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I got off the bus two blocks from the museum and made a run for it. I had five minutes. My art history teacher Mr. Jackson had organized a trip to the Natural History Museum and it was 100% mandatory to pass the class. I had never been late to a class in my life and I was certainly not going to start now that I was halfway through my third semester.

I probably looked bizarre running with a bag that was way too big for me with an appearance that wasn’t particularly “feminine”. Whatever that was. I was an average-height brunette woman with a giant mess of frizzy, unkempt hair with loose khaki pants, a plain white shirt, and an ugly flannel jacket. It wasn’t too weird for me, because I always dressed like this. I was too shy to try anything more elaborate.

Eventually, as my legs started to give out, I reached the museum. I climbed the steps of the entrance as fast as possible and joined the class, all of whom appeared to be already there. 11:59. Just in time. Nobody noticed that I had arrived. I just swiped the sweat off my forehead and tried to catch my breath in complete silence.

Mr. Jackson, a short, chubby man with a huge mustache, checked his phone and clapped his hands.

“Ok, class. Everyone here?” he asked enthusiastically and the group of students grunted in unison. However, he then looked towards me and I freaked out. “You’re late!”

My whole body trembled as I fumbled for an answer. The class glanced vaguely in my general direction until their eyes drifted over my shoulder. That’s when I realized that Mr. Jackson wasn’t speaking to me. I spun around to find the two students who were missing walking towards us. Sarah and...

Carter. Tall, attractive, and cool. A rugged handsome face with a nice stubble and shiny stylish brown hair that was always combed perfectly. Every inch of his skin and muscles was toned to perfection, every movement he made was stylistically marvelous, every time he gazed at you, he held the sweet eyes of the perfect man. And yes. I had a crush on him.

Sarah was exactly the woman I expected Carter to be with. A gorgeous blonde bombshell who looked like the former queen bee of her high school. She had shiny green eyes, flawless smooth skin, and long, glossy legs decorated by a white flared mini skirt and a cute pink butterfly crop top. She was hot without any effort. What more could you ask for? Together, they looked like two models fresh off a photoshoot.

“Sorry, Mr. Jackson!” Carter said. Sarah put her hands together in prayer, trying to look apologetic.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” he answered. “Remember to choose a work of art that inspires you for your essay. Now, let’s begin!”

Mr. Jackson led the way. Holding Carter’s arm, Sarah led him into the group and said hello to her friend Susie, both brushing past me. Of course, they didn’t notice me but I followed them, always at a reasonable distance.

Our class was visiting the museum for an exhibition titled “Mushrooms, Mandalas, and Mayhem: Decoding Pre-Sane Art.” This meant that every painting, statue, and figurine was packed with weird shapes, unusual colors, and bizarre poses, all the way from ancient civilizations to today. Room by room, Mr. Jackson explained what made abstract art special, why some cultures preferred strange depictions over realistic ones, and much more.

I powered through the tour with my class and Mr. Jackson, waiting for the moment we could go on our own. I did somewhat like art and painting, so being in such a place was nice. If only the rest of my classmates weren’t here. But at the same time, seeing all of them talk amongst each other and giggle with each other made me feel inadequate again. How I wished I could just go over and talk to one of them and feel what it was like to have friends, to hang out, to laugh with somebody else. But I was too shy and always afraid of making a fool of myself. 

The tour continued as the group walked from room to room from hall to hall full of paintings and projects in the weirdest forms, though I was starting to get a little annoyed. Not because of the class, but because of Carter and Sarah. Since I was at the back of the group, they were in front of me throughout the entire tour, so I saw how they interacted as a couple for the first time in my life. And they would not stop. She constantly clung to his arm, whispered things in his ear, forced him to put his arm around her, and generally be very distracting. Meanwhile, he would sigh annoyed, say something that would make her mad, and then he would apologize in a somewhat insincere manner, and the cycle would begin all over again. Almost like their relationship was another artistic expression in this museum. 

After two hours of this, Mr. Jackson stood in front of the threshold of another room, between a painting of a red upside triangle and a three-headed banana, and waved us off.

“Okay, I’m done,” he said. “Explore to your heart’s content, young artists! Amaze yourself with the creative capability of humankind!”

The group dissolved instantly into couples or smaller groups, except for me obviously, and thank god for that, because Carter and Sarah were starting to argue again.

“Come on!” she said and stomped her foot. “There’s a painting I want to show you. Let’s take a selfie with it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said dismissively and Sarah glared. “But first! The most important artistic expression of all... I need to go to the restroom!”

“I’ll come with you!” she said automatically. Carter groaned, displeased. 

He quickened his pace, leaving her behind without a glance, and she yelped. As he exited the room, Carter brushed past a trio of our female classmates and winked. They giggled and grew flustered on the spot, almost like a scene from a movie. Sarah, having witnessed it all, clenched her jaw, and trailed after him.

“Carter! Wait up!”

That was the last thing I heard before I was alone. Again. So I simply walked down the emptiest corridor I found and strolled casually. I still needed to choose one of these works of art and write a long, long, long essay about them to get my grade, so I couldn’t leave right now.

I walked and explored the museum. It was much bigger than I thought. There were several places and rooms where Mr. Jackson had not taken us, which I appreciated because it meant that there was still much more to discover. And I was finally away from everyone else. I was alone. I would be alone from this point onwards and I wouldn’t have to deal with anyone.

I knew I was wrong. I knew that the way I was acting was detrimental to my health and my life. My parents worried so much about me because I always looked gloomy and unhappy, and perhaps they were right to be. It would be one thing if I was happy being an introvert, but I wasn’t. I hated it. My days were empty, my life was boring, my friends were non-existent, and no matter what I did or didn’t do, I always felt like I was missing something. 

What was it? I didn’t know. Confidence? Friendship? Romantic love? Constant sun exposure? Whatever it was, I didn’t have any of it. I had not even kissed anyone and I was already twenty years old. Did I even like men? Or women? Did I even like myself? Or my body? Or my life? Did I have any prospects for my future? Who the hell knew? I certainly did not and that was what frustrated me the most. Just the general malaise of being so insecure and uncertain that even the act of living was a complete chore. I decided on this art major simply because it seemed easy enough. I thought I wouldn’t need to speak with too many people. After I got my degree, I would simply lock myself up in my room forever.

Eventually, I reached a darkly lit room filled with all kinds of sculptures and statues in a variety of sizes, all of them bizarrely shaped with ungodly weird proportions. After browsing the room, I made my choice. 

It was a grotesque statue made of terracotta. Like a tree, it sprung from the ground and showed its arms as branches and it had eyes instead of leaves, and it was shaped as if it was some sort of humanoid bird. It was ugly. But... there was something charming about it. This deity or creature or human probably had hated its existence as much as me. 

Hey. That was pretty good. An essay topic if I ever saw one.

I took out my notebook when I heard a strange rumbling, a noise. I looked all around me, but there was no one in this exhibit room, not even a guard. More noise. Another groan. Another strange sound. I was about to get the hell out of there when I heard somebody stumbling out from the shadows.

Carter.

He waved at me when he saw me and looked relieved, though I was freaking out on the inside. Carter was here. Carter had acknowledged my existence. And I was going to have to talk to him and we were alone.

“Hey!” he whooped, smiling. He fixed his hair in such a natural manner, almost like he was posing. “Sorry if I scared you, I thought you were someone else.”

Of course. He probably thought I was Sarah. Today I had seen them up close for the first time and even I, who knew nothing about relationships, knew they were horrible for each other. 

“I-i-it’s fine.”

His eyes traveled all around me and my knees grew weak, me becoming small under his smoldering gaze. He was checking me out and... he was not thrilled. Compared to Sarah, I was plain and boring, though I did my best to hide my disappointment in his disappointment.

“So...” he said as he turned around to check the statue. “You like this piece?”

“What? Oh, yes,” I said, keeping my eyes on the floor. He laughed. Oh god, what had I done to deserve this?

“You always this talkative?”

“Sorry... I just don’t know what to say,” I said simply, keeping my eyes away from him. Even though this was something I had fantasized about, my natural insecurity was winning and I wanted this to be over soon. He did not attempt to leave, however.

“I get it. You’re one of those people who doesn’t talk much. You like being alone. I understand,” he said. I turned to look at him and he shrugged. My god. He was gorgeous and I was so lame. “Uh... what is your name again?”

“Violet.” 

It was easier to say my name than to tell him the truth. I did like spending time alone, but the reality was that I was too much of a coward. Everything scared me. Interacting with people. Going out. Exerting my body. Mustering up the courage to do even the most basic things. I felt useless most of the time, especially if I compared myself to Carter who was so tall, confident, handsome, and likeable. Sarah was lucky. 

“You thinking of writing your essay about this statue?” he asked, smiling again, and I nodded timidly. “Do you know anything about it?”

“No, not really, I...”

“Many think that it comes from the Minoans. Maybe some other civilization that is even older or more unknown,” he said excitedly as he moved all around the statue trying to show it off. “This one supposedly represents some sort of god that helped the people to harvest their crops by giving them his powers. The villagers became gods themselves and made rain or sun while this spirit spent a few days as a human. Cool, huh?”

I was stupefied and I knew that it showed on my face because he laughed as soon as he stopped and noticed my expression. 

“Wow!” I said, smiling slightly. I gently fixed my ugly hair bangs trying to look prettier. It was futile, I knew. Why would Carter ever notice someone like me? “You really like art.”

“What?” he said. He appeared surprised, almost embarrassed. “I mean... yeah... a little bit.”

Interesting. I for sure thought he was taking this class because he wanted easy credits. Similar to me, who was just using art as an easy excuse to get my degree as fast as possible. And that passion that he had shown had made him look so handsome... My god! What was I doing? I knew I had absolutely zero chance, especially when compared to Sarah.

Our conversation was dying due to my lame responses and utter failure at being able to make small talk. But this would probably be my only chance ever to speak with him. I had to risk it even if I made a fool of myself.

“Um...” I began and he watched me, somewhat puzzled. I was playing with my fingers and looking at the statue. “Do you... um... do you know how it happened? The... exchange of powers, I mean.”

“Look down here!”

He crouched down excitedly, grabbed part of my flannel jacket, and pulled me down with him. My eyes opened and stopped blinking as we both sat on the floor. My heart was going crazy, my mind was blank. But I did my best to pretend that everything was fine.

“You see these symbols?” he asked and I nodded, trying to control my breathing. He was pointing to a bunch of sticks and figures clumped together at the base of the statue in three pairs. “This is the enchantment. The villagers said these words and the god granted them what they needed the most. All that we know is that the spell has six syllables.”
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