
 

A Strange Friend 

by Olivia Eziefula 

 

One: First Meetings 

 

New kids never make it through middle school. They especially don’t make it 

if they’re joining smack in the middle of the school year. They definitely won’t make 

it if they’re ugly. It’s not rocket science. It really isn’t. I’m pretty sure science has 

nothing to do with it. If they like you, then they like you. If they don’t, then they don’t. 

There’s no changing yourself on the popularity list. Once you’re established, you 

never move. That’s how it's always been at Brockton Middle. 

There’s a new girl in my History class. 

Her name is Emma Stonhe. I don’t know why it’s spelled with an “h” if it’s still 

pronounced like “stone.” I don’t like her last name, but not the point. 

Emma Stonhe is very pretty. To me, anyway. Like, a strange kind of pretty. At 

my school, a lot of girls have long hair. Her red hair curls inwards at her neck and 

they bounce slightly wherever she walked. A lot of girls have a small variety of eye 

colors. Emma Stonhe’s were special: a pale green that flowed like a pond. A lot of 

girls rebelled against their school uniform by wearing short skirts and bright colors. 

Emma Stonhe wore her white polo and thigh-high socks without complaint. She 

stood out; in more ways than one. 



 

Some girls (and a few boys, but mostly girls) in my grade don’t like Emma 

Stonhe. I don’t know why, but then again, do you ever know? People gossip, they 

spread rumors, they giggle and chuckle and point and laugh wherever she walks for 

seemingly no reason. Sometimes it’s for fun. I hate those people… but I am one of 

those people. I hang around those types of people. I’m not proud of it, but they’ve 

been my friends since 4th grade; we’d always been together: Rocky Vierner, Bethany 

Richards, Frederick “Fred” Colden, and me. So whenever the topic of Emma Stonhe 

came up, I’d just nod at their words, barely listening.  

“Emma Stonhe is the weirdest girl I’ve ever seen.” 

“Why, what’s off about her?” 

“Lots of things! Her skin is so pale… it’s like the poor girl has never heard of 

moisturizing.” 

“Like a vampire’s? You think she’s a vampire?” 

“Or maybe a ghost? Ooooh~” 

“What? No. Shut up, you nerds. She’s just freaky-looking.” 

“Uh-huh. What d’you think, Damien?” 

“I dunno. I guess.” 

**** 

I’ve never spoken to Emma Stonhe in person. Not yet. I’ve had no reason to, 

no motive. At first, I had no interest in her. She entered the classroom, introducing 

herself quickly and calmly; 



 

“My name is Emma Stonhe, and I was born in Massachusetts. I moved here to 

Colorado because of my father’s work. It’s nice to meet you all. I hope we can be 

friends.” 

Her voice was soft and smooth like velvet. Not too high and not too deep. It 

was relaxing. Nevertheless, it was a standard greeting. Nothing was off about her so 

far. 

It wasn’t until a week after Emma’s transfer that I started noticing little 

details about her. How she never had a strand of hair out of place. How she always 

walked like books were stacked on her head. How she chose to sit at the one table in 

the corner of the cafeteria that no one else would sit at. They weren’t strange details, 

like her having a third arm strange, but they were off. She interested me. 

And then the Great Leaders of America assignment. 

“Three weeks to complete it.” Mr. Hansoke’s nasally voice explained. “There 

are eight parts to it, but don’t worry you won’t be working alone.” He grinned his 

yellow-toothed grin. “You’ll get to work in groups of four people max.” A pause as 

students started to get up and talk to their friends. “Please try partnering up with 

different people, and not just your friends. I’ll give you a minute.” Of course, with 

where I stood on the social ladder, a few people did come up to me asking to team up 

with so and so, but I declined. Because I wanted to partner with Emma Stonhe. 

I don’t know what compelled me, but before I knew it I was heading to the 

very back of the classroom, right by the door, where Emma was sitting straight in 

her chair, eyes closed. You would’ve thought she was meditating right then and 

there. 



 

“Damien! Where are you going?” Bethany Richards called out. “Come be in our 

group!” 

Beth’s call must’ve snapped Emma back to the real world, because she let out 

a muted sound as her eyes opened and turned to me, those beautiful translucent 

green eyes blinking back at me. 

“Emma, you want to be partners?” I asked, plain and to the point. It should 

have been embarrassing enough to be seen talking with Emma Stonhe, especially 

when Beth’s angry mixed with confused cries had some students’ attention on us. 

“Mr. Hansoke said we should partner with people we don’t know, so here I am.” 

She blinked once, twice, and turned her head. I looked as well, and sure 

enough, Bethany Richards was glaring an if-looks-could-kill kinda glare. Fists on 

her hips and everything. But Emma was unfazed. She turned to me and, without 

breaking eye contact, said, “Sure.” 

And so began my alignment with Emma Stonhe. 

**** 

Emma and I decided we would do our assignment on George Washington the 

next day. 

Without a bead of doubt in my mind, I strode past my regular table to sit with 

Emma. She was eating a stick of celery and turned towards me, unsurprised I had 

sat with her. 

“Hello, Damien.” Emma greeted, looking back at her food. 

“Hey,” I nodded, eating a spoonful--sporkful?--of mashed potatoes before 

continuing. “So, about the History assi--” 



 

“George Washington.” 

“Hm?” 

“I told Mr. Hansoke we would do… George Washington.” Emma finished her 

celery stick without even looking back at me. Did she decide on our project for us? 

Why did she not tell me anything? This was my grade too, y’ know! 

Masking my annoyance, “You didn’t tell me this...” 

“Don’t talk with your mouth full.” Emma snapped quietly, then “I thought he 

told you. Or you knew to some degree. Sorry.” 

You don’t sound sorry. “Okay, then… what’s so special about George 

Washington?” 

“Nothing. Just wanted someone that wasn’t so hard for either of us.” 

Oh, that’s nice of… wait she was talking about me, wasn’t she? Emma, you’re 

surprisingly rude. 

“Mhm…” We finished our food in silence.  As we walked to put away our trays, 

I started up again with, “Mr. Hansoke said he wasn’t going to give out our notebooks 

for writing until tomorrow, right?” 

She didn’t respond at first, thinking it through with a tight-lipped hum. “I 

think so. I don’t want to wait that long though.” It’s only a day, Emma. “We need as 

much possible time… I’m going to see if I can get our directions early.” 

I almost didn’t register her comment until my tray was on the rack and we 

were walking back to her table. “Wait what?!” Was this girl psycho? It’s every middle 

schooler’s dream to not have to start yet, and she wants to start early? She must be 

crazy, no, insane! 



 

Then again, Emma wasn’t very normal in my eyes. 

“I hope you don’t mind.” Her voice remained soft and level-headed despite my 

obvious discontent. “You don’t even have to do anything, I’ll start it for us.” 

“What? No way, this is my project too!” I fold my arms. “There’s no way I’m 

risking you jeopardizing my grade because you wanna play the hero. If you’re 

starting early, then so am I!” 

Maybe I shouldn’t have worded it like that, but if Emma was in any way 

uncomfortable with me she sure wasn’t showing it. “Fine.” She stood up alongside a 

few others as the bell rang. “I’ll talk to Mr. Hansoke after class and I’ll meet you at 

your house.” 

“Sure,” I grumbled. And then I stood up too. “Wait, my house?!” 

 

 

Two: Second Chances 

 

There’s usually never any middle ground when it comes to Denver weather. 

It’s either scorching hot or frigid cold. Today, there were dark, thundering clouds 

and cold, unforgiving rain. 

So why on Earth was Emma Stonhe on her way to my townhouse with no coat 

on?  

Her hair and clothes were drenched in the cold water when I opened the door 

to her, but she didn’t look even slightly fazed. Like it was a sunny day outside. “Hello, 

Damien.” 



 

“Jesus Christ, Emma!” I lifted my jaw off the floor, ushering her in hurridly. 

“What’s going on with you? You’re going to get sick like that.” Is her brain loose or 

something?! I mean, she always seemed odd, but to live in Denver and react like this 

to rain is just supernatural. 

“It’s not that bad,” Emma muttered. She tried blowing her bangs out of her 

face, then, remembering they were wet, moved them away with her fingers. “Really, 

it’s not that cold.” 

I hesitantly touch her shoulder and an ungodly chill runs down my spine. 

“Emma you’re practically frozen!” I swear my finger just turned blue! “You don’t 

need a towel or something?” 

Emma looks down at her Mary Janes; there’s a puddle in the carpet now. She 

flits her eyes back up to mine. Her eyebrows scrunched together like she was 

contemplating her answer. Just say yes so I can give you a towel and move on with 

my life. “Where’s the rest of you?” 

“Huh?” 

Still staring directly at me, she points to the right wall, where a family photo of 

my mom, my older sister, and I were grinning ear to ear. “There are two others in 

your family, right? Where are they?” 

“I-- you-- that has nothing to do with my question, dammit!” Why is she being 

so difficult?! We haven’t even gone up to my room yet and she’s acting even stranger 

than before! 

“Fine.” Emma huffs, already dropping the subject. She finally shows at least a 

smidge of discomfort by gripping her arm tightly. “Yes, I’d like a towel.” 



 

*** 

“You sure you don’t wanna, like, change out of your uniform? You can wear 

some of my sister’s old clothes.” 

“No thanks,” Emma tugs at the rubber duck towel around her shoulders. She’s 

standing on the bath mat that I also brought alongside the towel to soak up the 

rainwater.  The towel is pretty embarrassing by middle school standards, but I’m 

pretty sure that she wouldn’t judge me for it… and because it’s the softest. 

“Okay…” My mind wanders to her again at my doorstep. “I noticed you didn’t 

bring any books with you? I mean, not saying that you had to bring any books with 

you; I was just assuming that someone like you would…y’know... ” 

Luckily, she catches the hint. “I don’t own any history books and the school’s 

library wasn’t open today.” I sigh without realizing, and she continues, “We can still 

find information online, it’s not like it’ll be any different. My skin is getting cold.” 

“I warned you--” I tease, but when my eyes flit back up to the computer I’m 

met with Emma’s polo sliding out of her arms. “What are you doing?!” My hands fly 

to my eyes. “Don’t do that here!” 

“I’m wearing a tank top,” is all she says like that’s gonna make it okay. I move a 

finger to eye her feet, but my view is obscured… by her skirt dropping to the floor. 

“Emma!” I shriek. “What the hell is wrong with you!? Keep this up and I’m 

seriously kickin’ you to the curb!” I can feel my cheeks turning redder by the second 

“I’m wearing shorts too, Damien.” She exclaims over my yelling, which isn’t 

very loud but it’s the loudest she’s ever been. “It’s fine.” 



 

My face is still a tomato, but I lower my hands to my thighs anyway. “Don’t just 

undress in front of me like that. Especially because I’m a guy! It’s… it’s weird!” 

“Sorry.” She mutters apologetically, sitting beside me on my bed with her 

now-dry clothes but still-cold skin. After waiting for my laptop to boot up for a few 

seconds, she remembers her question from before: “Where’s the rest of your 

family?” I shrug after rotating my laptop screen away to type my password. “I hope 

I’m not being too nosy, I just figured that if we’re going to be partners then we 

should get to know each other--” 

“Rose is away at college and my mom’s at work. There.” She nods and doesn’t 

say anything more. For like two minutes. 

“Your mom looks nice.” She comments, and when it seems like I didn’t hear 

her, she tries again; “She had pretty earrings. I've never seen them before; they must 

be special.” 

“Gift from my dad,” I answer, eyes not leaving the screen. I can tell she’s trying 

to start up a conversation, but so far she’s been nothing but a pain in the-- 

“What about your sister? Her hair looked cute.” 

“That picture isn’t very recent. She dyed it.” 

“Oh.” She stops talking after that. I notice from the corner of my eye that her 

hair’s dry but it’s a bit frizzy. It’s kinda cute. Strands are flying in different directions 

and her bangs fall over her eyes like a split-ended curtain. 

I know Emma isn’t trying to piss me off intentionally, and technically she isn’t 

even doing anything wrong. She just has her way of dealing with things I suppose. 

And that’s fine. I just wish she wouldn’t be so reckless with the things she does; 



 

undressing without warning, walking in the rain like she owned the world, she didn’t 

even try to make any friends in her first few days. She spoke to no one and no one 

spoke to her. 

Except for me. 

*** 

The rain is gone, so at least Emma won’t be soaked on her way back home. 

And her clothes have dried, so she slips back into her uniform as we walk back 

downstairs. 

“You send the Doc to me, right?” She quadruple-checks as she attempts to 

straighten her permanently-wrinkled shirt. 

“Oh my god, yes.” My eyes roll once more. “Stop worrying so much, I got it all 

figured out.” 

“Sure, sure.” Emma fails to hide her small smile. “I had fun today.” 

Thinking about it now, I could say the same thing. Emma and I made small 

talk through the project, pointing out little bits and details we needed and eventually 

taking the reign of the laptop halfway through. We may have had a pillow fight mid-

session, but she was pretty good at dodging my attacks. 

“Me too,” I grin. 

“Alright.” She awkwardly nods to me and opens the front door. She turns to 

me one last time with a small wave. “Bye.” And off she went into the orange-tinted 

world. 

*** 

My towel smells like her now 



 

*** 

Over the past few days, Emma and I got to know each other more. I learned 

that she took piano lessons as a kid but quit because they got too expensive, and she 

loved Mary Poppins movies. I told her that I’m a sucker for sour candy and my sign 

was an Aries. Little things that weren’t important to the project but they were nice to 

know for future reference. Because I was like 90% sure we were becoming friends. 

But come Monday, when the project was due, Emma came to class with no 

emotion. She didn’t even look at me as she handed in our shared folder of printed 

documents; her face was pensive and maybe even slightly agitated. 

Not to mention she disappeared during the lunch period. She was one of the 

first to leave the classroom but there’s no telling where she went. And it’s not like I 

could ask around; they wouldn’t care. No one would care except me. 

Why did I care? 

She was just my partner for a dumb History assignment. That’s all it was at 

first. We’d work, we’d turn it in, we’d go our separate ways. I stuck with that idea 

until just a few days ago. She was the class weirdo, who walked like a princess and 

stared into space in her free time. The girl who didn’t have a hair out of place and 

still wore Mary Janes in the twenty-first century. Who walked to my house soaking 

wet and didn’t give two cents about it. Who undressed into her tank-top and shorts 

despite barely getting to know me. 

The girl who was a better friend than any Rocky Vierner, Bethany Richards, or 

Frederick “Fred” Colden I’d grown up with. 

“Damien, where the hell are you going?” 



 

I look back at Beth with a hatred I never knew I had for her. “Shut up, Beth.” 

 

Three: Third Time’s the Charm 

 

There’s a four-way intersection by the school. It’s a bit of a walk but it’s worth 

it cuz there’s a gas station in one of the corners and an Mc-Donalds right across 

from it. I’d personally never been there alone--I always went with at least someone 

from my ex-group of friends--but going there alone felt so awkward now. 

Especially because I was going there to look for her. 

*** 

“You know that intersection by the townhouses?” Emma asks from the floor. 

I type a few more words in, then lower my screen to look at her. “What about 

it? You’ve finally been there?” 

She sits up to tuck her legs into herself, then continues, “Yeah, I’ve heard 

people talk about it. So on the bus yesterday I stopped there before heading to your 

house. It’s nothing special, but it’s handy. Their Icees are good. It’s the only thing I 

buy there.” 

For someone who acts so privileged on school grounds, she still acts like a 

middle schooler. Everyone likes the Icees there, that’s no surprise. “What’s your 

favorite flavor? Mine’s Green Apple.” 

“Cherry.” She pauses. “Strawberry works too. Anything red.” She rocks on her 

heels as she talks, almost bored. I have been working on this assignment for a while 

now. “Our colors are green and red, you know. Like a stoplight.” 



 

“Uh-huh,” I chuckle before opening up my laptop again. “I guess that is funny. 

Have you ever tried mixing flavors?” I’ve had a green apple and grape combo before 

from a dare because I heard it tastes gross. It honestly wasn’t so bad. 

“Never,” Emma says, but doesn’t elaborate. 

*** 

That seemed so long ago. It was yesterday. 

Morton was the name of the gas station. It had blue and red stripes alongside 

the roof of the gas tanks and shiny white paint along the column, but the highlight of 

the place was the slightly-old-fashioned store right behind it. They were so starkly 

different that they looked like two different companies entirely. Nevertheless, it was 

a hotspot for Brockton Middle. 

Turns out I didn’t even need to enter the store because I saw a mop of red hair 

glimmering against the evening sun and I knew it was her. But as I strode my way 

over, my confidence fell. What do I say to her? Do I just ask her what’s been going 

on? I mean that sounds like the obvious choice, but this was Emma we’re talking 

about here. The girl I was chasing after despite only knowing her for less than a 

month. The girl who did weird things for reasons I still didn’t have an answer to. 

Emma Stonhe. 

“Hey, you.” I wave even though she can’t see me and crouch next to her on the 

soft grassy hill. I couldn’t see before, but she’s holding a red Icee with gloved hands. 

It’s a little melted though; I don’t think she’s even touched it. 

“Hi.” 



 

We sit in silence for a bit, watching our small town of Colorado. The sky was 

painted with a smear of oranges, purples, and pinks, with reds closer to the horizon. 

Even the sun was a bright yellow ball of light instead of white. Not to mention that if 

you stared hard enough, you could see the clouds turning along with the Earth and 

the sun. I never got to look at sunsets properly, but I see what Emma finds so 

mesmerizing about them. 

I finally turn to her to ask, “Why are you avoiding me?” as she says at the same 

time, “I’m sorry for avoiding you.” We turn to each other and chuckle. 

“You first,” I smile towards her, and it’s only then I notice her features; she has 

very faint freckles and her eyes seem almost dull. She’s shivering ever so slightly, 

but I choose not to comment on it. 

“I’ve been avoiding you…” She lets out a deep sigh I didn’t realize she was 

holding. “...because of Bethany.” 

You’re joking. 

“Bethany, she… and a bunch of other girls… in the locker room. They cornered 

me, asking about you. If I’d hypnotized you or something. She said that you’d told 

her that you hated me, that you thought I was weird just like everyone else in this 

damn school.” 

“And you believed her?” I was honestly surprised she was taking such a 

burden by Beth of all people. 

“Of course I did!” She snapped, turning towards me so sharply I was afraid she 

would break her neck. “This is you we’re talking about. You said it yourself last 

month; you only partnered with me for pity. After all, I had no friends; you asked me 



 

because you wanted to ‘stand out’ from everyone else by going with someone you 

knew nothing about. 

“This has always been my life. I’m the class weirdo. The girl everyone avoids. 

No one ever wants to be my friend so I just comply. It’s why I’m the way I am: quiet, 

reserves, a bit blunt. I’m so used to closing myself off from the world that it’s become 

who I am. But when we started hanging out during our study sessions…”--she turns 

back to the sunset--”...you were so genuine. Not once did it feel like you were hiding 

anything. Unlike me.” 

I’d never heard her speak so much in her life. She was like a stranger, going 

from this quiet, mysterious transfer student I worked with to a funny, wise, and 

interesting friend over the span of a month! 

“Emma, I can’t lie to you. She might’ve been right”--I already hear her 

scoffing--”but that was before we met!” I turn my entire body around to face her. 

“You’re the coolest person I’ve ever met. You’re smart and you’re complex and 

you’re weird and I’ve never met anone like you! And I really do want us to become 

friends inside and outside of school. It was so wrong of me to act like I didn’t care 

about you in front of my friends; they judge me a lot for the things I like.” 

“That’s no excuse.” 

“You’re right, it isn’t.” I reach for her hands, calmly placing my hand over hers 

despite the butterflies raving in my stomach. Unexpecting it, her eyes lock with 

mine. “And that’s exactly why I want to officially be your first friend! Please?” 

Whether it was the evening sky turning dark or Emma herself, her cheeks 

glow pink. She darts her hand out of my grasp to cross her arms. It’s silent for a 



 

while, the only noise being the cars zooming behind us in the background, but even 

that noise drowns out. 

“I would… really like that, Damien.” 

*** 

“So what exactly did your friends judge about you?” 

“I may or may not be a Marvel fan.” 

“...really?” 

“What do you like then?” 

“... 1900s movies.” 

“Seriously?!” 

“The humor in 1900’s movies was a different breed.” 

“I really need to show you a Marvel movie sometime.” 

“And I should show you the original Mary Poppins as well.” 

 

END 


