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FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL. Last year here, actually. Aunt Jasmine took me here, but she didn’t know how much I dreaded being in this place again. Being a shorter than normal young woman was always a problem for me. Girls and boys used to pick on me, and they never stopped doing so. Even now, in senior year, they wanted to make sure I was feeling down all the time.

I was sitting in the car, looking out at the school. It was named Lee high and it almost looked like a hospital. It gave off a cold vibe, no matter what season it was. The falling leaves and overcast sky didn’t help things either. Lee High was never the kind of place one wanted to spend a lot of time in.

Unfortunately for me, I had to spend most of my time there. I didn’t have much of a choice. There was no other school for me to go to in this town.

“Good luck with classes today. It’s the first day of the year, but I think you will be fine,” Aunt Jasmine said before I got out of the car and closed the door behind me.

She waved goodbye before she drove away. The sight of her red sedan turning at the intersection told me to face my terrors. Even though I hated Lee High to death, there was nothing I could do about it.

Just needed to get good grades and be accepted into Lee College. That and Lee High were named after the same person. I didn’t really care about him, so I never looked up to find out who he was. I only knew there was, once, an investigation regarding the murder of his wife. It was never concluded, though some people thought he was more than a ‘victim’.

I was the kind of person who didn’t believe in coincidences, and I didn’t think he was innocent. There was something about Lee Sears I didn’t like, and maybe one day I would find out.

He was so full of himself his company inherited his first name and not his last.

I walked from the entrance to the patio. The number of students gathered here was already making me feel nervous. I was never the kind of girl to like being around too many people, and it was something that was never going to change about me.

I sneaked out there before anyone could find out I was on campus. Being someone like I was, short and who tended to stand out even when I didn’t want to, people tended to pick up on me, especially the bullies.

Most of them didn’t bother me when they had more important things to deal with, though.

I walked until I found the school’s main garden. I hid behind some bushes and took my camera out of my backpack. It was one of the old ones. I didn’t like the new cameras. These old ones were just the best.

Hiding behind the bushes shone a new light on the world around me. This was where I felt most comfortable. Away from the gaze of everyone, and being able to spy on them at the same time. It’s how I managed to cope with my nervousness.

As an introvert, I tended to get overwhelmed for being in crowds too easily. When I walked over to the many students on the patio, my mind immediately thought about going elsewhere. Thankfully, being a student for so long in Lee High made me learn all the spots I liked the most, and Lee Garden was one of the best for me.

I made sure everything in my camera worked. Ahhhh, this moment was one of the best. This was the first day of classes of the year, but I still thought about so many other things. What would classes be like this time? Hopefully better than last year.

I looked around for Erin. When I checked my phone, she said she would be coming here soon. ‘Soon’ for her could as well be the second class in the morning. We were in senior year, and she would be taking the same classes as me.

I put the phone back into the pocket of my pants and resumed looking around. The rush of safety and the feeling of not being exposed anymore were enough to make my mind calm down. Whenever I thought I was in danger, I could not think straight, and what just happened today was no different.

And then, my eyes came upon him. Lord Stan. He was no lord in the literal sense of the word, but he demanded to call him that way. I had some run-ins with him, and they were all unpleasant.

Right now, he and his best friend, Jacob, who was just another rich guy from the Lee neighborhood, were picking up on a short student who was not much younger than they were. His problem was that he was too short and he had glasses so thick one would think he would not be able to see a thing without them.

Lord Stan and Jacob surrounded the little guy as if they were wolves surrounding a lone chicken in the woods. I didn’t know who the little guy was, but he was scared of them, which was a normal reaction

He was probably in his first year of high school and never heard of Lord Stand and Jacob. He was acting as if he needed to apologize to the built-like-tanks bullies that surrounded him.

Lord Stan was in front of him, and he had a devilish smile on his face. Picking up on someone who could not defend himself was something he enjoyed. I could not fully understand his mind, but if there was something I knew about him, it was that he enjoyed being a bully far too much.

He was born to be the kind of man he was. It was the only explanation - the only plausible one - I had in mind regarding the sort of guy he was.

My run-ins with Lord Stan were already enough to make me wary of him. Whenever he was coming toward me in a hall, I had to find an excuse to turn around and go somewhere else. I could still remember that time I ended up going into a classroom I didn’t have lectures in to escape meeting Lord Stan. The students of said classroom all began to whisper. ‘Who is this girl and what is she doing here?’ were constant questions I heard while I waited for him to go elsewhere.

It wasn’t that he had a thing for me. Lord Stan only bullied me when I was close by. I just wanted to avoid any unnecessary meetings with him.

“Give me that watch of yours or I will break your nose before your first class,” he said loud enough to make some passersby give him worried looks.

I was concerned about the student they were bullying. Didn’t know if he would be able to come back to Lee High after that.  I heard so many stories of people who just straight gave up on studying here after their first encounter with Lord Stan.

The little guy looked even shorter and more vulnerable with two tanks surrounding him. Lord Stan was the football team’s quarterback, and he was one of the best. There were talks of him becoming a professional player, even though his father would probably wish for Stan to work for him.

Jacob was not much different in that regard. He was not as muscular as Stan, but he made up for that with his speed. They said he was one of the fastest in the team. Lord Stan and Jacob were quite the pair. They forced opposition teams to build specific tactics to contain them.

“I-I- It’s the only watch I have with me. It was given to me by my grandfather, and he is d-dead now. It’s the only thing I have to remember him by,” the little guy said while holding his watch in his hand.

It was very old and it probably was made in the 19th century. It was one of those watches people put in their pockets. I didn’t even know they existed anymore. Selling it would probably make the bullied student quite rich. There were many people looking for items like that one for their collections.

“You think you have a choice here? Give me that thing or I will break your nose right in front of everyone.”

Lord Stan was spitting as he talked, and I could see from the little guy’s constant wincing that he was not enjoying that. He probably didn’t know what was worse, if it was the spitting on his face or having to give up his watch for the bully.

Out of nowhere, he tried to run, but Lord Stan and Jacob grabbed him using his backpack. The poor guy fell down on his ass loud enough to make some people gasp. We were all worried about him, but neither of us had the courage to do anything.

I thought about going there and doing something. Maybe calling one of the teachers? I could do that, but they would not be of much help. The thing about Lord Stan and Jacob was that their fathers ruled over the whole city.

Lee Town was a small city that was only born because Lee Sears wanted it. His industry produced cameras, and even mine was from their brand. It was cheap and good, but it was made by a company I didn’t enjoy much.

If it were up to me, I would have bought something better made from another brand, but money was short. I lived with my aunt and uncle, and they didn’t have a lot of money in their bank accounts. They barely had enough to pay the bills so that I could continue to study at Lee High.

The more I thought about Lee Sears, the more I hated the man, even though, at this point, he was already dead.

The little man stood up and began to cry. Lord Stan and Jacob burst out laughing. Dickheads. They really were enjoying all that humiliation.

It wasn’t just the humiliation, though, but also the feeling that, no matter what, there was no one capable of helping him now. My mind kept telling me to do something about this, but what? Take a picture? Take many pictures of the bullying happening?

I didn’t think the school’s board would care even if I had evidence the two bullies killed someone on campus. They were more interested in the money from their families.

The Lee brand paid them a lot of money - more than enough to run this place - but they still wanted more. The teachers and directors were like vultures. They wanted their meat, their money and the rest was not as important to them.

I fucking hated the people who ran Lee High and those bullies. It was one of the reasons why I needed to leave this place, even if Lee College would probably be just as bad for me.

The young student cried after he stood up. His hand looked for the watch, and then I realized what had happened to it. When he fell, so did the pocket watch. Things didn’t end well for his precious item. It broke into parts, as if glue was holding the thing together this whole time.

I knew his watch was old, but didn’t think it would break that easily. The young student went to his knees, grabbed the parts and tried to put them together, but he would never be able to fix that.

And that made him sob and cry a lot more.

Alright, Anne. Time to take those pictures and if for some reason you manage to find a crack in the impenetrable wall that is Lord Stan and his lackey, Jacob, then you will have something to use against them.

Truth be told, I didn’t think I would be the hero of anything, but seeing that young student crying and the laughter of his bullies made me feel like trying to be one.

I aimed my camera and took a couple of photos. I made sure to take some focusing on the young boy crying and the faces of Stan and Jacob as they laughed. They were finding the bullying so fun their hands were on their bellies, as if they were going to die from laughing or something like that.

Fucking idiots. Maybe one day, I would be able to do something about them.

Lord Stan and Jacob, then, walked away as if nothing had happened. Likewise, the people who could have done something about that resumed what they were doing. Chattering and footsteps filled the surrounding atmosphere again.

Well, that was just one more reason for me to ignore those people. I didn’t have many friends - just Erin - and I only liked her because she helped me all the time with the bullies.

But, where was she now?

Well, no time to think about that. I needed to find out what Lord Stan and Jacob were going to do next. There was still about an hour until the bell rang for the start of the classes in the morning, so I had time to continue to spy on them.

And Lord Stan and Jacob had enough time to torment more people who could not put up a fight.

I followed them to the cafeteria, but they just went there to buy some snacks. I turned around because I realized there was nothing for me here. Lord Stan or Jacob weren’t going to bully anyone while they were eating.

When I stepped into a new hallway, I stumbled upon a woman about my height who was not wearing the school’s uniform. I was going to complain she should be watching where she was going to when my eyes recognized the familiar features.

“Erin!” I said louder than usual while wrapping my arms around her for a hug.

The anger I was feeling because of the bullying was washed away by having her with me now. She looked radiant as ever, despite being the lazy friend of mine I liked so much. I thought she would be late as usual, so I was surprised she came to school before the second class in the morning.

“Anne! I didn’t think I would find you here.”

“Yeah, I am more surprised you came to school so early.”

She chuckled and then said, “I am never late. I just come at the right time for me.”

“Riiiiight,” I said as I followed her.

She went on to buy a bag of chips in the cafeteria. Lee Chips. Everything in this town was about Lee, and it was one of the reasons I could not wait to graduate college, even though I was still in my first year in high school.

I grabbed her arm, once she had her bag of potato chips in her hand, and then forced her to follow me out of there. Her eyebrows raised as a look of surprise took hold of her face.

“Is something going on?” She asked while she followed her.

“Yes, Lord Stan and Jacob.”

“What about them now?”

“They bullied a young student until they made him cry. Poor guy ended up breaking his grandfather’s pocket watch.”

“Wait, those things still exist?”

I let go of her arm and asked, “Are you even listening to yourself?”

After putting her finger in her right ear and rotating it a couple of times before taking it out, she said, “Yes, I am hearing just fine.”

I facepalmed and said, “That’s not what I meant.”

Her eyebrows returned to their normal position the same moment she stopped eating her potato chips. “There is nothing we can do about them.”

“There should be! I am tired of them bullying everybody just for the sake of it.”

“Is that what you really believe?”

“What?”

“Nothing,” she said before grabbing my hand and making me follow her even farther away from the cafeteria.

“Once I have enough money, I will buy this school and ban bullies from it,” I said with confidence in my voice. I needed to tell her something to make myself feel better.

I was there all the time, and could not do one thing about the young student. His crying face was still in my mind. Fucking Stan and Jacob. They were the worst kind of bullies.

“You want them to focus on you again?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you have any idea how much it took me to make them forget you?”

I opened my mouth, but didn’t know what to tell her. I never asked Erin what she did to make Lord Stan and his lackey forget about me. Now that she reminded me about that, I was curious once again.

I tried to run away, to hide as many times as possible, but in this school, the hallway and classes were as if they were designed to make people meet. No matter how many times I tried to run, to find out where Stan and Jacob were before going somewhere, I still had my run-ins with them.

“What really happened that day, Erin?” I asked, measuring my words. I knew that what happened was a serious thing. She avoided the subject as if it was a plague. I owed her for life, though, so I never pressed her.

“Nothing happened,” she said before crushing the half-full bag of chips in her hand. The sound of the closing lid of the trash can, when she tossed her bag of chips in there, ended any chance I had to find out what she did for Lord Stan and Jacob that day.
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CLASSES WENT ABOUT the way I thought they would go yesterday. I came back home, took a shower, watched the Grammy on TV, and then went to sleep. The next morning, I followed my unchanged routine. After taking a shower to wake up, Aunt Rose dropped me in front of the school.

For the first and second days, she always took me to the campus. However, for the rest of the semester, I would have to take the bus from and to home, which was fine. I had gotten used to the smell of urine and the bus being so full I couldn’t, most of the time, have a seat.

Once again, the sight of the hospital-like high school sent shivers down my spine. It wasn’t enough that Lee High was anything but a place I would like to spend my time on, today had to be a snowy day.

Snowflakes kept on painting the streets and buildings with a blinding white color. It would have been a darn good view, if it weren’t for the fact I hated Lee High so much. Could not wait to get out of it and find myself in Lee College, even if both places were in the same city and I would be seeing pretty much the same faces.

Once again, I avoided the crowd in the main patio where we had the statue of Lee Sears. It was the only thing they put there, other than some tables and chairs. Didn’t like seeing that many people, didn’t enjoy being with them.

My footsteps took me to Lee Garden. I hid behind the same bushes again, and once I saw what was happening, I felt as if I was stuck in some sort of a loop.

Lord Stan and his lackey were preying on another young student. This time, it was a girl, and she was not much older than me. I sighed and hoped they would not be as aggressive like they were yesterday.

I was so tired of them. Lord Stan and Jacob were the kind of students that failed year after year.

Both of them were filthy rich, so they had all the money to buy the best private professors. They had no excuse to still be in Lee High. Both were in their early twenties, and if anything, they should be close to getting their college degrees at this point.

I took my old camera from the backpack and aimed it at them. Lord Stan and Jacob were laughing out loud, making some people stare at them with judging, but at the same time, scared eyes. Just like yesterday, not even the teachers and directors were going to do anything. I was sure they liked to have them around for as long as possible, though. The two of them being here meant more money for their fat pockets.

I breathed out once the young student walked away, her hands rubbing dry the tears on her pinkish cheeks. Jacob headed somewhere else, probably to get something for the both of them to warm up.

Considering how often they were together, I hoped he was going to get condoms and lube for them to fuck one another later. They deserved each other.

I zoomed in toward Lord Stan’s face. He looked... so innocent now, if that was the right word I was looking for. He was staring nowhere in particular, and he looked kind of cute.

What in the world are you feeling at this moment, Anne Thompson? Do you have any idea what that means? My mind reminded me. That was a dangerous territory to step onto.

Okay, fine. He is an asshole, and he will always be. My mind had to remind me of that. I could never think he was anything more than that.

However, right now, he was not even paying attention to the other students who were walking in front of him. It was almost like he could be someone else, someone better. Maybe he could walk a road of redemption...

Nah, it was never going to happen.

I took some pictures of him. The old camera whirred, but nobody heard that. If there was one thing I liked about myself, it was that I could be sneaky when I wanted to. Behind these bushes, nobody would notice me.

And Lord Stan was far enough to not even guess there was someone spying on him.

Other students would be using their phones right now, but not him. Lord Stan was still staring at nothing. Some people avoided him, some didn’t. The ones that were crazy enough not to fear him walked right in front of his quarterback-like frame.

I took a couple more pictures. Photos were unique things. They had the power to show what people really were. Stan, at this moment, almost appeared to be someone else. I could almost have a proper conversation with him.

But then, Jacob came back. He had two Starbucks hot cocoa cups in his hands. Lord Stan got one, and then he went back to being his normal self. Or maybe, he put his mask on his face again. We all did that, but the way Lord Stan did it... It was almost as if his mask was the only thing keeping him from going mad.

Well, that was it, then. It was time to meet Erin. She said she would be inside the classroom today, and that she would not be late. Didn’t believe her, but I wanted to be there anyway. It was so cold outside. White clouds emanated from my mouth whenever I opened it.

I stepped out of Lee Garden when a terrible voice sounded behind me. I spun around and froze. My body was freezing due to how cold it was, but now, I was like pure ice.

Lord Stan and Jacob had their attention focused on me, and they meant business this time. My previous run-ins with them were pretty mild, but this one, I didn’t know how it was going to end.

I had not seen those eyes for a long time. Did they suspect I was doing something wrong? Must have seen me walking out from behind the bushes in Lee Garden, and now they were probably thinking I was doing something they could make fun of.

Humiliate me.

Destroy me in front of everyone.

Those, for sure, were part of their plans for me right now.

“Let’s see, who have we here? Anne Thompson, the girl we can’t touch.”

“How is that deal working out for us?” Jacob asked.

“Not well,” Lord Stan said before leaning down, eyes level with mine.

Even though he could not police this, I still used the ‘Lord’ part whenever I thought of him. He didn’t have control over my thoughts, but if there was one thing I learned about studying at Lee High, it was that I could not lie to myself.

If I didn’t see him how he wanted me to see him, he could one day find that out, and the consequences would be severe.

“What do you mean?” I asked, taking some steps away from them.

Part of me was begging for me to stand up against them. Had to do that, but how? I didn’t know what buttons to press to make him feel uncomfortable. He was so much bigger and taller than me.

I didn’t stand a chance against his less bulky friend, much less against the leader himself.

“Our deal with Erin is not working out for us anymore, especially when you have been breaking it.”

His words made me question myself about the deal she struck with them. Something happened, and both of them were not the kind of men to break it for no reason. What really was going on, I didn’t have any idea. I only knew I needed to find an excuse to make them forget me again.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” I said and cursed myself for sounding so weak.

“We are not going to tell you anything. You should ask her about it one day,” Jacob said, almost spitting on my face while the words came out of his mouth.

I winced, and that made Lord Stan’s expression change. He looked amused when he saw me, but now his face told me something more terrifying. Something triggered a change in him and I wondered what that change was.

My heart was racing, and I hated that. I hated how weak they were making me feel.

“You think you can do whatever you want with us?” He said before reaching for my backpack and trying to take it away from me.

I fought back and tried to make his hand let go of the shoulder strap, but that wasn’t working. The more I tried to tug it away from him, the stronger his grip was. On his face was a death stare. He was threatening me to obedience.

Seeing that made me realize I was under his control at the moment, and so I stopped fighting back. I calmed down, and that was enough for him to go behind me and take my backpack away from me.

He opened the zipper of the main compartment, flipped the backpack upside down, and then shook it until my things fell down to the ground. I heard my camera colliding against the bricks and tried to grab it, but Jacob’s hands were there before mine.

He picked up the camera with a half-smile of victory on his face and said, “Well well, what do we have here?”

He pressed some buttons until he managed to turn on the camera. “I knew you liked photos, but I didn’t think you like taking this camera with you to school. I still remember the last time we caught you taking photos of us without our permission. Were you doing that again while hiding behind the bushes?”

His eyes stared into mine as if he already knew the answer. I was going to tell him he was mistaken, but then Lord Stan found the photos from yesterday.

He looked at them with curiosity before his eyes changed. They gleamed with rage, and I knew I was fucked.

The last time they caught me taking pictures of them, Erin had to strike that deal. What her
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