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March 2015

Ten miles outside Felton's small town, the fog from the night sky spread through the countryside and into the Wisconsin air. Dewdrops gathered on the blooming plants surrounding the abandoned parked cars, further rusting the winter-worn automobiles like a graveyard of deteriorating metal. The remaining snow clusters melted off the vehicles' chipped hoods, enlarging the clay-like mud puddles around the flat tires.

Among the half-naked pine trees, the screams of young adults reverberated. They stumbled out of the narrow entrance, trying to maintain their footing on the wet ground and battling the effects of their drinks. A girl stumbled onto her knees as a minuscule chunk of bile exited her peach-glossed lips. Dozens of teenagers gathered around a small bonfire, dancing to Florida Georgia Line’s “Cruise,” playing from speakers attached to a vibrating smartphone.

With giggles, the three girls, all dolled up, drank their fruity concoction from red solo cups. Porcelain-white hues glowed when they smiled at each other. The individual in the middle grabbed her phone to take a picture. Another fixed her hair’s long, red curls as she cradled some strands over her purple sweater. Flicking her straight strands of brunette behind her, the third woman licked her teeth to remove the red lipstick from them. The blonde extended her arm as her clenched fist gripped her phone, pursing their glossy lips to take a picture. Commemorating their recorded escapade, the trio embraced one another tightly, forging a treasured recollection at yet another senior gathering.

“That looks good!” the redhead chimed in, giddy, taking another swig of her drink.

“So good!” replied the blonde. “I’m going to change the filter before I post it to my eLookBook account.”

“Make sure we look perfect!” the brunette giggled. “I don’t like pictures that make me look like a booger!”

The blonde concurred, nodding. “I know. I’ve been talking to this guy from Philthrop High in Dawnton. We haven’t met yet, but he likes what he sees so far!”

“Well then, don’t mess this up, Veronica!” said the redhead.

Veronica’s shoulder-length hair swooped behind her head to better her vision. She slid her fingers across the glass screen to change the light exposure, making their once darkened skin glow in the dim firelight.

“I can’t believe you are seeing a Panther, Veronica,” said the brunette, fiddling with the tips of her hair as she inspected the strands for split ends. “There are plenty of guys in this school. Ones that Maxine hasn’t fooled around with.”

Despite her friend's comical evaluation, Veronica paid no attention as her joke left the redhead speechless.

“At least I’m not shallow like you, Destiny!” Maxine said back, guzzling another sip of her drink, eyes rolling.

The music's rhythm shifted as the next song began, capturing the girls' focus. Veronica posted a picture of her closest friends, her fingers creating the final taps on the screen. Displaying her editing masterpiece, she proudly turned the phone to her pals. Maxine and Destiny marveled at how the skin blur minimized their blemishes, prompting them to snuggle together for a heartfelt hug. The fragrance from three floral body sprays produced an unpleasant odor that tickled their nostrils.

“Aw, I wish Ellie could’ve made it with us!” Destiny said, whining as the trio separated.

“I know!” Maxine said, agreeing with her lip curled. “I can’t believe she ditched us again!”

“Forget her!” Veronica pouted. “She never cared about us.”

“I still don’t get why she just cut us off. We didn’t even do anything,” said Destiny.

“She’s so lame,” said Maxine.

While making their way to the rest of the crowd, the three girls rolled their eyes. Their teenage peers made out as the girls wrapped themselves snug in their flannel blankets. Their masculine counterparts’ soft yet forceful arms cradled around their buzzed demeanor. Tongues danced around the insides of each other’s teeth; their exchange of liquor-flavored saliva trickled bits of drool onto each other’s laps. Five boys raced to chug their beers; the mud moistened further from the leftovers running off their peach-fuzz-covered chins. A different pair of couples participated in a game where they bounced a ping-pong ball onto a folding table, attempting to make it land in cups containing light, watery alcohol. One couple was winning as their side had eight to the other side’s three, with the guy sinking in another shot.

“I am the king!”

Boasting, the bald football player proudly displayed his chiseled muscles, his purple and orange letterman's jacket open to reveal his tight-fitting t-shirt. Metal buttons slapped the top of his stomach as he huffed a victorious howl.

With a sense of defeat, the other couple tilted their cups to take a gulp from one of the remaining cups. Their eyes peered at each other, knowing they were too drunk to recover from their overwhelming loss. The intoxicated jocks celebrated with a bump of their chests against each other, trying to avoid any collision with their faces. Destiny and Maxine bit their lower lips, hypnotized by the testosterone that flooded their competitive nature and oozed out of their personas. Another gulp of their drink warmed them and allowed the hormones to take over their judgment.

“You are so good at this game, Bryce,” Maxine said, her eyes scoping up and down to check out his athletic physique. “You sure know how to shoot!”

Bryce instantly recognized Maxine’s nonchalant flirtation; his head tilted and his mouth salivated. Knowing that his competitive nature would swoon another young girl, he exhaled a remarkable sigh, causing his dimples to become deeper from the shadows of the fire.

“I think we can call this game done,” Bryce said, chuckling as the losing couple gagged upon the gigantic gulp that caused one of their opponents to sprint into the woods. Vomit sprinkled out from her puffy cheeks like a squeezed water bottle. “Let’s go, Tanner.”

Tanner ran his hand through his shaggy blonde hair. The mixture of his perspiring scalp mixed with the moisture of the night air as his fingertips untangled the dampened locks of greasy strands. With his black and white sneakers squishing over the muddy terrain, he approached Bryce, who was engaged in talking to Maxine, with Destiny twirling a lock of her hair. Her heart fluttered at the slow and confident strut Tanner had. Tanner’s eyes scoped every bit of her straight but slightly curvy silhouette that flickered in and out of the dancing bonfire flame. Destiny reached out her arm to assist his guidance towards a nearby open bench. Their palms warmed each other from their enticing interest.

Destiny's bones trembled as her sobriety slowly spread throughout her body. Her legs shivered as an icy breeze tickled her thin black leggings. Her teeth began to chatter like a wind-up joke prop. Tanner removed his letterman's jacket and handed it over to her to gain points in chivalry. A gleaming smile sparkled with each metal button becoming clasped up her torso. Click by click, the jacket fastened itself shut, warming her chest before she noticed the middle button was missing.

“What happened here? Cigarette burn?”

Tanner huffed, his fingertips grazing the felt surface around the hole.

“You know I don’t smoke. This jacket is almost four years old since I lettered in football freshman year. It was going to start falling apart sometime since I wear it so damn much.”

Destiny laughed as she resumed buttoning the rest of the jacket. Before joining Veronica, they navigated through the minuscule patch of mud, their fingers scrolling through their smartphones. Veronica’s focus was so tight on her screen; the small light illuminated the pupils of her eyes, her lips pursed with disdain.

“What are you doing, Veronica?” Destiny asked, catching her breath, noticing Veronica’s eyebrows more angular in the flame’s light. “You do know that there’s a party happening, right?”

Veronica’s eyes remained focused on the phone, double tapping her thumb and typing on her keyboard like tap-dancing shoes on a hardwood floor.

“I’m just going through my feeds,” she said with a faint chuckle, ignoring their presence. “I’m reading the comments on our photo. So many likes!”

“Really?”

“Yes, and any person who thinks otherwise, I’m taking care of!”

“What do you mean, ‘taking care of’?” Tanner asked, his eyebrow suddenly cocked.

“They don’t like my pictures; I won’t like theirs,” Veronica said, snarky.

The two paused, trying to figure out Veronica’s rationale. Her smile grew closer to her ears. Firelight flickered to cast menacing shadows along her well-groomed eyebrows.

“I just go into their pictures and give a little honest opinion!”

“You know, they can see who is posting the comments,” said Destiny, dumbstruck.

“I don’t care.”

“You should care,” Tanner said, concerned. “At least you can create a fake profile to say what you want.”

“Wait, what do you mean?” Destiny asked, confused.

Tanner pulled out his phone to open the eLookBook app on his screen. His proud glow drew attention to his profile and football pictures from the school yearbook. Underneath his eggplant purple and blaze orange jersey, his physique bulked up from his protective pads. The white bottoms knelt on the pruned patch of grass he posed upon. He used grease to part the strands of his shaggy hair away from his forehead, with ends curling away from his face. He scrolled down his profile to show his posts containing videos of cats falling into bathtubs of water and other photos that brought a smile to his face. More pictures of him and his football buddies were underneath that, with goofy faces made for fun. The candids were joyous with his friends having a good time at various events throughout the school year. From chanting for the volleyball team to win to parents’ night on the field.

“See?” he asked.

Veronica’s head rose as he gathered her attention.

Tanner then turned the screen back to his face, tapping the buttons to log out and quickly back in. Within a few moments, he pivoted the phone back to the girls, exhibiting an image of an unclothed, fit torso to showcase the countless hours spent working out in the gym. Washboard eight-pack abs and V-shaped obliques met with a low-rising pair of indigo jeans that stooped low against his bare, well-groomed lack of body hair. The two girls’ eyes widened at the image, admiring the defined crevasses of each muscle.

“Hot!” Veronica said, slurring before taking another chug of her beverage.

“Very nice,” Destiny agreed as she looked at Tanner’s body next to hers, studying the muscles in front of her. “But I’ve seen you without your shirt on at football practice. That doesn’t look like you.”

“So, you pay attention?” Tanner said, impressed by Destiny’s memory from studying his body. A sparkle in his eyes pierced into hers, biting his lip to control a rising urge.

“That’s not the point,” Destiny said, pointing back at Tanner’s phone. “I’m just saying this profile doesn’t have your pic.”

Like a needle popping a child's balloon, his lust dwindled. She wasn’t easy prey for him to pursue further.

“Who cares if it’s not me?”

Tanner scrolled down his profile to show the name “Tim Durst” from Shenbrook, Ohio, before basking in the number of followers on his list, which was over a thousand. Subsequently, he carried on showcasing the posts on his wall, exposing an article about an assaulted woman in the headline, along with an image of a person weeping while being comforted by two police officers. Destiny looked at the comment above the article that read his statement.

“I’m sure she asked for it!”

Disgusted, Destiny looked back to Tanner with her jaw dropped. The phone slid down her palm as her extremities became loosened, frozen in shock.

“What the hell is this?”

“It’s my profile,” he answered, his smirk cocky. “I can do whatever I want.”

She continued to scroll down to the next image he commented on, containing a teenage boy with his face made up of a perfect polish. His skin was so flawless with airbrush quality. By applying a dark brown shadow, the teenager achieved perfectly contoured cheekbones and meticulously penciled his brows as they arched over a gorgeous, well-blended red, smokey eye. Underneath the image, read another hateful comment.

“Wipe that shit off! Fag!”

Scrolling to the last image of a well-defined sculpture containing a fairy sitting pensively on a boulder. Hovering above her round and detailed breasts, the chiffon overlay of the was defined, draping over her clavicles. Her face looked up towards the sky in desperation, as though she was longing for freedom to find the love of her life.

“Kill yourself!”

The air was instantly sucked out of her lungs. While experiencing the crackle of the glass screen shifting, shock intensified within her body as her fist firmly held onto Tanner's phone.

“Why would you do something like this?” she asked him, huffing in disbelief.

“I don’t want to ruin my reputation,” he answered, trying to hold back a tiny giggle. “I’ve got a scholarship I can’t lose.”

“Then why don’t you just keep the comments to yourself?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” he said, now bursting into laughter.

“Fun?” she asked, her eyes narrowing as she slowly shook her head.

“Yes, fun. Why can’t I say whatever I want? Everyone else does!”

Destiny took in a deep breath, frustrated. Her lips clenched tight while she puffed a deep exhale out of her nose.

“Because nobody else should do this! These are real people with feelings!”

She stood up from the bench, feeling her feet again sink in the mud. Startled by Destiny’s reaction, Tanner exhaled in disbelief.

“Just chill out,” he said, annoyed. “You don’t even know these people. I don’t see why it’s such a big deal for you to defend them.”

“Exactly,” said Destiny, slowly unbuttoning his letterman’s jacket. “You don’t even know these people either! But here you are, going onto their page where they express themselves, and you just say whatever you want, no matter how hurtful it is. Then, you live your life knowing that you did nothing wrong because you hide behind a fake account, and no one points a single finger in your direction. What if the person you told to kill themselves actually did?”

Tanner sat there, frozen in shock. The remaining crowd of teenagers became silent from the interrupting intensity that expelled out of Destiny’s lips. Veronica started to scoot away from her, trying to disassociate herself to avoid linking her reputation to Destiny. She took the last sips of her drink before reaching over to grab Tanner’s full cup.

“You are nothing more than a fucking coward!” Destiny said, pelting his jacket towards the ground, slapping the back and sleeves into the thick mud.

Destiny’s footing skidded over the terrain of the wet ground as though she were skating on ice. Her silhouette disappeared into the opening of the wooded surroundings to be greeted by the land of rusty automobiles. Tanner’s anger intensified from his jacket being tarnished, flicking off chunks to try and prevent staining. As the crowd of people looked at him with confusion, his face became flushed with embarrassment. He reached for his jacket to brush off whatever mud he could get off his clothing. Huffing, he donned himself back with the outerwear, noticing Veronica with the brim of the cup perched inside the small opening of her mouth. Her body jiggled as her giggling became more enticing. Tanner’s testosterone was looking for something more, regardless of how the night had gone. He shook off his jitters and scooted closer to Veronica as the crowd’s attention resumed their original conversations.

“Some freaky friend you got there,” he said facetiously.

“She’s not my friend,” she said, dismissive, taking another sip from his cup.

“I thought you had all been friends since middle school.”

“You know how this game goes,” she huffed coldly. “If they hold you back, then it’s time to let them go.”

Tanner grinned in agreement. Her confidence made his stomach churn in knots. Something about her dominance made his heart beat faster, his palms became sweatier. None of the others in the class were that forward in their gameplay in their politics.

“I don’t see the problem with your profile,” she said. “I just don’t see why you can’t just use your profile to say what you want instead of having to create another one.”

“I have my reasons,” he said, lips pursed.

“Ooooh. So mysterious,” Veronica said, scooting closer to him. Their hips touched each other; the warmth of their bodies radiated from their piqued interest. “I find that to be quite sexy.”

“Really?” he said, his tone rising with appeal. “What about the senior from Dawnton?”

“What about him?”

“I thought you were seeing him. I thought you found him sexy?”

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” she mumbled, her face creeping closer to his. “Besides, what if I find somebody else more attractive that could make me forget about him?”

Tanner shed a smirk; his attraction toward Veronica magnetic. Her breath warmed his face, mixing the beer aroma of his breath with the fruity liquor-like flavor of hers. With a slow, steady motion, her hand crept onto the upper part of his thigh and began to rub up and down the outer part of his leg. His dry hand reached over to the backside of her head, caressing the blonde hair behind her ears while he guided her head closer to his. Their chapped lips rubbed over one another like moistened sandpaper as pecks upgraded by the slip of the tips of their tongues. Their bodies became one as they kept caressing closer to each other, jolting Veronica’s stomach. She pulled her head back as her gut twitched, hurling a gust of air from behind her throat. Her heaving alerted her, halting her attraction before backing off and scooting toward the other end of the bench. Distracted, Tanner became startled by the sudden change in demeanor; his eyes opened to see the distance between the two. The cooling air clapped over the once-heated spots on his leg that were once attended to by her caressing hand.

“Is everything okay?” he asked, laughing at Veronica as the color of her face whitened.

“Yes, I—” she said, a gag of her throat caught her off guard. “I’ll be right back. Too much to drink.”

“Do you need help?” he offered, holding back a laugh as he placed his free hand inside his pocket.

“No, thank you. I don’t like it when people watch me throw up.”

“Okay. Will you see me when you’re done?” Tanner asked, grinning. “I liked what we had going here.”

She smiled before her hand hovered over her heaving lips.

“Destiny is my ride home, and we should leave soon,” she said, walking away, closer to the cluster of bushes in the shaded pool from hovering trees. “How about you swing by after the party?”

He laughed again, his body heating once more.

“I’ll have Bryce take me home and walk over to your place.”

Filled with a sense of fulfillment as his evening plans unfolded successfully, Tanner observed Veronica's silhouette disappear into the shadows of the trees, consumed by the intense desire that coursed through his veins.

“Sounds like a plan.”

The darkness concealed over her visibility, disappearing into the unknown. The sound of the radio died down. Vomit crept closer to the exit of her mouth before she was far away from the group, entering pure silence.

*****
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VERONICA CONTINUED to stumble from her over-intoxication; her feet received a reprieve from the transition of unsteady mud to a more stabilized patch of brown needle brush. Moving erratically in all directions, she struggled to locate the suitable spot to hide herself as vomit started spewing from the gaps in her teeth. With a lurch, she positioned herself behind a gigantic tree and proceeded to let out a heap of green and pink puke onto the brush that surrounded the base of the chipped bark. The dominating flavor of bile flooding her taste buds had devastated her formerly fruity breath. She fought the panting breaths to re-gather herself after emptying the contents of her stomach. Trees doubled in quantity, spinning like she was getting off a spinning roller coaster. The world leveled out, accompanied by the crackling of sticks, followed by a louder one as though someone had stepped on it.

“Is somebody there?” she slurred, squinting her eyes to keep her focus at the base of the tree that was becoming foggy.

Nothing.

Her stomach lurched again, handicapping her perceptions of her surroundings. Hunching over, she spewed another generous wad of saliva. Breathing as calmly as possible, she massaged her hand over her stomach to calm it down. The fog grew around her body, making her feet barely visible. Closer to Veronica crept the silhouette of a statue over the puddle of fluid. She looked up to follow the shadow disappearing from the small opening that glowed in the moonlight, glistening over a small body of water.

“All right, guys, cut it out!” said Veronica, wiping the small chunks of vomit off her lips with her sweater.

She strolled toward the beginning of the woods. A gust of wind slapped her face, with another tickling her legs, sending chills down her body. Her hair smacked her eyes, causing temporary blindness until she used her fake eyelashes to comb it back into place. Step by step, the opening became more prominent and more visible. Chilled, nighttime spring air tightened her lungs as she cradled her arms around her chest to retain warmth.

Greeting her was a soft moonlight winking a bit of reflection of the brown, swampy water that congregated around a tiny plot. On top of a swaying mound of dewy grass, a tree perched. Bare leaves danced by the force of the night breeze, with decayed bits landing at the tops of her damp shoelaces. She kicked them away from her, causing them to fly one last time before the weight of the water kept them sturdy next to small chunks of melted ice.

Another gust crept into the crook of the back of her bare neck, rattling her body. This wind was fresh, with more warmth and intensity than the others that snuck closer to her. She took in the last bit of the scenery with fresh air, sobering herself up before heading back. Veronica turned around, and the shadow met her again, raising its arm to grab her. Collapsing helplessly onto her knees, desperation gasped from her lungs. A gloved hand clutched her hair. The painful sting of her roots caused her to black out in a frantic panic.

“STOP!”

*****
[image: image]


THE REMAINDER OF THE guests separated as the fire died down to a dull flicker of a lone flame. Pairs of teenagers stumbled out of the wooded area to head towards their parked cars, away from the cluster of abandoned vehicles and their dissected parts that crowded close to the open patch of land. The buzzed male counterparts securely escorted the girls towards the opposite end, where they used the remotes on their keychains to deactivate the alarm systems that protected their doors. Headlights flickered with a tiny honk in unison with the chuckling of the jubilant conversation that continued to conclude the evening’s festivities. Bryce and Tanner, who ended the pack of students, strutted towards Bryce's black Mazda, skating over the softened surface of the moistened ground.

“Some party, huh?” Bryce asked as his joy lowered with every slippery step.

“Yeah,” Tanner said faintly, his hand hovering by his sides to assist his balance. “It was good.”

“Too bad I couldn’t go home with Maxine,” Bryce said with defeat, jumping on top of the rusty hood of one of the abandoned cars.

“Why didn’t you?”

“Destiny was giving her and Veronica a ride home.”

“Ah.”

Bryce allowed the mud from the bottom of his shoes to guide him off the hood. The transition of the slide allowed him to keep his hands in his pockets to contribute to his attempt at a chilled demeanor.

“We made plans for tomorrow night,” he reassured, walking next to Tanner once again. “She has to go to church with her dad, and then when he goes to do Sunday service, she will do some servicing of her own!”

The two chuckled, followed by a high five to praise Bryce’s plan.

“Nice!”

“What about you and Veronica?” Bryce asked as they watched the first group of cars trudge out of the parking zone. “I noticed you were starting to get some.”

“I was until she threw up,” Tanner answered with a giggling huff.

Chunks of mud dashed away from the tires as the cars accelerated to avoid getting stuck. One swerved to the left, and then the right, which caused members of the football team in the back seat to howl with enjoyment.

“You should’ve gone with her to seal the deal!”

“I wanted to!” said Tanner, frustrated, kicking an empty beer can. “But she wouldn’t let me go with her!”

“Looks like you lost another piece!” Bryce said, his hands thrown hopelessly into the air.

“I’m going to meet up with her later tonight after she sobers up.”

“Are you, now?” Bryce said, his tone raised higher with intrigue.

His eyebrow perched closer to the start of his buzzed hairline. There was warmth in their pale skin that was illuminated from the glowing moonlight. Even the slight chilly breeze couldn’t compete with the warmth of his body.

“Well, she doesn’t have to go to church tomorrow,” said Tanner, putting some more swagger into his strut. “But I’m sure we will be awake until service begins, so maybe we can stop by and say hi to Destiny.”

“All-nighter, Nice!”

“Hell yeah! That’s how I roll!”

The two high-fived once again; the clap of their palms echoed into the darkness, followed by dogs barking like they were prepping for a football game. They cheered on the last of the cars as they left the parking area, leaving theirs as the last vehicle to leave the party. A tiny sore developed along their temples because of the invigorating effect of the gusty air, caused by the stench of exhaust fumes and gasoline.

“Some people need to take it easy on their cars!” Bryce said, gasping for fresh air as his hand ushered the cloud away from his face.

“Let’s just go,” Tanner said, coughing into his muddy sleeve. “I’ve got work to do!”

Bryce unlocked his car; the aroma of gasoline more robust as they neared their respective doors. Allowing gravity to slide themselves down the leather interior, they took their seats. Shutting their doors in unison, they reached over their shoulders to buckle their seatbelts, with Tanner patting all over the back of his shoulder, concerned that he couldn’t find the bit of metal right away.

“Where is my seatbelt buckle?” he asked.

“I’ve been meaning to get it fixed,” Bryce replied without a care. “A girl I used to date slashed that seatbelt, and the buckle has been missing.”

“Well, we’re only fifteen minutes from town. I think we’ll manage if you don’t drive like hell.”

“You can trust me. I’m barely buzzed.”

Once they had found their place in the vehicle, they observed Bryce searching his jeans pocket extensively for his keychain. Chimes jingled in their ears from the keys banging together.

The remaining bit of light extinguished, like a cloud covering the moon. Darkness became prominent as the last bit of life from the fire had been extinguished. A haze clouded their vision, making the windshield appear grimy. Tanner twisted his head, only to discover the drag of a black cloth that drifted behind the car.

“Do you see that?” Tanner asked, frantic.

“See what?” Bryce said, fumbling through his keys for the starter, ignoring Tanner’s anxiety.

“That!” Tanner yelled, pointing behind them.

A hooded cloak stood thirty feet from the automobile. Fabric hovered in the ever-growing fog that continued to overtake the premises and creep around the vehicle’s wheels. Bryce, startled, jammed his key into the ignition. The engine rattled to the pace of Tanner’s panicking heartbeat. Tanner desperately continued to pat his muddy hand on Bryce’s shoulder, agitating him further as he kept slapping it down.

“Hurry up!”

“I’m trying! Shut up!”

The engine rattled one last time while Tanner caught another glimpse of the shadow moving further away from the teenagers. Tanner’s adrenaline settled down with each step as the figure moved away from them. He relaxed his head on the headrest as the car started with a revving engine followed by an abrupt click.

BOOM!

Flames erupted from the engine and traveled toward the inside of the car through the vents. The sleeves of their jackets lit up with the growing blaze that continued to overtake their metal surroundings. With each attempt to open the door and escape, their screams raised an octave, pelting the agony of their inner organs boiling. Smoke blackened more and more with each passing second. Each wheeze became heavier with each panicked pound at the window that weakened with each failed attempt. The fire continued to burn through their clothing and scorch away at their flesh. Hair cinched, diminishing closer to their scalps like a burning candle wick. Skin slowly melted away while they each let out one final breath to dedicate to their last cry for help. Their consciousness submitted to the blazing force, ending their life in the metal coffin. Flickers of the hooded figure’s reflection drifted away from the sightline of Tanner’s rear-view mirror, disappearing into the mix of blackening smoke conjoining with the nighttime fog.
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Chapter 2
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Two months later

The students at Felton High School struggled with the afternoon slump. Ms. Woods's history class was full of students who battled the monotonous exhaustion of another midweek lecture. Teenage girls formed a cluster, chewing bubble gum to combat the boredom, indulging in their fantasy-filled dreams of impressing their next boyfriend. Students concealed their heads with the tightly strung hoods of their black sweatshirts to partake in their afternoon snooze session. Drowsy eyelids struggled against drifting daydreams as a black and white video showed a protest march on a small TV at the front of the class. With the elegance of a figure skater, Ms. Woods glided her marker across the whiteboard to get ready to conclude the lesson. The desks, broken-down and wobbly, accumulated drool as students rested their chins on their arms, revealing chiseled notes.

Resting in the middle of the class was a young woman who was one of the few highly focused students. On the upper bridge of her freckled nose were her thick, black glasses. Her hazel eyes were at risk of being poked by the sharp edges of her choppy, brown bangs as she stared at the television screen that showcased passionate activism. With her fingers clenched, she diligently wrote many notes on her plain white notebook paper using a mechanical pencil. Despite the scribbles dominating the top heading, the paper was packed with protest facts. Her forehead perspired, and the periwinkle sweatshirt absorbed it like a sponge. The bothersome snoring of her athletic neighbors interrupted her focus as she attempted to write. The credits rolled and brought an end to the documentary, but the sudden return of the bright fluorescent lights blinded the children.

“All right, class,” said Ms. Woods, her hands clapping together to gather attention. “Nap time is over!”

The tired adolescents shook off their sleepiness, moving their heads to dispel their dormant mood. A girl grasped her chest and tried to swallow the gum she was choking on; her friends chuckled at the struggle.

“I see that you are all focused on this lesson!” Ms. Woods continued, her eyebrows raised.

The room echoed with moans and groans, harmonizing with the sound of deep breaths from yawning.

“I know that graduation is only a few weeks away. Couldn’t get out of high school fast enough when I was your age.”

The class chuckled, unconvinced by her effort to understand. No teacher could empathize with their struggle with getting to graduation, even if they were closer in age than the others.

“Hey now,” she huffed with light-hearted humor. “I’ve only been out of high school for a little over half a decade! I’m not as ancient as you all think.”

The students stared at the clock in silence, waiting for the hands to reach three o'clock and the class to end. They grabbed their belongings, getting set for a sprint to escape. The motivation to dash out of the classroom and start enjoying their evening became strong.

“I need you to push through your complacency and finish your senior year strong!” she said as she shuffled a stack of papers and placed them inside one of her books, topping it off with a binder to sandwich them into place. “Your final papers are due in a little over a week. Based on some of your previous essays on World War II, you will need to kick it into high gear.”

With heads bowed and notebooks closed, the class let out a collective sigh of defeat. Last-minute homework cast a burdensome cloud, dampening their eagerness to engage in their spring plans.

“And some of you still need to turn in your last essay. Right, Wesley?”

The back row caught the glare of Ms. Woods's eyes. A thin yet well-dressed young man sat with his arms crossed over his chest tight. His faded blonde hair accentuated his olive skin and rolling blue eyes.

“I told you, I lost it,” Wesley hissed as he huddled deeper into his letterman’s jacket.

“Let me guess, your dog ate it?” Ms. Woods asked with sarcasm. “I’ve heard all the excuses. Some of them were said by my classmates. I don’t care what happened to it. I would like it turned in by the end of the week!”

“But I have track practice! I have to prepare for the big meet.”

“If you put as much effort into your homework as you do with running, you’d be in great shape.”

As the class whispered gossipy chuckles, Wesley's embarrassment grew but he stayed silent. Knuckles crunched from the peril of his clenched fist. His lower lip disappeared into his mouth from the grit of his teeth.

“Either turn in the paper by Thursday, or you’re going to cheer for your teammates from the bleachers. That is final, got it?”

“Got it,” he muttered, annoyed.

Just as Ms. Woods was asserting her authority, the bell chimed and interrupted her. From the speaker box, a female voice with a raspy tone came forth.

“And now, it’s time for the afternoon announcements before another school day comes to a close,” the voice said unenthusiastically.

A low murmur broke the enveloping silence in the classroom. The students at the opposite end of the room were eager to leave, unable to hear the other students’ comments about Ms. Woods’s attempt at relating to them.

“Don’t forget to show your support for the Felton High Falcons during our pep rally this Thursday afternoon in the gymnasium. Bring your spirit and wear our colors with pride to show your support.”

Among a group of classmates, Wesley's confidence shone bright. It was hard to catch sight of his growing smile as his chin rose high. Wesley's imposing stature commanded attention as the one they would be cheering for.

“And don’t forget to join us for the graduation ceremony for our seniors who have left us too soon. Let us not forget that some are unfortunate in finishing their high school careers, and we shall remain united in paying tribute to them. Join us at the football field this evening for a vigil honoring Bryce Martin and Tanner Stohl, as we remember Veronica Huffman. Your support is as appreciated as it was during the families’ time of need in preparation for the funerals and search parties.”

With the completion of the remaining announcements, a girl in the back corner emitted a hiss of disgust. While the announcements were being made, the greasy, black-haired girl turned around and rolled her eyes, capturing the class's attention. The pleats of her red tartan skirt gracefully fluttered over her knees. The grooves of the fabric caught small hairs covering her black turtleneck sweater. She shrugged her shoulders with an utter lack of concern, embodying apathy.

As the announcements ended, the sound of feet tapping and papers shuffling grew louder, leading to a rush of children running toward the door.

“Don’t forget to work on your final essays!” Ms. Woods said, hoping they would hear her.

Students swarmed the door in a rush. Bodies in the cluster pushed each other, clearing the room like water draining through a passage.

“Ms. Benson, may I have a word with you?” Ms. Woods asked as she walked fast toward the growing crowd of exiting pupils.

The students, in a controlled manner, left the classroom because of her presence. Pausing her steps, the girl in the periwinkle sweater waited for her peers to vanish. She became more isolated, causing her knees to buckle and prompting her to meander back to a seat at the center of the classroom. Navigating the uneven desks, her eyes locked onto the poster of presidents, positioned next to the American flag hanging by the speaker system. Settling into her lukewarm chair, she adjusted her scarlet skinny jeans, allowing the whiskering wrinkles on her thighs to breathe. Ms. Woods's slow pace compelled the girl to adjust her glasses for undivided attention.

“Yes, Ms. Woods?” the meek young woman said, her thumbs twiddling at the center of her desk.

Ms. Woods sifted through another pile of organized papers on her desk. The contrast between the white and her bright red fingernail polish was striking.

“Wendy, I wanted to talk to you about your essay on World War II.”

Withdrawing her hand from the shuffling papers, she extracted a lone packet and spruced the remaining ones beside her faux daisy pot on the organized desk. The tiny ceramic figurines of woodland animals congregated around the pencil cup at the corner, with the fox and owl facing each other in conversation.

“Okay?” Wendy said, followed by a thick gulp.

With the fluttering of her eyes, her bangs bounced around her forehead, resembling butterfly wings. Beads of sweat made their way through the ribbed cuffs of her sweater from her palms. The white marble-tiled floor echoed with the annoying sound of her black and white sneakers, like a dripping faucet.

“Relax, Wendy,” Ms. Woods said, sitting on the desk before her.

Pleats on her black skirt swooped over her black tights as she crossed her legs. She grabbed one of the canary figurines, stabilizing it in her other palm as though she were Snow White. Wendy attempted to exhale a relaxing sigh, blowing out only half a shaky breath of faint trust in the teacher’s request.

“I read through your essay, and I thought it was very well written,” the teacher praised, her smile beaming with pride. “Your citation is spot on with several well-thought facts that flowed effortlessly with clarity.”

Like a dog being presented with a treat, Wendy's head perked up in anticipation. Out of her pink-chapped lips emerged her ivory teeth. A choked breath of relief escaped through her nose, quivering.

“You have a future with writing, research, or even teaching! Have you considered your future after graduation? “

“I’m taking the year off,” Wendy answered, her shoulders more relaxed.

“Really? Why would somebody as smart and talented as you want to do that?”

Wendy paused with apprehension at Ms. Woods’s flattery. Lost in reflection, she nibbled on her lip.

“Look, I was just like you when I was your age. I wasn’t at the top of the popularity chain. I’ve experienced my share of jerks; people like Wesley and others. Those people will end up stuck in their own little fantasies in this small town because they can’t step outside of themselves and work hard. I would hate to see you end up like them.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t,” Wendy reassured her, moving a bit of her hair behind her shoulder. “I just want to figure out what I want to do with my life before committing to many loans.”

“I know that all too well! Just wanted to see where your head was at since I care about all your successes. I just cheer a little louder for the ones who apply themselves.”

With a chuckle, Ms. Woods descended from the edge of the desk with ease. Wendy's smirk grew, solidifying her superior's effect.

“I-I think I should head out,” said Wendy, slowly rising from her chair and pacing toward the exit.

“Okay, well, I meant what I said,” Ms. Woods said warmly before placing Wendy’s paper back with the others. “If you need any advice, you know you can talk to me about anything, okay?”

Wendy pressed forward into the crowded hallway, making her way toward the exit along with the rushing students. In a gesture of appreciation toward Ms. Woods's kindness, she nodded slightly and turned the cold, sticky doorknob to leave.

*****
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IN SEARCH OF PEACE amidst the ongoing high school drama, Wendy opted for a leisurely walk on the wooded bike trail. Once more, she was steering clear of the couples and their soap opera-like fights and avoiding the “he said, she said” drama. It's become routine to witness athletes taunting and sabotaging the progress of less fortunate students with an innocent bystander being thrusted against a locker. Despite the town's growth, teachers continue to give preferential treatment to specific students, especially those with influential last names, since there was one that witnessed the entire tussle but kept their head down to play oblivious. This was what irritated Wendy the most, but she had to remain under the radar and not create enemies.

The trees that were once bare now adorned themselves with vibrant leaves, hiding the careful labor of mother birds gathering debris for nesting. Colorful blossoms emerged from the ground, reaching toward the sky. The refreshing aroma of pine greeted Wendy's nostrils, prompting her to pause and enjoy the calm escape from her day at school. Every deep breath made her nerves go away. They would drift behind her like the butterflies that chased each other on the grassy ditch.

“Gotcha!” a boy screeched as his hand grabbed Wendy’s shoulder behind her.

Trembling with sudden fear, Wendy gasped in astonishment. Textbooks and notebooks littered the asphalt trail, dispersing into the surrounding grassy areas. When she turned around, she noticed Zachariah, her classmate, chuckling with delight at his successful scare. With each joyful laugh, his robust physique heaved.

“What did you do that for, Zachariah?” Wendy said, annoyed as she hunched toward the pebbly terrain to pick up her scattered papers.

“I just wanted to say ‘hi,’ that’s all,” Zachariah said sarcastically.

He squatted toward Wendy’s level to reach for her homework. With each extension of his arm, the leather sleeves on his letterman's jacket crinkled like thick paper.

“A simple ‘hello’ would do the trick!” she hissed, crawling to trek into the grass to beat an abrupt gust of wind that pushed one sheet.

“Chill out. I was just trying to be nice.”

She couldn't contain her frustration and let out a deep sigh. Sandy pebbles flaked back onto the ground when she wiped her palms on her pants. Another breath brought her back, containing the rush of thoughts like a caged animal.

“What can I do for you?” Wendy asked as she perched herself back on her feet, the blood rushing back down to her tingling ankles to combat her unsteadiness.

“I just wanted to see how you were doing, that’s all,” Zachariah confessed, gathering the last few papers on the opposite side of the trail.

“You need help with your homework again, don’t you?”

“I could always use a study buddy. You just happen to be better than the rest.”

In an effort to be humble, Wendy smirked while accepting his warm flattery.

“Couldn’t you enlist in one of the smart-alecs like Wesley?”

Zachariah shrugged his shoulders. Sunlight made his playful grin sparkle.

“He has to write his second paper. He’ll be too busy.”

Zachariah let out a cynical laugh at his own humor as he brought himself back onto his feet. Wendy stood frozen, apprehensive, as she observed his linebacker-like physique.

“Besides, I miss hanging out with you.”

He returned her notes to her possession. His reach was full of sincerity. Wendy collected her papers from Zachariah, stumbling over her words as he spoke sweetly. Quicker heartbeats and fluttering sensations filled her stomach.

“A-aren’t you going to be late for track practice?” she asked, trying her hardest to change the subject.

“They can wait,” he said, ignoring the faint screech of the whistle as his eyes gazed into hers. “I wanted to see you, like we used to in middle school.”

Wendy felt the earnestness pouring out of his mouth. There was ease in him with the casual smile that was beaming from him. The sunlight brightened the bits of freckles on his cheeks and made his bushy eyebrows shine. Battling to maintain control over her emotions, she pressed her teeth against the inside of her mouth as memories of junior high rushed back.

“I have to go,” Wendy said, walking with haste from Zachariah.

She caught a tiny glint of his head, bowing down toward the pavement. The more Wendy moved away from him, the deeper his sigh became. There was a bit of satisfaction that made her feel complete with the conversation. Leaving him hanging like a dog chasing a treat on a string was entertaining for her, but there was always the part of her that admired the moments of kindness he would display when it was just the two of them.

“Zachariah.”

With a slow movement, he turned around. His frown spread across his face like a heavy burden, getting tighter as he forced a smile that was only a slight curve from the straight line. 

“It was great to see you.”

The warmth in Zachariah's mouth counteracted his cold and hopeless feelings, bringing him equilibrium. On his way back to the school, he leisurely strolled, placing his hands in his jean pockets and admiring the sky. There were two clouds that hovered next to each other, but never touched. He related to the distance between the polymorphic figures, trying to find positivity in any encounter he tries with her.

Wendy felt a boost of energy in her step, making her feet feel lighter. The sun's rays awakened her face, replenishing her with a vital dose of Vitamin D. Her hair danced in the wind as she stepped into the peaceful pine clearing, allowing the symphony of birds to chirp away the day’s stress.
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Chapter 3
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Wendy absorbed the final breath of fresh air from nature before leaving the forest trail and heading back to Felton's small community. The main street buzzed with cars full of teenagers, eager to pass the time. Silent remnants of decaying fall leaves swooped in the gutters, filling the cracked roads. Teenagers indulged in the delicious treats of maple long johns and sprinkled cake doughnuts from the nearby bakery, finding comfort as the brown frosting coated their delicate fingers. Middle schoolers scoured for empty soda cans to affix to the front of their bike tires, mimicking the experience of riding down a steep hill nearby as if they were on a motorcycle. The aluminum forcefully smashed onto the metal bike frames while the burning rubber tires glided past the sparsely populated small businesses.

Prior to going to the Felton Public Library, Wendy greeted the mail carriers at the post office and crossed the narrow street. One of her preferred havens to escape to was the old-fashioned stone building. This structure's historic nature lacked preservation compared to the town's contemporary appearance. The allure of antiquity compelled her to dedicate as much time as she could to showcase the town's continued interest in traditional research, instead of relying on the internet from the comfort of home. She was passionate about preserving Felton's history and would do anything to ensure its integrity since nobody else would.

The sound of her tapping toes echoed as she ascended the crumbling cement staircase to the premises' highest point. The final glass door was in a state of disrepair, with cracks resembling spiderwebs from acts of vandalism. By employing her fingertips, she tugged on the rusty handle and entered, promptly coming across the musty fragrance of numerous dusty pages tucked away inside captivating book covers. The charming smell of paper filled her with the hope that one of the remaining patrons would find the book enticing enough to borrow and read. The stacks of withered hardcover publications shed pages that dangled like an explorer holding on for dear life on a cliff. In the circular lobby, six elderly ladies chatted and crocheted with thick yarn, adding to their collection, while children scattered pop-up books on the maroon carpet. Chunks of thickened cardboard were chipped away from the literary contraptions that once contained surprising additions to stories, which sparked the imagination of young, innocent minds. She ran her hand over the piles of old magazines, gathering layers of untouched dust on their covers.

“Wendy, is that you?” said an old, raspy male voice.

Onto the hip of her jeans, Wendy brushed the heap of dust. While pacing toward the checkout desk, she experienced a tickling sensation in her sinuses as particles floated up her nasal cavity, along with the sound of a man coughing in his seat.

“Oh, hey, Jeff,” Wendy said as her nose sniffled away the allergens.

“I was hoping to see you today,” said Jeff, his hand continuing to click frenetically onto his ivory mouse as it glided over the green camouflage pad that was fading.

“I’m sorry. I’ve been working hard on my schoolwork. I’m all over the place to try to get things done.”

“It’s okay. I just look forward to seeing my regulars, no matter how few there are.”

Concealed by his thick, black spectacles, his hunter-green eyes peered out from beneath his raised, bushy, grey eyebrows. Sunlight seeped through and glinted off the shiny, diamond earring that dangled from his sagging ear lobe. His clean, black turtleneck sweater caught the light, revealing the shadows and wrinkles that life had etched onto his face.

“I wanted to see if you would be interested in helping out at the benefit next weekend for the homeless that the library is sponsoring,” Jeff asked, his charcoal mustache dancing above his lip. “I told you about it a few weeks ago and could use your help.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t make it,” she said regretfully. “I’ve got our family vacation after graduation. My brother will be back from college tonight, and we’ll all be together for the first time in months.”

“It’s okay. I thought I’d ask.”

“Don’t worry,” she said, resting her hand on the desk closer to his. “I still support your work with how much you’ve done for us.”

Jeff’s crow’s feet became more defined by his gracious smile.

“I have to get to work on this paper, though,” she said, snapping her attention back to reality as the textbooks became heavy. “Sorry, again.”

“I dusted off your regular spot. It should be nice and clean for you to work!”

“Thank you. Now, if only there was a way to get the dust off the rest of the building.”

“That’s so much work,” he said as he sank back into his chair. “Nobody wants to volunteer their time. And I can’t do it myself. All the wear and tear on my body from my younger years has caught up to me. That’s why I enjoy sitting at this desk in silence and out of pain.”

“We can arrange a fundraiser or something to change that.”

“Perhaps,” he whispered, a wink creating a twinkle. “You better get to your homework.”

Wendy nodded in recognition, embracing her collection of books and papers protectively. She passed the cranky older woman, sidestepping a rolling ball of aqua-blue yarn that cascaded down her delicate, frail leg. The neglected computers, with their outdated hardware, emitted a loud scream as their hard drives overheated. Numerous wads of chewed gum in various colors hung from broken desks, resembling cave stalactites. Under the broken chairs, they protected an excessive amount of crumpled-up notebook papers and crinkled food wrappers, which were used to stabilize their uneven legs.

Toward the rear of the building, there was a single desk positioned next to the cleanest and most noticeable window, surrounded by rows of worn wooden bookshelves that weren’t overcrowded. Not a single stack was nearby, unlike the other precarious ones that lingered throughout. Longing for a break from their busy routine, a couple rested on the grass and took pleasure in the clouds above. In an effort to escape their busy routine, they found solace lying on the grass and gazing at the clouds. The chair cushion molded to her every contour, perfectly supporting Wendy's back. In a collage-like arrangement, she spread out her stack of old history books after opening them.

The monotonous paragraphs with their black and white pages made her eyes droop from their hypnotic repetition of similar facts. Graduation drew near and her mental discipline waned as she empathized with her bored peers, who lacked the motivation to finish strong. Her head sliding down from its previous position resulted in the easing of the cramping in her wrists. The pages became cold against her face and were as gentle as a pillow against her ear as she dozed off.

*****
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THE STUDENTS AT FELTON Middle School were looking forward to their recess period. Batches of children emerged from the entrances, running carefully to avoid getting sick from their meal, as they approached the enormous metal playground that stood ready for use on a peaceful, cloudy afternoon. The cracked blacktop of the basketball court reverberated with the sound of balls being dribbled by athletic sixth-grade boys who were eager to impress others. A few girls chatted and practiced their makeup skills on the nearby bench, attempting to draw their eyebrows naturally as shown in tutorials. Many came with their piles of playing cards, readying themselves for an intense battle and the subsequent exchanges of their decks of rare creatures. Three well-dressed people placed their backpacks on the grass, laying out their textbooks, completing their homework with care to secure top grades in the class.

Beneath the tallest structure in the center of the playground, away from the active children, they discovered a hidden nook. A boy and girl, seated together, focused on their assignments. The digits of their calculators were bombarded by buttons hurled from their fingertips.

“I’m glad we have time to finish our homework,” the boy said, relieved as he zipped up his pea-green hooded sweatshirt. “I could use your help with these math problems, Wendy!”

“I’m happy to help, Zachariah,” Wendy said as she unzipped her red-plaid backpack, the zipper tracks shimmering in the light. “You should do these yourself, though. You won’t learn anything if other people do the work for you.”

“I do the work myself!” he said earnestly, opening his blue binder to scope his notes. “I just don’t understand some of the harder stuff.”

Wendy chuckled while she leaned over to inspect his work. Deciphering his handwriting proved to be a challenge due to the messy scribbles and eraser smudges.

“This isn’t that difficult. It’s advanced long division.”

“Well, know that I’ll owe you one if you ever need help.”

“At this
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