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To my mom:

For putting me back together when it all came apart.
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Key Organizations and Groups:

The Sharks. Woodward High School’s swim team and prevailing obsession.

The Granger Club Team. A storied club team, founded by Jay Steeler and newly helmed by one of his protégés, Coach Jack Vernon. One of the best club teams in the Midwest, if not the country.

Minnows. The school’s fresh bait. Typically a title awarded via consensus to the school’s hottest freshmen girls.

The Echelon. The beautiful ones. The chosen few. The popular crowd.

Student Leadership Department. Enemy of freedom, champion of academic excellence and perverse school behavioral codes. Arbiter of after-school clubs and student rights. In bed with Administration.

Student Council Mafia. The pathologically cheerful student enforcement arm of the Student Leadership Department. Also, the cheerleader type.

The Strut Girls. Bailey Lawrence, Savannah Savage, and Mia Thompson. Goddesses among mortals. Star members of the Woodward High School Dance Team. Sworn enemies of the Student Council Mafia and the cheerleaders writ large.

Balladeers. The highlight of the Winters Dance. A group of male swimmers who each volunteer to auction off a single slow dance every year.









Important Figures to the Original Nina Faraday Investigation:

Woody Topornycky. Alien enthusiast, alcoholic, and the last person to see Nina Faraday alive.

Tommy Swift. Star swimmer, Coach Steeler’s protégé, and Nina’s on-again, off-again boyfriend.

Jack Vernon. Tommy Swift’s friend, teammate, and possible coconspirator. Later, the controversial coach appointed to the Granger Club Team.

Jay Steeler. Former Olympian and fabled architect of the Granger Club Team and the Woodward High School swim program. Coach Steeler would have undoubtedly protected his swimmers at all costs.

“The pizza guy.” The critical eyewitness who placed Tommy Swift at Coach Steeler’s house during the hours that Nina Faraday went missing.

Sheriff Cox. The longtime sheriff in charge of the initial investigation, related to Jay Steeler through his sister-in-law, Ann Steeler-Cox. Subsequently accused by Lydia Faraday of facilitating a cover-up.
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Prologue

We

We were athletes and anarchists, band geeks and gamers, virgins and sluts.

But mostly virgins.

We were dyslexic, and desperate for someone to notice us. We came from a constellation of small towns in the lower left corner of southwest Indiana, all tipped into the gravitational pull of the Woodward Central School District. We came from farms out past the Lincoln Walmart and condos near the College of Southern-Indiana at Housataunick. We came from the McMansions of Granger North, with Byron Park and the golf course, and the trailers of Granger South, with a Waffle House, an IHOP, and a pizzeria rumored to include a dime bag of weed when you ordered a veggie slice with extra green.

We were Christians, mostly. The Sandhus were Sikhs; the Kornsteins were Jewish; Olivia Howard claimed she was Wiccan. We were aspiring politicians and future farmers, violin players and JROTC cadets. We owned guns. We protested guns. We followed each other on Instagram. We wanted more followers on TikTok.

We dreamed of trending someday, for something, going viral for a spontaneous act of courage or for rocketing CHEETOS out of our noses at the doctor’s office. We envied Jack Hamlin’s older brother, Paul, who had 1.4 million subscribers on YouTube—even before the whole stampede debacle.

We could have told him bulls have no sense of humor, especially during breeding season.

We were hicks. We were pathologically shy. We didn’t want to be famous. We wanted to influence. To matter, to be special, to stand out. We wanted to be accepted.

We didn’t believe in cliques. We’d left cliques behind in middle school. But we stuck with our own kind. We believed in friend groups. Common interests. Extracurriculars. Sports. Clubs. Finding your people. To hell with all the rest of them.

We were different. We were ordinary.

We were the roughly thirty-six members of the private Discord server WoodwardSchoolBored, and before anything ever happened to Lucy, Lucy Vale happened to us.








PART 1







One

We

None of us know what happened to Lucy Vale. But all of us agree that by the time she set fire to the school mascot in front of Admin, it was too late to do anything about it.

At the time, we weren’t thinking about Lucy; we were thinking about dying, and how we really didn’t feel like doing it on a random Tuesday in March of our junior year. Shunted into closets, barricaded in our classrooms, sweltering inside the boiler room, we all imagined we were getting stormed by some psycho with a semiautomatic. We heard the fire trucks approach with the shrill of their alarms. We strained to hear gunshots. We speculated about the most likely culprit. Wyeth Boone. Allan Meeks. Lee Mailer. It’s always the quiet ones you can’t trust.

We texted our parents. There’s something happening at Woodward. We’re locked inside the art closet. I’m so scared. Are they saying anything on the news?? I think the cops are here. Pray for us. We reunited on Discord and complained about the smell in the art closet. Someone had farted, for sure.

We googled Woodward High School. We had shit service in the boiler room.


We realized we had to shit. We prayed that we wouldn’t crap our pants in a closet crammed with peers.

Then the loudspeaker spat out a burst of static, and Principal Hammill cleared his throat across the entire campus. “Sorry, kids,” he said. We’ll never forget that. Sorry, kids. “Looks like someone lit a fire in a recycling bin. We’re still clearing the grounds. Back to you as soon as possible.”

About sixty seconds later, he was back, this time sounding slightly annoyed. “To clarify, there is no active or inactive shooter. This has nothing to do with a gun. Like I said, it appears someone lit a fire in a recycling bin. Unfortunately we need to wait for the police before we can lift lockdown, so please stay where you are until I give the word.”

It wasn’t until we were funneled into the parking lot for a school-wide head count that we got a glimpse of the recycling bin, now a blackened deformity with a volcanic residue of char around it. A dozen firefighters and cops milled around the world’s most pathetic crime scene. We figured it was an accident, or a hack to avoid class.

We were dying to know who did it.

There was a brief panic when we found out that Connor Williams and Hannah Smith—the one in band, not the one who played soccer—hadn’t made it with the rest of the woodwinds into the parking lot. Mr. Cower, the band teacher, was practically molten with panic. He shoved through the crowd like one of us might secretly be concealing Connor and Hannah in our backpacks. We tossed around the idea that these two were the culprits because it was so absurd; they were both the type who actually got sad on weekends when they didn’t have any homework to do.

The mystery was short lived anyway. A hastily organized search party of theater geeks and brass hounds homed in on the sound booth, which was locked from the inside. A few minutes later, Connor and Hannah emerged, clearly in a conflagration of embarrassment, and it was pretty obvious to all of us what had happened. We started firing messages back and forth while waiting to return to our classes.


@geminirising: Anyone catching serious walk of shame vibes?

@mememeup: You mean walk of FAME

@badprincess: Is @hannahbanana’s sweater on inside out??

It was, actually.

@safireswiftly: omg

@safireswiftly: were Connor and @hannahbanana hooking up?

They were.

We found out later that Connor and Hannah were in the bathroom when the alarm triggered. Connor, who’d been in love with her forever, had been desperate to make sure Hannah was safe. It was kind of heroic actually, especially since we had all assumed there was an active shooter on campus at that point. They had bolted to the sound booth, the closest secure space. We heard from Allan Meeks, who’d heard the story from Connor, that they were holding hands in the dark, and one thing led to another. We heard from Willa Barrens, who’d heard from Hannah, that the one thing that had led there was Hannah’s crashing realization that she did not want to die a virgin.

It was unbelievable. Connor Williams was getting laid, and most of us couldn’t even get a hickey.

For a few days, we tossed theories back and forth while the school launched yet another investigation, its second in six weeks. But it didn’t occur to us that Lucy Vale’s absence the day of the fire might be connected, because by then her absence wasn’t special or significant. We weren’t even sure that she was planning to finish out the school year. She’d been absent since the Investigative Committee had wrapped its findings about the night of Ryan Hawthorne’s New Year’s Eve party. Most of us figured she had already dropped out. We didn’t know how she could come back. Her reputation was permanently destroyed. We figured she would be too ashamed.


We never, ever, ever dreamed that she would be angry. It wouldn’t have occurred to us in a million years that she would drive to school, sneak into Aquatics, and steal Sean the Shark from storage. That she would take the time to wheel a recycling bin up to Administration, keeping her hoodie pulled low and a sweatshirt zipped over her chin so she was practically unrecognizable.

We didn’t believe it at first, even after we heard that the sheriff was looking for her and Administration had leaked security footage from the Aquatics Center lobby to the local news.

Back then we’d worshipped Lucy, envied her, exalted and then hated her. We’d constructed her in pieces. We’d finally solved her like a puzzle. We knew by then that Lucy was a pathological liar, just like her mother. Some of us thought Lucy was an expert manipulator, a covert narcissist, a con artist, or all three. Some of us thought she was just cracked. Damaged, desperate, and suffering from major daddy issues.

But she wasn’t batshit. And she had no reason—no reason—to be angry at us. It didn’t make any sense.

Lucy Vale? we all kept saying. Our Lucy Vale?

Because even then, after everything that had happened, we still thought Lucy Vale belonged to us.

Then she torched our mascot, and we realized we were wrong.









Two

We

Akash Sandhu was the first to talk to the new girl but not the first to hear about her. That honor belonged to Emma Howard.

Emma Howard’s mom was a real estate agent. It was already late July when Mrs. Howard got the inquiry: a woman named Rachel Vale from Michigan wanted to rent a house. Her daughter, Lucy, would be enrolling at Woodward as a sophomore in just a few weeks’ time.

The Vales were clean, quiet, and nonsmokers.

Also, they “might” have a cat.

Whatever that meant.

The news blew up on our Discord server. We were in the hardcore grips of midsummer boredom: we were too young to drive, too hot to work, and too afraid to steal weed from our brothers’ rooms. July was crawling on its hands and knees through a heat wave, and so far the most exciting happening was an algae bloom in Byron Lake that temporarily greened the water.

At first we assumed that Lucy Vale would be an athlete, a transfer student who’d slipped under the Indiana High School Athletic Administration’s radar. The only reason to move to Granger was to attend Woodward High School, and the only reason to attend Woodward High School was for its athletics programs. Our girls’ track team was thriving, and our dance team was no joke. The previous year, Bailey Lawrence and the other Strut Girls had flipped and shimmied and catapulted their way into state championships, and almost ten thousand YouTube views.

And then, of course, there was our swim team.

But the athlete theory got shot down pretty quickly by Riley French; her uncle told her that the school was no longer taking athletics transfers, to comply with IHSAA requirements that might otherwise penalize our teams. Since Riley French’s uncle, Judd French, was the assistant director of our athletics department, we figured her intel was legit.

We were so desperate for excitement that we packed this shrapnel of mystery—a new girl, our year, and moving midway through the summer—with as much meaning as possible. We bombarded each other with a rapid barrage, a cross fire of questions we couldn’t answer, and theories we couldn’t confirm one way or the other.

@ktcakes888: Does anyone know why the new girl is moving?

@geminirising: Does anyone think it’s weird they waited this long to find a house??

@badprincess: I was thinking about that. It feels like it must be a last-minute thing

@skyediva: who moves last minute?

@mememeup: maybe her mom got a job

@badprincess: or a divorce?? Do we know if it’s just the two of them?

@lululemonaide: Has anyone found her profile?

We had not.

We frivoled away hours searching every Lucy and Lucie Vale, Veil, Vayle, and Vayel on every social media site we could think of for a soon-to-be sophomore from Michigan who looked like she might have a cat. We ruled out most account holders by age alone. But after that, things got murky. We found a handful of Instagram handles that might have been hers, but one was inactive, another had only a few photos, all of them generic, and the rest were set to private.

Alex Spinnaker turned up a Lucy Vale in Vancouver who’d been convicted of a string of low-level identity scams and tried to convince us that we were about to be served by a fugitive con artist and an accomplice posing as her mother.

We were skeptical, to say the least.

@brentmann: served how? Like what’s the con?

@mememeup: you mean besides america’s higher education system?

@spinn_doctor: Read the article I pinned

@highasakyle: maybe they’re planning to rip off the booster funds

@mememeup: this woman is 29, dude

@spinn_doctor: how do you know? She’s a con artist.

@ktcakes888: there’s a Lucy Vale in Ohio . . .

@badprincess: ew pass

@spinn_doctor: Emma’s mom said MI

@mememeup: if she’s a con artist, she could be from Morocco

@spinn_doctor: Nope. She’s Canadian. Read the article.

@badprincess: I’m so confused

@highasakyle: Wait—the article about cryptocurrency??

@spinn_doctor: read that one too

We agreed on one thing: we’d rather have a Canadian con artist than a Lucy Vale from Ohio. We fucking hated Ohio. We weren’t big on Michigan either. But Ohio?

That was the North Korea to our South Korea, the Crips to our Bloods.

Kyle Hannigan suggested someone friend the four most promising Lucy Vale profiles on Instagram. The real Lucy, he figured, would see we went to Woodward and accept.


Obviously that was a no go. We would have sooner volunteered to get a surprise tattoo than friend Lucy Vale before we knew what we were signing ourselves up for. What if she was a sociopath? What if she was from Ohio? Or just as bad—in the wrong fandoms? We hoped she wasn’t an anime head; we’d had enough secondhand anime exposure as it was—a full six channels devoted to it already, even though most of us weren’t even fans.

Hannah Smith—the one who played soccer, not the one in band—eventually tracked down a picture of a Lucy Vale from a volunteer event at an Ann Arbor, Michigan, animal center. But there were a dozen girls our age in the photograph, and Lucy wasn’t tagged; her name was just in the caption. We took bets on which girl looked most like a Lucy; we were torn between a super tall, skinny blond with glasses and bad acne, and a heavier girl with a unicorn on her T-shirt. Then @ktcakes888 pointed out that there were twenty-two volunteers named in the caption and only sixteen people in the photograph—which meant Lucy Vale might be excluded.

We were all relieved; the girl with the glasses looked like she had an eating disorder, and the one with the unicorn shirt looked kind of like a Karen. Actually, none of the girls looked much like a Lucy, we decided, which meant we could go back to imagining her. And it turned out we liked the question mark even more than the answer. She was whatever we imagined; she was all things at once. She was short and she was tall, into girls or boys or both, a comic book geek, a theater nerd, a sweeper on the JV soccer team. She was funny, poetic, cynical, and really into Ayn Rand. She was looking for a best friend, or to fall in love, for someone to change her life, and be changed.

Before we knew anything about her—not even what she looked like—Lucy Vale was looking for us.









Three

We

In the early days of August, we waited for the new girl and her mother to arrive, maybe with a cat, maybe not. A moving van spotted on Richmond Lane gave us a flicker of hope. So did the fact that a For Rent sign had vanished from one of the condos above the Garden Groves mini mall in Lincoln.

But both leads were false, and soon explained by the news that Sofia Young’s parents were getting a divorce.

@bassicrhythm: Sofia Young’s dad just moved out

@bassicrhythm: that’s why the moving van was there. He’s renting a place in Lincoln

@bassicrhythm: It’s pretty fucked up

@frenchkissesry: I don’t understand Sofia’s mom

@frenchkissesry: How do you not know that you’re a lesbian for 40 years?

@ktcakes888: wait WHAT????

@badprincess: WHAT

@badprincess: is that why her parents are getting separated?

@badprincess: Because Sofia’s mom is a lesbian??


@highasakyle: I don’t get why Mr. Young has a problem with that . . .

@highasakyle: . . . now he and his wife both like to bang other women

@nononycky: maybe Mrs. Young likes them to be of legal drinking age

@goodnightsky: wtf you guys this is so fucked up

@bassicrhythm: it really is

@highasakyle: My cousin took a class with Mr. Young

@highasakyle: He said the guy grooms a new girl every semester

@goodnightsky: no, I mean what you said

@nononycky: he teaches poetry. Enough said

@goodnightsky: this whole conversation is beyond fucked up

@ktcakes888: poor Sofia. I feel so bad for her

@badprincess: @goodnightsky is right. We shouldn’t be talking about this.

@badprincess: Especially behind Sofia’s back

@goodnightsky: OR IN FRONT OF MY FACE

That’s how we found out that Sofia Young was on Discord with us.

It was high-key awkward.

The problem with Discord was also the great thing about it: since our server was invite-only, we were lazy about tracking usernames. On Discord, usernames were like Instagram filters, slight alterations in tone and aesthetic that varied with our moods. Before we accidentally told Sofia her dad was a serial cheater with a taste for teenagers, for example, most of us just assumed @goodnightsky was Skyler Matthews because her old username was @goodskyelf, and @goodnightsky joined only a couple of weeks after Skyler said she was going to change it.

Ironically, we always figured it was safer to avoid our real names. We’d all heard horror stories about the time Harper Rowe was catfished by her friend Reese Steeler-Cox pretending to be their other friend Charlotte Anderson. “Charlotte” baited Harper into talking shit about Reese and got Harper permanently iced out of the in crowd. Poor Harper started middle school as one of the Echelon girls and ended it as a musical theater geek, all because of a friend’s Discord server and her misplaced trust in a username.

Then there was the rumor that Ryan Hawthorne’s creepy older stepbrother, Luke, had used Ryan’s name to make it onto a private Discord for the Woodward cheerleaders and solicit topless photos of at least three of the girls. Although, there was controversy about whether it was actually Ryan Hawthorne’s creepy stepbrother pretending to be Ryan Hawthorne who did it, or Ryan Hawthorne pretending to be his creepy stepbrother pretending to be Ryan Hawthorne. Either way, it made for crazy drama our freshman year and nearly got Ryan Hawthorne suspended from the swim team just before state championships, which would have been tragic.

Besides, our real names came with trip wires of social expectation. We couldn’t use our real names and interact honestly. That’s the other thing about Discord: we were all friends on the server, but we were only friends there.

High school wasn’t a hierarchy; it was a habitat, an ecosystem. We all had our places and our roles to play. School was a little like being onstage, acting out different parts in a play, reading different lines, following a script everyone knows but doesn’t remember learning. In the play, some characters are friends and some aren’t. Some characters act all their scenes together, and some are never onstage at the same time. No one knows why, and it doesn’t matter. That’s just how the play is written.

The Discord, to us, was the greenroom: a place where all the actors hung out before going onstage again.

That’s why we were lazy about usernames. Our real names were part of the script. They were characters we played every day.

On Discord, we could finally be our real selves, and no one would ever know.

[image: ]


After the whole mix-up with Sofia Young, conversation about the new girl began to sputter, like a star burning through all its gas. By then it had been almost a week with no new information. Emma Howard hadn’t logged on to the server in weeks. According to Hannah Smith, Emma was coy the first time Hannah asked whether the Vales had found a house yet and seemed annoyed the second time. After Hannah asked a third time if Emma’s mom had shown the Vales any houses, Emma literally burst into tears, like there was a water balloon behind her face and Hannah’s question had popped it. She didn’t know, she wished Hannah would stop asking, she wished Hannah would maybe ask about Emma for a change, because it felt like Hannah only talked to her when she wanted something and it really wasn’t fair, she was super stressed, she was assistant stage director for the youth theater’s production of Peter Pan opening in three days, like did Hannah even know what a stage director was, and she hadn’t even seen her mom in like a week because she was so busy planning her dumb wedding to that totalitarian freckledick she was engaged to.

@hannahbanana: Emma doesn’t really get along with her mom’s fiance.

@lululemonaide suggested that we buy tickets to Peter Pan. @mememeup told her that he would rather have an actual freckle for a dick. @lululemonaide logged off in an obvious huff. We felt kind of bad about it. But we were already short on fun things to do. We weren’t trying to go full deficit.

Thank God the Sharks were getting back in the water. We’d noticed a welcome banner for the new team season hanging outside Aquatics, and Ethan Courtland had spotted Coach Radner sporting a ferocious sunburn and vacation stubble, talking on his cell phone outside the pool entrance while Ethan was practicing three-point turns in the Woodward lot.


We could always count on the boys’ swim team for distraction; being consumingly, pathologically obsessed with the Sharks was as fundamental a requirement at Woodward as wearing pants to class.

That year the Granger Club Team, the all-year training team that pushed most of the best swimmers to compete for the Sharks during the high school swim season, had gotten a new coach: Jack Vernon. He’d trained under the infamous Coach Steeler and competed with Tommy Swift during the all-star season that was derailed by Nina Faraday’s disappearance. We knew little about him beyond that he was leaving a position with one of the Granger Club Team’s fiercest rivals. We agreed that his appointment was a coup for the Steeler family; they’d been pushing to restore Coach Steeler’s legacy and reputation since his death from colon cancer the year before we got to high school.

We wondered what Coach Vernon would mean for our season. We obsessed over the status of Jeremiah Greene’s elbow injury. We scoured Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and Twitch for video proof that JJ Hammill, a sophomore, and Ryan Hawthorne, a junior, had really challenged the senior cocaptains to a 200-meter relay at Byron Lake—and possibly even won. We couldn’t find proof one way or another; there was some confusion about whether the race had actually happened.

August slurped toward September.

We played video games and watched YouTube. We scooped ice cream and rotated hot dogs. We mowed lawns and painted sheds. Our older siblings went back to college. Nick Topornycky’s uncle was back in jail.

We heard Sofia Young had gone to stay with her grandparents for a while.

We heard from Administration: the Aquatics Center might soon be under renovation again. We wondered if the girls’ locker room would finally get a Jacuzzi and steam room like the boys’ had.

We dreamed of roiling water and woke up in a sweat.


We had so many weird dreams in August that we made a channel to talk about weird dreams. In some of them we were swimming, flashing through water that felt like air. In others, we drowned.

@lululemonaide had a dream she was in trouble. She was trying to charge her cell phone so she could call for help, but the charger was always a strawberry by the time she was trying to fit it into the wall.

@hannahbanana had a dream that she was on a boat with Principal Hammill, filming a scene from Jaws. Principal Hammill, the director, was instructing her to jump from the boat, which was a diving board, into a pool filled with hundreds of extras dressed in shark costumes. But she realized right as her feet left the board that the whole thing was a setup, a trick by the sharks, who were real, only pretending to be actors.

We didn’t know what any of it meant. We suggested meditation podcasts.

We were anxious and suddenly regretful for all the time we’d spent being bored. We got nostalgic remembering that we’d been excited about the new girl weeks earlier. We felt nostalgic for July and the promise of change.

Emma Howard’s mood, at least, had improved after the three-day run of Peter Pan successfully concluded and earned a generally positive review in the county newspaper. She logged on to Discord, finally, to offer her theory about what had happened to the new girl.

@emheddles: Maybe the Vales changed their minds about moving

@emheddles: my mom said that she wasn’t helping them anymore

That part turned out to be true, although not in the way we, or Emma, had interpreted it. Later we figured out that when Mrs. Vale called saying she was interested in renting a house, she meant a specific house, one they’d already seen plenty of times, at least online. All Emma’s mom had done was get the Vales in touch with the owner.


But Emma wasn’t the type to ruminate on semantics, and neither were we. So we assumed that her explanation—that the Vales had changed their minds—was right.

We were almost offended. It felt like we’d been ghosted. The shared spark of interest we’d been carrying went right down the toilet bowl. It was like the lights came up on a really good movie, and we all suddenly remembered we were sitting in third-period English. Embarrassed somehow. A little lonely too.

But we were used to falling a little in love in our imaginations and getting our hearts broken in real life.

Facts were facts: Lucy Vale wasn’t coming.

Until, one day, she did.









Four

Rachel

Lucy made a playlist for the drive, an eclectic mix of artists that Rachel had never heard of and old favorites that Lucy had absorbed from her, a kind of musical transfusion. They drove mostly without speaking. Every so often Lucy’s left hand went to her eyelashes and Rachel said, “Chicken tenders,” which was a code word the therapist had recommended. Lucy’s eyelashes were light brown, feathered white in the sun. But they’d grown in again, thank God. Last year she’d had none. Without them she looked sick, almost reptilian. But recently Rachel had found little bunches of them on Lucy’s pillow again, and piled next to her laptop. They’d returned to their ritual of reminders. Whenever Rachel observed Lucy plucking, she said, “Chicken tenders,” and Lucy would stop.

She hoped moving was the right decision.

Lucy sat with the stray, Maybe, balanced in a cardboard box on her knees, periodically peering in and whispering words of comfort that Rachel couldn’t make out. She supposed that the undersized tabby was, officially, no longer a stray. Before they left Lansing, Lucy had insisted that Maybe—who for months had been showing up outside their apartment, rubbing provocatively against the front door and mewling for food and attention—be given the chance to opt in to or out of the move. It was no use trying to persuade her that the cat might not have the cognitive sophistication to forecast its happiness. Recently Lucy had been obsessed by new research into animal cognition, consumed with ideas of self-determination and the agency of all living beings. She hadn’t yet announced her vegetarianism, but Rachel suspected it wouldn’t be long.

That was Lucy. She always seemed to have a cause, to hand her heart away to an idea, a principle, a way of sectioning the world into right or wrong. When Lucy was eight or nine, she announced a hunger strike after seeing gruesome images of the food crisis in South Sudan. Rachel expected her to cave after a few hours. Instead, two days later, they were engaged in a blow-out fight over a slab of lasagna. The beginnings of an eating disorder, Rachel was sure. On day three, Lucy fainted in the halls of her elementary school, and Rachel threatened her with hospitalization unless she abandoned her campaign.

The next month, it was something about dolphins. As smart as humans, Lucy said. They can even beat us at video games.

Lucy was like that. Protean and obsessive. Fitful and intense. Like she was always stretching, reaching for something, desperate to hold on to a scaffold that would give the world its shape.

“I think Maybe might throw up,” Lucy said. They were the first words she’d spoken since Grand Rapids. Mostly she’d sat with her head tilted toward the window, face invisible while the sun played on her hair. Thankfully the purple streaks had faded almost to invisibility. To Rachel, Lucy’s hair color was a metaphor. She was finally getting her daughter back.

“Why do you think she’s going to throw up?” Rachel asked. Her impulse, what she might once have said, was: Maybe is fine. She’s a cat. But their family therapist had encouraged Rachel to respond with patience and curiosity, help Lucy explore her perceptions, and witness her point of view.

“She looks anxious to me,” Lucy said. She had developed a tendency to project complex mental and emotional states onto the cat. In the lead-up to the move, Lucy had mostly been concerned about the quality of Maybe’s mental health and whether she’d be able to adapt. But when Rachel asked Lucy whether she was worried about adapting, she’d only shrugged.

“And she’s drooling.”

“Would you like me to pull over?”

Lucy squinted out across the slur of flat scrub grass pinioned between I-69 and the sky. “She might run away.”

“She might,” Rachel agreed.

Lucy readjusted the box on her knees and said nothing. So much for self-determination.

They’d made it to Indiana. So far the landscape looked universal to this portion of the Midwest: broad highways, flat as a shovel end, and billboards that pointed to tobacco superstores, rest areas, sex shops, and Jesus. Rachel remembered that on her childhood drives to Indiana, every Bible verse provoked some explosive reaction from her mother. Opiates for the masses, she would say, drumming the wheel with her palm, and Rachel would drop her eyes as if she might be lulled to sleep by mere exposure.

It was only noon, but Rachel was already exhausted. The moving truck had arrived at 6:00 a.m., and there was a last-minute scramble to load the rest of Lucy’s books, still towering in her bedroom, organized meticulously by color. Then Lucy had spent an hour outside, monitoring Maybe’s behavior, trying to determine her ultimate desire to accompany them to Indiana. For weeks she’d been trying to prepare the cat for the relocation: leaving her open suitcase on the porch for Maybe to explore, rubbing catnip on the cardboard box that would serve as a makeshift carrying case, then slowly moving it by increments closer to the car. The day before the move, she at last moved the box into the back seat and sat for hours on the front porch, watching Maybe sniff around the vehicle, raise herself on her back legs, and peer into the interior before ultimately walking away, tail high. Lucy had reported all of this in great detail. Maybe’s undecided.


That’s very on-brand, Rachel responded. She was just happy that Lucy wasn’t on her phone. The year before . . .

Well, the less she thought about the year before, the better.

They stopped at a gas station somewhere between Fort Wayne and Indianapolis to use the bathroom and buy some cold water for Maybe. Lucy went in first while Rachel waited in the idling car, watching the sun beam off her windshield, turning the little lot the color of chalk. Minutes later, Lucy reemerged with the water, a bag of Sour Patch Kids, and a new hat—an over-the-top display of rainbow stripes with sequined stars glittering against a brim of purple. As Lucy crossed the parking lot to Rachel’s waiting car, two men unloading a pickup truck glanced at her. It made the breath tighten in Rachel’s chest. Lucy was now at that age; she seemed to shift seamlessly between child and adult. One second, Rachel saw in the slope of her nose and the fullness of her cheeks the baby she’d been fifteen years ago, her face turned into the warmth of Rachel’s breast. The next second, Lucy might toss her hair, and Rachel would get quick flashes of a stranger with long legs and a stubborn mouth, eyes that darkened into anger.

“Check it out. Only six ninety-nine,” Lucy said, presumably meaning the hat, as she opened the door.

Rachel adjusted the rearview mirror. One of the men was watching again, lingering at the gas pump, gazing at Lucy as she bent over to pour water into Maybe’s travel cup. She resisted the urge to shout at him, to tell him to fuck off, to peel his eyes away from her daughter’s legs, freckled from the sun.

“I think you should have saved your money,” Rachel said, and Lucy grinned. Rachel was encouraged. Lucy’s mood was changing, lightening, as they got farther south.

Maybe the problem was Michigan. Rachel should never have sent Lucy to that private school. Too much wealth. Not enough parental supervision. And Rachel had been working too hard—consumed with her career, consumed with the slow deterioration of her relationship with Alan. That had been hard on Lucy too. Alan was the only father she’d ever known. She’d been eighteen months old when Rachel and Alan had begun dating midway through graduate school. By the time she celebrated her second birthday, Alan and Rachel were living together.

“This will be an adventure, you know,” Rachel said. “A real mystery.”

Lucy said nothing. She maneuvered the box back onto her lap. Maybe rustled in her box, gave a plaintive cry, and then settled down again.

“We should go,” Lucy said. “Maybe wants to get there.”

They backtracked to State Road 37 and continued south, and then west.

It was another sixty miles before they started seeing sharks.
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We

It was an ordinary Thursday. Muggy. Full of mosquitoes.

Even Discord was listless.

Then, suddenly, our phones went hysterical with notifications: one after another, rapid fire, belling our brains into shock.

@moonovermatter: New girl

@moonovermatter: Here

@moonovernatter: Lucy

@moonovermatter: Just moved

@moonovermatter: Heard music from my bedroom this am

@moonovermatter: shitty

@moonovermatter: *shitty music

@moonovermatter: looked out my window, saw the moving van across the street

@moonovermatter: Went out back to yell

@moonovermatter: girl came outside

@moonovermatter: saw me

@moonovermatter: fuck I was dumb

@moonovermatter: but I was in shock

@moonovermatter: like why FH


@moonovermatter: why would you do that

@moonovermatter: she doesn’t seem crazy

@moonovermatter: mom’s sus

@moonovermatter: garden gnomes etc

@moonovermatter: we’ll see I guess

@badprincess: what the fuck is happening?????

@mememeup: is this a joke? I don’t get it

@moonovermatter: shit gotta go at work

@skyediva: WHO IS THIS???????

It was a scandal. It was chaos. Who was @moonovermatter? Why were they on Discord? How did they know about Lucy? What the fuck was the deal with the garden gnomes?

Spinnaker was losing his mind, of course, over compromised cybersecurity and lax protocol for changing usernames. We figured we only had a few minutes before he started expounding on cryptocurrency again and tried to cut his paranoia off at the pass.

@highasakyle: does anyone know who @moonovermatter is?

@badprincess: isn’t @ktcakes888 an admin??

@ktcakes888: yeah but I don’t have an updated list. Akash does

@badprincess: this is so fucking creepy

@skyediva: Where’s AKASH WHEN YOU NEED HIM

@moonovermatter: That was Akash on my phone. We’re at work

@moonovermatter: he forgot his cell

@highasakyle: my brain is melting

@badprincess: doublefuckingcreepy

@nononycky: who the fuck are YOU

@moonovermatter: oh sorry

@moonovermatter: This is Scarlett!

@moonovermatter: I changed my username

@moonovermatter: Do you like it?


Scarlett was, presumably, Scarlett Hughes, who did in fact work with Akash. But we were in no mood to give her feedback on her hippie-ass username, and still suspicious that we were being trolled for reasons unknown.

Meeks suggested that we go to Blue Hills Mall, where Scarlett and Akash worked, which was a great idea except we (a) had no cars and (b) had no licenses, permits, or ability to drive. We texted Akash to confirm and heard nothing. We DMed him on social media with no luck. We lost our minds trying to find someone who knew Scarlett Hughes’s cell phone number. Nick Topornycky texted Sahara Richards, which did nothing but confirm that Nick and Sahara were hooking up. Sahara redirected us to Hope Gonzales, who was visiting her grandparents in Mexico and had turned off her phone.

We had a stormy few minutes before @lululemonaide thought of simply calling the mall, but that was a dead end too. We couldn’t just ring up the food court, and the number listed for mall security was out of service.

We started poring over the messages again, parsing every letter for legitimacy. We couldn’t see why anyone would go out of their way to impersonate Scarlett or Akash, let alone both of them at the same time.

But the claim about meeting Lucy Vale made no sense. The geography of the story, the blocking of it, fell apart under scrutiny. Akash’s house was at the very end of a cul-de-sac, first of all; he had no neighbors across the street. Plus, @brentmann pointed out that Akash’s bedroom was at the back of the house, overlooking the deck. He couldn’t even see the street from his bedroom window. All he could see was his backyard.

@meeksmaster: and the Faraday House lol

@brentmann: true and FH

@lululemonaide: Akash lives next to the Faraday House??

@spinn_doctor: yeah. Their backyards are almost touching

@badprincess: wait—Akash mentioned FH in his messages????


No. No way.

We scrolled up to double-check. But for a minute, we couldn’t believe it. Even as the messages splintered into proof—FH, across the road, behind the house—we couldn’t believe it. It was impossible.

One of the server bots kicked back a welcome to @gustagusta, who’d just logged on.

@gustagusta: THE NEW GIRL IS LIVING IN FARADAY HOUSE !!!!!!!!!!!!

For more than a minute, the words just hung there, floating in black space, waiting for a response. But none came.

@gustagusta: ??

@gustagusta: um hello ?

Our brains went dark, tapped out of battery.

@gustagusta: HELLO??

@gustagusta: I said Lucy Vale just moved into the FARADAY house

@gustagusta: Any comments? Concerns? Ideas? Questions?

Actually, we had only one, and @mememeup said it perfectly.

@mememeup: why
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We

The Faraday House on Lily Lane was two hundred years old, scabbing paint, and losing ground daily to the steroidal growth of a famous garden gone feral, fifteen years untended. It was missing shingles from its roof and one of the front windows. If it were a dog, it would have fleas and visible scratch marks, patches of fur missing. Inside it was no doubt a nirvana of mice, an orgy of spiderwebs, a wet dream for all termites.

Also: the Faraday House was haunted. Some of us claimed to have seen a phantom Nina Faraday wandering the rose garden, dressed in a long pageant gown, seemingly searching for something. There were some people who passionately believed that Nina had never disappeared—at least not like her mom claimed. Those people thought Lydia had gone crazy and killed her daughter in a fury of rage, or as a puritanical sacrifice, or just because she was psychotic. Some people believed that all her subsequent ravings about the swim team, and Coach Steeler’s involvement, proved that she had gone around the bend. Others thought that Nina had never left the house at all, that she was buried under the floor somewhere or in one of her mother’s flower beds.

Whether Nina’s ghost was still wandering the place or not, we couldn’t say for sure. We didn’t even know that Nina was dead. Plenty of us thought she’d run away, maybe to be with a secret boyfriend, one of the older guys she was rumored to have been seeing on the side.

But we knew that Lydia had never left. We’d seen her. Everyone had. It was a known thing: Lydia Faraday’s tormented spirit hung forever in the apple tree, twisting around her madness. As kids we’d dared one another to sneak up to the gates at dusk, press a palm to the cold iron, and summon Lydia to appear.

Nina, Nina, where did you go? Lydia, Lydia, what do you know?

Most of us had learned terror at those gates, as the shadows under the apple tree began to condense, thickening to the form of a woman with her neck crooked around a rope.

For years the house had been graying behind a thickening curtain of trees and growth. We assumed it would stay that way until the wilderness of vines and climbing ivy toppled it for good.

Who in their right mind would ever choose to live in a place like the Faraday House?

You’d have to be dumb, crazy—or a sucker.

We needed to know.

We needed Akash.

We needed him back on Discord.









Seven

We

We waited. We watched TikTok videos. We checked Akash’s socials. We scanned the horizon anxiously, as if the new girl might appear in a sign.

After the initial informational blitz, @moonovermatter was silent. We picked our teeth and popped our pimples. We scrolled through TikTok some more and crawled out of our skin. The normal cadence of fitful summer conversation kept skittering to the same, repetitive question.

Had anyone heard from Akash?

Had anyone heard more about the new girl?

Our patience thinned as the hours limped by, as if time itself had come down with full-body arthritis.

Finally, just after nine o’clock, a moderator bot welcomed @kash_money to the conversation.

@kash_money: I’m baaaaaaack faaammmmmmm!!!!!!!!

@badprincess: TELL US EVERYTHING YOU FILTHY HO

@kash_money: oh wow

@kash_money: Hi Evie


@badprincess: OR I WILL CURSE YOU TO FIND A PUBIC HAIR IN EVERY COOKIE FROM NOW UNTIL ETERNITY

@kash_money: man I missed the internet

Akash’s first encounter with the new girl was pretty much as he’d described via @moonovermatter’s account. According to Akash, he’d woken up to loud music—“1970s headbangers, like you’d hear at a strip club,” he told us, which just showed he’d never been to one—sometime before 9:00 a.m.

Originally he’d assumed that the source of the noise was the utilities van he’d spotted, parked on the gravel service road that divided his property from the backyard of the Faraday House. He didn’t think anything of the fact that a satellite TV operator was parked just outside its gates. Plenty of delivery trucks and service vans parked there rather than in the cul-de-sac where Akash’s trigger-happy neighbor was always threatening to shoot out the windows of any vehicle that obscured his driveway. So Akash had stomped over expecting to find some dude with a mullet napping in the front seat, only to find the van empty and a girl marooned in the wilderness of the Faraday backyard, cheerfully breaking down boxes with a straight razor.

Lucy Vale, Akash said, seemed pretty nice.

We asked if Lucy Vale was pretty. Akash said she was pretty enough. We asked what that meant. Spinnaker suggested he give us a number, one through ten.

Akash refused. We attacked Spinnaker for sexism. Lucy wasn’t a used car model.

We asked Akash to describe her. His response was unsatisfactory: Lucy wasn’t tall, and she wasn’t short. She wasn’t thin, and she wasn’t plus. Her hair was brownish. Not long. Not super short. But shortish. Maybe. We suspected Akash was biased. The Sandhus were Sikh, and when they said long hair, they meant long. His older sister Rivka’s ponytail swung like a metronome, all the way down to her ass.


@nononycky: so . . . Lucy Vale is a girl

@nononycky: with a face

@nononycky: and some hair

@nononycky: that’s what we got so far

@safireswiftly: no offense @kash_money, but this is why you suck at creative writing

Akash took offense. He said if we wanted to know what Lucy looked like, we could follow her on Instagram. Shoot, we could introduce ourselves in person. We all knew where she lived.

No, he absolutely was not going to introduce us. How would he introduce us? He’d met her for all of ten minutes.

Yes, they were following each other on Instagram. She’d asked for his handle, so she would feel like she knew someone.

But she didn’t. Know him. Or any of us. Or anyone.

She wasn’t shy. But she wasn’t, like, crazy talkative. They’d talked a little bit about music, and a lot about garden gnomes. But the whole conversation was ten minutes. Maybe less. He was still in basketball shorts, the T-shirt he’d slept in, and flip-flops he’d grabbed on his way out the door. He hadn’t even put in his contacts yet. We’d never seen Akash in glasses, and he wouldn’t send us a picture.

Layla Lewis asked if, in fact, the Vales had brought a cat.

@kash_money: yes. Maybe

@mememeup: which is it?

@kash_money: I mean she does have a cat, Maybe

@mememeup: bro

@lululemonaide: I’m confused

@kash_money: I mean Lucy Vale has a cat, named Maybe. Lucy introduced me

@nononycky: oh god. She’s one of those.

@skyediva: what is THAT supposed to mean?

@kash_money: Idk. She seemed cool


@nononycky: the girl? Or the cat?

@kash_money: the girl. The cat seemed like a cat.

She hadn’t said why they’d moved. She hadn’t said why they’d moved to the Faraday House of all places.

We wondered if it was because the Vales were poor. Maybe they were too poor to afford anywhere else.

But Akash didn’t think so. They weren’t squatters. As far as he knew, they were official renters of southern Indiana’s most infamous residence, i.e., actually paying money to be there. He’d seen a Toyota hybrid in the garage and mountainous volumes of moving boxes on the porch. Plus, he’d noticed a price sticker stuck to the back of Lucy Vale’s T-shirt—for a forty-dollar garden gnome, no less.

He knew because Lucy had asked Akash to remove it.

The point was: What poor person shopped at Pottery Barn? What poor person would buy a forty-dollar garden gnome, even if it was a gag gift? Especially if it was?

We agreed that they would not.

We asked Akash if he was going to tell Lucy about the Faradays, in case she didn’t know.

@kash_money: Are you crazy? First off, I barely know the girl

@kash_money: And also, still no

We asked him if he was going to try and go inside.

@kash_money: of course not

@kash_money: See: “Are you Crazy” and “I barely know the girl” above

@kash_money: And also . . .

@kash_money: I’m not frigging crazy.
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