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			Prologue

			The early morning hours are her absolute favorite. The early hours, when the only noises to be heard are deep sleepy breaths, machines humming, and the chirping from birds flying around the garden, basking in the beginning moments of the sunrise as they catch drops of dew and errant bugs. 

			She enjoys her morning patrols throughout the property, where she makes sure not even a blade of grass is out of line, walks the perimeter of the garden maze, tidies her office for the day to come, and greets early morning faces that try to mask their yawns with nervous and curt head nods. 

			She treats her office as she does every aspect of her life. Everything—pieces of paper, books, pens, and pencils—is in order, placed perfectly for eventual use. She drags her pointer finger along the edge of her desk and makes her way around its perimeter. She examines the pad of her finger, having collected zero dust because she deep cleaned her office yesterday in an effort to calm her anxious energy. 

			A satisfied smirk builds on her face, her lips crinkling. She moves toward her desk drawer where she keeps a mirror and  supplies. She watches her reflection as she applies red lipstick, careful not to apply outside the natural confines of her lips, not a speck of color out of place. Rubbing her lips together with a pop, she feels empowered and ready for her next tasks of the day. 

			She looks over her to-do list: a pristine-white, smudgless page of her notebook decorated with her rigid cursive handwriting, which sits at the center of her desk. 

			Arrange order for lab ingredients

			Reach out to top five companies with intel information

			Go over the last week’s recordings

			Compile list of primary intel to sell 

			Arrange florists and menu for 100th

			Schedule C’s portrait arrival 

			The list never seems to end, filled with the important and menial tasks of her everyday work. Today, however, her to-do list and it’s never-ending unchecked tasks are not at the top of her priority list, and she leaves them to be a problem for her later self. 

			With a glance at the grandfather clock ticking quite loudly in the corner of her office, forever reminding her of what’s to come, she leaves her office, excited to check on her prized pupils. 

			On her journey to the dormitory hall, the early morning’s silence is pierced by the clicks of her heels, a steady beat that dissipates the silence of the morning. She doesn’t have to say anything upon her arrival at the hall, as the rhythm of her walking, the serious gaze of her eyes, and the wicked upturn of her fiery lips says what needs to be said to the men who open doors wide for her. As her legs take long languid steps, her  eyes examine each sleeping body, their heads resting blissfully against their pillows as their blankets move up and down with the movement of their breath. She is pleased to see blankets pulled up to chins and restful faces, again accounting for pristine perfectness; not even an inch of bedding is out of place.

			She arrives at an empty bed, the bedding tucked tight into the sides of the mattress, the pillow puffed up with no indentation. Her eyes gleam with excitement at the sight as she curls her manicured fingers around the end railing of the bed. Her mind is feverish with possibility and palpable anticipation, so much so that she must compose herself so as not to squeal and awake those dreaming. 

			Classical music begins to float through the space, making its way like an unseen mist between each bed and over each slumbering body. She removes herself from the hall as the first bodies begin to stir and stutter from the musical alarm. She makes her way downstairs and into the foyer, where the sun that has now fully risen casts beams of light and warmth into the grand space. Gold designs that detail the deep navy walls around her gleam in the light, sparking to life as if they had also just awoken for the day. Stars and moons in the daylight. She moves to stand beside the large mahogany entryway doors, looking out their adjacent windows. Before her sprawls the gardens that are now alight with full sun, a collage of green in her view. Behind her she can hear bodies travelling down the stairs on their way to breakfast. 

			She smiles to her reflection in the window. Her favorite early morning hours have gone just how she likes—without a hitch and according to plan. And now, as she squints at the sun,  full and round in the sky, casting down a glorious brightness, she knows it is going to be a wonderful rest of the day. 

			The day she has been most looking forward to. 

			
			

		

	
		
			1

			Most nights I wake up drenched in sweat. My pillows on the floor, my comforter pushed to the bottom of the mattress. My heart pounds so hard I can practically hear its beat in my ears. This happens around three a.m., as my dream for the night ends. I’ve tried everything from melatonin to tea to white noise machines, but to no avail. Once my mom even sent me to therapy. Nothing works. Usually I lie in bed until my school alarm goes off, as if I had done my job for the night and was ready to start the day. 

			Last night was different, though. My pillows were comfortably under my head, my comforter tucked in around my body, shielding me from the AC in my bedroom. I didn’t wake up at three a.m., my heart racing desperately, sweat pouring out of me. No, tonight I dreamt of blackness. I was lost, confused. I reached out and felt nothing. My heartbeat quickened as my dream-self scanned the dark void. Right, left, up, down, center—there was nothing, until two blue eyes appeared, piercing through black and overpowering the darkness. They were the  guiding light in the pitch blackness that consumed everything. They were not afraid of the dark. They were strong, a shock of color where seemingly no color could exist. My heartbeat began a gradual descent. The eyes stared back at me, never wandered. Then they blinked and the darkness grew before they slowly reopened. Every time the eyes blinked, I feared they would never open again. 

			They began to move. I followed them around the room. They went left, my feet followed. They looked in a direction, so did my eyes. Slowly, I found the courage to move closer. One foot in front of the other, I ventured toward their glow. The eyes stared back, growing larger with each step. I was close enough now to feel the hum of another body in front of me, the wafting of warm breath. 

			The blue eyes moved closer and closer. Mere inches from my face, I could make out the fine details of my companion. Now the eyes were not a deep and dark blue, but instead both pupils were encircled and illuminated by gold bands. The color reminded me of the remnants of the day sky just before the sun begins to set. I stood mesmerized, transfixed. My arm lifted, seemingly under its own control, and my fingers stretched toward the eyes. Before I could reach them, though, my trance was broken. I heard a slight dribble at first, and then the rising crescendo of flowing water. The eyes blinked before turning toward the noise, and I turned to follow once more—but there was another noise. 

			Beep, beep, beep, beep. 

			My alarm went off.

			[image: ] 

			My phone’s weather app says fifty and rain for today, so I opt for blue jeans, a cream sweater, and my favorite canary yellow knee-high rain boots that creak with every step as if a stampede of ducks were closing in. The creaking does not bother me. The boots hold a special place in my heart, and I’ll never forget when I first got them. I had come home from school, drenched by the rain my parents hadn’t foreseen, my Vans sneakers soaked through and my jeans a darker shade than they were that morning. From the girl’s bathroom, I had texted my parents a picture of myself looking like a wet rat. “Don’t quit your day jobs and become weather people!” I’d joked, quietly deciding that I would rely on the weather app from here on out. 

			When I arrived home from school that day, wet footprints trailing behind me, my dad stood in the kitchen, pouring steaming water into three mugs as my mom plopped tea bags into each one. 

			“Sugar and milk?” My mom asked without looking up.

			“Yes, please,” I answered, pulling out a stool.

			I adored Scottish breakfast tea. Its rich aroma filled the air as my dad walked my Storm Trooper mug over and placed it in front of me. When I was twelve, I’d gone through a Star Wars phase—the kind that leaves no blank space on the walls or shelves in your room—and despite getting rid of all the posters, I still drank my daily cup of tea from my Storm Trooper mug. 

			
			

			“You are the best!” I picked up my mug and brought it close to my face, the steam warming my rain-soaked cheeks. “This is just what I needed.” 

			My dad laid his arm across my still-wet shoulders and gave my head a quick kiss. “Sorry about the weather, kiddo. If we had known it was going to be a downpour, I would have offered to drive you.” 

			“Don’t worry about it. It’s only a bit of water.” I shook like a dog would after swimming. “Plus, if being rained on means I get to come home to a fresh cup of tea after school, then it should rain every day!” 

			My mom laughed. “Well, with what your dad got you, now it can rain every day.” 

			“What did you get me?” I was unable to hold back my excitement. “Is today a holiday? My half birthday?” I began to do the math as my dad walked back into the kitchen with a silly grin on his face and a gift bag in each hand. 

			“No special occasion,” he said. 

			I lunged for my dad’s hands and grabbed each bag. I began with the bigger bag—I’m only human!—pulling tissue paper out left and right. At the bottom, I could see my favorite color blue with specks of white. Folded neatly inside was a shiny navy-blue raincoat with white polka dots. 

			“I saw this and thought of you,” my dad said, helping me hold it up from the bag. 

			“I love it!” I jumped up and down with excitement, rain drops flying in every direction before I launched myself at my dad for a hug that knocked the other bag out of his hand. The bag spilled to the floor, a rubber squeak announcing the pair of  shiny yellow rain boots. I rubbed my hands along the smooth rubbery surface. “I love these, too!” 

			With a shoe in each hand, I threw my arms back over my dad’s shoulders. His chest rumbled as he laughed. Most teenage girls probably wouldn’t have been so excited over a raincoat and rain boots, but it has always been the little things in life from the people I love that have made me happiest. Plus, the image of my dad shopping, which he detested, and looking for stuff he thought I would like, made me feel like the luckiest girl ever. 

			Letting me go, Dad motioned to my gifts. “I can’t have my Stella Bella getting caught in the rain, especially not getting stuck in the rain without looking like she’s ‘runway ready,’ as Callie says.” 

			I laughed at my dad’s attempt to use the saying Callie, my best friend, and I say to each other when we love each other’s outfits. 

			“Well, runway ready or not, I love them.” I still had the shiny yellow boots in my hands. My dad flashed back a smile full of pearly whites and I smiled back brighter. “I hope it rains tomorrow!” 

			“I love you to the moon,” he said. 

			And I responded, “And back.” 

			For a while after he died, I’d stuffed the boots into the back of my closet and folded the jacket up under my bed. Never mind wear them, I couldn’t even look at them, those cruel reminders of happier days and things I no longer had. But then, on the morning of his funeral, I sat on my bed, waiting. From my bedroom door, my mother, dressed head to toe in black, told me it was time to go. I forced myself up. I went to my closet to grab shoes, and that’s when I noticed a bit of  yellow peeking out from behind a pile of clothes. Thinking back to that gloomy yet happy rainy day, I remembered my dad’s vibrant smile. An hour later I stood in front of his grave, surrounded by friends and family, dressed in my black dress, my black tights, and my yellow rain boots. 

			Now, three months later, fifty degrees and rain on the horizon, I rush down the stairs to the kitchen, already a bit behind thanks to my blue-eyed haze. I spring into the kitchen and find it empty except for a cup of Scottish breakfast tea and a banana lying on the kitchen counter next to a note: 

			I’ll be home by five. Stop at the post office on your way home—your birthday invitations won’t send themselves! —Mom 

			I missed my mom by a few minutes, hearing her car back into the street and the garage door close behind her. I read her scribbled note, throw it in the trash, and grab my raincoat. School isn’t too far, only about a twenty-minute walk, which allows me to think as I try to make it on time to my first class. My dad would have spiced that note up with his silly dad jokes that made no sense. He would have started it off with “Good morning, Stella Bella.” My mom’s was void of anything but her obligatory motherly duties. 

			I don’t even want a birthday party. All of my older classmates’ eighteenth birthdays had been worthy of MTV shows, but I couldn’t care less about mine. When I was five, I cried hysterically as the other kids and their parents sang “Happy Birthday” to me. I’ve never been one to want all the attention centered on me, least of all in the form of off-key singing. Anyway, celebrating “my ascent into adulthood” without my dad feels wrong. No amount of  cake, obligatory Instagram stories, or “one” and “eight” balloons will change that, and by the end of my walk, I’ve made up my mind: if the invites never get sent out then no party can be had.
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			Mr. Clarke, my calculus teacher, doesn’t bother turning from the blackboard as I slide through the door on cue with the ringing of the second bell. “Just in the nick of time, Ms. Grey.”

			I put my head down and rush toward Callie at the back of the room. She gives me a sly smile and pulls out my chair. We sit in the back so we can talk and pretend to be taking notes. More often than not, I am probably looking out the window, daydreaming. Callie is most likely writing Harry Styles’s name in her notebook over and over again. 

			“Hey, what’s up?” Callie whispers. “You’re never late.” 

			“I slept in and kind of lost track of time.”

			Callie looks at me puzzled. “You slept in? You’re always complaining about how you never sleep. Now you’re sleeping in?” 

			I should have just said my mom was chatty at breakfast. 

			“Wait a minute,” Callie continues. “Did you smoke weed? I hear that will make you sleep for, like, a long time.”

			“Girls!” Mr. Clarke stands with his arms crossed, facing us with a devilish stare. “Do you mind if we start class?”

			We both give him an apologetic look and open our binders. I begin to flip to the last page I had been using when a sheet of paper gets shoved into the way. 

			
			

			It is Callie’s perfect handwriting on a piece of paper with hearts and stars from last class doodled on it: Well, did you? 

			I roll my eyes and write back, It was actually Harry, he came over last night so I didn’t get to bed until really late ;) 

			In my peripheral, I can see Callie clench her jaw and aggressively scribble her next note before not so gently slamming it on my desk. Mr. Clarke glances back at us momentarily before continuing at the blackboard. I peek down at her note. 

			In your dreams.

			P.S. If Harry Styles was ever in your room for reasons other than to surprise me, I would kill you [image: ]

			We are an hour into Mr. Clarke’s lesson on how to find integrals, when I slide into a daydream. The tan, concrete walls of the school fade and give way to a magnificent green. Grass and trees taller than the tallest buildings in our town appear out of nowhere. Beyond the expanse of garden is a towering mansion, grander than anything I’ve ever seen. There’s intricate molding, deep wood accents, large windows with milky glass. I imagine myself walking toward the mansion, searching for a front door. I imagine the prickly grass beneath my feet and the noise of leaves flying across the ground in the wind. I turn a sharp corner that brings me closer to the massive building. There’s an odd scent overwhelming my senses, and I am eager to find out what it is. I imagine myself traveling closer in search of answers. 

			The clearing of a throat breaks my trance.

			“Dreaming, Ms. Grey?” Mr. Clarke hovers above my desk, too close for comfort. 

			“S-s-s-sorry,” I stutter, unable to form words after being so abruptly torn from my trance.

			
			

			Mr. Clarke stares down as if he has just caught me cheating. “Care to share what you were thinking about?” 

			Heat unfurls along the back of my neck. The rest of the class turns its attention on me, enjoying the diversion from Mr. Clarke’s chaotic math equations on the board. I sit up straighter, try to feel less like a helpless animal that’s been cornered, but before I can think of what to say the end-of-class bell rings. The back of my neck cools immediately. Mr. Clarke backs away from my desk, yet his stare stays planted on my anxiety-ridden face, his eyes tediously attached to my own. 

			“All right, everyone,” he says, sitting at his desk. “Remember to complete the study packet by next class period for the test this Friday.” 

			Chairs scrape the old classroom floor as the class rises, and like that I’m free from the awkward encounter with Mr. Clarke. I’m up and out of my seat in record time, shoving my way past people as they leave the classroom. 

			Callie catches up to me outside of the classroom. “Well, that was weird.” 

			A creepy feeling lingers in my stomach, but I brush it off. “I think it’s a math teacher thing. I think they all have to take Strange 101 in college before being able to become a teacher.” 

			“I don’t think that class is exclusive for math teachers,” Callie jokes. “Anyway…I’ll meet up with you at lunch.” Callie begins to walk away before calling back, “the usual spot!”

			I wish I could move on like Callie does, but I can’t shake the nausea that settles in the pit of my stomach. Callie and I met on the playground in kindergarten. I wanted to swing on the swings, but none of the other kids would let me have a turn. Callie noticed and marched up to a boy on the swings.  She yelled at him, told him he’d better give me a turn or else she would tell all the other kids that he liked to eat worms. We were fast friends, even if not the most likely friends. As we grew up, Callie became the confident bombshell who stood up for herself and caught the attention of everyone. I was the quiet girl who throughout all of middle school was called “freckles.” Next to Callie I must have seemed like one of those fish that follows sharks along hoping for food scraps. The first time I told Callie that she laughed so hard she started crying. And then she said, “I want to be a great white shark, but you’re much prettier than a fish.” 

			Callie and I tell each other everything and anything. She’s had my back ever since the swings. She was there for me at my dad’s funeral, and again when people looked at me weirdly in the hallways for wearing rain boots on desert-dry days. I wouldn’t trade her for anything or anyone, even though sometimes I want to wring her neck for being boy crazy and obsessed with every move the Kardashians make. She’s brought out a more confident side in me, and sometimes I succeed at bringing her back down to earth. Sometimes. 

			Callie and I meet at our usual lunch spot, twelve o’clock sharp. We sit in the corner of the cafeteria as it gives us the perfect view of the chaos that is lunch period. We go through the lunch line, hunting for anything that doesn’t seem to be years past its expiration date. We weave between tables, dodging the wet paper balls being launched between them and avoiding sticky food on the floor. I’ll never understand why boys think it’s fun to play hot potato with the lunch special. 

			Callie and I treat lunch period like a spectator sport, and from our perch in the corner, it is hard not to predict what  Callie and I will be watching today as Blake, the new girl, walks into the cafeteria. She has short pixie-cut hair and wears monochrome outfits. Some days it’s all green, others it’s all pink. I think it’s cool and a bold fashion choice, but most of my classmates disagree. A few days ago, Jacob Richards poured his tomato soup down her top to “spice up her outfit.” 

			Today she’s dressed in purple overalls with a matching turtleneck underneath. Callie and I watch as she enters the cafeteria and makes a grave mistake. With her head held high, Blake wanders past the boys playing hot potato with a hotdog. That’s when one of them notices her and whispers something into another’s ear. Suddenly, they’ve all noticed her and the same wicked smile spreads across each of their faces. Cody Mackey breaks the silence by grabbing a fistful of hot dog from his tray and lobbing it at Blake yelling, “Ten points for hitting her boobs!” 

			An onslaught of hotdogs launches toward Blake, some hitting her face and body. One makes its way down her overalls and Blake stops frozen in her tracks, her face turning five shades of red. Before she allows the whole high school to see her cry, Blake grabs the hotdog lodged in her overalls, chucks it at evil Cody, and sprints out of the cafeteria. 

			Callie follows Blake out of the cafeteria with her eyes. “Ugh, that’s rough.”

			“More like disastrous.”

			“If I were her, I would have begged my parents to home school me.”

			“That would be allowing the bullies to win.” I stare daggers into the back of Cody’s head. “I admire her for not letting them beat her down.”

			
			

			“I get that, but she’s rushing out of the caf crying, too. And haven’t you seen what’s written on the bathroom walls or the heard the rumors going on about her?” 

			I shake my head. 

			“In the bathroom closest to the library, people have written on the walls that she’s a freak lesbian. People are also spreading a rumor around that she changed her name to Blake because she wants to be a boy.” 

			“Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. “I think the name Blake is cool for a girl. And what evidence do they have to call her a lesbian?” 

			“I dunno.” Callie’s shrugs, nonchalant. “Maybe ’cause she has short hair? People are stupid.” 

			My blood boils slightly. “Her short hair is cool, and people need to grow up!” 

			“Easy for you to say, you always root for the underdog.”

			“At least I’m not the one who has a crush on the guy who uses the underdogs as his personal punching bags.” I give Callie a scrutinizing look as I motion toward Cody. 

			“For what it’s worth, I don’t have a crush on his personality—I have a crush on all six of his abs,” she shoots back, wiggling her eyebrows. 

			I roll my eyes and laugh. Callie could have any guy she wanted, but she’s too intimidating for the boys at school. She’s tall, thin, and has blonde hair that is always perfectly curled in that beach-wavy way I watch endless YouTube tutorials about. She has big chocolate-brown eyes shaped like almonds and all the boys stopped trying to impress her last summer, once they found out she had a fling with a college guy. High school boys  were training wheels on her bike, and now she was ready for what she called “real men.” 

			“You are boy crazy, Callie,” I tell her, “and one day you are going to wonder where all the time went while you were too busy DMing your celebrity crushes on Instagram.” 

			Callie laughs. “Your talk is cheap, Stella. You haven’t even kissed a boy yet.” 

			It’s exactly one month till my eighteenth birthday, and Callie is not exactly wrong. I slap her arm playfully. “That’s mean! And FYI, I kissed Tom Parker at swimming camp in the sixth grade.” 

			Callie mimes waving her white flag. The bell rings before she can comment on my lack of experience with boys, and she gets up from our table, blowing me a sarcastic kiss goodbye as she heads off. I grab my lunch tray, picking up forgotten trash along the way as I head to the doors. 

			The halls are empty by the time I leave the cafeteria, most everyone already in classrooms by now. Just before I open the door to my English class, I hear a cry down the hallway. I walk toward the sound. The crying grows louder as I approach the girl’s bathroom. 

			I nudge the door to the bathroom open slowly, just an inch, but it’s enough for me to see a blob of purple on the floor. Blake is huddled in the corner, her head in her knees, her arms wrapped around her body. Sniffles and muffled cries slip out between her knees and my heart breaks for her. 

			The bathroom door creaks as I open it slightly wider. Blake looks up, her face painted with pure rage. She stops crying long enough to yell, “Have you come in here to write something on the walls about me? Or did you bring leftovers from lunch?” 

			
			

			Lost for words, I shake my head. 

			“Leave, just leave. Please.” 

			I stand in the doorway, wishing I had something profound to say. Something so that Blake wouldn’t have to feel so crushed and defeated. Not too long ago, I was the girl crying in the bathroom, huddled in a stall, sobbing into my knees on the dirty smelly floor. I would have loved to have someone who cared enough about me to walk into the bathroom, say the right words to me, and pick me up off the floor. 

			So, why couldn’t I do this for Blake? 

			Nothing but choked-up air comes from my cowardly mouth. 

			Once more, Blake yells at me to leave before I finally do. 

			
			

		

	
		
			2

			I get home a little past seven. Clear Water High is performing Hamlet this year, and I’d reluctantly auditioned as a part of the extracurricular activities’ requirement. Now I spend my afterschool hours fake crying and rehearsing monologues after getting cast in the role of Ophelia. Outside of our Hamlet, junior Jamie Stewart, insisting on spending three hours on our shared scenes, I’ve come to enjoy the character of Ophelia. More and more, I’ve found myself entranced in her helplessness and heartache. The buildup of her melancholy and confusion as Hamlet rejects her mirrors my own descent following my father’s death. 

			Now, an hour later than anticipated, the front door slams behind me as I toss my backpack and raincoat to the floor. Faintly, I can hear my mom in the kitchen preparing dinner. She is humming along to music from her phone, and in the living room I can smell cinnamon and clove bud burning, her favorite candle from Anthropologie. 

			Exhausted, I tiptoe to the staircase, hoping my mom doesn’t notice that I have gotten home. 

			
			

			“Stella!” my mom calls from the kitchen. “Come here, dinner is about ready.” 

			Damn it. So close. “Coming!” I call back and walk to the kitchen like a medieval prisoner to the gallows.

			“Hey, Sweetie, how was your day?”

			I shrug. “Okay I guess.”

			“Okay, that’s all?” My mom’s voice is laced with annoyance and suspicion. “Come on, any new drama with Callie, new grades?” 

			I shake my head, hoping that she notices I’m not really in the chatting mood. 

			“Any new cute boys?” My mom wiggles her eyebrows in a suggestive way. 

			“No!” I yell. “No drama, no new grades, and definitely no new boys.” Clearly she has no idea that I associate the boys at my school with mustard-covered hot dogs flying around a noisy cafeteria. 

			She puts her head down and finishes preparing our dinner plates. “Geez, someone definitely woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.” 

			I laugh. “No, Mom, it’s not that. It’s you! You won’t leave me alone when I clearly want to be left alone.” After a long tiring day, I feel less inclined to filter what I say to her. “You know, ever since Dad died, you won’t just let me be. You force me to do things and have conversations I don’t want to have, and it’s starting to really get on my nerves!” 

			“What are you talking about?” She looks utterly confused and hurt. “I don’t make you do anything you don’t want to do.” 

			“Are you kidding me? How about the three therapists you’ve tricked me into going to see when you said we were just  going to the mall or the movies. Or the fact that you are forcing me to throw a birthday party in a month that I want nothing to do with?” 

			“After what happened with Dad, I thought it was only right to make sure help was available to you if you needed it. I want you to have someone to at least to talk to.” 

			I begin to yell, “What about you? Why couldn’t I just have talked to you about everything, not a complete stranger that thinks they know me?” If I were a cartoon, steam would be coming out of my ears. 

			“Stella, I’m not professionally trained in how to talk to someone grieving the loss of a loved one,” she says, as if I’m stupid not to have realized that. 

			“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I say sarcastically. “And you’re definitely not professionally trained on how to be a mom, either.” 

			I turn on my heels to go to my room, do the whole angry door slam thing, when I hear her break into sobs from behind me. 

			Between tears she yells, “Take that back!”

			I don’t stop walking away from her. “No.”

			Without another word, she rushes from the kitchen, brushing past me and toward the front door. I hear her yank her keys off the hook and slam the front door behind her. I’m left in the wake of the hurt I had just caused her, the rage still vibrating throughout the house. The longer I stand in the hallway, surrounded by the echo of the slamming door and her sobs, I begin to wish I could take back my words. My mom didn’t deserve that. She has been through everything I’ve been through and more. I need to begin working on my self-control. 

			
			

			My chest twinges as I walk past her empty room, wishing she was in there humming like she always is when I haven’t made her cry. I continue toward my own room, where I throw off my clothes and get ready to take a shower. 

			What problem could a hot shower not fix? 

			Afterward, all toasty and clean from my probably too-long shower, I stare at myself in the mirror, reflecting on my mom’s question about if there were any new cute boys. I haven’t allowed myself to crush on boys since my last bad encounter with James Wilson in the eighth grade. 

			James was in my fifth period pre-algebra class, and he had the most perfect surfer-blond hair and green eyes. I would always catch him staring at me during class, and after a few months of classroom staring, I began to look forward to it. Callie declared right away that James and I would be a perfect couple. I laughed the statement off, but the more I stared at him in class, the more I entertained the idea of us being together. One day during lunch, Callie caught me looking for James in the cafeteria and said it was obvious I was hopelessly in love with him, and that I should bite the bullet and ask him to see a movie with me. I shuddered at the idea of actually talking to him. I was comfortably enjoying flirting through eye contact. Now my stomach was doing somersaults. 

			Just as I had shut down the idea out of pure fear, James walked through the cafeteria doors and headed to his usual spot in the middle of the room. Before I could so much as blink, Callie had pushed me out of my seat and shoved me toward his table. My feet started to move right then left, and before I knew it, I was face to face with James Wilson. His eyes were even prettier up close. 

			
			

			“Can I help you with something?” He sounded bored.

			“Um, I…I…”

			James stared blankly.

			“I, um, was wondering if you wanted to go to the movies? With me?” I tried masking my nervous shaking and sweating in a smile.

			James chuckled, “The movies? With you?”

			I nodded like a bobble head caught in an earthquake.

			He erupted with laughter and turned to the other boys at the table. “What do you guys think, should I go to the movies here with…” James pointed at me. “What’s her face?” 

			I still remember the sensation of needle pricks along my fingertips. 

			He continued with, “Of course,” and my heart picked up, until he added, “not!” James motioned his arms out as if trying to shoo me away. “Do you mind leaving me alone now?” 

			Snapping back to reality, I study my features in the bathroom mirror, wondering if it was how I looked that made James laugh at the idea of going out with me. I’m 5’ 8”, and sure, I could work on my posture, but I’ve had more important things to worry about, too. I had pimples, but only during that time of the month, usually. Freckles spatter across the bridge of my nose and end just under my mossy green eyes. My mom used to jokingly call me by my dad’s name because my eyes are carbon copies of his. She doesn’t do that so much anymore. Callie is always saying she wishes she had my “pout,” that it’s what all the Instagram girls wish they had, but I think I mostly look like I’m having an allergic reaction. Then there’s my chest. Callie and the Instagram girls don’t have much to envy there.  And topping it all off, I have a mop of thick, heavy brown hair that’s always tangled in knots by the end of the day. 

			The front door opens and slams shut, breaking me from my body-shaming daze. Five seconds later, heavy footsteps stomp up the stairs—my mom’s wordless announcement that she is royally pissed off. I hope she will come to my room and talk everything through with me, but then her bedroom door slams shut so hard that the whole house practically shakes.

			[image: ]

			After two hours, more calculus than I have ever wanted to do, I find myself nodding off into my textbook. Kicking the book and my binder to the end of my bed, I climb beneath the covers, hoping to dream of the blue eyes again and lose the stress of the day in a blue abyss. 

			My alarm wakes me from a groggy sleep at six thirty the next morning, and I pull an arm out from under my comforter to quickly silence my phone. I roll out of bed and half-heartedly brush my teeth and hair. Without too much thought I pull on a pair of old distressed jeans and a sleep away camp sweatshirt, and then I’m applying a coat of mascara on my lashes and concealer to my face and looking myself over, thinking I look just acceptable enough for public. I grab my calculus book and binder from the floor, but before taking the first step downstairs, I check if my mom is still in her room. The door is open, but the room is empty. Down the stairs and mindlessly through the living room, I walk to the kitchen holding my breath for this morning’s interaction with Mom. 

			
			

			I wonder, will she speak to me? Ignore me? Make coffee? Offer eggs? 

			However, there is no smell of eggs. There is no steaming pot of coffee, not even a shortly worded note. The kitchen is empty. She was mad at me, but everything about this morning feels off. A heavy sense of unease fills my chest. The quiet dread follows me everywhere this morning. Even my footfalls scare me as I walk around in search of my mom. 

			I run back up to her room only to find disheveled sheets and a creased pillow. I try the garage next, as if I might catch her in the car getting ready to leave for work. I begin through the living room and toward the front door when I am stopped abruptly by what lies in front of me. The living room couch has been knocked over; the pillows are ripped open and a pool of cushion feathers coat the hardwood floor. The glass coffee table sits shattered in the center of the room, a few flowers and some shards of glass creating a hectic collage. The morning news breaks in and out of the battered TV on the wall, the cracked glass in the middle spiderwebbing across the weather girl’s face. 

			Standing in a pool of water mixed with dead sunflowers, my heart rate skyrockets. What in the world happened down here? How had I missed all the ruckus down in the living room and not woken up? The coffee table and television being reduced to mere pieces surely would have woken me. 

			I run out of the living room, my feet slightly sweaty, my mother’s absence setting in now as I see her lying motionless, her blood splashed on the hallway walls and up the front door that hangs off of its hinges, swaying creepily in the morning wind. I fall to my knees and cup my mother’s cheek, carefully  avoiding touching the monstrous black and blue welt that’s begun blooming on her forehead. The carpet squishes as I reposition my knees and try lifting her. A metallic smell hangs in the air, and I almost faint from at the realization. 

			It’s blood! My mom’s blood. 

			I move my right hand from under her neck and it comes away wet. My throat clenches as my crimson hand moves into view. The broken door in front of me begins to move, I open my mouth to scream…

			My hands fly to my chest as I try to catch my breath. My heart beats so intensely that my whole body moves up and down with it. I kick my legs out from under the comforter and wipe the sweat from my forehead. It feels like it’s a million degrees in my room, so I push my blankets away from my body and go to crack open a window. I tap my phone screen and I catch the time—three a.m. It was another crazy dream. 

			I get back into bed, praying I’ll sleep away the remaining hours before my alarm goes off at six thirty. Instead, I spend the rest of the night on my side, staring out the open window, shuddering as I fail to forget my dream. Scratch that, my nightmare. 

			I spend time practicing how I will apologize to her this morning. Slowly but surely, the sky outside shifts from an inky navy to cotton candy pink, and standing in front of my mirror, in an old pair of distressed jeans and a faded camp sweatshirt, I shrug at my appearance. Grabbing my calculus book and binder from the ground, I tuck them under my arm and head downstairs. I quickly peek my head in to see if my mom is in her room, but it is empty. She must be downstairs in the kitchen. 

			
			

			I take the stairs down, and it’s not until I make the final step that I do a double take at the living room. The smashed-in television, the pillows and feathers and glass shards, the couch on its back, the blonde weather girl with fuchsia lipstick reciting the weather through cracks in the television—I’ve seen this all before. 

			The front door, still broken down the middle and hanging off its hinges, creaks in the morning breeze, and as I run toward it, I trip over something and fall hard to the floor. My elbows slam into the carpet and I lay back in pain, my fingers already feeling numb. I roll over, careful to not touch my elbows to the floor, as I come face to face with what I tripped over. 

			The coppery smell. Blood. The horrible blue-black of her forehead. 

			“Mom! Mom, wake up!” I shake her shoulders desperate to see her eyes blink open. “Mom, please, I’m—” I cry. Before I can finish, the front door makes a guttural groan as someone pushes it from the outside. I don’t dare take my eyes off my mom, afraid I’ll miss her eyes opening. 

			Something swings hard against the back of my head, knocking me to the ground. 

			“Get her!” 

			The exclamation is the last thing I hear before tasting metal and feeling the soft wet of the carpet along my face. 

			
			

		

OEBPS/image/9781644284063_FC.jpg





OEBPS/image/11.png





OEBPS/image/31.png





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/1.png
THE

DREAMERS





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/3.png
DREAMERS

ANOVEL

RYAN ELIZABETH PENSKE

LN

RARE BIRD
10S ANGEIES, CAIIF.





