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      I hate Mondays, and you know what I hate more than Mondays? The answer is school.

      Today is the first day of my last year of high school, and only now do I regret not caring enough about it. Being 18 with my 19th birthday coming up isn’t exactly something I’m proud of.

      I didn’t have bad grades, I didn’t skip much, and I wasn’t a terrible student. Sure, I’d get easily distracted during class, and honestly, at the time, I really thought playing Tic-tac-toe with my best friend was way more entertaining than whatever nonsense the teacher was spouting.

      Well, that backfired. I’m now spending a whole extra year in school.

      Sighing, I look at myself in the mirror for a final check. Simple light jeans, my favorite ones, and a simple white shirt paired with my old Converse shoes.

      The kind of outfit you’d go to the store to buy a last-minute gallon of milk in, even though today is the day I finally become a senior. But I can’t be bothered to put in the effort.

      Who am I trying to impress anyway? Mr. Olson, with my uncoordinated skills in P.E. class? Or Mrs. Becerra, who hated me at first—'Hola, ¿cómo estás?'

      After battling against my laziness and unwillingness to go to school, I grab my small black backpack. Maybe too small for any real school supplies aside from my P.E. gear—just a rolled-up t-shirt and shorts, along with my wallet and keys. I made it a habit to leave everything else inside my locker, though it’s not like I have much in there anyway. Just a picture of me and my best friend, and that one stolen notebook I’ve been using for every class since junior year.

      I rush down the stairs to find my dad on the sofa, watching the morning news with a cup of coffee in his hand. He casually sets the cup down as he hears me approach, no rush—as if he’s not late for work or anything.

      One of the many reasons I don’t need a DNA test to confirm he’s my dad, even though we look nothing alike.

      “Good morning, lazy ass. Want me to give you a ride to school?” he asks as I bend down to give him a quick goodbye kiss.

      “Morning,” I yawn, side-eyeing him. “I’m fine, worry about yourself, will you? Shouldn’t you be at work already?”

      “You’re fine? You should have left five minutes ago.”

      We are both late.

      “Are you sure you don’t want a ride?” he insists as I grab my longboard.

      “I can still make it in time.”

      I live about 10 minutes away from school on my longboard, and I have about 15 minutes to get to school, grab my schedule, and get to first period. Pretty sure I can’t make it, but let’s pray to our Lord.

      The streets are a blur of people, everyone hurrying to get to wherever they need to be. I skate around the rush hour traffic, dodging cars as I make my way to school.

      Early mornings are the worst. It’s as if the sun, the fresh dark pavement, and all the mirrored windows conspire to concentrate the world’s energy into blinding beams aimed straight at your eyes, no matter in what direction you look.

      Unless, of course, you’re distracted by the enormous statue that is now sitting in the middle of the road for whatever reason.

      What do they call those again? Roundabouts, is it?

      Well, it’s hard to explain what happened next—how a car appeared out of nowhere at full speed, and how much of a badass I am for dodging it last minute with my cat-like reflexes, flipping through the air, and landing perfectly on the asphalt. Sure, a passerby might tell you a different story—something along the lines of: the car was nowhere near her when she threw herself off the longboard and landed on her butt. But that’s clearly not what happened.

      And now I get to tell everyone I got run over by a car and survived. Maybe I can even get away with P.E. if I walk in limping.

      The person quickly gets out of the car to see if everything’s alright, not on me, though, but on the car. The black-haired woman strides to the front, checking where my longboard struck. She runs her hand over the bumper, tracing a dent and a small, but quite apparent, scratch.

      I can’t say I blame her. It is a nice car —a black Audi, to be exact —and that is where my car knowledge ends.

      I clear my throat in a miserable attempt to get her attention. “I’m fine, thanks for asking, ma’am.”

      At that, she finally turns around, acknowledging my presence, eyeing me with bored grayish eyes. “You crossed the street without looking at an intersection with no crosswalk, and you were the one who threw yourself on the ground. I couldn’t care less if you’re fine or not.”

      I nod, forcing myself to snap out of the trance the movement of her lips left me in. Totally shameless, and she’s noticing it too. She’s beautiful. It’s a shame she’s a total ass.

      “Ok?” I finally say. It’s not like I’m hurt or anything—except for my pride and ego. I get up, picking up my longboard.

      No insurance money, it seems.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asks, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I’m leaving?”

      “You damaged my car.”

      I turn around, walking up to her, her silver eyes looking more and more dangerous as I get closer, making me want nothing more than to back away with my tail between my legs. “I did not—you ran over a longboard with no apparent owner.” Did I hit my head when I fell?

      She raises an eyebrow, “No apparent owner? You’re holding it right now, and I didn’t run over anything, it literally fell from the sky.”

      “Divine gift.”

      “You can’t be serious,” she sneers.

      “Look, I’m broke. What do you want from me? The moth in my wallet? You clearly have the money to fix it, must you kick a woman when she’s already below ground?”

      She gives me a long look before giving me her back, strolling back to her car. “I don’t have time for this,” she says simply, and before I could so much as utter another word, she’s already speeding off past me, almost taking me out again.

      I’m left stunned in place like a potted plant as I watch her car disappear in the distance, until it hits me… I quickly check my phone, I only have five minutes left until the first bell, and I’m not even halfway there. Great.

      I rush into the school building, trying to catch my breath as I power walk into the school office to get my schedule. The tardy bell rang about three minutes ago, and finding out my first class is not only Calculus, but that it’s Calculus in the furthest classroom on the farthest side of the school, is not what I had planned for the first day of my senior year.

      The corridors are deserted by now, but I swear I will be throwing hands if someone decides to get in my way.

      I have to stop for a hot second in front of the door to breathe before knocking on it. I’m exactly six minutes late, yet somehow, I still have to wait a whole minute until someone decides to open that damn door, and to my luck, it reveals no other than the same woman who almost ran over me less than half an hour ago.

      She just stood there, leaning against the door frame, wearing an amused smile. Why? Because first, I damaged her car, and second, I am late to her class, and why would that amuse her? Take your guess.

      “Good morning, ma’am. I apologize for my tardiness. Something came up on my way here,” I say with my best smile. On life, this teacher better not hate me, I can’t be here for another year.

      I’m afraid to ask: What else could go wrong today?

      “Come in,” she says blankly, moving aside so I can pass through the door, and just as I’m about to reach my usual spot at the back— “You have detention.”

      Ah. There it is.

      Now seated, I can finally look through my schedule. The first period is Calculus, followed by English, Poetry as an elective, Spanish II, lunch—my favorite subject—and lastly, ugh, Physical Education.

      “As I was saying before I got interrupted,” she says, her eyes glancing over me. “My name is Ms. Evans, and I will be your Calculus teacher.” Her voice is unbothered, almost like on autopilot. “I don’t tolerate nonsense: swearing, unnecessary conversation, and or noise in my classroom. If caught, you will get detention. Don’t think that just because you’re a senior, you won’t be sent to detention. Any questions?”

      No one raises their hands; everyone seems too intimidated or maybe just too awestruck by her to ask anything. Her cold silver eyes scan the room. “So, let’s start, take out your notebooks,” she says, making some students groan, but they rapidly shut up once she turns around.

      This woman is something else entirely.

      I sigh, glancing around the classroom for any familiar faces, but as expected, none. This is about to be a long, boring hour. Resigned I take my phone out, sending a quick picture of my schedule to Soph—my best and, to be honest, only friend.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do we share any classes?

      

      

      

      

      

      As it turns out, Soph and I have every class together—except Calculus. Lovely. Note the sarcasm.

      My silent sulking is cut short when a shadow falls over me. Someone’s standing in front of my desk. Fantastic. Because clearly, the universe hasn’t done enough to ruin my day.

      No—the universe isn’t to blame for this mess. I am.

      I slowly lift my head, and of course, my luck just keeps getting better. Ms. Evans stands in front of me, arms crossed, her perfume hitting me in the face as she leans down.

      Without a word, she reaches out and snatches the phone right out of my hands. Quick and efficient. Before I can even protest, she’s already walking back to the front of the classroom, leaving me sitting there, mouth agape, trying to process what just happened.

      I can’t really blame her. Cool teachers never get the respect they deserve. But something tells me respect isn’t exactly what she’s after. Fear, maybe. Yeah, definitely fear.

      After that, the class passed painfully slowly, her eyes were on me like a hawk every time I dared start any kind of conversation with anyone in the classroom. By the time the bell finally rang, all I wanted was to bolt out of the classroom and cry my eyes out on Soph’s lap. But I couldn’t leave—not without my phone.

      I don’t have anything to put in my backpack because, obviously, I didn’t bring anything with me, so pretending to put my things away isn’t an option.

      Instead, I just stand there, stuck in the middle of the classroom. Awkward. So painfully awkward.

      Ms. Evans looks up at me just as the last student leaves, as if she knew I’d be waiting. “Do you need something?” she asks, her voice dripping with the kind of sarcasm you’d expect from one of those mean girls on TV.

      I walk slowly up to her desk. “You have my phone, Ms.,” I say, doing my best to sound confident, even though my insides are a mess of panic.

      “Oh? And why should I give it back to you?” She raises an eyebrow, perfectly groomed.

      “You can’t keep my phone, it’s against⁠—”

      “Principal Moore introduced a new phone policy this year; it’s posted everywhere, Miss Krause.” Great, she knows my name. “One of your parents can pick it up at the school office.”

      “It’s the first day of school...” I start, letting out a sigh—what’s the point? It’s not like she cares. “There’s no way my dad can pick it up with that office schedule. It's only open for, like, two hours a day.”

      “Well, then you can come pick it up at the end of the week… or,” she says, picking my phone up from her desk, her face is stoic, but the glint of evilness in her eyes is unmistakable. “What would you rather have? Your phone right now and detention for the whole week, or no detention, but you only get your phone back in a week?”

      This woman is actually vile.

      Whether she’s even allowed to do this is irrelevant at this point. She could tell me to kneel, and I’d probably do it.

      I walk out of the classroom with my phone in hand. A week of detention. It couldn’t be that bad.
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      Soph and I wander aimlessly through the school halls, trying to kill time. Even though it’s hard to call it walking when every other minute or so, Soph has to prop herself up against a wall because, apparently, my almost dying this morning is simply the funniest thing that has happened since I fell into the downtown lake just a month ago. And let me remind you that this is Florida—the Alligator State.

      “If your dad finds out about the number of times you’ve nearly gotten yourself killed, he would never let that redhead of yours set foot on that thing again,” she says, finally managing to speak coherently after wheezing and mumbling between bursts of laughter for the past half hour.

      I groan. “He did say he’d take it away if I ever got seriously hurt riding it, that I’d break all the bones in my body, and yadda yadda yadda. And I can confidently say I never did.”

      “No, you’ve just fallen into every single hole in this city.”

      “I still haven’t broken any bones.”

      “Yet.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re jinxing it.”

      At this point, the hallways are empty. It’s class time, and no, we are not skipping. I might not study, and I might be late every day, but at least I’m not a skipper.

      Our Poetry teacher just had a baby, probably her 7th at this point, and no teacher hates their life enough to take this period.

      “I’m already tired of being here,” Soph lets out a long sigh, letting her head fall back. “Do you want to grab something to eat? We can hit up Crispy’s for some chicken nuggets. We should be able to get back on time.

      “It’s 10 AM.”

      “That’s the perfect time for a snack,” she hums, looping an arm around my shoulders and letting her weight fall on me, nearly taking me down.

      “You don’t need a snack, you need a diet. Gosh, Soph,” I mutter, struggling to keep both of us up. “And I don’t think they have nuggets for breakfast, plus Crispy’s nuggets suck.”

      “You su— wait, is that the new teacher everyone is talking about?” Soph asks. Yes, indeed. Her eyes are already on us as she walks in our direction. “They weren’t lying, she is hot… You have her as a teacher, right? I suddenly want to have Calculus.”

      “I don’t think you do,” I groan, dropping Soph’s arm from my shoulder.

      “Why?” Soph whispers just before the unavoidable approach.

      “Are you two skipping?” she asks, the same stern tone she used in the classroom. “Miss Krause, is one hour of detention after school not enough for you?”

      Soph shoots me a pointed look. I haven’t gotten to that part of the tea yet. “Our teacher just had a baby,” she shrugs. “We’re just walking up to the library to, uh, study.”

      Ms. Evans narrows her eyes. “On your first day of school? How dedicated,” she says, not masking her sarcasm. “I’m new here, so correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t the library in the opposite direction?”

      Ugh, Soph.

      “We are just passing by our lockers first,” I say, trying to save face.

      “Of course,” she says, clearly not buying into it. “I’ll be expecting you in detention, Miss Krause. Please, try to be on time this time around, will you?”

      “Yes,” I mutter, though she doesn’t wait for my answer before continuing down the hall.

      “Damn, Anna, hot and mean?” Soph whispers as we watch her walk away. She nudges me. “How did you manage to get detention on your first day?”

      “She gave me a whole week of detention for using my phone. Who does that?” I groan. “And guess what?”

      “What? Let me guess—she was the hot bitch who nearly ran you over, too?”

      “Would you believe it?”

      She opens her mouth, then quickly closes it, repeating it multiple times.

      “You look like a fish.”

      “And you’re screwed.”
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        * * *

      

      I hate PE. I hate sweating. I hate that it’s still unbearably hot outside, and I hate that our teacher is a total douche. Mr. Olson doesn’t have a single physical attribute that screams ‘fitness enthusiast,’ let alone someone qualified to teach it. But hey, at least he’s not a creep, and I’ll give him that.

      He told the class to run around the track five times, and then we would be dismissed. Easier said than done, when all he does is watch us suffer from afar under the shade like some kind of dictator.

      Skipping wasn’t an option either—Mr. “I can’t demonstrate how to do a proper squat, but you’re doing it wrong” was watching us like a hawk the whole time.

      Maybe we’ve grown predictable.

      “Let’s go grab some food, I’m starving,” Soph pants as we make our way to the locker room.

      “I can’t. I have detention, remember?” I groan, stripping out of my sweaty clothes and heading into one of the stalls.

      “How could I ever forget that?”

      “You can leave if you want to.” The water from the shower hits me like a cold slap, but in this Miami heat, it might as well be a blessing.

      “No way, I’ll wait for you. I need to know what will go down in that classroom. She kind of looks like the type of teacher who’d make a student cry.”

      “Do you think she’d make me cry?” I side-eye her as she hands me my towel over the stall. “Are you not showering? Gross.”

      “She would definitely make you cry,” she smirks. “I don’t sweat like you. I actually have good genes.”

      “This is not about sweat, it’s about hygiene.”

      “I’ll get my hygiene at home, where there are no foot cooties. And aren’t you only getting yourself all clean and shiny because you’ve got a detention date with Ms. Bootylicious?” she teases. “You better hurry up, by the way—you’re running late.”

      I ran; I ran so fast I might have taken Bolt’s place. Mr. Olson would be proud of me. And that shower? Completely pointless.

      To my luck, I open the door just as the tardy bell rings. But to no use, the room is empty. I make my way to one of the back seats and wait. Five minutes go by, and still no sign of Ms. Evans.

      Either she forgot about me, or she’s doing this on purpose. I’m guessing the latter.

      It was only when I was about to get up to leave that she entered the room, eyeing me with a glint of amusement. “I didn’t expect you to come, let alone still be in here.”

      Well, that did cross my mind.

      “I think you’ve got the wrong impression of me, Ms.,” I say, trying to sound casual.

      “Is that so?” she says, leaning against her desk, her gaze still fixed on me. “I heard a lot about you.”

      “Oh, really?” I raise my eyebrows. I didn’t think I was that popular.

      “Sure, teachers talk all the time to each other about their worst students.” That wasn’t exactly the kind of fame I had in mind, but hey, fame comes in many forms. “I was having coffee with Mr. Olson just now. He shared some... interesting things,” she smirks.

      Coffee with Mr. Olson? That’s a red flag.

      “Ms., do you hate me because you almost killed me?”

      “No, not really. Don’t think I’m treating you differently just because you left a bump and a scratch on my car,” she replies in the same sarcastic tone. “And Miss Krause, maybe consider bringing at least a pen and a piece of paper to my class tomorrow so you can, if anything, pretend to take notes. For the extra credit.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I sigh, watching her walk back to the door. She opens it, glancing back at me.

      “Are you staying?” she asks.

      “The bell hasn’t rung yet.”

      “I’ll let you go off the hook, only because you bothered to show up. It’s the first day, after all. But don’t think I’ll always be this nice.”

      “You’ve been nice today? You could’ve fooled me.”

      She simply lets out a small chuckle. How can this woman—who must have quite literally ascended from hell—let out such a cute, innocent, sound?

      After that, I head straight to the parking lot, where Soph has been waiting by the bike rack where I chain my longboard.

      “What’s up with that face? Don’t tell me Ms. Bootylicious actually made you cry?” she teases, wiggling her eyebrows as I reach her.

      “No? But did you know Satan laughs?”
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      I’d say the nearest Crispy’s is about a 10-minute walk from school, yet we took about half an hour with Soph’s constant need to laugh at my misery. “I just can’t believe you called her Satan,” she says in between laughs. “That’s so funny, poor woman.”

      “It isn’t that funny,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Soph, it’s your duty to be on my side. It’s poor me, not poor woman. Have you forgotten what she did to me? Satan gave me detention for one whole week, including Friday. Who does that?”

      “And you know what’s even funnier? You’re totally into her.”

      “What? No, I’m not.”

      “Oh, really?”

      I click my tongue. Let’s be honest here, it’s totally possible.

      “I have standards, you know? I don’t just fall in love with the first hot woman that shows up in front of me.”

      “I give it a week.”

      “I feel like I’ll fall into insanity before that.”

      “Anna, you’re a lesbian. You know what? Let me change that time frame—I give it two days.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “No,” I say under my breath.

      “Look, I get it. I’m straight, and even I would fall in love with that woman. Tall, sarcastic, seemingly rich, extremely toxic, a total mommy,” she says, counting on her fingers.

      “Sophie Abebe, you are not straight.”

      “Women intimidate me,” she says as we finally step into the fast-food restaurant.

      “That still makes you bi-curious.”

      “That sounds too official. Maybe I’ll never have the courage, and then I’ll feel like a bi-curious failure,” she says dramatically as we order our food through the self-ordering kiosk. “But back to Ms. Bootylicious⁠—”

      I interrupt her with a groan; she’ll never let this go. “She’s not as mean as I thought she would be—no, she’s definitely mean—just not as mean. And stop calling her that.”

      She scoffs.

      “You’re not helping, Soph.”

      “Anna, the woman gave you a whole week of detention for using your phone on the first day, in the first period. You’re just saying that because she’s hot. I give it one day.”
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      For once, I’m early for school. I don’t want to get in any more trouble with Ms. Evans. Maybe... I actually want to impress her?

      Ugh, I hate it when Soph is right.

      I make my way to my locker, taking my calculus notebook out. It was really just a random notebook I have had around my locker for some years now. I don’t even remember buying it.

      I still have about 10 minutes before the first bell rings, and the hallways are empty. People don’t start showing up until the last minute. Soph and the small group of people I know are nowhere to be found. It’s pretty clear they wouldn’t come to school this early—everyone, except for one person.

      I know I can always find her where the nerds hang out, aka the student council room. Jenny Watterson. I’ll be honest, I kind of have a crush on her, but who wouldn’t? Beautiful and smart, these kinds of people only exist in movies and books.

      She still hasn’t noticed me peeking through the small window on the door, too busy sorting through a pile of papers. I knock softly.

      “Anna Krause, seeing you this early on school grounds—what a sight,” she says, her tone teasing as I step inside.

      “A good sight, I hope.”

      She shakes her head, a faint blush creeping across her cheeks. “Very.”

      Even though I kind of like her, and I have the suspicion that she might also be into her, I don’t think we would make a good pair. For one, she has extremely controlling religious parents, and well, that doesn’t seem like it’ll end well for me. Plus, I have absolutely terrible gaydar. She could just be being nice, for all I know.

      We’ve known each other since freshman year, but only recently have things… shifted. Maybe I’m imagining it, but either way, if she is gay, or bi-curious even, I’m not sure I’d want to be the one she experiments on—I’m an emotional kind of person.

      Not that I think she’d purposefully lead me on.

      We talk for a while until it’s almost time for class, walking side by side down the hall. It turns out we have Calculus together.

      “How come I didn’t see you in class yesterday?”

      “I just got back from vacation yesterday. I didn’t make it in time to attend the first two classes.”

      “Jenny Watterson, skipping class? I didn’t know you had it in you,” I tease her, another faint blush rising on her face.

      “The flight was rescheduled,” she says in a pitiful attempt at defending her honor. “It wasn’t intentional.”

      “Of course.”

      The first bell rings just as we round the corner to the classroom. Ms. Evans is standing by the door, waiting for everyone to file in, her expression blank. The sight of someone who hates their job, if I’ve ever seen it.

      “Is that the teacher everyone’s talking about?” Jen whispers as we approach the door.

      “Yup,” I click my tongue. “Good morning, Ms.,” we say almost in unison, earning nothing more than a nod from her.

      “She looks like what the rumors say,” she continues in the same hushed tone, now inside the classroom, grabbing my arm and pulling me toward one of the front seats. “You never pay attention when you sit in the back, Anna.”

      “What do the rumors say?” I ask, raising my eyebrows. I’m not sexy and cool enough to raise just one, it seems.

      “A lot of things,” she says simply, just as the last bell rings.

      Sitting in the front wasn’t such a bad idea after all. The view was great, and Ms. Evans’s surprised face at seeing me there was even greater.

      As always, the class drags on painfully slowly, and my only consolation is to discreetly check our teacher out. Yeah, I know, it’s awful, but can you blame me?

      Every single inch of this woman is perfect: not just her face, her jawline, or her perfect symmetry that feels borderline unfair, but also her waist, her legs, and even the length of her hair. Everything seems to be aligned with such precision to the square root of perfection.

      Unexpectedly, though, while Miss Evans isn’t looking, Jenny slides a piece of paper onto my desk. I glance around, making sure the coast is clear before carefully unfolding it. ‘Close your mouth, you’re being too obvious.’

      She’s barely containing her laugh when I glare back at her, and I just know my face is as red as a tomato. And, of course, to make things worse, when I look up, Ms. Evans is staring directly at me. “Miss Krause, would you rather hand me that note or read it to the rest of the class?”

      I’d rather jump out of a window.

      “It’s… quite personal, ma’am.”

      “Is it now?” she asks, extending her hand in my direction. “Hand it over, Krause.”

      If possible, my face gets even redder as I reluctantly hand over the note. She opens it without much ceremony, scans its contents, and then looks back at me with a serious expression. I quickly divert my gaze, too mortified to hold eye contact. This is peak cringe. “Pay attention,” she says simply before turning back to the board and tossing the note in the trash by her desk.

      I throw a glare back at Jenny, she eyes me with apologetic eyes, but the hand over her mouth doesn’t make it convincing.

      I’m not looking forward to detention today. Thinking back, I really should have just shoved that piece of paper down my throat.

      And if things couldn’t get any worse, I made the terrible mistake of telling Soph what happened, I think you know what came next…

      Soph laughed her ass off in all the classes we had together, breaks, and up until the last moment when we had to head to detention. Yes, we—she’s managed to get detention herself in more than one of our classes. In one of them, the teacher actually had to send her out, yet she stayed outside, quite clearly still laughing. We could still hear her snickering behind the door.

      I walk sluggishly to the door, the tardy bell is just about to ring, and all I want to do is turn around and run as fast as I can in the opposite direction. But I don’t have time to decide, the door swings open before I can reach it.

      Ms. Evans looks down at me with an unimpressed gaze as she steps aside, letting me through just as the bell rings. “Cutting it a bit close, are we?”

      “What can I say? I like living life on the edge,” I reply, matching her sarcastic tone as I glance around the classroom. It's empty. “Am I really the only one bold enough to annoy you?” I ask, settling into one of the front-row seats.

      “I rarely need to send students to detention,” she says, leaning against her desk, arms crossed. “But I have to set the example on the first day, just so they know what to expect.”

      “And I just happened to be the lucky one?”

      “That seems to be the case.”

      “Are you sure you don’t hate me? Because there is no way anyone else was late to your class today but me.”

      “It’s not that deep, Miss Krause.”

      “So, there were,” I say. “You even made sure to remember my last name. Why? To target me, of course.”

      She doesn’t answer, simply letting out a low chuckle. Gotcha. Ladies and germs, this woman right here is a bloody sadist.

      “Well,” she starts, picking up a thick book from her desk and tossing it onto mine. A Calculus exercise book. “How good are you at calculus?” she asks, dragging a chair in front of my desk and sitting down.

      “On a scale of 1 to 10, I’d say 0 is a good comparison for my skills,” I half-joke, earning a slight roll of her eyes.

      “We have a lot of work ahead, then,” she sighs, flipping through the first few pages of the book. “So, let’s start.”

      Oh, no.
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      I can clearly see the frustration on her face as she watches me try and fail to solve the same exercise for the nth time. There are only so many formulas my brain can remember—about two, to be exact.

      “I don’t understand why, why must there be letters in math?” I sigh, pushing the notebook away, watching all the eraser bits from my countless attempts scatter across the table.

      “Do you want a real answer to that?”

      “There is no way they couldn’t have made this easier. How did this even come across someone’s mind?” I ramble, gesturing wildly at the notebook. “Why stop there? Might as well have added colors while they were at it.”

      She doesn’t answer immediately, her expression is stoic, yet somehow her eyes watch me with curiosity. Her hand is holding her chin as her fingers slightly trace the curve of her lips, and for a moment, I’m completely entranced by them. “Why not shapes too, right?” she asks, eyebrows raised, dragging my focus from her lips back to her eyes.

      “Exactly.”

      “They have—it’s called geometry,” she replies matter-of-factly, snapping the exercise book shut, narrowly missing my fingers. “This is basic Calculus, Anna.”

      “It gets worse?” I ask, feigning surprise.

      “This is the only class I’m teaching that’s not AP, and of course, it had to be the one with the unteachable student,” she sighs, getting up and heading back to her desk. “You’re dismissed.”

      “You’re offending me,” I groan, leaning back in my chair. “Are you not going to help me finish this exercise?”

      She points at the clock above her, now twenty minutes past the last bell, which I somehow missed entirely. “I give up.”

      “You can’t give up on a student,” I say, crossing my arms in mock defiance.

      “Well, I am,” she shrugs, already gathering her things. “You can stay if you want. I’m going home.”

      She doesn’t wait for me to put my things away before striding out of the classroom, leaving me sitting there in stunned silence. Long gone by the time I make it out.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m waiting for you at the entrance. hurry up, it’s hot as heck out here!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Girl, you’re on your own, gotta help my mom at the store. Have fun with Ms. Bootylicious.

      

      

      

      

      

      Great, I lost my ride home.

      My house isn’t that far from school, but the sun is making it hard not to die under its deadly glare. I feel like I’m going to melt and faint as I step outside. I throw my longboard on the ground and push myself as fast as I can before I become a puddle of sweat.

      Never have I regretted so much picking that Jurassic Park-themed party at Universal instead of a car for my 16th birthday… even though it was pretty damn epic.

      I swerve on my longboard side to side down the road, attempting to get the slightest bit of breeze to cool me down, to little avail, as a car follows close behind me. I motion for the driver to pass, moving closer to the curb to make space, but they stay put.

      I groan, hopping off my longboard and walking along the sidewalk before they decide to drive over me instead. Yet, the car doesn’t speed off, and that’s when I take a good look at it. The tinted glass makes it hard to see who’s inside, but that dent on the bumper—I stop in my tracks, watching as the car comes to a halt as well.

      The window rolls down as I approach, and without hesitation, I open the door and let myself in. Ms. Evans stares at me, perplexed. “I didn’t invite you in. Get out.”

      I don’t say anything at first, taking my time to enjoy the refreshing blast of the car’s AC. “I’m already in, so take me home, please.” She raises an eyebrow at that. “Besides, you were following me and pulled over. That’s obviously an invitation.”

      “Because you were riding that thing as if you had a death wish,” she says, pointing at the longboard now resting on my lap. “Scram.”

      “Keep going straight down the road, then turn right when you see a laundromat. After that, turn right again, then left toward that ugly roundabout they added this summer in memory of some dude.”

      “You can’t be serious,” she sighs, but still turns on the engine, following the instructions. Laundromat, right, left…

      “There.” I point to my house at the end of the street.

      “Is this it?” She asks, even more perplexed than before, as she pulls up in front of my house. “You live just next to the school, and you made me give you a ride?”

      “It’s too hot out.”

      “Get a car?”

      “I need a job first, and even then, it’d take me ages to get such a nice car like yours,” I say, looking around, taking in the vegan leather and all the fancy bits on the dashboard. “Is a teacher’s salary that high? Probably not. Rich family? Must be nice.”

      “Get out.”

      “Thank you for the ride, Ms.”

      She simply waves her hand dismissively, and the moment my two feet hit the ground and I close the door, she’s already off.

      “Neshamah⁠*? You’ve been coming late, extra classes?” I hear my dad ask from the kitchen as soon as I open the front door.

      “Uh, actually I’ve been having detention,” I say, making my way toward him, finding him in his pink cooking apron I gifted him last Ḥanukkah—“Oy, have you eaten yet?”  written on the front along with a variety of Jewish symbols that make no sense. The beauty of being Jewish is buying products from companies that have no idea about what they’re doing. Rosh Ḥashanah? Add a Hanukkiah and dreidels. Shabbat? Ḥanukkiah and dreidels. Ḥanukkah? Ḥanukkiah and dreidels, but also Shabbat candles, challah, and a dove.

      “Why am I not surprised you’re having detention on your first week of school?” He asks in an amused tone as he lays a plate of some kind of unknown Martian food in front of me.

      “What is this?” I ask, looking down at the brown, muddy thing on the plate, bubbles popping every now and then from within, almost looking alive.

      “Matzo ball soup,” he says simply.

      “Where are the matzo balls?” I look at it again, another bubble popping as I do, there is no way this is edible.

      “Uh, I put them in there, but they kind of disappeared.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to cook them separately? Also, Dad—it’s Summer, this could cause a third-degree burn on someone.”

      “Ungrateful child,” he says, hitting me with a cloth.

      “You don’t deserve that apron,” I joke, receiving another cloth hit.

      “Fine, let’s order pizza,” he sighs, finally giving up and going for his phone in the living room.

      “You’ll get it right next time, abba⁠*.”

      I look again at the plate in front of me. Matzo ball soup without matzo balls. They might have disintegrated into the soup, probably the reason it looks muddy. But it must taste the same, right?

      I pick up a spoon and, after some consideration, and a lot of battling with my better judgment, I scoop out just a bit of it, bringing it to my mouth…

      And that, my friends, is the story of how my taste buds died.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Neshamah (neh-shah-MAH) means “soul” in Hebrew, it’s often used to express deep affection towards someone.

          

          
* Abba (AH-bah) means “dad” in Hebrew.
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      I think I’m sick. Tell me, how can someone wake up in a good mood on a Wednesday morning?

      I throw the blankets off me and quickly go in for a nice, refreshing shower. I want to wear something nice today. I’ve been slacking, and I know it’s just school and whatever, but Ms. Evans—my sworn enemy, and totally not my crush—is in that school, and I think she has seen enough of my ‘I’m going to take the trash out’ clothes.

      So, I must dress minimally presentable today. I’m not really the girly type, but I’m not tomboyish either. I’m in the middle, I guess. I just don’t like wearing dresses all that much, unless the occasion calls for it.

      After spending almost half an hour choosing what to wear, I straighten my hair, though I know it won’t last more than three hours, and head downstairs to meet Soph. Apparently, she hit her head on the toilet this morning, because she decided she’s taking me to school today—something she never does unless I beg.

      She lives on the other side of the city, so my house isn’t exactly on her route, so I can’t really judge. Also, her car is barely holding itself together by a thin tread. I’m impressed she makes it to school every morning driving it.

      “You don’t look terrible today, what’s up?” she asks as I sit on the passenger seat of her beat-up white Peugeot 205.

      “How thoughtful of you, Soph. Gee, thanks,” I side-eye her, watching her put all her strength into turning that key, left foot on the clutch, right on the brake. She lets out a small groan of frustration by the fifth attempt. “When are you letting her go? The poor thing.”

      We have a bet on this. I bet it wouldn’t survive the school year, Soph bet it would be her companion until her last days.

      “Dale Erika! You can do it!” She groans, going in for a last attempt. Erika, the name she gave her, finally roars to life. “My baby, I knew you wouldn’t fail me,” she says, caressing the steering wheel, before kissing it.

      “I don’t get this much love from you, and we’ve been friends for nearly a decade. Besides, you’re only making her suffer,” I say, rolling my eyes. I bet 50 bucks, I can’t lose to this old tin. “If you love her, let her go.”

      “Aren’t you just afraid that this stallion is going to beat your ass? My love is keeping her alive.”

      “Oh, trust me, I’m not afraid.”

      “She’ll outlive us, you’ll see.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I chuckle as she parks the car in the school parking lot, the car dying the moment it stops.

      She’s about to scold me when a notification pops up on her screen. She looks at it with wide eyes before looking at me with an apologetic expression.

      “So, I might or might not have a doctor’s appointment today, and I might or might not have completely forgotten about it.”

      “Don’t tell me you’ll be leaving me all alone for the rest of the day,” I sigh.

      “I could be gone forever, you’ll be fine. Plus, you have Ms. Bootylicious now,” she wiggles her eyebrows. “You’ll be too distracted daydreaming to even notice my presence, let alone my absence.”

      “First of all, you’re way too annoying for me not to notice your presence. Besides, I have no other friends I can hang around and be myself with.”

      “Yeah, yeah, too bad. Vamos, get out of my car before you’re late, or worse, make me late,” Soph says.

      And I was indeed late for calculus, not because of Soph, though, but because I didn’t feel like using what was left of my energy to run to class.

      I knock on the door and wait for Ms. Evans to open it, which she does after a few seconds. She looks at my miserable state with a stone-cold face, then closes the door in my face. I knock again, but there's no answer, so I keep on knocking until she does respond.

      I hate to be that annoying kid, but what else am I supposed to do? Leave?

      “No. You’re late, and you look like a booger.” With that, she slams the door shut again. I groan, turning around to leave, but before I can so much as take a step away, the door swings open. “Get in, Krause. Where do you think you’re going?” I roll my eyes, making my way past her and into the classroom, feeling a hand grip my shoulder, preventing me from going any further. I glance up at her, watching her lean down to my eye level. I can feel my heartbeat in my throat. “You can add another week of detention to your schedule.”

      Lovely.

      Jenny waves her hand at me, pointing at the seat beside her. “I saved it for you.”

      Fantastic. Now I get to sit in the front row of the class after this massive humiliation.

      She called me a booger. A booger of all things.

      My self-esteem is so low, it’s saying hi to Satan.

      “Thanks, Jen,” I sigh, dropping down next to her.

      Thankfully, Jenny doesn’t attempt to initiate a conversation after that. Not like I could get into any more trouble than I already am, but you never know.

      The day passed slowly. My existence in this school without Soph feels meaningless. Maybe I’m being dramatic, but I can’t help it. And after that burn? Yeah, I’m better off just digging a hole all the way home.

      Not even lunch cheered me up. That mystery meatloaf with a side of canned vegetables makes Dad’s matzoh balls from the other night seem like a dish from a five-star restaurant. And let’s not talk about P.E.

      The classroom is empty when I make it inside for my one hour of one-on-one time with, probably, my archenemy.

      Speaking of the devil…

      “You’re not late,” she says, dropping her things on her desk. “Keep this up, and you might actually stick with only the two weeks of detention I gave you.”

      “You can’t be serious about the two-week detention, right? I mean, why would you want to be stuck with a booger for two weeks?”

      “You’re right. In fact, I’m starting to regret the one week I gave you. Giving you detention and making you study was supposed to be a punishment for you, but it seems I’m the one being punished after all.”

      “So, no two-week detention?”

      “Why would I put myself through that?” she raises her eyebrows, sitting down in front of her desk.

      “Oh, so you just wanted to be mean. I see.”

      “Enough talking. Take out your notebook and start on the work assignment I gave you earlier in class.”

      I groan—internally, of course. Yet somehow, she seems to know exactly what’s going through my mind, if the squinting of her eyes is any indication. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The classroom is silent for what feels like an eternity, the only sounds are the occasional scribbles of my pen and the rustle of Ms. Evans flipping the pages of her book. Her eyes remain glued to it, never lifting to check on me, giving me the chance to fully study her face.

      She has a small birthmark at the corner of her right eye, almost imperceptible—easy to miss unless you're looking directly at it. Her jaw is sharp, and her lips are a natural shade of pink, plump and... very kissable. Every now and then, she nibbles on them, completely engrossed in whatever she’s reading. It’s only when she lifts her eyes from the book, arching one of her perfect eyebrows, that I realize how intently I’ve been staring at her.

      I feel my cheeks immediately heat up as I avert my gaze back to my notebook.

      “If you can’t get past the first question, just say so,” she sighs, getting up from her seat and walking over to my desk. “What are you struggling with?”

      “What’s your first name?” I ask without thinking, immediately wanting to bang my head on the desk in front of me the moment the words leave my mouth.

      She’s taken aback for a second, rolling her eyes as she gives me her back, returning to where she came from. “It was written on the board on the first day.”

      “Uh, I didn’t catch it,” I say, desperate to keep the conversation going. Anything to avoid the awkward silence after being caught staring at her like a camel stares at water.

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Let’s see… You strike me as an Evelyn,” I say, standing in front of her.
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