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    Most Likely To . . . (Class of 1997)


    by A.C. Wise


    I watch from across the street as workers gut my high school; the building will be transformed into a brand-new suite of condos by the end of next year. They carry desks scratched with initials and barnacled with gum, blackboards grey with phantom equations and essay topics, and skinny lockers in puke orange and pale mint green. It’s been nearly thirty years since I kicked my locker so hard the door jammed and the custodian had to pry it open with an extra-long screwdriver. I don’t even remember why.


    Watching the constant stream of activity, I wonder which of the lockers in which of the workers’ hands used to be mine. It’s such a small and stupid thing. I wonder if anything being carried out of the building now still remembers a time when I was a student there, and if anything will remember me when it’s all gone.


    Guilt settles against my spine.


    Finally, when I can’t avoid the question any longer—bigger than all my trivial wonderings until now—I wonder if Natalie is still there. I wonder if any of the workers have seen her ghost.


    “Sara, you’ll be with Natalie,” Ms. Robles says, a brief, pointed look at me before addressing the class as a whole. “Be prepared to share your topic and thesis statement by the end of the week. The essays themselves are due at the end of the month.”


    Natalie tries to catch my eye. I pretend not to notice until she looks down at her hands. At the desk ahead of mine, Laurel glances back, smirks, and whispers something to Samara beside her. Their shoulders curl around contained laughter, and unfairness prickles cold and hot along my skin. It’s not like I chose to partner with Natalie; it’s not like Laurel and Samara don’t know it’s Ms. Robles’ fault, but they don’t care. Tainted by association. Natalie’s chair scrapes, shifting closer to mine.


    “Maybe after lunch we could meet in the library to pick our topic?”


    There’s a painful note of hope in her voice. One small mercy—she doesn’t suggest lunchtime itself. Lisa, Kelly, Laura and I always sit together, like we have since seventh grade, and Natalie joining us would be painfully awkward. We both know that.


    “Fine. Let’s meet in the balcony,” I say.


    The tentative spark of hope migrates to her eyes, and I duck my head, pretending to look through my bag until the bell rings. When it does, I bolt, a hurried mumble trailing behind me.


    “See you then.”


    The lights are off in my mother’s apartment. Except it’s not her apartment anymore. I have to keep reminding myself. I’m here to clean it out, get it ready to sell before I go back home. Or what passes for home—the apartment where I spent two hazy years of pandemic time staring at the same blah-grey walls. Home in name only, because there’s nothing to return to—no job, no relationship, both of those unraveled during the pandemic as well.


    It’s why I’m thinking about Natalie—a shitty reason if there ever was one. Natalie was lonely, and thirty years too late, I finally understand what loneliness means.


    I could have been kinder, but I tell myself at least I wasn’t cruel. Not like Laurel and Samara. Kelly, Lisa, Laura and I mostly ignored Natalie, just like everyone else in our grade. Those three are the only friends I’m still in touch with from Eddington, and only because I’ve known them since elementary school. We all live in different cities and only see each other every few years at most. If I’m being honest, we’re acquaintances these days, not friends.


    When I went away to college, my mother converted my former bedroom into a home office with a pull-out couch for guests. It’s where I’m sleeping while I’m here, a weird liminal space for a weird, liminal not-quite-guest, but I can’t bear the thought of sleeping in my mother’s room. She kept the things I left behind neatly labeled and stacked in the closet. A cigar box, collaged and glittered within an inch of its life, sits at the front of the topmost shelf. I pull it down and sit cross-legged on the bed. Inside are passed notes full of inside jokes I no longer understand and a loose stack of photographs, the ones I took on graduation day.


    There’s always one girl in any all-girls school, that girl, and ours was Natalie. Maybe it’s the same at any school, all-girls or not, because we had one girl and one boy all through elementary school as well. The ones who were just off enough that we felt justified in picking on them. Kerry always had greasy hair, and Brendan either accidentally or on purpose didn’t wear underwear beneath his gym shorts once. It was all the fuel we needed to torment and exclude them from kindergarten to sixth grade.


    There was nothing so overt about Natalie; she never really did anything wrong. But on the very first at Eddington School for Girls, we collectively decided Natalie was the one. We did it without talking. We did it without thinking about it too much. We did it because we all understood if we wanted to stay safe and survive high school, someone had to take the fall.


    In that first week, that first year, when we were all getting to know each other and deciding who we were going to be for the next five years, whenever we would run out of other things to say, inevitably what would come out was, “Did you hear that Natalie . . . ”


    And we’d say some ridiculous thing that none of us really believed (except it plausibly could be true) and we’d all laugh and feel better about ourselves. Whatever we had going on—bad grades, bad skin, bad hair day—at least we were better than her.


    I flip through the stack of photographs, looking for one in particular. Anna was the ghost, but it anyone is haunting Eddington now, it’s got to be Natalie. The school’s history extends at least 150 years before my class and I first got there. It used to be a boarding school back in the day. Even if it was brand-spanking new thirty years ago though, it would still be haunted. Pack thirty to forty girls into each class, multiplied across five grades, all of us trying to survive by tearing each other apart and of course you’re going to end up with ghosts. What is a haunting, after all, but pain remembered? If anyone is trapped there, repeating the worst five years of her life, it’s Natalie. It’s got to be. Even if she isn’t dead.


    I find the picture I’m looking for and tilt it into the light. I remember the image being clearer, a perfect slice of time like an insect in amber, capturing the moment Natalie changed. In reality, it barely shows anything—taken with a disposable camera, three rows back from the stage. If I didn’t know it was a picture of Natalie, I wouldn’t be able to tell.


    It could be any girl with an impossibly arched back, long brown hair hanging straight down toward the stage. It isn’t proof of anything. Natalie might be standing on her toes rather than lifting off them; the dark stain on her white graduation robe might be a shadow, not blood.


    Except bodies aren’t meant to do what Natalie’s is doing in the photograph, blurry though it may be. She’s leaning so far back that her spine should crack. I was a stagehand my senior year, when we did Into the Woods, so I know there was no rigging above the stage, nothing from which Natalie could have been suspended.


    My yearbooks are boxed in the closet as well, and I find the one from 1997, graduation year. On the class picture page, I find myself and Natalie, miniaturized in black and white, side by side. Westmore and Whitten—we spent five years of high school paired by our last names, but we were never really friends. I was nice to her, until I wasn’t. Nice to her when I had to be, face-to-face, when we were paired together in Ms. Robles class. I didn’t help her when it could have made a difference, before she stepped onto the graduation stage, and I didn’t help her when she hovered above it and it was already far too late.


    I took this picture instead.


    EMTs carried Natalie out of the gymnasium, and the rest of the graduation ceremony cancelled. I never saw her again.


    We weren’t a huge class; we weren’t a big school. Five grades, seven to eleven, 230 students in all. Signatures and messages crowd the back inside pages of my yearbook. On the page before that, the Most Likely To page, Natalie and I are stacked one on top of the other again. A printing error I never noticed before creates the illusion of a fold in the page, truncating the letters and overlapping them so I can’t tell what it’s meant to say, what the rest of our classmates thought either of us was most likely to do.


    I pull out my phone and search for Natalie Westmore. She might have changed her name. She might be among the results that turn up, but I don’t know enough about her to be able to tell. We were in every single class together for five years. We spent a handful of hours huddled on the balcony above the library, scrunched down where we couldn’t be seen. She told me things she never told anyone else. All I have to show for it is a photograph I tucked it away in a box and didn’t bother to look at for thirty years.


    I don’t know what I believe, looking back now, but I know what I believed then and what I picture when I remember that day. Natalie screaming. Her back arched. Her white gown turning red. Her feet lifting off the ground, the taut, painful bow of her body floating above the stage.


    “We could write about Anne Boleyn,” Natalie says.


    We’re sitting on the floor of the balcony that overlooks the library with our backs against the lowest level seats. Back when it was a boarding school, the library used to be a gym. Pennants and wooden trophy shields decorate the walls; the seats behind us were where students used to watch games. Like box seats in a theater, the front wall of the balcony is solid, making us invisible from below. The shadows are deep up here, something about the carpeting and the dark paneled wood drinking the light. If someone opened the door and only gave the space the most cursory glance, we might not even be seen.
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