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HALLOWEEN, SENIOR YEAR

It’s the perfect morning. Halloween. Snowflakes are floating slowly to the ground, bleeding into the orange-red and burnt-brown dead leaves. The news says there should be several inches of snow by the end of the day.

I love the cold and the way it comforts me in its embrace. Especially now.

Today is the finale. Nothing more will stand between Mandy and me. Finally, we will become friends. 

By the time I get to school, they’re speaking of the Swine. I shake my head, completely baffled. What does she have to do with anything?

The halls of Bliss High feel more narrow than usual. The laughter closes in on me, trying to confuse me. Forcing the airways of my throat shut.

Forcing me to stop. I lean heavily against the wall.

Breathe in. Out. 

Air flushes through my lungs.

Their laughter fades alongside the turmoil.

The chill of autumn reassures me.

I smile as I watch it all unfold inside my mind. The execution of it is sure to be memorable. And the denouement will become a most beautiful concerto.
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AUGUST, SENIOR YEAR, Two Months Ago

I almost made a mistake today. The wrong makeup, or an improper application of it, can produce flawed results. Fortunately, I caught my slipup before it was too late. 

I’ve always had that problem, not looking the part, but I am learning. Mama’s always reminding me, “That’s all you can do, Natalie.”

I’ll never come close to looking as beautiful as Mandy, of course, or becoming even half the incredible human being she is. But the least I can do is my best. For her.

On the back of my bedroom door is one of those long rectangular mirrors with clips over the top and bottom to keep it in place. My mama put it there when I got to middle school. She said I should always check it before I leave the room, make sure I present myself to society the best I can. It took me a long time to look into the mirror. When I finally did, I hated what I saw. She was right. I had to make myself presentable. Nobody wanted someone with elephant legs or blubber for arms. I definitely wouldn’t be able to help Mandy if I didn’t look the part. 

Mandy Wright. From the first time I saw her, I knew she was perfect in every way. I don’t mean just her looks. I mean everything about her. She’s smart and nice and—

“You’re going to be late!” Mama shouts from the kitchen.

We live in a 4,000 square foot home, so we usually end up yelling across the house at each other.

Even though she doesn’t have to, because we have enough money to live on until the day we die, Mama works as a nurse. Apparently, she loves helping others.

I snort at the thought.

“I know!” I shout to shut her up.

A quick glance at my reflection tells me a little more touch up work and then I’ll be presentable for the task.

Blowing an annoying, loose frizzy hair out of my face, I groan. My hair is full of curls and waves that tangle up in each other and hang around my head in this massive cloud. I have to spend an hour every morning to smooth it out, so I only wash it once a week.

Mandy’s hair is silky, not dry like the bale of hay mine is. Only one of many reasons she is so incredible; her beauty is natural. She’s real. Everything about her is.

One more mirror check. I sling my black backpack over my shoulder as I thrust out my hip and angle my shoulders. No slipups there. A sour taste fills my mouth as I look at my face.

My face has an awful square shape. My light green eyes are set too close together, making my oversized nose look even bigger. The eyeliner helps smooth the space and the red lipstick draws more attention away from my imperfections.

Everything I do counts. More than ever. Mandy needs me. I can’t let her down. No. I won’t let her down.

“Natalie,” Mama calls.

I stomp to the kitchen, where she waits for me with a bowl of cereal. “Here.” She shoves it toward me and brushes past me, obviously tired of my usual procrastination.

“Have you made any friends?” she says as she bends over the black leather couch in the next room, digging into her purse and pulling out a packet of cigarettes.

“Soon,” I tell her as I push the flaky cereal around with my spoon. 

I don’t have any friends. But I do follow Mandy and her clique on Connections, this social media site. I’m part of the Drama Club page. As far as they know, I belong to Blackmore High in the next county over. I don’t use my real name. They know me by DramaGrl and my profile pic shows this picture of an orange cat. 

I look at the soggy pieces of cereal drowning in the milk and my stomach heaves.

With Mama going back to her bedroom, I dump the nasty uneaten breakfast into the trash can and shove the dishes into the dishwasher.

“Bye, Mama.” I race out the door. I barely hear her say ‘goodbye’ behind me. Another second in there and I’ll be too frazzled to think. I’ve got to be clearheaded. I can’t let her or anyone else get in the way. Today’s important—tryouts for Candy’s Wish, our school Christmas play. 

The bus ride to school is less than five minutes, giving me enough time to reflect on the third week of school. Senior year is good so far.  Except for one thing: The Phonies.

I see them. The way they act so sweet and charming when she’s around, pretending to be her loyal best friends and betraying her with every breath they take.

Poor Mandy. She thinks she can trust them, that they care about her. But she doesn’t know the things I know, who they really are.

Everyone thinks Mandy’s life is perfect. It isn’t quite yet, but it will be soon. I promise to make it perfect for you, Mandy. I won’t let a single one of them get away with their lies.
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THE BUS PULLS INTO the circular driveway of Bliss High. The school got its official naming when The Department of Education rated it the top high school in America based on an overall assessment of test scores, academic offerings, and student and parent reviews across thousands of school districts. A community vote and the approval of Principal Thomas led to Middleton High’s renaming to Bliss High.

I step off the bottom stair of the bus and inhale the lovely damp cement smell. A row of lilies encircles a huge sign which reads ‘Bliss High’ staked in the center of the plush grass. Carefully adjusting my bag, I walk toward the front of the old brick building, taking my steps in stride, my head held high.

One thing you learn right away about Bliss High is how small town it feels, despite being located in a suburb. Anything that happens to you, especially if you’re popular, becomes immediate news and spreads fast across the whole school.

Which is why I do my best to stay out of the spotlight.

Other students look at me like they don’t know me. That’s okay. They don’t.

And it doesn’t matter anyway, because I know this year will be different. Not only do I get to be a part of the nation’s best school, I have a chance to befriend Mandy Wright. I’ve waited longer than most people would. Fortunately, I am the patient type.

There she is, shining brighter than anyone else here. No one can see how special she is, how undeserving they are. Nobody but me.

She’s at her usual spot on the front lawn, talking to one of the Phonies.

“Tabitha, I can’t believe you! Oh my gosh!” Mandy yells as Tabitha squirts her with a squirt gun. They’re running back and forth across the grass. Tabitha lunges toward her and sprays the gun, soaking the back of her shirt, howling with laughter.

Tabitha’s kinky black hair is pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head, and she has on these huge glasses that only magnify her bug eyes. She doesn’t have a prescription; she just wears them to look smart and “cool”. I overheard her say this during class one time. Phony.

Vomit rises in my throat as I look at her. Her laugh sounds fake, a god-awful hee-haw like some horse. She lifts her shoulder and flutters her eyelashes as she poses, like she’s a model or something. Mandy laughs along with her. 

It’s getting harder to wait for the time when I can tell her who they really are. Whenever they touch her, their arms drape around her like disease-riddled tentacles. Every one of her phony friends are spiders in the night tangling her up in their gossamer, ready to destroy her.

It takes everything within me to hold back.

Not yet, Natalie. Not yet.

I keep my eyes fixed on the front door of the school building, gripping the strap of my backpack so tightly my fingers burn. The nausea remains lodged in my throat like a simmering fire. I bite back my rage—thankfully, I’m extremely patient—and hurry to the bathroom just past the front office. 

I drop the backpack and it makes a loud thud like a giant boulder hitting the ground. I carry all my books in it. I don’t trust lockers. Anyone can break into them.

I rush into the first stall and lean over the open seat, throwing up everything inside of me. When the acrid sensation is scalding my throat raw, I flush the toilet and slowly stand.

Eliminating them, the horrible feelings, the leftover dinner my mom made me eat last night, relieves me.

I wipe my mouth and turn on one of the sinks, splashing cold water on my face and scrubbing my hands with lots of soap for two whole minutes, until my already-pale hands turn chalk white.

With my backpack slung over my right shoulder, I make my way to first period, Honors English. It’s one of my favorite classes, not because I love to write, but because Mandy is in it and she sits in the next seat over. It’s the closest I can get to her. For now.

Because Mr. Shiny, as we all call him because of his big shiny brown head, (his real name is Mr. Shinady), won’t be here for at least five minutes, I get to settle in and enjoy rare, valuable time with Mandy.

Remember how I was going to tell you how beautiful Mandy is? Well, she’s wearing her sun-bleached blonde hair down today; the glossy strands hang straight, curling slightly at the end, resting effortlessly across her shoulders. Her porcelain face is perfectly sculptured with soft edges and elegant curves making even the gods jealous. A bright pink blush colors her cheeks and her lips are a bloody red. Her lashes are clotted with dusky mascara. Yet, somehow, she looks as beautiful as she does when her face looks natural.

Few people have seen Mandy Wright without makeup. I had the special opportunity once when she was crying in one of the bathroom stalls. It was the first day of senior year. She was using toilet paper to wipe off her makeup when she came out, and I got to see her true beauty. Her crystal blue eyes shined brighter than ever and her milky skin had this gleam about it, a heavenly shine. She was too busy trying to make herself look presentable, so she looked surprised when she turned to find me there. She even smiled a little when she exited.

I know she never told any of her friends why she’d been crying, because she spent the rest of that day acting like her normal self. That just proved how much she needed me. The bathroom incident was like an unspoken secret between Mandy and me. And I know with every molecule and atom in my body, if we were friends, she would have told me because she would have someone she could actually trust. 

It’s exhausting having to pretend. That’s something Mandy and I have in common. If only I could be there for her now, comfort her, let her know she’s not alone. That she doesn’t have to pretend anymore.

The day will come, I know. It’s the only thing that keeps me sane. I can already hear the final notes of the song. The sharp bursts of the melody, the dooming flat keys pronouncing the beautiful ending. It won’t be much longer now.

“Hey, girl, you might want to towel dry your hair today.” Tabitha smirks as she plops into the desk behind Mandy.

Mandy playfully swats her arm and shakes her head.

Something like acid blisters inside my chest as I stare at Tabitha. How dare she insult Mandy’s perfect hair.

She. Makes. Me. Sick.

I grab the corner of my desk. My hand turns red from the pressure. The desk rattles slightly, not loud enough for anyone but me to hear. Taking in a long, deep shaky breath, I close my eyes. Mama says, “Natalie, it’s about self-control. Don’t let others get the best of you.”

I won’t let her get the best of me. I won’t. I won’t. I—

“Ms. Smith?” Mr. Shiny says, ripping me out of my affirmations. He’s one of those teachers who thinks calling you by your last name will instill in you a greater respect for his authority. 

“Huh?” I look at him, my voice barely audible.

Light laughter spreads around the room. It swells to a swarm of bees; they buzz closer and closer, spinning around my head.

Tabitha’s mouth is curled into a sneer, pinning me to my seat. My body trembles. My eyes threaten to shed tears. My throat squeezes as if strong hands are closing it shut.

The buzzing grows louder.

The need to clamp my hands over my ears, to block out the intensifying humming, overwhelms me.

No! I can’t let them in again!

I squeeze the edge of my desk tighter.

“What are your thoughts about Pike’s choice for a villain?” Mr. Shiny’s question comes out strained, slightly impatient.

The humming instantly stops, as though it never existed. He stands there looking like a grasshopper with his bony arms sticking out like toothpicks.

My heart thumps, my throat is still clenched, my hands are tense and damp with sweat.

The room is quiet, waiting.

I can’t be in the spotlight.

Self-control is vital.

I clear my throat before I answer his question, my voice deep and smooth and calm. “It isn’t the typical antihero we are used to. Because he’s not recognizable, no one ever suspects him.”

“Very astute, Ms. Smith.” He looks at me with renewed admiration before moving on to another unsuspecting student. 

My breath tastes like it’s fueled by gasoline, and it gets stuck inside my throat. It scorches so badly; my heart jumpropes like a butterfly on fire.

I pull at my long-sleeved T-shirt. It’s sticking to my skin. Sweat pools in the dip of my neck.

Why is it so hot in here?

“Mr. Shiny?” I ask, a little too loudly.

He throws a stern look at me. “It’s Mr. Shinady, Ms. Smith, you know that. I expect you to respect me and this school.”

The air clogs my throat, only this time it’s not the swarm of bees but the stifling heat in the room clinging to me that threatens to undo me. “Will you please turn the heat off? It’s too hot in here.” 

He frowns and turns to the thermostat that’s fastened on the wall near his desk.

“Why do you have it on now anyway? It’s not even the end of summer yet,” I complain, my hands growing sweatier, slipping off the sides of the desk.

“It’s stifling. I’m going to melt!” A student snorts.

A round of laughter fills the room.

I grind my teeth, keeping my gaze on the teacher.

Shiny’s head spins back toward me like a cricket’s. “I suggest you roll up your sleeves until you can wear a short-sleeved shirt.” 

“Never mind,” I mumble, my whole body on fire, and jump out of my seat as I grab my bag and rush to the door. 

“Ms. Smith, where do you think you’re going?” I hear Mr. Shiny’s command behind me, but it doesn’t matter. I have to get out of here, now, before the noise of their laughter deafens me.

I rush down the corridor, the echo of my shoes slapping against the bare white walls. I stumble as I turn a corner but pull myself upright, flying past the rows of dark blue lockers. The clogging in my throat starts to dissipate as I round the final corner and reach the entrance. The secretary calls out to me, but I keep pushing forward, my hand pressing against the long heavy bar that swings the door wide open.

Crisp outdoor air instantly cools my skin and whooshes into my lungs. I stop in my tracks and close my eyes and nearly choke on the fresh air as it pumps the gas-infused air out of me. I gratefully suck in lungfuls of the soothing atmosphere. 

Focus, Natalie. Focus. Remember the breathing techniques he taught you. Slowly take in the air and let it out slowly. Yes, that’s it. Three more times.

I close my eyes and take in one final breath. Gone is the acrid air, the wild flames threatening to explode through my heart. I can breathe again, and it is heavenly.

I turn toward the building. Should I go back to class or wait until next period? If I go home now, won’t it be worse tomorrow? The school will call my mom. She might ground me and I could lose my shot at being a part of the play.

I chew on my nail bed, pondering what to do. Mama usually doesn’t get home until 7:30 from her nursing shift, but since she’s off today, she might be home. Bliss High only has our landline number. Why Mama never got rid of the thing and got a cell phone in this day and age is beyond me. 

If she’s home, she’ll hear the message. But if I go home now, I’ll miss the auditions. My chance of getting to work alongside Mandy.

I shake my head. It’s too great a risk.

I look at my hand; the thumb bed is bleeding. 

I cross the lawn, pull open the door, and hurry back to class. My finger aches a little, but that’s nothing compared to being a senior at Bliss High. I’ve been a nobody for far too long. A nothing.

This is my year, and I will become somebody before I graduate.
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BY THE TIME LUNCH ROLLS around, I can’t think of anything but drama class, which isn’t until last period. Waiting has never been so hard.

My chest is tight from all the times I keep holding my breath. If I don’t get a part, I’ll die.

The meat on my tray looks like it’s decomposing, and the red apple is bruised.

Red.

Last summer.

Natalie, honey, you have to listen to me.

It’s all hazy.

The heat feels suffocating.

I clutch my throat.

I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

I shut my eyes against the crimson-orange haze.

A desperate breath rolls through me. 

I slowly open my eyes, daring to look, daring to see.

My lunch tray stares back at me. Not the heat or the red glare. I exhale with relief.

The crummy tater tots are the only thing that look halfway edible. I chew on part of one while I survey the cafeteria.

Brandon Rockford, the “king” of the wrestling team, and his wrestling buddies Jacob and Kyle are horseplaying at one of the longer tables. Even though the season won’t start until September, they’re already pumped.

“We’re going to kick their butt, just you watch!” Brandon points a finger at them, and they all whoop as they snap tatter tots at each other.

It’s amazing how the entire school looks on as if they’re watching a long-awaited blockbuster film.

Brandon is Bliss High’s most popular guy, and Mandy’s boyfriend. He’s cute and tall with dreamy dark blue eyes and thick black wavy hair that falls just short of his shoulders. He looks like a rock star. Who am I kidding? So do Kyle and Jacob, which is probably why they’re popular.

There’s something I have learned about being a senior at Bliss High. When you look the part, no one questions you.

At the next table over, next to Mandy, is annoying Tabitha, Justine, who’s quieter than a dead mouse, heartless Hannah, and everything’s-about-me Emily. None of them deserve her, but they’re all too stupid to realize that.

I bite hard into a second tater tot, despising how mushy it tastes. Can’t the cooks make anything right? It is their job, after all.

I spit out the spongy thing and dump the rest of the “food” in the trash bin by the exit.

“No! Stop!” Tabitha squeals with delight as Jacob chases her around the table, enjoying the chase. He finally catches her and scoops her in his arms. He has these huge muscles and they flex when he picks her up. I snort. Apparently, they’re dating now.

I roll my eyes and make my way into the hall, down the long empty corridor to my locker, the air suddenly too thick and stifling.

It will be over soon, Natalie. All of it.

I slide down to the floor, leaning my back against the locker, and pull out my physiology book to study a little bit more for today’s test. I’ve got most of the information memorized, so I flip over to chapter four on biochemistry. The most fascinating part of it is how it discusses the body’s way of metabolizing. The chemical process is beautiful and the five steps of the metabolic process is wonderfully complex. It’s easy to forget I’m reading a book of science when it feels like reading for pleasure.

The bell rings too soon. I slam the book shut and drop it in my backpack, hurrying to the other side of the building and sliding into Ms. Rose’s classroom before the second bell chimes.

Hannah and Emily are in their seats, giggling behind me. If they don’t shut up, I won’t be able to concentrate, but the last thing I want to do is draw attention to myself again.

“Ok, class, put everything away except a pencil.” Ms. Rose adjusts her wire-framed glasses which are always sliding off her nose. She purses her rose-colored lips (a tribute to her name) as she hands a stack of tests to the first student in each row. By the time I get the two-sheet exam, the two imbeciles have stopped their fits of giggles, but now they’re whispering to each other.

When you look just right, you can get away with anything. Anger boils inside me.

They can’t ruin today for me.

I stretch my mind back to what I learned some time ago. A way to stay focused on a particular thing and block out all distractions. I had to practice it a lot at first, but eventually it came naturally to me. I manage to tune them out until all I can see is the paper in front of me. I stare at the first set of prompts, all multiple choice, which I despise, because they usually read like trick questions.

I circle the answers I think are right, but when I get to the fourth question, Hannah is smothering a giggle, which breaks me out of my zone. I turn around.

Everything about Hannah is dark, from her dark chocolate skin to her black hair to her bottom-of-the-well eyes all the way to her dark, dry throaty chuckle. Does she practice the husky sound or is it actually real? Even more ridiculous is the smattering of freckles across her cheeks, bridged by her nose, which emphasize a sort of innocence she in no way possesses. It’s laughable.

I set down my pencil and slowly crane my neck as I swivel to fully face her. Her eyes are on her paper and she’s filling in her sheet, but the corners of her mouth fight back amusement.

I work the muscles in my throat and spit out, “Can’t you just shut up so the rest of us can take the test in peace?”

Her hand slides off her mouth and her big dumb eyes widen as she looks at me, her lips forming an O shape.

Satisfied by her reaction, I turn back around and pick up my pencil, finishing the multiple-choice section. The next part includes short answers. 

#1. Which cell in the human body only uses glycolysis for ATP production?

That’s too easy. Erythrocyte. I scribble the answer, feeling pretty good about my progress so far.

#2. Explain how metabolism works.

Another easy one. In fact, my favorite part of this class so far is learning how the body simultaneously builds up and breaks down our tissues and energy stores for fuel. It reminds me of how the brain functions, constantly up and down, never stopping long in one place. 

I get to the next question and Emily guffaws under her breath. If I say something, I’ll make a spectacle of myself; she’s sitting a couple of seats back and in the adjoining row, and I risk Ms. Rose seeing me. So, I do the next best thing and muster a musical crescendo in my ears. A symphony of notes, some brassy, others a dull clanging sound, thrash around my head, but the noise blocks her out and gives me the mental rush I need to finish the exam.

Since I finish early, Ms. Rose lets me go, flashing me a kind smile, which I return, before I kick into a sprint the second I enter the hall.

Outside in the warm summer air, I













































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
1cANBE

"

YOWRER (g b

A 1A psycho thriller

JBSSICA BL ~\m:





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





