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My eyes widened in anticipation as Brennan Wright's calloused fingers reached the back of my neck, the rough texture of his skin sending an unexpected shiver down my spine. His wrinkled lips trailed behind, warm and slightly chapped, brushing against my sensitive skin like a forbidden promise whispered in the chaos of the cafeteria. The air was thick with the scent of overcooked fries and cheap perfume, the usual midday stench that clung to Pasadena High like a bad memory. I could feel the eyes of everyone burning through us, hundreds of stares piercing like lasers, turning us into exotic creatures on display with nowhere else to turn but to each other. Whispers rippled through the crowd—some shocked gasps, others low chuckles—as phones were pulled out, capturing every second for the inevitable social media storm. My heart pounded in my chest, a wild drumbeat echoing the thrill of the moment, knowing this was reckless, knowing Jennifer Clode was somewhere in the mix, but unable to pull away.
He pulled me closer, his tight muscles pressing against my trembling frame, the heat from his body seeping through my thin shirt like a fire I couldn't extinguish. Brennan was built like a quarterback—broad shoulders, defined arms from endless gym sessions—and in that instant, I felt small, vulnerable, yet strangely powerful under his grip. His lips were surprisingly soft as they brushed against my earlobe, a gentle contrast to the roughness of his hands, and I felt the warmth radiating off his intense brown eyes as he looked deep into mine. Those eyes, dark and stormy, held a mix of lust and mischief, pulling me in deeper. His hot breath whispered in my ear, "You're a bitch," the words low and husky, laced with that cocky edge that always made my stomach flip, before he released his embrace and stepped back, leaving me breathless and exposed.
The cafeteria noise swelled around us—trays clattering, chairs scraping—but it all faded as I processed his words. Not an insult, not really; it was our thing, a twisted compliment in the brutal world of high school hierarchies. I drew him close again, my hands finding the warmth radiating off his lightly tanned shoulder blade, smooth under my fingertips despite the faint scars from football practice. My fingers slid through his dark, curly roots, thick and slightly damp with sweat, gently massaging circles at the base of his skull. Each stroke elicited a response: his body tensed, then relaxed, and his shudder felt like a tremor running down an earthquake fault line from his head straight to my tiny frame, vibrating through me like aftershocks. The crowd murmured louder now, a mix of envy and judgment, but I didn't care; in that bubble, it was just us.
"I know," I said quietly in his ear, my voice steady despite the chaos, leaning in close enough to smell his cologne—something woodsy and overpowering, mixed with the faint salt of his skin. Suddenly, Jennifer Clode pushed through the mob, her long dark hair whipping behind her like a storm cloud, framing her chocolate-toned figure that turned heads everywhere she went. She was the queen bee's right hand, always perfectly made up, always ready for drama. I yanked myself away from Brennan, licking my lips nervously, tasting the lingering mint from his gum. My pulse raced faster now, adrenaline spiking as reality crashed back in.
"What the hell, Brennan," she shouted, her deep bat-like eyes—dark and dramatic with heavy liner—rolling at me as she pushed past a student holding his phone up like a trophy. Her voice cut through the din, sharp and accusatory, drawing even more attention. "Are you seriously doing this with her?"
"I'm sorry, babe," he uttered, his tone half-hearted, eyes flicking between us like he was caught in crossfire, before being interrupted by the over-the-top drama queen herself. Jennifer cried out, dashing through the mob in her heels that clicked like gunfire, "It's over!" Her words hung in the air, theatrical and final, tears already smearing her mascara into black rivers down her cheeks.
"Oops," I muttered under my breath, a smirk tugging at my lips despite the tension—this was classic Jennifer, all fireworks and no fuse.
"This is your fault," Brennan said, pulling his brows together into a deep furrow, pointing his giant finger at me like an accusation from a judge. His voice was gruff, blaming me for the explosion he'd ignited. I smirked wider, seeing this as an opportunity for retaliation, my mind already spinning with comebacks honed from years of cafeteria battles.
"Yep, and the bell is about to ring right about—" The bell had rung at that exact moment, a shrill electronic wail cutting through the drama like perfect timing from the universe itself. "—about now," I said, laughing, the sound light and triumphant as the crowd began to scatter toward classes. "I'll see you later, Brennan."
I sauntered away, hips swaying with deliberate confidence, feeling the weight of stares on my back but owning every step. The hallway was a gauntlet now, lockers slamming, students rushing, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead like judgmental insects. As I walked down the hallway, Meghan Sanchez and Arnold Hemm sneered at me from their fish-lipped faces—pale, judgmental, always together like a mismatched power couple. Meghan's glossy lips curled in disgust, Arnold's beady eyes narrowing; I responded with a rude gesture, flipping them off casually, my middle finger a badge of defiance. Every student's gaze felt like a punch in the gut when I entered the classroom, whispers trailing me like smoke—"Did you see that with Brennan?" "She's such a slut"—but I ignored them, chin high, channeling the armor I'd built over years of this crap.
Heading for the front row, I plopped into my seat with a thud, the plastic chair creaking under me. Reaching into my backpack—worn canvas stuffed with crumpled notes and half-eaten snacks—I extracted a pack of gum, the wrapper crinkling loudly. Popped a piece in my mouth, the mint bursting sharp and cool, and started chewing, bobbing my head side to side in response to the music only I could hear in my head—some Imagine Dragons track, pounding bass syncing with my pulse. A tap on my shoulder abruptly ended my zoning-out session, jolting me back to reality.
"What do you want, Arthur?" I mumbled, popping my bubble gum twice, the pink bubble snapping like punctuation. He pushed his glasses back into place on his freckled nose—pale skin dotted with constellations of spots—and spoke, voice timid.
"I-I want to sit there," he replied, eyes darting nervously.
"Too bad," I snarled, popping my gum again, the sound echoing my irritation. Arthur was the quintessential nerd—skinny, awkward, always buried in books—but today he was pushing it.
"There's nowhere else to sit."
"So, sit on the floor!" I snapped, feet propped up on the empty chair, claiming territory. He sighed, a defeated exhale, walked aside, and plopped down, slugging his backpack onto the floor with a heavy thump.
"Ms. Hart," Mr. Harriman called from the front, his voice booming over the chatter. You could easily mistake Mr. Harriman for a plush teddy bear—the kind you want to rip the head off and burn—with his round belly straining his button-up shirt, wire-rimmed glasses perched on a bulbous nose, and a mustache that looked like it belonged in the '70s. I pouted, batting my eyelashes dramatically, and blew a massive bubble, letting it pop slowly.
"Yep, my name is Emily."
"Please give Mr. Jackson a seat." As I lifted my feet off the chair with exaggerated slowness, I rolled my eyes hard enough to hurt, adjusting myself in the seat. Arthur lifted himself off the floor, brushing off his pants, and sat quietly beside me, silent as a mouse.
"To begin our biology class today, does anyone know anything about a distinct sex-species?" Mr. Harriman called, scribbling on the board with chalk that squeaked annoyingly. Francisco, who could pull off twin day with Arthur—same glasses, same awkward vibe—quietly raised his hand, but Rosella beat him, her voice bold and unfiltered.
"I've had sex. It was beautiful."
Mr. Harriman nearly choked on his morning coffee, sputtering brown droplets onto his notes. "Excuse me?" he said, face turning beet red, wiping his mouth with a napkin.
Samira Hernandez, the goth girl who wasn't always goth—black hair dyed jet, piercings glinting, makeup like war paint—halted Rosella, shouting, "You're a fat slut. He's in his forties. Leave the goddamn man alone." Samira used to date Jeremy when he was a theater geek, pre-football glow-up, but after their nasty breakup—rumors of cheating and screams in the halls—she met Derek Gunn, the craziest goth kid you'll ever meet, pale as death with tattoos creeping up his neck, and the goth movement was born. She ruled the shadows now, her voice a weapon.
Placing my gum under the table—sticky and deliberate—I pondered my subsequent life choices, the biology lesson devolving into chaos around me. Class dragged, voices overlapping, until I sat down on my backpack with my hood drawn over my head, blocking it all out. The fabric muffled the world, my eyelids heavy. I only realized I'd fallen asleep when I felt a light tap on my left shoulder, gentle but insistent, and two blue pairs fluttered back at me as my eyes fluttered open—deep ocean blue, framed by dark lashes, staring down with quiet intensity.
"You know, school is over." I looked up from my backpack, bleary-eyed, and glanced at the boy staring at me—tall, messy hair, that jawline sharp enough to cut glass.
"Oh, Hallelujah," I boasted, sarcasm dripping, immediately gathering my backpack straps and jumping off the chair, the room spinning slightly from the nap. A deep laugh rumbled from the boy's chest, rich and warm, as he trailed behind me down the hallway to my locker. Lockers lined the walls like soldiers, fluorescent lights humming, distant echoes of slamming doors.
I tried to hide his glance from the corner of my eye—those blues piercing—as I struggled to remember my locker combination, fingers fumbling the dial: 32-14-7, click. After seeing my silhouette wasn't going anywhere, a persistent shadow, I turned on my heels to face him, arms crossed defensively.
"What do you want?" I snarled, my gaze briefly drawn to him despite myself. He flashed his perfectly straight teeth in a smile that lit the dim hall. He might pass for a movie star with his breathtakingly perfectly chiseled jawline and deep ocean-blue eyes, high cheekbones, and faint stubble shadowing his chin.
"You forgot to take your phone off the desk. I figured you'd want that back." The teenage boy inhaled deeply, sniffing his powerful cologne—citrus and musk—his eyes paling under the harsh hallway lights as he dug into his pocket, fabric rustling.
My cell phone unsuccessfully skimmed from his fingertips—he was a total klutz, fumbling like butterfingers. My head mentally slammed into a nearby wall as I expected it to plunge to the floor, screen cracking on the tile.
"You pansy," I mumbled, swerving forward to grab my phone before he could, brushing the dirt and debris off the screen with my thumb—scratches but intact. "Who are you?" I grumbled, straightening up. The boy smiled half-heartedly and blew hot breath into my nostrils, minty fresh. I would have shoved some gum down his throat if he hadn't been chewing it already, jaw working rhythmically.
He leaned close, invading my space, and said, "Aaron Chanson."
I growled cynically, "Well, Aaron Chanson." My hands guided against the lockers behind me, cool metal grounding me, him too close now. "Thank you for retrieving my phone, but I'm leaving now." I slammed my locker shut with a metallic bang, gave him an arrogant smile—lips curled, eyes challenging—and sauntered off to the parking lot, bag slung over my shoulder, hips swaying like I owned the world.
✽✽✽

"Ah, Cher. What would I do without you?" I mumbled under my breath, the old girl reliable as ever. I slipped into my convertible after pulling open the side door, leather seats warm from the sun. I used to drive an eighties-era beat-up stick shift—rusty, temperamental—my mom couldn't afford anything else. I adored her, even though she was an aged Camry, dents and all. Cher was the nickname I gave her, after that feisty singer who never quit.
I tossed my backpack in the back seat amid crumpled homework and empty water bottles, turned the key—engine rumbling to life with a throaty growl—and cranked it, drawing the stick back smoothly. Drifting out of the parking lot onto the highway, wind whipping through open windows, Cher shrieked frantically as tires gripped asphalt. The wind slapped against my face, cool and freeing, hair flying wild; I pressed my foot harder on the gas pedal, speedometer climbing, stress melting away in the rush.
At a red light, cars idling around me, I came to a standstill and grabbed my messy bun atop my head, securing loose strands. Green light—squeezed the gas, hair flying back like a banner. Mr. Toad's wild ride was nothing compared to what Cher could pull off, her old engine purring with hidden power.
My house was only a few miles from the light—335 N. Bluntington Street, suburban quiet with manicured lawns—so I slowed down the rest of the way home, pulling over curbside and yanking my keys from Cher's cylinder with a jingle. Leaned back, drew my bag from the rear seat, heavy with the day's weight. Shuffled towards the front porch after swinging open the side door, porch light flickering on automatically, creaky boards underfoot.
I swung my backpack forward and unzipped the front pocket as I called into the house, "Mom, I'm home," my voice echoing slightly in the empty hall. Slid my keys into the pocket—clink—and my phone out, zipping closed. Walked toward the stairwell, wooden steps polished but worn.
I came to a complete stop in front of my father's portrait—real dad, not the step-monster—dangling in a twisted manner, frame crooked like it symbolized our broken family. Blue eyes stared back, kind and lost to 9/11, a paramedic hero. It wasn't like I cared much anymore; time dulled the ache. My stepfather was the most obnoxious son of a bitch I'd ever met—loud, controlling, gone now but pictures lingered everywhere. I'm unsure why Mom liked him or kept his photos; relief washed over me that he died, a car wreck last year, no tears shed.
My stepfather had a picture of a younger version of me hanging next to him—dorky seventh-grade yearbook photo, crooked too: braces gleaming like train tracks, thick glasses magnifying acne-riddled cheeks, hair in partial pigtails after Garry Banner threw gum in it the day before pics. Mom cropped it out, tried making it cute; my chubby fingers pushed into dimples, forcing a smile, but I looked awkward, sun-kissed from zit creams, plump cheeks screaming "baby fat."
That year, I recall crying to my mother about how I needed whatever it took to burn the fat off—or so help me, I'd figure it out. Gym class taunts: "Pillsbury," "lazy Susan," "Crisco"—pinches on my stomach, wild giggles, "WHOO-hoo!" Not funny, soul-crushing. Determined to reclaim power, but we moved after weight loss; no revenge served.
Moved my attention from that painful flashback, hurried up the stairs—satin carpet soft under sneakers, avoiding slips—along the hallway to my room, pastel blue walls welcoming, shut the door behind me with a soft click, sealing out the world.
I sighed deeply, relief flooding, slammed my back against my warm dark blue bedding—plush comforter matching walls—tossed my phone aside onto the nightstand, drew the sheets closer like a cocoon. It was good to be back home, safe from prying eyes and drama.
Pressed my phone to my chest, unlocked it—screen glowing softly. No messages, but curiosity nagged. Home screen lit up, notifications sparse; as I read aloud absentmindedly, a new one pinged: "This is A.C. I just thought I'd put my phone number in here in case of an emergency." I grunted, clutching it tight, debating hurling it across the room— who was this guy?—as the door creaked open, Mom entering. Brow furrowed, I shifted closer.
My mother smiled against the doorframe, grocery bag rustling in her hands—tired eyes, nurse scrubs wrinkled. "Emily, who are you texting?"
Moaned, re-wrapping blankets around torso like armor. She placed the groceries down, shifted her weight to her left leg, and cocked her hip. "Does it matter, Mom? It's just a text." Pressed the phone to his chest, a sudden sneeze escaping. She moved closer; I drew to bed's top. Rushed over, grinned as she sat, patting the edge invitingly.
"I've got a late shift coming up," she added, hand sliding my thigh comfortingly as I moaned softly, phone in palm. "I won't be able to visit till morning."
Mom's midnight shifts—hospital grind, endless nights—I loathed them, leaving the house empty, but nothing I could do. Hard worker, career her lifeline post-dad.
"Okay." Collapsed back, exhale long.
"See you tomorrow." Frowned watching her leave, door clicking shut. Blew hair from face, stared at phone. "See you tomorrow, Mom. I love you."
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Two packed lanes of traffic delayed me on my way to school that morning, cars bumper-to-bumper under a gray sky threatening rain, horns blaring like impatient beasts. Despite the loud music blasting from Cher's speakers—some NF track with pounding beats and raw lyrics—raucous laughter pierced through from the car beside me, grating on my nerves like nails on a chalkboard. I tilted my head to the right, trying to block it out, jaw clenched tight. Strangely, Brennan and Jennifer were in the adjacent car, windows down, her arm draped possessively over his shoulder as if yesterday's cafeteria meltdown never happened. It struck me as ironic, their reconciliation already on display, a middle finger to the drama they'd caused.
"Good morning, Emily," Brennan cooed from his car, gripping the steering wheel with one hand, the other flashing a mocking wave. His voice carried over the traffic din, smug and teasing, those brown eyes locking onto mine through the side mirror. I clenched my teeth harder, grinding molars, silently hoping for the noise to stop, or better yet, for the earth to swallow them whole. Jennifer's fingers traced lazy patterns on Brennan's skin, holding onto his biceps like trophies, her nails painted a flashy red that caught the sunlight. I restrained myself from commenting further, biting my tongue bloody; I had a fitting four-letter word in mind for both of them—starting with 'f' and ending in 'uck'—but yelling it would only fuel their fire.
Jennifer cooed back, "See you around, Emily," her tone dripping fake sweetness, lips curled in a smirk that screamed superiority. It felt like an empty gesture, lacking any real impact, just another barb in their endless game of one-upmanship.
"Sure, see you," I retorted with a sneer, voice laced with venom, flipping my hair as if dismissing royalty. Eventually, the traffic started moving, brake lights winking off one by one, but just as I was about to merge into the last lane—signaling carefully, Cher purring impatiently—Brennan abruptly cut me off, tires screeching slightly, flashing a rude bird gesture out his window with a mischievous grin splitting his face. I slammed on the brakes, heart lurching, ended up behind them again, uttering another four-letter curse under my breath—"Assholes"—fists gripping the wheel white-knuckled. The highway stretched ahead, Payton High's brick facade looming closer, a prison of hormonal warfare.
✽✽✽

Parking lot chaos greeted me—students milling, engines revving—as Jeremy's gaze fixated on me like a predator observing its prey from across the asphalt. I quickened my pace toward the school entrance, tempted to give him a piece of my mind, keys jangling in my pocket. His left arm draped casually over one girl's shoulder—blonde, giggling vapidly—while his lips locked onto another's—brunette, pressing close—making out shamelessly against his beat-up truck. Although I was urged to warn them to escape his player ways—Jeremy collected girls like trading cards, discarding when bored—I refrained, recognizing it as their choice, their funeral. Live and learn, or don't.
"Dear Emily Hart," Jeremy sneered, pausing his attention from the girls to run a hand through his jet-black hair, tousled just right for that bad-boy vibe. By this time, those poor girls should have fled the scene, rumors of his conquests echoing through the halls like urban legends. He clicked his tongue disapprovingly, green eyes glinting wickedly, and inquired, "How's your mother?" The question is slimy, laced with innuendo about Mom's nurse job and his creepy crushes.
"That's my locker, Jeremy," I growled low, shoving past him toward the row of dented metal doors, combination whirring under my fingers. Jeremy was prone to dramatics, likely due to his theater roots bleeding into football jock life—always performing, always center stage.
He playfully ruffled the bun on my head, fingers tangling roughly, and remarked, "Of course it is, Emily." My annoyance boiled over, evident in my narrowed eyes and flared nostrils; I debated whether to slap him, palm itching, but held back—detention bait. "My girls and I," he emphasized 'girls' with a sly grin, winking at his makeout partners, "have a class to attend. Don't you have somewhere to be, Emily?" He added the last part in a low murmur, breath hot on my neck, as the warning bell chimed overhead, shrill and urgent. I sighed heavily, shoulders slumping, and opened my locker with a clang, stuffing books inside haphazardly.
"What an insufferable jerk," I muttered loud enough for nearby freshmen to hear, attracting a few glances—wide-eyed stares, whispers starting. "Yes, I said it," I admitted defiantly, slamming my locker shut and accidentally pinching my finger in the edge, pain shooting sharply. It was too late to take it back; damage done, reputation intact or not.
✽✽✽

"Oh goodie, the whole gang's here," I muttered sarcastically under my breath as I entered the classroom, air thick with teenage sweat and dry-erase markers. Cece and her group passed by like a perfume cloud—expensive, cloying—as I dropped my backpack at the nearest desk near the teacher's podium, claiming front-row territory despite the stigma. Mr. Bellingham seemed unperturbed by Cece's dominating presence and her clique's antics—giggles, hair flips, judgmental side-eyes—his balding head bent over lesson plans.
A new student named Aaron sat three seats behind me, hoodie up, quiet vibe cutting through the noise. I'll be honest, my initial impression of him was odd—klutzy phone drop yesterday lingering—but he seemed better than Jackson Bennett, the try-hard writer with ambitions of becoming the next James Patterson, always scribbling dramatic short stories no one read. Lost in thought, replaying traffic BS, I absentmindedly twirled my pencil, wood spinning between fingers like a mini baton. Mr. Bellingham rose from his desk as the final bell rang, tardy stragglers scrambling.
"Good morning, everyone. Please take your seats. That includes you, Mr. Hawke," Mr. Bellingham stated firmly, voice gravelly from years of lectures. Jeremy's reaction resembled a giggling nine-year-old girl getting over her first crush—shoulders shaking, hand over mouth—as he plopped down in the back row with Cece Greenwood's clique, suppressing laughter by chewing and biting his lip raw, eyes watering.
"Before I release you to your respective classes, I have a few announcements to make. First, we have a new student, Aaron Chanson. Would you please come up front?" Mr. Bellingham continued, gesturing broadly. Aaron stood up smoothly, bowed theatrically with a grin—show-off—and resumed his seat with pride, class murmuring approval.
"He'll likely be in your homeroom. Now moving on. Today's lunch will feature pizza. For those who are lactose intolerant, the nurse will provide an alternative. Arthur, that includes you."
Arthur's face turned orange and puffy as he held his breath, cheeks inflating like a chipmunk, veins bulging. Suppressing laughter, I bit my tongue hard—metallic tang—and pinched my nose, managing only a soft chuckle that escaped despite efforts, shoulders shaking.
"It's not a laughing matter, Ms. Hart, when someone has a severe condition," Mr. Bellingham's monotone voice boomed louder than expected, eyes stern over half-moons, but he swiftly moved on from his reprimand, and I took a deep breath, composing myself, cheeks warm.
"On Saturday, October 27th, just a few weeks away, there will be a Halloween prom night. We'll be seeking this year's prom king and queen. Your behavior will be a determining factor. The principal will post the sign-up sheet on the hallway bulletin board." With the sound of the first bell, he concluded his announcements, chairs scraping as everyone bolted.
My day had turned for the worse already, starting with Aleena Smalls. Her small hand tapped my shoulder persistently, treating me like a piece of wood knocked for luck. As I turned around in the crowded hall—lockers banging, feet shuffling—her piercing, high-pitched voice assaulted my ears like a siren.
"Aleena," I admonished sharply, watching her retreat behind her stack of books—dog-eared paperbacks towering precariously. "I've told you countless times I'm not interested in joining a book club." She seemed impervious to my words, big eyes pleading, persistently asking until I reluctantly gave in to listening. But my response would always remain the same: no.
"I just thought—" Her words sprayed saliva flecks, and I desperately searched for an escape route or a nearby trash can, wiping my cheek discreetly.
"It's not happening, Aleena. Why not ask Arnold?" I pointed toward the couple kissing sloppily in the corner—Arnold Hemm and Meghan, lips smacking grossly—as her head turned, distracted.
"Arr-Arnold Hemm?"
"Yeah, now go ask Arnold, Aleena," I muttered, giving her a gentle nudge in his direction, propelling her away. I let out a sigh of relief, shoulders dropping. "At last, some peace—" I spoke too soon. Aaron Chanson's blue eyes locked onto mine as I adjusted my sneakers, laces frayed. I inadvertently breathed the same air as him due to our proximity in the thinning hall, noses almost touching, his cologne faint but familiar.
"What do you want?" I hissed, stepping
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