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A Peek Inside | the Academy

The Academy

H
e slowly moved his head forward. “Tell me you want to kiss me,” he said.

“I...” I did, but saying it out loud was hard to do. He was handsome, nice, cared about me, but speaking about it was hard.

He inched forward slow and into me enough that I felt the need to hold onto his shoulders to balance myself and not fall backward.

He captured my chin between his fingers and held firm, holding me still. “Say it,
aggele
.”

“Silas,” I whispered, but with him holding on to me, it was difficult to speak. I guessed if I wasn’t going to make the first move, he was going to get me to say I wanted it. My heart raced. I tried to silence my thoughts and nervousness. Nathan and Dr. Green did it so quickly, I didn’t have time to think. Don’t think!

“Sang,” he said quietly. “I need to hear it.”

“Yes.” It wasn’t what I wanted to say. Trying not to think made it harder to answer.

“Yes,
what
?”

“I want to,” I said.

He retracted his head just a fraction to focus on my eyes. “You want to kiss me?”

It was harder looking at his eyes. I only nodded.

His thumb slipped over my chin. “Say it out loud. Do you want me to kiss you, Sang?”

I forced my eyes closed longer, finding some bravery that way. “Yes.”

It must have been good enough.

Silas closed the inch of space between us.
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I
guarded the register, occasionally scanning receipts and handling payments from customers, but they didn’t happen often enough to keep me occupied.

Bob’s Diner was slow for a Saturday afternoon. The lunch crowd had already passed through. Uncle was in the back monitoring the kitchen. Luke occasionally swept by me and caught my eye with a handsome smile. His blond locks were drawn back with the clip he stole from me. I had to make do with twisting my hair and using two pencils to hold it in place like hair sticks. Bits of my chameleon blond hair tickled my neck, just short of the collar of the hoodie I was wearing. I kept trying to sweep back the locks that were loose behind my ears, but if I leaned forward, they fell out.

It was nearing the end of October, and I was happy it was almost over. My hope for a quiet, ordinary school year had already vanished. After the bomb threats on the school, a principal and vice-principal after me and the Academy guys, bullies, at home and at school, I got nervous when things got quiet. I wondered what was lurking in the shadows, always waiting for the next surprise.

I leaned against the counter, my head propped up in my hands, counting down the minutes until the end of my shift. Most of the time, I stared at Luke so not be rude and stare at anyone else while I dazed out. In his Bob’s Diner blue polo shirt, his long, lean arms flexed nicely as he carried a tray, or wrote out orders on a ticket. The way he interacted with customers was really enchanting; he’d put on a handsome smile, lighting up those dark eyes, and joke around with the patrons, making me think many of them were repeat customers because of him.

I’d already cleaned the counter, organized the receipts, refilled napkin dispensers and had even scrubbed down the soda fountain machine. Just a few more minutes, and then I had to go home. To my soon-to-be former home. I’d promised my sister, Marie, I’d have the last of my stuff out today so I would finally not have to return for a while. I already had all my clothes at Nathan’s house, but I wanted to do a sweep and check for anything I may have left behind.

Moving out at sixteen is complicated. In my case, it had to be done slowly, because we had people watching the house. There were three of them at a time now on our street. One was outside the diner, since Mr. Hendricks had figured out some of us worked there.

I idly traced the edges of the register, listing things in my head that I should look for in the house. My birth certificate was something I hadn’t been able to find. The boys didn’t mention it, but I’m sure they forgot. I thought it might be in my stepmother’s room. I wanted to check the attic, too. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to leave their photos taped to the wall inside the secret space they’d created for me. Part of me was heartbroken at the thought of taking them down. I considered leaving them, for now. I could come back for them later.

A figure moved in front of me, and I reacted by holding out my hand, expecting a receipt and readying a smile.

The girl’s eyes widened a little. “Um,” she said.

I shook my head, retracting my hand. “Sorry,” I said. “Did you need something? Did you call in an order?”

“No,” she said. She was a pretty girl, with blue eyes and dyed blond hair, dark brows. She held up a silver can with sequins glued on it. “Are you ... running?”

I stared at her, waiting for her to explain, but she just looked at me with raised brows. I realized now this wasn’t anything about the restaurant, and my insides started to rattle. When I knew the procedure, I was fine handling customers, but something random like this made me want to tell people to ask for Luke. “Huh?”

“For homecoming queen,” she said. She shook her can, making the sequins sparkle under the light. “I didn’t know you worked here. I didn’t see you on the list, but...I didn’t want to ask about leaving this if you were running and didn't want to compete.”

“Homecoming?” I asked. She went to my school? I didn’t recognize her, but she seemed to know me. I looked at the can again, and caught the edge of a photograph and some writing. “I didn’t even know.” I’d only experienced homecoming once at my old school, and I didn’t participate except checking out the posters. Wasn’t that in early October? Or, when the football team had an away game and then first came back? That was weeks ago.

“It’s kind of a last-minute thing,” she said. “We finally got the principal to approve, but we had to convince him we could raise enough money to have one. That’s what the cans are for. The girls running for queen get additional votes for every dollar they earn.”

“Oh,” I said. “Oh wow.” They weren’t even going to have a homecoming? Mr. Hendricks was horrible. I didn’t know what to say, but tried to look sympathetic.

“We usually do a charity event,” she said. “But we had to change and do it for ourselves, since he’d said no and cancelled. Something about these bombs that keep showing up.”

Mr. Hendricks’s concern for the students was a surprise. He cancelled an event because he was afraid of the bomb threats? Sounded more like an excuse to me. He said himself they get bomb threats all the time and it wasn’t a big deal. Did he cancel so he could keep the money? “Aw,” I said, pushing my suspicions aside for now. “Well, did you want to leave your can, here?” I reached around the register, picking up the tip jar Luke had left and put it under the counter. “I’ll let the others know.”

She smiled pleasantly and handed over her can. I placed it next to the register where my tip jar had been. “Thanks,” she said. “Maybe you’ll vote for me.”

“Sure,” I said. She said it like I should already know her name, but I didn’t. Maybe she was in class with me and I should have recognized her. I didn’t even know how to vote. I could ask one of the boys; they’d know.

“I’ll make sure to vote for your boyfriend,” she said. She waved shortly and then thanked me again and walked away.

I waved back, blinking and totally not registering what she had said. Boyfriend...Silas?

Silas was running for homecoming king?

I waited until Luke was finished chatting with a customer before I managed to catch his eye with a wave.

He came over and leaned against the counter. A blond length of hair fell against his face, covering his dark eyes, and he tucked it back behind his ear. “Ready to go home?” he asked. “Or did you want another tour of the freezer?”

The last time he showed me the freezer, he’d nearly kissed me. I hadn’t been back there since. Tempting, but I shook off the thought and then pointed to the can. “Two things, this girl walked in and left her homecoming donation can here. I hope it’s okay.”

“Homecoming?” He picked up the jar, checking out the photo. “Who is this?”

“I don’t know. She just came in and asked if she could leave it here. I told her she could.” I realized now I probably should have asked for permission first, instead of assuming. I didn’t want to tell her no. Now that I thought about it, I wondered when she might be back for it, or if I had to return it to her.

“Oh,” he said. He read the can. “Jenny. Don’t think I know her.” He shook the can. “Her can is empty.” He put it down. “What’s the other thing?”

I reached under the counter for my own tip jar. I pulled out some cash without counting and stuffed it into the girl’s can while I was talking. “She said Silas is running for king.”

“He is?” Luke asked. His smile broadened and he nodded his head, looking impressed. “Wow. Hey, I want to run. Do they really get a crown and then let you ride around in the back of a convertible? Isn’t there a parade or something?”

“Is he really running?”

“I don’t know. Ask him.” He reached into his own pocket and then stuffed a couple of dollars into the girl’s donation can. The rest of the cash he shoved into my tip jar. “I’ll keep an eye on the can. You should go get those things you needed and head to Nathan’s. It’s slow here.”

“You don’t want me to hang out?”

He grinned. “If I work now, I get to have time off later, and then I get to take you out.” He leaned over the counter and planted a kiss on my nose. “But you should head out before it starts getting too busy.”

I could have argued about it, but he patted my head and shooed me along. I emptied my tip jar, tucking the money into the pocket of my hoodie. I waved goodbye to Luke and headed out.

I took the shortcut through the woods home, clutching my phone in my pocket while I walked. Silas for homecoming king. That was a strange thought to me. I smiled that the girl had thought I was running. Maybe it was just assumed because I was with Silas. Pretending. We were pretending to be together so the football team wouldn’t hassle him about going out with anyone, and other boys would leave me alone.

But what did it mean if Silas ran for homecoming?

The two story gray house on Sunnyvale Court was quiet as I walked up. It was difficult to think of it as home now, and at the same time, I felt like I was leaving something behind every time I went to stay with Nathan at his house. I wasn’t sure if Marie was home, or if she was hanging out with Danielle. She seemed happier these days the few times I had run into her. I wasn’t around as much and the boys stayed away from her. That was what she wanted.

As I entered the house, I stalled in the living room. Would this be the last time I ever saw this place? Would it be the last time I cringed, listening for my stepmother, even though she wasn’t here right now? Would I never have to tiptoe around again?

I went to my stepmother’s room first. I stood there for a long time, staring at the stripped bed, checking the space. It’d been weeks since my stepmother had been home, taken by the Academy to the hospital. They finally told me she was down south in the Mayo Clinic, and that they were watching her. I’d told Marie and the boys left her a phone number, an address and a room number and said she could visit whenever she wanted. They’d even drive. I didn’t know if she’d done anything with the information. She didn’t talk to me.
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