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To my mother, and in memory of my grandmother.

Thank you for giving me wings and believing I could fly.




“Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead.”

~ Benjamin Franklin

Poor Richard’s Almanack


   
   
Prologue

The cries of the sirens pierce through the frigid night air before the forest lights up with splashes of red and blue. Emergency lights bounce between the trees and illuminate the wet earth, slicked with a kiss of fallen leaves.

We stand there, watchers in the trees, like a coven of witches. But we’ve traded in our dark cloaks for skin-tight dresses, flowing blonde curls, and swaths of red lipstick pulled over sparkling white teeth. We are the most dangerous kind of predator—the kind that is designed to look like prey.

None of us dares to move as we watch the slumbering campus jolt to life, knowing that we were the ones who summoned the lightning before we retreated into the forest.

“No one can ever know,” I say breathlessly, my voice escaping my throat in a jagged whisper.

I look around at the others, all staring straight ahead, the blue lights reflecting in their wide, glassy eyes. No one replies, but I know that they will follow my lead.

They always do.


   

Chapter 1

Now

I run down the stairs of the train platform, the dingy gray cement marred with black stains of decades-old chewing gum and ground cigarette butts.

I hear the metallic doors of the subway train slide open, and I pick up the pace, the nylon strap of my messenger bag slipping down my shoulder. I can feel the sweat building under my arms, my feet sliding in my shoes. This is not at all the glamorous life I’d envisioned when I decided to go to law school.

I make it onto the train just as the doors grind closed, and drop into a plastic seat. I twist my hair up into a bun and secure it with the thick, black rubber band that is perpetually looped around my wrist. I lean my head against the grimy wall behind my seat and briefly close my eyes, letting out an exhausted sigh.

It’s the laughter that jolts me back to attention, a peal of it ringing across the crowded train car, so familiar and yet so foreign that it sounds like an echo from a former life.

My eyes follow the sound to a group of girls huddled near the door. They’re turned to face one another, their ranks forming a closed circle. I take in their short dresses that hug their slender hips, the spiked heels, their long hair set into rolling curls that bounce along with the rumbling train car.

I try not to stare, but I suppose it doesn’t matter. I doubt any of them will even notice me sitting across the aisle. Their world is still sparkly and new. The thirty-two-year-old woman in her sensible court shoes will surely blend into the background scenery, barely registering on their radar. And yet, they feel so familiar to me. I know them. I was them. In a different life, one I’ve tried so hard to put behind me. These girls have no idea what’s coming.

“Is this seat taken?” I hear a voice ask. I see a larger woman pointing to an empty seat behind the group. She shuffles nervously on her feet as the girls turn to face her, setting their sharp eyes on her. I can see her the way they do, the way I was trained to, if I allow my mind to go back there. I’m certain they’ve clocked the way her thighs strain against her worn slacks, the way her hair has come loose from its bun, the freed tendrils clinging to her neck in the sticky underground heat.

Or maybe I’ve gotten it all wrong. Maybe these girls are nothing like we were. Perhaps I’m just projecting, overlaying a film reel of my own memories over the scene before me. But then one of the girls smiles, and I know. The corners of her mouth tick upward into a predatory grin that makes my gut twist.

“It’s all yours,” she says, all saccharine insincerity.

I watch the girl move closer to her friends, deeper into the pack. But she doesn’t leave the woman enough space to maneuver into the seat, forcing her to wedge herself between the girl and the other commuters, her discomfort on full display. The girls put on a show for everyone in the train car and made sure they had front-row seats. It could have been unintentional, and to any other onlookers it probably appeared that way, but I know better. I know the game; I was once a player.

I feel my stomach churning with a mixture of disgust, at the girls, at myself, at the person I was. It’s a bit like being in recovery. It’s taken me a long time to put my past, that life, behind me. And yet all it took was spotting a group of girls who looked vaguely familiar to bring it bubbling back up to the surface.

When the train finally arrives at my station, I make my way out onto the platform, and bound up the stairs, back to the surface of New York City, desperate for some fresh air.

A yellow taxi whizzes down the avenue, which is lined with brownstones and waifish trees trapped behind painted fences. Even nature is contained in my neighborhood, forced to fit into convenient, preordained spaces. The people who live here would never tolerate anything unruly, anything wild.

I jog up the stone steps that lead up to my own brownstone. Okay, so it isn’t really mine. My husband, Jason, and I rent a postage-stamp-sized apartment on the first floor of a brick townhouse in Chelsea. I’d dreamed of living here, in New York City, for as long as I could remember, but I sometimes forget why I ever thought this place was so magical. How I’d ever convinced myself that living here would transform me into someone stronger, better … worthy. I still feel like a dandelion hiding among daisies, a weed growing in this manicured garden.

Jason reminds me constantly that we could afford a much bigger place if we only moved out of Manhattan. But I like the anonymity of living in a city surrounded by so many people that I can blend into the crowd. In a city like New York, everyone has their own lives to lead, their own stories to tell … their own secrets to keep. Mine is just one more, lost in a sea of voices.

I stop for a moment, my hand resting on the tarnished brass knob on our glossy, black front door. I know that on the other side, Jason will be waiting for me, a smile on his face, ready to ask me about my day, my cases, my life. I need to collect myself before going inside, to tamp down the memories that have been threatening to push through the surface since my experience on the subway. Jason doesn’t belong to that world, to that part of me.

Sometimes I can’t believe people like him still exist in this world—people who haven’t yet been broken, people who are just plainly … nice. Especially when my own nicety is now spoken like a foreign language: each syllable pondered, a stuttering fluency. But I need to be the person Jason married, the person he deserves, the person I’ve worked so hard to become. I have to banish the old me back into the shadows where she belongs.

“Hey, Jules!” Jason exclaims the instant I walk through the door. He’s in the kitchen, a wok in his hand, tossing stir-fry as though he’s auditioning for a role on a celebrity cooking show. “Dinner is just about ready.”

I smile, trying not to think of the mess he’s inevitably making in the kitchen. “Smells great,” I say instead. And it does. Cooking is only the latest in Jason’s long line of hobbies that he seems to have mastered without breaking a sweat. He’s like them in that way. Things come easily to him. Perhaps it’s what drew me to him from the beginning. He possessed something I spent so long trying to emulate, something I could never have. “I’m just going to get changed first.”

Jason gives the contents of the wok a showman-like flip. “Sure thing.”

I close myself in the bedroom and shove my clothes into the hamper. It wasn’t always like this. It wasn’t always so hard for me to be the kind of person Jason deserves, the woman he fell in love with. As I dig some more comfortable clothes out of my dresser, I think back to the early days of our relationship, to the champagne dinners, the carefully packed picnics in the park, the effortless happiness I found for the first time in him. When Jason walked into my life, I felt as though I’d been given a second chance. He is a light in my world—the only thing that is sometimes bright enough to banish the darkness of my past. He has become my shelter from it, my redemption. If someone like Jason can see goodness in me, then perhaps someday I might too.

But memories, they can be such mutable things, can’t they? Always changing and shifting like the colors in a kaleidoscope. Because the woman I was then, so full of happiness and bursting with new love, I remember her so vividly at times that I can almost convince myself that she was real. But she wasn’t. Not entirely anyway. She was a hopeful illusion, a cobbling together of half-truths and good intentions meant to bury something much darker. But some things, they’re just too big to stay buried for long. The past, this secret I’ve been concealing all these years, has begun to push its way up through the foundation of our marriage like roots of a poisonous tree. When I take the time to look closely enough, I can see the cracks it’s drawn in the facade of happiness that I’ve created, and I sometimes wonder how much more damage it can withstand before it all comes tumbling down.

I shake away the thought and yank a T-shirt down over my head. Jason and I will be fine. I’m not that person anymore.

I’m about to step out of the bedroom when I hear my phone buzzing inside my bag. I debate ignoring it—surely whatever it is can wait. But what if it’s the office? I should probably check, just in case it’s something important.

With a sigh I turn and fish my phone out of my bag to check the home screen. I find that I have one new email from an address I don’t recognize: JennyTeller@gmail.com. I open it quickly with trembling fingers. The email contains only one line. Two simple words:

Remember me?

But they are enough to make me drop the phone as if it had scalded me.

I don’t know who sent me this email, but I know it wasn’t Jenny Teller.

Because Jenny Teller is dead.


   

Chapter 2

Then

“Jules, honey, are you sure you don’t need us to stay?” Mom asked as she picked up her purse off the bed in my new dorm room.

“It’s fine. I’m fine. Really,” I told her, suddenly not feeling quite so sure.

My eyes swept over the room, its sterile white walls, the two narrow twin beds and the matching wooden desks pushed along either side of the room, a small window set into the back wall, which looked out onto a lush green lawn four stories below. This was everything I’d dreamed of, wasn’t it? I’d been envisioning this day for years. The day I started at Westbridge University. I was so sure that its ivied walls were going to transform me into someone new. Someone who mattered. I just wasn’t sure who that might be yet.

I thought back to my high school days, to the aching loneliness I felt. Aside from my best friend, Kelly, no one seemed to notice I existed. I grew up in a small town in Ohio, where everyone had known each other since kindergarten. Our standing in the social hierarchy was hashed out in those early days on the playground. I was quickly labeled the smart one, the quiet one, someone not worth looking at twice, and in a town like that, there was no room for me to shed the label that felt emblazoned on my forehead and become someone new.

I moved through the hallways like a ghost while the glossy-haired girls with the easy smiles and the soft laughter sauntered by in their pleated cheerleading skirts with ribbons tied around their swishing ponytails. It felt as though there simply wasn’t enough sunlight for all of us to blossom, and so I was left in the shade, dwindling behind the brighter blooms. But I was sure Westbridge would be an open field, where I would have the space to discover who I wanted to be and grow into someone worth noticing.

And I’d worked so hard to get here. My parents could never even dream of affording the staggering Ivy League tuition, and they’d been adamant that I would not bury myself under a mountain of college debt I’d never be able to climb out of, and so I knew that a scholarship was my only hope. I gave up so much to be here—choosing studying over parties, honors classes over hanging out behind the gym, and so as nervous as I was watching my parents walk out of my new dorm room, my bed freshly made with my brand-new sheets, this wasn’t the time to get cold feet.

“I was hoping we’d at least get to meet your roommate,” Mom said, sounding disappointed. The other twin bed in my room had already been made, if you could call it that. There was an aqua blue comforter tossed over the worn mattress, a few unpacked suitcases stacked in front of the closet.

“You’re in luck then,” a voice from the hallway filtered in over her shoulder. “Hey, Roomie.”

That was the first time I saw her. Tori Sullivan. She was cool in a way I never knew existed. She was so different from the cheerleaders who ruled my high school with Starbucks cups in their hands and Michael Kors bags on their shoulders, but I could immediately tell that she wasn’t like me: Tori wasn’t a girl who had ever been overlooked. Her brown hair was highlighted with caramel streaks, and a tiny diamond stud glinted from her nose. She wore a pair of jeans that probably cost more than everything my mother had just neatly folded into my dresser, and they were artfully torn at the knee. An olive-green canvas duffel was flung over her shoulder, and she stood with her hip jutted to the side, gum crackling between her teeth.

“I’m Tori,” she said, extending her hand to first my mother and then my father. It amazed me how self-assured she was around adults, as if she was already certain of her place in this world. I suppose she was.

“This is Juliana,” my father said by way of introduction, clamping his large, warm hand over my shoulder.

“Hi,” I muttered, giving Tori a little wave. I found myself immediately intimidated by her.

“Hey, Jules.”

Some of the tension eased from my shoulders. She’d already given me a nickname, and it felt like being taken under her wing.

“We’re going to have so much fun,” Tori said with a wink, gum still clicking behind her teeth.

“Well, we’ll leave you girls to it,” Mom said, ushering my dad out of the room. I no longer felt the same jangle of nerves watching them leave. I had Tori, and we were going to have so much fun.

As Tori unpacked, with a torrent of classic rock bellowing from her laptop behind her, I texted Kelly:

My roommate is so freakin’ cool!

She responded instantly.

Phew! Thank God you didn’t get stuck with some weirdo!

Kelly had applied to Westbridge with me but wasn’t accepted. Instead, she’d decided to attend a local commuter college in Ohio to stay close to her boyfriend, Owen, who planned to take over his father’s sod business. She didn’t have to worry about roommates, and we’d spent the summer talking about how nervous I was to be moving in with a girl I’d never even met.

“What if she’s a total weirdo?” Kelly had mused as we lay on our backs on the trampoline in her backyard, fireflies weaving lazy loops above our heads.

“You mean like one of those people who get up at five a.m. to go running?” I added with a laugh.

“No, more like Ms. Minton … Have you seen her bug collection in the science room?”

We giggled, our heads touching, our hair splayed out beneath us like halos, hers brown, mine blonde.

But Tori was none of those things. She was better than I’d ever imagined.

“Wanna check out the campus?” Tori asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Sure,” I replied, sliding off my bed.

Tori pulled on a pair of high-top sneakers and then looked at me appraisingly, as if she was just then seeing me for the first time. “You’re really pretty,” she said, almost quizzically, as though the thought had taken her by surprise.

It had taken me by surprise too. I never thought of myself as pretty, even though I’ve always been naturally slim and Kelly frequently told me that my blonde hair was “to die for”—much nicer than her “boring brown”.

“Thanks,” I replied shyly, feeling a flush rise into my cheeks.

“Come on, I’ll show you around.”

Westbridge University was nestled into scenic Tompkins County in upstate New York, just outside the town of Ithaca. It was surrounded by other schools: Ithaca College, SUNY Cortland, Binghamton University, and its Ivy League rival, Cornell University. All within a stone’s throw of Westbridge’s front gates.

When I’d sat in my bedroom back at home in Ohio filling out my application to schools in New York, I’d envisioned skyscrapers and brownstones, yellow taxis and double-decker buses. But Westbridge, approximately a five-hour drive north of Manhattan, existed in a different world. It was a world of rolling hills covered in leafy trees sporting a bursting fall palette in hues of yellows, oranges, and fiery reds. It was a bucolic place of scenic gorges, waterfalls, and hiking trails where quaint bed and breakfasts opened in full swing when the air grew crisp in the fall to accommodate the flood of “leaf peepers” who flocked to the area.

Though I couldn’t yet see the invisible boundaries that carved up the state, I quickly came to learn that upstate New York, which apparently according to any real New Yorker was anything north of New York City, may as well have been a different state entirely. The topography of Manhattan, each neighborhood a city of its own, was even more complicated. One address meant you were someone to be envied, but a residence a few blocks away meant you were someone to be pitied. I had a lot to learn about my new home.

Tori walked me past the Hillview Dining Hall—“The Hill” as she called it—the main fountain at the center of campus, the open quad where a pack of guys were already tossing a frisbee, and finally the library. I wanted to poke my head inside, to smell the books, the dizzying array of literature lining its stone walls. But I could tell that Tori wasn’t so interested in this particular part of the tour. She pointed to the grand building casually, a barely acknowledged blip on her radar. I made a mental note to go back there later, on my own.

“How do you already know your way around campus?” I asked, in awe of this girl who seemed to know everything there was to know.

“Oh, my cousin went here. I used to visit her all the time. The parties were unreal.”

God, Tori is cool. I’d never been to a college party, and the few high school parties I’d attended consisted of nothing more than a bunch of idiot jocks serving warm, frothy beer in their parents’ backyards.

“We got, like, so lucky to be in Nickerson Hall,” Tori explained. “It’s the coolest dorm on campus.”

“Really?” I had no idea that one dorm was better than the others.

“Yeah, it’s supposed to be the party dorm.”

I swallowed hard hoping Tori didn’t notice. I wanted to experience college and everything that came along with it: the parties, the friendships, the nights we’d tell stories about for years to come, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about living at the center of it. What if I couldn’t keep up?

“Yo! Tori!” a deep voice rang out.

I turned to find a cute guy jogging in our direction.

“Hey, Nate,” Tori replied, sounding almost bored.

“Who’s your friend?” he asked, turning his gaze on me. Nate was incredibly hot: a square jaw, thick dark hair, and toned biceps under a tight gray T-shirt. I didn’t know how Tori seemed to be so unaffected by him, while I could feel my own cheeks set ablaze just because he threw a look in my direction.

“This is my roommate—Jules.” Her gum clicked, a rapid staccato. “Nate, Jules. Jules, Nate.”

“Hey,” Nate said distractedly, his fleeting interest in me already long gone. His eyes were fixated on Tori, and I could see something there, a longing that she refused to return. “Just wanted to ask if you were going to the party at the Beta house tonight.”

“I don’t know. I might.” Tori shrugged. “Haven’t decided yet.”

“Think about it,” Nate said with a wink before kissing Tori lightly on the cheek and making his way back to his friends.

Tori rolled her eyes after he’d left. “Nate Porter: notorious player, one-time bad decision that I can’t seem to stop making.”

I blushed. “Did you go to high school with him?”

“No, he went to Morrow Prep. I went to Brighton, but I used to hang out with some of the Morrow guys sometimes.”

I nodded along knowingly, even though I didn’t have the faintest clue about the intricate social nuances surrounding the finest preparatory schools. “Are you going to that party?” I asked, wondering how I’d feel about being alone in my dorm room for the first time if she did.

“Maybe. You wanna come?”

Me? I almost asked the question out loud before biting back the words. Tori existed in a different social stratosphere and I never anticipated that she might extend her hand to lift me up with her.

I shrugged my shoulders, hoping I didn’t seem too eager. I was starting to understand: girls like Tori weren’t playing the same game as the popular girls back at home, where all they had to do was hike up their skirts and boys in letterman jackets would circle them like lions. At Westbridge, the rules were entirely different. It wasn’t enough to just be desired; if I was going to keep up, I had to learn to desire nothing in return.


   

Chapter 3

Now

This can’t be. Jenny Teller. Just seeing her name in print is enough to make my world spin.

“Dinner is ready!” Jason calls in.

“Just a minute,” I yell back, trying my best to sound normal.

My thumbs hover over the keyboard on my phone. I know who I have to call, but it feels almost surreal, as if I’m stepping back into the past. I feel a rush of nerves, and yet … sadness. I once thought nothing of calling Tori Sullivan. She’d been my closest friend, and now I don’t even know if she has the same number. Thanks to social media, we’ve been able to keep tabs on one another’s lives from afar. I watched from the sidelines as she married a man named Matt, and then when they welcomed their daughter, Mia, who must be nearly one by now. It feels so strange to know her so well, and yet, not at all.

But before I can bring myself to dial her number, the phone rings in my hand, Tori’s name on the screen.

“Jules, it’s Tori,” she says, her voice urgent but sure. “I know it’s been … a long time, but I have to know. Did you get it too?”

“I did …” I reply, biting my lower lip anxiously. Though a small, selfish part of me feels a sense of relief that I wasn’t the only one who got Jenny’s email. At least I wasn’t alone. But then again, I never was.

“It’s so fucked up,” Tori whispers breathlessly.

I have to assume that Matt must be nearby, and even after all these years, after all the things we’ve missed, I know she wouldn’t have told him about Jenny.

“Why would someone do this?” she asks.

“I … I don’t know. But listen, my husband, Jason, is in the other room. We can’t talk here. We should meet up. Talk in person.”

“Okay. Fine,” I can hear the annoyance in Tori’s voice. She isn’t used to being told to wait. “It’s gotta be tomorrow though. We need to figure out what’s going on. I’ll text you the address of a restaurant in midtown. We’ll meet there after work. Around six o’clock, okay?”

“Okay, see you tomorrow,” I reply quickly. I end the call abruptly as Jason appears in the doorway.

“Everything okay, babe?” he asks.

I rearrange my face into a pleasant smile. It’s second nature by now, this ability to slip into someone else, someone designed to show the world exactly what it wants to see.

“Yup, I just got a call from an old college friend. She wants to get together for drinks tomorrow after work.”

“Oh, that’s so nice! I feel like you never talk about your college days.”

That’s an understatement.

“I’d love to meet some more of your friends,” Jason adds.

“Sure, maybe,” I reply, though the thought of Tori and Jason being in the same room makes the muscles in my shoulders tense. “Let’s see how tomorrow goes first. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her.”

“Of course,” Jason says, scooping a spoonful of rice onto my plate.

I try to envision it, my new life overlapping the old. I imagine it going as smoothly as ocean waves crashing onto a stone jetty.

I have no doubt that Jason would find a way to win over Tori. He’s just one of those people everyone seems to love. We can go out to dinner, and by the end of the night he has three new best friends and an invitation to play golf. He talks to everyone—the bartender, the older gentleman seated next to us at a baseball game, a stranger on the train. There’s a warmth about Jason, an easy charm that people seem drawn to. No, it’s not Jason I’d have to worry about … it’s me.

Who would I be if I had to make my world big enough to fit both Jason and Tori? They know me as entirely different people. I’ve always felt torn in half, the person I was clashing against the person I’m trying to be. It leaves very little room to figure out who I am now, to figure out how to navigate the world and feel like a whole person.

Jason and I sit down to dinner and he fills me in on the details of his day at the office. I try to pay attention as he laughs through the words, telling me a story about a co-worker who got stuck in the elevator. I nod along, smiling in all the right places, but behind the facade my mind is reeling.

“You sure you’re okay, Jules?” Jason asks.

“I’m fine,” I reply, taking another sip of my wine. I feel heady with it, a dull thrum buzzing in my ears.

“It’s just that you’ve barely touched your food.”

I look down at my plate. I guess I’ve had more to drink, and less to eat, than I realized. I watch myself pushing the chunks of meat around my plate with my fork on rote as if my hand was being controlled by someone else.

“Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Just have a lot on my mind with work,” I lie. What’s on my mind has very little to do with my job, and everything to do with Jenny Teller.

Jason nods sympathetically and resumes chatting. “They actually had to call the fire department to rescue him!”

I try again to focus on what he’s saying, but I can’t. All I can think about is my phone, which is still lying in the other room, calling me like a siren luring a mariner to a watery grave.

“I’m sorry,” I interrupt, “I just need a second.”

“Oh sure, no problem,” Jason replies, as I push away from the table.

I walk toward the bedroom, quickly snatching my phone off the bed, before closing myself in the bathroom with it.

It’s still there. The email. I’d almost hoped I’d imagined it, but I knew I hadn’t.

I stare down at the thumbnail photo of Jenny that popped up next to her email address. Frozen in time at eighteen years old. As much as I’ve tried to forget that time, that girl, every detail rushes back with pointed clarity as I look at her face. I feel my mind shutting down, like a floodgate closing before my whirling, angry memories can crash over me, pulling me under.

My breathing becomes shallow, and I can feel sweat pricking my palms. Before long it feels as though the walls are closing in on me, heaving with the past.

I hastily close out of my email app. I can’t look at that photo, that name, any longer. Once it’s off my screen, I immediately feel calmer, my head clearer. This is probably just some sick freak playing a cruel joke. I tell myself that tomorrow I’ll talk to Tori and she’ll know exactly how to handle this. She always had the answers. Tori and I will get to the bottom of it, and by tomorrow it will all be over. But deep down inside, I hear a voice—her voice—telling me that this is far from over.


   

Chapter 4

Then

I stepped back from the mirror and scrutinized my outfit choice for the hundredth time. Behind me, dresses, which my mother carefully hung in my closet only a few hours earlier, were scattered on the floor like empty husks. None of them seemed right for my first college party. I knew that I only had one chance to make a first impression. I just wish Tori was here to give me some guidance. She left over an hour earlier with promises to return with a fake ID for me. She, naturally, already had one. We wouldn’t need it for the Beta party, she’d explained, but we might want it if we checked out the bar scene afterwards. A frat party and college bars all on my first night at Westbridge. This outfit needed to be just right. I shimmied out of a pair of jeans that felt as though they were cutting off circulation to my feet. I needed to do better.

I reached back into my closet and pulled out a sapphire blue bandeau dress and tugged it over my head. I had to sneak it into my room. My mother would have had a heart attack if she saw any of the clothes that Kelly and I secretly accumulated over the summer. My mom had taken me back-to-school shopping, purchasing rows of cardigans, cotton T-shirts, and knock-off-brand jeans, and then I had done my own shopping with the money I’d earned babysitting and from my shifts at the local library.

Not bad, I thought as I smoothed my new dress over my hips. I slid my feet into a pair of towering heels, another acquisition that my mother was blissfully unaware of, and rimmed my eyes with coal-black eyeliner before the full-length mirror mounted to the wall.

“Well look at you,” Tori said, leaning against our doorframe, her arms folded over her chest, a crooked smile playing at her lips.

The sound of her voice made me jump. I still wasn’t used to sharing a room. As an only child, I’d never had to do it before. It just felt so … intimate. I took in Tori’s outfit: the same torn jeans, a cutoff Pink Floyd T-shirt, a choker necklace snaked around her slender neck. I felt heat rise up into my chest and I watched as red splotches bloomed on my chest in my reflection. I’d gotten it all wrong.

“Do you think I should change? I probably should …”

“No, don’t,” she replied reassuringly. “Seriously. You look hot.”

I still felt unsure. Tori looked so effortlessly cool, while there was definitely nothing effortless about me. But she’d said I looked hot. I’d never been one of the pretty girls before. It felt like being welcomed into a secret society, and I wasn’t going to ignore her advice. Tori would know best, wouldn’t she?

“Okay,” I said tentatively. “If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure. Here, this is for you.” She handed me my new driver’s license. “Your name is Sarah and you’re twenty-two.”

“Perfect,” I replied, sliding the invaluable bit of plastic into my tiny cross-body bag.

“One last thing,” Tori added, pulling a small glass bottle from her bag and pushing the door to our room closed behind her. “Time to pregame.” She unscrewed the top of the bottle of Bacardi and took a swig. I looked around like a criminal about to rob a bank. Drinking alcohol was forbidden in the dorms and I was certain that the resident assistant was going to burst in at any second and write us up. But when Tori passed the bottle in my direction, I took it.

I put my mouth to the rim, which was still warm from Tori’s lips, and mimicked her long, measured swig. The rum burned the back of my throat and I coughed involuntarily. It wasn’t my first drink—Kelly and I would sometimes sneak her mom’s wine coolers, or nurse warm beers at lame high school parties, but I’d never taken a shot straight from a bottle of liquor before.

“Now you’re ready,” Tori said, hardly able to suppress a smirk. “Shall we?”

*

Tori and I joined a gaggle of other girls in tight skirts and spiked heels outside of the Beta house, their colt-like legs white in the moonlight. We were all shivering against the crisp evening chill, but we weren’t going to cover our carefully selected outfits with coats, as if showing deference to the elements was a sign of weakness. Bare shoulders and exposed midriffs took priority over comfort.

Tori lit a cigarette, the glow from her lighter momentarily casting spectral shadows over her face.

“You smoke?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound like a Goody-Two-Shoes. But I didn’t like the idea of living with someone whose clothes would always trail in the stench of stale cigarettes.

“No, only when I drink,” she replied with a shrug, as if that was an important distinction. She let out a long plume of smoke and it rose above our heads in curling tendrils.

Finally, it was our turn at the front door. The Beta house was an old colonial home, which reminded me of the photos we’d studied in high school of southern plantation houses. It was one of several similar houses that lined Main Street, each with bold Greek letters fastened to the facade. The inside of the house was lit with a warm glow that seemed like a welcome reprieve from the cold night.

“Ladies drink free,” a boy in a backwards hat and a green sweatshirt told us as we neared the doorway. He stamped my hand and then Tori’s, and handed each of us a red Solo cup. “Punch is in the kitchen,” he added with a wink.

“We won’t be drinking the punch,” Tori told me after we’d gotten inside. She had to lean in close to my ear to be heard over the roar of the music and the excited cheers of boys playing drinking games in the dining room.

“Why not?” I asked, all round-eyed innocence.

“Never drink the punch. You don’t know what’s in it. I don’t trust any of these assholes and neither should you.”

My eyes grew even rounder. Was she suggesting that someone may have spiked the punch? Weren’t these our classmates? Our colleagues?

“I didn’t mean to scare you. You’ll be fine. I promise. I’ve got your back.” Tori looped her arm through mine. I liked the feel of her warm skin against mine, the intimacy of her claiming me as her own. “Let’s hit the keg.”

We made our way into the kitchen, where another boy in a green sweatshirt was pumping the top of a dented silver keg. Tori handed him our cups and he filled them to the brim.

I took a sip of my beer, the foam clinging to my upper lip. I watched as Tori did the same, her quick tongue darting out to collect the foam.

A crowd of people pushed into the kitchen, everyone vying for their turn at the keg. Before I realized what was happening, a pair of strong arms materialized around Tori’s neck. It was Nate, who was now standing behind her and whispering something in her ear. Tori’s lips curved into a cat-like smile and I knew that whatever he was saying to her was exactly what she wanted to hear.

Tori leaned her head back against Nate’s muscular chest, relaxing into his touch, and I suddenly felt as though I was intruding on an intimate moment.

I wandered away from Tori, feeling a bit unmoored, but not wanting her to think I was too clingy, that she’d have to babysit me.

I made my way into the living room, and that’s when I saw her for the first time: Emily Jane Wiltshire. She was sitting on the back of a couch, long legs crossed at the thighs, seemingly holding court while worshipers fell at her feet. Her head was thrown back in laughter, her thick blonde hair, which looked like spun gold, cascading down her back. She was wearing a petal pink dress—something cute, sweet, something that my mother would have loved to see me wear—and her mane of hair was held back by a thick, velvet headband. She was the girl every guy wanted to corrupt and every girl wanted to be.

I watched as the boys, arms folded under Greek letters, hung on her every word, all of them looking at her with hunger in their eyes. She smiled sweetly at each of them in return, a suggestion of what could be, but a promise of nothing.

“Ah, I see you’ve found Emily,” Tori said as she reappeared at my side, Nate no longer draped over her shoulders.

“You know her?” I asked incredulously.

“Yeah, we went to Brighton together. I think you’ll find that just about everyone knows Emily.”

“And who is that with her?” I asked, discreetly nodding my head in the direction of a stunning girl seated to Emily’s right. She had long, chocolate brown hair that cascaded down her back in neat curls, wide, round eyes, and a bright-white smile. She was wearing a tight black dress and cherry red lipstick that matched her glossy manicure. A slim black choker encircled her slender neck.

“Oh, that’s Vanessa Holland, though everyone calls her Nessa.”

“She went to high school with you too?”

“Yup, another one of Brighton’s finest. She and Emily are attached at the hip. It’s rare to find Em without her loyal sidekick.”

It was hard to imagine someone like Nessa being anyone’s sidekick. If sex was a person, it would look like her: racy curves, long glossy hair, and a sultry, seductive grin. But next to Emily, everyone else’s light was forced to dim.

“Looks like you’re about to meet Em,” Tori said as Emily deftly leapt down from her makeshift throne.

“Oh my God! Tori!” Emily squealed, planting flighty air kisses on each of Tori’s cheeks. “I’m so glad you decided to come after all.”

I watched as Tori transformed before my eyes. The cool girl, the tough girl I’d met earlier instantly disappearing as she slipped into a new role.

“Of course I came! I wasn’t going to miss our first big night out!”

“Yay! I can’t believe we’re all here at Westbridge together! Just like we always talked about!” Emily squeezed Tori hard.

It appeared that they were much closer than just classmates as Tori had seemed to imply.

“Oh, this is my roommate—Jules,” Tori added as she pulled away from Emily’s embrace.

I offered her a smile, unsure what to do with myself. Something about Emily made me instantly feel like an outsider, as though I was kidding myself that I ever thought I could be one of them.

“Hey, Jules,” Emily said, giving me a wave with a wiggle of her pink polished fingers. Her eyes diverted to me for the briefest of moments, and I could feel her sizing me up, taking instant inventory, before she turned her attention back to Tori.

The room felt colder when the warmth of Emily’s spotlight was no longer trained on me, and I immediately felt cast aside. A child’s toy no longer entertaining. I didn’t know it yet, but that was her power: she fed off other people’s envy of her, and she knew how to draw it out of you, to make you feel beneath her and yet grateful just to be in her orbit.

“Ugh, you wouldn’t believe the roommate I got stuck with,” Emily told Tori. “A total freak. But at least we’re all in Nickerson Hall. I’m going to see if I can get our rooms changed around so Nessa and I can room together. Totally unfair that we weren’t put together to begin with. I, like, totally requested it months ago.”

“I’m sure you’ll find a way,” Tori replied with a roll of her eyes.

“I always do,” Emily said with a wink.

I’d only just met her, but I already believed that to be true. There was nothing Emily couldn’t have. And just like that, I was drawn in, lured to the light that glowed from her golden halo like a moth to the flame.


   

Chapter 5

Now

I swirl the red swizzle straw in my watered-down drink, the ice clinking against the glass, condensation beading against my fingers. It’s a vodka seltzer. I wanted something heavy on alcohol and low on calories. Probably a holdover from my college days. Always afraid that gaining one ounce was what would push me from my precarious perch on the social hierarchy.

The restaurant Tori chose turned out to be a rooftop lounge in midtown Manhattan with low couches, dim lighting, and eighteen-dollar cocktails. The name sounded familiar, but I don’t think I’ve ever been here before. Though I can easily imagine Tori hanging out here with the friends I’ve seen her posing with on Facebook, the ones from her job at the PR company who still have their fingers on the pulse of the latest trends, even in their thirties. After Westbridge, after what happened, I was no longer part of that world.

I see Tori before she sees me, picking her way through the bar. There’s still an edge to her that makes her stand out in a crowd, a whisper of something dangerous in the way she strides through the crowd so purposefully on long legs. I find myself thinking that she’s still the same person she was in college, or at least she seems to be. Because I know, more than most, that people aren’t always who they appear to be.

As Tori nears my booth, I suddenly register that Nessa is trailing in her wake. She must have gotten the email too. Of course she would have. She was there that night too. Nessa is still as beautiful as ever, her signature red lipstick staining her lips under round hazel eyes. From what I’ve gathered from social media, she’s an actress now, having performed in a handful of off-Broadway shows, but I’m certain that she’s really just biding her time, waiting for her big break in the music industry. Singing was always her true passion.

From the outside, we probably look like any other group of friends in their thirties, meeting up for cocktails after work. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. In a way, I suppose we’re more strangers than friends now. Although that’s not quite right either, is it? No matter how much distance we’ve put between us, the past, the secrets we kept, are threaded through our lives like twine, binding us together. A long time ago, we became sisters bound by blood, and despite how much time has passed, that bond can never really be broken.

Tori slides into the booth across from me, dropping into the seat with a thump. She shimmies out of her light jacket, which is wet with rain. Nessa settles herself next to Tori, and she does so far more delicately, sitting primly on the edge of her seat, not a hair out of place.

We look at one another, studying the faces that were once so familiar. I can see them, the girls they used to be hovering beneath the image of the women they are today. The past is never truly gone. I wonder if they can see me too, if they can see not just who I was, but who I’ve tried to become in the years since we last saw one another.

“It’s gross out there,” Tori announces. “It started to pour as I was walking over.” The front of her hair, which must not have been protected by her hood, hangs together in thick strands. She rakes her fingers through her tossed mane, which is now a warm auburn color.

This is what we’ve been reduced to. Three semi-strangers talking about the weather.

“Not to rain on this parade—” Nessa begins.

“Ha.” Tori laughs dryly. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

How easy it is to fall into old patterns, to slot back into the roles we designated for ourselves so long ago.

Nessa rolls her eyes. “But I can’t sit here and chitchat about the weather.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “I’m freaking out here.”

Of course she is. Nessa was always the nervous one of the group.

“Well, I’m gonna need a drink first,” Tori says, raising one hand in the air. Gold bangle bracelets jingle on her slim wrist.

A waitress appears at our table almost immediately. I don’t think she could be older than twenty, with wire-rimmed glasses, and thick frizzy hair knotted into a rough braid that sits on her shoulder in a clump. We would have eaten her alive. I’m immediately ashamed at myself for even thinking that way. Being around Nessa and Tori has a way of bringing old habits to the surface.

Tori orders herself a Jack and Coke, and Nessa requests of glass of cabernet. I ask for a refill of my drink as well. I already know I’ll be needing it.

“So I assume we all got it then?” Nessa asks nervously as we wait for our drinks. “The email?” Her eyes dart around the room as though Jenny Teller might be lurking somewhere in the shadows.

I nod in agreement.

“It’s so fucking sick though, isn’t it?” Tori adds, an angry edge to her voice. “Like, what kind of person would find this funny?”

“I don’t think it was meant to be funny,” Nessa replies, her blood-red nails tapping on the tabletop anxiously. Click, click, click.

I suck down the last drops of my drink. “Do you guys think it could be … her?” It’s the question we’ve all been thinking but have been too afraid to speak aloud.

“You mean … Emily?” Nessa replies.

“Well, I certainly don’t think she meant Jenny,” Tori says, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Of course we’re still talking about Emily. Even after all these years, everything always comes back to Emily.”

“Well do you think she’s the one who sent these then?” I ask, a little more firmly now. Tori always turned to humor in stressful situations. It was her means of coping. Perhaps it still is. But we need to stay on track. This meeting isn’t a cheerful reunion; we’re here for a reason.

The waitress returns to our table, sliding our drinks in front of us on small, square napkins. Her presence breaks the tension that hangs over our table, and, unaware, she smiles brightly before walking away.

“I don’t think it’s Em,” Tori says. “It doesn’t feel like her style.”

“Anonymously toying with people?” Nessa huffs. “Sounds just like her style to me.”

“I agree,” I reply. “Though this would be particularly messed up, even for her. She was there that night too.”

“Who could forget?” Tori grumbles into her drink.

“Well, if you don’t think it’s Emily, then who the hell could be doing this?” Nessa asks, her eyes flitting between me and Tori.

I shake my head. “I honestly don’t know.”

“The list of people from Westbridge who weren’t especially fond of us isn’t exactly short,” Tori quips. “It could be any of them.”

Silence falls over us like a blanket of snow while we consider what this means: we have no idea who is targeting us.

“Look, this is stupid,” Tori says, taking control. “It’s just an email. Some jackass playing a cruel prank.” She pulls out her phone and her fingers nimbly move across the keypad. “There. Done. I deleted it.”

Nessa and I lock eyes over the table.

“I suggest you two do the same,” Tori adds.

Nessa and I each slide out our phones and follow Tori’s lead. Seeing the tiny thumbnail photo of Jenny again sends a cold chill down my spine, and I try not to let my eyes linger on it as I hit the “delete” button. Poor Jenny, ignored even in death.

The moment the email disappears from my screen, I feel liberated. I hadn’t realized exactly how heavily its existence had been hanging on my shoulders.

“Done,” I announce.

“Me too,” Nessa says.

“Good,” Tori responds. “Now let’s enjoy these drinks and get on with our lives. I, for one, have had enough of a walk down memory lane.”

She raises her glass in a toast, and Nessa and I lift our own glasses to meet hers.

We each take a sip of our drinks, and it feels cool and refreshing on my tongue. And then we hear it—all of our phones vibrating on the table at the same time. I know before I even look at my screen what is going to be waiting for me: “You have one new email from Jenny Teller.”

Did you think I’d be so easily forgotten?


   

Chapter 6

Then

“Are you coming, Jules?” Tori asked, her hands stuffed into the front of her navy blue Westbridge hoodie.

“Yeah, just a sec,” I replied, as I finished applying a lick of mascara. I never wore makeup in high school. It felt like a waste of time. But at Westbridge, it seemed like the girls woke up in a full face of makeup. Products carefully applied to make it look as though all their beauty came naturally.

“It’s just a football game—you know that, right?” I could see Tori rolling her eyes in her reflection over my shoulder. Tori never seemed to fuss over her appearance as much as I did. Probably because she didn’t need to. She was naturally pretty, and that coolness about her, that intangible thing that sets some girls apart from the others, came effortlessly to her.

“I know, but it’s homecoming. Literally everyone will be there.”

“Well at this rate, we’ll be the last to arrive.”

“Fine, I’m finished. Let’s go.” I pulled my own home-team sweatshirt over my head and smoothed it out over my skinny jeans. My feet were tucked into a pair of wool-lined boots that had cost me a decent chunk of my savings from my summer job at the library, but it seemed like I was the last to know that they were the must-have item on campus this season.

“Let’s do this then,” Tori said as she led the way out of our dorm room.

As we trekked through campus, a cool breeze whipped around us. It was only early October, but there was already a sharp chill in the air. I shoved my hands into the front pocket of my sweatshirt and felt thankful that I’d purchased the boots after all. Tori and I walked past masses of students dressed in all combinations of blue and white, their Westbridge pride on full display, as they sipped from plastic cups and made their way toward the football stadium. Shouts of “Go Hawks!” and upbeat music with a thudding baseline filtered through the campus. Everyone seemed to be buzzing with excitement. People, like me, who had never cared about football before were eager to fill the stadium.

I knew that homecoming was about so much more than football. It was about where you sat, who you shared drinks with, and who you’d leave with after the game. As the first major social event of the year, homecoming was where we would all be sorted into our designated roles. We’d be assigned our social labels that would follow us for the rest of our college careers.

“I texted Em,” Tori told me, raising her voice to be heard over the crowd and the music, which grew louder as we neared the entrance to the stadium. “She and Nessa are already inside. They saved us seats.”

I tried to keep the look of relief off my face. Emily saved us seats. We were only about a month into the semester, and due to my association with Tori, I’d had lunch, or gone out to parties with her, Nessa, and Emily a few times, but Emily hadn’t seemed to warm to me. In fact, it hardly seemed that she’d noticed my presence at all. But at least she’d remembered to save me a seat at homecoming.

I followed Tori through the crowded stadium. A boy in a backwards hat bumped against my shoulder as we climbed the metal stairs. A splash of beer sloshed over the side of his plastic cup and wet my sleeve. He didn’t seem to notice. Or if he did, he didn’t bother to apologize. Well, I wasn’t going to let it get to me. Not at homecoming.

We finally spotted Emily, her hands wrapped around a steaming paper cup full of hot chocolate, marshmallows bobbing lazily on the surface. Emily waved us over, patting the empty space on the cold metal bench next to her and Nessa.

She was wearing a crew-neck Westbridge sweatshirt with a matching navy blue headband, and at the bottom of her long, crossed legs were the very same boots I was wearing. I really am glad that I splurged on them.

“Hi, girls,” Emily said with a little wave. That’s when I noticed her nails, painted a glossy blue and white. I looked over at Nessa, who had chosen a white knit sweater and a
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