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Chapter 1


          

          
            Personal Foul

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair was used to being in the vice principal’s office.

      She had been here many times before for getting into trouble. Girls in tears would report her, and just like clockwork, she would be summoned to receive her punishment. The boys, of course, kept it to themselves whenever they got into verbal altercations with her, too embarrassed to admit that a girl had bested them. 

      Today, however, she was here because she had told Mrs. Dakota to “go get some dick” instead of bothering Blair about why she didn’t turn in last week’s paper. The whole classroom laughed. It wouldn’t have been so bad if she hadn’t just gotten out of detention for skipping class. 

      Sitting slouched in a stiff chair, waiting for the vice principal to get off a phone call, Blair was mindlessly picking at a hangnail when the door to her right swung open, startling her. The entrance of a dark-haired boy washed away the library-like energy of the room. He was tall with broad shoulders, a backpack hanging off one shoulder. He paid her no attention as he approached the secretary’s counter.

      “Oh, you must be Andrew!” Mrs. Welsh chirped. “I’ve got your class schedule right here, and…” She rose from her swivel chair. “I also have the AP Biology textbook you’ll need.”

      Blair found herself slowly sitting up straight as the boy placed his backpack on the floor, slipping the thick textbook into its mouth. She tugged at the hem of her plaid skirt, suddenly feeling dry and itchy in her Catholic school uniform. Andrew was attractive—magnetic, even—and Blair wanted to get his attention, but wasn’t sure how.

      The secretary glanced at the wall clock as he stood up straight again. “Come on. I’ll give you a quick tour of the building, and by that time, it should be lunch.”

      Mrs. Welsh started to make her way around the cubicle area. The boy turned slightly to make way for her.

      “You stay right there.” She pointed sternly at Blair near the door. “Mr. Davis is expecting you, so no funny business, you hear me?”

      Blair glared up at her like an angry dog as Mrs. Welsh exited the room first. She realized she was still glaring as Andrew walked out. He finally looked at her with an almost indiscernible expression. Almost. Except Blair was pleased to see, somewhere in his eyes, a curiosity about what exactly she could have done and what type of person she must be, that she had to be warned to stay put. 

      A self-satisfied smirk crept across Blair’s face as the door clicked shut. The room was suddenly cooler in temperature again, and just as tranquil as before the boy entered. 

      The vice principal’s door finally opened.

      “You can come in now, Blair.”

      She swallowed, her smirk melting away as she stood up and made her way to the door.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s go through this again,” Mr. Davis said. “She asked you why you didn’t turn in your paper, and you said what, now?”

      “I told her to ‘go get some dick,’” Blair replied nonchalantly.

      Mr. Davis leaned back in his chair and sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “How hard is it for you to just … behave for once?”

      Blair shrugged.

      “I mean, you were just in here for detention, and now here you are again.”

      Silence.

      “You know I could call your parents,” Mr. Davis said in a low voice.

      Blair’s heart sank. “No… Please don’t.”

      “I was technically supposed to call them after you punched Bentley Hudson in the face.”

      Two months prior, Blair had been in gym class playing basketball when Bentley Hudson snapped her exposed bra strap. Embarrassed and furious that he had penetrated her calm demeanor after weeks of little taunts, she had punched him in the jaw, knocking him to the floor.

      Blair cried to Mr. Davis and begged him not to call her parents. He had never seen her like that and nervously agreed, too uncomfortable to ask the deeper questions. She would have to serve her three-day suspension outside of school, which she would do by going to the local library, instead of staying at home, where her parents would know.

      “Please don’t call them, Mr. Davis,” Blair begged once more. “I promise I’ll do my paper and turn it in. And I’ll apologize to Mrs. Dakota.”

      “Okay,” he said. “But consider this a stern warning.” He pointed his finger at her.

      “Yes, sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Butterflies

          

        

      

    

    
      Once outside of Mr. Davis’s office, Blair heaved a sigh of relief.

      Like butterflies in her stomach, a strange sensation compelled her to get to the lunchroom as quickly as possible. Arriving outside the cafeteria, she tossed her backpack onto a mountain of other backpacks and went down the hallway to the lunch line.

      Just as she was advancing, she heard a familiar cackling behind her. She audibly groaned, then straightened her posture, readying herself.

      “Hey, B3, I heard you were sucking Mr. Davis again to get off. Heh, get it? Get off?”

      Hudson and his two main cronies had started calling her “B3” for “Ball-Busting Bitch” after the punching incident.

      “Correction: I suck him and then fuck him, Hudson,” Blair said flatly, too annoyed to even bother to look back.

      Blair sighed as Hudson and his friends snickered. This was their daily routine in the lunch line. The boys would poke and prod her, and she indulged them with dirty talk to prevent them from further bullying her. She knew it turned them on, and she would much rather them be focused on the swelling in their pants than on her specifically—her hair, her clothes, how she smelled, what she ate, whatever.

      “What’s his favorite position?” one of them asked.

      “I bet you let him do anal,” the other chimed in.

      “How many times do I have to tell you?” Blair raised her voice. “I screw him right in his desk chair and bounce on his big, fat, hard⁠—”

      She turned to continue her particularly vulgar tirade, wanting to get to the punch line sooner today, only to see Andrew standing behind Hudson and his two friends. Horrified, Blair immediately turned back around to face the front. The boys were thankfully too busy laughing to notice her terror.

      The butterflies were now drowning in anxiety and humiliation.

      “Wait, you didn’t finish,” Hudson plied. “Or should I say, he didn’t finish…”

      More laughter. Then silence.

      Blair didn’t want to continue, but she knew what would come if she didn’t. They would start to turn mean. She inhaled, refusing to turn again, heart thudding. 

      In a much lower voice, she continued, “I bounce on his big, fat, hard cock until he comes all over my ass.”

      “Gross,” Hudson said, satisfied. “Such a dirty little slut.”

      Luckily, they were all at the serving portion of the line now, and they couldn’t continue talking like that. Blair had never been so relieved to see the lunch ladies. Taking her tray, she practically threw her money at the cashier and told her to keep the change. Head lowered, she hurriedly made her way over to Rachel Dao. She slammed the tray down without realizing it, making her best friend jump.

      “Jesus!” Rachel shrieked, holding a hand to her chest. “Blair, you scared me.”

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, sitting down and immediately putting her hands on her forehead.

      “What’s wrong?” Rachel asked, brushing away a piece of dark hair from her tan shoulder. Blair always envied her fine Asian hair. 

      Blair’s shoulders rose and fell as she inhaled and exhaled deeply. “Just Hudson and the A-holes, managing to make me look like a pervert in front of the new guy.”

      “New guy? What new guy?” Rachel turned to look. “… Oh. Yeah, wow.”

      “I know.”

      “Why don’t you tell on them? It’s wrong that they’re making you say sick stuff to them.”

      “Because I can’t. After what happened with Hudson, they never want to hear about me or him in the same sentence ever again. Plus, if I tell, it means he’s won.”

      “Is that really all you care about? Winning?”

      “We’ve got seven months left in this hellhole. I can manage.” Blair sat up straight and started poking at her food. Seven more months, and then she’d be free. She would graduate, have a job by then, hopefully, and move out of her parents’ house. No more wondering when she would next be belittled, grabbed, or slapped unexpectedly for doing something wrong. 

      At that moment, some of Rachel’s other friends arrived at the table. None of them liked Blair; they only tolerated her presence because of Rachel. It was Blair’s cue to eat quickly and get out of there. She shoveled food into her mouth and kept her head low.

      Once down to her last few bites, she brought her gaze up to look around carefully. She was done eating when her eyes spotted Andrew sitting at Hudson’s table across the room.

      Bastard, she thought. 
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        * * *

      

      Blair was more than relieved that another crap day was over with. The halls thrummed with students slamming their lockers closed, chatting, and exiting. She opened her overstuffed locker and forcefully shoved the books she wouldn’t need inside. Just as she went to close it, however, her gym shoes came tumbling down with some smaller books and papers. Blair swore, bending down to pick up the spilled items.

      Footsteps around her were becoming sparse. As she rearranged the mess inside to shove the contents in again, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She turned to see Andrew standing a few feet behind her, waiting. Then she realized that the locker below hers, which had always been empty, must now be his. Arranged alphabetically, that meant that his last name must start with an S, too.

      The butterflies had disintegrated by this point; this Andrew character had been present for every humiliating moment of her day. Angrily throwing her gym shoes back into the locker, Blair turned away from him.

      “You know, you can say ‘excuse me’ to get into your locker instead of just standing there staring like some fucking weirdo,” she barked.

      Andrew said nothing.

      She turned after slamming her locker door shut. “By the way, Hudson is a predator who likes to sexually harass women. Probably even raped one or two at a party. If you’re friends with him, you’d better stay the fuck away from me.”

      And with that, in true bro fashion, Blair shoulder-checked Andrew’s arm to get past him. It didn’t have the same effect as someone else his size, but it was enough to make a statement.

      “Oh, and another thing—you should probably get some new shoes. No one wears those ugly fuckers around here,” Blair said to Andrew as an afterthought. She made sure she seemed like she was down the hallway, then turned to look back, happy to see him staring down at his feet.

      Who feels stupid now? she thought with a smirk. 

      But Blair felt a twinge of guilt somewhere deep inside. There was absolutely nothing wrong with Andrew’s shoes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Like Christmas Colors

          

        

      

    

    
      When Blair got home, her mother, Angela, was in the living room, ironing a dress top. Her presence startled Blair, as she was used to coming home to an empty house. Her mother was usually working long hours in the city, often staying at her apartment there. Her father was at work.

      “You’re … you’re here,” Blair stuttered.

      “Did you bring the mail in?” Angela asked without looking at her.

      “No, I forgot.”

      Angela scoffed. “Quit being so stupid,” she hissed.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Well, go get it.”

      Blair turned around and went back outside to the mailbox, the winter air biting at her. She brought a few pieces of mail back inside.

      “Where do you want them?”

      “Put them on the kitchen counter.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No,” her mother said tersely. “You’re free to go.”

      Blair didn’t need to be told twice as she hastily made her way upstairs. She couldn’t wait to move out. Most of her interactions with her parents were negative. She was always walking on eggshells when they were around. Numerous times, she had thought of getting a job to save up money for an apartment, but her nerves always got to her. At present, her only choice was to grit her teeth and bear it.

      Once in her room, Blair threw herself onto her bed, too exhausted to take off her school uniform. Her body was now heavy, as she finally felt safe in her surroundings. She lay on her stomach, eyes closed, lying to herself that she would rest for a bit … just a little bit.

      Drifting into sleep, Blair thought of Andrew. Andrew S. She wondered what his last name could be. She felt a pull to him for reasons she didn’t understand, as if she knew him from somewhere. Like he was someone she could trust and confide in. She was curious if they would have any morning classes together, given that he had shown up at lunchtime. Highly unlikely—not after seeing his AP Bio textbook. Here he was, taking college prep courses, and she was taking the “I’m barely going to graduate high school” courses. 

      Blair always felt something stir inside her when a sympathetic teacher pulled her aside and gave her the “you’re smarter than this” speech. It was meant to motivate her, but it just made her feel bad for disappointing yet another adult. She preferred when they just sent her down to Mr. Davis’s office. 

      Ms. Holland was perhaps the last teacher who believed in Blair. She would be lying if she said she didn’t hang onto that. It was Ms. Holland who had advocated for Blair when Mr. Davis finally said “screw it” last year and wanted to expel her.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Andrew was at his locker before Blair. She noticed he was still wearing the same shoes, which annoyed her. He grabbed his backpack and rose as he finished, walking past Blair like she wasn’t there.

      Blair was irritated that he didn’t even look at her. Was he really that hurt that she’d told him his shoes were ugly fuckers? Grow a pair, you baby, she thought.

      Her first period was study hall. This was usually when Blair would complete the homework she didn’t finish the night before (if she decided to do it at all). Just as she was entering the massive library, her phone buzzed with a text from Rachel. She wouldn’t be in school today because she didn’t feel well—possibly a fever. Great… Lunch was going to be a blast.

      Blair sat in her usual spot at the end of a long wooden table near the windows. She begrudgingly pulled out her English textbook for Ms. Holland’s class. It was the only one she still tried to care about. She didn’t want Ms. Holland to give up on her, too. She had started to read when she caught motion in her peripheral vision. Looking over, she saw it was Andrew making his way across the library. He sat several tables away from Blair and began to take out huge, thick textbooks. 

      Blair looked down at her own textbook. She still had another day to complete the assignment. She might have to do the work at home. With her mind made up, she slammed the book shut and put everything back into her backpack. Glancing at the clock, she noted she had been there for five minutes. That meant she had another forty to mess with Andrew.

      Approaching slowly, Blair swallowed at the sight of a vein in Andrew’s neck, protruding upwards from beneath his crisp white collar and dark green wool sweater. His black hair was long enough to cover his ears and came to rest along his jawline. Arriving at the table, Blair pulled out an empty chair in front of him. She wished the floor were tile instead of carpet, so she could make more noise to annoy him, but as it was, she would have to settle for abrupt movements. She plopped down and sighed loudly, throwing her key chain lanyard and phone onto the table. 

      Andrew was busy writing with a pencil, paying her no mind. One glance, and the math problems intimidated Blair. She then leaned over Andrew’s book. Andrew Stormant was written in a scribble at the top of the paper. She also saw AP Calculus on the textbook page.

      “Jesus, no one needs to take that many damn AP courses,” she said, throwing herself back into her chair.

      Andrew continued to write.

      Making a big show of peering under the table, Blair held onto the edge and pushed her chair back onto its hind legs.

      “I see you’re still wearing those fucking ugly brown shoes,” she remarked.

      Still nothing.

      Blair let her chair down with a loud thud.

      Perturbed, she had finally had it. She reached over and snatched Andrew’s assignment, causing his pencil to drag a line across the paper and then into his book, where his hand remained. She held the paper up before her to take in Andrew’s face, pleased to see his eyes slowly come up to look at her. She smiled a shit-eating grin, then looked back at his paper. “Your handwriting looks like a child’s.”

      Lame. But it was the best she could come up with.

      Andrew now had his hands interlocked and rested his chin on them, patiently waiting for Blair to finish.

      “I don’t understand any of this crap,” Blair said, placing the paper down in front of her. She was now looking at Andrew. “What exactly are you going to college for, anyway?”

      She was genuinely beginning to wonder what it would take to disarm this smug bastard before her. And then, just as she went to open her mouth to launch another pathetic assault—he spoke.

      “Your eyes have central heterochromia,” he said in a low, deep voice.

      Blair felt like someone had just thrown a bucket of ice-cold water into her face.

      “Wha—”

      “It’s when the inner ring of your irises is a different color from the outer ring. I have it, too. But I must admit, yours look more striking than mine—prettier, almost like Christmas colors, with the red and green.”

      Blair tried to discern the color in Andrew’s eyes, but was too self-conscious now and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. Thrown off her game, she tossed the paper back at him.

      “I, uh… I gotta go,” she said, standing up. She quickly grabbed her key chain lanyard, phone, and bag, leaving the library. There was still a lot of time left in study hall, but she didn’t care.

      Once in the hallway, she heard a voice. It was Hudson, always managing to be nowhere and everywhere simultaneously.

      “Skipping class, B3?”

      “Not now, you fucking stalker!” she snapped. Her fast pace turned into a run. She was running.

      Once in the girl’s restroom, she threw her backpack onto the tiled floor, causing it to slide under the sinks. She hastily made her way over to the large powder mirror. Ignoring her disheveled brunette hair, she leaned in close, peering deeply into her own eyes.

      Andrew Stormant was right: she had two different colors in her eyes. A reddish-brown on the inner iris, and green on the outer edges. She had stared at her eyes a million times before and knew what she looked like, but she was trying to see them now with new eyes—with Andrew’s eyes. She hadn’t known that such a thing had a name. She heard his voice in her head again, speaking matter-of-factly. “Central heterochromia… Prettier, almost like Christmas colors…”

      Fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Her Name Is Blair

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair could hardly focus on any of her classes that morning. She was still thinking about how Andrew Stormant had completely dodged her bullying tactics, and she was also worried about how lunch would go. Unless Rachel was sick, she never missed school. Worse still, Blair had to deal with Hudson and his two cronies in the lunch line, and if Andrew was there again, she was sure she would die from humiliation.

      The last class before lunch was gym. Blair desperately hoped they wouldn’t be doing any partnered activities today; her nerves couldn’t handle much more. Changing in the girl’s locker room, she tugged at her shorts that were too small. She needed to ask her parents to get her some new clothes soon. As usual, the request would undoubtedly be met with annoyance and scorn.

      Blair didn’t pay much attention to the fact that she was the only girl in gym. She was just thankful they were a class of twelve, and not twenty-five, like middle school used to be. All the other girls in her grade at least had the good sense to participate in a varsity sport. 

      As she walked sheepishly out of the locker rooms, Blair’s stomach dropped when she saw Andrew standing beside Hudson. Surely, he could do any varsity sport, based on his build and stature. What was he doing in gym? She wanted to scowl, but it became apparent that Hudson was talking his ear off. Andrew dutifully listened, giving Blair the hope she needed to believe he wasn’t actually becoming friends with Hudson.

      “Hey, Blair,” Julian Lewis greeted her as he passed.

      Julian. A genuinely nice guy. He was tall and handsome, with dark skin, and Blair felt that on more than one occasion, she should have tried to talk to him more. He hadn’t been there the day she decked Hudson, but he did make a sly comment when she returned from suspension: that she had done them all a favor.

      Andrew glanced in Blair’s direction, then turned his head back to Hudson.

      Poor guy, Blair thought. He’ll never get away if he doesn’t tell him to shut up or interrupt him.

      Mr. Parks entered the gym. “Alright, everyone, we’re doing some exercise drills today.”

      A collective groan could be heard.

      “We’re going to do ten laps around the gym to get our heart rates up, and during that time, I’m going to be setting up some agility stations in the middle of the court. When you’re done with your laps, go ahead and stretch and then get a drink of water.”

      All the boys scuttled over to the designated starting corner. Blair made sure to get behind all of them, not wanting to interfere with their dick-measuring contest of who was the fastest.

      Sneakers squeaked and thudded as they stampeded around the gymnasium. Blair did her best to stay at least within range of the boys, not wanting to get lapped, thought it would inevitably happen anyway. Hudson always overexerted himself to try to beat Julian, and it amused Blair that he failed every time. 

      Turning one of the corners on the second lap, Blair saw that Andrew and Julian were striding together, Hudson flailing behind them. They both looked at ease, while Hudson looked like he was trying not to die. His freckled face was bright red, matching his hair, thus making his whole head look like a giant red dot bopping around in circles. Blair stifled a laugh.

      She quickly felt her lungs and legs start to burn. She stopped focusing on the boys and instead concentrated on her stride. Though her lung capacity had improved since the beginning of the school year, she still struggled to keep an even running pace. But she preferred this cardio over the agility drills that would come next.

      Thinking of what she would do about Rachel not being at lunch, she didn’t realize that Julian, Andrew, and Hudson were now passing her on the fifth lap. Blair tried to move out of the way and got clipped by Hudson. This infuriated him, and he abandoned his desperate attempt to stay with Julian and Andrew.

      “Get the hell out of the way, B3!” 

      He must have stepped on the loop of one of her laces, because, like in a bad high school movie, Blair felt her whole shoe come off, and just like that—BAM—she was sprawled out on the floor. She hit hard. The other boys continued right past her. Mr. Parks was too busy getting cones and ropes out of one of the utility closets to see what had happened.

      Blair blinked. Her eyes instinctively closed on impact, and her vision was black momentarily. She began to sit up when she saw Andrew’s legs near her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, offering her his hand.

      “Fine,” she said, standing up with his help and dusting herself off. She looked down at her elbow, which had burned on the floor. She retrieved her shoe and quickly put it back on, tying it hastily, then started running again. Only this time, Andrew stayed alongside her.

      “You don’t have to run with me out of pity,” she informed him.

      He didn’t respond, only kept alongside her. Then Julian passed them both.

      “Are you okay, Blair?” Julian asked. 

      “Yeah,” Blair breathed. 

      “Don’t worry about B3!” Hudson called after Julian, breathless and lagging behind, but now passing them. “She gets plenty of cardio each week with Mr. Davis.”

      Suddenly, Andrew stopped. Surprised, Blair turned to look back at him.

      “Her name is Blair!” he shouted, his deep voice echoing in the large gymnasium.

      All the boys looked over from a straightaway, stunned. Mr. Parks was stupidly standing in the doorway of an attached hallway, holding cones, confused as to what had just happened.

      Hudson looked frightened. “I—I know,” he called back awkwardly from a distance.

      Andrew wore an angry expression, but then he quietly resumed running. A tense silence overcame the room. The thudding of shoes sounded more intense than before.

      Blair kept her head down as Andrew came back up alongside her. She couldn’t remember the last time someone stood up to Hudson for her that had gone unchallenged. Rachel’s attempts were always viciously shot down, making Blair hurt for her friend. She insisted that Rachel stay out of any taunts or put-downs aimed at her.

      Blair tried to stay away from Andrew for the remainder of the class. She could already sense that Hudson was not particularly happy that Andrew was staying close to her, nor was he pleased to be humiliated in front of everyone.

      With legs like jelly from agility ladders and cone sprints, Blair hobbled to the locker room, where she showered quickly. 

      As she exited the gymnasium, Blair felt the dread of lunchtime that she had managed to forget due to physical and mental exertion. She could just … not eat. But then her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she was famished. Not eating could mean she would faint later. It had happened before. Blair remembered how furious her mother was in her sophomore year, forced to leave work early to come and get her. She could still hear Angela’s voice ranting on the car ride home, about how a “skinny little bitch” like her needed to eat more—that no one wanted to sleep with a skeleton, and to “never pull a stunt like that ever again.”

      Yes, Mother—fainting from not eating because of the severe anxiety of being bullied was definitely an elaborate stunt.

      Blair sighed, her legs weak from exercise and nerves, her hands trembling. Today, like every other day, she would just have to suck it up and put on a brave face. Just get through it, she told herself. It’ll be okay. And even if it isn’t, you’ll find a way to be okay later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Who Hurt You?

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair grabbed a Saran-Wrapped sandwich and scurried out of the cafeteria. She was relieved that Hudson didn’t notice her. Equally relieved that the girls didn’t seem to spot her looking over to confirm one of her worst lunchtime anxieties—that they would never leave a spot open for her if Rachel wasn’t present. While sneaking out, Blair also noticed that Andrew was not sitting at Hudson’s table. He wasn’t sitting anywhere, actually.

      Walking down the hallway, Blair crammed the sandwich into her mouth, not wanting to get in trouble for eating outside the cafeteria.

      Opening her den of trash in the senior hall, Blair resolved that it was perhaps time to try cleaning out her locker. Probably worthwhile, after the spectacle she’d made of herself yesterday. She had plenty of time before Ms. Holland’s class; might as well be productive with it. Blair began to sort through old papers, walking over to a trash bin and tossing them as needed. She also had a few empty water bottles, Starburst wrappers from when she was given the yellow ones that Rachel didn’t like, and some spare clothes that smelled of locker now.

      She heard footsteps coming around the corner, not thinking anything of it. Blair’s stomach leaped when she realized it was Andrew. She refused to give him more than a sideways glance, however. She didn’t want to seem overly interested, but she didn’t want to seem completely disinterested either. She wasn’t exactly sure how to behave with him—not after this morning in study hall or gym. 

      Blair should have been grateful that Andrew stood up to Hudson for her. But truth be told, it filled her with dread, because now Hudson would be hyperaware and focused on the two of them. Maybe Andrew hadn’t snapped at Hudson because he was defending her; perhaps he was using her as an excuse to tell Hudson off, a quick and easy way to get rid of him. Whatever Andrew’s motives were, be it making her blush in study hall or offering her a hand when she fell, Blair didn’t know what to do with any of it. Sure, she wanted to get his attention by messing with him, but somehow, he thwarted her every attempt to disturb him.

      Looking down at him as he opened his locker, staring at the top of his head of black hair, Blair hated that at every turn, she was the one looking like an idiot. Andrew managed to subvert all of her efforts to fuck with him. As he pulled thick textbooks out from his locker, Blair felt contempt creep up inside—contempt for his laser focus, his unflappable demeanor, his commitment to schoolwork that would surely grant him favoritism, and his attempt to play nice by complimenting her eye color, offering a hand in gym, and defending her to Hudson. She hated all of it. That was what she had convinced herself of, anyway. She hated that she was so easily disturbed and an outcast, and he got to be the cool kid on day two—the studious good guy.

      Their locker doors had been flush together while open. Blair stayed to the side of Andrew, slowly sifting through the papers in her hand. Andrew was crouched down, examining his schedule, probably still getting used to which classes he had on different days. Ever so slightly, Blair reached over him and quietly positioned her locker door right above his head. She smirked and mindlessly stared at her papers, completely unfocused—waiting for Andrew.

      He folded his schedule and slipped it into his binder within his bag. Zipping up the backpack, he rose, just as he had done many times before—and a loud, metallic WHACK came from the sharp metal corner smashing right into the back of Andrew’s head.

      Blair howled with laughter. She shouldn’t have, but she couldn’t help it. 

      “Oh, I got you good!” she managed. “Gotta even the playing field by knocking out a few of those brain cells.” She held her stomach and continued to cackle. 

      Andrew remained motionless, his right hand on the top of his head. It had to have hurt; Blair had banged her own head into plenty a cabinet door at home. Sometimes, the pain was so sharp and excruciating that she wondered if she would need medical attention.

      Still laughing, Blair jumped when Andrew raised his hand, still looking down, and slammed her locker door shut. He stood up quickly and faced her with serious eyes.

      Blair was so frightened by the rapid shift in energy and sudden movement that she punched Andrew in the chest on reflex. Then, before she could pull away in horror at what she had done, he snatched her wrist. His grip was firm, his massive hand wrapping easily around her tiny wrist.

      Blair looked up to see that Andrew’s eyes were glassy. He looked … wounded? Sad? Concerned? Something. And it was not at all what she was expecting. She didn’t know what she thought would happen, but certainly not this.

      “Who hurt you?” he asked. His voice was low and quiet—one of concern, like a teacher trying to convince a child to report abuse at home.

      She felt the terror flicker through her body, and it surely flashed in her eyes, because she saw that Andrew caught it. She quickly forced herself to switch back into regular Blair mode. 

      She looked down and snorted. “Wow. Really? ‘Who hurt you?’ Stick with bio and calc, you big-nosed freak.”

      Why were her insults so juvenile when it came to him? She tugged her wrist to break his hold, to no avail. His grasp was firm, but not threatening—not like the death grip when her father had grabbed her by her upper arms and shoved her into the fridge once, furious over something that Blair couldn’t recall. She only remembered that she had been terrified of the brute strength she felt.

      Was this the part where she told him to let go? 

      Blair kept her gaze on the floor. She didn’t want to look into his eyes again … but she also strangely didn’t want him to let her go. She looked up and saw the sadness in his eyes again—and something about it stabbed her.

      Blair slapped him across the face with her free hand, for reasons she didn’t understand.

      He caught that wrist, too. 

      “You take hits like a pussy,” she said weakly. 

      Andrew now had both of her wrists, a red mark on his face, and a look of deep melancholy in his eyes. It was a suffocating gaze that Blair could hardly stand. She felt like a rodent in a cage, desperately trying to get out while scientist Andrew watched, taking notes and thinking how interesting this little rodent was.

      “Let me go,” she said finally.

      And to her utter surprise, Andrew did. Immediately.

      She didn’t know what to think of that. She rubbed her wrists and lowered her head, blinking tears away.

      And then, Andrew stepped closer … and wrapped his arms around her.

      Her arms, which had been released and remained up to her chest, came to curl into his.

      A hug? What the hell was this?

      Blair stood like a feral child, unsure of what to do with Andrew’s contact. He smelled good. Really good. It was something musky, but faint—a scent that you could only smell when you were this close to him.

      Blair couldn’t come up with one single smart-ass remark to say. All she could do was stand, her legs now put through the roller coaster ride of a lifetime in one day. First a fall, then intense exercise, anxiety, and now—a strange and painful euphoria that Blair had never experienced, making her weak again.

      She couldn’t remember the last time a male had hugged her. If it was her father when she was a child, she had no memory of it. 

      Walk away, Blair told herself.

      But for some reason, her body wouldn’t let her.

      Blair decided she would just … accept it. Whatever Andrew’s intentions were, she would accept them at this moment. She allowed herself to lean into him slightly, arms still folded into his chest. She closed her eyes when he brought his hand to rest on the back of her head, petting her.

      Affection. That must be what this was. As a feral animal, even Blair knew petting like this was good, kind, and safe.

      She was safe.

      Safe in the arms of Andrew Stormant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 6


          

          
            The Student Advocate

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did you get enough to eat?” Andrew asked, bringing his hand to a stop on the back of her head.

      “Hmm?” Blair hummed into his chest.

      She opened her eyes when she felt him move. He had pulled his head back slightly to look downward at her. 

      “I was in Mr. Singh’s classroom, asking him some questions. I saw you walk by and shove that whole sandwich into your mouth. Did you get enough to eat? Are you still hungry?”

      “I… I’m fine,” Blair said. 

      She was still hungry. 

      “Well, I have an unopened bag of Oreos, if you want them.”

      When Andrew released his hold on her, Blair wanted to cry out.

      He crouched down and opened a front bag compartment to pull out the cookies. “Dessert…” he said, offering them to her. 

      “… Thanks,” Blair said, slowly taking the bag. 

      More time must have passed than she thought, because some students were now trickling into the hallway. Then the bell rang, signaling the end of lunch.

      “What class do you have next?” Andrew asked, pulling his backpack over one shoulder. 

      “English with Ms. Holland.”

      “Oh, she’s nice. I have her for AP English.”

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake…” Blair muttered, letting her hands fall to her legs in annoyance. 

      Andrew smiled, raising both hands. “It’s the only other AP class I have, I promise.”

      Blair twisted her lip, trying to stop a smile from forming on her face, but Andrew’s grin was too infectious, and she felt her teeth show. She also realized that her face was becoming warm again, as it had in study hall that morning.

      The hall was now full of seniors coming and going to their lockers.

      “I’ll see you later?” Andrew asked.

      “Yeah,” Blair said.

      And with that, Andrew disappeared around a corner on his way to his next class.

      Blair picked up her bag from the floor and opened her locker. Surprised, she had completely forgotten how much trash and papers she had cleaned out. She grabbed the textbooks she needed for the rest of the day, conscious that her mouth could not stop smiling. Making her way to Ms. Holland’s class across the building, Blair felt a lightness in her step and a giddiness that lingered in her stomach. She inhaled deeply, cherishing the faintest hint of Andrew’s scent particles clinging to her.

      “Blair.” Ms. Holland nodded to her with a smile when she entered.

      Blair bowed her head in return with a genuine smile today. Ms. Holland appeared pleased to see that, checking her name off for attendance.

      Blair daydreamed as the lesson began. She watched with glazed eyes as Ms. Holland’s head of purple hair moved about. She used to wonder how they let her get away with that at St. Michael’s. Then she got to see why last year at her possible expulsion meeting for biting a teacher.
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        * * *

      

      Blair sat outside Mr. Davis’s office with her head between her knees, waiting for her parents to arrive. She was more terrified of her mother and father than of expulsion. Feeling sick, she jolted when the reception door swung open.

      Ms. Holland stormed in, charging for Mr. Davis’s office, bursting through the door without a knock. 

      Immediately, Blair and Mrs. Welsh heard yelling before the door could even click shut.

      Ms. Holland loudly told Mr. Davis that they only cared about the big donors at St. Michael’s—that as long as they got their money, they didn’t give a shit about the other kids. Mrs. Welsh breathed an audible “Oh, dear” at hearing the word “shit.” Blair usually would have been amused at that—but not today. Not with the dread of her parents on their way.

      Ms. Holland then mentioned a handful of students who had done far worse than Blair. She noted drugs and alcohol on campus, and the horrific vandalism of a hotel after an away football game that was kept quiet thanks to powerful connections. She name-dropped both boys and girls. 

      Mr. Davis immediately countered with a reference to Blair’s freshmen year, when she had punched a junior girl in the stomach, and how the parents wanted to press charges—that she should have been expelled then. Or what about when she was caught cheating on a final exam in her sophomore year? Suspensions and academic probation weren’t doing much.

      Ms. Holland retorted that they hadn’t even tried counseling yet, adding that the school counselor was an imbecile, and that Blair needed real help—maybe even medication. 

      Blair caught Mrs. Welsh quietly shaking her head in pity as she typed on her computer—as if the problems with Blair were so trivial that she could still manage to focus and type while a full-blown argument was taking place. It hurt Blair to see that. However, what hurt her even more was when her parents arrived. She wanted to throw up at the sight of her father in his greasy work uniform, contrasted against her mother’s grey pencil skirt and matching grey jacket slung over her arm.

      Ms. Holland made her case to the whole room—Mr. Davis and her parents. Blair sat as still as possible. A resolution was finally agreed upon. Blair would have to serve three days of suspension and would get six private counseling sessions. 

      When they left that day, her parents said nothing to her as they walked out together. Her father got into his pickup truck and said he was going back to work. Her mother audibly sighed, placing her purse and jacket in the back seat of her car before she closed the door and got in the front seat. Blair joined her with trepidation.

      Once inside, and not a moment too soon, Angela slapped her across the back of the head. One of her nails caught and dragged awkwardly through Blair’s hair as she pulled away.

      “I can’t fucking believe you,” she breathed, immediately reaching to turn the keys in the ignition as if nothing had happened. “Counseling… Medication…” She muttered to herself, disgusted. “I swear to God, Blair…”

      Blair curled her left ear into her shoulder to prepare for another blow, before she realized her mother was just reaching to put the car into reverse.

      “If we have to come up here one more time, you’re going to regret the day you were born.”

      Blair got six sessions of counseling, and that was that. She wished she could have gone for longer, as she had liked her therapist—but of course, her parents refused. She never did get on any medication. She wasn’t sure what she would have needed or been put on, but she would’ve at least liked to try something.
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        * * *

      

      Snapping back to the present, Blair was reminded that Ms. Holland got to wear a head of purple hair at St. Michael’s because Ms. Holland was a badass. Blair smiled at the memory of her yelling. She wasn’t intimidated by Mr. Davis or anyone, not one tiny bit, and she wasn’t afraid to lose her job if it meant she was doing the right thing. She was the very definition of “no shits given.”

      If Blair could think of one adult she would like to be like when she grew up, it would be Ms. Holland.
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            Cherry Red

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair could hardly get to her locker fast enough at the end of the day. She wasn’t sure what to say or do around Andrew; she just wanted to be near him. Stalling for as long as possible, she felt disappointed when he didn’t show up. Maybe he was talking to a teacher again, or had already gone home.

      Once outside, Blair pulled the hood of her coat up. The November air was bitterly cold. She was thankful she only had a few neighborhoods to walk through to get home.

      A text buzzed in her pocket—Rachel, asking her if the day went alright. Oh, Rachel. Thinking of Blair even while she was sick at home. Blair told her not to worry about her, that it all went fine, and to rest up.

      Blair’s Mary Janes crunched on the snow as she walked. Her cheeks were the coldest part of her body at the moment. Head down and almost to the edge of the school premises, she heard a vehicle slow next to her.

      “Do you need a ride?” Andrew called through the passenger window. “It’s way too cold to be walking out here.”

      “I don’t live far,” Blair said, her cheeks cherry red.

      “Come on, get in, I’ll take you.”

      Blair hesitated for a moment, then agreed.

      Climbing inside the SUV, she shivered. Andrew quickly turned the heater on full blast, and Blair placed her hands on the vents.

      “You really walk in this?” Andrew asked, looking at Blair’s knees, just as red as her cheeks. 

      “It’s not that bad,” she responded, fisting her plaid skirt downward.

      “Where do I need to go?” he asked, ignoring the cars going around him to get to the stop sign at the end of the drive.

      Blair was still shivering as she directed him, but was warming up quickly.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t see you at our lockers. I’m still getting used to where everything is.”

      Blair said nothing. She didn’t want to seem like she had been expecting him.

      Another wide turn, and they were on her street. It was really close in a vehicle.

      “It’s that blue house up there.” Blair pointed.

      Andrew slowed down once they got closer, then pulled into her driveway.

      Now comfortable and toasty, Blair reached for her bag at her feet. She slowly gripped the door handle, trying to think of something to say other than just thank you. Just as she was pushing the door open, Andrew spoke.

      “Were you able to get your homework done?”

      “… What?”

      “You didn’t come back to study hall this morning. I was just wondering if you were able to finish what you needed to get done.”

      It felt like an eternity since first period. So much had transpired in one day, Blair could have sworn he was asking about last week. At St. Michael’s, there was never-ending reading, writing, studying, and projects to do.

      “I didn’t … but I’ll get it done tonight.”

      “I can give you my number … in case you need help with anything.”

      “Okay.” Blair pulled out her phone, and they entered each other’s information.

      “Do your parents work late?” Andrew asked.

      Blair realized that he was stalling now.

      “They do. My dad usually works second or third shift, depending on the week or month. And my mom works odd hours. Sometimes she doesn’t come home at all. She has an apartment downtown for when she has to work late and be up early, too.”

      The heater was blasting, and Andrew turned it lower now that they were becoming too hot.

      “Well, be safe, then,” he said.

      “Um, thank you for the ride,” Blair said, exiting the vehicle.

      As she was walking up the pathway to her front door, she heard Andrew call out.

      “Blair.”

      She turned to look. 

      “If it’s okay with you, and your parents don’t mind, I can take you home each day. It’s not a problem for me, and it’s not that far. It’s too cold for you to walk home.”

      How sweet. He was worried about what her parents thought, even though he knew nothing about them or how little they cared about her. The only time they cared was when she messed up or inconvenienced them, which felt like a lot.

      “Okay,” she called back to him.

      He waved and pulled away. Blair returned the gesture, watching him go, then unlocked the front door and entered.
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            Good Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair could hear her father snoring down the hall when she awoke the next day. He was working thirds and would go straight to bed when he got home. Her mother was at her apartment. Checking her phone, Blair still had about ten minutes before her alarm was supposed to go off.

      There was a text message from Andrew:

      Good morning, Blair. I asked my parents, and they said it would be okay if I picked you up and dropped you off each day. What time do you usually leave? Is it alright if I come and get you this morning? I don’t want you walking outside in the cold. -Andrew

      Blair smiled and texted back. She thought it was cute that he’d told her good morning and signed his name. It was nice to hear from him first thing in the morning.

      After showering and getting dressed, Blair ate toast with jam while she waited for him. Watching the dark SUV pull into her driveway, she grabbed her bag and hastily exited the front door.

      “Good morning,” Andrew said as she opened the door.

      “Ugh, you’re one of those types,” she said, climbing in.

      “What?” he asked, confused.

      “You actually say ‘good morning’ to people, verbally. Just … say ‘hi’ or something. ‘Good morning’ is such a huge ‘screw you’ to me.”

      “… Okay.” He laughed nervously.

      “I’m still not fully awake yet. When someone says, ‘Good morning,’ it just feels like they’re trying to start shit.”

      Andrew chuckled as he started driving down the road. She could tell he was amused and conceptually understood her distaste for morning greetings, but not quite literally. Probably the result of a better upbringing, she told herself. 

      Blair remained silent for the rest of the ride. Once parked and walking up to the building, Blair slowed when she caught the back of Hudson’s head entering. Andrew noticed she was lagging and turned back to look at her, then back to Hudson’s head disappearing through the double doors.

      She could see his breath in the cold air as he spoke. “How long has he been bothering you?”

      “Hudson? Oh, since freshman year. I’m used to his bullshit by now, though.”

      Andrew was not convinced.

      “I punched him in the face earlier this year.” Blair laughed as if that was supposed to appease him.

      Andrew’s eyes widened. “What happened?” he asked. “Come on, let’s get inside.”
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