The Ghost III

Walking into that school, I felt everyone staring. Their whispered comments caried through the air. There was one I had asked myself countless times.  
“How is the not dead?”
I shrunk myself more, trying to hide between Maya and Aiden. 
“We’re almost there,” Aiden reassured me, noticing my distress.  
“I’m scared,” I admitted shyly. 
“It’s going to be okay, I promise.” A soft, caring smile that made my head spin appeared on his lips. “I won’t leave your side. And I will protect you from all evil.” He pulled an imaginary sword from his pocket and raised it. 
I chuckled, grateful for the distraction. 
“Okay you lovebirds, we need to get inside,” Maya said and put her arm around my shoulder. She shot me a grin. 
How is it going with confessing?
I raised an eyebrow. 
What are you talking about?
Maya shook her head and chuckled slightly. I could almost hear her say they are ridiculous. 
I couldn’t disagree. 
I noticed a kid glaring at me with a new level of intensity. His nose was slightly crooked. 
“Is that…?” I asked. 
“The kid I punched earlier? Yes,” Maya finished my question, giving me the answer right along. 
“Why’d you do it? I mean, what did he say for you to break his nose?”
“I don’t think you should know, “Aiden suggested hesitantly. 
“You’re right, but I want to know,” I insisted. 
“He said you deserved to die,” Maya whispered, her gaze shifting from sadness to anger as she gave the still-glaring kid a death stare. 
I felt the blood drain from my face. “Well, that was mean,” I mumbled, not really knowing what to say. 
“Why do you think I hit him?” 

The hallway felt much longer than I remembered. 
I looked at all the people around me and felt like an alien among them. Most of them stared before quickly turning away when I made eye contact. I wasn’t sure what they knew, how much of the truth got out. But the fact that I was swarmed with reporters after taking one step out the hospital door kind of gave me the answer. 
“Guys,” Maya mumbled, still death staring everyone around. Once again, I was grateful I was not her enemy. “What do you have first period?”
“Math,” Aiden answered right away, his face getting a little paler. 
“Well, that oughta be interesting,” she declared coldly, pretty much summarizing my thoughts in that moment. “I gotta go. Meet you in two hours in the third-floor maintenance closet.” And with that, she walked off. 
It took another five minutes to get to the History classroom. Aiden gave me an encouraging nod before walking through the door. I went in right behind him, afraid to lose his presence. 
Mrs. J sat at her desk, absorbed in her computer. 
A week ago, I would have been happy to see her. 
Now, not so much. 
Because I didn’t see my favorite teacher anymore. 
I saw the monster from the shadows. 

Mrs. J turned away from the screen. Her eyes landed right on me. 
She smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. 
“Hello, Lee,” she said warmly, standing up from her chair and coming closer. “I am glad we have you back,” her smile faltered for a split second. In the corner of my eye, I saw Aiden tense up. 
“Thanks,” I replied, my voice much calmer than I felt. 
Mrs. J came even closer, reaching out her arms as if trying to hug me. I took a step back. Aiden followed. He tried his best to look normal, but his jaw was clenched so hard I was surprised I didn’t hear any cracking. 
“Oh, sorry dear,” Mrs. J laughed a hollow laugh. “I forgot you must be feeling very…exposed.”
The way she emphasized the last word made my skin crawl. 
“You have my biggest condolences, Lee. I hope your injuries weren’t too severe.” Her eyes locked onto the scar on my forehead. When she noticed me tracing her gaze, she smiled forcefully. Then she turned to the class. 
“Let’s all welcome back your classmate. And remember, don’t be too hard on her. She’s gone through hell.”
I felt twenty-five pairs of eyes stare at me. Most of them didn’t seem very thrilled to see me, with the exception of a few who didn’t look outright hostile.
I couldn’t help but think how much the vibe had changed. Four months ago, most of them were friendly. Or at least faked it. 
I hurried past the other desks to the back, where I sunk into the seat next to Aiden. 
“Wait, where’s Danny?” I asked him. 
“He went to Canada,” Aiden shrugged. “He left yesterday, so you have two weeks to move out. But for now, you can sit here. You’re a better companion than Danny anyway,” he added, looking at me with a mischievous smile on his lips. 
“Am I really supposed to believe that you like me better than your literal best friend?” I nudged him playfully. 
“You’re my best friend too,” he replied. 
“Really?” I felt a sting in my chest. Just his friend?
“Curiosity killed the cat. Now focus on the lesson,” he teased. 
There was a brief moment of silence, interrupted only by algebra I didn’t understand. 
Aiden chuckled and shook his head as if in disbelief. 
“What?” 
He started laughing silently. 
“What?!” 
“Nothing.” His eyes met mine. He tiled his head. “You look pretty when you’re mad.”
“Nonsense,” I dismissed him, by my heart spun around. “And focus on the lesson.”
He rolled his eyes when I used his own argument against him, but shifted his attention to the board, still smiling. 

“How did it go?” Maya asked, leaning against the maintenance closet wall. 
“It’s definitely her,” Aiden answered. His eyes shifted to my side with a concerned look. 
“How have I never noticed how cold her eyes are?” I mumbled, staring blankly into space. The empty smile was etched into my memory forever.
“Nobody noticed. And I bet she still looks the same to most people,” Maya placed her hand onto my shoulder. I leaned into the touch, grateful for the subtle warmth of her palm. 
“What are we gonna do?” Someone finally said out loud what I was thinking. The question nobody knew the answer to. 
“We will have to figure something out. That woman is a criminal. We can’t let her run loose,” Maya finally declared, slamming her fist into her palm. 
Her words were so heavy I could almost hear them fall to the floor. 
What are we gonna do?

We left the room without another word. 
The hallway was thankfully not that crowded. Maya and Aiden took their positions by my side like a pair of guards. We were halfway to the staircase when a sharp, mocking voice reached my ears. 
“Hey, Zombie girl!” All present eyes were on me immediately. 
The boy who yelled out the insult stood at the opposite end of the hallway. It was the one Maya had punched. Even from my position I could see the smug look on his face. 
I shot him a glare. 
“Oh no, the zombie has noticed me! Are you gonna eat my brain now?” he mockingly covered his face with his hands. 
The anger started bubbling inside me. 
“For that to happen you would actually have to have one,” I snapped back. A few kids snickered. Maya smirked and folded her arms.
Was it just me or were there more people now?
“Oh look, it can talk. Careful not to breathe wrong, your head could fall off,” the insulter continued. 
I noticed Aiden’s eye slightly twitching. But he wasn’t the one I was worried about. 
I saw Maya’s eyes narrow. She reached for the hair tie on her wrist and tied her hair back in one swift motion. One of her feet stepped forward.  
“Don’t,” I muttered under my breath, but wasn’t sure she even heard me. 
The viewers must have called their friends over to watch, because the corridor was getting more crowded by the second. Some people even had their phones out. 
“Nothing to say? What’s going on? Your neck too rotten to work?” Another cruel comment left his lips. 
“And that is enough,” Maya growled through gritted teeth and started moving towards him at alarming speed. Her fists were clenched so hard her knuckled had gone white. 
Aiden and I lunged at her, pulling her back. 
“Maya, calm down,” I told her sharply. 
“Oh no, I’m scared! Help, the big angry girl is trying to fight me,” he cried out, sarcasm dripping from his voice. 
“If I were you, I’d better call your mommy, so you can run crying to her when she busts your lip just like three months ago,” Aiden snorted. 
“Oh wait, you don’t have one. My bad.”
Collective gasp.
Maya’s jaw dropped. 
Aiden’s smirk was pure evil. 
The kid’s face turned a shade of red I didn’t know was physically possible. 
“You little piece of shit!” he screamed like a banshee and charged toward us. 
“What’s going on in here?” the principal emerged from his office. “Your classrooms, now!” he ordered when he was the scene. 
“This is not over,” the guy hissed before turning around. 

After the rest of the day filled with pitiful glances from other teachers and more weird comments, I finally went home. 
Or was it a home?
I could see that my parents tried to make up for everything that had happened, for their ignorance and lack of attention. But no matter how much they tried, my house still didn’t feel like home. 
The door closed behind me with a soft click. Silence surrounded me. 
The hair on my neck stood up. Something felt…wrong. 
The way the doormat was slightly more tilted, and the sliding door open more than usual freaked me out. 
I knew for sure nobody else had come before me.
My body entered fight or flight mode. All my senses heightened up, muscles flexed. 
“Hello? Anyone home?” I called out.
No answer. 
It wouldn’t be weird - dad was on a business trip and mom was picking up Zoe from kindergarten. If it wasn’t for the creeping feeling that I was being watched. 
Panic set in, slowly starting to overwhelm me. I ran to the kitchen before my legs could be glued to the floor. I grabbed the first thing I saw. A frying pan. 
I slowly moved to the hallway. The hanging clock seemed to laugh at me. 
Tick.
Tack. 
Tick.
Tack. 
Goosebumps covered my arms. 
“Get out of the house! I have a gun!” I screamed at the should-be-there intruder. 
Tick.
Tack. 
Slow, deliberate ticking, closer and closer. My ears started ringing. 
I ran to my room. 
The door slammed behind me. 
Someone is there. 
I turned around. 
Someone is there. 
No, I am alone. 
SOMEONE IS THERE!
I screamed. 
I gripped the pan and swung it around. And again. And again. 
I lost my mind. 
The door burst open. I stumbled backward, barely catching myself. 
“Sissy, why are you screaming?” Zoe asked. Behind her stood mom with a raised eyebrow. 
I must’ve not heard them come home. 
“And why do you have a pan?” 
“There was a spider on the wall,” I managed to say. 
“Zoe, leave you sister to rest. She had a long day,” mom pushed Zoe out of the room with her. She gave me a look before closing the door. 
I collapsed onto my bed. 
There’d been no intruder. It was just my head. 
But someone was still watching. 

“I figured it out!” Maya squealed happily the next day as soon as we entered the maintenance closet. 
“Figured what out?” Aiden asked. 
“How to expose,” she paused, “you know who.”
“Well then spill it,” Aiden encouraged her energetically. 
“First things first, we…”
Her voice drifted away from my mind. I rubbed my eyes, trying to get them to stay open. The whole night I lied under the covers, sweating through my pajamas but too afraid to put even one limb out. Because that was the only place the overwhelming feeling of being watched went away. And that was not the only thing that had kept me up. The should-have-been-there intruder did as well. I could swear I felt someone inside the house-
“Lee! Are you even listening?” Maya shook my shoulder, looking a bit irritated. But when she noticed my dazed eyes, her expression shifted into worry. 
“Is everything okay?” 
I took a deep breath. It would come out eventually anyway. There was no reason to keep it from them. 
“It’s just…I came home yesterday, and I felt someone in the house. And I haven’t slept at all because my room seems under surveillance,” I admitted, not meeting their eyes. 
My friends fell silent. 
“I want to say you were just paranoid, but I would doubt it myself if I did,” Aiden sighed. 
Maya nodded. “Same.”
“Well, why don’t you guys come over afternoon? Then you can decide if I am crazy or not.” 
They both agreed. 

I saw unease creep into my friends’ faces when we entered my room.
You are being watched! Screamed my gut for the millionth time.  
“You were right. I feel weird,” Aiden whispered, eyes darting around. 
“You are definitely not crazy, Lee. How do you survive in here? Because we’ve been here for two minutes and I would prefer moving to the basement over staying any longer,” Maya’s gaze grew increasingly panicked by the second. 
“Okay, time out,” I declared and practically pushed them outside. “Now go home and put the plan in motion. 
As soon as I closed the door, I went over to my desk and started scheming my part of our plan. It was actually kind of simple. 
Aiden will write an article about Mrs. J, exposing partial truth and inviting ‘those who seek clarity’ for a meeting at a scheduled time. 
Maya, as the most convincing, will then air it out and carry the evidence to the police. 
Finally, my task will be to present a summary of what happened to me. And prepare the evidence. 
“Now the only thing in our way is just the people who won’t believe the truth about Mrs. J,” I mumbled to myself while stapling together witness statements from Maya and Aiden, where they described my injuries. Maya even gave me the note I gave her when first trying to communicate. It was written on newspaper with the date still visible. 
I was almost one a.m. when I finished everything and put the folder into my bag. 
I lied down, mentally preparing for another night spent suffocating under the blanket. It was at that time that I realized the feeling had disappeared. 

The maintenance closet had become practically my second room. The meetup had been scheduled for lunch, when there would be the lowest risk of being heard. 
“Okay, give me your papers,” Maya told us, opening up her bag. 
I reached for the folder. 
“It’s not there,” Aiden’s puzzled voice bounced off walls. 
“What do you mean it’s not there?” Maya demanded to know. 
“Mine neither,” I babbled, completely confused. “I swear I put it in the bag. I couldn’t have misplaced it.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince Maya or myself. 
“Someone must have taken it,” Aiden ran his hands through his hair. 
“How?” I wondered out loud. 
“I have no idea. I carried the bag with me the whole time.” 
“We have a problem,” Maya suddenly exclaimed before we could say anything else. 
“You don’t say, someone just stole our- “When she showed me her phone screen, the sarcastic comment turned sour in my mouth. 
It was a video, uploaded about half an hour ago. 
There was the kid she’d punched…holding our evidence. 
“I believe you all are familiar with the name Lee Williams. And look what I found – her and her friends’ so-called evidence. They are trying to frame our beloved teacher with some ridiculous ghost story…”
I stopped listening. I could feel the blood draining from my face as the realization fully set in. 
“That’s not good.” 

The walk to the next class was a nightmare. The video had spread like wildfire. There was no escaping the angry glares. But all of that would be manageable. Before someone tripped me. 
I fell hard, my ribs, even though healed, protesting violently. 
“Lee!” Aiden yelled before immediately pulling me back up. “Are you okay?” he whispered. 
I nodded, not trusting my voice. Not when he held me like that. 
“We are leaving,” Maya declared and marched through the crowd right toward the front door, head held high. 
“You can run all you want!” someone yelled. “But you can’t stay hidden forever! And you will pay for your actions!”

I practically ran home after that.
Both cars were in the driveway. Strange. 
When I opened the door, I could hear my parents discussing something in the kitchen. 
Mom noticed me first. Her panicked expression was replaced by a smile in a split second, but I noticed. 
“Lee, you’re home early. Change of classes?” 
“Not exactly,” I answered, avoiding a direct response. I will deal with that later. 
I entered my room, ready to collapse. How did it backfire so spectacularly?
I sat down on my bed, the hair on my neck standing up. 
I tried to ignore the nagging feeling, lifting my gaze to the ceiling. 
That’s when I saw it. 
A tiny red flickering light in the corner of my room. Just like the ones on cameras. 
Cameras. 
I ran downstairs, almost tripping over my own feet. 
“There’s a camera in my room,” I practically screamed. 
Mom and dad just looked at me with tired eyes. 
“Come sit down with us, kiddo,” dad said. 
“But there is a camera in my room! Do something!” I protested. 
“Sit down,” dad’s tone didn’t leave room for arguments. 
I did as asked.
“This is very difficult for us, Lee, and we hope you will understand. We noticed your…distress and know that you’ve been through a lot. And we decided to send you to a center that will help you process your emotions,” mom told me. 
“You want to send me to a psych ward,” I explained it my way. “You’re joking, right? To distract me…?” 
“That’s not the term we prefer to use. And no, we are not. Trust me, it sounds way worse than it actually is. You might even enjoy it. They will help you after all.”
This can’t be happening. They can’t send me away. Not when we are so close to revealing the truth. 
“But I don’t need that! I am telling you, there is a camera in my room. That’s why I felt like I was being watched all of the time. I don’t need help with processing emotions.” I tried to reason with them, my voice breaking as hysteria crept in. 
“There will be no further discussion of this matter,” dad cut me off. “The decision has been made. Pack your bags. We’re leaving tomorrow afternoon.”

I went to the bathroom and locked the door. The shower was running with no one inside. I opened the group chat. My hands were still shaking. 

You
Guys 
I found a camera in my room. 
Aiden
That’s not good. 
Maya
Do you think it’s her?
You
I wish I was wrong. But I probably am not, am I?
Aiden
I hate to say that, but no. 
Maya
That’s bad. Like really bad. 
Aiden
Does she know about it?
You
If she monitors it, she must’ve seen me looking at it. 
Maya
You’re in trouble. 
She’s gonna do something to you!
You
She won’t. 
There’s another problem. My parents 
are sending me to psych ward. 
Maya
WHAT!? 
Aiden
Please tell me you’re joking. 
You
Unfortunately, not.  
They think I am crazy.
Aiden
Why?
You
The paranoia. Well, the thing we thought 
was paranoia. 
Maya
When are you leaving?
You
Tomorrow afternoon. 
We need to figure something out before that. 
I have a feeling I won’t be coming back anytime soon. 

