
		
			ACT I 

			“…not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved Rome more.”

			—Brutus, Julius Caesar

		


		
			ACT II 

			“Men willingly believe what they wish.”

			—Julius Caesar (the real one)

		


		
			Chapter One 

			Jude

			I’m alone.

			Tone, I’m alone.

			Shitty poetry from a shitty human, I know. But there’s not much else to do in exile.

			As crazy as it sounds, Antonia—and I’m aware it sounds very crazy—I’ve started having imaginary conversations with you. Sometimes I write them down in the one notebook I was able to grab before they sent me away, blood still wet on the floor of my bedroom, while the video I didn’t even know was a video made the rounds. During the fallout, I was on a plane, alone. And now I’m here, staring at four walls in a different state.

			I hope someday I’ll see you again and we can laugh at how stupid this all was. Not just that I’m talking to a person who isn’t here, who stuck to me like glue after I dumped her, which was after my former best friend dumped her as well. A two-time dumpee. You’re way too good for a title that sounds vaguely like bad porn.

			Anyway.

			How are you, Tone? I think about you a lot. Where I am, there’s not much else to do but think, when I’m not scratching my undercut that’s fast growing out or skimming through dog-eared romance novels for anything that sounds vaguely gay. Wondering if I’m qualified to do that last part anymore, or even think the word gay.

			Can you tell how much I hate myself?

			I realize I never asked you enough about you. Even when I did the whole cursory “How are you?” it was more of a springboard for how I was, how Bronwyn and her cronies had pissed me off today or how I had a new idea that would really crush her this time. And even that was on the surface. My real inner monologue was something I constantly shut up within myself. I trusted you most out of anyone in the world. I still do. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to ask how you were.

			Everything else seemed too essential. There had to be a campaign strategy we hadn’t yet tried. After all, we knew jack about real politics, were learning as we went mostly from watching CNN and piecing things together. We figured if the idiots in the White House could do it, so could we. All along I constantly underestimated you, and I didn’t want to know your inner monologue which was undoubtedly fascinating.

			Now I’m here, and you’re far away, and Bronwyn…I don’t want to go there right now. It’s three a.m. and I’m feeling lonely, like that dumb nineties song where the guy sounded like he was trying to take a dump. I told you that once and you laughed. Now I think that singer may have had a point. Three a.m. is the worst for loneliness.

			Anyway, I should try to get some sleep. Got a whole lot of nothing going on tomorrow, completely the opposite from my former schedule, that I see now was jam-packed with bullshit. It’s strange: now that I’m in a place I’m not allowed to leave unless I’m having a heart attack or something, I realize how much I never sat down and thought before. Always chasing that next idea I was certain was going to push me over the edge into genius-ville and make me feel less out of place. Part of me really was that confident, Tone, in my abilities and my ideas and my beliefs that I alone could change the world. The other part? Never knew what the fuck she was doing, and that’s probably at least partly why I’m here.

			I’m sure I’ll talk to you later. Or whatever version of you my weird-ass brain has cooked up. Thank fuck I’m not hallucinating yet.

			Ha.

		


		
			Chapter Two 

			Jude

			Hey, Antonia, I’m back. I’m still not eating my own hair or scratching the days off in the wall. There’s a free calendar from the local bank with a fawn for April, and my parents would kill me if I scratched the authentic seventies wood paneling.

			I’m sure some people at school think I’m in a facility. Maybe I should be.

			Did I fuck things up with Bronwyn? Of course I did, Tone. You know that better than anyone. I just have to keep saying it to myself, so I believe it. If I ever get out of here, I have to remember that.

			I hated what she did to you.

			You and I, Tone, have a…weird relationship. We tried dating after Bronny dumped you. After we broke up, we made that whole big show of how dating is passé anyway and the two of us were going to be exes turned friends. Real friends, not the kind with benefits who make out when they’re drunk, or more. No loud fighting and storming off in the hallways, no angry texts, no rebounds with the other person’s ex. Actually, I worried you liked Bronwyn better and I was the consolation prize. I was hurt, so I just made a big loud thing of my denial. Like always.

			I miss you right now, Tone. More than I ever thought I would. More than I miss any other of our friends. Not that I

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		


		
			ACT III 

			“He was my friend, faithful and just to me. But Brutus says he was ambitious, And Brutus is an honourable man…”

			—Marc Antony, Julius Caesar

		


		
			Chapter One 

			Antonia

			Jude Cuthbert brings out my mess.

			I am a lot of things in one taller-than-average package. Kenyan. Greek. Gemini. Trans. Demigirl. She. They. Lesbian. Depressed. OCD. Loyal.

			That last thing, above all.

			I handle things. That’s what I do. I wasn’t surprised when Jude asked me to be her campaign manager. In fact, I would have been shocked if she’d gone with anyone else, even if Bronwyn and I were still together, even if Bronwyn were still in our circle at all.

			I like the idea of being a handler. Not a wrangler per se: that word suggests wild animals and possibly missing limbs if you make one wrong move. But my whole life, I’ve handled everything. Even my brain, which can be really shitty if I let it, telling me I’m not good enough, that the world wasn’t made for someone like me, whatever that means on any given day. My dad will tell you, when I started sleeping a lot, losing interest in reading and writing and watching CNN, when my grades dropped, I found him and asked to see a psychiatrist.

			I was eleven.

			Maybe I’d heard about depression symptoms on a commercial for some supposed wonder drug, but I like to think I just have good instincts. And now I’m in therapy and on meds that work. Even before I hit puberty, I knew how to handle it. When I was diagnosed with OCD, I was already well equipped to handle that too.

			Besides my ability as a handler, I am bar none the best public speaker Augustus High has ever seen. As my parents love to remind me, it’s not bragging if it’s fact. I can find the right words for whatever situation, spin like a champ, and when needed, put those perfectly spun words into someone else’s mouth like custom-made cotton candy. I aspire to speechwriting glory, and what better way to start than with the highest-stakes election our school has ever seen?

			The new president of the Not Really Ever United States is an affront to everything I am. Everything. As much as I want to help Jude, she’ll never fully comprehend that level of fear I had when the results were finally called. I stayed up until three a.m., fighting the demons in my own head while also acknowledging they were there for a reason. I still don’t know what “visibly” queer means. I do know I am visibly Black, and that’s a problem for assholes like the one currently running our country. As if worrying about cops wasn’t bad enough, now I have to worry even more about laws, and I’m sure that stupid bathroom debate will rear its ugly head again before too long.

			I know, however, that the biggest changes are built from the ground up. And people like Jude, who can command a room like nobody’s business, are the ones who can effect that change. Until everything happened and Jude disappeared to a location I don’t even know, I was happy to stay in the background.

			Make them think I’m dead was all she texted before her parents whisked her away to parts unknown. I tried to text back a couple of times, but I don’t think she’s using her phone anymore. I didn’t question her then, and I don’t now, even before I’m about to declare her martyrdom to the whole school. I don’t know the circumstances behind the video, and honestly? I don’t need to.

			I hope wherever Jude is, she’s okay.

			We dated, briefly, Jude and I, before deciding we were better off as best friends. I don’t think of it in terms of filling the gap Bronwyn left. I think our relationship, Jude’s and mine, was meant to be in that exact time and place. I’m not sure what I think about fate, but this relationship with Jude feels pretty damn close.

			Bronwyn and I, we never felt right together. Even before she decided she liked a straight cis guy better than she liked me. We weren’t in love: in another time and if we were heterosexual, we would be referred to as a marriage of convenience. Our hooking up, then dating, felt premeditated but in a way that wasn’t fate of the romantic sort. We were in the same group of high-achieving, proudly queer friends, had known each other since first year at Augustus.

			As juniors, people were pairing off. Even Jude, who couldn’t stay with anyone longer than two weeks (that “anyone” included me), was always part of a twosome. But I wasn’t a player, and neither was Bronwyn. So we were together until we weren’t, until Porter got her attention with his performative allyship. Or maybe it was real allyship, I don’t know. It’s hard for me to tell what’s real anymore.

			Do I wish Bronwyn hadn’t dumped me over text? Sure, I guess I’m supposed to. Or maybe not really. If she wants to embrace even more privilege than she already has, that’s her funeral. If I’m feeling more generous, I can admit that she has been through a lot and sometimes extreme change makes people behave in crazy ways. Jude basically faked her own death.

			About Jude.

			I’m not a blind follower, no matter what anyone else thinks. Not like Cass, who trails after cousin Bronwyn like a lost little puppy who’s finally found someone who kind of, sort of, resembles their mother. I could say the same for Porter. In the end, Bronwyn got everything she wanted. I know she was the one who hit Send on the video, like anyone at Augustus with a working brain. No one seems to care, though, except me. If I were a blind follower, I’d immediately fall in line with whatever Bronwyn wants as student body president, leader by default.

			Instead, I’m going to make sure no one forgets Jude Cuthbert.

			No one.

		


		
			Chapter Two 

			Nasim

			I love Shakespeare, but after Jude disappeared, “blood on my hands” felt like an understatement.

		


		
			Chapter Three 

			Cass

			I couldn’t get it out of my head.

			Why did I even look? After the quick glance that confirmed what was going on, that the girl was Jude and the guy was…most likely a guy, I could have just hit Record and put my phone in the right spot. I didn’t have to keep looking, and yet I did, and now I see it all the time.

			Once we sent the video, I started doing push-ups. Like, constant push-ups.

			I used to bitch about push-ups. We weren’t allowed to do the ones on our knees unless we had some sort of injury. I was yelled at—not in an abusive way, but in a tough way—about my form since my first official day of cheer in my little purple leotard and miniature black shorts. I can, and have, out push-up-ed every classmate in every school PE class…ever.

			I understand why we do them, of course. Upper body strength is a must when you’re responsible for literally throwing another human. And the best way to build that strength? You guessed it.

			After the video was sent, I grunted through push-ups every morning and night in my room. Sometimes in PE at Augustus, I dropped and gave twenty to an invisible drill sergeant, or I imagined I was in trouble with my cheer coach John for talking back (which never occurred in real life). When actually at practice, I added fifteen more to whatever John had us do for warm-up. Sometimes twenty.

			Were the push-ups penance, for my part in humiliating someone so much that she…disappeared? Leaving a broken window and a puddle of her own blood in her bedroom, or so the story goes. Rumors were flying with the speed of light.

			Or was I trying to get the sex out of my head?

			Sophomore year, when I was still figuring it all out, I didn’t really know what sex looked like. Most everyone in cheer, most everyone I knew, had done it by then, or at least watched enough online porn to know what they wanted to do once given the opportunity. I knew the mechanics of different bodies. My mom’s a nurse, after all, and that was never privileged information.

			But what I saw that night, Jude and the mystery guy, was just strange.

			Disturbing, even.

			He was just rough, going in and out of her in a way that couldn’t be comfortable. And the sounds he made, so deep and raw. I’m sure people are into that.

			Something tells me, though, that Jude wasn’t.

			What did I know, though? I was a dumb sophomore who was undecided about her sexuality. Who’d barely touched herself. Who had muscles but almost no boobs, and had more in common with the little kids doing their first stunting than even the first-years at Augustus, who seemed decades more evolved.

			Maybe if I pushed myself physically, I’d find the answer.

			Or at least stop hearing the sounds.

		


		
			Chapter Four 

			Antonia

			Before we go any further, there’s something you should know about who I am.

			Or I guess, who I was.

			And by “you,” I mean this weird diary I’ve started to get through all of this. It’s not one of those journals you buy, write in for one page and then abandon forever. (Or is that just me?) It’s definitely not anything you can find online. After what happened with Jude, I’m shocked more people at our school didn’t swear off social media forever.

			My dad loves that old show The Office. I kind of get and kind of don’t, and why is almost everyone straight? I do, however, love the character Creed. I guess that’s the actor’s real name and he was in a band that’s older than my parents, and you get the feeling they just let him wander around on set and do what he wanted, saying lines when it suited him. Anyway, Creed keeps what he thinks is a blog but is really a Word doc that a temp set up for him and titled “Creed Thoughts.”

			And that gave me this idea.

			I even titled this doc “Antonia Thoughts.” So silly, like that show, but it makes me smile. Which isn’t happening much lately. But my therapist and my parents love the idea, so with three therapists behind me, I’m forging ahead.

			Where was I, Word doc? Oh yeah.

			I was a child model. My mom is the complete opposite of what you’d think when you think of…moms of child models. And I can see the picture you’ve already got in your head, Word doc.

			We were at a department store in the city, looking at argyle socks, of all things and an agent gave us her card. The fact that Becky is female and butch went a long way. We still get Christmas cards from her and her wife.

			It was never anything major. Kids don’t do runways or editorial. Just some catalog stuff, a few Gap ads back when holiday sweaters were their thing. Nothing out of state, that was my parents’ rule. Because I did it long enough, it pays surprisingly well, and my parents aren’t sleazebags, I can pay for any college I want out of my own pocket. Which was a huge selling point even for me, only five and already a big fucking nerd. When I was twelve and started growing for real, I told my parents and Becky I was done and that was that. I already knew I didn’t want an eating disorder or even just general insecurity about whether I was petite enough, pretty enough, enough enough.

			You learn more on go-sees and sets than the obvious: one, sets are hot and boring, and two, pile on enough of even the best makeup and it feels like concrete on your baby skin. Those things, anyone who’s seen reality TV knows by now. What I didn’t realize I’d absorbed until Jude disappeared was this: I’ve been sizing up my peers since I was five. I could make it a party trick if I were into that, but I can tell your height, weight, and even your heritage, and I’m not just talking about biological parents. Porter Kendrick has a Canadian grandma he sees twice a year and I could hear it in his voice. I’m that good.

			So, I knew something was up with Jude. In the weeks before she was gone, she was unnaturally glued to her phone. Like, even for us, a generation who are notorious for our techno-dependence. But it wasn’t just that the phone became an extension of Jude, barely concealed from our teachers even though that was Augustus protocol, her thumbs beating on loose-leaf paper during class until she could text away once the bell had barely trilled.

			She had this little smile. This crinkle between her perfect brows. Like she was getting away with something.

			And more than that, like she was relaxed. Genuinely chill. And if there’s one thing Jude wasn’t known for, it was having even an ounce of chill.

			I should have asked. I know that now. Not an excuse, but prying wasn’t my style. Still isn’t. I hadn’t yet learned that sometimes you should absolutely pry.

			I wonder if I had pried, and I’d seen even one text, what would have happened.

			I never had any…problems as a kid model. My mom is usually the one who went with me, not because of any gender role bullshit but because she could come with me into dressing rooms and stuff without anyone giving it a second look. Easier access, more protection.

			And you don’t mess with her. That classic mom look also works on photographers, lighting people, stylists with their fingers on tiny bodies. She scared them all.

			We knew, though. Model parents talk. About whom not to work with because of everything from gut feelings to murmured experiences that led to more than one mini-model leaving the industry forever and hopefully careening headfirst into therapy.

			All this to say, I was primed to suss out perverts and listen hard to whisper networks, because they’re almost never wrong, years before my classmates. I learned to listen to my little gut very early on. And maybe that could have helped Jude, which is still hard to think about.

			Anyway.

			The second thing I learned in my brief, unspectacular, largely trauma-free modeling career was how to have a look.

			I’m not talking about the look on your face. I’m talking about the way you put yourself together. People act like it’s not important, it’s shallow and silly, but have you seen a good pantsuit? Which, by the way, I told Jude she should wear. The pantsuits I will fully take credit for because they were brilliant and she looked stunning, yet totally in control. You’ve seen photos, right?

			You can’t be around racks of clothing and see yourself rendered on a two-dimensional page for seven of your most formative years and not learn about the power of clothes. And hair. And strategically applied makeup, though not enough that it feels like concrete. Doesn’t read well under harsh fluorescent high-school lighting anyway.

			So even before I finished my speech, what I was going to say to all of Augustus so that everyone but mostly the right people would hear…I was thinking about my look.

			First, I shaved my head. I’ve been all cheekbones since I was a kid, and now, they were fully on display. Big light brown eyes. Smooth skull. No one would be able to look away.

			Then I took out the boots. And by boots, I’m talking boots. They would hear me coming.

			I can still remember doing final touches in the mirror that morning. What I said to myself, a mantra I came up with on the spot and still kinda love:

			“Mesmerize. Then surprise.”

		


		
			Chapter Five 

			Declan

			After Jude left school, I started smoking my mom’s pot.

			Like a lot of it.

			I’d been a casual stoner before, but the rest of that year, we’re talking wake and bake. Toking in my car during free period. And homework after school? Forget it.

			My junior year grades were so shit I’m surprised I got in any school at all, let alone a scholarship to a really good place.

			Why’d I get involved in this conspiracy? Because of a stupid pre-calc test? Yeah, that sucked on Jude’s part. I’m not saying she was a great person back then.

			But even just texting people that Saturday night, telling them to check their school email because there was a sex tape of Jude Cuthbert and a guy? Maybe I was just the messenger, but that night I was the kind of lowlife my mom would bring home, that would scare my brother and sister, that was the kind of person I swore I’d never be. And I have to live with it even now.

			I’m sorry, Jude. I don’t know where you are now. I’m just sorry.

		


		
			Chapter Six 

			Bronwyn

			At this point we still weren’t sure what happened.

			I hit Send on a Saturday night. By the time we woke up Sunday, it had spread like wildfire. You can’t post a sex video on social media anymore, and no one was stupid enough to do it, but social media was ablaze with insinuations, comments, questions. So many questions.

			After a while, the three of us stopped keeping track. Cass even went to the gym like she usually did Sunday afternoons. No one else on her cheer team went to Augustus, so the undoing of the iconic Jude Cuthbert would mean nothing to them.

			Porter, whose last doses were still wearing off, slept over an extra night. Told his parents we had a test the next morning and would be up late studying. He knew I wanted to curl around him, my mind whirring with the possibilities of what would happen now, what our future would look like now that she was ruined.

			Monday morning, Jude was gone.

			Like, gone gone.

			She wasn’t in school. She’d deleted all her social accounts. You couldn’t really blame her because she’d been tagged a thousand times on Sunday, everything from the benign “u ok?” to long screeds asking her to explain her hypocrisy.

			Augustus was full of vultures. We prided ourselves on our cutthroat abilities to knock one another down for grading curves, college essays, and early decision acceptances. It’s why our parents insisted we test in eighth grade—and in some cases, like mine and Jude’s, why we wanted to for ourselves. It was well-known the school took more first-years than it could handle, because so many were weeded out in the first semester. If you made it to first year, second semester, it was almost like getting into Harvard.

			This is a long way of saying that even the concern trolls were full of shit.

			They smiled in your face only to stab you in the back with words. They didn’t care if Jude was okay.

			Jude answered none of their queries.

			I wasn’t surprised she was out on Monday. Who wouldn’t take a mental health day after what we’d done to her? But I also knew Jude would come back and explain herself, in a big way. If I was right, though, people wouldn’t listen.

			That’s when we heard what happened.

			This wasn’t a mental health day. There had been blood on Jude’s bedroom floor—someone who had ties to the hospital emailed around a photo, and sure enough, that was Jude’s room, rust stains amid polished hardwood and white frills. Like a scene from one of those shoddy PG-13 horror movies that aren’t really scary, except this? Definitely was.

			The enigma of Jude’s disappearance didn’t stop there. Mark Cuthbert was not talking. He wasn’t even in town anymore, having escaped to the family beach house in Florida, where Jude was definitely not. Either that or he was hiding from the obvious “everything’s okay” Instagram photos where Mark was clad in all white and clutching colored cocktails with umbrellas on a sandy beach. His knuckles were white in a way that suggested he was the opposite of relaxed.

			As for Jude’s mom…I’d never planned to sell her out that way, not ever. At the time I liked to think I had scruples. She couldn’t help what happened with her family. She could help who she slept with, as she was so fond of telling me once I got with Porter.

			Still, the rumors started flying. It doesn’t happen at Augustus, people said, but we weren’t the smartest in this suburb for nothing. We knew queer kids kill themselves all the time, even if we didn’t know any personally. Especially when they’re humiliated in the worst possible way. Only in this situation it was the reverse: Jude the lesbian was caught with a dude. And for sure he was a dude, otherwise why the blood on the floor, the vanishing?

			At what point do you go from a good person doing bad things, to a straight-up bad person?

			And if you’ve gone past that point, is there any coming back from it?

			This is when I stopped sleeping.

			My brain wouldn’t stop asking questions. Did she deserve for us to take this opportunity, even though basically she’d asked for it by not shutting the door completely? I mean, even in the throes of passion, you’d think Jude Cuthbert of all people would lock herself and her secret boyfriend in a room of a house that wasn’t theirs.

			It was like she wanted to get caught.

			So what we, Cass and Porter and I, did wasn’t so terrible, right? Anyone could have, would have, done the same. Jude…rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. Which is why it wasn’t hard to get coconspirators. She wasn’t popular because she was nice. Or tolerant. That girl had clawed her way up the ladder since Montessori. I know. I was there.

			Still, I had to concentrate. The election was so close I could taste it. And now, I was running unopposed. It was almost comical how we were keeping up appearances, considering how unlikely it was that Jude, alive or dead, was going to pop back in, all “hey lol jk” and walk away with the win.

			Or maybe she would. That’s why I had to stay vigilant, till the very end. And try to unsee that photo: the rusty pool, the white frills.

			With that video, I’d gotten what I wanted. Way more, really. And I was so close to having it all.

			I couldn’t let guilt fuck it up.

			Did I mention though, or maybe you remember? After all that, there was no election for student body president.

			Principal Olive Murrell announced over the PA on Tuesday morning. I’d won. By default.

			Not the stunning victory I’d imagined. What I’d wanted is the alternate reality of the outside world if she had won instead of the titty grabber. What I got was a lukewarm “congratulations” from above, before reiterating that it was Tater Tot Bar Day in the cafeteria. I haven’t heard “tater tot” the same way since.

			And of course, everyone was talking about Jude. Not me.

			My pop loved this Hole song about getting what you want, then you never want it again.

			No matter how gradually it had started to creep in in at three a.m., slithering around Cass’s house’s guest room like the bogeyman. First a flicker, then three, steadily growing into a full-on flame.

			I saw her. Jude. As fully formed as you sitting on the other side of this phone screen right now. Wearing that stupid She-Hulk T-shirt and hissing at me, four words over and over, a terrifying mantra as Porter snored beside me and Cass finished her nighttime push-ups in the other room. Four words only I could hear.

			What have you done?

		


		
			Chapter Seven 

			Jude

			I couldn’t take it anymore.

			Listen, Dad, this break has been nice and all. Yes, I’m aware of how privileged we are. Your precious youngest gets to go off the grid to lick her wounds after a reputation-destroying video went email-viral. Mom gets to have three-ways, a kid she actually wants, and a whole new sister-wife lifestyle. You, my dad, get to escape to beachfront property in the non-tacky part of Florida—it exists, really, you tell your country club friends—to lick the wounds your child inflicted not only by being a slut but also a giant fucking hypocrite.

			This way you won’t have to look at her. Ask her what went wrong. What led to the events behind the video, which aren’t exactly how they’re being portrayed. How she’s feeling. We may be Jewish by heritage, but we’re WASPy everywhere else. Why talk when you can drink your emotions, right? If you plan for food delivery, tell her to turn the lights in the cottage on. Have a neighbor check in periodically to make sure your daughter hasn’t run away or actually killed herself this time. That’s infinitely more preferable than having to deal.

			This whole “vacation”—which, if you’ll recall, is how it was pitched to me—has reminded me how lucky I thought I was.

			My parents, Tone. Maybe now you’ll believe me when I say they’re definitely not like yours. At all.

			I’m under strict instructions not to contact anyone from Augustus. I can’t go online, not that I’d really want to. Maybe the fervor’s died down in favor of a new scandal, but more likely Bronwyn is reveling in her triumph that someone, I don’t know who, finally caught me in the worst possible act of all. I’ll be fine if I never see any of those assholes again.

			Except you, Tone.

			Which is why today, I walked to the next town over.

			I waved at Mrs. Sinon, the year-rounder who’s supposed to be keeping an eye on me. Had my parka on because it’s cold near the ocean right now, and with my bright smile I could tell she was reassured. Knowing how many noisy parties my parents throw here in the summers, I very much doubt she gives two shits anyway.

			Pulling down the brim of my dad’s baseball cap like I was hiding from invisible paparazzi, I quickly found a gas station that had exactly what I needed. I paid and headed back to the house.

			I never thought I’d say this, Tone, but it’s kind of nice not being glued to my phone for once. The birds are starting to come back, chirping and twittering and singing like idiots. Plus, I don’t have to be paranoid about endless buzzing and beeping and crap.

			I don’t need to wonder whether or not he’s texted me.

			Even though I do wonder. All the time. Sick, right?

			Got back to the house and locked the door behind me. I don’t know why—it’s not like anyone’s going to burst in with a phone pointed in my face—but guess what, I’m paranoid now. Afraid of feeling as violated as I did when I got the email, late Saturday night after I came home in a daze, and my world was rocked forever. Not in a good way.

			I flipped open the burner, thanking whoever is above that I’d memorized your phone number long ago. I didn’t know why at the time, considering I barely knew my own. Now I’m getting slapped in the face with that truth, which I’m not quite ready to deal with yet if that’s okay. You understand.

			Then I texted you the first message since that night.

			Only a few words, but with proper grammar, spelling, and punctuation so you’d know it was me. Augustus may have turned against me, but it ran deep in my blood. Fragments of words were beneath me.

			Us.

			It’s me. I’m okay. Hiding out for a while. Will call soon. Don’t tell anyone yet.

			A dispatch from an untraceable phone and location. You didn’t know where this house was, that we had this house at all. A total disregard for the rules my parents had imposed, ostensibly to keep me safe. I was breaking all the rules today.

			But I wanted you to know, Tone. Just you. No one else. Not just because I knew you were the only person who’d be genuinely worried about me, but for my own sake as well. I needed to prove I still existed. That I mattered.

			Send.

		


		
			Chapter Eight 

			Antonia

			It was like any other spam at first.

			I was in my room like I’d been almost constantly since all this happened. My parents, almost too perfect as Jude used to say, were giving me the space I needed to “process” that my ex-girlfriend and current closest confidante disappeared from her home, leaving only shattered glass and a pool of blood in her wake. They’d called the school, who was sending me assignments until I felt well enough to return. They’d made their own conclusions, and it’s not like Jude’s mom and dad were talking either.

			The thing about the suburbs is that if you’re white and rich—but especially white—nobody asks questions, even when your overachieving daughter disappears with a bloody trace. People take you unequivocally at your word.

			If I disappeared, the cops would be all over my parents. Just a fact.

			My own mother was making me healthy smoothies that I immediately poured down the drain because they tasted like very well-intentioned lawn mulch. Mostly I sat on the floor, ate the Doritos I’d stashed under my bed long ago and forgotten about until now, and held on to hope. And my phone. Just in case.

			At any rate, I nearly hit Delete on the unrecognizable area code without even reading the message, just like I always did. A slip of the finger, maybe? Or that stupid hope that Jude wasn’t dead seeped from my brain to my hand.

			Then I saw the text and I knew, Jude, it was you.

			The first thing I did was throw the phone across the room, because how fucking dare you.

			We used to talk every day, Jude. Not even every day, every hour. I knew your inner workings to the point where I could picture your brain, your intestines, working and whirring and lighting up like one of those exhibits at a children’s science museum. Before everything happened, when I couldn’t sleep at night, I pictured you, but not your lips or your eyes or your soft hair (though those were lovely). Even when we were dating, Jude, I pictured your insides, and I would relax enough to give into sleep almost immediately.

			When you left me, I didn’t know what to picture. Who to have those conversations with that I told no one about. When I didn’t know what to do, Jude, whether it was study those extra ten minutes for a quiz I already knew I was going to ace or take one last Dorito, I would ask you, or that version of you with the fantastic inner workings. When you disappeared, you took all that away from me, and I didn’t realize until my phone thwacked against my bedroom wall how much I hated you for it.

			As I flopped facedown on my bed so I wouldn’t have to look at the phone, at the text, I knew how irrational I was being. Me, Antonia Marcus, the coolest and most levelheaded junior at Augustus. Known for being sure in my identity, my goals, my plans, but a few words from you and I was a goddamn mess.

			I wanted to be more empathetic, really I did. I got the video just like everyone else, watched about three seconds before I went to the bathroom to throw up. I’ve been out sick from school the past few days, no questions asked from my parents, who likely know everything if the lawn mulch smoothies are any indication.

			The thing about my OCD is that leaving my house is my biggest trigger. I have to make sure I have my keys, wallet, lipstick if it’s that kind of day, my lunch, the list goes on. If I blank on one thing, I gaslight myself, calling myself a stupid bitch in my head. Goes nice with depression, when I don’t want to leave the house at all! Ha ha.

			But hearing from you? I knew I’d have to leave the house again. And I would be prepared.

			I know what this means for you, the proud misandrist, not only to be caught in such an intimate act, but with a person who looks like everything and everyone you claim to hate. No one knows who took the video, who sent it, if they’re the same person or a group of conspirators. Who even gives a shit at this point? The damage is done, the glass is broken, the blood is spilled. And I have no proof, but I have my suspicions of who’s behind it. Never mind tracing emails or whatever; I have the feeling that this person’s going to show their ass(es) sooner rather than later.

			The phone is beeping.

			The text showed up on my lock screen: a selfie of you and me I took when you were unaware, Jude, but it’s just so beautiful. You’re looking off in the distance, laughing with your mouth open. I’m doing one of those basic bitch duck-faces at the camera, with a big theatrical wink. I don’t even remember who or what we were laughing at or about, but it’s so…genuine. Even though now I feel sick for capturing you on my phone without your permission—because, well, look at what just happened—I can’t bring myself to delete it off my phone.

			Ding. There it is again, the reminder I have a text. I breathe in a mouthful of cashmere blanket, raise my head to cough, and see my phone, still kicking even when it’s bounced off a wall and is lying facedown on the floor.

			I don’t know what possesses me to do this, but I roll off my bed, army-crawling to the little square that now connects me to you. I reach out one hand for the blue rubber cover and flip over the phone.

			Read the message again, for real this time, a bubble of letters situated right under our grins, from that day that seems like another lifetime.

			It’s me. I’m okay. Hiding out for a while. Will call soon. Don’t tell anyone yet.

			It’s definitely you, Jude.

			You’re staccato through and through. It’s why you and Bronwyn were such a power duo for so long, almost impenetrable until you let me and a few others found worthy into your inner sanctum. Bronwyn is much bubblier than she pretends to be, her thoughts crowding her head and then her mouth when she tries to verbalize them. She rambles; you state. She skirts the point; you get right to it.

			Like you’re doing here, with proper punctuation and capitalization because you wouldn’t do a disservice to yourself. Or me. And just like that, anger is replaced by pure elation, flowing through me so potently I scramble to my feet and bounce on my bed so hard, for a second, I’m suspended in the air. These words, this possibility of you, are here. I’m not alone after all.

			Flopping on my back and holding the phone over my head, I read your words until I’ve committed them to memory. Then the analysis begins because it’s how I work.

			You, Jude, are alive. That’s the biggest takeaway.

			You’re hiding…somewhere. I could google the area code and eventually I will, but your exact location is almost beside the point at the moment. Wherever you are, it’s likely your parents know, and they too want you to stay hidden. Besides, it’s not like I’m going to fly to wherever and surprise you.

			Unless you ask.

			You’ll call soon. I create a new contact in my phone for this one, likely a burner you got at some random gas station or Walmart if they have them where you are. (For some reason I am picturing a Walmart, which I know is very classist of me.)

			At this point it occurs to me that maybe, just maybe, someone’s pranking me. That said, this is just vague enough and no Nigerian prince asked for my bank details, so I think it’s actually you. And when you call—because I know you will, Jude, you may have been a player, but you always got in touch when you said you would—I will know for sure.

			Don’t tell anyone. Don’t worry. I could shock you with what I know about people at Augustus. I barely know Bronwyn’s cousin Cass, but I would bet my college fund she’s the same. It’s always the quiet ones.

			Speaking of Augustus…I think it’s time I went back to school, Jude.

			These past few weeks I’ve lolled around, worrying the shit out of my parents and projecting pure inertia.

			Now, I have a purpose.

		


		
			Chapter Nine 

			Scarlett

			After Jude, I didn’t quit soccer. Exactly.

			What I did do was stop showing up to practice, enough that Coach Amarin called my parents. She basically looks like a Thai Soccer Barbie, with this gorgeous long ponytail and smooth, round calves ideal for kicking. And her voice is so cute and poppy, even when her words of concern meant my parents were going to yell at me, then apologize, then ask if I needed or wanted therapy, which no.

			They asked if I wanted to tell them what was going on. Also no.

			So Coach Amarin, because she is a saint as well as beautiful, put me on hiatus for the rest of the semester and gave me a training program that I ignored.

			Instead of going to practice, I drove around aimlessly blasting podcasts that forecasted the end of the world thanks to our shitty new president, who now made me even more afraid to be a Black girl in America. If I really wanted to punish myself, I’d play clips of his disgusting, triggering voice. The sound bites where you could hear him leering.

			I know it sounds bizarre, but if I didn’t have my car and those doomsday warnings, I might have done something worse to myself. My guilt was that strong.

			Still is.
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