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    This book is dedicated to anyone who is struggling or has struggled with their mental health, sexuality, or feel like they're not good enough for this world.
You are perfect; it's society that's the problem.

      

    



  	
        
            
            It's hard to tell who has your back, from who has it long enough just to stab you in it...
—Nicole Richie
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​Prologue
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​That night, 2003

Warm blood trickles into my vision, obstructing the view of the starlit sky. Despite the pain all over my body, I can’t look away from the beauty above me. I have never seen the stars so clearly, and I have a feeling I never will again.

My lungs try to fill with air, but the sound of crackling rice krispies scares me too much to attempt a deep breath. Each inhale feels like daggers being thrust into my chest and yanked out again. I try to bring my hand to my face to wipe the thick, penny-scented liquid from my face, but a jolting pain in my shoulder stops me from making any sudden movements.

After everything that has happened tonight, I only have one person to blame—my mother. If she hadn’t forced me to move to this dreadful city, I wouldn’t be lying in the middle of the woods, drowning in my own blood. She should have known this would happen. I mean, really, how could she not? Packing up all of our stuff and moving from Detroit to Maumee, Ohio on a moment’s notice. Seriously, who does that?

She had promised me that Detroit was going to be our last move until I graduated from high school, but that was a lie. Nevertheless, I foolishly believed her. After I had endured transferring in and out of six schools in the past five years, I guess I just wanted her lie to be true. But after four months, she changed her mind, and we moved again. This time, I was more upset than the last few moves, especially considering that my junior year had just started, and I had finally managed to make a decent group of friends. People who understood me and had my back like I had theirs. They didn’t judge me for how I dressed or the music I listened to, nor did they try to make me into someone I’m not. My mom didn’t care though, she was just doing what she wanted to do. Her life had been inconvenienced in some way and, rather than stick it out and deal with it like an actual adult, she chose to run away from her problems.

I started at Maumee High School a week later, and that was when I met them. Them being the girls who had everything. Perfect hair, perfect skin, perfect teeth—perfect everything. The “Courtney Shayne” of the small gal-pal group took a strange interest in me almost immediately, for reasons I still have yet to understand, making me into her Frankenstein-version of Fern Mayo. I find it ironic now that I used to watch Jawbreaker on a loop and thought about how unrealistic the movie was, yet here I am living it out in real life. I should have known better than to trust them. Especially considering the fact that being the new girl so many times, I wasn’t a stranger to the different cliques trying to stake a claim on me. The stoners want to know if you are holding, the jocks want to know if you have a boyfriend, and the nerds want to know if you plan on joining any academic clubs because they are always looking for new members. I, like Fern’s rebranded character Violet, had never experienced the most popular girls in school joining in on the competition.

If someone were to look at me when I first transferred here and then looked at them, there was no way in hell they would believe that we would end up becoming thick as thieves. Knowing the rules of hierarchy within high school social circles, I knew I should have avoided them at all costs. Us peasants knew to move out of their way in the hall and avoid making eye contact when they looked at us, even leaving the bathroom as soon as they walked in to do their makeup. It just didn’t happen that way. I wasn’t like them in any way, but for some reason, they thought they could change that. They embraced me with open arms, welcoming me into the fold.

All five of us did everything together, and I couldn’t have been happier. But look where that happiness got me. I take another deep breath as the sound of rattling within my lungs plagues my ears, and I know what’s soon to follow. Mustering all of my strength and enduring the bursts of pain as my lungs press on my broken ribs, I inhale deeply and let out a loud moan. 

The taste of copper fills my mouth, and I assume it’s coming from either my broken nose or knocked out teeth. The crunching of leaves beneath heavy footsteps tells me that my prayers have been answered. Thank God, someone heard me!

Gathering up the miniscule amount of strength I have left, I open my mouth to speak but cough up blood instead. The disruption in my breathing and force of the hacking sends pain soaring throughout my shattered limbs and pushes a noise out of me that I had only heard from a wounded animal. When the nasty-tasting fluid clears from my throat and my body stops shaking, I move my eyes in the direction of my possible hero.

Due to the lack of light in this area of the woods and my vision becoming blurry from my swelling eyelids, all I can make out is a shadowy figure. They keep walking toward me and quicken their pace after I push myself to wiggle my toes. I’m over here, and I’m alive! Help me, please!

The dark figure grows closer, but I can’t see who they are. “Help–me!” I manage to get out, but the small, raspy voice doesn’t sound like me at all.
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​Nikki

Pushing my way through the halls, I struggle to get to the bathroom before the first bell rings. A short, plump blonde girl swings the door open and almost knocks me on my ass in front of everyone. Students stop in their tracks and stare, hoping I fall—but that’s not me. I haven’t stumbled in front of my classmates since I fell on the playground in kindergarten, and I’m sure as fuck not gonna start now. They will have to wait until the day I die if they want to see me on the ground. I shoot one of my signature serious looks around the hallway and watch in amazement as they all fall in line, going about their morning as if nothing had almost happened.

The twit who almost hit me with the swinging door stands before me, her legs nearly buckling under her as she shakes in fear. “I’m so sorry, Nikki! I didn’t even see you coming in, or I would’ve held the door open for you.”

I step toward her and she backs up, only stopping when she hits the wall. “Maybe you should get new glasses then, or I don’t know—stay the fuck out of my bathroom.” Standing over her, she pushes her frizzy blonde curls away from her face with one hand while shoving her bulky glasses onto the bridge of her nose with the other. “Do you get what I’m saying, Ariel, or do I need to slow it down for you a little more?”

Looking down at her ratty, Walmart-brand shoes, she tries to stick up for herself and says, “My name is Aurora. Sorry, Nikki, it won't happen again.” The petrified nerd slides over to the left and gets ready to bolt away from me. I would play a little cat and mouse game with her, but there’s only five minutes left until the tardy bell rings, and I have yet to put on my makeup. Instead, my foot accidently places itself in front of her, and she trips over it, her backpack spilling all over the hall. Unfortunately, everyone is already in their classrooms and aren’t able to point and laugh.

Aurora scrambles to grab her belongings and runs off before she’s late to homeroom, turns left down the next hall, and collides with Andrea. The papers she had just picked up fly all over the place again, and I can hear Stephanie and Lyssa cackling as they walk toward me from the adjoining hall. “Jesus, fuck, Aurora! Watch where you’re going!” Andy teases, smacking the last remaining book out of her hands. The thick textbook hits the ground with a loud thud, drawing the attention of the teacher in the first classroom off the hall. “Sorry, Mr. Richard. Aurora dropped her stuff all over the floor. I was just helping her pick it up.” I see Andy’s hand grab a few papers around the corner, but when the door closes, she throws them in the air and walks away.

Stephanie and Lyssa try to hold in their laughter, but once one Davis twin starts to crack, the other one is always close behind. Although they couldn’t be more different, they have that freaky twin thing where they always know what the other is thinking. The girls join me in the bathroom, so we can put on our faces, dismissing the tardy bell for the millionth time this month. “Oh, that was entertaining,” Lyssa giggles as she tries to put on her glittery lip gloss.

“I know, right? I mean, like, Aurora is such a freak. Can’t stand her!” Andy puts on her mascara, slides some chapstick across her lips, and makes sure there aren’t any brown stains on her front teeth from her morning cigarette. “I gotta get to class though, my parents will kill me if I get another demerit for being late.”

As Andy turns to leave, the bathroom door opens and in walks a girl I have never seen before. The makeup around her eyes is dark and thick, making her green eyes pop against the contrasting color of the black, smokey eyeshadow. Her blood red lipstick makes her lips appear pouty, yet kinda creepy. The girl’s hair is as dark as night, pulled up into a ponytail with streaks of bright green sticking out of the darkness. The various bits of jewelry hanging around her neck range from a pentagram to an onyx raven. Her black pants are ones that I have seen Marilyn Manson wear during the music awards, Tripp pants covered in layers of chains. Splashes of color were added to each chain to separate them and make others pay attention to each individual link. My eyes roam over her ensemble and stop at her strange tank top. The shirt is tight around her chest, with lime green lettering that matches the highlights in her hair. The merchandise represents some band called the Insane Clown Posse, where the grown men dress up in clown makeup.

I can feel my mouth hanging open, and looking at all my friends, they seem to have the same reaction. Girls like her don’t exist in Maumee. It’s like seeing a unicorn or leprechaun, enchanting you with their mystery. Unable to take my eyes off of her, everything in me wants to talk to her and know all about her. Have her tell me about her interests and hobbies and maybe her deepest and darkest secrets. Quickly throwing all of my makeup products into my purse, I wipe off my hands and approach her. “You must be new here.”

“What gave it away? The fact that I took the wrong turn into the bathroom or that I’m obviously breaking the school’s stupid dress code?” Her tone is weighed down with sarcasm, and I get the notion that she gets a lot of shit for how she dresses. “But, yeah, I’m new here. My mom is in the office signing my transfer papers right now, and the principal told me to wash off a few layers of makeup before I can go to my first class. Some bullshit about me being a distraction for the other students, I don’t know.”

“Yeah, he’s super conservative and a bit of an asshole. You’ll get used to it though. I’m Nikki, by the way. Nikki Moore.” I wait for her to tell me her name, but she looks nervous with the other three girls circling around her like sharks while they look her up and down. She’s probably trying to figure out whether they are admiring her outfit or getting ready to jump her. I clear my throat to get their attention and shake my head at them, signaling them to stop it. All three girls take a step back, and I can see the anxiety on the new girl’s face slowly disappear.

She gives me a small, appreciative smile and nervously looks down at the toes of her black platform boots. “Thanks. My name is Jessi Johnson, but everyone calls me JJ.”

“Oh, short and sweet. I like it,” Stephanie coos. “Where you from, JJ?”

JJ shrugs slightly and lifts her head for a second before answering, “All over, really. This is my sixth or seventh school in the past five years. We’ve moved so much, I kinda lost count. Most recently though, Detroit.”

Hearing the new girl is from the tough streets of Detroit pulls me in a little more, millions of questions popping in my head that I need the answer to right this second. The bathroom door opens again and the assistant principal, Ms. Griffin, pops her head in. “Jessi, I have your schedule and books all ready, so you can start today.” She looks from me to Stephanie, then Lyssa and Andy with a grimace on her face. “Ladies, don’t you have somewhere to be?”

“We’re going, Ms. Griffin. We were just giving the new girl a warm Maumee welcome, that’s all,” I assure her.

Ms. Griffin rolls her eyes in annoyance. “Just get going before I start making phone calls to parents and tell them I caught you skipping class.”

Breaking up the group, the four of us leave the bathroom and head toward our respective classes. I open the door to my homeroom class and ignore Ms. Potts’ exaggerated huff when she has to stop writing the morning work assignment down on the blackboard and mark me as tardy in her attendance book. Opening my textbook to the assigned page and flipping my notebook to the next blank page, I get to work.

Ten minutes later, the class’ morning work is interrupted by the door opening again. Ms. Griffin walks into the room with JJ in tow, hands Ms. Potts a slip of paper, and walks back out. Sliding her reading glasses onto the bridge of her nose, the woman who should have retired five centuries ago reads Jessi’s name out loud and tells her to take a seat. JJ looks around for an empty desk to sit at, and I watch a look of disgust appear on Ms. Potts’ wrinkled bag of a face as she eyes her newest student’s wardrobe.

Jessi makes her way to the only empty desk in the far back corner, too far away for me to talk to her. I look to my right and see that Aurora/Ariel freak sitting next to me. Staring at the clumsy witch until she can feel me watching her, I snarl my lip and motion for her to move. She quickly grabs her belongings and runs to the back desk, hidden away from the rest of the class like she should be. Jessi stops walking and looks at me, unsure of where to go, until I lean over and tap the top of the desk beside me. “Sit here, JJ.”

The entire class staring at her clearly makes her nervous, so she sits down as fast as she can and finds the book she needs for the class. She seems to be caught up when it comes to trigonometry and works through the math problems in the book like it’s nothing. Ms. Potts goes through our lesson, reviewing what we need to know for tomorrow’s quiz, until the bell signals it’s time to move on to the next class.

I pack up my stuff and wait for JJ outside the doorway, nearly scaring her to death when she finally walks out of the classroom. “Shit, sorry,” I apologize when the blood drains from her face, making her already pale skin almost translucent. “I was just going to ask you if you know where your next class is.”

JJ pulls her schedule out of her trapper and tries to find where her second period class is, looking at the paper as if it’s written in a foreign language. “It looks like I have AP Chemistry next, Room 135.”

“Advanced placement?! You must be, like, some kind of genius, huh?” I ask, impressed when I get a glimpse of her schedule. All of her classes are advanced, except for lunch, which is, luckily, at the same time as mine.

Jessi shrugs, her shyness shining through her blushing cheeks. “I guess you could say that, I don’t know.”

“Girl, you need to be more confident. You are way too pretty to be so shy and nervous. But we should get going. My next class is in the same hall as yours; I’ll walk with you.” She nods her head briefly and lets me lead the way before she joins me. “You have fifth period lunch, right?”

“Yeah, why?” she asks nervously as she looks around us, trying to avoid eye contact with every student staring at her.

“That’s my lunch period too. You should sit with us, and we can introduce you to some people. Like, the important people you need to know if you want to survive this hellhole.” We reach our destination, and I stop in front of Room 135, waiting for her answer. Her hands start to shake before she tightens her grip around her trapper, and I can tell all the eyes on her are making her uncomfortable. Trying to put her at ease, I raise my voice so everyone can hear. “Can I help you?”

JJ watches in amazement as everyone in the hall puts their heads down and walks to their classes without looking back at us. “Thanks again. I didn’t think how I dressed would be so—”

“Eye-catching?” I finish for her, not wanting to make her feel worse about herself. “How about this, you join me and my girls for lunch, and we make plans for after school. Maybe we can figure something out, change up your style but still make you stand out—in a good way, of course.”

“I’d like that,” JJ gushes, finally showing me what her full smile looks like. She would be so pretty if she didn’t wear so much black. Wearing such dark clothing in this neighborhood makes people nervous while giving them permission to stare. Before the bell rings, she thanks me one more time and bolts into her class.

I watch her introduce herself to the chemistry teacher and ask where she should sit. The
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