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dedication

For Jason, who never had any doubts











	one

	               Senior Year






I AM A STATUE.

“Dara.” My mother touches my arm. Gently, of course, the same way she’s been doing pretty much everything since I got back last week. “Mr. Lind asked you a question.”

I shift my gaze to Mr. Lind, Hadfield High’s principal and yet another addition to the long line of concerned adults in my life. “Sorry,” I say, not wanting to add that I was too busy focusing on being a statue to hear what he said. Striving to be motionless isn’t something healthy, coping girls are supposed to do.

Mr. Lind smiles with his lips closed and tries again. “I see from the transcripts Somerset Prep sent us that you did especially well in World History last year. Is that something you’d like to pursue in college?”

“Not really.” The only reason I liked history so much was because I got to submerge myself in the distant past, where people faced things like war and death and famine and somehow, miraculously, moved on.

“Actually, Dara wants to be a police officer,” my mother pipes up.

The principal nods at me, impressed, and leans back in his leather desk chair. “Is that so?”

“Mom,” I say.

She fidgets. “Well, you do. Did.”

Did. Exactly. And now I don’t want to be anything, except maybe a statue. I’ve developed quite the talent for keeping still.

The office grows quiet. Outside the closed door, I can make out voices, laughter. Teachers and staff gathering to prepare for tomorrow, the first day of the new school year. Mr. Lind, well aware of my unique circumstance—along with everyone else in this town—called last week to suggest this meeting, a preemptive strike for what’s to come. Now, if I have a mental breakdown in the middle of math class, he can say he did his part. He’d given me this special attention and tried to ease my way back into the general population of Hadfield High, where everyone knows me and knows what happened and what part I played in it all.

My hand twitches, and I press it firm against my thigh. Steady.

“Mrs. Shepard.”

Mr. Lind is speaking again and I focus on his mustache. Who has a mustache anymore? He looks like he’s straight out of an old detective show, wide and bald and sweating in his ill-fitting suit.

“I know Dara’s reentry won’t be easy, but I think with the support of the staff and her counselor, it’ll be a positive step for her. For everyone.”

Dara’s reentry. Like I’ve been in prison for the past thirteen months instead of eight hundred miles west at my aunt and uncle’s house. Like I have to be integrated back into society. Like I’m a dangerous criminal at risk for reoffending.

Maybe that’s how everyone will think of me now. I’m guessing my presence offends a lot of people around here. Including, I think, Mr. Lind. We’ve been sitting in his office for twenty minutes, and he still hasn’t looked me in the eye.

My mother opens her mouth to say something and is interrupted by a light knock on the door. Lind, grateful for the interruption, bellows, “Come in!” without bothering to stand up from his desk. A woman I’ve never seen before pops her head in and says something about a meeting that’s about to start.

“Ah.” Lind huffs to his feet. “Duty calls. Mrs. Shepard, Dara, thank you for coming in today. If there are any problems, anything at all, don’t hesitate to contact me. Okay?”

Mom and I stand too, and Lind smiles at Mom before throwing me a cursory glance. He fulfilled his duty and now he wants us gone.

“Thank you so much,” my mother says as she shakes his hand. “I appreciate you calling us in here today. Dara’s been . . . well, it’s not easy.”

“Of course not.” He walks us to the door and shows us out. The office is bustling with people and noise, and the air smells like burned coffee. “We’ll see you tomorrow morning, Dara. You have your schedule?”

I nod. It’s in my back pocket but I haven’t even looked at it. I picked my courses during late registration two days after I arrived home, and I know even if the classes I chose were already full, they would make an exception for me. That’s what happens sometimes when people know you’ve been through something horrible—they bend rules to accommodate your fragile mental state.

“It’s okay, baby,” my mother says as we step out into the early September sunshine. “If it doesn’t work out, you can always go back to Somerset. Jared and Lydia said the offer is always open.”

I glance at her and notice, for the first time, that her pale blond hair—the same shade as mine—is shot through with silver. Even though I was gone all year, the strain of dealing with me has taken a physical toll.

“I know,” I say, though I’m positive I’ll never go back. Aunt Lydia and Uncle Jared’s offer to take me in last year was a generous one, but I’m determined to do my senior year in Hyde Creek. It’s my home. It’s the setting for all my memories, both the good ones and the really, really bad. And after more than a year away, I’m back to face all of them.

The drive home is short, and I feel my mother’s eyes on me at every stop sign. I’m not surprised when she detours down a side street, avoiding Fulham Road altogether. I wonder if she always avoids driving there, or if she only does it when I’m in the car.

“I’m going to pick up your brother,” Mom says as she pulls into our driveway and kills the engine. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

She searches my face as she says this, as if trying to determine if she can leave me unsupervised for longer than thirty seconds. I haven’t been alone in days. Mom took the entire week off work and has been sticking to my side like a burr. She doesn’t even take a shower unless Dad is home.

I go inside while Mom heads down the street to collect my brother from his friend Brock’s house. Taking advantage of the quiet, I wander around the main floor, letting the memories flow through me uninterrupted. Each room holds a small reminder of Aubrey—the kitchen, where we baked countless cookies and cupcakes. The main floor bathroom, where we spilled nail polish on the counter and left a red stain that has never fully faded. The living room, where we sprawled on the couch to watch movies. My room, where we did homework and sang along with Taylor Swift.

My aunt and uncle’s condo didn’t trigger any memories. There, I didn’t have traces of my dead best friend everywhere I looked.

But now I’m back, and so is she.

“Dara?”

My mother’s voice is overly casual, but I hear the worry underneath. “In here,” I say from the kitchen, where I’m leaning against the counter and examining my schedule. 

Mom enters the room, the furrow between her eyes relaxing at the sight of me. My brother, Tobias, is behind her, his freckled face smudged with dirt. He smiles when he sees me, but it’s a shy smile, unsure, and it disappears quickly. 

“Hey,” I greet him, stuffing my schedule back in my pocket.

“Hi.” He walks past me to the fridge and extracts a carton of chocolate milk. I watch him, my chest aching. I wish I could call him “Tobes” and ruffle his shaggy brown hair and ask him if he’s excited about starting fourth grade tomorrow. I wish I could pick him up and swing him around and then chase him through the house when he wiggles free and runs. But I’m not that person anymore, and we both know it.

I manage to hide out in my room until Dad gets home from work, then the four of us sit around the dining room table and eat dinner together. Like a family, the way we’ve been doing all week. Mom doesn’t mention our meeting today with Mr. Lind, but my dad knows about it. He doesn’t discuss it with me, though, or ask how I feel about starting school tomorrow. He hasn’t had much to say to me since I got home. Instead he’s been weird and distant, like he’s not sure how to relate to me anymore.

I manage to get down half a plate of my mom’s homemade mac and cheese before escaping to my room again. The food is an iron ball in my stomach, and I have the urge to shut my door, crawl into bed, stick in my earbuds, and block out everything. I don’t want to sit in here, pretending to read a novel but not absorbing anything. I don’t want to look at my schedule or plan my first-day-of-school outfit or wonder if I’ll be able to sleep tonight.

I especially don’t want to think about tomorrow, when I’ll have to walk into school and face the kids I’ve known for years, people who remember Aubrey and what happened between us on Fulham Road on that warm, sunny, almost-summer morning.

And even worse than that, I’ll have to face Ethan.

Ethan, who I haven’t seen since that day at the graveyard almost fifteen months ago, when a box containing his sister—and my best friend—was lowered into the cool, damp earth. He knew I was there, but didn’t look at me once. That suited me fine because I didn’t want him to have to look at me.

But now that I’m back, I no longer have any choice in the matter. And neither does he.

The iron ball in my stomach shifts and I sprint across the hall to the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. Then I lean over the toilet bowl and retch.

My first order of business the next morning is to check in with Mrs. Dover, my guidance counselor. More reentry cushioning.

I get to school early but not early enough, as there are several people hanging out in the lobby, talking and laughing and taking selfies with their phones. I slip by and head into the main office, where I tell the receptionist that Mrs. Dover is expecting me. She waves me through.

Mrs. Dover’s door is open and I stand silently at the threshold, waiting for her to glance up and notice me. When she does, she smiles. Unlike Mr. Lind, her dark eyes don’t flick away from mine. Mrs. Dover and I already know each other; she used to teach freshman English and I was in her class. But even if I hadn’t been, I’d still know her. Everyone does. It’s hard to miss someone who looks like a taller version of Halle Berry. Boys trip over themselves when Mrs. Dover passes by. Or at least they used to, back in freshman and sophomore year. I have no idea what changed around here while I was away.

“Dara.” She stands up from her desk and comes over to clasp my hand. “Welcome back.”

I mumble my thanks. I notice that my foot is tapping against the carpeted floor, so I shift my weight onto it, forcing it still.

“Nervous?” Mrs. Dover moves back behind her desk and motions me to the chair across from her.

I slip off my backpack and sit down. “Yeah.”

“That’s understandable,” she says, her eyes on me again. The warmth and directness in them makes me feel both uneasy and comforted. She knows what happened, has probably read the newspaper articles and heard all the gory details like everyone else, but I can sense she’s not going to judge me. I wonder why. Maybe she still remembers the girl I was, the plucky little ninth-grader who laughed openly and lived fearlessly and got into mischief with her best friend.

But that was then. Both those girls are gone now.

“It’ll take some getting used to,” Mrs. Dover goes on. “Being here without Aubrey.”

I swallow. My eyes, dry and swollen from lack of sleep, itch like crazy but I don’t rub them. Applying pressure might release the tears that have been hovering on the brink for days.

Mrs. Dover lowers her gaze to some papers on her desk, giving me a moment to collect myself. When she looks at me again, I’m steady. In control.

“It’s a very brave thing you’re doing, Dara,” she says in her soft, even voice. “Coming back here. Facing everyone. This has to be scary for you.”

I nod, unable to speak. My mother said the same thing when I told her I wanted to come home and do my senior year at Hadfield. That I’m brave. What I didn’t tell her then, and what I don’t tell Mrs. Dover now, is my decision has nothing to do with bravery. In therapy I learned about forgiveness, and that forgiving yourself means living in the present and letting go of blame. It means self-acceptance. A nice thought, but one that’s a lot easier in theory. I’m not ready to let go yet. 

Mrs. Dover watches me quietly for another moment before adding, “If you ever need to talk, my door’s always open.”

The first bell rings, a warning that classes start in five minutes. I grab my backpack and meet Mrs. Dover’s eyes. “Thank you.”

She nods and stands up, squeezing my shoulder as she walks with me out to the reception area. “Have a good first day, Dara,” she says, and just like that, I’m on my own.

My first class is English, on the second floor. I join the mass of bodies heading toward the stairs, tucking in my elbows so I don’t accidentally jostle someone. No one even looks at me. Everyone is caught up in the first-day-of-school frenzy, comparing schedules and summers and tans. I float by unnoticed, my body tense as I wait for someone to recognize the tall girl with hair the color of butter who disappeared the summer before junior year and didn’t come back. Until today.

But no one does, and I’m just starting to wonder if I’m invisible when I turn a corner and almost collide with Paige Monteiro and Travis Rausch, who are walking hand in hand in the opposite direction. Their eyes pop at the sight of me. Travis hasn’t changed much—he might have gotten a bit taller. Paige isn’t as skinny as she was at the end of sophomore year, and her hair is shorter, but otherwise she’s the same too.

“Dara?”

She says my name like I’m an unwelcome surprise, here to ruin her day. My mind scrambles for something to say to them, but Travis takes Paige’s hand and leads her away from me before I can even open my mouth.

Cheeks burning, I glance around the crowded hallway. A couple of people are watching me curiously, like they’re trying to place me. Others whisper back and forth, eyes wide as they wait to see what I’ll do next. They know exactly who I am.

I start walking again, head down and long hair draped over my face, protective. My neck is sweating, and I feel like puking up the granola bar my mother made me eat on the way to school, but that’s okay. This is part of the reason I came back here, why I wanted to face all these people who know who I am and who Aubrey was and what happened to her.

Because they’ll never let me forget that my best friend fell into the path of an oncoming pickup truck and was crushed to death right in front of me.

And they definitely won’t let me forget that I’m the one who pushed her.
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	               Sophomore Year






“DO YOU SEE HIM ANYWHERE?”

Aubrey stood on her tiptoes, adding a few inches of height to her tiny frame, and peered across the crowded cafeteria. Her features shifted into a familiar concerned expression—eyebrows bunched, front teeth clamped over bottom lip. I called it her mother-hen face.

“Aubrey.” I hooked my fingers into the strap of her backpack and dragged her toward the food line. “He’s fourteen now. A freshman. He can take care of himself.”

We took our place in line and she glanced around again, brown eyes scanning the room for a moment before returning to rest on me. She shrugged. “You know what he’s like.”

I nodded. Yes, I knew what her brother was like—shy, sensitive, a lamb in a den of lions. But I also knew what Aubrey was like. She was fiercely protective, even though Ethan had grown about a foot over the summer and no longer needed his big sister to look out for him.

We shifted forward in line.

“Maybe I should text him,” Aubrey said, twisting her long dark hair into a side braid.

“Maybe you should leave him alone and let him make friends during his first week of high school.”

She unwound her braid and raised one dark eyebrow. We both knew Ethan had trouble making friends. That was why he’d been sitting with us for the past two days. “Maybe my best friend should stop acting like such a beeyotch.”

I stood perfectly straight and glared down at her, pretending to try to intimidate her with my stature; judging from the way Aubrey smirked at me, it wasn’t working. I was already five-eight at fifteen; my six-five father liked to tease me that I’d be taller than him one day. My mother, almost as short as Aubrey, said I was “tall like a supermodel,” which always made me laugh. Supermodels were also super skinny and super beautiful, two qualities I super lacked.

Aubrey paused in her search long enough for us to buy slices of pizza and squeeze into a table near the cafeteria entrance. Then she continued to keep watch, her leg jiggling against the table as she absently nibbled her crust. Unlike me, Aubrey only fidgeted when she was worried. I was never still, not even when I slept.

“Is there still hazing for freshmen?” Aubrey asked, pizza slice sagging in her hand. “Is that a real thing or just something that happens on TV?”

Okay, she was being ridiculous. Ethan was only one grade below us. My brother, Tobias, was seven and I didn’t fuss over him nearly as much. Then again, Tobias and I had the type of parents who worried and cared and hugged. Aubrey and Ethan had the kind who chose work over fun and only paid attention when someone screwed up. Growing up with detached parents had forced Aubrey into the nurturer role, and Ethan into someone who needed nurturing.

But we all had to grow up sometime.

“Would you relax?” I glanced over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of buzzed dark hair and one pale, bony arm. Seconds later, the rest of Ethan followed, his gangly body emerging through a cluster of seniors. “See?” I said to Aubrey, jerking my chin toward him. “He hasn’t been stuffed into a Dumpster after all.”

Aubrey’s eyes zeroed in on her brother’s face, which looked unusually red, even from here. As he drew closer and saw us watching him, the shade deepened to overripe tomato.

“Where have you been?” Aubrey demanded as Ethan sat down across from her. “Are you okay? Do you need your inhaler?”

“I’m fine.” His eyes—wide and dark brown like his sister’s—flicked toward me for a moment. His skin was slowly returning to its usual paleness, but his behavior still seemed off. “And so is my breathing.”

Aubrey’s mother-hen face relaxed somewhat and she pushed the slice of pizza she’d bought him across the table. Ethan rolled his right shoulder as if working out a kink as he took a large bite.

“What’s wrong with your shoulder?” I asked him.

Aubrey glanced up quickly, concern flooding her features again.

“Nothing,” he muttered through a mouthful of cheese.

We stared at him, suspicious, until the tomato-red flush returned to his cheeks.

“I hurt it,” he said, swallowing. “In gym.”

Aubrey’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You didn’t have gym this morning.”

He shrugged, the movement causing him to wince. “I’m fine,” he repeated, finishing off his lunch.

Liar. I tilted around in my chair and looked at him. “Who was it?”

Anger flashed in his eyes, and I knew I was on the right track. I noticed what went on in the halls of Hadfield High. Juniors were the most likely culprits, probably because sophomores were still low on the food chain and seniors had better things to do than torture freshmen. But even though the school year had barely begun, a few obnoxious juniors had already made cruelty into a sport. Mostly they were all talk, lobbing insults as you walked by, but sometimes—if they were extra bored or if one of them felt like showing off—they took things further. And Ethan—skinny, quiet Ethan—was perfect fodder for idiots like them.

“Who was what?” Aubrey asked, her gaze bouncing between us.

Ethan sighed and craned his neck toward the table by the window, where the junior jerks in question shoved food into their mouths like they’d never learned table manners. “The one in the red shirt who looks like he should’ve graduated five years ago.”

I knew exactly who he meant. Wyatt Greer, king of obnoxious assholes. Last year, he’d tripped some kid in the auditorium, causing him to fall and break his nose.

“He hurt you?” Aubrey’s coloring rose to rival Ethan’s. “What did he do?”

Ethan turned back around, his left hand reaching up to massage his shoulder. “Punted me into a locker. By accident, of course. He even said he was sorry.”

“Accident, my foot.”

“Someone should slam Wyatt Greer into a locker,” I said, glaring over there as I sipped my cranberry juice. “See how he likes it.”

“He’s like two hundred pounds,” Ethan pointed out. “He wouldn’t budge.”

“True.” My gaze lowered to my orange plastic cafeteria tray. “It would probably work better if something slammed into him.”

“Like a truck?” Aubrey said, huffing out a breath.

“We’re not that lucky.” I removed the paper plate containing my leftover pizza crust and picked up the tray, testing its flexibility. It was pretty solid. Not easily breakable.

Ethan caught on to what I was pondering, and his mouth curled into a tiny smile. “Dare ya.”

Those were my magic words. And also my nickname. The name Dara means “compassion,” but I preferred to believe it translated to daring. My mom claimed I was born fearless. I was the little kid who’d climbed to the highest branch in the tree, jumped off the diving board first, retrieved the lost baseballs from the scary old man’s yard when no one else was brave enough. I loved the thrill, the admiration in people’s eyes when I faced down something scary and won.

I was Dare-ya Shepard, the girl who never backed away from a challenge.

“Dara?” Aubrey called as I started in the direction of the junior jerks’ table, tray clutched in my hands. Intent on my goal, I ignored her.

As luck would have it, the guys stood up as I approached, leaving their lunch mess on the table as they set off toward the exit. I positioned my tray in front of my stomach and held it tight, angling past groups of people until I was directly in Wyatt Greer’s path. He didn’t see me coming; he was snickering to the guy next to him, probably bragging about the skinny kid he’d pushed into a locker right before lunch. This fueled my anger even more, and I rammed my tray into Wyatt’s abdomen as hard as I could without injuring my own organs in the process. He grunted and doubled over.

“Oops,” I said, slapping a hand to my chest. “I’m so sorry. Total accident.”

He scowled at me, wheezing like Ethan did during a particularly bad asthma attack. “Watch where you’re going, stupid,” he growled. Such a charmer.

One of Wyatt’s friends watched me curiously, a half smile on his lips. I’d seen him around last year. Justin Gates. Also a junior, and a really cute one too. Tall, blond hair, magnetic smile. Too bad he had such awful taste in friends.

“Sorry again,” I said to Wyatt. “So clumsy of me.”

Before Wyatt or any of his fellow cavemen could react, I turned and bolted back to the table, plastic tray still in hand. When I got there, Aubrey was shaking her head in disapproval and Ethan was laughing so hard, his eyes shimmered with tears.

“That,” he said between spasms, “was awesome.”

I grinned and sat down next to my best friend, flinging an arm over her shoulder. Her tiny body buckled under my exuberance. “Ethan dared me,” I said by way of an excuse.

She shot me a dark look, then another at her brother, and ducked out from under my arm. “You’re impossible.”

“That’s why you love me.”

Ethan smiled timidly at me and was just about to say something when tall, blond Justin materialized beside our table. All three of us shut up and stared at him.

“Hey,” he said, meeting my eyes. “Did my friend do something to offend you back there or what?”

For a moment all I could do was gape at him, amazed that someone as hot as him was talking to me. “Yes,” I finally said. He seemed more curious than angry, so I figured it was okay to be honest.

Justin smiled, showing off straight, white teeth, and I felt the impact of it all the way to my knees.

“In that case, good job. Very impressive aim.”

I smiled back, praying I didn’t have pizza gunk between my teeth. “I was shooting for lower, actually.”

His laugh, full and pleasant sounding, was even better than his smile. “That bad, huh? Well, I apologize on his behalf. Wyatt can be kind of a douche.”

“Kind of?” Aubrey said, and Justin turned to her, his smile growing. Aubrey’s cheeks went pink, making her pretty face look even more appealing.

“Okay,” he said slowly, his eyes glued to hers. “He can be a complete douche.”

“Much better.”

They laughed, and Justin shifted a few inches closer to her. Suddenly it was like I didn’t exist. The two slices of pizza I’d eaten burned in my stomach, and I cursed myself for actually thinking for one second a boy would be interested in me when my best friend was smart and talented and pixielike and I was . . . well, the exact opposite of all that.

Ethan watched his sister with a vaguely confused expression. He’d probably never seen her flirt; in Aubrey’s life, school came first, violin practice came second, and boys fell way down to the bottom of the list.

“Aubrey McCrae.” Justin leaned over, hands spread on the table, and grinned. “I’ve seen you around. You’re like some sort of violin prodigy, aren’t you?”

Aubrey flushed even harder and gathered her hair over her shoulder, unconsciously sectioning it off for a braid. She did that when she was nervous. “I just practice a lot.”

“She’s a prodigy,” I said, poking her arm.

Justin glanced at me like he’d forgotten I was there and immediately returned his gaze to Aubrey. “Well, prodigy, I guess I’ll see you around,” he said, gifting her with another luminescent smile as he backed away.

Aubrey gave him a tiny wave and loosened her hair, arranging it over her blazing face. Ethan and I exchanged raised-eyebrow looks.

“Thanks for introducing us,” he said, reaching for his backpack.

She smiled in a dazed sort of way, like someone who’d just been given fantastic news but hadn’t had time to process it yet. “Sorry. I was kind of . . . stunned.”

Clearly, or else she might have realized that Justin had noticed me first. But it was hard to stay bitter when she looked so damn giddy. I nudged her with my elbow and leaned in to whisper, “He’s cute.”

“I know,” she whispered back, then caught Ethan’s eye as he stood up to leave. “Try to avoid the hallway where the juniors hang out, okay, Eth?” she said to him in her normal big-sister voice.

“Yes, Mother.”

He slung his backpack over his good shoulder and left without another word. Aubrey watched him go, mother-hen face back in position.

“See?” I said. “He’s old enough to take care of his own problems now.”

“Says the girl who assaulted Wyatt Greer with a cafeteria tray.”

“I had no choice, remember?” I grabbed the tray in question and piled all the lunch trash on it. “Ethan dared me.”
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MY PARENTS WORK WAY MORE THAN THEY USED to. My mother is an accounts payable clerk for a car rental company and does extra accounting jobs on the side. My father is a roofer and does extra construction jobs on the side. These side jobs started shortly after I landed in therapy for anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder. The matching dark circles they’re both sporting these days are for me, because they’re doing what’s necessary to make sure I’m okay.

Mom took an extra day off yesterday, but she’s back to working at the office this morning. It’s raining, hard, so Dad offers to drop Tobias and me off at school on his way to one of his leaky roof repair jobs.

“When are you going to get your license?” my father asks me once we’re on the road.

I shrug. I could’ve learned to drive last year while I was staying with Aunt Lydia and Uncle Jared—they even offered to enroll me in driver’s ed—but every time I pictured it, me controlling a vehicle while people crossed in front of me and strolled down the sidewalk beside me, my heart would start galloping. What if I hit one of them? What if I killed one of them?

It’s not worth the risk.

“Soon,” I say.

Dad nods and focuses on the rain-slicked road. I study him for a moment, take in the increasing thinness of his wavy brown hair and the new lines around his mouth. Has he lost weight? Mom has. So have I.

Tobias says something in the backseat, but his words are drowned out by the sudden roaring in my ears as Dad turns the truck onto Fulham Road.

I close my eyes as the memories flood in, vivid and strong:

The sickly-sweet smell of garbage baking in the sun.

The small pink foot with the blue-painted nails that looked so out of place against the filthy curb.

The bright red blood, seeping across the hot asphalt.

So much blood.

“Dara, honey. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m sorry.”

I open my eyes and see my father’s ashen face. We’re parked on the side of the road, windshield wipers working overtime against the downpour. The spot where Aubrey took her last breath is several yards behind us. I can’t see it anymore. I can’t smell it anymore. All that’s in my nose is the scent of the coconut air freshener hanging off the mirror and my father’s aftershave.

“I’m okay,” I say, and I’m surprised my voice still sounds like my voice. I glance back at Tobias. He’s pale as the white fabric of his T-shirt. “I’m okay,” I tell him.

“You couldn’t breathe,” he says in a small voice. “We got scared.”

My father’s hand trembles as he shifts the truck into drive and merges back into traffic. “I can take you back home, if you want,” he says.

“No.” I run my hand over my face and it comes back damp. Sweat or tears or both, I have no idea. “I need to go to school. I’ll be fine.”

He looks at me, uncertain. I take a deep breath to prove my lungs work, and force my body to remain still. Dad sighs and drives me the rest of the way in silence.

“Check your phone at lunch,” he says as I get out of the truck. “I’m sure your mother will be texting you.”

I consider asking him not to tell her what happened, but I know even if he doesn’t tell, Tobias will. So I just nod and shut the door.

As soon as I get inside, I head directly to the bathroom and lock myself in a stall.

Clearly I’m not ready to face Fulham Road. It’s been fifteen months since Aubrey was killed, but being there made me feel like it just happened yesterday. Am I ever going to be able to drive or walk there again without crying and hyperventilating? Baby steps, Dara, my therapist liked to remind me during every session. Be patient with yourself. Grief is a process.

What about guilt? I wanted to ask. Is that a process too? But the words never came. Next Monday after school, I’m starting back up with my old therapist, the guy I saw before going to stay with my aunt and uncle last year. Continuing with my weekly therapy was the one condition my parents had when they found out I wanted to come home. Maybe I’ll ask Dr. Lemke about guilt.

I flush the toilet for no reason at all and exit the stall. Chloe Stockton stands at a sink, brushing her hair. We’ve never been close friends, but we were assignment partners a couple of times in sophomore biology and got along well. She’s one of the nicest girls in our grade.

“Hi,” I say, turning on the tap. Our eyes meet in the mirror, and I see the expression of dawning horror some people get when they look at me now. Oh my God, it’s her. This look was all over the place yesterday, on students, teachers . . . even the damn janitor side-eyed me as he passed by with his mop. By lunchtime, the entire school knew I was back.

Or so I assume. I still haven’t seen Ethan. Maybe his parents ordered him to stay away from me. That wouldn’t surprise me; I’m pretty sure they still hate my guts. Or maybe he’s avoiding me all on his own because he hates me just as much. Last week, my parents sat me down and told me it would probably be best if I gave the McCraes some space for now. Seeing me again after all this time might bring everything back to the surface, Mom said, and they’ll need time to process it.

“Um, hi,” Chloe mumbles, quickly stuffing her brush in her purse. She turns and leaves before I can say anything else.

I take deep breaths as I dry my hands. It’s fine, I tell myself. I knew what I was getting myself into when I decided to come back. Of course people aren’t going to act delighted to see me. Of course they’re going to stare and whisper and avoid me when they don’t know what to say. I expected this.

I don’t want to be treated like nothing happened. I don’t want to forget.

First-bell rings as I’m leaving the bathroom. I glance around to see if Chloe is nearby, whispering to friends about how she’d just run into that freak Dara Shepard in the bathroom, but all I see are strangers. Young kids, mostly. This year’s new freshmen, hanging out near their lockers. No one notices me as I walk down the hall toward the stairs. My locker and my first class are both on the second floor.

My brain is still foggy from the flashback in Dad’s truck, so it takes me a few moments to realize I’m approaching the music room. I wait for the heart-pounding, head-roaring, can’t-breathe feeling I get whenever I’m confronted with an Aubrey memory, but all I feel is a slight tingling in my stomach. Maybe because the music room is a good memory.

By the time I met Aubrey, in sixth grade, she’d already been playing violin for seven years. It was a no-brainer that she’d play in our middle school orchestra. Even back then she was all business, with ramrod straight posture and a serious face that rarely curved into a smile. I knew we’d be friends about a week into the school year, when I accidentally poked Gavin Kilroy in the back of the head with my cello bow and Aubrey burst into uncharacteristic giggles. From then on, I made it my personal mission to bring some laughter into her life. Even if her talent did intimidate me at times.

Our orchestra teacher, Ms. Valdez, lit up like a sparkler the first time she heard Aubrey perform. I was much less impressive on the cello, but that was okay because we had Aubrey. Then, a year later, we had Ethan, who also played the violin ridiculously well. By the time they both got to high school, they were known as the orchestra’s two majorly talented stars.

I wasn’t a star. I gave up the cello at the end of freshman year and joined the volleyball team instead. Aubrey was disappointed.

The music room door is locked, but when I peer really close through the small window, I can make out a few music stands and chairs. Aubrey sits in one of them, back perfectly straight as her bow juts through the air. Long, curly hair shields her face, but I know her eyes are closed, her face calm and dreamy.

I can see it so clearly.

“Is it true?”

The voice jerks me back, and the vision of Aubrey flickers out like a lightbulb going from bright to broken. I breathe through the ache in my chest and try to pull myself together before turning around. There’s a trio of girls standing a couple of feet away from me, huddled together and staring. Ninth-graders, going by their size and still-childish features. One is blond and the other two are dark-haired. I’ve never seen any of them before in my life.

“What?” I say, confused.

“You’re Dara, right?” asks one of the dark-haired girls. When I nod, she asks again, “Is it true?”

“Is what true?”

She exchanges a quick look with her friends before turning back to me. “That you killed your best friend over some guy.”

My body goes cold, but I resist the urge to shrink away and force myself to meet her eyes instead. “Where did you hear that?” I ask over the rising noise-level around us. The hallway is filling up fast, people retrieving belongings from lockers and heading off to class. The bell’s going to ring any minute, and I still haven’t made it upstairs.

“It was all over school yesterday.” Dark-Haired Girl #1 looks at me steadily while her sidekicks divide their gazes between my face and the floor. Her air of confidence reminds me of mine at that age. She’s clearly the brave one, the one who steps up when no one else will. “So?” she prompts when I don’t respond. “Did you really, like, off your best friend?”

I clench my hands to stop them from trembling. Who would say something so nasty about me? “No, I didn’t off her. It was an accident.”

“That’s not what we heard,” she says, nudging the blonde with her elbow. “Someone said you—”

“Back off.”

The girl frowns at me for a second, as if I were the one who said this, but the words didn’t come from me. The voice is deep, authoritative, and located a few feet to the left of us. I turn my head, expecting a teacher, and meet a pair of familiar brown eyes. Aubrey’s eyes. Ethan’s eyes. But obviously it’s not Aubrey, and this tall boy with the angular face and broad shoulders and grown-up-man voice can’t be Ethan. Can it? The same gawky, baby-faced Ethan I saw at the graveyard fifteen months ago?

“We were just curious,” the girl says in a snotty tone. Her friends nod quickly, eyes round as they look up at Ethan. “We wanted to know if the rumors were true, that’s all.”

“I said back off.” He steps forward, and I realize I have to look up to see his face too. Ethan has never been bigger than me. He must be six feet tall now. And he’s let his buzzed hair grow out so it curls over his ears and forehead. And he’s wearing an Iron Maiden T-shirt.

Iron Maiden? Ethan?

“Sure, whatever,” the girl says, turning away. She shrugs at her friends and they stroll off down the hall like they don’t have a care in the world.

The bell rings, signaling the start of first period, but I’m still standing here, dumbstruck. I look up at Ethan, expecting a disgusted glare or some nasty words or something to let me know he’s offended by my presence. But all he does is brush past me and disappear just as fast as he arrived.

At lunch, I head for the cafeteria.

Yesterday, Mom took me out for lunch—a sort of reward for making it through the first half of the day, I guess—so this is the first time I’ve been inside the cafeteria since sophomore year. Everything looks basically the same. A new vending machine near the entrance is the only noticeable difference. Well, and the fact that Aubrey isn’t going to walk in any minute and join me in line for pizza.

I move forward in line and scan the room. I don’t see Ethan, or Travis and Paige, but there are plenty of other familiar faces. A few of them are turned my way, watching me with big eyes. Everyone else seems to be ignoring my existence. It feels surreal, like the person I was the last time I stood here is just as dead as Aubrey. Like I’m a ghost.

I buy pizza and a water and carry both to a mostly vacant table near the wall. As I bite into my slice, my gaze lands on the two girls at the other end of the table. I know them. Katherine and Saskia. We were on the volleyball team together sophomore year and became pretty good friends.

They notice me a few seconds later. I stop chewing, wondering if this will be a repeat of earlier today, when Chloe practically ran out of the bathroom to get away from me. But Katherine and Saskia don’t run. Instead they wave at me casually, as if my presence in the caf were a totally normal thing. Like I’ve been on vacation for the past year and now I’m back—no big deal.

“Hey, Dara,” Saskia calls down the table. “You joining the team again this year?”

I swallow the bite in my mouth and think about my year on the team. The coach assigned me the middle blocker position, because of my height and because I was confident and quick on my feet. Fearless. But the only one of those qualities I still possess is my height, and it’s not nearly enough.

“I don’t think so,” I say. Saskia and Katherine glance at each other and shrug, then go back to whatever conversation they were having before I sat down. They don’t look at me again for the rest of lunch.

It’s after eleven and I’m lying in bed, contemplating the new mature-looking Ethan and the way he came to my rescue today, when I hear my parents arguing downstairs. I get out of bed and slink over to my open door.

“What were you thinking?” I hear my mother say. The anger in her voice makes me feel uneasy. My parents rarely spoke to each other this way before last year.

“I told you, I wasn’t thinking,” Dad replies. His voice is calmer than hers. Mostly, he just sounds tired. Sad. “I didn’t even realize where I was driving until she . . . God, she looked so wrecked.” 

“We need to take it slow with her, Neil. Just being there, close to where it happened, destroys her. She goes through it all over again. That’s why I avoid that road when she’s in the car. You never should’ve—”

“I know. I shouldn’t have gone down there. She’s obviously not ready for it yet.”

“She just needs time. Before she went to stay with Jared and Lydia, Dr. Lemke said—”

“I know what Dr. Lemke said. We have to be patient. Follow her lead. And that’s exactly what we’ve been doing for the past year. We sent her to therapy. We put her on antidepressants that made her even worse. We shipped her off to your sister when everyone suggested a change of scenery. We let her come home when she wanted to come home, even though I thought . . .” His voice trails away and I miss the rest of his sentence. Even though he thought what?

“I’m not having this conversation again,” my mother snaps at him. “So drop it.”

I hear the fridge door slam, an angry thump. “No, I won’t drop it. You weren’t there this morning, Mandy. You didn’t see her face. How is she supposed to move on when every time she turns around, there’s another reminder of the nightmare she went through? I get that you feel guilty for sending her away, but it was for the best. She should’ve never come home. She should’ve stayed there and graduated at Somerset Prep. She wasn’t ready to come back and you know it.”

Mom says something else but I don’t stick around to hear it. I get back into bed, secure my earbuds, and hit shuffle on one of my longer playlists. I don’t bother to close my eyes, or even wipe them dry. Sleep is out of the question now. It’s hard to relax in the bedroom I’ve known all my life when my own father thinks I no longer belong here.
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