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CONTENT NOTES


While this is a YA romance, it does deal with some issues such as difficult relationships with parents (including abandonment), panic attacks, and negative thoughts (not necessarily depressive but can be seen as such).
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LISTEN HERE


For younger me, who always dreamt of this.

We did it.

And for anyone fighting for their dreams, whatever they may be, you can do it, too.


PROLOGUE
VIOLET - SIX YEARS AGO
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“You can still change your mind.”

Mum has said this multiple times on the drive here, but as we approach the iron gates to the school, this is the first time I’ve actually considered it.

When the old building finally comes into view, it hits me that I’m going to a boarding school nearly an hour away from the only place I’ve ever called home.

She slows down as we pass through the gates and reaches the car park, looking left and right to find an empty space amongst the hubbub of slamming car doors and parents fussing over their children. We finally park up in a quiet corner, choosing to walk a further distance to the school instead of clamouring for a closer spot. When it takes her a few tries to get into the spot, I start to think that my mum might be as nervous as I am about this whole thing.

When I first told her I wanted to go to Coates Academy, of course, she was hesitant. It’s always been just the two of us for the past ten years, and she’s been protective of me that whole time. But there’s always been a little voice in the back of my mind that dreams of escaping, and I can’t help but think it’s one of the only traits I got from my dad, who did the same thing.

I don’t have any memories of him because he left before I even turned one. I wouldn’t change my relationship with my mum for the world, but as I’ve gotten older, I’ve wanted more freedom and independence, and boarding school seemed like the right place for that. It took a couple of months to wear her down, but eventually, she gave in, and that’s how we ended up here now, sitting in the car facing the place I’ll call home for the next seven years.

“I want to go here. I think it’ll be a good place for me,” I tell her as she turns to face me. We’re a mirror image of each other with matching long hair, mine a slightly lighter brown than hers, and dark brown eyes. There are more lines on her face, though, deep smile lines that are permanently etched there, and a few on her forehead, too. My skin tone is slightly lighter than hers on account of my dad being White, but there’s no doubt that I’m her daughter.

She takes my hand in hers and squeezes it three times, something she’s done ever since I can remember, and I do the same to her. It’s become our silent way of checking in with each other: three to ask and three to confirm.

“Okay, meri jaan.” Her free hand comes up to stroke my hair, knocking the little butterfly clips she put in earlier out of place but fixing them before leaning forward to kiss my forehead. “Let’s go in, then.”
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After collecting my schedule and other paperwork from the office, Mum stayed to help me set up my room and we’re nearly finished. We put the sheets on the single bed together and then organised the rest of my things. I line up the books on my shelf above the desk as Mum clatters around in the ensuite bathroom, placing my toiletries in the shower and above the small shelf on the sink that sits under a mirror.

I sit on the bed as I wait for her to finish up, and as I look around the small room that will be mine for the next few years, I have to hold back tears. I wanted this-still want this-but reality seems to finally be hitting me. I don’t want my mum to go.

“Your bathroom is all done, meri jaan.”

She exits the bathroom and comes to sit next to me, wringing her hands together. I place mine over hers to stop her, tangling our fingers together instead and squeezing three times. She squeezes back, and when I look at her face, I can see she’s trying not to cry, too.

“I’ll call you every day, Mum.”

“I know. But I’ll still miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too.”

We don’t speak for a while, our hands folding together as we try to process what this moment means. We’ve never been apart, and I know we’re both holding out until we’re alone to break down.

“Thank you for letting me do this.”

“Of course, meri jaan. I’ll always support you.”

She kisses the side of my head, and I lean on her for a second, soaking up her familiar smell before she leaves. She stands without saying anything, and I copy her, wrapping my arm around her waist as hers comes around my shoulder. We leave my room to go to her car, and when she gets in and closes the door behind her, I can feel the lump in my throat growing bigger.

She rolls the window down, taking my hand in hers once again, and we squeeze three times.

“I love you,” she says, and I can see the glassiness in her eyes.

“I love you, too.”

She gives me a tight-lipped smile before pulling out and driving away.
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When I get back to my room, I sit on my bed and cry.

It feels like all the emotions I’d been holding in while she was here are flooding out, a combination of nerves and excitement that has me completely overwhelmed. The fact that I won’t see her every day feels strange, and I had to push away the thoughts of calling her and asking her to come back and get me.

My stomach rumbles, and when I check the time, I realise I’ve missed the opening dinner for new students. If I go now, I might be able to get some of the leftovers, so I wash my face and hope that no one will be able to tell I’ve been crying.

As soon as I leave my room, a girl my height with short blonde hair drifts past me to the room next to mine. She enters it before popping her head out just a second later.

“Hi,” she says, moving out of her room and coming towards me.

“Hey.” My voice comes out a little hoarse from the crying, but I clear my throat, and she pretends not to notice.

“I’m Avery. Is that your room?”

“Yeah, I’m Violet. I missed dinner, so I was going to try and find something to eat.”

“You’re in luck. I grabbed some pizza to have later, but you can eat it if you want.” She gestures towards her room, telling me to follow her, and I do.

I glance around her room and see she hasn’t decorated much either. It’s the same layout as mine but flipped, with our beds on opposite walls and the bathroom on the same one. Avery goes to her desk and picks up a napkin with two slices of pizza on it, handing it to me with a smile.

I take it from her as I sit on the chair near her desk, and she takes a place opposite me on her bed.

“Were you crying?” she asks right as I bite down on the slice.

I chew quickly, trying to think of a lie to tell her, but she just smiles at me.

“It’s okay, I cried too. I’ll probably cry again tonight.”

I stifle a laugh at how straightforward she’s being, but it settles me, too.

“Yeah, that’s why I missed dinner.” I hold the pizza up. “Thank you for this.”

“Don’t worry about it. I have a whole drawer full of snacks, so you can come here whenever you’re hungry.”

“I don’t have snacks, but I have books?” I offer, wanting to give her something in return for her kindness.

“What kind of books?”

I tell her about the small collection I’ve brought from home and we spend the rest of the evening getting to know each other. When I get back to my room, I find comfort in the realisation that I’ve just made my first friend.

[image: ]


It hasn’t even been forty-eight hours since my mum left, but she’s already called me maybe thirty times.

I’m walking towards the classroom where I’ll have homeroom for the next few years when I feel my phone vibrate in my blazer pocket. I don’t answer it. All my attention is focused on making sure I find the right classroom.

I make my way through the corridors, checking signs that have been aimed at new students to help them navigate, and finally find the room. My phone continues to vibrate in my pocket, and I take it out with a sigh, leaning against the wall opposite the room before finally answering it.

“Mum.” It comes out harsher than I intended. I know this has been hard for her, but the constant calls have started to become a headache, and I’m growing tired of constantly being checked up on.

“Did you find your classroom, Violet?”

“Yes, I’m standing outside it right now.”

Other students make their way inside, all of us wearing some combination of the uniform. We had a few options of what to wear, either a navy blazer or sweater with a white shirt and black or navy trousers or skirts to go with it. I settled for the sweater and skirt, liking the simplicity of the uniform compared to the colours I’d seen for other schools. A brochure for a school with lime green shirts comes to mind, and I consider myself lucky to have gotten into Coates.

“Okay, and your break is at 10:30, so I’ll call you again then.” I can hear the worry in her voice, but I know this isn’t healthy for either of us. I came here to gain some independence, and I can’t do that if she’s constantly calling me.

“You don’t have to. I’ll call you after school, okay?”

I fiddle with the hem of my skirt; it’s a little too long, reaching nearly past my knees, but I’ll grow into it. Through the open door, I see the kids who will be my classmates for the next few years. They’re already starting to talk to each other, little groups forming as they get to know one another while I’m standing outside on the phone with my mum.

“Okay, call me then, meri jaan. I love you.”

“Love you, too. Bye.”

I lean my head against the wall, regretting how I spoke to her, but I know I can’t let these constant calls become a regular thing. Taking a deep breath, I push off the wall and enter the classroom I’ll sit in every morning for the next year. There are four rows of identical light brown desks and black chairs facing the front of the classroom where a whiteboard displays “Welcome to Coates, Year 7!” Tall windows run along one entire side of the room, the early morning sunlight brightening the room enough that the overhead lights haven’t been switched on.

The other students walk around as they find their seats, but there doesn’t seem to be any order to it. I make my way through the gaps in the desks towards the back of the room, taking a seat next to the window. The desk next to my claimed one is empty, so I decide to save it for Avery.

I scan the room to see what the other students are doing as I wait for her to arrive. Some are perched on desks with their shoes on the chairs as they talk to the person next to them who is actually sitting on the chair. Some are leaning against the desks, not fully committing to claiming a seat yet as they wait for their friends to enter. A lot of the students all went to the same primary school that isn’t too far from here, so coming to Coates was a natural next step for schooling.

My eyes drift back to the door right as Avery enters, blue eyes meeting mine as she smiles at me and makes her way through the desks.

“First day, and I’m already waking up late.” She huffs out a breath of air as she sits down, blonde bangs flying upwards before she pats them back down. “I don’t know why I decided to cut my hair before I came here.”

“It looks cute! There’s some fun styles you can do with it, too. I can teach you if you want.”

“I would love that. I really like how you did it today.”

Avery reaches out to touch the two small braids decorated with butterfly clips that are tied like a crown at the back of my head.

“When your hair gets a bit longer, I’ll do it like this for you.”

She smiles, and we continue chatting until our attention is drawn to the door by a clapping sound.

“Hello, Year 7. My name is Mrs. Harper, and I’ll be your homeroom teacher for the next year.” The smile on her face is bright, her eyes crinkling slightly at the corners as she looks around the room at all of us and goes on to explain more about the school and the rules and expectations she has.

“Now that boring stuff is out of the way, we’re going to do a little icebreaker to get you all moving around and talking to each other. When I say so, I want you all to stand up and mingle with each other, and your goal is to find out each other’s birthdays.”

Avery nudges my arm and whispers hers to me, January 21, and I commit it to memory as I tell her mine.

“After you’ve spoken to a few people, I’d like you to start lining up at the front of the room in order of your birthdays from September to August. This is all just a bit of fun, so don’t be too nervous about talking to anyone! You’re all going to spend the next few years together, so it’s good to start getting to know each other.”

She finishes her explanation and then tells us all to stand up. I get up first, and Avery groans before placing her hands on the desk and pushing herself up. She grumbles under her breath about being tired and that she shouldn’t be expected to do physical activity this early in the day.

Avery links her arm through mine, and we both look around the classroom to figure out who we can talk to first. She points towards the corner opposite us, where a group of two boys and two girls are standing, and suggests we go to them first.

They’re all around the same height, and the two boys stand next to each other. One has fair skin, dark brown hair, and round glasses, while the other has dark blond hair. The two girls are in front of them. The shortest one has long light blonde hair, and the other has sleek black hair tied in a ponytail.

“Hi, I’m Avery,” she says as we approach them, all four of them stopping their conversation and turning to look at us. “And this is Violet.” I give them all a small wave, suddenly feeling incredibly awkward.

“Hi. When are your birthdays?” I ask, deciding to just get the conversation over and done with.

“We already know each other’s birthdays. We’re just waiting for everyone else to start lining up.” The blonde girl replies in a monotone voice. She doesn’t look too impressed that we’ve come over to talk to her and her friends, so I start nudging Avery so that we can move on to someone else, but she just unlinks our arms.

“Don’t mind Olivia.” The boy with dark hair and glasses steps forward, coming closer to us. He has a smile on his face that doesn’t match the rest of his group. “I think she’s just tired this morning.”

The blonde girl, Olivia, rolls her eyes at his words and stands with her arms crossed, and it seems she’s fully intent on not speaking to us any more than she has to. The boy gives me another quick smile before moving to stand beside me so he can face the rest of the group like we are.

“I’ll introduce us all. You’ve already met Olivia. She can be a bit rude sometimes when she hasn’t slept, but she’s usually okay.” He points to the girl standing next to her. “That’s Jinhee. She moved here from Korea in Year 4 and has been stuck with us ever since.”

She smiles at us, her hand coming up in a quick wave that we mirror.

“And next to her, we have Lucas.” He leans closer to me, covering his mouth with his hand as he whispers in my ear. “He’s my best friend, but don’t tell him I told you that. He already has a big head.” I stifle a laugh as I nod my head. Avery elbows me to find out what he said, but I just shake my head at her. The boy grins at me once more before he goes back to stand with his group, and I can’t help but smile back.

“And last, but most certainly not least, I’m Isaac. Lovely to meet you, Violet.”

The smile is still on his face, and now that he’s standing right in front of me, I realise he has dimples.

“Nice to meet you all. Thanks, Isaac.” He dips his head in a slight nod. “So when are your birthdays? Avery’s is January 21, and mine is July 9.”

“No way!” Isaac steps closer to me again, his eyebrows raised as he points a finger at me. “Mine is July 9, too. What a fun coincidence. You can just stay next to me then. Olivia is February 19, Jinhee is November 11, and Lucas is April 21.” He looks to the front of the classroom, and I follow his gaze, seeing that other students have already started lining up.

“Shall we go line up?” I ask, and we all start walking to the front of the room to join everyone else. Isaac comes to stand next to me as we make our way forward, and we watch as our friends find their places in line before finding ours.

“Wait, what time were you born?” he asks as soon as we get in line.

“What?”

“One of us has to be older, so the younger one should go in the line first.”

“Oh, right. I was born at night, at nine I think. My mum says it was just after sunset, so I’m probably younger than you.” I step around him and move to his left as he moves to my right.

“I was born at sunrise,” he says, nudging me with his shoulder and grinning. “Sunrise and sunset. Another coincidence.”

“Okay, I think everyone’s in order now,” Mrs. Harper says before I can reply to Isaac. “I’m sure you’ve all spoken to each other but let’s go down the line and say our name and birthday so we can check if the order is right.”

We all do as she says, Isaac and I waiting patiently as we’re near the end of the line, being two of the youngest in the class. Surprisingly, we managed to order ourselves without a mistake, and Mrs. Harper said that it had never happened before, so she was quite proud of us. She tells us to take our seats again, and I catch up with Avery as she gets to the desk before me and sits down, placing her head on the desk.

I take the chance while she’s not looking to try and catch a glimpse of Isaac again. It was fun talking to him, and it feels special that we have the same birthday. His desk is on the front row near the door to the classroom, so I can only see his profile.

But as if he can feel my gaze, he turns around and smiles at me.


1
VIOLET


PRESENT
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“This is the last one,” I tell Mum as we drop the heavy box we’re balancing between us onto my desk. It’s filled with books, and I deliberately left it for last, knowing that both of us would need to carry it.

“Are you even going to have time to read all of these?”

“I like having options,” I say with a shrug as I begin opening the box and taking books out, but my mum places her hand over mine to stop me.

“You can unpack them when I leave. Sit down, let’s talk for a bit.” Her gentle tone makes me instantly realise what she wants to talk about, but I don’t want to yet.

Somehow, on the multiple trips back and forth from the car to my room, I’ve managed to avoid seeing him, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t thought about him. As soon as we pulled up to school, he was the first thing on my mind, and a small part of me wanted to catch a glimpse to see if he looked as worn down as I felt. Now it feels like if I talk about him with my mum, just mentioning his name will have him appearing in front of me, and I’m not ready to face him yet.

“Mum, it’s fine. I’m over it now.”

She gives me a stern look, and I sigh before pulling out the chair under my desk and taking a seat. Mum perches on the edge of the bed that she’s just made up for me. Even though I’m old enough to do it myself now, it’s the same routine every time she drops me off at school as she helps to set up my bed and organise my clothes and toiletries. Coates lets students keep the same room for all seven years, so most of my stuff stays here over the summer, but Mum still insists on tidying it all whenever she comes to visit, especially on the first day back.

“You know it’s okay if you’re not fine. You don’t have to pretend with me.” She reaches over to take my hand, stroking her thumb across the back as she continues in a soft voice. “Your first heartbreak stays with you for a long time, and it’s only been a few months for you.”

“I’m not heartbroken,” I scoff. Maybe if I say it out loud, I’ll start to believe it myself because there’s no other explanation for the way it feels like my chest has been hollowed out since July.

“The lack of ice cream in my freezer over the summer proves otherwise.”

“We had a heatwave!”

She ignores the glare I give her, and I ignore the way she rolls her eyes at me. I hadn’t even told her when I started dating him, so I wasn’t planning on telling her that we had broken up, either. She even had to come and pick me up a week before the year officially ended because I told her I was sick and wanted to come home. It didn’t take long for me to break down and tell her the whole story, and she just listened carefully, stroking my hair and holding me like she’d done before so many times when I was younger.

“I just want you to be happy. It’s your last year of living away at school, and I want you to enjoy it instead of being upset over a silly boy.”

I try not to react too much to the ‘living away’ part because I still haven’t figured out how to tell my mum that I want to move away for university, too. Even if the plans I made with him aren’t going to happen, I still want to follow the goals I set for myself.

“I am happy. Avery is getting here soon and we’re going to have dinner, watch a movie, and have a great weekend before school starts. Stop worrying about me.” I don’t mean to be harsh when I say that last part, but towards the end of summer, it got exhausting trying to deal with my mum and the way she tiptoed around me.

“You can come home any weekend you want, and if you don’t want to travel all that way, then you can call me any time. I love you, meri jaan.” She stands up, and I do the same because I know she wants a hug. I think the constant reassurance is more for her than me at this point.

“I love you, too. Come on, I’ll walk you out.”

We leave my room and make our way towards the front entrance, passing other students who are in the middle of moving back in. Mum continues reassuring me that I can call her any time, day or night, and I keep telling her I’ll be fine. Once we reach her car, she kisses my cheek before getting in and driving away.

My shoulders drop as soon as she’s out of view, and I let out a deep sigh, letting my head fall back to stare at the grey cloudy sky. I know I’ll have to have a conversation with her soon about university but I think it’ll be easier to do it over the phone.

I start walking back to my room and can’t help but scan the car park to look for him. I don’t want to see him, but I feel on edge, not knowing where he is. The thought that he could appear in front of me at any time makes me race back to my room. I’ve almost reached the door when I hear my name being called by a familiar voice, and I’m stopped in my tracks.

I turn to see Isabelle walking towards me, and I quickly look around her. Luckily, her brother is nowhere to be seen.

“Hi, Izzy. Did you just get in?”

“Yeah, Isaac’s parking the car so he dropped me off and told me to go unlock my room.”

I try not to show how much that sentence has affected me, covering up my sharp inhale with a cough as Izzy gives me a concerned look. Before we broke up, he told me his main plan for summer was to get his license as quickly as possible and then drive to my house so he could take me out on a real date. It hits me then that this is just the first plan that we made together that won’t ever happen. I can feel the sting of tears in my eyes.

“Oh, I’ll let you carry on then. I need to finish unpacking my stuff.”

“Let’s walk together!” She grabs my arm, holding on to me as we head into the dorm building. I think clinginess must run in the family.

Whenever we were together, Isaac would always find a way to touch me, whether it was fingers linked underneath a desk, his leg against mine any time we sat next to each other, or his hands cradling my face before he would kiss me.

I force myself to stop thinking about him and instead focus on what Izzy is saying. She’s been babbling on with no idea that I’ve been trying to forget all the memories that I have with her brother. I murmur in all the right places, and I quicken my pace so we can reach our rooms sooner. We’re both on the ground floor, but Izzy’s room is further down the corridor than mine.

When we get to my door, I push it open and tell Izzy that I’ll catch up with her later. All the while, I try to forget the fact that I’ll have to see him soon. If Izzy had her way, I’d be going to her room with her, but I know Isaac can’t be far behind us, and I just want to hide away and prolong the inevitable for as long as possible.

My door is only closed for a few seconds before there’s a knock and a silly part of my brain expects Isaac to be standing out there when I open it. Avery’s smiling face greets me instead, and even though she’s my best friend and I missed her over summer break, I feel a strange disappointment at seeing her instead of him.

“When did you get here?” I ask her, still standing in the door so she doesn’t try to come in because I just need a few minutes to compose myself before I can see anyone.

“Like five minutes ago, my parents were sorting my room out, so I thought I’d come and see you first.”

“Can you give me a couple minutes? I just have something to do, and then I’ll come to your room.”

She gives me a puzzled look, and I don’t know what my expression looks like, but it’s enough for her to take a step back.

“Okay, just come over when you’re ready.” She says as I give her a weak smile, and she walks the few feet back to her room.

Once I hear her door click shut, I close mine too and lean against the wall next to it to try and get myself together. I take deep breaths, willing myself not to cry because I already did enough of that over the summer, but the hollow feeling in my chest just feels like it’s gotten deeper. It’s like there’s a cavern inside of me, like I’ve been excavated, and there’s no way to fill the space again because my heart was taken by someone who didn’t deserve it.

I tap my fingers to my thumb repeatedly, but then I have to stop myself because it’s something that Isaac taught me to do to calm down. The repetitive motion gives me something else to focus on instead of whatever I am stressed out about. I go towards my bed instead, flopping back onto it and covering my face with my hands as the tears finally start to fall.

It was easy not to think about him as much when I was at home over the summer, easy to pretend that life at school was completely different to life at home, and so he had no part of it. But being back here, in a room that’s filled with memories of him even though he’s never stepped foot in it, it’s harder to pretend. It feels like he’s everywhere here.

Memories of laying in bed at night on the phone with him, Isaac always waiting for me to fall asleep first because he wanted his voice to be the last thing I heard before I slept, telling me that it would bring nothing but sweet dreams.

I hate how much I missed having that over the summer, and it felt like I only had sleepless nights or bad dreams. I hate that I convinced myself it was all because I hadn’t spoken to him. On my weakest nights, I wanted to respond to all his unanswered messages, call him for just a few seconds to hear those words so I could sleep easily. I hate that I didn’t and settled instead for a bad sleep schedule that I still haven’t fixed.

I get up, forcing myself to stop crying as I walk to the bathroom and splash some water on my face so I can go and see Avery without her worrying why my face is red. I apply a bit of concealer where I need it to cover up my dark eye bags and hope that Avery won’t notice.

I decide to apologise to her because she probably felt hurt by my reaction to her turning up at my door when we hadn’t seen each other for a few months. I wish I could just tell her what happened and why I’m acting like this, but Isaac and I decided between us that we didn’t want anyone to know, and I still don’t want to break that promise to him. We wanted to stay in the bubble we’d created on our birthday, just the two of us separate from everyone else in an empty classroom, exchanging cards, gifts, and eventually pieces of our hearts too.

I run a brush through my hair, I didn’t bother doing anything special with it either, and put some lip balm on before I leave my room and go to Avery’s. She opens the door after one knock and I pull her into a hug.

“I’m sorry, I just had a weird summer. I missed you.”

“I missed you, too. And you don’t need to apologise either. My parents just left. Come in.”

We sway side to side for a bit before she pulls back, and we go deeper into her room. I know she won’t ask for an explanation, and she knows I’ll give one if I want to, but I can’t bring myself to tell her about Isaac yet.

We sit on her bed together, catching up on our summers, and I conveniently leave out details of all the crying I did while scrolling through old messages with him and looking at the very few pictures and videos we had together.

“I’m starving. Let’s go eat,” Avery says as she stands up, pulling me off the bed with her. “The dining hall always has that really nice pizza on the first day back.”

“Why don’t we go off campus? We’re stuck with dining hall food all year. Why do you want to start early?”

I try to play it off as wanting to eat something else, but the reality is that I know Isaac will be there. I know I’ll have to see him in class on Monday, but if I can avoid him until then, it will give me a bit more time to prepare myself for it.

“Okay, where shall we go then?” Avery knows something's wrong, but she won’t push me to talk about it, trusting that I’ll do so when I feel up to it.

We decide on a new Italian restaurant that’s about a twenty-minute walk away from school. She pulls on a cardigan and we stop by my room so I can grab a jacket before starting our walk to the restaurant. I decide not to think about Isaac for the rest of the night and just enjoy that I’m back at school with my best friend.


2
ISAAC
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I don’t know how I didn’t see her at all yesterday.

In the numerous trips back and forth from my car to Izzy’s room - where she stayed and refused to help carry any of her boxes because she’s the laziest fifteen-year-old on earth - I didn’t catch sight of her once. I think even just seeing her from a distance would have helped calm the thoughts that have been racing through my head since I last saw her before summer.

She left school a week early, and sometime during the holidays, a terrible thought crept into my mind: what if she didn’t come back? I’m not saying she’d change schools just because of me, but she’d been mentioning missing her mum and wanting to spend more time with her before we moved away to university. What if she just decided to finish up closer to home this year instead?

Luckily, while I was helping Izzy unpack her stuff while she was just sitting there, she mentioned that she’d bumped into Violet earlier that day. It offered me some relief that she was back and that I’d be able to see her at some point. I don’t feel optimistic at all that she’ll speak to me, but just seeing her and knowing she’s okay will be enough. I kept Izzy’s door propped open the whole day, hoping that I’d at least be able to see Violet walking past, but that didn’t happen, and I left their building feeling all sorts of mixed up.

I spent all night tossing and turning, only managing to get a few hours of sleep before I gave up and started unpacking my stuff. A cool breeze drifts through the window, keeping me awake as I sort out everything that I couldn’t yesterday because I was focused on getting Izzy settled. The sound of all the students on the field in between the two dorm buildings spills through my open window, everyone enjoying their last full day of freedom before school starts tomorrow.

From my room on the fourth floor, I can see my friends sitting together. Jinhee’s lying down with her head on Luke’s lap, and Olivia is opposite them. I told them I would catch up with them later once I’ve finished unpacking, but the act of taking things out of boxes and putting them away feels robotic at this point. I thought I could hold off on the absent feeling that seems to consume me more often these days, but it’s hit me already.

Everyone I love is within my reach, but I’ve never felt more distant from any of them.

I continue like that for a little longer, lost in thoughts of university applications and the upcoming school year. I try not to let my thoughts drift to Violet, but it’s impossible when I start organising my desk. The birthday cards I got from her are still pinned to the wall above it, hidden amongst random drawings and cards from my friends.

I reach my fingers out to touch them, but a knock on my door forces me to step back and wipe my palms on my jeans. Luke enters my room before I can even tell him to come in, and I glance out the window to see Olivia and Jinhee aren’t on the grass anymore.

“You still haven’t finished?” he asks, looking around at the boxes scattered around my floor and bed.

“I just have some clothes left to put away,” I say as I start flattening some of the empty boxes and gathering them in a small pile.

“Do you want some help?”

“Yeah, that would be great.”

Luke goes to one of the half-empty boxes and starts pulling out clothes, going through them one by one and laying them all on my bed in two piles instead of putting them on hangers.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to see if you have anything new I can take.”

He holds a dark hoodie up against his torso, shuffling over to the floor-length mirror on the wall next to the bathroom so he can look at himself. Luke is a little taller than me, but that hasn’t stopped him from wearing my clothes. He repeats this process a few more times, and I try to ignore him, but it’s already getting later in the day, and I haven’t eaten breakfast or lunch and just feel exhausted. I snatch the t-shirt he’s holding out of his hands and throw it onto one of the piles.

“If you’re not going to help, you can just leave.” I snap, my patience wearing thinner by the minute. Everything just feels like it’s slipping away and out of my control, and I don’t know how to fix it.

“I was just messing around.” Luke holds both hands up in surrender, trying to hide the hurt look on his face, but I catch it. I immediately regret what I said, a habit that seems to happen far too often with the people I love.

A sigh escapes me, and I sit at my desk, taking my glasses off and bringing my hands to my face so I can press the heel of my hands into my eyes. The light pressure always calms me down, and although I’ve tried to stop doing it, I started up again over the summer. Luke hadn’t done anything wrong, so there was no reason for me to snap at him.

“I know, I’m sorry.”

“Are you okay, Isaac? Be honest with me. You’ve been weird all summer.”

I hate that I can’t even tell my best friend what’s wrong. After the first few times we met for our birthday, it became an unspoken agreement between Violet and me that we wouldn’t tell anyone about us. Even at the start of our friendship, when we were both too young to understand what was building between us, it was something we wanted to keep just for ourselves.

I’ve spent the majority of my life with my friend group. I’ve known Luke and Olivia since I was four years old, and although Jinhee joined our group much later, she’s been as constant in my life as the other two.

Having a friendship, a relationship, just something, that was separate from them felt special.

When Violet and I finally made that step to becoming closer to each other, I wanted to protect what we had, keep it safe and secure so nothing and no one could come between us. I know my friends wouldn’t have said anything bad about us, but it felt like something precious and mine, and I didn’t want to share that with anyone.

Now, I don’t even get to share it with her.

“I’m just stressed about uni and stuff. I also have the LNAT next month, and I still need to do my personal statement.”

The LNAT is a test I need to take as part of my application to study Law at Oxford. Although I don’t want to take it, I still have to because my parents are expecting it from me. My entire life has built up to me following in my parents’ footsteps to study at Oxford, but it’s not what I really want to do.

I don’t tell Luke that the biggest reason I’m stressed is at the thought of seeing Violet tomorrow after so long. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since we broke up, and once I found out she had come back to school, I realised our first meeting would have to happen in front of all of our classmates. I don’t know how I can face her and pretend that she hasn’t been carrying my broken heart around for the past few months.

Luke approaches me from behind, and the weight of his hands on my shoulders forces me to drop my hands from my eyes. I turn my head to face him, and the reassuring smile he gives me has me placing one of my hands on top of his.

“It’ll be okay. We can write our personal statements together, and I’ll help you with whatever you need for the LNAT. I’m here for you.”

I tap his hand once, and he squeezes my shoulders before letting go. I put my glasses back on before standing, and I wish I could be completely honest with him at this moment because I hate feeling like I’m keeping secrets from him. He has no idea that I stopped planning on going to Oxford, no idea that I went out with Violet, or that we planned a whole future together that’s never going to happen. And maybe that’s why I convince myself not to say anything right now.

I don’t want him to feel like I hid stuff from him because I don’t trust him, but telling him in the past about Violet would have felt like a betrayal to her, and telling him now would just make him pity me. He’s been in a perfectly happy relationship with Jinhee for the past few months, and he’s never questioned why I haven’t dated or spoken about having a crush on anyone before. I think in his mind, I’ve just been focused on school too much to care about anything like that.

He doesn’t know that I’ve only ever liked one girl who captured my attention from the moment we first met. He doesn’t know that I had her and that she was mine, just like I was hers. He doesn’t know that I lost her and it was all my fault.

“I’m here for you, too. Thanks,” I say, and he grins at me before patting my cheek twice.

“Come on, let’s go eat. You’ve been stuck in here all day.”

“Okay, but you’re coming back after to actually help me put this stuff away.” I gesture to the piles of clothes that he made, and he just grumbles and trudges towards the door.

We leave my room, and just as we exit the building’s main door, I see my sister about to enter the girls’ building that’s right across from ours. Luke yells her name, and she spins around before running towards us, jumping onto Luke to hug him.

Sometimes, I think Izzy wishes Luke was her brother instead, and I can’t say I blame her. We’ve grown distant as we’ve gotten older, the pressure from our parents seeming to create a divide between us. Any time we’re home together with them, my mood instantly sours, and I never want to take it out on her, so I just avoid her completely and stay in my room as much as I can.

We don’t get much time together at school either, even though we both live here because we have different lunch hours, and she spends most of her time with her friends on the field hockey team. It never once crossed my mind that I could pursue a sport because I knew my parents wouldn’t allow it, but when Izzy told them she wanted to do it, I convinced them to let her try it out. All I’ve wanted is for her not to feel the pressure I have from them, so I’ve tried my best to protect her from it, but I think that’s what made us grow apart. It’s something I’m determined to fix before I go to university.

“We’re going to get some food. Do you want to join us?” Luke asks, and she agrees instantly, complaining that she hasn’t eaten since lunch, as if it wasn’t only a few hours ago. We start making our way towards the dining hall, and I just listen as Izzy and Luke catch up with each other. I wonder if Violet will be there.

The dining hall stays open all day on move-in weekend so that students don’t have to worry about getting here in time for the set meal hours, which means the possibility of seeing Violet is higher. In past years we’ve coordinated going to the dining hall at the same time so we could see each other without our friends being suspicious of where we were. Last year, just before we made everything between us official, it felt impossible to just watch her from a distance as she sat a few tables away from me. I don’t even want to think about what it’ll be like to see her now, knowing that I can’t speak to her.

We get our food and take it to the usual table that Lucas and I sit at with the girls. It’s not like there’s assigned seating at lunch, but everyone has the table they gravitate towards, and ours is in a prime spot. It’s right next to one of the huge windows that line the walls of the room and only a few feet away from the back exit of the hall, which lets us avoid getting caught in the rush when the warning bell rings for afternoon classes.

I pick at my food, not feeling particularly hungry, but I know I need to eat something. Luke and Izzy have enough personality between them, any way that there won’t be any awkward silences even if I don’t speak. I’m not really paying attention to what they’re saying until I hear the name that’s been engraved in my mind for the past six years.

“Oh, and I saw Violet yesterday, too.”

I look up from my plate and try to hide my surprise at hearing her name coming from my sister’s mouth.

“She’s in your class, right?”

“Yeah, but we don’t talk much,” Luke replies, and I drop my head again to look at my plate, forcing myself to pretend that I don’t care what they’re talking about, that I’m not desperate to hear even just the smallest thing about how she’s doing.

“I thought so. She was in a weird mood yesterday, I don’t know. Usually, she’s nice to me, and we talk whenever we see each other, but it felt like she didn’t want to yesterday.”

I knew Violet and Izzy had become something like friends ever since Izzy moved in, a natural occurrence from living on the same floor, and it always warmed my heart whenever Violet talked about her. But I never imagined she’d take the anger, hurt, whatever it is she feels for me out on my sister.

“What happened?” My curiosity gets the better of me and I can’t help but ask. I hope they both see it as me just being a concerned brother instead of a desperate ex.

“I saw her just after you dropped me off, so I said hi to her, and we walked to our rooms together. I was going to ask if she wanted to come to mine, but as soon as she got to her room, she just ran inside it and said she’d talk to me later. It was just weird. It felt like something was wrong.”

I know exactly what’s wrong, but I can’t tell either of them. She probably knew Izzy would invite her to her room, and she knew that I would be there helping, so of course, she didn’t want to go. But she could have easily just said no, so why did she hide away?

“That is a little weird. Maybe she had an argument with her mum or something?” Luke asks, and I try not to think about the fact that she would usually come to me when that happened.

“Yeah, it could be that. Can you check on her tomorrow to make sure she’s okay?” Izzy asks, directing her attention towards me.

“Why would I check on her?” It comes out harsher than I intended, and Izzy and Luke look confused by my outburst.

“Because you’re in the same class, and you’ll probably see her tomorrow before I do? I know you aren’t exactly friends with her, but you don’t have to be a dick.” Izzy stands up to leave, but I hold her arm and force her to sit again.

“Sorry for being a dick,” I mumble, frustrated at myself for snapping at her too. “But you’re not allowed to use that word. No swearing until you’re sixteen.”

She sticks her tongue out at me, and I pinch her nose until she swats my hand away.

“You’re so annoying.”

“So are you.”

“You’re the worst.”

“I know you are, but what am I?”

“Okay, kids, that’s enough bickering.” Lucas interrupts us, probably sensing the even more immature insults that are about to come from both of us. “Isaac, stop being fiery with us just because you’re tired. Izzy, I’m sure she’s fine, but I’ll see if I can talk to her tomorrow.”

The thought of him talking to Violet makes my stomach drop, but I don’t know how I can tell him not to do so without being suspicious.

“Thanks, Luke, at least someone is nice.”

I pinch Izzy’s arm, and she does the same back to me, and then Luke does it too.

“You’re both exactly the same, and it is terrifying.”

I throw a scrunched-up napkin at him and grab mine and Izzy’s trays to dispose of them on the way out. We part ways as soon as we leave the hall. Izzy tells us that she wants to go and find her friends, and Luke says that he needs to find his girlfriend. It’s still a little weird to me that Luke and Jinhee are dating after being friends for so long, but when I think back to when she joined our group, it feels like they were meant to be.

Luke was the first to approach her, and although her English was limited at first, he always made an effort to include her in our conversations. Luke taught her English, and she taught him Korean, and I guess there’s something intimate about sharing a language and finding those deeper meanings that can’t come through just with translations. One word instantly comes to mind, one that Violet taught me and that managed to encapsulate everything I feel about her, but I can’t say it anymore.

Luke and Jinhee felt inevitable in the way that I thought Violet and I were. I convinced myself that the birthday we shared meant that we were fated, that all the small coincidences were just part of the invisible strings tying us together and leading us to one another.

The strings have unravelled now, though, gotten all tangled up and frayed, and I don’t know if there’s any way to put them back to how they were.
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VIOLET
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I’ve never felt so much dread getting ready for school before, but I know I’ll have no choice but to see Isaac today. With every action I do to get ready, it feels like I’m counting down to a monumental event - brush my teeth, I’m seeing Isaac in 30 minutes, wash my face, I’m seeing Isaac in 28 minutes, change into my uniform, I’m seeing Isaac in 20 minutes, brush my hair and tie it up, I’m seeing Isaac in 15 minutes.

I leave my room and knock on Avery’s door so we can walk to homeroom together, and I steel myself as best as I can, reassuring myself that the world won’t end when I see him. But then we’re walking through the corridor, and I see just the back of his head, and it feels like there’s a physical ache in my chest like my knees are about to give out, and I’ll collapse right where I’m standing. I stumble a bit, my feet trying to plant themselves into the ground, but I force myself to keep walking, and, luckily, Avery doesn’t notice.

She continues talking, and I continue pretending to listen, the same thing I did with Izzy the other day where I just murmur in all the right places because I can’t focus on anything but him as he enters the classroom. I suddenly wish I’d gotten up earlier, dragged Avery out of bed earlier, or just done anything to avoid having to walk past his desk. If just seeing the back of him has me falling apart this much, I don’t know what actually seeing his face will do to me.

I wonder if he’s changed his glasses over the summer like he usually does. Last year, he FaceTimed me while trying on new ones, asking for my opinion on all of them and ultimately going with the round pair that I thought looked best on him. It was a change from the square ones he’d been wearing for the past few years. The rounded frames made his features look sharper, but not in a harsh way—it just felt like I was seeing him in high definition.

I don’t have to wonder if he’s cut his hair, though, because it looks exactly the same as it has every September, slightly longer on the top than the sides so that it covers his forehead without being too messy. I loved it when his hair would get longer, would run my fingers through it, and play with it at any chance I could get. Sometimes, when it was long enough, he would even humour me and let me make tiny braids with it. Every time he got it cut, he would come and find me after, saying that it felt better when I scratched his head while it was shorter. I try not to think about all the times he would play with my hair, too, and how much I miss the comfort of it.

I stop thinking about anything else to do with him and tune back into what Avery is saying. She’s complaining about something, but I haven’t heard enough to figure out what. By the time I do, we’ve entered the classroom and are being greeted by Mr. Victor.

“Violet, Avery.” He always names every student as they walk through the door, his informal way of taking the register so he doesn’t have to waste time calling out everyone once we’ve all settled down.

“Good morning, sir.” We reply in unison, and Avery lets out a huff as we walk towards the same desks we’ve sat at for the past six years. She drops her bag off her shoulder and drags it across the floor, and it lightens my mood a little to see how dramatic she is.

But then I see him in my peripheral, just a glimpse of his side profile, and it’s enough to have my stomach feel like it’s weighed down with lead.

He’s turned in his chair, chin resting on folded hands as he talks to his friends. He hasn’t changed his glasses, the thin round frames, the same ones that I picked out last year, and I don’t want to think too much about why he hasn’t changed them.

I thought he hadn’t noticed me walking past, but as I take my seat in the back row, I can feel his eyes on me. I used to think there was a magnetic pull between us. Even before we started dating, every time I looked at him, he would already be looking at me. I could always tell as if I could physically feel the way his eyes would trace me, and I hate that that instinct still hasn’t gone away.

I pull my phone out of my pocket, opening and closing random apps just so it looks like I’m doing something because I can still feel the weight of his stare, and I refuse to look back because I don’t know what seeing his face clearly will do to me.

The classroom starts filling up, the voices of twenty-five seventeen-year-olds gradually getting louder to the point where Mr. Victor has to clap his hands together to get our attention. I lock my phone and drop it on my desk but instead of facing ahead to look at Mr. Victor, my eyes go to Isaac.

He still hasn’t turned around.

Our eyes finally meet, and it’s like a thousand questions are being asked.

How are you?

How was your summer?

Can you forgive me?

Did you miss me as much as I missed you?

He chews his bottom lip between his teeth, nudges his glasses back up the bridge of his nose, and tilts his head to the side. I know him well enough to know that he’s trying to think of something to say.

But maybe I don’t know him that well at all because instead of opening his mouth, he just closes his eyes, gives a tight shake of his head, and turns in his chair to face the front of the classroom.

My hands curl into fists. The pressure of my nails digging into my palms is the only thing keeping me grounded right now, as I feel like all the air has been sucked out of my lungs. I drop my head to look down at my desk instead, and I can hear Mr. Victor droning in the background, but my thoughts are completely focused on Isaac and whatever just happened between us.

Mr. Victor goes through the usual routine on the first day back at school, calling us all up row by row to collect our schedules. I take note of the three English Lit classes I have, three classes that I’ll have no choice but to see Isaac in. If I can’t even get through a twenty-minute homeroom with him, I don’t know how I’ll be able to share a classroom with him for five hours a week.

A few months ago, we were ecstatic at the thought of being in the same class because even though we both did English Lit, we’d been put in different groups. Second-year students are always in the same class, though, so there was no doubt in our minds that we’d be able to sit next to each other for the whole year. My favourite class with my favourite person felt like a dream, but now it just feels like a cruel reminder from the universe that I won’t be able to escape him until school is over and we go our separate ways.
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The rest of the day passes in a blur, with introductory sessions for each of the three classes I’ll be taking, with English Lit being the last of the day. The teachers have set their expectations and deadlines for us, stressing the importance of this year if we want to get into our chosen universities. Even though taking three writing-intensive classes will mean I’m stuck on my laptop for most of the year, it’ll help me prepare to study English Lit and Creative Writing at university, which has been my plan for years now.

By the time the bell rings to signal the end of lunch and the start of my last period, I’m exhausted, still getting used to being back at school and honestly, still getting used to seeing Isaac again.

I managed to avoid him for most of the day, but I know there’s no chance of that now as I head to the English block and find my classroom. I peek into the room before I enter and don’t see him anywhere, so I walk in and take a seat in the middle row right next to the window, enjoying the view of the autumn leaves falling before I feel his approach.

He’s worn the same aftershave for years now, a citrusy vanilla scent that always felt so comforting. I used to love seeing him every morning before school started, both of us leaving our bedrooms early enough to steal a moment together.

The smell of his perfume was always so strong because he would spray it before coming to see me, knowing how much I liked it. I would hug him tightly, press myself as close to him as possible, and wish that science could find a way for me to crawl inside his chest and always be part of him. I would hope that his perfume would transfer onto my clothes just enough so that I could feel like he was with me all day.

But now the smell just feels suffocating, like it’s replacing the oxygen in the air with something poisonous, and I can’t catch my breath.

I keep my eyes fixed on the window as I hear him pull out the chair next to mine, and I know he wants to sit there to solidify us staying next to each other for the whole year. I would have loved nothing more than that a few months ago, but now it just feels like I’m being trapped.

“I’m saving that seat for Avery.” My voice comes out quiet as if my body feels betrayed by the fact that I’m speaking to him right now and refuses to cooperate.

“Violet.”

He says my name with the soft tone that I got so used to hearing every morning as soon as I woke up and every night just before I slept, with a gentleness that has me wanting to burst into tears because I’ve missed it so much.

But then I’m reminded of the last time I heard him say my name, and the anger overrules it. It has me turning around so quickly to face him. I don’t think he expected it because he averts his gaze away and stares down at the chair instead. I glance down and notice how white his knuckles have turned from the way he’s tightly gripping the chair.

“What?” I surprise myself with how venomous I make the word sound.

“Can we talk?” He lifts his head to look at me, and I can see the sincerity on his face, the way his bottom lip is red from how much he’s biting it, and how his eyebrows are knitted together as he tries to hide his frown.

“No, we can’t. And I told you Avery is sitting there.”

“I know she’s not in this class.”

I don’t know what else to say to him. I hate how easily he can tell when I’m lying, considering I’ve never done it before. He opens his mouth and closes it again, at a loss for words as much as I am. Then he lifts his hand off the chair before patting it once and walking away with a resigned look on his face. He goes to the other side of the room and sits by himself at an empty desk in the row behind mine.

The rest of our classmates filter in and once everyone has taken their seat, the one next to mine remains empty. I don’t pay much attention to what Mrs. Harper says, focusing all my attention on making sure I don’t look at Isaac because I know his eyes are on me.

Once the bell rings, I start packing my stuff away, and he approaches me again.

“Violet, I want to fix this.” The softness in his voice is still there even after the way I spoke to him, and I don’t know how he manages it. I don’t know if I can ever speak to him the same way I used to. Sometimes, it even feels like all the kindness I had for him has escaped me.

“There’s nothing to fix.” I stand, shrugging my bag onto my shoulder and tucking my chair under the desk. He’s standing right next to me and doesn’t move at all, even when I try to leave.

“Please don’t say that.” He whispers, a pained look on his face, with his forehead creased, and his lips pressed together tightly. I think of all the times I would smooth the crease between his eyebrows to get rid of it because I hated seeing him like that. He tilts his head to the side, and I hate that I’m still so affected by his mannerisms that I still know them all intimately enough to know what he’s saying without words.

“Just leave me alone. We’re done.”

It’s harsh, and I know I’ve hurt him by the sharp inhale of breath he takes, his eyes closing for a few seconds before he opens them again. His gaze flits across my face, and I regret saying it. I want to take the words back because I know by the way he’s looking at me that he’s going to do exactly what I ask of him because that’s what he’s always done.

He takes a deep breath before nodding his head and doesn’t say a single word to me before he turns and walks out of the classroom, taking another little piece of my heart with him.
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The sound of my phone ringing forces me to get up from where I’m lying on my bed and stumble over to my desk to answer it while it’s charging. Who knew pretending to do stuff on your phone just to avoid looking at your ex-boyfriend could drain the battery so much?

I answer it, and as soon as my mum says my name, it’s like the strength I’ve been forcing all day just completely collapses, and I sink back onto my bed, throwing my arm across my eyes as I will myself not to start crying.

“How was your first day?”

“It was fine.” I’m afraid that if I say anything more, if she asks about Isaac, I won’t be able to hold back the tears that are building in my eyes.

“Just fine? Did you see him?”

I can’t help the shaky breath that escapes me. I hope she hasn’t heard it, but then she lets out a sigh of her own. I’m torn between telling her what happened with him, how he said he wanted to fix it, and how, for a split second, I almost agreed. But then I decide it’ll just make her worry more than she already seems to be doing, so I don’t say anything at all.

“You’re allowed to be sad, meri jaan, and you don’t have to bottle it all up. If you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

Mum knows that I never told anyone else, and so she really is the only person I can talk about him with, but I don’t want to. It still feels like I did something wrong by telling her in the first place because I just know he’s still kept our secret. I always thought he would tell Luke because of how close they are, but my gut instinct tells me that he still hasn’t. I’m the only one who’s broken that promise, but he’s broken so many others.

“I’m okay, really. It was just weird seeing him. But I can’t avoid him for the entire year, so I’ll just have to deal with it.”

“You can come home whenever you want.”

That brings me back to my senses, and I roll my eyes because I knew she would say that. She doesn’t understand that even though I love her more than anything else in the entire world, I want to leave her, move away even further for university, and not have to rely on her so much for everything. I sit up, frustration building within me because I know she’s only trying to help me, but going home won’t fix anything.

“I’m not coming home, Mum. The year just started. It’s way too soon.”

“I didn’t say you had to come home now, just whenever you want.” Her voice is still soft, but there’s a hint of annoyance coming through. I decide to just keep going since this conversation has started already and there’s no point pretending I have any other plans for the rest of the year.

“Honestly, I probably won’t come home as often. It’s my last year, and I need to focus on studying, which is easier to do when I’m here.”

She lets out a sigh, and I can picture her so clearly that I can tell that she’s probably pinching the bridge of her nose with her eyes closed as she tries to remain calm.

“Okay, whatever you think is best for you. I love you, meri jaan. Call me whenever.”

“Love you, too.”

I hang up and throw my phone back onto my desk. I’ve regretted so many things I’ve said today, not just to her but to Isaac, too, but I’m too cowardly to do anything about it. I spend the rest of the night trying to figure out how I can stop letting this hurt fester inside me, but I don’t find a solution.


4
ISAAC


[image: ]


It feels like it takes me years to walk back to my room, my brain filled with muddled thoughts of the upcoming year, university applications, and the LNAT, but the most distracting thoughts of all are about Violet. As soon as my mind drifts to her, it’s like I can’t focus on anything else. It’s always been that way, so I don’t know why I thought it would be any different now.

I don’t know what I thought would happen once we were back at school. A delusional part of me hoped that she would hear me out, listen to my explanation for why I acted the way I did, but of course, she won’t. The way she spoke to me, those few precious words she graced me with, told me everything I needed to know about how she feels for me now. She hates me, I think, and I only have myself to blame for it because I’m the one who broke her heart.

I drop my bag off my shoulder as I unlock my door and throw it on my desk. I decide to sit there instead of on my bed because I know as soon as I lay down, I won’t want to get up. Today has been exhausting, and it felt like all my energy was drained as soon as Violet told me to leave her alone.

I don’t want to think about the other thing she said because I don’t believe it. There’s no world I want to live in where I can accept that Violet is done with me. She’s it for me, always has been and always will be.

I take my glasses off, place them on the desk, and lean back in the chair. Then, I bring the heels of my palm to my eyes, pressing down lightly.

I start listing the things I need to focus on this year, the LNAT being the most urgent one because it’s next month. I spent all summer preparing for it, throwing myself into studying for it as a way to distract myself from the devastation I was feeling. I know I’m fully capable of passing it, but that’s what worries me.

I still have no intentions of going to Oxford or studying law like my parents want me to, but we had enough arguments over the summer about it that I’ve just started lying to them instead. They’ve set my whole life up to follow in their footsteps, and for so long, I played the role of dutiful son and went along with it, not allowing myself to consider that maybe there were other options for me. But at some point, I started to let myself dream that maybe I could pursue something I loved instead.

I can’t pretend that Violet wasn’t the main reason why I started thinking about doing more for myself. She made me realise that my happiness actually mattered and that I couldn’t live the rest of my life doing something I hated. She saw something in me that even my friends didn’t, encouraged me for no reason other than she wanted to, and eventually, the need to pursue that dream started to outweigh everything else.
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ONE YEAR AGO

“What do you mean you’re not taking the LNAT?” Violet asks, her voice coming through my phone speaker as I lay on my side in bed.

I can barely see her face with the dim lighting of her room, but I can’t miss the way her eyes widen when she asks the question, and the rustling of sheets tells me she’s sitting up. I do the same, leaning back against the pillows as she flicks on the small lamp she keeps next to her bed for when she wants to read at night. Guess we’re not sleeping early tonight. I get out of bed and switch my own light on. The bulb in my lamp needs replacing, and I usually hate turning the main light on, but if I can see her, I want her to see me, too.

“I mean, I’m not doing it. You know I don’t want to do law anyway, so what’s the point? I’ll tell my parents over the summer and deal with whatever they say.”

She stares at me with a huge smile that she tries to hide, but I don’t let her. I call her name, and as soon as I do, her full smile is on display for me and me only. I’m greedy for it, and I quickly take a screenshot without her noticing.

“What are you going to do then? Animation?”

We’ve had this conversation a lot, but I don’t think I ever spoke about it with enough sincerity for her to believe I was serious about it. But I am, and it’s because of her.

“Yeah. In London.” I pause before adding the next part, scared to voice it even though I hope she’s on the same page as me. “With you.”

“Isaac, you can’t change all your plans for me. This is your future.”

You’re my future, I think.

“I’m changing them for me. You’re just an extra special bonus.”

She lets out a small breathy laugh, and I store it away in my memory, cataloguing it like I’ve done with so many other moments with her. I pull them out whenever I need them, if I’m sad or just need a burst of energy, I think about her and everything feels better.

“Extra special bonus, huh?” She teases, and I wish I was cool enough not to be grinning so widely right now that my cheeks are starting to hurt, but I can’t help it.

“The most special.”

She looks at me, not saying anything, but we don’t need words to talk to each other anymore. The silences spent with her are some of my favourite times. The easy understanding we have of each other, the way I can tell exactly what she’s thinking just by looking at her. Right now, I can tell she’s getting sleepy, her smile slowly lowering and her blinks becoming slower.

“Turn your light off, Violet,” I tell her, keeping my voice low as I go to switch mine off, too.

She gives me a goofy smile with her eyes half closed, and I take another screenshot. I file away the moment in my memories, too, and call it My Special Violet.

“Sweet dreams,” I whisper to her, not wanting to speak too loudly and wake her up as she nestles into her pillow. She murmurs something, but I don’t hear it, and a few moments later, she’s fast asleep. I take a couple of seconds to just look at her pretty face, stunning even in the dark, and then I hang up.
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Maybe this whole situation with Violet is the wake-up call my parents thought I needed. Maybe I need to take this as a sign to just keep my head down and do Law anyway because now I know what happens when I try to let myself pursue what I actually want.

A knock at the door has me dropping my hands from my eyes and putting my glasses back on. Luke opens it and lets himself in before I even get a chance to stand up. He’s already changed out of his uniform, but I spent so long spiralling that I’m still in mine.

“You’re gonna have to wait a bit,” I tell him, and he just gives me a thumbs up before going into my bathroom. I throw my hands up in exasperation as I hear the door lock. “Luke, you have your own bathroom.”

“I like yours better.”

“What does that even mean? We have the exact same room layout.” I stand up, pulling my sweater and shirt over my head in one go, and almost end up taking my necklace with it. I put on a hoodie and tuck the silver chain away.

“Yours is just better.” I hear him flush and hear the sound of the tap running as I take my trousers off. Luke walks out before I can put on a pair of jeans. We’ve been friends long enough that it doesn’t phase either of us that I’m just standing in a hoodie and boxers, and he flings himself onto my bed.

“Lucas, get up.” I pull on my jeans and fasten them. “The girls are probably waiting for us, and you know how they get when they’re hungry.”

He groans before rolling himself off the bed and onto the floor, then stands up. I don’t know how that seemed like a more efficient way for him to get up, but it worked, so I don’t acknowledge it.

“Jinhee’s already in a mood. She keeps doing this weird thing where she waits for me before she eats. She never used to do that.”

I tuck my phone into the back pocket of my jeans before crouching down to put my tan Converse high tops on. Violet mentioned she liked these shoes once, and I’ve worn them every day since.

We leave my room, Luke closing the door behind us.

“I think most girls are like that with their boyfriends.” I shrug.

I don’t tell him that I heard it first-hand from Violet on one of those days when we considered telling people just so we could act like every other couple at school who got to sit together at meal times. There would be other times when Violet wanted a snack while we were studying but wouldn’t eat anything unless I did. I never wanted her to be hungry, so I would just eat whenever she did, leading to so many stomach aches, but it was always worth it.

“I didn’t think she’d be like this,” he pauses, and the smile on his face tells me he’s thinking about her. “I really like it though.”

He’s had a crush on Jinhee for so long that it didn’t surprise me when he came to my room last April and told me that they had kissed. I wish I could have told him about Violet then, but instead, I just listened as he spoke about Jinhee and congratulated him on finally making a move.

We head towards the girls’ dormitory, catching each other up on our days even though we’ll have to do it all over again when we meet the girls. Luke suddenly picks up his speed, and I look ahead to see that Jinhee and Olivia are waiting outside their building. They catch sight of us, too, and as soon as Jinhee starts waving at Luke, he nearly breaks into a full-on run just to reach her. I can’t help the smile on my face when they hug each other, but it immediately drops when I hear the door open and turn my head to see Violet coming out of it.

She’s with Avery, her best friend, whom she’s been inseparable from since the first day of school. Seeing them together now has me thinking about how different things might be if Violet and I hadn’t spoken on that first day or if we’d never found out we shared a birthday. I can’t imagine now having known her for these past few years considering how much she’s changed my life.

The only thing I know for sure is that my heart wouldn’t be pounding so fast just from watching her walk past me, not even sparing a glance in my direction. I wonder how it can be so easy for her to pretend that nothing ever happened between us when every time I see her, it feels like I have to fight to keep myself from collapsing to the ground.

I try my best to shake those thoughts away before I start spiralling. I did enough of that over the summer, thought so much about how different our paths could have been if we hadn’t started up a friendship all those years ago, and it just made me feel worse.

I ease back into the conversation with my friends, and we start walking to the dining hall, inadvertently ending up behind Violet and Avery. I keep all my focus on Olivia, attempting to listen intently to whatever she’s saying, but all I can see is Violet’s hair right in front of me. She hasn’t styled it like she usually does; it’s just tied back in a ponytail, and I guess she was probably just too tired to do anything with it.

It used to be my favourite game to play with myself before school every day, wondering what style she would have it in or if she would wear the pretty butterfly clips that I loved so much or not. When I told her how much I liked them she started wearing them every day. I don’t think I’ll see them in her hair ever again.

When we enter the dining hall, Luke and Jinhee head for the food line while Olivia and I go to our usual table that luckily hasn’t been overtaken by any new kids. We take our seats, and although I’m growing tired of torturing myself, I scan the room to try to find Violet. It only takes me a couple of seconds, that instinct that feels ingrained in my soul, to always know where she is, not failing me even after our breakup.

Tray in hand, she walks side by side with Avery as they sit at a table a few rows away from us, the same one they’ve been at for the past few years, too. We have a perfect view of each other’s tables, something we worked out once we started becoming closer, and our glances turned to lingering stares.

An elbow nudging my arm makes me turn my head away from Violet, and Olivia points towards Luke, who is carrying two trays. It seems like it wasn’t enough for him to just carry Jinhee’s bag to and from classes. Now, he has to carry her food, too. I want to make a snarky comment, my own bitterness at never being able to do any of that with Violet overtaking me, but luckily, Olivia does instead.

“Lucas, stop being weird. She can carry her own food.”

Although her delivery is a little mean, she phrased it much nicer than I would have. I’m happy that Luke and Jinhee are together, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel a pang of envy every time I see them.

Luke was always so excited and nervous whenever he spoke to me about his crush on her, but I could never tell him about mine. I’ve only ever had a crush on one girl in my entire life and she won’t even give me the time of day. I never understood why it was called that before, but now I do because it feels like my heart is being constricted every time I look at her.

“Okay, but I’m her boyfriend?” he says, puzzled, as he places the trays on the table and then pulls out a chair for Jinhee, who’s right behind him. She drops into the seat and pulls the tray closer to her, clapping her hands together with a grin on her face. Luke sits down as Olivia, and I stand, but I can’t miss the look on his face as he watches Jinhee start to eat, as if she hung the moon and the planets and every star in the sky.

“You guys make me want to throw up,” Olivia remarks as she takes hold of my arm and pulls me towards the food line. I keep my gaze focused ahead as we pass Violet’s table, even though my heart tries to force me to look at her. We grab our food and head back to Luke, and Jinhee and I congratulate myself for going for five minutes without looking at Violet. It felt like an eternity.

We spend the rest of dinner talking about how our days went, and the pressure in my chest lightens as it finally hits me. I’m back at school with my best friends. We have the whole year ahead of us, and I want to make the best of it. I don’t think about what will come after because I know regardless of what happens and what path I take, the three people around me are with me for the rest of my life. I allow myself to steal a glance at Violet, and the voice inside my head whispers that I wish she was part of it, too.


5
VIOLET
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The rest of the week passes in a blur, and by the time Friday rolls around, I’m already overwhelmed by the amount of work that I’ll need to do this year. None of my classes have exams until May, but deadlines have already been set for essays, which are due in December. There’s not much preparation I can do for them yet because we’ve only just been introduced to the syllabus for this year, but it’s just another thing to add to my never-ending list of to-dos.

I haven’t even considered how much time I’ll need to spend making sure my personal statement is good enough for university applications. I knew the last year of school would be intense, but I thought they would ease us into it more. Instead, it’s only the first week back, and I’m trying to figure out how long I can hold off on having a breakdown.

When the final bell rings for the day, I say bye to Avery and agree to meet her in the dining hall after Creative Writing Club. I started attending it a few years ago, deciding on a whim to try it out. I’d always been more of a reader than a writer, and I only really planned on going to a few sessions, but then I was given a gift on my fifteenth birthday that made me keep going.

I’ve done my best to avoid Isaac this week, and when we do have to see each other during classes, he hasn’t tried to speak to me again. But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t occupied my thoughts. Even attending writing club makes me think of him because he’s the reason I’m still in it.

I hadn’t realised how much of my life I’d let him into during our first few birthday meetings, how much I shared with him before we were even anything special to each other. I think he’s always been special to me, though, since that very first day.

I manage to make it to the English classroom without bumping into him. He has art club right now, so our paths would never usually cross unless we wanted them to. We’d always meet afterward, stealing a quick half an hour together before dinner to show off our work to each other. I loved seeing what he created, whether it was a small project that he finished in one session or one that took a few weeks, and he sent me constant progress updates on.

The thought that I won’t be seeing him after today’s club has me dropping into my chair and taking some steadying breaths as I pull out my two notebooks, one completely full and one completely empty. I try to tell myself that force of habit is why I still carry the full one around, but I know deep down that’s not the real reason - the six words written on the first page are.

[image: ]


THREE YEARS AGO

My hands tremble as I hold the gift I’ve bought for Isaac. I’m standing outside the classroom we usually meet in, but I’m too nervous to enter and see him sitting there. Taking a deep breath, I push the door open, and my shoulders drop when I realise Isaac isn’t even here yet.

I walk over to the desk we usually sit at, in the back corner of the room, and drop the gift on the desk. I pull out one of the chairs to sit and fix my eyes on the clock above the whiteboard, watching as the minutes tick by, and there’s no sign of him.

He’s never been late before, and I can’t help but feel worried. It starts needling into my brain as I remember that I haven’t seen him since lunch. He didn’t show up to the last few lessons of the day, but surely he would have told me if we weren’t meeting today? I give him the benefit of the doubt and just fiddle with the wrapping paper on the gift, making sure all the creases are sharp and the tape hasn’t lifted.

Ten minutes pass by, and just as I’ve resigned myself to the fact that he’s not showing up, the door opens, and he stands there, panting.

“I’m so sorry I’m late.”

He rushes over to me and drops into the seat next to mine, throwing his bag on the floor and sliding down the chair slightly so he can lean back with his head turned to the ceiling.

His eyes are closed, his breaths heavy, and my eyes drift to the way his Adam’s apple bobs up and down when he swallows. I hadn’t noticed before, but looking at him from this new angle, I can see that his eyelashes touch the lenses of his glasses. No wonder he’s always wearing them low on his nose and constantly pushing them up. He hasn’t had his hair cut in a while, I think. The way it hangs over his ears and covers his forehead makes that clear. There’s only a week left of school, so I guess he’s just waiting until he goes home to get it cut. I want to tell him that I like it when it’s this length, that I think it makes him look softer, but then I shake that thought away.

I don’t know when I started noticing the way he looks and taking account of the way his features have changed over the years, but it’s something I need to stop. We’re just friends. I don’t need to care about how he looks. But then he finally opens his eyes and tilts his head to the side to look at me. The sunlight catches him in a way that makes it look like he’s glowing like the rest of the world around him has dulled. He gives me a small smile, and I have to turn away from him. It feels like my cheeks are on fire.

“Everything okay?” I ask him, fiddling with the gift on the desk so I don’t have to look at him.

I hear him sitting up and shuffling his chair closer to mine, but I still don’t look.

“Yeah, all good. I just needed to catch my breath. I had to run from the car park.”

That has me looking at him, and he’s still smiling at me.

“Why were you there?”

His smile falters a little, and I regret asking. It feels like clouds just came out and covered all the sunlight.

“I had to go somewhere at lunch with my parents, so they just dropped me off.” I nod my head with an ‘ah’ and then he says something I don’t expect. “I came back as early as I could. They wanted to have dinner together but I told them I had something important to do.”

He can’t mean this, can he? Seeing me? That can’t be more important than having dinner with his parents. He must be doing something after this with his friends or something.

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

We’re sitting facing each other, and for a few moments, we don’t say anything. The silence hangs between us in a way that doesn’t feel heavy at all, considering what he just said. I’ve noticed that we’ve started having more of these moments when we see each other, ones where neither of us feels the need to fill the gaps in conversation, and it’s a comfort I don’t think I share with many other people, really only my mum and Avery. I don’t want to think too much about why Isaac seems like he belongs in the same category as them or what that category even is.

Isaac clears his throat, breaking the silence as he leans down to get his bag from the floor and pulls a small wrapped box out of it.

“Happy birthday, Violet.” His smile is back, and I think I missed it for these past few seconds.

“Happy birthday, Isaac,” I echo, taking the gift from the desk and passing it to him. He gives the box in his hand to me, and for just a second our fingers brush and it feels like my entire body is alight.

“Do you want to open yours first?” He asks, tipping his head towards the box in my hands.

It’s the first year we’ve had gifts for each other at the same time. The past few years have been full of awkward exchanges, starting with Isaac giving me a card on our first joint birthday in Year 7 and me rushing to make him one for the next day. The next year, we planned to meet and swap cards, but he bought a book for me as well, and I hadn’t even thought of getting him anything. The year after that, I got him a copy of one of my favourite books, Persuasion, because he’d started taking an interest in reading. After that, we decided to actually swap gifts, and I spent pretty much the whole year thinking about what to get for him. I just hope he likes it.

“Let’s do it at the same time,” I suggest, and even though he nods in agreement, I notice that he still waits for me to start undoing the paper on my gift before he starts on his own. We don’t speak, the only noise in the room is the sound of paper rustling as we both take care to open our gifts like they’re something precious. I do it slowly, not wanting to tear the paper, as I peel the tape away and finally get it open.

It’s a plain black box, and I lift the lid to find a journal, sage green, with a small butterfly in gold foil on the cover. I lift it up, and when I turn it around, I catch something on the spine—VA. My initials are embossed in gold. This isn’t just something he’s picked up from a store and wrapped up.

He’s got this just for me.

My stomach feels like it’s doing somersaults, my fingers shaking as I trace the letters and try not to read too much into this. But what else am I supposed to think? This is the most special gift I’ve ever gotten.

“Isaac.”

I say his name quietly as I tear my gaze away from the journal to look at him, but I don’t think he’s heard me. He’s staring at the set of coloured pencils that I’ve bought for him.

I’ve noticed him drawing a lot more this year, and when we’ve talked, he’s mentioned wanting to practice colouring more because he usually just does black-and-white sketches. That stuck in my head and when we decided to get gifts for each other, I knew that’s what I wanted to get for him. I spent hours researching which brands were the best and then finding a set that wasn’t too expensive.

“Isaac,” I say it louder this time, and he hears me, lifting his head. His eyes catch mine, and I think his gaze flickers down to my mouth for a second before dropping to the journal, which I’m cradling in both hands.

“Do you like it?” His voice is low like he’s scared to ask or scared of my answer.

“I love it,” I tell him, and he looks up at me again, that smile on his face that makes it impossible to look anywhere else. “Thank you.”

I don’t know how I can express what his gift has made me feel without making it weird between us. It feels like we’re balancing on a tethered line right now, both of us trying to reach the other end even though we don’t know what’s waiting for us. I lift the journal, bringing it to my chest and hugging it the way I wish I could hug him right now.

He nods as he watches me, his smile dropping and his mouth opening a little. I don’t know why I keep looking at his mouth so much. His eyes flit around my face and then he shakes his head a little and clears his throat like he’s breaking himself out of a trance.

“Thank you, too. I’ve actually been looking at this set for a while, but I didn’t get them.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t think my art is that good yet, so I thought it would be a waste to get them. Not that I don’t appreciate you getting them for me, I don’t mean it like that, I just mean it feels like I can’t use them, but I will use them because you got them for me and -”

He stops speaking when I start laughing, and his nervous rambling is impossibly cute.

“You’re good.” He just stares at me, so I continue. “Your art, I mean. The stuff I’ve seen is really good. I think you should try them out.”

I meant it in a general sense, but Isaac just nods his head and opens the tin, placing it on the desk as he leans down to retrieve his sketchbook from his bag. He places it on the desk and then takes out a light grey pencil, but I can’t take my eyes off him as he opens it and starts sketching.

It’s the first time I’ve ever been this close to him and watched him draw, so I keep my focus trained on him. I notice the way he squints his eyes slightly, how he holds the pencil between his middle and fourth finger, and how his tongue peeks out a little from the corner of his mouth. Why am I looking there again? I focus on his hands again just as he finishes up his sketch, and I realise it’s a butterfly.

“I actually walked past the English room a few months ago and saw you were in the writing club. I know you mentioned wanting to go, but I didn’t know you’d started.” I duck my head to try and catch his attention but he won’t look at me, his eyes focused on the butterfly he’s drawn instead. “I thought it would be nice to get you a journal so you can keep all your ideas in one place.” His voice falters a little, and I can feel his nervousness as if it were my own. Maybe it’s because I feel the same way, too.

“That’s really kind of you.” I don’t know what else to say. My mind is too focused on the fact that he’s just told me he’s been planning this for months now. My stomach feels like it’s tied up in knots, but I decide to confess my own truth to him, too. “Actually, I remembered you said you wanted to try and do more with your art so I thought getting some pencils would help with that.”

At this, he finally looks up at me, and I lean back, not realising how close I’d gotten to him when I bent forward to try and catch his eyes. His eyes are wide, his pupils looking bigger than they did before as he pushes his glasses back up his nose. I wait for him to say something, it feels like I’ve just exposed a tender part of myself, and I need some words from him to cover it up.

We’ve considered each other friends for a while now, starting with birthday meetings that gradually turned into near-daily conversations and random meetings whenever we wanted to see each other. But right now feels like the most real we’ve been with each other, like we’ve laid bare hidden truths about ourselves and the other has picked them right up to protect.

“Thank you.”

That’s all he says, and I immediately regret telling him. I’m scared I’ve made our friendship weird by reading too much into it. I’ve given him more truth than he gave me, and this unbalanced feeling is making me want to leave and pretend none of this even happened.

“I, uh, I’ve got to go now.” I push my chair back and stand up, the journal still clutched in one hand as I reach for my bag. But then his hand covers my wrist, and he’s standing, too.

“Wait.”

The first day we met, we were the same height, but sometime during this past year, he started towering over me. I hadn’t realised just how much until now, and we’re standing so close that I have to tilt my chin up to look at him properly.

“I really love them, Violet. And it means a lot to me that you listen when I talk about this stuff. I didn’t think anyone really paid attention.”

I don’t know what to say that won’t leave me feeling completely exposed. I have been paying more attention to him than I want to, and for reasons I don’t dare to think about. But the journal held tight in my hand is proof that he’s been noticing me too, that maybe whatever’s happening here is the same for both of us.

“Of course, I listen. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

I give him a small smile, and his hand is still around my wrist, his thumb stroking back and forth in a way that makes it feel like there’ll be a permanent mark there later like he’s changed that small strip of skin forever. We’ve never been this close before. He’s never held on to me like this before, as if he doesn’t want me to get too far away from him.

“Can you close your eyes?” he whispers, and I pinch my brows together, my confusion showing clearly on my face but the way he’s looking at me makes me do it.

There’s a light pressure on my cheek, there and gone in an instant.

He kissed me.

I open my eyes, and he’s so close to me, our noses so close to brushing, and I realise his eyes aren’t completely green. There’s a ring of hazel around them. It looks like they’re sparkling. I don’t move and neither does he. It’s like we’re both caught in some kind of spell, and if we blink, it’ll all be over.

My gaze moves across his face, and I try to speak, but all that comes out is “I,” and I don’t know if I’m trying to say his name or something else. The sound breaks the spell, though, and he lets go of my wrist and takes a step back. I immediately miss the pressure of his hand on me.

“I’m sorry, I just had to do that.”

“No, don’t be sorry.”

“Sorr-”

I roll my eyes before he can finish the word, and he lets out a small laugh. I decide not to think too much about what I do next, quickly stepping up on my tip toes to kiss his cheek. “Happy birthday, Isaac.”

He lifts his hand to cover his cheek, his mouth parted in surprise, and he looks so cute. I smile at him, but he’s still frozen in place, so I grab my bag and leave the room.

I rush back to my room and sit at my desk, placing the journal on it as I hold my cheek, just like Isaac did with his.

Isaac kissed me.

And I kissed him too.

And I liked it more than I should.

I open up the journal, wanting to document it because it feels like a monumental shift has happened, and if I don’t write it down, then it won’t feel real. There’s something already written on the first page, though, in handwriting that I’m becoming too familiar with.

Write me a story sometime

Isaac

I trace his handwriting with my finger, following every curve and trying to memorise it like it’ll sear into my fingertips maybe and change my whole life.
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When I open the full journal and see those words written there, I feel the sting of tears building in my eyes. That day changed everything between us and I’m torn between wishing it never happened and hating myself for even thinking that. I hate being in this weird place with him where I have to pretend like he’s not constantly at the forefront of my mind, like he didn’t change my life.

The sound of other students trickling in gets louder and when I look up I notice a whole new group standing at the front of the classroom. Mr. Hale is standing next to Mrs. Harper and it only takes me a second to realise that the art club is here. I find Isaac immediately, that familiar pull between us still there as he seems to find me at the exact same time.

Our eyes meet and I can’t help the tear that slips out.
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I know I should look away from her, but once I see that single tear sliding down her cheek, it’s impossible. I did that to her. She can’t even look at me. The regret and guilt hit me all at once, and I feel like I can’t breathe. I clench my hands into fists at my side, my fingernails digging into my palms as I try to ground myself, try to direct the pain in my chest to somewhere else instead.

Violet turns her head to look out of the window, but I see how she lifts her arm and pats her cheek with her sleeve. I think of the times I used to do that for her, when she’d just finished a sad part in a book or when she was overwhelmed with schoolwork. I hated seeing her cry, but I liked that she wouldn’t hide it from me, that she would let me comfort her. But now I can’t even do that. The ache in my chest just gets worse, and I keep my hands folded tightly, finally dragging my eyes away from her as Mrs. Harper starts speaking.

“My dear writers, can I have your attention for a moment? Mr. Hale and I have a very exciting announcement to make regarding club activities this year.”

As soon as we were all gathered in the art classroom, we were told to follow Mr. Hale to the English classroom. I spent the five-minute walk torn between praying that Violet wouldn’t be here and praying that she would.

It’s like a form of torture, having to watch her go about her day and not being able to say even a word to her. If this was last year, I would have been jumping at the chance to see her during this hour every Friday, thought of it as an extension of the time we’d spend with each other after, and been ecstatic about it. But I changed everything between us, and I don’t know how we can ever go back to that or if we even can.

“For a while now, we’ve talked about ways that we can get our groups together. You’re all wonderfully talented creatives, and we’d love to see what could happen if you combine your skills,” Mrs. Harper continues, and I finally realise what’s about to happen.

“In the end, we came up with the idea of doing a joint project.” Mr. Hale takes over from her and continues. “You’ll be paired up and have until May to create any kind of media you’d like that combines your skills. It can be a comic strip, an illustrated story, a short animated film, anything at all as long as it’s clear that you’ve both worked on it.”

I look at Violet again and wonder what the chances of us getting paired up are. It makes sense for everyone to work with someone their age, so I quickly scan the room and realise that Violet is the only person from our year group in the writing club. There are a few of us in the art club, though, so one of us will end up working with her, and I desperately want it to be me.

“Now, of course, this won’t be graded, but we considered making it a competition and having some prize winners. How do you all feel about that?”

Everyone looks around at each other, and then there are murmurs of agreement as people start to whisper about the prizes, but my eyes are still fixed on Violet.

“Wonderful!” Mrs. Harper says enthusiastically, clapping her hands together. “We do have a mix of year groups, so we did our best to pair everyone with someone from their year. However, for the Year 13s, all but one of you will have to work with someone younger, as Violet is my only writer.”

She finally turns her head away from the window to look at Mrs. Harper, but I see her eyes shift towards me for just a second before she looks away again. My mind screams at her to just look at me, talk to me, so that I can work out how to fix this.

“My writers are already seated so when we start calling names out can you raise your hands and then Mr. Hale’s artists can go and sit next to them.”

I listen intently as they go down the list, starting with the youngest students and taking turns calling out names. The group starts to dwindle as everyone finds their partners, and then there are not many of us left, and the odds of getting paired with Violet are three in one. The other two names are called, and I’m the last one standing, my heart feeling like it’s about to beat out of my chest.

“That leaves us with Violet Ayaz and Isaac Evans.”

She’s not even looking at the teachers anymore. She faced the window again as soon as the names started lessening, probably when she realised we’d be put together.

I start making my way towards her desk, and my legs feel like they’re moving by themselves, like I’m on autopilot and she’s always been my destination.

I finally reach her desk and pull out the chair to her right, but she acts like I’m invisible. I wish I was because she moves her chair away from mine as soon as I sit down. A slap in the face would hurt less than this.

I stare straight ahead at the teachers, barely listening as they explain a few more conditions for the project. The last time I was this close to her was on Monday, but she told me to leave her alone then, and so I did. But now, sitting next to her, the floral scent of her perfume, which always used to make me so happy because it meant she was close to me, hits me, and I miss her.

I miss her so much, and she’s right next to me.

“Okay, we’ve pretty much covered everything,” Mr. Hale says. “Start discussing, and we’ll come around to check in with you all.”

I don’t know what to do. While Mr. Hale was talking, she turned away from me completely, putting her right arm on the desk and then resting her head on it, facing the window again. A thousand thoughts run through my mind of what I can say to her, but nothing feels right, so I just open my sketchbook and continue on the sketch I was working on last night.

Ten minutes pass, and we haven’t said a single thing to each other, but I can see Mrs. Harper coming towards us, so I clear my throat, hoping she’ll get the hint. She lifts and turns her head and then finally sits up once she sees them coming. I took the chance to look at her notebook, and it was empty, but she had another fuller one hidden under her left arm. The colour of the cover alone is enough for me to know that it’s the one I got for her. Now it’s my turn to look away from her because the thought of her still carrying a journal with my words in it, just like I still carry her pencils and a sketchbook that is filled with too many sketches of her, is too much to bear.

“Violet, Isaac, how are we doing over here?” Mrs. Harper’s eyes look down at the desk, and she notices Violet’s empty pages just like I did. “Everything okay, Violet?”

From the corner of my eye, I can see her nod, and then she finally speaks for the first time. “Yeah, I’m just trying to figure out what to write next.”

The sound of her pen tapping against the page draws my eyes to it, and the dots she’s leaving look a lot like the freckles on her nose. Freckles that I counted once when she fell asleep while we were studying together for exams last year.

Mr. Hale comes to join Mrs. Harper, and I give them both a placating smile, hoping they won’t ask too many questions because we haven’t discussed a single thing with each other about what to do.

“How’s it going over here?”

I sit up straighter in my chair, but before I can speak, Violet does.

“Actually, I was wondering if there’s any chance for the pairs to change?”

My head instantly snaps to her, and I know I should do what she said and leave her alone, but then I start thinking about how much I don’t want our last year together to be like this.

I already know we won’t end up at the same university or in the same city, and we might never speak again once school ends, but I can’t let the memories of the time we shared end the way they did. I think about how us getting paired together out of everyone feels like another one of the invisible strings that keeps us tied together, like the universe doesn’t want us to be apart either.

“You don’t want to work together?” Mr. Hale’s tone is worried, and he looks to Mrs. Harper, a silent conversation passing between them.

“No-”

“We do.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. “We’re fine working together.”

That’s what makes her finally look at me, and I don’t care about the hatred I can see in her eyes because at least it means she feels something towards me. Her dark brown eyes bore into mine, and I hope that she can read my mind and realise this could be a way for us to repair our relationship and we can go back to the way we were.

“Violet?” Mrs. Harper says, and we can all hear the unasked question: is this fine?

I don’t know what’s come over me, bravery or stupidity, but I knock my knee against hers and hope she hears the message in that, too. The ball is firmly in her court now, and if she decides she doesn’t want to work with me, I’ll respect that and take it as the final sign that this thing between us is unfixable. But I don’t think it is.

And neither does she.

“It’s fine, sorry, just a misunderstanding.”

I close my eyes, taking a deep breath and trying not to focus on our knees still touching. She hasn’t moved away and she hasn’t asked to work with someone else. That has to mean something.

“Well, okay then. Make sure you two don’t overwork yourselves. We know it’s your last year, but we want you to have some fun with this,” Mr. Hale says, and they both leave to move on to the next pair of students.

She finally moves her knee away from mine and I have to stop myself from chasing it. It’s the first physical contact we’ve had in months, and my skin burns from the touch like her knee has left a physical scar on mine. I wish it would because I worry it won’t ever happen again.

“Violet,” I say her name quietly, and when she looks at me, I wish I could tell what she’s thinking. She’s closed off to me now, a barrier between us that leaves me clueless as to what she’s feeling. I decide to just say what I want to say because even though she’s agreed to work on this project with me, that doesn’t mean she’ll actually talk to me. We both know there’s ways to do group projects without ever interacting, and that’s not what I want. “Can we please talk about it?”

I don’t expect her to push her chair back and stand up, but she does, throwing her things into her bag. I sit frozen, watching her, and realise I’ve pushed for far too much at once.

My hand moves towards her before I even realise what I’m doing, my fingers closing around her wrist as she tucks the chair back under the desk. The last time I held her like this was a few months ago, and she freezes, her hand gripping on to the chair.

“Let go of me.”

I drop my hand, and she rubs at her wrist like she can erase the feel of my fingers.

“Please.”

I don’t know what else to say, and she doesn’t wait to give me a response. I sit frozen and watch as she walks to the front of the classroom. I watch as she talks to Mrs. Harper with her arm crossed over her stomach. I watch as she turns to leave the room, and I watch as my heart walks out of the door without even sparing a glance in my direction.
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I knew I might have been taking it too far by asking her to talk, but a part of me had started feeling hopeful that because she’d agreed to work together, maybe she wanted the same thing as me. I should have just taken it at face value, that it was something mutually beneficial because we already know each other’s work and know that we’re good at what we do.

There was a time when she trusted me with her writing. She would read it to me and look up every couple of words to catch my reaction, which was never anything but awe. The way she could string simple words together and make them sound beautiful was amazing. I love her mind, and I want to get back to hearing every thought that’s running through it.

Every single thing I do right now is about trying to return to how we were. I need to apologise properly to her, but I don’t know how I can do that when she doesn’t even look at me.

I spend the next forty minutes drawing mindlessly, and it’s only when Mr. Hale comes to sit next to me that I realise I’ve been drawing her.

“Hey, Isaac. I’m not sure if this is my place to speak on it, but I did notice there seemed to be a bit of tension between you and Violet earlier.”

I knew the atmosphere between us was obvious, but I didn’t expect him to call it out like this.

“Is everything alright with you two? I didn’t think you were friends, but I thought you at least got on well with each other?”

My grip on my pen tightens. Keeping our relationship a secret seemed like the right thing to do at the time, but now I regret it. I wish everyone knew just how much she means to me.

“We’re fine. We had a little falling out last year, but we’re working through it.”

It’s a complete understatement, but there’s no way I’m explaining to him how my entire world shattered in just a day, and I’m still struggling to pick up the pieces.

“Okay, well, I’m very excited to see what you two can create together, so I hope you can make up soon.”

Me too.
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When I get back to my room, Lucas is lying on my bed because, of course, he is.

“Why are you here?” I ask, knowing that he probably wants something from me.

“Because I missed you.”

“Don’t you have football?”

“No, it got cancelled today, so you get to enjoy the pleasure of my company.”

I roll my eyes at him as he sits up and crosses his legs.

“You can’t borrow any more of my clothes. You still haven’t given back the stuff you took on the weekend.”

“Okay, wow, rude. I thought that was a gift, but I guess not.”

“Why would I give-” He starts pouting, and I can’t stand the sight of it. “Okay, whatever, keep it. Just stop making that face.”

“Thanks, you’re the best. Also, I need your iPad.” He grins at me as I take a seat at my desk. The urge to fight him has never been so strong.

“Where’s yours?”

“Jinhee has it.”

“Okay, so go get it from her.”

“They’re having room inspections today. I can’t risk going over there.”

It truly amazes me how this boy has an answer for everything. If it was any other day, I’d probably entertain it for longer, but I’m too drained from my interaction with Violet to speak to him anymore.

“Just take it.” I unplug it from where it’s charging on my desk and hand it over to him. He says a quick ‘thanks’ before lying back down. “Also, can you stop breaking into my room?”

“I didn’t break in. Your door wasn’t locked. So, actually, you’re lucky I was even here. Someone else could have got in and stolen your stuff. You’re so welcome.”

“My saviour,” I say, and Luke ignores my sarcasm and continues playing his game.

I lift my bag onto the desk and pull out my sketchbook, opening it to the most recent page I was working on. The past few minutes with Luke helped me to momentarily forget what happened during club, but when I see the sketches of her, I start spiralling again.

I quickly flip forward to an empty page, knowing that I need to shift my focus to ideas for the project. Violet may not want to talk to me, but I know she’s dedicated enough to want to at least try and work together on the project. The best thing I can do is have some ideas ready, even though I’ll agree to whatever she suggests.

I spend about fifteen minutes staring blankly at the page in front of me, not a single idea coming to mind. I know it’ll help if I can show her some options, but I can’t think of anything except how it felt to be so close to her again.

I know I shouldn’t have touched her, shouldn’t have held her wrist, shouldn’t have pressed my knee against hers, shouldn’t have made her say she wants to work with me. But in that moment, all I could think about was how much I missed her. All my senses felt heightened, like there was a dial on them that had been turned up to a hundred, and she was overpowering every single one of them.

But I pushed her too much, and when she left, the dial turned down to zero, leaving me feeling numb. It feels like everything I do to try and reach her is wrong, and I don’t know how to make it right.

Luke’s foot hits my back, and I whip around to face him.

“Hellooo, I asked if you wanted to go out for dinner like five times,” he says, holding up his phone to show me that he’s talking to Jinhee. He has her name saved in Hangul with heart emojis on either side. I would think it’s disgusting if I didn’t have Violet’s number saved in a similar way. “Jinhee said there’s a new restaurant in town that she wants to try.”

“So why don’t you two just go?” The thought of third-wheeling them while I’m still this stressed out about how to fix things with Violet does not seem like a fun way to spend my Friday night.

“Olivia is coming too, idiot. Come on, it’s the weekend.” He pokes me with his foot again, and I shove it away, making him fall back on the bed.

“Fine, but I’m not driving.”

I spent all summer learning how to drive, and my parents gifted me a car, but now that I have it, I hate driving. I think of the promises I made to Violet, telling her that once I got my license, I would take her out on a real date, and we could drive to wherever she wanted to go. It’ll never happen now and so driving has lost all its appeal.

“Whatever, I’ll drive.” He relays what I’ve said to Jinhee and hangs up. “I’m going to get changed, and then I’ll come back here, and we can meet up with the girls.”

I nod, closing my sketchbook and standing up at the same time he does. I follow Luke to the door, locking it behind him as she leaves, and let out a huge sigh. I need to figure out how to fix things with Violet, but for now, I’m going to try and enjoy the weekend with my friends.
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I don’t say much at dinner, but my friends have gotten used to this by now. I’ve grown quieter over the years, more reserved, but they don’t treat me any differently. I’m sat next to Olivia, with Luke and Jinhee opposite us, as they all talk. The conversation turns to university applications, something I’ve been trying to avoid thinking about as much as possible. We agreed not to mention them at all during summer. All of them were well aware that I was stressed about studying for the LNAT, but now that we’re back at school, there’s no avoiding the topic. They don’t know why else I’m stressed about taking the exam, the added pressure that’s there now that I’m certain that I don’t want to do law.

It’s only the first week back, and university applications have already been mentioned nearly every day by every teacher I’ve interacted with. My friends are all pretty much decided on where they want to apply and for what subject, and I guess, technically, my choices are decided, too. I’m supposed to use all five options to apply for Law, focusing mainly on Oxford. That’s the goal I’ve been working towards since I was ten, and I’ve done everything right up until this point to make it a real possibility. But over the years, as I started drawing and putting more effort into developing my skills, it became something I wanted to pursue further.

Nearly all of my free time is spent watching animated movies and shows, studying them to work out how each frame is broken down, whether the background is static or moving, and how each character’s expressions are drawn. Then I try to replicate my favourite frames, drawing and redrawing until it matches as closely as possible to the original. It takes a lot of time but the outcome is always worth it.

When Violet first started noticing my art, she encouraged me more than anyone else did, and I know I probably would have given up if I hadn’t had her support. She’s the reason I even started thinking about applying for animation at university, and her support made me believe that it was a real possibility for my future.

We planned it all out together, dreamed of a future with both of us going to university in London so we wouldn’t have to be apart, following our hearts' desires and having a future together. But that dream doesn’t exist anymore.

“Isaac, how was art club?” Jinhee asks, and I know it’s just an innocent question, but it brings Violet back to the forefront of my mind. I open my mouth to speak, but all that comes out is a sigh. “What happened?”

I push the remains of my food around the plate, trying to avoid looking at any of my friends.

“Nothing, we just didn’t do much.” I keep staring at my plate until I feel a sharp pain in my shin. “Ow, Luke. What was that for?!”

“You’re hiding something.”

The fact that he’s managed to figure that out with just one sentence is beyond scary, but there’s a reason he’s my best friend. I think he’s always known me better than I know myself.

I drop my fork, and it clatters against the plate as I try to figure out how much I can tell them without giving anything away.

I’ve never told any of them about Violet, barely even mentioned her over these past few years, because after that first day, we mainly just kept to ourselves and Violet did the same. But once our relationship changed, became something more, it felt right just to keep it between the two of us. It was special, something sacred that I didn’t want to share with anyone else. But now I’m stuck, unable to talk about what happened today without exposing our past.

“Mrs. Harper and Mr. Hale decided to join their clubs together and make us do a pair project. It’s just annoying that I have to work with someone else.” The quiet loner angle seems like the best one to take.

“Who did you get paired with?” Olivia asks, and I debate for a few seconds whether or not to lie to them. There’s no point, though, because, hopefully, at some point, they’ll see us working together.

“Violet.” It feels wrong to say her name with complete indifference to my friends, and I have to take a sip of water before continuing like I can wash it away. Whenever I called her by her name before, it was hard to hide my admiration for her, and I don’t know how it took so long for her to figure out that I liked her. “She’s the only person in our year in the writing club, so I guess I got lucky there.”

I try to put a positive spin on it, but it feels like my face is about to crack open from the effort of having to school my expression.

“Maybe you can get lucky in another way,” Luke says, barely finishing the sentence before Jinhee whacked him on the arm. “What did I do?”

“That was vile, Lucas. Don’t say anything like that again.” She says, and I can’t help but laugh at how ridiculous Luke looks as he apologises to her, hands clasped together like he’s begging for forgiveness. For a moment, I consider trying that with Violet.

Olivia’s hand covers mine that’s resting on the table and she gives it a quick squeeze.

“Whatever you make will be great,” she says with a smile, and I give her a halfhearted one back as she pats my hand before letting go.

Luke is pouting at Jinhee and Olivia makes fun of him, the conversation diverting to another topic that I don’t pay attention to. Instead, I think about approaching Violet on Monday and seeing if we can make this project work somehow, and maybe, us too.
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I don’t want to blame seeing Isaac out to dinner on Friday for the reason that I locked myself away all weekend, but I can’t lie to myself that it didn’t contribute a tiny bit.

Avery convinced me to go out for dinner to celebrate getting through our first week back at school and I was enjoying myself right up until the moment we walked into the restaurant and I saw Isaac. He was sitting next to Olivia, her hand resting on top of his, and it felt like my heart stopped beating for a second.

There was a time when I could touch his hand like that either to get his attention or just for the comfort of it. He would flip his around almost instantly, lace our fingers together, and stroke the back of my hand with his thumb to reassure me that he was there for me without saying a single word.

Seeing them sitting side by side with her hand on his just made me realise that was something we never did in public, and now we never will. I’ll never be able to even brush my fingers against his again, and that realisation sent a full body ache through me. By some stroke of luck, it ended up being a thirty-minute wait for a table, so we decided to go somewhere else instead. I don’t think I could have handled staying there a moment longer.

The main reason I stayed in my room all weekend, though, was because of an argument with my mum. We were having our usual Saturday morning phone call, and it started fine with both of us catching each other up on how our weeks had gone. She was a little annoyed that I hadn’t called her since Monday, but I told her I was busy. I didn’t want her to bring up coming home again because I didn’t want to tell her face-to-face that I was planning on moving away for university.

When she brought up applications, though, I decided to bite the bullet and get it over with. I’d explained that I’d thought about it a lot over the past few months, and it was something I really wanted to do, told her all the positives that I’d been listing in my head over and over again, ready for this conversation.

I didn’t tell her that another reason was because I was growing tired of her constantly hovering around me and that it was only worse this summer after I told her about Isaac. I know her constant check-ins are because she cares but it can feel suffocating. It feels like even though I’ve lived away from home for six years now, she still thinks I’m the eleven-year-old who first came here.

Her reaction was less than enthusiastic, and instead, I got a long lecture about leaving her just like her husband did. Even after all these years, she’s still not over it, but I think I understand it. I was wrecked after Isaac broke up with me, and our relationship was nowhere near as serious as theirs. They were together for years, got married, had a child, and he still decided to leave. Even though I’ve never met him, I wonder if my mum can see him in me, and I worry that by moving away, I’m doing the same thing he did.

But I can’t let the actions of someone I don’t even know stop me from living the life I want. I tried to reassure her by saying that I would visit home often and call as much as I could, just like I’d been doing since starting at Coates, but she didn’t want to hear it and just told me she would call me later.

The rest of that day was spent wallowing in my bed, and I only left because Avery came to get me for dinner. She stayed in my room the night, and I explained everything that had happened to her, leaving out any parts about Isaac.

I still don’t have it in me to tell her about him, even after speaking to him this week and being made to work with him on a project. She tried her best to cheer me up the next day, raiding her snack drawer to make a picnic for us. We sat on the field and read for a few hours, and then she ordered Chinese food for dinner, which we ate in her room while watching a movie.

She didn’t bring up what happened with my mum again, and I was so grateful for that. We hugged and said goodnight, and I felt so lucky that the universe pulled us together and gave me my best friend on the first day of school.
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Even though I managed to not see Isaac all weekend after the restaurant incident, there was no avoiding him during homeroom or English Lit. Mr. Victor has started shortening homeroom, though, only taking about five minutes to take attendance and give any updates we might need. Most people stay in the room, anyway, until first period, but I leave it as soon as I can just to minimise the amount of time I spend in the same room as Isaac. I thought after a week, I would be used to seeing him again, but it still leaves my stomach feeling weird.

When it gets to my last class of the day, I drag my feet towards the English classroom, and as I pass Isaac’s seat on the way to mine, I try to pretend I’m not wondering where he is. I get to my desk and start taking my books out of my bag, arranging them, and placing my pencil case next to them. I play around on my phone for a bit as everyone else starts to filter in.

It’s like the air in the room changes when he enters. His familiar scent washes over me as he gets closer, and I have to close my eyes as I try to ignore it.

“Violet.”

How many times can he say my name like this, so tenderly, like we’re still the same people we used to be? How many more times until it stops hurting?

“Can we please talk? After school?”

I open my eyes but don’t look at him, can feel his stare burning into the side of my face, can see him in my periphery dipping his head to try and catch my gaze like he’s done so many times before, when I would pretend to ignore him.

“I know you don’t want to talk to me, but we have to work on this project together. Let’s just run some ideas through together, and then we can work on it separately.” He pauses for a second, and I finally look up at him just to see him tilting his head in that once cute way of his as he considers his next words. “I do want to talk about what happened last year, too, but we don’t have to until you’re ready.”

“Until I’m ready?” He tries his best to hide his shock at my harsh tone, but I can see it because I still know what every little expression of his means. That doesn’t stop me from continuing, though, the anger and hurt that’s been simmering for a few months finally coming to the surface. “Ready for what, Isaac? We said everything that needed to be said. You don’t have to talk to me anymore.”

“Violet, I always want to talk to you.” He’s quiet, but I can still hear the shakiness in his voice.

His eyes scan my face, and I do the same to him, taking note of all the little features that have changed since the last time we were this close a few months ago before it all went wrong. His green eyes peek over the frame of his glasses and bore into mine. I have to fight the urge to push his glasses back up his nose.

I hate how I still want to do those things to him, how much I miss the comfort of being close to him, but I can’t get over what he did. I look away from him, focusing my stare on the desk in front of me instead and hoping he doesn’t see the glassiness of my eyes.

“Can you meet me after school?” He dips his head closer to mine again and hesitates a bit before adding, “Our spot?”

My breath leaves me when he says those two words, it’s like a gut punch. The last time I was in that room I was sat waiting for him before finally giving up any hope of him coming.

I turn back to him, wanting to see the sincerity on his face, but also so that he can see what hearing those two words did to me. It was all we needed to say before, just a text with those two words, and we’d both be there within minutes, desperate for any chance to be alone with each other. I know he’s thinking about it, too, by the way he starts chewing on his lower lip, a nervous habit that I used to find so endearing.

“How do I know you’ll actually show up this time?”

The words are out before I can stop them, and he flinches. I keep trying to hurt him, and I hate myself for it, but it feels like the only way I can make him feel even a little bit of what our breakup did to me. He closes his eyes with a tight shake of his head before opening them again, and I can see a shine in them that makes me want to take back what I said. I open my mouth to say I don’t even know what, but he speaks before I can.

“I deserved that. I’ll be there, I promise.”

But he’s broken promises before and even though my head is telling me not to, my heart so desperately wants to believe him.

“If you don’t show up, then I’m telling Mrs. Harper and Mr. Hale that we’re not working together.” It’s the only leverage I have right now. We both know I can easily tell them that I don’t want to work with him, and I even tried to before. But when his knee pressed against mine, that simple touch felt unlike anything else. I wanted to lean my entire body on his, sink into the relief of having him next to me again, and I couldn’t go through with it.

“Okay.”

I expect him to say something more, but he doesn’t and just waits for me to speak because he can tell there’s something else I want to say.

“I’m not letting you hurt me again, Isaac.”

“I won’t. I never wanted to.” His voice is still soft and quiet, and deep down, I know he’s telling the truth, but I still can’t let myself give in to him so easily. “I’ll be there at four, okay?” He looks into my eyes as he says it, not diverting his attention for even a second.

Once, I told him, ‘The eyes are the window to the soul,’ and he took it to heart, always making sure we had eye contact when we spoke so that his intentions were clear. I can see it now, can see that the breakup might still be hurting him like it’s doing to me, and I can’t look away. I want to know more, want an explanation for what happened, want to know exactly how he feels.

“Okay, everyone in your seats please.” Mrs. Harper’s voice breaks whatever moment we were having and Isaac puts his hand on the empty chair next to mine, hesitating a moment before lifting it and returning to his desk. I open up my book and try to tamp down the hope I can feel blooming.
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I’m deliberately ten minutes late to meet Isaac, hoping that maybe he’ll get the same sinking feeling in his stomach that I had last year when he didn’t show up. It’s petty, I know, but I feel like I need to show I have some kind of control over this situation because I don’t know how I let myself be convinced that being here with him again is anything but a bad idea.

The door is closed as I approach the room like it always is, so I hold back a bit and tilt my head to peek through the small window. He’s sitting at the same desk we always sat at, his hands clasped together as he leans forward, and one of his legs bounces up and down quickly.

This is the place where everything changed for us. We became friends there and then eventually became something more.
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ONE YEAR AGO

I’d never been more excited to come back to school. After Isaac confessed that he liked me just before our sixteenth birthday, I told him that I felt the same way. But I also knew that it felt like a risky move to make just before summer break because we wouldn’t see each other for a few months. I asked him if he could wait until September before we made anything official, and he told me he would wait for me forever. That was enough to get me through what felt like the longest summer of my life.

We spoke every single day, whether it was just for a few minutes or a few hours, but I couldn’t wait to actually see him again. We agreed to meet at our usual spot on the Sunday before classes started, a rarely used classroom hidden in the back corner of the science block that Isaac had discovered a few years ago.

As soon as I get his text telling me that he’s on his way there, I make up an excuse and tell Avery that I have to go and do something before hurrying out of her room. I have to stop myself from bursting into a run just to get there quicker.

When I round the corner of the narrow corridor, Isaac is already standing at the door of the classroom, holding it open with his foot. I stop dead in my tracks, completely overwhelmed at the sight of him.

“Come here, Violet,” he says with a smile, holding his arms out, and then I do run, practically jumping on him as I wrap my arms around his neck.

I feel his arms come around my waist, and he tightens his hold on me, dropping his head into the crook of my neck. I rest my head on his chest, listening to the sound of his quickening heartbeat. We’ve never hugged like this before, always just ones that never lasted for more than a few seconds, but this one is so new and different.

I don’t know how I went so long without holding him like this before.

“I missed you so much.” He whispers, and I close my eyes, wanting to live in this moment forever.

“I missed you, too.” It’s barely audible from where my face is pressed into him, but I know he hears it by the way I feel his shoulders relax like a weight’s been lifted off him just from hearing those words. I brush my nails over the short hair at the back of his head, wanting to feel all the parts of him I’ve never been able to before, and he shivers.

He shuffles backward into the room, not loosening his hold on me even when I stumble over his feet and almost make us fall over. He lets out a small laugh as he closes the door behind us with a kick that has us losing balance again. I bring my hands down from his neck, thinking that we’ll separate now we’re in here, but he doesn’t let go of me.

“Isaac,” I move my head away from his chest, wanting to see his face, but instead, one of his hands comes to the back of my hair and holds me to him again.

“Just let me hold you for a bit. I’ve dreamed about this for so long.”

My heart skips a beat, and I want to ask for how long exactly, to know if it’s as long as I’ve dreamed about a moment like this, too. I don’t say anything, though, not wanting to ruin this moment by saying something silly. It doesn’t matter how long we’ve both waited for this because now feels like the exact right time for it. His hand strokes across my hair, calming my racing heart as I bring my hands around his waist, wanting to hold on to him like he’s doing to me.

He fiddles with one of the butterfly clips on the top of my hair.

“Did you wear these for me?” he asks, and I feel my cheeks going red with embarrassment about being caught. He mentioned a while ago that he thought they were cute, so I’ve been wearing them more, but I didn’t think he would notice.

“No, I just like them.”

I feel his laugh, the shake of his body as he tries to hold it back because he knows I’m lying.

“Well, I like them too.”

He gives it one last tap before letting go of me and allowing me to pull back slightly. His hands move down slightly to rest on my hips, his thumb still moving in soothing circles. There’s a different look in his eyes now when he looks at me like he’s finally showing his true emotions after hiding them for so long.

“I missed you,” he says, gazing deep into my eyes as he says it, and it feels like he’s saying so much more.

“You said that already.”

“I really did, though.”

“I really missed you, too.”

I move my hands from around his waist and bring them up to his face, cradling them as I stroke my thumbs across his cheeks. He closes his eyes for a few seconds and lets out a shaky exhale before smiling. I poke the dimple that appears on his left cheek, not wanting to look away from him. He has the prettiest smile in the world, one that lights up his whole face, and I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of seeing it.

Everything about him is just so pretty.

He drops his forehead to mine, his thumbs mirroring mine as they graze across my hips. We’ve never been this close before. There’s always been an intimacy in our relationship, something that’s developed over years of being friends in secret, but it feels like it’s shifted to something else now. I’ve never been touched like this, never touched someone else like this, but it feels right with him.

“Let’s go sit down.” He breaks the silence, dropping his hands from my hips and reaching up to take mine from his face. He holds them for a second, then quickly presses a kiss to my knuckles before letting them go. We’re still standing so close to each other, but the sudden loss of contact makes it feel like we’re miles away. I take his hand in mine and thread our fingers together as I walk us over to the desk we usually sit at.

I drop into my seat, and Isaac moves his chair closer to mine before sitting down. I shuffle closer to him, our hands still linked and legs touching as he brings his free hand up to my face.

“Are we doing this, Violet?”

“I think we are.”

The relief on his face is so clear, and I hate that I’ve gone so long making him think we could be anything less than this. Every moment we’ve had together has built up to this, the stars finally aligning so that we can be together the way we’ve always meant to be.

“Thank you,” he says as he pulls my face closer and presses his lips to my forehead.
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My mind reels as I imagine what it would have been like if we hadn’t made that leap last September, if we had never solidified what our relationship was and decided to give it a chance. But we did, and there’s no changing that. Now, I don’t even know what to define us as.

He fiddles with the sleeves of his sweater, and seeing him framed by the autumn trees in the window makes me feel suddenly glad that our birthday is in July because he doesn’t suit the gloominess of the weather this time of year. He’s always been so bright to me.

His sketchbook is in front of him, and I try not to wonder if it’s the same one that I gave him a few years ago. He pulls his phone out of his pocket, tapping it to check the time, I guess because as soon as he does, he looks towards the door and catches me looking at him before I have a chance to hide. Any other time he caught me stealing glances, I would be met with a smirk, but this time his mouth just dropped open. I pat my cheeks and take deep breaths before opening the door.

He doesn’t take his eyes off me as I approach him and take the seat at the desk in front of him instead of the one next to him. I sit sideways in the chair, though, so that I can face his desk, but I try to keep as much distance as possible. I still haven’t figured out what to do when we’re so close. All my instincts tell me to make some kind of contact, but I can’t.

“Thanks for coming,” he says, and I mask my confusion. Did he think I wouldn’t show up?

“Let’s just figure out an idea, and then we can work on it separately. We can figure out how to combine it later on.”

I don’t give him any opportunity for small talk, I just want this over and done with as soon as possible because I don’t know how much longer I can be in this room with him.

“Sure, if that’s what you want to do.” He puts both hands on his sketchbook, and I finally look at it properly. It’s not the one I got for him, and I don’t know why I expected it to be or why my chest feels tight because it’s not. “Do you have any ideas?”

I reach into my bag and realise too late that I’ve taken out the one he got for me instead of the empty one. I shove it back inside my bag, grabbing the new one instead, one that doesn’t have any traces of him in it. When I look at him, his eyes are fixed on the space where the green journal was before he gives a tight shake of his head and looks at me. Our eyes meet, and there’s an unspoken question in his and an unspoken answer in mine.

Why do you still carry it around?

The same reason you don’t carry mine. We’re both hurting.

I clear my throat before remembering what his actual question was.

“I have a few, but it depends on what kind of media we want to make.” I hesitate before asking the next question because I already know the answer, but the childish part of me still wants to hurt him a bit. “What kind of stuff do you usually draw?”

He closes his eyes, and I instantly regret saying it. The part of me that wants to hurt him is overwhelmed by the part of me that still knows him better than anyone else.

Of course, I already know what he draws. He would always update me on whatever he was working on, and I would always encourage him. He was the first person aside from a teacher that I showed my writing to, and he would support me in the same way.

So many of our nightly calls were spent with him either showing off a new artwork or me reading a story I’d written to him. When we’d see each other the next day, he’d give me an illustration of whatever his favourite scene was. We’ve already created so much together. This project would have been perfect for us if it had happened only a year ago, but I won’t mention that, and neither will he.

He opens his eyes and looks down at his sketchbook before looking back up at me. I can tell he’s having a silent war in his head, wondering if he should continue acting like we don’t know every little detail about each other.

Isaac doesn’t say anything, though. He just slowly turns his sketchbook around so it’s facing me and opens it up. He sits back in his chair a bit, and I know he’s giving me space to lean forward so that I can look at the pages more closely.

The pages are filled with different backgrounds and character sketches, making up small storyboards that detail his ideas. As I look over them, though, I notice that I haven’t seen these drawings before, and the realisation makes my stomach drop. I was always the first, and sometimes only, person he would show his drawings to, but I haven’t seen these.

“These are great, Isaac.” As much as I don’t like him right now, I can’t lie about something so important to him, and there’s no denying he’s a great artist. Watching him develop his skills over the past few years was so rewarding, and I loved when he would show me comparisons of old pieces that he’d redone to see his progress.

He lets out a breath, causing me to look up at him, and he quickly blinks a few times, but I already saw the glassiness in his eyes. I lean back from the desk, putting distance between us once again.

“Thanks,” he says quietly, quickly turning the sketchbook back to himself and closing it before clearing his throat. “I guess we could make a short film clip or something?”

His suggestion surprises me because I know how much effort that will take from him. He would complain sometimes that he loved animation, but it could feel tedious redrawing the same things over and over. The fact that he wants to make a film together is unexpected.

“Are you sure? That seems like a lot of work for you?”

“Yeah, it’ll be good practice for me.” His words come out emotionless, and I recognise it as the tone he uses when he talks to his parents, when he’s shutting down and building up walls to protect himself. I hate what I’m doing to him, that I’m making him feel like this, but I don’t know how to stop, and I don’t know how to forgive him without getting hurt in the process. “You can just write whatever you want, and I’ll make it work.”

I know he’s giving me an out, and even though I can feel him trying to distance himself from me, I can somehow tell that he still cares about me by trying to let me do the minimal amount of work.

Seeing how much effort he’s putting in, how much he’s trying to make this easier for me, makes me want to be nicer to him, too.

“I’ll think of a few ideas this week, and then on Friday, we can pick one together,” I say quickly, not giving myself a chance to second-guess myself or change my mind.

Isaac’s eyes widen slightly in surprise as he realises I’m willing to work with him on this.

“Yeah, okay. That’s -”

He doesn’t finish his sentence as the sound of his phone ringing breaks his focus. He glances at the screen, his shoulders drop, and he lets out a deep sigh. I don’t need to look to know that it’s his parents, he always reacted like this whenever they called. It would instantly sour his mood, and I would try to bring him back and distract him with something so that he could put off thinking about them for just a few minutes longer. But they’re persistent, and that hasn’t changed as his phone silences and then immediately begins to ring again.

He stands up, picking his bag up from the floor and stuffing his sketchbook in it before taking his phone from the desk.

“I have to take this.”

It stops ringing again, and he looks back and forth between it and me. I can see the battle written on his face—he can either ignore the call and stay here with me, or he can answer it and leave.

The noise starts up again and it seems the decision is made for him.

“We’ll talk more on Friday. I have to go. I’m sorry.”

I want to smooth away the crease between his eyebrows and poke his cheeks to make him smile instead of frown, but I don’t get to do that anymore. He walks to the door and looks back at me once before leaving the room.
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“Hello?”

“Isaac.” My dad’s voice is deep, his tone sharp as he says my name. I can remember a time when I was younger when hearing my dad say my name had happier memories and didn’t leave me with a feeling of dread. “We need you to come home this weekend.”

I stop walking and throw my head back, squeezing my eyes shut as I try to calm myself. I already know how the rest of the conversation is going to go and why they want me home, but I had hoped it would be a few more weeks before all of this started.

“Can I just come on Saturday? I have some work I need to do, so I’d rather be here on Sunday.”

It’s still early enough in the school year that a lot of homework hasn’t been set, but using the excuse of wanting to study is the only way he’ll let me cut this visit short. I used to look forward to going home on the weekends, but as I got older and the pressure from my parents increased, going there just felt like being in a cage. I have to act a certain way and pretend that I’m not constantly on the verge of breaking down.

“It’s not ideal, but I suppose so. We need you here by ten at the latest. The Smiths will be arriving at one. It’s a vital time to start introducing you to people, you’ll be having interviews soon, and it’s better if they already know your face. We don’t want you going to Oxford and being completely alone.”

To anyone else, that last sentence would sound like it’s coming from a father who’s just looking out for their son, but I know the deeper meaning. He still completely expects me to go to Oxford even after our conversation about it a few months ago, which means I have no choice but to keep up appearances and pretend I’m applying.

Both of my parents went to Oxford, where they met and fell in love, and going there started the foundation for their careers. They’re both wildly successful in their fields, and they expect me to follow the same path they did—it’s what the last six years of my education have been dedicated to. And for a while, I thought I was doing the right thing by just going along with what they told me to do, but as I got older and started realising I had little interest in it, the thought of focusing my entire life on it felt impossible.

“I’ll be there by ten, but I’ll need to leave by six if I want to get back to school before it gets too dark.”

My childhood home is about a two-hour drive away, so using that excuse to leave early is the easiest one I can think of.

In reality, I want to minimise the time spent with my parents, especially since the whole day with them will be focused on Oxford.

“Bring your sister. We might as well get her started on these introductions, too.”

I had thought that for just this year, they’d put all their focus on me and leave Izzy alone, but I guess not. I’ve tried my best to protect her from them as much as I can, reassure her that she can do whatever she wants, and I’ll support her in anything. But it’s harder to do that when we’re at home, and the weight of our parents’ expectations bears down on us.

“Okay.” I have nothing else to say. There’s no need to attempt to make small talk or tell him how the first week of school has been because he’s not interested. As long as he gets the results he wants from me in a few months, it doesn’t matter how I get there.

“Goodbye.”

He hangs up before I can say it back.
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In a completely shocking turn of events, I open my bedroom door to find Luke asleep with his head on my desk. I drop my bag on the floor and collapse face down on my bed, wishing that I was asleep and the entire past forty minutes had just been a terrible nightmare.

Every interaction I have with Violet has me feeling like I’ve been dragged across gravel like I’ve been flayed open and exposed to her so she can see all my vulnerabilities. I knew she was trying to hurt me when she asked what kind of stuff I draw, and I know I deserve it too, but that didn’t help the ache in my chest feel any less worse.

I didn’t expect her to compliment me. I was fully resigned to never hearing anything like that from her ever again. But hearing those simple words from her had me feeling a different type of ache, a longing for her that I could feel with my entire soul. Her words affect me in a way that doesn’t happen with anyone else, and I think I’m fine never to receive a comment on my art from anyone ever again as long as I can keep replaying that moment in my head.

I need to apologise to her soon, but I haven’t wanted to do it in a way that feels rushed, and that’s all our conversations have been so far. She deserves a real explanation, deserves to know everything that happened in those twenty-four hours that led to the worst mistake I’ve ever made. I think she’s starting to open up to me again, though. I can sense it in the way she’s trying so hard to push through with this project, and I hope she sees it as a second chance for us, just like I do.

A breath of air huffs out of me as something heavy lands on my back.

“Lucas.” It comes out muffled from where my face has been forced into the sheets.

“Isaac.” He shifts his body so his face is next to mine, but he’s still half lying on top of me. “What took you so long?”

“Does your girlfriend know you act like this?” I shift my head to look at him right as he lifts his hand to show me his middle finger.

“I think I act worse around her. I’m so clingy.”

“You’re literally clinging to me right now.”

“Okay, but you’re my best friend.”

“Shouldn’t your girlfriend be your best friend?”

“Can you stop being weird and say her name? She’s still your friend, too.” His tone is more serious as he climbs off me and lays down. Maybe all the comments I’ve been making about the two of them haven’t been as lighthearted as I wanted them to be.

“Sorry, I’ll stop. Everything good with you two?” I turn to lie on my back so we’re side by side, both of us tilting our heads to look at each other.

“We’re great. She’s great. I don’t know how I waited so long to finally tell her how I felt.”

I understand exactly how he feels. When I finally told Violet I liked her, it was after years of harbouring a one-sided crush on her that I thought would never go anywhere.
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TWO YEARS AGO

“Did you notice at the end how Sophie told young Howl that she’ll find him in the future?”

“Hmm.” She hums, and I can tell she’s getting sleepy. We started watching the movie quite late because we got too distracted talking about other things, and now it’s nearly midnight.

“And then do you remember how at the start Howl called her sweetheart and said he was looking everywhere for her?”

“I do.”

“He was looking for her that whole time! His ring shines when he finds her!”

Her face is dimly lit in the corner of my laptop screen, but I can still see the small smile on her face. I know I’m rambling and that Violet probably doesn’t care, but it’s one of my favourite parallels ever in a movie. The ring glistening is such a subtle touch that it isn’t immediately noticeable, but when you do see it, it adds so much to the story. It’s the kind of movie that only gets better every time you watch it so when Violet told me she’d never seen it, I knew we had to fix that.

“I love that,” Violet murmurs.

I love you springs into my mind, and I immediately banish the thought away. Where did that come from? I’ve liked her for a while now, she’s always the brightest part of my day, but I’ve never had the courage to tell her and probably never will. But love? I don’t think I even know what that would feel like, let alone if I feel it for her. But then, why did I think it?

Violet’s eyes widen slightly as if she’s just heard the thoughts running through my head, but then she shuffles around a little and nestles herself further into her pillow.

“I’ll let you sleep,” I tell her, not wanting to keep her up any longer when she’s already stayed up late just to watch a movie with me.

“I want you to tell me everything about it tomorrow,” she says, the words coming out slow and quiet.

“I will.” I can’t hide the smile on my face, and I don’t even want to. “Sweet dreams, Violet.”

She nods her head slightly, and within a few seconds, she’s fast asleep. No matter how tired I am, I always wait for her to fall asleep first. I love having this time to just look at her without worrying if she’ll catch me staring.

I’m not sure when I started paying attention to how pretty she is, but it feels like she just gets prettier every single day. Even asleep, she looks so peaceful and serene, all her features relaxed but still so distinctly her. I’ve tried drawing her a few times, thinking maybe I could give it to her on our birthday as a gift, but I can’t quite seem to capture her properly. It never matches up to how she really looks, and giving her anything less would feel like an insult.

The crazy thought pops into my head again as I look at her, maximising the window so her face takes up most of the screen now. What would happen if I told her? Would it ruin everything between us? I don’t want to risk losing her as a friend just because I have feelings for her that she probably doesn’t reciprocate. But what if she does? What if I told her and we actually tried being something more with each other?

She’s never talked to me about liking anyone else in our year, so maybe she could like me. Or maybe she just isn’t interested in anyone at all. I get the urge to say it out loud just once, to tell her even though she’s asleep and can’t hear me, so then, at least, I can say I tried.

“Violet, I like you,” I say, my heart in my throat at stringing those four words together and saying them out loud for the first time.

“Hmm?” Her eyes flutter open slightly, and I immediately slam my laptop shut. She can’t have heard me, right? She was asleep. The timing was just bad. She’s probably already asleep again.

My phone rings next to me, her name lighting up the screen, and I feel like throwing it across the room. I can’t just ignore her, though. I’ve never not answered when she calls, so I swipe my finger across the screen and bring the phone up to my ear.

“Say it again,” she whispers.

“Say what?”

“What you said.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

There’s a pause, and then I realise she’s trying to FaceTime me instead. Again, I’ve never not answered her, so I accept the change, and then her sleepy, pretty face is on my screen.

“Do you really mean it?” she asks, and she looks so nervous, her eyebrows furrowed together and her bottom lip tucked between her teeth. I have to tell her, even if it’s just so I can change that expression on her face to something else.

“I do.”

“Then say it again.”

I take a deep breath, preparing myself to say just four words that will change absolutely everything between us.

“Violet,” I say her name clearly, and she leans closer to the screen. “I really like you.”

The smile that I get in return is so beautiful I think I’m dreaming for a second.

“I really like you, too, Isaac.”

I never thought I would hear those words from her, and it feels like I’ve ascended to the highest peak and reached a point of happiness from which I’ll never be able to come down. I know I’m smiling too big, and I probably look so ridiculous, but I couldn’t stop even if I tried.

Violet likes me. The girl of my dreams, the only girl I’ve ever had a crush on, the girl who occupies my thoughts at all times, the girl I’ve liked since the moment I first met her, likes me. I feel like I could run a marathon and still have enough energy to do it again as long as I can keep replaying her words in my head.

She yawns, still looking so pretty, and I just keep smiling at her.

“I’ll call you as soon as I wake up,” I tell her, even though I probably won’t sleep at all.

“Okay,” she nods her head, the corners of her mouth still turned up as she gets comfortable again.

“Sweet dreams, Violet.”

“Goodnight, Isaac.”

She’s asleep within seconds again, and I have to use all my strength to hang up on her and not stay on the phone watching her all night like a creep.

Violet likes me.

Violet likes me.

Violet likes me.

It repeats in my head as I settle down in my bed and try to sleep, the smile not leaving my face for a single second.

I can’t wait for school tomorrow.
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“Where were you, though?” Luke’s question draws me from my thoughts, and I wish they had never gone there in the first place. I rub my chest as if I can physically soothe the ache there, but it doesn’t work.

I have two options right now—I can either lie and pretend I was with a teacher, or I can tell him I was with Violet.

If I do the second option, I worry I might end up exposing too much, but maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. My entire relationship with Violet was a secret, even when we were just friends, and I loved that it was something just for the two of us. But right now, I really want my best friend’s advice so I decide to tell him the truth.

“I was with Violet in that old room in the science block.”

“Okay, so two questions, with Violet? And why that room? No one ever goes there.”

That’s the whole point.

I try to think of the best way to explain our relationship without going into our entire history. I don’t know if I can give him all of that yet—it still feels too fragile.

“We got paired up for that club project, remember? So we met up to discuss some ideas.” I turn my head away from him, staring up at the ceiling instead because I think it’ll make it easier if I don’t have to look at Luke as I tell him something I’ve kept hidden from him for so long. “And we met there because that’s where we’ve been meeting for years.” The words come out rushed in the hopes that maybe Luke won’t hear them and ask too many questions.

“Wait, what?” He gets up, leaning on one elbow so that his face is over mine, but I push him back down.

“Just…” I take a breath to steady myself. “Just let me figure out how to say this.”

“Okay, take your time.” His voice is gentler this time, as if he already knows there’s so much more to this story.

“On the first day of Year 7, when we did that icebreaker, she came over to talk to us, remember? And we found out we had the same birthday, so we lined up together.”

I feel Luke move his head next to mine, a small nod.

“When it got to the end of the year, and it was our birthday, I decided to give her a birthday card. I thought it would be a nice thing to do, but then she didn’t have one for me, so it was kind of embarrassing. I figured we’d just never speak about it again, but then the next day, she found me on the way to breakfast. She made a card for me.”

“Oh, wait, was that when I jumped on you?”

I can’t help but laugh at the memory. Luke had woken up late that day, so I was walking alone to the dining hall when Violet approached me. She told me that she’d made a card for me because she felt bad that she didn’t have one the day before. I was in the middle of telling her how much I appreciated it, and while I was working up the courage to say more to her, I ended up flat on my face instead. Luke had decided that was the best time to do a running jump onto my back and tackled me to the ground. Luckily, Violet just laughed it off, but I remember feeling so embarrassed that I pretty much just ran away from her after that.

“Yes, it was, and it’s shocking that you haven’t changed a bit since then.”

Luke lifts his leg and drops it over mine, and the corners of my mouth turn up as I fight a smile.

“But you still love me anyway.”

“Yes, I do.” I pat his hand, which rests next to mine, in the space between us. “Anyway, she found me later that day, and we swapped numbers, and then, I don’t know, it just kind of went from there.”

As I think about that turning point in our relationship, I realise I don’t want to tell Luke the full details yet. Not because I don’t trust him or I think he’ll make fun of me, but because it still feels too personal to share with anyone who isn’t her.

I clear my throat, trying to get rid of the lump forming as I think about Violet and the relief I feel in actually getting to talk about her is mixed with the guilt that’s been suffocating me for the past few months.

“We just started talking more, and once we found that classroom and realised no one went there, it just felt like the easiest place to go. So we went there on our birthday, and I gave her cards and gifts -”

“Gifts?” I don’t realise my slip-up until Luke repeats it. I want to keep the details as vague as possible but he already must guess it was serious if we were giving each other presents too.

I don’t dare tell him that I gave her my heart, too.

“I’ll tell you everything at some point, just not right now, okay?”

“Okay,” he says simply and I love him for it, for agreeing so quickly and not pushing me to talk about something that is tearing me apart inside. I try to steady my breathing again as it grows more panicky when I think about telling him where it all went wrong.

“Remember last year when you came to my room on my birthday?”

The memory is painful, the start of where it all went wrong, but I have to talk about it if I want his advice on how to fix it.

“Yeah, I remember.” His voice is tense, and I hate that I’m making him think about it again, too.

“I completely forgot about Violet. She waited an hour for me in that classroom and I just never showed up.”

“Oh, Isaac.”

“I know, I know. It gets worse, actually,” I say, my voice coming out shaky, and I don’t know if I’m laughing or crying. “We actually started dating last year.”

Luke bolts upright, and I cover my face with my hands, glasses pressing into my eyes. I guess I am crying.

“What?”

“You heard me. And I’m sorry for not telling you guys, but I just… I don’t know. I guess I just liked the bubble we were in. She didn’t tell anyone else either, and it was just nice that we could see each other, and no one knew. When we were in that classroom, it felt like we were in our own world.”

“You don’t have to apologise for not telling us. I get it, I think. But what, you broke up just because you didn’t show up? I’m sure if you explained, she would have understood.”

He’s right, and I wish I could go back in time and do exactly that because what I did instead was so much worse.

“The next day, she caught me before breakfast, and I just..” I struggle to find the words to explain what happened and realise that I can’t. My palms are wet from my tears, and I don’t know how much more I can say about this without having a full breakdown.

“I really hurt her, Luke. And now she doesn’t want a single thing to do with me, but we have to work on this project together, and I’m trying so hard to talk to her, but she won’t talk to me, and I get why she won’t I really do get it, but I just want to apologise and-”

“Isaac, breathe.” Luke takes my hands from my face and holds them. He’s sitting cross-legged next to me now.

I close my eyes and take in shaky breaths. I didn’t think that finally admitting it all out loud would be this overwhelming. But maybe I was in denial this whole time, and saying it all is making me realise that I really lost her, and I don’t know if I can get her back.

“You don’t have to tell me anything else. I won’t ask for any more details. But you said you hurt her, and I’m glad you know that and you’re not trying to deflect. But knowing that means you have to make the effort to gain her forgiveness before you do anything else.”

“I don’t know how.” My voice is quiet, resignation already setting in because I don’t know how much more I can try without tearing myself apart in the process.

“Right now, you don’t. But if you were close before, you can be close again. Just take it slow for now and work on the project together. I think the more time you spend with each other, the more you’ll learn about her again, and you can figure out the best way to approach this. But for now, don’t push her too much. It has to be on her terms.”

“When did you get so smart?”

“I’ve always been smarter than you. I just hide it so you don’t feel bad about yourself.”

I let out a laugh, and I’m so glad that Lucas is my friend. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me, that’s what brothers are for.” He squeezes my hand, and as his words play on repeat in my head, I start to feel a little bit of hope that maybe things will work out with Violet.
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I’ve been standing by my car for fifteen minutes waiting for Izzy. We’re only going home for a few hours, so I don’t know why it’s taking her so long to get ready, but she’s always like this. I check the time on my phone and see that it’s already past eight, which means that if Izzy doesn’t appear in the next five minutes, we’re going to be late.

Huffing out a breath, I decide to wait in the car instead. Izzy hates getting into a cold car, so I might as well start warming it up. I turn the heat on low, putting her seat warmer on, too, as I think about what a great brother I am. I scroll mindlessly through my phone and then end up doing something that I haven’t done in weeks.

I open up my message app and stare at my thread with Violet, who’s still pinned to the top. She was always the only person I wanted to talk to at all times so having her at the top of my messages just felt like the right thing to do.

It’s still saved the same way that it has been for so many months now - the nickname with heart emojis around it staring back at me because I don’t have the heart to change it or think of her as anything less than what it means.
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ONE YEAR AGO

“Mum, I need to finish my homework. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

Even though Violet has the phone held to her ear, the volume is loud enough that I can hear her mum’s voice coming through the speaker.

“Okay, meri jaan. Make sure you don’t skip dinner again.”

“I won’t. Bye, mum, love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Violet hangs up and throws her head back, letting out a groan as she places her phone on the desk. I stifle a laugh at how dramatic she’s being just because of a five-minute phone call with her mum.

I think the relationship she has with her mum is sweet, and they seem close in a way that goes past just being mother and daughter. Admittedly, sometimes I get a bit jealous when she talks about her mum because I can’t imagine having that close of a relationship with either of my parents. But when she told me that her dad left when she was a baby, I think I understood it more. I can’t even imagine what it would have been like for her mum to raise Violet alone. My parents have both always been so heavily involved in my life, but at least they had the flexibility of one being able to take over if the other wasn’t available.

“I want to meet your mum.” I blurt out before I’ve even realised it.

“What?” Violet’s head snaps up as she turns to face me.

“I don’t know. I was just thinking about how hard it must have been for her. I want to meet her so I can see who made you so amazing.”

Violet reaches for my hand that’s closest to hers and I meet her halfway, linking our fingers together in the way that always makes me feel like electricity is running through my veins.

“I would say the same for you, but I don’t think your parents had anything to do with how wonderful you are.”

She leans forward to kiss my cheek, and that feels electrified, too.

I lift our joined hands to kiss the top of her knuckles, and she's smiling when I look up at her through my eyelashes. She’s just so pretty, and I can’t believe she’s mine, that I get to cherish her like this, be with her in our own world where it feels like all my worries disappear.

A question pops into my head, something I’ve been wondering for a while but always forget to ask.

“What does your mum call you?”

“Hmm?”

“She always says that thing when you guys talk, mary something?”

Violet bursts out laughing, her free hand coming up to cover her mouth as she tips her head back. I love the sound of her laugh and even if I’ve just said something absolutely ridiculous and embarrassing, I don’t care as long as I get to keep hearing that sound.

“What?” I ask as she struggles to catch her breath.

“You’re so cute,” she says, which isn’t really an answer, but I’ll take it anyway.

She moves her free hand to cradle my cheek, and I lean into her touch. The comfort I get from her is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before, it’s like the whole world quietens, and we’re the only two things in existence.

“Tell me what she says, what it means,” I say, my voice low as I stare into her beautiful eyes as if they hold the answers to every single question in the universe.

“She calls me ‘meri jaan.’ It’s a term of endearment for someone you love, it means my life, my soul, that kind of thing.”

I know she’s not calling me that, but just hearing it from her lips after finding out what it means has my heart racing.

“Meri jaan,” I repeat slowly, trying my best to match her pronunciation and hoping that she’ll realise that it’s a word that perfectly encapsulates how I feel for her.

The smile she gives me lights up my entire life.

“But there’s another way to say it for when you’re in a relationship.” She adds, and I turn my head slightly to kiss her palm, urging her to go on. Her thumb strokes across my cheek as she continues. “Usually, people say ‘jaanu’ to their partners.”

“Jaanu.”

My life, my soul.

I don’t ever want to call her anything else.

“Jaanu.”

“I like that a lot,” I tell her as I lift my hand to hold her wrist and stroke my thumb across it, feeling her heart beating as wildly as mine.
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It’s muscle memory at this point as my thumb moves to tap the screen to open up our past messages, but then the passenger side door opens, and I lock my phone just as Izzy gets in.

“What took you so long? We’re only going home for a few hours.”

“I had to get my hair done! Violet always has her hair in cute styles, and she said she would do it for me.”

I’m all too familiar with how Violet does her hair and the countless calls spent with her trying out new styles and asking my opinion on them. I was never really helpful, though, because I thought she looked beautiful no matter how she did it.

Izzy turns in her seat to show me the back of her head, and it’s done in a way that Violet used to do a lot: two small braids around the top of her head that meet in the middle like a crown. I have to look away.

“It’s only lunch, you didn’t need to bother her for that,” I say as I start the car, needing some kind of distraction. “Put your belt on.”

The words come out clipped and harsher than I intended, and once again, I’m taking my emotions out on Izzy when she’s done nothing wrong. It’s not her fault that I messed things up with Violet. I’m glad that she doesn’t seem to be holding our breakup against Izzy, either.

“I didn’t bother her. She was awake anyway.”

“At this time on a Saturday?” I try to mask the surprise in my voice and hope Izzy just takes it as shock that anyone would voluntarily be awake this early on the weekend.

Really, it’s because I know Violet never wakes up this early, and the number of times I’ve had to call her so she wouldn’t miss weekend breakfasts is proof of that.

I wonder why she’s awake so early, wonder if it’s because of me.

I haven’t slept well in months, and I hate to think that it’s the same for her. I got so used to talking to her every night that when the calls stopped, it threw me so off balance that I struggled to sleep. I thought it would have gotten better with time, but it’s still the same, and I barely get four hours of sleep a night if I’m lucky.

“Yeah, she was just sitting in the common room reading. She had tea, too, so I think she’d been awake a while.”

My grip on the steering wheel tightens, and I add another thing to the list of reasons to hate myself for. I hate that she’s not sleeping properly when I know how much she loves it.

“Okay, well, stop bothering her. It’s our last year. She’s probably stressed out enough without you harassing her.”

“I don’t! She even offered to teach me how to do it myself.”

“Just leave her alone, Izzy,” I finally snap, my voice harsher and louder than I’ve ever spoken to her before.

I glance over to her, and if looks could kill, I’d be gone by now. Izzy shifts in her seat so she’s turned to the window and puts her earphones in. I let out a deep sigh, the list growing longer and longer as I keep hurting the people I love. I reach a hand over to tap her shoulder but stop myself at the last minute, retracting it and putting both hands on the wheel again. Izzy hates when I apologise immediately because she said it feels less sincere, so I hold it in for now, resolving to talk to her when we get home instead.
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We drive the rest of the way without saying a single word to each other. Before I’ve even finished parking up, Izzy unbuckles her seatbelt and gets out of the car. I think about calling after her, but I know she probably wants some time alone, and I think I need some, too.

I know I can’t keep getting upset any time she mentions Violet, but I can’t help it. I used to love knowing that they were close, but now the idea that she talks to my sister more than me now is too much to bear. It just makes her feel closer when she’s still so far away like she’s right within my reach, but I can’t get to her.

I stay in the car for a bit, steeling myself to see my parents again. I don’t get any kind of reprieve from their pressure whether I’m at home or school, but at least at school, they and their expectations aren’t a constant looming presence. When I’m home, every single conversation revolves around Oxford or preparing for the LNAT and interviews. It is exhausting.

At school, I had Violet as my resting place. She never mentioned it first, always waiting for me to bring it up first if I ever wanted to talk about it. Even then, she would simply listen as I vented and got everything off my chest. She’d reassure me that everything would be okay, and I believed her.

I get out of the car and make my way into the house, trying to get rid of all thoughts of Violet. I hope I can make it to my room without being seen, but as soon as I close the front door behind me, I hear my mum calling my name from the kitchen. I try to pretend I haven’t heard her and keep walking towards the stairs, but then there’s a tug on my arm, and I have to stop.

“I called you, Isaac.”

“Sorry, I didn’t hear.” I turn to face her, shrugging her hand off me, and it’s like looking into a mirror.

My mum’s genetics are strong. Izzy and I both inherited her green eyes and dark hair. Sometimes, it feels like I don’t take after anything from my dad at all, and it just makes the gap between us feel even wider.

“The Smiths will be here at one, so make sure you’re back down before then.”

“I’m going to study for a bit, and then I’ll be down.”

A complete lie.

Instead, I’m going to stare at my ceiling and wonder how I got into this situation where I’m having to fake so much with everyone. I turn to head back up the stairs again, just wanting to be alone for a bit before I have to put on a happy face and be the dutiful son that my parents expect me to be whenever their friends come around.

“Okay, but tell your sister that she has to come down earlier to set the table.”

I hate when they make Izzy get involved in these things. She comes home because she still has some kind of faith in our parents, but she can’t see the fact that they’re lining her up to be just like me. That’s the last thing I want for her, so I do everything I can to prevent it, even if it means making up an excuse to get her out of this dinner. I turn back to my mum.

“I’ll do it. She’s had a busy week. She said she wasn’t feeling too good on the way here.”

My mum’s face sours but the looks she gives me don’t affect me anymore. Whenever she was disappointed in me when I was younger, it would ruin my whole day, and I’d spend so much time working up the courage to apologise for whatever it was I’d done. As I got older, I realised that nothing would ever be good enough, so there was no point wasting my energy being upset about it.

“She won’t get anywhere by sleeping.”

“Mum, it’s ten in the morning on a Saturday, and we had an early start. Just let her rest.”

I don’t miss the way she rolls her eyes before retreating into the kitchen. A sigh escapes me as I trudge up the stairs, and even though I want nothing more than to just lie on my bed in the darkness, I know I need to talk to Izzy first. I turn left at the top of the stairs and knock on her bedroom door.

“Come in.”

I open the door and peek my head in to see her sitting at her desk. She turns in her chair and when she sees it’s me, she lets out a groan.

“I thought you were Mum. Get out.”

“Izzy.”

“I don’t want to talk to you.”

Great, now I’ve heard that from the two most important girls in my life.

“I want to say sorry. I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that in the car.”

I open the door wide enough for me to get through and shut it behind me before I take a seat on her bed. She swivels in her chair to face me, arms crossed as she feigns anger. Izzy gets annoyed with me easily, but she’s never once been actually angry with me.

“No, you shouldn’t have. I didn’t even say anything wrong. I was just talking about my friend.”

“I know.” I take a deep breath, deciding to give Izzy some half-truths that might help explain why I’m always so on edge whenever Violet’s name is mentioned. “The thing is… I kind of had a crush on Violet.”

“Oh my god, you’re lying.” She uncrosses her arms, leaning forward in her chair, and scooting closer to where I’m sitting. “Tell me everything.”

“There’s nothing to tell.” The biggest lie I’ve ever said.

“I had a crush on her. I told her, she didn’t like me, and that was it.”

Izzy stands up then, coming closer to me and staring me dead in the eyes. She’s trying to figure out if I’m lying, but luckily for me, she’s never been good at that.

“When did you tell her?”

“Like two years ago.” Truth.

“What did you say to her?”

“I just said, ‘Hey, I think I like you’.” Half-truth.

“Oh my god, no wonder she rejected you.”

I resist the urge to put her in a headlock like I used to do when we were younger.

“Okay, yes, not my finest moment, but it’s fine. I’m over her now.” Lie.

“That’s a lie, but okay.” She sits back in her chair, and the look on her face scares me. She’s plotting something. “I think you should try again.”

If only she knew that was all I wanted - the chance to try again, to make up for the way I hurt her.

“Why? Nothing has happened to make her change her mind about me.”

It’s easier to talk about her now with this half-truth out there, easier for me to try and get advice from my fifteen-year-old sister, who really shouldn’t be thinking about dating at all. I make a mental note to find out who else Izzy talks to at school and to ask them if she’s interested in anyone. I’m too protective of Izzy to let her heart get broken like I did to Violet.

“What’s the harm in trying? Maybe things have changed, and she could like you now. You’re just going to give up after only trying once?”

It’s like Izzy already knows everything that’s happened, her words hitting harder than I expected them to, and that’s why I decide to open up more.

“I already tried again.”

“And?”

“She didn’t want to talk to me.”

“Hmm… you probably did something to her for her to reject you twice.”

Now she’s scaring me. I open my mouth but close it again, trying to figure out what to say without giving away too much.

“Oh, yeah, you definitely did something to her. I can tell by the look on your face.”

Putting her in a headlock is starting to seem like a great idea.

“You know what, I’m not having this conversation with you.” I stand up, but Izzy does, too, and she pushes me back down. “Isabelle.”

“Don’t full name me. I’m trying to help you here.”

“Okay, so stop judging me, and just tell me what to do. How can I get her to give me another chance?”

“I don’t know what you did to her, and I know you’re not going to tell me either, so I can’t really give you any solid advice.”

I lift my hands in exasperation, wondering what the whole point of this was then.

“But I can talk to her when we get back to school. I’m seeing her tomorrow anyway.”

“Isabelle Evans, don’t you dare say a word to her about this conversation.”

I start panicking, trying to think of a way I can make sure Izzy doesn’t tell Violet. I’m worried that if she says anything, Violet will think I’ve told her everything about us, and that was never what we wanted.

“I’ll take care of it myself.”

“Relax, I won’t tell her everything. I’ll just put in a good word for you. Talk about what a great guy you are.”

It already sounds like that’s going to be the worst conversation in the world because I know Violet thinks the exact opposite of me right now.

“For some strange reason, I don’t trust you to do that.”

“You’re so annoying. I’m trying to help you. Do you want to go out with her or not?”

“I do.” It comes out too quickly. I can’t hide the desperate need I have for that, for her.

“Okay, so I’ll talk to her tomorrow, and then we can take it from there.”

I look at my sister and wonder how I missed her growing up so quickly. I think I spent so long trying to shield her from our parents, wanting her to have a childhood that was completely different from mine, that I missed the moment when she matured. I’m determined to have a better relationship with her from now on so that she knows I’ll always be here for her, just like she is for me, even if she doesn’t realise it.

“Thanks, Izzy.” I stand up again and this time I pull her into a hug. She pretends to try and wriggle away but she hugs me back, both of us knowing we can lean on each other whenever we need to.
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“So I was talking to my brother yesterday.”

I freeze, my fingers all tangled in Izzy’s hair as I braid it for her in a complicated style she found online. Why is she bringing him up? We never really talk about him. Our friendship is completely separate from any relationship I might have had with Isaac. She knows we’re in the same class, but we’ve never given anyone any kind of inkling that there’s more than that to our relationship.

What if he’s told her about us? I don’t want to lose Izzy as a friend while I’m still trying to get over losing her brother. Izzy’s eyes flick up to mine in the mirror we’re both facing, and I run my fingers through her hair, getting rid of all the progress I made. She raises her eyebrows at me in question, considering I just spent the better part of fifteen minutes doing it.

“I messed it up. It’s easier to just try again.”

“Funny you should say that. That’s what I was talking to him about.”

He told her.

Isaac told her about us.

I pick up the hairbrush, running it through her hair as I try to stop my bottom lip from quivering.

“Izzy, whatever he told you -”

“You know he still has a crush on you, right?”

My hand stills again. A crush? Is that how he explained it to her? Something as small as that?

These past few weeks with Isaac, it’s like I’ve had a balloon in my chest. Every time he spoke to me and showed me some kindness, it inflated, filled with a small bit of hope that maybe last year was just a mistake and that with enough time, we could move on from it. Move on in what way, I’m not sure, but just move on to a place where we don’t have stifled conversations with each other and have to hide how we really feel.

Because I still like him.

As much as I don’t want to, it’s hard to get rid of the feelings that have consumed me for years now. But with what Izzy just said, it feels like the balloon has popped.

“I didn’t know that.” My mouth feels dry, and I don’t want this conversation to happen, especially not with someone like Izzy, who is important to both of us.

“He told me that he asked you out a while ago, but you said no.”

Oh.

He didn’t tell her. But why say anything at all, especially that? Izzy answers my question before I can even say it.

“I was talking about you yesterday and told him that you did my hair, but as soon as I mentioned your name, he got kind of upset. It happened on the first weekend back, too, so I asked what his deal was, and then he told me that you rejected him. And I completely get that he’s really annoying, but I don’t know, I think maybe you should give him another chance.”

She finishes her rambling and gives me a toothy grin, seeming so proud of herself. I can’t think of a way to respond that won’t have me feeling completely exposed because hearing that he’s been upset to the point where even just hearing my name has him acting out feels so strange.

He broke up with me, and it might seem like he’s regretting it now, but what if I do give him another chance, and it happens all over again? I don’t think I can handle losing him twice when it already gutted me the first time.

“Don’t tell him I told you any of this because I don’t want him to get a big head, but he’s really not that bad all the time.” Izzy turns in her seat to face me, and I finally put the brush down, pressing my hands together to try and smooth out the indents that are now there from how tightly I was gripping it.

“He always lets me pick the music when we drive, and he gets me out of boring lunch parties with our parents, and he always has snacks for me, and…”

I don’t hear the rest of what she says, memories flashing through my mind.
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ONE YEAR AGO

I hug my stomach with my free hand hoping that the sound of it rumbling wasn’t too loud, but of course, Isaac heard it. How embarrassing. It’s like he’s hyper-tuned into everything I do. Any time I’m even a tiny bit out of sorts, he can figure it out instantly. His head shoots up as soon as my stomach starts eating itself again, and he frowns at me.

“Did you not eat today?” He puts his pen down and pushes his work aside, reaching his hand across the table to ask for mine.

I give it to him, and he rubs soothing circles on the back of my hand with his thumb. The first time he ever held my hand like this, I felt like my whole body was on fire like every nerve in my body was alight and focused in on the place where his thumb was. He does it so often now that I thought the feeling would go away, but it still hasn’t, and I never want it to.

“I had breakfast, but I skipped lunch because Izzy needed my help with something.”

He smiles at that, a lazy one that seems so effortless with just one side of his mouth tipped up, but it has my heart skipping a beat every time I see it. He shuffles his chair closer to the desk between us, pressing his torso against it as if he can go through it to reach me.

“Did she not eat either? I don’t want both of my girls going hungry.”

My girls.

We’ve been dating for a few months now, but hearing Isaac call me his has me all over the place. I can’t believe this is really happening—that we’re together now after so many years of liking him.

“Don’t worry, I made sure she ate.”

“You should take care of yourself too, you know.” I pout at him, and he leans over the desk to pinch my cheek. I push his hand away as I pretend to scowl at him. “Don’t worry, though. I’ll take care of you.”

He leans back, letting go of my hand, and I miss the weight of it as soon as it’s gone. Isaac reaches into his bag and pulls out a small lunchbox, placing it on the desk between us before he opens it. It’s filled with all of my favourite snacks.

“Eat. You deserve a break anyway.”

He slides my work to one side of the desk and then pushes the lunchbox closer to me.

He takes out the orange that’s resting in between a small bag of chocolate-covered pretzels and jelly beans and starts peeling it. I start picking at the snacks and wonder when he took the time to put all this together.

His fingers move deftly, peeling the orange in large strips and collecting them in a small pile next to his discarded pen. Then he starts picking off the stringy white bits and adding them to the pile so it looks like a web. Any time I eat oranges in front of him, I spend so much time peeling them until they’re perfectly clear of the white parts, so for him to notice that and to do it for me has my stomach doing backflips.

When he’s finished, and there’s not a speck of white on it at all, he halves the orange, passing one over to me. Our fingers brush as I take it from him, and even though we’ve just held hands and have been for months now, every touch still feels heightened, still sends butterflies fluttering through my stomach. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of this feeling.

Isaac waits for me to eat my half first, only eating two pieces of his before offering the other four segments to me. I take it from him but split it in half again, leaving two for each of us. We haven’t said a word to each other, but I don’t think we need to speak to communicate anymore. Every little thing he does for me lets me know how he feels about me, and I hope he understands the same from me, too.

We make our way through the rest of the snacks he’s packed, and even though I try to split things evenly, Isaac insists on me having more than him. Once we’re finished, he takes my hand in his again, continuing his pattern of circles on the back.

Over the past few months, I’ve realised Isaac’s love language might be physical touch. He always wants to hold my hand, or if we’re sitting next to each other, his leg is always pressed against mine. If we walk past each other in the hallway when we’re with our friends, he’ll reach out just so our fingers can graze for the slightest second. Whenever we hug, he never wants to be the one to let go first, always holding on tight to me. When I try to back away, he just clings tighter until I’m laughing so much I can’t breathe, and he has to let me go. Even then, he immediately takes my hand in his. He makes me feel cherished like I’m something precious, and I never want this feeling to end.

“Text me next time you miss a meal, and I’ll bring you something,” he says in a fake stern voice that just has me laughing.

I lean over the table to kiss his cheek, and his returning smile makes me feel like the luckiest girl in the world.
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“So that’s why I think you should give him another chance.”

I’m snapped back into the present, hot tears pooling in my eyes at the memory. It hits me that he won’t ever touch me like that again, won’t ever pack a lunch box full of my favourite snacks just in case I get hungry.

I turn around, facing away from Izzy so I can collect myself. I can’t cry in front of her because then I would have to explain why it’s making me so emotional to hear everything that makes her brother a great person.

Because he is great. He’s more than great. He’s the best person I’ve ever known. As much as I want to deny it and think the worst of him, I’m struggling to because apart from that day, he’s never been anything but wonderful to me. Even before we started dating, he was kind and considerate - that’s why I started falling for him in the first place. It’s also why I think I still haven’t gotten over him. Although I’ve been nothing but awful to him, he’s still so kind to me.

I blink a few times, clearing the tears and bringing my arm up to wipe at my eyes before turning back to Izzy.

“He seems like a great guy.” I almost choke saying the words, at having to act so detached from him as if I don’t know every single thing about him.

“I wouldn’t be asking you to give him a chance if he wasn’t,” Izzy says, and I can hear the sincerity in her voice.

I can see so much of Isaac in her. He’s had to take on somewhat of a parental role with her, doing more for her than most other brothers would. He never once complained about it, though, always saying that he just wanted Izzy to have a better time with school than he’s had. He takes on so much to help others, like he’s doing with this project, too, and it’s one of the things I loved the most about him.

Izzy looks up at me, waiting for an answer, and I don’t think I can keep lying to her or myself anymore.

“I’ll think about it. If he asks me again, maybe I’ll give him a chance.”

Izzy’s face brightens, a smile so similar to her brothers, and I have to smile back at her.

As much as I want to pretend and convince myself that I hate him and that he means nothing to me anymore, I just can’t. It’s exhausting having to act like nothing ever happened between us and that I’m completely fine when I’m the furthest from it.

And if Isaac was brave enough to give that little truth to Izzy, I can give her one, too.

I want to give him a second chance.
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I call my mum when I get back to my room and prepare for another lecture. We haven’t spoken since last weekend, and this is one of the longest times we’ve gone without speaking to each other. I know I can’t keep putting it off, though, and that we’ll have to have a conversation about the future eventually, considering I need to start applying for universities soon.

The first time I ring, she doesn’t answer, so I wait for her to call back, but she doesn’t, and I start to worry that maybe I’ve pushed her too far. We’ve always had a close relationship because it’s just been the two of us. Having her ignore me like this feels more painful than anything else, but I know it’s a lot for her to deal with, too.

I call again, but there’s still no answer, so I settle for texting her instead and just hope she’ll get back to me soon.

Violet


Hi mum




I tried calling you, but you might be busy




Call me back whenever you can




I love you




I spend the rest of the evening doing homework and waiting for a response that doesn’t come.
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ISAAC

It’s been two weeks since we were paired up for the project, and we’ve only just decided on an idea to proceed with. Last week, Violet told me a few of her ideas, and I reiterated that I’m happy to do whatever she wants. I don’t even care how much work it’ll be for me; I just want to do whatever makes her happiest and makes her life easier.

When she told me her ideas, I felt transported back to a few months ago, and for a moment, I let myself pretend that I had. She rambled on, telling me the different concepts she had thought of, and it reminded me of all the times she would call me after finishing a book.

I was always content to listen to her as she talked about them, to have her voice in my ears, and to be the person she turned to whenever she wanted to talk about anything. I held on to that feeling as she spoke last week, happiness flooding through my veins at the tiny miracle of her just speaking to me like she had before—no clipped words, no harsh tone, just Violet’s lovely voice.

After spending the first fifteen minutes of club going back and forth on which concept to go with, we finally chose one, but we’ve been working in silence since. The characters start out on a train, so I focus on some basic background sketches that’ll be easy to add later when I need to make it look like the train is moving. Violet said she’s not one hundred percent set on what she wants the characters to look like yet, so I’ll have to work on that part later.

I try my best to concentrate on the task at hand, but it’s hard when Violet is sitting right next to me, and every instinct makes me want to reach for her like I would have done before. She hasn’t moved her chair away from mine this time. If I moved my leg a tiny bit, it would touch hers. I force myself to go back to drawing, but I’m so aware of her presence that it’s difficult.

It’s always been like this, even when we were younger and before we became friends. It was like I always knew when she was going to enter a room as if the air around me was changing with her presence. Once we started dating, the awareness felt like a living thing beneath my skin. I felt it every time she even shifted slightly when we sat together, could feel whenever her eyes were on me, even if I couldn’t see her. That feeling still hasn’t gone away. I never want it to.

I sneak glances at her, watching as she scribbles in one of her journals, and it pains me that it’s not the one I got for her when I know she still has it. I look away from her, trying to focus on my sketches, but then my brain turns to thinking about the LNAT instead.

The exam is tomorrow and Violet doesn’t know that I’m taking it. I don’t know if I even have the right to tell her anymore. I have to leave early, though, so that I can drive home which means I need to tell her something. I don’t know how to approach the topic with her, or if I even should, considering what me taking the exam means for us.

“We want to give you a bit more freedom for this project, so we’ll no longer be meeting every Friday. We’ll set some monthly check-ins with you all, but we thought it might be better if we just let you get on with it in your own time.’

Mrs. Harper’s words surprise me, and I know it’s the same for Violet, too, because she looks at me for the first time since we started working. I’ve noticed that she’s been doing this a lot more recently, looking to me first and initiating conversations when I don’t really expect it. A tiny voice in my head tells me that it’s because she’s starting to warm up to me again, and while I don’t know if I can hope for her forgiveness just yet, this feels like a good start down that path.

But without the clubs running properly, when will we see each other? Will it just be at the monthly checks, both of us working separately and then pretending we haven’t? I know a few weeks ago, I told her I would be fine with that, but I don’t think I am. I might just be delusional, but I swear I can feel things changing between us, and it’s thanks to the fact that we have to work on this project together.

“You can leave whenever you’re ready to, but come see us before you do so we can set a date with you all.”

I put my pencil down, closing my sketchbook as I realise that this has given me the perfect out to leave early without telling her why. I start to tidy my things away, putting my pencils in their case and rearranging them as I try to drag out the inevitable. But once I’ve finished that, there’s nothing else for me to do other than tell her. I turn to look at Violet, thinking that maybe facing her head-on might make it easier, but I don’t know who I thought I was kidding. Looking at her this close-up just has me lost for words - she’s still the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.

“I uh..” She turns her head towards me, eyes locked onto mine, and I can’t form a single coherent sentence, can’t think, can’t breathe. I clear my throat, focusing my attention back on my desk again as I stack my pencil case on top of my sketchbook. “I actually have to head out early, if that’s okay with you?”

I don’t start packing my stuff away just yet, waiting for her to say if it’s fine or not for me to leave.

If she wants me to stay, I’ll stay.

“Oh, yeah, of course. I’ll probably stay for a bit longer.”

I nod, packing my stuff away, and I realise that she probably doesn’t care at all if I stay or not because why would she? We’re not anything to each other anymore, and even though just a few months ago, I would have been figuring out a way to spend as much time with her as possible before leaving, I don’t have that option anymore.

I stand, lifting my hand to rub the back of my neck as I try to form my next sentence to say goodbye to her. But then a thought pops into my head that feels like it came from the old Isaac who was trying so hard to work up the courage to tell his crush that he liked her. What if I just ask her if she wants to meet on some weekends? I try not to think about the best and worst-case scenarios that can come from that, and the words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

“Do you want work weekends?”

“What?”

Okay, well, some words came out of my mouth.

“I mean, do you want to work on this together on weekends?”

I try to gauge her reaction as she looks up at me, but her face gives nothing away.

“I just… it might be easier to do it on weekends instead of during the week.”

“Oh.”

Oh.

“We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I rush to say, realising that I’ve probably messed things up with her once again just when we were starting to make some kind of progress.

“No, I want to.” I keep my gaze fixed on her, my eyes flitting across her face to find any hint of if she’s playing with me. But she’s not. “Are you free tomorrow?”

Her question stuns me, and I’m about to say yes, immediately yes, will clear any plans for her, when I remember why I’m leaving right now.

“I’m not. That’s actually why I’m leaving early. I have to go home this weekend.” I hesitate, the silence between us growing heavy in a way it never has before, and I decide to just tell her the truth. “I’m taking the LNAT tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

Two in one conversation, this is going so well.

I know what she’s thinking about from the way her eyes close, how she draws her bottom lip between her teeth and the drop of her shoulders.

She’s thinking about all our conversations about this in the past, about how I wasn’t going to sit the exam because it didn’t fit our plans for our future.

She’s thinking about the fact that that future isn’t going to happen for us anymore.

“Yeah.” I can’t get any other words out. I can feel her disappointment in me like it’s a physical weight bearing down on me, and it feels like any hope I had has completely gone. I tilt my chin up, looking away from her to stare out of the window instead because I can’t bear to see her disappointed in me again.

[image: ]


VIOLET

“I’m taking the LNAT tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

My heart drops as memories flood through my mind of all the times we talked about him not taking the exam and when we planned a whole future together where he didn’t go to Oxford or study Law. Isaac taking the exam is proof that what we had is really over and the future we imagined is never going to happen. I suddenly feel like I can’t breathe.

“Yeah.” His voice is low, his head tilted up to the ceiling like he can’t even stand to look at me while he breaks my heart again.

Isaac’s Adam’s apple bobs up and down as he swallows, his jaw clenched, and I know he’s struggling with what he’s just said, too. I know he wanted those plans to happen as much as I did when we spoke about them, but maybe that changed over these past few months. Maybe his plans changed the moment we broke up, and I’m the foolish one still holding on to a tiny sliver of hope.

But for some reason, I can’t find it in myself to punish him anymore for this decision when it looks like it’s tearing him apart inside.

“I’m sure you’ll do great.” The words scrape at my throat, but I force them out as nicely as I can, wanting to soothe him in some way like I did so many times before. He drops his eyes to mine again, and I know it’s worked because he gives me a tight-lipped smile. I smile back at him because as much as it hurt me to say it, I meant it.

I know how hard he works from all the nights we spent studying together in the back of the library, the moments when I would see his head start to drop and his eyelids close, his grip on his pen loosening, and I would have to whisper his name to gently wake him up. He would always give me the softest of smiles then, and I’d brush my fingers through his hair, which would only make him want to go back to sleep.

My breath catches as my gaze flickers up to his hair, as if I can still feel it, as if he’s still mine. He moves to tuck his chair back under the desk, and the noise has my eyes dropping down to where he’s gripping the back of it, how white his knuckles have turned.

“Thanks, Violet.”

He gives me a nod as he turns to walk towards the door, but after only a few steps, he comes back to me.

“Can you text me?”

I stare at him, not expecting a question like that.

“I mean, about the project. If you’re working on it this weekend, I’d like to still try and keep up with it so it’s not too much work for you.”

The thought of texting him again shouldn’t have me this flustered. I read through our messages so many times over the summer, conversations back and forth about everything. We’d send silly pictures to each other, both of us trying to find the most ridiculous ones. Sometimes, our talks would turn more serious, dreams about the future and making plans for different places we wanted to visit and things we wanted to do together.

Eventually, those conversations turned into messages from him that I chose to ignore. Ones where he pleaded with me to talk to him because he wanted to explain or even just ask if I was okay. It took everything in me not to reply to him then, but after all this time and the slow progress we’ve been making, maybe it wouldn’t be too bad.

I can’t help but notice how he phrased the question and how he could have easily asked if he could text me instead. But he’s giving me the option for this to be on my terms, for me to decide if I give him another chance or not.

And I want to.

I really, really want to.

But finding out that he’s taking the LNAT, I don’t know if I can.

I’m still dealing with the first time he broke my heart, and I don’t think I can handle it a second time. I can’t stand the thought of getting close to him again just for him to leave once we’re done with the project.

“I…”

His face drops, resignation clear on it as he nods his head.

“I get it. Have a good weekend.”

He walks away before I can tell him I’ve changed my mind.
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Coming back to my room after interacting with Violet always feels like I’m retreating back to camp after a day at battle. Just when I think we’re making progress and we might be able to repair what we had, I manage to do or say something that completely ruins it all and sends me straight back to square one.

I thought we’d been doing better, that seeing each other over this past month in class and club meant that we could be friendly again. Even though the first week was rough, and she couldn’t even look at me when we got paired up, it felt like things were better now. She was actually responsive to me, we had conversations and even though they were surface level and completely unlike what we had before, it was still something.

But seeing how her face dropped when I told her I was going home to take the LNAT, I knew I’d made a mistake. For a split second, I thought about lying to her, but what good would that have done? It would only have hurt her more when she eventually found out from Izzy or someone else, and then there would be absolutely no coming back from it.

After everything I’ve already done to hurt her, I can’t keep adding to it.

I sit on my bed and drop back, instinctively bringing my hands up to take my glasses off and press my hands into my eyes. I focus all of my attention on the pressure of my hands, breathing in and out for a few seconds before sitting back up again. I don’t have time for a full spiral right now, I need to get my stuff together and leave before it gets too late.

I get up and put my glasses back on, grabbing my overnight bag and packing it with just one change of clothes because I fully intend on coming back to school after the exam. I place the bag on my desk, and although I don’t want my eyes to drift towards the corner of my pegboard, they do.

Five birthday cards are pinned up amongst a sea of others, but these, in particular, each have a beautiful memory connected to them. So beautiful that even after everything that happened and how much it hurt to look at them, I couldn’t even think about taking them down.

I drag my eyes away from them, zipping up the bag and forcing myself out of the door as I reach into my pocket for my phone to text Luke. He appears before I’ve even unlocked it, his heavy hand clapping my shoulder.

“Stop looking so down. You’re going to do great,” he says encouragingly, squeezing my shoulder as we start walking toward the exit of the building.

“I’m just worried.”

About a lot of things, but I deliberately keep it vague. Even though Luke knows about Violet now, I don’t have the energy in me to tell him about what just happened with her.

“I know you are, but you’re the smartest guy I know. You’ve put in the work, and you’ll get the score you need to get an offer from Oxford.”

I let out a sigh, not having a response for him because I can’t tell him that I don’t want an offer. I don’t even want to sit this exam at all.

We make our way to where Olivia and Jinhee are waiting for us on the field, Luke picking up his pace once Jinhee smiles at him. I trail behind him, once again watching him sweep Jinhee into a hug, and I wish I could have done that with Violet just once. Hugged her in front of everyone and held her hand just so everyone would know that I was hers and she was mine. But it never happened, and it never will.

When I reach them, Olivia links her arm through mine, leaning her head on my shoulder as she offers words of encouragement.

“You’ve got this, Isaac.” She squeezes my arm once before letting go, and then Jinhee comes forward, extracting herself from Luke’s grip. She pulls me into a hug and whispers in my ear.

“Just try your best, Isaac. Your worth isn’t measured with an exam. Whatever happens, we’re here for you.”

I hug her tightly, gratefulness overwhelming me as I realise I’m so lucky to have such supportive friends in my life.

But I can’t ignore the fact that the one person’s support I want the most isn’t here. I don’t have the right to lean on her anymore, to get her words of encouragement, and I don’t think I realised how much I needed her until just now. I always thought of her as such a constant in my life that I never imagined not being able to turn to her, but I’ve lost that privilege now.

I say goodbye to my friends and drive home alone. Izzy decided to stay at school because I wouldn’t even be at home, so there was no point in her having to deal with our parents alone. I’m only spending the night here because it’s closer to the test centre where I’ll be taking the exam.

When I walk into the house, my parents are both in the living room watching TV. I try my best to step quietly in an attempt to avoid conversation, once again having some strange hope that they won’t have heard me pull up in the drive or open the front door.

“Isaac?” My mum calls, and I sigh.

I make my way into the living room, standing to the side of the sofa as I look down at my parents. My mother tilts her head to look at me, giving me a tight smile before turning back to look at the TV that my father hasn’t looked away from.

“Are you ready for tomorrow?” he asks, not even bothering to turn his head slightly in my direction.

I know it’s a rhetorical question - in his eyes, there’s no doubt that I’m ready, considering he thinks that I’ve been spending all my time studying for it. In reality, I’ve been trying to juggle studying for this, along with homework and working on the project for Violet.

“Yeah, I think I should be fine.”

“You know what we’re expecting from you, right?”

“Yes, I know.”

The test gives a result out of forty-two, with the average being around twenty-four, but I know they expect higher from me to guarantee I get an offer from Oxford. Getting a high score will make the rest of the application process easier by putting me ahead of other applicants, and in my father’s eyes, this is the most important part of the process.

“Make sure you get enough sleep. We’re all up bright and early tomorrow.”

I nod at them, even though they’re not looking at me, and turn on my heel to walk up the stairs to my room.

As I lay on my bed, I felt like I had taken five steps backward with Violet when I had only taken one forward, and that short conversation with my parents had completely drained me. I just want to sleep forever.

I take my glasses off, pressing the heels of my hand into my eyes as I start thinking about how tomorrow is going to go. I spent all summer studying for this exam, hoping that it would be a good distraction from thinking about Violet. But every time I studied, I would think about her and the fact that I had once resolved to never take the exam at all, and that would leave me wanting to stare at the ceiling for hours instead.

Eventually, I decide that I’ve done enough self-wallowing to last a lifetime and force myself to sit up, putting my glasses back on. I pull out my phone from my pocket, scroll through the notifications, and pretend I’m not looking for a certain name to be there. Instead, Luke’s name pops up, and I tap the message to see what he wants.

Luke


You didn’t tell me how it went today with Violet




Isaac


Terribly




Luke


It can’t have been that bad




Isaac


It was




Luke


I’m going to need more than that




Isaac


I asked her if she would text me and she didn’t even answer




Luke


Oh that is bad




I resist the urge to send him the middle finger emoji.

Isaac


No shit sherlock




Luke


Did anything else happen?




Luke knows I didn’t want to go to Oxford, but he has no idea that a part of that was because of Violet. I don’t know how to explain her reaction to me telling her that I’m taking the LNAT without telling him about the foolish dreams I had a year ago.

Isaac


I told her I was taking the LNAT and she said that she was sure I’d do great




Luke


And what’s wrong with that?




Isaac


I don’t know




Maybe she just said it to be polite




Luke


Why would she do that?




She probably did mean it




I decide to call him instead, and he picks up after the first ring.

“Why do you think that?” I ask him, laying back down on my bed to look at the ceiling. There’s a faint outline of stars on there from when I had glow-in-the-dark ones stuck on there as a child. My father took them down as soon as I moved away for school.

“From everything you’ve told me, and I know it’s not the whole story, it doesn’t seem like she’d be polite to you for no reason. If I broke Jinhee’s heart, I don’t think she’d be as nice to me unless she actually wanted to.”

I take in what he’s saying, replaying the moment in my mind and trying to analyse her facial expressions. I knew her so well before, but it feels like she’s changed over the summer and put up a wall that’s designed to keep me out.

“There’s more to it, Luke.” I pause, preparing to tell him more about our relationship so that he can understand just how big of a deal this is and how serious we are about each other. “We made plans. Imagined a whole future together that was dependent on me not taking this exam. The way her face dropped when I told her… I felt like I was breaking her heart all over again.”

I hear Luke sigh over the phone, and I know he’s probably rubbing his forehead in exasperation.

“She just doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to say something she doesn’t mean. Have you thought about texting her first?”

“But when I asked if she would text me, she didn’t say anything.”

“Did you give her enough time to answer?”

I think about how her hesitation made me nearly run out of the classroom.

“Not really.”

“You can just try and see what happens. The worst thing she can do is not reply.”

I don’t tell him that’s what happened all through summer, that I sent her so many messages asking for a chance to talk and forgiveness, and she completely ignored me.

“I don’t know, Luke.”

“I can’t make you do anything you don’t want to. And I know I said it should be on her terms but maybe she’s waiting for you to make the first move. You won’t get anywhere if you’re both just waiting for the other to do something.”

He’s right, as much as I hate to admit it. It feels like Violet and I have been playing a weird game of tug of war, both of us pushing and pulling, but that’s just left us stuck in the middle.

“I’m just saying,” he continues. “I don’t think she would have said it if she didn’t mean it.”

I nod, even though he can’t see me. I know that I need to try explaining it all to her, going all the way back to our last birthday and our break up and leading up to me taking this exam now.

“Okay, I’m going to text her.”

“Good. I hope it helps both of you.”

“Thanks, Luke. See you on Sunday.”

“Good luck tomorrow. I believe in you.”

We hang up, and I continue to stare at the ceiling, tracing the faint shapes on my ceiling once more before standing up.

I pace around my room, my phone gripped tightly in my hand, as I open our messages. A wall of blue stares at me from the times I tried to reach out to her but she didn’t respond.

I don’t know what to say to her or how to start this message that feels like it could make or break us. I start typing and deleting, typing and deleting and then eventually I end up just sending one word.

Isaac


Hi




I throw my phone on the bed, groaning in embarrassment as I run my hands through my hair. Hi? We haven’t texted in months, and I say hi? I want to have a real conversation with her, and I say hi?

I leave my room and go to the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water as a way to distract myself and not think about what I just did. But it barely takes a minute and I can hear my parents shuffling about in the living room so I go back upstairs.

When I get back to my room, I just stare at the phone on my bed. It’s face down, and even though I’m desperate to know if she’s responded, I can’t bring myself to check.

I sit down next to my phone, my hand hovering over it as I try to summon the courage to check it. I touch it lightly, as if it’s a spring-loaded trap, and her response, or lack thereof, will set it off. My heart stops when I finally flip it around and tap the screen.

Jaanu


1 message




She replied.

My fingers have a mind of their own as I swipe to unlock the phone and tap on her message.

Jaanu


Hi




It’s just one word, and yet I feel like I’m about to start crying.

Isaac


How are you?




How are you? Why don’t I just ask her how the weather is too while I’m at it?

I don’t look away from the screen as three dots pop up to show that she’s typing.

Jaanu


I’m okay. You?




It feels like we’re back in Year 7 when we first swapped numbers, and our conversations were so hopelessly awkward.

Isaac


Me too




This is going so great, can’t wait to show Luke how helpful his advice was.

She doesn’t send anything back, not that I expect her to, considering how pathetic my attempt at conversation was.

I scroll up to find our past messages, hoping for some kind of inspiration to strike so I can keep talking to her because this is the first time she’s responded to my text in months and I don’t want it to end.

I start typing again, chewing on the inside of my cheek.

Isaac


Do you want to meet on Sunday?




I’ll be back at school tomorrow, but it might be a bit too late




I watch the three dots pop up. And then they disappear and don’t come back, so I lock the phone, wishing I could rewind time and pretend the last few minutes didn’t just happen.

Jaanu


1 message




I swipe to unlock, not giving myself time to overthink it.

Jaanu


I don’t know




I’m desperate at this point, typing without thinking.

Isaac


I just want to talk, Violet




Can you give me a chance to explain?




I stare at the screen, not taking my eyes off it as I wait for her response.

Jaanu


Okay




I’ll meet you on Sunday




I tilt my chin up, swallowing hard to get rid of the lump in my throat.

Isaac


I’ll be at our spot at 2




Jaanu


Okay




I keep my eyes fixed on the screen, waiting to see if she’ll say anything else but she doesn’t. I swipe out of our conversation and text Luke to update him.

Isaac


I’m seeing her on Sunday




Luke


I told you it would all work out




You just have to get through this exam tomorrow and then you’ll be back at school




I don’t reply, thoughts of the LNAT ruining the mood I was just in. I’m not going to deliberately try to fail, but I don’t have the confidence to get a good score. Whatever happens tomorrow, at least I have something to look forward to after.
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I’m standing outside the door again, pacing back and forth as I prepare myself to go in and see Isaac. I peeked through the window a second ago and saw him sitting at his usual spot, waiting for me. This is the second time we’ve met here since breaking up, and I’ve shown up late this time, too. I don’t ever want to be the one who has to wait for him again.

I went through a whole range of emotions when he texted me. I was on the phone with Avery, talking to her about my mum still not responding to me when it came through. At first, I thought I was just imagining it, but then, when I tapped on it, it was real. All he said was ‘hi’, just one word but it had me on the verge of breaking down.

Seeing it at the bottom of all the other messages he’d sent me over the summer got me thinking about how much I’d missed seeing his name pop up on my phone. Even though I didn’t respond to anything he sent while we were at home, there was some part of me that still liked getting his messages because it meant he was thinking about me as much as I was thinking about him.

Our conversation was short, and when he asked to meet up, I was hesitant at first. I want to give him the benefit of the doubt and give him the chance to explain, but I don’t know how I’ll feel once I hear it. But if I want to move on from this and give him another chance at being friends or whatever, then I know I need to face him.

As soon as I step forward to open the door, I look through the glass, and he’s already staring at me. His eyes catch mine, and there’s so much relief in them at seeing me that I push open the door and walk towards him before I can second guess myself.

I sit at the desk in front of him again, knowing I need to keep my distance because I feel like my guard is already slipping.

“Hi.”

“Hey.”

“How was your exam?” I ask, hating that all of our conversations now are just full of small talk.

“I tried my best.”

He always does.

We just watch each other for a moment, and he looks tired in a way I’ve never seen before. He has dark circles under his eyes, and his face is paler than usual. There’s a weariness in his eyes, and they’re missing all the brightness that I loved so much. I have to look away, a pang in my chest at seeing him like this. Instead, I watch the way his hands are folded on the desk and how he twiddles his thumbs. I want so badly to reach out to him, to take his hands in mine and feel that familiar comfort.

“I didn’t even want to do it really.”

What?

I look back up to meet his eyes, trying to figure out the unspoken words he’s saying with that, but he turns his head, looking out of the window instead.

“You didn’t want to do it?”

I don’t want to read too much into what he’s saying, don’t want to start hoping too much that there might be a chance for that future we dreamed of together. But if he didn’t want to take it, then why did he?

“Forget I said anything.” He shakes his head before turning to look at me. “Did you work on the project at all?”

He’s never changed the subject so suddenly like that before, and it just has me confused. I want to know why he didn’t want to take it. I want to know why he did.

“I… uh…”

I can’t get a full sentence out.

I need to know what he meant, but I can see he’s shutting down, retreating into his head to a place that I worked so hard to get to before and have no chance of getting to now. I want to shake him, confront him, force him to talk to me, but I can’t. Instead, I just talk about the project. A neutral ground for us now because it seems like we can’t talk about anything else.

I take my journal out and turn it to the page where I’ve written everything down. I tell him that I worked on the characters more, fleshed them out enough to know what they look and act like so he can start drawing them. I tell him more about the settings that we’ll need for future scenes: a park, an airport, and a train station.

Isaac listens attentively to everything I say, nodding his head and watching me intently. He doesn’t interrupt me once, and I’m reminded of all the times he used to listen to me when I would tell him about my day or whatever issue I was going through. He would always just let me vent out my feelings, waiting until I’d finished before responding or even just holding me so I knew he was there for me.

“Thanks for doing all that,” he says, and it sounds so detached. “I can work on a few sketches and send them over to you later. Can I take a picture of your notes?”

I turn my journal around and slide it across the desk to him.
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ONE YEAR AGO

“You can read this?” Isaac holds my notebook close to his face, squinting to look at it, taking his glasses on and off as he exaggerates. “Is this even English?”

“Give it back!” I lean over the desk to try and get it from him, but Isaac scoots his chair back, standing up and holding my book above his head, twisting and turning it as he pretends to try and read it.

I stand up and go towards him to try to get it, but he’s taller than me, and with how far above his head he’s holding it, it’s impossible to reach even when I jump. He looks down at me, a huge smile on his face, and then his arm is around me, pulling me closer to him. I drop my arms and cross them, pretending to be annoyed with him, but it’s impossible to when he’s looking at me like I’m the best thing he’s ever seen.

“Isaac.”

“Jaanu.”

“Don’t call me that, I’m annoyed.”

He leans down to kiss my cheek, and it takes everything in me not to smile at him right now.

“This isn’t going to work, you know?”

He lowers the book in between us and loosens his hold on me, leaning back slightly to properly look at me. He looks worried, and I realise he’s taken what I said in the wrong way, thinking that this meant us.

“What do you mean?”

I decide to play into it because he looks adorable like this, and I can’t believe he would even think that I’d consider breaking up with him ever.

“How can I be with you if you make fun of me like that?”

His face drops, and it might be a little mean of me, but I have to hold back a laugh because I’ve never seen him look this serious before.

“I was just kidding, Violet.”

He lets go of me, and I regret playing this joke out instantly. I want him back, want his arms around me again and his face so close to mine.

“I love your handwriting. It’s so cute, and it shows how fast your brain works like you can’t help but just write everything down as soon as you think of it. I think you’re so smart.”

My heart blooms as he compliments me, and I feel so bad for making him think the worst. I step towards him, reaching up to hold his face in my hands and pull him down to me.

“I was just playing with you,” I tell him, and we’re so close that I can feel the sigh of relief he lets out, see the way his eyes close briefly before they open again, and he scans my face.

How could he ever think I’d want anything less than this?

He drops the book on the desk behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist to hold me close to him as I tuck my head into his chest, my arms dropping to his shoulders.

“I thought my heart was going to stop,” he whispers into my hair. “Don’t do that to me again.”

I look up at him, and then one of his hands is on my chin, tilting my head up to his, and our noses brush.

“I won’t,” I say as he closes the distance between us.
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I watch Isaac as he reads over my notes before taking a picture of them. He doesn’t say a word; just taps a few times on his phone before locking it and putting it in his pocket.

“I need to go actually.” He suddenly stands up, throwing his bag over his shoulder and stepping away from the desk.

“What?”

He wanted to see me today and explain something to me, but now he’s leaving?

“I have something I need to do.” His voice is low and he’s not looking at me, staring down at the floor instead.

“You said you wanted to explain and now you’re leaving? What’s your problem, Isaac?”

I know I’m on the verge of shouting, but I can’t help it. Everything he’s done since the day our relationship ended is so confusing. I don’t think I know who he is anymore. I don’t know what’s happened to him since we broke up, but this isn’t the Isaac I fell for. Maybe he was acting for our entire relationship, and this is who he really is, someone who can’t face up to the consequences of his actions.

But deep down, I don’t believe that. I don’t want to think that everything that happened between us might have been fake or that it meant more to me than it did to him.

His answer stuns me.

“You, Violet. You’re my problem.”
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“You, Violet. You’re my problem.”

I can’t hold it back anymore but the look on her face makes me think I should have.

“What does that even mean?”

“I can’t stop thinking about you. Every time we have even the slightest interaction, if I look at you, if I talk to you, if anything at all happens, it feels like my entire world is being thrown off balance.”

I’m staring right at her, my chest heaving up and down, but I can’t stop talking.

“Sitting here, working with you, it felt like how we were a few months ago, but we can’t go back to that. And I know it’s all my fault, and I’m the reason for that, but I can’t stand it. I can’t stand the fact that I hurt you without any explanation, that every time I even think about trying to explain it all to you, it feels hopeless because I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness.

“I hate that I know you’re not sleeping properly, and I hate that I might be the cause of that. I hate that I don’t get to fall asleep with you every night, that your voice isn’t the first thing I hear every morning anymore. And I hate that even after saying all of this, I still want to run away from you because I’m scared of what you’ll say.”

I breathe deeply, surprised at how much I’ve revealed to her. I need to leave right now before she can say anything because I can’t handle her rejection after spilling my heart out to her.

Violet’s just staring at me, eyes wide and her mouth slightly open. I can’t look at her anymore. I turn and walk towards the door, not even daring to look back at her, but my backpack is tugged backward.

“You can’t just say that and leave.” Her voice is quiet, and I drop my head. Heaviness hits my chest because she sounds just like she did when we broke up. “You wanted to talk, let’s talk.”

I close my eyes, but I can still feel her holding onto my backpack. I know she won’t let me go until I explain whatever just happened to her.

“Okay,” I murmur and turn around to face her as her hand drops from my backpack. “Let’s talk.”

She nods, her bottom lip between her teeth as her chin starts to tremble, and I’m so glad she turns around and walks back to the desk because I can’t bear to see her cry. I follow after her, taking the seat next to her this time, and wait for her to ask whatever questions she needs to.

“What did you mean when you said you didn’t want to take the LNAT?”

I don’t expect that to be her first question, but it’s the most recent bombshell I’ve dropped on her, so it makes sense. I can’t hide anything from her anymore; the sheer effort has become too much, so I just tell her the truth.

“I said what I meant. I didn’t want to take it, but I had to. I still don’t want to go to Oxford or study law.”

“Why did you take it then?”

“You know why.” The exhaustion is clear in my voice.

We had so many conversations about the LNAT before I told her about my decision not to take it, and almost all of those conversations revolved around the fact that I was just doing what my parents wanted me to do.

“I want you to tell me.”

I sigh, but I know I owe her this much, at least.

“I took it so my parents would think I was still trying for Oxford. It’s the only way they’ll leave me alone. But I’m still trying so hard to follow the plans we-I made.”

Her shaky exhale lets me know she noticed my slip-up, and I want to reach out to her so badly. There were so many times that we spilled out our worries and comforted each other, but we can’t do that for each other now, and that’s what’s making this so much harder. She turns her head to the ceiling for a bit, eyes blinking rapidly before she looks back at me.

“Are your parents…”

She hesitates, but I know how she was going to finish that question. She wants to know if they’re the reason I broke up with her.

“They’re part of it. You know they’ve set my entire life up to follow what they want me to do. ”

She just nods, giving me the space to continue talking.

“And I have to think about Izzy, too. I don’t want that same pressure on her. So I thought if I make them happy enough then maybe they’ll leave her alone, let her do whatever she wants to do. But I’m selfish, Violet. I want that for me, too, but I can’t have it.”

“I don’t think that’s selfish.” She says simply, and I wish I could believe her.

“I took the exam because that’s what they want from me. But I still don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what I want anymore. And I don’t know what’s going to happen in a few months when offers start coming through. I’m just trying to get through it all one day at a time, but it’s hard, Violet. It’s so hard.”

I drop my head into my hands, pushing my glasses up so they sit on my forehead instead. I press my hands into my eyes, needing to calm myself down. I still haven’t even told her everything, but just this has taken all the energy from me. Being this open with her for the first time in months feels so relieving yet worrying at the same time.

Soft fingers wrap around my wrists, and I almost start crying.

It’s the first time she’s touched me since we broke up, and it feels like my chest is about to cave in. I don’t deserve her kindness after everything I’ve put her through, but she’s giving it anyway.

“I thought you stopped doing that,” she says as she gently pulls my hands away from my face, my glasses dropping back down crooked on my nose. She loosens her grip on one of my wrists to fix my glasses, and the gesture is so tender that I have to hold back the tears I can feel forming.

“I did.” I don’t need to finish the rest of the sentence for her to know that I started doing it again after we broke up.

The first time she caught me doing it, she asked why so I explained to her that the pressure of it calms me down and distracts my mind. She made me promise not to do it again, worried for my already bad eyes. She said I could talk to her whenever I got too overwhelmed or needed a distraction. But then we broke up, and the habit started up again.

“Isaac.” She’s still holding my wrists, and the weight of her hands is so comforting that I just want to sink into it. But I can’t lean on her anymore; I’ve lost that privilege. When I finally move my gaze to her face, she looks so sad. “Why didn’t you just tell me about your parents?”

“I don’t know.” The lump in my throat makes it hard to speak. Her hands on my wrists make it hard to think.

“When we broke up-”

“I can’t do this, Violet. I’m sorry.” I pull my hands away from her and regret it instantly, wanting her touch again. But I can’t think when she’s touching me, never could, and I need a clear head before I say something that makes this even worse. “I know I said I wanted to explain it all to you, but I can’t do it right now.”

The tears finally fall, and I quickly wipe them away with my sleeve, not wanting her to feel sorry for me because I don’t deserve it. I’m the only reason I feel like this right now, so I need to deal with it alone and not burden her.

“It’s okay.” She moves her chair closer to mine, a sad smile on her face.

I close my eyes, tears still streaming down my face, but I don’t have the energy to wipe them away anymore. Then her hand is on my cheek, her thumb swiping across it to clear the tears away, and it just makes me cry even harder. “You don’t have to say anything else.”

My shoulders are shaking, and the tears won’t stop falling as she wipes them away. It’s the first time I’ve truly cried in so long, and it’s like all the built-up emotions from the last few months are finally being released. Violet, my parents, Izzy, my friends—every single emotion I feel for them is pouring out of me right now, and I can’t stop it.

“I miss you, Violet.”
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His words pierce my heart, and my hand stills on his face, but he hasn’t stopped crying. I can feel my heart breaking all over again. I’ve never seen him like this before, and every instinct in my body is telling me to comfort him, to put aside everything that happened between us and just be here for him right now.

But then I think about how we got here in the first place, how even though I told him he didn’t need to say anything else right now, there are still so many unanswered questions. I think about how we’ve reached the point where I even have to second guess trying to help him, something that felt as natural as breathing before, and I pull away, shuffling my chair back to put some distance between us.

“You don’t get to say that. You broke up with me.”

My voice is quiet like I didn’t even want to say that last sentence out loud. So many emotions are swirling through my head: anger, hurt, and sadness because I wish we had never gotten to this point—a point where he even has to say those words to me—a point where I’m too scared to admit that I miss him, too.

“I know, but it’s the truth.” He sniffs, eyes still closed, and his mouth turned downwards, and I’ve never seen him look so distraught before. “I miss you, Violet.”

He finally opens his eyes, and he’s looking at me with so much defeat and resignation in them, like he’s been fighting a battle for the past few months, and I’m the white flag he’s been looking for so that he can finally stop.

“Isaac, I…”

There’s a lump in my throat that’s making it impossible to speak, and I don’t know how I’ve managed to keep it together this whole time.

He closes his eyes again, shaking his head like he’d rather not hear what I have to say. After the way I’ve spoken to him the past few weeks, I think he’s always expecting to hear the worst from me now. I hate that we’ve done this to each other. I clear my throat, and he opens his eyes again, puffy and red-rimmed, his long lashes stuck together because of how wet they are.

“I just don’t understand.”

I don’t understand how we got here. I don’t understand why we broke up. I don’t understand why I won’t let myself comfort him. I don’t understand anything to do with us at all anymore.

“I’m so sorry that I hurt you, Violet.” He sniffs again, wiping his sleeve across his face. “But I can’t even tell you that I didn’t mean to because at the time I did.”

It feels like my heart is being ripped to shreds. The thought of him deliberately wanting to hurt me leaves a physical ache in my chest. I can’t breathe. I turn away from him, not wanting to look at him, as I finally feel myself start to cry. He lets out a ragged breath before continuing.

“I wanted you to hate me because I thought it would make it easier, but it didn’t. It just made me miserable. Every word I said to you killed me inside, and I regretted it all as soon as I said it.”

Isaac’s voice is shaky, like he’s having to fight to get the words out, and I don’t have to look at him to know that he’s crying again. I swipe angrily at my face, annoyed at the fact that now I’m crying, too.

“Would make what easier? Breaking up with me?”

“I thought that’s what I had to do. Something happened with my parents, and I felt like the biggest disappointment in the world. I thought everything was going to be taken away from me, including you. I thought I couldn’t get any lower, that it was all over for me, but then I saw you the next day, and I realised that was my rock bottom.”

I hear him push his chair back and stand up, so I finally turn to look at him again. He runs his hands through his hair as he continues.

“God, the way you looked at me, Violet. It was my fault completely for not calling or texting you, but you’d never looked at me like that. I didn’t want you to be another person I disappointed, but when I saw your face, I knew it was already too late.”

“It wasn’t, Isaac.”

He’s not looking at me anymore, his head turned towards the ceiling and maybe the reason we can speak so openly now is because we can’t see each other properly.

“More than anything, I was worried about you. I didn’t hear from you, no calls, no texts, you just disappeared on me.”

“I realise that now. But my head was all over the place then, and all I could think was I’ve let you down, and there was no way you’d forgive me.”

“You didn’t even give me the choice.”

He finally looks down at me, his bottom lip stuck between his teeth, his blinking slow like it’s a struggle for him to keep his eyes open right now. His chest is rising and falling so hard, like he’s just done a workout and is fighting to catch his breath.

“And that’s the biggest mistake I’ve ever made.”

He sits back down, hands running up and down his thighs as he takes in deep breaths.

Then he does something I don’t expect - he reaches his hand into the space between us.

I stare at his upturned hand and then his face, and I can read the silent question in his eyes, can feel him imploring me to take his hand, to be his lifeline while he’s drowning.

So I do.

I place my hand in his, and his fingers tighten around mine, his other hand coming up to envelop it completely. I’ve missed this feeling so much. He leans his head down, pulling our joined hands up to his forehead like he’s praying.

“I’m so sorry, Violet.”

I can’t speak, emotion clogging my throat as I look at him, my hand completely covered with his as he keeps it pressed to his forehead. My shoulders drop, every ounce of energy leaving me as I lean my head forward closer to his.

We sit in silence for a while, only the sound of our breathing filling the room as we try to collect ourselves. Since we came back to school, the silence between us has felt heavy, full of broken promises and unsaid words, but this one is different. It feels like how it used to be when we were content to just be with one another as much as possible, even if we didn’t have anything to say.

“I know there’s still more to be said,” I tell him, my voice hoarse as I break the silence between us and lean back. He brings our joined hands back down into the space between us, looking at me with green eyes full of sadness, but there’s a tiny bit of hope in them, too. “But I don’t know if I can hear it today.”

Isaac nods, and I know he feels the same way, too. Every emotion feels raw, months of silence between us finally being broken and questions being asked and answered. But it’s too much to take in all at once. I need time to process what he’s said and figure out what it means for me, for us.

“I think so, too.” His voice is croaky, and he clears his throat as he looks down at our hands and starts running his thumb back and forth. I follow his gaze, the sight and feel of it so familiar to me that it stirs a warmth in my chest. I never thought this would happen again, but here we are.

I watch the way his thumbs move, goosebumps rising all over my body as that electrifying awareness comes back after being missing for so long. The gesture is so affectionate, and I have so many memories running through my mind of all the times he did it before—far too many to count, but all so distinct to me.

He could make it feel like we were having a whole conversation just by the way he touched my hands. And he’s doing that now. The way his thumb traces over the ridges of my knuckles feels like he’s asking me where we go from here.

“I don’t know…” My voice is soft, completely at odds with the way my heart is beating wildly in my chest. “I don’t know if we can go back to how we were.”

He nods his head, swallowing heavily, but he doesn’t let go of my hand.

“But I think we can start again,” I tell him, meaning it with everything I have. Even though I don’t know if I can completely forgive him, with so much still left unsaid, I know that I want him back in my life. “We can try being friends again.”

The way his face changes, the instant wash of relief that passes over it, and the shaky breath he lets out tells me it’s not what he expected to hear, even if he hoped it was.

“I’d like that. I missed having you as a friend. I missed you, Violet.”

I nod but don’t let myself say the words back to him just yet. He must notice but he doesn’t mention it.

I extract my hand from his, missing the comfort already, but I know if I stay here any longer, I might give him more than I should right now. Because while I do want to try being friends with him again, I don’t know if I’m ready for anything more.

Even if the voice in the back of my head is trying to convince me I am.
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I collapse on my bed as soon as I get back to my room, not even sure how I had the energy to make it all the way here. All I want to do right now is talk to my mum, but she hasn’t been answering my calls, and her responses to my texts feel generic. This is the longest we’ve gone without speaking properly, and I hate it.

I knew she’d be upset when I told her I wanted to move away for university, but I hadn’t expected her to act like this. Every evening for the past few weeks, I’ve sent her a text to check in and let her know how I’m doing, and all I’ve gotten in return are short answers.

I pull out my phone to call her. It only rings for a few seconds before going to voicemail. A sigh escapes me, and then I’m calling Avery instead, who answers on the third ring.

“Are you busy?” I ask her, forcing myself to sit up.

“No, I’m just doing some homework. Are you good?”

“Yeah, I’ll be over in a second.”

“Okay, doors unlocked.”

We hang up, and I go to the bathroom to wash my face and put on some makeup to try and cover up the breakdown I just had.

Avery knows my mum hasn’t been speaking to me, so I want to ask for her advice on what to do because I don’t know how much longer I can go without her.

I let myself into Avery’s room like I usually do. She’s lying on her bed, phone held above her face as she types something. I lay down next to her on my side, and she drops her phone beside her before turning so we’re face to face.

“My mum still isn’t talking to me.”

She gives me a sympathetic look as she rubs her hand up and down my arm.

“Have you thought about going home to see her?”

“I don’t know if I can handle her rejection in real life, too.”

“She’s not rejecting you. I think she’s just taking it a lot more personally than you expected. My parents were the same way when I told them, but they got over it quickly once they realised my decision had nothing to do with them or my relationship with them.”

I listen intently to her, taking in everything she’s saying and trying to figure out if it could work with my mum. Going home makes the most sense, and I think having a conversation in person would help a lot more considering I told her the news over the phone.

“You’re right. I’ll go on Friday after school and just try to talk to her.”

“I know you don’t want to hurt her feelings, but you need to think about your own too. I think if you just explain to her that it’s what you want to do and it’s what you think is best for your future, she’ll slowly start to understand. It might not happen right away, but it will eventually.”

I scoot closer to Avery, throwing my arm around her in a strange sideways hug that has us both laughing. We spend the rest of the evening together, going to dinner and then watching a movie in Avery’s room before I retreat to my own to get some rest before classes tomorrow.
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The past week has felt like the longest, but also shortest, of my life as I’ve spent most of it laid up sick in bed. It had been building for a while, constant headaches and lack of sleep finally knocking me out with a fever that just won’t go away. Luke keeps coming to check on me, letting himself into my room as he always does, so when I hear a knock, it throws me.

I’m groggy, and at first, I think I’m hearing things, but then it happens again, growing a little more frantic, and I groan as I roll off the side of my bed, my necklace getting tangled around my neck and chin. I fix it and clutch my blanket as I shuffle towards the door, every step feeling heavy. The cooling patch Luke put on my forehead earlier is sliding down, nearly covering my eyes completely, but if I lift my hand to move it, I’ll have to let go of my blanket, so I just flick my head back instead.

Big mistake.

I nearly topple backward, my head spinning as I lean on the door to steady myself. The knocking hasn’t stopped, and when I look through the peephole, I think I’m more sick than I realised because now I’m seeing impossible things.

I fling the blanket off my shoulders and throw it behind me towards the bed as I swipe the cooling patch off my forehead. I open the bathroom door to look at myself in the mirror, and it is horrifying. I look like an absolute mess, with dark circles under my eyes, red lines across my cheeks from where I’ve been sleeping a little too hard, and drool down the side of my mouth. I turn the tap on and quickly splash some water on my face, then I straighten up my hoodie, ensuring my necklace is tucked inside as I tug at the neckline and then the hem to sit better. I pull at the bottom of my sweatpants that rode up my calves while I was sleeping, and I glance at myself in the mirror again, deciding this is as human as I’m going to get right now.

The knocking has stopped now, though, and I’m worried she’s left when I hear my name being called. Relief floods through me at the sound of it, but then I remember her cards are still on my wall. I move as fast as I can without falling over to my board and carefully take them all down, placing them in the top drawer of my desk. I go back to the door, taking a deep breath before opening it.

“Violet.”

“Hi.” The sight of her standing right outside my door is enough to have me feeling light-headed again. I want to reach out and touch her just to make sure she’s real and this isn’t a fever dream.

“What are you doing here?” I clear my throat, my voice hoarse from not being used for so long. She’s standing with her hands behind her back, her long hair tied up with a light pink bow that matches the sweater she’s wearing on top of dark jeans. She looks beautiful as always, and I don’t even want to think about what she’s seeing right now.

“You weren’t in class yesterday. And I texted you, but you didn’t reply.” She pauses for a second before continuing. “And I thought we weren’t going to do that anymore.”

After our conversation last weekend, we started texting again. It’s nowhere near how we used to before, but it’s been enough to keep that little spark of hope alight in my chest. But when I started feeling sick, I completely neglected my phone. The light from it hurt my eyes and made my headaches feel worse, so I didn’t even know she’d been texting me.

“Sorry, I haven’t been feeling well, so I didn’t check my phone.”

“I know.” I give her a puzzled look because I can’t figure out how she would have found out. “Izzy told me. She said she was going to come and see how you are, but I offered to instead.”

The spark gets bigger.

“That’s really kind of you, Violet. Thank you.” I give her a small smile, holding back as much as I can so she can’t see how elated that last sentence made me feel. She could have easily just left it at that, found out that I was sick, and let Izzy be the one to check on me.

But she’s here, and I’m so grateful for her.

“Honestly, she was a little too enthusiastic when I told her.” She lets out a soft laugh, and I shake my head, making a mental note to have a word with Izzy later. “I uhh… I brought this for you.”

She brings her hands around from behind her back, holding a small jar with a spoon clipped to the side. “It’s kheer. I just got back from home, and my mum made it. I usually have it when I’m not feeling too good, so I thought I’d bring you some.”

I start to wonder why she’s already back if she went home, but all thoughts are cleared from my mind when she holds the jar of rice pudding out to me, the warmth of it seeping into my fingertips as I take it from her. She must have heated it before bringing it to me, and I appreciate it so much. Our fingers brush when I take it from her. I don’t think the heat of the jar or my fever is what’s making me feel like I’m on fire right now.

“Do you want to come in?” I step to the side, gesturing behind me. I don’t know if it’s bravery or stupidity that makes me ask her, but for now, I’ll just blame it on being sick. “I’ll eat it now, and you can take the jar back. I know your mum will be expecting it next time you go home.”

I regret the comment as soon as I make it because that familiarity isn’t completely back between us yet so I shouldn’t be mentioning anything like that.

“Um... yeah, sure.” She enters my room, and it’s only when I’ve shut the door behind her that I realise what’s happening.

Violet is in my room.

We’ve never visited each other’s rooms before, always choosing to take the less risky option and meet at our spot instead. I can’t remember the last time I heard about anyone getting caught in someone's room, but we never wanted to risk it.

I never really gave much thought to what it would be like to have her in my space like this, but now she’s here, and I don’t ever want her to leave.

I’m still standing by the door, watching her slowly walk towards my desk. She glances around my room, and I hope she’s thinking about our past because I most definitely am. I’m thinking about all the nights spent in this room on the phone with her, either sat at my desk when we studied or in bed when we fell asleep together. I only saw parts of her room during those calls, only getting a vague idea of what it was decorated like because we never thought to show each other properly.

But now as I watch her look around my room, I hope she’s putting the pieces together, figuring out where I was sitting or what my view was any time that I wasn’t looking at her. She runs her hands along the back of my desk chair before taking a seat, and a shiver runs through me.

“You should sit down. Sorry for making you get up.”

I shake my head, rousing myself from my thoughts. I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out, so I just nod before approaching her and then sit on the edge of my bed. There isn’t much space between us, and our knees are almost touching. I have to stop myself from edging closer to her.

“Eat before it gets cold.” She smiles at me, nodding her head towards the jar of kheer in my hand, and I pop it open, unclipping the spoon from the side.

I remember all the times she mentioned having it at home, but I never thought I’d get to try it, too. It’s sweet and creamy and before I know it, I’ve finished the whole thing in just a few minutes. I’m scraping the sides of the jar when I hear her soft laugh, so I lift my head to look at her.

Every time I see her smile, it feels like she’s my own personal sunshine that I want to bask in forever.

“You must have been hungry.”

“This is the first thing I’ve eaten all day. Luke asked me earlier if he should bring anything, but I said no. Guess I needed it, though. I already feel so much better.”

I don’t tell her that she’s the reason why. Seeing her at my door, having her in my room, feels like a balm to my soul, healing something much deeper than just a headache.

She reaches over to take the jar from me and places it on the desk behind her. When she turns back to me, her hands are clasped together, and she’s running one thumb over the other, as if she’s soothing herself. I push back the thought in my mind that’s telling me I should be doing that for her. The initial adrenaline of seeing her seems to be wearing off, though, and my head feels heavy again.

“If you don’t mind, I’m going to just lie down for a second,” I tell her as I scoot back on the bed. I don’t lift my legs just yet, though as I wait for her response.

“Get some rest.”

She stands up while I lay on my side, pulling my legs up onto the bed and tucking them under my blanket.

I expect her to walk towards the door and leave, but instead, she approaches me, pulling the blanket up so that it covers my body completely. It’s such a gentle action and so laced with tenderness that I have to clear my throat before speaking again.

“Thank you, Violet. I really appreciate you coming.” She gives me a warm smile, and it’s the last thing I see before I drift off to sleep.
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I wake up to the feeling of my hair being pushed off my forehead. A gentle hand smooths across it, and I feel the effect of the cooling patch instantly as I let out a small noise of relief.

“Thanks, Luke.” The soft laugh I hear has me cracking my eyes open, and I see Violet hovering above me, humour in her eyes and a small grin on her face. “Violet.”

“Luke hasn’t come by yet.”

I’m glad for that because I don’t even know how I’d begin to explain why Violet is in my room right now.

“You’ve only been asleep for about an hour. Your forehead felt hot, though, so I wanted to help you cool down a bit.”

An hour? She’s been sat here for an hour while I slept?

“You should have woken me up. You didn’t have to stay.”

Her hand continues to press the cooling patch on my forehead, and I find myself angling my head up to lean into her touch.

“I wanted to,” she says simply.

I close my eyes, relief and gratitude washing over me. There’s no doubt in my mind now that Violet still feels something for me. It might not be the same way I feel about her, but the fact that she’s here, that she stayed while I slept, and is taking care of me right now, says more than any words ever could.

“Thank you,” is all I manage to get out before the calming motion of her hand on my head sends me off to sleep again.
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The first thing I see when I open my eyes is Violet.

She’s still here.

“Hi.” My voice is croaky, the word coming out stifled.

“Hi.” There’s a warmth in her eyes that I haven’t seen in a long time. I wish I could take a picture of her right now, use it as a reference to draw her later because she’s always been my greatest muse.

“What time is it?” I ask her, noticing the fading light outside my window.

“A little after five.”

She came to see me just after midday, which means she’s been here for five hours now. I wouldn’t believe it if she hadn’t touched me earlier because it feels too much like a dream.

But she really stayed, and she’s really here.

“Thanks for staying.”

“I didn’t want to leave without saying anything.”

I give her the most grateful smile I can muster up, but my eyelids are feeling heavy, and I think I’m going to fall asleep again. Violet must notice because she stands and checks the patch on my forehead before deciding to replace it. I close my eyes as I feel her take it off and fix a new one, that same soothing motion of her pushing my hair back and smoothing my forehead.

“I’m going to go now. I’ll tell Izzy you’re resting.”

“Thank you.”

Her hand drifts down from my forehead to cup my cheek, her thumb grazing across it once before she lets go.

“I hope you feel better soon.”

I hear her walk away from me, and I want to say something, ask her to come back, ask her to stay with me because she’s healing me more than any medicine ever could, but then I hear the door open and close, and I let sleep take me once again.
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As much as I was worried about going home on Friday night to see my mum, it ended up working out better than I expected. I didn’t get the response I wanted from her, but at least we’re in a better place now.

When I showed up at the door, she was surprised to see me, and a part of me was nervous that I might get turned away, but all she did was pull me into a hug and apologise for how she’d been acting.

We did a lot of talking that night, both of us opening up to each other about how we were feeling and what my decision meant for us. We’ve never hidden much from each other because we’ve only ever had one another to confide in. But I explained to her that as much as I loved that about our relationship, it also led to issues like this, where we might end up being too dependent on each other.

She agreed but still voiced her concerns about me moving away for university. She said she was worried she was losing me, that I was getting further away from her, and eventually, I’d leave for good. As much as I tried to reassure her that wouldn’t happen, I could tell she didn’t believe me, and she’s still against me moving away. Obviously, we weren’t going to reach an agreement any time soon, and although it hurts not to have her full support, I know what I need to do for myself.

I slept at home and then came back to school the next morning, which is when I visited Isaac. When I noticed he wasn’t in class on Friday and hadn’t been responding to my texts, I asked Izzy where he was. After a bit of teasing, she was more than happy to tell me. It seems like she’s been crafting a master plan in her head to get Isaac and me together, so when I offered to go and check on him, she was over the moon.

Of course, I didn’t tell Isaac that.

Even though I was looking after him, touching his wrist now and then to check he wasn’t too hot, making sure the patch on his head was still cool, fixing the blankets around him when he moved around too much, it felt like I was taking care of a part of myself too.

As much as I tried to keep my distance from him when we came back to school, there’s still a part of me that’s connected to him, and I hated the idea of him being alone while he wasn’t well. All of the feelings that come with years of friendship and then dating can’t just disappear overnight - as much as I wish they had when we first broke up.

The first few days after the breakup are still so vivid in my mind. We only had a few days left of school, but I told everyone I was sick, and in some ways, I felt like I was. I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, it was like I was completely separate from my body and floating above it.

Whenever Avery came to check on me, I would just huddle under my blanket to hide from her and everyone else. Eventually, I worked up enough strength to call my mum and ask her to pick me up early. I managed to pull myself together to pack away whatever I needed for summer and ended up leaving most of my stuff behind - including the birthday cards I’d gotten from Isaac. I took them down from my wall as soon as we broke up, the gap of space feeling like a chasm that I would never be able to fill again.

When I got back from his room yesterday, I took the cards out of the desk drawer I’d stuffed them into. I couldn’t help but notice that Isaac didn’t have them anywhere on his wall either, and I guess he must have taken them down after we broke up, too.

Being in his room felt like seeing a new side to him. I’d only seen glimpses of it before from when we called each other, a peek into his space but never the whole thing. He had new sketches on his wall that I’d never seen before, and I had to look away, that same devastating feeling hitting me again, just like when he’d shown me his sketchbook a few weeks ago.

There was a time when I thought we knew everything about each other, but sitting in his room made me realise that I’d only seen the parts of him that he wanted to show me. Staying in his room with him as he slept, though, I knew I liked the hidden parts too. I’m starting to hope he’ll show me them soon.

I open each card, starting from the first one he gave me for our twelfth birthday. There’s just a basic nondescript message inside - Happy Birthday Violet - in scraggly handwriting. As I read through all of them, it’s easy to see when he might have started to like me. He started adding little doodles of butterflies and stars, scattering them around the messages that gradually got longer and handwriting that got neater.

When I try to think about what made me realise I liked him, I can’t think of a specific moment. One day I just woke up, and he was the first thing I thought of, not what classes I had, not what homework was due, just him and the thought of seeing him.

Everything else fell to the wayside that day when I got ready, my focus completely on him as I clipped my favourite butterfly clips in my hair. He looked up from his desk at the exact moment I walked into class and gave me the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. That was it.

I trace my fingers over the messages and doodles, trying to imagine what he must have looked and felt like when he made them. Then I do something that I wouldn’t have even dreamed of doing a few weeks ago.

I pin them back on my wall.
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When I texted Isaac this morning, he told me that he still had a bit of a headache but was mostly feeling better. He even joked that my taking care of him was the reason he suddenly felt cured, which brought a smile to my face. I decide to go and see him again, no other plans for my Sunday apart from doing the English Literature homework that’s due tomorrow. I know Isaac won’t have had time to work on it, so if I can help him out with it, then I will.

His face lights up when he opens the door and sees me. I have to tell myself to keep it together so that I don’t smile too eagerly at him. He steps back to let me into his room, and I sit at his desk again while he perches on the edge of his bed. He’s not wearing a hoodie today, just a plain white t-shirt, and I swear I catch a glimpse of silver on his neck, but I’ve never seen him wear jewellery before, so I must be imagining it.

His hoodie from yesterday is draped across the back of the chair I’m sitting in, so I keep myself as upright as possible to avoid leaning on it. Isaac leans over to move it away, placing it next to him on the bed instead.

“Sorry, I didn’t think you were coming today.”

“Oh, I probably should have told you.”

“No, it’s fine.” He pauses and turns his gaze downwards. “I like that you’re here again.”

I do, too.

Being in his room feels like we’re back in the bubble we created together before, except this one feels new and different. There’s an undercurrent of anticipation in it like we’re building up to something that neither of us wants to put a name to just yet.

I tamp that feeling down, not wanting to put too many expectations on whatever is happening between us. We’ve only just started being friends again, and I don’t want to risk trying to date him again.

Not just yet.

“Well, I came to make you do the English homework that’s due tomorrow, so don’t like me too much.”

I laugh, trying to make it into a joke, but he doesn’t. He’s just looking at me, eyes darting across my face, and my smile drops as I do the same to him.

“Impossible.” He whispers, eyes still fixed on mine.

Although we’re not saying a word out loud, there’s so much being said just by the way we look at each other.

Why are you here again?

I don’t know.

You don’t know, or you don’t want to say?

I look away from him, breaking eye contact and whatever connection we had to stare down at my hands instead. Isaac clears his throat.

“Thank you for checking on me. I really do appreciate it, Violet.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

I want to say something else, to say that I know he’d do the same for me, if not more.

“I feel like I do.”

Silence again as we both try to figure out what to say to each other without exposing too much. Isaac reaches his hand out towards me, grazing the side of my arm and trailing it down to my hand. I don’t realise it’s shaking until he takes it in his, the warmth and grip of his hand steadying me as his fingers intertwine with mine, and he squeezes gently.

I close my eyes, letting myself sink into the feeling of being cherished by him again as he runs his thumb over the back of my hand. My heart stutters. I’ve missed this feeling so much. I mirror him, my thumb running across his knuckle as I hear and feel the sigh he lets out.

We’ve moved closer to each other, knees touching now, and the atmosphere around us feels charged, like static building up before a lightning strike. But I don’t know what this burst of lightning will mean for us, and I’m worried about what will or won’t happen if I don’t leave right now.

“I should go.” I blurt out, feeling like there’s no air left in the room. I try to extract my hand from his, but he doesn’t let go and when I look at him, it’s like he’s pleading with his eyes. His brows are turned down, a pained look in his eyes as though letting me go will physically hurt him.

“Please stay.”

I scan his face, and the desperation in his voice is evident, making it impossible to say no.

“Okay,” I tell him as I prepare myself for the strike.
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I didn’t expect her to stay, but she’s made no move to leave since I asked her. We’re not speaking, but she’s moved her other hand on top of mine, and that says more to me than any words could. It feels so good to be able to hold her again, to be so close to her and pretend she’s still mine, even if it’s just for this moment.

I’m reminded of all the times we would sit together in silence, content to just be with each other even if there was nothing to say. Her presence has always soothed me whether on the phone or in our stolen moments together between classes. As soon as I’d hear her voice or see her face, it was like everything else disappeared, every single worry in the world fading into the background as she took centre stage in my mind.

I’m about to say something, to ask her why she stayed or where we go from here, but the sound of my phone ringing breaks me out of my thoughts. She startles, taking her hand away from mine and leaning back in the chair. This time, I let her go because I know she’s not leaving.

I reach across my bed to pick up the phone but wish I hadn’t - it’s my dad. The worry must show on my face because Violet rests her hand on my knee, giving me a tight smile as she urges me to answer. I focus my attention on where she’s touching me, grounding myself with her as I swipe the screen.

“Hi, dad.”

“Have you done your application yet? There’s only a few days until the deadline.”

I turn the volume down so that Violet can’t hear. Even though we’re friends again, we haven’t discussed anything about university or what the future holds, and I don’t want that conversation to be forced now because of my dad. I still haven’t submitted my application for Oxford, and I think the stress surrounding it all is one of the reasons I got sick.

“I’m just checking through it a few more times. It’ll be done before the deadline.”

“Have it done by the end of the day, and forward the confirmation to me once you have.”

There’s no way to put it off any longer. I close my eyes before I say the next words, not wanting to look at Violet as I force them out. But then I feel a gentle pressure on my knee, her thumb running across it, and it gives me the strength I need.

“I’ll submit it now.”

“Good. Will you be home for half term?”

I take this chance to tell him that I won’t be. Izzy has a trip with the hockey team, so she won’t be at home. The thought of spending an entire week alone with my parents sounds like the worst possible thing right now.

“I’m going to stay here. I was sick for a few days, so I need to catch up.”

“Okay, good idea.”

I didn’t tell either of my parents that I’d been sick for the past few days. I knew neither of them would care. I imagine other parents would show some concern or ask how I felt, but he won’t.

Violet’s hand stills on my knee, and I glance at her, furrowing my brows in confusion. She just shakes her head. I immediately want to end this conversation so I can talk to her instead.

“I’ll send you the email later. Bye.”

I hang up before I even hear a response, locking my phone and throwing it behind me on the bed. I go to place my hand over Violet’s but she moves it away, and I try hard to not let the sting of rejection show on my face.

“How much of that did you hear?”

“All of it.” She huffs out a laugh, but I don’t feel like there’s anything funny about what just happened. “So you’re applying then?” She asks, voice timid as if she hates to ask the question.

“I don’t have a choice. I’ve been trying to put it off for as long as possible, but it’s been a constant, looming thought in my mind. I think I made myself sick with the stress of it.”

I’m rambling now, but she was always the one who I could let everything out to without fear of judgment.

“I haven’t been eating or sleeping properly, day and night I just think about all the different ways I can avoid doing it. But none of them will work. I think the only time I’ve slept properly in the past few weeks is when you were here yesterday.”

The confession comes out unexpectedly, and I watch her face, waiting to see her reaction. The only thing I can see in her eyes is sadness.

“I didn’t know you were dealing with all of this.”

“How could you? I hid it all from you before, and I had no right to tell you now, either.”

I feel like I’m constantly regretting everything I say to her, and that’s no different now. I shouldn’t have dumped all of this on her when we’re still in the beginning stages of rebuilding our friendship.

“I wish you would have told me last year. About all of it.” She says quietly, her voice soft.

“Would it have made a difference?”

I don’t elaborate on the question, but what I’m really asking is, if you knew, would we still have started something?

I’m dreading her answer. The thought of her regretting the time we spent together feels like it could be the thing that completely pushes me over the edge. I don’t know if I’d ever recover from it.

“No, I think…” she pauses, and when I catch her eyes again, there’s a shine to them. “I think I would have just liked to be there for you.”

I hate that she thinks she wasn’t, that she might think she could have done more to help. My issue with my parents and my future is something I have to deal with myself. It wouldn’t have been fair to put that pressure on Violet when everything between us still felt new and delicate.

“You were, Violet,” I reassure her as she looks down at her hands folded together in her lap. When she turns the chair away from me, I get up from the bed and kneel on the floor in front of her. I reach for her hands. And this time, she doesn’t move away. “You have no idea how much you helped me without even realising.”

She gives me a weak smile, her chin quivering slightly, and I hate that I keep making her cry.

“I wish I could go back in time, tell you about everything when it was happening, but I can’t. So I’m saying as much as I can now. It doesn’t make up for what I did, but I hope it can help you to forgive me eventually.”

She nods her head, and I can’t even imagine what feelings she has towards me right now. I can only hope that they’re positive. I take her hands in mine as a sign that they are.

“Can I help you now, then?”

“With what?”

“Your application.”

“Violet…”

I lean back on my heels to try and see her face more clearly. She looks deadly serious.

“As your friend, I want to help you with doing something that’s hard for you.” I’ve never been so happy to hear the word friend from her lips. “Whether you go to Oxford or not isn’t up to me, but this is something we both know you have to do. So let me help you.”

“Are you sure?” I ask in disbelief. I don’t understand how she could want to help me when Oxford was part of the reason why we broke up.

“I wouldn’t offer if I wasn’t.” She stands, pulling me up with her, and then she moves to the side of me, our hands still joined. “Come on, let’s get it over with.”

She lets go of my hand, and I take the seat she’s just emptied, pulling my laptop forward. Violet stands right next to me, one hand on the back of the chair and one hand on the desk as she leans forward. I pull up my application, scanning through it a few more times before scrolling to the bottom of the page and staring at the ‘submit’ button.

One click, and I’m a step closer to the future that my parents want from me.

One click, and I’m a thousand steps further away from the future I planned with her.

Violet’s hand squeezing my shoulder brings me back to myself and gives me all the strength I need to finally press the button I’ve been avoiding for so long. I try not to think too much about what I’ve just set in motion, the inevitable emails about the rest of the process leading up to interviews and offers, and instead just focus on her hand on my shoulder. I lift my hand to cover hers, and neither of us says anything, both just staring at the ‘application successful’ notification covering the screen.

“There.” Violet’s lovely voice breaks the silence. “Now, that’s one less thing for you to be stressed about.”

I turn in my chair, tilting my head up to look at her. She’s already looking at me with a small smile on her face that doesn’t feel fake at all. I open my mouth to speak, but she interrupts me.

“If you say ‘thank you’ again, I’ll leave right now.”

I can’t help but let out a laugh, glad that she’s broken some of the simmering tension hanging between us in the ghost of my Oxford application.

“Okay, I won’t say it, even though I want to.”

She squeezes my shoulder once again before letting go of me. I keep my chin tilted to look at her, turning in my chair so my whole body faces her now. It feels like I’m praying to her like this, like she’s the personification of every hope and wish and dream I’ve ever had, and I’m completely devoted to her.

She looks away from me, and I’m worried I voiced that thought out loud, but when she looks at my bed, and then at my desk, I realise she just doesn’t want to sit on my bed. I stand up and offer the chair to her. We circle each other closely, both of us taking our seats.

I can’t think of anything to say to her that doesn’t involve my gratitude for her, but then I remember the look she gave me when I was on the phone with my dad.

“Why did you shake your head earlier?”

“Huh?”

“When I said I was staying here for half term?”

“Oh.” She sits forward in the chair, her cheeks turning slightly red in the prettiest way. “I am, too. I decided a few days ago, though. I had no idea you were staying, too. Izzy didn’t mention it to me, but why would she? And it’s not that I’d choose to stay here just because you are or that I’d go home because you’re here. I just wanted to stay anyway.”

She’s rambling, and I have to force down the smile that wants to spread across my face because I haven’t heard her speak like this in so long. I forgot how adorable it is. I decide to take a leap of faith and ask her something that I wouldn’t have dared to do just a few days ago.

“Violet, do you want to spend half term together?”

Her mouth drops a little, gorgeous brown eyes open wide, and I have to catch my breath.

“It would be nice to work together again. As friends, of course,” I add, even though I’d give anything in the world to be so much more than that. But it’s still too early, so I keep the thought to myself.

“Um..” I’m not scared of her hesitation this time. I think we’ve reached a point now where we both want more from each other, but we’re too scared to go for it. So if I have to suggest these things to make it happen, then I will.

“Yeah, I think I’d like that.” She says, nodding her head with a bright smile.

I can’t believe how pretty she is.

I decide to do everything I can to keep her smiling like that forever.


21
VIOLET


[image: ]


Spending the past week with Isaac has felt like an out-of-body experience in the best way possible. The main school building is closed over the break, so we only had access to the dining hall and the dorm buildings. It made sense to both of us for me to keep going to Isaac’s room, and we fell into a routine easily.

Every morning, I would text him when I woke up, and then, about an hour later, I’d show up at his door. He kept it unlocked so I could let myself in, and the simple act of just walking into his room every morning brought me a sense of bliss I didn’t think I would ever experience. It felt like a scene I’d imagined for us when we were older, sharing a home and space with each other. Even though I know that’s not meant for us anymore, it still felt nice to imagine it.

The first day I went to his room, there was another chair at his desk, and he told me he had stolen it from Luke’s room so that we could both use the desk. Initially, I thought it would be difficult to sit so close to him, to work together again, especially on a joint project, but we fell back into our old way of doing it easily. We always studied with a timer, taking short breaks every thirty minutes, and when I got to Isaac’s room that day, he already had one set up like he’d been waiting for me to get here before he started doing anything. We alternated between catching up on homework and working on the project. It was easy to tell that Isaac had been spending more time on it than he let on because he already had a few seconds of footage completed.

The clip starts with the two characters sitting next to each other on a train, and then one ends up falling asleep on the morning commute and leaning their head on the other. When Isaac showed me what he’d done, I was stunned. He managed to capture what I wrote so well, the early morning light coming through the window, the packed train with the two characters slightly off to the side, and the frame gradually closing in on them to centre them as the protagonists of our story. The characters were exactly how I’d imagined them, too, and I don’t know how he managed to draw them so perfectly based on the few notes I’d given him. Watching him work on it throughout the week was fascinating, and I couldn’t help but compliment him every time he showed me a new update.

Now it’s Saturday, and everyone else is coming back to school tomorrow and I don’t know how to feel about it. This week with him didn’t feel like we were back in that bubble we created in the past - it felt more like a snow globe instead. It feels like something I want to store in my memory forever, take it out whenever I want to remember how good we used to be together, how well we balance each other out. It feels like something I only want to let myself see once a year, so it doesn’t hurt too much.

When I showed up at his room today, he wasn’t set up at the desk, and Luke’s chair was gone. I approached where he was sitting on the bed, and he explained before I could even ask.

“I wanted to make sure it was in his room before he got back.”

“Oh, right.”

“Sorry, I probably should have told you I’m not going to do anything today.”

“No, it’s okay. I was getting bored, too.”

He laughs softly and then shifts back on his bed, gesturing towards his laptop. “I was just going to watch a movie.”

The image of him sitting on his bed, laptop next to him, with the opening credits of a movie paused, just makes me think of all the times we watched movies together. I think about being in our separate rooms, his face in the corner of my screen, and the way he would count down from three so we could press play in sync and watch together. I think about him getting so excited at the end of each movie, pointing out his favourite scenes or particular animation techniques he noticed and how cute he looked when he was rambling.

But I try not to think too hard about the one time we watched a movie, and while I was half asleep, he confessed that he liked me. This completely changed our relationship and eventually led us to where we are now.

I really want to watch a movie with him again.

“Can I watch it with you?”

His eyebrows lift, and his mouth opens a little as he blinks rapidly, pushing his glasses back up his nose. He stutters a bit before answering,

“Yeah, of course.” He shuffles around on his bed, moving the laptop from one side to the other and then to his lap. Then, he shifts forward so he’s sat on the edge. “Did you…?”

It took me a second to realise he didn’t know where to sit or where to put his laptop so that we could both see it. I don’t want to make him feel uncomfortable in his own room, so I suggest something that might be selfish of me, but I want to know if it’s the same for him now as it is for me.

Since we’ve started becoming friends again, Isaac has been letting me take the lead, never pushing for too much, and letting me set the pace for our friendship. But I want to speed it up now. I’m tired of acting like everything about us is brand new when, at one point, I thought I knew him better than I knew myself.

“I can sit next to you if you don’t mind,” I say it softly, not wanting to pressure him too much. If he doesn’t want me to then I’ll sit on the chair and we can set the laptop between us.

“I don’t mind.” He says quickly, moving back to sit on one side of the bed against the wall.

He settles the laptop on his lap and then pats the space next to him before closing his eyes and shaking his head as he pinches the bridge of his nose over his glasses. I hold back a smile as I put my bag on the desk and climb onto the bed, settling in next to him but still leaving enough of a gap between us that I won’t completely lose all my senses. He exhales deeply, like he’s been holding his breath for a few seconds.

“Ready?” he asks, his fingers hovering over the space bar, his head turned to me, and I nod.

“Three, two, one.”

We watch the movie in silence, only the sound of small laughs and little gasps now and then breaking it. Somehow, we end up sitting closer to each other, and by the end, our legs are pressed together, my hands tucked between my thighs to stop me from reaching for his.

Being this close to him feels like second nature, like how we’re always meant to be, and I’ve missed it so much. I think he has, too, because his hands are curled into fists at his side, like he’s having to restrain himself from reaching out for me. We seem to be stuck in this weird limbo where it feels like we both want to do something, make some kind of move, go back to how we were, but neither of us wants to be the first to do it.

Isaac keeps the movie playing until the credits have finished; he always watches them because he thinks the people who work behind the scenes don’t get enough appreciation for the work they do. I told him once that I couldn’t wait for the day I’d see his name on a screen, too, and it’s still true. I don’t know what’s happening with his parents or his future, but I hope he can achieve that dream. I hope I can be there to see it, too.

He closes the laptop, moving it to his side of the bed before clearing his throat.

“So, did you like it?”

“I loved it.”

We’re not looking at each other. My eyes are focused on the places our legs are touching, thigh against thigh, and I don’t want to be the first one to move away.

In my peripheral, I can see him nodding his head, his hands still clenched but less tightly now. I turn slightly to look at him, and his eyes are closed, so I take the time to catalogue his features. It’s the closest we’ve been to each other, the most physical contact we’ve had since we broke up, and I miss being able to count the freckles on his face. I miss the way I would sweep his hair off his forehead. I miss how I would nudge his glasses down his nose so that I could see his beautiful, green eyes. I miss the way I would push his glasses back up when I wanted to kiss him.
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ONE YEAR AGO

Isaac takes his glasses off, placing them on the desk in between us as he pinches the bridge of his nose. He shuts his eyes for a few seconds before opening them again, and I realise I’ve never seen them properly without his glasses before.

“You have really pretty eyes.”

“What?” He lets out a soft laugh, lifting his glasses, but I place my hand over his to stop him.

“No, wait, let me look.”

I lean over the desk, closing the distance between us and bringing my face closer to his. Of course, I know that his eyes are green; it’s one of the first things I noticed about him all those years ago, but now, up close, I can see that there’s a ring of gold around them that makes them even more beautiful.

He looks ethereal.

I take this chance to look over the rest of his face, too. The small freckles dotted around his nose that look like a constellation of stars I want to draw my finger across. The slight indents on the sides of his nose from his glasses that I want to smooth out. The upward curve of his lips as he gives me a soft smile, and I have to look away before I start thinking about anything else to do with his lips. When I look back up at his eyes, his pupils are wide, and I can see his eyes darting around my face, taking in my features, too.

“Can I kiss you?”

I don’t think I heard him properly.

“What?”

“Can I kiss you, jaanu?”

I look over his face once more, wondering how he read my mind. His eyes are completely focused on mine, and I glance back down at his lips again, nodding my head without even realising. He leans closer, and I do the same, both of us tilting our heads to the side.

“Are you sure?”

This time I know I’m nodding, and I lean over the desk more, completely out of my chair now as he does the same.

“I’m sure,” I tell him, and the sincerity in his gaze has me closing my eyes as I wait for my life to change.

It’s the softest of touches, barely there, but I can feel it absolutely everywhere. It’s like I’m both completely in and out of my body. Every single nerve in my body is alive, concentrated on the place where his mouth is on mine, a place that no one has ever touched before and no one else ever will.

It always has to be him.

I keep my eyes closed as I feel his hand cover my cheek, his thumb stroking across it as he presses his lips to mine again softly. My hand covers his wrist, my fingers running up it until they cover his, and try to find the gaps in between them. I slide my fingers between his, and they fit perfectly like we’re statues cut from the same slab of stone.

He pulls back slightly, pressing his forehead to mine, and lets out a shaky breath. I already miss the feeling of his mouth on mine. Now I understand why it’s always such a pivotal moment in books, why the main characters always put so much into that first kiss, and how it changes everything.

I don’t know how we went so long without doing it, don’t know if I can ever go back to a time when we didn’t.

I don’t think I’ll ever recover.

When I open my eyes, he’s already looking at me, and I notice how his eyes dart down to my lips again and then back up to my eyes. He’s smiling again, so bright and beautiful that it takes my breath away, and I wish I could always see him like this. I wish that I could always be the reason for it.

His hand is still covering my cheek, and our fingers are still locked together, both of us soothing each other.

“Jaanu, jaanu, jaanu,” he says softly, barely a whisper and it sounds like a prayer.

I close the distance this time, hoping he can hear the words I’m scared to say.
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The urge to lean my head on his shoulder, to just rest on him for a second, to feel that familiar comfort, is so strong. But then I think about how we just watched a movie together for the first time, and I couldn’t even hold his hand. I couldn’t lean on him, couldn’t touch him properly, couldn’t link our fingers together, and feel like he was mine. I just had to settle for leg against leg, and I can feel the sting of tears in my eyes.

I push myself off the bed, get to my feet, and clamber for my bag on his desk. In my rush, it falls off and catches on the handle for the top drawer. When I yank it, the drawer opens.

I hear Isaac scrambling off the bed, and then he’s right next to me as my hands reach for the stack of birthday cards. He tries to close the drawer, but it’s too late. I’m already dropping my bag and pulling out the cards.

“You kept them?” I ask, unable to hide the way my voice is shaking, just like my hands are.

I feel Isaac move closer to me, that change in the air, that magnetic pull, and his hand hovers over mine as I go through them. He wants to take them from me, but he won’t.

“Of course I did,” he whispers like he’s scared to admit it.

“Why did you keep them?”

“Why do you think, Violet?” It comes out strained.

He drops his hand from next to mine, taking a step back from me as if distance will make anything about this easier.

“You broke up with me, Isaac.” I remind him because he’s the reason we’re even having this conversation right now.

“I didn’t want to.”

I finally drag my eyes away from the cards to look at him and he’s staring at me with the saddest expression I’ve ever seen.

“If you’ll hear me out, I want to explain what happened.”
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A FEW MONTHS AGO

“They’re not mine. I was holding them for Luke.”

“Don’t you dare lie to me. Do you think we haven’t seen the books in your room?”

I’ve never heard my father yell before, but I guess if anything was going to push him to the limit, this is it. I knew I was forgetting something when I came back to school after a weekend at home. I’d requested brochures from a few different art schools, and the plan was to grab them as soon as I got home to bring them back to school with me. But I forgot all about it, and now they’ve found them.

“The books are from school.” I try my best to think of more lies to tell them to hide what I’ve done, but they see right through me.

“Stop lying, Isaac.” My mother’s voice this time, and even though she’s not shouting, her coldness stops me from trying to say anything back. “Tell us why you were looking at other schools.”

I hesitate, trying to figure out a way to explain it without telling them that I don’t want to go to Oxford. I thought I would have more time to prepare for this and build a case for why Oxford isn’t the best option for me, and even though I appreciate everything they’ve done for me, it’s not what I want to do. But I’m on the spot now, and I’m exhausted from having to hide it, so I tell them the truth.

“Because I don’t want to do Law, and I don’t want to go to Oxford either. I never wanted to. I was just doing what you wanted me to.”

It’s the loudest silence I’ve ever heard, and it feels like my ears are ringing as I grip the phone and wait for my parents’ response. I can imagine the looks on their faces, the weight of disappointment that feels like a living thing crawling through the phone to cover me right now. But I still want to justify myself, to try and make them understand.

“I like art, and I’m good at it.” My voice breaks as I attempt to prove myself, to appeal to them, and show them that my passions lie elsewhere, but I know it’s futile when I hear a scoff.

“You’re good at it?” I can hear the disdain in his voice and the ridicule, and I regret telling them, picking up the phone, and ever wanting something for myself.

“What does that matter? You can be good at anything. It doesn’t mean you throw away everything your mother and I have done for you.”

I want to scream, to tell them that they haven’t done anything except put pressure on me for the last few years. I want to tell them that it’s been my friends supporting me the whole time, that it’s been Violet. But the words don’t come out.

“Do we need to take you out of that school? I told you sending him there was a mistake.” He scolds my mum, and I hate that she’s getting the brunt of it, too, but she’s never been any help either. But then his words hit me, and I realise what he’s considering.

“You can’t.”

It rushes out of me, panic flooding my body as I think about what that would mean. There’d be no way I’d see my friends again or Violet when I’ve just had the most blissful year with her.

“Why not exactly? We’ll hire a teacher, and you can learn at home.”

“You can’t. I have to stay here.” My voice keeps cracking, and I know I sound like a child throwing a tantrum when their toys get taken from them, but I can’t let them do this.

“We’ll call the school on Monday and tell them that you’re spending the next year at home so you can focus. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

My head starts spinning, and it feels like the room is closing in on me. I pull the phone away from my ear, pressing the red button to end the call before throwing it on the bed. It starts ringing again, but my hands are wrapped around my body as I try to physically keep myself together because it feels like I’m falling apart and the world is crashing down on me. I end up leaning against the wall to try and keep myself upright, but then the phone rings again, and my legs give out as I slide to the floor.

I clench my eyes shut and cover my ears with my hands to try to drown out the noise. I can hear my name being called, but it sounds foggy like it’s coming from a thousand miles away. I wonder how my parents managed to get here so quickly to tear me away from my home.

“Isaac, what’s wrong?”

My hands are tugged away from my ear and when I open my eyes, Luke is crouched in front of me, worry lining his face. He puts his hands on my shoulders and keeps calling my name, but I can’t say anything back. I just stare at him wide-eyed as he gently shakes me.

“Isaac, talk to me.”

I manage to croak out his name just before the phone starts ringing again, and then I’m tucking my head between my knees, trying to block out the noise. Luke takes his hands off my shoulders, and the noise stops. He comes back to me and takes my hands from where they’re wrapped around my knees.

“Come on, let’s get you up.” He pulls me up and leads me to the edge of my bed, sitting us both down and then putting one arm around my shoulder and holding my hand with the other.

I’m gasping for air like I’ve been held underwater, my breathing short and shallow, and I know I need to try and get it under control, but I can’t. Luke rubs my shoulder, whispering, ‘breathe in, breathe out’ on repeat, but I can’t seem to focus on it.

They want to take me out of school, away from the only place that really feels like home.

I won’t see my friends who I’ve spent nearly my entire life with.

I won’t see Violet, who I’m planning the rest of my life with.

I have to stop them from calling the school, need to call them back and tell them I was wrong, that I’ll do whatever they want.

I pry myself away from Luke, searching around for my phone, but he stops me by grabbing my hands again.

“Isaac, stop. Breathe first.”

I listen to him this time, following the rhythm he sets until my breathing evens out, and then his arm is around me again.

“They’re going to make me leave.”

I finally manage to get it out and the way Luke’s face drops makes me wish I hadn’t.

“What?”

“They found brochures for other unis. I told them I don’t want to go to Oxford.”

“Oh, Isaac.” He squeezes my shoulder, pulling me closer to him. I rest my head on his shoulder, squeezing my eyes shut.

“I don’t know what to do.”

The phone rings again, and I press myself further into Luke’s shoulder. I’m probably hurting him, but he doesn’t say anything. The sound stops. When I lift my head to look at him, he shows me the black screen.

“I’ve switched it off. You can talk to them tomorrow when they’ve calmed down.”

“What if they don’t? They sounded serious, Luke. I messed up really bad.”

“We’ll figure it out tomorrow. For now, just think about yourself. We can still go and meet the girls for your birthday, or we can just stay here. It’s up to you.”

“I don’t want to see them.”

“Okay, I’ll tell them something came up.”

“What if they do it, Luke?”

“They won’t,” he reassures me, and I try to believe him, but I’m struggling.

For the next few hours, I keep panicking, and Luke keeps calming me down.

He doesn’t leave my side for the whole night.
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When I wake up the next day, I try to convince myself the entire situation was just a bad nightmare, but Luke’s leg thrown over mine as he’s covered with the whole blanket tells me it was real. I shove him off me to wake him up, and he groans before rolling out of the bed. He tells me that he’s going back to his room to get ready for classes and that he’ll meet me at breakfast, and then I’m alone again.

I distract myself by getting ready, pulling my focus to anything else that I can as I get dressed in my uniform and pack my bag. But when I leave my room, I can’t help the nagging feeling in my head that I’m forgetting something. I brush it off, though, knowing that my head is full of so many other things right now, and it’ll probably come back to me later.

The walk to the dining hall feels endless as I think about the argument with my parents and the threat now looming over my head. Luke took my phone with him, and I know I need to get it back from him as soon as possible so that I can call my parents and convince them to let me stay.

“Isaac.”

I turn around and Violet’s there and suddenly I remember what I was forgetting. I can’t even describe the expression on her face because it’s one I’ve never seen before - it looks like crushing disappointment.

“Violet.” My voice is low and hoarse as it hits me that I forgot the most important day of the year, the day that’s always made me the happiest for the past few years. I can’t believe I’ve done this to her.

“Where were you?”

She steps closer to me, but I step back, putting distance between us because if I see the disdain on her face any closer, it’ll break me. She doesn’t stay away, though, and she closes the distance between us, holding on to my arm as she drags me away from everyone else and to the side of the dining hall.

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“I…”

Her hands are folded across her chest like she’s closing herself off from me, and it’s what I deserve. I should have known I’d end up disappointing her eventually, that it’s all I’m capable of doing.

“I was busy,” I tell her because I can’t say the truth. I can’t say that my parents want to take me away from her, and I don’t know if we can keep doing this.

“You couldn’t even text me?”

“Luke had my phone.”

“Are you just going to keep making excuses?” She sounds angry, and it’s the first time I’ve ever heard her speak like this. My soft-spoken Violet is gone, replaced with someone who hates me as much as I hate myself.

“I don’t know what you want from me, Violet.”

Everyone wants so much from me all the time, and I’m cracking under the pressure. I thought it was disappointment on her face before, but the way she’s looking at me now like she doesn’t know who I am, makes me realise I’ve ruined everything between us. But it’s better this way, better to end it now while she still has time to follow her own dreams without me dragging her down.

“I want an explanation. I waited in that room for an hour, Isaac. I called you, and you didn’t answer. I thought something terrible had happened, and I couldn’t even ask anyone because no one knows about us.”

“Maybe that’s for the best.”

“What?”

There’s so much I want to tell her.

There’s no future for us anymore.

I’ll just keep disappointing you.

I don’t know how to have everything I want, and it’s killing me.

Instead, what comes out is, “I think we should break up.”

Her mouth drops open, but she doesn’t say anything, just stares at me with disbelief and something else in her eyes that I can’t quite name.

“Why would you say that?” she whispers, her eyes flitting across my face for any hint that I might be kidding. But I’m not, and I keep a straight face, force my chin to stop quivering, and blink enough times that the tears clear from my eyes.

I shrug my shoulders, knowing that if I speak, I won’t be able to disguise the lump in my throat or hold back the tears that threaten to spill out.

“What the fuck was the point of it all, then?”

She throws her hands up, anger and hatred clear on her face.

But I can’t answer her without lying, and I’ve already told the worst lie I could. I don’t want to break up with her, I want her with me for the rest of my life. But I don’t know how to keep juggling all the parts of my life to make everyone around me happy.

When the silence has stretched on too long, and I’m staring down at the floor, I hear her rummaging through her bag and then a box is being shoved into my chest.

“Take your gift. I don’t want to owe you anything.”

I look down at the set of markers in my hand, an expensive brand that I’ve been saving up for a while, and now I definitely can’t look at her. She strides past me, and without even thinking about it, my hand is around her wrist.

I want her to stay, want to tell her that I didn’t mean it and that I’m sorry for disappointing her, but I don’t get the chance.

“Fuck you, Isaac.” She shakes my hand off, and all I can do is watch her walk away as I clutch the markers close to my chest.
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“I know I should have just told you what was going on. I wanted to take it back as soon as I said it, but I knew it was too late. I tried to find you, but then I heard you were sick and went home early, so I didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry, Violet. I’m just so sorry.”

She hasn’t said a word the entire time I’ve been explaining what happened, and I don’t expect her to either. We’ve been putting off this conversation for so long, but now it’s all finally out in the open, and it’s a lot for her to process at once. I’ve told my side and tried to explain it as best as I can, and I know it might not be enough, but all I can do is wait and see where she wants to go from here.
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I didn’t know whether I’d feel happy, angry, or sad when I finally heard the truth from Isaac. But now he’s laid it all out, it just feels like relief, like a weight has been lifted from both of our shoulders.

Hearing him talk about what happened and explain how he felt back then was heartbreaking. Knowing what he was going through helped settle the mixed emotions that I’ve been feeling for these past few months since we broke up.

When I was sat waiting for Isaac that day, I had a feeling that something terrible had happened, and, in a way, I guess it did. I knew he was struggling with telling his parents what he wanted to do - we’d had so many conversations about how he would broach the subject with them and how we’d deal with however they reacted. But I had no idea how bad it was that they’d threatened to make him leave school early and finish off at home. He made it clear to me plenty of times that he never enjoyed going home, always opting to spend as many half-term breaks at school as he could.

Seeing him the next day on the way to breakfast, the worry I had felt was replaced with anger and hurt. He was just walking along, hands in his pockets, as if he hadn’t forgotten something so important to us and hadn’t completely ignored all of my texts and calls. Even when we were just friends, we spoke every day, whether texting in class so I could see him laugh or talking on the phone late at night until I fell asleep. I always expected a day would come when we didn’t speak to each other, or we wouldn’t be able to see each other, but I never expected it to be on our birthday.

When I confronted him, I didn’t think the conversation would take the turn it did. I thought he would just tell me where he had been, explain why he hadn’t replied to me and then apologise and I’d be annoyed with him for a day at most before we moved past it.

But then he said we should break up.

It was like I was looking at a complete stranger because the Isaac I thought I knew would never have said that. I thought everything between us was great that we made plans for our future and were going to stick to them, but as soon as I heard those words, the bubble we spent so long protecting popped.

I was so angry and upset that I didn’t even want to hear anything else from him, so I just threw the markers I’d bought for him, ones he’d mentioned wanting so many times in passing and that I saved up for, and walked away. When he grabbed my wrist, it felt like I was on fire. I just wanted him off me, so I swore at him and left him behind, even though it was killing me inside.

I didn’t go to classes for the rest of the week. I told all the teachers that I was sick until my mum came to take me home early for summer because it felt like the easiest way to avoid seeing him. I couldn’t stand the thought of having to see him after what had happened. I didn’t know how I’d react to having to see the boy who felt like my entire world - my past, present, and future - was now someone entirely different.

But now he’s in front of me, and I’m holding years worth of our relationship in the palm of my hands.

“Do you know what the worst thing is?

Isaac doesn’t nod or shake his head. Just waits for me to continue. The worry on his face is so clear, and I want to smooth away the crease between his eyebrows, poke his cheek so the dimple I liked so much appears, but I can’t.

“The worst thing is I couldn’t even hate you. Deep down, I knew something else was going on because I knew you.”

He closes his eyes, letting the words sink in, and I know using the past tense has hurt him. But I don’t know him anymore, can’t reconcile the Isaac I knew for six years with the one I saw on that day that changed everything.

“I just wish you could have trusted me enough to tell me, Isaac,” I say it quietly because I still wish for it. I want that trust back between us but I don’t know how to do it. “We could have figured something out. Together.”

“I did trust you. I still do.” His voice is low, and the sheer effort of recounting the entire story to me is taking its toll on him. “There were so many things I told you that I never told anyone else. Even now, no one else knows I’m not planning on going to Oxford. You’re the only one I want to tell because we made those plans together.”

I scoff, thinking about how foolish we were to believe this could last outside the boundaries of this school.

“We were stupid for thinking that we could plan a future together at sixteen.”

“No, we weren’t. I still want that future.” He steps closer to me, his arm brushing mine as he reaches for the cards, but I’m holding them tightly so his fingers run over mine before he drops them again. “I always wanted a future with you.”

“Then why did you end it?”

He lets out a deep sigh and steps away from me again, running his hands through his dark hair.

“I always feel like I’m disappointing people, but I never felt like that with you. You never wanted anything from me. I didn’t have to be the perfect big brother, or the perfect friend, or the perfect son. I could just be me. Whatever I was interested in, you always encouraged me. You’re the first person I ever showed my art to, and every time you said something nice about it, it felt like I was in a dream. I couldn’t believe how much you supported me just because you wanted to.”

His voice gets more ragged as he speaks like he’s finally letting out everything that he’s been holding in, and tears have started falling from his eyes.

“When I saw your face that day and realised how much I’d hurt you, I couldn’t handle it. I let you down just like I do with everyone else, but it felt so much worse because it was you.”

Isaac’s voice breaks on the word. He turns away from me, shoulders shaking as he takes in shallow breaths. I reach out to rest my hand on his back, wanting to create a physical tether between us so that he knows I’m here for him and that I’m not going anywhere.

I hate how much he’s breaking down, hate knowing that he’s been struggling with this alone for so long. I wish he had told me earlier about how much he was crumbling under the weight of expectations so I could have helped him more. But there’s no way to turn back the clock so I want to do everything I can to help him now.

“I wasn’t disappointed. I was hurt and sad and a little angry, but I’ve never once been disappointed in you, Isaac.”

I smooth my hand across his back, slowly dragging it up to hold the back of his neck. I gently nudge him, and he turns to face me with red eyes. “All I ever wanted was to be there for you.”

“You were.” He says, voice low and quiet, and then he lifts his hand to cover mine, holding it against the side of his neck where I can feel his pulse beating fast. “And I’ll keep apologising for as long as I need to. I know you can’t trust my words anymore, but I’ll do whatever it takes to show you that I’m in it for real this time.”

He pauses, eyes searching my face. I want him to say what I think he’s about to. I want him to say the words that have been hiding under the surface for the past few weeks. And then he does.

“I want to be with you, Violet. It’s the most selfish thing I could want, but I want it anyway.”

I drop the cards on the desk, and now both of my hands are on his neck, my thumbs grazing his jaw. I slowly slide them up until I’m holding his face, and he closes his eyes, dropping his head until there’s barely any space between us.

“I told you before, you’re not selfish for wanting that.”

His hands cover mine, his breath ghosting across my skin as he lets out a shaky breath. I move my thumbs up to his cheeks to wipe away the tears that have started falling again.

“Can you forgive me? Can you give me another chance?” He says it so quietly, like he’s scared to ask and scared of the answer.

And I want to say yes, want to give myself to him completely again, but it feels too soon. Too many emotions are running through me right now, and I’m worried I’ll make the wrong decision if I go all in with him.

But I want to give him another chance. I want to see where this could go if we tried again.

“I think I can try.”

I only see the relief on his face for a split second before he pulls me into a hug that I sink into immediately. I’ve missed the feel of his arms around me, missed resting my head on his chest and hearing his heartbeat, missed the smell of his perfume, missed just being with him like this.

He runs his hand up and down my spine, and I shiver, tightening my arms around him. I don’t know how long we stand like that, but it feels like we’re making up for lost time, and neither of us wants to let go first. So many months of not talking to each other, not seeing each other, not touching each other has led to this moment. Now, all I want to do is freeze time so that it never has to end.

“I want to do it right this time.” He says into my hair, and I tilt my head back to look at him.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. I just want to take you out somewhere and do something with you. I don’t want our entire relationship to be inside that old room again.”

I consider his words, the nervous tone in his voice, the way he’s not looking into my eyes, and I know what he’s asking me.

“Are you asking me out on a date, Isaac?”

Then his eyes meet mine, and he nods his head, a small smile appearing on his face. He’s my Isaac again.

“I think I am.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?” He brings one hand up to hold my chin and keep my gaze focused on him. I don’t want to look anywhere else anyway.

“Okay, I’ll go on a date with you.”

He lets out a breath of relief and presses his forehead to mine. For just a second, I imagine what it would be like to kiss him again.
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It took a while for me to process the fact that Violet had agreed to go on a date with me. Even though I desperately hoped for it, never in my wildest dreams did I expect her to give me another chance after I told her what happened. But she has, and I’m determined not to mess it up this time.

We agreed to go out on Saturday, and the lead up to it has felt like the longest week of my life. We’re still texting every day, our conversations gradually going back to the way they used to be. That alone makes me feel like I can take on the entire world.

I haven’t told her the plan for our date yet because I want to keep it a surprise, even though she’s asked me every single day. Setting it up has taken a lot of phone calls and planning, and although I know it’s going to be fine, there’s still a part of me that’s worried.

We never went on a real date before, always just spending time in that classroom and never meeting outside of it. But I told Violet that I want it to be different this time, and I mean it. I’m adamant that we can’t ever go back to that hidden-away classroom, and we can just leave it as a memory of where we started.

Violet bombards me with texts to ask what we’re doing, but I don’t give anything away.

Jaanu


Just a hint




An idea of where we’re going




Is it near school or further away?




Isaac


You’ll find out tomorrow




Meet me by my car at 11




Jaanu


Okay so it’s not near school if you’re driving




Isaac


I might just be lazy




Jaanu


Tell me!!!!




Isaac


No!!!!




Jaanu


You’re annoying, I’m going to bed




I can picture her face so clearly, that adorable pout she did whenever she feigned annoyance with me, and I wish I could see her.

But we’re not quite there yet.

I hope after tomorrow we will be.

Isaac


Sweet dreams, Violet




Jaanu


Goodnight




Things feel more comfortable between us now, but as soon as I get into bed, my mind starts racing, and a tiny voice in the back of my head says every negative thought I’ve tried to push away.

Just because she agreed to go on a date doesn’t mean she’ll want to be with me again.

Maybe we don’t even work outside of school, and our relationship was always destined to stay within those four walls.

Maybe she just agreed because she felt bad for me after I had a complete breakdown in front of her.

Maybe this is our last chance, and I’ll mess it all up again.

I push the thoughts away, though, and remind myself of who Violet is. She wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want to, and she certainly wouldn’t give me another chance if she thought there was nothing between us anymore. I cling to that last bit of hope and take it to sleep with me in the hopes that she’ll appear in my dreams again.
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I wake up before my alarm goes off, my brain still going a thousand miles a minute as I think of all the ways this date could go wrong while I get ready. I wear an outfit that I know Violet will like, the main thing being a dark hoodie that she would borrow a lot. I haven’t worn it since we broke up because it still had her perfume on it from when she gave it back to me.

She would always cycle through my hoodies, giving them back when she wanted a new one to sleep or relax in, but this one was always her favourite. When she returned it to me, I didn’t give her a new one, and I’ve spent the past few months regretting it.

By the time it hits 10:30, I’m already standing by my car. I wanted to make sure it was tidy, and I’ve probably checked it about twenty times while I wait for her. I dip my head down to check how I look in the side mirror, noting that my hair is starting to look overgrown. I’m fiddling around with it so that it doesn’t catch on my glasses when I feel a tap on my shoulder. I want the ground to swallow me up. I slowly stand up and turn to face her, hoping that my face hasn’t turned bright red.

“Hi.”

She looks beautiful.

She’s wearing a white dress with little blue flowers dotted all around it that reaches just above her knees and a light blue oversized cardigan. Her eyelashes look even longer than usual, her eyes brighter, and her lips have a pink tint that makes me imagine doing something completely stupid. But the thing that catches my attention the most is the butterflies in her hair.

“Hey.”

It’s a struggle to get the singular word out, and I know I must look so weird just staring at her, but I can’t take my eyes off of her. I know hair clips shouldn’t have me feeling this way. They shouldn’t be making me feel like my legs are about to give out and like I need to lean against the car to steady myself, but they do.

“Is your mirror okay?”

“What?”

Her question throws me off, and I try to remember what was happening before I saw her.

“You were looking very closely at it.”

Oh, right. I wanted the ground to open up and take me.

“Yeah, I was just making sure it worked.”

The sound of her soft laugh helps me to relieve the feeling I have of wanting to throw myself into an abyss.

“Oh yeah, I’ve heard that’s a very important thing to check before any drive.”

I shake my head, bringing my hand up to cover my face as I hold back my own laughter. She walks around to the passenger side, and I hurry after her to open the door. She slides into the car, and I shut it behind her before going back to the driver's side and getting in. Violet puts on her seatbelt as I start the car, and I have to force away the image I had in my mind of leaning over to do it for her.

I turn the heat on high, switching on the seat warmers, too, so she doesn’t get too cold. I put my seatbelt on, and it’s only then that it finally hits me that she’s in the car with me right now. We talked about this a lot last year, fantasies of driving around together and going wherever we wanted to - now it’s finally happening. We don’t say anything as I pull out of the car park, and I think she’s in as much disbelief as I am. After everything that’s happened, just having her in the car with me feels like a dream come true.

After a few moments, when school is far behind us, Violet breaks the silence.

“So, are you finally going to tell me where we’re going?”

“Nope, but it’s not too far. We’ll be there in like half an hour.”

“Come on, give me a tiny hint.”

She pushes at my arm gently, and the contact makes me feel electrified. I sneak a glance at her, and she’s making that adorable pouty face. It makes me want to tell her every single thing about the date - every single thing I feel for her.

“No hints, you’ll find out soon.”

I glance at my phone in the centre console and take my hand off the wheel for a second to pass it to her.

“Put on whatever you want.”

She taps the screen, lighting it up, and sliding up to unlock it so the keypad appears. I tell her before she even asks.

“My password hasn’t changed.”

From the side of my eye, I can see her tapping in the four-digit password that we made up together, a combination of both of our favourite numbers because using our birthdays didn’t exactly make sense when they were the same.

I haven’t changed anything on my phone since she last used it so she easily navigates to Spotify. I keep my focus on the road but then I remember all of the Taylor Swift songs that have been on repeat since we broke up because it made me feel closer to her to listen to her favourite songs.

Whenever we listened to music together, we always used our ‘on repeat’ playlists because it felt like an easier way to share how we were feeling without saying it. I hope that she’ll decide to listen to something else instead, but the small gasp she lets out tells me she’s tapped on it.

“This is a lot of folkmore,” she says, scrolling through it, and I can feel my cheeks burning.

“I’ve been listening to them while I study.”

I don’t tell her that I feel like I’ve been relating to too many of the lyrics lately, especially the ones about regret. I also hope she doesn’t notice the lack of other albums on there, the more romantic ones that hurt too much to listen to, because I associated them all with her.

She stops scrolling and taps on a song, Taylor’s voice carrying through the car for the rest of the drive. We mainly make small talk, and I think both of us are unsure of what we can and can’t talk about with this new dynamic we’re in.

We knew pretty much everything about each other before, but now there’s this gap of a few months where I didn’t hear about every part of her day. I’m greedy for it, though. I want to hear about everything I missed out on. I could listen to her talk for hours on end just to catch up. But that conversation seems a little heavy for a first date, so I will keep it to myself.

When we finally reach our destination, I park up and quickly rush around the car to open her door for her and she thanks me as she gets out. When I close the door and lock it, instinct wants me to take her hand, hold it in mine as I guide her to where we’re going, but I don’t.

She looks around, arms crossed over her chest, and there’s a chill in the air that has me wanting to take my hoodie off and give it to her.

“Now, will you tell me where we’re going?”

I point behind her to the small bookstore that I’ve been in contact with all week and she turns to look at it before spinning back to me.

“Really?” She can’t hide the excitement in her voice as she clutches onto my arm, squeezing tightly.

“Yeah, I thought you’d like it.”

Violet lets out a little squeal, nails digging into my arms, but I don’t even mind the pain - I want any marks that she’ll leave behind. She lets go and turns around, practically skipping towards the store. I’m frozen as I watch her, the smile on her face before she went lighting me up from the inside. She doesn’t get too far away before she realises I’m not following her, and then she comes back to me, taking my hand in hers and pulling me with her.

In that moment, I know I’ll follow wherever she goes.
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When Isaac opens the door to the small bookstore, the warmth that had been completely focused on the hand that’s holding his now spreads throughout my entire body. The store is cosy, the walls lined with shelves of books, both new and old, and I think I could spend hours here without getting bored. There’s only one other person in the store, an older lady with a wide grin on her face standing behind the checkout desk.

“Isaac?” she says, eyebrows raised in question.

“That’s me,” he says, stepping ahead of me to shake her hand. “Thank you so much for letting me do this.”

“It’s no problem at all, my dear.”

I look back and forth between the two of them, trying to figure out what I’m missing exactly. This isn’t a place I’d have expected Isaac to visit before - not because he doesn’t like reading but because he only ever read the books I told him about.

“What are you talking about?” I ask, still looking at them both, and I notice the smile on her face get even bigger when she looks down at mine and Isaac’s joined hands. I squeeze his hand lightly, hoping he’ll answer me, but he’s completely silent, not even sparing a glance in my direction.

“Oh!” The lady exclaims before pulling a small card out from underneath the desk. “This is for you, dear.” She hands it over to me, and Isaac finally looks at me, chewing his bottom lip.

“Open it.” He nods his head towards it, and I reluctantly let go of his hand to unfold the card.

The last book you told me to read

I look up at him again, and he’s staring straight at me, beautiful green eyes that seem to be saying so much. He pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose before swallowing.

“Do you remember it?”

“Of course I do.”

I think back to a few months ago, talking on the phone with Isaac just before exams started and giving him a detailed summary of the book I was reading at the time. He always listened even when he had no idea what I was talking about, and I’ve missed not being able to talk to him about books.

It was the first book in a long fantasy series, one about demon hunters in New York that I thought Isaac might like too. He never minded when I spoiled books for him, he always just paid attention and asked questions so that I could keep talking.

I read the signs above the shelves and navigate towards the fantasy section, scanning the shelves to find the book. A few moments later, Isaac joins me, standing close behind me as I search for the book.

I find it a few minutes later with the help of Isaac coughing obnoxiously to get my attention and pointing his foot towards one of the lower shelves. I bend down to get the single copy available and notice a piece of paper sticking out of it.

Another card.

“Isaac.” I stand up, spinning around to face him with the book and card clutched in my hands.

“Violet.”

I still can’t get over the way he says my name and how lovely and different it sounds coming from him compared to everyone else.

“Don’t tell me you’ve set up a bookstore scavenger hunt.”

I want him to deny it because if that’s really what’s happening right now then I’m scared I’ll have to admit to him just how much I’ve missed him, just how much he knows me like no one else does. I’m scared I’ll have to admit that I hate that we’ve been apart for so long and how much time we’ve wasted. I’m scared that I’ll have to admit that I think I’m in love with him.

“I’ve not not set up a scavenger hunt?” He tilts his head to the side as he says it, his hand coming up to rub at the back of his neck. He looks so adorable that I have to look away from him before I do something stupid like kiss him. “Read the card.”

He doesn’t have to tell me twice because I’ll do anything to avoid looking at him.

The first book you told me to read

Again, I dig into my memories trying to remember a conversation from years ago and then it hits me.
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FIVE YEARS AGO

This year, Isaac and I decided to exchange cards. I felt so embarrassed after he gave me a card on our birthday last year, and I didn’t have one for him, so I hurried to make one for him the next day. We started talking more after that, and a few months ago, he told me that he’d discovered a classroom in the science block that never gets used. He suggested that it would be a good place to meet for our birthday, somewhere we could be alone.

As soon as the last bell rang, I made my way toward the classroom with the birthday card I’d prepared for him safely tucked away between two books so it wouldn’t get creased throughout the day. I didn’t want to risk being late by running back to my room to get it, so I made sure I packed it in my bag last night.

When I reach the classroom, I peek in and notice that Isaac hasn’t arrived yet so I enter and take a seat at the desk near the window in the back corner of the room. I’m not sure when he’ll turn up, so I take out the book I’m currently reading and open it to where I left my bookmark.

A few minutes later, the door opens, and Isaac walks in. A big smile appears on his face when he sees me.

“Hi.”

“Hi.” I echo as he approaches me.

I place the bookmark back into the book, putting it on the desk as he takes the seat next to me. He drops his bag on the desk and rummages through it for a few seconds before pulling out a card and I do the same.

We hand them to each other, fingers brushing for just a moment, but it feels electrifying. I try not to look at him as I feel my cheeks getting red and focus on the card instead. It has a drawing of a cake with thirteen candles on it, Happy Birthday written underneath it with careful handwriting. I open it to read the message inside, and the words ‘Happy Birthday Violet! from Isaac’ in slightly messier handwriting with small doodles around it shouldn’t be making my heart beat this fast. I rub at my chest as if it’ll slow it down, but it doesn’t.

When I finally look up at him, he’s holding something rectangular wrapped in green paper.

“You got me a present?” I ask, trying to hide the disbelief in my voice.

“It’s nothing big. I just saw it and thought of you.”

I don’t focus on the last part of that sentence as much as I want to. If I do, it’ll make it obvious how much I’ve been thinking of him this past year, too.

“I didn’t get anything for you though. I thought we were just doing cards.”

“I know but I went home on the weekend, and my mum made me go shopping with her. When I saw it, I knew I wanted to get it for you.” He holds it out to me, and I take it from him. “Open it.”

I take care to unfold the green paper slowly, peeling the tape off to reveal a book. But it’s not just any random book, it’s the sequel to the book I’m reading.

“Wow, Isaac, thank you so much.”

I turn it over in my hands, reading the synopsis on the back, my fingers running over the raised letters on the title on the front.

“I saw you reading last week and the cover looked the same so I searched it up and found out this was the second book. I wasn’t sure if you’d had a chance to buy it yet so I wanted to get it for you.”

“That’s really kind of you.”

I place it on the desk next to the first book, looking at the covers together before looking back at him. “I didn’t think you’d get me anything like this. I only got you a card.”

“Sorry, I probably should have told you, but I wanted it to be a surprise.”

I just smile at him, my heart fluttering at the thought that he’s put into this, but then his eyes widen, and he gasps. “Wait, do you have it already? I knew I should have got you something else.”

“What? Oh no, you were right. I didn’t get around to buying it yet.” I reassure him even though it’s a lie.

I bought the sequel as soon as it came out but the thought of Isaac paying attention to what book I’m reading and putting in the effort to get the second one for me has done something weird to my heart. It keeps beating faster, and it feels like it’s about to pop out of my chest with every word he says. His small panic was enough for me to tell him a small lie so he won’t feel bad, and I’ll happily get rid of my own copy to keep this one.

“Phew, that’s good. I got worried for a second there.” He says, letting out a relieved breath. “I read the back of the first one, and it looked pretty interesting, actually.”

I can’t hide my excitement and the chance to talk about the book that I think will become a new favourite of mine.

“You have to read it. It’s so good. I can give you my copy when I’m done if you want. I can finish it tonight and give it to you tomorrow?”

“I’d like that.” He gives me a small smile and listens as I explain the start of the book to him.
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I scan the shelves to find the book and again, it’s the only copy available. I take it down and open it to find the piece of paper.

The first book we read together

I keep following the clues, moving around the store like I’m retracing our history through books, and I have to avoid looking at Isaac so that he doesn’t see what this has done to me. With every book, I have to force back tears as I go through happy memories that are filled with him. I knew he read the books I recommended, but I had no idea he kept track of them like this to the point where he was able to set all of this up.

When I take the paper out of the next book, he tells me it’s the last clue, and even though we’ve been here for a while now, I don’t want it to end. No one else has come into the store, and I wonder if he’s the reason for that, too.

Your favourite book

I go to the area where it should be, but it isn’t there. I look over all of the shelves, noting that every other classic I can think of is stored here, but not that one.

“I can’t find it,” I tell him, and I have to clear away the lump in my throat after I say it because I’m worried that he might have got the most important one wrong after all of this.

“Maybe you should ask her for help.”

Isaac doesn’t seem worried at all, standing with his hands in his pockets and looking like he has complete confidence that he chose the right book. He starts walking towards the checkout desk, and I follow behind him, racking my brain for what other book he might think it could be.

“Hi, sorry, but I can’t find what I was looking for.”

“What book is it?”

“Persuasion,” I tell her, hesitating slightly before answering. I glance at Isaac, but he’s not looking at me at all, his earlier confidence gone as he focuses on a spot on the ceiling instead.

“Ah, yes, I have that right here.” She reaches under the desk and pulls out a stunning clothbound edition, one that I’ve had my eye on for a while but haven’t bought yet.

She slides it over the counter towards me, and as I go to pick it up, I notice a small bump in the middle. The lady excuses herself, leaving us alone as she goes to a room in the back.

I open up the book to where the bump is and there’s a small black velvet pouch. I turn to face Isaac, holding on to his arm so that he’ll look at me, and he does, brows furrowed and his bottom lip stuck between his teeth again.

When I lift the pouch, I quickly scan the page it's on to see whether it’s just random or it was meant to be here.

You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope. Tell me that I am not too late, that such precious feelings are gone forever.

I stop reading, focusing my eyes on the pouch instead, my trembling fingers pressed to the knot where it’s tied. Isaac’s hand covers mine as he takes it from me to open it, and I will my hands to stop shaking so much so that he won’t see how nervous I am.

He turns my hand over, laying it flat before tipping the contents of the pouch into it. At first, all I see is a chain of silver, but then Isaac’s fingers run gently over my palm as he untangles it to reveal a small pendant with the letter I.

I look at his face, and then he pulls the collar of his hoodie aside, reaching in to pull out a matching necklace, but his has the letter V on it.

I squeeze my eyes shut, closing my fingers around the necklace as I feel tears running down my cheeks. There’s a shift in the air as Isaac comes towards me, and then I’m wrapped in his arms, my face buried in his chest where I want to stay forever.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.” He whispers, holding me tightly, and I let out a noise that’s caught between a half laugh half sob.

Isaac pulls back but he’s still standing close enough to me that our shoes are touching. His hands are on my face as he tilts my head up, thumbs brushing away the tears like I did for him a few weeks ago.

“It’s a happy cry.” He lets out a small laugh, and I open my hand between us to look at the necklace again. “Will you help me put it on?”

“Of course. Turn around.”

I pass it to him and do as he says, lifting my hair as he steps closer to me, placing the necklace around my neck and fastening it. I fiddle with the pendant, making sure the I is centred, even though I want it directly over my heart, and turn around to show him.

Isaac lets out an unsteady breath, his eyes fluttering close for a second before he opens them again.

“How does it look?”

“Beautiful.” He says, but his eyes are focused on mine, and he hasn’t even glanced down at the necklace.

I twist the pendant between my fingers, reaching out to do the same to his, and he lets me, dipping his head slightly so that we’re closer.

“When did you get this?”

“A while ago,” he says, his fingers joining mine as we hold the pendants close together. “I wanted to give it to you on our birthday last year before everything happened.”

I lean up to place a kiss on his cheek, hoping that it’ll say enough, that he’ll understand I don’t blame him anymore, that I forgive him. His answering smile tells me it does.

“I’ve been wearing mine for longer since that first day back last September.”

Surely, he doesn’t mean the day we made things official, but the nervous look on his face confirms it was.

“That long?”

“I thought it might be a bit too much to give to you then, but it’s always been you for me, Violet. I’ve been keeping your one in the inner pocket of my blazer, right over my heart.”

I don’t need to hear anything else from him, and I drop the pendants, closing the distance between us as I throw my arms around his neck and hug him tightly.


26
ISAAC / VIOLET


[image: ]


ISAAC

Before we leave the store, I buy the copy of Persuasion for Violet, thanking the lady profusely on the way out for all of her help. I spent the past week talking to her a lot, asking her if I could arrange it in her store and then asking for her help to set the clues in each book. She was more than happy to help once I explained the situation, mainly focusing on Violet being someone I really cared about, and I wanted to do something special for her.

It wasn’t hard to think about what clues to use—I’ve kept track of every book she’s ever told me about, my own personal list of recommendations from the person I trust the most. The last one made me the most nervous, though. My heart was beating ridiculously fast as I slipped the necklace to the lady as Violet went looking for the first book. Following her around the store was like taking a walk down memory lane, and I hope it was the same for her.

The way her face dropped when she couldn’t find the last book had my stomach sinking, and I hate that for even a second, she thought I didn’t know her favourite book. She’s spoken about it so much, and from reading her copy of it, the margins filled with annotations and comments, I knew those lines were some of her favourites. It helps that they expressed how I felt, too, constantly on the verge of being optimistic but terrified of what would happen between us.

Then I got worried that giving her the necklace might be too much since it was technically only our first date. But I didn’t want another day to go by without her knowing how I feel about her, even if I can’t say the words just yet.

We hold hands on the way back to my car, and I suddenly wish we were closer to school. The thought of having to let go of her so I can drive us home makes me wish we could just walk instead. I open the door for her and close it after she gets in before going around to the driver's side.

We don’t speak much on the drive back, and I think we’re both just trying to process the day we’ve had. Every time I sneak a glance at her she’s either looking through the book resting in her lap or fiddling with her necklace. It’s been her necklace for over a year now. The matching one I have has been sitting around my neck since she first decided to give me a chance.

I knew even then that it was too soon for my feelings for her to be so strong, and I didn’t expect her to reciprocate them straight away. I’ve always had the sense that I’d love her more than she did me, and I’m completely fine with that. I’ll take anything I can get from her.

Then I planned to give it to her on our seventeenth birthday, but that day went completely wrong, and instead, the necklace has been tucked close to my heart ever since.

When we get back to school, I park up, but neither of us makes a move to get out of the car. We’re back in that bubble again, and there’s a silent fear that it'll pop once we step out of the car and back onto school grounds. I turn in my seat to look at her, and she’s still holding the pendant between her fingers.

“Thank you for today.”

There’s so much else I want to thank her for, but I keep it vague or we’ll be here all day.

Although, I guess that wouldn’t be too terrible.

“I should be saying that to you.” She reaches over for my hand, and I’m quick to give it to her as she intertwines our fingers together and squeezes lightly. “It was the most perfect date.”

She smiles at me, and even though the sun has begun to set, it feels like it’s rising again just in this car.

“I’m glad you liked it.”

We just sit there for a while, hands linked, and even though we’re not saying anything, I know this day has meant a lot to both of us. It feels like a new beginning for us, and I want to ask her where we go from here, what the next step is, but then her phone rings, and the bubble bursts.

She lets go of my hand, and I want to take it back, miss the feeling of it in mine instantly, but I don’t.

“Sorry, it’s Avery. I told her I would see her when I got back.”

“Did you tell her you were with me?”

“No, I said I was out with my mum. Did you tell anyone?”

“I didn’t. I told my friends I was going home for the day.”

She nods, and I don’t know how we both feel about not being able to tell our friends about us again. But it feels too delicate to let other people in, and I worry that it could crack again before we even get the chance to fix it. Her phone stops ringing and then chimes with a message a few moments later. She glances down at it before looking back up at me.

“I had a great day, Isaac.” She leans over, pressing a kiss to my cheek. It feels like my heart is about to beat out of my chest. “Call me later?”

I nod, lost for words and trying to keep some semblance of calm while my brain is screaming at me not to let her get out of the car, to have it out with her and figure out where we stand, to lean over and kiss her. But she’s already opening the door, book clutched to her chest as I watch her walk away.
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VIOLET

I don’t look back at Isaac as I make my way towards the dorms. I know I should have stayed and talked to him about what we’re doing and where we go from here, but it felt like too scary of a conversation to have. I wanted to keep the perfection of the day as it was. When I reach the main door, I want to look back and see if Isaac is behind me, but I know that if I do, I’ll just go running back to him.

I set my new copy of Persuasion on my desk, and go to the bathroom to take my makeup off before I head to Avery’s room. My cheeks are red, and I dread to think how long they’ve been like that, how much blood rushed to them at every thoughtful gesture from Isaac today.

My phone pings again, and I can’t avoid Avery any longer, so I open her texts and reply to tell her that I’ll be at her door in five minutes. I change into comfier clothes, leggings, and a baggy sweater, and then go to her room. Maybe talking to her will distract me, and I won’t think too much about Isaac.

Her door is unlocked, so I just let myself in, dropping next to her on the bed where she’s lying on her side.

“Hey, you,” she says, poking my nose. I scrunch it up as I do the same to her.

“Sorry, I was gone all day. It was hectic.”

I hate that I had to lie to her, but saying I was with my mum felt like an easy excuse to use. Avery knows we’ve been going through a rough patch because of my university decisions so it would make sense for me to spend some time with her.

It’s not a complete lie either because I am seeing my mum tomorrow for dinner. She’s still apprehensive about me moving away, but over the past few weeks, with more reassurances that I’ll still visit her as much as possible and talk to her every day, she’s started warming up to the idea more.

“So hectic that you couldn’t even text me back. I see how it is.”

I push her shoulder, rolling my eyes at her sarcasm.

“I barely checked my phone. How was your day?”

She lets out a groan before responding.

“Boring without you. I caught up on French homework, but I still need to do some translations for Latin.”

“I still don’t know why you thought taking two languages would be a good idea.”

“I was young and foolish then.”

I stare at her blankly. “You mean a year ago?”

“So young! So foolish!” She throws an arm over her eyes dramatically, rolling onto her back, and I have to laugh at how ridiculous she is. “Save me from the clutches of Virgil’s Aeneid!”

We dissolve into fits of laughter as she quotes random Latin phrases to me that I have no clue what they mean. When we both stop giggling, she asks how my day went, and I wish I could tell her everything.

“It was good. I went to a cute bookstore and got a new copy of Persuasion.”

“Ooh, which one?”

“The clothbound edition.”

Avery lets out a little squeal because she’s heard me talk about wanting it for so long but I’ve never got it.

“You finally bought it!”

“Well, actually, he - my mum got it for me.”

I can’t believe I slipped up like that, my excitement getting the best of me. I hope Avery didn’t catch it but the speed at which she sits up tells me that she did.

“He?! Which he is this?!”

I groan as I roll away from her and onto my stomach, my face buried in the covers like maybe if Avery can’t see me, then she’ll forget I’m here, and we can move on.

“Noor Violet Ayaz.”

“Not the full name,” I say, my voice muffled as I refuse to lift my head.

“I have to use the full name when you lie to me and tell me you were with your mother, but you were with a boy!”

She grabs my shoulder, pulling me until I’m on my back and facing the ceiling. I bring my hands up to cover my face, my mind racing as I try to figure out how I’m going to explain this to her.

“I can’t believe you went on a date and didn’t tell me!”

The last part of her sentence has me realising just how much I haven’t told her. She’s my best friend, but I kept an entire relationship secret from her. Not because I don’t trust her, but because it was something Isaac and I agreed on doing right from the start.

But now, I want to tell her. I want her to know everything. I want her advice on how to move forward. My head and heart are at war, and I need Avery’s help with choosing a side to follow.

“There’s a lot I haven’t told you.”

I sit up, facing her, and cross my legs, and then she does the same, mirroring my position. She places her hand on my knee, and I take it as I begin to tell her the entire story of how I ended up on a date with Isaac today.

She was there for the icebreaker on the first day, so she knew that we had the same birthday, but she didn’t know about the cards.

I tell her about that first birthday in Year 7, how that turned into us meeting again in Year 8, and then turned into talking and meeting more often, and we eventually became friends.

I tell her how we would talk every day and sometimes watch movies together. How he confessed that he liked me after one of them.

I tell her that even though we both liked each other, I said that we should wait until we came back to school to make a real decision about us but then we spent the entire three month break talking every single day.

I tell her that we decided to keep it a secret, how it felt like something fragile and precious and we just wanted to keep it to ourselves.

I tell her about the breakup and that he ended things with me the day after our seventeenth birthday.

I tell her as much as I can without exposing how deeply I feel for him.

I don’t tell her about the devastation I felt after that day.

I don’t tell her that we spoke on the phone every single night until we fell asleep together because I wanted his voice to be the last thing I heard.

I don’t tell her about sneaking into that classroom every chance we could get just to be with each other for a moment between classes because it felt like torture to pretend we weren’t anything to each other.

I don’t tell her that I think he’s the love of my life.

By the time I’m finished, my cheeks are wet, and I’m wiping at them with the sleeves of my sweater.

“That was a lot,” Avery says, but there’s no judgment in her voice. She’s just stating a fact. It was a lot, and saying it all out loud like that has me realising what a huge part of my life Isaac has been.

“I don’t know why I’m crying,” I say quietly, starting at my lap because halfway through, it felt too difficult to look at Avery’s face as she realised just how much I’d been hiding from her.

“It’s because you still love him.”

I let out a huff, but the word hits me right in the chest.

“I never said I loved him.”

I try to play it off, to act like it’s not that big of a deal because I already feel like I’ve told her too much, and admitting that I love him out loud feels like something I can’t do yet.

The entire time I was with Isaac today, that word kept floating around my head and my heart, but I did my best to ignore it because I’m too scared to face it. I don’t know when it happened when I realised that I’d completely fallen for him, and that, as much as I wish could say I stopped, I never did. Everything he’s been doing since we came back to school, all the effort he’s made, and especially with what he did today, confirms to me that he hasn’t stopped either.

During the months we spent apart, he was still at the forefront of my mind, the first thing I thought about when I woke up and the last before I fell asleep. I tried my hardest to ignore them, to get rid of them so I could try to recover from breaking up with him, but it was impossible.

We never said the words to each other, and I think we both must have thought it was too big of a thing to say, but there’s no doubt in my mind that what we had was love.

What we still have is love.

“You didn’t have to say it, I could tell. Your face lit up at the start when you spoke about him. I’ve never seen you look like that before. And when you got to the end, you seemed so sad.”

I sniffle, wiping at my face again to stop the seemingly never-ending tears, and I don’t know what to say to her. I wanted her advice, but I don’t know how to ask for it. Avery knows, though, and I listen as she starts to speak.

“Violet, I don’t think it would be a terrible idea if you started seeing him again.”

I finally look at her, and the concern on her face is clear, but she’s also smiling a little.

“I think you had something really special with him. And even though he did that to you, and I kind of hate him for it, it seems like he’s doing everything he can now to make it up to you. I’m not saying you have to rush into anything, but just see where it goes.”

I nod as she pulls me into a hug. I hold on to her tightly, so grateful that she’s not mad at me for hiding this from her for so long.

“I really want to,” I tell her, finding it easier to speak while she’s holding me together.

“That’s good. And this time, you can go into it knowing that if he ever hurts you again, I will string him up-”

“Okay, that’s enough of that.” I let out a small laugh, pulling back from her before she could get into too much detail. She wipes my cheeks with her hand, giving me a reassuring smile.

“I’m sorry for not telling you before.”

“Honestly, I’m a little annoyed that I could have been living vicariously through you this whole time, and you didn’t let me. He sounds so romantic.”

“He is,” I tell her, and then she asks more questions about him, butterflies fluttering through my stomach as I finally get to talk about all of the wonderful things he’s done for me.
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It’s been a few weeks since that first date with Isaac, and every day, it just feels like we’re getting closer again. Our daily texts developed into phone calls and then into FaceTime when he started going home on the weekends, and we couldn’t see each other in person.

He’s made a point to take me somewhere every weekend, too, whether it’s to a bookstore or for food or just a drive. He said it doesn’t matter what we do as long as we’re together, and I wholeheartedly agree with him. I think I could climb the highest mountains, run ten marathons, swim across oceans as long as he was by my side.

Spending time with him outside of school has made me realise how contained our relationship was before and how scared we both were to let it be out in the open like this. Even though we haven’t made anything official, I like how it is now that we can create these new memories with each other.

Isaac said he wanted it to be different this time, and it already feels like it is. We’ve started getting more comfortable with being with each other again, our hands linking as soon as we see each other, kisses on cheeks whenever we say goodbye, hugs that linger but not quite for long enough.

He hasn’t been rushing me at all. I’ve been setting the pace for us and making the first move every time, but a part of me wishes he would be the one to do it. I know it’s because he wants me to feel comfortable, but I miss the Isaac who would always be attached to me in one way or another. Whether it was his knee against mine whenever we sat together, hands linked across a table when we studied together, hands on my face when he would press his lips to mine.

I know that the only way we’ll get back to that is if I tell him that I want to put a name to what we’re doing. But he’s been going home for weekends more often now because his parents want him to prepare for his Oxford interviews, and that’s why I can’t yet.

Isaac constantly reassures me that he’s not going there and that he’s only going along with what his parents want so they won’t get suspicious. But there’s still a tiny voice in the back of my mind that makes me think that we’ll go our separate ways when school ends, even after all of this.

I try to push it away, tell myself that he wouldn’t be making this much effort to start again with me if he was going there. But he had his last interview today, and we haven’t spoken much. I’ve been worried that he’ll get sick again from putting too much pressure on himself, but he reassures me that he’s fine whenever I ask him.

I didn’t want to bother him while he was already stressed out so I just told him that he’ll do fine and that I believe in him because I do. As much as the doubts try to cloud my mind, I’ve never completely lost faith in him, even when we broke up. He responded with a simple ‘thank you,’ and I haven’t heard from him since.

It’s getting late into the evening, and I’m trying to focus on working on the project, but I’ve got nothing done. It’s already past eight, and I’m debating texting him again when my phone rings.

“Hey.”

“Hi, how was it?”

He lets out a sigh, and I’m instantly worried about him. I want to see him so I can make sure he’s really okay.

“It was alright, probably could have gone better but it’s done now.”

“Can we FaceTime? I want to see you.” I try to hide the vulnerability in my voice, but think I fail because he doesn’t say anything. I wait for the tone to change to indicate that he’s calling me but it doesn’t.

“Open the door.”

“What?”

“I’m outside.”

I drop my phone and stand up from my desk, rushing over to the door, and when I open it, he’s standing right there. I grab his arm and drag him into my room, locking the door behind us before I pull him into a hug.

“What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to see you, too.” He says, wrapping his arms around my waist and burying his face in the crook of my neck.

When we break apart, I take his hand and lead him away from the door and towards my bed, but as I sit down on the edge, he stops short just before he can do the same.

“When did you put them back up?”

He doesn’t have to go into specifics because I already know what’s caught his eye. His birthday cards are pinned to my wall, each delicate memory held up where I can see them every single day.

I debate on telling him the truth or not, if I should just play it off as only putting them back up recently once we started up again. But there’s no point keeping this hidden from him. If I want anything more for us, I need to let myself be vulnerable with him again.

“When you were sick,” I say, my voice quiet as he stares at them. “I kept them in my desk before that. But when I went to see you that day, I don’t know, I just wanted to look at them again, I guess.”

He reaches out a hand to touch them, running his fingers over the same cake that’s drawn on the front of each one with a different number of candles to mark each year. Then he finally looks at me with a slight smile as he sits next to me and takes my hand in his.

I lean my head on his shoulder and then decide to take a chance by asking him something that’s been bothering me since that day.

“Why didn’t you take mine down?”

I can feel his jaw graze across my hair as he turns to look at me, but I don’t move my head from his shoulder. It might be easier to have this conversation if we don’t look at each other.

“I did.”

“They still had the pins in them.”

He doesn’t say anything for a second, but I can feel his jaw moving against my hair like he’s opening and closing his mouth.

“It felt like they were the only thing I had left of you.”

I close my eyes, letting the words into my chest, where my heart is pounding.

“You stopped talking to me, and of course you did. I don’t blame you for that. But then I realised how little we had of each other. There was hardly anything tangible that I could use to reassure myself that what we had was real, that it wasn’t all just a dream.”

He plays with my fingers, untangling our hands and running his fingers up and down my palm.

“But I had your cards. So I settled for looking at them every day, reading them every night, just so that I would remember what it felt like to be with you.”

I take a shaky breath and pull my head away from his shoulder so that I can look at him. He lifts his head, green eyes gazing right into mine, and I see the answer to the question that I’ve been so afraid to ask this whole time. But with him next to me, my hand in his, I feel brave now.

“Where do we go from here, Isaac?” I whisper because we’re so close I don’t need to speak any louder.

“Wherever you want.” His free hand comes up to cradle my cheek, his thumb running across it. “If you want to just be friends, we’ll just be friends. If you want to try again, then we’ll try again. If you want to end it here and never see me again, I’ll walk out that door and tell my parents I want to transfer schools.”

He tilts my head down and presses a kiss to my forehead before focusing his eyes on mine again.

“I’ll do whatever makes you happy, Violet. No matter what it is.”

I close my eyes and bring my hand up to cover his as he drops his forehead down to meet mine.

“I don’t want to just be friends.”

He lets out a soft chuckle and pulls back so he can look at me.

“Good. I don’t want you thinking I act like this with just any of my friends.”

I push at his chest, feigning annoyance, but I can’t hide the laugh that escapes me.

“And that last option is unthinkable.”

“Good again, because I’m not going anywhere.”

“I know.”

He smiles at me, and I want to just tilt my head up to his and close the distance so our lips can finally meet again, but I use all my willpower to resist.

“So we’re trying again?”

“I think we’ve been trying this whole time,” I say because it’s the truth.

He leans his head down, and I close my eyes, waiting for the moment his mouth is on mine again, but instead, he kisses my cheek, my nose, and my forehead before wrapping both of his arms around me, holding me close to him.

I pull one knee up on the bed so that I can face him properly and put my arms around his neck, and even though we’ve hugged a lot since we started talking again, this one feels different.

It feels like our hearts are connecting again after being apart for far too long. It feels like a magnetic force pulling us together, erasing any space between us, and I never want it to break. I clutch him tighter, not thinking about anything else apart from the fact that he’s mine again. That he’s always been mine even when I didn’t want to admit it.

His hand runs up and down my spine once, twice, before he loosens his grip and pulls back, hands on my face again so that I look straight at him.

“We’re really doing this?” He smiles at me, hopeful and bright, and I missed that look on his face so much.

“We are.” This time, I kiss his cheek, much closer to the corner of his mouth than he was expecting, I think, because his breath hitches.

Isaac looks down at me with an emotion in his eyes that I haven’t seen before, and then he’s sitting back away from me, and I’m worried I’ve ruined everything.

“I should probably go back to my room.”

My expression must give something away because then he’s shuffling closer to me again, taking both of my hands in his.

“It’s nothing to do with you. Actually, that’s a lie. It’s everything to do with you. I think I should just go before I do something silly.”

“Like what?” I ask him.

“Like kiss you.”

“I think you should.”
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Hearing her say those words and getting that confirmation that she’s back in this as much as I am feels like a dream come true. But I want to make sure that she knows what this means, that after this, I won’t ever be able to do anything but be with her for the rest of my life.

“Are you sure?” I ask, my eyes scanning her face, catching the way her tongue juts out to run across her bottom lip. I want to throw myself at her, but I hold back. “It’ll change everything.”

“I’m sure.”

I think she can hear the words I’m not saying, the fact that we’ll both be irrevocably altered after this. Of course, we’ve kissed in the past, but this one will be different. This one confirms our future and solidifies that we’re it for each other.

This kiss will tell her that I love her.

“Kiss me, Isaac.”

This time, I don’t hesitate before closing the distance between us. It feels like the first time all over again, and I don’t know how I ever thought I could live without this, without her.
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ONE YEAR AGO

I take my glasses off to rub at my eyes, dropping them on the desk in between us as I pinch the bridge of my nose. I close my eyes, and when I open them again, Violet is staring right at me, a strange look on her face that I’ve never seen before.

“You have really pretty eyes.” She says, and I hope my face isn’t going as red as I feel like it is.

“What?” I laugh to try and play it off. When I reach for my glasses to put them back on, Violet’s hand covers mine.

“No, wait, let me look.”

She leans over the desk, bringing her face closer to mine than it ever has been before and I take this opportunity to look over her face. Beautiful dark brown eyes framed by long, thick eyelashes. The cutest button nose that turns red whenever she’s cold. Full lips with a distinct cupids bow, the bottom slightly larger than the top.

I shouldn’t be thinking about her lips or imagining what it might feel like to kiss her. I think it’ll change my entire life. But I don’t know if we’re there yet - it feels too soon, but also feels like it should have already happened. But then I catch her eyes dropping down to my mouth and I think she might be thinking the same thing as I am.

“Can I kiss you?”

The words are out there before I can stop them. But I needed them out there to confirm what I’ve been feeling for her for so long. I think I love her. But I don’t know if I’m allowed to feel that for her when she might not feel the same way. If she lets me kiss her and take this step further with her, I think I’ll get my answer.

“What?”

Her eyes are wide, pupils blown out. This time, there’s a small smile on my face as I ask the question because I know what answer I’ll get.

“Can I kiss you, jaanu?”

I love calling her that, love seeing her reaction to it and how it always brings a blush to her cheeks. There’s no other word I want to call her, though. She is my life, my soul, my everything.

I keep my gaze focused on her, and then she’s glancing down at my lips and nodding her head. It feels like I’m about to ascend to heaven. I lean closer to her, hating that there’s a desk in between us right now. I want to be as close to her as I can.

“Are you sure?”

She nods her head again, fully out of her chair now as she leans over the desk. I do the same, meeting her in the middle until there’s barely any space between our faces, both our heads titled and noses brushing.

“I’m sure,” she says, and I don’t need to hear anything else before I press my lips to hers.

In all the books Violet has recommended to me over the years, the first kiss is always described as a monumental moment, like it completely rearranges the characters’ DNA. I never put much stock into that though; it always seemed too exaggerated, and I didn’t understand how something like kissing could have such an impact. But as soon as my lips press against hers, it hits me.

It feels like a part of me that I hadn’t even known was missing has been found. All the stories are starting to make sense now. I get why the characters risk it all, why they fight battles, travel across the globe, do everything they can just for one kiss.

Kissing Violet feels like I’ve been asleep my entire life, and now I’m finally awake.

I love you, I love you, I love you runs through my mind and I don’t even consider pushing the thought away. I’ve always loved her in whatever way I could, as a friend, as a girlfriend, and now as my entire world.

I lift my hand to her cheek, wanting to hold her closer to me, and I wish I was a superhero who could stop time. I want to stay like this with her forever.

I run my thumb back and forth across her cheek, hoping it lets her know how much I cherish her, adore her, love her.

Then her hand is covering mine, our fingers intertwining perfectly like we were made for each other. She’s the missing piece to my soul, filling me with complete contentment and serenity. The way we fit together, hands and lips slotting perfectly together like pieces in a puzzle - I don’t think I could ever fit like this with anyone else. I don’t even want to entertain the idea of it.

I never thought I could feel like this like my entire world could be concentrated into one person, but it has. And there’s no denying now what I feel for her. She’s the love of my life.

I pull back slightly as the realisation hits me square in the chest, momentarily taking my breath away. Then I press my forehead to hers, wanting that closeness again. I open my eyes, but hers are still closed, cheeks flushed so prettily, and her mouth pouted in a way that makes me want to kiss her again.

When she opens her eyes and our gazes meet, I can’t hide the smile on my face, and I’m so happy when she smiles back at me beautifully. My thumb is still moving back and forth on her cheek, her fingers squeezing over mine slightly as if she’s checking I’m real.

“Jaanu, jaanu, jaanu.” I say it like a wish, hope, prayer.

I say it and hope she hears the words I love you.

When she presses her lips to mine again, I’m sure she’s saying them too.

[image: ]


When we separate, Violet’s arms come around my neck, and mine are around her waist, but we’re sitting so awkwardly and it feels like there’s too much space between us still. I stand, pulling her up with me, and then I’m holding her tighter like she’ll disappear if I let go of her, even though I know she won’t. There’s no way either of us can get away from the other now. The words I so desperately want to say to her feel like they’re about to burst out of me, but I hold them back for now.

Violet sighs softly before pulling back, her hand caressing my neck and jaw before she lifts one to push my glasses back up my face. I’m so used to her doing that whenever she wants to kiss me that I drop my head to hers again and quickly press my mouth to hers, like it’s an automatic response. The laugh she lets out is so gentle, and then she kisses my cheek again before placing a hand on my chest, right over my rapidly beating heart.

“Can you stay for a bit longer?” She asks, and I don’t hesitate before answering.

“Of course.”

She smiles up at me, so beautiful and lovely and mine.

But then she takes a step back, and I follow her as if we’re connected by a taut string that won’t let us go more than a few inches from each other. Violet laughs softly before gently pushing me back with the hand that’s still resting over my heart.

“I need to do my skincare, just give me a couple minutes and I’ll be back out.”

“Can I help you?”

I spent so many nights watching her do it on FaceTime, the meticulous routine of cleanser, toner, serum, and moisturiser. At first, it was fascinating to see how much effort she put into it, and my keen interest meant that she ended up developing a routine for me, too. I went from watching her to doing it at the same time as her, following her instructions as she explained what each product did and the correct order. Sometimes, I felt strangely jealous of her hands, wishing it could be mine on her face instead, so I take this chance to ask her.

“Sure.” She nods, taking my hand and leading me to the bathroom that’s barely ten feet away.

There’s no need for us to hold on to each other like this, but I think she’s missed it, too. After we broke up, it was like there was a phantom weight in my hands where hers should have been. Sometimes, I even woke up half-convinced that she was holding it.
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ONE YEAR AGO

Violet twirls a pen between her fingers, and I can’t take my eyes off of her. I’m supposed to be studying, but it’s so hard to concentrate when she’s right next to me. The novelty of being next to her still hasn’t worn out, and even though we’ve been seeing each other for a few weeks now, I still can’t believe that she’s mine and I’m hers. I lean my knee against hers to try and get her attention, but she shuffles away from me, not even looking in my direction.

“Do your work, Isaac.”

I know she’s trying to be stern but her voice is far too lovely for that, and the way she says my name, a lilt to it that makes it sound like an angel singing, has me pulling her chair closer to mine. She lets out a small yelp, dropping her pen as she grabs onto my thigh to stop herself from falling off the chair.

“Isaac!”

I grin at her even as she tries to swat at my arm, but I take the chance to grab her hand instead. I turn it face up and start tracing a finger over the lines on her palm.

“You know, I’ve been looking up stuff about astrology and palm reading.”

“Why?” She gives me a puzzled look, eyebrows creased adorably as she tries to figure out where I’m going with this.

“Doesn’t it feel like we’re fated? What are the odds we’d be born on the same day, me at sunrise and you at sunset? And that we’d both end up going to the same school, end up in the same class?”

She smiles softly at me, and I get lost in her eyes before her fingers close over mine and she squeezes once asking me to continue.

“It feels a lot like fate to me, so I started looking up some stuff about it. I wanted to figure out what cosmic entity I need to thank for bringing you into my life. And I wanted to know how to see our future too, what amazing things we’ll do together.”

I run my finger across the small lines on her palm. My eyes focused there because I suddenly feel too shy to look at her.

“This is the life line,” I trace the curved line from the base of her thumb to the bottom of her palm.

“The heart line.” First finger to pinky finger.

“And the fate line.” The middle of her palm.

“And what do they all mean?” She asks, dipping her head to meet my gaze.

I cover her hand with mine and intertwine our fingers together.

“No idea. I just wanted to hold your hand.”
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When we enter the bathroom, I take notice of how Violet has everything lined up on the shelf underneath the mirror. She has all her products set in the order that she uses them, and I have to hold back a smile because it’s exactly how I pictured it.

She lets go of my hand, and I want hers back in mine already, but then she’s opening the tap and running her hands under it. I know I’m staring at her, but I can’t stop myself. I love that I can look at her again, that I can be this close to her.

“Stop staring at me and wash your hands.”

She doesn’t look at me when she says it, but I catch the way the corners of her mouth lift up when I follow her instructions. I look in the mirror, and seeing us standing side by side over a small sink shouldn’t be making me this happy, but it is, and I’m smiling like a fool.

She takes the cleanser, squeezing a small amount onto the tip of her finger before doing the same for me. I turn to look at her, and she reaches up to take my glasses off my face, placing them on the side. She rubs her fingers together and starts to touch my face, slowly smoothing the cleanser around, and I’m completely frozen.

I close my eyes, letting out a big sigh of relief at the fact that we can be this comfortable and close with each other. It’s a brand new experience, yet it feels like it was always meant to happen, like we were always meant to be this close.

When she finishes, I do the same to her, running my fingers over the outline of her face, the curve of her jaw, the slope of her nose, her cheeks, her chin. I can’t stop myself from tilting her chin up to kiss her, so happy that she’s mine again. But in a new way. A better way.

We continue like that until the whole routine is finished, taking turns applying products to our faces. When we're done, I leave the bathroom and make my way to the chair by her desk to wait for her. Violet joins me a few moments later with a bottle in her hand, so I ask her what it is because I thought we’d finished all the steps.

“It’s oil for my hair.”

I think back to old conversations with her when she mentioned this before, how her mum would oil her hair every couple of weeks growing up, and now it’s something she either does alone or when she goes home.

“Can I do it for you?”

At this point, I just want any excuse to touch her, to reassure myself that this is really happening and it’s not just a wonderful dream that I’ll wake up from.

“Are you sure? It might take a while, and your hands will feel gross after.”

“I don’t mind,” I tell her because I don’t. I’ll happily stay here for hours doing her hair, live with oily hands for the rest of my life as long as I get to help her with something like this.

She shrugs her shoulders before sitting on the floor in front of me in between my legs, her knees pulled up and her arms folded around them. She passes the oil to me and instructs me on how to do it properly. I listen intently and follow, massaging it into her scalp before running my fingers through the long strands of her hair.

“You know, your hair was the first thing I ever noticed about you?”

“When?” She tilts her head back to look at me, and when I’m momentarily stunned by how pretty she looks, she nudges my leg.

“The first day of school, when we first met. You had those butterfly clips in your hair.” I tell her, still running my hands through her hair. “I thought you were so pretty.”

She turns to her side so she can look at me, a crease between her brows.

“Thought? Past tense?” And I know she’s teasing because the corners of her mouth are starting to lift.

“I think you’re beautiful now.”

I think about all the words in the English language that I know, and even beautiful seems too small to describe what I think of her, inside and out, but I settle for using it now. We’ve got all the time in the world for me to discover new words for her.

She smiles up at me, and I move my hand down to cup her chin, wanting to lift her face closer to mine, but she swats my hand away and shuffles away from me.

“Your hands are gross,” she says, standing up, and I copy her, stretching my hands out in front of me like a zombie as I approach her. She turns to run into the bathroom, but I throw my arms around her, trapping her arms at her side and spinning us so we go back towards the desk. She lets out a small scream, and I shush her, worried that one of her neighbours might hear.

“Someone’s going to think you’re dying.”

“One of us will be if you touch my face with those hands.”

I bring one up in front of her face, and she drops her head as she tries to squirm out of my grasp. We’re both laughing too loud, and I really am worried someone is going to knock on her door and catch us, so I let her go, both of us covering our mouths to muffle the sound.

She drops onto her bed and wipes at her eyes, still grinning up at me, and I take another snapshot in my mind, tucking this memory away for later because she looks so happy and beautiful, and this is already one of the best days of my life. I can’t wait for more with her.

“Wash your hands, then come and sit with me.” She says, pointing towards the bathroom.

I bring my hand to my forehead in salute, and she lightly kicks my leg with hers. I go to the bathroom and run my hands under the tap, taking a second to look at myself in the mirror. The smile on my face is ridiculous. I don’t think I’ve ever looked so happy before.

I go back out to her, and she meets me halfway with a hug. I hold her close, swaying us side to side as if we’re dancing with no music playing. Her head is against my chest, and my chin rests on the top of her head. My entire world is enclosed in my arms.

“Will you stay until I fall asleep?” Even though it’s muffled as she speaks into my beating heart, I hear her loud and clear.

“Of course,” I tell her, running a hand up and down her spine before letting go of her.

She steps away from me and makes her way towards the bed. I follow after her and pull back the covers before she can. She settles in, laying on her side before yanking at the cover, and a soft laugh escapes me as I help her, tucking them around her so just her face is peeking out.

She shifts backward on the bed, leaving enough space for me to perch on the end, and then takes one of her hands out from under the cover to rest it on the pillow next to her head. I take it in mine and lean down to press a kiss to her forehead, her nose, her cheek, and then her lips.

We sit like that for a while, talking about nothing and everything, and eventually, her blinks become slower, and she falls asleep with a smile on her face, her hand still in mine. I wait until she’s deep asleep before I stand and bend down to kiss the top of her hand. Her lips curve into a smile, and I say the words I’ve missed saying this whole time.

“Sweet dreams, jaanu.”
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I usually look forward to going home for winter break, but this time, I don’t want to. Things with my mum are still awkward, and even though I’ve visited on a few weekends, we still haven’t had a real conversation about what the future holds. I know there’ll be no avoiding it. With the deadline for university applications coming up right after winter break, I’ll have to tell her now that I’m still set on moving away. I just don’t know how she’ll take it.

The other reason I don’t want to go home is the boy knocking on my door as if it’s not ten at night, and there’s no chance of getting caught. I pull him into my room before anyone can see him. Although I try to pretend I’m angry at him for taking such a big risk coming over here, I can’t hide how excited I am to see him before we both leave tomorrow. Being with Isaac again has felt so good, and the thought of spending two weeks away from him now, when I’ve only just gotten him back, is excruciating.

“You’re going to get caught one day.” I chide as we both get comfortable on my bed, our backs against the wall as we sit side by side.

Isaac wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me closer to him. He starts twirling my hair with one hand while the other plays with my fingers, which are resting on his thigh. I catalogue all these casual touches of his and hate how much I took them for granted before. It feels like I can’t get enough of them now as I lean my head on his shoulder.

“Whatever punishment they give me is worth it as long as I can see you.”

I knock my head against him as I roll my eyes even though he can’t see. He replies with a quick kiss to the top of my head.

“What if they kick you out of school?”

“I’ll just move to London earlier and find the perfect apartment for us.”

I lift my head from where it’s resting on his shoulder and look up at him, his green eyes focused on mine. He’s completely serious about it. We haven’t spoken about the plans we made before, but that one sentence alone is enough for me to know that he still wants them as much as I do.

“You mean it?”

“Of course I do.” He doesn’t even hesitate.

I reach my free hand up to push his glasses back before running my fingers through his hair. He told me that he’s been growing it out so he can get it cut during winter break, but I know it’s just because he loves when I brush my nails across his scalp. His eyes close as he relaxes into the feel of it, and when I reach the back of his head, I pull him down to me until our lips meet. Isaac holds me tighter, his hand gripping onto my shoulder like he never wants to let me go, and I don’t want him to.

“I’m going to miss you,” I tell him when we finally separate a few moments later.

“I miss you already,” he says, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll call you every night.”

“Every night?”

“Every morning.” A kiss to my forehead.

“Every afternoon.” Another to my cheek.

“Every night.” A final one on my mouth.
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It shouldn’t be this nerve-racking to face my mum, but weeks of a lack of real conversations that only touch the surface level have meant that we both have a lot we need to talk about. This is the last chance I have to tell her about my plans and ask for her support because in a few weeks, I’ll be submitting my final university choices, and not a single one is close to home.

She’s in the kitchen when I get home, humming along to some old Bollywood songs as the smell of my favourite food fills the air.

“Mum, I’m home,” I call out to her as I take off my shoes and swap them for slippers so I can enter the house properly.

“Dinner will be ready in ten,” she says as I start walking up the stairs to my room to leave my bags.

It always feels like I’m time travelling when I come home. My room hasn’t changed in years because I spend most of my time at school, so I decided to focus on making that room cosy instead.

There’s a small desk in the corner of the room, stacks of books piled on top of it because I’ve run out of space on the shelves that line the walls. Posters of disbanded boybands line the other walls, and I should probably take them down, but I don’t know what I’d replace them with, so they stay.

I unpack my bag, take out the few books I’ve brought back with me, and put them on my bedside table before putting my clothes in my wardrobe. It’s half empty because most of my clothes are at school, and as I hang them up, I start to wonder if this is what my life will always be like. Half empty wardrobes and messy rooms in two places instead of one, a life divided by two versions of myself, one constantly stuck in the past and one in the ever-changing present.

My bed sheets have been changed since the last time I stayed here a few weeks ago, and I wonder if this is what’s making Mum so hesitant to support me. I can’t imagine what it’s like for her to come in here when I’m gone just to see traces of me instead of the real thing. I don’t think I realised how lonely she must be.

I go downstairs after I’ve emptied my bags and find her in the kitchen plating up dinner, chicken and spinach curry with parathas which are always a special treat whenever I come home.

“Go sit down, meri jaan. I’ll bring it to you.”

I almost tell her that I can do it myself, but then I think about how she must enjoy this part of having me at home, too. The fact that she can make my favourite dinner and serve it to me seems like such a simple thing, but I’ve been depriving her of it by not visiting home as much as I should.

I sit on the sofa and wait for her to come in, a chaba in each hand as she approaches me and passes me one. There’s nothing wrong with the food at school, but my mum’s cooking is far superior, and I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed it. She pats my knee when she sits down, and I smile while thanking her.

We don’t speak while we eat. Only the sound of the TV playing a Christmas movie fills the room. When I’m finished eating and feel like I could lie down and take a nap for five hours, I decide to bite the bullet and get the conversation over and done with. It’s been simmering beneath the surface the whole time I’ve been home, even before that. There’s no point in dragging it out any longer.

“I’m submitting my university choices when I get back to school.”

“Are you still set on moving away?” She asks with no emotion in her voice.

“I am.”

She sighs before getting up to take her plate to the sink where she rinses it and then washes her hands. I can see her through the door, but she doesn’t turn around as she grabs a towel to dry her hands.

“I just don’t understand why you want to stay away from me.”

“That’s not what it is. This isn’t an easy decision for me to make either. But I’ve done the research, and the best universities are the ones further away and in London.”

“Is that the only reason you want to go there?”

“What does that mean?”

I get up and go to the kitchen, tired of having this conversation from a distance. I lean my hip against the counter, and she turns to face me, doing the same with her arms crossed across her chest.

“So this decision has nothing to do with Isaac?”

I haven’t told her that we’re back together, so I have no idea where this is coming from. In her mind, we’re still broken up, so why would he affect my decision?

“What does he have to do with it?”

“I was your age once. I know how it feels to be so blinded by love that it seems like you need to give up every part of yourself for it. But it won’t last forever, and you can’t make such a big decision based on a passing fling.”

“That’s not what it is,” I tell her, trying my best to keep my voice as neutral as possible because I can feel myself start to become whiny as I plead my case. “Yes, we’re talking again, but this decision has nothing to do with him. I want to do it for me, for my future. And, if anything, he’s the one giving stuff up for me.”

“That’s what you think now, but it’s all the same either way. I just don’t want you to make such a big decision that you might regret later.”

The crease between her eyebrows is deep, and so are the lines surrounding her mouth as she frowns. I don’t know why it’s taken me until now to realise that while I’ve been getting older, so has my mum. I’ve lived away from home for six years now, and I never thought about what that might have done to her, how much she must worry about her only child being so far away from her. A pang of guilt hits me, but I can’t let that stop me from following the choices that I want to make.

“If that happens, then it happens. If I regret it later, then you can say, ‘I told you so,’ and I’ll come right back home. But I can’t live my life only thinking of the worst-case scenario.”

“Your dad was exactly the same,” she says quietly as she pushes off the counter and goes back to the living room. I follow her and take a seat next to her on the sofa.

“It’s not fair when you do that, Mum,” I tell her.

My dad has been a constant thorn in my side, a life filled with comparisons from her of a man I don’t even remember. Appearance-wise, I’m my mother’s daughter through and through, but she must see some traits of his in me.

“I hate what he did to you, to us, but it’s been sixteen years, Mum. We have to move on. You have to move on.”

“I never told you how we met, have I?”

I shake my head and shuffle closer to her, placing my hand on top of hers that’s resting on her knee. Mum has been sparing with the details of my dad, only giving me small bits of information about him - I’ve never even seen a picture of him. I’m nervous to find out something so important about him, about their relationship, but I know it will help me understand my mum’s hesitancy.

“I was in my first year of university when we met, and he was in his last. There was a mishap with the library, and we’d both ended up booking the same room at the same time so we decided to just share it. A friendship developed from there, and then that turned into something more. I’d never been in a relationship before. My parents were quite strict about things like that, so I never even entertained the possibility of it while I was at school. But university felt different. I was an adult and thought I could do whatever I wanted.

“I knew my parents wouldn’t approve of him because he was White, but I thought we could overcome that and that they’d get over it eventually. But when I told them…”

She lets out a shaky breath, and I squeeze her hand three times.

“They kicked me out. He was there for me, of course, and I moved in with him. He told me everything would be fine, that we’d make our own family together, build a life together, and I believed him. He graduated and started working, and he supported me while I finished university. We got married a few years after I graduated and we were both working, and I was happy with our life, so happy. Two years after we got married, I fell pregnant with you.”

Mum turns her hand around so she can lock our fingers together and squeezes three times. I do the same back to her.

“I was over the moon when I found out. I couldn’t wait to have my own little family, and I thought your dad would be the same, but something changed about him. He said it was too soon, that we’d only just settled into working and having that kind of life together. He wanted more time with just the two of us before we had children. He wanted to travel, see the world, have experiences. I just wanted to be a mum.”

“You’re the best mum,” I tell her, trying to hold back my tears as I see hers start to fall.

“I thought once I had you, he would realise that nothing was better than holding you, that no amount of travel or fun would surpass how it felt to see you grow every day. But it wasn’t enough for him, and he left before you even turned one.

“I’ve tried my best to give you the world while also protecting you from it. I only want the best for you.”

“Do you know I’ve never once wished that I had a dad? It’s never mattered to me that he hasn’t been here because you’ve done everything for me, and I’m so lucky to be your daughter. I can’t even imagine how hard it was for you to let me go when I was eleven, but you did, and I’m so grateful for it every day.”

I can’t stop the tears from escaping now, and we’re both sitting here crying, but I think we needed it, we needed to get all of this out and it feels cathartic.

“I just don’t want the same to happen to you. I don’t want you to make the same mistakes I did.”

“I know, and I love you so much for that. I appreciate every single thing you’ve done for me, but I need to make my own mistakes to learn from them. I’m so sorry for everything that he did to you -”

“You don’t need to apologise for anything he did. He gave me the greatest gift in the world by leaving and letting me be your mother.” She gives me a weak smile, her chin trembling as she lifts our joined hands and kisses my knuckles.

“I’ll always be yours, Mum, and I’ll always come back home, regardless of what I do or who I’m with.”

“I know, meri jaan.” She holds my cheek with her free hand, her thumb running back and forth across it as I lean into her touch. “When did you get so grown up?”

“Six years of school can really age a person,” I joke, and the small laugh she lets out is enough for me to realise that things between us are good now, that they’ve always been and will always be because she’s my mum and I’m her daughter, and that’s all either of us needs to be.

“Whatever choice you make, I’ll support it. I’m sorry for letting my insecurities get in the way of your decisions.”

“It’s okay, Mum, really. I love you so much.”

“I love you, too, meri jaan.”


30
VIOLET


[image: ]


Isaac and I decide to come back to school a day earlier than everyone else. Every moment we spend together now just feels like we’re making up for lost time, trying to reclaim as much of it as we can. Mum was completely fine when I told her I wanted to go back a day earlier, and when I finally opened up to her about where Isaac and I stood, she was happy for me. Our relationship is stronger than it’s ever been, and nothing can break it now.

I go to his room this time, and I barely have a chance to knock on the door before it’s open, and he’s pulling me into his arms. I let out a huff of air as he crushes me to his chest and stumbles backward into his room, kicking the door closed.

“Isaac.” My voice comes out muffled and he finally loosens his grip on me just enough so that I can raise my head to look at him.

He stares down at me, moving his hands up to stroke my hair a few times, and then he’s holding my face in both of his hands as he leans down to kiss me. I can feel his smile, and it’s still there when he pulls back.

“I missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” I say, because even though we spoke to each other constantly over the break, it doesn’t compare to actually being with him.

I nudge his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and he takes that as his cue to lean down again. As much as I want to keep kissing him, there’s something that I want to talk to him about that’s been bothering me for a few weeks. I hold my hand between our mouths, and he kisses my knuckles instead.

“Okay, did you miss me, or did you miss kissing me?” I tease.

Isaac hums to himself for a second, fingers tapping against my cheeks as he pretends to be deep in thought. He tilts his head to the side, eyes focused on the ceiling, and I playfully shove at his chest to put some space between us. But he doesn’t let go and holds me tighter instead.

“I missed you so much. The kissing is just a fun bonus.”

Then he squeezes my cheeks together, peppering my face with kisses all over until we’re both laughing, and I’ve forgotten why I was pretending to be annoyed with him in the first place.

“Okay, wait, we actually need to talk about something.”

Isaac pulls back, his face lined with concern as he looks down at me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, don’t worry.” I cradle his face in my hands to comfort him and press a kiss to his cheek before I look into his beautiful green eyes. “I was just thinking, we keep saying we want it to be different this time, and it already is. It’s so much better this time.”

Isaac smiles at me, his face bright because he knows it too.

“But if we want to do it differently, what do you think about telling our friends? I hated that I couldn’t talk to anyone about you before. I kept having to make excuses for why I was so happy all the time.”

I don’t add that I had to make excuses for why I was so distraught when we broke up, but I know his mind goes there, too, because he frowns a little before he kisses my forehead.

“Luke already knows about before. I ended up telling him after we met up that first time to discuss the project. I didn’t tell him everything, though, just that we started talking, and it turned into something more, and then I hurt you.” He lets out a deep sigh at that last part and I stroke my thumbs across his cheeks, give him a small smile to let him know that I’ve forgiven him.

“Avery knows a bit, too. Well, actually, she knows more because I told her about our date. I went to her room after, and I slipped up while we were talking. It didn’t take her long to figure out I was hiding something, so I told her. But I haven’t said anything to her since.”

“I haven’t said anything to Luke either.” He pauses for a second and just stares at me, his eyes moving across my face like he’s never seen me before, and he’s trying to commit me to memory.

Finally, he whispers, “I want everyone to know how lucky I am that I have you, and you have me. I want to stand on the table in the dining hall during dinner, shout it loud and clear so that everyone knows I’m yours and you’re mine.”

I smile at him, basking in his words and the warmth that fills me as I repeat them.

“I’m yours, and you’re mine.”
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School starts back up again, and Isaac and I have had conversations with Luke and Avery about what’s going on between us. Avery nearly burst my eardrums when I told her and wanted to know every single detail of what’s happened since we got back together. I told her as much as I could while still keeping the best parts for myself because even though we’re fine with people knowing now, there’s still so much that I want to keep just for us.

In the past, I would tell Avery that I wanted to study alone whenever I wanted to see Isaac, and she’s much more understanding of that now, practically pushing me away from her any time she sees I get a text from him. When I check my phone after my last class of the day, there’s just a single text from him.

Isaac


Can you come to my room?




I walk with Avery until we reach the dorm buildings and then tell her that I’ll catch up with her later as I head toward the other building. The path to Isaac’s room feels so familiar now, and I reach it quickly, fortunately avoiding bumping into anyone because most people still have one period left.

His door is propped open, so I push it open, then close it behind me, locking it because even though Luke knows we’re seeing each other again and we visit each other's rooms, he still has a habit of walking into Isaac’s room whenever he wants.

“Hey, you okay?”

I walk over to where he’s sitting, head on his desk with his hands crossed over the back of his neck. I put my hand on top of his, but he sits up, pressing his forehead to my stomach instead, his arms tightening around my waist. I curl over him slightly, holding the back of his neck and playing with his hair a little while I wait for him to speak.

After a few moments, he lifts his head to look up at me, shifting his hands to my hips instead as he pulls me down to sit on his thigh.

“What’s going on?” I ask, his silence starting to worry me as I wrap an arm around his shoulder to keep my balance.

He lets out a deep sigh, keeping one around my waist while the other rests across my legs to secure me to him.

“I got an offer from Oxford.”

He watches my face for a reaction, but I don’t even know what I’m feeling. I knew he’d get an offer because of how much effort he put into the LNAT and his interviews, so I’ve been expecting this. And after all the conversations we’ve had about it, I know he’s not going to accept it, so there’s no need to worry. But there’s still a tiny prickle of doubt in my mind, the painful thought that he might end up there anyway and that it’ll be the end of us.

“That’s great,” I say, trying to clear the lump in my throat as I place my hand on top of his arm that’s holding my legs. “I’m really proud of you, Isaac.”

“I can’t decline their offer yet, but I will when it’s time to. I wanted you here so that we could submit my applications for the other universities together.” He lifts his arms and takes my hand in his, joining our fingers together before he presses a kiss to the back of my hand. “Violet, you know I’m not going anywhere without you.”

He lets go of my hand so that he can open his laptop and then brings up the website with his four other university options listed.

“I haven’t done mine yet either,” I tell him, and he squeezes my waist.

“We can do yours after.”

I nod and watch as he slowly scrolls down the page, letting me clearly see his four other options. Isaac knows I need his reassurance, so he’s patient with me as he goes through each of them, double-checking before scrolling to the bottom and confirming his choices as he submits the applications.

He logs out and pushes the laptop towards me so that I can do the same process. It doesn’t take longer than ten minutes for both of us to submit our applications.

We don’t say anything once it’s done, the gravity of what we’ve just done weighing down on us, decisions made for our future just with the click of one button. Isaac closes his laptop and tightens his grip on my waist as I bury my face in the crook of his neck.
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ISAAC

Even though it’s barely been a few months since I took the LNAT, it feels like it’s been years, and the results are finally out. I’m scared to check them, and a part of me wishes that I won’t score high enough to match my conditional offer from Oxford just so that rejecting it will feel easier. It’ll be a harder conversation with my parents and will probably lead to a ton of arguments, but at least there won’t be anything they can do to make me go there.

But another smaller part of me knows how much effort I put into studying for it, and I want a good enough score just so that I can feel validated. It’s a double-edged sword, and as I sit with the email open in front of me notifying me that there’s been a change to my application, I force myself to think about what’s become the main reason I’m not going to Oxford.

Before we broke up, I told Violet that she wasn’t the main reason I had changed my plans, but now that we’re back together, it’s hard to deny the fact that she is. I wasn’t lying when I told her I’m not going anywhere without her. I wish she was here right now, but she had plans with Avery and I don’t want to make Violet have to choose between me and her friend.

I hover over the link for a few more moments before I click on it, and then the result is there. My eyes widen as I read and reread the screen.

I scored high enough to match my offer.

I could go on the website right now, decline all the other universities, and be safe with choosing Oxford as my firm choice. I shake my head, getting rid of the thought and wondering why it even popped into my head in the first place. Even though I did everything I could to achieve this outcome, it doesn’t matter because I’m not going.

My phone rings, and it’s as if my parents have an uncanny sixth sense for detecting when I’m on the verge of a breakdown and want to further it. I let it ring for a few seconds before answering.

“Did your results come through?”

No ‘hello, how are you’, just straight to business.

“They did.” I keep my replies short, not giving them any hint of emotion as I try to keep my voice steady to prepare for what I’m about to do. “I didn’t score high enough.”

The lie comes out easily, and I wish I could say I regret it when I hear my parents gasp and start speaking in hushed whispers to each other, but I don’t.

“This isn’t something to joke about, Isaac. What was your score?”

I make up a number that’s low enough not to be considered a pass but high enough not to be suspicious. They saw me studying for it all summer so it would be unrealistic for me to say that I completely failed it. More hushed whispers as I clench the phone in my hand, and I want to press my palm to my eye but I stop myself. I hear shuffling sounds and then my mum’s voice comes through the phone.

“It’s okay. We’ll make some phone calls to the university, and I’m sure they’ll overlook it when they see your other grades. We’ll just tell them that you were sick that day, and that’s why you didn’t perform to the best of your abilities.”

They’re relentless, and I realise there’s no way out of this except with the truth.

“I was lying. I didn’t fail. But I don’t want to go to Oxford next year.”

The other side of the line is quiet, and my heart feels like it’s about to beat out of my chest as I wait for them to say something.

“I thought you were over this.” My dad’s tone is harsh, and I’m glad I can’t see the anger on his face. “That’s enough of these silly games now. You are going to Oxford in September.”

My heart beats faster and my grip tightens on the phone as I listen to him. I want so badly to fight back, but every time I speak to him, it’s like my energy gets drained completely, so I make up another lie.

“I was thinking of taking a gap year. I want to take a break before I commit to studying for the next however many years.”

A deep sigh from my dad and a shaky exhale from me.

“We’ll talk about this when you come home. This isn’t a conversation to have over the phone.”

I nod my head even though he can’t see, but getting words out feels like an impossible task right now.

He hangs up the phone, and I drop it to the desk before sitting back in my chair, taking my glasses off so I can press the heels of my hand into my eyes. Violet hates this habit, and as soon as she comes to mind, I want to see her. I pick up my phone and call her; she answers on the second ring.

“Are you still with Avery?”

“She just left.”

“Can I come to your room?”

“Yeah, of course. What’s wrong?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll explain, but I just need to see you.”

“Okay, I’ll leave my door open.”

I thank her before hanging up, and then I’m pulling on a hoodie and shoes and half jogging to her room. My head is all over the place, but I know if I just see her, be with her, then it’ll calm me.

Her door is propped open, and I let myself in, closing it behind me before I walk over to where she’s sitting cross-legged on her bed. She moves as if to get up but I lay on her bed, tugging her down beside me so we’re lying on our sides, face to face. Her hair fans over her face from how I’ve pulled her down, so I tuck it behind her ear and cradle her cheek. She brings her hand up to cover mine, our hands fitting perfectly together like they always do.

“Are you okay?” she asks after turning her head to press a kiss to my palm.

“I got my LNAT results.” I keep my voice quiet, and I watch as she closes her eyes. It’s like I can see the silent battle happening in her head.

She’s always proud of my achievements, but with the Oxford offer and now this, I know it takes a lot for her to pretend to be happy. No matter how many times I’ve reassured her that I’m not going there, I know she still has some tiny doubts in her mind, and it’s my fault that they’re there in the first place, so all I can do is keep telling her that our plans are safe.

“My parents called me right after, and I told them I don’t want to go.”

She opens her eyes and squeezes my hand before giving me a weak smile.

“I’m so proud of you, Isaac.”

I shift closer and press a kiss to the tip of her nose.

“They want to talk about it when I go home for break. I told them I wanted to do a gap year, but there’s only so long I can keep that lie up.”

A sigh escapes me, and then another squeeze of my hand from Violet.

“We’ll figure it out,” she reassures me, and I believe her, even though I know we both have no idea how we can do it.

“We will,” I tell her, and then we just lay there for a bit in comfortable silence.

I love these moments with her when we can say nothing but feel everything. She can feel my love in the way my thumb strokes across her cheek, and I can feel hers in the way she tightens her grip on my hand, keeping me close to her.

I don’t know how long we lay like that, but Violet’s phone ringing breaks the silence, and she throws a hand behind her to reach for it, patting the bed wildly. I let out a small laugh before I sit up, leaning on my elbow as I reach over her to get it and pass it to her. Our faces are so close when I do it that I can’t resist kissing her, and she pushes at my chest playfully until I’m lying on my side again.

A small gasp escapes her as soon as she checks her phone. The worry must show on my face because she turns her phone to show my sister's name lighting up her screen.

“Do I answer?” she asks, sitting up, and I follow her so we’re both sitting on the edge of her bed.

“Yes? No? I don’t know! Do you usually call each other?”

I know Violet and Izzy talk a lot, but I have no idea what kind of friendship they have.

“Sometimes?” She swipes the screen to answer the call before I can say anything else. Her voice is so high-pitched when she says ‘hi’ that I know Izzy will immediately figure out something is up.

“Hang up,” I whisper, reaching for her phone, but she pushes me backward with a strength that I had no idea she even had. I take my glasses off and throw my arm over my eyes as if I can block out the fact that my girlfriend is talking to my sister right now.

I completely blank out their conversation, not catching a single word until I hear Violet say she’ll text her later. Violet flops back beside me on the bed, and I roll on my side to face her. She stays facing the ceiling as she holds her phone to her chest.

“Don’t you think we should tell her?”

“Izzy?” I ask, even though there’s no one else she could be talking about right now.

“Yeah, I mean, I consider her a friend, and, I don’t know, it feels weird that you’re my boyfriend and she doesn’t know.”

“I’m your boyfriend?” I tease her to try and hide the way my heart just did fifty somersaults at the fact that she just called me that for the first time since we got back together.

“Are you not?” she jokes back. “Guess I’ll find someone else then.”

She doesn’t get a chance to finish her sentence before I’ve pulled her closer to me, rolling onto my back so that she’s pressed to my front and looking down at me, her smile lighting up her entire face.

“No chance. I’m yours, and you’re mine, remember?”

“I’m yours, and you’re mine.”

She drops her head to kiss me, and I could get lost in this moment forever. I loosen my grip on her as she moves off me to curl into my side and rest her head on my chest.

“So, do we tell her?” she asks again.

“Let’s tell her together. I feel bad that I’ve been lying to her, too. And I was kind of mean to her a couple of times whenever she mentioned you, so this will probably help her realise why I was like that.”

“You want to tell her everything?” Violet lifts her head from my chest to look at me, the prettiest brown eyes staring into mine.

“Yeah, why not? She’s important to both of us.”

Violet nods, her chin pressing into my chest right above my heart, but I don’t even mind the sting of pain there when she’s looking at me like this.

“Okay,” she says before nuzzling into me again, and it’s not long before she’s yawning and drifting off to sleep.

I stay as still as possible, waiting until I hear that change in her breathing that tells me she’s deep asleep, and then I move her off me slowly, shifting her body so that her head is on the pillow, and then I tuck the covers around her.

“Jaanu, jaanu, jaanu,” I whisper, pressing a kiss to her forehead before I leave.
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VIOLET

The school year seems to be going by in the blink of an eye, and it’s already half-term break again. Isaac and I are both going home this week because he needs to talk to his parents about Oxford, and I just want to spend time with my mum.

We’ve still managed to keep our relationship a secret from Izzy as we’ve waited for the perfect chance to tell her. But time seems to be getting away from all of us, so we decided to tell her today before we all go home tomorrow.

I texted her last night and asked her to come and see me before she went home with Isaac, telling her that I had a book I wanted to give to her. In reality, there is no book, and Isaac is pacing around my room while he tries to figure out how he can explain our relationship to her. It’s cute watching him go back and forth, murmuring under his breath, but then there’s a knock at the door and he stops and stares at me, eyes wide as he shakes his head.

“I actually don’t think we need to tell her,” he whispers, standing in front of me to block my way to the door.

“Isaac.” I cross my arms across my chest, rolling my eyes at how dramatic he’s being. “It’s fine. I’m sure she’ll be okay with it.”

“But what if she hates me for lying to her?”

“I think she’d hate me. You’re her brother.”

“That’s exactly why she’ll hate me!”

I shove him to the side as the knocking continues, and he presses himself against the wall behind the door.

“Oh my god, you’re ridiculous,” I say as I open the door and take his hand to drag him away from the wall.

“Hi Vi-” Izzy’s smile drops as her eyes dart back and forth between me and Isaac. I grab her hand and pull her into my room and this is a situation I never thought I would be in—holding hands with both Evans’ siblings.

Izzy is still gawking at us, her mouth open as she points at where my hand is joined with Isaac’s.

“What is going on here?” she asks as I let go of her and she steps away from us.

I look at Isaac, but he seems to have suddenly found a very interesting spot on the ceiling to stare at. I dig my elbow into his side quickly and force his attention on me.

“Tell her.”

He glances down at me with a bewildered look on his face as if I’ve sprung this entire thing on him by surprise. If he didn’t look so adorable right now with his hair all mussed from running his hands through it, I would be annoyed with him. Instead, I just sigh and look at Izzy again.

“We’re together,” I tell her, suddenly lost for words, and I realise maybe Isaac wasn’t being overdramatic when he was thinking about what to say to her. “I’m dating your brother.”

“I can see that,” she says, looking down at our hands again. Isaac squeezes my fingers.

“It’s a long story.” Isaac finally finds his voice. “We started seeing each other last year, but then we broke up for a little bit, and now we’re back together.”

“That seems like a very short story.”

Isaac sticks his tongue out at her, and she does the same to him. I can already tell this will devolve into childish bickering if I don’t jump in.

“We felt bad that we didn’t tell you before, but we didn’t really tell anyone.”

“I knew,” she states, matter of factly.

“What?” Isaac and I say in unison, and Izzy just shrugs her shoulders.

“He started being a lot nicer to me last year, so I figured he was dating someone. And you were a lot happier, too, Violet. It didn’t take long for me to put two and two together. And then, after his birthday last year, he was all angsty and moody, and it was so annoying, but I knew something had probably happened.”

We both stare at her and then at each other, a silent conversation passing between us as we try to figure out what to do with this information. Isaac came prepared for an argument, and I came prepared for I don’t even know what kind of confrontation, but we both weren’t prepared for this.

“Oh.”

“I’ve been waiting for you to get back together. I kept trying to mention you so that maybe he’d get his act together, but he always just got in a mood instead.”

“Isabelle.”

“Isaac.”

He raises his finger to point at her, trying to look as menacing as possible, but he doesn’t have anything to say to her, and I have to stifle a laugh.

“I’m happy you’re back together, really I am. But if you hurt her again, I’ll kill you.”

“We didn’t even tell you why we broke up.”

“You obviously messed up.”

Isaac’s jaw drops open, and he looks offended by what she’s saying.

“You’re my sister. Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”

“No? You’re annoying. I like Violet more.”

Isaac huffs out an exasperated breath, and I rub his arm to soothe him, and this time, I can’t hold back a laugh. He looks down at me, shock on his face.

“This was a mistake. You two are going to gang up on me now.”

“Hmmm, maybe?” I tell him, tilting my head to one side and smiling up at him. I don’t expect him to drop his head to mine and kiss me, but I’m not mad about it.

“Okay, please don’t ever do that in front of me again.”

We look at Izzy and she’s covering her eyes with her hands, her mouth turned down in disgust.

“Sorry,” we say together, but then we dissolve into laughter as Isaac kisses me again.
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Somehow, I’ve managed to get through the whole week break without having a conversation with my parents about university. The day after Izzy and I got home, they were both flooded with work, so I’ve avoided them as much as possible by staying in my room whenever they get back at night and only leaving it in the morning once they’ve left the house.

But we have to go back to school tomorrow, and my dad has made it clear that he wants this conversation to happen before I leave. I’m pacing around my room as I wait for him to get home, and I jump when I hear my phone ring, scared that it’s him, but it’s Violet.

“Have you spoken to him yet?” she asks as soon as her face comes into view on my screen. We’ve talked to each other pretty much 24/7 this entire week, but I still can’t wait to go back to school tomorrow and see her.

“Not yet. I’m waiting for him to get home.” I let out a sigh as I sit down on my bed, dread filling me as I think about all the different outcomes.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she says with a weak smile on her face. I’m not optimistic at all but that doesn’t deter Violet from trying to encourage me even when it seems pointless to her too.

“And what if it’s not?” I ask quietly because although I’ve thought about every worst-case scenario in my head, I haven’t voiced any of them aloud.

“Then we’ll figure it out together. Whatever happens, we’ll be alright. You will be alright.” She pauses, and I wish I could have the same faith in myself that she seems to have in me. “I’m here for you no matter what.”

I hear the words she isn’t saying, that she’ll still be with me even if the slimmest chance comes true and I do end up at Oxford. But I’m determined not to have her make that choice - I’m going with her, and we’re chasing the dreams we made together.

The sound of my dad’s car pulling up in the driveway extinguishes any good thoughts I had, and it must show on my face because then Violet is telling me, again, that she believes in me and that we’ll be fine. I hang up the phone and drop it on my bed, trying to steady my breathing before leaving my room.

When I get downstairs, my dad is in the kitchen, briefcase in hand, with his tie loosened around his neck and exhaustion clear on his face. I wonder if that’s what I’ll look like when I’m his age, whether I’ll be as worn down as he looks because of the job I’m working. I hate the thought of it - that’s not the life I want.

He says my name when he catches sight of me and gestures towards the table, telling me to sit. This is it.

“Are you still set on taking a gap year?” he asks, once again avoiding any niceties and getting straight to the root of what he wants to talk about. I can’t even remember the last time he asked how I was.

I brace myself, hands clasped under the table so he can’t see the way my nails are digging into the backs of them.

I want to lie, to pretend that I want a gap year and that I’ll go to Oxford next September instead. But then I think of Violet, of a future with her, and that gives me the bravery I need to say the truth.

“No, I’m not.”

My father just looks at me, the lines on his forehead getting deeper as he raises his eyebrows and nods to himself.

“Glad you got that out of your head before it was too late. Get your laptop, and we’ll confirm Oxford as your top choice.”

I exhale shakily, my hands still clenched together as I force the words out of my mouth.

“I’m not going to Oxford.”

His expression changes in an instant. His eyebrows drop, and the crease between them becomes more prominent as he frowns.

“This isn’t the time for jokes. I thought we got rid of this silly idea last year.”

“It’s not silly.” I know I sound like a child, but I can’t help it. “I don’t want to go to Oxford or do Law or do anything like that.”

“What does wanting have to do with it? It’s all been lined up for you. You just have to do as we say.”

“But why? Because you and mum did it? You both love your jobs, and I’m appreciative of everything that you’ve provided for me, but it’s not what I want to do.”

“You think I love my job? The long hours, the tedious clients, the unending paperwork? There’s nothing to love about it, but I do it so I can give you the life that you and your sister have enjoyed since you were born.”

“Don’t bring Izzy into this.”

“I know what you’ve been trying to do to her, too. Putting the same foolish thoughts into her head that fill yours, but I won’t allow it anymore. You’re going to do as you’re told, and so is she.”

“Again, I’m asking why? You just said you hated everything about it, so why do you want that for me, too? I have a path I want to follow, one that will make me happy, and I’ll actually enjoy. Why can’t I do that?”

“Because that’s not what the real world is like, Isaac. We’ve let you live in a fantasy for long enough at that school, but it’s time to stop now. You’ll confirm Oxford and finish the year out, and then you’ll move on with your life.”

It feels like I’m outside of my body watching this conversation happen like everything is muffled and I’m underwater.

I think about Izzy and how much I don’t want this to be her life, too. I think about Violet and the life I want to have with her. Thinking about the two most important girls in my life is what gives me the courage to finally stand up to him.

I’m tired of having to lie to them, tired of keeping up the pretence for so long, tired of not being supported by the people who are supposed to.

“What if I don’t?” I keep my tone steady, not letting it waver for a single syllable.

“Don’t what?”

“What if I don’t go to Oxford? What will you do?”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“Stop calling me stupid and silly and all of these other words that you think describe me. Answer me. What will you do if I don’t go to Oxford?”

My father pauses, that same stern look on his face that I’ve become so accustomed to that it doesn’t even phase me anymore. There’s always been a distance between us, but it feels like he’s completely unreachable now.

“You can leave.”

I push my chair back and stand up, realising that this conversation was never going to go the way I wanted it to and it was completely pointless.

“I’m not going to Oxford,” I tell him, wanting to have the final word and be as clear as possible as I turn around to leave the room.

“That’s fine. But then don’t ever come back to my house again.”

It feels like the earth has opened up underneath me, and I’ve dropped through it with the way my stomach lurches. I turn around to look at him, wanting to make sure I heard him correctly, but his facial expression hasn’t changed. He’s completely serious.

“What?”

“You heard me. You can do whatever you want, but don’t come back here.”

“Are you…” I try to make sense of what he’s saying to figure out if he means what I think he does. “Are you kicking me out?”

“Your accommodation at school is paid for until the end of the year. You can stay there until then, but don’t bother coming home during summer if you make the decision you want to make.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Why can’t I? You’re turning eighteen in July. You won’t be my responsibility anymore.”

“Mum won’t let you.” I try to play to his soft spot even when I know it’s useless. She’ll go along with whatever he says.

“She will once I explain how our eldest and only son has wasted both of our time and resources,” he tsks, loosening his tie further before removing it. “Everything we’ve done for you, and it was for nothing. What a waste.”

He stands to pour himself a glass of whisky, acting completely normal as if he hasn’t just threatened to upend my entire life.

“You’re serious.”

“Of course I am.”

He turns to me as he sips his drink, no emotion on his face at all. And it’s this, the casual way he’s saying all of this and reacting to it, that settles my emotions and stops the panic from building.

He truly does not care about me.

He’s only seen me as something he could mould into what he wanted rather than as his son. I think I’ve known it for a while now, and I’ve been in denial the whole time, but this is the proof I needed.

I know he’s expecting more of a reaction, maybe for me to beg and plead with him based on the way he's looking at me. But I won’t give him that. He said it’s not realistic for me to have everything I want, and he’s right. I wanted supportive parents, ones who would let me pursue the career I wanted rather than the one they forced upon me, but that’s not my reality, and I am surprisingly fine with it. There’s a strange sense of relief flooding through me as I realise that I no longer have to meet their expectations, that I can do whatever I want because I have enough people in my corner.

“It’s really that important to you? More than having a relationship with me?”

“Yes.”

His one-word answer is all I need.

“Okay, I’ll pack my things and be out of your house tomorrow.”

His eyes widen for a fraction of a second before he schools his expression, but I caught it - he didn’t think I would actually leave.

When I broke up with Violet, the main thought running through my head was that I couldn’t have everything I wanted - supportive parents, following my dream career, a wonderful relationship with the girl I love, and it’s true.

But I can give up one of them and still survive. As much as I would love my parents’ support, I don’t need it if it’s going to come with conditions.

“Thank you for everything,” I tell him as I leave the kitchen.

I keep my head held high because even though reality might hit me tomorrow, and I’ll think I’ve made a mistake, in the end, I’m doing what’s best for me.

I make my way up the stairs and Izzy’s standing at the top of the landing, tears streaming down her cheeks. I take the steps two at a time to reach her, pulling her into a hug.

“Izzy, it’s okay,” I tell her, shuffling us backward until we get into her room, and I close the door behind us.

“You’re leaving?” She sniffles, her face buried in my chest. She’s probably ruining one of my favourite T-shirts, but I don’t care. I need her to know that this won’t change anything between us.

“I have to, Izzy. I want to be happy, and I can’t do that here. I’m still your brother, and I’ll always love you.”

“But where will you go?”

I don’t even need to think about it because even though I haven’t had support from my parents, I’ve had it from my friends for my entire life.

“I’ll stay at Luke’s until September, and then I’ll be moving to London anyway.”

She nods her head, and I let her cry, rubbing her back and allowing her to process what’s happening.

I’ve figured out my future, but now I need to plan how I can help Izzy, too. Once I’m settled in London with Violet, I’m sure she won’t mind letting Izzy stay with us. I start thinking about how I’m going to tell her, and although I don’t want to do it over the phone I know she’ll want to know what happened.

Once Izzy has settled down a bit, her arms still around my waist, I give her a gentle squeeze and let go of her. She does the same, taking a step back from me, her face all red. I try to lighten the mood because I know this is harder for Izzy than it is for me right now.

“Oof, your eyes are going to be so puffy tomorrow when we go back to school.”

“Oh my god, stop. Is it that bad?” She rushes into her bathroom, and I hear a loud groan before she comes back out and punches my arm.

“Ow, what did I do?”

“You’re the reason I’m crying! I need some ice for my eyes.”

“You sort yourself out. I’m going to go talk to Violet and Luke. We can watch a movie after if you want?”

“Okay, but I’m picking. There’s only so many times I can watch Ghibli movies.”

“I’ll ignore the blasphemy this time because I know you’re upset.”

I leave her room before she can say anything else and go back to mine, picking up my phone from where I’ve left it on my bed. There are two texts from Violet so I tap on them to see what she’s said.

Jaanu


Everything will be okay




Call me when you can




I call her and she answers immediately and as soon as I see her face, I know I’ve made the right decision.

“How was it?”

“Not great, but it’s okay.”

“What happened?”

“He’s kicking me out.”

“Isaac!” She sits up, her face filling up the entire screen now as she holds the phone closer. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah, but I’m not worried at all. At some point, I realised it was never going to end the way I wanted it to, but that’s okay. I have enough support from you and everyone else that I care about.”

Violet looks confused, and I know my calmness must be throwing her, but I really do feel okay about the whole situation.

“Are you sure you’re okay? This is a lot to take in,” she says, concern lining her face. I wish I could smooth the crease between her brows, place her hand on my chest so that she can see my heart is completely steady.

“I know, but I’m fine. I’ll stay at school until the term ends, and then I’ll stay at Luke’s house until we move to London. You were right. Everything is going to be okay.”

I smile at her, and she finally realises that I’m telling the truth. Her returning smile lights up my whole world, a constant bright spot regardless of what else is happening in my life.

“What time are you getting to school tomorrow?” I ask, changing the subject because there’s no use dwelling on what’s happened. I just want to focus on my future now, the one I want and I’ve planned for myself.

“Probably in the afternoon. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

“Okay, I’ll be in my room, so just come over whenever you’re ready.”

She nods, that beautiful smile still on her face, and we talk for a bit longer before I tell her that Izzy is waiting for me to watch a movie. I promise Violet that I’ll call her before we go to sleep, not wanting to disrupt our nightly routine. She asks how Izzy is, and I love how much she cares about her, too. I reassure her that she’s fine before we hang up.

When I go to Izzy’s room she’s got a movie set up on her TV, and I can tell from the production company that the screen is paused on that it’s a horror. I hate watching them, and she knows that, but I’ll let her off this time. We watch the movie in two differing states, Izzy at the edge of her seat and me curled up into a ball with my hands over my eyes trying to block out as much as possible.

I go back to my room after the movie ends and call Violet, and when she falls asleep, I take a moment to really take in what’s happened in the past few hours.

It might be difficult, but I will be okay.
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The first week back at school is filled with Violet and my friends constantly checking on me to make sure I’m okay. I think my muted reaction to the situation is really throwing them, but deep down, I knew it was always going to end this way. As much as I would have loved for that conversation to go differently, for my dad to hear me out for even just a second, I knew he wouldn’t.

He’s always been too stubborn, and we’ve never really had the kind of relationship that my friends seem to have with their parents. When I was younger, I thought it was my fault and blamed myself for how cold he was towards me, but as I’ve gotten older, I realised that’s just the way he is. I spent so long trying to be whatever he wanted me to be, and that just meant I was constantly putting my own feelings on the back burner.

But now, it feels good to think about myself first. I’m excited about the future because I know the plans I’ve made are well within my reach.

I did expect my mum to try and challenge him about it, but by the time I had packed all my stuff into my car the next morning, it was obvious that wasn’t going to happen. She said goodbye to me as if it was any other day, and although it stung a little, I think it would have been worse if she had fought for me and lost. Izzy isn’t speaking to either of them right now, and I’m determined to get her out of that house as soon as I can so that she won’t have to deal with the same things I have.

When I told Luke what had happened, I didn’t even need to ask if I could stay with him because he insisted on it immediately. Jinhee and Olivia even offered to let me stay at their houses when I eventually get annoyed with Luke, but he took that extremely personally, so I promised I’d stay with him all summer. Luke’s parents even offered to help me find a place in London and said they’d help with any costs that student loans won’t cover. The love and support from my friends and even their parents is enough to reassure me that I can get through this.

Violet has been a huge help, too, and every day, I’m more and more grateful to have her back in my life again. She told me that something similar had happened with her mum and that her parents kicked her out, too. That’s why I’m on the phone with her right now while Violet sits next to me, rubbing soothing circles onto my palm.

I’d told Violet before that I wanted to meet her mum, and I hoped it would have been under much better circumstances than this. But seeing how well her mum has done with her life and how wonderfully she’s raised Violet just gave me even more hope that this is just a small hurdle and that I can come out even better on the other side.

“You’re welcome at our house any time over the summer. Just give me a heads up, and I’ll make whatever you want for dinner.”

“I will, thank you, Mrs Ayaz.”

“Take care, Isaac. I hope to see you soon.”

“Me too.”

I pass the phone to Violet so she can say goodbye to her mum. I can only hear a few muffled words about doors having to stay open before Violet yells, ‘Oh my god’ and hangs up.

“Did you hear what she said?”

“Not really.”

I decide to save us both the embarrassment but can’t hold back my laughter when Violet groans and collapses backward onto the bed, covering her eyes with her hands. I follow her down so we’re laying side by side, and when she finally turns her head to look at me, I’m hit with an overwhelming sense of gratitude.

The fact that I can be like this with her right now, can see her, touch her, talk to her whenever I want, feels like a dream. As much as I regret what happened and the time we spent apart, it just makes me appreciate the time we have now even more.

She reaches for my hand, which rests between us, and I give it to her easily, our fingers slotting together like my hands were exclusively made for holding hers. At some point, we both turned, so we’re lying on our sides facing each other, and my eyes flit across her face, taking in every feature as if they’re brand new.

I’m always surprised by how she seems to get more and more beautiful each day.

I lift my free hand to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. She gives me that soft smile of hers that makes me feel like nothing else in the world matters except for her.

We lay like that for a while, inside our own little world where we don’t need to speak to communicate. I’ve wanted to say those three words to her for a long time now, but I’m still holding them back until everything else we’ve got going on with exams, universities, and the project is settled. When I say them to her, I want it to be at the perfect moment.

She came to my room so we could work on the project because we both hadn’t been spending as much time on it as we should. The deadline is coming up at the end of April in a few weeks, just before exams start in May, and we aim to finish it by the start of the month so that we can relax a bit before we have to study a ridiculous amount.

“Come on, let’s get some work done, and then we can watch a movie or something.”

“Hmm, I think I’d rather do the something if it’s what I’m thinking of,” she says as leans over to kiss me.

She’s going to ruin me.

Maybe she already has.

I force myself to sit up because I know if we stay like that for any longer then nothing productive will get done. I move to sit at my desk, and Violet stays on my bed because we don’t have another chair. I pass her laptop to her and she takes it from me, settling her back against the wall, knees propped up as she balances the laptop on top of them and starts typing.

My laptop is hooked up to my drawing tablet, so first, I watch through everything I’ve done so far, noting places where another frame could be added to make the result smoother. I spend a few hours doing that, drawing and redrawing, watching the same clip multiple times to make sure it all looks fine, and I can feel my hand starting to cramp up from how long I’ve been holding the stylus.

I drop it to the desk and start flexing my fingers, trying to stretch the muscles out as best as I can. It’s a bad habit of mine to get lost in drawing to the point where I don’t realise I haven’t let go of my pen for so long. I press my hands together, bend my fingers backward and pull at them to try and lessen the pain, but it’s still there, so I take it as a sign to have a break.

At some point, Violet changed how she was sitting, so now her legs are stretched out in front of her, and the laptop is resting on her thighs instead. I tap her foot to get her attention, and she looks up from her laptop to me, eyebrows raised in question.

“Let’s take a break,” I tell her, standing up from the chair to go and sit next to her on the bed.

She moves her laptop to the side of her, holding out her hand and gesturing for me to come towards her as she crosses her legs.

I take my place next to her, and she instantly leans her head on my shoulder, so I rest my head on top of hers. She intertwines our fingers, but when she gives my hand a light squeeze, I let out a small hiss that has her head butting my chin as she tries to look at my face.

“Did you hurt your hand?” she asks, worry lining her voice.

“It just cramped up a little. It’ll be okay in a bit.”

Violet unlinks our fingers and pulls my hand into her lap before she starts gently massaging it. She runs her thumb through the gap in between each knuckle, up and down each finger, with a light pressure that doesn’t hurt too much but seems to be doing the trick. I reach my free hand to hold her head and bring it back to my shoulder, resting mine on top of hers again as she soothes my aching hand.

After a few moments, I close my eyes, trying to memorise everything about this moment - the lavender scent of her hair, the weight of her pressed against my side as she leans on me, the steady movements of her hand on mine. I don’t want to forget a single thing.

I open my eyes when she lifts my hand to her lips and places a kiss on each knuckle and then the back of my hand. I link our fingers together, the pain completely gone, and do the same to her, not even trying to hide the huge smile on my face.

I wait for her to say something, but when she’s silent, I lift my head from hers and lean forward a little to look down at her face. She’s staring at my wall, more specifically at the empty spot next to my collection of her birthday cards.

“I still have it, you know,” I say, placing my hand back on hers.

“Hmm?”

“The card I wanted to give you last year.”

She knocks my chin again, her fingers tensing in mine as she looks at me with sad eyes.

“Can I see it?”

“Of course.”

I let go of her hand so I can shuffle forward to get off the bed and grab my backpack. I open it to find the card that’s been there since last year, permanently sandwiched between two old sketchbooks that I don’t use except for this purpose. Both of our hands shake slightly as I pass the card to her - mine because I remember every word I wrote, hers because she’s probably worried about what’s in there.

I debate between giving her space or sitting next to her while she reads it. She doesn’t give me much of a choice, though, as she pats the space beside her, and so I take my place next to her.

She leans on me again, fingers toying with the opening of the envelope for a few seconds before she finally unfolds it. Violet takes the card out slowly, and I try to steady my breathing as I prepare for her to read what I wanted to tell her a few months ago—what I’ve wanted to tell her for even longer than that.

This is going to be a little different compared to my other cards, but we’ve been different this year so I hope you’ll forgive me for that.

I’ve tried writing this probably a hundred times, trying to find the right way to tell you just how much you mean to me, but I’ve never been good with words like you are.

You’ve changed my life, Violet.

That’s the simplest way I can put it.

Jaanu, my life, my soul.

When you first told me what that word meant, I couldn’t believe there was a single word that could describe how I felt about you. The fact that you could teach me what that word was just feels like another reason that we’re fated. And I know you think it’s funny every time I say it, but how else could I be so lucky to know you, to have you, to love you?

I love you, Violet.

I love you, I love you, I love you.

I wish I could pinpoint the exact moment I realised so I could look back on it, but there’s no need for that because I’m hit with it every time I see you.

Any time I think of my best friend, it’s you.

Any time I think of who I want beside me for the rest of my life, it’s you.

Any time I think of home, it’s you.

And it’s okay if you don’t feel the same way yet. I just couldn’t wait any longer to tell you.

I don’t know what the next year holds for us, but university applications and exams will probably push us to our limits. I’ll probably annoy the hell out of you, but I believe in us.

I believe we can get through anything together.

I can’t wait for our future.

I love you.

Your Isaac

Her hands are shaking as she holds onto the card, and then I hear her take in a sharp breath. I lift her head off my shoulder, twisting my body uncomfortably so that I can see her face clearly as I take it in my hands. Tears are streaming from her eyes, and I wipe them away before bringing her head to my neck, holding her close to me, and wrapping my arms around her until she’s practically sitting in my lap.

“Hey, hey, hey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

“Stop apologising,” she hiccups out, her voice muffled from how close I’m holding her to me. “Do you really mean it?”

“Of course I do.” I stroke her hair, trying to calm her down so she’ll stop crying because even though I know it’s happy tears, it still breaks my heart. “I-“

She tries to lift her head, and I let her, glistening beautiful brown eyes staring into mine, and it’s like I can see my entire future in them.

“You can’t say it when I’m not looking at you.” She sniffles, swiping at her eyes and nose, and she’s still the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.

I let out a small laugh and then cradle her face in my hands, running my thumbs across her cheeks as I tilt her head up to look at me clearly.

“I love you, Violet,” I say, my voice steady because I’ve never been more sure of anything else in my life.

“I love you, too.”

I never expected to hear those words from her, and it’s like a dam has broken inside of me. All the worries and insecurities I’ve had about her feelings for me flood out and leave my mind completely clear. I bring her face closer to mine and kiss her like it’s the most important thing I’ll ever do.
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Isaac loves me.

As much as I kept trying to deny it, I’d fallen for him a long time ago, and it’s so relieving to know that he felt the same way, too. As soon as I read the words he’d written, his familiar handwriting that I hadn’t realised I’d missed seeing so much, it was like every single worry I had about our relationship and future left my mind.

There is no doubt in my mind that Isaac is the love of my life. No doubt in my mind that I’m his, too.

And now that the words have been said out loud, it feels so freeing. I can’t wait to say them to him for the rest of our lives.

“I love you,” I tell him, looking right into his golden green eyes so he can see how serious I am about him.

“I love you,” he says it back, staring right at me like he can see into my very soul, and I think he can because he’s the other half of it anyway.

We decide to skip dinner and spend the rest of the evening just talking to each other about anything and everything. Isaac tells me more about the universities he’s applied to, which one he wants to go to the most, and why. Somehow, that leads to him showing me random clips from his favourite animated movies. He goes back and forth between the frames, pointing out small details that I never otherwise would have noticed, and it just gives me a newfound appreciation for how talented he is.

It also makes me feel so immensely proud of him for standing up to his parents and following his dreams. I was completely shocked when he told me what decision they had made, and I expected him to be, too. But he was so calm and collected that it made me realise just how much he’s grown over the past few months, how much more confident he is in himself and his skills.

I did worry that maybe he was being too quick to make a decision, that perhaps he should consider it some more and try to find a way to appeal to his parents. But I know there’s nothing he could have said that would have made them change their minds. He’s already given up so much for them, wasted so much time trying to appease them, and it seemed like nothing he did was ever good enough, so why should he keep trying?

I told him about my mum and her parents and how something similar had happened to her, and Isaac asked if he could speak to her. I was nervous at first, but I knew it would help Isaac to get that input from her and to see that everything could still be okay even if he didn’t have his parents’ support. She said I could invite him over during the summer, but I know she’ll embarrass me to no end, so I’ll stick to visiting him at Luke’s house instead.

Eventually, Isaac realises that it’s way past curfew, and we’re playing with fire by spending so much time in each other’s rooms recently. We’re lucky we haven’t gotten caught yet, but I don’t want to risk it and get us both in trouble, especially when Isaac must stay here until the end of the school year because he can’t go to his parent’s house.

“Give me the USB, and I’ll work on adding some of my parts to it tonight.”

“Are you sure? It’s already pretty late,” he says, holding my face in his hands and squishing my cheeks together. If I didn’t love him so much, I would be annoyed at the way he’s pressing my cheeks in, but then he kisses me, and nothing else matters.

“I won’t do a lot, don’t worry. And I’ll call you before I go to sleep, too.”

“You better. I’ll come to your room tomorrow morning.” I smile up at him, nodding my head as best as I can while he’s still holding me. “I love you.”

He’s said it probably a hundred times just in the past few hours, but I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing it.

“I love you, too.”

Isaac kisses me again before finally letting go of me, reaching over to take the USB from his desk and passing it to me. I tuck it into my tote bag next to my laptop before putting it on my shoulder. We say goodbye, and then I sneak out of his room and head back to my own, successfully avoiding bumping into anyone.

As soon as I get in, I put the tote bag on my desk and then go into the bathroom to shower. I do my nightly skincare routine before getting changed into a loose, oversized sleep shirt that reaches my knees. I sit at my desk, pulling the laptop and USB out of it before setting them up.

Violet


I’m gonna work on the project for a little bit, and then I’ll call you when I’m in bed




Isaac


Don’t work too hard




I put my phone down, but it buzzes just a few seconds later.

Isaac


I love you, jaanu




Violet


I love you, too




I’ve smiled so much in the past few hours that my cheeks are starting to hurt, but it’s impossible not to when I know Isaac loves me.

I open the file I’ve been working from, a Word document that has all the dialogue we need written out and ready for Isaac to add in. But he mentioned a few things he’d added that might change what the characters say, so I plug in his USB to open it up and check, but nothing shows up.

I unplug it, put it back in again, still nothing.

It must just be a glitch or something.

In again, out again, in again.

Nothing.

All of his files are gone.
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Once I’ve told Violet I love her again, I put my phone on charge, then head to my bathroom to take a shower and get ready for our nightly call. They’re my second favourite part of the day, the first being when I actually get to see her. And even though we’ve spent most of the day together, I’ll never get tired of this giddy feeling that comes whenever I hear her voice.

I’m finishing up my skincare, with a new moisturiser added thanks to Violet, when my phone rings. She must have gotten tired of working on the project already, but that is completely fine with me if it means I get to talk to her earlier. I step out of the bathroom, drying off my wet hair with a towel, and glance at my phone.

Violet’s face looks up at me as I admire the picture I’ve set for her that she sent me a few days ago. Once I realised how little I had of her after we broke up, I decided that I wanted as many photos of her that I could have, and even though I take a ridiculous amount of candids, I still find myself asking her for them too.

During the break, she went clothes shopping with her mum for a family friend’s wedding and tried on all different colours of salwar kameez. She kept sending me pictures to ask for my opinion, but she looked absolutely stunning in every single one of them. Eventually, she decided to buy a dark green set and that’s the picture that is currently set to show up when she calls me.

I swipe at the screen to answer before it cuts off and hold the phone to my ear.

“Bored already?” I joke, towelling off my hair as I take a seat at my desk.

“Isaac..” she whispers my name, and I can hear a tremble in her voice that makes my heart drop and has me standing up immediately.

“Jaanu, are you okay? What happened?” I soften my tone, grabbing the nearest shirt I can find and pulling it over my head as I rush towards the door.

I’ve never heard her sound like this before, and the way she said my name, laced with so much worry, it felt like all the air left my lungs.

“It’s all gone..” Her voice gets shakier, and I can hear her breathing getting panicky, too.

I slip my feet into whatever shoes I can find, then I’m out of my room and the dorm building quicker than I ever have been before.

The worry I had before about getting caught is completely gone because right now, all I care about is getting to Violet. I don’t know what’s happened, but the gasping breaths she’s taking as she tries to hold back her crying is enough to send me into a full-on run towards her building and room.

“Hey, hey, listen to me. It’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay. Open your door, I’m nearly there.”

I try to calm her down, keeping my breathing as even as possible so she doesn’t realise that I’ve started panicking too. I enter her building, and then I’m rushing towards her room as I keep repeating the same things to her in hushed whispers, telling her not to cry, that it’s going to be okay, that I’m almost there.

As soon as I reach her door, I push it open and hurry over to where she’s sitting on the bed. Her head is buried in her hands, her entire body trembling with the effort of trying to keep herself together. I crouch in front of her, taking hold of her wrists and slowly bringing her hands down from her face to her lap so I can take them in mine. I’ve never seen her cry like this, and it causes a pain in my chest that I’ve never felt before.

I still don’t know what’s happened, but I’ll do everything I can to make sure she never cries like this ever again. I can feel a sting in my eyes as my own tears start to form, but I blink a few times to keep them away so that I can stay strong for her.

Violet doesn’t look at me as I run my thumbs back and forth across the back of her hands in an attempt to soothe her. Her long hair falls in front of her face as she tucks her chin into her chest. I know she’s trying to hide from me, but I won’t let her.

“Violet, jaanu, it’s okay. Just tell me what happened.” I speak quietly as I duck my head to try to see her face. There’s a lump forming in my throat, and I think if I try to speak any louder, tears will come with it. I won’t cry in front of her when she’s already this upset.

“All of your work, it’s gone,” she says quietly and slowly, forcing the words out almost as if she can’t believe she’s saying them. A small sob escapes her on the last word, and her breathing gets panicky again as she starts crying loudly. I can tell she’s been holding it in since I got here, but I think saying what has happened has pushed her over the edge.

“What do you mean?” I ask, still rubbing circles on her hand and willing her to look at me. I heard what she said, but it’s not really registering in my mind. I bring her hands close to my face to kiss her knuckles. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. I just plugged it into my laptop, and there was nothing there. I don’t know what happened. I kept trying, but there’s nothing.”

Every other word she says is broken up with gasps as she tries to catch her breath, and it feels like a stab to the heart every time. I’ve never seen her so upset before.

She pulls her hands away from mine, covering her face again while sobs rack her body and make her shoulders shake.

“It’s okay, it’s okay. I’ll fix it.” I rest my hands on her knees, needing some kind of contact with her so she knows I’m here for her. “Please stop crying, jaanu, it’s breaking my heart.”

Despite trying to stay strong for her, I can feel tears leaking from my eyes, and my voice comes out shaky, which is what makes her finally look at me. I try to wipe them away quickly, but she’s already seen them, and then she’s turning away from me, lifting both of her legs onto the bed and hugging her knees to her chest.

I attempt to pull myself together while she keeps crying and sit in front of her on the bed, running my hand up her calf before lifting her legs over mine, pulling her into my lap. She throws her arms around my neck and clings to me, burrowing her face into the crook of my neck.

I keep one arm around her, stroking up and down her back to soothe her, while my other hand holds the back of her head to keep her close to me.

“Violet, breathe with me. In, out. In, out. That’s it, in, out,” I chant slowly, trying my best to calm her down. I can feel her heart beating quickly against my chest. It feels like my own is being torn apart.

Her breathing starts to slow down, and she quietens as I continue to rub her back. It’s only once she’s started to breathe evenly again, and my worry lessens every so slightly, that her words finally register in my mind.

My work is gone.

The clips I’ve spent months drawing and redrawing are all gone.

My hand stills on her back. As if she can read my mind and knows the gravity of her words has just hit me, she whispers, “Isaac, I’m so sorry.”

The ache in my chest gets worse, but now I don’t know what’s causing it - seeing her cry and her apologising to me or knowing that the project we worked so hard on is gone.

At this moment, all I know is that it’s not her fault, and I need her to know that, too. I should have thought about something like this happening and prepared for it so it would never get to this point.

“Please don’t apologise,” I tell her, keeping my voice steady even though the hurt I feel is unbearable. I start rubbing her back again, my other hand stroking her hair, because I need her to know that I’m still here for her, that my words are true, and I mean what I’m saying. “It’s not your fault. I should have backed it up somewhere else, too.”

I pull back so that I can try to look at her properly. When she leans back from me, I worry that I might have made her think I was trying to move away from her when, in fact, I mean the opposite. I move my hand from the back of her head to her cheek, bringing her face close to mine so I can look into her eyes, but she squeezes them shut. I gently urge her to open them, but she shakes her head.

“Please, I can’t look at you yet,” she mumbles, bringing her hand up to hold onto my wrist.

“That’s okay. I just need you to listen to me,” I say, stroking my thumb across her cheek to wipe the tears away. “I’ll fix it, okay? We’ll figure it out.”

She nods her head and presses her forehead to mine.

“Okay,” she whispers, so close to me that the word ghosts across my skin. She moves her head to the side and buries it in my neck again, wrapping her arms around me. I do the same to her, holding on to her as if I need to physically keep her, me, us together. “Isaac, let’s just stay like this for a little while.”

“Of course, jaanu. For as long as you need. I’m here with you.”

I stroke my thumb across the nape of her neck, the action comforting her as much as it does me. I ground myself with her and start thinking logically. I have some other passion projects scattered on different USBs that we could potentially use, but none of them are anywhere near finished. However, if we use one of those, it means all the writing she’s done and the story she’s created is useless, too, because it won’t match up with anything I’ve already drawn.

There’s one other option, but I don’t know if it’s something I want to share yet.

Every solution I can think of feels hopeless. I don’t know how I’m going to fix this yet, but I will. For her.

We sit like that for I don’t even know how long and my legs are starting to get numb from sitting in the same position for so long, but I don’t move. If she wants to hold on to me, she can. I’d be happy to stay here, holding her like this, for the rest of my life.

Eventually, I feel her breathing even out and realise she’s fallen asleep. I tap the screen on my phone to check the time to see that it’s already past one. I didn’t even realise how late it had gotten. I shift backward, sitting with my back against the wall and gently taking her arms from around my neck. I pull back the covers, then lift her from my lap, trying my best not to wake her up as I lay her down and adjust the pillow underneath her head. I tuck the covers around her and move so that I’m sitting facing her as she sleeps peacefully.

I push her hair back from where it’s covering her face, and seeing the dried tears on her cheeks has me on the verge of crying again. I never want to see her cry like that again. Every sob felt like a punch to my chest, and I didn’t even know it was possible to hurt so much just from seeing someone else cry. I cup her cheek and stroke my thumb back and forth across it before leaning down to kiss her forehead softly before pressing mine to hers.

“I’ll fix this. Don’t worry, jaanu. I’ll take care of it. I’ll take care of you,” I promise her so quietly I can barely hear myself say it, but I mean every single word. As if she can hear me, she nods her head slightly.

I pull back slowly and lay down next to her. Almost instantly she turns in her sleep to face me. I rest my head on the same pillow she’s using, wanting to be as close to her as possible so she knows I’m here for her when she wakes up. I don’t even consider going back to my room and leaving her alone. If we get caught, I’ll deal with whatever consequences there are because nothing will be worse than leaving her alone right now.

I bring my hand up to her face again and tuck a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. I’ve never had a chance to look at her like this before, and I’m not going to waste it. Seeing her sleeping through a phone screen doesn’t compare to her being in front of me right now.

Even with the tears and puffy eyes, she’s still the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. I knew as soon as I saw her on that first day in Year 7 that no one would ever compare to her. I never imagined that she would be mine, though. I keep my hand on her cheek, stroking it softly before kissing her forehead once more.

She lifts her hand to the pillow, placing it between us, and I take it in mine, pressing my palm to hers. As I watch her sleeping, her face unguarded and raw and beautiful, all I can think is I am so in love with you, and the feeling is so overwhelming that I start crying.

I cry because I don’t know what to do with this love I have for her and because I don’t know if it will ever be enough or if it will be too much. I’ve lost her once and refuse to let that happen again. I can’t imagine a life without her.

From the start, I’ve tried to keep it cool with her and convince myself that it was just a childish crush, but I think I’ve loved her from the moment I first saw her. It just took me a while to catch up. With her lying next to me, I now know that I could never feel anything for her but love. I feel it deep inside of me every time I look at her, talk to her, even think of her.

I let the tears fall onto the pillow, not wanting to move my hand away from hers for even a second to wipe them away. I study her face like I’ve done countless times before, but it’s like there’s a new dimension to it now as she sleeps. I try to count every single one of her long, dark eyelashes, calculate the angle of the slope of her nose, and figure out the exact colour of the dark freckles on her brown skin. I want to draw her in my memory, keep this moment stored forever so I can always look back on it.

As my eyes rove over her face, I can feel myself starting to fall asleep. I try to keep myself awake because I want to stay with her like this forever but my eyes start to flutter open and close. I shift my head forward so it’s closer to hers and place another kiss on her forehead, her nose, her cheek.

With her soft hand in mine, I continue watching her sleep and continue loving her with all of my heart. I know we’ll need to figure out what to do with the project tomorrow, but for now, I let this feeling of love I have for her comfort me until my eyes close.
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The weight of something moving next to my head on the pillow rouses me from my sleep. I crack my eyes open slightly, but then they widen as soon as I see Isaac’s face so close to mine. He’s fast asleep, his face completely relaxed. He looks so peaceful, but he still has his glasses on. I try to move my hand to take them off and then realise his is resting on top of mine in the small space on the pillow between us. I don’t want to let go of him, so I take my other hand out from under the cover and slide his glasses off his face before placing them on the pillow above our heads.

I’ve always thought Isaac was handsome since I first saw him. Even at eleven years old, there was a balance between soft and sharp in his features that made me want to write stories about him just so I could try to nail down exactly how to describe him. There’s a softness in his cheeks and the tip of his nose, perfectly balanced with the sharp line of his jaw and his almond-shaped eyes. But now, when he’s fast asleep, he just looks gentle, a more grown-up version of the boy I started liking when I was thirteen - maybe even before that.

If I went back in time and told the younger me that I would be in a relationship and sharing a bed with Isaac right now, she wouldn’t believe it. For so long, I thought my crush on him was one-sided, so I tried not to read too deeply into every nice thing he did for me. But over time, I realised that he felt the same for me, too, and something about that revelation was so freeing. It changed our relationship for the better, and even now, I don’t think I regret the breakup or think too badly of it, no matter how much it hurt at the time.

Everything that’s happened between us in the past is what’s led to this moment right now, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.

I graze my fingers along the side of his face, content to just be here with him and be able to touch him like this. I shuffle under the covers to get closer to him, and that’s when I realise he’s sleeping on top of them. It’s not exactly freezing cold in my room, but it still isn’t warm enough to sleep without a blanket. The way he’s curled up tells me he was probably a little chilly before he fell asleep.

I back away from him a bit and attempt to figure out a way to get the covers on both of us, but he’s lying on top of them in such a way that makes it impossible. I don’t want to wake him up, though, either, because I know he’s still struggling with sleeping properly. I shift around a bit more, deciding to sleep on top of the covers with him instead, but then he lets out a small sound, and his eyes start to open.

“Hi,” he whispers, the corners of his mouth turning up and his voice hoarse with sleep.

“Hi,” I reply softly, smiling back at him. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s okay. I was missing you anyway.”

My heart skips a beat at his words and then I’m leaning up on my elbow to press a kiss to his cheek.

He turns his head to face the ceiling, his eyes closed and a wide grin on his face as he says, “One more.”

I roll my eyes at him, but it doesn’t stop me from doing what he says. I kiss his lips, and I can feel his smile as I do it.

“Tell me I’m not still dreaming.”

“This is real life,” I tell him and myself because I can’t believe it either.

“Wow.”

He opens his eyes to fully look at me, and I can see so much adoration in them, so much love for me in them.

I drop my head back to the pillow and tug at the covers.

“Get in. You’ll get cold if you sleep on top.”

“It’s okay. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable,” he says, his voice soft.

“I’ll be more uncomfortable if you sleep like that. Come on.” I tell him as I lift the covers again, and then he’s moving around, sitting up and pulling the covers back before lying down and tucking them around us.

We’re still sharing the same pillow even though I have other ones he can use, but it’s like the thought hasn’t crossed either of our minds to put some space between us. I want the complete opposite, in fact, so I move closer to him, tucking my head under his chin as he wraps his arms around me, pulling me closer to him.

I’ve never shared a bed with anyone like this before. Any sleepovers with Avery, we both kept to our own sides of the bed, mainly because she sleeps like a starfish, and I valued not being woken up by her kicking me. But being like this with Isaac, the way my head fits perfectly under his chin, how his arm curves perfectly around me, the sound of our hearts beating in perfect sync, it’s a completely new feeling that I want to experience over and over again.

I feel the way he moves his head slightly, the light pressure of his mouth on the top of my head.

“I love you so much,” he whispers, reaching in between us to take my hand and hold it.

“I love you, too,” I tell him, squeezing his hand before I fall asleep in his warm embrace.
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When I wake up with Violet still in my arms and realise I wasn’t just having the best dream of my life, I have to take a moment to thank every kind of higher power for making this happen. I don’t know what time it is, but sunlight has started creeping in through the closed curtains, and the room has lightened up enough that I can see Violet’s pretty face clearly. I watch her for a while, not wanting to wake her after everything that happened last night.

I don’t think I really processed what she said last night, but in the cold light of day, it’s hitting me now - the project is gone. We’ve spent months working on it, I put so many hours into making sure everything about it was perfect because I wanted to impress her, and it’s all just gone in the blink of an eye.

The deadline is in just a few weeks. It’ll be impossible for us to recreate it, and honestly, I don’t have the energy to do it all over again. Working on it while I was already stressed about applying to universities meant that I exhausted myself, and as the year is drawing to a close I feel completely drained, especially after what happened with my parents.

I know that everything is going to work out even if I don’t have their support, but I can’t deny that if I think about it for too long, it hurts. Even though it resulted from my choices, it feels like I’ve been completely abandoned for no real reason.

I’ve been running myself thin trying to juggle everything at once, and now that it’s close to the most important exams I’ll ever take in my life, I know I need to get my priorities in order. Figuring out what we can submit for the project is at the top of the list right now.

I let out a sigh and hold Violet closer to me, hating the fact that she was blaming herself for it. If anyone’s to blame, it’s me for making a rookie mistake and not backing it up anywhere else. A soft noise escapes her as she snuggles closer to me. All the thoughts that have been muddling my mind for the past few minutes just disappear at the feel of her in my arms.

“Jaanu,” I whisper into her hair after I notice the change in her breathing that tells me she’s awake now.

“Five more minutes,” she mumbles, burrowing her head into my chest to block out the light from the sun as I let out a soft laugh.

“I’ll give you ten,” I tell her, raising my hand to hold the back of her head and pressing her closer to me while I try to figure out a way to get rid of the sun for ten minutes so my girl can sleep.

She presses a kiss to my chest, right on my heart, and I hope she doesn’t feel the way it skipped a beat or the way it’s racing now.

We lay there like that for a while longer, and I don’t make any more efforts to wake her up, happy enough to just be in this moment with her.
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I must have drifted back off to sleep because when I open my eyes again, the other side of the bed is empty. I panic for a moment before I hear the sound of water running in the bathroom. Rubbing at my eyes, I get out of bed and pick my glasses up from the desk to put them on. I don’t remember taking them off, and my heart flutters at the realisation that Violet must have done it for me. God, I love her.

The bathroom door is open, so I walk towards it and find Violet washing her face. Her long hair is tied back and she has the cutest pink headband on that has bunny ears. I watch her for a few seconds while her eyes are closed, but she must be able to tell I’m next to her because she says my name, and it’s one of the most beautiful sounds in the world.

“Stop looking at me. I look like a drowned rat,” she says with her eyes still closed as she turns the tap off and reaches for a small towel.

I step closer to take the towel from her, and she doesn’t stop me when I start patting her face dry gently. Instead, she just leans her hip against the sink and holds on to my arm until I’m done.

When she finally opens her eyes, I stare into them, giving her a small smile as my gaze traces her face, and I take in how pretty she is. Then it hits me all over again that she’s mine. I can’t believe how lucky I am.

She snatches the towel from me and covers her face with it, leaving me confused as to what just happened.

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t look at me like that?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, your eyes went weird.”

I gently pull the towel away from her face and dip my head down to look into her eyes.

“I think I was looking at you like you’re the love of my life.”

Her shoulders slump as her mouth turns downwards, and I worry that I’ve said something wrong. I know we’ve said we love each other, but maybe she didn’t mean it the way I did. That insecurity disappears when she steps towards me and wraps her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek against my chest. I put my arms around her, cupping the back of her head to hold her closer to me.

“You need to start giving me some kind of warning before you say stuff like that, especially this early in the morning.”

“Is it not past ten right now?”

“Exactly, it’s extremely early,” she jokes, tipping her head back to look at me.

“Well, you need to get used to it because you’re the first thing I think of every day when I wake up, and I don’t get any kind of warning. I have to pinch myself every morning to remind myself that I’m not dreaming.”

She moves her hand to the back of my neck and pulls me down to her, but I don’t let her get too close and put my hand between our mouths.

“As much as I would love to kiss you right now, truly do not want anything more than to do that. It would be the highlight of my entire life, the best way to start this day, the-”

“Okay, so stop talking and do it,” she says, trying to push my hand away.

“I cannot kiss you until I’ve brushed my teeth,” I say, fighting every urge in my body that is yelling at me to just close the distance between us.

Violet huffs out a breath as she lets go of me. She then opens the little drawer under her sink, fumbling around it until she pulls out a pack of toothbrushes. She opens it, handing one to me and passing the toothpaste over, too.

Violet stays right next to me as I brush my teeth, and as I look at the image of the two of us side by side in the mirror, I let my thoughts get carried away. I start imagining our future, where this is a daily occurrence, where I can fall asleep and wake up with her, every day starting and ending with my greatest love. The simple domesticity of it is enough to have me lifting a palm to rub at my chest because it feels like my heart is going to beat out of it.

I finish up and then wash my face, too. Violet watching my every move in the mirror, and I hope she’s thinking the same thing as I am. I hope she wants it as desperately as I do.

“Okay, now I can kiss you.” I turn to face her.

“Hmm…” She taps a finger to her chin. “I don’t want to anymore.”

She crosses her arm and slides past me to leave the small bathroom. I follow after her instantly, like that invisible string between us is making me chase after her.

I hold on to her wrist to pull her towards me, and she lets out a small oomph when she collides with my chest. Violet looks up at me, gorgeous brown eyes piercing mine as a small smile tugs at the corners of her lips.

“Just kidding.”

I dip my head to hers and catch her mouth with mine, our teeth knocking against each other for a second because we’re both smiling too wide. When we separate, she steps into my arms again and lets out a sigh, her demeanour completely changing.

“What are we going to do about the project?”

I wanted to avoid discussing it with her for as long as possible until I could figure out a solution, but I know she’ll want to help, too.

“I have a few things we can use, maybe. But a lot of them need tidying up and finishing.”

“You’ve already done so much. Won’t that be a lot of work for you?” She looks up at me, a crease between her brows as she frowns. “I feel like I barely contributed anything, and I know you’ve got a lot going on right now, and I don’t want you to get sick again, and it’s my fault-”

“Stopping you right there.” I bring my arms from around her waist to hold her face instead, wanting her to look me directly in the eyes as I say the next words because I need her to really hear them.

“It was not your fault. You couldn’t have known that would happen, so please stop blaming yourself. I told you from the start that I was happy to do most of the work, and that hasn’t changed. We can go through my other stuff and find something that’ll work. It’s all going to be fine.”

I kiss her forehead, and she tightens her grip on me, hands moving to clutch at the back of my shirt. When she looks at me again, she just nods her head, and I don’t need words to know that she’s putting her full trust in me. One more kiss to her lips, and then I tell her that I’m going to text Luke and ask him to bring my stuff over. She steps away from me, grabbing some clothes as she tells me that she’s going to finish getting ready in the bathroom.

Once she’s in there, I grab my phone from the desk, where she has it charged. I can’t remember what I did with it once I saw her last night, but again, she’s taken care of it, just like with my glasses.

Isaac


I’m going to ask you for a favour and you aren’t going to say a single thing about it.



Luke


That’s so ominous



I’m in


What do you need?


Isaac


Can you go to my room and get my laptop and two hoodies



And also get some snacks from my drawer and bring them to the girls’ dorm


Luke


Isaac Evans, are you telling me you’re in Violet’s room right now



Isaac


I didn’t say that



I could be with Olivia for all you know


Luke


I highly doubt that considering I was just talking to Jinhee and they were together





I stare at the screen trying to figure out what excuse I can use but in the end I realise there’s no point in lying anymore.

Isaac


Bring it to Violet’s room




Luke


I knew it




Isaac


You’re insufferable




Luke


Wild thing to say to the guy who’s about to go in your room and choose something for you to wear in front of your girlfriend




Isaac


I will end you




Luke doesn’t respond after that mild threat to his life, so I just take a seat on Violet’s bed and wait for her to finish getting ready.
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There’s a knock at the door as soon as I step out of the bathroom, and Isaac jumps up from where he’s sitting on my bed. His eyes are wide, and his momentary panic is so funny as he looks around, trying to find somewhere to hide.

“It’s probably Luke,” I tell him with a smile as I wonder how I’m so lucky to call him mine. He relaxes instantly, moving to the door to answer it, but he waits until I’ve closed the bathroom door and am standing by my desk before he opens it and lets Luke in.

I watch as they seem to have a silent conversation, ending with Luke gently punching Isaac’s arm and Isaac throwing his head back and letting out a groan of frustration. It’s cute watching them together, and they seem to have a connection where they can say so much without saying anything. I’m glad Isaac has Luke, especially now that his parents don’t want him to come back home. Luke didn’t hesitate to tell Isaac he could stay with him, practically demanding that he did.

“Hi, Violet,” Luke says, sauntering into my room in his football kit as if this is a completely normal occurrence and he’s been here a thousand times.

“Hey,” I reply, giving him a small wave. Isaac stands behind him, head in his hands, and I can immediately tell he’s regretting asking Luke for help.

The silence stretches between us as we all look back and forth at each other. It’s excruciating. This is the first time I’m interacting with Luke as Isaac’s girlfriend, and even though this is something that was always going to happen, it feels incredibly awkward now.

I’ve only spoken to Luke during classes, and our conversations were always focused on whatever we were studying, so having him in my room right now feels extremely weird, but I try not to show it. He’s Isaac’s best friend, and I don’t want to make a bad impression or say anything that will make Isaac feel awkward.

“Luke, thanks for coming, you can leave now,” Isaac breaks the silence, grabbing the tote bag that’s slung on his shoulder, before gripping his upper arm and leading him back towards the door.

“I just got here!”

“Don’t you have football?”

“I can be a little late. Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

“We’ve all been in the same class for nearly seven years. What introduction do you need?”

Luke frees himself from Isaac’s grip and walks back to me. His playful smile and quick raise of his brows tell me that he’s going to do something that will mess with Isaac.

“Violet, would you say we know each other?”

I glance at Isaac, and the way he’s standing there like he can’t believe what he’s just set into motion is so cute that I decide to play along.

“I don’t think I even know your name. Duke, was it?”

“Ah yes, my fair lady,” Luke says with an accent like he’s in a regency drama as he bows his head, his arm held out as though he’s asking for my hand. I stifle a laugh while Isaac lets out a groan, spinning around and pressing his head to the wall, his arms limp at his side.

“A pleasure to meet you.” I copy his accent, and just as I’m about to put my hand on top of Luke’s, Isaac is in between us and pushing Luke away.

“Okay, you’re done.”

Luke and I burst out laughing, and Isaac looks back and forth between us, probably regretting all the times he’s said he wants me to get to know his friends.

“I was just messing with you.” Luke claps Isaac on the shoulder before turning his attention to me. “Violet, I hope we can see each other again soon when Isaac isn’t on the verge of a breakdown.”

“That would be lovely,” I tell him, and then he walks towards the door, pulling Isaac with him.

They duck their heads together, and Luke whispers something in Isaac’s ear that has him shaking his head. I can only see his side profile, but the smile on his face is clear. He closes the door after Luke and then comes to where I’m sitting on the bed.

“I like him, he’s funny,” I tell Isaac, smiling brightly up at him and hoping that the whole interaction wasn’t actually too bad for him.

“Please, don’t tell him that. That boy does not need his ego inflated any more than it already is.”

Isaac lets out a soft laugh before he goes through the bag and takes out whatever he asked Luke to bring. He pulls out his laptop first, followed by some snacks and then two hoodies. He passes one to me, and I have to stop myself from grabbing it from him too quickly. I missed wearing his hoodies so much, and I hate that I’d given him back the only one I had just before we broke up. I notice it’s my favourite one, the one he wore on our date, and I pull it over my head as quickly as I can, the smell of his cologne comforting me, bringing back so many fond memories.

“I missed seeing you in my clothes,” he says, his voice as soft as the look in his eyes as he pulls the hood over my head and tugs at the strings. He smooths the fabric over my hair before planting a kiss on the crown of my head and then sits next to me.

Isaac opens up his laptop and clicks through a few things, creating a new folder to copy some files into it. I study him while he does it, how his fingers move over the keyboard, how his glasses fall down the bridge of his nose because of how his head is ducked to look at the screen.

“These are all the ones that are pretty much finished. They just need some refining.” He highlights a few of them, and I notice that none of them have real titles, all some kind of variation of random letters with ‘final,’ ‘real final,’ and ‘actual final’ attached at the end, apart from one.

“What’s that one?” I ask, leaning closer to him to point at the file that is simply called 18.

Isaac hovers over it but doesn’t open it, turning to face me instead.

“It’s not finished yet.” He pauses for a second, biting his bottom lip. “It was meant to be a surprise.”

“For what?”

“Our eighteenth birthday.”

He can see the confusion on my face and hears the unasked question, but he just shakes his head slightly before turning back to the screen and clicking on it.

The movie starts to play, and I instantly recognise the setting - our Year 7 classroom. Soft instrumental music plays in the background, and it takes me a few seconds to realise it’s one of our favourite songs.

A cartoon version of Isaac and I stand next to each other, our friends surrounding us but they’re blurry and not quite in focus, as if we’re the only two that exist in the world. The scene ends with the butterflies in my hair flying around until they transform into the birthday card he gave me that first year.

I watch as every birthday we shared plays out in front of me, watch how the cartoon version of ourselves grows closer, sparks starting to fly between us until they turn into hearts somewhere around our fourteenth birthday.

When it gets to what should be our seventeenth birthday, the screen goes dark, the music fading until it’s silent, and I can see the reflection of Isaac’s worried face. A part of me wishes he would have just made something up, and created some kind of happy story for it instead of leaving it blank. But that’s the truth of what happened, and it’s led to where we are today.

In the next scene, Isaac is alone, and all the colour drains from the screen as he sits with his head in his hands. It sends an ache through my chest that has me clutching onto his arm. I want him to know that I’m here now, that I’m not going anywhere.

When I appear again, the colour gradually starts coming back, starting as a faint glow around Isaac’s chest until it grows to fill the whole screen. A series of quick flashbacks of all our best moments play out before us, the sound building to a crescendo before it quietens again.

The last scene is our imagined future, the one we talked and dreamed about - us standing side by side in a small apartment, my head on his shoulder and his on top of mine, our hands linked together as we stare out of the bright window at what’s to come.

When the screen turns black, I bring my hand up to Isaac’s face and turn his head to make him look at me. His bottom lip is drawn between his teeth and I want to soothe his worries away. I want him to know this is the best thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

“I love you so much.”

I hope he hears everything else I’m saying with those words.

I’m so proud of you.

Your work is amazing.

I’m so lucky to have you.

I can’t wait for our future.

I’m yours, and you’re mine.

He lets out a shaky breath before pressing his forehead to mine, eyes closed as he speaks.

“Jaanu, jaanu, jaanu,” he whispers like a prayer like it’s the only word he ever wants to say, like it means everything to him. “My life, my soul, my everything.”

I pull him towards me, kissing him like it’ll seal those words between us forever and make sure they can never escape.

We smile at each other before looking at the screen again, and it’s like he can read my mind because he presses play on it, and we watch it all over again.

“How long have you been working on this?” I ask, knowing that it must have taken months to make something like this.

“Do you want the real answer or the answer I want to give that seems less creepy?”

I poke his side, and he lets out a small laugh.

“The real answer.”

“I started it the summer after Year 8.”

“We were barely friends then. You were that confident we’d be together at eighteen?”

“I always knew we would end up together. We’re fated, remember?” He kisses the side of my head. “It was just a matter of time. I didn’t know what it was at the time, but looking back now, I think I started falling for you that year. I used all of my allowance for that book, but I didn’t even think twice about it. And then your eyes lit up when I gave it to you, and you got so excited talking about the first one, and when I trace it all back, I think it was that moment.”

“I never told you but I actually already had that book.”

Isaac pulls back, a crease between his brows as he looks at me.

“When you gave it to me, I felt so special and so relieved, too. Because I thought that maybe it meant you’d been noticing me in the way I’d been starting to notice you. I kept trying to convince myself that I was reading too much into everything you did, but I think I knew then, too.”

He smiles at me, pure joy lighting up his face, and he’s so beautiful and so mine.

“If it’s okay with you, we can submit this for the competition. It’s pretty much ready to go, but maybe you can just add some words between each scene so they know you worked on it, too.

“That’s fine with me. But actually, I have something I want to show you, too.”

I shuffle off the bed and rifle through my desk drawer until I find what I’m looking for, and then I take my place next to him again. I pass the book to him, a puzzled look on his face as he opens it and starts to read.

I watch the way his expression changes when he realises what he’s reading, starting with his brows furrowed but then relaxing, his mouth slowly curving upwards into a soft smile as he leafs through the pages.

In our own ways, we’ve both documented the story of us. It’s one that started with two eleven-year-olds who were excited to share a birthday and grew into two seventeen-year-olds who couldn’t imagine a life without each other. I can’t wait for it to end with the two of us, old and grey, side by side until the very end.
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It doesn’t take long to put together something that shows both of our efforts, and after working on it for a few weeks straight, it’s ready to submit. We walk to the English classroom together, hand in hand, because we don’t care who knows anymore. When we told our friends, they were nothing but happy for us, as we hoped they would be. Even though a tiny part of me regrets hiding it for so long, another part of me is glad that we could reach this point where we’re comfortable and secure enough not to worry about anything breaking us apart.

When we enter the classroom, Mr. Hale is sitting at his desk, so completely focused on his computer that he doesn’t even notice we’ve walked in. I clear my throat to get his attention, and when he looks up at us, his eyes drop to where our hands are joined.

“Glad to see you’ve fixed it,” he says with a wry grin, and I just duck my head so that he can’t see the way my cheeks are turning red.

I’m so glad I fixed it, too.

“We just came to give you our project,” Violet says, stepping forward and reaching her hand out to pass the USB to him. “We had some technical difficulties, but we tried our best.”

“I’m sure whatever you’ve made will be wonderful,” he says, taking it from her. “I want to take this chance to tell you that teaching you both has been an absolute joy. I hope you’ll keep in touch. I can’t wait to see where you go from here, and I hope your talent and skill continue to bloom.”

I can’t see Violet’s face from how she’s standing in front of me, but I know she’s got a shy smile on her face, the kind that she always has whenever someone tries to compliment her. I make it one of my goals for our future to remind her every day how brilliant she is because even though I think it whenever I see her, I don’t tell her enough, and I know she needs to hear it.

“We will, Mr. Hale. Thank you for everything.” Violet steps backward, coming back to my side again, to the place she’s always belonged.

“It’s been my pleasure,” Mr. Hale says, turning his attention to me. “Isaac, I know it’s been a tough few months for you, but I’m confident that you will go on to do great things.”

I already am, I want to say. The greatest thing I’ll ever do in my life is to love Violet.

“Thank you.”

The words are simple, but I have too much to thank him for. If it hadn’t been for this project, I don’t even want to think about what would have happened to Violet and me in our relationship. Although we had a rocky start at the beginning of the year, the project was our saving grace.

“I know you’ll be studying a lot over Easter break, but make sure you take some time for yourselves, too. And remember, I’m always here if you need anything. Either myself or Mrs. Harper will let you know the winners at the end of the year.”

I don’t even care about the prize because I've already won with Violet by my side.

We both nod at him and say our goodbyes before leaving the classroom to head back to the dorms. Halfway down the hallway, Violet suddenly stops, throwing her head back and sighing.

“You okay?” I swing our arms, and she starts walking again, clutching onto my arm with her free hand before resting her head just below my shoulder.

“Just glad that it’s over now. As sad as I was about losing the other one, I’m happy that it ended like this.”

“You’re talking a lot about endings right now. Should I be worried?” I try to play it off as a joke, but a part of me is still worried about what will happen over the next few weeks. We’ll both be busy with exams, and then there’s the stress of waiting for results and finding out if we actually got into the universities we wanted. A lot of change is about to come, but I don’t want anything to change between us.

She tugs at my arm, and we both stop walking. I tilt my head down to look at her. Violet is staring up at me with so much love and hope in her eyes that I don’t know how I could think we’d ever be apart again.

“Nope, we’re just getting started.”


EPILOGUE
VIOLET - THREE YEARS LATER
[image: ]



“Violet, we’re going to be late,” Izzy yells at me from the living room of our two-bed apartment on the outskirts of London.

As soon as Isaac realised that we needed another room if Izzy was to leave home, our plans of living in central London were crushed, but neither of us minded too much. We managed to find somewhere that we could afford if we both used our student loans and worked part-time, and it worked out for the best. Once we’d settled ourselves in, Izzy slowly moved in, too, with her and Isaac making trips back to their parent’s house to collect her things.

Back then, I’d hoped that maybe his parents would see how well he was doing mentally and academically and apologise, but it never happened. And now, three years later, Isaac and Izzy are both happy enough without them that the thought of going back hasn’t ever crossed their minds.

A part of Isaac knew he’d been missing out on a softer relationship with his parents, but after spending that first summer break with Luke and his parents, he realised that family doesn’t have to mean blood. I’d like to think we’ve made our own little family of three now, too.

That thought quickly goes away when Izzy starts singing, badly and loudly, a made-up song detailing how late we are going to be if I don’t hurry up.

“Oh my god, that is not helping,” I yell back at her from mine and Isaac’s room, fighting to clamp the new butterfly clip Isaac bought for me to the back of my hair so I can do a half up half down style that I know he likes. It takes a few attempts, but I finally get it to sit how I want, and then I dab my face with powder because somehow I worked up a sweat just by doing my hair.

I leave the room Isaac and I have decorated together over the years, a double bed in the middle with a desk on either side for both of us. Isaac’s is filled with all types of pens and markers, his sketchbooks piled high on one side of his drawing tablet, while the other side has a few scattered sketches. It’s messy compared to mine, and I don’t know how he manages to find anything, but he tells me he has a system, and to give him credit, he’s never lost anything yet.

My desk, on the other hand, is neat. My laptop and a larger monitor behind it take up most of the space, and I have two journals on it. The one Isaac got me for our fifteenth birthday looks completely tattered compared to the new one that I’ve been using to work on my current project. Isaac built a few shelves above it, too, for all my books, but I’ve also taken up one entire wall with shelves. Isaac has helped me fill them over the years, buying sequels to books he’s seen me reading or just picking up books that he thinks I’ll like. I still haven’t told him that I love every book he picks for me.

“I should have recorded that singing to show your boyfriend.”

“He’s not my boyfriend!” She stands up from the sofa with a scowl on her face.

“Okay, sure.” I give her a knowing look.

I’ve overheard some of her conversations on the phone, so I know she’s been talking to a new boy who joined their school a few months ago. It reminds me of all the nights spent on the phone with Isaac. I’m so happy that now I get to fall asleep in the same bed as him every day.

“The movie starts at six, we have plenty of time,” I tell Izzy, and she gets up to stand by the door, taking my jacket off the hook, and holding it out to me.

“Isaac texted me and said there’s a lot of traffic. Come on, let’s go.” She opens the door, and I’ve never seen her in such a rush before. I know she likes horror movies, but this is a lot just for a rerun of Scream, which she’s already forced us to watch with her countless times.

I glare at her when I take my jacket, and then we’re both out of the door and on our way to the cinema.

The traffic is non-existent. We get there twenty minutes early, but I refrain from saying I told you so. The lobby is busy, and I start to move towards the line for snacks when Izzy stops me.

“Let’s just eat after, instead.”

“You sure?” I ask her because she never turns down popcorn.

“Yeah, let’s just go find our seats.”

I shrug my shoulders and follow after her as she shows her phone to the attendant. He gives her a nod before gesturing and directing us towards screen eleven.

Izzy opens the door for me, and the tunnel to get to the seats is pitch black. I stumble my way through it with her close behind me.

“Are you sure this is the right screen? They haven’t even got the low lights on?”

“I’m sure,” Izzy says. When we turn the corner, every seat in the small theatre is completely empty.

“I thought you said this movie was a classic,” I say sarcastically as I follow her to take our seats, which appear to be in the middle of the very first row in front of the screen.

“It is! We just got here a little early.”

I sigh, pulling out my phone to text Isaac and see where he is. He told me it was going to be a busy day at work when he left this morning so we haven’t talked much, and I’m excited to see him.

Violet


Where are you?




I’m already here with Izzy




I stare at the screen, waiting for a reply, but a few minutes pass, and nothing comes. It’s still just the two of us in the theatre and when I check the time there’s only five minutes until the movie is supposed to start.

“I changed my mind. I want popcorn. Be right back.” Izzy says as she stands up and shuffles past me. She hurries out, and I let out another sigh, tapping my foot against the floor as I lean back in the chair and wait for either sibling to join me.

I check the time again and the movie screen lights up at six on the dot. Izzy is going to hate that she missed the start.

But then, a familiar movie starts to play, one I first saw years ago.

It starts with Isaac and me standing next to each other in our Year 7 classroom, and the movie plays out exactly how I remembered it. Short clips detail our relationship up until that imagined future that we’re now living.

But the movie doesn’t stop there.

The music transitions into another one of our favourite songs, one that always makes me think of our relationship and how lucky I am to have him, and the next clip that plays is us moving into our apartment. The cartoon version of ourselves mimics exactly what happened in real life when we finished moving all our boxes in, Isaac wrapping me in his arms and spinning us around until we both fell to the ground. He had a bump on the back of his head for a few days after that, but he didn’t care at all.

The next scenes are full of our memories from the past few years - our trips to the Lake District, lazy nights at home curled up on the couch, study sessions as we both crammed for exams, and it ends with the both of us graduating a few months ago before the screen turns black.

When it lights up again, it’s just Isaac and I on the screen, no background, no objects, just us. We’re standing in front of each other, my hands in his, before he leans in to kiss me.

The movie theatre lights up, and when I look around, I see Isaac sitting a few chairs down from me, his gaze fixed on me. I started crying at some point during the movie, but it dissolves into sobs as soon as I see his face. Not even a second later, he’s knelt down in front of me, pulling my hands away from my face like he did so many years ago, but this time I’m crying because of how happy I am.

“Hey, you promised me no more crying like this.” His voice is quiet, so lovely, and gentle like it always is.

“What do you expect me to do?” I tell him, sniffing and then he lets go of my hands to wipe at my face as he lets out a soft laugh.

“True, I should have expected this.”

I look down at his face, so handsome and so mine, and push his glasses back up the bridge of his nose before leaning my head down but he pulls back.

“At least let me ask the question first.”

I shove at his shoulder playfully, and then he reaches into his pocket before taking my hand in his again.

“Jaanu, you are the love of my life. I can’t imagine a life without you, and I hope I’m so lucky that I never have to. You have changed my life for the better from the first day I met you, and every day, I’m so thankful for Mrs. Harper and her icebreaker for bringing us together.”

I let out a wet laugh, but I’m so thankful for her, too, and for every single thing in the universe that led to Isaac and I meeting that day.

“I’ve always told you that we’re fated, and all these years later, I still believe it. We were written in the stars, but you shine the brightest out of all of them. It hasn’t been easy for us, but I don’t need it to be. Every single moment we spend together, good or bad, is life-altering just because I’m with you in it.”

A single tear rolls down his face, and I reach out to brush it away, holding his cheek and running my thumb across it back and forth. He leans into my touch for a second before opening up the hand that isn’t holding mine to reveal a small black box.

“I realise I need to open this, but I really don’t want to stop holding your hand, so can you open it for me?” he asks in a nervous ramble, and I burst out laughing before taking it from him. I open the box to see a simple gold ring, a single small diamond embedded in the centre of it.

“Is this…?”

“I asked your mum a while ago, and she gave me that ring. Said she’s been saving it for this.”

I can’t sit in this seat any longer, so I throw myself onto Isaac, wrapping my arms around his shoulders as he falls backward to the floor, his arms coming around my waist to hold me close to him.

“I still haven’t asked the question,” he says from under me, and I lift up to look at his face. Our necklaces are tangled together, so I can’t pull away too far, but I don’t mind the closeness at all. He’s smiling so brightly, and I can’t help but kiss him.

“Isaac,” I say when we pull apart, and he just laughs before reaching for my hand to take the ring from me.

“Violet, jaanu, will you marry me?”

“Of course I will.”

I lean down to kiss him, and I’m crying again. When I look at him, so is he. But he’s wearing that beautiful smile that greets me every morning and is the last thing I see before I go to sleep every night.

I can’t wait to see it for the rest of my life.
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