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The front doors of the school felt heavy when Jake pushed one open and stepped inside. Right away, the noise hit him. Lockers slammed up and down the hall. Shoes squeaked on the shiny floor. Kids called to each other after not seeing their friends all summer, and their voices blended into one loud, restless buzz. The school looked cleaner than it had in May. The floors had been waxed until they almost glowed under the lights, and bright new posters were taped to the walls, advertising clubs, tryouts, and student council. Everything was familiar, but it still gave Jake that strange first day feeling, like he had walked into a place he knew well and still was not fully sure where he belonged.

He shifted his backpack higher on his shoulder and kept moving, trying not to look too slow or too uncertain. That was the thing about the first day. Even if everyone felt awkward, nobody wanted to look awkward. Kids were already gathered in groups near their lockers, standing in tight little circles as if school had never even ended. Some laughed too loudly. Some just stood there smiling and nodding, happy to be included. Jake glanced around without staring too much. He was looking for Tyler and Marcus, and he felt a quiet sense of relief the second he spotted them halfway down the hall.

Tyler stood out right away. He was leaning against a locker like he owned that stretch of hallway, one foot up behind him, his arms loose at his sides, talking like everyone around him should naturally listen. Marcus stood next to him, laughing at something Tyler had said. Jake slowed for just a second as he walked toward them. It was not that he thought they would ignore him or anything like that. It was more that he wanted the moment to go right. He wanted to step into their group like he had always been there, like summer had not created any distance at all.

Tyler saw him first and grinned. “Jake,” he called out. “Look who finally made it.”

Jake smiled back right away. “I’m not late,” he said. “I just got here.”

Marcus gave him a nod. “What’s up?”

Jake reached them and stopped, glad that his voice sounded normal when he answered. “Not much. Just trying to survive the first day.”

Tyler laughed. “That’s everybody.” He looked Jake up and down for a second, then smirked. “Nice shoes. You get those over the summer?”

Jake looked down automatically, even though he knew what he was wearing. “Yeah,” he said. “My mom found them on sale.”

“They’re better than your old ones,” Tyler said.

Jake gave a short laugh. “Thanks, I guess.”

It was a dumb little comment, but it made Jake feel better anyway. Tyler had a way of making things sound like they mattered, even when they did not. That was part of why people liked being around him. He always sounded sure of himself. He never seemed to second guess what he said, or how he stood, or where he belonged. Jake noticed that kind of thing, even if he never said it out loud. Being around Tyler made it easier to feel like you were standing in the right place.

“You get your schedule yet?” Marcus asked.

Jake pulled the folded paper from his pocket. It was already getting bent at the corners from how many times he had checked it that morning. “Yeah,” he said. “I’ve looked at it like five times already.”

Tyler held out his hand. “Let me see.”

Jake handed it over. Tyler looked down the list quickly, then gave it back. “Math with me second hour,” he said. “Lunch too. Good. Marcus has science with you.”

Marcus nodded. “Fourth hour. I saw that earlier.”

Jake looked at his paper again even though Tyler had already told him what he needed to know. Math with Tyler. Science with Marcus. Lunch with both of them. The tight feeling in his stomach loosened a little. It should not have mattered that much, but it did. Lunch especially. The first day felt ten times easier when you already knew where you were sitting.

Tyler pushed himself off the locker and looked down the hall. “That’s what matters anyway,” he said. “Lunch. I’m not getting stuck at some random table this year.”

Marcus snorted. “Yeah, no kidding.”

Jake folded his schedule and slid it back into his pocket. “Last year wasn’t even that bad.”

Tyler looked at him. “It was bad enough. I’m just saying this year we do it right.”

Jake nodded, even though he was not fully sure what “doing it right” meant. With Tyler, it usually meant not ending up in the wrong place with the wrong people. Tyler always seemed to know who was worth talking to, who was annoying, who tried too hard, who could be ignored. Jake did not always see it as fast as Tyler did, but after a while he usually went along with whatever Tyler thought. It was easier that way. Easier than guessing wrong and ending up looking stupid.

“Come on,” Tyler said. “Let’s walk around before the bell. I want to see who’s here.”

Marcus fell in beside him right away, and Jake followed. They moved through the hallway at an easy pace, with Tyler just slightly ahead, setting the direction without even trying to. Jake noticed little things as they walked. A boy from last year had grown at least three inches and now looked strange in clothes that suddenly seemed too short for him. A girl from his science class had dyed part of her hair purple. Two boys near the drinking fountain were shoving each other while laughing hard enough to almost fall over. Everywhere he looked, people seemed just different enough to make him feel like the school year had already started moving before he had fully caught up.

Tyler pointed as they walked, giving quick comments on everyone like he was making a list in his head. “He talks too much,” he said quietly as one boy walked by. A few seconds later he nodded toward someone else. “Don’t ask her for notes. She never has any.” Then, after they passed another group, he said, “He’s alright. Kind of annoying, but alright.”

Marcus laughed almost every time, and after a while Jake did too. Some of it was funny, but not all of it. Still, laughing felt like the right response. Tyler said things with such confidence that it made you feel like there had to be something there, even when there really was not.

They reached the corner where the hallway split toward the sixth grade classrooms and the gym. Tyler stopped and leaned one shoulder against the wall. Kids streamed past them on both sides. A teacher carried a stack of folders down the hall. Somebody dropped a pencil bag and groaned while things scattered across the floor. The air smelled faintly like pencil shavings, floor cleaner, and something from the cafeteria that was probably too early to already be cooking.

Tyler crossed his arms and looked at Jake and Marcus. “This year is going to be better,” he said.

Marcus nodded right away. “Definitely.”

Jake looked from one of them to the other. “Better how?”

Tyler shrugged, but he still looked completely sure of himself. “I don’t know. Better. Less dumb stuff. Less getting dragged into things.” He glanced out at the crowd, then back at Jake. “We just stick together and keep it simple.”

Jake nodded slowly. That sounded good to him. He did not want to spend the year floating around, trying to figure out where he fit. He wanted things to be easy. He wanted to know who his people were and not have to think about it every day. Tyler made that feel possible. As long as Jake stayed close to him and Marcus, things would probably be fine.

“Yeah,” Jake said. “That makes sense.”

Tyler gave him a grin, like Jake had passed some small test without realizing it. “Exactly.”
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