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“‘Happy first day back in hell.’” Kathryn’s voice was slightly louder then intended as she approached her friends, huddled around their lockers from last year, but in no way as loud as the bark of laughter Steve gave in response. Janet just looked confused and Eve rolled her eyes.

“You have to stop quoting things nobody’s going to get.”

“Hey!” Kathryn could feel the grin spread across her features even as she tried to prevent it. The look of offence on Steve’s face was just too cute. If she didn’t know better, she’d almost have believed Eve hurt his feelings.

“You don’t count. You get every reference anyone ever makes. Unless it matters, like, say, in English class.”

“When is anyone ever going to need to recognize a quote from a John Steinbeck book?”

“Maybe if they want to pass English this time around?” Eve snatched the comic book out of his backpack and started down the hall. “You’re not getting this back until the end of the day. And only then if you can tell me what classes you have without looking at you schedule.” Steve quickly zipped up his backpack and caught up with her down the hall, yelling loud enough for everyone within ten yards to hear him.

“What are you, my mother? Not really in to incest!”

“God you’re twisted.”

Not bothering to hide her amusement the second time, Kathryn tugged on Janet’s sleeve. “What d’you have first?” The shy girl pointed to her timetable and blushed, her dirty blonde hair falling in her face when Kathryn draped her arm across Janet’s shoulders and began walking in the same direction their friends had gone. “Cool. Me too. Or I will once I drop Ms Zee’s class. What kind of masochist would want to have a Nazi drill sargent for an Art teacher?”


“Aww, come on! It’ll be fun!”

“You’ve got an interesting idea of fun, you know that?”

“But you’re good at it! Give me one good reason not to try out?”

“How about because I hate organized sports? You do too, for that matter.”

“Which is exactly why you should come with me. We can join and hate it together.” Steve and Janet watched his girlfriend and Kathryn argue like it was a tennis tournament.

“That makes absolutely no sense.”

“Sure it does. Doesn’t it Steve?” Eve glared at him, shooting deathrays with her eyes.

“Yup.” If possible, she gave him an even dirtier look, but her just winked back, unfazed.

“Is there any way you’ll ever shut up about this?”

“Nope. And look at it this way, if the team is really that bad, we can always quit.”

A less-then-enthusiastic grunt was the only response given as Eve’s head smacked against the table in surrender. “Fine. But you owe me big time.” Even Janet couldn’t help laughing at her actions. “I hate you all.”


As Janet slid into her regular seat three weeks later, Kathryn grinned. Making sure Steve was too busy trying to pick the chunks of... something out of his Jell-O and knowing Eve would be a few more minutes, she started to lightly kick at Janet’s blue tennis shoes rhythmically while pretending to be engrossed in her fries, only glancing up long enough to see the silly little smile slowly form across her blushing features. “She does that way too easily.”

“So, I was thinking,” Eve dropped her tray on the table loudly and all three jumped.

Steve was the first to recover. “Uh-oh. We’re in trouble, Kath.”

“Funny. Keep it up boy, and you’ll never get those comics back.” Kathryn let the nickname slide and gave him a pitying look.

“She hasn’t given ’em back yet, huh?”

“It’s not fair! She keeps changing the rules and stealing more out of my bag when I’m not looking!”

“Just keeping you alert. Of trying to, at any rate.”

“So what were you thinking?” Janet asked, subtly stopping the banter before it really got going and took up their whole lunch period. The evil look she got in return was intimidating, to say the least. Kathryn say her swallow visibly.

“You two should try out for cheerleading. I mean, Steve’s already got the reputation, you’re always at the games and you even come to our practices, so why not? Just imagine all the people watching. It could be fun for you.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault I’ve got a great fashion sense and stunning personality.”

“Right. Your hair looks like you stick your finger in an outlet every morning, your clothes are practically radioactive and don’t even get me started on your so-called personality. Eve winked at him to show she didn’t mean it, “at least not much” before turning back to Janet, who’d gone paler then a cartoon ghost. “So? What do you think?”

She just stared at the table until Kathryn started to get worried. “Janet? Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I think. My head just hurts.” Which didn’t do anything to make her feel better. Janet never complained. About anything.

“You want some Advil?”

“No, it’s okay. I’m going to get some air.” Before she could offer to go with her, Janet was gone.

“Alright.”

Steve blinked. “What was that?”

“I wish I knew.”


Eve saw Kathryn frown as her gaze fell behind her, towards the bleachers. A quick glance confirmed that Janet still wasn’t there. “Hey, I’m sure she’s okay. We probably just embarrassed her.”

“She’s never missed a game; she’s even been to every practice. Something’s gotta be wrong.”

“Lighten up, okay? She looked fine at lunch.”Lightly socking her childhood friend’s arm, she added deadpan, “Maybe her mom was hit by a truck or something.” Kathryn laughed.

“Yeah, that would be much better.” But it got her back in the game, even if her eyes were glued to the empty spot next to Steve for the rest of it.

“Janet, please be okay. It was just a joke.”

“Right.” Eve’s voice was emotionless as she looked away from Kathryn and Steve as they stood outside. It was unusually warm for November and she’d only needed a light jacket but Kathryn shivered anyways. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good news. “Yeah. Okay. I’m so sorry, ma’am. I’ll... see you later.” As Eve hung up her cell, Kathryn felt sick. And the fact that she wouldn’t meet their eyes...

“What’s wrong?”

“Katie...” The horrid nickname didn’t even register. Because something had happened to Janet and even though she didn’t want to know, she needed to.

“Dammit! Just tell me.” Her hands were balled tight, fingernails digging into her palms.

“Maybe Janet das a point, biting her nails so short.” then “Oh, god, I’m losing it.”
“She... gone.” Eve’s voice cracked and she finally met her eyes. Kathryn felt like dying.

“What?”

“How?” Through the haze that was forming over her mind, she caught Steve’s voice possessing a firmness she’d never noticed before.



“Something to do with her brain. An aneurism, I think. Her mom didn’t say.”

“But she was fine earlier!” She tried to argue pathetically, like it would somehow make it untrue.

“Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.” They steered her towards the parking lot and she followed, choaking, but not crying. Because if she started, wouldn’t be able to quit.


Only once she got home, did she finally give into her grief. And she’d been right. It felt like she’d never stop.

