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Riley

“It’s smaller than your old school.”

Aunt Em and I are standing in front of Fate High School, and yes, she’s right.

It’s much smaller than my old school.

“A little bit,” I admit. I don’t tell her this school is slightly larger than the apartment complex I grew up in. Fate is often considered a mid-size city, but to me, it’s tiny. It’s smaller than anything I’ve ever experienced. To be honest, it’s a little bit overwhelming, and I’m not really sure what it is that I’m supposed to be doing here.

Aunt Em looks over at me and gives me a pitying smile. That’s the worst thing about my dad going to prison: the pity. My dad was always working and always busy, so he didn’t spend a lot of time around me. I understood, and I still understand. Some people have big dreams and big goals, and working is the way you make those dreams a reality. Still, the fact that he’s now really gone seems to bother people.

So, when someone finds out what happened, they look at me the same way Em is looking at me now.

They look at me like I’m nothing more than a bad dream, and like they can’t believe how sad and terrible my life must be. It’s not, though. My life isn’t horrible. Em was willing to take me in and let me live with her during my last year of high school, and even though transferring to a new place for my senior year isn’t exactly what I wanted to be doing, I’m okay.

Everything is going to be okay.

“Just be yourself,” Em says. She shrugs, silently letting me know that she thinks this is good, reasonable advice. It’s pretty cliché, in my opinion, but it’s the kind of advice most people would give. 

“Myself?”

I don’t tell her that I don’t even know who I am anymore. I don’t tell her that I have no idea who I am or what I want or what I need. She doesn’t need to have this huge pity-party dropped in her lap. Not Em.

“Yeah,” she smiles and playfully punches my shoulder. Her touch is gentle, not rough, and I know she’s just being kind. Em didn’t exactly sign up to be anyone’s mom right now. She definitely didn’t sign up to be my mom. She’s my dad’s younger sister, though, and she felt an obligation to take care of me. I don’t have anyone else, and even though I’m legally an adult and could technically rent an apartment during my senior year of high school, she decided to show me kindness and take me in.

I appreciate it.

I really, really appreciate it.

I also know that there’s no damn way I can ever pay her back. 

“You’re a fun kid,” Em says.

“I’m 18 now,” I point out. “I’m not exactly a kid anymore.”

Having a September birthday means I’ve always been the oldest kid in every grade I’ve ever been in. I’ve always just missed the cut-off for everything important. Welcome to the story of my life. Now, I’m an adult during her senior year, which is a little bit strange, but I don’t exactly plan on having a lot of conversations about it.

“You are to me,” she says. “I still remember the day you were born,” she says wistfully. She shakes her head quickly, though, obviously trying not to dwell too much on the past. “And anyway, just try to have fun, okay?”

“Okay,” I agree, nodding. It’s a lie. I’m not planning on having fun. School isn’t going to be fun. It’s going to be a hard year trying to survive without my dad, trying to prove that he’s innocent. I know that he’s innocent. I just have to make everyone else see it, too.

“You’ll make it home okay?” She looks at me nervously, as though she’s afraid I’ll get lost on my way back. This morning, Em walked me to school the way a mom might walk a kindergartner to her first day. I let her because I know she’s nervous about screwing me up. She isn’t really sure how to raise a teenager. Despite the fact that she’s mostly just babysitting me until I graduate, Em wants to do a good job, and I have to admit, she’s being really chill about me staying with her.

“I’ll be fine,” I say.

“I’ll be working until late,” she warns. Em runs a little flower shop in town. She was able to duck away for a little bit to bring me to school. Now she’s got to rush back before her employees notice she’s gone and start to panic. Her team is pretty self-sufficient, but Em is still in charge, and they all depend on her quite a bit.

“I appreciate you sneaking away to walk me,” I say. I give her a hug, bid her farewell, and she leaves. She turns, walking back down the narrow sidewalk that leads toward her shop. I stare for a long time: long past the time that would be considered socially acceptable. 

And then I’m alone, staring up at Fate High School.

What could possibly go wrong?

*
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“A TRANSFER STUDENT,” the principal says, looking over at me. 

Patricia Dec looks exactly the way I think a principal should look. She can’t be older than 45, but she wears her greying hair pulled back in a tight bun, and her lips are pursed in a tight smile. She’s the epitome of unfriendly. She looks like she’s thinking about punching some students in the face.

It’s pretty obvious to tell whether someone likes their job or not, and Principal Dec is definitely the type of person who hates her work. I don’t know whether she hates children or teenagers or all of us combined, but she’s definitely not happy to be dealing with me today.

The least I can do is try to make this as painless as possible, so I, too, paste on a smile. I’ve got plenty of practice smiling. When my dad used to have business meetings with his associates, sometimes I’d go along. While most of what they talked about was boring and uninteresting, I was always required to look neat, clean, tidy, and polite. That included smiling even when I thought I was going to die from the monotony.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say to Principal Dec.

Instantly, the room cools about twelve degrees. Yeah, that wasn’t the right thing to say. Apparently, Principal Dec doesn’t like being called “ma’am.” I had no way of knowing that, though, did I? My dad always raised me to be as polite as possible, and one of the ways he showed me to demonstrate consideration was by calling people “sir” or “ma’am.”

Now, it seems as though this has backfired on me horribly.

“You may call me Principal Dec,” the ice queen says. She frowns, wrinkling her face. I feel like she’s being a little dramatic, but I don’t argue with her. Instead, I just nod.

“Of course.”

“What brings you to Fate?” Principal Dec asks.

What brings me here?

Which answer would be most appropriate?

Somehow, I feel like telling her my dad is locked up in the joint would make this awkward encounter about a million times worse. Explaining that my father was accused of embezzlement and fraud and a million other white-collar crimes seems like a good way to get on Principal Dec’s Most Hated list. That is, if I’m not already on the list.

“My aunt needed help with her flower shop,” I lie. “I’m very interested in horticulture, and I asked if I could work for her during my senior year. I figure it will boost my chances of being accepted into a school with a strong biology program.”

All of this is a lie.

I don’t care about flowers. I’m not interested in college. I don’t know anything about science.

I literally just don’t want the principal to hate me.

It’s bad enough that I’m in a new place for my senior year. Yeah, Fate is close enough to Destiny, the city I lived in, that I can go visit. If I want to, I can drive past my old school and check out my old haunts, but I don’t want to. I don’t have friends left there, and I don’t have a free dad anymore. I have nothing waiting for me. That just means that the only place I have to look is straight ahead.

“Well, that’s very interesting,” she says tightly. Then I see her face relax just the slightest bit. Her hands are no longer balled into fists. Instead, she rests them on the desk in front of her.

Is it just me? 

Or has my attempt at diffusing the stress of this situation actually started to work a little bit?

“Thank you,” I say.

The principal hands me a piece of paper with my class schedule on it. I accept the paper and glance over it. Everything looks exactly as it should. I recognize all of the classes on the list as ones I carefully selected.

“This is all available through your school app,” she tells me. “Did you already download it?”

“Yep,” I hold up my phone. When I registered, I was given a username, password, and easy access to my class schedule. It’s a nice, simple, and easy way to make sure I’m organized.

“Good,” she nods her approval. “The paper copy is just a backup. Sometimes new students don’t always have the app installed, and we like to make things as simple as possible here at Fate High School.” She seems proud of this.

I’m sure that it’s true she wants students to be as organized and on top of things as possible. I nod, trying to convey that I’m not crazy, and I’m not a troublemaker, and I’m not going to cause any issues for her at all. I nod to let her know that it’s a great plan, and that I think she’s smart, and that it’s wonderful she’s so organized. 

Mostly, I don’t want this lady to hate me. I don’t want anyone to like me, either. I want to be ignored, honestly. My personal plan is to keep my head down as much as possible and try to navigate the murky waters of Fate as easily as possible. I only have to survive two semesters here before I’m able to leave and go somewhere else.

Anywhere else.

“Thank you,” I tell her. “That’s very considerate.”

“Mmm,” she nods. Then she stands, signaling that it’s time for me to go. I follow her lead and stand up, too, ready to get moving. I smooth out my clothes, slightly aware of the fact that Principal Dec is staring at me. I wonder what else she’s going to say. This entire first meeting didn’t exactly go well, but it wasn’t a nightmare, either. 

“Your instructors are aware that you’re starting late,” she says. “They’ll provide your books for you. Your first class is just down the hall.”

It’s Japanese class. 

I know I’m signed up for Japanese. I’ve been wanting to learn since, well, forever, and I had an extra elective credit I needed to use up. I’ll be starting a couple of weeks late, so I’ll already be behind, but I’m definitely going to be working hard to catch up in that class.

“Thanks,” I tell her again. Then I turn to leave, ready to start experiencing the high school nightmare that waits for me. It won’t be all bad, I try to tell myself. Only, even I know this isn’t really true. It’s definitely going to be all bad.

Soon I find myself in the empty hallway and walking toward my Japanese class. I’m suddenly a little nervous even though I know I shouldn’t be. After all, what’s the worst thing that could happen? People could be mean to me, I guess.

My dad’s voice echoes in my head. The last thing he told me when they took me away was to be strong. Sometimes when I’m afraid, I still hear his voice just as clearly as the last time I saw him.

Be strong, Riley. You can do anything. Don’t forget who you are.

It’s so cliché. I know that perfectly well. My dad wanted to make sure that I kept believing in myself even when he was gone, and I do. I do believe in myself. 

I also believe that my dad was framed, and he doesn’t deserve to be in prison.

Believing in myself seems like a really simple way that I can honor my dad even while he’s locked up. I fully plan on doing everything in my power to prove that he’s innocent, but right now, I have to survive the day. I’ve got to get through Japanese class, and then I’ve got to get through literature and history and lunch and...

I walk up to the classroom door and push it open softly. It creaks open. Considering the fact that Fate is kind of an affluent place where the rich like to send their kids, I’m a little surprised by this.

Then again, it’s a public high school literally named after the city it’s in, so maybe I shouldn’t be so shocked. I ignore the creaking and step inside the classroom only to find that the class has completely come to a standstill.

“May I help you?” 

The entire class looks at me as the instructor stops teaching in order to give me her full attention. I should probably appreciate this more than I do. Right now, I feel totally embarrassed, though, as I nod. Yeah. Yeah, she can help me.

Be strong, Riley.

I’m trying to hold it all together as I walk in. Suddenly, everything feels very real. I’m truly not at my old school. I’m really in a new place with new people. I’m actually not in the big city anymore and...

“I’m Riley,” I tell her. “It’s my first day.” I take a deep breath but try to look like I’m just breathing normally. I don’t really want anyone to think I’m more of a freak than I already feel like I am. 

Middle school students always have these embarrassing moments where they wish they can melt right into the floor, never to be seen again. I realize that I haven’t felt this way since middle school. Everyone is staring at me, and yeah, I wish I could just vanish. If the floor could open up and swallow me whole, that would be perfectly fine with me.

“First day around other humans, maybe. Do you see what she’s wearing?” A male voice at the back of the class stage whispers the insult, and I blush as I ignore the words. The rest of the class snickers as everyone looks at my outfit.

What does he mean, “do you see what she’s wearing?”

My clothing is normal, in my opinion. It’s a bit simple, but I’ve got on jeans and a t-shirt. They’re both form-fitting and hug my curves. I’m wearing red Converse for good luck. Converse were always my dad’s favorite kind of shoe to wear. 

Why the hell is this guy going after my clothes?

“That’ll be enough,” the teacher says to the guy without looking over. To me, she smiles. “Welcome to our class, Riley. I’m Miss Brown. I’m the Japanese teacher. I think you’re going to like it here. We’re all very happy to have you.” That’s a lie, but I appreciate it, anyway. “Why don’t you tell the class a little bit about yourself?”
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