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To the loves of my life, my children; Emily and Jeremy.


I hope you never lose the magic inside of you and your love for adventure in life.


I love you forever and ever. 
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Looking back, I never imagined their lives having such an impact on me. 
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Or, how our lives were going to impact the world.

And, how exhausting it all was. 

How impossible.

I almost wonder if it was all worth it. If everything would have been better without us. 

If the world would have been better off without us.

If we would have been better off choosing different paths than the ones that we lived.

They probably would have died sooner, and not left nearly as much behind.

Maybe I would have died, and not been the only one left. 

Their souls, these memories, are a cold comfort.
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Chapter 1

Alexa Brenner
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Sick, fulfilling pleasure creeps into Darius’ features. My boyfriend appears devilish and somewhat wicked. Piercing blue eyes lock onto his next victim.

The warmth on my shoulders fades as Darius stalks the oblivious boy. Matt doesn’t notice Darius until after he speaks. Jumping up and away from the sudden sound.

“Hey Matty, where are you going?” Darius turns Matt sharply; his well-built body easily overpowers the smaller boy. “We haven’t seen each other for a while and I think you’re trying to avoid me.” The intimidating male stands directly in front of Matt; their bodies almost touching.

Matt tries to say something, but my boyfriend’s actions are working well to overwhelm his ability to run away or work his mouth properly. 

He gapes for a few moments before Matt finally comes up with enough courage to speak. His voice catches in his throat. “N-no, I’m not.” 

I’m bored of this display of dominance but won’t do anything to prevent, deter, or stop it. I wouldn’t dare try.

“Why don’t I believe you? You see,” his voice deepens as he goes on, “I don’t think you enjoy our little visits anymore. And, I don’t like that.” These interactions have been going on since before I’ve known Darius.  

Darius roughly shoves Matt into the brick wall. I cringe inwardly as he winces. His back is likely getting scratched up from the brick.

Coach Renner chooses the right, or rather wrong, moment to come through the school’s doors. He immediately recognizes the scene. I take the few steps needed to reach them and tap on Darius’ shoulder. 

Catching his attention, I nod towards the approaching coach. He loosens his grip enough for Matt to free himself and run away. 

Coach Renner’s movements hesitate slightly as Darius turns to square up towards the approaching coach. 

The all-around coach of the small high school is, and rightly so, nervous around my boyfriend. Darius holds an air of danger around him that can intimidate anyone trying to oppose him. It helps that he towers over most and is built like a tank.

Though I’ve only known him a couple of months, I’ve gathered that one goes against him; that was part of what had drawn me to him in the first place. Nothing and no one can get in my way, or tell me what I have to do; when I have him backing me up.

“J-Johnston! Brenner! What do you think you’re doing?” His voice cracks in the beginning but remains authoritative for the remainder. Coach Renner’s familiar look, of something between disapproval and fear, stays through his walk to us. “You’re going to risk tonight on this? You’re lucky I’m the one that caught you. Don’t pull any more of this shit and get to the locker room. Now!”

While he smirks at Coach Renner, Darius grabs my hand to escort me inside the school. 

Coach jogs in the direction Matt went. I bet he’s going to do damage control to ensure his quarterback can still play tonight.

A slight tug pulls my attention back to Darius. He leads me into the school and guides me away from the dwindling crowds and the halls. I follow him the opposite way we should be going to tuck underneath a tucked-away stairwell.

I let myself be turned and pushed into the wall. My eyes close instinctively as his lips cover mine; moving in harsh movements. I allow him to do as he pleases; wrapping my arms around his neck for support. He controls the moment.

The back of my head hits the wall as Darius forces his way into my mouth. I play with him a bit by rubbing my tongue against his. Moaning quietly as a heated bubbling grows inside me from the feeling of his hand sliding up my shirt; rubbing against my side. 

The bell’s shrill ringing barely registers in my head until, with one last forceful move of his lips, he pulls away and looks into my eyes. He pecks my forehead. Nails run along my side as Darius pulls his hand out of my shirt.

Opening my eyes, I find a lust-filled stare aimed at me. His hungered look unnerves me in some ways, but in others makes me feel wanted; special. The suit adds an extra level of dashing intensity.

“Let’s go.” Immediately, the cool wall on my back and the warmth from his body dissipates as each is removed completely. 

Darius leads me to the boys’ locker room. His teammates are audible from down the hall. Their hoots and hollers echo in the empty hallway until metal clicks against metal. 

Multiple male voices sound like nothing more than loud mutters from behind the closed door; only every odd word can be made out as someone shouts out above the rest. 

I hear the hard click of the door opening before I can see the movement of it. Miles’ familiar face peeks around from behind the door; his natural smile changes slightly as a small twitch-like grin appears for only a moment when he spots us coming. His pointed looks, though intense, have a caring and comforting feeling to them. 

Miles opens the door enough for him to slip through and then holds it open for Shale. Once they both are through the door, Shale lets it shut, with the same harsh click, and stands to the side. They’ve already changed out of their suits and into their gear.

“What took so long?” A slight knowing creeps into Shale’s brown eyes. I ignore him in favour of the other one. Miles has the decency to ignore the obvious, and me.

“Coach decided to try to give us trouble for talking with Matty.” Shale nods slightly. Understanding the undertones after Darius’ trademark devilish grin appears. “I’ve got to get ready.” He turns his attention back to me. The arm around my waist tightens and pulls me against his broad chest. Darius’ gaze holds me as he leans down for another hard kiss. My eyes close from impact. It ends quickly and his arms release my waist.

Opening my eyes, I find an empty space where he had stood only a moment ago. I watch as he and Shale disappear into the change room. 

“Alexa, how are you?” Miles' smooth, quiet voice calls me. Turning naturally at the sound of my name, I notice the concerned look on Miles’ face. It takes a moment before I remember he asked a question. 

Giving him a hard look, I answer while ignoring what I know he actually meant. “I’m fine, Miles. I’ll see you at the game.” 

The slight nod of his head signals his acceptance. With one last glance at me, then he turns for the locker room door. Muffled noises roar then go quiet once more. 

The stillness of the hallway is discomforting.

Turning on my heel, I hurry to the football field. People have already started gathering for the final game of the year. This crucial game is not only for the first-place position in the division but also the bragging rights over the long-running school rivalry between the Bears and Tigers; I recite words from the earlier pep rally. From what I’m told, it’s the talk of the school and the city. I don’t get it, but I’m going to support my boyfriend.

Our rivals, the Bears, have already started going through their warm-ups as I walk to my usual spot beside the bleachers. Standing here gives me shade from both sun and wind, while I watch Darius play. 

I wrap my arms around myself, wishing I had something warmer for the chilled November air. It’s going to snow soon; the type of snow that sticks around for the rest of winter. 

I watch the opposing team’s warm-up, as their coach shouts out commands. Their team barely starts running drills when loud cheers come from our bleachers at the sight of our team coming out of the school. They make a slight production out of the entrance. Our school’s mascot follows the train of hoots and hollers of the louder football players.

Darius leads everyone onto the field to immediately start the warm-ups. Everyone knows the routine by heart and flawlessly pulls off every move. The cheers of the crowd encourage them. 

The warm-ups last until the referee calls the Captains to the middle of the field for a coin toss. Darius and Shale win the toss and get to pick the starting sides.

Darius looks for me on the way back. He waves once before his attention returns to the team and game. 

“Huddle!” His loud voice orders his teammates to gather. 

Coach Renner gives a small talk to the team before they all yell, “Tigers!”

The team breaks off into two groups; one walks back to the bench, while the other jogs out to their pre-determined spots on the field. 

People have been looking forward to this all week; half the school has shown up to watch. Pep rallies and posters have plagued all the students; so it’s no wonder everyone is here.

Everything goes quiet, until a kick signals the start of the game.

Both teams look evenly matched; not that I would ever say that to Darius. Neither team is willing to let the other score points as the first, second, and third quarters pass with no touchdowns. 

As a player and fanatic, the game would be a harrowing experience. As someone here to support a boyfriend and his friends, the lack of major action is boring. 

With time almost out, Darius gets the ball. His helmet moves side to side but no one looks open. He throws high into the air. 

Out of nowhere, Shale exits the bundle of players and grabs the ball. All the players react quickly.

Shale passes the ball behind to Miles then turns into a moving shield, until Miles grows an unrecoverable lead.

Right before the end zone, his sudden stop becomes the start of a suspenseful and confused silence. Unfazed by the silence of the crowd and the players running to take him out, Miles stands just before the line. 

A realization comes to mind. My eyes wander to the clock. Three... Two... One...

An eruption of cheers turns my attention. Miles waited for the time to run almost-out to step over the line. His hesitation to cross into the end zone gives no chance for the other team to score.

Miles’ touchdown will be the cause of the entire year’s bragging rights and embarrassment of the Bears. People practically leap over each other to congratulate the team in all of the excitement. 

In all of the chaos, I lose sight of the three guys. I raise myself on my toes, uselessly trying to get a better view. 

The referee blows his whistle to try to calm the mass of people. The crowd is instructed back to the bleachers so the teams can receive their medals. 

Both teams find their way to the center of the field; only one team bursts with excitement, while the other is solemn.

As the referee gives out the medals, an uneasy feeling comes over me. All my attention is drawn to a tall man beside me. An icicle draws up my spine in fear of this stranger. I move myself to the seat side to put a railing between us.

The trophy is passed around the team. Once they are finished celebrating together, all the players head back to get congratulated by friends and family. I wait for Darius, but he meets up with the tall stranger instead. Could that be his father?

Curiosity pulls me closer. I quickly try to examine the male from behind. Everything in the man’s clothing speaks of importance; from the black dress pants and shoes, to the white button-up shirt, and the black sports jacket held in his arm. Everything about his posture and the way he holds himself speaks to his superiority. 

I still can’t shake the awful feeling he gave off.

The conversation between this man and my boyfriend looks to be one of business rather than a social call. Darius has his helmet off. I can see his frown and furrowed brow.

My ears trick me as I approach. The distance between them and me is close enough that I should be hearing something; yet not a voice reaches me. What would they need to talk about in such a hushed way? My ears ring with anxiety.

The stranger’s back visibly tenses as I approach. He turns and looks through me. Darius finishes moving his mouth. He looks from the man to me and back again. 

Darius surges forward and around the man. He turns me around quickly before pulling me with him. His arm around my shoulders keeps me from looking back. Chills creep up my spine. I know the man is staring at our backs as Darius quickly takes me away.

Looking up at Darius, I study his expression. The glare is still on his face. The man’s reaction to me has riled Darius up enough for his eyes to hold anger. 

Maybe his father is abusive. It would explain everything. I don’t voice the thought. I don’t think now is the right time.

Darius' tensed muscles relax the further he hurries us away from the man, but the vice grip he has doesn’t loosen. 

Darius pulls me outside the locker room so he can change. This time a different mood is created within the empty halls. The hallway seems to hold a slight bit of danger that wasn’t there the prior visit. 

Jerking open the door, Darius bursts into the room; the impending danger looks me in the face. His sharp features crease with anger. The attractiveness I typically find in him is gone. 

He turns me around and pulls me in a smooth motion. Whatever he and the strange man talked about was something bad enough to change his mood drastically.

A shiver travels up my spine, my body tenses and relaxes as the jolt reaches my shoulders. It’s not too unusual of a spasm after being outside so long in this cool fall weather, the more unusual is the cause of my shiver. Darius’ arm around my waist is strangely cold after the kind of activity he just finished.

Miles passes us as we walk through the main doors. He hesitates for a moment as he looks like he wants to intervene. Darius cuts his look with one of his own. 

Unspoken words go around me, just out of my grasp and understanding. I know I’m missing something important. 

Hoots, hollers, and honks fill the air in celebration; a clear result of the win. Vehicles slowly inch out of the parking lot as they avoid other vehicles and people. The stop sign is largely ignored by those speeding out to the main road.

The cold arm wrapped around me disappears as we reach the running black truck; my cue to go to the passenger’s seat. The leather seat is hot to the touch. Warmth quickly seeps through my clothes, warming me from Darius’ cold touch.

Darius turns the key and hits the gear shift with jolted movements. He white-knuckles the steering wheel. I buckle in the moment the truck starts lurching, as he makes quick starts and stops. The engine growls loud from the exertion. 

Once we leave the parking lot, Darius wastes no time picking up speed to drive down the long stretch of road. 

Darius cuts a couple of vehicles off. They honk their annoyance. I just hope the way is clear of police. The usual ten-minute drive only takes half the time. 

He rushes into the garage; managing not to hit anything as he skids to a stop. Cutting the engine, the blond hits the button to close the door. 

Apprehension runs through my spine as we leave the truck. The slight noise the door makes when I close it is nothing compared to the loud slam of the driver’s side door. 

Looking over the hood, I see Darius’ head coming around the front. He wraps his arm around me without stopping or slowing his pace and opens the door for us. I feel almost like I’m a captive as he gently shoves me through the opening and by the firm grip of his hand that stays on my shoulder.

Not one moment through the door, a cooled body covers my back while pushing me face-first into an equally cold wall. A jolt races up my spine at the same speed a knot clenches and releases in my stomach. 

One large hand buries itself through my hair before pulling tight. He pulls at my hair to bring my head to the side. The freshly exposed skin raises with goosebumps as cool puffs of Darius’ breath caress the area. He alternates between firm lips travelling, of teeth gently scraping, and of his wet tongue lapping at my skin. The sensations inside me twist between pleasure, pain, and fear.

Darius moves his other hand from its resting place of my hip, slowly up my torso and under my shirt. Electric tingles follow his hand. My hands rest tense against the wall. Hastily, I raise my arm, quickly dismissing the feeling of something rubbing against my forearm, to wrap around the back of his head. As I bring his head closer I feel a slight curl in his lips.

A different sort of electricity fills the air, soaking in the moment, as the intensity rises. His body pauses, tense for a moment before his lips and teeth descend on my neck again, rougher this time. 

His teeth latch as he quickly bites harder. The delicious painful pleasure quickly turns into just pain. A slight cry escapes my throat as my body tenses reflexively. 

White-hot panic engulfs me. I need to get off this wall. His grasp is too strong. Pushing and twisting are useless. He’s too strong.

“Darius. This hurts.” I tell him. He doesn’t let up.

A ringing starts in my ears. My heart clenches. Gasping for breath is a laborious activity.

Darius stops in a frozen grip. I let down my arm and rest it in front of me on the wall. His chest rising and falling with his quick breathing is the only sign that he hasn’t completely frozen in time. 

Moments feel like hours until he moves; lessening his grip on my hair and slowly bringing his hand out from underneath my shirt. The ringing in my ears stops just as suddenly as it started. A new sound reaches my ears. Whipping my head to the side I see Shale in the entrance of the hallway; still dressed in his football gear, minus the helmet. 

“Downstairs.” Shale’s tone says the rest of the sentence for him; his hard stare is fixed on Darius. A quick, sharp breath is released from the male behind me, his hatred to the order clear. Shale takes no notice, however as he turns on his heels and quietly leaves.

“Wait here.” Darius’ voice is rough and hoarse. I have no interest in the wrath of this angered man. I nod my head once, turning around to look at him. 

When angered, Darius has a wild, uncontrolled sense about his whole persona that isn’t there normally; he’s not usually like this. His shoulders are set back; his dominant presence is almost overbearing, and his stoic features set on the spot Shale just left. Darius doesn’t look at me before following Shale to the basement. 

Tension releases as he leaves. I rest against the wall; resisting the urge to fall to the floor. I close my eyes and concentrate on controlling my breathing. The air clears of its thickness and my lungs receive their proper oxygen. My fevered skin cools as my heart slows down. 

I wait through moments before opening my eyes. Wiping tears away. My heart has somewhat calmed and my head clears as I can move my now functioning body off of the wall and fully onto my feet. 

Darius’ words override any notion of moving from this spot. Goosebumps creep their way down the lengths of my arms as the air feels warmer. I rub my palms against the skin of my upper arms. 

A low growling of an engine tickles my eardrums. Another vehicle is pulling into the garage just as abruptly as Darius’ truck had pulled in. Not a second later the engine is cut and barely a moment after a door is slammed. 

Miles hastily barrels into the room, still dressed in his football gear. I take in his worried expression. He looks me over before relief flashes in his emerald eyes. 

“Move,” Kelly’s voice demands right before Miles stumbles forward. Quickly he regains his balance. The taller girl is now in the doorway. She smiles as she spots me against the wall. She rushes over to me, quickly grabbing my wrist. “Good, you’re here. You can help me. The boys want barbeque tonight.” 

Kelly drags me away before I can get out a word. She pulls me down the hallway, through the lower living room, up a couple of stair steps, and straight into the kitchen. 

Darius will forgive me for leaving the spot so I can help set up supper. I hope. 

Letting go of my wrist, Kelly opens one half of the fridge. We pull out everything we need for tonight and pack them into a couple of coolers. 

I open the sliding patio door and walk out onto the deck. The sun’s heat instantly warms my skin even in the cool air. There is no wind here to make it colder, which makes it bearable.

Kelly comes out carrying a glass-bottled drink I recognize from a couple of times I have drunk with this group. The label is decorated in a set of lines and curves in an alternate of red and black. The label on the side reads Fekete Vér in an old, gothic style of writing. I haven’t tried it yet, maybe I will tonight.

I walk closer to her. She stands there with her eyes closed for a moment before she looks towards the sun; her hand shielding her eyes. For a moment the sun reflects in her eyes giving her light blue eyes a silver glow. She looks at me smiling, her normal mischievous grin before I realize she isn’t quite looking straight at me but slightly over my shoulder. I turn to follow her gaze. 

The three guys have come from around the side of the house, each carrying various items, and are headed towards us. They are no longer dressed in their football gear. All have changed into their regular styles of clothing; jeans and a variety of shirt styles. Shale’s long black hair is pulled back into a low ponytail; out of the braids worn for football.

Shale and Darius go straight to the barbeque. They busy themselves with getting the grill going and the food cooking. Meanwhile, Miles sets up the table with the fixings needed for the hamburgers and a couple of different store-bought salads. 

Kelly gets a fire started with wood and gasoline. She lights a match and tosses it in. In a whoosh, the gasoline lights up and disappears. I’m sure if I looked into the pit there would be some flame on the wood.

The tall girl saunters over to her boyfriend, giving him a quick peck on the lips before she looks at the table. Walking over there myself, I nod a greeting to Miles. Gazing back over to Kelly, she has her eyes on the table. 

“Miles.” Her strong voice catches his immediate attention. “You’re missing a few things. You don’t have the utensils yet and what about the spoons for the salads? You should have brought everything out at the same time. It would have saved you a trip and time.” Miles nods his head once before retreating into the house. Not worth the argument.

Kelly turns to me. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell that boy. You can get so much more done in a day if you don’t have to spend the time doing things twice when you could very well do it only once. He’s always walking to and from places more than necessary.” She barely pauses with a quick breath. “Oh, did you see Carla’s new haircut today? What was she thinking? That haircut is atrocious.” Kelly continues talking about the daily gossip about anything and everything going on. 

Miles comes back as I start to drone out what Kelly is talking about. As he sets the utensils on the table, I help him open the containers, letting Kelly believe she still has my attention by nodding and humming every so often. 

A familiar hand settles itself on my shoulder slightly gripping and releasing. “Well, Kelly, as interesting as this conversation is, I need to steal Alexa for a moment. I need help with something.” He doesn’t wait for an answer. Darius grips my shoulder slightly to guide me into the house. Dropping his hand, he follows me through the door.

“What did you need help with?” I ask him.

“I can’t find the bottle opener.” Nodding, I start looking through the usual places for the bottle opener, the utensil drawer, the side of the fridge, and the drawer beside the sink. My search there is empty-handed. 

Darius looks through some of the other drawers, while I look through some of the organizational holders on the countertop. I watch him. Waiting for an apology, some mention to what happened earlier, or why that man pissed him off, but he doesn’t speak. He pretends that everything is normal.  I wonder if I should bring it up.

Continuing my search, I move into the front room. A first glance search to the spotless room tells me it won’t be in there. 

“Found it.” The voice suddenly almost frighteningly appears in my ear. Even though I didn’t jump, my heart races at the unexpected appearance of my boyfriend. 

“Where was it?” I ask him as I turn to face him. 

“In one of the drawers.” Darius holds up the bottle opener on his finger by the little chain attached to its sides. 

One of his warm hands grabs mine. Pulling me closer he rests the hand holding the keychain on my hip. Letting go of my hand he slowly slides his own down my arm and my side to sit mirroring his other hand. 

I look into his face and his eyes, and then he closes the distance between us. His tongue compels my lips to open almost immediately and enters my mouth. His warm tongue plays with mine for a moment and moves to explore the rest of my mouth. Darius’ hands travel slowly, massaging across the small of my back then lower to grope my butt. His right-hand jumps to the back of my neck. Simultaneously, his hold tightens, crushing me to him in one swift movement. Harsh kisses feel bruising as he allows no room to back away. 

He controls my movements, my body moves to his wants, rather than to my mind. The tight hold tenses and clenches for one last, drawn-out moment. Darius parts his mouth from mine and loosens his hold only enough for me to look him in the face again. His gaze pierces into me. “Let’s go. The steaks should be about done.”

Letting go of me and taking a step back, he then holds out his hand. Taking the offer, I grip his hand as we walk back outside. 

Shale has four steaks off the grill. The last one he takes off and puts it on a plate; mine devoid of any hint of red meat. Giving the plate to me, he grabs his own from the side of the barbeque and goes to sit down. 

I let go of Darius’ hand and head over to the table instead, I pick up a set of utensils and look over at Miles as he scoops himself a spoonful of the potato and egg salad. I help myself to the other salad as I wait for him to finish. Putting the spoon back when I finish, I look up to Miles who is patiently waiting for his turn. Walking behind him, I switch him places to get some of the other salad. 

Once we are both finished I follow him back to the three lawn chairs. Miles sits down behind Kelly on the one, as Shale sits on the second one and Darius occupies the last one. 

When I settle, Darius hands me an already opened bottle of liquor; a lemon flavoured vodka cooler. I notice an already empty bottle of the Fekete Vér beside him on the arm of the chair, as well as one by Shale and Kelly. I wish he had opened one of those for me instead. It would be rude to refuse the already opened drink.

I take one gulp of the vodka drink inside. The familiar warmth almost burns down my throat, while a tingle runs through the back of my nose.
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Chapter 2

Nikki Marshall
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Earthy mint smoke rushes from my lungs and momentarily darkens the air in front of me. One last breath from the brown stick finishes what I dare to breathe in before burning the filter. I put it out and drop the remainder in the butt tray. 

Turning the corner of the building, I go inside using the propped open back door. The heat blasts at me. My fingertips tingle. 

Not too far off down the hall, I walk into the staffroom and hang my coat up. I unwrap the decorative white and black knit scarf from around my neck. 

The clock on the wall says it’s 3:26, meaning the actual time should be around 3:30. My phone confirms the actual time is 3:31. That clock is getting slower.

My phone buzzes. Mom texted me. I touch the notification and it opens up another screen. Pizza tonight?

I reply to her, Four cheese, then put the phone back in my pocket. Time to get back to work. I walk to the front desk to relieve my substitute.

“You’re late,” Karen sing songs. 

Not answering her right away, I look for the time on the phone closest to me; 3:32. Since I know that whatever I say, she won’t care, I make something drastic up. “Sorry, my mom called me. She cut herself bad and is going to the hospital to get stitches.”

“So what? You have to leave now?” She grinds out.

The thought tempts me to cut out of work early, just because of her shitty attitude. But, I think better of it. “No, she just wanted to let me know.”

She rolls her eyes. “Whatever. I’ve got work to do.” Karen gets up from my chair and goes back towards her office. 

As soon as her back is turned to me, I glare at her and project my thoughts out to her. Calling her a Bitch. My hand twitches, itching to give her the middle finger. I restrain only because I’m at work.

A high ringing interrupts my thought. I sit in my chair and pick up the phone on the second ring. Without having to think, I start the speech they taught me on day one. “Thank you for call-”

His loud voice drowns mine. “I need to speak with Louis.”

Keeping my sickly sweet phone voice professional, I say, “One moment please.” I press the Transfer, 4, 7, 3, and 6 buttons. The phone rings and rings. His answering machine picks up, so I press the transfer button again and hang up the phone. 

Swivelling in my seat I turn towards the computer; I shake the mouse to get the screen saver to go away.

Ring.

Pick up the phone, “Thank you for-”

“I need to speak with Louis. I don't want to leave a message. Can you page him?” This guy again. My eyes roll.

“I'm sorry, Sir. We don’t have a paging system and it appears that Louis is not at his desk right now. If you leave him a message he can get back to you as soon as he gets back.” I hold my finger over the transfer button.

“Well, then go look for him.” I hike an eyebrow. This guy is starting to irk me.

“I’m sorry, Sir. I can’t leave my desk. He might not even be in the building right now. He might be out on a call.” I bite my tongue so I don’t say something that could get me fired. 

Seriously, he’s not at his desk; leave him a damn message and he will get back to you. And, then on top of it, asking me to go searching for someone who might not even be here; the nerve of some people. 

“The incompence of people these days.” My eyebrow arches. Incompense? “You work there. You are in a line of customer service, so you have to do what I say. I want to speak with your manager.” He yells out at me. 

I poke Transfer, 4, 7, 6, and 3. 

Fred picks up on the third ring. “You look like you’re talking with an angry customer.” He sounds a little too amused. I look up to his office. Fred is looking at me through the open blinds of his window, so I glare back and tilt my head. “Okay, I'll talk to him.”

“Thank you.” I press the transfer button and hang up. 

Shaking my head at the guy on the phone I wish I could just let the conversation go. However, I need to figure out what he said.

Incompence? The incompetence of people these days?

Incompetence? Was he calling me incompetent? He tried to call me an idiot but he couldn’t even say it properly.

Knock. Automatically my head turns to face the person knocking. Fred stands on the other side of the counter straight-faced. “So apparently, I should fire you for not being able to do your job properly.”

“Oh, yeah?” I dare him to try, but I doubt he would.

“Yeah, however, he was a-” He looks around to make sure no one is going to hear what he has to say next. “-asshole and I have work for you. How do you feel about filing for the rest of the day? It’ll get you off the phone and if he calls back you don’t have to deal with him.”

Turning back to the computer, I log off my name and turn back around to him. “Who’s taking reception?”

“That would be me.” Karen comes to stand beside Fred. She does not look impressed. I hide a grin. This feels like payback.

Fred leads me to the storage room. A few boxes are stacked on the floor. “I already pulled them off the shelves earlier. I was going to make Ann do it, but now you get to. Yay. I need you to scan these to the drive and shred the paper copies. We need more room back here and boss-man thinks it would be better to stay away from sending them to the offsite warehouse.  Scan it into a folder under the shared drive; I don’t care what you call it. Just tell me whatever it is later. Scan each file separately so it’ll be easier to find later. Name each file under year and company name. That should be about it. Any questions?”

“No, I’ve got it,” I tell him.

“Well, have fun.” Fred turns heel and walks back to his office.

Suddenly it’s one of those situations. So much work to do, but no set place to start. I just grab the closest box to me. There is a printer right outside the door that I use to scan the first document. I start a pile on the floor to be shredded. The next file has a staple in it; so do the next few after it. 

I don’t want to wreck my manicure by trying to manually remove the metal clips. So, I endeavour to find a staple remover. The closest department to me is accounting. 

Just around the corner of a cubicle wall, I find a surprisingly tear-filled face. For a moment I think about backing away however, Julie sees me.

“What’s wrong?” She bursts and starts crying harder. Julie slides off her seat and crouches behind her desk. I’m the only person that could see her unless anyone comes into the cubicle area.

I walk over to her and place a comforting hand on her shoulder. She has tissues on her desk. I hold out the box to her to take one. 

After a few moments and nose blowing, Julie calms down enough to start talking. “I had an account that I placed on hold because they haven’t answered any of my calls or emails for the past month and they have ten thousand dollars outstanding over ninety days. So, I put the account on hold.” Julie takes in a deep breath before she can continue. Fresh tears go down her cheek. “Then the customer called the sales rep and then he called me. He yelled at me because the company is linked to a very large national account and they’re threatening to not sign the one point two million dollar deal because of this. There are, apparently, other issues with these invoices that I didn’t know about. No one told me why they weren’t paying. Nothing in the account suggested they were linked to a large account.” She continues to talk and I just nod my head. It sounds like she’s having a rough day. 

Julie pauses, so I take the chance to talk and comfort her. “It sounds like the sales rep is having a bad day and is taking it out on you. There’s no way you could have known. Don’t worry about it so much. Do you need coffee or tea? I’m sure no one would mind if you took a break to calm down. You can make an excuse to go fill your cup.”

She looks at me and nods her head. “That’s a good idea.” Julie stands up. Hugging me quickly, I don’t get to react to the small girl before she walks away.

There is an awkward moment while I stand alone in this section. 

Remembering why I’m here, I start searching through a desk drawer I think doesn’t belong to anyone. I take a blue staple remover back with me. 

The repetitive task helps the last hour of my shift to go by faster. Probably something about this job being so different from my regular one that makes it go by so fast. 

Two boxes down. The remaining boxes will give me something to do tomorrow. I can then sort them all from the front desk.

The moment the clock hits six o’clock I get ready to leave. First putting on my jacket then grabbing my purse from my locker. And, I’m out the door shortly thereafter.  

I walk to the end of the parking lot. My old white beater is one of the last vehicles here. 

I press the unlock button on my key fob. The lock mechanism doesn’t click, so I try again. Making sure I press the middle of the button hard with my gel nail. It unlocks after a couple of smashes to the button. I’ll have to remember to get dad to take a look at my key fob later. He probably needs to replace the aluminum tape again.

Once inside, I place my purse on the passenger seat.  I start my car and put on my seat belt. Placing the car into gear, I head out onto the familiar trip home. 

It’s days like this that I am glad for my half-hour ride home. It’s nice to work on the edge of the city. The highway trip is long enough to work out some feelings in the music I blast but short enough that I’m not spending extra hours on the road each day.

My phone buzzes.

Are you coming to wings tom night? Steph asks.

I take my eyes away from the text to check the road and my speed; still in my lane going a hundred and twelve. It’s only two over the speed limit so I’m still good. 

I text her back. Yeah. Where at? With my eyes back on the road, I correct the steering wheel to put me back in the middle of the lane. 

A sign reducing the speed limit signals the outer limits of town, so I take my foot off the gas. By the time I reach the speed limit change sign, I’m going seventy. I tap the breaks to make sure I’m going the speed limit by the time I reach the lights. The next lights turn red, so I stop quickly.

My phone buzzes again. Steph replied. Mall pub? Cars move around me. I look up. The light has turned green. I don’t answer her back. It’s only a couple of minutes to my house from here. I speed up.

Double-checking the speed on the dashboard, I touch the breaks a half a block down. Once I pass the radar truck that’s always in the exact same spot, I put my foot back on the accelerator. 

A couple of turns and roads later I park out front of my house. Turning down the volume, so I don’t deafen myself tomorrow morning, I then turn off the vehicle. Turning on my phone, I respond with K see you there and press send. 

I don’t bother to lock my car, but I do bring my purse through to the backyard. A moment to myself before going inside the house. I put out the butt of the cigarette and put it in the can. I find my purse perfume and spray some on me. The smell of it should cover the smell of the smoke. 

I really should quit one of these days.

Closing my purse, I then go inside my house. The first thing to greet me is the smell of freshly delivered pizza. I take off my heeled boots and jacket and put them in their proper places. 

Mom and Dad are already at the table dishing out their plates and pouring their pop. Their heads are turned away from me, so they don’t notice me until I drop my phone in the phone basket on the side table.

“Hey Sweetie, how was work?” Mom asks.

“Don’t ask.” For no reason, the pizza slice I grab gets a glare before I bite into it.

“That bad, eh?” Dad looks at me wanting more of an explanation.

Finishing the cheesy bread in my mouth, I tell them what they both want to know. “There’s this bitch-”

“Language.” Mom’s interruption has a silent threat attached to it. I’ve never found out what the threat is, but I also don’t want to find out.

“Sorry. Karen just gets on my nerves. She treats me like I’m an idiot and it’s just because I’m the youngest person in the office. And, then there was this guy on the phone. He called me incompetent. Said I couldn’t do my job properly and tried to get me fired. It didn’t work but I’m tired of it all. I think it’s time to start looking for a new job.” The first slice went down a bit too quickly. I pour myself some pop while switching the conversation. “So, how was your day?”

Mom answers my question. “Not as interesting as yours. We had a safety meeting for half the day and the rest of the day was a write-off. Do you still have your resume updated? Maybe somewhere closer to home this time?” She nudges.

I finish the fizzy liquid in my mouth before throwing her own words back at her. “What was that, again? Beggars can’t be choosers. It may be a long way away, but at least it’s a job in a position that can help in the long run.”

A piece of crust bounces off my chest and onto the table. “Aren’t kids your age supposed to be rebellious of your parents and not listen to a word they say?”

“I’m sorry, what did you say? I wasn’t listening.” I pick up the crust and toss it back at her.

She catches the crust and takes a bite out of it. “That’s better. We were thinking we’d have a movie night. What do you think?”

“What are we watching?” Finished eating, I grab a napkin from the center of the table and wipe the grease off.

“That’s right! It’s my turn to pick, isn’t it? I’ll go pick something out. You two can handle the clean-up for tonight.” Mom gets up and walks over to the bookshelf holding all of our movies.

I stand up. Taking mom’s plate and my own, I put them in the dishwasher and go back to the living room. 

Dad is still eating the piece of pizza on his plate. “You done?” I point to the delivery box so he knows what I’m talking about.

He mumbles something with food still in his mouth, then nods. I close the box and take it straight to the fridge; placing it on a shelf.

I grab my phone out of the basket and put it back in my pocket. While mom picks the movie, I go up the creaking stairs; not much chance of sneaking out of this house. My room is on the right. I change out of my stiff office clothes for grey sweat pants and a matching sweatshirt.

Back downstairs, I hear the commercials playing. Just one more thing before I go to the living room; going through my purse I grab the pencil and yellow silk notebook inside.

Mom presses play the moment I sit down. No idea what movie this is however, right off the start, I get the idea that it’s a romantic movie. One, because mom picked the movie, and two, because the girl seems to be a hopeless romantic. 

About fifteen minutes into the movie and the girl has signed up on a dating website. She’s gone on a few horrible dates then meets a guy that says and does all the right things and then meets a guy on the side of the road when she gets a flat. At this point, it’s about the time that every romantic movie gets to the gushy filler. Nothing interesting should happen until the last fifteen minutes, so I open my notebook to the next blank page.

Pitiful society has come to such ruin.

Man against man and woman against woman. 

We wage wars against brothers and sisters.

Because of what? For what?

Yelling, screaming, hating

Fighting, cursing, crying

It only hurts. For nothing.

From nothing.

There is no answer.

Wake up and do it again.

There is no end to it.

None but darkness.

The movie ends both on a sad and a happy note. Caroline ends up with the man that helped with the flat tire. The other man dies in a car crash. She loved them both, but death decided for her. It’s a cruel twist for a romantic comedy.

I look over to my left. Mom and Dad both passed out at some point during the movie. The corners of my mouth lift briefly.

They’re always doing that. 

Both of them fall asleep during every movie we watch. It doesn’t matter the genre. It doesn’t matter if it’s a movie they’ve never seen before, or they’ve seen a million times. It doesn’t matter if they were interested in the movie or not. It doesn’t even matter if we watch it right when we get up in the morning.

At some point, they will fall asleep. It might be five minutes in or it might be near the end. I think they’re just always so exhausted, that just one moment of comfort causes them to sleep. 

Dad’s worse. He’s always asleep by the first half and is never up beyond eight o’clock. We call him a party animal on the rare occasions he makes it to nine o’clock. I think the last time that happened was my eighteenth birthday.

Mom can run on two hours of sleep and four extra-large coffees. There have been some occasions that she’s outlasted me; especially if we’re playing board games. She’s so competitive.

I watch them for a moment. There are no signs they’ll be waking up once I’ve turned the TV off. The sudden silence is sometimes enough to wake them.

Sneaking off, I put my poetry book back into my purse, quietly go up to my room, and get ready to go to bed.

Knock. Knock. 

Mom opens the door. She must’ve woken up while I was turning things off. “Goodnight sweetheart. Sweet dreams.”

The same words each night. I say the last part with her. “Don’t let the bed bugs bite.”

She turns off the light and shuts the door. I crawl into bed. It doesn’t take long for me to fall asleep.
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Chapter 3
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Water rushes by my feet as I bolt downstairs. The warm musty air is hard to breathe. Waterfalls spout from fresh soggy holes in the ceiling. 

I round the corner into the laundry room. Opening the breaker panel, I turn off all the switches to ensure there are no accidental electrocutions. 

Reluctantly checking my bedroom next, I can only imagine what I will find. The water is coming from the broken dishwasher, while my bedroom is the room below the kitchen.

It isn’t as bad as I think when I open the door; despite the waterfalls and ankle-deep water. My bed is ruined by a waterfall running directly into the center of it. But for the most part, the bed, and clothing on the floor should be the only things that take great devastation from it.

Looking up I see something that looks unnatural and makes me take a few steps back. A bubble has formed in my ceiling from the water having nowhere to go, and the painted ceiling not wanting to break. I don’t want to look at it anymore, so I shut the door, and trudge back upstairs. 

The floors are dry now. My clothes dry instantly. I need to search for something. I know it’s in the living room, but I don’t know what it is.

Walking in, I find what it is; my mom. She looks like she is sleeping in our rocking chair. I’m standing in the middle of the room when she wakes up. She doesn’t speak but starts rocking the chair. 

Rocking into the wall each time. Harder and faster. Harder and faster.

Red spots splatter onto the white chair and walls. Pained, and horrified expressions twist her face as my mom looks directly at me, all while she bludgeons her head into the chair, and in turn the wall.

My heart hurts as I see all the blood; as I see her kill herself in front of me. I try to scream but nothing wants to come out. I close my eyes because I can no longer handle the blood.

The crisp air freezes my fingers and stings my face. When I open my eyes, I stand face to face with the exterior door to my house; anticipating a relaxing end to a hectic day at school. It all ends when my hand turns the knob, twisting, and pushing, only to find that it had been locked. My brows scrunching in confusion; our door is never locked. Brushing the confusion off, I ring the doorbell. 

And again. 

And again. 

No answer.

My heart sinks.

Something is wrong.

The door to my house is never locked. We don’t even have keys to my house. My mom always keeps the door open and unlocked. An eerie feeling crosses me as I see my dog standing in the entrance to the hallway. He keeps looking between me, and down to my mom’s bedroom. In my mind and heart I know something is wrong; gravely wrong. 

My heart starts beating fast, and my instincts click in before I can think. My legs carry me away from the door, and towards the back of the house. Panic clouds my mind as I need to find a way into the house. 

The first clear thought comes to me. I grasp it, cling to it, and blurt it out to myself. “My window.”

My window is never shut tight enough that one can’t just open it. I have always left it cracked; just encase. Never would I have imagined for a moment such as this one. 

I grab for the window and shake it open. Relief washes over me that it hadn’t been frozen shut by ice. Quickly, I take off my jacket, throw it on the ground, and then my boots come off next. Without the extra clothing on it’s easier to get in through my window. Sitting on my ledge I eye an area that is not covered by clothing or other items; dropping down into it. As I land on the floor a pain shoots through my foot up my leg. 

Ignoring the pain I run up the stairs, and then race down the hallway. Mom’s door is open. I catch myself on the door frame to put an instant stop to my run. The sight hits me just as hard. 

My mom is scrunched, lying on the ground between the computer desk, and the wall. Curled, as if she had fallen from where she had been sitting. My voice comes out as a whimper. 

“Mom.” I take a step closer.

“Mom.” Another step.

“Mommy.” My voice cracks near the end.

I take notice now of more details; the pained expression on her face, how splotchy and purple-veined her arms look, but most of all, how still she is. 

One touch to her cold arm just confirms it in my mind.

She’s dead.

I wake in a jolt; gasping for breath. A few tears roll down my cheeks from a rush of dreams and memories I don’t want to remember.

The alarm clock across the room finally registers in my mind. Throwing back the covers and jumping out of the bed, I turn the alarm off. I wait for a moment to listen for any noises upstairs.

Nothing.

Good. No one else was woken up. I wouldn’t want my dad to find me awake and doing homework at this time.

Moving my thoughts away from the combined dream, and memory, I find the light switch by my door. A glance at my alarm says it is two am; right on time. Turning the lock on my door I unlock and open it.

The light switches for the basement living room are on the wall next to my door. I flip them on. Everything is as I left it an hour and a half ago. 

I walk to the coffee table. Opening my agenda, I use it to guide me through what needs to be finished before I have to leave.

French – Paragraphs 1.5 hours 2:00 – 3:30

Social – Worksheets 1 hour 3:30 – 4:30

AP English Read Book – 3 hours 4:30 – 7:30

It’s scary just exactly how good I’ve gotten at figuring out how long all my homework should take. 

I finish and cross off the last of my list, just in time for my morning routine. I pack everything away until my backpack is overloaded with textbooks and binders. 

My agenda is the last item I pack. I flip to tomorrow to see what’s due. Quickly counting up the hours for tonight, I’m not sure how much sleep I’ll be getting with this and whatever else might be assigned today.

I’ve wasted too much time thinking about it, not like it’s going to help anyway. I put my agenda back into my bag. Making sure I’ve got everything packed, I put my book bag against the wall by the stairs, and pass into the room adjacent.

I have fifteen minutes before I have to leave the house. Quickly stripping in front of the mirror I begin tracking the changes in my body. I take out the notebook, pencil, and measuring tape from the middle drawer. Opening up my notebook, I flip to a page in the middle of the book.

Laying the notebook on the counter I step onto the scale. The dial zooms up and lands on the number one hundred fifty-two. I’ve lost another pound since yesterday. It’ll be a good day today. Maybe I’ll even eat something substantial to help with energy. I check my bust, waist, and hip measurements; each is down another inch. 

A quick look in the mirror and I smile at my accomplishment. The numbers don’t lie like a mirror can. The words are written on my body in black permanent marker from my mental breakdown the other night clearly states all the ugly words that, somehow, make me feel better about myself. To have them written out in the open helps me cope. Large words cover my stomach and thighs.

Unlovable Alone Freak Stupid Obese Liar Disgrace Mistake Nothing Worthless

I’ve lost fifty-three pounds, and sixty-two inches everywhere. I’m not a skinny twig, though I would say I’m skinny compared to where I started from. I’m not fat anymore; maybe chubby is a better word. Maybe my father will be happy with my body’s progress.

I’ve spent too much time on this. I hop into the shower and quickly clean myself.

In a short three minutes, I turn off the shower and wrap a towel around me. Peeking out of the bathroom I make sure no one has come downstairs while I was in the shower. The coast is clear. I run across the way into my bedroom.

It’s a race against time to dry myself and get dressed. I’ve only got my pants and undergarments on when my phone buzzes.

Mary texted, Are you ready? I want to get a bagel.

Yeah, I’ll be right out. I answer back.

Almost blindly, I grab a black tank top out of my dresser and throw it on, then a black hoodie from my closet. Next, black socks. Running around makes me realize that I might need new pants soon, and a new belt too. Maybe, I’ll just sew the sides of these ones to take them in.  Either way, they’re a bit too big now.

I can’t help but think I’m forgetting something with having to rush so much, although I like to think I’m much too organized for that. 

There isn’t time to dwell either way, so I grab my backpack and go upstairs to the front door. Mary is already waiting there. I slip on my black and white Converse.

The door is already unlocked, so Jacob must have already left for work. I leave the house. Shutting, but not locking, the door behind me. “Morning.” I sound a bit too cheerful for my taste but I can’t take it back.

“Good morning.” She says as she starts walking towards the school. I feel like a slob compared to her, but I could never take the time she does to get ready in the morning. Her hair is poker straight. From head to toe her outfit, make-up, and jewelry all match in some way. In a way, I would describe her look as being fashionably preppy, as opposed to my frumpy thrown on oversized clothes. The only jewelry I have on are my diamond earrings that never come out; unless I’m cleaning them.

We walk without saying much, well at least I do. Mary talks about what her bird and dog were doing this morning, and the trouble her brother got into last night from trying to drive her dad’s truck. 

When I was twelve, I would have never thought about stealing my parent’s vehicle. I fear that Jacob would literally have killed me. I guess kids are getting more defiant as the generations go on. The notion makes me sound older than I am, as there are just three years difference between her brother and me. 

I nod every once in a while or make an affirmative noise.

“Yeah, and then he hit that thing at the end of our driveway with the side thing, and he thought he could park it and no one would notice. My dad noticed immediately.” She says.

“Hit that thing with the side thing, eh?” I say to bug her. Sometimes Mary has her very own ‘thing’ language. She will replace words with the word ‘thing’ if the exact word escapes her for a moment. “The lamp post with the side mirror?” I ask her though I’m sure I already know.

“Exactly. See you know what I’m talking about.”

“Only because I’ve spent way too much time around you.” I remind her. We’ve known each other and lived beside each other for, maybe, ten years now.

We enter the school through the cafeteria side. There must be a game tonight; all the football players are wearing their suits. I need an excuse to not go to the cafeteria, and my bag is getting too heavy, so I tell Mary, “I’m going to my locker first. I’ll meet you here after.”

She says, “Okay,” as she walks away from me. Her sights are on the cafeteria to get one of the infamous bagels. How I wish I could have one of them again without the guilt.

My locker is straight upstairs, and to the left a little. I open up my locker and stuff all my unneeded books in there. I have Accounting, then Social, so I don’t need much. I grab my Accounting booklet, Social textbook, and my binder.

Closing up my locker I go back downstairs to meet with Mary. She is waiting in line still for her bagel, but at least it’s in the receiving line, and not the ordering line; which seems to have gotten a big rush since I left. I go closer to her but then she disappears into the crowd. She comes back with two bagels in her hand. She shoves one at me. “Here, it’s thanks for helping me out with my English assignment. I got a ninety-two on it.”

“Thank you.” There isn’t anything I can do now, so I resign myself to enjoying this bagel. I just won’t eat for the rest of the day; use this as my one meal today. I look on the side of the bag as Mary, and I go to the sauce table. She got me the BLTC, my favourite; bacon, lettuce, tomato, and cheese on a multigrain bagel. We take turns and dump the hot sauce into the bagel package. It’s just not a cafeteria bagel without the hot sauce.

We go to an empty bench by the library and get as comfortable as we can. We’ve got a few minutes before we have to head to class. We eat our bagels in silence. I try to concentrate on not scarfing it down to my empty stomach. That wouldn’t be very ladylike. What if someone was watching? Word could get back to Jacob, and that would be horrible. 

I try to remember why I’m doing this again. I love food, I don’t care about my body weight, but my father does. Weight loss is a bonus to anorexia. Maybe one of these days my father will see the weight loss, and stop making his weight comments. But, it’s partly because my father doesn’t buy food for the house, and partly because I’m trying to save all the money I make but mostly it’s become the symbol of my control factor. Things have kind of calmed down a bit, do I really need to continue doing this? Or has it morphed into something else? A comfort to feel the pain, I suppose. Something other than the emotional pain is welcome. Have I come to terms enough with everything that I can to stop this, can I control my emotions enough without having to do a physical pain band-aide on top of it? No, I need to continue.

I try to remain emotionless, keep the smile on my face, but tears swell into my vision. Obviously, I can’t quit. Especially, with that messed-up dream of a memory last night. I had thought I had exhausted myself enough not to dream anymore, but I can’t be that lucky.

Do I miss my mom? Honestly though, I barely remember her. Even when she was alive, she wasn’t around much. I more miss what my life could have been if she hadn’t died. If she hadn’t died, my father wouldn’t have gotten a second wife. He wouldn’t have gotten the son he always wanted. That changed more things than her death did.

The bell interrupts my thoughts. I finish the last bite of my bagel and get up. I toss my garbage into the can beside us. We have five minutes from that bell to get to our class and be ready for work. I pack up my binder, workbooks, and carry them in my arms.

“See you at lunch,” I say.

She looks nervous for a moment, trying to think about what to say, but I already know without her having to say a word. “I-um Nara asked to hang out with me for lunch, and I said yes. Sorry.” She looks very sheepish, and I can’t blame her. Though I can’t say I can blame her for hanging out with that group of friends. They’re popular. It doesn’t matter to me that Nara is the ring leader for most of the bullying I’ve received. At least, perhaps, if I say it doesn’t bother me enough times then maybe eventually I will start to believe it. It’s selfish of me to even think about telling her it hurts me that she goes to them time after time. When they have bullied me and threatened to do the same to her for just talking to me. 

“No, that’s fine. I’ll see you after school for the walk home. See you.” I wave goodbye and go off to my classes. Each one is boring or awful, but I manage to read the English book in my spare time and I get tomorrow’s social booklet finished during lunch.

The bell finally signals the end of the day. I rush out of the school. The halls are buzzing. There’s a football game tonight. So the rest of the students aren’t trying to leave. School pride or something like that. I honestly couldn’t care less about it.

My cell phone buzzes with a text from Mary. I’m staying late for the game. I forgot about it.

AKA, Nara probably invited her, and she wants to hang with her without telling me.

I text her back a kk and go to my locker. I see them before they see me. A group of people surrounds my locker. I recognize the faces of a couple of them but not all. “Excuse me. I need to get to my locker.”

I feel like I’ve walked into a trap as they clear the way for me. My locker has some words written on it: Douche Bag. Bitch. Slut. “You know you’re a freak, right?” He says to me. I don’t recognize this one.

“Whatever, I need to get to work.” I’ve dealt with this enough times. Don’t make it fun for them. No emotions and they usually back off. It works. They leave.

I open my locker and replace my books with the ones I’ll need for homework tonight. I close the locker door. I don’t need the teachers seeing this so I wipe the waxy words away.

I open my agenda up and make sure I have everything I need to get all my homework done tonight. I might get a couple of hours of sleep tonight since I was able to finish a bit during school.

I go home only to drop off my heavy bag. I follow the familiar path through my neighbourhood, and down the alley. I take the shortcut through the treed area infamous for homeless people, druggies, and suicides, since I don’t have time to go around. Walking across the road, down the alley by the reservoir, under the highway through the tunnel, across the field, down the row of stores, and finally, I get into the dollar store.

I go into the backroom to hang my coat up and adorn my apron. It’s about ten minutes to my shift but I decide to start anyway. There isn’t much else I can do. I go down to the other side of the warehouse. I don’t find anyone, but I think I found our job for the night; there are six pallets full of boxes ready to be unpacked.

I go out the back door and look down the aisles until I find the boss. Tamara sees me right away. “A shipment came in today. You guys need to get them unpacked, and out tonight.”

“Okay,” I say. I walk back to where I came from. By the time I get back to the pallets, I see Kate starting on one of the pallets. She rips the plastic with her knife. “Hey.”

She echoes back “Hey.”

We don’t talk as we each fill carts full of boxes from the pallet. We organize the carts and boxes so that each cart represents two aisles. As soon as one cart is filled I take it out to the floor. Soon enough the rest of the night crew arrives and gets to work. The day crew must have left, but they didn’t give us any indication that they had done so.

We work hard to get the entire product dealt with by seven-thirty. Taking our much-deserved break from working our butts off, we sit in the back.

Kate suggests, “Hey I downloaded Apocalypse. Do you want to watch it? We have time for that, and then do a quick clean-up, and cash out.”

I agree. We’ve finished all the work we would need to do tonight. It would just be general tidying from here on, but it’s not that messy. 

We sit in the staffroom huddled around an IPad, as the movie plays.

Five men are camping on a long weekend. The large forested area is filled with many cabins and hoarded by people drinking and having parties in the evening. 

The main male character, Zane, just broke up with his girlfriend of five years. His friends took him out for a guy’s weekend to get over her. As the evening progresses they drink more and more, while Zane nurses his beer. He decides to go to bed early. 

As soon as he gets into the bedroom he hears screams. He runs to the door and sees people screaming, and running. Someone yells ‘ZOMBIES!’

He gathers up his friends and barricades them into the cabin. They freak out. Zombies try breaking into the cabin. Zane breaks the back room window. His one friend, I can’t remember his name, was killed by a zombie.

Zane and the remaining friends run. They veer off from the rest of the crowd and miraculously find a vehicle with keys in the ignition. He drives them out of the campground. Suddenly, an explosion goes off, and they get run off the road. The car gets stuck in a field. They get out of the car and start walking down the road.

A bunch of zombies chase them from their route, and down a side road. The zombies disappear as soon as they are headed towards the random industrial building in the middle of the field ahead.

Oh, I remember this dream; another ruined movie. Zane falls through the floor and finds out that it’s all fake, and a part of a TV show. Rich people pay money to a network that mocks up a ‘reality’ series about people dying in an apocalypse. He rescues his friends and resolves to tell the world about the show.

They go into the building. There are many levels and beams. Zombies appear out of nowhere and chase the group. Zane gets separated when he falls through the floor. Zombies go up to Zane’s still body and break character. They talk about how this kill isn’t going to make it into the show since there are no cameras here. The next time the woman wants to be part of the first wave. When they leave he gets up and corners someone. They confess that it’s part of a TV show. Rich people pay to see mock apocalypse scenarios. All the people die, but, oh well. He runs to go rescue his friends from the office. He goes through a door and gets them out of the warehouse. He explains what he knows. They say it’s not right, and they resolve to let the world know about it. 

The movie ends right at closing time. I help Kate bring all the tills to the back room. We close the door behind us per store policy. 

We talk as we count the money and do paperwork. 

“Where would you go on vacation if you could? I’ve always wanted to see Paris.” Kate asks me.

I think about it. While there are quite a few ancient places I would love to see, I would rather a vacation be about no stress. However, that would involve zero contact with just about everyone I know. No internet, no phone, no nothing. I would need to be the equivalent of a hermit in the woods. “Camping anywhere.”

“And then, the zombies attack.” Kate jokes.

“I would love to be in a Zombie apocalypse. I feel like I would do very well.” I say.

“Of course, you would.” She’s half-joking and half-serious about it. We’ve had many a conversation on the subject before.

There is a knock on the door. Trevor says, “everything is put away, and the mats are vacuumed. Can we leave?”

Kate thinks for half a second. “Yes, Jaiden can you lock them out?”

“Sure,” I say. 

I unlock the door and go out to the hall. They are ready with their jackets on. Anyone could have guessed Kate would say yes to them leaving. It’s a regular occurrence when everything is done. I let them out of the store, and say goodbye. I lock the door. 

I go back to the office and knock on the door. Kate lets me in. She’s finished everything up in the couple of minutes I was gone. She tells me to go get my stuff, and get ready to leave. 

I go to my locker and place my apron back in there. I put my coat on. Kate comes out of the office ready to go. She sets the alarm, and we leave the store. We say quick goodbyes, and I start walking home. 

It’s really cold out now. I think we are going to get snow soon. I dread the inevitability of having to make this walk when the weather drops to the minus twenties and minus thirties.

The walk home goes by fast. I walk a lot faster at night. It’s too creepy, and potentially dangerous not to walk as fast as I can.

I manage to get home safely. I go straight to the basement and start on my homework. I have a book to read, worksheets, a social project, and an essay.
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Chapter 4

Alexa Brenner
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Arriving at the school, Darius parks in the closest stall he finds. One of the problems of coming later is the parking stalls are mostly filled up. I don’t mind. It only takes a few extra seconds to walk the farther distance. 

Darius walks slightly in front of me as we approach the door. He lets go of my hand to throw open the door. I grab the door as it closes in front of me; I open it and follow him through. 

Regaining my steps slightly behind him, we retrace our normal morning steps. We walk down one hallway, turn into another, and finally walk into the cafeteria.

Immediately spotting Miles sitting at the table in the corner, both Darius and I go to him. I take a seat. Miles looks at me with a curious look on his face. “You’re looking a little green, are you alright?”

“I think I’m a little hungover.” Correcting my posture and taking in a deep breath, I try to chase the look of being green away. 

“Would you like some water?” He asks.

“No, thanks. I’m good.” A slight smile and widening of my eyes, I hope is enough to convince him. It doesn’t work. Miles pushes his seat back and stands up, all at once, in a smooth move. 

He walks through one of the two open glass doors and talks to one of the ladies in the kitchen. She disappears around a corner for a second before reappearing with a bottle of water. Miles takes the bottle with a nod. He walks back over to me placing the bottle in front of me. “Drink up. It will help.”

I take a sip of the cold water before looking to where Darius should have been. Looking around me, he isn’t anywhere in sight. I hadn’t noticed him leaving, and he didn’t say anything about leaving. Did I do something wrong?

“He left just after you sat down. Probably had to go talk to a teacher or something. How’s your head?” Miles asks.

Immediately, I resign from any attempts at bringing the topic away from my health; knowing that I wouldn’t win anyway. “It’s mornings like this that make me think that it might be time to join you and stop after one.”

“You and I both know that’s not going to happen. But, give it ten years and you might not even touch alcohol.” Burrowing my face into my hands on the table, I shake my head. “Here, let me try something. Give me one of your hands.” I raise my head. 

The request, although weird, intrigues me enough to do it. Giving him my right hand, he takes it in one of his. He places my hand palm side down on his hand and then puts his other hand in between my thumb and pointer finger. Miles then squeezes the area right in between those two fingers. 

My mind focuses only on the warmth of the hand under mine and the pressure in my hand. The two feelings combined start a sort of electric tingling. When he lets go everything stops and my mind focuses on my surroundings. The end of a shrill ring of the bell tells me it’s time to go to class. 

“Class time.” He gathers a book bag he had hanging from the back of his chair and heads off swiftly. 

Standing up, I turn to head off to my first class. My head doesn’t hurt anymore. What did Miles do to me? Something with pressure points, I’m sure. I should ask him about it later. He’s all into the naturalistic health stuff, but as odd as it is sometimes, it may be useful if it cures hangovers that quickly. 

Going down the hall and in through a set of doors, I go upstairs and through another set of doors leading into the girls' change room. Finding my locker in the second row I set about opening it. 

Not remembering the actual combination, I turn the dial around to the numbers I think it is. The guess is fine, as the lock has leeway from excessive use. The lock opens and in turn, I take off the lock and open the locker. 

I take out my gym shoes and then my gym clothes putting them on the bench behind me. Proceeding to change quickly as a couple of the other stragglers do the same. Finishing up, I put all my clothes into the locker and lock it shut. 

Walking around the corner and through the door, I hurry down the stairs and through another door across the one that leads to the hallway. Coming into the gym, I see everyone gathered on the bleachers still chatting about whatever to their friends. With no coach insight, the normal order of everyone set up in a line alphabetically isn’t there. 

Looking around, I can’t find Darius anywhere. I sit down on the bleachers and wait for either Darius to show or the coach to start the class.

All around me, people continue to go on with their conversations. Every once in a while, however, I can feel people glance in my direction. The assumption that at least one conversation has turned to me is backed up with a whisper that sounds like my name. Each class, at lunch, every moment in school is filled with people who can’t keep to their own business. 

I look over to the direction where my name came from. The source of it could be one of four people. None of which, should be talking about me. Maybe they weren’t. Turning back, I ignore them. Taking, instead, to biting my thumbnail.

The sound of the creaking gym door quietens most of the people. Its noise is the tell-tale sign that the coach is here. 

Coach Renner walks up to the center of the mass of students with a clipboard in his hand. “Alright, let’s get through this, run for five minutes, stretch, then we can play our last class of volleyball.” The coach looks over the class. He runs through his class list; calling out names of people who aren’t there or he doesn’t see right away. He waves us to start orders.

People uproot themselves from the bleachers and start running around the outer lines on the gym floor. Following them, I get up and start running; more of a fast jog. I go through gym class as though I’m just going through the motions. Darius was supposed to be here, but he’s ditching today.

After changing back into my normal clothes, I head to the one place I can always return to; the art room. The teacher allows all students she has taught to return to her classroom at any time, as long as there is no conflict with other teachers. 

I have it for the next class anyway, but it’s nice to know I can join early after getting out of gym class a few minutes before the bell.

Walking down the art walk, I take notice of one of the newest paintings on the wall. The painterly effect on the painting is the signature of an amazing artist I know. Checking the bottom right corner confirms my suspicion. The captivating wolf acrylic painting’s artist is Miles. Each paint stroke creates a texture you can feel with your eyes. The attention to detail of the animal shows the passion and pure talent of the artist. 

Continuing down the hallway I turn the corner and go into the art room. The space is abuzz with the people chatting away while doing their art. I go around to the back of the room and from the acrylic paint brushes drawer, I grab all the different sizes and different bristled brushes I could need; along with kit number seven. 

Stepping up the steep steps to the upper level in the room, I go to my table. The art piece I’m working on is waiting there. I set down my assigned art kit. 

Miles works on another piece at the table next to mine. The bare starting of blocking in is the only hint to what the painting will end up being, and even then, it doesn’t tell much. A couple of reference pictures sit in different places on the table. One picture is of an orange and purple sunset with rays of the sun coming out from behind the clouds. The other picture of a valley-focused picture with a city far off in the background. 

Going back downstairs, I collect a few more items I’ll need before heading back upstairs. Placing everything down onto the table I set everything up how I like it. The same place for everything, every day. Everything is out of my art kit and placed to my right, the water is placed right off the top corner of my canvas, and the paper towel is to my left. 

Miles lifts his head from his work after noticing my arrival. He takes the headphones out of his ears. “Hey, Alexa.”

“Hey, saw your wolf painting. Amazing.” I take a seat on the stool. The metal scrapes against the floor causing me to cringe, as I pull in closer to the desk.

Miles grins toothily. “Thanks. Your portrait is coming along great.”

“Thanks.” I look over to my canvas. A five-year-old redhead smiles at me from behind the white daisy. Her freckles pop against her light skin. Light blue eyes gaze into my own. The innocence behind the little girl is depicted in the almost finished painting. At least, I think so.

“Are you going to Darius’ today?” He asks while going back to painting.

“No, not today. I have to go to the house.” The little girl I’m painting reminds me that I need to go to June’s today. 

“Going to check up on Rayleen?” Miles has gotten attached to the little girl after only meeting her twice. 

I nod, realizing immediately after that he probably isn’t looking at me. “Yeah.”

“How’s she doing?” A hint of interest touches his voice. I know he wants more than the standard one word response.

“Good. She’s doing better in school and making friends. Still as bubbly as ever. She’s getting so excited for Christmas already, even more so than her birthday.” The simplicity and innocence in the girl charms me back into the familial need to protect her. She immediately attaches to me when I go to June’s. I feel guilt suddenly, that I don’t see her as much as I should.

“Christmas is exciting when you’re that little.” Miles reasons.

“True.” I pick up a paintbrush and brush the dry brush slightly above the surface of the painting. Once I get the feel of the painting again I know what I need to do next. 

Looking over to Miles I see him putting his headphones back in his ears. Going to do the same, I put the paintbrush down and pull my iPod out of my pocket. Unravelling the headphones, I turn the iPod, put the headphone in my ears, and press play. The creativity in the music kicks my creativity into action; an inspiration in another form of art. 

Stroke by stroke, I create on the canvas. Blending the colours in a way only acrylic paint allows me to. The soft blends allow realism as much as a picture allows. I blend and blend directly on the canvas until satisfied.

Getting the right blends to match her skin tone with both highlights and shadows is difficult, and sometimes I accidentally miscalculate the colour. This happens now, and I clean off the brush and remix until I get it right. Detail blending and texturing the fabric and design of the dress. The flower petals are smooth to the sight. 

The final details I meticulously paint in. The last lines are put into place. Looking over the picture and each time finding one last thing that needs to be fixed or added in. One problem with painting someone you know, there is always one last thing that needs to be fixed to make it perfect. 

My right ear headphone is tugged out of my ear. I look to my side. Miles had pulled it out. 

“Bell rang.” He says simply. Cleaning up his station, he waits for me to clean up mine. I trash my paper towel, then saran wrap the plate. I dump my dirty water and wash the paintbrushes. Once everything is done, I put things back into the kit and put them all away.

Miles waits for me right outside the room. We turn the corner down the art walk. I look at some more of the paintings hoping to see something I haven’t noticed yet. Nothing catches my eyes. 

We turn into the cafeteria and walk to the corner table Miles had been sitting at this morning. Everyone is there already; Darius, Kelly, and Shale. I find a couple of people I don’t recognize socializing with them.

The light brown-skinned girl has red-brown hair that wisps down in front of her shoulders and flows slightly longer in the back. Getting closer to her I notice a tiny stud in her nose. Scanning up her face to her eyes I find her staring at me. She looks through me with almost all orange eyes; baby blue circling them. She looks my way belittling me with her gaze. She takes her eyes off of me, so I follow her example. 

Switching my gaze to the man, I look him over as well. His dark brown complexion. The clean-cut brand clothing and shoes, golden necklace and ring, and perfect posture speak of a more privileged background. 

Darius walks between the parted couple and stops just in front of them. He separates Miles and me as we come within reach. Pulling me with him as he faces me towards the unfamiliar faces. 

“Lexy, meet Sandra and Ram.” Darius looks away for a moment. A slight ringing starts and stops very quickly. The moment passes and Darius seems to get a slight twitch in his eyebrow. “We’re leaving. Things to do. Have a good lunch with Miles. I’ll see you after school.” He lets his arm down from my back and quickly kisses my forehead.

Like they had all been suddenly dismissed, the group walks out the double door exit. I turn to face Miles. He looks concerned, almost worried, as he watches them leave. 

Moving suddenly, he goes to the table and moves the chair back to its original position. Miles takes his book bag off his shoulder. Drawing up the flap, and unzipping the top zipper. Miles reaches into the bag. He pulls out his lunch in a brown paper bag. 

“Are you okay?” I ask as I take a seat right across from him. His brow is still scrunched. 

He continues unpacking his food. Taking the top off the container with his sandwich in it, pulling an apple out, and taking to top off the reusable bottle to take a drink of the water inside. 

He doesn’t look at me as he says, “I’m fine.”

“I don’t believe you,” I tell him. 

The side of his mouth twitches upwards. He looks me in the eyes. “I’m fine.” 

I pick up my eyebrow. “Then, what was that all about?” 

He huffs. Miles looks to his right and then to me. “Fine, I’m not, but I’d rather not talk about it. You’ll find out soon enough but just leave it alone for now.” I am curious however out of respect for his unusual assertiveness, I give up. 

Looking over my shoulder, I look over to the quickly disappearing line. I quietly tell Miles, “I’ll be back.” Moving my seat back, I get up and walk to the back of the cafeteria line. 

When I make it to the cooler, I look in through the glass and prey on what is left of the selection. 

The tuna wrap and egg wrap don’t seem too appetizing to me, and I had the veggie wrap the day before. A croissant filled with mustard, ham, lettuce, and tomatoes seems like the best choice. Sliding the window towards the other, I reach in and grab the sandwich. 

Taking the sandwich to the lunch lady, I tilt the top towards her to let her see the type of sandwich. She immediately types the price into the register; knowing the price from her experience. I pay the lady with a five and get my change quickly. I squeeze my way through the students waiting for cooked items. 

Going back to the table I sit across from Miles. Quietly, I eat one-half of the sandwich. Looking up at Miles, I search for something to say to him to get him to talk to me about what’s bothering him. 

Grabbing the other half, I concentrate more on looking around the room rather than at Miles. Still not giving up on finding out what’s wrong with the male across from me, I look to what happened right before his mood changed. 

He was fine in art class. It was just when we came upon the group. So, what was it about the group that made him so troubled? Could he have had a bad past with the two people Darius introduced me to? Could it be because Darius didn’t take Miles with him and the rest of the group? 

My thought process focuses there for a moment. The odd scenario plays in my mind. It is out of character for Darius not to include Miles in anything and everything. 

What happened that made Darius not include Miles? Could Miles have done something to Darius? If so, what did he do? But, if that was the case, why would Miles be acting this way? Maybe Darius did something. And, who were those people anyway? 

All these questions swim in my mind and I can’t come up with the answers to any of them. The strangeness of it all causes more questions. 

“Stop thinking so hard, I’m starting to smell smoke.” I look at him dumbly for a moment before the meaning behind the words he spoke registers. 

I give him a playful glare in light of him trying to lighten the mood. “Hey, that’s not nice!”

“Whoever said I was nice? You know you shouldn’t be listening to those voices in your head anymore they lie to you.” Miles says before taking a bite of his sandwich.

It gives me a moment to think about what to say next. “I like the voices in my head. They are nice to me and keep me company when the other choice of company is annoying and uninteresting.”

“Wow, they must not shut up at any point other than when you’re in my company. I feel sorry for you.” Miles exaggerates movement to make himself seem all-important. He sits with perfect posture, raises his chin, and pulls at the edges of his buttoned shirt to pull out wrinkles. 

I laugh at his actions. This seems to bring his smile back into his eyes. A silent agreement comes between the two of us to not speak more on the previous subject. 

I won’t dwell on it for now, but I’ll get my answers eventually.

Quietly we eat the rest of our lunches. The bell rings sooner than I figured it would. Still, there is no sign of any of the group. 

Clearing up my garbage I take it over to the garbage bin. I look back at the table and am unable to locate Miles. Broadening my search, I scan over the entire cafeteria. I come up with nothing. Figuring I may have just missed him rather than him disappearing, I continue on my way.

For my more academic classes in the afternoon, I go to my locker and grab my binder, and science and social textbooks. 
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Chapter 5

Nikki Marshall
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I check my messages over again; thinking I might’ve missed a ringing notification.

“Waiting for someone?” I recognize that deep voice. 

Turning around I confirm who it is. “Hey, Shawn.”

He takes a seat across from me on the bench. The waitress is on him immediately. Her shirt is pulled down lower than I remember it being when she was dealing with me just a minute ago.

She asks him, “anything to drink?”

“Rye and coke.” He doesn’t look at her while he orders and she looks upset about it. Someone is trying too hard for their tip, or perhaps something more. She walks away. “How was your week?”

I take in a deep breath and sigh before I begin. “Work sucks as usual. I think everyone’s been PMSing this week or something. Karen’s a bitch, as usual, but she’s been worse; if that’s even possible. 

And, there’s been a lot of very rude people calling in this week. I had one asshole trying to get me fired because he wanted me to go look for someone that wasn’t answering the phone. Another jerk started yelling at me after he made a speech because I couldn’t help him myself and had to transfer him to A/R. Then, there was this-”

“Bitch, jerk, asshole? Nikki, sweetie, has anyone ever told you that you have anger issues?” Stephanie says from behind me.

I glare at her jokingly. “Shut up.” She sits down beside me while Brad sits beside Shawn.

She just smiles. “I love you too. Bad week?”

“Can I get you something to drink?” The waitress almost makes me jump. She sets down Shawn’s drink.

“Pepsi,” Brad answers her.

“Is Coke okay?” 

“No. Can I get Iced Tea?” Brad sounds ticked off. The waitress looks at him confused at his attitude.

Steph takes the attention off Brad. She’s used to the looks he gets when he refuses the other brand option for a similar drink. We all are. “Coke, please.”

I gulp down a few sips of my beer and check the level in the pony. I still have halfway to go until it’s empty. 

“So, how was your day?”  I ask no one in particular. 

“Better than yours.” Steph jokes. “No, it’s just the same old thing. Work sucked, but I didn’t get yelled at today, so that’s a bonus. I’m thinking about quitting.”

“Didn’t you start that job a month ago?” I ask her. That would make, what, five jobs this year. 

“Three weeks and I can’t help it if I’m picky about my job. I’m not settling for something that makes me miserable.” Steph serial dates her jobs. On one hand, I admire her because she’s not settling for a dead-end job she hates. On the other hand, how can she stand not having a stable flow of money? 

“So, what’s next? Maybe you should try something out of retail this time?” I say.

“Yeah, I was thinking of waitressing. Maybe, Olive Garden. Sharon works there. She was telling me she makes ten bucks an hour, but she gets about a hundred bucks in tips every day. She only has to work, like, six hours a day.”

“Nice, so that’s like.” Shawn looks up for a moment. He does some quick calculations. “Twenty-five bucks an hour. Fuck! Why am I going to University? Even after I’m done the four years, starting wage is twenty an hour.”

“Hmmm, sounds like someone should drop out.” Brad teases. “You’re paying what ten thousand for tuition and textbooks per school year. That’s forty thousand altogether. You’re also only working part-time, so you can keep up with school work; so you’re losing the difference between that and full time. And, you will also have to pay back your student loans for the next ten years. You’re also not guaranteed to get a job immediately out of school in your field and-” 

“Okay, I get it. So, how many job openings did Sharon say there were?” Shawn cuts him off. I think he’s half-serious about his question.

The waitress sets down everyone’s drinks. She had also got me another beer without me asking. I tell her, “thank you.”

“Can we get a nachos pan? No olives and extra cheese.” Stephanie asks.

“Anything else?” The waitress asks. She looks around at the rest of us.

“No, that’s all. Thanks.” I tell her.

“So, I was thinking. Tomorrow morning. We should ditch work and do something. Anything.” Shawn suggests.

“We could go shopping? Go to the mall.” Stephanie suggests.

After the week I’ve had, it takes nothing to convince me to play hooky. I’ll call in and spend some time on my mental health. “Yes! Love it. I’ll call in if you all will.” I tell them.

“Maybe something closer to home?” Shawn suggests.

“No! Let’s have a mall day! I don’t see enough of your faces anymore.” Stephanie insists.

“Let the girls have their mall day.” Brad backs us up. We all give pressured looks to Shawn.

“Okay, fine, mall day. Everyone cancels work tomorrow for a mall day.” Shawn says.

“I need to get out early because I’ll have to pretend to go to work. Try to be at the mall for eight thirty – nine?” Steph says.

“Should meet at Timmies in Spruce first then?” Shawn insists.

“No point. The Timmies is open early here.” Brad says.

We each agree in our own ways.

“So, we’re actually doing this?” Shawn asks.

“Yeah, we’re doing this.” I look to each person for agreeance. I don’t want to be the only person to call out sick for work, then find out no one else did.

The prospect of a mall day is exciting. We haven’t done that in a while. None of our schedules seem to sync up well enough to spend much time together. It’s not like it was in high school. 

I miss how it was in high school. We’d see each other in odd classes, and for lunch. Always after school for at least an hour. Many days, we’d hang out all evening, if we didn’t have homework to finish. 

I constantly feel like I’m missing out on the lives of my friends. Big gossip I’m sure I’m missing out on. There are huge life moments I hear about days or weeks after the fact.

My head turns to the DJ’s booth when the music turns up. Must be eight o’clock.

“Looks like we’re losing the girls,” Brad says.

“Shut up. Come get us when the nachos are here.” I stand up and head to the dance floor. I don’t have to look to know Stephanie is following me. 

The dance floor is empty but that won’t last once we start dancing. Others might join us. People are usually more likely to dance when they aren’t the first or only ones.

I don’t mind, in the meantime. It’s a small dance floor; made by moving a few tables and chairs around. There isn’t a lot of room for two people to dance, let alone twenty. 
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Chapter 6

Jaiden Kensington
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Mary texts announcing she is outside my house. Time for school. We don’t have much to say to each other this morning. We split ways as we enter the school as she cites that she has to talk to a teacher. I continue on my way to my locker. I keep my view tunnelled to the path I need to walk. 

I realize too late that I should have gone another way when I notice the large group in my peripheral. Smile sculpted on my face, I don’t let them notice that I noticed them. One of her little sheep, I don’t know the girl’s name, alerts Nara to my presence. I can see the whole group turn to watch me. I hear the word ‘pig’ muttered under someone’s breath. That doesn’t bug me. It’s the laughter and the staring at me that unnerves me. I continue smiling all the way. 

I remember lessons from my early childhood; reiterated time and time again. Never let anyone see they’ve hurt you. Never cry in front of anyone. Don’t give them anything else to fuel the fire. Kill them with kindness. You are better than they are.

I deposit unnecessary books in my locker and collect the books I need for my morning classes. I go to the classroom. 

The teacher isn’t here yet, so I sit down in my assigned seat and open my book. The other students are all talking about their things in small groups. 

The second bell rings, and the teacher still isn’t in class. Great, he’s going to be late again. Oh well, I can always do some homework. I decide to work on Social. Not that I have much of a choice with my selection of books here. I pull out the workbook and textbook, and turn to the right pages to start working on them. It’s easy enough to find the same word combination, and insert the correct word into the space provided in the workbook. I don’t have time to read the actual words so I never do. It doesn’t matter anyway, we rarely have tests in that class, and most of our marks are from projects and these workbooks.

I look up at the clock when our teacher finally makes it in. He’s only forty-five minutes late. I put away the social text, and pull out my calculus math book.

“Sorry I’m late, but do I have a story for you.” His words don’t make me confident that we will be working on any math today. He does this all the time. I have come to expect it, which is why my math mark has gone down to barely eighty percent rather than the high nineties. He doesn’t actually teach us anything, and tells a lot of stories or gets off topic easily. 

Once the teacher gets settled he continues, “So I had my car in the shop to switch my tires around yesterday. Picked up my car, and drove it around the block home. This morning I start driving here, and just as I stop at the lights my car sinks and crashes to the ground on my side. All I see is my tire rolling into the intersection.”
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