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Chapter One

 


Social
Networking

 


Fairview, Virginia

Saturday, October 10th,
2014

 


Audrey Bales watched the screen and
played with her pinky ring: a half skull with no lower jaw, its
nose a black hole. A fang protruded from a row of teeth under fake
ruby eyes. When worn, wraparound devil’s horns held it in place. At
present it was moving back and forth, back and forth….

Reddened tracks scored her inner wrist
nearly to the crook of her elbow. No blood, just angry, irritated
skin. She was only half-aware she was doing it.

Her parents were asleep, and for all
they knew, she was in bed as well. It was past midnight, her lights
were off, and she’d even blocked the glow of the computer by
putting a blanket against the crack under the door. Outside, one
might have perceived dim blue light against her drawn curtain, but
no one was out there.

Inside, electronic voices spoke to
her. Called to her.

She’s online. You know
she’s watching.

She won’t say anything.
She’s probably crying.

LMAO.

Each line accompanied a
thumbnail picture of someone she knew at school. Well, someone
she saw at
school, anyway. She didn’t know
anyone. She thought she had, once upon a time,
but no longer.

This late, five of them
chatted on Cody’s Facebook timeline underneath a picture Cody had
posted to his “status” of Audrey emerging from the locker room in
her P.E. shirt. Mrs. Childs had deemed her Marilyn Manson T-shirt
inappropriate and made her change. Having to wear a Fairview
Vikettes shirt with her form-fitting black
pants, belt, and boots was just….

What was her mother’s word for her
clothes these days?

Oh, yeah.
Mortifying.

Someone must have snapped a cell shot
before she’d made it to her locker and put on her jacket. The
picture had ninety-seven “likes” and had been shared
everywhere.

Fresh text graced the
screen.

Maggie:
Better not cry. Black mascara all over those fat
cheeks of hers.

Maggie was a freshman like
Audrey was, and they had English and P.E. together. Maggie was
under the impression that Audrey liked her. Not in a “friends” way
either, but in that way. It wasn’t true. She hadn’t been staring at Maggie in the
locker room because of that. She’d been wishing she had
earrings like Maggie’s—silver angels with tiny sapphires—even
though she’d known they’d be way too expensive.

Cody: Make her more like a zombie than ever.

Val: The dead don’t cry, lol.

Cody wrote for the school
newspaper and blogged on the school site. Last week, he’d published
an article blaming the new dress code on the goths and the cutters.
It was a shot aimed right at her,
and right out in public. Yet no one had done
anything about it. How could he get away with dividing the student
body into subgroups like that? How could he get away with writing
about cutters in the school
paper?

Answer: He was Cody Philips. The
Philips and Metz families had practically funded the new school
wing by themselves.

But Cody was an ass. She didn’t care
about Cody.

Seeing Val’s name appear in the text
line, however, felt like the end of the world.

Before the black nail
polish and the skull rings had come into Audrey’s life, Val had
been her friend. Going all the way back to first grade, she had
been there for Val, especially when Val’s parents had split. And
before that, Val had been there for her, when her brother had
died.

When had she become one
of them? It was
only October. Everything had been fine this summer. Well,
not fine, maybe,
but nothing like this.

She wasn’t crying. Not yet. Her
fingers hovered over the keys, shaking.

Maggie:
We know you’re there,
Audrey-Bear.

That was her mom’s pet name for her.
Val must have let it out.

Val: Why don’t you say something? Come
on, girlfriend.

Maggie:
Girlfriend, girlfriend.

An emoticon of a yellow face with a
tongue sticking out.

Jeff, Val’s
boyfriend: ROFLMAO.

Audrey typed:
Why are you doing this?

Seconds passed.

Val: There she is!

Cody: OMG! The emo speaks!

Audrey sat back, one hand over her
mouth. She shouldn’t have said anything. She should have just
turned off the computer. She should have ignored these jerks,
blocked them, even Val. Especially Val.

But it wasn’t as though
they were on her page. She was on Cody’s. His
territory.

She should turn off the
computer—now.

Maggie:
She’s definitely crying. Boo-hoo!

And she was. She sat in the chair at
her desk with mascara running down her cheeks, her fingers hovering
over the keyboard, her breath hitching.

Maggie:
Cut a little deeper.

Unable to restrain
herself, Audrey answered again: You really
want me to? What’s the matter with you? You’re the sick one. Not
me.

More moments of silence.

Jeff: That’s a little extreme, Mag. Just
go away, Audrey. Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be listening to My
Chemical Romance and praying to the devil, or something?

Audrey:
Don’t post pictures of me, then.

Celine, whom Audrey had
never even met: You really should
go. Everyone here
hates you.

Audrey put her hands in
her lap, clenched them into fists. No more
typing, she told herself.
You’re outnumbered. What’s the point?

Val: No. Stay. This is fun, lol! Say something again,
girlfriend!

“How could you?” she
whispered. And in spite of herself, she typed back:
We used to be friends.

Maggie:
Kill yourself.

 


****

 


There was another observer to this
conversation, an anonymous figure hunched in front of his own
screen. He contributed nothing, lurking invisibly on the page. In
the real world, he was far away, paring the skin from an overripe
apple with a small knife and eating rotten slices in small,
savoring bites.

“This is interesting,” he
said to no one.

But in his head, several voices
whispered back.

He thought,
Be careful what you wish for, kids.

 


****

 


Audrey turned off the monitor but left
the computer on and stayed on the page.

Far be it from me to ruin
the party, she thought, drying her eyes,
and yanked the blanket out from underneath the door.

Part of her—the part that carved her
inner forearm—hoped they thought she was still watching. Let them
keep at it as long as they wanted.

The other part of her, the crying
part, wanted Val to be her friend again. Never mind the others.
Just Val. But that part was stupid. For Val to choose Audrey, she’d
have to let go of the rest of them, including Jeff. Audrey wasn’t
worth that much. At least not to anyone but her mom and dad. And
lately, things hadn’t been exactly golden with them
either.

She thought of the other girls like
her at school, the fringe-dwellers Cody called “goths.” Nice
enough, with common interests, but like her, they tended to
withdraw, to speak from a distance. Most weren’t capable of having
real friends, and those who could already did, keeping their
secrets hidden in their own collective—but private—shadow. Audrey
had not been invited there.

She wanted to hit something—the wall,
maybe, or the computer screen—but that would wake her parents, and
she didn’t need them poking their noses in. They’d go straight for
her computer. They’d take screenshots or print the chat, bring it
to the school, and maybe even call the cops. They’d said as much,
last time.

I can never go to school
again, she thought, imagining what it
would be like on Monday.

She took a slow, shuddering breath and
tried to stem the tears, but they just kept coming. Eventually she
was able to attain a level of quiet that allowed her to open her
bedroom door without alerting anyone.

In bare feet, she padded
to the other bedroom—his bedroom. She held the knob with both hands, covering it
completely, muting the sound. She pushed the door open, slipped
inside, and closed it behind her.

Six years ago, on the second
anniversary of Alex’s death, Mom had torn through this room and
packed everything away. All that remained was a stripped bed, an
empty dresser, and a closet full of boxes.

“It was beginning to seem
like a museum in there,” Mom had said.

“Like a mausoleum,” Dad
had amended. “We have to move on, Audrey.”

Audrey hadn’t known the difference
between a museum and a mausoleum. She had been eight, and she had
been upset, but she hadn’t put up a fight. For her, Alex was more
than pictures on the wall and objects trapped in time.

To her, Alex wasn’t entirely gone.
Sometimes he wasn’t gone at all.

Some days he even spoke to
her.

By the age of twelve, Audrey had begun
adopting his taste in music and all that came with it. Counseling
had followed.

Now, as Audrey knelt in his closet and
opened the first box, she wondered if she might not, somehow,
resurrect his ghost again. She was a big girl, though. She knew his
ghost was only her imagination. The shrinks had put it simply: She
had never stopped grieving for him. Mom and Dad had moved on, but
she hadn’t.

Imagination or not, she wanted
him.

Inside that first box were shirts,
pants, a pair of shoes—and a hubcap. Smiling through her tears,
Audrey reached behind herself and risked the light switch. Of all
things, a hubcap….

Wonder who this belonged
to, originally?

Alex Bales Jr. had perished, along
with dozens of others, in the infamous 2007 riot at the Fairview
Juvenile Correctional Center. He’d been fourteen then, just as
Audrey was now, at the tail end of a twenty-one day stint for pot
possession and vandalism.

She’d last seen him the visitor’s day
before the riot. He had stayed strong for her and hadn’t wept.
She’d wanted to hug him all through the meeting. That was only
allowed at the beginning and the end, though. For most of it, there
had been a whole table between them.

She had tried to alter her memory of
the end of that visit, tried to recreate what he had said by an
effort of sheer will. She wanted his last words to have been for
her. Instead, they had been the words of a scared little
boy.

“Dad, you gotta get me out
of here.”

Dad had hugged Alex as hard as any of
them, but he’d said, “I can’t. You did this to yourself, son. Look,
it’s just five more days.”

And Alex had nodded, his head
down.

In the hubcap’s
reflection, his face lifted behind hers, and she could see herself
with him again. You dyed your
hair, he said. But it’s good to see you anyway, sis.

He never called her Audrey.

“Is it?” she said, choking
back a sob.

Once upon a time, her hair had been
straw-colored and curly. It was black these days, like her nails
and her clothes, and ironed straight.

Alex’s clothes had always been black,
even his jeans. But that was before the white prison garb and the
coffin suit had been superimposed over the memory of his normal
clothes, over the image of the boy he had chosen to be.

God, yes. Open some more
boxes, sis.

“Can’t we just
talk?”

We can talk. We can talk
about showing your Internet friends a thing or two. How’s
that?

Audrey nodded. Putting down the
hubcap, she used the sharp end of the skull ring to open another
box.

 


****

 


Underneath the blackened veil of her
powered-off monitor, the comments kept coming, kept taunting
her.

The observer had stopped watching. He
leaned back in his chair, head upturned to the ceiling, eyes
closed, still eating. The overripe apple had a worm in it, and he
sucked it down.

He projected his sight outward, miles
and miles from his little home. He didn’t know where he was
anymore.

Somebody’s house. An empty room. A
closet.

Here he first saw the girl, the one
they were tormenting. Her Facebook icon had shown only a skull and
crossbones. In real life, she might have been pretty, if she had
not worked so hard to hide it.

Familiar too. Something in her eyes
and her lips.

She was close, very close, to a bad
decision.

She was imagining the ghost of her
brother and talking to it, opening boxes that contained his
possessions. She listened to him speak words the observer could not
hear. Oh, he wished he could. From this distance all he could hear
was the pain inside of her, the loneliness, screams within
whispers. An oncoming storm.

It made him angry on her
behalf.

He returned his gaze to
the real world of his apartment. The five of them were
still chatting, their
cruel banter punctuated by internet abbreviations and emoticons,
calling for Audrey-Bear to say something, say
something….

More joined the chat.

He shook his head.

You deserve to die,
he thought. All of
you.

 


****

 


Audrey returned to her bedroom and
closed the door. This time, she broke
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