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Westbrook High, First Morning Back
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The bell rang with a metallic shriek that echoed down the corridors of Westbrook High. It was the kind of sound that could jolt a teenager out of a half-dream, flinging them headfirst into reality—especially if that reality involved five very different students converging on the same hallway at the same time.

Aiden Chen lurched out of English class, clutching his battered Moleskine poetry anthology like a life raft. He’d spent half the break editing a sonnet for Lina Patel, and he was still rehearsing the final lines in his head:

“In spring’s soft blush your laughter rings,
A song the quiet dawn now sings.”
He was so absorbed in his internal recital that he didn’t notice Diego Morales barreling down the opposite corridor, dribbling a soccer ball with the kind of confidence that said, “Yes, I own this hallway.”

At the exact moment they collided, Aiden’s anthology flew from his hands in a perfect arc. The heavy book hit Diego’s shin, ricocheted off his cleat, and exploded open like a tiny volcano—pages fluttering everywhere.

“Whoa!” Diego yelped, hopping back. The soccer ball slipped free and rolled toward a row of lockers. Before he could recover, it smacked into the locker of the next student in line—Kofi Mensah—who yanked open the door to retrieve a charcoal sketchpad. The ball struck the door so hard it swung out like a guillotine, catching Kofi’s sketchpad and sending his carefully rendered portraits tumbling to the floor.

Kofi let out a soft groan. “My drawings,” he whispered, as if the pages might hear him and suffer more trauma.

Aiden scrambled to gather his scattered pages, dropping to his knees. Diego, mortified, bounded over to help.

“Sorry, man,” Diego said, trying to scoop up poems and sketches at the same time. His cleat caught Aiden’s anthology again, flinging it open to a page where a half-finished love poem glowed in neat cursive.

Kofi peered over. “Is that... a poem about someone here?”

Before Aiden could sputter an explanation, another collision erupted: Emma O’Riley, arms full of drama scripts and costume swatches, rounded the corner at full tilt. She screeched to a halt when she saw the chaos, skidding into Lina Patel, who was already juggling her backpack, a laptop, and a stack of debate trophies.

“Emma!” Lina cried, trying to keep her trophies from toppling. One rolled away, clattering into a trash can, which sent out an obnoxious clang.

“Oh! Hi, guys!” Emma said brightly. She set down her scripts and joined the scramble to help pick up fallen items. “What happened?”

Lina glared at the soccer ball. “Apparently, Diego’s ball has a personal vendetta against Westbrook’s academic elite.”

Diego gave the ball a sheepish pat. “It’s just... enthusiastic.”

By now, hallway traffic was backing up. Students dodged around the cluster, some filming on their phones. The vice-principal’s office door creaked open, and Mrs. Patel—no relation to Lina—peered out, hands on hips.

“Chen! Morales! Mensah! Patel! O’Riley! What on earth is going on?” she demanded.

“Lockers attacked us,” Aiden offered, still on the floor.

“By a rogue soccer ball,” Diego added, holding it up like evidence.

Mrs. Patel raised an eyebrow. “Rogue soccer ball? You five are in my office after school. Now get moving before I give you all demerits.”

She stepped back inside, and the door clicked shut.

“Great,” Emma muttered. “Demerits before lunch.”

Lina scooped up her laptop and trophies. “You know what this means, right? We’re all in trouble together.”

Kofi’s eyes widened. “Together?”

“Yeah,” Diego said, nodding. “Fivesome. We’re the ones who caused the chaos.”

Aiden blinked. “We did?”

“Technically,” Lina said, hefting her backpack. “But it was mostly Diego.”

Diego sighed. “Fine. Let’s just get to class before we get suspended.”

They dispersed—Aiden and Diego to math, Kofi to art, Lina to debate prep, Emma to theater tech. But fate, like a relentless playwright, had other plans.



Hallway, Between Classes

Aiden dashed toward his next class, anthology safely tucked under his arm. He was so determined not to lose a single page that he didn’t see Kofi darting out of the art wing, sketchpad in hand, weaving through traffic like a silent shadow. They collided at the threshold of Room 214.

“Ah!” Aiden yelped. “Sorry—again.”

Kofi looked down at the sketchpad, relieved. “At least it’s still intact.”

They stood there for a moment, breathing heavily.

Aiden cleared his throat. “So... uh, your sketches. They’re amazing. You really captured—”

“Save it for later,” Kofi said, ducking into the room. “I’m late.”

Aiden shrugged and followed. He was distracted anyway, still thinking about Lina. In spring’s soft blush... He ran the words through his head again.



Math Class

Diego slipped into the back row of Mr. Jenkins’s Algebra II class, nodding at a few familiar faces. He tossed his backpack under the desk and noticed a doodle on the seat—a quick cartoon of a soccer ball with devil horns and a mischievous grin.

He snorted. “Nice,” he muttered, then glanced at the board, where Mr. Jenkins was mid-explanation of quadratic equations.

Diego pulled out his notebook. His first instinct was to draw more cartoons of soccer balls committing various “crimes” around campus. But then he noticed a small note at the bottom of the doodle: “Group A5: Global Connections Fair. Meet Wednesday.”

He frowned. “Group A5? Fair?”

He squinted at the board’s corner, where Mr. Jenkins had scrawled: School Fair Volunteers—Groups A1–A8. Diego hadn’t noticed the sign-up sheet, but apparently he’d been assigned.

He glanced around. No one else in the row looked as surprised as he felt. Great—volunteering. Just what he needed, after the morning’s chaos.



Art Studio

Meanwhile, Kofi settled at his usual corner table in the art room. Sunlight streamed through high windows, illuminating easels and paint-spattered floors. He laid out his sketchpad and charcoal, eager to capture the still life of a draped cloth and a vase of tulips.

His concentration was absolute—until Lina and Emma burst in, chattering excitedly.

“Kofi!” Lina exclaimed. “Did you see the notice? We’re in the same group for the fair.”

Kofi frowned, smudging charcoal on his thumb. “Again with the fair?”

“Yep,” Emma said, grinning. “Group A5. We get to co-host the Indian dance demo.”

Kofi stared at them. “Indian dance demo?”

Lina nodded. “We need volunteers to demonstrate Bollywood moves and explain their cultural significance.”

Kofi’s eyes lit up. “That actually sounds... cool.”

Emma clapped. “See? It’ll be fun! And we’re all in it together.”

Kofi forced a smile. “Sure. Together.”

Lina nudged him. “Come on. Help us plan costumes?”

Kofi shrugged and packed up his charcoal. “Why not?”



Debate Room

In the debate room, Lina Patel was already knee-deep in research. She had her laptop open to scholarly articles on Indian folk dance, color-coded notes on the whiteboard, and a stack of authentic bangles and bindis she’d borrowed from her cousin.

She barely noticed Aiden slipping in, clutching his poetry anthology like a security blanket.

“Aiden,” she said without looking up. “You’re late.”

He gulped. “Sorry. Math ran over.”

She rolled her eyes. “Figures. You and numbers.”

He sat across from her, opening his anthology. “I wrote something new. For the fair announcement.”

Lina glanced at him. “Poetry for a dance demo?”

He cleared his throat. “It’s a welcome poem. I thought it might... you know, set the mood.”

She raised an eyebrow. “A mood setter.”

He read:

“Step by step, our stories meet,
In rhythm’s pulse, our hearts will beat.
Across the world, through dance we find,
The ties that bind all humankind.”
Lina’s expression softened. “That’s... actually nice.”

He beamed. “Thanks.”

She tapped her laptop. “Okay, let’s refine it. And pick music.”



Drama Auditorium

Back in the auditorium, Emma O’Riley was rehearsing a monologue for the upcoming spring play. She wore a flowing dress and held a prop dagger, practicing dramatic gestures under the stage lights.

She was in the middle of an impassioned speech—

“O, woe is me, for love hath turned my blood to fire—”

—when a stray soccer ball came bounding onto the stage, ricocheting off a speaker and rolling at her feet.

She froze. Then, without missing a beat, she swept into character.

“Behold, the ball of destiny!” she cried, pointing the dagger at it. “Dare you challenge my throne?”

She delivered the rest of her monologue to the inanimate ball, eyes blazing. Offstage, Diego peeked around the curtain, utterly bewildered.

Emma finished with a dramatic flourish and a curtsey. The ball rolled offstage, and she winked at Diego.

“Thank you, my loyal subject,” she declared.

Diego blinked. “Uh... I’ll come back later.”

She called after him, “Don’t be a stranger to destiny!”

He retreated, shaking his head.



Lunch in the Cafeteria

By lunchtime, the five of them had formed an unlikely cluster at a round table. Aiden, Diego, Kofi, Lina, and Emma sat with trays piled high: samosas, burritos, sandwiches, and fruit cups.

“Okay,” Lina said, tapping her notes. “Group A5. We need a name for our booth.”

“Team Bollywood Ballers?” Diego suggested.

Lina winced. “No.”

“How about ‘Dance Diplomacy’?” Kofi offered.

Emma nodded. “I like it. It’s catchy.”

Aiden scribbled in his notebook: “Dance Diplomacy: Where Moves Make Friends.”

Diego leaned back, accidentally sending his soda fizzing over the table. Emma yelped as a droplet landed on her script.

“Watch it!” she said, shaking her hand.

Diego shrugged. “Sorry. It’s enthusiastic soda.”

Kofi smiled. “At least it’s not a soccer ball.”

Aiden looked at his scattered papers again. “Can we maybe rehearse some dance steps tonight? In the gym?”

Lina checked her phone. “There’s a lock-in Friday. We can start then.”

Emma clapped. “Perfect! Costumes, music, choreography—let’s do it.”

Diego raised his bottle. “To Dance Diplomacy.”

They clinked plastic cups. In that moment, the morning’s chaos already felt like a distant memory—replaced by the thrill of a new project, a new friendship, and the promise of spring.



After School, Hallway Epilogue

As the final bell rang, students flooded the halls again. The five parted ways—Aiden to tutoring, Diego to soccer practice, Kofi to art club, Lina to debate, Emma to stage crew.

But each carried a spark of excitement. Aiden’s anthology felt lighter. Diego’s soccer ball seemed more like a companion than a menace. Kofi’s sketches brimmed with possibility. Lina’s research glowed on her laptop screen. Emma’s scripts fluttered with dramatic promise.

And somewhere beneath all that, a poem was taking shape—a poem not just of words, but of five lives intertwined by chance collisions, laughter, and the simple joy of moving together to the rhythm of friendship. 
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
"% DANCE™:
. DIPLOMACY.

A} POET, HIGH] SCHOOI.COMEDY! |






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
KALABANDT





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





