Chapter 11

The next second, the stack of papers in my hands went flying, scattering across the floor while the whole class gasped in unison.

Someone knocked hard into my shoulder. Pain flared through my arm, sharp and immediate.

I stumbled, instinctively reaching out to steady myself, but my fingers scraped against the edge of a desk.

A burning sting shot through my hand.

At first, I didn't even feel much pain.

It wasn't until I walked to the front of the room that I saw blood sliding down from my fingertip, dripping onto the floor.

I stared blankly at the bright red spreading across my skin.

Then I looked up.

"Can someone lend me a Band-Aid?" I asked.

The bleeding wouldn't stop.

A few girls near the window laughed under their breath. Suddenly the room felt even colder than before.

One of them said, "What's the point? It's just a tiny cut."

"Exactly. Look at how dramatic she's being."

I froze for a second, then lowered my head and kept pressing my hand.

Just as I was about to dig through my bag for tissues, a hand appeared in front of me.

A clean white packet.

Band-Aids.

I lifted my eyes and met Summer's.

She looked at me for two seconds, then shook her head slightly, refusing to hand it over.

The blood on my finger had already smeared across my hand.

I had no idea why she wouldn't just give it to me.

But Summer didn't look like she was joking. Her face was pale, all trace of warmth gone from it.

When she looked up again, her eyes were colder than they'd been a moment ago.

Then she spoke.

"Move."

Her voice wasn't loud, but the instant it cut through the room, the noise around us died away.

At the graduation after-party, they still dragged me into karaoke.

Not long after we got there, I went to the restroom. On my way back, I was stopped by a girl from another class who asked if she could add me on social media. It was the first time anything like that had ever happened to me. I stood there for a second, dazed, and after I finally added her, I still felt weirdly unreal about it.

By the time I got back to our private room, people from our class were already packed inside.

“Maya, I ordered you a milk tea,” someone called. “Go grab it.”

Instinctively, I started to refuse.

But before I could, Summer suddenly stood up from where she’d been sitting in the corner, looking like she was about to leave.

I turned to look at her.

She lowered her head, and one hand reached out to tug lightly at the hem of my shirt.

“Maya,” she said softly, “my hand’s bleeding.”

I froze.

Then I looked down and saw it—there really was blood smeared across the back of her hand.

“I opened a can earlier,” she said. “I didn’t have any tissues, so I just left it. It stings.”
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Her tone was calm, almost casual, but something about it made my chest tighten.

I didn’t even think before shaking my head. “Forget the milk tea.”

“It’s okay,” the classmate who’d ordered it said quickly. “You can get it later.”

Summer still didn’t let go of my shirt.

So in the end, I took out my phone, transferred the fifteen dollars for the drink, and said, “Sorry. I’m not going for it anymore.”

Then I helped Summer check her hand.

It turned out the cut had already scabbed over.

Even so, Summer looked at me and said quietly, “It still hurts.”

After that, Summer started standing a little closer to me in public.

It was subtle at first, the kind of thing no one could call out directly, but enough that people in school gradually started linking the two of us together.

Some even said, “Isn’t Maya Winters that girl who liked Ethan? Why does it look like she’s always hanging around Summer now?”

And because I’d already been laughed at once, because I’d already been made into a joke, I became even more careful than before.

From far away, I started avoiding Summer too.

Before, Summer had never taken off her face mask and baseball cap in front of most people.

She usually ate alone too.

Maybe because of that, maybe because people still didn’t know much about her, the rumors never really shifted onto her.

So I was the one who pulled back first.

Summer noticed.

One afternoon, after a long stretch of silence between us, she suddenly asked, “Maya, are you avoiding me on purpose?”

I froze and turned to look at her.

Her expression was flat, but the skin around her eyes looked tight, strained.

Her voice came out low, carrying something hoarse and restrained, like she was trying very hard not to let anything leak through.

“I’m used to it,” she said.

“You don’t have to force yourself to stay close to me just because I’ve been nice to you.”

Everyone said people like me always dragged trouble onto whoever stood beside us.

“Maya, you should probably stay away from me too.”

I immediately asked, “Who told you that?”

But I already knew.

Summer just looked at me quietly.

And I understood at once.

My chest tightened so hard it hurt.

I had an impression of who it was.

They’d said things like that before.

Back when Summer had first transferred in, I’d overheard people whispering behind her back more than once.

Now they were saying the same things to her because of me.

And she had probably heard even harsher versions after I started avoiding her again and again.

Summer knew.

That was why she’d lowered her head just now, shut her eyes for a second, and laughed once under her breath like it meant nothing.
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I stopped eating dinner and forced myself to go hungry through evening study hall. I told myself if I kept at it, maybe my face would get a little slimmer. Maybe I’d finally fit into that dress I’d had my eye on for ages.

But before long, my vision started going white around the edges. My stomach cramped so hard I had to press a hand against it.

Summer noticed right away.

She had been getting ready to go over a problem with the Academic Rep, but the second she saw my face, she turned and came straight to me, frowning.

“What’s wrong?”

I shook my head and tried to brush it off. “I’m fine. I just need to sit for a minute.”

She didn’t believe me at all. She was already insisting on taking me to the nurse’s office.

I had no choice but to admit I’d skipped dinner.

Her expression darkened immediately.

Then, right there in front of everyone, she took my hand and dragged me toward the door, clearly planning to march me out to get food.

My face burned.

There were so many people watching.

“It’s really okay if I miss one meal...” I mumbled.

I was so embarrassed I could barely get the words out. I only knew my head was hanging lower and lower, like I wanted to disappear into the floor.

Then Summer stopped.

The next second, she turned back, still holding my hand, and snapped at the room with real anger in her voice.

“Can you all stop treating not eating like some kind of accomplishment?”

“If anyone makes a joke about it again, I won’t let it slide.”

The whole classroom went dead quiet.

Then she looked at me. “Aren’t you hungry?”

I answered in a tiny voice, “A little.”

Only then did she start walking again.

She never let go of my hand.

I stared at the fingers wrapped around mine, and for some reason, I couldn’t look away.

After a while, she said, “Maya.”

I lifted my head.

Her eyes were fixed on me with a seriousness that felt nothing like her usual teasing.

“You know that, right?”

“What?”

A faint smile finally touched her face.

“You’re adorable.”

“Every part of you is adorable.”

“Don’t tell me you think losing a little weight would make you more lovable.”

My heart slammed hard against my ribs.

I stood there, stunned, staring at her.

Then, in that instant, I suddenly understood something I had never been able to admit to myself before.

What I felt for Ethan had never once made my heart race like this.

I tightened my grip on her hand and, almost on instinct, took a step closer, wanting to throw myself into her arms.

And then—

At the very last second, I lost my nerve and shrank back.

For a long, long time after that, I never found that courage again.

The first person I ever liked was him.

Back then, in the heavy blur of my own self-doubt, he had been the brightest color in my world.

So I said, softly, “Ethan.”

Ethan looked at me, a faint smile pulling at his lips.

“I did like you once.”

Some things, once spoken out loud, didn’t need much explanation. Under his gaze, all the panic and shame I used to carry seemed to drift farther away, until even I felt calmer.
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Maya, that idiot from our old class is organizing another karaoke night this weekend. Want to go?

I stared at the message, my fingers tightening around my phone.

For some reason, that weird, sour ache from earlier came back again.

Like a needle, tiny and sharp.

I opened the photos Summer had sent me before.

In every single one, she and Ethan were standing together.

Summer had always looked good on camera.

The private karaoke room on the fourth floor had already been cleared out.

Only Summer and the Training Officer were left inside.

By the time I got there, everything had been confirmed.

There were several empty liquor bottles on the table, and the officer was slumped in the booth, his face pale.

Summer stood three steps away from him.

I had never seen her like that before.

She was smiling, but there was nothing warm in it.

“You harassed my girlfriend,” she said softly.

The officer kept shaking his head. “No, no, I didn’t. I didn’t touch your classmate.”

Summer lowered her gaze and slowly turned a bottle in her hand.

The overhead light caught in her eyes, making them look frighteningly cold.

“My girlfriend’s been wronged this badly,” she said, almost lazily. “And you’re telling me that’s all?”

“You students can’t do this,” the officer stammered. “If something happens, if the school finds out—”

Summer lifted the bottle.

For one terrifying second, I really thought she was going to smash it over his head.

I stopped breathing.

Then she suddenly let go.

The bottle hit the carpet with a dull thud and rolled away.

The officer froze where he sat. Even then, he still didn’t dare move.

Not until Summer turned and walked toward me, stepping through the shattered ring of tension she’d left behind.

There was a faint red mark on her palm from gripping the bottle too hard.

Summer grabbed my hand. Her voice was hoarse, like something had scraped her throat raw.

“I’m sorry.”

I stayed silent and didn’t answer.

After a moment, Summer spoke again.

“Are you mad at me?”

That was when I finally looked up.

Through the blur in my eyes, I saw how red hers were too.

That fragile redness made her seem dangerous in a completely different way.

Nothing like the calm, unreadable Summer she usually showed the world.

I let out a breath and lowered my eyes to her hand. I gently traced the mark in her palm with my fingertip.

“Of course I’m mad,” I said quietly. “I’m mad you did something this reckless.”

“I just couldn’t understand why you lied to me.”

Summer tightened her grip around my hand and pulled me down to sit beside her.

“I was scared.”

“Because I knew you didn’t like me.”

“And if I said it out loud, even staying by your side the way I have now would be impossible.”

“If I crossed the




OEBPS/OEBPS/cover.jpeg





