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  For true friends

I’ve only had a handful

And I think of you still
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  "A Hair-Raising Demise"


That’s what the clickbait headline would read. Or maybe “Tresses of Terror Pulverize Preteens.” That had a nice ring to it. 
Helen’s head hurt. She was dazed, but remembered that she and Cathy had been in a collision. Neck straining, she tried to look around. Where were her friends? Danni and Kat had been right behind her.
A loud crack penetrated the stillness, and the tree they had collided with swayed and groaned above them. The force of the impact had splintered the bark and now, the old tree was barely standing upright. It tilted forward and caught on some of the smaller trees around it.
“It’s gonna fall!” Kat called from somewhere nearby, her typically stoic voice cutting through the evening air.
For all her confusion and pain, Helen could have been in a car accident, but she wasn’t surrounded by twisted metal and broken glass. Instead, the ground was a deep mahogany red with hair that rippled and writhed across the leaf litter, and Cathy was lost somewhere among the twisting locks. Tangled up as well, Helen could hardly believe that all this mess was coming from her own aching scalp.
Kat came to her side and tugged at her arm, snapping Helen from her confusion. Together, they struggled against Helen’s impossible snare. Several feet away, Danni was likewise trying to free Cathy—a wriggling lump beneath the waves.
“It’s-con-stric-ting-me!” Cathy choked.
Three thoughts crossed Helen’s mind as she laid there on the forest floor, waiting to be crushed. The first was how absurd she and her friends must look, trying to free themselves from a giant knot of hair as the forest came down around them.
A large branch snapped and crashed into the hair beside Kat. She ducked to the side, narrowly dodging, as red tresses entwined themselves around her ankles. Tufts of it climbed Danni’s long forearms as she parted through to search for Cathy, who had still not surfaced.
“Helen! Get control of your hair!” Danni yelled.
Helen’s second thought was that this whole disaster was her fault. Even though the crimson hair attacking everyone was obviously hers, none of them would have even been here if she had not convinced them to come. In fact, none of these strange occurrences would even be happening if it hadn’t been for her.
Another tree broke, and the old oak had nothing substantial left to keep it upright. It creaked and groaned as it fell forward, showering the four girls with snapping twigs and branches. Its shadow blocked the waning light over Helen and she froze, filled with horror. She was only twelve years old. And she was about to die.
Helen’s final thought, as several tons of tree trunk fell over her vision, was of her friends. Were they thinking the same thing? Were they blaming her as well? Kat, the girl she barely knew. Danni, her new friend and gym class partner. And her best friend, Cathy. Poor Cathy. Were the past few weeks flashing before her eyes too?
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  Chapter one
 There seems to be some mistake


CATHY

Cathy Guttenberg-Gutiérrez stood ten paces back from the two chatty girls climbing onto the bus ahead of her. She took a seat in the middle while they continued to the back. 
As the bus pulled forward, Cathy took her food from her backpack, doing her best to remain inconspicuous. She ducked down and hovered over the zipper to cushion the sound of crinkling plastic. Discretion was difficult when you were the heavy girl, eating cupcakes for breakfast.
She had started out her morning by making herself an egg and cheese biscuit, but her younger brother had stolen it from the counter while her back was turned. On the phone with Tita, their mother had been no help at all.
She had told Cathy to “Just get another one.” Well, it was the last one. And Lenny never got in trouble for anything.
Cathy could still see Lenny’s gloating gaze, chewing exaggeratedly as he watched her search the kitchen for something else. When their mother told Tita how great Lenny would do in soccer this year, Cathy had had enough. She had grabbed a chocolaty cupcake snack pack from above the fridge (which was covered in Lucy’s latest artwork) before scooping up her bookbag and hurrying out the door, with her brother’s praises still ringing in her ears.
Cathy wasn’t athletic like Lenny or creative like Lucy, but soon, she would get to spend the day in her own element. She had high grades in school, the praise of her teachers, and the camaraderie of her classmates. But Cathy’s report cards never went on the fridge.
She heard a snort from the aisle next to her. The bus had made its next stop and Tina Hagleman had seen the cupcakes. Tina pulled a sucker from her mouth and flashed a pink-banded-braces smile. She dropped into the seat across the aisle before gesturing for her friends to come up from the back.
Feeling left out on the bus wouldn’t be so bad.
Idelle Jeffries sat behind Tina and narrowed her eyes deviously, while Priscilla Driscalle stopped to stare directly at Cathy, appraising her like she was livestock. Cathy knew she was about to get eaten alive. With a pang of remorse, she slipped the cupcakes back into her bag.
Priscilla smoothed her designer skirt against her back thighs to slide in beside Tina as the bus growled forward again. Inconspicuous was off the table, so Cathy concentrated on the sounds of the bus instead, looking out the window and trying to ignore the conversation in the seats next to her.
“Cici, did you see what she’s wearing?”
“Oh, I saw.”
Cathy shifted her backpack from the floor to the seat beside her, a crude privacy screen. She knew that her clothes weren’t perfect, but she hadn’t chosen them. Their parents had taken Lucy shopping for a brand-new wardrobe for high school, which meant brand-new old clothes for Cathy.
She and Lucy had the same wide brown eyes and tawny skin, only, Cathy was stuck with glasses—the plainest ones the optometrist had to offer. She shared her sister’s curly dark hair and dimpled cheeks, but Cathy was bigger around the waist, despite being three years younger. Even though it was her first year of middle school, Cathy didn’t get a new wardrobe. She got hand-me-downs.
The clothes were pilled from too many washes and the styles were overtly creative, like Lucy. They fit snugly, and they bore the tinge of the label “hand-me-downs.”
After a few minutes, Priscilla and her friends moved on from criticizing Cathy to complimenting each other’s fashion choices. Cathy was able to relax for the rest of the ride, letting her empty stomach complain to itself. Lunch was three periods away.
When the bus arrived, the front of the school was bustling with students. They crammed through the doors to get to their lockers and classes. Cathy sorted notebooks and binders in her own locker before heading for room 210.
Another student already sat at one of the desks and finally, Cathy’s day was looking up.
Her best friend, Helen, rested with her feet up on the chair next to her. A tired expression drooped from her lightly freckled face, and her head hung back as if she had been sleeping. Her long red hair brushed the ground.
The sight of Helen made Cathy feel better about her morning. Even though Helen refused to be in a good mood at any time before ten o’clock, Cathy could see the sly twinkle at the corner of her friend’s eye. A hint of the constant smirk she wore, as if the whole world was a secret joke in Helen’s mind.
“Welcome to the marvelous world of math class,” Helen Hughes yawned, “with everybody’s favorite teacher…”
Without lifting her head, she held up her schedule and squinted at it.
“Ms. Gryz—Gryzicks—Gryzicksva? Hey Cathy, someone with a last name that’s more of a mouthful than yours.”
. . . .

Three class periods later, Helen and Cathy were the first in line for lunch, considering their options. Oozing and crusting, the standard school meal taunted them, an insult to the milk carton next to it.
Helen clutched a crumpled wad of dollar bills. “Not gonna happen,” she said. 
Instead, Helen chose a wrapped ham and cheese sandwich, a bag of chips, and a tiny canned drink from the cooler below. Cathy took one of the trays of coagulating food. Her parents didn’t give her money to spend. She had an account instead.
“What even is that?” Helen asked.
“Lasagna and mashed potatoes,” Cathy muttered.
“What a disgusting combination.”
“You’re not helping, Helen.”
“Garçon!” Helen shouted and snapped her fingers.
Cathy giggled. “Helen, shh!”
The lunch ladies were working in the back of the kitchen, but Helen never let a joke go uncracked. “Excuse me, garçon! My friend here ordered the Asian bistro lunch, and there seems to be some mistake. You see, what we have here is a conglomeration of Italian and southern home cooking. I demand you take it back at once!”
Cathy had to stifle her laughter for fear of dropping her lunch tray. Helen had been working to cheer her up all day. Even though Cathy tried to brush it off, it was obvious she had had a bad morning.
“Pssst!”
“What was that?” Cathy looked around.
“I dunno,” Helen said. “What was what?”
“You got us in trouble!”
“Pssssssssstttt!”
They flinched at the giant-sized horn-rimmed glasses and the frizzy mass of salt-and-pepper hair that had been crouched unsteadily behind the lunch line. Helen and Cathy exchanged glances before leaning in to acknowledge the lunch lady.
“The sneeze guard only works one way,” Helen said. “Stop pssst-ing at us.”
“Are we in trouble?” Cathy asked in a strained voice.
The lunch lady’s over-magnified eyes shifted from left to right. “Don’t get the school lunch,” she rasped.
Helen played along, whispering behind her hand conspiratorially. “She can’t help it. She has to.”
“It comes from a box,” the shifty eyes insisted.
Helen scoffed, “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
The lunch lady snatched Cathy by the wrist, and Cathy almost dropped her tray again.
“They lie!” the lunch lady hissed. “The box—it can’t contain them! They grow.”
Cathy squirmed in her discomfort, but the agitated lunch lady continued, “They neeeed the gravy.”
Helen leaned around Cathy’s shoulder. “It’s okay. She doesn’t liiiike the gravy—”
Not dissuaded, the lady pulled Cathy closer. “I watched them make it, toil and trouble. The gravy’s almost done!”
One lens on Cathy’s glasses fogged up, either from the steamy vats or the lady’s much-too-close-for-comfort breath.
“H-Helen?” Cathy squeaked.
Cathy glimpsed the lunch lady’s nametag as she bent over the make line. Helen must have seen it too, coming to Cathy’s aid with a masterful redirection.
“Hey Linda, watch out!” Helen pointed. “That kid’s getting potatoes too!”
“No!” Linda dropped Cathy’s wrist. “Boy! Little boy!”
Helen seized the opportunity to usher her friend out of the creepy zone, leaving Linda to harass the next kid in line.
Once they made it past the cash registers, she asked Cathy, “What. On earth. Was that?”
Cathy scrutinized her tray. “Is it safe to eat?”
They looked back at the cafeteria worker—who had already scared away the next kid and taken to arguing with the peach cobbler instead.
“Yeah,” Helen answered. “I think you’re good to go.”


DANNI



Danni Emerson moved like a missile, locked on to her target. She dodged and spun—a wide receiver, sidestepping the hungry students who got in her way. Danni Emerson was on a mission. Her hair was still neat, even after gym class. She was dressed in her best outfit and she homed in on the round table at the middle of the cafeteria—the one where Priscilla had assembled her group of admiring devotees. Priscilla Driscalle, the daughter of Daphne Driscalle, the style influencer! Starstruck, Danni knew she belonged at that table.
She had identified them in class last period, a group of like-minded girls she could talk to about fashion and gossip, a large network of friends to get acquainted with this year.
There was one chair open. One chair left at the table of style. Danni had style. The spot would be hers. As she neared the table, Danni produced her widest, friendliest smile. She stopped short of the chair, blocking it to the throng of other newcomers who were, no doubt, waiting their turns to apply for greatness. The group eyeballed her quizzically.
Perhaps her smile was too big. Perhaps it was scary, even. Danni’s confidence cracked.
“Hey, Priscilla!” she said in an awkward shout.
Play it cool, Danni thought. She relaxed her face and spoke more casually. “I mean, what’s up, Cici?”
“Hi…?” came Priscilla’s confused response.
“Danni,” whispered one of the others.
“Hi, Danni.” Priscilla said, a wry curl on her glossy pink lips. “I’m trying to eat my lunch. What’s up with you?”
As she spoke, Priscilla brushed her jet-black hair away from the corner of her eye. It was the kind of brush that wasn’t meant to keep hair out of eyes, like putting it behind her ear, which would look so common. What she accomplished instead was to highlight the striking amber of her iris, her high cheekbone, and pointed chin. Danni noted that a.) this was done on purpose, b.) it was an acquired skill, and c.) Priscilla would have to become her best friend so they could share all the delightful little tips and tricks they knew. As her hand came to rest under her chin, Priscilla watched Danni with amused eyes, waiting.
Danni pictured the two of them in her room, practicing looks in the mirror together—cute pouts and sly side-eyes.
“I was wondering,” Danni said, “if you don’t mind, if I could sit with you guys.”
Priscilla’s voice was sickly sweet, “Yeah, I’m afraid there isn’t any room left for you.”
“Oh.” Danni lifted her hands from the back of the chair she had been leaning on. They must have been saving it for someone. She masked her disappointment with pleasantry, “That’s okay. Maybe next time.”
One of Priscilla’s friends chuckled. “Yeah, maybe.”
Danni resolved to find a seat elsewhere, telling herself not to be offended by what had happened. It was only a minor upset, so far. A voice called her name and Danni looked over her shoulder.
“Love your pants, by the way!” Priscilla cooed.
“Aw, thanks!” Danni grinned and walked away with her head held high.






  
  Chapter two
 Would you eat it?


CATHY

Having escaped the lunch line, Helen and Cathy stood at the mouth of a large middle aisle, scanning the cafeteria for a good place to eat. 
“Where are we sitting?” Cathy asked.
Still holding her tray, Helen head-motioned, “With her.”
They made their way through the crowd to the middle of a long table, where a tall girl with a deep umber complexion sat by herself, dumping out the contents of a purple lunch bag. She looked up as they set their trays on her table.
“Hey, Danni,” Helen said. “This is Cathy. And Cathy, this is Danni.”
“Hi,” Danni said.
Danni had her black hair pulled up into a small, tight bun and she wore a flowy patterned top, earrings, and a dangly necklace. Cathy juggled her tray and her backpack so she could free a hand to tug her own shirt down, in case it was wrinkled or riding up.
“I met Danni in gym class last period,” Helen continued, as they took their seats. “She helped me clean some old gunk out of the locker they assigned me. I think this gym uniform stuff is weird.”
Danni’s light brown eyes were inviting, but her appearance was so polished that Cathy felt uncomfortable in her presence.
“I thought you said you were going to sit with Priscilla at lunch,” Helen said.
“You’re friends with Priscilla?” Cathy asked, a red flag flapping in her mind.
“We’re not exactly best friends.” Danni was quick to add, “We could be. Eventually. She likes my pants, you know—”
The sound of an air raid siren quieted the cafeteria and everyone turned to the stage, where a wiry man in a brown suit and glasses held a megaphone in the air. He brought it to his lips and spoke.
“Good morning students of Percival P. Pearson Middle School. And welcome new sixth graders! For those of you who don’t know me yet, I am Principal Paloski—”
“WOO! Principal Pal and his buh-buh-bullhorn!” an eighth grader shouted from the back of the room. 
The gathered students filled the room with laughter, but the megaphone quieted everyone once again with an ear-shattering air horn.
“As I was saying,” the principal spoke into the megaphone, “I am Principal Jason Paloski, or Principal Pal, if you like. I want to work together to make this a spectacular school year—the best year yet for PPP! Some of you may have noticed the brand-new vending machines this year.” Students cheered and applauded. “These machines are a reward, so long as everything progresses in a calm and orderly fashion. So, let’s be on our best behavior everyone, and welcome back to Pearson!”
He stepped briskly off the stage and the cafeteria resumed its previous activity.
Cathy dug around in her backpack and pulled out her cupcakes and a small wallet. “I’ll be back in a sec.”
Helen and Danni joked about their gym locker experience as Cathy wove her way to the vending machines. She could pick at what she had to buy from the lunch line, but she was super hungry after skipping breakfast. As she waited for the machine to drop her item, Cathy caught movement from the corner of her eye. A lone girl leaned against the wall, quietly ignoring the rest of the lunch room. If the girl hadn’t moved her arm, Cathy would have missed her entirely.
As she finished taking a swig of her soda, the girl stared back at Cathy. Her mid-length light blonde hair was messily braided back on one side, and she had pale skin to match it. As Cathy observed her, the girl’s expression switched to annoyance, an easy shift with her thin arched eyebrows.
“Was there something?” she asked.
Was there? Cathy had been caught staring, and she hastily searched for something of substance to say. The girl’s baggy black pants and dark grey shirt were offset by the hot pink netting that covered her sleeves.
“Cool shirt?”
The girl scowled at Cathy with piercing blue eyes. “Okay.”
“Are you going to eat that, standing there?” Cathy asked, referring to the bag of chips in the girl’s hand. “Because we’ve got extra seats.”
She was amazed at herself for being so bold and imitating Helen, who could strike up a conversation with anyone. Look Helen, I can find a new friend too!
The girl shrugged. “Better than standing here all period.”
“I prefer to lie down,” Cathy blurted, “and be lazier—which is c-cool? Uh, this way.”
“Second thought.”
“No no no! C’mon,” said Cathy. “We have all the seats!”
Cathy resisted the urge to smack herself in the forehead. She led the way to their table, followed by this new girl, who paused, unsure of what to do next.
“What took you so long?” Helen asked before noticing that Cathy had a follower. “Oh,” she said. “Hi.”
“Yeah! This is…uh…” Cathy felt foolish.
“Kat,” said the girl. “I didn’t have a seat.”
“That’s short for Katherine, right?” Cathy asked. “That’s my name too! Kind of. But in Spanish. I go by Cathy.”
“Wait, what’s your name?” Danni asked.
“Catalina, so Cathy, get it?”
“And you’re Kat?”
Kat nodded.
Danni shook her head. “I feel like you guys should be switched. Kathy for Katherine, and Cat for Catalina?”
“My dad came up with the nicknames…” Cathy muttered.
Kat lowered herself into a chair, slow and careful, as if she would bolt at any moment. With a nervous chuckle, Cathy made a mental note to study hard in science, go to college for engineering, get her doctorate in advanced physics, invent the time machine, go back to five minutes ago, and never be bold again.
Outgoing as always, Helen took over. “I’m Helen, by the way, and this is Danni.”
“Is that an anime lizard on your shirt?” Kat asked her.
“You recognize Picarro?” Helen said. “Great minds think alike. I wear my favorite shirt and find a fellow YSLF fan!”
“No idea what that is.”
“In fact,” Helen ignored, “Danni was just telling me about how her pants are the key to schoolwide popularity.”
Kat tilted back to view this special article of clothing. She sat up and told Danni, “You have a stain on your leg.”
Danni’s gaze shot down to her lap.
Kat added, “Looks like jelly.”
Danni grabbed her napkin and scrubbed her leg with it, vigorously trying to clean old grape stains with a dry paper towel. “It must have been my sister’s fault, at breakfast. Jasmine, you little snot!”
Then she stopped. Mortified at the realization, she dropped her head to the table with a loud bump.
“Love your pants…” she mumbled.
“Maybe Priscilla has a good sense of humor?” Helen said.
“Priscilla? Driscalle?” Kat chortled. “Right.”
Danni sat up to change the subject, clearing her throat self-consciously. “Hey, why did you go to the vending machine if you already have food?”
Cathy braced herself for the oncoming ridicule. Cue the fat jokes in three, two, one…
“Would you eat it?” Helen jumped in. “School lunch is so nasty. I dare anyone to eat it.”
At that, Kat thrust her finger into the mound of Cathy’s mashed potatoes and scooped a bite into her mouth. Her face instantly shifted from smug to disgusted.
“That’s brave,” said Danni, “and a little rude, to put your finger in someone else’s food.”
Not to be outdone, Helen snagged herself a glop of Cathy’s potatoes too.
“What’s it like?” Cathy was sickened.
“Try it,” came Kat’s muffled response. She seemed to have trouble choking it down.
“Yeah,” Helen spoke with her mouth still full. “It’ll be the potato pact.”
Kat swallowed. “No thanks.”
“I’m not suggesting we walk around with bracelets and matching T-shirts. It was a joke.” Helen made a mock-mystified face and wiggled her fingers as if she were casting a spell. In a wavering voice she said, “It’s not like we’ll be bound together by the eating of mashed potatoes.”
Cathy and Danni inspected the tray of food, but neither made a move.
“C’mon, Danni, you’re a bagged-luncher! You’ve got no idea how this junk tastes,” Helen goaded. “And you bought it, Cathy. You might as well eat some of it.”
Cathy’s and Danni’s eyes met:  I will if you will.
They both pinched off a bite, but Danni paused. “What do I get if I do this?”
Helen was quick to answer, mischievous eyes sparkling. “The satisfaction of experiencing the same thing we did. It’s unforgettable, I assure you.”
“Heh,” Kat chuckled.
Danni was cautious, but as she dropped a nip of the substance into her own mouth, so did Cathy.
The mashed potatoes launched an immediate assault, on Cathy’s taste buds, gums, and tonsils. It was a brutal force to be reckoned with, like some sentient something, invading her mouth. It clung to the roof, combating her tongue, and each successful swallow was a small battle her throat wished she hadn’t won. Cathy gagged. Danni coughed.
Helen leaned forward. “Well?”
Cathy had been too caught up in the texture to even notice the bland flavor. “Very. Gross.”
“Okay, how is anybody else eating this?” Danni asked.
The girls looked around at their fellow lunch-goers.
“She did say they needed gravy,” Cathy said. “Maybe it tastes better that way?” She was glad she still had chocolate cupcakes to make up for the experience.
Several minutes later, the trash was cleared and the cafeteria tensed, waiting for the bell to ring with the changing of periods. Helen asked the others where they were headed next.
“Elective,” came the unanimous response.
Kat and Helen to art, Danni and Cathy to band. The bell rang, and there was an explosion of sound as chairs scuffed the floor and bookbags scraped against tables. The girls said their goodbyes and got up to leave.
Kat and Danni left right away, but Cathy stopped Helen before going to class. “Thanks for interrupting the fat joke.”
“The what?” Helen asked. “C’mon, I don’t think Danni’s like that.”
“I think she wants to be.”






  
  Chapter three
 You and your potato pact


KAT

Kat’s teacher stood over her. “Miss Crenshaw, I highly doubt you have enough history knowledge to get out of attending my class. You’re only in sixth grade.” 
“That’s right. I’m in sixth grade. What’s your excuse?” Kat crossed her arms. “I mean, if you’re so great at history, why aren’t you working in a museum somewhere? Where it’s okay to be this boring.” 
The rest of the class “oohed.” Blood rose into Mrs. Francis’s cheeks and she wrung her dry erase marker with white knuckles. The plastic cap squeaked under the pressure. Kat had Mrs. Francis right where she wanted her.
“Miss Crenshaw, you are out of line.”
“Don’t call me ‘Miss Crenshaw,’” Kat said in a stuffy voice. “I’m not my mother.”
Mrs. Francis pursed her lips and squinted at her opponent. Kat met her gaze fearlessly. Had the history classroom been the wild west, a tumbleweed would have blown between them. 
Mrs. Francis’s fists moved to her hips. “Are you trying to get detention on your first day of school?”
Kat opened her mouth to answer, but before she could spew her snarky response, she spewed a stream of neon vomit across the floor instead.
. . . .

Kat found the nurse’s office, clutching the yellow teacher’s pass Mrs. Francis had all-too-gladly written out for her. Her stomach flip-flopped as she opened the door. 
The nurse hummed to herself while doing paperwork at her desk. She sat up and smiled when Kat approached, revealing the hearts and emojis she had been drawing in the margins of important-looking documents.
“Welcome! I’m Nurse Beaux-Baxter,” she said in a thick North Central accent. “What’s the problem with you?”
Without saying anything, Kat handed her the slip of paper. The nurse lifted a pair of reading glasses to her nose. 
“Oh, another vomiter. Vomiters go to the left.” She pointed. “Pick a cot and I’ll be right with you.”
Kat turned the corner and her shoulders slumped.
“Hi…” Helen, Cathy, and Danni said in unison.
They waved half-heartedly. Her new companions reclined on separate cots, each face a different shade of green. Cathy sat with a small trash can between her legs. Helen’s and Danni’s were both on the floor.
Kat sighed, “Great.”
“I like her,” Helen said, “She’s sarcastic.”
“So, you speak the same language?” Cathy said.
Danni leaned over and threw up.
“Holy buckets! All these children with the first day jitters!” The nurse strode into the room, holding a plastic tub and a bottle of fizzy soda. “You can go back to class now, Tommy,” she said to a small boy in the corner. “Be a gentleman and make room for a girl to sit here.”
Tommy heaved.
Nurse Beau-Baxter scrunched up her nose and lifted a lavender face mask. “Take the trash can with you, sweetie.”
The little kid reluctantly got up, hugging the small bin to his chest. As he hobbled away, Nurse Beaux-Baxter ushered Kat to his seat and gave her the tub and the bottle of soda.
“Drink this. A warm pop to settle your tummy.” She peeled a sticker from a sheet in one of her bulging pockets and stuck it to Kat’s arm. It was the biohazard image. “Don’t mind that, dearie.” The nurse consulted the other girls, digging in a different pocket. “Now, which one of you got her first menses?”
Helen grimaced. “Wrong side of the room, Nurse BB.”
“Oh, silly me!”
Nurse Beaux-Baxter strode away again to annoy some poor girl on the other side of the office and Danni whispered, “I don’t think she’s all there.”
“What was your first clue?” Kat asked.
Helen puked into her bucket. She wiped her mouth. “So, what are you here for, Kat?”
“Funny.” Kat retched. What came out of her felt like it was pulling the strings of her very being apart to escape.
“You and your potato pact,” coughed Danni.
Helen lifted her bucket and tilted it toward Danni. “Does this look like potatoes to you?”
In response, Danni wrinkled her nose and upchucked again.
“Actually,” Cathy studied her trash can with a knitted brow. “This doesn’t look like anything I ate today…or ever.”
Kat’s own tub was filled with something thick, gooey, and not nearly as chunky as she would have expected. Its color varied as the office light shimmered over its surface.
“Should it be glowing?” she asked.
The end of school bell rang, and doors banged open against hallway walls, with hundreds of feet pounding on the floors.
“Oh, goodie!” Nurse Beaux-Baxter exclaimed. “Time to go home to my Fuzzkins.”
She gathered the papers on her desk, snatched her purse and jacket from a hook on the wall, and dashed for the door, turning out the lights and leaving the sickly students in their gloom.
Helen’s voice rasped in the dark. “Oh, isn’t this keen.”
KAT


A cawing crow announced to the neighborhood that Kat was climbing through her bedroom window the next morning. Boots soaked with dew, she thumped onto the dirt-riddled carpet below. The uninvited sun shined into her room, defying the darkness of Kat’s decoration theme. Music art posters and magazine tear-outs papered one of the walls—idols she liked the look of, but knew nothing about, judging the messy floors of her room.
Kat pulled the covers from her bed and disarranged the person-shaped pile of pillows underneath. Her mother worked through the night and slept during the day. They only saw each other during the fleeting moments in between and Kat wondered if she even bothered to check her daughter’s room when she came home.
Kat sifted through the clothes strewn about her open closet. She picked up something she was supposed to wear. Then she exchanged it for something she probably wasn’t.
Tiptoeing down the cluttered hallway, she passed the room of her sleeping mother, who had collapsed into bed, still wearing her waitress uniform. In the kitchen, Kat scarfed down a bag of toaster pops. She had expected to make it back home much earlier, but something about her exhausting first day of school had made her midnight wanderings turn into morning exploration. School and home were both stifling and now she was about to go from one to the other, tired and hungry.
As she left the house, Kat discovered her lunch in the folds of her mother’s purse, in the form of a handful of dollar bills. She stuffed these in her pocket to join two bottle caps, a broken piece of bike chain, and a pair of scuffed-up sunglasses she had found discarded last night. School would have already started, but it was a short walk.
The bell rang as she slinked through her new favorite side door (she had caught a teacher using it for a secret smoke break yesterday and, sure enough, it was left unlocked today). Classrooms opened and students poured into the hallways, rushing to their next classes. Confused, Kat stood in the middle of the commotion as the students flowed around her.
She grabbed one of the passers-by. “Hey, what period is it?”
“Third period just ended,” he said, pulling his arm away.
She had missed her first three classes! That explained her still-growling stomach. Kat absently wondered if her mother would hear about this as she sauntered to the cafeteria.
Kat scanned the
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