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It’s no secret, it’s all for Rose.





  One


THE PHONE RANG AND HE ANSWERED IT.

Later, when it looked like it was over, he’d think back on that moment and what he could have done different.

But that was weeks away, and it was just a phone call.

No number came up on caller ID. It was weird, but it happened now and then, somebody calling from a pay phone or using a cheap throwaway. If he had recognized the number—Nick or Duane or Andrew or Yousef or one of the guys from the team—he would have said something that sounded like “’Zup.” If it had been Kate or Tabitha or Felicia or Emma or any girl—even April—he would have said, “Hey.”

It wouldn’t have been April, though. It was still too early to say if they’d even get back to being just friends.

With no number to recognize, he went with “’Zup?”

There was a pause on the other end and the sound of air being sucked through a straw, then two quick clicks, and then a voice, computer generated and pitched low like distant thunder. “Eric Hamilton.”

At first he thought it was the library. They had an automated system that called when a book went overdue, and the calls would come around that time in the evening, not so early that it disturbed dinner, not so late that it was rude. But he hadn’t been in any library since June. Besides, their message started friendly before getting into the details. There was nothing friendly in this voice.

More clicks, static. “Eric Hamilton.”

Somebody screwing around. The stupid kind of thing you did in sixth grade, or the first time you got high. And it wasn’t even funny then. He pressed END, tossed the phone onto his bed, and went back to Gears of War.

Ten minutes later, the phone buzzed and he answered without thinking.

That hollow air sound, the clicks. “Eric Hamilton.”

If he was outside or home alone, he would have rattled off some f-bombs and hung up, but he could hear his mother outside his door, shifting things around in the hall closet, and he didn’t talk like that when she could hear him. And maybe it wasn’t a prank. Maybe it was some new computerized program telling him there’d be no school tomorrow.

Probably not, but it was worth checking.

“Yeah, this is Eric,” he said, then heard himself saying it, a faint echo that swirled out into the airy static.

There was a pause and something that sounded like a breath.

Then a single whispered sentence that made his stomach drop.

Then nothing.

He held the phone tight to his ear, waiting for more, holding it there until three quick beeps told him the call was over.

He sat at the edge of his bed, the phone in his lap, his thumb hovering above the keypad, the caller’s whispered words still in his head.

After a minute, he swiped the phone back on and went to the list of recent calls. It showed only one that day—a missed call from his mother around noon. So either he imagined the whole thing or whoever it was knew a few clever phone tricks.

He knew he hadn’t imagined the call, but maybe he had imagined what he heard. Or maybe he was just reading too much into the static, making words out of the random sounds, putting them together into that sentence.

Besides, even if he did hear it right, it was the kind of thing you can say to anybody and it would make them nervous.

Eric put the phone on his desk, then pulled a sweatshirt out of the bottom drawer of his dresser. It was a warm night, but still he shivered. He went back to the game, and after a dozen stupid mistakes and restarts in a row, he closed out, set his alarm for six, turned off the light, and stared at the ceiling for an hour until he fell asleep.

 

The fifth time the buzz sounded, he hit the snooze on his alarm. Then the buzz sounded again, and he realized it was his phone.

One eye open, he lifted his head enough to see the red 2:47 on the clock. He reached for the phone, knocking it off the desk. It fell onto the carpet and under the bed. He listened through his pillow as it buzzed seven more times. It stopped and he waited, picturing the call going to voice mail, then the hang-up and the redial.

It started again, and on the ninth buzz he leaned over the side and fumbled until he found it. The blue light from the screen lit up the dark room, the swoosh of the static roaring in the silence. He was squinting to see the keypad, trying to remember what buttons to push to activate call blocking, when the voice said, “Check your inbox.” Then the line went dead and the blue light faded down to a soft glow.

Eric dropped the phone back on the floor and rolled over, wrapping the pillow around his head. He lay like that for fifteen, twenty minutes, not moving, telling himself he was just about to fall asleep, when he gave in, sat up, and tapped on his iPad.

He had opened a Gmail account a couple of years back but never used it. Everybody was on Facebook or they just sent a text. He needed an email address to put on college applications, and he checked it now and then, but all he got were generic ads and personalized invitations from the army and marines.

It took him three tries to get the password right.

He had a dozen unopened messages—the first several were weeks old, the last one had come in at midnight.

There was nothing in the subject line, and the return email address was a bunch of question marks from an EarthLink account. He clicked it open, and when it loaded, a pasted-in picture filled the screen.

A black rectangle at the top, a rough white area in the middle, a dark brown bar along the bottom.

No people, no words, nothing else in the shot.

Eric rubbed his eyes and leaned in to the screen.

It was obviously a zoomed-in part of a bigger picture, with the squared-off edges and boxy patches of computer pixels. But a picture of what?

The brown part could be leather or wood or paint or dirt.

The black part looked shiny, so maybe it was metal. But then, it could’ve been the way the camera flashed.

The white space was too rough to be paper and too smooth to be concrete, and not white like milk—more like vanilla ice cream.

Whatever it was, the voice had assumed he would recognize it and would know what it meant.

But he didn’t.

Eric studied it until his eyes went heavy, then turned off the screen and crawled back into bed.

 

Eight hours later, he was sitting in history class, supposedly watching a video on the Electoral College, when it hit him.

He knew the parts in the photo.

He could see how it fit in place, see the other parts the photo didn’t show.

The black rectangle was the bottom left corner of a Maxim swimsuit-model poster.

The brown bar was the top of a wooden headboard.

The white area was a bedroom wall.

His bedroom wall.

His headboard.

His poster.

It took a minute for it to click, but it came, rolling like a bead of cold sweat down his spine.

Whoever had taken the picture had been in his room.



  Two


WAITING FOR IT WAS THE WORST.

At first, anyway.

Eric knew there’d be another call.

There had to be.

You don’t go through all that trouble for a few fuzzy calls that nobody else heard. If it was a joke, they’d call again with the you-got-punked slam and the what-an-idiot insults. That was the whole point, the payoff that made it worth the effort.

He’d expected somebody to say something at school, since that’s where the big audience would be—the caller walking up behind him, whispering his name like Darth Vader, him jumping or freaking out in front of everybody, somebody posting it online—but it didn’t happen. That was a good thing. But it meant that whatever it was going to be, it was still coming.

If any of his friends were in on it, he would have known. They would have been trying too hard to act normal, but they were lousy actors and he would have seen through them as easily as their teachers and parents and the other people they lied to did. Duane would have had that smart-ass grin he got when he knew something you didn’t know, and Andrew would have had that nervous laugh that always meant something was up. Tabitha and Wendy and Dana would have rolled their eyes at the stupidity of it all, Tabitha saying “Whatevs” for the hundredth time that day. But Nick would have told him right away. Not because Nick was his best friend or anything, but because Nick would have forgotten it was supposed to be a secret.

Eric checked his Gmail a dozen times before school was out and then a few times after practice, but there was nothing new. The same spam and that one email with the picture.

Back in his room, he held up his iPad, aligning the black rectangle in the image with the corner of the poster, the brown bar with the headboard. Whoever had taken the picture had stood somewhere between the foot of his bed and the closet door, but since it showed only that little part and it was all zoomed in and grainy, he couldn’t tell exactly where.

The poster had been up since last winter, when April’s brother, Garrett, had sent it from college. His note had said that he found posters of half-naked women to be exploitive and disrespectful. Posters of half-naked men, however, were apparently different, as the walls of Garrett’s dorm room could attest. Since Eric had put up the poster, just about everyone he hung with had been in his room at one time or another, if only for a minute. It would take a lot less than that to snap a picture.

Now, why they would do it was something different. His friends could be weird like that.

But what if it wasn’t a friend? 

What if it wasn’t anybody he knew?

A stranger.

The house was empty half the day. You could break in, have a look around, take a picture or two, sneak out without anyone knowing, not leaving a single trace. True, when he and his father had gotten locked out over the summer, they’d spent an hour trying to figure a way in before giving up and waiting for his mother to get home, but just because they couldn’t do it didn’t mean somebody else would have a problem. So, yeah, it could’ve happened.

Maybe.

The more he thought about it—a burglar breaking into his house to take a picture of his room—the more ridiculous it sounded. Still, the idea wouldn’t go away, and when it crept close to the surface he could feel the hairs on his neck twitch.

There were no calls that night and no new emails in the morning.

He’d received a normal number of text messages and forwarded Facebook postings and Tweets, all big news flashes like “Watching Transformers IV,” “Going 2 bed,” “Should be studying for physics test,” and “Eating pizza. YUMMM!!!” He could’ve sent his own, something like “Waiting for stalker asshole to call back,” but that would’ve gotten his friends asking questions and let the caller know that he had got in his head.

Eric checked his email again on the way to school.

Nothing.

His father was used to him zoning out during the ride, leaving him free to stare out at the road in front of the Bronco. At first, all he could think about was the caller, but there was nothing new to think about, so other things popped in, things like the reading he forgot to do for English, the run he should have gone on that morning, the ambush he had walked into last night playing Gears of War, and, eventually, predictably, unavoidably, he thought about April.

Two months ago next Saturday.

He was positive she would remember.

Not the kind of thing you celebrate, not out loud anyway, but still not the kind of thing you forget.

At least, that’s what the movies said.

But then, the movies also said it was all fireworks and funky bass guitars, that it’d be wild and there’d be no guilt or embarrassment and definitely no regrets, especially for him. Well, it wasn’t the first time that the best parts were all in the previews. He just wondered if there’d ever be a sequel.

“Anybody home?” his father said, tapping him on the shoulder. Eric blinked, and there he was, back in the Bronco, idling in the bus loop in front of the school.

His father laughed. “I was tempted to see how long you’d sit there like that, but people were starting to stare.”

“Sorry. I didn’t sleep that good last night,” Eric said, then cut off questions by adding, “I had this stupid song stuck in my head is all.”

“That’s what you get for listening to stupid music.”

Eric mumbled something about classic rock as he climbed out of the truck.

“Here, take this,” his father said, handing him five bucks. “Get yourself a tall black coffee. That’ll wake you up.”

He beeped twice as he drove off.

Eric checked his phone. Nothing. He checked it between classes and one more time before practice, but somewhere in the middle of wind sprints it slipped to the back of his mind. That night, he had too much homework to catch up on to waste time waiting for an email that might never come, and he fell asleep fast, so deep under, he wouldn’t have heard a hundred phones ring. On Friday, he started focusing on not thinking about April, and by the time the weekend was over, the whole mystery-caller photo thing was as forgotten as last year’s Super Bowl loser.

But on Monday night when he answered his phone and heard the techno static and the airy whoosh, it all crashed back—the calls, the photo, the whispered words that made his stomach roll. He waited, listening, and then he couldn’t wait any longer. “Who is this?”

The caller laughed, the voice autotuned dark, deep and not human. Eric strained to hear through the white noise. He thought for a moment, then said, “No big deal. I got an app that traces calls, so I’ve got your number now—”

Another laugh.

“Yeah, it won’t be so funny when I—”

“Tell me the first three numbers and I’ll leave you alone.”

The words came as a surprise, and for a second Eric was tempted to guess, but whoever it was had called his bluff, and he had nothing. He lowered his voice in case his mother was nearby, then rattled off a handful of f-bomb insults before hanging up.

It was stupid, yeah, and probably what the caller wanted him to do, but he needed to do something, and what else did he have?

Lying on his bed, Eric gritted his teeth till his jaw muscles burned, mentally beating the crap out of . . . who? It didn’t matter—he’d do it, even if it was a senior. But what senior would waste time doing this? No, it was someone in his class. Or one of the freshmen. Phone pranks were more their speed. But it wouldn’t be one freshman acting alone, since freshmen didn’t do anything alone. No self-confidence and a pack mentality, especially when it came to kid stuff like this. And since it probably was a bunch of freshmen, the last thing he should have done is what he did, lose his temper. They were probably all huddled together, giggling on the other end, finding it so frickin’ hilarious that they made a junior swear. He tried to remember a time when stuff like that was funny. He couldn’t, but the first months of ninth grade sounded about right.

It wouldn’t be anyone who played sports. Even the ninth-graders knew that the coaches had zero tolerance for athletes living up to the stereotype. Low grades, disrespecting substitute teachers, that jock swagger—the coaches came down hard. Prank phone calls weren’t up there with stuffing some kid in a locker, but it wouldn’t be worth the risk of all those extra laps to find out.

He considered the theater gleeks. The calls had the over-the-top drama and cheesy audio effects, plus there was that unwritten, always there, jock-gleek animosity that gave this kind of prank a higher purpose. But it wasn’t them. Tryouts were starting for the school musical, and they’d be wrapped tight in their own little dramas, too busy destroying each other to worry about some soccer player.

The voice was altered, so it could be anybody, even the cheerleaders. But it wouldn’t be them, since, one, they were part of the athletic department and, two, they were more mature than that. In every way.

Ten minutes later, he was still thinking about the maturity of the cheerleaders when his phone buzzed, no number showing up in the caller ID.

There was only one way to play it now. He had to keep his cool, act like he was in on the joke, that he found it sorta funny in an old-school kind of way, like watching Teletubbies at a keg party. The prank would fizzle out, and the calls would stop. And then he’d find out who was behind them and get his revenge. He swiped on his phone.

“Hey, stranger. I was hoping you’d call back.”

There was a long, static-filled pause that made Eric smile. “What’s the matter, lose your voice? I’m not surprised—you’ve been sounding a little hoarse. Try some tea with honey.”

“I have something you want.”

“A new car? A million dollars? I’d take either one.”

A deep breath, then the voice hissed. “It’s something you’ll want returned.”

Eric was ready with a comeback when it sank in, the smile melting off his face as he remembered the email and the picture of his room. He jumped up and flicked on a second light, his eyes racing over his desk, the shelves, looking for a gap, a space that shouldn’t be there. He pulled out his wallet. Driver’s license, school ID, pictures—nothing missing. He jerked open the top drawer of his desk and saw the cards April had given him, the pictures from the sophomore dance, the Dairy Queen gift card his aunt had sent him, his grandfather’s dog tags, some movie ticket stubs, an old lighter. He squeezed the phone as he gritted his teeth, the whole stay-cool plan burned away. “What did you take?”

“I didn’t take anything,” the caller said, confidence back in the artificial voice. “You took it.”

“I took it? I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. You’re the one that broke into my—”

He jumped at three quick knocks on the door. “Eric? Everything okay?”

Phone against his leg, he took a deep, steadying breath. “Yeah, Mom, I’m fine. Just, uh . . . just on the phone is all.”

“Okay, well, hold it down,” his mother said, then, from down the hall, adding, “and make it quick. It’s a school night.”

“All right, I’m almost done,” Eric shouted back. He put the phone to his ear, expecting the line to be dead, but the wispy static was still there. Enough of this, he thought.

“Don’t call me again,” he said. “If you do, I’m calling the cops. I have proof that you broke into my house—”

“You’re forgetting something,” the caller said.

“Yeah? Like what?”

The static dropped out, making the whispered words loud and clear. “I know your secret.”

Eric laughed. “Oh that. Isn’t that a line from Scary Movie 3? You could at least try to be original. Bye-bye, asshole,” he said, his thumb swiping over to end the call, but not before hearing one last raspy line.

“Check your email.”

Eric stuffed the phone in his pocket and went down to the kitchen, grabbed a stack of Oreos and a glass of milk, then sat in front of the TV in the living room and pretended to care about the Monday Night Football pregame show. He held out until the end of the first quarter before heading up to his room, shutting the door, and powering up his iPad.

There were four new messages. One from a skateboard company, one from the Armed Forces Recruitment Center, one from Fandango, and one from an unknown sender at an EarthLink account. With two quick taps he trashed the message.

A minute later, he sent it back to the inbox and clicked it open.

The picture popped up, and Eric gasped, stumbling backwards, his hands numb, his legs shaking, as he collapsed on his bed, the iPad thumping onto the floor.

He looked again, but the picture was still there.

“Oh, shit,” he said, no one there to see the color drain from his face.



  Three


SHELLY MEYER PULLED HER HAIR BACK BEHIND HER head, scrunching it up, holding it in place with her right hand, using her left to balance as she leaned over and puked into the sink.

Tried to, anyway.

The way her stomach had been acting—the noises, the rolling, the acid burn creeping up her throat—throwing up should have been easy. But no, it wasn’t happening. It wasn’t that kind of sick.

Someone knew.

Who it was and how they had found out she didn’t know.

Yet.

But someone knew. And she had to find them.

She ran the water in the sink, cupping her hands under the faucet, letting the cold wash over her fingers till they were numb. She lowered her face into her hands. Water trickled along the curve of her neck, disappearing down the front of her white cotton shirt. It was good, and for a moment she allowed herself to relax. And then it was time.

She looked at her reflection in the polished metal mirror.

Black eyeliner, thicker than she’d worn it in middle school.

Blue-black lipstick, fainter than she liked, but darker than the dress code allowed.

Coal black hair, straight from the bottle, the more unmanageable the longer it got.

Crazy goth chick cliché in a Catholic-school uniform, the whole look still a bit foreign.

She wiped a paper towel across her face, slung her backpack over her shoulder, and walked out of the third-floor bathroom, looking for her victim.

Classes had been over for an hour, and the only students left were out on the fields or down in the locker room. There were a few straggler teachers, but they wouldn’t be a problem. She’d only been at the school for three weeks, but by then it was obvious that the teachers who stuck around after the last bell were in no rush to get home. Nonna Lucia would have called them “ladies of a certain age and standing,” meaning over fifty and divorced. With cats. There were two male teachers at the school, and both of them could have fit in with that crowd if they didn’t bolt out faster than the students. The ones who did stay usually clustered around the librarian’s tiny office, eating grocery-store pastries and drinking instant cappuccinos. They were okay teachers, she guessed, entertaining and not too demanding, but none of them seemed like the kind you could talk to, not like Ms. Moothry or Mr. Becker. But that was another school and another life.

Shelly rounded the corner near the bio lab. The hall was empty.

Heather Herman: 72 Facebook friends, 0 in common. Likes Katy Perry, The Walking Dead, The Slayer Chronicles, American Idol, Women’s Premier Soccer League, Vancouver, and Moonlight Creamery double-chocolate fudge.

There was no place on Facebook to list the things she hated, but if there was, Shelly figured she’d be on it by now.

Down the west stairs, past the chapel and the room where Mrs. Holland tried to teach religion, the lessons always turning into class discussions about current events and “teen issues,” Catholic-school code for sex and drugs. There were the occasional Bible references, but Shelly knew them better than Mrs. Holland did—she’d even corrected Father Caudillo a couple of times when they’d talk after mass, him half joking about her one day becoming a priest.

But that had been before everything had gone wrong.

Shelly thumbed the metal button on the drinking fountain and swirled the warm water around her dry mouth. She spit it out and did it a second time, then started down the stairwell to the first floor and the side exit.

She knew how it would play out, how it had to go, and she could guess what would happen later.

Maybe not tomorrow, but soon.

There’d be the call to the principal’s office, a visit to the counselor, then a meeting with her father—good luck with that—then the psychiatrist, maybe a scared-straight talking-to by a priest or a cop or an attorney, a couple of days’ suspension, a week or two in detention, some mention about her Permanent Record, lots of strange looks and whispered comments from students and teachers, social isolation through June, and eventually, somewhere late in her senior year, a grudging acceptance back into the fold as her classmates focused on the phony nostalgia that was required near graduation.

If it didn’t play out that way, if she didn’t do all the stupid things the caller told her to do, didn’t obey that mystery voice that knew her secret? She knew what that would be like too.

She paused at the bottom of the stairs, breathing in slow, then out slower, finding her focus, her game face, her thumbnail biting into the side of her finger, an old habit that explained the thin, curved scars.

That’s when she saw her.

Locker open, books stacked on the floor, her back to the stairwell.

Just get it over with, Shelly thought, then moved without thinking, slipping into the hallway, letting the door close slow and soft behind her. It was too late to run, too late to get help, too late for both of them.

Shelly drew in one last deep breath, gritted her teeth, and smiled.

“There you are, Heather.”

The girl jumped and spun around, her purse spilling open, the plastic case of her phone shattering as it hit the tile floor.

It didn’t take long.

Less than a minute.

The girl standing still, eyes wide, too scared to move.

Like the last time.

Shelly trying to get it all out in one go, knowing she couldn’t start it back up if she stopped, knowing that there was worse to come.

They were just words, she had told herself. No one gets hurt from words these days. She knew the truth but held on to the lie, the only way to get through it.

And then it was over, the girl’s sobs fading in the distance, Shelly pushing the crash bar on the exit, stepping out into the blinding afternoon sun.



  Four



  THE HOUSE WAS EMPTY, BUT THEN, IT USUALLY WAS.


Shelly locked the door behind her, dropping her backpack on the floor by the kitchen table. There was a note from her father on the counter. She didn’t have to read it, since she knew it would only be a variation of the same note he left every day. He’d start with an obligatory reminder about doing homework, then instructions on heating up whatever was in the fridge, the standard permission to order a pizza if that’s what she wanted, a line about doing the dishes or the laundry or running the vacuum, and a final bit about not bothering to wait up for him, signing it “Jeff,” or “J,” or not signing it at all.

It was the same note he had left her every day since she had moved in.

Her father was at work by the time school let out, and got home an hour after she had gone to bed. The B shift paid more, and the overtime was too good to pass up. At least, that’s what he told her.

In the bathroom, she washed off what was left of her makeup and brushed her teeth for the tenth time that day, the sour milk taste refusing to go away. She undressed and stepped into the shower, adjusting the temperature up as hot as she could take it. She stood there under the spray for twenty minutes, the hot water turning warm, then cool, then cold. Her teeth chattered between blue lips as she dried off. She put on a pair of sweats and wrapped her hair in a towel.

A week ago, she would have blasted some music—something scary, pounding, fast and loud—poured a glass of sweet tea, lit a few candles, and gotten her homework out of the way before crashing on the couch for a few sitcoms, then gone up to her room, where she would have read until she fell asleep. Now she sat curled up on the floor by the couch, backpack unopened, TV off, all the lights on, waiting for the phone to ring.

Her old friends—the few she had—had disappeared before she moved, and frankly, she couldn’t blame them.

They knew.

Even if they had her new phone number—and no one from that life did—they wouldn’t use it.

So no calls from them.

The friends she was this close to making—the ones who only saw her as the new girl in school, the ones who liked to sit with her in French class or hang out in the cafeteria or talk about music, the ones who made her laugh and forget—they would have texted, since that’s how she got in touch with them. That, and nobody called anybody anymore.

So when the first call came almost a week ago, she had assumed it was a wrong number. Why else would her phone ring?

It had been hard to hear through the pops and hiss of static, and after she had heard her name, she had to concentrate to make out what the shrill, high-pitched voice had said.

She knew as she heard them what the words had meant. And what they meant for the new life she was starting.

Was the call really only five days ago? It felt like forever.

After an hour of sitting motionless on the floor, thinking, planning, she went back into the kitchen.
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