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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. Any names and characters are used fictitiously or are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
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Part One

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



O​ne

[image: ]




Adelaide

The trees had turned from green to a panoply of yellow, orange, and red. The crisp autumn air bit at Adelaide’s cheeks as she stepped out of her house. She smiled at the grey sky. It looked as if it would rain.

“You could smile at me, you know,” Tetsu said. His dark hair protruded from his head like the bristles of a hedgehog. He wore pressed khakis and a polo shirt, a uniform enforced by his mother, much to his dismay. “I don’t know why you’re smiling at the clouds. It’s not like we don’t see them every single day.” 

“I like the grey. And the rain.” Adelaide pulled the door closed behind her and locked it. Tetsu knocked on her front door every weekday morning, except for a brief period earlier this school year when she’d been upset with him. The morning didn’t feel right without him, but she wasn’t about to admit that. Tetsu’s ego was big enough already. “And I see you every day, too,” Adelaide added as she tucked her key into her bag. The two of them set off down the front steps.

“I’m way more charming than the rain,” Tetsu grumbled. “But if you like it, you live in the right place.”

Olympic Vista received even more rain than the neighbouring towns in Washington State. Adelaide wondered if it had something to do with The Link, the highly advanced and very secretive scientific research centre based in Olympic Vista. She had given little thought to the weather — or the facility — until Darius Belcouer had moved to town. His presence made her question everything.

“So, how was the date?” Tetsu asked.

Last night, she and Darius had gone to The Blue, an ancient theatre that played classic movies. The seats were an array of two-person benches and uncomfortable fold-down chairs. Adelaide and Darius had managed to get one of the coveted benches. They had shared popcorn, and when the bag was empty, Darius held her hand. She liked how his hand felt wrapped around hers. After the movie, Darius’ father, Drew, had collected them and, sitting in the backseat, Darius had grinned at Adelaide the entire drive back to her house. He’d even walked her to her front door.

“It was a movie.” Adelaide stared straight ahead as she and Tetsu left her driveway and walked from the end of the dead-end road toward the bus stop.

“Come on, it was a date.”

Adelaide didn’t respond. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the front door of her next-door-neighbour’s house open.

Tetsu must have seen it as well because his head whipped forward. He shuddered, then kept his eyes glued on the road ahead as Adelaide’s neighbour, Mr. Fudder, stepped out of his house. He was an older man with thin white hair and a clean-shaven face. Mr. Fudder was stooped with a slight paunch and always wore a cardigan. Today’s cardigan was dark blue.

Adelaide waved. 

Mr. Fudder waved back.

“Don’t do that,” Tetsu hissed.

“Why not? He’s just a person.”

“You don’t know that.” Tetsu’s voice was urgent, almost desperate. “There’s something wrong with him. Like, Link wrong.” He quickened his pace and led them down the street. 

“That’s ridiculous.” Adelaide knew Tetsu was secretly terrified of Mr. Fudder. The elderly man was strange, to be sure, but Adelaide wasn’t convinced he posed a threat. She thought he was kind, and she was more than amused by how much he rattled her usually overconfident best friend. Adelaide did not think for a moment Mr. Fudder had any connection to The Link. 

Their friend Kurt slipped out of his front door and hurried down the walkway. Despite his short stature and scrawny build, Kurt’s pants were a pinch too short, and Adelaide could see the tops of his socks. Kurt brushed his reddish-brown hair away from his eyes as he fell in step with Tetsu and Adelaide. Then the three of them stopped in front of the house next door to Kurt’s.

“Well,” Tetsu said, “someone’s gotta go get her.” He gestured toward the two-storey house beside Kurt’s. The green grass had been recently mowed, and the garden bloomed with pink geraniums.

“She’ll be out in a minute,” Adelaide said, referring to their longtime friend Sophie, who had struggled to find a balance between popularity and maintaining her previous friendships since she and the others on Pine Place had all transitioned to their last year of elementary school that fall. While Adelaide endeavoured to get along with Sophie, it wasn’t always easy. And since Sophie’s older brother, Andy, had left already on the bus to the high school, there was no chance of seeing him, and that made knocking on the door and rushing Sophie less appealing.

As if on cue, Sophie emerged from the house. She had never been the most punctual of the friends, and her newfound love of makeup had exacerbated her tardiness.

“Oh good! You waited this time.” Sophie’s long honey-blond locks had been coiffed to perfection. Today she wore bright pink pants with a matching rainbow striped shirt just visible under her coat.

“Didn’t seem to have a lot of choice,” Tetsu said. “You made a show about it the other day.”

“Whatever.” Sophie rolled her eyes at Tetsu and turned to Adelaide. “So, how was your date?” For a time, Sophie seemed to have her own crush on Darius, but Adelaide suspected it was his family’s money and his status as the new, mysterious guy that had actually prompted her interest.

“She says it was a movie,” Tetsu offered.

“It was a movie,” Adelaide confirmed flatly.

“Oh, come on, we all know you want to be his girlfriend,” Sophie retorted.

Adelaide felt her cheeks flush.

“Right?” Tetsu asked.

“I’m all for it since it would mean Andy would leave us alone,” Sophie said. 

Adelaide’s cheeks reddened even further at the mention of Sophie’s brother. She wanted to ask what Sophie meant, but she didn’t want to draw any more attention to herself. She reached for something, anything she could say to change the subject. 

Kurt gave Adelaide a small smile and, as if reading her mind, said, “I finished The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy last night. The worst part of a book is the end.” 

“What?” Tetsu’s face scrunched up in confusion.

“The end,” Kurt repeated. “It’s the worst. You’ve become attached to these characters, and then that’s it. You won’t see them do anything else.”

“That’s so lame. I cannot believe you have a girlfriend and I don’t. And Farrah?” Tetsu kicked a stray rock into the ditch. “It doesn’t make sense.”

Farrah, Kurt’s long-time crush, was one of the most popular girls at James Morrison Elementary School. She had big blond hair and a gaggle of girlfriends. It had shocked everyone when she’d agreed to be Kurt’s girlfriend. Adelaide attributed Kurt’s sudden surge in popularity to Darius’ sister Davia’s interest in him. She knew Davia had feigned her interest, but the other girls hadn’t seemed to notice. Farrah now thought she was lucky Kurt had chosen her over anyone else.

“Be nice, Tetsu,” Adelaide said.

“I apologize,” Tetsu said in an exaggerated fashion. “How is it going with your girlfriend, Kurt?”

“Good. Great?” Kurt sounded uncertain. 

Tetsu shook his head. “Pathetic.” 

Adelaide frowned at Tetsu. She didn’t think Kurt and Farrah spent any time together outside of school. And they didn’t spend much time together at school. At their age, it seemed like being a couple meant a title that was more than “friend,” and might involve holding hands once in awhile. Maybe.  

“Adelaide, how’s your mom’s new job going?” Kurt asked, changing the subject once more.

“Good, actually,” she replied.

“That’s great!” Kurt said, unable to hide his surprise. 

Adelaide couldn’t blame him. Her mother, Belinda, was notorious for being unable to keep a job. After being laid off from a clothing store, it had taken her several weeks to secure a position at Kinko’s, the copy centre in the mall. Belinda was proud of her new employment and delighted in wearing blouses, skirts, and heels to work. Adelaide insisted she be the one to iron the clothes, fearful her mother would get distracted as she had in times past. Unfortunately, Belinda was as skilled at burning clothing as she was at burning food. Domestic life just didn’t suit her.

“That means an extra serving of sugary cereal at your place this weekend,” Tetsu said to Adelaide as he rubbed his hands together. “And I don’t have to wait long since it’s already Thursday.”

“Yes,” Adelaide agreed. “Just two more days until you get your own date. With a bowl of cereal.”

Sophie smiled. 

Kurt gave a small snort of a laugh. 

“Hilarious.” Tetsu shook his head, but he grinned at Adelaide. “But seriously, there’s no place I’d rather be Saturday morning.”  

***
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Darius

Darius craned his neck to get a good view out the window from his spot in the backseat of his father’s shiny black Lincoln Town Car. He knew the school bus his friends took to school wouldn’t arrive for several minutes at least, but he couldn’t help it. Seeing Adelaide was his favourite part of the day. 

His father, Drew Belcouer, pulled the vehicle into a parking stall outside James Morrison Elementary School. “Darius, your mother will pick you up after school. I have a meeting with clients. Davia, I will be back in time to fetch you after practice,” he instructed his children. “Do not make me wait.” 

“Okay, Dad,” Darius replied as he climbed out of the backseat. It was rare for their mother to drive Darius or his sister anywhere. Her two-seater car wasn’t exactly a family vehicle. Darius hoped she would be in a good mood. He loved spending time with his mom, but he often had the impression the feeling wasn’t mutual.  

“Thanks, Daddy,” Davia cooed as she exited the front seat. “And thank you for agreeing to the party.”

“Party?” Drew scowled.

“The sleepover, Daddy,” Davia corrected herself.

“Fine,” their father replied curtly.

Darius tried not to shake his head at his twin sister as they closed the car doors and made their way across the parking lot. “I can’t believe you still call him ‘daddy.’ It’s gross.” 

“You can’t believe I get my way more than you.” Davia deftly flicked her long blond hair over her shoulder. 

“And what is this party you are hosting?” Darius asked.

“Sleepover,” she said, correcting him.

Darius rolled his eyes. “You called it a party.”

Davia waved her hand dismissively. “Some girls from the team are coming over. You’re not invited. Obviously.”

“Obviously,” Darius agreed.

“So, is Adelaide your girlfriend now?” Davia asked. “Did you two make out at the movie? Did your hands wander to —”

“Can it, Davia,” Darius said, cutting her off. He knew sixth grade might be too young to have found the person you want to be with forever, and that some twelve-year-olds still thought you could get cooties, but he liked Adelaide. A lot. And he wasn’t sure he understood how she felt.

“Someone’s testy this morning. Maybe she hasn’t kissed you at all,” Davia teased. “Oh! Maybe she thinks you’re super dorky. Or too short. Or weird looking.” Davia sighed dramatically. She contorted her face into a pout, and when she spoke again, it was with feigned pity. “Maybe she’ll never like you like that. And you’ll just pine away for, like, forever.” 

The words were a punch to the gut. 

Darius blinked, but his sister continued.

“Maybe you’ll never have a girlfriend, Darius. And that’s the difference between us. If I wanted a relationship, I would have one.”

“I said can it.” Darius split off from Davia and walked toward the bus drop off zone to await Adelaide and his other new friends. His nails bit into his palms, and Darius realized he’d clenched his fists into balls. He grimaced, frustrated that he had let his sister get to him. 

Darius took a deep breath and wiggled his fingers. Last night, he and Adelaide had watched The NeverEnding Story while they sat on ancient, lumpy seats. Darius had already seen it when it was released two years earlier, but The Blue didn’t seem to play new movies. The theatre floor had been sticky. The screen was small. The sound quality was questionable. But it was nearly perfect, and it hadn’t only been the remarkably good popcorn. It was her. 

He and Adelaide had kissed before, just not last night. A smile crept across Darius’ face as he recalled the handful of times Adelaide had kissed him. Every kiss had taken place while they had been solving a mystery. 

What Darius needed was another case. 

***
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Belinda

The mall parking lot was almost deserted when Belinda pulled her beat-up K-car into a parking stall on the perimeter of the property. At this early hour, the handful of cars in the lot belonged to mall employees, who were supposed to park along the outer edges of the lot.

Belinda pulled a tube of red lipstick from her purse and adjusted the rearview mirror to see her reflection and touch up her lips. Once she was satisfied her lips were drenched in colour and had ensured there was no lipstick on her teeth, Belinda dropped the tube back into her purse and climbed out of her vehicle. She smoothed her skirt, adjusted the shoulder pads of her cream blouse, and strode across the lot to the mall entrance with confidence.

Belinda missed her job at the clothing store. Or rather, she missed the staff discount she received there, and she missed helping people select flattering clothes. What she didn’t miss was retrieving discarded garments from the floor. Or her bad-tempered manager. Belinda walked through the doors and down the nearly vacant corridors. She pushed her shoulders back and stood up straighter. She was a businesswoman now. Mostly. She used a photocopier. And she didn’t have to spend her day folding pants. Belinda’s pumps made a satisfying clacking sound as she strode across the brown tile floor. 

She was a capable adult. She was providing for her daughter. 

Metal security doors clattered as employees opened the stores. 

Belinda stopped short at the Kinko’s. She stared at the piece of paper taped to the storefront and blinked. 

Scrawled in black marker, the sign read, “This location is permanently closed.” 

Belinda leaned against the metal door to steady herself. It shuddered, the metal panels adjusting to her weight.

“No,” Belinda whispered. “No, no, no.” 
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Adelaide

The low hum of chatter filled the classroom as the students of Mr. McKenzie’s class ate their lunches. Adelaide closed her eyes and savoured the flavours in her leftover slice of pizza. Even cold, the capocollo salami, spicy pepper and olive-topped pizza slice was delicious. 

“That looks good.” Tetsu said, breaking Adelaide from her reverie.

Adelaide opened her eyes. 

Tetsu craned his neck to get a better look at her pizza, ignoring the beautifully crafted sushi in front of him.

“Trade?” Adelaide asked as she picked up the second slice and held it out to him. She nodded toward his sushi. 

“No take-backs!” Tetsu snatched the pizza out of her hand. 

“That’s fine.” Adelaide took half a dozen salmon uramaki out of Tetsu’s container. 

“Your lunches have been better lately.” Tetsu admired the slice of pizza in his hand as if it were a long-lost treasure. “I like your mom’s new job.”

“It pays better I guess.” Adelaide shrugged. 

The new job provided a steady paycheque, which meant more groceries to make lunches with, and therefore far fewer peanut butter and jam sandwiches. It also meant they were eating out more, and that meant leftovers like pizza. If she was honest with herself, Adelaide wished her mother would spend less and save something for a rainy day, but there was no denying Belinda when she wanted something. Better to just enjoy it while it lasted. A tiny piece of Adelaide held out hope this time would be different, that maybe her mother would manage to keep this job. 

Adelaide gestured at the sushi. “These are good.” 

Tetsu raised his eyebrows. “You only think that because you don’t have to eat rice every meal,” he grumbled. Then he turned back to the pizza slice and grinned.

“Neither do you,” Adelaide pointed out.

“Only cuz I’ve got you, friend.” Tetsu took a huge bite of pizza and closed his eyes with pleasure. “Oh, that’s the stuff,” he garbled as he chewed.

“You only eat rice?” Darius asked.  

Tetsu nodded. “Only rice.” 

Darius looked at Adelaide, who gave a slight shake of her head.

“Wait, what’s on this?” Tetsu asked, his eyes wide.

“Capocollo,” Adelaide replied.

“It’s spicy.” Tetsu fanned his mouth. 

“I like spicy food,” Adelaide reminded him. She ate a piece of sushi, enjoying the texture and flavour. She was always impressed at the effort Mrs. Nomura put into the little works of art.

“You’re so weird.”

“Are you going to eat the rest of that?” Darius asked Tetsu. 

“Um, it’s pizza. Of course I’m going to eat it.” Tetsu looked at the slice of pizza and smiled again. Then he took a deep breath, obviously bracing himself for the spicy flavour, and took another bite.

Adelaide shook her head, then turned to Darius. “Tetsu’s family eats a traditional Japanese diet, which includes a lot of rice. Don’t let him fool you, though, it isn’t all sushi. Which is good, by the way.” Adelaide gave Tetsu a pointed look. “Plus, he eats cereal at my house every weekend.”

Darius nodded, then ran his hand through his hair. “Did, uh, did Davia invite you to her sleepover?” 

“What sleepover?” Adelaide looked around, searching the classroom as though it held the answers.

“I’d say that’s a no,” Tetsu offered. 

“Helpful,” Kurt noted as he looked up from the copy of The Fellowship of the Ring he’d checked out of the city library.

Tetsu shrugged and then gnawed on the pizza crust with a blissful look on his face.

Adelaide hadn’t realized he’d already inhaled it. She picked up another piece of sushi, realizing Sophie was being unusually quiet. She stole a look in her friend’s direction, wondering if she had received an invitation to Davia’s sleepover. 

Sophie just took a bite of her sandwich and said nothing. 

“What about you?” Tetsu asked Sophie. “Everyone knows Adelaide hates girly stuff. She probably got skipped. You get an invite?”

“No.” Sophie’s gaze flicked to Tetsu, and her eyes narrowed.

Adelaide grimaced inwardly. Sometimes she wished Tetsu could just keep his mouth shut. 

“It’s, um ... I guess it’s just a small sleepover. You two probably wouldn’t have liked it anyway...” Darius trailed off. 

Sophie glanced at Darius, then back at her sandwich.   

“All righty then,” Tetsu said. He turned back to Adelaide. “What else you got in that lunch kit?” 

***
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Darius

When Darius exited the school after the final bell had rung, he caught a glimpse of his mother, Miranda Belcouer, across the parking lot, as she lurked next to her red two-seater Porsche 911 Turbo. From this far away, he couldn’t tell what sort of mood she was in. Good or bad, it would still be better than time with his father.

Darius looked back at Adelaide. Unlike a lot of his classmates, he hated when the day came to an end, especially since he started public school. “See you tomorrow?” 

Adelaide nodded. “Yes, I’ll be here.”

“Right, of course.” It had been a stupid thing to say. Of course, Darius would see her at school tomorrow. He just hated that he lived in a completely different neighbourhood than his friends. Darius glanced toward the parking lot where his mother offered a tentative wave. He waved back. “Have a good night,” he said to Adelaide, trying to sound more confident than he felt.

“You too,” Adelaide replied. She gave him a small smile and headed for the yellow school bus that would take her home.

Darius checked for moving vehicles, then crossed the parking lot.

“Hi, Darius,” his mother said as he approached. She smiled tightly, as though her face didn’t know how to be happy. Darius recalled once, back in Boston, when his mother had come home giggling and laughing after a night out with some women. She had looked so carefree, though quite drunk. His father had not been impressed.

“Hi, Mom,” Darius replied. He smiled broadly at her and meant it. It wasn’t often they were alone. And she seemed to be in a good mood. He was looking forward to the drive.

Darius was relatively sure his mother’s smile was sincere as he opened the car door and slipped into the much-coveted passenger seat. He felt buoyant. In his father’s car, Davia got the front seat or threw a fit, so it was a rare treat not to be exiled to the back, even if there was no backseat in his mother’s car to be exiled to. But more than that, this was shaping up to be a fabulous afternoon. Neither his sister nor his father would be home for a couple of hours. He was up to date with his schoolwork. And he had his mother’s undivided attention. 

“How was your day?” Miranda asked as she took her seat behind the wheel. 

“It was good!” Darius fastened his seatbelt. “How was yours?” 

“Oh, the same as always, I suppose,” Miranda murmured. Her smile faltered slightly. “I’m glad your day was good. It’s nice to see you.” She started the car.

“Thanks, Mom.”

Miranda carefully eased the car out of the parking stall, checking the mirrors constantly. Darius always marvelled at how different a driver his mother was compared to his father. 

“I haven’t heard anything from your teachers.” Miranda’s voice was light, but Darius noticed it was edged with a subtle note of tension.

He stifled a sigh. So much for an enjoyable afternoon with his mother. “Everything is going good, Mom. I’m not getting into fights. I promise.”

Miranda glanced over and gave Darius a pinched smile. “Okay, Darius. I just want you to be happy, you know?” 

“Thanks, Mom.” Darius couldn’t help but wonder if she liked her life, if either of his parents did. Darius glanced back at the school bus pulling out of the parking lot. He had seen Adelaide and her mother together a few times by now, and while their relationship probably had its problems, he was intrigued by how casual their conversations were. Every word out of his parents’ mouths felt calculated and weighted. 

“Of course.” Miranda reached over and patted Darius’ leg before she turned her full attention back to the road. The rest of the drive was quiet, and yet the time was filled with an uneasy air of questions unasked and unanswered.

***
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Adelaide

Tetsu, Kurt and Adelaide exited the bus at the corner of Hickory Avenue and Pine Place. Adelaide frowned as she looked up the street at her house. Her mother’s K-car was parked in the driveway, which meant her mother was probably home, rather than at the mall and her job. 

The three of them walked in silence until they reached Kurt’s house, a sad one-storey home with empty flower beds. 

“See you tomorrow, Kurt.” Adelaide gave a small wave.

“See you guys!” Kurt waved back as he turned up the front walk.

Adelaide and Tetsu continued up the street. 

“Isn’t she supposed to be at work?” Tetsu asked. 

“Mmm hmm,” Adelaide murmured. So much for hoping that Tetsu hadn’t noticed her mother’s car.

“Well, that ain’t good.” 

“Maybe she came home sick.”

“Yeah, okay.” Tetsu scoffed, but it was half-hearted. Even he seemed worried. 

Adelaide grimaced.

Tetsu clapped Adelaide on the back. “I’ll take off. Call me if you need me.” He walked to the side gate and let himself into her backyard. From there, Adelaide knew, he would use the back gate to cut through the woods and emerge on his own street a few houses over. 

Adelaide sighed and walked up her front steps. She used her key to open the front door and stepped inside.

“Mama? Hello?” Adelaide slipped off her shoes. “I’m home.”

“I’m in here, baby.” Belinda’s voice was hollow.

Adelaide entered the living room, which was adjacent to the front foyer. Her mother lay sprawled on the couch in sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt, holding a half-eaten pint of Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia ice cream.

Adelaide’s stomach dropped. “What happened?” 

“I don’t know.” Belinda looked down at the carton. “I went to work, baby. I promise.” She looked up and met Adelaide’s gaze. “I was doing good. So good.”

“Did they ...” Adelaide paused, choosing her words carefully. “Did they let you go for some reason?”

“No. I don’t think so.” Belinda licked melted ice cream off the back of the spoon. “They were just gone. The shop closed permanently overnight.”

“Did you forget they told you they were closing?” Adelaide racked her brain for anything her mother might have mentioned, and then promptly forgotten.

“Vernon said I was doing great. He said, ‘see you tomorrow’ when I left last night.” Belinda scooped a melty glob of fudge onto her spoon and sniffed. “They’re just ... gone.” She lifted the spoon to her mouth. “I’m unemployed. Again.”

Adelaide closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
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Adelaide

The early morning sun made a half-hearted attempt to shine through the grey clouds overhead, but Adelaide guessed it would be raining by recess.

“Morning!” Kurt chimed as he fell in step with Tetsu and Adelaide.

“Hi, Kurt,” Adelaide replied absently. She hadn’t slept well. The threat of an empty fridge and bare cupboards loomed large in the back of her mind. And her mother’s lethargic state didn’t help. Life had gotten better. And now they were right back where they had started. 

The fact that the print shop had shut down overnight made Adelaide even more uneasy. The closure of an entire store just to fire Belinda was a new record. It was as though her mother was cursed, and Adelaide right along with her. 

Adelaide snapped out of her thoughts as Sophie stomped out of the Katillion house, slamming the front door behind her. 

Kurt winced. 

Tetsu raised his eyebrows, then looked at the ground and started walking toward the bus stop. 

Everyone kept pace with him. They walked in silence for two houses.

“I cannot believe them!” Sophie huffed.

“We’re doing this then,” Tetsu mumbled under his breath. “Cool.”

Sophie had a tendency for dramatics and there was usually no way to console her, though Adelaide doubted Tetsu would ever try.

Kurt frowned at Tetsu. He turned to Sophie and put his hand on her arm. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No!” Sophie snapped, and Kurt pulled his hand away as if she might bite him. Before anyone could respond, she continued. “The girls at practice are stupid. They are so stupid, and they can’t even play volleyball as well as me.”

Kurt opened his mouth, then paused and closed it again, obviously thinking better of whatever he was going to say. “What happened?” he asked.

“I told you,”—Sophie wheeled on him—“I don’t want to talk about it!”

Kurt looked down at the ground. 

Adelaide frowned. She didn’t like when Sophie unleashed her frustration on Kurt. They all knew he had more than enough of that at home. She glanced at Sophie, but before she could say anything, Sophie continued. 

“They gossiped and giggled all practice. They were making fun of me. I know it! And all of them are invited to this stupid sleepover. All of them except me!”

Adelaide remained quiet. She found the best tactic was to let Sophie get it all out before she responded.

“This is not talking about it?” Tetsu muttered.

“Shut up, Tetsu!” Sophie snapped.

“I don’t think Adelaide was invited,” Kurt pointed out.

“She isn’t on the team, Kurt!” Sophie howled. Then she grimaced. “I’m sorry, Kurt. It isn’t your fault. It’s just”—Sophie looked over at Adelaide—“no offence, but you aren’t on the team or anything.”

“None taken.” Adelaide shrugged. Softened by the apology to Kurt, she added, “I’m really sorry, Sophie. That sucks.” 

“You have no idea!” Sophie exclaimed. 

The four of them waited at the bus stop in silence and, after what seemed like forever given the metaphorical dark cloud that had settled around them, the yellow bus trundled down the road, pulled over and opened its doors. They filed in. Adelaide and Tetsu sat down in the frontmost bench on the same side as the door. Kurt plunked down onto the seat just behind them.

“Kurt!” Julie called from several rows back. “Kurt, you can sit here!”

Kurt ignored Julie’s offer and remained in his usual seat behind Adelaide and Tetsu. 

Sophie, who had boarded the bus last, moved to sit with Julie.

There was a long moment before the bus driver, who looked like he’d be more at home following a musician’s tour bus in a van with his best friends, called, “Yo, take a seat. I can’t go if you’re standing.”

Adelaide glanced toward the back of the bus where Julie was trying to convince Sophie that she needed the seat next to her for her backpack, so there was no room for Sophie. Adelaide blinked in surprise. This was a new development. Sophie could be difficult, but she had never actually been shunned before. This must be Davia Belcouer’s doing. It was too much of a coincidence and definitely sleepover-related drama.

Tetsu shifted to look behind at the commotion.
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