girls, she’s claiming that her jealousy was unfounded and irrational. She’s adamant that Jason Chandler never had relationships with either girl.”

      “What? No, he did, and not just with them. Other girls too, like Kayla James!”

      He nods. “I know. Ozzy told me that. Ezra also confirmed that he’d overheard a questionable conversation between Coach Chandler and Kayla. Unfortunately, the girl denies it.”

      I stare down at my hands, feeling the walls caving in. Monica is crazy, but Coach Chandler is a predator. “Isn’t it enough to open an investigation? At least through the school?”

      “Jason Chandler is a hometown hero, Kenley. He just led the boys to a region win. State is around the corner. No one wants an upheaval at a time like this. He has the backing of the school administration, the town council, and parents.”

      “Brice Waller is really going to support him even though Monica forced Rose off that bridge?”

      “They’ve been friends for a long time.”

      “You mean they’ve been protecting one another for a long time.”

      His jaw tightens, and he looks so tired. I know this has to suck for him, too. “What you’re saying is that Monica is just going to take the fall for this and everything in Thistle Cove will go back to normal.”

      Whatever that is.

      “I’m telling you that a killer is off the streets. I’m hoping it’s enough to make Jason Chandler think about his actions.”

      “I doubt it,” I mutter.

      “You’re a smart, strong young woman, Kenley. You did what the rest of us couldn’t by getting under her skin. I’m sorry she hurt you. I’m so sorry she killed Rose and Jacqueline. I’m going to keep the pressure on Chandler; he knows we’re watching, and if he steps out of line again, we’ll be there.”

      I nod, pretending like it’s enough, but it’s not. Not by a long shot. The walls of the system, the patriarchy, the fears and traditions of this little town continue to close in. I understand why Jacqueline wanted out of Thistle Cove, why Rose was running away; unless you want to play by their rules, it’s too dangerous to live here.
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      The following month goes by in a blur.

      Brice Waller wins his election by a landslide, ousting the former longstanding mayor. After Monica’s confession, Brice gained national attention. The country was riveted by how this man pushed through the devastation of losing a daughter, first to suspected suicide, then to find out she’d been murdered. He’s become an icon for politicians—stoic and strong. Jason Chandler stood on the podium next to him during his first post-win speech. Both victims. Best friends. Mr. Baxter only a few feet away. Thirty years and they’re still thick as thieves. Not even murder can pull them apart. There’s talk that if his first term goes well, he may be considered for a higher position in state government. Who says scandal doesn’t pay?
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* * *

      “We’re definitely getting better at this,” Ozzy says, lips pressed against my neck. A shiver prickles down my skin.

      “At sex or doing it in the car?” I ask, licking his ear. He squirms—ticklish. I can’t help but laugh, too.

      “Both.”

      We’re in the back of the Honda. After a couple of tries, we found the best position. Ozzy sits, and I straddle his legs. I wore a skirt for the game—another way that we’ve gotten better, smarter. I can feel him deep inside, see his face, kiss his mouth. His hands have the freedom to roam, although he spends an inordinate amount of time on my tits. He can’t get enough of them, and the truth is I’ve discovered how sensitive they are and can’t get enough of it either.

      The game—the big one—starts in an hour, giving Ozzy and I time to kill. Once it’s over my attention will be on Ezra and Finn. Commiserating or celebrating. It’s a big deal regardless, and Ozzy and I both needed to expend a little nervous energy.

      We fall into a rhythm, his thumbs digging into my hips. Ozzy’s eyes glaze over, consumed by lust—or maybe something else. We haven’t said it, but I feel it. I feel it in the pit of my stomach, in the center of my chest, across every inch of my skin.

      I love him.

      And I’m starting to love the others, too.

      The coil in my lower belly builds, and I focus on his mouth, his lips, his tongue. I roll my hips, something I know he likes, and he clings to me like he’s afraid I’ll take off. His touch is painfully gentle, his breath hot, and we fall into the ebb just before we shatter. Ozzy’s head falls into my shoulder and my teeth sink into his flesh, trying to stifle a deep-seated moan, but failing miserably.

      “Yeah,” he says, leaning his head back against the seat. “Definitely getting better.”

      He tucks a piece of hair behind my ear and runs his fingers down my sweat sticky neck. We redress, Ozzy searching the floorboards for his clothes. Instead, he holds up a handful of business cards from under the seat.

      “Lose these?”

      I frown trying to place them, then remember the night I’d taken them from Ezra’s kitchen.

      “Just shove them in that little console,” I say, working my panties back on.

      “I almost lost my mind when you went missing that night,” he confesses. “Promise me no more trouble.”

      “I promise,” I reply, sealing it with a kiss. “Besides, we live in Thistle Cove. The one murderer we had is now in jail. What kind of trouble do you think I’m going to get into?”

      He shakes his head, a small smile tugging at his lips. “For some reason I have the feeling that if there’s any way around, you’ll find it.”

      He’s wrong though, I’m swearing off trouble. Not because I don’t seek the truth and justice, but because I’ve learned there is no such thing in a place like Thistle Cove. I’m better off leaving it alone.
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* * *

      The final buzzer blares, calling the end of the game. Thirty-six to thirty-four. Vikings win.

      Ozzy keeps his fingers laced with mine, even once we’re among the throng of fans rushing the field. He lost me once at a game like this. He’s not letting it happen again.

      “They’re going to be unbearable,” Ozzy says, but he’s smiling, as proud as everyone else.

      “Completely,” I agree. I push through the cheerleaders and parents and launch myself at Finn. He smells awful, but at the same time, so good. Like victory.

      “Congratulations.”

      His arms squeeze tight. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I can.”

      It takes everything in me not to shove my tongue down his throat and congratulate him properly. Later, I remind myself. I can do that later.

      He releases me, and I step back. Finn had an incredible game and everyone will want a piece of him tonight. I’ve waited years for him, I can wait longer. He shares me and for tonight, I can share him.

      “You killed it out there, man,” Ozzy says, bro-hugging Ezra. I step forward but his eyes dart over my shoulder. I glance back. Mr. Baxter’s watching. That still hasn’t been resolved and since the stuff with Monica and Jason Chandler…things are actually worse.

      “Congratulations, Ez.”

      He steps forward and pulls me into a chaste hug. “Don’t let him freak you out.”

      “Too late.”

      His fingers squeeze mine, and I know that Ezra’s solid. His dad is just an obstacle, one we’ll get past. With football over, he’ll get distracted again, I have little doubt about that.

      They’re called over by the Coach, and I ease back over to Ozzy; he wraps his arm around my shoulder. Juliette crosses the field, her arm in a sling, and gives her father a hug. She’s sticking by him. What a strange world we live in.

      “You know,” he says, luring me away from the pandemonium, “it’s going to be a while before they get to the party. You and I can go try getting better in the back seat again.”

      I look into Ozzy’s blue eyes, a feeling of warmth rushing through me.

      “I love you, Ozzy Drake.”

      He blinks. “I love you too, Kenley Keene.”

      I slip my hand into his and we head back to the car to kill a little time and get better at showing each other how much we love one another.
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* * *

      I last at the party until midnight. It was a community affair, put on by the Booster Club. Parents, faculty, and Thistle Cove elite were all there. I couldn’t take that much time in front of the liars that run the city and ducked out early.

      I smell the flowers before I see them, the aroma rich and warm. I turn on my bedroom light and see the vase of fresh flowers on my bedside table. At first the flowers came daily, but now they’re a bit more scattered. Usually Mom keeps them downstairs, but I guess she decided to spruce up my room.

      I change and get into bed. Leaning over to turn off the light, I see the card tucked between the blooms. There’s no name on the envelope. I fish it out and lean back against my pillow, sliding my thumb under the sealed flap.

      The hair on my neck stands on end as I read the clean script.

      Princess,

      I’m here when you need me.

      Fondly,

      BD

      My heart pounds as I absorb the message of the note, pulsing in my chest and ears. I look around, like I’m trying to figure out if I’m being watched. How did he find me? How does he know where I live? Who I am?

      I stand in a panic, dread building in my stomach. I stop at my desk and look out the window. Finn’s just walked into his room, flipping on his light. He smiles when he sees me.

      So close, but so far away. He couldn’t protect Rose. He can’t protect me.

      I look down at the card in my hand.

      I’d promised Ozzy that I’d stay away from trouble.

      The real problem, is that for the girls of Thistle Cove, trouble finds us.
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      Book three in the Thistle Cove series, Lies We Tell, is available on Amazon for preorder. While you wait, check out Summer’s Kiss, another contemporary reverse harem romance with dark family secrets.

      

      Dear Readers!

      Thank you for sharing this journey with me. I love writing this series. It scratches all my itches, contemporary, YA, and a dash of mystery-murder! Special thanks to Jennifer & Lisa for being amazing beta-readers! To VCedits & AngstyG designs! The readers at Angel’s Antics are what keep me going! Don’t forget to join!

      Until next time!

      Angel
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