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Chapter 1: Just Another Day
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The high school hallway felt suffocating. Mary kept her head down, holding her books like they were her only shield against the noise and the eyes that seemed to follow her wherever she went. Her heart beat a little faster as she navigated through the crowd, trying to blend in, trying not to be seen. The laughter of other students echoed off the lockers, the slamming of doors, the murmur of voices all of it blurred into a background hum she couldn’t quite escape.

She reached her locker, her fingers trembling slightly as she turned the combination dial. It was a small moment of control in a world that felt out of her grasp. She let out a slow breath, trying to steady herself.

I just need to get through today, she thought, glancing briefly around the hallway. Just keep it together, and everything will be fine.

But then she saw Mitch. Mitch stood at the end of the hallway, just outside the gym doors. His tall, athletic frame was impossible to miss. Broad shoulders, muscular arms, and the easy confidence of someone who had never doubted his place in the world. His basketball jacket hung loosely over his shoulders, the school’s logo printed across the front. His dark hair was cut short, a little messy, and his brown eyes, those damn brown eyes were always full of mischief and warmth. He was always smiling, like life was just one big joke that no one else seemed to get. But it wasn’t a grin that made him seem cocky. It was just who he was: comfortable in his skin.

And that grin was directed at her now.

“Hey, you good?” he asked, slowing his pace as he reached her.

Mary paused, her eyes briefly meeting his before she quickly looked away. She didn’t know how to answer him, not when the weight of everything in her life felt like it was pressing down so hard on her chest.

“Yeah,” she muttered, her voice coming out softer than she intended. “Just tired.”

Mitch didn’t seem convinced. He studied her for a moment, his brow furrowing slightly. Mary could feel the way his eyes searched her face, as if he was trying to figure out what was wrong, but she shut him out, just like she always did.

“Alright,” Mitch said, his tone light again. “Catch you later.”

She nodded, watching as he walked away, his easy confidence pulling him further from her. He didn’t seem to notice that she was still stuck, frozen in her own thoughts.

The bell rang, signaling the beginning of the period, and Mary made her way to class. She tried to focus, tried to listen as the teacher droned on about whatever subject was supposed to matter that day, but her mind was elsewhere. It wasn’t that she wasn’t capable of learning. She was. It was just that it all felt so... pointless.

Her pen tapped absently on the desk, the rhythm oddly soothing in the otherwise quiet classroom. She stared at the front of the room, but her thoughts were far from the lesson. They were miles away, in a place she didn’t want to go, but couldn’t avoid.

Why am I even here?

The thought echoed in her mind, heavier with each passing moment. If she walked out of this classroom right now, would anyone even notice? Would they care? Probably not. She could just slip away, fade into the background. It would be easy. Too easy.

But she couldn’t.

She glanced at the clock. Time felt like it was crawling, dragging her through each minute. She let out a long, slow breath.

Just get through it. Just get through it.

Lunchtime came, and Mary found herself walking to the cafeteria, her stomach in knots. She didn’t want to eat, didn’t want to sit with anyone, but it was the routine. She couldn’t break it, not yet.

The cafeteria was a blur of noise as she searched for an empty seat. Her eyes landed on Mitch, sitting with his teammates. As usual, they were loud, laughing and joking with each other. But when Mitch saw her, he paused mid-conversation and waved her over.

She hesitated, caught between wanting to sit with him and the weight of the isolation she always felt, even when she was surrounded by people. But in the end, she walked over, sliding into the seat next to him.

“Did I miss anything in class?” Mitch asked, his smile wide as he pushed his tray of food aside to make room for her.

Mary let out a small laugh, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She shook her head, poking at the food on her tray without much interest.

“If you were there, you’d know,” she replied, her voice lacking its usual bite.

Mitch chuckled and leaned back in his chair, stretching his long legs out under the table. He was always so comfortable in his own skin, so full of life. He was everything Mary wasn’t.

Mitch had a way of making everyone feel like they belonged. He was tall, his broad chest filling out the basketball team’s over-sized hoodie, and his confidence made everything seem effortless. His eyes always held a spark, like he was in on a secret, and whenever he looked at her, there was something comforting about it. Even now, as he sat next to her, she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was waiting for her to let her guard down.

They sat in silence for a moment, the noise of the cafeteria filling the space between them. Mitch started talking again about the upcoming basketball game, his voice full of excitement as he mentioned scouts coming to watch. Mary nodded, pretending to listen, but her mind was drifting once again.

I wish I could care, she thought. I wish I could be excited for him like everyone else. But I can’t. Not when everything feels like it’s falling apart inside.

A girl named Heather from the cheerleading team passed by, giving Mitch a teasing smile.

“Can’t wait to see you crush it in the big game, Mitch,” she said, her voice sweet but with that familiar edge of sarcasm. “Your little girlfriend’s gonna be so proud.”

Mary felt the word “girlfriend” hit her like a cold splash of water, but she didn’t let it show. Instead, she kept her face neutral, her smile tight.

“Yeah, I can’t wait,” she said, her voice quieter than she meant it to be.

Mitch gave her a look but didn’t say anything, instead continuing his conversation with the guys. Mary stared down at her food, her mind heavy with thoughts she couldn’t share, things she couldn’t say.

After school, they walked together to the parking lot. Mitch was talking about the game again, but his voice was a low hum in the background of her thoughts. She barely heard him. She just kept walking, trying to keep her distance from everything, even him.

She couldn’t let him see. Not now. Not yet.

When they reached Mitch’s car, he gave her a quick glance, like he was waiting for her to say something, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. She just slid into the passenger seat and stared out the window, letting the sound of the engine lull her into silence.

I wish I could just be normal, she thought as they drove off, the world outside her window moving faster than she felt. But I’m not. I’m just stuck.

“I’m telling you, this game . I’ve been working for this for ages. Coach said there’s going to be at least a couple scouts from State, and maybe even—”

His words trailed off as he glanced at Mary, realizing she wasn’t really listening. Her attention was distant, her eyes unfocused, lost somewhere in her own thoughts.

“Yo... did you hear me, girl?” Mitch asked, his voice light but concerned.

Mary blinked, quickly snapping out of it. She forced a smile, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Yeah... sorry. Just got some stuff on my mind.”

Mitch nodded but didn’t press. He was used to her mood swings, though it still worried him sometimes. Mary stared out the window, the scenery blurring as her mind wandered back to the overwhelming weight of her own life. She wanted to tell Mitch everything about the fear she couldn’t escape, the thoughts that gnawed at her. But she couldn’t. Not now. Not when Mitch had his big game coming up. It wasn’t fair to him.

She tried to focus on his words when he asked about the game, but her thoughts kept drifting. “How many scouts do you think are coming to see you play?” she asked, though the question felt hollow in her mind.

Mitch glanced over at her, a bit surprised by her question. He smiled, trying to shake off his concern for her. “A few, hopefully. But it only takes one to notice, you know?”

Mary nodded, offering a small, distracted smile in return. Her heart wasn’t in the conversation, but she didn’t want to make it worse by showing Mitch just how much she was struggling. She needed to keep her focus on him, on his moment.

As Mitch pulled up to her house, he gave her a hug before she got out. After he waved goodbye to her he drives away. The house had always been a place of refuge until it wasn’t. The door closed behind her with a soft thud, and she stood there for a moment, staring at the empty hallway. It was quiet. Too quiet. Her stomach twisted.

She set her bag down, wandering through the house, each step heavier than the last. The pictures on the walls felt like ghosts, reminders of a life that no longer existed. Her eyes fell on one framed photo in particular the family picture, when everything seemed normal. Her mother, her sister Christina, and her stepfather, all smiles, looking like they had everything figured out. She reached out and lightly ran her fingers across the edge of the frame.

If only it had stayed that way. If only they could go back to when the front door opening meant something good, not something she dreaded.

Her chest tightened, and she quickly looked away, retreating up the stairs to her room. As she passed her mother’s old bedroom, she paused, a lump rising in her throat. She touched the door frame lightly, feeling the cold wood beneath her fingertips. Her mother’s absence loomed large in the house, and in her heart.

“If only you were here...” Mary thought, closing her eyes for a brief moment before moving on.

Upstairs, she locked herself in her room, feeling the familiar sense of relief that came with shutting out the world. She flopped onto her bed, grabbing her textbook, but the words blurred together. She tapped the pencil against the paper, her mind far from anything she was supposed to be focusing on.

From downstairs, she heard the sound of a car door slamming and footsteps approaching the front door. Her stomach lurched, a familiar sense of dread pooling in her chest.

She froze for a moment, unable to breathe, unable to think. Her stepfather was home.

She didn’t want to face him. Not like this. But there was no escaping it. Not now.

The door downstairs creaked open. She could hear the sound of keys being tossed on the table, the heavy sound of boots stomping through the house. Her stomach twisted tighter, and she clenched her fists.

The home she used to feel safe in had become a place of tension, of anxiety. She had once felt a sense of belonging here, a part of something real. Now, she felt like an intruder in her own space.

She turned away, glancing at the closed door. Memories flickered in her mind, flashes of before. Back when the house had been filled with laughter and warmth. Back when everything had felt safe. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the intrusive thoughts. They wouldn’t leave her alone.

She had to focus. She couldn’t let herself get lost in the past, in what had been. She had to be strong.

Suddenly, there was a faint knock on Mary’s bedroom door.

“Mary?” Her stepfather’s voice was muffled but unmistakable.

Her grip on the pencil tightened. She didn’t move, barely even breathed.

Another pause. “You home?” he asked again, his tone light but laced with something unspoken.

Mary swallowed hard, forcing herself to sound calm. “...Yeah. Doing homework.”

A long silence stretched out on the other side of the door. She waited, every muscle in her body tense, until finally—

“Dinner in an hour?” he said casually, but the pause that followed felt deliberate. “I’m starving.”

The sound of his footsteps retreating down the hall felt like a release valve. Mary let out a shaky breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. She turned back to her homework, staring at the page in front of her, but her hand still trembled around the pencil.

It’s never just dinner, she thought bitterly, the words echoing in her mind.

She blinked, trying to refocus, but the knot in her stomach refused to loosen.

Later on that night, dinner was as suffocating as she expected.

Mary sat across from her stepfather at the worn dining table, the clinking of utensils against plates was the only sound filling the silence. She kept her head down, eyes fixed on her plate, moving the food around without much appetite. She could feel his gaze on her, studying her like a predator watching its prey.

“So... the big game’s coming up, right?” he asked suddenly, breaking the quiet. His voice was too casual to be genuine. “Mitch must be excited.”

Mary nodded slightly, keeping her eyes on her plate. “Yeah... it’s important. Scouts are coming.”

He chuckled softly, but there was an edge to it. “Mitch the star, huh? Guess you’ll be cheering him on like a good little girlfriend.”

Mary felt her stomach twist. She forced a weak smile. “He’s... just a friend.”

He leaned back in his chair, shaking his head as if amused. “You’re a terrible liar, Mary.”

Her hand froze mid-motion, but she quickly looked down again, hoping he wouldn’t notice. She focused on her fork, willing herself not to react.

The room felt colder as silence stretched between them. Then, with a serious tone that made her skin crawl, he asked, “You’ll be home before the game tomorrow... right?”

It wasn’t a question. It was a demand. His voice was calm, but the threat was clear beneath the surface.

Mary nodded quickly. “Yeah... I’ll be home,” she whispered.

He narrowed his eyes, watching her, measuring her response. Finally, he gave a short, satisfied nod. “Good.”

Mary pushed back her chair and picked up her plate, eager to escape. She could feel his eyes still on her as she walked toward the hallway. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she barely whispered under her breath, That felt like the longest dinner of my life.

The stairs creaked as she climbed them slowly, each step deliberate and heavy. She reached her room, slipped inside, and quietly locked the door behind her. Leaning against it, she let out a shaky breath, pressing her back to the door as if it could shield her from everything on the other side.

She glanced around her room, her eyes landing on a worn teddy bear resting on her pillow. It’s fur faded and matted from years of being hugged too tightly.

Mary crossed the room and sat on her bed, pulling the bear into her arms. She held it close, its familiar weight a small comfort in a world that felt too heavy.

Funny, she thought, tracing the bear’s ear with her fingertip, how something so small can hold so many memories.

A memory flickered through her mind, vivid and bittersweet.

She was eight years old again, snuggled under the covers with the same teddy bear clutched tightly to her chest. Her mother sat beside her, gently brushing Mary’s hair back from her face with a soft smile.

“You’ve got your teddy to keep you safe,” her mother whispered, her voice full of warmth, “and I’ll always be right here.”

Mary smiled sleepily, her small fingers curling into the bear’s fur. “Promise?” she whispered.

Her mother leaned down, pressing a kiss to Mary’s forehead. “Promise.”

Safe. Loved. Protected. Mary drifted off to sleep with her mother’s promise echoing in her mind.

The memory faded, and Mary blinked back to the present. She was alone now, holding the same bear, but the warmth was gone.

“If only you were here,” she whispered softly into the quiet night.

Mary sat on the edge of her bed, the teddy bear still clutched tightly in her arms. The room was silent, but it wasn’t peaceful it was more like the suffocating stillness that settled in the air before a storm.

It’s funny, she thought bitterly, how quiet can feel so loud.

She let out a slow breath and reached for her worn notebook from her bag. The cover was frayed at the edges, the pages inside filled with hurried scribbles, half-finished poems, and sketches that never felt quite complete. She flipped through them absentmindedly, each page a reflection of the restless thoughts she could never say out loud. Finally, she landed on a blank page and stared at it, pen poised but not moving. 

Sometimes I wish I could just disappear into these pages, she thought, pressing the pen’s tip lightly to the paper but not writing. Rewrite my story. Erase everything. Start over.

But even that felt impossible now.

Her phone buzzed beside her, the sound cutting through the silence like a blade. She flinched slightly, then picked it up to see Mitch’s name on the screen.

Yo, you okay? Looked a little off today. I’m here if you need me.

Mary stared at the message, her thumb hovering over the screen. She started to type a reply I’m fine but deleted it just as quickly. Her fingers lingered, hesitating, wishing she could tell him the truth. Wishing she could tell anyone.

But she couldn’t.

What if they don’t believe me? The thought whispered through her mind like a cruel echo. What if they look at me differently? What if he finds out?

Her chest tightened as the weight of everything she carried pressed down on her. With a sigh, she turned the phone face down on her nightstand and sank back onto her bed, her eyes fixed on the ceiling above.

I wish I could tell him, she thought as her eyes fluttered shut. I wish I could tell anyone.

But silence felt safer, even if it hurt more.

In the quiet darkness of her room, the faint creak of a distant door echoed through the house, sending a shiver down her spine.
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Chapter 2: Whispers in the Hallway
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The high school hallway buzzed with energy as students rushed between classes, their laughter and chatter echoing off the lockers. Mary stood at her locker, methodically organizing her books, trying to drown out the noise around her.

If I keep my head down, maybe they’ll stop staring. Just breathe, Mary. You’ve done this a million times. One more day. Just get through one more day.

She was so absorbed in her thoughts that she didn’t hear Mitch approach until his arms wrapped around her shoulders in a warm, playful hug.

“Hey,” he teased softly, his voice close to her ear, “you didn’t text me back last night. You good?”

Mary jumped at the unexpected touch, her body tensing as she instinctively pulled away. Calm down. It’s just Mitch. Don’t let him see how jumpy you are. She smoothed out her sweater, hoping he hadn’t noticed her reaction, and turned to face him with a forced grin.

“Sorry,” she replied, trying to sound casual. “I fell asleep early. I was really tired.”

Lie. Another lie. I’m so tired of lying to everyone.

Mitch gave her a look, a mix of curiosity and concern but let it slide. “You sure? You’ve been kind of... off lately.”

Mary’s heart clenched. She couldn’t let him in, not now. Please don’t ask me what’s wrong. I can’t tell you. I can’t tell anyone. She forced a light laugh, brushing his
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