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Tawny Matthews stood before the mailbox in front of her house with bated breath.

The seventeen-year-old blonde had been waiting patiently for weeks for a response, only to be disappointed every time the mailman paid a visit.

This time was different, however. As Tawny slowly pulled down the little door of the mailbox, her green eyes widened at the sight of a small, nondescript envelope laying sideways in its interior.

Tentatively, Tawny grabbed the envelope, as though she were afraid that if she made any sudden movements it would fly out of her grasp and vanish into the ether.

She looked at the return address: Ivoree Gates Institute.

This was what she had been waiting for.

She used her finger to slice open the top of the envelope and pulled out a single, folded sheet of paper.

She could feel the sweat from her palms dampen the letter.

Well, here goes nothing, Tawny said to herself.

Gingerly she unfolded the envelope, then involuntarily squinched her eyes shut out of fear. It took all of Tawny's willpower to force herself to reopen them.

We are writing to congratulate you on receiving a full academic scholarship—-

"YES! YES!" Tawny jumped up in down in elation, no longer caring if she was crumpling the paper. She then ran back to her house and burst through the door. "Mom! Mom! Guess what? I'm in!"

"What's that, dear?" Tawny's single mother, a woman that looked almost like an older facsimile of her daughter with the same blonde hair and green eyes, emerged from the kitchen drying a plate with a towel draped over her shoulder. "What's going on?"

Tawny grabbed her mother, trying her hardest not to burst from excitement. "Mom," she said evenly, "I just got the letter today. I've been accepted! I'm going to Ivoree Gates boarding school!"

Unable to contain her excitement anymore, she jumped up and down and squealed.

"Oh honey - that's fantastic news! I'm so proud of you!" Mrs. Matthews set the plate on a nearby table and embraced her daughter.

They reveled in the moment for several seconds before Tawny pulled herself free. "There's so much I need to do. I've got to call Ally and tell her the news. I've got to pack. What do I bring? What do I wear? What's the dress code for a private school?"

"Tawny, breathe," her mother instructed. Tawny obeyed, taking in a deep breath and slowly exhaling. "We've got plenty of time. School doesn't start until September. You've got plenty of time! Try to relax...maybe call your friend first."

Tawny nodded. "Right," she said, before bounding up the stairs two steps at a time. 

Mrs. Matthews could hear her daughter scream with excitement all the way to her room; she smiled, grabbed the plate she was drying and returned to the kitchen.
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"I can't believe you're going to Ivoree Gates!" said  Ally, Tawny's best friend.

Summer came and went for the girls faster than they would have liked. It was now September - a few days before school would begin.

Ally and Tawny had been in the same class since kindergarten, so it was hard for them to come to terms with living in separate states in the fall, much less separate schools.

A final sleepover before the start of the semester allowed the girls to properly celebrate the changes that were taking place in both their lives. 

Tawny stretched out on the bed and let out a loud yawn. "I know. This summer just flew by."

Ally rolled over in her sleeping bag beside Tawny's bed and looked at her best friend earnestly. "Are you excited?"

"I'm excited...and anxious...and nervous...and giddy," said Tawny. "Heck, I have so many emotions about what's going to happen, I feel like I'm gonna burst.!"

"It's gonna be so good for you, though," reassured Ally. She smiled weakly, but then her face fell somber and she looked away.

"Hey, hey...." Tawny sat up from her position on the bed. "What's up?"

"Nothing," sighed Ally. "It's just...you're going to be gone for so long. I'm going to miss you...."

"Aww, Al...." Tawny slid off the bed and sat beside Ally so she could give her a hug. "I'm gonna miss you, too."

"What if you find a new best friend while you're at Ivoree Gates, and you forget all about me?"

Tawny scoffed. "Not likely. Who else am I going to find that's as big a weirdo as you?"

"Hey!" said Ally, feigning offense. "Weirdos of a feather flock together!"

They both laughed and hugged again.

"Just take care of yourself, okay?" said Ally.

"I promise," said Tawny.

"And if you see any cute upperclassmen while you're at that school, be sure to give me their numbers."

Tawny rolled her eyes. "Oh please...!"

"I'm serious!” Ally said. “Like they say, 'there are plenty of fish in the sea', and honestly you are about to swim in the sea with the biggest, most eligible fish in the country!"

Tawny laughed. "Honestly, Ally - you think about boys way too much."

"Oh yeah?" countered Ally. "Well, I don't think you think about them nearly enough!
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It was dawn. The car was packed and ready to make the long journey to Ivoree Gates.

Tawny's mother and best friend were all smiles and laughter during the morning breakfast, but once they stood outside the Matthews' old venerable minivan, reality finally hit that it was time to say goodbye.

"Wait! Before you go..." Ally pulled off the backpack she had brought for the sleepover and unzipped it.

She pulled a medium-sized pink ceramic bunny; in the bunny's paws it held a photo of Ally and Tawny together. "I made it myself over the summer. So I'll always be there with you."

"Oh, Ally, I love it! Thank you so much!" She gave her best friend an embrace. "I promise to call every day."

"I'll hold you to that," said Ally.

"Come on , Tawny, it's time to go," Mrs. Matthews placed her infant daughter in the carseat and entered the driver's side of the vehicle. "We've got a lot of road to cover today."

"Okay, mom," Tawny looked at her best friend. "I guess this is it..."

"I guess so," replied Ally. "Try not to forget us little people while at your fancy new Ivoree Gates."

"Don't worry. I'll see you around Thanksgiving, okay? Bye!" Tawny entered the car and as the minivan pulled out of the driveway, Ally waved farewell.

Tawny watched her friend until the car turned the corner and her old friend, old house, and old life was out of sight. She sat back in her seat and took a deep breath.

"Ivoree Gates, here I come. Hope you're ready for me."
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"Well...this is it, " said Mrs. Matthews.

The mother and daughter stood next to the vehicle that had brought Tawny to Ivoree Gates.

They finished dropping off her belongings and had taken a brief tour around the campus, admiring the well-manicured grounds and the austere buildings.

Now they were just looking at one another, as though they were both struck dumb with the inability to speak.

Finally, Tawny broke the silence. "I promise to call you every day," she said.

Her mother waved her off dismissively. "Oh please—I'm sure you'll be too busy mingling with your new friends here to make that commitment."

Tawny felt her stomach lurch. It wasn't from her mother's comments; it was her fear that things would be the exact opposite.

She didn't let on, but at that moment she felt terrified for the future. For HER future. "Fine, once a week then," she replied. "That's a promise."

Mrs. Matthews gave a faint smile, but Tawny could see her mother was holding back both her words and her tears. She opened her arms, "Come here," she said; Tawny stepped into her arms and the two embraced in an extended hug.

After several seconds, the two women finally broke free, and Tawny could see tears streaming down her mother's cheek.

"Hey....come on, I'll be fine," she said, wiping her mother's tears away gently with her hand. "You have absolutely nothing to worry about."

"Sorry...I know, I know. I'm just....really going to miss you. My little girl's finally leaving the nest. "My little Taw-Taw...."

She kissed her daughter's forehead, put both hands on Tawny's shoulders and looked her in the eyes earnestly. "Okay. I'm going now. I love you."

"I love you too, Mom," said Tawny, feeling herself get emotional.

Mrs. Matthews got into the minivan and slowly pulled away, but not before honking three times and waving vigorously at her daughter; Tawny waved back. She didn't move from her spot until her final lifeline to her old life turned the corner and was out of sight.

Tawny turned around and regarded the massive old building behind her. Her eyes widened as she took it all in, reality finally setting in with her.

"This is it, I'm actually doing it..." she thought proudly.

She took a step off the sidewalk and into the street so she could get a better view.

She wanted to send a photo of the building to her BFF to let her know that she finally arrived. 

Tawny pulled out her phone and was trying to get the perfect shot when she heard the low rumble of an engine.

She turned her head and saw a red Porsche zooming down the street. She was directly in its path!

The car showed no signs of stopping, so Tawny practically dove back onto the sidewalk to avoid getting flattened by oncoming traffic.

The Porsche kept on along the road without breaking stride or even acknowledging the near-accident, which annoyed Tawny.

"What a jerk," she said, picking herself up and dusting off her clothes.

It was then that she realized she was no longer holding her phone, it had somehow fallen on the road in her attempt to get out of the way.

It looked as though the Porsche drove over it.

Tawny picked up the phone and turned it over in her hands, inspecting it.

Miraculously, everything appeared okay, and neither the screen or the casing were damaged.

But when she lifted the phone to take the photo, she realized the camera lens was cracked.

Tawny sighed. "Great start."
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Tawny's quarters were situated in Macklemore Hall, an old brick building not too far off from the main campus.

Her room was empty when she entered, but heavily furnished; Tawny would have a roommate during her stay at Ivoree Gates.

She knew nothing about this person, but she could tell from their side of the room that she was into boy bands and the equestrian sport.

The entire left wall was literally covered in posters of attractive teenage boys with mopey eyes and come-hither stares.

Every free surface was taken up by sports trophies, the majority having to do with equestrian.

Tawny felt a pit grow in the base of her stomach. She wasn't very athletic, and Tawny was more into classic rock than the hot new Top 40 track.

In fact, she couldn't even recognize any of the boys in the poster. Tawny had a feeling they weren't going to have anything in common.

She threw her cellphone onto her bed and sat down next to it, shoulders slumped, and sighed.

Suddenly, the door burst open, a statuesque blonde in the Ivoree Gates school uniform of black blazer and white skirt with black accented trim entered the room, the latest iPhone in one hand and a tiny, turquoise paper bag clutched in the other.

Tawny could briefly make out "Tiffany & Co." written on the bag.

"Uh-huh," said the blonde, engrossed in conversation with someone on the other line. "I know! So infuriating...how could she possibly think that was acceptable to wear out in public....oh, I 100% agree! A few days of cold shoulder treatment should correct her behaviour...."

She moved to the mirror to fuss with her hair; only when looking at her reflection did she finally notice Tawny sitting on the bed across from her. "Uh...." she abruptly did a 180 to face her. "I'm gonna have to call you back," she said, before hanging up.

Not knowing what else to do, Tawny stood up. "Uh...hi," she said meekly.

The blonde frowned. Assuming that she didn't hear her, Tawny approached her and outstretched her hand. "Hi! I guess you're my new roommate. Er...I mean, I guess, I'm YOUR new roommate, since you were here first. What's your name?"

The blonde didn't make a move for Tawny's hand, her face still frozen in frown position.

Feeling anxious, Tawny scanned the room for anything she could use to keep the one-sided conversation going. Her eyes trained on a thin golden necklace around the blonde's neck.

"Elaine...that's your name? I mean, duh - of course it's your name, I mean, why else would you be wearing it around your neck? Anyway, my name's Tawny."

Tawny continued to leave her hand outstretched.

The blonde identified as Elaine finally moved, but instead of reaching for Tawny's hand, her own hand went thoughtfully to her temple, as she folded her arms and her lips curled into a haughty smile.

"Tawdry, huh? That's....such a fascinating name for you," she said, looking the girl up and down with as much scrutiny as she could muster. "It, uh....it suits you. Excuse me."

Elaine sniffed and went immediately for the door, her phone back to her ear. "OMG, you will NOT believe what just happened...!" is all Tawny heard before her roommate departed again.

Confused, Tawny sat back down on the bed. "Was it something I said?"
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Tawny did not see Elaine for the remainder of the day, or evening for that matter. 

That was all well and good; Tawny had orientation early the next morning.

At least she wouldn't have to worry about staying up all night gabbing with a new BFF.

Strangely, Tawny felt disappointed, but didn't let it disturb her slumber.

The next day, Tawny adorned the Ivoree Gates school uniform for the very first time.

Maybe it was because the outfit was new, but the clothing felt stiff on her frame. Unforgiving. Like it resisted her lower-class contents in such upper-class packaging.

Tawny looked at herself in the mirror, fussing with a skirt that she felt was too short, tugging on the jacket that was constricting in more ways than one.

She smoothed her hair and sighed, dejectedly. "Well...it ain't getting any better..."

She grabbed her backpack and exited the room.
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Mackenzie Commons was the building where the orientation was to take place. The austere, ivy-covered building was a brisk, five-minute walk from Mackenzie Hall. 

As she made her way there, Tawny smiled and nodded sheepishly to those who would be her fellow classmates. At best, the response she got back was a look of suspicion; at worst they just ignored her.

"Oh, this is going well..." Tawny said to herself through gritted teeth.

She almost had a group of girls slam the main door in her face as she entered the building. But she quickly brushed off the slight once she was inside.

The old building was a labyrinthine maze with several stairwells branching out from the main lobby hall. 

Tawny pulled a sheet of paper from her backpack containing a map of Mackenzie Commons. "Okay...so I'm supposed to be in room 823A," she surmised, taking one of the stairwells to an upper level.

She found herself alone in a hallway, a corridor with shut doors lining both sides.

She was preoccupied with following the path outlined on her map, so when she turned the corner, she bumped into something solid.

Tawny fell to the ground, dropping her map on the way down. "I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry!" she cried, embarrassed. She braced herself for a dressing-down by one of Ivoree Gates' elite.

"It's quite alright," said a gentle voice with a Scottish lilt.

Tawny looked up and found herself staring up at a man with hair cropped close to the scalp in a sweater and dress shirt combo.

He had arresting, piercing green eyes, which were adorned by a simple black pair of spectacles.

He extended his hand. "Are you hurt?"

Tawny shook her head slowly and she took his hand. As she came to her feet, she swore she felt an electric jolt from the physical contact.

The man's face broke into a disarming smile. "Good. Are you new here? I don't believe I've seen you gracing these halls."

"I'm...new student...Tawny Matthews," Tawny gasped.

"Ah....lovely to see a new face. I'm Professor McCurdy. Cheers," he gently shook Tawny's hand, which he still had in his grasp.

He then bent down and picked up the map, and handed it back to her. "I'm assuming you're heading to orientation, yes?"

Tawny nodded. Professor McCurdy placed one hand gently on Tawny's shoulder and used his other hand to point down the hall. "You'll want to make a right down this hall, then a left, then another left. Second door on your right."

"Right....I mean, yes. Thank you very much, Professor," she said, flustered.

"The pleasure's all mine, Miss Matthews. Be seeing you," he winked, then continued onwards in the opposite direction.

Tawny robotically walked down the hall, but when she turned the corner, she immediately leaned against the wall and exhaled the breath she hadn't realize she was holding.
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Lunch could not have come fast enough.

Orientation was stressful for Tawny. She tried to stay focused on her instructor, but all the while she could feel the daggers of eyes in the back of her head.

The murmurings and giggles from the other girls in the classroom. Were they directed at her? She felt paranoid to suspect, and yet...

"Everyone," said the instructor at the front of the class, a petite woman with a short bob of straight black hair. "We have a new transfer student to Ivoree Gates; a scholarship recipient. Please welcome Tawny Matthews."

Tawny inwardly bristled at the introduction. They're already treating me differently, she thought, why add salt to the wound by telling them I can't afford it?

To her utter mortification, the instructor motioned for her to come to the front of the class.

Tawny stood from her desk; her chair scraped loudly across the floor, amplifying her embarrassment.

"Why don't you say a few words to the class?" said the instructor.

"Um...hi," croaked Tawny, her voice sounding weak and not her own. "I'm happy to be here with you all and...um, look forward to learning with...you all."

Cue the snickers.

Tawny looked down at her feet during her introduction, but cautioned a glance at the rest of the students. Most looked bored and indifferent, as she expected.

However, some of the girls were smiling back. Tawny took this as an encouraging sign, until one of the girls, a pretty redhead sitting in the front row, raised her hand.

"Yes, Elizabeth?" said the instructor.

Elizabeth stood up with a flourish. "I just want to say that I, for one, think it very noble and altruistic of Ivoree Gates to lean in so heavily in their philanthropy.

If our institution doesn't give opportunities to our abjectly destitute members of society, who will?"

"Very well said, Elizabeth," said the instructor, missing the thinly-veiled slight entirely. "Tawny, you may sit down."

Tawny was all sorts of shades of red when she went back to her seat; it didn't help that as she passed the redhead, Elizabeth flipped her hair in such a way as to hit Tawny right in the face.
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Lunch would be better, Tawny convinced herself.

And how could it not? The cafeteria of Ivoree Gates was the largest in the country.

In fact, it looked more like a high-scale food court with its restaurant-style seating and five-star chefs on staff to serve up delicious, epicurean delicacies.

Tawny could only stare in awe as a server carved her a generous, rare piece of prime rib and laid it on her plate.

The only other time she ate this decadently was the reception after her friend's grandfather's funeral.

She quickly got over her uncertainty when she saw the mashed potatoes and mac and cheese, two of her favourite foods. She hurried over and piled her plate high with both offerings.

She was so engrossed with filling her craw (she had stuffed a bread roll in her mouth and held it there), she almost jumped out of her skin when someone tapped her on the shoulder.

Tawny turned to look and was face to face with a student of East-Asian descent with long, straight black hair, held back by a bright red headband.

"Tawny, right?" said the girl. Her voice lilted with the music of an English accent. She extended her hand. "Violet St. Regis-Wright."

"T-tawny. Yes. That's me!" Tawny attempted to unsuccessfully balance her plate of food with one hand as she extended the other to grasp Violet's hand and shook vigorously.

She released the roll from her mouth, causing it to plop onto her massive pile of mashed potatoes and leak some onto the floor and her shoes.

Violet continued to smile. "We can always tell the newcomers here. Most students are so bored of this spread we barely touch it."

Tawny eyed Violet's plate; sure enough, her plate was neat and tidy, with lots of white space save for a few peas and carrots and a tiny piece of plain, white chicken breast.

Immediately, Tawny felt self-conscious, but she didn't show it, as she was still surprised someone finally had bothered to talk to her.

"Tell me, Tawny," said Violet. "Where are you sitting?"

"Uh, well, I hadn't thought about that..." she replied lamely.

"I'd love it if you sit with us," said Violet. "And you should consider those type of things. Finding your place within Ivoree Gates is of utmost importance."

She started walking, so Tawny followed close behind.

Violet continued talking: "Take myself, for instance. I'm the daughter of a powerful Singaporean diplomat. I know my way around this school like the back of my hand. Where did you say you were from?"

"Oh...out west," said Tawny. "Nowhere really spectacular. And my mother doesn't really do anything  as fancy as politics."

They stopped at a table, already occupied by several female students. Violet motioned for Tawny to sit. In front of Tawny’s seat was an opened box of assorted chocolates and a tall, frosty mug filled to the brim with a beverage.

"Well, my grooming and upbringing have served me well,” explained Violet. “I also hold the important title of Ambassador to New Students. I'd like to welcome you to Ivoree Gates with these gourmet chocolates and luxury root beer float."

"Oh...okay," Tawny said, beginning to soften. What a relief! And here I thought everyone at this school would be a nightmare.

Tawny sat down and selected one of the gourmet chocolates to sample. As she chewed and tried to place the flavour, she became aware of some of the other girls at the table.

Elizabeth was sitting across from her, and sitting next to her was Elaine, the girl from her dorm room. Both were staring at her expectantly.

Something didn't feel right.

Something...didn't taste right. A strong sensation of bleach filled her mouth and Tawny instantly spit the chocolate on the floor. She grabbed the foamy root beer float and downed it to rid her mouth of the horrible taste.

Elaine looked over at Elizabeth. "How fascinating. I suppose when you're that poor your commoner tongue will lap up any old garbage. What do you think, Elizabeth?"

Elizabeth sighed, melodramatically. "Oh, I dunno, Elaine. I'd like to think she was smart enough to tell the difference. Then again, we all added a secret ingredient to her drink and she didn't even notice? How sad is that?"

Secret ingredient? Tawny pulled her mouth away and inspected her float.

The foam of the float was gone, yet something remained floating at the top of the liquid. Tawny grabbed her utensil and fished out something viscous and slimy.

Her hand immediately went to her mouth in horror as she realized the gift from all of them was actually several loogies, concealed by the foam.

Tawny backed away from the table, knocking her plate onto the ground into a deafening shatter. Now all eyes in the cafeteria were on her.

Elizabeth and Elaine started to point and laugh and all the other students joined in.

Tawny felt her cheeks grow hot. The room was spinning and she prayed that the ground would just open up and swallow her whole, but when she wasn't granted that mercy, she turned around and ran out of the cafeteria.

Eyes stinging with angry tears, Tawny bolted down a hallway blindly, not looking where she was going.

She collided head-on with a male student.

"Watch it!" he warned, steadying her so she wouldn't fall.

"I'm sorry, I just—" she looked up at the male student. He was tall with wavy black hair, styled expertly with an ungodly amount of hair mousse. 

He had boyish features, but was also growing a bit of stubble on his face. His left ear was pierced, and he had striking blue eyes. 

Eyes that looked at Tawny with a mixture of bewilderment and annoyance.

Tawny came back to her senses. "I-I have to go."  She pulled away from the boy and ran down the hall. As she turned the corner she could have sworn he was still staring at her...

It didn't matter. She was horribly humiliated and didn't want to see him or anyone else at the school ever again.
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When Tawny arrived to her room, she was surprised to find another girl occupying the space.

It wasn't Elaine, however; this girl was shorter and stockier, with a mess of unruly red curls and freckles. 

She was in the middle of hanging a science poster on the wall, and adjusted the bright red-framed glasses that sat atop her nose.

"Hello," said the girl.

Tawny didn't respond; she was through being nice with the awful people at Ivoree Gates. She went straight to her closet.

The girl spoke again. "Are you the new girl? I was told I'd be switching dorm rooms and bunking with you now. Elaine's pretty picky about her roommates."

So she jumped ship as soon as the poor girl moved in? Fine. Tawny didn't care anymore. She emerged from the closet, a suitcase in each hand, and threw them on the bed.

The girl continued talking. "My name's Madeleine. Friend's call me Maddie."

"Tawny," was the blonde's curt reply. She went to her dresser and began grabbing her clothes by the armful, then proceeded to dump them into her open suitcases.

Maddie sat on the bed, watching her. "What are you doing?" 

"What does it look like?" snapped Tawny. "I'm getting the hell out of here."

When the two girls' eyes met, Maddie noticed for the first time that Tawny had been crying.

Immediately, Maddie jumped off the bed and ran over to Tawny, spinning her around to get a better look at her.

"Hey, hey...what happened out there?"

"Those girls...Elaine and her evil posse..."

"You mean the Mean Girls from Hell?" asked Maddie. "Ivoree Gates own Terrifying Trio? I'm guessing they pulled their welcome wagon prank on you?"

"They tried to poison me!" yelled Tawny, feeling herself get worked up again. "I don't understand! I was so nice to them...I didn't deserve any of that...!"

"Hey, shh-shh...calm down," Maddie sat Tawny down on the bed and sat beside her. "Deep breaths....in...out..."

After a few minutes of this, Tawny began to feel better. "Thank you. Why are you being so nice to me?"

Maddie smiled. "Because it's the right thing to do? Because, contrary to popular belief, having money does not automatically make you an insufferable witch?"

"Well, thank you for reminding me. I was beginning to think otherwise."

"If it makes you feel any better," said Maddie. "They did the same thing to me when I came to Ivoree Gates. I know exactly how you feel: you take a bite expecting chocolate and caramel, and instead wind up gagging on Lysol and bleach."

"They also spat into a mug and gave it to me to drink," Tawny added.

"So it's gotten worse..." Maddie said under her breath.

"You've been here longer than me," said Tawny. "How did you do it? What made you decide to stay?"

Maddie wrinkled her nose and looped a ringlet around her finger as she thought. "Well...I suppose it was the knowledge that I had as much right to be here as those pampered spoiled brats. And also, unlike Elaine who probably got in with 'Daddy's money', I earned my way here the old-fashioned way: with good grades and an iron-clad determination."

Maddie placed a hand on one of Tawny's suitcases and closed it. "If you're here, then you deserve to be here. Don't let anybody tell you otherwise. Now....have I convinced you to stay?"

Tawny sighed. "Yeah. By a hair. Thanks, Maddie."

Maddie smiled and jumped off the bed. "Great. Now that the pity party's over, let's make our way to third period. You coming?"

She held out her hand for Tawny to take. Tawny wiped her eyes with her sleeve and graciously accepted. "Yeah. Let's do this."
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Surprisingly, the rest of the school day went by without further incident.

None of Elaine and her crew were in Tawny's third and fourth period classes, so she did her best to fit in with the other students. It certainly helped that Maddie was by her side the rest of the day. 

To everyone else, Maddie was essentially invisible. Though she was wealthy like the others, her social status was low, so she was regarded with a cool indifference and by association, so was Tawny.

But Tawny didn't care; after the nightmare morning she endured, NOT being the centre of the attention was way better than being vilified with a bullseye on her back.

As soon as the bell rang signaling the end of school, everyone filed out into the hallways, students and faculty alike. Tawny was dizzy, mesmerized by all the faces of peers she would eventually meet and interact with.

Maddie looped her arm around hers so she wouldn't get lost in the sea of bodies making their way to their lockers.

"Yeah, it takes some getting used to," Maddie said, as though reading Tawny's mind. "Ivoree Gates has over 1000 students; they technically start admitting students as early as the sixth grade..."

As Maddie proceeded to give Tawny a makeshift tour, her eyes locked on to Professor McCurdy as he left one of the classrooms. The only other person on campus that treated her like a human being aside from Maddie. I wonder if I have any classes with him...

Distracted, Tawny wasn't paying attention where she was walking, and as she turned the corner she bumped right into Elaine, knocking them both to the ground. Of course, she was flanked on both sides by her evil friends, Elizabeth and Violet.

"Ugh!" Elaine cried as she hit the floor, then stared daggers into Tawny's eyes when she saw who was responsible. "Why don't you watch where you're going, clumsy peasant?!"

"It was just an accident, Elaine," said Maddie, helping Tawny back to her feet.

Violet and Elizabeth each grabbed one of Elaine's hands and helped her to stand. "Right, just like it was mistake that I'd be saddled with such an unsightly loser as a roommate. We may both wear the Ivoree Gates colours but that makes us NOTHING alike."

Tawny brushed herself off. "Yeah...that's for sure..." she muttered under her breath.

Elaine then got right up into her face. "What did you say?"

"Uh..." Tawny began to sweat.

She hated confrontations; even when she knew she was in the right, she couldn't argue herself out of a paper bag. She was so bad that when she joined the Debate team at her old school, her teacher had given her extra credit just to drop out.

Elaine pointed a well-manicured digit harshly at Tawny's chest and glared at her icily. "You need to learn your place, TAWDRY. Or I'm going to have to put you there myself..."

Suddenly, a high-pitched screech came from someone on the other end of the hall. "It's him...he's here!" the girl cried.

This kicked off a series of high-pitched squealing from every other girl in the hall aside from Maddie and Tawny.

Even Elaine started to fan herself with the hand she used just a second ago to threaten Tawny. "OhmygodOhmygodOhmygod...!"

Like Moses parting the Red Sea, everyone backed up against the lockers as a young man walked down the hall.

Tawny's eyes widened; she recognized that guy! He was the one she bumped into after lunch earlier in the day.

Maddie dragged Tawny to stand next to her beside the lockers. "Stay back," she warned. "You want absolutely no part of this."

As the boy walked, the female students on either side of the walls began screaming and hyperventilating, as though he were some teenage heartthrob celebrity.

Walking directly behind him were a line of teenage girls, all dressed in French maid outfits, their eyes cast downward to the ground.

"Who the heck is THAT?" Tawny whispered to Maddie.

"That...is Dylan Westinghouse," replied Maddie. "And trust me: you do not want to get on his bad side. He basically runs this school. Well, his entire family does. The Westinghouses have been coming to Ivoree Gates since the very beginning. We're talking OLD, OLD money. The girls here go crazy for him."

"And you don't?" asked Tawny.

Maddie rolled her eyes. "Please. Let's just say...he's not my type."

"Who are those girls behind him?"

Maddie exhaled. "The saddest thing you'll ever see on the Ivoree Gates campus: The Dylantantes. They're the most depraved group of Dylan disciples in that they would do literally anything to be close to him."

As the procession of Dylan and his entourage reached the opposite end of the hallway, Elaine dared to leave the safety of the walls to approach him.

"Hi Dylan," replied Elaine. "You are looking extra hot today."

Dylan paused for a half-second to look at, Elaine, and flashed her a smirk, then proceeded on his way.

"He smiled at me...Dylan smiled at me...! Catch me, girls...." Elaine brought a hand to her forehead and swooned; Elizabeth and Violet caught her just as she fainted.

Then Dylan passed Tawny. Their eyes locked for a brief second, and he must have recognized her from their encounter earlier in the day.

Tawny held her breath. Dylan regarded her carefully, as he ran his hands through his wavy hair, then disappeared briskly around the corner.

Tawny exhaled as she watched the Dylantantes trail behind him. "How did those girls get in that position?"

Maddie gripped onto Tawny and gently patted her shoulder. "Trust me. You don't wanna know."
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Chapter 7
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The following day, Tawny had her first class with Professor McCurdy. Naturally, he taught English Literature.

She sat in the back row of the classroom, as the rest of the students filed in until all but one desk at the very centre had been filled. 

Professor McCurdy wrote the lesson plan for the day on the chalkboard. (While other classes had switched to whiteboards or electronic boards with styluses, he had insisted on keeping the traditional teaching implements. "He's very old-school," Maddie had mused).

He wore a navy blue tweed vest over a crisp white short-sleeved dress shirt. Tawny watched the outline of the muscles in his arm as his piece of chalk sailed across the board with focused ease. "He must work out..." Tawny thought, absentmindedly.

When he turned around to face the classroom, Tawny realized she had been staring a little too intensely and averted her eyes to her English textbook.

She felt her cheeks growing red. Had he noticed her staring? Did he remember her from yesterday...?

"Good morning, class," came the authoritative voice undercut with McCurdy's unmistakable Scottish brogue. Most of the class parroted back the greeting with minimal enthusiasm.

"I hope you've all had time to go over last week's reading material," he continued. His eyes scanned the class and stopped on Tawny, just as she deigned to look up again from her book. A small smile crept onto his lips; Tawny was unsure whether to smile back or be terrified...

Suddenly the door flew
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