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Maleficent (adjective):

working or productive of harm or evil
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“You know what, Malia?” Carter Jones says to me as I walk to the bus. I try to do what Mom says and ignore her, but then she grabs my arm and says, “Look, girl, when I’m talking to you, you listen.”

I have no choice but to stop walking as she is holding my arm so tight. Carter is a year older than me and, frankly, my worst nightmare. For some reason, she believes I am inferior to her and makes it known just about every day. And some days, more than once.

“What now, Carter?”

She glares at me. “Don’t take that tone with me, girl. It will not end well for you.” 

I have no choice. If I want her to go away, I must at least humor her. I hate it because I am submitting to her bullying tactics, but really, what else can I do? “I’m sorry, Carter. You were saying?” I smile at her, hoping to soften the blow of her harsh words.

“You’re ugly, Malia. And just because you got special privileges to attend this school, you don’t belong.” She looks around to her posse of friends who have joined in. Laughing, she says, “I mean really, look at your clothes. Did you get them from the secondhand shop?”

All the girls who have gathered begin laughing as tears well in my eyes. I fight with everything in me to hold them back. The last thing I want to do is show her she has succeeded in making me cry. I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Carter, that I am so offensive to you.” I pause. “May I please get on the bus now?”

She releases my arm. “Get outta my sight. You’re disgusting.”

I hurry toward the bus, and once I am safely inside, my tears begin to flow. Every freaking day it’s like this. I have no idea what I have done—except exist—that bothers her and her friends so much. I move to the back of the bus and take a seat. There are only a few other kids on the bus, none of whom are my friends. Luckily they leave me alone.

I watch out the window as Carter and her friends, Shanna, Cady, and Kristen, also known as The Mean Girls, are all standing around, still laughing. I hate this school. 

The bus finally pulls out, and I am thankful I don’t have to deal with them until tomorrow. At least I will have a few hours of peace—that is if I stay off Facebook and Instagram. 

My stop is the last one. I don’t live in the school zone limits but on the outskirts. I should be attending the public school in my town, but Mom wanted more for me.  She works for the State Board of Education and was able to pull some strings to allow me to attend the Wilton Academy for Girls. It’s a private school, and some girls live there. Part of the agreement was that I could not take residence there and would have to be bused to and from school. That is perfectly fine with me. I can’t even imagine what my life would be like if I actually lived in the dorms at school.

When the bus pulls toward the front of my house, I gather my things and make my way to the front. As I step out, the bus driver stops me and says, “Malia, I heard what those girls said to you. I’m sorry. You shouldn’t believe what they say.”

I totally could not believe what I was hearing. This woman, although I believe her intentions are good, has no idea what she has just done. No longer able to hold my tongue, I snap back. “Thank you, Doris. I truly appreciate your kind words. However, if you were any kind of grown-up, you would have stepped in and stopped Carter in the first place.” I don’t give her a chance to respond and turn and step down off the bus.

Nothing makes me madder than someone who enables bad behavior.

I walk along the sidewalk and rush into the house. My mom is in the kitchen making dinner. It’s just Mom and me. I lost my father when I was twelve, five years ago. He had cancer for a few years until he lost his battle. It’s been hard without him, but Mom tries her best to make up for it. I tell her all the time she doesn’t have to overcompensate, but sometimes she still does.

“Hey, Mom!” I drop my backpack onto the kitchen table.

She turns back toward me and says, “Malia, you’ve been crying. What’s happened?”

“Carter Jones, that’s what’s happened.”

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. I really thought that when I spoke with your headmistress this would stop.”

“Yeah, me too. But it only lasted a day.”

“You never said anything about it still happening.”

“It’s my problem, Mom. I’ll deal with it.”

“Malia Centura, you listen to me right now. It’s not your problem. It’s our problem. Do you think I want some uppity, stuck-up rich girl messing with my baby? You’re all I got, and I won’t stand for it.”

“Mom, I know that, but nothing you do will change anything. It is what it is. I just have to deal with it.”

“What if I talk to Carter and her parents?”

“Oh God, Mom, please don’t. You’ll make it all worse.”

“But, Malia, it might help.”

“No, no, no. I’ll deal with it.”

“Well, if you think so.” She goes back to the stove and stirs the pot she has there and then turns back to me and says, “You know, this will only make you a stronger adult. Friends are overrated, sweetheart. You are learning to be more independent by doing things on your own.”

“Yeah, Mom, I guess you are right.” Why is every adult in my life so clueless? Don’t they understand I want nothing more than those girls to be my friends? Don’t they know I would give anything if they invited me to hang out with them or have lunch with them? Just because I am not from their inner social circle or their town even, I’m marked as different. But other than the bullying, we are not so very different. We all want the same things. Every girl my age wants to be liked, to have friends to do things with, and to be part of the “in” crowd. Oh well, it will never change.

I grab my backpack and turn to leave the kitchen. “I’ll be down in ten to help with dinner,” I call back to my mom.
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The next day at school, I do my best to stay out of The Mean Girls’ way. Surprisingly enough, they haven’t surfaced yet. I find it odd ’cause normally by lunchtime, I’ve run in to at least one of them, and I always get some form of a snide remark. But lunch goes without an event, and inside of being happy, I’m nervous. They are up to something. I’m sure of it. I only wish I knew what.  I feel like I constantly have to look over my shoulder for the ball to drop.

After lunch, I go back to my locker to get my books for my afternoon classes. Inside, there is a note pinned to my backpack from the headmistress. That’s odd. Why would she be writing me a note? It is on her letterhead. I pull the note down and read it.

Ms. Centura,

You have been at Wilton Academy for almost four months now, and I can’t tell you how pleased we are to have you. Our school puts on an annual Christmas pageant each year, and I am writing to ask you to head the planning committee. I believe it will help you get to know your fellow students better and give you an opportunity to participate more in a school event.

The first thing you will need to do is go through all the decorations kept in the third-floor storage room. Meet me there during your study hall today, and I will give you the key so you can get started. I’ve already made arrangements with your study hall monitor. I’ve also contacted your mother to inform her you would not be coming home on the bus and asked her to pick you up around five. That should give you plenty of time to go through everything.

With warm regards,

Headmistress Polly Grafton

So my plan to remain invisible just backfired on me. I figured if I kept my nose out of trouble and steered clear of school activities, I could get through this school year with only minor scars. Then perhaps I could talk my mom into letting me go back to my old school. But now, Headmistress Grafton has noticed I am not a joiner and is making a point to tell me I need to be. Aaggh.

I get through the rest of the afternoon without any encounters with The Mean Girls, and I’ve become more worried. I haven’t even seen any of them. There is no way all four of them are sick at the same time, but in a way, it wouldn’t surprise me. They do everything together, so I’m sure they wouldn’t think twice about being out of school together. I brush off the uneasy feeling and proceed upstairs.

The school is housed in an old, three-story Victorian house, or what was a Victorian house.
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