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High school was a waste of daylight. If I wanted to learn about dead people who had zero impact on my actual life, I could look them up on Wikipedia. The only room in this entire building where I didn't feel like a hostage was the gym.

I crossed the three-point line, dribbled twice, and let the basketball fly. It cut through the net with a satisfying, effortless snap. Perfect rotation. I wasn't tall enough to dream of the WNBA, but on this court, I didn't miss.

"Good shot, Natalie! Tryouts are next week," Mr. Carter called out from the sideline, blowing his whistle.

"Thanks, Mr. C. I’ll think about it," I lied.

I jogged over to the sidelines where Tamara was leaning against the bleachers, practically gasping for oxygen. Gym class was her personal hell. Her tight curls were escaping a messy bun, and her face was flushed red. She wasn't heavy, just profoundly un-athletic.

"Survival tips?" she gasped, trying to spin a basketball on her finger. It immediately slipped, bouncing away and rolling straight across the court toward the double doors.

A combat boot stopped it.

My gaze traveled up from the boot, past a pair of dark jeans, to a battered leather jacket. Then I hit his face, and my brain completely short-circuited. Strong jawline. Messy blond fringe falling into his eyes. A smile so effortless it felt lethal. He scooped up the ball and walked right toward us. I cut a quick glance at Tamara. Are you seeing this, or have I dehydrated?

"Here you go," he said, handing the ball to Tamara.

Tamara actually giggled. "Thanks," she squeaked, a deep blush staining her cheeks.

"No problem," he said, his eyes crinkling. He looked surreal. Like a model who had taken a wrong turn on the way to a shoot and accidentally walked into a public school. My knees felt dangerously weak.

He extended a hand to Tamara. "I'm Brad."

"Tamara. And this is Natalie," she said, nodding toward me.

Panic hit. I frantically wiped my sweaty palm against my gym shorts before reaching out. His grip was firm, warm, and completely swallowed my hand.

"Hi, Natalie," he smiled.

I forgot how to use vowels. I stood there in my oversized gym shirt, sporting a tomato-red face and a wild ponytail, looking like a swamp monster next to a god. He was completely out of my league. A guy like Brad was destined for someone like Gina—the school’s flawless, untouchable queen bee.

"Hey! New kid! What are you doing in my gym?" Mr. Carter’s loud voice broke the spell. He marched over, adjusting his bright red baseball cap.

"I'm new, sir. Got turned around looking for the front office," Brad explained smoothly.

"You got gym clothes?"

"Uh, not on me..."

"Kidder!" Mr. Carter barked, waving over Rob Kidder. Rob was the basketball captain, a guy with spiky black hair and blue eyes who knew exactly how attractive he was. Until five seconds ago, he was the hottest guy in school. Now? Not even close. "Show the new kid the locker room. Find him some loaner gear."

"Got it. Follow me, man," Rob said.

"Don't be late again. I hate tardiness," Mr. Carter warned.

Brad followed Rob out, but my eyes stayed glued to the locker room door. I tried to focus back on the drill, dribbling around a cone. When Brad finally walked back out in a plain grey gym shirt and shorts, it was my turn to shoot. I looked up, caught his eye, and completely bricked the shot. The ball clattered violently off the rim.

"I know you can do better than that, Peterson!" Mr. Carter yelled.

I ignored him, watching Brad walk onto the court. Rob was right next to him, clapping him on the back like they were already best friends.

"Alright, count off into teams," Mr. Carter ordered, crossing his arms.

Brad looked around, clearly lost on where to go.

"Hey," I called out, my voice louder than intended. "You can join our line."

Before he could answer, a sugary, dripping voice interrupted. "They might be a decent team in here, Brad, but out there? They're the loser squad."

It was Gina. She gave him a dazzling, performative smile.

Brad didn't smile back. He didn't even look amused. Instead, he stepped right past her and walked over to my line. "Thanks for the invite," he said softly, looking down at me.

Thank God, I thought, trying desperately to keep my face completely blank so he wouldn't see my heart hammering against my ribs. "No problem."

Brad caught the next pass, executed a flawless crossover, and launched the ball. It swished perfectly through the net.

"Nice shot," I murmured as he looped back to the line.

"Thanks," he replied, his voice low.

Next up was Tamara. She took two steps, awkwardly heaved the ball, and hit the very top of the backboard. It ricocheted wildly across the gym. A few guys laughed. Tamara’s shoulders slumped, and she marched straight past me.

"It's fine, don't worry about it," I whispered, grabbing her arm.

"Easy for you to say. You aren't flunking," she muttered bitterly, pulling away.

"Where are you going, Miss Woods?" Mr. Carter yelled.

"Water," she snapped, not turning around as she pushed into the girls' locker room.

Mr. Carter reached for his whistle, but a loud thud echoed from the center line. Preston had slipped on a sweat spot and landed hard on his tailbone. The entire class erupted into groans and laughter, forcing Mr. Carter to abandon Tamara and deal with the casualty.

Luckily, the bell rang a second later.

The gym flooded with students rushing for the exits. I turned toward the girls' locker room, but a sudden shift in the air made me pause. I looked back. Brad was standing by the equipment rack, motionless, watching me through the crowd. His expression was unreadable, intense, and completely locked onto mine. I held his gaze until someone blocked my view, leaving me completely clueless—and utterly terrified of how fast my heart was beating.
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I walked into the cafeteria with Tamara, the noise of clattering trays and loud chatter hitting us like a wall of sound. Tamara immediately steered us toward the lunch line, grabbing a beef burrito and a plate of nacho cheese.

"So, what do you think about Brad?" she asked, not wasting a single second.

I played dumb. "Brad?"

"The new guy. Don't even try to deny it," she nudged me, her eyes gleaming.

"What?" I grabbed a burger and fries, trying to keep my voice casual.

"You know exactly who I'm talking about. The new guy with the perfect smile. Are you seriously going to pretend he isn't hot?" Tamara was always like this—so direct it completely caught me off guard.

I laughed nervously. "Tamara, relax. He's just some guy." There wasn't any fruit punch today, so I grabbed a bottle of water. I loathed milk.

"Some guy, huh?" She pointed with her chin toward the center of the room.

Brad was sitting three tables away, flanked by Rob and Joey. As I led the way to an empty rectangular table, I caught his eye. He was staring directly at me. I swallowed hard, quickly looking down at my tray to avoid his gaze.

"Is he looking at you? Oh my god, he is looking at you!" Tamara whispered loudly, twisting one of her dark curls around her finger before popping a nacho into her mouth.

I sneaked a glance back over. The second my eyes met his, Brad smoothly shifted his gaze to the side.

"Tamara, stop making things up," I said, unwrapping my burger. "He’s just looking around to see who his classmates are. He's new."

The burger was actually decent—nice and juicy. Tamara devoured her first burrito and immediately eyed the lunch line again, clearly wanting a second round.

"Tamara, save some room for dinner," I teased gently.

"So what? I'm starving," she laughed.

I couldn't help but smile. I didn't care what anyone thought about Tamara; she was the coolest, funniest person I knew, and I constantly wished I had her confidence. She started back toward the line just as Gina stepped up to grab a single, performative apple.

"Well, look what we have here," Gina sighed, her voice dripping with artificial pity. "Little Miss Porky is back for seconds."

The humor evaporated from the room. I stood up so fast my chair screeched against the linoleum. "That was completely uncalled for, Gina."

"Oh, look, girls—the president of the loser club is speaking," Gina sneered, turning to her friends. "You know, Natalie, you actually could have been one of us. But you chose to be a failure instead."

I stepped between them, took the second burrito from the counter, and handed it to Tamara. I patted her shoulder, guiding her back. Then I turned on Gina.

"Sorry, but I’d rather hold a lifetime membership in the loser club than spend one second in the bitch squad."

Gina’s jaw dropped. Behind her, Steph stepped forward. "What did you just call us?"

"I'm sorry, I don't have time to explain it to slow learners. Bye," I said, turning my back on them.

"You're going to be so sorry you messed with us, Natalie," Gina warned, her voice dropping to a harsh whisper.

I ignored the threat, too drained to care. Gina, Steph, and Melanie strutted away toward Brad’s table. I figured they were going to lay charm on the new guy and warn him away from us, but I didn't care.

"She is so out of line," I muttered, sitting back down.

But Tamara wasn't listening. She was staring blankly at her plate, her shoulders shaking.

"Tamara?"

Silent tears streamed down her face. Suddenly, she pushed her tray away, stood up, and bolted from the cafeteria.

"Tamara, wait!" I called out.

As I ran after her, a chorus of cruel laughter erupted from Gina's table. "There goes the whale girl!" someone shouted. I didn't stop to fight them. I just sprinted down the hallway and into the girls' bathroom.

The sound of muffled whimpering echoed from the end stall. I pressed my hand against the locked door. "Tamara? Open up."

"She’s right, you know," Tamara’s broken voice came through the wood.

"Who? Gina? No way in hell is she right about anything."

"You say things too, Natalie. I'm fat."

I leaned my forehead against the door, hating myself for making those stupid jokes earlier. "Tamara, look at me. Well, don't look at me because the door is locked, but listen to me. You are beautiful, and I only joke around because I care about you. I would never, ever make fun of you."

"Yeah, right. You're probably embarrassed to even be seen with me."

"Embarrassed?" I threw my hands up. "I literally just handed you that second burrito and called the most popular girls in school the bitch squad in front of the entire cafeteria! I am completely on your side. Always."

The lock clicked. The door swung open, revealing Tamara wiping away her tears, a tiny smirk fighting its way onto her face. "Are you serious? You actually called them the bitch squad?"

"You know I did. Stop pretending you didn't hear me," I smiled, nudging her arm.

"Do you want to go back out there?" she asked quietly.

I shook my head. "Honestly? I lost my appetite. Let's get out of here and go to the ghost section."

Tamara’s smile finally broke through. "Okay. Let's go."
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The "ghost area" was an abandoned wing of the school, boarded up years ago after a massive mold outbreak coincided with a devastating drop in county funding. It didn't take long for urban legends to poison the halls; rumors spread that the building was actually condemned because of ghosts and demons. Middle schoolers loved sneaking up here for Halloween parties, making fake audio recordings pretending they’d captured paranormal activity. That’s how it got its name. In reality, there wasn't a single ghost in the place. For Tamara and me, it was just a sanctuary—a quiet, crumbling spot where we could chill out, vent, and occasionally cut class. I wasn't a perfect student, but I wasn't a chronic delinquent either. Sometimes, you just needed to disappear.

"I wish I could grow up already and get out of this town," Tamara said, kicking a piece of loose gravel across the concrete floor.

"Yeah? Where would you go?"

"I don't know. New York," she sighed.

I let out a soft laugh. Tamara shot me a look. "What?"

I shook my head, smiling. "Nothing."

"You really like this tiny town, don't you?" she asked.

I nodded, leaning against a graffiti-covered wall. "I've visited a lot of places—New York, San Francisco, LA. They're just not for me. If you want to leave, that's fine. I just don't see why I should ever leave Nashville."

"You are so weird," Tamara muttered, but a small smile tugged at her lips.

"I guess I am," I admitted.

"I just don't understand it. It's so boring here. There's literally nothing to do."

"You think there's nothing to do because you're looking for big city lights," I countered. "Those places you want to go are so overcrowded they make my head spin. Give me some breathing room any day."

"Well, I think they're vibrant, fun, and filled with actual life," she argued, walking a slow lap around the empty room. She finally picked a dusty corner and slid down against the baseboard. "Did you bring any pot today?"

"Tamara, you know I quit two months ago."

"Why?" she groaned. "It's the only thing that makes this place tolerable."

"I'm done with it. I just want to be healthy. Clear head, better stamina."

"You're hopeless, Peterson. You know that?"

I laughed, stretching my arms. "Actually, I'm thinking about trying out for the basketball team next week."

Tamara froze, her eyes snapping up to mine. "The basketball team? Why?"

"Because I'm good at it," I said simply. "And I actually want to do something with my time."

"And where does that leave me?" Tamara’s voice suddenly lost its playful edge. She stood up from her corner, her posture turning rigid. "Are you trying to phase me out? Is that it?"

"What? No. Of course not."

"Then why are you suddenly changing everything about yourself?" Tamara demanded, her voice rising. "First you stop smoking with me, now you're joining a team of jocks. Is this all because of Brad?"

I blinked, completely thrown off. "Huh? Are you on your period or something? What does Brad have to do with anything?"

"Oh, please! I have to get out of here. No pot, you're playing sports, and next up, you’ll get a date with Brad and our friendship will officially be over."

"What are you even talking about? I don't even know the guy!"

"I saw the way he was looking at you in the cafeteria, Natalie! He likes you, and he's hot as hell. Once he asks you out, I won't even exist to you anymore. And don't bother denying you like him, because I saw you staring right back."

"Okay, Tamara, that's enough," I said, my tone hardening. "You're obviously spiraling right now. I think you need to cool off before you say something you're going to seriously regret."

Tamara glared at me, her eyes flashing with a mix of hurt and anger, before she turned on her heel and stormed out of the ghost area. I stayed behind, staring at the empty doorway until the heavy toll of the school bell signaled the final period.

When I walked into my last class, the tension followed me. Tamara was already in her seat, staring straight ahead and deliberately frowning when I walked past. I couldn't believe she was giving me the silent treatment over absolutely nothing. I slumped into my desk. To make matters worse, Brad sat down directly behind me.

Mrs. Krasinski tapped her dry-erase marker against the whiteboard to get our attention. "Okay, class. For the remainder of our world mythology unit, we are going to be discussing the lore of the werewolf."

An intrigued, low murmur rippled through the room. I sighed and raised my hand.

"Yes, Natalie?" Mrs. Krasinski asked.

"Why are we studying werewolves in an English class?" I asked. "How is that useful?"

"Because literature is built on cultural myths, Miss Peterson," Mrs. Krasinski replied smoothly.

As she turned back to the board, I felt a light tap on my shoulder. I leaned back slightly.

"I couldn't agree with you more," Brad’s deep voice whispered right behind my ear. My skin instantly prickled with heat.

"Does anyone know where the classic legend of the werewolf actually originates?" the teacher asked the room.

"England?" Susie called out from the front row.

"Nope."

I kept my eyes on my notebook, still annoyed by the curriculum. "Mrs. Krasinski, why does this matter? What is there to even analyze?"

"Well, what do you know about werewolves, Miss Peterson?" she challenged, crossing her arms.

"That they're entirely fake," I replied flatly.

The classroom erupted into laughter, and even Mrs. Krasinski chuckled. "True, but did you know there are still communities today that report active werewolf sightings?"

"Yeah, they're called scammers and weirdos," I murmured.

Ignoring my sarcasm, the teacher looked past me. "Who can give us an actual piece of historical folklore?"

Gina’s hand shot into the air, her bracelets clinking. "Werewolves are said to be incredibly hot guys who fall in love with ordinary human girls."

"A creative answer, Gina, but we are discussing classical mythology, not the Twilight saga," Mrs. Krasinski said dryly.

Behind me, Brad raised his hand. "I can answer that, Mrs. K."

"Go ahead, Peter—sorry, what was your name again?"

"Brad Wolfram," he said, his voice commanding the attention of the entire room. "The earliest literary mention of a werewolf comes from Ovid's epic poem, Metamorphoses. It details a Greek king named Lycaon, a religious zealot who tested the gods by serving human flesh to Zeus. Because Lycaon violated the sacred laws of hospitality by slaughtering his guests and cooking them, Zeus punished him by transforming him into a literal wolf."

"Very impressive, Mr. Wolfram," the teacher said, genuinely taken aback.

"Oowoooo!" Rob Kidder threw his head back and howled loudly from the back corner. The classroom dissolved into predictable chaos and laughter.

Everyone laughed except me. I just found the whole topic pointless, though I couldn't deny that Brad's sharp knowledge was kind of attractive.

Brad wasn't finished. "According to the broader legends, the transformations are triggered by the full moon. The beast hungers exclusively for human flesh, completely losing its humanity and self-control during the change before reverting back to a human at dawn. The curse is bloodborne, passed on through a bite, and traditional lore claims they can only be destroyed by silver."

"You are, like, so cool," Gina sighed loudly, turning around in her seat to beam at him.

I blocked it all out, flipping my notebook open to a blank page. I aggressively scribbled: Unbelievable... in English class we're talking about freaking werewolves! I heavily shaded the margins, graffiti-lettering the word WEREWOLVES across the page until I couldn't stand sitting there anymore. I raised my hand.

"Can I go to the bathroom?"

Mrs. Krasinski gave me a brief nod, knowing I had checked out of the lesson anyway. I grabbed my hall pass and walked down the aisle, passing Tamara. She actively looked away from me, her jaw clenched. Unbelievable.

Once inside the quiet restroom, I stood in front of the mirror, checking my skin. Thankfully, no breakouts. I pulled a tube of lip gloss from my pocket and smoothed it over my lips, trying to distract myself. My mind kept drifting back to Brad. He was gorgeous, smart, and he’d actually agreed with me. My new plan was simple: hide out in this stall until the final bell rang.

I slipped into the end stall, unwrapped a piece of chewing gum, and leaned against the wall. A moment later, the heavy bathroom door swung open, accompanied by the distinct click of high heels.

"That guy Brad is so freaking cute!" Gina’s voice echoed off the tile walls.

"Gina, he totally ignored you during the entire lecture," Steph pointed out.

"Well, I haven't had any real one-on-one time with him yet, Steph," Gina shot back defensively. "Trust me, once he actually gets a taste of me, he'll be begging to take me out by Friday."

"Don't be so sure. He’s been locking eyes with Natalie all day."

My heart missed a beat. Me?

Gina let out a sharp, mocking laugh. "Are you serious? He’s just orienting himself. Natalie is a total tomboy; she’ll bore the absolute shit out of him in five minutes."

A knot formed in my stomach. I hated Gina with every fiber of my being, but a bitter part of me knew she was right. A guy like Brad wouldn't look twice at me. It was just wishful thinking.

The loud, buzzing bell finally cut through the school, signaling the end of the day. I waited until the bathroom door clicked shut behind them before stepping out of the stall. I hurried back to the classroom to grab my things, but the room was already empty—even Mrs. Krasinski had left.

I walked up to my desk and stopped dead. My backpack was missing.

"Tamara, I swear to God," I muttered aloud, assuming my angry best friend had stolen it out of petty revenge.

I spun around to storm out into the hallway and crashed directly into a solid, warm chest.

"Ouch!" I gasped, stumbling backward.

Hands caught my shoulders, steadying me. It was Brad.

"Are you alright?" he asked, looking down at me. His short, curtained blond hair was tucked neatly behind his ears, and his striking blue eyes felt completely mesmerizing up close. He looked like something straight out of a dream.

"Yeah... I'm fine," I stammered, my eyes dropping down. "Hey—that's my backpack."

Brad’s arm was hooked through the straps of my black bag. He let out a low, melodic laugh, flashing a flawless set of pearly white teeth.

"Yeah... I know," Brad said, his voice low and smooth. "I took it for safekeeping. I hope you don't mind."

"No, not at all," I murmured, my voice a little breathless. I dropped my gaze to the floor, suddenly fascinated by the linoleum pattern as I nervously tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

"I can carry it for you if you'd like," he offered, shifting the weight of the bag.

I forced a small laugh and shook my head, trying to find my sudden lack of composure. "No, that's okay. I've got it."

Brad handed the backpack over, his fingers brushing against mine for a fleeting second. A spark of electricity shot straight up my arm. He gave a small, slow nod. "Okay. It's Natalie, right?"

"Yeah," I breathed, looking up into those intense blue eyes. "And you're Brad, right?"

"That's me," he said, his lips curving into a lazy, perfect smile. He took a half-step backward toward the doorway. "I'll see you tomorrow then, Natalie."

"See ya," I managed to squeak out.

He turned and walked down the empty hallway, his leather jacket fading into the shadows of the exit. I stood frozen in place, my heart hammering violently against my ribs. My legs felt like absolute lead. Right then, I didn't care if he never spoke another word to me for the rest of the year—just surviving that conversation felt like a miracle.
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Tamara usually drove me home, but she had stormed off for reasons I was still trying to untangle. Was she genuinely jealous of the way Brad had been looking at me, or did she truly think I was picking on her? The confusion was a heavy weight in my chest. I never meant to hurt her. I was just trying to look out for her, and it stung that she couldn't see my concern. I just didn't want the school's apex predators tearing her apart, which was why I’d warned her to slow down. I hadn't told her she couldn't eat; I’d just told her to be careful. Maybe my delivery had been completely flawed, or maybe she was just too sensitive about the subject to hear it from me. But how was I supposed to know? I wasn't a mind reader.

Which meant I was walking.

It would take at least an hour to reach my house on foot, especially since I had zero intention of jogging in my school clothes. The student parking lot was almost entirely empty, including the space where Tamara’s car usually sat. Because I’d been trapped in the bathroom and delayed by the backpack incident, I’d completely missed the afternoon bus. The driver never expected me anyway, so he always took off early.

A sudden, throaty engine roar shattered the quiet blacktop. I glanced over as a vintage red motorcycle cut across the lot, stopping a few feet away. The rider wore a dark leather jacket and a gloss-black helmet. I immediately looked away, pretending to check my phone. There was absolutely no way I was hitching a ride with a stranger.

"Natalie!"

I paused, my jaw dropping as the rider pulled off the helmet, shaking out a perfect mess of straight, blond hair.

"Brad?" I stammered, completely blindsided. I hadn't even known he had a bike.

"Want a ride?" he asked, tilting his head toward the empty leather seat behind him.

I pointed a hesitant finger at the machine. "On that?"

"This right here is a vintage 1974 Norton," he said proudly, patting the fuel tank. "It used to belong to my dad."

"I don't have a helmet," I countered, taking a step back. "I’d really rather not risk the road rash."

"Take mine," he said smoothly.

"Then you won't have one. Those things are incredibly dangerous, Brad."

Brad let out a low laugh. "I’ll drive slow. I swear. Scout's honor." Before I could argue further, he kicked down the kickstand, killed the engine, and stepped off the bike. He walked right into my personal space, gently lifting the heavy black helmet and sliding it over my head.

His fingers brushed against my neck, leaving a trail of absolute fire in their wake. "There," he murmured, his blue eyes locked onto mine through the open visor.

"But now you're unprotected," I pointed out, my voice sounding muffled to my own ears.

"Would you just say thank you and tell me where you live?"

I chewed the inside of my cheek. "I don't know if this is a good idea."

"Don't you? Really?" A knowing, effortless smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

I rolled my eyes and pursed my lips, safe in the knowledge that the tinted visor completely hid my embarrassment. "Fine. Thanks."

"You're very welcome," he replied, his tone dripping with an annoying amount of charm.

I climbed onto the back of the bike, carefully arranging my knees as I rattled off my address. "Washington Street. House 1349."

"Washington Street?"

"Just take two lefts, then go straight after the second traffic light. Turn left one more time, and my house is the fifth one on the block."

"See? That wasn't so difficult," he chuckled, swinging his leg over the front seat. "Now, you need to hold on tight. You don't want to fly off the back when I hit the throttle."

My heart did a violent somersault. Hold on tight? "Am I actually going to fall off?"

"Only if you don't hold on," he warned.

I cautiously wrapped my arms around his waist.

"Not tight enough," he muttered.

Releasing a breath I didn't know I was holding, I slid closer, pressing my chest against his back and locking my arms securely around him. He felt like solid marble under his jacket. Despite the chilly autumn breeze ripping past my bare arms, I felt like I was burning alive. My palms were sweating, and my pulse was racing so fast I was terrified he could feel it vibrating through his spine.

We roared out of the school lot, passing through the quiet heart of our small brick town. Pedestrians stopped to stare as we cruised past. A couple on a vintage motorcycle wasn't exactly a common sight around Nashville's quieter suburbs. Brad executed the second left smoothly, coasting toward a red light right next to our local pizza parlor.

"Want to grab a bite?" he asked, calling back over his shoulder while we idled. "You and me. Let's get a pizza."

"I can't," I called back, the helmet vibrating against my jaw. "I have to get home, Brad. My mom is already going to ground me for being late."

"What? Why?"

"It's a really long story, and I don't want to talk about it."

"Let me guess—strict rules on a school night?"

"That's a big part of it," I admitted.

The light flashed green, and Brad hit the accelerator, the engine growling as we swept through the final turn. He slowed the bike down, coasting to a stop right in front of the fifth house on the left. My house.

I unbuckled the strap and carefully pulled the helmet off, inhaling the fresh, cool air. "This is it."

Brad looked up at the two-story brick home. "Nice place. Are your parents loaded?"

"More or less, I suppose," I said, handing the helmet back to him.

He took it, but he didn't put it back on. Instead, he just rested his arms on the handlebars and stared at me with an intensity that made my knees feel like jelly.

"What?" I asked, shifting my weight nervously.

"Can we go out sometime? Like... this Saturday?"

My brain entirely short-circuited. He was asking me out. An actual, official date. Out of all the girls in that school—girls like Gina who would have killed for this exact moment—he was asking me. Panic flared right alongside the excitement.

"Um... I can't," I stammered, the rejection slipping out before I could stop it. "I'm practicing on Saturday."

Brad raised an eyebrow. "Practicing for what?"

"Basketball. Tryouts are next week, and I need to be ready."

"But you aren't going to be shooting hoops the entire day, are you?" he pointed out, a playful grin forming on his face. "Let's catch a movie Saturday night. What do you think?"

I looked down at my sneakers, my social anxiety screaming at me to retreat. "I really have to go inside, Brad. But thanks for the ride."

"Anytime," he said softly, his smile never wavering.

"Okay. Bye." I gave him a small, awkward wave and hurried up the concrete walkway.

"Bye, Natalie," he called out.

The engine roared back to life, and I watched from the porch as he vanished down the street. The moment he was gone, the reality of what I’d just done hit me like a physical blow. For the first time in a very long time, I felt like an absolute idiot.
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I walked into my supposedly luxurious house, which always felt entirely too big for just the two of us. My mother rarely displayed family photographs. Instead, the walls were dominated by strange, abstract expressionist paintings that I absolutely despised. I always felt like abstract expressionism could be replicated by a kindergartener with a pack of crayons and some tempera paint. I preferred realism—photorealism especially—where you could actually appreciate a beautiful imitation of real life.

A low, circular black coffee table sat at the center of the living room, holding a single red orchid. My mother was a strict minimalist when it came to decor; there wasn't a single side table in sight. I sat down on the chocolate-brown sofa, letting my body sink into its soft cushions.

"Natalie?" my mom called out from the kitchen. A moment later, she paced into the living room.

"Yeah?"

"Who was that?" she asked, crossing her arms.

"Who was who?"

"I saw a boy on a motorcycle drop you off. Who is he?"

"His name is Brad Wolfram. He’s new at school," I replied.

"He looks like trouble, Natalie, and I don't want you running around with troublemakers," she said. I stared up at her middle-aged face and sharp bob hairdo, instantly exhausted by the familiar lecture.

"Mom, he just gave me a ride," I sighed, pushing myself up from the sofa. I grabbed my backpack and headed toward the stairs. If I stayed down here, she would drag this conversation out for hours.

"I had to deal with enough garbage from Lucy next door, and I'm not doing it with you. Let me see your backpack," she demanded, following me. Lucy was our neighbor who had originally introduced me to pot before leaving for college last summer.

I paused on the bottom step. "What?"

"Your backpack. Hand it over."

"Why?"

"Because I want to see if you're carrying drugs."

"Oh, for God's sake," I muttered, ripping the bag off my shoulder. I watched in disbelief as she thoroughly rummaged through my things. Finding nothing, she frowned and thrust the bag back at me.

"Satisfied?" I asked.

My mother shook her head in disapproval. "I just don't understand you, Natalie. Your father and I work incredibly hard to give you everything. Why do you have to mess around with drugs?"

I couldn't take it anymore. I turned and started stomping up the stairs. "I don't do drugs, Mom! I tried pot a few times. It’s not the end of the world, I'm not addicted, and I already quit. I’m actually trying out for the basketball team next week."

"The basketball team? You don't even like basketball," she called up after me.

"Wow, you really know me. It clearly shows," I called back sarcastically.

"You've never shown a single interest in sports!"

"I have! You're just too busy all the time to notice," I retorted. I reached my bedroom doors, pushed inside, and slammed it shut.

Black walls surrounded me
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