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Out of Order

Chapter 1
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June 30th

Senior year is supposed to be the highlight of any teenager’s life. You’re finally old enough to do the grown-up things you’ve wanted to do since you were little, like drive and stay out late. You’re still too young, in most cases, to drink or vote; you still obey your parents’ rules while you live under their roofs, get home by curfew, do your chores and say “Yes, please” and “No, thank you.” But you have certain freedoms. You can work part-time and earn your own money. You can hang out with your friends without supervision. You can rent a limousine to take you to prom, and you can still believe that you’re invincible. But you aren’t.

My senior year taught me a lot of lessons. Most, if not all of them, were learned outside of a classroom, beyond the hallways of this institution. The most important thing I learned is that we are not invincible.

* * * *
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“I can’t go out there and say this,” I said, shoving the neatly printed cue cards back into my mother’s hands. “This is bullshit. It’s meaningless.”

“You’re the valedictorian,” my mother stressed, pushing the cards back toward me. I didn’t take them. “Saying meaningless crap is in the job description!”

My eyes filled with tears involuntarily, as they had been doing for days. I sat back against an empty desk and crossed my arms, shaking my head and trying to reabsorb them by sheer force of will.

“No. Things are different this time. They deserve better than this.”

I turned and stalked out of the classroom, ignoring my mother’s stern request that I “come back here, young lady, this instant!” I was sick and tired of reading speeches that my mother had written for me. I wasn’t going to do it anymore.

“You better go take your seat,” I said as she caught up to me, her heels clicking menacingly on the polished linoleum floors. “Dad will be wondering where you are.”

My mother grabbed my hand and put the cue cards into it, forcing my fingers to curl around them with her own. “Just try. Please. For me?”

I pulled away, but I didn’t drop the cards or throw them in her face. I was tempted to, but I didn’t want to look like a child, so I just gritted my teeth and shrugged. She left to return to her place in the auditorium, where by now they were lowering the lights and opening the curtains to reveal the stage—decorated with black crepe paper and fresh flowers instead of streamers and confetti in our school colors. I could almost see it: my own funeral.

Pacing backstage alone, I fingered the cards nervously. My mother’s idea of a solemn valedictorian speech was a total farce. This whole day was a farce. But of course, I had no choice but to go along with it, whether I was grinding my teeth to nubs by the end or not.

“You’re on,” someone whispered, and I flinched but hiked up my dress and climbed the stairs anyway. Normally my speech would have been saved for last, but the whole program had been changed. Instead of sauntering confidently onto the stage, diploma in hand and blue dress swishing about my knees, I staggered up the stairs, holding up the black dress I’d had to borrow from my mother; it pooled on the floor when I let it go. A little girl playing dress-up, not a valedictorian.

It felt very different standing at the podium than it had during dress rehearsal. The bright stage lights were the same, but the crowd of students and parents was not emitting the low hum of conversation that usually accompanied a shadowed, faceless audience. There was no applause when I reached the podium and adjusted the microphone downward toward my mouth.

I have always been small, but at that moment, I felt tiny and insignificant, which is not much like a valedictorian at all.

“In any other circumstance, today would be a joyous occasion,” I started, reading from the cards my mother had painstakingly written out for me. My voice was shaking horribly, and I coughed before I continued. “Today we celebrate the academic achievement of ourselves and our peers, but there is something missing.”

I swallowed and took a deep breath, trying to shake off the chill that had crept up my spine. “There’s someone missing.”

Someone in the audience coughed, and I flinched but kept speaking. “Three of our own classmates have been—taken from us—” Someone coughed again, and I froze, unable to find my voice. The tears welled up in my eyes again, threatening to spill over at the slightest movement.

“I can’t do this,” I choked.

“You can!” someone yelled. It was a man’s voice, roughened by age. Someone’s grandfather in the back row, I guessed.

“I can’t,” I repeated, dropping the cards onto the podium. “I can’t read the speech I wrote four months ago, and I can’t read the speech my mother wrote last night to replace it.”

I tried to blink away the tears but only succeeded in pushing them over the edge. I could feel them on my cheeks, collecting in the corners of my mouth. Furiously, I wiped my nose with the sleeve of my borrowed dress.

“I cannot, in good conscience, deliver either of those well-written, eloquent addresses. And this is why.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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June 27th

I crouched on top of the broken toilet, breath held tight inside my chest. My heart was beating a mile a minute, a sickening, too-loud tattoo against my breastbone that I was sure would give me away. Pulse pounding in my ears, the adrenaline kicking in too late—far too late—I waited, not breathing.

It was prom night. The four of us had gone stag—or is it called doe when it’s a group of girls? We’d had the debate, put it to a vote, and decided stag sounded cooler. We went to prom as four hot single ladies. Jessa’s boyfriend Brandon had dealt with this decision gracefully and stuck by us the whole night, despite not being her official date. He and his best friend took turns dancing with all four of us, taking group pictures, being complete gentlemen. Everything was supposed to be perfect—had been perfect—until ten minutes ago.

It was after one o’clock by the time we got to the diner. We asked our limousine driver to drop us off at Sparky’s 24-Hour Diner, just off the highway. Despite being older than our parents, Sparky’s address wasn’t in the GPS; we had to give the driver directions. We’d known the place since we were little kids, and we were all starving. I was salivating at the prospect of pancakes with real maple syrup. Not that table syrup that was just liquid sugar, but real maple syrup, thick and amber.

Our prepaid time with the limo was up, so we sent him on his way without fanfare. Jessa tipped him through the app. We could walk to Ricky’s house from Sparky’s—we would spend the night at her place like we had a hundred times before. The party was over; we just wanted a quick bite to eat and a warm bed to crash in.

Sparky’s looked the same as ever: slightly run down, with old but well-scrubbed checkered linoleum floors and cherry-red vinyl booths that squeaked. It looked like every twenty-four-hour diner in every movie, and for good reason. This was the kind of place someone driving through town would stop. There was a place out back for truckers to park all night.

The place was empty when we got there. A boy I vaguely recognized as having graduated the year before us was working the night shift all by himself when we toppled through the door. He was cute, a fact I would have recognized even if Ricky hadn’t “subtly” nodded her head in his direction—to make sure I noticed, I suppose. I was perpetually single, and she was always trying to set me up.

He’d been leaning on the counter reading a magazine but straightened to attention when the bell above the door jingled. He had one of those country-boy faces, tanned and freckled and round, and a bowl cut his mom had probably done over the kitchen sink. It suited him. Or, he made it work, at least. Like he’d walked straight out of a Boy’s Life ad for fishing tackle and thrown on a red Sparky’s apron.

I flirted with him out of peer pressure. Kate shot me a shit-eating grin when his back was turned, and I returned it meekly while secretly brushing our fingers together under the table. I could see the blush creeping up her neck as she opened her hand to accept the invitation. It sent a thrill running through me.

The whole thing was a bit of a joke between us. She knew it and I knew it. Jessa and Ricky didn’t. They egged me on while he seated us in a booth and brought us our drinks, making kissy-face and waggling their eyebrows while I held Kate’s hand under the table.

His name was Jake; it was on his nametag. I remember thinking that it was probably his dad’s name. Just about everyone in this town was a Junior. If Jessa’s giggles were any indication, he was making eyes at me, too. But when you looked like me in a town where everyone looked like him—well, it could just have been that, too. I pretended it was flirty. And maybe it was.

Go to prom, dance your heart out, make out in the coatroom, drop off the boys, take a limo to Sparky’s, pretend to flirt with a cute diner employee for free soda refills—the whole night was a perfect cliché. Maybe it was too perfect. Maybe I should have known it was all too good to be true. I should have knocked on wood or...something. Anything.

“I have to pee,” I’d announced to the table after Jake had disappeared into the kitchen to get our food. We’d all ordered pancakes with various toppings—assorted fruit for Jessa, just butter for Ricky, blueberry sauce and icing sugar for Kate, and maple syrup for me. I’d been holding my bladder for about an hour and wanted to empty it before the food came.

“Go ahead,” Kate laughed, pointing to the neon bathroom sign in the corner as if I needed reminding where it was. “It’s all yours.”

“Come with me?” I asked Ricky, raising my eyebrows at her hopefully. Girls always go to the bathroom in groups. It’s an unspoken rule.

(A rule we broke. The beginning of the end.)

“You need help holding your skirt up?” Ricky asked, her cheeks still flushed from dancing. Robert, the sixth contributor to our limo, had danced with her the most out of any of us. I remembered how tightly he’d held her to his chest, his parted lips and sparkling white teeth flashing in the spotlights on the dance floor. I had no doubt that they would be getting together after prom. They would make a cute couple, far better than her last disaster of a relationship.

“No,” I sighed, scooting out of the booth by myself. “I’ll be right back.”

I scurried to the bathroom, their joyous laughter following me until the big, metal door swung shut. The sounds of them were cut off abruptly, silence filling the small ladies’ room. One of the stalls was out of order. It had been out of order for as long as we’d been coming here.

I made a makeshift toilet seat cover out of cheap one-ply toilet paper before I sat down, layering it carefully so that my butt would never touch plastic. I don’t like public bathrooms; I can’t help but imagine a slimy layer of bacteria covering every surface whenever I am forced to use one. Holding my skirt up awkwardly, I went as fast as I could. A power pee. My prom dress was cocktail length, thankfully, not a ballgown—although it had enough tulle to mosquito-proof an entire African village.

I peed. Then I washed my hands quickly but efficiently up to the wrists, humming the handwashing song we’d learned in kindergarten. I yawned, making my jaw crack. Normally, I’d be in bed by now. I splashed a little water on my face to wake me up—I was the only one of us who had forgone makeup, despite Kate’s protests—and then paused to look at myself in the mirror. I looked tired but blissful, happy. I was getting a pimple on my chin—

Boom!

I jumped in my own skin. Was that a gunshot? My eyes widened in slow motion, my hands gripping the sides of the sink in surprise. I watched the color drain out of the reflection of my face in the mirror as I heard Ricky and Jessa’s terrified screams.

Boom!

I took a step back from the sink, feeling my gut twist. My heart was racing. The screaming continued, shrill, scared, desperate. Singular. Jessa.

Boom!

I ran to the bathroom door, dropped to my knees, opened it a sliver. My breath fogged up the shiny doorknob as I pressed my face to the wall to look out the crack. I could see the whole diner, could see—

Blood. His face, unmasked but in profile, bare but for the flecks of blood across his cheeks, his lips. The gun in his hand: a sawed-off shotgun, long, black, deadly. His baseball cap turned backward, Cincinnati Reds. Pupils dilated to mere pinpricks. He was red-nosed and clearly strung out.

Jake’s hands up, his face pale beneath a thick constellation of freckles, dropping to his knees, “Please—”

Boom!

I let go of the door and fell back onto my tulle skirt with a whoosh.

And then everything was quiet.

I backed against the far wall, crab-walking, heart racing, breath coming in spurts. I couldn’t hear anything but my own gasping, the air cold against my lips as rivulets of water fell down my face, over my lips, down my neck. I was frozen, pressed against the dirty tile wall next to the garbage can underneath the paper towel dispenser.

I heard a distinctive creak and flinched, waiting for the death shot. It didn’t come. The man had gone into the men’s washroom next door.

Bam! He kicked a stall door in. It slammed against the one next to it. He was checking for witnesses.

I was frozen still, breathing hard. I reached down with shaky hands and pulled off one high heel and then the other, methodical, slow. Standing in stocking feet, I walked to the out-of-order stall on the far end of the row, listening to the madman’s kicks. Bam. Bam. Bam.

I crawled under the door, ignoring the automatic response to be grossed out, stood, and placed my heels on top of the toilet paper dispenser. The sound of him opening the door covered the soft porcelain-on-porcelain sound of me climbing on top of the broken toilet and sitting on the water tank.

Bang! He kicked the first stall door in. Bang, the second.

I held my breath, my toes curling against the toilet seat—one hand over my mouth and nose, the other against the wall, steadying my awkward position as I balanced precariously above the water in a crouch.

My heart was racing. It was beating so hard and so loudly in my ears that I was sure he could hear it.

Bang! Bang!

When he kicked each door open, the whole structure shuddered. In between each kick, his footsteps were loud and heavy; he was wearing some kind of work boots. When he kicked in the door of the stall next to mine, the flimsy divider vibrated so violently that one of my shoes slipped from the toilet paper dispenser and fell—

—into my hand, flung out on reflex. I caught the shoe by the ridiculously high heel, almost falling off the toilet to do so. I took a breath—couldn’t help it—and slammed my eyes shut so hard I could see a nebula of swirling colors on the inside of my eyelids.

Oh God oh God oh God oh God, my brain screamed in the thundering silence. My lungs burned, my eyes filled with terrified tears, and my thighs shuddered from the effort of holding myself absolutely still in such a strange way. My foot was slipping, sweaty against the toilet seat.

I heard his footsteps leaving. Leaving. I didn’t breathe until the huge metal door to the bathroom slammed shut behind him. A hush fell.

The first real breath I took was a sob—a broken, desperate noise as my stockinged foot finally slipped into the toilet, getting soaked almost to the knee. The splash of cold water up my calf shocked me into moving, and I tumbled off the toilet and against the locked stall door, feeling hot tears spill over my cheeks.

I choked on every breath, the panic attack finally taking over. A nightmare seen through the cracked door: Kate’s sparkly high-heeled shoe covered in blood; Ricky’s limp arm hanging over the table; Jake’s pale face, his lips forming the word, “Please,” voice cracking. He didn’t even have a chance to close his eyes before the shooter pulled the trigger, point blank.

It played over and over in my head like a surreal nightmare, the worst dream I’d ever had, worse even than all the nightmares that had come after we’d all watched The Ring when we were ten. We hadn’t been supposed to watch it—my mother had said no—but we’d done it anyway, and we had all been so scared that night. We made a pile of pillows and blankets in the middle of the living room and slept in a tangle wrapped so tight you almost couldn’t tell whose limbs were whose. I’d woken up with Jessa’s foot on my face the next morning.

With my eyes still closed and my teeth pressed together so hard that my jaw ached, I prayed for the first time in my life. I prayed that I was about to wake up with Jessa’s foot on my face, with a penis drawn on my forehead in washable marker, with Kate’s face buried in my stomach and Ricky wheezing in my ear. This can’t be happening, I thought hysterically. Please, God, don’t let this be happening.

The seconds ticked by in an eerie, unnatural silence broken only by my rapid heartbeat. After what felt like an eternity, I finally let go of my high heel and heard it clatter to the floor, too loud. I opened my eyes. This wasn’t a nightmare. This was real.

I cannot describe what I felt when I finally managed to open the locked stall door. His bloody footprints stopped just a few feet from where I had been hiding, holding my breath, terrified. I walked numbly across the bathroom, one foot soaked in toilet water and freezing, leaving my own trail next to his as I reached the door.

I listened first, then pressed it open just a crack. There was no movement. I slowly opened the heavy door all the way and stepped out into the diner. There was no sound but a soft drip, drip, drip that I didn’t analyze—couldn’t think about it being someone’s lifeblood.

I checked for pulses anyway. Not Jake’s. There was next to nothing left of his face and barely enough neck left to press my cold, shaking fingers to, so I didn’t bother. I couldn’t look at him, let alone touch him.

Jessa’s beautiful white dress turned crimson; no pulse. Ricky’s fingers reaching for Kate, her arm hanging over the table, sprawled awkwardly; no pulse. Kate, I kneeled next to, my fingers slipping through her blood, my knees soaked in it; no pulse. Kate’s eyes were open; her mouth was open. I wiped my hand on my dress and then pushed her eyelids down, smudging her perfect makeup.

“Sorry,” I whispered. She’d worked so hard on it, spent an hour giving herself the perfect smoky eye for pictures.

I found Ricky’s purse, open on the floor, and dug out her iPhone. She had two texts from Robert, unread on her lock screen: the first asking if she’d maybe like to go out with him sometime, the second one, “I guess you’re already in bed, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

I swallowed back bile as I dialed 911.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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June 26th

“I have to pee,” Ricky whined, dramatically crossing her legs and bouncing on the balls of her feet in a potty-dance.

“So pee,” Jessa said, a laugh at the edge of her voice.

“But you’re all in here,” Ricky said, still whiny, still annoying.

I rolled my eyes at her. We’d all seen each other practically naked ten minutes ago. I’d zipped up her dress myself.

“If we can get changed in the same room as each other, we can pee in the same room as each other,” I said. I blew on my nails and then began waving my hands in the air, trying to set the wet nail polish. “Just pee, for God’s sake.”

“Fine.” Ricky hiked up her skirt carefully and wiggled about, trying to get her panties down without flashing us. She finally plopped down on the toilet with a sigh, her knees pressed tightly together.

Kate had finally moved on from eye shadow to mascara, pressing her face close to the mirror for the best view, her mouth hanging open. I was debating adding a third coat of purple to my nails to get the color deeper to match my dress. Jessa was texting Brandon.

“I can’t pee,” Ricky declared after a solid minute of silence. Jessa looked up from her phone, a smirk already twisting her lips up.

“Why not?” she asked innocently, trying to school her features. It didn’t work in the slightest—Jessa has always been incapable of fibbing.

“You can hear me,” Ricky mumbled. Her cheeks were splotchy and red from embarrassment. She always blushed so easily.

“You’re still bladder shy?” I asked, deciding to forgo the third coat of purple. There wasn’t time, anyway. I should have done them hours ago, but I’d lost track of time working on my speech.

“Shut up!”

We all laughed. At her or with her, it was all the same to us; she knew we meant no harm by it. From one moment to the next, any one of us could have become the target of good-natured ribbing. We knew each other too well. Nobody had any secrets anymore. Except, I mean, the big one. The was just between me and Kate.

“Just go already,” Jessa huffed, doing up the straps on her heels. “The limo will be here any minute.”

“Come on, let’s just go so she can...go,” I said, grabbing my own shoes—they were ridiculously high, borrowed from Kate’s positively monstrous collection.

“Yeah, yeah, hold on.” Kate gave herself one last look in the mirror, blew a kiss to her reflection, and then spun on her heel (a great feat in the shoes she’d finally decided on; they were nearly seven inches tall), strutting out of the bathroom like the tile was her personal runway.

Jessa and I followed her, pulling the door closed behind us. The instant the door clicked shut we could hear the distinct sound of Ricky emptying her bladder.

“Wow,” Kate said, looking vaguely impressed. “She really had to pee.”

We waited downstairs for Ricky to finish, practicing walking in our shoes. Kate fluffed her curls a little more in her phone camera, showing off her blonde perfection for the ‘gram. It didn’t matter that she was going to prom as a single, because she was going to be getting asked to dance all night looking like that, and she knew it. Wearing a slinky, pale pink dress covered in rhinestones with a slit up to the thigh, she looked like a sexy Disney princess.

“Everything come out okay, Erica?” Jessa asked, sounding bored, when Ricky clomped her way out of the bathroom. She looked adorable in her little red number, with her hair pinned up expertly by Kate and a natural blush in her cheeks.

Ricky flushed a deeper red but rolled her eyes. “Perfect,” she said.

Jessa laughed. Her laugh is majestic. We call her the unicorn. She’s maniacal and ruthless when it comes to getting her way, but also so sweet and genuinely kind, even when you expect her to be judgmental. She looked positively ethereal in a white ballgown, with her dark hair loose about her shoulders in soft waves and her skin, the deep, natural amber that every tanning soccer mom aspires to, practically glowing under the white chiffon.

If I were Brandon, I’d have fallen in love with her sweet virginal perfection too. (She and Brandon had decided to wait. Or, well, Jessa had decided for them.) The delicate cross around her neck, a present from her grandmother at her spectacular quinceñera, glittered in the light of the limo’s headlights when it pulled up. We all cheered, stuffed our cell phones into our clutches, and then took off down the driveway.

“Pictures, pictures!” Kate’s mom yelled, following us outside, waving around a digital camera that was older than we were. She took a few snaps of us in front of the garden and the limo and then gave the camera to Kate for the night, as if her phone didn’t have better resolution. “I want pictures of everything.”

“Yeah, yeah, you already said that,” Kate groaned. “Can we go now? We have to pick up the boys.”

“Go! Have fun! Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”

We ran off as fast as we could in our rather impractical shoes.

“So basically, we can do anything we want,” Kate said under her breath. “There’s nothing that woman wouldn’t do.” She smiled at the limo driver as he opened the door for her. Holding the skirt of her dress up regally, she climbed into the back seat and scooted across to the far side.

“Ooh,” Ricky said, clambering in after her. “I smell a good story.”

Jessa and I followed them in. The limo wasn’t as big on the inside as I’d thought it would be, but there was enough room for the four of us plus the two boys we were on our way to pick up.

Kate hemmed and hawed, finally deciding on a juicy story to share. “Remember that guy who bought my mom the vintage Cadillac?”

“The older gentleman with the mustache?” Jessa asked, sounding intrigued.

“Yeah. He bought me my record player too. It was a cover up. Apparently, the guy was married, and I walked in on my mom blowing him a while back.”

We erupted into a horrified chorus of, “Eew!” Jessa looked disgusted.

“That’s abhorrent,” she said, wrinkling her delicate nose. That was certainly one way to put it.

“No shit,” Kate deadpanned. She had a haunted look in her eyes for just a moment, before leaning toward the divider between us and the driver. I realized with some horror that it was open, and the man had heard us gossiping. “Turn here or you’ll miss it!”

“Yes, ma’am,” the driver said, turning the huge vehicle onto Brandon’s narrow one-way street. It was lined with drooping poplars on both sides, so close to the road that I worried about the limousine being scratched by low-hanging branches.

“Brandon doesn’t think he’ll be getting any of that tonight, does he?” Kate asked Jessa outright. Jessa flushed a little across her chest but didn’t break a sweat.

“Of course not. We’ve already thoroughly discussed the matter. He is fully aware of my commitment to Jesus Christ and my pledge to wait until marriage.”

Kate snorted and raised an imaginary glass. “To the best night of our lives,” she said sarcastically, “and to Brandon’s blue balls.”

“Hear, hear!” I laughed, raising my own hand, fingers curled and pinky extended gracefully around a phantom champagne flute. Ricky followed suit, smirking a little under her enduring blush.

“Funny,” Jessa said as we pulled up in front of Brandon’s house. “Now shut your blasphemous pie holes, Brandon’s coming over. Hi, sweetie! You look so handsome!”

“This is going to be awesome!” Brandon said as soon as the driver opened the door for him and his friend, Robert. Robert shyly said something to the same effect but with less enthusiasm...and eye contact.

“Somebody looks cute tonight,” Ricky whispered to me while Brandon asked the limo driver to turn up the radio. I raised my eyebrows at her. Why couldn’t she have noticed this fact months ago and saved us all the aggravation?

“You should go for it,” I whispered back encouragingly.

The last time we’d all gone to a dance together had been spring formal, just days after Ricky’s disastrous break-up with Mike. That had been quite the fiasco; I was sure prom would be a million times better.

* * * *
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Chapter 4
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April 18th

“She won’t stop crying,” Kate whispered conspiratorially into my neck, draping her arm around my shoulders and leaning in close. “I don’t know what else I can do.”

“He is such a douche bag,” I said, shaking my head and allowing myself to be led to the bathroom. I could hear Ricky’s sobs the moment the door swung open.

“There you are!” Jessa said when she spotted me. “Oh, thank the Lord. Relieve me, please. Save me.” Then, louder, “Erica, Corinna’s here!”

The sobbing subsided a little. There was a hiccup and then a tentative, “Corey?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” I said, walking over to the stall that poor Ricky had locked herself in. “What happened?”

“J-Jess?”

Jessa heaved a long-suffering sigh and rolled her eyes. “Mike showed up to the dance with another girl,” she said, looking at her phone. She was not unsympathetic, but Kate had said they’d been trying to convince Ricky to come out of the bathroom for almost an hour while I was doing my prefect duties as coatroom girl.

“That’s all?”

“Ricky found them sucking face.”

“He had his hand up her skirt!” Ricky sobbed even harder, though she was clearly trying to muffle the sounds.

“Yikes,” I said, wincing. “But you only broke up—”

“Three days ago!” Ricky yelled. “Three fracking days is all it takes to get over me and hook up with that...that...that slut! I know he was seeing her before we broke up. He’s felt off for weeks.”

“Oh, honey,” I said softly. “It isn’t the girl’s fault. It’s that two-timing asshole’s fault. You know that.”

“It’s only her fault if she knew about you, which I know from experience isn’t usually the case,” Kate piped up. “Remember when Mason cheated on me? The other girl was just as upset. They’d been going out just as long as he and I had been!”

“In that case I’m pretty sure you were the other woman,” Jessa pointed out bluntly. I noticed Kate blanch. Jessa wasn’t trying to be unkind, but her commitment to utter truthfulness sometimes stung, nonetheless. “But you don’t blame Kate for that debacle, do you, Erica?”

“I guess not,” Ricky sniffled.

“Then don’t blame the other girl,” I said. “She’s a victim of Mike’s—” I waved my hand around, searching for the right word.

“Debauchery?” Kate suggested.

“Also adultery,” Jessa butted in. “You can’t forget about adultery.”

“But you should forget about the lecherous, adulterous, selfish asshole,” I finished, leaning against the divider between stall doors. “So come out of there, clean yourself up, and show him that you’re over him.”

“But I’m not over him!”

A couple of giggling girls, breathless from dancing, staggered into the bathroom. “Get out of here before I disembowel you and then strangle you with your entrails,” Kate said with complete seriousness. The girls, ninth graders, looked at her dumbly for a second before turning tail and dashing right back out again. I shot her a thumbs-up and a sarcastic smile.

“You don’t have to be over him,” I said. “You just have to pretend to be and then shove it in his face!”

There was a click as the lock unlatched. Ricky opened the stall door a crack and peered at me through it. “Really?”

“Yeah. Stick it to the asshole!” Kate said, pumping her fist in the air.

“You are a strong, independent woman,” I said, looking at her blotchy face sincerely and trying not to notice the globs of partially dried snot that ringed her nostrils. “Who don’t need no man to tell her how to live her life!” I snapped my fingers in Z formation and exaggeratedly pursed my lips like a drag queen, hoping to get a laugh.

Ricky giggled, her look of despair momentarily replaced by a smile.

“See, just like that,” I said quietly. “Now come on out and show that jerk how much he doesn’t matter to you.”

Ricky opened the door of the stall a little wider, frowning. “He did matter to me. Does matter, I mean. He was my—I mean, you know he was my first.”

Jessa murmured something under her breath that might have been, “Should have waited until marriage. Then you wouldn’t have this problem,” but we all ignored her. Kate’s body count was a closely guarded secret, but we all knew it was at least three. Jessa and I were the only ones still virgins, and my virginity wasn’t the result of religious obligations, but a lack of suitable suitors. Or any suitors, for that matter. I was picky, not prudish.

“He may have your virginity, but he will never take your pride,” I said.

“Or your self-worth,” Kate added. “Self-confidence. Self-love?”

“That just sounds like you mean masturbation,” Jessa said, unfazed as she touched up her lipstick in the mirror.

“I’m sure Brandon knows all about that,” Kate grumbled.

“You suck,” Jessa harrumphed.

“I have to, because I know you don’t.”

Jessa’s affronted little noise of distress cracked me up while Kate just looked smug at having gotten back at her for the “other woman” jab. Ricky laughed too. The laugh sounded a little forced, but she pushed open the door the rest of the way and emerged, clutching her purse.

“Thanks, guys,” she said. “You’re the best.”

“No. We’re not the best until we tell you that you have snot all over your face, and it’s very distracting,” Jessa said, pulling a pack of tissues out of her little gold clutch and offering it to Ricky. “It’s grossing me out.”

“Sorry,” Ricky said, taking a tissue and walking to the mirror. “Oh my God, you’re right. I’m disgusting.”

“You’re not disgusting,” I protested. “You’re beautiful.”

“Under all the snot,” Kate interjected. I shot her a glare to the best of my ability, but no one ever seems to get them. My mother’s evil eye gene had managed to skip right over me.

“Even with the snot. Although, here, let me help you—” I grabbed a handful of paper towels and wet them, going after her snot and smeared makeup with a vengeance.

“You are such a good friend, Corey,” Ricky said, crying again. “What did I ever do to deserve you guys?”

“I don’t know about you, but I think it was all the homework help. You basically got me through algebra single-handedly, and you’re not even Asian,” Kate said, laughing.

“That’s racist,” I said halfheartedly. I wasn’t in the least bit offended, but only because it was coming from Kate. The Asian jokes got old after a while, and Kate and I had been friends since the third grade. I’d heard them all before—and worse, from other people. Kate, at least, I knew meant no harm.

“No, what’s racist is your abandonment of your roots,” Kate clapped back playfully. “Who’s ever heard of an Asian sucking at math as hard as you suck at math?”

“First of all, I’m Vietnamese,” I pointed out for the hundredth time—as if it mattered. No one in a small town cares what flavor of Asian you are when you’re one of three in your graduating class. “Secondly, I don’t suck—”

“You suck,” all three of the other girls said in creepy unison.

“Wow,” I said. “Y’all rehearse that?”

Kate snorted. A girl who looked like me saying a word like “y’all” always broke the tension. Sometimes, I forgot I was a city girl before moving here. Something about this place seeped into your bones. I could yee-haw with the rest of them. Not that Kate or Jessa would be caught dead.

Ricky began to dig through her purse for her eyeliner to attempt to correct the damage her crying had done. (It was impossible. Her eyes were far too red, her cheeks far too splotchy.)

“Nice to know how valued I am in our social circle,” I said sarcastically as I carefully folded a paper towel and wet a corner of it with cold water to hand to Ricky to help with the damage control.

Jessa rolled her eyes again. “Oh, shut up,” she said as Ricky carefully wiped the raccoon streaks from under her eyes. “You hold our social circle together. Without you, there would be no circle. It would be two separate line segments.”

I stared at Jessa blankly, waiting for more explanation. She mimed pushing imaginary glasses up her nose, as if geek jokes weren’t completely last century. Sometimes, they were worse than the Asian jokes. At least I didn’t also wear glasses.

“You and I became friends on the first day of third grade. You made friends with Erica in chess club and introduced her to me during the Christmas play. That same year I made friends with Kate through dance class because she was in the other third grade class and introduced her to you in art club on Valentine’s Day. Erica and Kate made friends with each other at your birthday party in June, where the four of us made that pact to be best friends forever. Had you and I not been friends, or if we had had a falling out sometime before Kate and Erica became friends, or if we’d stopped being friends and made them choose sides, you’d have Erica and I’d have Kate, but no social circle. You are the...radius?”

I was amazed at Jessa’s flawless memory. I could hardly remember a time before the four of us had been best friends. Instead of saying that, I smiled and said, “You suck at geometry harder than I do, but I concede your point. I am the nucleus of the atom that is our social group.”

“You are a very good nucleus,” Ricky hiccupped, now desperately powdering her nose. She was heinously pale, almost a whole shade lighter than the lightest makeup, and wearing anything on her skin made it look like a bad fake tan. (A bad fake tan that stopped at her jawline and didn’t really help at all with the blotches.)

“Thank you.”

Ricky finally gave up trying to correct her makeup and shoved everything back in her purse, swearing bitterly. Jessa overlooked the bad language and kept quiet for once, thank God.

“Am I really going to go out there?” Ricky asked, wringing her hands. “What if he notices that I’ve been in here this whole time?”

“I’m sure he wasn’t paying attention,” Jessa said soothingly, petting Ricky’s hair.

I glared at her.

“Is that really helping?” I asked, crossing my arms. Jessa shrugged and continued to pet Ricky. “But yeah. He’s too busy showing off how much of a huge jerk he is to notice. Besides, it isn’t any of his business what you do anymore.”

“It’s not?”

Kate jumped in with an enthusiastic, “No, because you are a strong, independent black woman—”

“I’m not black.”

“Who don’t need no man—”

“Didn’t Corey already say all of—?”

“—because you, girl, are fabulous and smart and awesome, and he’s just the dirt beneath your shoe, okay? You need to brush him off your knees, get back up again, and walk all over his sorry ass!” Kate looked at Jessa’s raised eyebrows and sighed. “You need to walk all over his sorry behind. Now, repeat after me!”

Ricky sighed, but she was smiling.

“I am a strong—” Kate repeated slowly.

“I am a strong, independent woman who don’t need no man!” Ricky interrupted, flipping her hair over her shoulder dramatically. “Because I am fabulous, and he is the first step beneath my shoes and stuff, walking all over that bad boy, yep.”

Jessa put a hand over her mouth to stifle the giggles. Kate and I didn’t even bother. We looked at each other and burst into obnoxiously loud laughter. The whole thing—the speech, the hair flip—it was so wonderfully cringy and stupid. I wish I’d filmed it. It would have been memed for days.

“I’m weak,” gasped Kate.

“Come on, Rick Roll, let’s get outta here,” I said once the stomach cramps subsided, throwing an arm around her shoulder. Kate put her arms around both of us, initiating a group hug.

“Come on, Jess, get in here!” Kate warbled, hugging us tighter. Jessa rolled her eyes again but tentatively got into the group hug anyway.

“Girl power!” Ricky laughed from the center of the hug.

“Girl power!” the other three of us chorused like complete idiots, trying not to fall over as we crushed Ricky.

“How am I going to get back at him?” she asked, muffled by our bodies. “He humiliated me.”

“That’s easy,” Kate said brightly. “You humiliate him back.” A devious smile found its way onto her face as we broke the hug. “Did you ever tell him about your pregnancy scare?”

We formulated a plan and then walked out of that school bathroom with poise and sophistication. Ricky was nervous but put up a good front. We hunted Mike down and found him by the vending machines with his new girlfriend on his arm.

“Hey, asshole!” she said, grabbing his arm.

He turned to look at her, affronted. If he were a cat, his neck hair would be standing on end.

“Ricky? What?”

“I can’t believe you would do this to me,” she shrieked dramatically, her eyes wet with what were probably genuine tears again. “After all we’ve been through!”

“Erica, this really isn’t the time or place to throw a hissy fit,” Mike said, rolling his eyes toward his new girlfriend.

Mike’s new girl didn’t go to our school, so I didn’t know much about her. She was a cute blonde with thick-framed hipster glasses and a purple streak in her hair. Her outfit included a polka-dot blouse with a peter pan collar that screamed twee. I try not to judge, but she looked like the sort of person who built a personality around being “quirky” and “not like other girls.”

“This is exactly the time and place. I can’t believe you’d leave your pregnant girlfriend for this slut!”

I winced for the twee girl’s sake. It really wasn’t her fault, but Ricky was upset. The wince was replaced by a smirk when I saw the horrified look on both Mike and his girlfriend’s faces.

“You’re pregnant?” he asked, stunned.

“Hell yeah, I am! That’s what I was trying to tell you when you dumped me,” Ricky said, positively fuming from the roots of her hair. “And I am having this baby with or without you! I’ll see you in family court, asshole.”

“Court?”

Mike looked like he was about to either faint or puke.

“How else am I going to get guaranteed child support from you for the next twenty years?”

Ricky turned on her heel and flounced away. Jessa, Kate, and I followed her, holding in laughter.

“She’s pregnant?” I heard the girlfriend hiss before I was out of earshot. Then the distinctive sound of a slap. “You said you hadn’t slept with her! You said I was your first!”

Mentally, I gave twee girl a high five. Mike deserved that slap for a hundred other things. Although we didn’t stick around to see the aftermath, I hoped she dumped him and moved onto greener pastures.

We went home after that. By the time we reached Kate’s house, the closest to walk to from school, Ricky was getting a flurry of angry texts from Mike, most of which involved him giving her money for an abortion.

“Should I let him pay me off?” Ricky asked meekly, looking first to Kate, then to Jessa for guidance. “Or should I go through with my theoretical pregnancy and miscarry instead? It’s a lie either way.”

“Let him pay you,” Jessa said automatically. “That way you get cash to help pay for your prom dress, and he’ll still think he’s indebted to you.”

“Wow, I thought you’d go all pro-life on us for even suggesting it,” Kate said. I nodded my agreement, shocked by Jessa’s cavalier attitude toward the situation.

“It’s not a real life she’s talking about,” Jessa pointed out. “I wouldn’t encourage her to terminate a real pregnancy, but it’s just a lie—which is still a sin, though I believe it’s justified, considering how much worse he’s done to you.”

“So, if I have a fake pregnancy, I can have a fake abortion without being smited?” Ricky’s eyes were like saucers.

“Smote,” Jessa corrected. “And in my expert opinion, yes. That is the proportional response to this situation. And it’s not like he’s going to ask for receipts.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Ricky smiled mischievously.

“Bet.”

* * * *
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Chapter 5
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April 1st

“Just pee on the stick,” I said, leaning my head against the wall.

“What if I miss? What if I pee on my hand?”

“Then you wash your hand, nimrod!” Kate yelled. “Just pee!”

“I can’t! You’re all listening, and there’s too much pressure! My dad’s going to kill me!” Ricky began to sob.

“There you go,” I said, glaring at Kate. “You made her cry. Good going.”

“I made her cry?” Kate asked incredulously.

“Shut up!” Ricky yelled. I was worried she’d be heard by customers. “Shut up, shut up, shut up! I’m trying to pee.”

“Just relax,” I said, glancing at my watch. The three of us had been cooped up in the tiny drugstore bathroom for almost twenty minutes. The sunny yellow tiles and bright fluorescent lights were starting to give me a migraine.

“I can’t relax. What if it’s positive? My dad’s going to kill me. He’s literally going to murder me, and no one will ever find my body!”

I tried to picture Ricky’s dad’s reaction if he found out she was pregnant. The image of the huge, one-armed war veteran slowly going red in the face until steam blew out his ears was not one I’d share with his terrified daughter. But that anger would be with Mike, not with Ricky. Probably.

“Calm down, we don’t even know if you’re pregnant or not,” Kate said, trying to sound soothing but honestly just failing.

I’m the supportive one, always have been, always will be. We all have our thing. Ricky is dramatic, good at math, and loyal to a fault. Kate is our beautiful rebel, always turning expectations on their heads and doing whatever she feels like. Jessa is heir to the kingdom of heaven and a chain of drugstores. And me? I’m the moral support who’s also really good at Trivial Pursuit. I mean, except for the sports questions.

“I’m pregnant, I know I am.”

When she’d first told us she thought she was pregnant, we’d thought it was an April Fool’s joke. When she started crying, we thought it was an elaborate April Fool’s joke. It had stopped being funny half an hour ago when we stood in front of the pregnancy tests at Fuentes Drugs reading customer reviews and trying to decide which plastic stick was the best one for Ricky to pee on.

“You don’t know. You might’ve just eaten bad fish or something. There are a billion reasons why someone might throw up, okay?” I pointed out. I realize with a start that I was leaning against the wall and straightened abruptly. It was hard not to feel foolish about my germaphobia. The Fuentes family ran a clean store, but public bathrooms always gave me the heebie-jeebies.

“We had unprotected sex, and I’m three days late. I could be a month pregnant by now! Oh God!”

“Just freaking pee already,” Kate groaned, leaning against the counter. “Please? You can’t know if you are or are not if you don’t freaking pee on the stick.”

“I can’t pee! I’m too worked up!”

“For God’s sake!” Kate yelled.

“Hold on, I have an idea!” I said, pushing Kate aside. I waved my hand under the tap of one of the sinks, turning on the water. I let my hand get soaked while Kate began laughing and did the same thing to the other motion-sensor tap.

“Is that helping?” I yelled over the sound of the running water.

“Yeah!” Ricky yelled back. She came out a minute later brandishing the pregnancy test. “We have to wait two minutes now.”

“Get that thing away from me, you peed on it,” Kate complained, backing away. Ricky washed her hands three times while we waited.

“I’m so scared it’s positive. What am I going to do if it’s positive, Corey?”

“You have options,” I said, slinging an arm around her. I gave Kate a pointed look. “Right? Options.”

“That’s code for an abortion,” Kate said rather unhelpfully, pulling out a stick of gum and popping it in her mouth. “You want one?”

I wasn’t sure whether she meant a piece of gum or an abortion, but she slid a second stick out of her pack and put it in Ricky’s hand when she stretched out her palm. Ricky ripped off the wrapper and began to chew on it frantically.

“Jessa would never let me have an abortion.”

“It wouldn’t be her decision now, would it? It’s certainly not her uterus.” I touched Ricky’s shoulder encouragingly.

“Or her vagina,” Kate added, popping a loud bubble against her lips. “You were like a ten-pound baby, right? That shit runs in families. Imagine pushing a baby out of your cooch? Jesus.”

Ricky crossed her legs and wobbled like a Weeble. “Jessa would disown me. She wouldn’t want to be my friend anymore.”

“That’s not true,” I said soothingly, rubbing her back in little circles and gently keeping her upright. I was genuinely worried she might faint. “You know that’s not true. She might not be happy about it, but she’d pray for your soul and let you make your choice. She’s not some Bible thumper. She’s your friend.”

“I guess you’re right.” Ricky closed her eyes. “How long has it been? Has it been two minutes yet?”

I gingerly picked up the pregnancy test by the plastic end and squinted at it. “Two bars means pregnant, right?”

“Oh God!” Ricky wailed. “I’m pregnant?”

“No! No, it only has one bar. Half a bar, really. Look.” I held it up for her. Kate looked at the test and agreed with me.

“There is no bun in your oven, you lucky girl,” she said, smacking Ricky on the back, but the damage had been done.

I felt bad about having accidentally scared her when I realized she was wheezing. She took a puff of her Albuterol while I rubbed her back again comfortingly, the panic-induced asthma attack subsiding as she calmed down and the medication took effect. I should have been more careful. Even the littlest thing could set her off when she was upset.

When Jessa got out of figure skating lessons, the four of us had an emergency “thank God none of us are pregnant” party where we watched chick flicks and ate chocolate, which was nothing at all like my last sleepover.

* * * *
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Chapter 6
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March 15th

“Come on, just do it,” Kate whispered, leaning her head against my shoulder. Her head was heavy and warm, lolling just a little bit. “It’s fine. And it feels so good.” She licked her lips obscenely and smiled, meeting her own eyes in the mirror. Her pupils were huge, almost obscuring the blue of her irises.

“But it’s—you know—cocaine,” I stuttered, whispering the last word and feeling my cheeks flush. As if it weren’t enough that Kate had shown up at my house high as a kite, she had taken me to my own bathroom and offered me some of the stuff she was high on.

“Stole it from my brother’s room,” she’d slurred, just on the cusp of being incoherent. “So I know it’s the good stuff. Guys like him always get the good stuff.”

“What’s he going to do when he finds out it’s missing?” I had asked, distressed. I didn’t know her brother well, but I’d watched CSI. The people who do hard drugs like cocaine are the people who kill people for stealing from them.

“Nothing. What can he do? He can’t prove I took it, and what’s he going to do? Report it to the police? My sister stole my fuckin’ coke, man. I didn’t even take all of it, just a little taste. He won’t even notice.”

There was something strange about her voice. She didn’t sound like Kate at all.

“But...why?” I asked, pushing her beautiful blonde hair out of her face. She was rosy-cheeked and bright-eyed, almost unnaturally so, but it looked good on her. Scary, but pretty.

“I just wanted to know what it felt like. Just once, you know? I wanted to know what it felt like, don’t you want to know what it feels like?”

She rolled her head up into the curve of my neck and pawed at my hair like a baffled kitten. Her breath was hot against my throat, and moist. My heart fluttered in my chest and my cheeks flushed a little darker. I licked my lips.

“Well,” I said, trying to meet Kate’s eyes in the mirror. She was staring at herself almost vacantly. “Maybe a little. Just once. For research?”

Kate grinned lazily and held up her hand again. The little dab of white powder on the knuckle of her bent thumb was stark against her tanned skin, sprayed during a mother-daughter spa trip.

“So, I just...?”

Kate nodded against my neck. “Just like the movies,” she said as I leaned down, plugging one nostril with my thumb and met her hand with my nose. I inhaled sharply, then snorted it back. It burned a little, but pleasantly. I rubbed my nose, holding in a sneeze.

“Is it supposed to happen right away, or what?”

“Give it a minute.”

We sat down on the bathroom floor. I felt kind of like an idiot, sitting there wringing my hands, waiting for the coke to kick in. We started talking about boys—well, Kate did, loudly and insistently.

“Smash or pass: Josh Dunn?” she asked. Without waiting for my answer, she continued to talk, her voice rapid and high-pitched. “Josh Dunn is pretty cute. But I totally wouldn’t do him. Would you do Josh Dunn? I wouldn’t. He’s too nice, you know? He probably wouldn’t be good in the sack.”

“Sure,” I said, feeling light-headed. Kate was talking really fast, and I was hanging on her every word, despite not giving a single flying fuck about Josh Dunn or any of the other Joshes. “He’d want to do you, though. You’re so hot.”

“I am totally hot, aren’t I?” Kate laughed, tugging me further under her arm. My face ended up being shoved into the junction of her armpit and breast; it was soft and warm and smelled vaguely of deodorant and something sweet.

“You are smoking hot. Way hotter than Josh Dunn. Josh Dunn could never. I’d rather do you than Josh Dunn any day of the week.”

Kate nodded enthusiastically. “I’d low-key rather do you than Josh Dunn too. He’s too cute, you know? Soft. Such a nice boy. He wouldn’t know how to give it hard and fast. I bet Luke Turnbull gives it hard and fast. Have you seen him run? He’s practically an Olympian.”

“He does hurdles so well, Luke Turnbull,” I agreed, remembering the track meet. I compete in the high jump, which tends to surprise people because I’m so compact. I’m small, but I’m not bad. I’m not an Olympian, but I’m not bad. I felt the need to remind Kate of that.

“I’m good at high jump,” I said. Then I laughed as my brain made a leap. “I bet I could jump really high right now. Get it? Because we’re high, right? High. Jump.”

Kate burst out laughing, and I felt elated. This was the best thing I’d ever done. Why had I been worried? I twisted my hands in Kate’s skirt. It was so soft! I felt like every nerve in my body had been set on fire, every sensation was so vivid.

“Is everything supposed to feel this—fast?” I asked, wide-eyed. I focused on the clock above the towel rack, squinting at it. Tick, tick, tick. Time was going so fast, but I felt like I was vibrating outside of it, free-floating through time, anchored only by my hands in Kate’s skirt and her fingers carding through my hair.

“Fast?” she asked vaguely, still petting me. Her hands in my hair was the best feeling in the whole world. She was quiet for a moment, as if she had lost her train of thought. “If I were to have sex with Josh Dunn, I bet it’d be over fast!”

We laughed at Josh Dunn’s supposed lack of sexual stamina, then gossiped about the boys at our school, then sang a couple of pop songs loudly and off-key. It was like we were out of sync with time.

No one was home. My parents were at a baby shower or a bridal shower or a Tupperware party or something; I couldn’t remember. No one would hear us or find us like this. I tried to hold onto that thought: no one would find us. But it began to twist in my mind. I felt a wave of paranoia mixed with dizzying asynchrony.

“I don’t feel so great anymore,” I said after what felt like hours but what could have been only a few minutes. “What if someone finds out we did this? What if my mom finds out? What if—”

“No one will find out,” Kate sighed, putting her finger to my lips. It was cold. My lips felt so hot. Then, her chin jerked up like she’d heard something. “Unless they’re spying on us. Could someone be spying on us?”

We got up, still wrapped up in each other, and went to the window. We squinted outside through the frosted glass, but there wasn’t a nose squished to the other side. We were on the second floor.

“What if they’re hiding in the bathtub?” Kate asked in a stage whisper, her breath hot against my ear.

I shivered, and then eyed the bathtub skeptically. Rationally, I knew there wasn’t anything behind the shower curtain, but I felt a chill creep up my spine and a paranoid voice in my brain began to whisper, “But what if there is? What if they hurt Kate?”

I wrenched myself out of Kate’s frightened grip and flung open the shower curtain, ripping it from its loops by accident. (One of us had to be the brave one.)

We sighed with relief; there was no one in the bathtub.

“Let’s do some more, I think it’s wearing off,” Kate said, opening her purse. She dabbed some more powder out of a little plastic baggie onto the back of her hand and snorted it loudly. She put more on her knuckle and held it up to my face. I followed her lead and took another hit.

The second one didn’t feel as good as the first. It went away faster, didn’t bring the same elation, the same floatiness that I was craving. I wanted to transcend time and space; Kate’s fingers in my hair felt really good, but not amazing.

We took another hit, chasing that first good high.

We each did a line instead of a dab the fourth time, drawn with Kate’s bank card on the bathroom counter and snorted with a rolled-up twenty-dollar bill just like they did it in the movies. That was it—we were out. She’d only stolen one little baggie from her brother’s stash. A couple grams, maybe. Was cocaine sold in grams?

“My face is numb,” I said, patting my cheeks with both hands. They felt warm. I had a pain behind my eyes that I couldn’t blink away, like the beginnings of a headache. I tapped my nose thoughtfully, trying to decide if I could feel it. “Is your face numb?”

“A little,” Kate admitted, rubbing at the raw skin just under her nose. It was red. Her cheeks were ruddy, her eyes a little wet. She’d done more than me, having started before she came over. She leaned in and rubbed the tip of her nose along my cheek. “Yeah, numb.”

I hummed in response, then tilted my head to catch her lips in a kiss. Kate kissed back eagerly, her mouth slick against my own, a little sloppy. Our teeth clacked against each other in a way that might have been painful, but I didn’t feel it. Numb. I was floating again, so good.

Kate pulled away, glassy-eyed. “Totally numb,” she said, blinking at me slowly. “I barely even felt that.”

“I felt it,” I said, bumping my nose against hers. She kicked out a leg and knocked over the garbage bin beside the toilet.

“Oops,” she giggled.

I kissed her again and wrapped my arms around her. She went with it, stopping to laugh a little and then sucking greedily on my tongue. I felt like I was higher off of her than I had on the first hit of cocaine. The smell of her was intoxicating. She seemed to sweat sugar.

We ended up horizontal on the bathroom floor, my head on her arm. I rubbed my numb nose into the crook of her elbow, feeling totally blissed out. We’d only kissed, but it felt like so much more than that. I’d kissed people before, boys, but it had never felt so good before. I basked in the euphoria, enjoying the afterglow.

“Your arm is so soft,” I said, licking at the blue veins visible through the pale, thin skin of her elbow. “And you taste so good.”

“Thank you,” Kate laughed, pushing my bangs off my forehead. “I’m tired.”

“Me too.”

We closed our eyes, but couldn’t find sleep. “I can’t sleep here,” I said, suddenly remembering that we were on the bathroom floor. “Let’s go to my bed.”

“You propo—prop—prop’sitioning me?” Kate said, a slur on the edge of her voice. “Because I wasn’t actually going to sleep with you. I was joking before. I didn’t mean it.”

I tried not to feel disappointed. “No,” I said. “Not sex. Just sleep.”

“Sleep,” Kate groaned, following me out of the bedroom, a little wobbly on her feet. “That sounds so good.”

We lay down in my bed together and pulled the blankets over us. I commandeered her arm, holding it hostage, cuddling with it shamelessly.

“Your arm is so soft,” I said again.

We lay in quiet companionship as the minutes ticked by, trying to sleep. It seemed impossible. My mind kept racing, despite being exhausted. A side effect of cocaine, probably, my brain supplied. I couldn’t believe we’d really done it. The coke, and the kissing. Two impossible things had happened.

“Are you gay?” Kate asked after a while.

She sounded startled by this revelation, as though I hadn’t been waxing poetic about Jennifer Lopez’s butt for the past two years.

I wanted to say something like, “Bisexuality is a thing, y’know,” or something snarky and funny that I could play off as a joke if she was suddenly put off by my honesty, but instead I pretended to be asleep and held onto her arm. The high was nearly gone and reality was settling in again.

My anxiety wound tight in my chest like a spring at full tension. I didn’t sleep at all that night, even after Kate dozen off. I just pretended.

* * * *
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Chapter 7
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June 27th

“Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

I was kneeling in Kate’s blood. It was hot and sticky, soaking through my stockings, thick and heavy. I made to stand up, put my hand on her arm to give myself leverage—her arm was still warm, still so soft. It was just like I remembered from a thousand little touches, friendly encouragements, and that night on my bathroom floor.

I gagged.

“Four people are dead,” I said. There was a lump in my throat I couldn’t swallow past. I spoke around it, croaking and broken-voiced, robotic. “Four people have been murdered.”

“I’m sorry, did you say that four people are dead? What is your location?”

“We’re at Sparky’s. The diner, off the highway,” I specified, choking a little on my own tongue. It was too heavy in my mouth, too thick; I couldn’t breathe around it. Kate sucked on my tongue enthusiastically, making a little kitten noise in the back of her throat—I gagged again and tried to push myself to my feet.

“I’m dispatching help to your location.”

“He had a shotgun,” I said. “I hid in the bathroom.” I cleared my throat, trying to move the lump. The 911 operator probably couldn’t hear me, and they needed to know what was happening. These conversations were recorded. “I was hiding in the bathroom,” I said a bit louder, finding my voice.

“Are you hurt? Is anyone hurt?”

“They’re dead,” I said
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