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            One
A Mystery Club That Can’t Solve Mysteries

         
         The Westbridge High Mystery Club has many talents, but solving mysteries is not one of them. It’s not exactly their fault.
            There aren’t a whole lot of mysteries to solve, other than who is screwing whom in questionable school locations, what the
            hell goes on in AP classes after they take their tests in May, and who thought it was a good idea to keep a mandatory swimming
            unit even in the dead of Northeast Ohio winters. It doesn’t stop them from trying, though. But this time, they’re going a
            little too far.
         

         
         “What are you two doing in Mr. Ford’s room?” I ask.

         
         Mari, one half of the club, answers first. “I know this is your Friday study session time, Gigi, but he’s not even here yet,
            and we’ll only be a minute.” She pulls an old phone and a roll of duct tape out of her bag, like that’s normal. “We have as
            much of a right to be here since he’s our math teacher too.”
         

         
         “Yes, but I’m not duct taping something to the bottom of his desk,” I counter.

         
         She crosses her arms over her chest. Her brown eyes somehow manage to catch even the smallest rays of sunlight through the windows to sparkle. Her curly black hair falls gently over her pale skin as she tilts her head toward me. God, she’s so pretty. Her whole aura is just like sunshine and butterflies. 

         
         With the smirk she gives me, maybe it’s me that has the butterflies.

         
         Regardless, I’m not the kind of sapphic that makes a habit of really disagreeing with hot girls. Especially not Mariela de
            Anda, not only because she’s been my older brother’s best friend since they were in first grade, but because I’ve had a major
            crush on her for almost as long. She adjusts her skirt before sliding underneath Mr. Ford’s desk and my face heats as I look
            away to avoid seeming like the pervert I currently worry I am.
         

         
         “Sean?” I ask the other half of the Mystery Club. “Do you want to explain what’s happening right now? I’m not the type to
            snitch, but this is really weird.”
         

         
         “Official club business,” he answers. Sean’s my best friend and a total sweetheart, but he looks intimidating as hell. Like
            if you took Timothée Chalamet, put him in that machine that made Captain America, and then made him live in a postapocalyptic
            world for a minute. Despite being the same age, I look and feel so much younger.
         

         
         I roll my eyes and unzip my backpack to grab my lunch sack and math book. Mr. Ford will give me shit if I’m not ready to go
            when he gets back with his own food from the teacher’s lounge. “You can’t have official club business if you aren’t an official
            club.”
         

         
         Mari slides her head out from under the desk. “That’s the whole point. We’re trying to become one so Ethan can’t kick us out of the club room.” 

         
         “He’s trying?” I ask.

         
         Their club room is big . . . for a storage closet. It literally just has a table, a few chairs, a whiteboard on the wall,
            and bookshelves for the English department that have titles so old the pages are dehydration-pee yellow and have more penis
            drawings in the margins than not.
         

         
         Sean unfolds a paper and slides it toward me. EVICTION NOTICE is printed across the top. Jesus Christ, our student council
            president is so extra. “But will he even approve it? Mystery Club is hardly even a club so much as a community service group.”
         

         
         Given the lack of mysteries, their tip line is mostly requests for cleaning and random odd jobs from other clubs. Mari and
            Sean seem to be fine with it, mostly because the two are so overworked from being top of their respective classes, the twice-a-week
            meetings are like stress relief sessions for people like them that don’t know how to actually relax.
         

         
         Mari almost slams her head against the desk from sitting up so quickly. “First off, we’re not called Mystery Club, our club is called the Mystery and Thriller Literary Scholars. You know this.”
         

         
         “Literally no one calls you that.”

         
         “Second,” she continues pointedly, “we are developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills by giving back to the Westbridge community through the impassioned and craftful solving of their day-to-day mysteries while connecting them to great works of fiction with literary analysis.” With a smile, she flips me off. “That official enough for you?” 

         
         So they’re a book club that does bitch work.

         
         I can’t lie, though, the way Mari puts it, it does sound pretty official. Now I know why her college app essay was about founding
            the club. Plus it’s cute when she shows off how smart she is. “Ten out of ten,” I reply. “I’m sold.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Gigi.” Mari rolls her eyes.

         
         “Happy to help.”

         
         “We just need a faculty advisor and ten members, then we are good to go,” Sean says. He slides an interest form toward me.
            With his sharp features and size, I feel like I’m being offered hush money from a mob boss. “What if, instead of making fun
            of us, which is not helpful, you join us, which is? At least in name?”
         

         
         “Do I have to actually read books that aren’t gay YA fiction or gay YA graphic novels?” I ask.

         
         “You don’t have to read anything,” Sean says. “Not even this document. Just sign away your soul because you love us.”

         
         “Fine.” I add my signature (G scribble R scribble) and then print the full Gigi Ricci next to it. “Merry Early Christmas.”

         
         “It’s April,” Mari says.

         
         “Happy Early Easter.”

         
         “You’re atheist,” Sean comments.

         
         “Screw you both, you’re welcome.” I slide the paper away from my textbook. Shit, what chapter are we on? Sean seems to read my mind and opens it to chapter eighteen. He’s right. I do love him. I look back toward Mari, currently dusting off her butt as she steps toward us. “Okay, but why did you duct-tape a phone under Mr. Ford’s desk?” 

         
         She shrugs. “We figure solving a real mystery might help, so we want to find out why everyone thinks this classroom is haunted.”
            I open my mouth, but she beats me to it. “No, we don’t think it’s actually haunted. But we can find out if someone’s doing
            shady stuff in here, so I have a recording going on my old phone.”
         

         
         I internally cringe. It wouldn’t take two amateur detectives to solve that case. I could do it right now. As Taylor Swift
            would say, “I’m the problem, it’s me.” And by problem, I mean the ghost of Classroom 212. Not in a spooky plot twist, Gigi Ricci? She’s been dead for forty years! kind of way. More in a Gigi-Ricci-is-a-little-shit kind of way. Since I’ve been spending every Friday lunch with Mr. Ford
            for extra help, I’ve occasionally moved stuff around or left the occasional creepy note. Mr. Ford thinks it’s hilarious. I
            also find myself hilarious, which is probably why I continue to do it.
         

         
         Almost like he telepathically heard me thinking about him, Mr. Ford appears at the door. He looks between the three of us,
            holding a Dave’s Cosmic Subs bag in his hand. “Are you two helping Gigi so I don’t have to?”
         

         
         “That sounds annoyingly hopeful,” I comment. “You wound me, Mr. Ford.”

         
         “The fact that you are friends with two of my best students and still only do about half of your homework on time wounds me.”

         
         It’s got to be more like sixty to seventy-five percent now, he’s just being moody.

         
         “Don’t forget my brother,” I add, since Luca is also high in the rankings. “I’m surrounded by nerds.”

         
         He scratches his chin. “Have you tried some kind of brain cell osmosis?”

         
         “Why are you using big science words when this is a math study session?” I snap.
         

         
         Mari and Sean just watch our banter, trying not to laugh. Most people hate Mr. Ford, since he’s a tough teacher and sarcastic
            to the point of almost seeming mean. I can’t trust anyone who isn’t at least a little bit of a bitch, so I like him. Plus,
            he’s really into watching the UFC, so my mom and I often run into him and his wife at the local sports bar when fights are
            on.
         

         
         “Anyway, what do you two need?” Mr. Ford asks, dropping his lunch on his desk, clueless of the hidden phone secretly recording
            us all. Which is probably not legal, but what am I? A saint?
         

         
         “We wanted to ask if you’d be our club advisor,” Sean says. He holds out another form. “If we don’t become an official club,
            they’ll take away our club room.”
         

         
         “Club closet,” I say, causing Mari to shoot me a glare.

         
         “Do I have to do anything?” Mr. Ford asks.

         
         “Just sit in on some of our meetings,” Mari says quickly. “You can work on other stuff. It’s very low-key.”

         
         Mr. Ford shrugs. “Sure, maybe there’s a slight raise or something if you’re a club advisor. I’ll look into it.” He signs the
            form.
         

         
         Sean and Mari smile like they won the lottery at Disneyland. They give a bunch of thank-yous. “Did you want to stay and study?”
            Mr. Ford asks.
         

         
         As if those two even need to study. I don’t think I’ve ever seen either of them use flashcards or pore over their textbooks.
            With the amount of Pokémon Sean plays with me on weekends while procrastinating on homework, I’m pretty sure the jerk was
            gifted with brilliance. Or a really solid memory. Either way, he’s a perfect student without even trying, despite looking
            like he beats freshmen up for lunch money. Mari’s the same. While she gives off the appearance of a bubbly, kind, straight-A
            student, I’ve never seen her read a single book for class, but she always has some cozy mystery or thriller on hand. It’s
            annoying they both do so well with low effort while I can try to sit down and study for hours yet barely retain three words.
         

         
         “Nah,” Mari answers. “We have to bring this over to Emma in student council. See you in class, Mr. Ford. Bye, Gigi!”

         
         I’d be lying if I said my heart didn’t skip a bit when that bright smile turned toward me.

         
         I open my brown paper bag. I’m responsible for my own food, which means it’s whatever slim pickings are left in the fridge and pantry. My sandwich is as dry as my love life, with only some questionably aged prosciutto and cheese my aunt left after her last visit. With the addition of a small baggie of Goldfish and dinosaur fruit snacks, I am both a seventy-year-old nonno and a five-year-old child on a one-day road trip. 

         
         Mr. Ford crosses his arms, giving me the most dad look someone who isn’t your dad can give you. In fact, probably even more
            of one than my dad could give, since my dad looks more like a hipster lumberjack Jesus than someone who has two kids in high
            school. Mr. Ford has the whole stable, I-have-a-401(k) vibe with his button-up shirts and khakis.
         

         
         “So,” he says. “Heard you got detention again. From another fight.”

         
         My stomach drops despite myself. I had been so focused on thinking he was disappointed in me as a student, I didn’t even consider
            that. How had he even heard about the fight? My teeth dig into my lip as I attempt to come up with an excuse that doesn’t entirely
            sound like one.
         

         
         Mr. Ford sighs. “Gigi, aren’t you supposed to train martial arts for self-defense? Isn’t the whole thing that trained fighters are supposed to be strong enough to know when to walk away from a fight?”
         

         
         Damn, he’s good at that I’m not mad, I’m disappointed emphasis. He knows I train jiu-jitsu and have trained Muay Thai, and he’s trying to use that against me. I already got the talk from mom about how I’m not representing my academy well, like the whole point isn’t to be able to defend myself from bigger, hateful jerks like Kenneth Wright.
         

         
         It’s almost worse coming from Mr. Ford though. Like he had been rooting for me and this was just another event to prove him
            wrong. I’m no stranger to being a disappointment, but it hits different when it’s a teacher who seems to believe in me.
         

         
         I try to swallow away the pooling guilt by pushing down on my stomach to help me expel the sinking feeling like trapped gas.
            Mr. Ford’s not being totally fair. He just stated the fact that I got in a fight without hearing my totally reasonable why.
         

         
         “Yeah, but this was self-defense. Kenneth shoved me into a puddle, totally unprompted.”

         
         Mr. Ford raises his eyebrows. “Unprompted, huh?”

         
         My face flames. He’s too good at knowing when someone is guilty.

         
         “He started it. He said I looked like a guy.” And it was the way he said it, with a sneer, that told me that he wasn’t really
            commenting on my short hair and slight muscle definition, but the fact that I look queer, and to him, that’s a bad thing.
         

         
         “And what did you say?”

         
         I can’t meet his eyes. “I said ‘then call me daddy like your mom did last night, fuckface.’”

         
         While he would never admit it, I swear he had to bite back a laugh. “That’s kind of a prompt, Gigi.”

         
         “No excuse for him to get physical,” I mutter.

         
         If Mr. Ford could cross his arms harder, he would right then. “But that’s an excuse to break his nose?”

         
         I’m not going to lie, it felt good to shove Kenneth down and smash my elbow into his face. Just once. After that, I got up
            and walked to Principal Daniels’s office before Kenneth could go there and cry about it. Still, I stand by my decision. “I
            got some bad scrapes and I could have snapped my wrist if I didn’t train break falls all the time. And worst of all?” I grab
            the Eevee keychain from my backpack, stained in mud and torn at the neck so he’s one shake away from being beheaded. “Look
            how they massacred my boy.”
         

         
         Mr. Ford sighs, taking a seat at his desk. “Okay, Marlon Brando, how about you tackle those chapter eighteen problems instead?”

         
         I bite again into my sandwich and all my saliva instantly drains. I could probably live on prosciutto and cheese if it wouldn’t
            require a daily double dose of MiraLAX, but a little giardiniera or condiments would go a long way right now. Besides, the
            last thing my IBS needs is to pendulum to the constipation side.
         

         
         “I have plenty of time to finish it later in detention,” I mumble. I look back up at him. “You wouldn’t happen to be running
            it today, would you? In case I need help?”
         

         
         “On a Friday? Absolutely not.” Mr. Ford pulls out his own lunch, a beautiful-looking sub sandwich. While my lunch is fancier than usual thanks to my aunt, I would kill for some of those condiments. He sighs, dropping his voice like he’s mostly talking to himself. “I’ve got another annoying meeting that will keep me here late though.” 

         
         “Looks like both our weekends are off to a great start.” I suck down half my water bottle before being able to go back to
            my sandwich. “At least we have something to look forward to with the pay-per-view fight tomorrow. Will you and Mrs. Ford go
            out to watch?”
         

         
         “Of course. That card is stacked.” Mr. Ford rolls up his sleeves, voice brimming with excitement. “Where are you all watching it? Usual spot?”
         

         
         By you all, he means me, but mostly Mom and the other jiu-jitsu coaches they watch the fights with.

         
         “I’ll ask my mom and let you know if I catch you after detention.” I finish off my sandwich and dig into the Goldfish. “You
            happen to see any of the weigh-ins yet?”
         

         
         “No, but since this is the first time you could have watched them considering you’ve been in class all morning, including
            my own, I’m assuming you haven’t either.”
         

         
         I smile under his pointed look. “Of course, Mr. Ford. I always pay total and complete attention in all my classes.”

         
         He sips his drink. “Honestly, I never watch those. Everyone looks so sad and hungry.”

         
         “Some of those weight cuts are brutal,” I agree.

         
         He leans back in his chair and tosses his hands up for emphasis. “I know I’m no fighter, I’m only a fan, but it seems so unnecessary. Those aren’t even the weights they’ll be fighting at anyway. Like can’t everyone fight at their natural weight? And I’m pretty sure the origins of weight cutting were from mob bosses having a boxer weigh in at one fifty and fighting at one eighty or something. If it started as cheating, why is it still in practice?” 

         
         I can’t exactly fact-check him on that nor do I really care to. He has a point. Besides, I know Mr. Ford can’t stand any kind
            of cheating. I copied from Sean’s homework one time and he went off, talking about how life is already unfair enough and I shouldn’t play into it when I could apply myself or
            something.
         

         
         He didn’t get me in real trouble, I’m good enough at doing that myself, but we did have to spend the next Friday extra help
            session doing the whole assignment together.
         

         
         “Anyway,” he says now, “stop distracting me and solve for x on page 198, problem 1a, then let me know what you get.”
         

         
         I didn’t even glance at the page yet. I turn over to the first question. The fact that question one has parts all the way
            to h is a freaking scam. Mr. Ford probably laughed at the faces of relief when he said the homework was only problems 1, 4,
            and 8.
         

         
         I read the problem a few times and already feel frustration rising. I look up. “We can use calculators on the test right?”

         
         “Of course,” he says. “I’m not a total monster.”

         
         I search through my backpack, but I can’t find it. “Shit,” I mutter. “I must have left mine at home.”

         
         “Want me to call back Sean and Mari for the Mystery of the Missing Calculator?” Mr. Ford teases. He’s already reaching in his desk for one to let me borrow. 

         
         “Ha-ha.” I stand to grab it. “Maybe the ghost took it.”

         
         Mr. Ford rolls his eyes. “Hate to break it to you, Ricci, but we’re the only ones haunting this classroom.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two
When Things Go from Bad to Worse

         
         My detention is held in the library, which is better than a classroom because at least people walk in and out of the library
            and give me a distraction. I’m telling myself I’ll get ahead on my homework, but I know I’m a liar.
         

         
         On my way to the library, I double-check my backpack for my discreet bag of flushable wipes, hoping I didn’t forget them like
            I did my calculator. Since I was diagnosed with irritable bowel syndrome, which seems to be the diagnosis you get when your
            intestines fall apart at the slightest sign of stress or certain food triggers and they are pretty sure it’s not anything worse, I’ve made sure to carry them around.
         

         
         I refuse to rely on the point-five-ply paper the school thinks is passable, and it’s not like my intestines care whether or
            not I’m in detention.
         

         
         My belly gives a slight grumble of a warning. Maybe I should stop by the nurse’s office for Gas-X or something? Nurse Maria
            knows me by name, but I’m pretty sure she’ll quit if I joke one more time that I really want to try harder in school, but I’ve taken so much Imodium here, I just can’t give a shit.
         

         
         “Hi, Gigi!” a voice says. “Can I interest you in any chocolate?”

         
         I jump as the sound pulls me back into the world around me. I’m staring at the table set up outside the library, where the
            Peace Studies Club set up chocolate sales to raise money for Westbridge High’s Spring Fest. It doesn’t make sense that they
            run a festival that has absolutely nothing to do with peace, but everyone knows that club is just a way for popular kids to
            hang out and pretend like they give a damn for colleges. I’m not actually sure they do anything else. Spring Fest is like
            their main thing. They tried to organize a walkout earlier in the year, which would be more in the direction of what one would
            expect a Peace Studies Club to do, except instead of any actual issue affecting humans, the walkout was against the dissection
            of frogs in science classes. I’m all for skipping class, but I’m not down for public embarrassment to that degree.
         

         
         Suddenly, I’m looking right into the eyes of Westbridge’s own golden boy, Kyle Sinclair. He’s an objectively hot star-quarterback,
            blond-haired, blue-eyed, freckled stereotype. But he’s also ridiculously nice and knows everyone’s name, including mine apparently,
            which makes it hard not to like him.
         

         
         That’s saying something too because I personally think the Peace Studies Club has so many reasons to be unlikable.

         
         “Hey, Kyle. I don’t have cash . . .” I start, but looking at the chocolate bars has my mouth watering. Maybe the sugar will help me get through detention. Or trigger my IBS, but either way, that gives me something to do for the next few hours. “Do you take Venmo?” 

         
         They do, of course.

         
         “What flavors?” Emma Galligan asks from next to Kyle.

         
         I almost didn’t notice her. She’s the president of the club to Kyle’s vice president, so they spend a lot of time together,
            but their personalities are completely different. Emma has kind of that stick-up-her-ass, image-is-everything rich-girl attitude.
            I guess she can at least back it up, since she’s always put together, manages club relations for the student council, rivals
            Mari in grades, got into a bunch of top colleges, and is basically a Northeast Ohio celebrity. She wrote this award-winning
            essay that got her a fancy scholarship, put her on the local news, and even had a line that was quoted in a congressional
            hearing. It basically became her entire identity, to the point where it’s in all her social media bios. Cringe, yes, but I
            can’t really judge as I’m pretty sure colleges would want to pay me not to read any essay I crafted.
         

         
         Emma and Kyle make a weird but logical match. Sean and I were trying to figure out if they were dating last year, but they
            look a little too similar, so it would be borderline strange. Like with her straight blond hair and gray-blue eyes that are
            a shade or two off from Kyle’s, they could easily be cousins.
         

         
         I’m an indecisive bisexual stereotype and can’t decide on a flavor to pick, so I give Emma a wink. “Surprise me.”

         
         Emma frowns, not making a move. Kyle recovers by flashing his own Crest white smile. “My favorite is the cookies and creme bar and you strike me as a caramel kind of girl, so I think those two would go really well together.” 

         
         He winks, and my bisexuality almost takes a sharp turn to the straight. It’s not like I’m into Kyle—I could never be emotionally
            attracted to someone who sincerely thinks they are nice and would list their biggest flaw as “caring too much”—but I can’t
            deny that he’s hot.
         

         
         “Sounds good.” I take the chocolate bars and send over the four dollars to the Peace Studies Club account. “Thanks.”

         
         Might as well support Spring Fest. Once Mari told us she’d be going to Columbus for college, I decided to use the romantic,
            tropey setting of our school festival to finally confess my feelings. I’m not expecting a whole sapphic Love, Simon deal—I know she’ll probably let me down nicely—I just feel like I should get it off my chest and use the rejection to move
            on so it hurts less when she leaves.
         

         
         “Of course, I’ll see you around?” Kyle asks it like a question.

         
         I open my mouth to answer, but Emma responds first with an eye roll. “Well, yeah, weirdo, she also goes here.”

         
         Kyle’s pretty face is in conflict as his eyes glare at her but his mouth maintains that easygoing smile. Huh. Well, I don’t
            know what’s going on with them, but I want no part of it.
         

         
         “Yeah. See you both.”

         
         I awkwardly sidestep away from the table and walk into the library. Despite the fact that I refuse to read any book assigned to me in school and our librarian is not exactly trying her best to get more queer books in the Westbridge catalog, the library is one of the nicer places on campus. It’s close to the front entrance and has plenty of windows, so there’s natural light instead of the horrible yellowed, sometimes-burnt-out hallway lighting. The books are stacked up neatly, which is oddly satisfying, and there’s plenty of tables set up for studying. 

         
         Or for detention, I guess.

         
         Ms. Ruby, the younger teacher who is supervising, sectioned off a few tables. As a real overachieving delinquent, I either
            arrived early or only two of us are supposed to be here today. I’m at one table, and some other brunette white kid I don’t
            know is at the other. Maybe a freshman? Regardless, Ms. Ruby doesn’t seem to be paying attention yet, as she’s deep into some
            historical romance book, so there must be a few minutes until we start.
         

         
         The freshman boy looks over at me.

         
         “Are you Gigi Ricci?” he asks, kind of in the same voice you’d ask someone if they are a murderer or a Michigan fan.

         
         “Yes?” It isn’t supposed to come out as a question. I just don’t understand why this child is talking to me.

         
         His voice drops to a whisper. “Is it true that you broke Kenneth Wright? I heard he almost died.”

         
         I make a face. “I broke his nose. He’s fine.”

         
         I open my mouth to explain how Kenneth totally started it and it was basically self-defense, but I don’t get the chance.

         
         “Badass,” the kid says with wide eyes.

         
         A new voice speaks up. “That Gigi’s giving free nose jobs? Totally.”

         
         Oh no. I’d recognize that voice anywhere—school, invading the comfort of my own home, the occasional nightmare.

         
         Sure enough, my nemesis, Cedar Martin, slides into the chair right next to me despite there being another table open. She’s
            the third wheel of Luca and Mari’s friendship, so I’ve known her forever. And she has relentlessly teased me the entire time.
         

         
         We just don’t get along. She’s fake, with her faux-witchy white-girl fall-but-year-round aesthetic and disgustingly rich family.
            It’s definitely all of that and has nothing to do with the fact that it’s obvious she also has a crush on Mari. And maybe
            I shouldn’t assume every girl that carries around an oracle deck is gay, but I do.
         

         
         Even now, she’s wearing an oversized black sweater with a neckline that falls off her shoulder in an annoyingly hot way. Cedar’s
            curvy, and always seems to dress in a way that suits her perfectly.
         

         
         “What are you doing in detention?” I snap.

         
         Much like my brother and Mari, Cedar’s a total geek.

         
         “I was coding in class when I should’ve been doing the work that I already finished.” She shrugs, her sweater falling that
            little bit more off her shoulder, and I have to make a conscious effort to keep my eyes locked on her face. “I’m pretty sure
            Ms. Meyer doesn’t like me.”
         

         
         “How is that possible when there’s so much to like?” I deadpan.

         
         She takes it in stride. “I know, my beauty, charm, intelligence, humility . . .”

         
         I snort.

         
         That’s when I remember the freshman, but his back is already turned.

         
         Cedar doesn’t even give him a second glance, just continues. “I’m assuming you’re sitting here because of the whole broken
            nose incident and not because you can’t resist spending time with me?”
         

         
         She’s insufferable.

         
         “At least now it’s an actual punishment,” I retort.

         
         “I didn’t know you were into that, but I can punish you if you’d like.” Cedar winks.

         
         Against my best efforts, my face goes completely red. I know she’s teasing me to get a reaction, but I can’t help myself in
            giving one. It’s not like I’m a prude or anything, but I’m hopelessly inexperienced.
         

         
         I’ve only been kissed two times. My first kiss was when Mom and Dad made me accompany Luca to a theater camp because they
            didn’t want him to go alone, and me and one of the guys in the ensemble kissed backstage before we both immediately broke
            away and said, “Sorry, I think I’m gay.” My second kiss was the universe making a fun callback because Sean and I went to
            the Cinderella cast party last year, and the now-graduated Lacey Stevens kissed me before saying, “Sorry, I don’t think I’m gay.”
         

         
         So, yeah, I don’t exactly have a lot of romance under my belt despite the fact that I would absolutely love to. Like a real
            kiss. With someone who actually wants to kiss me.
         

         
         And then, you know, more than that.

         
         At least I’m already blushing.

         
         I’m once again saved when Ms. Ruby looks up from her book to take attendance. The freshman boy is first, then Cedar.

         
         “Gianna Ricci?”

         
         “Here,” I call out.

         
         “Matt Russell?” Ms. Ruby asks.

         
         He doesn’t answer, as he isn’t here. I know Matt Russell. He made a homophobic comment to Luca my freshman year and shoved
            him up against the wall by his shirt, so I jumped Matt’s back and locked a rear naked choke. Causing him to pass out in the
            hallway got me a suspension, but also made me sort of famous at Westbridge.
         

         
         Basically, Matt Russell is a conservative dickwad. I’m shocked he’s skipping detention though. Maybe he couldn’t miss spreading
            misinformation online or posing for dating profile photos with a dead fish or whatever guys like him do for fun.
         

         
         “Too bad,” Cedar says. “I read this book where a group of teens are at detention and one of them died. We could have taken
            him out as community service.”
         

         
         “As long as we pay off the Mystery Club so they don’t solve it.”

         
         “Don’t you mean the Mystery and Thriller Literary Scholars? Aren’t you also officially a member in name or did they not track
            you down yet?” She stifles a laugh before looking away. “Haven’t seen you with Mari as much lately.”
         

         
         I turn to her. Is this some kind of casual way to see if anything happened between me and Mari? Is Cedar trying to determine whether I’m a rival or not? 

         
         “I—”

         
         “Ladies, no talking,” Ms. Ruby calls without looking up from her book.

         
         Well, I didn’t really know what I was going to say anyway, so that’s fine.

         
         I open my textbook. I’m supposed to read a chapter for history. I try to focus my eyes on the page and read. I’m about halfway
            through it when I realize I didn’t absorb anything that I read. I’m technically seeing the words, but they are refusing to
            register. Even if I try to focus, it doesn’t help. It just makes me feel brainless.
         

         
         But I would listen to the entire audio version of this boring, confusing textbook before tearing up in public, so I look around
            for a distraction.
         

         
         Next to me, Cedar reads a book that I doubt is for class because it’s obviously queer fiction based on the cover. At least,
            I’d be upset if it wasn’t queer, given how the two girls are almost brushing fingers. If they aren’t lesbians, I’d throw the
            book across the room and never read again.
         

         
         Maybe I’m thirsty for my own love story. Would be nice. Even with my whole confession plan, I can’t see it going well. I’m
            not the kind of person that shows my emotions and acts all rom-com embarrassing. I probably won’t even get out all my feelings
            for Mari, so I’ll turn the confession into a joke, and she’ll laugh like she always does. Well, that wouldn’t be all bad.
            At least then, no one gets hurt.
         

         
         My phone buzzes in my pocket, and for one ridiculous moment, my heart jumps in my chest like it would be a notification from Mari. Trying to be sneaky, I pull it out and look down at the screen. 

         
         
            Mom: hey kiddo—got the address for the bar tomorrow
            

            Mom: *family friendly sports bar
            

            Mom: :)
            

         

         They really didn’t need to clarify, I figured, but okay. Another text with the address comes through.

         
         
            Gigi: cool—I’ll tell mr. ford
            

            Gigi: he and mrs. ford are gonna watch
            

            Mom: sounds good hun, they’re always welcome:)
            

         

         I’m always ready to leave detention as soon as possible, but now I have a legitimate reason. Hopefully I’ll catch Mr. Ford
            before he leaves.
         

         
         It goes by slowly enough, but finally, Ms. Ruby looks up from her book at us.

         
         “All right, thanks for being quiet and mostly productive.” She looks at me at that point. My zoning out and constantly checking
            my lap for the time must have been obvious. Whoops. “Have a nice weekend and try to stay out of trouble.”
         

         
         The freshman boy immediately runs off without missing a single beat.

         
         “Love that spirit,” Cedar says from next to me, “but I wouldn’t even have that energy if my life was on the line.”

         
         I gather up my things and humor her. “What? You’re not a runner? What would you do then, fight?”

         
         “Absolutely not. Do I look like I’m prepared to fight or flee?” She gestures down at her heeled boots.

         
         I snort. “Okay, so you’d just die, then.” I stand up and pick up my backpack. “Let’s hope we don’t have to run from a killer
            anytime soon.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t die if I had you,” she says, all smiles.

         
         My face is on the brink of heating again. She’s doing this on purpose.

         
         “You’re strong but small, so I can push you in front of the killer and get some more time to safely speed walk away,” Cedar
            continues.
         

         
         And any small spark of hope for her is extinguished.

         
         “Thanks,” I say. “Maybe I’ll see you around, but I hope not.”

         
         “Oh, I’m sure you will.” Cedar grabs her own backpack and stands up. In her shoes and my sneakers, she’s much taller than
            me and I have to bend my neck back to meet her eyes. “On Monday, this weekend, in your dreams.”
         

         
         I roll my eyes. “Bye, Cedar.”

         
         I walk off in the opposite direction of the front doors before she can say anything more. She’s the one person that always
            gets me like this. It’s so annoying. We’re literally a year apart and she acts like I’m a little kid. I see the way she is
            around Mari, and it’s totally different. Around girls she likes, Cedar’s a little more reserved and chill.
         

         
         I, on the other hand, seem to be hopeless around girls whether I like them or not.

         
         Unless we’re fighting. But that’s not usually the case.

         
         I pull out my phone to shoot a quick text over to Sean.

         
         
            Gigi: I’ll be a min, let me know when you’re done with mystery club
            

            Ace Pokémon Trainer: sure thing <3
            

         

         He also earns his contact name by sending a happy Sylveon GIF, because he knows it’s my favorite Eeveelution, with Vaporeon
            as a close second.
         

         
         It’s late enough that the hallways are almost scarily empty. Like I’m the clueless girl about to fall in front of the killer. Technically, that might be better for me, grappling wise. Unless
            they have a gun or something, but then I’m dead anyway and the chance of that happening after school, when everyone’s gone,
            is way lower than when the school is crowded.
         

         
         I should stop thinking about all this. I’m going to get myself worked up over nothing because I’m by myself walking through
            the halls. Being alone anywhere you’re not usually alone is always creepy; that doesn’t mean anything bad is going to happen.
         

         
         Or maybe the universe is foreshadowing me running into student body president Ethan Mitchell or something.

         
         I climb up the steps closest to Mr. Ford’s classroom to get to the second floor, which is somehow even creepier because there
            aren’t the distant sounds of clubs that are still hanging around. Mr. Ford’s classroom door is open, but not all the way.
            Enough of a sliver to make it seem like he wouldn’t mind me walking right in, but not so much that it’s inviting. I can’t
            hear any voices, so whatever meeting he had must have been long over.
         

         
         “Mr. Ford, I got the address for the sports bar tomorrow . . .”

         
         My words trail off and get lost in the air. I’m not sure what I’m seeing at first. It’s enough to momentarily shut my brain
            down.
         

         
         When I do manage to comprehend what I’m seeing, it’s a piercing kind of horror. One that overwhelms the senses and has my
            thoughts and heart uncomfortably racing. Mr. Ford is in the room, but he’s on the floor against the side of his desk. His
            neck is bent at an impossible angle, and he’s surrounded by a large pool of blood.
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         A scream catches somewhere between my throat and the brief moment when things were still okay. I rush forward to him. Maybe
            he fell and needs help. Maybe this is an elaborate prank he set up that was wildly messed up but will give me a taste of my
            own medicine for pretending there’s a ghost in the room.
         

         
         “Mr. Ford?” My voice starts quiet but rises in intensity because, while his eyes are uncomfortably open and looking into the
            distance, that doesn’t necessarily mean he isn’t just a great actor. “Mr. Ford! Come on, this isn’t funny. Get up.”
         

         
         His arm is too stiff. My eyes and throat burn. This can’t be happening. This can’t be fucking happening.

         
         “Hey. Asshole. Wake up.” The fact that my swearing does nothing is a worse sign.

         
         Shit. This is fucking happening.

         
         With a shaky arm, I reach out toward his neck. The pale skin under his stubble looks bruised. I check for a pulse.

         
         There isn’t one.

         
         “Holy shit.” A voice says from behind me.

         
         I turn, still shaking and now with Mr. Ford’s blood on my knees and shoes, to the completely shocked and horrified faces of Sean and Mari. 

         
         Sean rushes forward. “Is he okay?”

         
         “He’s dead?” I say. The words shouldn’t come out like a question, but they do. I don’t want to believe it. I mean, how can
            he be dead here when he was just alive and laughing with me a few hours ago? My brain seems to catch up on everything and
            then speeds ahead. “He’s dead. He’s dead. Oh my god.”
         

         
         “Gigi . . .” Mari’s voice comes out soft, careful, and she steps toward me like she’s approaching a wild animal. “Did you
            kill Mr. Ford?”
         

         
         “Are you kidding me?” I scream. “Why would I kill one of the few teachers who doesn’t hate me?” I’m shaking. I need to calm down. Of course
            it looks bad. They weren’t here. “I just got here from detention, I was going to ask him to come to watch the fights tomorrow,
            I . . .” Tears are leaking now and my stomach hurts, but not the usual IBS cramps and pains.
         

         
         “Shit,” Mari says. “I’m calling for help.”

         
         I don’t understand what happened. Eyes blurry, I try to look around for some sign of someone, something to explain this. There’s a stepladder placed behind his desk. There’s a large white poster draped next to it. Did he fall
            off of that?
         

         
         As I both hear and don’t hear Mari call 911, I move toward the poster, slightly stained with Mr. Ford’s blood. I can’t bring myself to touch it, so I kick it over with my shoe. It’s a poster of two cats, forming an L. The text above reads PURR-PENDICULAR and underneath it says MEOW-THEMATICS IS FUN! 

         
         My eyes start to burn. “What the fuck?” I don’t know what to do. My hands tremble as I look back. “What the fuck?”
         

         
         Sean doesn’t know what to say either. He looks like a ghost himself as he takes in the scene. Our eyes meet.

         
         “Please tell me this isn’t real,” I manage to say.

         
         It can’t be. There is no way Mr. Ford would even buy a math poster with a cat pun, let alone die trying to hang one. My body seems to reenter a state of shock as it hits me all over again that he’s dead. He’s dead right
            here, and I can’t look down at him again. I can’t.
         

         
         “Paramedics are coming, Principal Daniels is also on the way,” Mari says. Her voice is strong but trembling. She also seems
            to be keeping her eyes away from the floor.
         

         
         I step away from the worst of the crime scene, keeping close to the wall in case I fall over. I glance over at Sean and Mari.
            “How did you two even know to come here?”
         

         
         It takes Sean a second to respond, but he holds his phone screen up for me to see. It’s open to an email, sent to the tip
            account the Mystery Club has. The sender is someone called Miss Mystery.
         

         
         There’s no subject, and the body of the email only reads Classroom 212.
         

         
         My stomach drops and a chill passes over me.

         
         Someone knew about this before me.

         
         In that moment, everything feels horribly still. Then time fast-forwards in a whirlwind.

         
         The school officer and Principal Daniels arrive first and take us out into the hallway until the paramedics come soon after.
            Luckily, they don’t make us stay near the classroom long enough to have to see them move Mr. Ford. I already saw enough, and
            tears keep threatening to come every time I get a moment of clarity to think about it.
         

         
         Principal Daniels escorts the three of us into the main offices, where we wait for our parents.

         
         I think he stops himself from making a comment about finally seeing me for something that isn’t my fault. But that would be
            a little awful given the death and everything.
         

         
         My calm mind still pushes everything away. It’s all too fast. I was kneeling in front of Mr. Ford’s body, and now I’m sitting
            in the office with the secretary’s floral blanket draped across my shoulders and a Capri-Sun from the cafeteria in one hand.
            The police quickly got our version of events; even though I probably could have asked to wait until our parents arrived, I
            just gave responses. More than anything, I want to get out of here.
         

         
         Principal Daniels and Ms. Leslie don’t look at us. Although I suppose students finding a teacher dead in his classroom is
            uncharted territory, and it’s not like either of them would really know what to say.
         

         
         I take a sip of my juice, the metallic pouch shrinking against my fingers. I don’t taste it.

         
         “Can we go?” Mari asks.

         
         She and Sean have their own juices, but for some reason I’m the only one with a blanket. I guess I looked the most in shock, or they know I was getting extra help from Mr. Ford. Sean is unmoving next to me, still understandably frozen. Mari wipes at her eyes on occasion but at least seems relatively held together. She’s always been reliable in emergencies. 

         
         “Once your parents arrive, you can leave,” Principal Daniels says, glancing at us for only a moment.

         
         The police came to investigate the scene, but it was quickly determined to be an accident. There was no other reasonable explanation,
            and everyone agreed that it was just an unfortunate tragedy of Mr. Ford hitting his head the worst possible way when he fell,
            so we were all allowed to go home.
         

         
         Since my parents are both supposed to be working, I’m not sure who’s coming to get me. I know someone is. I mean, they wouldn’t
            leave me alone after this. And both Mom and Dad have the main office number saved since they’ve gotten quite a few calls about
            me.
         

         
         At least this time, it’s not my skipping classes, intolerable personality, or choking out another kid for bullying my brother.

         
         Sean is picked up first by his mom’s current boyfriend. He’s not exactly the friendly, sensitive type, so he basically rushes
            Sean out as quickly as possible, like it’s some kind of an inconvenience to pick up a teenage boy who accidentally came across
            his teacher’s body.
         

         
         What a dick.

         
         I tell Sean to come over this weekend as much as he wants. It will be better than in his apartment.

         
         Mari’s dad arrives not long after. They have a soft conversation in Spanish as he hugs her. While they’re Spanish the same
            way my family is Italian, Mari’s dad at least taught her enough of the language to be conversational. As if that wasn’t enough
            reason to be jealous, she chose Italian as her language requirement in school and speaks that better than me too. Before they
            head out, they both turn toward me.
         

         
         “Lo siento, Gigi,” Mr. de Anda says. “¿Cómo estás?”

         
         He pulls me up and in for a hug. Mari’s parents know me well because they have the hangout house, and Luca would constantly
            bring me along when he was supposed to be in charge, or when Mom and Dad had work and Mrs. de Anda agreed to watch us both.
            Instead of awkwardly being a third or fourth wheel and embarrassing myself in front of my crush, I often hung out with her
            parents.
         

         
         I was thinking about the long game of getting the family approval, and they are basically second parents, like my parents
            are to Sean and Mari.
         

         
         “No estoy
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