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The alarm screamed at 6:30 AM. Some top-forty garbage I'd been meaning to change for three months but never did. My hand slapped at the phone until the noise stopped, and then I lay there. Just lay there, staring at the ceiling of my bedroom like I did every single morning, counting the glow-in-the-dark stars I'd stuck up there when I was twelve and never bothered to take down.

My room was small. Cramped, really. But it was mine, and that made it the only place in the entire world where I could breathe properly. The walls were covered in posters: fantasy novel covers with dragons and sword-wielding heroines, indie movie prints from films nobody at school had ever heard of, a few band posters from groups that would make the popular kids laugh if they knew I listened to them. My bookshelf took up an entire wall, overflowing with paperbacks and hardcovers stacked two deep on every shelf. My desk was buried under notebooks filled with half-finished stories I'd never show anyone.

This was my sanctuary. My hiding place. And leaving it for another eight hours of invisibility at Riverside High felt like climbing a mountain with no peak in sight.

I groaned and forced myself upright. The floor was cold under my bare feet. My reflection in the mirror across the room showed exactly what I expected: a disaster. Dark brown hair tangled from sleep, sticking up in weird directions. Glasses crooked on my face, smudged with fingerprints I couldn't even remember leaving. The oversized band t-shirt I slept in hung past my thighs, hiding everything underneath.

The bathroom was down the hall. I shuffled there with my eyes half closed, muscle memory guiding me. The harsh fluorescent light made me wince when I flicked it on. The mirror above the sink was even less forgiving than the one in my bedroom.

I stared at myself. Really looked.

My face wasn't ugly. I knew that objectively. Hazel eyes that caught the light sometimes, decent bone structure, clear skin most days. But I wasn't pretty either. Not in the way that mattered. Not in the way that made people look twice or remember your name or want to sit next to you at lunch.

I brushed my teeth mechanically. Splashed water on my face. Tried to do something with my hair but gave up after thirty seconds and just pulled it back into a messy ponytail. The glasses got a cursory wipe on my shirt that probably made them worse instead of better.

Here's the thing about my body that nobody knew. Under the baggy clothes, under the shapeless hoodies and loose jeans, I actually looked... fine. Better than fine, maybe. I'd caught glimpses of myself in the shower, in my underwear, in the full-length mirror on the back of my closet door. Perky breasts that weren't huge but weren't small either. A waist that dipped in at the right places. Hips that curved out. An ass that would probably look good in fitted jeans if I ever had the courage to wear them.

But showing that off meant attention. Attention meant people looking at me. People looking at me meant the possibility of judgment, mockery, rejection, humiliation. Every single one of those options terrified me more than I could explain.

So I hid. Had been hiding for years. It was safer that way.

I pulled on my armor for the day: baggy jeans that made my legs look shapeless, an oversized black hoodie that drowned my entire torso, my beaten-up Converse that had seen better days two years ago. When I looked in the mirror now, I saw exactly what I wanted others to see. Forgettable. Invisible. Not worth a second glance.

Good.

Downstairs, the smell of coffee and toast drifted through the house. Mom was already in the kitchen, dressed for work but still in her slippers, pouring herself a cup from the ancient coffee maker that gurgled and sputtered every morning.

"Morning, sweetie." She smiled at me over her mug. "Big day at school?"

I shrugged, moving past her to grab the cereal from the cabinet. "Just another Monday."

The same exchange we'd had a thousand times. She knew I struggled socially. Knew I spent most of my time alone, either in my room or at the library. Years ago she used to push me to join clubs, try out for things, make more friends. Those conversations always ended with me in tears and her looking helpless. At some point she'd stopped pushing. I wasn't sure if I was grateful or sad about that.

Dad had already left for work. He always did. Early shift at the factory meant he was gone before I woke up and home just in time for dinner most nights. We weren't close, exactly, but we weren't distant either. Just two people who lived in the same house and loved each other in the quiet, understated way that didn't require a lot of words.

I ate my cereal in silence while Mom scrolled through her phone. Fruit Loops, same as always. The colorful rings turned the milk pink and blue. I watched them float and sink, my mind already drifting to the day ahead.

English Lit first period. That was the one class I actually liked, even if I never participated. Mr. Peterson was a good teacher who seemed to genuinely love the books we read. Right now we were studying Pride and Prejudice, which I'd already read four times on my own. Elizabeth Bennet was everything I wished I could be: witty, confident, unafraid to speak her mind. She didn't hide from the world. She challenged it.

I was not Elizabeth Bennet. Not even close.

After English came History, then Math, then Chemistry. All classes where I could fade into the background, take my notes, do my work, and avoid any and all human interaction. That was the goal. Survive the day without anyone noticing me. Get home. Retreat to my room. Read. Maybe write a little. Repeat.

Eighteen years old and a senior in high school, and this was my life. Pathetic, probably. But safe.

I finished my cereal and rinsed the bowl in the sink. Mom kissed my cheek on her way out the door. "Have a good day, honey. Love you."

"Love you too."

The bus came at 7:15. I grabbed my backpack, heavy with textbooks and notebooks and the fantasy romance novel I was currently rereading, and walked to the stop at the end of our street. Two other kids waited there, both freshmen who barely acknowledged my existence. Fine by me.

The bus ride took twenty minutes. I claimed my usual spot near the back, plugged in my earbuds, and lost myself in the music. Some indie band that sounded like sadness and rain and being alone in a good way. The novel came out too, and I found my place from last night, falling into a world where shy girls got swept off their feet by dashing strangers who saw past their walls and loved them anyway.

Fantasy. That's all it was. That's all it would ever be.

But god, I wanted it. Wanted someone to look at me the way the characters in my books looked at each other. Wanted to feel desired instead of invisible. Wanted connection, real connection, the kind that made your heart race and your skin tingle and your whole world shift on its axis.

I wanted all of it. And I was absolutely terrified of ever actually having it.

Riverside High appeared through the window, a sprawling mess of buildings and parking lots and social hierarchies I had never successfully navigated. The bus pulled up to the entrance. Kids flooded out, merging with the crowds already streaming through the front doors.

I hung back, waiting for the chaos to settle. Then I slipped off the bus and into the flow of bodies, another anonymous face in the crowd. My locker was in a quiet corner of the building, away from the main hallways where the popular kids congregated. I made the walk with my head down, invisible, just the way I liked it.

Locker open. Books swapped. English Lit materials in my bag. Everything routine. Everything familiar.

The warning bell rang. Five minutes until first period.

I closed my locker and headed toward Mr. Peterson's classroom, just another ordinary Monday at Riverside High.

I had no idea everything was about to change.
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Mr. Peterson's classroom smelled like old books and dry-erase markers. I loved that smell. It made me feel like I belonged somewhere, even if that somewhere was just a room where I sat alone in the back corner and never said a word.

I arrived early, like always. First one through the door after Mr. Peterson himself. He nodded at me from his desk, used to my presence, and I nodded back. That was the extent of our interaction most days. I took my usual seat in the back corner by the window, where the morning sun warmed my desk and I could watch the clouds drift by when the lesson got boring.

My copy of Pride and Prejudice came out of my bag. Dog-eared and highlighted and underlined in three different colors. Some people thought I was weird for marking up books, but they were mine to mark up. Nobody else would ever read them.

The classroom filled gradually. Sarah Chen and her group of friends claimed their usual cluster of desks near the front. Tyler Morrison and some of the lacrosse guys took up the middle section, loud and obnoxious as always. Everyone else scattered in between, finding their assigned seats, chatting about weekend plans and homework assignments.

Nobody sat next to me. The desk to my left had been empty all year. Nobody wanted to be stuck in the back corner with the quiet girl who never talked.

Fine. I didn't want them there anyway.

The final bell was about to ring when Mr. Peterson walked back into the room. He'd stepped out for a minute, and now he was returning with someone behind him.

A girl.

A girl I had never seen before.

I looked up from my book, mildly curious about the disruption to my routine, and then my breath caught in my throat and I forgot how to look away.

She was tall. Really tall, maybe five-eleven, almost as tall as some of the guys. Long dark hair fell past her shoulders in perfect waves, the kind of hair that looked effortless but probably took forever to achieve. Her skin was tan, like she'd spent the summer at the beach. Her face was gorgeous: warm brown eyes, high cheekbones, full lips curved in a friendly smile.

And her body.

Oh god, her body.

The fitted sweater she wore stretched across her chest, emphasizing breasts that were... substantial. Large. The kind that drew your eye even when you were trying not to look. Her jeans hugged her hips and thighs, showing off curves that most girls would kill for. She moved with easy confidence, comfortable in her own skin in a way I could never imagine being.

Something hot twisted in my stomach. I didn't know what to call it.

"Everyone, this is Frankie Lay," Mr. Peterson announced, and the new girl waved at the class with that bright, genuine smile. "She's transferring here from California, so let's make her feel welcome."

"Hey everyone!" Her voice was warm and bubbly, infectious in its enthusiasm. "I'm super excited to be here. I absolutely love reading, and I heard Mr. Peterson is like the best English teacher in the whole school, so I'm really looking forward to this class."

Half the room was staring at her. The guys were practically drooling, eyes fixed on her chest and hips. Some of the girls were sizing her up, trying to decide if she was competition or potential friend material. She seemed completely unbothered by all the attention, smiling and looking around the room like she was genuinely happy to be here.

I dropped my gaze back to my book. My face felt hot. What the hell was wrong with me?

"Frankie, why don't you take that empty seat in the back by the window," Mr. Peterson said.

My heart stopped.

I looked up.

He was pointing directly at the desk beside mine.

No. No way. The seat that had been empty all year because nobody wanted to sit with me. The seat I had grown comfortable with being empty. He was sending the most beautiful girl I had ever seen to sit right next to me.

Frankie gathered her bag and notebook from where she'd set them on a front desk. She walked down the aisle toward the back of the room, and with every step she took, my pulse ratcheted up another notch. I stared at my book like it contained the secrets of the universe. My fingers were trembling where they gripped the pages.

The desk beside me scraped against the floor as she pulled it out.

She sat down.

Her perfume hit me first. Something floral and sweet, nothing overwhelming, just enough to make me aware of her presence in a way I couldn't ignore.

"Hi!"

The greeting was directed at me. I forced myself to look up, to meet those warm brown eyes, and immediately regretted it because up close she was even more beautiful and my face was definitely bright red.

"I'm Frankie." She smiled at me, and it seemed... genuine? Not mocking. Not pitying. Just friendly. "What's your name?"

My mouth opened. For a terrifying second, nothing came out.

"Amy." My voice was barely above a whisper. "Amy Hansen."

"Amy!" She repeated my name like it was something special, something worth celebrating. "That's such a pretty name. Is this your favorite class? I saw you were already reading ahead in Pride and Prejudice." She gestured at the book in my hands, still open to a page I couldn't even remember anymore. "I absolutely love that book!"

She noticed. She noticed what I was reading. Nobody ever noticed what I was reading.

"Yeah," I managed, my voice a little steadier now. "I really like Austen. Elizabeth is probably my favorite literary character."

Frankie's face lit up in a way that made my chest feel tight. "Oh my god, mine too! She's so smart and doesn't take crap from anyone. I wish I could be more like her."

Something fluttered in my chest. Hope, maybe. Or something else I didn't want to examine too closely.

Mr. Peterson started the lesson before I could respond, launching into his discussion of themes of marriage and social class in Austen's work. I tried to focus on his words. Tried to take notes like I always did. But I was hyperaware of Frankie beside me, her presence like a gravity well pulling at my attention.

The faint floral scent of her perfume.

The way she took neat notes in purple pen.

The occasional glance she sent my way, accompanied by a small smile that felt like it was just for me.

When Mr. Peterson asked a question about Elizabeth's character development throughout the novel, I knew the answer immediately. I always knew the answers. But I never raised my hand, never drew attention to myself, never risked the exposure of everyone in the room turning to look at me.

Frankie leaned over. Her breath was warm against my ear.

"You totally know this, don't you?" she whispered. "You should answer."

My hand was in the air before I could stop myself.

Mr. Peterson's eyebrows shot up. Genuine surprise on his face. I had never volunteered in his class. Not once. Not the entire year.

"Yes, Amy?"

Every eye in the room turned to me. My throat tightened. The familiar panic started to rise, but Frankie's encouraging presence beside me, the warmth radiating from her direction, somehow kept me grounded.

"Elizabeth starts the novel confident in her own judgment," I said, my voice shaking only slightly. "But her interactions with Darcy force her to confront her own prejudices. Her growth comes from learning that first impressions aren't always accurate, and that being intelligent doesn't make you infallible. She has to learn humility without losing her spirit."

Mr. Peterson nodded slowly, a smile spreading across his face. "That's exactly right, Amy. And notice how Austen parallels this with Darcy's arc, where he must learn that his social position doesn't grant him automatic moral authority..."

He continued building on my point, and I sank back in my chair, heart pounding. Holy shit. I had actually spoken in class. In front of everyone.

A hand touched my arm. Light. Brief. But electric.

"That was really good," Frankie whispered, beaming at me. "You're obviously super smart about this stuff."

I couldn't speak. Could barely breathe. The spot where her fingers had touched my arm felt like it was glowing.

The rest of the period passed in a blur. I took notes automatically, barely registering what I was writing. All I could think about was Frankie beside me. The way she smelled. The warmth of her presence. The memory of her touch on my arm.

The bell rang, signaling the end of first period.

I started gathering my things quickly. The familiar instinct to flee, to disappear before anyone could talk to me, before Frankie could realize what a weirdo I actually was.

But her hand closed around my arm again. Gentle. Not restraining. Just... stopping me.

"Hey, what class do you have next? Maybe we have more together?"

The hope in her voice sounded real. Like she actually wanted to spend more time with me.

"History," I said, hardly believing any of this was happening. "Room 204."

"Me too!" Her whole face brightened. "Want to walk together? You can show me where it is since I'm totally lost in this building still."

I nodded. What else could I do?

We left the classroom together, and I felt the stares of the other students like heat on my skin. Sarah Chen's group was openly gawking. Tyler Morrison looked confused, like he couldn't understand why the hot new girl was walking out with the class loser.

I couldn't understand it either.

But for the first time in longer than I could remember, I didn't want to disappear.

The hallway was chaos. Bodies everywhere, lockers slamming, voices overlapping in a cacophony that usually made me want to shrink into the walls. But walking beside Frankie felt different. Like I had a bubble of protection around me. Like for once I didn't need to be invisible.

People looked at us. At her, mostly. Guys turned their heads as we passed, eyes traveling down her body in ways that were completely unsubtle. Some of the girls whispered to each other, already assessing the new competition. Frankie seemed completely oblivious to all of it, chatting easily about how she was liking the school so far.

"This place is so much bigger than my old school," she said, navigating around a cluster of sophomores blocking the middle of the hallway. "I've gotten lost like three times already today. The layout makes no sense."

"It gets easier," I offered, surprised by how normal my voice sounded. "After a few weeks you figure out the patterns."

"I hope so!" She laughed, and the sound was bright and genuine. "Yesterday I ended up in the wrong wing entirely. Some poor freshman had to redirect me to the main office."

We walked in silence for a moment, but it wasn't uncomfortable. Not like the silences I usually experienced, which felt heavy and awkward and full of my own inadequacy. This was just... easy.

"So where exactly in California did you transfer from?" I asked, trying to contribute to the conversation instead of just responding.

"Los Angeles area," she said. "Well, technically the suburbs outside of it. My dad got a new job opportunity here, so we had to pack up and move across the country. It totally sucks leaving all my friends behind, but I'm trying to see it as an adventure, you know? Fresh start and all that positive thinking stuff."

She seemed remarkably upbeat about such a major disruption. I couldn't imagine uprooting my entire life like that. Just the thought of moving to a new school, having to navigate new social hierarchies, figure out where I fit in all over again... it made my chest tight.

"That sounds really hard," I said. "I've lived in the same house my whole life. I can't imagine having to start over."

Frankie shrugged, but her smile dimmed just slightly. "It is what it is. You adapt or you don't, right? And honestly, I'd rather focus on making new connections than moping about what I left behind."

She turned her head, those warm brown eyes meeting mine directly. "Like meeting you. That's already made today better than I expected."

My face flushed hot. I looked away, pretending to check the room numbers we were passing.

"I'm glad you're liking it here," I mumbled, not knowing what else to say.

"What about you?" she asked, steering the conversation with an ease I envied. "Have you always gone to Riverside?"

"Since kindergarten, basically." I tried to sound casual. "My whole life has been this neighborhood, this school. Pretty boring, honestly."

"I don't think that's boring. It sounds stable. Roots." She sounded genuinely interested. "Do you have a lot of friends here?"

The question hit a tender spot. My step faltered slightly before I caught myself.

"Not really," I admitted. "I'm kind of... I keep to myself, mostly. I'm better with books than with people."

I waited for the judgment. The pitying look. The awkward subject change.

Instead, Frankie nodded like she understood completely.

"I get that," she said. "Books are easier. They don't expect anything from you. They're just there whenever you need them."

She got it. She actually got it.

"Exactly." The word came out more emphatic than I intended. "People always want something. Want you to be a certain way, act a certain way. Books just let you be."
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