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To my mom:

For putting me back together when it all came apart.
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Key Organizations and Groups:

The Sharks. Woodward High School’s swim team and prevailing obsession.

The Granger Club Team. A storied club team, founded by Jay Steeler and newly helmed by one of his protégés, Coach Jack Vernon. One of the best club teams in the Midwest, if not the country.

Minnows. The school’s fresh bait. Typically a title awarded via consensus to the school’s hottest freshmen girls.

The Echelon. The beautiful ones. The chosen few. The popular crowd.

Student Leadership Department. Enemy of freedom, champion of academic excellence and perverse school behavioral codes. Arbiter of after-school clubs and student rights. In bed with Administration.

Student Council Mafia. The pathologically cheerful student enforcement arm of the Student Leadership Department. Also, the cheerleader type.

The Strut Girls. Bailey Lawrence, Savannah Savage, and Mia Thompson. Goddesses among mortals. Star members of the Woodward High School Dance Team. Sworn enemies of the Student Council Mafia and the cheerleaders writ large.

Balladeers. The highlight of the Winters Dance. A group of male swimmers who each volunteer to auction off a single slow dance every year.










Important Figures to the Original Nina Faraday Investigation:

Woody Topornycky. Alien enthusiast, alcoholic, and the last person to see Nina Faraday alive.

Tommy Swift. Star swimmer, Coach Steeler’s protégé, and Nina’s on-again, off-again boyfriend.

Jack Vernon. Tommy Swift’s friend, teammate, and possible coconspirator. Later, the controversial coach appointed to the Granger Club Team.

Jay Steeler. Former Olympian and fabled architect of the Granger Club Team and the Woodward High School swim program. Coach Steeler would have undoubtedly protected his swimmers at all costs.

“The pizza guy.” The critical eyewitness who placed Tommy Swift at Coach Steeler’s house during the hours that Nina Faraday went missing.

Sheriff Cox. The longtime sheriff in charge of the initial investigation, related to Jay Steeler through his sister-in-law, Ann Steeler-Cox. Subsequently accused by Lydia Faraday of facilitating a cover-up.
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Prologue

We

We were athletes and anarchists, band geeks and gamers, virgins and sluts.

But mostly virgins.

We were dyslexic, and desperate for someone to notice us. We came from a constellation of small towns in the lower left corner of southwest Indiana, all tipped into the gravitational pull of the Woodward Central School District. We came from farms out past the Lincoln Walmart and condos near the College of Southern-Indiana at Housataunick. We came from the McMansions of Granger North, with Byron Park and the golf course, and the trailers of Granger South, with a Waffle House, an IHOP, and a pizzeria rumored to include a dime bag of weed when you ordered a veggie slice with extra green.

We were Christians, mostly. The Sandhus were Sikhs; the Kornsteins were Jewish; Olivia Howard claimed she was Wiccan. We were aspiring politicians and future farmers, violin players and JROTC cadets. We owned guns. We protested guns. We followed each other on Instagram. We wanted more followers on TikTok.

We dreamed of trending someday, for something, going viral for a spontaneous act of courage or for rocketing CHEETOS out of our noses at the doctor’s office. We envied Jack Hamlin’s older brother, Paul, who had 1.4 million subscribers on YouTube—even before the whole stampede debacle.

We could have told him bulls have no sense of humor, especially during breeding season.

We were hicks. We were pathologically shy. We didn’t want to be famous. We wanted to influence. To matter, to be special, to stand out. We wanted to be accepted.

We didn’t believe in cliques. We’d left cliques behind in middle school. But we stuck with our own kind. We believed in friend groups. Common interests. Extracurriculars. Sports. Clubs. Finding your people. To hell with all the rest of them.

We were different. We were ordinary.

We were the roughly thirty-six members of the private Discord server WoodwardSchoolBored, and before anything ever happened to Lucy, Lucy Vale happened to us.







PART 1





One

We

None of us know what happened to Lucy Vale. But all of us agree that by the time she set fire to the school mascot in front of Admin, it was too late to do anything about it.

At the time, we weren’t thinking about Lucy; we were thinking about dying, and how we really didn’t feel like doing it on a random Tuesday in March of our junior year. Shunted into closets, barricaded in our classrooms, sweltering inside the boiler room, we all imagined we were getting stormed by some psycho with a semiautomatic. We heard the fire trucks approach with the shrill of their alarms. We strained to hear gunshots. We speculated about the most likely culprit. Wyeth Boone. Allan Meeks. Lee Mailer. It’s always the quiet ones you can’t trust.

We texted our parents. There’s something happening at Woodward. We’re locked inside the art closet. I’m so scared. Are they saying anything on the news?? I think the cops are here. Pray for us. We reunited on Discord and complained about the smell in the art closet. Someone had farted, for sure.

We googled Woodward High School. We had shit service in the boiler room.



We realized we had to shit. We prayed that we wouldn’t crap our pants in a closet crammed with peers.

Then the loudspeaker spat out a burst of static, and Principal Hammill cleared his throat across the entire campus. “Sorry, kids,” he said. We’ll never forget that. Sorry, kids. “Looks like someone lit a fire in a recycling bin. We’re still clearing the grounds. Back to you as soon as possible.”

About sixty seconds later, he was back, this time sounding slightly annoyed. “To clarify, there is no active or inactive shooter. This has nothing to do with a gun. Like I said, it appears someone lit a fire in a recycling bin. Unfortunately we need to wait for the police before we can lift lockdown, so please stay where you are until I give the word.”

It wasn’t until we were funneled into the parking lot for a school-wide head count that we got a glimpse of the recycling bin, now a blackened deformity with a volcanic residue of char around it. A dozen firefighters and cops milled around the world’s most pathetic crime scene. We figured it was an accident, or a hack to avoid class.

We were dying to know who did it.

There was a brief panic when we found out that Connor Williams and Hannah Smith—the one in band, not the one who played soccer—hadn’t made it with the rest of the woodwinds into the parking lot. Mr. Cower, the band teacher, was practically molten with panic. He shoved through the crowd like one of us might secretly be concealing Connor and Hannah in our backpacks. We tossed around the idea that these two were the culprits because it was so absurd; they were both the type who actually got sad on weekends when they didn’t have any homework to do.

The mystery was short lived anyway. A hastily organized search party of theater geeks and brass hounds homed in on the sound booth, which was locked from the inside. A few minutes later, Connor and Hannah emerged, clearly in a conflagration of embarrassment, and it was pretty obvious to all of us what had happened. We started firing messages back and forth while waiting to return to our classes.



@geminirising: Anyone catching serious walk of shame vibes?

@mememeup: You mean walk of FAME

@badprincess: Is @hannahbanana’s sweater on inside out??

It was, actually.

@safireswiftly: omg

@safireswiftly: were Connor and @hannahbanana hooking up?

They were.

We found out later that Connor and Hannah were in the bathroom when the alarm triggered. Connor, who’d been in love with her forever, had been desperate to make sure Hannah was safe. It was kind of heroic actually, especially since we had all assumed there was an active shooter on campus at that point. They had bolted to the sound booth, the closest secure space. We heard from Allan Meeks, who’d heard the story from Connor, that they were holding hands in the dark, and one thing led to another. We heard from Willa Barrens, who’d heard from Hannah, that the one thing that had led there was Hannah’s crashing realization that she did not want to die a virgin.

It was unbelievable. Connor Williams was getting laid, and most of us couldn’t even get a hickey.

For a few days, we tossed theories back and forth while the school launched yet another investigation, its second in six weeks. But it didn’t occur to us that Lucy Vale’s absence the day of the fire might be connected, because by then her absence wasn’t special or significant. We weren’t even sure that she was planning to finish out the school year. She’d been absent since the Investigative Committee had wrapped its findings about the night of Ryan Hawthorne’s New Year’s Eve party. Most of us figured she had already dropped out. We didn’t know how she could come back. Her reputation was permanently destroyed. We figured she would be too ashamed.



We never, ever, ever dreamed that she would be angry. It wouldn’t have occurred to us in a million years that she would drive to school, sneak into Aquatics, and steal Sean the Shark from storage. That she would take the time to wheel a recycling bin up to Administration, keeping her hoodie pulled low and a sweatshirt zipped over her chin so she was practically unrecognizable.

We didn’t believe it at first, even after we heard that the sheriff was looking for her and Administration had leaked security footage from the Aquatics Center lobby to the local news.

Back then we’d worshipped Lucy, envied her, exalted and then hated her. We’d constructed her in pieces. We’d finally solved her like a puzzle. We knew by then that Lucy was a pathological liar, just like her mother. Some of us thought Lucy was an expert manipulator, a covert narcissist, a con artist, or all three. Some of us thought she was just cracked. Damaged, desperate, and suffering from major daddy issues.

But she wasn’t batshit. And she had no reason—no reason—to be angry at us. It didn’t make any sense.

Lucy Vale? we all kept saying. Our Lucy Vale?

Because even then, after everything that had happened, we still thought Lucy Vale belonged to us.

Then she torched our mascot, and we realized we were wrong.







Two

We

Akash Sandhu was the first to talk to the new girl but not the first to hear about her. That honor belonged to Emma Howard.

Emma Howard’s mom was a real estate agent. It was already late July when Mrs. Howard got the inquiry: a woman named Rachel Vale from Michigan wanted to rent a house. Her daughter, Lucy, would be enrolling at Woodward as a sophomore in just a few weeks’ time.

The Vales were clean, quiet, and nonsmokers.

Also, they “might” have a cat.

Whatever that meant.

The news blew up on our Discord server. We were in the hardcore grips of midsummer boredom: we were too young to drive, too hot to work, and too afraid to steal weed from our brothers’ rooms. July was crawling on its hands and knees through a heat wave, and so far the most exciting happening was an algae bloom in Byron Lake that temporarily greened the water.

At first we assumed that Lucy Vale would be an athlete, a transfer student who’d slipped under the Indiana High School Athletic Administration’s radar. The only reason to move to Granger was to attend Woodward High School, and the only reason to attend Woodward High School was for its athletics programs. Our girls’ track team was thriving, and our dance team was no joke. The previous year, Bailey Lawrence and the other Strut Girls had flipped and shimmied and catapulted their way into state championships, and almost ten thousand YouTube views.

And then, of course, there was our swim team.

But the athlete theory got shot down pretty quickly by Riley French; her uncle told her that the school was no longer taking athletics transfers, to comply with IHSAA requirements that might otherwise penalize our teams. Since Riley French’s uncle, Judd French, was the assistant director of our athletics department, we figured her intel was legit.

We were so desperate for excitement that we packed this shrapnel of mystery—a new girl, our year, and moving midway through the summer—with as much meaning as possible. We bombarded each other with a rapid barrage, a cross fire of questions we couldn’t answer, and theories we couldn’t confirm one way or the other.

@ktcakes888: Does anyone know why the new girl is moving?

@geminirising: Does anyone think it’s weird they waited this long to find a house??

@badprincess: I was thinking about that. It feels like it must be a last-minute thing

@skyediva: who moves last minute?

@mememeup: maybe her mom got a job

@badprincess: or a divorce?? Do we know if it’s just the two of them?

@lululemonaide: Has anyone found her profile?

We had not.

We frivoled away hours searching every Lucy and Lucie Vale, Veil, Vayle, and Vayel on every social media site we could think of for a soon-to-be sophomore from Michigan who looked like she might have a cat. We ruled out most account holders by age alone. But after that, things got murky. We found a handful of Instagram handles that might have been hers, but one was inactive, another had only a few photos, all of them generic, and the rest were set to private.

Alex Spinnaker turned up a Lucy Vale in Vancouver who’d been convicted of a string of low-level identity scams and tried to convince us that we were about to be served by a fugitive con artist and an accomplice posing as her mother.

We were skeptical, to say the least.

@brentmann: served how? Like what’s the con?

@mememeup: you mean besides america’s higher education system?

@spinn_doctor: Read the article I pinned

@highasakyle: maybe they’re planning to rip off the booster funds

@mememeup: this woman is 29, dude

@spinn_doctor: how do you know? She’s a con artist.

@ktcakes888: there’s a Lucy Vale in Ohio . . .

@badprincess: ew pass

@spinn_doctor: Emma’s mom said MI

@mememeup: if she’s a con artist, she could be from Morocco

@spinn_doctor: Nope. She’s Canadian. Read the article.

@badprincess: I’m so confused

@highasakyle: Wait—the article about cryptocurrency??

@spinn_doctor: read that one too

We agreed on one thing: we’d rather have a Canadian con artist than a Lucy Vale from Ohio. We fucking hated Ohio. We weren’t big on Michigan either. But Ohio?

That was the North Korea to our South Korea, the Crips to our Bloods.

Kyle Hannigan suggested someone friend the four most promising Lucy Vale profiles on Instagram. The real Lucy, he figured, would see we went to Woodward and accept.



Obviously that was a no go. We would have sooner volunteered to get a surprise tattoo than friend Lucy Vale before we knew what we were signing ourselves up for. What if she was a sociopath? What if she was from Ohio? Or just as bad—in the wrong fandoms? We hoped she wasn’t an anime head; we’d had enough secondhand anime exposure as it was—a full six channels devoted to it already, even though most of us weren’t even fans.

Hannah Smith—the one who played soccer, not the one in band—eventually tracked down a picture of a Lucy Vale from a volunteer event at an Ann Arbor, Michigan, animal center. But there were a dozen girls our age in the photograph, and Lucy wasn’t tagged; her name was just in the caption. We took bets on which girl looked most like a Lucy; we were torn between a super tall, skinny blond with glasses and bad acne, and a heavier girl with a unicorn on her T-shirt. Then @ktcakes888 pointed out that there were twenty-two volunteers named in the caption and only sixteen people in the photograph—which meant Lucy Vale might be excluded.

We were all relieved; the girl with the glasses looked like she had an eating disorder, and the one with the unicorn shirt looked kind of like a Karen. Actually, none of the girls looked much like a Lucy, we decided, which meant we could go back to imagining her. And it turned out we liked the question mark even more than the answer. She was whatever we imagined; she was all things at once. She was short and she was tall, into girls or boys or both, a comic book geek, a theater nerd, a sweeper on the JV soccer team. She was funny, poetic, cynical, and really into Ayn Rand. She was looking for a best friend, or to fall in love, for someone to change her life, and be changed.

Before we knew anything about her—not even what she looked like—Lucy Vale was looking for us.







Three

We

In the early days of August, we waited for the new girl and her mother to arrive, maybe with a cat, maybe not. A moving van spotted on Richmond Lane gave us a flicker of hope. So did the fact that a For Rent sign had vanished from one of the condos above the Garden Groves mini mall in Lincoln.

But both leads were false, and soon explained by the news that Sofia Young’s parents were getting a divorce.

@bassicrhythm: Sofia Young’s dad just moved out

@bassicrhythm: that’s why the moving van was there. He’s renting a place in Lincoln

@bassicrhythm: It’s pretty fucked up

@frenchkissesry: I don’t understand Sofia’s mom

@frenchkissesry: How do you not know that you’re a lesbian for 40 years?

@ktcakes888: wait WHAT????

@badprincess: WHAT

@badprincess: is that why her parents are getting separated?

@badprincess: Because Sofia’s mom is a lesbian??



@highasakyle: I don’t get why Mr. Young has a problem with that . . .

@highasakyle: . . . now he and his wife both like to bang other women

@nononycky: maybe Mrs. Young likes them to be of legal drinking age

@goodnightsky: wtf you guys this is so fucked up

@bassicrhythm: it really is

@highasakyle: My cousin took a class with Mr. Young

@highasakyle: He said the guy grooms a new girl every semester

@goodnightsky: no, I mean what you said

@nononycky: he teaches poetry. Enough said

@goodnightsky: this whole conversation is beyond fucked up

@ktcakes888: poor Sofia. I feel so bad for her

@badprincess: @goodnightsky is right. We shouldn’t be talking about this.

@badprincess: Especially behind Sofia’s back

@goodnightsky: OR IN FRONT OF MY FACE

That’s how we found out that Sofia Young was on Discord with us.

It was high-key awkward.

The problem with Discord was also the great thing about it: since our server was invite-only, we were lazy about tracking usernames. On Discord, usernames were like Instagram filters, slight alterations in tone and aesthetic that varied with our moods. Before we accidentally told Sofia her dad was a serial cheater with a taste for teenagers, for example, most of us just assumed @goodnightsky was Skyler Matthews because her old username was @goodskyelf, and @goodnightsky joined only a couple of weeks after Skyler said she was going to change it.

Ironically, we always figured it was safer to avoid our real names. We’d all heard horror stories about the time Harper Rowe was catfished by her friend Reese Steeler-Cox pretending to be their other friend Charlotte Anderson. “Charlotte” baited Harper into talking shit about Reese and got Harper permanently iced out of the in crowd. Poor Harper started middle school as one of the Echelon girls and ended it as a musical theater geek, all because of a friend’s Discord server and her misplaced trust in a username.

Then there was the rumor that Ryan Hawthorne’s creepy older stepbrother, Luke, had used Ryan’s name to make it onto a private Discord for the Woodward cheerleaders and solicit topless photos of at least three of the girls. Although, there was controversy about whether it was actually Ryan Hawthorne’s creepy stepbrother pretending to be Ryan Hawthorne who did it, or Ryan Hawthorne pretending to be his creepy stepbrother pretending to be Ryan Hawthorne. Either way, it made for crazy drama our freshman year and nearly got Ryan Hawthorne suspended from the swim team just before state championships, which would have been tragic.

Besides, our real names came with trip wires of social expectation. We couldn’t use our real names and interact honestly. That’s the other thing about Discord: we were all friends on the server, but we were only friends there.

High school wasn’t a hierarchy; it was a habitat, an ecosystem. We all had our places and our roles to play. School was a little like being onstage, acting out different parts in a play, reading different lines, following a script everyone knows but doesn’t remember learning. In the play, some characters are friends and some aren’t. Some characters act all their scenes together, and some are never onstage at the same time. No one knows why, and it doesn’t matter. That’s just how the play is written.

The Discord, to us, was the greenroom: a place where all the actors hung out before going onstage again.

That’s why we were lazy about usernames. Our real names were part of the script. They were characters we played every day.

On Discord, we could finally be our real selves, and no one would ever know.
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After the whole mix-up with Sofia Young, conversation about the new girl began to sputter, like a star burning through all its gas. By then it had been almost a week with no new information. Emma Howard hadn’t logged on to the server in weeks. According to Hannah Smith, Emma was coy the first time Hannah asked whether the Vales had found a house yet and seemed annoyed the second time. After Hannah asked a third time if Emma’s mom had shown the Vales any houses, Emma literally burst into tears, like there was a water balloon behind her face and Hannah’s question had popped it. She didn’t know, she wished Hannah would stop asking, she wished Hannah would maybe ask about Emma for a change, because it felt like Hannah only talked to her when she wanted something and it really wasn’t fair, she was super stressed, she was assistant stage director for the youth theater’s production of Peter Pan opening in three days, like did Hannah even know what a stage director was, and she hadn’t even seen her mom in like a week because she was so busy planning her dumb wedding to that totalitarian freckledick she was engaged to.

@hannahbanana: Emma doesn’t really get along with her mom’s fiance.

@lululemonaide suggested that we buy tickets to Peter Pan. @mememeup told her that he would rather have an actual freckle for a dick. @lululemonaide logged off in an obvious huff. We felt kind of bad about it. But we were already short on fun things to do. We weren’t trying to go full deficit.

Thank God the Sharks were getting back in the water. We’d noticed a welcome banner for the new team season hanging outside Aquatics, and Ethan Courtland had spotted Coach Radner sporting a ferocious sunburn and vacation stubble, talking on his cell phone outside the pool entrance while Ethan was practicing three-point turns in the Woodward lot.



We could always count on the boys’ swim team for distraction; being consumingly, pathologically obsessed with the Sharks was as fundamental a requirement at Woodward as wearing pants to class.

That year the Granger Club Team, the all-year training team that pushed most of the best swimmers to compete for the Sharks during the high school swim season, had gotten a new coach: Jack Vernon. He’d trained under the infamous Coach Steeler and competed with Tommy Swift during the all-star season that was derailed by Nina Faraday’s disappearance. We knew little about him beyond that he was leaving a position with one of the Granger Club Team’s fiercest rivals. We agreed that his appointment was a coup for the Steeler family; they’d been pushing to restore Coach Steeler’s legacy and reputation since his death from colon cancer the year before we got to high school.

We wondered what Coach Vernon would mean for our season. We obsessed over the status of Jeremiah Greene’s elbow injury. We scoured Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and Twitch for video proof that JJ Hammill, a sophomore, and Ryan Hawthorne, a junior, had really challenged the senior cocaptains to a 200-meter relay at Byron Lake—and possibly even won. We couldn’t find proof one way or another; there was some confusion about whether the race had actually happened.

August slurped toward September.

We played video games and watched YouTube. We scooped ice cream and rotated hot dogs. We mowed lawns and painted sheds. Our older siblings went back to college. Nick Topornycky’s uncle was back in jail.

We heard Sofia Young had gone to stay with her grandparents for a while.

We heard from Administration: the Aquatics Center might soon be under renovation again. We wondered if the girls’ locker room would finally get a Jacuzzi and steam room like the boys’ had.

We dreamed of roiling water and woke up in a sweat.



We had so many weird dreams in August that we made a channel to talk about weird dreams. In some of them we were swimming, flashing through water that felt like air. In others, we drowned.

@lululemonaide had a dream she was in trouble. She was trying to charge her cell phone so she could call for help, but the charger was always a strawberry by the time she was trying to fit it into the wall.

@hannahbanana had a dream that she was on a boat with Principal Hammill, filming a scene from Jaws. Principal Hammill, the director, was instructing her to jump from the boat, which was a diving board, into a pool filled with hundreds of extras dressed in shark costumes. But she realized right as her feet left the board that the whole thing was a setup, a trick by the sharks, who were real, only pretending to be actors.

We didn’t know what any of it meant. We suggested meditation podcasts.

We were anxious and suddenly regretful for all the time we’d spent being bored. We got nostalgic remembering that we’d been excited about the new girl weeks earlier. We felt nostalgic for July and the promise of change.

Emma Howard’s mood, at least, had improved after the three-day run of Peter Pan successfully concluded and earned a generally positive review in the county newspaper. She logged on to Discord, finally, to offer her theory about what had happened to the new girl.

@emheddles: Maybe the Vales changed their minds about moving

@emheddles: my mom said that she wasn’t helping them anymore

That part turned out to be true, although not in the way we, or Emma, had interpreted it. Later we figured out that when Mrs. Vale called saying she was interested in renting a house, she meant a specific house, one they’d already seen plenty of times, at least online. All Emma’s mom had done was get the Vales in touch with the owner.



But Emma wasn’t the type to ruminate on semantics, and neither were we. So we assumed that her explanation—that the Vales had changed their minds—was right.

We were almost offended. It felt like we’d been ghosted. The shared spark of interest we’d been carrying went right down the toilet bowl. It was like the lights came up on a really good movie, and we all suddenly remembered we were sitting in third-period English. Embarrassed somehow. A little lonely too.

But we were used to falling a little in love in our imaginations and getting our hearts broken in real life.

Facts were facts: Lucy Vale wasn’t coming.

Until, one day, she did.
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