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    In the Beginning, God Created Sloth



1


    It seems like the more I try to hide, the more out in the open me and all my flaws become. In a world where every day feels like opposite day, my life has become an all hours nightmare. Girls like me, they try hiding in plain sight. Like they’re magicians or something. Unfortunately, yours truly is a horrible freaking magician because I can’t hide from anyone to save my life.
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    I am a sixteen year old human platypus. A sad, sad child fashioned from the scraps of swine and other ugly girls that, put together, equals a child most parents pretend is not an embarrassment. But they are. I am. You would think me having a Spanish goddess for a mother would give me better genes. You would be wrong. My mother and I share no physical similarities. The way we look like we’re not related at all, one might assume I was plucked from some impoverished adoption agency that houses the sort of mongrel children no one in their right mind would want. Yet my parents swear I’m not adopted. With my own eyes I’ve seen my birth certificate. I still think it’s a fake. It has to be.


    My name is Savannah Van Duyn, but sometimes people call me Vannie, even though I think it’s a stupid name. The nickname comes from Margaret, my gorgeous, wretched mother. She says calling me Vannie requires less effort than using my full name. She doesn’t like me putting her out. This is a gosh damn riot considering I have become superhuman in my ability to hide in plain sight. They say you’re supposed to love your mother. That’s what they say.


    Aside from the obvious discomfort of looking like a grotesque Vanessa Hudgins (and that’s me being generous), I possess no redeeming qualities and honest to God, I’m certain Margaret secretly dreams of putting me up for adoption. Maybe an adoption agency wasn’t part of my past, but no one’s saying it can’t be part of my future. Some days, when Margaret is practically manic, there’s that part of me that aches for her to give me up. All things being equal, the way I look has become an impossible burden heaped upon her narrow shoulders, her self-proclaimed cross to bear. Maybe my cross, too. Once I tried defending my appearance by saying looks aren’t everything and her eyes started to water. She went in the other room and cried for like twenty minutes straight.


    Who knew my looks would elicit such pain?


    At fifteen, my therapist tried telling me looks are only skin deep. He said this like he really believed it, and right then I said we’d need a refund. Or maybe I said, “Check, please.” Either way, these aren’t the kind of clichés you hear told to beautiful people. My therapist, what he should have said was, “Margaret wanted a beautiful child and you’re not it, so let’s go from there.” I could have dealt with that. Really, I could.


    My parents are Silicon Valley power couple Atticus and Margaret Van Duyn. Margaret is shallow enough to define herself by her looks, and since she is a much prettier version of Eva Longoria from that once-upon-a-time show Desperate Housewives—if you can imagine—she is always using her face and my father’s money to get into magazines and on television. My father, however, is brilliant. A certified genius when it comes to all things computer and internet related. Last year, Wired magazine called him the next Andrew Zuckerberg and said his social networking site, SocioSphere.com, will eventually do to Facebook what Facebook did to MySpace. The stock value doubled. Even though my father has that goofy Bill Gates look working against him, I’m not embarrassed by him, and that certainly doesn’t mean I don’t love him. I do. Just the way he is. Most of the time, though, I’m sure he is embarrassed about me and this makes me sad.


    You might be wondering what makes me different than any other regular high school girl my age and let me say, for starters, a lot. My parents being famous billionaires, I believe it’s fair to say there’s no such thing as privacy. I could endure the paparazzi and the press if I looked like Taylor Swift or Carrie Underwood, or even the younger, more wholesome version of Miley Cyrus, but this isn’t the case. Think of me as the direct opposite of those girls. If they had my looks, they would never want to be photographed. Of course, when you’re the daughter of the multi-billionaire founder of the social networking site predicted to rule world, you lose all anonymity and every part of your life becomes subject to ridicule. The grocery store tabloids take no shame in using my unfortunate looks to rattle my parents for things they never did. Margaret says making people look bad is how the middle-class flips the affluent the bird and it would be comical if only it weren’t so paltry.


    My father doesn’t know why we even care. He doesn’t get it. If you photograph me on my best day, I’m still the punch line of a dozen jokes some jerk has yet to tell. What my father doesn’t say—what he can’t say—is no parent wants to see their beastly child plastered in all her unflattering glory on the front of The Enquirer looking like a freaking bush pig. Margaret, however, obsesses over my appearance nearly as much as her own. Lately she has gone off the deep end and her psychosis is flaring.


    The way she obsesses over her appearance, Margaret has gone from shallow to totally OCD. She was always pretty in a reserved kind of way, but lately she has become overly beautiful to the point of looking plastic, like some doll you want to put on a shelf and stare at for hours. Any more overpriced surgeries and me and my father will no longer recognize her. The way she’s changed, her driver’s license could be a photo of her homely older sister if you didn’t know better. Of course, she would never admit this. Those one time surgeries like breast implants and vaginal rejuvenation (because giving birth to me ruined her “lady parts”) were nothing if not an absolute necessity. And the liposuction and Botox addictions? Totally normal. While chewing on Xanax and Vicodin and choking them down with three hundred dollar bottles of champagne, Margaret would claim she’s on a personal journey to heal herself from body dysmorphic disorder. She would say she’s becoming her best self. Correcting Nature’s imperfections.


    Just last week I suggested for the millionth time she get her own therapist, like yesterday. All she could say was, “When I finally look the way I want, I won’t act so insane. Besides, no shrink in the world is going to get me into a size zero, or take ten years off my face the way cosmetic surgery can.”


    I would drop down and do pushups for Jesus to just once be able to squeeze into a size thirteen. Size zero is impossible! A skinny girl’s dream. But, Margaret, she does this thing where she tries to sound so reassuring. The way she says it’s possible that I won’t always be chunky and unattractive, she says this like she’s gunning for an Oscar. She would say she’s being encouraging, but the way she’s so obviously working to veil her disgust, it’s making me mental. The sad thing is, I’m not even that fat. Just sort of overweight by society’s standards, not that this matters much to Margaret. For heaven’s sake, the woman is sneaking diet pills into my oatmeal.
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    My father made his first billion when I was ten. We moved into a nine million dollar estate on Laurel Glen Drive in the rolling hills next to Palo Alto’s Arastradero Preserve a few years later. Our house was promptly featured in some upscale magazine you have to say using a French accent. Ever since we moved into the neighborhood, we’ve been members of the famed Palo Alto Hills Golf and Country Club. Margaret says she’s a better person because of it. I still think it’s a waste of money considering my father doesn’t even golf. He would say he’s a man of many talents, but hitting a dimpled ball with an overpriced stick from one hole to the next just doesn’t make sense. He once said, “My time is too valuable to waste riding around in a golf cart drinking ten dollar beers.”


    The club has a pretty decent pool that kids aren’t always peeing in, and usually there isn’t anyone around, which makes it perfect. Of course, it’s when I’m in my swimsuit that the memories of Margaret’s cruelty start up inside my head. She’s famous for saying things like, “Any girl whose big fat gut sticks out further than her boobies shouldn’t be seen in a one-piece swimsuit. Or even a two-piece for that matter. And she most certainly shouldn’t be out in public unless she wears cute baggy clothes, which really—if you think about it—is an oxymoron.”


    Yeah, that’s exactly how she talks.


    Since my father works fifteen hour days, I spend most of my time with Margaret, which is to say my life is insufferable. The way she glares at me—those dark eyes simmering with disapproval—if you saw it, you would understand my body image issues. You would know why my self-confidence is suffering so bad it needs to see Dr. Phil. At least Margaret has the country club, and her friends. But me? I’m a slave to her and her ridiculous schedule.


    At the club, she wastes most of her mornings and half the afternoon acting pretentious with the other club hags. They drink Cristal champaign and eat things like chocolate dipped strawberries and sliced kiwis in the Members’ dining room, and at least once a week she swears Chef Orlin Marcus is her new BFF. For a long time my father twisted with insecurity, certain she was having an affair with one of the golf pros, or the chef. He paid to have her watched. A private detective maybe, or perhaps a close friend anxious to catch her doing something slutty. Whatever the case, he was relieved to learn she was just having lunch, and occasionally buying OxyContin from Brenda Pierce, an emaciated-looking clothing designer who lives up the street. The drugs my father could stomach; infidelity…not so much.


    At the time, my brightest dreams were about getting Margaret out of my life, so I said things like, “I’m sure she’s cheating, dad. I’m positive.” I said, “Is she wearing your cologne today? Because that sure isn’t perfume I smell.” Eventually he stopped confiding in me.


    When he would confront her about the drugs, they would have the kinds of fights even the deaf could hear. She fell apart for awhile. Some days, after watching her stumble around the house in a bawling rage with her mascara licking black trails down her cheek implants and fillers, I feared whatever sickness she had I would eventually inherit. I’ve been fighting that fear for years. When I finally broke down and asked about all the sobbing she said she was sad because plastic surgery could make you pretty but it couldn’t make you taller. I laughed so hard tears streamed down my own face and my stomach started to cramp. The expression she made, the resentment boiling inside those watery eyes, talk about priceless!


    I said, “That’s what you’re upset about? Your height? You’re five foot six!”


    “In my heart I know I should be five ten,” she said. She was wiping the rivers of makeup from her cheeks with such disregard I saw flashes of the original Lady Gaga in her look.


    I laughed so hard I had to sit down.


    “I’m a five foot four inch disappointment with frizzy hair, pale eyes and gigantic muffin tops and you’re the one losing it?” I said. “Oh my God, you’re so pathetic.” It was the first time I really talked back to her and it was oh so liberating!


    She crossed the room and slapped my face with such force I snorted out an even more boisterous laugh. I couldn’t help myself.


    “I’m guessing dad took away the cocaine, too?”


    Oh yeah, Margaret’s not afraid to huff a little blow when the occasion warrants it. The last time I caught her powdering her nose, she said, “Who needs Jenny Craig when I can ride the white pony?” She was tanked when she said this. Then again, she’s pretty much always tanked.


    Standing before me, her face practically in flames, she said, “You just wait.”


    “Wait for what?” I asked, touching my face where she struck me. “For you to hit me again? For you to realize I’m yours and dad’s worst characteristics combined, but it’s pretty little Margaret who’s doing all the crying? Honestly, you’re giving me polyps right now.”


    She started to say something, but closed her mouth and opted for silence and smoldering looks instead. I stood and pushed past her, heading for my bedroom. Then, because I just had to say it, I turned and said, “You should clean yourself up, your face is a horror show.”


    What I said about my parents giving me their worst genes is true. Painfully true. I’ve been cursed with their most unflattering characteristics, and for this reason alone God and I are no longer friends. To this day, He’s done me exactly no favors. Not with my terrible mother, not with this pig-sloth body of mine and certainly not with this disastrous face.
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    So everyone likes being around positive, upbeat people who talk about sunshine and birds and the beauty of God and how much they love life, but lately this just isn’t me. Margaret says I’m unhappy because my spiritual body is in conflict with my physical body. When I asked her to speak English, she said, “Your spiritual body doesn’t need Weight Watchers the way your physical body does. Your soul is thin, but your body is portly. Therefore, conflict.”


    “That’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever said to me, Margaret, and that’s really saying something,” I said. “I’m not conflicted, I’m in pain. It’s your relentless disapproval. It’s just too much to take anymore. And I’m barely even fat.”


    “Everyone I know talks about the pain they’re in,” she reasoned while perusing the latest Allure magazine on the new couch. “You should get over it already.” She held up the opened magazine to show me a teenage model with heavy purple and black makeup and said, “Do you think I’m still young enough to pull this off?”


    I ignored the magazine. Starring at her, emanating tsunamis of disdain, I said, “Everyone you know is on drugs to dull the pain. Just like you. What do you really know about pain that you haven’t chemicalized into nothing the second it appeared?”


    She looked up at me, rolled her eyes, then dropped the magazine on the table. “Pain,” she explained, talking to me the way you would explain physics to a retard, “is an emotion with teeth. It leaves scars. Don’t tell me I don’t know pain.”


    “It’s not the pain that’s leaving me scarred, Margaret. You’re doing that all on your own.”


    She was on her third drink and her fourth magazine and it wasn’t even eleven in the morning. “That’s why I pay for your therapy,” she said, sipping her neon-colored Appletini. “It’s me taking responsibility for my actions.”


    “You can’t just treat people horribly then dump them in therapy and act like it’s a confession and you’re absolved from all your bullsh—”


    “Don’t you dare use that word!” she interrupted. I thought about it, but didn’t.
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    The way people remember their traumas—like the first day of school, or when they couldn’t stop scratching their chicken pox, or that time they got food poisoning and they sat there on the toilet, crying, sweating, dying inside—that’s how I recall with exact clarity my earliest memory. The way this recollection crucified me at a cellular level, it has become embroiled in my DNA. My therapist calls it my defining tragedy. I don’t disagree. He thinks my traumas are the root of my unhappiness. What almost came out of my mouth was, “Dude, I’m fifteen. Unhappy is my state of mind. It’s what I do.” What stopped me was the possibility that he was right. I couldn’t stop thinking about my earliest tragedy. I still can’t.


    So I was three years old, or perhaps four, when a friend of Margaret’s slid a local newspaper with our family picture on it across the table and asked if I was adopted. She wasn’t discrete. The word “adopted” stayed in my mind for years. A couple years later, when its meaning became clear, I lay curled on my bed sobbing for two days. Margaret never noticed.


    Back then, as part of the media blitz coinciding with the launch of SocioSphere, the local newspaper printed a large picture of our family calling it an “interest piece.” This was the picture. My father and I looked awful. Margaret, on the other hand, never had a problem striking the perfect pose, or flashing that sensuous Hollywood smile for the cameras. The story gained traction and before long—above our family photo—was the very bold, almost accusatory headline: ANOTHER MILLIONAIRE ADOPTION? You would have to be blind not to see the sour taste of Margaret’s future burning in the sockets of her eyes. She argued with my father for hours that night. The photograph was devastating, the implication worse. Margaret still shows it to me sometimes, when she’s upset, or when she’s feeling especially cruel.


    To her friend, Margaret said, “No, she’s not adopted. She’s got her father’s looks is all.” Her voice was crisp with resignation, the sound of glass splintering. The way her body sunk into itself with the revelation that everyone saw how her little brown child had the shrunken features of a miniature, bloated politician, I knew the exact weight of her disappointment and it measured colossal.


    “The best we can hope for,” Margaret sighed, picking at her lunch with a fork, “is that she gets his IQ, too. Otherwise, ohmigod, what’s the point?” Both women laughed and it was a hollow, superficial sound I sometimes hear in my nightmares. My brain keeps that memory on tap, maybe to remind me it’s not okay to relax, or feel good about myself, or dream for a better, happier future. Those jerks who say looks aren’t everything, they don’t have Margaret for a mother.
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    At eleven, puberty hijacked my body and left me terrified about the mysteries of womanhood. My emotions unwound and misfired so dramatically I realized the body I didn’t like was now the body I didn’t understand. My moods were so up and down even I agreed medication was necessary. At one point Margaret suggested an exorcism.


    The family physician prescribed various medications and eventually we settled on a strict regimen of Paxil for what he asserted was most likely social anxiety disorder. Margaret said it was important to have pills to solve my problems. No one wanted to talk about me getting my period, or how PMS gives you multiple personality disorder, without somehow turning it into the kind of disease only a pill could solve. Just when I thought everyone was done loading me up on harmaceuticals, Margaret said, “We need some pills for her weight, too.”


    First it was Meridia to suppress my appetite, then Xenical in the hopes that the fat burning pill would halt my steady weight gain. When the doctor suggested Margaret analyze my diet, she did her polite-laugh and said, “Fat blockers will help with that, won’t they? Besides, if she can’t have her cheese she’ll just sneak it anyway.”


    If things felt unmanageable before, I practically lost my mind on medication. Forget sleep. Sleep was that thing I couldn’t get for two whole months. Everyday was me trying not to run away, or kill myself, or stab Margaret to death. I was comatose. A homicidal monkey in a thimble of a cage. I raged, I cried, I swore. And I suffered the worst diarrhea ever. At one point wild fairies nearly convinced me my parents were Satanic and that I should finish the whole bottle of aspirin at once. Then something in my room wouldn’t stop buzzing, and it made me sob for three hours straight. I tried cutting off my left ear to stop the noise. This is how I first met Margaret’s plastic surgeon. After stitching me up, he gave Margaret a look and suggested some “wicked” anti-psychotics.


    Apparently wicked meant good.


    Back then I would have given anything to be someone else. Someone normal. At the time, after seeing my crusted red eyes (made worse by puffy circles beneath them), I probably looked more like a well-fed zombie than your normal, everyday seventh grader. Margaret’s answer had been to crush sleeping pills into my food. I was mostly normal before all the prescription drugs, but somehow she thought more drugs was the answer. Who really knows anymore? In the end, my body finally slept.


    When Margaret asked about me, if I got my eight hours, I would say, “Sure, I got my eight hours. They weren’t good hours, but at least they were uncomfortable.”


    The pills dragged me off to sleep, but sleep was so shallow and disorienting it didn’t remedy anything. If anything, I became my own creature feature. Most days I was the entire undead cast of The Walking Dead.


    Margaret gave me more pills to counteract the original pills. These pills made my legs shake, so then it was Requip for restless leg syndrome, but that gave me somnolence, which is just a fancy way of saying I was freaking exhausted all the time. When I refused to take Requip anymore, Margaret gave me Xanax pills to combat my anxieties surrounding taking more drugs. Looking at her name printed on the Xanax bottle’s label, I asked what she had to be anxious about and she said she was anxious having a daughter so obviously unhappy it was casting dark clouds over her otherwise sunny skies.


    “You try being sick, doped up, porked out, and unloved by everyone you know and tell me what there is to feel so sunny about.”


    My report card, when it finally came in, was almost all D’s. The school counselor wanted to talk to me. She asked how I was sleeping and I said not well, that maybe my prescription pills were turning me into an alien. She wanted to talk to Margaret. The thing about rich people is they have a way of making their problems go away so much better than poor people. Margaret calls it “influence.” To the counselor, she said things like peer pressure, and body image issues. Margaret suggested I was jealous of prettier, more popular girls. She said I wasn’t responding well to my father’s very public status, and that I was missing him a lot lately. Margaret proudly explained that SocioSphere was in the first stages of a major security upgrade and my father was working eighteen hour days.


    To Margaret, the lies came easy.
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    Two years ago, for my fourteenth birthday, Margaret got me my first therapist. She told me the pills weren’t working the way she hoped, and this sort of treatment had better side-effects. Therapy was disappointing to us both. Last year, when I turned fifteen, she said I didn’t want it enough, whatever “it” was. Healing? To be skinny? Pretty? Trust me, I wanted it! My latest therapist (Margaret made us change them all the time hoping for better results) suggested more pills and that’s when I told that drug pushing parasite to roast in hell, that I wasn’t taking any more of her ridonkulous horse pills.


    Margaret just shook her head when the woman said she wouldn’t be talked to that way. Margaret looked at me and said, “What are we going to do with you? You obviously need help but I don’t know how to help you. I’ve tried. Your therapists have tried.”


    In front of this latest therapist, I said, “Some of your cocaine would take the edge off, don’t you think, Margaret? Maybe just a bump. You know, when I really need it.” I could have been auditioning for a Steven Spielberg movie the way I sounded so convincing. The last thing I would ever do were any of Margaret’s heavier drugs. But still, the therapist didn’t know that.


    “No, smarty pants,” she said, embarrassed. She flicked her eyes at my therapist and made her best “sorry” face, but the heat scorched her cheeks, a bright flaming rage I would pay for later. “That should be taken only when the cardio fails you and you need to fit into everything you own better. It’s not for recreational or even medicinal purposes.”


    “What about binge drinking?”


    At that point, being obstinate was an irresistible temptation. Of course, at the time I was on a horrible cocktail of prescription drugs. If my therapist would have asked about my thoughts just then, I would’ve confessed to feeling like someone else’s abused toy. The one no one wants anymore. The one whose only job is to be mistreated in silence.


    “Binge drinking leads to the kind of floppy beer gut only liposuction can cure,” Margaret said. “Is that what you want? More unwanted body fat? Don’t you have enough already?”


    The therapist, interrupted, saying, “I’d like to see both of you next time,” and together we said, “No, thank you,” then traded glances, surprised. It was the first time in years we agreed on anything. Inside, I almost smiled.


    Almost.
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    When I turned sixteen, my father said he was buying me a car. With a belly full of birthday cake and horrible tasting fat-free ice cream, I had the biggest smile ever. At that exact time, Margaret pointed to the side of my mouth, to a smear of chocolate cake; she was really good at that, taking these high moments of mine and ruining them. But not that day. That day my smile remained. Ignoring her completely came easy as one word burned bright in my brain with sparklers and confetti borders: Freedom.


    The next day when my father and I went car shopping we talked about a lot of cars. I was looking to be environmentally responsible. He showed me a Toyota Prius and I was like, “Good god, dad, I’m not looking to be that responsible.” We bought a black Range Rover Sport instead. The price tag alone should have been embarrassing, me being sixteen and driving an eighty thousand dollar SUV, but it was three years old and cost half the original price, so with a generous smile and my unbridled gratitude, I got my first car.


    Rover.


    Rover wasn’t going to fix any real problems, but it did offer me the kind of independence I craved when Margaret went ballistic. For that reason alone, I fell madly love with my big black gas hog. On Sunday mornings I wash Rover with soapy water and love, and nearly every one of those Sundays Margaret loses her mind at the idea of me being out front. Exposed. It’s all she can do to keep from storming outside and insisting Rover get his bath from one of our detailers.


    Two weeks ago she charged out to the driveway and said, “What will the neighbors think if they see you washing your own car? The paparazzi will have a field day with us!” There was a powdery white ring circling her right nostril and she couldn’t stop her left hand from shaking.


    “What’s the occasion, Margaret?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You look like you’re trying to slim down.”


    Frowning, she used one hand to steady the other. “I’m slim enough.”


    “Yet your nostrils look like they’ve been eating powdered doughnuts.” My voice bore a pointed, accusatory tone that sounded just right. She swiped her nose, flashed me a sharp look, then turned and stomped back inside. Two days later, The Examiner ran a damaging front-page photo featuring me washing Rover. The blown-up photo had me leaning forward with a perfect flop of belly chub hanging over my waistband. Even I thought it looked gross. The layout team doubled their cruelty when they decided to circle and enhance the belly fat for dramatic flare.


    Miserable freaking cockroaches.


    Sometimes, when things go so wrong, even the biggest babies like me are too startled to cry. Seeing the photo, my skin broke into a hard chill, followed by a mixed burn and a thin sheen of sweat. The nausea had me throwing up for the better part of the day.


    The article’s headline read: FORCED INTO MANUAL LABOR! COULD THIS SPELL FINANCIAL TROUBLE IN THE VAN DUYN PARADISE? The subtitle read: OR IS THAT A BABY BUMP?


    Margaret was popping pills like crazy. She was screaming, calling them bloodsucking vampires—whoever “they” were. The paparazzi? The article’s authors? The newspaper’s editor-in-chief? She said the only reason the photos sold was because anything that makes the rich look stupid or desperate sells like crazy to the tabloids. She said, “The lesser people always feel better about themselves after exploiting the weaknesses of the affluent.”


    When I asked what weakness they were hoping to exploit, Margaret said, “Your figure, of course. Everyone knows we don’t have money problems.”


    “What if it is a baby bump?” I challenged.


    With swollen eyes, she looked me up and down then announced, “I’ll grow tits on my knees before that roll of fat becomes a baby bump.” So much for my attempt at levity. My inner child was devastated. Margaret’s latest jab proved her heart was nothing more than a ten ounce, non-functioning tumor. If anything, she was incapable of love.


    Whatever damage Margaret did to me, the paparazzi made it worse. The way I felt about the press—we had a love/hate relationship. We still do. They love me; I absolutely detest them. I hate the paparazzi the way America hates terrorists. Or pedophiles. It’s a deep-seated, guilt-by-association kind of loathing. When I was fourteen some pervert with a high powered lens photographed me sunning topless by our pool. My father was at work and Margaret was out with the club hags and we have tall trees to prevent nosy neighbors from seeing into our yard, so back then I felt safe. The tabloids bought and printed this explicit photo. Imagine my surprise seeing my naked self on the front page of one of the tabloid rags in the grocery store. Two black censorship stars barely covered my nipples. Everyone looking to buy their week’s food, or just bubble gum and a Coke, they all saw how apologetic my breasts were, how—by the placement of the two different sized stars—my nipples didn’t exactly match.


    I overdosed on sleeping pills and aspirin the day after the photo hit the stands. The doctors pumped my stomach until I coughed up every last soggy granule. They put me on suicide watch.


    These same sleazy photographers later photographed me being wheeled from our house that night on a stretcher. It was eerily reminiscent of the Britney Spears photos, except they painted her as being a freaking suicidal nut job and me as being plain old suicidal. The picture with me being lifted into the back of an ambulance made the front pages of Star and the Enquirer as a follow-up piece. I couldn’t get a break. In the background was the grainy image of my father looking worried, horrified, haunted by something, or perhaps overcome with pity. Who knew what that look was? Not me. My first thought was he was overcome with sadness, but honestly, it was probably just embarrassment.


    The Enquirer headline read: DRUG OVERDOSE FOR THE SOCIOSPHERE PRINCESS?


    Finally they got it right. What wasn’t mentioned, however, was half the reason I tried to kill myself was because of them. To take a nobody like me and trash my name and reputation? Seriously, why? Hoochie mamas like Paris Hilton and Kim Kardashian, I totally get. For them, sex tapes equal publicity. Nudity is chic. With every scandalous photo, they make more money, solidify themselves as brands and icons in pop culture, and get their own reality shows and weddings hosted by the E channel, or whatever. I’m not like that. I have no following. I’m just a formless, talentless, ghastly child who’s good at being exploited by the press. Honestly, it’s like kicking a dead horse.


    The hospital released me the next night after my father convinced them it really wasn’t a suicide attempt and CPS wasn’t necessary. He laid me on the couch where all I wanted to do was watch reruns of The Vampire Diaries and drink hot chocolate. He gave a sigh, then leaned over and kissed my forehead. His face hung with exhaustion, a look that was more zombie than human. I could tell by the bluish bags under his eyes he was packed and ready for a vacation from me and Margaret, from the brutality of the paparazzi. The minute I settled in, Margaret started up. In the kitchen, she shook the tabloid in my father’s face saying, “If this isn’t reason enough to get her poor tits done, I don’t know what is! You see this? They’re like pancakes. She’s just a child for heaven’s sake. They should be perky. And they should match!”


    Even with the volume on the TV turned way up, I couldn’t stop hearing Margaret’s desperation. She argued the merits of plastic surgery, again, and promised it would help me with my depression and my low self-esteem. My father’s silence, you could tell he was about to come unhinged.


    Laying there, trying not to hear them, I fantasized of a world where I wasn’t me and my parents never had this life or each other, and then I thought of divorcing them. Is this possible? Finally Margaret slapped the newspaper on the counter and made a big production of leaving, the noise of huffing and her departing footsteps a disturbing, welcomed sound.




    Mommy Dearest
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    Nothing blows more than having your parents embarrass you in public. It’s ten times worse when they do it on television. Curled on the couch in my pajamas with a half-eaten quart of Hagan Daas ice cream and three diet pills, I’m a bear in hibernation. Bliss consumes me. Flipping from reruns of Gossip Girl to one of those tabloid television shows, I see the two hosts and something in me clenches. The hostess is some Hollywood Charm School Barbie Doll, and the host is that deep dimpled over-smiler from Saved By The Bell. Mario something-or-whatever. Barbie is saying my father’s name. She’s saying Margaret’s name. The headline splashed all over the screen reads: ATTICUS VAN DUYN: HEADED FOR DIVORCE? Cut to the paparazzi. First my father, then Margaret and, holy unharmed Hindu cows, she looks like she’s at the tail end of a four day bender!


    The scene is full night in front of one of the various restaurants we frequent, which one I can’t quite figure out because my anxieties are soaring. Bentley’s and Rolls Royce’s and Ferrari’s pull up to valet parking attendants who could be Chippendale’s dancers at their other jobs. From these six-figure cars emerge synthetic looking women and creepy old dudes with super black eyebrows and hair that is slipping backwards down their glossy peach skulls. The valets accept folded bills and car keys in their outstretched hands. They nod a lot and smile. They say clever things. Everyone knows they are on camera. The atmosphere almost feels plasticized and over-hyped, but it isn’t. This is how we live, where we dine, our social scene. My father being this sensationalized, sometimes it’s so embarrassing.


    The first time my parents were on TV, I thought it was cool. The first time the press hinted Margaret had cocaine issues, the media became so relentless I was sick with what Margaret called “nervous diarrhea” for two days straight. At school, this rotten scab—Mandy Nelson—wouldn’t stop calling me “the blow-hound’s baby girl.” Twice that week I left during the middle of the day with what the nurse claimed were “food-poisoning type symptoms.” Seeing what I’m seeing, I’m about to have the same reaction once more.


    The camera pans to the restaurant’s front door as my parents emerge into an explosion of flashbulbs and shouted questions. They aren’t holding hands. The space between them could span miles. Everyone is holding their breath, waiting for Margaret to smile, but she doesn’t. My father draws her into a protective embrace. Margaret shields herself from the cameras with a bejeweled hand she will later say is too revealing of her true age. When things are good, she enjoys the cameras, all the extra attention. She once said, “Having people talk about me is my new favorite hobby.” Now she glares at the paparazzi like she’d like to chew through their hearts. The bright lights rake deep shadows over the landscape of her face making her look like she’s battling cancer. If she wasn’t Satan’s baby sister, I would feel sad for her. But she is, so I don’t.


    Typically Margaret’s publicity is fueled by her obsession with her image. There are pictures of her smiling extra wide with absolutely no facial expression because of the Botox. There are shots of her buying overpriced purses and shoes while the poor children in Africa are starving to death or dying of AIDS or whatever. But tonight’s pictures are unhappy pictures. The train has come off the tracks as the word DIVORCE? streams over and over again like a banner ad on the top of the screen. Whatever she did to upset my father, or make the press drop the d-bomb, it must really reek. Already I’m not wanting to know the details. With all the hate blackening my heart, I can’t suffer anymore without enduring permanent emotional damage. I just can’t.


    The thought of this happening on live TV has me pulling my knees to my chest. My body is a tight, protective ball. The ice cream inside me is now warm and liquid and bubbling up my throat. I swallow hard, my eyes glued to the TV.


    Barbie and Mario are now smiling really big while managing to act concerned as they speculate the various medications Margaret is on this time around. They say how my father can’t be happy to have such bad press right before launching SocioSphere’s long awaited version 3.0. Barbie name-drops labels like Prozac and Xanax and OxyContin and I have to wonder if the show is being paid advertising dollars for this kind of drug-plugging. They might as well just say, “When you’re rich, these are the designer medications you should consume.”


    The show flips from in-studio to on-location. At the restaurant, Margaret and my father push through the paparazzi to get to their car. The photographers are unrelenting. They corral my parents into a gauntlet of flash bulbs and pointed questions. My stomach makes a slow, nauseous roll. I turn up the volume when what I really want is to snap off the TV and avoid another panic attack, more food-poisoning type symptoms.


    Mario’s voiceover is using impact words like addiction and rehabilitation. He and anorexic Barbie are asking each other scripted questions like, “What is her mental state going to be if she survives something like this?” Already I can hear Jay Leno making jokes at the expense of our family in his comedy shtick tonight. By this time tomorrow, Margaret’s name will be everywhere. Every drama unfolding will be hyped and overblown, played out to sheer and utter exhaustion. In three days time, the name Margaret Van Duyn will have people praying for tragic crimes to be committed, tornados to hit, head-on-collisions with multiple fatalities to occur just so they don’t have to hear about my parents’ marital issues on the five and ten o’clock news anymore.


    My God, couldn’t my father at least have prepared me? The scene isn’t a “live” scene. Which means this happened, what?—last night? He had to know they were going to be on TV tonight and how it would affect me. Yet he said nothing. Nothing!


    I feel like stepping on beautiful flowers. All this agitation misfiring inside me, I want to scream for the sake of screaming. This sounds childish, narcissistic even, but I really don’t need this right now! Why can’t they just do something normal for a change? Why is it that everything Margaret does always has to be bigger than life?


    The sneak-peek headline for tomorrow night’s broadcast reads: ATTICUS VAN DUYN’S SOON-TO-BE EX-WIFE IS OFF TO REHAB AGAIN.


    They can’t even say her name. The sons of— “It’s Margaret, you freaking cockroaches!” I don’t usually yell at the TV, but honestly, sometimes I can’t help myself.


    Wait a minute, rehab? What!? Oh, great! What nickname will my classmates think of now? Being called the blow-hound’s baby girl was humiliating enough. I can’t do it again.


    I won’t.
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    I flip off the TV, stuff the ice cream back in the freezer, and try not to cry from the degradation of it all. The armpits in my light blue nightshirt are soaked dark blue with sweat; the top of my shirt is sticking to my back. It’s so gross, but I can’t help it. Margaret says it’s part of my condition. The way nervousness gushes through me leaving oceans of perspiration behind, I guess that’s social anxiety disorder. Of course, it could also be one of the dozens of potential side effects I’m suffering being on so much medication. The way medicine is going these days, everything’s an illness with a cure for sale. My cure…maybe that’s the real disease.


    I don’t want to go to Facebook, or SocioSphere, but self-destructive curiosity compels me. Breathless, things are worse than I feared. The idiots on SocioSphere are already posting like crazy, saying the most horrible things, taking digs at both me and my family’s expense. Someone from my school—a girl I don’t know who looks normal enough—at least she has the decency to write: EVEN FALLING APART, SAVANNAH’S MOTHER STILL LOOKS GORGEOUS!


    On Yahoo’s homepage, the top headline reads: SOCIOSPHERE FOUNDER’S MARRIAGE IN TROUBLE AGAIN. INSIDE SOURCES SAY DIVORCE IS INEVITABLE.


    Mark Zuckerberg must be thrilled.


    I log onto Facebook and to my absolute horror I see pictures. Everyone’s talking about the photos that cake-eater Jacob Brantley posted. It seems the whole school is adding to his post. A righteous chill shoots through me as I see his post has one-hundred and six comments! The tabloid picture of me topless—the one with the uneven stars that fail to conceal my pathetic breasts—sits split-screen next to a beautiful picture of Margaret.


    Jacob Brantley’s caption reads: NO WAY IN HELL THAT’S MARGARET’S BABY!


    Another picture posted beside it is a particularly unflattering photo of me and my father. The caption reads: AT LEAST WE KNOW SHE’S HIS.


    Jacob Brantley goes to my school and half the girls are in love with him because he looks like Zac Efron. You know, five foot ten, good body, sandy brown hair swept over heavy eyebrows and dreamy green eyes. A total heartthrob. I was once in love with him, too. Not now. With the things he’s done, how each post scrapes deep and ragged and drills me right down to my core—holy cow, what did I ever do to deserve this?


    I shove out of my seat and race for the bathroom, skidding clumsily to my knees in front of the toilet bowl. Milliseconds later gallons of half-digested pizza, hot ice cream and stomach bile explode out of my mouth and nose. My eyes flood with throw-up tears. My nose runs with long, clear strings that drizzle and sway in the air below my chin. Convulsion after nasty convulsion rocks my poor, bloated body until my organs feel kicked around, rearranged. A few minutes later, the start of a high-pressure migraine makes a crushing appearance behind my sewn-together left ear.


    All I can think about is how badly I want to die. All I’m thinking about is how well rat poison will go with an icy Diet Coke. I’m trying to determine if there is enough rope in the attic to hang myself, or if there is even a beam in the house able to hold my not-insubstantial weight. Can you slice your wrists open with disposable razors? Who can say for sure, but to my absolute dismay, I’m certain you can’t and this has me feeling more desperate than ever.


    The first coherent, non-suicidal thought to hit me after expelling my guts is rage for Margaret. The second thought is there’s no way I’m going back to school. My father will have to send me someplace else. Some out-of-state institution. Or perhaps, out-of-the-country. London is supposed to be lovely this time of year.


    I flush the toilet, rinse my mouth out, and blow my nose. The telephone rings. I grab the phone and the caller ID shows it’s my best friend Netty calling. Netty is a homely looking beanpole of girl with a thick-sounding Slavic tongue whose bullish Russian father is an entertainment lawyer with offices in Palo Alto and Los Angeles. He is currently being sued by his biggest client for embezzlement. When I first asked if her father was worried, Netty narrowed her eyes and said, “We’re Russian, Savannah,” as if that explained everything.


    My brain warns me not to answer the phone. The irrational, paranoid part of me thinks it could be a reporter calling, one who somehow knows how to clone other people’s caller IDs. That’s possible, you know. The phone rings four times, then five; I answer it before it goes to voicemail. I don’t say hello, just in case.


    “Oh my God, Savannah,” Netty breathes into the phone, not even waiting for a proper greeting, “I’m so, so sorry.”


    Her Russian accent made heavier with concern is my only lifeline. I need to talk with her, but where should I begin? My mouth opens. Nothing comes out.


    “Savannah? You there?” Netty says. The lump in my throat is too large to swallow. “Say something, will you?”


    Finally: “I’m here.”


    “What are you doing?”


    She wants to know if I’m throwing up. She knows too much attention, especially this kind of publicity, will positively obliterate my insides.


    When my panic attacks started four years ago, Margaret told me they were different from my social anxiety disorder, and they had pills for that sort of thing. Back then she was sure. She suggested Sertraline pills, or a Benzodiazepine tranquilizer for immediate relief. My father said, “Tranquilizers, Margaret? Are you serious?” Thankfully our physician said Benzodiazepine could be habit forming, so tranquilizers were out and Sertraline was in. The Sertraline didn’t work so my doctor suggested Paxil. Things slid downhill fast. My ears started ringing and I couldn’t sleep. Heart palpitations followed. They were like some crazy tribal-drum pounding against my already aching ribs. Plus, the unthinkable happened: rapid weight gain. Margaret doesn’t know I stopped taking the drug, only that my weight is leveling out, so now I swallow my anxiety like my life depends on it.


    Drawing a deep breath, I finally answer Netty’s unspoken question about me throwing up. “I’ve been talking to Ralph on the big white phone, if that’s what you mean.”


    “Thought so.”


    “It’s not because what’s on TV or even the divorce. It’s Facebook and SocioSphere. Everyone’s talking. Jacob Brantley…that troglodyte, he’s…he posted—” My forehead feels damp, my eyes itchy and swollen. I can’t speak without sobbing.


    “I know,” Netty whispers on an exhale, her tone less manic, softer. “I’m on Facebook right now.”


    The weight of my pain becomes clear. “How…can Jacob be…so cruel?” I ask, hiccupping my way through a spectacularly unattractive crying jag. Really, I want to know.


    “The next time I see that bottom-feeding parasite…swear to God, Savannah—my hand on your Bible—we’re going to end him.” Something interesting about Netty is, for not weighing much, she’s got the full force of her father’s temper.


    “That thing he did with my parents’ pictures, what he said about my father, I don’t care how good looking he is, I freaking hate that…that…douchebag.”


    “For sure,” Netty says. For a second we’re both quiet, then Netty laughs. She says, “I just commented on Jacob’s post. I said if he didn’t take your photo down I’d email everyone I know that locker room picture of his tiny wiener.”


    I snort out a teary-eyed laugh. “What picture is that?”


    “There’s no picture,” she says, self-satisfaction filling her voice, “but wait…your picture is gone. Hah! Mission accomplished. Wait…damn. Now the whole post is gone!”


    “That’s good, isn’t it?”


    “I was hoping to really get the ball rolling on the small penis thing. I’m looking for photos of Vienna sausages as we speak.”


    The shelf life on my relief can be measured in seconds. My stomach is still coiling itself in and out of knots, and for a moment, the backs of my eyeballs feel pressure squeezed so hard my brain begins to throb. The migraine pulls tight around my skull, the pain spreading down into my neck and shoulders.


    “Oh, Netty, I so want a boring life. I’m already a nobody, can’t I do it in private already?”


    “You’re not a nobody.”


    Rubbing my temples, I force myself to think of those people in Japan—how when the earthquakes and the tsunami hit, they were cold and homeless and being radiated to death—and it makes me less inclined to feel sorry for myself. One of my therapists once said, “Take any situation and think of someone who has it worse than you, then be thankful you aren’t them.” It’s a semi-decent technique that sometimes works.


    I say, “For real, I could just scream thinking of all the stupid stuff Margaret does. Now this? I don’t even know what she’s done this time, only that it’s ruining my life.” Whatever it is, it must be something devastating for Margaret to cry on TV. She says crying makes your eyes puffy and it prematurely ages you.


    Netty says, “My mom’s bonkers, too. Lately she’s become obsessed with Pilates videos and these disgusting strawberry-banana protein shakes. She looks really good, but her farts are stinking up the whole house and it’s making it impossible to even breathe anymore.”


    “You should ask your dad to buy you a bigger house,” I say, deadpan. She bursts out laughing. The thing about rich people is they’re always looking to solve small problems in unconventional, expensive ways just to prove money isn’t an issue. Or maybe that’s just the rich people I know. Where we live, half the population is loaded, brilliant, and totally off their rockers.


    In the foyer, the front door opens. My parents. Great. Whispering into the phone, I say, “They’re home.”


    “You going to hide?”


    “Totally.”


    “Text me later.”
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    Part of me is desperate to hide, but the other part of me is too enraged to be so cowardly. I storm the foyer and confront them, my anger a fluid thing rising up within me.


    I stand on one side of the foyer and my exhausted looking parents stand on the other side and it feels like friction before the storm. Tension strains through the air between us, my face seared with emotion, their faces pale with shame. Together we are something awful. The physical embodiment of dysfunction.


    “Hello, darling,” my father says. Not his casual self. Nervous. Tired for sure.


    I stand inert, sixteen and incensed, on the precipice of my young life thinking I shouldn’t feel this homicidal. I shouldn’t feel this hurt. What I’m really thinking is, enough is enough.


    “I want a divorce,” I say. “From the both of you.”


    Their faces are confused. They look at each other; they look at me. Their faces are sadness. Not for me wanting to quit them, but sad because they failed to keep us together.


    “I need to go someplace on my own. Dad, you need to send me somewhere, anywhere, just not back to school. I can’t face those people after tonight.”


    “We have someplace in mind,” my father says.


    Margaret chimes in, telling me I’m going to just love it. She tries to smile and be chipper and reassuring as she says this, but it’s so utterly unconvincing she realizes her error and tempers the fake enthusiasm. “It’s everything you’d ever want in a school.”


    “Margaret, you sound like a freaking salesman,” I say. The room falls into silence, then: “Where?” When your entire life gets upended and the precious few good feelings you have shake loose, you tend to speak in incomplete sentences.


    “Just outside Sacramento. In the Sierra foothills. Totally private. The paparazzi won’t bother you there. No one will bother you there.”


    Things move and clear in my mind. I’m realizing something. “How long have you two been planning this?”


    “Margaret’s going to rehab and I have to wrap up version 3.0, so there won’t be anyone around to take care of you.”


    “Do you ever stop to think maybe your priorities are twisted? That they’re all wrong? I mean, how can you even love each other? Do you love me?” Before either of them can answer, I say to my father, “Margaret’s a high-society burnout and you’re sending me away because you have business to attend to? Do either of you even know how to love anyone besides yourselves?”


    “Don’t be so naïve,” Margaret snaps. “And I’m not a burnout.”


    We all stand our ground, neither relenting nor advancing. Finally, realizing there is nothing to gain, I say, “I’ll be ready to leave in the morning. If you’ll be kind enough to provide me with an address, I’ll find my own way there.”


    Margaret says, “You’re finishing the rest of the week here. You have to go to school. And don’t argue with me because you’re going.”


    “No, I’m not.”


    Margaret marches toward me, the full measure of her will pulsing heavy in some kind of warp-speed intensity I’ve never experienced before. Something dark and cruel balloons inside her: a toxic, unrelenting force. She’s in my face in an instant. “You’re going to school tomorrow like every other day, or I swear to Christ I’ll ship you off to the worst boarding school in the country, someplace where the paparazzi can film that big fat ass and those poor sloppy tits of yours over and over again to their heart’s content. You’ll be puking and crapping every day from the—”


    “That’s enough!” my father roars. He never roars. He has never even raised his voice in my presence before. Tonight he looks poised to slap her. I wish he would. Gosh damn, someone should!


    He starts to say something but I’m already gone. Already not listening. They can say whatever they want, but even though I’m standing right here, I’m not hearing a thing.
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    School is unimaginable. Everywhere I walk people fall into whisper. The weight of their stares, their judgment, their mocking, it’s an impossible burden. People who never looked at me before now show me pity. They laugh. They level me with hollow eyes. Are they looking to see if I’ve cracked yet? Oh, yeah, I’m cracking inside. Dying inside. My stomach empties itself out five times in three different bathrooms. Fourth period never even happens. Just before fifth period, Netty and I see Jacob Brantley and right then I consider ditching school for the first time ever. Netty holds up her pinkie finger as we walk by and Jacob’s friends totally lose it. They laugh as if it’s the funniest thing ever. His face blisters a deep red. He tells everyone it isn’t true, about his wiener, but this only gets them laughing harder. His humiliation is the only good thing to happen to me today. Sadly, this isn’t enough.


    After school, me and Netty are walking toward our cars in the parking lot when a twenty-something redhead dressed in clothing too Rodeo Drive to be from around here approaches me. Her smile is genial, her teeth bleached to a blinding white. She says, “Are the divorce rumors true? And if so, how do you feel about this?”


    Suddenly her press pass is out of her shirt and I can’t breathe.


    “Who are you?” Netty asks.


    “Sarah Stone, TMZ.” A camera man materializes to my left. Panic widens my eyes. I scoot closer to Netty. My eyes go to Sarah, then to the camera, then to Sarah again. Uh, help?!


    Gulping down a breath, I fold to a surge of nausea and hold fast as an unexpected charge of anger blazes through me. All the pressure, this ambush…I want to punch Sarah Stone in her perfect, smiling face.


    At this point, I’m not sure whether I’m going to become violent or pass out. I can’t stop seeing the camera. Or the microphone in my face. Before a single word escapes my mouth, my stomach makes an epic roll, squirms hard and charges up my throat with unstoppable force. I rush to the nearest garbage can and puke until my eyes water so bad everything looks washed in a soft, wet haze. Netty is beside me, gathering my hair in a ponytail. She’s done this dozens of times before. She’s well practiced.


    In between my convulsions and upheavals she’s yelling at the cameraman to stop filming. She’s saying the kinds of words they aren’t aloud to use on network TV and I’m glad for it. I’m glad for her. At one point she even calls the redhead a two A.M. beauty queen with a face made for radio. Sick as I am, this actually makes me smile.


    All Netty’s bravado, all her threats of violence, their net worth can only be measured in entertainment value. The damage is already done. By this time tomorrow afternoon, video of me blowing chunks will be everywhere. My caught-on-tape misery will make the rounds on the tabloid TV shows with the theme being the path I’m taking in life. Undoubtedly I will be compared to Margaret. The TV hosts will talk about genetic links to addictive patterns of self-destructive behavior, then they’ll pretend to be so sad for me. Of course, follow-up broadcasts will surely pose the question: Intoxicated at school or genuinely upset? Which is totally stupid considering I don’t even drink. Rather I didn’t. The way things have been going lately, I’m thinking it’s not too late to start.


    After TMZ leaves and Netty cleans me up, I muster the courage to tell her about Astor Academy. My soon-to-be boarding school. All day long I’ve been terrified of how she will react.


    “Why would you want to move?” she asks. I laugh at the absurdity of the question, but stop myself when I see hurt flooding her eyes.


    Netty has a better life than me which is why things always seem easier for her. Except for her shyster dad—a boisterous Russian whose philosophy is “take from them before they take from you,” whomever “they” are. She is my best friend, but the truth is me being sent to boarding school while Margaret goes through rehab and my father spends even more time at work feels more like a blessing than punishment. But not to Netty. Her loss will easily overshadow my gain. This makes me sad, and now I’m back to the crying again, which is irritating because I’ve already cried too much this week.


    “I don’t have a choice,” I say, sobbing. “My parents are sending me away.”


    She hugs me, her bones wrapping my fat. “This Astor Academy, I’ve never heard of it.”


    I wipe my nose and tell her she isn’t rich enough to have heard of it. She shrugs her shoulders, not taking offense.


    Where we live, everyone has everything they want, so it doesn’t much matter who has more. Netty’s father bought her a brand new BMW M3 for her sixteenth birthday. She totaled it two weeks after she got it and already she has a new one. Netty asks when I’ll be leaving. I tell her Monday.


    “But we just started our junior year. We didn’t make it all this way for you to leave now.”


    “I know.” Knowing I won’t see her again for months, my heart actually aches. She is my only friend.


    She pulls me into hug that nearly suffocates me, and then in her clunky accent, she says, “You’d better tweet me, bitch. Like, a lot.”




    The Astor Academy
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    Somehow I manage to survive school Thursday and Friday, and when Saturday morning comes, my outlook is maybe better. Not so dismal? I’m not sure. With all the drugs I’m on, I can’t say for sure what I feel or what I’m being made to feel. All I know for sure is I slept six uneasy hours and now I’m more tired than ever.


    Thinking about moving tomorrow sends something like a spark of excitement through me, then it’s pinched out. A cold, damp fog gathers inside my head. Honest to God, at this point in my life, I would give up entire body parts for one solid night of REM sleep. The kind of sleep where other people think you’re dead. And clarity of mind? That’s a dream that just might become a reality if no one is around to force-feed me my meds. Maybe I should celebrate.


    Again, I’m not sure.


    Packing my things, I fantasize about my new life. Thinking about what lies ahead, I can’t help wondering about the people at Astor Academy and if they will like me. Then I wonder, will anyone like me? Inevitably my thoughts turn dark. I am chubby and ugly, totally unlikable. One of the idiots on Facebook actually asked Jacob if I had Down’s Syndrome. His reply: IT’S POSSIBLE.


    What an asshole.


    What began as introspective curiosity steadily descends into self-loathing teenage angst and before long the tears are flowing again. Right then, Margaret barges into my room and sees me bawling, and I’m thinking, this is just freaking great.


    “Yeah,” she says, “like you have it so hard. You should feel my pain.”


    “Go away, Margaret.”


    “I have to dry out for the next week in some nasty rehab room and it’s going to be worse than hell while you stay at what amounts to a five star-luxury resort. I’ll be around junkies and losers and you’ll be surrounded by pretty people. I should be the one crying. Not you.”


    “Pain is all the same,” I say, wiping my eyes. “It hurts.”


    “You don’t know real pain.” Her condescending tone and this conversation feels all too familiar.


    I draw a deep breath, swallow her cruelty like a bitter pill, then harden my resolve. With my most odious smile, I say, “You never had a heart at all, did you?”


    “That’s not nice.”


    “Everything that comes out of that hole in your face is not nice. You are not nice. You are a self-absorbed monster and I’m glad I’m leaving.”


    “Stop it.”


    “I hope whatever pain you’re feeling multiplies so much that all you can do is cry and think of ways to kill yourself and then, just maybe, you’ll understand what it’s like to be your fat, ugly daughter.”


    Margaret stands inside my bedroom paralyzed in silence. If I grew feathers and sprouted wings, she would look less surprised. A torrent of emotions crash through me, weakening my propped-up resolve. My eyes sparkle with fresh tears that threaten to spill down my already tear-streaked face in a monumental display of weakness. I refuse to blink them out. With all my courage, I hold her eyes, unflinching. The moment she opens her mouth to speak, I interrupt her instead.


    “Shut up, Margaret. Just close your disgusting mouth and leave.”
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    I cook myself runny eggs and toast and take them back to my room. For lunch I make a sandwich with fat-free chips and an apple. I eat that alone, too. I’m fully intent on eating dinner in solitude as well when my father insists we enjoy one last meal together. At the table, I say, “The Last Supper,” and I can see my father would have laughed if the truth weren’t so painful. Looking at Margaret, I say, “You can play Judas,” and now my father is not amused at all.


    I haven’t tried to be funny in months, so imagine my disappointment when no one even smiles. Least of all Margaret. The way she looks like someone broke all her crayons, I actually feel bad for her. For like two seconds. Then, and maybe this is too cruel to say, but a very big part of me sees her hurting and feels selfishly triumphant. Like whatever pain she’s suffering right now, I really, honestly hope it gets ten times worse.


    “Somewhere in my heart I know I love you, Margaret. I really want to show you, but you make it impossible.”


    She looks at me, eyes like desert pebbles. “I know I want to love you, too. It’s just, well, you make it impossible, also.”


    “You two are stupid,” my father says. “I love you both and it takes no work at all.”


    “Then why are we all divorcing?” I ask.


    “Because your mother has a problem. I love her but her addictions are affecting both of us right now. They’re affecting all of us. She has to get them resolved because things just aren’t working as a family. Plus, it’s important for you to be healthy and sane as you grow from a young woman into a mature adult. I think you’ll really like Astor Academy. You might even thank us one day.”


    “You won’t need to wait for me to thank you. I’m leaving. This is the greatest day of my life, so thank you, dad. Thank you, Margaret.”


    Margaret’s eyes flood, which takes my father and me by surprise, and something inside of me feels awful. Margaret’s officially swallowed a cup of her own poison, but her despair moves me because I’m really a decent human being who hurt her, and naturally, I don’t like to hurt people. I reach out to her, to steady her. She pushes my hand away. That chilled part of me that nearly warmed to her now ices back over. My thoughts crawl with profanity.


    “Margaret,” I say, my voice glacial, emotionless, “please don’t make that ugly face at the dinner table, it makes you look old.”


    She no longer looks vulnerable or hurt. The way her shimmering eyes now smolder from the back-handed comment, I could be Judas tonight.
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    Sunday. The big day. Margaret is supposed to take me to school even though I begged my father to take me instead. He says he needs to be at the office. So it’s me and the monster. On the way up north, she will wish me well, tell me to stay away from fatty foods and boys who pretend to like me but really don’t. After packing up Rover, after telling my beautiful SUV the monster will be driving her home, I head inside and find Margaret still in bed, depressed. Her hair is a ratted mess, her eyes like shrunken raisins set deep inside yesterday’s smear of eye shadow and mascara.


    “My God, you look like a beaner Courtney Love right now,” I say. It’s not a kind thing to say because she thinks Courtney’s a crack-whore junkie, even though I love her and her amazing music. Especially “Letter to God.” I totally get that song.


    “If that’s the last thing you say to me, and I die in rehab, will you be satisfied?” She speaks into the pillow, her voice muffled, scratchy sounding. I can barely understand her.


    “Perhaps.” She offers me her screaming silence, so I say, “I’ll drive myself so you can get ready.”


    “Already packed.” Packed for rehab.


    “Yeah, but you look sooo bad. And you know the paparazzi will be there.” The words stick her like a fork in the face. She shifts in bed, pulls herself up and pushes the crazy hair out of her eyes. The effort it takes for her to crawl out from under the comforter and stand up looks historic. Just for good measure, I say, “The way you look right now, people would see the two of us and say I’m the pretty one.”


    “Don’t be silly,” she grumbles, digging sleep-crusties from her eyes. “No one will ever say that.”


    “Check the mirror, Courtney. Even the picture on your driver’s license looks way better than you right now.”


    Margaret turns around, pulls me into her arms, and with her dragon breath says, “You’re my daughter and I’m going to be the bigger person here. Please try hard in school, and do your best to make friends, and don’t drink too much soda because you know sugar is bad for you.”


    “Sugar is bad for everyone, Margaret. I know that already.”


    “That’s my point.”


    I want to hug her with love and devotion, with sadness in my heart and an ache to see her again even though I have yet to leave. Holding her close, though, I feel nothing. Her arms are rubber hoses slung around me, her head a stuffed animal on my shoulder. She is nothing, no one, inhuman. I can’t connect with her no matter how hard I try, which is disheartening. Even worse, with her so close and being nice, I still get no sense of her having a soul.


    Moving away, I say, “Good luck with rehab.” My voice is flat, my face expressionless. My version of the Botox stare is the best I can do, but at least I can say I’m trying.


    She turns around, pulls her t-shirt over her head, drops it on the floor and goes for the shower. I will never be that skinny, or that beautiful, but this isn’t what bothers me most. What makes my heart ache is the pain of not feeling like I have a real mother. There is no convenience I wouldn’t give up to just once feel different. I would give up everything for her love.


    She pulls off her sweat pants and before she slips off her underwear, I say, “Are you and dad getting divorced?”


    She pauses at the question, then says, “I don’t know. He says he still loves me.” She pulls off her underwear and turns on the shower.


    On my way out, I whisper, “Bye, mom.” She couldn’t have heard me if she were sitting on my shoulder.
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    Me and Google Maps usually get along like old friends, but when it comes to getting directions to Astor Academy, nothing shows up. Just groves of trees and some open space with a gigantic blacked-out square where the school should be. The words “No Satellite Coverage” glare at me. Fortunately the welcome packet my father gave me has directions. Of course, two hours later when I should be arriving, I get lost. With nothing but a tight road meandering through rolling hills and trees, I’m certain I won’t find my way back to the highway if I try.


    How I end up at the school entrance is still a mystery to me. Talk about off the beaten path. A pair of closed iron gates stand before me, huge, black and imposing against the lush natural landscape. Beyond the gates, a single paved road winds through a grove of trees before bending to the left and dropping out of sight. I heave a sigh of relief. The school crest is engraved on a large metal placard welded to the gate. A metal-plated keypad and speaker stand to my left. I stab the call button and wait. A pleasant voice asks how she can help me. I kill Rover’s engine and tell her my name.


    “We’ve been expecting you, Ms. Van Duyn. The gate will open in a moment. Please drive up front and park in Guest parking. I will meet you in the front lobby.”


    “Thank you,” I say. The silence of nature is a foreign sound. A gentle breeze washes over me, its touch silken, soft as pooled water on my cheek. The flittering of birdsong comes from the trees ahead, settling something restless inside of me. The keypad makes an elongated beep, startling me. The restlessness returns. The gates open, drawing me into the school’s opulent grounds.


    I cruise around the first couple of bends, anxious to see the school, yet marveling at the acres of trees standing green against the pale yellow rolling hills and the cloudless, late morning sky. Something inside me wants to weep it’s that serene. The road drops down into a small ravine and the entire school finally comes into view. My breath catches in my throat. The school buildings and manicured grounds have me staring in wonder for a long, reverent moment.


    The welcome packet my father gave me describes Astor Academy as a breathtaking Romanesque style building inspired by the Allegheny County Courthouse in Pennsylvania, which I looked up online yesterday. The courthouse is perhaps one of the most striking buildings I have ever seen. The similarities are remarkable. The real treasure, though, is the four story bell tower, complete with a large single bell. According to the literature, the school is designed like a three sided square with a lovely interior courtyard. Inside the courtyard is a central fountain resembling Rome’s famed Trevi Fountain, but on a far smaller scale. The pictures alone had me aching to get here early. To the left of the main building is the boys’ dormitory, a tight five story structure. The girls’ dorms are across campus, to the right, also five stories. Closer to the rising hillside at the far end of the grounds is the cafeteria and the gymnasium, both large square buildings with all the architectural trimmings. The way these structures are designed with rough-cut grey sandstone blocks, you can’t help feeling swallowed in its old-world charm. Looking at the school, you could easily mistake its age for decades old, or possibly more, but you would be wrong. Astor Academy is barely four years old. How it manages to boast an ivy league look without the accompanying pretentiousness seems significant in its overall charm.


    Guest Parking is twelve clean parking spaces tucked into a series of rose gardens. I park Rover close to the entrance and step out into the rich scent of roses and fresh, lower-mountain air. Along the horizon are endless pockets of trees and distant views of the Sierra mountain range, its peaks capped white and sharp against the cobalt blue skyline. The beauty of this place washes through me with such grace I don’t know what to make of it. I can only think one thing: I’m home.


    The woman who spoke to me through the keypad greets me and though I expect her to be overly friendly to the point of making me feel welcome, she has a presence that seems genuine despite my poor looks. I like her right away. Janine Battenberg is an attractive woman who looks younger than Margaret by a few years. Her voice is confident without being overbearing. She leaves me with the impression that if I asked her to coffee, she might actually say yes without feeling obligated. She hands me some forms to fill out, my class schedule and a map of the grounds.


    “Are you ready to see your room?”


    Nodding yes, I push my giddiness down, so as not to betray my inner excitement. No one likes overly excited fat girls. Margaret says it comes off looking obnoxious.


    The campus is breathtaking, almost too beautiful to be real. The way it both coincides with and complements the natural surroundings has me thinking those overpriced landscape architects in Palo Alto aren’t even qualified to hold the coffee of the people who designed this place. More than the grounds, however, are the students.


    Everywhere are model-perfect boys and girls, which turns the wonder and awe within me into an ache deep within my not-insubstantial stomach. Looking around, it’s clear I’m going to be the ugliest girl in school. After a short walk from the Administration office to the girls’ dorms, I see so many attractive people I become certain of it. At least in Palo Alto there were some ugly people like me, but here? Suddenly I’m blinking back tears. Right about now I’d take a tranquilizer to be calm, to not feel like I’m going to lose my breakfast in front of everyone.


    Janine walks me into the dorms and by this time I’m looking only at my feet and the backs of Janine’s heels in front of me. I don’t even realize I’m holding my breath until I get to my room and nearly pass out from oxygen deprivation. Swallowing hard, I follow Janine into my room. She’s talking to me. Then she turns and sees my watery eyes and what I believe to be concern passes through her features.


    “Are you okay, sweetheart?”


    That’s when the tears spill over and everything inside me that’s been trying to stay together comes apart. She circles her arms around me, pulling me close.


    “What’s wrong, Savannah?”


    “I’m so ugly,” I say in a choked whisper, “and all these people are perfect. I’ll never fit in.”


    “You’re not ugly,” she says.


    “I am. And it’s so obvious,” I say, pulling back, wiping my eyes. My complaints sound like blubbering. “I just thought there would be more people like me.”


    “There are. There are at least five ugly people I can name off the top of my head.” I look at her through wide, wet eyes. Most people try pacifying me with lies. She continues. “Then, when I think about how rotten some of these kids are on the inside, there are a hell of a lot more ugly people here than you think.”


    Relieved, I shake my head, but not enthusiastically. I like Janine even more because she isn’t trying to change my feelings about myself. She’s giving me perspective. “You’re not going to try to tell me beauty is only skin deep are you?”


    “Oh, hell no,” she says. “I was married for four years to a gorgeous man who was the biggest…well I can’t say that word around students—”


    “A-hole?”


    She laughs out loud, then: “Exactly. He was that and more. When we separated, I swore I married the ugliest, most beautiful man ever and I couldn’t stand him a minute more. By the time we finalized our divorce, he was never beautiful to me again.”


    I want to say something reassuring; instead I hug her tight, like a lifeline to truth, wisdom and compassion. “Thank you for being nice to me.”


    “You’re welcome.” When I let go, she says, “Are you ready for the tour?” That’s when it hits me: my room. Imagine the nicest Four Seasons you’ve ever seen and this is where I live. Think plush queen sized bed with down comforter, oversized pillows, a pair of nightstands with inlaid wood, a large desk with a new laptop computer. There is even a flat panel TV that looks bigger than the one in my bedroom at home.


    She says, “The color palette was chosen by this genius out of L.A., a color architect who says this specific palette promotes learning and tranquility.”


    “Is that true?” I ask. I don’t know anything about color design.


    She shrugs her shoulders and I look around. The soft, sage green walls contrast nicely with the thick white baseboards and crown moldings. Beneath my feet are hand-scraped hardwood floors, dark walnut in color and rich looking. In the bathroom are eighteen-inch tiled floors laid diagonally. The word hyper-elegant comes to mind. The bathroom is nicer than my bathroom at home and for some reason this strikes me as nearly impossible. With cabinets a shade darker than the hardwood floor, a luscious countertop that makes granite seem cheap, and a porous stone backsplash, I’m suddenly relaxing for the first time in maybe forever. Think jetted Roman bathtub, salon-style lighting, sink-to-ceiling mirror framed in decorative, six inch moldings. The shower is separate from the tub, all clear glass blocks. Inside is an eight inch circular shower head, tiled floors and walls boasting a stylish tile mosaic. Warm sunlight filters in through a small window dusting the enclosure with just the right amount of natural light.


    “Is this place for real?”


    Janine laughs and it is a gentle sound, a nurturing sound. “I would’ve thought with your Palo Alto home, this might not be enough.”


    “Trust me, it’s enough,” I say, mesmerized. “It’s plenty.”


    Janine hands me a set of keys and her business card. On the back she writes down her cell phone number. “If you need anything, or you just want to talk, you should definitely call.”


    “You’re sure? People say ‘call me’ all the time and they don’t really mean it.”


    Her smile returns, sweet, genuine. “I’m not just saying this to be polite.”


    I hug her again and she leaves me to my surroundings. I flop down on the bed, grinning, letting myself drown in comfort when a knock on the door startles me. I roll off the bed, thinking it’s Janine and I nearly collapse when I open the door and it’s not. Standing before me are the two most beautiful girls these little piggy eyes of mine have ever seen. The two white girls—are they twins?—make even Margaret look average. Hell, they make her look ugly.


    What in the world are they doing knocking at my door?




    Friends or Frenemies?
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    “You must be Savannah,” the one on the left says, a straight-haired blonde wearing makeup so subtle she might as well be wearing none at all. She extends a hand and says, “I’m Georgia Quick.” We shake hands, my mouth not quite shut. Is this a mistake? A joke in the making?


    Her twin has black hair streaked in deep maroons, and she wears her makeup really dark, her lipstick so red it could be black. If she weren’t so delicious looking, if she dressed more provocative and had piercings and tattoos, I would say she was Goth. But she isn’t. Her look is classy, sumptuous, even a bit suggestive. She could be sixteen, or twenty-five. Just looking at her, I’m wondering if right now, in this moment, I’m turning into a lesbian.


    “And I’m Victoria Galloway,” she says, extending a jeweled hand as well. Where her sister’s hand was pale and delicate, Victoria’s hand bears a dull silver thumb ring, a skull and crossbones ring on her forefinger of the same finish, and a loose bracelet made of what looks like tiny silver bones. Okay, so maybe she’s transitioning to Goth…


    I shake Victoria’s hand, then look at Georgia, unable to take my eyes off her face and the perfection of it. Her creamy skin, her brilliant green eyes, her flawless features—she seems unreal, as if neither time nor hardship has ever sighed an unkind breath upon her. A closer look and it’s apparent they’re identical.


    With their breathtaking smiles (perfect teeth and lips) and their enchanting faces (not a single open pore or zit in sight), I try—perhaps out of habit—to find deceit in them. Girls like this don’t like girls like me. I see none and this scares me. After having been the butt of so many jokes for so long, I trust almost no one.


    “Wait a minute,” I say, having heard different last names. “Why do you have different last names?”


    They laugh, a melodious sound. Smiling with her eyes, Georgia says, “We just do.”


    Victoria says, “We’re having lunch and we’re taking you with us.”


    “I, uh…”


    “C’mon,” Georgia says. Blonde hair, green eyes, perfect skin and now friendship? Okay, this whole thing is stinking to all hell!


    Victoria takes my hand and says, “Lock up, we’ve got to get to the cafeteria before all that’s left is the burned bottom of…whatever’s on the menu today.”


    I quickly lock the door and before I can open my mouth in protest, or even ask how they know my name, Victoria and I are walking hand in hand down the hallway and then outside. Next to her, I must look like I weigh three hundred pounds. She doesn’t let go of my hand, and I’m feeling uncomfortable, like I’m being led into a trap, and that’s when something in me breaks. I shake my hand out of Victoria’s and pull to a dead stop.


    “You two aren’t sisters? How can that be when you look exactly alike?”


    The girls exchange a glance, then: “We’re just not,” Georgia says.


    “But, you’re twins.”


    “We’re the not-twins,” Victoria says playfully. “We look alike, but we’re not related.”


    “You have to be.”


    Georgia says, “Think of us as an unexplained fact. Like how there aren’t any poisonous snakes in Maine, or how North Dakota has never had an earthquake.”


    Victoria says, “Or how Elvis Pressley and Oprah Winfrey are distant cousins.”


    “Maybe you were separated at birth,” I suggest, “and you just don’t know it yet.”


    “The jury’s still out on that one,” Victoria jokes.


    I can’t help thinking about how nice the girls were to Carrie in Stephen King’s first novel, and how later they dumped gallons of pig blood on her at the prom. Beautiful girls don’t talk to me, they poke fun at me. They sneer at me.


    Victoria says, “C’mon, you can meet Bridget. She’s the third musketeer in our band of look-alikes.”


    “You mean, there’s another one of you?”


    “Yep,” Georgia says, her tone a little less perky. “There’s another one of us.”


    “I’m sorry,” I say. “That sounded rude. It’s just that you’re so beautiful it actually hurts to look at you, and I’m so…not like you at all. Plus everyone’s staring at us and I can’t help thinking you two looking like you do only makes me look fatter and more heinous than ever.”


    “You’ll have to get over that,” Georgia says, her face brightening again, “because friends like each other for who they are not what they look like.”


    “I don’t know,” I say, red flags everywhere. Something feels very wrong here. “Maybe I’m not that hungry. Maybe I should unpack first.” Georgia takes my arm, stopping me. Already more stupid tears are welling in my eyes, and it’s embarrassing, my uncontrolled emotions. God, I’m so sick of crying!


    That’s when I see another girl who looks exactly like Georgia and Victoria. She joins the three of us, flashing that brilliant smile that looks exactly like her non-twin non-sisters. Georgia lets go of my arm. “You must be Savannah,” the girl says. “I’m Bridget Montgomery.”


    The blonde in ripped shorts and a nearly sheer white halter top has a sassy look about her. The shorts are too short, the halter top too small, the blonde hair (with impossibly loose curls) and makeup done up like she’s about to hit the club. Any club. She offers her hand; I just stare at it and say, “Will you please stop messing with me? I don’t like it.”


    Bridget looks at me, frowns, drops her hand and turns to her non-twins and says, “What, does she not like us?”


    Victoria loops her arm in mine and says, “We’re having lunch together because we want to welcome you to the school. We have no ulterior motives.”


    “If you’re not triplets then I’m on the wrong planet,” I hear myself say.


    “Hello, Savannah, welcome to planet Earth, we’re not triplets,” Georgia says. “But we are hungry and you need showing around, so just come with us and quit worrying so much. Everything will be just fine.”


    Victoria starts walking so I walk with her, brushing my hair out of my face with my free hand. If they mean to make fun of me at some point, maybe in the cafeteria in front of everyone, they are hiding it really well. Whatever they have planned for me, I’m half terrified to death.


    The cafeteria is a dining area like I’ve never seen before. If there were linoleum floors, white walls, lots of plastic scoop-seating and bright, fluorescent lighting, I wouldn’t have thought twice. With cafeterias, the white noise of hundreds of students echoing off all the hard surfaces bears a certain anonymity I’ve come to rely upon. And the smell of greasy food and sweat? Totally normal. But not here. The ambiance cannot be more different. With rich hardwood floors similar to the ones in my dorm room, a dozen wood planked tables fit for twenty or thirty students each and soft, warm lighting, this place looks more like five-star dining than a school cafeteria. Even the noise seems tempered, more civilized. Like grown ups in a restaurant rather than boisterous kids with no manners chomping and talking and gesturing out loud.


    Looking around, the entire student body has to be here, eating, chatting, whispering, and of course, staring at me. Staring at the three girls who aren’t sisters. The already polite hum of conversation sinks into silence the minute we arrive. Someone says my name, then SocioSphere, and then I am nearly crushed when I hear one boy say, “She’s uglier in person,” followed by barely restrained giggling.


    Panicked, searching franticly for a bathroom door or even a garbage can, my stomach gurgles and lurches. Wet things inside me begin to boil; my abdomen contracts. The room is closing in on me, my skin feeling hot. Hot and clammy. I slink out of Victoria’s arm, trying not to freeze up as my stomach flushes into my throat. Eyes darting everywhere, like a crazy person, I spot a tall grey garbage can next to the long buffet table and make a run for it. I’m not even close to it when the first evidence of breakfast comes blasting out my mouth. A chorus of “ews!” and “grosses!” fill my ears. My own symphony of misery and shame. I slip in my own puke and almost fall trying to make it to the garbage can. Hunching over, my stomach purging itself, I wrap my hands and arms around the rim for support and convulse until there’s nothing left to hork up but toxic breath and shame.


    A pair of a hands gather my hair out of my face; another pair rubs gentle circles into my back. Tears bleed from my eyes and I can’t tell if they’re from the pain or the embarrassment. Then a voice, angelic and reassuring, soothes me. “It’s okay, Savannah, you’re alright.”


    Another voice: “Don’t worry, you’ll be okay.”


    The two voices sound exactly the same, even though different mouths are speaking them. The cafeteria is suddenly alive with laughter and jeers and once I hear them, they’re all I hear. Bridget leans in, looks into my eyes and says, “Don’t listen to them, honey. It happens to the best of us.”


    The nausea settles, leaving me to confront a new horror. I don’t want to, but I have to pull my head out of the garbage can and face everyone, which I’m sure will be the most difficult thing I’ll ever do. With not a scrap of dignity, but complete resignation to the task, I leave the trashcan and look at my new soon-to-be ex-friends. To my utter surprise, their eyes are full of sympathy. I don’t understand. When they dumped blood on Carrie at the prom, everyone laughed and pointed and made her feel deceived, so violently alone. My mind won’t let me look beyond Georgia, Bridget and Victoria. One of my therapists (who knows which one when there have been so many!) said me narrowing my field of view like this is a protective measure that keeps me from getting hurt. Upon hearing this, my sarcastic inner-child was like, “Yeah, doc. Brilliant.” What I need right now is protection from the laughter of others. Protection from the indignity of being me.


    In the corner of my eye, suddenly they appear: a pack of snotty looking girls.


    Spearheaded by an arrogant looking auburn-haired girl with black knee-high socks, a black leather mini-skirt and a virgin white blouse that looks more appropriate in a music video than in school, I fear things are about to get worse. The girl is pretty, but the shitty look on her face screams of self-importance. I know the look all too well. She sidesteps a line of my vomit, pulls to a stop in front of us, and with the three girls behind her and a devious smile, says, “Looking at her, you think we’d be the ones doing the puking.”


    “Yeah,” her friend says, a sanctimonious looking blonde. “Seems the Incredible Bulk has a case of the queasies.”


    “Either that or she’s got buyer’s remorse on breakfast,” says another one, a brunette who resembles Natalie Portman in Black Swan.


    “Julie Sanderson,” Bridget says with disgust, “haven’t you been quarantined yet?”


    “What does that mean?” the music video girl says.


    “She’s trying to say you’re a disease,” Victoria says. “Something worse than cancer if you’re asking me.”


    “More like the black plague,” Georgia adds. “Or syphilis. After it rots you, not before.”


    “Hey,” Julie says, “at least I’m not dumping my guts next to where everyone eats.”


    Victoria looks at me and says, “This loathsome scab is Julie Sanderson. The nobody aching to be somebody if only she could keep from getting pregnant all the time. The three behind her, those are her friends.” The pious blonde and her brunette friend both have spray tans that make them pretty but not gorgeous, but the third girl—a quiet little raven haired thing—is very attractive with big emerald eyes that lost look, not at all amused.


    “Theresa Prichard is the Natalie Portman look-alike, Cameron O’Dell is the blonde with too many curls made entirely too small and Maggie Jaynes is the pixie in back picking her nails and saying nothing. Who did you say she looks like, Georgia?”


    “That girl from Pretty Little Liars. Aria.”


    “Oh, yeah,” Victoria says, studying the girl. “Totally.” I think Maggie is the prettiest of the group, and she seems to be the most shy of the four, but that isn’t saying much considering her friends are practically toxic with superiority.


    The dark haired girl with the spray tan, Theresa, she whispers to Cameron, “Daddy’s little girl looks just like daddy.” Cameron snickers, and maybe she knows I hear them because she’s looking at me and laughing. Maggie, however, isn’t laughing. She whispers an apology to me as she pushes through them.


    Julie steps forward, touches my face. Her perfume is suffocating, her breath as sweet as candy. Like she’s chewing on a tic-tac. Her eyes betray her. With her standing so close, they’re all I see. Looking in them is akin to watching thunderstorms destroying coastal towns, or what a person being killed would look like if you turned the sound off. The mole beside her right eye, it could be a beauty mark if I didn’t feel so humiliated in her presence. I don’t realize she’s wiped something off my face until she examines her finger and says, “No one likes a girl with barf all over her mouth.” She swipes her finger on my pants and it’s all I can do to not start bawling my eyes out again. How did I end up here?


    Julie, Cameron and Theresa laugh, then Julie takes a deep breath and says, “Let’s go girls before I lose my appetite.”


    Theresa says, “Too late.”


    When they leave, Victoria says, “Don’t worry about them, Savannah. Their own mothers don’t even like them. Besides, I’m famished already.” This is curious since my mother doesn’t like me either.


    “I should go,” I say, barely holding myself together. “I can’t be here.”


    “No way,” Bridget says. “If you leave now everyone will think Julie ran you off. No, you’re going to stay with us and we’re going to project strength, and if that pretentious bitch says one more word, I’m going to punch her in the vagina.”


    Okay, after that, I’m totally girl-crushing on Bridget.


    Laughing, Victoria says, “Jeez, when did you get so aggressive?”


    “It’s my new favorite thing,” Bridget says, grinning. “And let me tell you, it feels good.”
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    We get our food, walk to a mostly empty table and eat by ourselves. Looking at the girls, the fearful part of me is obsessing. The girls, these triplets who aren’t related, I’m sure they’re out to humiliate or embarrass me. But they stood up for me a minute ago. Would they do something like that if they really wanted to be frenemies? Or are they genuine? Is this even possible? The three of them are talking loudly and eating their lunch; all I have is a bag of Fritos, an organic apple and a bottle of 7-Up. My stomach is still unsettled so I start with the 7-Up and then the chips. I never eat the apple.


    “Who were those girls?” I finally ask.


    “Oh, I hate them,” Georgia says. “How they’re popular is beyond me.”


    “But…I thought you were the popular ones.”


    “No,” Bridget says. “At this school, it takes more than good looks to be popular. Not that we care.”


    In my mind, misconceptions are colliding, reshuffling themselves, seeking new versions of truth. Just when I think something makes sense, someone new comes and turns everything upside down. Georgia, Bridget and Victoria are perfect. Literally perfect. They’re beautiful, nice and happy, so how can they not be the popular girls?


    “We’re neither popular nor unpopular,” Victoria explains, “because of how we look. How we look like sisters, but we’re not. It’s unsettling to some people.”


    “The whole non-triplets, non-sisters thing aside, girls like you aren’t friends with fat girls like me. It just doesn’t happen.” I’m saying this and I’m trying to breathe at the same time. Seriously, my breath feels so light and so high in my chest. Like I might cry.


    Victoria says, “You’re not over that yet?”


    “It’s been ten minutes,” I say, almost frantic.


    “So?” Victoria counters with a grin.


    I muster up the courage to ask, “How can the three of you look the same while not being related? And don’t dodge the question anymore because if we’re going to be friends, I really want to know.”


    They trade glances, entire conversations being exchanged with each look, then they collectively shrug their shoulders. What can I say when none of them are willing to meet my eyes? And does it really matter?


    “The more you don’t tell me the more I think you’re not really my friends, that there’s some ulterior motive.”


    “As odd as this sounds,” Georgia says, “we’re more than our looks. They don’t define us, and we don’t want to be defined by them. Just like you.”


    “Is that why you’re not popular, because you look the same but you aren’t the same?”


    “Perhaps,” Victoria says.


    “We’re something people don’t understand,” Georgia adds, “and because of that a lot of people sort of ignore us, or hate us. Especially Julie and her friends.”


    “Yeah,” I say, “well I don’t understand it either. But in the end, I guess, as long as you’re nice to me, I don’t really care why you are the way you are.” My curiosity, however, is off the freaking charts. I’m wondering, test tube babies?
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    After the incident in the cafeteria (i.e. me embarrassing myself in front of the entire student body), I plan on doubling my meds, but instead I say screw it and toss them. It’s time I get to know myself. The only way to do this is to kick the prescription drugs. After all, how much worse can it get? I’m already as anxious as I’ll ever be.


    I sleep like a coma patient Sunday night, but come Monday morning, my nervousness devastates my insides with such force that twice I find myself hugging the bathroom toilet. Fighting back tears is useless. They drain from me unhindered. Deep self-loathing follows. My hair is too frizzy, my eyes the color of old chocolate cake. With this ugly face, these unkissable lips and a gross double chin I can’t stop seeing, I feel like calling Margaret’s plastic surgeon. But I don’t. I do what I do every day which is look at my face without looking at it at all. After intentionally missing breakfast (because who knows how many more times I’ll throw up today?) I force myself to go to class.


    The first day is both better and worse than expected. My classes are fascinating, but I’m a black rock on a white sand beach. If there are five other ugly people in the school, as Janine claims, I don’t see them. Everyone here is gorgeous. Everyone. Until third period, no one talks to me, much less gives me the time of day. Not even the teachers, which is a little unnerving. Then finally someone notices me and talks to me. One of Janine’s ugly five. Well, ugly six if you count me. He’s a total swamp donkey, for sure, a boy that could match me flaw for freaking flaw. I’m getting ahead of myself, though. It’s probably best if I start with first period.


    Personal finance is an interesting topic and my teacher, Nolan Beswick, is an older man with a three-piece suit, small glasses and a genial face that never stops smiling. His happiness is unsettling. He looks thirty, maybe thirty-five, and I can tell by the way he looks that as a boy he was as handsome as any Astor Academy kid today. Before class, three girls sitting in front of me were whispering about him in ways I would never whisper about someone twice my age. Um…gross! I wish at least one of the non-triplets were in my class to talk to about this, but alas, it’s just me and my rampant insecurities. The first thing Mr. Beswick says has me thinking I’ve lost it, that maybe I’m hearing things.


    “Personal finance like we teach it here is not taught to the masses because if the masses knew how to control their spending, many of today’s banks and credit unions would fail. Entire industries would collapse. In the end this will never happen because the more you understand finance and how it relates to the real world, the more you realize consumer debt is used to control the middle-classes, and in the end, to bankrupt and destroy them. You want to know who runs this country? Not the President. The real power is a group of extremely powerful international bankers who don’t like the idea of a middle-class. Ladies and gentleman, today we’re going to talk about the Federal Reserve and how they relate to your finances.”


    I was hooked from the word go.


    Second period is Politics, which I have with Georgia and Victoria. And thank God because Julie Sanderson is in the same class. When Julie first sees me sitting with the girls, she grins and middle-fingers me. Theresa Pritchard comes in a moment later and I’m like, oh, great. Instead of flipping me off, Theresa smiles wide and winks. Then she blows me a kiss, which has me turning bright red.


    Our teacher, Mrs. Verdine Pearce, is a golden girl with the skin and hair of a sixty-five year old, though with today’s plastic surgery advances, technically she could be eighty. Adding to the mystery of her age, she acts like she’s forty. Her voice is perky and strong, her eyes active, her movements fluid. I like her right away. You would have to be blind not to see how much she loves her subject. Near the end of class, Mrs. Pearce says something that has me thinking Astor Academy is so vastly different from other schools, it’s hard to imagine it’s even in the same country.


    She says, “To excel in politics, or the higher echelons of corporate America, at some point in time you’ll be forced to compromise your morals. Before you sink into this trap, spend the money to dig up dirt on the people who would force your hand. You need leverage. Combine the two and you can either blackmail, or protect yourself from being blackmailed. With enough dirt and leverage, maybe you bend your morals only a little. Maybe you don’t bend them at all. This will sound underhanded to you young idealists. Blackmail is only something criminals participate in, right? Wrong. Blackmail is a useful tool of any trade. And really, it’s not uncommon. If you want to be in politics, and one way or another you’ll be in politics—even if it’s just office politics—you’re going to want to know how to effectively blackmail people.”


    Looking at Julie and Theresa, I’m thinking blackmail isn’t just a political tool, it might be wise to understand it and how it relates to high school.


    It’s in my third period class, Branding and Media Relations, that I finally meet the aforementioned member of Janine’s ugly six: Brayden James. He looks like Tobey Maguire in Spiderman 3 before he became black Spiderman, which is to say a complete tool. A class-A jack pine savage. He’s sitting alone with his brown hair swept to the side—like the stupidest looking Justin Bieber fan in history—when I come speed-walking into class late. I got stuck in the bathroom before hearing the bell chime, then took the wrong hallway and had to backtrack fast. The minute I step inside the classroom, I’m out of breath and my big stomach is in the throws of some serious hunger pangs. Next to Brayden is one of two empty seats in the room. I sit down, feeling overly shy, and glance up at him.


    His smile draws attention to his face, which isn’t good. Good God, he’s so unattractive! Then a single thought sobers me: is this what other people experience when looking at me? Am I this disgusting? Sadly, I already know the answer and it doesn’t make me feel any better about myself.


    “Holy balls,” he says, “me and the human being actually meet.”


    “Hi,” I say.


    “Well don’t be rude. Introduce yourself.”


    We meet, he shakes my hand and the whole formal affair is surreal. In fact, when our hands touch, I let go too quickly, like I don’t want to touch him. I know, this was rude of me, but please.


    “Why do you call me ‘the human?’”


    “Because no one but a real human being would power up their entire breakfast in front of the whole school the first day they arrive. That was awesome. The girl I was sitting next to, she said, ‘I know how she feels’ and she totally laughed.”


    My face catches fire, heat stealing into my cheeks. “I heard a lot of people laughing.”


    “I wasn’t laughing at you, dummy. I was laughing because this school is so perfect and pretty it makes me want to kill myself every single day. Not for real. You know what I mean, though.” He nods his head at the class. “Just look at these ass clowns. Barely a human being amongst them.”


    A cute girl two seats up twists her head around. She fires Brayden a nasty look. “Especially you, Nina, you fucking fraud,” he says. Her eyes darken. “Turn around. Don’t look at me.”


    The teacher, a twenty-something blonde with big breasts and bony shoulders has the very cool name of Coralyn Justice. She pins me and Brayden down with her impossibly large hazel eyes. “Is there something you want to add to class, Mr. James?”


    I freeze. Oh crap. I’ve never gotten in trouble in class before.


    Brayden says, “No, but there are a few people I’d like to subtract.” This gets a few laughs, then Mrs. Justice says, “Cute” and then class starts and everyone settles down. The way this seems to happen every period, how everyone is so well behaved without having to be asked, it’s like I’ve stepped into the Twilight Zone. Everyone seems alive before and after class, but once the second bell rings they could all be studious robots that’s how focused they are.


    For some reason, maybe it’s because Brayden seems like a kindred spirit, I feel myself relaxing for the first time since I arrived. How come I can’t talk to people the way he talks to them? I wonder why he isn’t scared. Or is he? My fleet of therapists might suggest he uses sarcasm as a defense mechanism.


    Not so quietly, Brayden says, “I loathe these people. They’re all so…artificial. Like Stepford children. You know, manufactured in a lab to be practically perfect.”


    Theresa Prichard and Maggie Jaynes sit a few seats in front of me. If my stomach is an elevator, seeing them just makes it crash to the basement floor. I try putting them out of my head. My eyes refuse to even look at them.


    “I hate Julie Sanderson and her stupid friends,” I whisper, grateful to finally talk with someone who understands.


    “Julie’s the freaking devil.”
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    The quality of teachers and their subject matter continues to amaze me. Astor’s teachers—without apology—seem to teach the unvarnished truth, which is not only refreshing, it’s exciting. About Branding and Media Relations, Mrs. Justice says, “Part of the banker bailout funds went to the media. More than one billion dollars. So what does that tell you?”


    I know what it tells me, but I’m afraid to say it. Theresa Prichard isn’t afraid though. She says, “It means elements of the mainstream media are for sale.”


    “Yes. Part of being successful in this country is having the money to sway the media. It works in politics. It works in business. The key is to network with prominent media moguls, their primary supporters and their friends. In this world, it’s all about who you know and how much they cost. Period dot, end of story.”


    My take on the world is fast changing, and this is only day one.


    After class Brayden shows me his schedule. We share two more classes: Investigative Journalism and Psychology. My outward joy restrained, I swell inside with a relief that blooms gigantic. Of all my classes, I’m most excited about Investigative Journalism. Though none of my girlfriends are in this class, at least I have Brayden.


    The way our school days are set up, we start at nine, do three periods, then have lunch. I like the schedule, and the fact that I get to see the non-triplets next is a relief, even if there is that little nagging voice in my ear whispering ever so softly that I cannot trust them. I try slamming the door on this voice as I meander unseen through the halls and across campus to the cafeteria. Bridget is waiting for me and the others. She asks about my classes. I tell her they’re fine, that I met Brayden and more than just being ugly like me, we have a few things in common. For whatever reason, part of me is nervous being with just one of the non-triplets. That same part of me wonders if she’s feeling the same. But the minute she starts talking with me, I realize this isn’t the case. She’s open and friendly, and everything nervous in me calms.


    “Brayden’s got some edge,” Bridget says. “But in a good way, you know? In an honest way. If he wasn’t so damned ugly, I’d totally consider doing him.”


    Swallowing hard, I say, “Isn’t your father a minister?”


    She looks at me, her eyes locking on mine, and gives me a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “He’s not a minister, he’s the minister. The famous Reverend Steward Montgomery. If you’ve turned on the television at all on Sunday, you’ve probably seen him.”


    “I have.”


    “Yeah, well I’m out of the prison of religion for the next two years, so I’m making the most of my free time, with boys and everything else. After that, it’s lockdown again.” She looks at me, her expression falling flat. “I’m going to Westmont College in Santa Barbara after I graduate. It’s a Christian college. My dad wants me majoring in Religious Studies, for the love of Jesus. I mean, how the hell am I going to get laid in a place like that?” I just shrug my shoulders. She says, “Exactly. That’s why I’m making cookies while I can, so to speak.”


    “Making cookies?” I ask.


    She gives me a sly wink and says, “Yeah, making cookies.” Now I get it. Sex.
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    Georgia and Victoria join us, the two of them walking hand in hand, completely ignoring the mob of students making their way into the cafeteria. Trailing behind them is Julie Sanderson and Cameron O’Dell, the two of them rolling their eyes at Georgia and Victoria. Soon the four of us are together, but before we can say word one, Julie and Cameron stroll by, their hardened eyes grating across the girth of me. Their judgment is a weight I can’t ignore, a weight that makes my colon clench. Julie gets close enough to touch me. She slows to a stop, sniffs the air around me, then curls her nose and continues walking. The two girls are giggling at some inside joke. The inside joke, however, is me.


    I’m everyone’s inside joke.


    “Don’t mind Julie,” Georgia says. Of the three of them, Georgia is the most nurturing. “I hear she had an abortion at thirteen, then a baby at fifteen. By a different guy. At least, that’s the rumor. Her parents hid her pregnancy with home schooling. Then, when she had it, they gave it up for adoption because the Sanderson’s are prominent Republicans and wouldn’t let Julie abort twice.”


    “So I’m supposed to feel sorry for her?” I say.


    “I’m just trying to tell you why she’s so mean,” Georgia says. “So you know it’s not you.”


    “What about Cameron? What’s her problem?”


    Victoria says, “Her father’s a country music sensation who works his ass off to pay for Cameron’s mother’s cocaine problem. Maybe you’ve heard of him, Patrick O’Dell?”


    “Uh, yeah,” I say, blushing. “Who hasn’t?”


    Bridget smiles, a sexy faraway look they all suspect has everything to do with how good looking and famous he is. “If he wasn’t so much better looking than Keith Urban, I’d dream of setting his rotten bitch of a daughter on fire.”


    “Yeah, she’s a nightmare,” Victoria says. “Last year, when Georgia asked her why she was so shitty, Cameron said, ‘I’m an artist and cruelty is my medium.’ What an unholy terror that one is.”


    “She’s like the bin Laden of Facebook,” Bridget adds. “She was kicked out of Excelsior last year for harassing two girls to death on Facebook. The things Cameron posted about them, I hear it was horrible.”


    “Allegedly,” Georgia says.


    “This isn’t a court of law,” Bridget counters. “Besides, you’ve seen her posts. She’s one soulless twat, if ever there was one.”


    “On a separate, more important note,” Victoria says, “they’re having filet mignon today and I want a decent cut this time.”


    We have lunch, mostly unmolested by Julie Satan and the Diabolical Three, which is the nickname Georgia coined for them. Eating my lunch, studying them without being too obvious about it, I’m still dying to know the non-triplets’ secret. Even with varying styles, they’re all so freaking identical.


    “So if you’re not going to tell me why you all look exactly alike,” I finally say, “maybe you could tell me something else about yourselves. If we’re all going to be friends, that is.”


    “Georgia had cystic fibrosis,” Bridget says with food in her mouth.


    “Hey, talk about yourself, Bridget,” Georgia snaps. “I can tell my own story.”


    Bridget sighs, then says, “Okay, fine. You know my father is”—and she uses finger quotes and the dramatic eye roll here—“the famous Reverend Montgomery, but what you don’t know is he’s never met a vagina he doesn’t love. Aside from my mother, he has a girlfriend on the side. She’s twenty-five at best with an apartment he rents for her on the DL.”


    “Wow,” I say, genuinely startled. “For real?”


    “I overheard a phone conversation and I confronted him about it. For some reason my mother doesn’t know, unless she’s a big time faker. I said I couldn’t keep pretending. He asked what I wanted and I said distance. Lots of distance. He’s got like sixty million viewers, people who believe in him and trust he’s a conduit to God, and yet he can’t keep his winkie in his shorts. It’s disgusting.”


    “So your mom hasn’t let on that she knows then?”


    “I think on some level maybe she knows. Or she should, at least. My two older brothers, I don’t think they know. At least, I hope they don’t know.”


    “Is that why you dress the way you do?” I ask. The word I’m thinking is easy. Or slutty.


    “No, that’s different. This is me being free. Like I said earlier, this is me knowing I have an expiration date on my freedom.”


    I look at Georgia and she says, “As Bridget so gracelessly said, I had cystic fibrosis. But I’m better now.” Her eyes sink to her uneaten steak and potatoes; she pushes her food around with her fork then says, “My older brother was killed three years ago in a hit and run, and my mother now has breast cancer. Again. If you want to know something about me, it’s that my family is dying off while I’m off here in Never-Never-Land.”


    “That’s terrible,” I say, understanding now why she seems to care so much about me. She spent her adolescence caring for others in pain. She understands loss.


    “I miss my brother,” she says, her eyes misting over. “And I’m afraid for my mother.”


    There’s a lull of silence that settles over us all. It’s always this way when someone talks about death or sickness. I say, “I’m sorry you’re going through this, Georgia. I never had a brother, but I can tell you love him.”


    Her eyes flood, and I wonder if I’ve said the wrong thing.


    Victoria clears her throat, finishes chewing her steak, swallows and says, “My dad is a hedge fund manager in New York who is obsessed with beautiful things like art and cars and houses. He has this thing about wanting what he can’t have or what he perceives as unattainable. When he heard about Astor Academy, he said to me and my sister, ‘You girls are going there.’ My sister refused to leave her friends, but I didn’t have any friends, so it was an easy decision. He’s happy now, and I’m happy, so there you go. I’m the no-drama-mama of the group.”


    “That’s why you’re here?” I ask. “Because your father is vain, or proud? Or whatever?”


    “Anyone who knows my dad knows he’s got raging insecurities and doing things like this—sending me to a school that is best defined as ‘the country’s best kept secret’—is how he deals with them. We have three houses, eight cars, more money than we can spend in ten whole lifetimes and still it’s not enough. Something’s broken in him, something deep down, but if he’s looking to me to fill his insecurities, I’m happy to oblige. It won’t fix him, but whatever. The ride is good.”


    “Speaking of vain,” Bridget says, “how do my tits look in this corset?” She’s wearing a black corset boasting inches and inches of cleavage. At first I thought her attire was a bit suggestive. Now I realize it’s very suggestive. She’s pushing the swollen tops of her breasts out at us.


    “Makes you look like a slut,” Victoria says with a mouthful of food.


    “Good.”


    “Good?” I ask, confused.


    “I’m projecting.”


    Georgia says, “I personally thing you’re projecting a little too much.”


    “Me being a minister’s daughter,” Bridget says. “I’m every boy’s fantasy. Besides Georgia, the sooner you try sex the less time you’ll spend worrying about what it will be like.”


    “So you’ve had sex then?” I ask. Why this surprises me after she said what she said just before lunch, I can’t say for sure. Sex is something good looking people do, and married people sometimes do, which is why I’ve never even come close to doing it.


    I’ve never even held a boy’s hand.


    “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not easy,” Bridget says, a sinister grin on her lovely face. “But I’ve already slept with two boys since I got here.”


    Georgia seems startled. “I thought it was just one.”


    “It was up until last week,” she boasts.


    “What? This is how you tell us? You freaking holdout!” Victoria says, looking offended. Then, chewing on her mock anger, she says, “Details, girl. Details.”


    “Well, it still hurt like hell, and my guilt weighed a ton at first, but I’d do it again. Maybe not with him because, well…he’s uncircumcised.”


    Bridget and Victoria squeal with laughter, but inside I’m thinking, who cares what it looks like? To just feel wanted would be something worth talking about.


    “It was like a worm with a sock over its head, so I closed my eyes a lot. He was a great kisser, though, so it wasn’t all gross.”


    Georgia kind of makes a sour face, and she won’t look at Bridget, but I think it’s because she’s embarrassed with what she’s hearing.


    Last year this girl Netty started to be friends with said her boyfriend wanted to go all the way and when he pulled down his pants to do it, the ugly thing he called his ‘junk’ looked like some dangling thrown-away meat roll. She said she couldn’t go through with it. He broke up with her a week later and that was that. I haven’t wondered about sex since then. Until now. I don’t want to think differently about Bridget, but part of me does. I don’t understand how she could be with two guys, but then again, if I could be with two guys I would totally do it, too. Does that make me easy? Maybe. Or maybe I just like the idea of sex, and not having any opportunities is me being desperate. Looking at Bridget, marveling at her beauty and her freedom, my heart burns with jealousy.


    “Do you even believe in God?” I ask Bridget. This is a fair question, considering her father is a televangelist.


    “I believe in free will and consequence. The whole question of God or no God is not a subject I’m willing or able to contemplate in this early juncture of my life. I’m only sixteen for heaven’s sake.”


    “Forget the God topic,” Victoria says. “I want to know, who’s the second guy?”


    “Not telling.”


    “Bitch,” Victoria says.


    “Wicked bitch,” Georgia adds.


    “Lucky bitch,” I say and the three of them break into laughter. “What?” I say. “Fat girls need love, too.”


    “You’re not fat,” Georgia says. “We keep trying to tell you that.”


    “Georgia’s right,” Victoria chimes in.


    “Whatever,” I say with a smile. Being together, joyful and relaxed, something inside me dares to loosen up, like all the hurt from the past is ready to simply fall away. Looking at the girls, still unsure of their secrets, I decide it doesn’t matter because I trust them. Plus, there’s a new side of me emerging, a side that feels a sense of ease and belonging I haven’t felt before. Even though I’m envious of them, and different in not-so-good ways, for the first time in my life I feel like I’m part of something. I feel wanted, appreciated. Or maybe I’m just fooling myself and they really will dump pig’s blood on me at prom.


    This thought draws out my cautious side, my skeptical side. Truthfully, I’m scared. What if they are pretending? What if they are plotting?


    Eating my food, I leave the three of them to their conversations, to their shared lives. After a minute or so of my introspective silence, Bridget asks about my life. What is there to talk about but Margaret? I’m me because of her. After I give them the highlight reel that is my childhood life, Georgia says Margaret sounds awful and I’m like, “Yeah, she’s the worst.”




    Bitches and the Boy-God
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    Just before the second bell rings indicating the start of fourth period Investigative Journalism, I’m walking into class and not seeing many open seats. At this point, after a good lunch with the girls, I’m feeling pretty fresh, not so lonely, and then I see who’s in my class. Right away dark clouds blot out my sunshine. Julie Satan and the Diabolical Three. All four of them.


    Awesome.


    I look for Brayden, but he’s sitting closer to the front and there isn’t a seat available. He sees me and smiles, but in an aloof sort of way. As much as I was hoping to sit next to him once more, it appears I’m on my own here.


    I’m looking to sit as far from everyone as possible, but with class sizes this intimate, there aren’t dozens of students to hide behind. There are about fourteen. With only about three seats to choose from—two up front near the four nightmares, and one in back—the choice is easy. The back of the classroom is the only place to hide. No one even notices me.


    Just as I’m taking out my iPad and getting situated, I look up and—oh my God—walking into class is the most gorgeous boy ever. That whole “love at first sight” thing, it’s not bullshit.


    Holy cow, it’s for real!


    If eyes can feast on the flesh of others, my eyes are ravenous. Even my heart becomes a loud and thumping thing, rendering me breathless, causing tightness in my chest, and a stirring just under my FUPA. He doesn’t see me, which is fine; I don’t want to be seen. I just want to look.


    Heat and moisture slick my skin, misting me with the kind of nervous sweat fat girls never want but have anyway in the presence of boys like this. I steal away, trying to compose myself, trying to remember how to breathe.


    Like any normal guy, I expect him to take a seat by the four nightmares, so imagine my surprise when he walks right over to me. Oh sweet Jesus, this isn’t happening. Is he actually going to talk to me? I hope so! What should I say? I look up with my best smile only to find him glaring down at me, his face no longer neutral. Time stops.


    Why does he look annoyed?


    “You’re in my seat,” he says. His voice bears all the warmth of a block of ice. The way he’s practically hovering over me, his aggressive posture, I realize my stupidity in thinking anything more than this would happen. Complete and total devastation.


    My cheeks flush hot with embarrassment as I gather my things and move toward the four nightmares. A few of them are grinning at me, silent like the rest of the class as they watch the confrontation between the boy-God and the sloth. I spot a nearby garbage can, thinking it’s small enough to take with me into the hallway for when I blow chunks. Julie and Cameron start laughing and my humiliation is complete. The acids in my stomach, gurgling and bubbly, seep up into my throat, the fumes noxious, the sting of bile low in my esophagus. I gulp hard, swallow harder. I think of my friendship with the non-triplets and how they said not to worry about stuff like this, and to my relief, my swimming stomach calms enough for me to breathe again. Barely.


    I tell myself not to look up, but I can’t help it. Cameron is making a gagging face while Julie pretends to hold something (a garbage can?). Theresa gathers Cameron’s hair, holds it back. Unbelievable. The acid in my stomach starts to boil again and my eyes mist over. A tear skims the surface of my cheek. Another rolls down my face. I wipe it away. Now they’re really coming. I turn away from the girls, trying to hide inside myself. I don’t need this. What did I do to them? What do I ever do to anyone to deserve this? Chewing on my lip, I fight to keep my composure. At least I’m not puking. At least the non-triplets like me. I manage to stop the tears simply by thinking, screw these boney Astor hags. And screw this stupid school, too.
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    After class, the boy-God approaches me and I almost run. He stops me and says, “Hey, I was a jerk back there. It was uncalled for and honestly, I’m ashamed of myself. So…I’m sorry.”


    My face flares again, my insides wiggling like a bag of eels. Visions of everything going wrong flood my bloated brain. The thought of turning green and passing out, or even barfing on his feet, feels entirely possible. Should I turn and leave at this point?


    I see Brayden waiting for me, but further down the hall. I’m dying to go to him, but my legs won’t move. They’ve forsaken me. Of course, if I had to choose between being seen with the boy-God or the beastly Brayden, hello, it would be the boy-God!


    “Why though?” I manage to say. Two words don’t exactly constitute a conversation, but this is me conversing with an Adonis for the first time in my life, so whatever. It’s a start.


    “For more reasons than are worth mentioning, being here really sucks. You wouldn’t understand. You’re new, so you can’t.”


    “Yeah, well, I haven’t exactly had the most graceful start.” How do I look him in the face? I can’t. It’s my shoes that now get most of my attention. They’re not even that cute.


    I look up, sort of, and Brayden’s gone. I don’t blame him. I would have given up on me, too. I’m surprised it took this long.


    He sticks out his hand and says, “I’m Damien Rhodes.” I glance up and shake it, feeling the strength of his grip, the warmth, how his hand envelopes mine. Suddenly we’re one person. It’s not sex, and I feel stupid with joy, and then somehow—without sounding foolish—I manage to utter my name.


    “I’m Savannah.”


    That’s when I actually look up into his eyes and everything in me turns warm and syrupy and lustful. Something low and charged swoops through my lower belly. With his dark hair, his bronze-colored skin, and his liquid brown eyes, he is so unbelievably hot it hurts to be near him. To even look into his eyes. To want someone this badly, to be left to bear the weight of such a ravenous need—the kind of need a chubby-chubber like me knows is unattainable and will remain unfulfilled—it’s the worst kind of torture ever.


    He is not thin or fat, but I sense a physical strength in him that makes me think about how he would look on the beach, carrying a surfboard. Or how he would look in New York in an overcoat, the collar popped up against a winter gale. I blush even harder thinking these thoughts. I get even more nervous. He’s six feet tall and everything I ever wanted, and the best I can do is barely remember my own freaking name.


    That’s when Julie and her friends pour into the hallway, all boisterous and domineering, their obnoxious voices sucking all the joy from the air and filling it with animosity, dread, fear. Cameron sidles up to Damien and says, “I see you met the clones’ newest pet.” Damien’s face blisters. Horrified, my mouth hangs open and my weak, ugly body deflates in shame. Clones?


    “Careful of this one,” Julie says, “she’s got a weak stomach.”


    Cameron kisses Damien on the cheek, smacks his butt and says, “See you after school.” All the way down the hall they laugh and make retching sounds, and the whole time I’m thinking this is it, my life is officially over.


    I turn to walk away, not even caring that Damien and I were talking. He grabs my arm, stopping me, and says, “I’m really sorry, Savannah.”


    “That girl is inhuman,” is all I can mutter. My eyes burn with more tears and all I want to do is get out of there before snot starts dripping from my nostrils.


    “She’s my girlfriend,” he says, almost embarrassed. “Sort of.”


    Defeat falls from me like a wounded grunt. As if things couldn’t get any worse. The tears gathering in my eyes, hot and wet, finally flood over and I say, “That’s just awesome.” I shrug out of his grip and walk the busy hallway to fifth period, trying not to overtly bawl or be sick. On the way to class, I think how easy it would be to get in the Rover and drive someplace normal. Someplace plain and boring. Someplace where there are lots of chubby, isolated losers whose life’s mission is not to feed on the suffering of others but just to exist in peace.


    Fifth period is Physical Education and Diet and that’s when I see Georgia and the girls and every emotion I’ve been holding down comes rushing forward in one embarrassing release. We’re talking about me going from semi-normal to sobbing in three seconds flat. Georgia hugs me, smoothes my hair while the other girls rub my back and shoulders.


    I tell them what happened.


    “It’s hard not fitting in,” one of them says. They all have the same voice, but I think it’s Victoria talking. “Especially around people like Julie and Cameron. They’re awful, I know.”


    My eyes are so watery their faces appear blurred. Other people are changing in the gym’s locker room, but I don’t care. Not until I see Maggie Jaynes. For some reason, she isn’t snickering. Our eyes meet and she actually looks sad for me.


    “I’d better get dressed,” I say, standing up.


    “Just hang in there,” a girl says from behind me. “It’ll be okay.” I look around and there is a slightly overweight girl with gigantic breasts and round thighs and suddenly I’m relieved to be meeting who I’m certain is another one of Janine’s pack of uglies.


    “Hey, Laura,” Georgia says. Victoria introduces me to Laura Downey. We smile at each other and suddenly I don’t feel so alone in the disgusting pig department.


    “If you want, most everyone does weights and bands and sometimes yoga, but I’m on the treadmill the whole time. There’s usually an open treadmill beside me.”


    “She’s lost ten pounds since the semester started, right Laura?” Georgia says.


    “Twelve now, working on fifteen.” She grabs a truck-tire sized mash of belly fat and says, “Miss Hunnicut says the treadmill will help with all this…extra…gross…lard. So I’m running it off a day at a time.”


    “I’ll join you,” I say, trying to pull myself together. Ten pounds wouldn’t make me pretty—not by miles—but it would go along way toward bolstering my self-confidence.


    Just before class starts, my teacher, an athletic woman with nice teeth and two big dimples in her smile, calls my name. She stands in her gym clothes in the weights cage with her roll-call clipboard in one hand and some kind of a smoothie or protein shake in the other. The smoothie is the same shade of brown as her tan, which is excessive, and fake for sure. Like some kind of a rub-on bronzer. Inside the cage, I weave around the machines, trying not to see how cute everyone looks in their workout outfits and how dumpy I feel in my track shorts and baggy t-shirt.


    My teacher introduces herself as Tuesday Hunnicut then hands me a note and says, “This just came for you.” It’s from the school physician, Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard. Apparently he wants to see me after sixth period. Okay. Whatever. Folding the note in the top of my sweat socks, I step on the treadmill with Laura and in minutes my mind is washed clean of everything but determination. I go from walking to running to panting like a dog in blast furnace heat back to walking and almost to dying from overexertion, all in the span of only twelve minutes.


    Next to me Laura is running steady, her eyes focused. Her giant boobs flop around like unsynchronized slabs of blubber; her belly fat jumps in short, hard jiggles. I admire her effort in front of everyone. She sees me staring at her. She slows to a walk. She wipes her face with a small towel then sips from her water bottle.


    “The more I think about how much of me is bouncing around,” she says, nearly out of breath, “the more ashamed I feel. The shame fuels me.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “For what? For staring? Everyone looks at me, makes their snide comments, says things like, ‘When the belly is gone, what are you going to do about those big ass cows’ udders?’ Stuff like that.”


    “That’s horrible.”


    “It drives me to work harder,” she says. “My mother says if I lose forty pounds she’ll pay for breast reduction surgery, and any other surgery I need to get rid of the loose skin. No sense in trying to look good only to end up looking like my grandma in a two piece, right?”


    She smiles and starts running again. My knees and feet hurt so bad I figure a slow walk won’t completely murder me. Or I could just get off the treadmill altogether. Maybe lay down. Oh, that sounds so much better. I start walking again.


    Julie Sanderson struts by, flaunting her incredible body. Everything is toned, flawless and so perfectly proportioned it’s no wonder she acts like such a snob. She looks like Emma Stone, but with big brown hair and super mean, like something coughed up from hell. For real. I hate her, maybe worse than Margaret. She comes and stands right next to me as I battle a wicked side-cramp. My face is a fountain of sweat. My underarms smell like cooked hamburger and stale gym socks.


    Julie watches me from like twelve inches away, wordless. It’s intimidating. Distracting. Finally I glance over at her, pushing damp strings of hair out of my face. Everything about me feels pathetic right now.


    “You keep running on this thing, and start shedding the pounds like Laura here, and maybe we could be friends.”


    Thinking about Brayden, about his courage and his sharp wit, I say, “I don’t want to be your friend.” It sounds so vanilla, with no emotion at all, so I add, “You miserable twat.” And then I realize that dish had too much flavor, but the look on her face says there’s no going back.


    “Wow,” she says, feigning surprise, maybe even faux hurt. “Here I come waving a white flag and you decide to wipe your big butt with it.”


    “My big fat butt,” I say, fighting a smile. “My big fat dimpled thunder butt.” Inside, I’m beaming. And terrified. Completely reckless, but beaming and terrified never-the-less.


    “I guess if you’re content being the clones’ bomb sniffing dog, their little toy mutt, that’s your business.”


    “I like it a lot. Go back to hell, Satan, your congregation of demons misses you.”


    She stares at me, her eyes wild with hatred, her face betraying an inner rage that’s all but oozing off her. She has the look of a serial killer. Or a monster. At first her hostility strikes me as curious, but the more she holds me captive with that awful stare, the more it scrapes my nerves. Pretty soon I’m downright frightened, my head clogged with all the things she will do to me. Finally I look away and up my speed, pretending I’m running away from her even though at a dead sprint she could still shove me off the machine without much effort.


    Out of the corner of my eye I see her leaving. Next to me Laura says, “Oh. My. God. Where in the world did that come from?”


    The fear tangling in knots inside me loosens, but then my anxiety comes roaring back and my insides coil tighter than ever. I feel menstrual, even though it’s not that time of the month. “She’s going to get me back, I know it.”


    “Oh, yeah,” Laura says. “You’re screwed. But who cares after that? Savannah Van Duyn, you’re my new hero.”
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    After class Laura and I walk back to the locker room and that’s when I find out exactly what Julie had in mind for me. My locker door stands wide open, my clothes gone. She even took my shoes. At least she left my backpack. Inside is the key to my room, my notebook, my iPad (thank God because it has all my school texts in eBook format), and my iPhone. I heave a sigh of relief.


    Laura says, “It’s only just begun. You’re lucky they didn’t leave you a used tampon or someone else’s dirty underwear in there because that’s how rotten they are.”


    “Or steal my backpack.”


    “There’s that, too.”


    The non-triplets catch up with us, sweaty as well, but still looking photo ready. Laura tells them what happened. They are giddy listening to my triumph, and they brush off my disappearing clothes, saying, “Victoria’s going shopping tonight. You should come over.”


    “Where are you going?” I ask Victoria.


    “All my favorite online sites. We’ll find you something totally cute to wear.”


    Standing there, with the four of them, I have to wonder, is this what it’s like to have real girlfriends? For someone to have your back when you need it most? For someone to soften the daily blows of high school life? Looking at them, seeing their faces, how they don’t seem bothered by the theft of my belongings, the stupid parts of my brain are still wondering if they are somehow setting me up for later. Am I being naïve, or is this for real? Do I have real friends, I wonder again, or are they frenemies? Inside, voices are telling me I’m an idiot.


    Inside, I’m telling myself I’m and idiot.


    In the end it doesn’t matter. I’m happy now, well not happy happy, but close, and now is all that matters, so I shelve my fears for a minute and say, “Sure, let’s go shopping tonight.”




    The Assignment
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    Sixth period is Psychology with Brayden. He sees me and smiles, and—thank God—he saved me a seat. I sit next to him and just as I get situated, a pretty girl with sharp, birdlike features that aren’t ugly but look halfway to pretentious, says, “Excuse me, but I’m sitting there.”


    Brayden says, “No you’re not, dummy, you’re standing there watching her sit there. And now you’re leaving. Yep, you’re leaving.”


    “You can’t—”


    “Just did,” he interrupted. “Now go. Seriously.”


    She walks away, ruffled by Brayden and stabbing hateful eyes at me, but Brayden says, “Forget that scab, she’s barely even popular. I mean, her father works at Goldman Sachs. Everyone knows what kind of an organization that is.” I didn’t, but then again, what do I know about Goldman…whatever? I shrug my shoulders. He shrugs his back.


    He says, “Not to be rude or anything, but you totally stink, and you’re looking ten times worse than you did a few hours ago. What gives?” I tell him about my run-in with Julie, making sure he gets all the credit for inspiring me to put that bitch in her place. Grinning, he takes a seated bow. When I tell him about my clothes being stolen, he says, “Well then have I got something for you. The meanest surprise ever.”


    Before he can tell me what it is, the classroom door opens and in walks my teacher. I expected him to be older—the stereotypical Mark Twain type with a tweed jacket and spectacles and maybe a pair of well worn loafers—but the man who walks in is not Mark Twain at all. He’s like something out of a dream, or a fantasy. Twenty-something with black hair, mysterious eyes and a two day beard. He has strong features, but a pretty boy look, and you can see by the way he carries himself he’s comfortable being dreamy around hot girls who want to have his two point three children. All the girls in class heave a collective sigh. You can practically smell the pheromones sifting through the air. Just one look at my new favorite teacher, and my peers’ lust makes perfect sense.


    He’s wearing a long sleeved white linen button up with a pair of ripped jeans that look expensive and fitted, and the kind of designer shoes most under-styled teachers would never wear. Is this my teacher or a male model? I can’t help thinking this is going to be my best class ever.


    Then he turns and looks right at me and says, “Savannah Van Duyn is new to our class, please everyone say hello to her,” and everyone says hello like good little girls and boys.


    “Welcome to Psychology, Miss Van Duyn,” he says. “I’m Professor Jake Teller, but you can call me Jake.” His blue eyes level me like a shockwave, or a euphoric kind of PG-13 ecstasy that boils my insides and makes the lower parts of me swim with a honeyed, rated R warmth. That is until I realize how horrible I look, and how—with all these Stepford kids and their fitness model bodies and their Bloomingdale’s wardrobe—I must look like an abused dog in stinking wet grubbies with my flat, sweat-frizzed hair tucked back behind my ears.


    Literally, I’m at my very worst.


    That stupid saying, you only have one time to make a good first impression, could also be said as, you only have one time to make a bad first impression. That’s me, queen of the bad first impressions.


    Then Damien Rhodes walks in and sits down and Professor Teller says, “Damien, nice of you to join us. We were just saying hello to Savannah Van Duyn, our new student.”


    Damien looks over at me, even though I prayed he wouldn’t, and says, “We’ve met, Professor Teller.” He studies me a minute longer, confused by my appearance, and suddenly I’m looking for the nearest corner to hide in. I would say I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life, but throwing up in front of the whole school next to the food line seems too juicy to top, even by my standards. Still, this might as well be rock bottom.


    Cameron O’Dell raises her hand and Professor Teller says, “Yes, Cameron?”


    Over her shoulder, she shoots me a pitiful look, then turns back to him and says, “Is it hot in here, Jake, or is it just Savannah?” and everyone tries not to laugh too hard. My cheeks are set ablaze.


    Professor Teller looks at me and says, “Are you hot, Savannah?” and Julie says, “Not in her lifetime,” and suddenly it becomes impossible for everyone not to laugh even harder.


    Professor Teller fires Julie a warning look, then returns to me. He shows me compassionate eyes, his features bent into a look that says he knows I’m embarrassed. That maybe he feels bad for me.


    My eyes clear and something inside me shifts, something deep and fundamental. “No, Professor Teller, I’m not hot…in either capacity. Someone stole my clothes in PE, but I’m okay with that considering I have a really bad case of head lice right now and the girls who took them are now most likely infected.”


    Most everyone falls abruptly silent, but a few girls around Julie and Cameron laugh even harder. Julie and Cameron sit wide-eyed and speechless.


    Someone says, “Ew,” and Brayden whispers, “For real?”


    “No,” I whisper. “Not for real.”


    Professor Teller is clearing his throat, snapping his fingers to get everyone’s attention.


    “Give me your cell phone,” Brayden says. “You need to see what I’ve been working on. It’s an app.”


    With order finally restored, Professor Teller shuffles through his class notes, clearing his throat one more time. He sips his afternoon coffee, all the girls watching, dreaming.


    Under my breath, I say, “Don’t you have your own phone?”


    “It’s not internet capable.”


    “What are you, from the dark ages?”


    “No. It’s the Feds, I got into a bit trouble last year—it’s one of the reasons I’m here, but I’ll tell you about that later. Seriously, give me your phone already.”


    I fish it out of my backpack, hand it over. As Brayden is messing with it, complaining about how slow it is, how small the buttons are, Professor Teller starts his lecture. I see Bridget and Georgia, both preparing their iPads to take notes. Bridget smiles, gives me half of a wave. They are the only two girls, besides me, who aren’t hanging on Professor Teller’s every word. If I hadn’t seen this kind of focus in my other classes with every other teacher, I would sit and marvel at how in lust my class is with GQ Jake.


    Brayden says to me, “Cameron or Julie?” and not knowing what’s about to happen, I’m thinking, does he really want me to pick one of them? Trying to decide which one sucks out loud the most—and this really is a toss up—I say, “Cameron.” She isn’t worse than Julie, but she’s dating Damien, which makes me sick, otherwise it would be Julie. Brayden punches in a number, then types a quick text message.


    He hands me my phone and whispers, “When you’re ready, hit SEND.”


    “That’s it?”


    “It’s going to be epic,” he says, grinning. “Trust me.”
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    I look down on my phone and in the text box it reads, “OMG, YOU’RE NOT GOING TO BELIEVE WHO PROFESSER TELLER IS SLEEPING WITH!”


    Without thinking, I hit SEND and the phone—now on silent mode—shows it’s been sent. Brayden nods toward Cameron, who’s fishing her phone out of her pocket when Professor Teller isn’t looking. She pushes a button and that’s when it happens: the best thing ever.


    The phone farts.


    Not quiet, not fake sounding, but a true wet blaster loud enough to make a few people jump. Cameron’s face blisters as she frantically tries to silence the phone. Heads turn her way so fast it’s a miracle no one breaks their neck. One of the guys near her mumbles, “That’s disgusting Cameron,” and everyone else chimes in. A girl next to Cameron holds her nose and waves her hands like it stinks and says, “Just in case.” My insides are breaking apart with laughter and I want to cry and cheer at the same time. Honestly, it’s all I can do to stay quiet.


    Then Brayden says, “Mr. Teller, can Cameron please be excused to go to the bathroom?” and everyone starts howling.


    Professor Teller looks at Cameron and says, “You should probably go before I get deeper into my lecture, Ms. O’Dell.”


    “I don’t have to go, Professor Teller, it was a joke—”


    “Explosive diarrhea is nothing to joke about,” Brayden says. “You should totally go so you don’t interrupt class anymore.”


    “Shut up, dog,” she snarls.


    “Woof, woof,” Brayden taunts, making that stupid looking grin of his at her.


    Just below the roar of laughter, Professor Teller says, “Great, I’ve completely lost control of my class.”


    Just after class lets out, Brayden says, “Don’t tell anyone about the fart app. I don’t want it getting out that you and I did this or we won’t be able to do it anymore. My goal is to be able to use it all semester long. I’m working on hijacking the ring tone function for an updated app. This app would upload the fart into ring tones, set it as the default tone, then turn the ringer to its loudest setting. All you have to do is make a call, and boom, it’s poopy-pants out loud. No having to read a text to activate it. ”


    “That’s awesome, Brayden, but won’t Cameron know my phone made the call?”


    “Nope. I blocked the real number, created a false number. All nines. She’ll never know. No one will ever know.”


    “Genius,” I say, wondering how this is possible. A smile breaks across my face at the memory of Cameron’s embarrassment. “Class-A freaking genius.”


    “I’m also working on making it automatically redial without tying up your phone. For the Cameron O’Dell’s of the world, one good fart deserves another. And another. And perhaps another.”


    If Brayden wasn’t so damn unattractive, I’m thinking I could fall in love with him. Serious. I totally could. But he isn’t, so I can’t.
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    After sixth period and a guilty laugh with Georgia and Bridget about Cameron’s gastric “accident” in class, we make plans for dinner, then I head over to see Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard. His office is part of the main building and is located in the school’s inner courtyard. The grounds here are perhaps more beautiful and serene than any other place on campus. A veritable heaven on earth. With the hypnotic sounds of a gigantic fountain (aptly modeled after the world-famous Trevi fountain in Rome, but on a far smaller scale), the tranquility of the surrounding gardens and the gentle sweep of a late afternoon breeze across my face, I almost don’t even bother with the doctor. I just want to sit on one of the many stony benches surrounding it and listen to the water. Perhaps after my mystery appointment.


    The front door of Dr. Gerhard’s office bears a decorative placard with two names printed in raised gold lettering: Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard, M.D.; Arabelle Diederich, N.P. Inside, an unnaturally attractive black haired nurse with brilliant purple eyes that I can’t stop looking at (are those contacts or is she a freaking alien?) says Dr. Gerhard will be with me in a moment. Her voice is distinctly Russian. When I look at her face, she could be a doll for all the emptiness it holds. I can’t tell if she’s seventeen or thirty; not a single wrinkle mars her milky white skin. She sees me seeing her. She blinks. Then nothing. It’s creepy. Pulling my eyes from her so as not to be rude—because in truth I am probably as strange looking to her as she is to me (except she’s gorgeous and I’m a hideous cow)—I look around the waiting room. The office colors are pale yellow and black with cream accents and chocolate brown furniture as nice as the furniture we have in our home in Palo Alto.


    This is the nicest physician’s office ever.


    I pick up a magazine and mindlessly flip through the pages. I could care less what I see. I just want to keep my hands and mind busy, even though all I can think about is those amethyst eyes. When five minutes pass, I drop the magazine, stand up and head to the reception window where the sexy, zombie nurse sits. Behind her are several filing cabinets set against the cream colored walls. Her eyes lift and meet mine. Cold, but not mean. Indifferent. Her surrounding work space looks so clean you could probably lick any part of it and still come away healthier than when you started.


    “Do you know what this is about?” I ask, sliding the note across the counter. She looks at it, then looks up at me.


    “The doctor would like to see you,” she says.


    “Yes, I know. That much information I deduced for myself, thank you. What I’m asking is why am I here? Is this standard procedure for new students? Is there a stomach flu going around? Have I contracted AIDS through some airborne contagion? Or mad cow’s disease from the goats milk in the cafeteria?”


    I look at her; she looks at me. A bucket full of nothing. Maybe she really is a doll. Those gorgeous eyes blink once, twice—nothing. My eyes slide down her face, to the porcelain white skin of her unmarked neck, and there is the steady pulse beating against the skin. Okay, so she’s neither a zombie nor a doll. She’s alive.


    “So, no help?” I say.


    “The doctor will be with you shortly,” she says. The smile she makes is so flat it looks phony, like there’s miles of emptiness behind it. Like if you gaze too far beyond her eyes you might see eons of dark, emotionless space.


    “You have nice teeth,” I tell her. “They’re practically perfect.”


    Her smile fades. She blinks twice, robotic. “Thank you.”


    I blink twice, let the muscles in my face fall as flat as her smile and say, “You’re welcome.”


    We stare at each other for maybe ten seconds, maybe less. The time feels forever long. Nothing. I check her neck. Still a pulse. Defeated, I return to my seat and sit down, pick up the same magazine, skim the same pages. Seeing everything. Seeing nothing. Waiting.


    Five minutes, or perhaps six, pass and then the doctor emerges with a student I don’t recognize from any of my classes who looks somewhat happy. Or maybe he’s just been tranquilized. Shot up with medicine to make the world feel bright again, washed in happiness.


    The doctor smiles at me, and my eyes zero in on the small gap between his front two teeth. His smile is pleasant enough. He is not a tall man, and he wears a white lab coat that looks a size too big. With thick black hair swept neatly across his forehead, he extends his hand and says, “Hello, Savannah, I’m Doctor Wolfgang Gerhard” in a noticeable German accent that makes my skin crawl. The word Nazi comes to mind. I watch the History Channel a lot, so I know about World War Two, the Auschwitz death camps and men who look like this. While trying to clear my brain of presuppositions and judgments, my mouth makes some kind of smile, one that feels as plastic and as insincere as the nurse’s vacant smile.


    “Hi,” I say.


    “I’m so glad to meet you,” he says. “Thank you for taking your time to see me.” I ask him what this is regarding and he says, “Your father didn’t tell you?”


    “Tell me what?”


    “About me. About the advances we made in behavior therapy with relation to many of the more common physical and mental disorders children your age are suffering from.”


    “He must’ve skipped that part.”


    “Oh, my sincerest apologies. Please, come back to my office where we might discuss these advances in private.” He steals a quick glance at the purple-eyed nurse at the desk, who isn’t paying attention to us. He returns his eyes to me. His smile widens. I can’t stop seeing the gap in his teeth. And I don’t like being referred to as a child. I know I’m not an adult, but I’m not a gosh damn child either.


    I follow him through a door, down a hallway, then into what looks like his office. He takes a seat behind his large, dark inlaid walnut desk and says, “Would you care for something to drink?”


    My eyes peruse a bookcase to my left. Lots of books. All look like they’ve been read at one point or another, and some perhaps more than once.


    “No, thank you.”


    While he pours himself a glass of water from a mini-fridge behind his desk, I look around the room, pausing again on the gigantic bookcase on the adjacent wall. Upon closer inspection, I see medical journals galore, books on behavioral modification, psychology, and a large blue book on mental disorders. The doctor removes a small container of loose ice cubes from a mini-freezer that sits beside the mini-fridge. With a pair of frosted ice tongs, he collects four perfect cubes, one at a time, setting each of them gently into his water glass. The popping sounds of the ice makes me thirsty. He returns the tongs to their place and the ice cube container to the mini-freezer looking satisfied with himself. One sip of his water, a sigh of relief in his features, and I can feel him unwinding.


    “It’s the end of my day,” he says. “Please, forgive me for showing my fatigue.”


    “Why am I here?”


    “Your father says it’s time you come off your medications and receive a more permanent cure for your…ailments.”


    “That would be nice. But it’s not like my father can’t afford the very best care for me already. What have you got that’s any different from what I’ve been taking?”


    “Outside Astor Academy, you receive the same drugs anyone else receives no matter the measure of your father’s wealth or the pedigree of the doctor you have collectively chosen. This is not the case here. We are not burdened by the FDA’s oversight, and our budget for research and development is a hundred times that of conventional research and development companies. Over the decades I’ve made impossible strides in the field of somatic human genetic engineering, which is how I am able to cure specific, isolated problems and disorders at the cellular level. In so many words, your DNA was corrupted from the time you were in the womb, and these subtle, very natural mutations are responsible for the bulk of your problems.”


    Great, the burly sow is now a genetic mutant, armed only with the power to feel sorry for herself. He has an open file sitting before him. I see my name and what looks like my medical records, complete with a long history of prescribed medications.


    “Your medications treat your symptoms, but they are not the cure. Your blood tests prove that.”


    “You’ve looked at my blood?” He nods, gestures at the file. “Oh.”


    “Think of it this way. If you get a cut, you put a band-aid on it so it doesn’t get infected, but the band-aid doesn’t heal your cut. Your body does that. This is the same with your social anxiety disorder, your poor metabolism, your eye sight—really anything else you’re taking medication for or have had problems with. Since your DNA has minor…deficiencies, your body can’t correct the disorders, which is why you sought outside treatment in the first place. It is elements within your DNA that, in fact, bear a certain responsibility for these deficiencies, so it is the DNA we must cure. What I am going to do is recalibrate your genetic makeup so you will never need another medication again.”


    “Okay.” I’m only half listening because my stomach is growling with hunger pangs. The clock says four-thirty eight. It would be nice to change clothes before going to dinner. No, the way I stink, what I’m going to need is a hot shower and fresh deodorant.


    “Miss Van Duyn, I will tell you something most people don’t know, not because they are ignorant, but because of years of conditioning. When you think of doctors, you are conditioned to associate them with health and healing, right?”


    I nod my head, thinking, where is this going?


    “Most healthcare, however, is a for-profit industry. This means once you’re cured, you no longer need their drugs or their services. The healthcare industry needs you to stay sick in order for them to stay in business. If we are healthy, if we received actual cures for actual problems without suffering all the side-effects, we wouldn’t need doctors, medical breakthroughs, pharmaceutical miracles, lawyers to sue those pharmaceutical companies, and so on and so forth. There are a multitude of industries that thrive on people not getting well. Think about it. Tens of billions of dollars in annual revenue is made looking for the cure. If the cure were actually found, however, hundreds of billions would be lost, because ‘looking for the cure’ is an extremely profitable industry.”


    Now he’s got my full attention. I let him continue.


    “Furthermore, perfect health would cost these industries hundreds of billions of dollars in sales otherwise made in fruitless tests and treatments, prescription drug sales, radiation therapy. The minute they find the cure, the industry starts its rapid decline, because if you’re healthy, you don’t need them. If you get healthy, they go broke. Most doctors are good people who believe in what they do and can heal people on a normal level, Savannah, but make no mistake, there will never be ‘a cure,’ only more drugs. Only more looking. Here at Astor, with me, you will get the cure.”


    “How do you have the cure if ‘they’ haven’t found it yet?”


    “Savannah, they have a cure for everything already. Haven’t you been listening? There is a cure for everything! Making this cure available to the public, however, would strike a death blow to many of the country’s most profitable industries. Entire economies would fail. This nation would fall into bankruptcy and never recover. The cures aren’t for the masses, they’re for the elite. People like your father, people like you.”


    Satisfied, he takes another sip of his water and it seems to move him the way a beautiful symphony would move him, or a Kobe beef filet still piping hot from the kitchen.


    “Okay, so what are you going to cure me from?”


    “I’m going to cure you from yourself.”


    “I’m sure my father told you, I’m one giant problem from head to toe.”


    His face shows a practiced sensitivity that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “We will start with a full physical.”


    I’m thinking of taking my clothes off in front of him and it’s making me sick inside. I’ve never had a male doctor. Or a freaking German doctor for that matter.


    He picks up his phone, presses a button and says, “Nurse Arabelle? She’s ready for her physical.” My heart rate soars. He sets the phone in the cradle, smiles again, then sips from his water. “Nurse Arabelle will conduct your physical, and we will meet afterwards to start your treatment.”


    Knowing he won’t be seeing me naked, I breathe a long sigh, most of my tension dissipating instantly. He says, “Nurse Arabelle is a kind woman behind her…overly serious exterior. I think you will come to appreciate her.”


    “Okay,” I say. Nurse Arabelle, kind? Hah! My dimpled half-Spanish ass.


    The door opens and the purple-eyed nurse walks in, robotic, plastic, a small engine where her heart should be. “Come with me, Miss Van Duyn.”
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    Nurse Arabelle’s apathetic demeanor feels more inhuman than ever. She has me stripping to my underwear, then she hands me a paper-thin robe made of the same material they use in those toilet seat covers we’re all forced to suffer in public restrooms. My skin is cold and naked and peppered with an unsightly smattering of goose bumps. My insecurity is off the charts.


    My height is five foot four inches, my weight one hundred sixty-two pounds. Nurse Arabelle measures my calves and thighs; she lifts my paper robe and measures my big fat surface-of-the-moon butt. Talk about humiliating. She measures my soggy brown biceps, the width of my low sloping shoulders. My eyes are pooling, and inside my body a tearful trembling begins, just enough for me to know the waterworks are coming.


    She says, “Please remove robe,” in that clunky Russian voice of hers and already I can imagine what it might be like to be a prisoner of war.


    I grip the designer toilet seat cover robe, hesitate, then take it off. I hate everything about what she is seeing. The lumps and rolls start from my poor, malnourished breasts and end hanging slightly over my underwear. I am a pitiful sight.


    She measures my waist and chest, then puts on gloves and says, “I must check for lumps. Please remove bra.”


    Oh my freaking God, can it get any worse? Her being perfect only makes me feel more revolting. Off with the bra, hello nausea. She feels around my poor, uneven breasts and my humiliation is complete.


    Some boy called me a swamp donkey last year and I hated him for it. That’s how I feel right now, like a hairless swamp donkey. I look into Nurse Arabelle’s eyes. Nothing. Not a shred of humanity. There is barely even a light behind those luscious spheres, certainly none bright enough to illuminate the deep purple coloring. I scan the circular edges that would betray her contact lenses and find none.


    How is this possible?


    She asks me to put my bra and robe back on and my relief measures enormous. A trickle of sweat slides from my underarms down my sides until it meets the toilet seat cover/robe and is absorbed into a flower of toxic moisture.


    On a clipboard with a sheet of paper containing lots of boxes to check and lines to write on, Nurse Arabelle notates my hair color (chocolate brown), my eye color (flat brown), and my skin tone (I see her write mocha and that’s the first thing about me I’m not embarrassed about—thank you Margaret for at least that!). We do a vision test without my contacts which I’m sure I fail because everything is blurry and half my answers are guesses. Then for some reason she wants to record my vocals and for the first time I actually listen to how I sound. Nasally. Weak. Like a radio signal coming from another city that just sounds enervated, dull and distant. She records high and low notes. The way I sound, they wouldn’t even let me go near the American Idol tryouts.


    “Remove robe again, please,” she says, totally unfamiliar with the concept of complete sentences.


    “Why?”


    “Photograph.”


    “No, no photographs. The paparazzi already did that and I nearly died because of it.”


    “Died?”


    “Killed myself.”


    “These are photographs for you, sweetheart.” The way she says “sweetheart,” it could have been a voice recording done by the mother of some thug in the Russian mob. “We don’t keep. You keep. You later see how far you come.”


    I’m thinking, you must not have to speak proper English to enter the medical field. All you need is purple eyes, perky tits, an hourglass-shaped body and voilà, you’re hired!


    I remove my robe, then she photographs my body (in my underwear) with an expensive digital camera. She starts with my face, first from a distance then up close, and then my teeth and eyes.


    “Remove bra, please,” she says.


    She photographs my body from a distance, then zooms into my breasts—sloppy B-cup, all nipple on one, barely any nipple at all on the other; drooping on the left, not so droopy on the right. She snaps pictures of my legs (brown ripples), then turns me around and snaps more pictures there as well. When I hear the zoom feature activated, all the tears pooling in my eyes finally spill over. I’m horrified at her looking at me this closely. It’s even worse that I allowed this to happen.


    She tells me to turn around. I wipe my eyes and slowly turn around, my big sloppy body quaking. She has a dull white plastic tool that is the V shape of a point and pencil compass with lots of numbers on it. I cringe. She’s about to measure my body fat percentage. She looks into my eyes, sees them red and wet, and for a second maybe part of her feels for me. She furrows her brow, then says, “It’s okay, almost done.”


    She pinches a slab of fat between her thumb and forefinger, clamps the tool down around it, writes the number on her chart. It’s not good. Thirty-seven percent body fat. The way I hate myself right now, I’m looking around for the nearest bottle of pills to swallow.


    The tears quicken, the trembling inside me intensifies and before you know it I’m sobbing. Big, forceful sobs that have my whole body rocking.


    I manage to get my toilet seat cover back on and that’s when Nurse Arabelle sweeps me into a hug. That her body even bends into compassion is a mystery for Sherlock Holmes, the biggest surprise of the day. Where she was once stiff and mechanical looking, now she is warm and loving and it seems almost impossible.


    She says, “Your life will seem like bad dream you’ve woken up from in just few months.” The gruff nature of her accent is distracting, but more than her heavy words are the first signs of affection. She rubs her hand up and down my back and says, “I am knowing your pain, how body is unhappy. That all comes to end. You can trust.”


    By the time I’m dressed and back in Gerhard’s office, I feel so vulnerable and so raw I just want to go home.


    “Your treatment is simple,” Gerhard says. “The science, however, is not. You will have some side effects. This is normal.”


    He looks more refreshed than before. Maybe he took a nap while I was having my insecurities documented and photographed. Or maybe he switched from water to Scotch.


    “Every day after school you get a shot. Saturday and Sunday you will not come in for your treatment.”


    He shows me a chrome plated needle with some cotton candy pink solution inside, and the fires inside me spark to life again. I hate needles. This one looks menacing enough to slay a horse.


    “I will administer the shot each day after school, that way the side effects will occur at night and not in the middle of the day.”


    I ask, “Side effects?”


    “Weight loss, possible sleep discomfort, skin irritation, nausea,” he says.


    “This is starting to sound like my other medications.”


    “We are restructuring your DNA, Savannah. This is not a band-aid. It’s a cure.”


    “A cure,” I say, shifting uneasy in my seat. “You said that already.”


    “If you haven’t noticed—and I suspect perhaps it’s too soon for us to be having this conversation, but we’ll have it anyway—this is not your everyday school. Astor Academy prepares its students to achieve untold measures of success in the real world through superior academics, physical education and mental well being. If you haven’t figured it out, the middle class is in tatters. We’re swiftly returning to a world populated by serfs and peasants. We’re not the peasants, Savannah. In this new world order—and I can only speak for my field of study—superior genetics rule.” He doesn’t smile when he says this.


    “I’d like to call my dad.”


    “Please, use my phone.”


    He shows me how to dial out and I call my dad’s office. Tanya, his secretary and a woman I am friendly with, asks how I am. I tell her I’m fine. She wishes me good luck at my new school then transfers the call.


    “Hey, Savannah,” my dad says, sounding like he’s trying to mask his exhaustion with false enthusiasm. “How was your first day?”


    “Good. I can send you an email about it,” I say, knowing he prefers communication by email over phone calls like this. He’s not good on the phone, and he’s miles from social. “I’m calling because I’m sitting with Dr. Gerhard and we’re talking about the treatment you arranged for me but neglected to mention.”


    “Oh, yes. Sorry. I thought it best that he explain this to you.”


    “I didn’t like feeling ambushed by your decision.”


    “You know how your mother is always trying to fix herself with injections and surgeries and treatments?”


    “Of course.”


    “I never wanted that for you. Because of your mother’s obsessions, you were subject to her abstract mindset. As far as the looks department, genetically speaking, I didn’t lend you anything worthwhile or redeeming, and for that I’m sorry.”


    “I never blamed you for the way I look.” Okay, that’s not entirely true.


    His voice is soft, parental, not at all like his business voice, which seems to be his default these days. “I want you to be happy, to not be so anxious all the time, to not have to feel afraid, or humiliated.”


    My eyes are watering again and I can’t stop thinking I need Dr. Gerhard to do something with my emotions, make me less weepy, less…emotional. More like a robot, but not as bad as Nurse Arabelle.


    Sniffling, I say, “What’s going to happen to me, dad?”


    “Dr. Gerhard is the best doctor in the world when it comes to the science of genetics. Rather than relying on drugs and plastic surgery to make you happy, I wanted him to fix the problem at its root. His studies are legendary in the medical community, and his success with patients like you is overwhelming. You are in good hands. And I want to know all about your journey, so please be sure to email me, or call me if it’s late enough in the day.”


    “I will.”


    “Be good,” he says.


    “I will.” I hang up the phone.


    Dr. Gerhard gives me a bottle of pills and says, “In case of pain or discomfort take two tablets. You should feel relief within five to ten minutes. Only take them once a day, no more.”


    “Okay.”


    He stands, walks around his desk and kneels on one knee before me, like a marriage proposal, but not. With a cotton ball swab, he takes my left arm and wipes alcohol over the injection spot. On the desk, in a custom stand sits the needle with the bright pink liquid. My eyes won’t stop seeing it. He removes the needle from the stand, flicks it three times, then presses the plunger to remove any lingering air bubbles. When he presses it to my skin everything in me cinches tight. A small squeal escapes me and he says, “It’s okay, just a little pinch.” True to his word, it is a pinch. That it’s a little pinch is a gross exaggeration.


    “More like a violent pinch,” I say.


    “Now you know,” he says.


    He presses the plunger, slowly, evenly, and I have to look away from the needle because I’m afraid of passing out. When he’s done, he slides the needle out. The feeling of it emerging is the same as sucking in a deep breath after being underwater too long. Instantaneous relief.


    “Is that it?”


    “That’s all.”


    He puts a band-aid over the injection point, then hands me the bottle of pills and reminds me to take them for the pain. “When it gets too bad,” he says, “two will work as good as four, so only take two.”


    “What do you mean ‘when it gets too bad?’”


    “It is different for everyone.”


    “Can I call you if it gets too bad?”


    “My phone is only on during business hours, so no.”


    “Who should I call in the case of an emergency?” He hands me his home number, scribbled on a card, and tells me only if I am dead should I call that number.


    “I feel remiss to address the subject of patient/client confidentiality. If you discuss your treatment with anyone outside of myself or your father, your treatments will stop and you will no longer be able to attend this school. Your father signed a detailed, non-disclosure agreement to this effect, which binds you because you are a minor and he has power of attorney over you. What we’re doing here, this is the cutting edge science of the elite, and not for public knowledge, ever. Do you understand? There are severe consequences for a breach of contract.”


    “Yes, jeez. I get it.”


    “Good. I’ll see you tomorrow after school. Oh, and be sure to get your pictures from Nurse Arabelle on the way out.”


    No problem there. The last thing I want is them ending up at The Enquirer, or the Star. Where they’re really going to end up is torn to pieces and flushed down my new toilet.




    Janine’s Ugly Six
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    At dinner, where I don’t discuss my meeting with Dr. Gerhard, I eat with the girls, telling them about my day. Victoria is practically crying when I tell her about the incident in Psychology and how Cameron was so embarrassed by her phone farting in front of not only Damien and the whole class, but Professor Teller.


    Bridget says, “Being there, seeing that, oh my God, it was better than sex.”


    Across the cafeteria I see Brayden eating with Laura and three other people—two boys and a girl. The girl is overweight with a rashy looking face; the two remaining boys are as ugly as me and Brayden. Finally, the last members of Janine’s ugly six are revealed. After dinner I go and say hello, but only Brayden and Laura seem happy to see me. The remaining three seem introverted, suspicious. Brayden introduces me to everyone at the table.


    Tyler Dent is a chubby, sweaty looking kid with pimples, an overbite and a hillbilly’s sense of fashion. Oakley McAllister looks emaciated, anorexic for sure; he makes a nodding gesture when we meet, his lips never allowing his teeth to show. I wonder if he’s a Chernobyl survivor, or perhaps in chemotherapy. It actually hurts looking at the pallor of his skin, at how malnourished his body appears. Sunshine Cranston is as dog-ugly as her last name with a mouth full of veneers, a pillow for a nose and a body fit for all the ‘Before’ shots of obese people who later become thin.


    Janine’s ugly five plus me makes Janine’s ugly six, and what a bunch of mutts we are. Truth be told, I’m relieved they’re here. They are, after all, my kind.


    I sit down beside them, thinking this is where I should really be sitting. Sunshine looks at me with appraising eyes and says, “So how did you manage to become friends with the clones?”


    “Who?”


    “Victoria, Georgia, Bridget,” she says, deadpan. “That’s what everyone calls them. The clones.”


    “They’re not clones. They’re nice.”


    “But they’re not like you. Not like us.” She sounds like a fifty year old telemarketer who’s thinking of drinking herself to death by the end of the week.


    “They rescued me from Julie Sanderson and her stupid friends, then stuck by me when it would have been easier to walk away. If they can be friends with someone like me, and not care how I look, then I can be friends with them and not care how they look either.”


    “I think they’re smokin’ hot,” Brayden says. Oakley nods his head. So does Tyler. Sunshine says, “They’re alright. Too skinny. And Bridget looks like a tramp.”


    In my mind I’m thinking this is the first official meeting of Janine’s ugly six. Of course, it’s probably no big deal to them considering, before me, they were Janine’s ugly five and they probably didn’t feel all that nostalgic about it. Hell, they probably never even thought about it. You don’t glamorize things when you’re in survival mode, and make no mistake, if you’re in this school and you’re a throbbing dumpster troll like me—like them—you’re in survival mode.
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    Hours later, when the pain first hits, it isn’t exactly subtle. The way your body might heat up after you step out of an air-conditioned car into the dry Las Vegas heat in late July, that’s how fast my temperature spikes.


    I start a heavy sweat just after nine o’clock that night. Who knew buying outfits online with Victoria and the girls was such hard work? Georgia asks if I’m alright.


    “I think I might’ve eaten something bad,” I say. Suspecting this might be side effects from Gerhard’s treatments, I say, “Maybe I should go home and sleep it off. Or take some Pepto Bismol.”


    “I’ve got Tums,” Victoria says.


    “That’s okay, I’ve got some in my room. But thanks.”


    We say good-night. At the end of the hall is the elevator. In the elevator I begin to squirm because fire ants are marching beneath my skin. I press the First Floor button, then descend from the Fourth Floor to my floor feeling like I’m about to have the worst case of food poisoning ever.


    By the time I get my key in my dorm room door, the number of fire ants marching under my skin has doubled. Sweat soaks my shirt, my pants, the bottoms of my socks and I start to cry. Something is wrong. Very wrong.


    Dr. Gerhard said there would be pain. He said it would be bad. I vomit twice in the toilet. A massive burst of food and stomach bile and something grey-looking splashes into the toilet water. The grey looking mass appears to be uncooked and squishy. What the hell? Of all the times I’ve seized up food, never before have I hurled up something like this! I check for blood, or maybe a lung before flushing. The fire ants continue growing in mass and individual size. They’re carrying flaming hot torches.


    I tear off all my clothes, run a cold bath.


    Tears mix with sweat and before I can even step into the tub, the lower half of me becomes so explosive I just know my colon is going to plunge into the bowl along with everything else. Sitting on the toilet, my shins are sweating and I’m chewing through my teeth. A few minutes pass and my butt feels empty. I wipe, I flush, and oh my God, I’m so beyond gagging it smells that bad.


    I step into the tub and a hard chill hits me. Sharp needle points of pain radiate well below the surface of my skin. The chill strikes my already burning bones and for a second I wonder if I’m going to shatter. I ease into the water inch by inch, gritting my teeth, cursing with such frequency you would swear I was getting paid by the word. In the cool water, steam actually rises off me in plumes. My temperature begins to drop, to even out. Finally the fire ants stop marching, their torches extinguished.


    When it comes time to get out of the tub and into bed, I hesitate. Will the fire ants return? How hot will their torches be this time? Looking at the prune-like consistency of my skin, I decide after two hours bath time is over. By now I’m actually shivering.


    I towel off, avoid looking at my hideous body in the mirror and head for bed. I pull on a tank top and sweats and crawl under the blankets. The luxurious blend of Egyptian cotton sheets combined with the weight and feel of the down comforter on top of me feels like the world’s best hug. I close my eyes thinking if this is the worst of it, maybe I’ll be okay.


    But what do I know?


    All night long the pain churns through me. Kicking my blankets off the bed, snuggling deep inside them, then kicking them off again, my frustration sounds like moaning. Sometime in the middle of the night I feel unseen things scribbling under my skin. My nerve endings spark sharp and electric. The fire ants are back and now they have glowing orange swords instead of torches.


    I force myself out of bed and stagger to the bathroom, looking for whatever is squirming beneath the layers of my belly. It doesn’t make sense, things moving under my skin, but I feel them. Like spiders crawling inside me. In the mirror, with my tank top pulled up I study the push of fat, looking for movement, trying to understand something that can’t be understood. The feeling wiggles to my back. It itches. Just a little tickle on my side, nothing significant. Just a normal itch. No, not normal. Nothing about this feels normal right now!


    I scratch and the itch intensifies, becomes inflamed. I scratch some more until the need overwhelms me and the skin beneath my scratching nails becomes bright red lines, trails flecked with tiny pulled edges of torn skin. The trails become splotchy and all the sudden I’m going for the pills, cracking open the bottle, dumping them down my throat. I cough up one; it hits the floor and bounces one, two, three times. I’m not sure how many pills I end up swallowing, but back on my bed a few moments later, itching, bleeding, my face damp with tears and sweat, I can’t help thinking I’m dying. If the pain pills don’t work, I’m dialing Gerhard and telling him I’m dead and he should get his German ass over here and pronto.


    Within minutes the pain dulls around its edges, the incessant itching no longer gripping me. Even the fire ants just sort of disappear. I almost feel normal again. Almost. Then the little voice in the back of my head reminds me Gerhard said to take two pills, that four is too many. Or did I take five? Wait, crap, how many did I take? Oh, no. I think about taking the bottle and subtracting the number of pills left from the original supply, but instead the exhaustion overwhelms me, overcomes me, and I fall into an unnatural, overly-medicated sleep.


    The sleep of the dead.
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    My face is smashed in a cool puddle of my own drool. An incessant banging coming from somewhere nearby stirs me from my coma. Down the hallway? No, closer. My face won’t wake up, my eyes are too crusty to open. I feel compelled to move, but I might as well weigh a ton for how tight last night’s sleep is hanging on. What in God’s name is wrong with me? My legs weigh a ton, and my limbs refuse to cooperate. Through sheer force of will power and the intense desire to stop the banging, I drag myself out of bed and track down the source of the noise: someone’s pounding on my door. I want to hold my head and scream for them to stop. I’m delirious with need. The need for silence. For more sleep.


    I open the door and one of the non-triplets is standing there, her eyes wide at the sight of me. She quickly shoves herself into the room and shuts the door.


    “My God, Savannah, put some clothes on when you answer the door!” She looks taken aback. Georgia? Bridget? She’s right, I don’t have any clothes on. Holy crap. I must have taken them off last night! Oh well, I’m too exhausted to care right now. All I want to do is lay down and return to that sweet, sweet sleep. So much so that modesty barely registers as a consideration. I step backwards, two steps, then plop down on the floor next to my couch. I practically fall against it, bruising my tailbone in the process.


    “Which one are you?” I ask. My voice is a slur. My vision is running, tipping sideways. I’m closing my eyes, certain this is all I need to do to escape. To slip effortlessly into that dark nothingness that held me in such peace, in that space of bliss and release and timelessness.


    “Georgia. What did you take?”


    “Pills,” I mumble, pointing a three hundred pound finger at the nightstand where the bottle sits open, spilled on its side.


    “How many?”


    “Don’t remember. Four. Or five. My God, the pain—”


    “Damn. Alright, we need to get you into the shower.”


    Already my eyes are closed, the weight of my body slipping away.


    “No,” I slur. “Sleep.”


    Georgia wrestles me into the bathroom, starts the shower and hoists me in. I’m not so incoherent that I can’t marvel at how such a little thing like her possesses the strength to man-handle a wildebeest like me. Eyes closed, body like a corpse, I hear mumbling coming from my mouth. The water is cool, too cold. My eyelids flutter open, get water in them, slam closed. Gracelessly I duck out of the stream of water, into the air where it’s not quite chilly, but close. Because my legs are giving out, I slide down the side of the shower. Georgia reaches in the shower to grab me, but it’s like trying to stand a whale on its tail. The wet skin of my big butt slaps the cold porcelain of the tub. Georgia tells me to get up, but I can’t. Soon I’m shivering.


    “I’m…so…cold,” I say. My voice is grumbled irritation. I want to hurt someone, to hide, to fade from reality.


    Georgia kneels down, slaps my face. Twice, hard. My eyes startle open, some of the slur is gone. “What the hell was that for?”


    “How many pills did you take?” she demands. Her face is serious. Not so “happy to see you” anymore. That nurturing side of her has turned violent.


    “Already said,” I say, slumping back over. “Five. Maybe six.”


    “Six? Oh, that’s bad. Stand up.” She slips off her shoes and socks and gets in the shower, sliding her arms under my armpits. “Get up,” she says, struggling to lift me. “Help me.” I manage to stand up without falling over. She puts me under the water, which is now hot, then gets out and hands me her cup of coffee.


    “Drink,” she says. “You need the caffeine.”


    I drink and it’s good. A few minutes pass and the fog begins to lift. With every passing moment, my thoughts feel less scattered, clearer. In fact, I have become fully alert to the fact that my disgusting body is unclothed and exposed. I cross my arms over my ugly breasts. My drooping fat covers everything else. When you’re a pig girl like me, your privates feel obscene. At least, that’s how I feel.


    “You’re looking much better,” she says after a few minutes.


    “Dr. Gerhard gave me a shot to help with my social anxiety disorder, but last night…the pain…it was murderous. My skin was literally on fire.”


    I tremble at the memory. In my mind the horror of last night unfolds and it feels like I survived the worst nightmare ever. Except it was real. There’s no way I’m taking another shot like that! Then another thought jumps into my mind, an awful revelation that I just did the unthinkable: I told Georgia about the shot.


    About Gerhard.


    Oh, no…
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    The whole day I struggle to stay awake. My body is sluggish, thoroughly unresponsive. I feel much heavier than the one hundred and sixty-plus pounds I so nervously plopped on the scale yesterday, and this has me tits deep in depression. Even more lethargic. I feel so useless it’s like I’m trudging through my classes and school as one of the undead. No one says anything nice to me. Not even Brayden who tells me in Branding and Media Relations I look like twenty pounds of shit stuffed into a ten pound bag. Julie and Cameron say some horrible things, too, but I could care less. All I do is blink. And stare. Maybe I even drool at one point, or maybe not. Today I’m channeling the emptiness of Nurse Arabelle, so who really knows anymore? What matters is everything hurts, maybe from yesterday’s PE, or maybe this is Gerhard’s shot. Either way, when it’s time for lunch, I lay my head down on the table and fall asleep in record time.


    From the deep miasma of my lunchtime slumber come the distant sounds of my friends, their voices interrupting my sleep with bits and pieces of conversation concerning how many pills I took last night. Something in me thinks to worry, that they know about my pills. Then one of them—Bridget, I think—says, “Is she going to be okay?” Then sweet blackness. The cocoon. My thirteenth floor penthouse in heaven.


    Finally someone shakes me awake and, looking around, my mouth says something incoherent. I try standing before I’m ready. Georgia’s telling me it’s time for class.


    My fourth period teacher, Professor Rhonimus, asks me what’s wrong. I tell him food poisoning. I tell him my dedication to school supersedes my desire to be at home in bed, which actually sounds good. Only it comes out clunky, unrehearsed. Before fifth period PE even starts, Miss Hunnicut sees me and says she’s sending me to see nurse Arabelle.


    “Hunnicut,” I say, delirious, “I bet the names they called you in high school were horrendous.”


    She says, “Everyone liked me in high school.” There’s not a single hair on her head out of place, but she has a faint line of un-waxed hair on her upper lip I consider mentioning. “I’m concerned about you, Savannah.”


    I’m like, “Yeah, me too.”


    I drag myself out of the gymnasium, outside into the sunshine, over to the courtyard that will probably become my favorite place on campus. The fountain, the fresh air, all the tropical looking plants—this is exactly what I need. Better than therapy. Meandering down the sidewalks looking for a place to rest, I arrive at Arabelle’s and Gerhard’s office sooner than expected. Perhaps my perception of time and distance is skewed. I should have seen Gerhard earlier, but all day long my brain has been like mud pie: thick, spongy and unceremoniously useless.


    I pull Gerhard’s office door open and see nurse Arabelle sitting behind the receptionist counter perusing a medical journal. She glances up at me. Me, the bush pig, huffing and puffing and unable to blow anything down. Her amethyst eyes sparkle. The word hypnotic comes to mind. She tilts her head just so, and I’m thinking of the tin man in The Wizard of Oz: empty inside; no heart, all hollow. I walk up to her, drop my backpack on the floor without a care. My iPad and iPhone are in there somewhere, but whatever. I blow out the biggest breath. If my stuff breaks, whoopdie-freaking-do. I need rest.


    “I want your eyes more than I want my next breath,” I say, then I nearly pass out from the exhaustion of stringing more than four words together.


    “You need to see Dr. Gerhard.”


    “Yup.”


    “I get him.”


    I lay down on the carpet, using my backpack as a pillow. The floor smells clean. Out loud, to Nurse Arabelle, I say, “I’ll just be right here.”


    Sometime later nurse Arabelle is touching my shoulder, shaking it, saying my name. My eyes work themselves open. I huff out a groan that practically deflates me. Hands slide under my back, under my two knees and I’m thinking Arabelle Diederich might have been in the iron man competition before getting a sex change, a personality removal and a job as a nurse. My eyes slide open and it’s Dr. Gerhard and suddenly I’m thinking how dumb I was to assume Nurse Arabelle could lift me. She’s a twig. Too busy being Russian to care about a big fat super-fattie like me.


    I’m being lowered into a chair, arranged in place so I don’t fall off and hurt myself. Gerhard says, “Open your eyes.” Something goes in my mouth, a pill. Almost automatic, I take the glass of water being handed to me and swallow it down. I still haven’t opened my eyes.


    “How many pills did you take last night?” he asks.


    “Four, or five. I don’t know. Maybe six. I was on fire, my skin, and I was crying and vomiting and I had the craps like you wouldn’t believe.” My voice is returning. The grogginess fading. Even my own thoughts seem easier to organize and formulate. When my eyes finally open, the lids no longer weigh so much.


    I see Gerhard for the first time today without blinking or slurring and he looks upset. He says, “Two pills were all you needed.”


    “I know that now.”


    He says, “We’re dealing with an exact science and taking more or less than the exact dosage I give you can alter your results dramatically.” He exhales heartily, straightens his already straight hair, tightens his already tight tie. “The pill you took will even you out for now, but do not deviate from our schedule or your correct dosage from this point forward.”


    His tone is clipped, sharp, which would normally have me tearing up, but I don’t want to cry and somehow this feels strange. Like thinking you have to pee, but sitting on the toilet and not even managing a squirt. For heaven’s sake, I cry at everything! That’s when I see the needle on the custom stand and everything in me wants to run for my life. I start to stand. Gerhard stands with me.


    “Time for your shot.”


    “No,” I whisper. It sounds like a plea.


    “Just remember, two pills when the pain becomes unbearable.”


    “I can’t do it again. My skin. And everything else. The vomiting, the sweating.” I take a deep breath, get sideswiped by another memory, nearly fall apart. I fall back into my seat. “There was something in my”—what’s the technical term for poop?—“excrement that looked like a seal fetus, but spongy-looking enough to squish between my fingers. Or maybe I puked that up. I don’t remember.”


    “That’s normal.”


    “What is it?”


    “It’s your body purging itself of toxins. You will probably see more of this substance tonight, and in the morning, from both your small and the large intestine. Don’t be alarmed. Be happy.”


    “Happy?” Do happy people sweat like I was sweating last night? No. No they don’t!


    “When they cut open Elvis Pressley’s colon doing his autopsy, he had forty pounds of this grey material, called mucoid plaque, cemented along his colon lining. Except his wasn’t squishy or like licorice. The consistency was more like a truck tire.”


    “Ew.”


    “Yes,” he says, looking at me with long eyes. “Time for the shot.”


    “Please, is there another way?”


    He picks up the phone, hits a number and says, “Nurse Arabelle, will you please join us?”


    “Calling in the robot?” my sarcastic mouth says.


    The door opens and Nurse Arabelle walks in, the shell of her face unsmiling. I wonder if she has a boyfriend she kisses at night. Or if she kisses the doctor.


    “Come with me,” she says.


    Anywhere is better than here, next to that shot, that pink stuff.


    She says, “Take off clothes please. Put on paper robe.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yes.” I do it, turning my back for privacy. When I turn around, she says, “Step on scale.” It’s one of those old school scales with sliding weights. She moves the weights around, finds the balance and to my complete and utter surprise, I weigh one hundred and fifty six pounds.


    Massive freaking weight loss! Wait a minute…


    “Is this right?”


    “Yes,” says the queen of one-word answers.


    Smiling inside, I walk back into Gerhard’s office and say, “Okay, I’m ready for my shot.”


    It hurts like hell, but the smile I’m restraining won’t be held back for long. One hundred fifty six pounds! After the shot, when the joy wears off, I realize tonight will probably be another night of hell.


    Around nine o’clock, it begins. By nine-thirty I know tonight will be far worse than last night.
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    The pain starts in my ear where I tried to saw if off with a serrated kitchen knife a few years back. Apparently the wrong mixture of prescription drugs will turn you into Van Gogh, the painter who tried to cut off his own ear. He was tortured. I was tortured. Now, the horror of that awful day comes roaring back as needle points of pain intensify in that same ear, along that same line of scar tissue. I try not to scratch. Holy shitballs, I don’t want to scratch it! The memory of last night’s itching and how it became a wildfire that spread throughout my entire body mortifies me. How it went from a little itch one minute to a nuclear fire the next is an experience I refuse to relive. It happens anyway. Just a little itch, a little scratch. Then my ear is blazing hot and I can’t stop going at it. My fingernails keep coming back with blood on them.


    I want to cry. Why can’t I cry? Instead I sit in silence, chewing on the pain, thinking I want the pills, but not the mega-hangover that came with them. Stalling, trying my damnest not to touch my fiery ear, I log onto SocioSphere and Facebook and look at pictures of my friends back home. Well, my one friend. I leave a post for Netty, telling her I love and miss her. It’s all I can take not to tear at my ear, to scream. My jaw aches from the clenching.


    Netty doesn’t comment back, but it’s nine o’clock and I think The Vampire Diaries is on so I guess maybe I’ll check back later.


    Scrolling through her posts I see she commented on Jacob Brantley’s page, who commented on my mysterious disappearance and followed up by calling me a bloated chicken head. Okay, this hurts. No, it’s devastating. If he wasn’t the most beautiful boy in school it would hurt less, but he is, and it doesn’t. Netty used enough colorful language on him to stun a New York cabbie. He writes that she should go back to hell. She writes: DINKY WINKY, and then she follows with a smiley face. I want to laugh at Netty’s comment. I really do.


    The fire ants are marching again. Small torches, just a few of them. Then more. More ants, bigger torches. Marching harder. Itching. Now I know I’m going to cry. I look at the bottle of pills, then back to Facebook, praying the distraction will hold off the pain a bit longer. I look at the non-triplets’ pages, scroll through their posts and comments, then find something crass written by Julie Sanderson.


    Typical.


    Practically manic, gritting my teeth so hard, I click to her profile page only to find she has been posting about me. The things I read are horrible.


    My skin is a four-alarm fire, a scorched heat infecting my muscles. It’s spreading to the center of my bones, making me feel slicked with sweat. The heat gives way to the kind of pain you can no longer chew on, or contain. A moan escapes me. Half of me—the shaking, now psychotic part of me—she wants to punch Julie in her stupid face. I want to find her and claw her beautiful freaking eyes out. That festering scab. How can she be so cruel?


    Reading her posts, seeing her use words like sloth and disgusting and genetically inferior, I realize Julie won’t go away. She will never stop tormenting me. What she’s looking for is a fight. Stewing in sweat and misery, my last nerve rubbed raw with her posts, I want to push back, to hurt her, but the truth is I don’t know how and this makes me feel more helpless than ever. Even too helpless to stop reading the things she’s posting. I see Cameron commented on a separate post. I click to her page, but I have to be friends with her to read her stuff and I’m not, so I go back to Julie’s post. Scrolling down, I see another post from Cameron with my name in it. It reads: WHO’S UGLIER THAN SUNSHINE CRANSTON AND LAURA DOWNEY PUT TOGETHER?


    Theresa Prichard commented first. She wrote: NOT MANY PEOPLE IN THE WORLD, BUT SAVANNAH VAN DUYN FOR SURE. AND HER DAD. HE’S TOO UGLY TO STOMACH, BUT AT LEAST HE HAS A HOT WIFE, SO MAYBE IT’S JUST SAVANNAH.


    A couple other girls chime in, too, dropping names of what I assume are other ugly girls. My name keeps coming up over and over again until Julie Sanderson finally writes: IF WE’RE TALKING ABOUT THE UGLIEST THING IN THE HUMAN RACE, I’D SAY NO ONE; IF WE INCLUDE BARNYARD ANIMALS AND JUNKYARD DOGS, THEN I’D AGREE WITH THERESA. SAVANNAH VAN DUYN FOR SURE! TALK ABOUT REVOLTING! DID YOU SEE THOSE THIGHS?! THOSE FAT JIGGLY ARMS?! THEY LOOK LIKE BALD TURKEYS SOAKED TOO LONG IN SEWER WATER. JUST THINKING ABOUT IT MAKES MY STOMACH CHURN!


    The fire ants become molten lava. I pull off my clothes and sit there in my big-girl undies and sweat-stained bra just cooking. My own private luau. The one where I’m the pig and everyone can eat me. Inside, emotionally, I go from enraged to crying in no time flat. All these people hate me for the way I look. Isn’t there more to life than looks? They don’t even care who I am. Well screw them! Good God, I’m now officially sweating from every single pore.


    In the bathroom I run a cool bath, but this time something new happens. The heat in the center of my bones becomes an aching that radiates up through the layers of muscle and fat. My bones feel like they’re being pressure crushed. I sit down on the toilet.


    The nausea hits first, then the diarrhea. Alternating between puking and the burning Hershey squirts, I fill the toilet with things no human being should ever see or smell. If this is what it’s like to be in labor, I’ll stay a virgin for the rest of my life.


    Beads of sweat become rivers flushing out of my skin. My equilibrium is shot. My vision pulses. Somewhere in this stupid, congested brain of mine, I’m thinking, okay, is that three pounds? Five? Then come the grey sea creatures, more vomiting, more sweating, way more crying. My knees, where they’re pressing into the cold tile floor, ache all the way up to my hips. The bone marrow itself feels agitated, rebellious. When the violence and shame finally pass, and my stomach feels so empty and deflated it seems to shrink wrap my spine, I wipe up the mess, flush, then nearly pass out from the smell. Think of a bloated walrus carcass sitting in the gutter on a hot day just cooking, drawing flies, decomposing, then double the stink and maybe you’ll be close.


    Within a few minutes of climbing into the bathtub, my teeth are clattering together and my lips feel so numb they’re most likely blue. The molten lava becomes fire ants without torches which soon becomes nothing but chilled skin and goose bumps. From one extreme to another. Where my shoulder blades press against the top scoop of the tub, where my butt suffers my not insubstantial weight against the porcelain, I feel bruised. Not so good. The heat is gone, but the physical agony fails to retreat. My hands are fists, my teeth continue snapping out loud. The bathtub no longer seems like the best choice. I crawl out, feel thick water run from my nose to my lip, then inside my mouth where I taste blood. Damn. I swipe my hand across my face and it comes back streaked red. Thick and dark, still running. I should have taken the pills before the bath.


    Stupid, stupid, stupid.


    With my body sweating by the bucketful and now bleeding, I stop celebrating what will surely be a great weight loss and start wondering if I will survive the night. What the hell is going on inside my body? I know it’s the shot. The shot that’s supposed to make me less anxious, less prone to public displays of crying and power vomiting. I dig into my short term memory, extracting all the details of my first meeting with Gerhard and that’s when two and two become four and I realize the very structure of me is being altered.


    He’s changing my DNA.


    Of course. He already said this. I was so overwhelmed before, too preoccupied with the trauma of my first day for this to fully register. Back then, I was barely listening. I try to recall more of this conversation, but my thoughts are snowy, filled with the kind of static that makes focusing on anything seem impossible. I flip on the blow-dryer, try untangling my hair while keeping an eye on my bloody nose, but then the bones in my feet join the pain party and before I can even finish getting ready for bed, the last of my strength is squeezed from me in a single, agonizing sweep. I hobble to bed, my nose stuffed with clumps of toilet tissue, my messy hair still damp. Still bleeding, my body feeling more crippled by the second, I crawl into bed where I lay there crying.


    In the fog of agony, I can’t even think. I want to die. Forget changing my DNA, or being thinner, or mentally stable. The people I’m around—Margaret, the non-triplets, Julie Satan and the Diabolical Three—all of them, they can roast in the hell of their own lives for all I care, and they can do it without me.


    I try to imagine the best way to die, but my imagination is on hiatus right now. I wonder if I can use the razor I shave my legs with to cut my wrists and even with a cooked brain I know it won’t work. In fact, I’ve already tried that. No rope. No poison. No pills…pills!


    The pills are on the nightstand, but every delirious thought sends flashes of agony ripping through my body. Moving becomes near impossible. Like someone’s playing tug of war with my insides and the casualties of this war are my muscles, my mind, my sanity.


    I feel myself suffering a fast death as I struggle across the bed to the bottle. My skin is inflamed again, my muscles so stiff they’re useless, and my nose is dripping red spots all over my white comforter. When I finally reach the pills I hear myself grunting, snorting, sounding like someone’s retarded bulldog. Despite the immense pain in my fingers, I work the lid off the bottle and slide two pills out.


    Just two.


    Ten minutes later the euphoria settles over me. The horror happening inside me is now a dark, dismal nightmare I can safely leave behind. For now. I breathe and thank Christ, it does not hurt. Flexing my hands, my feet, my legs and arms, everything feels right in the world again. Whatever those pills are, part of me wonders if I can use them when Margaret comes after me for snacking at night. Or washing the Rover with my belly roll sticking out. Or all those times that douchebags like Jacob Brantley, Julie Sanderson, or Cameron O’Dell try wrecking my life. Minutes later, there’s only black. There’s only me luxuriating in a cocoon, or a coma, or whatever.
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    The following morning, my alarm clock jolts me awake. Surprisingly, I feel alert, clear headed. This all seems insane considering I was plotting my own death just hours ago. The peace gives way to something…dark. Something straining inside me. More pain? Hopefully it’s just me being hung over from last night. It starts to escalate in slow waves throughout the day and this concerns me. This shouldn’t be happening during school. But it is. By mid-afternoon I’m having a hard time walking because my bones are in distress again and by the start of fourth period Investigative Journalism it feels near impossible to stand, to walk. In the back of my mind, I shudder at the thought of burning up again.


    “What’s wrong with you?” Damien asks. It’s the first thing he says to me since Cameron made fun of me in front of him, and I’m embarrassed. To be honest, maybe it’s the first time he even looked at me because he wanted to. I study his eyes, searching for guilt, or something—the truth. Has he seen the posts his twat of a girlfriend is leaving on Facebook? He has to have seen them. Now I don’t want to talk to him at all. Boy-God or not.


    “Food poisoning,” I mutter. I want to say “Leave me alone,” but I want to kiss him, too, so instead the two thoughts just cancel themselves out and I stand there, silent, feeling pathetic.


    “The cafeteria food?” he asks. “It’s healthy.”


    I turn and see it in his eyes. He doesn’t think I eat healthy, and to be honest, I haven’t eaten healthy in years.


    “Margaret, my mother”—I say using finger quotations—“thinks proper nutrition is adding fat blockers to your steak and potatoes. She can eat anything she wants and just have her colon washed out and she stays runway model thin. If I even look at food I start gaining weight. So now I come here and fat blockers aren’t on the menu, but organic foods are, and instead of regular milk, I’m drinking goat’s milk, which tastes disgusting. So maybe it was that. Or maybe it’s just me being genetically defective. Either way, why don’t you just mind your own business and quit worrying about how fat I am.”


    “I didn’t say you were fat,” he says.


    “You don’t have to.”


    I look over and he gets a weird look on his face, like something’s wrong with me. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t making fun of me. He could have been making honest conversation. Still, I don’t feel good and right now everything is irritating me.


    Alexander Rhonimus, our teacher, enters class and everyone falls silent with the ringing of the second bell. Mr. Rhonimus looks a hard forty with thinning hair and squinty eyes and clothes that faded from fashion last decade, and all this paints a perfect picture of him being qualified to teach this course. Like he’s a real investigative journalist, more enthralled by the story than the need to impress the A-listers and their faggiest friends. No offense.


    He asks how we’re doing and we say good, great, whatever, and then he says, “So this is the most exciting day of the semester. Today you get your assignment. This particular assignment will account for the full one hundred percent of your grade.”


    The groans nearly shake the room. No one wants an all-or-nothing grade. Ever. Especially me. Even before he tells us our assignment, I’m positive I won’t like it. With so much happening right now, I can’t help feeling the road ahead is going to completely blow.


    At least this roaring pain is returning to a manageable throb.


    When the complaints finally stop, Professor Rhonimus stands silent before the class grinning so wide you’d have to be blind not to notice he’s a sadist and this is his favorite brand of torture.


    “Today we’re taking a field trip. We’re going to the local cemetery where you will begin your semester project. Your assignment,” he says, and we hang on with bated breath, “is to select a name of one of the deceased at random, and write a complete biography on this person, from birth to death.”


    The flurry of disappointment starts low and continues to build. Already I’m dreading my chances of earning a passing grade. Speaking over the commotion, Professor Rhonimus says, “Everything else we do in between you handing in this report at the end of the semester and now will help you along the way.”


    Okay, maybe it will be alright. And my pain is subsiding. For a minute there I thought it might get worse.


    Several hands go up, but he brushes them off, saying, “I’ll answer questions tomorrow. Right now we’ve got to move if I’m going to get you back for next period. Once we get to the cemetery you’ll have less than thirty minutes to select a name and return to the bus. So everyone get moving. Now. Let’s go, go, go!”


    Everyone makes good time to the bus with Rhonimus playing drill-sergeant at our backs. On the bus, there are no seats left but a few in back. Me and Damien are the last to arrive. He tries to sit next to Cameron, to have Julie move, but Julie says, “Ho’s before bro’s” and he moves along to the back of the bus where there are three empty seats, and me. He sits across from me, defeated, brooding, staring out the window all the way to Newcastle Cemetery. We stop abruptly, and Rhonimus says, “Dammit,” and then makes a phone call. It doesn’t go well. After a few more calls, Rhonimus circles his forefinger in the air and says, “Up to Auburn,” and we’re off again.


    When we’re on the highway he stands and announces: “The Newcastle Cemetery where we usually go is closed due to a reported gas leak, so I’ve called Headmistress Klein and she’ll notify your fifth period teachers that you’re running late.”


    “So where are we going?” a boy in front of me says.


    “Up to Auburn Hills Cemetery. It’s about ten minutes away and I called ahead. Instead of thirty minutes, you’ll have ten so stay focused and be quick.”


    That’s when Damien goes from practically upset to squirming, agitated, completely coming apart inside.


    “Are you okay?” I ask.


    He looks at me, eyes stormy, hard as polished granite, and says nothing. He looks away. His fists clench and unclench. He adjusts himself in his seat three times, then a fourth. The energy crackling around him is erratic, uncomfortable.


    We arrive and Damien’s practically chewing through his fingers. Any minute I expect to see blood. He looks at me and his mania grates to a halt.


    “What?” he barks. “What!”


    “Dang man, calm down. You’re the one with the problem, not me.”


    His face looks pale, swollen. Unfriendly. That the boy-God flipped so fast is freaking me out. I stop looking at him, stand and start down the aisle toward the front of the bus. When I don’t feel him behind me, I glance back and see him gnawing on his hand again, looking out the window with angry, lost eyes.


    “Are you coming?” I say. I shouldn’t have said anything, but whatever. He flicks a glare at me, looks away.


    The cemetery is neat and quiet. Not the kind of quiet you get when everyone’s asleep in your house, but a suffocating quiet. Like just being around the dead sucks the life from you until you can grieve and drop off flowers and cry and then get the hell out of there. My classmates are wandering the grounds quietly, some staying together, others venturing off on their own.


    Behind me Damien gets off the bus. He goes in a different direction from me. He walks to the nearest tombstone, takes a minute’s worth of notes then turns and heads back to the bus. Through the windows, I see him walking down the aisle, sitting down, staring out the window again. Jeez, what a weirdo.


    I meander through the grounds, looking at names, dates, thinking about Damien, but trying not to think about him. My feet hurt, a dull ache, but I’m thinking all this pain might not be from the shot, or from Gerhard’s pills not working. It could be from my recent marathon on the treadmill. Inside, I’m cursing myself for being so stupid. Did I actually think I could run myself into shape all at once? When you watch The Biggest Loser on TV, the trainers practically murder the contestants on the first day, and still they come back for more. Not me. Hell no. Next time I’ll walk for five minutes and build from there.


    A name jumps out at me. Kaitlyn Whitaker. The tombstone is polished marble, black flecked with grey and copper, very nice. I study the dates. Born two years before me, dead two years ago.


    The inscription on the headstone reads: Beloved daughter and sister. You were the light in a sea of darkness. For some reason this touches me deeper than I can explain.


    If I died, would I be anyone’s light?


    I take down the girl’s information, something inside me fighting off sadness. Across the grounds Rhonimus is collecting the students, corralling them onto the bus. He sees me and frantically waves me over. I’m already on my way.


    The ride home is loud with everyone talking. In back, however, it’s a vacuum of silence. Damien won’t even look at me. What’s gotten into him? Whenever I look at him, my pulse jumps and I start to perspire. Sometimes I can’t even breathe around him. Then again, I just might hate him as much as I hate Cameron. It’s upsetting. I look away from him. Resigned to stare out the window at the trees and the cemetery’s freshly cut grass, I wonder why the good looking boys are always so mean. And why the ugly ones are so likeable. Why can’t there be a combination of Damien and Brayden in one boy?


    Now that would truly be a boy-God.


    Scattered pine trees and rolling hills pass by the window at a steady pace, and soon we reach the highway. My legs, feet and back throb with a persistent pain, but this is nothing compared to the way Damien is acting toward me. I want to cry, but somehow I can’t. It’s like my eyes are dry, and anymore I just don’t care who’s mean to me. Well, sort of. I still care, I just can’t bawl about it.


    That’s when I become aware of Theresa Prichard. She is five seats up making retching sounds. She’s so obnoxious. It’s gotten old, them pretending to puke in an attempt to humiliate me, and though I still fight the urge to duck my head in shame, today I refuse to cower. I look right at her, not blinking, not crying, just showing her how dry my eyes are and how much she doesn’t bother me. Holding her ugly gaze like this is practically killing me inside, but I resist the urge to submit.


    Seeing me watching her, unflinching, Theresa and Cameron get louder, more boisterous, way more animated. A flash of movement to my right startles me. Damien shoots out of his seat and starts yelling at them, and somehow this takes me by surprise.


    “Would you two just leave her alone!” he roars, and the whole bus reels in response. Like a tornado has just blown over them and they’re lucky to be alive. Even the bus driver takes his eyes off the road for a long second, causing us to weave onto the shoulder.


    “God, take your meds already,” Cameron says, heat stealing into her cheeks. “We’re just joking.”


    “Yeah, well you’re not funny, you’re just effing annoying.” Except he doesn’t say effing, he says the real thing. He drops the f-bomb.


    If Harry Potter would have pulled off his invisible cloak and sat down beside me I would have been less amazed. Who knew the boy-God had such a temper?


    “Looks like you need a time out, potty mouth,” Cameron says, trying to be cute, or save face. “Like permanently. You and me, we’re done.”


    “Good, thank you,” he says. “You’re saving me the trouble.”


    “And here I thought you needed a television to watch the soaps,” Professor Rhonimus says. Everyone laughs. Everyone but me, Damien and Cameron. The two ex-lovers are stewing in their own hate-filled worlds and I’m sitting here wondering what just happened. Should I feel good, or scared? Damien’s now single. Of course, Cameron is going to hate me more than ever. Maybe I should save her the effort of getting even and just kill myself instead.
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    When we arrive back at school, the students all pile out of the bus. According to Rhonimus, we can’t move fast enough. Like we’re unwelcome guests. Me and Damien wait. Rather he waits for me to leave and I wait for him to acknowledge me. He doesn’t budge. Finally I stand and say, “Thanks for what you did, for standing up for me back there.”


    He levels me with dull, faraway eyes and says, “I said it because she’s not nice, because if you can tease someone for being different, then I think that makes you unlikable.”


    “What did you ever see in her anyway, if you don’t mind me asking?”


    Standing up, he said, “Her other face looks so much better.” Meaning she’s two faced, I suppose. “Now you know, so don’t ask about her again.” He brushes past me, acting like my very presence is cancer in his gut.


    For me, fifth period PE is less about exercise than diet. Professor Hunnicut, (“Don’t bother with that Professor Hunnicut stuff, just call me Tuesday”), hands me a file and says, “This is from Dr. Gerhard. It’s your new diet plan. The kitchen has copies and will follow it to the letter.”


    I take it, look it over and say, “Great. The fat girl’s now on a diet.”


    “It’s not like that,” she says.


    “It is.” I feel the anger welling inside me. “Everywhere I go people talk about the ugly girl. The fat girl. Atticus Van Duyn’s adopted child, even though I’m not adopted. Do you know what it’s like to be glared at just because you’re different? Because you’re…gross looking?”


    Professor Hunnicut, Tuesday, opens her arms and swallows me inside them. She is strong, but there is something else. I think maybe something in her resonates with something in me and that manic part of me ready to come unhinged steps away from the ledge, relaxes a bit. Right about now I should be sobbing, or vomiting, but with everything going on I almost fail to realize I’m no longer so quick to tears, or sick to my stomach. I step out of Tuesday’s embrace and say, “Thank you.”


    “You’re already looking better,” she says. “Thinner.”


    “I think it’s a combination of diet pills and the stomach flu. I’m down a few pounds.”


    “Yeah, well it’s working.”


    “It’s working during the day. At night, it’s different.” I’m remembering not to talk about Gerhard’s shots, or the flashes of fire that now engulf me each night. The voice in my head says, “Shut your mouth already.”


    I say, “Everything hurts from the treadmill, can I just maybe do weights or walk today?”


    “Sure. Whatever you want, just move, and sweat. Make sure to push yourself, but not too hard. Not yet.”


    I end up walking next to Laura on the treadmill. She doesn’t talk to me, but just when I’m feeling like even Janine’s ugly five doesn’t want me around, she turns and smiles and says, “How much have you lost?”


    “I think five pounds. Maybe more”


    “Good for you,” she says, breathing fast, sweat draining down her face. Looking at her, how hard she is working, I admire her determination. If only I had her kind of drive. Or her incentive. If my dad told me he’d stab Margaret to death if I lost fifty pounds, I would totally do it. I would do extra just to make sure he couldn’t welch on his bet.


    I thank Laura for her compliment, but inside my head I’m thinking I don’t really want Margaret dead, I just want her to feel the same way I do. To suffer the way I suffer. Maybe then I would be okay with her being alive.


    When I’m finished with my workout, me and Laura and the non-triplets head to the locker room where I pray my clothes are still there. Thankfully they are. I don’t expect them to be after today’s incident on the bus, so I’m relieved to find everything safely in its place. I tell myself not to worry about this afternoon. Not to worry about them.


    The girls strip down, head to toe, Laura included. The non-triplets are nice to her because she is nice to me and for a minute, we stand amongst each other, polar opposites in the way we look and live, yet all of us friends. It’s almost touching. Then Julie and Cameron come walking in the locker room, talking about Damien and how he’s so bush league—whatever that means—and suddenly all the warm, fuzzy feelings blossoming inside me shrivel and cower.


    Why does this always happen to me? Just when I get feeling good, something, or someone comes along and breaks my crayons. It’s unbelievable! Why can’t I just feel good for a day? For just one gosh damn day?


    The two nightmares don’t acknowledge me, and I can see from the glimpse I took of them that maybe Cameron has been crying. Inside, I feel gratified, but part of me feels sad for her, too. OMG, what am I saying? It’s totally gratifying! To witness her in pain, after the sheer hell she’s been subjecting me to? This is fabulous! Exhilarating! Her karma is running full circle and her payback is the tastiest treat ever. I glance over at Laura in the shower with the non-triplets and all the other pretty girls, then draw my focus inward. I admire Laura’s courage, being chubby and naked like that around everyone else. Unfortunately I don’t have the guts to pull that off. I change into my regular clothes and that’s when Julie and Cameron stroll by me, their towels pulled around them, heading into the showers.


    Julie says, “If you don’t wash up, you’re going to stink up Jake’s room again.” Jake? Oh, yeah. Professor Teller. My sixth period professor. The way Julie says this—as a matter of fact, without anger or malice—I’m wondering if her sharper edges are softening. Let’s hope so. Nevertheless, I do my hair, swipe on extra deodorant and leave before anyone notices I’m gone.
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    Psychology is interesting in that Jake, Professor Teller, says, “You can’t begin to separate yourself from the rest of society, in any capacity, until you understand the psychology of human behavior. Until you begin to understand what makes you do the things you do, or more important, what makes other people do the things they do, you’ll never understand how you’re influenced, or manipulated, into making specific choices and decisions in life. If you want to be a leader, you’ll need to inspire people. To inspire them toward a specific action because most people are cattle and can’t make decisions on their own anyway. They aren’t strong enough. Or driven enough. I hate saying this, but if you understand psychology and have half a spine, then taking the reigns of power shouldn’t be difficult. And isn’t that what you’re here for? To rule the world?”


    Everyone sort of gives an agreeing laugh, everyone but Jake. He isn’t smiling. He isn’t cracking a joke. Maybe this is why we’re here. Maybe this is the point of Astor Academy.


    Someone raises their hand, a girl I don’t know, and says, “You say we’re talking about psychology from the stance of leadership, but it sounds like you’re talking about manipulation, too.”


    Jake smiles, that gorgeous smile that has half the girls in class batting their eyelashes and vying for his attention, and says, “Sometimes the two are synonymous.”


    “But we have the freedom to think what we want,” she says, “so doesn’t this act as a failsafe against manipulation?”


    Jake says, “Don’t be so naïve. Free will only occurs in those who understand how manipulative the world has become. If you want freedom from influence, turn off the TV, never again watch an advertisement for something, don’t talk to friends with opposing views, don’t listen to politicians, your bosses, me. Either someone is trying to sell you something, or you’re being sold something. An idea, a product, whatever. That’s the point. More often than not, there’s no middle ground, so you might as well be the one selling something. It’s a harsh truth, but the truth nevertheless.”


    Total freaking silence.


    Finally Bridget says, “That’s pretty brutal, Professor Teller.” Murmurs of agreement filter throughout the classroom.


    Nodding, he says, “We don’t candy coat the truth here at Astor Academy. If you want the soft, sweet side of psychology, go to any community college in the country. If you want to rise to power in this world, then knowing the unvarnished truth from the beginning is essential. Any other questions?”


    I’m thinking, yeah, I have a question. Can I use psychology as a weapon to get Julie Satan and the Diabolical Three to leave me the hell alone? Some side of my brain, maybe a new side of it, answers my silent, unspoken question: “Yes, you can.”


    Interesting.




    Tiffany Blue
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    The last person I want to see right now is Gerhard. I feel too thin. I didn’t realize how much weight I lost last night, not until I put on my clothes after PE. I’m practically swimming in them! Then, after Psychology, when Brayden says, “Don’t OD on the diet pills just yet,” I head straight to the bathroom and look at my face. The mirror doesn’t lie. I do look different! Not emaciated, but better. And, oh my God, are those cheekbones? Standing in the bathroom staring at myself, I can’t hardly believe what I’m seeing. All the diarrhea, the puking, how I’ve been sweating a metric ton, it’s all paying off. But how is this possible in such a short amount of time?


    Gerhard’s treatments are working too well, that’s how.


    Marveling at the changes, I just know he’s going to want to slow the treatment. People are going to notice. He won’t let that happen, not with his whole speech about non-disclosure agreements and mandatory expulsion for violations of doctor/patient confidentiality.


    Walking into Gerhard’s office, I puff out my cheeks, push out my belly, walk like I’m carrying twenty extra pounds. I sit down and he asks about the pills. He says, “How did you do last night?”


    “I almost died, but here I am now.”


    He doesn’t smile. He does that thing doctors do where every complaint you have makes them look even more distant and unconcerned than ever. “But you took the pills, right? Just two?”


    “I waited longer than I should. I was worried.”


    The look on his face says he’s shifting gears. “You’ve lost weight.”


    “Not really,” I hear myself saying. “I mean, some. Maybe a few pounds.” The lie doesn’t sound right; it’s shaky, my voice too uncertain to even remotely resemble the truth.


    He scratches his head, makes a note in a file then says, “It’s a bit more than a few pounds, Savannah. It looks more like fifteen or twenty pounds, which—if you’re keeping to your new diet—should be okay.”


    I feel myself relaxing in some areas, but still holding tension in other areas. Is he testing me? If I agree I’ve lost a lot of weight, will he make me stop the shots and pills? He can’t. If I’m losing weight this fast, the truth is, I don’t want to stop.


    He prepares his glass of water, and all the while he’s saying, “Your body is not meant to be so fat. You’ve eaten all the wrong things. Foods that aren’t alive with nutrients. Plus the overmedication and the lack of exercise…it’s no wonder you’re at this point in your life. Most of the weight you’re getting rid of now is water weight, toxic waste from your colon, and fat now that your metabolism has been boosted with your treatments. Do you feel more clear headed?”


    “Yes.”


    He places four ice cubes into a chilled glass tumbler. “So, no fogginess? Increased mental clarity?”


    Now that I think about it, yes. “I feel good, Doctor Gerhard. Which is saying something considering I’ve felt like a gluttonous zombie these last few years.”


    “Yes,” he says with a polite laugh. “Sadly, this is common for much of America. And especially with girls your age. The bulk of your rapid weight loss has passed, which is why we have you on a nutrient rich diet. We need to replenish the vitamins, minerals and good bacteria you’ve lost over the years, which is to say we are going to restore your body to a natural, more healthy state. You will continue to lose the weight, but at a more reasonable pace.”


    All the strain I’ve been feeling, the fear that he would stop my treatments and I would go back to my old weight, it just melts away. He takes a long sip of ice water.


    “I’m in hell at night,” I admit. My voice sounds desperate, younger. It betrays my outer façade. “I wake up in puddles of sweat and it’s disgusting. My bones hurt. Even my eyeballs feel microwaved.”


    He smiles, like he’s heard this before and it barely concerns him. “That won’t change.”


    I feel myself sag inside. “All this to cure my social anxiety disorder?” I ask.


    “No, Savannah. All this for a complete restoration of your body. Did you think this was only about your disorder?”


    “I wasn’t exactly told what this is all for, just that my dad said it’s okay to trust you.”


    “Do you always want to be ugly, fat, tired and plagued with low self-esteem?”


    “No,” I say, my voice falling out in a shamed whisper.


    “Your regimen will be excruciating at times, but this is what you must do to heal what is broken inside you. What was never right. You have to know why you’re doing this regimen or all this suffering will seem so much worse.”


    “Okay,” I say, realizing he’s right. The truth is, I crave mental clarity. I am so desperate to be thin, to feel healthy, I can’t hardly stand it. And more than anything I want to feel good, to be sane, to not be treated like a social leper everywhere I go.


    The voice inside my head—my mental dick still in the dirt—it says, “Even with the weight gone, you’ll still be ugly.” The voice is right. Oblivious to my consternation, Gerhard finishes his ice water, then administers the shot. Just like before…


    ….it stings like hell.
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    As I’m walking across campus, feeling lighter than ever, I actually catch myself smiling, which is in itself, miraculous. Who would’ve thought? People are looking at me funny, not smiling or saying anything. Part of me doesn’t even care because if I can feel good about myself, about my future, then that’s more than I’m used to, and something worth smiling about.


    I stroll into the dorms and one of the girls on my floor smiles and says hello as if it were the most natural thing in the world. I’m thinking, did that just happen? Looking around, there is no one else in the hall at the time, so maybe it did. I round a corner and that’s when I see the box sitting at my door. A Tiffany blue box with an oversized silver bow on it. Something inside me awakens, that long held part of me I keep protected, guarded, safe. Nearly overwhelmed with delight, I pick up the box, which is a little awkward and heavy, and read the card. It says: Truce.


    What? Truce?


    In my room, I set the gift on my desk and open it. It could be a bomb. Or not. So I’m being melodramatic, so what? What’s inside, it could be anything. Putting the bow aside, I try not to tear the paper much as I reverently unfold it. It’s expensive looking with perfect creases at every edge. Like someone professionally wrapped it. My heart throbs with anticipation. A thousand scenarios unwind in my mind, most of them positive, a few of them not so positive.


    The unwrapped box says Tiffany & Co. and in that moment my hopes soar and I start thinking it’s Margaret, that she sent me something. A care package, from rehab? No. Okay, my curiosity is killing me!


    I lift the lid off the box, startling at what I’m seeing. The stench hits me at once. I race to the toilet and I’m on my knees, coughing up lunch, a full bellied meal soaked with bile and that slippery gunk lining my esophagus walls.


    My nose drips clear snot, my eyes water and that part of myself I let peek out from beneath the layers of safety—that frightened, insecure part that needs love and kindness and the opportunity to feel good again—dives into the darkest corner of my mind.


    As I retch over and over again, I cry, I calculate, I scheme. That dormant thing inside me that reveled in my first unguarded smile in years, roars up with a vengeance. It seethes with hatred. With rage. It cusses and squirms and revolts. When I wipe my mouth and nose, when I flush my undigested lunch down the toilet, I return to the box and read the note inside.


    Truce is what the tag on the outside reads. The note inside reads: Truce? Hell no! You cost me Damien you bloated sloth. I told the girls about your puppy dog eyes for him and this is what we all came up with.


    Sitting in a clear plastic bag filling nearly the entire box is a tied-off, very pregnant bag of vomit. I remind myself to breathe. I remind myself it’s okay to cry. And why shouldn’t I? I’ve never been provoked like this before. Not to this degree. Never.


    I stare at the puke, my eyes watering, my mind spinning. I’m not a malicious person. Even when Margaret was at her worst, I never considered doing something so low (except for that time when my meds were mixed and fairies wanted me to kill her). This unconscionable gift…this means war! Not just war, but war war. I grab my cell, dial Georgia.


    “You have to stop whatever you’re doing and come over right now.”


    “What is it?”


    “I’ll show you when you get here.”


    She sounds nervous. “I’ll be right over.”


    The knock on the door comes three minutes later; Georgia doesn’t wait for me, she just walks in. I’m lacing up my gym shoes.


    She says, “What is it?” and I point to the box. She peeks in, turns and almost loses it, too. “What the crap?”


    “It’s a lot of puke. And not mine.”


    She reads the note, then turns to me with same look I had not five minutes ago.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “I have a plan,” I tell her. “It’s a good one.”
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    We act inconspicuous as we enter the elevator and push the third floor button. The doors start to close when a hand shoves its way through, forcing the doors back open. A studious looking girl slides in, says thanks, then presses the third floor button even though it’s already lit. The doors close. I’m watching her reflection in the polished silver surface of the elevator doors. She sniffs once, then twice. Her brows knit together. Making a face, she turns around hunting for the source of the stench.


    “Do you smell that? It smells like—”


    The sight of me holding an open bucket full of hot vomit gets her stomach churning. The convulsions start low in her. Her spine curling, a hand goes to her lower abdomen. Georgia and I see her make the face. The one that looks like a cat coughing up a hairball. She breathes a tortured, “Oh, Jesus,” and then folds over and slaps the other hand on the wall for support. The violent muscle contractions rock her. She leans over to vomit. I stick the bucket beneath her and out roars the juice. One, two, three full streams.


    The chunky content in my bucket just grew in weight and size. New smells hit my nose and my eyes water mightily. My own belly is now trembling.


    She lashes out with her free hand, trying to shove me away. The puke level in the bucket rises another inch and though I’m about to add my own special blend to the bucket, I hold my gourd down and somehow remain steady.


    The girl is cussing, moaning, asking what the hell is wrong with us. The elevator slows to a stop, a bell dings and me and Georgia exit, leaving the poor girl hunched over in a corner wiping her mouth. However that girl’s day was before, I just wrecked it. Oh, well.


    The girl doesn’t move to get off the elevator, but that doesn’t matter because right now I’m focused. Right now I’m vengeful.


    People pass us in the hallway—two girls—and they look first at us, then at the sloshing bucket we’re carrying. One of the girls actually squeals. We keep walking.


    “It’s 310,” Georgia says.


    “You’re sure?”


    “Positive.”


    We come to room 310, an ornate white door reminiscent of the more expensive hotel doors in places like the Beverly Wilshire, or just about every other five star hotel on New York’s Fifth Avenue, and it’s perfect. Lots of grooves. Lots of panels and beveled ridges.


    “Are you really going to do this?” Georgia asks. The look on my face says everything. She backs away, slowly.


    I step backwards, too, assessing the situation. The splash-back will inevitably soak the carpet where it will hopefully stink for the rest of the semester, but if I’m not careful it’ll hit me, too. In a smooth swinging arc, I hurl the wet contents at Cameron’s door. Hot vomit explodes everywhere. The door looks instantly ruined. Gobs of undigested slop and bile stream brown and yellow down the opalescent white face. Some of the more meatier chunks slide to a stop on the decorative edges while the remaining swill continues its slow, thorough descent.


    Georgia’s gorgeous face is an expression of surprise and wonder, perhaps even disbelief. She has the kind of look that’s saying, “Did that just happen?”


    Yes, my love, it did.


    Half the bucket is on the door, but the other half is soaking into the carpet in a wide, dark stain. I launch the remaining juices from the bucket onto the floor outside her door, making sure Cameron gets every last drop of what was originally hers, plus a little extra.


    With great satisfaction, I turn to Georgia and say, “My inner child is beaming.”


    She says, “We need to go. Like now.”


    “For sure.”


    We are rounding the corner to take the elevator back to the first floor when a blood curdling scream rips through the air around us. Georgia and I freeze, then settle into knowing smiles. Our bold act of retribution is somehow artistic, perhaps even religious.


    Fully satisfying.


    “You’re dead bitch!” the voice screams. Cameron’s words are sharp with the tenor of fire and indignation, a serpent’s voice born of razors and hatred meant for me and me alone. “Do you hear me, Savannah?—you little bitch? You’re DEAD!”


    Georgia snickers and says, “You’re dead bitch. Dead.” We don’t exactly laugh together, but then again, Cameron has no idea about Georgia, which is just as well.




    The Slop of Rage and Retribution
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    Reality settles in and I’m terrified to go to dinner but the non-triplets say they will protect me. When I ask what will happen if they try to hurt me, Bridget says, “Don’t think I won’t stab a ho. I will. For you, after what you did with their puke, I swear it.” Everyone laughs, me included, even though my insides are roiling with fear.


    Bridget says, “Serious though, Savannah, you can be afraid—which is what they want, what parasites like them feed off of—or you can fake an unshakeable confidence.”


    Inside, I’m totally spineless. “I don’t know how to do that.”


    The girls crowd me with advice and suggestions to which I say, “Hello, you’re all gorgeous and confident. I’m hideous and totally weak.”


    “You know what confidence looks like,” Bridget says, “just portray it, even if you don’t feel it.”


    Faking confidence for me is like trying to fake speaking Swahili or Cantonese when I’ve never even heard the language before.


    Victoria says, “Fear is a filter in your head. It stops you from being you, from speaking your mind. Turn the filter off, be completely reckless.”


    “Yeah,” Bridget says, “be more mean to them then they are to you. But only to them, not everyone else.”


    Again, with all my bravado gone, what I can’t say is I fear for my physical safety. “Seriously, though, you should’ve heard how mad Cameron was. She actually threatened to kill me.”


    Victoria says, “She may try to hurt you. But really, will it hurt any more than dealing with their puke, or the harassment on Facebook, or the embarrassment of vomiting in front of everyone in the cafeteria?”


    “Plus, you’ve survived worse,” Bridget says. “Physical injuries heal, right? And the things you’re going through each night, isn’t that so much worse?”


    “I know I just…wait…how do you know about that?”


    The three of them trade glances and finally Georgia says, “I told them you were losing so much weight so quickly because you’ve been sick at night. But that’s not the point.”


    “What is the point?”


    “That if you never stand up for yourself, you will always be someone else’s doormat.”


    I’m still stuck on Georgia telling them about my “sickness.” She shouldn’t have done that. Really, though, if we’re girlfriends and she truly cares about me, I guess I can’t blame her.


    “You deserve to be happy, Savannah,” Victoria says. “We want to see you happy.”


    I lower my head into my hands, burying my fingers into the mass of my frizzy hair. My mixed emotions are colliding. I smile, but it’s a desperate smile I’m sure is transparent. The kind of smile that means tears are inevitable. No one ever said I deserved happiness before. Except maybe my father. And honestly, what did I ever do to deserve anything good? I mean really. I want to know.


    “Why should I be happy?” I ask.


    “Because you’re human,” Georgia says. “Because you’re sweet and yours is a bright light that needs to shine into the world.”


    “I don’t know—”


    “It starts with respecting yourself,” Victoria says. “Respecting yourself enough to not be walked on is the first step to not letting those sour douchebags trample over you. The way you threw their puke back at them, I swear on my future unborn kids, I bet it was amazing.”


    “Yeah,” Bridget says. “If you can throw their vomit back at them, then you can throw their words back, too. If they bully you, project strength. Project confidence.”


    “So be like Brayden?” I say.


    “Be like Brayden,” Georgia says with a grin, like I’m finally getting it.


    “Speak of the devils,” Georgia says. Julie Satan and two of the Diabolical Three waltz through the cafeteria doors and head straight to the buffet line. They fill their plates with tiny portion sizes of everything. I can’t take my eyes off Cameron. She’s looking for me. The minute she finds me, terror floods my system with adrenaline, but I force a big smile on my face and blow her a kiss. She frowns, then looks away. The girls erupt into a chorus of snickering.


    Victoria says, “Like I said, you’re my mother-freaking hero.”


    Cameron is with Julie and Theresa and the three of them attack us with hateful eyes and middle fingers, but me and the non-triplets completely ignore them. My stomach is a clenched fist. I’ve started something that I should milk for all it’s worth before it backfires. Which will be soon, I’m certain. That’s when I come up with a preposterous idea. Before I even consider the consequences, I take a disgusting tasting vegetable patty that looks like a faux-hamburger made with all the crap you find at the bottom of the kitchen sink’s garbage disposal, and I zing it like a Frisbee at Cameron. It lands with a splat on the table right beside her elbow and everyone at her table falls into sharp and utter silence. Me and the girls can’t stop giggling.


    I’m sick with fear, but overcome with freedom all at once.


    With the holy fires of Hell burning in her eyes, Cameron shoots to her feet and heads straight for me. All the delight in my heart bows to something else: weakness, doubt, hesitation, terror. Wordless, her face twisted in fury, Cameron slaps me across the face. The entire cafeteria draws a stunned, collective breath, fueling my humiliation. The slap rattles my bones, but it’s nothing compared to the way Margaret hit me, or the debilitating effects of Gerhard’s shots.


    I burst out laughing. I can’t help it, I just start laughing.


    The non-triplets join me, then so does everyone else in the cafeteria. This is my moment and everyone gets to see it. Cameron hits me again and it only makes me and everyone else laugh harder. Embarrassed, unable to break me, Cameron turns on her heel and stomps out of the cafeteria.


    “Fat girl one,” I announce, my eyes running with tears of laughter, “douchebags zero.”
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    Back in my room, an icepack on my cheek, I finish most of my homework, saving my Investigative Journalism assignment for last. That’s when I try finding something, anything, on the dead girl from the cemetery. The girl’s name is Kaitlyn Whitaker. A quick Google search shows me a host of Kaitlyn Whitaker’s, but not my Kaitlyn. In the mass of results, somewhere on page five, there’s a link to an article in a small, independent newspaper out of Sacramento. The article’s headline reads: WHAT REALLY HAPPENED TO KAITLYN WHITAKER?


    Hello, she’s dead is what happened.


    I skim the first paragraph, which ends mid-sentence at an underlined, blue hyperlink that reads: SUBSCRIBE HERE FOR THE FULL ARTICLE.


    “Hey, how about not?” I mumble.


    The free portion of the article describes Kaitlyn as being a charming young woman with a bright future who was lucky enough to gain entrance into the enigmatic Astor Academy, a school shrouded in mystery, a school so expensive you have to know Bill Gates just to apply.


    “Are you stroking me right now?” I say, shocked. I re-read the article and, holy cow, this has to be a misprint. But no. It’s right there, plain as day: Astor freaking Academy.


    The article claims Kaitlyn comes from parents of modest means, which is where the mystery deepens further. Modest means? I don’t think so. People with “modest means” don’t go to a school like Astor Academy. They don’t know Bill Gates. No way. Apparently the local authorities are looking—rather they were looking—into Kaitlyn’s disappearance. That’s where the article stops. I click the link, considering for a moment on buying the article, but my father says I should be wary of buying things off the internet.


    I bookmark the page, redirect my search.


    Unfortunately, after about an hour of varying my search terms and switching search engines, I come up with a whole lot of absolutely nothing.


    Not even one article.


    I run a search for Astor Academy. There’s nothing on Astor Academy either, with the exception of the one article I refuse to buy. I click Bookmarks, slide down to the article from earlier, click the link. A cursory search on the independent newspaper that ran the article tells me it’s long since closed due to the passing of its founder and editor.


    Great.


    Dead girl, dead end.


    Looking at the clock, which says it’s just after nine, I expect my skin to start heating up, but it doesn’t. Replaying my day’s victories, reveling in the memory of them, I decide to call Brayden. He wants to talk about Cameron’s slap, but cuts me off saying, “I have to get out of my room. I’m coming over.”


    I think about it for a second, then: “Yeah, okay.”


    Exactly seven minutes later he waltzes into my room. He gives me a hug, which is awkward. Sort of. I don’t hug boys, and from his lame exchange I get the idea he doesn’t usually hug girls. He smiles. It’s not a pretty thing.


    He says, “I still can’t get over how different you look.”


    “I’ve been sick,” I say. With as much as I’ve been using this excuse, the words just fall out of my mouth on their own. He looks at me, his brown eyes studying me, almost to the point of appraising me. “Stop staring, you’re making me uncomfortable already.”


    “Sorry, it’s just…I don’t know, for being sick, you look really healthy. Thinner, too. And your face, it seems different.”


    “How do you mean?”


    “I don’t know. Not so ugly, I guess.”


    Recoiling, leveling him with a nasty look, I say, “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”


    “Sure, I guess. Don’t get me wrong, you’re still not pretty.”


    “Thank you for clearing that up, that’s super sweet of you.”


    He blushes, runs a hand through that terribly floppy, Tobey Maguire hair of his and says, “Sorry, I’m just nervous is all.”


    “Yeah, well you’re being a jack-ass.”


    “I know.”


    “So stop it, seriously.”


    “Okay. I just was really excited to see you. My fart app is now up for sale through Apple and already I’ve made twenty-seven thousand dollars!”


    “What?”


    “I’ve been dying to tell you. It’s gone viral! I’m already brainstorming for the next app, but it’s kind of hard doing that without computer access. I was able to use some guy’s computer down the hall, but I’m pretty sure I wore out my welcome last night. I left after midnight.”


    “You said you got into trouble with the FBI.”


    “Last year I was arrested for hacking into their system. I guess it was some kind of a big deal, so when they told me about federal penitentiaries and my life being ruined and all that, I asked if they wanted to know how many agents—including those in supervisory positions—were looking at child pornography and next thing you know they’re negotiating with my father. The deal is I can’t have a computer and my room isn’t internet ready. The feds even made sure I’m not allowed library access unless a librarian is sitting on my shoulder. Plus, my cell phone is one of theirs and it’s not internet capable. Not in any capacity.”


    “How long is that supposed to last?”


    “Until I graduate high school. Then I have to spend six months with their techs assessing their firewalls and their encryption coding from a hacker’s perspective. You know, find their vulnerabilities since I penetrated them. I’ve got a big softie over it all, and to be honest, cutting me off from computers, you might as well cut out my eyes that’s how big a deal it is to me.”


    “They can’t stop you from getting on a computer, they’re everywhere.”


    He lifts up his pant leg and shows me an ankle bracelet with a green light. “GPS tracking. It goes red if I leave my room after dinner.”


    “But it’s not red.”


    “Yeah, I used my cell phone to duplicate the frequency, so as long as my cell phone doesn’t leave my room, I’m free to roam. At least for a little bit. I’m writing a program independent of my cell phone that can make it look like I go to all the places I have to go, without showing where I really go. Then I can take off the ankle bracelet and have my phone with me. I just program in my day and voilà, I’m a good citizen without having to be a criminal on a leash.”


    I don’t know how to feel about all this, about him. I’m not used to hanging around felons, unless you count my friend Netty’s father who, according to Netty, will be shipped to a white collar prison soon enough. “So why did you hack the FBI?”


    “I was taking non-terrorists off the no-fly list since most of the people on that list aren’t even terrorists anyway.”


    “You don’t know that.”


    He gives me a snide laugh and shakes his head, like I’m getting this so wrong. Then: “My cousin got put on that stupid list last year when she was trying to fly out to Toronto. A TSA agent, this fat, sweaty dude, squeezed my cousin’s breast really hard so she punched him in the throat. He almost died. Some former Navy Seal guy did a tracheotomy right there in the airport using a Bic pen, which saved his life. They arrested my cousin, but let her go when she said she was pressing charges for sexual assault. She called it “gate rape.” Kind of like date rape, but…you know what I mean. Anyway, after my cousin spent a fortune in attorney’s fees, the TSA dropped the felony assault charges, but put her on the no-fly list. They listed her as a potential terrorist threat.”


    “Wow,” I hear myself saying. “What about the TSA worker?”


    “That asshole was praised for doing his job right.”


    “Your cousin didn’t counter-sue?”


    “She did, but she lost the case on account of National Security.”


    “So you thought you’d change the system.”


    “As long as there’s gate rape going on, and innocent peoples’ lives are being ruined under the guise of National Security, I planned on pressing on.”


    “So how did you establish innocence off a list of names?”


    “I studied the names and backgrounds of more than a hundred people on the list—which is now more than a million—and from what I found using Homeland Security’s and the FBI’s files, most of the one hundred people I researched should never have been on that list. I liberated sixty-seven people from the list before the FBI came pounding on my door. Neither the FBI nor Homeland Security know exactly who I removed, which means they can’t put those people back on the list. So for my patriotic duty of freedom, justice and the American way, I am officially a slave to the Feds.”


    “What about your cousin?”


    He grins, all proud of himself. “She’s flying again, unmolested.”


    “So if you can hack the government,” I say, thinking how my Investigative Journalism teacher said a good investigator will eventually bend the rules, but only if he can properly cover his tracks, “how hard would it be to access school records?”


    “Simple, with computer access. Why, what are you looking for?”


    “Information on a previous student.” I tell him about my assignment, the name I chose at the cemetery, how she went to Astor Academy. I say, “She’s a ghost, literally and figuratively.”


    “She must be before my time. You say you found nothing online?”


    “No,” I say. “You don’t know her?”


    “Nope.”


    “Well I hit all the search engines and didn’t get squat, except that she went to school here and disappeared two years ago under suspicious circumstances.”


    He gets onto my computer, breathes a euphoric sigh, then sets his typing fingers ablaze. “I have to say, this is better than sex for a computer geek like myself.”


    “You know what sex is like?” I say, surprised.


    “No more than you, but I can guess.”


    “How do you know I haven’t had sex?”


    Brayden says, “Please,” then pulls up the school’s website and clicks a few buttons. He accesses the coding window, seems to find what he’s looking for then opens the Administrator’s page containing login and password fields.


    Staring at him, at his bright, mismatched clothes, his careless hair and the look of him hunched over my computer, I can’t help wondering about him. Wondering if I will like him. If we should even be friends. He’s brash, and he has a biting wit that’s hard to ignore.


    “Jesus, this thing’s overly secure,” he says. He pulls up another screen, pours through various windows and files, then the staff directory, then back to the login screen. He clicks a button and code populates the monitor with letters and numbers and interspersed commands. Brayden types furiously, then sits back and says, “Now we wait.”


    “For what?”


    “A password, jeez. Haven’t you been paying attention?”


    After a minute of uncomfortable silence, I say, “So you’re going to work for the FBI when you graduate? Is that right?”


    “There’s no better way to learn about hacking than doing so with the blessing of the Federal Government. At least, that’s what I tell myself to keep from completely freaking out.”


    “So, are they going to pay you for your six months worth of work, or is it like community service hours?”


    “Forget the concept of money, or even me being a six month slave to a bunch of suits. When I’m done, I’ll be able to put as many zeros in my bank account as I want. Think about it. Money isn’t even money anymore. It’s just numbers in a mainframe computer. Those numbers in the bank’s system allow you to spend from numbers on a card, or pull paper from an ATM based on those same numbers. All numbers, get it? Who needs a real job when you have control of the numbers? Not me. You will be able to look me up at 123 Easy Street, Anywhere USA. Get it?” A sudden sideswipe of heat rolls through me, followed by a rush of pain, and it shows because Brayden says, “What’s wrong with you?”


    “Headache,” I say. Gerhard’s shot is taking effect. “Plus my body aches. The treadmill and the weights did a number on me.”


    The screen refreshes and Brayden says, “Bingo.” He returns to the Administrator’s page, types in the login ID and password he procured, then sorts through a few directories until he comes to the student directory listing from two years ago. Two more clicks and he says, “Okay, here we go. All you have to do is type in the name of the person you want to look up and voilà.”


    “What if I have the year wrong?” He shows me how to go back and re-enter the year and that’s when my body practically bucks against the pain. It’s like someone’s clubbing my head open and jabbing various spots of my exposed brain with a fork.


    He makes a face. “You don’t look so well.”


    “Told you.”


    “You sure it isn’t AIDS or something?”


    “I think I’m allergic to goat’s milk.”


    “Not likely. Hope you get feeling well.” He scribbles on a notepad beside my computer and says, “I wrote down the login codes and password for you and how to get to the student files. Make sure you log out when you’re done. It’s imperative.”


    Electric pain radiates downward from my skull to my legs, making my body fold. I try not to show it, but it’s hard to miss with someone as inquisitive as Brayden watching me.


    “Holy crap,” he says, really looking concerned now, “what’s going on with you?”


    “Cramps.”


    “Menstrual?”


    “Of course menstrual, you moron.”


    “Hey, easy, I have moms, too. I know all about their periods and that kind of stuff.”


    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I tell him, groaning inside. “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”


    He starts backing toward the door, like a trainer who’s trying to escape the cage when he realizes the lion has turned on him. “Are you sure—”


    “Get out!”
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    My bones feel like they’re breaking, stretching, reforming and breaking again. I hobble to the bed, lower myself onto it, but even the pressure of lying down becomes unbearable. Whatever agony rocked me last night—the blast-furnace heat that nearly boiled my skin—this is worse. A cool bath won’t help. Sleep won’t help. Sitting on the bed, I wait for the pain to pass.


    Gosh dammit, freaking pass already!


    I feel squeezed into a trash compactor that’s turned on. I can actually feel the bone marrow and it aches to the point of me feeling either suicidal or homicidal. I’m not sure which. When the wave finally passes, it leaves in its wake a low rolling nausea that stirs in my stomach, and a sweeping dizziness that won’t quit. I’m reaching for anything solid. Trying not to fall. The floor beneath me shifts, the left half of my vision winks out, and suddenly, the entire room tilts and goes black.


    Sometime later, while it’s still dark outside, my eyes flutter open to a dull throbbing in my head, a cocoon of intense pressure. Grogginess fades to concern. I need my bearings. As some modicum of clarity sets in, I realize I’m sprawled out on the floor in my room, and that my face is pressed into something sticky. A warm, wet pool that smells thick with the coppery scent of blood. Did I cut my head open? With only the barest of movements, searing heat and pain shoot through me. I can’t stand. Trapped by the pain, I can hardly even move.


    Now I’m scared because even though the pills are on the counter in the bathroom, they might as well be miles away in my current state. Just being conscious is a crushing, mind-altering endeavor. Already I’m crying, moaning. God, I’m terrified. If I can’t get to my pills…oh crap, my legs. My shins feel like they’re being run over by diesel trucks. Crying becomes sobbing, which quickly becomes unrestrained blubbering.


    I need to get to my cell phone.


    Like now!


    My purse is on the bed, not exactly on the edge, but close enough. Lying helpless on the floor next to the bed, all but paralyzed with muscle seizures and the feeling of crushed bones and the kind of unrelenting pain only drugs can fix, it takes a monumental act of strength and will power to make a fist in the blankets and pull them off the bed, toward me.


    Chewing through my teeth, grunting and crying, one inch takes ten minutes. Two inches takes twenty-five. The floor, by now, is slick with sweat and tears. Blood is pushed in smears all around me, and I can’t stop with the great hiccupping sobs. My purse falls off the bed, the contents spilling on the floor around me.


    Finally!


    I see my phone, wrap my gnarled fingers around it, struggle to turn it on. Pressing the ON button feels impossible, but then the screen illuminates. Sobbing becomes relief, but the torment continues. I slide a shaky finger across the screen, see Georgia’s number in my call history, then press the entry. The phone rings. She picks up, sounding like maybe she was asleep.


    “Georgia,” I cry into the phone. “Need help…my…room.”


    Minutes later Georgia opens my door, which Brayden left unlocked when he left, and hurries inside. I must look a mess, what with all the tears and blood. Seeing me sets her into motion.


    “Pills,” I say. “Bathroom.”


    Seconds later Georgia is putting two pills down my throat, helping me swallow enough water to get them down. She works me into her lap, cradling me even though the uneven surface of her legs is murder on my ribs. The pain ebbs in a steady, constant flush. My reprieve comes at a price. I’ve never felt so exhausted in my life.


    Am I dying?


    About ten minutes later I feel Georgia lifting me, an impossible feat. My eyelids slide open, gracelessly. Where I should have seen strain in her face, I see none.


    “Not as fat,” I mumble.


    She unloads me onto the bed with a huff and a sigh and says, “I’ve lifted fatter.”


    There is a moment of nothing—sleep perhaps, or a blackout—stripped from me by pressure being applied to my forehead. Through the layers of fog in my brain comes the awareness of Georgia cleaning my forehead. A cut perhaps? She bandages it, removes my clothes, tucks me into bed.


    Working my eyes open, I try to focus on her. “You’re my angel,” I hear myself say. She smiles. My eyes slip shut again. The hypnotic tug of a dream pulls at me, weightless, dangling me on the precipice of sleep.


    “Love you,” I whisper.


    From what feels like miles away, another universe perhaps, her velvet voice becomes a song between worlds, “I love you, too.” Then, even further away—a shimmer of sound so faint it might only be my imagination—the same soft, fading voice says, “It won’t always be this bad.” Then nothing.


    Just almighty bliss.
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    I wake up rested, refreshed. Then the memory of last night hits, and a burst of chilled ickiness settles in, forcing an involuntary shudder. If last night taught me anything, it was that I need my pills on me at all times. Especially if I’m going to black out. Or turn into a freaking paraplegic.


    I look at my clock. It’s still early. Early enough to…crap! I jump out of bed and head to the computer. I’m still logged in to the school’s records! Something inside screams to log off, especially since the username shows Administrator. It’s six-thirty A.M.


    There might still be time!


    I type in Kaitlyn’s full name and her records pull up. With my pulse pounding, I skim the information quickly. Her grades tell me she was smart, her looks and height were average, and her old dorm room was two floors up from me. Based on her admittance records, she was part of the school’s opening semester four years ago. A freshman. I scan the files, locate a copy of her initial contract with Astor Academy, print it out. Thankfully, the file lists her parents’ address as well as her medical records. Plus there’s a photo.


    I print all five pages of her file, then log out.


    Should I tell Brayden I was logged in all night? Maybe, but maybe not. I should at least apologize for the way I mistreated him. Will he forgive me, or treat me the way he treats everyone else he despises?


    Looking through the hard copy of Kaitlyn’s information, I stop at the picture for her school ID. Kaitlyn was a pretty girl, not beautiful like the non-triplets, but certainly worthy of a second look if you were a fourteen year old boy. Brown hair, brown eyes, five foot six, one hundred ten pounds, athletic physique. I flip through a few more pages and stop when I see her tuition fees were waived. Waived? On the next page is the name that sends a hard chill down my spine: Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard. He was treating her. But for what? Was she taking shots like me? Could this have something to do with her disappearance?


    Scanning the medical profile sheet, there are notes indicating she suffered from Chronic Myeloid Leukemia. As a young teenager she endured an experimental bone marrow transplant procedure promised to stave off the disease. I jot down the name of the treatment program, Google it and in about two minutes learn that five years ago it was a treatment program out of Mexico with some very lethal side effects. Cross checking her files, it says she nearly died. With a few minutes left before I need to leave to meet the girls at the cafeteria, I Google Chronic Myeloid Leukemia.


    Chronic Myeloid Leukemia (CML) is a cancer of the blood and bone marrow in which the body produces cancerous white blood cells. Apparently blood cells are made in the bone marrow, something I didn’t know before. With leukemia certain blood cells become abnormal or defective, and then the body continues producing large numbers of these abnormal cells. What is unusual about CML is this diagnosis usually occurs around age sixty-six and usually with men. How is this possible for a girl Kaitlyn’s age?


    Further in the article it says this disease rarely effects children. No wonder the treatment was experimental. I return to the contract and see Kaitlyn’s parents’ signatures following a complicated paragraph interspersed with the words, cellular regeneration of normal white blood cells, and all the sudden I realize Gerhard tried to do for Kaitlyn what he is doing for me: fixing a problem by altering her body’s DNA. Making the defective parts normal. Did Kaitlyn suffer the same treatments as me? Did she die because of it?


    The final line reads: treatment fees waived.


    Treatment fees? With everything going on, having had “treatment” all my life in one form or another, I never considered the fees. The clock says 6:57 A.M. Should I risk logging in again?


    “The hell with it,” I mutter.


    Quick as can be, I follow Brayden’s log-in instructions. Instead of accessing Kaitlyn’s files, I locate mine. A quick search takes me to my contract page. Seconds later the document is printing. The clock shows 7:00 A.M. I log out. Only when I’m officially out do I realize I’ve been holding my breath practically the whole time. Trying to breathe normal again, steadying my pounding heart, I skim the printed contract. The school’s tuition—which Kaitlyn’s parents had waived four years ago—is two hundred fifty thousand dollars per year.


    “Christ on a crutch!”


    Two hundred fifty thousand dollars?!


    I move to page two and see a description of my own treatment protocol. My treatments differ from Kaitlyn’s, obviously. I don’t have CML. I see words like social anxiety disorder, depression, slow metabolism, and possible body dysmorphic disorder. Seeing the words is no biggie, but the price to cure them is a very big biggie. It’s a colossal biggie. Twenty-five million dollars?! In addition to the tuition fees?!


    All of the sudden I can’t breathe.


    Two hundred fifty thousand is a far cry from twenty-five million!


    Me attending Astor Academy is no accident. Not a hideaway from the paparazzi. Not a baby sitter for me while my father is working himself to death and Margaret is suffering through rehab 2.0.


    No, this was planned long ago.


    In fact, the contract was dated five months ago. Five months! I wonder who’s idea this was. Margaret’s for sure! That bitch. Then again, my father said he didn’t want me having plastic surgery, that he didn’t want me obsessing over it the way Margaret did. Could it have been his idea? What Gerhard said to me on my first day with him was the treatments would restructure my DNA rather than treat my symptoms.


    This had to be my father’s idea. That’s when I see his signature. Only his signature on the bottom. Margaret doesn’t know about Gerhard? About any of this?


    She doesn’t even know!


    What this means for me, however, is as concerning about what it meant for Kaitlyn. Why would the school waive her fees? Twenty-five million, plus a quarter million a year is hardly pocket change. Was she a guinea pig? Did the experiments end in her death?


    Sick to my stomach, uncertain, I stumble out the door and head for the cafeteria where I plop down with a tray of food like a member of the living dead. Georgia warms me with a smile. I thank her for helping me out last night, but my voice lacks any actual warmth.


    “I’m glad I could be there for you,” she says, and I wonder what I did to deserve a friend like her. Her voice triggers something in me. The memory of her saying she loved me last night. This touches me in a way I never knew friendship could.


    Shaking away thoughts of Kaitlyn, I take her hand in mine and say, “You have no idea what it meant for me to have you there last night. I felt like I was dying. Like I was going crazy with the pain. Then you showed up.”


    Her smile is sweet, generous, more than a bush pig like me deserves. She says, “How do you feel this morning?”


    “A little weak. Traumatized, if you really want the truth.”


    “I bet.”


    Victoria and Bridget join us and then Julie Satan and what is fast becoming the Diabolical Two come waltzing into the cafeteria like they own the place. The sight of the three of them is worse than a migraine. The weight of my issues has become unmanageable. Julie walks by, flips me off; Cameron walks by, flips me off; Theresa walks by, glares at me with black, narrowed eyes then flips me off, too. Through that entire exchange, the only thought I can muster is, where’s Maggie? She’s the outcast of their little clique, the only girl who isn’t a raging scab. For the life of me, I don’t understand why she hangs around them. Or really where she went.


    Brayden walks in with Laura and they both wave at me. I smile and wave back, but my smile falls flat under its own weight, as if gravity wants my face to be a perpetual frown. I can’t stop thinking of the cost of me being here. Am I so disgusting my father had to pay millions of dollars to fix me? He must think I’m hideous!


    God, shouldn’t my eyes be watering right now? Shouldn’t I be puking? Maybe Gerhard’s treatments are working. At least my suffering isn’t for nothing. Still, there’s comfort in crying, comfort in being sick—I’ve become so used to it that its absence feels unsettling.


    “What’s wrong?” Victoria asks. I shake my head, stare at my food.


    “Rough night,” Georgia says. “She’s been sick.”


    Victoria apologizes, tells me she hopes I feel better, then says, “I still can’t stop thinking about you and the bucket of barf. How you laughed at Cameron when she slapped you in front of everyone. That was awesome.”


    She’s obviously trying to cheer me up. I lift my eyes and look at her. A grin spreads across my face. Looking at Georgia, how we’re becoming friends, our time together moves me. She has been there in my most triumphant moments, and my worst. Is this how two people can become so close in such a short amount of time? With moments like these?


    “You’re my hero now, too,” Bridget says.


    Just then the girl from the elevator, the one who added to the puke bucket, breezes into the cafeteria. She looks like she’s searching for someone. She sees me and starts toward our table.


    “Oh, no,” I mutter, “I don’t need this right now.”


    “What?” Georgia says. She sees the girl, says, “Oh, yeah. Amy Masterson.”


    Amy walks up to the table and says, “The barf in the bucket, that’s what you threw on Cameron O’Dell’s door?”


    My insides fold in on themselves with fear. The blood in my face drains south so fast I’m sure I’ve turned bone white. “Yeah,” I admit.


    Amy smiles big, leans over and gives me a hug. “That’s the most awesome thing ever! I don’t know you, but I totally love you right now.”


    What? Is this a joke? I realize I haven’t said anything, that I’m just staring at her. “Are you for real or—”


    “I’m sooo for real. Honestly. Coolest thing ever.” We smile at each other and she says, “I need to go, but anytime you need my puke for that walking STD, or anything else, you let me know.”


    I nod and she walks away and that’s when I look at the girls looking at me and I say, “Well that was unexpected.”


    Suddenly I’m smiling, and it’s contagious because now the girls are smiling, too, and we’re all feeling pretty good together. Emotionally, this is the most comfortable I’ve been in years. In my heart, though, I just know something is going to come along and screw it all up.
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    My first two classes go as expected, my teachers revealing one shocking truth about the real world after another, and then third period rolls around and Brayden is wanting to know about hacking into the school records, if I got what I needed.


    “Jackpot,” I tell him.


    “Spill it bitch,” he says and I recoil.


    “Bitch bad,” I ask, “or bitch good?”


    He rolls his eyes, huffs out a sigh and says, “What do you think ding-dong?”


    “Bitch good?”


    He smiles, winks at me. The funny thing about Brayden is, the more I get to know him the less ugly he becomes. It’s weird how that happens sometimes. How when you become friends with someone you stop seeing what’s in front of your face and you start seeing what’s inside them, and in Brayden’s case the inside is so much better looking than the outside.


    I say, “I got her general info, medical records, and school contracts. Like I said, I hit a righteous freaking jackpot.”


    He makes a sigh, the kind of sigh a girl gets when she says she’s in love for the first time. Though, I can’t really say what this sigh feels like because the closest I’ve come to true love was with Damien Rhodes and that lasted about three seconds. That’s how long it took him to open his big, stupid mouth and ruin it. Then, of course, Jacob Brantley was dreamy as well, until he did what he did back in Palo Alto, so there’s that. All things being equal, I’m certain true love is for suckers.


    “I’m in love with your computer. And with the internet. It’s all I thought about last night. That and how you totally turned into Charles Manson on me in the last second.”


    “I’m sorry about that. It wasn’t you.”


    “Yeah well, whatever the case, to be honest, I spent the better part of the night in a wash of post-hacking ecstasy. I barely even thought of you.”


    I can’t help rolling my eyes and laughing. His grin is contagious. I wonder what it would be like to have my computer and internet freedoms revoked by the Federal Government, especially if hacking was my only passion in life. How handicapped I would feel.


    “Don’t you do anything else for fun?” I ask.


    “Like what, get drunk or high? Sleep with different girls? Masturbate? No. Hell no.”


    “Don’t you read books, or watch television or anything?”


    “I stopped reading for pleasure when I finished Harry Potter book seven, and now television just blows. Except for Dexter and Sons of Anarchy re-runs. And maybe Game of Thrones.”


    “What about the other four, do you hang out with them at all?”


    “The other four who?”


    “Laura, Tyler, the skinny dude and something Cranston. You know, Janine’s—” I stop myself, but not soon enough. Damn.


    “Janine’s what?”


    Double damn. Now my expressions are betraying me, I can feel it happening.


    “Just say it. Janine’s what?”


    I take a deep breath, give an involuntary shrug, then spit it out. “Janine’s ugly six. Us. That’s my nickname for all of us. When I was feeling horrible about myself, when I first arrived at school, the lady who showed me around, Janine, she said I wasn’t the only ugly person here, that there were five more. Not including me. Ever since I got here, I’ve sort of thought of us as Janine’s ugly six.”


    He looks offended. “You saying I’m ugly?”


    Smoothing things over would be the prudent choice, but the new me pops her head up and says, “Not just ugly, butt ugly like me. And Cranston and Laura and Tyler and…”


    “Oakley. The skinny dude. He’s anorexic, but like I said, he’s on a pretty good diet and he’s gained ten pounds since he’s been here.” I keep waiting for him to blow up, or make that lopsided grin. I can’t read his face.


    “I should be embarrassed,” I say. “It’s terrible, me thinking like that, but I’m so used to people not saying the truth that honesty feels like a relief these days.”


    “You really think I’m ugly?” he says, his eyes hurt.


    I look away, then back at him. Keeping in character, I say: “Oh yeah, totally.”


    His hurt gives way to his trademark grin and he slaps my arm and says, “Just playing with you. I know I’m ugly. At least I have character. The rest of these parasites,” he says, his voice lifting a bit, “they’re social clones. Always trying to be like someone else. Always thinking they’re more important than they really are because of their looks and their parents’ money. At least I’m not ugly on the inside. Half the people in this school don’t even have souls.”


    A very good looking blonde I don’t know turns and says, “Something’s wrong with you, Brayden. Seriously.”


    “Well, yeah. On a scale of one to ten, this place sucks ass.”


    Frowning, the girl turns back around.


    Lowering my voice, I say, “I kinda like this place, actually. With the exception of Julie, Cameron and Theresa, and maybe only half the rest of the school.”


    “Yeah,” he says. “The thing about people like Julie and Cameron, though, is whatever you do to them, they’re going to do it back to you, but worse. I should’ve warned you earlier.”
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    During lunch I ask the girls if I can invite Brayden and his friends over. They look at each other for half a second and then they all nod.


    I say, “For real?”


    Bridget says, “Yeah, for real,” like it’s no biggie.


    I excuse myself and head over to Janine’s ugly five and invite them over. Brayden stands up, delighted, but the other four are nodding their heads.


    “Nope,” Sunshine says. “Not eating with the clones. Not one bite.”


    This isn’t the first time I’ve heard the non-triplets referred to as the clones. I have to say, it’s been difficult—no it’s been downright impossible—to not think about how identical they look. Their personalities definitely differ, as do the ways they look and dress, and how they act and speak, but it’s ridiculous trying to pretend there’s not something strange going on. Deep down, it’s not exactly a dead issue with me, I just need time to earn their trust, to maybe discover the truth on my own.


    “C’mon,” I say to Sunshine. “Give them a chance.”


    The boys (Tyler and Oakley) remain seated, deferring to Sunshine. Brayden says, “Guys, no hottie will ever invite us anywhere. Ever. Certainly not three hotties like this. So stop acting like a bunch of pussies and let’s go already.”


    “Of course,” Laura says to Brayden, clearly upset. “It’s all about looks with you.”


    “I’m a man, so it’s always going to be about looks. We’re not sentimental creatures attaching ourselves to our emotions and our feelings or how many different purses and pairs of shoes we can own at once. We like good looking women. Period.”


    “First off, you’re sixteen,” Sunshine says. “You’re not a man. You can’t even grow a proper mustache.”


    Brayden rubs the patchy fuzz on his upper lip and chin, then says, “It’s not the hair that makes the man.”


    I’m thinking, in his case, it’s the hair that makes the man ugly. Rather, it’s a contributing factor.


    Tyler says, “Dude, you didn’t even get your first pubic hairs ‘till you were fourteen.”


    “It was a mental decision,” Brayden says, coolly.


    “You’re still not a man,” Laura echoes. I’m not used to her being mean. She seems so nice when she’s on the treadmill.


    “Whatever,” Brayden says. “I’m going with Savannah. Who else is going?”


    Tyler gets up and says, “Hot chicks are hot chicks. Sorry, girls.”


    With a sour looking face just shy of pouting, Sunshine with the braces and frizzy hair says, “If you go with her, don’t come back to us.”


    Tyler hesitates, looks at me and Brayden, then obviously consternated, he sits down and says, “Sorry, Brayden.”


    Brayden heaves an exhausted sigh and says, “It’s crazy that a trio of ‘clones’”—here he uses finger quotes so as not to offend—“are kind enough to invite us into their circle, but the humans don’t have the heart enough to accept. It’s hypocritical if you think about it.”


    “No, it’s not,” Sunshine says. “They’re clones.”


    Laura says, “Sunshine,” almost as a warning. It’s hard trying to forget how nice Laura is to the non-triplets in PE. Of all the people I expected to join us, Laura would have been my best guess.


    “They’re people,” I say, getting upset. “And if you call them clones again, then we’re not friends. Any of you.”


    “How do you know they aren’t clones?” Oakley says. It’s like a mouse speaking.


    “Who cares what they are? We all know what it’s like to be excluded, unpopular and ugly, but with them you don’t have to feel any of that. So go ahead and criticize them while you sit here in isolation with your own bitter selves for company. But realize you’re doing to them what everyone else does to us, and that makes you worse than hypocritical. That makes you freaking stupid. Let’s go, Brayden.”


    Brayden joins us for lunch, but instead of eating his food, he just stares at us as we talk amongst each other. Finally Bridget says, “Aren’t you supposed to be all outspoken and talkative and all that?”


    “I’m stuck,” he says, and it doesn’t sound like him. He sounds…nervous.


    “How so?” Victoria asks.


    “Don’t know who to be in love with most.” We all start laughing. “Serious. All of you…are…you’re like…perfect.”


    Georgia says, “We’re not without our flaws. But that’ll take time for you to see. Once you get to know us, you’ll probably end up falling in love with Savannah.”


    “No, I don’t think so,” he says. “I mean—”


    “He thinks I’m ugly,” I say, matter of fact. Brayden nods his head, like those bobble heads you see in the windows of mini-vans. I’m still angry at Sunshine, at what has now become Janine’s ugly four, and it’s showing in my voice.


    “She’s not ugly,” Georgia says, quick to my defense.


    Brayden says, “Inside, no. Not by a mile. But outside? Totally ugly, but not as much as I first thought. Or maybe it’s the weight loss. Who knows, maybe I’ll fall in love with her personality. But I won’t date her. We can’t date.”


    “Why not?” Victoria says. “And for the record, I don’t think she’s ugly either.”


    “Yeah,” Bridget agrees.


    “What makes any of you think I’d date him?” I ask. “The fact that we both have standards higher than our stations in life makes dating each other impossible.”


    “Yeah,” Brayden says. “What she said.”


    “Well I totally disagree,” Georgia says.


    “It’s not because I’m shallow, or narcissistic,” he says. “It’s my childhood conditioning. My father’s ugly like me, but my mom—I mean my step-mom—is beautiful. My dad says success is a better magnet than good looks.”


    “It’s different,” Georgia says.


    “Your dad’s full of crap,” Bridget says. “People can hide behind money the same as they can hide behind their good looks. You can’t fall in love with someone until you really know them.”


    “Says the girl who’s made cookies twice,” Victoria teases. Now I’m certain making cookies is code for getting laid. By the confusion on Brayden’s face, I don’t think he gets it.


    We carry on with the discussion until it’s time for fourth period and, all in all, Brayden’s introduction into the fold goes well. Before leaving, he still swears he’s in love with all three of them.


    Victoria says, “You keep talking like that and you can eat with us anytime you want.”


    Brayden says, “Is everyday okay? Because I think I’m now an outcast in my homeland.”




    Let’s Get Naked…Hello Alaska
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    Fourth period Investigative Journalism goes much like the rest of my classes, except for one crucial element that has me perking up. Today we’re learning the basics of conducting critical witness interviews. The whole time I’m listening, in my mind I’m deciding to visit Kaitlyn’s parents’ home up in Auburn. Already I’m thinking today is the day. I’m nervous about the whole interview, especially since it involves their dead daughter and I won’t be calling ahead. When it comes to protocol, especially with sensitive subjects like whistleblowers or grieving spouses, Professor Rhonimus says, “You should always call first and set something up ahead of time, unless you want the element of surprise working in your favor.”


    Maybe I’ll call on the way there. I can’t exactly tell them about my assignment, and my creative juices are flat dry right now. I’m not sure what I’m going to say yet, but I still have a couple hours to figure it out. Or maybe I won’t call at all.


    In fifth period Miss Hunnicut asks about my diet and I tell her healthy food sucks but I’m giving it a try and she says, “Good, because the way you’re on a strict diet is the way you’re about to be on a structured workout.” She hands me a sheet and says, “Ten minutes on the treadmill, fifteen on the weights—I’ll help you on that—then a final fifteen on the treadmill. Starting now.” I stare at her like she’s in deep space, and she says, “When I say now, I mean this very second.”


    I get on the treadmill next to Laura and say, “Hi.”


    She mutters a hello, then says, “Are you mad about yesterday? At lunch?”


    “Sort of.”


    “Sunshine’s boyfriend left her for a prettier girl at her last school, so now Sunshine hates everyone pretty. She thinks they’re all fake, and I’m afraid there’s no changing her mind.”


    “Well, her prejudice is hurting all of you.”


    She slows her run to a jog, takes a sip of water and says, “I know.” She looks around, then says, “I know they’re your friends, but there’s something…unnatural…about them. I mean three different girls from three different sets of parents who look exactly alike?”


    “They don’t look exactly alike,” I say, uncomfortable with the lie. After all, they’re freaking identical. “Plus, you act really friendly towards them. Is that just an act?”


    “No, I do like them. But you of all people should be able to see through the hair and makeup and clothes. Haven’t you ever looked at them in the shower? Haven’t you ever seen them from behind? It’s why they’re so unpopular.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “They’re clones, Savannah.”


    “I hate that word. And I can’t believe you’re talking like this.”


    Whatever the case, my point isn’t worth arguing. For the next forty minutes I practically die in silence in the gym, sweating buckets, panting, holding down lunch, until finally I collapse on the floor and Miss Hunnicut has to put a cool washcloth on my face. I might have passed out. The next thing I know Georgia and Bridget and Miss Hunnicut are carrying me to the locker room with Victoria in tow. The girls are as sweaty as me, and just like me, they stink.


    “Whew, you need a shower!” Georgia says. Dread surges through me like adrenaline. We get into the locker room, they set me down, and Miss Hunnicut says a cool shower will do me good. The girls strip out of their gym clothes. Miss Hunnicut leaves. I’m still not used to seeing other girls naked. It’s uncomfortable. The non-triplets head into the showers, the three of them sharing a single, circular six head column. I’m slow to undress, my stomach seizing at the thought of being naked in the showers with all my grotesqueness revealed. That’s when I see Victoria’s leg. Just below her left butt cheek, high on the back of her thigh, is a birthmark the shape of Alaska. Georgia and Bridget have the same birthmark in exactly the same place, and now I know why people call them the clones. Something in me feels like a flushed toilet. It’s like vertigo. A sickness of doubt.


    Rather than showering, I pull my clothes on and leave as fast as possible. In my head, I’m wondering if they’re even real. If they have souls. For the first time since taking Gerhard’s shots, I really want to cry.


    My friends, are they even human?


    In sixth period Psychology, I ignore Bridget and Georgia as they come in. In my peripheral vision I see them looking at me. My eyes stare straight ahead.


    Julie and Cameron breeze into class looking like they just won the lottery. The way they sneer at me when they walk past, it has me concerned. I know there will be retaliation for the bucket of barf, I just don’t know how bad it’s going to be. Or when. The waiting is agonizing! And the way Brayden makes it sound?—according to him, I’ll be dead before the weekend.


    Me dead?


    Oh sweet Jesus, a girl can dream.


    They sit down, then both of them look at me and snicker. Cameron says to Julie, “You’re so bad,” and the two of them giggle some more.


    When Professor Teller walks in everyone goes quiet and class begins. The first couple of days of this unusually good behavior was unsettling, but I’m getting used to it. I wonder if they all know how much their schooling costs, if maybe that’s why they’re more interested in paying attention during class than socializing.


    Today Professor Teller talks about the mirroring principle. How ironic. I’ve been thinking about Georgia being a mirror image of Victoria who is a mirror image of Bridget who is a mirror image of Georgia. I know it’s not the same thing, but it has me thinking about how the non-triplets won’t tell me their secret. When class is over I try to escape, but Georgia cuts me off at the door.


    “Are you alright?” Her lovely eyes glow with concern.


    “I have to go see Dr. Gerhard, then I have someplace I need to go. Off campus.”


    “Oh.”


    I apologize, then move around her and hustle down the hall, past Julie and Cameron, past everyone. My favorite part of campus, the gardens around the scaled-down fountain of Trevi I now refer to as the Fountain of Astor, doesn’t even warrant a glance. My feet take me straight into Gerhard’s office where I plop down on a chair in the waiting area. Nurse Arabelle looks up at me, smiles her robotic smile. I refuse to look at her eyes, those perfect Amethyst spheres I am insanely jealous of. A few minutes later Dr. Gerhard calls me to his office. I sit across from him, my question barely contained.


    “I want to know what would happen if I couldn’t take my pills.” I heave a sigh. Finally, it’s out there. My real chances of dying.


    “You mind might fracture,” he says, “depending on the day and the shot I give you.”


    “You mean you give me different shots?”


    “Yes.”


    “How will my mind fracture?” I ask. “And what does that even mean?”


    “The human mind is a wondrous and complex organ. In the event of too much trauma, your brain will shut your original personality down, and create in its place a new personality better equipped to deal with the…the more painful circumstances you are enduring at the time. This is your brain’s natural defense mechanism.”


    “So is this dissociative identity disorder?” I ask. The new, socially acceptable term for multiple personality disorder.


    “Yes. And we don’t want that. Which is why you have the pills. Why do you ask?”


    I wonder how much I should tell him. In my head I’m already constructing the lie that will protect me from revealing Georgia had to help me. If no one is to know of my treatments, I’ve done pretty well, but by no means have I been perfect.


    “Last night was torture,” I say. “It took me an hour to reach my pills which were only a few feet away. My muscles felt paralyzed. I’ve never felt anything like that. And my bones, it’s like they were being crushed.”


    “With this upcoming regimen, you’ll need to keep your pills accessible at all times. This type of temporary paralysis can come on fast. As can other forms of discomfort.” The way he says my regimens are discomforting, that’s like saying giving birth to a twelve pound baby might sting a bit.


    I swallow hard. “What upcoming regimen?”


    “The one we start today. What you felt last night was a prelude to something more efficient, a process that will be quite productive in terms of your physical appearance.”


    “Will this one feel better or worse than my last treatments?”


    Looking into my eyes, unflinching, he says, “Worse.”


    “And the upside?”


    “It will forever change your life.”


    I think about the ten or fifteen pound weight loss, the steady leveling of my emotions, the occasional burst of newfound confidence and I say, “Fine. Just give me the gosh damn shot. I have things to do.”


    Forcing a smile, he turns around, opens a safe and retrieves a fresh bottle of pills. The label is vastly different looking than my other bottle, presumably so I don’t confuse the two.


    “You can take up to four of these pills at a time,” he says, “depending on the levels of discomfort. You may have to take them more than once a night. Do not take more than eight in the night, though, or your heart will stop beating and you will die.”


    “More than eight pills equals death, got it. How long will this discomfort last?”


    “Not long,” he says, “once you take the pills.” With a reassuring smile that misses the mark, he looks even more German and more creepy than ever. “This regimen will be difficult, Savannah, but it won’t always be this tough.”


    A shadow floats through my brain, a memory of words drifting on low currents inside me, feather light, perhaps from a dream: It won’t always be this tough. No, it won’t always be this bad. Yes, that’s what it was. These are the words floating around in my head: “It won’t always be this bad.”


    The memory grows clear, more vibrant. Last night, me drifting out of consciousness, the same words were said to me breathlessly, said the way a mother might nurture a sick child with her voice, her love. Georgia spoke these exact same words.


    “What is it?” Dr. Gerhard asks.


    I shake off the memory, feel my eyes clear. “Nothing. Just give me the shot.”
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    When it comes time to go to Kaitlyn’s parents’ home, I chicken out. If my shots are going to be this bad, I’d better not venture too far from home.


    Back in my room, I’m tempted to log back in to student records, but not during regular working hours, because who knows what kind of trouble that might bring? The FBI perhaps? My temperature spikes a degree or two, to the point of distress, but not so much that I’m overly concerned. Regardless, my new pills are within reach. My second pass at Kaitlyn’s file proves to be less interesting than before; the next logical step isn’t a third read but some real investigative work. Any journalist would question her disappearance. They’d want details about her death. My brain can’t stop thinking about the word “Deceased” printed on top of her medical records. Like some notarized stamp authorizing everyone to get on with their lives. To just leave well enough alone.


    I Google her parents’ address, print directions to their home in Auburn, and think, the hell with it, as I head for my car. There’s nothing worse than a coward, I think to myself. So, time to go. In the parking lot, the minute I see Rover I know why Julie and Cameron were giggling. My legs buckle. Carved into the side of my SUV in foot high letters are the words, “Disgusting Pig.” I can’t breathe. Is my heart stopping? I can’t breathe! The message is scratched so deep into the metal, they must’ve used a screwdriver instead of a key. The two words cover three panels and they’re etched so deep I’m certain the panels will all need replacing. Assessing the damage, feeling sick for Rover, I break into a cold sweat, my insides swimming, my skin clammy with dread, or rage.


    Now I can breathe, and every breath is crackling with rage.


    Puke in a box or on a door, that could be cleaned up. Scrubbed to get the stink out. But this? This is so much worse. My father has to know about this. I wonder if he knows someone who will kill Julie and Cameron for a fee. I’m about to do it for free.


    Standing there in the late afternoon, with a light breeze washing over me and the smell of pruned roses, pine trees and the warm asphalt permeating the air, I start trying on lies to tell my father. Then the most amazing thing happens. Tracing my finger through the scrawled words, I realize my eyes are dry, and my stomach has once again settled. This act of revenge is perhaps one of the worst things that’s ever happened to me, and I’m not crying. I’m not puking.


    Forget about lying to my father just yet, or getting even with Cameron and Julie (though I will avenge Rover and whatever I do to them will be worse than what they’ve done to me), me paying a visit to Kaitlyn’s parents is more important right now.


    I follow the directions to the Whittaker’s home in Auburn, about a fifteen minute drive from campus, and park out front of what looks like a modest home for junior millionaires. Based on the outrageous tuition fees Astor charges, I expected more. The house is maybe three or four thousand square feet, a single story done in an English Tudor style with decent landscaping and about fifty feet of front yard from the street to the front door. A Toyota Camry sits out front in the driveway, a gold one with hubcaps that looks about five years old.


    Not a Bentley, or a M5 Beamer or even a full bodied Benz.


    A shitty ass gold Camry.


    A rush of nausea passes through me. Weird. Then a flush of heat. What’s this? Nerves? No, it’s something else.


    As I get out of Rover, my stomach seizes, nearly sending me to my knees. The most awful cramps twist in my lower abdomen, but then they pass leaving behind a scratchy, radiant heat. What the hell was that? PMS? My period is still weeks away. Is the shot working early? Struggling to compose myself, I gather my pad and pen and head to the house to conduct my interview.


    I ring the bell and a chime sounds inside, melodic, unappealing. Suddenly a new wave of fire and physical torment plows through me, followed by another series of fiery, twisting cramps. This is way worse than PMS. I double over, my muscles constricting hard, then expanding in a watery release. My overheated body starts to sweat. Every single pore tasked with three or four or five beads a piece.


    Dear God, I’m thinking, not now.


    The pad and pen fall from my hands. My hands knot into my stomach. It’s like a rabid dog chewing through my guts and I can’t help thinking the shot Gerhard gave me is causing this, that something is really wrong. The dosage maybe? The shot itself? He said it would be worse. This is worse! Having spent half my life on medication—thanks to Margaret—I’ve had my fair share of debilitating side effects, but nothing compares to this brand of punishment.


    I sink to my knees as the front door opens. Everything is reduced to a blur. A panicked woman says something to me, but my brain won’t respond. She speaks again. Nothing. Just my body falling into a state of catatonia. Strong arms lift me, carry me inside. My mouth is at work, saying “It’ll pass,” but my mouth has gone rogue and my brain is no where to be found.


    My pills are in the SUV, but I can’t say this. My jaw snaps shut, the muscles seizing. My fingers dig inside my pocket and wiggle out my iPhone, but the phone slips through my cramping fingers and drops to the floor.


    “Georgia,” I groan through gnashing teeth. “Call Georgia.”


    The woman’s voice is telling her husband to call 911 but my mouth is saying, “Pills. Call Georgia.” I squeeze my eyes shut against waves of aggravation in my organs. How is Gerhard’s shot working so fast? Most of me wants to tell the woman to get my pills from inside Rover, but then I’ll have to explain Gerhard’s information on the bottle, and if she calls 911, I’ll owe them an explanation as well. Gerhard will kill me. My father will kill me.


    Fingers tickle the insides of my throat. My eyes feel like they’re growing fur. The voice in my ear is crisp—a woman’s voice that’s flush with panic. She’s on my phone, giving Georgia directions to the house. She’s asking questions. Not getting answers. Her husband still wants to call 911. He’s practically insisting on it.


    “Friend of Kaitlyn’s,” I say, my entire face cramping. “No 911.”


    I must look and sound like a lunatic, a foreigner speaking in tongues. Or the Riddler having possessed a stupid teenaged girl with the Disgusting Pig-mobile as her getaway vehicle. A cold washcloth spreads across my forehead, forcing the hot agony back a bit. I feel my face relaxing, the arthritic curl of my hands unwinding. My eyes begin to clear. The woman’s face comes into focus. She isn’t pretty, but she isn’t unattractive either. She looks like every other fifty-something housewife. Except for her fearful eyes.


    A man enters my field of vision, restless, uncertain, then disappears. The woman says, “Your friend Georgia will be here in a couple of minutes. She says you must’ve forgotten your pills.” I give a nod, make a crooked smile.


    The cramps in my stomach don’t get worse, but they don’t get better either. I close my eyes, feel myself melting into the couch, drifting off for a second and then jolting awake once more to the sound of the man’s voice. This must be Kaitlyn’s father.


    Oh boy, did I just pass out? Is it that bad?


    “I think she’s here,” he says after a long spell. “There’s her car, I think.” The air of uncertainty swirls around him, weighted and dark. He removes the washcloth from my head. “I’ll freshen this up.”


    With open eyes, I realize Kaitlyn’s parents moved me into their formal living room. The couch is stiff, but wide. Across the room is a large stone fireplace, pre-cast and unpainted, with several large pictures framed and displayed. Family pictures?


    Then, oh my God…what the freaking hell? My eyes focus, then blur and then they focus again with sharp intensity.


    I struggle to sit but the pain roars through me anew, drowning me in dizziness, hitting me with fatigue. My mind is fogging over. I collapse against my will. Back to the couch, I shut my eyes to reset my brain, opening them a minute later to the front door opening. I hear the woman stifle a cry.


    Georgia’s voice says, “Is Savannah here?” The woman moans a tortured response, which confuses my blistered brain, and I hear Georgia say, “Savannah.” Suddenly she’s beside me, her knees pressed on the decorative rug. Kaitlyn’s mother appears moments later, her face white and wrecked with disbelief, or perhaps horror.


    Georgia says, “Where are your pills?”


    “Rover,” I say, finding my capacity to speak slowly returning. “Keys in my pocket.”


    Georgia fishes them out and I see the watery-eyed woman reaching for Georgia, almost like she can’t be real. As Georgia is moving past her, she says, “Who are you?” and the words sound pleading, almost accusatory.


    “Georgia,” she says. “Georgia Quick.” Then she’s gone.


    The woman falls to her knees before me, tears bubbling in her eyes, streaming down her face. She tries to speak, but the torment of revelations and unspoken words ages her ten years. Whatever she wants to say, it won’t come out. I thank her for taking care of me, because I mean it, but also because I know she’s completely losing her mind. Any minute and she’ll crawl inside herself and die. Maybe her brain will save her; maybe it will give her another personality.


    She asks if I’m really a friend of Kaitlyn’s and I say we went to the same school together. Astor Academy.


    “Does that girl go to school with you, too?” I nod my head. She says, “Is Georgia really her name?” Her hands are on my arm. Both of them. They’re gripping my shirt, relaxing, then re-gripping. She’s starting to hurt me.


    “Yes. And yes.” My eyes flick back to the family photo on the mantle, then specifically to a portrait of Kaitlyn. Bigger things are falling into place. Making sense. I don’t want them to, but dammit they are.


    “Her name, it can’t be Georgia.” Her voice holds notes of hysteria. Her face is pleading, her eyes sopping wet, wrought with remembered pain.


    “I’m sorry, but it is.” My eyes bounce back to the picture on the mantle, then back to her. I don’t know which is more unsettling.


    Her sanity crumbles right before my eyes. Pieces of her lucidity sheer off one by one in rapid decay. I watch it happen, my heart breaking for her. Things inside me are cracking apart as well, and for the same reason. It’s the picture on the mantle. The family photo with the four of them. Mom and dad, Kaitlyn and the boy.


    Gosh motherfreaking damn.


    When Kaitlyn’s father returns, he drapes a fresh cloth over my forehead and—focusing on me—he says, “Where’s her friend? She showed up, right? That was her?” Then he sees his wife, a mess of sobbing, practically mental with grief. Her hands are still digging into my arms to the point of me crying out when Georgia comes rushing through the front door. Seeing her, startled, Kaitlyn’s father staggers backwards, as if the wind were kicked out of him.


    “Kaitlyn?” he says, his eyes wide with disbelief.


    “No,” she says, confused. “I’m Georgia.”
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    The pressure in my head returns, a crushing pain that compresses the backs of my eyeballs with such brute force my vision feels wet, blurred on the edges. The heat beneath my skin worsens, the fire ants marching, their torches becoming bonfires. I’m trying to make sense of things, but this isn’t possible. It can’t be. If only I hadn’t started the new shot today. Gerhard was right, that puke. It’s worse. Completely unpredictable. I can’t help being pissed off at my botched interview. Why didn’t Gerhard tell me the pain would come so soon when every other time it struck me late in the evenings?


    Georgia kneels down beside me, beside Kaitlyn’s sobbing mother, and shakes out four pills. The look on Georgia’s face says she’s wanting to get the hell out of here. Her expression betrays her with the look of more than one concern. Kaitlyn’s mother’s hands retreat, folding into tiny, dead claws against her chest.


    “Water,” Georgia turns and says.


    Kaitlyn’s mother refuses to move. She’s looking sideways at Georgia, whispering words, asking Georgia in low, anguished tones to just be honest. To tell the truth. Her nose is running. Kaitlyn’s father just stands there speechless, staring at the back of Georgia’s head.


    Georgia heads toward the kitchen, returns with an open bottle of water and tells me to open wide. I take the pills. Georgia hands me the bottle and I swallow a slug of water.


    Georgia says to Kaitlyn’s mother, “I don’t know what you want from me, but when these pills kick in we’ll leave.”


    She’s staring at Georgia. Her husband is in the corner, seething, his jaw flicking. I don’t like the way his expression is changing. If I hadn’t seen the picture, I would have thought I was in freaking crazy town, or on the set of The Twilight Zone.


    Perched atop the mantle is an eight by ten portrait of Kaitlyn, but the picture could be of Georgia, Bridget, or Victoria. It seems the non-triplets are actually three-quarters of the original batch. I should start thinking of them as the non-quadruplets, minus one, because Kaitlyn looks exactly like Georgia.


    “She’s on a new medication,” Georgia explains. “The last one gave her some nasty side effects.”


    The woman isn’t listening. She takes my arm again, then lets go. Instead, her hands reach out and touch Georgia’s face as gently as she might touch a newborn. Georgia pulls away, levels her with a baffled, almost offended look. She says, “Baby, it’s me. Don’t you recognize me?”


    Georgia says, “Excuse me?”


    “Kaitlyn, dear, stop pretending.” She pulls Georgia into a hug and says, “Where have you been? We thought you were dead.”


    The tears are really coming now. Kaitlyn’s mother is not only coming apart, she’s lost in her own confusion, in her own tortured memories. Then again, with Georgia looking exactly like Kaitlyn, I can’t blame her. She’s only doing what any grieving mother in her situation would do: she’s trying to make sense of the impossible.


    Georgia’s trapped in a hug looking at me like, WTF?, and I’m mouthing the words, “We have to go, like right now.”


    I manage to stand up, but Kaitlyn’s father says, “Not so fast.”


    “We have to go,” I say, my legs unsteady beneath me. “We shouldn’t have come here.” His fists unclench, and the air around him settles, but then the fists remake themselves as dark things rifle through his gaze.


    I say, “Georgia, now.” The pain is receding. My faculties are returning. I’m still having a flush of wicked pain, but my adrenaline is kicking in and I can take it.


    “You’re not Kaitlyn, are you?” he says. He knows the answer. He just wants to hear her say it. The look on his face says he wants the truth, that he can handle it even if his wife can’t.


    “No, I’m not Kaitlyn. I keep trying to tell you my name is Georgia.”


    “It’s our baby,” Kaitlyn’s mother is saying to him, dark lines of mascara streaming down her face. Georgia is squirming in her arms, trying to break free. She finally pushes the woman back and stands up.


    “I’m not your baby, I’m sorry. Savannah, where are we? Who are these people?”


    “You’re an abomination!” the husband roars. Apparently he can’t take the truth. A vein on his forehead swells, looking like a throbbing earthworm beneath his skin. Growling, he says, “Get the hell out of my house!”


    Me and Georgia freeze, terror washing through us. He grabs Georgia by the arm, starts to drag her from the house. Kaitlyn’s mother is wailing behind me. She’s yelling for her baby, for her Kaitlyn. She’s telling her husband to take his hands off their baby girl.


    I’m trailing behind him, telling him to let my friend go, but he’s shouting and cussing and calling Georgia names, saying she’s sick, unnatural, a perversion of science. He gets Georgia to the front door then shoves her hard enough to send her tumbling across the front lawn. I nudge past him without incident and he slams the front door hard enough to break one of the fan shaped window panes. Through the broken glass on the door, Kaitlyn’s mother’s wailing intensifies.


    Georgia gets to her feet, straightens her shirt and stares at me with terrified eyes. “What in Jesus’ name was that?”


    Just then a car pulls up, a Honda Accord with tinted windows. The driver parks behind Rover, behind Georgia’s BMW X5. The boy in the Whittaker family photo. He gets out of the car, staring at me and Georgia. No, glaring at her, then me. He skulks up to me with wild eyes like his father’s and says, “What are you doing here? And why did you bring her?”


    Georgia says, “You live here?”


    “I didn’t know,” I tell him, breathless. Looking at the boy from the family photo, I’m wondering how everything went so wrong. “I swear, I didn’t know.”


    The beautiful, tortured Damien Rhodes ignores Georgia. He can’t peel his hate-filled eyes off me. “Is that my step-mother crying inside?” I nod. Deflated, his body sagging, he says, “She saw her, didn’t she?”


    “I couldn’t have known,” I say, flabbergasted. “You should have told me!”


    “Why are you even here?” he growls, rage riding the edge of his voice.


    “Investigative Journalism. The headstone in the cemetery, it was Kaitlyn’s. You have different last names.”


    “She’s my step-sister.”


    “Is that why you were so mad on the bus? Because we were going to—”


    He says, “Just go,” then heads inside the house, the crying inside climbing a few octaves when he opens the front door, then falling again the minute it shuts.


    Georgia says, “Can you please tell me what just happened?”


    “You didn’t tell me there was another one of you.” I expected any number of responses, but not the one Georgia gave. She looked puzzled. “Wait a minute,” I say. “You didn’t know?”


    “What do you mean, there’s another one of me?”


    “Kaitlyn Whitaker went to Astor Academy two years ago before she disappeared. There is a picture of her on the mantle and she looks exactly like you. Except when she started school four years ago, she looked nothing like you. She looked normal, not beautiful like you and your friends. Not even close.” Her flawless skin blanches and that’s when I tell her, “Tonight you’re going to tell me all about you and your friends, and you’re not going to lie anymore.”


    “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says. She can’t even look at me when she says this.


    “Then how did you know to give me four pills instead of two? And why did you tell me the other night that it won’t always be this bad?”


    Shrugging her shoulders, hiding her eyes, she says, “I was trying to comfort you.”


    “Liar,” I snarl. When she doesn’t respond, I say, “Don’t you get it, Georgia? Whatever happened to you, it’s now happening to me. Eventually I’ll find out the truth. Or maybe this is why none of you will talk about it. Is that it? Because I’m becoming like you? Turning into a freaking clone?” Except I don’t say freaking. The word I used, it rhymes with duck. Or suck. Or motherfreaking chuck.


    “We’re not clones,” she says, defensive.


    Inside the sound of yelling hits a new level. Damien is yelling at his father who is yelling back and in the background Damien’s step-mother is wailing like there’s no tomorrow.


    “We need to leave. After dinner, you’re telling me everything. Do you hear me? You are telling me everything!”




    The Rainbow of Food and Violence
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    Me, Brayden and the non-triplets eat together, but Georgia and I say very little throughout the meal. It’s the first time I wish Brayden wasn’t with us. Bridget looks at me, then at Georgia, then back to me. She blows out a breath, sets her fork down and says, “What’s wrong with you two?” and Brayden chimes in saying, “Yeah, it’s like, so uncomfortable.”


    Georgia says, “Julie, or Cameron…one of them, or maybe both of them…they gouged something horrible in Savannah’s car door.”


    “What?” Victoria says.


    “They wrote the words ‘Disgusting Pig’ across three panels with what could have been a tire iron, or a screwdriver.”


    “Seriously?” Bridget snaps. I nod. Georgia nods. We exchange looks. Unbelievable. Bridget says, “I’ve had enough of this crap!” She dumps all her food off her tray, then with just the tray, she’s on her feet, fast, determined.


    “What are you doing?” I ask after her.


    Without response, she turns and heads toward Julie Satan and the Diabolical Three where they are dining two long tables down.


    “Oh shit,” Victoria says.


    Georgia says, “Bridget!” but Bridget doesn’t reply. She walks up to Julie, lifts the tray up high and drives it down on the back of Julie’s head with enough force to wobble the girl. Bridget turns to Cameron and hits her across the face with the tray so hard the entire cafeteria startles at the impact. Julie goes down, but Cameron recovers. Bridget drops the tray and punches Cameron in the face twice until the girl falls backward with a bloody nose.


    Cheers and shouting ignite the cafeteria as Bridget stomps angrily back to our table. Halfway there, Theresa Prichard grabs a whole apple and overhands it at Bridget. It explodes off the back of Bridget’s head. Brayden grabs a carton of milk and line-drives it at Theresa, but hits Maggie instead and from there full scale chaos erupts.


    The air between our tables becomes a flurry of flying food and open drinks. A milkshake catches me in the shoulder, blasts semi-frozen chocolate across my face. I turn and launch my bowl of quinoa down the table at the girl who threw the milkshake, but it seems anticlimactic and does nothing because quinoa is possibly the worst food-fight food in the world.


    Gosh damn diet!


    I throw my chicken next, missing the milkshake girl but hitting a boy I’d seen before and thought was cute. He calls me a nasty name and pitches his bowl of chili at me but hits Victoria instead. Everyone is ducking for cover.


    Hunched beneath our table, all of us laughing hysterically, we’re wearing everyone else’s food and drinks, and for some stupid reason it feels like the sour mood between us has lifted and everything is fine again. We needed to blow off steam and Bridget sensed that. I look at her and say, “Bridget, I love you. That made my day. That made my entire life!” Bridget simply smiles as more food and drinks rain down around us. By now, the entire cafeteria is involved.


    “Yeah,” Georgia says. “Julie had that one coming. Both of them did.”


    Brayden clears his throat, looks at Bridget and says, “I decided I’m in love with Bridget,” and we all laugh even harder. Seconds later a cup of soda hits the top of Victoria’s head and sprays all of us down the line. Without question, this is the best lunch ever.
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    That night I ask Georgia to come over, so we can talk, and I’m hoping the four pills I took earlier stave off another attack because if I use my eight pills early and can’t get through a subsequent attack, then chances are I’ll either end up with multiple personality disorder or dead.


    At this point in time, I’m not sure which I prefer.


    Before Georgia arrives at my room, I log into student records and go through Georgia’s, Bridget’s, and Victoria’s files and what I see shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. All three girls enrolled two years ago, and when they first arrived, they were all ugly. Dog ugly. There wasn’t a single one of them that didn’t make Ugly Betty look like Miss Universe and suddenly I know why they befriended me. They were just like me. And I’m becoming just like them. I print out their entrance pictures, then—shifting gears—I call Brayden.


    “What’s up, Buttercup?”


    “I need you tonight.”


    “I like the sound of that. Will Bridget be there?”


    I groan into the phone. “As if.”


    “It could happen,” he says, hopeful.


    “No, Brayden. It can’t happen. We’re not part of Janine’s smoking hot six, or did you forget?”


    “God, be a buzz kill already.” Lots of silence, then: “So what do you want?”


    “You to come over at like nine, nine-thirty. I have something I need you to do, and only someone with your skills can do it, if you know what I mean.”


    I hear him perk up. “I think I do.”


    Someone knocks on my door. I say good-bye and hang up the phone. When I answer the door, I expect to see just Georgia. But it’s the non-triplets. All three of them. The looks on their faces has me wondering if we’re not besties anymore. I almost mention the fun we had starting the food fight because, the truth is, them being my friends is the reason I haven’t fled from Astor Academy already. Suddenly I’m feeling anxious, or nervous.


    They take seats on my bed, and at my desk. I ask if anyone wants anything to drink and suddenly I know I’m ruining things by being too formal, too polite.


    Victoria says, “Georgia told us about Kaitlyn. She told us about her mother, how you said there was a fourth one of us.”


    I give a somber nod, thinking about how much I need them as friends. With the way this day is degrading, I’m sure me and Brayden will have to grovel our way back into Janine’s ugly five. Or four. Whatever. The truth is, in my head, I’m already composing my big speech. Or maybe it will be me and Brayden from here on out. Regardless, despite my fear, the last thing I want is to lose the girls as friends.


    Bridget says, “We didn’t know there was another girl like us. We didn’t even know we would all look the same until we did.”


    Georgia says, “The shots you’re getting, we got them, too. But not at the same time.”


    “Me and Bridget got them first,” Victoria says, “and when we saw the birthmark on the back of Georgia’s leg in PE last year, we knew she was becoming one of us, too.”


    “Look at your leg,” Georgia says.


    I have pants on. I say, “This isn’t about me.”


    Georgia says, “You’re going to be one of us, too, and you don’t even know it.”


    I pull down my pants, insecure about my thick, rippled legs. Looking over my rump, I see something. A mark? I scuttle to the mirror and look over my shoulder at my reflection and sure enough, there’s the birthmark. The one resembling Alaska.


    My world swims, tilts sideways, then blurs along the edges. I grab the counter, trying to ride out the dizziness. “So I’m going to look like you guys, too?” I hear myself ask.


    The three of them are suddenly here, in my bathroom, watching the realization wash over me. I think of how beautiful I will become, and how unoriginal. I’ll be the fifth. I used to envy their perfect faces and bodies, but lately I’ve been wondering if they are synthetics, like everyone claims. Clones. As beautiful as they appear, I don’t want to be a copy of them. I don’t want to be one more doll off Gerhard’s assembly line.


    “We’ve been wondering the same thing,” Victoria says. “But your dark skin, it seems to be getting a little darker. That alone makes us think otherwise.”


    She has a point. Imagine Vanessa Hudgins. Now imagine she’s butt ugly and everything pretty about her short, brown body is so very, very wrong, as if sculpted by a talentless hack with sausage fingers and long range vision. That’s me. If I was going to look like them, my skin tone should be getting lighter, not darker. And I should be getting taller.


    “So how do you explain Alaska?” I say.


    “Alaska?” Bridget says.


    “Our birthmarks,” Victoria says. “They look like the state of Alaska.”


    Bridget’s face shines with the revelation and she says, “Wow. It does look like Alaska. I never thought of that.”


    “It’s been two years for us,” Georgia says. “Who knows what advancements Gerhard has made since then. Maybe he can leave some traits alone while manipulating and changing others. At the time, when we spoke, he said I would look like Bridget and Victoria, but—like them—I would be more beautiful than any woman I have ever seen before them. What you don’t know, what none of you know, is before coming to Astor Academy I had a liver transplant that left me with a pencil thick scar. My cystic fibrosis, not only was it destroying my lungs, my chances of having children was pretty much none. I was disfigured and barren, and my chances of living a normal, decent life were dismal at best. I didn’t care how I ended up looking, I just didn’t want to die. And I wanted kids.”


    We all look at Georgia as she says this. I am the first to hug her when her eyes begin to tear. Victoria and Bridget join in.


    “I’m okay,” Georgia says. “I’m alright now. Dr. Gerhard says I can have children. And that nasty scar is gone, so I’m pretty happy about that, too.”


    After a minute, Bridget tells me, “If you’re worried you’ll look like us, it’s not like we’re going to be in the same town after school. And since our fathers aren’t in the press like you and your family—well, mine is—crap. Yeah, this could be a problem for us. Can you see my dad’s flock seeing me and you in the press? Looking like identical twins? Eventually it will come out. Everything. What would the press say about our fathers paying money to a scientist hell bent on playing God? Talk about hypocrisy, at least on my father’s end.”


    Her father, the preacher.


    “The press would destroy us. We’d be called”—and this is where I hear Kaitlyn’s dad’s voice in my head—“abominations.”


    Georgia says, “I can’t imagine it would ever come to that.”


    “You don’t know the paparazzi. They’re vultures who pick through the detritus of your life, searching for something to photograph, something to exploit. And us? We’re low-hanging fruit.”


    “I think that’s why there are no others like us,” Bridget says. “Gerhard realized this and he’s been working on changing the formula. Trying to correct it. Or expand it.”


    “Do you think there are others here like us? Getting the treatments I mean?” They shrug their shoulders. None of them know for sure. “So what’s going to happen to me next?”


    “It’s hard to say,” Georgia says. “You could be different than us, but kind of the same, too, based on the birthmark.”


    “Her skin is getting darker, and she’s not as tall as us,” Victoria says to Georgia. “That’s proof Gerhard changed something.”


    “That doesn’t mean anything,” I say. “Victoria was the same height as me when she first came here.”


    They all look at me, stunned.


    “How do you know that?” Victoria says. I pull the copy of her school records with her picture and basic physical information on it and hand it to her. She looks breathless, not sure if she should be upset, but unable to conceal her emotions. She takes it from me and says, “Where did you get this?”


    “School records. We’re paperless here, remember? Not so secure.”


    “So how’d you get it?” Bridget says.


    “Doesn’t matter. You shouldn’t even care because your secret is my secret and you can bet it’s going to stay that way.”


    “So what do we do now?” Victoria asks, a flush of color traveling up her neck, residue from the surprise of seeing her old face. Or perhaps from me knowing she was once ugly like me. She’s folding up the printout, trying to make it disappear.


    I say, “I believe all this somehow ties into Kaitlyn Whitaker’s death.” I tell them about my Investigative Journalism assignment, since none of them have that course, and how Kaitlyn came to be the subject of my report. I hand them the first picture of Kaitlyn when she started at Astor.


    “We never knew her,” Victoria says. “She was already dead before we got here.”


    “That explains why Damien hates us,” Georgia replies. “Why he won’t even look at us, or talk to us.”


    Victoria says, “Bridget totally wanted to do him last year but she couldn’t even get up to bat, let alone first base.”


    “That explains everything,” Bridget says. “I mean, I was totally irresistible. I thought he was maybe a pole smoker until he started plowing that come dumpster Cameron O’Dell. Then I took it personally and stopped trying.”


    “Kinda hard to get lady wood over someone who looks like family,” Victoria says. This is the kind of joke that would normally have us in fits, but Victoria barely gets a smile.


    “And what are the freaking odds of you going to her grave?”


    I’ve been wondering about that all night. It sort of gives me the creeps, how I got to this point in my investigation. How of all the people…


    The knock on the door brings the conversation to a halt. I let Brayden in a moment later. He sees us all and says, “Pajama party?” like he’s dying for a yes, but I tell him no one’s in the mood. He looks like he doesn’t know what to say so he shrugs his shoulders and clams right up.


    “Me and Brayden have some homework to do,” I say. “I’ll see you in the morning?”


    The girls say good-night, even though the conversation isn’t quite done, which leaves me and Brayden all alone.


    “So,” I tell him, giving my best smile, “I need you to break into the Placer County Sheriff’s Department and get me whatever you can find on an unsolved murder investigation.”




    Behold, the Dead Girl…
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    Brayden lights up like a spotlight the minute I mention hacking the local Sheriff’s Department. I tell him what I want and he sits down and goes to work. His fingers fly across the keyboard. He hardly even blinks. For nearly fifteen minutes he sits like a zombie in front of the computer, his fingers blazing. It’s like his soul has vacated his body to become the ghost in the machine.


    In the bathroom I get ready for bed. Off come the clothes, on come a pair of oversized girl boxers I sometimes sleep in and a long nightshirt. The bra stays on, and—of course—so does the makeup. There’s no sense in Brayden seeing the real me when it’s far less appealing than the made-up me.


    From the other room comes a strained sigh and some curse words. Then more typing. I brush my teeth, floss, check and recheck my hair, then finally sit down next to him. Something in his expression changes and I can tell he’s back.


    “I think it might be easier to hack the FBI.”


    “Really?”


    “No. I just thought it would be easier. I found a server with an encryption key, but the FBI apparently shut down that server so I found another, finally, and grabbed it.”


    “That’s good?”


    “I’m downloading the file to your hard drive now.” I shoot him a look. He takes a deep breath, blows it out, then says, “Basically the department runs advanced encryption software so its files, even if hacked, can’t be read unless you have the key that unlocks the software’s coding. I already have the files, but without the encryption key it’s just a bunch of letters, numbers and symbols that make no sense. With all the fear about cyber attacks, software companies all over the country are going balls deep when it comes to cyber security. They’re going way overboard and, of course, this means less available keys. Anyway, I finally found the key I needed, but it’s going to be about five or ten minutes. We have to wait.”


    “Oh.” My insides sag with disappointment, the weight of the day finally bearing down upon me. Did I really think Brayden would just log in like he did with the school’s system and then leave? I guess I did. “So now what?”


    “Now you tell me about you. What defines you, and don’t say your tragedies because teenage angst gives me a big softy.”


    “What if I am defined by my tragedies?”


    “Then that makes you boring.”


    How do I respond to that? Truthfully, I am defined by my tragedies. Margaret, the press, my pitiful looks, the teasing over the years, the disappointment of being Atticus Van Duyn’s not-adopted daughter—this is what makes me me. “I guess I am boring because really, teenage angst is all I have.”


    “Yeah,” he says, quieter, like he’s thinking about himself now, “isn’t that all any of us have?”


    “So what defines you?” I challenge, not really into this conversation and ready to pass the baton back to him. “And don’t tell me the world is at your beck and call, and life is just grand or I swear I’ll tear my own ears off not to hear it. And I like my ears.”


    “Sure thing,” he says. “But I asked you first.”


    Damn. “Okay,” I finally say. “My looks shouldn’t define me, but it seems the minute people see me, they want nothing to do with me. It’s like they feel sorry for me, but only at a distance, you know?”


    He flips his fine, shiny mop of a hairdo to the side, but only because it’s in his eyes. It’s not sexy or attractive. Part of me wants to introduce him to hair gel, or shaping wax, but part of me suspects maybe he’ll look even worse, so I say nothing.


    “People say I look like a butt-ugly Peter Parker. Like Tobey Maguire’s retarded younger brother.”


    “That’s what I first thought,” I admit. His face remains blank. “You want to know what people call me?”


    “Besides a disgusting pig?”


    I laugh, not because it’s funny or even painful to hear, but because it’s true. “Last year at my old school, this girl I don’t even know posted on Facebook that I look like a dumpster mutt. I still don’t know what provoked her. But that name started a bottomless thread of cruelty that had me avoiding Facebook for like six months. These names I could handle, but in eighth grade they got worse. When I was ten I had a bicycle accident that left my face with scars. The teasing that I suffered before was nothing compared to the level some people took it to.”


    Brayden’s eyes search my face, trying to find the scars, not finding them, looking again. If it was anyone else, I wouldn’t want the attention, but the truth is, I don’t think he’ll care one way or the other if he sees them. He might even think of me as more human. At least, I hope he’s that way.


    “Margaret bought me a great concealer, but for a year my nickname was Al. Everywhere I went people would say, ‘What’s up Al?’ or ‘Where’s your little friend, Al?’”


    “Who’s Al?”


    “You know, Al Pacino from Scarface? ‘Say hello to my little friend!’ I hate that gosh damn name.”


    “I want to see.”


    I turn away, considering it. No freaking way.


    “I have scars, too,” he says. Standing up, he slowly turns around, hesitates, then lifts his shirt and all over his pale, skinny back are tissue nicks, and longer white streaks. It looks like a splatter painting on his skin, except he experienced violence rather than artful acrylics. Turning back around, he has them on his stomach as well. “Seventh grade was hell. These idiots used to tease me, like really bad. They made fun of my looks, calling me the kind of names I still can’t repeat.”


    I can see the memories flooding back, the humiliation encroaching. It’s reminiscent of my own taunting, minus the physical violence.


    “They used to throw rocks at me.” Smiling through the pain, he says, “You know me, I give what I get, so I turned around and threw one of the rocks back at them. It hit this one kid in the face and that really set them off. There were four of them, these four dickheads from a rival junior high school. They held me down, started punching and kicking me, but then one of them said the belt would be better.”


    As Brayden recounts the story, I watch the emotions trek through his eyes, his features, his now trembling hands. He has that faraway look.


    “I tried to get away, but they were too strong. They ripped my shirt off me and started whipping my back, first with leather, then with buckles. The one I hit in the face with the rock, he was bleeding, so he said I’d bleed, too. They rolled me over, pinned my arms and legs down, then whipped my chest and stomach repeatedly. I passed out from the pain, but then woke back up when…when…”


    I am afraid for him, for what he is about to say next. There’s not a nurturing bone in my body, and I don’t know anything about showing affection, but I want to hold Brayden, to not leave him alone with the burden of these terrible memories. The next thing I know I’m taking him into my arms, pulling him close. He stiffens, then relaxes. His insides are shivering and a tear skims his cheek.


    “All four of them were pissing on me,” he says into my ear, still sounding caught in the memory. “They were pissing in my cuts. Pissing all over my face.”


    He finally cracks under the revelation and I stand amazed at how he went from this great, witty kid with what I thought was an even disposition about life, to this. His arms come around my waist, hugging me lightly, as he surrenders to his emotions.


    After a moment he pulls away, wipes his eyes and says, “How’s that for defining yourself by your tragedies?”


    “I’m sorry you went through that,” I say. “I really am.”


    He looks at the computer, then at me, and he says, “It’s done.” He says, “What’s your dead girl’s name?” I spell it for him. He wipes his eyes, types it in, then: “Here it is.”


    “Print what you have,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”


    I’m still hurting for him inside, thinking about his story, the terror of it, the humiliation. In the mirror I take off my makeup, all of it. The patchwork of scars against my mocha colored cheek are hideous. I slip off my bra, realizing it’s no longer necessary. After what he told me, I trust him.


    God, am I actually doing this?


    Before chickening out, I walk back out into my room where Brayden is pulling the police report off the printer. He staples the pages, then looks up and sees my face. His reaction is not what I expect. He stands, face to face with me, and touches the scars. He cradles my face, and I can see him processing the mess. Perhaps knowing what this meant for me. How it effected me. When he hugs me it is a moment of tenderness I’ve never experienced. Margaret could never be like this. Not even my father. With Brayden, however, I don’t want to let go. In him, there are walls and wreckage, things that are broken and lost, things I can relate to. Perhaps this is why I lowered my guard. Why I trust him.


    After a long moment he says, “I don’t want to let go. You’re boobs feel so good.”


    He laughs and I push him off.


    “Okay, pervert.”


    “Hey, I’m a male, right?” We kind of look at each other and he says, “The hug was real, my crack about your boobs, that was…real, too, but not as real as my hug.”


    “It’s okay,” I say. “Jerk.”


    “Tell me about your scars,” he says. “How you got them.”


    We sit down on my bed, me holding the murder report but not really looking at it. Mostly it’s a distraction from my feelings, my inner turmoil.


    “I got my first real bicycle when I was nine, or ten. Margaret—my mother—didn’t want me riding it because I fell and skinned my knee. She said riding bikes was dangerous. Anyway, she was always trying to get me off it, but I kept riding away from her and it pissed her off. One day, when I was cruising down a nearby hill trying for the first time to ride with no hands, my front wheel started to wobble and the next thing I knew the bike shot sideways and I went down. It was like skidding across broken glass. Margaret never forgave me. The first thing she tried to do was take me to her plastic surgeon for a consultation. My father said no. He told her my skin would heal, but if it didn’t, the decision for plastic surgery would be mine, when I was eighteen. On the way home from the hospital she left my bike at a nearby hospice. That was the first time I said I hated her.”


    “She was upset at you for…falling?”


    “For ruining what was already an embarrassment of a face. She still stares at my cheek, even with my concealer on, and wonders out loud if the imperfections can ever be remedied.”


    “Your mom kinda sounds like a—”


    I know exactly what he wants to say and I am in complete agreement. “Yeah, she is. Last year, during a particularly spectacular fight, she said, ‘Looks like I’ll have to be beautiful enough for the both of us. At least until your father lets you go under the knife, in which case I have a long list of improvements we can make, starting with those hideous scars. And that nose.’ That’s how I learned Margaret hates my nose. At least with my breasts I can pad my bras. But my nose? What the hell am I supposed to do about that?”


    “You pad your bras?”


    Suddenly I realize my slip and this has me blistering with embarrassment. Margaret made such a huge deal about my lopsided breasts I just got used to talking openly about them. Now I’ve gone and said something I can’t take back.


    “I won’t say anything,” he says, not teasing. “A lot of girls do it.”


    “I stuff just one side,” I admit, my face inflamed. “Didn’t you see the pictures? In The Enquirer?”


    “Yeah, but I thought…well…I don’t know what I thought. Are they really that bad?” He was trying not to look at them, but twice he inadvertently glanced down, curious.


    I thought about his scarred back and chest, about his vulnerability, and how he had done something I never expected a boy his age to do, and that was be honest about his pain. His gesture was too profound for words, something special between us. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not in love or anything, I’m just used to being hurt by boys. You know, rejected and ignored. But Brayden seems different. To steal his description, he seems human.


    Slowly—and I don’t know why I am doing this, but I’m telling myself to just trust—I lift my shirt and reveal my bare breasts. His sharp intake of breath startles me, but the look on his face isn’t disgust. Only a boy could gaze at a pair of Frankenstein tits and sport such a satisfied expression. I look down at them and…what the hell? What happened to my breasts?
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    I pull my shirt down, hurry to the bathroom mirror and look at them again. They’re…almost twins. My nipples are practically the same size. Brayden comes in the bathroom and I pull my shirt down again.


    “You have to go,” I tell him, panicked.


    “But—”


    “Now, Brayden!”


    On the way out he says, “For the record, they look amazing. Nothing like The Enquirer picture.”


    When he’s gone I lock the door and hurry back to the bathroom mirror. I pull off my shirt and he’s right: they look incredible. I swing sideways and my swollen gut has shrunken significantly, too. It’s not flat, but it’s nearly gone! And my boobs aren’t so floppy anymore. Certainly not so sad. I won’t go so far as to say they’re perky, because they’re not, but they don’t hang so low anymore. Which is impossible. What amazes me most, though, is how my nipples are nearly identical. When did I last look at them? A month ago? Five days?


    When you have as ugly of a body as me, you don’t look at it. You look around it, you hide it, you never want to see it because how it looks leaves you so depressed you don’t know what to do but suffer. And hate.


    Suddenly the idea that Gerhard’s shots are going to heal me becomes plausible. My skin being a little darker was nothing to be excited about. I can tan like anyone else. And the Alaska birthmark is amazing, for sure, but not like this. To fix something that has been so wrong with me for so long, truly the core of my defining tragedies, and in such a short amount of time…who would’ve guessed?!


    I’m too excited to sleep, which is actually okay, but the pain I expected to hit about nine-thirty or ten doesn’t come. About twelve-thirty, or somewhere near there, I fall asleep. Then at four I’m ripped from my sleep by such immense physical agony I feel like I’m being torn in two from the inside out. I grab my pills, shake four out just in case.


    My tolerance for pain, my threshold, has increased measurably to the point where I believe I can tolerate more than most people. My logic is this: the more pain I endure, the greater its intensity, the less all the misery around me actually affects me. If I can take more pain like this, then everything horrible I experience during the day will pale in comparison. One day, when my tolerance for suffering is high enough, no one will ever hurt me again. At least, that’s the crazy thought that holds my head hostage at the moment. Jake, Professor Teller, would call this a defense mechanism. Or would it be a coping mechanism? Either way, I’m pretty sure it will work.


    For two more hours, I ride the pain’s crest, crying and huffing, my pills always at my side, always in reach. My bones ache. My muscles are stepped-on spaghetti. Even my organs are so upset they feel collapsed, cancerous, infectious. Lying on damp sheets with the blankets thrown off the bed, I sweat through my clothes, moaning. Finally I think, this is stupid, so I take the pills and within a few minutes the pain subsides. Falling asleep becomes easy. It’s waking up an hour later that nearly kills me.


    Dear, sweet Jesus, I’m freaking exhausted!


    I shower, shave my legs and get ready for the day, spending a good ten minutes in front of the mirror looking at my new body. Not only is gravity having less of an effect on my chest, my butt is now getting smaller, firmer, less soggy-looking. Part of me wonders how much of this is from the shots and how much is from the treadmill and the new diet.


    Gerhard’s shots are most definitely playing a huge role in how I look, but the diet and the exercise must be working, too. Speeding progress along. Never-the-less, I feel terrific studying myself. I’m still not hot—not by a mile—but I’m not so shitty looking either.


    With my backpack slung over my shoulder, I’m halfway out the door when I remember the police report. I head back inside, stuff the report in my backpack and walk to the cafeteria to meet the girls for breakfast, not realizing the trouble I’m about to get into.
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    The note from Headmistress Klein comes for me during first period. Apparently I’m supposed to leave class right away. I expect someone to say, “Busted!” but no one does. My leaving seems to have no affect on anyone.


    Shocker…


    In the Headmistress’s office, I see Cameron, Julie and Bridget. Me and Bridget smile at each other, but our smiles are weak because we know what this is about. Cameron has a huge red mark across her face where Bridget assaulted her, and a black eye from subsequent punches to her nose. Julie no doubt has her own injury, though I can’t see anything obvious.


    I’m really worried for Bridget.


    Headmistress Sylvia Klein is a late forty-something brunette with the skin of a thirty-something bombshell and the kind of body that might look alright in a two piece at the beach. She dresses a little too conservative for me, like maybe she’s stuck contemplating last decade’s style, and still trying to make that work. Um, hello, Ms. Klein, the 2010’s are calling…


    We all sit down and Headmistress Klein gives us the blow-by-blow of yesterday’s food fight according to various students’ accounts, and then she says, “Now I want your sides of the story.”


    Cameron speaks up right away, saying she was minding her own business when Bridget attacked her. Julie says the same thing.


    Headmistress Klein, her face actually wrinkling with disgust, looks at Bridget and says, “How is this possible?” Apparently Bridget’s never been in trouble before.


    Eyes downcast, her eye shadow deep and dark and sexy, Bridget says, “It’s true.”


    And that’s it. She doesn’t even bother to defend herself. There’s no way this is going to play out this way, so I speak on her behalf.


    “Bridget was upset by something I told her.”


    I glance over at Cameron. She’s glaring at me, pouring buckets of hatred into those two narrowed eyes, slowly shaking her head back and forth. A warning. As attractive as she could be, Cameron is so terribly ugly to me right now. And her black eye doesn’t help.


    “I told Bridget how Cameron and Julie gouged the words ‘Disgusting Pig’ into the side of my Range Rover. How it’s so deep entire body panels might have to be replaced.”


    The horror that overtakes Headmistress Klein’s face is something to behold. She swings her head around to the two girls and says, “Is this true?”


    Julie and Cameron look down, suddenly rendered mute. Suddenly rendered helpless. I am filled with untold amounts of joy at the sight of their shame.


    “Can I have them arrested for what they did?” I ask. Headmistress Klein says I can. She says vandalism is a misdemeanor offense. That the Placer County Sheriff’s Department takes that kind of thing very seriously. “What about harassment in other forms, Headmistress Klein? Like say, combining all your friends’ vomit in one giant bag and leaving it disguised as a gift at another student’s dorm room door. Is that also something they could be arrested for?”


    Headmistress Klein is speechless.


    “And how about Facebook bullying? The FBI is investigating formal complaints, I hear. You know, with all the taunting that’s been leading to suicides these days.”


    I look pointedly at Cameron. The dig hits her like acid flung in her face. Apparently the rumors are true.


    “Is this the kind of school that will cooperate with the authorities in prosecuting this kind of behavior?” I ask. “Because that’s something my father will want to know when I discuss this with him later this evening.”


    I wonder if I’m laying it on too thick, but the way Cameron and Julie are sinking lower and lower into their chairs, and the way Headmistress Klein seems to grow older with disgust, I milk the moment for all it’s worth.


    Headmistress Klein looks at Julie and Cameron and says, “You all puked in a bag?” She can’t even say the rest. It’s too much even for her.


    “Or maybe, what might be best, Headmistress Klein,” I add, “is if their parents pay for the damage done to my car and the harassing stops. Permanently.”


    “What about the assault?” Julie says. “I might need stitches.”


    “What assault?” I say.


    “The—” Cameron starts to protest, but then she gets it.


    “I don’t press charges against you, you don’t seek retribution against Bridget and all this stops for good between us.”


    Headmistress Klein looks us over, mouth slightly open, hopeful.


    “Fine,” Julie says.


    “Fine,” Cameron says.


    We all look at each other, and though no one is smiling and everyone still seems on edge, Headmistress Klein says, “It’s settled then. No one will press charges and the feud between you will stop. I am, however, going to make note of the incident in your student files and you two are going to arrange payment for Miss Van Duyn’s car to be repaired within the week.”


    We all nod in agreement.


    “And if there is anything else, if I even so much as hear a peep about harassment again, I’m turning this matter over to the authorities.”


    We all say, “Yes, Headmistress Klein,” then turn and break for the door. As Cameron is walking past me, she shoulder bumps me and mutters the word, “Bitch.” I shove her in the back and say, “Bring it on, Popeye.” My newfound confidence is both thrilling to me and startling to everyone else.


    When Cameron and Julie are out of earshot, Bridget says, “Popeye?”


    I can’t help the grin spreading across my face. “Looking at that black eye,” I say, my grin becoming a satisfied smile, “Popeye just came to mind.”


    “Genius,” she says. “Thanks for having my back in there. You didn’t have to do that.”


    “That’s what friends do for each other.”


    “I know. But after last night, after we lied to you, I wasn’t sure if you still wanted us as friends.”


    “Of course, I do, dummy,” I say.
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    During third period Branding and Media Relations, I sit next to Brayden who says hello like he’s excited to see me. In the past, the only thing he’s ever been excited about is hacking and talking to the non-triplets. I say a hesitant hello, suddenly embarrassed by my lack of modesty last night. Now he’s looking at me funny. I force what is certainly an awkward looking smile, doing my best to swallow my nervousness.


    Suddenly my throat is dry. We’re talking Mohave Desert dry.


    Just when I think no boy has ever seen me naked and I should be embarrassed, I recall the paparazzi and how they photographed me poolside when I was fourteen and horribly ugly. How many hands did those uncensored pictures go through before someone decided to cover my troll tits with mismatched stars? Dozens, I’m certain. At least with Brayden my boobs looked better, more balanced, perkier. Pretty soon me and Brayden are chatting like nothing happened and I’ve got to say, being friends with him feels good.


    With the exception of Damien not being in attendance, the rest of the day goes so well I completely forget about the police report in my backpack until sixth period Psychology. With a few minutes to spare, I skim the report. My eyes catch at the line reading: Body never found.


    What? How do you say someone’s dead if there’s no body?


    I scan the report more thoroughly. That’s when I see it: “….enough blood found at the scene of the crime to indicate loss of life.”


    Loss of life. Even without a body?


    Wow.


    No wonder Kaitlyn’s mother reacted the way she did. Her daughter’s body was never found. Inside I feel horrible knowing she has gone this long without closure. And even worse knowing Georgia walked into her home looking exactly like her dead/missing daughter.


    At my appointment with Dr. Gerhard, I casually ask him how many other students have undergone this procedure and he says he takes doctor/patient confidentiality very serious. I say, “Is that why Bridget, Victoria and Georgia look the same? Because they went through what I’m going through?”


    His voice turns serpentine, so low and wicked I feel it in the cold, hard shivers racing up my spine. “You are not to discuss your treatments with anyone outside of this office. Not with them, not with anyone.”


    I recoil. So Gerhard has a sharp edge.


    “I haven’t,” I say in not much more than a whisper. “But all three of them have identical birthmarks on their legs. Now I have one, too. In the exact same place. I saw them in the locker room showers. That’s why I’m asking.”


    The revelation unwinds him. He runs his hand through his hair, draws a morbid breath, then releases it in a slow, measured sigh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Do they know you have one as well? The mark?”


    “No,” I lie.


    “Okay,” he mutters. “Let me see it.”


    By now I’m used to taking down my pants for others. I show him the mark and he looks consternated by the sight of it. “It isn’t supposed to be there, is it?”


    “No,” he says with a frown. A sheen of sweat glistens on his forehead. “I thought that I corrected that.”


    “Will I look like them?” I ask. Inside I’m conflicted. I want to hear him say yes because they are so beautiful, and his confirmation will guarantee I will one day be beautiful too, but the other half of me wants to look unique. I don’t want to be a twin, or a quintuplet, as it were.


    “You’re not supposed to look like them. But with this mark showing up, it gives me deep concern. We’ll need to stop the treatments while I—”


    “No! I mean, no, it’s alright. I’ll hide the mark.”


    “It’s just for a few days,” he says. “I’ll send for you when it’s okay to resume treatment. Until then, don’t take your pills. No matter what. The shots and pills work together, so taking a pill without the shot would prove devastating, maybe even lethal. In fact, you should drop them off with Nurse Arabelle this evening.”


    I wonder if I can slip four or five pills to Julie Satan and friends. I wonder what would happen, if Gerhard would even know. “Okay,” I say. Of course he would know.


    Talk about ending the day on a major downer.
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    Being able to go a full night without feeling like I’ve spent half of it in the ninth circle of hell is a dream I don’t want to wake up from. Then again, I have nothing new to wake up to and this is disappointing. Not perkier boobs, not a bubblier butt, not a shrinking waist. It’s funny how the anticipation of these changes gave some promise to the day.


    Logically I should be crashing right now. Spiraling into a depression. That would be me. But I’m not spiraling into anything as much as I feel “even” throughout the day. Not up, and not down; neither manic nor morose. A girl can get used to this!


    Of course, when I see Theresa Prichard snap a photo of me walking through the hallway between second and third period on the sly, all that sunshine turns to dismal skies with a promise of rain. Why is Theresa taking pictures? Inside, I worry. I fret. Lord knows, I look different, a lot thinner, but fortunately no one’s said anything about it, other than Brayden. How long can I go before drawing suspicion? Are people already suspicious?


    I’d be stupid to think otherwise.


    Perhaps that’s another reason Gerhard demanded a break—the changes are occurring too quickly. Plus, he’s got problems with the non-triplets, and with Kaitlyn looking just like them.


    During the first three periods, I don’t catch so much as a glimpse of Damien. Where the hell is he?! I’m not a fan of his crappy attitude, but I miss looking at him, even though he’s mad at me. I’m also concerned about his parents. About him. Did I say I miss looking at him?


    Guh!


    Lunch goes just like lunch always goes, except without fist fights and food wars and Brayden ogling Bridget. He isn’t ogling any of them and I start to wonder what’s wrong. The more I look at him, the more I want to know what thoughts are slinking around in that big brain of his.


    Walking with me to fourth period, he says, “Do you think I’m dense?”


    “Uh, no.”


    He says, “About the other night. You know”—and he whispers—“me being upset like I was?”


    I stop and look at him, aghast. He’s worried I think less of him because he broke down the other night.


    “You telling me those things about yourself, especially them being so personal, it only made me like you more, Brayden.”


    “It did?”


    “You go around school and you think you know people, but you don’t really know people because they’re scared of being vulnerable, scared to show an honest emotion, or divulge parts of themselves they’ve kept hidden from everyone. You told me your defining tragedy, and it made me feel…I don’t know…closer to you.”


    “Like in a romantic way?” he says.


    “No, butthole. Like in an intimate way, but not sexual. You know? More like what best friends would do for each other.”


    “If we’re such good friends,” he asks, “then maybe you can tell me what happened with you. Why you went from a cool exhibitionist to practically freaking out.”


    Great, I knew this was coming.


    “I thought I was okay with you, you know, seeing my…girls, but”—and this is where I lie to protect Gerhard’s experiment and my father’s gigantic investment—“maybe I got caught up in the moment. My behavior was impulsive. A moment of weakness.”


    “I won’t say anything,” he says. “I just appreciated that you trusted me. Impulsive or not.”


    I stare at him, bewildered. “I’m liking this new you,” I say, impressed. “You’re not the jerk you pretend to be.”


    “Yeah, well now you know.”


    In fourth period I’m pleasantly surprised when Damien rolls into class. He looks at me, a look of defeat dulling his eyes, or maybe he’s just wiped out. I want to look at him, to absorb his substantial beauty, but most everything that leaves his mouth is somehow tortured or cruel. With all his brooding, his constant ups and downs, I decide Damien just isn’t safe to talk to.


    Taking my seat, I tell myself not to look at him. Too late. I look up. He’s staring at me.


    He says, “We need to talk.”


    His matter-of-fact tone has my insides squirming. The voice in the back of my head says whatever he wants to talk about, it isn’t good. The way Georgia and I ruined his mother, there’s a good chance he’ll tell me how much he hates me. How much I left his family destroyed.


    After class, I usually meet Brayden in the hallway to walk halfway to PE together. Today I tell him Damien wants to talk to me and he fires me a look that looks like…oh, God…jealousy?


    I hope not!


    Sullen, he says, “Fine. I’ll see you in Psychology,” but he isn’t sweet or sensitive. He’s back to being the jerk. I swear, boys are so stupid sometimes.


    Damien is suddenly there, beside me. Startled, I say, “How’s your mother?”


    “Wrecked. Sedated. My father is talking about committing her again.” The coiling in my abdomen rolls into nausea. I’m thinking, here it comes. Then he says, “Tell me what you know about my step-sister.”


    “Some things,” I say. “Not much, really. Stuff you probably already know.”


    “Enlighten me,” he says, impatient. The way he looks, any minute that fatigue of his will turn to anger unless I cooperate. I’m terrified of what will happen when I actually tell him what I know. If I tell him everything. I can’t exactly admit I had Brayden hack into police files, or that Gerhard is changing me into someone else and did the same to Kaitlyn a couple of years ago. Or can I? Time to dip my toes in the pool…


    “The Kaitlyn from two years ago looked nothing like the Kaitlyn of four years ago. And the multi-million dollar treatments—along with the steep tuition fees—well…your parents aren’t exactly paying for any of it. In fact, they never paid a dime.”


    His freaking jaw hit the floor. “How do you know that?”


    “Good investigative journalism. If you were smart, you’d be quiet and let me finish what I’m saying.” Holy cow, did I just say that?


    “Fine,” he says, his eyes cold, the muscles along his jaw flicking. “Finish.”


    “The Kaitlyn of two years ago looks almost identical to the Georgia, Victoria and Bridget of today, who also look nothing like they did when they arrived two years ago.”


    “When they started looking like Kaitlyn,” Damien says, “I started asking questions. Then I received a note saying if I didn’t shut my mouth and focus on school, I’d be back in some low-rent private school, or worse, public school. So I shut my mouth, focused on school. I have shut my mouth about your friends, about Kaitlyn, and now I’m shutting my mouth about you and how you’re changing, too.”


    A cold sweat grips me. I swallow an impossibly large lump in my throat. “What do you mean? I’m not changing.”


    “Bullshit, Savannah. You were a pimple on a dog’s ass when you got here. Now you’re a lot thinner and halfway to almost beautiful in what? A few weeks? Did you think I wouldn’t notice? Everyone’s noticed. Jesus Christ, Savannah, have you even seen Facebook? Theresa’s page has a whole spread on you.”


    My insides are chilling while the outside of me now burns beneath a smokeless fire. “I haven’t, no.”


    “You should.”


    A big part of me tries acting like I don’t care, but I’m a horrible actor and my curiosity is an infection with no cure. Even worse, I’m embarrassed.


    “It’s exercise and a strict diet,” I hear myself saying. “Nothing more.”


    “Pretty soon you’ll be a clone, too, and this cycle will continue.” A few people pass him in the hall, so he leans in and lowers his voice so only I can hear. “I need to know what’s going on. I need to find Kaitlyn’s body. I have to know what happened or her mother is going to go to a mental hospital for a long time. And maybe me, too.”


    “You care a lot about Kaitlyn,” I reply. I always wondered what it would be like to have siblings. So many times I dreamt of it, wondering if they would be the happiness missing in my life, the hole neither Margaret nor my father could fill. At least I would have someone to talk to, to be honest with.


    “I care about her a lot,” he says. “I…I love her.”


    “How long were you guys step-brother and sister?”


    He straightens up with the question, and I can see in his eyes even before he says it that it’s been a long time. The thing in his eyes isn’t something I know in the eyes of my parents, or really anyone: it is love. Genuine, unconditional love.


    “Since we were kids,” he says, his eyes misting over. “I was in first grade.” A tear rolls loose and he quickly brushes it away, offended by its run. If I liked him before, I think I might be falling in love with him now. My God, how can I not be in love with him? He’s a boy-God for heaven’s sake!


    “I’m sorry for what’s happened to her,” I say. Instinct alone has me reaching out to him. I take his hand, squeeze it. He barely responds.


    Right then Theresa Prichard and Maggie Jaynes stroll by, Theresa’s eyes soaking in the details of me and Damien, our hands touching. Damien sees them seeing us. He slips his hand out of mine and tries to act like we weren’t having a moment.


    “Aiming a little low on the rebound?” Theresa says with biting, demonic eyes.


    Damien says nothing. That’s not good enough for me, so I say, “Where’s your camera, Theresa? Where’s your life, Theresa?”


    She blows me a kiss that ends in a middle finger. I grin at her. This truce I’m supposed to have with Cameron and Julie, apparently it isn’t with Theresa. Maggie, as always, looks lost. Lately I’ve been thinking a lot about her.


    “What’s with Maggie?” I ask Damien. “She’s the oddball in that shitty crowd.”


    He shrugs his shoulders.


    Typical.


    “So, what do you know about Kaitlyn’s disappearance?”


    “If I tell you, it’s not for your Investigative Journalism report,” he answers. “It’s just between you and me, okay? It has to be this way.”


    “Fine, deal.”


    “I’ll come over tonight. What time?”


    Wait a minute, he’s coming over? Suddenly my stomach is the most hollow organ in the world. It feels bottomless, if that’s possible. Or maybe it’s stuffed with butterflies and nervous barf. I go to speak, but my throat is too dry and constricted for anything worthwhile to come out. He saves me by saying, “How about eight?”


    “It’s a date,” I finally manage to say.


    “No it’s not. It’s just a time and a place.”


    With that, he says an emotionless good-bye, then leaves me standing alone in the hall feeling like a complete buffoon. It’s a date? OMG, did I just say that?


    I’m such an idiot!




    Non-Date with the Boy-God
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    I keep checking the clock: Seven o’clock.


    Seven-fifteen.


    Seven-thirty.


    It seems I have been standing in the mirror fussing with my hair and my makeup forever. Maybe this is because I’m still marveling over the differences in me. Like how my frizzy brown hair isn’t frizzy anymore, that it’s in fact darkening from a washed-out brown to a more lustrous black. Or how my skin seems less porous, more clear. Even the bulkier sections of my face are now not so meaty. My cheek bones are showing for the first time. I have cheekbones! And the sad, outside corners of my eyes? Even they have shifted upwards slightly, making my face look less droopy, less pathetic. Can this really be?


    Gerhard’s shots are changing my body structure and as much as this terrifies me, I don’t want the changes to stop. I miss my treatments. I don’t miss the pain, but I desperately miss the feeling of the hope that one day I’ll be attractive.


    There’s a knock at the door. Excited, I open it only to find Brayden standing there with a lopsided smile on his not-handsome face. He has microwave popcorn and a DVD in hand. The movie is I Am Number Four and the popcorn is condom-wrapped in clear plastic.


    “Oh, Brayden, you should have called. I need a rain check tonight.”


    “Why? What’s going on?”


    Just then Damien appears, looking a little awkward himself. Disheveled. He says, “If I’m interrupting—”


    “No,” I say. “I was just telling Brayden we have homework to do.”


    The stricken look on Brayden’s face, the jealousy, has me feeling traitorous inside. But I can’t turn Damien away. I need to know everything he knows about Kaitlyn. Plus I want him to myself. It’s stupid, thinking he’d want me back, but fat girls have fantasies, too.


    “Tomorrow night then?” Brayden says, trying to save face.


    “For sure. And bring that movie. It’s one of my favorites.” Feeling bad for him, I lean in and give him a kiss on his cheek and though I will admit it was a consolation kiss, not even a real one at that, it seems to soften the blow.


    I close the door and Damien says, “Are you guys—”


    “No, no, no. We’re just friends. Us bush pigs need to stick together.” I regret referring to myself as a bush pig the minute I say it, but it’s a force of habit. Margaret’s voice pops in my head, unwanted. She’s always saying how self-deprecating talk is merely ugly people becoming uglier.


    “You’re not a bush pig,” Damien says.


    “Why, Damien,” I pronounce, using a deep southern accent, “you sure do know how to charm a lady. Why, I think that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.”


    “That’s not…I mean—” His face goes red with embarrassment. Like he doesn’t know what to say.


    Backpedaling, I try to put him at ease with a quick laugh. It doesn’t work. God, he’s so freaking uptight!


    “Look,” I say, “I’m kidding. I’m not a Cameron or a Bridget. I know I’m not pretty the way other people are. Not even close. The thing about people like me and Brayden is we know how people like you view us. We don’t like it, but joking keeps us from getting too depressed.” Again, he seems to lack the imagination needed to…I don’t know…be a real human being, so I say, “Your missing sense of humor is not your finest quality. Really.”


    “I thought we were talking about Kaitlyn.”


    “Yeah,” I say, marveling at how he’s getting an F- for effort, “like four hours ago.”


    After what he said about this not being a date, I realize he’s never going to be attracted to me—especially if I end up looking like a brown-skinned version of his beloved step-sister. This afternoon’s realization makes me want to stop trying to be anything other than me.


    Funny how when I’m myself, like just now, people don’t know how to take me.


    “I want to talk to you about Dr. Gerhard,” he says. “Wolfgang Gerhard.”


    “Fine. Go.”


    He stalls a bit, recognizing the words he used on me earlier today. Then: “Do you know what his specialty is, his field of study?”


    “Genetics.”


    “Yes,” he replies, “but more specifically, somatic human genetic modification. Imagine a girl wants breast implants but instead of having her breasts get cut open, stuffed with the rubbery tits they’re using today then sewn back up, she simply has her genetic structure altered and poof! she grows her own set. Perfectly natural. No scars, no pain. Barely any downtime.”


    “I wouldn’t say ‘no pain.’” He just looks at me, confused. I grab my breasts and say, “If you would’ve seen these pathetic things before I started with Gerhard’s shots, you would know I don’t have to imagine anything. My girls are proof your assertion is not a theory but a fact.”


    The way he looks at me, how I’m being so forthright, I wonder if I should really reel it in.


    “Kaitlyn never told me about the shots. Is that how he does it?”


    “Kaitlyn didn’t tell you any of this?”


    “She was very hush, hush about it. The way she changed so quickly, she told me she was going through rapid growth spurts. I followed her to Gerhard’s office one afternoon. She wasn’t happy about it. She was pissed off actually. She said, ‘Do you want to know how we can afford this school on your father’s salary? I’m how.’ I pressed her, tried to find out what was going on, but she shut me out. She said all I had to know was her leukemia was gone. Permanently. Then days later she goes missing and authorities find her abandoned car with the door wrenched open and about four pints of her blood all over the front seat. After that, I stopped caring about school and being popular. Instead, I became obsessed with finding out what happened. You know they never even found her body?”


    “I know.”


    “What?” he asks. “How do you know?”


    “I just do. The question is, what does Gerhard know about her disappearance?”


    “He won’t talk to me. And when I tried, I got a handful of threatening notes telling me to back off, each a little worse than the last. Then someone started following me, so I stopped with all the questions. Backed off, like they said.”


    “Do you even know how much your tuition is?” I ask.


    “A lot, I gather.”


    “But specifically?”


    “No.”


    “Two hundred and fifty thousand a year.”


    His eyes fly open and he says, “For real?”


    “And Kaitlyn’s treatments, do you know how much they cost today?”


    “No, how much?”


    “Swear to secrecy,” I tell him. “If this gets out, I’m done. Kicked out of the school, my father’s money not refunded.” He swears himself to secrecy, the look in his eyes intense and at the same time sincere. “Twenty-five million.”


    “What?” he says, running a hand through his hair and looking bewildered.


    “Yep. Whatever you’re digging up, what we’re both looking into, this is no small ordeal here. And your father, well, it’s not exactly like he has the pedigree for a place like this, so there has to be some kind of a deal that’s been struck between him and Gerhard.”


    By now he’s pacing the room, looking more and more disheveled. “You think my father is somehow involved?”


    “What did Professor Rhonimus say was the first rule of investigative journalism?”


    He ponders this for second then says, “Follow the money.”


    “Or in this case, the lack of money. Gerhard doesn’t strike me as the kind of man who does this sort of work pro-bono.”


    “He’s a eugenicist,” Damien says. “Like the Nazi’s from World War Two. He’s quoted in several medical papers from the past about how he longs to create the perfect race. A master race of disease-free humans.”


    I try to act surprised, but this doesn’t surprise me at all. That’s like saying a cosmetic surgeon believes all people should be more beautiful. It’s not exactly a huge stretch…


    “What else have you got that’s more interesting than this?”


    He looks offended.


    “Sorry. It’s just that you’re not interested in me other than what I know about Kaitlyn and I’m not interested in dead ends, so why don’t you just cut to the chase and tell me something I don’t know already.”


    “Okay.”


    “Go.”


    He looks at me funny, like I’m almost too much for him, then he says: “I’m here to find out what you know, and what your angle is.”


    I say, “Hang on a second.” I pick up my phone, dial Brayden and when he picks up I say, “You still want to watch that movie tonight?” He says he does. “Good, come on over.” I hang up and say to Damien, “You’ve got five minutes.”


    “You’re not a nice person,” he says.


    “I am a nice person. You just don’t get it. I’m really attracted to how you look, but the feeling is not mutual, and if I ever get pretty, it’s because of Gerhard’s treatments in which case I’ll probably end up looking like your step-sister and then you really won’t be attracted to me. So rather than wasting each other’s time, I’m going to spend the evening with my friend and you can go and do whatever the hell it is you do at night.”


    “So you don’t know anything else about Kaitlyn,” he asks.


    A one track mind, this one.


    “I’ll keep you apprised of everything I find.”


    When he leaves, I feel like I’m watching a dream escape. I want to grab hold of it, hang on, but even I know ugly girls never get the hot guys. That kind of nonsensical plot only works in the movies, and only after the girl sheds her glasses, combs her hair and gets designer clothes and maybe a sexier walk and a push-up bra. That would be a movie Anne Hathaway would star in, or Rachel McAdams.


    Not me.
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    Days turn into weeks as I wait almost impatiently for a note from Gerhard. Twice I stopped by his office and ended up interrogating Arabelle when I couldn’t see him. Finally, two days ago she said he wasn’t seeing patients except on an emergency basis only. I said, “Hello, this is an emergency.”


    It wasn’t and she knew it.


    Beautiful, plastic Arabelle just batted her eyelashes at me. I was hypnotized. Then, to her, I said, “Wherever did you get those gorgeous eyes of yours?” She simply smiled and told me the doctor was busy in his lab.


    His lab.


    “What lab?” I asked. “Is it on campus?”


    For the first time in a long time I watched something shift across her plastic face. It made me wonder if she might actually be human. She said, “You should go, Miss Van Duyn. I’m sure he’ll be in touch of you soon.” Then she did something I never expected. She lifted a paperback book, a true bodice ripper by the look of the cover, and said, “I am inside of novel now.”


    I leave the office stunned. Who knew Nurse Arabelle was into romance? More than that, who knew Gerhard’s had a lab on campus? At least, that’s what Arabelle’s amethyst eyes hinted at.


    Late that evening, I log into school records, locate the employee files and then type in Dr. Gerhard’s full name. All I want is everything personal about him. Is that too much to ask? For a moment I think I should feel bad snooping if there was more information to have, but there is but a few tasteless morsels: Home address, phone number, parking permit number for a Porsche Cayenne, which is three years old and maroon colored.


    What a bust.


    The next day I visit Nurse Arabelle again, asking for the doctor. She says he’s not here and I ask, “Is he in the lab?” She hesitates, then nods. After class I sat in my car in the parking lot until late that night. At just after one in the morning, an exhausted looking Wolfgang Gerhard appears, climbs into his Porsche SUV and leaves. I consider following him home, but not just yet. Tonight was only me confirming he’s got a lab on campus. And by the look of things, he does. Why else would he stay so late? Hopefully he’s working on my cure.
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    Lately Brayden has been looking for every reason to come over and see me. When I tell him I have a challenge for him, he doesn’t take but five minutes to get to my room. His face is beet red and he’s out of breath. Like he sprinted across campus to get here.


    “Good Lord,” I tease. “I’m not in that much of a hurry.”


    “I’m working on my cardio,” he says, walking in and practically collapsing on the bed.


    “What for?” He shrugs his shoulders. “Well, good luck with that. And don’t sweat on my bed. That’s nasty.”


    He rolls off the bed, lays out flat on the hardwood floor, his chest heaving, sweat pouring down his face. He looks over at something on the floor.


    “Is that a pubic hair?”


    I swear, if I didn’t start laughing, I might have kicked him.


    “If it is, it’s not mine.”


    “Damien’s?”


    Now I do kick him. “You’re gross! Of course it’s not.”


    He laughs, catches his breath, then sits up and says, “So, what’s the hack?”


    “Public records. I think the Planning Department. Or something like that. I need the building plans for the school.”


    He laughs again and says, “The building plans?”


    “Yeah. Dr. Gerhard has a lab on campus, but when I spoke with Janine up front, she said there aren’t any labs on campus other than the official labs, and his isn’t listed among them. She says he just runs the infirmary and that’s it. But Nurse Arabelle—”


    “Oh man, she’s hot AF!”


    —“says he’s at the lab. And she’s not hot because she’s barely human.”


    “Yes, but those eyes.”


    “I know,” I say, my voice soft, lost in the memory. He has a point. “I think I’m in love with those eyes, too. You said hot ‘AF.’ What does AF mean?”


    “As fuck.”


    “Oh,” I say. I get it.


    “So you want me to hack government files in the hopes of finding a secret lab,” he says, rubbing the flats of his hands together, grinning. “This is so simple you could probably do it, but since I’m here…”


    Sometimes I can’t believe how happy I am to see Brayden, or how much I adore his sense of humor. It’s insane how this person who’s hilarious and charismatic and amazing on the inside has been cursed into looking as weak and flimsy as he does on the outside.


    “You’re digging me right now, aren’t you?” he says. He isn’t even looking at me, yet he knows somehow.


    “Kind of.”


    “It’s cool, you can. But don’t try anything because you’re not my type.”


    “Nor are you mine,” I say. “Which is too bad because we’d be almost perfect together.”


    “Yep.” His fingers are flying over the keyboard, the clicking of the mouse pad rhythmic as he jumps from site to site. Eventually he says, “Bingo,” and the air around him burns electric. I heat a cup of hot chocolate—his favorite—and set the mug down beside him. He doesn’t even look at me; he just thanks me and takes a sip, his eyes never leaving the computer screen.


    “This is perfect,” he says, licking his upper lip. “Thank you.”


    It’s almost uncanny how we have fallen into a groove together. And it’s a shame how we are two ugly people (well not me so much anymore), but how he’s too unattractive on the outside for me to consider being with him. Yet part of me wants to somehow rationalize his looks away, because inside, he’s quite possibly perfect.


    “I wish you were better looking,” I finally admit.


    He doesn’t even flinch. “Yeah, me too.”


    “Okay,” he says, “I have them. Let me just convert them to…holy freaking f-bombs!”


    “What?” I ask, my heart now pounding a little harder and a little faster.


    He turns to me with disbelief and says, “You are not going to believe what I just found.” I stand up, look over his shoulder, finally see what he’s seeing.


    How this can be? Me and Brayden just stare at each other, this weird silent wondering. “Are you sure that’s right?” I say.


    “I double checked.”


    “His lab is three levels down?”


    “Uh-huh,” he says.


    “How is that even possible?”


    “An elevator shaft,” he says, looking at me. “It’s on the wall at the back of his office.”


    Shaking my head, a clear picture of the office in my mind, I say, “That wall has a book case on it. Full of books.”


    “Whatever it says there, these are the official plans. They’re clear as day.”


    “I’ve been in his office a dozen times and trust me, there’s no elevator. Only his desk, a bookcase, some pictures and the normal kind of décor you’d find in a place like his.”


    “Draw me the layout. Where’s the bookcase?”


    I draw him the layout and he says, “It has to be behind the bookcase.”


    The revelation has my head spinning. The idea that beneath the infirmary are three more floors that aren’t listed on the official campus map is…well…exciting in a Scooby-Doo mystery sort of way.


    “Do the plans say what’s down there?”


    “They don’t,” he says.


    “Isn’t that supposed to be a part of the planning process?”


    He says, “When you have the kind of money the people who fund this place have, laws don’t really apply. It’s about payoffs, future favors, votes and blackmail. You know the drill. Mrs. Pearce talks about it all the time in politics. Don’t you have her?”


    “Second period.”


    “See?”


    I’m speechless. And practically sick with curiosity. “I have to know what’s down there.” I look up at him, “Don’t you?”


    “B and E isn’t exactly my specialty.”


    “Think of it as physical hacking.”


    “With physical jail time,” he says, wide-eyed.


    “Don’t be such a vagina. We won’t get caught. We’re too smart.”


    “That’s what every criminal says before they end up going to jail and getting gang-raped by lifers in the penitentiary showers.”


    OMG, this is the first real break I’ve had in weeks! I look at him and he looks at me and already plans are forming. Already I’m fleshing out the details. My eyes hold a steel resolve. I see hesitation in him, though, and it pisses me off. He needs to man-up. “We’re breaking in that office, Brayden. You and me.”


    “No.”


    “Yes.”


    He looks at me and I know he’s afraid. Then: “We’re going to need a hidden camera to see how he gets behind the book case and into the elevator. If he even uses it and if he knows it is there.”


    “He knows,” I say, resolute.


    “You think?” I stare at him, my face becoming a smile, my slow nod becoming hypnotic, willing him to say yes. “Fine, bitch. We’ll break in, but only if you promise to come visit me in jail.”


    I give him a hug and a kiss on the cheek, a big sloppy one full of emotion. “Holy crap,” I say, “we’re about to become criminals.”


    “It’s a little too late for that,” he says.
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    We start planning right away, Brayden scoping out different kinds of spy cameras to buy online, me annoying the hell out of Nurse Arabelle to get an appointment with Dr. Gerhard. After five straight days of me stopping by the infirmary, Gerhard finally caves. By then Brayden and I have a finely tuned plan.


    Sort of.


    I walk into Gerhard’s office wearing my backpack, then set it on the floor before sitting down with the pocket facing up. It has two cameras in it. One on a small teddy bear dangling from the zipper and another on a decorative pin tacked to the canvas. Both cameras are on and feeding real time images to the computer back in my room where Brayden is watching. A third camera is on a pin I’m wearing on my shirt. Brayden says three cameras feel like overkill, but it’s been a bitch for me to get in to see Gerhard, so overkill is just us playing it safe.


    What keeps crossing my mind is how much of Kaitlyn’s story I should tell Brayden. Or how much of my own story. The way my looks have changed in the weeks since I’ve been here at Astor, I know now that it hasn’t gone unnoticed. But breaking into Gerhard’s office? Yep. I need Brayden. And he isn’t dumb. Not by miles. So what should I tell him? That’s the million dollar question. And what is he going to hear in my meeting with Gerhard? After today, he just might learn more than I want him to know. He might learn everything. More than anything I’m terrified he will learn the truth and hate me. After all, our greatest bonds come from being ugly and scarred. Together, the way we loathe the beautiful and the arrogant, it’s practically our own art form.


    My plan is to be cryptic. Gerhard might not behave in kind. He’s a straightforward sort of doctor who threatened me if I told anyone about my treatments. I assume he’s working on the belief that I actually took his threats seriously. He trusts me. And technically, if I’m filming and recording this conversation and he says something detrimental to our secrecy, then technically it wouldn’t be me telling Brayden. It would be him. Not that he would buy the argument. I wouldn’t. Still, that’s how I rationalize the situation.


    “I’m very busy, Savannah,” he says, annoyed. The weary look in his eyes is a screaming confirmation. “Working on your treatment no less.”


    “I was just wondering about the progress.”


    “Not enough.”


    “When can I come in again?”


    “It could be weeks, the rate I’m going. Or tomorrow. I just don’t know at this point, but one thing I can say for sure is the more time I sit here explaining myself to you the longer it will take.”


    That’s all I need, a short appointment. No specifics. It’s time to go. I stand and extend my hand. Scowling, he takes it, gives it a curt shake, and that’s that.


    Back at my room, Brayden is waiting for me, excited. He says, “I’ve found the perfect nanny-cam for his office,” he says. He shows me pics of a smoke alarm that supposedly has a camera built into the indicator light.


    “A smoke alarm?”


    “Yep. It looks exactly like the one on Gerhard’s ceiling. Here, look.” He shows me the still shot of the smoke detector in Gerhard’s office and then shows me how the one he’s looking at is nearly identical.


    “And how the hell are we going to get that in there?”


    That’s when the look on his face changes. “We’ve got to steal his key, make a copy, then break into the office and install it.”


    My body temperature spikes several degrees, warming my nerves. “If we’re going to break in, why install the nanny-cam? Why not just go to the lab?”


    “We don’t know how he gets through the bookcase, if there’s a secret way in, and what buttons to push—if there are any—on the elevator.”


    “Okay, fine. But that’s insane. How the hell are we going to steal his key? And what if the place is alarmed?”


    “I checked all the alarm permits for Placer County and there isn’t one registered for the school. Now that doesn’t mean he didn’t install one on the DL. Of course, there would be a wall mounted keypad if the office were alarmed, and from what I can see by the video footage today, there isn’t. Not in the lobby or his office.”


    “Maybe you didn’t see it,” I say.


    “All alarm keypads are going to be placed near the door, or at least in a common area that has quick, easy access. With our cameras, I was able to pick up all these common areas.”


    “And?”


    “Like I said. Nothing.”


    “Okay, so how do we steal his keys?”


    “I have an idea, but you’re absolutely going to hate it.”




    Operation: Destroy Cameron O’Dell
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    For an entirely different project, one I like to call Operation: Destroy Cameron O’Dell, I have Brayden take my photograph. A full body photograph to match one already posted on her Facebook page.


    “If it’s a war that rotten scab wants,” I say, “then we’ll give her a war.”


    Apparently she’s had Theresa taking photographs of me for some kind of online post highlighting me and my rapid, impossible physical changes. It’s been the hot topic lately. The reason most people have stopped talking to me. At first I couldn’t figure out why Theresa has been snapping photos of me everyday, but the truth is, deep down I know.


    I just refused to admit it to myself.


    Damien said Theresa had a Facebook post about me. I finally read it and she couldn’t find a kind word to say. Cameron’s responses were worse. Far worse. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Cameron’s thread for two entire days. Until last week. That’s when I realized I had to do something about it. I just didn’t know what. Around that same time, I brought Brayden into the fold. When I asked if he knew about Theresa’s posts, he got red-faced and quiet. Like he was embarrassed. At that point, I didn’t care what he knew. He would learn the truth about me sooner than later, if he didn’t know already.


    Using a modified keystroke logging program, a program that records all the keys pushed on another person’s computer from a remote location, Brayden is able to isolate the email and password Cameron O’Dell uses to access her Facebook account. It’s well after dinner when he logs on from my computer using her stolen access information. Three minutes ago I sent her a friend request, because I need full access to her. Brayden now accepts it for her before logging back out.


    He says, “It’s done.” Now I can both see and comment on her posts to her inner-circle. I can say exactly what I want to say. What I need to say.


    Staring at the comments thread from the folder of more than twelve pictures Theresa gave her of me not-so-gradually transforming over the last six weeks, I tell Brayden, “Let’s upload the picture first.” Brayden agrees. We return to Cameron’s account, upload my most recent picture. It looks the same as the last picture Cameron posted of me weeks ago. Body, face, height. Same pose.


    With Brayden’s skills, just enough journalistic insight to be dangerous and the knowledge that dirt equals leverage, I’m almost giddy with delight. Pushed to this point, turning the tables on Cameron once and for all will taste as sweet as cotton candy. Beneath the picture, I write: I GUESS SHE’S NOT A CLONE AFTER ALL. SHE HASN’T REALLY CHANGED—MAYBE I WAS WRONG.


    I press ENTER and the post goes live.


    In the box below, where I’m not limited to word count, I type: I SUPPOSE I HAVE BEEN PICKING ON SAVANNAH BECAUSE THERE’S SOMETHING HAPPENING IN MY LIFE THAT I’M NOT WANTING TO FACE, OR EVEN TALK ABOUT.


    I stop typing, consider what I’m about to do. I look at Brayden. He’s looking at me, anxious. “What?” he says.


    “This will crush her.”


    “Don’t tell me you’re growing a conscience.”


    “I’m not. It’s just…this is going to be really, really bad.”


    He sits down on the bed beside me. “Do I have to remind you two girls killed themselves because of her? That she’s trying to destroy you on Facebook? Or that she gouged the crap out of your car, which still isn’t fixed? I can go on,” he says. “I can do this all day long. She had all her friends puke in a bag and left it gift-wrapped outside your door, she stole your clothes during PE, she’s constantly making fun of you to everyone around. Should I go on? C’mon, Savannah, this is her wake up call,” he says. “Or as my mom likes to say, her ah-ha moment.”


    Knowing he’s right, I finish typing.


    Cameron’s final post reads: MY FATHER, COUNTRY SUPERSTAR PATRICK O’DELL, IS CURRENTLY FACING FELONY CHARGES FOR SOLICITING A MINOR. A BOY. BECAUSE THIS SAME BOY, A PROSTITUTE, HAS SEXUAL TIES TO KEY MEMBERS OF CONGRESS, THERE IS A MEDIA BLACKOUT UNDER THE GUISE OF NATIONAL SECURITY, BUT THAT DOESN’T MEAN IT’S ANY EASIER TO HANDLE. THE STRESS HAS BEEN AN IMPOSSIBLE BURDEN FOR ME AND MY FAMILY, AND FOR THIS REASON ALONE, I’VE TAKEN MY AGRESSION OUT ON SAVANNAH. SHE DOESN’T DESERVE IT, SO I’M SORRY. P.S., THERESA’S FATHER, GOLDMAN SACHS EXEC JAMES PRICHARD, IS CURRENTLY UNDER INVESTIGATION BY THE FCC FOR SECURITIES FRAUD, MISAPPROPRIATING FUNDS AND EMBEZZLEMENT, SO THE STRESS SHE’S UNDERGOING HAS ALSO PLAYED A ROLE IN SAVANNAH’S HARRASSMENT. SHE IS SORRY. WE’RE ALL SORRY FOR EVERYTHING.


    Brayden reads it over my shoulder. I feel him smiling. I’m smiling myself, beneath the nerves. If I post this, it could mean further escalation. Or it could be a death blow to Cameron and Theresa. Either way, they can’t say I’m lying because Brayden and I have proof. The story, all the facts, they’re sound. Breathless, my armpits soaked, I press ENTER.


    The room collapses into a vacuum of silence, a palpable reverence that overcomes both of us. Like someone has died, or is about to die.


    I log off as Cameron and log back on as me. The comments to Cameron’s post start to pour in. One after another after another. Julie writes: WTF? and me and Brayden are snickering. Maggie writes: AT LEAST YOU’RE FINALLY BEING HONEST.


    “Whoa!” Brayden says.


    More and more I have hope for Maggie. If only she’d switch her circle of friends. She’s so beautiful, yet I can’t find one spark of emotion, or a single ounce of cruelty in her. The girl is a true enigma.


    When I ask Brayden what Maggie’s deal is, he just shrugs and says, “Beats me. I think she wants to be a singer. She’s got a few songs on YouTube.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, she’s incredible, but she barely says anything in school. It’s creepy how mostly inhuman she seems at times. Then she’ll be totally human and it’ll freaking confuse everyone.”


    I make a mental note to look up her videos. Finally Cameron logs in and writes: I DIDN’T POST THIS!


    “Now,” Brayden tells me.


    I type: LOOKS LIKE YOU DID. AND I APPRECIATE YOUR HONESTY AND YOUR INTEGRITY. I ACCEPT YOUR APOLOGY.


    I press ENTER.


    After that comes the most ferocious stream of curse words and threats I have ever read or experienced. It’s the kind of profanity young kids shouldn’t hear or even see.


    I write: ARE YOU BIPOLAR, OR IS THE STRESS OF YOUR FAMILY’S PROBLEMS EMERGING? BECAUSE THE POST YOU WROTE WAS SO GENEROUS, AND HONEST, AND IT REALLY MADE ME THINK OF YOU MORE AS A DECENT PERSON THAN, WELL…WHAT WE ALL SEE NOW.


    ENTER.


    The typing looks like screaming: HOW ARE YOU MY FB FRIEND? I HATE YOU!!!! I DIDN’T EVEN TYPE THIS, YOU DID!!!! YOU’RE DEAD BITCH. DEAD!!!!


    Brayden says, “Let me,” as he gives me a slight shove over. I hurry out of my chair, my heart a pounding force in my chest. I’m practically out of breath.


    He writes: BOTH HARRASSMENT AND THREATS ON FB ARE TAKEN SERIOUSLY BY THE FBI AND HOMELAND SECURITY. I’M SAVING A SCREEN CAPTURE OF THIS POST, ALONG WITH COPIES OF THE PICTURES YOU’VE TAKEN OF ME, AND FORWARDING THIS TO THE FBI AND HS. FURTHERMORE, I’LL BE SPEAKING TO HEADMISTRESS KLEIN REGARDING THIS ISSUE AS SHE’S ALREADY REPRIMANDED YOU FOR THIS KIND OF HARRASSMENT. IT SHOULDN’T BE LIKE THIS, BUT I’M AFRAID YOU’RE TOO UNSTABLE AND I CAN’T SIT BY AND SUFFER YOUR ABUSES ANY LONGER.


    ENTER.


    “Holy crap!” I say, raking my fingers through my hair. I’m actually sweating. But not sick. Not throwing up. Not even nauseous. For all the physical changes I’ve felt via Gerhard’s shots, not throwing up every time I get stressed out or embarrassed is the best result.


    Still…


    “She must be having a full scale meltdown right now,” I say. This queasiness making its way through my guts, it’s different. Not social anxiety sickness. More like I just did something I can’t take back…that kind of sickness.


    Only one more post hits before the thread gets erased. The post if from Amy Masterson, the girl who inadvertently added her own blend of barf to the bucket of puke I tossed on Julie’s door. She wrote: I LOVE YOU, SAVANNAH VAN DUYN.


    Then everything is gone.


    Brayden and I hug and celebrate and put on music to dance to, and then we sit, breathing heavy, staring at each other with grins that won’t go away. He finally says, “You’re the most fun I think I’ve ever had.”


    “I’m thinking the same thing.” Then the moment comes, a moment between us that feels like what that moment before kissing should feel like, but I can’t stomach the idea of my lips on his, so the moment passes.


    Finally Brayden says, “I think it’s about time you tell me the truth about you.”


    I remember saying the same thing to Georgia. Now I know how she felt.


    “If you judge me badly, or tell me you’re not going to be my friend, then I swear to God, I will have you killed.”


    “I’m pretty sure I already know what’s happening, I just want to hear it from you.”


    I tell him everything. He takes it well. And he asks lots of questions I try best to answer. It’s clear to him now why I’m dead set on finding Kaitlyn. Then there comes that moment when there’s nothing left to say and the silence grows long.


    “Well, I should be going,” he says.


    I say good-bye knowing how badly he wanted to kiss me, and how I wasn’t about to kiss him back and this leaves me feeling uncomfortable. Is this what it was like for the boys I wanted in my earlier life? When I was fat and so hideous even my winning personality counted for less than squat? Were they hesitant to be my friend for fear I would fall in love with them and they’d have to later reject me? I hate feeling like this. What a hypocrite! Still, no matter how creative I feel, or how persuasive I can be with the warring parts of myself, I can’t see myself making out with someone I’m not physically attracted to.


    If only he looked like Damien, or that horse’s ass Jacob Brantley…what I wouldn’t do to be with him then!
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    The next day, all day long, I suffer the hard stares of legions of Julie Sanderson, Cameron O’Dell and Theresa Prichard fans. I’m called countless names. Horrible names. Sometimes out loud in front of others, other times they’re muttered just loud enough for me to hear in passing in the hallways, bathrooms and classrooms. For as many haters as I have gained, I’ve also earned some fans. People who never seemed to notice me before are smiling, encouraging me, reminding me to stay strong. Amy Masterson even introduces me to her friends.


    The disgusting names my fans utter are aimed at Julie, Cameron and Theresa and I have the feeling that last night’s post just divided the entire student body in two: Pro-Savannah versus Anti-Savannah. How I have gone from this nobody to a somebody of interest almost over night dumbfounds me completely.


    During second period Politics, Julie stalks up to me with blackness and persistence in her hard, brown eyes, but I hold up my hand and say, “I’m documenting everything you say to me for the complaint I’m filing with the FBI, and your name is all over the place, so you better think very carefully about what you say.”


    She drops two f-bombs, sprinkles in some other coarse language for good measure then tells me I’m lucky she doesn’t spit in my dog-ugly face.


    I say, “You’ll be lucky if you aren’t dragged into court and slapped with a felony by the time I’m done with you, you cancerous wretch.” She starts to retort, but I interrupt her instead. “Should I tell Headmistress Klein you haven’t fixed my SUV yet? Because that’s where this is going if one more shitty thing comes out of that butthole of a mouth of yours.”


    When she stomps off, I rack up yet another victory. Good God, how can this day get any better? Deep down, however, I know it won’t last.


    Just before starting fifth period PE, before I can even change clothes, there’s a note on the locker room door from Miss Hunnicut telling me to report to Gerhard’s office right away.


    I stuff the note in my back pocket, then with a pounding heart, I head to Gerhard’s office. The lovely, mechanical Nurse Arabelle tells me to go on inside, that the doctor is expecting me. Sitting on her desk is a different romance novel, open and lying face-down.


    Gerhard is sitting at his desk, and in the stand is a new needle, filled with a brilliant pink serum. I say, “Is that what I hope it is?”


    He smiles. “It is.”


    “Good. I want it.”


    He gives me the shot, tells me my birthmark should fade, but if it doesn’t over the next few days, then we’ll have to postpone for further testing. He looks completely depleted as he says this. Like the sheer exhaustion of fixing this genetic error erased years from his life, and vital energy from his being.


    Before leaving, I do something stupid. Something really, really stupid.


    “Dr. Gerhard—”


    “Yes?”


    “I’m doing a report for my Investigative Journalism class. It’s our only assignment this semester, so it’s important I do well. We are supposed to write a biography based on a random headstone we picked in the local cemetery. Apparently this is Professor Rhonimus’s idea of a good time. Anyway, the name I chose—and this wasn’t on purpose—was Kaitlyn Whitaker’s name. Damien Rhodes’s sister.”


    I stop for dramatic pause and there is drama indeed. As I watch, the stress of the question sucks two more years from Gerhard’s life.


    “Step-sister,” he whispers.


    “That’s why I asked about her earlier on. When I visited her parents’ home, sitting in a framed photo on their mantle was a portrait of her. She is identical to Georgia Quick, Victoria Galloway and Bridget Montgomery.”


    Even as the words leave my mouth, this smart mouth that’s become so bold and reckless, I feel the tactlessness of my approach grating against Gerhard’s already frayed nerves.


    I want to take it all back.


    “You’d do best to mind your own treatments, and to choose a new name, and a different dead person to study.”


    In my head, in that moment, I’m thinking this isn’t only about a dead girl, this is about a crime perpetrated on the subject of a multi-million dollar illegal human experiment. Gerhard’s experiment. What if he helped her vanish? Or worse, had her killed for discussing details of her treatment? What if something went wrong with the shots?


    Suddenly the spirited part of me, the part of me responsible for kicking open Pandora’s box, she goes into hiding, leaving only me behind: the girl with limited courage. The ugly girl who only wanted to be seen, to be acknowledged, to be better looking than she was.


    “I understand, Dr. Gerhard. Like I said, it’s for a school project.”


    “And like I said, pick a different subject.”


    “Okay,” I whisper, unable to look at him.


    “Go now,” he says. “I need rest.”


    His office, which has never known the warmth of natural light, is now steeped in shadow. Even Gerhard himself seems to be drowning in the putrid air of an ominous darkness, the burden of exhaustion now compounding by fears of my discovery. I leave quickly, deciding right then I must stop investigating Kaitlyn Whitaker, that there’s no way in hell I’m stealing his keys to get to the bottom of this mystery. This is one hornet’s nest I refuse to kick.


    At least, that’s what I try telling myself.
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    At dinner all we talk about is the day’s drama, the Facebook meltdown, the division of people and who have come to Team Savannah versus those who went to Team Julie Satan and the Diabolical Three. Or Diabolical Two, maybe. The jury’s still out on Maggie.


    Speaking of Maggie, I looked up her YouTube videos, and the girl is an incredible singer who will probably one day get signed. If only she could socialize with others.


    I almost want to talk to her. If only I were more courageous.


    I say, “I think we should change the name to Julie Satan and the Diabolical Two, Plus Maggie.”


    “Really?” Victoria says.


    “Maggie’s never done anything mean to me.”


    “Except continue to hang out with your tormentors,” Georgia says. “With all the terrible things Julie, Cameron and Theresa have done, the fact that she’s still over there eating lunch with them is how the notion of ‘guilt by association’ becomes justified.”


    “I don’t get her,” I say.


    “Yeah, well screw her,” Bridget says, “I don’t trust her. Even if she acts like mute most of the time.”


    “She’s cute, though,” Brayden says, eliciting a groan from Bridget.


    “You think everyone’s cute,” Bridget says.


    “Well, yeah. Look around already. With the exception of my ex-friends and myself, the least attractive girl at this school would be the most attractive girl at any other school. Hell, the same can be said about the guys.”


    “Whatever,” Bridget says. “Guys are dumb.”


    “It’s how we’re wired,” Brayden says, getting heated. “I’ve been eating with you guys for weeks now and it seems what you want most is an emotional guy who looks like Enrique Iglesias or Justin freaking Bieber and is kind and sensitive and wants only to massage your innermost feelings. Let me tell you, that guy doesn’t exist. I mean, if the dude is gay, yeah—for sure—but it isn’t like that with most straight guys.”


    “It’s possible,” Victoria says. Of all the non-triplets, Victoria likes Brayden the most.


    “You’re dreaming impossible dreams.”


    In my heart I believe Brayden’s right. We’re all dreaming impossible dreams. I won’t admit it, but yeah, he’s spot on. Not that it matters for guys like Brayden, because someone as gorgeous as Maggie would never date someone as trollish as him. Ever.




    Scabs
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    That night, as the pain starts shooting through my face and the fire ants begin their march, I lay chilled in a cold bathtub thinking of Brayden, of the things he says and how he feels. For the hundredth time I have to admit to myself that even though he is the perfect boy inside, his outer appearance is the stumbling block I can’t stop tripping over.


    Oh how I want to like him more than I do!


    Gritting back the agony, I close my eyes, try finding my happy place, the place where the pain isn’t so brutal and the dream of one day being beautiful burns so very, very bright. So deep am I in my meditation I don’t hear my bathroom door open, and I don’t see the gigantic man who now stands above me.


    It’s when I feel something more than just me in the room that I open my eyes. The sight of him standing there causes me to jolt and spasm so hard I nearly break my back. Instinctively my hands cover my breasts and vagina. I can’t even breathe.


    The man, he’s huge!


    He’s maybe seven feet tall the way his head is almost to the ceiling. And he’s stacked with muscle. Words like rape and murder blaze through my mind. The realization that I will be dead before nightfall, well that’s the dominant thought that’s got my small intestine loosening into the tub.


    He looks down, most likely to the light yellow clouding the water, then back at me. What does he want? Why isn’t he speaking? That’s when I see what he’s doing and it stills me. He’s just standing there, itching the skin on his massive, exposed forearm. He’s scratching himself so slowly and methodically, it’s almost like an involuntary reaction to…what? Craziness?


    “What…do you…want?” My voice is quaking with fear, and I hate how feeble it makes me sound, but I don’t care because at this point, I’m freaking terrified!


    “To talk to you,” he says, his voice deep, almost as gritty as the texture of crushed gravel.


    “You could have called,” I say. It sounds crass, but the fear charging through me is wrecking whatever discretion I might’ve once possessed.


    “You have aspirations to be a reporter?” I guess this is his way of asking questions.


    “No.”


    “Then this should be easy. Find a new subject to study. Write another biography.”


    “Gerhard,” I whisper. The man’s face flinches. The name? No. He’s possessed by his arm. After a moment I realize he’s not scratching fresh skin but several scabs on his forearm.


    “You want to know about Kaitlyn?” he says. I can hardly stomach the tenor of his voice, how it’s both stoic and menacing, how it seems poised on the edge of violence.


    I have to think about what I’m going to say. He hasn’t hurt me yet, maybe he won’t hurt me at all if I’m smart enough, cooperative enough. Before logic and common sense can kick in, or even caution, the word tumbles out of my mouth: “Yes.”


    “No.”


    “Wait, what?”


    “You want to know about Kaitlyn, and I’m saying you don’t. This isn’t a question.” He stops scratching at his arm. Now he’s picking it. He has a fingernail under one particularly long scab and he’s working it loose.


    “Is that why you’re here? Are you the one who took her?”


    He grunts. A laugh? He’s peeling back the brownish scab. It’s the size and length of an earthworm. The look on his face, it changes from passive emptiness to ecstasy.


    “That’s disgusting,” I hear myself say.


    “Feels good,” he says. The scab is maybe five inches long, and a half an inch wide. A line of blood rolls down his arm, thick, so red it’s almost black. Looking at the bulge of muscle, I can’t help thinking about the strength in his arms. I wonder what will happen if he turns all that strength on me. He finally detaches the scab, sending thicker streams of blood trailing down his arm.


    Even though I’m terrified, I know I should be more scared than I am. My fear feels dull, not as pointed or as radiant as my anger. Perhaps Gerhard’s serum is expanding my confidence, or inflating my courage. Of course, it could also be the realization that I’m not cute enough to rape that’s keeping me from sliding down that long, dark tunnel of panic.


    Pinching the brownish-red scab between two fingers, he looks from his bloody arm down at me and says, “I don’t want to come back here.” His eyes are lifeless, like a corpse. He drops the scab in my bathwater. It floats near me like a smooshed worm, crusty and hard, reddish pink seeping off it in faint, cloud-like waves.


    Mesmerized by it, transfixed with the stream of red drizzling down his arm, he says, “I like to cut things. I like the way a knife makes the skin separate.”


    From his boot, he pulls out his knife. The huge, serrated blade has me thinking all of this false bravado is a silly teenage girl’s ruse, an immature deception put forth by a child who never felt the touch of violence upon her. I realize I don’t know how fragile the human body is, that he could show me if he wanted. Suddenly I feel naïve, horrified. Awake.


    “I especially like skin like yours,” he says, his voice low, like he is considering things I can’t let myself think about. “It’s beautiful before it’s cut. It’s so beautiful during the cutting.”


    The scab floats closer to me. He slides his thumb over the blade’s edge, opening a fresh wound, all the while he can’t stop watching the floating scab. Finally his eyes clear and he puts the knife back in its sheath. Leaning his massive body toward me, me scooting away from him as far as I can in a tub this small, he reaches out.


    A whimper escapes me.


    I’m dead.


    That’s when I realize he’s not reaching for me, he’s reaching for the scab. He picks it up, studies it, then pops it in his mouth and chews on it a bit. His square face is handsome, but laced with cruelty. The crunching of the scab between his molars has my stomach lurching, but I can’t look away. With short hair and the shadow of a beard, he looks like an enemy action figure, the one that scares the absolute poop out of the good guys. And right now, he’s scaring the absolute poop out of me.


    “Christians devour the body of Christ every Sunday. They drink his blood.” He puts his bleeding thumb in his mouth and gives it a suck. “Is it such a dreadful thing to devour your own body? To drink your own blood?” He takes a tissue and wipes the tile floor where blood spilled from his arm. He studies the tissue, transfixed, then he puts it in his mouth, sucks it for a minute, then swallows.


    “My message isn’t a complicated one,” he says. “Let me know you understand.”


    “I understand,” I say, my voice breaking, tears now gathering in my eyes.


    He turns and leaves the bathroom, and just like that he’s gone. I don’t hear the door open or close. Judging by the weight of the air in my dorm room, though, I know he’s gone.


    Oh, how I pray he’s gone.
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    So I’m officially freaking out. Like crawling out of my skin, trembling, bawling, calling Georgia freaking out. She’s over in minutes. Holding me. The fire ants are marching, their torches hot AF, their timing so very, very bad. Then the bones in my face start to ache. Not like a headache, but like a truck is parked on my face. Like my bones are splintering, repositioning, mending and healing themselves. I don’t waste my time trying to be strong because the pain is ridiculous. It’s monumental. I can’t take the pills fast enough.


    Georgia sweeps strands of damp hair back from my face. Whatever is happening to my face, I feel myself pulling back from my body, trying to hide inside my mind. If I could have a multiple personality take over from here, to suffer this agony for me, I would. She can have my breaking bones. She can have the shifting beneath my skin that itches and aches and has me all together squeamish. She can have me. I’ll come back when I look right, when the pain is over.


    But I’m not so lucky. I’m just one girl, meant to suffer, forced to endure all this trauma. Four pills aren’t enough.


    Add to the senselessness—to the physical persecution—the stress of my online fight with Cameron, the subsequent division of the school, and the horrible scab-eating monster and I don’t know how my mind hasn’t already shut down.


    Maybe because of Georgia.


    The drugs start to work, slowing the gyrations of my tilting room. Georgia is illuminated. My angel. Until now, I couldn’t understand the value of friendship, how moments like these can transform a relationship, deepen it to levels untold. Until now, I didn’t comprehend the notion of unconditional love. But Georgia is always here when I need her most. She’s changed me, saved me, been kind to me when no one else would. When I so desperately needed her, her arms were around me, comforting me. As I’m going under, into what I’m praying is a drug induced coma, I whisper these thoughts to her, incomplete, but real.


    “You love me,” I say. She will never know how my soul begs to know the truth behind these words, or exactly what she means to me, but right now she’s my everything.


    “I do.”


    “Georgia,” I say, my words sounding syrupy, distant. “I need a gun.”


    I feel the heat of her palm touching my face, her warmth against my uncertainty, my fear. Her love against my need. And then the blackness takes hold, sucking me into a liquid embrace, swallowing me down in the murk and fog of my drug-addled brain.


    I wake and Georgia is in the bathroom showering. The door is closed, but I’m glad she stayed. I couldn’t have been alone last night. She steps from the bathroom wrapped in a towel, her hair damp, a warm smile on her face, the question in her eyes. How do I feel? Much better my expression says.


    “I was worried about you,” she says.


    “I was worried about me, too. Then you got here and I felt better. I felt safe.”


    Memories of the hulking man leave me feeling unsettled. “I was serious about the gun,” I say. My voice sounds confident, but then I wonder if I’m over-reacting.


    My memories say otherwise.


    In my mind I see that flat scab floating in the water beside me, the meaty hands reaching in my bathwater to pick it up, the mouth opened wide to eat it. The shiver hits me uncontrolled. Yes, I most definitely need a gun.


    “Do you think you could shoot him?” Georgia asks. “If he came back?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then we better talk to Brayden.”


    “Why Brayden?”


    “Duh, ’cause he’s a boy.” I can’t imagine what I would say, or if he knows someone who knows someone. I think that’s how it works. Then Georgia says, “You’d better shower or we’re going to be late. And go heavy on the makeup.”


    “What—why?” She points to my forehead, flicks a nod at the bathroom mirror.


    I hurry in there, push my hair out of my face and see the split skin. Like the top layers were split and melded back together, except the whole seam didn’t take and there is still a faint, severed line. “Holy balls, will that heal?”


    “Probably within a few hours. You’re going to need some concealer. Try hiding it with your hair, if you can.”


    That’s when I see my face and, holy balls times two, things are different. I have beautiful cheekbones, definition in my jaw, tighter skin. It’s like I had a facelift over night! Even the very structure of my eyes, once droopy at the outside, are evening out. Georgia stands next to me and I look at her, then at me, then at her. I see similarities, but differences, too.


    A genuine smile lights Georgia’s face. “My God, you’re gorgeous. Look at those lips of yours! So luscious.”


    I stare at my lips and they are luscious. They used to be flat, chapped and off-putting. I used to think of them as the least kissable things you’ve ever seen.


    Not now.


    “And your skin,” Georgia says, mesmerized. “It looks like the best cup of coffee ever. I swear I want to drink you.” She runs her fingers through my hair, which looks thicker and fuller, and is now an impossibly rich black that seems to look healthier with every treatment. “I cannot believe how much I love your hair.”


    “I’m…pretty?” I say. Like a question I have to ask myself because only in dreams could this truly be possible.


    Georgia says, “You are. But you’re not done yet. It’s still too soon.”


    “You mean, there’s more?”


    She nods. “More pain, too. If your treatments are anything like my treatments, there’s a lot more pain to come.” I feel myself smiling, dreaming impossible dreams. No. Not dreaming. Living them. I’m living my impossible dreams. I don’t care about the pain—I mean, I do—it’s worth it though. I would get run over by a truck every single day if it would make me someone new, the kind of girl someone like Damien would want. I would definitely do it, easy.


    “What more is there to change?” I ask.


    “When I’m gone, take off your clothes, look at anything that isn’t exactly perfect, and that’s what will change. More slowly than now. But you’ll change.”




    Worthless Little Mutt
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    I follow Georgia’s beauty tips of layering on the makeup and using eye shadows I haven’t used before. I even do my hair sassy and throw on a beanie just to make myself look…less like my usual self.


    The change is indescribable. Had my emotions not been sorted out weeks ago, I would have stayed in my room and cried all day, that’s how happy I am. All I keep thinking over and over again is Margaret is really going to love me now. Then I think about how much I hate her. A mother should love her child even if she’s ugly or pretty, chubby or thin. Her love should be unconditional. Yet Margaret wasn’t born that way. She’ll never understand unconditional love. Perhaps this is her greatest imperfection. The one no cosmetic surgeon can fix. I suppose she’s broken, too. Like me, but different.


    I can’t walk down the halls without people staring. My disguise is laughable. Making myself look different only brings more attention to how much better I look from just yesterday. I’m thinking, thank God I forced Cameron to take down all the photos on her Facebook page otherwise she’d be vindicated in an instant.


    People are asking me what I did different to myself. They’re saying words like beautiful and exotic and sexy which are not words anyone has ever associated with me before. Unless you count, “She’s not beautiful, not exotic looking and will never, ever be sexy like her mother.”


    That’s the exception.


    All this attention has me kind of freaking out. This new serum of Gerhard’s is working too fast. People who sided with me days ago are now switching to Cameron’s side, whispering how it’s true, that I am indeed a clone. My moment of glory, my transformation from the moth to the butterfly is getting soiled by that basic bitch, Cameron, her BFF (Julie Satan), and by the most excellent work of Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard.


    When lunch time finally rolls around, I walk toward the cafeteria next to Brayden but we aren’t talking about anything noteworthy. Damien sees me, and like he did in class, he stares. I look somewhat like his step-sister—I’m looking more and more like her each day—but I’m also looking different. I don’t know what to make of his expression, but I think maybe, and this is a colossal maybe, he’s attracted to me. The moment is bittersweet as I hear the word “clone” leave someone’s lips yet again.


    Brayden finally looks at me and says, “I didn’t expect you to change so fast.”


    “Is that a bad thing?” I say. Already I know it is.


    “No. I’m going to go talk to the others. I’ll be over in a few minutes.”


    He breaks off from me and b-lines over to Janine’s ugly four, leaving me standing alone, friendless in front of everyone. I’m so embarrassed. The fire ants, they’re marching again, but not because of something changing inside me, but because I can’t believe this great day of mine has gone to crap so quickly.


    Then I hear the snap. Like the paparazzi snaps, but solo. The sound triggers something in me that’s been lying dark and dormant, something now awake and offended. All the horrible lies printed about me and my family, all the private truths never meant for public consumption, that paparazzi picture of my breasts for the world to see, the Tiffany’s box of puke, the words Disgusting Pig etched into my car door, Facebook—it’s all charging back to me as I locate the sound.


    Julie.


    With a camera.


    A really, really nice camera with a long, expensive lens.


    So apparently Theresa handed to reins to Julie. I stalk toward her, smacking the camera violently out of her hands. It hits the floor and the lens breaks off, rolling to the side. “Take my photo again and I’m going to shove that camera so far up your ass all you’ll have are pictures of the top of your colon.”


    The horror of her broken camera, of the unbridled threat, it flips some switch inside her. She punches me closed-fist in the face so hard something barely-mended breaks. My legs give and I land hard on my butt on the ground. I put my hand to my new face, locate the pain, press lightly. A cracked eye socket I think. Already the flesh is swelling, tightening. I feel everyone staring at me. Like that first day in school when I puked in front of the buffet table. I stand up, refusing to be bullied anymore.


    “That camera’s worth more than your life,” Julie snarls, shaking her punching hand like it hurt her more than me. Maggie is suddenly beside Julie, not smiling or frowning. Is she about to say something? Will she defend Julie? Or me?


    “If my life is that worthless,” I say, touching my aching face, “then why document it for everyone to see? Don’t you and your friends have your own lives?”


    “Because you’re a car accident happening in slow motion. People can’t stand looking at you, and they can’t stop staring. For such a worthless little mutt, you’re priceless.”


    Maggie says, “That’s enough, Julie,” and puts a hand on her shoulder. Julie shoves her hand away and snarls, “Did you see what the bitch did to my camera?”


    Right then I see Tuesday Hunnicut rushing over, a worried look on her face. She comes right for me. I stand poised and strong, my cheek swelling. She asks if I’m alright before firing Julie a nasty look. Maggie walks away. Julie starts in on her broken camera.


    “Do you think your teachers don’t see what you put on Facebook?” Miss Hunnicut says. Her eyes are thunderheads on a dark horizon. “Do you think we just see you for an hour or two and never think about you as actual people with lives outside our classrooms? We know what your real personally looks like. What you look like when the mask comes off. I see you, Julie Sanderson, and it pains me to admit that you are as ugly in person as you are on Facebook.”


    There is a chorus of oooohs and Omigods, and some kid with laughter in his voice saying, “Did you just hear what Miss Hunnicut said?”


    The moment is priceless for me, crushing for Julie. It’s one thing to know a few of your peers hate you. You can write them off because they’re just idiot kids. But when your teachers call you ugly, when they tell you this in front of the whole school, that’s rough. It’s the kind of rough you’re going to need therapy for.


    “Come on sweetie, let’s get you over to see Nurse Arabelle.”


    Sitting in the waiting room with an ice pack on my face, Miss Hunnicut and I wait for Nurse Arabelle to finish with a sick freshman girl whom I don’t know. After that she thanks Tuesday for her help then says, “I’ll take from here.”


    “It’s her orbital,” Miss Hunnicut says. “I think it’s fractured.”


    In the back office, Nurse Arabelle says, “How did all of this happen?” I tell her the story. Even though I’m impossibly lost in her eyes, I search through the amethyst shine for a soul. All I see is my reflection. “It would be easy to fracture bone,” she says, “especially with last night’s regimen. How are you feeling?”


    “In less pain now than I was last night.”


    “This will be difficult week for you,” she says in her coarse Russian accent, “but changes are worth it. You see.”


    “The teachers have to know what’s happening with me, these changes, yet none of them say anything. How come?”


    “They are handed money for their blind eyes. Big dollars. No one wants to lose job that pays so much.”


    “It’s money then.”


    “Plus they know elite are having strange hobbies. Especially genetics.”


    I see her studying my face.


    “Do you think the bone needs to be set?” I ask. In her shitty, broken English, she says it doesn’t, that if it’s fractured, it’s fractured in the right place. I ask what that means.


    She waves a dismissive hand. “I will get you healing shot.”


    “What about tonight’s regimen?”


    “Both work together.”


    “How long will it take?”


    “Are you in hurry?” she asks. If I took her temperature, she’d come back forty-seven degrees Fahrenheit.


    “I wanted to eat lunch. I’m starving.”


    She takes the ice pack off my eye, looks at it. “You missed lunch already, and you’re not going to PE—that is next class, right?” I nod my head. “You sit here with ice until next class.”


    “But I’m freaking starving.”


    She leaves the room and just as I’m about to start slinging mental cusswords her way, she returns with half a sandwich and a bottled water.


    She says, “I know hunger. This emptiness you feel inside. But I feel it for all day, for weeks long, sometimes, when I grow up. When I was little girl in Ukraine, the girls like me did ugly things for water, for food for our family. Criminals sell us our water for half month’s pay. It was water or food. Not both. My uncle made me do terrible things until I was put on boat to America where I work as masseuse. Dr. Gerhard found me, like American slave. He took me from mamachka—the terrible woman who own me—and he take me to this place, fix me in all areas that I am flawed, but not mean. He treats me with nice, which I have not ever been accustomed to.”


    “That was kind of him.”


    “I see you children,” she says, “and you have everything. More than you need. I have envy for you. You are spoiled rotten. I don’t know the feeling. But today, I know your hunger like it is my own. Maybe, we are similar? You and me? But maybe for just this one minute.”


    She says this and she smiles.


    A second later I pick my jaw up off the floor and thank her. I say, “Do your parents love you?” Her purple eyes seem to lose their sparkle. She cannot meet my eyes. Slowly, painfully, she nods her head. “Then we have more in common than you think,” I say.
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    Even after my big confrontation with Julie, the taunting and photographing continues, albeit a bit more discretely. On the upside, they fixed my car, so there’s progress. My eye heals quickly, as Nurse Arabelle predicted when Gerhard gave me what Arabelle called “the special healing shot.” The damage of the punch, however, left my eyes black for two days. Low and behold, there was a picture of me looking bruised on Facebook, a keepsake for the Julie Satan fan club. The black eyes ended up being a blessing. A worthwhile distraction from the changes still taking place all over the landscape of my face.


    My ugly nose, the one Margaret hated, is gone. Now I have this plastic surgery nose so damn perfect I feel proud. People are still talking, though, and my fan base from the Facebook hack and the fight I lost in the cafeteria is a constantly diminishing thing.


    The word clone is thrown around with even greater frequency these days.


    The good news is I now have a gun. I don’t know who Brayden knew or who they knew, but within two days of the scab-eater’s dorm invasion, Brayden was in my room handing me the black market pistol he got. It was wrapped in a brown bag he’d jammed inside his jacket pocket.


    Brayden says, “It won’t kill anyone fast, but it will stop them.”


    I say, “That was quick. Like, super quick.”


    “If you knew what I had to do to get this,” he said. I lean in and kiss him on the cheek. Finally I feel safe again.


    “If I would’ve known you were going to do that,” he says, sly and grinning, “I would’ve turned my mouth into it.”


    I laugh and say, “That’s why I didn’t tell you, butthole.”


    He unwraps the pistol, wipes the surface with his t-shirt and hands it to me. “Nowadays with the stupid laws,” he says, “you can’t kill someone for entering your home illegally, but you can shoot the crap out of them, and if they live, well, it’s no biggie. See those scratches on the gun? No serial number.”


    “Why do I care about that?” I say. I really don’t know anything about criminal activity but what I learned from Brayden.


    “In case we need to kill someone, they can’t trace the gun back to you.”


    “We’re not killing anyone,” I say.


    “It’s cool,” he says, looking hard, trying to look gangsta. “All we’d need is a chainsaw and some black bags and voilà, we’ve got a clean getaway.”


    “We’re. Not. Killing. Anyone. Jesus, Brayden, what’s gotten into you?”


    His faux-gangster expression softens to concern. “I’m worried is all.”


    “That’s sweet.”


    Later that night, sitting alone in my room, looking at my new gun and a box of bullets, the telephone rings. I pick it up and it’s Netty calling.


    “Hello?”


    “Girl, what the hell is going on up there?” she says, her Slavic accent thick with worry. Oh, how I miss her!


    “What do you mean?”


    “Who is Julie Sanderson? And Cameron O’Dell? And Theresa Prichard?”


    “A few girls I’ve been having issues with.”


    “Issues?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Well, there are pictures of someone with a black eye and they’re saying it’s you. But it doesn’t look like you. There are a lot of pictures of you that don’t look like you.”


    “I know. I go to school with a bunch of Photoshop freaks.”


    “They’re saying some awful things. That you are a clone. Theresa whatever, she has this photo album called ‘The Progression of a Clone’ and it starts with your picture. The you I know. Then slowly you become more and more beautiful. What kind of a person taunts you by making you look better on Facebook? That’s weird.”


    “You don’t understand this place. I don’t even get it. Around here, everyday is opposite day.”


    “So that’s not you.”


    I hate lying to her, but with so much going on I can’t bear the weight of Netty’s concern, too. I say, “Photoshop.”


    When she’s certain I’m not in any danger, and that I’m still the same ugly Savannah she knew from high school, we catch up on life. I tell her about the non-triplets—though I call them triplets—and how I met Brayden and he’s a lot of fun and it’s nice to have a guy friend. She tells me nobody will date Jacob Brantley now because of what she said about his wiener on Facebook and it’s kind of funny, but she’s thinking she might get into trouble for it. I tell her I don’t think that will happen. We talk for about an hour more then I tell her I miss her so much. I wish she was here with me, but then again, maybe I wouldn’t have met Georgia, Victoria and Bridget if she had been. When I tell her good-bye, I’m sad to hang up.


    I log onto Theresa’s Facebook page and skim the latest photos she’s posting. Looks like she got all the photos Cameron was posting and started her own album. Apparently the FBI and Homeland Security threat stopped working. It was worth a try.


    There’s a knock on my door. I don’t bother going for my gun because when my intruder had broken in, he didn’t bother knocking first. I open the door to Brayden.


    “Jesus, girl, you really don’t look like you anymore.”


    “Don’t say that.”


    “No, it’s a good thing. You were totally ugly last month. But now…”


    “Don’t start.”


    “All’s I’m saying is I don’t mind if you’re a clone, I think you’re starting to get really hot and I’m glad we met in your ugly stages otherwise we might not be friends.”


    I pull him inside, shut my door and say, “You know that’s not true.”


    “Whatever.” He has a bag in his hand. He reaches into it, pulls out a smoke detector that looks exactly like the one in Gerhard’s office. “It came today. You ready?”


    “I am. Did you figure out the key situation?”


    “Totally.” He shakes the bag, says, “It’s all in here.”


    “Are you sure we should be doing this? I mean, if we get caught, we’re going to jail for sure.”


    “After tonight,” he says, half his mouth grinning, “we’ll be legit. We’ll have street cred.”


    I roll my eyes, blow out a breath and say, “Omigod, Brayden, stop with the gangster rap. Seriously. You’re freaking Caucasian. Your pants don’t even sag. And you look more like a guy who pops his popcorn before watching Glee than a guy who pops rival gangsters over turf wars, or drugs, or whatever it is gangs shoot each over other these days.”


    “Chillax, babe. I’m just lightening the mood.”


    “How’s this for lightening the mood? I called the Placer County Sheriff’s Department and asked what leads, if any, they had on the Whitaker murder and you know what they said?”


    “No. What?”


    “They said they would have to pull the file because the two detectives on the case are no longer with the PCSD. One’s retired and the other was killed in a traffic accident. When I asked for information on the retired detective, it turns out he hung himself in his garage last year.”


    “So, no leads?” Brayden says.


    “Follow my thinking, Brayden. Two detectives. Both dead of unnatural causes. A huge story suppressed from not only the media but the whole internet. A missing girl pronounced dead without a body for proof. A German scientist specializing in somatic human genetic engineering experimenting on kids at a school for the elite. One gigantic, creepy, scab eating beast of a man who threatens girls in bathtubs. Brayden, this isn’t an Investigative Journalism assignment. This is the kind of mystery that’ll get us killed if we’re not careful.”


    “It’s cool, isn’t it?” Brayden says, halfway excited.


    “It’s not cool. My freaking nerves are on edge.”


    “Then let’s drop it. You’re beautiful, I’m funny—we have each other. Isn’t that enough? I mean, all joking aside, seriously, if it’s smart to quit while you’re ahead, trust me, you and I are ahead already.”


    “Yes, we are ahead. And no, we aren’t dropping it. What we’re going to do is what we talked about doing, and that’s break into Gerhard’s house and steal his key. I’m not going to let some freak of nature scare me. Besides, what if what happened to Kaitlyn’s going to happen to me? What if she wasn’t killed? What if it was the treatments that killed her?”


    “So, I guess we’re still on then?”


    “I said so, didn’t I? Tomorrow night we get to know the doctor. We stake out his SUV, we stake out his house, we find that sweet spot in between. The vulnerable spot.”


    “You sound so dramatic right now,” he says. “It’s actually turning me on.”


    I smack his arm and say, “We need to focus right now, not joke around. We can’t afford to take half measures.”


    “Okay,” he says, rubbing his arm, looking hurt. “You don’t need to be so violent.”




    Breaking and Entering
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    After Brayden leaves, my mind continues to spin. I need to see Damien. He needs to know what is happening. If something happens to me, if we get caught—or worse—then at the very least I want to know he will continue investigating.


    Professor Rhonimus says there must always be a place where your research is stored for safe keeping. Usually with someone you trust. Someone with a strong stomach. In politics you have to do the same thing with the dirt you have on others. What I have so far is leverage, even if it’s not concrete yet, it’s enough to at least point a suspicious finger at Gerhard. Who knows? This information in the right hands just might save my life.


    Professor Rhonimus told us the story of how he was investigating a huge drug laundering scandal in Tallahassee and ended up with a shotgun jammed in his mouth. He said, “If not for leverage, I wouldn’t be here today.”


    I amass my files, and at about nine o’clock, I head over to the boys’ dorms and knock on Damien’s door. He answers, clearly upset. Maggie is on his bed. Oh, boy. She’s beautiful and she’s crying.


    “Is this a bad time?”


    “Yeah, kind of. What do you want?”


    I show him the folder. “This is everything I have on Kaitlyn’s disappearance,” I whisper. I hand it to him; he takes it. He starts to pull back and shut the door. I stop him. “I think I know what happened to her.” He glances back at Maggie who is wiping her eyes. She looks at me. I look at Damien. “Whatever you have going on in there, this is more important.”


    He invites me inside and I’m thinking, what a tool! We stand inside the room, the three of us, all looking exceptionally uncomfortable. Maggie excuses herself and leaves, not looking at me at all.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she tells Damien, her voice choked with emotion.


    “I didn’t mean to intrude,” I say, and Maggie offers the faintest of smiles.


    When it’s just me and Damien, I say, “Cameron’s not going to like this. You and Maggie and…whatever this is…the two of you.”


    “Cameron’s a non-issue.”


    Taking a seat at his desk, I say, “Cameron’s not going to see it that way.”


    “Whatever, it’s not what you think. Besides, who I choose to be friends with isn’t any of your business anyway.”


    “Always so sweet,” I say, giving him my best new smile. “Forever a gentleman.”


    “Just talk.”


    “Okay,” I say. “Fine.” He runs a hand through his hair and his eyes become narrow with impatience; I frown. Then: “How much do you know about Wolfgang Gerhard?”


    “Enough to know there’s something…off about him,” he says. He toes off his shoes, sits on his bed Indian style. “He’s into genetic engineering and he’s obsessed with altering the DNA of people like you. From what I found, he spent his entire life studying the subject. He’s sort of a genius about it, I guess.”


    “Did you know that’s not even his real name?”


    “What?” he says. “No.”


    “Do you know who Josef Mengele is? The man they call the Angel of Death?”


    “He was a Nazi war criminal, right?” he says. “Head of the Nazi death camps in World War Two?”


    “He was an esteemed officer in Hitler’s SS and the head physician at Auschwitz. He personally sent over four hundred and twenty-five thousand Jews and Jewish sympathizers to their deaths in the gas chambers. He did this in just under two years. He’s considered one of the worst mass murderers in human history. A real monster.”


    “What’s he got to do with all this?”


    “When Germany fell and Auschwitz was liberated, Mengele was put into a concentration camp, this time as a prisoner. He was quickly smuggled out and ended up in South America where he assumed a different identity. He went by the name Wolfgang Gerhard.”


    “What? Are you saying—”


    “Mengele’s dead,” I assure him. “I mean, they never really saw his body, but he was old. Much older than Gerhard. It’s the idea that our Dr. Gerhard would idealize this human terror so much as to take that fake name for himself. It’s disgusting. And it’s frightening. Mengele did a lot of inhumane experimentation on women and children without anesthesia. Then, when he was done, if they weren’t dead already, he’d just gas them.”


    “Oh.”


    “Don’t you see the significance? Mengele was a murderer, a sadist of the highest order, merciless. He experimented on unwitting people. He was the kind of monster who tried turning people’s brown eyes to blue by injecting chemical solutions into their eyeballs, while they were awake. Can you imagine? Mengele was obsessed with eugenics. So is Gerhard. Our Gerhard.”


    “What the hell is eugenics anyway?” Damien asks.


    “Eugenics is a bio-social movement founded to improve the genetic composition of a population. Although there might be good people involved, most eugenicists loathe the idea of the undesirables—the plain, the ugly, the retarded, the deformed. They call them useless eaters. The unwashed masses. How much do you know about Adolf Hitler?”


    “I know he wanted a more perfect society, that he thought Jews were standing in the way of that.”


    “That’s not necessarily true,” I say. “Hitler hated the Jews because he thought they were the only group of people who could quell his rise to power. He feared their collective strength. At least, that’s what he eludes to in some of his writings.”


    “Okay, fine, but this isn’t Nazi Germany, and World War Two is a non-issue.”


    “Don’t think about the Nazi’s as being war criminals from a dead movement. The idea of a perfect race is a Nazi idea that still has traction. Under Adolf Hitler’s vision of a Master Race, he believed the Nordic people, i.e., the Aryans, were superior to all other races, and so they were entitled to world domination. With eugenics, the concept of ‘pure bloodlines’ rule above all else. With Gerhard’s form of science, this is how Hitler’s plan survived his death and is alive and well today.”


    “How come I’ve never heard of this?” he asks.


    “The people in power today, the well-funded power elite, they’re still dying to create the perfect race of human beings. It’s just not something they mention outside their social circles.”


    “How do you know this?”


    “I’ve been a busy bee, Damien. Plus, if you look at me, if you look at who I was on that first day of school, I look nothing like my old self. Before long I’ll be perfect. Just like Georgia, Victoria and Bridget. Like your step-sister. Perfect, but different.”


    “So Dr. Gerhard, or whomever he really is, he’s carrying the Nazi torch?”


    “Forget the Nazi label. It’s just a distraction. Gerhard seems obsessed with the idea, not the movement. He’s a small part of a greater problem. I learned that he works for and is funded by a group called the Virginia Corporation, a cutout corporation with offices all across the globe, and our campus being listed as one of them. Astor Academy is classified in their financials as a ‘Corporate Retreat.’”


    “Again, how do you know this?”


    “I have friends in low places. Friends who know how to hack just about any server in the world, including the IRS servers.” Okay, so maybe I don’t have friends in the plural sense, but I do have Brayden, and he’s enough. More than enough.


    “You hacked the IRS?”


    “Not me.”


    “Then who?” he wants to know.


    “Forget that right now,” I tell him. “My sources are my own. What you must understand is what’s going on here is the work of long dead sadists like Josef Mengele and Adolf Hitler, and it’s being carried out as we speak. The imposter calling himself Wolfgang Gerhard, he’s running the show here and we’re paying for it. You, me, Kaitlyn, our parents. Where does it end? When we’re dead? When they get tired of you asking questions and you’re dead? With a world full of Georgia’s, Victoria’s and Bridget’s?”


    Running his hand through his hair, he lapses into a lengthy, contemplative silence. The way his eyes seem to see nothing and everything, how he stands uncertain—not at all the cocky, angry boy-God I’ve come to know and all but despise—I feel drawn to him. Attracted to a part of him not physical, maybe his dedication to Kaitlyn. In the back of my mind I’m wondering if he can get past the fact that before long I will be known as the fourth clone, and parts of me will resemble his beloved step-sister. I’m wondering if he can get past this enough to be attracted to me, too. To maybe want to date me. Considering how he’s acted towards me, though, I’d have to be mentally defective to even entertain such a thought. Which I’m not.


    “So you think he’s taken Kaitlyn’s genes and he’s pumping them into you. Into the other clones?”


    My girlish fascination with his good looks wears thin. “Don’t call them that. Whatever they are, I’m the same as them, the same as Kaitlyn. And no, I don’t think he’s using Kaitlyn’s genes. I saw her photo before Gerhard got a hold of her. She was pretty in a really understated sort of way, but not gorgeous the way she was when she went missing. I’m certain we’re getting someone else’s DNA, or genes, or whatever the hell’s in that pink solution he injects me with.”


    More silence. He’s trying to wrap his mind around it, and just when I think he has it, it slips away and the brooding, angry Damien is back. I can’t stand this version of him.


    “I don’t believe it,” he says. “It’s impossible.”


    “Do be so stupid, Damien. Did you ever see the back of Kaitlyn’s left thigh?”


    “Yes,” he snaps. “So what? Jesus, quit being so damn cryptic!”


    I unbutton my shorts; he sees this, turns his head and says, “What are you doing? God, don’t do that.”


    “Oh shut up, you’re embarrassing yourself,” I say. I’ve had about enough of his crappy attitude. “Besides, I’m not that ugly little mutt anymore.” His face heats to a blistering red, but he forces his eyes upon me. I pull my shorts down, happy to be out of my granny panties and into a G-string (Victoria talked me into it, said my ass would look luscious in one). I turn and, show him Alaska. I hear the sharp inhale of breath, which could mean my butt looks that good, or he’s shocked by the “birthmark.” Or maybe, hopefully, it means both.


    “Look familiar?” I say.


    Looking over my shoulder, I breathe in his expression. His face is completely white and he’s staring back and forth between the mark and my new butt cheeks.


    “Hers looked just like that,” he whispers. “Her mark, I mean.” His face turns an even deeper shade of red.


    I pull up my shorts, button them, then say, “Georgia, Victoria and Bridget…they all have the same mark. Gerhard’s been trying to undo it in me, but—obviously, so far—he has failed on a massive scale.”


    “I just can’t believe it.”


    “Read what I gave you and we’ll speak tomorrow. I have a plan. A way to find out what really happened to Kaitlyn.”


    He gives a vacant nod, his eyes lost, his body inert. Things shift behind his empty gaze. He’s coming back to life. “I’ll read it now,” he says. “When you leave, I mean.”


    “Good, because when I tell you what we’re going to do, we will find out just how serious you are about getting the truth.”
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    How well do you trust your friends? That’s what Brayden asked me last week. He said, “If you blow this wide open, to the media and everything, it will expose them and their families. You’ll ruin their lives. And your own. I mean, can you imagine the headlines?”


    The scary thing is, I can.


    Lately Victoria has been saying things like, “You’re a lot taller than before, maybe two or three inches. It’s time for new clothes.” I feel taller, and according to Victoria, a girl can always use new clothes. “We need to get you into something sexy,” she’s been saying. “Something that really flaunts your new personality.”


    I’ve been less shy, not nervous at all around people even though most everyone who stuck up for me when I went head-to-head with Julie and Cameron has now abandoned me and taken to calling me “Number Four.” Meaning the fourth clone.


    I’ve been thinking a lot about me and the girls lately, trying to determine the fallout from breaking Kaitlyn’s and our story. The way I’ve been thinking, going national might be the only way to keep us all safe. It’s when you don’t go public with something like this that your chances of getting killed skyrocket. The dead detectives working Kaitlyn’s case taught me that much. Still, the non-triplets are the best friends I’ve ever had and I don’t want to lose them.


    I can’t.


    Sitting at the breakfast table eating steel cut oatmeal and fresh organic peaches, I say, “Are you guys friends with me because all three of you were just like me?”


    “Were like you?” Georgia asks. “We’re still like you.”


    “No you’re not. Pretty soon, yes, but not yet.”


    “We’re friends with you because you’re a good person. Because we all know what you went through before coming here and that was just sad.”


    Something has been bugging me from the beginning, a question I couldn’t ask because I didn’t know how until now. I didn’t have the courage. “How did you know I would get the treatments? That I would be like you?”


    Georgia smiles, tilts her head slightly and says, “We didn’t.”


    My heart wants to flutter, but I restrain myself. Tell myself not to be foolish. “If that’s the case, how come you’re not friends with any of Janine’s ugly four?”


    “Because they’re not you,” Bridget says. “We tried with some of them, but they don’t like us. Especially Sunshine.”


    Victoria says, “They hated us. But you didn’t.”


    All I ever wanted was to be beautiful. I just wanted Margaret to love me. To not act disgusted by the sight of me, or have to explain to people that no, I’m really not adopted.


    Georgia says, “We come from parents who are extremely successful but not attractive, with the exception of Margaret, and the way our parents want us to have the things they never had, well beauty is now achievable. Even if it’s a side effect from curing other ailments, like leukemia or cystic fibrosis.”


    “Yes, but you all look the same.”


    “It doesn’t matter to us,” Georgia says.


    “Speak for yourself,” Bridget says.


    “Yeah,” Victoria echoes.


    “I thought you guys were okay looking the same,” I say. “I mean, you dress different and have different styles and makeup, but I guess…I don’t know. Lately I’ve been wondering how I’m going to feel looking like you.”


    “You’re the new model,” Georgia says. “You’re skin is different. Your face, too. There are some similarities—our similar eyes and body shapes—but you’re not as tall as us, and your skin color is different. You have a more female shape to you, too. Where we’re pretty straight up the sides, you get the hourglass figure all of us would kill to have. And your hands, they’re different, too. Better fingers.”


    “She’s still changing,” Victoria says. “She’s not done.”


    “I don’t know,” Bridget says. “I grew first then changed. We all did.”


    “Yeah,” Georgia says, “but that was a year and a half ago.”


    “Regardless,” I say, “I wonder if looking so similar, it makes you unpopular.”


    “Haven’t we gone over this already?” Bridget asks.


    “Isn’t that the same as being ugly?”


    The girls look at each other, pondering the question, then together say, “No.”


    Georgia says, “If being popular is treating everyone around you horribly, or walking around with your nose in the air like you’re better than everyone else, then I don’t want to be popular. That’s Julie Sanderson, Cameron O’Dell and Theresa Prichard. Besides, we can change our hair and makeup, and the way we walk and talk and dress. I think sharing a few common traits is no biggie. Swear.”


    “It’s a biggie to me,” Bridget says. “You don’t seem to get that, Georgia.”


    “It’s a biggie to me, too,” I say. “When you’re in the spotlight all the time, like me, when you have the paparazzi jonesing for the most trivial of flaws to exploit, looking exactly like three other girls from wealthy families like yours—maybe four if they find out about Kaitlyn—it’s not hard to imagine shit going south real quick. Especially if there’s a formal investigation. Haven’t you guys thought of that? Good investigative reporters will travel anywhere, skirt any unreasonable law, dig through mountains of garbage to turn people like us into the kind of scandals that lead to gigantic paydays.”


    “I don’t know,” Georgia says, “I guess it would be nice to look different. To feel unique again, and not be called a clone or a synthetic all the time.”


    Victoria says, “Well Jesus Christ, hold the press, Georgia’s finally seen the light!”


    She and Bridget laugh, but Georgia and I are still residing in different worlds. Our own inner worlds.


    Finally Georgia says, “If you’re worried about looking like us, you can always stop the treatments now. I mean, you’re already so much better looking than all these people, than most anyone you’ll ever see. You don’t have to keep going.”


    “What if I love the pain?” I say, trying to break the ice. No one laughs. “Okay, the pain sucks. I want to be beautiful. Maybe that makes me vain, or insecure, or just desperate for my mother’s love. I guess the truth is, I don’t want to stop.”


    Victoria says, “You just referred to Margaret as ‘my mother.’ Did you realize that?”


    “Better dial the shrink,” Brayden says, knowing my extensive history with psychologists. “Better call them all.”


    Is this progress? Am I actually prepared to forgive Margaret for her conditional love, for her vanity, for being such a train wreck? Is that why I called her mother? Something inside me squirms at the idea of forgiveness. I don’t want to forgive her. She needs to suffer, the same as me. But I want to be loved, too. Is such a thing even possible?
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    The more I think about what everyone has gone through to be a part of Gerhard’s Master Race, the more I become enraged. Now that I’ve got a gun, I’m really thinking it needs to be used. As a threat?—sure. But not to kill anyone. Or hurt them. I just want to jam it in Gerhard’s face and say, “Were you the one who had Kaitlyn Whitaker killed? Were you the one who sent that blood sucking behemoth into my bathroom to threaten me?”


    Dammit, I want answers!


    Maybe I’m just bold enough, or stupid enough to demand them. For that reason alone, I try to remain calm. To breathe.


    My treatments have resumed and though I spend time with Dr. Gerhard five days a week, I usually speak only when spoken to. That’s about to end.


    So I’m in his office and he’s administering the shot when the words fly out of my mouth. I say, “You need to tell me about Kaitlyn.”


    He falls silent.


    He usually presses the needle’s plunger in right about now, but the question gives him pause. The air around him, once still, now throbs with tension. He presses the plunger a little too fast, then pulls the needle from my skin so abruptly I wince.


    “As I said before, I’m bound by patient confidentiality laws, therefore I refuse to discuss her. Just like you. How many times must you drive your head into this same brick wall?”


    “The scope of the law expires when your patient is dead. Kaitlyn Whitaker is dead. Or isn’t she?”


    Gerhard sits down behind his desk, and I feel the full force of his eyes upon me. Boring into me. He smiles an uneasy smile that doesn’t reach his lifeless eyes. “You know what killed the cat, don’t you, Savannah?”


    “Whose cat?” I say. The new me is fast returning to the art of sarcasm.


    “Curiosity killed the cat.”


    “Are you threatening me?”


    Gerhard’s smile deepens. The gap in his teeth, it’s eerily reminiscent of the late Nazi war criminal, Josef Mengele. He even wears his hair the same. How did I miss these details earlier? The creepy factor on Gerhard now rips right through the roof.


    “Is the pain any worse, or are you managing okay?”


    “It hurts and you know it,” I answer.


    “That means it’s working.”


    “Did you have her killed?” I say, pressing him. “Did your scab eating henchman bleed her out in her car?”


    His smile falls flat once more, his eyes radiating hatred. “You can leave now. I will see you for your treatment tomorrow.”


    “You didn’t—”


    “NOW!” he screams, slapping the desk with the palm of his hand. The skin on his face is loose enough to show tremors. The loathing he must possess for me right now is oozing off him, infecting me with fear, with a rage of my own, with the chilled hatred of being dismissed without answers yet again. I spring from my chair and scurry out of his office, not even looking at Nurse Arabelle on my way out.


    Out in the courtyard, sitting on a bench near the fountain, Damien stands up. Seeing me flustered, he says, “What happened?”


    “Are you waiting for me?”


    I don’t stop walking; he falls into stride beside me. “Yes,” he says. “I’ve been thinking about the files. About what you’re doing, investigating this and all.”


    “Good,” I say, thinking I just flubbed big time with Gerhard. I’m wondering if he’ll even see me tomorrow. And dammit, I’m so pissed off I can’t even think straight! “What can I do for you, Damien? I’m pissed off right now.” I stop walking and turn to face him, no longer seeing him as a boy-God. “What do you want? Speak!”


    “If you’ll slow down a second, I want to talk to you.”


    “I’ve come to complete stop for you,” I say, sarcastic. “Stop wanting and start doing.”


    He takes a breath, his eyes flicking to the ebb and flow of students around us. “When me and Kaitlyn started school, we were happy. No, ecstatic. But then Kaitlyn started going through the same kind of changes you’re going through. She called me, crying all the time. Telling me about the pain. I called my dad, but he said this was the cure we were looking for. He said once she completed her regimen she’d never get leukemia again. I tried to tell him she was losing her mind from the pain, but he assured me Dr. Gerhard knew what he was doing. It didn’t get better. She had bad spells with her vision, suffered constant headaches, dizziness and vomiting, and she would sometimes spend entire days in bed, depressed, groaning, begging me to do something. I went and saw Gerhard myself. My thinly veiled threats got me nowhere.”


    Standing in the middle of the courtyard, students buzzing all around us, we can’t be more in our own world. No one else matters but us. The beauty of the day, how the sky is a cloudless blue, how the light breeze washing over us is as soft as butterfly kisses. None of this registers. It’s just me and him, and the ghost of Kaitlyn.


    “She was changing,” he continues, his eyes reading blank, the distant look of a memory tearing at his fragile psyche. “Like you, but not as fast. Gerhard promised her pills for the pain, but they took too long to kick in and they wore off a few hours later. The hallucinations were the worst. She was freaking out in class, bleeding at night from her eyes, her ears and nose, from her vagina and rectum. It was horrible to witness. Then she was gone. They found her car in a ditch a couple miles up the road. There were entire pints of blood in it, too much for officials to think she could survive. In the blood was a torn half of a fingernail and some of her hair. This was all the evidence they needed to rule it a homicide.”


    “That’s horrible,” I say, his blank stare not lost on those walking past us, staring at us.


    “My father and I, we fought for months. About what happened, how he let her suffer. It was too much for me. And Kaitlyn’s mom—my step-mother—she never fully recovered. Even now she’s on strong sedatives. When you and Georgia showed up there the other day, this undid all her therapy. Everything me and my dad have been trying to do for her these last couple years. She’s a wreck. Sobbing uncontrollable, refusing to eat, unable to sleep. Even my dad seems lost after your guys’ visit.”


    Inside I’m dying. To think of what that one visit did to the poor woman. To that family. Seeing it unfolding again, piece by piece, I realize the very moment Kaitlyn’s mother had come undone. It was awful, and it was my fault.


    I should’ve called first.


    “My dad almost divorced her last year, but then she turned a corner. But now…”


    “I’m really sorry. I didn’t know…any of this. Now I know why you seem so angry with me all of the time. I couldn’t figure it out until now. My friends, they’re a constant reminder of Kaitlyn.”


    “You have no idea.”


    “Why are you still going to this school?” I ask.


    “Because that was the agreement. An arrangement my dad worked out with Gerhard and Astor Academy. The education here, aside from the horror Kaitlyn went through, is a once in a lifetime opportunity. A chance for me to put my family’s name on the map.”


    “How come you didn’t tell your parents about Georgia, Bridget and Victoria?”


    “My mother, well you saw how that played out. And my dad…I didn’t want to do this to him. He already feels bad enough.”


    “He should feel bad. You tried to help Kaitlyn, but he just stood by and let it happen.”


    “I hate your friends for what they are. I know it’s not their fault. That’s just how I feel. And you…I started to hate you, too. For being their friend, but you didn’t know. Then, when I started to see your changes, I became afraid for you.”


    What do you say to that?


    “You know your dad’s doing this to you, don’t you?” he says. “That he signed off on it, right?”


    “It’s not his fault,” I tell him. “I hate being ugly. Hated it. All my life I swore I’d give anything to be beautiful, and if that makes you hate me, then it’s a meager price to pay.”


    He doesn’t say anything and I don’t say anything. We both stand there looking at our feet, not watching people walk by. Finally he says, “I have to know what happened to her.”


    “What are you willing to risk?” I say.


    He looks up at me, never more serious than now. “Everything.”


    “What about Maggie?”


    “You don’t understand about her, she’s—”


    “What about the rest of your time here?” I interrupt. “What about your life? Are you willing to risk that, too?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay then. This is what we need to do.” And then I fill him in on the plan.
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    That night Brayden and Damien come together in my room and at first, I can see Brayden’s hairs are bristled by Damien’s presence. I cut to the chase, “We’ve done a bunch of reconnaissance on Gerhard.”


    “We don’t need him,” Brayden says about Damien. “We can’t trust him.”


    I glare at him. “Really? Are you freaking serious right now?”


    “Why is he even here?”


    “Because Kaitlyn was his step-sister, dummy.”


    “What’s on the line for you, Brayden?” Damien asks. “For her it’s her looks and her safety, for me it’s my missing step-sister. What about you?”


    “I care about Savannah,” Brayden says. “Like, a lot.”


    He tilts his head, pauses, then looks back and forth between us and says, “Oh, now I get it. You’re in love.”


    Brayden blushes and Savannah says, “Oh for crap’s sake you two, give it a rest.”


    With one more person, we can work in shifts, but then Brayden asks if Gerhard will even agree to see me again. He says, “We need to get that key. We need eyes in that office.”


    “He’ll see her again,” Damien says. “There are twenty-five million reasons to finish the treatments.” Looking at me, he says, “Just try not to piss him off again.”


    “Yeah, got that. As for me, I’ll join you guys on reconnaissance. I want to sit in on the shifts. And I’ll have my pills with me. If something goes wrong, the one not with me can take me home.”


    “I don’t have a car,” Brayden says.


    I roll my eyes. “You’ve been using mine, Brayden.”


    “Look, we’ll figure it out,” Damien says. “What’s first?”


    I say, “We’ve been watching Gerhard at school this last week. He seems to keep regular hours, except on Tuesdays when he stays until almost midnight.”


    “Have you tailed him home?” Damien asks. I tell him we haven’t. “Well we should. It’s Tuesday, so I’ll take the first watch.”


    “I’ll go with you,” I say, far too quickly. Brayden fires me a look. I can’t help it—he’s a cute boy and I’m a stupid girl. Do the freaking math.
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    After dinner Damien sits in his Honda Accord keeping watch on Gerhard’s Porsche Cayenne. At six-thirty, after dinner with Brayden and the girls, I bring Damien dinner. He says, “Sit with me for awhile.”


    The invitation sparks my curiosity. I’m a bit suspicious. All day long I’ve been suffering grief in gigantic doses. Everyone has grown comfy calling me “Number Four,” but it’s a hell of a lot better than being called the blow-hound’s baby girl. Not by much, but better. Back then all I heard were insults about Margaret. Now they’re insulting me.


    “I suppose I could use a friend,” I tell him. The girls say good-bye, and me?—all I want at this point is to not fight.


    We talk about Kaitlyn mostly, and though I need a friend, someone who won’t make me feel worse about myself or my situation, he clearly needs me more than I need him. It’s like I’m not even here. He’s just talking and talking, and I can tell from his preoccupation with his step-sister that he loves her very much and inside, those parts of him that died are trying to return to life, to make sense of things. He has a huge hole inside. It can’t be filled with anything but her. This must be what Margaret once referred to as “emotionally unavailable.”


    Uh, yeah…check please?


    Finally, in a desperate attempt to change the subject, I say, “What do you want most in your life?”


    “To know what happened to Kaitlyn. To stop thinking about it, or wondering. I need closure or…I just…I just need to know.”


    I look at him, baffled, dying for him to at least look at me and pretend we’re in the same car together. Finally he turns sideways, lays those glistening eyes on me and says, “What about you? What do you want most in your life?”


    “I’ve always wanted to be beautiful, so that Margaret—my mother—would love me and accept me. And now that I’m beautiful, I just want to be in love.”


    “And are you?”


    I snort out a laugh. “No.”


    “What about Brayden?”


    I shake my head and say, “He doesn’t look like you.”


    “Me?”


    “Yeah, retard. He doesn’t look like you. If he did, I would totally be in love with him.”


    “What’s wrong with being in love with me?” he says.


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yes, I’m serious,” he says. “What’s wrong with me?”


    Again I laugh.


    “You’re a major downer, Damien. Like, all the time. Being near you is the same as being invisible. Or not mattering. You’re a gosh damn narcissist if ever I’ve met one.”


    He runs his hand through his hair, turns away from me. “Wow. Why don’t you tell me how you really feel.”


    “Don’t act so naïve,” I say, hearing Margaret’s words coming through me. “You only care about Kaitlyn and yourself. Not because you’re all-the-way selfish, but because you can’t get over her enough to let someone else in. The truth is I don’t even know you enough to know if I will like you. That you, the one who existed before Kaitlyn disappeared, or died, or whatever, that’s the boy I wish I would’ve met.”


    “That boy is gone.”


    “I know. I believe you. The truth is, I would easily fall in love with someone who looks like you but has all of Brayden’s characteristics. His personality, his wit, his sense of humor, his brains and willingness to risk everything for his friends, his loyalty—that’s what I like. I’m not sure if you even possess these same qualities, but I would have to assume not, at least with what I’ve seen so far.”


    “God, could you be more disappointed?”


    “No. Trust me. When it comes to you, I’ve been really, really disappointed.”


    We don’t say anything for awhile, and I’m feeling the heat rolling like molten lava up my spine, which has me feeling agitated, so I say it’s time for me to leave. That I’ve got to take my pills. He just nods. He’s still not looking at me!


    Completely uncharacteristic of the old me, perhaps even the new me, I lean over and kiss him on the cheek, so close to his mouth I wonder if my lips touched his, then say, “I know you’re a good person inside, and I know this is painful for you. That’s half the reason I’m risking this. For you. So you can have closure.”


    He smiles and thanks me, and I see the gesture means a lot to him, but that it’s not a large enough gesture to open him up. His eyes are still lost looking, but empty. He’s ten million miles away, his soul so vacant it’s amazing he even manages a pulse.
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    On my way back to my room, I have an idea. I get online, spend about two hours being creative, snickering to myself here and there, really feeling triumphant about the thing I’m about to do. I click “overnight shipping,” which takes two days, then pay a small fortune for what should cost less than sixteen dollars in the real world.


    Two days later, after I finish with dinner, my package arrives. It’s the only memorable thing to happen to me in the previous two days—no, the only good thing. Everything else that has happened, I chock it up to massive personal humiliation.


    Julie, Cameron and Theresa called my bluff with the FBI and Homeland Security threat, so there are more pictures than ever online. The way cameras are snapping all around me, it’s like I’m going to school with the next generation of paparazzi. I try to smile, but my face hurts from the effort. I can barely even lift my middle finger anymore it’s so worn out from the use. Now I just think about a happy place in my mind and pretend this is all make-believe and it will end sooner than later.


    I open the delivery box, pull out the shirt I bought. It looks perfect. Better than perfect. I try it on. It fits great around my now perky boobs. For the first time in days, my smile weighs nothing. It’s textbook. Like God is making amends and He just might like me for a moment.


    Me and Him, we’re still not friends, but that’s okay.


    The next day everyone is staring at my shirt. Smiling. Laughing and pointing. Talking about it in voices that aren’t exactly quiet. I love it. The non-triplets, they don’t exactly get it. Maybe they’ve quietly suffered the abuse for so long they’re used to it. Me, not so much. I’ve taken so much abuse from Margaret, the blood-thirsty paparazzi and the miserable twats at this crappy school I’m ready to push back. I’m primed for a fight and if the fight becomes a battle to preserve my dignity, then that’s what I want. If I have no friends at all in this school but I come to love myself, to accept myself and to grow into the woman I will soon become, then that’s just what the hell is going to happen.


    On the front of my shirt (cute, black, hangs loose on the shoulder), in bold white lettering are the words Number Four. On the back is a picture of three sheep, a plus sign, a needle, an equals sign and then a picture of a smiling new sheep with gleaming sheep eyes.


    I’m not surprised by the reaction I receive; it’s what I was hoping for. What surprises me most is Maggie Jaynes’s reaction. She comes up to me in the hallway, just before fifth period PE and says, “I’m sorry for what they’re doing to you. For the record, I tried to make them stop, but they won’t. And honestly I don’t know what to do.”


    I smile at her, thank her, and then say, “How about quit hanging out with them. That’s a start.”


    I leave her standing by herself in the hallway. After PE, I decide I’m tired of stinking during sixth period so for the first time I take off my clothes and proudly walk my new naked body into the showers with Georgia, Victoria and Bridget. Though my body looks similar to my friends’ bodies, there are differences. Subtle differences. Like my Alaska is starting to fade, and I’m still not as tall as them, and I have a little more of a bubble butt than they do, which is good because it used to look like a shovel butt—you know, flat, wide and embarrassing. The way the other girls are staring, I don’t mind the attention. Let them see our similarities, our differences. Let them be judgmental.


    I no longer care.


    I manage to resume my shots with Gerhard, and though we are congenial with each other, and I don’t ask any questions about Kaitlyn, my resolve to piece together the truth about her has not lessened an ounce. When I ask how many treatments I have left, he says five. One week. It’s more than I hoped for, less than I need. Brayden and I still have not found a way to get the key to his office off his key ring, and this has me panicked.


    When I tell Brayden and Damien about the diminishing timeline, Damien says, “So we have less than a week, that’s what you’re saying?”


    “That’s exactly what I’m saying. After that? Game over. Mystery not solved.”


    “So then we need to grow some damn balls already and do this,” Brayden says. Damien actually smiles. It’s the first time they agree on anything. “Lady and gentleman,” he says, “It’s time you all cozy up to the idea of B&E.”


    
7


    Damien, Brayden and I wait in the Rover in the parking lot for way too long before Gerhard finally decides to leave for the day. It’s nine-thirty and dark outside, and it’s not even Tuesday. We’ve already left campus and are waiting down the road in a Park ’n Ride near the gas station just before the I-80 on-ramp.


    Brayden complains a lot about his back hurting from sitting too long. Damien and I join him for good measure. But then the fire ants begin their march and I decide taking my pills is prudent, even though the troops are meager, their torches dim. Eventually I drift off in the back seat to the sound of Damien and Brayden talking about boring guy stuff.


    “There he is,” someone says, waking me up. I think it was Damien. Sitting up, I force my eyes open, rub the sleep away. Damien starts the SUV and pulls onto the freeway behind a pair of red tail lights I recognize as Gerhard’s. We follow him at a distance, knowing where he’s going, not tailing too close. Eventually he slows down and heads into a Burger King, but instead of using the drive-thru, he walks inside, orders a meal, then sits down and eats alone.


    “Now that’s just fucking depressing,” Brayden says.


    “At a Burger King no less,” I hear myself saying.


    By now it’s ten-thirty and we can see he’s almost finished. When he gets up to take his food to the garbage can, I say, “Go to his house, I’m thinking we should be there before him, if we can.”


    Damien doesn’t hesitate, he just goes. We drive through town about five to ten miles an hour over the speed limit, pull into his neighborhood and park up the street in the heavy shadows cast between two streetlights. For the longest time, we wait. Finally Brayden says, “You moan a lot in your sleep.”


    “That’s because I’m in an intense amount of pain.”


    “You fart in your sleep, too,” Damien says and maybe it’s because he never cracks jokes that I take him serious. I feel sick at the thought of having done that with them both awake in the same car.


    “Yeah,” Brayden says. “It got a little ripe in here earlier. We had to crack the windows. They were fogging.”


    “The risk of potentially lethal exposure seemed great,” Damien says with a snicker.


    I sock Brayden in the arm and say, “Even if I do fart in my sleep, which I don’t, you shouldn’t talk about it.”


    “We’re just kidding,” Damien says. “You didn’t do that.”


    “You guys are jerks,” I say, pouting. Then: “Sorry for falling asleep on you.”


    “It’s okay, we both agreed we like to watch you sleep,” Brayden says. “Is that weird?”


    “A little,” I say, blushing.


    “Kaitlyn and I used to watch movies together, when we were younger, and we carried that tradition into school. She used to fall asleep in my dorm room, and I’d watch her sleep sometimes. You remind me of her so much it’s comforting, but it also makes me really sad.”


    Every time I think I might have a chance in being with him, he goes and tells me about his step-sister and this crushes any hope of us being together.


    “What?” he says, seeing my expression in the rear-view mirror.


    “Am I always going to remind you of her?” I ask.


    “Probably.”


    “I wish that weren’t the case.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Holy shit, was he even listening when I told him about crushing on the way he looks? What a freaking ding-bat!


    “All looks and no brains makes Jack a dull boy,” Brayden says.


    “Would you two please shut up,” I whisper. “I think that’s him.”


    Gerhard’s SUV comes into view. At the last minute, I hand my gun to Damien and say, “If something happens, just come inside and shoot Gerhard in the face for me.”


    Damien looks at the gun like he’s never seen one before. Brayden rolls his eyes, takes it and says, “He hasn’t got the stomach for it.” Then to Damien, “Jeez. Haven’t you ever played Call of Duty? Just point, exhale and squeeze.”


    Ignoring them, I slip out of the car and sprint through the darkness of the neighbor’s front yard, heading for Gerhard’s house. He pulls into his driveway and waits for the garage door to open. I creep up to the side of his house as he’s pulling in, my breath coming fast, my adrenaline at full surge. Damien appears beside me seconds later, nearly breathless himself.


    “What are you doing?” I ask. My tone is sharp and incredulous. “You’re going to get us caught!”


    “I’m going with you.”


    “Save your heroic nuts for later,” I say. “I’ve got this one.”
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    The window of opportunity presents itself. I take it. As Gerhard pulls into the garage, I follow his Cayenne inside, low and out of view. Gerhard kills the engine just as I slide underneath the SUV. The garage door starts to close and I see Damien peeking low around the corner at me. Our eyes meet, then the garage door shuts and it’s just me.


    Gerhard gets out of the vehicle, gathers his things, walks inside. I pray he won’t lock the door leading into the house, and he doesn’t. The breath I’ve been holding expels in a rush. I try not to think about what I’m doing because invariably, it will lead to panic.


    Now I wait…


    I send Brayden a text right away, let him know my plans, then wait forty-five minutes before crawling out from underneath Gerhard’s SUV and putting my ear to the door leading inside. My heart is furious in my chest, beating so hard I feel a rush of noise in my ears. I send Brayden another text, tell him I’m going in. Slowly I turn the knob and the door creeps open to darkness beyond.


    I exhale slowly, draw a shallow breath, hold it and go.


    The room is a laundry room. Through a doorway, the dark walls pick up the glow of a television, the sound of the news. Gerhard’s snoring.


    I look into the next room, the kitchen. Beyond that is the living room where Gerhard is passed out on a Lazy Boy recliner. His keys have to be nearby. I slip off my shoes down to just my socks. It’s quieter that way. I sneak into the kitchen. I’ve got one eye on Gerhard, the other searching the counter tops for his keys. They aren’t anywhere.


    Okay, now I’m freaking out. Now the voice in my head is telling me I’m an absolute moron for thinking I could pull this off.


    Shut up, I tell the voice. I’ve got to think! I look into the living room and sitting on the end table next to him and his functional blue recliner are his keys.


    Oh my motherfreaking God.


    I can’t do this. But I have to! His snoring continues as fresh panic gushes through me. I tip-toe into the living room with nothing for cover in between. His house, as nice as it seems, is surprisingly sparse. There is the recliner, the end table and the TV on a stand. That’s it. There are no pictures, no accessories, no couch and no kitchen table. It’s like he expects to never have company. Ever.


    Halfway through the living room, my eyes trained like lasers on Gerhard, something with fur brushes up against my leg and my heart practically explodes from my chest. A cat is rubbing up against my leg, purring, wanting to be pet.


    Damn. Stupid cat. Stupid, stupid cat! I give it a little kick. It leans into it. The way the cat is diving its head at my leg, and the fact that I’m now three feet from the decorative end table, from Gerhard and his keys, I’m just about dying over here.


    Dying!


    Ignore the cat, I tell myself. It’s hard, nearly impossible. Focus, I tell myself. I do. But not before my armpits get damp AF.


    Four more steps and I’m at the keys. Standing a mere foot away from Gerhard. The cat is purring loudly now, still at my leg. I’m trying not to breathe because the sound of my breath feels like it’s coming from a megaphone.


    I cover the keys with my hand, slowly gathering them together, terrified the scraping of metal on wood will wake the doctor. I squeeze during his louder snores, hoping his trumpeting nostrils will provide me the cover I need.


    Holy crap, I can smell his sour breath I’m that close!


    The cat is now pawing at my pant leg. His razor sharp claws prickle through the fabric, pull and tick loose, then penetrate it again. His nails finally pierce my skin. I fight the urge to cry out, or to hit it. I remind myself I’ve dealt with worse things than cat claws.


    Finally, with the keys compacted, I scoop them up into my hand. I squeeze them so tight they dig into the soft skin, but I choke the pain down. I can’t afford a single noise. The news on TV changes to Jay Leno and that’s when I hear him saying, “So Margaret Van Duyn is deep into rehab now.” The anticipatory crowd rouses, Jay continues. “It’s difficult to try putting your life together after so much bad press, right? It’s even harder to rebuild the inner lining of your nose, too.”


    Everyone laughs.


    “And impossible to tell your dealer ‘no.’”


    Everyone laughs more.


    “And even more impossible to explain to your adopted daughter that both her mothers are junkies now.” And now everyone is roaring and I’m thinking, you’ve got to be kidding me right now! I’m thinking, if I could, I’d sue the fat jawed son of a—


    Jay Leno says, “Moving on to more interesting subject matter…”


    Yeah, like me not getting caught.


    That’s when the cat leaves my leg alone. Finally. Oh…oh, no. Omigod, crap! The cat is sauntering over to Gerhard. He jumps on the recliner’s arm and walks onto Gerhard’s lap and the snoring stops. Gerhard’s eyes remain closed, but his hand twitches, finds the cat. He runs an open palm over the cat’s head, adjusts himself in his seat. He’s now facing me. His eyes remain closed, but even the faintest noise and I’m dead.


    I’m five feet away from the safety of the kitchen island when Gerhard shifts again. I hold my breath, my pulse kicking wildly throughout me. I’m done. I just know it. I’m dead and I’m going to jail, probably in that order.


    I make a decision. Tip-toeing as fast as I can, I duck behind the island where I turn to see if I’ve been discovered. That’s when his eyes open. He says to the cat, “Hey, Dexter. You need some milk? Huh? You need a little nightcap?” He rubs the cat some more, turns the TV up. I scramble through the keys, searching for the one that looks most like the office key. I take it off and slide it into my pocket.


    That’s when he mutes the TV and I hear him getting up. I sneak a glance. He’s bending over with his back to me picking up Dexter when I slip the keys on the counter. Instantly I know it’s the wrong thing to do. Then again, all of this is wrong. I shouldn’t be here.


    He’s walking into the kitchen, talking to the cat and my heart is an uproarious mess. It’s so quiet in here, I hear the organ crashing against my ribs like gunfire. I’m going to pass out. I swear it!


    He enters the kitchen, flips on the light and heads for the fridge. Squatting low, I scoot opposite of him, keeping the island between us. My damp palms might as well be slick as dew on a soda glass. I dry them on the thighs of my jeans, pray my instincts won’t fail me.


    I hear his feet walking toward me. I hurry to the end of the island opposite him as he goes for a saucer. He has the cat in his hand. He’s talking to it like it’s a gosh damn baby. These are the only sounds in the house though, and I’m thankful for the cover of noise.


    Gerhard puts the saucer on the granite island countertop, pauses and says, “That’s odd.” And he waits. Shit!—the keys. I know he’s looking at them, putting two and two together. My mind’s doing cartwheels. I’m thinking of all the things he’s going to do to me and it’s got me almost standing to surrender.


    I should surrender.


    Then I hear the lid to the milk being unscrewed and the creamy liquid splashing into the bowl. “Here you go, Dexter. Drink up.”


    Swear to God on a Bible, I’m about to wet myself.


    I hear him put the milk back as I scurry alongside the island, staying out of sight. Barely. Then the kitchen light flicks off and I hear nothing. No movement, no breathing. Nothing. This is a trick, my brain screams. A trap!


    Then comes the sound of Gerhard’s footsteps padding across the kitchen, down the hall into the back bedroom. I slip into the laundry room, grab my shoes and listen. Seconds later I see the light in the living room come on followed by the sound of a shotgun racking its load.


    Oh, God!


    I panic, frantic for a place to hide. I can’t go through the garage door; too loud. Can’t go back in the kitchen; that’s suicide. I do the only thing I can, which is probably the worst thing to do: I squeeze into the dryer and close the door as far as I can from the inside. Unfortunately the dryer light isn’t shutting off, so I grab at the clothes beneath me and clamp a white garment over the light, dousing it completely.


    “I know you’re in here,” Gerhard announces in the kitchen. “Come out now and I won’t shoot. If I have to find you—if you make me find you—I’m going to unload all eight shells into your sorry ass then bury you in the backyard, I swear!”


    The rough-cut anger in his voice paralyzes me. All I know is fear. It’s pumping through me so fast, so relentlessly, I don’t know how I haven’t had a stroke yet. Of course, the answer to the question of my emotional stability is obvious: Gerhard fixed me.


    Three months ago I would have been throwing up, passing out, dying for a handful of pills to end it all. Now, thanks to Dr. Gerhard, his treatments have become instrumental in me eluding him. I almost laugh at the irony. Then I hear him enter the laundry room. I hold my breath. I hear him open the door to the garage, flick on the light, go outside. Seconds later he returns.


    Holding the cloth over the dryer’s interior light, my shoulder is hurting. It’s killing me! I’m sweating, dying, trying not to move. He turns on the light to the laundry room and I know for certain he’s going to check the dryer. Please don’t check the dryer! The light stays on for like five minutes. I can’t last much longer. The arm holding what I eventually realize is a pair of Gerhard’s clean underwear is losing feeling. Even worse, my back is aching, my neck pinched sideways, and three of my ten toes are cramping. Along with my calves. I want to cry. Maybe I start to cry, but I’m not sure because I’m dripping with sweat. Gallons of it! Then the light in the laundry room is snapped off and everything falls still.


    I wait another ten grueling minutes before slowly climbing out of the dryer, but at this point, if I get caught leaving this gosh damn appliance, I’m almost okay with that. That’s how bad my body is hurting. Without thinking, I unlock the garage door, slip into the pitch black garage, then sneak out the side door leading into the yard. The cool air on my body is heaven. I hop the fence, catch three splinters in my palm, then scurry through the shadows to meet Damien and Brayden.


    They’re practically freaking out by now.


    I hand Brayden the key and he laughs nervously with relief. “We thought you were a gonner,” he says. “We were about to come for you.”


    I hand him the key, my trophy. He takes a small plastic container with grey looking putty in it, places the key on top, and presses it down, making a flawless impression. “Perfect, I can do the rest back at my room.”


    He hands me the key and I feel my stomach drop. Christ, I have to go back inside?!


    “I can go,” Damien says.


    “No.”


    I jump out of the Rover, willing myself forward, not wanting to go back in there, but not wanting to deviate from the plan, either. I hop the fence, pushing one of my splinters in deeper, then head through the garage into the house and find his keys on the counter where I left them. The cat is sitting beside them, his milk bowl empty. He’s licking himself, cleaning his leg, or his butthole, or whatever. Maybe all of it. The important thing is I don’t see Gerhard. Quickly, in case he’s still on high alert, I slide the key back on the key ring and get out as fast as possible.


    Back in the car, relieved, I say, “I’m the best criminal ever.”


    “Except for the fact that you’re peeing your pants right now,” Brayden says.


    “Yeah, there’s that.”


    Damien says, “You did great.”


    The way my heart is still pounding, how maybe I soaked my panties a little, the two of them have no freaking idea.
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    Back at school, Brayden says, “Four-two-seven-eight-seven.” Damien presses the hacked employee code into the school’s outside gate and to our relief, we’re back on campus, safe and sound.


    By three o’clock that morning the new key is molded and dry, the hard edges polished smooth. Damien passes out about an hour after we get back so me and Brayden cross campus together, decked out in black with black hoodies he bought specifically for this night. The key doesn’t work right away, but with some praying and some jiggling, the lock finally turns and we’re inside. And thank God, because for a minute there I was thinking I took the wrong key.


    “No alarm pad,” he says, after taking a quick walk around. “Good.”


    Since there are no windows in the place, I flip on the lights and we head into Gerhard’s office. Brayden pulls the chair I sit in when I’m getting my shot. It’s directly under the smoke detector on the ceiling. He balances himself while installing the new smoke alarm nanny cam. It’s almost impressive. You don’t expect geeks like Brayden to be coordinated. Unless they’re video game geeks, which he isn’t.


    When he’s done, he goes over to the bookcase and starts looking around. He pulls back books, checks behind a few statues, tries to make something give.


    “What are you doing?” I ask.


    “Looking for the secret button. Or a lever. Some kind of panel maybe.”


    “That’s what the camera’s for.”


    “Yeah, but it doesn’t hurt to try. I mean, we’re here, aren’t we?”


    “You looked. Fine, now let’s go.”


    Disappointed, he skulks past me into the waiting room and flicks off the lights. “Hey,” I whisper, “I can’t see.”


    “Hurry up,” he says. This is Brayden brooding.


    
2


    I walk into the dorms around four A.M., so tired I’m afraid maybe I’m sleepwalking, or about to. I reach into my purse, searching for my keys. I see the gun and it stops me. The gravity of what has happened, everything I’ve just done—it hits me all at once. Something more powerful than one single emotion penetrates me, turning reality inside out.


    “What the hell am I doing?” I mutter to myself.


    I slide the key into the door and enter the darkness of my dorm room, not even thinking about getting ready for bed. I don’t care if I sleep with my makeup on, or my bra. I pull off my pants, pull back the covers, then stop. What the hell is that?


    Breathing?


    My heart powers to a fast start. If I was sleepwalking seconds ago, now I’m fully awake. I flip on the light and scream. The scab eater is at the door, locking it.


    “Get out of my room!” I growl.


    He turns to me, eyes like hell, hands clenched into lunchbox-sized fists. He says, “Told you to stop with the questions. You didn’t listen. Did you? No.”


    I’m in my underwear, trying to keep my eyes on him—terrified to look anywhere else—and at the same time strategizing on how to get to my purse. I tell myself to just go for it. No hesitation.


    I launch out of bed going for my purse, which is halfway between me and him. He just looks at me. When he sees me digging inside, he rushes me. I get my hand on the gun just as he clamps one meaty hand around my thigh and one hand like a vice on my arm. He hoists me up and hurls me through the air into the large glass window behind my bed. The innermost panel spiderwebs with a sharp crack! and the air is knocked out of me.


    I try to breathe, but my throat is stuck. Panic consumes me. Wide-eyed, struggling to survive, the beast approaches me, patient, murder all over his face.


    I scramble away from him, knocking the lamp over, changing the angle of the light. Shadows fill the room, casting my attacker’s face into the kind of harsh hues that make him look like the Devil himself. A scream rips through me with such force I cannot stop. My whole body is involved. I grab a tea cup off my nightstand and throw it at him. It catches the upper corner of his forehead, splitting the skin. He only notices when the blood begins to trickle. A hellish grin cuts his face in two. He paws at the red trail, runs the blood over his tongue then touches himself down there.


    A whimper escapes me. I look for something else to throw—I need a distraction to get to the door—when I realize I still have the gun in my hand. A knock on the door startles us both.


    “Savannah?” a voice asks. “Are you okay?”


    Crap.


    The giant stomps to the door, rips it open, grabs the skinny blonde haired girl from next door by the throat and drags her inside. He slams the door behind him. They girl’s eyes bulge with horror. She’s turning red, the veins in her face swelling with pressure. He watches as she fights for her life, amused.


    I lift the gun, aim it center mass like Brayden taught me and squeeze the trigger. The gun kicks and at the same time a flop of my attacker’s hair kicks out and the bullet buries itself into the door jam behind him. He slams the girl twice into the wall, violently, her head thumping against it, leaving behind craters. He drops her like a sack of garbage, then puts his finger to the spot on his head. He pulls it away, examines it, his face looking like he bit into fresh garlic.


    Rumbling, he throws himself at me. I dive out of the way, scramble over the bed and fall off the other side right onto the lamp. The bulb smashes beneath my weight, throwing the room into darkness. The pain is instantaneous. Whatever fear I was feeling a moment ago now more than doubles.


    I clamp my hand over my mouth to stifle my terror. I try to listen. I don’t hear anything. Wait a minute…okay, I hear him breathing…


    ….on the other side of the bed.


    Neither of us move.


    “I can hear you sobbing, you stupid little baby.” I guess I’m sobbing now.


    Damn.


    His voice is gritty, the texture of it coarse with hatred. Like he dragged every word up from the deepest, most evil parts of himself to spit them directly at me.


    I cower in a tiny ball in the pieces of my bedside lamp, smashing my hand harder across my mouth because inside I’m so scared I can’t hardly control my emotions.


    “I’m going to cut you open,” he growls. “I’m going to gut you, you little pig. Then I’m going to drink you. And I’m going to eat you. I’m going to fill my belly with you until I’m full, full, full.”


    “You’re a freaking abomination!” I cry. I sound weak, desperate. I sound like Kaitlyn’s father; those were his words.


    “Just like you.”


    I start to move, inching my way off the broken lamp toward the door, pushing myself sideways across the hardwood floor. The sounds of movement flitter across the surface of the floor, my noises echoing loudly.


    I stop, listen. Then nothing. He’s so close I can feel him. This is a game, his game, and I hate it so bad I ache to scream! My hands are shaking so badly. Oh my God—I don’t have the gun! I reach out to where I was, sliding my hand across the polished surface of the floor, feeling for it, really stretching for it. That’s when he moves, his mammoth feet tromping toward me in a cacophony of sound. Where’s the gun?


    Holy shit, shit, shit, where’s my gun?!


    His hand grabs my shirt; his other hand grabs me by the hair, lifting me up. I feel myself flying through the air, crashing into something hard, dropping like deadweight to the floor. Pain spikes, sending electricity shooting through my back and shoulders, but this is nothing compared to my treatments.


    Another hand reaches out for me.


    Fingers wiggle across my face, trying to palm it. I grab the giant’s nearest finger as fast as I can and shove it into my mouth. The baby finger. I bite down on it with the force of a pit bull. The giant grunts, tries to pull away. My teeth break the flesh, catch the weak spot between the joints. A fist slams into my side, my ribcage rattling so badly I actually lose bowel control. Still, I have the finger. With one final, concentrated effort, my bite pops the finger loose inside my mouth.


    Satisfied, I spit it out as he grunts more than once. He’s reeling backwards. I move as fast as I can across the blackened room toward the gun, my hand finding it seconds later.


    “You skinny little—”


    Just then the door opens up and four girls are standing there in nightshirts and underwear trying to see inside. The man is illuminated enough for me to see him. Knowing my aim sucked the first time around, I aim for his belly, pull the trigger and hit him in the upper chest, near his left shoulder.


    The sound of gunfire sends the girls screaming and running. He sort of rocks back and forth on his feet, glaring at me, panting with his bloody hand cradled in his good hand. A dark blossom is forming on his shirt. Apparently I didn’t hit anything vital.


    Shame on me.


    “You can leave and I won’t kill you,” I snarl, “but if you don’t leave now, or if I ever see you again, I will kill you. And then I’ll kill Gerhard. I’ll shoot you both, right in your motherfreaking faces.” Except I don’t say motherfreaking. What I do is drop the f-bomb.


    It seems appropriate, all things considered.


    The bony girl the giant knocked out is stirring, moaning.


    “When you least expect it,” he seethes, and I can hear the pain in his voice, “you will hear a cracking noise. That will be me snapping your little chicken neck.”


    He walks slowly to the door, kicking the downed girl as he makes his way past her. The minute the light from the hallway hits him, I see he’s sucking the stump that used to be his pinkie finger. He’s sucking it the way a child sucks his thumb. The way infants suck on their mother’s breast. He ducks his head as he walks out my door, then turns and heads for the building’s exit.


    Holy cow, he’s a monster!—gigantic!


    I race for the door, slam it shut, throw the deadbolt. The girl on my floor is unconscious, which doesn’t mean squat right now because I’m tasting the guy’s blood in my mouth. Recalling the feel of my teeth cutting through tendons and cartilage between the bones of his baby finger. I get to the toilet, yank up the lid and shove my face in the bowl. My stomach convulses.


    The memory of his pinkie finger coming off in my mouth, how I had to roll it once to spit it out, this is what puts me over the edge.


    Dinner powers out of me in a rush, the bile scorching my throat and nose, the convulsions in my stomach more vehement than menstrual cramps.


    When I finish puking, I rock back on my knees, exhausted. I don’t even realize that I’m crying until the girl comes in the room, wobbling and holding the back of her head. She looks at me with damp eyes and I look at her and she just comes down and sits by me. I pull her into my arms and we cry together.


    “Who was that?” she finally asks.


    “Ex-boyfriend. He’s upset that I’m here, that I left him.”


    She reaches for the toilet paper roll, tears off a strip, then dabs her eyes. “Probably more so now that you’re so much better looking. I can’t believe he even recognized you.”


    Everyone around me seems to have no problem stating the obvious. No one has any tact anymore. I stand up, blow my nose then rinse out my mouth. “Thanks for trying to help. I hope you’re okay.”


    “Nothing a dozen aspirin and a few days rest won’t cure,” she says, holding her sore ribs where the giant kicked her. “What about you? You look horrible.”


    “I’m going to call the cops.”


    Okay, so I’m not going to call the cops. What would I say? How would I explain any of this?


    “The other girls,” I say. “Tell them not to worry. Tell them I’m sorry.”


    She thinks this over, then says, “Did I hear gunfire, or was I imagining things?”


    “That was me,” I say, “I took his gun. You probably have a concussion, though. You need to see a doctor.”


    “I hope you at least hit the bastard,” she says.


    “Twice.”
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    I call Damien and tell him I was just attacked by what I’m sure was Gerhard’s goon. He’s asking all kinds of questions and I just keep telling him I’m fine. Banged up is all. There’s a knock on the door, a voice saying, “Security, Miss Van Duyn. Are you alright? Is there anyone with you in there?”


    “I gotta go. Security’s here.”


    I open the door and I must look a mess because there’s a security man in a wheelchair and he’s holding a gun that is blacker, newer and bigger than mine. He can’t seem to find his voice. Is it because I’m attractive, or because I’m beat up pretty good that he can’t speak? It could also be he’s in a freaking wheelchair. Okay…


    “Miss Van Duyn?”


    “I’m okay,” I say.


    “One of your friends called and said there was gunfire, and a man in your room.”


    I’m still reliving the memory, still trying not to go to pieces. “An ex-boyfriend,” I say, sticking to the original lie. “He plays football. The steroids…they make him…they turn him into…he gets mean.”


    “Is he still here?” I shake my head. “What about the gun? We have reports of gunfire.”


    “I managed to get it from him, but he only had two bullets. I fired two warning shots and he left. He got the gun back, though.”


    With a notepad and pen in hand, he says, “Were you at hurt at all in a…sexual manner?” I shake my head. “Are you seriously injured anywhere right now?” Again, I shake my head, no. It goes on like this for about a half an hour, and the whole time I’m waiting for him to search my room and find the gun. Or the bitten-off finger. That would be so bad. I’m waiting, praying he doesn’t conduct a search because when I get the chance, I’m pretty sure I’m going to use the gun on Dr. Gerhard.


    The man who introduced himself as John Black, Head of Security, he finally leaves, but by the time I crawl into bed, I’m going to get a little less than an hour of sleep. That’s about the time the pain hits my liver, and my heart. I take four pills and a hot shower, then I get ready for the day. After that I steady myself enough to reach under the bed and pick up the spit-out tip of the giant’s finger. Gathering it up in a wad of tissue, I stick it in my pocket, and try not to vomit again.
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    Rumors of my crazed ex-boyfriend circulate through school with such speed and hysteria the story becomes more exaggerated by the hour. Two teachers ask if I’m okay and I say Head of Security John Black is involved, that I have complete confidence in him despite the wheelchair. Both teachers look like they want to ask about the changes in me, but—to my utter relief—both restrain themselves. They keep asking if I’m okay. I keep saying I am.


    I head over to Gerhard’s office after school and tell Nurse Arabelle I’ve been attacked and will not be coming to see the doctor today. I’m about to hand her the chewed-off finger to give to Dr. Gerhard when he steps out of his office and says, “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation, did you get into another fight?”


    “You know what happened,” I say, my voice accusatory.


    He motions me back to his office, then disappears from the doorway. I should leave, but the way Nurse Arabelle is looking at me, how I’m pissed off enough to speak my mind, I realize I can’t leave. That I don’t want to leave. Back in Gerhard’s office, I plop down in the chair. He picks up the needle with the pink serum and I say, “No. No more serum.”


    “It’ll help with your injuries.”


    “Tell me about Kaitlyn Whitaker.” His face grows dark; he stands up, walks to the door and slams it shut, then turns to me in a terrifying rage and says, “Why do you care so much about that girl?”


    “Because I do.”


    “You came to me an ugly child. I gave you beauty! I gave you grace and health and this is how you repay me? To harass me like this?”


    “I’m not harassing you,” I say, my anger rising. “If I were harassing you I would put you on the spot with more pointed questions. I’d demand to know your real name, because it sure as hell isn’t Wolfgang Gerhard. I’d ask why you took on Kaitlyn as a patient for this procedure and didn’t charge her family a dime when you’re charging mine twenty-five million. I’d ask if you feel bad for making my three best friends look identical when they were once so clearly not. If I was harassing you I’d demand to know what you did with Kaitlyn. What your pet gorilla did to her. But I’m not asking. Not yet.”


    “It’s cute how you ask your questions without actually asking them. That’s so ingenious. So clever.” His face is irritation. It’s unbridled rage.


    I stand, reach into my purse, my fingers meeting the cold steel of my pistol. Beside it is the tissue paper. Pulling this out, I lay in on Gerhard’s desk and unwrap it. “A little something for your pet gorilla.” Gerhard gawks at the fingertip in horror. “Do you know he eats his own scabs? That he has some sort of sick blood fetish? Nice company you keep.”


    When I boldly make for the door, I expect him to grab me or try to stop me. Thankfully he doesn’t.
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    Back in my room, Brayden is monitoring the nanny cam. When I walk through the door, he’s on his feet, telling me we have what we need. He rewinds the video feed. It shows me leaving just after we activated it last night. The feed then shows Gerhard going to the bookcase, hitting some kind of a switch. The bookcase moves, revealing an elevator door on the wall behind it. A small voice inside me says we’re about to solve this mystery.


    We call Damien and he says, “Let’s go tonight.”


    We’re all in agreement.


    Later, when it’s pitch black outside, Brayden and I make our way across campus, running in stealth through the pooled darkness until we see Damien waiting in his own bank of shadows outside Gerhard’s office. It’s well past midnight, and we’re being overly cautious about security, which has reportedly doubled after the attack on me last night.


    When the coast is clear, we use the fabricated key to get into the office. Brayden hands Damien the original smoke detector and says, “Be careful taking the other one down, the camera inside is fragile.” Damien grabs a chair and goes to work swapping out smoke detectors while Brayden heads for the bookcase. He feels around on the inside lip of the center of the bookcase, not finding anything.


    “What the crap?” he says. “I watched him—it’s right here, somewhere.”


    “It’s just a button.” I say.


    “It’s just a button,” he says in a mocking tone. Then: “If it’s so easy, you come find it.”


    I can’t because I’m rifling through Gerhard’s desk drawers searching for the key to his filing cabinet, which is locked. “I’m preoccupied.”


    Damien asks what I’m looking for.


    “Key.” I tilt the desk lamp backwards and find it underneath. “Got it.”


    I open the filing cabinet to a row of dark green, alphabetized file folders, all hanging on metal rails inside the drawer. I locate my file, lay it on the desk and open it up. It’s thick with dates and notes. I go to the W’s and find Kaitlyn’s name. Her file is thin. Only a few pages. I quickly skim through it. One page stands out more than the rest: a release form, one that’s not the same as the online version. At the bottom of the page is a line in bold that reads: I agree to forego my parental rights, giving full custody to Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard and Astor Academy for the purposes of furthering medical science as explained above and agreed to by—” and there are the names of several attorneys. Below each name is an original signature. Above, where the list of “purposes” should be, there are nine blank lines and the words: See Amendment 6a for full description. Amendment 6a is missing, along with most everything else. I hand the release form to Damien.


    He says, “What’s this?”


    “Your father knew what was happening to Kaitlyn. He agreed to all of it.”


    “But what did he agree to? To helping her cure her leukemia? To fixing her cells? I already know he agreed to it. And didn’t all this become legal when stem cell research became legal?” I look at Brayden and we sort of shrug our collective shoulders. Damien folds the paper, shoves it in his back pocket.


    “Bingo,” Brayden announces.


    The bookcase starts moving, slowly, like a door opening inside. Revealed is an encased metal door: the elevator. Brayden hits a button, the door opens and all three of us pile in. And I mean pile in because this thing can’t have been built for more than two people. It’s nothing like the commercial elevators you’ll find in hotels, casinos and shopping malls. Damien and Brayden stand uncomfortably close, both their bodies mashed into mine.


    “Best sandwich ever,” Brayden mumbles.


    “What?” I ask.


    “The Savannah sandwich,” he says, grinning. “Best ever.”


    “Jesus,” Damien says to Brayden. “My heart’s pounding like a hundred miles an hour and you’re not serious at all. You’re horny.”


    Brayden says, “Aren’t you?”


    “It is a pretty good sandwich,” I say, nervous and grinning like a fool.


    “See, Damien?”


    “Push the button already,” Damien says.


    There are only two buttons: UP and DOWN. Brayden pushes DOWN. The elevator falls the equivalent of three floors, stops, then releases the doors. We’re all holding our breaths, hoping to hell we don’t encounter security, or worse. A long, empty hallway greets us. Damien and I let out a sigh. To the left and right of the hallway are tall glass walls showcasing different labs. At the end of the hallway is a large service elevator. My heart is pounding every bit as much as Damien says his is. Even Brayden is sweating a little.


    To the right is a huge bank of computers and some expensive looking machines, plus two large, four-door file cabinets. To the left, what I see turns my knees to jelly. My breathing stops altogether. Blinking fast, I struggle to comprehend the horrifying, and the incomprehensible.




    452 from Prague
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    The large lab—which is square along the windowed hallway, but circular in the back—is filled with bodies. There are maybe twelve or thirteen of them, all stored in what looks like standing, futuristic cylindrical coffins made of metal and mostly tempered glass. They’re framed in alloy, or steel, with full body observation plates made of thick plates of rounded glass. Each canister is filled with a pink-tinted gel-like substance holding the bodies inert. The same stuff in my serum. There are tubes protruding from each body, tubes plugged into the sides of the cylinders. These tubes and long hoses all feed into a ten-foot tall by five-foot wide central cylinder that looks half computer, and half water purification tank. The containers line the outer edges of the room, but are all connected to the main cylinder.


    “Holy mother of Jesus,” Brayden says. To me he says, “Give me your cell phone.”


    Mesmerized, I hand it over. He activates the “video” feature and suddenly he’s narrating what he’s seeing, but my head is a vacuum of silence. His words are just white noise against my crazed thoughts.


    Off in a separate section of the room (really just an alcove), resting in a reclining metal chair housing an entirely different set of machines, is the monster who attacked me. The seven foot behemoth. I startle, but find I can breathe again knowing his eyes are closed. Is he asleep, or shut down? Is he even human?


    He doesn’t look human.


    The beast is in spandex boxer shorts. He’s gigantic with a washboard of stomach muscle and two hulking pectorals. Everything about his muscles and veins looks strained, like the blood flowing inside him is moving with force and power. He must have fifty tubes and wires plugged into him. Beside him is a muted EKG monitor and two small glass canisters, each standing three feet tall and roughly six inches wide. One container has the same pinkish fluid as the other tanks while the other one is filled with a bubbling black solution.


    Okay…


    He’s most likely unconscious because Brayden wasn’t exactly quiet when he first saw the bodies.


    Damien searches the canisters, stopping at one in particular. It looks like Kaitlyn’s. Holy Toledo, is she still alive? The “vitals” monitor on the canister indicates she is, and that her heart rate is normal. Instantly our efforts are worth it. Damien appears to be frenetic, palms flat on the rounded glass, speaking to himself. Or her. He’s searching the canister for a way to get her out. Then he’s pounding on the glass, but she isn’t waking up. He can’t stop calling her name and a big part of me is terrified he’ll wake the giant.


    Brayden is circling the room, filming the bodies, saying, “They’re all nude, should I not film them?”


    My eyes move from one canister to the next. There are two Kaitlyn’s. No, three. “Uh, Damien,” I say. “Are you sure that’s your Kaitlyn?”


    He says, “Her name’s right here.”


    Brayden says, “Hello? Should I stop or—”


    “Keep filming,” I say. “Get it all.”


    The other girls who look like Kaitlyn don’t have names. Like the rest of the bodies, their glass canisters display a plaque containing both a number and a city. I’m going from cylinder to glass cylinder, taking it all in when I see her, and OMG, my jaw practically hits the floor. That’s when I realize I’m looking at Maggie Jaynes’ model.


    She’s one of us.


    Holy cow, now it all makes sense! Her silence, her reluctance to tease me and the non-triplets, her willingness to speak to Damien in spite of his nasty split with Cameron—she’s just like us!


    I force myself to move on to where there are seven different guys, each one more perfect looking than Damien. Suddenly Brayden is beside me, breathless.


    “Can you believe this?”


    I stand dazed, my brain clocking a hundred miles an hour, yet my mind moving through molasses as I try to understand. “No,” I say, “but yes, too.”


    After passing by the guys, seeing this kind of male nudity for the first time and, strangely, not having a single sexual thought about it, I head for the remaining girls. That’s when I see me. Well, almost me. It’s spine-chilling how we look almost exactly alike. How she is a little more perfect than me, but so close you’d have to be me to catch the differences. I think to myself, if I would’ve completed my regimen with Gerhard, I would look exactly like her. I would look like that.


    “Don’t come over here, Brayden,” I say. “Don’t film this one.”


    “Why?” he says. “You told me to film it all.”


    “This is me.”


    He stops, doesn’t come closer. I continue to stare at the girl, taking in the details of her body, marveling at the similarities, at her unabashed beauty.


    Her eyes float open, causing me to gasp and stumble backwards. I look at her looking at me, moving forward again. I blink twice. Nothing. I press my palm to the rounded glass. Do I really believe she’ll reach out and we’ll press our palms together? It doesn’t happen. So I mouth the words, “Can you see me?” Not moving at all, she looks like a zombie. The sexiest freaking zombie ever, but soulless, or comatose never-the-less. I tap on the glass. No response. Her hair swirls around her face, like a drowning victim. Her eyes close once more.


    Her vitals say her heart and body temperature is normal, but I can’t imagine how. I look at the panel and read the number/city identifier: 452—Prague.


    What the hell?


    The voice behind us says, “Beautiful, aren’t they?”


    None of us heard him come in, but we all turn at once and see Gerhard standing there, a pistol in his hand.
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    “You son of a bitch,” Damien snarls. He turns away from Kaitlyn; his hands become fists at his side. “What gives you the right?”


    “Your father,” he says, smug. “All of their parents.”


    By now I’m used to Gerhard, to his arrogance. I know he has a temper. “Who is this?” I say, looking at my doppelganger.


    “Four fifty-two from Prague. Part of a batch of perfect children we acquired long before you came to me.”


    “Does she have a name?” Brayden asks. “I mean, a real name?” He’s looking back and forth between Gerhard’s cruel eyes and the weapon in his hand.


    I register the weight of my own gun pressing into the small of my back, but I’m not going for it just yet. If the attack on me proved anything, it’s that I can’t shoot straight to save my life, so the last thing I want to do is get into a shootout where I know I’ll lose.


    “To me she has no name, no family, no language, and in all likelihood she doesn’t even have a soul.”


    “No, but Kaitlyn does!” Damien says. Insanity ripples through his eyes, and I’m terrified he’ll do something that will get him shot.


    “In my field of work, personalizing your subjects with names makes doing the things we do…more imposing. Not that I care. They’re all slabs of meat and a means to an end anyway.”


    “She’s alive,” I hear myself say. “Four fifty-two from Prague.”


    “Yes, but she’s never had a conversation with another human, and she’s never spoken a single word in her life. She will never understand cognitive thinking or reasoning, and she will never leave that glass canister.” He laughs and it is an awful, forbidding sound. “She’s a meat sack, Savannah. A beautiful one for sure, but not really alive.”


    “What do you mean?” Brayden asks. “Of course she’s alive.”


    “She’s technically brain dead, rendered that way from the beginning so as to eliminate any potential suffering.”


    “What am I to you then?” I ask. “Am I a meat sack, too? Just another number?”


    He shifts the weapon from one hand to the other, walks closer to us. Damien is suddenly beside me. The hatred radiating from him is a toxic, pulsing force. Brayden hasn’t moved. His phone—my phone—it’s camera is pointed at Gerhard, just out of view. He’s filming all of this.


    “You’re the end user, Savannah. The final product.”


    “And Kaitlyn?” Damien challenges. “What is she to you?”


    “An anomaly. For some reason the new DNA sequencing took in the beginning, but then she began experiencing random electrical impulses in her brain that eventually caused a long run of seizures. Part of her brain ceased to function, which was why your father agreed to help stage her death. We collected blood from her for weeks, enough for her death to be convincing.”


    “He knew?” Damien asks, aghast. “He helped?” His voice is agony, the confirmation of betrayal tearing through him, turning his unbridled rage into something timid and vulnerable and weak. I can’t help but feel bad for him.


    “What about Kaitlyn’s mother?” I ask.


    “She thinks her daughter is dead, which gave me the time and the space I needed. That woman would have never understood. Damien’s father knew that.”


    “When this is all over,” Damien growls, “I’m going to cut your heart out, you psychotic prick.”


    “Why would you want to do that?” Gerhard says, amused. “Your step-sister is fine. Her revised treatments have healed her completely. No seizures, no trace of the leukemia. With her brain function normal again, she’s better than perfect. Don’t you understand? Without me, she would have died. Now that she’s well, you’ll have her for a long, long time.”


    “She’s not better than perfect. She’s in this…damn tank.”


    “Yes, but we’ve recently corrected the problem and now we’re merely figuring out how to reintroduce her into society. They never found a body, remember? Only her blood.”


    “What do you mean, we?” I say. “You said ‘we’re going to reintroduce her into society.’ Who’s we?”


    “Me, Damien’s father, and our benefactor.”


    “The Virginia Corporation,” Brayden says. This takes Gerhard by surprise.


    “Yes,” he says, gathering his bearings.


    He closes the distance between us, but makes a wide berth at the last moment, his gun on Damien. To Brayden, he says, “Get over there with your friends.” Brayden slips my phone into his pocket, keeping it hidden from Gerhard.


    Gerhard walks over to the beast that attacked me and begins unplugging tubes and wires. He hits a button which pumps a shot of the black fluid into him. The monster’s eyes flutter open. The gun is still pointed at us, but lazily.


    “Looks like he eats more than just scabs,” I say.


    “He’s a physical prototype. My war model. Heartless, soulless, lethal to the order. I got him from Iraq, all shot to shit. He would’ve died without me.”


    “So technically he doesn’t exist?” I ask.


    “Right.”


    “And he’s barely even human?”


    “A war model is essentially a flesh robot, built and programmed to take and obey orders, to execute whatever commands it’s given.”


    “And what orders did you give him about me?” Now he’s not even looking at us because he’s disconnecting the main plug low on the war model’s back.


    “Whatever he did, that’s what he was supposed to do.”


    The monster’s eyes stop fluttering. He looks at us. At me. His dark eyes hold a shimmer of recognition. Gerhard works the last plug loose and the monster stands up, gigantic. He’s even scarier under the fluorescent bulbs than he was standing in my room.


    His mouth is a slash. Silent. Wretched looking. He glares at me, eyes unblinking. The weight of his smoldering gaze compresses my heart, makes breathing impossible. His hands are at his sides, but not easy. Not calm. Shaking like they want to hit something. Everything about him is uncomfortable. Unnerving. Dangerous.


    “So you’re going to let Kaitlyn go?” Brayden asks. “Even though she looks like Georgia, Victoria and Bridget? Won’t that draw suspicion?”


    He takes a breath, the tension slipping a bit. “There lies the problem.”


    “I have a solution,” Damien says, his temper flaring by the second. “You let her out now and we won’t kill you. We won’t even turn you in. We’ll just go. You can keep doing your sick experiments in peace, just not with us.” He looks at me and says, “And not with her.”


    Gerhard smiles, puts his gun into his pants in the small of his back, then tilts his head and looks at his monster. The monster looks back. “Subdue him,” Gerhard says.


    The monster rushes Damien, wraps him in a chokehold, and before I can blink, Damien is out cold. Or dead. At this point, I can’t be sure.
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    I rip the gun from my waistband, aim it at the giant and put a shot into the back of his head. He falls sideways, dead? I’m not sure so I shoot him again. I then whirl the gun around to Gerhard, walk up to him fast, keeping the .22 pointed right at his face the entire time.


    “Not human,” I hear myself say.


    “No, not human,” he echoes, his face draining of its color. “But expensive. Nearly four million dollars in research and development costs, devalued only by his missing finger and the bullets you just sent into his brain.”


    “Give me your gun, Gerhard. Hold it by the barrel with two fingers. Do it slowly.” He smiles a little wider, not doing what I ask. I close the distance between us completely, stick the barrel flat on his forehead and say, “I can’t miss from here.”


    He finally hands me the gun. Afraid even to blink, I tell Brayden to take it.


    “He may not be human,” Gerhard says, “but I am. Flesh and blood with a soul, a social security number and a purpose.”


    “Right now your only job is to shut your freaking pie hole.”


    He doesn’t say a word. He just smiles.


    “Now, as far as I’m concerned, you have a bigger problem than introducing Kaitlyn into society. You have me to deal with. And Damien and Brayden, too. Well, at present moment, I guess it’s just me and Brayden. Will Damien be okay?”


    He shrugs his shoulders.


    “You better hope so. And who are these people?” I ask. “The ones in the tanks?”


    “The girls are from Ukraine, Prague and Hungary, except for Kaitlyn. The boys are from our labs in Germany and Sweden. They’re working models. Most are new to us in the States.”


    Their beauty is almost androgynous.


    “Brand new?”


    “Actually, most are new to me. On loan from various corporations around the globe.”


    “Why?” Brayden asks. He clears his throat, then: “Why are they here?”


    “Three students this next semester. They’ll be getting the same full-scale transformation as your little girlfriend here. These models, we’re now pooling DNA. No longer pulling from a single source.”


    “Like with the non-triplets?” I hear myself say.


    “You mean, your friends?”


    “Of course that’s who I mean!” I all but shout.


    He tries to back away from me, but I step with him, never letting the gun leave his skull. He stops. I stop. The look on my face is all business. It’s the most serious I’ve ever been.


    “Yes,” he finally admits. “Instead of utilizing the host DNA for multiple subjects, which we only did because it is the most stable across all lines, I’m now able to separate and combine characteristics. Like what we did with you, Savannah. We pulled mostly from 452 from Prague, but also from Kaitlyn’s model, 318 from Ukraine.”


    “So, no more synthetics?” I ask. “No more identicals? As in I’m the last?”


    “You’re the first of your kind, and the last of your friends’ kind here. Perhaps you’re the new blend. My brand new mutt,” he spits with vigor. I frown, but he continues. “Your mother is part Spanish, so I had a separate strain of DNA shipped from Prague and that was part of your initial regimen. When you’re done—when you were supposed to be done with your treatments, you would in some ways resemble your friends, and Kaitlyn, but you would not be identical to them. With your darker skin, your soon to be green eyes and your black hair, I expect many of these similarities will be lost on others.”


    “Tell that to everyone calling me ‘Number Four,’ as in the fourth clone.”


    “It won’t always be like this,” he says.


    “So you took from the other two Kaitlyn’s to make Bridget, Georgia, Victoria and part of me and only now are you realizing you can’t just make us all look like the same person?”


    “This is an imperfect world we live in. And I am an imperfect man working with what I have.”


    I look at Brayden and say, “Pick, if you want.”


    “Pick what?” Brayden asks, confused.


    “Pick a boy. No, pick two.”


    “What are you doing?” Gerhard says.


    “Making a deal with you. Here it is: You can continue your research, but Kaitlyn goes free—like right now—and I finish my treatments, but with one specific modification.”


    “That’s it?” he says.


    “No, that’s not it. In addition to satisfying my own requirements for this arrangement, you will treat Brayden at no charge. He’s not to be a clone of next semester’s students, though. He’ll be his own person.”


    “I can’t—” Gerhard says.


    “You can and you will. Also, you are going to combine several other strands of DNA from these other girls and you’re going to make my friends unique from each other again. So much so that they will no longer be referred to as the Clones, or the Synthetics. In return, this will buy my silence, Damien’s silence, and Brayden’s silence. It will also buy our cooperation.”


    I look at Brayden and he says, “For real?”


    “If you want.”


    “So, will you be attracted to me then?” he asks. It’s such a serious question I nearly burst into laughter, but the way I’m shaking inside, I manage to contain myself.


    Remembering how devastatingly good looking the male models are, I say, “Yes.”


    “And we can be together? I mean, you would like me like that?”


    Something in my heart stirs. Good looks combined with his unpredictable personality will either make him a boy-God or a freaking egomaniac. “If you don’t let your new looks go to your head, maybe.”


    “Then, yes. I’ll do it if he does it,” he says, looking at Gerhard.


    “Oh, he’ll do it,” I say, not taking my eyes off the good doctor. “Of course, we’ll need to see if that’s okay with Damien before finalizing our agreement. Assuming he’s still alive.”


    “This modification you want,” Gerhard says, his voice humorless and thick with sarcasm, “let me guess, you want a bigger bust?”


    I laugh, and it’s deeply cynical and short lived. “No. What I want are Nurse Arabelle’s eyes.”


    “You should just shoot me now because there’s no way in hell I’m going to—”


    I point the gun at his thigh and pull the trigger. Screaming, he hobbles a couple of steps, hand to the wound, then collapses to the floor.


    Kneeling beside him, jamming the smoking barrel to his scalp, I say, “Perhaps you’d like to rethink your answer, Dr. Gerhard?”


    Gerhard’s answer is a lot of moaning, a violence of cursing, and him fixing me with the mother of all death stares. I let his anger run its course, and then I tell him to put pressure on the wound. He practically hisses at me.


    “The corporation’s going to find out about this, you know!” he snarls, his hand still over the wound. “Do you know what kind of trouble they will make for me? For you?”


    “You’d best worry about me right now, Gerhard. I’ve still got bullets left in this gun.”


    Tears well in his eyes, and after a moment, he swipes them away, streaking his face with blood. He offers a resigned nod. I’ve never seen his skin so pale.


    “Cooperate and you’ll never have to worry about us divulging yours or the corporation’s secrets. We will be friends again. Well, not really friends, but not enemies either. This will be our little Geneva Convention, a cease fire, if you will. Between all of us.”


    “You know we’re dead,” Gerhard says. “Someone’s going to find out about Brayden and then everything is going to unravel. I’ll be ruined before the first word of it even hits the news. And you’ll be dead. All of us, it’s just a matter of time.”


    “I suggest you embrace the power of positive thinking, because this isn’t an option. It’s a requirement of your survival.”


    “You don’t know what you’re asking! What you’re risking!”


    “I told you, I’m not asking.”


    “Fine, you little terrorist bitch! But you’re going to need consent from Brayden’s father. And I won’t do it during the current semester.”


    “Winter break is coming up.”


    “He won’t be ready for school. I can’t get him done in time.”


    “Jesus, Gerhard, you’re a certified genius,” I say, my eyes rolling. “Figure it out!”


    “Brayden will have to change identities completely. All of them will. Jesus, Savannah, don’t you get how complicated this is?! You can’t just order this up like a hot meal. What I do, what will be done to him—to them—this completely undoes the previous existence of four Astor Academy students. All at once! Your friends, they can’t come back as themselves.”


    For a second I wonder about my own life, who I will be when I return home, how I will explain myself to people like Netty, and Margaret.


    Brayden says, “I have a grandmother I can stay with.”


    “I don’t give two shits about your fatheaded grandmother!” Gerhard snarls. Finally he undoes his belt, reclines on his hip and loops the belt over the wound, pulling it tight. His face blisters with pain, and he clenches his jaw tight enough to crack teeth. “This is all on you, you rotten, scheming little slag. My end, your end, all their ends! It’s not if the corporation learns about this, you thankless little shit, it’s when they learn about it. And they will.”


    Satisfied, putting away my gun, I say, “Stop being so dramatic.”


    He laughs. It’s a horrible, desperate sound.


    “If you break your word at any point during our arrangement, Gerhard, I will kill you.”


    Gerhard looks like he wants to say something more, but thinks better of it. Damien is finally coming around. His flickering eyes start to clear. He looks like he doesn’t know where he is for a moment, then he sees the dead monster sprawled out next to him and something like recognition wanders through his eyes. It’s all coming back.


    He utters her name: “Kaitlyn.”


    “Kaitlyn,” I echo, looking from Damien to Gerhard. “How long to get her out of there?”


    “A few minutes to purge her fluids, maybe an hour or two for her to be cognitive, but we’ll need to watch her for twenty-four hours before we release her. If I even last that long without bleeding to death.”


    “You sound like you’re guessing.”


    “The solution is new. It’s not just preservation fluid. There are healing capabilities in the solution that are new because of her. Because of her…situation.”


    “Fine, sure. Just do it. Oh, and that cover story you and Damien’s father are working on, I hope it’s bullet proof.”


    “It’s not.”


    He struggles to get up, using a nearby table to steady himself. When he’s finally on his feet, he tries putting a little weight on his leg, and though it holds, it’s plain to see how much it hurts. I want to say I’m sorry, but really I’m not, so the apology would be a lie anyway.


    “I’ll call Nurse Arabelle,” I offer. “Just keep that belt tight and you’ll be fine. Oh, and you have twenty-four hours to get your story in order.”


    He huffs out a pained sigh, his eyes swimming with hatred. Damien watches closely, not making mention of the beast or Gerhard’s shot leg as the doctor prepares to release Kaitlyn from her glass tank. I glance down at Gerhard’s leg; the bullet hole is still seeping. He’s doing a good job masking the pain, though. Now that Damien is halfway cognizant, I tell him about the deal I struck and ask if there’s anything he wants to add.


    To Gerhard, he says, “If you screw us—”


    “I healed her,” Gerhard says, interrupting him. “All of your animosity is wasted on me. I saved your step-sister’s life, you ignorant Keck. I saved her life and made her beautiful.”


    “I grieved her death for years,” Damien snaps.


    “Well you can stop now.”


    “My step-mother is about to be institutionalized again. My family is broken. Don’t you get it? No matter your how bold your accomplishments are, my family has been destroyed.”


    “Take that up with your father,” he says, Kaitlyn’s canister now starting to drain.
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    Minutes later, Brayden and Gerhard lift a sopping wet Kaitlyn out of the capsule and lay her out on a steel gurney. Damien covers her with a sheet. I just stand there marveling at her pale skin, the goose bumps peppering her body, how her face looks alive but lifeless. Beneath the sheets, her chest expands, contracts. I breathe a sigh of relief.


    As I watch Damien brush damp strands of hair from her face and caress her pale cheek, I realize there’s something beautiful and sweet in him that will always hobble my Damien Rhodes defenses.


    I suspect because Damien wants to preserve his step-sister’s dignity, Brayden keeps his eyes on Gerhard, watching as Arabelle helps Gerhard tend to his injury. On me, she uses words like ungrateful, arrogant and bitch. Mostly, however, she curses me in her native tongue.


    I understand her anger.


    Kaitlyn finally opens her eyes, and Damien is at her side, holding her hand. He sees her and she sees him and he starts sobbing. I put my hand on his shoulder, then leave them alone. Nurse Arabelle never stops glaring at us. The way she so tenderly cares for Gerhard would be touching if not for her otherwise frostbitten exterior. In the midst of even the most animated tirade, I can’t stop thinking Arabelle’s eyes are going to look so good on me.


    Patched up, Gerhard phones Damien’s father, tells him the situation, then pulls his ear away from the phone. We all hear the shouting. After being hung up on, Gerhard tries talking to me, telling me Kaitlyn must be smuggled out of here. He says Damien’s father isn’t happy about how we muscled her release. He says he’s coming down.


    “I don’t give a damn about his emotional state,” I say. “And he can come down here all he wants, but she’s leaving this place and that’s that.”


    Brayden shows up at my side and says, “I’ve picked my models.” He tells Gerhard the numbers, and Gerhard frowns with disgust. Like he’d just as soon eat Brayden’s soul as look at him another second.


    “You two will be very happy together,” he mumbles. The way he says it—almost like he’s trying to mask a deep seated loathing—it’s fingers on a chalkboard to my ears.


    Nurse Arabelle says, “Boy is doing world a favor, not being so ugly.” Gerhard nods and Arabelle says, “He’s very, very ugly child.”


    Brayden looks petrified, but I pay the two of them no mind. “You just remember what I said. No harm comes to any of us.”


    “Remind me again and I’ll kill myself and then you’ll be stuck with that horrifying little troll creature just the way he is.”


    “I’ll be back tomorrow to resume my treatments. And I want my new eyes.”


    “I’ll be here. Ever so unhappy to see you.”


    It’s not a pleasant arrangement, but it’s the best I can manage. That’s when I remember Brayden used my phone to capture everything on film, and that tiny place of peace, or resolve, inside me opens up. That I didn’t have to use it for leverage is a miracle; that I have it in case I need to use it in the future…now that’s a blessing I will graciously accept.




    Epilogue
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    OMG, I can hardly believe it. I’m going home. I wasn’t going initially because the idea of it has me feeling sick to my stomach. Still, it’s visitors weekend at Margaret’s rehab clinic and I have some things I’m dying to say to her.


    On the Friday before leaving, Julie Satan and the Diabolical Two plus Maggie stroll into the cafeteria, brushing by me. Cameron bumps my shoulder.


    Theresa snaps a photo of me and it irritates me the same way it did when Julie took my picture, and whenever anyone from the press took my picture. I snatch the camera from her hands, throw it in the same trash can I puked in when I first arrived. She gasps, but whatever. Already my eyes are changing and it has me on edge the way everyone keeps staring.


    “Stupid quadruplet,” Cameron snarls, meaning the fourth clone.


    “All of you, you’re nothing,” I say to the three of them. “Less than nothing. And nothing you ever do in life will mean shit because you’re cruel and unstable, and so disgusting inside that this”—I make a gesture to say I’m referring to their faces and bodies—“can’t make up for any of it.”


    Cameron steps forward and tries to slap me; I catch her wrist. 452 from Prague was bred with incredible looks, but lately I’m convinced she also has the genetic coding for strength and agility, two traits I never imagined having. Cameron struggles to break free. I tighten my grip. By now everyone is watching. Especially Julie.


    I say, “What are you going to do, bitch? Huh? What are you ever going to do to me again? Nothing.”


    Cameron doubles her efforts, struggling mightily against my grip. I let go the minute she tries to pull back and she falls flat on her ass. People laugh. Then everyone gets quiet. I’m sure they’re all remembering the food fight last time, Bridget’s confrontation with Julie and Cameron, Julie punching me in the face and cracking my eye orbital.


    In a loud, proud voice I say to her, “My name is Savannah Van Duyn you cancerous scab. Not quadruplet, not clone, not Number Four, not anything but Savannah. That goes for you, too, skank,” I say eyeballing Julie. Julie and Theresa just stare at me, their eyes as hard as diamonds. I take a threatening step toward Julie. “Cat got your tongue?”


    Cameron is getting up, rubbing her injured wrist. She stands behind Julie, her expression angry/wounded. “Let’s go girls,” Julie says.


    For a moment Maggie meets my eyes. I give her the slightest nod; she gives me a nod in return. In confidence, I told her that her DNA source is beautiful, and that her secret is safe with me. She never said anything about me knowing. She didn’t really have to. I think Damien told her everything. I think they might be dating, or maybe they were about to before Kaitlyn came back into the picture. Lately he hasn’t been around much, and I sort of miss him. He’s an idiot, but he’s so damn easy on the eyes. So I guess that makes me an idiot, too.


    Looking at Maggie, ignoring the fact that right now she’s the one getting his attention, I let myself daydream. I see him taking my face, kissing me on the lips, telling me he loves me. Then my eyes clear and all I can do is feel sad, and maybe a bit angry. Why am I so desperate to hear him say those three words? I love you. If he said it, my life would be complete. I know this. And I know I will never have this. At least I’ll have Brayden.


    If he gets hot after his treatments, he’ll be so much better anyway.
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    Saturday morning comes too quickly, but I’m committed to going home, to visiting Margaret, so there’s no way I’m about to chicken out. The drive home feels quicker than it is and I go straight to Cedar Grove Rehabilitation where I sign in to see her. A nurse says, “I didn’t know she had a niece.” Yep, that’s what I say as my cover. The nurse, she’s staring at my eyes, looking for the circular tell of contact lenses.


    “She’s good at keeping secrets,” I say.


    I wait in a large room prepared for visitors, complete with hors d’oeuvres, cut-rate sweets and bitter coffee. There are several families hugging and talking to each other and it seems like a happy day for everyone.


    A moment later Margaret appears with the nurse. She looks terrific, fully rested, a little heavier—but in a good way—not so emaciated, and not so painted-up with makeup. Something in me responds to her. I stand. She looks at me, then beyond me. She looks around, then back at the nurse. The nurse points to me, says something, and Margaret shakes her head.


    I walk toward her and there’s uncertainty in her eyes. Or fear. Deep down, I wonder if she thinks she’s about to be Punk’d. Last year, on a full blown three day Margarita bender, she watched like nine Punk’d episodes in a row and she couldn’t stop saying how Ashton gave her lady wood. I was so embarrassed for her.


    I say “Thank you,” and the nurse walks away.


    “That’s the look you have when you’re afraid you’re being deceived,” I say.


    “Who are you?” she asks. “Because I don’t have a niece. Are you from the press?”


    “No, Margaret, I’m not part of the cockroach squad.” For this part of the conversation I’m glad the nurse has left. “It’s me, Savannah. Vannie.”


    “You’re not my daughter,” she says, looking angry. “My daughter is—”


    “Fat and ugly? Short on confidence? Gets sick at the thought of any attention? Is this the same daughter who hated learning about her parents possible divorce on EXTRA TV so badly she threw up twice and swore never to talk to her mother again? The same shattered girl who tried to kill herself because everyone in the free world knew she had pathetic, lopsided tits by age fifteen? That daughter?”


    Margaret stands there in shock, unable to process what she’s seeing.


    “Or is it the girl who wanted so desperately for her mother to see the beauty in her when the girl couldn’t see any beauty in herself?” I feel my eyes welling with tears and I don’t try to stop them. “I wanted you to love me, Margaret, but you didn’t and that devastated me every single day.”


    Margaret’s eyes are watering now, too. She puts out her hand, touches my face. “I don’t understand,” she says. She’s feeling for the scars on my cheeks, trying to find them through the makeup.


    “Are you trying to see me in here? The ugly duckling is gone. I’m a swan now, albeit a synthetic one.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Not really a swan, more like a clone of a swan, the ugliness erased for something more beautiful.”


    I watch as Margaret’s face fills with hope, then it’s like something inside her refuses to believe me. She pulls away and angrily says, “You’re not Savannah.”


    “Why? Because I didn’t go to your plastic surgeon? Because you couldn’t do this for me? No one will ever again ask if I’m adopted, Margaret. You won’t ever have to tell them I got my father’s looks and smile that awful, pathetic smile.”


    Suddenly she believes. “You know I didn’t mean that.”


    “You spent your entire life embarrassed by me. I was your disgusting little pig. But not anymore. You won’t have to answer tough questions about me ever again. Not those kinds of questions, anyway. About me, you will have only one question to answer, and it is this: ‘Where is your daughter these days?’ Your reply will be simple. You’ll say: ‘My daughter told me she never wanted to see me again, and I haven’t seen her since.’”


    “No,” she says. Her voice is rich with pleading.


    “Margaret, you horrible menace, I never want to see you again.”


    I leave her standing there in her own tears and misery. I leave her there in that big room with all those happy families to destroy herself, to be haunted by the choices she has made, to be ruined by the understanding that she finally has the beautiful daughter she always wanted and now her daughter no longer wants her. I leave her to her pain, to her suffering, to her healing.


    I leave her.
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    It’s a bit of a drive to my house, but my father isn’t there. I make the drive to his office, a large Palo Alto complex, a space every bit as big as the Facebook offices. I’ve seen his secretary a dozen times before, but she’s never seen me looking like this.


    I ask to see Mr. Van Duyn. She says, “One moment, please,” then picks up the phone, punches the button and says, “There’s a young girl to see you, she says you’ll want to talk with her.” Pause, smile. “No, I don’t know what it’s about.”


    She looks up at me and I smile.


    Covering the phone, in barely a whisper, she says, “I really don’t know.” Then louder: “Okay. I’ll send her right in.”


    I’m walking toward his office by the time she puts the phone down. “He’s the fourth—”


    “I know where his office is.” Everywhere I walk, heads of computer geeks turn to watch me, their jaws dropping, drool forming fast. I now have that effect on people and I have to say, it’s a bit surreal. I walk into my father’s office and he looks up from his work.


    “Can I help you?” he says. He doesn’t like surprises; he never has. I smile, then turn and shut the door. “Excuse me, you can’t—”


    “Hi, dad.”


    He sits paralyzed, like a wax figure of himself. “Savannah?”


    “I came to show you what twenty-five million buys. Congratulations, you have a brand new daughter.” I try for light and airy, but the truth is some of the hostility in my confrontation with Margaret is still simmering in my voice.


    His breath catches in his throat and his eyes become wide as saucers. Standing up, he looks me over the same way he would look over a new circuit board or a brand new Mercedes-Benz.


    “Extraordinary,” he says. “I can’t stop looking at your eyes. How did you get those?”


    “I sweet-talked the doctor into making a few changes,” I say, deadpan.


    He pulls me into a hug that practically squeezes the life out of me. “I had no idea you would look…so beautiful. It actually hurts my heart to look at you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, wow, I don’t see any of you left. You look nothing like your old self, which honestly I will miss.” His tone changes. He sounds sad. “I had no idea how much I would miss the old you.”


    “You won’t miss that swamp donkey,” I say.


    “I will, and don’t ever say that about yourself. I don’t care what you looked like, I loved you exactly the way you were. It was you, Savannah. You weren’t happy with you.”


    “I wasn’t happy because of Margaret.”


    “Yes, I know she contributed to the problem. But darling, this is what you wanted. Do you remember? You said you didn’t care about brains. You wanted to be beautiful. Like your mother. Now look at you. My God, sweetheart, look at you!”


    “Daddy, you don’t understand. I love the way I look, but these people, this corporation who funds Gerhard and dozens of other scientists like him, they’re playing God. This faceless corporation…I think they’re making soulless clones. Gerhard calls it a master race.”


    “I’m sorry Savannah, I can’t stop looking at those eyes!”


    “Did you hear me dad? This Virginia Corporation is just plain evil.”


    He blinks twice, his enthusiasm instantly waning. “You shouldn’t rush to judgment.”


    “How can I not?”


    He draws a mighty breath, holds it, then blows it out on a long sigh. He looks her in the eyes—lost for a moment—then says, “Because that’s my corporation. I started it ten years ago.”


    I stagger two steps backwards, startled. “No,” I whisper. This feels like that horrid bout of nausea you can’t see coming.


    “You knew it as Savannah Holdings, LLC., but when I established a Board of Directors and incorporated, we changed the name to Virginia Corporation. Baby, I never wanted you to have to go under the knife the way Margaret has. I never wanted you to be consumed by your looks. To be doped up on pain medication or obsessed with your features the way your mother is. It’s like a sickness, you know?”


    “You started this…because of me?”


    “I started this for you.”


    “All those people then, the clones your corporation made—the shells of children whose DNA you’re harvesting—you did that for me?”


    “It doesn’t sound so noble when you phrase it like that.”


    “And the war prototypes?” I ask. “Are they because of me, too?”


    “It’s not just me in charge anymore,” he says. “There are many people involved. The board has many uses for our science and genetics, some I agree with, others I do not.”


    “How many people are involved?”


    “There are five of us heading up my branch of the corporation, plus dozens of scientists like Dr. Gerhard. With what we now know, this corporation is going to change the world.”


    “You can’t do this. It’s not right!”


    “Look at you, sweetheart. Did you really want to spend your life feeling gross and taking pills for your anxieties? Trust me, I lived my entire life as the consummate ugly duckling. If not for my reputation and my intelligence, I’d be working at McDonald’s right now.”


    “Don’t be so dramatic.”


    “Once I’m finished here, I’m flying to New York to undergo my own treatment. There are a lot of things in the works right now, great things. When I get back, we can talk then.”


    And here I didn’t think it could get any worse. “You’re doing the treatment, too? Like me?”


    “I did this for you, but also for me. I hate the way I look, the way I feel. I know I have never said this to you before, but it’s true.”


    “I’m sorry you feel this way, but—”


    “I worked my ass off building SocioSphere, but not to compete with Facebook or Twitter or MySpace.” Lowering his voice, he says, “The truth is, I could give a crap about social media. SocioSphere was the tool needed to fund this operation. For you, and me. Already laws have been re-written and pushed through Congress. Legalizing stem cell research opened up a whole new avenue for genetic engineering and harvesting, and though there have been many seemingly impossible barriers to entry, my colleagues and I have figured them out. I’m powerful now, and rich beyond measure, but money isn’t everything if you despise your body. This corporation will change the world. It will change the way we view ourselves and others.”


    “Do you have any idea of the moral implications?”


    “Savannah, darling, the implications are far reaching, some too difficult to comprehend at once. So, yes. I understand.”


    He puts his hand on my shoulder to calm me. I shrug it off.


    “You can’t play God.”


    “Darling, I already have. But this is neither the time nor the place to discuss this. Like it or not, by the time you see me next, I’ll look different, like you, next time we meet.”


    “But I don’t want you different,” I say.


    “It’s not up to you. The point is, we’ll all be beautiful. You, me and your mother.”


    “That’s what you think,” I say. “I spoke to Margaret for the last time about a half an hour ago. Did you hear me? For the last time. Ever.”


    “You need some time to process this,” he says, confident, dismissive. “I understand.”


    On my way out I turn and say, “Just so you know, the pain is like nothing you have ever known or will ever feel again. During those first few nights I would’ve killed myself a hundred times over if I could have.”


    That’s when I leave the office. If anything, I had to get the last word.


    I plan to see Netty, but I can’t. Not now. Instead, in the Rover, I pick up the phone and dial Damien’s number. He answers right away.


    “It’s me,” I say.


    He says, “I like the paper.” He’s referring to my Investigative Journalism paper, the one I did on Kaitlyn. She’s at home now, still hidden from the public, a fact both Damien and I can live with. He’s just now starting to speak to his father again without it ending in screaming and yelling and breaking things.


    Since people don’t know she is still alive, I wrote my biography on her as if she was still missing and/or dead. In my paper, I construct the mystery behind her assumed death, then pretty much paint a picture of the person she was, and the grieving family she’s left behind. It’s pretty blasé next to the truth, but I’ll get a B+ on it at least. Maybe even an A. After all, the paper was never supposed to be an unsolved mystery as much as it was supposed to be a biography.


    “Thanks,” I say, “but that’s not why I called. Actually I called for a couple of reasons. I’ve been thinking of Maggie and I can’t figure out why her clone would be there, especially if she received her treatments years ago, around the same time as your step-sister.”


    He heaves a long sigh, then says, “What I’m going to tell you, you can’t even breathe a word of this to anyone. And I mean ever.”


    “I’m a vault.”


    “I hope so, because she told me these things in confidence.”


    “Go ahead,” I say.


    “Two things. First, the clone is here because Maggie was having problems with her body and needed a fresh DNA infusion.”


    “Is she okay?” I ask.


    “She is now. Sort of. But like you, she’s been going through an incredible amount of pain.”


    “I had no idea,” I say.


    “I didn’t either. Only recently did she tell me.”


    “And the other thing?”


    “It’s not about the clone as much as it’s about Maggie. She’s under a tremendous amount of pressure by her father to land a recording contract. Cameron’s father is friends with Maggie’s father, and Cameron’s father is pulling some strings to help Maggie get her demos and some face time with a major record label, a newish group called Outerscope Records.”


    “Are they a good label?”


    “I guess it’s comprised of disgruntled executives from Innerscope Records who broke off and started their own thing. The problem is, Maggie says being in the music industry, especially if you sign with an industry heavyweight, you have to sell your soul on the way in. She says this like it’s not a figure of speech. She says this like she’s scared for what’s to come.”


    “Yeah, I’ve heard the rumors.”


    “She says her father is pushing hard. Then again, being from an affluent family, you of all people know it’s not always sunshine and roses.”


    “Please someone, cry for us rich girls,” I say with a fair amount of sarcasm.


    He laughs a bitter laugh, then says, “My father’s calling me, I have to go in a sec.”


    “Before you go, I want to thank you for everything.”


    “I should be thanking you.”


    “Okay,” I say playfully, “go ahead.”


    “Thank you,” he says, and I can hear him grinning. I hear his father calling him from the other room, telling him dinner’s ready. “Do you want to come see me during Christmas break?”


    Holy cow, did I just blurt that out?!


    “We still have several weeks until we’re out of school.”


    “I didn’t ask how many weeks we had left, ding dong,” I reply. “I asked if you wanted to come and see me during the break.”


    “I don’t know,” he says, quickly. “Now that we’re through this thing, now that Kaitlyn’s alive and home again and you’re okay and Gerhard’s on a leash, I don’t know—”


    “You still don’t like me.”


    He sighs into the phone and now I’ve become that girl, dumping this pesky issue of my crush on him while he’s got mere seconds of time left. OMG, how did this happen?


    “I do. It’s just that, well”—he says, pausing for like forever—“okay, I’ll come see you.”


    The suppressing weight of a life of rejection, mixed with that feeling of not being good enough, hot enough or even worth loving, suddenly lifts and my heart floods with an airy sense of possibility and wonder.


    “Promise?” I say, trying not to sound too giddy.


    He laughs, then after a minute, he says, “Yeah, I promise. Sort of.” In those five words, the optimist in me wants to see a future for me and the boy-God, or quite possibly the beginning of one, and even though it’s not an “I love you,” I hang up the phone knowing this is something.


    Who knows what might come next, or what the future holds? All I know is that it won’t be boring.


    END OF BOOK I




    Important Note to Reader


    Ultimately, an author’s success and longevity comes through great word-of-mouth advertising, and the easiest, most gracious way to show your support is by participating in the comment and ratings system where you downloaded this book. So many potential readers rely on the positive feedback of others when deciding to buy a book, so a few kind words might not seem like much, but they tend to go a long way in honoring the author and his/her work. So before you begin reading the next adventure in this thrilling new series, please take a brief moment to rate SWANN now. Thank you so much for your support. I truly hope you had a five star experience!


    Please be sure to check out www.RyanSchow.com for the latest news on upcoming books in this and future series’, as well as links to my Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and Pinterest pages. Also, I would love to hear from you, so if you want to contact me, the website has direct links for that as well!


    The saga continues! Keep reading for a brief synopsis of book two in the Swann Series novels, entitled MONARCH, or simply head to your favorite online eBook retailer and begin reading immediately!
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    For updates on New Releases in this and upcoming series, as well as exclusive promotions (like your FREE copy of VANNIE, the prequel to SWANN), be sure to sign up for the author’s VIP mailing list at: http://www.RyanSchow.com/VANNIE-eBook-For-FREE/


    Have you checked out the other books in the Swann Series? Click here to see what’s next:
http://www.amazon.com/author/ryanschow
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    Book 2 of the Swann Series Novels:
MONARCH


    An innocent family is slain, a beautiful body is mutilated, and the Virginia Corporation opens a kill contract on Savannah Van Duyn with a nefarious organization known as Monarch Enterprises. Savannah’s railings against the moral deficiencies of the Virginia Corporation put a target on her back, but this realization leads her to an even more frightening discovery: the horrifying truth about her body and what Dr. Gerhard really did to it.


    To preserve their anonymity, Savannah and her genetically-modified father rid themselves of the Van Duyn namesake. Savannah’s body, however—the thing she now treasures most—is being eviscerated from the inside out, and Gerhard refuses to fix her. Desperate to survive, her body all but lost, Savannah leans on the skills she learned from Astor Academy when blackmailing Gerhard, a sadist who looks, sounds and behaves like the infamous war criminal and deceased Auschwitz death camp doctor, Josef Mengele, a.k.a. The Angel of Death.


    If she can survive Gerhard and return to Astor Academy, Savannah will neither look the same, nor carry the same name. How will she find the non-triplets if everyone changed everything about themselves? For this mystery within a mystery, our ever evolving heroine enlists the help of smart-ass hacker turned bad boy, Brayden James, and one of Julie Satan’s Diabolical Three, Maggie Jaynes. In typical Swann Series fashion, things are not as they seem. Ideals are challenged, the victim becomes the bully, and one life may be lost forever. However, through intellect, determination and the perseverance of friendship, Savannah and her friends continue to change and grow, bringing to light a most poignant truth: we are who we decide to be, but that alone won’t guarantee our survival.


    Don’t wait, download your copy of MONARCH now!
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Thanks for reading!





