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			To my Kowit boys

		

	
		
			Ally

			 

			October 6

			“How do you feel, knowing they’re letting a killer out of jail today?”

			I’m getting out of my car when the question is screamed at me through the chain-link fence that runs the perimeter of school. I turn to find a reporter, young and fresh-faced, staring at me with excited eyes from the other side of the metal weave.

			She must not know who I am.

			I clench my keys in my fist, the sharp edges digging into the tender flesh of my palm, as I hold eye contact with her. Trying to figure out what to do. What to say. How far I want to take this.

			A few beats go by, and her smile begins to droop.

			“Jake Hanson?” she offers, like I might not know what she’s talking about. “He’s being released later today? After serving only”—a pause here, as she scrambles to remember—“thirteen months of his twenty-five-to-life sentence. He’s headed back. To Brawner. How does that make you feel—”

			I slam my car door shut, heart thudding against my rib cage. Walk over to her slowly. Anger vibrating off me so hard that I’m surprised she can’t feel it—that she doesn’t run away.

			“Most people in town are very unhappy.” This lady just can’t quit. She’s clearly misinterpreted my silence as ignorance. “The decision to vacate his sentence is enormously controversial—as you probably know,” she adds hurriedly, like she’s remembered that I might not be entirely stupid. “Considering it was based on a technicality, rather than evidence of Jake’s innocence…how does it make you feel? You’re a student at Brawner High. Did you know Miriam Appelbaum? Or Jake? Did you know Jake? Did you see the fight they had that day?”

			I stop on my side of the chain-link fence. She leans forward expectantly. She thinks I’m about to make her day, give her a great quote she can use in her broadcast. Tell her how terrified I am that Jake’s coming home. How violent he was.

			“Listen to me,” I hiss at her. “Jake Hanson is innocent. Got it? He didn’t murder anyone. You can quote me.”

			And with that, I walk away.

			

			—

			The hallways inside are buzzing with energy. Bad energy. The sort that comes before a riot, before people start burning things down. Everyone on edge.

			Someone crashes into me, and when they see who I am, their apology crumbles. Instead, they mutter, “Killer fucker.”

			I’ve been called worse, and it’s not remotely true, yet it still takes all my willpower not to respond. But I can’t. I can’t give them the satisfaction—not because I don’t want to, but because Henry made me promise. He knows me too well, and he said today more than any other day, I have to let things slide.

			It hurts, but I do it. I let the asshole walk away, keep my head down, enter my first-period Spanish class without another incident.

			I spend the period on my phone. Senora De Hoyos doesn’t even notice, or at least she doesn’t really care—no one’s paying attention as it is—and so I’m left in peace to read awful things that people are saying about my best friend and his family on the internet.

			Everyone is screaming about how horrible it is that Jake’s being released, how he’s a murderer, how this is a travesty of the justice system. There are a ton of articles on what are essentially tabloid news sites, full of misinformation and inflammatory rhetoric about Jake and Henry and the entire Hanson family. The sort of exploitative journalism my dad always used to rant about—it’s all about the clicks.

			I’ve been trying to keep an eye on it. Report the most violent comments. Make sure no one has posted the Hansons’ address in public forums, like they did after Jake’s arrest almost two years ago.

			I tell myself what I’m doing matters, but I know I’m wrong. The comments are never taken down.

			And everyone already knows where the Hansons live.

			“Ally?” A voice cuts into my doomscrolling.

			Taylor Rudloff, assistant editor of the Boar, the school paper, is standing in front of my desk.

			“What?” Can’t she see I’m busy?

			“Um,” she says, staring at me, hip jutted to the side, radiating judgment. “Period’s over?”

			I look around. Sure enough, everyone’s gone, outside of Taylor and Señora De Hoyos, who’s sitting behind her desk with her feet propped up on it, her own phone in front of her face.

			“Oh,” I say, my face heating. I grab my battered textbook and shove it into my bag.

			“Are you okay?” Taylor asks, out of a sense of obligation, rather than because she actually cares, I’m sure. We’re not exactly the best of friends.

			My mouth puckers. “I’m fine.”

			“You sure? Because you were just sitting there after the bell went off like you didn’t even notice…”

			“I’m fine,” I say again, with emphasis, and she rolls her eyes. What does she think—I’m going to tell her how I’m really doing? That all of a sudden I’m going to open up to her? Tell her that I’m worried about Henry, that I’ve texted him six times today already and haven’t heard back? I’m not an idiot. If I did, she’d use it—write a story about it for the paper to try and take my editor in chief position.

			“Sure, Ally. Whatever.” She hikes her bag farther up her shoulder. “I’ll see you later.”

			

			—

			Out in the hall, I send Henry another message. Nothing long, just saying that I’m here if he needs me. He knows that, though. We’ve been best friends since preschool, a friendship that’s outlasted most everything else. Including our ex–best friend, Grace Topham.

			I watch my phone for a long moment, but it’s silent. I shouldn’t be surprised. Henry’s dealing with a dumpster fire.

			I make my way to the newspaper office, which, thankfully, is quiet. Everyone else is tucked away in second period, but I’m skipping. I can’t deal with sitting through another class; I have more important things to do.

			I take my notebook out of my bag and set it on the table in front of me.

			It’s filled with stuff about Ms. Appelbaum, a timeline of the night she was murdered, Jake, his trial, info from news articles, notes from Reddit boards that talked about the case. I started collecting all of it when it became clear Jake was the cops’ prime suspect. I thought maybe I could help him, because I meant what I said to that asshole reporter.

			Jake is not a killer.

			I mean, this is the same guy who used to lend me books that he liked back when we were in elementary school. He used to capture spiders in his hands and put them outside rather than kill them. Even after he started working at the record store and got all caught up with Nick Marion and those assholes, I saw flickers of his old self.

			Like the time a baby bird flew into one of the windows of the Hansons’ house and broke its wing. Jake drove an hour each way to take it to a wildlife sanctuary. Or the time Ms. Glasgow, an English teacher, dropped two huge boxes of paperwork all over the first-floor hallway of school.

			Jake was one of the only people to stop and help her clean it up.

			He couldn’t have killed Appelbaum. He doesn’t have it in him. And it’s beyond messed up that he’s spent the past two years behind bars, but I guess we have Grace to thank for that.

			Nothing in my notebook tells me anything new. But I reread it anyway, over and over and over again, until my eyes start to ache. Then I slam it shut.

			I’m tempted to text Henry again, but I stop myself. I need to give him space.

			Instead, I grab my laptop and pull up a YouTube video of the news footage from the day Appelbaum’s body was found. Our neighborhood was a circus. News vans everywhere, people from school stopping by, neighbors gaping at the crime scene investigators dressed in white plastic suits going in and out of her house.

			I watched it all from my bedroom window. I couldn’t even cry. All my tears had been used up two months before, when my dad died.

			Even though I’ve seen all of these videos a million times, I press Play. I know everything by heart—the news reporters’ scripts, the shots of Appelbaum’s house, our neighborhood, the city of Brawner.

			But what I’m interested in is in the background of these shots.

			It’s a well-known fact that murderers like to visit the scene of their crimes, so I examine the faces of the people watching from behind the police tape. Try to see if there’s anything out of place. Anyone I haven’t noticed before.

			Because the thing that has been thrumming in the back of my head like a drumbeat for the past two years is this:

			If Jake didn’t do it, that means whoever did is still out there, walking around, free to kill again.

		

	
		
			October 6

			The Brawner Times

			
				Jacob Hanson murder conviction vacated on a technicality

				By Kate Chakravorty

				Jacob Hanson is set to be released today from the western Virginia federal prison where he has been incarcerated since the middle of last year. In a trial that made national news, Hanson was convicted of the first-degree murder of local Brawner High School English teacher Miriam Appelbaum and was sentenced to twenty-five to life behind bars.

				But a week ago, a judge approved a motion to vacate Hanson’s murder conviction. To explain this controversial decision, Landon County Circuit Court Judge Andrea Johnson cited evidence unearthed by Hanson’s new attorney, Greg Kakova, that proves District Attorney Richard Attia, who prosecuted Hanson’s original trial, had been having an affair with Judge Richard Walker, who presided over it.

				A new district attorney, Cassie Flynn, was elected on the back of the scandal. The state has thirty days to decide whether it will pursue a new trial, but if Flynn’s statement outside the courthouse is any indication, there are already plans to do just that.

				DA Flynn said: “Jake Hanson’s pending release only proves there were glaring ethical issues with how the original trial was conducted, not that Hanson himself is, in fact, innocent.” Mr. Kakova calls his client’s impending release a “triumph of the American justice system as a whole.”

				What to know about the case

				On December 15, 2023, Brawner High English teacher Miriam Appelbaum was reported missing by her sister after failing to show up for their weekly brunch.

				Two days later, Ms. Appelbaum was discovered inside the freezer in her garage, clutching a rose against her chest. The medical examiner determined blunt force trauma was the cause of death. The case shook the small community of Brawner, VA, and drew the attention of national media outlets.

				Police quickly set their sights on then-eighteen-year-old Brawner High School senior Jacob Hanson, whom witnesses had seen fighting with Ms. Appelbaum in a school hallway mere days before her death. According to multiple firsthand accounts, Ms. Appelbaum caught Hanson selling drugs on school grounds and informed him he was headed for expulsion. Hanson lost his temper and, according to several sources, slammed his fist into a locker.

				The case began to build against him. Police found hair with DNA matching Hanson’s on the carpet in Ms. Appelbaum’s living room, and his school notebook was found beneath her couch. The police also traced the IP address of a harassing message sent from an anonymous Instagram account to Ms. Appelbaum to the Hanson household.

				That’s when Brawner High student and neighbor of the Hansons Grace Topham came forward. She told police she saw Hanson entering Ms. Appelbaum’s backyard at 6 p.m. on December 15. He was wearing his jean jacket, a distinctive item of clothing with a large bald eagle sketched on its back.

				Hanson claimed innocence, saying his jacket had been stolen from his car in an attempt to frame him. But, upon a thorough search of the vehicle, police found it under a pile of clothing in the trunk, covered with blood. Subsequent tests showed that the blood matched Ms. Appelbaum’s.

				This was the final nail in Jake Hanson’s coffin.

				On January 17, 2024, Hanson was formally charged with the murder and his bail set at $1 million. Later that year, following a two-week trial, a jury convicted Hanson after deliberating for less than three hours.

				Kate Chakravorty is a senior news reporter for the Brawner Times. She can be reached via email at katec@brawnertimes.com.

			

		

	
		
			Henry

			 

			October 6

			All the lights in the house are off.

			My mom insisted. Said it would keep the reporters away, make them think we aren’t home. Apparently, our lawyer suggested it. And my mom does whatever Mr. Kakova suggests. I think she’s half in love with him at this point, and who can blame her? He’s the one who figured out how to spring Jake from prison.

			At least for the time being.

			From my bedroom window, between a small gap in the curtains, I see the reporters in the street, camped out like they have been since the news of Jake’s impending release broke. They’re scurrying around like a bunch of cockroaches, setting up for the main event. They don’t care that the house is dark; they’ll wait for days if it’ll get them the money shot.

			Jake, arriving home from prison.

			Jake, who I haven’t laid eyes on in over a year. Jake, who I never went to visit in federal prison because of my own guilt.

			I don’t know what to do with myself right now, so I’m falling into old habits. Reading bad stuff about my family on the internet. There’s plenty to choose from.

			Interest in Jake’s case died down over the past year, mostly because there wasn’t anything new or noteworthy to report. He was in prison. Case closed.

			But that’s changed since the announcement of his vacated sentence. There’ve been more articles written this week alone than in the past six months combined. Which makes sense, considering.

			My brother is arriving home today after thirteen months in a federal prison and, before that, eight months in the county jail.

			I can hear my mom bustling around downstairs, straightening already straight things, humming under her breath. This is the culmination of nearly two years of hard work on her end. Never giving up hope that someday Jake would come home.

			For months after Jake’s conviction, we woke up every morning to nasty words spray-painted on the garage, toilet paper hanging in the trees, but my mom refused to move. Even though she lost all of her friends. Even though everyone in this town hates us.

			Even though we can see Ms. Appelbaum’s house through our back windows.

			I tried to get her to leave, tried to tell her we could start over somewhere else, but she wouldn’t. She was convinced Jake would get out someday, and she wanted him to be able to come back to the home he remembered. Everyone else be damned.

			I stayed, because where else was I going to go? I certainly wasn’t going to go live with my dad—he’s a dickhead who only cares about himself.

			An arriving text distracts me from the article I was reading about my brother.

			Before I can stop myself, I tap it.

			It’s from a blocked number, and it reads Your murderer brother better watch his back.

			I’m actually surprised whoever sent it didn’t sign it. It’s not like anyone bothers to disguise the fact that they want Jake dead.

			The message is a good reminder that regardless of what the courts say, regardless of the fact that the previous prosecution and judge might have conspired to convict a totally innocent person, people still believe my brother is a cold-blooded killer.

			I don’t, though. Never did. Jake is many things, but a murderer is not one of them.

			There’s a knock on my bedroom door.

			“Henry?”

			My mom.

			I reluctantly shut my computer. “Yeah?”

			“It’s time to go.” There are tears in her voice. Happy tears, I think. A new thing. “Greg should be here any minute. Your father is—”

			I tense, waiting for the inevitable insult.

			“—meeting us there.” She finishes her sentence without slighting him. Another new thing.

			“Coming.” I slide off my bed, grab my sneakers, then follow her down the stairs.

			I still haven’t figured out what I’m going to say to my brother.

		

	
		
			Grace

			 

			October 6

			My mom’s in the kitchen, watching the live stream from the prison as she chops vegetables. On-screen, a reporter is excitedly rehashing the events of the past two years.

			She snaps off the TV when she sees me.

			“Grace,” she says guiltily, like I caught her watching porn. “Did you just get home?”

			I nod, drained. School today was a mess: reporters clogging up the entrance to the parking lot trying to get quotes, no one paying attention in class. All anyone could talk about was Jake, and every time they did, I could feel their eyes on my face. I spent most of my day pretending that I didn’t notice, but it’s exhausting, pretending.

			“How is it out there?” my mom asks.

			She’s not talking about the weather. When Meghan pulled onto my street, we were greeted by news vans sitting in front of Appelbaum’s place.

			I drop my bag onto a stool. “Not too bad. Only a couple parked across the street getting shots of the house.”

			My mom shakes her head. “This is exactly why we’ve been pushing for her sister to sell the place. It’s just sitting there, untouched. It’s a total spectacle. If they’d sold it, there wouldn’t be any reason for those reporters to be on our street. They’d be over on Hawthorn where they belong.”

			My cheeks heat up at the mention of Henry’s street. I’m sure most of them are over there, waiting for Jake’s big return.

			“I recognize it’s painful, but honestly, it’s been two years,” my mom grumbles as she turns back to her vegetables. “It’s creepy. Better to sell. Let a developer bulldoze the place, build something new.”

			Yes, it’s sort of creepy. Maybe more than sort of. But I think I get it.

			If I were Appelbaum’s sister, I wouldn’t be able to confront the ghosts in that house either.

			It’s one of those old one-story brick houses that have mostly disappeared from Brawner by now. Appelbaum inherited it from her grandparents, who lived there for decades—way before my family moved to the neighborhood—and moved in after she started teaching at Brawner High. She only lived there for two years before she was killed.

			My mom seems to remember she didn’t actually ask how I’m doing. She puts down the knife again. “They left you alone?”

			I nod. “They didn’t see me.”

			“Good.” She sighs. “I can’t believe this is happening to us. Again. What a mess. Everyone knows he did it…. This is only going to cause chaos. Him, back here in this neighborhood, after everything…it’s absolutely disgusting. Your dad and I are talking about hiring a security company to watch our house. In case he tries something…” Her lips press together white. “God forbid.”

			Behind my temples, the incessant, pounding pain that started last night at the party picks back up. “I read that if they officially decide to retry him, he’ll have to wear an ankle bracelet. In the meantime, I’ll be fine. He’s not going to do anything.”

			I don’t know if I’m saying this to make her feel better, or myself.

			“You can’t be sure about that—” she starts, and I can’t take it anymore. I’m going to scream if I have to say one more word about Jake Hanson.

			I interrupt. “Can we please talk about something else?”

			Her lips dip into a frown, but she nods. “Sorry, yes. Of course.”

			There’s a pause while she struggles to think about what else we could possibly talk about other than the One Thing everyone’s talked about nonstop for two years.

			“Evan and your sister should be here soon. They’re coming over for dinner to chat about wedding stuff.”

			“They’re coming over tonight?” I sound judgmental, but, like, really? The neighborhood’s a zoo and Jake’s getting out of prison and…they want to talk about their wedding?

			My mom’s shoulders stiffen. “It’s not ideal timing, but Lara needs to hammer out the final details. It’s in a few weeks. And it’s not like we’re close to the Hansons.”

			Anymore, I think. My mom and Mrs. Hanson used to be good friends, but they haven’t spoken since I told the cops what I saw that night. Another friendship destroyed by this mess.

			“What’s happening with Jake shouldn’t overshadow the most important day in your sister’s life. The show must go on, as they say. You’ll be here?” She says this like it’s a question, but I know it’s not. Without waiting for my reply, she turns and heads to the fridge.

			“Where else would I be?” I mutter at her back.

			Lara is seven years older than me, and everyone’s favorite. Literally everyone’s—not just our parents’, but teachers at our high school, old coaches. Growing up, she was the golden child and I was…well, sometimes I wonder if I was a mistake.

			When you think about it, eight years is a long time to wait to have another kid.

			When I was little, Lara was more of a second mother to me than a big sister. Our mom worked full-time, so Lara was the one who’d take care of me after school, make me dinner, even put me to bed some nights. She was my hero.

			That said, she was out of the house before I got my first period, and graduating college before I had my first kiss. Sometimes it feels like she still thinks I’m eight years old. She moved back to Brawner a few years ago to go to law school down in DC, and the way she treats me really hasn’t changed from when I was little, even though I’m basically an adult. She still bosses me around, and I still let her, mostly because she’s usually right.

			I mean, I can barely stay on top of my schoolwork and social life, and Lara is not only a second-year law student but is also interning twenty hours a week at a local law firm. She has her life together in a way I never will.

			It’s annoying that we’re going to have to spend dinner talking about the wedding, but at least I’ll be able to ask her all the questions running through my mind. The ones I’ve been too afraid to talk about, for fear people will think I’m sympathizing with a murderer and start spreading rumors about me. Which they absolutely would. People have been fanatical about Jake’s guilt right from the start.

			Before Jake was even formally charged, someone had started a social media campaign they called Convict Jake Hanson. It spread like wildfire. First, local media caught wind of it, then it was picked up by the AP and got national attention. There were rallies outside the police station, and massive ones outside the courthouse during the trial. Even before the jury went into deliberations, public opinion had solidified into fact: Jake Hanson was guilty.

			I have to admit, it affected me, too. Made me more certain I had seen him that night, that I had done the right thing by going to the authorities with what I knew.

			But what if I was wrong?

			What if, because I accepted public opinion as absolute truth, I ended up putting an innocent person behind bars?

			“Just making sure.” My mom starts taking food out of the fridge, setting Tupperware containers on the island in the middle of our kitchen. “I’m doing pasta; how does that sound?”

			“Great,” I say, distracted by a message that’s just arrived on my phone from a number I don’t know.

			A group message to a bunch of random numbers, and it reads: Meet in the back lot of the 7-11 tomorrow before school. Hanson is a monster and needs to be stopped

			What the hell?

			The only number on the chain I have saved in my phone is Tim Martinez’s, which does not bode well.

			Responses immediately start to pour in:

			Thx god someone said it.

			IN

			Yes!!! theyre letting a MURDERER out of prison and they expect us to just sit here and do nothing??

			I’ll be there

			And then one from Tim: Grace you’re on this chain. You saw him that night!! How could they do this when you SAW him outside her house??

			I drop the phone onto the kitchen counter with a clatter, stomach turning. Why did he have to out me to everyone?

			Can’t they all just leave me alone?

			“Everything okay?” my mom asks, concerned.

			I flip my phone face down, hands shaking.

			“Fine. Yes. Everything is fine.”

			

			—

			Lara and Evan arrive a short while later. Evan, as usual, looks stressed, with deep purple circles under his eyes.

			The two of them come over to the house frequently, but usually it’s for Sunday dinner. They’re far too busy to stop by during the week, at least normally. Lara’s either at work or school, and Evan works about seventy hours a week at his family’s commercial real estate company. Right now Evan’s dad runs it, but it’s not exactly a secret that Evan hopes to take over one day.

			Evan’s family, the Millers, have lived in Brawner for generations. Back in the mid-1980s, Evan’s grandpa started the company, and according to my parents they now control about half the property in town. Plus, a bunch of Evan’s relatives work for the town—cousins on the police force, an uncle who’s the fire chief…. It’s a little incestuous, if you ask me.

			He and Lara both went to Brawner HS, but they barely knew each other back then. He was a senior when she was a freshman. Apparently, he was the guy, the one people fawned over and either wanted to be like or wanted to date. One of Evan’s cousins is a sophomore right now, and people treat him the same way. All because of the Miller name.

			When Lara moved back home after college, she and Evan ran into each other and started dating. They got serious a few months later and the rest is history.

			They’re cute together, I guess, but sometimes I think he must have imprinted on her back in high school. To be honest, Evan isn’t exactly who I envisioned for my sister. Sure, he’s tall and handsome, but he’s also a total nepo baby.

			I guess I’m just not as impressed by his family legacy as everyone else. His whole life has been scripted for him from the start and as far as I can tell, he spends most of his time worrying about disappointing his dad.

			My dad finally makes an appearance in the kitchen, announcing himself with a loud “Hello!” Evan jumps, spilling the glass of water my mom just handed him all over the floor.

			“Shoot. I’m so sorry,” he says. “It’s been a long day.”

			“It’s no problem, honey.” My mom grabs a dish towel and squats to mop up the wet spots.

			“Have things calmed down out there?” My dad pulls a bottle of wine out of the fridge. “I caught the last bit of the evening news, and it looked like a bunch of reporters are stationed outside the Hansons’. I guess Jake should be arriving home any minute.”

			“They’re still there,” Lara says.

			“Ridiculous, isn’t it? That they’re letting him out?” my dad says, an echo of all the people at the party last night, of the people on that horrible group message. Of everyone in this stupid town.

			“Dad—” I say, but stop myself. I’m too tired to argue. There’s no point. If I defend Jake, he’ll look at me like I’ve suddenly sprouted a second head.

			Instead, I turn to Lara. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”

			“Sure.” She glances at Evan. “I’ll be right back?”

			He nods.

			“What’s up?” she asks me once we’re settled on the family room couch. “How are you holding up? I was going to check in, but, you know…”

			“Wedding stuff?” I ask.

			These days, it’s always wedding stuff.

			“Yeah. It’s in less than three weeks!” she says, voice tight with nerves, and I realize it’s not just Evan who’s stressed. Lara’s white button-down blouse, normally ironed within an inch of its life, is wrinkled, and there’s a small stain on the upper thigh of her pin-striped pants. Even her blond hair is less shiny than usual. “But that doesn’t matter right now. Are you okay?”

			“I just…” I trail off. I’m not sure how to broach the subject, even with my sister, so I decide to plunge right in. “Jake getting out…it’s messing with my head a little. I keep wondering…did I make a mistake? Did I not actually see him that night? Did I put someone who was innocent behind bars for two years?”

			Confusion furrows Lara’s brow. “What do you mean? You know his sentence getting vacated doesn’t mean he’s innocent, right? He’ll be back in prison in no time.”

			“Yeah, but…” The expression on her face makes me stop.

			What am I doing? I know what she’s going to say—the same thing our parents would say, the same thing all my friends at school would say. The same thing the jury said.

			Jake is guilty.

			So, I backtrack.

			“I don’t know what I mean, really. I’m just worried.” I don’t have to fake the tears that pool in the corners of my eyes.

			Lara considers me for a moment, then wraps me in a hug. “You have such a big heart, Gracie. I’m sorry this is happening. But think: My wedding is so soon, and it’s going to be amazing, right? Concentrate on the good things.”

			I sniff a breath into her shoulder. “Okay. I will.”

			She pulls back, holding me by the arms. “Are you sure? Are you nervous about him coming home? Being so close by? I’m happy to talk more.”

			Another reminder that soon Jake will be living only a few hundred yards from where I sleep. But as I consider my sister’s question, I realize I’m not afraid, because I can’t imagine him hurting me.

			Which is weird, right? I’m no therapist, but if I really had seen him that night, wouldn’t something in my subconscious remember? Wouldn’t I be freaking out?

			I force a smile before responding. “No, no, it’s fine. I really am okay. I’ll be in for dinner in one sec, just going to use the bathroom.”

			“Okay. I love you.”

			I get up, leaving Lara alone on the couch. I can feel her eyes on me, watching, as I head out of the room.

		

	
		
			Ally

			 

			October 7

			I’ve barely made it through the front door of the school when Ari Wong runs up, breathless. Ari is news editor for the school paper and they are extremely fond of gossip.

			“Have you seen Henry’s locker?” they ask, bent in half, hands on their thighs.

			“I haven’t,” I say, immediately on edge.

			“It’s bad,” Ari replies, and I take off.

			There’s a huge crowd in front of the locker. People chatting excitedly, guys jumping up and down, trying to get a better view. I push through the mob, and as people spot me, they fall silent.

			“It’s her,” someone whispers.

			“Yup. It’s me,” I say, voice dripping with sarcasm. She blinks at me, a terrified animal caught in my headlights. I push by her without another word. It’s not worth it. I stopped giving a crap what these people think of me a very long time ago. They’re all such hypocrites.

			Like Sam Giles, standing across the way, staring at me with dagger eyes. He used to be Henry’s good friend but literally hasn’t said a word to either of us in the past two years. Dick.

			I arrive at the front of the crowd at the same time as Vice Principal Patout. She lets out a loud gasp.

			Black-and-white photos of Appelbaum—both dead and alive—are papered all over the front of Henry’s locker and the lockers nearby, and the word Murderer is spray-painted in red across them.

			I don’t know where whoever did this found Appelbaum’s autopsy photos, but they’re horrifying.

			“Who did this?” Patout shouts at the crowd, furious. You’d think the school administration would have prepared for things to get bad again once Jake was released, but Patout seems shocked. Then again, the pictures are shocking.

			I storm up to Henry’s locker and start pulling down handfuls of paper, ripping them in half and crumpling them into little balls. Thank God he stayed home again today; he doesn’t need to see this.

			Behind me, someone says, “I cannot believe they let an actual murderer out of jail.” I whirl around to find Macey Brown and one of her dumb friends.

			“What do you not understand about the criminal justice system?” I spit at them. “Jake is out of prison for a reason. Maybe all you idiots should concentrate on what’s important. Did any of you ever think about the fact that if Jake didn’t do it, that means whoever did might still be roaming around town?”

			Macey snorts and nudges her friend. “We all know Jake did do it, though. You’re the only dumbass who doesn’t.”

			“All right, girls, that’s quite enough.” Patout steps between us. “Macey, it’s time for you to head to class. And the rest of you too. First period starts in two minutes—get moving!”

			The crowd disperses. Without all the bodies crowding around it, the vandalism of Henry’s locker is even more stark.

			I turn to Patout. “Are you going to figure out who did this? This is disgusting.”

			She sighs. “Ally, I wish I could, but I don’t have the resources to question two thousand kids about their whereabouts this morning. The best I can offer is that we’ll have it cleaned up before school tomorrow.”

			I scowl. This is harassment, plain and simple, and she should do something about it. But I don’t bother wasting my breath because I know she can’t.

			Or won’t.

			The camera crews are still there, hanging out front of the school; on my way in I saw them lingering just beyond the fence, ready to take sound bites from willing students. Patout is probably trying to head them off at the pass by not making a big thing out of this, but it won’t matter. Word will get out.

			Most people around here are more than willing to throw Henry and his family under the bus for five minutes of fame.

			The bell rings. “All right, it’s time for you to get to class. Someone will be here soon to clean this up.” Patout straightens the lapels of her black blazer and briskly walks away.

			That’s when I see her.

			Grace Topham, staring at me from halfway down the empty hall, wearing an expression I can’t read. We lock eyes and my heart kicks up a beat. Her blond hair is shiny, long, perfect in a way I can never manage to get my own. She doesn’t even have to try; it’s naturally straight, hanging smoothly halfway down her back. I’ve always been so jealous of it; mine is a mess of brown frizz that I used to try and tame until I realized it was pointless.

			I bet she’s glad someone did this to Henry’s locker. Who knows—she might have done it herself. She’s friends with Macey Brown now. She turned in Jake. Anything’s possible.

			I’m the first to break eye contact. I can’t look at her. I hate her.

			I’m about to turn and leave when she speaks.

			“Ally.”

			I’m so startled, I stop.

			“Can we talk?” She says this so quietly that at first I wonder if I’m hearing things. She takes a step toward me. I immediately back up. What does she think she’s doing? We might have been best friends at one point, but those days are long gone.

			“Absolutely not.” We’re the only two people left in the hallway. The second bell rings. “I need to go to class.”

			But for some reason I don’t move. It’s like all my body remembers is Grace talking me through my first period when we were eleven; Grace and me snort-laughing until we cried after Henry found one of our tampons and got all weird about it. Grace, Grace, Grace, Grace, Grace…all my major memories from the age of eight on include her.

			She closes the gap between us so quickly I swear to God she teleports. “Please, Ally. This whole thing has freaked me out and I really need to talk to someone”—her blue eyes are wet—“about that night. I think—”

			The mention of that night breaks the spell. What am I doing, standing here listening to her? I must have temporarily lost my mind.

			I interrupt. “No.”

			“But—” Her eyes plead for me to hear her out, but that is not going to happen. She put Jake behind bars.

			“No,” I say again through gritted teeth. “I have nothing to say to you.” And with that, I spin on my heel and walk away.

		

	
		
			Grace

			 

			October 7

			I can’t concentrate.

			My parents are out: my dad’s at work, and my mom’s with Lara, doing something wedding related, of course. The house is quiet.

			Too quiet.

			I shove my homework aside and reach for my diary, jot down a few random thoughts, then flip back through its pages, through the past two years, all the way to December 2023. The month of Ms. Appelbaum’s murder.

			My old entries are all so embarrassing. Full of Henry’s name, hearts doodled in the margins. The writings of a silly little girl who had no idea what was coming.

			I skim them until I get to that day.

			December 15. A Friday.

			There’s a short entry about hanging out at Henry’s house, about my growing feelings for him, then some stuff about my mom being mad at my sister. No mention of seeing someone in Appelbaum’s backyard. I guess I didn’t think it was important at the time.

			The next time I wrote was on December 30, 2023. A week and a half later, after Appelbaum’s body was found. The cops were everywhere during that time, at Appelbaum’s house all hours of the day and night searching for evidence, conducting interviews, narrowing their attention onto Jake.

			I don’t know what to do. I think I saw Jake in Ms. Appelbaum’s backyard the night she was killed. I remember catching sight of his jacket—it’s so distinct, with that big stupid eagle his friend drew on the back—but…did I see his face? I must have. I was just so distracted by Henry that I didn’t pay attention. According to Henry, the cops are treating Jake like he’s their main suspect, so it fits. I need to tell someone, but if I do Ally and Henry will never forgive me. I can’t sleep. I feel sick.

			The more I thought about it, the surer and surer I became that it was Jake. On New Year’s Eve I confessed everything to Lara. She and I agreed I had to tell the authorities, and on January 1, I went down to the station. I thought it was the right thing to do.

			But was it?

			Last year in psych, we did a unit on forensic psychology, and I learned that seventy-five percent of DNA exoneration cases are connected to faulty eyewitness testimony. That means tons and tons of people are put behind bars because someone incorrectly identifies them. Human memory is notoriously faulty and prone to all sorts of biases.

			What if I put an innocent person behind bars?

			I shut my diary. I need to get out of here. I need to think.

			I walk outside. Across the street is Appelbaum’s house, dark and abandoned.

			I haven’t gone over there since her murder, but I find myself heading toward it. I’m so caught up in thoughts of the past that I’m halfway into her backyard before I realize what I’m doing.

			To my left is Ally’s house. The first floor is dark, but her bedroom window is lit from within. She was so pissed to see me in the hall earlier. I can’t blame her, but it still made me feel awful.

			My gaze wanders across her backyard toward Hawthorn Street. To Henry’s house. He lives directly behind Ally, catty-corner from Appelbaum’s backyard. From where I’m standing, I can only see the windows of the second floor.

			I wonder if he’s in there.

			If Jake is.

			I shake myself. What am I doing here? What do I think, Appelbaum’s ghost is going to suddenly appear and give me answers to all the questions spinning in my head?

			She doesn’t, of course.

			Instead, all I see are overgrown hedges and tangled weeds where her beautifully manicured rose bushes once bloomed. When they found her body in the freezer chest in her garage, one of the roses from those bushes had been tucked under her cold, dead hands, a detail about the case that’s always struck me as particularly creepy. Saliva fills my mouth and I turn away. Grass has sprouted through the patio stones and moss has attacked her lawn furniture, turning the brown wood greenish-yellow.

			I wonder what it looks like inside her house. If her clothes are still in there, her books, her photos and papers and makeup, all sitting untouched for the past two years.

			I shudder. Being here is starting to freak me out.

			A branch snaps and my heart skips a beat.

			What was that?

			Out of the corner of my eye, I catch something moving. Something fast.

			I spin around, toward the front of the property. Toward the street. My house. I almost run for it, but I force myself to stay calm. It was probably just an animal. I have to stop being such a wimp.

			I turn back to face the small patch of woods behind Appelbaum’s house. It’s not a huge piece of land, maybe a quarter of an acre at most, but somehow it was left undeveloped when the rest of the neighborhood was built, and Grace, Henry, and I used to hang out there in the summers, playing Ghost in the Graveyard at night between the trees. Now their branches are bare, dark silhouettes against the blue-black night. They look like arms reaching up into the sky, desperate to be saved.

			“Hello?” I call. “Is someone there?”

			Another loud snap, and goose bumps pop up along my arms.

			On second thought.

			I’m about to take off running when a voice stops me.

			“Grace?”
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