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Chapter One: Sweet Memories
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Kandra wasn’t used to looking nervous. She wasn’t used to being nervous. But that day at Sweet Memories Diner, with the weight of the truth settling on her shoulders, she couldn’t stop fidgeting. Her hands, usually steady, tapped a restless rhythm on the counter as she waited for Mrs. Thompson, Chaser’s mother, to join her.

The diner was quiet for a change, its usual hum of chatter replaced by the faint sounds of a radio playing somewhere in the kitchen. Kandra found herself thinking about how this place—warm and comforting with its sticky vinyl seats and syrup-drenched pancakes—felt like the last connection she had to Chaser. It was where they used to talk, laugh, and share dreams. Now, it was where she was starting to unravel the truth.

The truth about how Chaser Sawyer died.

A few days ago, Kandra had overheard two members of the Rusty Rags—Tank and Louie—talking in hushed tones outside the diner. They weren’t talking about their usual antics or bragging about their latest hustle. They were talking about Chaser.

"Man, you remember that night? Chaser didn’t stand a chance." Tank said.

"Yeah, but we never talk about that. Ain’t no one supposed to know." Louie responded.

Kandra had stopped in her tracks, her stomach twisting into knots. They didn’t say much more, but their words played on repeat in her mind. She couldn’t let it go.

It had been easy for everyone to believe Chaser died from an untreated infection after a fight. It fit the narrative—just another casualty of the Rusty Rags’ reckless way of life. But now Kandra suspected there was more to the story.

"One more order of an Atomic Cherry Milkshake for the young lady!"

The voice jolted Kandra out of her daydream, her gaze snapping back to the present as she turned toward the sound. Pablo, the owner of Sweet Memories Cafe and its ever-present servant, flashed a mischievous grin. His words, laced with a teasing note, were no surprise. After all, Kandra had ordered this particular milkshake at least twelve times today. She couldn't help it—it was the perfect escape, a small, sweet indulgence amid the uncertainty that had clouded her mind.

“Your Atomic Cherry Milkshake, just as you like it,” Pablo added, placing the drink in front of her with a playful flourish.

Kandra smiled and accepted the glass. The milkshake was exactly what she needed—its pink hue was the result of ripe strawberries blended to perfection, crowned with a generous swirl of white whipped cream. It was, as always, a delightful balance of sweetness and comfort, a welcome distraction from the storm brewing in her mind. But despite its inviting appearance, her thoughts lingered elsewhere, unshaken by the allure of the treat.

If you were to taste the Atomic Cherry Milkshake yourself, you couldn’t fault Kandra for indulging so often. It wasn’t just any milkshake—it was a masterpiece, an explosion of flavor that never failed to bring a momentary joy. But for Kandra, it was more than that. It was a small comfort, a routine she clung to during the chaos unfolding outside her control.

Pablo's voice interrupted her reverie. “She still hasn’t come yet?”

The concern in his tone was unmistakable. While he didn't know the full story of why Kandra was at Sweet Memories Cafe today, he had his suspicions. Pablo wasn’t one to pry, but he could tell that something was weighing heavily on Kandra’s heart. She hadn’t been the same in the last few weeks—she was distant, her usual smile replaced by a shadow of uncertainty.

Kandra shook her head, her fingers absentmindedly tracing the rim of the glass. "No, she still hasn’t come yet. But thank you, Pablo."

Pablo offered a nod and, sensing her mood, retreated to tend to other matters in the diner.

Alone again, Kandra’s grip on her glass tightened, and her gaze drifted to the window. The sky outside was overcast, mirroring the uncertainty she felt deep within. She had offered to pay for Ms. Thompson’s meal if she would only show up. But each passing minute, each tick of the clock, seemed to distance her further from hope.

Ms. Thompson hadn’t always been the warmest person to Kandra. Even when Chaser had been alive, Ms. Thompson’s demeanor had been reserved, distant. Kandra tried to tell herself it was just her personality—that she was introverted and kept to herself—but the truth was more complicated. Kandra came from a world of wealth and privilege, while Ms. Thompson and Chaser had lived in much humbler circumstances. That disparity—one that had always hung between them, unspoken—was likely a part of the reason Ms. Thompson had never warmed up to her.

But now, in the absence of Chaser, that tension seemed even more pronounced. Kandra tried to be understanding. She could only imagine how painful it was to face the very person whose life had been intertwined with Chaser’s, knowing that things had never been easy between them.

Kandra let out a long, slow sigh. Kandra couldn’t help but feel a pang of resignation. She wouldn’t blame Ms. Thompson if she didn’t show up at all. She almost expected it. She imagined what Ms. Thompson might be thinking—That little rich girl, who thinks she can just throw money around and boss me around like I’m some kind of servant. She probably thinks she can bribe me with her father’s money, and I’ll come running to her little playdate. Well, I’ll show her... The thought stung, and Kandra couldn’t deny that it felt all too possible.

As the minutes dragged on, the sky outside grew darker, casting a somber mood over the café. Still, there was no sign of Ms. Thompson. Kandra felt a wave of embarrassment rise in her chest. Why did I even suggest this? she thought. The idea had seemed so simple at first—just a chance to talk, to bridge the gap that had always been between them, and to perhaps turn a new leaf over in the case that happened with Chaser Sawyer. The story the police had given about Chaser’s death had never sat right with Kandra. They said it was a gang fight gone wrong, that Chaser had gotten infected and died. Just another casualty of street violence, they’d shrugged. A grim tale that fit the mold perfectly—a tragic end to a life that was supposed to be expected. And in the eyes of the world, that was all he was. A number. A statistic. His death, like so many others, was dismissed before it had even been truly looked at.

But Kandra knew the truth wasn’t that simple. She had been close to Chaser. He had never fit the mold of a typical gang member, even though that’s how everyone saw him. He was loyal, and kind, and had a fire in him that made him stand out—someone who deserved more than just a quick explanation. The more she thought about it, the angrier she became. How could they just write off his death like that? How could they just let it go?

As her eyes lingered on the photograph of Chaser and her together, a deep resolve began to form. She couldn’t leave it like this. She couldn’t let the world’s version of his story be the only one. She had to know what happened to him. The anger bubbled up inside her, and for the first time, she felt a sense of purpose that she hadn’t known before.

She would do it. She would investigate. She would find the truth.

But then, as her heart pounded in her chest, reality hit her. No matter how much she wanted to uncover the truth, no matter how much she needed answers, there was one thing standing in her way: Chaser’s mother, Ms. Thompson. Without her approval, Kandra was just another girl poking around in things she didn’t belong in. She needed permission from Ms. Thompson to get access to the details, to talk to the right people, and to dig deeper.

It was all too clear now—Kandra wasn’t just doing this for Chaser anymore. She was doing it for herself, too. She needed to know. But how could she convince Ms. Thompson to let her in?

She leaned back in her chair, staring at the photos, already knowing the answer. She would have to ask. She had no other choice.

But now, standing at the edge of her doubts, it all felt foolish.

She stood up to grab her bag, ready to leave Sweet Memories Café and chalk the whole thing up to a failed idea, when suddenly—bang!—the door slammed open.

Ms. Thompson rushed in, her face flushed with the telltale signs of being late, her hair in disarray. She looked like she had just come from a whirlwind, and yet, there was something undeniably graceful about her, even in her disheveled state.

“Sorry, I’m late!” Ms. Thompson’s voice was a bit breathless, but it still carried a sense of poise. Her auburn hair, wild and tangled, framed her face, but there was a beauty mole just to the left of her mouth that added to her allure. Despite the obvious chaos of her appearance, it was clear that she was a woman of striking beauty. She could have easily passed for someone in her early twenties, but the weight of life’s hardships had etched subtle lines around her eyes—lines that spoke of resilience.

Kandra had always known that Ms. Thompson’s life had been marked by struggle, but seeing her now, it was almost impossible to reconcile that image with the polished exterior that still shone through. Though she had lived most of her life in poverty, Ms. Thompson's nails were always manicured, and her hair was always styled—small details that seemed to defy the hardships she’d endured. Despite Kandra's upbringing in wealth, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of admiration. Ms. Thompson’s ability to maintain her appearance, to keep herself together in the face of everything, was something Kandra had never truly understood until now.

“Hello, Ms. Thompson! I’m right here!” Kandra called out, waving from her seat, trying to hide the mix of relief and nervousness in her voice.

Ms. Thompson looked up at her, her face softening slightly as she made her way toward the table.

“Hello, Ms. Thompson!” Kandra exclaimed, her voice a little too bright, a little too eager. She waved her hand with such enthusiasm it was almost childlike.

Ms. Thompson gave a soft chuckle, though there was something in it—a hint of condescension, perhaps, or even pity. She walked over to Kandra’s table with the slow, deliberate steps of someone who wasn’t in a hurry to engage. Sliding into the seat across from Kandra, Ms. Thompson folded her hands neatly on the table.

“Ms. Thompson! I’m so glad you could make it,” Kandra said, her words tumbling out in a rush as if she were afraid the older woman might vanish if she didn’t say them fast enough.

“Is there anything I can get you to eat or drink?” Kandra asked, her voice tentative but polite, the hint of hopefulness barely masked.

Ms. Thompson shook her head firmly. “No, thank you. I already ate at my job,” she replied, her tone curt but not impolite.

“Oh, well... that’s fine,” Kandra said, though her voice betrayed a tinge of disappointment. She had hoped to offer at least that small gesture—buying Ms. Thompson a meal or a drink—as a way of bridging the awkward gap between them. But if Ms. Thompson had already eaten, there wasn’t much she could do.

Ms. Thompson gave a polite nod. “Sorry for being late,” she said, her tone clipped but not entirely unfriendly. “I had work to do.”

Kandra furrowed her brows, her concern was evident. “So late at night?” she asked softly.

“Well, yes, little girl,” Ms. Thompson replied, her voice edged with a subtle sharpness. “I work a lot of jobs. I’m sure you rich folks wouldn’t understand, but that’s what it takes when you’re barely scraping by.”

The words stung a little, but Kandra forced a smile, determined not to let the jab derail the conversation. She could tell Ms. Thompson was testing her, perhaps trying to gauge how much she could push. Kandra chose to remain calm, knowing this meeting was too important to let it spiral into an argument.

“You don’t have to call me ‘little girl,’” Kandra said gently. “My name is Kandra.”

Ms. Thompson raised an eyebrow, leaning back slightly in her chair. “Kandra,” she repeated, as though tasting the name on her tongue and finding it strange. 

Kandra tried to disguise her unease by fiddling with the straw in her milkshake, stirring the whipped cream into the pink mixture until it turned a pale swirl of strawberry. She wanted to make a good impression, to show Ms. Thompson that she wasn’t just another privileged girl throwing her father’s money at people to get her way.

However, Kandra didn’t think of herself as too stuck up. She was aware of her privilege, and unlike some of the other rich kids she knew, she didn’t try to ignore it or pretend it didn’t exist. At least that was something. Acknowledging it was better than the alternative, and she often tried to be conscious of how she came across. But there was one detail she couldn’t ignore: She was still part of The Garden Girls. The popular clique at her school, made up entirely of rich, well-connected girls who prided themselves on their exclusivity.

The Garden Girls were ruthless, especially toward anyone they deemed "beneath" them. And no one was more of a target than people from the poorer side of town. Like Chaser Sawyer.

Kandra cringed as she thought about the things the Garden Girls had said about Chaser when he was alive. About his family. About his situation. About him. It didn’t matter that he was smart or kind or anything else. To them, he was nothing more than a target for their scorn.

Being part of the Garden Girls wasn’t a good look for Kandra if she cared about not coming across as a spoiled rich girl—especially when she was trying so hard to prove to Ms. Thompson that she was different. But even as she considered the implications, she couldn’t afford to focus too much on it now. Not when there was more important work to do. Not when the truth about Chaser’s death was hanging just out of reach.

Still, Ms. Thompson, seemed unaffected by Kandra’s internal struggle. She leaned back in her chair, glancing briefly around the café as if to assess her surroundings, before her gaze settled on Kandra again. “So, what’s all this about, then?” she asked, her tone casual but laced with curiosity.

Kandra straightened in her seat, suddenly self-conscious under Ms. Thompson’s steady gaze. “I—I just thought we could talk. About Chaser,” she said softly, her hands nervously gripping the edge of the table.

“Alright, Kandra. Let’s hear it. What’s so important you dragged me out here tonight?”

Kandra hesitated for a split second, her rehearsed words momentarily scattering. This was it—the moment she’d been waiting for, dreading, and anticipating all at once.

Kandra reached into her bag and pulled out a carefully folded black jacket. She laid it on the table between them.

“Do you recognize this, Ms. Thompson?” Kandra asked softly, her voice almost trembling.

Ms. Thompson’s eyes widened as she leaned forward, her fingers brushing the fabric. “That’s Chaser’s jacket,” she said, her tone laced with confusion. “Why do you have it?”

“I’ve had it since the week before he...” Kandra paused, the words caught in her throat. “Before he passed away. He left it at my house after we were hanging out. I kept it, thinking I’d give it back to him.” She took a deep breath. “But the report... the report says he was wearing a red jacket the day of the fight.”

Ms. Thompson’s gaze snapped up to meet Kandra’s, a mix of disbelief and dawning understanding etched on her face. “A red jacket?”

“Yes,” Kandra said, nodding. “It’s in the official report. They said witnesses identified him by his red jacket. But that’s impossible - Chaser had always worn his blue and yellow jersey. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Chaser wear another jacket in his life. It was his signature look.”

Ms. Thompson’s expression hardened, her lips pressing into a thin line. “So they didn’t even know what my son was wearing that day, and they built their case on that?”

Kandra leaned forward, her voice urgent. “Exactly. If they got something as simple as the color of his jacket wrong, what else did they mess up? Or worse, what did they ignore?”

Ms. Thompson’s hands clenched into fists on the table. “You’re saying they didn’t care enough to even check.”

Kandra nodded. “That’s why I’m here, Ms. Thompson. I am asking for your blessing to look into this. We owe it to Chaser to find out what happened.”

But that wasn’t entirely true. Even if Ms. Thompson refused, Kandra had already made up her mind—she couldn’t let this go. She was losing sleep over Chaser’s passing, the unanswered questions gnawing at her relentlessly. 

Ms. Thompson’s sharp gaze studied Kandra, her expression unreadable. Beneath the surface, though, Kandra could sense a simmering anger—not directed at her, but at the unfairness of it all. The way the system had failed her son, dismissing him like his life didn’t matter.

Kandra hesitated, clutching the jacket in her lap. “Um... here,” she said softly, extending it across the table. “You should have this. It’s Chaser’s jacket. I think you need it more than I do.”

Ms. Thompson’s face softened as she reached out to take the jacket, her fingers lingering on the fabric. For a moment, she didn’t speak, just stared down at it like it held a piece of her son she thought she’d lost forever.

“Listen, little girl—”

“Kandra,” she corrected quickly. “My name is Kandra.”

Ms. Thompson gave a small nod. “Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry. Kandra.”

A heavy silence hung between them, broken only by the faint hum of the café.

“Kandra,” Ms. Thompson said finally, her voice quieter now, “if you can find out what happened to my son...” Her voice faltered, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I’ll forever be in your debt.”

Kandra managed a small, nervous laugh, more out of relief than humor. She didn’t expect Ms. Thompson to trust her this quickly.

But before she could respond, Ms. Thompson reached across the table, taking Kandra’s hands in her own. Her grip was firm but warm, grounding.

“I don’t know what you’re planning to do,” Ms. Thompson said, her voice steady now, “but if you’re willing to fight for Chaser, then so am I. Let’s find out the truth. Together.”
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Chapter Two: Kandra

[image: ]


After speaking with Chaser's mother, Kandra returned home that night in a haze. She didn’t greet her parents when she walked through the door; she was in too foul of a mood to pretend. Her mind raced with questions, and she had no idea where to even begin untangling the mess of emotions and suspicions swirling inside her.

There was something more to Chaser’s death—she was certain of it. If the police couldn’t even get something as basic as the color of a jacket right in their report, what other details had they missed or outright ignored? The entire case felt sloppy, but it felt more sinister than merely laziness. Kandra couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a deliberate oversight somewhere, though she couldn’t understand why anyone would bother to cover something like this up. What could the police or detectives possibly stand to gain?

The verdict of Chaser's death didn’t add up. Who dies from an infection caused by a fight? It made no sense. But how was she supposed to prove it? The weight of that question pressed on her chest as she climbed the stairs to her room. She needed to talk to someone—anyone who wasn’t her family.

Sitting on her bed, Kandra picked up her phone and scrolled through her contacts. She decided to call Babette, one of the members of the "Garden Girls," the exclusive clique of wealthy and influential girls at school.

She had
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