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Twelfth grade. My final year at Sterling Senior High and I meant to live every minute of it. I, Brigitte Pink, would approach every moment as if it were there to serve me. I’d not only be in fashion; I’d set the fashion. I’d have dozens of friends, go to all the big social events, be invited to the best parties. I’d be the girl every boy wanted. 

At least, that was my dream until standing in the hallway staring at the back of Nelson Trader. Suddenly, I didn’t want every boy. I wanted that boy. And I no longer cared how many friends I had or what parties I went to. All of those wishes were vapors anyhow. I had only one goal – to get his attention. 

My book bag hooked over my left shoulder, I watched him laugh with his friends, saw Tiffany Schaefer, perky pep-squad leader, give him a hug, and in that instant, knew everything wrong with me in great detail.

I was neither short and cute nor tall and graceful. I didn’t have golden, blonde locks, a flawless complexion, and bow-shaped lips. My breasts were too small, my feet too big. I had a crooked little finger, the result of an accident when I was five, and a serious allergy to peanuts. There was nothing ... nothing ... that a guy as great as Nelson would notice. He was six feet of lean, well-packed testosterone with amber eyes and a sexy shock of hair that fell over his forehead just so. He exhaled and every girl for two hundred yards turned her head. 

“Move Punk.”

I jostled awake at the deliberate bump of Terry Rosado’s arm, and set my feet toward my locker. Punk, a nickname I hadn’t minded until now as it implied rebellion I didn’t really participate in. It gave me an identity. I wasn’t just Brigitte, the girl who lived on Westhouse Lane, or Brigitte, the A-student in Mrs. Palmer’s English class. I was Punk, the girl with an edge to her, worth talking to, worth associating with.

My mood dived. What a joke. The only edge I had was a pair of worn sneakers with a hole in the toe. I turned my back on Nelson and switched my books in my locker. Then, the heels of my shoes squeaking on the tile, I moved snail-like up the stairs to class.

Third desk, second row, I took a seat between Martin Edwards and Dante White, who smelled like cabbage for some reason. Sliding down in my chair until my spine was bent in a u, I willed myself invisible from the rest of the class. Three minutes later, the bell rang and those not already in place, made their way to their chairs. Handshakes and back slaps were exchanged. Samuel Evans threw a wad of paper at Delana Prescott’s head. Then, Mrs. Palmer appeared from somewhere deep in the supply closet, a smile on her face.

“Good morning, class,” she said, her floral skirt swishing around her legs. “This will be another great year. Some of you had me for literature last year, so you’ll be familiar with the rules. Just the same, we have to go over them for those who don’t.”

A chorus of groans erupted from the other students. Personally, I didn’t mind reading the rules because I had great respect for doing what I was told. Yet another reason why I was ordinary.

Mrs. Palmer made her way to the front of the line of desks, depositing exactly the right number for each student in the row, and we handed them backwards, over our heads. I went to pass mine to Martin and discovered he’d moved closer to Alana. I guess they had a thing going. Annoyed, I got up and toted them further back. I was about to sit down again when the classroom door opened.

Nelson Trader. His weight on one hip, his book bag slung over his shoulder, he paused in the entrance, scanning the room, then, spotting the only empty desk, made his way my direction as if he wasn’t late and no one cared. 

I stared at him, twisting around, open-mouthed, when he took his seat, and a crooked smile formed on his lips. “Keep looking. I might do a trick,” he said.

I snapped my mouth shut and faced forward, his eyes burning the back of my head. An entire school year with Nelson behind me? That had to be a sign of something, though at that point, I wasn’t sure what.
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“Mr. Trader, Miss Pink, if I could see you both for a moment.”

Halted by the teacher’s voice, Nelson turned in a circle. The other students, Punk being the exception, were gone in a flash, their voices blending in with the cacophony in the hallway. The classroom door eased shut with a click.

“I’m going to speak openly because this problem needs to be addressed and, Miss Pink, I believe you’re the solution.”

“Me, ma’am?”

Mrs. Palmer took a seat on the corner of her desk, one leg raised higher than the other, her hand draped in her lap. “Mr. Trader, your reading problem has been brought to my attention.”

“I can read.”

Lips pressed tight, Mrs. Palmer blew out a loud breath. “Not well enough to graduate, and I’m concerned.”

“I’ve been working on it,” he continued, aware his voice had formed a whine. “I understood what you read today.”

“I’m glad to hear it, but understanding a subject when it’s read to you and knowing context for yourself are two different things. We have two book reports planned for this year. Plus, there are SATs. You may not plan on going to college, but having a diploma is vital toward getting most any job.”

Nelson exhaled. He’d heard this speech before from his dad, and he’d tried harder for a time. But this was twelfth grade, his supposed best year in high school, and he wanted to enjoy it, not put his nose to the grindstone.

Mrs. Palmer switched her gaze to Punk’s face, and he followed suit.

He’d had classes with her since sixth and knew the basics of her life. She was an only child. Her dad sold insurance. Her mom ... he wasn’t sure what she did, but she picked Punk up from school every day. There was really nothing remarkable about her, except she seemed to have a crush on him. That, he’d tried to ignore.

Her cheeks as pink as her last name, she flicked him a glance, a mixture of curiosity and embarrassment registered in her brown-eyed gaze. A wavy strand of hair fell out from behind her ear to lie across her cheek.

“Would you object to tutoring Mr. Trader after school?” Mrs. Palmer asked.

Punk’s reaction to the teacher’s question was as violent as his. Her eyes wide, hands flexing, she took a step back. “Me?”

“I don’t need tutoring,” Nelson replied over top her question. The last thing he wanted to do was waste his free time studying.

“I think you would benefit from some personal instruction, just a few hours a week, and Miss Pink is one of my best students,” Mrs. Palmer continued. “So if she’s agreeable, I’m going to ask you to spend at least two afternoons together, specifically reading. I’ll make it a point to help you with your comprehension, but being able to recognize the words is the first step. Miss Pink, is that okay with you?”

Punk opened and closed her mouth, looking like she was uncertain, and desperation seized him. “It’s not okay with me,” he blurted. “I’ve made it this far on my own, and I don’t need her help ...” 

“God forbid.” 

Head held high, chin lifted, Punk faced him, and for a fleeting second, he saw something new. Then, his belligerence returned. “I’ll be just fine,” he said.

Punk snorted and readjusted her grip on her books. “Thanks for thinking of me, Mrs. Palmer, but he’ll have to beg before I’ll even consider it.” Without another word, she turned her back and left.

Mrs. Palmer’s motherly gaze landed hard on his face. She stood to her feet, smoothing her skirt. “I’d beg if I were you. There’s a test at the end of the week.” 
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I made it a point to avoid Nelson as much as possible for the rest of the day and on into the week. It was kind of hard because seems like the stuff you avoid gets in your way more than usual. Plus, he did sit behind me in English. I refused to look back though, his insult stuck in my thinking. Come Friday, Mrs. Palmer passed out the test papers, halting briefly in front of us before moving on.

I was done in a flash. It was, after all, only a review of the rules. But I could hear Nelson behind me huffing and puffing a lot. The fact he couldn’t read well had come as a complete surprise. I get why she’d chosen me to help him though. English was my favorite class. I loved reading, writing, anything involving words and sentences. I also get why he’d reacted like he had. His only opinion of me was how I stared at him all the time.

I leaned back in my seat, listening to him shuffle his paper, and started at his finger pointed into my back. 

“Number three,” he whispered. “What’s that second word?”

Number three? It was a twenty question quiz, and he’d only gotten to number three? I looked down. I could tell him, but then, that’d defeat the purpose. My mom always said sometimes you have to fall down in order to stand up. “Sound it out,” I replied.

I could hear him muttering beneath his breath. He heaved a sigh. “In-con-se-quence? But I don’t know what that is.”

Which was exactly Mrs. Palmer’s point. And precisely mine. Having Nelson want anything from me was an entirely new perspective. I’d always seen myself as the bottom of the heap, but here I was on top. This new point of view also altered how he looked as well. Suddenly, he wasn’t so perfect, and I asked myself if that mattered. I’d wanted him to look at me, but I’d wanted it as the underling I’d always been. What did I want now?

Class ended, and Mrs. Palmer took up our papers as we filed out. She stared long at Nelson’s then glanced at me. I smiled in return and left. I didn’t expect him to catch up with me in the hallway, and he didn’t. I didn’t even expect him to find me after school. Therefore, when my mom came to find me at seven p.m. saying a boy was on the stoop, the last face I thought would be there was his.

He bowed his head, almost sheepish. “Thanks, Mrs. Pink.”

My mom stood there a moment longer then returned inside. I shut the front door. “Well?”

His thumb hooked in a loop of his blue jeans, he leaned on one hip then the other. “If I fail, my dad’s gonna kill me.”

That wasn’t begging. I turned aside, unable to believe I was doing so. Nelson Trader was at my house, and I was angry enough to walk away. “It’s late,” I said. “If you don’t mind, there’s a TV program I want to watch.” 

Before I could take hold of the knob, however, he grabbed my arm. 

“Listen, Punk ...”

I looked down at his hand, then up at his face
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