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This book is dedicated to you, the readers.
I hope you love reading the words
as much as I loved writing them.

Enjoy!





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SATURDAYS…THE ONE DAY OF the week I get to 
lie around and replay the events of that awful afternoon 
in my head. This is my way of punishing myself; and 
I deserve it after what happened. Images of those two 
blank, bloodied faces dance around in my mind, re-
minding me of what took place that day. But, of course, 
even my internal torture gets ruined by my sister and 
her stupid alarm clock.

You would think, after spending three weeks of 
my summer break hearing that annoying buzzer go off 
every Saturday morning at the crack of freaking dawn, I 
would be used to it, but no. It’s still the most ear grating 
sound in the world, right up there with nails running 
across a chalkboard.  And, like always, she sleeps right 
through it.

“Oh my God, Anna! Would you turn that stupid 
thing off already?” I pull the covers over my head to 
shield my ears from the shrill cry of her alarm.
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The incessant blaring has been going off nonstop 
for about fifteen minutes now, and if she doesn’t wake 
up and turn that damn thing off I am going to beat her 
in the head with it. 

Beep, beep, beep. 
“Anna! Turn. It. Off!” I scream, pressing my pil-

low against my ears, trying to drown out the noise.
After several failed attempts to wake my sister, I 

finally resort to throwing my pillow at her from across 
the room. I lay back down and closed my eyes, hoping 
that the next sound will be the pillow smacking Anna 
in the face. I hear a soft thump and open my eyes to 
see that the pillow has landed on the floor, about a foot 
from her bed. 

Beep, beep, beep. 
“Damn it, Anna!” I shout, pounding my fist into 

the mattress. I jump out of my bed and stomp over to 
her side of the room, passing by her posters of Michael 
Phelps and Justin Timberlake. Their eyes seem to fol-
low me, taunt me, judge me. I’m tempted to rip them, 
with their condemning stares, down from the wall, but 
don’t. I stop in front of her nightstand, cluttered with 
gum wrappers and her old swim practice schedules, and 
turn off her alarm. Leaning over her face, mine directly 
in front of hers, I scream, “Anna, some of us would 
actually like some peace and quiet in the mornings, es-
pecially during summer break! So either turn that damn 
beeping, buzzing, irritating contraption off of I’m going 
to throw it out the window!” 

Anna’s eyes fly open as she wrestles with her cov-
ers, almost falling out of the bed in the process. I try to 
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hide my laughter at her futile attempts to unravel her-
self from her sheets, but I can’t contain it. Anna kicks 
her foot out, her heel slamming into my shin, halting 
my giggles, and tells me not so nicely to get back to my 
side of the room. 

“Anna, if you hate getting up at five o’clock in the 
morning, why did you go out for the swim team?” I ask, 
sliding back into my lonely bed, forgetting my pillow 
on the floor.

“Because, Alex,” she draws out the last letter of 
my name, making her sound like a hissing snake, “un-
like you, the rest of us want to live a normal life and get 
to know people in this God-forsaken place we now call 
home. You should take a stab at it instead of staying 
holed up in our room all day.”

I roll my eyes and attempt to get into a comfort-
able position, but it’s hard without my pillow. I should 
have picked it up on my way back to bed. 

“You know, there is stuff to do in this town. It’s not 
as bad as you make it seem. If you would get out of the 
house every now and then, you would see that. You’re a 
freaking hermit.” She snatches up my pillow and tosses 
it, aiming for my head, as she continues her lecture. I 
throw my hands up and catch it before it has a chance to 
smack me in the face. I tuck in under my head and roll to 
my side, facing away from Anna, hiding my irritation. 
If she only knew what happened, and the hurt and guilt 
I feel over keeping this enormous secret, then maybe 
she would be more understanding. “It’s like you’re on 
this cycle that’s stuck on repeat. Get up, mope around 
all morning and afternoon, like you’re the only one in 
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this house with problems, then go to bed just to do it all 
over again the next day. You know, you’re not the only 
one suffering here. We all lost something, but we’ve 
found a way to move on and do the best we can with 
this change. But whatever, I’m not gonna push you. Go 
ahead and stay locked up in the house, then maybe here 
I can be the popular one and be known as more than 
just Alex’s lame sister, like I was back home. Here I can 
be the pretty, popular twin while you’re the one who 
doesn’t get a second glance. You can finally feel what 
it’s like to be an outcast,” she says. 

God, what crawled up her butt this morning? I 
wonder as I fight the urge to snap back at her. Images 
of how life used to be, before our family was torn apart, 
flash through my mind.

 
 
 
 

EVERYTHING WAS DIFFERENT WHEN WE lived 
in Hilldale, Virginia. I had it made. I was junior class 
president, editor of the school newspaper, captain of 
the school dance team, and I dated the most popular 
boy in school, Jake Roland. He was the guy all the girls 
wanted, and he was mine. I couldn’t have asked for 
a more perfect life. I had the ideal family also. Well 
maybe not ideal, but it was pretty close. Mom and Dad, 
even after twenty-two years of marriage, still had just 
as much love for one another as they did the day they 
got married. Zack, my little brother, although annoy-
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ing at times, was one of my best friends. He was my 
video game partner, my horror movie sidekick, and my 
cohort in crime. We always had fun when we were to-
gether, pulling pranks on the family, or coming up with 
our own ideas to scare the neighborhood kids. And then 
there’s Anna, my go-to person, my confidant, my twin 
sister. We may have been on opposite ends of the cool 
spectrum, but nothing could tear us apart. Ours was a 
bond that would last forever. 

But then Dad got sent away and Mom packed up 
our life and moved us to the little podunk town of New 
Hope, Rhode Island.

Talk about a change. Back in Hilldale, we didn’t 
even know our neighbor’s name. We just called him 
Old Man Spike because what little hair he did have on 
his head stood straight up. But here, in New Hope, ev-
eryone knows one another, and they make it a point to 
say hello no matter how many times they’ve seen you 
that day. It’s kind of freaky. It’s like living in an epi-
sode of Andy Griffith where everyone is so friendly and 
nothing bad ever happens. God, I hated that show, but 
Dad insisted on watching it anytime it was on. I never 
understood how anyone could like that show. It was so 
fabricated, and I made a point to say so every time. 

“Dad, why do you waste your time watching this? 
Nowhere in this world is there a place where every-
one is that cordial. We don’t even know our neighbor’s 
name, and yet, the creative genius who came up with 
this show expects me to believe that these people know 
every single person who lives in that town? It’s so un-
realistic!”
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“Well, it’s better than those crazy reality shows 
you and your sister love to binge on. I’d much rather 
observe people being friendly to one another, even if it 
is phony, than watch them attempt to rip each other a 
new one,” Dad would say.

But no matter how much I hated those stupid epi-
sodes, I always sat on the couch with Dad as he watched 
it. It was our special alone time. And I never imagined 
I would ever say this, but I actually miss sitting in front 
of the TV with him whenever that annoying whistling 
intro would sound through the house.

This place is nothing like home. I’m not the same 
Alex here. To everyone in this town, I’m just Anna’s 
sister—the weird girl who hardly ever leaves her house. 
I have made no attempts to fit in or get to know anyone, 
and I’m perfectly okay with that. After what happened, 
I don’t deserve to have friends and be happy. What I 
do deserve, is to live a miserable, lonely life. I am fine 
doing the bare minimum and going unnoticed. Anna, 
on the other hand, jumped in with both feet, taking full 
advantage of everything this place has to offer, not that 
there is much. Now, she’s the twin all the girls want 
to be friends with and all the boys want to date. Soon 
enough, she’ll figure out being popular, and staying on 
top, is way too much work.

New Hope. Ugh. I swear, Mom just pointed to a 
random spot on the map when deciding our new zip 
code. I don’t understand why anyone would willingly 
choose to live here. There is absolutely nothing appeal-
ing about this place. No designer shops on the corners, 
no private country clubs, hell, they don’t even have a 
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Wal-Mart. The school looks like it was refurbished from 
an old hospital, and I have yet to meet one decent look-
ing guy, but that could be because I haven’t really been 
looking. This place just outright sucks, which in a way 
works, it’s part of my punishment. Being shipped off 
to Siberia to suffer in my own personal jail. But Mom 
said the name was a sign. “We need a fresh start,” she 
would say, “and what better place than a town called 
New Hope.” Corny, I know, but there was no talking 
her out of it. Trust me. I tried, relentlessly. For weeks.

Finally, I just accepted it. I mean, I knew we need-
ed to get away from all media and community gossip, 
but I hated the thought of having to start over. My family 
was dragged through the mud, with no chance of com-
ing out clean. I should have said something. I should 
have told the truth. But I swore to Dad I wouldn’t, and 
I could not turn my back on him. Not after everything 
he did to make sure I was safe. Not after everything he 
was giving up. 

Hilldale was my home, my haven, but we had be-
come famous, and not in a good way. Every day it only 
got worse. It was like the town had made a secret pact 
to stay as far away from us as possible and to make our 
lives a living hell. The whispers followed us wherever 
we went. A constant reminder of what happened and 
what we were going through. Even those we considered 
our close friends ignored us. Mom had to disconnect 
the phone because of all the harassing calls. Our car 
windows were smashed, and the tires were slashed. We 
were living a nightmare, and we didn’t see it getting 
better anytime soon. 
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So, six months after Dad went away, here we are, 
building a new life, with new hope, in New Hope. God, 
just thinking about it makes me want to barf. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I CURL UP IN BED HOPING to get a few more hours 
with my thoughts, but it’s pretty evident that’s not go-
ing to happen. “Damn Anna and her stupid annoying 
alarm,” I mumble as I lie on my side, listening to her 
get ready. Does she really have to make so much noise? 
What could she possible be doing in the bathroom that 
makes that much racket? Did she decide to rearrange 
the medicine cabinet while she was in there? More than 
likely, she’s being extra loud just to annoy me, and it’s 
definitely working. Eventually, the rattling noises settle 
and I hear her turn the shower on. The sound of water 
rushing through the pipes relaxes me, and I feel the ten-
sion slowly leave my body. I begin to think over what 
Anna said, and she’s right. I’m not trying to live a nor-
mal life here. 

I could fit in if I wanted to, I just don’t. Why both-
er making friends and putting down roots? People just 
turn their backs on you when you need them the most. 
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I’ve already experienced that once, so why in the hell 
would I want to set myself up for that again? I lost ev-
eryone that was important to me. Every relationship I 
had was shattered in the blink of an eye. If they were 
truly our friends, they would have stood by us through 
it all. Instead, they acted as if we had some incurable 
disease you could contract just by looking in our direc-
tion. 

I do get lonely, though, and most days, I feel emp-
ty inside. It’s as if one of those zombies from The Walk-
ing Dead drained me of everything that used to make 
me, me. Especially since Anna and I aren’t as close as 
we once were. The more I think about it, the more I 
feel that maybe it couldn’t hurt too much to make just 
one friend here. Then I wouldn’t have to sit around and 
torture myself with the memories of how it used to be 
in Hilldale, before the unspeakable, before Dad went 
away, and before my life went to Hell.

Reflecting about my life back in Hilldale elicits a 
ton of memories—some of them good, some of them 
bad. I wish I could say the good memories outweigh the 
bad ones, but after what happened, I’m pretty confident 
that’s not true. 

My neck burns and the sensation spreads upwards, 
my throat tightens as a golf ball forms there. I rub my 
hands over my heated face, swallow a couple times, 
and force myself to think of something else, anything 
to keep the tears from coming. The last thing I need is 
for Anna to walk in on me having an emotional break-
down. 

After what feels like hours, but is probably no 
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more than ten minutes, Anna emerges from the bath-
room, the scent of her strawberry body wash wafting 
off her damp skin. Her favorite fluffy blue towel envel-
ops her petite frame as water drips from her hair, and 
thick cloud of steam follows her into the bedroom. I’ve 
always wondered why she showers before swim prac-
tice when she’ll just have to take another afterward, but 
I don’t dare ask and risk the wrath of Anna Spurlock. 
She can be brutal sometimes, especially in the morn-
ings. Neither of us are morning people.

Anna walks into our shared walk-in closet and 
steps out dressed in her school-issued blue swimsuit. 
It has a yellow hornet, our lame school mascot, in the 
middle, and her initials, AKS, also in yellow, on the left 
side of her chest. She covers up with a pair of blue track 
pants, a yellow stripe down each leg, and slides on a 
pair of blue flip flops. I must admit, my sister is very 
attractive. Back in Hilldale, she carried around a few 
extra pounds, mainly in her butt and thighs, and she 
always kept her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She was 
never one to obsess over her makeup or making sure 
she was wearing the latest fashions, but now she almost 
looks exactly like me. Well, the Hilldale me, not the 
New Hope me. The New Hope me couldn’t care less 
about the way I appear.

Anna and I have the same caramel brown hair. 
She wears a cute pixie cut while mine hangs limply just 
past my shoulders. We have the same turned-up nose 
and dreamy brown eyes. The only visible difference 
between us is that I have a small birthmark above my 
right eye. Dad always said it wasn’t a birthmark, but 
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a permanent bruise from the battle between Anna and 
me to be the first to break free. I won by two and a half 
minutes. I was always stronger willed…until I wasn’t.

Physically, we couldn’t look more similar, but 
that’s definitely where the likeness ends. Personali-
ty-wise, we are completely different. I was outspoken 
and outgoing. I was the one with a ton of friends, the one 
who always got invited to all the best parties. Dresses, 
heels, makeup, and everything trendy had helped keep 
me on top, well that, and dating the most popular boy 
in school. Anna was my polar opposite—a real intro-
vert. She used to be a jeans, t-shirts, and Converse kind 
of girl. Her parties consisted of staying home, decked 
out in her hideous flannel pajamas and reading one her 
sci-fi novels. But despite our differences, she was my 
person, the one I could always turn to for anything. Or 
at least, she was until I became burdened with a secret. 
A secret I swore I would never tell anyone, not even 
Anna, the one person I share everything with. Nope, 
this one is going to the grave with me.

“Alex, quit staring at me like that. You’re freaking 
me out.” Anna’s voice jolts me out of my thoughts. 

I shake my head a few times to clear my mind. 
“Sorry. I was just thinking.” 

Anna looks at me, disgusted, then shrugs her 
t-shirt on, grabs her wallet and school badge off her 
nightstand, and heads for the door. Suddenly, she stops, 
as if she wants to say something, then changes her mind 
and reaches for the knob. She pauses mid-step, her 
hand hanging in the air, and turns to look back at me, 
her face clearly showing her uncertainty. I know what 
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she’s thinking before she even opens her mouth to ask 
the question I’ve become used to hearing.

“Alex, do you want to come watch me practice?” 
She practically blurts it out, her words running together. 

The hopeful look in her eyes tears at my heart. She 
knows what my answer will be. It’s the same one I give 
her every time. She just doesn’t know what lame excuse 
I’ll come up with this time for not going. I figured, by 
now, she would just give up and quit asking. I haven’t 
left the confines of this two-story prison I call home 
since we moved here, other than the mandatory atten-
dance of school, but since summer break, three weeks 
ago, I’ve had no reason to leave. God, has it seriously 
been that long since I’ve gone out? I really am turning 
into a hermit. I used to love going places with Anna, 
even if it was just to take a walk around the block. I 
feel like I’m letting her down, even though that’s not 
my intention. We’ve always made time for one another 
no matter how busy we were, but after what happened I 
slowly drifted apart from her. It’s not just her I’m slip-
ping away from, though. I’ve tried to separate myself 
from everyone. I just can’t justify allowing myself to 
have friends or to being close with anyone after what I 
was a part of. 

I look up at my sister and see my mirror image 
looking back at me, full of hope, but already preparing 
herself for the “no” she expects. I really don’t want to 
go. I would much rather lie around in my pajamas all 
day and watch TV, but I feel a tug deep in my chest for 
her and for the bond we used to share. It’s not her fault 
I’m carrying around this massive weight of guilt. She 
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shouldn’t have to suffer along with me. I really do miss 
having our special sister time. Anna has always been 
my constant companion, the one person I could always 
be myself with. Reluctantly, I flip the warm covers off 
my body and dangle my legs over the side of my bed. 
I know if I keep pushing her away, I may lose her for-
ever, and I definitely wouldn’t be able to live with that.

“Sure, Anna, I’ll go with you,” I tell her, my voice 
cracking with the multitude of emotions brewing in my 
body.

Anna’s face lights up like fireworks on the Fourth 
of July as she races over to the closet. She starts grab-
bing clothes off their hangers and tossing them at me. I 
don’t think I’ve ever seen her move this fast. I feel my 
lips tugging upward, a smile spreading across my face, 
despite the worry gnawing away at me. It will be fine. I 
can do this, I try to convince myself. 

I end up wearing some khaki cutoff shorts and a 
blue Nail in the Coffin t-shirt. They were a popular lo-
cal band back in Hilldale. Anna and I went to all of 
their shows. Although she’ll never admit it, I’m sure the 
only reason Anna went was because she had a thing for 
the bass player. He always wore the same black skin-
ny jeans, a too-tight white t-shirt, black high-top Con-
verse, and his blonde hair stood up in sharp spikes on 
his head. I really don’t know what she saw in him….

My heart starts to race, beating violently against 
my chest as I stare down at the shirt. I need to get rid 
of this thing, I think. All it does is bring back memo-
ries of how it used to be, and how it still could be if 
not for the events of that tragic day. Knots form in the 
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pit of my stomach as flashes of what our life would be 
like today skirt across my mind. Those images sudden-
ly change to ghastly ones, the ones that torment me in 
my sleep. I close my eyes, willing them away, but all I 
see in the darkness are streaks of crimson blood raining 
down over my eyelids. No, I’ll keep the shirt, as a re-
minder of how all our lives got ruined in just a matter of 
seconds. God, how did my life get so messed up? Five 
seconds. Five measly little seconds. That’s all it took to 
completely throw mine and my family’s life off track. 
I would change it all in a heartbeat if I could. I would 
travel back in time and change the course of everything 
if I could, but, of course, that’s not possible. 

Anna hands me a hairband from my nightstand, 
pulling me back to the present, so I can toss my hair 
up. She knows I won’t bother to do much else with it, 
even if I did have the time, which apparently, I don’t, 
because she’s silently rushing me with anxious eyes. 
I scurry into the bathroom, splash some water on my 
face, and brush my teeth. 

“Come on, Alex, I’m gonna be late!” Anna grabs 
my hand and practically drags me down the stairs and 
into the kitchen where Mom and our little brother are 
eating breakfast. The smell of bacon and eggs wel-
comes us and awakens my empty stomach.

“Good morning, girls. You two sit down and I’ll 
get you plates,” Mom says as she reaches into the cab-
inet.

“Sorry, Mom, I have to get to swim practice. I’ll 
take a bagel and eat on the way,” Anna tells her while 
rummaging through the fridge for a carton of juice.
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“Oh, okay. I guess it will just be Alex, then. Have 
a seat, honey,” she says, taking a dish. “What do you 
want? We’ve got eggs, bacon, or I can make you some 
pancakes.”

“Actually, Mom, I’m going with Anna.” 
Mom and Zack both gawk at me like I just grew a 

third leg or something.
“What?” Mom asks, her tone matching the con-

fused expression on her face.
“I’m going with Anna to her swim practice.” The 

words come out harsher than I intended.
“Seriously, you mean you’re actually gonna leave 

the house?” My annoying brother says, shoving a hand-
ful of bacon into his mouth.

“Zack, no one asked for your opinion. Besides, it’s 
not a big deal” I say as my sister walks by and smacks 
Zack on the back of his head. I guess the twin-to-twin 
psyche hasn’t diminished all the way. “I just figured 
some fresh air and a change of scenery would be good 
for me. Plus, Mom, you’re the one who keeps pestering 
me to go out and meet some people here.”

“Okay, you’re right, Alex. Sorry, it just took us by 
surprise,” Mom says, putting her hands up in mock sur-
render. “Grab something to eat on the way.” 

“Here, take a banana,” Zack says, tossing one at 
me and hitting me in the face with it. He tries not to 
laugh and ends up choking on his food.  

“You little—” I start toward Zack, prepared to get 
my revenge, but am interrupted by Mom.

“Okay, you two. That’s enough.” Mom shouts at 
us.
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“Come on, let’s go.” Anna grabs a bagel for her-
self and hands me an orange. As we head out the door, 
Anna is all smiles. Mom and Zack are whispering in the 
kitchen. And me? I’m already regretting my decision. Is 
it too late to change my mind and go back to my room?



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ANNA WILL NOT SHUT UP. I don’t say much as we 
make our way to the Community Center, where the 
swim team practices since our school doesn’t have its 
own sports facility, and I doubt I could get a word in 
even if I wanted to with the way Anna is rambling on. 
She acts like I’m on a freaking tour or something and 
she’s my overzealous guide. As we pass small shops, 
she insists on telling me who owns each, and includes a 
few details about the owner’s personal life—how long 
they’ve lived there, who they’re married to, and who 
their kids are. Pretty much all the stuff I don’t care to 
know and probably won’t bother trying to remember. 

Without warning, a guy comes barreling out of 
a craft store and stumbles to a stop just shy of slam-
ming into me. I stagger back a few steps and Anna 
grabs my arm to help steady me. I look up, prepared 
to give whomever this inconsiderate moron is a piece 
of my mind, but I’m instantly side-tracked, captivated 
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by what I see. Standing before me is one of the hottest 
guys I have ever seen—he may be even better looking 
than Jake, my ex-boyfriend, who I must say, was pret-
ty dang good looking. He towers over me and I have 
to crane my neck at an odd angle to stare up at him. I 
squint into the sun’s harsh rays, and take in the smirk 
on his face. The heat from the blazing beams scorch-
ing my skin, along with his lack of consideration, sends 
sparks of anger erupting throughout my body. He acts 
like it’s no big deal that he just about knocked me off 
the sidewalk. What if a car had been coming? I could 
have been killed! I bet that would erase that smug look 
off his face. But I’m finding it hard to stay tapped into 
my anger when his sparkling green eyes catch and hold 
mine. He lifts his arm to swipe away a few blonde hairs 
that keep falling in his eyes. His bicep ripples with his 
movement and I find myself holding my breath as I 
drown in those deep, dark, gorgeous eyes of his. His 
mouth moves with his words, but I don’t hear them. I 
feel an elbow dig into my side and realize Anna’s been 
trying to get my attention.

“Alex, this is Luke Carol. His mom owns the craft 
store.”

“What?” I respond, probably looking like a deer 
caught in headlights. “Oh, sorry. Hi, I’m Alex.” I raise 
my hand and wave awkwardly. Heat rises into my 
cheeks, and I quickly look away to hide my embarrass-
ment.

“So I’ve heard,” Luke says, giving me a flirty 
smile…at least, I think it’s flirty. I’m not sure I know 
anymore—no one has bothered to hit on me in a long 
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time. But that thought quickly vanishes as I’m too busy 
obsessing over every inch of him. I’m sure I’ve seen 
him around school, but I never really noticed him be-
fore now. I know I’m staring and probably making a 
fool of myself, but I just can’t seem to look away.  

Anna snaps me back to the present with another 
nudge to the ribs. I nervously clear my throat and hope 
to God Luke didn’t notice me ogling him.

“Come on, Alex, we have to go.” Anna grabs my 
arm and yanks me away, not so gently. “Bye, Luke, I’ll 
see you later,” she calls over her shoulder, still gripping 
me.

“Bye, Anna. Bye, Alex. It was nice to finally meet 
you,” Luke says, his raspy voice vibrating throughout 
my body, sending chills up my spine.

 I whisper a goodbye and look at the ground, total-
ly mortified by my reaction to this guy’s smoking looks. 
I hear Luke chuckle as we walk away and I want to kick 
myself for being such an twit. Great way to make a first 
impression.

“Alex, what in the world is wrong with you?” 
Anna glares at me.

“What are you talking about? Nothing’s wrong 
with me.”

“You kept staring at Luke like you wanted to take 
a bite out of him or something. For a minute there, I 
was sure you were going to start drooling.”

“Oh, shut up, I was not!” I snap at her.
“Whatever, Alex!” Anna rolls her eyes and con-

tinues strolling down the sidewalk while I follow a few 
steps behind.
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I hurry to catch up to her and we travel the rest of 
the way in silence. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch 
Anna watching me. A smirk spreads across her face, 
and I know exactly what she is thinking, but she is to-
tally wrong. I have no interest, what so ever, in getting 
to know this Luke guy. Do I? He was pretty hot…. No! 
I will not allow myself to be caught up in whatever it 
was I may or may not have felt for him.  

We finally arrive at the Community Center, a 
two-story red brick building with long windows lining 
its front wall and one of those merry-go-round doors. 
I notice a map of the place by the entrance and stop to 
look, but Anna pulls me inside and to the front desk 
where we’re greeted by a frizzy-headed lady who seems 
to have gone a little overboard with the hair teasing this 
morning. She says a nasally hello and swipes Anna’s 
school badge. Ms. Frizz pushes her glasses back up on 
her long, pointy nose and glares at me. She reminds me 
of the witches from Hocus Pocus. All she’s missing is 
a huge wart. She asks for my badge and I’m just about 
to tell her I don’t have it when Anna pulls it out of her 
pocket and hands it over to the lady. She swipes it and 
buzzes us through a set of glass doors. The smell of 
body sweat mixed with bleach overwhelms me and I 
have to fight the urge to gag. It doesn’t appear to bother 
Anna, maybe she’s just used to it, but I don’t see how 
anyone could get accustomed to this stench.

I trail after my sister down a carpeted hallway 
and past a weight room full of a few anorexic-looking 
women and several men who look like they are on ste-
roids, their muscles bulging and sweat dripping down 
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their faces. She takes me around a bend to a door la-
beled “Women’s locker room.” Inside, Anna leads me 
past three rows of beat up lockers and the germ-infested 
showers. Do they ever clean this place? We then head 
over to a lone locker hidden in the corner by the en-
trance to the steam room. 

“I have an extra swimsuit if you want to do some 
laps with me,” Anna says, tossing her wallet into the 
rusty locker.

“That’s okay, I think I’ll just sit and watch. May-
be I’ll listen to some music on my phone,” I tell her, 
looking around the damp and—I’m sure—mold-filled 
room. 

Anna shrugs and throws her discarded pants and 
shirt in with her wallet. When we enter the pool area, 
I’m entirely caught by surprise. It’s nothing like I ex-
pected. I figured there would be minimal seating and a 
small pool, with maybe one lane for doing laps, but I 
was totally wrong. Bleachers, which I’m guessing seat 
close to two hundred people, line two sides of the room. 
One wall holds an announcer’s box, with big speakers 
on each side, while the adjacent one is covered in cham-
pionship flags and shelves filled with trophies. The pool 
is pretty extravagant, also. It has three diving boards on 
one end, and the other has starting blocks positioned in 
front of ten of the lanes. Anna gives me a small wave as 
she heads to the lane on the far left.

I settle myself on the top row of the bleacher clos-
est to me, put my ear buds in, crank up Theory of a 
Deadman, and watch Anna kickoff with her warm-up 
laps. I remain fully aware of the acrid chlorine scent 
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that fills the air as I watch Anna swimming up and back 
down the lane. Her arms and legs gracefully maneu-
ver through the water, and her head pops up every few 
seconds for air. Just as I’m beginning to relax, I get the 
strange feeling someone is watching me. My stomach 
curls into knots and a tingle spreads from my neck to 
my ears. I take a deep breath and chalk it up to my para-
noia. Everyone here probably is staring. I’ve made it a 
point to stay hidden. I don’t want to know these people 
and they don’t need to know me. I can only imagine 
the things they’ve made up about me. They, no doubt, 
pictured me covered in oozing blisters or hideously dis-
figured. I close my eyes, take a few more deep breaths, 
and try to get lost in the music, but I just can’t seem to 
shake this feeling. I open my eyes and look around the 
pool area. Anna is still doing her laps and two other 
kids from her swim team have joined her. The lifeguard 
is sitting at his post, scanning over the swimmers, and 
a small group of senior citizens who are doing water 
aerobics on the other side of the pool. I feel sure no one 
else is here, but then I spot him: a guy on the opposite 
bleachers, definitely looking over at me. Or at least I 
think he is. 

I can’t see him very well because he has his hat 
pulled down low on his face and dark shades hide his 
eyes. Why in the world is he wearing sunglasses in-
doors? I wonder. I also notice he’s wearing jeans and 
a long-sleeved shirt. Does this guy not realize that it’s 
like a hundred degrees outside? This whole time, he 
hasn’t moved his head from my direction and it’s re-
ally starting to grate on my already sensitized nerves. I 
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remove my ear buds and slowly stand to make my way 
to the bottom of the bleachers, hoping to get a better 
look at him. Just as I’m about to take a step, he rises 
and limps down the bleachers. That’s odd! He’s using 
some sort of cane, but he can’t be much older than me. 
Can he? I need to get a closer look. If he would just take 
those stupid glasses off, then maybe I could tell more 
about him. He continues his descent, his head lowered, 
ignoring my obvious staring. His head snaps up as he 
reaches the final step. A chill scurries down my spine 
despite the muggy heat filling the room, and I’m sure 
his eyes are locking with mine behind his tinted lenses. 

“Alex! Hey, Alex!” Anna’s voice echoes off the 
walls. Hesitantly, I turn and glance at her. “Everything 
okay?” she asks, a concerned look on her face. 

I nod my head and give her a thumbs up. When I 
glimpse back toward the other bleacher, where Mystery 
Guy was, he’s gone. Damn it!
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