
  
    
      
    
  


Synopsis

			When North Anchorage High School student and rising star is found dead at the bottom of the film club staircase, everyone assumes it was an accident. After all, the stairs are poorly lit, and a person in a hurry could easily miss a step and take a tumble. Besides, who would want to kill someone so universally loved? Except, it turns out, the dead girl wasn’t loved at all.

			 

			Virginia and Katie, amateur sleuths and former 8th grade sweethearts, are determined to find out what really happened to their classmate, a girl keeping some very dangerous secrets. But first they must work through their own issues, like why did Katie and her parents suddenly leave Alaska, and why does she want nothing to do with Virginia now—three years later?

			 

			Can Virginia and Katie find their way back together and trust each other to tell the truth?
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Chapter One

			VIRGINIA

			Thursday, December 12, 11:30 a.m.

			It wasn’t melting snow that caused Marisol Cowsill to fall and break her neck on the film club stairs. Her shoes were dry, and she hadn’t been outside all day, according to the local media. Anchorage police interviewed North High School’s administrative staff, our journalism teacher, Mr. Cooper, the freshman girls who found her, and David Teal, the last person seen with Marisol Tuesday after school. An APD spokesperson has called it a tragic accident, further recommending Principal Foster install better lighting in the stairwell as soon as possible. “The poor girl was in a hurry to get to a meeting. She obviously slipped,” Mrs. Foster was quoted as saying in the Anchorage Daily News. 

			All this is public information.

			But did she really slip? I’m not so sure. It’s true that as editor-in-chief of our school newspaper, senior class valedictorian, NHS president, and varsity volleyball co-captain, Marisol had a lot on her plate. She was always on her way somewhere, but she wasn’t clumsy. Marisol Cowsill was a force.

			“I can think of other words to describe her. Petty, vicious, spiteful. Should I keep going?” Matty mutters out of the side of his mouth at lunch a couple of days later. 

			“Shh.” I press a finger to my lips. 

			“It was horrible! I still can’t believe it. You should have seen her lying at the bottom of the stairs like a broken doll,” says a blonde with red lowlights, one of the girls who discovered Marisol’s body apparently minutes after she died. She’s sitting at a nearby table.

			“You mean a mannequin,” says her friend.

			“What? Oh, right. Right.” The first girl tilts her chin as if giving that some thought. “We were discussing her latest list of story ideas for the Gazette so we couldn’t start without her. Mr. Cooper told us to look for her. Naturally, we checked the bathroom first.” 

			The others at the table lean in, inviting her to go on. Like me, they’ve heard it before, but can’t get enough. No one can. Only my best friend, Matty Brown, is brave enough to say what others are undoubtedly thinking. Good riddance, Marisol Cowsill. 

			“Don’t look now, isn’t that Katie McRanes?” He gestures to the doorway connecting the cafeteria to the main hall as the freshman conversation lulls.

			I twist around, my eyes widening and my heart beating faster, as Katie strolls in with Rocky Dare. She looks twice as stunning as she did in eighth grade. Rocky whispers something in her ear, and she laughs. I inhale a shallow breath, seeking to ignore a familiar ache in my chest.

			“Hi, Katie,” I call out as they walk by.

			Katie glances in my general direction, looking slightly startled. “Oh. Hey. How’s it going?” And then they’re gone, having moved on to another table.

			“Forget about her, girl. She’s not good enough for you.” Matty taps my hand, giving me a sympathetic look. Yoon-hi adds an encouraging nod.

			But that isn’t it. Everything’s changed. And I’ve got to figure out a way to change it back. 

			




Chapter Two

			KATIE

			Three and a half years earlier.

			Mom and Dad are fighting again.

			Dad: “Fish again? Give me a break.”

			Mom: “You want something different, fix it yourself.”

			My father hates Alaska’s cold weather and the winter dark. My mother loves it. Cross-country skiing, quilting, baking god-awful carob brownies with our neighbor Mrs. Taylor, all of it. When we first moved from Portland a year and a half ago, it was Dad who embraced life in the frigid north. He’s a chiropractor and tends to be a bit too gleeful when a cyclist takes a spill along the Coastal Trail, or downhill skiers twist their ankles at the Alyeska Resort in nearby Girdwood. I don’t think he expected Mom to like it here so much. He works all the time, and then sulks when he comes home and dinner isn’t hot and ready to eat the second he walks through the door.

			I’m sick of listening to them argue. I go outside and immediately wish I hadn’t. Marisol is in the corner of her yard, tossing dog shit into ours.

			“Hey, lesbo,” she calls out. “You need to clean up your backyard.”

			I flinch, glancing back at the house. You’d think a ninth grader would be more mature. She’s already like some big deal at her school. Virginia says she’s on the JV volleyball team and freshman class president.

			“Where’s your dyke girlfriend?” she shouts, when I turn away. I hope Dad can’t hear her. Mom has set salmon bones on the back steps to be tossed in the trashcan after dinner. I know—bad idea, right? I have half a mind to throw them at Marisol, but then what? A fish war?

			“Go away,” I tell her, which only makes her laugh.

			“Is that the best you can do?”

			“Maribel Clarabelle,” Virginia sings out as she opens our back gate. “Please tell me your folks haven’t stopped feeding you?”

			With a last name like Cowsill, Marisol is used to being the butt of cow jokes, but she takes one look at the dog turd poised to catapult from the end of her trowel and drops it. Her face turns bright red. Still, she manages, “Oh, burn.”

			“Now she gets it.” Virginia laughs, a sound as beautiful as the summer wind chimes on our back porch. Then she picks me up and plants a big kiss on my lips.

			Marisol grumbles something under her breath that ends with, “You guys make me sick.”

			“Mission accomplished,” Virginia can’t help yelling back. Then, “Wait, don’t you want this?” She reaches for a turd.

			“Don’t,” I say. But it’s too late. She wraps a leaf around it and lobs it across the chain-link fence. It doesn’t come anywhere close to Marisol, but I’m appalled. Virginia is tall, strong, and stringy. The most badass girl I’ve ever met, but she also worries me. The girl won’t back down from a challenge. Everyone should have limits, right? You dare her to pull a fire alarm at school, or skate across Westchester Lagoon near the end of May, she’ll do it without any hesitation. She says her older brother Pete is the same. He dated Marisol’s sister, Camila, all through high school. Last spring, when he went into the military and Camila went to college in Seattle, they broke up. Pete says Marisol was always weird, hanging around them when they wanted to be alone.

			“Gross.” I let out a breath when Virginia lets the leaf flutter to the ground, which is the dumbest thing I could say because she sticks her tongue out and pretends to lick her hand. “You’re not kissing me after that,” I tell her.

			“I’m not?” She assumes a look of innocence and spins me in a circle before laying another smacker on me.

			I can’t help myself. I squeal with delight and drag her behind the shed, out of view from the house, and kiss her with everything I’ve got. My heart flutters. These are the moments I most look forward to.

			“We’re not lesbians because we only love each other,” I say, drawing back a minute later. I have to admit Marisol’s insults bother me, and if my parents knew we kissed, my father would probably kill me. Mom…I’m not so sure about. We’ve never been close. She’d probably say I need more vegetables. Everything is about healthy eating since she gave up red meat. Like that will solve all her problems with Dad.

			A shadow crosses Virginia’s face. “Being gay isn’t a bad thing, you know.”

			“I know. I’m just trying to say I love you.”

			“Well, I love you. A little.”

			“Just a little?”

			“This much.” She holds her thumb and forefinger an inch apart, a wicked expression on her face. So, of course I take her by the arms and stick my tongue in her mouth. Her breath tastes like blueberries and honey. I could kiss her all day long.

			She draws back breathlessly a minute later. “You’re getting really good at that. Here, I brought you something.” She pulls a packet of OFF mosquito wipes from the pocket of her shorts—a half-second after a mosquito bites my neck.

			“Thanks.” I slap my neck and tear the pack open, swabbing my face, neck, hands, every inch of bare skin. Nobody tells you how bad the bugs are here in summer. Mom won’t let me use any repellant with DEET. “You’ll thank me later when you don’t have cancer,” she says. Usually I’m a mass of itchy welts, but lately Virginia’s been supplying me with the good stuff. Soon I’ll have beautiful, clear skin like hers.

			“Want to come to my house?” Virginia asks, as I stuff the rest of the packet in the back pocket of my shorts. 

			“Sure. Why not?” I definitely don’t want to go back inside and listen to my parents snipe at one another. We set off for the mile-long walk through the park at the end of the block for her house. I can’t wait to find out what Virginia’s mom has fixed for dinner.

			




Chapter Three

			VIRGINIA

			Thursday, December 12, 11:45 a.m.

			Peanut butter with strawberry jelly, I hate it. I ball my hand into a fist and dig a thumb into my sandwich in frustration. Then wrap it back in plastic and toss it in the trash.

			“Some of us might still be hungry,” Matty protests mildly. 

			I can’t even muster an apology. If I weren’t so lazy, I’d fix my own lunch. Katie’s mother used to do amazing things with halibut and salmon. In eighth grade, we traded lunches almost every day. I’d get her smoked salmon on saltines. She’d get my meatloaf and mayo crammed between two slices of white bread. I guess you always want what you can’t have. To be fair, Mom works, Mrs. McRanes didn’t. And I didn’t love her gluten-free carob brownies. Katie despised them. I used to make her kiss me before I’d give her one of Mom’s Duncan Hines Double Chocolate Delights. 

			“You didn’t say what you thought of my new wig,” Matty says in a clear attempt to distract me from staring across the cafeteria like a lost puppy. 

			“Diana Ross, the early years?” I ask.

			“Please. My idol, Whitney Houston.”

			“Oh, I see,” I say, even though I don’t. “It really brings out the blue in your eyes.” Matty is the only Black guy I know with blue eyes. He says he’s a freak of nature. “A freak in many ways,” he told me proudly last year.

			We had some classes together freshman year, but I didn’t really know him. He was quiet. Out, but not in your face about it. I mean, he carried a purse, but he didn’t shout from the rooftops that he favored women’s clothes. That’s changed the last few months. He gave up heels after the first day (who wouldn’t?), but lately he’s been sporting a tight red leather jacket and rhinestone pocket jeans. “Designer,” he told me, naming some fashion guy I can’t remember.

			He taught me how to apply lipstick, but I draw the line at eye shadow and say a firm no thanks to press-on lashes like his.

			Back to his purse. One day I came barreling down the hall to sophomore English when I noticed Zach Pratt and Rocky Dare had Matty backed into a corner by his locker. Matty’s a big guy, but he isn’t physically aggressive, and he looked scared. Zach called him a tranny, and I lost it. I shoved Zach into Rocky, and they stumbled over each other and fell flat on their backs. It’s not like I’m all that tough, but if my Dad’s taught me one thing, it’s to stand up for myself and those who can’t. And with an older brother like Pete, I’ve had plenty of opportunities to wrestle. Also, I don’t think Zach and Rocky saw me coming. Matty finished them both off by clobbering them with his purse, and we’ve been best friends ever since. 

			Yoon-hi’s harder to explain. I think she likes us because we’re different. North has its share of Asian students, but Yoon-hi seems to enjoy our company. Or maybe it’s Matty’s makeup tips. He writes a blog with paid sponsors. 

			The bell rings, and we get up. As we pass Katie’s table, Matty moves protectively to my side. I notice Katie looking up, then Matty blocks my view. He knows the story. She broke my heart. She’s been back in Anchorage since the start of the fall semester and at North for several weeks, but the most we do is say hi to each other. And barely that.

			“Are you guys going to Marisol’s service?” Yoon-hi pauses to deposit her empty lunch tray on the rack by the door.

			“Do we have a choice?” Matty grumbles. Actually, we do. School is being dismissed early. The memorial service will be held in the auditorium. No one has to go, but most of us probably will.

			I can picture it all in my head. Marisol’s parents sobbing. Her sister, Camila, acting stoic. Principal Foster had a light mounted on the stairwell ceiling and locks installed on both the upper and lower floor doors, for all the good locks will do. Mr. Ivy, the film club sponsor, gives his students the key. With its ambient lighting, the stairwell is a perfect place to shoot horror movies, and kids still use the staircase as a shortcut to the first floor and the northeast parking lot.

			Marisol falling doesn’t make sense, and I know others have their doubts as well. As we start down the main hall, a freshman behind me says, “If she was pushed, it’s got to be that Native David. He makes my skin crawl.”

			“I know. Doing his sister,” says another. “How disgusting is that?”

			I’d like to turn around and punch them. I don’t know David Teal very well. Okay, that’s not true. I don’t know him at all. But just because he keeps to himself doesn’t mean he had anything to do with Marisol’s death. My mother was an undercover cop before she became a store detective, so she still has contacts. Last night, she said, “He told the police Marisol asked him if she could interview him for the school paper.” 

			“About what?” North High School has an excellent journalism program, and in fact, NBC’s Dan Daily is supposed to come up and do a segment before Christmas break. Part of his Ten Noteworthy Public High Schools You May Never Have Heard Of series.

			“I don’t know. Itinerant Natives?”

			“Itinerant?”

			Mom purses her lips. “I gather he’s homeless. I’m sorry, honey. I wish I could tell you more. Do you want me to see what I can find out?”

			“No, that’s okay.” Mom thinks I care because Marisol was my friend, which isn’t true at all. She’s a year ahead of me, and we had Spanish together. I didn’t exactly hate her, but I couldn’t stand the way she treated Katie when they were neighbors. The truth is, I’m simply curious. Okay, nosey. Not much happens in Anchorage. We have our occasional ground-shuddering earthquakes and moose walking up on downtown rooftops during snowstorms. But the juicy stuff usually happens in the bush where survivalists and fugitives from the law go to chop down trees and kill each other.

			Yoon-hi veers off to her locker, and Matty and I follow. “See you guys at the service. First one there saves the others seats?” I suggest.

			Yoon-hi spins the locker dial and pops it open. Her locker is as neat as Matty’s is messy. His is full of drag clothes vendors send him to review. He posts photos of himself on his blog with comments like, “This one isn’t right for dark skin,” or, “No self-respecting queen under thirty would be caught dead in floral.” That’s my Matty, a budding social influencer. He says his followers are mostly high school guys trying to find the best way to come out.

			Yoon-hi’s locker contains a stack of textbooks with bindings all facing the same way. A pencil pocket hangs from a magnet just inside the door. Her blue wool coat looks freshly dry-cleaned, and an old camera rests inside a pair of fleece-lined rubber snow boots on the bottom shelf. “I’m not going to the service,” she tells us. “I’ve got a meeting with my advisor about my missing math credits.”

			Technically, Yoon-hi should be a senior even though she’s our age because she’s just that smart, but the school’s been having trouble getting a copy of her official transcript from her old school in Busan. I’m surprised Marisol never did an article on it for the paper. “Life in Busan, South Korea’s Ghetto.” Or, “Asians Who Can’t Make the Cut.” Definitely a stereotype, but not outside Marisol’s story realm.

			“I’m not going either,” Matty says, sounding nonchalant.

			“Why not?” I feel my eyebrows pull together.

			“Don’t want to.”

			I wait a couple of seconds, but he doesn’t elaborate. Even Yoon-hi gives him a funny look. Matty loves drama, which there is sure to be. “Okay,” I say at last.

			He shrugs his Hermès Birkin handbag high up on his shoulder and says, “You can tell me about it later. See ya, gargoyles.” He takes off down the crowded hallway. What’s with him? He hasn’t been himself of late, even missing film club, which meets every afternoon after school. 

			My thoughts are distracted by Katie and Rocky walking down the hall in front of me. He’s got four fingers down the back of her pants, his thumb hooked on her belt. A flush hits my face, and I want to tear his arm right out of his socket and break his fingers. Rocky isn’t the dick he was last year though. Mostly, I suppose, because he’s a big-time hockey player now and has an image to maintain.

			“Katie,” I call out as a sudden inspiration hits me. “Wait up.”

			Yoon-hi excuses herself and heads off in the other direction as Katie stops. I know she recognizes my voice because her shoulders tense even before she does a slow one-eighty. My heart skips a beat every time I look at her. She has plump cheeks with dimples and soft, dark curly hair. Her body has filled out very nicely, but it’s her eyes I like best. They’re gray with flecks of gold that always seem to have a smile that’s just for me. Or at least they used to. She gives me a look now like I’m an annoying waitress who’s forgotten to bring the Sweet’N Low she’s asked for umpteen times. 

			Rocky kisses her cheek and says, “See you, babe. Gotta go.” Then he offers me a friendly wave. Like I said, I want to rip his arm off.

			“Virginia,” Katie says as I catch up. For a second it feels like we’re the only people in the hall. This is the moment when I sweep her in my arms and we perform a classic ballroom dance à la Beauty and the Beast. 

			Cue the music.

			“Can we talk?” I try to sound casual.

			She glances over her shoulder like she’s got someone waiting for her. “I can’t be late for class. It’s chemistry with Mr. Henderson.”

			As lies go, this one’s pretty good because everyone knows Henderson is a stickler for promptness. Three tardies and you earn yourself a detention. But I can’t help thinking of all the times we skipped classes in middle school. We’d slip out back by the gym and head across the street to a grassy ravine hidden from the classroom windows. We’d eat the orange sections Katie’s mom would put in her lunch sack. Katie sucking one end of the slice, me the other, like Lady and the Tramp. Oops, my second Disney reference. I didn’t get into crime shows until Katie introduced me to The Equalizer. 

			“I don’t mean now,” I stammer. “After school. After the service. You could…” I stop just in time from inviting her to my house. I can tell from her alarmed expression that isn’t going to fly. “We could meet in the south parking lot.” Full view of the front office and school security guards so I can’t molest her or whatever it is she’s worried about happening. “It won’t take long, and it’s important,” I add, noting indecision warring with good manners on her face.

			“Okay. But just for a minute,” she says. “I need to get home and…” Her words drift off.

			And what? Sex text Rocky? Acid churns in my stomach. “Great. See you then.”

			She heads off toward the chem lab, and I turn around to find Zach Pratt standing behind me. How long has he been there?

			“Can we spell awkward?” he says in his usual snarky voice. Zach and Rocky aren’t that close anymore as far as I can tell. Maybe Rocky’s grown up some, but Zach is still the obnoxious guy I remember from elementary school. He’s taller now. Thinner, too, with the worst breath I’ve ever smelled on a human being. It’s like an animal must have died inside his mouth. I try not to stare at his brownish teeth.

			“Haven’t you got some place you need to be, maybe a morgue or a dungeon?” I push past him. He’s pale, like he doesn’t get enough sun. Probably spends too much time in the video room of film club. To give him his due, his last horror movie for North’s fall film festival was legendary. The Dead Can’t Talk. I don’t know how he convinced the drop-dead gorgeous Lilly Kahale to wear zombie makeup, but she looked like a character straight out of The Walking Dead.

			“Now is that any way to be?” Zach calls to my back as I walk away. “I just wanted to let you know that Rocky says your former girlfriend is an uber kisser. I’m sure you taught her everything she knows. Have a nice day,” he yells when I still don’t turn around.

			Asshole. I resist the urge to give him the finger. Look at me, taking the high road. 

			The fact is, Katie taught me a thing or two.

			




Chapter Four

			KATIE

			Three and a half years earlier.

			 

			“Moose ahead,” a hiker coming from the other direction notifies us. Virginia takes my hand and leads me down a side path. It’s such a “gentlemanly” thing to do, I almost laugh. But I know she means well and feels protective of me.

			When we moved to Anchorage from Portland, I didn’t know how dangerous female moose with calves could be, or that bears could be within a hundred yards of you, watching you, and you wouldn’t even know it. Another thing to be aware of is the mudflats. Every couple of years runners get stuck between Fire Island and Kincaid Beach when the tide comes in. The glacial silt can suck you down like quicksand. One of Virginia’s father’s friends nearly lost his life there.

			We reach her house safely enough, and her mom greets us in the kitchen. “Katie, how nice to see you. Have you eaten? I just put a Texas casserole in the fridge if you’re hungry. It should still be warm.”

			In case you’re wondering, the Eatons are not from Texas. Virginia has lived here her whole life. But her mom is an excellent host and favors quick and easy dinners that usually involve some sort of packaged pasta because she works all day as a store detective at Pinella’s Department Store in the Fifth Avenue Mall.

			“No, ma’am, I’m fine. Thank you,” I say, my mouth watering at the scent of leftover ground beef in a skillet on the stove. My mother would turn her nose up at anything made with hamburger, but I’m not telling Mrs. Eaton that. I wouldn’t want to hurt her feelings.

			It’s like I haven’t declined anyway as she folds me in an affectionate side hug and leads me to the table. A first helping for me, a second or maybe even third for Virginia. I have no idea how she stays so skinny.

			“Tell Katie about your shoplifter today,” Virginia says to her mom, noisily slurping a spaghetti noodle.

			“Yeah, tell us all.” Pete, Virginia’s older brother, clomps into the kitchen in his clip-in cycling shoes. He dumps his helmet on a chair and kicks the shoes into the living room, but not before wrapping a muscled arm around Virginia’s neck and giving her a noogie. She responds by punching him hard in the stomach. He doubles over with a good-natured grunt, then sits and waits for their mother to fix him a plate.

			It’s a typical summer evening at the Eaton house. Rowdy, and I love it. Much different from mine. Pete is handsome in a chiseled jock sort of way with an easy, self-confident manner. He and Marisol’s older sister, Camila, must have made an attractive pair. 

			“It was two women. Early thirties, I’d say, and acting suspicious.” Mrs. Eaton joins us at the table.

			“How?” Pete asks.

			“Twitchy. Eyes darting back and forth. Clearly avoiding other shoppers.” I nod in understanding. She’s taught us all about reading body language.

			“Definitive,” Virginia says, smacking her lips as if tasting the word.

			“Close enough. So I waited as they carried way too many blouses and scarves into the fitting room. When they came out empty-handed, I confronted them.”

			“But first you looked inside the changing room,” says Pete.

			“And waited until they were outside of the store,” says Virginia.

			Mrs. Eaton rolls her eyes. “What am I, an amateur?”

			“Did they break down and throw themselves on your mercy, or try to run?” I ask. I’m on the edge of my seat. Virginia and I are going to be detectives when we grow up. We’ve already solved one mystery. This girl named Lindsey is like a total attention hog at school. Mrs. Eaton says there’s a name for it: Histrionic personality disorder. One day signs started showing up on Lindsey’s locker. “Slut,” one day. “Bitch,” the next. The security camera in the hall wasn’t working, and nobody could figure out who was doing it. In the meantime, everybody felt sorry for Lindsey, and she was eating up the attention. 

			Virginia and I talked to a couple of people, then decided to stake out her locker from the alcove across the hall and guess what we saw? Lindsey taped the signs up herself. We got pictures of it on my phone! Our first real case. Later, we also discovered who was going through people’s lockers during PE. That one was easy. Just keep an eye out for the one who always goes to the bathroom in the middle of class. Boy, did that girl get in trouble.

			“Neither,” says Mrs. Eaton, reaching over to steal a hunk of ground beef from Virginia’s plate. She pops it in her mouth. “They tried to bluster their way out of it.”

			“Typical,” says Virginia, subtly shifting the plate out of her mother’s reach.

			“Right. Then they said they hadn’t realized they’d put the goods in their purses. They were going to put everything back on the racks.” Mrs. Eaton smirks. “I’m sure they meant to be helpful.”

			“Warning or the cuffs?” asks Pete. The Eatons speak in a sort of shorthand that I’m still getting used to.

			“Warning,” says Virginia’s mother. “And they’ve been banned from the store.”

			At that moment, Virginia’s little brother, Reggie, wanders in, holding an old-fashioned Game Boy held together with dirty duct tape. He looks up and sees us sitting at the table. “How come nobody told me we were having second dinner?”

			Pete tips back in his chair, grabs him around the throat and gives him a noogie, too. A fuzzy warmth spreads through me as I take them all in. I feel like I’m in the middle of a 1980s sitcom. Pretty soon one of them is likely to drag out a Monopoly board. 

			I find Virginia’s knee under the table and nudge it with my own. “We probably better get busy rehearsing.” 

			She smiles broadly and gives me a wink. “Good idea.”

			




Chapter Five

			VIRGINIA

			Thursday, December 12, 1:30 p.m.

			The bell rings, dismissing us to Marisol’s memorial service. Sixth hour classes and all after-school activities have been canceled, which suits me fine since I haven’t finished my first draft on major causes of the Civil War for civics due tomorrow. We have three causes to choose from: slavery, economic interests, or cultural values. “Pick the second,” Pete advised me. It’s what Mrs. Hicks is pushing, so I’ll probably go for it. Pete took her class five years ago. He says not everyone who wrote their paper on it got an A. On the other hand, no one who chose slavery or cultural values earned anything above a B, until Marisol explored all three in a kind of compare-and-contrast type thing last year. Mrs. Hicks told us all about it. I’m shocked Marisol didn’t write her paper in iambic pentameter, or as a sonnet. She was such an overachiever. 

			The syllabus says our next big assignment will be about how Indigenous children in Alaska used to be sent to boarding schools and weren’t allowed to speak their own languages. A natural progression, I suppose, from how slaves were treated in the lower forty-eight. It makes me think of David Teal and his shabby clothes that look like thrift store rejects. He’s in my math class, but he hardly ever comes to class. 

			Homeless. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me. I’ve often seen him walking down the hall with the Indian Ed counselor who frequently supplies Alaska Natives with free lunches. I’m pretty sure the rumor about David’s relationship with his sister came about because she doesn’t attend our school anymore. The police showed up one day along with an officer from Children’s Services and the next day, no more Ahna. Pretty flimsy evidence that David hurt her, in my opinion. I’m beginning to wish I’d accepted my mother’s offer to find out more about him. If freshmen are dissing him, upperclassmen will be worse.

			My English teacher, Mrs. Pugh, remains at her desk when I pass by on my way out. She’s one of the sourest-looking people I’ve ever met, with her bitchy resting face. I don’t think that’s really her because she’s upbeat when she teaches. I usually try to speak to her when I leave, even if it’s just something like, “Don’t work too hard,” or “See you tomorrow.”

			“Are you going to the service, Mrs. Pugh?” I ask just before I reach the door.

			“I have to. I’m supposed to speak.” She sighs and gazes out the window toward the sun, already beginning its descent above the line of snow-flocked spruce trees along the edge of the parking lot. Then she gives herself a shake. “I don’t mean it like that. I want to. It’s just, it’s all so unfortunate, a girl so young and full of life.”

			I don’t think that’s what she means at all. “You didn’t like Marisol?” 

			My interrogation skills have obviously gotten rusty since eighth grade because I can see at once it’s the wrong thing to say. Too direct. She pushes back from her desk and starts toward me like she’s going to grab me by the arm and march me straight to Principal Foster’s office. “Of course I liked her. Please go, Virginia. I’ll be along in a minute.”

			I scoot on out the door. Bad play, Virginia. I should know better after listening to Mom’s old cop stories and practicing suspect/witness interview techniques with Katie. “Rehearsing,” we called it, which was also our code word for kissing. 

			* * *

			The auditorium is only about half full. Seniors are supposed to sit in front, juniors behind them, and underclassmen in the back. I head down to the junior section, leaving an aisle seat for Matty in case he changes his mind. Half a dozen members of the jazz band are on stage, playing an instrumental version of “Wind Beneath My Wings,” and Mrs. Foster stands nearby with Marisol’s parents. Camila is with them. I haven’t seen her since she and Pete graduated. She manages to look both distraught and cool in an elegant black dress, with pearls around her neck, and tastefully matching studs at each ear. Two men in black uniforms who definitely aren’t school security flank the stairs leading to the back of the stage. My antenna shoots up because I know that cops frequently attend services when circumstances surrounding a death look suspicious. I glance around and spot Katie, Rocky, and Zach a couple of rows behind me. Will Katie show up to the parking lot after school? Zach gives me a facetious little wave like we’re best friends, and I’m rethinking my choice not to give him the finger earlier when a voice beside me says, “Is this seat taken?” It’s Lilly Kahale. I’m a little surprised to see her. I wouldn’t have thought this service would be her kind of thing.

			“I guess not.” I move my backpack to the floor.

			“No Matty?”

			“He had something else to do.”

			“Ah.” She flops down beside me, and I don’t mind at all because one, she’s downright sexy with big, shiny black hair and a full figure that fills her skin like a caramel latte eggplant (yeah, I really am that shallow), and two, you can always count on Lilly to speak her mind. 

			That’s putting it mildly. Despite a host of freshman boys constantly hanging around her locker, she’s famous for her bad temper. When she first appeared on-screen in Zach’s gore fest, somebody in the audience whistled. Not to be outdone, a squeaky voice called out, “I wouldn’t mind a piece of that.” Mrs. Foster didn’t have to say a word because Lilly stood up from her front row chair, whipped around, and said, “Fat chance, losers. Grow up.” 

			That shut them up.

			Lilly glances around the auditorium, then takes out her phone and starts scrolling through Instagram photos as if she’s already bored.

			“Looking for old pictures of Marisol?” I venture, more subtly this time because I know Lilly isn’t Marisol’s biggest fan after getting kicked out of journalism class for supposedly breaking Marisol’s computer.

			“Right.” She snorts and crosses her very shapely legs. End of discussion.

			When Mrs. Foster walks out on stage, the music stops. “I want to thank you all for coming today on this very sorrowful occasion,” she begins. “Marisol Cowsill was one of North’s rising stars, a friend to many, her bright light dimmed all too soon.” She goes on with her sun and stars metaphors, basically implying Marisol was solely responsible for creating our award-winning journalism program, and I can’t help thinking Mr. Cooper and her fellow reporters might not appreciate it. I wonder if Dan Daily will still show up now that Marisol is gone. He’s due the day before Christmas break.

			Many in the auditorium are sniffling and sobbing, and Lilly looks up from her phone. “Hypocrites,” she hisses.

			A senior turns around to shush her, but she says, “You shut up,” and he does.

			“What? The girl was a complete and total bitch, and everybody here knows it,” she says, lowering her voice
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