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        BIOLOGY BOY LOVE

        By Rachel Anne Jones

      

      

      What happens when an introverted, science-minded boy meets the girl of his dreams?

      

      A whole lot of chaos.

      

      Before Charlie Barren knows what’s happening, he’s skipping class, climbing out of windows, and crashing a stranger’s quinceañera. He is shocked by his own behavior, but he can’t stay away. He’s never met anyone like Venus.
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        “I just want you to know that you are very special…

      

        

      
        And the only reason I’m telling you is that I don’t know if anyone else ever has.”
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      Sam Birk sits beside me on the bleachers, lounging. His brown hair falls over his perfect brow. It’s been shaped by Zeus, as my boy crazy little sister would say, and has said many, many times. She’s not boy crazy so much as Sam crazy. It’s a fact as unpleasant as the side effects of having an eidetic memory, which allows me to recall someone’s words verbatim, no matter how asinine they may be. This particular part of my personality, paired with having a sister who salivates over my best friend on a daily basis while covering it up in a snarky tone, has me regarding his physical attributes in a whole new light. Her words crowd my cranium, and I cannot shove them out. It’s highly annoying.

      Sam’s bottom lip juts out as he blows the offending strands from their resting place, only to have them fall back again. The sun shines on his face, giving him that golden boy glow, but he doesn’t break a sweat. I cannot say the same for my armpits. I should not have worn a sweater-vest, even though they’re my favorite. His blue eyes shine bright as he ogles the girls on the field. They jump up and down to the music, clapping their hands. I glance out at what holds his attention. Girls in tight sweaters wearing short skirts. I suppose I understand.

      Maybe I could find one of them remotely attractive if my concentration wasn’t ruined by the dark-haired girl in the second row clapping offbeat. I hate that I notice her accidental imperfection, as I myself have no rhythm. Now that I’ve noticed this dysrhythmic flaw in their synchronized dance, I can’t un-notice it.

      “She’s so hot,” he swoons.

      “Who?”

      He throws his head back and guffaws like the whole world agrees with him. At our high school (otherwise known as an unbalanced ecosystem of torture, one in which my best friend, Sam Birk, is the top of the food chain) everyone does indeed guffaw with him.

      “Exactly,” he crows as he reaches out and pats my shoulder a little too hard. “You got it, Charlie. They’re all hot. I would hook up with any of ‘em.” As usual, Sam gives me far too much credit for understanding the way his oversexed brain operates. He can’t help himself. He understands what everyone wants to hear – all the time. He can’t stop himself from being the handsome Prince of Seeberger High.

      His misogynistic words burn my virgin ears. I hate how any sort of interaction with the opposite sex renders me clumsy and slow, like I’m wading through muddy pond bottoms in flip-flops and not my highly-recommended waders I received last May. That delivery was by way of USPS, the slowest system on the planet, when one is waiting for something with the same degree of anticipation a preschooler waits for Santa Claus to come down the chimney on Christmas Eve. It is my lifelong dream to become a marine biologist and someday I will achieve that dream. I will look back on every miserable second of my life at Seeberger High with a sardonic smile, because it will all be in my rearview mirror. At least that’s what Mom promises me every day while shoving me out the front door. Dad gives me a wink and a smile, telling me to look for silver linings. Yet clouds never interested me, and ponds and lakes have no silver linings.

      Speaking of bodies of water (one of my favorite subjects), last summer my helicopter mother finally relinquished her hold on me and allowed me to go to nerd camp for future marine biologists. At least that’s what my sister called it, but I was too excited to care. She can call it whatever she likes, so long as I get to go to my happy place. That’s where it’s cool to search for that unknown discovery in nature waiting for me.

      “She is so fine,” Sam murmurs, jolting me back to reality. The thing about Sam that I find so interesting is that every time he talks about a girl, he pretends he’s never uttered those same words about another girl just days or weeks before. Mom claims he has an addiction to infatuation. I think she’s right. Mom’s really good at getting people, including me, her quiet, introverted son with a terrible case of tunnel vision that’s plagued me since I was seven years old. That was the day I saw my first clown fish.

      “Haven’t you already,” I joke (sort of) as I wave toward the group of girls. “Like haven’t you already, you know…” my voice drops off. Why do I have to be so awkward? “Like with all of them?”

      Sam squeezes my shoulder just hard enough to remind me which one of us is the starting quarterback on Varsity for the third year in a row. “Only half,” he replies. Then he relaxes his grip, leans forward to rest his elbows on his knees and flexes his biceps.

      My sister’s latest complaint about Sam from the other morning rings in my ears. “Sam Birk acts like he’s in a commercial or on TikTok all the time. He’s so used to people looking at him, he can’t turn it off.” As much as I hate to admit it, I’m going to miss her nurturing ways when I go off to college. What I’m not going to miss is her constant drooling over Sam Birk, but I deal with it if it means free food.

      Her latest Sam Birk complaint/observation confused me at the time, but that’s nothing new. My sister Creed never shuts up about Sam, and only half of what she says makes any sense. We get along alright; but if we weren’t related, we would not be considered the same species. Once we leave home and go our separate ways, she has her world, and I have mine.

      “Turn what off?” I asked as I focused on my charcoal drawing in my sketchpad.

      She shoved me. It messed with my drawing and pissed me off. I laid down my graphite and got to work with my kneaded eraser. “Dude. You messed up my operculum.” I gave her serious side-eye.

      “Don’t irritate me when you’re drawing, nerd boy,” she teased, “and I won’t mess with your Oppenheimer.” For half a second, I was even madder than before. I thought she wasn’t going to answer my question. I hate it when she does that, just like I hate it when she says the wrong words on purpose just to rile me. She knows how much it bothers me to not have something answered, but she never leaves me hanging when it comes to her thoughts on Sam Birk, the hottest boy at Seeberger High. Again, those are her words. Not mine. The only thing lamer than the name of our high school is our mascot. We’re the Seeberger High Sea Lions.

      “Sam Birk lives his life like he has his own reality show,” she continued.

      I guess some guys would be jealous if their best friend was as popular as mine, but I don’t care. Sometimes I wonder why he continues to hang out with me, the guy whose one goal is to not be in a single yearbook photograph.

      The one benefit about attending a 5A high school is the variety of advanced academic courses available to the student body. The amount of focus required for every touchdown Sam scored on the football field and every pin he made on the wrestling mats is the same amount I give to taking every weighted class that rests across the road from the biggest outdoor sculpture park in the tristate area, which does wonders for its otherwise lameass location according to my linguistically-challenged sister. My sister, who has the attention span of phytoplankton, loves to attach the word “ass” to as many words as possible.

      My desires are a little more complicated than hers. I long to explore the vastness of the ocean and to discover an unknown species in its abyssal depths. I can’t logically explain my love of the water and what lies below. I only know my infatuation with ecosystems will never change.

      I can still recall the exact moment it hit me. I was seven years old, and I knew from the moment I set foot in the giant aquarium house at the amusement park that I would never see anything as fascinating as all the colorful fish behind the glass floating back and forth. Their eyes were wide open, unfocused and unblinking. I wanted to know what they perceived. I wanted to see the world through their weird, bugged-out eyes. But more than that, I needed an explanation for the existence of the most beautiful and weird creatures I’d ever laid eyes upon. I needed to understand where they came from.

      As I stood there mesmerized, I asked myself if they could see me as I did in my reflection: a scrawny boy in his favorite red and white striped shirt, dirty blue jeans, and messy hair with his hands pressed to the glass, staring in awe and wonder. My dream in that moment felt so real. If only my hands could reach through the glass and touch the paper-thin fin fluttering as fast as my heartbeat, it would have slowed the heaving of my chest. My insides were so big they had to come out.

      It must have been too much for my mother to take, for she grabbed my upper arm and tugged me away from the fat, round glass pillar that shot straight up to a ceiling so high it went to infinity and beyond. My mind was dizzy with unanswered questions that couldn’t reach my lips. How did the fish get in there? Who fed them and how? Were they going to go back to where they came from? And where was that? As I stood there drooling, Mom teased, “Charlie. Look somewhere else before you hyperventilate.” I could make out the alarm in her voice and her pinch.

      “I’m sorry,” I answered. She accepted my afterthought of an offering, even though my understanding of the apology and hers slightly differed. Fortunately for me, Dad’s one and only regret was standing between me and the great waters. While I glanced up at the banners, imagining myself as one of the scuba divers depicted, Dad released premature dreams of fields of grass with sandbags strewn here and there. They made up fond childhood memories he had hoped to share with me.

      Dad is not one to complain, but there were a few times when I caught him staring out the car window with longing at a nearby stadium. He would act like a man caught cheating by ducking or changing the song on the radio before clearing his throat as if to say, “Well, that’s that. Moving on.”

      So here on the bleachers, Sam basks in the sun while I roam the hallways of my short life. Our class just picked out our graduation gown colors. That must be what has me nostalgic as I take another stroll down memory lane. I glance over at Sam, who haphazardly watches Keersten’s barely-there skirt that flaps up now and then.

      He peeks at her silver sparkly booty shorts while she pretends she doesn’t notice because she’s too busy perfecting her flyer pose and balancing on the palm of Kyle’s large, capable hand. I slap Sam’s knee. “Dude. You’re not even trying.”

      He flashes me his signature grin. “Yeah, I know. Marzipan told me last week Keersten has a crush on me. She totally got inside my head.”

      I glance at Keersten and back at Sam. “You’re so easy, it’s ridic—" And that’s when I spot a girl in the corner of my eye. She comes around the side of the bleachers. She’s an unexpected interruption to my frustrating, suffocating life. Ever since I picked out my graduation gown, I go backward and forward at the same time. I don’t want to be in either of those places, but none of that matters. Not at this moment.

      I take in the most beautiful human I’ve ever laid eyes on. There was the time before I saw her, and there is now. This has to be the best day ever. I’m electrified. Every nerve in my body is on high alert. I want to get up from where I’m sitting and go to her as she stands next to Creed, whose eyes are glued to the side of Sam’s face. Sam can’t turn his head when his eyeballs are affixed to Keersten’s glittery booty shorts as she stretches for the fiftieth time in the span of thirty-seven minutes. My eyes are rolling in my head. All I want is to watch this girl for as much and as long as possible. I wish Sam and Creed would disappear.

      Creed jerks her head sideways to catch what holds Sam’s undivided attention. “Gross,” she snorts. “What does she think she’s doing, acting like she’s in some sort of shady music video with her butt in the air? And here I thought her face was the only part of her that’s utterly repulsive.”

      Sam laughs beside me. “That’s your opinion, Creed.”

      I should look down. The pain in Creed’s face at Sam’s not-so-subtle drooling over Keersten’s is so obvious. But I can’t stop staring at the girl who stands next to Creed, not even when Creed glares at me. “So, anyway. This is Venus Moon. She’s new here. I’m showing her around.”

      “But the school year’s already started,” I blurt.

      Venus stares at me with her green eyes. I grip the side of the bleachers to be sure I’m not falling. I recall the time I pulled into the parking space at the same time someone backed out. I was so sure I was going to hit the curb at any second that a sense of panic came over me, I looked down to be sure my feet weren’t on the gas pedals. It was the most disconcerting feeling I’ve ever had. Until now. It’s as if my vestibular system has been disrupted and my equilibrium has gone haywire. I’m in a constant state of falling.

      “Her mom took a job at the hospital. She’s in administration,” Creed announces, but I barely listen. I can’t stop staring, so I force myself to focus on a button on Venus’s backpack.

      “The Mourning Doves,” I mutter at the same time she covers it.

      “Don’t mind my brother. He’s socially challenged,” Creed comments like she has so many times before. And it’s never bothered me because I mostly concur. But it bothers me now. The very thought that this girl would see any weakness in me is too much.

      “My name is Charlie,” I blurt as Creed’s still talking. Or she was. She stops midsentence. Her blue eyes bug, but Venus just smiles at me like she has all the patience in the world.

      She extends her hand. I’m swimming against the tide as I release my white-knuckled grip on the bleacher to move toward her. It’s a movement that is perfectly normal, an everyday occurrence in her world, I’m sure. But not for me. Her hand is like sunshine in my palm. I want to hold onto it forever.

      “There,” she chirps. “Now we’ve properly met.”

      Creed wrinkles her nose. “Barf. Stop holding my brother’s hand,” she whines.

      Venus lets go of me. I’m devastated. I hate my sister. I wish she would fall to the ground in a seizure. Anything to make her stop humiliating me in front of the most perfect girl. I blink. I take it back. I don’t want my sister to get sick. I am a terrible person. What is going on? “I didn’t mean it,” I mutter.

      Creed rolls her eyes. “Mean what, Charlie? What are you talking about?”

      I’m so relieved my seizure-inducing thoughts for my sister stayed inside my head. “Nothing.”

      Sam is on his feet. He hops over two rows of bleachers like he’s a South African sharp-nosed frog. He smiles at Venus, giving her his full attention. I want to punch him in the face. I glance at Creed. By the way she glares, she agrees with me for once.

      “What’s up? I’m Sam.” He points to the button on her bag as if he knows everything on the subject. “So you like the Mourning Doves, I see.”  I’ve seen Sam do this so many times. He subtly takes credit for something someone else noticed first or whatever. I’ve never cared before, but now I do.

      I hate that I’m waiting for her answer on baited breath.

      “Yeah. I do,” she replies. “How about you? What do you think of them?”

      Sam’s smile shrinks. “Oh, I don’t know.” I feel an insult coming. When Sam is insecure, which is somewhere in the time frame between never and ever, he insults the girl to knock her down a few pegs. I’ve seen it happen a few times. “They might have had one song that could’ve been a hit, but it just couldn’t quite get there, you know.” He gives her his ingratiating smile that takes girls out at the knees.

      Venus smiles back at him, but there’s something in her smile. She has a secret. Is this really happening? Does a girl exist who is immune to Sam’s charms? What does this mean? My sinking heart starts to bob.

      “Yeah, maybe,” she replies, but her answer doesn’t ring quite true. She’s not fully committed to it. She’s just being nice. I make a mental note to google Mourning Doves as soon as possible. My fingers itch to do it right now, but I won’t. Creed told me it’s impolite to fact-check people in the middle of a conversation. It’s not that I want to fact-check my best friend, even if he’s trying to impress the one girl I’ve ever been remotely interested in, and I think he knows. I mean, how could he not know? Human contact is my least favorite activity, and I just shook her hand. He knows I go out of my way not to touch people’s skin, just like he knows I rarely go out of my way to speak to strangers.

      “Well. This has all been very illuminating, but Venus and I have to keep moving. We have better things to do than stand around talking to you two pervs,” Creed challenges while staring Sam down.

      He gives her a wink and an even bigger smile. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone’s jealous.”

      Creed’s cheeks turn pink. “Yeah, right. Like I would be jealous of a girl who made up a song just so she can remember how to spell awesome,” she sneers before slipping her hand through Venus’s elbow. “Come on. Let’s go.” I have to admit, my sister is pretty creative with her snark.
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      “So now you’ve met the biggest player at Seeberger High,” Creed grumbles to me. Her words are meant to be insulting, but I hear the admiration in her voice.

      “Your brother,” I reply in the most earnest tone I can manage.

      She halts as we head up the small hill that leads to the side of the high school. “Um, no. I’m talking about Sam Birk, the starting quarterback for the football team. He’s made the all-star team three years in a row, and he’s gone to state in wrestling every year. If he goes this year, he’ll be like the first student to like ever do it.”

      I dig my elbow in her ribs just a little. “Chillax, girl. I was kidding. I’m not that dense. It’s obvs your brother is not Mister Popularity.”

      She tenses beside me. “We can’t all be like Sam Birk,” she murmurs. I feel bad.

      “Hey. I was just making an observation. I didn’t mean anything by it.” I clear my throat. “So what was up with your brother? He seemed a little nervous.”

      She wrinkles her nose again. I like this girl. Her facial expressions are hilarious. “Did he? I guess I didn’t notice. I was kind of distracted.”

      “By the hottie QB?”

      She giggles. “Maybe.” She sighs. “The guy’s got serious game. On and off the field. He’ll never notice me.”

      I grab her upper arm. “That’s not true. You just have to be patient, and you have to be ready.”

      Her eyes widen. She stares at me with so much hope, I don’t want to disappoint her. “Really?”

      I exhale slowly. “I can’t make any promises, but I can tell you this. If you want something, you have to go after it. You can’t wait for it to come to you. In my experience, the ‘sitting around and waiting to be noticed’ method doesn’t get the best results.”

      She smiles once more. “You’re practical. I like that. My brother doesn’t mean to be so awkward. It’s just that he has tunnel vision. He wants to be a marine biologist someday. He’s extremely focused. He doesn’t really see any reason to spend time doing things that do not pertain to that goal.”

      We start walking again.

      “So he likes looking at plant life?” I ask.

      She nods. “Anything that lives and breathes in the water, yes.”

      “So he could be like a person who studies sharks.”

      She giggles again. “Technically, yes. I suppose he could, but that’s not really Charlie’s style. He tends to avoid anything scary or threatening.” She smirks a little. “He won’t even watch horror movies with me. They give him nightmares.”

      I shrug. “That’s okay. They’re unimaginative.”

      She shoves me so hard I almost fall off the sidewalk into the grass. “Shut up. Horror movies are not unimaginative. How dare you.”

      I rub the side of my arm she shoved. She’s stronger than she looks. “I’m sorry, but I stand by my original opinion. All they do is show how many different ways a person can bleed out and die. And who leaves their vehicle on the side of the road and walks into a dark house in a remote setting on the night of a full moon? It’s so cliché.”

      She waves her jazz hands in front of my face. “Okay, okay already. Agree to disagree. How about that?”

      I probably shouldn’t ask her more about her brother, but there’s just something about Charlie. “So that’s what the shark shirt was about.”

      “I already told you. Marine biology,” she drawls as if it’s a dirty word. “It’s been that way since he was like seven-years-old.”

      My ears burn. I can’t imagine being that sure about anything. “For real?”

      She nods. “Yeah. For real.” She looks over at me. “It’s weird, right?”

      She opens the side door. We walk into the gym. “I don’t know. I think it’d be nice to be that committed to something. Sometimes I wish someone would just tell me what I’m going to do with the rest of my life.”

      She goes to shove me again. This time I see it coming, and I dodge. She half stumbles to the floor before she catches herself. I tense up for half a second. I hope I didn’t enrage her. She plops down on her butt before glancing up at me. “I didn’t expect you to move.”

      “I don’t like being shoved,” I remind her as gently as possible.

      “Noted,” she replies before sticking out her hand. “Give me a hand up?”

      I high-five her. “I don’t quite trust you. I have to get to my locker.” I jog through the door and slip into the crowded hallway of students bumping into each other like drunk ping-pong balls. The crowded chaos relaxes me. It’s as welcoming as a beautiful bouquet of flowers I can disappear into, until someone plucks me. Judging by my how my day has gone so far, Seeberger High apparently still believes in the ancient practice of polite society. If I have to stand up and tell a classroom full of total strangers one more time something about myself, I think I’ll scream.

      I walk through the door of Mrs. Hernandez, who teaches Spanish III. “Hola,” she chirps. “Me llamo Senora Hernandez.”

      “Hola,” I respond. “Me gusto su jaqueta azul y verdes.”

      “Gracias. Es de Mexico.”

      I nod before sitting down in the second row. “Es muy bien,” I agree. “Mi padre viva en Mexico,.” Then I scan the room. I can’t believe I just said that. It’s the truth, but I don’t usually talk about it.

      If my teacher is surprised by my answer, she hides it well. “Es muy interesante.”

      “Si,” a boy chimes in as he sneaks into the room.

      “Charlie?” Mrs. Hernandez gasps.

      “Que,” he replies confidently, but I spy the tremor in his hand as he taps the side of his leg. What is going on?

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Soy estudiante,” he jokes, kind of, but I hear something else in his tone. Determination.

      “Esta es una mala hora,” she answers.

      He’s on his phone. Is he ignoring her? “No. Esta es la hora equivocada,” he rattles off as he reads his phone. Then he slides into the desk next to mine.

      Her hand is out. “Dame su telefono.”

      He grabs his phone by the one edge and waits. “Esta aqui.”

      I glance around as I try to ignore him staring at me. Somehow the room filled up during their short conversation. I think he’s supposed to be somewhere else, but he’s here. And I suspect it’s because of me. But that can’t be. We just met. I’ve never had a stalker. That’s what he would be, right? But I don’t think this is about me. I’m not that special, and he doesn’t seem like the creepy type. If anything, he appears to be confused as I study him out of the corner of my eye. Mrs. Hernandez snatches her end of his phone and pries it from his grasp before walking to the other side of her desk. She claps her hands. “Okay, everyone partner up and continue on your projects.” Her gaze returns to me and Charlie. “You two step outside in the hallway with me.”

      This isn’t ideal, but it’s better than the first and second hour when I had to stand up in the middle of the room and tell everyone my name, where I moved from, and something special about myself. The only thing special about me is how many times I’ve moved in my short life. I follow Mrs. Hernandez out of the room while managing to mostly ignore Charlie, who gives me my space. He closes the door behind him.

      “Charlie,” she begins, but she doesn’t sound mad. “Where are you supposed to be right now?”

      “In this building,” he replies.

      She rolls her eyes. I think I like her. “Charlie. I know you’re a senior and you’ve taken every possible weighted class there is to take, but boredom is not a reason to start causing trouble.  I’m going to ask you again. Where are you supposed to be right now?”

      “In Mr. J’s A&P class,” he answers while he stares at something behind Mrs. Hernandez’s right shoulder.

      “And you just decided to ditch Mr. J’s class today so you can come and sit in my room?” she demands. “Did you at least tell him?”

      “No,” he replies unapologetically. “I suppose I should have.”

      “If you don’t want your parents getting a letter of warning, yeah,” she retorts.

      “Why would my parents receive that letter? I’m almost eighteen.”

      “Charlie. Your parents are legally responsible for you. You know how this state operates. If a student is absent or tardy too many days, the parent is notified. If the behavior continues, the parents are fined.”

      His eyes widen. “Are you telling me if I skip school my parents have to pay the school?”

      She nods. “Yes. That is correct.”

      “How is that fair?” he demands.

      She waves between us. “I don’t make the rules, Charlie. Okay? I just follow them. So whatever your reason is for transferring to my classroom this far into the school year,” she continues pointedly while staring me down, “it had better be a good one. Will you at least tell Mr. Johnson why you chose to miss his class today?”

      “Fine. I’ll tell him something.”

      She crosses her arms. “So you’re not going to tell me why you decided to come in here this far into the semester.”

      He shoves his hands in his cargo pants pockets. He has a pained look on his face. “We aren’t that far in, and I don’t know. I guess I felt like a change,” he mutters while looking off to the side.

      She taps her toe. “A change. Well, that’s just fine and dandy. I mean, what if the rest of the students decided to switch classes midsemester. Do you know what sort of mess that would make?”

      He scratches the back of his neck with one hand while returning his gaze to his teacher. “Muy grande,” he replies with a small grin. I’m so glad he’s looking at Mrs. Hernandez and not me. The boy has awkward charm, and it’s freaking adorable. He’s totally unaware.

      Her dark curls slide along her cheek when she ducks her chin in agreement. “That’s right, Charlie. A big one. If I let you in my classroom, how do I know you won’t leave two weeks from now?”

      His head cocks to the side just a little. A mole peeks out at me from the underside of his chin. “I won’t do that. I promise.” He leans back on his heels. His one hand is still in his pocket. “I don’t need A&P, Mrs. Hernandez. I really feel taking this class will benefit me more in the long run.”

      She stares him down. “Since when did a marine biologist need to know a second language?”

      His green eyes widen. I never knew I loved green eyes so much. I mean, I have green eyes but they’re nothing like Charlie’s. His have just enough blue in them they remind me of the ocean. “I don’t understand why you aren’t happy with me taking your class. You’ve been wanting me to take it since last year.”

      Her hands fly this way and that. “Fine. I’ll let you in, but it’s mostly because I don’t want the headache of trying to work Venus here into another group. It wouldn’t be fair to the others for her to get credit when she just got here.” She reaches into her messenger bag and pulls out two pieces of paper. “Read over this. It outlines the project details. You two are starting out two weeks behind, which means you’re going to have to put some serious work in to catch up. I won’t have you holding everyone else back because you’re on your own schedules,” she warns. Her initial friendliness has all but disappeared.

      A moment of panic sets in as I comprehend what just happened. I’m in a group project with the boy who gives me all the feels. But it’s not really a group. There’s just two of us, so it’s more like a partnership. How am I going to hide my feelings from him, and what if I can’t? I just made a really good friend with his sister. She’s not going to want me drooling over her brother. I need some distance.

      We can’t do this project together. He’s so smart. Even though we just met, there’s something about him I can’t explain. I don’t know if it’s the fact that he’s like this quirky brainiac that has me dazed or that he’s acting like a possessive movie vampire who has to be near me, because why else would he transfer into a classroom on the day we met? It might make me like super self-centered, but it’s true. I’ve never felt so interesting in all my life. Up until now the only thing significant about me is that my best friend has a crush on the hottest, sluttiest guy at Seeberger High, who flirted with me.

      I’m not stupid. I know it’s because I’m new. I’m fresh meat and all that, which by the way is a term I absolutely abhor. It makes it sound like teenage boys are a pack of wild wolves that never bathe.

      I study Charlie once more out of the corner of my eye. I think he was flirting with me, but I’m not entirely sure. I suppose it could be a huge coincidence that he wants to take Spanish III, and that he made this decision the day he met me. He’s totally not looking at me as he flips a guitar pick over and over between his fingers. I can’t believe he plays the guitar. That’s so hot.

      I glance back at my new teacher. I raise my hand to the level of my shoulder. “Excuse me.”

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t know that I want to be his partner,” I squeak while trying to avoid looking at green-eyed Charlie. He’s tall, in my personal space, totally watching, and impossible to ignore unless I completely turn my back on him.

      “Excuse me,” he interrupts. “I think I’ve made a mistake. I’ll just go somewhere else.” Charlie strides to the nearest corner before taking an abrupt turn and disappearing from my sight.

      Mrs. Hernandez turns back to me. Her brown eyes harden. I wish I didn’t like her eye makeup so much.

      “Why is it that you don’t want to be his partner? Did he do something offensive? Did he insult you in any way?” she asks. This is so annoying. Why can’t she just lose her shit over something so mundane as me leaving the room to pee like my last Spanish teacher did at my old school? I force myself to refocus. Mrs. Hernandez waits for an answer. She’s slightly irritated, but she’s way too rational. I’m such an idiot.

      “No. It’s just that. Well, I don’t know how well we’re going to get along is all,” I offer. I can’t think of any other excuse. I don’t really want to tell her that I’m not sure how I feel about him. I don’t want him to know I feel academically and linguistically challenged whenever I think of speaking in front of him. There’s also the strange unexplainable feeling that I want to be alone with him, but I don’t, because I don’t trust my feelings. I’m not up for having that discussion with anyone.

      Her friendly smile disappears. “I know Charlie. He’s a little quiet, but he’s a good student. He’ll take this project seriously. I hope you will do the same. So unless you feel unsafe or threatened in his presence, I see no reason for you to not able to work with him. This assignment has always been one of my student’s favorites, and you could enjoy it. Either way, it’s 75-80 percent of your grade, so I suggest you get to work on it soon.” Her brown eyes hold no anger, and her positive yet forceful tone is full of encouragement.

      I’m an idiot. This is me overreacting to what I thought was happening when it clearly wasn’t. Charlie has no interest in me. If he did, he wouldn’t have taken off on me like that. He’s such a brainiac. There can’t be anything I could possibly teach him in any subject.

      I mull over her words. “I’ll work on the project, but I’m not sure I have a partner. He just took off,” I protest.

      She smiles at me like she knows something I don’t. “Stay right here. I’ll get you a library pass. I’m pretty sure that’s where he went, just like I’m pretty sure you can convince him to come back to class.”

      Just thinking about talking to him after I told her in front of him I didn’t want to work with him makes me feel muy estupido. I clutch the sombrero/hall pass that’s twice as wide as me while I make my way to the library.

      I don’t see him. I walk down every book aisle and try to pretend the reason everyone’s staring at me is because I’m holding a giant red velvet sombrero with Dead Guy Duty scrawled across the front in curlicue gold letters, and not because I’m the new kid trying to be cool when I’m anything but. It doesn’t take long to discover he’s not between the shelves.

      This library is not as big as it should be for the size of the school, but that’s not too surprising. It’s a lot like the library at my old school. Every student in the room sits in the back in front of a computer with headphones jammed in their ears. I study the backs of their heads. Maybe Mrs. Hernandez doesn’t know Charlie as well as she thinks she does.

      I’m about to give up when something draws me to the one corner I haven’t covered. I wander over, and that’s when I realize this corner has more depth. There’s a nook on the other side, and there he sits. He’s as still as stone with his empty stare. I step closer and closer until the two of us are behind the wall. “Hi,” I begin.

      “Hello,” he answers, mirroring my nervousness.

      “I have something to tell you,” I whisper.

      “So say it already,” he fires back, surprising me.

      I sink into the beanbag across from him, prop myself up on my elbows, and stretch out my legs until my ankles almost bump his hip. He leans against the wall, his knees drawn close to his chest. I can’t bring myself to meet his gaze, so I cover my face with the big sombrero. “I want you to come back to Spanish class,” I blurt from beneath my big hat.

      He sits there for what feels like forever. I almost peek out to see if he heard me, but I can’t. “Por qué?”

      “Because I need you to be my partner.”

      “Por qué?”

      He’s so infuriating. “Dude. You know why. You were standing right there when Mrs. Hernandez told us about the project,” I accuse while flinging my hands around. I can’t seem to talk without moving my hands, especially when I’m annoyed.

      “Silencio. Keep it down. You’re going to get us kicked out of la bibiloteca,” he warns.

      I do not like being told what to do, especially by a guy. “Are you in or out, ‘cause I kinda need to know. If I’m doing this on my own, I need to get to work. Like now.”

      “And if I decide to be your partner?”

      I roll my eyes beneath my hat. “Dude. I’m not going to beg you. I’m only here because Mrs. H sent me down here. Either way, I’ve got stuff to do. I’m already almost a month behind everyone else, or did you not hear her explain that before you stomped off like a toddler?”

      I shouldn’t be so mean, but he was a bit ridiculous.

      “I didn’t stomp. I was very quiet,” he retorts. “Some might even say stealth.” I hate how much I like his choice of words. The boy is no dummy.

      I wish I could see his face so I knew more of what he was thinking, but I’m committed to keeping the oversized hat in place. I’m the one who put it there, and to move it would be to admit I’m being ridiculous. Some questions are easier to ask when I’m not staring him dead in the eye. “Why’d you come to class after the semester already started?” I demand.

      “That’s not your concern.”

      I move my foot around until it bumps into him. “Are you like stalking me?” I tease as my face heats. I’m so glad I’m beneath the sombrero.

      “No,” he blubbers. I should feel bad, but I don’t.

      “So you didn’t come in there for me?” I cross the line from accusatory to desperate. Why can’t I shut up?

      “Did you want me to?” he asks. It’s a fair question, and the last thing I thought he’d say. I don’t have an answer. At least not one I’m ready to give.

      My hands still as I reach for the edge of my sombrero. “That’s not what I said,” I spit out. I should change the subject. Like now.

      “So are we partners or what?” I ask.

      “Fine. But you’d better not make me sorry I decided to be your partner. I’m doing a favor, you know,” he grumbles, as if he expects me to bow down and kiss his feet.

      “So you’re dropping A&P? Just like that?” I don’t know why I care, but he doesn’t seem the type of guy to change his mind on a whim.

      Part of him bumps me back. I feel the jolt all the way up to my butt. It’s so weird.

      “I’m not dropping A&P. I’m adding something to my schedule. I’ll juggle my hours. I’ve done it before.”

      My head aches just thinking about his load. “So you live your life in books.”

      “Pretty much. Unless I’m at the ponds classifying species.”

      “But they’re already classified,” I argue.

      “Not necessarily. In marine biology, we classify species according to the environment, which differs from using taxonomy,” he explains. I’d swear he’s said it like a thousand times.

      “You should be a teacher,” I blurt.

      “I’m going to be a marine biologist,” he replies irritably. “I already told you this.”

      “But you’re so sure of yourself,” I argue. Although I’m not sure of anything that includes me, I’m sure about him. He’s the most confident guy I’ve ever met. “You’d have no trouble teaching others about science and nature.”

      “I’m not a people person. I do not enjoy conversing. It’s not easy for me,” he whispers.

      I nudge him again with my foot. “You’re doing just fine,” I offer.

      He moves away from my offending foot until I’m no longer touching him. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that. I shift the sombrero just enough so I can see some of him, but it still dips over my eyebrows.

      “You don’t know me like you think you do,” he murmurs. Then he folds his knees to his chest, wraps his long arms around his knees and lays his head sideways on his one knee.

      “So what would you classify me as?” I tease. My heart freezes for a split second. I can’t believe how much I want to know what he’s about to say.

      “That’s easy. You’re a homo sapiens,” he declares while he stares at the wall.

      I giggle. I can’t help it. He’s so serious. “Yo soy homo sapiens,” I reply in the same solemn manner. I’ve been told I do great imitations.

      “Is everything a joke to you?” he grumps.

      I straighten up. “No. Not everything.” I slide the sombrero back a little farther so I can look him in the eye. “So are you going to go back to class with me or what? Senora Hernandez told me to come and get you. She said you’d be here.”

      “I guess she knows me,” he replies, grinning with such satisfaction and gratitude I wish he was talking about me. Then he rises from the floor slowly.

      I mimic his movements and wait for him to walk out. He doesn’t. “Ladies first.”

      I step past him, giving him his space. I’m not bumping into him again just to have him avoid me like I’m a leper. I tiptoe around the wall. His hand brushes the back of my hoodie. It was so slight, it’s as if I imagined it. I don’t think it was a mistake, but why would he do that? I thought he didn’t want me to touch him. Every atom in my body wants to stop moving and make him do it again, but fear of having no Spanish class partner moves me forward.
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