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Forgiveness. I’ve been hearing that word a lot these
days.

Too many people offered it easily. I blamed society. Weightless. Empty.
Blame the careless givers. They ruined the word and what it stood
for. Forgiveness once meant something, but now… not so
much.

I had friends: They all turned on me.

I had a best friend: She stabbed me in the
back.

I had a boyfriend: He broke my heart.

One. Simple. Kiss. That’s all it took. To break
everything. Years of friendship. Years of… love.

But here’s the thing. I’ve finally realized the true meaning of it all.
“LOVE” wasn’t real, and neither was friendship.

Family was real.

Family stuck together.

Family was there for you.

Family was everything.

For years, I believed my friends, my best friend and my boyfriend were
what mattered the most. But that was wrong, and the realization
stung… but it’s what I needed to see, to hear, and to
feel.

My family was all I’ve ever needed.

My aunt Emma and her husband Rich have done so much for me. They
created a living space and family dynamic filled with peace and
comfort, despite me not being their child. For the last four years,
we’ve lived in a small bungalow on Jefferson Street. All the houses
on Jefferson Street were big; all the people that lived in them
were rich. Well… all except for us. Our next-door neighbors hated
our house. Our house was small, and we weren’t rich. We didn’t
match.

Back before it all started, thirteen year old me
cared too much.

The difference in class.

The difference in wealth.

The difference in appearances.

Everything.

I wish I could go back in time.

I wish I could tell thirteen year old me a few things about
life.

I wish I could tell her all those things
she worried about meant nothing
in the long run.

But whatever, that’s just being delusional, because who was I
kidding, my talk would have gone through one ear and out the other.
It would have done little to nothing.

Thirteen year old me was a goner, she wasn’t thinking
straight. Everything changed after that soccer ball came crashing
into my backyard, and rolling into my pool.

The summer before the eighth grade changed
everything. That was the summer when my family and me moved into
this house. That was the summer when I first met Johnny. That was
the summer when I fell in “love” with him. That summer changed
everything. From that point on, it’s only ever been me… and my
boyfriend.

That summer was a dream. But reality was a nightmare. Keeping quiet was
cruel. His parents not approving of our relationship was
heartbreaking. My name became nothing more than Johnny’s “really
good” friend. But everyone knew. They knew Johnny and me were meant
to be. Or, maybe, that’s just what I told myself to keep on
going.

I remembered every day, every cry, every second. I
remembered because pain didn’t discriminate. It was real. Pain was
real, and so were the realities of my socioeconomic
background.

So here I was now, standing in my room, looking out
my window at the large house next door on a Sunday afternoon.

This was it.

Four years of pain.

Four years of “forgiveness”.

Four years of being pushed to the side and never
being good enough, because the size of a house, the lack of money,
and who I was on the “social ladder” in the community meant more
than what my heart entailed.

Yes, I’ve made mistakes.

Yes, I’ve stood back and watched those closest to me
do and say horrible things to those they deemed weaker.

And yes… forgiving myself for all the times Carla
and her friends made
fun of Annabelle was unlikely. At least for now.

So, I’ve made mistakes. And I’ve accepted my sentence. Guilty
by association. Past association that is.

I no longer had a best friend.

I no longer had a boyfriend.

A friendship with Annabelle and Jenna was a pipedream. A
fake
ass bitch didn’t deserve the
kindness. The thoughts had driven me insane. I was a hypocrite, and
the beauty of my
past mistakes would follow me forever.

On that
day… that day where I witnessed my boyfriend make out with my best
friend, a new couple had walked up the stairs and down the hallway
in school, only ten minutes before the worst moment of my life
happened.

Annabelle and James.

Through all their secrecy.

Through all their issues.

They managed to show the world finally that they’d
made it.

They’d made it.

Hand in hand.

In the hallway.

Walking together with smiles, so close, nobody
would mistake who they weren’t and were. They were together. They
were a couple. And most of all… they weren’t a secret
anymore.

That
memory scarred me. There was no beauty. Their newfound, out in the
open, very public, announcement was a farce. They were dumb. James
was dumb. Annabelle was really dumb.

Because “Love” wasn’t real.

Because “Forgiveness” wasn’t real.

Betrayal was real.

And there was only one antidote left.

And that was to walk away.

To leave.

To start over.

And that’s exactly what I was going to
do.

Because I wasn’t like Annabelle at the end of the
day. I couldn’t forgive,
and I definitely would never ever forget. And the saddest thing of
all… I hated someone more than my ex best friend and my ex
boyfriend.

That girl did me the biggest favor that day, all while stabbing
me in the back with a smile on her face.

“Becky!” my aunt called from the living room. “The
movers are done and the realtor is here to pick up the keys and do
the last walk through. Are you done cleaning your room?”

I took one last look at my old bedroom. It was
empty now. The posters were gone, and the walls were violet and
patchy with spots of leftover tape.

“Becky?” Aunt Emma entered with a broom. She
inspected the floor. “Looks good. You did a great job,
sweetie.”

It was coming.

The end of an era.

The end of a story.

My heart was broken, but a new story would emerge
from the rubble. And I was ready to go all in.

“I can’t believe we’re moving to Miami, tomorrow.”
Aunt Emma gushed. “And the high school is beautiful. I know we’ve
asked you this a million times, and I can’t help but still feel
guilty, but are you still okay with… leaving Orlando? Especially in
the middle of senior year?”

Exhaling a deep breath, I looked away from the window to smile at my
aunt. “I can think of a million other places I’d rather be than
Royal Heights High.”

My aunt chuckled on her way out. “High school
drama never stops, huh?”

“It will for me.” I whispered as she left the room to
go meet the realtor.

I was done.

Turning the light off in my old bedroom, I closed the door, muttering
one last…. “Goodbye.”
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The bell rang.

Lunch was over.

Lockers shut.

Conversations ended.

I said goodbye to my friends, the girls my enemies called my Groupie
Girls. Which was a joke, not an insult. My girls weren’t groupies,
and I wasn’t their leader.

On the flipside, the truth was funnier.
The only dictators in
this school with brainless followers were Donna Tallins and Jenna
Sabini. For a few years my name’s been lined up alongside theirs,
as if I was anything remotely similar to those egotistical
showoffs.

Donna Tallins claimed she was the
Queen B.

Jenna Sabini thought she was the greatest
athlete.

I guess you could call me one of the smartest in this
school. But did I go around shouting that fact to everyone? No, I
did not.

There’s the difference.

In fact there was many.

Humble topped the list.

Being smart surpassed beauty and athleticism any
day.

Any. Day.

My next class was Economics. I headed down the hallway toward my last
class, located on the other side of campus. None of my friends had
any of the same classes as me. Economics was a few doors down from
Creative Economics. I had Economics with the rest of the top
students at Royal Heights High. Creative Economics was an easier
class, where the more “creative” students sewed clothing creations
and made artistic cupcakes. Becky took Creative Economics, and I’ve
never been more thankful.

My current ex BFF, A.K.A soon to be reinstated BFF had never been the studious type. Becky
didn’t take hard classes. Her entire high school career was based
off one easy class after the next. Her goals in life didn’t align
with mine. She wanted to have a big family and be a stay at home
mom. Me on the other hand, well I’ve been serious about school
since the get go. The dream was to get into a great business and
finance program at one of my top three schools in the
state.

These days, I barely saw Becky. The only times we
were in close proximity to one another was when I’d see her enter
class, or walk by her classroom and see her taking a seat, or I’d
catch a glimpse of her crossing the hallway in-between periods. But
today I hadn’t seen her all day. Which was odd.

I’ve been looking for her, especially after
the
stunt
Donna Tallins pulled in the
cafeteria. I needed my BFF back and by my side to fight that
ex-queen off once and for all.

I knew Becky was still upset… as she should be,
but sooner or later, she’d have to forgive me. The punishment did
not match the crime in my opinion. It was just a dumb
kiss. It didn’t mean
anything. It wasn’t even my idea. Shouldn’t all these things count
for something? Shouldn’t context matter?

My brain wasn’t working that day.

Nothing was working out.

My life was in shambles.

My mind kept racing in the middle of the night,
worrying about not achieving my academic goals this year, and how I
was going to pay for
university if getting an academic scholarship fell
through.

Ever since the eighth grade, my high school career
had been carefully planned. Study hard; achieve all academic goals
surpassing every last competitor, and make lasting memories with my
carefully selected friend group. For the last few years, my
schedule left no room for a part time job. Studying and socializing
took precedence. Working for minimum wage didn’t. Nothing about
that choice worried me. I knew I had what it took to be great, and
to get a university scholarship. There was even a fallback plan in
case; miraculously my efforts failed in acquiring a scholarship. My
family. My parents. The nest egg they’ve been saving and adding to
for years.

But things changed.

Many, life altering things have been happening in the last couple of
years. My jam packed schedule, and perhaps… obliviousness
kept me from noticing how
detrimental those changes would end up being.

My eyes were wide open now. But it was too late. The
damage was already done.

Paying to attend a great university
out of pocket was a pipedream
now. My family couldn’t afford the tuition, not after my dad’s
gambling addiction took a turn for the worse last year. He’d
gambled all of the money from the savings’ account away and took
another mortgage out on the house.

But it didn’t stop there.

He kept on going.

Getting money from a loan shark.

Which was bad, but not worse than getting a
secret
loan from Chelseah’s father to
help keep our house from going into foreclosure last
year.

That day. That day where everything changed. That morning had been even
worse, because that’s when the first letter showed up, explaining
the situation at hand. It was the first notice from Mr. Reynolds’
loan company, detailing line-by-line the repayment per month
agreement, and the interest fees that would incur if repayment was
late.

It didn’t make sense why my dad signed that deal
with Mr. Reynolds. The
interest on the loan and the time frame given for repayment was…
absurd. I’d go so far as to call it predatory.

My mom cried.

My dad went to the casino.

I went
to school in a daze that day.

My mind wasn’t right.

And when… that moment happened, all I worried about was not upsetting
Chelseah. Not when my family owed hers.

The crew stood in the hallway, in front of
our lockers. We were goofing around for the last few minutes before class
started.

It was Chelseah’s turn and she was looking
at Johnny and me with a sneaky grin. “I dare you, Johnny… and you,
Carla… to kiss for ten seconds straight.”

“What?” I cringed, pretending I misheard her,
but Chelseah’s eyes were pinned on me.

Johnny rolled his eyes. “Give us another dare,
Chelseah.”

“It’s not a big deal. It’s just a
stupid kiss.” Chelseah crossed her arms over her chest. “I made a
dare. You two need to follow it. Rules are rules.”

I couldn’t back out.

Chelseah was looking right at me.

I looked over at Johnny and he seemed
conflicted. The boys were cackling behind him and jeering. He took a step
toward me, which took me for a loop. I knew his mind was all over
the place and that he was still angry with Becky for not forgiving
him, just like she had all the other times when he kept their
relationship a secret.

“Don’t be a pussy, Reinhart.” Franco
taunted. “It’s just a kiss. It’s not like you’re in a relationship…
right?”

Johnny’s jaw clenched. Franco Monson had a big
mouth. He said that on purpose knowing Johnny wouldn’t want to lose
face with the rest of the boys, and to anyone else watching close
by.

Everyone in our group was cackling at the idea of us
kissing.

It was so confusing.

But my mind wasn’t operating
right.

So I stepped into Johnny’s embrace.

He leaned down.

And our lips touched.

Seconds go by fast.

My hands were gripping his shoulders,
holding him tight.

Then Chelseah cackled out loud. “Why,
hello there… Rebecca.”

Johnny and I separated, looking at the
classroom doorway where Becky stood, staring at us, with tears in
her eyes….

The worst memory of my life vanished
just in the nick of time. The
Creative Economics classroom was just a few yards away. I slowed
down. The doorway was clear, but something was wrong, or rather,
someone was missing. I paused by the doorway to get a better
look.

Maybe she took a seat further back?

Maybe she figured out what I’ve been doing for the
last month?

Maybe she was hiding from me?

The teacher noticed me lurking. I couldn’t recall her name, having never
taken a class with her. “Can I help you with something?”

“Is Becky Sloaner in this class?” I looked around
the room again. My heart was racing.

Shaking her head, the teacher smiled. “I’m sorry, but Becky Sloaner
is no longer a student at this school. She and her family are
moving to another city.”

I gulped. “Do you know what city they’re moving to?”

The teacher shook her head again. “No, I’m sorry. I
just heard it was a town by the beach.”

Tears rimmed my eyes.

The world shifted sideways.

Nothing made sense right now.

A sharp pain traveled down my face.

Nausea rose from the pits of my stomach, up my throat.

“I understand.” I said, trying to hold it
together.

The warning bell rang. Students entered and I stepped
out of the way. The hallway cleared, but nothing seemed in
focus.

Numbness ruled.

Dizziness ruled.

My back collapsed against a random locker. My hands shook. I pulled
out my phone, found Becky’s phone number and pressed it. “I’m
sorry, the number you are calling is no longer in
service.”

Tears fell down my face, but I wiped them away. My
devastation would have to wait. With seconds to spare, the final
bell rang after I entered Economics class.

Exhaling loudly, my teacher shook his head. “Really, Ms. Bakersmith?
Classes of this level do not tolerate near tardiness. If this happens again, I simply won’t
tolerate it. You’ll spend class taking notes in the hallway. Is
that understood?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.” I said and headed down the aisle
toward a seat, walking by Johnny who looked the other way, keeping
up with his quest at ignoring me.

Not that I cared.

I hated him.

I took the middle seat in the last row and looked
up as Matthew leaned over to say something to Johnny. My will power
was losing its grip. As the seconds passed, the realization, that
Becky had moved away, out of my life, was… too much for me to
handle.

Tears fell down my face. I wiped them away again, because I had to
keep it together.

I looked up and Matthew was pointing his thumb at
me. He and Johnny looked over their shoulders. We made eye contact and disgust
wafted up my throat. The last time Johnny graced me with any
acknowledgment was over a month ago. Matthew was no different. I
couldn’t believe I actually had a thing for that boy before. He turned out to be nothing
but a player.

My mind
was racing.

Nothing was making sense.

Why now?

Why were they looking at me now?

Was it because of my face?

Was it because of the tears in my eyes, or the
devastation oozing off of me?

Did they know?

And if they didn’t… should I do the right thing
and tell them, or rather, tell Johnny? Or, should I let him
find out on his own?

Johnny Reinhart, Royal Heights High’s resident mega popular
superstar student and athlete, the golden boy who grew up in an
upper middle class family in a big house in a rich neighborhood.
His life was perfect. He had it all. And according to him, I ruined
that. He’s been blaming me for ruining his life since
that
day happened, with no regard
for me, or my feelings… as if my life hadn’t been
ruined, too.

He deserves to feel like this
too…

Fire overtook ice. Looking away, I pulled
out my notebook, coming
to terms with my decision. He’d find out on his own, and he’d face
the ramifications of HIS actions on his own.

As for me… my life was beyond messed
up.

My senior year was messed up.

The image in my head cleared, the person I was
blaming smiled at me,
with the blood of my ruined senior year on her hands… and her hands
only.

You… you did this. This is all your
fault.
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I’ve been lied to.

All my life I’ve lived with the assumption that if
you worked hard toward your goals, success was inevitable.

All my life all I’ve ever wanted was to be a star
swimmer, get a scholarship to a university and be a star swimmer
there, get my degree, and then maybe… try out and get on the
Olympic swim team, win the gold, have my face on a cereal box, run
a swimming day camp for underprivileged youth, buy a mansion by the
beach and then retire by forty. Simple.

These were my goals.

These were my dreams.

And they were being drained away with the last of
the pool water, right
before my eyes. My heart was breaking.

“We had a good run, you guys.” Coach Donaldson
stood alongside the team, at least those who bothered to show up.
We were standing on the bleachers, watching men in blue overalls
climb into the barren pool. The giant crack in the center was
obvious without pool water to shield it.

Coach kept shaking her head, too stunned to stay professional.
“They just… took too
long. The pool floor couldn’t take it anymore. If they emptied the
pool a year ago and fixed it, then it would have given us another
five years at least. The Vice Principal wouldn’t listen. He kept
telling me there was no money in the budget to fix the pool, not
when it seemed fine to
him…”

I was so disappointed. And bitter.

The notice was bullshit. It didn’t appease
anything, or anyone. The
higher ups explained things in detail earlier. No harm no foul.
Supposedly, none of us except for Gabe had a shot anyways. I wasn’t
sure if I believed them, because I knew I was good. I knew I had
what it took to be great, if not greater.

I’ve been told two things my whole
life.

One: I thought too much of myself and was loud about it, A.K.A a
showoff.

Two: I
was meant to be this amazing star swimmer, super hero, basically a
fighter for those that needed fighting.

I wasn’t shy. If I felt it, I usually said it.

But things were changing.

Doubt was here to stay, but I was still willing to put up a fight. I
wasn’t sure what was worse, that I had to keep on fighting, or
those around me calling it quits and surrendering,
already?

Gabe was still in denial. He took a seat, staring
as workers walked across what was once our holy ground, our
therapy, our safe space, our path towards success and greatness,
and victory. He and I understood each other, and what that pool
meant to us, and what it would mean for our futures. Most of the
time, I disagreed with Gabe’s choices in life, but right here, I
understood more than anyone the anguish.

I took a seat next to him. “At least the local
university is still interested in you.”

He just slouched and faced the floor, shaking his
head slowly. “My father told me to switch schools last year. He
warned me something like this would happen. He saw that crack
building up over the years. He told me, if I wanted, I could leave
and start somewhere new, at a school with a great pool, without any
cracks. But I said no, that I wanted to stay here, where all my
friends were, and that… it would suck to start somewhere new and be
the new kid. I messed up big time...”

Standing back up, I glared at him. “Be grateful. At least you have a
university interested in you. I got nothing, Gabe. Nobody’s
interested in me. So stop going on about… making mistakes and not
leaving. Tough luck, swim star.
You should have left when you had the chance. And you know what,
you should have never been
on this team in the
first place. Someone as amazing and fast as you should have gone to
that elite school and not wasted one second of your special talent with the rest of us riff
raff.”

Eyeing me with disgust, Gabe stood up fast. “Don’t put words in my mouth,
Jenna. I prove my worth in the pool, not marching up and down the
hallways on campus like some big, larger than life showoff. My
medals do my talking.”

“And so do mine!” I countered.

Gabe pumped out his chest. “But I have more, and that means
something.”

Disgust oozed out of my pores. “Apparently not as much as you seemed to
think, as only a local school wants you. You might as well drop out
now and start over somewhere else… just like your dad
said.”

“Jenna! Gabe!” Coach Donaldson broke us apart. “I
can’t believe you two would fight at a time like this. This is hard
for everyone, not just you two. Wake up!”

Coach stormed away and what was left of the team
were sullen, seated on the bleachers, looking at us, and looking at
the barren pool, lost without course. I was fresh out of maps. Gabe
was a superstar swimmer and a candidate for a scholarship at the
local university, but for the last couple of years, I’ve been the
leader of our pack. He needed to realize this… and
comprehend
it.

Call me a showoff. I did not care. Current time proved my point. It
was the perfect example to flourish my point even. Everyone was
lost, because I was lost. Nobody knew what to do anymore. Me more
than anyone else.

Jenna Sabini was lost.

Deflation and realization won. I slumped back into my seat, unable to
move, unable to leave. This was the last time. The last time I’d
ever be allowed in this room. All my hopes and dreams were
officially gone once I left this room… never to return.

The last of the team, besides Gabe left shortly
after. Disgust burned me
from the inside. Anger was a tornado ruling my mind. I was so… so
angry right now. And I had no one to blame but myself.

All these years I was under the illusion that we were unified beyond
destruction, through thick and thin, carrying friendships into our
golden years, where we’d gather around a bonfire and reminisce
about the greatest years of our lives. Now I see it was all a lie.
Swim team members for life was a lie.

The workers brought out tools and began peeling
and cutting the tiles off the pool wall. Then they began cutting
some pipes. I felt like they were cutting my heart into pieces
instead.

This isn’t right….

Tears lined my eyes. Blinking them away for the
fiftieth time in the last twenty minutes had become painful. My hand would have to take
over. Tears covered my palm, but my vision was clearer. From the
corner of my eyes, I noticed a motion. I looked over and Coach
Donaldson was standing outside of her office doorway, waving her
arms. “Jenna, Gabe, come inside my office, please.”

Gabe and I glanced at one another in confusion. My
anger and disgust toward him fizzled. His treasonous words lingered
in the air like a bad stench, but for the sake of emotionally
surviving the most chilling scene of my life, I’d be cordial with
him right now.

A worker came up to the bleachers. “You guys can’t
be here anymore. It’s a construction zone and dangerous for anyone
who isn’t wearing proper safety gear.”

I nodded.

Gabe nodded.

Rising from my seat, I begrudgingly walked away from the pool, not
wanting to look at it. The pain was too much for me to bear. Empty
pool. Empty heart. Gabe followed behind me on our way to the
office. I wondered if he felt the same, or if I was just really
losing it?

Coach stood by the doorway and ushered us in. She
had two exits for her office, one for the pool, and the other that
led to the school hallway. She closed the pool entrance, shutting
away the noise, and everything else that followed.

This was it.

It was done.

It was for real right now.

Swim team members for life was caput.

That part of my life was over.

Officially.

Officially.

Officially.

Coach cleared her throat and took a seat behind her desk. “I knew you two
were going to take it the hardest. You two, more than anyone else,
wanted it the most. Gabe, I’m proud you at least are in talks with
the local school. You can make something out of it. If all goes
well, you can transfer schools and hopefully get a scholarship
there, too. Anything is possible if you at least have one foot in,
right?”

Gabe nodded slowly, reminding me of a broken
hearted child.

“Jenna…” Coach started to say, but
paused.

Not that I blamed her.

What
else was there for her to say?

Unlike
Gabe, I didn’t have any schools, local or whatever, waiting to
accept me with scholarship.

I exhaled, my life force depleting by each breath.
“You don’t need to tell me twice, Coach. I already know what my
future entails, and it’ll have little to do with competitive
swimming.”

Bitter, party of one… your table’s ready.

“Jenna… we talked about this already. Your future
is infinite. Not
everything goes to plan. It’s how you bounce back that makes the
difference.” Coach pulled a snack bar from her bottom drawer. It
must have been a long day for her. She probably skipped lunch to
deal with the pool issue, the team… and giving us our last rites.
She took a bite of her snack bar and leaned into her seat, staring
at us for a few seconds before nodding, “I’ve decided that I want
you two to have a piece of that pool.”

My jaw dropped. “What?”

“Huh?” Gabe stammered.

“The workers are cutting up the pool as we speak,
more so the piping. They will discard most, but I’m planning on
keeping two small, but decent sized pieces. One for the each of
you, so you’ll always remember your times spent on the team, and
the devotion and dedication you presented as leaders above all. I’m
proud of the both of you. Gabe, you’ve transformed over the years
into a supreme athlete worthy of any college team. Jenna, you’ve
led this team, brought them together through the worst and best of
times. You’ve been loud about it, too. Which I still find funny and
amazing to this day. Your passion for the sport, for the team, and
for the pool itself was infinite.” Coach paused to chuckle. “You
are an amazing swimmer, and despite the scholarship debacle, I know
you’ll make any team you try out for. You and Gabe at the end of
the day were the most passionate about the team, and the sport, and
for that, I thank you, and heck, I’m going to miss you two next
year. It won’t be the same without you guys.”

“We’ll miss you too, Coach.” Gabe said.

I nodded, unable to find the words because of that damn frog in my
throat.

Coach got up from her chair. “Anyways, the workers
are leaving me two pieces of the pool’s piping and I’m going to
have the art teacher give them a paint and gloss, with the team
name, your names, and the starting and ending dates stamped on it.
Art Club runs ‘til six tonight, so it should be done by then. You
guys can pick them up tomorrow morning in my office.”

The pool entrance door opened. A worker paused in
the doorway. “Hey, sorry for interrupting, but we need
you.”

Coach nodded. “I’ll be out in a second.”

The worker left, closing the door behind him. Gabe
and I watched as Coach rounded her desk and headed toward the pool
entrance door. “The swim season might be over, but remember this,
you two have a ways to go before senior year wraps up. So don’t
lose sight of your graduation goals. Okay?”

Gabe nodded. “Got it, Coach.”

I exhaled and nodded. “Got it, Coach.”

“See you guys tomorrow.” Coach said and then left,
closing the door, and the pool from us.

“We’ll never smell that school pool chlorine again.”
I mumbled to myself.

Gabe grunted. “I guess that’s life for you. Right
when you find something soothing, a place you’d call home and safe,
where you can be free from all the bullshit, reality has a way of
stepping in and taking it all away.”

“Thanks a lot for that little insert, Gabe. Now I’m
really depressed.” I groaned and walked out of the office with him.
A small entryway separated the office and the school
hallway.

My phone buzzed, chiming with an incoming text
message.
















Tom: You okay?
















I’d
wanted to do this send off
solo. With good reason.

On top of freaking out about the swim season being
over, and the pool
shutting down for good, my personal life was putting me through one
shocking realization after the next.

One:
I’ve been slowly falling in love with Tom Colleto and it was scaring the life out of
me.

Two: My
anxiety’s been shooting through the roof ever since my alarm clock
rang this morning.

Three:
I needed to deal with one problem at a time to survive
mentally.
















Jenna: I’m as good as I can be.











Tom: Okay. You still coming to watch baseball
practice?











Jenna: Yep. Be there soon.
















I put my phone back in my bag and faced Gabe. “Sorry
about freaking out on you before. I’m not taking this well. My
whole world… just…”

Gabe shook his head, seeming embarrassed. “I know. I get it. Nobody
gets it more than me. And I’m sorry, too. I should have been more…
understanding. You were the glue, Jenna. The team wouldn’t have
been half of what it was… without you. We’re closer because of
you.”

That frog was really trying me
now.

I exhaled slowly. “Then why do I feel like we’re
all about to officially… venture off into different directions,
never to reconcile again? We’re not a team anymore, Gabe. It’s not
the same as last year. We all really changed.”

Gabe shrugged. “I guess… that’s what happens when
you grow up.”

A weird sound caught us off guard. We looked over
at the doorway leading to the hallway. There was nothing there, but
a view of lockers.

“Are you at least happy you got that scholarship to
the local university?” I asked as we paused by the exit.

Gabe nodded, taking a breath. “I am… despite the disappointment. I
really am grateful.”

Reaching over, I playfully patted his
shoulder. “Well… at
least one of us will get to swim on a team again.”

Grinning, Gabe playfully patted my shoulder back. “Newsflash, Jenna.
You can still try out for the swim team when you go to college.
It’s not indicative on having a scholarship. You just need to get
accepted to a school first.”

I nodded slowly. “I guess, you’re right. But, then there’s the
matter of paying the tuition. I always had this image of my future
in my mind. I had a plan. All I needed was that swimming
scholarship. But things changed so drastically, so quickly. The
road toward success shifted. It’s become harder. It’s become
rockier. It’s a new route.
Everything about it makes me nervous. The game morphed. Mastering
life as we know it…”

Perhaps this was it. The “end” of Jenna Sabini.

At one point in my life, I could safely say the
destination toward success was feasible, obtainable, even with my
eyes closed.

I was the definition of lost and confused right
now.

Here I was, on the brink of a breakdown,
discussing philosophical life stuff with Gabe, when I should be on my way to the baseball diamond
instead.

The poor guy just shrugged. “We just… gotta…
adapt. That’s the only way to survive, and then maybe
succeed?”

“Yeah, maybe…” Sighing, I looked over my shoulder for a second. “Well, I
gotta go.”

Gabe broadened his arms out. “Friendly
hug?”

“Friendly hug.” I sighed and went in for the hug. I barely patted Gabe
on the back when a loud gasp startled us.

“Get away from him!”

Pulling away, we looked over… and surprise – surprise, it was Tina,
standing by the doorway, and she was snarling at me. Dana was
nowhere in sight. Which was odd, because they were a package deal,
especially when it came to retaliation.

“Go away, Tina. I don’t like you anymore. You’re
crazy.” Gabe snapped. After taking a few seconds to chill out, he
patted my shoulder. “See ya tomorrow, Jenna.”

“Yeah, see you tomorrow.” I said, barely able to
look away from Tina’s tragic state.

Gabe brushed past Tina and stormed down the
hallway. She followed after him.

“Don’t follow me, Tina.” Gabe growled, walking
faster.

She halted, as if her shoes were glued to the floor. A screechy
cry left her. “I don’t understand you!”

Gabe disappeared in the adjacent hallway, but Tina
remained, staring at the empty hallway, whimpering on repeat.

I’ve had enough of this idiot.

She crossed the line for real this time.

That evil snarl she’d just given me was strike
three.

I walked over and stopped beside her.
“You’re pathetic, Tina. It’s a
tragedy, that after all these years, our friendship has gone down
the drain because you value your obsession over a guy, than someone
who’s had your back this whole time. Where were you just now? I
didn’t see you with the rest of the team at the last viewing of the
pool being drained for good.”

Tina’s eyes blazed at me. “Newsflash, Jenna. You’re the only one who cares about that
stupid
pool. Half the team didn’t show
up, because we’re all relieved. We’re relieved we won’t have to
spend another second
walking on eggshells because the queen showoff got her panties in a
bunch not getting a swimming scholarship. You weren’t good enough,
miss star swimmer. You’re nothing special. The fact that you can’t
see that… is what’s truly pathetic and tragic.”

“Wow. Tell me more.” I goaded.

Tina’s nostrils flared. “The truth is, you were a horrible friend, and an
even worse leader. Standing in the way of everyone having a social
life outside of the pool. You stood in the way of love. You stood
in the way of me and my boyfriend being happy. Nobody on the team
could have a proper relationship with you there… acting like a
grade A bitch for not
focusing on the team, the smell of chlorine, and our race times.
Trust and believe the team’s noticed your true colors over the
years. You weren’t loyal to any of us. You’ve looked down your nose
at everyone. The only one dumb enough to stand by your side and let
you reign with your falseness is Annabelle. Well, how’s this for
reality. Jenna Sabini, ex star swimmer, no scholarship, showoff who
peaked in high school. Have fun graduating with just one friend,
you cold-hearted loser.”
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Tom











“Thanks, my dad gave it to me.” Jack said to Roy back in the
locker room.

Their voices dimmed in the background after I
pulled the shower
curtain closed and turned the faucet. Warm water jetted out,
turning hotter by the second. I buried my head underneath the jet
stream and closed my eyes; thankful I could no longer hear their
conversation.

The void was poison, or, at least, that’s just how I
felt when I heard guys boast about father son stuff, knowing I’d
never get that.

“Get over it. You’re not a little kid anymore.” I berated myself
while snapping the shampoo lid off, pouring a dab into my
palm.

I was in and out of the shower in
two minutes. Most of the guys
on the team were nasty-asses, not showering at school, using
just
a towel to dry off before
leaving to go home. I wasn’t about that life. There’s no way,
especially if I was meeting up with Jenna afterwards. Tom Colleto
needed to be clean, and to smell good, at all times.

As per usual, I was one of the last ones to leave the locker room.
“Later, boys.” I said, grabbing my bags and heading out.

The janitor was sweeping the floor on the other
side of the locker room door. I almost stepped on his broom.
“Sorry, sorry.” I said.

The janitor swept the pile of dirt
away. “No worries,
kid.”

I jogged the rest of the way to the parking lot exit, and out of the
building. Most of the cars were gone except for a few stragglers. I
jogged to my fifteen-year-old black car. Jenna was sitting inside,
waiting for me. She smiled at me, but there was something off about
it. Her eyes were blank, almost lifeless.

I put my bags in the back and got in the driver’s
seat. “You’ve been real quiet, silly.”

“It’s been a messed up day, Big Tom.” she said,
staring straight at the windshield.

I picked up her hand and gave it a kiss. “I know
the pool thing sucks hard.”

“It’s beyond sucking.” Jenna murmured, pulling her
hand back to her lap.

Nervous butterflies swarmed my belly, replaying the hours between this
morning and lunch. “Is it more than that though?” I asked, turning
the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life.

Jenna sighed, leaning her head back, eyes still
focused at the windshield. “It always is. A crying creature in
pain, bleeding, always attracts the vultures out from their hidden
caves. All they see is prey and a vendetta to fill the void missing
in their precious bellies.”

“Tell me who it is.” I demanded, needing to know
who was making her feel like this. Who was coming after her with
such nastiness? That psycho needed to get their head
examined.

“I can handle it.” Jenna exhaled.

I drove us out of the parking lot and down the
street, stopping at a red light. We were quiet for a bit. Choosing
the right words was crucial; otherwise I’d sound like every other
overprotective douchebag. I turned the wheel at the green light.
“You don’t have to handle this alone. What am I here for
then?”

She raked her beautiful fingers through my hair. “You’re here to be my
loving and sweet boyfriend.” She pulled her hand away. “I’m… Jenna
Sabini. Nobody fights my battles except for me.”

“Yeah, well I don’t like it.” I muttered. My eyes
were on the road, but I could feel her staring at my
profile.

“You make me feel funny, Tom.” she
whispered.

“A good funny, or a bad funny?” I joked... but not
really.

She chuckled. “The last time I felt like this was
ten seconds before the start of a two hundred meter individual
medley.”

I reached for her hand. “Yeah… I’m still
confused.”

She intertwined her fingers with mine and gripped
hard. “It’s not a bad
feeling, but a scary one. One where I don’t really know what the
outcome is going to be like, whether I have what it takes
to….”

Pulling my hand away, I parked by a patch of greenery a block away from
her house and turned the car off. I turned in my seat and faced
her. “It’s scary for me, too. But I’m not sorry.”

“I’m not sorry… either.” She cleared her throat.
Her eyes were wide for a second. “It’s just a lot to take in. But
don’t get it twisted, Big Tom. You’re not going anywhere. You’re
stuck with me.”

“Good.” I said, reaching over and pulling her over
the center console. Jenna sat on my lap. I leaned down and pressed
my lips against her lips. She held my face as we kissed, and
kissed… and kissed. We were breathless when we finally pulled
apart. I didn’t want to pull away. I could kiss her lips for much
longer. I could feel them still on my skin. I could feel
everything.

“Earth to horn-dog Colleto.” Jenna chuckled in my
face and lightly pushed me back.

I collapsed against my seat and smiled like a
goof. “I don’t think I can come over and chill with your parents
right now. There are issues that need… containment.”

“Wow. That’s a big word, Big Tom. But tough. My
parents invited you over for dinner, and that’s that. Unless you
want to tell my momma why you can’t eat tacos with us
tonight.”

I brightened up in an instant. “Did you say
tacos!”

She nodded and grinned. “Knew that would do the
trick. You and your food...”

“You need food to live, baby. Get back in your
seat, right now.” I laughed as Jenna climbed back over to her seat,
groaning every second of the way. I turned the car back on and
drove to her house.

She reached over and caressed my neck. “We do need
food to live, but I thought you were experiencing some…
issues.”

A shiver went down my spine at the touch of her
fingertips. I parked the
car in front of her house and turned the ignition off. “Consider
all issues at bay
and contained.”

She smirked, calling my bluff. “For now,
right?”

“Sure.” I gave her a shit-eating grin and got out
of the car.

She grabbed her stuff and joined me on the
driveway. I took her hand and we walked to the front door. Her dad
was at the door before we arrived.

“Finally! The tacos are waiting to be eaten. You
guys took forever.” Mr. Sabini laughed like he said the most
hilarious joke. That lasted for a grand total of two seconds before
he shifted into serious mode, glaring at me like something clicked
in his head.

“Dad!” Jenna shrieked. “Don’t even start that stuff
with me again. It’s gross!”

My face was red with embarrassment for sure. We
entered the house and headed to the kitchen where Jenna’s mom was
fixing the last of dinner.

Just great… that’s all I need right now. Jenna’s mom
is going to think I’m a loon, looking like a lobster over a couple
of words…. Who am I even anymore?

The tacos were amazing and they gave me extras
because I loved them more. I could only stay for a couple of hours before having to head
back home. Jenna needed to study anyways.

“If I get bad grades, I won’t even get into
college. Can’t loosen up on the studying now that my life has
fallen apart. It’s time for plan B.” she said, walking me to my
car. It had gotten dark outside with only a street lamp brightening
the block.

My jaw
dropped for a second. “Plan… B?”

She stopped and realized what she’d just said.
“Not that plan B,
genius. And why would I need that, when we haven’t even… you
know?”

“I know, I know… I’m stupid.” I said,
feeling really hot all
of a sudden.

She leaned forward and hugged me as I leaned back against my car. She
chuckled against my chest. “You’re thinking about it right now,
aren’t you? I can feel your heart race.”

“Can you blame me? I’m crazy about you, silly. But
no pressure. I’ll wait however long you want me to.” I breathed.
Paranoia hits me hard. Her father could be watching us behind the
curtain. I broke out chuckling.

She leaned back, looking annoyed. “Wanting to make love to me is
funny all of a sudden?”

“No… us talking about it, and your dad possibly
watching behind the curtain inside your house is.” I pulled her
back into my embrace. “I don’t want to talk about that stuff
anymore. Otherwise… hello… issues.”

“We can’t have that, now can we.” She chuckled at
my chest. “Then let me add the cold bucket of water. Plan B for me,
means I need to get a job, so I can start making and saving money
for school. The sooner, the better. Besides, I’m going to have a
lot of free time now that the…um… swim season is over.”

“Well, I could talk to my uncle, see if he knows
anyone who needs help? Or, maybe, you’d like to work for my uncle?
Not moving boxes, but you could help pack them. I hate doing that
stuff, but it’s a part of the job.”

Jenna leaned back, looking at me different.
“Really?”

I nodded. “Yeah, but only if you’re cool with it.
I still have to talk about it with my uncle and see if he needs
another hand. Part-time work meant for teenagers don’t really pay
much. That’s why I work with my uncle. I make real
money.”

“You’re a working man.” Jenna hugged me tightly and
kissed my neck. “Thank you, Tom. Thank you for being here for me.”
she whispered.

I leaned down and kissed her passionately, not caring
who was watching.

Okay, that was lie. I did care… but it was what it
was.

I needed to kiss her.

I needed her. Simple.

After we pulled apart, she held my hand and brought it to her chest. Her
heart was racing. “Hold off on asking your uncle for now. I want to
check something out first. I mean, if that’s cool with you? I don’t
want to make it seem like I’m ungrateful, or anything.”

“It’s cool. Don’t worry about it. Just let me know.”
I said. She walked me to the driver’s side. I gave her another kiss
and got into my car.

I rolled down the window and she leaned in,
resting her arm over the window frame. “I love you,
Tom.”

I just stared at her for a second, feeling
bewilderment and like my soul was a firecracker alive in the sky.
“Love you too… Jenna.”

I drove home on cloud nine.

My uncle was walking out of the kitchen with a
beer when I walked in. He froze, holding the silver and red can
against his chest for a few seconds before coming back to life and
smiling at me. “Had a good day, son?”

“You know it.” I smiled back. “Get some rest, Uncle Rodney. You seem kind
of out of it.”

“I am really… really exhausted, actually.” Exhaling
a deep breath, Uncle Rodney entered the living room and collapsed
onto the couch, reaching for the remote on the coffee table. “Tom…
let’s have a talk later, okay?”

“Okay, no problem.” I said and then went up the
stairs to my bedroom. I finally checked my phone and there was a
missed called from my mom. She left a voicemail.

I was on a high right now, and there was no way I’d let her ruin
it.

It was probably the same old shit, too.

There was no point in hearing what I’ve already heard
a thousand times.

The decision was easy.

“No thanks, Mom. Not today…” I sneered
and pressed delete.

The
lights flickered in my room for a few seconds.

“Really? I just changed the light bulbs a few days
ago…” I muttered, connecting my phone to the charger. The light
thing was strange, but it wasn’t that big of a deal. These things happened. Maybe it was just a
momentary electrical issue?

“Yeah, that’s gotta be it.” I took a seat behind my
desk, and opened up my textbook. “Okay. Time to study.”
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I’m not the villain in this story… she
is.

“Like I care.” Chelseah Reynolds paused in the midst
of applying clear lip-gloss to smirk at her reflection. “I don’t
know why you even bother. My dad will just buy me another one. But
then again, I guess I should say thanks. I got that backpack last
August, and I’m already bored of it. I love new things.”

My hand squeezed the edge of the stall door. My
eyes returned to the overflowing toilet where Chelseah’s designer
pink studded backpack bathed in dirty toilet water. The careless
cackle coming out of her conniving evil witch mouth infuriated me.
Anger charged my veins and I lunged forward, slamming the bottom of
my shoe against the flusher as hard as I could. Repeatedly. Over
and over and over and over again.

Chelseah continued to apply her makeup and fix her
hair without a care in the world.

She must be bluffing right now!

Timing was everything and this morning the cards were
in my favor to solve this issue, once and for all. I’d followed
Chelseah into the washroom to get answers, and to hear what she had
to say for herself. I knew the truth, because rumors traveled fast
at this school, and I saw her do it with my own two eyes. I was
willing to forgive and forget if she stood in front of me, woman to
woman, and confessed. Then after she apologized, with a promise to
never ever do it again, then maybe… I’d get over what she’d
done.

But she failed to do any of those things; combatting
the opportunity I’d so graciously given her with an evil careless
smirk. She wasn’t sorry. She wasn’t sorry at all.

“It’s not right.” My voice was shaky, my breath
shallow as I struggled to contain myself. This wasn’t right. She
couldn’t keep getting away with this. Just because she was born
rich and pretty, Chelseah Reynolds thought she could get away with
everything without a scratch.

“What’s not right? It’s not my fault my dad is rich
and yours is not. It’s not my fault I was born beautiful, and
you…well you’re okay, but we’re nowhere near the same league. I’m
not a grand showoff like you, walking these hallways like you’re
some star, or queen. I’m the closest thing to a princess, in terms
of money this school has. You, and those other idiots could never
compete. But I’m actually quite humble, to be honest. I stay in my
lane most of the time.”

I gasped at the lies coming out of her disgusting
mouth. “You stay in your lane? You keep going after things that
don’t belong to you.”

Chelseah snorted. “People don’t belong to other people. The only
thing that matters is friendship and loyalty right? Well, sweetie,
in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve got those two things locked
down.”

The sight of the mole above her lip physically
repulsed me. I couldn’t believe the boys at this school thought she
was sexy. Not only was Chelseah Reynolds not sexy, but she was a
pig nosed liar, oozing deceit like toxic waste. “No you don’t.
You’re a backstabber.”

Chelseah laughed out loud. “I have levels of
friendship. If you prove your loyalty to me, then I always return
the favor. But if I catch you lacking, then, well… someone of my
caliber can’t be doing more to fill the void. You understand that
right? Friendship is give and take. If you don’t give, I can’t
take, and I always take first.”

“You’re full of garbage.” I shook my head, utterly
disgusted by this heartless tramp.

She merely shrugged. “Just like my father says…when
opportunity strikes, you have to take it. It’s not my fault you
failed and lost the eye of your boyfriend.”

My heart was running wild. Why didn’t Chelseah
understand the severity of this situation? “That doesn’t give you
the right to do what you did. You shouldn’t have made that advance.
Don’t you care about anyone’s feelings?”

Chelseah snarled, looking at me like I was
nothing. “Why should I
care about your feelings? We were never friends. Never. Not even
for five minutes. Me being nice to you before was nothing but fake.
That’s all our relationship has ever been, sweetie. It’s been fake.
Because the truth is, I can’t stand you, and the friends you keep
around, walking around school like you’re something you’re not.
I’ll say it a million times. I can’t stand it when fake bitches act
like they’re something they’re not. I’m the only one here with two
credit cards and limitless access to money. None of you can ever
compete.”

She’s the villain…

The warning bell rang.

Chelseah giggled and twiddled her fingers toward the
exit. “Run along now. You wouldn’t want to be late for class.”

I walked to the exit, but stopped to fish
something out of my backpack. Holding the pipe in my hands,
squeezing it, this rage overtook me. I turned and Chelseah was
looking into the stall where her backpack was.

She looked over her shoulder. “Oh, you’re still
here?” She smirked and returned her gaze to the crime scene. “Now that I think about it, I’ll just
have to use my charms in getting a new backpack from a certain…
special… boy. He’s a working man after all, right? He definitely
owes me for all those nights we spent together. It’s been a few
days, but if he needs further convincing of my adoration, I’m sure
I can persuade him somehow to buy
me a new backpack. I’ll even let him pick his favorite color. What
was it again, blue, or was it green?”

Chelseah cackled and something in me snapped. I moved
forward, and this time… nothing was stopping me.
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Jenna



I had a feeling something like this was going to
happen.

It’s been building for years.

Maybe it had something to do with a chemical
imbalance? The girls in my class, in my school, in my area… the
entire district, not all, but some, because at the end of the day,
if we were all crazy, crap would have been thrown down awhile
back.

Not that I was any saner, but there’s something to be
said about forced tolerance… and patience.

I had patience. Hell, even Annabelle had
patience.

However, I could without a doubt declare
something. There were a few girls, at Royal Heights High who have
been ticking time bombs. This morning one of them finally snapped,
and I had a feeling of who it might be.

Things were adding up.

A fall off the hierarchy.

Lost social status.

Once a Queen B… now, not so much
anymore.

Things made sense in my brain.

I connected the dots.

Crazy showed like red in the sky.

That girl showed the signs of a deranged lunatic long
before.

So it was only a matter of time.

Before she snapped.

The question was… why was the victim Chelseah
Reynolds?

“It was Donna. It has to be.” I told Annabelle
in the hallway after I
found her safe.

Thank God.

Because for a minute, after news broke out about
the attack, after I entered the hallway and saw the floor marks of
the stretcher that wheeled the victim off school grounds… I had a
gut wrenching thought.

That perhaps.

That maybe.

Because of all the hostility she’d been facing since
the start of the year.

That maybe, that perhaps, that because it made
sense, when I rushed down the hallway and couldn’t find her
immediately, that the person who was attacked, the victim… might
have been Annabelle, and that Donna had finally succeeded in doing
what she promised she would.

But I found her through the stampede of students freaking about in the
hallway, near her classroom. My heart rate calmed, but my nerves
were wrecked.

I still believed it was Donna who’d done
it.

Logic was logic.

She’s the only one who’s been showing signs, nonstop.

“It’s her M.O. Donna Tallins has a thing with washrooms and
barricading her enemies in there with no place to escape. That
crazy idiot has been waging a silent war for years against anyone
remotely capable of claiming her spot. Lo and behold, she lost it
all on her own by being a loon. She should have trapped herself in
the washroom instead. I hear great things about fighting that inner
demon thing. Don’t therapist’s make their patients do that kind of
stuff? Donna’s mom should have signed her up years ago.”

“Donna?” Annabelle still couldn’t believe it. She was
lost in space.

“All signs point in that direction. It does to me.
If I see a viper show me their teeth, I’m on alert. I’ve been on
alert since that day she
tried to attack you solo in the washroom. She didn’t learn a damn
thing since I slapped her to the floor. And trust me, I’m aching
for another round.”

Annabelle rolled her eyes. “Maybe you’re the one who needs to take up
professional fighting, Jenna? The aggression sings like the
canary.”

I smirked, shrugging. “Perhaps. But I’m still
holding off for other means of warding off my
aggression.”

Annabelle blinked, looking surprised. “Excuse me?”
She slowly smiled. “Didn’t know it was like that for you. Not just yet anyways.”

“Annabelle, you’re a horn dog.” I shook my head and
chuckled. “I was talking about… maybe taking up jogging.
Wow.”

“Sure you were, Jenna.” Annabelle
smirked and eyed the road. “Is
your mom picking you up?”

I nodded. “You need a ride?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m going to walk. I have a
bad feeling that… life just got more complicated.”

“This isn’t some teen mystery series, Anna. The
attacker… A.K.A Donna will get caught, Chelseah will recover, and
life will move on.” I sighed and patted her shoulder. “Get your
head out of the clouds. There’s no conspiracy. We’re not being
watched right now.”

Annabelle wasn’t convinced. She scanned the area,
lost in thought. “Don’t
be so sure about that. If I’ve learned anything… from going to this
school and interacting with these crazy bitches… I know some of
them are capable of just about anything.”

“Duh. I know that, too. But the only one dumb
enough to act out stupidly is probably running for the hills,
knowing the police already have her name written down as the prime suspect. They’re probably
viewing the tapes as we speak. Donna thought she was smart, but
this will inevitably be her downfall. The only thing that sucks is
that Chelseah had to take the brunt of Donna’s
bitterness.”

“You don’t sound sad to me.” Annabelle
said, smiling at me
oddly.

I cleared my throat. “I am… sorry that Chelseah was attacked. But I
have a bad taste in my mouth with that girl, and some of the stunts
she pulled a couple of years ago. Believe it or not, but me and
that girl were cordial before she tried to make a mockery of the
swim team, by thinking she had an automatic spot despite not even
being able to swim the fifty meter butterfly in less than a minute,
thinking daddy would save the day and help her bulldoze her way
into our two hundred meter medley relay team. The
audacity...”

Annabelle just shook her head. “Damn, Jenna. You
better keep that snippet of memory, and your feelings about Chelseah to yourself.
Otherwise, they might view you as a potential suspect.”

“What! Me? I would never.” I gasped. “I’m a bull,
straight up. A sneaky snake attacked Chelseah, not the ferocious
bull. Nobody messes with the bull. Instant… domination.”

Annabelle chuckled. “And you wonder
why people call you a
showoff.”

I shrugged. “That’s their problem. I can’t help it that I’m that…
great.”

Earth to Jenna! Humble yourself. Today is not the
day to be arrogant. It could have been you, or Annabelle on that
stretcher today. This is real life. There’s nothing to be joking or
happy about right now. Just be thankful you and your best friend
are okay.

“What about Tom?” Annabelle mentioned
while looking
around.

“He texted me as soon as everything started. It’s
fine. He’s chill.”

“Aww… that’s so cute. I’m jealous.” Annabelle
said.

My jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”

She nodded. “I know you don’t like James. But I
feel lonely… without him here anymore.”

Now I
was offended. “What am I… chopped liver?”

“Exactly. I’m happy you’ve finally acknowledged it.
Jenna ‘Liverwurst’ Sabini.” Annabelle grinned, backing away. “It’s
gotta nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

“Just you wait. I’ll have a beautiful middle name that fully
describes your chaotic self to a T, very soon.”

Annabelle grinned. “Looking forward to it. See you
tomorrow, bitch.”

“Get home safe, and don’t talk to any strangers,
or psycho ex Queen
B’s looking to have a conversation with you out of the
blue.”

Annabelle waved at me goodbye and walked down the
sidewalk toward her neighborhood.

The street in front of the school was packed with
cars and parents coming to pick up their kids. From the corner of my eye, a minivan drove
down the street. The driver was honking the horn like crazy. I knew
it was my mom without looking. I ran across the street and the
sidewalk and got in. Air conditioning blasts in my face. I placed
my backpack on the car mat, took a seat and closed the
door.

My mom reached over and hugged me right away. “Oh my god. I can’t believe
it. I thought this was supposed to be a good school in a good
neighborhood. Are you okay? Is the girl that got attacked okay? I
read the email the school sent. It didn’t say much.”

Her heart was racing still. Which worried me. My mom
didn’t need this stress in her life right now. Guilt consumed me,
but I brushed it aside to ease her fears. I shook my head and
smiled at her.

“I’m fine. And the girl who was attacked was
Chelseah Reynolds. Her
dad owns the auto body shop that’s been stealing Dad’s business for
the last few years. Not that I wish her ill will or anything, but
as far as I know… she’ll be okay. She was hit on the head. I guess
we’ll find out more tomorrow, or in the coming days.”

Mom shifted the car into drive and signaled left. “I’m in shock. Your
father’s freaking out. He wanted to close up shop and come with me
to get you, but I told him to stay and finish fixing a customer’s
car. He was already in the middle of the job and he promised it
would be done in a couple of hours. As hard as it is, he needs to
complete the work. We’ve got bills to pay. His phone battery’s been
messing up today. That’s why he didn’t pick up your call
earlier.”

I nodded. “I’ll give him another call when we get home.”

“I still can’t believe this happened…” Mom sniffed.
She wiped her face quickly and turned the car into the next street.
She reached over and held my hand. This time, it was my heart that
was racing.

Ten minutes later, we arrived at our block but she slowed down the car.
“Who’s that?” Mom muttered, staring straight ahead.

I looked up from my backpack and stared out the
windshield. The sun blinded me for a bit, but once my vision
cleared, I could see our house and a man walking across our front
lawn to our front door. He was carrying a large manila
envelope.

Mom parked the car a few houses back. “Jenna….
stay in the car.”

She turned off the car and unfastened her seatbelt. The belt shot
back, slamming into the door as she opened it and got out. She
closed the door without looking at me and after a moment of
hesitation marched over to our house. She didn’t stop until she was
right in front of him. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, only
that he handed my mom the manila envelope and promptly returned to
a silver car parked by our front lawn. He got in and drove
off.

Mom didn’t take her eyes off him until he was long
gone down the street. She finally looked over and waved me
over. I got out of the
car quickly and rushed over, holding my heavy backpack by the
handle.

“Get inside,” my mom ordered quietly. She waited for me to enter
first, then stepped inside, took another look around the
neighborhood before closing the door and turning the
lock.

“What’s going on?” I stood by the staircase,
feeling my heartbeat
slow down, and my paranoia grow by the second.

My mom held the manila envelope close to her side.
She shook her head, trying to play it off with a relaxed smile.
“It’s nothing. Now, tell me more about what happened
today…”

Two hours later, my dad finally came home.
He hugged me, told me a few
stories about the nuts he grew up with, and then I was sent to my
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