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  Introduction


Harper Cassidy views her hometown not as a home, but as a crime scene waiting to be processed. After a scandal shatters her investigative journalism career in Atlanta, she returns to Rockville broke, humiliated, and desperate to hide behind her microphone—but the town she despises isn't done with her yet. 
Ten years ago, she fled the oppressive Southern heat and the memories of high school. Now, dragged back for a reunion she never wanted, Harper finds herself at the center of a new nightmare when Chloe St. James, the former Prom Queen, is found dead in the mud of the football field, a tiara still clinging to her perfectly coiffed hair.
While the charismatic Mayor Beau Sterling tries to smother the investigation with sweet tea and hospitality, Harper knows the rot goes deeper than the polished surface. Her only leads come from the town recluse, Elias "Mothman" Thorne, and the cryptic advice of Miss Dee at the Oak & Griddle. To clear the name of an innocent man and reclaim her own reputation, Harper must use her sharp wit to untangle a decade of secrets. But in a town where politeness is a weapon, can she catch a killer before she becomes the next headline?
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  one
Static on the Line


The humidity in Rockville didn’t just hang in the air; it owned it. It was a thick, wet wool blanket that had been soaked in swamp water and left to fester under the Georgia sun. As I steered my rust-pocked sedan past the peeling white paint of the "Welcome to Rockville" sign, the air blowing through my open windows felt like the breath of a dying animal. It carried the scent of pine sap, damp red clay, and the stagnant, sweet rot of the Rockville creek. My fingers, slick with sweat, gripped the steering wheel tight enough to make the plastic groan. To my left, the kudzu was already winning the war against the telephone poles, swallowing them in green, shapeless gulps. I hated this place before I ever left it, and the ten years I’d spent in Atlanta hadn’t done a damn thing to soften the edges of that loathing. 
Click. Click-clack. Click.
I reached into the passenger seat, my hand fumbling until it found the cold, familiar barrel of my recorder pen. I didn’t need to look at it to know the silver finish was chipped. It was a nervous tic, a rhythmic punctuation to my anxiety. I held it up to my mouth like a lifeline. I needed to hear my own voice, the professional version, the one that hadn't been dragged through the mud of a scandal that wasn't even my fault. I needed to be Harper Cassidy, Investigative Journalist, not Harper Cassidy, the girl who used to trip over her own feet while wearing a moth-eaten bobcat suit for the Friday night pep rallies.
"Subject: Rockville, Georgia," I whispered, my voice sounding thin against the rush of the wind. "The town where time goes to die and the red clay acts like a magnet for the miserable. Population: four thousand secrets and twice as many grudges. I’m driving past the town limits now. The trees are leaning over the road like they’re trying to keep the light out. It’s Southern Gothic without the charm, just the decay. They call the local gossip network the 'Oak Vine,' but it’s more like a strangler fig. If you don't watch your neck, it'll tighten before you even realize you've stopped breathing. This isn't a homecoming. It’s an autopsy."
I clicked the pen off, the sound sharp and final. My stomach did a slow, nauseating roll. I hadn't eaten since a stale granola bar at a gas station three hours ago, but the thought of food made my throat constrict. I was broke, I was disgraced, and I was back in the one place I promised I’d never see again. The only thing I had left was the heavy, black Zoom H6 recorder sitting in my bag—the one piece of equipment I’d managed to smuggle out of the office before security escorted me to the elevators. It felt like an unblinking eye, watching me from the shadows of the floorboard, waiting for me to find a story worth its digital memory.
The road curved, leading me toward the heart of the rot. I passed the old textile mill, the Kudzu Grotto, where the vines had completely devoured the brickwork. It looked like a hulking, green monster crouched at the edge of town, waiting to reclaim the rest of the world. I looked away, my chest tightening. The '09 closure had gutted this place, but even before the looms stopped humming, Rockville had always felt hollowed out. I drove faster, the tires thrumming against the uneven asphalt, until the familiar neon sign of the Oak & Griddle flickered into view like a sickly, pink heartbeat.
I pulled into the gravel lot, the stones crunching beneath my tires with a sound like breaking bone. I needed caffeine if I was going to survive the next hour, let alone the next week. I checked the rearview mirror, smoothing a few stray hairs back into my messy bun. My eyes looked tired, the dark circles a testament to three days of frantic packing and sleepless nights. I adjusted the lapels of my thrifted navy blazer, trying to project an image of city-bred competence. Fake it until they believe you, I thought. Or at least until you believe yourself.
The moment I pushed open the heavy glass door of the diner, the smell hit me—a permanent, atmospheric blend of burnt bacon grease, lemon-scented floor wax, and the metallic tang of an over-worked coffee urn. The air inside was cool, but it was a stagnant, artificial chill that didn't quite manage to mask the scent of the humid world outside. The bell above the door gave a lonely, high-pitched chime, and the low hum of conversation died instantly. It was like a movie being paused at the exact moment of a scream. Every head in the place turned. I felt the weight of a dozen gazes, each one sharp and invasive, peeling back the layers of my professional armor.
I walked toward the counter, my Converse squeaking against the polished linoleum. I chose Booth 4 out of habit, but then remembered I was supposed to be a stranger now, so I stayed on my feet and headed for the stool at the far end of the counter. The 'Vine' was already active; I could see it in the way two women in the corner booth leaned toward each other, their whispers invisible but the intent as loud as a shout. They were measuring my blazer, my city shoes, the way I held my shoulders. I was a foreign object in a closed system, a speck of grit in an oyster that had no intention of making a pearl.
"Well, look what the cat dragged in," a voice rasped. It sounded like gravel being stirred into a jar of wildflower honey.
I looked up. Miss Delilah 'Dee' Ray stood behind the counter, her fiery red hair defying the laws of physics and hairspray. She had a smudge of bright pink lipstick on her upper lip and an apron covered in pins that looked like they’d been collected over forty years of serving the same three hundred people. She was holding a coffee pot, the steam curling around her face like a ghost. Her eyes, sharp and dark behind rhinestoned spectacles, took me in with a speed that made my skin itch. She didn't see a successful journalist. She saw the girl who used to hide in the library to avoid the cheerleaders.
"Hello, Dee," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "I'll take a black coffee. Large. To go, if you have it."
Dee didn't move. She just leaned her elbows on the chrome counter, the coffee pot still hovering. "'To go'? You just got here, Harper Cassidy. And don't you 'Hello, Dee' me like you haven't been gone for a decade without so much as a postcard. I heard you were coming. The word reached the Griddle before you even hit the county line."
"I'm sure it did," I muttered, reaching into my pocket and finding a crumpled five-dollar bill. I smoothed it out on the counter, my fingers trembling slightly. The diner felt like a fishbowl, and I was the only thing worth watching. I could feel the heat rising in my neck. "I’m just here for the reunion. My parents are away, so I’m staying at the house."
Dee finally poured the coffee, the dark liquid steaming as it hit the thick ceramic mug. She didn't put it in a paper cup. She slid the mug toward me and set a slice of peach pie next to it, the crust dusted with sugar that looked like coarse salt. "You look like you’ve been running from a forest fire, sugar. You’re vibrating. Sit down before you fall down. Your blazer is three sizes too big and your eyes are bugging out of your head."
"I'm fine, Dee. Really. Just a long drive," I lied, the words tasting like copper in my mouth. I sat on the stool, the vinyl seat cold against my legs. I took a sip of the coffee; it was strong enough to peel paint and bitter enough to wake the dead. It was exactly what I needed.
"Long drive from Atlanta, or a long drive from that mess they're talking about in the papers?" Dee asked softly, leaning in close. She smelled like peppermint and old cigarette smoke. "Folks here might be nosy, but they aren't stupid. They know you lost that fancy job. Beau Sterling’s been telling anyone who’ll listen that you’re coming back here to play the big-city victim."
The name Beau Sterling hit me like a physical blow to the stomach. I could almost feel the phantom weight of his condescension, the way he used to smile at me in high school while he was systematically tearing my confidence to shreds. Mayor Beau Sterling now. The King of Rockville. I gripped the mug tighter, the heat searing my palms. "Beau can say whatever he wants. I’m just here to see the old house and maybe get some sleep."
Dee huffed, wiping a nonexistent spill from the counter. "Sleep is for the dead, and Rockville don't let nobody rest. You watch yourself, Harper. This town has a memory like a wounded elephant. You think you're coming back to a museum, but a museum is full of things that are already dead. This place? It’s just hibernating. And you’re making a lot of noise."
I didn't answer. I couldn't. I just shoved a forkful of pie into my mouth, the sweetness of the peaches clashing with the bitterness of the coffee. Across the room, a man in a camouflage hat tipped his head toward me, his eyes unreadable. The Vine was pulsing now, the information of my arrival being woven into a hundred different stories. I was the disgraced daughter, the failed reporter, the girl who got too big for her britches. I finished the coffee in three large gulps, the heat blooming in my chest, and stood up.
"Keep the change, Dee," I said, nodding toward the five-dollar bill.
"Keep your head down, Harper," she countered, her voice dropping an octave. "The red clay is thirsty this time of year. Don't go giving it a reason to drink."
I walked out of the diner, the transition from the artificial chill back into the oppressive heat of the afternoon feeling like a slap. I climbed into my car, the interior smelling like sun-baked upholstery and old paper. My heart was thudding against my ribs like a trapped bird. I drove toward the residential district, the streets narrowing as the oak trees grew larger, their branches draped in Spanish moss that looked like tangled grey hair. The shadows were long and jagged, stretching across the road like fingers trying to catch my tires.
I pulled into the driveway of my childhood home, a two-story craftsman that had seen better days. The grey siding was dull, and the azalea bushes out front were overgrown, their pink blossoms long gone, replaced by tangled, woody branches. My parents were on a cruise—a retirement gift to themselves—and the house felt abandoned. It stood there, silent and watchful, a monument to a version of myself I’d spent ten years trying to kill. I killed the engine, and the silence that rushed in was deafening. It wasn't the peaceful silence of the country; it was the heavy, expectant silence of a room where someone is hiding.
I walked to the front door, my footsteps echoing on the wooden porch. The air was still, not even a cricket chirping. I found the spare key where it had always been—hidden inside a plastic rock that looked nothing like a real rock—and turned the lock. The door groaned as it opened, the hinges dry and protesting. I stepped inside, and the smell of my youth rushed out to meet me: cedar chips, lavender laundry detergent, and the faint, underlying scent of old books and dampness. It was a museum of Harper Cassidy, age eighteen.
I walked through the living room, my heels clicking on the hardwood. The furniture was covered in white sheets, making the room look like a gathering of ghosts. I climbed the stairs, the wood creaking under my weight, and pushed open the door to my old bedroom. It was exactly as I’d left it. The posters of indie bands I didn't even listen to anymore were still tacked to the walls, their edges curling. A stack of old yearbooks sat on the desk, their spines cracked. I sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress spring giving a familiar, metallic whine. The heat was even worse up here, the air trapped and stagnant.
I felt small. I felt like the girl who used to stare at the ceiling and count the glow-in-the-dark stars, praying for a way out. Now I was back, and the stars were gone, leaving only faint, circular stains on the plaster. I reached into my bag and pulled out the recorder, its weight a comfort. I needed to work. I needed to find the hook, the angle, the thing that would make people in Atlanta realize they’d been wrong about me. I looked down at the desk and saw a thick, cream-colored envelope resting on top of my old high school journal.
It was the invitation to the reunion. Class of 2014: Ten Years of Gold. The font was gaudy, embossed in a shimmering gold that felt like an insult. I picked it up, the paper heavy and expensive. It felt like a trap. I stared at the names on the committee list: Beau Sterling, Chloe St. James, Jax Tillinghast. The Golden Boys and the Prom Queen. The architects of Rockville’s 'Golden Year.' I felt a familiar prickle of resentment. They were still here, still running the show, while I was sitting in a dusty room with a dead career.
I stood up to toss the invitation back onto the desk, but something caught my eye. A slip of paper was wedged under the bottom of the bedroom door, half-hidden by the rug. I hadn't noticed it when I walked in. I walked over and picked it up. It wasn't a formal note. It was a jagged scrap of notebook paper, the edges torn in a hurry. There was no name, no return address, just two words written in a cramped, frantic hand that looked like it had been scrawled in the dark.
DON'T GO.
I stared at the paper, the ink slightly smudged. The letters were sharp, the pressure of the pen having nearly torn through the page. A cold shiver, completely at odds with the stifling heat of the room, raced down my spine. Someone knew I was here. Someone had been inside this house, to warn me. Or threaten me. In Rockville, there wasn't much of a difference between the two.
I walked to the window and looked out at the street. The sun was dipping below the tree line, casting the world in a bruised, purple light. The shadows of the oaks were stretching across the lawn, black and distorted. The street was empty, but the feeling of being watched—the same sensation I’d felt in the diner—was back, stronger than ever. I gripped the note in my hand, the paper crinkling. I looked back at my recorder pen on the bedside table.
I wasn't a clumsy mascot anymore. I was a journalist. And in my experience, when someone tells you not to go, it’s because there’s something waiting to be found. I clicked my recorder pen, the sound echoing in the empty house.
"Update," I whispered into the microphone. "Someone left a note. Two words. A warning. The 'Vine' isn't just talking. It’s reaching out. Rockville isn't just a grave. It’s a crime scene. And I think I just found my first piece of evidence."
I stood there in the darkening room, the humidity pressing against my skin like a physical presence, and for the first time in months, I didn't feel like a failure. I felt like a hunter. The static on the line was clearing, and beneath it, I could finally hear the heartbeat of the story I’d come home to find.






  
  two
The Golden Boys


City Hall was a monument to the Rockville that used to be—all white marble pillars and high ceilings designed to trap the cool air that no longer existed. The lobby smelled of stale floor wax and the lemon-scented disinfectant they used to scrub away the red clay that people tracked in on their boots. It was quiet, the kind of silence that felt performative, as if the building itself were holding its breath. I smoothed the lapels of my oversized navy blazer, my palms damp against the wool. Every click of my Converse against the polished tile sounded like a gunshot. I needed those press credentials. Without them, I was just a ghost haunting her own past; with them, I was a professional with a purpose. 
I reached the clerk’s desk, a fortress of dark mahogany. The woman behind the plexiglass didn't look up immediately. She was busy stamping papers with a rhythmic thwack-hiss that set my teeth on edge. When she finally lifted her gaze, her eyes were as sharp and gray as the staples on her desk. She didn't see a journalist. She saw the girl who used to drop her tray in the cafeteria, the one the Oak Vine had already flagged as a failure. "Can I help you, Harper?" she asked, her voice thin and dry, like old parchment.
"I’m here to pick up press credentials for the reunion events," I said, keeping my voice low and steady. I reached into my bag, my fingers brushing against the cold, comforting weight of my Zoom H6 recorder. "Cassidy. From the..." I paused, the lie of my former employment sticking in my throat like a fishhook. "I’m covering it as an independent producer."
She leaned back, her chair giving a long, mournful creak. "Independent? That’s a fancy word for unemployed, isn’t it?" Before I could retort, a door behind her opened, and the air in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. I didn't need to look to know who it was. The scent of expensive cologne—sandalwood and arrogance—preceded him. It was a smell that didn't belong in a town that smelled like pine rot and bacon grease.
"Now, Martha, don't be so hard on our prodigal daughter," a voice boomed, smooth as a salesman’s pitch and twice as dangerous. Mayor Beau Sterling stepped into the lobby, his seersucker suit looking as crisp as if it had just come off the mannequin. He was tan, his teeth too white, his smile a calculated piece of architecture that never quite reached his eyes. He looked like the definition of Southern charm weaponized. "Harper Cassidy. I heard the red clay finally called you back home."
I turned to face him, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I felt small, jagged, and entirely too visible. "Beau. Or should I call you Mayor Sterling now?"
He laughed, a rich, baritone sound that felt like it was meant for a larger audience. He stepped closer, entering my personal space with the practiced ease of a man who owned everything he looked at. "Oh, we’re old friends, Harper. No need for titles. Although, I must say, I’m surprised to see you. I read the news from Atlanta. Terrible business, that. A journalist without a platform is just a girl with a lot of opinions, isn’t she?"
The jab was subtle, a needle slide under the skin. He knew. Of course he knew. Beau Sterling didn't just run the town; he curated the information that flowed through it like a gardener pruning a hedge. I gripped the strap of my bag, the leather digging into my shoulder. "I’m working on a new project, Beau. A deep dive into the '08 Golden Year. I think there are still a few stories left to tell."
Beau’s smile didn't waver, but his eyes hardened into something colder, something that reminded me of the boy who used to enjoy watching the smaller kids squirm. He reached out and took my hand, his grip firm and slightly damp. It was the handshake of a politician, designed to reassure while simultaneously checking for a pulse. "Nostalgia can be a dangerous thing, Harper. Sometimes when you dig too deep into the past, you find things that were better left buried. This town is on the verge of something great. A new development deal that will put us back on the map. I won't have the atmosphere clouded by... sensationalism."
"I call it reporting," I said, pulling my hand back. The touch left a lingering chill on my skin. "The reunion is a public event, Beau. I have a right to be there."
"And you shall be," he said, his voice dropping an octave, becoming intimate and patronizing. He leaned in, and I could see the fine lines around his eyes, the only part of him that showed any age. "But let’s be clear. You’re here as a guest. A visitor. Don't go trying to play the hero again, Harper. It didn't work out for you in the city, and it certainly won't work out for you here. Rockville has a way of protecting its own. And you? You chose to leave." He patted my shoulder—a heavy, dismissive gesture—and turned back toward his office. "Martha, give the girl her little pass. Let her play-act at being a reporter. It’s the least we can do for a hometown failure."
The blood rushed to my face, a hot, stinging tide of shame. I watched him walk away, his steps light and confident on the marble floor. He had won the exchange before I’d even found my footing. Martha slid a laminated card across the counter, her expression blank, but her satisfaction palpable. I snatched it up, the plastic edges sharp against my fingers. I didn't say thank you. I couldn't. My throat was too tight, restricted by the familiar, suffocating pressure of being the town’s punchline.
I pushed through the heavy glass doors, the humidity hitting me like a physical blow. The town square was a blur of brick and green, the heat haze making everything look distorted and unreal. I hurried to my car, my breath coming in shallow, ragged hitches. I needed to get away from the white pillars and the perfect suits. I climbed into the rust-pocked sedan, the interior a sweltering oven that smelled of sun-baked upholstery and my own mounting panic. I didn't even check the mirrors. I just threw the car into reverse, the tires spitting gravel, and roared away from City Hall.
I was driving too fast, my hands shaking on the steering wheel. The trees along the square were a green tunnel, their branches drooping low under the weight of the Spanish moss. My mind was a chaotic loop of Beau’s voice, the condescension, the effortless way he had dismantled my professional armor. Hometown failure. The words echoed in the small space of the car, louder than the roar of the engine. I pressed the accelerator harder, the speedometer needle creeping past the forty-five mark as I hit the stretch of road that led out toward the old mill.
Then I saw it. A flash of blue and red in the rearview mirror, cutting through the stagnant afternoon light. Damn it.
The siren was a short, sharp yelp, like a dog being kicked. I pulled over onto the shoulder, the red clay dust billowing up around the car in a choking cloud. I sat there, staring at my hands, my chest heaving. The silence that followed the engine cut was absolute, broken only by the rhythmic tink-tink-tink of the cooling metal. I watched in the mirror as the cruiser door opened. A man stepped out, tall and imposing, his uniform looking like it had been carved out of stone. Sheriff Jackson 'Jax' Tillinghast. The Golden Boy who stayed.
He took his time walking toward my window, his gait slow and methodical. He adjusted his belt, the leather creaking in the stillness. When he reached the door, he didn't lean down. He stood there, casting a long, dark shadow over the interior of my car. I rolled down the window, the humid air rushing in to meet the cold sweat on my neck. Up close, Jax looked tired. The boy I remembered—the quarterback with the easy grin and the eyes that always seemed to be looking for the end zone—was gone. In his place was a man with a permanent squint and a mouth set in a hard, weary line. A faint scar cut through his left eyebrow, a relic of the championship game that had defined his life.
"License and registration," he said. His voice was deeper than I remembered, a low rumble that felt like it was vibrating in the floorboards. There was no warmth in it, no flicker of recognition. I was just another speeder on his road.
I fumbled with the glove box, my fingers numb. "Jax. I... I wasn't paying attention. I just left City Hall and..."
"License and registration, Harper," he repeated, his tone flat. He didn't look at me. He looked at the dashboard, at the messy pile of recording equipment in the passenger seat. I handed him the documents, my fingers brushing against his. His skin was warm and rough, a sharp contrast to Beau’s damp, polished touch. For a split second, our eyes met. There was a flicker there—a brief, agonizing flash of the boy who had once helped me find my glasses after they’d been knocked off in the hallway. It was a ghost of a memory, gone before I could even grasp it.
He took the license and walked back to his cruiser without another word. I sat there, gripping the steering wheel, my mind racing. Jax represented the law and order that I was here to disrupt. He was the protector of the very status quo that had kept me small. And yet, seeing him felt like a different kind of blow. He looked like the weight of the entire town was resting on his shoulders, and he was too stubborn to set it down. He stayed behind to be the hero, but the hero looked exhausted.
A few minutes later, he returned. He handed me the license, along with a yellow slip of paper. "Forty-five in a twenty-five, Harper. This is a residential zone. People have kids playing near the road."
"I know, Jax. I'm sorry. I was just... flustered," I said, my voice sounding thin even to my own ears. I looked at the ticket, the ink already smudging in the humidity. "Beau Sterling hasn't changed a bit, has he?"
Jax stiffened, his jaw tightening. He looked away, toward the line of pine trees that bordered the road. "The Mayor is doing what he thinks is best for Rockville. My job is to keep the peace. That includes making sure people don't drive like they're in a getaway car." He tapped the side of my door with two fingers, a gesture that felt more like a warning than a goodbye. "Keep your speed down. And keep your recorder out of people's faces for a while. This isn't Atlanta, Harper. People here don't like being framed for a story."
"I'm not framing anyone, Jax. I'm just looking for the truth," I said, my voice gaining a sudden, sharp edge. "Isn't that what you're supposed to be doing too?"
He didn't answer. He just looked at me—really looked at me—for a long, silent moment. His eyes were the color of the creek after a heavy rain, murky and deep. "The truth in Rockville is a messy thing, Harper. Usually, when you find it, it’s covered in mud and better left where it is." He turned and walked back to his car, his silhouette merging with the long shadows of the oaks. I watched him drive away, the blue lights fading until they were just a memory in the heat haze. I felt a strange, hollow ache in my chest. Jax wasn't just a cop; he was a reminder of everything I had run away from, and everything he had stayed to defend.
I waited until the dust from his cruiser had settled before I pulled back onto the road. I drove slowly this time, my heart still thudding, but the panic had been replaced by a cold, calculating resolve. I pulled over again a mile down the road, near the edge of the Kudzu Grotto. The mill was a green, shapeless monster in the distance, a tombstone for the town’s economy. I reached for my Zoom H6, the familiar texture of the rubberized grip grounding me. I clicked it on, the red 'REC' light glowing like a tiny, unblinking eye.
"Subject: Rockville Power Structures," I whispered into the microphone. My voice was steadier now, the professional mask firmly back in place. "Met with the King and the Soldier today. Beau Sterling is exactly what I expected—a polished veneer covering a hollow center. He’s manipulative, charismatic, and terrified of anything that doesn't fit into his narrative for the town. He called me a hometown failure, which is a classic defensive tactic. He knows I’m a threat, even if he pretends I’m a joke. He’s the architect of the silence here, the one who keeps the red clay packed tight over the secrets."
I paused, thinking of Jax. The way he looked at the dashboard instead of me. "And then there’s Jax Tillinghast. The Sheriff. He’s the weary stoic, the man who stayed behind to hold up a crumbling wall. There’s a friction there, something deeper than just a traffic stop. He’s protecting the town, but he looks like he’s being crushed by it. He warned me to stay away from the truth, which is the loudest admission of guilt I’ve heard yet. He represents the law, but in a town like this, the law is just another way to keep the quiet."
I looked out at the kudzu, the vines crawling over everything, erasing the shapes of the world. It was a living metaphor for Rockville. "Everyone in this town is holding their breath. You can feel it in the air, a tension that the humidity only makes heavier. It’s like a spring that’s been wound too tight for ten years. Beau and Jax—the Golden Boys—they’re at the center of it. They’re the ones keeping the pressure on. But even a spring has a breaking point."
I clicked the recorder off, the silence rushing back into the car. The sun was beginning its slow descent, the light turning the red clay into the color of dried blood. I looked at the press pass on the passenger seat, the gold lettering shimmering in the fading light. Beau thought he had silenced me. Jax thought he had warned me off. They both underestimated the desperate need of a woman who had nothing left to lose but her voice. I put the car in gear and started back toward the town square. Rockville was waiting for something to happen, and I realized with a sudden, sharp clarity that I was the one who was going to make it happen. The Golden Boys had their kingdom, but I was the one with the microphone, and I was finally ready to start recording the silence.
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The air in the gymnasium was a thick, suffocating soup of lavender hairspray, industrial floor wax, and the cloying, fermented scent of fruit punch that had been sitting out since the early bird arrivals. It was a smell that lived in the back of my throat, triggering a visceral, metallic memory of junior-year anxiety and the desperate need to be invisible. I stood in the doorway, my boots feeling heavy and clumsy against the high-gloss polyurethane of the basketball court. The banners above—maroon and gold, dusty and fraying at the edges—celebrated championships won by people who were now standing in small, segregated circles, clutching plastic cups like lifelines. 
My fingers ached from gripping the strap of my bag, where my Zoom H6 recorder sat nestled like a loaded weapon. I reached in and clicked the power switch, the tiny red light blooming in the darkness of the leather interior. It was my shield. As long as I was recording, I wasn't just Harper Cassidy, the girl who left and came back broken; I was a witness. I was the one holding the lens, and that meant I was the one in control. I adjusted my thrifted blazer, trying to ignore the way the humidity made the wool itch against my collar, and stepped into the hum of the crowd.
“Oh, Harper! It’s so... good to see you back. We heard you were doing big things in Atlanta.” Sarah Miller—now Sarah Higgins, according to the name tag stuck precariously to her silk blouse—gave me a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. It was a practiced, Rockville smile, polished and hollow. She stood with a group of women who had all achieved the same suburban uniform: blonde highlights, French manicures, and a certain tightness around the jaw that suggested their lives were a series of carefully managed catastrophes.
“Reporting is reporting, Sarah,” I said, lifting the recorder slightly, the fluffy 'dead cat' wind screen looking like a small, grey animal. “I’m actually putting together a retrospective on the Class of ’14. Do you mind if I get a quick soundbite? How does it feel to be back in the old stomping grounds?”
She stiffened, her gaze flickering to the red light on the device. “Oh, you know. It’s wonderful. Just wonderful to see how everyone’s grown. Rockville is such a special place, isn't it? So safe. So quiet.” She laughed, a brittle sound that reminded me of dry leaves skittering over a sidewalk. Her friends nodded in unison, their responses a chorus of rehearsed banalities. They spoke about their children’s soccer schedules and the new boutiques in the square, but their eyes kept darting toward the exits. They weren't talking to me; they were reading from a script approved by the town’s collective conscience. The Oak Vine was humming tonight, vibrating through the very floorboards, and I was the invasive species they had to tolerate.
I moved away, the ‘thank yous’ and ‘so nice to see yous’ trailing after me like exhaust. My skin felt tight, a layer of sweat forming between my shoulder blades. I scanned the room, the flickering fluorescent lights above casting a sickly, strobe-like pallor over the festivities. Then, I saw her. Chloe St. James hadn’t just entered the room; she had occupied it. She was draped in a gold silk slip dress that caught every stray beam of light, looking every bit the Prom Queen she had been a decade ago. But as I drew closer, the perfection began to fray. Her hair, a platinum waterfall, was tucked behind her ears with a frantic frequency, and her laughter was a pitch too high, echoing off the rafters with a jagged edge.
She was cornered near the equipment closet, and she wasn't alone. Beau Sterling stood over her, his posture relaxed in that predatory way he had perfected since City Hall. He was smiling, but it was the smile of a man watching a bug struggle on a pin. I slowed my pace, sliding behind a stack of folded-up bleachers, my heart thudding a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I held the recorder out, the sensitive microphones angling toward the corner. The background noise of '00s pop music and clinking ice faded as I tuned my ears to the low, urgent murmur of their voices.
“You’re making a scene, Chloe,” Beau’s voice was a smooth, terrifying purr. I could see the way he shifted his weight, closing the gap between them until she was pressed against the painted cinderblock. “This was supposed to be a celebration. A show of unity. Don't ruin the atmosphere with these hysterics.”
“Hysterics?” Chloe’s voice was a ragged whisper, trembling with a fear that made the hair on my arms stand up. “Beau, I can't do it anymore. The notes, the way people look at me... I’m going to fix it. I told you I would. I’m going to make it right.”
“You’re going to do exactly what we agreed on,” Beau countered, his hand reaching out to touch her cheek. It looked like a caress, but from my vantage point, I saw the way his fingers dug into her skin, forcing her to look up at him. “You’re the face of this town, sugar. Don’t go forgetting who gave you that crown. If you start digging up the dirt, you’re the first one who’s going to get buried in it. Understand?”
Chloe didn't answer. She looked like she was vibrating, a fine, high-frequency tremor that seemed to emanate from her very bones. Beau patted her cheek—a dismissive, crushing gesture—and turned away, his expression instantly smoothing into the mask of the benevolent leader. I pulled back deeper into the shadows of the bleachers, my breath coming in shallow hitches. My mind was racing, connecting the dots of the argument to the cryptic note I'd found under my door. Don't go. Was Chloe the one sending them? Or was she the target?
The punch in my stomach was a cold, leaden weight. I watched Chloe for a moment longer. She stood frozen against the wall, her chest heaving, her gold dress looking like a gilded cage. Then, with a sudden, jerky movement, she turned and bolted toward the hallway that led to the locker rooms and the bathrooms. I didn't think. I followed. The gym doors swung shut behind me, cutting off the thumping bass of the music and replacing it with the hollow, ringing silence of the corridor. The air here was cooler, smelling of old sweat and damp concrete. My footsteps sounded like thunder on the linoleum.
I slipped into the girl's bathroom, the door creaking on its rusted hinges. It was a tomb of pink tile and flickering yellow lights. I didn't see her at first, but then I heard it—the unmistakable, gut-wrenching sound of someone weeping in the far stall. It wasn't the delicate, performative crying of a homecoming queen; it was a low, keening sound, the noise of someone who was slowly coming apart at the seams. I retreated into the corner, pressing my back against the cold, damp wall, my recorder still running.
“I have to fix it,” Chloe’s voice drifted over the top of the stall, muffled by the tile. “I have to fix it before they find out. It’s too much. The weight... it’s too much.” There was a splashing sound—the sink running—and then the click of a compact opening. I held my breath, the silence in the room so heavy I could hear the hum of the fluorescent tubes. My throat felt dry, the taste of cheap punch and fear coating my tongue.
The stall door swung open. Chloe emerged, and for a second, the mask was gone. Her eyes were bloodshot, her makeup smeared into dark hollows that made her face look skeletal. She looked at her reflection in the cracked mirror with a loathing so intense it felt like a physical heat in the room. She began to work with frantic, surgical precision, dabbing at her eyes, smoothing her hair, reapplying a layer of red lipstick that looked like a fresh wound. It was a transformation that was both fascinating and horrifying to watch—the systematic reconstruction of a lie.
She turned toward the door and froze when she saw me. For a heartbeat, the keening woman was back in her eyes, pleading and terrified. Then, the shutters slammed down. She straightened her shoulders, her chin tilting up, and gave me a smile that was so bright it felt like a threat. It was the smile of a paper crown queen, sharp-edged and fragile.
“Harper,” she said, her voice steady and light, as if we were just bumping into each other at the mall. “I didn't see you there. I suppose you’re looking for a scoop? That’s what you do, isn't it? Digging around in the dark?”
“Chloe, are you okay?” I asked, my voice sounding small and uncertain in the vast, tiled space. “I heard... I saw you with Beau. It didn't look like he was being very kind.”
She laughed, and the sound sent a shiver down my spine. She stepped closer, the scent of her expensive, cloying perfume clashing with the smell of bleach in the bathroom. She leaned in, and I could see the tiny cracks in her foundation, the way her hand was still trembling as she clutched her gold clutch. “Beau is just being Beau, honey. He worries. He wants everything to be perfect for the reunion. But you know what they say about perfection, Harper?” She leaned even closer, her breath hot against my ear. “It’s just a way of hiding the rot. But don't you worry your little head. The truth always comes out eventually. It has a way of rising to the surface, like a body in a lake.”
She patted my shoulder—the same dismissive gesture Beau had used—and swept out of the room, the scent of lavender and desperation lingering in her wake. I stood there for a long time, staring at my own reflection. I looked tired, my eyes wide and dark, my hair frizzing in the humidity. I looked like a girl who was about to see something she couldn't unsee. I reached into my bag and clicked the recorder off. My hands were shaking. The truth always comes out. It wasn't a comment; it was a prophecy.
I made my way back to the gymnasium, but I couldn't bring myself to rejoin the crowd on the floor. The fake smiles and the rehearsed answers felt like a physical weight now, a suffocating blanket of Rockville ‘kindness’ that I needed to escape. I climbed the stairs to the bleachers, the wood groaning under my weight, and found a spot in the highest row, shrouded in the deep shadows near the ceiling. From up here, the reunion looked like a toy set—small people moving in predictable patterns under the buzzing lights.
The DJ switched the music, the upbeat pop fading into a slow, melancholic ballad. The Last Dance. It was a cliché, a ham-fisted attempt at forced nostalgia that usually made me roll my eyes, but tonight it felt heavy, laden with an unspoken dread. Couples drifted onto the floor, swaying in the center of the court like a slow-motion wreck. I watched them, my gaze moving restlessly across the room, seeking out the fractures I now knew were there.
I spotted Jax Tillinghast standing near the punch bowl. He wasn't dancing. He stood with his hands behind his back, his uniform crisp and imposing, but his eyes weren't on the crowd. They were fixed on Chloe. She was dancing with a former teammate, her head thrown back in a laugh that looked painful from this distance. Jax’s expression was unreadable, a stony mask of
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One dead queen. One disgraced reporter,
One Southern mystery too twisted for sweet tea.
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