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“Body positivity influencer Winona Philips says she recites this prayer to her vagina every morning!” Annie shouts across at me as the two of us cycle side by side.

It wouldn’t be so weird that she was shouting the word “vagina” across the street if it weren’t for the fact that she’s riding her six-year-old sister’s bicycle. Complete with streamers, glitter, and an old Paw Patrol reflector. It’s our first day of junior year—where we’d committed to a more sophisticated way of life—and yet a broken chain on Annie’s bike hath shat upon all our poise.

“If Winona Philips is so body positive, then why does she also say that she steams her vagina once a week over a pot of boiling chickpea water?” I question, rolling my eyes. “If you ask me, that sounds like a recipe for thrush.”

Winona Philips brings both joy and confusion to our lives. Sometimes what she says is so spot-on (that you don’t have to have a vagina to be a woman) and other times it’s just confusingly wild (Chickpea vajacials? No thank you). The prayer is meant to attack taboos around vaginas and vulvas and make more people aware that the bit they think is the vagina is actually the vulva. Annie loves to howl it into the empty streets of Barbourough claiming she’s warding off shame.

“I’ll admit that her logic is sometimes flawed, but I guess adulthood’s all about accepting that no one has all the answers. The vajacials were definitely wrong, though, and I don’t see anyone with a dick being told to steam it,” Annie says proudly, her sweet, heart-shaped face, big eyes, and rosy cheeks making the word “dick” seem adorable.

As we ride around the quiet, tree-lined residential streets of Barbourough, the sun shines through the leaves, offering a feeling of peace and light. We fly past houses with their windows left open to let in the late-summer breeze, the occupants completely unaware of the words that Annie is about to spew into their early morning world.

Like me, Annie’s five foot one. Small and mighty. She looks like a cherub but has a mouth like a dirty sewer, and I love her.

I can’t wait until we’re two old ladies, hanging together in our rocking chairs, Annie reciting poetry to her vagina, me taking my teeth out so I won’t be expected to join in.

I’m not a prude. Just, I guess, more of an introvert.

“I’m starting the prayer right now, Kerry, and you can’t stop me!” she shouts, looking down at her crotch area while I focus on the road ahead.

“Oh god.” I blush, trying to cycle into the wind so that the words get lost.

As people in the houses and driveways around us get their kids ready for school, some of them taking pictures of first uniforms or waiting on porches for slower younger siblings, I doubt anyone’s bargained on Annie’s poetry joining the chatter of birdsong from the trees. We cycle past other Juniors getting into each other’s cars, and I keep my head down, focusing on getting past them ASAP, or at least before she gets to the last line.

“I am strong and empowered, the patriarchy is but shit upon my shoe, good morning to all, and a very . . .”

Annie strings this last bit out as we reach old Mrs. Robbins’s, who’s putting out the garbage in her hairnet, as she does every morning at this time.

“GOOD VULVA TO YOU!” Annie screams into the wind as we pass, making poor Mrs. R drop her bag of trash to the floor. She starts shaking her fist wildly at us.

This has become a daily ritual for the two of them, Annie shocking and appalling Mrs. Robbins with what she calls Annie’s “loose language.” It’s an experience that she definitely enjoys more than Mrs. R.

“Annabel! I should tell your mother, the way you fling these dirty words around!”

“Chill out, Mrs. R, babe. Vulva’s not a swear word. They exist and they matter. Go stick a mirror between your legs and free yourself from the ancient shame that binds you!” Annie tries to cycle away as fast as she can, her knees knocking into her elbows with every pedal rotation. She looks like a little Mario Kart character on speed, streamers dancing in the breeze behind her.

“Sorry, Mrs. R,” I stop, and mutter.

“I fronted women’s lib back in the day, you know! And I NEVER had to use such language!” She shakes her head as she shuffles back indoors, her dog, Herbert, giving me a final side-eye.

I catch up with Annie in two casual pedal rotations, while she’s powering away furiously next to me. Her legs are racing around, trying to generate some kind of speed, but she’s getting nowhere. Those tiny wheels are in no rush.

“Poor Mrs. R,” I say.

“My sleuthing skills tell me that she wouldn’t come out here every day at the same time if she didn’t want me to shout ‘vulva’ at her. She must love it, really, or she’d just come out five minutes later,” Annie says, trying to keep up with me as I cycle next to her.

I can’t fault her logic, even though Annie only decided that it was her destiny to be a detective this summer after reading ten Agatha Christie books. Since then, she’s been trying to find mysteries everywhere she can, which in a village this size is hard. She’s manifesting drama in a place where the highlight is the annual village jam competition.

Her latest investigation arose when she realized that the pigeons close to the village green seem to be lusher of feather and claw than the ones that hang out near the school. She believes someone to be feeding the pigeons by the village green. It’s hardly a Nancy Drew mystery. She code-named her investigation “Operation Plumage.”

“Dude, you look hilarious trying to go fast on that tricycle,” I say, noticing the beads of sweat on her furrowed brow, eyes set in steely determination.

“How dare you! I think I look very sophisticated,” she says, red-faced. “Either way, in two weeks, this cycling hell will be over for both of us because you’ll have your license!”

“My permit. I still can’t drive us with that,” I say.

Just the thought of driving makes me anxious. Last year, I was diagnosed with anxiety after I started having panic attacks. I’d start worrying about something, and before I knew it, it would control all my thoughts and make focusing on anything else completely impossible. I’m on medication now, and I had therapy, but I still find myself anxious a fair bit. It’s not something that just goes away.

“Whatever,” Annie protests. “Everyone knows that there are two ways to become popular. Either being one of the first in your year to get your license or being on a reality TV show. And until I solve Operation Plumage and go viral”—I snort at this—“you’re our only chance. GRASP IT WITH BOTH HANDS. DO IT FOR US!” Annie squeals to a halt in front of me, drifting her trike perpendicular so she can stop me and plead from her tiny chariot.

“Always with the obsession to be popular. What is it that makes you want it so much? Aren’t I enough for you?” I ask.

“Of course you are, but wouldn’t it be nice if people carried stuff for us and moved out of the way in the corridor like they do for Heather, though? Pretty badass, no?”

“Uhhh, that’s not popularity that you’re craving; that’s a dictatorship,” I say as she puts her little finger up to her lips, mock-supervillain style.

“Oh! My bad.” She stares at me sideways in a sketchy manner.

Previously, due to Annie’s obsession, we’ve made several attempts at popularity. I don’t need to explain that these were unsuccessful.

Firstly, we started the CSI Coders club in seventh grade having watched too much Pretty Little Liars. We thought we’d need to hack into things and perform various sleuthings in our teenage years to prevent dark crimes from being committed and be revered by our classmates. Totally cool and normal. Sadly, hacking was harder than we anticipated and shockingly has never actually been necessary in a village where most people consider contactless card payments to be a form of technological witchcraft and proclaim they “don’t trust it.”

Then, in ninth grade, despite neither of us having any musical talent or skill, we decided to start a band and compete in the school talent show. We were an a cappella group singing songs about the struggles of loving Harry Styles, when he’ll never know who we are (it felt relatable at the time). Not only did we come in last, but during some very active dancing, Annie fell off the stage and twisted her ankle. Poor Annie had to do the hop of shame around school for six weeks after that.

Sophomore year, we attempted to throw a party for our joint birthdays. Three people came, two of them were related to us. The other was a two-year-old Annie’s mum was babysitting. It’s hard to get people to come to your party when the only time they’ve noticed your existence you made a holy show of yourself by falling off a stage.

Mostly I feel bad for Annie because she really tries, her spirit never faltering in her belief that one day she will be popular. Whereas I resigned myself a long time ago to not being a popular person—sometime around age three when we were thrown out of a playhouse for not being cool enough. Instead, I resolved to find success elsewhere and decided I’m going to be a journalist. An investigative journalist who reads lots of books and never has to face the prospect of rejection from her peers again.

We pull up in front of the school, and I marvel at Annie’s commitment to the tiny bicycle. Getting off and proudly rolling it through the gates in front of everyone, gold helmet still in situ. People give the bike a funny look as we pass through the parking lot to the bike rack, but mostly they’re busy catching up in their cliques.

We don’t have a clique. I like to think of the two of us as our own self-contained clique. It’s more badass to be on your own path. But Annie’s told me that saying “badass” immediately makes me less badass. Also, in the high school hierarchy of cliques, I’d say if ours really was a clique, it’s quite far down the list. In short, we’re less cool than a hairnet-wearing cafeteria lady.

I’m just fixing my helmet hair, attempting to give my mid-length mousy-brown mop some kind of volume despite it being plastered to my head with sweat, when the noise of Lizzo and a sense of impending doom fills the air.

Right on cue, an imposing black Jeep with tinted windows comes careering around the corner as the parking lot parts like the Red Sea. Within the Jeep’s tanklike shell sit the current monarchy, the monsters on the throne that Annie so desperately wants.

Les Populaires.

It’s not so much that people in this school want to be friends with Les Populaires; it’s that they want to be them. Everywhere they go, people move out of their way. If they wear something, most of the school will be wearing it the next week. Rumor has it that Heather, Head Populaire, has brand sponsorship from all the major fashion houses and makeup brands, and she’s constantly posting #PR and #AD content on Instagram to her thousands of followers.

“I mean, that could be us soon, when you get your permit,” Annie says, gesturing as the Jeep—driven by Heather’s parent’s driver—zooms toward us. Unfortunately, she takes her eyes off the Jeep for a moment and doesn’t notice a coffee cup come flying out of the window from the unmistakable bejeweled hand of Heather’s best friend Selena, smacking Annie square in the tits.

For a while, Annie doesn’t move; she’s just staring eerily ahead with her mouth open. It’s as if she’s been frozen in time, forever stuck in the moment before her white top was stained with what smells distinctly like a mocha latte, and then she springs into action. Ten thousand emotions cross her face all at once as she looks down at her soiled T-shirt, before finally settling on rage.

“FUCKING SHITBAGS!” she screams at the top of her lungs as the Jeep comes to a standstill in the parking lot, sprawled across three spaces.

Like Miranda in The Devil Wears Prada arriving to the magazine office, Heather’s entry to the parking lot is the event of the day. As the passenger door of the Jeep opens, her Louboutin boots signify the start of her junior-year style. The rest of her follows as groups around the lot raise their iPhones to take unsubtle pictures. She looks around her, aloof, disinterested, savage, tossing her long auburn hair behind her pale, freckled shoulders.

She’s followed by Heather Junior, otherwise known as Selena. Selena’s more dangerous to us than Heather because she actually knows who we are. Fresh from her coffee-throwing violence, Selena swings her long, tanned legs out of the Jeep. Luscious straight dark hair swishes behind her, her huge brown eyes concealed behind big black sunglasses, lips pursed in constant duck pout so as to accentuate her cheekbones, and tiny, pointed nose. She smooths down her dry, unstained dress and straightens her prim black headband. To an untrained eye, she looks innocent, but we know she’s evil.

And last come the twins, Colin and Audrey. The double threat. Between the two of them, they’ve more secrets than MI5. They’re both incredibly poised, and beautiful, and their outfits always complement each other. Today Audrey wears a short white sundress, with her perfectly long, dark brown legs accentuated by a pair of white-and-gold cork wedge heels. Meanwhile, Colin wears a white shirt and beige trousers. Audrey’s makeup is, as ever, perfect: bright red lipstick and contour on point. Colin and Audrey come as a pair; they share everything except men. You cross one, you cross the other.

You never cross one.

The four of them line up in sequence, legs moving in unison as they walk in an unbreakable line toward the common room. The two of us jump out of the way before they flatten us. Our peasanty existence not even in their line of vision.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I say once they’ve passed, gesturing to Annie’s white T-shirt but pleased that for once it doesn’t seem to have actually gotten on me as well.

“I’m sorry, too,” Annie says sadly dabbing at her boobs with an old Pret napkin from the bottom of her bag. “That I will have to kill them all and end up in prison before we’ve even really started the term.”

It’s interesting that despite all her interactions with Les Populaires ending like this, Annie still wants to be popular. I guess it’s a bit of “if you can’t beat them, join them.”

“Completely understandable. No one would convict you after a second in their company,” I say as we grab our bags and walk toward the safety of school.

And that’s when I smell him.

Adam Devers.

He shines like the sun.

He sparkles like the stars.

He is the moon, the planets, and the universe.

I’m stopped in my tracks by his beauty and take a deep breath trying to inhale his scent as he passes, my tongue breaking forth from my mouth as if to taste it. If I can lick a drop of his sweat, I’m sure it will cure me of my virginity. Not that, you know, I’m ashamed or anything. (No one must ever know that the closest I have ever come to a sexual experience is accidentally sitting on my phone when I got a text.)

“Je canNOT,” Annie whispers, her hand still on her coffee-soaked tit as she dabs at it with her Pret napkin, looking like a bit of a perv actually.

He is the dictionary definition of the phrase “pants feelings.” It speaks volumes of his hotness that even Annie sees it when she normally proclaims lusting after people to be a waste of time.

I compose myself and stare pointedly at Annie’s boob-dabbing hand. It’s as if she’s sucking up all the moisture from her top, she’s so thirsty for him.

“Oh, how the mighty feminist hath fallen.” I shake my head at her.

“Sorry, Your Honor, it’s not me, it’s my vagina.” Annie continues staring.

I can’t talk; I’m staring at Adam Devers’s arms as he climbs the stairs with the football captain, high-fiving everyone on their way, other boys from the football team trailing behind. It’s like watching Justin Bieber interacting with the front row at one of his concerts, only sexier. He even takes the glory from the captain, outshining him with his beauty. Every person he walks past gushes in his presence. He’s flustered more women than I’ve had periods, and I started menstruating in sixth grade.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to objectify people,” Annie whispers right in my ear, the feeling of hot air hitting my ear canal making me jump out of my arm-focused trance.

I’m not sure how she got so close to my face without me realizing, and I love her, but I hope she never ever does that again.

The two of us follow in Adam’s footsteps up the stairs and into school. The musk of abandoned gym bags, hormones, and rejection hits me right in the nose and instantly kills my lady boner.

Sadly, Adam’s been betrothed to Heather the Horror since seventh grade. They apparently lost their virginities to each other freshman year using a sandwich bag as contraception. I don’t believe it and don’t believe sandwich bags are an effective form of contraception, and I will die on both of those hills.

We head for the common room, the MOST exciting thing about being juniors. We can FINALLY just stroll into that regal ground and be those people we’ve long admired who sit on the comfy padded seats, drinking tea, playing music, and wearing clothes that aren’t uniform. Only upperclassmen allowed. Like a senior lounge, except better. Because juniors are allowed, too.

Two long years of watching others enter the sacred space, dreaming of when we eventually get to do it, and that day is finally here.
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The sound of music and boiling kettles spills out into the corridor as the doors swing open. Heather’s already pinned Adam up against the fridge, sucking his face off, turning the kitchen into a sex zoo, and making it desperately unsanitary in there. More importantly, they’re preventing anyone from getting to the milk, and there’s a queue of five people backed up and waiting, angrily clutching mugs of black coffee and tea.

Close to the lockers are the IT nerds, the only people who were excited when we embarked on CSI Coders. They’re more fun than people think, and they’ve got hearts of gold, but Annie got annoyed when she discovered their coding skills were way above hers and refuses to engage with them. And over by the speakers are the musicians—they’re in a band. They wear their own unintentional jeans-and-leather-jacketed uniform. Another group that—especially after our one and only gig in freshman year—Annie and I weren’t cool enough to join. Much like the jocks, although their love of sports makes us instantly uninterested in them. And then there are the witches. They wear all black, mostly crushed velvet, and are never far from a pack of tarot cards. We love the witches, but they eye us with a suspicion that makes me scared for my future. What can they see that makes them look at me like that? The witches are NEVER to be confused with the Goths, who also wear black but definitely don’t practice magic.

We walk through the room, heads held high, shoulders back, emboldened by at least being allowed in here to be honest. We pick two seats right at the edge away from everyone, near the bathroom, and settle down just as the bell rings for homeroom.

We’re first to homeroom after perilously running the corridor gauntlet and sit right at the front, watching the rest of the class file in at a normal speed, getting less-good seats. Losers. Heather and her squad, Selena, Audrey, Colin, and of course Adam, come in two seconds before Mr. Cronin crosses the threshold, and run straight to the back of the class.

“Welcome back, fellas. Relieved to be starting the year on a Friday,” Mr. Cronin shouts, skulking into the classroom.

Straight-out sexism with the “fellas” there. He looks over at Annie and me with our eyebrows knitted together in fury already. He does stuff like this on purpose to rile us. Mr. C’s only been at the school for a year or so, and all it took was a week for us to assess that he was a real douche.

He places his bag on the desk and takes out an apple before slumping down onto his chair and kicking his feet up. There’s an arrogance to him as he tosses the apple into the air. I really hope it smacks him in the head.

“So, we’ve been joined this morning by the newest member of the junior class. Team, meet Scott,” Mr. C says, pointing to the back of the room. We all turn to follow his finger.

At the back of the room, a dark-haired guy with dimples wearing a Sonic Youth T-shirt and a leather jacket raises his hand awkwardly in greeting. He looks like he wants the ground to swallow him up. My interest is immediately piqued, though, because Sonic Youth is my absolute favorite retro band and the only other person I know who has heard of them is Annie, and that’s only because I’m always talking about them. I assess him in a way most un-feminist. He’s not Adam Devers, but he’s got stubble (A beard? What hormone heaven is this? Dear puberty, with this un-sculpted facial hair you are really spoiling us), I feel a stirring in my stomach that lets me know I’m in trouble. Do I . . . ? I think I might . . . ? Is he hot? (I can’t know for sure until I smell him, you know?) It’s probably just the T-shirt.

“I was going to ask Scott to stand up and tell us a bit about himself. But that feels boring, so instead I’m going to ask you all to stand up and tell Scott what you got up to over the summer. A little I-know-what-you-did-last-summer game and a nice way of introducing yourselves. And I get to sit and watch you all squirm with embarrassment while judging you. But please, let’s keep it interesting. Ladies, I don’t want to hear about all the hours you spent on TikTok perfecting your makeup,” Mr. C says, smirking as the room does a collective groan, except for Annie, who’s rising above his sexist comment because she’s been waiting for someone to ask what she got up to. She was born for this moment.

“Any volunteers?” He’s barely finished asking before Annie’s hand shoots up and she climbs onto her desk to address the class.

“I guess we’ll start with you, then, Annie. You could, of course, just do it sitting down. I was hoping for a one-liner, not a presidential address. But come on, then, let’s hear what absolute snoozefest you spent your summer doing.” Mr. C sighs.

Annie ignores him and takes a deep breath before beginning. “I’m Annie!” She addresses this pointedly to Scott, and I cringe so hard I fear my body may turn inside out. “I started the summer crocheting hats for refugee babies, and then I went to a comedy workshop, where I learned to tell the perfect joke and perform with confidence.” Annie keeps standing as if she’s waiting for applause or something.

“Fascinating. Tell us a joke,” Mr. C presses.

Suddenly all of Annie’s poise and confidence falls out of her and she looks panic-stricken.

“Too slow, we all know women aren’t funny, hey, guys? Better luck next time, Tina Fey!” God, he is brutal, and Annie looks gutted. I hate him so much. “Next!”

I stay seated and stare at my desk willing this moment to be over ASAP.

“Um. So, I’m Kerry, I went to a talk by the journalist that uncovered a ring of money launderers working at a top international bank. Then I also crocheted hats for refugee babies, and um, I went to another talk by this psychologist who’s working with prisoners to reform them so that they can become members of society again,” I say, still staring at the desk. I feel like I’m having a hot flash. It sounds silly saying it aloud, but I want to be an investigative journalist and I just wanted to use the summer to work on my future career.

“How does he know he’s reformed them and hasn’t just let a load of serial killers out to merrily kill again?” my ever-unsupportive teacher drawls. I look up at Mr. Cronin’s questioning face and feel an urge to commit extreme violence.

“It’s actually a SHE, sir. And she has tests and markers to note the changes. They were monitored very closely.”

“Sorry, Kerry, Mr. Misogyny over here.” Mr. Cronin raises his hands, trying to be cool and funny while Annie and I sit glaring at him with our heads tilted to one side.

My eyes fully glaze over listening to stories of holidays and parties until something catches my attention. He’s gotten to Selena from Les Populaires at the back—aka the Heathertron—and yet instead of what I expected her to say, which was that she spent the summer perfecting how to be even more of a narcissistic horror show, she’s said something even scarier. She’s tossing her long hair as she speaks, looking like the same Heather-bot she’s always been but the words she’s saying suggest otherwise.

“So, I went to work with my dad most days at the Times. At the start, he spent a lot of time at the BBC in Manchester in meetings about something to do with a gender pay gap or something; whatever that means. Anyway, Daddy said I have great journalistic instincts, so by the end of the summer, I was working on the news desk helping check and edit the new stories as they were coming in and I even got to help on some investigative work with the reporters.”

How is it fair that Selena gets an opportunity like that when the only thing she’s ever read is Instagram? And even then, she complains when the captions are too long. She once compared Jekyll and Hyde to the Kardashians before and after surgery in English class for Christ’s sake. Which, if nothing else, just makes her a terrible human. I’ve wanted to be an investigative journalist ever since I found out what one was. This is BEYOND unfair. It’s criminal. Why is it the biggest assholes get the biggest opportunities?

“What. The. HELL?!” I hear Annie muttering next to me, her eyes flitting rapidly from side to side in solidarity with me. She knows that would have been my dream internship. I even applied for one at the BBC last year but didn’t get it because they said someone who fit into the team more got it. Was that who it was? Selena?

I notice that Mr. Cronin is looking at us, and I realize that I’ve accidentally tutted out loud. He’s so clearly smirking at me, enjoying every second. Not only that, but Heather’s annoyed, too, and she and Selena are glaring over at me and Annie like we’re about to get our second coffee of the day. Fortunately, the bell rings just as I’m ready for my chair to turn into a Venus flytrap, and everyone rushes to leave.

“Ew, is that tie-dye?” Selena says, breezing past us and pointing to the coffee stain on Annie’s top. “The nineteen-nineties called; they want their ugly shirt back.”

“YOU KNOW IT’S NOT TIE-DYE!” Annie rages, her tiny face struggling to contain all the anger, but Selena’s already breezed out the door into the corridor, Annie’s fury probably not even reaching her ears.

I grasp Annie’s shoulders with my hands and look her straight in the eyes.

“Repeat after me: Selena Munroe is not worth a rage blackout,” I say, even though right now I’m pretty raging at the clearly unfair opportunity she’s been given. Annie does a deep inhale and exhale, blowing her morning breath right in my face as she calms down.

“It’s straight-up nepotism!” Annie screeches, slamming the door of the toilet stall before doing what I can only describe as an angry pee—a stream so fierce it could crack the toilet.

She’s been texting me her fury throughout first and second period, and it looks like even though she used capital letters and endless murder-and-flames-style GIFs, she has not yet fully expressed herself.

Now she’s pissing pure rage.

“I know, but we’ll get our chance,” I say sadly because I’m starting to wonder if really we ever will.

“BUT WHEN, KERRY?! I mean, do we actually have to make actual friends with Selena Shitbag Munroe for you to work at a newspaper or for me to investigate anything actually investigate-able? Because I WON’T!” I hear her viciously tearing the toilet paper before slamming her hand on the flush. “Is that tie-dye?” She mimics Selena’s voice.

I don’t want to interrupt, but I also highly doubt that Selena Shitbag Munroe would EVER be friends with us, either.

The stall door swings back open, and her face hasn’t softened even a tiny bit since she went in there.

As she begins the process of exasperated handwashing, the main door opens, and the two of us look up silently in the mirror, freezing when we see Heather’s face. She’s completely alone, which I don’t think I’ve ever seen before, and she’s staring directly at us, which definitely doesn’t bode well.

She walks so silently over to us that I wonder if she’s doing charades and we have to guess what on earth she could possibly want.

She’s finally made it over to the sink and is just standing, glaring at us. I don’t know where to look.

“It’s you two, isn’t it?” She stares at us in fury but gives absolutely no context as to what on earth she’s talking about.

The silence in the bathroom is punctuated only by the fact that I’m pretty sure I can read Annie’s thoughts, and right now all she’s thinking is “Queen of Les Populaires knows I exist!”

“It’s what? What is?” Annie takes a while getting the words out, probably in shock, and looks around her trying to fathom what the hell’s going on. I’m just trying my hardest not to be present in this moment, whatever it is.

“I heard you two grumbling during homeroom. You’ve been sending me the messages? Pretending to be my dad?” She’s definitely starting to lose confidence in her accusation, and I still have no idea what she’s talking about.

“Um . . . no?” Annie says, and I can tell this is not how she thought Heather would finally notice her existence.

“This!” Heather looks exasperated and thrusts her phone in our faces.

On the screen is an Instagram profile. The picture and name are that of her dad, her dad who died last year in a speedboat accident while on a business trip in the Bahamas. The profile was made a month ago, so unless they have Instagram in the afterlife, it’s unlikely it was actually made by him.

There are pictures of him on the grid, pictures of him with Heather as a baby, and pictures of him from old newspaper articles about his company, V-Lyte, the revolutionary period product manufacturer, who aimed to make periods more discreet with their compact goods.

My least favorite thing is when people tell us we should be quieter and smaller about periods, so I have personally never used a V-Lyte product as a matter of principle. Although now that Heather’s mum has taken over the business after his death, they’ve fortunately started to drop this line.

Heather’s mum was always the real businessperson in the relationship anyway; she has her own successful lifestyle business. They live on a huge estate on the fringes of Barbourough that used to be a farm. There’s not a single animal on it now—instead it’s just acres and acres of land used as a symbol of their extreme wealth.

“What? That’s so weird,” Annie mutters, staring at the phone propped in Heather’s furious hands. “Who would do that?”

“Are you seriously telling me this isn’t you?” Heather says, pressing the messages symbol to display a stream of DMs from the account.

“Definitely not!” Annie says, while I’m still rendered speechless at this entire interaction. “This is twisted. It’s gross!”

She’s not wrong. The messages displayed are pretty haunting to be honest.

Mr. Stevens: I know a secret. I don’t think things will be so rosy when everyone else does too.

Mr. Stevens: Secrets catch up with you in the end, and if secrets don’t, I will.

Mr. Stevens: You can’t keep me quiet, soon enough everyone will know. Your days are numbered.

Mr. Stevens: Tampons can’t solve everything.

“I’ve got no idea what they’re talking about, but it’s super creepy and I hate it,” Heather says matter-of-factly, barely looking either of us in the eye.

“So you don’t know what they mean about the secret?” Annie asks, looking suspicious.

“NO, I already said that, didn’t I?” Heather looks frustrated by us once more.

“You know . . .” Annie says, her eyes flashing in a way I’ve come to realize is always dangerous. Oh no . . . “We used to have a club in seventh grade, CSI Coders. We could easily figure out who this is for you. Can I take a look?” Annie’s holding out her hand for Heather’s phone.

I feel my eye twitch at the mention of the club out loud, in public, and I start to wonder if it’s possible to flush yourself down the toilet. Heather looks suspicious but hands the phone over to Annie so she can take a closer look.

“Oh yes,” she says after a quick scroll. “We can do this no problem. The thing about this sort of stuff is that it’s usually someone you know. So, we need to be able to observe the people you’re friends with. Really get close to everyone in your world.”

I have a deep and impenetrable sense of impending doom right now.

“I’m having a party tonight?” Heather looks slightly baffled as to what’s happening, and for the first time in my life, I feel like I’m on the same page as her. What the hell is Annie doing?

Annie passes the phone over to me, and there are hundreds of these messages. She must be receiving about ten a day. The latest message is from a few minutes ago and says You’re not as smart as you think you are.

“Perfect! Why don’t we come, and we can watch and work out who it is?” Annie’s now beaming from ear to ear. Why am I being dragged into this? Why, Annie? WHHHYYY?

I watch Heather regain her composure and take her phone back from Annie. She stares between us both as if she’s trying to suss us out. Whatever it is she wants from us, I’m not sure I’m helping. The best my face has to offer is a kind of constipated, pensive look. Annie smiles at her hopefully, and she sighs deeply.

“Okay, fine, but don’t talk to me in front of anyone.” She looks furious at the very thought.

“Deal, and we’ll need access to your Instagram account so we can look at the messages in more detail,” Annie says.

“Are you joking?” Heather looks at her like she’s just said she’s going to need to lick her eyeballs, and I think Annie’s probably pushed too far.

“We need to be able to analyze the messages, and this way we can see exactly when you receive new ones while we watch everyone at the party. There’s more chance of us catching whoever it is red-handed if we can see it all happening in real time!” Annie states excitedly.

Heather’s eyes once again drift over me suspiciously before she appears to relent.

“Fine, but post anything or do any weird shit with it and I swear to god you will never breathe fresh air in this town again.” Heather looks deadly serious about this, and I actually wonder if she’s ever killed before.

I watch her quickly clear messages from her inbox and anything that might be personal. Then she logs in to her profile on Annie’s phone.

When she’s done, the two of them stare at each other, eyebrows arched in understanding, and I already hate all of this. I feel like I’m on the sidelines at a tennis match with no idea of the rules or even what the game is.

Annie’s going to make me go to that party with her, and then bang goes my evening of watching retro nineties teen movies. I don’t understand how she thinks she’s going to actually solve this when her experience extends to watching five and a half episodes of CSI, reading ten Agatha Christie novels, and researching the eating habits of the town’s pigeons.

“Fine,” Annie says in agreement as I feel anxiety take hold in my bowels.

“You have until Monday. If you don’t find out who did it, I’m changing the password on my account and telling everyone you’re a pair of losers.” With that, she turns on her heel and walks out.

So generous.

After checking that the coast’s clear outside, Heather flounces out into the hall, and the two of us are left in the bathroom, wondering if that even just really happened.

“OMG, a PARTY invite,” Annie says, eyeballing me at practically the same time. “An ACTUAL party invite! WE ARE SO GOING!”

I stare at Annie, furious that I wasn’t consulted about any of this AND because I’ve no idea how she actually thinks she’s going to find out who’s doing it.

“Oh yeah? But at what cost? How are you going to work out who’s trolling her?” I ask, already dreading how much Annie thinks I will need to be involved. “And if you can’t work it out? What will she do to us, then? She already seems pretty furious.”

I grab my bag off the side and get ready to follow out in the direction that Heather just left and check my ever-flattening hair in the mirror on my way to the door.

“This is valuable detecting work experience, and there’s no way we won’t work out who did it by Monday. We’re the greatest minds in this school. Between the two of us, we can do this in no time. Especially if it’s someone she knows,” Annie says, holding the toilet door open for me as we slink back into the corridor.

“You only think it’s someone she knows because of all the Miss Marples where it’s someone the victim knows! This is real life.” I’m starting to get pretty exasperated with her. This feels like another scheme to get us popular, and those usually make us even less popular than we were to begin with.

“Trust me, I got this,” Annie says, and then catches my unsure expression out of the corner of her eye as we walk down the narrow hall. “What? You want Selena Shitbag Munroe to be the only person who gets a chance at investigative journalism around here? Think what you could do with it once you work out who it is.”

“Oh yeah, I’m sure Heather would love that,” I say, rolling my eyes at her as I adjust my backpack, trying to avoid a group of asshat freshman throwing a ball around. Why do people do that in an enclosed space? And how do they always seem to find Annie and me to do it around?

“Duh, we’d be popular by then; it wouldn’t even matter.” Annie raises her hands at me in a shrug as I duck, narrowly avoiding being walloped in the face by said ball.

“Urgh,” I say, straightening myself up and getting my composure back after my near miss, as we round the corner. “I’m premenstrual and crabby; please don’t make me go,” I say, looking back at Annie and realizing my error too late as I walk square into something hard, tall, and . . .

“Whoa,” the square, hard, and tall something exclaims, stepping back to look and see who’s just clumsily stumbled into them. I look up, feeling my cheeks flush.

The Sonic Youth T-shirt comes into focus as they move back, and I feel a sinking in the pit of my stomach as all my spidey-senses literally tingle.

“Orghk.” The involuntary noise seems to come out of my nose quite without my say-so as I look up into the most handsome green eyes I’ve ever seen, making eye contact with the new guy, Scott.

“Um, are you, er, okay?” Scott asks, his cheeks slightly pink, too. I come to, realizing I’m staring and leaning slightly too much toward him—a very bad combination—and I still haven’t said anything. He looks kind of scared.

A guy I recognize from sophomore year who’s in a band is standing next to him, adding to my feeling of total dweeb-ness.

“Yes, she’s just got very low blood sugar right now. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her; thanks for your concern, er, what was your name again?” Annie takes my hand and pretends that she doesn’t remember Scott from before.

“Scott.” His lips almost touch my nose as he talks because I am far too close to him, and he may now wish to take out a restraining order on my face.

“Scott, great. Lovely to meet you, Scott,” Annie says, and gently escorts me around him.

We’re drifting up the corridor, I suppose we’re walking, but really, we could be flying for all I’m aware of right now.

“Did you like the pretty man, Kerry? Is that why you’ve become a mime? Are you okay? Or am I going to have to revive you like the time that you thought you saw Harry Styles in a parking lot, but it was actually just a random senior? Am I to get some smelling salts?”

“Mmmmmm,” I say, slightly annoyed that she’s brought up the whole Harry Styles thing when I’m trying to fantasize somehow getting to kiss Scott without having to make any potentially awkward and stressful social interactions with him first.

“You know where he’ll definitely be later, don’t you?” I hate where she’s going with this, and I hate her smugness. “The party!”

I groan because I know she’s not going to let up, and she’s right: he probably is going to be there. But I’m not going to go to some hellish party just because he’s there. Am I?
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We pull into my front yard and get off our bikes. I was hoping I could slink off alone after school and once I got in just not move, thus meaning I did not have to go to the party. Unfortunately, Annie’s not stopped talking about the party the whole way home, and now she’s tracking me to my front door, showing no sign of letting up whatsoever.

“Look, all I’m saying is we go to the party—our FIRST PARTY—and we find out what’s going on,” Annie says. She looks at me with pleading eyes as I put my key in the lock.

“Yes, it’s the first party that we’ve been invited to, but let’s be honest, it’s not the first time we’ve tried to go to one, is it?” I ask, even though I hate myself for bringing it up in the first place.

“Look, that was one time,” Annie says, knowing exactly what I’m referring to. “And I still say I could have taken out Heather’s cousin when he denied us entry.”

“Annie, he was two years old!”

We tried to go to a party at Heather’s house in eighth grade, and her small cousin was on the door as a “bouncer.” You’ve not felt shame until you’ve been turned away from a party by a toddler in a tuxedo. The sad walk home in our best dresses was one of my darkest moments.

“And it wasn’t the only time we’ve tried to go to a party. This has happened MANY times before. MANY!” I head into the house and toss my keys on the console table as Annie persistently carries on behind me.

“Don’t you want to know what the inside of Heather’s house looks like?” Annie throws puppy eyes at me.

“Not really, no. I imagine it’s something like the tenth circle of hell?” I head over to the counter between the kitchen and the living room area where I can see that Mum’s been unpacking the freebies she gets sent for her job.

My mother’s a kind of doctor, but not a sore-throats-and-headaches kind of doctor, more of an older people’s health and sex doctor. She specializes in things like HRT, vaginal lubricants, and, my personal favorite, incontinence pads. She’s well respected in her field and I’m proud of her for the things that she speaks out about, but it just gets a bit icky for me sometimes.

“Look, how am I going to become a detective if I don’t jump at this most basic of chances? I need to go to that party so I can solve Heather’s mystery, thus actually starting my career,” Annie reasons, except I know that as much as she says it’s about detecting, it’s still about being popular.

I don’t know why she wants it so much when I can remember every single shitty and embarrassing thing that Heather and her crew (mostly Selena) have done.

A few years back, they found an article Mum had written about sex after fifty and read it aloud every time I entered a classroom. There isn’t enough therapy in the world to deal with the things I’ve heard read aloud about my father’s penis. As a good feminist, I wholeheartedly support what she’s doing, and I marvel at the way that most of what paid for our house is her honesty and TED Talks about how she wet herself regularly after I ruined her pelvic floor. As her daughter, though, I wish she’d use words like “erection” less.

I head around the counter to get a glass of water, wondering why Mum’s left such a mess; she’s normally super tidy. Annie follows me with her puppy eyes still working their magic.

“Pllleeeassseee come with me?”

I try to ignore the pleading and focus on other things. Annie hates it when I intentionally ignore something she wants to do because I just want to hide away.

A large part of me does still want to go because I might see Scott there, but the anxious part of me feels sweaty and dizzy at the thought of it. My stomach flip-flops at the possibility that I might make a fool of myself in front of him again. Maybe it’ll be even worse than my silent mime act earlier. If I was a “normal” person, I’d go to the party, I’d flirt with him with a level of competency and brace myself for the consequences. Instead, when I imagine talking to him, it’s like I can hear the sea rushing in my ears, giant waves of anxiety rendering me speechless as all the blood rushes to my cheeks. No, it’s far safer if I stay under the duvet and watch rom-coms where the shy girl gets the guy instead.

“You can go. I just don’t know that I’m really a party person,” I say, trying to scramble together more reasons why I can’t while putting a glass of water in front of Annie. She must be thirsty with all that talking.

“But I can’t go without you?! Oh, dude, what is this?” Annie asks, picking up an open, fancy-looking velvet box from the counter.

Against my better judgment, I take a sip of water and look over at what Annie’s holding while she carries on talking about “the investigation” and what we’ll wear to the party, and how I’m going whether I like it or not.

My blood runs cold, and I choke, the sip of water flying out of my mouth and onto the PR note attached to the empty box. I realize with alarm as I take the box from Annie why this packaging mess has been left with my parents nowhere in sight. I drop the box almost immediately, nausea overtaking my whole body. Even in my wildest nightmares, I never imagined anything so disturbing could happen in this house.

The PR note floats to the floor, staring up at me, detailing “the enclosed whip and handcuffs set.”

“Fine, we’re going,” I cut Annie off midsentence while she continues to ramble on about her one big shot at a detective career, completely unaware of the trauma I’m going through. Even a party at Heather’s house has to be better than staying around here knowing what’s going on just a thin floor away, surely. And maybe seeing Scott again wouldn’t be the worst thing that ever happened. As long as I try to control myself this time. Best to just not say anything and try to stay a respectable distance away. “We’ll get ready at yours, but I have to be back home by ten.”

“Why ten?” Annie eyes me suspiciously, not even noticing my green face or disgust in her excitement.

“Because . . . that’s the time my retainer goes in,” I whisper.

“FUCK YOUR RETAINER!” Annie shouts at me. “Do you think fucking Emmeline Pankhurst was all ‘I’d love to protest but I have to put my retainer in’? NO! SHE WAS NOT!”

Before Annie has the chance to continue her rant to me about historical feminists who are much braver than I am, I push her out of the front door and away from my parents’ dirty afternoon.
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Annie has somehow got me wearing a sequined miniskirt, false eyelashes (I can’t tell if they’re even on right; it just feels like something’s pressing down on my eyes while fluttering about up there), lipstick (which has definitely migrated to my teeth), and heels (what fresh hell is this because now I am Bambi on ice?!). She calls these our “disguises” to blend in. Apparently this discomfort I’m feeling right now is an important part of the detecting process. Meanwhile Annie’s got on a sequined catsuit, which she wore to Halloween several years ago when she simply decided she wanted to go as “magic.” She looks like a disco ball and yet is still more agile than me.

I don’t exactly feel dressed for solving a cybercrime. I feel like a toddler in her mum’s clothes.

The way to Rose Hill Farm is down a series of winding lanes that we bump over on our bikes. Annie’s besequined limbs have to work their hardest to keep the tiny bike upright over the potholes and lumps along the track. The Paw Patrol reflector is catching the light from her sequins and the evening sunlight while we bravely continue down the deserted dirt tracks, taking us farther and farther away from civilization and closer to something I fear will be a bit Lord of the Flies.

As the farmhouse looms around a curve, it reminds me of a creepy-looking sprawling Edwardian manor, something from an Edgar Allan Poe novel or perhaps every single horror movie I’ve ever watched.

“Does Heather’s house look kind of sinister to you?” Annie asks just as I’m trying to push my scaredy-cat tendencies down.

“We could just go back to yours instead?” I suggest hopefully, seeing Annie gulp at the sight ahead of her.

Before we have time to contemplate saving ourselves, the unmistakable noise of a car approaching faster than we can move out of the way fills the lane. I can now be completely certain that this is where we’re going to die.

There’s nowhere to go. The road’s too narrow and completely surrounded by brambles.

I turn behind me to see Annie furiously speeding up, glancing back over her shoulder in panic at the encroaching headlights. My heart’s racing, but the rest of me is moving in slow motion as I try to work out a way to save my own life. Annie catches up with me, swerves, and takes us both deep into a patch of thorny bushes to the right of the lane. The Jeep rolls past while I hyperventilate into some thorns, and Selena leans out the window, her perfect brown hair blowing in the wind.

“OUT OF THE WAY, BICYCLE BITCHES!” she shouts as they pass, her cackles getting caught in the wind and blown all the way back to us, echoing down the already Blair Witch–y lanes.

I feel the moisture hitting my bare arm in a thin stream before I see the water gun, held by Colin, and being fired directly at us. The water arches upward from the pistol before falling back down and showering our arms and legs.

“Right,” I say, standing open-mouthed as they drive off, our legs and arms scratched and any effort to look sophisticated now drenched. “This is why we don’t come to parties.”

“At least it’s just water,” Annie says as my nose starts to twitch, and I register the smell and amber-ish color.

“Or piss,” I say, staring angrily at Annie, sniffing the air and thinking about the nice clean, relaxing bath I could be having right now.

“Oh my god.” Annie’s eyes widen, and she starts to sniff, too. I can see her brain already whirring around, getting to its logical conclusion. “WHAT IF THE WEE IS DISEASED AND IT GOES IN THE SCRATCHES AND ENTERS MY BLOODSTREAM?” She glares at me, her eyes wild like a hunting cat in the dark.

“Bit dramatic.” I blink at her and take another sniff of my wet hand again. “My bad, I think it’s probably just beer.”

Annie’s face relaxes, and she licks her hand.

“Yeah, you’re right, it’s beer. ONWARD!” She gets back on her tiny bike, and the two of us continue our perilous journey.

“Urgh, I already want to go home,” I say, feeling disgusting.

“You know what? This is all part of the experience! We’ve just been soiled earlier in the night than I thought we would be, but honestly, soiled at a party is on my bucket list.” Annie’s trying really hard to prevent the inevitable: me turning back before this night gets any worse. “Do you think the intrepid and fearless explorer and journalist Nellie Bly ever shied away from an experience because she got a bit of beer on her?! NO! We’ll get you cleaned up, and then we’ll get loose. Have a drink or twelve and it’ll be like it never happened. Everything smells like beer at a party anyway.”

I start to think she’s probably right. She knows how to play me, and a reference to my hero Nellie Bly would do it. I’ve come this far, and in the back of my mind, not that I’ve been thinking about it at all, I guess, is Scott.

“Urgh, fine,” I say, cycling on toward the farm.

“And if we come back in body bags, at least we lived. For one night only.” Annie gulps looking at the mansion ahead of us.

Dear Lord,

Please protect me from whatever madness will occur here. Especially if, with it being Heather’s house, it turns into a scene from the Blair Bitch Project. Thank you, dearest high priestess.

P.S. Sorry I was never christened and have never spoken with you before. I know it might seem like I haven’t believed in you
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