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      I started senior year with football games, homecoming, and the SATs on my mind.

      By then, I’d given up that Rose Waller would ever be my friend again.

      Or that Finn Holloway would give me the time of day.

      I was focused on the future. The promise of graduating in the spring and leaving the small town of Thistle Cove behind.

      All of that was before Rose’s car was found abandoned on the bridge.

      Before I found out the truth about my former friend and the secrets the town is hiding.
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      Kenley

      

      “Your desperation is showing,” Alice says, slamming the passenger side door. “At least pretend like you aren’t looking at him.”

      “I’m not looking at anyone.” I drag my gaze away from the crowded parking lot and the flow of students toward the main building. Specifically, a purple and gold letterman’s jacket that just vanished into the front doors. I reach into the backseat to grab my backpack.

      “Sure,” she says sarcastically. “You can fool a lot of people. You can even fool him, but not me, Kenley Keene.”

      I catch Alice’s eye over the roof of the car. She may sound harsh, but I know she’s right. I hate it when she calls me out for my deep-seated insecurities about Rose and Finn.

      Who, interestingly enough, did not walk into the school together. Finn, curiously, was alone.

      I take a deep breath, grab my camera bag, and shut the door. “You agreed to let it go.”

      “I did let it go, you seem to be the one stuck in the past.”

      Alice and I meet at the front of the car, her hands wrapped around the straps of her purple backpack. The irritation in her hazel eyes has shifted to sympathy.

      She removes one hand from the backpack and curls her pinky. “Let’s shake on it.”

      “Shake on what?”

      “Letting it go.”

      I look at her finger, ready and waiting. Rose may have been my best friend once upon a time, but those days are gone. That ended with betrayal and a terrible prank three years ago. And my crush on Finn? Foolish. We’ve lived next door to one another for thirteen years. He’s made his choice.

      It definitely wasn’t me.

      I curve my own pinky and hook it around hers, squeezing tight.

      “Deal.”

      “Deal.”

      “No one is going to mess up our senior year,” she says, grabbing my arm and leading me toward the school. “Not Rose Waller. Not Finn Holloway. Not anyone. I promise you that.”

      I didn’t know it then, but some promises are best not kept.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Who are you stalking now?”

      “I’m not stalking anyone,” I say to Ezra Baxter, suddenly feeling like a stalker. I’m sitting at my desk in AP Lit, my camera in my hands. I bought a new lens, paid for by my summer job lifeguarding at the community pool, and I’m trying to figure out how to get it to focus.

      “He’s just mad the last good photo he took was a mugshot,” Ozzy Drake says, sliding into the seat behind mine.

      Ezra’s jaw tics, which gives off scary vibe, but it isn’t really a bad thing. He’s got amazing bone structure. Like, perfectly cut cheekbones and a straight, symmetrical nose. I’ve known him since he and his family moved back to Thistle Cove in the third grade. Back then, he was scrawny. In middle school, I had six inches on him. Now he has tousled, messy, almost black hair, warm brown skin, and a mysterious scar over his eyebrow. He’s good looking if you’re into juvenile delinquents. Which I’m not. He has a record. And a reputation.

      I shift slightly and snap his photo while he gouges his pen into the ancient desktop.

      Ozzy shifts behind me. Another classmate that I’ve known forever. Longer than Ezra. Oz and I were in preschool together. At four, we’d had an elaborate wedding in the treehouse back by Carter’s Creek. It had no chance of lasting. That was the year Finn Holloway moved in next door.

      “Hey, Oz,” I say, getting a good look at him. He’d grown over the summer, returning from a creative writing program at the university a head taller than when he’d left. His shoulders stretch out the soft, cotton fabric of the Nirvana T-shirt he’s had since ninth grade. Brown hair curls out from under his cap.

      “Keene,” he says, with a slight nod. He opens his mouth to say something more but then his eyes flick to the door.

      Finn Holloway has arrived, drawing my attention away from everyone else. He’s alone. Second time today. I know Rose is in this class—it’s the only AP Literature class for seniors. He grabs a seat near the front—right where she would want to sit—and tosses his backpack on the empty chair next to him. His eyes dart around, fliting over my face and then Ozzy’s quickly. I give him a small smile, which he weakly returns, before hunching over and checking his phone.

      I tilt my camera just so and snap a photo.

      “Ezra may be right, you are a stalker,” Ozzy mutters under his breath.

      I look at the digital screen. “Just testing my new lens.”

      He rolls his eyes and tugs his trademark cap down over his ears. He’s always wearing it. Even when it’s still warm outside.

      Juliette, Rose’s current best friend, walks through the door, mid-laugh. Her long red hair falls in soft, perfect waves over her shoulders. The color of her hair comes from a bottle, but the blue of her eyes is real. They’re just like her dad’s, and they zero in on Finn. Whatever made her smile a moment before is short lived, her lips tugging downward as she looks at the empty seat next to his.

      “She never showed?” the redhead asks.

      “Nope.”

      Juliette pulls out her phone. “No texts.”

      “Me either.”

      She frowns and takes the seat on the other side of Finn. “Maybe she’s sick.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Or she had an appointment.”

      Finn runs his hand through his hair, something he does when he’s irritated. “It’s just weird that she didn’t text me.”

      I agree. It is weird.

      Until freshman year, we did everything together. Me, Ozzy, Finn, Ezra, and Rose. A constant fivesome at each other’s homes, the pool, or just fooling around the neighborhood. Then Juliette Chandler moved to town, brought by the fact her father was the new varsity football coach, and everything changed.

      At first, it was fun having someone new to hang out with. Someone exciting. But by the first day of school, Juliette and Rose were no longer my friends. Schedules split up the rest of us, different lunches, different classes and by Halloween, Ozzy had isolated himself, Ezra had his first suspension, and at homecoming, Finn asked Rose to the dance. They’ve been nauseatingly inseparable ever since.

      My world flipped that year, shifting from being part of a group and having a best friend to having nothing much at all. It took time, but eventually I made friends with Alice, who’d been in school with us all along. It still hurt when I had to watch Rose pick Finn up in the morning, honking once on the shrill horn of her baby blue VW Bug. They’d had the same routine every school day for a year. Instead of watching them drive away every morning without me, I started going in early to the yearbook office and picking up Alice along the way.

      I’m obsessing again. Alice is right. I do have a problem.

      I turn around. Ozzy has his chin resting on his hands. His blue eyes watch me carefully.

      “By the way, if you really want to add Yearbook to your list of clubs for college applications,” I say to Ozzy, “set up for the back-to-school bonfire starts at seven.”

      He opens his mouth, ready to decline.

      “It’s mandatory,” I add.

      He sighs. “Fine.”

      Mrs. Gimple, our teacher, rushes in the room, a pile of paper and books in her hands. She’s notoriously flighty but is definitely passionate about the classics. How she’s already disorganized on the first day of school is beyond me.

      “Welcome to AP Literature,” she says, dropping the load onto the desk. “Put your phones away and your thinking caps on. It’s time to get the school year started.”

      Ozzy groans behind me, sliding down in his chair so that his feet straddle my seat. He’s the smartest kid in the class, and I’d place odds on the fact he’s already read half the books on the curriculum. He tugs his cap down, covering his eyebrows, ready to take an early morning nap.

      While everyone else readies themselves for the start of class, I take one last photo, of Ozzy. His eyes are closed, revealing long and thick eyelashes, that are shamefully wasted on a boy.

      “I saw that,” he says, through shuttered eyes.

      “Just commemorating the first day of our last year of school, it’s a major event. One day, you’ll thank me.”

      I turn off the camera and put it in my bag, unaware that I’m right about one thing.  Today is a major event.

      We just don’t know it yet.
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      Kenley

      

      At my narrow locker, I shove my math book in between the thick literature and biology textbooks while trying not to drop my laptop. I use an elbow for leverage, but the whole thing starts to slide.

      “No, no, no, no…”

      A hand catches the laptop.

      My eyes catch the letterman’s jacket first, then the tan neck contrasting off a clean, white T-shirt, up to the handsome, familiar face framed by copper-colored hair. Finn Holloway is holding my laptop while staring at me with worried green eyes.

      I force myself to speak. “Thanks, Mrs. Parker would kill me if I break the yearbook laptop before the school year even started.”

      “Sure.” His eyes dart around, like he’s worried someone will catch him talking to me. God forbid. “Have you seen Rose?”

      I laugh. “Has hell frozen over?”

      His lips form a thin line. “I’m serious.”

      “Why would I have heard from her? You know she doesn’t speak to me anymore.” I grab the laptop from him. “Oh right, neither do you.”

      “That’s not true. We’re talking right now.”

      “Because you need something.”

      He grimaces, unable to argue that.

      I zip up my backpack. “Why are you so worried? Can’t go a whole day without her by your side?”

      “Yes. I mean, no,” he says defensively. Too defensively, if you ask me. He runs his hand through his hair, making it spike up. “Something’s…never mind.”

      He starts to walk away. I run after him and grab his arm.

      “Something’s what, Finn?”

      “Nothing.” The hallway’s crowded and he's visibly uncomfortable. Finn Holloway is never uncomfortable. Why would he be? He’s got the looks, the athletic ability, the girl… “She’s probably just screwing with everyone, you know? Making a dramatic stand or entrance or whatever she’s got going on.”

      Drama is her favorite past time.

      It’s just unlike her to mess with Finn.

      I exhale. “If I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”

      His green eyes soften. “Thanks, Kenley.”

      I watch him walk away.

      “What was that all about?” Alice asks from beside me. “He looked freaked out.”

      “I’m really not sure.”

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure he had it coming, jerk.”

      I turn to respond, either to defend Finn or tell her what he said about Rose, but before I can decide, she’s already walked off. Alice Dalton doesn’t need to remind herself to let the two of them go. She already has.
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      Ezra

      

      I announce my presence in the locker room by dropping my bag on the wooden bench. Walking into a smelly, sweaty, hormone-infested high school locker room shouldn’t be a big deal. It’s not a big deal.

      Unless you’re Ezra Baxter.

      Holloway stands by his locker, furiously typing into his phone. Word is out that he’s looking for Rose, and she didn’t come to school today.

      I check my phone for messages.

      She didn’t text me either.

      After shoving the phone in his locker, Holloway finally looks up and blinks twice when he realizes it’s me.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He pulls off his shirt, revealing a ridiculously ripped physique.

      I open my locker door. “My dad and Coach Chandler have been conspiring. He said if I want to keep my motorcycle, I have to play a team sport.”

      He snorts. “Do you think you’ll pass the drug test?”

      I bite my tongue, because no, I probably wouldn’t.

      And neither would his perfect little girlfriend.

      She’s my biggest buyer.

      “Speaking of drugs,” I say, eyeing his upper body, “you juicing? Because—”

      “Shut up,” he says, glancing around to make sure no one heard me. “No.”

      I laugh, because I believe him. Finn Holloway is Thistle Cove’s very own Captain America. His moral compass, and apparently now his muscles, run deep.

      “What’s your secret, then? How’d you get so fucking cut?"

      His entire body tenses, starting at his jaw and traveling down his defined back. “Self-control and working out every day will do it.”

      I’d seen him on the Fourth of July—my dad invited his family, the Wallers, and Chandlers out on the boat. The whole situation was awkward. Finn and I aren’t really friends anymore, my business relationship with Rose is completely on the down-low, and Juliette alternates looking like she wants to hump my leg or slash my throat. So, while I pretended not to ogle the hell out of two hot girls greased up on Dad’s boat, I couldn’t help but notice Finn had toned up. He’d looked fit then, but in the last six weeks he’s shown major improvement. He must be living at the gym.

      “Holloway,” Coach Chandler stands in the doorway of his office, shouting over the voices of the other players changing for practice. “I need to see you.”

      “Yes, sir.” He yanks the purple jersey over his head, then slams his locker door. He’s in the office by the time I notice that he’d shut the door so hard that it bounced back open. His black, battered phone sits next to his cleats. The screen lights up with a message.

      Counselors, social workers, the principal, and my parents all want to know the same thing.

      Why can’t you stay out of trouble?

      The answer is simple.

      Zero impulse control.

      With a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure the other guys aren’t paying attention, I grab the phone and swipe over the screen, by-passing the remind notice on the phone and heading for Finn’s texts. At the top are the ones he’s sent to Rose.

      Come to the bonfire.

      I just want to talk to you.

      I know this is hard but skipping school? That’s not like you.

      I told you the other night. I’m sorry.

      Each one is unanswered.

      Each one more desperate than the last. God, he’s pussy whipped.

      Chandler’s office door opens, and I slip the phone back in the locker, closing it with a click.

      I pull my practice jersey over my head and glance at Holloway. “What was that all about?”

      “Just captain stuff.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Captain. Congratulations.”

      He frowns and grabs his cleats. “You and I both know it should have been you.”

      Ouch.

      He walks toward the door that exits out to the field. My phone buzzes, and I check the screen.

      Meet me before the bonfire. Carter’s Bridge.

      I shove the phone in my bag and close the locker door, making sure it doesn’t bounce back. I’m not sure why Rose Waller isn’t answering her boyfriend’s texts, but I’m pretty sure why she sent that one to me.
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      Kenley

      

      Every year, on the first day of school, Thistle Cove High has a back to school bonfire. The SGA is in charge of building the fire, while the marching band files into metal bleachers on the side of the field. Once the fire is raging, and we’re all sweating our asses off, the cheerleaders and dance team will congregate at the bottom of a wood planked stage fawning over the football players as they’re announced one by one.

      It’s corny and kind of outdated, but it’s also tradition, something that’s big in Thistle Cove.

      “Has anyone seen Alice?” I ask Ozzy as I haul the cooler of water across the field behind me. “She’s supposed to bring the ice.”

      “I’m here,” she yells, carrying a massive bag in her arms. Her pink hair looks a little windswept, like she’d had the window open the whole time. “Sorry! I got held up at Kendrick’s. Apparently, everyone wanted to buy ice cream this afternoon.”

      “Tell you dad thanks! We need every dollar we can get.”

      Kendrick’s is her family’s ice cream parlor, named after her great-grandfather who opened it eighty years ago. Her dad nicely offered to provide ice for our fundraiser.

      I bend over to open the cooler lid as she simultaneously shoves my car keys in my back pocket and drops in the half-melted bag of ice, the chunks falling in like hail.

      “There’s another one in my car.”

      “I’ll get it,” Ozzy says, walking around the table. He’s set up the cash box and the pins everyone gets with the purchase of a bottle of water. It’s a picture of the school mascot, a Viking, with the word Valhalla underneath. That’s the name of the yearbook, you know, the whole immortalizing thing.

      “Thanks, Oz.”

      Once he’s out of earshot, Alice says, “I can’t believe he’s actually helping.”

      “I overheard him talking to Mrs. Parker that he’s interested in applying to the university. It’s pretty obvious that his extra curriculars are pretty slim. He’s never played sports or been on any of the academic clubs.” I adjust the water bottles, making sure they’re evenly covered by the ice. “It’s not like we don’t need his help. The centennial issue is going to be a pretty big undertaking.”

      That’s right, this year marks one hundred years of Thistle Cove High.

      “Still,” Alice says, “Ozzy barely speaks to anyone. Since when did you two make up?”

      “It’s not like we ever had a real falling out. We just kind of went our different directions.”

      I wasn’t the only one shoved aside when we started high school. Ozzy and Finn were best friends since the day my neighbor moved into town. Although they didn’t have the same kind of dramatic breakup Rose and I had, it’d still been rough. Overnight, Finn had football and a girlfriend. I had yearbook and eventually, Alice. Ezra was caught up in his parents' divorce and trying his hardest to get kicked out of school. Ozzy? He had no one.

      Truthfully, Ozzy and I could have stayed better friends. But I was fourteen, had just lost my best friend and the guy I had a massive crush on. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. But this year things already feel different. Ozzy wants to join the yearbook staff, Finn actually spoke to me in the hallway, Rose has managed not to ruin my day. Maybe everyone has matured.

      “Could she be any more obvious?” Alice says from beside me. I look up and see she’s staring at Juliette. “Like, I think she actually hemmed her skirt an inch higher than everyone else.”

      Okay, so maybe not everyone has matured.

      I fan myself, hot before the fire has even been lit. This fundraiser is to help us purchase a few new pieces of equipment for the Valhalla staff. A late summer bonfire gets pretty hot. In fact, the school is required to have the fire truck nearby. It’s taking up ten spaces in the parking lot.

      Water should sell well at two dollars a bottle.

      I grab my camera and snap a few photos of the other tables, each set up by a different club. Drama, softball, LGBTQ, Hispanic Society, Table Tennis…all you need is six people to start a club, and if it’s approved, you get your photo in the yearbook, can participate in events like this, and walk in the homecoming parade.

      There’s one other booth; Mr. Waller, Rose’s dad, has a campaign table. He’s running for mayor, hoping to unseat Mayor Cunningham, who’s been in office since before I was born. He’s a nice man, but most people think the town needs new blood. Coming here tonight is a perfect example. I look through the crowd for Mr. Waller but don’t see him. Mrs. Waller is behind the table tonight, passing out buttons.

      Ozzy gets back with the ice, a long trail of water spilling behind him as he walks. I open up the cooler for him to dump it into as Mr. Russell, our principal, walks up to the microphone.

      “Welcome, students! It’s time for our annual lighting of the bonfire.” He glances down at the foot of the stage. “Tonight’s fire will be lit by our class president Juliette Chandler, captain of the football team Finn Holloway, and Coach Chandler.”

      There’s a smattering of cheers. More than usual. Finn and Juliette are both very popular. Coach Chandler is absurdly handsome for a dad, with soulful blue eyes that has endeared him to the entire female student body. He’s a Viking alum and played on the team back when we used to be good. He has a state ring that he loves to flash around that he earned back then.

      I zoom the camera in to get a picture of the three of them. Coach Chandler wraps an arm around Juliette and squeezes her tight, then pats Finn on the back. The gold of that championship ring glints on his finger. The band starts playing the school fight song and the cheerleaders tumble their way to the stage. Juliette grabs her shiny purple and gold pom-poms and runs up to meet them.

      “Huh,” I say, scanning the area.

      “What?” Alice asks, taking a big drink of water.

      “Rose still isn’t here.”

      I search the stage for Finn. I can tell from the look on his face he’s thinking the same thing.

      “Seriously?”

      Alice’s tone is hard. It matches the expression on her face. “What?”

      “It’s been three years. She’s not your friend anymore, if she ever was. She snatched the only boy you ever loved. She dumped you the second someone new and shiny came to town. She humiliated you. She refuses to talk or acknowledge your existence. Why you’re so fucking hung up on her is deranged.” Her eyes look wild in the firelight. “The best thing that could happen to you, Kenley, is for Rose Waller to leave Thistle Cove for good! Forever!”

      “Alice, chill out,” I say, urging her to hush.

      “No! I won’t! Someone has needed to say this to you for a long time!” She’s yelling and people around us have started turning around. Emily Sawyer stares hard, while her fingers fly over her phone screen. Shit. She’s probably already posting about the drama on social media.

      I grab her arm and pull her away. “You’re the one acting deranged. I’m just concerned for a classmate. My former best friend. Is that so awful?”

      “It is when you ignore your actual friends in the process.”

      I frown. “Ignore? What are you talking about?”

      She yanks her arm out of my grasp. “Never mind.”

      To be fair, it’s not the first time we’ve had this fight. I don’t get a chance to follow her, because the crowd erupts into cheers as Coach Chandler walks across the stage. He grabs the microphone set up by the AV department.

      “Hello, Vikings!” he shouts. “I’m happy to announce that this year’s lineup is looking like a team full of winners! With the strength of our varsity team and the leadership of our captains, there’s no way we won’t capture the glory of this championship team once again!”

      He means it. He wants it, so much that I can hear it in his voice.

      He announces the team, starting with Finn and the other captain, Jeff Carson. He rolls through the names, none of them particularly interesting or surprising, until he gets to Ezra Baxter.

      A ripple rolls through the students as Ezra walks across the stage in a jersey that shows off his broad shoulders and waves to the crowd.

      Well, that’s a surprise. I snap his photo.

      “Yeah, you may want to grab that while you can. He’ll probably get kicked off in a week,” Ozzy says, standing next to me.

      He’s not wrong.

      “Maybe he’ll help them get that ring Coach Chandler keeps talking about.” He kicks the dirt field. “Him and Captain America’s new body up there.”

      I pretend I haven’t noticed how Finn’s body changed over the summer. He and his dad built a gym in their garage, and I’d hear the weights clanking at all hours of the day and halfway through the night. He and Rose also came to the pool a few times while I lifeguarded. I’m well aware of Finn’s new and improved physique.

      “I’m sure his dad would be thrilled with that,” I say. We’ve all heard the stories from Mr. Baxter about winning that state championship. He still wears his ring, too.

      Coach Chandler steps back and the band launches into a popular song, spurring the cheerleaders and dance team into a frenzy. The rest of the student body mills around, stopping at the tables for food and drink. A couple of teachers try to keep people from throwing trash, food, and each other into the fire.

      At the edge of the field, there’s a platform. The director of the marching band uses it during practices. It’s empty now, away from the crowd, and I realize if I climb to the top, I’ll get a good view for photographs.

      From the perch I can see the whole field; the football players, the cheerleaders, the shiny sequined shorts of the dance team. Coach Chandler and Mr. Russell smiling up on the stage. Ozzy’s over at the booth, alone. No Alice. And Mr. Waller strides across the field in a rush, easing back behind his table. He leans over and kisses his wife on the cheek. I catch Ezra ducking under the bleachers—his father, predictably, a no-show for the night. Finn and Juliette are in deep, animated conversation.

      Even up here, it’s loud, crowded, and smoky, which is why I don’t hear the sirens, not until the blue lights streak by the front of the school. Even then, they’re just part of the whole scene and not the signal that everything in my life is about to change.
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      Ozzy

      

      “Thanks for the ride.”

      Kenley flashes me a tight grin. “No problem.”

      Alice bailed on clean up, leaving me and Kenley to do it all alone. It wasn’t a big deal, just dumping out the coolers and folding up the table and chairs. I helped her carry everything back to her car. I was about to start walking home when she offered me a ride. It’s late, and the walk over the bridge at night is a little precarious. I take her up on the offer.

      “It feels a little surreal that we’re finally seniors,” she says. “I feel like I’ve waited my whole life for this moment and now it’s here, and...”

      “And it’s a little anti-climactic?”

      She frowns. “A little. I guess I thought I’d feel different.”

      “It’s hard to feel different in a small town with the same kids you’ve been going to school with your whole life.” I tap my finger on the window. “Take Coach Chandler. He’s not looking to the future, he’s trying to reclaim the past. If you want different, you’re going to have to get the hell out of Thistle Cove.”

      Her hands grip the steering wheel. “That’s the plan, right?”

      That’s where Kenley and I have always been the same. We’re restless and dreamers. Finn and Rose—that’s why they’ve always been a good match—they follow the same narrow path. I fully expect one day that Finn will be up on that stage as head coach of the Vikings. And I have little doubt Rose will still be cheering him on. Whatever happens, I don’t plan on being here to see it.

      Only one thing tugs at my insides when I think about leaving Thistle Cove, and it’s the girl sitting next to me: Kenley Keene.

      As smart as the girl is, and she’s a complete brainiac, she has no fucking clue how amazing she is. She’s so caught up in feeling inferior to the Rose and Juliettes of the school that she doesn’t see her own worth. She’s smart, feisty, independent, and fucking gorgeous. Long honey-colored hair that she always wears in a ponytail, revealing her pale neck. Her eyes are a deep sapphire, her lips dark pink, and her skin makes my fingers twitch, wanting to see for myself just how soft it is. I’ve spent the last three years watching her change from a gawky tween, to a beautiful, sexy woman. I’ve also spent way too much time trying to figure out what the hell’s wrong with Finn for choosing Rose over her, and kicking myself for being too chicken to take a shot myself.

      Kenley only has eyes for one guy in this town, and it’s not me. Asking her out would be like asking for a kick in the heart.

      We start the drive over the narrow two-lane bridge—the one that travels over Thistle Cove. The wide swath of water buffer leads back out to the bay and divides the town from the suburban neighborhoods.

      The car starts to slow, and I look out front window. The halo of red and blue lights flicker in the distance. It’s not uncommon for cops to do a check point at the bridge. Especially after school events. It’s an easy way to catch a few DUIs.

      I sense Kenley tense next to me.

      Was she drinking when I wasn’t looking?

      An officer emerges from the fog, he’s holding a flashlight.

      “Roll down your window,” I say, because for some reason Kenley has stopped functioning.

      “Oh, right,” she says, fumbling with the button.

      Shit. Maybe she is drunk.

      The cop bends down and peers in the window.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, leaning over the console.

      “There’s just an abandoned car on the bridge, making it so we have to go to one lane. Just keeping people safe.”

      “Thank you,” she says, seeming relieved.

      “You kids be safe.”

      She rolls up the window and follows the waving motion of his flashlight.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” She exhales. “It’s just been a long day. I think all the adrenaline from everything caught up to me.”

      Three patrol cars are lined up against the side of the bridge ahead, lights flickering rapidly. It’s hard to see past the glare. I hold my hand up to shade my eyes and that’s when I see it.

      The light blue 1960s VW Bug.

      There’s only one in town.

      I glance over at Kenley. Her face is pale.

      Cops surround the VW, gesturing for us to keep moving. I press my nose to the window, a strange sensation building in my chest. I can’t really tell what’s going on, but I do see flashlights pointed down over the railing, and one thing is perfectly clear: there’s no sign of Rose.
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      Kenley

      

      My second-story bedroom window mirrors the one next door. When Finn moved in, it became a constant comfort knowing he was so close. We had a literal window into one another’s worlds. A place that no one else could touch. In the third grade, we moved our desks under the window and would sit across from one another and do our homework. When he broke his leg playing Pop Warner and was stuck in his room for two weeks, we rigged a line and pulley between the houses, and I’d send him notes and candy. It was a literal life-line; him for the candy, me for the companionship.

      Until Rose did what she did, and I pulled down my shade, never opening it again. He was part of what happened that night. I may have to face him at school, but I refuse to do it from the sanctuary of my room.

      When I get home after the bonfire, I toss my keys on the little table by the door and head to my bedroom. I don’t want to talk about seeing Rose’s car on the bridge. It could be anything. The car is old—an antique. Maybe it broke down? Maybe she ran out of gas. Knowing Rose, she’ll burst into school tomorrow and suck all the air out of the place while she reenacts the dramatic tale.

      I change, tossing the smoky clothes into my hamper, and reach for my backpack, annoyed that one day back in school and I already have homework. I sit at the desk and that’s when the strangest compulsion comes over me. Before I think twice, I open the shade. I do it fast, like ripping off a Band-Aid.

      I’m not exactly surprised to see him there—sitting right across from me, like he’s never moved. Our eyes meet, and a flicker of emotion passes through his. Worry? Anger? Distress?

      My phone vibrates in my back pocket. It’s from our AP Lit group chat.

      Did you hear about Rose’s car?

      I glance up and see that Finn is reading the same text.

      A flurry of responses comes through, each one vibrating in my hand. I don’t take my eyes off of Finn though, not until he reaches out and pulls the shade, taking the glow of light and a million questions with him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Existing in the same orbit as Rose Waller is like basking in the sun on a clear day with the rays casting over you. She had the ability to make everything feel warm and full of possibility. But imagine a world where the sun vanishes, and a gray pallor takes over, leaving you cold and lost.

      That’s what it was like when Rose turned on me.

      The Wallers aren’t just a normal family. They’re a family built on a mythology. It’s self-created, but with vine-like roots, dug deep and twisting into the thick clay that makes up the foundation of Thistle Cove.

      Ask anyone and they’ll tell you how Regina and Brice Waller met. It was during the homecoming dance. Brice was on the football team and class president. Regina head cheerleader and on the debate team. They saw one another across crepe paper and the mirrored disco ball and realized that the one they’d been looking for was there all along. There was no Thistle Cove High royalty bigger than Jason Chandler and his girlfriend Monica, but Brice came close. He dropped football after graduation and focused on politics. That drive took him all the way through college and graduate school, then back to town where he ran for city council. He did it all with the support and guidance of the rock that stood by his side, Regina.

      They bought a magnificent home in Thistle Cove overlooking the water. They had a child. They were the power couple, who weren’t just blessed with intelligence, but wealth and a perfect family. How did I know they were perfect? Because they told you so, anyone that would listen, and, as Rose’s best friend, I witnessed it first-hand.

      Rose was fun. Silly. Generous. She was an only child, so it was natural she’d want company around, and for years and years that company was me. We played dress-up and tea party and climbed trees. Her father had a life-like play cottage built for us, deep in the woods that backed up to his property, and we spent hours there planning our lives together. And we had plans. Big ones. We’d go to the same college and be roommates. We’d both meet perfect boys, fall in love, have amazing sex, and when we’d sown all our wild oats, we’d get engaged. Our weddings would be together, with matching dresses and sparkling tiaras, but we wouldn’t wear heels, just sneakers underneath.

      Even though I knew some of it was ridiculous and that no, we probably wouldn’t have a joint wedding—or even go to the same college—I did think we would always be best friends. I couldn’t imagine it any other way.

      Until Juliette moved to town.

      And the Wallers and the Chandlers reclaimed their friendship from Thistle Cove High.

      And Rose didn’t just leave me behind—she betrayed me.

      And that’s when I learned that people aren’t perfect, and that mythology isn’t real; it’s a clever way of mixing reality and desire. Truth and fiction. A way of proving to the world around you that you’re bigger than everyone else.

      Until you’re not.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I got a call from Regina last night,” my mother says the next morning. She slides a plate with a crispy waffle on it across the table. “She wanted to know if we’d seen Rose.”

      Rose ditching me hurt my mom almost as much as it hurt me. She’d been over here constantly when we were kids, more like sisters than friends. It also put a strain on the relationship between our parents, who, for a long time, spent as much time together as we did.

      Mom got replaced by Monica Chandler the way I got replaced by Juliette.

      If her mom called here looking for Rose, things may be worse than I thought.

      “Seems her car was abandoned on the bridge.” My mother’s skin turns pale when she says it. “Have you heard from her?”

      “No.” I drown my waffle in syrup, filling each and every square. I’m not hungry. I barely slept. My phone pinged all night with rumors and gossip and worries about Rose. No one knew anything other than she missed school yesterday and her car was found on the bridge. Juliette is using it like a bullhorn, pleading for Rose to contact her. To call home.

      Finn has been silent.

      “I told her the last time I saw her was when she stopped by to see Finn a few days ago. I think you were at work.” She sits across from me, hand clasped around a mug of coffee. “I only remember because they seemed to be in some kind of argument.”

      I look up from my syrup-soaked waffle. “They were fighting?”

      She laughs. “Right? A big change from all the PDA going on all the time.”

      I wrinkle my nose at my mom using the term PDA, but she’s not wrong. One thing that made Finn and Rose so hard to swallow as a couple is they crammed their affection down everyone’s throats. Or rather, their tongues down one another’s throats. It wasn’t uncommon to walk out the front door, glance over at the Andrews’ porch and see them mid-dry hump.

      “I’m going to be late,” I say, seeing the time on the microwave.

      “But you didn’t eat.”

      I shove my fork into the waffle and cram down three pieces.

      “I need to go pick up Alice, and I’ve got to take the money from last night to the bookkeeper before school starts.”

      She waves me off, knowing it’s pointless to argue. The yearbook is my main priority. Getting the head editor job is a pretty big deal. I grab my backpack and the cash box, then head to the car. I freeze halfway down the steps when I see the cop car in front of Finn’s house.

      My phone buzzes.

      Alice: Where are you?

      Kenley: I’m on my way.

      I shove my bag in the backseat and crank the engine. At the entrance of the neighborhood I see a figure walking down the road with an unmistakable lanky build and a trademark black cap. I slow next to Ozzy and roll down the window.

      “You need a ride?”

      He grimaces. “I can walk.”

      “Dude, we’re going to the same place.”

      “Did you just call me dude?” A small, strained smile lifts his lips.

      “Get in.” He tugs at his cap but opens the door. “The back. Alice rides shotgun. You know how she is.”

      He nods, climbing in the back of the Honda.

      Alice lives one neighborhood over, and I turn down the main road to get there.

      “Did you hear anything else?” Ozzy asks.

      I look in the rearview mirror, catching his eye.

      “The cops are at Finn’s house.”

      “Shit,” he mutters, tugging off his cap and running his hands through his hair.

      “And her mom called my mom to ask if we’d seen her.”

      He raises an eyebrow. That’s how well known it is that if they’re calling me, they must really be desperate.

      “So she really is gone?”

      That word hangs between us as I turn down Alice’s street.

      Gone.

      There’s so many things in the air, so many questions, but it seems one thing is true: Rose Waller is gone.
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      Finn

      

      The last place I want to be is at school, but it’s better than being at home. I know the most important thing right now is to act normal. To pretend like everything is okay.

      Except it’s not okay.

      Rose’s didn’t come to school yesterday.

      Her car was found on Carter’s Bridge.

      And today the police showed up at my house asking question after question until my mind was a jumbled, aching, muddled mess.

      When was the last time you saw Rose?

      Has she contacted you?

      Did she seem upset?

      Did she mention going anywhere?

      Was she having car trouble?

      Had you been fighting?

      Nope, nothing is okay.

      Including the fact that I’m tardy, and I have to stop by the office on my way to class for a note.

      Ms. McCormack, the attendance worker, is a notorious hardass. She’s heard every lame excuse, dramatic excuse, bullshit excuse, and has zero fucks to give for whatever story kids walk through her door trying to convince her into giving them a pass.

      One second after walking in the door, the urge to flee is back. Ms. McCormack sees me and stands, dabbing a tissue at her eyes.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” I say, clutching the note from my mother. It doesn’t exactly say, “Please excuse my son, he was being interrogated by the police about his missing girlfriend,” but Thistle Cove is a small town and the implication is there.

      Ms. McCormack waves it away.

      “I know today is hard for you, son. Take your time. Everyone is very upset. Rose was a lovely young woman. I’m praying for her safety.”

      A numb sensation rolls up my spine.

      Coming to school was a bad idea.

      “Thank you,” I reply, stepping back in the hall. I lean my back against the glass trophy case and close my eyes. The last time I saw Rose comes to mind. She’d been upset, angry, but not specifically at me. She’d been like that more and more lately when we were alone, moody and upset. Restless. We hadn’t had sex in months. She barely let me touch her anymore.

      I didn’t say any of that to the police. It’s none of their goddamned business.

      “Hey, Holloway.”

      I open my eyes and see Ezra.

      “You look like shit.”

      “Not today.”

      “You want to get out of here?” He raises an eyebrow.

      I’m not into drugs or whatever it is that Ezra’s selling, but I do need to get the fuck out of this place.

      “Yeah,” I say, pushing off the trophy case. “But I’ve got to lay low. The last thing I need is the police following me around.”

      “The police?”

      “Yeah, they came by this morning asking a bunch of questions about Rose.”

      He nods thoughtfully. Ezra’s encounters with the cops are well known around The Cove. The fact he’s not in military school or some kind of lock-up is only because his father is a lawyer. I’d said as much to Rose last spring when he got busted dealing down at the marina. It’d seemed like the one that would send him away for good. It didn’t.

      That’s how good Ezra Baxter, Sr., is in front of a judge.

      “Can you help me avoid them?” I ask him.

      “Yeah, I think I can.”

      I hesitate, just for a second, wondering how the kid I’d grown up with playing Pop Warner turned into the town dealer. Yesterday, I would have said no to going off with him. It wasn’t worth the risk. But today? I start walking toward the door, everything is different and having a guy that knows how to cling to the edges? That’s just what I need.
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      Kenley

      

      I have regrets about coming to school before I even get to my locker. The whole school is caught up in Rose’s disappearance. Juliette is surrounded by cheerleaders, all of their faces red and splotchy. Teachers whisper to one another, deep lines of concern slashed through their foreheads.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Alice says with a dramatic eye roll. “Half of these people didn’t even know her. Obviously, it makes sense that they’d be the ones crying; they have no idea what a conniving bitch she really is.”

      “Alice!” I say, looking around to see if anyone heard her. “Really?”

      “Sorry, Kenley, but count me out of the people thinking this is a big deal. I’m in the camp that her car broke down, and she hopped in an Uber for the airport.”

      Alice is talking about the rumors that started swirling immediately. There were a lot of them. That’s the curse of social media and too many true crime documentaries. Did Rose run away? Maybe with a secret boyfriend. She’d always said she wanted to move to New York. On and on and on…

      But there was one other one. A scary one.

      That she jumped.

      “Then again,” Alice adds, scanning the new posts on social media, “I can totally see her finally getting sick of living with her traitorous self and jumping off the bridge to put an end to her guilt.”

      “Alice!”

      I slam my locker shut.

      She looks at me innocently. “What?”

      I can’t even respond. I turn and head the opposite direction. Away from Alice, away from the rumors, tears and crying. I open the door to the yearbook office and shut it behind me. I don’t turn on the lights, just happy to have a moment alone. I drop my bag and drop my face into my hands, letting loose the tears that have I’ve been holding inside since last night when I saw her car.

      Rose is gone. I can feel it. I don’t know if that means something terrible happened on that bridge, or if it means she vanished on her own free will. What I do know is that any chance we’d ever have to repair our friendship is probably over. And that’s what I’m mourning right now.

      I’m so lost in my emotions that I don’t realize I’m not alone until the chair across the room squeaks. I look up and see another person hiding in the dark. Our eyes meet, and grief turns to embarrassment being caught emotional like this.

      Ozzy crosses the room and stands in front of me, his own eyes rimmed in red. He doesn’t hesitate to reach for me, pull me into a tight, warm hug. I stiffen, caught in the weirdness of Ozzy Drake hugging me, but he doesn’t let go and finally, I relax into his arms. We stay like that for an eternity, until I’m all cried out.

      He steps back and places his hands on my cheeks, wiping away the tears with his thumbs. “You okay?”

      “I’m not sure,” I confess. I’m confused about my feelings. Confused about why Ozzy is here and how I didn’t realize how much I needed him until this very moment. “But I do know that if I go back out there, I’ll lose my mind.”

      He nods. “Same. It’s pretty fucking intense out there. You wanna ditch?”

      “Please.”

      We grab our bags and slip out the side door just before the bell rings. I spot Alice standing down the hall searching for me. I duck my head, not wanting to be a part of whatever toxicity she’s spewing right now.

      We escape into the fresh, clean, fall air and leave Thistle Cove High behind.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The bridge is closed, but I don’t want to drive that direction anyway. Helicopters have been flying overhead since morning, and every minute that passes that we don’t get a text saying everything is okay, fills me with a sense of dread. But I also don’t want to be alone or sit in my house with my mother as she obsessively watches the news. So Ozzy and I go down to the windy trail above the bay and take a walk. It’s perfect; wind and the crashing waves against the rocky surface make it impossible to talk. We walk side by side until Oz suddenly stops.

      We’re right in front of the Wallers house.

      It’s a massive two story with gray painted shingles and a slanted roof. A large porch wraps around the back. Technically, it’s part of our neighborhood, but the Wallers built it to their specifications the year after he won a spot on the city council. My eyes go directly to the upstairs balcony that I know leads to Rose’s room. Near the back stairs I see a sign staked into the ground. “Brice Waller–Mayor,” as if he’s trying to catch the vote of fishermen and sailors.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in that house,” Oz says, tugging at his cap.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      He cuts his eyes at me. “You ever going to tell me what happened between you two?”

      “Do you think it matters at a time like this?”

      “Don’t you?” He shoves his hands in his pockets. “Rose is missing, and you’re her number one enemy. Seems like it may come up.”

      I gape at him. “You think I did something to her?”

      “No, but whatever did happen between you two was so big no one has ever talked about it. It looks suspicious.”

      I exhale. “It’s just embarrassing.”

      “It can’t be that bad.” He smiles crookedly, and my heart does a surprising flip-flop. Nerves, most likely. The idea of telling someone—Ozzy specifically—what happened that night suddenly feels right. But this isn’t the place. I need somewhere less windy. More private.

      I scan my eyes over the Wallers' estate and an idea pops into my mind.

      “Come on,” I say, gesturing toward the boardwalk. “I think I know where we can go.”
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      Ozzy

      

      Kenley jogs up the weathered steps to the boardwalk that leads to the Wallers' waterfront house.

      “You want to go to the house?” I ask, completely confused.

      “Nope.”

      There’s a small break in the railing—an overgrown path. She jumps down and gestures for me to follow. I do, although I’m not sure how I feel about sneaking around the property of a man on the city council member. A powerful man who is currently running for mayor. Kenley doesn’t seem concerned, and soon enough, we’ve entered the shady forest that runs adjacent to the house.

      “Wait,” I say, getting my bearings, “are you taking me to—”

      “Yep. Rose’s cottage.”

      I’ve been there before—we all have. It was a big hang out for us in middle school. Part treehouse, part doll house, the little cottage sits up on stilts and is painted bright green, with pink trim. Everything about it looks authentic—like a tiny home—real windows and a door, shutters that open and close, and it’s fully furnished inside.

      Kenley climbs up the small staircase and twists the brass door knob. It’s unlocked, and even after all these years, the cottage is plush. Whoever built it designed it to last, because everything from the wallpaper to undersized living room furniture is in pretty good condition. I glance in the corner and see dark pebbles. Well, other than the mice that decided to move in.

      There are other small differences, like the One Direction poster on the wall that must have gone up since I was here last. There’s a red, faded heart around Harry Styles' face. I also notice the makeshift ashtray on the small table in the corner, filled with the stubs of burned out cigarettes. A couple of crushed beer cans on the floor.

      “I think the last time I came here was the summer before ninth grade—”

      “When Ezra brought that bag of weed,” she says, completing my sentence. The five of us had all smoked up that afternoon. It was probably the last time we’d hung out together before everything fell apart. From the expression on Kenley’s face, she’s remembering the same thing.

      The cottage is just one room—a tiny living room. The ceilings are high enough that I only have to bend a little bit, and really, it’s larger than I remember. I sit in one of the musty arm chairs and Kenley takes the loveseat.

      “You ready to tell me the big story.”

      “With all this pressure it feels sort of dumb.”

      I catch her eye, the blue filled with worry. “Whatever happened, I’m sure it’s not dumb, but I do want to know.”

      “Well, like you said, the summer before ninth grade was fun. During the day we hung out at the pool and spent nights watching movies in Ezra’s home theater. Juliette had moved to town and everyone was excited about the new girl. On top of that, Thistle Cove legend Jason Chandler had moved back home to save our floundering football team.”

      I nod, remembering. I’d spent those days pretending like I wasn’t obsessing over Kenley and the red and blue tankini that showed a swath of tan skin across her stomach. I was fourteen and constantly nursing a raging hard on. I took so, so many showers.

      She pulls her knees up to her chest and wraps her arms around them. “Things kind of escalated that summer, you know, like with the weed. That was Juliette’s idea. There was something about her—something exciting—that made me and Rose both want to try new things.”

      “She definitely has that energy.”

      Juliette moving to town had been kind of like a time-bomb for all of us. A catalyst, I guess.

      “About two weeks before school started, I woke up to the sound of something clanging outside, followed by voices. I looked out the window and saw two bikes by the curb and Juliette and Rose hovering in the space between my yard and Finn’s. I thought they’d come to get me. There’d been rumors of a party at Rich Crawford’s house and they were both determined to go. Juliette was dying to go to a high school party, and Rose seemed game, which meant I was too. I’d do anything Rose would do. In the streetlight I could make out that they were dressed in matching tanks, ripped jeans.” Kenley’s voice takes on a faraway quality. “I saw the thick makeup on their eyes and the dark red lipstick they both wore every day for the next year. They looked so mature, and I was wearing pajamas with teddy bears on them. Although I was petrified at the idea of sneaking out, there was no way I was going to miss it. I rushed to change.”

      I lean forward, seeing a shine in her eyes, and sensing that we were getting to the crux of the story.

      “I crept downstairs and carefully opened the front door. I’m this close to calling out their names when I hear that clanking sound again, followed by a long hiss. Then I see it.”

      “See what?” But I have an idea.

      “In bright red spray paint, the words 'Fuck You' were scrawled across the front of the garage.” She blinks rapidly. “I look over and see them cackling with laughter—followed by a deeper, familiar voice. Finn. He’d been in on it, too."

      “Wow,” I say, fighting back a wave of sheer anger. “Kenley, that’s really awful. And Finn…are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      “I never saw the painting,” I tell her. “Never heard a thing about this.”

      “I went to bed, and I guess my father got up, cleaned and painted it before nine a.m. No one ever mentioned it again. It was like it never happened.”

      “Except it did, and you knew exactly who did it.”

      “It was like a punch in the gut. They were my friends—Rose was my best friend. I felt so dumb, but my mom, when she noticed I wasn’t rushing out to meet them like I’d done every other day this summer. I didn’t give her details, but she encouraged me to try to work it out. And I really didn’t have much choice. I had no other friends. Rose and I were so wound up in one another that without her, I had nothing.” She uses the sleeve of her shirt to wipe her eyes. I want to tell her that she had more than Rose, that she had me, but the truth is that after this happened our group fell apart, and she and I barely spoke anymore. Rose and Finn pretty much ignored me, too.

      “What did you do?” I ask.

      “I sucked it up and went to the pool. We went every day and sat in the same seats by the diving boards. They were already there, but not in our normal spots. They were by the lifeguard stand, where the upperclassmen hang out, wearing new, matching bikinis. Even from across the pool I could hear Juliette telling some wild story about being at Rich’s house the night before. Rose saw me, blinked, and looked past me like I never existed. I’d been officially cut out.”

      We sit across from one another in silence, me hating myself for not having the nerve to get up and comfort her. I didn’t do it then and I’m still scared to do it now.

      “I don’t blame you for never speaking to either of them again.”

      “Yeah, some days I agree. Other days I miss her so much that it hurts just like it did back then.” She swallows and whispers, “What if she’s really gone?”

      I start to move—standing to sit next to her on the couch. I may not have comforted her then, but it’s time to man up and do it now.

      Except I never get the chance.

      Because right when I stand the cottage door opens, the hinges whining from disuse. My heart jumps in my chest, startled, and Kenley’s jaw drops.

      I don’t know who either of us would have expected out in that little cottage in the woods, but it certainly wasn’t who peeked their heads through the door.
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      Ezra

      

      I blink twice trying to reconcile what I’m seeing. Never in a million years would I have thought Kenley and Ozzy would be in the cottage. From the flash of guilt that flickers across Oz’s face, I wonder if we interrupted something. Were they about to hook up? Had they already hooked up? I notice Kenley’s red eyes and nose. Nah, she’s too freaked out about Rose.

      Join the club.

      “What are you doing here?” Ozzy asks, he shoots an accusing look at Holloway. Kenley doesn’t even look at him.

      “Things are getting tense back at school,” I reply. “We thought we’d lay low for a while until things calmed down.”

      I step into the cottage. It’s such a weird place, but I’ve used it consistently through the years. First, because Rose and I would use it to meet up; later, as a place to hide out when I needed a break.

      Finn hesitates in the doorway, well aware of the hostility coming his way. I sit in one of the armchairs and nod for Finn to come inside. With a set, tense jaw, he does.

      Soon we’re sitting across from one another, room quiet. One thing runs through my mind and something tells me it’s on their minds as well. The last time we were all together like this, alone, was in this very cottage, smoking the weed I found in my brother’s room. The only difference is that Rose isn’t here, and none of us are really friends anymore.

      Finn shifts next to me, the leather on his letterman’s jacket creaking as he shifts uncomfortably. I reach into my pocket and pull out a baggie. There’s already a rolled joint inside.

      “You’re kidding,” Kenley says. “You think now is the right time to get high?”

      “KK, now is the perfect time to get high.” I pull out my lighter. “I don’t know about you, but I’m a little bit on edge.”

      “Did you just call me KK?” she asks.

      I shrug. The old nickname slipped right off my tongue. I thumb the lighter, igniting the flame, then hold it to the end of the joint while I take a long, needy drag. The burn feels good. I hold it out to Finn.

      To my surprise, he takes it.

      Across from me, Kenley watches Finn take a drag. Her expression is less accusatory than what she’d given me, but that makes sense. She’s been in love with Holloway since we were kids, which sucks for the rest of us, because Kenley Keene is a catch. Pretty, sexy, and smart.

      Finn holds out the joint, and to my surprise Ozzy takes it without the slightest bit of hesitation. I can’t help but smirk. Oz is a fucking enigma. He wears that stupid cap all the time and always has his nose in a damn book. Rose would be pissed he was here, which makes it even funnier.

      He finishes and skips over Kenley, whose big blue eyes are about to bug out of her head. Oz holds the joint, now half the size, back out to me. I’m about to take it when small, slim fingers snatch it out of the air. She doesn’t look at any of us, just down at the joint, but the three of us, me, Finn and Oz, we share a glance. Over the last few years, while Rose and Juliette drifted into partying and flirting with bad behavior, Kenley stuck to the straight and narrow.

      Today, things are different.

      Today everything changes, and you can feel it settle over the room like the haze from the burning weed. It’s obvious when the good girl across from me wraps her pink lips around the end of the joint and takes a long drag.

      I swear something in my belly twitches, seeing her like that.

      Until she coughs so hard I’m shocked her guts didn’t dislodge.

      She grins sheepishly and hands the joint back to me, our fingers grazing and a flicker of comradery passing through us, passing through all of us.

      I take another drag, wanting to hold onto it while it lasts.
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      Kenley

      

      “Do you really think she’s gone?” I ask, once the cannabis loosens my tongue. That’s why I smoked it. Being with Ozzy is one thing. Although we’re not close, there’s no bad blood. But sitting in tight quarters with Finn and Ezra, I needed something to get through the moment.

      My question is directed at Finn. He’s the one that would know. His sharp jaw tenses and he stares at his knees. He hasn’t spoken a word since he and Ezra arrived.

      “The real question,” Ezra says with a dark chuckle, “is do you think she jumped off the bridge?”

      “Shut up,” Ozzy mutters, glancing between me and Finn.

      “It’s a fair question,” Ezra says. “Her car was found on the bridge. It wouldn’t be the first suicide from that location.”

      Everyone knows the story of Skip Carson, who came back from two tours in Afghanistan and leapt off the bridge.

      “Why would she do that?” I ask. “She had everything going for her. Smart, popular, rich. In nine months she’d be out of here—at the school of her choice.”

      Or at least, that’s how it appeared. Something nags at me, though. My last, unexpected interaction with her. She hadn’t been any of those things.

      “Popularity doesn’t mean you don’t have problems,” Ezra says. “I mean, her life looked pretty fucking shallow to me. Maybe she peaked too soon and realized nothing for her would get better after high school.”

      He smashes the tiny end of the joint, extinguishing it with his fingers, and tossing it in the ashtray.

      “What do you think?” Ozzy asks Finn.

      I don’t expect him to answer, but he exhales and runs that hand through his hair. “I think she took off.”

      “Without you?” I blurt.

      Our eyes meet. There’s hurt in the vibrant green.

      “She’d been going through something lately—what, I don’t really know. She’d become distant, and although we’d always agreed to go to the university together, she started talking about getting away—like far away. She kept bragging, some money stashed that her parents didn’t know about.”

      Ezra, Ozzy, and I gape at Finn. It’s the most I’ve heard him speak in a long time, and the information? Well, it’s a little shocking.

      “Did you tell the police all that?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I figured if she really wanted the hell out of Thistle Cove that badly, I’d let her get a head start.”

      There’s a mix of bitterness and sadness in his voice and he leans back in his seat, obviously done talking.

      Ozzy tugs at his cap.

      “I’m with Finn, she bolted. I think this whole thing is just about creating drama. Everyone is all riled up and talking about her and in a few days, she’ll reemerge with some fantastical story about how she flew to Paris and forgot to tell everyone.”

      “Harsh, but possible,” Ezra says.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time she’s pulled a prank.” He glances at me. “Really, I just think Rose is too selfish to take her own life. Where’s the fun in that? But having the whole town wondering where you are? Disrupting the school year? What better way to make a splash.” He winces. “Sorry, wrong word choice.”

      He has a point. I absorb the information, trying to process everything.

      I’m deep in thought when Ezra kicks the toe of my shoe with his. “What about you, KK, she was your bestie, what do you think?”

      Finn’s eyes flick up, curious. My cheeks heat, either from the weed or the attention. Probably due to the former, I say something I never normally would.

      “I think that it’s possible that Rose didn’t run away and she didn’t jump.”

      “Then what?” Finn asks, speaking to me directly for the first time.

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Maybe she was pushed.”

      “What?” Ozzy asks. “Why?”

      I don’t tell them what she said to me that night at the pool. The way she looked at me. “Because Rose was the kind of person all the other girls wanted to be, and all the boys wanted to possess. She was also the kind of person that could never be owned.”

      “What are you talking about, Kenley?” Finn asks, his face turning pale.

      I shrug, feeling hot, like I’ve said too much. “I don’t know. You asked what I thought and that’s it. I don’t have a reason.” Just a feeling. “Believe it or not.”

      It doesn’t matter what I think, it never has, and Finn jumps up and rushes to the door.

      Ozzy gives me an accusing look. I’d said that to hurt Finn. The way he’d hurt me.

      And it doesn’t feel as good as I thought it would.
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      Finn

      

      My stomach churns, and I scramble to the cottage door, pushing it open. Outside, I vomit into the bushes until the contents of my stomach are gone.

      I hear footsteps on the staircase.

      “I’m fine,” I say, wiping my mouth. “I think it was the weed. It’s not really my thing.”

      “I shouldn’t have said that,” Kenley says. Fuck. Just hearing her voice makes it ten times more humiliating. Not that she’s done anything wrong. I’m the fucking asshole. “Here.”

      The sound of a zipper rips through the quiet forest. I turn and see that she’s pulled a half-empty water bottle from her bag.

      “Thanks,” I say, taking it from her. I wash out my mouth and spit it into the woods. When I look up again she’s holding out a tin of mints. I take a couple. “What else do you have in that magic bag, Hermione?”

      That makes her laugh, and it’s nice to see a smile on her face, even if it’s brief.

      “We did go through a hardcore Harry Potter phase, didn’t we?”

      “Gryffindor forever.” I punch a fist halfheartedly in the air. “God, this sucks.”

      “I know.”

      “Rose…like I said, she’d been different lately. I was worried about her, but she started to cut me out.” I grimace. “I guess you’d know about that.”

      She looks startled to hear me say it.

      “Yeah, I guess I would.”

      The strained tension that’s been between us for years instantly snaps back in place. I hate it, and I want to smash it, like I’ve wanted so many other times over the last three years.

      “We fought sometimes,” I confess. “A few big ones lately. I did it on purpose, trying to get her so mad that maybe she’d explode and tell me what was really going on. She never did, or who knows, maybe she did, and I wasn’t listening.”

      She opens her mouth to speak, but my phone buzzes loudly in my pocket. And hers must too, because she flinches at that very moment.

      “Guys,” Ozzy calls from inside. “Did you get this?”

      My stomach twists again as Kenley and I scramble for our phones, reading them at the same time.

      Police to Hold Press Conference at 4 pm at Carter’s Bridge

      Another text vibrates though a second later. It’s my mom.

      Come home. Now.

      I look up and meet her clear blue eyes. “I guess I can’t avoid this any longer.”

      “Yeah,” she says, “I’m not sure any of us can.”
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      Kenley

      

      Chief McMichael stands at a makeshift podium at the edge of the bridge. The bridge itself has been closed most of the day and behind him are a series of emergency vehicles. Fire, ambulance, police. One has K-9 written on the side. Others are marked as state agencies.

      I’m with my parents, caught in the middle of the large group that has gathered to listen to the Chief update the community about Rose’s disappearance. Whispers spread through the group that there must be some kind of news for them to call us like this, but with so many emergency personnel around, it seems unlikely the search is over.

      I spot Finn with his parents and a splotchy-faced Juliette. Ozzy is over by the side of the road and Ezra, if he’s here, is hidden.

      “Kenley!”

      I look around and see Alice’s head ducking and weaving through the crowd. She squeezes in next to me. “Where have you been? I was looking all over for you at school.”

      Alice would be both hurt and angry to know we’d all met at the cottage—even if inadvertently. Luckily, the microphone squeals with feedback and Chief McMichael’s voice booms across the crowd.

      “Thank you for coming,” he says, placing both hands on the podium. “As most of you know, today has been long and exhausting—and it’s not over yet. I’d like to update everyone with what we know. At seven-thirty-six last night we received a call to 911 services that a vehicle had been abandoned on the bridge. An officer was dispatched to the scene, where she found a 1968 VW Bug parked in the northbound lane. At that time, Officer Grace Miller checked the vehicle for occupants and found no one inside. The car was empty and there was no evidence of anyone at the scene. At that point she ran the plates, and it was determined the vehicle was registered to City Council member Brice Waller. We learned after contacting Mr. Waller that his daughter Rose drove this vehicle and that she hadn’t been seen that day.”

      It’s a flurry of information. Had no one really seen her that day? Not even her parents for breakfast? Did that mean she took off the day before? But who drove the car to the bridge if it wasn’t her? So many questions.

      “Officers have been tracking Rose’s social media, cell phone, and plan to continue interviewing family and classmates for any helpful information. Although we have not given up hope that maybe Rose is alive and well, a decision has been made to utilize state services and begin a search of the water. Tomorrow we will have a voluntary search for the banks of the waterway. If you’d like to join in the search, please meet here at seven a.m. Adults only. Students need to attend school, where counseling will be provided for any and all students.” He looks over at Mr. Waller and adds, “The family would like to make a statement.”

      Brice Waller grabs the hand of his wife, Regina, and steps toward the microphone. He’s in a slate gray suit and a small campaign button is pinned to his lapel. Regina looks devastated, her face splotchy and red. She’s a beautiful woman, just like Rose. Tears prick at my eyes seeing her so upset. She must be terrified.

      “Thank you for coming,” Mr. Waller says, his voice steady. “It’s reassuring to have so much support from the community we love so much. I can’t express how today has been the hardest day in my life.” He reaches for Regina’s hand. “Our life. Our beautiful and vibrant daughter has always been the cornerstone of our family. And we want to send a message to her, in case she’s listening: Rose, sweetheart, we love you. If you’re out there, please contact us. Contact your friends.” He glances into the crowd, smiling at Finn. “There are people here that just want you to be safe.”

      Juliette sobs, pressing her face into Finn’s chest. He wraps his arm around her, providing comfort.

      Mr. Waller continues, “I also want to add that if anyone knows anything, even the smallest detail, please let us or the police know. Anything could be helpful as we search for answers.”

      He steps back from the podium and a voice calls from the crowd. “Wait!”

      All eyes shift to Juliette, who is walking up to the platform and is dragging Finn behind her. Chief McMichael steps forward to intervene, but Mr. Waller encourages them forward. After a quiet conversation, Juliette walks up to the microphone, pushing her long, blonde hair over her shoulder.

      “As most of you know, I’m Juliette Chandler. Rose is my best friend—well, more sister than friend. I’ve organized a vigil in her honor tonight at the high school. Just a place for all of us to get together and share positive energy that will hopefully guide her back home.”

      I don’t miss the best friend/sister comment. I shouldn’t feel petty and territorial at a time like this, but the wound runs deep. Finn looks incredibly uncomfortable standing next to Juliette, like a deer caught in headlights.

      “Please join us on the back field at seven.”

      She waves and with that, the press conference is over.

      “Well, that was rich,” Alice says, a few minutes later. We’ve moved away from the crowd, and my parents have gone over to talk to the Wallers. My friend is busy shooting daggers over at Finn and Juliette. “Way to make this whole thing about you.”

      She’s not wrong, but I keep that thought to myself. “Are you going to go tonight?”

      “To play homage to a bratty mean girl? No, I think I need to wash my hair.” She studies me. “What? You are?”

      “I guess so.” I look over her shoulder and catch Ozzy’s eye. He gives me a tight smile. “I should probably document it, you know, in case we want to use this for the yearbook.”

      “See?” she says. “It’s already working.”

      “What’s working?”

      “That this whole thing is a dramafest. It’s peak Rose Waller.” She shakes her head. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Juliette’s in on it, too.”

      “You’re being a little paranoid,” I tell her.

      “Am I? How many times over the last three years have those two managed to take over every moment at our school. How many pages of photos do you print of them in the yearbook because of being on the cheer squad or on the homecoming court? They’re vampires, sucking up all the energy for themselves.”

      I listen to her rant, one she’s had a million times before—but now the situation is different. Rose is missing. Perhaps in danger or worse. “Alice! That’s enough.”

      She blinks.

      “I can’t listen to you go off like this anymore. This situation is real, and your grudge is petty and childish in a time like this.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and juts her chin out. “I always knew it would come down to this,” she says. “That in the end you’d pick Rose over me. Even out of the picture, she means more to you than I ever did.”

      “That’s not true,” I say, but I’m tired, and Alice’s insecurities are not a priority right now. “I just think that maybe right now, we need to be compassionate and not assholes.”

      She snorts and throws up her hands. “Whatever. You know where to find me when she shows up with a fresh tan and a crappy tattoo.”

      I don’t chase after her, but I do notice that people heard our exchange, not that I really care. Ready to go, I walk toward my parents' car, but stop short when I see someone waiting for me.

      Chief McMichael.
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      Ozzy

      

      I can’t help but overhear the whole exchange between Alice and Kenley. Alice is notoriously temperamental, running hot to Kenley’s levelheaded cool.

      “You may want to knock that talk down a notch,” I say when Alice passes me. “Or you’re going to land in trouble.”

      “Do you think I care?”

      “I think you care about Kenley.”

      She pauses, her expression softening. It’s enough of a shift that it makes me wonder if the desire to protect her friend could lead to her having something to do Rose disappearing.

      “I just hate how much Rose hurt her, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.” And for once, I really do know. That story she told about the girls vandalizing her house…man, that was rough. “But their relationship lasted a long time. She probably hoped to repair it someday.”

      That’s something I get, too. I don’t like that Finn and I aren’t friends anymore. Even Ezra. We spent so much time together when we were kids—that bonds you together if you like it or not.

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of,” she says, cutting her eyes over to Juliette, who is now talking to a newspaper reporter.

      “What do you mean?”

      Her lips purse, but then she says, “I saw Kenley and Rose talking last week. A few days before school started. Ken was closing up the pool, and we were meeting to go get some food when she finished. When I got to the parking lot, Rose’s car was there, and I saw the two of them having a conversation just inside the gates.”

      Kenley hadn’t mentioned that at all. But why would she? It’s not like we’re confidants.

      “Did you ask her about it?”

      “No, as you can tell, conversations about Rose don’t go over so well.”

      “Because you’re jealous.”

      She glares at me, her brown eyes dark and hollow. “I’m not going to deny I have a few insecurities about their old friendship, but it’s not enough to make me murder someone.”

      The word hangs between us. It’s the first time I’ve heard it said in this situation. Murder. Well, other than Kenley suggesting that maybe someone pushed Rose off the bridge. Maybe she does know more.

      Alice continues, “I just don’t want Kenley to get hurt again, that’s all. She’s too nice and trusting.”

      She walks off and as much as I hate it, my big takeaway from the conversation is that Kenley is keeping secrets. I lean back and study the crowd, my gaze passing over Finn and Juliette, the Chandlers, the Wallers, and many other residents of Thistle Cove, and wonder who else has secrets that haven’t come to the surface.
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      Kenley

      

      Once again, fire lights up the back field of the high school, but this time it’s not a raging bonfire and there’s no celebration. The mood has shifted completely—sad and scared, worried and suspicious. It’s weird to think that it’s only been twenty-four hours since we were at the bonfire and now we’re back at that same field for a different reason—to hold a vigil for Rose Waller.

      Juliette is running the show, Finn following behind her like an obedient dog. It’s reminiscent of his relationship with Rose over the past few years, although the look on his face with her was affectionate and smitten. In the current situation, he just seems miserable.

      Keeping to the edges, I discreetly take photos. It feels morbid, but I consider myself a journalist of sorts. No, I don’t work on the school paper, but I do document history. I also need something to do with myself so I don’t lose my mind.

      It’s been a full day, and there’s no information about Rose. No posts on social media, no calls or texts, and as much as I hate going there…no body. The worry I’d been feeling all day is slipping into something else. Terrifying fear.

      “Need some help?”

      I look over and see Ozzy. He’s not holding one of the candles Juliette had been handing out. His hands are shoved in his pockets. I do see the muted pink ribbon pinned to his jacket. The true color would be “rose” for our missing classmate. The cheer squad is handing them out to everyone as they arrived.

      “No, I’m just trying to keep busy, you know?”

      “Yeah, I do know.”

      He trails behind me as I take a few more photos. Coach Chandler is here, providing support to the players and students. He’s both good looking—like what girls would call a DILF—and reassuring. There’s a strain on his face. A tightness to his grin. He feels what we feel and that’s what makes him relatable.

      He’s not the only adult here. Other teachers, like the art instructor, Mrs. Allen. Rose was a talented artist and had been in her class since freshman year. Then there’s Mr. Cortez, the Spanish teacher. Rose was president of the Spanish club. Mr. Russell, the principal, stands to the side, worry etched on his face. He’s probably concerned someone is going to light up the school. It’s valid.

      “She really was ‘that girl’ wasn’t she?” Ozzy says, watching me, watch the crowd. “Thistle Cove’s best and brightest.”

      A chill runs down my spine when I realize he said it in past tense.

      He’s right, though, Rose was ‘that girl.’ It’s obvious from the pile of mementos people brought to the event. Photos of Rose in her cheerleading uniform, with the art award she won the prior year, standing on the field during the homecoming court with Finn, and of course, a large one in the middle of her and Juliette in a tight embrace. Scattered around this are stuffed and plastic unicorns—something she notoriously loved—and a few cupcakes from the diner. All you had to do was scroll down her ChattySnap feed to see what she was into. Rose is one of those high school girls with thousands of followers—letting the world know what products she approves of. Not quite an influencer in the traditional sense of the word, but locally, in Thistle Cove? She had created her own brand and the objects brought here tonight confirms it.

      “Can everyone huddle around?” Coach Chandler calls out, using his booming voice. I step forward, squeezing through to get to the front. Ozzy stands next to me.

      At the top of the circle I see Reverend Jacobs, from First Methodist. Rose’s family are members, although sometimes it feels more for political show than anything else. Seeing him brings back a flood of memories from our childhood—First Methodist Preschool is where Rose and I met in the two-year-old Lambs class.

      I remember the day vividly. Despite the bright colors and alluring toys, I’d been hesitant and scared to walk in the room. I’d been clinging to my mother’s leg as she spoke to the teacher, and I spotted a dark-haired girl with perfect braids watching me. After a moment she walked over and said, “I’m Rose, let’s be best friends.”

      And that was it.

      Until it wasn’t.

      The Reverend starts to speak, and emotion swallows me. It only gets worse when I look across the field and see Finn. Our eyes meet, and he looks so miserable, so sad. My hands tremble, and Ozzy takes the camera from me. Then, to my surprise, he wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close.

      “It’s okay,” he says, hand running up and down my arm. He smells good, feels so safe, and I press my face against him. It’s not okay. It may never be okay again, but having Ozzy by my side at least makes me feel like I can at least get through this moment.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m an odd mixture of drained and wired when I get home. My parents ask me a dozen questions about the vigil, telling me they’re taking the morning off work to help with the search. We’re supposed to go to school for first period and will be released early afternoon if the Chief still needs our help.

      “Go to bed,” my mom says, squeezing my hand.

      She doesn’t have to ask me twice.

      I don’t turn on my light when I enter, finding solace in the dark. Like always, Finn’s room is closed off to me—the shade drawn—the space between our houses a dark void. I stare out the window as I change, easing out of my jeans and sweater. Unhooking my bra. Everything is dropped in a pile on the floor and I reach for the T-shirt I sleep in. It’s an old college shirt of my mom’s, the cotton worn completely bare, but it’s perfectly soft.

      I’ve just pulled it over my head when I see a glimmer of light in Finn’s window. A reflection? My heart pounds and I walk over, bending over the desk and peering out the window.

      I see nothing. No one.

      I shake my head, thinking maybe I’m confused.

      My phone buzzes, skittering on my bed. I walk over and pick it up.

      Ozzy: Get home okay?

      Kenley: Yes, thanks for checking.

      Ozzy: See you tomorrow.

      Kenley: Night.

      Ozzy: Night.

      I put the phone down and glance back out the window. I should close the shade, but I don’t. I want Finn to know that I’m here for him—that my door, well window, is always open.

      Even if he’s too scared to open his in return.
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      Ezra

      

      Mrs. Gimple continues on with AP Lit like there’s not a crisis brewing outside these walls. Like the rest of the town hasn’t come to a full stop and a group of two hundred adults is out there combing the banks of the cove, looking for the body of our classmate.

      I can’t help but wonder if they’d make the same effort for me?

      I assess my fellow classmates, zeroing in on Finn two rows ahead. He came to school today even though out of everyone, he’d get an easy pass. The fact he skipped yesterday was an anomaly. Or maybe he’s like me, knowing that now is not the time to bring attention to yourself. Head down—hood up. That’s the way to proceed while shit is hitting the fan.

      I shift my gaze to Juliette, who’s positioned her body in Finn’s direction. For all the crying she did yesterday, her peaches and cream complexion looks as smooth as ever. Since the day she arrived in Thistle Cove, she’s been a series of ticking bombs, each one going off in timely succession. The first was destroying the relationship with Rose and Kenley. The next, alienating everyone else that didn’t meet her standards. With every explosion, their status elevated. There was only one person with a higher profile than her—Rose.

      Ozzy, to my left, is one of those that got the cut early on. Quirky and creative, he’d been Finn’s best friend since they were kids, despite the difference in interests. They had one of those yin-yang relationships that seemed to work. At least it did until they got to high school, and Ozzy’s differences made him a social liability. A little too smart and nerdy—not the kid Juliette or Rose would want tagging along.

      I lean forward and check out Kenley. Jesus. That girl had no fucking clue how the school viewed her. She was Juliette’s biggest threat, and she eliminated her swiftly. I knew about the spray paint and the shitty words they’d scrawled across the front of her house. People tell me things—it’s like I’m a bartender or barber, but in this case I’m the drug dealer; we just hear stuff. People smoke up and bare their souls. They seek me out at parties and just fucking unload. Rose had been the one to confess that to me on the boat last summer. She was shit-faced and had spiraled into that weird sobbing mess girls get into once they’ve passed three drinks.

      They always assume I’m high or drunk, but the truth is, I rarely use. Yesterday had been the first time in months. My dad had been serious about the motorcycle and the football team. I know when to cut my losses.

      So when Rose told me about vandalizing Kenley’s house, everything clicked into place. Except one thing, she admitted it was her idea, not Juliette’s.

      But that’s the thing about Kenley, she gets under your skin. I know she’s wiggled under mine, but it doesn’t matter. She’s got eyes for one guy, Finn Holloway, and that may have been Rose’s real motivation. Because Finn is like the rest of us. The way he looks at Kenley matches the way that Ozzy stares at her from a seat away, and the way I feel every time she’s near.

      I’m thinking about all of this when the intercom over the whiteboard crackles to life.

      “Excuse the interruption, but I need the following students to come to Mr. Russell’s office…Finn Holloway,” every eye in the room shifts to Finn, “and Kenley Keene.”

      Finn and Kenley barely look at one another, although Juliette reaches across the aisle and squeezes Finn on the arm. I sink back in my seat, relieved and surprised it wasn’t my name called. It’s only a matter of time.

      “Well, you two better head to the office,” Mrs. Gimple says. “You can check my website for the homework.”

      I watch as Finn stands, grabbing his bag and slinging it over his shoulder. At the door he waits a beat for Kenley to catch up. Still, neither say a word.

      I’ve been to the office a dozen times, but Mr. and Ms. Goody-Two-Shoes definitely haven’t. Especially when the stakes are a missing classmate. The door clicks behind them and Ms. Gimple starts back up again, but I can’t focus. I know at any moment there will be an announcement calling me up to the office. I don’t know what Holloway and Kenley did to get called to the office, but I do know one thing; I was the last one to see Rose Waller before she went missing.
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      Kenley

      

      “Any idea what this is about?” I ask on the way to the office. Finn walks behind me, like if he goes slow enough maybe we’ll never get there. “Do you think it’s because we skipped yesterday?”

      “They didn’t call Ozzy or Ezra.”

      I slow my pace. “Maybe they have news about Rose?”

      He sighs, leaning his back against a row of lockers and rubbing his forehead. “This whole thing is crazy.”

      I stop. “I know.”

      “Where the hell is she?”

      “I don’t know. I wish I did, but I have no clue.”

      He clenches his jaw, making the lines sharp and his looks deadly. He looks up at me, and it almost hurts to hold his gaze. “I’m sorry about what happened that night—at your house. They’d already done it when they called me to come outside. Probably because I would have told them to knock it off. It was mean, and if I’d known it was going to trigger this…” he searches for words, “…this divide between us, I would have done so many things differently, but everything got so out of control starting at that very moment. Like a runaway freight train. I don’t think I really understand that until the last few weeks.”

      His apology catches me off guard, so much so that I’m unable to adequately respond. I just jerk my head down the hall and say, “We should probably get down there.”

      He nods and pushes off the wall, keeping up a little better this time. He gets to the office first, opening the door for me. I pass through and he follows, both of us taking a seat on the long row facing Ms. Stewart the administrative assistant's desk.

      We’re barely settled when Mr. Russell walks out of this office and says, “Mr. Holloway, you go to my office. Ms. Keene, the conference room.”

      “Do you mind if I ask what this is about?” Finn asks.

      Mr. Russell frowns, looking genuinely sad. “The police need to ask each of you a few questions. Nothing serious.”

      I bite my tongue before I blurt that there’s no such thing as the police talking to you about something un-serious. Especially in a situation like this.

      “Did something new happen?” I ask, my voice coming out quieter than I mean for it to. “Did they find something—her?”

      “I think the detectives can help answer any questions you may have, Ms. Keene.” He nods toward the conference room. “Go ahead.”

      Finn and I share a look before we part, heading in opposite directions. He looks tired. I feel tired, but that’s overtaken by nerves when I walk through the conference room door and see Chief McMichael and another police officer I’ve never met before. She’s not in a uniform, but a blouse and jacket. Her hair is in a messy bun with strands falling over her ears.

      “Kenley,” the Chief says, “I’m not sure we’ve formally met, although I know my daughter Allison was on the yearbook staff with you two years ago.” He offers me his hand and I shake it. Then he gestures to the woman next to him. “This is Detective Belcher.”

      Her grip is so strong that I’m pretty convinced she yanked my arm out of the socket. I hold back a grimace and sit across from them. Detective Belcher pulls out a notepad and pen.

      “What’s this about?” I blurt, feeling anxious and ready to get it over with. “Is there news about Rose?”

      Chief McMichael says, “Unfortunately, no. You and Rose were close friends at one point, weren’t you?”

      “Before high school, yes. Not so much in the past few years.”

      “You had a falling out?”

      “You could say that, yes.”

      “Anything we should know about?”

      “Not unless you’re interested in the petty drama of fourteen-year-old girls.” That earns a smile from Detective Belcher. She gets it. “Look, whatever went on between me and Rose was old news. We didn’t speak or have anything to do with one another. It was no big deal.”

      “What about your friend Alice Kendrick?”

      I freeze, my stomach turning to lead. “What about Alice?”

      “People are saying she’s made some harsh comments about Rose since she’s been missing.”

      I try to choose my words carefully. “Alice is a loyal friend and yeah, Rose annoys her, but it’s not a big deal.”

      More scribbling on the pad. I knew Alice’s mouth was going to get her in trouble.

      “What can you tell us about the last time you spoke to Rose?”

      “I told you, Rose and I didn’t speak.”

      He nods, glancing at the Detective. “Well, that’s where things get complicated, Kenley. There’s an eyewitness that says a car matching the description of your vehicle, a 2016 Honda Accord, was on the bridge shortly before Rose’s car was discovered.”

      My heart jumps in my throat.

      “That’s not possible. I was at the bonfire. You can ask anyone.”

      “We plan to, but it was also very crowded that night. Are you sure you didn’t sneak off at some point?”

      “What? No.” I can’t believe what they’re asking. “Rose and I weren’t friends. Even if I saw her on the bridge, I would have no reason to stop.”

      Again, the Detective scribbles something in her notepad. I lean forward, and she shifts away. “Kenley, we’re not accusing you of anything. We’re just trying our best to get a good, accurate timeline on what happened that night on the bridge. Are you sure you weren’t there?”

      “Positive. I had to be at the bonfire early to set up the yearbook table. We sell water. Once the bonfire started, I was taking pictures.” I reach under the table for my camera. “They should be time stamped.”

      Chief McMichael takes the camera from me, flipping through the images.

      “Any idea why your car would have been seen on the bridge that night? Does anyone else have access to it?”

      I think back to that night and everything that went on, and it hits me like a ton of bricks. I open my mouth and then snap it shut.

      “Kenley, do you know something that could help us?”

      “I let someone borrow my car that afternoon—to go get ice for the coolers.” I swallow, fidgeting in my seat. “She didn’t get back until right before the bonfire started.”

      I remember her coming in that night, with the bag of ice, already halfway melted, then tucking the key in my back pocket.

      Detective Belcher leans across the table, tucking a piece of blonde hair behind her ear. “Who?”

      “Alice.”
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      Finn

      

      Detective Jones meets me at the door and gestures for me to sit. He takes Mr. Russell’s chair, and it’s odd to see someone other than my principal sitting behind the desk.

      “How are you holding up?” the Detective asks. He’s young—maybe mid-twenties. Dark hair and a trimmed beard.

      “Okay, I guess.” Other than the fact my girlfriend of three years has gone missing, I’m strangely focused on the girl next door, and everything in my life feels out of control. “Any news?”

      “The foot search just started. It took about an hour to get everyone trained and sorted into groups. Other than that, not much has changed.” He raises an eyebrow. “You haven’t heard anything from Rose, have you?”

      I shake my head. “No. Nothing.”

      “Tell me again when you spoke to her last?”

      I say what I’d already told police. “We talked the night before the first day of school.”

      “And what did you talk about?”

      “She did most of the talking. What she was going to wear. Who made the cheerleading squad. Stuff like that.” I lean back in my seat. “To be honest, Rose talked a lot, I didn’t always pay attention.”

      He chuckles and makes a few notes in a pad on the desk. “I can imagine. You said she was supposed to pick you up for school?”

      “Yeah, but she didn’t, and she didn’t answer any of my texts. My mom gave me a ride.”

      He nods. “And you never heard from her again.”

      “No, sir.”

      “You guys have dated for what? Three years?”

      “Yeah, almost three. I asked her to the homecoming dance freshman year and we started dating after that.”

      Detective Jones looks impressed. “Sounds serious.”

      “It is, I guess.”

      He flips through the notepad. “Someone reported that they overheard you arguing in front of the house a few weeks ago—what was that all about?”

      I flash back to that argument—one of a few we’d had lately. “Just petty stuff. We were supposed to go out the night before, but she made other plans.”

      “What kind of plans?”

      Good question. That’s what the fight was about.

      “She hung out with her friend, Juliette. A girls' night.”

      “And that made you angry?”

      “I wasn’t angry. Just annoyed that she stood me up.”

      “Did that happen a lot?”

      The room grows warm and I feel very much under a microscope. “Should my parents be here?”

      The detective shrugs. “If you’d feel more comfortable with them here, that’s fine. I just wanted to get a better idea of what was going on the last few days before Rose went missing.”

      His eyes hold mine and I exhale, calming down. “She didn’t stand me up much, but over the summer she was busier than normal, and she backed out of plans more often than usual. When I asked her about it, she got defensive. I felt like maybe she was stressed out about something.”

      “You’re seniors. College applications? Maybe another guy?” He raises his eyebrow. “Or a girl?”

      “I don’t know. If I did, I’d tell you. I do think something was distracting her, but whatever it was, she wouldn’t tell me.”

      I wait for more questions, but he flips over the cover of the notebook and puts away his pen. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card with his name and number on it and hands it to me. “Thank you, Finn. If you think of anything that could help us find Rose, please let us know.”

      “I will,” I say, ready to get out of the hot, stuffy room. “And please, let me know if you hear anything.”

      “Don’t worry,” the Detective says with a grim expression, “we will.”
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      Kenley

      

      The intercom flares to life during second period, and Alice is called down to the office. Within the hour, Ozzy follows.

      By lunch, no one is surprised that they finally get around to requesting Ezra, and he lopes out of Biology with the slow gait of someone not in a hurry.

      I avoid the cafeteria and my classmates' questioning stares by ducking into the library instead. Mrs. Roberson, well aware that some students need a safe place to eat, ignores the back corner table during lunch periods. I drop my lunch bag on the table, but I’ve lost my appetite. I do appreciate the sanctuary, and I’m not exactly surprised when Ozzy and Finn show up a few minutes later.

      Ozzy is barely in his seat when he asks what happened during my interview. I tell them both about my car being spotted on the bridge, and how I wasn’t the one driving it. That had been Alice.

      “Well that explains why they asked me if I saw you at the bonfire. They were checking your alibi.”

      “Did they ask you anything else” I ask him.

      “Not really. Just if I knew anything. It’s the first time in three years I’ve been one hundred percent okay with the fact I’m no longer friends with Rose Waller.” He grimaces at Finn. “Sorry.”

      “I get it,” Finn says. He touches the lunch bag. “Are you going to eat this?”

      I roll my eyes. “No. Go ahead.”

      He’s got it unzipped and a sandwich shoved in his mouth in a matter of seconds. Before either of us can ask, he says, “All they wanted to know was about our relationship, and if we’d been getting along. Which we had—sort of.”

      Ozzy raises his eyebrows in question, and Finn shakes his head, just saying, “It’s complicated.”

      That’s probably the perfect way to describe any relationship with Rose Waller.

      Ozzy looks back at me and asks in a low voice, “Do you think Alice would do something to her?”

      “Why? Because she’s made it well known how much she hates her?”

      “Yeah, there’s that.”

      “There’s a lot of resentment, but I can’t see her hurting someone.” But even as I say the words, I’m not sure they sound convincing. “Alice is loyal—to a fault—but she’s definitely more bark than bite.”

      “Any idea what they wanted to talk to Ezra about?” Finn asks, shifting in his seat a little.

      “Nope,” I reply.

      Ozzy adds. “With him, it could be anything.”

      We sit in quasi-comfortable silence, and I can’t help but notice how strange it is that the four of us keep getting tossed together after years of effectively avoiding one another. In some way, I’d always thought Rose was the thing keeping us apart—that the day she betrayed me was the day a divide split us all apart, but now it seems like that’s actually true.

      Except we’re not thrown together because we’re friends, more likely because we’re all suspects.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s not in my plans to confront Alice when I see her, but that’s exactly what happens. She’s digging through her messy locker and before I can think twice, I’m standing by her side.

      “What the hell, Alice? Why didn’t you tell me you saw Rose on the bridge that night?”

      She slams the locker door and faces me. “It didn’t seem relevant.”

      “How could that not be relevant? Forty-five minutes later, she was gone.” I shake my head in frustration. “Why did you stop, anyway?”

      “Because I wanted to talk to her, and it seemed like as good of a time as any.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “No, Ken, what doesn’t make sense is the fact you’re still hung up on a friendship with a mean, petty, rich girl who has made it perfectly clear she doesn’t care about you.”

      I groan. “Not this again. What did you say to her?”

      “I told her to leave you alone. That you didn’t need her toxicity in your life and that she’d done enough damage.”

      “What? Why?”

      Her face clouds, and she lowers her voice. “I saw the two of you talking at the pool last week. Ever since then, you’ve been hyper-focused on her. I refuse to sit by and watch you open yourself up just to get hurt, again.”

      I flash back to that night at the pool, at what Rose said to me. “Alice, I don’t need you to protect me from her.”

      She snorts. “Well, not anymore, anyway.”

      My jaw drops, and I shake my head. “Stop. If you’re going to make jokes like that, stay away from me. It’s not cute. It’s not clever, and it sure as hell isn’t funny.”

      “See?” she says, hurt flickering in her eyes. “You always pick her over me.”

      A tall figure walks up to us and I drag my eyes from Alice to see Coach Chandler. “Girls, whatever this is about, I’m sure it needs to take place after class.”

      Alice smiles at him. “No need. I think we’re done here.”

      She flips her hair and storms off, Coach Chandler and I watching her go. He gives my shoulder a squeeze. “It’s been a hard time for all of us, Kenley. No one is acting the way they should. Just give her a few days to cool off.”

      I look up into his crystal blue eyes, feeling the calm reassurance that makes him so popular. “You’re right. Thank you.”

      He smiles and heads back to his classroom across the hall.

      Alice is right, and so is Coach Chandler. She and I may need to take a break for a few days until everything calms down. Emotions are running high. With everything she’s been saying and hiding, plus the fact she nearly got me in trouble for driving my car, right now may be the perfect time for me to keep my distance from Alice Kendrick. Not just for our friendship, but for my reputation as well.
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      Ezra

      

      “Chief McMichael,” I say, nodding to him as I take a seat at the conference table. I stretch my legs. “You’re looking good. New haircut?”

      The Chief casts me a wary look. “Ezra, this is Detective Belcher.”

      I nod at the young, cute Detective, then flash her a grin. She ignores me and takes the cap off her pen. “In the course of our investigation, it’s come to our attention that—”

      “I was on the bridge with Rose the night she went missing.”

      Chief McMichael shakes his head. “You’re waiting until now to tell us this. Why?”

      “Because I was hoping to stay out of it.” I cross my arms over my chest. “Look, do I need my lawyer?”

      “Did you do anything that makes you think you need a lawyer?” McMichael asks.

      “Nope. Nothing.” I lean over the table, resting my elbows on the surface. “But you and I both know nothing good is going to happen if I call my dad.” Who, of course, is my lawyer. He and the Chief are well acquainted. “But here’s the deal, I’ve got nothing to hide, so, I’ll tell you everything I know, but only if you promise not to call my dad.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a promise we can make, son.”

      “Well, then I’ll go ahead and call him and he’ll have me so lawyered up that it’ll take you weeks to find out what I know.”

      McMichael and I hold one another’s eyes. This is clearly not our first meet up. He’s been busting my balls for years with locker searches, DUI checkpoints, and hauling me in whenever something in Thistle Cove goes wrong. He’s also been on the other side of my dad’s legendary bulldog tactics.

      “How about this,” he says carefully, “you tell us what you know, and I’ll give you a heads up before we make any calls to your father.”

      It’s probably the best deal I’m going to get. I stretch out and cross my arms over my chest. “Fine.”

      “Why were you out on the bridge that night?” Detective Belcher asks.

      “Rose texted me and asked me to meet her there.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “She was looking for a hookup.”

      “Sex?” Detective Belcher asks.

      “No.” I can’t help but laugh. Rose was hot, but not my type. “Definitely not sex.”

      “Drugs,” McMichael clarifies. It’s not a question.

      “Yeah, we’d had an arrangement for a while—you know, back when I was dealing,” I say, emphasizing that it was in the past. “But I didn’t have anything.”

      “If you didn’t have anything to give her, why’d you meet up?”

      I shrug. The truth is caught somewhere in between. I may still have a few ounces of weed stashed away—primarily for personal use. But that’s not what Rose wanted. She wanted something harder. Something I don’t mess with.

      “Rose and I go way back, meeting up with her before the bonfire wasn’t a big deal. Plus, I knew she’d skipped out on school that day, so I was curious.”

      Belcher nods and takes notes. “Did she say why she skipped school?”

      “No, but we were both in a hurry.”

      McMichael and the detective share a look. “Explain how Rose seemed rushed.”

      “She hopped out of the car before I’d turned off my motorcycle and asked me if I had any product to sell. I told her I’m not into that anymore.”

      “How did she handle that information?”

      “Annoyed. She threw her hands in the air and said, ‘You’re good for one thing, Ezra Baxter, and you can’t even do that.’ Then she called me a pussy.” I glance at the Detective to see if my language affects her. She’s stone cold. Damn.

      “She seriously said that?” Belcher asks.

      I snort. “Yeah. You know Rose has never been the type to pull punches. That girl knows what she wants, when she wants it. No one is going to get in her way.”

      “Sounds like her father,” the Chief says. “Did she give any indication that she was depressed or may harm herself in some way.”

      “No.”

      “Did she seem like she was thinking about running away?”

      “The only thing she said was that she was tired of Thistle Cove. I think ‘bored’ was the word she used. When I told her I needed to head out and go to the bonfire, she kind of laughed like it was dumb, which was rich since she’s head cheerleader and into all that shit.” McMichael gives me a warning glare for my language and I mutter, “Sorry.”

      “She didn’t owe you money or anything like that?”

      “Nah. Rose always had plenty of cash.”

      Belcher’s pen slows. “Do you know where she got it from?”

      Again, I shrug. “Her daddy? I don’t know.” Saying that makes me think something. “You know, something I just remembered. Right before I left she got a phone call. The name on the screen said, ‘Daddy.’”

      “Her father?”

      “I guess. Who else would it be?” I lean back in my seat. “That’s all I know. Can I go?”

      He looks at Belcher and she shakes her head.

      “You can go. For now.”

      “You got it.” I give him a salute. “I’m on the straight and narrow now, Chief. No more trouble, I swear.”

      “Does that mean I’ll see you on the football field Friday night?”

      “That’s the plan,” I say, but pause. “If you want to guarantee that, please don’t call my dad.”

      He waves me off and I go, feeling calmer with every step. The truth doesn’t come naturally but, for once, I didn’t have anything to hide.

      It’s a strange, strange feeling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenley

      

      Although it’s weird not to drive Alice home after school, the front passenger seat isn’t empty. I saw Ozzy as I left the main building and offered him a ride. We’ve just pulled out of the parking lot when his phone buzzes. He opens his screen and says, “They found something.”

      My stomach plummets and nausea churns. “Did they say what?”

      “No. My parents are helping with the search,” he says, reading the message. “They say they were about to call it off for the day when someone found something in a shallow pool on the edge of the water.”

      He types quickly, thumbs flying over the screen.

      “My mom says it’s a piece of jewelry. A charm of some kind.”

      “A heart with two hands?”

      He types something out as I continue to drive back home. I’ve gone the long way again, away from the bridge.

      “Yes.” He narrows his eyes. “That’s Irish, right?”

      “A Claddagh.”

      “Rose wore one of those. Every day. Finn gave it to her.” A sob wracks through me and I pull the car to the side of the road, slamming the brakes. “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Ozzy reaches across the center of the car and rests his hand on my leg. “You don’t know that it means anything.”

      “We know it means she’s probably not playing a prank, or off shopping and having fun. It means that something happened to her that night that made her lose the necklace she wore every single day.”

      “Maybe she got pissed at Finn and tossed it in the water.”

      “It would sink like a stone.”

      He rubs my knee. “You don’t know that, KK.”

      I look up at him. That nickname. I haven’t heard it in years, but that’s twice now one of the guys have used it. It warms my heart, just like looking at his sweet, handsome face. At his kind, pleading eyes. He wants to believe what he’s saying as much as he wants me to.

      I take a deep breath and say, “I know something is wrong. Very wrong. Rose is in trouble or worse.”

      A fat tear rolls down my cheek, and he reaches up, catching it with his thumb. He holds my face like that for a heartbeat, a long one where we just look at one another; two old friends struggling with loss and confusion.

      “We’ll find out what happened to her,” he says, thumb stroking my cheek. “I promise.”

      I didn’t realize how important that was to me until he said it. “Thank you.”

      He holds my face and my eyes for a moment longer before blinking and dropping his hand. He clears his throat and looks back down at his phone—which has a long line of messages showing.

      My hands shake when I grip the wheel again—I’m not sure if it’s from the news about the charm or from the intimate moment Ozzy and I just shared. Maybe both.

      I ease back out on the road and head home, knowing that whatever is happening with the case right now, and possibly whatever just transpired with the boy next to me, is only the beginning.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While making dinner, my mom turns on the TV to catch up on the local news.

      Janice Hill, the local reporter, stands just outside the police-taped-off bridge.

      “It was a long day for residents of Thistle Cove, a sleepy, tight-knit town thirty miles south of the city. Hundreds of volunteers took the day off to help search for clues in the disappearance of seventeen-year-old Rose Waller. Rose’s car was found abandoned on the bridge just over forty-eight hours ago, and family and friends have had no contact with her since.”

      Juliette’s face fills the screen—obviously from an earlier interview.

      “You’re Rose’s best friend. Can you tell me how you’re handling everything going on?”

      “It’s rough, Janice,” Juliette says, looking like she just swiped on a fresh coat of mascara. “Rose and I did everything together. We had so many plans for senior year. We’re co-captains of the cheer squad, and we’ve been visiting colleges. I know people think that Rose left on her own, but I don’t believe it. There’s no way she’d leave and not tell me. There’s no way she’d leave her boyfriend, Finn, and not let him know. It’s just not like her.”

      As much as I hate Juliette, she’s right.

      “So you’re concerned that something terrible has happened to her?”

      Juliette bites down on her bottom lip and nods, a single, fat tear rolling down her face. “Deep down it’s my biggest fear.” She sniffs. “But until I know for sure, I’ll keep looking for her and holding out hope.”

      Janice turns away from Juliette and faces the camera. “Another announcement was made today by local lawyer Ezra Baxter. He held a meeting a short while ago.”

      Again, the screen flips and Mr. Baxter, who is just as handsome, if not more so than his son, stands in front of the police station. “As a long-time friend of the Waller family, I’m devastated about the news of Rose’s disappearance. I’d like to offer a ten-thousand-dollar reward for any credible information that comes in about Rose’s whereabouts. Hopefully anyone reluctant to come forward with details about what happened to Rose two nights ago will be motivated to do so.”

      Janice faces the camera. “As you can tell, the community love and support is strong in Thistle Cove…”

      She rambles on for a few more minutes, mentioning the football game still scheduled to take place on Friday and additional searches the next day. I ease away, overwhelmed with how Rose’s disappearance has taken over every aspect of our lives, and it doesn’t seem like that’s going to change any time soon.
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* * *

      I’m sitting at my desk, working on my Spanish homework, halfway conjugating verbs and halfway thinking about the glint of gray in Ozzy’s eyes today when we were in the car. I’m not sure, because I don’t have much experience with this stuff, but I think he wanted to kiss me. The hair prickled on the back of my neck and his eyes darted down to my lips. Classic signs, right?

      I start to pick up my phone to call Alice. We can over-analyze this for hours if we need to. It’s been done before. But I remember that we’re taking a break from one another right now, and the light across the way turns on, and a bright glare shines through the dark.

      From my window, I can see Finn as he leans over his desk, and after a bit of a struggle, gets his window to open, lifting it over his head. The motion reveals the toned abs that ladder up his stomach. There are times I don’t want to feel attraction to Finn, years and months of me willing it away, but I can’t help myself.

      Once his window is secure he gestures for me to do the same. I freeze and seriously have one of those ‘who me?’ moments, like in the movies.

      He nods, and I crawl on top of mine to reach the little finger ledge. I do so, managing to only knock off my Spanish book in the process. Mine slides open easily and when I look up again, he’s out on the small ledge that acts as an awning for the side door below. I crawl out to the wider surface of the roof that makes up the porch roof.

      “Hey,” he says, modulating his voice for the distance but not too loud to alert our parents.

      “Hi.”

      He’s barefoot and wearing purple sweatpants with the number 14 stamped on the hip. The casual outfit is rounded out with a purple and gold football hoodie. The temperature cooled, and I’m regretting the thin fabric of my nightshirt with nothing over it.

      “You think I can make it?” he asks, eyeing the gap between our houses. It’s not huge, but it’s a good drop to the concrete driveway below.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      He grins, and it’s nice to see it on his face. He presses back against the house, laying his hand flat against the siding. I think he’s joking—God, tell me he’s joking—but he takes two quick steps and leaps over the space, hurtling through the air.

      “Finn!” I shout, then covering my mouth, unable to close my eyes. He lands with a thud, caterwauling into the side of the house. His chest heaves, that grin now smug with success. He opens his mouth to speak, but I place my finger to his lips.

      “Shhh!”

      “Ken?” My dad calls from the hallway. “Everything okay in there?”

      I stick my head through the open window. “Yep. Just dropped a stack of books!”

      “Okay then. Don’t stay up too late.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I wait a beat, then pull my head back out.

      “They’re really into the ‘I love yous’ since everything with Rose,” I say, turning to face him.

      My finger is still pressed against Finn’s warm, soft lips, and I jerk it away. He looks from my face, down to my chest and I’m suddenly very aware of just how thin my shirt is. I cross my arms, and he swiftly pulls his hoodie over his head, revealing a long-sleeved T-shirt.

      “Here, take my sweatshirt, I’m hot anyway.”

      I’d argue, but in the faint light coming from the windows I can see the pink warming his cheeks. It could be from seeing my nipples trying to cut their way through my shirt, but it’s more likely from that death-defying leap. Dumbass.

      I tug the soft, clean-smelling shirt over my head, feeling the lingering warmth of Finn’s body.

      “Thank you.”

      “Sure.”

      “Promise me one thing.”

      He tilts his head. “What’s that?”

      “Never do something like that again.”

      He grins, again. “I’ve been wanting to try that since I was about ten. I finally have the height and speed to pull it off.”

      I try not to be obvious as my eyes sweep over his broad shoulders and ridiculously long arms. “Yeah,” I mutter, “I guess you do.”

      He sits first, hanging his legs over the edge of the roof. I follow, my hands swallowed in the size of the sweatshirt. Once we’re settled, I ask, “How are you?”

      His mood instantly shifts, and I feel crappy for asking, but he answers anyway. “Okay, I guess.”

      “I heard about the charm they found in the water. Is it the one you gave her?”

      “Chief McMichael brought it by earlier for me to look at.” He frowns. “It’s definitely the one I bought for her.”

      “That really…”

      “Sucks,” he says, his shoulder brushing mine. He takes a deep breath and exhales. “I have no fucking idea how to deal with all of this.”

      “One shitty day at a time, I guess.”

      “I just keep running everything through my mind—the days leading up to the first day of school. Did I miss something? She was always talking about so much trivial shit,” he runs his hand through his hair, “that I just started to tune it all out. I’m a shitty boyfriend.”

      I reach for his arm, the one attached to the hand tugging the ends of his hair. Slowly he stops, but I don’t move my hand, just holding onto him. “You don’t have to explain Rose to me. I know she and I haven’t been friends in a long time, but people don’t change. Not people like Rose. She was bossy and loud and had big dreams. She loved hard and when she was done with something, someone,” I swallow, “she was done. The fact they found that charm says something. You were with her until the end. I’m the one that didn’t fight for her.”

      He looks up at me, blue eyes soft. “That’s not true.”

      “It is. I let Juliette walk into Thistle Cove and steal my best friend—no, best friends--from me. All over petty bullshit.” I look down at my knees. “Thank you for the apology today. I know it didn’t seem like it, but I appreciate it. A lot.”

      “I never should have let that happen.”

      “You didn’t spray paint my house. They did.”

      “No, I didn’t, and I tried my hardest to make sure you didn’t see it. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to it fast enough.”

      “What?” I frown. “What are you talking about?"

      “That night when the girls went to the party at Rich Crawford’s house, I stayed back and painted over the mess on the garage. I did it hoping you’d never find out what happened.”

      “You did that?” I’m stunned. Completely bewildered.

      He seems equally confused. “You didn’t know?”

      “I thought my dad did it. Wow.” I swing my feet. “After all these years, the truth comes out.”

      “That I’m not a massive dick?”

      “Well,” I nudge him with my shoulder. “I didn’t say that.”

      We sit in silence for a few moments, processing the misunderstanding that altered the course of our friendship for three years.

      “I missed you,” he says in a quiet voice.

      My heart flip-flops. He’s always done this to me. Always. “I missed you, too.”

      “Do you think we can be friends again?”

      “What happens if Rose comes back?”

      The dark, sad look in his eye tells me he doesn’t believe that will be a problem. “Then she’ll have to deal with it.” He tosses his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. “Because now that you’re back in my life, I’m not planning on losing you again.”

      Warmth spreads through my body, not just from his touch but his words. Even so, I’m hesitant; if Rose does come back, then all of this may be gone. And if she doesn’t?

      Then being friends may be the last thing on any of our minds.
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      Ozzy

      

      When I come down for breakfast, my mom has the TV turned on. Brice Waller stands in the spot where Rose’s car was abandoned, looking solemn when Janice Hill from Channel Five news holds a microphone to his face and asks, “What does it feel like to have the active water search for your daughter called off?”

      “It doesn’t feel great,” he admits, looking tired but distinguished. His campaign button is visible, as always. “I know the rescue team and police, state and local, have done everything possible to find my baby girl.” He grimaces. “But even though the water search is over, we’re not giving up hope.”

      “On a professional note, how is this tragedy affecting your campaign?”

      The question is rude and inconsiderate, but like always, Brice Waller takes it in stride. “Rose knows how important my commitment to this town is to me and the family. She would be devastated if I backed out of the race over something like this. Luckily, I have an amazing staff that can help fill in the gaps right now. Once Rose is home, we’ll dive back in.”

      The camera shifts away from Mr. Waller, to Janice. “Such strong dedication to both family and to the community. We wish them luck as this nightmare continues.”

      She takes a step over and the camera moves to Chief McMichael.

      “Chief, what are your thoughts on searchers locating the charm she’s known to wear around her neck? Do you feel like that’s a sign she was in the water? Or do you feel like that’s a red herring of some kind?”

      The Chief straightens his hat—he too looks exhausted. “We’re continuing to process and collect all evidence in the disappearance of Rose Waller. Right now we’re as stumped as anyone else, but until we have proof otherwise, we will consider this a missing persons case. Nothing more.”

      “There are a lot of rumors--” Janice starts.

      The Chief holds up his hand. “We don’t operate on rumors, Ms. Hill. We work from evidence, and if anyone can come to us with something new, we’re happy to follow up on it. Thank you, I’ve got to go.”

      Janice faces the camera. “That’s the latest update on the Rose Waller disappearance, and three days later, police don’t seem to have much more information than they did the day they found her car abandoned on Carter’s Bridge. As always, if you have information for the police, contact them immediately.

      Mom presses mute and the news shifts to the weather. She gives me a sympathetic grin. “How you holding up?”

      “Okay.” I grab a box of cereal off the counter and pour a heap into a bowl. Milk follows.

      “I know this is hard on all of you.” She searches my face. “Have you spoken to Finn?”

      Yeah, Mom. We’re in this new club of kids called in to talk to the cops—kids tainted by being currently or formerly friends with Rose Waller. We have a club house where we meet up and get high, oh and by the way, I think I’m falling in love with Kenley Keene even though she’s still hung up on Finn Holloway.

      “A little,” I say. “He’s beating himself up a little, I think, but you know how he is.”

      He didn’t get the nickname Captain America just for the abs.

      I shovel the cereal in fast, finishing just as my phone vibrates. Somehow Kenley and I have fallen into the pattern of her picking me up for school. I rake a hand through my hair, then tug on my cap, heading toward the front door.

      “Try to have a good day at school!” Mom calls.

      “I will,” I reply out of habit. I open the door and see Kenley’s car in the driveway. She smiles and waves. Even though it should be hard to have a good day right now, it’s not. I wave back to Kenley. She’s the reason why.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I secure a pass during my free period and head to the yearbook room. Room is an exaggeration. It’s more like a large closet. But there are computers, the internet, and limited supervision. It’s the perfect place to start fulfilling my promise to Kenley; I’m determined to find out what happened to Rose.

      It’s not that I don’t believe the police can do it. I’m just not sure they understand Rose Waller the way the rest of us do. Underneath the smile and confidence—beyond the glittery cheer bows and the teacher’s pet is a girl that spray painted “fuck you” on her best friend’s garage door and then went to a high school party to celebrate, never looking back. There’d long been rumors that Rose was full of drama, stuff I’d never paid much attention to, but usually there’s a spark of truth to gossip, especially in a town the size of Thistle Cove.

      Because one thing is sure as hell, watching her dad on TV today, the city councilman and possible future mayor, I realized something. He said all the right things while also saying he was okay with the search being over. What are the chances he doesn’t want people to dig too deep?

      I boot up the computer and take a minute to think about what I know about Rose Waller.

      
        	She never showed up for the first day of school.

        	Alice saw her on the bridge that day while driving Kenley’s car.

        	She’d been distant lately to Finn.

        	Her charm was found down current near the banks of the cove.

        	Police have ended the water search.

      

      

      The door creaks open and I look up, expecting Kenley. It’s Ezra.

      “Hey,” I say, minimizing the screen. “What are you doing in here.”

      He seems surprised to see me. “Looking for Kenley, actually.”

      “Yearbook business?” I hold up a flyer stacked on the desk. “Want to place an ad?”

      He laughs, and it’s more noticeable that he’s gained a bit of weight and doesn’t have the hollowed out, stoner-look, anymore. “Nah. I was just wondering if she talked to the police again.”

      “Not that I know of.” He gives me a questioning look. “She drove me to school today. I feel like she would have mentioned it.”

      He drops in the seat next to mine. “Probably.”

      “How was your interview? I got called in to confirm Kenley had been at the bonfire all night.”

      “Yeah,” he runs his hand through his dark hair. “I’d talked to her that night. Up on the bridge.”

      “Are you kidding? Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

      “Because the person with a record is always the first suspect. I was hoping she’d turn up before they got to me.” He frowns. “Obviously that didn’t happen.”

      “What happened when you saw her?”

      He leans back in his chair, stretching out his long legs, and tells me what he knows. Rose had been buying weed from him for a while. That night she wanted something harder—a party drug. She’d had a wad of cash and complained about Thistle Cove being boring.

      “No wonder you thought she took off.”

      “She seemed restless.”

      “Do you think Finn knew she was using that much?”

      “I’m gonna say no, because he was never with her, and you know how those two were stuck together. Once or twice we met out by that little club house on her property. He didn’t say anything when we were there the other day.”

      Another question pops in my mind. “Was she wearing the Claddagh charm when you saw her? Around her neck?”

      He thinks for a moment. “I don’t remember. But there’s something I told the police. She got a call from right before I left. The name on the screen said, ‘Daddy.’”

      “Did she answer it?”

      “Yeah, she did. I heard her talking to him before I pulled on my helmet.”

      “So you weren’t the last one to talk to her.”

      “Nope.” He leans forward. “It was her dad.”

      I face the computer and open up the document I’d been working on.

      “What the hell is that?” Ezra asks.

      “Just making a few notes.”

      “You trying to get the reward money from my dad?” he asks.

      I’d seen the information about the reward come across ChattySnap.

      “No, but that was nice of him.”

      “I guess. If you ask me, he just likes flashing around his money. This is the perfect opportunity.” He points to the computer. “Whatcha got?”

      

      
        	She never showed up for the first day of school

        	Alice saw her on the bridge that day. Argued about Kenley.

        	Ezra also met her on the bridge. Rose wanted drugs.

        	She had a lot of money with her. Did the police find that in the car?

        	Rose got a phone call from “Daddy.” Did something happen during that call?

        	She’d been distant lately to Finn. Was she hiding secrets?

        	Her charm was found down current near the banks of the cove.

        	Police have ended the water search. Do they know something we don’t?

      

      

      “What do you plan on doing with this?”

      I shrug. “Not sure yet, but you and I both know Rose wasn’t as innocent as her family wants to present her. She may have run away for a reason. Or she may have gotten in an argument with her dad and jumped off that bridge. Or maybe someone killed her for the money she was carrying?”

      Ezra’s eyes meet mine. They’re defensive about that last question. He knew she was carrying a lot of money. He shakes his head. “It wasn’t me. Swear.”

      “I believe you,” I say, and I do, I guess. As much as I believe anyone right now.

      “Any thoughts on where we should start?” he asks.

      “We?”

      “You just said it. I need to clear my name.” He scratches his neck. “Also, I’m curious about what she was up to, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know.” I open up a new tab and start typing. “If watching dozens of episodes of Catfish has taught me anything, it’s that we always start with social media. The answers are always there.”
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      Kenley

      

      The group message comes last period. I check my phone under my desk.

      Ozzy: We need to meet. Cottage?

      Finn: After Football.

      Ezra: Ditto

      Ozzy: 9?

      While I type, both Ezra and Finn agree to meet there. I take a deep breath and for some reason, check to make sure no one sees me when I press reply.

      Kenley: I’m in.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I have to use the flashlight on my phone to find the cottage. The forest is thick, making visibility limited even with the moon shining overhead. I go on memory, remembering the knotty tree and the wide stumps that mark my turns. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see the little green house up ahead. A small light shines in the window, and I’m happy I’m not the first one here.

      The door opens as I approach, and Ozzy stands inside, hunched over and peering out the window.

      “Any problem getting out?”

      “No. My parents were fully involved with whatever cry-fest TV show they’re into right now.”

      He smiles and steps aside, giving me space to enter the little cottage. It’s too far away from the main property to have power, although I have no doubt Mr. Waller would have supplied it if Rose had asked. Ozzy brought a camping lantern and placed it on the little table in the corner.

      A few seconds later both Finn and Ezra show up and once again, we’re crammed in the small space. I’m not going to lie and say that I’m overwhelmed by the fresh, clean smell of both football players just out of the shower. The space is tight, and they smell ridiculously good. We manage to get back into the seats we were in the last time we were here and before anyone can say another word, Ezra pulls out a bottle of whisky and unscrews the cap.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t need a drink.”

      I’m not a big drinker. I don’t think Ozzy or Finn are either, but after the week we had, just like last time with the weed, I take a hit when the bottle passes me by.

      “This is so weird,” I say, identifying the elephant in the room. “The four of us together like this, again. What would Rose think, knowing her disappearance brought us back together?”

      “She’d probably be horrified,” Ozzy says.

      “Or pissed,” Ezra adds.

      “I don’t know,” Finn says, knees awkwardly bunched due to the size of the furniture, “Sometimes I think she missed the old days. Her relationship with Juliette was complicated. They didn’t always get along.”

      “Really?” I ask. That’s news to me.

      “Yeah, they fought a lot. Girl stuff, I guess. Clothes and jewelry. Who had the most followers on ChattySnap. They were competitive, but I think they both knew they were more powerful if they presented a united front.”

      “That actually makes a lot of sense,” Ozzy says. “And is kind of why I invited you all here tonight.” He pulls out a sheet of paper with a list typed down the front and passes it around. Ezra seems to have seen it before and waves it off. Finn and I lean together, and I skim the list. It’s facts about Rose’s disappearance and questions Ozzy has complied.

      One thing jumps out and Finn says it before I get a chance.

      “You saw her that night?” His tone is accusatory and directed at Ezra.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I did.” There’s a defensive edge to his voice. “To the cops.”

      Finn’s jaw clenches. “But not to me. What the fuck?”

      “Because my relationship to Rose was strictly professional and had nothing to do with you.”

      Finn moves fast, like a cat, and after watching him leap between houses, I have no doubt of his speed and agility. Ezra hops up and Ozzy and I share a quick, panicked glance before reaching for both of them.

      “Stop!” I shout, wedging myself between the two of them. I press one hand flat on each of their chests. “There’s not enough room for you two to fight in here without some collateral damage. If you want to beat the shit out of each other, then do it outside. Leave me and Oz out of it.”

      Finn’s chest heaves with anger, and I feel the pitter-pat of Ezra’s against my palm.

      “Can you two calm down so we can look at what Ozzy is trying to show us?”

      “If he stops being a lying douchebag,” Finn says though clenched teeth.

      “I can do that if he can stop pretending to be the golden boy of Thistle Cove for five fucking minutes and just be real.”

      “I never—”

      “Stop!” I shout, glad we’re way out in the woods. I try to catch Finn’s angry, hurt eyes, but he looks to the side. “I didn’t know that Ezra was there that night either. Or about the drugs. We need to be happy he’s come forward so we can put some of these pieces together.”

      He finally looks at me, and a thrill runs down my spine at the intensity of his glare. “Fine. But no more secrets.”

      I glance at Ezra, whose chest is still puffed out. He nods.

      Both boys move back to their seats. Ozzy and I exchange a relieved look. That was like taming two wild animals in a very small cage.

      “Ezra, tell us everything you told the police,” I say, passing the list back to Ozzy, “and everything you didn’t.”

      He laughs, because everyone in this room knows there’s an unedited version of events he’s holding close to the vest.

      “She’d been buying weed from me for a while—honestly, man, I figured you knew about that.” He looks at Finn. “You guys went to all the parties—it’s not like she didn’t drink. Smoking weed is a pretty basic next step. Just a few ounces here and there. But the shit she asked me for the other night wasn’t weed, and it’s way above my pay scale. She wanted a few hits of Molly and I don’t mess with that shit. I have a cousin that OD’d last year. Fucked him up.”

      Ozzy looks at Finn. “You really didn’t know?”

      “I knew she smoked—mostly with Juliette. She was stressed out a lot of the time. Worried about grades and her parents' approval. Getting into a good college was big for her. I thought she was just smoking to relax. Anything harder is news to me.”

      I lean over and take the list from Ozzy. “What’s this about her dad calling her while you were leaving? That’s the first I’ve heard of that.”

      “I know,” Finn says. “Neither the Wallers or the police have mentioned a final phone call. You told them, right?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t really think it was a big deal.”

      “Normally it wouldn’t be,” I say, “but if Mr. Waller was the last person to talk to her before she vanished, that’s pretty important.”

      “I agree,” Ozzy says, leaning back in his seat, “but remember how you two went to football camp in middle school and made fun of me for going to computer camp?”

      Ezra and Finn share a laugh. “Yep.”

      “Well, at night, after the counselors went to bed, the campers stayed up—”

      “To what?” Ezra says, with an amused grin. “Circle jerk?”

      Ozzy rolls his eyes. “To explore the underbelly of the internet, including how to hack into different programs.”

      “You can hack into computers?” I ask, not exactly surprised, but it’s not like I’ve kept up with him the last few years.

      “Yeah, I can, and today I decided to dig around into some of Rose’s accounts to see if I could find anything.”

      Finn shifts forward. “Did you?”

      “Yeah, a few things. Rose had a second ChattySnap account.” He looks at Finn. “Under the name Rosemary’s Baby. Did you know that?”

      Finn’s forehead furrows. “Rosemary’s Baby? Like the movie? No, I had no idea.”

      “I didn’t think so. You weren’t on her list of followers and she wasn’t following you, but something did stick out. There was one account she followed—a business.” He gives Finn an apologetic look. “A dating app.”

      “What the fuck?” Finn asks.

      “I probably wouldn’t have thought much about it except Ezra had already told me about that phone call she got on the bridge, the one from ‘Daddy.’"

      “Her dad,” I repeat, trying to follow.

      “No, ‘Daddy.’”

      “Rose didn’t call her father Daddy, not anymore,” Finn says. “She dropped it around tenth grade and just started calling him Brice. That’s the name he’s listed under.”

      The room grows still.

      “The app is called SugarBabies. It’s for girls looking for a sugar daddy.”

      “A what?” I ask.

      Ezra answers. “Girls looking for older men who will give them an allowance for, uh, an arranged relationship.”

      “Why do you know that?” I ask, feeling sick.

      “I know this may sound shocking, but I do read occasionally.”

      I make a face.

      “Fine, it was in Playboy. My dad is old school and still gets a subscription, but still.” Ezra rolls his eyes. “It’s not a new concept—apps just make it easier.”

      “And more dangerous,” Ozzy says. “I made a fake account. It didn’t take long to find Rose on there under the handle Rosemary’s Baby.”

      Finn hasn’t spoken for a full minute, just sitting on the couch looking shell shocked.

      “So what you’re saying is that Rose was on a dating app looking for a sugar daddy. And that person could have been the ‘daddy’ that contacted her that night on the bridge.” I look at Ozzy. “That sounds crazy.”

      “So does one of the most popular and prominent girls in Thistle Cove going missing.”

      He’s got a point. All of this has been crazy from the start.

      “Let me see,” Finn says. Ozzy holds out the phone and he takes it, scrolling through the account. After a moment his face falls further.

      “Do you know anything about this?” Ozzy asks Finn. “Like you didn’t know she was cheating on you, did you?”

      Because that looks bad. Really bad.

      Finn shakes his head. “No. I swear.”

      A fluttery, nervous feeling fills my belly. I knew I’d lost Rose years ago, that she was into bigger and more exciting things than the girl that does all her homework and is satisfied sitting at home on Saturday nights, but I had no idea it would lead to this. I certainly didn’t know this when I spoke to her that night at the pool. A different emotion builds in the pit of my stomach, and now I’m the one that’s scrambling toward the door, looking for fresh air.

      “Move,” I mumble, crawling over long legs and reaching for the door. I push it open and cool, fresh air hits me in the face. I smell the salt of the bay and take a deep gulp of air as I lean against the outside of the cottage.

      The boys come out, one by one, Ozzy holding the lantern. It casts a circular glow.

      “Hey,” he says, “I know this is really upsetting, but it may be the first real break in the case.”

      I nod, knowing he’s right. “That’s not what I’m upset about.”

      Ozzy frowns. “What’s wrong? Do you know something else?”

      I take a deep breath. “I talked to Rose right before school started. She came by the pool when she knew I would be alone.” I swallow back bile. “I hadn’t really spoken to her in years, and to say I was surprised to see her, alone, is an understatement.”

      The enormity of what I’m saying isn’t lost on any of these guys. They knew how big the rift between us was.

      “What did she want?” Finn asks quietly.

      “She told me she was sorry about the prank and for pushing me away. She said she’d fallen for Juliette like a drug. That being around her was exciting and different and that she realized now that like all amazing drugs, it was just a gateway to something stronger and more consuming.”

      “She apologized?” Finn’s as surprised as I was.

      I nod. “There’s something else.” I look away, the guilt too much to bear. “She told me she was in some kind of trouble, and that she needed my help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “I don’t know.” I bend, wrapping my arm around my stomach. The dam bursts and tears start to fall. “I told her to get out of there. To leave me alone.”

      “You what?” Finn whispers.

      “I thought it was another one of her pranks. Just a trick to get me to go along with whatever she and Juliette had planned.” I wipe my face. “And it felt good to reject her.”

      I look into the shadowed faces of the three boys I’ve known the longest and feel deep, regrettable shame.

      “When she went missing, it didn’t even cross my mind. Like the rest of you, I thought all of this was probably just more drama. She’d been shoving her perfect life, with the perfect family and perfect boyfriend,” my eyes flick to Finn, whose expression is unreadable, “for years, and I figured this was just another moment for her to get the best of all us. It’s not until all this other stuff came out that it started to click. The drugs, the secrets, the fake accounts. Maybe she really was in trouble.” I swallow. “Big trouble, and I’d turned her away.”

      I can’t stand for them to see me revealed like this, for being petty and bitter, after years of pretending to take the higher ground. I got one chance to truly be the bigger person, and I’m no better than Alice.

      I walk off, down the dark trail, using just my phone flashlight to guide me. I need to tell the police what I know—what I’ve been hiding. I need to apologize to Alice. I need to stop pretending like I can have a relationship with Finn, or Ozzy or Ezra.

      I’m halfway down the trail when footsteps crash through the fallen leaves. A hand on my elbow pulls me to a stop.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “So fucking sorry.”

      I turn around and the first thing I see is Finn’s broad shoulders in his purple and gold jacket. “Rose was hard to be kind to. I’d stopped listening to her, Kenley. Completely stopped. She could have tipped me off that something was wrong, and I wasn’t even paying attention.”

      “That’s not the same thing.”

      “Isn’t it? I was her boyfriend—emphasis on the word friend. I should have been there for her or at least noticed some of this shit was going on.” He tugs at his hair. “I had no fucking idea about any of this. I was distracted.”

      “Who would ever assume she’d be involved in something like that? I knew she liked to push limits but…you being distracted had nothing to do with it.”

      Finn looks down at me, eyes dark, jaw tight. The intensity makes me nervous, and I take a step back. His hand reaches out and his fingers curl in my jacket, tugging me back.

      “Do you want to know what was distracting me?” His gaze flicks between my eyes and my mouth.

      I swallow. “If you want to tell me.”

      “It was the girl next door. The girl behind the pulled shade. The girl so close I could almost reach out and touch her, but I’d screwed up so badly it was never going to happen.”

      “What?” I say, barely a whisper.

      “I was going to ask you to homecoming Freshman year. I told Juliette that the day they vandalized your house. She’d confided in me that Rose had a crush on me and wanted me to ask her to Rich Crawford’s party. I told her I wasn’t interested—that I had it bad for another girl, and I was just waiting for my shot. That’s when they acted, betraying you, and looping me into it.”

      My head spins. “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      He laughs and curls those fingers tighter. “I’m saying that just like Rose, I got sucked into whatever game she and Juliette were playing, but in the last six months things had been different. We weren’t as close.” His eyes shift downward. “We stopped having sex and unless we were in public, we weren’t affectionate at all.”

      I think back to the summer and how he worked out all the time in the gym behind his house and his increased focus on football and all the days Rose and Juliette came to the pool alone.

      “I’ve never stopped thinking about you, Kenley. Not for a single day. My biggest regret is not asking you to that dance, because everything in the last three years would be different.”

      My heart hammers in my chest, threatening to bust right though my rib cage. I’ve loved Finn since I was four years old. And here he is, telling me exactly what I’ve always wanted to hear, and it feels…wrong. Not just because of everything with Rose, but because of the new feelings I have for Ozzy. We’d almost kissed in the car, I know it, and I’d wanted him, too.

      Just like I’d give anything for Finn to kiss me now.

      I take a step back and unlatch his fingers from my jacket.

      “I need to go.”

      He frowns. “What?”

      “I just…I need to go.”

      I spin on my heel and take off in the dark, winding through the trail that leads back to where I parked my car. My nerves are shot and my mind whirls, so much information, so many secrets and, damn, a declaration from Finn.

      Ezra was right about one thing, tonight was the night we all needed a drink.
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      Finn

      

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      I can’t believe I told Kenley all of that. It was a secret I’d kept for years. A secret I should have never told. Only a fucking idiot would willingly offer to get their heart torn out by the girl he’s secretly loved, and publicly treated like crap for years. There’s no doubt I’m an idiot.

      I’m also not a creeper, but there’s no way in hell I’m letting her walk back to the car alone. Not with Rose’s disappearance. With everything we’ve uncovered, it’s looking more and more like she’d been hurt or taken. There are too many variables at play.

      I follow a few steps behind and stick to the woods as she gets into her car. Once she drives away, I head back to the cottage. The guys are still inside. Ezra raises an eyebrow when I enter.

      “She left. I was just making sure she got to the car safely.”

      Ozzy nods. “Is she okay?”

      “She feels guilty.”

      “Join the club,” Ezra mutters, unscrewing the cap on the whiskey and taking a sip. He passes it to me and I swallow a gulp. It burns the hell out of my throat on the way down.

      “Jesus.” I shake it off. “Can I see that dating site?”

      Ozzy pulls out his phone, opens the app and hands it over.

      “Your fake handle is Lolita Love?” I make a face.

      “Whatever. I got hit on right away.”

      “I bet.” I scroll through, looking it over. The idea is simple. Young girls, presumably eighteen and over, looking for older men for a particular kind of relationship. The situation varies depending on what people want. There are the creeps, who start with dick pics and escalate from there, but that’s not all.  Some older guys seem to just want companionship—someone to have dinner with or go to the theater. Others have detailed plans of their expectations, including sex. All of them involve money.

      “This whole thing is a clusterfuck,” I say. “I can’t believe Rose was on that site. I knew she had daddy issues—real ones—but to go seeking something like that?”

      I’m not even sure where to begin processing how I feel about this. Embarrassed? A little. Inadequate? Sure, especially since we’d stopped fucking months ago, but that was mutual. With all the tension and distance, it felt off. But there’s something else that I feel. Worry and confusion. After all these years, it’s becoming clear that I didn’t know Rose very well at all.

      “The thing about Rose,” Ezra says, looking at the page over my shoulder, “is that she had to have a reason to be involved in something like this. She had money. She had you. What was the point? Just for thrills? Was she just bored, like she said? Maybe she left her car on that bridge and her ‘Daddy’ came and picked her up and she left Thistle Cove for good.”

      “It’s possible,” Ozzy says. “But, it’s also pretty fucking scandalous. Especially when you have a father in politics. Maybe we aren’t the only ones that found out about this account?”

      I grab the bottle again and take another swig. The deeper we dig into Rose’s life; the more complicated things are.

      “Should we tell the police about this?” I ask.

      “I think we have to,” Ozzy says. “She could still be out there.”

      “And she could be in trouble,” Ezra adds.

      I nod in agreement.

      Ozzy takes back the phone. “In the meantime, I’ll see if I can get into her account—maybe see who she’s matched up with.”

      My phone vibrates at the same time as the others. We all check. It’s Kenley.

      Home safe.

      I’m not sure about the other guys, but one thing runs through my mind; we may have failed Rose, but at least there’s one girl in Thistle Cove we can protect.
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      Kenley

      

      Ozzy gives us the heads up that he’s going to tell the police about the SugarBabies app and Rose’s connection to it.

      “Can I go with you?” I ask when I pick him up the next morning. “I think I should tell them about the conversation Rose and I had at the pool.”

      “Sure.”

      I drive over the bridge, the emergency vehicles long gone. A small shrine has started in the spot where they found her car. I divert my gaze. We pass the high school and head into the small town of Thistle Cove. On paper, it’s perfectly quaint, with a town square that has a gazebo in the middle, the courthouse, and parallel rows of shops. The police station is on the backside of the courthouse. I find a parking spot out front and ease in.

      Before I get out of the car, Ozzy reaches over the gear shift and rests his hand on mine, squeezing gently.

      “It’ll be okay,” he says, probably to himself as much as for me.

      There’s a thrill that runs up my arm from his touch. I like Ozzy. A lot. More than I ever expected. I had some crazy idea in my head that if I couldn’t have Finn, then I wouldn’t have anyone as long as I lived in this town. But the more Ozzy and I rekindle our relationship, the more I see him in a different light. He’s smart and handsome. He’s not the buff athlete that Finn and Ezra are, but I like his lanky build and the way his clothes fit. I like the way he looks at me and how his skin feels against mine.

      But I’m not sure how I feel about Finn. Especially after his confession last night.

      My thoughts shouldn’t be on boys, I remind myself and get out of the car. Ozzy meets me at the front, and we walk toward the station. We pass a few officers on the way in and at the front desk Ozzy tells the woman in a dark blue uniform, “We need to talk to Chief McMichael or one of the detectives about the Rose Waller case.”

      We don’t have time to take a seat in the empty waiting room. Detective Jones walks out with his neat beard and pensive eyes and waves us back.

      “What can I do for you?” he says, taking us past a series of messy desks to a small room that only has a table and a couple of chairs. He sits on one side. Ozzy pulls out my chair and we both sit.

      “We had some information about Rose.”

      “What kind of information.”

      Ozzy looks at me, and I take a deep breath and start. I tell him about speaking to Rose before school started and how she apologized for the rift in our friendship as well as confiding in me that she was in trouble. Detective Jones quietly takes notes and then says, “Is there a reason you’ve waited until now to come forward?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, running my hand nervously down my thigh. I’m making my third pass when Ozzy reaches out and takes my hand under the table, threading his fingers with mine. “I guess I didn’t think it was important.”

      “And you do now? Why’s that?”

      Ozzy clears his throat. “Because none of us really thought Rose would get herself into any trouble. She seemed very much in control of her life and happy. But all the pieces started clicking together and,” he reaches for his phone, pulling up the app, and sliding it across the table, “I found this.”

      “A dating app?”

      “SugarBabies. Where women match up with an older man for a sugar-daddy-style relationship. Rose had an account.”

      Detective Jones stares at the screen for a long moment and rubs his chin. I tighten my grip on Ozzy’s hand. “How did you find this?”

      “I uh, got into her ChattySnap account and fished around a little. The link was buried in her DMs. I wasn’t able to get on her actual SugarBabies account, but by making my own fake account I was able to see that she did have one up, Rosemary’s Baby.”

      The Detective grimaces and returns the phone. “So you accessed it illegally.”

      “Possibly.”

      He sighs. “We’ll definitely look into it, any information at this point is helpful.”

      “Has there been any other progress?”

      He looks between the two of us, eyes narrowing. “You didn’t hear it from me, but we’ve got nothing solid. That girl simply vanished. No sign of her in the water. No movement on her phone or social media. It’s like one minute she was on that bridge and the next she was gone.” He snaps his fingers. “Poof. But what you just showed me? That may be the biggest break we’ve had yet.”

      Ozzy doesn’t let go of my hand as we walk out of the station toward the car. It feels right. Just like how telling Detective Jones everything was the right move. Before we left, he told Ozzy to stay out of other people’s personal information, but it was clear he was grateful for the tip.

      “Do you think this will help find her?” I ask Ozzy, once we’re back in the car.

      “I don’t know,” he says, resting his hand on mine, “but I think it’ll at least answer some questions.”

      I hope he’s right, I think, heading back to the school, but I’m afraid it may be the opposite; we may have just opened up Pandora’s box.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thistle Cove is one of those small towns where Friday night football takes precedence over everything else. Shops close, main street looks like a ghost town, and families don their purple and gold spirit wear and head to the stadium.

      Even a missing head cheerleader can’t stop the force of football.

      I ride with my parents—they’ve gotten increasingly nervous about me being out alone. With Alice and I not on speaking terms at the moment, I didn’t have an excuse. I could have brought up Ozzy, but I’m not ready to have that discussion with my mother yet. Plus, he didn’t ask if I wanted to go.

      “I talked to Regina today,” Mom says from the front seat. “Took her a casserole. She looks exhausted. This whole thing has been devastating.”

      “I can’t imagine,” Dad says, his eye catching mine in the rearview mirror.

      “She told me the police are doing their best, but even Brice’s influence only goes so far. They can’t find a girl that either doesn’t want to be found or something tragic has happened to.”

      “Someone must know something,” My dad says. He’s been repeating that line for days. Someone must know something. Again, our eyes meet in the rearview mirror. “Any news at school?”

      I shake my head. “No, nothing. Everyone’s just anxious about the game tonight.”

      He pulls the car into the crowded stadium lot, and I make my escape as quickly as possible, giving my mom a hug and accepting the cash my dad slips into my hand for admission and food.

      “Meet you back at the car when it’s over?” Mom says.

      “I’ll text you if something comes up.”

      “What would come up?”

      I start to answer, and my dad says, “It’s her senior year. I know things are a little different right now, but post-football parties or eating down at the Waffle Hut after the game is still a thing.”

      I give him an appreciative smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

      The theme of the night is recognizable even before I get in the actual stadium. The cheer squad is handing out rose-colored ribbons and wearing rose-colored bows and socks in honor of their missing leader. Juliette, who’s walked around the school crying all day, is front and center, letting everyone know that she’s here for her missing best friend. Campaign banners hang from the fence near the entrance. They’re new and no longer the simple logo Mr. Waller has used for the last several years. Now it’s a bright photo of his family, Rose in the center.

      “Wow,” I mutter, already knowing this is going to be over the top. Alice would hate it, and I miss having her to snark to as I try to process everything going on. I know there’s supposed to be an announcement at the beginning of the game and some kind of special half-time presentation. I’m trying to figure out if I can handle all of this when a hand touches my lower back.

      “Hey,” Ozzy says, smiling down at me.

      “Hi. I didn’t know if you were coming.”

      “Yeah, my parents came,” he looks over my head toward the stands. “They wanted me to ride with them.”

      “Mine, too.”

      We’re down by the field about to enter the stands when the announcer directs everyone to the middle of the field. The cheerleaders are all in place, along with the dance team, each with rose-colored accents. I look at the field and see the football players in special pink jerseys. On the sleeves I can make out a small logo for Mr. Waller’s campaign.

      “What the—” Ozzy says.

      “Welcome Vikings and our guests, the Ridgeview Ravens. We’re dedicating tonight’s game to one of our most loved Vikings, Rose Waller…”

      I tune the announcer out, focusing instead on the people walking toward the middle of the field. The Wallers, Coach Chandler, Juliette, and dragging a few steps behind is Finn, who looks absolutely miserable.

      “Rose loved the Vikings, her cheer squad, her family and friends…she was looking forward to this season and would want the team to carry on without her. Except we’re not without her.” Coach Chandler touches his chest, above his heart. “She’s with each and every one of us. Each cheerleader, each member of the band, each spectator, and every player on the field.” He squeezes Finn’s shoulder.

      “I can’t listen to this anymore.”

      “Thank god,” Ozzy says, taking my hand.

      The crowd is thick, and we’re boxed in. Ozzy looks around then his eyebrows rise. He heads straight to the bleachers and pulls me underneath. It’s a little dark under here, but the sound is muffled, just like the wind.

      “I feel shitty for not staying to listen to that.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t. It’s over the top, even Rose would roll her eyes at this point.”

      I laugh. He’s right. Rose liked to be the center of attention, but this has moved somewhere uncomfortably desperate.

      “It looks like we may be trapped under here for a while,” he says.

      “I’ve had worse company.”

      He smiles down at me. “Yeah?”

      I nod.

      “Since we’ve got nowhere to go,” he rests his hand on a pillar next to my hand, and leans in, “do you want to talk about this?”

      “What’s this?” I ask, but my heart flip-flops. I see the intention in his eyes. The way he holds my gaze for one second, then drops his eyes to my lips.

      “This thing between us.”

      I exhale. “I like you, Ozzy, a lot. Things are just in a crazy place right now, you know?”

      “I do know. I also know that Rose Waller wouldn’t have felt an ounce of regret for doing what feels right, or good, in a time like this.”

      He’s good.

      “I’m not saying we have to be forever. I’m not saying we have to be anything, but things are fucking scary right now, Kenley, and I want to feel something other than fear.”

      Damn, he’s really, really good.

      With confidence I never knew Ozzy possessed, he slides his hand behind my neck, pulling me close. “Don’t you want to feel something good?”

      I nod, his lips so close, and he brushes them against mine. They’re soft and warm, sending tingles down my limbs. I wrap my hands around his waist, and he deepens the kiss, darting his tongue into my mouth, creating a cascade of firework in my belly.

      My whole life I’d wanted one boy to be my first kiss—I never expect it to come from his best friend instead—I really never expected it to be this good. I’d worry about what he thought about my lack of experience, but it’s clear from the way our bodies draw closer, and the way our lips fit together, and the way his fingers feel against my neck, and the way he keeps kissing and kissing and kissing me, that this is as good for him as it’s good for me.

      All I want is to do this forever.

      That’s how we spend the first football game of our senior year, under the bleachers, exploring one another. But most of all, we’re both just seeking something greater than fear.
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      Ozzy

      

      Her lips are puffy. Her mouth red. Her smile adorable.

      God, this girl is cute.

      Like, I always knew she was cute. Always. But now that I’ve tasted her, felt her, I never want to let her go.

      So I don’t. I latch my hand to hers and walk through the crowd. The game is over. We’d spent the entire time under the bleachers. I’d still be under there with her if I wasn’t terrified of getting a severe case of blue balls from the way her body pressed into mine, or being found by Mr. Mitchell, the custodian, long after everyone left.

      She checks her phone.

      “Finn texted. Said Ezra’s having a party at his house and that we should go.”

      “Do you want to go?” I ask.

      “Yeah, maybe.” She brushes a piece of hair out of her eyes and damn, I want to kiss her again. “It could be fun.”

      “Yeah, sure. Uh, you didn’t drive, did you?”

      “No, but maybe we could go wait by Ezra’s car? He’d drive us, don’t you think?”

      There’s part of me that wants to just say no. Fuck this party because I’ve seen the way Finn’s looking at Kenley, and the way Ezra watches her. I finally got this girl to pay attention to me—to kiss me—and I want her all to myself. But I also know there’s something bigger at play here. The way we’ve all been brought together again by Rose’s disappearance. It’s more than me. It’s more than Rose. It’s about the four of us, and I can’t let my selfish needs come in between that.

      “Yeah,” I say, pulling her hand to my mouth and kissing the back of it. “After this insane week? I think a party sounds like a pretty good idea.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ezra’s dad is rich.

      Like, really rich.

      You know the signs on park benches advertising lawyers that are dying to sue the pants off people? That’s Ezra Baxter, Sr. He’s known for representing victims of car accidents and worker’s compensation claims, but he made a ton of money in some case against MegaMart a few years ago. Like millions.

      Since that windfall, Mr. Baxter travels all the time to conferences teaching other lawyers how to go for the big money. The original Mrs. Baxter, Ezra’s mom, moved to New York after the divorce. His dad instantly became the most wanted bachelor, but there’s a lack of young, beautiful, model-like women in a town like Thistle Cove, so it sounds like most his hook-ups are on the road. All of this means Ezra is left at home alone—a lot. The drug stuff started after his mom left. After a series of arrests, he got cut from the football team, spent more time in detention than anywhere else, and slipped into a bad boy persona pretty easily.

      The one thing everyone likes about Ezra? His parties are legendary.

      Or so I’ve heard. I’ve never been invited to one before.

      I get a lot of stares from the regulars at Ezra’s parties. Whispers. Even a few smirking laughs. Why is Ozzy Drake here? With Kenley Keene? I should feel uncomfortable, but I don’t. Things have shifted dramatically for me—us—over the last week. Secrets have a way of doing that.

      “Want a drink?” I ask Kenley, who’s looking a little overwhelmed.

      “Yes, please.”

      I take her hand, my favorite thing, well, beside her mouth, (or if we’re being honest, her perfect tits, although her ass his hot, too) and lead us across the living room. The bar is outside—a fancy setup with a stone fireplace and comfortable seating. There’s a keg and some kind of blue punch. Marcus Roland is currently drinking out of the keg nozzle. Well, drinking is an overstatement. Most of it is spilling down his face and onto the ground. I grab two cups and ladle in punch.

      “Have you ever been here before?” I ask her as we sit on the hearth before the roaring fire.

      “Not since his dad made all that money and they remodeled.”

      “Me either.”

      “I think the last time I went to Ezra’s house was in the sixth grade. He had a boy-girl birthday party. You were there, right?”

      “Oh shit, you’re right,” I say, holding back a laugh at the memory. “That was an epic night of Seven Minutes in Heaven.”

      She smiles. “Back in the good old days, or as I like to call them, P.J.”

      I frown. “Pajamas?”

      “Pre-Juliette.”

      “Ah, right. You and Rose were enough girls for the three of us anyway.”

      “Like you noticed we were girls.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Trust me. We noticed. Why do you think we played Seven Minutes in Heaven? It was just an excuse to kiss you.”

      “You mean one of us.”

      I reach out and touch her cheek. “No, I mean you. Not that I wouldn’t have kissed Rose too, my virginal lips were indiscriminate, but I had eyes for one girl back then. And now.”

      I can’t believe I just admitted that. I busy myself by taking a long gulp of my drink.

      “I didn’t know you felt that way about me. Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “Because you were in love with my best friend, and I thought he was in love with you.”

      Something flickers in her eyes. “What about when he wasn’t your best friend anymore?”

      “Things got complicated, Kenley, you know that.” She nods and takes a sip of her drink. We all lost a lot of time. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” she replies.

      “Are you still in love with him?”

      Immediately, I regret asking. Why would I want to know? She spent the night kissing me under the bleachers—not him. Shouldn’t that enough? I swallow the remainder of my drink and dare looking at her.

      This time I do recognize the emotion in her eyes. Guilt. Sadness. Reality.

      “I meant what I said under the bleachers, Ozzy. I like you.” Her outer thigh rests against mine. “But you’re right. Letting go of Finn has been hard for me and everything is so weird right now. I finally can talk to him again. And you. And even Ezra. I never expected that to happen.”

      I reach out and take her hand, threading our fingers together.

      “Then let’s explore the weirdness. And we’ll just be honest with each other, despite the fact that it seems to be really hard to do in this town.”

      She laughs and leans over to kiss me on the cheek. It’s enough, and not enough, all at once, but I know I can’t rush this—rush her. I’ve waited years for this chance and I’ll give her all the space she needs to figure it out.

      I just plan on continuing to kiss her while that happens.
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      Kenley

      

      The downstairs bathroom has a long line. I press my back against the wall, pretending to be very busy with my phone, listening to my classmates talk about their new favorite subject: Rose.

      “Do you really think she’s dead?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if someone pushed her.”

      “Not cool. But I did hear about a secret boyfriend.”

      “Secret? Jessica said Bryant’s cousin saw her in East Point last month going in a hotel with some guy.”

      “Poor Finn.”

      “Poor Finn? Lucky us. After all these years, he’s finally back on the market.”

      “Coming through!” a voice calls, interrupting the gossip.

      Bridget Flannery’s boyfriend Josh pushes her toward the bathroom. Her face is so pale and green there’s no way I’m going in after her.

      I slip out of the line, but not before I hear a gag and vomit splattering on the tile floors.

      I vaguely recall from the last time I was here that there’s a bathroom through the French doors off the pool. I walk down the sidewalk and try the door knob. It’s unlocked.

      I step inside the dark room—suite is more accurate. There’s a small kitchenette and a sitting room. Two doors flank the back wall. One leading, I assume to the bathroom, another to a bedroom. There’s a thin light coming from under the bathroom door and I hear the sound of the faucet running. Someone else had the idea to sneak in here, too. I figure I’ll wait—at least there’s no puke.

      I cross the room and open the refrigerator, hoping to find a water bottle, but there’s nothing in it but a bottle of green tea. I do find a glass in the cabinet and fill it with tap water. Anything to get the sickly-sweet taste of punch out of my mouth.

      I continue to poke around the suite, checking out the flat-screen TV and updated speakers. On top of the TV cabinet is a framed photo. It’s a group shot out on the water; the Wallers, Holloways, & Chandlers all huddled in the frame. Ezra is in the middle. It looks recent—probably this summer out on Mr. Baxter’s boat.

      I’d spent the day lifeguarding and watching fireworks with Alice after she got off work from the ice cream parlor.

      I study the picture; the bright smiles and tanned skin. Coach Chandler’s long arms around everyone. He’s shirtless and more buff than I’d expect. I know my dad doesn’t look like that with his shirt off. The gold championship ring shines on his finger.

      Whoever is in the bathroom is taking their sweet time, so I continue my tour in the next room. The bedroom, complete with a king-sized bed filled with big pillows and a soft comforter.

      I walk over to the dresser and open the top drawer. I expect it to be empty, but it’s not. There’s one item inside; black lace panties.

      “Ew,” I say to myself, shutting the drawer. I don’t want to think about who left those here. Either someone with Ezra or his dad. The first makes me a little jealous. The second icky. Especially after hearing about that SugarBabies site and seeing all the filthy messages those men like to send.

      I exit the bedroom like my feet are on fire and just as I step in front of the bathroom door, it opens.

      “Holy shit!” I shout, jumping straight in the air. I’m struck by three things.

      The bright light streaming through the bathroom door, the warm, clean smell of soap and shampoo, and Finn standing in the doorway with only a towel wrapped around his waist.

      I stumble back, half out of surprise, half out of shock (okay and maybe a little bit from that punch.)

      Finn reaches out for me and catches my arm, holding me upright.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m, uh,” I divert my gaze from his sculpted chest, abs, and the fine trail of hair that vanishes below the towel. “I was looking for the, uh, bathroom.”

      “Well, you found it. Let me grab my stuff.”

      He walks back in the bathroom, giving me the opposite amazing view of his back. The ripped cords of muscle flex and twist as he bends down and grabs a purple duffle bag off the ground. His number is stamped on the side. He walks back out, brushing past me to toss the bag on the couch.

      Holding my breath, I walk into the bathroom, shutting the door between us.

      Jesus Christ.

      I take my time. Peeing. Washing my hands. Adjusting my ponytail. Using the lotion that’s part of a nice supply left for guests on the counter. It’s only when I think I’ve gotten my shit together that I open the door, and step back into the room. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see that Finn has clothes on. Not that it makes him any less sexy. Now he’s in a tight-fitting gray T-shirt that more than hints at the perfect body underneath and jeans that hang low on his hip.

      “Sorry about that. I smelled awful after the game and don’t like to use the locker room showers. The hot water runs out.”

      “Sure. Yeah, totally understandable.” The words come out in a rush. I obviously do not have my shit together.

      “Listen,” he says from the couch where he’s tying his shoe, “can we talk about the other night?”

      The other night. We’ve said a lot of thing the past few days. More than we have in years, but there’s only one thing he could be talking about; when he confessed that he had feelings for me, always had.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I reply, hoping my voice sounds even.

      He frowns. “Kenley, this may be the hardest week of my life and the only thing getting me through it is knowing that you and I are friends again.”

      “It’s been nice.”

      “I don’t want to fuck that up, so if that’s what you want—just friends—I’m okay with that.”

      I nod, unable to really speak. It’s not all I want. I want more, but everything is moving way too fast.

      He runs a hand through his damp hair. “I saw you out there with Ozzy. Is that new?”

      A lump forms in my throat. “It is new, really new, and we’re just seeing how things go.”

      He nods. “He’s a good guy, and I know he’ll treat you right.”

      “He is, and I agree, he will.”

      Tension ebbs between us. I’ve waited so long to hear Finn tell me he has feelings for me, but now isn’t the right time. For so many reasons. He walks to the door and opens it, allowing me to exit first. His hand touches my back as I pass him, and it sends an undeniable thrill up my spine. There’s a moment where I think of caving—pushing him back in that dark room and crossing every boundary that has ever existed between us. I don’t. It’s not fair to either of us, to Ozzy, or really, even to Rose.

      “Isn’t this rich,” a catty voice calls from across the pool.

      I look up and see Juliette. She’s wearing a black strapless romper—the shorts barely covering her butt. A red party cup is in her hand and she’s surrounded by half the football team and most of the cheer squad.

      “Juliette, hey,” Finn says. I say nothing. Why would I? This girl is not my friend. Unfortunately, Finn feels the need to explain. “Just cleaning up after the game.”

      “Did you need help reaching the hard spots?”

      She smirks and laughter echoes over the pool deck. My face turns red and I start to walk back to the fireplace, hoping Ozzy is still there. Juliette arcs around the side of the pool and cuts me off.

      “What are you doing here, anyway, Keene?”

      “I was invited.” My voice comes out smaller than I’d like.

      She laughs, mean eyes flicking to Finn. “Seriously, Rose is gone for five days and you’re already sniffing around someone else? Someone she hated? No wonder she’d stopped fucking you.”

      Finn’s bag drops with a thud on the ground and he steps forward. “You don’t know a goddamned thing about me and Rose.”

      “I know more than you think, sweetheart.” She smirks, then cuts her eyes back to me. “I know she’d be horrified to know you let this pathetic trash come in here.”

      Finn looks like he may explode; his face red and a vein throbbing on his neck. I have no idea what to do. Luckily, someone else comes to the rescue.

      “That’s enough, Juliette,” Ezra says, appearing from the back door of the house. He cleaned up after the game and looks good in a blue button-down and jeans. His skin is tanned and cheekbones sharp in the hazy light. I spot Ozzy a few feet behind him, watching the whole scene. “I invited Kenley, and if you have a problem with that, then you can take your pom-poms and leave.” Her jaw tightens, and she searches for a retort. Ezra doesn’t give her a chance. “What the fuck are you doing here anyway? I thought high school parties were lame, and you only ran with an older, more mature, crowd now.”

      The pool deck has grown silent—the only sound coming from the thumping bass through the speakers. Juliette pales at Ezra’s accusation.

      “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” She glances over her shoulder at a few girls that have surrounded her since Rose went missing. “But you’re right about one thing, this party is lame.”

      Juliette storms out, followed by her lackies. After a few awkward beats, the party continues. Ezra and Ozzy walk over to me and Finn.

      “What the hell was that all about?” Ezra asks, zeroing in on me. “Are you okay?”

      “I went to the guest house to use the bathroom, and Finn was already in there. We walked out at the same time and she just…I don’t know, pounced.”

      I glance up at Ozzy to see if he’s bothered by me being alone with Finn. He seems unfazed by that, his eyes distant, focused elsewhere.

      “You know,” Ozzy says, “she got really upset when you said that about older men.”

      Finn nods. “Maybe she knows more about what Rose was doing than she’s admitted. It’s not like it would be a surprise if she did know. Juliette would keep Rose’s secrets.”

      “Those two did everything together,” Ozzy says. “Maybe Juliette had a SugarBabies account, too.” He grimaces. “I need to get into her account.”

      “You can’t hack it?” Ezra asks.

      “Maybe, but now that I told the police that I did it once, I’m afraid if they catch me poking around illegally, they’ll have no problem pressing charges.”

      Finn frowns. “So we need one of her devices.”

      “They never found her phone, and I think the police took her laptop.” I say.

      “Rose’s parents were pretty lenient with rules, but the one thing her dad hated was electronics. He was a big believer in family time and undistracted homework,” Finn says. “He’d take the phone and laptop away from her before dinner and didn’t give it back until she finished her homework. If her grades slipped, she lost privileges completely.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask Finn.

      “Rose was addicted to texting and social media. Her dad may have thought he had this under control. but he didn’t.”

      “She had hidden devices,” Ozzy says, eyes brightening. “Like what? A phone?”

      “iPod. Phone. Tablet. Whenever they upgraded, she hid the old one until her parents forgot about it.”

      Ezra’s been listening, arms crossed over his barrel-sized chest. “We just need to get into her bedroom and find them. Can you do that?”

      “Yeah,” Finn says, “I’ve snuck in her bedroom window a few times.”

      A pang of jealously flares in my chest. Even now, I hate the thought of him with her. I shake it off and say, “The Wallers have a fundraiser at the library tomorrow night. I saw the banner when we were in town today.”

      Ozzy nods and asks Finn. “You up for it?”

      “Yep, I think so.”

      “Good,” he says. “Get that device, and I can get into her accounts. That way we can find out more about who she was meeting and what Juliette knows about it.”

      I feel a thrill of excitement, knowing the four of us have a plan together, but something else has happened during this conversation. A plan of my own has started to formulate. Something that doesn’t require the guys, but someone else. I’m going to need Alice.
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      Kenley

      

      The party winds down and Ozzy and Finn head downstairs to the game room to play pool. They ask me to come with them, but I wave them on, happy to see them reconnecting. That’s how I find myself in the kitchen, collecting cups and cleaning up.

      “We have a housekeeper that does that,” Ezra says from the kitchen door. He leans against the counter, hands tucked into his pockets. It feels stupid to say he looks dangerous—but he does. I’m not sure if it’s the hooded eyes or the fact he’s so comfortable in his skin. Something I’m definitely not.

      “Tell me you’re not really going to leave this mess for someone else to clean up.”

      “I thought we agreed to be honest.”

      He’s referring to the conversation in the cottage. “That was about Rose, not the fact you’re a dick to your employees.”

      A smile tugs at his perpetually pouty lips and his dark eyes watch me closely. “You’re feistier than I expected, Keene, at least when you stop hiding long enough to show it.”

      I turn on the sink and rinse out a stack of cups. They reek of alcohol and punch. “Was that supposed to be a compliment?”

      “Actually, yeah.”

      I roll my eyes and focus on cleaning up. The hair on my neck stands on end as I feel Ezra still watching me. A strange sensation rolls over me. I glance at him and frown.

      “What?”

      “Are you going to tell me you’ve had a crush on me for years, too?”

      He laughs. “Who told you that?” But before I can answer he shakes his head. “Holloway and Drake.”

      “Yep. So if you have some kind of big confession, save it.”

      “Noted.” He leaves his spot and collects a few empty bottles, carrying them over to the sink. A bottle of vodka has a tiny bit in the bottom. He places the top to his lips and swallows it, then grabs the faucet and rinses it out.

      We work in silence, his long shirtsleeves pushed over his elbows. His forearms are long and lean, a muscular cut down the side. It’s disturbingly attractive and for a minute, I wish I hadn’t told him not to profess his feelings for me—whether he had them or not.

      I grab the rinsed-out bottles. “Recycling?”

      He rests two against his biceps and another four between his long fingers and nods toward the back door. “This way.”

      I use my hip and my elbow to turn the door knob, which elicits a smile on his broody face. The recycling bins aren’t far from the door. I place the bottles I’m holding in, then turn to take the ones out of his arms before he drops them, and they shatter on the hard garage floor.

      Our fingers brush as I take them away from him. Mine cold from the water—his warm, just because. I feel my own body heat rise from being near him. I remember my thoughts about him from the first day of school. I’m not into juvenile delinquents.

      I tilt my head and look at him. Or am I?

      That’s the thing about the last week. I’m definitely not sure about who any of us are anymore, myself included.

      “What?” he says, frowning. “What’s that face for?”

      “Just thinking about how the last week has changed my perspective on things—well, really, people.”

      “Am I not living up to your preconceived notions, Keene?”

      “Oh, you are,” I say, “revealing that you’d been secretly selling drugs to Rose for the last year kind of confirmed what I was thinking about you. I guess I was talking about myself.”

      “You’re not living up to your preconceived notions about yourself.”

      I exhale. “No, I guess not.”

      He arches his eyebrow. “Is that a bad thing?”

      My heart flips-flops at the way he’s looking at me. Intense. Determined. Interested. I glance over his shoulder and avoid his question, asking one of my own. “Is that your motorcycle?”

      His expression lifts, the dark energy shifting into something lighter.

      “Yeah, that’s it,” he says, his smile genuine. He walks over and runs his hand down the black leather seat, then rubs his thumb on an imaginary spot. “Want to go on a ride?”

      I roll my eyes. “I can see the headline now, ‘Days after Thistle Cove darling goes missing, two lesser students crash head first into a tree after a night of drinking and debauchery at Baxter Manor.’”

      He laughs. “Did you just make that up? That was very good.”

      I walk across the room and stop a few feet from the leather and chrome. “I had an epiphany. Of our deaths. So as much as I would like to go for ride with you, I’m thinking tonight is probably not the best idea.”

      He slings his long leg over the seat and rests his hands on the handlebars. His muscles tense from the motion, his shirt stretching over his shoulders. I see the firm planes of his back and damn, his butt looks really good perched on the center of the seat.

      He lifts his chin. “You know that’s why she ditched you, right?”

      I frown. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re logical and smart. Sensible. Rose wanted to run like fire was chasing her—and you wouldn’t have let her do it.”

      “You’re saying I’m a wet blanket.”

      He laughs. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “A wet blanket literally puts out a fire.”

      “Then okay,” he grips the handle bars, “maybe you are a wet blanket, but that’s not a bad thing, KK, we all need someone looking out for us. Look what happens when we don’t?”

      He shifts forward and pats the seat behind him. I hesitate because there’s no way to sit on that bike without getting very, very, close to him. I don’t think Ezra likes me—not the way that Finn and Ozzy say they do, but there’s something between us. A spark. Something that, for once in my life, I don’t want to automatically douse.

      Without looking at him, I walk over to the bike and lift my leg, unsure how to get on.

      “I don’t bite, KK,” he says, knowing I have no choice but to hold on to him for balance. I reach out and touch him, secretly marveling at his strong and steady back. When my leg is all the way over I sit on the cushion, trying my hardest to keep my distance, but the leather is soft and smooth. We both settle ass to crotch. I’m just glad I’m behind him and he can’t see how red my cheeks are.

      His feet are flat on the ground and he says, “Give me your hands.”

      “You want me to what?”

      “Give me your hands, silly.” His chuckles softly.  A moment later he reaches back and grabs them both, then pulls them around his waist. I’m yanked forward, making my body flush against his. “If you won’t go on a real ride with me, we can go on a pretend one.”

      Did Ezra Baxter just ask me to go on a pretend motorcycle ride in his garage? And none of it was a euphemism for sex?

      “Relax,” he says. “If you’re too tense on the ride, you can’t really enjoy it. I know it feels intimate, but it’s okay, I can handle you feeling me up, if you can.”

      I laugh, trying to figure out what the hell is going on, but it makes me ease my grip around his waist and settle against him, resting my cheek against the warmth of his back.

      “You have to close your eyes.” I shut them. “Done?”

      “Yes, done.”

      “Okay, tell me where you want to go, up the coast or into the mountains.”

      “Up the coast,” I say.

      “Perfect, you’ll love it.”

      That’s how I spend the night with Ezra, leaning into the warmth of his body, listening as he ‘drives’ us up the winding roads of the coast, pointing out landmarks and describing them in intricate detail. I’m lulled by the sound and vibration in his voice rattling through his back. Along the way, somewhere near a lighthouse with black and white stripes, my preconceived notions about Ezra Baxter are stripped away, but this time I’m not confused, just content.
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      Kenley

      

      I stand on Alice’s doorstep partly out of the need to make amends and partly out of just need.

      Alice has something I need to borrow.

      I raise my hand and rap on the red painted door. Her dog, Felix, jumps to life, barking furiously at the narrow window by the door. I bend down and greet him.

      “Hey buddy, how are you?”

      He keeps barking like he’s never seen me before in his life.

      The door swings open and I stand, while Felix rushes out to greet me. He stops barking once he catches my scent, then licks the top of my sneakers. I bend and scratch his ears.

      “What are you doing here?” Alice asks, reaching down and picking up the small white dog. He starts licking her neck. She’s still in her pajamas—the Star Wars print faded and worn.

      “I wanted to talk.”

      “I thought I talked too much. Or too loudly. Or too whatever for you.”

      I take a deep breath. She’s not going to make this easy. “I’m sorry. Everything has been a complete mess this week. The stuff with Rose freaked me out, talking to the police, and then suddenly having Finn, Ozzy, and Ezra back in my life. As if that’s not enough, we’re still seniors have college applications and AP classes...” I swallow. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

      She pets Felix. “Well, I probably should have watched my mouth.”

      I snort. “Yeah, probably.”

      She laughs and like that, things are a little easier.

      “Want to come in?” she asks.

      “Yeah, that’d be cool.”

      I step in the foyer, the same as a million other times, and we head straight to Alice’s room. My friend may be many things; brash, a little jealous, fun, but most of all she’s a nerd. Her walls are covered in posters from her favorite TV shows and movies. There’s the anime streak, the Supernatural time period, Star Wars (original and new) and various other fandoms she’s dabbled in. In the corner is a big cabinet that holds all her cosplay supplies.

      That’s why I’m here.

      “I told the police about Rose coming to see me at the pool,” I say, sitting on her bed. She sits across from me. Felix hops up, not willing to be left out. “I told them everything, including what she said.”

      “Oh?” she asks, trying her hardest to sound indifferent.

      “She apologized,” I tell her. “And asked me for her help.”

      Her eyes pop open wide. “Tell me you didn’t forgive her.”

      “I didn’t. I told her to leave.”

      That earns a smile, but the knot in my stomach twists.

      “I don’t know if she was sincere, but it really is possible she needed my help. I feel like shit for turning her away. What if I could have helped her?”

      “Rose made her bed,” Alice says. “She cut you out of her life—hard core. She stole your friend and your crush. She moved on without you and for all those years you just took what she dished out.” She winces. “That’s what I hate the most about all of it, you know that, right? That you just took it.”

      “I didn’t know how to fight back.”

      “Which is why you have me.”

      I laugh. She’s right.

      “What’s going on with the boys? Ozzy? Ezra? Finn?”

      “I don’t really know. It’s strange having them back in my life, like, did Rose really keep us apart? It seems weird, but the instant she’s gone we’re all tossed back together again.” I pick at a loose thread on her Supernatural quilt. It’s right in Dean’s ear. “We were all really close friends before Juliette showed up. I hate to use the word mourning, but,” I shrug, “it kind of makes sense that we’re mourning her together.”

      “And that’s all it is?” she asks quietly.

      Alice is my best friend, but if I’ve learned one thing this week, it’s that she can’t be trusted with sensitive subjects. And I have no freaking idea what’s going on with me and Ozzy and Finn or even Ezra. I need more time to figure it out on my own.

      “Yeah,” I say honestly, because it very well may be true, “I think that’s all it is.”

      That seems to appease her, which isn’t a surprise. Alice is a jealous, possessive person, and adding in three new friends--two who had been my quasi-enemies until recently--wouldn’t be easy for her to accept.

      “Hey,” I say, rubbing Felix’s belly, “Do you have a wig I can borrow? I have this stupid video for Spanish due on Monday.”

      There’s a beat. One where I wonder if she’s going to ask more questions, and if I’ll be able to convincingly tell a lie. Because not only is what I need the wig for a secret from Alice, it’s a secret from everyone.

      Fortunately, Alice doesn’t give a shit what I want the wig for—she’s just excited to talk about her favorite thing.

      “Did you ask if I have a wig?” A smile tugs at her lips and she jumps off the bed and opens the cabinet. Inside is a well-organized explosion of wigs, clothing, shoes, and accessories for a dozen different costumes. “The bigger question is what color are you looking for?”

      I reach for a black one with long, shoulder-length hair and thick, sweeping bangs. With one hand, I twist my hair into a bun and pull it on.

      “That’s from my Wonder Woman costume,” she says, brushing aside the bangs. “If you’re going for sexy Amazonian princess, you’ve picked the perfect one.”

      “Sounds exactly like what I need to give my Spanish Tourism guide video the extra boost for an A.”

      She laughs and tucks a fallen strand of hair back into the wig. It’s a nice moment. Too bad all of it is a lie.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You’re planning on staying home tonight, right?” Mom says as she slips her arms into her coat.

      “Yep. No plans.” I smile reassuringly. “You look great in that dress.”

      “Oh,” she says, looking down at the fancy black dress with a sequined top, “thank you. I hope it’s not too dressy for the fundraiser.”

      “It’s perfect,” I assure her, as though I have any clue what kind of outfit is acceptable for a political campaign event-turned missing child fundraiser.

      “Your father is already out in the car. Keep the doors locked and text me if you have a change in plans.”

      “No plans other than binge watching that new Netflix series.”

      She smiles and kisses my cheek. “You’re a good girl, Kenley.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      I don’t feel the slightest pang of guilt. Does that make me a monster?

      I wait until the car pulls out the driveway and peer through the window, making sure the Holloways have also left. The whole town is going to the fundraiser tonight. Poor Mayor Carson. He was already in for a tough race against Brice Waller. Throw in the sympathy vote and he should drop out now.

      I see a shadow move across the front window of Finn’s house and grab my coat. I’m pulling it on when he walks out on his front porch.

      “Need a ride?” I offer from the shadow of my own steps.

      He zips up his letter jacket. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “No, you’re not.” He pulls the keys from his mom’s car out of his pocket. “And I don’t need a ride.”

      “Fine, you can drive, but let me come with you.” I give him a pleading smile. “Please?”

      He walks over to the SUV and I follow, standing on the opposite side.

      “Why do you want to come?”

      “Because while you look for the device, I’m going to poke around Rose’s room and see if we’re missing anything.”

      He nods. “Okay, but be prepared, you’re going to have to climb a tree.”

      Shit.

      We don’t talk much on the way to the house. The whole neighborhood feels quiet—all the adults are probably at the fundraiser.

      I flip the vents open and closed. “Have you thought about how Rose going missing pretty much gives Mr. Waller the edge in the race?”

      “My dad said something like that earlier today.” He glances over. “You don’t think he’d do something to her on purpose do you?”

      “Mr. Waller is pretty cutthroat, but no, I don’t think so.”

      A car passes and we both look away.

      “Do you think she really had daddy issues?” I ask, remembering him saying that the other night.

      “She wanted his approval, and he spoiled her, big time. He liked me well enough, but I got the feeling he thought I was just trying to get in her pants.” He swallows. “Which I was—sometimes, but that wasn’t the basis of our relationship.”

      “Had you two really not had sex in months?” I ask, knowing it’s incredibly intrusive.

      He shakes his head. “Trust me, it wasn’t my idea. At least not at first, but then the longer we went the more I realized I didn’t exactly care. Like I said, I was distracted, and it’s becoming more and more obvious she was too.”

      I pretend he’s not looking at me and stare out the window. He drives past the Waller house, circling toward the forest. He pulls off on an old dirt road and we get out.

      “So you’ve done this before?” I ask, creeping along behind him.

      “A couple times.”

      The front of the house is well-lit, and we quickly skirt around the edges of the yard. Rose’s bedroom is in the back. There’s a small balcony off her room, which is set to face Thistle Bay. The tree I’m supposed to climb is at the corner of the house with a long branch that hangs near the balcony.

      “Seriously? That’s the tree?” I’m already reconsidering. Heading back to the car to wait seems like a good idea.

      Finn grabs my hand and grins down at me. “Oh, no, you wanted to come. No backing out now.”

      He darts across the yard, dragging me with him. We get under the tree and he turns around. “Get on my back.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no way you can reach the branch on your own.”

      He bends slightly and despite the fact this whole thing has turned ridiculous, I make a running leap and jump on his back. I land hard and he encourages me to get on his shoulders. On wobbly knees, I use the trunk of the tree to stabilize myself, then fully stand where I can reach the branch.

      “Can you swing up?”

      I heave myself with my arms, managing to get up, shaking the limb the whole time. My heart pounds, and I refuse to look down, but I’m able to scooch down the branch and hop onto the balcony.

      While I catch my breath, Finn easily swings his arms and leaps in the air, catching the branch with both hands. Two seconds later he’s swung his leg over the limb and jumps onto the balcony next to me. He brushes off his hands and smiles.

      “Show off,” I mutter.

      He chuckles softly and opens the balcony door. Sheer curtains block the glass and we push through into the flowery scent of Rose’s bedroom. Finn walks across the room and turns on a small lamp next to the bed and I find myself frozen.

      It’s been a long, long time since I’ve been in this room, and I’m surprised at how little it’s changed.

      The walls are still a soft pink and the bed is the same four poster that takes up half the room. There’s a vanity, the surface covered with makeup brushes, eyeshadow palettes, mascara wands and more. The mirror has pictures tucked into the corners. I see her and Finn smiling at the homecoming game last year, the two of them on the beach, and dressed in tacky Christmas sweaters. There are more photos of her and Juliette, including a few where they’re on a boat. The bathing suits are the same as the ones from the photos in Ezra’s guest room. More pictures of Coach Chandler with his arm around both girls, the Claddagh charm nestled against Rose’s collarbone. There one of the girls standing on the back of the boat, getting ready to jump in. Mr. Baxter stands near him, his tanned skin seeming to glow in the photo. His smile is genuine and warm. The pang in my stomach is less jealousy and more wistfulness. I’m sad I missed out on sharing those events with them—I’d been relegated to a spectator at best, an enemy at worst.

      I turn away and see Finn already rummaging through a few drawers, then entering her massive closet. I spot the tall bookshelf against the opposite wall. A row of familiar black and red books catches my attention.

      “Wow, she still has her Audrina Dollanganger books.”

      “What?” Finn asks, his voice muffled in the closet.

      Audrina Dollanganger had been our favorite author when Rose and I were in middle school. They're gothic novels, filled with creepy families and their creepy houses. All the families had secrets, usually one focused around the main character—always a teenage girl. The books were deranged, but addictive, and we’d spent two years reading them over and over, hiding them from our parents, sure they’d take them away if they realized they were filled with steamy, forbidden romance.

      I pull out the first book in the Eden series—our favorite. Eden had a tragic life. Her mother died in childbirth. Her father loathed her. Her stepmother was abusive. One night her father crept in her bed and tried to have his way with her—she fled—taking only the family bible with her. She searched for the names her birth mother wrote in the family tree. She found them; wealthy, educated, distinguished, but in the end, she discovers is the reason her mother fled in the first place. It was another home filled with lies and abuse.

      Rose and I loved these books because they were nothing like our own lives. Sheer fantasy and completely forbidden. Eden didn’t have parents that loved her.

      I flip open the cover to look at the interior design, each an original drawing for that book. A small card falls out, landing on the floor at my feet. I pick it up.

      “What’s that?” Finn asks.

      “I don’t know.” I look down at the plastic card, first thinking it was a credit card or gift card. Flipping it over I see the words, East Point Suites.

      Finn shrugs, but holds up what he’s found, an iPod and a tablet. “One was tucked in her shoe. The other under her winter coat.”

      I put the book back, but hold onto the card, slipping it into my back pocket. The name East Point Suites rings a bell, although I’m not sure why.

      Finn looks at the row of books and shakes his head. “God, I remember when you guys were obsessed with those books.”

      “They were great—and crazy.” I laugh. “We felt like very bad girls reading them.”

      He raises his eyebrow. “Why?”

      “They were filled with taboo stuff. Murder, stolen children, forbidden romance.” I feel the heat in my cheeks. “That’s where I read my first sex scene, which was disturbingly hot.”

      “Why disturbingly?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Because Eden falls in love with her uncle. Very taboo.”

      Finn watches me for a moment, his forehead creased. “So the whole time you guys were sitting next to me at lunch or at the pool, or wherever, you were basically reading porn?”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “I guess so.”

      There’s a flicker in his eye, something akin to hunger. “I always knew you were hiding something a little dark underneath all the good girl.”

      “I never said I was a good girl.”

      In a blink, something happens. A change. A switch flipped. It’s not just Finn. It’s me. Standing in Rose’s room. Looking at those forbidden books. Remembering what it was like to want something so badly, that it was okay to break all the rules.

      Finn doesn’t move—he’s already made his move—confessing his feelings. I’m the one that’s tired of holding back, doing the right thing, being the good girl.

      I reach for his jacket and pull him to me, then run my hand behind his neck. He bends and we’re close, so very close, his breath warm against my mouth.

      “Are you sure you want this?” he asks.

      “I’ve been sure about this since we were four years old.”

      That’s all the answer he needs and his mouth crashes into mine, hard, desperate, needy. It’s everything, everything, I ever thought it would be.

      Finn pushes at my jacket and it falls to the ground in a near silent heap. His fingers run along my arms, igniting a current that zings across my skin. He tastes like mint, he feels like carved marble. I push his jacket off his shoulders, then fist his shirt in my hands down at the small of his back.

      He pushes me backwards until the back of my thighs hit the edge of the bed. I fall, landing flat on my back, looking up at the face of an angel.

      I’ve waited so fucking long for this. So goddamned long. I reach for him and pull him on top of me. His mouth, his tongue, his hands, his weight, it’s all on top of me, and even that’s not enough.

      I thread my hands into his hair and he clamps one of his around my waist as his hips grind into me, pushing his very hard—

      Shit.

      “Stop!” I jerk up, my forehead smashing into his teeth.

      “Fuck!” he cries, “Ow.”

      He stands, one hand on his mouth, the other shifting the front of his jeans. I jump up and see the wrinkled white comforter. The teddy bear leaning against Rose’s pillow. What the hell have I done?

      “I’m sorry,” I say, straightening the bed. The teddy bear topples over. I straighten it back, while his black, beady eyes glare accusingly. “That was—”

      “Fucked up. I know.” He runs both hands through his hair. His eyes shift guiltily. “What the hell is wrong with us?”

      “I don’t know.” My heart is still hammering, and I can see that he’s still excited; chest heaving, pants tight. I glance away, cheeks burning.

      He leans against the end of the bed. “I feel like a man that’s been lost in the desert, and you’re a pool of fresh, sexy water.”

      He doesn’t mean it to be funny, but I laugh anyway. “I know what you mean.”

      Finn looks around the room, eyes widened like he’s realizing this may possibly be the last time he’s in here. “How did she have such a hold on us, and what’s life, what’s Thistle Cove, going to be like with her gone?”

      I shake my head and walk over to him. “I think that’s part of the answer to all of this.”

      “What?”

      “The hold that Rose had on people. We loved and hated her. Everyone craved her approval and her attention. She made people jealous. Possessive.” I swallow, trying to explain what I mean. “Other people may have felt the same way. Men from that dating app. Men who played games with money and power and control.”

      He nods and picks up the electronic devices he’d dropped on the bed. “We need to find out who she was meeting.”

      I eye the books once more and even though it’s wrong, I pull the first Eden book off the shelf and tuck it under my arm. For some reason it’s a piece of her I want to take with me. “I agree,” I tell him. “Rose had a way of affecting people, we just need to find out exactly who they are.”
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      Ezra

      

      Dad wakes me with the clank of his keys hitting the kitchen counter when he rolls in at ten on Sunday morning. I fell asleep on the couch, watching football highlights.

      “Morning,” he says, barely looking up from his phone. He’s a chronic texter. Work, business deals, women. God knows. I rub my face. “Sorry I missed the game on Friday night. I heard you had an interception.”

      “I did.”

      He flashes me a mega-watt smile. “I knew you had it in you, son. Keep up the good work, and you guys will go all the way to state.”

      State. I’ve been hearing the stories my whole life. Ezra Baxter and Jason Chandler—the stars of Thistle Cove High. Dad had been integral in getting Coach Chandler back to the high school, he and Mr. Waller. The way they talk, it’s like my life won’t be complete unless I have one of those rings.

      “Yeah, we’ll see.” I stretch and walk over to the refrigerator. “Finn held it together on Friday, but with everything going on with Rose, he’s struggling a little.”

      “It’ll die down soon,” Dad says, putting down his phone. “It’s been a week. The odds of her showing up are pretty slim.”

      I frown. “That’s a little pessimistic.”

      “I know the statistics. Every hour that passes with a missing person means they’re less likely to be found alive. And if Rose really jumped over that bridge, her body could be halfway to the Caribbean by now.”

      “Jesus, Dad.”

      People want to know why I’m so brash? I learned it from the best.

      “I hate it for the Wallers. I’ve known them my whole life—held Rose in my hand when she was a baby. I feel for them, but it never helps to be naïve.”

      “Is that what you think happened?” I ask. “That she jumped?”

      “It’s impossible to know what’s running through the mind of an emotional teenage girl, but it’s likely. Rash, sudden suicides happen. She may have been on that bridge and just had the urge.”

      Or maybe she was looking for some help—something to make it better, like drugs--and she’d been turned away. I haven’t told my dad about that or about the SugarBabies site. If he finds out my fingerprints are on any of this, he’ll flip.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out. It’s from Finn.

      Got it. Can we meet at your house? 1pm?

      I reply with a thumbs up.

      “A few people are coming over today—to work on a school project.”

      His expression is surprised. “A school project?”

      “Gotta keep those grades up to stay on the team.” I dare him to challenge me. “Don’t worry. We’ll go to the game room. No one will bother you.”

      “No worries. I’ll probably head back into the city later anyway. I’ve got an early meeting.”

      Of course he does.

      A moment later he’s gone, headed up to his room while I go to mine to shower and get ready. I’ve just put on clean clothes when the doorbell rings, and I run down the stairs.

      To my surprise, Dad is already at the door.

      Ozzy, Finn, and Kenley stand on the other side, the guys both with backpacks hanging over their shoulders. Kenley is carrying a large shopping bag.

      She looks super cute today.

      “Gentlemen,” he says, shaking Finn and Ozzy’s hands. He tilts his head at Kenley. “Do I know you?”

      “Kenley Keene,” she says, offering her hand. He takes it, then clasps the other on top.

      “Kenley, I haven’t seen you in years.” His eyes skim over her. “No wonder my son has a renewed interest in schoolwork.”

      Her cheeks turn pink, and she shifts the bag in her hand.

      “Yeah, Dad, we’re kind of in a rush, so…”

      “Ah,” he says, “right. Well, use whatever you need downstairs.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Baxter,” Ozzy says and we make a break for the back staircase. I pull Kenley aside.

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      She looks up at me with wide, blue eyes. “About what?”

      “What my dad said, about my renewed interest…he’s just an ass sometimes.”

      “It’s fine, Ezra. I know you’re not interested in me.”

      She smiles and turns, heading down the staircase. I watch her go, wanting to call her back and say, yeah, I am, and maybe it is motivating me a little to not be such a dumbass. But I don’t, because she just made it clear she doesn’t feel the same and we’ve got bigger fish to fry.

      And maybe a murderer to catch.
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      Kenley

      

      The Baxters' game room is the kind of thing you see on TV when they showcase celebrity houses. Comfortable leather couches. A pool table and foosball, a small kitchen filled with drinks and snacks, a wall-sized projection screen and wide array of video games.

      Unfortunately, we’re not here to hang out and have a good time. We’re here to figure out what happened to Rose, and if her connection to the SugarBabies dating app can lead to finding out more about her disappearance.

      Ozzy fires up the devices. Both were dead, and Finn charged them overnight.

      “I’d start with the iPod. We facetimed a lot using that when her parents restricted her phone use,” Finn says.

      “It’s password protected.”

      We have three chances before the iPod will lock us out for the rest of the day.

      “Try Finn,” I say.

      He types it in. It doesn’t work.

      “Her birthday? November third.”

      He types the numbers in, but nope. Incorrect.

      “We have one chance left,” he says.

      Everyone is quiet. Finn suggests the name of her dog, Juliette’s birthday, and a few other possible choices. I close my eyes and conjure up Rose, then her room, trying to connect the dots on what’s important to her. There’s the photos of her friends, her makeup, her books…

      I open my eyes. “Try Eden.”

      “Eden? Like the garden?” Ozzy asks, holding his finger over the keypad.

      “Eden, like the character.” I look at Finn, my cheeks heating at the memory of our discussion. “It was her favorite book.”

      Ozzy nods, looking unsure, but he types it in and presses submit.

      It goes through.

      “You got it!” Ezra says, pulling me into a quick hug.

      “Just a lucky guess.”

      Finn shakes his head. “It’s not. Even after all this time, you know her better than the rest of us.”

      “Okay,” Ozzy says, “I’m in.”

      The app is buried under miscellaneous, but Ozzy finds it quickly, pulling up the application that’s already open to her Rosemary’s Baby account. He pulls up her actual profile, which gives him way more access than his fake account. This way we’re able to see a large image of her profile picture. It’s painful seeing her—so pretty. Her long, dark hair flows over her shoulders. Her lips are twisted in a seductive smile, and there’s a view of her cleavage.

      Her bio is pretty basic although filled with half-truths.

      Name: Rosemary’s Baby

      Age: 19

      Occupation: College Student

      Hobbies: Sitting by the fire, reading a good book, doting on my friends.

      Desires: To find that perfect Daddy that knows how to take care of his Princess, who knows how to take care of him in return.

      “Seriously?” I say, fighting a gag. I can’t even imagine Rose saying something like that. It feels gross violating her privacy like this and the feeling only grows when Ozzy opens her private messages.

      There are a lot.

      “Holy shit,” Ezra mutters.

      “It’s not a surprise,” I say. “Look at that picture. She’s gorgeous.”

      “She activated the account six months ago,” Ozzy says. Finn winces. He’s made it perfectly clear that’s around when they stopped being intimate. “Messages started immediately. It looks like online, just like in real life, Rose was picky. She had high demands.”

      “Like what?” Ezra asks, leaning forward.

      “Money. Jewelry. An apartment in the city that she could go to when she ‘needed a break.’ She asked for a big allowance. Five hundred a month, plus the apartment. There are a lot of men that ghosted once they saw her demands. A few asked for more photos, uh,” his eyes flick to mine, “naked ones mostly.”

      His finger hovers over the stash of private photos. I snatch the phone from him. It’s not that I’m jealous. I’m not. But Rose had these set to private for a reason. These three knuckleheads are the last ones that need to see them.

      “I’ll look and see if there’s anything important.”

      Ozzy nods, and Finn breathes a sigh of relief. This has to be hard on him, seeing his girlfriend so exposed.

      I scan through the photos and try to keep my eyes from bugging out. They’re graphic—photos of her breasts, pinching her nipples, touching herself between her legs. I flip through them quickly, feeling a little queasy seeing my former best friend like this. I’m about to close it out when something catches my eye.

      “Look at this one,” I say to Finn, letting him look at the last photo. “She’s not wearing the Claddagh charm.”

      It’s less risqué, but still sexy. She’s leaning forward, with her mouth half open. It’s obvious she’s not wearing clothes, or at least a shirt. Her neck is bare. The caption says, “Can’t wait to see you.”

      “No,” Finn says, looking quickly away, “she’s not.”

      “Ozzy, can you tell when that picture was taken?”

      This could help develop a timeline. If it was after she went missing, then Rose may still be out there…if it was before, then it means she may have lost the charm before that night.

      He clicks his tongue while he looks and pauses. “It’s time stamped the day before school started.”

      “Which means she possibly wasn’t wearing it when she went missing.”

      But when? Wouldn’t Finn notice?

      “Did she send that photo to anyone?”

      “Yeah,” he says, sliding his finger over the screen. “About three months ago, she started exclusively talking to someone that goes by the handle Big D.”

      “Typical,” Ezra mutters.

      “Right? He agreed to her financial demands. Once they met in person, it seems like their interactions on the app weren’t that frequent. They probably texted, or called directly. But she did occasionally send him things via the app. Dates. Times. It was probably easier not to get caught. She sent that photo without the charm the night before she vanished.”

      “Anything else?” I ask.

      “No, that was their last communication.” He frowns. “Actually, it looks like her account was deactivated around then, too.”

      “What do we know about the guy?” Finn asks. “What does his profile say.”

      “Not much. I can only see what he’s made public.”

      The image is just a standard bare chest selfie taken in a dresser mirror or something. He’s fit—muscular body, ripped abs. He’s in boxer briefs, clearly to accentuate the bulge underneath the tight fabric. At the bottom of the picture is clutter on the dresser top. The blurry glint of jewelry, possibly a watch.

      “So what we do know is that Rose communicated with this guy at least twenty-four hours before she disappeared. We know the charm was missing before then.” I look at Finn. “Do you remember the last time you saw it?”

      He shakes his head.

      I think back to the night at the pool. Two days prior. I search my memory, but I can’t remember if she was wearing it or not.

      “We still need to figure out who this guy is,” Ozzy says, leaning back on the couch.

      “I think maybe I have an idea,” I say, lifting the bag off the floor. “I’ll be back.”

      In the bathroom, I change quickly, putting on the bathing suit similar to one Rose wore all summer at the pool. I found it on clearance at the end of summer sale. Then I pull on the wig, tucking my blonde hair underneath, and combing it into the gentle waves Rose preferred. The final touch is clasping the sliver chain around my neck and the Claddagh charm I ordered online. My heart flutters, knowing the guys are not going to like this idea but we’re out of options.

      I open the door and it takes a moment for the boys to look up at me, but when they do, all three freeze, jaws dropped. I feel their eyes sweep over me, starting with the wig, then the bikini.

      “Jesus Christ,” Ezra mutters, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Wha-wha—what are you doing?” Ozzy asks, when he’s finally able to speak.

      “There’s one way to lure this guy back out. We just need a little bait, and we know exactly what this guy likes.”

      “By you pretending to be Rose?” Ezra asks. “Bad idea.”

      Finn stares at the floor, his jaw tight and his fists clenched.

      “Rose asked me for help,” I tell them, “and I turned her away. I owe her to find out what happened to her.”

      “That’s not on you,” Finn says.

      “Well it feels like it. The guilt is killing me. I want to do something other than wait for the police to get their heads out of their asses.”

      “This is stupid. Even if this guy doesn’t come out,” Ezra says, eyes zeroed in on my chest, “you’re basically opening the door to a hundred other predators.”

      “I can handle it.” I look at Ozzy pleadingly. “I want to do this.”

      He frowns but holds my eye. “Okay, but you let me set up the account and we have to have access to it the whole time. Nothing off screen.”

      “I’m out,” Finn says, shaking his head. He grabs his bag and slings it over his shoulder. “I already had one girlfriend that liked to play stupid games. I’m not sitting by while you do it, too.”

      “Finn—" I call.

      Ezra grabs my arm. “If you want to do this, we’ll back you up.”

      I look at him and Ozzy. “I do.”

      “Then let him go. He’ll be okay.”

      I hear the door slam upstairs, not completely sure that’s true.
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      Ezra

      

      It’s late when I send the text.

      Ezra: Meet me on the corner. Wear something warm.

      It’s entirely possible she’s already asleep, but a moment later my phone lights up.

      KK: On my way.

      Two weeks ago, this never would have happened. I never would have brought my bike over here to pick this girl up, she never would have come if I had. Sneaking out is the kind of risk other girls take, a world which she’d been excluded from, yet here we are. I’m calling her out of her warm bed in the middle of the night to meet the baddest boy of them all.

      I’d started to figure there’s something more to the good girl we’d all grown up with, and increasingly I’m itching to find out.

      Especially after that scene in my basement today. Jesus Christ.

      From my vantage point, I see her step through the front door and shove her hands into her hoodie pockets. She’s not going to be warm enough, but that just means she’ll have to snuggle up tight.

      At the edge of her driveway she spots me where I wait, astride my bike.

      “Hey,” she says, walking up to me. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

      I grab a helmet hanging from the back and hold it out to her. “Thought tonight may be a good one for a ride.”

      To my surprise she doesn’t hesitate, taking the helmet and lowering it over her head. I reach out and adjust it, grazing her neck, making sure it’s on tight. She climbs behind me, less worried about touching me this time, and I don’t have to force her to put her arms around my waist, she just does it, sliding her hands along my stomach, underneath my jacket.

      I take a deep breath and look back. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      The motorcycle rocks back, and she tightens her grip. I chuckle to myself, because I may have done all of this on purpose—just to have her close to me. I start the engine up and it rumbles to life, vibrating underneath us. I release the brake and with a jolt, we take off.

      Kenley holds on tight, pressing her little body so close that I’m not sure where I end and she begins. The air is cold around us, but the heat between us warm—if not hot. I know what the vibration can do between a woman’s legs, how powerful it feels, much like that display from earlier today.

      I take the turns to get out of the neighborhood and then take the straight, mostly flat shot that leads out of Thistle Cove. It’s not the most scenic—especially at night—but she may jump right off if I take her on the coastal road.

      Kenley wants to feel in control. Needs it. Finn’s fucking scared. I get it, he already lost one girl. Ozzy is so supportive he’d let her dive head first into whatever foolish game she tries to play. I’m somewhere in the middle. Risk vs reward.

      I turn down a side road and take the bike up a sharper incline, inching uphill. There’s a cut in the road ahead and when I get to it, I come to a stop, cutting the engine. Kenley sits up, the warmth vanishing between us, and she blinks, seeing that we’re at an overlook—the lights of Thistle Cove in the distance. Beyond that is the bay, pitch black, other than a few blinking lights from ships.

      “Did you have your eyes closed the whole time?” I ask.

      “Most of it.”

      I shake my head, take off my helmet, then hers.

      The headlights shine on a picnic table and I lead her over. She sits on the flat, wooden planks and a shiver rolls through her. I unzip my leather jacket and hang it over her shoulders.

      “Aren’t you cold?” she asks, sniffing the lining. She likes my smell. It makes me happier than it should.

      “Not really. I run hot.” And hard. All fucking day.

      I sit next to her, close, our legs touching, our feet next to one another on the bench.

      I look out at the scattering of lights that make up our tiny town. “I gotta tell you, KK, you looked damn sexy in that get-up today.”

      She doesn’t react, just buries her hands in the jacket pockets.

      “I meant what I said, if you want to go through with this I have your back, but I’m not going to lie—you’re asking for trouble.”

      “I’m just looking for information.”

      “Well, the guys on that site are looking for sex, and when they see you like that—if they saw you like you are right now—that’s what they’d want, too.”

      She looks over at me, eyebrows furrowed. “Right now, I look like a hobo in a stolen jacket.”

      I shake my head and laugh. “You’re gorgeous Kenley Keene, I’m not exactly sure why you ever thought differently.”

      “Maybe because no one ever asked me out?”

      My jaw tics. “No one asked you out, sweetheart, because you had eyes for one guy. Finn Holloway ruined you for every other male in Thistle Cove.”

      “That’s—” She sighs. “God, that’s pathetic. Am I that pathetic?”

      I lean back on my hands. “No, the opposite. You’re loyal and you love hard. You’re sexy in a hoodie or under a vixen’s wig. You’re the complete package. Rose Waller isn’t the ideal girl—you are.”

      We’re cast in the light of my headlight and I see her cheeks turn pink. “Why are you telling me all this, Ezra?”

      Because I want to kiss you? Because I want to put you on that bike and run away from our bullshit town? Because I want to see you when you lose control? Be the one to take you there?

      “I need you to understand that if you join that SugarBabies site, you know what you’re getting into—who you’re dealing with. They’re going to see you and want you. I’m sure half of them are idiots, just looking for a quickie, but some of those men are rich and powerful. They’re manipulative, sweet-talking, charming misogynists. They don’t want an arrangement, they want a possession. Are you prepared to get into that?”

      “How do you know all this?”

      I laugh. “Have you met my father? I’m not saying he’s involved in something like this. I mean, maybe if he was he’d lay off me for a while, but the men he works with, this is how they operate. They’re creeps.”

      “I’m not planning on doing anything but look for some information—maybe see if I can figure out what Rose was up to.”

      I look over at her and hold her eye. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Kenley.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her eyes dart to my mouth, and I know if I kissed her right now, she’d let me. Why wouldn’t she? I played the whole white knight, looking out for her virtue, I called her sexy and sweet. But I’m here to help her not get manipulated, not manipulate her myself.

      I stand and offer her my hand, and she blinks at it, slowly realizing I’m not going to take this any further. Who’s going against type now?

      We head back to the bike and I let her keep my jacket. We go through the motions of me helping her back into her helmet, getting on the bike, feeling her arms wrap around my waist.

      As I drive back home, I know there’s few things I can offer Kenley. I’m not Finn or Ozzy. I’m not some kid with a bright future that can give KK everything she needs and deserves. What I can do is protect her from people like myself. Like my father. Like the shady scum that preys on the vulnerable.

      I can’t give her much, I think, racing toward the lights, but I can give her that.
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      Ozzy

      

      A week has passed since Rose Waller didn’t show up for school. The effects are all around us. Posters tacked around town with her smiling face. Rose-colored ribbons affixed to collars, blouses, and backpacks. But it’s also been long enough that everyone has started to grow a little numb, the tears all cried out. The terrible truth is just under the surface. Rose is probably not coming back.

      It’s noticeable during AP Lit.

      Finn didn’t talk to us when he walked in this morning—still pissed about Kenley making the SugarBabies account. Out of good faith, I sent him the link. It’s not active yet. It’s up to her to decide when to push the button. I’ll support her when she does. She’s just trying to do what she needs to do to ease her guilt.

      She sits in front of me and I count the freckles on her shoulder. Ezra’s one seat over, face resting on his arm, half-asleep. Juliette’s chatter bounces through the room. She’s got Finn’s attention back. Just how she likes it.

      Ms. Gimple stands in front of the class, Moby Dick held in one hand, and her mouth half open when twenty phones buzz at the same time.

      She lifts an eyebrow like she’s waiting for someone to break the news.

      Kenley turns, looking back at me, her phone unopened in her hand. It’s like the whole room is afraid to look.

      “Oh my god,” Juliette says, staring down at her phone.

      “Uh,” Ezra says. His eyes dart to Finn.

      Before anyone else says anything, reads anything, there’s a knock on the classroom door. Chief McMichael walks in, followed by Detective Jones and Belcher.

      “Son,” he says to Finn, “we need you to come with us.”

      Kenley shoots out of her seat. “Is he being arrested?”

      The Chief doesn’t answer, just takes Finn’s bag from him and walks out the door.

      The room falls into a brief moment of silence—then the phones start to chime again. Another alert. This time, everyone looks.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “The video surfaced over the weekend of boyfriend and football star Finn Holloway, having an intense argument with missing girlfriend Rose Waller a few days before she went missing.”

      Janice Hill’s face cuts away and a grainy black and white video appears. It’s hard to make out but one thing is clear; it’s of Finn and Rose standing by her VW Bug, next to the gas pumps at the Gas & Go. They’re standing across from one another, there’s no volume, but they’re obviously in an intense discussion. Finn’s hands are tugging at his hair. Rose’s are on her hips. Her face is angry. His upset. In a flash he reaches out and grabs her neck and just as quickly turns away.

      “As you can tell in the video, submitted to police anonymously,” Janice explains, “the high school couple had a public argument at the gas station on Main Street. From the looks of it, Finn Holloway may have even been violent. According to police records, this is not the first time he and Rose were seen arguing prior to her disappearance. That being said, Mr. Holloway’s whereabout during the time she went missing are well documented, since he was at the bonfire at the school.”

      I shut off the video. We’ve watched it ten times now out by the back door that leads to the football field. Ezra is dressed out and ready for practice, his football helmet clutched in his hands.

      “Did you call your Dad?” I ask Ezra.

      He nods. “He said he’d call Mr. Holloway and make sure Finn kept his mouth shut until he got there.”

      Mr. Baxter isn’t a criminal lawyer, but he’s better than nothing.

      “Do you think he tried to hurt her?” Ezra asks, glancing at Kenley. She’d been quiet since the police walked in the room and took Finn away. She’s either in shock or desperately trying to sort this out in her head.

      She watches the video again, this time without the volume.

      “I really can’t see Finn getting physical with her.”

      I tug off my cap and run my hands though my hair. “This sucks. Why didn’t he tell us he had this argument with her?”

      “Because he knew it looked bad?” Ezra says.

      Kenley narrows her eyes and presses pause.

      “There,” she says, “right when it looks like he’s grabbing her around the neck.”

      I grimace. “Yeah, not a good look.”

      “But he’s not hitting her or throttling her or whatever. He’s reaching for something.”

      Ezra spins the phone. “What?”

      She stands and pulls me up with her. She takes my hand and brings it to her neck, grazing her fingers just under her neck. She’s still wearing the chain from the day before and my fingers hook underneath.

      My eyebrows shoot up and I say, “Holy crap. You’re right!”

      “About what?” Ezra says, still clueless.

      “Finn didn’t try to hurt Rose. He grabbed the chain off her neck.”

      Ezra frowns. “And that chain was found in the water? So you’re excited that he’s the one that took it? I don’t get it.”

      “It established our timeline. Finn tore off that chain two days before she went missing. Whatever happened, she didn’t have it when the car vanished.”

      “Why didn’t he tell us that?” I ask, a dark feeling blooming in my chest. “Do you think he knew about the account? That she was cheating on him.”

      “Could be,” Ezra says. “Those two were always together. Don’t you think he’d get suspicious when she started bailing on him? I know I sure as hell would’ve.”

      Kenley shakes her head. “No. Finn did not do this.”

      “Ken,” I say, “I don’t want it to be true either, but he hasn’t been honest with us.”

      Her face pales. “What about…”

      “What about what?” I ask.

      Her bottom lip trembles. “He told me that he liked me this whole time. That he didn’t care that she wasn’t into him anymore because he’d been thinking about me.” She swallows back a sob. “We kissed. At Rose’s house. Maybe it was all just to keep me from finding anything.”

      Ezra swears under his breath. I think I hear the word, “Bastard.”

      I take her hand, trying to think about her kissing Finn. I tell her the truth, “I have no doubt Finn has feelings for you. Unfortunately, that doesn’t eliminate the possibility that something happened with him and Rose. If anything, it gives him more motive.”

      A whistle screeches on the field. Ezra winces. “Look, I have to go. Coach is going to freak about Holloway being gone, and I don’t want him to take it out on me for being late.”

      Ezra runs off, leaving me and Kenley alone. I wrap my arms around her, pulling her into a tight hug. This whole thing is a roller coaster—topsy-turvey—but every fast-moving ride has to have an end. I just hope we’re off of it before it crashes.
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      Kenley

      

      “I guess we shouldn’t be surprised that Finn turned out to be an abusive asshole,” Alice says, fidgeting with the radio.

      I slam on the breaks and the car lurches forward, flinging her body with it. The seatbelt catches her across the chest. “Jesus, Ken! Are you trying to kill me?”

      She rubs her neck where the strap caught her. We’d been alone in the car for two minutes, after dropping Ozzy off after school. “What did you just say?”

      She looks over at me, expression innocent. “Did you not see the video? That was an epic fight. I mean, he grabbed her by the neck. With all that bulk he put on this summer, he probably had no problem tossing her over the bridge.”

      I stare at the girl that has been my best friend for the last three years—the girl that stuck by me when everyone else bailed, and I just feel…nothing.

      “You don’t know that’s what happened.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Are you seriously going to start defending him even when there’s evidence? I swear to god the obsession with you never stops. When he goes to jail, are you going to be one of those crazy chicks that sends him fan mail and marries him for conjugal visits? Whatever,” she continues, “the police have all the proof they need that Finn isn’t Mr. Perfect. I mean, fighting on the corner of Main Street is pretty fucking stupid. You and I both know the whole goddamn town can see everything there. You should thank whoever turned that video in—it probably saved your life.”

      “That’s a little extreme, don’t you think?” My head is pounding. I just want to go home and take a nap and forget this day—this week--ever happened.

      But Alice, predictably, isn’t done. She never is when it comes to Finn Holloway and Rose Waller. “Rose goes missing and then a few days later he’s confessing his true love for you. He’s probably a serial killer who got a high and wants to recreate it. It’s not like you aren’t an easy target.”

      Again, I slam on the breaks. “I’m not an easy target.”

      She snorts. “Okay.”

      “You know what, Alice,” I say, wrapping my hands around the steering wheel, “I know you’re jealous of my relationship with Finn, and you were terrified I’d accept Rose’s apology—you’re half the reason I didn’t accept it. I couldn’t handle the bullshit you would give me if I had. It was easier for me if I just ignored her. But even with her gone, you can’t handle it. You’ve just transferred your envy to Finn. What’s next, Ozzy? Because guess what? I kissed him, too. And you want to know something else? I’ve been hanging out with Ezra Baxter.” Her eyes widen as I speak. “I like having them back in my life. I missed them. And if you keep acting like this, I’m not sure if there will be room in my life for them and you.”

      Her lips form a tight line and the tips of her ears turn red. “Oh yeah? If I’m so jealous, why did I not turn in that video of Finn and Rose fighting until now?”

      My jaw drops, and she laughs.

      “That’s right, the video isn’t from the Gas & Go. It’s from our shop across the street. I saw it all go down. Actually, went outside and heard the fight while it happened.”

      “What? You knew about it the whole time? Why didn’t you say something?” We both know it wasn’t to protect Finn.

      “Because I heard them break up, and I knew that for the first time in three years, Finn Holloway was going to be single and your obsession with him would kick into gear—right when I’d finally gotten you to let it go!” Tears prick at her eyes. “When Rose went missing and Finn never admitted that they broke up, I figured he just wanted attention for being the suffering, doting boyfriend. No one knew they’d split, and I was happy to keep it that way. But that bastard had to hit on you anyway.” She shakes her head. “Senior year was supposed to be about me and you—not you and Finn Holloway.”

      I’m stunned by what she’s staying. It’s not like Alice ever hid her dislike and downright hatred for the two, but the lengths she’d gone to keep the truth from me is astonishing.

      “Finn was at the bonfire, Alice. There’s no chance he killed Rose. What’s the point of turning him in to the police?”

      “To make you second guess him? To destroy his reputation. To drag him through the mud. I don’t care. I just wanted you to remember he’s still a bad guy. The worst. The same one that hurt you all those years ago.”

      Alice doesn’t know that Finn wasn’t involved in spray painting my house. Just like she doesn’t know he cleaned it up before anyone saw. I’m not going to tell her, because she’s proven she’ll never see him for who he really is. Just like she’ll never trust me.

      I take a steadying breath and say, “Get out of my car.”

      “What?”

      “Get out of my car. You can walk the rest of the way home.”

      “You’re kidding.” Her voice trembles, and I see the flicker of panic in her eyes. We’ve fought before. Even over this very subject, but after the last two weeks, I’m done.

      “No,” I tell her, “I’m not.”

      “You still want him, even though you know who he really is.”

      “This isn’t about Finn, and it’s not about Rose. It’s about me and you, and the fact that you don’t get to dictate who I’m friends with and you don’t get to demean and belittle and call me names anymore.”

      Her jaw drops. “I never—”

      “You did. Always. And I guess in some ways, I thought I deserved it. You were there when I needed you, but now I see that you’re really no better than Rose and Juliette. And I’m still the girl letting people walk all over me.” I exhale. “If this whole thing has taught me anything, it’s that I deserve more than that. We all do.”

      She stares at me, but I have nothing else to say, waiting until she finally opens the door and steps out of the car.

      My shoulders shake as I drive off, leaving her on the side of the road. I don’t know where I stand with Finn, and I have no idea what’s going to happen with the video, but I do know that after today, Alice and I are through, and I feel so much better already.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That night, I sit at my desk pretending to do my homework, but really, I’m waiting for Finn to come home. He never does. There’s no word that he’s been arrested, but photos of him being walked out of school, flanked by the two detectives, along with the video from the gas station, have already sealed his fate.

      Finn Holloway, football star and doting boyfriend, has fallen.

      At the very least he looks abusive, at worst a murderer, but I still don’t believe it, which probably makes me as big of a fool as Rose.

      Why didn’t he tell us, or the police, about the necklace?

      Restless, I open the SugarBabies app on Rose’s iPod and go directly to her account. I start reading the messages between her and Big D. They started in the spring, mid-February. They’d gotten past the introductions and small talk.

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

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

      BD: Did he treat you right?

      R: Sometimes. He’s hot. Good in bed, but he can’t give me the lifestyle I want LOL

      BD: Money?

      R:  Among other things.

      BD: Explain.

      R: Why?

      BD: I’m just curious, wanting to know about you, this is a relationship, not just an arrangement.

      The time stamp implies Rose took five minutes to reply. If she was using that time to consider her answer or do something else, I’ll never know. Eventually, though, she replies.

      R: I want out of this little town I live in, away from these people I call my friends, away from my squeaky-clean boyfriend, the glares from people that hate me, and the sins of my past. I crave something bigger, wilder, something that takes money—money of my own—not my father’s. I want somewhere to go when I feel like I can’t breathe anymore. Somewhere where no one can find me.

      BD: I can understand that, but you have to understand that if I pay you to be my princess, you have to fulfill your obligation. Money isn’t free, no matter how you earn it.

      R: I promise you, Daddy, this is exactly the way I earn it, doing what I love, with the type of man I want to be with; rich, handsome, and in control.

      She follows it with a picture—it’s spring and she doesn’t have tanned skin. I see the necklace glinting against her neck. Although she’s talking a big game, there’s an innocence to her that’s missing in more recent photos. Whatever Rose got into with this guy, I have no doubt she was in over her head.
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      Finn

      

      “Can I get you anything?" Detective Jones asks. It’s the fifth time in as many hours. “Water? Soda? Tea?”

      “No thank you,” I say, trying not to fidget under the table. I’m nervous. Fucking terrified. My dad is in the lobby waiting for Mr. Baxter. Until he gets here, I’m not supposed to say a word.

      I can’t believe that fight got caught on video.

      I run my hand through my hair and my knee starts bouncing again.

      The door opens and Mr. Baxter walks through, my dad following him.

      “Finn,” he says, shaking my hand. “Detective Jones, nice to meet you. Let’s talk about why you’re holding this young man.”

      “I’m not sure you’ve seen the video,” the Detective begins.

      “I’ve seen it,” Mr. Baxter says, tugging at the cuffs of his suit. “And I admit, it doesn’t look great for Finn.”

      My stomach drops. Fuck.

      “But it also isn’t an indication of murder. Teenagers having a lover’s quarrel?” His manicured eyebrow raises. “That’s not exactly unusual.”

      “It’s the fact he made threatening advances to her, that concerns us most.”

      “I wasn’t threatening her—” I blurt. I’ve held it in all day. Both my father and Mr. Baxter glare at me to be quiet. “I wasn’t. I want to explain what happened. Can I just do that?”

      Mr. Baxter holds my eye, then nods.

      “Yes, Rose and I got in a fight that night. It wasn’t the first one, but it was the last. We were supposed to hang out the Saturday before school started—head down to the beach with everyone else. She didn’t want to go, but I talked her into it. We were on the way, and she was being moody and checking her phone constantly. I got annoyed. It was happening all the time.”

      “Her moodiness?”

      “And distraction. I was tired of it, and when we got to the gas station I decided it was time. I broke up with her.”

      Detective Jones raises an eyebrow. “At the gas station? Classy move.”

      “Hey, it’s better than ghosting her.”

      “What does any of this have to do with exonerating yourself from harming her?”

      “Because I didn’t hit or grab her or whatever. I yanked the necklace I gave her off her neck.” I glance at my dad, feeling ashamed. “It was a promise and that was over. I didn’t want her to have it anymore.”

      Jones frowns. “Are you talking about the Claddagh charm?”

      I nod. “We skipped the party and I left her at Juliette’s house. On the way home, I tossed the charm over the side of the bridge. What Rose and I had was over. It was a long time coming.” A wave of emotion rolls over me. “Two days later, she vanished. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t know if maybe…you know, after I broke up with her, she did something to hurt herself.” I blink back tears. “I couldn’t face myself or my family or her family.”

      Mr. Baxter gives me a tight grin. “Thank you for your honesty, Finn, better a little late than never.” He looks at Detective Jones. “The simple fact that multiple witnesses and photographic evidence can place Finn Holloway at the bonfire during the time of Ms. Waller’s disappearance means that he is not a suspect in this crime. Now that he has explained the video, and there is no evidence of any other crime either, I expect you to release him immediately.”

      The detective nods and stands. “Thank you for your patience.”

      “I’m sorry for not coming forward sooner.”

      “It’s been a long, scary week for you kids.” He rubs his beard. “The information you’re giving us corroborates with a few other pieces of evidence that points to this being a suicide, which is something we’d always considered.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, she was parked on the bridge when Alice Kendrick stopped to talk to her—it seems they had a few words as well. Then Ezra,” the officer looks at Mr. Baxter, “met up with her for a potential drug deal—”

      “He what?”

      “There is no evidence your son ever sold her drugs. At least, not that night.” The detective looks between us. “She’d recently apologized to Ms. Keene, had nothing of value in her car, and the likelihood that she took her own life is increasingly clear.”

      “But what about the dating app?” I ask.

      “What app?” my father asks. Mr. Baxter looks curious, too.

      “Thank you for that, by the way, the information about the dating app has come in handy, and further leads us to think she was a very lonely, desperate girl. Her final comments to people were about how she wanted to ‘leave Thistle Cove,’ it just took us a moment to realize how she meant to do it.”

      I’m dumbfounded and momentarily speechless. Jones shakes my hand once again, then we walk outside, where my dad gives me a tight hug.

      “You did good in there.”  Then he turns to shake Mr. Baxter’s hand. “Thank you. We were in over our heads.”

      “No problem. Finn is one of Ezra’s oldest friends and teammates.” He clamps a hand down on my shoulder. “The last thing we need is to lose our captain before the season really starts. What’s this dating thing you’re talking about?”

      I glance at my dad, feeling a little uncomfortable. “It’s called SugarBabies—for girls looking for a sugar daddy. Rose had an account and it’s really likely she was involved with a man, if not several men.”

      The two men share a look, one of surprise. “Well,” Dad says, “I guess you really never know what someone is going through.”

      “We weren’t sure if the police were taking it seriously, so we’d done a little digging into it ourselves,” I admit. “It seems real.”

      “Well, if you’ve learned anything today, it should be to be honest with the police and stay out of their way,” Mr. Baxter says. “Don’t get involved.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” I say. “If only I can get Kenley to stop playing detective.”

      “What do you mean?” he asks.

      “She feels a lot of guilt over her last conversation with Rose. She’s the one she apologized to, and she rejected her. No one knew she was depressed or upset—at least not to this extent. But don’t worry,” I add, quickly, looking at Mr. Baxter. “Kenley did tell the police all about that.”

      Mr. Baxter spins the ring on his finger. “I’m glad to hear she did the right thing.” He looks at my dad. “Get this boy home and fed. We’ve got a game to win Friday night.”

      He walks off to his shiny black BMW, and I follow my dad to the car. Inside, I say, “I still can’t believe she did it.”

      My dad gives me a sympathetic look. “I’m so sorry this happened, son. For everyone. Her family is going to be devastated all over again.”

      They are, and the thought of facing the Wallers makes my heart hurt. The thought of seeing Juliette, who held out so much hope, and then trying to explain all of this to Kenley…

      I look out the window, staring at the bay as we go over the fateful bridge. I’d finally won her back, and then I’d only walked away from her. There’s no way she won’t see this as another betrayal.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the past few weeks, it's that I may be as dangerous to the girls in Thistle Cove as anyone.
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      The news breaks that night.

      I’m still sitting at my desk, waiting for Finn, when my phone skitters across the surface at the exact moment my mother shouts to me from downstairs.

      “Ken! Come see this!”

      I rush down the stairs, heart pounding. Finn had gone to the police station that afternoon, and now there’s breaking news. This can’t be good.

      The TV is on when I get to the living room, both my mom and dad watching intently. I don’t sit. I just stand in the doorway, blood rushing to my ears. If I lose Finn again. If he really hurt her…

      Janice Hill stands in front of the police station, the bright light from the camera highlighting her face.

      “We’ve been told by the Thistle Cove Chief of police that there’s been a break in the Rose Waller case. What we do know is that, moments ago, Finn Holloway walked out of the police station with his father and lawyer, Ezra Baxter.” She looks over her shoulder. “Here comes the chief now.”

      It’s not just Chief McMichael that walks out the front door of the police station. It’s Mr. and Mrs. Waller. They don’t look good.

      “As of tonight,” the Chief says, “We’ve officially ruled the disappearance of Rose Waller a suicide. Over the past few weeks, evidence has proved that Rose was a very lost, sad, and desperate girl. We believe that on the night in question, she parked her car on the bridge and took her life, falling over the edge. Her body has still not been found.”

      “Chief,” Janice says, “Can you tell us what happened with Finn Holloway?”

      “Finn is a good young man caught in the middle of a bad situation. He provided us with the final pieces of evidence that confirmed our suspicions all along.”

      The chief steps back and the Wallers move forward, Regina dabbing her red-ringed eyes. Mr. Waller approaches the microphone. “We’d like to thank the police and community for their efforts in searching for the truth about what happened to our daughter Rose. It’s a heartbreaking shock to find out that she was struggling and didn’t feel like she could come to us, or anyone else for help.”

      I still, knowing the truth. She had come to me for help, and I turned her away. They may know the truth, but it hasn’t absolved my guilt. If anything, it’s intensified it.

      “As of today, I am adding to my Mayoral campaign promises; a suicide awareness, prevention, and support center here in town. Rose didn’t feel like she had anyone to help her and now, in the aftermath, we struggle to make sense of what happened. This is something our community needs and deserves.”

      The camera cuts away and I’m still frozen in the same spot.

      Rose killed herself.

      Finn is innocent.

      And I still have so many questions.

      “You okay, sweetie?” my mom asks.

      “I, uh,” my mind whirls. What about the SugarBabies account? What about the keycard I found? “I guess so. It’s just a lot to process.”

      “Poor Rose,” mom says, giving me a tight smile. “I know that when you two stopped being friends it was really hard on you, but I won’t deny that there have been times I thought it may not have been the worst thing for you.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      She takes a deep breath and glances at my dad. “It was pretty obvious she was getting involved in some risky behavior. The parties, the sneaking out, the pranks, drugs, her intense relationship with Finn. I wanted you to have a little more time to grow up first.”

      “You knew about all that?”

      “We may be old, Ken, but we’re not dumb. It’s a small town and people talk, including parents. Rose was on the fast track to trouble, and I’m not sad you weren’t a part of that. I am sad that it ended this way for her, though.”

      I glance back up at the TV and see they’re rehashing the past few weeks. “I think I’m going to go to bed.”

      “Night, sweetie,” my dad says.

      “You let us know if you need anything, okay?”

      I nod and head back upstairs, feeling more numb than anything else. When I get in my room the first thing I see is bright light coming from Finn’s window. My heart leaps and I rush over to the desk, climbing on top to get it open. A moment later I’m on the roof, peering across the space, searching for him.

      “Kenley,” a voice says from right behind me.

      I yelp and fall backwards. Strong hands catch me, pulling me back upright.

      “Mother of—” I gulp for air. “Finn?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, removing his hands once he’s sure I’m not going to fall off the roof. “I know you told me not to jump over here again, but I had to see you. I looked in the window and you weren’t there. I figured I’d just wait.”

      It’s good to see him, smell him, but I hesitate. He may be free, Rose’s case may be solved, but we left things in an awkward place.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” I confess, “but I wanted to see you, too.” I look him up and down. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I just…well, I’m sure you saw the video. The police had questions and I had answers. Things I wasn’t ready to admit or really, accept yet.”

      I take his hand and lead him to the edge of the roof. We sit, like last time, side by side. Unlike last time, I hold his hand the whole time.

      “Tell me everything.”

      And he does, starting with the fight at the gas station and the revelation that he broke up with Rose that night and angrily took back the necklace. He explains how he tossed it over the bridge, which is why it was found in the water. And how all of this, along with the other evidence, convinced police that Rose really committed suicide.

      “The truth is that I was scared to face that truth the whole time, because if Rose killed herself, it was likely I had a hand in pushing her over the edge. Not literally,” he adds quickly, “but emotionally.”

      “Trust me, I get it. If I’d talked to her that night, maybe none of this would have happened. She needed forgiveness, and I didn’t give it to her.”

      He wraps his arm around me and holds me tight. There’s no need for either of us to offer the other absolution. It’s time to own up to our part in all of this. Ezra is probably carrying the same kind of guilt.

      “I’m sorry I stormed out of Ezra’s house the other day. Seeing you in that outfit, it shook me. It scared me. I don’t want you going down the same dangerous path as Rose, even if it’s fake.”

      “It was a stupid idea.”

      He shifts to face me, lifting my chin so we can look into one another’s eyes. “It wasn’t. It was deviously smart. And scary. It proves how dedicated you are to your friends—even when they don’t deserve it. Rose would have been impressed.”

      “Maybe, but obviously it didn’t have anything to do with her death. The police have closed the case.”

      “It’s proof she was in a bad place and acting out with risky behavior.”

      Risky and empowering. Taboo. It’s like all the things in those Eden books we were obsessed with. Maybe Rose never stopped craving that kind of life, and somewhere along the way it shifted from fantasy into something real.

      I look into the green eyes of the boy next to me. The boy I’ve loved forever. I don’t need fantasy. I need him, and crazily, I think I may finally have a shot.

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking right now,” he says, brushing a piece of hair off my cheek, “but I do have a question.”

      “What’s that?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper. His eyes dart down to my mouth.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      I nod, and he takes my face in his hands, holding my eye for a long beat before he bends, brushing his lips across mine. It’s sweet, gentle, careful…not the manic passion we’d shared on Rose’s bed. Which wasn’t bad. It was great really, but it’s not the first kiss from Finn that I’d dreamed of for years. This one though... I fall even harder for him as he deepens it, offering it as a promise. A kiss full of hope. A kiss between a boy and a girl with nothing holding them back, discovering one another not for the first time, and definitely not the last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenley

      

      The door of the cottage is open when I get there, a wisp of smoke curling toward the sky. I stick my head in and frown.

      “You started without me?”

      “You were late, babe,” Ezra says, shifting over on the couch. “Don’t worry, we saved you some.”

      Sitting on the small table is the box Ezra keeps his stash in. It’s empty, the final joint burning in between his fingers. Rose’s memorial service is tomorrow and we all agreed it was the perfect opportunity to get high one last time. From now on, no more drugs.

      The memorial service is tomorrow, which we’ll all go to, but the four of us felt the need to say our own goodbye to Rose, and we decided this was the perfect place.

      “When I first moved here,” Ezra says, staring down at the joint, “Rose was the first person—kid—I met. My parents' marriage was already rocky—always had been—and they thought maybe moving back to Thistle Cove would reignite their relationship or something. Our dads were obviously friends in high school, so it made sense that they invited us over when we moved here. Rose had a party and introduced me to all of you.”

      “I remember that day,” I say, “it’s rare when someone new moves to town. We were excited.”

      He looks at each of us, eyes lingering on mine. “Our friendship didn’t last, well, other than as a business relationship. Without you guys holding us together, and both of us struggling with our own issues, there wasn’t much there. But I owe her for introducing you all to me way back then, otherwise I don’t think we’d all be here right now.”

      He takes a drag and passes the joint to Ozzy.

      “Rose and I didn’t always get along. I thought she was a princess. She thought I was a know it all jerk.” He tugs at his cap. “We were both right. There’s no universe where Rose and I would be good friends, but, last spring we did have a run in.”

      I frown. “What are you talking about?”

      “Mrs. Gimple wanted me to submit my creative writing essay for the summer camp that I wanted to go to. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I wasn’t convinced it was good enough—not to compete with all those other kids from all over the state. I was at the post office, envelope in hand, paralyzed with insecurity. That’s when Rose walked in. She had a stack of flyers for her father’s campaign she was there to mail. She looked at me with and said in a snotty voice, ‘What are you doing, loser?’”

      Ezra shakes his head, and Finn just looks annoyed.

      “What did you do?” I ask.

      “I said, ‘I’m trying to decide if I should send this story in, so I can spend the summer away from Thistle Cove. Thank you for making that decision for me.’ And shoved the envelope in the slot.” He takes a drag on the joint, exhales and says, “I figured if I didn’t have to see her all summer, then it would be worth it.”

      “That’s a terrible story, Ozzy,” I say. “And I believe every word of it.”

      He hands the half-burned joint to Finn, who stares at it for a moment. His eyes flick to mine, and I reach out and take his hand. “Rose was everything to me for a long time. We went through a lot of ‘firsts,’ you know. But somewhere along the way she stopped being my friend and just became a ‘thing.’ In my life. An accessory, or something.” He sighs. “In the end, I’ll miss Rose, my friend.”

      It’s a nice sentiment. It leaves out a lot, but Finn will have to mourn the loss of Rose in a whole different way than the rest of us. I’m just glad he’s here with us and not dealing with the weight of it on his own.

      It’s my turn, and the joint passes between us. I’ve spent years dealing with my emotions about Rose. Everything from sadness, to anger, to pettiness, to loss. I’ve already mourned my friendship with her, but this is different, I’m actually mourning the person herself.

      I look around the little cottage. “Rose and I had a lot of good times. Sleepovers and birthday parties, middle of the night ice cream fests. We shared our dreams, our hopes, and futures. Until we were fourteen we did everything together; watched the same movies,” my eyes flick to the One Direction poster on the wall, “listened to the same boy bands and read the same books. We were yin and yang, and I’ll be honest, even though I had a fantasy that one day we’d be friends again, I always knew it couldn’t happen. There was too much pain, and we weren’t the same people anymore.”

      I hold up the joint in a toast. “To Rose, the best friend I had and lost. The mystery. The myth. The legend. I hope it was worth it.”

      I lean back and take a long drag, feeling the burn in my chest. I hold it as long as I can, wanting to numb myself just a little. This pain is something I never want to endure again.

      I pass it along and lean back in the seat, my leg touching Ezra’s. The room is closed in, and we’re all getting a little hot-boxed and high.

      “Tell us a little more about those books you used to read,” Finn says, his feet not so accidentally bumping into mine.

      “What books?” Ozzy asks, head lolled back on the back of the chair.

      “You remember those novels Kenley and Rose were reading all the time?”

      “Finn,” I say in warning, knowing where this is going.

      “The creepy covers? With the weird families?”

      “Yep,” Finn says, a lazy but mischievous smile tugging at his lips. “They were basically reading porn.”

      “What?” Ezra says, jolting up, like he’d just joined in the conversation.

      “They were not porn,” I say, waving them off. If I wasn’t stoned, I’d be horrified and embarrassed, but I am, and I kind of find the whole thing hysterical. “They were taboo, forbidden romances, filled with family drama and intrigue.”

      “And explicit sex scenes,” Finn adds.

      “The weird thing,” I say, unashamed of my reading choices, “is that after finding out about the sugar daddy stuff, I’m not really sure I’m surprised Rose was into it. She loved the taboo content.”

      “What about you?” Ezra asks.

      Ozzy hasn’t said a word, he’s just watching our exchange quietly, eyes darting between us.

      I tilt my head and take them in, each looking imposing in the undersized furniture. Finn handsome as always, strong-jawed, wide-shouldered. He’s caught somewhere between boy and man, but over the last two weeks he’s aged. Changed. I can tell from the glint in his green eyes, he really wants to know the answer.

      Ozzy’s got his cap tugged down over his ears, but that doesn’t hide how his cheeks have leaned out over the last six months and the oversized T-shirt with a small hole up near the collar can’t hide his lean, fit body. He’s smart, so smart, to the point that when he looks at me like he is right now, I feel like he can see right through me.

      Ezra’s the wild card; the drug charges, the record, the reputation. He’s spent the past few years half-feral, under-supervised and spoiled. His skin is warm and smooth, his lips full—almost like a girl’s—and when he smiles, it’s a sexy dare that matches the dangerous swagger of his walk. I haven’t kissed him, but I kind of want to.

      So yeah, maybe I am into the taboo. I try not to blush when I answer truthfully, “I may have my own desires that don’t conform to societies expectations.”

      Finn swallows thickly. “Like what, uh, exactly?”

      I sit up and pluck the joint from Ezra’s fingers and take a long, slow drag. When I finish, I bend down and do something I’ve only seen in movies. I touch his jaw and encourage him to open his mouth, shot-gunning the smoke between his lips. The smoke travels from my mouth to his, slow and sensual. I end it with a small, brief kiss.

      I sit back down and pretend that they’re not all watching me, jaws dropped, on high alert.

      “Now I’ve kissed all of you,” I say matter-of-factly.

      A full thirty seconds pass, and they still haven’t responded, so I take a deep breath and say, “I like all of you. Ozzy for your smarts and wit. Ezra for persevering through shitty times. Finn because…well, you’re Finn. I’ve always liked you.” I give him a small smile. “But I’m also not the same girl I was when I was twelve—when we all hung out before. Maybe if Finn had manned up Freshman year and asked me to homecoming, we could have had a traditional happily ever after. Maybe if Ezra’s parents hadn’t gotten divorced, or Ozzy hadn’t retreated into himself… but that’s not what happened. We grew and changed. The past two weeks we experienced things we never knew could happen, and for me, one of those things is, like Rose, I want more. I want something different…something better.”

      Ozzy, the fastest of the three, says, “And that’s all of us?”

      “If that’s something you can handle.”

      Ezra’s forehead is furrowed with deep lines of concern. “Are you saying you want all of us? Like right now?”

      “It’s a relationship, Ez, not an orgy.” I wink. “At least not yet.”

      “Jesus,” he mutters, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “I’m seventeen. I want to date you. All of you, and we’ll see where it goes from there.”

      Ozzy tugs at his cap and blurts, “I’m in.”

      Ezra’s dark eyes dart between us, his knee bouncing like a jackrabbit. “Me, too.”

      All of us look at Finn, who sits on the small armchair and stares at his hands, his jaw set.

      It’s completely possible this is too much for him, that he needs to process what happened with Rose, how they imploded as a couple before she gave up entirely.

      He glances up, piercing me with those emerald eyes.

      “I’m not willing to let you go again, not after I just got you back.”

      I reach out and take his hand, smiling at all three of them, and say, “Then don’t.”
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      A specific kind of adrenaline fueled the community of Thistle Cove during the search for Rose Waller. When it’s officially over, and her death is ruled a suicide, a sense of relief settles over the town. Mystery solved.

      Rose had always been one of the town’s most interesting daughters and the mystery surrounding her disappearance only fed the Waller mythology. She was bigger than the school, the cheer squad, the community pool, but in the end, it stifled her, and the sun flared out.

      Not only now will Rose fuel the mythology, but she’ll become a martyr as well.

      The memorial service goes as expected. The day is appropriately overcast, making the rolling hill of the Thistle Cove Cemetery look greener than normal. One of the first things I notice is that the grass matches Finn’s eyes.

      Ozzy and I stand near the back, our parents nearby. It’s appropriate for us to be here—but not appropriate for us to be on the front rows with friends and family. Finn plays the part of devastated boyfriend, only a few people aware that they’d broken up just days before. Mr. Waller is stoic. His wife is a wreck. The Chandler family has a prominent position—not just a support for the Wallers but for the town as a whole.  Juliette went all out in a black lace and chiffon dress that makes her red hair glow like fire. Mr. Baxter and Ezra sit one row back. They’re rarely seen together, and their similarities are striking, accentuated by gray, tailored suits. They look more like brothers than father and son. It’s fitting, I guess.

      Clustered around them are cheerleaders, teachers, football players, and other familiar faces. I watch them all.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ozzy asks, whispering in my ear.

      “I can’t stop thinking about the other life Rose led—the one outside of Thistle Cove.”

      The one where men paid for her companionship.

      The one on the other side of that key card to the East Point Suites.

      The one where she’d said she had a relationship with one of her friend’s fathers…

      “I’m not sure that really matters now.”

      He’s right. It doesn’t.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m still dressed in black when I hop in the car. My parents, Finn, and Ezra, they all went to the Wallers' after the service to express their condolences. I can’t handle that today—the cemetery was enough. I dropped Ozzy at home and he kissed me in the driveway, smoothed my hair and made everything okay—for a few minutes.

      I don’t turn at my street, instead an urge nags at me and I keep going, heading toward Carter’s Bridge. I’ve done my best to avoid it since the night Rose went missing. Tonight, after the service and the stories and the tears, I feel the need to go.

      I park my car down by the road, knowing there’s not enough room on the bridge itself, and start walking toward the center. I follow the lines of spray paint, marks in an unintelligible police language, that point to where the car was found. It’s not like I need that to find it. The shrine will do.

      Flowers, unicorns, pictures, and tiny fake candles light up the area. It’s not dark yet and the view from the bridge is notorious for being picturesque. On the side where the shrine sits you can see the bay in the distance. Odds are that’s where Rose’s body was pulled by the current.

      As I approach, I’m surprised to see someone else walking from the opposite distance. Black lace and chiffon. Flaming red hair.

      “What are you doing here?” Juliette says, walking toward me on spiked heels.

      It’s a stupid question. Why are either of us here? We’re the two girls most affected by Rose.

      She has an empty bag in her hand and she stops by the shrine, bending to pick up the wilted, dead flowers.

      “You clean this up?” I ask.

      She doesn’t look at me as she works. “The Wallers don’t like it when it gets trashy-looking. Dead flowers and dirty stuffed animals are depressing. I figure if I come out here and freshen it up a little, it can help make it less painful to drive past.”

      I watch her sort through the items. “That’s really nice of you.”

      “Well, contrary to what you may think, I’m not actually a monster.”

      That is contrary to what I think. One act of kindness isn’t enough to change my mind on what I know is true…

      I frown.

      “Did you know?” I ask suddenly, “That she was so unhappy?”

      She pauses. “I knew that there was no stopping Rose when she was determined to do something.”

      That’s not exactly the answer to my question.

      She rearranges the items that are left and picks up a photo of Rose smiling in her cheer uniform. There’s not a trace of unhappiness on her face. She stares at it longingly.

      I should leave this alone—leave Juliette alone. Now is not the time, but I can’t stop myself. “Maybe if you hadn’t cut me out all those years ago, swooped in and stole my best friend, this never would have happened! I could have been there for her!”

      Juliette faces me, her eyes rimmed red and her lipstick faded from the long day. “I know you hate me, and I know you blame me for stealing Rose away from you, but that’s not what happened. Rose…she was always pushing the envelope, seeking the next high, searching for a buzz. I came to this town a little girl who still played with dolls and within weeks of becoming friends with you all, she’d changed everything. She was exciting and new and at first, I was just thrilled to be accepted by someone like that. Rose wanted to be my friend and that felt so good.”

      I know how good it feels because once it was gone, I felt awful—like the sun had been stolen.

      “Spray painting your house that night was her idea. Dating Finn? Her idea. All the other shenanigans she cooked up? I was along for the ride.” She chuckles darkly. “And I know how lame that sounds. You know, very, ‘Hitler made me do it,’ but it’s true. I did whatever she told me to, until…”

      “Until what?” I prompt, terrified, but desperate to know.

      “Until she went too far. Until she hurt people,” the look she gives me is guilty, “until the games she started playing were dangerous and scary and threatened to destroy people’s lives.” Her fingers curl around the bag in her hand. “If you want to know the truth, Kenley, I think part of the reason she pushed you out was to protect you and because you wouldn’t have let her go down this path, but not only that, she didn’t want you to go down this path. I only wish I’d had some clarity. I sat by and watched the whole thing unfold and never did a thing, and now she’s gone.”

      It’s a heartbreaking revelation. For her. For me. For Rose.

      My biggest question lingers, and I may never get another chance to ask. “Juliette, we found Rose’s SugarBabies account—”

      Her eyes pop wide open and she holds out her hand.

      “Stop.”

      “Look, I know it looks bad for Rose, and I’m not—”

      “Kenley, for the love of everything you hold dear, do not say another word.”

      I frown. “What are you talking about?”

      She takes a step closer and wraps her free hand around my arm. Her fingers are skinny but strong, digging into my flesh. “Rose was into some bad shit—shit that threatened to expose people, important people with a lot on the line.”

      “What are you talking about?” I wince at the pain in my arm.

      “Don’t you think it’s interesting the Wallers accepted the suicide story so easily? Brice Waller? The police will do whatever he says, in two months he’ll be signing their paychecks.”

      “Juliette—”

      Her eyes have gone wild, dark and feral. “Stay out of this, Kenley. Rose did everything she could to protect you. It’s over. The report is filed. The myth upheld. Don’t fuck with it.”

      She releases me and stops to adjust a drooping rose falling out of a vase, then walks away without another look back.

      Tears burn at my eyes, but the wind dries them before they fall. I look out over the bridge, in the distance at the dark water of the bay. I’ve seen Juliette express many emotions over the years; anger, pettiness, jealousy, and distaste, but tonight I saw something different: fear.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m still thinking about everything from that night. Juliette seemed scared when I mentioned SugarBabies, but the truth is that I don’t trust Juliette. She’s never been nice to me, and that little story she told me definitely put her in a good light.

      Am I supposed to believe that the new girl came to town and suddenly my best friend corrupted her? It seems a little too easy and definitely doesn’t corroborate what I experienced personally.

      What if it’s all just a trick? What if Juliette doesn’t want me near SugarBabies because it will reveal the truth about her? Or maybe the truth about Rose, like I’ve suspected for a while. Maybe Juliette, like always, is looking out for herself. Maybe she’s protecting someone.

      I pull out Rose’s old iPod and open the SugarBabies account. Not Rosemary’s Baby’s account. The one I created; Eden Dollanganger.

      I’d never activated it—I didn’t see the point, not after the police declared Rose’s disappearance a suicide—but now, the simple fact Juliette has warned me against it…

      My thumb hovers over the blue activation button, knowing that regardless of what Juliette says, I’m opening a box I may regret.

      Unlike Rose, though, I’m not in this completely alone. I’ve got Ozzy, Finn, and Ezra. I’ve got questions and I’m not scared of whoever it is that’s got Juliette freaked out. Maybe that’s the difference between us. I’ve already lost everything once and adapted.

      I press the button and activate the account.
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      While you wait for Games We Play, the second book in the Thistle Cove series that’s available for preorder on Amazon, make sure you check out Sparrowood Academy another dark romance by Angel Lawson. To keep up with Angel for fun, entertainment and exclusive book updates please join, Angel’s Antics, on Facebook!

      

      I’ve always been a lover of true-crime. I spend way too much time listening to podcasts, reading books and watching documentaries. This fall I had a spark of information, merging my love of murder, thrillers, & reverse harem romance!

      Special thanks to the fabulous members of Angel’s Antics, my beta readers, Jennifer and Lisa, my editor Vanessa & Angstyg for the awesome covers!
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