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Friday, 15th of September

“I didn’t say that,” Olivia announced to the group gathered on the sidewalk looking into the display window of a fancy women’s clothing boutique called Kitten On The Moon.

Well, maybe it’s supposed to be fancy, thought Katie as she ran her eyes over the sign above the door. Its name was etched out in metallic purple across a slightly raised silver moon with a black cat sitting on top of it. The effort someone had put into the sign kind of made it fancy, in her opinion. But compared to the couple of small-town clothing stores in Sun Valley, the varying styles of most of the places they’d seen in the city, so far, seemed wild and unpredictable. What could have been high-end fashion, might also have just come straight off the homeless woman they’d seen sifting through some alleyway bins four blocks back.

“I didn’t say she would look ridiculous,” Olivia continued. “I said she was being ridiculous. Jesus Christ, Heather. If she wants to go in and try it on, I’ll happily go in there with her. But don’t look at me when she comes out crying because of the price tag and the fact that it’s not her style.”

Not my style. Katie shook her head at how plain she truly looked in the window’s reflection. It was true. She’d never even seen an outfit that looked like that, let alone put one on. She had to admit it wasn’t her style. But did Olivia really have to say it?

Of course she didn’t. Olivia never had to say these things.

The dress didn’t even matter anymore. It was the shimmering, gauzy blue fabric, sprinkled here and there, but not too much, with delicate silver butterflies, layered in three different shades, trailing off the skirt at different lengths, that had caught Katie’s eye. She’d stopped to admire the outfit and made the mistake of saying something about it. Heather had smiled indulgently while Claire looked away in the opposite direction, across the street. And that was when Olivia pounced. It wasn’t unusual and didn’t catch Katie by surprise. When your best friend was also your bully, you got used to these things.

Okay, sure, Olivia didn’t come right out and say that Katie would look ridiculous in the dress. She never said things in a way where anyone would be able to accuse her of being blatantly mean. Hence, the argument that was taking place on the sidewalk.

I won’t mind getting away from this. Katie sighed as she began to zone out. She felt kind of bad for leaving Heather alone with the other two, but it couldn’t be helped. Staying at home for another year, like most of the other kids who’d graduated from Sun Valley High before summer break, having to put up with Olivia’s sneaky put-downs and Aunty Rose’s long-suffering pity, Katie would probably end up in prison on several counts of murder.

“Hey, girls!” somebody called from the opposite side of the street. Katie turned around to see Nate waving at them, trying not to upset a tray of coffees as he navigated the busy traffic.

And there’s the other reason I feel kind of bad for leaving. Trying not to make it obvious, Katie glanced sideways at Olivia. And there it was. Now that she’d caught sight of Nate, Olivia’s prickly attitude vanished. She’d replaced it with sweet Olivia, the way she always did when Nate was around. The knot of anxiety Katie had been feeling since deciding to go straight to university, twisted in her gut as she watched Olivia smile at Nate.

But Nate didn’t even glance at Olivia. He was too intent on making it through the racing cars and blasting horns to notice. And he’d told Katie she had nothing to worry about. They’d been going steady for three years straight. “Why would I suddenly decide to ditch the prettiest girl in Sun Valley for her best friend just because she’s moved away to go to university?” he’d told her. “I’d be crazy to lose you. And besides, I’ll be there with you next year. And I’ll call you every day, FIVE TIMES A DAY, to make sure you still love me and are thinking of me, and ONLY ME. And not all those mature, sophisticated university boys you’ll be spending too much time with.”

“Woah!” Katie laughed. She darted forward to catch the coffee tray when Nate tripped on the curb.

“Sorry.” He smiled at her, looking flustered. “I guess you can always count on me to look like a clown.”

“Not as much as Katie would have if she’d bought that dress,” Olivia cut in, nodding over her shoulder at the boutique window.

“Olivia!” Heather protested.

“It’s not important,” Claire spoke up, snatching at the contents of the coffee tray. “But this coffee is. God, I still feel like a zombie.” She looked at Olivia and rolled her eyes. “I hope you appreciate us all driving you to the city so early like this, Katie.”

“That sparkly blue mess?” Nate stepped past the girls to look in the boutique window.

Enough with the dress! Katie wanted to scream. “I wasn’t even planning on going in to try it on,” she told Nate.

“Good,” Nate looked relieved. Then he shook his head. “It’s not you. It’d make you look like a weirdo.”

“That’s what I told her,” Olivia said. Still smiling, she gave Nate a look that said, “Silly Katie. Lucky she has us to help her out with life.”

“So, where to now?” he asked, handing out the rest of the coffees. He glanced up and down the street. “See any good places to eat?”

“There’s an ice cream parlour over there,” said Heather, pointing up the street.

“God, how cheesy,” stated Claire.

Katie found herself resenting Claire’s tone of voice. But she had to admit, there was nothing subtle about The Snow Queen Ice Creamery. With its giant flashing neon sign, and the enormous bust of an icy-looking woman, who Katie assumed was the Snow Queen, the place screamed kitsch. I love it, she decided. She could picture herself leaving the university campus early in the morning, stepping out through the grand doors of the cathedral and making her way up the cracked and dirty sidewalk to the ice cream parlour, where she’d sit in a window seat with her breakfast to study and watch the city come to life for the day.

A thrill washed through her at the new, exciting thought.

“Well, as long as there’s food in there,” Nate said, “I think it looks fine.”

“Me, too,” Olivia agreed.

“I guess,” Claire sighed, sipping her coffee and sounding fed up. She threw a disdainful look over her shoulder at the boutique window. “Anything’s gotta be better than talking about what Katie would look like in that pile of fairy vomit.”

“Nice,” Heather quipped back. “That’s exactly the kind of thing you should say right before we eat breakfast.”

Claire shrugged and Katie sighed again.

“I think it’d look great on you,” Heather whispered to her, linking arms with Katie as they started up the sidewalk to the nearest crossing.

“Thanks,” Katie smiled and snuggled closer to Heather. Heather was the newest edition to their friend group, having moved to Sun Valley from Twisted Lakes at the beginning of the previous year. Their last year of high school. And Katie had found herself wishing on several occasions that Heather had been there since the beginning. It would have been great to have someone fighting in her corner against the likes of Olivia and Claire. She’d miss Heather a lot and was planning on going above and beyond to tell her how great Cathedral University life was, even though she didn’t know that yet, so that her friend would definitely join her with Nate the following year.

“I forgot my bag,” Olivia complained when they reached the crossing. The little red light man had just replaced the green one. Nate was pressing the button to change them over again, but it would be several minutes before they’d be able to cross. “It’s in the back seat. Katie, go get it for me, will you?” Without turning, Olivia jingled her car keys in Katie’s face.

“How useless are you?” Heather protested.

“Hey,” Olivia shrugged as she yawned, looking unfazed. “I drove us here. And Katie doesn’t mind, do you, honey?”

Katie cringed hearing Olivia use the same pet name that Nate used for her. Honey. She hated when Olivia did that. She always said it with a note of sarcasm. As if it was the dumbest thing she’d ever heard.

“Sure,” she reached out and took the keys, then turned from the group and headed back towards the car.

Get this, get that! Katie fumed, glaring at the ground that passed beneath her feet. The whole way from Sun Valley to the city, Olivia had looked for little jobs for Katie. Things she could have done for herself, but would much rather pass to someone she thought of as her underling. At one point, Heather had stepped in and gone into the gas station to pay, instead of Katie. This made Olivia furious. Of course, no one but Katie saw this. Olivia was good at putting on an act to cover how mad she could get. But after so many years of friendship, Katie knew the signs, and she’d known that Olivia would make her pay for it later when they got to the city.

Honey? For the millionth time she wished she could have stood a little taller, lifted her chin a little higher, looked Olivia square in the eye, and told her not to call her that. Then go on to explain that it was Nate’s special name for her, and no one else should be allowed to use it. Alas, it would have made things worse. She supposed she should have been happy that, so far, the only jabs Olivia had taken had been about that dumb dress.

Near the car now, Katie glanced angrily at the outfit in the boutique window. It’s all your fault, she told the dress. It’s all your fault for being pretty.

Katie smirked as she unlocked Olivia’s car and opened the back door. “It’s all your fault for being pretty,” was what Aunty Rose had told her when she’d complained one day about something mean Olivia had done to her at school. “If you stood out less and made less of a spectacle of yourself, other girls wouldn’t feel like they need to compete with you. But as it is, you’ll do what you want. Even if it makes you look like a tramp.”

I won’t miss you, Olivia and Aunty Rose, she fumed as she glared at the dress. She wouldn’t miss Claire either.

“Where is the damned bag?” Katie mumbled as she rifled through the coats the others had decided to leave in the car.

“What’s the hold-up?” Olivia called to her from the crossing.

Katie took a deep breath as she lifted Claire’s denim, rhinestone embellished jacket. “Ah, there it is.”

Picking up the bag, Katie smiled brightly. She closed the back door and locked the car, then headed back up the street to join her friends.

“Here’s your bag, Olivia,” she said when she got to the crossing.

Deeply engrossed in a very shallow, vapid, very mean conversation about a girl from the year below them at Sun Valley High with Claire, Olivia didn’t reply to Katie. Instead, she continued chatting away, reaching a hand behind herself for Katie to put the bag in.

This traffic is on another level, thought Katie, watching the city drivers zip by in their flashy cars, ignoring speed limits and any ability they might have had to be kind and courteous to one another. It’s a free-for-all. She smiled and shook her head at a large, shiny red Jeep that looked like it was about to have a head-on with a sleek, silver Mercedes that raced towards it from the opposite direction. She knew they wouldn’t collide. But it’d be close.

“I said, here’s your bag, Olivia!”

Before Olivia could react, Katie shoved the bag into her hand and pushed with all her strength.

“Woah! Hey!” shouted Nate, as Olivia sailed through the air, out over the traffic, coming to land right in between the passing Jeep and Mercedes.

“ Whoops,” Katie giggled as a chorus of screams erupted around her. The two cars slammed on their brakes, and the Mercedes spun completely around, catching Olivia on its hood. “That really was close!”

Olivia bounced hard, creating a nice, rounded dent in the shiny silver metal. Then she flipped and spun in the air again, before finally smashing into the windscreen. Sprays of blood glittered softly in the light of the morning sun that had just lit a path through the tightly packed skyscrapers, shining like a spotlight on the glorious scene.

“Oh, God!” wailed Claire, racing into the now still traffic, as the others trailed after her, Heather, appropriately distressed, Nate, at a more leisurely pace, and Katie, breathing in the crisp morning air and smiling to herself as she ambled.

“Gosh.” Heather folded her arms, shaking her head as she appraised the multiple wounds that gushed blood from Olivia’s face, and the way she’d been impaled through her stomach by a long shard of glass that didn’t smash with the rest of the windscreen. “She’s made quite a mess, hasn’t she?”

“Yeah.” Nate smiled and winked at Katie. “But that’s Olivia. She always makes a mess.”

“She sure does,” said Katie, smiling back at Nate, enjoying the moment.

“You know what I’d love right now, more than anything else?” He turned to face her as Olivia gurgled and Claire squealed, trying to drag her friend off the windscreen.

“What?” asked Katie, gazing up into Nate’s soft brown eyes. She could see her own, clear green eyes sparkling happily in the morning light. His eyes were what she loved most about him. So playful. So mischievous. And so, so sexy.

“A kiss,” he said, leaning towards her. “That’d be perfect right now.”

“HEY, HONEY PIE! TODAY WOULD BE GOOD!”

Katie sighed and dropped Claire’s jacket onto the backseat. Standing up, she saw that the little red man was gone and the green one had appeared. Quickly, she slung Olivia’s bag over her shoulder, locked up the car, and raced up the sidewalk to cross the street with her friends.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“Can you stop doing that?”

“What did she do?” Nate asked, reaching across the table to snatch the jar of maple syrup they’d been given to drown their pancakes in away from Claire. He was frowning, but Katie wondered how much that had to do with the way Olivia had just spoken to her, or how empty the syrup jar was looking. Raising the jar, he motioned for the tired-looking teenage boy behind the ice cream counter to bring more.

“She knows what she’s doing,” Olivia explained, gazing at Katie like a hawk. “She’s acting like a misery guts, trying to make me feel bad for what I said about that stupid dress.”

“No, I’m not,” Katie sighed. She checked her phone that was lying beside her plate on the table, wondering if now was a good time to ask when they were planning on heading back to Sun Valley.

I don’t want Nate or Heather to leave, but I don’t know how much more of this I can stand. She smiled to herself as she rolled her eyes and shook her head.

Seeing this action as a sign that Katie was taking her accusation too well, Olivia switched her tactics.

“You know I only say these things because I care about you, right?” She reached across the table and squeezed the hand that Katie was using to reach for her phone. “Hey, if you really want to try it on, let’s go back. After breakfast. I’ll try something on, too.”

“No,” Katie, shook her head. This was her least favourite side of Olivia. Because it was the one she used when she wanted to speak to Katie as if she were placating a small child.

“Please, no,” Nate groaned. “It was hideous. Katie doesn’t need all that glittery crap. She’s perfect the way she is.”

Rage sparked in Olivia’s eyes, and Katie looked down at her plate. So, it was as she’d been suspecting for the past few months. Her best friend was still furious that Nate had chosen Katie over her. But that was three years ago, she complained silently to herself. And it wasn’t as if Olivia didn’t get plenty of attention from a lot of the other boys at school.

But that wasn’t the point. Nate was the one thing Katie had that Olivia had never been able to take away.

Glancing from the corner of her eye at her boyfriend, Katie wondered if that would all change now that she was moving away from them.

Don’t be silly, she scolded herself, smiling again as Olivia let go of her hand and went back to gossiping with Claire about their teenage waiter. Nate promised I have nothing to worry about. But looking at him now, an uncomfortable feeling sparked in the pit of her stomach. Nate was so easy-going that sometimes it was hard to tell what he was really thinking. He just seemed to go with the flow, which was what Katie had initially loved about him. But he always acted like he had no idea what the problem was if Katie ever complained about the way Olivia treated her. “What do you mean?” he’d say. “She’s always doing everything for you. I wish I had a friend to help me sort everything out all the time.”

Annoyingly, that was true. Olivia did do a lot for Katie and had done ever since they were little after Katie’s parents died suddenly on an archeology expedition overseas. Olivia had always been there for sleepovers whenever Katie said she was having trouble sleeping at her aunt’s house and she needed to get away. Olivia was always there when Katie forgot little things, like making sure to take the right textbook home to study for a test. Olivia made excuses for Katie when Katie got lost for words. She’d step in and say them for her. They weren’t always the right words, but as she’d have said, without her, Katie would probably get lost in her own bedroom. “Olivia knows best!” And Olivia had been the one encouraging her like crazy to go to university without taking a year off. So supportive. So insistent.

Katie wished that sometimes Nate would stop being so passive, and start acting like the six-foot-four Sun Valley point guard that he was. He was so good at being assertive out there on the court. Why couldn’t he be like that off the court as well?

Because you’re not a game, she’d tell herself. Do you really want a pushy jock running your life, as well as a pushy best friend? Stop expecting people to fight your battles for you. Stop being such a baby.

Suddenly feeling intimidated about the unknown world she was about to step into, Katie bit her lower lip and looked around at the spacious interior of the ice creamery, just as the door swung open and a young man dressed all in black strode in, taking a seat in a booth up the front.

Must be windy outside, she thought, looking at his stylishly tousled hair.

“Oh, wow,” Heather said, smirking when she saw the young man. “I know that guy.”

“Who is he?” asked Claire, not trying to hide her salacious interest.

“I think his name’s David,” Heather replied around a mouthful of pancake. “I remember him from Twisted Lakes. I’m pretty sure he was in the year above me.”

“If guys look like that in Twisted Lakes, why on earth did you move away?” Claire grinned across the table at Heather.

Heather rolled her eyes but turned around again for another look. “Oh,” she said, sounding surprised. “Well, he didn’t used to look like that.”

“What do you mean?” asked Olivia, becoming interested.

Heather shrugged. “Honestly, I can’t remember. He was probably a bit of a loner. Good at being invisible.”

“He’s not invisible anymore,” said Claire, sharing a sincere nod with Olivia.

“I guess,” Heather looked over her shoulder again. “He’s definitely dressed better. Even if it’s still all black.”

“I’m in love,” Claire announced.

A collective eye roll passed through everyone else seated at the table, but just then, the young man David, glanced up and looked directly into Katie’s eyes.

Katie inhaled sharply and looked down at her plate, hoping no one noticed the jolt of electricity she’d felt. How couldn’t they have noticed? Surely, they’d felt that, too.

“Why are you blushing?” asked Olivia.

“I’m not,” Katie tried to say, but it only made her face feel hotter. She was blushing. She had to think fast. “I guess it’s the pancakes. I don’t think they’re sitting right. I feel a bit queasy.”

“Uh-huh,” Olivia nodded in smug disbelief.

Katie made sure not to let her eyes stray anywhere near where David sat for the rest of breakfast. She didn’t have to. The image of morning sunlight falling through the window beside him, illuminating the strong, chiselled contours of his face, blazing across his bright green eyes as he stared at her was etched clearly into her brain. Green and playful, she thought, wondering if the rolling, sinking feeling in her stomach would ever go away. Nate’s eyes are playful. And Mischievous. But… not like that.
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“Are you sure you’ll be okay finding where you need to go?” asked Nate. He had Katie wrapped up in his arms against the chill of the sleet that had started up an hour earlier while they were still in the ice creamery. He held her tight as if he was having second thoughts about leaving the city without her. Katie snuggled into him, enjoying the warmth and the smell of his Calvin Klein aftershave, the one she’d given him for his birthday.

They were back at Olivia’s car outside Kitten On The Moon. Claire had already shut herself away in the backseat, looking bored as she scrolled on her phone, waiting to go.

“I’ll be fine,” she reassured him.

“I wish we were coming in to help you get settled in,” he said. “I don’t like the thought of you running into guys like that one we saw in the Snow Queen.”

“Yeah,” Olivia said with a sly smile from the open door of her car. “But I’ll bet Katie doesn’t mind.”

“Give it a rest,” Heather snapped at her. She looked at Katie. “But maybe we can come in with you. Just for a few minutes.”

“Sorry,” Olivia sighed, feigning regret. “I’d say yes, but I promised Mum I’d have the car back by midday, and I have to shop for a dress for that charity fundraiser tonight, so…”

Oh, that’s right, thought Katie. Olivia’s new charity fundraiser for Sun Valley’s environmental group. Olivia always took a date to these events, but this time, she hadn’t mentioned anything about that. She eyed her friend suspiciously.

“Bye, Katie,” Heather huffed. She looked like she’d rather be doing anything but get back into a car with Olivia for a two-hour drive back to Sun Valley. “Can you let her go now so I can hug her goodbye?” she snapped at Nate.

“Sure thing, Slugger,” Nate replied, throwing up his hands and backing away towards the car. “I’ll call you tonight, okay, honey?” he said to Katie. “And I want to hear all about how you’re safe and locked away in your dorm room where the Davids can’t get to you.”

Katie laughed, ignoring the intense snapshot her brain had taken of David sitting in sunlight.

“I’ll call, too,” Heather said.

Feeling a lump rise in her throat, Katie pushed her friend towards the car. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll be waiting.”

Then all of them were in the car, and Katie was watching Claire turn around to give her one final wave through the back window as Olivia’s car sped away and got lost in the bustling sea of traffic.

Suddenly, Katie felt more alone than she ever had in her whole life. She was surrounded by cars, people, and noise, but from where she stood, facing the cathedral across the street, with its dark, spiky gothic facade which seemed to absorb the light, drawing
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