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Dedication




For all my readers who enjoyed this story when I was nothing but nervous writing it.
Thank you!











  
  
Chapter 1




Every day after the last bell rings, I visit the school library. On the far left side of the library, in the third row on the fourth bookshelf, there’s a school bus for a bookend. Beneath that bus is a note with small, slanted handwriting. 


Moonfall. It is gloriously bad, beautiful in its terribleness, honestly. You’ll understand what I mean. You aren’t prepared. I promise.
—K


Each note, no matter how simple or detailed, encourages an aching grin. The notes have become a needle full of adrenaline shot into my heart. All those cheesy feelings from tales come rushing in; butterflies, flushed cheeks, and a dazed grin from a single thought about these notes, and who wrote them. But lately, I’ve been wanting much more than a note, so much more than exchanging the occasional sentence or two.

I give a quick response in my own chicken scratch;

I promise there will be an essay on it for you here tomorrow. I can’t wait, or maybe I’m dreading it? A bit of both tbh

But I don’t return the note to its proper spot. Black spots litter the end of the paper from the constant tapping of my pen.

These notes have been a silly little secret between my mysterious pen pal and me for two months, but I don’t want them to be secrets anymore. I don’t want to be a secret, even if that dark voice at the back of my mind murmurs that it’s better to remain anonymous. There is a chance they won’t like the real me, as I have been told that I’m being dramatic or too much for others to deal with.

Pacing the hall, I adjust the strap of my backpack. The nerves weigh heavy, chewing like a rat with a string of cheese at the sliver of confidence I’ve built over the last week. I hop in place, once, twice, a third time and…


Or no essay and we could watch it together instead?
—A


I slip the note back before I change my mind and walk away. Come tomorrow, I’ll know if K’s curiosity mirrors mine.

That sliver of confidence fades, overcome by dread because, if they agree, then we’ll meet. K will learn I’m agender and pansexual. I’ve been out for a little over a year, but this is coming out all over again. There is someone I want to tell and I’m terrified of what they’ll think, how they’ll feel, and how they will treat me.

What if they suddenly aren’t interested? What if they think I’m not worth respecting?

There’s always the chance that K may laugh in my face, may show that look of confusion, like they want to tell me off for being stupid enough to join the alphabet soup brigade, or they refuse to understand because that means all the ridiculous rules that have run their lives meant nothing. They could have imagined me all this time as their ideal person, then I pop up and ruin the illusion.

To top all that dread off, I’m not the most popular kid in school, either. I’m not a fantastic sports player or an amazing gamer, although I can get pretty wicked with board games. My fashion sense is questionable, at best. Anyone who takes the time to find matching socks in the morning is far more questionable, in my opinion. And I have a string of bullies lined up to repeat overused jokes that my grandparents probably said in their youth, which is why my family doesn’t speak to my maternal grandparents or my paternal grandfather. They weren’t as supportive as my parents. As grateful as I am that Mom and Dad stood up for me no matter what, I can’t deny the guilt at having ruined their relationships with their parents by simply existing.

If we meet, K could absolutely hate me, or we could meet and be everything I’ve ever hoped for.

My heart skips recalling how this all started over a reading assignment. I had a book report to do for my English class, so I traversed the library in search of a novel that wouldn’t bore me to death when I found a piece of paper next to the bus bookend. There was no name, only notes and eraser marks along with a Watch List on the back bottom right-hand corner.

I left the paper where I found it, but that evening, when my thoughts bombarded me with terrible memories of a piss poor summer, I remembered the two movies listed. I chanced searching for them; Dinoshark and Fateful Findings.

I consumed both movies back to back, my brain slightly mortified by the horrendous creations I consumed, and returned to the library the following day. The paper remained. Although I did not know if the owner would ever find it, I wrote a note that read;

Those movies were fucking awful. I loved them. Got any more suggestions?

Two days later, I found a response on a folded piece of paper that stuck out from beneath the school bus.


The entirety of the Sharknado series should keep you busy for a while. If you want a cult classic, watch The Room.
—K


Since then, K and I have talked every school day for two months through nothing more than notes in the library. Sometimes I check throughout the day and K has already responded. Sometimes I get one note at the end of the day. Regardless, finding K’s response has become the spark to sputter my engine to life, that has me staying awake through every class no matter how monotone my teacher’s voice is. Seriously, some could make a living recording audiobooks to ease troubled sleepers to bed.

Tomorrow may be the end of these notes, if K doesn’t respond well to my suggestion.

Maybe asking to meet was too much. I should have asked for their number or we could start chatting online. I can tell them I’m agender, at least. If they don’t take that well, I won’t have to see their face, their disappointment, or judgment. I face judgment daily. I am not keen to face more, especially from someone I care for.

Telling my parents had been hard enough, wondering if they would respect me or laugh like the kids at school stumbling upon online content about nonbinary or trans people. They treat the idea of us like the scary unknown, the unfathomable alien tech or the discovery of an ancient language they deem lesser and confusing.

Somber thoughts have me stopping at the bottom of the stairs leading to the parking lot. Fall has arrived. In PA, the changing leaves may last two weeks, if we’re lucky. Right now, reds, oranges, yellows, and browns overtake the trees. A cool breeze cuts through the thin lining of my jacket. Students pile out of the front entrance and leaves crunch beneath their shoes.

Every stranger that walks by has me asking myself, is that K? What about her? What about him? What about them? Who are you, K?

Are you the girl with pigtails and nails so long that my dad likes to call them nose pickers? Or maybe the class clown laughing with friends and tripping over his own feet? Perhaps the theater kid that’s reciting their lines or the cheer captain grabbing the pom-poms from her car?

Over a thousand students at Grandville High and somewhere, in this mass of hormones and existential dread, is a student with a love for movies and a secret pen pal.

I desperately wish to find the answer to the mystery that is K because I’ve really enjoyed talking with them. After my complete fiasco of a breakup over the summer, I direly need an avoidance. K has given me that and more. They’re witty and cool and nice. I’d like to call us friends. I’d like to think we would be good friends, maybe more than that if I were so lucky. And after my previous failure of a relationship, it’s a miracle I’m looking for more than friends at all. I thought I had sworn off love, but K makes me want to try again.

Damn it all, I’m going back and asking to exchange numbers or socials instead.

I turn around with every intention of changing my request. Too bad I run smack dab into Kace Wellings, varsity jock and bully extraordinaire. The typical tan, blonde-haired, blue-eyed Prince Charming with all the natural advantages the world can handle. Although the sour look on his face reminds me of the expression my baby cousin makes when he needs a shit.

“You going to apologize or what?” Kace snarls.

I assume he would have shoved me to my ass if not for his girlfriend, Lavender. She reminds me of a Disney Princess with those curls of red hair, big blue eyes, and a thin frame. Lavender’s no angel, but she isn’t keen on Kace getting physically violent, which is a blessing in disguise for the entire population of Grandville. Point proven by her pressing a gentle hand to Kace’s chest.

“Let’s go, babe. It was clearly an accident,” she says.

“Sorry, Kace,” I say, hoping to spare my life should a time come when Lavender isn’t around. Better to be safe than sorry is a motto I live by when pertaining to buff football players that could kill me with one swing of his meaty fist.

Kace grunts, then they’re gone. They have the whole; we have our arms around each other’s waist and hands stuck in the other’s pocket as an excuse to touch their ass, thing going on. 

Damn, I hate seeing couples all touchy-feely in public. We singles don’t appreciate the flaunting of your possibly infatuated relationship. Especially not me.

I know I shouldn’t judge, seeing as I wasn’t much different a few months ago, but I haven’t completely gotten over the dreaded ex, so I admit, I’m a tad crabby around couples.

“That was a close call,” Max says, appearing out of nowhere. “Kace looked ready to pound you, in the not fun unsexual way.”

I face one of my best friends. I’m not sure where Sophie is—probably on her way out too—but Max is heading down the steps with a backpack so light that I don’t see why he bothers having one.

Max is what I like to call a comfortable vampire, white as a corpse, incapable of wearing color, but always looking comfy as hell in baggy sweaters and pants. He’s the epitome of comfort and lackadaisical lifestyle and the reason so-called adults call teenagers lazy. It’s a skill, he always says, although I don’t see how that could be a skill, but I’ve never put up an argument.

“I’m not sure any type of pounding with Kace is fun. I bet he lasts thirty seconds, tops,” I say.

“You ready to prove that bet?”

“No way in hell.”

Max chuckles, scratching absentmindedly at his stubbled chin. Swinging the car keys around his index finger, he says, “Let’s go. Sophie’s right behind. I want to stop at the comic store.”

Max’s words are lost to me. My eyes are fixated on the school doors, peering past rows of students to the library entrance nearby. I can run in real quick, tell Max I forgot something and will be right back. It will only take a second to scribble out my response and give a new one.

“Avery,” Max calls.

I tear my eyes away from the school doors. “Huh?”

“You coming or what?”

“Wait a sec, I forgot something.” I’m already moving up the stairs with my back to Max, otherwise he’d tell by my very warm cheeks that I’m probably lying. “Be right back!”

Max gives a quick ok, allowing me to rush to the library without worrying about him prying.

Why I’m hiding K, I’m not entirely sure. Maybe because they’ve made no move to reveal their identity, but neither have I. Maybe it’s because I like that these notes are only between us, and even if we meet, how we met can be a funny story to us.

Or maybe because I worry my friends will find it weird how I’m falling for a complete stranger I’ve never met. There are a lot of reasons that could be the truth that I’ve never taken the time to consider.

When I reach the library, it’s empty save for the librarian, Mr. Mikalik. He’s ancient, no one knows his age, only that we’re all waiting for him to fade into dust or slip through the fabric of spacetime to return to his home world.

He’s getting ready to lock up, so I evade him by ducking behind the bookshelves, then practically crawling army style to the designated location. I safely make it to the third row, where I lift the school bus and find—


Sorry. I like how things are now. Hope you enjoy the movie.
—K


Disappointment has never tasted so bitter.








  
  
Chapter 2




When a page is filled with our notes, we leave a new one in its place. I’m not sure what K does when they finish a page, but me? I keep them. 

The first completed page I considered throwing away, but the thought left a foul taste in my mouth, so I took the note and now find myself with quite a few of them stashed in my desk. They’re proof that we met, that we’ve talked; about more than bad movies, too. And I thought maybe, just maybe, K was as intrigued by me as I am of them.

Now I ponder if I’ve been wrong, if I’m completely delusional, another desperate teen searching for a love that isn’t there hoping to pick myself up after a heartbreak. The failure of a relationship, especially one I thought I would never have, put me in the rut of a lifetime. Hopefully. I really don’t want to go through that shit again.

I didn’t have anyone lining up to date me, and that certainly didn’t change after coming out. I decided to reveal the truth like ripping off a bandaid, get it all done in one go; agender and pansexual. The double whammy had classmates asking a bazillion questions.

Some people were genuinely honest and kind. I appreciated they wanted to learn and I would rather they receive answers from someone a part of the community than a potentially awful reddit post. Other students, however, found new opportunities and expired ones. I can’t count the amount of times someone asked, “pansexual, so you like pans, yeah?”

If I could support myself financially off horrible jokes, I would be a multimillionaire.

All of the attention, the strange looks, I truly believed high school would be a No Dating scenario. No one wanted me. I know what people think when they look at me; boy.

I’ve got the shoulders of a boy, and the facial hair peeking out on days I forget to shave. My favorite apparel consists of baggy shirts, hoodies, and a comfortable pair of jeans. I’m not opposed to the world calling me a boy. I am opposed to what many of society deems a boy is and how they shove those expectations on me because of appearance and their own ridiculous expectations.

When I switch out hoodies and tee shirts for comfortable thigh length sweaters, paint my nails, wear dangling earrings, or let my hair grow a little long, people act as if I’m a different person, as if my existence taints the air and corrupts the youth. This is not boy-like behavior, but when I ask why that is, who determines what a boy is and how one is meant to feel, the answer varies and is as stupid as the last.

“That’s just not how the world works.”

“You’re being dramatic. Stop trying so hard to get attention.”

“Men and women are different.”

“Girls like that stuff and boys don’t.”

“This is the way things have always been.”

And if one dares to point out that nail polish was originally a sign of wealth and power, people go ballistic. If I explain that pink didn’t start becoming a “girls” color until a fad in the early 1900’s that stores kept pushing for profit, thus reinforcing the trend and making it a new norm, they will argue until they’re red in the face. The truth shows that so much of what we do and how we think is utterly meaningless, and often ruled by corporate overlords.

But long before I learned how to conduct basic research, I never understood gendering anything; clothes, colors, makeup, hairstyles, even ourselves, none of it. It is sad how the world tries to use two colors to define humanity when what makes humanity beautiful is how many colors we can be.

These thoughts make me irritating, so I have been told, and who would want the irritating me? But, then someone came along who did want me. I foolishly thought he would be my forever. Obviously, that wasn’t the case. Reality hit me hard, and I fell back into believing nothing would work. Until K.

This may be complete stupidity on my part; if only the notes shared between two strangers proved that rather than disproved it.

I retrieve the notes from my desk, falling into my old leather chair that shrieks from the tiniest touch. Once the chair was an inky black, but now, it has faded and wears the scars of battle against my cat.

Floof hops on my desk, purring as if she didn’t knock down a cup of pencils with her giant fluffy white tail. She swats two more pencils off, then sleeps like the lazy ball of fur that she is. I would complain, but a good petting is in order. She purrs when I scratch behind her ears and read over a random note.


I haven’t gotten around to watching Cats but you seem to know a lot about movies, like, I don’t know, stuff. Are you interested in working with them? Producer, director, something like that?
 —A



Something like that. I love movies, how they tell a story that can make you laugh or cry or fall in love in the span of a few hours or less. Art always influences reality, so you know a story is good when it can change your reality. But I love the dumb movies too. Everyone needs a good laugh every now and again. Is that what you needed, a laugh when you watched those movies?
—K



Wow, that kind of makes you sound like a bit of a romantic, and that is by no means an insult.
And yeah, a laugh was definitely something I needed. Things have been tough lately, much better now, only partially thanks to you. I’m glad I watched them and left a response. We wouldn’t be talking otherwise.
—A



A romantic, huh? Never heard that before. If that’s the case, I think you are too. You left a note in the library in hopes someone would answer. And I will remember I’m only partially the reason, but I am honored to be even a little bit of the reason. I’m glad I could help in any way. I like talking with you too.
—K


“Ow!” I glare at Floof, whose teeth are in my finger and her paws wrapped viciously around my hand.

She’s getting frisky, so I grab a laser pointer and off she goes. While she is engrossed in catching the magical red dot that has evaded her paws of doom since the dawn of time, I’m fixated on thoughts of K.

I’m not wrong for thinking they are a little interested, right?

Perhaps I’m pushing my own feelings onto them, hoping these notes mean more than what they really are. I went from viewing K as the mysterious bad movie lover to the mysterious hopeless romantic that’s witty, sometimes shy, sometimes very blunt, and always fun to talk to. They’re no longer a person who I think of at the end of the day, but all throughout the day. Always waiting or finding an excuse to run to the library, hoping to hear from them. Wanting more than a note, wanting to see them face to face, know their name, hear their voice speak every word that’s already been scratched on paper.

I’ve always wanted a relationship like I’ve seen in the movies, no matter how exaggerated I know them to be. But I’ve never felt like I could achieve that because so many people look at me like they don’t know what I am. The moment I wanted to go by they/them pronouns, I somehow became a blob few understood.

Yet again, I am falling hard, but this time it’s for K. They may not feel the same about me, but as I pull another note out and another, I read them over and can’t help but come to the same conclusion.


WTF IS SIERRA BURGESS IS STILL A LOSER?!?!?!?! If I watched this months ago, I might have liked it but now all I can think about is how this damn movie rewarded a person doing bad shit and where’s the message in that? SIERRA WASN’T EVEN A LIKABLE CHARACTER! K, this is your fault. I blame you for my inability to be ignorant of movies now.
—A



It brings me great joy to see you come so far, Young Padawan. Soon you will notice the tiniest details, like a cup being a few millimeters off from the previous scene or a clothing tag sticking out of a hat that has been made in the 15th century. You’re welcome in advance. Although I hope you give similar reactions even as you learn, they’re cute.
—K


Conclusion—they’re interested too, right?

They called my reactions cute, and this is not a one time occurrence. I count six references to cute or adorable, and these are from the notes that I’ve kept. They wouldn’t write that if they didn’t mean it, and I don’t exactly go around calling people outside of my friend’s group cute, but that may go against my argument. If K thinks of me as a friend, they could call me cute without it having an ulterior meaning. However, not wanting to meet concludes they don’t even see me as a friend, right?

“Could I be any more of a loser?” I groan, then holler from the sharp pain in my foot.

Floof’s claws have deemed my foot the enemy. In my daydreaming, I forgot about flinging the laser around the room, so the red dot now rests on my toe. I have brought this pain upon myself. What a silly human.

“Floof using you as her plaything again?” My sister, Julia, asks from my open doorway. The only ones allowed to call her Julia are our parents, though. Jules is for the general populace.

We share the same warm white skin, mint green eyes and crooked smile, one that she wears when pushing herself into my room. She stops her wheelchair next to me, leaning over to pester Floof until her claws are far too threatening.

“Yeah, you just get home?” I ask. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Yep. Long classes today, then stuck around for a study group.” She nods to the papers on my desk that I rest my hand on, hoping to hide them from view. “Homework?”

“Yeah, but Floof wasn’t leaving me alone.” I smile at the cat that is on her back with my foot rubbing her belly. Any minute now, she’s going to go feral and tear me to shreds. “Now that you’re home, she can pester you.”

“Hell no, you’re keeping her in here.” Jules laughs.

Her silence afterwards is telling. Even if I know what’s coming, I wait because Jules likes to think she’s smooth with transitioning, but she’s not and it’s a little funny.

“Have you heard from Hudson lately?” she asks.

There it is, the not at all smooth transition.

“I thought we agreed not to bring up The Nameless Bastard.”

“I wouldn’t if it didn’t seem like you were still hung up on him. He’s bad news, Ave. He’s no good for you.”

“Trust me, I know, and I promise we’re done. Completely and totally done.” I slap my hands together, pretending to close a book, or closing off the Hudson chapter of my life. A chapter that’s technically been closed for three months, but the events linger.

Some nights, I dream of us together again. Life is good like it was. I wasn’t only accepted, but also loved and seen by someone, appreciated as I am, and respected. Hudson, through all his faults, never misgendered me, never let others do it, either. When the nerves kicked in, when I shrunk at my pronouns being ignored, or worse, called it, Hudson stepped up. That made me love him even more.

That time is gone. K has been helping with all of this, the moving on from an ex that betrayed my trust and showed how easily someone can shatter your delusions of supposed shared love and happiness.

“I haven’t talked to Hudson in over a month, although definitely not from his lack of trying,” I admit, watching Jules nod.

She’s silent, listening intently as always. I shouldn’t give K all the credit. Without her, Sophie, and Max, I would have taken this break up far worse. I’d probably still be moping in my room, watching sad romance movies and eating tubs of ice cream. Not to say that I’m not doing that now, I’m merely doing it because I want to rather than needing to.

“I’ve blocked him. I don’t see him at school, rarely at least, and I’m always with Max and Sophie, so I’m in the clear. But I am fine, Jules, bummed out but fine.” I offer a smile, an authentic one.

Hudson was my everything a few months back. Now he’s…something, but not quite the same. He’s there, like a scratch that left a scar. There’s no longer pain. Sometimes I notice the mark and remember the time it was left and all the times before that, but that’s it. He’s merely there.

“Good.” Jules gives my hand a firm squeeze. “I want you to be happy. Don’t let Hudson ruin dating for you. Get yourself someone else before graduating, at least someone to roll around in the sheets with.”

“Wow, what a bad influence. I’m telling Mom.”

“Sure, sure.” Jules backs away, her laughter fading into the hall. “Mom said she’s making chicken alfredo for dinner and I saw a new Ryan Reynolds movie drop on Netflix, so?” She wiggles her eyebrows.

“Dinner and a movie sounds good to me.”

“Awesome. I’ll call ya when dinner’s done.”

She rushes out the door as if she honestly thinks Floof will chase after her. She doesn’t because I have the laser pointer out again. I continue playtime, my elbow on the desk and head in my hand, while the other haphazardly turns my room into a rave with a single red dot and an aggressive blur of fur.

Jules distracted me for a moment. Memories of Hudson did too. Now that she’s gone, and I’m waiting patiently for dinner and a movie night, I’m stuck thinking about K again. I don’t know what they’re thinking. Not knowing is frustrating. Thinking of K’s response is a tad bit humiliating.

Sorry. I like how things are.

They like being strangers? Why? I can’t think of a reason not to reveal ourselves. What’s wrong with the two of us meeting to watch a movie together? Even after an entire night of contemplating, I never come up with an answer.

The fear of asking results in me dragging my feet to school the following day. It results in my staring at the school bus bookend with chipping yellow paint for far longer than necessary, but I can’t avoid this forever.

I reach for the note, reading over my response from yesterday.


Ok, I’m sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable. I hope this doesn’t change anything though?
—A



It doesn’t.
—K


And very telling that yes, it has changed things. In what way? Only time will tell.

At least through a note, K can’t see or hear my disappointment. They won’t see my frown or notice the slouching of my shoulders. No face-to-face meeting makes lying so much easier.


Awesome, sorry again for asking. I didn’t get around to watching Moonfall so I’ll talk to you tomorrow.
—A


The pressure weighing me down intensifies, as if lead has been poured into my shoes, then broke through the sole of my feet to invade my veins. My movements are slow out of the library.

Max and Sophie share concerned looks when I join them in class. I can’t see the expression I’m making, but I imagine it’s a lot like eating an entire pack of sour candies at once. I tried that. Wouldn’t recommend it. Definitely don’t do it without an emergency bucket or bathroom nearby.

“Are you alright?” Sophie asks in her soft, nearly frightening tone of voice. Sophie’s like that, almost scary in the sense that she reminds me of a living doll; wide eyes, smooth black-brown skin and curly hair black, but she’s sweet when she wants to be.

“Fine, why?”

“You don’t look so good.”

“Wow.” I press a hand over my heart. “Ouch.”

Sophie pats my arm. Even her touch is soft, like a leaf that’s settled atop your skin. “You know what I mean.”

“I’m tired, and I didn’t finish my math homework.” Which isn’t a total lie. I did, in fact, not finish my math homework.

Mentioning homework has reminded Max, judging by the jaw drop that could rival an anime character. He faces what he hopes to be his savior. “Sophie.”

“No.” Sophie has two smiles; authentic and demonic. Right now, Satan has paid us a visit.

“But—”

Sophie pats the wrinkles out in the skirt of her dress when she asks, “Why are you still talking to me instead of working on your homework?”

“Mr. Wilson will lecture the entire class if Ave and I show up without our homework. You know he’s an ass. Will you please assist your bestest friends?” Max bats his eyelashes exaggeratedly and leans across the aisle.

I stifle a heinous smile, eager to watch this play out because now Sophie’s leaning in. They’re too busy flirting to notice the minimal space between them. Oh, I wish a powerful gust of wind would blow by and knock their mouths together.

“I care enough to make you take responsibility and do your homework on your own. If you don’t, you won’t learn anything and there is already so little in here.” Sophie taps Max’s temple.

“There is a lot up here,” he argues and smacks his own head. “I just choose when and how to use it.”

“Then choose to use it now.”

“You’re mean and I no longer like you.”

“You’re an idiot and I do not care.” Sophie smiles, crooked and dimpled cheeks. Max goes goofy, lips stretched into a wide grin that anyone and their long-dead ancestors could see as completely smitten. But then the bell rings and the two realize how close they are.

Sophie swiftly sits up. Max’s head falls back in an exaggerated groan that is covered by the end of the bell, and I am desperate for these two to get their shit together. They have liked each other since the sixth grade, at the very least.

First, I never mentioned it because I could have been wrong. Then I didn’t know how to bring it up because there must be a reason they aren’t acting on these feelings. And now any time I try to talk to either of them about their never-ending love match, they lock me out. They are downright rude.

Once our teacher walks in, I join Max in a game of cat and mouse, attempting to finish our homework without our teacher catching us. Somehow, we managed, although Mrs. Tenner has her eyes on us when we leave, as if to say she knew something was up and would pay closer attention next time.

At least the homework helped keep my mind off K, although now I’m thinking about them again. I’ve got it bad. I wonder if they’ve answered yet? Guess there isn’t much to answer to. Perhaps this is the end of our little secret.

“Ow!” a stranger shouts.

“Shit, sorry, sorry!” I apologize swiftly to Natasha, a girl from my music class. I nearly ripped her shoe off by stepping on the back of it.

Natasha hops up and down to put the shoe back on until I hold out my hand apologetically. She accepts the help, using the hold to steady herself as she slips her shoe on.

Max has stopped up ahead, realizing they’ve left me behind. He tugs on Sophie’s shirt sleeve. They’re waiting for me as I help the girl out.

“I’m so sorry,” I repeat, watching Natasha move her foot about to make sure she isn’t hurt. She’s shorter than most, but her smile is bright and eyes a smooth brown that compliments her tawny skin. That enchanting smile makes my chest warm, and her lips are full and sweet.

“It’s alright, accidents happen.” She clutches a couple of books to her side while reaching up to brush a strand of deep brown hair behind her pierced ears. When doing so, she reveals the shirt she’s wearing, a picture of Tommy Wiseau from The Room with big black and white text that reads, You’re tearing me apart, Lisa!

“You like The Room?” I ask.

Time has stopped. All I hear is my pulse, a quick rhythm in my head. My mouth runs dry. Every nerve shrieks, anxious and hopeful. Expectation grows to astronomical proportions. Has K been nearby all this time, seated a few chairs away from me during music class?

“Huh?” she asks, cutting through the silence. Her brows knit. Natasha has no idea what I’m talking about.

Disappointment settles, like the sensation of a roller coaster drop and you’re scared of heights. I don’t know why. It was stupid to even think I’d magically run into K now.

“Your shirt,” I explain.

She looks down, laughing in realization. “Oh no, this is my boyfriends!” Then waves to someone behind me. “Speak of the devil.”

Natasha gives me a quick smile and runs with open arms towards her boyfriend. He’s tall with bright sea-green eyes and wavy black hair. A little on the lanky side with long arms and legs tucked into a plain t-shirt and jeans.

For a moment, I wonder if maybe he’s K, but I brush the thought aside. Grandville has over a thousand students. Unless K tells me themselves, I doubt I’ll find them. And there it is again; disappointment. Hello, my apparently new best friend. We’ve been getting to know each other well recently. I do not like it.

“You’re really out of it today.” Max laughs once I’ve caught up.

His nose is in his phone, scrolling through tiktoks that have him snorting every few seconds. How come he doesn’t have to focus on walking, yet I have two seconds of serious thought and nearly run a girl over? Life truly is unfair.

“I know. I’m off my game today, I guess,” I admit, earning familiar concerned looks.

Sophie and Max are on the same wavelength today in that department, although if I risked telling them that, they may both strangle me. Neither wants to admit how close they are has a lot to do with their feelings, how they watch the other like starving hawks. Rather than seeking prey, they search for every piece of one another to store away in little boxes they pretend they don’t have. But hey, what do I know as the friend that has been stuck between their freakishly slowly budding romance since the sixth grade?

Nothing, apparently. I can’t even fix my own not-so-budding romance.

This is really driving me crazy and I’m thinking I should tell my friends. An outside opinion could be of great help, but what will they say? Their reactions worry me most, although I’ve dropped far bigger news on them than something like a secretive pen pal.

Coming out to both of them, and my parents, sure was an experience. Luckily, nothing changed between us. I had to act like Google for my parents, but they asked and they respect me. If I can do that and survive, I can tell my friends about K.

Maybe that is what I need, someone to tell me I’m being dumb or I need to step up my game and what else are friends for but brutal honesty?









