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Look, I know I’m a slacker. Always late. Grades are trash. I only got shoved into science class because Grandma insisted. Honestly? I’m the black goat of the science department but You ever have one of those days where your skin just doesn’t feel like it fits right? Like the world’s leaning slightly to the left and no one else seems to notice?

Yeah. That was me and it all started with a damn rat. “Crap, crap, crap—” I lunged across the room.

That damn rat. Again. “Grandma!” I shouted.

“What is it now?” she called from the kitchen, voice calm and echoing like she already knew it wasn’t life-threatening.

“That rat I told you about—he ate my homework!”

“I’m sure it did,” she replied, the way only someone who’s been dealing with your nonsense since birth. “That rat’s been your excuse all week.”

“It’s not an excuse this time!” I grumbled, storming into the kitchen.

The smell of fried papaya and eggs hit me like a warm punch. Grandma was humming one of her old Indian songs, flipping slices in the pan like it was any other morning.

“I’ve been saying for three days there’s a rat in my room. No one believes me. Not even Sandra.”

“Sure, sure,” she said, smirking as she slid eggs onto a plate.

“I’m serious!”

She handed me toast with that one eyebrow raised. “If that rat’s smarter than you, maybe it should go to school instead.”

“Ha-ha,” I muttered, dropping my bag beside the chair.

“Eat,” she said, smiling in that way that always made me feel like the world wasn’t so bad. “And don’t worry. Today I’ll go to Blue House and buy Rattax.”

I groaned, fake-annoyed. “Fine, but only if I get a kiss first.”

She laughed and kissed me on the cheek. “I love you,” she said, walking off to her room.

“I’m done!” I called a few minutes later. “Thanks for breakfast!”

I slung my bag over my shoulder and ran out the door, already dreading school.

At school, I took my usual seat at the back—right next to Den. Best friend. Genius. Personal life support system. He had five textbooks open already, taking notes in two languages. For fun.

Me? I was the class clown. The guy with the lowest grades. The reason they sat me next to Den in the first place, hoping his brain would rub off on me through osmosis.

He excelled in everything. If a teacher gave him a 97%, they might as well declare war.

I never understood why he was in a public school. Den came from the Norman family—rich, powerful, practically royalty around here. There were rumors they were gods in disguise. Literally.

Our school, Robert Norman Secondary, was named after his great-grandfather. Den belonged in some elite private academy, not slumming it with the rest of us.

But when I asked him about it once, he just said, “The school has nothing left to teach me.”

“Please tell me you did the math homework,” I whispered.

Without looking up, Den sighed and slid his copy toward me.

“Don’t change the answers this time.”

“Relax,” I grinned. “Different ink this time.”

Across the aisle, Sandra caught my eye. She smiled and held up a juice box.

I smiled back. She still had my back. Somehow.

Then the air turned to ice.

Mr. Tendo walked in. Tall. Dark. Glided like a villain straight out of a movie. His eyes scanned the room like he was picking his next victim.

“Homework collection,” he said, voice sharp as a guillotine.

Notebooks thudded onto his desk as he prowled past each row. Then he stopped in front of me.

“Your homework.”

I swallowed hard. Slowly—like I was defusing a bomb—I handed him the chewed, damp remains of my workbook. Still kind of warm, too.

He held it between two fingers, like it might explode.

“What,” he asked flatly, “is this?”

“Sir... I can explain. A rat—”

Laughter erupted behind me. Even Den covered his face.

I glanced at Sandra. She wasn’t laughing—just gave me that patient, I-knew-this-was-coming look.

Mr. Tendo sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose like he regretted every career choice he ever made.

“Sit down, Hijo. And tell your rat to enroll tomorrow, or you’re both failing.”

More laughter. I slumped in my seat and stared at the desk.

Same day. Same me.

The punchline of my own life.
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Some mornings feel like the universe wakes up just to mess with you. At least Grandma kept her promise. She bought the Rattax yesterday, and for the first time in days, I actually slept through the night without the rat scratching at the floorboards. To tell you the truth, everything about my life feels like a mess lately. 

“Grandma!” I called, like I always did when the world decided to trip me up. “I can’t find my socks!”

“You’re not about to tell me a rat took them, are you?” she hollered from the kitchen, laughing.

“Grandma, it’s not funny,” I grumbled, stomping in with my bag slung over my shoulder. “You know missing socks is a sign of bad luck.”

“Who told you that nonsense?” she asked, handing me a bowl of cereal.

I frowned. “Ah, cereal?”

“Sorry, dear. No eggs at the supermarket,” she said with a little shrug.

I sighed, then gave her a tired smile. “It’s okay. Nothing’s too bad when it’s from my lovely grandma.”

“Ohhh, my wonderful grandson!” she cooed, breaking into mock tears as she rushed over and wrapped me in a hug, planting her usual kiss on my cheek. We always played around like that.

“Now eat up,” she said, brushing my shoulder before heading out. “I’ve got chores to finish.”

I was left alone with a bowl of soggy cereal and the quiet hum of the morning. I hate my life sometimes. The only thing good in it? Grandma.

I slurped the last of the cereal like a dying engine. “Thanks for breakfast, Grandma!” I shouted, already halfway out the door.

“Don’t forget your lunch!” she called back, her voice calm but firm. “Love you!”

“Love you too!”

By the time I reached school, I was panting, my shirt sticking to my back like it had a grudge. I slipped into class mid-lesson.

Mr. Nkosi had already filled the science board with formulas I didn’t understand even when I was on time. He stopped mid-sentence and let out the deepest sigh I’ve ever heard from a human being.

“Hijo. Late again.”

I gave him a sheepish smile. “Don’t tell me it’s the rat again,” he said, arms folded.

“It is, sir. I spent the whole night hunting it. Now it’s even eating my money.”

The class burst into laughter, and to my surprise, even Mr. Nkosi let out a short laugh. “Sometimes I wonder why someone like you even bothers with science.”

“It’s my grandma,” I mumbled, slipping into my seat beside Den. He handed me a paper without looking.

“Notes,” he whispered.

I groaned. Of course.

Sandra was already halfway through hers, hair tied back, tongue poking out in concentration. She glanced at me and smiled, but her eyes looked... softer than usual. Worried?

“We were on Newton’s first law,” Mr. Nkosi said, turning back to the class.

“Newton’s first law,” someone in front offered.

“Yes. Also called the law of inertia.” He turned and pointed at me. “Hijo, can you state the law?”

My heart did that thing where it forgets how to beat. I stood slowly. “Did you read the notes I gave you?” he asked.

I nodded. Lie.

I had no idea what Newton’s anything was. Just stood there awkwardly, wishing for a wormhole to swallow me.

Mr. Nkosi sighed. “See me after class.” He turned back. “Can someone help our friend here? Den?”

Den stood and recited: “An object at rest will remain at rest, and an object in motion will remain in motion unless acted upon by a net force.”

“Correct.”

While he talked, my eyes drifted to Den’s notebook. It wasn’t regular classwork. Advanced math. Formulas I didn’t recognize.

“What's that?” I asked.

Den sighed. “You wouldn’t understand. It’s something my dad asked me to solve—university-level stuff.”

“Right. Sorry I asked,” I muttered, watching him scribble.

“I hope you find the person you're looking for,” I added. “Must be special.”

“Not he. She,” Den said.

“Girlfriend?”

“More than that.”

“What’s more than a girlfriend—your sister?”

“No. She’s... someone I care about more than anything. If anyone hurt her, I’d build a nuclear bomb and end the world.”

“Dude. That’s dark.”

“Not even close.’”

“Is it that girl people said you protected? Heard you almost killed those guys.”

“I—”

“OH MY GOD! THERE’S A RAT ON HIJO’S BAG!” A scream from the front row cut him off. Everyone turned. There it was. The rat, sitting proudly on top of my bag like it owned the place. Den leaned back and stared at it, unfazed.

“You’ve got a rat on your bag,” he said, like it was no big deal.

I jumped up onto the desk. Chaos exploded. Screams. Desks scraping. Kids leaping away. One threw a pencil case. Mr. Nkosi tried to restore order, but it was useless.

The rat hopped off casually, sauntered between desks, and stopped at the door and then turned and looked right at me.

“Why is it looking at you like that?” Den asked quietly.

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know.

After class, I was the new school joke. Even Mr. Nkosi cracked one. “At least now we know Hijo wasn’t lying,” he chuckled. “His rat just needed an audience.”

My classmates squeaked when I walked by. Some waved fake tails.

I fake-laughed with them.

But Den? He wasn’t laughing. He just kept glancing at me with this... worried expression. Like he knew something I didn’t.

During break, Sandra caught up to me and demanded a hug.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I lied, hugging her back.

“I think Den’s acting weird around you,” she said. “He seems... distant.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He was fine until I mentioned your name. Then his whole mood changed.”

I hesitated. “The rat looked at me. Did you see it?”

She laughed. “It’s just a rat, Hijo. Probably bid confused. You should be happy it’s gone—no more embarrassment.”

“Yeah,” I said, forcing a laugh. “No more embarrassment.”

She turned to hug me again—and that’s when everything stopped. Literally. Her arms froze midair. The breeze vanished. Leaves hung motionless. The sky above turned a deep, blood-red. I spun around. Den was the only thing moving. Standing still in the middle of the courtyard. He smiled. Waved.  just like that, everything snapped back.

“Hijo!” Sandra called.

I blinked.

“You okay?” she asked, pulling me into the hug but Den was gone.

“What did he say when you mentioned me?” I asked.

She looked confused. “Who?”

“Den. The guy I sit with in class.”

“Hijo... you sit with me,” she said, brows furrowed. “There’s no one named Den in our class.”

My stomach dropped. “You’re joking.”

“I think you need rest,” she said gently. “You’ve been acting strange.”

By the time the next class started, it was like Den had never existed. No books. No bag. No trace. And now, I was sitting next to Sandra like I always had.

“What rat?” Sandra laughed, poking me during math. “You’re making this stuff up now.”

I wanted to argue. But my voice caught in my throat.

Was I?

School dragged on like a lifetime. I wanted to visit Den’s house after class, but something told me to go home
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