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I Hate How Much I Like You


Monday, 8:47 AM

The thing about being popular is that nobody ever expects you to be smart.

It’s not that I mind the low expectations. Honestly, they’ve gotten me out of more than a few late-night study sessions I definitely should have attended. But there’s a specific kind of exhaustion that comes with walking into a room and watching everyone mentally categorize you as fun and hot and probably not that deep, and then immediately stop thinking about you altogether.

I used to care. Now I just steal their boyfriends. Kidding. Sort of.

“Ivy. Ivy. Earth to the girl who’s actively having a crisis on Main Street.”

I blink. My best friend, Lena Kim, is snapping her manicured fingers in front of my face, her expression caught somewhere between amusement and genuine concern. She’s holding two iced coffees and wearing a cropped sweater that probably costs more than my monthly allowance, and she looks like she stepped out of a Vogue editorial about cool-girl minimalism.

I, on the other hand, look like I wrestled a raccoon for my outfit this morning. Which I didn’t. The raccoon was already dead. Another joke. I’m on fire today.

“I’m not having a crisis,” I say, grabbing one of the coffees. “I’m having a strategic pause.”

“You were staring at the cafeteria doors like they personally wronged you.”

“They did. They’re ugly.”

Lena falls into step beside me as we push through said ugly doors, and the familiar chaos of Westbrook High’s morning rush wraps around us like a second skin. The cafeteria is loud in that specific way Monday mornings are loud. Kids slumped over textbooks they didn’t open over the weekend, the chess club arguing in the corner about something that definitely doesn’t matter, and the usual cluster of athletes taking up way too much space near the vending machines.

We have a good system, Lena and me. She’s the planner, the one who remembers deadlines and tracks our social calendar like it’s a military operation. I’m the... vibes. The chaos. The girl who shows up to parties already tipsy on something stolen from her mom’s liquor cabinet and makes everyone feel like they’re having more fun than they actually are.

It works.

“So,” Lena says, sliding into our usual table by the window. “Are we going to talk about Saturday night, or are we going to pretend you didn’t dump Chase Carson in front of his entire lacrosse team?”

I take a long sip of my coffee. It’s too sweet. Lena always forgets I take mine black. But I drink it anyway. “I didn’t dump him. I simply... liberated myself from a mediocre romantic situation.”

“You threw a drink in his face.”

“It was water.”

“It was a Sprite.”

“Same difference.”

Lena gives me the look. The one she’s perfected over eight years of friendship, the one that says I love you, but you’re exhausting. “Ivy. Babe. You’ve dated, what, five guys this year?”

“Six if you count that one weekend with the guy from Northside.”

“I don’t. He had a unibrow.”

“He had character.”

She leans forward, her dark eyes sharp. “My point is. You break up with someone every six weeks like clockwork. At some point, you have to ask yourself if the problem is them, or if the problem is...” She trails off, gesturing vaguely at all of me.

“Is what? Me? You think I’m the problem?”

“I think you get bored.”

The word lands harder than she probably meant it to. Because she’s not wrong. I do get bored. I get bored of their inside jokes and their predictable compliments and the way they all look at me like I’m a prize they’ve won instead of a person they’re supposed to be figuring out. I get bored of pretending to be the version of myself they want. The easy one, the fun one, the girl who laughs at their dumb jokes and never asks for anything real.

But I’m not about to tell Lena that. Not here. Not now.

“I don’t get bored,” I say, plastering on my signature grin. “I get selective.”

Lena sighs, but she’s smiling. She always gives in eventually. It’s one of the things I love about her. She knows I’m a disaster, but she’s never once walked away.

“Fine,” she says. “But you’re going to run out of guys to ‘select’ eventually.”

“Doubtful.”

The warning bell rings, and the cafeteria explodes into motion. Chairs scraping, backpacks zipping, the collective groan of five hundred teenagers facing another day of academic purgatory. Lena packs up her things with that efficient energy she has, the one that makes me feel like a sloth in comparison.

“AP Bio,” she says. “You coming, or are you going to sit here and brood dramatically?”

“I don’t brood.”

“You’re literally brooding right now.”

I stand up, slinging my backpack over one shoulder. “This isn’t brooding. This is thinking. There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

I shove her lightly, and she laughs, and for a moment everything feels normal. Like I haven’t been lying awake at three in the morning for the past two weeks, staring at my ceiling and wondering why nothing ever feels like enough. Like I haven’t been Googling things like why do I feel empty all the time and is it normal to want to set your whole life on fire.

Like I’m just Ivy Park. Captain of the spirit squad, voted Most Likely to Brighten Your Day in the yearbook superlatives, the girl who can walk into any room and make it hers.

No one needs to know about the other Ivy. The one who cries in the shower so her mom won’t hear. The one who’s been saving her Adderall prescriptions for months without really knowing why. The one who looks at her own reflection sometimes and doesn’t recognize the face staring back.

That Ivy stays in the dark.

The hallways of Westbrook High are a special kind of chaos. A living organism made of gossip and hormones and the particular smell of cheap perfume and desperation. I navigate it on autopilot, weaving between clusters of freshmen who haven’t learned how to walk yet and juniors who act like they own the place.

People say hi to me. Lots of people. I smile and wave and remember approximately none of their names.

“Park!” Someone calls out, and I turn to see Marcus Wong jogging toward me, his phone held up like a weapon. “Have you seen the group chat? The video of you throwing that drink is already at ten thousand likes.”

“It was a Sprite,” I say for the second time today.

“Doesn’t matter what it was. The drama, Ivy. People are obsessed.”

I should feel flattered. Or maybe embarrassed. Instead, I just feel tired. “Tell them to get a hobby.”

Marcus laughs, slapping my shoulder, and disappears into the crowd. Lena gives me a side-eye.

“Ten thousand likes,” she murmurs.

“I’m aware.”

“That’s going to get back to Chase.”

“Chase can cry about it into his protein shake.”

We reach Room 217. AP Biology, otherwise known as the reason I’m going to develop an anxiety disorder before I turn eighteen. Mr. Henderson is already at his desk, sorting through a stack of papers with the expression of a man who’s seen too much and cares too little. He’s one of those teachers who peaked in high school and has been trying to relive the glory days ever since. Former quarterback, letterman jacket still hanging in his closet, probably still tells stories about the big game at parties no one invited him to.

“Park, Kim,” he says without looking up. “Nice of you to join us.”

“We’re not late,” I point out.

“You’re not early, either.”

Lena tugs me toward our usual seats in the back row, the ones we picked on the first day because they’re closest to the door and farthest from Henderson’s chalkboard rants about mitochondria. But as we approach, I realize something’s wrong.

Someone’s sitting in my seat.

Not just anyone. Some guy I’ve never seen before, hunched over a notebook that’s covered in handwriting so small it looks like a code. He’s wearing a gray hoodie with the hood still up. Inside, which is a choice. And his dark hair falls over his forehead in a way that suggests he hasn’t seen a pair of scissors in at least six months. His jaw is sharp, his cheekbones even sharper, and there’s something about the way he’s sitting that makes me think he’s trying to take up as little space as possible.

I hate him immediately.

“Um,” I say. “Excuse me.”

He doesn’t look up.

“Excuse me,” I say again, louder this time. “You’re in my seat.”

Still nothing. He just keeps writing, his pen scratching across the page like I don’t exist.

Lena elbows me. “Ivy, maybe just—”

“No. This is my seat. I’ve sat here every day since September. I have dibs.”

Finally. Finally. He looks up.

And I forget how to breathe.

It’s not that he’s that good-looking. I mean, he is. In a pale, brooding, probably-listens-to-sad-indie-music kind of way. His eyes are gray, the color of storm clouds, and they’re fixed on me with an expression that’s equal parts annoyance and exhaustion. Like I’m the inconvenience. Like I’m the one disrupting his day.

“There are no assigned seats,” he says.

His voice is low and flat, completely devoid of emotion. It’s the kind of voice that’s been trained to shut down conversation before it can start.

“There are unassigned assigned seats,” I say. “It’s called social contract. I sit here. Everyone knows I sit here. You’re new, so I’ll give you a pass, but next time—”

“Next time I’ll check with you before I exist in a space you’ve claimed.” His eyes flick back to his notebook. “Got it.”

The sarcasm in his voice is so thick I could choke on it. And the worst part is. I can’t tell if he’s being ironic or if he genuinely doesn’t care who I am.

Which is impossible. Everyone knows who I am.

“What’s your name?” I demand.

He pauses. Considers. “Not interested.”

“In what?”

“In whatever this is.” He gestures vaguely between us with his pen. “The performance. The I’m the main character energy. I’m just trying to get through this class without anyone talking to me. Is that allowed, or do I need a permission slip?”

Lena makes a noise that’s somewhere between a gasp and a laugh. The people in the rows around us have stopped pretending not to listen. I can feel their eyes on me, waiting to see how I’ll react.

I have two options. Option one: walk away. Find another seat, let this guy win, prove that he got under my skin. Option two: double down. Make him regret ever setting foot in this classroom.

I’ve never been good at walking away.

“Ivy Park,” I say, sticking out my hand. “Captain of the spirit squad. Homecoming princess two years running. Dated six guys this year, dumped all of them. Currently accepting applications for number seven if you’re interested.”

His gray eyes meet mine, and for a split second, I see something flicker there. Surprise, maybe. Or disgust. Or possibly the tiniest hint of amusement.

Then it’s gone.

“Noted,” he says. And turns back to his notebook.

The bell rings. Mr. Henderson calls the class to attention. And I’m left standing in the middle of the aisle like an idiot, my hand still outstretched, my face burning with a humiliation I haven’t felt since I tripped down the gym bleachers in ninth grade.

Lena pulls me into the seat beside his. “What was that?”

“That,” I whisper, “was war.”

“He literally just ignored you.”

“Exactly. No one ignores me.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing.”

I turn to stare at her. “Are you taking his side?”

“I’m taking the side of you not having a public meltdown first thing on a Monday.”

Too late for that.

I spent the entire class period not paying attention to Henderson’s lecture on cellular respiration. Instead, I watch the mystery guy from the corner of my eye. He doesn’t look up once. He takes notes in that impossibly small handwriting, his shoulders hunched, his hood still pulled up like he’s trying to build a fortress out of fabric.

He’s tall. Lanky, almost, like his limbs grew faster than he knew what to do with. There’s a faded patch on the sleeve of his hoodie. Some band I don’t recognize, something with a lot of consonants and no vowels. His hands are nice, which is an annoying thing to notice. Long fingers, clean nails, the kind of hands that look like they play an instrument or build something delicate.

Not that I care.

I don’t care at all.

When the bell finally rings, he’s out of his seat before the sound finishes echoing. He moves through the crowd like a ghost. Silent, invisible, gone before anyone can stop him.

“Who is that?” I ask Lena.

She’s already on her phone, thumbs flying. “Let me check the group chat.”

While she scrolls, I stare at the door he disappeared through. There’s something about him that’s bothering me. Something beyond the obvious humiliation of being dismissed in front of half my grade. It’s the way he looked at me. Like he saw right through the performance. Like he knew exactly who I was and had already decided I wasn’t worth his time.

No one’s ever looked at me like that before.

“Got it,” Lena says. “Caleb something. Last name starts with an R? He’s a transfer. Started last week, but he’s been keeping a low profile. Word is he’s some kind of genius. Skipped a grade. His family just moved here from... somewhere cold. Minnesota? Canada? One of those places where people are polite and miserable.”

“He’s not polite.”

“He’s definitely miserable, though.”

I should let this go. I should find another seat tomorrow and pretend the whole thing never happened. That’s what a normal person would do. That’s what the Ivy Park everyone knows would do. Laugh it off, make a joke, move on to the next thing.

But there’s something wrong with me. There’s always been something wrong with me. And whatever it is, it won’t let me walk away from someone who looked at me like I was nothing.

“Caleb,” I say, testing the name on my tongue. “Caleb with the gray eyes and the terrible attitude.”

“Please don’t.”

“I’m not going to do anything.”

“Ivy.”

“I’m just observing.”

Lena sighs, long and heavy. “You’re going to destroy that boy, aren’t you?”

I think about the way he ignored my outstretched hand. The way his voice went flat when he said not interested. The way he looked at me like I was a problem to be solved, not a person to be known.

“Probably,” I say.

But even as the words leave my mouth, I know they’re not true. Because the thing I don’t tell Lena. The thing I don’t tell anyone. I've never destroyed anyone. I’ve just gotten tired of pretending.

And something tells me Caleb Whatever-his-last-name-is doesn’t pretend.

Which makes him either exactly what I need or the most dangerous person I’ve ever met.

––––––––
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Tuesday, 1:23 PM

The second time our eyes meet, it’s an accident.

I’m in the library, which is already suspicious. I haven’t voluntarily set foot in here since freshman year, when Mrs. Patterson caught me photocopying my ass as a prank. (Long story. Involves a dare, a broken printer, and three days of detention I do not regret.) But I have a chemistry test on Friday, and Lena’s been on my case about my GPA, so here I am. Suffering. Reading about the periodic table like it’s going to personally thank me for my effort.

He’s in the back corner, tucked between the reference section and a window that overlooks the parking lot. Same gray hoodie. Same hunched shoulders. Same notebook, though this time he’s also got a laptop open, the screen filled with lines of something that looks like code but might also be a foreign language.

He doesn’t see me at first. I’m hidden behind a shelf of encyclopedias no one has touched since 2005, and I’m watching him like the absolute creep I apparently am.

He’s chewing on the end of a pen. His lips move slightly when he reads, like he’s sounding out the words in his head. Every few minutes, he pushes his hair out of his eyes with this impatient gesture, and then it falls right back into place, and he does it again, and I don’t know why I find that so fascinating but I do.

Get a grip, Park.

I grab a random book off the shelf. The History of Agricultural Practices in Pre-Industrial Europe, thrilling. And make my way toward the table across from his. Plop down. Open the book to a random page. Pretend to read.

He doesn’t look up.

Five minutes pass. Ten. I’ve learned more about crop rotation than I ever wanted to know, and he still hasn’t acknowledged my existence. It’s like I’m not even here. Like I’m a ghost haunting his study session, and he’s the only one who can’t see me.

“So,” I say finally, because I’m physically incapable of being ignored. “Agricultural history. Fascinating stuff.”

Nothing.

“I’m really learning a lot about... soil.” I squint at the page. “Apparently it’s important.”

His pen stops moving.

I pounce. “So you can hear me.”

“Unfortunately.”

“You know, most people would consider it rude to ignore someone who’s trying to have a conversation.”

He looks up then, and his gray eyes are so tired I almost feel bad for bothering him. Almost. “Most people aren’t trying to study in peace.”

“You can study in peace when I’m not here.”

“Then leave.”

“I was here first.”

“You were staring at me from behind a bookshelf for seven minutes.”

My face goes hot. “I was browsing.”

“You were holding an encyclopedia upside down.”

I glance down at the book in my hands. He’s right. The spine is facing the wrong way, the pages a blur of text I haven’t actually read. I set it down with as much dignity as I can muster, which is approximately none.

“Okay, fine,” I say. “You caught me. I wanted to talk to you.”

“Why?”

The question is simple, but the way he asks it makes my chest tighten. He’s not being coy or playing hard to get. He genuinely doesn’t understand why someone would want to talk to him.

And for some reason, that makes me sad.

“Because you’re new,” I say, softer now. “And I’m... I don’t know. Friendly?”

His expression doesn’t change, but something shifts in his eyes. “You’re not friendly. You’re performing.”

“Excuse me?”

“Yesterday, in class. The whole I’m Ivy Park, homecoming princess thing.” He leans back in his chair, studying me with an intensity that makes my skin prickle. “That wasn’t friendly. That was a defense mechanism. You wanted me to react, and when I didn’t, you didn’t know what to do with yourself.”

I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again.

No one has ever called me out like this. Not Lena, not my mom, not the therapist I saw for three sessions sophomore year before deciding it was easier to just be sad in private. This guy.This complete stranger in a hoodie who looks like he hasn’t slept since the Obama administration just dissected me in under thirty seconds.

“You don’t know me,” I say, but my voice sounds wrong. Thin.

“I know the type.”

“What type is that?”

He holds my gaze for a long moment. Then he says, quietly, “The type who’s loud so no one asks what’s quiet.”

The library suddenly feels too small. The air is too thick. I can hear my own heartbeat, loud and uneven, and I hate that he can probably hear it too.

“That’s—” I start, but I don’t know how to finish.

“None of my business,” he says, looking back down at his notebook. “You’re right. I don’t know you. So let’s keep it that way.”

He starts writing again, and the conversation is over. Just like that. He dismissed me like I’m nothing, and the worst part is he’s not wrong. I am loud so no one asks what’s quiet. I am performing. Every smile, every laugh, every perfectly timed joke is a mask I’ve been wearing for so long I’ve forgotten what my real face looks like.

And this stranger saw through all of it in less than five minutes.

I gather my things. The upside-down encyclopedia, my untouched chemistry notes, the last shreds of my dignity and stand up. My legs feel unsteady. My chest feels hollow.

“For the record,” I say, and my voice only cracks a little. “You’re not as invisible as you think you are.”

He doesn’t look up. But his pen pauses, just for a second, before it starts moving again.

I walk out of the library without looking back. And I tell myself the burning in my eyes is just allergies.

It’s not allergies.

It’s never allergies.

––––––––
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Wednesday, 10:15 AM

By Wednesday, the whole school knows about the library incident.

Well, not the whole conversation. Just the part where I walked out looking like I’d been crying, and Marcus Wong saw me and immediately texted the group chat, and by fourth period there were seventeen different theories about what happened.

Did Ivy get rejected?

Did she fail a test?

Did she find out Chase is already dating someone new?

Is she pregnant?

(Ivy Park, pregnant? Please. I can barely keep a succulent alive.)

The truth is so much worse than any of their theories. The truth is that a boy I’ve known for three days looked at me like I was a puzzle he’d already solved, and he didn’t even want the prize at the end.

“You’ve been weird all day,” Lena says during lunch. She’s picking at a salad she clearly doesn’t want to eat, her eyes fixed on my face like she’s trying to read my thoughts. “Did something happen with the mystery guy?”

“Nothing happened.”

“You walked out of the library looking like your dog died.”

“I don’t have a dog.”

“Metaphorically, Ivy.”

I stab a piece of chicken with my fork. It’s rubbery and sad, like everything else in this cafeteria. “He’s just... I don’t know. He’s different.”

“Different how?”

“He doesn’t care who I am.”

Lena frowns. “Everyone cares who you are.”

“That’s the problem.”

She doesn’t get it. How could she? Lena’s been popular since birth. Her mom is a state senator, her dad is a surgeon
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