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Monday, 30th of October

“Watch it, loser!”

Lyndal Stone shrank back into the shadows of her opened locker at the end of the hall, hoping the person who’d run into her would lose interest and just keep walking.

Alas, it was not to be.

“What was that, loser?” A hand shot out and slammed into Lyndal’s chest, pushing her into the open locker. “What did you say to me?” Misty was in the grade below Lyndal, but that meant nothing. She was popular, and mean. And now that Lyndal was alone at the bottom of her own grade’s popularity scale, the odds, if things got heated with the younger girl, were not stacked in her favour.

“I didn’t say anything,” she said quietly, looking down at her shoes. She could feel her face getting hot, and a lump was forming in her throat. Just go away, she pleaded silently. Leave me alone.

Not a lot of people would agree with Lyndal’s philosophy of happiness in a peaceful, unobserved life. A life where no one looked at her and she could dream of things being better. Nobody ever questioned her in the dream world, because everybody loved her.

She used to have someone to share that philosophy with, one person she might have been able to consider a friend, but after the summer ended and school started again, even they were gone. Well… gone from her life, anyway.

“What?” snapped Misty, pushing harder.

But Lyndal couldn’t speak. Too many people had stopped to watch the commotion. She didn’t look up, but she heard them snickering. Well, good, she thought. She’d prefer to have them laugh than feel sorry for her. But tears began to spill from her eyes as she glared at the floor between her own scratched and faded black combat boots, and Misty’s polished, red pumps. Bubbly giggling told her that Misty had two or three other girls with her. It’s okay. As soon as they look away, they’ll forget.

“You walked into me,” Lyndal tells the smaller, and realistically much weaker girl in her dream world. “Maybe if you paid more attention, Misty, maybe if your brain wasn’t so empty, then maybe, just maybe, you would have noticed. But you didn’t, did you? You’re stupid, aren’t you? Why don’t you do us all a favour, Misty, and take a walk off Luna Bluff.”

The hall erupts in laughter as Lyndal grasps the balled-up fist and removes it from her chest. She pushes Misty, hard, across the hall, where the window is open and the small girl falls through it, landing upside down in the bushes outside, her red pumps visible, stupidly, above the sill.

“That’s better, isn’t it, Misty?” Lyndal walks to the window to gaze scornfully down on her fallen enemy. “Now you look as ridiculous as you sound.”

The giggling girls surround Lyndal. They’re her friends now, and they all gaze down at Misty, feeling disgusted and sorry for the little idiot.

Lyndal walks slowly down the hall, elegant and beautiful, like a swan, to the sound of applause. The smiles, the compliments, the love, it’s all for her. Misty had it coming, and everyone loves Lyndal for finally making it happen. And at the end of the hall, he’s waiting for her in the doorway of the biology classroom, smiling. They always sit together in biology. His eyes tell her that he’s ready to scoop her up and greet her with a kiss, but she holds her head high, and when she reaches him, hands him her books, which he takes, happily. He tries to grab her but she steps away from him and laughs.

“Good morning, Matthew,” she says, gazing up at him from beneath fluttering lashes.

“Come on, Lyndal,” he pleads. “I know you just dumped Alex, but I’m sure one little kiss won’t upset anyone. Please. Just this once?”

Lyndal shakes her head and turns her face so that he can kiss her cheek. He sighs, but he’ll take it. Matthew has been in love with her forever. Surely, if she makes him wait a little longer, say, until the school dance on Friday night, where they can slip away from the crowd and hide at the end of the football field to be alone…

“Pathetic.” Misty gave her one final shove. When Lyndal dared to look up again, the shiny red pumps had already turned and were clicking away down the hall, lost in a sea of other, no less menacing shoes.

You really are pathetic, Lyndal told herself. She sighed and leant into her locker to stash her bag and look for first-period’s biology book. You’ll never push Misty out a window, her friends will never be your friends, and Matthew’s never gonna ask you to the dance on Friday night, because he’s, he’s…

Laughter, a little way up the hall, froze the thoughts in her head and she turned just in time to watch them pass by. She couldn’t help staring, but they didn’t notice her. They were too caught up in each other. So together. So happy. So in love.

Iciness filled Lyndal’s chest, spreading through her stomach, arms, and legs, gripping her heart as she watched him put his arm around her and kiss her forehead.

Lyndal still couldn’t believe they were together. Not just because they were the sort of couple no one had ever seen coming. Not just because she was, and always had been in love with the boy part of that couple. No. Those weren’t the reasons. It was her. The girl part of the couple. The part that Lyndal might once have considered a friend. Her only friend. The only person on the planet who knew how she felt about Matthew.

“How could you forget me so quickly, Yvette?” she whispered as she watched them enter the biology classroom together. And last month, when I needed you most? You didn’t even ask me if I was okay. “I hate you.”
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“Lyndal, stand up.”

Oh, dear god, why? WHY? Lyndal wanted to sink further into her chair, but she froze and a sick feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. She was already having trouble not letting the giant red F that Mr Redmund, the biology teacher, had scrawled across the front page of her research assignment get to her. Why did he have to write it so big?

Because he’s mean, and he hates you, and he wants you to suffer.

Mr Redmund held out his free hand and motioned for her to rise from her seat. “Come on, Lyndal, stand up.”

“Why?” She frowned, trying to ignore how hot her cheeks felt. Sitting in front of her, Angus Reed swivelled in his seat to look at her. She ignored that too.

What does he want?

“Well,” said Mr Redmund. Leaning against his desk, he crossed his ankles and blinked at her with his dark, beady little eyes. “Since it’s you who made the least effort on this most basic of research assignments, it makes a lot of sense that you should be the one to decide who gets the extra credit. Don’t you think so?”

As if the giant F wasn’t enough, Mr Redmun now wanted her to get up in front of the whole class and choose which of the two students who’d scored the same top mark for the assignment should get his precious extra credit score.

Loser. Lyndal glared at him. Disgusting pig! Why are you singling me out?

She knew why. Everyone did. Mr Redmund, in his mid-twenties, had made the embarrassing decision to go out of his way each day to seem hip with the kids. Chatting up the jocks over their latest basketball win, or shamelessly flirting with the popular girls, Lyndal found him vile, negligent, and gross. And worst of all, he hated her, just as much as she hated him. Shaming her for the smallest thing put a smile on his face. A disgusting, wet-lipped smile that made her want to puke.

“Come on, Lyndal. I’m sure we’ve all got better things to do than wait around for you to figure out how to string a sentence together.”

“Come on Lyni,” said Angus. “Just pick one. It’s not a hard choice. Geeks are all the same.”

Is he making fun of me? Lyndal gave him a cold look but was surprised to see that the smile he gave her was genuine and warm. Why is he being nice to me? How does he even know who I am? She’d never really paid much attention to Angus before. He was one of Matthew’s best friends and had a reputation for dating multiple girls at the same time.

Lyndal frowned. Unless he’s…

Lyndal scoffed and rolled her eyes at how absurd the thought was. There was no way one of the most popular guys at school was flirting with her… in biology. The class where she spent the most time being humiliated and laughed at.

“Let me put it this way,” Mr Redmund stood and moved to the other side of his desk, “you have ten seconds to choose, or you can have afternoon detention with me for the rest of the week.”

Alone with Mr Redmund in an otherwise empty school?

“Matthew,” she said quickly.

“Who?” Mr Redmund raised his brows.

“Matthew,” she repeated, wanting to evaporate, melt, and sink into the floor. Blink out of existence.

A nasty smile spread across the teacher’s face, and his beady little eyes twinkled with glee.

The sick feeling in Lyndal’s stomach became a rolling sea, battering her heart and her lungs. Monster, she thought. Hateful, slimy, nauseating monster. Disgusted by his happiness, she locked her gaze on the surface of her desk, contemplating escape from school altogether as soon as the bell rang for next period.

“Don’t worry about him,” Angus whispered to her. He was still turned around in his seat, looking at her.

Lyndal frowned up at him. What does he want? WHY is he being nice to me?

“I heard that he asked Mrs Smith out over the weekend and got rejected,” Angus went on. “Then she told everyone about it first thing this morning in the staffroom. Everyone’s laughing at him.”

“How do you know that?” asked Lyndal, despite herself. She was becoming increasingly intrigued by Angus, his sudden interest in speaking to her and the unusual things he seemed to know.

Don’t get your hopes up, Lyni. Remember, he’s just a sleazy jock.

“I have my ways.” Angus gave her a lopsided grin, and Lyndal couldn’t help returning the smile. He was a lot cuter than she’d realised. His bright, green hazel eyes, framed by thick dark lashes, became half-moons when he smiled, making him appear warm and friendly.

“Taking your personal problems out on students is pathetic,” she said, turning serious.

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “But he probably doesn’t have much else going on in his life. And if you look on the bright side, you’ve probably made his day.”

“How is that the bright side?” she laughed, dropping her voice to a whisper when Mr Redmund glared in their direction.

“Hey,” Angus threw up his hands and gave her a smug look. “I didn’t say I had all the answers.” He gave her one final, cheesy grin before turning to face the front again.

What was that all about? Lyndal wondered, as the chatter of the students dwindled and class commenced. He can’t have been flirting with me. He’s never even looked at me before.

But Lyndal wasn’t entirely sure about that. The only thing she was certain of was that she’d chosen who got the extra credit based on how she felt about the two candidates. Matthew, obviously because she was in love with him, and any little thing she
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