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Prologue
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I don't like this. We've never gone to a dealer's den to pick shit up before, and I have a really bad feeling about it. The guys insisted the new dealer had morphine, though. I haven't had morphine in a while, it's been hyrdos, percs, and that T3 shit. I had said no to going with them, repeatedly. They caved and we got drunk and smoked some weed instead. Then they brought it up again, informed me he had morphine, and I caved. Some tall, rather thin, greasy, ugly guy answers the door. He's got sores on his arms and rotting teeth in his mouth. I'm extremely aware of his breath from five feet away, it smells like some animal died in his mouth four days ago. I don't like his eyes either. His eyes are yellow and crazy looking. Dangerous. I don't want to go in.

“Well ain't you something sexy,” the guy acknowledges me first in a horrible raspy voice, licking his lips. I feel like I'm going to puke. There's not enough drugs or alcohol in the world.

“I'm going to go wait in the car,” I tell Tony, and turn to walk away.

“Hey, relax,” Tony grabs my arm, pulling me back. “It's going to take a minute to do the deal.”

“Yeah, mama, why don't you come on in and sit your fine ass down, I'll give you a taste of what you came for, make sure you like it,” greasy ugly says.

“I'm good,” I reply.

“Well, we ain't, don't blow this for us,” Rodney snaps. I stare at him. “Come on, it'll only take a damn minute. This is the reunion party right?”

“Whatever,” I mutter.

My gut is saying no. Tony still has a death grip on my arm, pulling me inside with him. He pushes me down on a couch that looks like it has to be infested with some kind of bug, or many kinds of bugs. I feel twitchy at the thought of it, but I don't make a fuss. They're right. We have a reunion night after every fight. Tony just got out of the hospital two days ago after I beat the shit out of him for not taking 'no' for an answer. I'm about eighty percent sure I made it to where he'll never spawn. He was trying to force himself on me. We've had a deal for years. I get a little crazy in the summers, but during the school year I don't party as hard. I pop pills throughout the day but my work gets done, my homework gets done, and from Friday night to Sunday morning, we do whatever the hell we want, which is usually me getting high and drinking while those two try to get laid at some party these days. But we have an understanding. I'm one of the guys. I am off limits. Tony broke that understanding and I beat the snot out of him for it.

“Here we go,” the guy puts some powder on the table in front of us and gets it lined up. He offers me a straw. I shake  my head. “What's your poison, darling?”

“She only does pain meds,” Tony tells him.

“I got your pain meds right here,” he puts some tablets down on the table and crushes them, then goes back to trying to hand me the straw. I shake my head again. “You want some of this shit or not? All or nothing, unless you a cop.”

“She's not a cop. Kelly, it's the damn morphine, take a hit so we can get the fuck out of here,” Tony snaps.

“Whatever,” I take the straw and we all snort a line. “That ain't morphine,” I groan. I know the moment something's wrong.

“This is good shit, we'll take it,” Tony says, taking out the money to hand to him. The guy takes the money and counts it. Everything starts to feel weird...my body feels heavy.

“You're short.”

“You told us a hundred would cover.”

“New customers bring two hundred for the first round,” greasy snaps.

“We ain't got two hundred, you said a hundred, you got your hundred,” Rodney snaps.

“Relax, we can come to an agreement. Instead of the other hundred, I fuck your bitch and we call it even,” the guy says.

“What?” my head snaps up.

“Fine,” Tony says.

“Give us our shit first,” Rodney adds.

“Here we go sweet cheeks,” the guy grabs my arm and throws something onto the table.

“Excuse me?” I stare at him. My arms and legs feel like heavy rubber. I'm trying to fight and it's not working. It's getting too hot. My ears start ringing. He's pulling me down a hallway, my feet are barely able to get under me to keep me from tripping. The whole place smells like burnt meth. “Let me go.”

“Alright,” he says and shoves me at something. I hit my head as I'm going down. I feel his knee in my back, and his hands on my ass. I try to kick and he laughs. He pins me with a knee in my back and moves my shorts down.

“GET OFF ME!” I scream.

“Oh, feisty,” he comments.

“GET THE FUCK OFF ME!”

“I like them feisty,” he says and then I feel something hit the back of my head. I cry out, feeling tears coming out. I start whimpering. I can no longer move. I feel his gross, rough hands pulling my pants down and then my panties. “Relax sweet cheeks,” his hands hit my ass, “You're going to enjoy this,” he says. I get movement back out of sheer panic and start struggling again and get a blow to the side of the head this time. I still struggle, moving every body part I can, until the moment I feel it. I feel him enter me, roughly, and it hurts. It hurts like hell. I feel it when he meets resistance, and then I scream when he jams himself through it. Then I'm done. I feel myself floating away from my body, my eyes closed hard, praying that he'll just kill me when he's done.

But he didn't.
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Chapter 1

Amazing Grace
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“16 year old female, found on the sidewalk in front of her house, clothes torn, contusions to the head and chest—”

I'm fading in and out. I'm aware that I'm moving on something. I'm being moved. My head hurts and I start crying.

“What's her name?”

“Kelly, Kelly Konnell,” that voice sounds familiar.

“You know her, doc?”

“I'm her Godfather. Kelly, what happened? Can you hear me?”

“She's on something, Rocky, and it smells like it's been mixed with alcohol. We need a tox screen—”

“Looks like we need to do a rape kit too. Her head has been hit though, we need to get her into CT, page neuro.”

“Oh God. Kelly, who did this to you?”

“Rocky, step away, you can't help on this one,” someone says. “Go call her parents.”

I feel someone messing with my legs.

“STOP!” I scream as I start kicking. “GET OFF OF ME! GET OFF OF ME!”

“Going to need to sedate her.”

I open my eyes and spot a needle.

“GET AWAY!” I scream but I feel it pierce and then everything goes black.

There he is again. He's pulling me down the hallway. He pushes me into something. He's lowering my panties. I feel him down there.

“NOOO!” I scream, and suddenly I'm sitting up in a hospital room. I look around. He's not here. Grease monkey isn't here.

“You're safe, you're safe, Mom's here, you're safe,” Mom pops up beside me. I look at her, horrified. I open my mouth to say something, apologize, but a sob escapes my mouth as my eyes blur with tears. She wraps her arms around me, holding me to her over the railing of the hospital bed, rubbing my back. “You're safe now, baby girl, you're safe now.”

“I'm so sorry,” I sob. “I'm so sorry.”

“Shhh it's okay, you're okay,” Mom repeats. “You're okay.”

“Ma'am, with your permission...” another woman in the room. I turn and spot the badge before I see the whole uniform. I look back at Mom, the tears keep coming.

“Kelly, Officer Trina needs to ask you about what happened,” Mom says quietly. I shake my head, the tears still coming.

“Don't leave.”

“I'm not going anywhere.”

“Kelly,” that would be Officer Trina. “Do you know who did this to you?” Trina asks.

“N-n-n-no,” I get out. I don't know his name. “The—the house I was at.”

“Kelly, we got a 911 call reporting a teenager passed out in an alley,” Trina informs me. I stare at her in horror. “Do you remember how you got there?”

“N-no.”

“Do you remember anything that happened?” She asks. I close my eyes and shake my head. I can't remember anything.

“Kelly, if you know what happened,” Mom says quietly, “You need to tell her.”

“I don't want to t-t-talk about it.”

“Kelly, did Tony and Rodney do this to you?” Mom asks me. I turn to stare at her. “Did they do this to you?” she asks. Images start coming back. Drinking, smoking weed....the greasy monkey they...they...

I start crying again. I turn on my side, lying back down, and pull my knees to my chest as I start sobbing again. My two best friends let a guy rape me so that they could get drugs. The world tunes out. I can't handle this.

I was released from the hospital the next day. I couldn't look anyone in the eye. Anytime my father walked into the room the sobs would renew. At home I walked like a zombie up to my bedroom and laid on my bed, resuming my position. I was checked on a million times. I had food delivered to my room that I didn't touch. Days turned to nights turning back to days. I was sweating up a storm. I'd go through these periods of shaking like crazy. I threw up so many times that I never could keep count. My whole body hurt. I was waiting for death. I wanted to die. Death wasn't coming so easily. I became convinced it was my only way out of the humiliation, the degradation, the pain.

Now I am staring at myself in the mirror. I don't recognize the person looking back at me. The hair is long and unwashed, the eyes are bloodshot, the lips are thin and the entire complexion is pale, my face gaunt. The person looking back at me is just as exhausted as I am, zombified, uncaring, in too much pain, dead eyes.

I can't look at her anymore. I open the medicine cabinet and start rummaging, looking for anything. I find the pack of razor blades. I take one out and put the blade to my wrist as I start sobbing, willing myself to do it when my sister, whom I share this bathroom with, walks in, sees what I am fixing to do, and slaps my hand hard enough for the blade to go flying. Then, as my blood boils and the sobbing takes on a new level, she practically picks me up, turns on the shower, and drags me into it. I fight. I elbow her, I throw my arms, I thrash my legs, opening my mouth to scream but they just end up being loud, powerful sobs. We end up sitting in the tub and I run out of steam as the freezing cold water hits me. My ears stop buzzing.

“...that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost but now I am found, was blind but now I see. Amazing grace, how sweet that sound...”

My sister is singing softly in my ear. The sobs renewed, and after a while, puttered out. Janet had turned the faucet off at some point. Flashes go through my head of things that didn't happen. Of my sister finding me on the floor, passed out in blood that had gushed from my wrists. My Pop collapsing. My mother screaming. My little brother crying.

“...I once was lost, but now am found. Was blind but now I see...”

A switch flips in my brain.

“Please don't tell Mom and Pop,” I say quietly pleading. It's the first time I've heard my own voice in days. It's hoarse to the point that I don't recognize it.

“Promise me you will never even think about killing yourself again,” Janet states, her voice quiet but firm.

“I...I promise,” I tell her. I'm shaking so hard, my body temp has plummeted in these soaked clothes with the air conditioner in the house running.

“Pinky promise?” she asks, her hands unclasping, holding one up in front of me, just the pinky out. I blow out a breath and my lips stretching with the corners going up. It feels foreign and strange, and even hurts a little. “Promises are our word, we never break our word.” I lock my pinky through hers.

“A pinky promise is our word and our pinky, we break our word, you break my pinky,” I reply quietly.

Something she came up with when I was ten and she was fourteen. She was in ninth grade, and had already broken a lot of promises to the point that I didn't believe her. So she told me one night, when I caught her sneaking out and got upset because it meant she'd get grounded and not be able to come to my basketball game, that breaking your pinky finger is excruciating and unbearable. She'd do anything to never have a broken pinky. Then she came up with this. I will say one thing, she's never broken a pinky promise, even if she did have alcohol on her breath and passed out in the bleachers. That was the first time she got busted for drinking. She got better at hiding it from our parents after that. It involved not making me pinky promises anymore.

“Let's get you into some dry clothes,” she says quietly. I stand up, shaking like a leaf in a storm. She gets up and supports me, helping me out of the tub. After I change into dry clothes, she sits beside me on my bed. “You need to eat.”

“I'm not hungry.”

“You haven't had anything to eat since you got home four days ago—”

It's only been four days?!

“You need to eat. You're going to need your strength. School starts in five days.”

“Oh God,” I groan, leaning forward and putting my face in my hands.

“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Janet asks. I drop my hands and look at her. “That a no?” she asks. I shake my head and look down at my lap. “Look, if it was consensual you can—”

“I didn't ask for it,” I cut her off, the words coming out like I'm spitting acid. I feel the tears starting again. “Is that what everyone thinks? That I asked for it?”

“No, of course not,” Janet replies. “Just trying to get you talking.”

“I don't want to talk about it.”

“Well, everyone tried respecting that, and it led to me walking in to find you with a razor at your wrist, so now we're going to try the other way,” she states. I hang my head, the tears coming out in twin rivers. “Kelly, if you talk to me, then we can keep it between us.”

“Right,” I scoff, wiping at my eyes. “Because your track record in keeping stuff between us is flawless.”

“I was sixteen, you were thirteen and you were high out of your gourd and shitfaced. I didn't know what to do then.”

“Now you do?” I ask incredulously. “Pinky promise me that you aren't going to run out and tell our parents, or the cops, or anyone, no matter what I say, and I'll tell you,” I state, looking at her, holding up my pinky. She stares at me a moment. “Yeah, that's what I thought,” I mutter, starting to drop it. She grabs my wrist to bring it back up and locks her other pinky with mine. I stare at it, and then at her.

“My promise is my word, a pinky promise is my word and my pinky. If I break my word, you can break my pinky,” she says. She keeps our pinkies locked until I finally move, dropping my hand back to my lap and letting a breath out. “Kelly, if there's one thing I've learned from my meetings, it's that keeping the emotions and bad experiences bottled up is what causes the problems, from psychological to physical health. I'm not going to judge you. Whatever happened, I've probably been there, or worse.”

“Oh? Did your two best friends hand you over as payment for their drugs?” I ask snappishly, looking at her, or rather, probably glaring at her. She keeps her face straight, and it's enraging. “But only after you got a taste of what everyone said was your usual painkiller, but turned out to be something else that made your arms and legs into lead? Did you get pushed back to the back room, pushed down, have your pants and panties pulled down too? Did you...did you feel it...the moment...” I start sobbing again. Janet wraps her arms around me. “I wa—wa—was a virgin,” I sob. “He...they...took that...” I start gagging again, but there's nothing to throw up.

“I got you,” Janet whispers. Not that I'm okay. Not that I'm safe. Not that everything will be alright. “I got you,” she repeats.

Fear strikes me with another thought. I jump back and up onto my feet.

“Mom and Pop?”

“Took Stevie shopping for back to school stuff,” she says quickly. I breathe out heavily in relief.  “Kelly, it doesn't feel like it, but everything is going to be okay.”

“What do you know?” I ask her, sitting back down but moving back against the wall and pulling my knees back up.

“I know that you're alive.”

“I didn't want to be.”

“I know that you said that in the past tense.”

“Shut up.”

“I know that you're clean for probably the first time since seventh or eighth grade when you quit playing basketball and started using,” she comments. I look up at her in surprise. “You can't con a conman,” she says quietly.

When I started seventh grade, it was at the high school. They didn't start building the new middle school until the summer before eighth, and it wasn't finished until the summer after. I was going to try out for the basketball team. My sister had said she would be there for tryouts. I had changed out after school and had started for the gym when she had intercepted me and told me she wasn't going to be there. At least she told me, I guess. She said she had to do something important. I made the team, and then found out way later that night that the something important was a raging bonfire party out in the woods. She came home smelling like smoke, alcohol, and what I found out the next night was weed.

Tony and Rodney have been my best friends since the fourth grade. We had all played basketball. We had been looking forward to high school to see if we could make the junior squad. I made it, Tony and Rodney got cut. I wanted to make them feel better. We tried to follow my sister to a party and got lost. The party we happened upon instead still had people we recognized. One of my sister's boyfriends, or ex boyfriends, was there. He recognized me. That's how we got our first joint. We didn't light it at the party, we took off and went to the park, lighting it there and smoking it. The next day we wanted to do it again. Monday I quit the team. The road started there.

“The question is, are you going to stay clean?” she asks quietly. I don't really have to think about it. I just nod. “Are you?” she asks again.

“Yes,” I snap. Then I groan as I feel the tears start again. I shouldn't have snapped. She's trying to help. “Sorry.”

“Then I need you to be honest with me,” Janet says quietly. “What were you on?”

“I don't know.”

“No, I mean, what did you like taking?” she asks.

“Percs, hydros, oxy, morphine, T3s,” I list off.

“Pills?”

“I'd swallow pills during the week, and on the weekends I would...I would crush them and...”

“Snort them, because the effect was more immediate,” Janet finishes for me. I nod. “Well, then, there is good news.”

“Oh good, I could use some good news.”

“You already detoxed,” she says. I stare at her. “No appetite, shaking, puking, sweating up a storm, your body hurts everywhere...”

“That was detox?”

“Yeah,” she nods. “That was detox.”

“Then I'm not addicted anymore...”

“I didn't say that,” she shakes her head. “Your body will stop demanding it. Your mind, on the other hand, is going to become your worst enemy if we don't keep you busy.”

“I don't want to go to a meeting,” I tell her.

“That's fine, I'm not going to force you. You know you can't hang out with Tony and Rodney anymore.”

“I don't want to hang out with them,” I inform her, feeling my blood come to a boil again. “I want to kill them.”

“You have to stay away from them.”

“How am I going to kill them, Janet, if I stay away from them?”

“And we're going to church tonight.”

“It's Wednesday.”

“It'll be good for you. I take Stevie so that he can go to the youth group. You can sit with me and listen to the sermon,” she tells me. I blink, and then go soft. Stevie. My little brother. People tell us we could be twins. Janet is the spitting image of my mother, the long, soft, dirty blonde hair, the narrow facial structure, the petite nose, the smile; but she gets her blue eyes from our Pop. Stevie and I have our mother's green eyes, but the raven black hair, nose, round cheeks, smile, dimples, that all comes from our Pop. You line the three of us up and it amazes some people.   

“Stevie hates me,” I say suddenly, my face falling. “I did to him what you did to me,” I whisper.

“All the more reason to come to church with us,” Janet suggests. “And Kel, the only way you're getting out of the house before school starts is if you go to church,” she adds. I groan and bury my face in my hands. “I know you haven't been in a few years, but one way to cut Mom and Pop at the quick and keep them from interrogating you again is if you come to church with Stevie and me tonight, and then come with all of us on Sunday,” she adds. She knows her audience.

“Oh God, Pop knows I was raped...”

“Yeah, he does, and he's just worried about you. He came up and sat in your room for the first two nights, Mom the last two nights, and—”

We hear the door open downstairs.

“I can't face them.”

“You can,” Janet says. We hear them on the steps coming up. “You have no choice,” she says quietly, grabbing my hand and squeezing it in an effort at comfort. “Do you remember a name or anything about the man who did that to you?” she asks as the door opens. I shoot her a look, but the look she's giving back says to just answer the question. Mom and Pop are paused at the door, I see in my peripheral.

“No,” I say quietly. Honest. Lying put me here. Honesty has to be better. I just...I can't... “Tony and Rodney wanted to go to his house for some reason,” the tears are coming out, “And I didn't want to go but they said they would be quick, and they said they didn't want me to stay in the car because the neighborhood was run down and...” I feel horrible for lying, but I just can't tell my parents...

“Do you remember what the guy looked like?” Janet asks.

“Greasy,” I reply, “Sores on his arms...we were sitting, and they were snorting something from the table...and then...then he asked them for payment and said that they didn't have enough money...and then I was being...being..” I choke on a sob. It's real as the tears start out again. I look up at Mom and Pop. “I am so sorry. I'm so sorry.”

“Hey,” Pop moves forward, hesitantly. I can't understand why he's hesitating. I want him to hug me. He doesn't love me anymore... “May I hug you?” he asks me. I stare up at him, shocked at the question, and then get up and nearly tackle him, I hug him so hard.

“I'm so sorry Pop,” I sob into his chest. “I'm so sorry.”

“What that man did to you was not your fault,” Pop states firmly. “And he's already paid for it.”

“How...?” I get out. Pop lowers his head, holding me tighter as Mom responds.

“They found his DNA when they did the rape kit, and the police ran it and found the man. He had three warrants out for his arrest already for drug charges, and it's not his first offense...and when they went over to pick him up, he was dead,” Mom says. I shake hard and freeze, and then slowly back away from Pop. “Drug overdose.”

“Tony and Rodney were picked up the night it all went down,” Pop informs me. I stare at him now, shocked, and a little scared because I know what is coming next. “They were charged with possession, got probation and community service.” Which they will do while keeping their noses clean, or without getting caught, and then Tony's father, the rich lawyer who plays golf with the judge and the DA, will get it expunged from Tony's record. I want to kill them. “You're safe now,” Pop says, hugging me again. “You are safe. You must be starving, have you eaten anything? You want some pizza?” he asks, moving back a little to look at me. “You want some pizza?”

“Okay,” I reply.

“I'll go order it,” he says. “Four meat?” he asks. I nod. “Okay,” he kisses my forehead and then we let go and he takes off out the door, touching Mom's shoulder as he goes. Mom stands there. Something in her eyes. She's not angry, she's not disappointed, and she's not scared. She's...worried?

“Mom I—”

“Hold on,” she holds up a hand. She turns to the door and listens for a moment, and then steps back and closes the door quietly before she turns around. “I want you to be honest with me, Kelly,” she says quietly, signaling for me to take a seat. I feel Janet's hand take mine and pull me back until I plop down on the edge of my bed beside her. “Were you doing drugs?” she asks. I bow my head. “No, look at me, right here,” Mom states. I take a breath and look up at her, meeting her eyes. “There's no judgment. Were you doing drugs?” she asks.

“Yes ma'am,” I reply quietly.

“Tell me what else happened that night,” she says.

“I honestly, I don't remember a whole lot...We were...drinking...and smoking...and they wanted to go visit a new dealer one of them had met...and I didn't want to go. We got there and the guy was...” I feel like I'm going to puke. I hang my head again and put my hands in my hair, pulling a little. The flashes going through my head are broken into pieces. “The guy had the stuff...tried to get me to do some and...I declined. He...said something which made one of the guys snap at me...asked me what I liked, I told him morphine. He crushed a tablet...I didn't even think to...to question it and I...and then he...”

“Okay, okay,” Mom's holding me now. The sobbing is back. “I'm sorry I made you relive it, I just need to know,” she whispers. “How long have you been doing drugs?”

“A...a...few years,” I manage.

“How often?” she asks.

“All...all the time...al...always had a pill in...in my pocket...”

“Narcs?” She asks. “Percs, vics, all that?”

“Ye—yes ma'am,” I reply. I'm soaking her shoulder. I can't stop crying.

“You were right, she was detoxing,” Mom says quietly. Apparently to Janet. “Listen,” Mom moves back, cupping my face, “Listen to me. You have to stay busy now,” Mom says softly. “You have to stay busy. I have a question. How did you keep your grades up?” she asks me.

“I...I only get...real messed up...on weekends,” I reply.

“The movie nights?” she asks. I move my eyes away as I nod. “When Janet came clean and got clean, I started taking her to meetings. Do you want me to take you to meetings?” Mom asks. I shake my head. “Then you and I need to work something out that is going to keep you busy, and that will exhaust you. Janet was able to get clean and stay clean without much fuss, right Janet?” Mom asks her. I look at her.

“Right,” Janet nods. “Because I stayed busy, I had something to focus on.”

“I want you to think about that,” Mom tells me. “I want you to pick something. These are your last two years of high school, so you need to pick something. I want you in some sort of extracurricular. You start thinking about it. You've got a week,” she says. “Do you understand?”

“Yes ma'am,” I say, wiping my eyes.

“You may look like your father, but you take after me, so listen carefully. One: You are a survivor. Konnells don't die slowly, Kelly, we either drop dead or we make a full recovery,” she tells me. I nod. “And two, you've always put everything you have into whatever you do, just like me,” she smiles. “You've managed to keep your grades up, except that algebra grade. You can do anything you want to do, you just need to figure out what that is. Once you do, you'll be so busy shooting for it that you won't have time to get into trouble.”

“Okay,” I say whisper.

“I love you, baby girl,” Mom kisses my forehead, “And you're grounded until further notice.”

“Does that include church?” I ask.

“You want to go to church?” Mom's eyes go wide. I can't blame her for being surprised. I haven't been to church in years. I nod. “Of course you can go to church. Are you going with Janet and Stevie tonight?” she asks. I nod again. She looks at my clock. “Two hours. Let's get some food in you and see how you feel. If you're up for it, you can go with them.”

“Okay.”

“I love you,” she states again. “What happened to you wasn't your fault.”

“But I was—”

“No,” she cuts me off, shaking her head, “It was not your fault,” she states again, adamantly. “No matter what state a woman is in, she never asks to be raped. This was not your fault. You are not dirty now. You are not contaminated. You are perfect, and this was not your fault.”

“It was not my fault.”

“That's right,” she kisses my forehead again and stands up. She still has a slightly worried expression on her face. “If you feel ill, you need to come tell me,” she adds. “Immediately.”

“Yes ma'am.”

“And you,” Mom points at Janet. “If she comes to you saying that she feels ill, you need to make sure that one of you tells me. There's no sister pact on this one, I need to know.”

“Yes ma'am,” Janet says.

“Okay...Kelly, do you need anything right now?” she asks.

“A vicodin,” I reply. Everyone gets quiet. “Okay, too soon, sorry,” I wave my hands. Mom laughs and shakes her head, letting herself out of the room and closing it behind her. “Are the tears ever going to stop?” I sigh as more come out, and I lean over against Janet.

“I think we can use them to our advantage with Stevie.”

“I don't want to emotionally manipulate my baby brother,” I shake my head.

“Okay, too soon, sorry,” Janet mimics my voice horribly and I laugh. “See, doesn't that feel good? Why don't you take a shower and put on some fresh clothes, and then we'll track down baby brother and see what his reaction is.”

“He hates me.” 

“He loves you. You know, much as I hate admitting this, you've been in his shoes, Kel. You are trained for that moment when it comes. Just remember what you wanted, and give it to him.”

“I don't want to take a shower.”

“You need a shower, you stink. You've been sweating. I'm going to gather your sheets and blankets and make a trip down to the laundry room because I have a feeling there is bile on them somewhere. I'll only be out of the room for a second. If you need me in the shower just—”

“Hit the wall three times,” I finish for her.

“You remember that?”

“Yeah,” I smile a little, wiping the tears, “I do.”

She musses my hair and gets up, pulls me to my feet and shoos me towards the bathroom before she starts taking my bed apart.

I go into the bathroom, closing both doors but making sure they are unlocked per Janet's orders, and then start taking off my clothes. It's easier than I thought it would be. I thought I was sore everywhere, but the more I move, the more I realize it's in spots. I start the shower, adjusting it to where I think it will be okay, and then I make the mistake of looking at myself in the mirror again. Only, this time, I don't see myself, I see the greasy guy with the sores mouthing 'sweet cheeks' at me. I shudder and look away, gagging. I force myself into the shower. The hot water feels amazing. I wash my hair first, quickly, and I close my eyes under the stream as I wash it out, but I see his face again. My eyes pop open, spilling more tears, and I grab the luffa, pour half the bottle of body wash on it, and start scrubbing myself. When I hit a bruise, it makes me scrub harder. I make the water a little hotter. I pour the rest of the bottle of body wash on me and I start scrubbing again. I can feel his hands on me still. I scrub harder.

“Kelly, you alright, you been in here for a while,” Janet's voice snaps me out of it. I rinse off and feel burning sensations in areas of my skin. The water is getting cold. I turn the water off and open the shower curtain and Janet's face moves and stops, like she's trying not to react. I move my eyes to the ground as she grabs a towel and moves forward, wrapping it around me. “I'm going to go get my lotion,” she says quietly.

“I could feel his hands,” I mutter my explanation. “How am I not out of tears yet?”

“Come on,” She has me step out of the tub, we go into her room first and then cross back into my room. “Put this on, all over,” she says, handing me the lotion and then going to my closet. “I think we should get dressed up a little for church tonight,” she adds. I drop the towel and open the lotion, pouring it into my hand and hitting the areas that are burning first. It soothes that feeling immediately. I glance at the bottle as I get more. It's got Aloe in it.

Questions start forming as I am getting dressed.

“Janet...can I ask you something?” I ask her quietly as I'm buttoning up my shirt.

“Ask me anything,” Janet replies, “Found them!” she adds. She was rummaging through the bottom of my closet. She turns and stands with my black loafers in her hand. I smile and shake my head as she brings them over and sets them at my feet. I stand up and slip into them.

“Have you had sex?” I ask her quietly.

“Yeah,” she replies. “Have you? You know, before...?” she asks. I shake my head and sit down. She sits down slowly beside me. “Really?”

“I'm not...I haven't...” I blow a breath out. “I've never met a guy that I've found attractive enough to even think about it,” I say slowly. That makes sense.

“Well, I can assure you of one thing,” Janet says quietly, “It's not supposed to be like that.”

“I would hope not,” I scoff.

“I hate that it happened at all, but if it's possible, I hate it even more that it was your first.” I'm uncomfortable. I'm highly uncomfortable. I'm starting to twitch, I'm so uncomfortable. “Was that all you wanted to ask?”

“I don't know,” I shrug, looking down.

“Come on, let's go have some pizza,” Janet suggests, getting up.

“I'm not really hungry,” I look up at her. I've got a craving, it's not for food.

“You are hungry, you'll know it the minute you smell the pizza. Come on,” she says. I get up and follow her out of the room. First time out of my room in what feels like an eternity now. When we get to the bottom of the stairs, I smell it. My stomach growls loudly as Janet loops her arm through mine and walks with me into the kitchen.

“Why do I have to wait? She hasn't been down to dinner since you brought her home,” Stevie's saying.

“I'm here now,” I hear myself reply. He turns around so fast, I wonder if it hurts. “Hey baby brother,” I say as Janet and I walk to our spots on either side of the table and sit down. My seat is next to Stevie's. I try to sit back in my seat but my back is sore, bruised, so I sit up straight, not letting my back touch the back of the chair. There are two pizzas in the middle of the table, boxes open, the lids of which are leaning against each other.

“Told you,” Pop says as Stevie turns around. Stevie starts reaching for the pizza. “No, sir, we pray first,” Pop says as Mom sets a glass of milk down in front of me and then takes her seat. I take Pop's hand as Janet does and I hold out mine for Stevie. He doesn't take it. I look at him, and hold my hand up.

“You want an oven mitt or something?” I ask him. He rolls his eyes and takes my hand as he takes Mom's and we bow our heads.

“Lord, bless this food we're about to eat. Let it nourish us. Thank you for bringing my family together safely and in one piece, and continue to watch over us. In Jesus's name we pray.”

“Amen,” all of us say together.

“Why are you so dressed up?” Stevie asks immediately, his voice giving off anger. He's dressed up too. If I had worn a blue shirt instead of this midnight purple one, we'd be matching.

“I'm going to church with you and Janet,” I reply evenly and take a slice out of the box to put on my plate after Mom and Pop have gotten theirs. His anger is giving me a little more energy.

“Why?” he demands.

“Stevie,” Pop shoots off his warning.

“She never comes to church when it's not a holiday, this isn't news to anyone,” Stevie mutters.

“Are you sure you're up for this?” Pop asks me.

“Yeah, it's church, I'll be fine,” I reply. My mouth is salivating. I pick the piece up and try a bite. It tastes amazing. The moment I swallow, my stomach demands more, so I take another bite. Pop looks on approvingly before he starts eating. Mom asks Janet about something or other. Stevie mutters under his breath and starts eating his. I got two slices down before my stomach started to protest. I couldn't even finish the milk. I helped clear the table and load the dishwasher, and then it was time to go.

“In the back,” Janet tells Stevie as we get to her car. She drives a blood red Ford Tempo that she shares with Mom. Pop has an old white Chevy pickup that he drives around. It breaks down on him at least once a month now.

“I always ride up front!” Stevie states.

“Then ride up front,” I tell him as I get into the backseat. The pain is localized to three areas, middle of my back above the waist, middle of my back below my neck, and a private area.

“Stevie, don't be an ass,” Janet says as they climb in.

“Let him be an ass. I know that secretly he's overpowered with relief that I am up and moving in one piece.” I pull my buckle on. Janet starts the car and Stevie buckles, muttering something. “Speak up, I can't hear you.”

“That's the point of talking under my breath.”

“Just say what you want to say,” I tell him. “Tell me how much you hate me. I guarantee, you can't touch how much I hate myself.”

“And now you're going to tell me that you're clean, and that you'll never see Rodney or Tony again, and that things are changing,” Stevie says, throwing his hands around.

“Hey! Driving here, watch it. And Kelly, he doesn't know.”

“He doesn't?”

“I don't know what? That she's been up in her room for the past five nights wallowing over her boyfriends ditching her?” he asks. I see Janet's hand move.

“Don't,” I tell her. She puts her hand back on the steering wheel. “It's good that he doesn't know,” I add.

“I DO KNOW!” Stevie yells.

“Oh? What do you know?” Janet asks him.

“She overdosed and nearly died!” he retorts.

“Yeah, exactly,” I say quickly.

“I don't give a fuck—”

“Language,” Janet warns.

“You're not Mom!” he yells at her.

“You're mad at me, don't take it out on her,” I snap.

“All I'm saying is that you'll be back out there in a few days, back to the same old shit, so I'm not getting attached,” Stevie states.

“Alright,” I tell him. “Your choice.”

“Damn right.”

“Okay, now shut up before you say something you'll regret,” Janet tells him and then turns up the radio before he can respond.

I stare out the window, arms crossed over my chest. Spots on my shoulders are raw and protest at being moved. The ride doesn't make the aching in my back any worse though. It's only a ten minute drive to our church. The same church we were all three christened at when we were babies. We've attended it our whole lives. Pastor Everett knows us all by name and never forgets a birthday. He's as old as my Pop, and he took over the church just a year before Mom and Pop settled here in Lancaster. He's got a daughter Janet's age and a son that is two years older than me. I've seen the son at a couple of the parties. Leather jacket, scowl on his face. He'd inhale weed and exhale hatred for the entire world. I remember wondering, every time I spotted him, how he could end up like this. I guess we all have our demons to face.

Stevie doesn't seem to hate the world, just me. We get to church and he finds his buddy Kyle, they've been friends for years, and they take off to find the youth group. I watch them go and know one thing that will definitely hold my focus. Stevie threw down the gauntlet in the car. I'm determined to prove him wrong.

“Here,” Janet says.

“Really?” I ask, looking around. We're in the middle. There are enough people scattered about that we don't stand out in the aisle seats of the pew in the middle. Sundays are usually jam packed, from what I remember hearing. I think half of them come to the Wednesday sermons too.

“I don't like sitting up front,” Janet says as she has me slip in first and she takes the aisle. “And sitting in the back seems to make you a target for small talk. Sitting in the middle, you blend.”

“Okay,” I say, sitting down. “What now?”

“In about five minutes they'll start playing music for singing. We'll pray, sing some more, and then Pastor Everett will get up there, lead another prayer, and start his sermon. Half an hour for that, alter call, more prayer, end with singing.”

“Condensed version of Sunday?” I ask her.

“You got it,” she nods.

“Okay,” I blow a breath out.

“Kel.”

“Yeah?”

“No restroom breaks,” she says quietly. I nod my understanding but the rule is strange.

I didn't understand why she said it until about ten minutes into the sermon. A sermon about choices that rounded out into forgiveness and unconditional love and leaning on the Lord and all that. Everything he said seemed to be able to tie into everything that I'd been feeling. By the time of the altar call, I was in tears again. I didn't raise my hand. I didn't get up. I just prayed silently. I prayed for forgiveness, for hope, for resolve...I prayed for help. The moment I said amen and looked up, I kid you not, this warm, comforting feeling washed over me. The anxious, nervous feeling slipped away, and I found myself praying again that it would stay like that when I leave this sanctuary bubble. As we were leaving to meet Stevie at the car, it hit me that both times I closed my eyes for prayer, I hadn't seen the grease ball. There's something to this. I catch Janet looking over at me as we walk to the car.

“See?” she says, “I told you it would make you feel better.”

“You were right,” I admit.

“I'm always right.”

“Don't get carried away,” I roll my eyes and she smiles.

“What are we standing around for? We waiting for Kelly's boyfriends to come pick her up?” Stevie asks. My hand hits the backside of his head as I walk by him. “Ouch! Hey!”

“What?”

“You hit me!”

“I did no such thing. Janet, did I hit him?” I ask her as I go to the passenger door of the front seat.

“Nah, someone threw a rock,” Janet replies, unlocking the car. I open the door to the front seat and slip in quickly, closing and locking it. “Just get in!”

“This isn't over,” Stevie says as he gets in.

“You still suck at those football games on your play station?” I ask him.

“It's Xbox and no, I rule the field,” he replies.

“We'll see.”

“What does that mean?”

“I'm issuing a challenge. Tournament. Best three games out of five. If I win, you stop mouthing off and give me a chance.”

“And if I win?”

“Name your stake.”

“I want your allowance for the rest of the year,” he says, “And...you have to do my chores the rest of the year.”

“So, if you win, I have to do my chores, plus your chores, but you get both of our allowances?” I ask him.

“Yes,” he replies. Janet and I exchange a smile.

“Deal,” I tell him. “If Mom and Pop are okay with it, we start tonight.”

“Bring it.”

What he doesn't know is Xbox video games were the entertainment provided as we were drinking or getting high or both at Tony's place. When he turned sixteen his father got him his own apartment, and fills it with all the things that replaces the love, including college and NFL football games for Xbox.

By the time I fell into bed, around one in the morning, having won three out of the five games and gotten my brother to laugh with me by the last one, I was exhausted. My eyes closed and I slept for the first time in a week. Twelve hours, deep, dreamless sleep.
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Chapter 2

The First Day
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“Alright, I have an idea,” Janet announces as she walks into my room from the bathroom.

No knock, no nothing. I've been lying on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, bored because I'm grounded and Stevie went to go play basketball with Kyle. I would feel isolated and alone, but Janet has made it her personal mission to make that impossible. Tomorrow is the start of my junior year of high school, and I still have no answer to the question of an extracurricular. Mom's been keeping me busy with chores. Today's chose is to clean out the attic above my room. There's a window in the attic with a roof just out side of it, about five feet long and eight feet wide with a gentle slope. I hid an ashtray and cigarettes up there when I was fourteen. If I couldn't get away from the house, or if I came home late and was still coming off of something, I would climb up and go out the window, sitting on the roof to smoke.

“Apparently it doesn't include knocking.”

“It never will,” she says, pulling my desk chair over and sitting down. “JROTC.”

“A bunch of letters that I guess mean something,” I comment sarcastically.

“You know those kids at your school that wear  uniform once a week?” she asks me.

“That cadet thing?” I roll my eyes.

“Yeah. Junior Reserve Officer Training Corp. You should join. You get lessons in military science and you get exercise. Two credits in one, and it'll keep you busy.”

“It's only during school hours though.”

“You do the last class of the day in there.”

“And how is having someone yelling at me for an hour supposed to help me?” I ask her.

“You still want to be an astronaut?” she asks. I flip over onto my stomach and bury my face in the pillow. Astronaut, right, the dream of a little kid, most girls at the age of six want to be a princess, I wanted to be an astronaut. The space program is now something that my Pop and I bond over, we both love it, we never miss a launch, we never miss a press conference, we never miss a landing at Edwards, you get the picture. “Do you?” she persists. I lift my head to respond.

“Janet, that was the pipe dream of a six year old. Be real here.”

“I am being real.”

I flip back around and sit up, pulling my knees to my chest as I stare at her. She doesn't look like she's teasing me...she's actually being serious.

“Pop and I keep up on all that, you know. The space program in the United States consists of sending our astronauts to Russia to be launched in a three man rocket to the International Space Station,” I tell her. “They're probably not even accepting anyone.”

“Okay, hear me out, I did some research,” she says excitedly. Here we go. I already know this research. “So, there are many different ways to become eligible for astronaut candidacy, and one of them is through the Air Force. You become a pilot, you log a certain amount of hours, and then you can apply,” she explains. “And you know what? At that point, even if you don't get in, you'll still be flying jets in the Air Force.”

I hate that I like what I'm hearing. Still, I know all of this already.

“You have to be an officer to be a pilot,” I tell her.

“ROTC in college,” she says. “Two years, you go in as a commissioned officer.”

Damn, she was thorough in her research.

“You just have to go into the counselor's office tomorrow and have her switch you.”

“That'll go over great. We've talked every year about my math classes, I swear Miss Genie gets off on telling me 'no',” I roll my eyes. “Plus the affiliation with the two who always walk in to get switched into easier classes...” oh shit. I feel my face go pale. “Crap.”

“What?”

“I've got no one this year,” I whisper and lie back down as the weight of that hits me. I'll be the weird loner. No friends, no crew, just people whispering about me behind my back...in front of my face... “I'm going in solo...and sober...they're all going to...ugh, I hate this.”

“You want to switch schools?” Janet asks.

“No,” I mutter, rubbing my face. No other high school in the area has JROTC. This one does, and it's Air Force JROTC to boot. Great, I'm apparently in if that's a factor.

“Mom and Pop will switch you schools. I heard them talking about it. They're waiting for you to ask,” Janet tells me. I allow myself to consider it for a moment, but I can't do it. It's too far, and it doesn't have Stevie. Stevie starts his freshman year this year, and...it was my first year at that school that I started down that slope.

“No, the other one is too far,” I shake my head. “Besides, if I leave, they'll all just think they're right about me.” My face drains. “You think everyone knows...”

“No, of course not.”

“You're just saying that”

“Yeah, well, you don't care,” she tells me.

Janet's right again. I just have to get through two more years of this bullshit. I've never paid much attention to the gossip before. The fucking rumor mill that makes every other high schooler faint in embarrassment if something spreads around about them has never affected me. And I have heard a fair share of gossip about me the past few years. I can only imagine how they'd twist what happened, but none of it could be worse than what actually happened.

Still, even I'm not stupid enough to go into the cafeteria at lunch without someone to chill with. Talk about a sitting duck.

“JROTC, huh?” I look at her.

“First step towards space, if you still want it.”

Pop and I never missed a launch, landing, or press conference. We were up and watching on February first of this year when the Space Shuttle Columbia disintegrated and all you saw were pieces falling. All seven crew members killed. Before that, anytime a shuttle landed at Edwards, we were there. We've attended every open house together that Edwards AFB has held. I've never missed an open house with Pop, high or not. Wouldn't it be amazing if that six year old's pipe dream came true? I mean, we haven't been back to the moon since the 70s, but just to get to go up to the space station...see Earth from it's orbit...now that would be something that would make Mom and Pop proud...and just this one instant of letting myself imagine it, imagine the feeling of constant free fall, where I feel weightless...for hours on end...flying the shuttle...not flying down here, but getting to fly it up there...I feel the longing spring up inside of me. I want it, and even if all I get to do is get into one of the jets, well, close enough. I'll be flying...I want it bad.

“Okay,” I look at her. “JROTC.”

“Alright!” she exclaims. “Let's go tell Mom, maybe she'll let me spring you for a couple hours to get a bite to eat.”

“Yeah, let's go,” I get up quick and follow her out the door. Mom and Pop are cuddling on the couch in the den watching a movie. “Can I talk to you guys for a minute?” I ask from the entryway, Janet standing behind me with a hand on my shoulder in support.

“Of course you can,” Pop says, lifting the remote to pause the movie.

“If it's alright with you guys, I would like to switch my school schedule to fit with JROTC,” I announce, stepping into the room.

“Why?” Mom prompts. She wants to hear all of it. I've had no time to practice how to say it, but I give it a go anyway, hoping it makes sense.

“Because JROTC will prep me for ROTC if I decide to go to college, or it'll get me used to having orders yelled at me for going into the Air Force after high school,” I list off.

“You want to go into the military?” Pop asks in surprise.

“The Air Force will give me structure and a steady paycheck. If I can go in as an officer, which is what I want to do, then I can go to flight school and fly jets,” I explain.

“Keep going,” Janet tells me.

“There's more?” Mom asks.

“There's more,” Janet confirms.

“Pop,” I smile, “The end game is astronaut.”

“Really?!” Pop lights up the same time Mom does. “I thought that pathway sounded familiar, you were in the library a lot researching for a school project on what you wanted to be when you grew up...sixth grade I believe. And, if I recall correctly,” Pop laughs, “You were the only one of five in your class of twenty to take it seriously.”

“Because she takes after us,” Mom says, “Once she sets her mind on something, she doesn't stop until she gets there.”

“Ain't that the truth,” Pop kisses Mom's cheek.

“I think JROTC is a wonderful idea,” Mom passes her seal of approval.

“She'll probably need a note from you guys to give to the counselor,” Janet tells her.

“I'll do one better,” Mom says, “I'll call the counselor in the morning.”

“Janet, something has arrived for you from Mom and me,” Pop says while looking at Mom who nods. They both get up. “Come with me, princess, we got you a gift fit for a Berkeley student,” he says. I step aside and Pop steps up and takes Janet's hand, pulling it through his arm and leading her off down the hall. Mom puts an arm around my shoulders and we walk behind them. “We are so proud of you, my sweet girl, for all the hard work you've been putting in and getting that acceptance letter. Working while going to school so that you can save to get there. We wanted to show you how proud we are,” Pop says as he opens the door. We walk out and there in the driveway to our left is a brand new, shiny deep blue 2005 Chevy Cavalier.

“Who...whose car is that?” Janet points at it.

“Yours,” Mom lets go of me and steps up beside her, pulling keys out and putting them in Janet's hand, kissing her cheek the same time Pop does on the other side. “Go on, take it for a spin, take your sister with you,” she adds.

Janet turns and hugs both of them at the same time, and then waves at me as she take off for the car. We check out the exterior first before we climb inside.

“New car smell,” I comment.

“So delicious,” she says, running her hands over the CD player in the radio. “Go grab my CD booklet,” she says. I get out and run to the other car, grabbing her black case and running back to her car, slipping back in and closing the door gently. Mom and Pop are standing on the doorstep, arms around each other, smiling.

“You ready?” I ask Janet as she holds up the ignition key.

“Buckle,” she says and we both buckle. “Okay,” she puts the key into the ignition, “Here we go,” she says and starts the car. It purrs to life. “Yes!” we high five each other and then she puts it in reverse, waves to Mom and Pop, and we're out of there.

Then what Mom and Pop had said hits me as I'm putting in the CD she requested. I know I was told before that Janet was heading to Berkeley. That she had finally gotten in. She had been applying once a year since she graduated from high school, meanwhile taking classes at the community college and working a part time job at a book store to help pay for it. I knew all this. I knew she had gotten the letter. I remember feeling a sense of pride and then abandonment that led to me heading to Tony and Rodney's early to drink.

“Hey, no sad faces in my brand new car,” Janet turns the radio down. “What's wrong?”

“You're going to Berkeley,” I reply quietly.

“Hey, I don't leave until Wednesday morning,” she glances at me. “I'll be here the first couple of days of back to school for you.”

“Yeah, but then you're taking off.”

“I'll be home as much as I can, and you know what? We both have access to phones. We can text each other all the time.”  

“I don't have a cell phone.”

“Yeah, you do. I was going to wait until Tuesday night to give them to you and Stevie, but I bought you both a cell phone with Mom and Pop's blessing so that we could keep in touch,” Janet informs me. “Go on, you know you want to smile. I see the corners of your lips twitching.”

“Does make me feel a little better,” I admit. “I should get you a going away gift, though. A...a going off to Berkeley gift,” I say. “What do you want? I still have some allowance,” I feel my pockets. “We'll just run back by the house so I can get my wallet—”

“Kelly,” Janet looks at me.

“Don't cry,” I point at her when I spot the tears in her eyes. She looks back out the windshield as she chuckles. “I just finished crying, and I'm going to be crying again on Tuesday.”

“That,” she informs me, “Is the best gift that you could give me, basically telling me that you're going to miss me,” she says quietly.

“Really?” I look at her. “Why?”

“Stevie's not the only one who missed his sister, numskull,” she replies.

The whole reason I started what I started was because I missed my sister. Something tells me to keep that one to myself.

“No,” I agree, “He's not the only one who missed his big sister.”

“There, you're covered, you've given me something thoughtful and refused to let me shed tears,” she says and I laugh, shaking my head. “You'll get it. One day, you'll understand. Meanwhile, crank up those tunes and lets roll down the windows,” Janet says and I oblige.
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Begin Again
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My eyes have been open for ten minutes. I decide it's time to get out of bed and get this over with, ignoring the ball of dread in my gut. Rip the bandage off so to speak. I may have gotten a total of four hours of sleep, but I can live with that. The adrenaline will keep me moving through the day. I gather my clothes for today: new blue jeans, new sketchers, and a gray shirt with a T-38 on it that Pop and I bought at the last open house last year. It's a size too big, which is perfect. It'll be loose and comfortable.

I take a shower, and then go about brushing my teeth and combing my now short hair before I get dressed. It's the first time I remember actually looking at myself in the mirror since the day I had planned to slit my wrists. That feels like another lifetime now. My eyes are clear. My skin doesn't look waxy anymore. I cut my hair short and now I am wondering why I didn't do this years ago. My cheeks have bounced back and I am probably biased, but I think I look good. I feel good. I feel great. I feel that ball of dread in my stomach threatening to not let me eat breakfast.

I let out an audible groan.

“Get dressed, you'll be fine,” Janet calls out. I smile and shake my head as I wipe my mouth and hands and head back into my room, pulling the door closed. I'm pulling on my sneakers five minutes later when she walks in. “Want some survival tips?” she asks.

“Sure, why not,” I shrug, tying my shoes.

“Take a book. Here, I got you one,” she adds, getting up and leaving the room. I stand up in the shoes, walk around, bounce on my toes. They feel good. My feet will hurt by the end of the day as I break them in, but they're really comfortable. Janet walks back in and hands me Apollo 13. I smirk. “Remember what Pop used to always tell you when you'd try to fake sick because you didn't want to give a report to the class at school?” Janet asks.

“How can I forget?” I laugh, shaking my head. “If the crew of Apollo 13 could survive an explosion on their craft in space and make it home safely, you can survive this.” I look from the book up at her. “Thanks,” I hug her.

“Take it to the library at lunch and just read,” she tells me. “Ignore everyone else,” she adds, stepping back, her hands on my shoulders. “You decide who you are, not the Lancaster High rumor mill.”

“Okay,” I nod.

“Gossip and rumors are for people bored or unhappy with their own life.”

“Right.”

“As far as the counselor and the teachers go, ignore any looks or side comments, they'll come around because you'll give them a reason to.”

“Okay.”

I hadn't thought of the teachers and the counselor. Miss Genie. Been a while since I've seen her. She'd call me into her office once a month to try and get me to confide in her. I think she knew I was doing drugs, but she had no probable cause to drug test me. I wasn't in any extracurriculars, and I mainly kept my head down in class, though I got into plenty of arguments with my algebra teacher. I should be retaking algebra one this year because of it. They don't let D students move up.

“You need to eat breakfast. Oh, and I overheard Mom and Pop talking. They're going to let you take the car to school.”

“Really?” I stare at her. I've had my license since midsummer. I managed to stay sober for the driving course, getting my hours logged. I had my provisional for a while but I hardly ever drove; we always took Tony's truck. I've hardly driven since I've gotten it. Four drivers in the family, one with a full time job, one with a job and classes, and two cars. You do the math.

“Finally you are responding like a sixteen year old,” she smiles, “Come on, the smell of bacon is making my mouth water.”

Breakfast. In our house it's from six-thirty to seven-thirty on weekdays. School starts at eight, same time Pop has to be to work. My mom has been a stay-at-home Mom since Janet was born. Rumor has it she was going to go back to work when Janet started pre-school, but she found out she was pregnant with me. They had always wanted to have at least three kids, but when they tried having me after two years and it didn't work, they had given up. Then I came, and a year and a half later, Stevie.

Our family, my sister and I have said this since we saw and episode of Leave it to Beaver, is like a family out of the 1950s. Pop works, Mom stays home. She has a homemade after school snack waiting for us when we get home. She comes in, asks us about our days, kisses us each on the head, and tells us to get our homework done, reminding us that dinner is at six. Dinner is always at six. Pop gets home around a quarter after five while Mom is cooking or fixing to start cooking. We pray before we eat and then round robin at the table, Pop asking us about our days again. Meals are always together at the table, food does not leave the kitchen/dining room. Kids clear the table after dinner. My parents go to bed by ten at the latest. We're expected to be in our rooms. If we're going to miss dinner, we ask permission well in advance, otherwise, dinner is mandatory.

One of the sweetest things about my parents, though, is that they always make time for each other. Every Friday and Saturday night, they have a date with each other. They are so in love with each other that it is so sweet it could make you sick just looking at them for too long. I know that I want that. I want what they have, and I won't settle for anything less. I just...I don't think I'm going to be marrying a guy. The first time I checked out another girl, I didn't think much of it. The more time went on, I thought something was wrong with me. I don't know what to think about it. The girl I checked out, though, is the only girl I ever remember checking out, and I still do it when I spot her in the hallways. She came out of the closet when we were in eighth grade, and she's always been sure of herself. That confidence is sexy. She'd never give me the time of day. I shake my head, willing the thoughts to go away. I don't need to be thinking about this. No one in that school is going to want to have anything to do with me. I can date when I'm established in my career. For now, I just need to get there.

Mom and Pop gave me the keys to the car during breakfast. Stevie got as excited for me as I did for Janet with her new car. He ran upstairs and got some CDs and we left for school early so that we could take the long way and listen to a few songs.

“You nervous?” I ask him as we pull into a parking spot at the high school.

“Nah, I got this,” he replies, unbuckles and climbs out. “See you after school?” he asks, leaning back in.

“Yeah, have a good day,” I tell him. He nods and closes the door, heading inside. I stare after him. I admire him. He's starting a new school today and he just...picks up and goes, head up, chest out. If he can do it, I can do it. I grab my bag from the backseat, check to make sure my book is in it, take a deep breath, unbuckle and get out. I make sure I lock the car and then I head inside. I need to see Miss Genie before the bell rings. Mom said she was expecting me, new schedule in hand. I walk into the counselor's office and am immediately aware of the stares and the whispers starting.   

“May I help you?” a much older woman with salty hair and big glasses asks me from behind the desk. She wasn't here last year. The name on the name plate is Mrs. Tarnie.

“Yes, Mrs. Tarnie, I'm Kelly Konnell. I believe Miss Genie is expecting me,” I reply.

“She certainly is, go on back,” Mrs. Tarnie waves, “She told me you know the way.”

“Yes ma'am, thank you,” I say and walk around the desk to go down the hallway. She's the second door on the right. It's open, but I knock anyway. She looks up from her computer. I can't read her expression when she realizes that it's me. Time to turn on the charm. I smile as she waves me in. “Good morning, Miss Genie, how was your summer?” I greet.

“It was just fine, Miss Konnell. Close the door,” she orders. I turn and close the door and then walk over to have a seat. “I spoke with your mother, and I moved some stuff around on your schedule. She said that you're a whole new person and I should expect more out of you, the schedule will reflect that,” Miss Genie says, handing me a piece of paper with my new schedule on it. I don't even look at it. “So, turned over a new leaf over the summer have we?” she inquires. This is different. She's not trying to be nice...she's trying to be...she's trying to treat me how she always treats me. I glance back at the door and then slowly look back at her, and then down at the paper in my hand.

“Mom told you what happened,” I say quietly. Miss Genie starts to say something. I look up and read her facial expression, and I could tell she was going to do that roundabout thing. “Miss Genie, if she told you, then she told you. Please don't act like you don't know in some effort to make me more comfortable. Nothing about this is comfortable.”

“Straight shooter, I like that,” she comments. “Yes, your mother told me what happened.”

“I don't want you to treat me differently because of it.”

“I can understand that, and I won't, but if you recall, I've been calling you in regularly to ask you that particular question,” she points out.

“You called me in regularly to see if you can get me to admit I was on drugs. I was doing drugs. I was recreationally taking pain medications to get high, which is probably why you couldn't tell for sure,” I stare down at my feet. “But I'm clean now, and I plan to stay that way.”

“That's all I wanted to hear,” Miss Genie says. “Water under the bridge. Fresh start. I've heard you say it, now I want to see you prove it,” she informs me. “Now, I've spoken with the instructors whose classes I have put you in. Some of them weren't too happy. Major Trager, however, was thrilled. He loves a troublemaker. I just wanted to warn you.”

“Yes ma'am,” I say as I stand up. “Thank you,” I add, holding up the paper as I turn to leave.

“One more thing, Miss Konnell,” Miss Genie says. I turn back toward her but I keep looking at the floor. “Don't stare at the floor. You are not a victim, you are a survivor. Look the world in the eye and don't let anyone make you believe otherwise.” I take a breath and look up at her, and smile a little. “Better. Much better. As always, Miss Konnell,” Miss Genie sits back down and waves me away, “My door is always open.”

“Thank you, Miss Genie,” I say as I turn and leave. I leave the door open and smirk to myself because of her last comment. I walk out with my head high again, and now I can see the ones in the room that had started whispering. They were talking until I walked out, and then they stopped.

Priscilla Harmon, class president for four years running now. She's also on the cheerleading squad and happens to be the main reason the guys had wanted to go to a football or a basketball game here and there. I know things about her that would ruin her in this school, and she knows it. She's queen of the rumor mill, the biggest gossip in the school. If she doesn't have something juicy, she makes shit up. I've heard some of the things she's spread about me. She's one of the main reasons people whisper the word 'slut' or 'whore' behind my back. Not a surprise that she's sitting with the quarterback and captain of the football team, smirking maliciously at me. I smirk back and flip her off as I walk out the door.

I stop outside to finally look at my schedule, and I sigh in relief. First period is going to be the easiest period of my day. I have World History with Mr. McGregor, my favorite teacher in the entire school. I had him last year for U.S. History, and I never missed a class. He said that if he could give me a grade higher than an 'A' he would have; and he told my parents that the most interesting part of having me in class was how much I knew not only about the wars, but about the majority of the presidents and vice presidents; both the democratic and republican party; the military; but his favorite part was when we hit the 1960s and the paper I wrote on the space race.

I continue down the paper as I start walking again in the direction of his classroom and nearly double back to the counselor's office. I'm in AP English III, something I didn't sign up for, nor test for, but it's with a teacher that I am certain is new to the school, a Mrs. Bentley. That's cool. Third period is mechanics. I'm happy about that. I've taken mechanics every year. Every year Mr. Werner has an old junker for us to put back together for the first semester, and the second semester he has a car that isn't working, and our job is to make it work. Next year, if I stick with it, since I'm one of two who has been at it every year, I'll get my own car with an unknown problem to work on. The best part about that class is just that, I'm one of two people who has stuck with it. I was a freshman, then I was stuck with freshmen, and this year is probably going to be the same thing; and it's understood from the beginning that even if you don't like anyone in the class, that's fine, you're only allowed to talk about what's being worked on anyway. Another escape.

After third though is when it gets complicated. Not only do I have Mr. Pomner for fourth, but I have him for Algebra 2, not Algebra 1. He couldn't have been happy about that, since he's the one who said, as he handed me back my final exam that I got a D on, that D students do not advance to Algebra 2. Specifically me. Targeted. He doesn't like me, nor do I like him. At least I get to go to lunch after I deal with him, but this is the reason I nearly doubled back before I remembered her saying that more would be expected of me. Alright, I guess the only way I will be able to prove myself to this guy is to pass his class. The afternoon is the same teacher for two periods, looks like I'm an aide for her in sixth. Then seventh period is JROTC.

“Kelly! It's good to see you! How is my favorite student?” McGregor greets as I walk in. I fold  my schedule and stick it in my pocket as I smile at him.

“Great now that I get to start every day with my favorite teacher,” I reply.

“Oh, good, the feeling is mutual!” he exclaims and I laugh. “Alright, open seating so pick a spot, grab a textbook and read off the number to me.” I do as he says and then he asks me to get a textbook onto each desk. I start doing that. “I cannot wait to get your take on the world wars this year,” he informs me. “And do you have opinions on Russia's space program?”

“Did the mafia start as a good thing for the people of Sicily?” I reply and he laughs. “Is that something we're going over?”

“Not specifically but there will be a paper assigned that'll give you the opportunity to teach me something,” he replies.

“I look forward to it.”

“As do I,” he smiles. “Ten minutes to the bell, I am going to go refill my coffee. You want some coffee?” he asks.

“No, thank you, I'm good,” I reply with a chuckle. He heads out and I sit down and take out Apollo 13.

After class, as I was making my way to the English hallway, is where I first felt eyes on me. Not like a bunch of people staring, just one set looking intensely. When I looked around though, nothing seemed off. It freaked me out a little, but I kept moving. I got into class and introduced myself to the teacher. It was another open seating, so I took a seat at the front of the class, just as I did in McGregor's. This seemed to impress Mrs. Bentley. Then the eyes were on me again, and this time there was no doubt as to who they belonged to. A guy I've never noticed before, with crew cut honey blonde hair and wolf blue eyes, the body of what girls are going to compare to a Greek God, and an All American Boy charming smile. He introduces himself to the teacher. I don't hear what he says, but I hear her tell him that she's new too. Okay, so I definitely haven't seen him around before. Open seating, she says, pick a desk.

Not one by me. Not one by me.

Fat chance. He sits in the one on my right, takes his notebook and a pen out, setting them on the desk, and then turns to me.

“Hello beautiful, I'm Cyrus, just moved here, I live in the dorms,” he introduces himself, holding out his right hand. Nope, not a chance. I ignore him. “Got a name?” he asks. I open my notebook and uncap my pen. “Mute? I understand sign language,” he informs me.

“Cyrus! You're in this class too?” Priscilla's nail-on-a-chalkboard voice shoots through the air, making me shudder. Cyrus doesn't miss this and chuckles before he turns as she walks up. I pick up the copy of Angela's Ashes that is on my desk, the first book we'll read this year (there's a copy on every desk) and flip it open as I watch her in my peripheral sitting on the edge of his desk. “Two classes together in a row, we should just share schedules now,” she thinks she sounds sexy, but really, ouch. “Why don't you come sit next to me back here?”

“There's an open desk right here,” he tells her, pointing to the one on his right.

“Only the losers sit up front, Cyrus,” Priscilla informs him, glancing at me. I roll my eyes and bite my tongue.

“Only people without a brain would choose to sit in the back,” Cyrus replies smoothly. He disses her, and she fucking giggles in response. Wow. Entertaining. “If you don't mind, I was having a conversation with...” he looks at me.

“Kelly's not worth your time, I mean, not unless you're looking for someone easy,” she says. I feel my blood start to boil.

“In my experience, the easy ones walk in and sit on my desk and diss the other girls the moment the opportunity arises,” Cyrus comments. Oh! Burn! I can't help but let out a laugh.

“What are you laughing at, slut?” Priscilla fires off. I turn the page like I didn't hear her. More people have arrived. The desk that was offered to her by Cyrus has been taken by another first row loser. The warning bell rings and off she leaves in a huff. This new guy just made my day.

“So, may I walk you to your next class?” Cyrus catches up to me at my locker fifty two minutes later as I'm putting everything away except a notebook for Algebra 2. I turn and start in a hurry for class because mechanics is at the other end of the school and I'm down to three minutes to get there. I think he's following me, but he turns off at some point.

Algebra 2 is a let down after mechanics, where I was told to go put a carburetor together as the teacher talked to the freshman. The classmate I had last year had gone a different direction this year, so  I am the only returning student, at least to that period of mechanics. Thank God, that just makes it more enjoyable than the previous two. I walk into Algebra 2, a couple kids were already sitting in their assigned seats. I find my name on a desk, put my bag down and walk up to Mr. Pomner. Mr. Pomner is in his late forties with gray hair mixed in with the brown; he's got a round face, beady eyes covered by rectangular framed glasses. His belly hangs out a little bit under his button down metallic gray shirt and over the waistband of his khaki pants.

“Yes, Miss Konnell?” he asks in his spiteful voice. I wonder if that's just his voice.

“Mr. Pomner, I just wanted to let you know that I didn't ask to be put into your Algebra 2 class.”

“I'm aware, Miss Konnell. The counselor spoke with me this morning,” he retorts.

“I am determined to pass this class, sir, and I was wondering if receiving tutoring was going to be an option this year.”

“Tutoring is for pupils who are plainly making an effort and falling short, Miss Konnell,” he replies. He still hasn't looked up at me. “As I recall, it was available to all last year and you never showed up.”

“That was last year, sir. This is this year,” I reply. I'm falling into it. It's his tone of voice, I'm feeding off of it.

“Show me an effort and I'll consider it,” he states and then waves his hand, telling me the conversation is over. I bite my tongue and fight the urge to roll my eyes until I am walking back to my desk. He wants to see an effort? Fine. I have him right before lunch, it's his lunch too. You want to play, old man? Let's play.

True to form, as soon as the bell rings he has his aide pass out a test, and he rattles on about how it is not for a grade, it is merely to assess where we shall start. It looks like a foreign language to me. I flip through the four pages at least as many times and it takes until about the middle of the period for me to recall anything. When the bell rings for lunch, I keep working on it. I think we're ten minutes into lunch when he walks over and takes it from my desk in one split second when I don't have my pencil on it.

“See you tomorrow, Miss Konnell,” he snaps. I get up, grab my bag and leave, heading straight for the library.

Anatomy/physiology wasn't bad at all, for two reasons. I was the first one there, five minutes before the lunch bell rang, and I sat and talked with Mrs. Pierson. She's the most eccentric teacher in school, and I've never had a class with her before, I am thrilled that I do now.

“The Kelly Konnell?” she asks with a smile when I introduce myself.

“That depends on what you've heard,” I reply, returning her smile.

“Oh, Genie was in this morning to let me know of your schedule change, Kelly. She said that you would be one of the hardest working, smartest students in my class and I should expect nothing less of you. I've looked at your transcripts, you've seemed to always excel in science classes. I asked her what you were doing seventh and she said she hadn't found a spot for you yet, so now you're my aide! Are you interested in this class or is this a filler for your credits?” she asks me.

“I'm interested in it, and it's a filler, Mrs. Pierson,” I reply.

“Elective! Good answer,” she laughs, “Good answer. You'll have fun in here if you're interested in learning. We've got a variety of dissections I want to do, at least one per quarter. Are you one of those gals who are squeamish?” she asks.

“Not at all,” I grin.

“You didn't seem like one! I'm so glad! You are only one of two juniors in here, Kelly. The other one ran out of AP science courses to take, there are only two and she wasn't interested in chemistry. Maybe you two can partner up on the dissections, she doesn't seem squeamish either, that'll make sure you both get a good grade,” she says conspiratorially. “And today will be fun, I have a fun way of seeing how much we all know. We'll go over my syllabus and expectations, and then we're going to play Pierson Jeopardy. It's open seating, grab one up front,” she says. “Oh! Serena you made it early! Quick, grab a front row seat!”  

I turn because she had looked over my shoulder before she said the name, and I stop breathing for a moment. Serena Creole, the woman who oozes confidence, the first in our class to come out of the closet clear back in...in...I can't think, she's got me hypnotized. We have a class together. This is the first time we've ever had a class together. Damn it, stop staring, Kelly!

“I was just telling Kelly here how class is going to work and the two of you are the only juniors,” Mrs. Pierson's voice snaps me out of it, thank God. I go claim my front row seat, finding myself staring at the floor as I do so. “You're not squeamish about dissections, are you, Serena?”

“No ma'am,” Serena replies. “Kind of interested to see a frog brain, word around school is we're dissecting a bull frog for the first quarter.”

“We are! Right in the middle of September. Everyone will get their own,” she says.

“Awesome,” Serena replies.

This is the moment that I could fall over. Serena has five other desks to choose from, as I have chosen an end row furthest from Mrs. Pierson's desk, and incidentally, furthest from the door to the classroom. Serena walks past four desks to put her backpack on the one next to mine before she walks back to continue talking to Mrs. Pierson.

Sixth period I remained while the others filed out. Mrs. Pierson had me move to a chair at a table attached to her desk and told me that if I had a book, I could go ahead and read. She told me to always bring a book, she wasn't going to work me too hard, I was her errand girl. This made me smile. Her sixth period class is an AP biology class. I have a feeling after today, I wouldn't be just reading anymore, I'd be taking notes. I've always enjoyed biology.

Seventh period, JROTC, last period of the day. I hustled out to the one portable we have on campus, which is adjacent to a fenced in, quarter mile track specifically used for JROTC. Janet told me it used to be the original track, they didn't want to redo it, and they needed a larger area for events, so they gave this one to JROTC and we got a football stadium with a track around the football field so that it would double for the track team during the spring.

I walk into the portable and it's just like other classrooms, except all decorations are military. A flag from every branch, including the Coast Guard, hang across the back wall. The wall on the right as you walk in is covered with boot camp photos of kids I am assuming did JROTC and graduated from this school. To the left is a chalk board, and down that wall on the other side of the portable a door stands open to an office. The office has windows with blinds, currently open, looking out on the classroom. Inside is the man I am assuming is Major Trager. I stand a little taller and walk to the office door, knocking on the doorjamb.

“Are you one of my new students?” he inquires. He's sitting at his desk, writing something on a legal pad. Looks like a diagram. He's got a shaved head, and he looks like he can't be any older than forty from here. He's got on a black shirt, a camouflage jacket hanging from the back of his chair.

“Yes,” I reply.

“Yes sir,” he says.

“You don't have to call me sir,” I tell him.

“Ah,” he sets his pen down and stands up, grabbing his jacket and pulling it on. He buttons it and then looks at me. That insignia seems to stick out like a sore thumb, but that could just be my brain in overdrive or something. “You must be Kelly Konnell,” he says.

“Yes,” I reply.

“Don't make me say it again.”

“Yes sir,” I correct myself, deciding not to push it.

“You're a troublemaker, Konnell, your reputation precedes you,” he informs me. “I love troublemakers. Go to your seat,” he orders. I hear the door to the portable open. The rest of the class is arriving.

“Yes sir,” I give him a salute and do an about face and march to my desk.

“Problems with authority, I love it when I get the ones that have problems with authority,” I hear him say with a chuckle. I sit down in my seat and watch as the others arrive, put their stuff down under their desk, and stand by their desk. The desks on either side of me are left open where I'm sitting in the front. I expected that. I don't think anything of it. The warning bell rings, and thirty seconds later, two more come running in, looking panicked. Then the new guy spots me, smiles, nudges the girl, points and says something. She smacks him and they walk over to take the two remaining desks on either side of me.

“We meet again,” Cyrus says out of the corner of his mouth. He's standing up too. So is the girl who walked in with him, who looks familiar for more than one reason. One, I think she's the aid in Mr. Pomner's class, but two is what gets me, two is that she's the spitting image of Cyrus, just in female form, shorter, and her honey blonde hair is long enough for her to wear up in a bun. She has a friendly smile. Where Cyrus has to be at least three inches taller than me, this girl, who I am assuming is the twin sister, is an inch or two shorter. “Stand up,” he tells me. I remain seated. The bell rings. Trager walks into the room from his office. He walks to the middle of the room, in front of my desk, halfway between me and the chalkboard.

“Be seated,” Trager states with authority. Everyone seems to sit as one. Oops. “Welcome to the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corp, let me tell you what is expected of you,” he starts.

Rule number one: No fighting.

Rule number two: You will be on time. Consequence for unsatisfactorily explained tardy is running four laps.

Rule number three: you will stand by your desk until Trager or Sergeant Lucas, who will be in tomorrow, tells you to have a seat. Consequence for not showing the proper respect: eight laps.

Rule number four: No fighting.

Rule number five: You will only speak when spoken to or otherwise directed. Consequence: Fifty push-ups and fifty sit-ups.

Rule number six: When addressed, your answer will start with 'Sir' and end with 'Sir'. Consequence: Fifty push-ups, fifty sit-ups.

Rule number seven: You will have all of your material with you for every class. Consequence: A zero on whatever is assigned that day, no makeups.

Rule number eight: No fighting.

“Basically, cadets, I only expect one thing of you,” Trager says, “Respect. Respect towards myself and Sergeant Lucas. Respect for each other, and respect for yourselves. You'll find it's an all encompassing expectation.

“Now, you may have noticed that I listed no fighting a few times in the rules, but unlike the other rules, I did not list the consequences. I have a zero tolerance for fighting, inside or outside of this school. Physical violence will not be tolerated. Walk away from the situation. Report it to a superior. Violence will not be tolerated. I cannot stress it enough, so I will say it again: Violence will not be tolerated.

“Consequences for breaking this rule are as follows: one thousand laps to be completed before the end of the semester in which the transgression took place; one thousand push-ups to be completed before the end of the semester in which the transgression took place; one thousand sit-ups, to be completed before the end of the semester in which the transgression took place. These will be completed in addition to physical training we do in class. That means that what we do as part of the class will not count towards your overall total. If you do not complete these before the end of the semester, you will not be welcomed back as a cadet, you will have to find something else to fill this class period. Is that understood?”

“Sir, yes sir!” they all respond. I look around and then back at him.

“I'm sorry, Cadet Konnell, was something not clear to you?” he inquires.

“Sir, no sir,” I reply.

“Then let's try this again. Is that understood?” he asks again.

“Sir, yes sir,” I say with the others.

“Alright, let's get started,” he says. “The first thing you need to understand about the military is that we all work together. That being said, though this is Air Force JROTC, we will be learning about all branches of the military...”

Wow, talk about intense. I ended up doing fifty push-ups and sit-ups for talking out of turn. I found out the hard way just how out of shape I am. I can, however, act like I am, hiding the fact that it burns and aches while I'm doing each exercise. I had to do them again when the bell rang and I started packing up while everyone else waited. I had stopped, catching myself, and waited. He dismissed us, except for me, and told me to do some more.   

By the time I got to the car I could still feel the burn, and exhaustion was creeping into my bones and muscles. I still beat Stevie to the car by two minutes. I had just started the car when he opened the door and sat down, putting his bag down beside his feet and closing the door rather hard.

“Rough day?” I ask him.

“I don't want to talk about it,” he mutters. I nod and put the car into gear as he puts his seat belt on. As we're pulling out of the parking lot, something hits the car. Sounds like a rock hitting my side. I look out my window and find Priscilla, the quarterback, and a couple of other people laughing. I look at Stevie.

“Stevie, did you get teased today?” I ask him.

“No.”

“I know when you're lying,” I tell him.

“It's whatever, it doesn't bother me,” he says.

“Were they teasing you because of me?” I ask quietly.

“It doesn't matter.”

“It does to me.”

“I'm not going to let it bother me, Kelly. They'll get theirs,” he tells me. I glance at him again. “I mean it. When you're getting straight A's, and you're on your way to college or the military and they're all stuck in dead end jobs with illegitimate kids to support, they'll get theirs. Karma's a bitch.”

My little brother, ladies and gentlemen, I think to myself. Too young to be this old and wise. I love him.

“I can smell those homemade chocolate chip cookies already,” I comment randomly and he's suddenly smiling from ear to ear. Then he groans. “What?”

“I have homework already,” he grumbles.

“Ha, welcome to high school, kid.”

We get home. The moment we open the door, Stevie counts backwards from three. Soon as he says one, we hear Mom.

“Stevie, Kelly, is that you?” she calls out. “I'm in the laundry room. Your snack is on the counter, I'll be there in a minute!”

“Okay Mom!” we call back together as we walk into the kitchen, set our backpacks against the wall and go grab our plates that have three cookies a piece, and our glass of milk that's set beside them. Mom comes in and Janet's right behind her. Janet sits down across from us with this highly amused 'this never gets old, I am going to miss it' look.  

“So, how was your first day, Stevie?” Mom asks him first, kissing him on the head and then me before sitting across from us, beside Janet.

“Nothing to report, except homework already,” he shrugs. “This is delicious, Mom,” he adds, polishing off his second cookie already. I'm just finishing my first.

“No problems?” Mom asks him.

“Nah,” he replies.

“Alright. Kelly, how did your day go?” Mom asks.

“It went fine. Miss Genie put me in AP English III and Algebra 2,” I inform her.

“Well, good, that is where you should be,” Mom says. I arch an eyebrow in interest as to the origination of this thought. “I told her to expect more of you. I don't think she'd put you in a class you couldn't handle.”

“I nearly failed Algebra last year,” I point out.

“Yes, well, you'll work with the teacher, ask questions if you don't understand,” Mom tells me. She tells me the same thing every year when it comes to math. The house phone starts ringing. “I'm going to grab that, you two finish up and get your homework done, dinner is at six,” she says as she gets up and races for the cordless that, from the sounds of it, is in the den.

“Is it just me, or does she say that every time we complain about math?” Stevie asks.

“Every time,” Janet and I say together. “They're starting freshman in Algebra 1 now right? That's what you have?” she asks Stevie.

“Yes,” he groans. “From what I've heard, you two got lucky. They're going to expect me to take trig my senior year.”

“Maybe you're the one who is lucky,” I offer up. He shoots me an incredulous look. “I'm trying to make you feel better, you're going to have to meet me halfway,” I smirk and he flips me off. I laugh and start in on my second cookie as he polishes off his third and then downs his milk.

“I'm going to go get started,” he says, taking his stuff to the sink, rinsing and sticking them in the dishwasher. Then he grabs his backpack as he heads out of the kitchen. I wait until I hear him on the stairs, and then I laugh.

“You got homework?” Janet asks.

“Nope,” I reply, shaking my head.

“How was today?” she asks, “For real. Did you meet anyone new?”

“I'm not looking to meet anyone new,” I roll my eyes.

“You'll make friends, Kel, just give it time.”

“Yeah, I don't think I'd trust anyone enough to be their friend right now,” I sigh. Exhaustion wracks through me again and I yawn.

“Maybe not guy friends, but you could make some girlfriends,” she says. I sort of freeze with my hand over my mouth, my eyes going a little wider without meaning to. “Okay, I meant like a girl who is a friend, but you know, you can have the other kind too,” she adds quietly. I lower my hand and pick up my cookie. I don't think she remembers. I went on and on about the new girl who showed up in fourth grade; but in seventh grade, when my sister was being a sister and asking me if I had any crushes, I told her about the only crush I had, and her name is Serena. “Serena dating anyone these days?” she asks after I take a bite. I swallow without chewing and have to cough it back up. Janet's laughing as I take a sip of my milk. “Sorry. I guess you didn't think I would remember.”

“But you do.”

“I don't think I'll ever forget the day I found out my little sister had a crush on another girl,” Janet replies thoughtfully. I roll my eyes. “There's nothing wrong with it, you know.”

“Whatever,” I shrug noncommittally. “I'm not interested in anything but surviving my junior year.”

“Okay, okay,” she says, putting her hands up. “I surrender. I'll stop. For now.”

“Thank you.”

“You're welcome.”

The boy pops into my head.

“Something did happen that you'll find funny though,” I inform her, and then I tell her about what happened before English class. Which led to me telling her about the rest of the day.

“So, one bitch, a lot of whispers, and you get to sit next to your crush after lunch, not a bad day,” she comments.

“Nope,” I agree.

“And you start your day with McGregor, that's pretty awesome.”

“Yep.”

“You've got to watch it in JROTC though, or you're going to be this exhausted at the end of the day for the rest of the year,” Janet comments with a laugh. “You've always hated people telling you what to do if they weren't Mom or Pop.”

“It'll be fun. I'll be in great shape before the week is out,” I smirk and she laughs some more. Then I yawn again. “Oh, I think I might need to take a nap,” I say as my energy drains.

“I'll wake you up before dinner,” Janet says.

“Thanks,” I say, taking my stuff to the sink and rinsing it, stowing it in the dishwasher, and then heading upstairs.
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Chapter 3

Begin Again
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The second day wasn't too horrible. I'm good at ignoring people. Once I got to fourth period and the bell rang, Pomner snapped again about me staying ten minutes after, trying to get my work done. I packed it up and headed for the library. It was while I was in the library that I started feeling some cramps in my abdomen, but I ignored it assuming my period had changed dates or it was food I had eaten. JROTC ended with fifty more push-ups and sit-ups, and that was after physical training the whole period: sprints, laps, push-ups, pull-ups, sit-ups, leg lifts...brutal.

That night at dinner, Janet presented Stevie and me with our cell phones. We're on Mom and Pops plan through Verizon, but Janet had bought the cell phones herself. After seven, all calls are free; before seven we're sharing minutes, but texting is unlimited. We messed with the phone for a while. It was Janet's going away dinner, which means we were having her favorite food: bacon cheeseburger meatloaf with french fries. The next morning we got up early to see her off. I went back up to my room and cried as I showered, and then came out ready to face the day.

I was cramping and spotting, so I made sure to wear a pad and put a few with a couple tampons in my backpack in case I full out started. My body is like clockwork, so I am very aware that I am a week early but I hear that stress can mess with ones menstrual cycle so I brush it off. I went downstairs, grabbed Stevie, and we headed for school. Cramps got worse during first period, and I felt exhausted again. Second period didn't fare any better. Third period I rallied, and fourth period I was too focused to worry about it. The bell rang for lunch and I kept right on going. I had finished my stuff in the library yesterday, and I would do the same today when he kicked me out, because I know once I get home my notes won't make sense to me anymore.

“Hey, you got the first two right, but you skipped a step on the third one,” that would be the aide, same girl who is in JROTC with me.  “See?” she points to a corresponding problem in my notebook. I groan and start erasing the third problem. “I'm Dru Rourke, by the way,” she says.

“Kelly Konnell,” I reply as I start copying the problem down again.

“You know the bell rang for lunch about five minutes ago right?” she asks. I look up at her.

“Yeah, but see I suffer short term translation loss, once I get home this will all be Greek again, so I have to get it done now,” I explain. She smiles.

“Short term translation loss, I'll have to remember that one. Well, tell you what, let's go grab some lunch and I'll help you out,” she says. “Mr. Pomner just assigned me as your tutor.”

“He did?” I look over at the desk. He's messing around on his computer. I look back at her. “Really?”

“Yes ma'am he did. So now it's my personal mission to help you ace this course, and I assure you, I never fail a mission,” she informs me.

“Alright, well, meet your biggest challenge,” I stand up and hold out my right hand.

“Challenge accepted,” she smiles, shaking it. “So, what do you say, lunch?”

“Uh,” I pick up my backpack and start gathering stuff. “I could just meet you in the library after  you eat. I usually hang in there during lunch.”

“Oh,” she frowns, seems to catch herself, and smiles again. “You don't eat lunch?”

“I don't like sitting alone in the cafeteria,” I reply.

“Me neither. We can save each other, come sit with me,” she suggests. “I'm new here, kind of hard to make friends, though you think I'd be used to it considering we've moved every year or two my entire life. Sorry, I'm rambling.”

“I don't really have any friends either,” I admit. I don't know why I admit it.

“Are you new here too?” she asks.

“No,” I shake my head. “Just...stuff.”

“Well, if you want one, you got one. Please say you want one,” she adds and I chuckle.

“Yeah, yeah I want one,” I tell her.

“Good, come on, let's go eat and get your work done,” she says, leading the way out of the classroom. I follow her, falling in step beside her in the hallway. Working up the nerve to say something else.

“You know,” I pause at the doors to the cafeteria, so she does too. “I mean, uh, we don't have to work on it during lunch. If you've got nothing going on after school we can work on it then. I mean if you don't have to be home right away or something.”

“I live in the dorms,” she says, “And that sounds great, if you're sure.”

“Yeah,” I relax, “Yeah, I'm sure.”

“Awesome, come on,” she starts in but I look up and I'm kind of frozen. It already feels like everyone is staring at me. She gets about ten feet and then backtracks back to me. “You alright?”

“I, uh,” I clear my throat and look at her. “I should probably tell you what you're getting into before we actually try this friend thing,” I say quietly, looking down.

“Kelly?”

“Yeah?” I look up at her.

“Everyone has a past. I just met you, and I don't listen to gossip,” she tells me. “You don't have to explain anything to me.”

“You sure?”

“Positive,” she nods. “Come on, I'm starving.”

“Okay,” I agree and walk with her again.

Once we get our trays and pick a table near the back corner of the cafeteria, left of the doors as you walk in, we sit down laughing at something someone said in line. Dru stops laughing suddenly and sighs.

“I won't judge you by your past,” she says quietly, “If you don't judge me by my family.”

“Deal,” I tell her and then I know why she said it. I was sitting across from her with my back to the door. My hallway stalker, her brother, sits down on my right.

“Hello ladies, how is everyone doing today?” he asks.

“Just dandy, bro, how are you?” she asks him.

“Better now,” he says, looking at me. “Shall we formerly meet now? Cyrus Rourke, Dru's older brother.”

“By a minute,” Dru interjects.

“And don't you forget it,” he tells her, still looking at me, hand out now. Dru sighs and picks at her food. “This is where you introduce yourself,” he tells me.

“So, why do you live in the dorms?” I ask her. “Single parent family with that parent overseas?”

“No, both Mom and Dad are alive and well. Dad's a general in the Air Force, so we move around a lot,” Dru explains, looking relieved. “I don't think we've stayed anywhere longer than two years, and this last time—”

“Dru and I called a family meeting and complained, so Dad sent us to his Alma mater, here, because of the dorms, he called in a few favors. They're over in England now,” Cyrus interrupts to finish. I ignore him.

“This last time?” I prompt her and she laughs and repeats what Cyrus said. “You turned down England so you could stay in one high school for two years?” I stare at her.

“Well, yeah. I mean, traveling around isn't all it's cracked up to be. I told you I have a hard time making friends. It's hard getting attached and then finding out that you're moving again,” Dru explains.

“I'm sorry, it's hard to wrap my head around it being hard. I've lived here all my life, and I've never set foot outside of the state,” I inform her. Her jaw drops.

“Really?”

“Yeah,” I nod. She's easy to talk to. Something had clicked between us almost immediately. “Must be nice to get to start over every year or two.”

“I never thought of it that way,” she admits.

“You said moving around isn't all it's cracked up to be; neither is growing up in one place your entire life,” I tell her and take a bite of my food. My stomach churns and cramps, and the bite I took nearly comes back up. I put the spoon down and grab my stomach, wanting it to stop. I've never had cramps this bad before.

“You okay?” Dru asks.

“Just...cramps,” I tell her.

“Bad?” she asks. I nod. “Let's get you to the nurse, she'll have a heating pad.”

“Nah,” I say after a minute when I can breathe again. “It passed. I'm okay,” I assure her. “Where all have you been?” I ask.

“You sure you're okay?” Cyrus asks.

I ignore him. Dru smirks and then starts answering my question. They've been all over the world. A year in Italy, Germany, a couple years in Washington state, South Korea, a dozen other states, and they were in Colorado when this move came up and her father caved and called to get them dorm rooms here.

“Red Tempo,” I tell her when she asks me what I drive. I made it a point not to get into trouble today so that we could break early. When Cyrus decided to take our trays for us, we came up with a plan on how to get rid of him after school so he didn't try to come to my house with us. Now we're walking fast to stay ahead of him.

“Okay, in front of the dorms, ten minutes,” she says. I nod.

“Hey, so what are we talking about?” Cyrus asks. He's inexhaustible.

“See you,” Dru says to me.

“Later,” I tell her and she takes off in one direction as I take off in the other. I look back to see Cyrus catch up with her, and I laugh to myself. I look back one more time a minute later and my heart drops into the pit of my stomach. Priscilla is talking to them over by the door they were going into. Great, well, that was short lived.

I get to the car, get it started and get buckled. Stevie gets in, slamming the door.

“Hey! What did my door ever do to you?” I demand.

“One, it's a family door. And two, can we just go home please,” he mutters the last part.

“Stevie, what happened?”

“Nothing, alright? Nothing I can't handle, I'm just pissed.”

“Who was it?”

“A teacher, so no, you can't beat them up,” he retorts. “Can we please just go home?” he pleads when I shoot him a look.

“In a minute, we need to pick someone up first,” I tell him, checking the time and then pulling out of my parking spot.

“Who?” he asks

“A new friend, I think.”

“Oh,” he sounds disappointed. I don't know what to do with that. I cruise by the dorms and she isn't there, so I drive around the block and come back. She's standing at the curb, looking around, spots me and waves. “Who is that?” he asks, unbuckling.

“A new friend,” I repeat. He gets out and holds the door for her to get into the front seat. That's adorable. Oh wow, crushing on her already. Fast. He climbs into the backseat. “Dru Rourke, this my little brother Stevie. Stevie, this is Dru.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Stevie,” Dru says.

“Pleasure is all mine,” he replies. Flirt.

“So, how far to your house?” Dru asks, buckling as I pull away from the curb.

“Couple blocks that way,” I point forward and then turn right.

“Then why aren't we going that way?” she asks.

“I have to warn you about something first,” I tell her, thinking of how...odd my family life might look to outsiders. Janet's done this spiel before, but I haven't yet.

“Sounds ominous,” she comments, amused.

“Let me tell her,” Stevie says, catching onto my train of thought.

“Go for it,” I wave my hand.

Stevie gives her the whole spiel on what to expect, and she laughs. I mean, he gives her down to what Mom will say when we walk into the door, and she laughs.

“I'm sure you two are exaggerating,” Dru shakes her head.

“She's going to get extremely excited that Kelly has a new friend. She'll tell you that you're part of the family now, and the moment she learns you live in the dorms, she will insist that you join us every night for dinner and even invite you over for breakfast in the morning,” Stevie adds.

“Exaggerating,” Dru sings out.

“Alright,” Stevie says as we pull into the driveway, “You've been warned.”

We get out, grab our bags, and head inside.

“Stevie? Kelly? Is that you?” Mom calls out. We look at Dru.

“That doesn't prove anything,” Dru whispers, shaking her head.

“Yes mom!” Stevie and I call back.

“Fresh baked brownies in the kitchen! I'll be there in a minute!” she calls out.

“Okay!” we call back as we're walking into the kitchen. Stevie hands Dru his plate and glass of milk and then goes and gets another plate and glass for himself as I take mine and lead her to the table. Our bags are by the wall where we always put them. We sit down, and soon after Stevie joins us, Mom walks in.

“So, how was school today? Oh! Who is this?” Mom asks.

“Mom, this is my friend, Dru Rourke,” I introduce.

“You've got a new friend!” Mom exclaims, starting around the table to her. I can feel my cheeks heat up slightly.

“It's nice to meet you, Mrs. Konnell, you have a lovely home,” Dru says, standing up and offering her hand.

“Any friend of Kelly's is a daughter of mine,” Mom tells her, “And we hug in this family,” she adds, ignoring Dru's hand and hugging her for a moment. “So, did your family just move to town or just to this side of town?” Mom asks.

“I live in the dorms. Dad got stationed over in England, and Mom was on our side when we told them we didn't want three different high schools,” Dru replies.

“Oh you live in the dorms! Well, that cafeteria food is dreadful to eat three times a day. You will join us for dinner every night, I insist, and if you can make it over in the morning, breakfast is from six-thirty to seven-thirty.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Konnell.”

“Honey, don't call me Mrs. Konnell,” Mom says, “I still look for my mother-in-law every time I hear that. You can call me Mom or Kathy.”

“Okay,” Dru smiles, “Mom.”

“So, how was school today? Stevie?” she looks at Stevie.

“It was alright, nothing to report,” he shrugs.

“Homework?” she asks.

“Always,” he sighs.

“Kelly?”

“Yeah, actually, Dru's going to help me with Algebra,” I tell her.

“I'm kind of a wiz when it comes to math,” Dru says.

“Thank goodness, because the Konnells are not. I haven't been able to help them with math since they started mixing numbers and letters together,” Mom says and we laugh. “And how was your day at school?”

“Good,” Dru replies. “I have an English paper to finish up.”

“Well, all of you get your homework done,” Mom says, making the rounds to kiss everyone on the head, including Dru. “Dinner is at six. I have to run a few errands. Keys?” she asks me.

“Here,” I get them out of my pocket and hold them up so she can grab them on her way by.

“I'll be back before your father gets home,” she says as she walks out.

“Which is precisely at five-fifteen,” Stevie comments. I look at Dru. She looks shell-shocked. “Well, my work here is done,” Stevie says.

“What did you do, inhale it?” I ask him, staring at his plate now.

“Always,” he grins, downs his milk, and clears his spot. “See you at dinner,” he adds as he grabs his bag and heads out.

“Wow,” Dru finally says.

“Yeah, well, we tried to warn you,” I chuckle.

“Just crazy, and you know,” she looks at the entryway and back at me, “You and your brother could be twins too.”

“But we're about two years apart, not two minutes,” I grin. “Your brother going to lose interest any time soon?” I ask her.

“I doubt it,” she sighs. “Sorry he's bugging you.”

“It's more fun when there's someone around helping me ignore him,” I offer up.

“It really is, isn't it?” she laughs. “Get your stuff out, let's refresh the translation.”

“Okay,” I agree and get up to get my backpack.

We got homework done, and Dru hung around for dinner. Then she hung around after dinner. I kept expecting her to make an excuse to head back to the dorms, but she doesn't. We hang out up in my room. I go over her English paper for her and then we just sit and talk and laugh. My cramps are still coming and going, and they're getting pretty intense but they dissipate after a minute or five.

“You interested in any of the guys at school?” Dru asks me.

“No,” I reply. “You?” I turn it on her.

“Yeah, I've been flirting with one. Neal,” she tells me. “He's asked me out, I just told him I'd think about it.”

“Neal who?”

“Neal Banks,” she replies. Second base and short-stop for the varsity baseball team since his freshman year. “He's just...adorable, and he's sweet.”

“So why not just say yes?” I ask her.

“Because I have an overprotective brother,” Dru replies.

“That shouldn't stop you.”

“Neal is Cyrus's roommate,” Dru adds.

“Yeah, okay, that puts a crimp in things,” I agree. “Did you tell him why you'd think about it?”

“Oh, he knows,” Dru says. “He's been trying to find a way around it for the past week.”

“What did he come up with?”

“Same thing I did, dating and just not openly telling Cyrus about it,” Dru replies. “Cyrus has run off every other potential boyfriend to the point where I just stopped dating. No one was worth the hassle when we were going to move anyway. Now we're here, and he's a local whose parents travel for work so he lives in the dorms...I mean, Cyrus is literally the only reason not to.”

“And he's not much of a reason, right?” I ask her. She shrugs. “I mean, think about it, if Neal can't handle the overprotective brother, is he worth it? That's just your brother, too. Your father is a general in the military. If he can't handle Cyrus, you've got problems.”

“That's a fair point,” she says, “I never thought of it that way. I think I'll go for it. You know Neal, right? I mean, what do you think of him?” she asks.

Honestly, I've never had an issue with Neal. Nothing stands out. I've never heard a bad thing said about him.

“I don't know him that well, but I've never heard anything bad about him,” I offer.

“I'll take it,” she says. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Uh, sure,” I reply, “You can ask...”

“I was just wondering how it is that, you know, you've lived here your whole life, but you don't have any friends,” she says hesitantly.

“That would be a fair question,” I say, sighing without meaning to.

“I mean, if I'm prying...”

“Dru...I looked back and saw you and Cyrus talking to Priscilla, who happens to be queen of gossip,” I say quietly. “So...what did she say?”

“That you used to hang out with these two guys and get into trouble.”

“She called me a partying slut,” I offer.

“Yeah, pretty much,” she shrugs. I groan and pull my knees to my chest, my forehead between my knees. I'm sitting on my bed, she's sitting on my desk chair with her stocking feet up on my bed. “Kelly, I told you, I really don't give a shit about gossip.”

“You know, in the spirit of complete honesty—”

“You don't owe me a thing,” she says again. I look up at her. “You and I just met, just started hanging out. I'm getting to know you now, not then. Does that make sense?”
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