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To everyone who ever believed I could...
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Chapter One

Hippopotamus
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Why am I telling you my story? I don’t have a direct answer to that. I guess part of the reason is because I see and hear about so many girls who are in the same shoes I was in at some point. Or, maybe they are in situations that the people I hung out with went through. I know I’m not that much older and wiser, but I have experienced a lot for my age. Someone may be able to learn something from the cards I’ve had dealt to me, and I’ve been through a hell of a lot whether it happened to me or one of my friends. 

I look back at my high school years which just ended, and I can’t believe how much happened in such a short period of time. When you are at the start of your freshman year, it feels like forever until freedom. The years are agony, and the days stretch on unforgivingly. Once it’s over, you realize it flashed by in a blink. 

So I had these four years that just raced by, but were filled to the brim with life lessons. There were tragedies and heartache. It wasn’t all doom and gloom. I had my share of happy times with love and hope sprinkled in for good measure. I also had more than my share of dark times that my friends and I had to fight through to come out the other side a little worse for wear, but still in one piece.

Mainly, though, I think it’s because I love hearing myself talk. Go ahead and laugh. It’s true. I’ve always been that person who never shuts up which is crazy because I’m actually really shy. Once I get to know you however, you won’t get a word in again. I can go on for days without needing to take a breath. I’m also that person who starts a story, but will wander off on several tangents before coming back to what I was originally trying to say. Be prepared for that too, and try to keep up.

My freshman year began with only one thing on my mind. I wanted to find a boyfriend. Call me boy crazy if you must. Most people did. That younger version of me thought having a guy on my arm was the only way to be completely happy. I blame the movies. Happily ever after always begins with a kiss. Let me start with your first lesson. If you can’t make yourself happy, f you can’t be happy when you’re sing, you will never be happy with someone else. You can’t expect someone else to decide for you who you truly are, nor should you want anyone else to have that power. More on that later. At this point in the story, a boyfriend, or rather the lack of one, was how I identified myself. It was also my focus on boys that ruined the entire semester.

Before I begin, I want you to understand I really don’t like lying to my parents. It’s not that I’m some goody two-shoes or anything. I’m far from it actually. At least I think I am anyway.

My parents view lying as the absolute worst offense you could execute. Get a bad grade? I’m in trouble. Lie about the grade, and they find out? I may never be seen or heard from again. Lying significantly increases the punishment because now I’ve committed two crimes against the Jones’ household. I got a bad grade, and I lied about it for example. It’s simple math really, but boy the punishment does a lot more than just double.

So I learned to skate the truth. Omission. Semantics. It’s all in how you choose your words. Or a lot of the time, it’s in what you don’t say. I still get caught. I still get lectured, yelled at, grounded, get my phone taken away, and the list goes on. You know what it’s like. But those punishments are nothing compared to what would happen from getting caught in a lie.

This is without a doubt the most important day of my life so far. No, I’m not being dramatic. It’s the first day of high school, and how well the next four years of my life play out will be determined by this one all-important day. If anything happens that reflects on me negatively, I’m screwed.

Yeah, I know some of you travel through the course of school from kindergarten to senior year with the same group of kids. That’s not the case around here. I live in a co-op school district which means it’s comprised of many area towns. Each town has their own grade school. Two of the towns have an Upper Elementary, and I was bussed to mine about twenty miles away. Two different towns have a junior high. You guessed it. I was bussed again only this time a little closer.

I live in the biggest of the towns in the school district, and this town has the one and only high school. There will be kids I haven’t seen since the fourth grade or earlier at this school. We also had a new town join our district, so there will be students none of us have ever met. 

I will not be riding the bus to high school. Allow me to say it again. No school bus! Not today. Not ever again. I shouldn’t have to ride one anymore. The school is maybe a mile from my house at the most. It’s not an impossible walk for a teenager. I have to walk a lot farther for my baby-sitting jobs.

The problem is my parents are insisting I ride the bus. The line has been drawn. My orders have been issued. I either get on the bus, or I risk whatever punishment they decide to dole out if I’m caught.

I’m erring on the side of punishment. It would be worth it to lose my phone or internet “privileges” to not paint myself as a loser on the first day. Why do they still refer to cell phones and internet as privileges anyway? They’re as much a part of daily American life as using an indoor bathroom instead of an outhouse. No parent makes a point by using that word anymore.

There are two critical tasks I must accomplish between the time I leave my bedroom this morning and when I walk out the front door. I must mix and mingle with the folks without lying to them. If they point blank ask me if I’m riding the bus, I don’t know what I’ll do. I’ll probably freeze in terror. Then as a diversion, yell, “Hippopotamus!” and point behind them, so I can run. Yeah, I hope a better idea comes to me if it comes down to that too.

The second thing is I have to leave the house without supervision. This one I don’t expect to be a huge problem, but I like to be prepared. By prepared, I mean my anxiety kept me awake all night throwing every possible what if scenario at me until I had a plan for everything. Well, everything except the hippo scene in the last paragraph.

Any minute now, they will be yelling for me, assuming I’m running late when I’ve been ready since about ten minutes before the alarm went off. It’s the first day of high school. I can leave nothing to chance. I’m just hanging out here, waiting as long as humanly possible before I go downstairs. The less time I spend with them, the better odds I have of making it through this day alive.

Alright, check list. Backpack is ready. Purse. Hot, but not revealing outfit. Killer shoes. Hair? Well, my hair has a mind of its own most days, but it’s cooperating fairly well today. I used enough frizz control product to kill a gorilla, so hopefully no zoo animals will be present. And makeup that looks good enough to kiss. Joking! I’m single. Ugh.

There it is, the first bellow up the stairs. It was my dad which means I have approximately two minutes before my mom yells like somebody’s life is on the line because there is. My life is on the line if I don’t hightail it down stairs after mom loses it.

There’s still about twenty minutes before I even have to leave. New plan: eat breakfast. I was going to skip it, or get by with eating as little as possible because I don’t want to wind up sick from nerves. But if my mouth is full, I can’t lie, right?

“Kara!” 

That’s my cue. “Coming!”

Stick around and see how this plays out. I think I got it in the bag, but I’ve been wrong before. Okay. Deep breath. Then it’s time to join the folks at the kitchen table.

“You look pretty.”

“Thanks, dad.” 

He always compliments me, so I can never use him as a litmus test for how good I actually look. Mom’s scowling at me. That means I’ve done something right if she doesn’t like my outfit.

Yum! French toast and bacon. I’m glad I decided to eat. “Syrup, please?”

“Are you sure about that lipstick?” Mom asked, handing it to me.

“I’m sure.”

“The color is...” her voice trailed off.

“Radiant red.” 

She looks surly again with that furrowed brow. “The color seems a bit much for a teenager. Don’t you think?”

“What do you mean by a bit much?” Playing dumb helps you out a lot, but if you do it too much, you wind up with a mad mama. That never ends well.

“Isn’t it too red?”

“It’s called Radiant Red.” I really don’t want to have to change the color. It will make me second guess my whole outfit

‘Come on, dad! I need you!’ I tried to yell at him telepathically.

“You know I stay out of these matters,” he said, as if he heard me.

Good old, dad. Always staying neutral. “Mom, is my lipstick the only part of my look you don’t like?”

“I just don’t think teenagers need that much makeup.” 

Avoidance. She didn’t answer my question. I may win this one yet. “But it’s the only thing you don’t like?” I asked again. I tried to wait patiently, but my heart was racing.

Mom was quiet after that. I did have a point. I wasn’t showing off anything I shouldn’t be at my age. My outfit looked good, but it was also proper as my mom would say. Let me have my choice of lipstick color for crying out loud.

The rest of our breakfast went smooth. Mom and dad did their morning routine. Schedules. News. What’s for dinner? It was getting close to the moment of dread. I was going to have to leave the house unscathed.

I went to the bathroom then tried to sneak my backpack on without them seeing, but I wasn’t so lucky. I knew it was a long shot.

“Headed out?” dad asked with a smile.

No, I’m getting ready to wash the dishes. “Yeah.”

“Have fun on the bus, dear.” 

Mom couldn’t be serious. Could she? “I don’t think it’s humanly possible for anyone to have fun on a bus. Ever.”

At least they laughed, and I didn’t answer directly. I’m good.

I put my hand on the door then stopped to remind them. “You promised you would stay in the house.” I acted more like I was talking to a five year old then my folks.

“Yes,” they said in unison.

“In-side.” I stressed both syllables.
“Yes,” mom said through clenched teeth.
“Not on the porch. Not in the driveway. Inside.”

“Kara, we know.” Mom’s tone suggested I drop it. 

I gave them a smile and a wave then I was off to start the happiest, saddest, most stressful, enjoyable, horrifying, magical, and longest four years of my life.
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Chapter Two

The Fence
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I began my walk to the bus stop the first day of my freshman year knowing my parents were watching from the house. This wouldn’t be happening at all if a high schooler hadn’t gone missing last year. The girl left for school one morning like she usually did, but disappeared without a trace. She was found a couple months later with her much older boyfriend who lived out of state. They met online and planned for her to live with him. He came to town that morning and picked her up.

No one in the town would accept the girl took off voluntarily although it was suggested many times during the search. It was something a girl like that just didn’t do, so it was hard for anyone to fathom. A popular cheerleader who was on the honor roll and involved in her church doesn’t run away with a stranger from the internet without any warning. A lot that no one knew about her was laid out before the public after she was found, and the family moved away to start over fresh where they wouldn’t be under public scrutiny. It was definitely a good choice for her younger siblings.

The semi-happy ending didn’t matter. There was already enough of an outcry from parents about the busy highways the kids had to cross to get to school. The two highways intersected a few blocks from the high school which was on the edge of town, so it pretty much didn’t matter which direction you were walking. You would have to cross one if not both of them. Add to that a missing popular teenage girl, and the town lost their minds.

There were several meetings regarding in town pick up for all students for their safety and not just from predators even though that was the primary concern until the truth was brought to light. They voiced concerns over reckless drivers too even though the intersection did have a traffic light. Next thing you know, bus routes were changed and stops were added for all high school students who lived in town. 

As a result, I was doomed to suffer the embarrassment of riding a school bus to school. It was like setting me up to be miserable for the next four years. My parents couldn’t drive me generally because they would leave the house for work before I did. Both of my parents were going in late today to see me off on my first day. They wanted to drive me, and I had to fight that crazy idea down. Talk about the kiss of death! That would be worse than climbing off the bus at the age of fourteen.

It hadn’t been easy, but I convinced them I was too old for it hoping they would go to work as usual. Instead they compromised, deciding they would watch me from the house. The view was distorted. I had scoped it out several times in the last few days. As long as my parents keep their word and stayed inside the house, they wouldn’t be able to see me once I was there.

The plan was to go to the stop and wait to see if they came outside. When I was sure it was safe, I would continue to walk down the street to school. I had been nervous when I first decided to do it, but now I didn’t even care if I got caught. Maybe then they would take me seriously when I stress to them how important it was to me to walk. Nah, I don’t really think they would understand, but I can hope.

“Hey!” Lily waved excitedly when I walked up.

“Hey.” I pulled one corner of my mouth back and nodded. I had nowhere near the same enthusiasm. 

“I didn’t know you were riding the bus.”

I scowled, “I’m not.”

It didn’t surprise me to see the confusion on Lily’s face. Why would I be at the bus stop if I wasn’t riding the bus? Lily was still in eighth grade and went to the junior high one town over in the co-op district. The junior high busses were scheduled to drop all high schoolers off before leaving town. 

A few minutes passed, and I deemed it was safe to leave. The bus would be coming soon, and I wanted to be on my way before it arrived. I was afraid the driver might do something if I didn’t board with the rest of the kids. I had no idea what, if anything, he would do, but I didn’t need him to draw any attention to me. I also needed to get down a side street quickly, so my parents wouldn’t see me when they left for work. I had no idea when they were leaving and couldn’t ask. I mean why would it matter if I was on the bus, right?

The town was perfectly safe. It was a peaceful neighborly small town where everyone knew each other. The reason behind these unnecessary precautions was the one girl who ran away. Everyone seemed to forget that very important point. There was no reason to go to these extremes for a runaway. If you wanted to run, you’d do it whether you were supposed to ride a bus or not. It was typical of adults to overreact and create problems that didn’t exist. Anything to make the life of a teenager worse.

Life couldn’t get any more difficult for me. I wouldn’t be able to handle it. All my life I had been the fat friend that kids hung around with out of sympathy or to look good by comparison. Obviously, I didn’t realize that at the time, or I wouldn’t have been their friend. It wasn’t until this past summer that I started to see things differently.

The job I took babysitting part time had me walking a few miles every day round trip. The parents of the kids needed a sitter six hours a day inside my parents’ schedules, so walking was the only option. The weight melted off me easily with the added exercise. That, and I gave up soda, replacing it with flavored water. It didn’t take long until I practically needed a whole new wardrobe which is where most of my earnings went.

Since I was buying the clothes, I bought the brands and styles I wanted. It still irritated me how my so called friends would put down my new clothes and makeup. They tried making me feel as though I looked horrible when that’s not what I saw in the mirror.

Meeting Laney was the best thing to happen since junior high ended. We had so much in common and clicked right away. Laney moved into a house on the route to my summer babysitting job and stopped me one day shortly after she moved to town to introduce herself. It was Laney who pointed out that I looked better than my friends, and that was really the problem.

I hadn’t wanted to believe it. These were the girls I had been friends with since pre-school mostly. Sierra, Leah and I had been friends since the first day of pre-school. They lived on the same block, so I was the third wheel to their duo. It never went unnoticed. When I was five, I accepted it somehow. There was some inherent built in ideology that since I was the newest member of the group, I was the least important.

Looking back, I have no idea how I came to that conclusion at such a young age. Anyway, it was the explanation I clung to until fifth grade. That’s when we first met Zoe. It was at the Upper Elementary where we met kids from other towns for the first time. Sierra and Zoe were in the same class, so Sierra brought her round to join our circle. For a fleeting moment, I was relieved. I would no longer be the low man on the totem pole, so to speak. The new girl would bump me up a notch. It took about ten seconds to realize I was not only wrong about that, but Zoe outranked Leah as well.

The more I think about it now, the angrier I get. Why did I put up with it? It was like I never realized this wasn’t normal, not really. Yeah, you might have friends you’re closer with than others, but Sierra had always held me back. It was like I was supposed to feel lucky to hang out with them or something. 

I mean I had other friends and acquaintances, sure. These three were the main ones. We did everything together except for all the things they did without inviting me. It would hurt when I found out about it later. There was always some dumb excuse about why. It all changed last summer. Laney finally gave me the credit I deserved, and the courage to stand up for myself.

I walked up to the fence that ran along the edge of the school grounds. I was supposed to meet up with Laney here. This was the spot where the troublemakers gather. It’s not any one clique really, but scattered members of several of them. They come here before school and on their lunch to smoke or just hang around. Everyone knows what goes on along this fence, but no one does anything about it. It’s technically not school property, but they can still nail you if they wanted. The cops ignore it too. The kids are blocked by a few bushes along the sidewalk. Out of sight, out of my hair is how the adults view it. 

Laney isn’t a troublemaker, but her older brother definitely fits the profile. I didn’t know either of them that well yet, and I would soon realize I may have had that reversed. Neither were that out of line, but her brother Brody was certainly more reserved. She has a huge crush on a boy a year older than us who runs with some of the people out here. That’s why I get to stand around in no man’s land by myself until she finally shows.

I told her it was today only. After this, if she wants to keep coming out her, she’s doing it alone. I’m not an angel, but I don’t want to paint a target on my back just by being here. Why not go type up a memo instead to all of the faculty advising to please keep an eye on Kara Jones because she’s probably up to no good?

That’s her brother’s car. He’s only a sophomore, but he has a summer birthday. He got his license in June. 

“Hey!” Laney squealed excitedly getting out of the backseat.

“I figured he’d park, and you’d walk over.”

“Nah, he and his friends are going to drive around till the last minute. You look amazing!”

“So do you.” My mom would freak if I tried to wear a skirt like that to school. “Is it long enough?”

“Barely!” Laney held her arms straight down to show me.

I took a quick look around to make sure no one was nearby. “Is he out here?” I whispered. I was curious what he looked like.

Laney looked behind me. “Can’t see him, but it is a little early. We’ve got like ten minutes until the first bell.”

“And you want to stay here the whole time?”

“Might as well. Better than standing in the hallway by our lockers.”

I wasn’t so sure. I’d rather be inside by the lockers, but I was used to being a wallflower. It was just this summer that I finally blossomed and became more confident. However, my fledgling confidence was no match for the first day of high school. It was knocking the wind out of my sails. I wanted to retreat to the safety of the shadows.

“Here he comes!” Laney gripped my arm hard, and her nails dug into my skin.

I pried her fingers off. “Where?”

“Blue shirt. Black shorts. Headed our way.”

I looked at the guy she’d been gushing about for the last two weeks. I have to admit. He was easy on the eyes. He was definitely way out of my league, but Laney probably had a chance.

“Hey,” Laney said indifferently as he walked by. 

“Hey, yourself.” He didn’t even look at her. He just turned and headed down the fence to join his friends high fiving them as he passed.

“Oh my god! He spoke to me!” Laney squealed quietly.

She had to be insane.

“And without my brother around!”

“What does your brother have to do with it?”

Laney looked at me like I was the crazy one. “He might feel like he has to be nice around Brody, but my brother’s not here forcing him to speak. That’s what.”

I still didn’t understand why she was so excited. “He said two words.”
“I know,” she said, starting down the sidewalk to the school. “It’s obvious he likes me.
Oh, boy. I could tell this was going to be a long year.

Unfortunately, we didn’t have the same homeroom. I had other friends in there with me, so I was good. Laney didn’t know many people. She would soon become the girl everyone wanted to get to know and hang out with, but luckily for me, she kept her circle small.
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Chapter Three

Syllabus
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I walked into homeroom with just enough time to grab a seat before the bell rang. Laney and I would be discussing this fence nonsense later. I wasn’t the type of kid who got in trouble at school. I usually flew under the radar where no one noticed me, good or bad. I didn’t want to change that. Also, I really didn’t want to be sorted into that group of kids. They were great to hang with from time to time, but not to unpack and join their ranks permanently. 

There was only one desk left. It was in the front corner of the classroom by the door. I was less than thrilled. And of course, the teacher announced right after roll call that these would be our seats for the entire semester. My high school career was already not starting out quite like I had planned.  

We did all the boring first day stuff you do in every class like go over the syllabus. Why is this even a thing? Most of us never look at it again the entire year. If the teacher is going to hand out assignments, we don’t need a stapled pack of wasted trees telling us what they are. Then to go through the grading system in each and every one of the seven classes throughout the day? The teachers always insist it’s in case the other classes skipped it. They know well and good the other teachers did not skip it. It should just be decided all the boring stuff will be covered in first period, and the rest of the classes would stick to what applies to their classroom only. By seventh period, the words, “No running in the halls,” make me want to scream! 

But I digress. So the syllabus is covered. We are issued our textbooks with the stern warning that they will be checked at the end of the year, and they are not to be used as a folder to carry your papers. Any damages would result in your parents having to replace school property, i.e. the textbook. If only that were true. If you’ve ever got stuck with a book where the binding is loose or a previous student highlighted every other sentence and doodled on the edges, you know what I mean. 

Then the part we teenagers everywhere dread the most. The introduction game which does nothing except give some of us our first taste of anxiety. Others like me are skilled in the fine art of panic attacks.

Let me pause here for a moment. The first day of school is stupid. I get that no one has the routine down, so the teachers don’t like to hand out homework. It makes sense. Why not do a half day? Meet in the auditorium. Introduce the faculty. The assistant principal could read off the rules to everyone at once. Afterward, there could be tables set up in the hall manned by the teachers where you pick up your books and store them in your locker for the next day. Since there’s always a slow start, teachers could spend the first couple of days showing movies or fun videos pertaining to the material we will be covering that semester. Just my two cents. Okay, rant over. 

Back to the introduction game. Why do teachers feel it’s necessary to subject us to this? There’s so many versions of it. It’s always say our name with some fact. Maybe tell something most people don’t know about us, or something we hope to accomplish this school year. One day, I want to be brave enough to say something like, “I only use pink toilet paper.” Or maybe, “I want to build a time machine.” You know, for laughs. I probably couldn’t handle the attention it would warrant, but I dream of having the guts to do it.

But my first period World History teacher, Mr. Anderson, took it too far. We had to name something we secretly liked. Hello? There’s a reason why we secretly like it. I mean you can pretty much get away with saying anything unless it’s overly obvious it’s not a secret such as music or chocolate. But it had to start with the first letter of your first name. Seriously? I have to think of something I like that doesn’t make me sound any kind of way using the letter K? The only thing going through my mind was kites and kangaroos. Neither of which I wanted to use for obvious reasons. 

I had time to think. Kiln? Ketchup? Maybe. Both were better than kites. Keepsakes? He started at the far side of the room from me and went back instead of across. Kevin? Wait. Who’s that? Kindergarten? This was hard. Great. Instead of coming back to the front of the row, he started row two from the back. Kit-Kat's? Okay. We’re getting warmer. He’s zigzagging through which means I’m last. My name and my “K” word will be the last everyone hears which means it will be the one they remember the clearest. Kleenex? Nope. 

As I waited for my turn trying to think of the perfect word to use, two students came walking down the hall. They were headed toward the office when they passed by which means they were facing me. The taller one was the most handsome boy I’d ever seen in my life. He had dark unruly hair that was long overdue for a trim, and bright blue eyes that would melt me with one long lingering look. 

I heard the girl behind me speak. My turn was next. I wasn’t prepared! I was too busy thinking about what’s his name from the hallway. 

“And last but not least, we have...” Mr. Anderson said. 

“I’m Kara, and I like Kyle.” 

The class erupted with
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