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CHAPTER ONE

BRYNN

“Do you have a favorite crime?”

The girl sitting beside me in the spacious reception area asks the question so brightly, with such a wide smile, that I’m positive I must have misheard her. “A favorite what?” I ask.

“Crime,” she says, still smiling.

Okay. Did not mishear. “In general, or—” I start cautiously.

“From the show,” she says, a note of impatience creeping into her voice. Which is fair. I should have known what she meant, considering we’re sitting in the middle of temporary office space for Motive.

I try to recover. “Oh, yeah, of course. Hard to pick. They’re all so …” What’s the right word here? “Compelling.”

“I’m obsessed with the Story case,” she says, and bam—she’s off. I’m impressed by all the rich detail she remembers from a show that aired more than a year ago. She’s obviously a Motive expert, whereas I’m a more recent convert to the true-crime arm of journalism. Truth be told, I wasn’t expecting to land an interview for this internship. My application was … unconventional, to say the least.

Desperate times and all that.

Less than two months ago, in October of my senior year, my life was fully on track. I was living in Chicago, editor in chief of the school paper, applying early decision to my dream school, Northwestern. Two of my best friends planned on staying local too, so we were already dreaming about getting an apartment together. And then: one disaster after the other. I was fired from the paper, wait-listed at Northwestern, and informed by my parents that Dad’s job was transferring him back to company headquarters.

Which meant returning to my hometown of Sturgis, Massachusetts, and moving into the house my parents had been renting to my uncle Nick since we’d left. “It’ll be a fresh start,” Mom said, conveniently forgetting the part where I’d been desperate to leave four years ago.

Since then, I’ve been scrambling to find some kind of internship that might make Northwestern take a second look at me. My first half dozen rejections were all short, impersonal form letters. Nobody had the guts to say what they were really thinking: Dear Ms. Gallagher, since your most-viewed article as editor of the school paper was a compilation of dick pics, you are not suitable for this position.

To be clear, I neither took nor posted the dick pics. I’m just the loser who left the newspaper office door unlocked and forgot to log out of the main laptop. It doesn’t really matter, though, because my name was in the byline that got screenshotted a thousand times and eventually ended up on BuzzFeed with the headline WINDY CITY SCHOOL SCANDAL: PRANK OR PORNOGRAPHY?

Both, obviously. After the seventh polite rejection, it occurred to me that when something like that is your number one result in a Google search, there’s no point trying to hide it. So when I applied to Motive, I took a different tack.

The girl beside me is still talking, wrapping up an impressively in-depth analysis of the Story family saga. “Where do you go to school?” she asks. She’s wearing a cute moto jacket over a graphic T-shirt and black jeans, and it comforts me that we’re dressed somewhat alike. “I’m a sophomore at Emerson. Majoring in media arts with a minor in journalism, but I’m thinking about flipping those.”

“I’m still in high school,” I say.

“Really?” Her eyes pop. “Wow, I didn’t realize this internship was even open to high school students.”

“I was surprised too,” I say.

Motive wasn’t on the list of internships I’d compiled with my former guidance counselor’s help; my fourteen-year-old sister, Ellie, and I came across it when we were combing through Boston.com. Until we did a Google search on Motive, I hadn’t realized that the show’s host, Carly Diaz, had temporarily relocated from New York to Boston last summer to be near a sick parent. Motive isn’t a household name, exactly, but it’s a buzzy, upstart true-crime show. Right now the show only airs on a small cable station, but there are rumors that it might get picked up by one of the big streamers soon.

The Boston.com article was headlined CARLY DIAZ MAKES AND BREAKS HER OWN RULES, accompanied by a photo of Carly in a bright pink trench coat, standing arms akimbo in the middle of Newbury Street. She didn’t look like the kind of person who’d judge you for a public setback; she looked more like the kind of person who’d expect you to own it.

“So do you work for your school paper?” the girl asks.

Way to twist the knife, Emerson Girl. “Not currently, no.”

“Really?” Her brow furrows. “Then how—”

“Brynn Gallagher?” the receptionist calls. “Carly will see you now.”

“Carly?” Emerson Girl’s eyes widen as I scramble to my feet. “Whoa. I didn’t know she was doing the interviews herself.”

“Here goes nothing,” I say. Suddenly Emerson Girl and her endless questions feel like a safe harbor, and I smile at her like she’s an old friend as I loop my messenger bag over my shoulder. “Wish me luck.”

She gives me a thumbs-up. “You got this.”

I follow the receptionist down a short, narrow hallway into a large conference room with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Back Bay. I can’t focus on the view, though, because Carly Diaz gets up from her chair at the end of the table with a megawatt smile, extending her hand toward me. “Brynn, welcome,” she says.

I’m so flustered that I almost say You’re welcome in return but manage to catch myself just in time. “Thank you,” I say, grasping her hand. “It’s so nice to meet you.” The phrase larger than life springs to mind, even though Carly would be tiny without her four-inch heels. But she radiates energy, like she’s lit from within. Her dark hair is impossibly thick and shiny, her makeup is impeccable, and she’s wearing such a simple yet elegant dress that it makes me want to throw out my entire wardrobe and start over.

“Please, have a seat,” Carly says, settling back into her chair as the receptionist slips into the hallway. “Help yourself to a drink if you’d like.”

Glass tumblers are in front of us, on either side of a pitcher that’s filled to the brim with water and ice. I weigh my slight thirst against the strong possibility of spilling the pitcher’s contents all over myself or, worse yet, the laptop beside Carly. “No thanks, I’m good.”

Carly folds her hands in front of her, and I can’t help but notice her rings. She’s wearing one on almost every finger, all bold designs in rich gold. Her nails are glossy with dark red polish and perfectly shaped, but short. “All right,” she says, smirking a little. “You know why you’re here, right?”

“For an interview?” I ask hopefully.

“Sure.” The smirk gets bigger. “We received almost five hundred resumes for this internship. Mostly local college and grad students, but a few willing to relocate for the opportunity.” My heart sinks a little as she adds, “It’s hard to stand out when there’s that much competition, but I have to admit, I’ve never come across an application quite like yours. One of my producers, Lindzi, saw it first and forwarded it right away.”

Carly presses a button on her laptop, angles the screen toward me, and—there it is. My email, all nine words of it. Not my best work, I wrote, underlined with a link to the BuzzFeed dick pic article. Thank you for your consideration.

My cheeks warm as Carly says, “You did some interesting things with that email. First, you made me laugh. Out loud, once I clicked the link. Then I actually went searching for articles you’d written, since you hadn’t bothered to include any. I took fifteen minutes out of a very busy day to look you up.” She leans back in her chair, fingers steepled under her chin as her dark eyes bore into mine. “That’s never happened before.”

I want to smile, but I’m not entirely sure she’s complimenting me. “I was hoping you’d appreciate the honesty,” I hedge. “And the, um, brevity.”

“Risky move,” Carly says. “But bold, which I can respect. It’s bullshit that you got fired for that, by the way. Any idea who posted the pics?”

“I know exactly who it was,” I say, folding my arms tightly across my chest. I’d been working on a new story about rumored grade-fixing involving a few players in our state-champion basketball team. Their captain, a mouth-breather named Jason Pruitt, cornered me at my locker after English one day and said the only two words he’d ever spoken to me: Back off. I didn’t, and a week later the dick pics happened, at almost exactly the same time that basketball practice ended. “But the guy denied it, and I couldn’t prove it.”

“I’m sorry,” Carly says. “You deserved more support than that. And your work is excellent.” I relax my rigid posture and almost smile, because this is all going a lot better than expected, but then she adds, “I wasn’t planning on hiring a high school student, though.”

“The job description didn’t say you have to be in college,” I point out.

“That was an oversight,” Carly says.

I deflate, but only briefly. She wouldn’t have brought me in if she weren’t at least considering waiving that requirement. “I’ll work twice as hard as any college student,” I promise. “I can be in the office anytime I’m not in school, including nights and weekends.” Because I have no life here, I almost add, but Carly doesn’t need that much context. “I know I’m not the most experienced person you’re talking to, but I’ve been working toward becoming a journalist since I was in middle school. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to be.”

“Why is that?” she asks.

Because it’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at.

I’m from one of those families where people are effortlessly talented. Dad is a brilliant research scientist, Mom is an award-winning children’s book illustrator, and Ellie is practically a musical prodigy on flute. All of them knew from birth, pretty much, what they wanted to do. I flailed around for most of my childhood trying to find my thing—the talent that would define me—while secretly worrying that I was another Uncle Nick. “He just doesn’t know what he wants out of life,” my dad would sigh every time his much younger half brother switched majors yet again. “He never has.”

It seemed like the worst possible trait for a Gallagher, to not know what you want. As much as I love Uncle Nick, I didn’t want to be the family slacker, part two. So it was a relief when I reached eighth grade and my English teacher singled me out for my writing. “You should work on the school paper,” he suggested. I did, and for the first time, I found something that came naturally to me. It’s been my identity ever since—“Brynn will be anchoring CNN one of these days,” my parents like to say—and it was terrifying to lose that last fall. To see something that I’d worked so hard for, and been so proud of, turned into a joke.

I don’t know how to explain that in an interview-friendly sound bite, though. “Because you can make a real difference with every story, and give a voice to people who don’t have one,” I say instead.

“Well stated,” Carly says politely. For the first time since we sat down, though, she looks a little bored, and I flush. I gave what I thought was a safe response, but that was probably a mistake with someone like Carly. She didn’t bring me in here because my application was safe. “You do realize we’re not the New York Times, though, right? True-crime reporting is a very specific niche, and if you aren’t passionate about it—”

“I am, though.” It’s a risk to interrupt her, I know, but I can’t let her dismiss me. The more I looked into Motive, the more I realized that it was exactly the kind of opportunity I needed—one where I could do more than just check a box on my college applications. “That’s something I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve done all the things you mentioned in the job posting—social media, copyediting, fact-checking, et cetera. I have an actual resume I can show you, plus references. But also, if you’re interested, I have a story idea.”

“Oh?” Carly asks.

“Yeah.” I dig into my messenger bag and pull out the manila folder I carefully assembled in preparation for this interview. “An unsolved murder from my hometown.”

Carly raises her brows. “Are you pitching me right now? In the middle of an interview?”

I freeze with the folder half-open, unable to tell from her tone whether she’s impressed, amused, or annoyed. “Yes,” I admit. “Is that okay?”

“By all means,” she says, lips quirking. “Go on.”

Amused. Could be worse.

The clipping I’m looking for is right on top. It’s a photo from the Sturgis Times, captioned Saint Ambrose Students Brynn Gallagher and Noah Talbot Win Statewide Eighth-Grade Writing Competition. My thirteen-year-old self is standing between two other people, smiling widely and holding up the Olympic-style medal around my neck.

“Aw, look at how cute you were,” Carly says. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks, but I didn’t hang on to this because of the award. I kept it for him.” I tap my finger on the man in the picture—young, handsome, and smiling. Even in two-dimensional photo form, he’s brimming with energy. “This was my English teacher, William Larkin. It was his first year teaching at Saint Ambrose, and he was the one who insisted I enter the writing contest. He also got me started on the school paper.”

My throat thickens as I hear Mr. Larkin’s voice in my head, as clear today as it was four years ago. You have a gift, he said, and I don’t think he realized how much those words meant to me. I never told him, which is something I’ll always regret. “He was constantly trying to get students to live up to their potential,” I say. “Or see it, if they didn’t think they had any.”

I look up to make sure I have Carly’s full attention before adding, “Two months after this picture was taken, Mr. Larkin was dead. Bludgeoned with a rock in the woods behind Saint Ambrose. Three of my classmates found the body.” This time, I tap the boy in the picture, who’s wearing a medal identical to mine. “Including him.”
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CHAPTER TWO

BRYNN

I pause to let my words sink in, keeping my eyes on the photo of Mr. Larkin. He’s wearing his signature lemon tie, its bright colors muted in the black-and-white photo. I asked him once why he liked it, and he told me it reminded him of his favorite motto: When life hands you lemons, make lemon cake. “That’s not the saying,” I told him, feeling a small thrill that I knew more than a teacher. “It’s ‘make lemonade.’”

“Yeah, but I hate lemonade,” he said with a shrug. “And I love cake.”

Carly crosses her legs and taps the toe of her shoe against the table leg before reaching for her laptop. “You said this is unsolved?” she asks.

My pulse picks up at her show of interest. “For the most part, yeah.”

Her eyebrows rise. “That’s usually a yes-or-no question.”

“Well, the theory is that a drifter killed him,” I explain. “There was a guy who’d started hanging around downtown a few weeks before Mr. Larkin died, swearing and yelling at people. Nobody knew who he was or what was going on with him. One day he came by Saint Ambrose and started screaming at kids during recess, so Mr. Larkin called the police and they arrested him. He spent a few days in jail, and Mr. Larkin died almost right after he got out.” I smooth a wrinkled edge of the clipping. “The guy disappeared after that, so people think he killed Mr. Larkin in retaliation and took off.”

“Well, that’s a tidy resolution,” Carly says. “You don’t believe it?”

“I used to,” I admit. When I was in eighth grade, it made the kind of sense I needed. The notion of a violent stranger passing through town was almost comforting, in an odd way, because it meant the danger was gone. And that the danger wasn’t us—my town, my neighbors, the people I’d known for most of my life. I thought a lot about Mr. Larkin’s death over the years, but somehow I never applied a journalistic lens until I binged a season of Motive to prepare for my interview. As I watched Carly methodically break down flimsy alibis and half-baked theories, all I could think was Nobody ever did that for Mr. Larkin.

And then it hit me, finally, that I could.

“But I’ve been thinking about it a lot since I moved back to Sturgis,” I continue. “And it feels too … well, just what you said. Tidy.”

“Indeed.” Carly is quiet for a few beats while she taps her keyboard. “I don’t see much media coverage on this. Just your local paper, and a couple of brief mentions in the Boston Globe. Latest story was in May, a few weeks after he died.” She squints at the screen and reads, “‘Close-Knit School Rocked by Teacher’s Death.’ They didn’t even call it a murder.”

My friends and I rolled our eyes at close-knit back then, even though Saint Ambrose’s motto is literally Stronger Together. Saint Ambrose runs from kindergarten through twelfth grade so that, theoretically, students can be stronger together right up until college.

Saint Ambrose is a strange kind of private school, though; it charges tens of thousands of dollars in tuition, but it’s located in run-down, unglamorous Sturgis. Every smart local kid applies in the hopes of getting their tuition covered by scholarship, so they can avoid the low-ranked Sturgis school system. But it’s not prestigious enough for people who have their pick of private schools, so the paying kids tend to be lackluster students. Which creates a have/have-not rift that not many students crossed when I was there.

In middle school, before Dad got the big promotion that sent us to Chicago, Ellie and I were scholarship students. Now we can afford the tuition, and my parents wouldn’t hear of us going to Sturgis High instead. So we’ll be heading back to Saint Ambrose in a few weeks. Stronger together.

“Yeah, it never got picked up anywhere else. I’m not sure why,” I say.

Carly is still gazing at her screen. “Me either. This is true-crime catnip. Fancy prep school, handsome young teacher murdered, his body found by a trio of rich kids?” She taps the edge of the Sturgis Times photo. “Including your buddy—what’s his name? Noah Talbot?”

“Tripp,” I say. “He goes by ‘Tripp.’ And he’s not rich.” Or my buddy.

Carly blinks. “You’re telling me a kid named Tripp Talbot isn’t rich?”

“It’s because he was the third Noah in his family,” I explain. “His dad is Junior, and he’s Tripp. You know, like ‘triple’? He’s a scholarship kid, like I used to be.”

“What about the other kids?” Carly’s eyes return to her screen as she scrolls. “I don’t see any names here, although that’s not surprising, given their ages at the time.”

“Shane Delgado and Charlotte Holbrook,” I say.

“Were they scholarship students too?”

“Definitely not. Shane was the richest kid at Saint Ambrose, probably,” I say. In fourth grade, when we did family trees, Shane told us that his parents had adopted him from the foster system when he was a toddler. I used to try to imagine what that must have been like—going from a life of uncertainty to one of total luxury. Shane was so young, though, that he probably doesn’t even remember. “And Charlotte was …”

I’m not sure how to best describe Charlotte. Wealthy, yes, and almost shockingly beautiful for a thirteen-year-old girl, but my strongest memory of Charlotte is of how infatuated she used to be with Shane, who never seemed to notice. That doesn’t feel like the right kind of detail to share, though, so all I say is “Also rich.”

“So what was their story?” Carly asks. “The three kids, I mean. Why were they in the woods that day?”

“They were collecting leaves for a science project,” I say. “Tripp was Shane’s partner, and Charlotte … Charlotte pretty much went wherever Shane was.”

“Who was Charlotte’s partner?” Carly asks.

“Me,” I say.

“You?” Her eyes widen. “But you weren’t with them?” I shake my head, and she asks, “Why not?”

“I was busy.” My eyes stray to the photo, taking in Tripp’s thirteen-year-old self: all skinny limbs, braces, and too-short blond hair. When I learned that I’d be moving back to Sturgis, curiosity got the better of me. I looked him up on social media, and was shocked to see he’s had an epic glow-up since I saw him last. He’s tall and broad-shouldered, and the hair that always used to be in a crew cut is longer and attractively tousled, framing bright blue eyes that were always his best feature. The braces are off, and his smile is wide and confident—no, cocky, I decided. Tripp Talbot got unfairly and undeservedly hot, and worst of all, he knows it. All of which I added to my list of reasons to dislike him.

“Too busy to do your homework?” Carly asks.

“I was finishing a story for the school paper,” I say.

It’s true; back then I was always finishing a story. The Saint Ambrose Sentinel, our middle-school paper, had become my life, and I worked there most afternoons. Still, I could’ve made time for the leaf-gathering excursion. But I didn’t, because I knew Tripp would be there.

We used to be friends; in fact, between sixth and eighth grades, we were in and out of one another’s houses so much that his dad used to joke about adopting me, and my parents made a habit of stocking up on Tripp’s favorite snacks. We had all the same classes, and friendly competition for grades. Then, the day before Mr. Larkin died, Tripp loudly told me, in front of our entire gym class, to stop following him around and asking him to be my boyfriend. When I laughed, thinking he had to be joking, he called me a stalker.

Even now my skin crawls with remembered humiliation, how awful it felt to have my classmates snicker while Coach Ramirez tried to defuse the situation. And the worst thing was, I had no idea why Tripp had said that. I’d been at his house doing homework just the day before, and we’d gotten along fine. There was nothing I’d said or done that he could’ve misinterpreted. I hadn’t so much as flirted with him, ever; the thought had never crossed my mind.

After Charlotte, Shane, and Tripp found Mr. Larkin, there was something strangely glamorous about the three of them—as though they’d aged a decade in the woods that day, and knew things the rest of us couldn’t possibly understand. Tripp, who hadn’t been at all friendly with Shane and Charlotte before, was absorbed into their group as though he’d always been there. I never spoke to him again; people used to roll their eyes if I so much as looked in his direction, like my alleged crush was even more pathetic now that he was a semi-celebrity. It was a relief, two months later, when my dad’s transfer to Chicago went through and we moved away.

I’m not going into that level of detail with Carly, though. Nothing screams I’m still in high school louder than being mad at a boy for embarrassing you in gym class.

“Fascinating to think you were almost a murder witness, isn’t it?” Carly says. She squints at her laptop. “This says there was no physical evidence left at the scene, beyond fingerprints from one of the boys picking up the murder weapon. Was that Tripp?”

“No, that was Shane.”

She cocks an eyebrow. “Did people think he might’ve done it?”

“No,” I say. I certainly didn’t back then, and even though I haven’t seen Shane since eighth grade, it’s still hard to imagine. Not because Shane was rich and popular but because he always seemed so laid-back and, well, uncomplicated. “He was just a kid, and he got along great with Mr. Larkin. He had no reason to hurt him.”

Carly just nods, like she’s reserving judgment on that. “Did anyone?”

“Not that I ever heard.”

Carly gestures at the laptop screen. “This article says your teacher had been looking into a recent theft at your school?”

“Yeah. Somebody stole an envelope full of money that had been raised for the eighth-grade class trip to New York. It was more than a thousand dollars,” I say. That happened at the end of March, and I was excited to have actual news to report. Mr. Larkin was asked to lead the internal Saint Ambrose investigation, so I interviewed him almost daily. “The school searched our lockers after Mr. Larkin died, and they found the envelope in Charlotte’s locker.”

“Charlotte from the woods?” Carly asks, a note of incredulity creeping into her voice. “Let me see if I have this straight. One of the witnesses leaves his fingerprints on the murder weapon, another took the money your teacher was looking for, and—what? Nothing happens to either of them?” I nod, and she folds her arms. “Let me tell you something. Things would have been a lot different if kids of color had been involved.”

“I know.” I hadn’t considered it at the time, but I did when I thought about the case during my Motive binge—the way that Tripp, Charlotte, and Shane had gotten to be kids. They weren’t doubted, or scrutinized, or railroaded, even though nobody other than the three of them could corroborate their story. “But Charlotte said she didn’t know how the envelope got there,” I add.

I’d been hoping to interview her about it, but I never got the chance. After Mr. Larkin died, all extracurricular activities were put on hold for a few weeks, and when they started up again, our head of school, Mr. Griswell, told me I couldn’t report on the theft anymore. “This school needs to heal,” he said, and I was too shell-shocked over Mr. Larkin’s murder to argue.

“Okay.” Carly leans back in her chair and spins in a slow semicircle. “Congratulations, Brynn Gallagher, you have officially captured my interest.”

I almost bounce in my seat. “So you’ll cover Mr. Larkin?”

Carly puts up a hand. “Whoa, hold up. A lot more goes into that kind of decision than just—this.” She waves a hand at my folder, and I flush, suddenly feeling naïve and out of my depth. Carly seems to notice, softening her tone as she adds, “But I like your instincts. This is absolutely the sort of case we’d consider. Plus, your portfolio is solid, and you don’t let a few dick pics get you down. So, what the hell. Why not, right?”

She pauses, waiting for my response, but that’s not quite enough information for me to go on. “Why not what?” I ask.

Carly stops spinning her chair. “That was me offering you the job.”

“Really?” The word comes out like a squeak.

“Really,” Carly confirms, and a surge of excitement—mixed with relief—buzzes through my veins. It’s the first good news I’ve had in a long time, and the first sign that maybe, possibly, I haven’t blown my entire future. Carly glances at a calendar on the whiteboard, where the month of December is so overbooked that it’s impossible to read anything from where I’m sitting. “Are you in school right now or on break?”

“No. I mean, it’s not break yet, but we only moved back last week, so my parents figured we could start classes with the new semester in January.”

“Great. How about you come in around ten o’clock tomorrow morning, and we’ll get you started with orientation?” I just nod, because I don’t trust myself not to squeak again. Then she adds, “And by all means, write up what we discussed about your teacher, and I’ll have one of our producers take a look when they have time. Can’t hurt, right? And who knows.” Carly closes her laptop and stands, signaling that my time is up, for now. “Maybe we’ll get a story out of it.”
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CHAPTER THREE

TRIPP

I set the application down on the counter I just cleaned at Brightside Bakery and study the words at the top of the page. The Kendrick Scholarship will be awarded to the most well-rounded student in the Saint Ambrose senior class, as chosen by school administrators. I scan the rest of the document, but there’s no definition of “well-rounded”—nothing about grades, financial need, or work experience.

“This is pointless,” I say to the empty room. Well, mostly empty. The owner’s dog, Al, a ridiculously fluffy Samoyed, thumps his tail at my words. “Don’t be happy. We’re not happy,” I tell him, but he just drools in response. Happily.

I exhale in frustration as Brightside’s owner, Regina Young, comes from the kitchen with a fresh tray of Pop-Tart cakes. They aren’t much like the real thing except for their shape and size, and the rainbow sprinkles on top. Regina makes them from vanilla cake, cream cheese frosting, and her secret-recipe jam filling, which I would eat by the bowlful if she let me.

“Why aren’t we happy?” she asks, setting the tray on the counter beside the cash register. Al leaps up at the sound of her voice and races for the counter, then sits quivering beside it in anticipation of a treat. Which he never gets. I wish I were that optimistic about anything in life.

I slide off my stool to help her load the cakes into the display case. Regina finished making this batch early, so we have time before people start lining up at four-thirty. I’m not the only one in Sturgis who’s obsessed with these cakes. “That Kendrick Scholarship is a joke,” I tell her.

She rolls her shoulders and adjusts the kerchief she uses to cover her short twists while she’s baking, then steps back to give me access to the case door. “How so?”

The sweet, fruity smell of the cakes hits me full force, and my mouth waters. “It goes to the most ‘well-rounded’ student in the senior class,” I say, lifting my fingers in air quotes before pulling a pair of plastic gloves from a box beneath the counter. “But they don’t define it, so basically Grizz will just give the scholarship to whoever he likes best. Which means I’m screwed, since he hates me. There’s no point in even trying.” I start arranging the Pop Tart cakes in neat rows, making sure they’re exactly one-quarter inch apart.

Regina leans against the counter. “You know what I like most about you, Tripp?”

“My passion for precise measurements?” I ask, squinting at the display.

“Your can-do attitude,” she says dryly.

I grin despite my rapidly souring mood. “I only speak the truth.”

“Go on, then. Keep talking,” Regina says. “Get all that negativity out of your system. Then fill out the application, send it in, and hope for the best.”

I make a face to hide the fact that I kind of like when she sounds like a mom. Well, not my mom. The last postcard I got from Lisa Marie Talbot, seven months ago, was of the casino in Las Vegas where she works. All it said on the back was Full of craps!

“I will,” I grumble. “Eventually.” Then I clamp my lips together before I can spew more complaints that Regina has already heard.

She can read my mind, though. As she changes the roll of paper in the cash register, she adds, “Offer stands, you know.”

Every time I moan about the fact that whatever financial aid package I manage to scrape together for college probably won’t cover room and board, Regina reminds me that she and her husband have a spare room, now that only two of their sons live at home. “I know it’s still Sturgis,” she said. “But if you need a change of pace, just say the word.”

I got a similar offer from my friend Shane, except it was more along the lines of “Dude, let’s just live in my parents’ apartment in the South End when we graduate.” When I took him seriously, though, and asked when we could move in, he remembered that it’s rented out. “But the place in Madrid is free,” he said. Like Spain and Massachusetts are interchangeable to someone who doesn’t even have a passport.

Whatever. It’s not as though I actually want to live with Shane. But Regina … maybe. After years of just me and my dad, hell yeah I need a change of pace. But I was hoping my next step would involve a new town too.

When I first heard about the Kendrick Scholarship, I had hope. It’s brand-new, funded through a grant from a rich alumnus, and it’s for twenty-five thousand dollars a year. For four years. That would cover some state schools, and get me close to a full ride at UMass Amherst, which is where I’d really like to go. I told my guidance counselor it’s because of their Exploratory Track program, so I could “consider potential majors based on my interests and aspirations.” The real reason isn’t admissions-essay-friendly, though: because it’s big enough, and far away enough, that I could maybe start to feel like a new person there.

“What makes you think Mr. Griswell doesn’t like you?” Regina asks, sidestepping Al to swipe a streak of dust off the display case front. All her kids went to Saint Ambrose, so she’s familiar with Grizz’s nickname, and still hyper-plugged into the PTA. Half the time she knows more about what’s going on at school than I do.

“Because of the shelves.”

“Oh, come on now.” Regina plants her hands on her hips. “He cannot possibly hold a disagreement that happened with a former contractor years ago against that contractor’s child.”

“He can and he does,” I say.

When I was younger, my dad used to occasionally do carpentry projects at Saint Ambrose. In eighth grade, Grizz asked him to make built-in bookshelves for his office, which my dad did. But when he finished and gave Grizz the bill, Grizz insisted he’d never agreed to that price and would only pay three-quarters of it. They argued for a few days, and when it was clear Grizz wouldn’t budge, Dad made his move. He went into school over the weekend, dismantled the entire shelving system, and repainted the wall like he’d never been there. Except for the note he left for Grizz: Changed my mind about taking the job.

That’s the thing about my father; he’s Mr. Mellow until you push him too far, and then it’s like a switch has been flipped. Grizz was lucky that all he got was some unbuilt shelves, but he didn’t see it that way. He was beyond pissed, so there’s no way he’s handing Junior Talbot’s kid a hundred thousand dollars for college.

“Okay, so maybe Mr. Griswell isn’t your number one fan,” Regina says. “But you know he’s not the only decision-maker right? Ms. Kelso’s got a big say. Maybe the biggest. And hmm, let me see.” She taps her chin, pretending to be lost in thought. “Wasn’t she just in here asking you for a favor the other day? A favor that you foolishly declined to provide?”

“No,” I say.

“Oh, come on, Tripp.”

“I’m not doing it.”

“You’re saying no to free college?”

“I’m saying no to that committee. It’s too weird,” I protest. Regina folds her arms and glares. “It would be weird for me to help make a memorial garden for someone I …” I pause, swallowing hard. “Someone I found.”

I’ve spent years trying to forget that day in the woods with Mr. Larkin, although not for the reasons Regina might think. So I guess I can’t blame her for believing that the Larkin Memorial Garden Committee is a good opportunity, and not a total fucking nightmare.

“It’s not weird. It’s respectful and helpful,” Regina says. “And maybe healing.” Her voice turns as gentle as Regina ever gets, which isn’t much, but still. Points for effort. “You deserve to heal as much as anyone else, Tripp.”

I don’t answer her, because my throat might as well be filled with cement. I can handle a lot, but not Regina Young earnestly telling me what I deserve when she doesn’t know shit about the things I’ve done. “Besides, you know damn well Ms. Kelso needs some muscle,” she adds. “There’s heavy work involved, and you Saint Ambrose boys aren’t famous for filling up the volunteer committees.” She steps back behind the counter and points a finger at me. “So stop whining and do it, or I’ll fire your pasty ass.”

“You’re bluffing,” I say, although I’m honestly not sure. And I’d hate to lose this job. Regina pays better than anyone else in Sturgis, and Brightside is kind of like a second home. One that’s a lot cleaner and better-smelling than my first home.

The bell on the front door jingles, and a half dozen guys wearing yellow-and-blue-striped jerseys beneath their parkas tumble inside, laughing and shoving at one another. Fall lacrosse season might be over, but indoor league is still going strong. “What’s good, T?” Shane calls in a booming voice, dropping his bag beside one of the large window tables. Then he gives my boss his most charming smile. “Hey, Regina. We’ll take all the Pop-Tart cakes, please.”

Regina shakes her head. “You get two apiece and that’s it,” she says as the other guys start grabbing napkins and drinks. “I’m not running out before my regulars get here.”

Shane puts his hand over his chest like he’s clutching a wound, shaking a strand of dark hair out of his eyes. My father calls Shane “Ronaldo,” after some European soccer star Dad claims he looks like. “How, after all this time, are we not considered regulars?” Shane demands.

“Two each,” Regina repeats sternly, her mouth lifting slightly at one corner. Even though Shane is always on his best behavior around her, she can never decide whether to be amused or annoyed by him.

“One day,” Shane sighs, flopping into a chair. “One glorious day, you’ll let me have all the cake I want, and my life will be complete.”

“Your life is too complete as it is,” I say. He grins and flips me off.

Regina comes up beside me and tugs at my sleeve. “I need to get some muffins into the oven,” she says. “Put Al in the back, would you?” Technically Al isn’t supposed to be in the dining area, so even though nobody in Sturgis cares—including Regina’s cop regulars—he always goes into the storage room once it gets crowded.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say, with a salute that she ignores as she shoves the kitchen door open and lets it close behind her. I lure Al away with the promise of a cookie, which he falls for every time, and offer a bowl of water as a consolation prize. Then I get back behind the counter and ring up a giant order on a bunch of different bank cards.

As soon as I finish and everyone is sitting down to eat, the door jingles again, and a girl steps inside. “Playtime’s over, Shaney,” I hear one of the guys mutter. “Your wife is here.”

Shane’s grin only slips for a second before he calls out “Hey, babe” and accepts a kiss from Charlotte. “Want some cake?”

“No, I’ll just get coffee,” Charlotte says. She’s wearing a black coat with a lot of buttons and straps, and takes her time undoing them all before draping it over the back of an empty chair.

“Black with honey?” I ask as she approaches.

She rests her hip against the counter. “You know me well.”

“You realize that’s a weird combination, right? I’ve been working here almost two years, and you’re the only person I’ve ever met who puts honey in their coffee.”

Charlotte’s lips curve into a smile. “I like to stand out.”

She has no problem doing that. Charlotte is the kind of girl who’s heard You should be a model her entire life. No awkward stage, ever, for Charlotte Holbrook. It’s not like there’s any one thing about her that’s extraordinary. When Regina asked me to describe Shane’s girlfriend, I said, “She’s pretty. Brown hair, blue eyes, a little taller than you.” Then Charlotte walked in, and Regina shook her head.

“Pretty,” Regina muttered under her breath. “That girl is pretty like Mount Everest is high.”

While I get Charlotte’s coffee ready, she says, “Did you check the intranet today?”

“No. It’s winter break,” I remind her.

“I know, but class rosters went up, and I wanted to see who I’ll be spending my final semester with.” I just grunt, and she lightly swats my arm. “Some of us care about things like that, you know. Anyway, guess whose name I saw?”

“Whose?” I ask, uncapping a bottle of honey and squeezing it over Charlotte’s cup.

“Brynn Gallagher.” Charlotte’s eyes drift toward Shane’s table as he lets out a loud laugh, so she doesn’t notice me almost drop the honey. I don’t think Charlotte knows that Brynn and I used to be friends; in all the years that Charlotte and I have hung out, we’ve discussed Brynn Gallagher exactly never.

“What?”

“Brynn Gallagher,” Charlotte repeats, returning her attention to me. Then she frowns. “Tripp, that’s too much.”

Oh shit. It’s honey overload in Charlotte’s coffee. “Sorry,” I say, dumping the whole thing out so I can start over. There’s no point trying to convince her to accept the extra sweetness; Charlotte is rigid about her coffee-to-honey ratio. “Did you say ‘Brynn Gallagher’?”

“I said it twice,” Charlotte says, eyes narrowed as she watches my second attempt.

“That’s weird,” I say, aiming for a nonchalant tone. I don’t need Charlotte wondering why I’m suddenly incapable of performing the simplest tasks. “Considering she doesn’t live here anymore.”

Charlotte lifts one shoulder in a shrug. “Maybe she moved back.”

“Too bad for her,” I say, handing over a perfect coffee. “There you go.”

“Thank you, Tripp,” Charlotte says, turning away without paying. She knows I’ll put it on Shane’s card. She heads back to the table but doesn’t pick up her coat from the empty chair. Instead she just stands there with an expectant smile until one of the guys sitting next to Shane moves over so she can take his seat.

Charlotte doesn’t give Shane an inch of space. She never has, since they became an official couple at the end of eighth grade. He used to be just as Velcro’d to her, but lately I see signs that all that togetherness might be starting to wear on him. Like now, when his mouth tightens as Charlotte settles herself beside him. But then he relaxes into a welcoming smile, and I wonder if I’m imagining things.

It’s not like I’d ever ask. Shane, Charlotte, and I have been friends for almost four years, but we’re surface friends. We talk about school, or TikTok, or sports, or Charlotte’s favorite subject, which is Shane-and-Charlotte. There’s a much longer list of things we don’t talk about, including the unspoken rule that we’ve lived by since eighth grade.

We never, ever talk about what happened in the woods that day.




TRIPP

FOUR YEARS AGO

I’m standing in the birch grove in the woods behind Saint Ambrose on Wednesday afternoon, music blaring through my earbuds as I watch my breath fog the air while I wait for Shane Delgado. It’s not quite mid-April, one of those unseasonably cold days that feel like an extension of winter, and the trees aren’t fully green yet. I’m not sure the timing is right to, as Ms. Singh put it, “Create a leaf collection showcasing the diversity of species in the area,” but oh well. Nobody asked for my opinion.

My three-ring binder is thicker than I need for a twelve-leaf project, its plastic sleeves full of leaves I plucked from my backyard this morning. I figured I might as well get a head start, because I’ve been Shane’s lab partner since January and I know for a fact that I’ll end up doing all the work.

Shane is the type of Saint Ambrose kid who skates by because he doesn’t have to worry about hanging on to a scholarship. He doesn’t have to worry about anything. He’s so relaxed, in fact, that he’s known for taking the occasional nap in our class coatroom. Teachers even joke about it, in a way they never would if I were the one falling asleep whenever I felt like it.

I know it’s pointless to be jealous of somebody like Shane, but today I am. Today I wish I were him—or anyone, really, except me.
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