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I witnessed a murder. 

It was horrible. So horrible, in fact, that I hesitate to even explain what I saw. It’s not that I don’t remember the details. I do. I remember everything. But you see, it’s so incredibly terrible that I don’t want to remember it. I wish I could forget it. I wish I’d never seen it. 

All the wishing in the world isn’t going to change things. I did see it. I do remember it. 

I remember how quiet the halls of the school were as I was on my way to the locker two hours after school had let out for the day. I remember each footstep I took down the stairs to the bottom floor as I was going to my locker to get the English book I had forgotten to bring home with me. I remember the scuffling sound coming from the hallway. I had paused because of it. I knew something was wrong. Even before I saw anything, the hairs on the back of my neck were standing straight up.

I stayed in the stairwell and peered around the corner of the hallway. And that’s when I saw it.

Rick Thompson had Brenda Gardner pinned up against the lockers, and he looked mad. Raving mad. One hand was over her mouth, and the other was around her neck. Rick was huge. He was over six feet tall and a football player. She was barely over five feet. She was no match for him. 

I just stood there and watched in horror as she stopped struggling against him. The life left her eyes, and her body slumped against the lockers. 

And I just kept standing there. I told myself to move. I told myself to do something. But I was frozen in place.

It was only when Rick glanced in my direction that I darted behind the wall of the stairwell, praying he hadn’t seen me. I held my breath and waited for him to come over to me. Like an idiot, I just waited. When I had watched horror movies, I was always upset with the stupid female character for not running. And now, I was that stupid girl!

I don’t know how much time passed before I heard someone walking down the hallway—away from me. I dared another peek around the corner, and I saw Rick carrying Brenda’s dead body down the hall. I’ll never forget how her arms swung under her as he carried her. The sight was one of the creepiest I’d ever seen. Not as creepy as seeing him strangle her, but a close second.

Rick turned down the hall that led to the cafeteria. 

Then I felt the phone in my pocket vibrate. I jerked and pulled it out of my pocket. It was a text from my friend, Colleen Ryder. Ignoring it, I shoved the phone back in my pocket and hurried back up the stairs. Now I could run. And I did. I ran as hard and as fast as my legs would allow.

As soon as I reached my dad’s old car, I jumped in and sped out of the school parking lot. I kept glancing in the review mirror, expecting Rick to be chasing me in his car. 

But he wasn’t there. No one was there. 

And I kept driving. I went through a stop sign and passed through as a yellow light turned red. I couldn’t stop. I was too scared to stop. As soon as I stopped, something bad was going to happen. I couldn’t stop until I got home. 

I know what you’re thinking. Did I call the police? Did I call someone I trusted to tell them what happened? 

I wish I could say yes, but the truth is, I didn’t. I know that was wrong. I should have. But I didn’t. I waited too long to say anything. And by the time I finally did, no one believed me.  

Except for Rick. And now he’s going to kill me, too. 
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Let me start at the beginning. 

Right after I got home that day, I remembered the book for English class. But there was no way I was going to return to school to get it. How could I even worry about writing a paper when I had just witnessed a murder? Homework was the last thing on my mind.

I threw the car key on the kitchen counter and went upstairs to my bedroom. I tossed my phone on the desk, plopped down on my bed, and close my eyes, willing the events of the day away. 

If only I could go back in time... I wouldn’t even go back to the school. Or what if I had remembered sooner? What if I had gone back to the school later? Then I wouldn’t have seen anything at all. Better yet, I could have remembered to bring my stupid book home in the first place.

Why would Rick kill Brenda? Both were popular. Both hung out in the same crowd. Everyone liked them. They were untouchable to average students like me. I wasn’t one of the popular kids, so I never spoke to them. I was not a nerd, nor was I popular. I fit right in the middle. And people like Brenda and Rick were out of my league. That all being said, however, Brenda had seemed like a nice person. She hadn’t ever done or said anything to hurt another person, at least as far as I knew. 

And why would Rick kill her? Up to then, I wouldn’t have pegged Rick as a murderer. I thought he was a nice person, too. And he was even more popular than Brenda because he was the star football player at Beavercreek High School. Rumors were going around that there was a scout from a university in another city who was going to be watching him at the Homecoming game, which was three weeks away. Rick had everything going for him. Why would he ruin it by killing her? 

All of the questions swirling through my mind weren’t going to solve the real problem. The real problem was that Brenda was dead. I had seen who killed her. And I wasn’t doing anything about it.

A wave of nausea swept over me. Did this make me an accessory to murder? I put my hand over my stomach and sat up. I glanced at my phone. Should I call the police? And if I did, would I be in as much trouble as Rick because I didn’t say anything sooner? I was such an idiot. I didn’t say anything right away. I should have called the police as soon as the murder happened.

Encouraged, I checked the clock by my bed. My mom would’ve left work by now. She should be home in half an hour. I could wait for a half hour. This wasn’t something I wanted to discuss on the phone. It was better to wait until I could talk to her in person. I didn’t think I could talk to anyone about this on the phone.

I settled onto my back and closed my eyes. Maybe if I took deep breaths and released them in the manner I had learned from one of my teachers, I would be able to relax enough so that I could think straight. 

I inhaled and exhaled. 

Inhaled. Exhaled. 

I instructed myself to empty my mind.

Inhale. Exhale.

Finally, my mind went blank.

Inhale. Exhale.

Then I saw Rick, pinning Brenda up against the lockers. 

I winced and forced the memory away.

Inhale. Exhale.

Rick was squeezing her airway. She struggled to breathe. She fought to get away from him. But he was too strong for her. 

I opened my eyes and shivered. If for no other reason than to stop seeing the images that insisted on playing in my mind. The relaxation techniques weren’t going to work. Not today. Maybe not even tomorrow. Maybe not ever. The memory was seared in my mind like a bad movie that wouldn’t stop playing. I couldn’t force it out. 

My phone rang. I bolted out of the bed and ran over to it. Was it the police? Had they figured out that I had seen the murder and didn’t say anything?

I picked up the phone and checked the screen. It was my mom.

Breathing a sigh of relief, I answered it.

“Hi, sweetheart,” my mother said. “I have to work late tonight. I won’t be home until eleven.”

I inwardly groaned. Of all nights for her to work late, it had to be this one. “Is there any way you can come home sooner?” 

“I’m afraid not, honey. One of my co-workers had an emergency and couldn’t make her shift tonight. There aren’t any other nurses who can fill in for her.”

By the tone in her voice, I knew it wasn’t easy for her to say no. She didn’t like having to work so late. She worked as a nurse at the hospital, and she had specifically requested the day shift so that she could be home with me in the evenings. But once in awhile, she was stuck pulling another shift. I know it wasn’t something she wanted to do. It was something she had to do. After my dad died a year ago, she’d gone back to working full-time in order to make ends meet.

“I understand,” I assured her. “There are some things you can’t control.”

My gaze went to the window. We lived on five acres of land with trees lining the whole yard. It used to make me feel comfortable to be in such a private area, but on this particular day, it made me feel isolated because it suddenly occurred to me that someone could be hiding behind any one of those trees, and this person could very easily be watching everything I was doing. 

On impulse, I closed my blinds and turned away from the window.

“Is something wrong?” my mother asked.

“No,” I forced out. “I just miss you.”

“I miss you, too. I wish I could be home more.”

“I know. I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, Heather.”

As much as I wanted to stay on the phone with her, I knew I couldn’t. She had to get back to work. After saying goodbye, I hung up. 

After putting the phone down, I checked all the windows and doors to make sure everything was locked, even though I knew they would already be. Ever since my dad died, my mother had become obsessive-compulsive about making sure everything was neat and in order. The psychiatrist said it was her way of coping with Dad’s death. It gave her a sense of control over her environment. She’d been married to Dad for twenty-five years when he died. A person didn’t just get over the loss of their spouse in the span of a year. Yes, it was slowly getting easier, but the pain was still there. 

So I did whatever I could to make things better for her, and one of those things was making sure the windows and doors were always locked. This simple task helped set my mind at ease...somewhat. While I was checking the windows, I either closed blinds or the curtains. As I did this, I inspected the landscape around me. I didn’t think Rick saw me. In fact, I was pretty sure he didn’t. But I wasn’t completely sure. 

After I was done, I made a sandwich and went to the TV to watch the local news. I had to get through the rest of an old sitcom first. I tried eating the sandwich, but I only managed a couple of bites. I wasn’t hungry. How could I eat when I knew full well that Brenda would never eat another meal again? It didn’t seem right somehow.

Finally, the news came on. I kept expecting someone to mention Brenda’s murder. I fully expected to see her picture up on the screen with information about her and the details about her death. I didn’t know if they would have a suspect yet, but I did expect them to know she was dead. 

Unfortunately, there was nothing on the news about her. With another feeling of nausea, I criticized myself, once more, for not going straight to the police. It was because of me they didn’t know. Maybe I should go down to the police station right now and explain everything. But if I did that, would they demand to know why I didn’t go to them sooner? Would they arrest me because I didn’t say anything when I should have? I knew the longer I put this off, the worse things were going to be, and yet, I couldn’t seem to bring myself to grab the car key, get in the car, and go to the police station. 

I wish I could explain why I didn’t go, but I can’t. And yes, that did make me feel like a horrible person. Anyone stronger would’ve done it. Anyone better would’ve done it. Anyone who wasn’t scared to death would’ve done it. 

The more I thought about how scared I was, the more I realized I might scare my mom, too. Could she handle it if she knew what I had seen? If one thing was out of place around the house, she went nuts. What would happen to her if I ended up in prison because the police found out I knew about the murder but didn’t say anything when I should have? If I ended up there, would she break down completely? I was all she had left. Maybe saying nothing was the better option.

I put my face in my hands and tried not to give into the urge to cry. No matter what I did, I wasn’t going to win. Either way, I was trapped. And all because I didn’t tell anyone as soon as I saw Rick kill Brenda.

Another thought came to me. Maybe the news didn’t announce deaths right away. Maybe the police had found out Brenda was dead. Maybe they were currently investigating the case. Maybe they needed time before they could report it on TV. Maybe I would see it on the news tomorrow.

That thought made me feel much better, and it gave me enough strength to get up from the couch, throw the sandwich out, and go to my bedroom to work on my homework. I knew I was going to be in trouble with Mr. Bennett, my English teacher, since I didn’t have my book to do my assignment correctly, but I remembered enough material. Maybe I could get a B.

Just as I was finishing my homework, my phone rang. I jumped. It was next to me on the desk. I didn’t pick up the phone right away. I stared at it for a long moment. It couldn’t be Rick. For all I knew, he was with the cops right now.

I picked up the phone and checked the number. Relieved, I answered it. It was Colleen.

“I’ve been waiting for you to call me ever since school ended,” Colleen said. “Does this mean bad news? Are you trying to avoid telling me that Kirk has no interest in me?”

It was then that I remembered I was supposed to tell her about my conversation with Kirk Tyndale. “Oh! Right. I’m sorry, Colleen. I got distracted with my English book and then other stuff.” I cleared my throat. “Kirk’s interested in you. He said he’d like to get to know you better.”

I had known Kirk ever since first grade. He was like the brother I never had. Colleen and I had met only recently but had bonded right away. It had been my idea to pair her up with Kirk. I thought they would make a good match. 

“Did he really say that?” Colleen asked.

“He did. He has no reason to lie to me. Besides, he knows I’ll reveal all of his deep, dark secrets if he doesn’t tell me the truth.”

She giggled. “You’re not the type to spread deep, dark secrets. You’re too nice for that.”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

“You know, it would be nice if you found someone. Then we could double date. All of us could even go to the Homecoming dance together.”

“I don’t know. I’m not really interested in dating anyone right now. “

“It’s junior year. We can go to the prom this year. Don’t you want to have a boyfriend by the time prom comes around?”

“Prom? We have to get through Homecoming first.”

“I’m just thinking ahead.”

“We’ll see how the year plays out. Right now, I have other things on my mind.” 

I kept hoping that tomorrow the murder would be exposed, and I could put this terrible day behind me. Then life could go on as usual.

I wish things had happened that way. Unfortunately, though, when I went to Spanish class the next day, I discovered that my turmoil had just begun.
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The next day when I got to school, it was as if nothing bad had happened the previous day. It was eerie how normal everything seemed. I thought for sure that someone had suspected Brenda was missing. I thought someone would be talking about her mysterious disappearance. At the very least, they should be wondering where she was. 

But the students were talking about the usual stuff: what they wanted to do over the weekend, things they had to do for a class, or the upcoming Homecoming game and dance. What a surreal experience. I was a part of the school, but I felt like I wasn’t at the same time. 

Was I the only one who knew about Brenda? Was I the only one even thinking about her?

On my way to my locker, I saw Rick chatting with his football buddies. He was laughing as if he hadn’t killed Brenda. Just by looking at him, no one would suspect he’d done anything wrong. 

I didn’t understand it. How could he act as if nothing happened? How could he act as if he didn’t have a care in the world? He should at least be scared, shouldn’t he?

I bumped into another student. “Watch where you’re going,” the student snapped.

“Sorry,” I mumbled then hurried to get to my locker. 

I had to go to someone I could trust. The police. A teacher. Possibly my mother...if my mother could handle it. 

But if I went to someone, would they say I was just as guilty as Rick was since I didn’t say anything right away? Would I also be held responsible for the murder? I didn’t know what to do. If only I knew something about police procedures and murders.

With a shaky breath, I opened my locker and saw the book I had needed for English. It seemed to stare right back at me in an accusing manner. What you did was wrong, it seemed to say. You should have gone to an adult right away. There’s no forgiving what you did.

I gulped. 

“Hey, Heather.”

I jerked and dropped my backpack. Then I whirled around to look at who’d come up to me. I breathed a sigh of relief. It was only Kirk.

“Are you okay?” Kirk asked in concern. “You look like you’re ready to pee your pants.”

I cleared my throat. “Have you heard anything about Brenda Gardner?”

“Brenda Gardner? The popular girl who’s way out of our league? No. Should I be thinking about her this morning?”

I contemplated telling him what had happened, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t involve him in this mess. It was bad enough I was involved in it. “No, I guess not.” I cleared my throat and picked up my backpack, hoping I looked calmer. “What is it?”

“I was just wondering if you’d bring Colleen over to the concession stand tonight
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