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      For the ones who scream when no one is listening.

      

      And for you,

      I wish I’d known sooner.

      

      This book has always been yours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tuesday, November 12th - Thirteen Years Prior

          

          HADLEE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Age 5

      

      

      There is a monster upstairs.

      The ice cream is good. Creamy and slimy and yummy, but so cold. Daddy says good girls eat downstairs, so I do. Chocolate is my favorite.

      Momma and Daddy are up there. I don’t like being down here alone. I want Momma here.

      But the ice cream is good. Daddy says not to go up there. There are noises. Monster noises.

      The moon is out. I see it. I don’t like it down here. See monsters crawling on the floor from the sky moon. Coming for me. To take me away forever and ever.

      I don’t like it down here. I’m scared and sit on my feet, so they don’t grab my ankles.

      I need to go upstairs. I just want them here. Need to be safe in bed.

      I finish my ice cream and leave the bowl on the couch. Look up there. Voices. I think it’s Momma and Daddy. But the floor has bad things that can grab me. I want to cry.

      But I’ll be a bad girl. I could watch a movie like I’m s’posed to. So I don’t get taken away.

      Then Momma cries, like I do when I fall down and get a scratch and need a Band-Aid.

      Daddy talks, but I can’t hear what he says. So I jump from the couch to stairs but hurt my knee.

      “Momma!” I try not to cry. There is a lot of pain. I sit on the bottom stair, safe from the floor.

      No one comes to help me.

      There are noises here. Things in the dark I can’t see. My body shakes. I freeze ’cause they can’t touch me if I freeze. Count down like Nani taught me and stand.

      I walk up the stairs. They make loud noises, so I stop. Close my eyes. Don’t want the monster to hear and grab me. My knee hurts bad and something behind is watching me. I feel it. ’Cause I didn’t watch a movie. ’Cause I left ice cream on the couch.

      Nothing happens. I open my eyes and get upstairs fast to their bedroom door. Hall isn’t safe yet.

      Noises. Loud. I can’t hear it.

      Momma is crying even though Daddy doesn’t like it.

      He’s talking but sounds funny.

      She cries a lot when it’s just us two.

      My hand reaches for the door. Maybe it’s too late.

      Something is watching me still. More shivers. I need to go potty.

      I turn the handle until it cracks open and stops. Press my ear to the crack. Stay in the dark.

      Momma talks low in her voice. I don’t like when she is sad.

      I can’t hear Daddy, but hear the monster, so I stay quiet. The monster is inside now. I’m too late. We are in the bad place. Where bad people go. I wait to be picked up.

      Push open the crack wider until I can see. Too black.

      Just dark things moving on the bed. Maybe they’re both swallowed by bad things.

      I lick dry chocolate from my lips but taste salt and gag.

      Look at the dark for a long time. Knowing it will come for me. Waiting to eat little girls.

      It swallows little girls with sharp teeth.

      I felt the teeth once. They hurt me. Daddy was there at the end.

      It stops. The noises and the movements. I hear Daddy again, but it’s hard. He’s alive! They need my help.

      I feel it behind me. It will take me. I’m not ’llowed to scream or cry.

      “…cleaned up. Don’t…Hadlee se⁠—…”

      Then Momma: “Yes, okay.”

      Footsteps. Not sure who. I run into my bedroom like the game we play. The dark thing is in the hall, then the bathroom. The door is loud, and it hurts my head. I feel it in my knee.

      Crying again, so I sneak out. Momma is in the bed. The covers are like mine when I wake up. I want to see her, but can’t walk. I stare for a while. Scared to come out of the dark.

      “M-Momma?”

      She stops crying and looks at me. Rubs her eyes. “Oh, baby.” She tries to sit but something hurts her in the bed and can’t get up. She makes a noise I don’t like and holds out her hand, so I go grab it.

      “Is the monster gone?”

      “Hadlee, sweetie.” She rubs her thumb on my hand. I shake. We are in the bad place now. I’m too late. “Did you see us?”

      I nod cause it’s what I’m told to do when someone asks me something. I want to be good. “Did the monster hurt you, Momma?”

      She touches my face and shushes me with a finger. “Tell me, baby girl. Are you happy?”

      I nod again and bring my hair to my mouth and start chewing on it. The dark thing has me now.

      “Can you keep a secret?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Present Day

          

          DEV

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Age 16

      

      

      I wake up alone, shirtless, shoeless, and lying freezing in the woods. I have no idea how I got here. My hair is soaked, and my breath condenses in the chilly night air. It’s completely black, minus the pinprick glow from the half-moon in the sky. The tall trees obscure any stars in the night. It’s dark.

      Eerie.

      No. No no no.

      My lungs seem to close up like they’re suffocating––the vast nothingness. Tears well in the corners of my eyes, so I inhale a few breaths to settle my racing mind. I try and call out for help, but all that escapes is hot air, and then the thought:

      You’re going to die here.

      It takes a moment for my ears to register the sounds of crickets playing their orchestra. There’s the scent of pine, dead leaves, and moss. I extend an arm and feel something cold and wet before hitting a coarse vine.

      My heels sink into soft earth, so I jerk my foot to fling off the clay and stand up. A light breeze licks the tops of my shoulders.

      Heart skips a few beats. Breaths, shallow. Mouth, dry.

      You’re alive. You’re okay.

      I wrap my arms around my body, my teeth chattering, and look around to determine the direction I came from and to let my eyes acclimate to the dark. By now, it should be second nature. My mind should possess the map needed to find the way back to civilization. But, of course, this isn’t the first time, and it won’t be the last. It always takes a minute for the fog to clear from my head and for warmth to fill my body, my bones––my soul. But I’ll find the right way and get back to the main road.

      The woods. This place. Desolate and dreary––is always where I go when I’m asleep.

      Mom and Dad used to be really worried about it, and eventually the occurrences became less frequent, and then after a while I just stopped telling them. I’d be back to the motel before they even realized I was gone.

      It’s better that they don’t know.

      SNAP

      The breaking of a twig echoes from behind. Could be a few feet, could be a few yards. Instantly, my body stands alert, hairs on my neck rise, and my stomach lurches hard enough to make me gag. Just when I think I had imagined the sound, it happens again. Closer.

      SNAP

      Someone’s here.

      This isn’t supposed to happen. I’m alone, practically naked. No one knows about this place besides my parents.

      Dev. Run.

      When my mind clears, and the tree bark looks familiar, I count backward from three and head to the right, careful not to make too much noise. A spider web drapes across my face, so I slap as much of it off as I can, feeling phantom spider legs crawling through my hair and laying eggs. I leap over one log here, a tree stump there. My shins brush past a few prickly bushes, but I continue.

      Soon, I find myself on the dirt gravel outside the entrance to the trailer park. The cold stones hurt my feet, so I step carefully around them until I hit dewy grass. A shiver creeps up my ankles, and I dash in the direction of the motel, just a couple miles down past the trailer parks and River Road, past the abandoned gas stations and an old convenience store that was looted long ago.

      I want to look behind me, worry that someone wielding a machete is going to be there, suddenly within arm’s reach, but I don’t. Ignorance is bliss. What I can’t see won’t hurt me. Snot leaks from my nose, so I wipe it off with the back of my hand.

      The blood in my veins warms up with the movement of my body, my joints, and I’m invigorated. My breath quickens. My lungs burn in the cold harshness of night––of my body coming alive. I pump my legs harder, despite the pain in my feet when I hit a rough patch of earth. But the running warms me, wakes me up, takes away the fog and confusion. Like maybe it never happened. Like it never happens.

      And I’m alone, always alone. Always that same place. Sometimes farther in, sometimes closer, but always the same woods. The same trees and isolation. The same throbbing in the back of my head like I have right now. The steady thump thump thump.

      But never has someone been with me when I woke up. Never. I run.

      It’s not long before I round the bend past some of the poorer neighborhoods and run-down houses and spot the lights inside the motel’s front office. I slow down and drop my hands on my knees to catch my breath. I’m sweating now and will probably come down with a cold, shivering again. Still, I don’t look back.

      But Dad is there, inside the front office that’s half the size of a bedroom––a glass outer wall so anyone driving by can see we’re open, see there’s still vacancy. He’s hunched over some books, probably looking at our funds and crunching numbers like he always is, or maybe doing a crossword. I can see him blinking his brown eyes, rubbing the stubble on his chin that’s overdo for a shave, and I imagine that if he looked up and saw me right now, he’d dart, thinking I’d been shot.

      For now, he rubs his temples as if he has a migraine and cranes his neck. From here, I can tell how rosy his puffy cheeks are, how pale his complexion is in the crude lights. He’s put on weight over the years. Mom isn’t anywhere visible, so she must already be in bed.

      It’s been two months since the last one happened, and almost nineteen months since my parents last found me.

      I walk past the parking lot to the opposite side of the motel where there’s a wooden fence taller than me that separates the road from our lot. Like usual, I back up, count to three, and dash for the fence until I get enough momentum to spring forward, grip the top, and hoist myself up and over. With a soft thud, I land on my feet like a cat and scan the courtyard behind the motel lobby. There’s a narrow concrete walkway just beside the little laundry shack and a rotted iron fence that closes off the in-ground pool, which hasn’t been operational in years. The bottom is littered with dirty, green water and garbage from kids who throw stuff over the fence. The concrete is cracked. Uncut grass and weeds sprout through and brush my shins as I pass.

      I yawn, still unable to check the time because my mesh shorts pockets are empty, so I jog behind the building, along the lines of motel rooms. Each with a tiny window every few feet, and around the L-shaped design until I reach a second building perpendicular to the first. The one that hasn’t been used in years. There’s no key on me, so I go to the back window for Room 13, crack it open, and crawl through. I step onto the toilet seat and close the window behind me.

      Flicking on the dim yellow light, because the wirework was never updated in this building, I see that my curly hair is a mess, and my face is covered in dried dirt and grass stains. I’m too tired to clean up with the faucets that spit out nothing but black goo, so I shuffle out of the bathroom and into the main area with the beds.

      Room 13 is exactly as I left it: the bed unmade, a pair of dirty jeans on the floor I need to take to the laundry shack to wash, and my Geometry notebook opened on the nightstand. The walls are adorned with old photos, trinkets, and drawings from the past few years. I shut the bathroom door behind me and find my phone and earbuds resting on the pillow where I had been sleeping. I put the earbuds back in and play the last song I was listening to.

      In the far corner, propped next to the bathroom door, is the old 50s red Schwinn bicycle, dusty from lack of use. I don’t ride it anymore.

      Dirty, disgusting. As if my skin covers nothing but rot.

      Unable to think about it, I tear my eyes away and my gaze drifts to the collage tacked up on the far wall, opposite the bed, at what has been collected.

      I lay my head on the pillow and close my eyes, back in my “real” bed. Back at the motel where I live, that my parents own.

      It’s been years since I’ve slept in my actual bedroom; I much prefer this one. I close my eyes, letting myself drift off as “Come Fly With Me” by Frank Sinatra croons in my ears.

      I can’t let this keep happening. Not again. Not so my parents worry or coddle me.

      I just wish I knew what it was or how to make it stop, make it go away.

      The scar on the back of my head still throbs.

      But mostly I wonder why, above all else, do I feel that as soon as I leave the woods….

      I need to go right back.
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      I can’t breathe. Can’t see.

      No matter how hard I try, nothing works but my legs.

      There is a man behind me.

      Chasing me.

      Closer

           CLOSER

                CLOSER

      From somewhere over my shoulder, there is screaming. A name over and over. A voice. No. A ringing. Over and over and over and over and over.

      The faster I run, the slower I get.

           Like my legs are being weighed down.

      The man is within arm’s length.

      His hand reaches out for mine.

      Can’t see––

           No face––

                He almost has me,

      and the voice still cries out (ringing)… farther away. Clear. Smokescreen.
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      Hadlee Renee Morgan carries her camera everywhere she goes. In school, it’s either hanging around her neck in the hallways or inside a case she keeps slung over one shoulder during class. Outside of school, it's in her hands and snapping anything and everything. Ever since freshman year, she’s never been without one. Safe to say that the camera is part of her, and she’s part of it.

      Wasn’t always this way, though.

      Today is track day in gym, and I try to keep an even pace with my best friend Aiden as a few of the more athletic guys lap us. He’s moving slower than I want to run, so it’s a struggle to maintain our snail-like speed when all I want is to fly. Clear. To be alive for the four laps we’re required to run. We have to complete the fitness test in a couple weeks. Everyone should be training, but most guys use this as a time to chat while running laps. Aiden’s no different.

      We have a track meet after school, and our gym teacher––Coach––doesn’t want those of us competing on the team to exhaust ourselves too early, so a few of us take it easy.

      The sun is set high in the cloudless sky, making heat waves shimmer in what feels like ninety-degree weather. I wipe sweat from my forehead.

      Aiden calls my name, begging me to slow down. I’ve barely advanced above a light jog and get ahead without realizing it. His arms flail uselessly, his knees bending at awkward angles––like limp tentacles––as he races toward me.

      I slow to a walk and look at the bleachers behind the track fence to Hadlee. She’s leaning against the guardrail that faces the field––the risers a few feet off the ground. Her elbows are tucked into her abdomen, one hand underneath the camera lens and the other on the grip, and her face pressed to the back. Every once in a while, she adjusts the lens, or she pulls her face back to look at something before repositioning herself against the rail.

      But it’s the way she squints, how her nose and forehead scrunch up in that adorable way, that makes––

      “Dev, I’m cramping,” Aiden calls from behind. He catches up to me, holding his calf and trying to run at the same time, which results in a strange hopping motion.

      I think I mumble something in response, but not sure what.

      Hadlee wears a red flannel shirt, unbuttoned, over a white tank with a dream catcher graphic printed on the front. The flannel shirt is rolled up to her elbows, and she wears a black baseball cap backward. Her chestnut bangs stick out of the Velcro strap. Black skinny jeans complete the outfit, with Hadlee’s trademark red converse shoes to match.

      A look, if you ask me, that no one can pull off at our school better than her.

      Aiden looks over his shoulder to a couple of guys that have been trailing us for the last lap. He nudges my arm. “There’s so much outline of dick today. It’s insane.”

      “Dick outline, huh?”

      “A plethora of sweaty, swaying, teenage scrotum in mesh shorts. It’s beautiful. Unfair, but beautiful.” He nudges my arm again, groans. “Jesus. It’s like a candy store out here, wondering how many licks each takes to get to the center.”

      I pick up the pace, shaking my head and chuckling. “Any particular flavors in mind?”

      “Slow your skinny legs down and wait for me.” Aiden gasps for air. “I wasn’t done ogling yet.”

      I murmur something back as we round a turn past the bleachers by the football scoreboard. The track wraps around the endzone. As the lanes straighten back out again, Hadlee is still perched against the rail with her face in the camera. But one of the guys in class veers off course and runs up to the spot right below her, whistles seductively, and jumps––ruining her shot.

      Travis Weathers.

      Coach shouts his name from the yellow goalpost opposite the scoreboard. Travis hops down from the fence, hooting, and catches up with two friends.

      Hadlee pulls the camera back, but I can’t make out her face.

      And moments like that make me hate Travis Weathers.

      “Earth to Dev,” Aiden says. “This is reality calling.”

      “I hear you.”

      “Then get back into your lane and stop creeping.”

      “I’m not creeping.”

      “Then slow down, Barry Allen.”

      “Do you ever think that maybe––”

      “Dude, watch out!”

      Hadlee points her camera in the direction we’re running, but I have no idea what for. I turn to look ahead and see I’m nearly off the track. But when I pivot to adjust course, it’s too late to stop the inevitable. The hurdle is directly in front of me.

      In my mind, I attempt the jump, but in reality, my chest smacks into the top of the hurdle. One moment my feet are on the ground, the next the hurdle falls forward, tugging me with it.

      I crash face-first into the asphalt, scraping my cheek in the process. Sharp pain shoots up my chest, cheeks, and groin. My feet still want to move, so as I try to hop back up and continue as if nothing happened, my foot snags on the flat end of the hurdle, and I once again smash my face into the asphalt after I go down.

      “Holy rutabaga!” Aiden shouts.

      I’m too embarrassed to move. One leg is propped against the hurdle, the other sprawled to the side. When I open my eyes, Aiden and a couple guys in class hover above me––some of them laugh. Eventually, our gym teacher rushes over and helps me up, checking to make sure I’m not seriously hurt. I verify I’m okay after brushing dirt off my gym shorts. There are a few scratches on my forearm and a cut on my left elbow.

      Only I would do something so stupid, especially with Hadlee watching.

      Fan-freaking-tastic.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t looking where I was going,” I tell Coach Odis, our gym teacher and track coach. “I didn’t break the hurdle, did I?”

      Coach Odis checks me out, shaking his head. “No, your face broke the fall. Eyes on the track next time, Landry. I was calling you, but your head was in the clouds. We need you in top shape for the meet tonight. And don’t worry about the hurdle. Go see the nurse.”

      “I can still finish up the––”

      “Nurse, Landry. End of discussion.” He points to Aiden. “Have Brumberg escort you.”

      I nod and limp off the field with Aiden, whose eyes sparkle. Anything to avoid physical exertion is preferred with him.

      We pass Travis and a few other boys on the way. One of them snickers as we walk by, and I think Travis makes a farting noise. We ignore them and continue to the edge of the grass.

      “Morgan!” I hear Coach shout from behind me. “This isn't a free period to get your jollies while the boys train. Where are you supposed to be right now?”

      I look, and Hadlee stands up straight. She’s silent for a moment before answering, like her mind is anywhere but here. “Study hall, Mr. Odis. I have a pass.”

      “I don’t care what your pass is for. You can’t be here.”

      She fidgets with her camera. “I’m not bothering anyone.”

      “Maybe your teacher’s given you permission to not be in their class, but that’s not an invitation to supervise mine. Get out. You’re a distraction.”

      “It’s for Yearbook.”

      Coach jerks a thumb toward the school. “Get back to class, Morgan. Yearbooks are already finalized for print. This isn’t National Geographic out here.”

      Travis shouts from the far side of the field. “Have you seen her ass? That’s nationally geographic.”

      A couple guys laugh in response.

      I want to punch him right in the mouth.

      Coach Odis reaches around his neck for the whistle and blows into it. “Everybody can drop and do twenty followed by one extra lap. You can thank Mr. Weathers for that.” He blows his whistle at Travis. “And you can go directly to the principal’s office. I won’t have harassment in my class, Weathers. Or on my team.”

      Travis stops running. “It was just a joke.”

      “Good. Maybe the principal will find it funny when you tell him again. Now get out of my class, or I will be happy to escort you there.”

      “Coach, I’m the captain. Come on.”

      He blows his whistle again. “Make that two extra laps for everyone here. I’ll add more until Mr. Weathers realizes that I will not tolerate disrespecting women on the field or anywhere else. Track meet tonight or not.”

      A few guys in class groan, all of them panting and falling to the ground. One of his friends shouts for him to just leave before he makes it worse. Travis grunts and storms over the grass and past me and Aiden, muttering under his breath. He doesn’t even look back at Hadlee to see her reaction.

      Coach blows his whistle to signify each time the class is to do a pushup in sync. I’m not sure if we’re supposed to drop or not too, so I signal to Aiden to sneak away before Coach has a chance to remember we’re still here.

      Before I exit the gate to the trail leading to the back of the school, I glance over toward the bleachers where Hadlee was snapping photos. I expect her to be facing the track again, but she’s already moved from her spot––pointing her camera at what I think is the girl’s gym class playing volleyball on the soccer field.

      I wince with each limp, the cuts growing numb the farther we walk. Still, I can’t help but feel like I deserve this. Just a passing thought.

      Aiden huffs when he walks, still trying to catch his breath. Sweat beads the back of my neck, so I wipe it off. Coach Odis’s whistle carries on the wind.

      Aiden laughs. “You were like Superman back there for, like, a second.”

      I face forward. “More like Clark Kent, really.”

      “Right you are. But hey, sexy Clark gets feisty Lois Lane to go home to. What does Superman get? Overrated if you ask me.”

      “But you said I was more like Superman when I went over the hurdle.”

      “I did say that, didn’t I? Weird.”

      “Yup.”

      I look over my shoulder at the bleachers, and Hadlee isn’t facing away anymore. Her camera is in her hand, and she’s looking at me. My stomach flips.

      Or maybe she’s just staring off into space, thinking.

      We walk the rest of the way in silence, and I can’t help but think of Hadlee and her camera as we enter the school.

      I wonder if the world looks any different from behind the lens.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the nurse cleans and bandages the scrapes, she gives us written notes to head to our next class. We return to the locker room to change out of our sweaty clothes, and we’re the only ones here. I prop myself on a wooden bench and open my gym bag to get out clean clothes for the last few periods.

      “I was just kidding about the Superman stuff back there,” Aiden says.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Okay, cool.”

      Aiden takes off his shirt and runs his hands through his short, gelled hair that he spikes up in the front. His skin is paler than most people’s, and he has freckles covering his entire body. He’s thin––frailer than I am, if that’s possible. Aiden is the type who can eat an entire tray of pizza and not gain an ounce. We started hanging out freshman year, after he moved here from Maine, and we were both paired together for a Global assignment to create a map of present-day America. He traced out the states, and I cut out the pieces. We both took turns gluing them onto the poster board and coloring them. It felt like elementary school all over again.

      We click because he’s awkward, like me. And mostly friendless, like me. Even if Rosa at the motel says otherwise, I know it’s true. That’s why we get along so well. It was a fresh start for the two of us freshman year. And he’s always geeking out about Star Wars or anything superhero or comic book related. I enjoy the movies, but they’re his obsession. Every single medium. He even likes to get dressed in the morning to “The Death March” from The Phantom Menace. Like putting on his jeans and pullover shirt are preparations for battle.

      Aiden applies deodorant and takes off his gym clothes, like it’s no big deal to be naked and out in the open. I can’t stand it. Feeling exposed. It just irks me. I always dress under a towel in the locker room. Never shower unless I’m home at the motel.

      We finish changing, him into his jean shorts and Indiana Jones T-shirt, and me into khaki shorts and a striped polo.

      “We’re getting together tonight to play D&D at Greg’s house,” he says. “You should come.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “No, you can, you choose not to.”

      I lace up my sneakers. “I have to work front desk tonight.”

      “That’s your excuse every time, Dev. Your parents can manage one Friday night.”

      My chest tightens. It’s not that I wouldn’t want to hang out with Aiden’s other friends. I’ve met them before. But it’s just a nagging thought that terrifies me. Like something bad will happen––I hate big crowds. I’m only good one-on-one. Consider me quirky.

      Plus, my parents count on me to help on weekends, and they don’t like me straying too far away from home. Plus-plus, my parents would never allow it. Not ever.

      I always work front desk Friday nights. Always.

      “You guys can move the game to the motel.”

      I hope he gives an excuse, like always.

      “You know we can’t,” he says, like he’s guilty. “Greg has to answer the phone for pizza orders.”

      “Maybe another weekend my parents will let you guys come over.”

      Aiden sighs obnoxiously. “Fine, if you want to be Han SOLO about this.”

      We’re both silent as what he said sinks in.

      “That was a terrible joke.”

      “Yeah,” he says, ashamed. “Not my finest hour.”

      “George Lucas wouldn’t approve.”

      “I just Jar-Jar Binksed myself.”

      We laugh, and I ball my towel and throw it at him. He catches it and throws it back. Once we’re done, we grab our bags and head in the direction of our lockers in the junior hallway. We pass the display of athletic achievements and then zip past the cafeteria and the science lab rooms. We turn down a corridor and find our lockers just as the bell to signal the end of the period rings. Doors open, and dozens of kids file into the hallway chatting away, carrying books, and looking at their phones.

      Guess you don’t need the nurse’s note after all.

      After we put our gym stuff away and grab our books for next period, Travis and Hadlee round the corner together, him following behind. Her straight, chestnut hair falls halfway down her back––her camera in a bag slung over one shoulder. He tries to grab her ass, but she smacks his hand away. When he leans in to whisper in her ear, she hunches her shoulders and ducks away.

      I ball my fist against my pant leg.

      Travis has his black hair in the undercut style, with the sides of his head shaved but leaving a long poof on top. He has a tattoo on his upper shoulder trailing down into his shirt. He’s muscular and lean, mainly because his dad owns the only successful gym in town. That’s where Travis started training for competitions last summer and came back to school a new man. He used to be skinny, the best runner on our team, but already his clothes are a size bigger––his biceps bulge out of the shirtsleeves, his chest sticks out, and the veins in his forearms are pronounced.

      I can beat him this year. I will.

      His family is rich. Or rather, rich for our town, and well-respected. Even when Travis is acting like a jerk, he still gets off the hook thanks to his parents and the donations they’ve made to the community and school. His mother is some kind of defense attorney, so their family is always who you go to when you’re in legal trouble.

      Travis has been harassing Hadlee since the start of our junior year, when he bulked up. But every time he tries to force himself on her, she denies him over and over. Like he’s a puppy begging for a treat.

      Hadlee doesn’t date. She doesn’t flirt. She doesn’t fool around. But most of all, she doesn’t do friends. Not anymore.

      “You’re being a creeper again,” Aiden whispers. “You could, you know, just say hi or text her or something.”

      “She wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”

      “You could not speak on her behalf and actually go up and ask her. See for yourself.”

      “You don’t understand, Aiden. I’m not even on her radar anymore.”

      “Blah blah, same sob story. Heard it before. And yet here you be, still in creep mode. This is how villains are born, you know.”

      I hate it when he’s right.

      Hadlee continues to ignore Travis until he finally takes the hint, sneers, and flips her the middle finger before slapping her ass and passing to meet a group of guys down the hall. She tries to swing at him with a fist, but he ducks away. Amidst the commotion, none of the teachers standing outside saw. Travis points his thumb over his shoulder to Hadlee as she stops midway down the hall to access her locker––a few feet over from mine. They all start laughing.

      I’ll hurt you one day. Keep it up.

      For a second, just a second, I think Hadlee’s eyes flicker to mine. I want them to. Something, anything. A moment of recognition. And I get a close-up of her alabaster skin and long, thin legs. The mole just below her left collarbone. Her thick eyebrows and pierced septum.

      She never had those clothes or that piercing before our freshman year.

      It seems unfair that luck or fate or Hadlee’s parents could create someone as beautifully perfect as she is. At least, to me. Even before she changed, she was always beautiful. She could always light up a room. Her giggle, smooth like velvet, was like a prize you never knew you wanted until you had it. I’m not sure if I’m smiling, but I know my mouth is open, because Aiden takes his finger and pushes up my chin until my teeth meet.

      What a cartoon cliché.

      “You know,” Aiden says, a hint of a laugh in his voice, “I’m not really into that kind of thing myself, but even I would have sex with Hadlee Morgan if she asked. That girl is easily one of the hottest, most disturbed girls I’ve ever seen up close. Even if she has one of those, you know, vaginas.” He shudders.

      “I wouldn’t get my hopes up. She’s not really into guys that are into other dudes.”

      “That’s discrimination.”

      “You don’t even like vaginas.”

      “Ew, don’t say that nasty word here!” He slaps my arm.

      “You said it first!” I slap him back.

      “So, you have no excuse not to just go up to her and say, ‘Screw Travis,’ and plant a sloppy kiss on her lips.” He pauses, smirks. “The ones on her face, of course.”

      I roll my eyes. “Then watch as I get my butt kicked by him and his friends, or denied when Hadlee slaps me.”

      “They’re tools, and everybody knows it. Hadlee knows it. They’re hot, sure. And Travis can pose shirtless with kittens any time he wants to now that he’s a meathead. I won’t complain. But maybe she’s waiting for a big romantic gesture from someone else willing to save her from her dark, disturbed life. You could be her awkward wittle Peter Parker.”

      Hadlee bends down to reach for a book in her locker. Her butt in those pants… I try not to be that guy, but it’s just not fair.

      “No slinging webs today, Aiden.”

      She closes her locker and heads in our direction. As Hadlee starts to walk past, I think she’s looking right at me so, unsure what to do, I nod my head in acknowledgment. Hadlee doesn’t act like she notices, so I quickly pretend as if I’m looking past her to someone else, but find myself staring at the butt of some girl bending into a locker across the hall. She is wearing a skirt, and one of her friends notices me accidentally staring and snaps her fingers.

      “Grow up, pervert.”

      I divert my eyes away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

      “What’s going on?” The bent-over girl stands straight and faces her friend. Shauna and Mackie Hill. Same biological father. Different biological mothers. My parents used to talk to their family before things got bad.

      Shauna points to me with a Mickey Mouse pen. “Dev Landry is being a pervert. He was staring at your ass.”

      Mackie faces me, her nostrils flaring. “Ew, I have a boyfriend, creep.”

      I exhale. “I wasn’t––”

      She reaches out an arm to shove me back, and I nearly trip in the process.

      “Get out of here before I text him to kick your ass after school,” Shauna says, pushing me too. “Run along to class, coma boy. I know brain-damaged people do things different over on the side where you live with your shady parents, but over here we don’t––”

      FLASH

      We all look over. It’s Hadlee, pointing her camera from a few feet away. And I feel so ashamed.

      Mackie says, “What the heck….

      An interesting thought:

      What the heck is going on!?

      Shauna says, “What are you doing?”

      Mackie’s eyes go wide. “She’s gonna post this on her freaky website, I bet.”

      Hadlee looks away, past them, as she mumbles.

      Shauna and Mackie exchange a look and shake their heads. I’m not sure what goes through their minds, but we all know this: If Hadlee plans to expose you on her website, she will expose you, and there is no stopping her.

      Last year, some teacher at another school was caught selling weed to a student. Hadlee caught it on camera and posted it online. Considering the massive controversy and legal repercussions, the teacher was let go within a week.

      Shauna and Mackie give me dirty looks, not saying anything else to get on her bad side. You never want to piss her off if she has dirt on you.

      Aiden laughs behind me, because he always gets a kick out of how I manage to get myself in trouble. No one has to do it for me; I somehow find a way. But everyone is now looking at us. Everyone but Hadlee, who keeps her focus on the girls.

      “Sorry, Dev,” they say in unison.

      Unsure what to do, I say, “Th-thanks.” But I’m not saying it for them.

      I sense my cheeks growing hot, so I close my locker and start walking in the opposite direction to our next class before anyone can speak again.

      From behind, Shauna says, “We, um, love the corpses on your blog, by the way.”

      Mackie adds, “We really do love it so much.”

      Aiden slaps me on the back. “Oh yeah. You definitely have Han Solo luck, champ. Also, ignore what they said. Rude and uncalled for.”

      Over my shoulder, Hadlee stares at the girls until they close their lockers and walk away. She looks to the side, staring off into space again, thinking about who-knows-what. She takes her camera in both hands, goes into her typical stance, and adjusts a few dials on the lens, pointing it down the hall where Travis and his friends stand. I’m not sure what exactly she’s focusing on, but she’s still for a while, pointing it at something, before a teacher flags her down and tells her to put it away, hesitant, not wanting to get his picture taken.

      I guess that’s how it is with the local freak, so to speak. Not a term I’d choose.

      Coma boy and the freakish girl.

      She hugs her camera closer to her body and turns her head in my direction. A boy walks past, his backpack slamming into my shoulder. She stares stoically. Unmoving. She finally snaps out of her funk when the bell rings to signal the start of class.

      But there was something in the moment, like out at the bleachers that seemed so different from the girl that usually walks the halls carefree and in control.

      What’s going on in your head, Haddy?
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        * * *

      

      Despite knowing it’s useless, I text my Mom and try anyway.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        it cool if i go to Aidens after school?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Your father and I would prefer if he came here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        just 1 night, please? 4 a change

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Your father said no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        but what r u saying?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Don’t do this. I’m Fun Mom. Don’t make me lay down The Law. Fun Mom defies The Law.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        it ok, just thot id ask

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Here’s your father.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        wait what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        (as The Law) No.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        parentheses doesnt make this any less corny

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        (The Law has spoken) They come here or it’s a no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        fine

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        (The Law rests) Now put away your phone, you’re in school.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        ok

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Okay, honey, I’m back. I’m sorry. It’s just the weekend. It’s a bad neighborhood. But be rebellious like me and text all you want, just don’t make us come down there if you get caught. And make sure you come home promptly after track ends. Plus, Ramone is missing. Plus-plus, have a great meet! Wish I could be there!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Ramone your wrench?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        You borrowed him then lost him. I want him back.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        u r so weird. i luv u but ur weird

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        Have you looked in the mirror?? :-D

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        -__-

      

      

      

      
        
          
        not funny

      

      

      

      
        
          
        i’ll tell u how track went when i get home

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        (as Fun Mom) We love you! Get first place!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        luv u 2, and thanks

      

      

      

      
        
          
        still not funny

      

      

      

      
        
          
        stop calling urself Fun Mom… and using parentheses

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mom

      

      
        ()

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        OMG!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hadlee Renee Morgan is the girl other girls stay away from. She’s the daughter most parents are glad they never had. And the girl most boys make fun of and harass. She just came in one day at the start of freshman year: new clothes, new hair, new style, and her new camera. She started taking pictures––started a blog that eventually garnered local and then regional recognition for her graphic photography, poems, and sketches. Even won some local contests and awards.

      Like maybe she sold her soul to the devil.

      But I don’t buy any of it.

      Ask people in school at any given time, and they’ll say she can be disturbed, a loner, misunderstood, depressed, suicidal, weird, freak, hipster, etc. Not many people I know like her website, at least, none that I see comment on it from our school. Maybe some of the artsy students do, but when she stopped talking to people, they stopped caring in return.

      But to say Hadlee became a hipster would be lying. Hadlee is her own person, and in a way, she always has been. Hard to pinpoint. Never boring. Always charismatic toward others who are wronged. Never afraid to speak her mind via her photography, to show injustice or right some wrong, like she’s a virtual vigilante. She’s all over the place. I guess that’s why so many people don’t like her. She’s beautiful in a unique way, a fashion sense that might seem cliché, and maybe it is, but it’s also just Hadlee.

      I exit the school, most kids filing to the buses in the drop-off circle––the seniors heading to their cars in the parking lot. The sun still makes the heat liquefy in the distance, and I have to shield my eyes from the light.

      But she’s there, perched on a picnic bench off to the side on the grass. I hook my thumbs under the straps of my backpack and watch her across the sidewalk. Kids brush past me. Hadlee has her elbows on her knees for support, the camera to her face. I look to where I think she’s filming, and all I see is an empty candy wrapper that didn’t make the trashcan. But Hadlee focuses the camera with such intimacy, such careful precision.

      And I get it. I get what makes that tiny wrapper off to the side, the one that never made it to the trashcan where all the others are discarded, so special. I focus on the wrapper bundled up and wait for someone else to notice like me and Hadlee do.

      No one else does.

      It’s moments like this that let me believe Haddy is still there somewhere.

      I just wish I knew what she was looking for. What she sees that others don’t. What she thinks about. Why the lens seems better to her, safer to her, than reality. Why she doesn’t talk to anyone, and why she hides herself away. Even from me.

      A girl in a red and yellow cheer outfit walks past Hadlee, carrying a water bottle. She chats into a phone and tosses the bottle toward the trash but misses. She continues walking.

      Hadlee pulls her face back to look at the bottle rolling with the wind. She frowns, and then looks over at me. Just a moment, maybe not even that. My stomach flips again.

      She leans her chin into her palm, holding the camera with the opposite hand. Her left wrist has a double-faced watch. She doesn’t smile, but after a moment, she turns off her camera and puts it back into her bag. She jumps down from the bench and picks up the water bottle and walks it over to a separate bin for recyclables. But after she’s gone, I see she left the wrapper in the grass where she found it.

      What’s going through your head?

      I make my way to the trashcan and pick up the gum wrapper. And there, by the blue bin for recyclables, Hadlee is staring at me. I stand there and stare back for what feels like minutes, hours, days. I’m still holding the wrapper.

      Aiden locks an arm around my shoulder from behind, breaking my trance, so I put the wrapper in my pocket before he can see. I accompany him to the sidewalk, so we can do our usual walk-and-talk before the meet after school.

      “What were you doing?” he asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “That’s a lie. I saw you watching her again.”

      “Why do you think she took a picture of those two girls earlier?”

      Aiden sighs, pulling out his phone to answer a text. “You’re lucky you’re my best friend, otherwise I’d have left by now. The pining is super annoying.”

      “I know it is.”

      “But you’re cute, so I keep you around so I can stare at you.”

      I laugh. “You’re ridiculous.”

      He’s quiet before continuing. “I don’t know why she did that. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her come within three feet of you, let alone that close to photograph, specifically I might add, about you being bullied by two girls for fake perving.”

      We reach our spot on the edge of the sidewalk where a patch of grass meets a wooded area. We turn around and head back in the opposite direction.

      “It’s weird, right?” I ask.

      “Hence why you should, you know, actually talk to her.”

      “Tell me the right words to say, and I will.”

      “Comment on her blog that you stare at every night.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You’re hopeless.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “Ughhhh, you’re not supposed to agree!”

      I stare out my window and search for Hadlee. But when I find her, she’s already walking off, past the buses and cars. Heading toward the road to walk home, like she does every day. Alone. Just her and the camera. I’m still filled with a million questions.

      Most of all though, I want to ask her why, after we kissed that one summer night before freshman year, she stopped being my best friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Out of all the athletics in late spring, track is one of the least popular. If we’re the same day as baseball or any other home game, our bleachers are always the emptiest. Usually parents and friends, maybe a few faculty members, but rarely a turnout like the football players get in the fall.

      I don’t mind; like I said, I dislike big crowds.

      It’s the running that helps me focus and block it all out.

      After I dress in my red shorts, yellow tank, and green Asics––the red and yellow being our school colors––we do our usual pre-meet routine:

      
        
          	
        Dynamic Warm-up: (to prevent cramping/injury)
      

      	
        800m jog
      

      	
        Toe, heel, inside & outside walks
      

      	
        20m lunges
      

      	
        Walking hamstring, quad & butt stretches
      

      	
        Light, high knee & power skips
      

      	
        Side swipes
      

      	
        Stride out
      

      	
        Etc.
      

      	
        Coach Odis’s pep talk (brief)
      

      	
        Individual hype-up (necessary)
      

      	
        Run your butt off when it’s your race or event (self-explanatory)
      

      	
        Cheer on your fellow teammates (recommended)
      

      	
        Go home a winner or loser (choice is an illusion here)
      

      

      

      The track is eight lanes and 400m of polyurethane. Facing the scoreboard for football, the bleachers are to the right, where there is a gravel walkway from the back of the school to here. The concession is next to the stands, a few people in line getting hamburgers and hotdogs and fries.

      I’m distracted by the flow of people, antsy, fearing that all their eyes are on me, waiting until I screw up or fail. To whisper things unheard. To steal some part of me I can’t get back.

      Too much––the crowd. I have to tear my eyes away before panic ensues.

      “Landry,” Coach barks.

      I jump. “Yes?”

      “Is this the day we lose you to cloud nine?”

      “What?”

      He frowns. “Pay attention. Get psyched. We’re counting on you today.”

      “Yes, Coach.”

      Travis shakes his head, nudging Connor with a shoulder, and says, “Yes, Coach.”

      Coach sneer-frowns. “Weathers. You’re batting zero today with me. Final warning. As acting captain, knock it off.”

      Travis lowers his head. “Sorry, Coach.”

      Coach Odis doesn’t say anything new this time around, besides describing today’s meet with Danbury Prep. So, when he’s done, the sprinters all head with Coach O’Donnell, the female instructor, to go over their individual list of events. The field performers go with Coach Driscoll. Coach Odis leads the long-distance runners. Our team has twenty-one kids in all, guys and girls combined. I’m one of four runners that run in the 3200m race.

      And then there’s also Travis Weathers.

      I walk over to Travis and the other boys on the team who are busy laughing at some joke one of his best friends, Connor Mailey, said. Connor has bleached hair that curves in a widow’s peak, so he always wears it a fraction above buzzed. But like Travis, he’s built, though not as bulky. His face is covered with acne scars.

      We all kneel as Coach Odis goes over our list of events. The 3200m run is up sixth, the last of the individual races.

      “We only have two more meets after today,” Coach Odis says. “This could be the year we make it to States and show what we’re made of. Now, here is where you guys need to stay focused and….”

      He goes on, but mostly I tune him out. In
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