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ACT I – THE UNFINISHED PAST
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Chapter 1 — Ethan Alone
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THE ROOM WAS QUIET in a way that felt deliberate, as if the walls were holding their breath with him.

Ethan sat on the edge of his mattress, the soft glow of his desk lamp throwing a pale circle of light across the half-finished sketch on his lap. Graphite smudged the side of his hand. He should have been asleep—his class tomorrow wasn’t forgiving, and Jayden had already gone out humming something off-key before promising he’d “bring back something caffeinated or die trying.” But Ethan hadn’t moved in almost thirty minutes. Or maybe it was longer. Time felt slippery tonight.

The sketch was supposed to be for a class assignment—a study of motion—but the lines kept falling into the shape of the same girl. Or the girl his hand remembered drawing. Soft lines where they should’ve been sharp. Eyes too familiar. Hair that had once slipped between his fingers when she fell asleep beside him.

He exhaled and dropped the pencil, letting it roll until it hit the wall and stopped with a dull tap.

“Not again,” he muttered, rubbing the heel of his palm over his eyes. His voice sounded thin in the small room.

He leaned back, his spine pressing into the cool wall behind him. From where he sat, he could see the quiet chaos of his desk: notebooks stacked unevenly, a cracked ceramic mug he kept forgetting to throw away, a Polaroid camera he hadn’t touched in months. There’d been a time he carried it everywhere—back when he saw the world in colors instead of grayscale.

Back when Lena was in most of the photos.

He didn’t let himself look at the drawer where he kept the ones he hadn’t thrown out.

The clock on his phone blinked 11:47 p.m., though it felt later—a kind of late that softened the edges of everything, made the air heavier. He reached for his phone out of habit, thumb brushing the screen even though he had no reason to. He wasn’t expecting anyone. Messages had become quieter lately, conversations shallow enough that they didn’t require more than an emoji in return.

Except one conversation. One he’d reread too many times.

Ethan, can we talk?

Not right now.

Okay. I’m sorry.

That had been months ago.

He shouldn’t still remember the exact timestamp. But he did.

His thumb hovered over the notification bar. He didn’t know what he was looking for—maybe distraction, maybe punishment. Maybe both.

He opened Instagram.

The feed lit up his dim room, too bright against the low hum of silence. He scrolled without seeing at first, eyes skimming past photos of classmates, club events, someone’s dog wearing a sweater. Normal things. Things that belonged to people who weren’t stuck.

Then the scrolling stopped.

It wasn’t intentional. His thumb simply paused, as if his body recognized her before his mind did.

Lena Hart.

He didn’t even have to see the name. The shape of her shoulder in the photo was enough. The way the light hit her hair—warm, soft, familiar—felt like someone had reached inside his chest and squeezed.

In the picture, she stood beside Arian Holt, both dressed for some formal event he hadn’t known was happening. Arian looked...well, like Arian always did. Perfectly put together. Tailored suit, sharp lines, expensive watch. His hand rested on Lena’s waist as if it belonged there.

And Lena—

God.

She wasn’t looking at the camera. Her eyes were turned slightly downward, as though she’d been caught mid-laugh or mid-thought. Her smile was small, polite, the kind she used when she wasn’t entirely comfortable but didn’t want anyone to worry.

He knew that smile.

He knew the real one too—the one that broke open in the corners and made her whole face warm. The one she’d given him without thinking, back when things were simple.

He stared until the screen blurred faintly. It took a moment to realize his breath had stopped.

“That should’ve been me,” he whispered, the words slipping out before he could swallow them back.

The sentence didn’t sound angry. Just tired. Worn down. Like he’d been telling himself the same thing in a hundred different ways for months.

He set the phone beside him, facedown, as if that could undo the image burned into him.

For a long moment, he just sat there, elbows on his knees, staring at nothing. His room was so still he could hear the soft flicker of his desk lamp, the distant laughter from another hallway, the muted thump of someone closing a door.

He tried to steady his breathing. Tried not to think about how easily Arian’s hand fit on Lena’s waist, like it belonged. Tried not to imagine her leaning into him the way she used to lean into Ethan—tired, trusting, warm.

He shut his eyes.

He could still feel the weight of her head on his shoulder from the night they watched that stupid indie film she loved. He could still smell the vanilla shampoo she used. Still remember how her fingers curled lightly into the fabric of his sleeve whenever she got embarrassed.

He’d memorized all of it without intending to.

He pressed a hand to his forehead. “Get over it,” he whispered, even though he knew he wouldn’t.

He didn’t know how.

A soft rattle came from the doorknob a few minutes later, followed by the quiet scrape of a key. Ethan barely looked up as Jayden slipped inside, plastic bag in hand, a blast of cool hallway air spilling into the room.

“Bro, why is your room always dark?” Jayden asked, flicking on the overhead light before Ethan could protest.

The sudden brightness made Ethan wince. “Turn it off.”

Jayden paused, studying him with mild concern. “You look like you’ve been staring at existential voids.”

Ethan didn’t answer.

He expected Jayden to tease him more, but instead, Jayden clicked the overhead light back off, leaving only the desk lamp’s warm circle intact. He walked over and dropped a cold can onto Ethan’s bed.

“Energy drink,” Jayden announced. “Cherry something. Thought you might be drowning in art deadlines again.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said, though he didn’t touch it.

Jayden sighed and flopped onto his own bed across the room. “Okay. Spill.”

“There’s nothing to spill.”

“I call bullshit,” Jayden said easily.

Ethan didn’t respond. Silence settled between them—not heavy, not comfortable either. Jayden let it stretch, probably waiting for Ethan to fill it, like he usually eventually did.

He didn’t tonight.

Jayden sat up slowly, narrowing his eyes. “You saw something.”

Ethan swallowed.

Jayden’s tone softened. “Something...or someone.”

Ethan exhaled, and it sounded like surrender. “...Lena posted.”

Jayden didn’t say oh, or damn, or I knew it—he just nodded once, quietly. “You looked?”

“Not on purpose.”

“You never look on purpose,” Jayden said, leaning back again. “But somehow you always do.”

Ethan stared at the floor. A faint dust pattern caught the light, swirling when he shifted his foot. “She was with him.”

Jayden didn’t need a name.

“Well,” Jayden said after a beat, “that sucks.”

Ethan let out a dry laugh—small, humorless. “Yeah.”

“What kind of post?”

“Formal event. They looked...good.”

“And by good you mean he looked like a tax bracket and she looked like an angel.”

Ethan’s lips twitched despite everything. “Something like that.”

Jayden watched him quietly, tapping his thumb against his knee. “Does it still hurt that much?”

Ethan didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.

Jayden softened. “I know you loved her.”

Love. Present tense sat in Ethan’s throat like a stone.

Jayden continued quietly, “I just don’t want you stuck.”

Ethan looked away. “I’m not stuck.”

Jayden raised an eyebrow. “Dude, you haven’t dated anyone since her. You barely look at anyone. A girl literally flirted with you in the cafeteria yesterday, and you said, and I quote: ‘Sorry, I’m busy digesting.’”

Ethan groaned into his hands. “Can we not do this right now?”

Jayden raised both palms in surrender. “Alright, alright. I’ll shut up.”

He did. But his gaze lingered in a way that said he wasn’t buying it.

Ethan’s eyes drifted to the sketch on his lap again. He flipped the pad closed, hiding the unfinished lines.

Jayden’s voice softened. “You know... I don’t think she’s as happy as she looks.”

Ethan’s head snapped up. “Why would you say that?”

“Her smile,” Jayden said simply. “It’s not the same one she had with you.”

Ethan’s chest tightened painfully. The words lodged somewhere beneath his ribs, where the ache had been quietly blooming ever since he saw the photo.

Jayden shrugged, lying back and pulling a pillow over his face. “Just saying what I see. Don’t overthink it.”

Ethan didn’t answer, because overthinking was the one thing he was always already doing.

Later, after Jayden’s breathing had settled into a slow rhythm, Ethan found himself standing by the window. The night outside was still. A few dorm lights flickered in the distance. Somewhere, music thumped faintly—someone’s party bleeding into the quiet hours.

The cold glass felt grounding against his fingertips.

He could still see her, the way she looked in the photo. Beautiful in a way that wasn’t about the dress or makeup. Beautiful in a way that had always felt like home.

He hated that the feeling hadn’t faded. Hated how his body remembered things his mind tried to forget.

He leaned his forehead against the pane, eyes drifting shut.

Why did you leave?

He’d wanted to ask her so many times.

He never did.

The memory rose uninvited—the last night they were together. The sticky heat of late summer. The way she held his hand too tightly while saying nothing. The tremble in her voice when she finally whispered, “Ethan, I’m sorry.”

He’d asked what she meant.

She never answered.

She just let go.

He wondered if Arian ever saw that flicker of fear in her eyes. That softness that came just before she closed herself off. He wondered if Arian knew how gentle she needed someone to be. How she hid her sadness behind perfect smiles.

He wondered if Arian understood her at all.

Or if he was just the person she chose because he was safe.

Ethan’s breath fogged the window. “I shouldn’t miss you,” he whispered. “Not like this.”

But he did.

And the truth was painful in a quiet, relentless way that felt like it had settled in his bones.

He pushed himself away from the window and returned to his bed, lying down without bothering to get under the blanket. His phone was still facedown beside him.

He hesitated, staring at it.

He knew he shouldn’t. He knew it would hurt. But he turned it over anyway.

The photo was still there. Her softness. Arian’s certainty.

He tapped it open again.

His eyes traced the delicate curve of her smile. The careful position of her hand resting on Arian’s sleeve. Her hair styled in a way that someone else probably chose for her.

She looked beautiful.

She didn’t look herself.

Something in her eyes—if you stared long enough, quiet enough—looked tired.

He noticed it because he’d memorized every version of her. The happy ones. The brave ones. The ones that cracked in the middle of the night, when she told him she didn’t know how to be enough for anyone.

He remembered telling her she was enough for him. More than enough.

She didn’t believe him.

He swallowed hard, throat tightening. The ache felt familiar, worn-in. A wound that never closed because he kept touching it.

He zoomed in a little.

She wore the necklace he gave her eighteen months ago—a delicate gold chain with a tiny crescent moon. She hadn’t worn it since their last month together.

He froze.

Why would she wear it tonight?

Why now?

His hand trembled slightly as he lowered the phone.

He lay in the dim room, staring at the ceiling, heart beating too loudly in the quiet.

The necklace shouldn’t mean anything anymore.

But it did.

And the knowledge left him breathless in a way he didn’t know how to name.

He closed his eyes, trying to steady himself, but her face flickered behind his eyelids—soft, distant, unreachable.

“Lena...” he whispered, the name slipping out like an old habit.

The room didn’t move. The world didn’t shift.

But something inside him did—just a small, fragile tilt.

A reminder.

A warning.

A beginning.

He didn’t know yet that the universe was already circling them back toward each other. That in less than two weeks, a team list would go up on the campus board with both of their names under the same project.

He didn’t know he was already standing at the edge of something he thought he’d lost forever.

All he knew, in the quiet dark of his dorm room, was that his heart had never learned to stop loving her.

And that was the loneliest truth of all.
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Chapter 2 — Ethan’s World Now
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MORNING CAME SLOWLY, like the sky was reluctant to wake him.

Soft light filtered through the blinds of the dorm room, turning the edges of everything pale and hazy. Ethan lay on his back, eyes open but unfocused, staring at the faint lines of shadow across the ceiling. He hadn’t slept much. The hours had blurred into a long stretch of half-dreams that felt more like memories than rest—Lena laughing, Lena crying, the weight of her head on his shoulder, her hand slipping away.

And always, always that image of her with Arian. Perfect. Distant. Unreachable.

He blinked against the morning light, dragging a slow breath into lungs that felt too tight. Jayden’s side of the room was empty—he’d probably left early for his 8 a.m. class. The silence was gentle, but it didn’t make anything easier.

Ethan’s phone lay on his nightstand, facedown. He could almost feel it staring at him, waiting. He knew if he turned it over, the last thing he’d see would still be her face, her small smile, the necklace she shouldn’t have been wearing.

He didn’t touch it.

Instead, he sat up slowly, as if his bones were heavier today. The room was cold. He reached for the hoodie hanging off the foot of his bed—charcoal gray, worn at the sleeves—and pulled it over his head. He caught a faint whiff of turpentine and graphite that clung to the fabric, the familiar scents of the art studio.

He pulled on jeans, shoved books into his bag, and forced himself to stand.

The sketchbook on his desk caught his eye—yesterday’s unfinished drawing half-hidden beneath the cover. He hesitated, then picked it up, flipping to the page.

It wasn’t meant to be her.

But even in rough lines, he saw her. The gentle slope of her jaw. The softness of expression. The barest hint of a smile that didn’t quite reach the eyes.

He closed the sketchbook quickly.

He didn’t want to start his day thinking of her.

He was already failing.

The hallway outside the room was busy with morning noise—doors closing, footsteps, the low murmur of conversations. Ethan walked past them all like he was underwater, the world muffled around him.

Outside, the campus air was crisp. Early autumn. Leaves scattered across the paths in muted browns and faded red-golds. Students moved around him, some half-asleep, others too awake for this hour.

He kept his hands buried in the sleeves of his hoodie as he headed toward the art building.

His head felt foggy—too full of things he didn’t want to think about. The photo. The necklace. The expression in her eyes that he couldn’t quite name.

He tried breathing slower, tried grounding himself in the present.

The crunch of leaves under his shoes.

The soft chatter of two girls passing by.

The faint smell of coffee drifting from someone’s thermos.

Normal things. Ordinary.

But every few minutes, her face flickered in his mind again. The way she wasn’t quite looking at the camera. The way Arian held her like she belonged to him.

The way she didn’t look like she belonged there.

He shook the thought off.

He had class. That was enough to focus on.

His first class was “Studio Techniques I,” held in a wide open room with tall windows and rows of tables covered in stained canvases. The air always smelled faintly of acrylics, old wood, and the dusty warmth of sunlight.

He slipped into his usual seat near the back. The professor, a thin man with silver hair and kind eyes, stood at the front adjusting slides for today’s demonstration. Students were already unpacking paints, brushes, and sketch pads.

Ethan opened his own sketchbook, hoping structure would help.

It didn’t.

The pencil hovered over the page, shaking slightly.

Lines used to come easily to him—smooth, instinctive, unthinking. Today his hand felt disconnected from the rest of him, like he was tracing memories instead of shapes.

Professor Meyers began speaking, but the words drifted around Ethan like background noise.

Focus.

He tried sketching a vase from the still-life arrangement at the center of the room. His lines were stiff, awkward. He erased them and tried again.

It still wasn’t right.

Someone sat beside him—a girl with dyed lavender hair he vaguely recognized from previous semesters. She smiled politely.

“Morning, Ethan.”

He nodded back. “Hey.”

She glanced at his blank page. “Art block?”

“Something like that.”

“Want company?”

He forced a light smile. “Sure.”

But even as she started sketching, her pencil making confident strokes, Ethan couldn’t focus. The problem wasn’t the assignment. It wasn’t the still-life. It wasn’t even the drawing.

It was her.

Lena.

He could feel her in everything. The pencil dragging across the page reminded him of how she used to watch him draw, chin resting on his shoulder, whispering things like, You make everything look softer.

He felt the ache again, a slow tightening in his chest.

The lavender-haired girl nudged him gently. “You okay?”

Ethan blinked out of the memory. “Yeah. Sorry. Rough morning.”

She didn’t pry, which he was grateful for. Not everyone did. Jayden certainly didn’t.

He erased his half-line again.

Across the room, someone laughed loudly. The sound bounced off the walls, too bright for the quiet fog he was sitting in.

He dropped the pencil.

His head fell into his hands, fingers pressing against his temples. He didn’t know if anyone noticed, but he didn’t care.

He’d almost managed not to think about that damn photo for five minutes, and then the image flooded him again.

Her necklace catching the ballroom lights.

Her smile not reaching her eyes.

Arian’s hand too tight on her waist.

Ethan squeezed his eyes shut.

He hated that he knew she wasn’t as happy as the picture suggested. He hated that he noticed things no one else would. He hated that he couldn’t just...stop loving her.

“Ethan?”

He looked up. Professor Meyers stood over him, brow gently creased with concern.

“You look pale,” the professor said quietly. “Take a break. Fresh air might help.”

Ethan nodded. “Sorry.”

“No need for apologies. Go on.”

He closed his sketchbook and slipped out of the room.

The hallway outside the studio was empty and cool, quieter than the world inside. He leaned against the wall, head tipping back. The fluorescent lights overhead hummed faintly.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

A single vibration. A text.

His stomach dropped. For a wild second, he thought—

Lena?

He pulled it out quickly, breath shallow.

It wasn’t her.

It was Jayden.

JAYDEN:

You alive? You weren’t at breakfast.

I saved you a muffin for later so don’t starve and blame me.

Ethan pursed his lips, exhaling shakily. He typed back:

ETHAN:

Morning. Just tired.

In class.

Jayden responded instantly, because he always did when he sensed something was wrong.

JAYDEN:

Tired or Tired™ ?

Ethan almost smiled. Jayden had two categories: normal tired, and “thinking about Lena again” tired.

Ethan sent:

ETHAN:

Tired™.

Jayden’s reply was immediate.

JAYDEN:

Yeah I figured.

Need anything? Coffee? A frontal lobotomy?

Ethan let out a quiet laugh—small, real.

ETHAN:

Coffee. No lobotomy.

Yet.

JAYDEN:

Knew it. Meet me outside the studio after class.

Ethan pocketed his phone, feeling a little lighter.

Not enough to banish the ache.

But enough to breathe.

By noon, he’d made it through the rest of class, though he barely registered half of it. Jayden was waiting outside the art building, holding two cups of iced coffee and wearing sunglasses far too large for his face.

“You look like death,” Jayden said cheerfully, handing him a cup.
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