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			In memory of Tony Caruso, 
without whom this book would not exist

		

	
		
			
				- Nine Years Ago -

				Sarah Vincenty

			
			The first time I solved a mystery, I was eight years old.

			Two dozen snowballs, perfectly packed together, formed a line of ready-made projectiles in the parking lot outside my elementary school. Beside me, Sarah Vincenty was nothing more than a gleam of dark hair and a wicked smile inside her puffy white coat. She was a new girl, the only new girl I could remember coming to Richmand, which, in those days, made her the coolest thing ever.

			“Shush, get down!” Sarah hissed as the door swung open and our target appeared: Manny Mason, a fifth grader stealing new books from the library. A truly heinous crime, considering the first person on the waiting list was almost always Little Sammy from room 3B. It wasn’t fair. Sammy wasn’t big enough to fight back, and no one else cared that books were going missing.

			No one, that is, except for New Girl Sarah. We’d never spoken before but during lunch that day, she plopped down beside me, ate half of my turkey sandwich, and told me the culprit was Manny Mason. All we had to do was prove it.

			The door to the library swung open as classes let out. Manny stepped outside the library, his hands clutching the newest Percy Jackson book. It had a three-person waiting list—and no checkout tag.

			“Guilty,” I whispered to Sarah.

			She flashed a wide grin. “Let’s get him.”

			Later, after Manny Mason (covered in snow and crying) called his mother, after we’d been dragged in front of the principal, and after I’d been grounded for a week, Sarah and I brought Little Sammy the water-stained copy we’d swiped from Manny.

			“You found the Book Stealer!” Sammy exclaimed. He hugged the book to his chest and, in a show of gratitude, offered us the brownie in his lunch. Sarah and I tore it apart in seconds, crumbs scattering across the table.

			“I want to do this forever,” Sarah said around a mouthful of double fudge.

			“Eat brownies?”

			“No, bring down the bad guy.” Sarah swallowed. “Just wait. I’m gonna solve the biggest mystery ever one day.”

			Sammy nodded wisely. “I’m gonna be a pirate.”

			“I’m gonna be a dancer,” I said, even though I had never gone to a dance class in my life.

			Sarah smiled at us before her eyes flicked to the window. She stared at the falling snow like it was a puzzle, like if she looked hard enough, she could figure out why the snow fell so thick and heavy in Richmand.

			For some reason, it was that look I remember most, more than I remember throwing the snowballs or catching Manny Mason. Because I knew then she wasn’t like Sam and me. She truly thought she was going to solve the world’s greatest mystery.

			At the time, I didn’t believe her any more than I believed Little Sammy could be a pirate. Now I wish I had.

		

	
		
			- Part One -

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The Engagement Party

			
			Deposition Draft 1: Allen v. the State of South Dakota

			I, Fenris Jane Allen, swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God…

			Oh, who am I kidding? There’s no point in writing it this way. I don’t know the legal jargon and all I’m going to do is confuse myself more.

			The truth is, there are three things you need to know. The first is that the shared brownie in third grade created an inseparable bond between Sarah, Sam, and me. The second is that our investigation into Manny Mason unleashed our astonishing capacity for trouble, which grew with each passing year. And the third…The third is that I should have been with Sarah that night. If I had, maybe I wouldn’t be writing these words now.

			The story contained in these pages is honest, complex, and, ultimately, tragic. It involves several bottles of orange spray paint, a missing girl, and a church that time forgot. It brings together eight people accused of the same murder, a town conspiracy, and a decades-old unsolved mystery.

			This is not a happy story. It will not have a happy ending. This is my first and only warning.

			My name is Fenny Allen, and this is my confession.

			

			—

			It was four thirty on a Sunday afternoon, and I was completely and utterly over it. It wasn’t because it was my fifth shift at Rivera’s Bakery that week. Or because I had poured half a bag of flour down my shirt. Or even because I had to remake over two hundred cupcakes for a two-year-old’s birthday party because they were “the wrong shade of pink.”

			No. It was because Sam didn’t know how to let things go.

			“Fenny, I’m serious,” Sam said to the back of my head as I boxed up the last cupcakes. “You can’t keep avoiding me! You promised you would come to this party weeks ago. C’mon, you know what tonight means to me!”

			I slapped a piece of tape on the side of the cupcake box and glared when the cardboard edge popped up.

			“I’ll do the project for both of you if that’s what it takes. Just tell me what book it’s on and I’ll write the report.”

			I ripped off another, longer piece of tape and wrapped it around the bottom. The side popped up again less than two seconds later.

			“Do you need me to beg? Because I’ll do it. I’ll get down on my hands and knees right now if that means you’ll pick up the phone and call her! You two are best friends!”

			That was it. I ripped off a piece of tape as long as my arm and bear-hugged the box as I looped it around the cardboard, over and over, until the tape covered most of the purple surface. I took a step back, waiting, but it held. Then I blew a lock of hair out of my face and turned to Sam.

			Little Sammy from room 3B had grown up since our elementary school days. He’d hit a growth spurt when he turned sixteen last year and now hovered at least a head taller than me. Between his height, the gangly limbs that he still hadn’t adjusted to, and his uncontrolled mess of hair, he looked like one of those inflatable tube men outside of car washes.

			“Sam, if I call Sarah, the only thing I’m telling her is where to shove it. And if you don’t get out of here, I’m going to tell you the same thing.” I wiped my hands on my apron. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, the apple strudel is burning.”

			“But—” The rest of his sentence was cut short by the swinging door as I walked into the break room. I immediately twisted to my left, narrowly avoiding the poorly placed staircase that led to the upper level where my boss, Roberta Rivera, lived.

			Most of the bakery had these odd additions: Our ovens were built into the remnants of an old fireplace, there were no less than three “front doors” that had been boarded up (including one that led into the refrigerator), and I was fairly sure our tables had been made from torn-down walls. Perks of a small town: You worked with what you had.

			Roberta was sitting at the table beside the stairs and raised her eyebrows as she marked something on her bills. She didn’t mention my unsanctioned break, but considering I had worked at Rivera’s Bakery for over a year, she was used to my rather erratic job performance.

			“I didn’t know we started selling apple strudel.”

			I pulled out a Coke from the mini fridge, popped the top, and slumped down at the table beside her. “I’m hoping if I’m back here long enough, he’ll just leave. He sent me over eighty texts today alone. He doesn’t get that I’m not calling Sarah this time.” Roberta hummed noncommittally.

			“I mean it,” I continued. “This is the fourth time she’s bailed on me, and our English project still isn’t done. I’m not killing myself to do all the work three days before it’s due.”

			These days, it felt like we were always fighting. About how Sarah skipped out on plans, like our annual New Year’s Eve party, or didn’t return my texts, or kept in touch with her shitty ex-boyfriend. We would argue and I would end up apologizing instead of her. Not this time. I was done.

			Sam didn’t get that our fight wasn’t about the project. It was about the message Sarah was sending. We weren’t her priorities anymore.

			Roberta finally looked up from her bills. Bright purple glasses clung to the tip of her nose, threatening to slip free. Her dark skin was just starting to crease, and she constantly fiddled with her hands when she was distracted. It meant her pen kept a steady, tapping rhythm, even though she had stopped writing.

			“Fenny,” she said in that tone I hated. Not even my mother could make me feel so much guilt in a single word. “Sam isn’t at fault here. So why are you punishing him?”

			“Because he always has to play peacemaker and I’m sick of making peace when I’m not wrong.” I took another sip of my Coke. “Believe me, he’ll be just as pissed when she doesn’t show up to his brother’s engagement party tonight.”

			“You don’t know she won’t. Besides, is it so wrong to want your best friends to get along?” She glanced over at the door. Through the glass window, I saw Sam’s lengthy shadow pacing across the bakery floor. “You’re not the only one Sarah is hurting.”

			Her dark eyes were gentle, but they made me squirm. She was right. I wasn’t the only one that Sarah had been avoiding, and with Sam’s brother back in town, could I really blame Sam for pushing us to get along?

			I left my Coke sitting on the table, ignoring the way Roberta smiled to herself as I walked back into the bakery.

			Sam was still pacing, his long limbs flexing like a nervous colt with every step, but he raised an eyebrow when he saw me. “How’s the apple strudel?”

			I leaned my elbows across the counter, as close to Sam as I could get without crossing the glass. “I’m not calling Sarah. You know why. So please, please, let it go.” Sam glanced down, sufficiently cowed. Before I knew what I was doing, I pulled out a brownie from the display case and tucked it into his hand.

			“On the house.” I exhaled. “I’ll see you tonight, okay? If Sarah doesn’t show up…we’ll deal with it then.”

			Sam held the brownie in his hand like a tiny, precious thing. To him, it was. Brownies had always been a reminder of our friendship, so he knew what it meant. An apology. Some of the tension in his shoulders eased. “Till tonight, then.”

			The doorbell jangled as he left. I slumped across the counter and wished I could blame the churning feeling in my gut on too much Coke.

			Behind me, the cupcake box popped open again.

			

			—

			Sam’s family had always been complicated. His great-great-grandfather, Daniel Kelly, was an old money banker from the East Coast and the original founder of Richmand. As the story goes, a New York City psychic told Daniel Kelly that the empty, barren plot of land that would one day become Richmand was richer in gold than California. So Daniel packed up his wife, his two sons, and four dozen miners, before setting off to find a fortune.

			Spoiler alert: There was no gold. Just a few flecks in the river and a healthy helping of disappointment. By the time Daniel came to terms with his failure, he had lived in Richmand for a decade and most of his money had dried up. He couldn’t afford to leave. Over the years, more settlers moved to the area, and Richmand became a tiny blot on the map.

			The town was named after him. According to our half-broken welcome sign and the rarely used historical society informational packets, the miners used to call Daniel “Rich Man D.” That nickname later blurred together to create Richmand.

			A decade after “Rich Man D” died, both of his sons married wealthy girls from out of state, and then their sons married wealthy girls, and, well, it turned out there was more truth to the “gold digger” narrative than Daniel Kelly liked to believe.

			I smelled cigar smoke long before I saw the house. Crackling music cut through the air, and wisps of smoke trailed from the back patio, leaving a gray haze that would take at least three washes to get out of my clothes.

			Dozens of cars flooded the driveway, the vehicles ranging from beat-up trucks to Mayor Cho’s Porsche. It looked like the entire town had turned up for the engagement party of Richmand’s former golden boy, Brian Kelly.

			Except for Sarah. Her old white Jeep wasn’t in the driveway. She had abandoned Sam and me without a word, again. On the one night we needed her most, she couldn’t be bothered to show up.

			I swallowed my anger as I walked up to the front door. I only had to knock once before Mrs. Kelly pulled it open, her smile tight at the corners.

			“Fenny.” She wrinkled her nose at a speck of flour on my shoulder. “We weren’t sure you would make it.”

			“My shift ran late.” I shuffled awkwardly before holding an oil-stained bag between us. “Cookies? I mean, I brought cookies. From Roberta’s. Engagement cookies. For Brian and…” I trailed off when I realized I didn’t remember the name of Brian’s fiancée.

			“Carolyne,” Mrs. Kelly offered. She took the bag out of my hands, holding it with two fingers like it held a dead animal. “Come in, of course. May I take your jacket?” I knew refusing would be an affront to Mrs. Kelly’s affinity for propriety, so I let her have it.

			Inside, the music was even louder: some sort of upbeat jazz designed to keep cups and conversation flowing. Twinkling fairy lights twirled around the aged wooden ceiling. Bouquets of exotic flowers clung to every surface—imported from out-of-state since the chilly South Dakota spring would have strangled the blooms.

			But it was the lounge where things truly became excessive. Richmand, like all small towns, had a habit of turning every event into a potluck. Casseroles, homemade pies, brownies, cornbread, and a dozen different mayo-based “salads” had been placed on a mahogany table in the corner, like a sacrificial altar for the Kelly family. Blown-up photographs hung over it, highlighting every year of Brian Kelly’s life from birth to his high school graduation five years ago—the last time he had been in town.

			And, sitting beside the snack table like an overstuffed goose, was Sam. Someone, likely his mother, had forced him into a maroon button-down with a collar so tight it could have choked him dead. The look on his face was so comically miserable that I wanted to laugh, but I sobered quickly. There was nothing funny about tonight.

			“How’s the party?”

			Sam’s eyes shot up. “Where have you been?”

			“There was a mix-up with one of the sourdough starters and…It doesn’t matter. Sorry.” I pulled up a chair and lowered my voice. “Has he said anything?”

			“No, but that’s not saying much. Brian’s so busy with wedding planning that he hasn’t spared me a second glance.”

			I exhaled. “Good. That’s…good.”

			“Any word from Sarah?” The expression on my face must have said everything because he muttered a curse. “Of course not. It’s not like she knew we needed her here or that she’s ditching us just like Winter Formal when she swore she wouldn’t…” He cut himself off. “You know, a year ago, I would have said she’d never do anything like this. But now…You’re right. I really don’t know her anymore.”

			Before I could offer a word of comfort, Mr. Kelly’s booming voice rang behind me. “Fenny!” I turned to greet him, but the words died in my throat. Because beside him was Brian.

			Panic seized my chest, and instinctively, I took a defensive step in front of Sam. Memories flashed before me: Brian smashing our second-grade project the day of the science fair. Brian wrecking my first laptop in a fit of rage when my bike scratched his car. Brian pushing Sam around and leaving bruises that lingered for days.

			And Brian, the last night I had seen him, draped over a girl who wasn’t his girlfriend in a parking lot. My knees, bloody and bruised when he knocked me to the ground. And Sam…tiny, twelve-year-old Sam, who stepped between his brother and Sarah when he tried to hit her.

			Brian broke Sam’s leg that night. Sarah and I held Sam’s hand through all thirteen stitches in his knee. And when we tried to tell someone, anyone, what Brian did, Sam’s parents stopped us. It wasn’t the first time they had covered up Brian’s actions, but after that night, Sarah and I made sure it was the last.

			Mr. Kelly pulled me into a crushing hug, cigar smoke clinging to him like a second skin. “Enjoying the party, my girl?”

			“Immensely.”

			“Wonderful, wonderful!” He looped an arm around Brian’s shoulders and pulled him forward. “Brian, I’m sure you remember Fenny, though she’s grown quite a bit since you’ve seen her last!”

			Something flickered in Brian’s eyes, but it passed quickly. “Of course. Good to see you again.” He tilted his head. “No Sarah tonight?”

			My fists tightened into my church skirt, the satin slippery against my fingertips. Behind me, Sam tensed. Let him try something, I thought. We weren’t twelve-year-old kids anymore. “She had somewhere more important to be.”

			“Can’t imagine where.” Mr. Kelly shook his head. “This is the event of the year!”

			Brian cleared his throat. “Is your dad here, Fenny? I haven’t seen him since he finished coaching my cross-country team.” The air sucked from the room. The clinking glasses and far-away laughter were suddenly too loud, and my face was too hot.

			“Shut up, Brian,” Sam snapped. The conversations closest to us faltered. Brian’s lips parted.

			“Behave, Sammy,” Mr. Kelly hissed, but even he looked uncomfortable at the mention of my dad. “Brian, we should meet your mother for the speech.”

			“Of course,” Brian said. Without glancing at me, he stepped closer to Sam. “I know how I left things. But it’s been five years, and if you’ll let me, I want to put the past behind us. We’re going to be seeing a lot more of each other.”

			I scoffed, and Brian’s face twitched, like I was worth no more notice than moldy blueberries at the supermarket. “Seriously? You think an apology is going to—”

			“Fenny,” Mr. Kelly said in a tone I didn’t dare argue with. And, with a final glance back at us, Brian disappeared into the crowd, leaving Sam and me standing by the snack table. Belatedly, I realized my nails were digging crescent moons into my palms, and I pulled them out with a grimace.

			“You okay?”

			“Fine.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “He caught me off guard. What did he mean that we’d be seeing a lot more of him?”

			“No clue.” He muttered, so low I could barely hear it, “Asshole.”

			As soon as Brian and Mr. Kelly vacated their spots, neighbors and well-wishers took it as an invitation to swoop in. Sam shrank under the attention of teachers and family friends who all wanted to talk about the wedding and his grades, and whether Sam would follow Brian to South Dakota State.

			Meanwhile, I was backed into the corner by members of Richmand’s book club, otherwise known as the Gossip Squad, who peppered me with increasingly personal questions about my dad and my mother’s running tab at Marco’s Bar.

			It was almost a relief when Mrs. Kelly clinked her glass to start a toast. The room hushed like the start of a sermon. “Thank you all for coming,” Mrs. Kelly said. “We are so grateful for Brian’s return and pleased you were able to join us to celebrate his engagement! I hope you are having a wonderful evening—”

			I tuned out most of Mrs. Kelly’s long, rambling speech about “family” and “legacy” and “community” and only turned my attention back when Brian and his fiancée, Carolyne, were called to the front.

			It was my first glimpse of her all night, and my first thought was: She is way too good for him—long, shiny blond hair, a conservative but stylish dress, and huge blue eyes so bright I could see them halfway across the room. The massive engagement ring on her finger caught the light: a collection of white diamonds and blue sapphires that matched her eyes, and I thought uncharitably, Ah. That explains the attraction.

			A roar of applause followed Mrs. Kelly’s speech, and Brian and Carolyne stepped forward, glasses of champagne clutched in their hands.

			“All right, all right!” Brian laughed. “I won’t bore you to death with a speech of my own. But…I missed this place so much. I can’t imagine a better place to start my future. And nothing, and no one, is going to stop me.”

			Something about the way he said it made the hackles rise on my neck. He turned to Carolyne. “Care to do the honors, sweetheart?”

			Carolyne raised her champagne glass. “We are so excited to announce that Brian and I are moving to Richmand!”

			The crowd exploded into calls of celebration, even as shock numbed my fingers and toes. Beside me, Sam’s face drained of color.

			“Did you know?” I whispered, but Sam shook his head.

			Across the room, I swore Brian turned to look at me, Sam, and the empty space between us. And, not for the first time, I cursed Sarah’s name.

			

			—

			Shattered glass crunched under my feet as Sam and I followed the last stragglers outside. The lacrosse team had made a game out of breaking champagne flutes against the concrete, and more than a few people were drunk and stumbling.

			Sam’s hands balled into fists as he walked me to my car. “How is he moving back? We did everything to prevent this!”

			I shut my eyes as I thought back to five years ago. It hadn’t been a hard decision to force Brian to leave town. All we had to do was reveal that we caught Brian beating up Sam on video—and threaten to send it to his university, the police, and all of Richmand.

			But Brian had graduated now. And it seemed our leverage had expired.

			I kicked at a shard of glass, and it skittered across the concrete. “We’ll figure something out.” I didn’t say that I had no idea how we were going to do that, considering Sarah had the video and we weren’t on speaking terms.

			We weren’t far from the house when a young blond woman called after us. It took a moment to recognize Carolyne. “Sam! Glad I caught you. I feel awful, I barely said hello to you or your friends all night!” She pulled her future brother-in-law into a hug and clasped my hand. “I’m Carolyne Smythe, soon-to-be Kelly.”

			“Fenny Allen.”

			She smiled. “You go to Richmand High with Sam, right?” I nodded and she beamed. “I was just talking to your principal, and he mentioned your guidance counselor is on maternity leave. I just got my bachelor’s in psychology, so I’ll be your temporary counselor until she gets back!”

			I stared blankly at her. Mrs. Welling had had six children over the past seven years, and we had spent more time without a counselor than with one. In all that time, we’d never had a replacement. This had the Kellys’ influence written all over it.

			“If you need a ride tomorrow, I’d be happy to drive you with Sam,” Carolyne continued.

			“No thanks,” I said, more coldly than I intended.

			Carolyne’s smile faded. “Right. Well, anyway, it was lovely meeting you, Fenny.”

			She walked back toward the house, waving and smiling at everyone she came across like she already owned it.

			Sam ran a hand over his face. “I’m not going to escape either of them, am I? He’ll be visiting her at school.”

			There was nothing I could say to make him feel better. I might have hated Brian, but he was Sam’s childhood boogeyman. “Want to come to my place?”

			He shook his head. “My mom will expect me back.”

			“Tomorrow, then? I’ll make popcorn.”

			A ghost of a smile tugged at his lips. “Extra butter?”

			“Three pumps,” I promised. He walked me to my car, and I pretended not to notice the slump in his shoulders as I left.

			

			—

			The TV crackled as I walked through my front door. My mom was asleep on the couch with our old tomcat, Bells, curled on her chest. One stiletto stuck stubbornly to her foot while the other sat, forgotten, in the middle of the floor. She shifted in her sleep at the noise, pulling her low-cut shirt tighter around herself.

			She was home early. Too early. The sharp scent of alcohol permeated the air every time she exhaled, and I knew tonight must have been worse than usual.

			I flicked off the TV, pulled off her other shoe, and tucked the blanket around her shoulders. Beside her was a stack of bills as thick as my finger and a receipt for six whiskey sours at Marco’s Bar. Scribbled on the bottom was the number of some guy named Alex.

			Suddenly exhausted, I went upstairs, changed, and crawled into bed. But before I drifted off, I scrolled through Sarah’s texts. I wanted to see an apology. An excuse. Something other than a blank screen.

			I can’t believe you, I found myself texting. Tonight, Sarah? Really? Sam needed you, and you weren’t there. Oh, and by the way, Brian’s moving to town. So you better figure out how to fix this and hope Sam forgives you, because I won’t. Tonight, you crossed a line.

			Finally satisfied, I clicked off my phone and went to sleep.

			She never replied.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Sixteen Percent

			
			My mom was still asleep on the couch when I woke up for breakfast the next morning. A fake eyelash stuck to her cheek, and dark makeup was crusted under her eyes, staining the fuchsia couch pillows. Somehow, she found the strength to groan and sit up when she smelled coffee. A cowlick stuck up from the top of her bright ginger head.

			“What…Fenny?” She rubbed the black rings, as thick as tar. “What time is it?”

			I finished feeding Bells, placed a healthy slab of bacon grease in the pan, and turned on the fan so the smell wafted over to her. She gagged.

			“Morning to you too. It’s Monday, six forty-five a.m. You aren’t still drunk, the blurriness you’re seeing is because you fell asleep in your contacts again, and I’m taking the car to school.”

			She nodded listlessly, waving away my comment about the car. “Coffee…” I passed her a mug, and she downed half of it without wincing at the taste or the heat. “Why’d you wake me up?”

			“You need to shower. You have that interview at the historical center at nine. It’s close enough to walk, or you could catch a ride with Mrs. Lee.”

			My mom fanned her face and leaned back against the couch. “Fenny, I’m too tired. I just wanna go back to sleep.” She yawned and rubbed her face on the pillows, smearing more makeup on the velvet. “I don’t need a job yet.”

			I slammed my mug down on the stack of bills, allowing a little coffee to spill over the side.

			My mom rolled over and sighed dramatically. “Fenny, you’re making a mess.”

			“Sorry about that,” I snapped. I grabbed a stack of paper towels and came back with extra fatty bacon and eggs. I cleaned up the coffee and then plopped down beside her feet, shoveling food into my mouth.

			“Mmmm,” I said with my lips open so she could see the chewed-up oil and fat. “Tasty.”

			My mom gagged over the side of the couch. “I get it, I get it, I’ll go to the interview.” She tugged the blanket around herself as she stumbled upstairs. “God, you can be such a bitch in the morning.”

			My hand tightened around the fork, and I fought the urge to shout something nasty back. There was no point in starting another fight.

			There was a time when I could remember my dad bringing her coffee in bed. When she made me breakfast and went to work like a normal person, instead of drinking all night and coming back smelling like whiskey and cologne. But those days were long gone. And, no matter what my mom was like, at least she stayed.

			It was more than my dad did.

			

			—

			Back in 1969, Richmand High School was nicknamed “The Prison.” At the time, it was probably an accurate description, with its grimy pale-yellow paint and tiny, horizontal windows that let only a few inches of natural light creep into the corners of the classrooms.

			Now, calling Richmand High a prison would be too kind. The paint had faded and peeled away, leaving yellow streaks reminiscent of piss running down the sides of the building. The bricks were cracked, the parking lots overgrown, and the statue of our mascot, the terrifying “Kevin the Orange Lynx,” lost his nose to the class of ’89.

			I shoved my way up the staircase, stopping only to pat Kevin on his missing nose. I wasn’t particularly superstitious, but legend said that rubbing the missing piece brought luck. And considering I had a first-period chem test that I hadn’t studied for, I needed all the help I could get.

			The hallways were congested, and the early March snow had left dirty puddles across the cheap linoleum floor. Richmand High was a tiny school—maybe two hundred students in total—but the building was so cramped I swore it felt like more.

			I kept an eye on the crowd for Sam, but I doubted I’d see him before lunch. He had taken advanced biology instead of chem this year, so his morning classes were on the other side of the building. As for Sarah, she seemed to be keeping her head down. Our lockers were next to each other, and I kept expecting her to pop up with excuses on her lips, but she never did.

			I dropped my backpack next to my desk and slouched in my chair, mentally preparing myself for another D. My lab partner, Mickey Boyd, leaned over and whispered, “Hey, what would you do if I could get us out of this test?”

			“I’m not going out with you.”

			Mickey’s expression fell. He was cute, in a nerdy way, with dark skin, curly hair, and a collection of neon plastic bracelets on each wrist. Mickey had made it his personal mission in seventh grade to collect wristbands from every school assembly, so he had at least three dozen. On his left wrist, a faded smiley face grinned up at me, reading Say No to Drugs!

			“I wasn’t gonna—”

			“Yes, you were, and I’m telling you it’s not happening.”

			My history with Mickey Boyd was long and complicated. For the span of about three weeks in fifth grade, I had the world’s biggest crush on him. But it was at that awkward age where girls were looking at boys, but boys still thought girls had cooties, so when I confessed, he threw sand in my face to “disinfect” me from the love bugs. My childhood crush ended with flushed-out eyes, grit in my teeth, and tears that had nothing to do with my scratched cornea.

			We peacefully coexisted for a few years until ninth grade, when, out of nowhere, Mickey decided I was his sun and stars when I started dating his long-term band rival, Billy Keesler. Mickey spent my six-month relationship making outlandish declarations of love and challenging Billy to sing-offs. But three weeks after Billy and I broke up, everything happened with my dad. Mickey backed off, and when he started flirting again after Winter Formal three months ago, it never felt genuine. Like it was a continuation of the joke he started years ago. It was why I never agreed to go on a date, even though I liked him.

			Mickey leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. I hated that I found it attractive. “That’s not what you said during Winter Formal…”

			My ears reddened at the memory. “I also thought ‘Come On Eileen’ was a good song to grind to. Now shut up.”

			Mr. Peters, our chemistry teacher, walked into the room clutching a fresh stack of double-sided tests and Scantrons. “No talking. No cheating. No failing.”

			Mr. Peters was a big believer in denial. I pulled my test toward me, still warm from the printer, and got to work.

			

			—

			I thought maybe, just maybe, I had a teeny chance of scoring above 60 percent. I was wrong. The test might as well have been written in another language. I could have signed Sorry on the front in fat letters and gotten the same score.

			Mickey must have seen the panic on my face because he casually slid out his left arm and pushed his test toward me, placing his answers in perfect view. I bit back a grin as I copied his formulas, making sure to mix up a few answers. “I’ve got you next time,” I promised under my breath, only for Mr. Peters to shush me.

			But I never finished the test. Halfway through my open-ended response, someone knocked on the door. Carolyne stood in the doorway, wearing a satin dress that would be better suited in a high-end restaurant than Richmand High, where most teachers wore flannels and jeans.

			“Who are you?” Peters asked.

			Her megawatt smile faltered, just a little. “I’m Miss Smythe. The new guidance counselor.” One of the male students wolf-whistled, which she ignored with grace. “I’m here to pick up Fenny Allen. Principal Prescott wants to speak with her.” The class around me oohed, but I didn’t move from my seat.

			“Can it wait?” Mr. Peters said. “She’s in the middle of a test.”

			Her expression twisted into something…awkward. She stepped closer and murmured something I couldn’t hear. Mr. Peters’s expression shuttered. “Fenny, go with Miss Smythe.”

			“But what about my test?”

			“You can make it up later this week. Now go.”

			I stared, confused, then followed Carolyne out the door.

			At some point between the bell and the last twenty minutes, the floors had been cleaned, and the only trace of the dirty snow was the slightly off-color streaks near the lockers. A few caution signs marked my progress from the classroom to the office, and down one hallway, I could see Janitor Derbsy wiggling his hips as he mopped, tinny rock music flooding from his headphones.

			Carolyne hesitated in the hallway, glancing between the corridors. I rolled my eyes and took the lead. “The office is this way.”

			She blushed. “Thanks. I only had a quick tour this morning. I haven’t learned where everything is yet.”

			Meanwhile, the route to the principal’s office was the first place I’d learned about when I started high school, and after three years, I could navigate the journey with my eyes closed.

			The last time I’d been to the office was after Homecoming, when Sarah filled the backpacks of the entire basketball team with shaving cream and stored the empty bottles in my locker.

			The time before that was when she became convinced our math and history teachers were having an affair, so the three of us followed them around the school for three days snapping pictures. A stack of divorce papers followed a week later—after she sent the pictures to their partners.

			And before that, it was after Sarah’s investigation into the lacrosse team. She was convinced that Kyle Salisbury, the team captain, was stealing tests. The three of us broke into his car during lunch, stole his backpack, and brought the answer keys to administration. Half the lacrosse team failed, Kyle was nearly expelled, and they had to drop out before playoffs. The three of us were suspended too: Apparently breaking into someone’s property was against the honor code.

			Every time, it was Sarah who got us into trouble, resulting in anything from detention to suspension, yet all three of us took the blame. We did everything together. Until now.

			So when I saw Sam in the waiting room, his leg bouncing up and down nervously, I rolled my eyes. “You too?”

			Sam nodded. “Pulled me out of class and everything. I was in the middle of dissecting a cow’s eye.”

			I made a face and scooched away. “Gross.”

			Sam waited until Carolyne had walked into her temporary office beside Principal Prescott’s before moving closer. “What do you think she did?”

			“No idea, but we’re not taking the fall for it.” I glanced up at the door, waiting for her to make her grand appearance. Knowing her, she’d plop down beside us with a “reasonable” explanation and try to convince us to play along. Seconds went by. Minutes. I squinted at the door. “Doesn’t she have econ first period?”

			Sam nodded, his eyes on the classroom directly across from us. It should have taken her all of four seconds to walk across the hallway. “Maybe they wanted to talk to us separately?”

			That thought didn’t have time to germinate before the office door swung open and Principal Prescott walked out. He was the kind of man that seemed perpetually frazzled. His deep brown skin was creased from years of frowning over paperwork, and tiny tortoiseshell glasses dangled around his ears.

			He waved us inside with an absent hand. “Come in, kids.”

			We followed him into the cramped office. Stacks of old textbooks, papers, and confiscated skateboards were scattered across the room, making the space feel more claustrophobic than it already was. We sat down on the cracked leather chairs across from his desk that, at this point, I swore had been indented from our butt prints.

			“Tea?” Prescott asked. “Coffee? Walnut date loaf? I made it fresh last night.”

			I glanced at the extremely unappetizing mound on his desk. Prescott was a well-known amateur chef with plenty of enthusiasm and no talent.

			“Umm…sure,” Sam said. He picked up a slice of the lump, stuffed it in his mouth, and swallowed hard. “Ehmm…Delicious.” He swallowed three more times, like he couldn’t force it down, before coughing against the back of his hand.

			Prescott turned to me; another slice balanced in his hand. “Fenny?”

			“I’m severely allergic to walnuts. I’ll pass.”

			For a second, I thought I would have to take out my EpiPen to prove it, before Prescott shrugged. “Fine, fine. Take a caramel.” I fished one out of the bowl on his desk and stuffed it in my mouth, wincing at the artificial stickiness.

			Prescott started to say something but was interrupted by a heavy knock on the door. Police Chief Jackson Anders stepped inside.

			Massive, with a bushy red beard, a pasty face, and hands the size of dinner plates, he was known to be “prickly,” which was the small-town way of saying he was a dick. He towered over Prescott as they shook hands.

			“Thanks for coming, Jack.”

			Anders grunted. “Call came in while I was in the area.” He looked us up and down, taking in my stunned face and the crumbs on Sam’s shirt. “Know why you’re here?”

			Sam looked two seconds away from passing out. “I want a lawyer.”

			“Sam, you didn’t do anything,” I said.

			“Dad says to never talk to cops without a lawyer present.”

			Part of me wanted to roll my eyes, but another, bigger part was panicking to the same degree. Sarah, what did you do?

			Prescott awkwardly cleared his throat. “I’ll start. Every morning, the teachers go through a list of absences from the first period. That list is sent to me, and I call the parents of that student to ensure they aren’t skipping class.”

			“And? We’ve been here all morning.”

			“This is where it gets…uncomfortable. I made my calls today and one of the parents said that they thought their child came in.” An uneasy feeling settled in my stomach.

			Anders cleared his throat, taking over the story. “According to her parents, Sarah Vincenty was supposed to be staying with you this weekend, Miss Allen. But when they spoke to your mother, she told them that she hadn’t seen Sarah at your house in weeks. The same thing happened when they contacted your family, Mr. Kelly.”

			Sam leaned forward, his face drawn and pale. “Are you saying that Sarah has been lying to her parents?”

			“I’m saying the last time Sarah was seen, in person, was at school on Friday. And if neither one of you has seen her since, then Sarah’s whereabouts have been unknown for over three days.”

			

			—

			Giving a police statement in the principal’s office wasn’t how I planned on spending my Monday morning. Anders sent Sam into the hallway as he asked me a list of prepared questions. When had I last seen Sarah? Heard from her? Did she say where she was going?

			I told him about the missed project meeting and the excuse she texted me, long after we were supposed to meet. Anders asked for my phone, and I passed it over.

			Sarah

			Friday, 7:47 p.m.

			I can’t make it tonight. Something massive came up. I’m sorry.

			Directly below that message was my furious text from after the engagement party. For the first time, I realized it was unopened.

			Anders raised his eyebrows at my text. “You were fighting? I was told you were close.”

			“She missed a party. An important one.”

			“Did she often miss things?”

			I folded my arms across my chest. “Yes, but it’s nothing new. She’ll probably stroll into first period tomorrow and laugh at the fuss everyone made.”

			Even as I said it, I wasn’t sure I believed it. In the entire time I had known her, Sarah had only missed two days of school. She might have been a massive troublemaker, but she wanted to go to NYU after she graduated. More than once, she had dragged herself to class with the flu in the name of maintaining her GPA.

			Sarah disappeared. A lot. But she never disappeared like this.

			Anders passed back my phone. “Do you realize that this text message is the last time anyone heard from her?”

			My hands tightened around it. “Yes.”

			“Why would she contact you instead of her parents?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Do you have any idea what might have ‘come up’?”

			“No. Sarah…We hadn’t talked much recently. She was always busy. I thought maybe she was seeing her old boyfriend in Mondale.” It wouldn’t be the first time Sarah started dating someone without telling Sam and me, especially if she knew we wouldn’t approve.

			“Reece Miller?” Anders asked. I nodded. “He and his family are currently on vacation in France. And, according to him, he hasn’t seen Sarah since August.”

			“What? But that doesn’t…”

			Anders scribbled something on his notepad. “Has Sarah ever talked about running away?”

			“You think she took off?”

			“Sarah is a seventeen-year-old girl, and statistically, it’s likely that she was upset and left to get some space. We have officers looking at local bus stations now.”

			I leaned forward. “She didn’t take her car?” That didn’t make any sense. Sarah’s old white Jeep, Roscoe, was her pride and joy. She once drove a block down the street to get ice cream rather than leave it out of sight on the road. If Sarah ran away, how did she get to the bus station without Roscoe, when the nearest one was fifty miles from Richmand? Besides, Sarah didn’t have anything to run from. Her relationship with her parents was good. Even if she was fighting with Sam, he would have forgiven her, and a few harsh texts from me wouldn’t cause her to skip town.

			If Anders held the same concerns, he didn’t mention them. Instead, he folded his hands across the desk and met my eyes. “Did Sarah mention visiting Pastor Tyler on Thursday?”

			My brows creased. “At church?”

			“No, at his home. She arrived Thursday night, asking to speak with him about some religious crisis, but she disappeared after using the restroom. Last night, Pastor Tyler realized that several items of value, including his gold watches and his sister’s jewelry, had been stolen.”

			My eyebrows flew up to my hairline. “That’s…She didn’t. No way.”

			“You have to admit, she has a record of stealing—”

			“Yeah, donuts from the Meal Mart! That doesn’t mean she’d steal from a pastor!”

			“Fenny, I’m looking at the facts. Sarah asks to meet with Pastor Tyler, and immediately after, several items of value disappear. According to her parents, Sarah was supposed to meet with you after school on Friday.”

			“And she didn’t show!”

			“So you say. Can anyone prove it?”

			I leaned back in the chair, away from his scratchy beard and judgmental expression. What was with the pointed questions? Did he honestly think I would lie about…My lips parted. “You think I drove her to the bus station.”

			Chief Anders straightened his papers and stood up. “We’re done here.”

			“No, we aren’t done here because that isn’t true! I’m telling you that Sarah didn’t run away, and she didn’t steal anything! You need to look for her.”

			Anders’s eyes flicked up and down, taking in my shaking hands and frayed backpack straps, and I knew he didn’t believe me. “I assure you, Miss Allen. I’m looking.”

			

			—

			Needless to say, English didn’t go well. Or math. Or gym. Even lunch was awful. Sam wasn’t finished with his statement, so I sat alone in our corner of the cafeteria with two missing spots on either side. Eyes roamed over the spaces curiously (this was Richmand, after all), but no one said anything. Not yet.

			Scandals spread quicker than the flu in this town, and the disappearance of a seventeen-year-old girl would be the most exciting thing to happen since a hiker got lost in the woods twenty years ago.

			I threw my spork down on the tray. Sarah was missing and my gut was telling me this wasn’t some ploy for attention or because of a fight. Sarah didn’t get affected by things like arguments. She did what she wanted and said “screw you” to the consequences, which, honestly, might be why Anders was so convinced she ran away. Everyone in town was aware of Sarah’s reputation as a troublemaker, but she was so charming it was difficult to dislike her.

			Still, that reputation would lead to whispers the second that Miss Hildebrandt, Prescott’s secretary, opened her big mouth during Monday night bridge. By tomorrow morning, everyone would know Sarah was missing and her history would lead to whispers.

			Her poor parents. Always knew that girl had a wild streak. She was just the type to cause trouble; it was clear the second she dropped a cigarette in the church collection box.

			That cigarette had actually been mine, but Sarah took the blame, standing up in the middle of the service and loudly proclaiming she committed the great sin of enjoying a smoke. My dad was an usher at the time, and she didn’t want me to get in trouble.

			That was how I knew Sarah didn’t run. If she was planning to leave, she would have ensured her exit was noticed. She wouldn’t slip away in the night without a word.

			It wasn’t until the end of lunch that I finally got a text from Sam. My dad came in and took over. Got in a huge fight with Anders about interviewing a minor without a guardian, and they sent me into the hallway. But Fenny, they think she ran away.

			I gripped the phone hard before replying. Meet me at the lacrosse field after school.

			

			—

			Half the snow had melted away by the time the bell rang, leaving partly frozen puddles of mud dotted around Richmand High’s multipurpose field.

			I could see Janitor Derbsy in the corner by the old storage shed, disgruntled as he tried to sweep away the mid-March snow before lacrosse practice. He should have realized there was no point: the field would be a damp, icy mess no matter what. Winter clung to spring in South Dakota like leeches to flesh.

			Sam leaned against the stone wall by the bleachers, and I fisted my hands in my red coat as I walked up. For a long moment, we were silent, listening to the cars entering and exiting the parking lot in the distance before Sam’s face crumpled.

			“I can’t believe she took off. All that talk about going to college together and getting out of Richmand, and she left us. Without a word.”

			I bit my bottom lip. “Are we sure she ran?” It was the first time I had voiced the niggling feeling in my chest and it didn’t feel better to say it aloud.

			Sam shot me a look. “What are you saying?”

			“Anders accused her of stealing jewelry from Pastor Tyler before she left.”

			“What?”

			“And it gets worse. She didn’t take Roscoe, Sam. How would she get to the bus station without her car?”

			His eyes widened. “She couldn’t have walked.”

			“And no one else would have taken her there except us.” I hesitated. “And then there’s Reece Miller. He said that he hasn’t seen Sarah since August.”

			Sam’s mouth dropped open. “But all those times she stood us up…You’re saying she wasn’t seeing him again?”

			“No, which begs the question, where the hell has she been?”

			Sam’s breath misted in the air, the fog obscuring the tension around his eyes. “Did you know eighty-four percent of missing-person cases are runaways? I looked it up during last period. That’s almost always what happens, and Sarah…She does things sometimes. Without explaining why.”

			I breathed out through my nose. “What about the last sixteen percent?”

			If Sam had a statistic for that, he didn’t share it.

		

	

OEBPS/images/PenguinLogo100K.jpg







OEBPS/9780593695357_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Nine Years Ago: Sarah Vincenty


						Part One
					
								Chapter 1: The Engagement Party


								Chapter 2: Sixteen Percent


								Chapter 3: No Comment


								Chapter 4: The Sweatshirt


								Chapter 5: The Church in the Woods


					


			


						Part Two
					
								Chapter 6: Fool’s Gold


								Chapter 7: The Double Date


								Chapter 8: Family Ties


								Chapter 9: The Photograph


								Chapter 10: Records


								Chapter 11: Blame


								Chapter 12: Context


								Chapter 13: Corn


					


			


						Part Three
					
								Chapter 14: Blackmail


								Chapter 15: Kelly v. Kelly


								Chapter 16: Alienated


								Chapter 17: Vigil


								Chapter 18: Buried


								Chapter 19: The Yearbook


								Chapter 20: Last Will and Testament


								Chapter 21: Orange Sherbet


								Chapter 22: Eulogy


					


			


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Start


						Table of Contents


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			


		
	



OEBPS/images/9780593695357_cover.jpg
e een/&it
4 that \ . :
es . .,;" ‘kf_‘?xce\\f).' it






OEBPS/images/9780593695357_title_page.jpg





