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      The school bell rang loudly through the halls and classrooms, signaling lunch break for the students. In a flash, the once silent hallways of the high school building were crowded by students milling their way out of their classes and towards the cafeteria.

      Trying to peel away from the crowd of students was Alice; a seventeen-year-old blonde with an athletic skinny frame and gray eyes. Alice was somewhat a reclusive figure at school, seeing as she had absolutely no friends and didn’t look like she was intent on brushing up on her social skills either.

      With her earphones plugged in and Nirvana blasting into her ears, Alice felt like she was in a world of her own. A world where the hideous bullies who cackled at her throughout the length of the hallway were just voiceless ugly gremlins.

      Alice wasn’t new to being bullied as she had always been at the receiving end of some distasteful jokes by her classmates. She never let it get to her as she barely cared what anyone thought of her.

      “Hey, Loo Loo…you heading over to your five-star loo for lunch?” Brad, a burly teenager who couldn’t play any sport except lacrosse, jeered at Alice as she silently walked past him and his group of buddies.

      Alice barely gave him the time of day as she couldn’t make out his words, but the exaggerated laughs she noticed his friends laughing made her somewhat sick to the pit of her stomach. Arriving at an empty bathroom, Alice sauntered in, choosing her most favorite stall and shutting herself in.

      She settled down on the toilet and then began to rummage through her paper bag, picking through her lunch as she softly nodded her head to the raging music blasting through her headphones.

      Alice had never been one to fit into the crowd and she wasn’t looking to. She preferred to be by her lonesome and spent her lunch breaks eating in the bathroom and taking walks to the high school’s special rabbit farm which she absolutely adored.

      Alice always made sure to make herself available whenever the rabbit farm needed an extra hand, most times causing her to stay longer at school. A faint smile formed on her face as she munched through her lunch whilst thinking about the rabbits, wishing she could have her own rabbit at home.

      She was barely done with her lunch and personal musings when the shrill bell rang aloud through the hallways and classrooms again, signaling the end of the lunch break. Groggily getting herself up from the toilet, Alice tossed the remains of her lunch in the trash and washed her hands.

      She let out a soft sigh as she paused for a tentative moment in the middle of the restroom, then threw her arms around an imaginary giant rose which she imagined was hugging her. Due to past experiences, Alice was literally immune to bullying and she also did her best to never think about them. Her headphones blaring Nirvana helped her secure the illusion as she walked out of the bathroom and made a beeline for her next class.

      Alice’s next class was Art class and just like it was customary with the students, very few paid attention as the lecture went on. Sitting by her lonesome and staring stoically at the whiteboard, Alice picked up on the conversation some girls behind her were having.

      “I heard his brother goes here, but he was homeschooled,” one girl chimed into the conversation in a hushed tone.

      “Well, I heard his name is Hal and he is an only child,” another girl countered.

      They were apparently gossiping about some new boy in school.

      “Oh, well, he is now anyhow. His little brother died last year from what I heard,” the third girl chipped in and the conversation suddenly went ice cold as Alice could feel the sea of eyes that were cast towards her.

      Alice knew the reason for the unwanted attention was because she knew a thing or two about losing a sibling. Nevertheless, she stayed as quiet as a mouse and never said a word. Deep down, she just wanted to meet this new guy who shared something with her—a lost sibling.

      Once the art class came to an end, Alice hurriedly got up and made her way out of the classroom. She made a beeline down the hallway, finding her way out towards the admin block in the distance. She knew if there was any chance that she could get to see this new guy, it would be at the admin building. Taking brisk strides towards the building, Alice got in and carefully scanned around like she was looking for a familiar face.

      Unfortunately, the new intakes she’d spotted were either accompanied by their parents or guardians and didn’t look like they were in her class either. For some reason, she just knew none of them was Hal, despite never setting her eyes on him.

      Carefully moving over towards a list of fresh intakes pasted on a clipboard in the admin block, Alice’s heart skipped a beat as she read Hal’s full name at the top and realized he was yet to resume.

      “Yes, Hal Wood! He resumes tomorrow,” a grown man’s voice echoed through an open office and Alice peeped in to see a man and woman finalizing paperwork. She guessed the man and woman she was staring at were Hal’s parents and after watching them for a tentative bit, she got bored and slipped out of the building and then headed home.

      She plugged in her headphones and was back into her own world with Nirvana blaring into her ears. A half smile formed on Alice’s face as she walked home, half satisfied that she was going to see a new face at school the next day.

      For some reason, she was just elated about it and couldn’t wait to meet this Hal guy. If what the girls were saying about him were true, then he was also a handsome boy. Despite her antisocial personality, Alice really wanted to meet this new guy at school as she had a strong conviction that they would be good friends.
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      “Alright everyone, pick a partner and let’s get set up for today’s experiment,” the chemistry teacher announced to the laboratory full of students clad in their white lab coats.

      The excited students instantly began milling around the laboratory; friends picking out their friends to be their partners amidst laughing. Within a few minutes, everyone had paired themselves up except for Alice who was seated at a far corner of the laboratory with a blank expression on her face.

      The chemistry teacher noticed this and was about to pair Alice into a group when a tall skinny, brown cropped haired boy walked in and handed him a note. The teacher paused briefly to read the note then announced it to the students. “Okay everyone, settle down. We’ve got a new student here. Make him feel welcome. Thank you! Go have a seat and pick out a partner!”

      The teacher nudged Hal’s shoulder and the boy briefly spun around to flash a faint smile at the teacher before casting a glance across the sea of eyes gawking at him. Clutching the strap of his backpack, Hal made his way straight to the back of the lab and set up right beside Alice, choosing her as his partner for the experiment.

      Alice’s heart literally sank to the pit of her stomach once the new boy settled beside her. Regardless, she tried to play it cool as most of the other girls, already green with envy, cast hateful glances back at Alice like she’d done something wrong. Alice wondered why the special new student would choose to sit with her. Hal’s arrival at the school was a pretty big deal since they didn’t get many new students in their part of the suburbs.

      Glancing up at his face, Alice was partially stunned to see none of the knightly, Prince Charming features she had expected from Hal. Instead, he looked like a typical rough-around-the-edges teenager with deep, sullen hazel gray eyes and accentuated cheekbones and jawline. He was about the same age as Alice, but looked like he’d been through something that caused him to age faster. For some reason, Alice began to feel sorry for him when she recalled hearing the girls talk about how he’d lost his brother.

      Hal glanced beside himself to notice Alice staring at him. He flashed her a nervous smile which she mirrored as she realized he was just as nervous and quirky as herself. Alice thought he was sweet.

      “Hi, I’m Hal.” He stretched his hand towards Alice who reluctantly shook his for a split second before reeling her arm. “I’m Hal and I..uhm..I make Hats,” he blurted straight out of the blue at a slightly surprised Alice.

      “Oh, nice to meet you Hal…” Alice muttered without introducing herself as she never imagined the new boy to engage her first.

      “Yeah. Me too. I made this particular hat myself!” Hal beamed with pride, gesticulating towards a cotton woven, rainbow hat he had on.

      Alice was surprised the class was still buzzing about the new guy. He was awkward beyond comprehension… and sitting right next to her… why were all the girls so worried about dating this quirky guy? These were the questions racing through Alice’s mind as she stole sideways glances at the new guy. The teacher requested the entire class’s attention and the laboratory went silent as the experiment began in earnest— Alice and Hal working together like they’d known each other for a while.

      Once the chemistry class came to an end, Hal swiftly got up, slung his backpack across his shoulder then playfully tipped the visor of his hat at Alice before making his way out of the laboratory.

      Alice couldn’t help but stifle a giggle which made her feel warm inside as she couldn’t recall the last time anyone had given her this much attention. It was almost like she was invisible to the entire class everyday— unless it was time for them to bully her. But with Hal, it was just something different. Springing up from her stool and grabbing her book bag, Alice started out after Hal and caught up with him in the hallway.

      “Hey...Hal…” she called out as she walked up to him.

      He glanced beside and flashed another kind smile at her.

      “I’m Alice.” She paused to stretch her arm out towards him with a soft smile.

      Hal looked truly pleased by her introduction and took her hand. “Well, it’s nice to finally meet you, Alice,” he replied and Alice couldn’t help but chortle aloud; attracting the attention of some sour-faced girls huddled beside a locker and staring unabashedly at them. Resuming their walk down the hallway, both Hal and Alice fell into a quiet, comfortable walk to his next class; each lost in their thoughts, but basking in the euphoria of the attention their new friendship was attracting.

      “Uhm, this is my next class…” Hal slowed down to announce to Alice as they arrived at the door of a classroom.

      Struggling to hide the disappointment on her face, Alice feigned a smile. “Oh. Okay. See you around then, Hal,” she replied sweetly then spun around to continue trudging down the hallway in solitude.

      “Hey, Alice!” Hal called out from behind, almost startling her. Alice glanced over her shoulder. “I love Nirvana too,” he added with an almost sheepish grin.

      Alice blushed red at the cheeks and felt embarrassed, hoping he couldn’t notice from the distance between them. She could only crack a smile as she wanted to tell Hal it was her older sister’s t-shirt. She also wanted to tell him she knew what it felt like to lose a sibling, but held back as she knew that would just be opening up old wounds in a new relationship. “Thanks. See you at lunch!” Alice beamed a grin at him as she walked away.

      True to their promise, Alice and Hal found each other at lunch. For the first time in a very long time, Alice didn’t have her lunch in the bathroom as she always had. Instead, as she settled beside Hal on the lunch table, he leaned in to whisper. “Are you really hungry for this shitty food?” Silently swiveling her head in disapproval with a half-smile, Alice agreed with him while half wondering what he was up to. “C’mon, let’s go!” Hal sprang up from the bench and pulled Alice’s arm behind him.

      A sea of hate filled eyes trailed their movements as they exited the cafeteria in a flash, leaving behind the other murmuring students who couldn’t explain the connection the new boy had with quirky Alice. Stepping out of the building, Hal and Alice made their way towards the school’s football field then found a cozy shaded spot underneath the nose bleed bleachers.

      Alice still hadn’t said a word yet as she couldn’t understand why they had dipped from the cafeteria to come here. But she kept mute, nevertheless, fascinated and equally intrigued by Hal’s strangeness.

      “This should do…” Hal mused with a smirk as he fished into his backpack, pulled out a pack of rolling papers then half an ounce of crushed weed in a ziplock bag. Alice’s eyes flew wide at the sight of the psychedelic plant in Hal’s hands as she’d heard much about marijuana but had never tried it out. “Ever had one before?” Hal asked as he began to expertly roll up a joint.

      “No…but uhm, my sister…my sister used to indulge sometimes, I think,” Alice stuttered a bit as she watched Hal’s fingers and tongue work assiduously to create an almost perfect joint which he stuck between his lips then flicked a lighter at the tip. The joint sizzled to life, releasing its aromatic essence into the cramped-up space the pair were huddled at. Hal showed off a bit, puffing clouds of smoke up in the air to make a fuzzy ‘O’ shape before it dissipated into the wind.

      Alice giggled a bit at the trick and Hal handed her the burning joint. Taking a long drag of the weed, Alice could feel her sensory organs moving into a rather calm but edgy overdrive as all her senses were suddenly heightened and her feelings elevated. She puffed out a thick plume of smoke, much to Hal’s admiration before handing it back to him after a mild cough or two.

      “That’s okay. You’ll get the hang of it eventually.” Hal smiled as he puffed another cloud of smoke then in the most random fashion, he asked her, “Who’s your favorite dead celebrity?”

      An eerie silence enveloped the pair after Hal’s question before Alice replied. “I think Kurt Cobain,” she piped up.

      “Hmm…can’t knock that. Dude had crazy talent. His death sucked,” Hal agreed with another puff and pass of the joint.

      “How about you? Who’s your favorite dead celebrity?” Alice asked with lazy eyes and a stoned grin etched on her face now, as she puffed from the joint.

      “Urggghh…let’s see…” Hal glanced up with a slight groan like he was in deep thought. “There’s quite a few actually…” he trailed off.

      “Name them.” Alice was totally free with Hal now and wanted to talk about everything with him.

      “Well, there’s Mac Miller, there’s Amy Winehouse…and oh, John Lennon!” he added emphatically.

      “Hmmm…quite a list, huh?” Alice hissed softly after a drag of the joint which she then handed back to Hal.

      “Tell me about it. The good ones never seem to stay around for long.” Hal shrugged then took another long hard puff of his joint.

      Alice was silent now, half wondering if Hal made his last statement in reference to the actual dead celebrities or his dead brother.  Alice wanted to bring up the topic of Hal’s dead brother and her dead sister, but she felt there was no point in ruining the good moment with such sordid feelings.

      “I like your hat. You said that you make them?” Alice randomly asked to change the trajectory of the discussion into a lighter mood.

      Tapping on his head like he’d forgotten he had a hat on, Hal smiled at Alice’s remark.

      “Thanks! Of course, I do,” Hal quipped with
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