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The class was complete chaos, as usual. A few boys were chatting loudly, two were glued to YouTube videos, and a pair of girls had already slipped out to sit in another room – something they often did, claiming the noise gave them headaches. A handful of students pretended to work on the assignment, while maybe two or three actually were. The diligent ones. A dying breed in today’s classrooms.

One girl sat still, staring blankly at the whiteboard, an assignment sheet limp in her hand. Her gaze was hollow, distant.

“Do you understand the task?” Grace asked.

The girl pouted, then slowly crumpled the paper into a ball without lifting her eyes.

“I’m not gonna do it,” she said flatly. “I don’t understand anything anyway.”

“Oh, I see,” Grace replied, trying her best to sound empathetic, though a flicker of frustration rose in her chest. Another overgrown seventeen-year-old in the midst of a silent tantrum.

“Shall we look at it together and try to...”

“No,” the girl cut her off. “I don’t wanna. I’m going to the toilet.” She stood abruptly and left the room.

Grace sighed. She knew the girl wouldn’t return before the end of the lesson. It wasn’t the first time. She might find her in the cafeteria, where the girl spent most of her school time anyway. But yeah, what could one do?

When the bell finally rang, Grace dragged herself to the staff room, already feeling drained, and it was only the first lesson of the day. Ten minutes to reset before the next round.

“How was it?” asked Natalie, a colleague who shared the same staff room.

Grace rolled her eyes. “Don’t even ask.”

This class had a reputation. Not all of them were trouble, but a handful of loud, entitled kids set the tone for everyone else. They talked over teachers, refused to do anything and acted like rules didn’t apply to them. And the rest just followed. Even the ones who might’ve wanted to learn got pulled into the mess. It didn’t take many to wreck the whole thing.

The staff called them “uncontrollable” when they discussed them – in quiet hallway conversations and during staff meetings. Everyone knew who they were, even the ones who’d never had to teach them. But nothing ever changed. No one could do anything about it.

Teachers had no tools left. No authority. No lines they could draw. They were expected to pander and pamper, to be understanding, to work unpaid hours, absorb emotional blows, and still, somehow, deliver knowledge into the minds of the untamed. It was all responsibility, no rights. 

“It’s gonna be okay,” Natalie said softly with a knowing nod. “Most of them won’t make it to the next level. So hopefully you won’t meet them next year.”

Natalie didn’t teach that class, but she had heard plenty about them from Grace. Still, Grace often thought Natalie would probably handle them better if she did. She had that ability to brush things off and let conflict roll off her back like rain on a windowpane. Nothing seemed to stick. That kind of attitude was exactly what it took to survive in a school like theirs – thick skin, quick wit, and the ability to care just enough, but never too much.

By the time the last lesson ended, it was already dark outside. Grace felt drained. Her head was starting to ache, that dull pressure behind the eyes that always came on after a long, chaotic day. One more hour behind the wheel, and then, blessedly, bed. Maybe even a glass of wine. She deserved it after a day like this. Just one. Not like last time.

In the car, she queued up her ‘favourites’ playlist. Songs she’d played a hundred times before, maybe more, but they still worked their quiet magic. Familiar melodies, familiar comfort. Driving was the only part of her workday she enjoyed, especially the drive home. That moment when the day loosened its grip, and she was finally heading toward peace and quietness. Even if it was just for a few hours before the cycle began again. Six a.m. came fast. Back to work. Back to hell.

At home, she reheated a portion of lasagna she’d made over the weekend. She ate in silence, then poured herself a glass of red wine and carried it into her bedroom.

The apartment was quiet, as always. Grace had no husband, no children, not even a pet. She liked cats and would have taken one, but it wouldn’t be fair to leave it alone all day. Even cats, independent as they were, needed attention.

In the bedroom, she slipped into her nightgown, slid under the sheets, and reached for the laptop on her nightstand. It had become her evening ritual. For the past few months her only leisure had been YouTube videos. Ever since she’d broken up with Collin.

She didn’t watch TV anymore. Nothing good on. Just noise and nonsense. Hollywood had lost its mind. She didn’t have any hobbies either. Well, she used to try new recipes, and she still did now and then, when she had the energy. But it wasn’t the same cooking for just one, and lately, there was no one paying her a visit.

Even her gatherings with Leticia and the other girlfriends had become very rare, if not nonexistent in the past half-year. Leticia would still text her sometimes, asking her to join them or come over, but she usually declined. It wasn’t that she was too busy or too tired, she just didn’t feel up to being around people. The idea of sitting through casual chit-chat felt exhausting. Worse, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they might be quietly judging her for the whole Collin situation.

Sooner or later, she knew, the conversation would drift there. His name would come up, followed by their well-meaning but unsolicited advice. They’d probably tell her it was time to move on and to find someone new. But that was the last thing she wanted. She didn’t need anyone. And she didn’t want to explain herself. Defend or relive any of it. No, thank you.

Last weekend she’d found this guy called Cetus (a nickname, obviously) who ran a travel vlog on YouTube and had over two millions of subscribers. Since then, she'd spent most evenings watching his videos. He travelled to different countries, tried all sorts of strange food, talked about culture and daily life, and sometimes did live streams where he just chatted, sometimes with friends, sometimes alone – about everything from street food to philosophy. He was easy to watch. Funny, relaxed, always had something interesting to say. And for some reason, watching him made her feel a bit better about her own boring life.

That evening was no different. She opened his channel and picked a video she hadn’t seen yet. It was a couple of months old. She took a sip of wine, pressed play, and leaned back.

This time he was in Peru, filming from a busy street full of food stalls. At one point, he bought something that looked like a slimy yellow chunk on a stick. He held it up to the camera, shrugged, and took a bite.

"Hope you survive that," Grace muttered with a half-smile.

“Good, huh? Good?” the street vendor grinned, nodding eagerly.

“Ah, disgusting!” she blurted, watching Cetus chew, and trying and failing not to wince. He gave the vendor a polite thumbs-up, then turned and walked away from the stall, barely holding it together.

“It was disgusting,” he said to the camera, laughing nervously. “Hopefully I won’t get sick.”

“Knew it,” Grace said, a little too triumphantly.

He kept going – more stalls, more mystery food with strange names she’d never heard before. Colorful, loud, hectic. He laughed, joked, commented the food and made faces at the camera when something tasted awful.

When the video ended, the apartment fell dead silent again. She checked the time. Half past ten already? The video had been over three hours long.

Groaning, she closed the laptop, hurried to the bathroom to brush her teeth, and crawled into bed.

That night, she dreamed of walking through a faraway city where warm light bathed everything in a deep orange glow. Children darted around, people chatted in a language she didn’t understand, and music drifted from the open door of a nearby restaurant. 
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This day was slightly special. It was Friday, which meant, first of all, she wouldn’t have many lessons, and more importantly, not that terrible class. Second, she’d be able to leave a bit earlier. Hurrah. Just a few more hours to power through, and then the weekend could begin.

Everyone in the staff room looked happier on Fridays. People chatted and laughed more, talked about their weekend plans, and the atmosphere felt lighter somehow. Sometimes someone brought in cookies or a box of chocolates to share with the colleagues. Fridays always felt festive.

“My husband, the kids and I are going to the ski resort this weekend,” said Maria, a petite, middle-aged woman who taught History.

“Oh? Weren’t you there last weekend too?” asked Thilda, the literature teacher, who was older, sharp, and always up to date on everyone’s business.

“No, last weekend was a child-free trip.”

“Ah, yes. Spa, sauna, hotel, right?”

“Exactly. A little break from the kids. But now it’s their turn. We’re going to that resort by the mountains I mentioned.”

“Yes, yes. Your kids love skiing, don’t they?”

“Yeah, and my husband too. But I mostly just wait around with my thermos of coffee.”

“I wouldn’t venture out either. Not for my ancient bones,” Thilda chuckled.

“Oh, stop it, Thilda, you’re not that old.”

Grace stopped listening. She still had some things to sort before she could call it a day, and honestly, she never cared much for these kinds of conversations. Always someone bragging about what they did, what their spouses or kids said, who went where. Meh. Boring. Well, boring, probably because Grace didn’t have much going on herself, and nothing to tell.

Unlike Maria, whose life seemed so much more exciting – a loving husband with a solid job, which meant she could afford to work part-time and stay home a couple of days each week. Two lovely kids who, according to Maria, were perfect in every way: they played the piano, loved sports, and already spoke three languages. They were always off somewhere, traveling, skiing, visiting friends, doing something fun. Every weekend and vacation. A life full of love, comfort, and endless little joys.

Sometimes Grace wished Maria would just shut up and stop going on about how amazing her easy life was. So different from Grace’s.

Maria wasn’t even half as attractive as Grace (according to Grace), but somehow still deserved what she had. Grace swiftly brushed off the thought. Not good to envy. I’m becoming a vile old bitch now.

The way home felt quicker and lighter, the sun shone brighter, and the music beats were even more uplifting. Today she had every right to fully relax, the week had been harsh.

How about buying food so I don’t have to cook? She couldn’t afford takeaway every week, but sometimes. And today felt like that kind of day.

She made a beeline for the nearest Indian restaurant, her favorite, and ordered tandoori chicken. The place was crowded, full of like-minded people who, like her, thought that Fridays were the perfect day to order food or dine in.

When she got home, she kicked off her shoes, poured herself a glass of wine, grabbed a fork and knife, and carried everything – wine, utensils, and tandoori – to her bedroom.

She didn’t need to stick to formalities like eating at the table, not when she was alone (most of the time). Besides, the bed was warmer, softer and more comforting. She didn’t even care to change clothes. All she wanted was to hurl herself into bed and forget about her job and her life for just a moment.

She opened the takeaway bag, and the room was immediately filled with the scent of Indian spices – a mix of chili, turmeric, garlic, and roasted chicken. Delicious. She took a bite and chewed slowly, enjoying the meal. Then she started her laptop and opened YouTube.

The first suggestion was Cetus’s livestream. Ah, what a treat. What could make this evening better than some wine, great food, and him?

She clicked Play.

“What’s that smell?” was the first thing she heard him say.

She stared at the screen. He stared at the camera for a few seconds. She got that weird feeling he was staring right at her.

Then he abruptly stood up and left for a moment.

When he came back, he said, “Sorry, guys, someone’s burning grass, or trash, in their yard. I had to close the window.”

He went on talking to his audience, told a few stories from his latest travels, mentioned a haircut he got at a barbershop somewhere in Thailand.

“Is it nice, guys? Do you like it? Ohhh... Someone says I look like a gremlin now. Haha, is it that bad?” He laughed, glancing at the camera and stroking his hair as if using the screen as a mirror.

No, you look cute, Grace thought. Though she wasn’t looking at his hair. Not really. She was looking at his eyes, those bright blue eyes, ocean-colored, deep and mesmerizing. Beautiful. Eyes you could drown in.

He lowered his gaze and started reading the chat, occasionally responding to comments.

She didn’t listen though, she wasn’t entirely there anymore. Her thoughts drifted – to her work, everything that happened that week, the conversation with the school principal, the appointment with the dentist she had canceled simply because she hated going to the dentists’. She’d wait until the pain became unbearable.

After finishing her first glass of wine, she poured herself another.

Then she got back to the stream. She laughed. And laughed again. He was so funny. So relatable. And so cute.

She didn't remember how she fell asleep. She was sure she'd done all the chores though, that is, brushed her teeth, removed her makeup and applied face cream. She would never forget to do that, even when slightly tipsy (and two glasses of wine wasn’t that much). Still, there were periods in her life that would just slip from her memory.

When she woke up, she felt refreshed. It seemed like she’d gotten enough sleep, it was a dreamless night, but recharging. Today she planned to buy groceries and maybe hit the gym. It didn’t happen often, but she still had a few days left on her membership card and wanted to use them.

She started with the gym, which was quite crowded on weekends, even though she had deliberately picked one that wasn’t too popular. Then she drove to the grocery store and picked up what she needed. Should she cook something special tonight? Or was it not worth the effort? Perhaps better to stick to the usual plan – tacos. Almost everything was ready-made and easy to prepare, and still delicious. She went for it and made sure to fill her basket with all the ingredients.
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