The Kids Want CALAMITY!
By: apathetic

Chapter 1
“we might have a happy ending here [pass the weed]”

Once upon a time, there was me. And the people who know me best say it should have been enough, but some things just don’t work out like that. So this is a story in itself.

And I wish that I didn’t have to call this one of those happy-ending fairy tales where you’ve got the prince and the princess- newlyweds, of course- riding off into the sunset, drowning in the music of their own love. Oh, and the evil stepqueen has decided to tag along with us as well.
We sat in silence on the way home from the airport, Aunt Paige coming home with me to my grandparent’s house, only because she refused to listen to Chiodos and Justin wasn’t going to let Pavarettie anywhere near his ears, gentlemanly as he was to chaffeur the 2-hour [Remember to write out numbers] ride to and from our Portland airport. [A little hard to understand with unknown peoples names mentioned.] And attempts at conversation beyond three sentences were almost futile.
“So, Aunt Paige, are you related to Aja from her mom or her dad’s side?” Justin had asked.

“Her mother’s side.”

“Oh. Okay.”

And later: “So how long are you planning on staying?”

She just stared at him, and I could tell she was silently offended, though Justin probably didn’t mean that way, or whatever. It was awful- the air all tense, a palpable thickness in the atmosphere, worse than a damp fog. And all this conveyed through an emotionless, dull expression.

She let the uncomfortable silence linger a moment long, almost as if in a cruel kind of glee before replying. ‘I don’t know.”
This time, he wasn’t so quick to answer. “Oh. Okay.”

So I jumped in with my role as peacemaker, always the peacemaker. Reaching out, my left hand found his knee, smoothing over his jeans as reassuringly as I could. One touch, one message. Maybe the sun didn’t shine as brightly as it did for me and Justin, my absolute best friend, but no [Strike out?] in the glaring light of September, maybe it didn’t have to.

So this might be a fairy tale with a happy ending after all, if the weed lasts long enough.

I stayed at Justin’s for dinner after we dropped Aunt Paige off at my grandparent’s place. For dinner, he and I made macaroni and sausage, courtesy of Kraft.
Everything was relatively quiet, the new Decemberists CD offering a nice ambience. We ate mostly in silence though, clinks and scrapes of silverware against ceramic dishes offering the present conversation.
“What do you think of her?” Justin suddenly asked, putting down his fork. He waited, staring at me until I looked up. I squirmed. Confrontations, rants, even any remotely brutal honesty was difficult for me to face head-on. I just wasn’t the type of person to randomly offer an opinion under questions or not, I guess. “Come on,” his voice dropped teasingly. “I promise I won’t tell.”

I snorted against my will. Saying “I don’t know” would be lying, and I don’t lie. But maybe I was still trying to make something of the aloof, very alienated woman I saw during the car ride and the stiff, smile-forcing prodigal daughter we dropped off at my grandparents’ house. Maybe the two were the same. I still wasn’t so sure.
Justin decided to accept my silence, and moved on. ‘I think,” he continued, stabbing some more pasta onto his fork, “that she needs to be re-educated in the subject of music taste. Now, I am pretty tolerant of most music types, but opera?” he wrinkled his nose. “I don’t care if Pavaretti had the voice of a tenor angel, I’d choose that pop crap over it anytime.” He stopped his rant long enough to take a sip of Dr. Pepper. “God, that woman was…” he trailed off, glancing at me as if to ask my permission for criticizing my not-so-close relative. He thought better of it, and shrugged. “Honestly, Aja, what do you think about her?”
“Well, she’s been through some hard times,” I finaly said, my voice drying out halfway. “It’s not like she lived in a fairy tale. She’s bitter. They told me she got pregnant at 16, nearly disowned, and divorced three times.”

“Who told you? Your grandparents?” I nodded.

“I don’t think it’s an excuse, though, you know?” he said, more softly this time. Again, he put down his fork, reached across the table, and lifted my chin to see me eye-to-eye. “You’ve been through just as hard situations.”

“We’re not here to compare me to-“

“No, listen to me,” he interrupted, not rudely. “Aja, I think you need to know something. That it’s always totally useless to go on mourning forever. That while you’re wallowing in your little misery bath, the world goes on, and that’s probably the worst part. Like being strapped to a treadmill, and refusing to walk. Regardless, you’re gonna get carried away anyways.”

And the sad part was, he wasn’t just talking about Aunt Paige.

I was a mess after the accident.

But, in all technicalities, by no means was slowly losing my mother, my father, my brother an accident [Confused here, maybe: my brother in an accident], nor the means in that they were taken from me.

Otherwise, is cancer an accident?

Is suicide an accident?

Is any drunk driving a real accident?

So by then, for me, life was crashing without the car.

It wasn’t like God suddenly hit my mom with a bolt of cancer, and down she went. So when we found out, me being eight and Ian ten, there was this moment when the world seemed to stop spinning, just for one precious moment. And it was then when we starggered, lost a grip, fell the most. There’s only one thing in common with your mom having cancer and you falling due to the world that stopped spinning: they both hurt.

So, the rest of my life, or at least the next five years, reality became a firing squad. Bang, bang mother down. Two to go. I guess they just forgot about the daughter. Lucky me.

After the funeral, when I was ten, Dad dropped Ian and me off at our grandparents’ house, my mom’s parents. A few days later he phoned, but no one picked up. We were out eating, Grandpa’s special treat to us.

Thank God, because then we wouldn’t have to listen to him say goodbye until after.

And the gunshot.

Bang, bang, father down. One to go.

It was already midnight by the time I left Justin’s apartment, but only a ten-minute walk back to my place. 

I opened the door, stepped inside, shook off the light chill and some of the leaves that had gotten tangled in my hair. And what caught my ear first was the low volume, the nostalgic laughs and playful yelps.

There was someone in the television room. I crept into the flashing lights and noiselessly placed my hand on the back couch.

Aunt Paige was on the floor, leaning so close to the screen that the colors seemed imprinted on her face.

Dull colors. Poor acoustics. Wobbly focus. This was one of our home videos. I tiptoed closer, peering for the identity.

My mom. Before she died, before we even knew she had cancer. Everything in my life back then was butterflies and roses with thorns, when the sun shone year round and there were no fire ants.[Nice description here]
And there was me: tumbling all across the backyard after my brief escapade down a three-feet-tall slide, Ian right behind me. Ian, my brother. God, I thought with a pang in my heart. I think I’ve forgotten how much I miss him. Not in the aspects of the fact that a huge, colossal chunk of my life, the last one I tried to hold onto so desperately was gone now. But maybe because I’ve changed too, though it’s likely to say that I miss my old, bolder self. “Momma!” I could hear my frantic wail echo back at me like a slap. “Ian hurting me!” There was me again, smushed under my older brother in a tangle of toddler-sized limbs. We were only five and seven.
“No, he’s not,” I heard Mom say soothingly as she swooped down to hug me to her chest. “I won’t let anyone hurt you, Aja-bear.” 

Cut to Ian pouting on the grass while my dad, setting down the camera, went to console him.

I almost resented that hollow promise later in my life, long after she was gone. It was just a spur-of-a-moment vow that only came true once. On an old neglected family video, the only evidence besides my memories.

Aunt Paige turned around. I dropped my gaze after a second, a moment too long. Or long enough to see all the pain and the private turmoil tucked away in her eyes, then revealed for this lonely moment. When promises failed her, at least she knew the world would disappoint, and maybe she knew it too well. But still, here was someone who knew it better than anyone, better than all my tears and condolences. And while we, the world, kept spinning, she had to be the one to stubbornly set down her foot and refuse to stay on the treadmill a second longer.

Chapter 2

“that’s why I need you”
“You didn’t say you were picking me up,” I half-grumbled, only around Justin, as I slammed the door to his Civic shut. “You didn’t even bother to call. I was still eating.”

“They’ve got a café,” he replied in his defense. “Wow, this wasn’t the greeting I’d expected in return of a free, thoughtful ride.”

“Now you’re charging?”

“I should be.”

I froze at the thought of my already meager budget, now drained, and he chuckled. “Kidding, Aja. I was kidding. Don’t be so nervous.”
I resolved to say this sentence as innocently as I could. “Nervous about what?”

“You are a bad liar,” he rolled his eyes. “About your first day of high school, honey,” he said and I blushed. “Don’t you just love it when I call you stuff like that?” he said cheerfully, noting my blush. “Now, which would you prefer- ‘Honey Bunches’ or ‘sweetums’? Or maybe your new name should be ‘Sugar Pie’.” He mock-gasped. “Perfect!”

“Wait ‘til your hear what I’ve got for you,” I murmured under my breath, but more confidently now. His silliness almost always worked for my nerves.

“Ooh, the lady has something to say!” he poked at me playfully as we pulled into Student Parking, most of the spaces already taken. I felt my breathing hitch, my fingers clutch my new bag tightly. Of course I’m not nervous, I told myself as we passed cluster after cluster of the senior groups, all the cliques that seemed to be staring me down. Yeah, I thought grimly. I am a bad liar.

“Justin?” I heard my soft voice mewl, and he reached over to take my hand, squeezing my fingers reassuringly as he swerved into a spot, finally. His grasp was firm, sure. “Don’t worry, Aja,” I heard his voice pull through the nervous haze I was seeing. “I won’t let anybody hurt you.”

And, as we got out of the car, blinking in the crisp brightness with entwined fingers, I might have, just for a really small second, actually believed him.

Just for a second.

“Mrs. Kascov is a bitch,” was the first thing Justin said when he got a look at my schedule. “Just don’t talk in that class, but I don’t think that’ll be a problem for you. And, otherwise, you’ve got pretty good teachers. Mrs. Bernhardt is neat, really dynamic, makes history sound like it actually happened. Oh, and don’t be a kiss-ass to Mr. Caspar. He’ll hit on your [typo = you] for the rest of the year,” he said and when I looked up at him with wide eyes, he devilishly added, “Male or female.”

“Justin!” I wailed, wheeling around to face him. ‘What if…What if I get in trouble or something? You make them sound so strict and mean and- and irrational…” I could practically taste my fear, building up as a solid lump of nausea, deep in my stomach.

He snorted. “The day you get in trouble, Aja,” he said as he guided me to my first period class, Biology, “is the day when my grandma dirty dances for my grandfather. There’s virtually no chance.” 

I winced.

“Yeah, I know,” he continued. “Bad mental image.”

I allowed myself a nervous little laugh as we neared my class, attracting some glances from the freshmen- but not limited to- female variety. “I’ll pick you up after class, all right? You’ll be fine. I swear.” And he gave me a little push through the door, winking cheerfully.

I hoped I’d be okay. I really did.

“So where’s Sebastian?” I asked Justin while we were on the way to lunch. Half the school day had passed already, thank God. “I thought he said he’s meet up with us.”

He shrugged. “I…don’t think that’d be a wise choice- not for you, at least.”

“Why?” 

He slowly turned his head to stare at me incredulously. “What did you say?” he asked, and it seemed like anger and disbelief was massaged into every word he said. “Did you just ask why?”
“Why? Is that…bad?”

He grabbed my shoulders, turning me around to face him. “Did you forget what he did to you? Did you forget how he ditched you? How he ditched us? Aja, he’s no good for you! He isn’t, I swear. I knew it all along.”

I glared at him, hiking my bag up my shoulders. “You only knew it all along because you were ragging on him,” I practically spat back. “Seb did this. Seb did that. Little Seb does this all wrong! It wasn’t his fault he got pulled into a gang. It wasn’t his fault. It’s what he was born into, wasn’t it?”

He turned away from me in disgust, marching ahead without looking back. I chased after him, my temper cooling off, and now I was worried.

“Are you mad at me?” I asked meekly after a long silence of just walking.

He was pinching the bridge of his nose. And after a longer silence, he finally spoke. 

“You make me look like the bad guy,” he said quietly. “You’re too good, Aja. You really are too good. I couldn’t ever see the best in him because I believed he didn’t have any. No, I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at myself, for being so…so mean.”

“He can’t help it,” I whispered, almost brokenly. “I had to be the other way for him when it didn’t work out for him. When it doesn’t work out for him.”

“I know,” Justin replied, a small smile spreading across his face. “I know. So let’s go to lunch. I’ll see if I can find him later, ‘mkay?”

Chapter 3

“well, what are friends for? (no, really)”
“I’m hungry. I wanna eat.”
“So do it.”

I rolled my eyes as Justin got up. “I’m going to get you something, too. All right? You need to eat too.” He didn’t even bother to hear my reply, instead sauntering towards the food line with a lot of stares from the surrounding freshmen.

I glued my stare down at the nearly-empty table we were sitting at. “Who cares what they say?” Justin had said once we walked into the cafeteria and those glares had instantly targeted me…
If looks could kill.
“So you two are going out?” I jerked my head up and a red-haired girl was staring at me, a small smile on her face.[‘small smile’ doesn’t sound right, maybe take out ‘small’]
“What? Me and Justin?” I nearly stammered, and choked out a laugh of incredulity. She nodded. “No, we’re just friends.”

The redhead mulled over this for a moment, then said something unintelligible to the black-haired girl [At the moment it isn’t really important to describe the other girl, so just strike out ‘black-haired’]on her right, who promptly rolled her eyes with a smile. “Alice wanted to know,” she smirked as she motioned to the other girl. “And I’m Angely. You can call me Angie.”

“Hey, Angie and Alice,” said a voice that wasn’t mine. I looked up, and Justin plopped a bottle of iced tea and a bag of chips in front of me as he sat down next to me. “You better eat,” he chided me, taking a sip of his own soda.
“So you’re Justin, right?” Alice asked. “Are you in Paul’s guitar class?”

Justin nodded. “Dark brown hair, brown eyes, really good with the acoustic, right?” 

“Yeah,” she said. Her razor-cut black hair settled nicely around her ears, the very ends just barely brushing the gentle curve of her neck meeting her shoulders. She was petite, very skinny, I realized with maybe a small tinge of jealousy. I looked down at my arms, a bit self-consciously now. I wasn’t fat, but I wasn’t as skinny, as frail-looking as Alice.
“Aja? Aja.” Justin’s voice broke through my reveries. “Dude, you’re out of it today.”

I shrugged and smiled, keeping my gaze down.

“Aw, you hurt her feelings!” Angie’s voice interrupted teasingly. She reached across the table and touched my arm gently. I looked up in surprise, and her wide smile lingered a little longer on her full, red lips. And then they vanished. “Aren’t you a little shy thing?”

I blushed, out of embarassment or maybe because it was true, I don’t know. I think only the shy or the extremely popular know how to tuck away little pieces of themselves, small bits at a time until, like a plaster cast, only the outside shell that everyone defines them as is left. But what I really do not know is where they put their real self. Do they keep it for themselves, or lock it away in a safe?

I felt Justin’s leg brush against mine as he leaned over to hear Alice’s voice over the noice of the cafeteria, an almost palpable buzzing that you could only detect with a large crowd of people in an equally large room. “Fender? No, Gibson is better,” he was saying. “Their Les Pauls are the shit,” I heard her agree.
My attention turned back to Angie, who was listening to their conversation with a less-than-mild interest. She turned and met my eyes with that omnipresent smile. “So, Aja. What’s your schedule?” she held hers out, offering it to me. We exchanged papers.

“Oh, you’ll have English with Ryan and Amelie. My brother and sister,” she explained, smiling. “And I think we have Art I [Take out ‘I’ or is that meant to be a number?]and Algebra together.”

“Art?” I asked, confused. “I didn’t sign up for Art, though.”

“Oh, please don’t switch classes!” she begged. “I’ll be all alone in that class.” She pouted, but her eyes were still playful. I hesitated. “All right. I’ll stay in that class.”

“Yay!” And she turned to Alice. “Hah! I’ll have Aja with me in Art. I won’t be all alone. Told you.” Alice performed her trademark eyeball roll, then turned back to her debate with Justin.

“You’ll have to meet the rest of us,” Angie said in a moment of silence.

“Us?” Justin picked out. “That sounds like…a lot.”

Alice smiled. “It is. There’s us two, Paul, Slevin, Amelie, and Ryan,” she clarified, and we raised our eyebrows. “Not counting Mason, who’s already graduated, and Wes and Toby are at boarding school in England.”

“England,” we repeated. And I started to realize that Alice and Angely weren’t the poorest people in Portland. Their clothes, their hair, all the jewelry and even their nails looked expensive.

Alice shrugged. “You sort of get used to all that, I guess,” she waved her arms around. “Being separated from your family. Our parents aren’t around much, anyways.”

Justin and I sat there, trying to process all this candid information from these extraordinary strangers. I looked sidelong at him, could hear the wheels in his head turning with a mental “Uhhh…”
Then I looked around and noticed everyone filing out the doors. “Let’s go,” I said, and stood up, brushing some crumbs out of my lap. Justin handed me my bag. “Thanks,” I smiled at him. This was some sort of an ongoing tradition, him handing my bag for 8 years. The first time we’d met, that’s what he had did [done], though under drastically different circumstances.

Angie skipped around the lunch table, hooking her arms through mine. “Can’t you wait?” she chirped happily. “For art, I mean.”

“Not really,” I replied honestly and she laughed.

“I know, me too,” she agreed. “I just hope the teacher’s not a bitch.”
“This is where we part,” Justin said overdramatically when we reached the sidewalk. Alice grinned, shaking her head when she hear me mutter “Oh no, oh no…” as he got down on one knee. “I cannot wait ‘til sunrise to see you, my love,” she stared up into my eyes soulfully. I turned around, mortified. 

“God, Justin!” I muttered. “People are staring…”

“Then let them stare!’ he bellowed. I swore I saw Alice take pictures on her phone. God my life was over… 

“But, my sweet Juliet, will you remember? Make a vow unto me, that you will remember the sunrises spent together, the roses that can rival your fragrance, the little birds and butterflies I captured for you?” he grabbed my hands. “Promise me!” he nearly shouted.

“My name’s not Juliet!” I screamed back, invigorated as I tugged out of his grasp. I locked my arm with Angie’s. “I’m with her,” I added smugly, stupidly.

The crowd gasped audibly.

A full-fledged grin was spreading across his face now. “Ohhh, my sweet maiden!” he clapped a hand to his chest, nearly keeling over. “My heart! It’s hurts so! Oh, the pain, the pain…”

“Must be heartburn,” I heard someone mutter in the crowd.

“Alright, enough of this.” A new voice broke through our little performance. The security guard pushed through the crowd. “Get to class, all of you!” He waved his arms, scattering most of the students away, some who applauded as they walked to their classes.

Angie lowered her voice, staring me in the eyes as she batted her long eyelashes. “I’m glad you chose me,” she said huskily with pursed lips and I shook my head, walking away.
“[Typo]I turned around. “I dropped my bag,” I realized, and rushed back and scooped it off the sidewalk. Scampering back, I finally caught up with Angie. “I hope we’re not late,” I mumbled, my cheeks red.
When I had gone back for my stuff, I thought I had looked up at a boy, close to my age. His eyes were a deep shade of brown, almost black, the sharply angled cheekbones on pale, pale skin, full red lips. A sorrowful angel.

But I looked back as Angie and I raced to art, the halls nearly empty. He was gone.

Of course, because most angels like him don’t stick around forever, right?

Chapter 4
lights or builds & everything else that makes you wonder

“That was funny,” Angie giggled while we sat in Art I, doodling on blank sheets of paper. The teacher was droning on, an impossible monotone, as she went over the objectives for the year. As much as I hated to say it, gag me.
I rolled my eyes, chewed my lips, nibble on my fingernails. It was so much easier to be myself around the girls, just as easily as I was with Justin. This sounds cheesy, but I felt like we had a connection. Gasp. “Tell me Alice didn’t take pictures,” I quietly begged her, a last minute thought.
“Oh,” she replied just as quietly. “Then I shouldn’t tell you anything.”

“Oh, no,” I groaned.

“They’ll be on Myspace, Deviant Art, Photobucket, Blogspot and Livejournal before the end of this day, I guarantee you.”

I groaned inwardly again. “You started all this,” I accused her. “This is-“

“Mrs. Price,” [Miss, I’m sure since she’s not married]the teacher interrupted sharply. “Refrain from speaking while I am trying to teach, please.”

I shut up pretty quickly.

Angie poked me in the side. I looked at her, half-annoyed, which quickly changed to incredulity. “You didn’t say you could draw,” I hissed under my breath, staring at a perfect caricature of Mrs. Turk the art teacher. Well, that and Mrs. Turk about to jump into the Amazon into a group of hungry piranhas. I gawked at it in shock. She shrugged with a small smile.

Suddenly a shadow was cast over the picture. I twisted myself around.

Aw, shit.

“Since you seem to be so prolific in the history of the use and development of art media, perhaps you will learn a bit more in an hour of detention,” Mrs. Turk said icily. Ouch. Nothing like a mad art teacher to dampen your spirits on a beautiful, drizzling day.

“I swear, we’ll be quiet now,” Angely’s voice cut through my reply before I actually agreed. “We promise.” She turned her eyes towards Mrs. Turk with that same small smile she gave me, except now it was almost scary, in a way. 
She blinked. “I suppose,” Mrs. Turk replied in the same dull tone she used while teaching.

“Lovely.” Angely’s lips curled up into a dazzling smile, so innocent and Mrs. Turk finally turned her back to us, strolling up to the front of the class. She cleared her throat once, a distracted silence following. Twice, ahem. “As I was saying…”

“What did you do?” I whispered, staring at Angely with wide eyes. “What the heck did you do?”

Angie shrugged. “No harm in doing it,” she whispered back. I didn’t understand her. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to.

We did fingerpainting for the rest of the class period. Angie just swirled different-colored paints together, easily making it look like one of those million-dollar abstract pieces. I didn’t want to look at my own after that. 

“How do you do it?” I had asked that question before.

“It’s natural,” she shrugged. “I mean, I got a lot of practice.” she glanced sidelong at my picture. “I like these faces.” she nodded to the Picasso-impressions. I blushed.

“I, well, I’m not very good at-“

“No, no. I didn’t mean it that way. I really do like it.” she tilted her head, studying the black and grey faces. “I mean, there’s this whole idea of rearranging life, you know? And you realize that, like faces, you couldn’t have it any other way. No matter what happens.”

And then she smiled at me, this sad sort of angel’s smile painted on her features. Of course her face didn’t need rearranging. But most of us hope for the ugly disfigurement on the face of something who seems to be perfect. Just a flaw, so they wouldn’t be so, well, perfect.

Then again, sometimes… I thought as I kept swirling, dipping, brushing shades of grey on a blank canvas to make those twisted faces… Sometimes we forget to look for the stain in our own selves. And it might even be uglier than the others we see.

I thought English was my favorite class, until middle school.

In sixth grade I had Mrs. Harmon, freshly divorced and letting the class fully recognize that fact. Her prompts were always startingly similar: “Write about a time when you thought your parents would get a divorce. What is your favorite divorce-related television show?” (This is where you replied with a single line: I have Dish Network, but not that channel.) Think about your future. Do you ever think you will get divorced?”

I told Ian about it, after not being able to keep my complaints inside any longer. And all he did was sigh. 
“She made us watch ten episodes of “Judge Judy” for our last assignment in that class. It was awful,” he had said. I’d paused.

“Wait, she said she just got divorced. How’d you know?”

Ian had blinked. “Oh, she must be on the seventh. Already? Wow.”

“Seventh?” I had gasped.

“[Typo]He’d nodded, eyes widening and leaning into me. “Switch classes,” he’d said in a stage whisper. I had nodded solemnly.

Sixth grade was okay, until the teacher quit in the middle of the yaer[Typo = year] for a better job, one at the bigger schools in Portland. So back to Square One. We were stuck with Mrs. Hamon again.

But the hardest was in eighth grade, when Ian died. That year must’ve been my all time low. I didn’t even remember much, just that I scribbled random words in English, didn’t cared [Typo = care] and didn’t talk as much, and painted everything black in Art. And when I thought things like this made me darker, there was Justin to reach out with a flashlight. And then I had a chance to reach out, blindly grope around in the dark until I felt his hand, and hold on tight.
Well, English hasn’t gotten any better.

I sat in the dim room, half-asleep. The teacher had those scented plug-in candles all along the outlets, and it was making me drowsy. Her first day lecture didn’t help, either.

“Now, I need to check the roll call..”

Oh, joy.

“Markus Angelo.”

“Here.”

“Megan Banaby.”

“Present.”

“Collin Bryant?”

He raised his hand.

“Sandra Davies…”

My gaze drfited from Mrs. Hill, just like I let my thoughts wonder. And, naturally, I thought about Justin’s little play, Alice, Angie and those people watching. I blushed when I saw one of my new classmates clap his hand to his chest in a poor imitation of Justin’s Romeo pose. He probably would have gotten on his knees and bellowed out those cheesy lines, if Mrs. Hill hadn’t shot him a cool glance mid-charade. I reverted to my self-conscious state, and concentrated only on doodling on the side of my notebook. And thinking.

There was something about Angely, even Alice that scared me. Something that made me myself in public, but so recklessly. And that might’ve been what scared me, but it was strange because for once I didn’t really care. I had this perfectly solid shield I usually constructed around myself, leaving a door for Justin and my grandparents- now broken. And then there was me, exposed to the public. Carefree and careless, that’s what I was.
I was waiting for myself to become guarded again, especially with Alice and Angie because they were the ones that made me feel this way. But it never came, and for once I was glad it didn’t.

“Aja? Aja Price.”

My head snapped up. “Oh. Um, here.”

She stared at me oddly, but moved on.

“Dreaming about your prince?” someone snickered behind me. I didn’t bother to turn around.

“Mr. Desimus? Please, take this to the office.”

My ears perked up; this was probably the rest of the family that Alice was talking about.

So when he stood up, loping self-assuredly down the aisle my heart seemed to stop beating.

Why didn’t she tell me he was part of the family?

“Wait. What did he look like again? What was his first name?”

“I don’t know,” I said when I told Angie about him. ‘I didn’t get his name. I was thinking.”

“About what?” she asked curiously, temporarily sidetracked. I shrugged the question off.

“Dark hair, sort of long? And he was really pale. Dark brown eyes?”

Angie furrowed her eyebrows. “Did he talk to you? At all?” she said quietly. I could hear some degree of dangerousness in those few words.

“No,” I said defensively. “I mean, yes. Not really…” And in the few words he had said to me… I blushed at my reply.

Angie stared at me suspiciously. “Don’t talk to him,” she ordered. “Don’t talk to Ryan. I’m going to tell him to stay away from you.”

“Why?” I wanted to wail. 

And she looked at me again, that same sad smile twisting her lips. “He’s not good for you, Aja. He has…problems.”

She leaned in towards me, catching me eye-to-eye. I stared transfixedly back, captivated.

“Because in the end,” she continued, her cool breath a breeze on my face, “he’s going to hurt you.”

“How do you know?” I asked, breaking the spell.

And she sat back, flipping a leaf over and over again and tracing its veins. We were out on the school courtyard, after school. She shrugged. “It happened to all of us,” she finally replied, her nails piercing the leaf. “Why would [Correction = wouldn’t] it happen to you?”

The leaf tore in a jagged half.
Hello!
A little slow to begin with but as I read more I got drawn into Aja’s world. She seems very real, though there was a little confusion as to who Justin was [I’d thought he was a foster dad or something], and drawing out her background in parts was done well. You didn’t have info dumps so I commend you for that.

Hope to read more. Especially this mysterious Ryan who is part of the gang but Angie wants him to stay away from Aja.
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