
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			Nine months after solving the mysterious death of a classmate, Virginia Eaton and Katie McRanes are looking forward to spending their senior year together. The school year has barely started when a friend’s ex-boyfriend shows up to make trouble.

			 

			And someone dies.

			 

			As the girls investigate the murder of a member of their tight knit circle, their differing suspicions about who’s responsible put them at odds, jeopardizing their newly rekindled romance. It’s clear someone they care about may be lying, and time is running out. Can they stop a new killer before others die?

			 

			Is She Lying? is the follow up to the highly acclaimed novel Can I Trust Her?

			




Praise for the work of Frances Lucas

			Can I Trust Her?

			I found this to be a thrill ride! I love the background of Katie and Virginia and the awkwardness of their past relationship! I enjoyed the twists and turns and the dynamics of their relationship! I also liked the backstory for Katie, sometimes I think it can take away from the mystery, but Frances Lucas intertwined them well! I also love that there is going to be more books, I can’t wait to read what Virginia and Katie get up to next! And there has to be more Matty, he was absolutely fabulous! I highly recommend this if you like mysteries, especially ones with LGBTQ+ characters!

			-Brady R., NetGalley

			Can I Trust Her? is Frances Lucas’s debut novel, and I must say it’s a wonderful read. I enjoyed the writing in this book. I did feel like the pacing was perfectly executed. Virginia and Katie, plus the “side” characters were so fun and realistic! I really enjoy YA mysteries like this one here. It kept me guessing. Kept me glued to my Kindle. And me not wanting this story to end so soon.

			 -Rubie C., NetGalley

			Can I Trust Her? is a well written and engaging story. The second chance romance works in seamlessly with the mystery while both keep the reader on their toes. Lucas has a deep understanding of high school teens and life in Alaska which shines through in the storytelling. I was thoroughly entertained by this novel and highly recommend it.

			 -Della B., NetGalley

			Perfectly paced, written, executed. Characters are well crafted with a background that’s layered. This story was impossible to put down.

			-Heather D., NetGalley 
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Chapter One 

			Katie

			Nothing is the same and it’s all Jason’s fault. Matty, who’s usually easygoing, is sniping at my girlfriend, Virginia. His boyfriend, Tom, is directing an ugly scowl across the school cafeteria at Jason who, with his fists on his hips, seems to be arguing with the guy who wipes down the tables. And Tally is staring at her phone. Who the hell is E.D.? A new girlfriend she hasn’t bothered mentioning to the rest of us? I take a peek at her text string, but I’m unable to make anything of it. 

			Only Yoon-hi, the only straight one in our group, is making any effort at a regular conversation, saying something about a math student she’s going to tutor after school. Me? I’ve given up. I’m not listening to anyone anymore. Just let the bell ring and put us all out of our misery. Because in ninety seconds, maybe less, Jason Gonzalez is going to head this way and make things worse.

			“Virginia. I told you. Tom’s father is disabled.” Former drag queen Matty slaps the table hard enough to shake loose a fake red nail and jar me from my thoughts.

			A blush rises from her collar. “I thought I’d heard—”

			“It’s okay,” Tom intervenes. “My dad was diagnosed with MS a couple of years ago. He hated giving up his pilot’s license, but he’s head groundskeeper at McKinley now.” 

			“The golf course?” I pat Virginia’s knee under the table sympathetically. 

			“That’s right.”

			Matty takes a beat, then offers a small, conciliatory shrug. He should. Virginia has been his best friend since they were freshmen. We could make this better by sitting at another table or eating in the library, but I’m not in charge. Virginia’s the boss at this table, and I don’t mind that a bit. When my family moved away from Anchorage my eighth-grade year, I felt lost without her. Last year we solved a murder and reconnected. Now anything that keeps me in her orbit is worth putting up with. 

			I don’t feel the same about Matty, though. Dude, come on. Tom or Jason, make a choice. The problem started three weeks ago when Jason, Matty’s former boyfriend, reenrolled at North. That very afternoon at lunch, he swished up to our table as if time had stood still in his yearlong absence. “Hello, people. Anybody miss me? Silly me. Of course you did. Matty, love, introduce me to your friends.”

			Matty’s drag career became collateral damage due to last year’s murder, but he still maintains a popular clothing review blog called Matty’s Fishy Fashion Fixes. He’s usually self-confident, but he can’t handle confrontation—unless he starts it. Shifting subtly away from his current boyfriend, Tom, he mumbled, “Um, well, you know Virginia, right? This is Katie, Tally, Yoon-hi, and um, Tom.”

			“How’s it going, guys?” Jason gave us each a semifriendly smile. “Tom, scoot over. Let me sit next to my boyfriend.”

			“You mean my boyfriend?” Tom wouldn’t budge.

			It went downhill from there and ended in a brawl last week when the woman who serves hoagies in the à la carte line asked him to pick up tray of sandwich buns he’d dropped. Jason pretended not to hear her. 

			“Bro, the lady’s talking to you,” Tom offered unhelpfully. 

			“Go to hell, bruh,” Jason shot back, adding snarkily to her, “Christ, lady. Go away. Can’t you see I’m eating lunch?”

			“But the buns…” Her heavy jowls trembled like she was about to cry. I feel sorry for her. She’s too old to have to work alongside an ill-mannered high school student.

			Jason didn’t see it that way. He flicked his fingers at her dismissively, saying, “They’re your job. You work here, remember? Go on now. Scurry on back into the kitchen and stop embarrassing yourself.” 

			The thing is, they’re his job too, and he’s the one who ought to be embarrassed. Jason used to help out in his father’s tour boat business in Talkeetna. When the company went bankrupt, his unemployed father couldn’t afford to pay his lunch tab and Jason had to work off his debt by cleaning up in the kitchen. I’ve no doubt it’s demeaning for him, but it’s no excuse for being rude. 

			I wasn’t the only one disgusted. Matty grew a pair for once and told him to stop. Virginia asked if his parents never taught him the meaning of respect. 

			Tom, though, was the most outspoken. “Once a deadbeat, always an ass,” he announced loud enough for everyone to hear. He was clearly goading Jason, and it worked.

			Jason flew across the table at him. They punched and slapped each other and rolled across the floor. Kids from other tables egged them on until our three hundred fifty-pound security guard yanked them to their feet and dragged them to the principal’s office. 

			No surprise, they were both suspended five days for fighting.

			Today is their first day back and part of me hopes Jason will do the smart thing and find another group to hang with. No such luck. Ninety seconds later and right on cue, he rips off his hairnet, marches over and plops down on a stool. 

			“Well, haven’t I had just the week. You too, Tom?” 

			Tom gazes at the table, pink spots blooming on his cheeks. “You could say that.” 

			“Believe I did. Didn’t you hear me?” The meanness in Jason’s eyes softens into something else. “I think what you really mean is all’s fair in love and war, right? No hard feelings?” 

			Tom has little choice but to shake the hand extended across the table. “Listen, man. About the other day—”

			“When you stuck your nose in my business?” The softness, I see now, is a smirk.

			“No. I mean, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for my part. And you know, hopefully we can move past it.” Tom’s Adam’s apple bobs up and down his throat.

			Dumbass Matty claps his hands in delight. “I think that’s an excellent idea. So now that we’re all friends again, I need opinions about my outfit. Blue or yellow?” I don’t get what he means until he flips his collar and I note the inside of his tailored blouse with frills down the front is daisy yellow. 

			“Reversible?” Tally tucks her phone into a pocket and runs her fingers down a sleeve.

			“Yup. I’ll wash it tonight and see if it comes out wrinkly. For now, it gets a four-star rating.”

			“Only four?” Yoon-hi inspects it, too.

			“Good design, but bulky. Thoughts?”

			“I think it’s really neat.” Virginia winks at me. It’s an inside joke between us. My beautiful girlfriend knows I love her occasional nerdiness. 

			Matty puckers his lips and takes a couple of selfies. When Tom nods as if he agrees with Virginia, I start to hope we can make it through lunch without another disaster. Jason, though, has other ideas. He snaps open his ridiculous My Little Pony metal lunchbox and sets a paper plate of homemade Lunchables on the table. “By the way, guys. Thanks for not waiting for me as usual. So nice to know my friends love me.” 

			I let loose a quiet breath because I don’t love him. I don’t even consider him a friend. But Matty says, “Jas, honey. Don’t be like that. You know we get here before you. I’ll wait for you tomorrow, if you’d like.”

			We all go still. Will this set him off? But all he says is, “Don’t bother.” 

			He pops open a can of Diet Coke and stuffs a tiny sandwich of meat and cheese in his mouth, making mewing sounds in the back of his throat. “Mm. Delicious. Anyone want one?” 

			“No thanks.” Several of us shake our heads.

			“Oh, come on. How about you, Tom? You don’t mind taking stuff that belongs to someone else.”

			And there it is, that moment of silence that follows a social blunder, which in this case is a challenge to Tom for “stealing” Matty from him. Tom wisely keeps his mouth shut. Matty’s blue eyes turn to slits, but he stays quiet, too.

			Virginia, the extrovert who’s always trying to keep the peace at our table, starts to say something, but I bump her leg with my knee to stop her. A don’t engage strategy I learned from dealing with my criminal father. Talking things out doesn’t always make a situation better. I learned that the hard way.

			Jason finishes off his lunch with the smirk still plastered on his face, and mercifully the bell rings. He rises and abruptly drops back to the stool. Blood trickles out of his left nostril. A few drops, then a stream. He wipes a knuckle across his upper lip and gazes at his hand with a what the hell? expression.

			“Tissue?” Yoon-hi grabs one from her messenger bag and holds it out.

			His eyes go round and shiny and his fingers snake forward for the tissue. Then all at once he falls backward off the stool and his whole body convulses.

			




Chapter Two

			Virginia

			I’ve never seen anything like it and for a moment I’m frozen to my spot. Tally and Yoon-hi run for help. Kids from other tables scramble out of their chairs. Some offer advice. Others simply stand there, taking in the ghoulish scene. I finally unfreeze enough to grab the tissue Yoon-hi dropped, press it to Jason’s nose, and roll him on his side so he won’t bite his tongue or aspirate on his foamy vomit. Dad insisted I take CPR when I joined the ski team freshman year. The thing is, Jason is still breathing so I don’t know what to do. I look to Katie for advice, but she stares back as clueless as I am.

			“Is he sick? Does he take any sort of medication?” I yell at Matty who fans his chin with his fingers and screams, “His heart!”

			Meaning he’s having a heart attack? That can’t be right. I’ve seen TV actors simulate heart attacks. They usually rub their chests and stammer about chest pains before crumpling on the floor. Jason’s body jerks explosively. 

			“I’ll check his backpack.” Katie dumps the contents, scattering books and pens and loose-leaf notebook paper. “There’s nothing here!” 

			“Jason.” I lower my voice to a level I hope sounds soothing. “Tell me what I can do to help.”

			The spasms seem to lessen. “…sit up…” 

			I don’t know if that’s a good idea. His face is turning yellow. Before I can decide, Yoon-hi comes running back with our principal, Mrs. Foster, and the school security guard. “Tally went to get the nurse,” she tells us. “An ambulance is on the way.”

			Mrs. Foster lowers herself to the floor, tucking her polyester floral skirt around her knees. “Please, everyone. We don’t need an audience. Go to class.” A few students leave but most stay put. They don’t want to miss the show. 

			She rubs Jason’s back in small, circular motions. “Jason, sweetheart. Your father is on his way. In the meantime, can you speak? Do you have any allergies? Or are you taking any medication? Any drugs we ought to know about?”

			I’m guessing she means the illegal kind but is too polite to come right out and say it. He shakes his head and mumbles, “Can I have a drink of water?”

			Katie hands me a bottle of water. I unscrew the cap and hold it to his lips. It dribbles down his chin as he starts seizing again.

			“Jas, hold on.” Matty rocks back and forth on three-inch patent leather heels above him. His tears send mascara running down his cheeks.

			“You’re gonna be okay,” Tom murmurs a bit half-heartedly in my opinion. He stands several feet back with the cafeteria employees who came out when the commotion started. The cafeteria supervisor, Miss Jamie, looks distraught. Mrs. Lorner, the lady from the hoagie line, rubs her hands together like she’s kneading bread dough. Lindley, the guy Jason was fussing with earlier, pulls out a stool and manspreads, his dark face blank. 

			When the EMTs arrive, Mrs. Foster steps aside. “Fetu, will you please gather Jason’s things and take them to the security office?” The guard does as he’s directed, picking up Jason’s backpack, lunchbox, and empty plate. 

			“You,” she goes on to the rest of us. “All of you who were sitting at the table, please come to my office with me. Everyone else, go to class. Now,” she adds more forcefully when no one moves. “I’ll make an announcement shortly to excuse your tardies.” 

			Slowly everyone shuffles out. I look back in time to see two medics load Jason onto a stretcher. Most of his face is obscured by an oxygen mask. His yellow skin looks ghostly gray now, and his body is no longer shaking. 

			“Do you think he’s going to be okay?” Katie whispers.

			I curl my fingers around hers. I have no idea, but if I were to be honest, I think probably not. “Let’s hope so,” I reply.

			The next several minutes feel eerily similar to last week when Tom and Jason had their fight and we were called into Mrs. Foster’s office. Each of us was asked to give an account, including the hoagie lady, Mrs. Lorner, who kept shoving her thick, smudged glasses up the bridge of her nose and saying stuff like, “Oh, dear. I’m afraid I didn’t see much of anything.” And then, “I haven’t worked here very long, but I will say it’s normally a pleasant environment. When my dear husband was alive, he used to say that you see a man’s true colors when he’s under duress. Not that children have the same sensibilities, but they learn, and that’s what important, don’t you think?” Obviously useless. Mrs. Foster sent her on her way. 

			Katie and I did our best not to take sides. Yoon-hi and Tally, who had gone for help, were immediately dismissed. Tom and Jason stared sullenly at one another, each claiming the other one had started it, while my best friend, Matty, kept jumping in to defend whoever was talking. I love the guy, but he isn’t great in a crisis. 

			This time, Tom decides to preempt all questions by saying loudly, “I didn’t touch him.”

			Mrs. Foster pats her desk. “Nobody is accusing you of anything, young man. But I think it might be a good idea for you to call your folks. Here, use my phone.” 

			She pushes the clunky desk phone toward him, making it clear he needs to do it now. She has Jason’s medical chart in front of her. Our school nurse hovers behind her while the security guard blocks the door, in the event one of us tries to make a break for it, I guess.

			“Let me see. No reported allergies. No previous epilepsy episodes. You say he had a heart condition?” Foster’s question is directed at Matty.

			“When he was a baby.” He squeezes out more tears, which she ignores, directing her attention to Jason’s chart.

			“And more recently?”

			“Nothing that I know of.” 

			“Okay, then. Did he choke? Or perhaps eat something out of the ordinary?”

			“He definitely didn’t choke because he was already done eating,” says Yoon-hi. She’s probably the most observant one of our group. She and I started a tutoring service back in July at our NHS sponsor’s suggestion.

			“And just his usual,” Katie adds. “Some sort of deli meat between two slices of cheese.”

			“Turkey or chicken, and always cheddar cheese. Four little sandwiches,” says Matty, holding his thumb and forefinger a couple of inches apart to demonstrate the size. “Also, a Diet Coke.”

			“But no applesauce,” says Tally. Then, “What?” when we all turn and stare at her. “He usually has applesauce.” She’s right, but I’m not sure it’s important. Tally and I dated at the beginning of junior year before Katie returned to Alaska. 

			Mrs. Foster doesn’t seem to think it’s relevant either and moves on. “How soon after he finished eating did the seizures start?”

			I look at Katie, and we both shrug. “Ten minutes?” she ventures.

			“But the nosebleed started first,” I say, glancing at the bloody tissue still twisted in my fingers. “Oh!” I drop it like it’s a wasp about to sting me, suddenly recalling a video we watched in freshman health about bloodborne pathogens. Matty bends over as if to pick the crumpled tissue up. 

			“Don’t!” The nurse starts forward. “Don’t anyone touch it. Virginia, go wash your hands.” She looks to Mrs. Foster as if to ask if it’s okay to give me directions.

			Mrs. Foster nods. “That’s an excellent idea. In fact, all of you, go wash your hands. And then…” Her pause makes me wonder if she’s going to make us talk about the fight last week again, but all she says is, “Then head on back to class.”

			




Chapter Three

			Katie

			Five minutes later, Tally is done washing her hands. We all are, except for Virginia who scrubs each finger up and down and front and back, over and over, like a doctor preparing for surgery. 

			“It’s gotta be Ebola. Or that monkey virus, what’s it called?” says Tally. 

			“Covid?” Yoon-hi tosses a paper towel into the trash can.

			“I don’t think so.” Tally cocks her head as if she thinks Yoon-hi is serious. Sometimes I wonder how she gets out of bed on her own each morning. She’s such a ditz. 

			She makes my case for me when she says, “Oh, my god, do you think the rest of us could be infected?” Grabbing her phone from her pocket, she unlocks it, makes a quick search, then reads aloud from the screen. “‘Ebola is spread by animal bites or insect stings. By touching a contaminated surface, or by saliva. Like sharing drinks or kissing.’ Well, I know I didn’t kiss him. Gross! ‘Symptoms include fever, headaches, vomiting, and coughing blood.’ Huh. Jason did have quite a nose—”

			“Tally, stop,” Yoon-hi orders with a quick glance at Virginia. “Jason doesn’t have Ebola.”

			“So, what then? It sure didn’t look like a heart attack. You think he was poisoned?”

			Yoon-hi steals another sideways peek at Virginia who finally dries her hands. Her fingers look like raw ground beef. “I don’t know. I guess food poisoning is a possibility. I heard a couple of other kids have gotten sick at lunch.”

			“Yeah, but not like that.” Tally blinks. I want to stuff a paper towel in her mouth. Let it go. Can’t she see one of us is slightly panicked?

			I wrap an arm around Virginia’s waist. “Let me see.” She splays her fingers in my direction. “No visible cuts or wounds,” I say, after a close examination. “How do you feel?”

			“Okay, I guess.” Virginia is supremely self-confident, one of the many things I love about her, so it’s unnerving to see her looking worried. 

			I tickle the tip of her nose with a finger. “No stomachaches or nosebleeds?”

			She giggles. “I haven’t had a bloody nose since second grade.”

			“Good. Then don’t start now. I pronounce you well and healed, a perfect specimen.” I kiss her fingers one by one. She gives me a heavy-lidded smile, the kind that sends my heart racing, and moves in close enough our breasts touch.

			“Oh, for godsakes, get a room,” Tally grumbles.

			I bite my lip to keep from saying something back. I don’t believe she still has feelings for my girlfriend, but seeing us together may make her wish she had someone to kiss her fingers. I think back to the texts on her phone.

			Will you come see me at Caseo’s?

			If I can. –E.D.

			E.D. Why do those initials seem familiar? Is there a new girl in her life?

			Tally likes to sing at Caseo’s, our favorite coffeehouse, on open mike nights. She’d planned to perform last Wednesday. When most of us couldn’t go, she ended up canceling.

			Yoon-hi glances at the time on her phone. “Speaking of rooms, Virginia. I’m supposed to meet Shanice Kennedy in the Little Bear conference room after school for pre-calc tutoring, but I just missed my physics quiz. Can you take her so I can make it up?”

			“Sure. No problem.”

			Her thumbs tap across her phone. “Thanks. I’m letting her know.”

			The bell rings, and the four of us file out of the restroom into the hall. “See you later,” Virginia calls to Yoon-hi and Tally as they head off to their lockers. Then she pulls me aside for a kiss that lasts longer than it probably should, considering we’re at school. “So what do you think?” she asks, a bit out of breath.

			My heart races too, but I get that she isn’t talking about the kiss. “Definitely not Ebola or a heart attack.”

			“Yeah. But what?”

			A group of freshman girls push past us. One knocks my elbow and turns back to apologize. I hardly notice. I’m picturing the cafeteria in my head. Jason writhing on the floor. Matty, oblivious as the source of all the tension, flapping his hands. Tom stepping back with an oddly detached expression on his face. 

			We were gathering our stuff and getting up to leave when Tom leaned over and whispered something to Jason: “You don’t deserve him.”

			Did I hear him right? Last year when we leapt headfirst into the middle of a mysterious death and subsequent kidnapping, I was thrilled that it brought Virginia and me back together, but it also nearly got us killed. Still, I know her well enough to understand she’s already thinking we should investigate. I chew a thumbnail and say in a weighty tone, “And so it begins again.”

			




Chapter Four

			Virginia

			I force myself to put all thoughts of Jason and his seizure aside as I work through my afternoon classes. Honors English, AP calculus, and computer applications. Computer apps isn’t required. I only took it because I thought Katie and I would be in it together. The first day of school we found out hers meets second hour, which sucks because it means we don’t have a single class together.

			When the last bell rings, I make my way to the library on the second floor. Most of it has been renovated with new computers and a huge, floor-to-ceiling window offering a gorgeous view of the Chugach Mountains, snow-peaked all year long. 

			Along one wall on the left are four conference rooms. Big Bear. Little Bear. Big Moose. Little Moose. Each holds a table and four straight-back plastic chairs, with clear glass between the rooms and library and a solid gray wall in back. Our old librarian called them A, B, C, and D. Mrs. Donovan, who was new last year, changed the names. Don’t ask me why she didn’t choose four different animals since the rooms are all the same size, but I appreciate her effort to personalize them. She’s instituted several other improvements I really like. Bean bag chairs in front of the stacks. A couple of comfy couches under the window she must have brought from home. And a “help yourself” coffee corner with a new Keurig that’s often out of coffee by late afternoon. 

			Today, however, is an exception. Seeing a box of coffee pods and paper cups, I rub my hands together happily and make a beeline for the machine. A Keurig is no substitute for one of Caseo’s caramel mocha lattes, but a hot drink should keep me awake while I watch Shanice work through her math problems.

			I stick a hazelnut pod in the machine and press the button just as a melodic voice behind me says, “Fifty cents a cup.”

			I spin around to find Mrs. Donovan holding out an empty glass jar. “I thought it was free.”

			“Sorry. Not anymore. I can’t afford to keep it stocked. I bought twelve boxes at Bed Bath & Beyond last Wednesday. They were gone by Friday. You can pay me tomorrow if you don’t have cash today. It’s the honor system.”

			If it’s the honor system, why are you holding out a jar? 

			Mrs. Donovan is young and pretty, with brown eyes that are almost too big for her face. I’ve never seen her wear an outfit twice. Matty says her GG Marmont mini bucket handbag retails for nine hundred bucks. She’s got a bunch of other purses too. Still, I get that she shouldn’t have to supply coffee to North’s entire student population. Some kids pop in two or three times a day for a cup. That’s got to get old.

			I drop a couple of bucks in the cup, and she tries to hand one back. “Keep it,” I say. “It’s not my first time here.”

			“Well, okay. If you insist.” Her pretty face brightens.

			“My friend Yoon-hi Park signed out Little Bear for tutoring. I’m taking her place,” I tell her. Steam rises from the paper cup when I pull it away from the machine.

			“Great. Then you’re here for Shanice. She’s waiting for you.”

			It used to be you had to show your student ID to use a conference room, which seemed kind of silly to me. It’s not like people off the streets are going to wander in for meetings. The new system is another of Mrs. Donovan’s improvements. Now you just tell her that you’re here.

			I take my coffee to the second room from the right where a purple backpack with a WNBA logo is propped against the wall on the floor. Figuring Shanice has slipped out to use the restroom, I set my stuff on the table and wait for the coffee to cool, trying not to think about Jason’s bloody tissue. I focus on Katie kissing my fingers instead. 

			My god, just thinking about her makes me happy. We fell in love the summer before eighth grade. Then, when her dad found out that her mom was cheating on him with Denise, the indigenous Alaskan woman who lived next door to them, he moved Katie and her mother out of state believing that would solve his problem. It didn’t. Due to a misunderstanding involving Katie and me, he fired a bullet into her mom’s face, taking out one of her eyes. He’s in prison now and I hope he stays there forever. Katie was completely traumatized by the event. It took us a while to work through it, her mother even longer.

			My coffee is drinkable by the time Shanice enters the library from the hall, followed by Tally who heads toward Mrs. Donovan and the coffee corner.

			“Hey. Virginia, right?” I nod. Shanice takes a seat and glances in their direction. “Do you know her?”

			“Who? Tally or Mrs. Donovan?”

			She snorts a breath like the answer should be obvious. “The girl. Tally. What’s her last name, and is she one of us?”

			I didn’t know Shanice was one of us, but my gaydar is practically nonexistent. Take Tom, for example. No frayed-hem booty shorts for him. Tom dresses like every other guy at North who isn’t Matty. Jeans. T-shirts. Hiking boots. There’s a certain softness to his face and the way he styles his floppy hair, but I doubt I would have noticed any of that if he didn’t date Matty. 	Shanice is short and athletic with broad shoulders and muscular legs with slender ankles like an Olympic sprinter. The braided dreads that hang down her back appear to be all hers, and she’s got chiseled cheekbones like they were carved from a statue. 

			“Tally Carter. Seventeen. Has lived in Anchorage all her life. Used to work at Caseo’s, still performs there, and yes, definitely a lesbian,” I recite. “Assuming that’s what you mean.”

			“Single?” Shanice studies Tally with an almost predatory expression. 

			“As far as I know.”

			“Didn’t you two used to see each other?”

			It seems she’s done her homework. “A while ago. Listen, you’ve paid for an hour of pre-calc tutoring. We can talk trigonometry or I can make an introduction. Your choice.”

			She snorts again like I’ve said something either funny or offensive, and then stretches a long arm behind her and drags her backpack across the carpet to the chair. “Teach me the law of cosines. I’ve got a test tomorrow.”

			We settle into measuring lengths of the sides of a triangle, but out of the corner of my eye, I watch Tally with Mrs. Donovan. They move to a computer. Tally takes a seat in front of it. Mrs. Donovan leans over her shoulder, smiling, and I glance again at Shanice.

			I’m not jealous. I want Tally to be happy. But Shanice, with her irritating snorts, has put me off. 

			“You’re not from around here, are you?” I take a sip of coffee that isn’t as tasty as I’d hoped. A little cardboardy. I should have picked a different flavor.

			Shanice looks up from her calculations. “Not originally. Is that a problem?”

			“Of course not. I’m simply making conversation.”

			“On my dime?”

			She’s got a point. “Sorry. I just…” I just what? I can feel the tips of my ears burning. “Tally’s my friend,” I blurt. “I feel protective of her.”

			“And you think I’m going to hurt her just because I asked about her?” Shanice sits back, flipping a dreadlock over one shoulder. “I don’t know what the deal is between you two, but take it from me, I’m not the hurting type. I’m a straightforward, cut through the bullshit kind of gal. You want to know something about me, just ask. And I’ll do the same. Fair?”

			“Fair.” I’m not sure why I find her intimidating. Maybe it’s the no-bullshit thing. She exudes it, like an exotic perfume. “Do you want to start, or should I?”

			“I will. Are you in love with Tally Carter?”

			“No. She’s a friend, like I said. I’m with Katie McRanes.”

			“Right. I know her.”

			“You do?”

			“Artist. Curly dark hair. Super cute dimples. Smart, but not in your face about it, if you know what I mean.”

			The heat in my ears meets a rush coming up my neck. Not in your face about it—I’m guessing she means me. Did I seem impatient when I pointed out the law of cosines printed at the top of her paper? “My turn?”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Well, where are you from?”

			“I grew up in the Philippines. My father was a lieutenant at Clark Air Base on Luzon Island. After he passed, my mom and I moved to Talkeetna. She’s a chef. She worked for a tour boat business. When it folded this summer, we came here. I excel in English, PE, and art. I suck at math and science.”

			“Talkeetna Flatboat Tours?” I say, feeling my eyebrows inch up my forehead. How much of a coincidence would that be?

			“Yeah. What about it?”

			“Then you know Jason Gonzalez? His dad owned the company.”

			“Yeah. So what?” She curls her upper lip.

			“I just…” Oh hell, here I go again. I want to state for the record that I normally get along with others. Most people like me. Not Shanice apparently. 

			Realizing I need to start over, I say, “I think we got off on the wrong foot. If it’s my fault, I’m sorry.”

			“Forget it.”

			She waves my apology away, but I continue anyway. “Please. Let me make this right. I’m not going to charge you for this session, and in the future if you’d rather work with Yoon-hi instead of me, it won’t hurt my feelings. Also, if you and Tally decide to hang, hook up, or whatever, it’s all good with me.”

			“All good with you,” she mocks, which makes me want to take everything back. She folds her lips into her mouth, one under the other. “Meaning you won’t dis me to her or stand in my way?”

			What is it with this girl? “Right. And the reason I asked about Jason is he used to date my friend Matty Brown.”

			“Yeah, I know. What a turd.”

			“Matty?” I’m so startled I nearly knock over my cup of coffee. I grab it before it falls.

			“Jason.” Keep up, her expression tells me. “I heard he had a seizure in the cafeteria today. I’ll believe it when I see it. Bet it was faked. He’s such a drama queen…Oh, hang on.” Her backpack is singing one of my favorite Lizzo songs. 

			She zips it open, pulls out her phone, listens for a moment, then says, “All right, then,” and hangs up. “Well, how ’bout that. Not faked, after all. That was my mom. Jason Gonzalez? Still a turd by the way, although his dad’s even worse. He died twenty minutes ago. ER doc said the cause of death was rat poison.”

			




Chapter Five

			Katie

			I’m on my way home from walking Virginia’s adopted pit bulls, George and Abe, around University Lake when Virginia calls to tell me about her tutoring session with Shanice Kennedy. I have to pull off to the side of the road I’m laughing so hard.

			“She’s definitely an acquired taste,” I say when she finishes with how Shanice called her in-your-face-smart, which doesn’t take a genius to figure out isn’t a compliment.

			“If that’s Klingon for scary, hardnosed bitch, I agree.” 

			“And that’s because you think she doesn’t like you?” 

			“See? I knew you’d understand.” She chuckles for a second, and then her tone turns serious. “I just got home from school. Where are you?”

			“Still on O’Malley, just past C Street. What’s up?”

			“Nothing really. Any chance you can come back here?”

			I frown into my phone. “If you need me to, of course. But it’s my turn to fix dinner, and I’m already running late. What’s going on?” 

			A moose strolls across the road in front of me, and I have to resist the urge to take a picture of it, like the lady in the car that stopped beside me is doing. 

			Virginia inhales a noisy breath. “Shanice got a phone call from her mother. Did you know her mom worked for Jason’s father in Talkeetna?”

			“No. But I guess it doesn’t surprise me. I know her mom’s
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