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For what seemed like the hundredth time tonight, I tried calling Weston again. No answer. With a frustrated sigh, I hung up. To say I was confused would be a drastic understatement. I was almost furious. Where in the world was Weston Stevenson?

The magenta and silver banners in the gym seemed to mock me as I paced by the balloons at the refreshments table. A hive of activity bustled around me. Pink, blue, and yellow beams of light soared in the air, projected from the spotlights on the stage. Large painted leaves billowed below the high ceiling, swaying like flags. Orange and crimson wreaths gazed down at us, the decorations casting bat-like shadows on the floor. Dancers glided around the spacious gym. The crowd of students shifted like waves on a choppy ocean. 

It was Magenta High’s annual fall dance, and everyone was enjoying themselves. But not me. Not when my date had stood me up and was refusing to answer any of my calls. Loud pop music throbbed from the speakers. The bass reverberated in my head as my patience thinned with each moment. Where in the world could he be? I flicked a glance at the clock. Ten minutes past seven. What could have gone wrong?

“Streamers!” a happy voice squealed. “I’m going to use them for my next art project. What do you think, Kathleen?”

I turned, coming face-to-face with an excited Jenni Craig. “Oh, hello.” 

She was wearing a cocktail dress with plenty of blue sequins winking at me. Before she transferred to Magenta last month, I was utterly friendless. Like me, she, too, was an outcast—far too artsy and eclectic to be mainstreamed into anyone’s posse.

“Love your hairstyle,” I remarked, smiling. She wore her hair in many tiny braided knots. A few curls draped across both sides of her head in cute tendrils.

“Thanks,” Jenni said. “Ever heard of Bantu knots? A cool, popular hairstyle for Black women.”

“I know,” I replied, admiring her hair. “It looks amazing on you.”

“Took me thirty minutes to get the hang of it, but I’m proud of the result. I should be a hairstylist if my dream career of being an artist doesn’t work out for me.”

“Last week, you told me you were going to dye your hair blue. Is that going to happen anytime soon?” I prodded her. 

Jenni laughed. “Not in the mood anymore, but who knows? I might dye it purple or green someday. By the way, why isn’t Weston with you?” 

I shrugged. “I wish I knew.”

“You two didn’t come here together?”

I shook my head. “He said he had a family dinner to attend, and he’d meet me here at six. The thing is, I haven’t seen him anywhere. And he’s not answering his phone at all.”

Jenni frowned. “Huh, we’ve got a missing person case now. Maybe his great-aunt wouldn’t let him go, or maybe he’s too polite to interrupt his grandpa’s heroic story of fighting in World War II.”

I laughed at the absurd possibilities. “You seem to know my boyfriend better than I do, missy.”

Jenni blinked, the joke going over her head. “I didn’t mean that. All I was saying was that there’s probably a reasonable explanation for his disappearance.”

“Relax, I was just making a joke,” I reassured her. “I know what you mean. Still, he could have given me a reply or texted me back. I want to call him again, but I don’t want to push him.” A terrifying idea struck my mind, and I flinched. “What if ... what if something happened to him? Like an accident or something?”

“Kathleen, don’t say things like that. I’m sure everything’s fine. You’re scaring yourself.”

“When you have a partner, you’ll be singing a different tune,” I replied, checking my phone again in case I missed any texts.

“I don’t want a partner,” Jenni said. “I love being alone. Why would I want to be in a relationship when I can go anywhere without anyone’s permission? And what’s so fun about committing to a relationship? I don’t want to tie myself to someone else.”

“Weston never controls me,” I answered. 

“Anyway, I hope he shows up. He’s missing out. You’ve dressed up for him and everything. Surely, he would come.”

I smoothed my dress, a slim, form-fitting gown. It was bubblegum-pink and had long, loosely gathered sleeves. I didn’t want to stand out, but I was also aiming for an elegant look. My honey-brown hair hung in a loose braid over my shoulder. The last time I checked my reflection in the mirror, I was satisfied. I sighed at the thought of Weston’s absence. Jenni was right—he was missing out.

Bored, I let my gaze roam the crowd. A familiar face met my eyes—a guy with a tan and dark auburn hair. He nodded at me, although I could have imagined it. One of those guys I had a few classes with but never got close enough to befriend or have a deep conversation with. Ron, Rob, or Rowan, I recalled. Or maybe none of those. He flew below the radar like me, and he didn’t seem to belong in anyone’s gang. 

Jenni handed me a plate with three cupcakes—one pink, another green, and the other blue. “Eat, Kathleen. Thinking about him won’t make him magically appear.”

I made a face. “Food coloring?”

Jenni made a show of biting into the blue one. “Yum. I love food coloring. Maybe I should make an edible painting with chocolate sprinkles, food coloring, and Skittles!”

“If you can fight the urge to eat your painting before it’s finished, why not?” I replied, amused at her creative idea. I thought of my dad and my grandparents, who would never have approved of the unhealthy snacks. Perhaps I could try one of the cupcakes. 

“Looking for your dates, ladies?” A male voice intruded on my thoughts. 

I looked up, surprised to see the guy who had locked eyes with me earlier. “You are...?”

“Ryan Harte.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re Kathleen Bell, of course. We have English together. Mr. Barnes wouldn’t shut up about your climate change poem.”

My cheeks flushed, and I averted my gaze. “I guess you’re not a fan, then?”

Ryan smiled. “Are you kidding? I wish I had written it, but I’ve never done a reverse poem before. Tried writing one after Barnes explained it, but mine sounded like two different poems glued together. By the way, where’s your date? Parking?”

I blew out a breath. “He, well, hasn’t arrived.”

Ryan’s eyebrows knit. “He stood you up? What kind of asshole—Sorry.” He shut his mouth and looked away.

I pursed my lips. “He’s ghosted me for an hour. Didn’t even give me a reason.”

Ryan tilted his head. “Well...” He smiled. “Guess I’m not alone.”

I blinked. “Huh?”

“I’m not the only one who’s abandoned at the dance.”

That got my attention. “Oh my, you too? I’m so sorry.”

Ryan sighed. “Leah had an emergency family meeting. Canceled on me five minutes before I was going to pick her up.” He gave a humorless laugh. “Maybe that’s her way of saying ‘We’re about done.’ Spent twenty bucks on flowers and a corsage. Oh, well. Guess Mom gets free flowers tonight.”

I frowned. “I’m sorry. Not to be judgmental, but an ‘emergency family meeting’ sounds a bit sus.”

Ryan turned his palms skyward but said nothing. He glanced at the speakers and frowned. “Who keeps requesting this song? I swear they’ve played it four times.”

I grinned. “You don’t like ‘Moves Like Jagger?’ How can you hate that song? You must have bad taste in music. Poor you.”

Ryan made a face. “It’s overrated.” 

I rolled my eyes. “That’s ridiculous!”

“Maybe you’re the one with lousy taste in music, Kathleen Bell.”

Jenni’s gaze swung between Ryan and me, as if she were watching an exciting tennis game. “Well, I’ll go off to collect some more streamers if you two don’t mind.”

I nodded, though I was slightly uncomfortable with the thought of being with Ryan alone. 

Ryan grinned. “Why are you staring at my suit? Are you mentally drafting a playlist for me?”

Horrified and mortified, I realized that I’d been staring at his lapel for the past few seconds. He wore a yellow suit with a cobalt-blue shirt and a gold tie—an interesting combination of colors.

“I’m not...” I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Bold of you to think I’d make a playlist for you. Why would I even do that?”

“To prove that your taste is better than mine? I don’t know.” Ryan stared at the dance floor for a few seconds, absentmindedly picking at the ribbon around the corsage box. “Well, I ... I don’t suppose it would be okay for us to dance together, even though we’ve both been abandoned by our dates.”

I smiled and shook my head. “No. If Weston comes running in and sees us dancing... Let’s just say that I wouldn’t be happy if I were him.”

“Maybe something happened. Or maybe he’s just an idiot.” 

I lifted my eyebrows. “You sound angry.”

Ryan shrugged. “I hate it when people do that. At least Leah gave me a reason.”

Around us, the partygoers cheered as one of the seniors announced something on the microphone. I tried to listen, tried to pay attention to whatever was happening onstage, but Ryan’s response replayed itself in my mind like an echo in a valley. 

“Why are you angry for me?” It was a genuinely curious question. “You haven’t known me for more than ten minutes. I’m pretty much a stranger to you.”

Ryan exhaled. “True, but you can’t leave someone waiting for an hour without an explanation. How long have you two been dating?”

“A year. Almost.”

“Does he always disappear like this?”

I shook my head.

“Tried calling his friends?”

I exhaled. “If only I had their numbers.”

Something nagged at the back of my mind. What if Weston were angry at me for some reason? What if I had said or done something to offend him? What if this was his way of punishing me? 

But what was it? What could have made him so upset? Or was I overthinking and torturing myself by complicating the matter? A shadow settled over my heart as I thought of the family secret that had weighed on my mind for years. An involuntary shudder ran through my body. No. He couldn’t have known it, could he? Nobody in this school knew. I hadn’t confided in anyone, not even Jenni. As determined as I was to take that secret to the grave, nobody could pry it from my lips. 

“Are you feeling all right?” Concern flitted across Ryan’s gaze.

I blinked, startled. “I ... I’m fine.”

“I’ve got to go now. Still have to figure out what to do with this corsage. Since the shop is already closed, I can’t return it. Maybe I’ll drive to Leah’s and still give it to her, or maybe I’ll leave it on her porch.” Ryan smiled, but it disappeared almost as quickly as it came. “Maybe you should take this night for yourself and try to enjoy the dance.”

I considered the suggestion. It would do little to extinguish my anxiety, but what other options did I have? 

“I will,” I caved in. “Thank you.”

“Okay, I’m leaving before they play ‘Moves Like Jagger’ another time.”

I giggled. “Your loss.” 

“Take care, Kathleen.” Ryan looked like he wanted to say something else, but a wave of students swallowed him up, and he vanished from my sight.

Staring at where he had been standing a few moments ago, something akin to disappointment bubbled in me. Of course, I was relieved that he didn’t invite me to dance, but somehow, I wanted to get to know him better. He had a sense of humor, even though he was a bit awkward at times, and I liked it when he teased me. Weston wasn’t much of a teaser.

Still, talking to him was like walking on a tightrope. Neither of us dared to overstep. We both kept our responses short and our tone light, as if worried anything could be considered flirty. The shallow politeness made me wonder what it would be like to have a deeper conversation with him. 

Wrestling with my mind, I buried my thoughts and denied their existence. It was betrayal to Weston. Although he hadn’t shown up tonight, I was certain there was a valid explanation for this mystery. I trusted him, always had. He wouldn’t ignore me on purpose. He had never done that, and he had no reason to. Tomorrow, after all the misunderstandings were cleared, things would resume to normal, and we’d have prom to look forward to.

Jenni glided to me, two glasses of punch in her hands. “I see that you’ve gotten rid of Ryan Harte.” 

“I don’t think either of us could have hung out with each other without feeling guilty,” I replied.

My attention wandered to the throng of dancers. I stared at them without seeing, lost in thought. What would they have done if they were in my place, if their date had abandoned them without any notice? 

One of the popular girls, Marjorie Nguyen, cast a smug smile in my direction. Dressed in a glittery silver A-line gown, she was flanked by two of her best friends, laughing and chatting on the bleachers. I wondered why she’d looked at me. She had everything—popularity, beauty, the admiration of Magenta High. I was a peasant compared to her. 

Then, a theory fell into place in my mind. Did she know about Weston and how we were planning to attend this dance together? Had she done something to him? The thought was ridiculous, but still, a mixture of fear and anxiety churned in my stomach. 

“Still thinking about your missing prince?” Jenni asked.

I turned my back on Marjorie Nguyen and fought off my intrusive thoughts. “I just wish he would explain himself, you know?”

Jenni rolled her eyes and laughed. “Forget boys. Here, have a drink. Pineapple and orange, I think.” 

I accepted the tall glass and savored the punch. It was sweet, with a slight dash of sourness. 

“Well?” Jenni asked. “How is it?”

“It’s nice, but right now, I’m craving a soda.”

Jenni got to her feet. “Come on, Kathleen. You need to learn to have fun on your own. Dance with me.”

“But—”

Jenni pulled me to my feet before I could finish my objection. “Nothing wrong with a couple of besties dancing, right?” She lifted a hand and spun me around. “See? I’ve got some good moves. When I was little, I took ballroom dancing lessons. I can lead you if you like.”

I smiled. “Yeah, all right. I’ll dance with you. You can lead this one, and I’ll lead the next dance. Not that I’m an expert, but you’re right—we’re here to have fun, aren’t we?”

“Fair enough!”

I tried to enjoy myself for the rest of the evening, but without Weston, I couldn’t be at peace. His absence dug a hole in my heart, as if it were a physical wound. When the night was over, and Jenni and I headed home, I was almost delighted. The ominous feeling that lingered in my mind, however, followed me like a kite’s tail, refusing to leave me alone.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


Weston did not text me back on Sunday. My frustration and fury had melted into panic. What if something had happened? I promised myself that if I didn’t see him at school on Monday, I would call the police. Jenni thought I was being paranoid, but she didn’t understand. I couldn’t lose him. He was one of the few people I had, one of my only friends. I couldn’t stand aside and do nothing when he was missing. 

I didn’t confide in my dad or my grandparents. I told them I enjoyed myself at the fall dance and that Weston did show up in the end. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust them, but I saw no reason to alarm them. What did adults know about teenagers, anyway? What was the purpose of telling them? 

“Do you think he’ll be there?” Jenni asked, pulling her hair into a puffy ponytail. “At school?”

I bit my lip. “I don’t see the point in guessing.”

If he’d gotten in an accident, I wouldn’t have known anything about it—it should have been on the news, which left only one possibility—a less sinister but equally terrifying one. He was ignoring me on purpose, sitting in his house, watching my messages flood his screen, smirking at my insistence while ghosting me. 

It was seven thirty. Plenty of students were gathered on the front steps that led to the atrium of the school. My heart rate accelerated as I mounted the steps. I suddenly became hyperaware of my surroundings—the gazes that clung to me like cobwebs, the threads of whispers that sounded like my name, the scent of gossip that lingered in every corner.

Something was off. Severely off. People cast glances at me. A cluster of cheerleaders who had been murmuring to each other turned in my direction. Others looked stunned to see me.

“Just go,” Jenni whispered in my ear. “Ignore them.”

Bowing my head, I crossed the glass atrium and made a beeline for the locker hall. I froze before my locker, greeted by a nightmarish surprise. Emblazoned on the door was the word “psycho.” The blocky letters were painted with black ink and circled with what looked like red paint. Whoever had vandalized my locker had taken their sweet time making sure the graffiti wouldn’t come off easily. 

For a moment, I stood in my place, rendered motionless. I gaped at the insult. Horror swirled in me. Who could have done this? A million possibilities soared through my mind, making my head ache. 

“Oh my...” Jenni breathed. “What the...?”

I ought to do something, anything, but I couldn’t move my feet. It was as if the word had created a force field between me and my locker, blocking me from approaching it. Hatred and malice emanated from the black ink like stinking fumes. Beside me, the river of students overflowed. My throat was so dry that when I swallowed, it was like forcing glass shards down the back of my mouth. 

Who? Who had done this? 

From the corner of my eye, I saw Weston Stevenson. Relief welled up in me. My locker situation forgotten, I hurried over to him. Weston wasn’t kidnapped or missing, and everything else paled in comparison. 

“Weston, I... Where did you go? Why weren’t you answering my calls? I was worried about you!”

Weston’s eyebrows knit together. When his icy gaze met mine, he was unrecognizable. 

“Weston?” I asked, a bit uncertain. I had every right to be upset at him, but now, all I wanted was to clear any possible misunderstandings between us. 

“I thought two days would be enough for you to reflect on yourself,” he said. “But you’re still faking it.”

My pulse thudded in my ears like a drum. Heat crept into my cheeks as the weight of the bystanders’ gazes pressed on me. “What are you talking about?”

Weston scoffed. “Oh, come on. Don’t play dumb.” He took a menacing step closer to me, and for the first time, his dark eyes flashed with danger. “You know very well what I’m talking about.” 

I shook my head. “Look, Weston. We can talk in private, all right? All the other kids are watching us.”

“Let them watch,” Weston replied coldly. “Let them see through your lies.”

Frustrated, I swallowed the lump in my throat. “You have to stop talking in riddles. What do you mean? You’ve ignored me for two days, and now, you strut into the hallway and accuse me of—”

“Still lying to yourself and your boyfriend?” a sharp, feminine voice cut me off.

I turned and spotted Marjorie Nguyen, who was scribbling something else on my locker with red lipstick. Her silky black ponytail swished as her elbow swung with exaggerated movements. She was writing the word “liar,” with every letter capitalized. 

“Give it to me!” Jenni snatched the lipstick from Marjorie, who smirked back at her.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ve gotten what I wanted, anyway.” Marjorie turned to me and nodded at the lipstick in Jenni’s hand. “You left your lipstick in the gym at the dance. You might want to take better care of your things next time. Although I wouldn’t bother keeping this cheap lipstick if I were you.”

“Why the hell are you doing this?” I demanded. “Marjorie, I haven’t done anything to—”

“Marjorie told me already,” Weston interrupted me. “Your family, Kathleen. Your mother. I can’t believe you kept that from me.”

He might as well have drenched me with a bucket of ice. Speechless, I opened my mouth and closed it. My head spun. I struggled to find a reply, but a giant, ever-expanding black hole had consumed every word I knew. My mother. He had brought up my mother. 

“That’s right,” Marjorie drawled. She put her hands on her hips and nodded at the graffiti on my locker. “She was a psycho, wasn’t she? And as for you, you’re a liar.” 

“I can’t believe you never told me,” Weston growled. He grabbed me by the shoulders. “Kathleen Bell, you lied to me!”

“I didn’t lie to you!” The words exploded from my lips instinctively. “I ... I didn’t tell you about her because she’s not who I am. She—”

“Killed herself, apparently,” Marjorie cut in. “Does Weston know that you’re probably a psycho like her? You know the saying, ‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.’”

I was at a loss for words. How could she? This was absurd. An audience of more than fifty kids was watching, and yet Marjorie Nguyen was enjoying every moment of my trial.

She paced around me, relishing her moment in the spotlight. “Weston has a right to know. You’re a threat to him. Who knows if you’ll whip out a knife and stab him if he argues with you? With a schizophrenic mom, you must be screwed up in the head like her.”

Anger boiled in me, leaping in my veins. “You shut up about my mother!”

Marjorie smirked. “I will, now that I’ve warned Weston Stevenson about you. Before I told him your backstory, he never knew that you descended from a long line of psychos.”

Balling my hands into fists, I combatted the urge to sock her in the face. “What I come from is none of your business.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Weston chimed in. “You’ve lost my trust, Kathleen. How long have we been dating? Almost a year. You could have come clean about your family at any time, but you didn’t. You told me your mom died in a car accident, and now, you don’t even seem sorry that you lied!”

Something clicked in my mind, and comprehension dawned on me. “Is that why you didn’t show up at the dance? Marjorie Nguyen told you about my mother, and you decided to punish me by standing me up and ignoring me for two days?”

Weston huffed, grabbed my shoulders, and pinned me against the lockers. Jenni and a few other bystanders tried to pull him away, but he didn’t budge.

“Let me go!” The order didn’t sound as forceful as I intended. My voice shook like a leaf in the wind. 

“You still don’t think it’s your fault, do you?” Spit flew from his mouth, spraying my face. 

In the distance, Marjorie smirked. “Everyone knows what you did, Kathleen Bell. You may have good grades, but underneath your pretty little face, you’re a liar.”

A figure seized Weston’s arm and pulled him away from me. A gasp rose from the crowd. It was Ryan Harte.

“Didn’t you hear her?” Ryan ordered, his voice commanding and authoritative. “She told you to let her go.”

Weston freed himself from Ryan’s grasp. “This isn’t any of your business. I’m teaching my girlfriend a lesson.”

Ryan didn’t cower or walk away. Instead, he stared him down. “You’re harassing her.”

“Harassing her?” Weston smirked. “I am her boyfriend! Who are you to lecture me on how I speak to her? What are you?”

Ryan glanced at the office down the hallway, as if realizing he’d probably earned himself detention for intervening, but then he looked back at Weston. “I don’t remember anyone telling me that it’s fine to grab your girlfriend by her shoulders and pin her against a locker. Look at yourself. Are you fit to be her boyfriend?”

“Stop preaching to me! What the hell do you know? She lied to me about her family—”

“Which still gives you no right to hurt her,” Ryan Harte said. 

Weston raised a fist to punch him, but Ryan grabbed his hand just in time. 

“Don’t make this worse,” Ryan warned, his jaw tightening.

“This isn’t over,” Weston snarled in his face. 

“You’re damn right it isn’t,” Ryan fired back. “Go away before I make you.” He turned to Marjorie, who glared at him with a lidded expression like a typical bad girl. “Just so you know, Marjorie Nguyen, you’re not any better than him. What you did was disgusting.”

Marjorie sneered. “Maybe you should give your precious princess a lecture on honesty,” she replied, jerking her head at me. “I mean, I would love to preach to her myself, but in case that loony comes to school with a gun one day and opens fire on everyone, I don’t want to be the first victim.”

Ryan and Marjorie exchanged a few more threats and retorts, but I was too dazed to listen to them. All of a sudden, my life was over. After I’d spent years trying to outrun the monsters of my past, they had finally caught up with me. Now that the whole school knew about my mother, my reputation was forever marred. There would be rumors—rumors of my mental instability, rumors of my possibly suicidal mind, rumors of how I would go insane like my mother. They would whisper at me, point at me, weave stories about me. After lying low for three years, after I’d done all I could to uphold my image of a quiet, clever student, my efforts were reduced to ashes.

Already, tears stung in my eyes. How would I look anyone in the eye again after this public humiliation? They knew. They all knew. As for the ones who had missed out on the drama, their friends would fill them in on the necessary details, or worse, exaggerate things. Either way, I was ruined.

The bell for the first period rang, and the students dissipated like leaves on a sidewalk. 

Weston threw a distasteful look at me as if I were a speck of dirt on his new white sneakers. “It’s over. I don’t want anything to do with you or your crazy family.” With that, he grabbed a textbook and left.

Defeated, I walked to my locker and pretended I didn’t see the scars it bore. Ryan Harte opened his mouth and closed it, as if he wanted to say something but then thought better of it. 

Jenni hurried to me and squatted down. “Hey,” she started. “K—Kathleen?”

I seized my physics textbook, banged the door shut, and careened down the corridor like a pinball. At a record speed, I escaped the locker hall. But I could never escape the evil taunts, the wicked rumors, or the wild stories that would follow me around wherever I went from now on.
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I still had nightmares about how she died.

The adults told me that my mom slashed her wrists and ended her life. Or to be accurate, I overheard them talking when I was out of bed and wanted a cup of water. Back then, I was eight—too little, too innocent to understand why she had done that. Now, I wished I could get amnesia and forget everything I learned about my mother and her family. 

When I was older, thirteen or fourteen, my father and paternal grandparents fed me a longer version of my mother’s story, although I suspected they censored some parts of it. She suffered from schizophrenia, severe depression, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. Her first marriage did not end well. They didn’t reveal most of the details to me, but I knew that she had a daughter with her first husband. After she married my father and gave birth to me, her mental health declined rapidly. She was admitted to a psychiatric ward two months after I was born and was never released. Then, she killed herself on my first birthday. 

Why did Dad, Grandpa, and Grandma tell me my mother’s story after coddling me for years? I never asked them. Maybe they hoped I would mature instantly, like a character in a cheesy coming-of-age movie who realized how precious life was after almost dying. Or maybe they thought it was time for me to grow up. 

But what shocked me wasn’t the full extent of my mother’s tragic life. It was my depression and autism diagnosis. And more than that, the fact I had inherited it from my mother. Mental illness ran in her family like a long river, Dad had told me solemnly. I couldn’t forget that night. I would never forget that night. August seventh. The night that my life changed. 

It was why I always had trouble fitting in, why everyone stared at me even though I saw no actual difference between us, why nobody liked me when I’d done my best to be good. Still, it wasn’t a horrible realization. In a way, I was relieved. It wasn’t entirely my fault. There was a reason behind my inability to
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