1
THE BREATHER
Sitting in the Grand Hall reminded Ophelia of Radio City Music hall in N.Y. with its red brocade drapes pulled back with large gold tassels which framed the stage and drew the viewer’s eye to one of the many rich patterns throughout a masterpiece of design. A warm glow emanating from gas-fueled sconces reflected the black and gold Victorian scroll wallpaper. Oversized seats, cushioned velvet and stuffed for supreme comfort, filled both levels accommodating the entire student body and staff.
Amry was the first to induct her into what would become their inner circle. She was so different than Ophelia. Amry was fearless. Beautiful, confident, and the desire for most of the boys. She reminded Ophelia of a painting her mother loved, Goddess of Summer. A strong jawline framed the gentle curves of Amry’s apple cheeks. Long lashes fringed above the greenest eyes Ophelia had ever seen, and her chestnut locks cascaded to the middle of her back. But her outward appearance was only enhanced by her inner beauty. Amry was not a cliché.
Ophelia spotted her gliding down the hall, two aisles over. “Amry!” Ophelia flailed her arms.
Spinning to find the direction of her friend’s voice, Amry smiled when she spotted two pale arms waving above the crowd’s heads.
“Hey, where’s everybody?” Amry settled in her seat.
“I don’t know but if they’re not here soon Dictator Dick will write them up and Kyle can’t afford any more negatives.” Ophelia frowned.
Amry slumped down in her seat, twirling the ends of her chestnut hair around her finger.
“How did he get that name anyway?”
“Richard Cander. Richard... Dick, and he’s a power jerk. Dictator Dick,” Ophelia grinned.
“You’re always so polite Ophelia,” Amry nudge her. “What do you mean?” Ophelia’s eye widened.
“He’s a power jerk? Everyone knows he’s a mean bastard.”
“I don’t know,” Ophelia paused. “‘Bastard’ is a strong word. I think he’s trying to keep us safe and sometimes it comes off like he’s nasty or doesn’t care. But I think it’s the opposite.”
“Our little Ophelia, always seeing the good. That’s what I love about you, Lia.”
Amry tilted her head to touch Ophelia’s.
“You’re right. He probably has our safety in mind, but he could go about it another way. Say it with a little kindness.”
“That’s just it, though. If he did, chances are he’d have a harder time getting everyone to listen. This way they may not like him, but he gets the job done.” Ophelia frowned.
“Potato, patato. Either way, Kyle’s ass is grass if he’s not here in the next two minutes.”
“Whose ass is grass?” At that moment Kyle plopped down in the seat next to Amry. “And why would anyone want an ass made out of grass?”
“There you are,” said Amry. “Dictator Dick is getting ready to start, and you almost missed opening pledge. You’re already skating on thin ice with him. One more, Kyle and...”
“I know, I know. My ass is grass.” Kyle smirked. “Hey, what’d I miss?” Bethany slid in next to him.
“Nothing much. We were just discussing the botanical growth on my ass.”
“What?” Bethany’s brows furrowed.
“Never mind. He’s just being an idiot,” Amry shook her head.
The lights flickered twice indicating it was time for silence. Mr. Abernathy, the Headmaster and school creator, appeared on stage in his usual grand entrance. A man for the dramatic flair, smoke billowed around him while blue and green spotlights circled his frame; all of it a contradiction to his plain black suit. Standing center stage, he cleared his throat. The raspy sound resonated into the microphone and carried throughout the enormous room.
“Attention! Attention everyone! Nice to see you are all looking fine today, and on time, Mr. Burkletter,” Abernathy eyeballed Kyle.
“I wonder why those other men are on stage with him,” Ophelia whispered.
“Why and who? They’re like the Secret Service only not.” Amry squinted.
“You having trouble seeing?”
“Yeah. It’s okay. I’m not so sure I want to,” said Amry chuckling. “What do you mean?” Ophelia leaned in closer.
“Check it out, Lia. Notice they’re wearing khakis and golf shirts. I mean, on all the occasions they came here attached to some political parody, did they ever wear anything other than a dark suit?”
“You have a point.”
“They’re not radioed up,” Amry continued. “Look at their ears, no buds. But they’re scouring the surroundings like they’re military. I guess we’re about to find out.”
Mr. Abernathy motioned for the two gentlemen to move forward. They settled on either side of the Headmaster.
“I’d like to introduce Mr. Coal and Mr. Rain. You will be seeing them monitoring the halls for the next few weeks.” The headmaster nodded to the two men. “Pay no attention to them and continue to go about your normal, daily business. They will do their best not to interfere with you either.”
Stepping back from center stage, he took a moment of silence to wait for the low rumbling of comments to dissipate.
“Now, this brings me to the nature of our assembly today. I need all of you to pay attention to what I’m about to tell you. I need you to understand this is told in the strictest of confidence. You are not to utter one word to anyone.”
“Okay, he’s starting to scare me,” Ophelia shivered. Chill, let’s hear what the man’s gotta say,” said Amry.
Ophelia glanced at her friend from the corner of her eye. Amry was the textbook definition of calm, she took things as they came. Ophelia wanted to be more like that, but she was born with a very different kind of psyche. Hers would be right next to the word, anxiety.
There was a low buzz of voices echoing through the room.
“Quiet, please.” Mr. Abernathy said, bringing everyone’s attention back to him. “A new student will be joining us tomorrow. His name is Sawyer Thomas and I want all of you to make him feel welcome.
He is a bit—different than you, and I wouldn’t want that to stop any of you from being friendly. The circumstances that bring him to us are sensitive and, for Sawyer, dire. When I ask you for complete cooperation and discretion, I expect it. You could cost this boy more than you know,” His tone changed as the speech took a sinister turn.

