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Chapter 1

The New Job

Sonia







There comes a moment in everyone's life when you get thrown into odd situations. They can work in your favor or work against you. It all depends on how you handle it. For me, I'm not handling any of it very well right now. I got a pencil clenched between my teeth, I'm attempting to tie my hair in a ponytail, and I'm running.

Now, I don't like running that much. I have to run laps in gym class and that, in itself, is torture. The more laps I run, the more my body screams at me. I'm not running to gym here, but to the newspaper office. I only have a little time left to turn in my latest article. If I miss the deadline, I'm not in the next issue. I can deal with that, but the school paper editor, Nate, will glower at me and launch into a lecture that'll destroy what's left of my self-esteem. I can't deal with that part. That's why I'm swerving every corner and avoiding the crowds of people standing by the lockers. As I finish tying my hair, I duck under the giant blue and yellow banner with "Welcome Back Cougars!" printed in bold letters, sagging slightly from the ceiling. It went up a few days ago, yet it's already sagging, along with bright yellow cougar decals, on the wall. Go figure.

We came back from winter break and everyone's acting like it's the first day of school. I run around a student dressed in a cougar costume, who throws up a peace sign. I throw one back, give a half-hearted "Go Cougars!" back at him, and turn the corner. More yellow and blue decorations greet me with a few peeled off the wall and some crumpled onto the ground. School spirit. These hallways reek of it, and I'm getting a headache. Don't get me wrong. I don't hate my school or the Cougars, but there's only so much of this peppiness I can take in a day.

"Sorry, Cougars! I'm on a deadline!" The pencil falls from my mouth, so I grab it, jump over a puddle of melted snow and slip past a couple making out in the hall. The decorations ease up and I enter the boring ivory-and-tan zone—aka ivory walls and tan lockers. My headache fades and I slow down a little. Fewer students crowd this area, and most ignore my mumbling and swerving. Good. The less they notice me, the less I have to deal with them.

"Let's see…only a few minutes left." I glance up at the clock ticking down the seconds. Sprinting down the hall, I wave at a girl drinking at the water fountain. "I'll see you around!"

"Uh…okay, whoever you are." The girl shakes her head. "Weirdo."

Weirdo. That's better than some things I've been called, so I'll take it as a compliment. This girl heard me. Most people ignore me, which I guess is better than being bullied. I've had my share of that since I don't fit the ideal of a popular, spirited student. I'm not thin or loud, and I don't spend time giggling over nonsense. I don't find any of the hot guys all that hot to begin with. If that makes me a weirdo, so be it. All these guys won't be hot forever. I got better things to do.

"All right, let's get this taken care of." I walk backward to read the title of my article. Perfect. No spelling or grammar errors so far. We've had our share of typos, and no one minded much until the day we ran a story about helping a homeless girl find a place for Christmas. The headline read, "School Gifts Headless Girl With Unfor-fettable Christmas Gift" and the editors wanted to crawl inside a dark hole. Since then, everyone double-checks everything.

"Why can't you ask us to turn them in online, Nate?" I stuff the article back in my folder. I don't get it. Most teachers have no problem accepting papers online, but Nate Hopper, our paper's editor, prefers the old-fashioned way. He wants a hard copy of everything, so he can go over them with a red pen. All the articles start out clean and end up with red scribbles all over around. Normally, I don't mind editing, but I can't focus on it today. I've got a few minutes before hitting the deadline or my article won't be in the issue.

"Let's see…five paragraphs long. You better be happy, Nate." I peek once more at my paper, covering my face with it, and run straight into Mr. Flynn, the history teacher, who's carrying a stack of books in his twiggy arms. I stumble backward as everything spills across the floor, books landing with heavy thuds. Mr. Flynn groans as papers fly around him before settling on the ground. Crap. I didn't want this to happen, but I can't run off without helping. Still bouncing on my feet, I grab whatever I can.

"So sorry, so sorry…" I hand over some of his notes. "Here, let me help."

"It's all right, but do watch where you are going, Miss Roy." He rubs his temples. "You nearly rammed me into the wall."

"I really am sorry! Here you go." I pick up a few of the papers and glance at the names on them. Okay, they're not from my class, so I can't be accused of looking at something. "I didn't see you, and if I did…"

"If you did, then you wouldn't have run into me. In fact, you shouldn't be running at all. What's the hurry, anyway?" Mr. Flynn peers down at me with his horn-rimmed glasses. My stomach knots, and guilt churns inside me. He's no one's favorite teacher, but he's harmless. A tough but fair guy when it comes to grades. As long as people stay out of his way, he stays out of theirs. "You should watch where you're going!"

I scoop up some books and glance at the clock mocking me from above the lockers. The minute hand inches closer to the hour, and I jump up and check my folder. There it is—my article, no folds or smudges. I start to walk, nearly bumping into a few football players coming in the other direction. They weave around me, and I weave around them.

"Crap! Not again!" Once more, I bump into Mr. Flynn and another book falls from his arms. "Sorry, again! I'm in a hurry! I'd help you pick up, but…"

"Oh, just go, Miss Roy! If you're running, go already!" he grumbles as I leave. I apologize again and run toward room 438, where we put our paper together. The door's wide open, and I start taking bigger strides. Nate's waiting for me with legs kicked up on his desk while fiddling with that red pen. It's his favorite position. He'll sit there and twirl that red pen in his fingers while counting down seconds under his breath.

I have two minutes left. Those two minutes will either get my article in the paper or keep it off. Jetting down the hall, I almost collide into a group of cheerleaders. They start laughing as I begin apologizing. I'm getting a little too used to that today.

"Sorry! I'm in a hurry!"

"Just watch where you're going! You nearly killed me!" someone from the crowd pipes up. "Ugh, what did you do to my hair?"

"Your hair is fine. She didn't do anything."

That voice. I know it, and it always melts my soul. Then again, who wouldn't melt at hearing it? Aster Martin, co-captain of the squad, flashes a smile in my direction, and I see stars. I should hate her since she's the exact opposite of me: the pretty, popular, and intelligent girl everyone loves. She's everything I can't be, yet I don't loathe her.

I've had classes with her, and she's always been nice to everyone around her. Even now, while I'm making a mess, she's laughing at the situation—not at me. My heart jumps up and down while she waves this off.

"You're fine. You didn't hurt anyone!"

"I…I know." I breathe out. God, even being in her presence is messing with my brain. Aster flips her dark hair to the side, the curls bouncing up and down. It's taking every bit of self-control in me not to reach out and run my fingers through it. Her hair's always shining, even when there's no sun or lights around. I wouldn't be surprised if it turns out she's made from sparkles. She doesn't seem real. "I…I really should go!"

"Then go!" The other girl swats at me like I'm a fly buzzing around her head. "We're busy!"

"Right." I nod at Aster, who shoots another smile before turning to the other cheerleaders. God, how did she end up in this group? Okay, she's probably talented. I rarely go to games here, but from what I've seen, she's got skills. She's the only one who gets the crowd in a cheering frenzy and has them pumped by the end of a cheer. I can't help but get on my feet when I see her perform.

I want to tell her how great she is, but before I get a chance, she's swarmed by everyone else. That's Aster Martin. Always surrounded by people and making others happy. I'm amazed she has time to say hi to anyone, let alone hold a conversation. No one ever leaves her alone, and I can't tell if that makes her happy or not. I take one more look as Aster walks off. Never alone. Nah, I don't think I can deal with that.

I slip away and enter room 438, door slightly ajar and lights on. Nate's inside and, as expected, he's sitting on a desk with his feet crossed and playing with the red pen. I run down the row of desks and drop my article in the tray before him.

"There! I'm here! Please tell me I got it here on time!"

"One minute before the deadline. I'm impressed." He checks his phone. "You're cutting too close there, Sonia."

"Well, I made it. Here you go!" I drop down into a desk with all my things laid on top. "Written and proofread in time for tomorrow's issue."

"Yeah, I'll decide if it's edited or not. And I will decide if it goes in tomorrow's issue." Nate ignores the paper, gets his feet off the desk, and heads to a computer in the corner. "In any case, I'm glad you're here on time because I've got a new assignment for you."

"Already?" I crack my knuckles. Nate gives new assignments after I finish one, but he never does it this quickly. "Did something happen recently?"

"No, it's more like a new thing we're doing. I'm going to talk more about it in our meeting, but I wanted you to know everything first. After all, you'll be dealing with these messages as they come in." He powers on the computer and clicks the email icon. "We're starting an advice column, and I'd like you to be in charge."

Oh no, I don't want this. I push away from the computer. "An advice column? You've got the wrong person if you want me to do this."

"Actually, I have the right person for this. You are the kind of person everyone looks up to."

"No, I'm not." I scoff. I don't know what Nate smoked today, but it warped his brain. "Most people don't know I even exist. Why would they want anything from me?"

"That's the beauty behind it! They don't know you, so you can go incognito." Nate claps his hands. "Give yourself another name. Answer their questions. And trust me, most of this stuff is easy. Here we go!" He clicks on the first email to read out loud. "Dear Advice Columnist, I can't seem to do well in my classes. I go to class, I do my homework, but I never get a good grade. My teacher says I'm not applying myself and I should study. The thing is, I never have time to study. I've got a lot to do. Please help me. Signed, Desperate For An A." He steps back and turns to me. "How would you answer that?"

I read the email again to myself. Really? This is what he wants me to deal with? I don't know whether to start crying or screaming at this person. "Well, maybe the first step for this person is to…I don't know…study? And if they have a lot of things, they need to organize themselves. Put what's most important on top and get that done first. Make time for studying in between everything else. Then they'll do better in their classes."

He slaps my back. "See? You're a pro!"

"That's something anyone would say. And don't whack my back again unless you want to lose some fingers." I push his arm away. "Anyway, I don't know about this. That was easy, but what if I get something that I can't solve?"

"I doubt that's possible. I checked some of these emails already, and they're mostly from students who need help with grades or how to get someone to notice them. I'm sure you can handle that. Every week, we'll publish a few of these emails and see how it goes."

I'm not convinced. "Nate, I write news articles. I don't dish out advice. You give me the assignment, I write it. I'm not the kind to give advice on diet or dating because I've tried these things before. Didn't work."

"They could work for someone else. Come on, Sonia. You're here to help people out. Think of all the good you will do." He checks his phone again and pulls out the chair. "Now I'm going to go through the articles for tomorrow, so you can check out the emails we have. And come up with a new name. It's gonna be weird with everyone calling you Advice Columnist."

Okay, he's serious about all this, and I'm never getting out of it. Once Nate comes up with a new idea, he won't let it go. Things have to get to shit-hitting-fan levels before he changes his mind on anything. I don't want to spend the whole afternoon arguing, so I sit down. "All right, I'll see what we've got. Do I have to answer all of them right now? How do you want me to do this?"

"Oh yeah, I should explain that part. Well, type up your response first on a separate document and save the question, too. That's for our issue. Then answer the email. They will have no idea who you are. This email is tied to the paper, but no one else. They'll never know it's you answering…just make sure you're not using your name."

"Okay." I scroll down the email and find the first question. "How long has this been going on?"

"We technically started it last week and announced it online. I wanted to make a formal announcement later and to everyone, but then the questions started coming in. People really need some advice. We're not publishing every bit of advice, but you still have to answer them. You can take your time, but they must be done."

"All right, I'll check them out." I click on the first question. It's another student who isn't studying and wondering why their grades plummeted. "I shouldn't even bother responding to this one. The answer is right in front of them, and they can't figure it out. Next!"

Unfortunately for me, the next question isn't any better. I gulp when I read the first few sentences, and I can't bring it to myself to answer. I don't have the answer.




Dear Advice Columnist,

I need to lose weight. I've done everything I can, but it's not working; I eat healthy, I exercise, I work hard. Yet my weight is the same. I'm not losing it fast enough. I was wondering if I should try one of those crash diets? My friend says they're dangerous, but I'm desperate. Please help me.

Sincerely,

Not So Skinny Minnie




My fingers hover the keyboard as I read the email again. Fantastic. One of the first things I come across and it's about weight. The one thing I continuously have an issue with. Half of the people I know say I'm not doing enough to maintain it. The other half are convinced I have screwed up genes and I got all the bad ones from my father's side. It never fails any time I go abroad to India. The first comment I get is on my looks and then they break me down. Nothing's helped so far. Not even running around in the gym did much.

It's a good thing Mom's not here or she'd have a lot to say about this person, none of it good. I see her now, grimacing with arms crossed and shaking her head in disapproval. She'd see this person as me. She's just another version of Sonia. This person is like her daughter who isn't willowy or tall or fair. She's a failure of a human, too. I can't escape the comments. Even moving from one room to another gets me a lecture and advice I never asked for.

"You need to walk faster." Ma scolds whenever I make a move. I can go to the corner of a room, and she acts like I'm about to collapse. "If you went on a diet, you would get better at running and moving. You'd have more energy."

I hate those words. Ma thinks she's helping, but all they do is dig deep into my chest and lodge themselves in my heart. Her advice is always to exercise and eat healthy, and I've followed it. It's not enough. No matter what, I never do enough. I'm never enough for her. Never pretty enough, never smart enough, never good enough. Not So Skinny Minnie probably hears the same things. She's another poor soul struggling to fit in and never being good enough for others. I can't answer her.

"I'll come back to you in a minute. I need to think about the answer." I click on the next email and read through it. "Dear Advice Columnist, I have a problem with sleeping. No matter what way I sleep, it doesn't work out. If I sleep on my back, people complain that I snore. If I'm on my side, I pull my back. There's no way I can sleep on my front. What should I do? Signed, Sixteen and Sleepless."

Ouch. Another one. My throat burns reading those words. Another person out there who sounds like me. Ma complains I snore loudly when I lay on my back. When I sleep on my side, I strain my back and sides and, sometimes, I wake up with a migraine. Of course, if I complain about this, all hell breaks loose. The moment I mention it, Ma points out it's because I'm fat. Being fat means straining muscles. If it's not that, then I have some kind of health problem and that can only be cured by eating healthy. I don't even understand that logic and I don't try anymore. Talking to Ma gets harder as the years pass by and now, I stop telling her when I'm in pain or injured. I'd rather deal with it alone than get lectures for doing something wrong.

I type out some parts of the answer. At first, I tell them to get earplugs, but then I erase that piece of advice. That won't help them or fix the snoring. However, talking to someone about sleep apnea may help a little. I write that out and throw in some resources that I picked up when I dealt with it. I want to be approachable, so the more I give, the better off they'll be. I add in one last note on letting me know how things go and good luck. There! That sounds reasonable and, hopefully, they'll take the advice.

"So, are you good with that?" Nate pats my shoulder and I swipe at him. "Sorry, I'm just checking up on you. You answer anything yet?"

"Slowly but surely. A lot are the same type of thing, but I'll answer them. Though I do wish I had another name. Advice Columnist sounds so…boring."

"Well, I'll leave that part up to you, Sonia. If you got a cool name to use, sign it with that. And don't worry, no one will ever know that it's you. Your secret's safe."

"Oh, goody." I roll my eyes as I go to the next question. "I hope you're right, Nate. Cause I have no idea if people will like what I say. What if someone hates my advice?"

"Eh, it might happen, but the other thing could happen, too. People might love your advice. And who knows? This could lead you to something interesting."

"Yeah, maybe." Something interesting doesn't happen here. The questions are all the same and I'm going to get tired by tomorrow. So many people with issues. So much to say. Still, it's not too tough to help them out. These people want someone to listen to them. If I have to be that someone, then I can do that. I'll be the ear they need and the shoulder to cry on. I'm good at listening. I don't mind helping others. I can give them satisfaction with my words.

And if I'm good enough at this, I'll get some satisfaction, too.




Chapter 2

Home Sweet Home

Aster







When I left for home, I forgot about the snow and how chilly the air becomes when the sun's not out. I'm careful as I step on the sidewalk and avoid the icy patches. The snow crunches under my feet as I approach my home. I can't miss it. I come home two hours later than normal and now some of the water is freezing again. I may live in Dowling Arbor, one of the fanciest neighborhoods around, but it still takes time for things to thaw here. Every home here has icicles hanging from the rooftops and frost dusting the blades of grass. Stomping my feet and shaking off the excess snow, I open the front door and step in. "Hello? Anyone in here?"

Nothing. Uh-oh, why am I hearing nothing? Hanging up my coat, I shake out a few snowflakes from my thick brown hair and wait for some sound. My curls bounce on my shoulders as I kick off my shoes and search for some slippers. There's something going on. If they've heard me, they haven't greeted me yet. No one noticed when I entered the house. For a second, it is quiet. I never like this kind of quiet because I know the house isn't empty. Someone is here. Someone roams the halls and floors around. Above, someone shuffles back and forth like they're pacing. Shuffle, shuffle. Yeah, they're definitely pacing. Even in a house as large and decorated as this, I know where all the noise is coming from.

Any minute now. I know they're here, moving around in the bedroom. I wait a little bit, until the shuffling footsteps grow louder. Yup, I'm right. I'm not alone. Unfortunately for me, it also means I'm not going to have a quiet night after all. Pacing and shuffling is never a good sign. It doesn't matter which parent it comes from. Things were at a boiling point and any second, when she didn't expect it, everything would explode.

"I'm home!" I yell. It echoes down the halls, and I lean back, waiting for a reply. And I get one, all right. Shouts greet me, yet they're not screaming about me. Making my way to the bottom of the spiral stairs, I yell again. "It's me! I'm back from school!"

"Dan, hurry!" Mom screams from upstairs. Her heels click on the carpet like she wants to break the floorboards. Who knows, maybe that is what she's attempting. "This flight is going to leave without me!"

"Well, if you had your things ready, we wouldn't be rushing, would we?" Dad snaps back. Now it's his turn to storm around the room. He stomps like an infant as he blasts away at my mother. "We'd be at the airport by now, but no, you need your best heels!"

"If you actually kept track of things, we wouldn't be rushing."

"It's good to hear from you guys, too." I back away from the staircase. "I'm doing fine, don't worry about me. I got an A on my chemistry quiz and my English paper. Oh, and the pep rally is coming up. The Cougars are undefeated in football and a bunch of other stuff. I may stay after school a lot next week, but…" I trail off. Who the hell am I talking to and why? No one's listening, like always. "Ah, never mind. Neither of you care about that stuff."

"Anne, for the love of God, hurry up! How long does it take to put on makeup?" Dad screams from the bedroom above. I wince as his pierced screams break through the moment of silence. So much for some quiet time. If only I could teleport out of the house and disappear to another country. Even then, I don't think they'd realize I'm gone.

"I'm moving as fast as I can, Dan! Just go to the car and wait for me there if you can't wait for me up here." Mom shoots back. "It's not my fault you had nothing ready."

"Only because you had nothing ready. You're the one who thinks you can waltz into an airport forty-five minutes before leaving."

"It's not a full flight, Dan, and we live fifteen minutes from the airport! It'll be fine."

Home sweet home. Nothing like the sound of my parents at each other's throats. Again. I take myself upstairs to change clothes and attempt some homework. I close the door behind me and tune everything out. Not that I'm succeeding. Even in the distance and behind walls of wood and paint, the two of them continue to squabble. I never understood why they didn't just divorce as they never like being in the same room with each other. It doesn't matter where they are. Offices, churches, school, shops…they fight whenever and wherever they can. I often disappear and wander off to places where I can't hear them. I hate the looks others give them as they bicker on and on. Those strangers are scared for me when we're walking around. They want to help and don't know how.

"Are you okay?" several people always ask whenever my parents explode at each other in public. They want to know if I'm fine, if I'm in trouble, and if they need to get me help. I guess there's some comfort there. They ignore my parents and talk to me instead. "Do you need help?"

I always laugh it off and shake my head. I assure them that my parents aren't always like this, but it's a lie. All I've done for them is lie to cover their asses. I lie straight through my teeth that they love each other and only bicker over small things. I lie to those strangers who care for me despite not knowing anything. No, they bicker over anything they want. Rarely do I intervene, since it would do no good. I tried that as a child, and it never worked. They kept telling me to get out. Go away, Aster, Mommy and Daddy are busy. I got those words over and over again. I went away, of course, but it didn't help. I still worry about the arguments. They only get worse over time.

It started years ago, when I was young enough to ignore them. Now that I'm older, I still ignore them, until they break my thoughts and the silence. Their voices grew louder over the years, and it got harder to tune them out, but I ignore the fights by focusing on other things.

Well, let them fight. Let's see what we've got for dinner. I finish changing clothes and make my way down to the kitchen. As I suspected, nothing is laid out for me. A bowl of fruits in the corner is my only source of food. A pot of coffee, with very little coffee in it, rests on the counter. Taking a whiff inside, I push it away and went to the fridge. "Yeah, let's see what the parental units have as leftovers."

To my disappointment, yet not to my shock, the fridge had little to nothing as well. Cold fries, half a carton of milk, and lasagna from three days ago. It wasn't even lasagna made from scratch, but from a box. On a rare night, Mom will take it out of the box and heat it in the oven for the whole family. Of course, Dad wasn't exactly thrilled about it. He complains it tastes like cardboard and accuses her of adding extra cheese and those red pepper flakes from our local pizza parlor. Then Mom shoots back that he's an asshole who didn't appreciate her hard work. I can only take her slices of lasagna and slink off in silence as they go for each other's throats. On that night, the warm noodles, melted cheese, and delicious saucy mixture were the only thing to keep me from crying my eyes out. It may have been a box dinner, yet it was the only comfort I had. The only meal my mother made…the only thing that tasted good…and they couldn't stop fighting long enough to enjoy it.

As much as it soothed my pain, the delicious delight from that night didn't last. The lasagna sat in a clump of cheese and sauce spilled out the noodles, congealing around the tray. I grab a slice and dump it on a plate before heating it in the microwave. "All right, let's see if this still tastes good. I'm starving, so as long as it's edible, I'm good."

The microwave finished heating it and I took my first bite, grimacing with each chew. Dad was right; it tasted of cardboard with cheese. The center remained cold, and the noodles hardened under the heat. No crunch, no sauce, nothing to enjoy. Poking the middle with my fork, I spit it out as soon as the cold ricotta hits my tongue. "Ew! Nope, okay, no. Never mind. I can't eat this."

Wiping my mouth and spitting out the rest into a napkin, going out and getting something is looking like the better option. It's a terrible idea and I know my coach would never approve. As a cheerleader, burgers and fries are off limits, and so is lasagna. I could ignore it once in a while, but not every day. Yet when I told my parents this, they ignored every word. I didn't want to get into an argument when they were always in foul moods. I didn't need their ire.

I'll wait until they're gone and then I'll head out. I plop down with my soggy lasagna while my parents are still yelling. It's like this always, the two of them constantly wrapped up in themselves. To this day, I'm amazed how they had time to make me in the first place.

And here I am, same old night, same old parents, same boredom. I tap my fork against my plate. The yelling from my parents gets louder as they come down the steps. Oh God. It's time. My father will drop my mother off at the airport before he disappears into his study to dive into his work. I'll be all alone for the rest of the night. I don't know why I don't leave them. I could disappear for hours and no one would know. No one would look for me unless they needed me. Even then, they wouldn't look hard. I'm invisible to all.

"I have to go, Dan! My flight leaves in an hour."

"We're going, we're going." Dad yells back. Oh God, really? He can't say that in a normal volume? I block them out, but their words swam around me. I couldn't eat a bite while they were here. And the sad part is, they're not making this noise to get my attention. "God, Ann. This wouldn't be a problem if you were ready when I asked you to be ready."

"Give me a break, Dan. I have to make sure the house is fine before I go. It's not like you ever remember to buy toilet paper or fix the sink."

Or the microwave. Or the showerhead. Or a bunch of other things. Our house is breaking, and we can't take five seconds to fix it. As my mother hurries around, I open my mouth to say something, but stop myself. Eh, she's in a hurry. What else is new? She's always on the move, be it on a trip or walking around this house. I see why it drives Dad crazy, because she's never stood in one place for longer than a minute.

Dad pauses for a second to get his phone and catches me by the table. He ignores my miserable appearance as he pockets the phone and nods at me "Hey, Aster. I see you're home on time."

"Technically, I didn't get home on time, Dad. Practice let out a little late, but I'm here." That was all I gave them. I don't bother telling them what happened today. With how they run circles around me while chasing each other around, they won't hear a word. Instead, I sit myself at the table and let them hurry while going on and on about what they needed to do. Dad quickly turns from me and back to my mother who moves things around.

"Do you have the tickets?"

"Yes! I printed them out last night."

"Do you know where you're staying?"

"I have the address for the hotel."

"Good, good. Did you pack sunscreen? An extra pair of shoes? How about an extra—"

"I have everything, Dan." Mom screeches to a halt and grabs her purse. "Aster, your food is in the fridge. Heat it up when you're ready to eat."

"Okay, Mom." I try not to laugh. Neither of them saw that I already took out the lasagna and heated it up, even though it wasn't perfect. My parents don't really notice me unless I cause some trouble. No need to give them the time when they couldn't give me any. "I hope you have a good trip."

"Good trip…ha! I'm being sent to the Bahamas for two days for meetings. Nothing but meetings, day and night." Mom gripes as she shoves her feet into her heels. "As soon as I get in that hotel, I have to start planning out tomorrow's itinerary. No sleep for me, oh no."

I dig my fork into the cold lasagna. It always ends up cold since the microwave was dying. For days, I hoped one of those two would notice that things were broken in the house. Maybe for a second, they'd stop running and work toward buying a new microwave. Yet it didn't happen. They complain when things are cold, but won't do a thing to fix them. It's not like they don't have the money to buy them. They also have the time and, if they wanted to, the means to go down to the store and see stuff. "I guess I'll have to find a new microwave. They've got to have something online."

The doors slam around me. Yikes. As the rubber burns on the road, I dump the lasagna in the trash. "Let's get something good."

Grabbing the car keys and my laptop, I dump my phone in my purse and run off. There aren't too many places nearby to eat, just Taco Bell, Subway, and Burger King. Of the three, I have enough money to get a few things from Taco Bell. The place is unusually quiet around this time, and I can spend an hour eating while doing homework. At the very least, the people who work there acknowledge me. They aren't upset that I come around and they don't bother me much. I'll get a seat in the corner and work while they do their job.

I don't get it. No one knows I'm around. I don't know why I don't just drive away from here. I lock the front door and go to my car sitting in the driveway, the last bits of ice falling to the pavement. The fact that my parents got this for me was the most shocking moment of my life. Despite their money, they couldn't spring for more than a 2002 Toyota Camry with chipped paint on the side. Not that I'm complaining. They at least got me something. It's old, but it works just fine, and it takes me where I need to go. Eventually, when I have enough money, I'll get it fixed up. I have a ride that still works. That's all that matters. Why am I complaining when I have things other people can't afford? If I have it all, why do I feel lousy? Anyone should want my life, and I wish someone would take it from me.

As I pull out of the driveway, I think about the other kids and the way they stare at me in this old piece of junk. No one says a thing, but I know what they're thinking. Aster Martin, a cheerleader and honor student, drives something older than her. Aster deserves better. They'd be right about that. I want better than this. My parents can get me better. Since they ignore me, I try to get money by looking for jobs. I do it every week, searching up and down town for something interesting. So far, I've not been successful. It's not that I can't do any job. It's that no one wants to hire a high school student with no experience. The places that are willing to hire want me to work odd hours, like three in the morning to noon, which isn't feasible. I'd have no time for homework, cheerleading, and any other activities in my life. Three in the morning is usually when I go to bed after cramming for exams. Since I haven't found any decent places to work, I'm back to square one, looking and hunting around.

Once at Taco Bell, I place my usual order of two potato tacos, some nachos, and a small Baja blast. If everyone could see me now, they'd scream. All that fat and sugar. I should be ashamed, yet the food invites me: consume me. Enjoy me. I'll take your problems away. Good for me or not, it's the only thing that makes me happy right now. The girl at the counter happily hands everything over as well as two extra packets of Diablo sauce. She doesn't judge or eye the food, only wishes me a good night and goes about her way. That's far more than what I get from people who know me.

"Peace at last." I unwrap my tacos before taking out the laptop and power it on. With very few people in the restaurant, I pull up my school's web page to see what's new. I rarely touch this site, but I'm bored of the other stuff online. Who knows? Maybe something exciting happened here. "I might as well try to get something done."

After reading the front page, I click the link and scan through the articles. There was the usual news and opinion pieces, as well as articles about the latest games and happenings. Yet one thing stands out over the rest. There, all the way in the corner flashing in purple, are the words, 'New Advice Column. Click Here!' There's giant sparkles surround the link and I can't resist. Whoever put this in here knows how to get someone's attention.

"An advice column." I click on it, revealing a small form to fill out. The instructions are for any student or faculty member in the school, and they can ask for advice of any kind. Relationships, studying, friendship, whatever they can come up with. While not all the questions are going to be published, due to the high volume, they will be answered. Names are required, but won't be published either. Everyone has to sign by another name and their personal info will stay confidential.

I wonder if I should bother with it. Most people don't read the paper, but it might be good to vent to someone. I don't have many places around to let air out, so why not send it to the column? If I'm lucky, my question won't get printed. I start to fill the form out with the usual things and then pause at the section for my question. I need advice, all right, but can't figure out how to get it down. This is probably another student answering the questions. They won't understand the hell I go through day and night. Lost. Alone. Appear loved and admired by all, but cared by no one. If I vanish off the planet, will anyone notice I'm gone? Will they try to find me or will I stay lost forever? Somehow, I don't expect it to be the former. Another person can replace me and I'd be forgotten.

Dear Advice Columnist, I stop. Advice Columnist sounds so boring and proper. Whoever is behind this needs a better name. I tap on the table before writing out my question. It's going to be long and I hope they'll read it, but I won't hold my breath. Most likely, Advice Columnist will ignore this.




People say I'm lucky because I have a lot of things others would die for. Yet I don't think they know me that well. They don't care about the person I am. I walk down the school halls and hope that someone notices me. The real me. That they'll say hi, and ask how I'm doing. But that never happens. They don't notice me unless I do something good for them. It's not just at school, either. My parents barely know that I exist. They see through me. They walk around me. I feel like no one is paying attention and it hurts me. I want to celebrate the good things in my life and I can't. No one else will be happy. What can I do? How do I find happiness?

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/PastedGraphic.png





