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Emilie Akabane was trying not to look at the clock hanging on the wall while Mrs. Kettlewell was going on and on about how some students in particular might be on the road to failure in this class. It had to be almost time to leave. It definitely felt like forty minutes should almost be up. Forty years, even.

And yet, Emilie still heard that shrill voice going on and on, but not the words. She stopped hearing those a long time ago, because Mrs. Kettlewell liked to take the long road on explaining things, especially when she was complaining, and Emilie’s mind already liked to wander when she wasn’t this bored.

Emilie winced when her bouncing knee hit against the desk again, and she grabbed her pencil before it could roll off to the floor. She couldn’t keep still today, and that was like the fourth time that happened already. She rubbed her knee with a shaky sigh, immediately noticing that the nails were no longer scratching the chalkboard. Instead, to her horror, Mrs. Kettlewell was looking right at her, those dark brown eyes narrowed to snakelike slits.

“Ms. Akabane,” her name was spoken like a needle being jammed into her ear, “is there a problem? Might there be a reason you continue slamming your desk and interrupting the lecture? I’ve counted four times now.”

Why was she keeping count?

“Uh—” Emilie felt heat rush to her cheeks as she looked down, feeling all eyes on her, “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry isn’t the answer to my question,” Mrs. Kettlewell said, which was followed by a snort, which was followed by a giggle, which was then followed by a sigh that trembled out of Emilie. Mrs. Kettlewell opened her mouth to go on and further scold her for the disturbance, but her words never came when someone else caught the teacher’s attention.

Emilie watched Mrs. Kettlewell’s head turn so fast she expected it to twist right off her body, her tone absolutely aghast when she asked, “did you in fact just roll your eyes at me, Ms. O’Byrne?”

“Yeah,” Aileen O’Byrne responded so carelessly it got a snort out of Emilie, and she slapped her hand over her mouth to muffle the giggle that slipped out next. She was nearly terrified for a mere second that it would bring Mrs. Kettlewell’s attention back to her, but she didn’t look away from Aileen, who was seated in the front of the class, her desk the furthest one to the left, by the window. Emilie could see the back of her head, long, straight dark brown hair almost reaching to her elbows.

There was a tiny gasp, and a hushed whisper of anticipation for the oncoming drama. Mrs. Kettlewell made her disdain for Aileen very obvious ever since that day a few months ago when the teacher scolded Joshua Garcia for writing her name as Ms. Kettlewell, telling him, “you know very well that I have a husband and am to be referred to as Mrs, Joshua.” And then Aileen turned to Owen Becker, who was in the desk next to hers, and said without whispering, “can you believe someone actually married this nightmare?” And before Mrs. Kettlewell could even react, Aileen had gone on to say, “do you think the poor guy’s blind and deaf or something?”

Owen Becker had laughed so hard that he cried, and then Mrs. Kettlewell demanded that he always sit in the back of her class, and there he was, seated in the desk to the left of Emilie’s in the back of the classroom, smirking at the exchange and watching Mrs. Kettlewell turn livid.

“And what,” Mrs. Kettlewell threw her hands up in the air, “would possess you to do that?”

“Just eagerly waiting for you to finish your lecture,” Aileen replied. “Hopefully while we’re all still young.”

The room broke out in giggles, and Mrs. Kettlewell looked upon her class with wide eyes and lips pressed together in a thin line, but she couldn’t punish them all, so she unleashed her fury on Aileen.

“I do hope that my lecture has not gone over your head in particular, Ms. O’Byrne,” the teacher ended with a huff, and Emilie watched her thin, pointed cheeks turning a tomato shade of red. “Because you are on the road to failure in my class,” she pointed a long, thin finger at Aileen. “As you have failed our most recent test simply due to the fact that I could not read a word you wrote on your paper, again, despite the fact that I have informed you how sloppy your work is all year long. I take it you don’t remember the last talk we had?”

“Wait, give me a second,” Aileen held one of her hands up. “You live in a right-handed world, you know, and your left-handedness is going to hold you back all your life,” Aileen quoted with an impression of Mrs. Kettlewell that was pretty on point despite the clear lack of effort, and then the bell rang over the laughter that broke out.

“Everyone is free to leave,” Mrs. Kettlewell shrilly informed the class even though everyone was already standing and hurriedly collecting their things, “except for you, Ms. O’Byrne,” she added.

“Fuck me,” Aileen muttered, folding her arms across her chest, bringing about another storm of laughter from everyone except Mrs. Kettlewell, who was so red in the face that Emilie thought her head might just pop.

Emilie had the urge to charge through the crowd and push everyone out of the way, but she waited impatiently for them to put on their coats, collect their things, and move. Everyone crowded in front of her on the way out of the room, and she was the last one out, Mrs. Kettlewell furiously slamming the door right behind her.

When Emilie stepped out those doors to the outside, it felt like she could breathe again. Everyone around her broke out in chatter as they made their way away from the high school like it was a prison they were desperate to be far away from.

But now that she was out and on her way home, she suddenly wasn’t in such a rush anymore. Her heart was suddenly pounding and her chest was tightening with each trembling breath she took.

Because she was on her way home, where she’d been anxious to get back to all day. But now she was afraid of what news would be waiting for her when she got there...

She barely realized that she was falling forward until she nearly met the dirt face first, holding her hands out in front of her at the last second, snapping out of her dread with an oof.

“Sorry!” whoever had stumbled into her called, immediately followed by a very stern, “Joshua Garcia!”

Emilie let out a shaky breath and sat there on her knees, looking at her palms, stained with dirt. Footsteps crunched in front of her, along with an offered pair of hands. Emilie looked at the grinning face of Joshua Garcia, his dark brown eyes blinking softly. “Sorry,” he said as if correcting himself, looking at someone as another set of footsteps stopped beside Emilie.

Emilie looked up at the girl. She was round faced and slightly chubby, with straight, brownish blonde hair that reached to her waist. She folded her hands in front of her and tilted her head in a half nod at Joshua as if saying good enough.

If Emilie didn’t know that Kate Cowell was Joshua’s girlfriend, she would have thought she was his older sister. Or his mother.

Emilie didn’t really want to take Joshua’s offered hands, but she did it to be nice, and his hands closed tightly around hers, pulling her back to her feet.

“Sorry, Emilie,” he said again, more genuine this time.

“It’s okay,” she told him, wiping her hands on her black skirt. She’d have to wash her uniform tonight.

He flashed her another grin, and then walked away. There was a heavy sigh from Kate, who stepped in front of her. “He’s lucky he’s cute,” she said, smiling.

“Oh. Yeah,” Emilie agreed. Joshua was cute, in a goofy sort of way.

“Are you okay?” Kate asked, and before Emilie could respond, she froze up, taken aback as Kate dusted off her skirt for her.

“Y-Yeah,” she stuttered, “thank you.”

Kate smiled again, and Emilie returned the smile, enchanted by her pretty light brown eyes. Emilie had always been enchanted by Kate. She could still recall the very first moment she’d ever met her, in kindergarten, her attention captured by her immediately as she pointed at her and loudly stated: “you have the most beautiful hair I ever saw! You’re like a princess!”

Everyone laughed. Emilie could never forget Kate’s look of horror before she looked away, and Emilie’s little heart sank. She’d been so sad after that, not understanding why everyone laughed or why Kate was mad at her. But then during recess, Kate came up to her with a smile, and told Emilie that she, too, looked like a princess. A tiny friendship had bloomed then and there, and lasted for a few childhood years before they drifted apart.

Kate was still the first and only sorta friend Emilie had ever had. There weren’t a whole lot of choices in their tiny town, and Emilie had a hard time clicking with others. She wasn’t shy, it was just that, once she started talking, other kids decided they wanted nothing to do with her pretty much immediately. She’d overheard whispers about how weird she was, but she didn’t know how to not be weird. She definitely wasn’t trying to be weird, anyway.

“Hi, Joshua!” the voice of Laura Thomas gave Emilie’s heart a little flutter.

Kate looked back, and Emilie heard her sharp intake of breath when Joshua jogged toward Laura and her friends. When Laura greeted him by running her fingers through his dark brown curls, Kate scoffed. Emilie almost asked if she was okay, but quickly thought better of it, because of course she wasn’t. Laura Thomas was another person they both had known since they were kids.

Nowadays, she was the typical most popular girl in school, and everyone except for Joshua was aware that she’d never be interested in a dork like him, and was only leading him on because she for some reason didn’t like Kate.

Laura eyed Kate, and Emilie watched her glossy lips curve into a smirk as her hands traveled down from Joshua’s hair to his shoulders.

“Do you wanna go out with us, Josh?” Holly Wallace asked him. Holly looked a lot like Laura these days, only because she clearly tried her hardest to mirror her. Especially because all her life up until only a couple months ago, Holly Wallace wasn’t any different than Kate or Emilie herself, which meant that she was pretty much a nobody. Or less than a nobody, actually, because she’d been best friends with Aileen O’Byrne for a while, who was considered lower than low around here.

And then one day at lunch, Laura went up to the table in the back of the cafeteria, where Holly had been sitting with her now former best friend, and asked in her sickly sweet voice if Holly wanted to sit with her. And after that day, Holly had formed a horrible little trio with Laura Thomas and her best friend, Breanna Stevens.

At the invitation, Joshua looked back at Kate. “Oh, I can’t,” he didn’t even disguise the disappointment in his voice, “me and Kate—”

“Forget it,” Kate harshly rejected her boyfriend, pulling her backpack up her shoulder, “I have to help my dad at the restaurant.”

She stormed away, but not before Laura loudly declared, “oh! We were actually going to go to Tracy’s! We’ll see you there!”

That made Kate stop in her tracks, and she looked like she was about to say something to that, but she just started walking again, looking like she couldn’t get away quickly enough. With a sigh, Joshua ran after her, probably preparing himself to give another sorry.

Emilie tensed up when someone else stormed past her, and she got a glimpse of Aileen’s annoyed face as she walked by, adjusting a pair of headphones around her neck. Laura looked her way, letting out a dramatically loud gasp as she threw her arms around Holly, making Holly jump in surprise.

“Oh, Holly, here comes your creepy stalker,” Laura announced loudly, getting everyone’s attention when all heads looked from her to Aileen.

Aileen carelessly ignored her, and Laura was not one to be ignored, calling even louder, “Holly told me about everything you tried to pressure her into! She’s not a lesbian, Aileen! Stop making her uncomfortable!”

Gasps exploded all around, and Emilie watched Holly exhale slowly, looking a little petrified as Aileen spun around with a chuckle. “Don’t be so sure. I got a lot of stories I can tell about that.”

“I am not!” Holly said shrilly over the chatter that erupted, flushing, her reaction giving away that she wasn’t exactly being truthful as she added, “you’re such a liar, Aileen!”

“You shouldn’t say things you’ll regret, Aileen,” Laura’s voice was light, but there was a hint of a threat beneath.

“Make me regret them then, bitch,” Aileen turned around, holding up her middle finger as she walked away.

“That girl is a loaded gun,” commented Breanna Stevens, a tall black girl with long black hair hanging past her shoulders, looking at her sparkly pink fingernails.

“Don’t worry,” Laura ran her fingers through Holly’s hair, “we know how to take care of that trash, don’t we?”

Holly nodded slightly, but seemed uncomfortable about whatever Laura meant.

Exhaling shakily, Emilie pulled her backpack up her shoulder and started walking again. But she didn’t get very far when she fell under their radar next, and Laura called, “hey, Emilie! How’s your mom?”

The question made a chill run down Emilie’s spine. She stopped walking and looked at the three of them, a faint smile on Laura’s lips as she tossed her long, pale blonde waves over her shoulder. Holly pathetically imitated the act with her own golden blonde hair. Breanna wasn’t paying attention to them as she stared into her pink pocket mirror, applying lip gloss to her lips.

“My dad says she wound up in the hospital after fainting because of an awful headache,” Laura went on, “he was saying that’s a terrible sign of things to come. I can’t wait to hear the results from him later.”

“Shut up,” Emilie barely recognized her own harsh voice in the trembling whisper.

Either Laura didn’t hear her, or she didn’t care, because she kept talking. “He thinks it’s so sad that your dad doesn’t seem to care. Says he’s completely cold-hearted, and barely came to visit her.”

Laura took a few steps until she was in front of Emilie, and leaned closer to her. “You should have mercy on her before it gets bad, Emilie,” she said with a twitch of her lips, a glint in her hazel eyes. “All it takes is a pillow, and a good minute or two...”

Emilie’s breath sharply caught in her throat, a rough gasp lost under the sound of Holly and Breanna’s high pitched laughter. She watched them in disbelief.

Emilie noticed others were standing around, their mouths hanging open, having overheard. Emilie’s thoughts were a mess while she wondered how anyone could possibly say a thing like that to another person, while at the same time thinking that of course Laura was shameless enough to say such a thing.

And then Emilie had no thoughts at all, seeing red, a ringing sound in her ears drowning out their laughter.

Then a voice silenced the three of them: “You’re fucking sick.”

Emilie turned her head to the person who stopped next to her. Despite being seated next to him in Mrs. Kettlewell’s class, Emilie had never spoken to Owen Becker before. He’d moved to town four years ago, and was the subject of gossip for being awkward and weird. He still was, and had never made a single friend as far as Emilie could tell. She didn’t know much about him besides the fact that he had a horror movie obsession, judging by the t-shirts she saw him wearing outside of school, and all the patches of movie monsters and killers on his backpack. They did have something in common: being tormented by Laura’s group.

“All three of you,” Owen added, his pale fingers clutching one of the handles of his backpack around his shoulder, his fingernails painted black.

“You’re really not one to call someone sick, you creepy weirdo,” Laura sneered. “Hey, Emilie, maybe you could get Owen to do it. You can help get him started a little early on that bright future ahead of him.”

“As a psycho killer,” Holly added, looking at her long red fingernails. Breanna giggled.

Owen shrugged. “I’d start with one of you bitches.”

There were soft gasps all around, turning to hushed, excited whispers. A tingle ran down Emilie’s spine at his voice as he spoke those words, a glare in his dark brown eyes, his chin length dark brown hair partly obscuring his face when the chilly wind blew.

Emilie jumped at the smack, Laura’s hand a blur right before Owen’s head snapped to the side. Over the gasps from the crowd, Emilie heard Owen exhale sharply, slowly, his dark hair covering his face.

“Don’t you ever speak to us like that again,” Laura slowly drew her hand back, touching the tips of her fingers to her lips, slightly covering her smirk.

Owen looked at her, a bead of blood dribbling down his bottom lip from the scratch left by one of her long fingernails. Emilie froze up at the look in his eyes, expecting him to reach out and close his fingers around her throat.

Laura took a step closer to him. “What are you gonna do about it?”

“I’d like to know that, too.”

Emilie looked back. A tall guy with sandy blonde curls was coming toward them. Derek Simmons, Laura’s boyfriend. The only thing Emilie knew about him was that he played football. In the corner of her eye, Emilie noticed Owen tense up.

“Owen threatened to kill us!” Breanna cried dramatically, fake tears and all, and Emilie wondered how in the world she managed to make tears so fast. Probably lots of practice.

Derek took quick steps toward Owen, who tried to step back, but was grabbed by his shoulders. “You really never learn, do you, you fat little creep?”

“Fuck off!” Owen swung at him, barely missing his face when Derek pulled back.

The three girls excitedly gathered closer, and hushed gossip broke out through the crowd as they closed in.

And Emilie took the chance to walk away while they weren’t paying her any attention. She felt guilty leaving Owen like that, because he’d come to her defense, but she’d been kept long enough and this fight was going to get a teacher’s attention and she had to get home already, because mom should be home from the hospital and Emilie needed to see her, needed to know she was okay.

She hurried across the street, turning the corner to the first block of houses. Hers was the fourth house down the row, a little yellow house with a white fence. She hurried up the steps, grabbing her key from the front pocket of her backpack. She dropped the key while trying to unlock the door, picking it up and trying again with a shaky breath. Her heart was fluttering wildly when she stepped inside, closing the door softly behind her.

“Emi?” mom called from the kitchen, and Emilie let out a trembling breath of relief to hear her voice.

Emilie went to the kitchen, where mom was sitting at the table with her hands around a mug. “You’re out of bed,” Emilie did not disguise her surprise. She’d barely gotten out of bed since last week, complaining that her head hurt too much. And when she did get out of bed a couple days ago, the pain had caused her to faint. “Are you feeling better, then?”

“I had enough energy to make tea,” mom smiled softly.

Emilie dropped her backpack to the floor and took a seat at the table. “Are you okay, though? How did the tests go?”

“The hospital will call me with the results when they have them,” she said, and Emilie was confused. She thought they would have told her while she was still in the hospital, because they’d done them right away.

“Emilie,” dad’s voice called from the living room.

“Coming,” she called, standing from her chair.

“I’ll start dinner,” mom said, also standing.

Emilie went back to the living room, where dad was taking his coat from the rack. When he turned around, Emilie stared at his white button shirt and black tie. “You’re going to the office,” she said in disbelief.

“There’s a lot of work to do,” he pulled his gray, button down coat on. “I missed out on a lot of hours today.”

“Because you brought mom home from the hospital,” she told him, her voice unsteady. “You’re really leaving when she fainted a few days ago?” she lowered her voice, not wanting mom to hear.

Sighing at the question, dad brushed one of his hands through his short black hair, and Emilie noticed all the shiny gray coming in. “Why are you making me sound cruel, Emilie?” he asked. “We’re not wealthy as is, and with your mother not working for the past two weeks—”

“She’s sick!” Emilie cut him off with a furious whisper.

“And she has a nearly seventeen year old daughter to take care of her when I’m unable to,” he said, wrapping his scarf around his neck.

“Emi? Hiro?” mom called their names from the kitchen. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, Delilah, everything is fine,” dad called back. “Go to her,” he then told Emilie. “Call my office if anything happens.”

That said, he walked out, closing the door softly behind him. Emilie exhaled long and slow, and then a loud crash in the kitchen made her jump.

She ran in there, “mom?!”

“I’m okay!” she said quickly. “My head hurt when I bent down, and I dropped the soup pot.”

She forced a light chuckle, holding her hand over her forehead, her long red hair covering her face. “I-I’ll make dinner,” Emilie said breathlessly. “Sit down and rest, okay?”

Mom nodded in agreement, and went to the living room, sitting down on the couch, and clicking on the tv. “Hey, Emi?”

“Yeah?”

Mom looked back at her. “Forget the soup,” she waved her hand. “Do you know what I really want?”

“What?”

“Pizzabro,” she whispered.

“You just got out of the hospital, and you wanna send your husband there next, is that it?”

“Emilie. I want a pizza.”

“Fine,” Emilie agreed with a giggle. “I’ll order our favorite.”

When the pizza came, they watched a movie while they ate. When it was over, mom went straight to bed after taking the medication they gave her for her headaches, complaining that they made her tired.

Emilie washed the dishes and put away the leftovers, and then made dad’s lunch for tomorrow. Tired, she put off doing the laundry, and went to her room instead.

She fell onto her bed with a sigh, covering her face with her hands. In the darkness, she pictured Laura and her cruel smile.

She opened her eyes, wanting Laura’s stupid face out of her head.

But her words stayed.

Emilie grabbed the teddy bear that sat next to her pillow and squeezed it to her chest. Mom had made this bear for her before she was even born. A light pink bear with black button eyes. One of the buttons had fallen off when Emilie was four years old, but she didn’t want mom to sew on another because she liked it better this way, her four year old self finally giving a name to her first and favorite toy: Mr. Button.

Tears suddenly welled in her eyes. That memory always used to make her smile, but right now it just made her sad.

Because what if Laura was right?

Why was this happening? Mom had been perfectly fine until two weeks ago.

She turned over just as the tears spilled, and buried her face in her pillow so mom wouldn’t hear the sob that choked out in the other room.

She wished there was someone to tell her everything would be okay. She wished that she had someone to talk to, to take her mind away from this.

But she lay here alone, always alone, and tonight the loneliness cut deeper into her heart than it usually did.
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Emilie rubbed one of her tired eyes with a sigh, her other hand dunking a tea bag in mom’s favorite yellow flower shaped mug. She’d barely slept last night because her mind kept itself busy anxiously thinking up the worst case scenarios about mom’s headaches.

Dad came into the kitchen, adjusting his black tie. “Your lunch is in the fridge,” Emilie told him.

“Thank you,” he opened the fridge, and she cringed at his heavy sigh. “Pizza?”

“That’s my lunch,” she said.

“Was this dinner last night?”

“Yep.”

“Emilie, you should be making proper meals,” he took out his lunch container of grilled chicken and salad that she’d made for him last night before bed, closing the fridge. “Your mother shouldn’t be eating takeout.”

“She wanted to order it,” Emilie told him. “It’s her favorite. It’s not the end of the world to order a pizza sometimes.”

“Do not take that tone with me,” he said, but even when he scolded her, he was careless about it, as if he didn’t actually care and speaking to her was a chore either way.

“Sure,” she looked away, already feeling drained of the tiny bit of energy she had left, because speaking to him was a chore for her, too.

“Good morning,” mom’s cheerful greeting broke the tension as she strolled into the kitchen, taking a seat at the table.

“Good morning,” Emilie smiled, pulling the cup of sugar across the counter top. While she added a spoonful, she heard the two of them whispering to each other, and couldn’t make out their words.

“Here you go,” she set the mug of herbal tea down in front of mom, and dad pulled away from her.

“I’ll see you tonight,” dad kissed the top of mom’s head, and then left the kitchen.

“Thank you, Emi,” mom said before taking a sip of tea.

“I’ll make you some breakfast before I go,” Emilie said. “Scrambled eggs?”

“That sounds wonderful.”

Emilie started on that, glancing at mom occasionally, reading the morning paper while she sipped her tea. “You’ll take it very easy today, right?” Emilie asked. She hated leaving her alone, and couldn’t believe dad was so careless to leave her alone after all this. She mentioned taking some days off of school to stay with her, but the both of them were completely against that idea.

“Yes,” mom sighed. “I’ll be bored on the couch all day.”

“Good,” Emilie set the plate down in front of her.

She then rushed to get ready for school. She quickly dressed into her uniform, a white button down shirt, knee length black skirt, and black tights. She ran the brush through her long auburn hair while she slipped her black shoes on, and then opened the closet where her hoodies, jackets, and coat hung. It was getting chilly outside. She grabbed her favorite hoodie, a soft pink one, and put it on.

Nearly forgetting, she grabbed the book she’d been reading from her bedside table and slid it into her backpack.

In the kitchen, mom was just finishing her breakfast. Emilie grabbed the container of leftover pizza and shoved it into her backpack, zipping it. Then she gave mom a gentle hug. “I’ll see you later,” she said, kissing her on the cheek. “Love you.”

“Love you too,” mom said. “Have a good day.”

A chilly breeze greeted Emilie when she stepped out the door, blowing her hair in front of her face. She locked the door, and then went on her way. Coldwell High was only a block away from her house, so she walked to school everyday.

She walked down her block, Hazelnut Rd, and turned the corner. The high school was across the street, down the dirt road lined with cobblestones, the tall pine trees of the woods surrounding it in the far off distance. Another cobblestone road led to the middle school, where a bunch of laughing and screaming little kids were running around, playing in the park that was in the schoolyard. Further down the block was the library, and then the church, its bells ringing.

Emilie arrived at school, walking through the little crowd of students goofing off outside before the bell rang. She gazed at Derek Simmons, with his arm around the shoulders of Laura Thomas while he was talking to some other guys on the football team about a game they were gonna play in Lavendel. Sitting on a bench behind them was Holly Wallace, talking to Breanna Stevens.

Emilie was tense as she walked by, a knot twisting in her stomach as she anticipated Laura’s voice. Instead, she heard Laura whispering. That was usually even worse.

Daring to glance back at them, Emilie was startled to see Laura and Derek looking at her, along with every single one of Derek’s football friends, and also Holly and Breanna, until Breanna poked Holly’s shoulder, and whispered something into her ear.

Emilie looked away, and quickly walked into the school, shivering with cold and anxiety, making her way to the girl’s bathroom so she could fix her hair.

Kate Cowell was standing outside the bathroom with Joshua Garcia. “That isn’t what I meant!” Kate huffed, putting her hands on her hips.

Joshua sighed, running his hand through his dark curls. “Can we just talk about it later?”

Emilie awkwardly went into the bathroom, the door closing on Kate’s annoyed voice: “you want to talk about everything later, Joshua!”

With a sigh, Emilie looked at herself in the mirror, brushing her fingers through her messy hair. Her light brown eyes looked tired today from not getting any sleep last night.

The bathroom door opened, and through the mirror, Emilie watched Kate walk in, looking frustrated until she noticed Emilie, and she smiled. “Good morning, Emilie.”

“Hi.”

Kate stopped in front of the sink next to Emilie’s, also fixing her hair. “Sorry for that,” she said.

“For what?” Emilie asked.

“That little argument I was having.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Emilie waved her hands. “Is everything okay, though?”

“Things with Joshua have been a little tough lately,” she admitted, tucking her hair behind her ears. “He actually has it in his head that Derek is interested in being his friend. I don’t understand how he can’t realize what they’re like.”

“Yeah.”

She turned to Emilie, smiling, and took a step closer, giving Emilie chills when she ran her fingers through Emilie’s hair. “Hey, do you remember the first time we met?” she asked with a tiny giggle, brushing the tips of her fingers through the bangs across Emilie’s forehead, brushing them a little to the left side.

“I was just thinking about that yesterday!” Emilie responded with a giggle of her own.

Smiling, Kate folded her hands in front of her. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately about old memories. I’m not sure why.”

“Happier times.” She often fell into childhood memories, wishing she could magically fall back into one of those days, and that every day she’d been living since then had just been a bad dream.

Kate’s smile fell to a frown. “Yeah,” she agreed softly. “They really were.”

Kate was about to say something else, but they both jumped when the bathroom door flew open violently, Holly Wallace whispering furiously as she pulled someone into the bathroom with her, her hand squeezing theirs so hard that her fingers were bone white.

Aileen O’Byrne followed her inside. “Careful, Holly,” Aileen swung their hands at her side, “this is kinda gay.”

Holly paused, noticing Kate and Emilie. Then she tore her hand away from Aileen’s, wiping it on her skirt as if in disgust. “Get out,” she demanded, pointing to the open doorway where Aileen was standing.

“Excuse me?” Kate’s voice went a pitch higher, her eyebrows raising.

“You two, get out of here,” Holly huffed.

“You can’t just demand us to leave,” Kate told her, folding her arms across her chest in defiance. “You don’t own the bathroom, Holly.”

Truer words had probably never been spoken, but Emilie still had the intense desire to do as Holly said, simply because she did not want to be present for whatever drama she had going on with Aileen. But she felt compelled to stay exactly where she was, for the sake of Kate’s argument. The furious stare Holly gave in return made Emilie cast her eyes downward at the white tile floor, a soft, miserable sigh trembling out of her.

“Uh oh, you want me in private, huh?” Aileen’s amused tone of voice broke the tension as she folded her arms across her chest, leaning with her shoulder against the doorway.

“You are not funny!” Holly fumed, her cheeks flushing. “I just wanted to tell you something.”

“Not interested,” Aileen said, and Holly bit down on her bottom lip, her green eyes blazing. For someone who usually acted so sweet and shy, Holly seemed very scary when she was angry. Then that fire in her eyes faded in an instant, softening, and she took a step closer to Aileen, who eyed her warily.

“Please?” Holly asked gently, reaching her hand out slowly to touch Aileen, who looked about to pull away.

“There you are!” the voice made Holly quickly pull her hand away.

“Oh god,” Aileen heaved a heavy sigh as Breanna Stevens appeared in the doorway.

“I was wondering where you ran off to,” Breanna was looking at Holly, and then her eyes shifted to Aileen, and narrowed. “What’s going on?” she put her hands on her hips.

Holly opened her mouth, but Breanna didn’t give her time to say anything as she glared at Aileen. “Did you drag her in here? Are you bothering her again?”

Aileen scoffed, rolling her eyes. “It’s the other way around, dumbass. Always is.”

“Holly tells me she wants nothing to do with you,” Breanna said.

“Well, Holly’s lying to you,” Aileen eyed Holly, who huffed. Emilie wanted nothing more than to silently slip by, out of the bathroom and away from the drama, but both Aileen and Breanna were blocking the doorway.

“Holly wouldn’t lie to me,” Breanna said with confidence.

Aileen looked at her. After a moment, Breanna seemed satisfied by her silence. “See, you have nothing to say.”

“I’m just trying to imagine for a second what it’s like to be as stupid as you are,” Aileen said. “But I can’t. It’s just like, nothingness.”

Emilie heard Kate snicker beside her. “Ms. O’Byrne?” Mrs. Kettlewell’s voice carried from the hallway. “Is that you?”

“Oh, fuck me, I don’t need all this shit today,” Aileen closed her eyes, sighing deeply. Mrs. Kettlewell stopped in the doorway behind Aileen.

“I was just informed of something, Ms. O’Byrne,” the teacher’s voice was a pitch higher than usual.

“What’s that?” Aileen asked, her eyes still closed.

“Ms. Thomas just showed me a damaged table in the library, where the message Beware Mrs. Kettlehell has been carved in.”

Holly slapped her hand over her mouth, pathetically trying to disguise the snort laugh that slipped out with a fake sneeze.

“What careless destruction of school property,” said Aileen, quoting that day last week when Mrs. Kettlewell scolded Joshua when she caught him discarding a piece of chewed gum by sticking it underneath his desk.

“Ms. Thomas informed me that she witnessed you carving the message, Aileen,” the teacher’s face had become that particular shade of red it did whenever she was dealing with Aileen. “So I do indeed have you to thank for that name that has caught on.”

“I’m sad you don’t have me to thank, ‘cause that’s funny,” Aileen said, “but I can’t take the credit.”

“Why would Ms. Thomas lie?”

“’Cause she’s a manipulative, fake, evil, lying little whore?” Aileen shrugged, and it was Kate’s turn to disguise the giggle that slipped out with a cough, covering her mouth with her hand.

“Come with me, Aileen,” Mrs. Kettlewell ordered. “It’s time for another talk with Mr. Zhang, I see.”

Rolling her eyes, Aileen pushed her shoulder off the doorway, following Mrs. Kettlewell down the hallway. Holly watched them like she wanted to follow, but Breanna took her by the hand. “Come on,” she said, leading her away.

“Well,” Kate sighed softly, catching the door before it closed, “I hope you have a nice day, Emilie. I know that’s difficult to do here.”

“Thank you,” Emilie smiled, stepping out of the bathroom. “Same to you.”

But the school day just went on in the slow, miserable way that it always did. When the bell finally rang for lunch, Emilie grabbed her backpack and made her way to her new favorite spot...

The roof.

She’d always hated the cafeteria. Pretty much everyone had a table full of friends to sit with, and the only option for her was the table in the back where the friendless sat. No one talked to each other, but someone was usually uncomfortably staring at her.

For the past couple months, she’d been eating lunch in the school library because it was completely empty at that time. But when mom’s headaches began, she hadn’t been feeling good and had no appetite, so she wandered the quiet hallways while everyone else was at lunch, and she’d found the door to the roof was unlocked. It wasn’t supposed to be, so she’d been careful to make sure that no one was around to see her go up there each time she did.

She quickly went up and shut the door behind her, and when she turned around, her heart jumped in surprise.

Someone else was up here today. She was standing with her back to Emilie, but Emilie recognized her immediately. She was standing so close to the edge of the roof that Emilie’s heart gave another jolt.

She must have heard the door close, because she looked back. Far too nervous to get a word out to Aileen, Emilie just lifted her hand up in an awkward little wave. It looked like Aileen tilted her head in a slight nod of acknowledgement before she went back to staring down at the world below again.

Sitting down in her usual spot, Emilie noticed a black backpack. There were little key chains dangling from it; a bony skeleton hand, a black bunny with red droplets dripping from its mouth, and a hissing black cat with its back raised. It must have been Aileen’s backpack.

She kept watching Aileen, who lit up a cigarette and walked slowly, still so near to the edge, one foot hovering off for a second. Seeing that made Emilie hold her breath with a flutter of panic, about ready to yell at her to be careful over there. She could never stand so close to the edge like that, it would make her so dizzy she’d probably fall.

Emilie had never spoken to Aileen before. She only knew her from Mrs. Kettlewell’s class, and she had sat with her during lunch sometimes at the friendless table in the cafeteria, where Aileen used to sit with Holly until their friendship ended and Holly earned a place at Laura’s table instead.

Aileen was the same height Emilie was, so she was on the short side, but Emilie was still intimidated by her. Aileen definitely didn’t look threatening, but she had a reputation for her bad attitude, which Emilie had seen plenty of. And besides Holly at one point in time, everyone and everything seemed to annoy Aileen, so she wasn’t a person Emilie would bother to try and talk to, anyway.

Emilie opened her lunch container filled with slices of leftover pizza from last night. Then she pulled out the book she’d been reading, opening it to the bookmarked page.

When she was finished smoking, Aileen stood there for a moment longer, and then she turned around, and sat down a little away from Emilie, next to her backpack.

Emilie tensed up. She’d kinda been expecting her to just leave. Now it was just like being in the cafeteria, awkwardly sitting with someone and not speaking. At least Aileen didn’t stare at her, because she was too busy staring at the edge of the roof. She wasn’t eating anything for lunch, and Emilie wondered if she was hungry. She built up the courage to get the words out.

“Do you want some pizza?” she offered, holding the container out.

Aileen looked at her, but she didn’t say anything. “Um, if you don’t mind cold pizza,” Emilie shrugged. “It’s mushroom. I won’t eat all these slices.”

Okay, she totally would, but maybe saying she wouldn’t would get Aileen to take one because now she needed to take one or this would be really awkward.

“Thanks,” Aileen shrugged, tucking her hair behind her ears. Aileen’s dark brown hair was almost black, but from her shoulders and to the ends that reached above her elbows was a lighter shade, like a brownish blonde. Emilie remembered that Aileen had done her hair in blonde highlights a while back, like a year ago. She remembered thinking it looked cool, and it made her want to do something new with her hair. But she knew dad would never allow her to do anything like that.

Aileen was wearing a thin black hoodie over her white uniform shirt, and rolled up the long sleeves a little, one which had a tiny hole ripped through it. There was a white print on the front of a tiny grim reaper smiling lovingly at a curious looking zombie cat sitting atop his scythe. The cartoon character Grinny The Grim Reaper. It was about a cute grim reaper, Grinny, who made friends with the ghosts of the souls he had to lead into the afterlife. Emilie loved that show herself, and excitement puffed up inside of her like a balloon, but she held back every single word that was desperately trying to burst out, because she didn’t want to be weird.

Emilie exhaled a tiny breath and set the container down between them. Aileen took a slice. Okay. That wasn’t so bad. Kinda easy, actually. Emilie tried to think of something else to say, calmly, because the worst that could happen was Aileen would tell her to shut up, she would, and that was that. But Aileen didn’t seem annoyed yet, so...

“Thanks for getting Mrs. Kettlewell’s attention off me yesterday,” she said, and Aileen looked at her. “I know you didn’t mean to, but I’m grateful anyway.”

Emilie forced a tiny smile, and Aileen stared at her for a moment as if she didn’t remember, but then she snorted. “That was you?”

“Yep. I am the monster that disturbed her lecture. I hope you didn’t get into too much trouble after that.”

Aileen shrugged. “I’m used to her bullshit.”

“Was it actually you that carved Kettlehell into that table?”

“Nope. But I got the blame for it anyway.”

“It does seem like something you would do,” Emilie told her, earning an amused little smirk at that while Aileen finished the slice of pizza.

“So, do you always come up here, or something?” Aileen asked after a moment, picking at the black nail polish on her fingernails.

Emilie shook her head. “Only for the past two weeks. I hate the cafeteria, so I usually go to the library.”

Aileen looked at her, staring for a moment before she said, “it is you.”

“It is?” Emilie asked in confusion. “What’s me?”

“I always go to the library, too,” Aileen commented, instantly making Emilie’s stomach flutter. “I guess you’ve never noticed me, but I’ve noticed you.”

She kept looking at Emilie, a crooked smirk on her pale lips before she confirmed Emilie’s horror: “you’re always fucking crying.”

In the silence of the library where she thought she was alone, Emilie had allowed herself a few breakdowns. There were days when dad would make her so angry, or life would just make her so stressed, that she didn’t bother holding it back.

Embarrassment washed over her like scalding water on her skin, her cheeks flushing. She cleared her throat and attempted to play it off: “and you’re there listening to me spill out my grief, and don’t even come to ask if I’m okay, huh? Cold.”

“It ain’t my business. I just turn my headphones up. I hate when people cry.”

“You’re so tough you never cry, then?” Emilie asked.

“’Course I do,” she shrugged. “Just not in the middle of the library. I lock myself in the bathroom and break down in private. Like a normal person.”

Emilie burst into giggles at that, watching Aileen take another slice of pizza. “How have I never heard you in the library before?” she asked, calming down.

“I’m real quiet,” Aileen said before taking a bite of pizza.

“Do you like to read?” Emilie asked curiously.

“Yeah, but only if it’s scary,” she said. “’Cause I read all the Spineshivers books when I was a kid.”

“Oh, I love Spineshivers!” Emilie said excitedly. “I only read scary books, too! They’re the best.”

“I always thought it’d be cool to write a book someday. I’ve got a lot of ideas.”

“What would it be about?” Emilie asked.

“Don’t know yet. When I write it, I’ll show you first.”

Emilie chuckled, feeling herself flush again. They fell into silence, but it wasn’t awkward anymore, so Emilie didn’t mind it. She looked down at her book.

“What are you reading now?” Aileen asked.

“Oh, it’s about a ghost trying to solve the mystery of her murder!” she barely felt embarrassed that her voice went a pitch higher, eager to explain because she wanted to talk to someone about this book so bad: “she died at a party with her friends, so she haunts them and realizes they’re all suspects!”

Chewing her pizza, Aileen’s eyes followed the hand motions Emilie wasn’t even aware that she was doing at first, and she then quickly lowered her hands to her lap, embarrassed.

“Sounds like a cool book,” Aileen said after a moment.

“It is!” Emilie threw her hands up again. “I love ghost stories! My favorite thing is to go on the computer and find stories about haunted places or unsolved murders and read about them. One day I wanna explore a haunted place. I wanna find a ghost.”

Aileen shoved the final bite of pizza into her mouth and wiped her hands on her skirt. “What if they’re not real?”

“Well, there’s only one way to find out!” Emilie grinned.

Aileen’s bright blue-gray eyes stared at her, her lips curved in a tiny crooked smile again. “You ever gone into the woods?”

It was a sort of joke that the Coldwell Woods were haunted, ‘cause people had a habit of disappearing in them. There were two cases that Emilie could remember that happened a few years ago that involved kids who were never found. One had been a seven year old, and the other fourteen years old. Of course, kids then made up ghost stories about them, claiming to hear their voices or see them walking around whenever they walked the woodland road.

“Um, no,” Emilie admitted.

“Why not?” Aileen’s smile had taken a slightly mischievous turn.

Emilie shrugged. “I’m afraid to go there alone. I wanna find ghosts, but I’m not ready to become one yet, you know?”

“Then bring someone with you,” Aileen shrugged. “The ghosts will go after them instead, you can escape, and then you’ll be able to say you lived your life’s dream of finding a ghost.”

“Of course I had that idea before, but I haven’t got a single friend to sacrifice,” Emilie sighed loudly. “But... hey,” she looked at Aileen, tilting her head a little to the side, “maybe I can bring you.”

She expected Aileen to chuckle at the joke, and then they’d go back to sitting here in silence, go their separate ways when lunch break was over, and never speak to each other again, because why would they? They were complete opposites of each other, and the only thing they seemed to have in common was that they both had no friends. But Aileen was friendless by choice and hated everyone and everything, and why would she wanna hang out with an awkward loser like Emilie?

But something else happened instead, and Aileen’s response surprised her: “I was hoping you’d ask.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Death, But Weird


[image: ]


Emilie watched Aileen as she took another slice of pizza from the container, her heart speeding up. “You...” she began quietly, “do you really want to?”

“Sure,” Aileen shrugged, “why not?”

Emilie stared at her, watching her shove the last bit of pizza into her mouth. “Do you really want to?” Aileen wiped her hands on her skirt. “Or was that all talk? You too scared?”

That little smile was back, and Emilie’s cheeks burned. “No,” she scoffed, the most obvious lie ever that Aileen snorted at, “I just... well, I didn’t think you’d really care.”

“It is stupid,” Aileen rubbed one of her eyes, and Emilie noticed the puffy dark lines underneath, like she hadn’t gotten much sleep... like, ever. “But I ain’t got anything better to do these days.”

“Me neither.”

“But only when it gets colder,” Aileen said. “When all the fucking bugs are dead.”

“Scared of bugs, are you?” Emilie grinned.

“Shut up. They’re disgusting.”

Giggling, Emilie grabbed a slice of pizza from the container. “Hey, so, how come you’re up here today?”

“What?”

“Up here,” Emilie chewed her pizza, waving her other hand to gesture at the roof in general. “On the roof?”

Aileen blinked, turning her head away. “I don’t know. Just noticed it was unlocked.”

The bell rang. Emilie quickly shoved her book back into her backpack, looking at Aileen when she stood. “Thanks for the pizza,” she said, walking away in a hurry. “I’ll pay you back for it, okay?”

“Um, sure,” Emilie called, watching her go. She quickly finished the last slice of pizza, shoving the container into her backpack and zipping it up.

She couldn’t stop thinking about Aileen for the rest of the day, sometimes wondering if she’d actually talked to her or if she just imagined the whole thing, especially when Aileen was absent from Mrs. Kettlewell’s class.

Owen Becker wasn’t, though, and Emilie’s heart sank when she saw his black eye. When Mrs. Kettlewell’s back was turned, she leaned closer to him. “Hey, thank you for the help yesterday,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry you got hurt. I’m sorry for just leaving you like that.”

He shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. There wasn’t anything you could do. Derek does whatever he wants. They all do. Just don’t listen to any of the shit those bitches say to you, okay?”

“Thank you,” Emilie nodded, giving him a little smile.

When the bell rang for freedom, she looked around for Aileen on the way out, hoping to talk to her again because they hadn’t actually made a plan to explore the woods together even though Aileen seemed sure that she that wanted to do it. But Emilie didn’t see her down the halls, or outside.

Emilie noticed Owen walking a little off to the side. His eyes were glaring daggers at Derek and his group, and his hand was balled into a fist at his side, like it was ready to strike Derek in return. But he passed them by, and kept walking, his shoulders relaxing as he did. Emilie let out a breath of relief herself when she passed them by undetected, too. Laura was too busy making a show of talking to Joshua, rubbing her hands up and down his shoulders while Holly and Breanna played with his curly hair. Emilie wondered if poor Kate was around anywhere to see.

She kept looking around on her way home, hoping to spot Aileen somewhere, feeling a sting of disappointment when she didn’t.

The next day, the sting of disappointment turned into a stab when Emilie went to the roof during lunch break and Aileen wasn’t there. She stood there for a few minutes, shivering with her arms wrapped around herself, hoping she’d show up. It was pretty cold today. Maybe that was why Aileen wasn’t here.

Her mood dropped to sadness when it was too cold to keep waiting, so she just gave up and went to the library. After quickly eating a sandwich, she sat down in front of a computer, looking at recent news going on in Lavendel. Nothing. She searched for anything going on in other places.

The town of Twilight Falls just had what was described as a birthday massacre when a kid at a birthday party decided to try and kill their classmates. The investigation was ongoing. There was also a twelve year old boy missing from there.

A chair was pulled out beside her, and Emilie’s heart jolted to see Aileen. “Hey,” Aileen greeted, sitting down, setting down a can of soda. A blue can with brown bubbles: Bubbly’s Cola. “You weren’t on the roof.”

Emilie held her hand over her chest. It suddenly felt like her heart was about to explode. “Oh, I checked up there for you!” she was so excited that she couldn’t keep away a grin, and quickly covered her mouth with her hand. Ever since that day in the first grade when Laura Thomas pointed out that Emilie’s teeth were crooked, she never smiled in front of anyone. “I guess I was too early. I thought you weren’t going up there today because it’s too cold.”

Aileen looked at the computer screen. “What are you up to?”

“Oh,” Emilie was suddenly kinda horrified. She glanced at the news story, and then back at Aileen, watching her eyes follow the text, squinting before she leaned forward, like she couldn’t see that far.

“That’s fucked up,” she commented after a moment.

“Um, yeah,” Emilie agreed. “So... it’s a grim hobby,” she began slowly, wiping her sweaty palms on her skirt. “But I like to read about this stuff. I mean, I don’t like it,” she blurted, “like, I don’t like that it happens, I just mean, sometimes I find stories that are so... weird, you know? So weird that it makes me wonder if supernatural things are involved. That’s why I’m interested in ghosts so much. You can find so many ghost stories on the internet.”

She exhaled shakily, worried that now Aileen was gonna think she was the creepiest weirdo ever.

But Aileen just snorted like that was the most amusing thing she’d ever heard. “And here I was just using the computer to play Happy Virtupet. Well, find one,” she waved her hand at the computer screen, the long sleeve of her thin black hoodie almost covering her hand. “’Cause the birthday massacre here just sounds like one very fucked up kid, not a ghost.”

“Y-Yeah!” Emilie squeaked, her hand trembling as she moved the mouse to find another story. There was a murder in the town of WillowWood. A woman was killed while visiting her parents, and the killer hadn’t been found yet.

“Doesn’t sound like there’s any ghosts involved there,” Aileen sat back in her chair like she was already bored, taking a sip of soda.

Emilie kept searching. Meanwhile, in WillowWood’s neighboring town called Mooncrest, there were three very bizarre suicides.

“Here!” Emilie nearly gasped.

Aileen leaned forward with her elbows on the desk. Emilie watched her eyes following the stories while she read. “These are supposedly suicides,” Emilie’s voice gave a little tremble, “murder was suspected at first, but now they’re saying no one actually killed these people. You really think they could actually do these things to themselves?” she waved her hand at one of the reports, in which someone had apparently bashed their own face in with a stone until there was nothing left.

Aileen sat back in her chair again, folding her arms across her chest. “Okay, you got me,” she shrugged, a tiny smile curving on her lips. “That’s some weird, creepy shit.”

Emilie felt a surge of satisfaction. “See?”

“But I don’t think they were killed by a ghost.”

“Maybe not, but I think it was something!” Emilie insisted. “Something supernatural, maybe magical.”

Aileen looked ready to give a snarky comment in return, but was distracted when the bell rang, and Emilie’s excitement died in an instant. She really, really didn’t wanna stop talking to Aileen.

Aileen grabbed her soda can and pushed her chair out, standing, and Emilie closed the website with a little sigh.

“See ya,” Aileen started away, almost like she was in a hurry.

“Yeah,” Emilie whispered, watching her go. “See ya.”

For the rest of the day, Emilie couldn’t focus during classes because she kept thinking about Aileen again. She wondered when they’d talk more, and if Aileen remembered about exploring the woods. She’d ask her the next time they did talk, which she hoped would be soon.

When school let out, Emilie walked in the back of the crowd rushing out the door to the outside. “So,” the voice made Emilie jump, and she was surprised to see Aileen fall into step beside her, “was there a weird story in particular you read that got you into your obsession with ghosts? What weird ass, unexplained tragedy that befell a small town made you like, yeah, ghosts are totally real?”

Emilie was so taken aback by her that she mumbled something incoherent that even she didn’t understand. But then excitement practically burst out of her. “Eden!” she threw her hands up. “There used to be a town called Eden, but five years ago, almost everyone died in impossible ways, and everyone that didn’t die left!”

“You look like you’re gonna die if you don’t tell me exactly how,” Aileen raised her eyebrows, a tiny smile curving on her lips.

Emilie took a deep breath before she burst into explanation of how the people of Eden reportedly died. She walked at a slow pace because she couldn’t focus on walking and talking at the same time, and Aileen slowed with her, watching her with that tiny smile.

Then the voice of Laura Thomas made Emilie pause. “Do you have a new girlfriend, Aileen?” her voice was high with amusement, and got everyone’s attention as they stopped walking to look at them.

“To go from pretty Holly here, to that,” Laura smirked, brushing her hands through Holly’s long golden blonde hair. “Well, I guess you can’t be choosy,” she shrugged. “There’s not many options for someone like you here in little old Coldwell.”

Emilie looked down at the giggling that broke out among the crowd, walking at a quicker pace, desperate to get away. “What do you think of your replacement, Holl?” Laura nudged Holly with her elbow.

Emilie glanced at Holly, startled by her glare before Holly quickly blinked it away, shrugging as if she didn’t care.

Aileen kept staring ahead while she walked, ignoring them, and Emilie did as she did, but had to stop in her tracks when Laura sidestepped in front of her, blocking her way. Emilie jumped back, nearly having collided with her.

She quickly tried to get past, but she was pulled back by her wrist, flinching at Laura’s grip.

“Hey, Emilie,” she squeezed a little tighter, “if Aileen here gets a little too touchy, just come to me. You won’t be the first I’ve saved.”

Laura barely had a second to give her usual smirk when Aileen roughly grabbed her by the wrist, causing her to let go of Emilie. “Don’t fucking touch her,” Aileen warned, releasing her hand so roughly that Laura stumbled backward.

Emilie watched Laura’s open mouthed surprise quickly be replaced with a flash of anger in her eyes, raising a clenched fist that flew out and struck Aileen in the face.

Emilie jumped, letting out a startled gasp like the rest of the crowd, hushed voices drawing in closer.

“Don’t you fucking touch me,” Laura huffed, “you fucking trash.”

Aileen responded with a fist to Laura’s face, causing Laura to cry out and stumble backwards. Gasps and whispers broke out as everyone huddled closer, excited faces awaiting what would happen next.

Hand over her mouth, Laura turned her head to look at Aileen, her hazel eyes wide with a fury that made Emilie’s stomach tighten with nerves. “How fucking dare you...” her voice trembled in a furious whisper.

Blood dribbling from her nose, Aileen’s shoulders fell in a careless shrug. “You get what you give, bitch.”

Laura moved so quickly that she was a flash in Emilie’s vision, jolting toward Aileen with her hands reaching out, her fingers closing around Aileen’s throat, her thumbs pressing so hard they trembled, bone white, long red fingernails digging into the skin. Aileen’s gasp of surprise was cut off by her own coughing as she struggled to push Laura away by her shoulders, but Laura didn’t budge, her eyes wild as she kept squeezing.

“Finally!” Breanna clapped her hands, giving a squee of delight. “Get her, Laura!”

Emilie was driven by a surge of panic, grabbing at Laura’s arm to try and get her to let go, Aileen’s gasping coughs sounding as if they were getting weaker. Fear and anger mingled with Emilie’s panic, and in her desperation to make Laura let go, she jammed her thumbs into Laura’s eyes.

It worked. Laura let go of Aileen with a sharp gasp of surprise, jumping backwards, covering her eyes with her hands. Emilie immediately turned her attention to Aileen. “Are you okay?” her voice was shrill with panic.

Aileen was coughing, giving a wince when she touched her fingers to her throat, beads of blood left by Laura’s fingernails.

“You little bitch.”

The voice gave Emilie goosebumps, and she turned her head to Laura, who was squinting at her with watery red eyes. Emilie was stunned where she stood when Laura reached her hands out toward her, but whatever she’d been about to do was interrupted before it could begin when Aileen struck Laura in the face again, knocking her backwards. Breanna caught her by the shoulders before she could fall, and Laura wasted no time charging at Aileen again, grabbing her by the hair this time. Aileen grabbed Laura’s hair in return, pulling her head back, causing Laura to let her go as she cried out, and was met with yet another punch, this one knocking her off her feet and to the grass.

“That’s enough, Aileen!” Joshua pushed through the crowd, hurrying toward them, but Owen pulled him back by his shoulder.

“Hey, man, let Aileen do what she needs to,” Owen patted Joshua’s shoulder.

Joshua opened his mouth to argue, but stopped when Kate spoke first. “Don’t get involved, Joshua,” she said, looking at Laura on the ground, a smile twitching on her lips.

“Now fucking back off!” Aileen breathed, her voice trembling in frustration as blood dribbled down her nose and she placed her hand on the back of her head where Laura had squeezed her hair.

Breanna helped Laura get shakily to her feet, both her and Aileen panting as they stared each other down. Laura’s lip was swollen and covered in blood, while Aileen’s nose was bleeding, trailing down her chin. But if she was in pain, she wasn’t showing it.

“You psycho!” Holly yelled shrilly, tears shining in her green eyes. “You could have killed her!”

That ridiculous accusation made Owen snort. Looking livid, Holly shoved Aileen backward by her shoulders, getting in her face. “You think acting like that is any way to win me back?!” Holly shoved her again.

The sudden anger burned like a fire in Emilie’s chest. “She started it!” she pointed her finger at Laura.

Holly’s eyes shifted to her, but before she could say anything, Aileen’s voice got her attention.

“You really fucking think...” Aileen began softly, “that I’d go that far for you?” her voice trembled as the soft words fell from her blood covered lips. “You’ve become everything I hate. You don’t mean shit to me anymore, and you killed everything I ever felt for you. Trust me when I say I don’t want you back.”

Everyone in the crowd was looking around at each other, and Emilie heard someone say: “were they really a couple?”

Another
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