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	When I was in middle school, there was a tall, thin girl in my class. Coming from a low-income family and with a dark birthmark on her face, she became the target of constant bullying.

	The girls called her ugly and refused to talk to her at school. The boys would block her path on her way home, tormenting her relentlessly—they’d throw her backpack into the gutter, chase her toward a vicious dog’s yard, and even hit her with small bricks.

	She always walked alone, head bowed, letting the bullying happen. Only when night fell completely would she pick herself up from the ground, brush the dirt off her clothes, and trudge home slowly.

	One evening, I saw her squatting by the side of the road, covered in mud, her forehead swollen. The setting sun stretched her shadow into a pitifully thin arc.

	“Are you… okay?” I asked softly as I approached. The stench on her made me frown.

	She looked up at me, her expression blank and empty.

	“Let’s go home. It’s getting dark soon.” I held out my hand, trying to help her up.

	Her body trembled. She hesitated for a moment, then grabbed my hand and stood up, still looking timid.

	That was our first real interaction. On the way to her house, I tried to cheer her up by telling her a few jokes I’d read in a book. She didn’t laugh out loud, but the corners of her mouth lifted slightly. That’s when I noticed her eyes—they were beautiful. Without that birthmark, she would’ve been a pretty girl.

	In the days that followed, I walked home with her after school. Inevitably, we were stopped by that group of boys. Their leader was Trent Walker, whose dad was rumored to be a gang member who’d once stabbed someone to death in a street fight.

	“Oh, so the ugly duckling’s got a guardian angel now?” Trent said casually, a cigarette dangling from his lips.

	The boys behind him roared with laughter and surrounded us.

	“What do you want?” My voice shook a little.

	“Don’t be scared,” Trent said, his eyes lighting up with excitement. “I’ll give you two choices. Either you join us in picking on her, or you take her place. Which is it?”

	“What kind of man bullies girls?” I lifted my head, summoning a courage I didn’t know I had.

	Trent and his crew rushed at me, kicking me to the ground. My nose started bleeding, and I took several kicks to the stomach. The pain was so intense that tears and snot ran down my face.

	The girl threw herself over me, taking most of the punches and kicks. Then she did something no one expected—she bit Trent’s calf. Trent screamed and started hitting her head wildly with his fist. The other boys grabbed her neck, trying to make her let go.

	Her mouth was forced open by their grip, her face turning pale, and a gurgling sound came from her throat. Fearing they might actually kill her, Trent told the boys to let go.

	“Damn it, you two are practically in love? Fine—I’ll make it official.”

	Trent limped forward, grabbed my hair to yank my head up, and seized the girl’s hair with his other hand. The boys whistled sharply.

	That’s how the girl and I were forced to kiss.

	Her tears slid down her face and into my mouth. I’d never known tears could taste so bitter.

	After that, the whole school found out about the kiss. I became the laughingstock, stuck with terrible nicknames. Trent’s gang started targeting me—they stole all my money, beat me up in the bathroom regularly, and forced me to do petty, bad things.

	My courage vanished completely.

	Finally, one day, the girl and I were walking home. She followed me silently, and my heart began to race. I turned around and asked her, “Do you… like me?”

	She looked up, confusion in her eyes, as if she hadn’t heard me clearly.

	“The first time I saw you being bullied, I wanted to protect you. I don’t have the strength right now, but one day, I’ll stand up to all those jerks. Please—be honest. Do you like me? This matters a lot to me.”
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