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CHAPTER 1

—_———

The third stall in the restroom of Ozzy’s Pizza is my favorite spot
in town. It's not anything I'd say out loud because it suggests
something . . . well, nasty about the place I've called home my
whole life—Fairville, Georgia, isn’t great, but it’s not public toilet
bad. For me, this third stall, with its rusty hinges and eternally
sticky tiles, holds sentimental value in the form of small, boxy
letters written in permanent marker. CAMILLE + TONY FOREVER,
surrounded by a sea of other declarations of love, obscene doo-
dles, and phone numbers. Camille and Tony, my parents. The
sixteen-year-old version of my mother wrote their names here,
but turns out happily ever after wasn’t in the cards. They divorced
two years ago. I haven’t seen or spoken to Mom since, but she feels
so present here that sometimes I wonder if it’s possible for a liv-
ing person to haunt a place. I'm pretty confident that dead people
can, but for those who are gone, not from life in the literal sense
but gone from my life, there must be some sort of gray area, and
I'm all up for exploring it—even if it means frequent visits to a
bathroom in the back of an ancient pizza shop. My little sad-girl
haven and inferno all wrapped up in one.



“Simone, hurry up. What are you doing in there?” my best
friend, Kira, shouts, banging on the stall door.

I slip on my happy-girl mask because the sad-girl thing is a
secret tightly held between me, these metal graffitied walls, and
Cory Gooding—the boy who made me seek refuge here tonight
in the first place.

“Simone!” Kira shouts again before her heavily mascaraed
lashes and amber iris appear in the obnoxiously large gap be-
tween the side of the stall and the door.

I slide open the lock and push out, nearly knocking her over.
“And to think you would have been mad at me if you caught a
glimpse of something you didn’t want to see”

“Oh, stop. That toilet has been out of order since freshman
year”

“As if there aren’t a dozen other private things someone might
do in a bathroom?” I turn on the tap and pump some soap into
my hands. “Does Rich know what a deviant you are?” I ask even
though if anyone’s a deviant in their relationship, it's him.

She grins mischievously and retouches her lip gloss. “Of
course. Why do you think he asked me out?”

“You two are horrible for each other. You know that, right?”

She blows me a kiss in the mirror, thinking I'm joking around,
and that's my own fault. Rich Pearson is your stereotypical hot,
athletic, horny teenage boy. He doesn’t have any business being
anybody’s boyfriend. I should have told Kira the truth when
she asked what I thought about her dating him. Instead, I drop
passive-aggressive hints about his wandering eyes and watch
them float right through her head. But I'm going to make it right
soon. I have to before she gives up her spot at art school and fol-
lows him to South Carolina where he’ll play D2 football—and her.

Kira frowns in the mirror, gently pressing her fingers against
the frizzy cornrows along her hairline. “Is my hair flat in the



back?” She spins around, her golden-brown coils sending the fra-
grance of coconut into the air.

It rained for a few minutes at the end of the football game
tonight, and shoving her hair under the hood of Rich’s jacket did
a number on it. I fluff it out for her and twirl a few curls around
my finger to redefine them. Without prompting, she turns and
fiddles with my braids, swooping some back and securing them
with a clip for a half-up, half-down look. We both examine our
refreshed reflections in the mirror, then exit the restroom as
the version of ourselves that the general populace of Pinegrove
Academy knows.

Unbothered. Assured. Unrivaled.

I have many masks.

—

KIRA and I weave through huddles of our classmates, all buzz-
ing with excited energy after our final-quarter comeback. The
captain of the team, Jeremiah Hutchinson, sits on his throne in
the center of our curved booth, huge smile plastered on his face,
dark skin gleaming. He and Rich replay his game-changing first
down for a group of juniors who would kill to claim our booth
when we graduate. There’s a certain neediness about them that
makes my skin tingle with the same sort of embarrassment you
feel when you discover no one told you you've been walking
around with food stuck between your two front teeth. Some-
times I worry that the neediness I feel every day shows on me as
starkly, clings to me as tightly, as dark spinach across white teeth.
But I know it’s an irrational fear. I am a vault, expertly camou-
flaged. It's something I've learned to take pride in, which is why
the presence of Cory Gooding rattles me so much.

“Excuse me,” Kira says, and Jeremiah’s fan club parts for us.
Knowing their idols™ attention won’t return to them, they drift



back toward the arcade area. They each wear a white T-shirt with
a royal-blue letter painted on it. H-U-T-C-H.

Kira slips into the booth and scoots toward Jere to make
room for me. Piper, whose platinum-blond hair is pulled into a
tight ponytail and adorned with a ridiculously large cheer bow,
has claimed the spot next to Rich. She sits unnecessarily close to
him, arm to arm, leg to leg, but Kira doesn’t notice. She never
notices. And all the guys love to tell Rich how lucky he is to have
such a chill girlfriend—one of those stupid not-like-other-girls
things. Chill girls don’t get jealous. Chill girls can “take a joke
They don’t need a text back, or quality time, or any words of affir-
mation. Chill girls lie to win the affection of mediocre boys. Kira
is not a chill girl. She just throws trust out like confetti. I balance
my friend’s naive energy by giving Rich a critical look up and
down. He pulls a confused face, but he knows exactly why I'm
shooting daggers because he scoots a few inches away from Piper
before throwing himself back into the conversation.

I could not be less interested in the latest pair of beefing rap-
pers, so I turn my attention to the muted big-back TV mounted
in the corner across from us. The news shows the smiling face
of Natalie Dawson—a nineteen-year-old who attended the lo-
cal community college and went missing three months ago. I
made a terrible mistake around that time, but talk of Natalie’s
disappearance was enough to distract me from the gnawing
regret.

I'm so caught up trying to read the tiny closed captions that
I don't register Cory walking over to us until he is there ask-
ing what everyone would like to drink. We haven't had a proper
conversation in more than two years, but the smell of him will
always be familiar to me. Woody and clean, sharp enough to
cut through the rancidness of overused frying oil and the bite
of cheap tomato sauce that is ever present in this place. I feel his



eyes on me, but I keep my own glued to the TV. These encounters
between me and him happen every few weeks, and I hate the way
they shake me up. Just a glimpse of Cory and my focus is shot for
the rest of the day.

Rich bumps the table with his knee. “Simone, tell the dude
what you want to drink”

“No rush,” Cory says.

He’s traded what used to be his signature fro for two-strand
twists, and they look frustratingly good on him. “Sprite, please,”
I say, eyes back on the news.

Cory points at the screen with his server pad. “Crazy she
hasn't turned up yet, huh?”

Everyone else looks over at the TV as if it has appeared out
of nowhere.

Rich tousles his wavy brown hair. “Doubt they’ll find her alive
at this point”

“You would know;” Jere snickers.

Kira shoves his shoulder. “That’s not funny” She scowls at
Rich. “And stop being so negative.”

“Sad, but he’s probably right,” Cory says, angling his head
toward Rich.

“What makes you say that?” Piper asks.

Cory presses the back of his pen a few times, the clicking
sound filling the space in the air while he decides how to answer.
“Mama Dee saw her ghost”

Everyone, except me, sits smiling slightly, waiting for Cory’s
face to break, for him to reveal that he’s joking, but that won't
happen.

Jere snorts. “Wait, you lyin. Mama Dee, that hundred-year-
old lady that does psychic readings for like a hundred dollars a
minute?”

“Yes”



Cory doesn’t joke. Not with people he doesn’t know well, at
least. He says what he means and means what he says, and he is
very intentional about every word he chooses.

Rich laughs. “You really believe she sees dead people?”

“Why shouldn’t I?”

Rich points from Cory to me. “You and this dude would get
along, Simone. Yall are both into that spooky stuff”

“Yeah. I think wed get along great,” Cory says, playing like we
don't already know each other. “Maybe we can find out at your
Halloween party this year?”

“And he’s smooth with it!” Jere leans over and daps Cory up.

My annual Halloween party is the biggest event at Pinegrove
every year outside of prom. Each student gets a personal invite
and I go all out. It’s not just an excuse to drink and party. I fully
embrace the spirit of the season. YOU WILL HAVE FUN. YOU WILL
FEEL FEAR was stamped on the envelope of every invitation last
year, and I did not fail to deliver. Horror feels like home to me.

“C’mon, Simone,” Rich nudges. “Don’t leave him hanging”

“It’s Pinegrove only”

Cory shrugs. “Thats too bad” He pops his pen once again.
“T'll be right back with your drinks.”

Rich stares after him, squinting. “Didn’t he actually go to
Pinegrove at some point?”

Realization dawns on Jeres face and he does a double take
right as Cory slips behind the counter. “He did! He was in my
ninth-grade math class. Piper, you used to cheat off all his tests,
‘member?”

“Do I remember cheating off someone in freshman math?
Sure. Do I remember it being that guy? No.”

“Not surprised. You cheated off—and on—a lot of people that
year.



Piper opens her mouth to retort, but Jere keeps talking. “I
wonder if he can hoop. Coulda used his height on the basketball
team.”

Cory cannot hoop. The thought of him trying to do anything
remotely athletic almost makes me crack a smile. He and I have
that in common. Long limbs everyone expects us to put to use in
competitive feats. We've both gone our whole lives letting people
down when those limbs don’t match their expectations. A waste
is what I overheard my eighth-grade volleyball coach call my
height. A bitch is what she overheard me call her. That was my
last day on the team. That was my last day on any sports team.

“Hey, man,” Rich says as Cory returns with our drinks, “I
think you can get an invite to the party on a technicality. Once
an Eagle, always an Eagle”

“Yeah? What do you say—"

“See you on the thirty-first” I rush the words out, just want-
ing him to go away already.

“Bet. I'll be there” He passes out straws to everyone. “Do yall
know what you want to eat?”

“One large pepperoni and one extra cheese for the table, please,”
Rich says.

“Anything else?” Cory asks, eyes on me.

“Nope. That’s it,” Rich answers.

Cory waits to see if I have anything to add. When I say noth-
ing, he taps his notebook and smiles. “I'll be out with your order
soon.”

“Thank you!” Kira supplies in the overly cheerful way she
tends to do when she senses any tension or awkwardness.

Jere waits until Cory is out of earshot but still whispers when
he speaks. “He was friends with that kid who got run over the
summer before tenth grade, wasn’t he?”



My gut clenches, and goose bumps erupt across my skin. This
conversation is taking a turn in the exact direction I wanted to
avoid. Toward the exact reason I don’t speak to Cory anymore.

“Yeah, you're right,” Rich says. “Hit-and-run. What was his
name? He went to Eastside. Trenton James?”

Jones, 1 correct in my head. Trenton Jones. I grit my teeth
as they debate about his name. Trey? Tristan? Piper throws in
Michael out of nowhere and I have to take a sip of my drink to
busy my facial muscles and keep from scowling. But when they
turn the conversation back to the accident, I pray for them to
continue the name game. Because I can’t hide how I feel about
that. Not for long. My eyes dart around the shop, searching for
something else to focus on. The news segment on Natalie is over,
and a cringey used-car commercial plays. I recite the jingle in my
head three times, trying to drown out the conversation around
me. After that, I switch to counting ceiling tiles. I get to twenty-
one before switching to the number of hat-covered heads and
then to the number of posters on the wall. I can’t concentrate
on anything for long. Snippets of their conversation continue to
break through, making my armpits sweat, making my throat dry.
I tear at my paper straw wrapper, and when that’s obliterated, I
go at a bunch of napkins.

“Did they ever find the person who hit him?” Rich’s question
cuts through all my attempts to tune the conversation out.

“Yes,” I say, fiddling with the row of piercings on my left ear.
“Some old guy who should have been off the roads a decade ago”
I shrug, trying to seem less affected than I am. Trying to pretend
that I am okay with the fact that I will never have closure. “The
news said he had a stroke and died before they were able to bring
formal charges.”

“Dang, that's messed up. So is that why Cory left Pinegrove?
Couldn’t cope?” Jere asks.



Kira places a firm hand on my bouncing thigh. “Um, y’all?
Can we maybe not talk about the beginning of sophomore year?”
she snaps, eyebrows near her hairline, head leaning in my direc-
tion.

It takes a few seconds before it clicks for Rich and Jere. A few
seconds before sincere apologies pour out of them. The begin-
ning of sophomore year is when Mom left. They know how hard
it was on me and were surprisingly supportive despite typically
showing the emotional intelligence of a brick wall. What they
don’t know is that I made friends with both Cory and Trenton a
few months before that. They don’t know the mess losing Tren-
ton only two months before my mother made of me. The way it
imploded the deep friendship Cory and I had so quickly formed.
The way it destroyed the blossoming flirtation between us. They
don’t know because I never told them. Because that part, the part
where I spent the summer playing video games with two nerdy
boys while my parents finalized their divorce—while the friends
in front of me went to fancy summer camps or flew to foreign
countries for vacation—doesn’t fit the version of myself I spent
all of ninth grade formulating. My mom taught me how to do
that. How to protect myself with smoke and mirrors. Me and all
my masks. It’s no wonder I throw the best Halloween parties.

I spot Cory staring at me across the room, always with an
expression of knowing, and I'm suddenly feeling eager to outdo
myself.



CHAPTER Z

—_———

My friends drop me off at home. I have my license because Dad
forced me to take lessons and get it, but all my interest in driving
died with Trenton. As I walk down the driveway toward the side
door, with the floodlight from the garage illuminating my path,
I am uncomfortably aware of how my night transitioned from
being haunted by the living to being haunted by the dead. All I
can think about is what Trenton’s final moments must have been
like. I didn’t witness the accident myself, but I went to the site.
Saw the tire marks in the road. The bit of ruined sod in the yard
of 29 Edgewood Lane. My mind fills in the gaps that I don’t want
to be filled. Trenton walking down that dark street. Blinding light.
The squeal of brakes. I pick up my pace, ready to get inside and
make these thoughts stop.

Dad pulls open the door before I can get my key in the lock.

“Sim Simma!” he shouts, stepping aside to let me in. “How
was the game?”

Dad was an NFL offensive tackle before he retired and started
a real estate business. Despite pleas from the community, he
stays a comfortable distance away from the high school football
scene.



I set my bag down on the kitchen island and slip out of my
shoes. “Close one, but we pulled it off”

He nods, unsurprised. “Homecoming next week, right?”

I walk over and give him a kiss on the side of his bald head.
“Yes. Game Friday. Dance Saturday”

“Oh, homecoming dance on your birthday? How you feel
about that?”

I shrug and don't share that I'm secretly hoping the dance
will have everyone too distracted to remember it’s my birthday.
I have intentionally failed to remind people that it’s coming up.
I'm not one for the spotlight. Dad has always said his NFL days
taught him that admiration and scrutiny walk a thin line. Offer-
ing myself up for that coin toss? Yeah, no thanks.

Dad sniffs the air hard as I move to turn on the light under-
neath the microwave.

“I smell Ozzy’s. You got some leftovers for your old man?”

“You're not an old man yet, but I want you to be one someday,
so no. I will not participate in worsening your already high cho-
lesterol and blood pressure.”

“Slightly elevated,” he corrects.

I ignore him and sift through the stack of mail he set aside for
me. It's mostly ads from local colleges encouraging me to Apply
Now!, but I already have all my applications in, and after working
hard for my 4.6 GPA, I have no doubt I'll get into my top choices
and start making moves toward a career in biotech. Academics
always came easily to me. It was the social stuff that took work,
but I've never been averse to working hard.

I glance out the kitchen window and it’s oddly dark out. “Hey,
Dad?” I look over to where he is getting cozy on the couch with
our black cat, Serling. “T think the light bulb in the flood—" No
sooner do the words leave my mouth than the light blinks back
on, just as it has sporadically done for the past several months.
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“You good, Simma?” Dad calls.

“Yeah, never mind,’ I say distractedly, peering out the window.
I've mentioned the bulb to him a few times, and he always checks
and finds nothing wrong. “I'm tired. Gonna head up to bed”

“All right. Get some rest!” he calls over the Netflix tudum.

Upstairs, I make a beeline for my bedroom window. It has the
same view as the kitchen one, only a higher vantage point. I push
aside my blackout curtains and swear I see the light above the ga-
rage turn off and on in quick succession, not in the way of a dy-
ing bulb, but like someone is fiddling with the switch. That light
taunts me. Fluttering. Blinking. Turning on and off at random
moments. Sometimes it feels like it tracks me. An eye. Following.
Watching. Boring through my masks. Peering at what’s inside.
Judging. My heart rate picks up. People are supposed to be afraid
of the dark, not lights. I tell myself it must be a bad breaker or
something, but it doesn’t eliminate the tremble that has formed
in my fingers.

The warm light flashes once again, this time taking on a red-
dish hue, and for the third time tonight, my thoughts drift to-
ward hauntings. Rich was right. I love spooky stuff. But I prefer
the kind that I orchestrate. I like to be in control of the horror. To
talk about it. Read about it. To piece together terrors and mys-
teries. I like to set the eerie scenes and tell the scary stories. I do
not like whatever is going on in that garage, electrician-fixable
or not.

I close my curtains, stride to my desk, and open my laptop,
eager to distract myself with some other mystery. I type Fairville
legends.com into the address bar. I visit this site a few times a
week, always certain to clear my browser history after. There’s
nothing bad or embarrassing here, and no one uses my computer
other than me, but it’s part of my ritual because the site is run by
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Cory. Erasing him from my browser history is my tiny symbolic
way of erasing thoughts of him from my head each day. He uses
this blog to piece together terrors and tell stories the way I do in
my head. Local and nearby missing persons, murders, cold cases,
urban legends. All things dark and mysterious. All possibilities
explored in the search for answers, both natural and paranor-
mal. I want to reread his series on Natalie Dawson. She became
Fairville’s sweetheart when everyone learned that she deferred
her admission to Brown to care for her sick grandmother. That
information didn’t come out until shed already been missing for
two weeks—it was the thing that suddenly made people care. But
I learned of her disappearance on day one, thanks to Cory’s blog.
I move my cursor to the archives section, but a fresh post from
this morning steals my attention.

BLOG ENTRY 076 / OCTOBER 8

CATEGORY: FAIRVILLE URBAN LEGENDS
EPISODE 3, PART 1

Welcome back, fright fiends! Today we’ll be sampling a bit of
local lore straight out of Champlain Park and Recreation Center.
Now, I’'m sure you’re staring at your screen, jaw slack. What’s
the CPRC done to land a spot on my dark and mysterious

little blog? Champlain? Where so many of the good people of
Fairville, Georgia, spend summer days splashing in its Olympic
saltwater pool or playing tennis on its state-of-the-art courts?
Surely there’s nothing sordid about the beloved summer
landing spot, right? Well, yes and no. The rec center sits on

a plot of land that spans 216 acres—and not all of them have
been developed. Next time you explore Champlain’s sprawling
hiking trails, stop at mile marker 2.5. Still your body, quiet your
mind, and you just might sense a mysterious charge in the air.
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If you’re feeling brazen, hop off trail, travel thirty or forty paces
to the southeast, and you’ll see the first signs. Maybe the mud-
caked hand of a marionette or a tiny porcelain foot. Maybe an
acrylic eye, locked mid-blink, or a stained pillowy torso.

Follow the phony body parts, and you’ll find Doll’s Head Lake.

While the abandoned toys have certainly captured the attention
and intrigue of the occasional hiker (scroll through the photos
on Champlain’s Google reviews), the mystery doesn’t end
there. Two weeks ago | stopped in Tandy’s Thrifted Treasures,
as | often do. In the book section, | found a tattered copy of
Fairville: A History. I've checked this book out from the library
two dozen times, often for references made in this very blog, so
| was geeked to find a copy of my own. But the real treat came
when | got home and flipped through the dusty pages only to
find them annotated by an especially thorough individual. The
words below were written on the page behind a photo of the
Champlain groundbreaking back in 1957.

A dark specter lives on the banks of Yearwood Lake.
Do not enter the wood without offering stake.

Make a deal and you’re in her debt.

Those who’ve met her call her Regret.

Upon further research, | discovered that Yearwood Lake is
indeed the formal name of the body of water tucked behind
the CPRC. It seems to have taken on the Doll’'s Head moniker
around 1960, and | can’t help but wonder if the scattered doll
parts are tied to the ghost called Regret and the offerings
the author of the annotations mentioned. More research to
do on my end, so stay tuned for my next installment. But in
the meantime, if you’re feeling bold enough to explore the
mysteries of Doll’'s Head Lake on your own, tread carefully, and
maybe stop by the toy store for a gift before you go—just in
case.
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Until next time, may your adventures be filled with both terror
and wonder.

Keep it creepy, friends.
C.

I open another tab on my browser and search for those Goo-
gle reviews. I click through the photos and it’s exactly as I imag-
ined while reading the blog. Old broken toys arranged along an
overgrown path leading to a marshy lake with a rickety dock.
Deliciously eerie. An excited rush courses through me. How had
I never heard of this? Those woods would make the perfect back-
drop for my annual party. I navigate to the CPRC website and
look up the cost of reserving the banquet hall. It’s three hundred
dollars an hour on such short notice, but that’s no concern. Dad
will gladly swipe his card. I grab my notepad as idea after idea
pops into my mind. We could decorate the room to look like an
old haunted house. I could hire a ventriloquist with one of those
wooden dummies to put on a show. The whole football team
could hide in the woods, ready to jump out and scare everyone
during a midnight hike out to Doll’s Head Lake for a bonfire.

I've generated a Pinterest board and am halfway through
drafting a text to Kira with my ideas before I remember: Cory
is going to be at the party. I'd rather die than have him find out
I've read his blog. That I was fascinated enough to base my best
and final Halloween party around his discovery. He can’t know
that I think of him every day. That I hear his voice in my head as
I read his words. And he will know. I could lie up and down, say
I stumbled upon the spot during a walk or saw the Google pho-
tos while trying to reserve the party room. Everyone else would
buy it, no problem, but he will know, and he cant. I cannot give
him that.
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My whole body deflates. I chew my bottom lip and return
to scrolling through the blog post when another idea hits me. I
grab my phone, delete everything I was about to send Kira, and
type something new.

Me
what do you think about throwing a seniors-
only party next week after the homecoming

game? October 15th.

A typing bubble appears right away.

Kira
Simone Washington! Are you actually trying
to plan something for your birthday this
year!?
Me
My birthday is the 16th.

Kira
And what? You planned to wrap up all the
festivities before the clock strikes midnight?
Me
No. | just want it to be about us. Not
me. And an exclusive event will get the
underclassmen even more hype for my
party at the end of the month

Kira
Did you come up with something for that
yet?
Me
No and it'll be hard to top what I'm thinking
for this, but that's a problem for future me.

16



Kira

Babe | already told you my motto for senior
year is ALL THE THINGS. Only thing you
gotta do is let me call it your birthday party.

My aversion to birthday celebrations will have to be put aside,
because with only one week to plan, I'm going to need Kira’s help

to pull this off.

Fine.
Kira

xoxoxox!! Come by Layla’s place in the
morning so we can brainstorm!
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