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Right before my dad vanished, he spent a lot of time up near Shadow Cove Lake, looking for clues about my brother’s death. When I reported my dad missing, I suggested to the police that they look for him there. I’m not sure if they ever did. I thought about going up and looking around myself, but I never got the guts to do it, fearing what I’d find. Or what I wouldn’t.

My stomach kinks in knots as images of my dad’s body floating in the lake flood my mind. What if he’s been dead up there this entire time?

Then Dixon takes it upon himself to shout at the top of his lungs, “Hey, Mak! Last night was really fun! You’re damn good in bed, girl!” and the images go
poof
.

I would be grateful that he momentarily got rid of the morbid images in my head, but my mom isn’t in her car yet. The look of horror and disgust on her face lets me know I just went from being in deep shit to being buried alive in it.

“Well, at least he said you were good,” Kennedy offers as she hops off the hood of my car. She hands me a melted snow cone, and I down it like a soda.

“I don’t care about that. But now everyone at school’s probably going to think I slept with him.” I yank open the driver side door, slide into the seat, and my friends follow, climbing in.

“Maybe not very many people heard him,” Ev suggests, drawing her seatbelt over her shoulder.

“Yeah, right. I think the whole town heard him.” I flip on the headlights. “Man, this night went from okay to sucky in about two minutes flat.”

“Cheer up, buttercup.” Kennedy reaches over my seat and pats my shoulder. “We’ll get him back. Don’t you worry.”

That gets me to smile.

“And how do we do that?” I ask.

Embry pops her knuckles. “I could kick his ass. Getting his ass handed to him by a girl would be the ultimate punishment for his stupid, sexist ass.”

I consider the thought, but not for very long. “No way. He’d probably end up suing you and pressing charges.”

She slumps back in the seat. “Yeah, you’re probably right, but dammit, it might be worth it.”

Kennedy shakes her head. “Beating his ass isn’t enough. We need to kick him where it really counts.”

“And how do we do that when his dad always bails him out of trouble?” I ask, steering out of the parking lot.

She half-shrugs. “Give me a few days. I’ll think of something sinister.”

“Please don’t think of something that’s going to get us into too much trouble,” Ev pleads with her hands clasped. “The last time you came up with a revenge plan, I ended up grounded for three weeks.”

“All the best revenge plans require getting into trouble.” Kennedy sips her soda with her thinking face on. “I need to dig up some dirt on him. Maybe take a look at his school records, see what he’s got going on … Oh!” Excitement bursts through her. “We could run a background check on him, his dad, his mom—anyone he knows—and see if the Jennings are hiding anything. Then we could plaster the evidence all over the town. Can you imagine a family like the Jennings having to endure the shit you have, Mak?”

A small smile tugs at my lips. “I think I might like the sound of that.”

Ev apprehensively shakes her head. “I’m not doing anything illegal this time.”

Kennedy juts out her lip. “Come on, Ev. What’s the point of being a computer genius if you don’t use your power for the greater good?”

“Hacking into people’s personal records isn’t for the greater good,” she protests. “And do you know how much trouble I’d get in if I got caught?”

“Oh, fine.” Kennedy’s pout deepens. “I guess I’ll have to think of something else equally as awesome.”

For the next twenty minutes, Kennedy throws out her ideas, ranging from getting dirt on Dixon from his ex-girlfriends to changing his grades from As to Fs, all of which Ev says nope to. By the time I park my car in front of her house, she hasn’t come up with a solid plan, but pinkie promises she’ll think of something before skipping up to her front door.

“I think she enjoys this revenge stuff a little too much,” Ev says as I back out of the driveway and onto the main road.

“Perhaps.” I steer the car back toward the main section of town to drop off Embry next. “But I kind of love her for it.”

“Me, too,” Embry agrees, propping her knees against the seat back. “You can always count on her to have your back. You don’t find that very often, you know. A lot of people will bail out on you when things get ugly.”

I offer Embry a sympathetic smile, knowing where her thoughts are heading. Back before the three of us became friends, Embry was picked on a lot for the old, outdated clothes she wore. One day on the playground, Kennedy screamed at all the other kids for being assholes—she had a very colorful vocabulary in grade school. That was enough to scare the shit out of most of the people, and for a while, everyone backed off.

Then, when Embry went Goth in middle school, the ridicule started up again. By then, though, Embry had gotten into martial arts, and after getting into a fight with one of the popular girls, the entire school was scared shitless once again and backed the fuck off. Of course, the popular girl went home and lied to her dad about who started the fight, and Embry ended up getting suspended from school because of it. She’s been more careful since then about throwing her fists around. Still, it’s always nice to know that, if a fight ever broke out, she could kick some serious ass.

Fifteen minutes later, I’ve dropped off Embry and am pulling up to Ev’s house. She gives me a look of sympathy and a pity hug, as if this is the last time she’ll ever see me. It might be, depending on how angry my mom is when I get home.

“Facetime me tonight if you can,” Ev says as we idle in front of her house. “And let me know what’s going on. I’ve never seen your mom so upset.”

“I have. Twice.” I grip the living daylights out of the steering wheel. “And those were some really, really bad times.”

“I’m sure she was just worried when you didn’t answer your phone,” Ev insists, although she looks pretty worried, too. She collects her laptop from the floorboard then opens the door to get out. “My dad sometimes gets weird about stuff like that, too.”

I force a smile, and she frowns.

“No fake smiles,” she says. “We talked about this, and you promised me you were going to stop.”

My plastic smile turns into a bummer frown. “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. I just … I don’t know. I’m really worried. I mean, she’s upset a lot and everything, but she hasn’t acted this irrationally since my dad took off.”

She hugs the computer to her chest as she lowers her head into the car and offers me a hopeful smile. “Maybe she’s upset because she heard from him.”

“Maybe,” I say, not really believing my words.

The truth is, I often wonder if the next time I see or hear about my dad will be when his body shows up somewhere. It’s a morbid thought, but for all I know, my dad’s body could be stuck at the bottom of the lake, secured down by chains and bricks.

Sighing, I wave good-bye to Ev then back onto the road. I spend most of the drive lost in my thoughts, only snapping out of my daze when I pull up to my house and spot a shadowy figure standing on the front porch that’s smothered by darkness. I instinctively tap the brake as a drop of fear laces through me.

As the car slams to a sudden stop, I nearly bash my head on the steering wheel. Thankfully, I manage not to crack my head open and hastily blink at the house. Just like when I thought I saw Sawyer, the shadowy figure has vanished, leaving me wondering if I really saw anything to begin with. Maybe I’m just hallucinating from the stress, something that happened both after Sawyer died and my father disappeared. I had to go on meds for a while, but the side effects made me tired all the time, so I stopped taking them despite the doctor’s orders.

“God, I hated taking those pills,” I mutter to myself.

After I calm down, I park the car in the driveway, deciding to keep the hallucinations a secret for now. I don’t want to spend my days doped up again. Besides, I’m sure seeing the police cars is probably what triggered it. Hopefully, I’ll feel better by tomorrow. I just hope things don’t get out of hand like the last time when I had trouble distinguishing between what’s real and what’s not.

LOCATION: MAK’S HOUSE

TIME: 9:54 PM

DATE: SATURDAY, MARCH 20
TH

 

I take several breaths to prepare myself before opening the door to my house, feeling super nervous about talking to my mom. Most of the lights are off, and the soundlessness makes me question—okay, makes me naively hope—that perhaps my mom had to return to work.

“In the kitchen!” she shouts, crushing my hope into smithereens.

I set down my skateboard and bag then enter the kitchen where my mom is sitting at the corner table with her reading glasses on and bills scattered out in front of her.

“So, would you like to explain to me why you think you’re old enough to have sex?” she asks without looking up.

Dammit, I was hoping she’d skip over that and talk about why she was so upset at the skate park.

I slump down in the chair across from her. “I didn’t sleep with Dixon, Mom.”

She sifts through a thin stack of papers. “Then why does he seem to think you did?”

“He doesn’t.” I blow out a frustrated exhale. “Dixon Jennings is just an asshole who gets his kicks and giggles from making my life a living hell.”

She peers up at me. “Dixon
Jennings
? As in, the Jennings who own every dealership in Shadow Cove?”

“Yeah, that would be the one,” I say with as much disdain as possible. “Why?”

“Oh, it’s nothing.” She sets the bills aside and gives me her undivided attention. “It’s just that, if you were dating a guy like him, I’d be okay with it.”

“By ‘guy like him,’ do you mean a sexist, rich, spoiled brat? Because that’s what he is.”

“I’m sure he’s not that bad. And he seems to like you.”

I eye her over suspiciously. “Are you drunk?”

“No.” She tosses a stack of envelopes down onto the table and removes her glasses. “I just know that sometimes, when a guy likes a girl, he teases. Just like Dixon did to you.”

“You mean, when he practically told everyone I was sleeping with him when I’m not? Or when he insulted dad and Sawyer?” I resist an eye roll. “Yeah, sounds like he likes me a whole freakin’ bunch.”

A frown forms on her lips. “He insulted Sawyer?”

I do my best to ignore her lack of interest in my dad, reminding myself that to her, he abandoned us. “He always does. And he insults you, too.”

Her face scrunches as if she just swallowed something sour. “What exactly did he say?”

“I’d rather not tell you.”

“Mak, just tell me. I’m a grown woman. I can handle it.”

Reluctantly, I give her a recap of what Dixon said. I expect her to get angry, but when I’m finished telling the story, she simply thrums her fingers against the table, seeming lost in thought.

“Well, I’m sure he didn’t mean it,” she finally says. “And I’m sure his father never told him that. Don is a wonderful man. I’m sure he wouldn’t spread rumors about me.”

Yeah, right. Dixon’s dad is more of a sexist douche than his son, something he proved when he ran for mayor and declared that women belonged at home and should spend their time supporting their husbands. Needless to say, he didn’t win, but people still buy cars from his dealerships.

I shake my head. “Dixon’s dad is a jerk, and you know it. Remember when he ran for mayor?”

She stacks the bills evenly and sets them aside. “Don is the only reason we still have a roof over our heads.”

I blink at her. “What are you talking about?”

She rises to her feet. “Nothing. Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

I swiftly scoot the chair back from the table, causing the legs to grind noisily against the chipped linoleum floor. “No way. You can’t just drop something like that on me and then walk away.”

“I can do whatever I want, Makayla.” She uses my full name as a warning that I’m about to push one too many of her buttons. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to take a shower and get to bed. I’m working the morning shift and part of the evening shift tomorrow.” She sighs. “It’s going to be a long day.”

A thousand questions burn at the tip of my tongue, but pushing my mom for information will only cause her to shut down more. So, I keep my trap shut, but that doesn’t mean I’m dropping the subject. I’ll just wait until she gets into the shower before snooping around.

She pauses in the doorway and turns back around. “Oh, about what happened earlier at the skate park.” Her tone softens slightly. “I didn’t mean to yell at you. It’s just that a girl was brought in who was pronounced dead on arrival. I heard the call come in over the radio, and they didn’t have her name yet, but her description fit you, so I sort of panicked. When I tried to call you, and your phone went to voicemail, I nearly lost it.”

All of my irritation toward her melts in an instant. If I were in the same position, I probably would’ve lost it, too. Hell, I barely kept it together when I saw police vehicles driving toward the lake.

“I’m so sorry.” I cross the room toward her. “I didn’t mean to let the battery go dead. Ev and I were working on a project for most of the day, and charging it kind of slipped my mind.”

She wraps her arms around me, pulling me in for a hug. “Just try to keep it charged from now on. I worry about you.”

I bob my head up and down, hugging her back. “I know you do, and I promise, from now on, I’ll try my hardest to keep my phone charged at all times.”

She steps back, her eyes a bit misty. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you, too.”

A small smile touches my lips. “Well, I don’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon.”

“Good.” She smooths my hair out of my eyes like she did when I was a little kid then gives me a strange look. “You’ve been feeling okay, though, right? I know it’s been a while since you stopped taking your medication. I just want to make sure you’re doing okay without it.”
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