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Clara woke up to a chorus of muffled voices and the distinctive sound of pencils scratching paper. She groggily opened one eye and scanned the chaos around her. The class was in full swing—or more accurately, in full desperation.

“Julie! Pass me your physics homework!” someone shouted across the room.

“Still at it. Ann, have you done the maths paper?” came the reply, followed by the unmistakable sound of a chair scraping against the floor.

“Hold on, the English paper! Help! Emergency!” a third voice called, clearly in the throes of academic warfare.

Clara shut her eyes tighter, as if doing so might make the month of October politely vanish. Fat chance. October, cruel mistress that she was, marked not just the arrival of pumpkin spice everything but also the academic apocalypse known as post-holiday homework panic.

The teachers had outdone themselves this time. Assignments had been doled out with the kind of enthusiasm normally reserved for handing out free samples of chocolate at the supermarket. If it was a competition, the English teacher had won with a 10-page essay titled “The Symbolism of Spoons in Modern Literature”.

No one—no one—had actually done their homework. The Upper Sixth cohort was united in their procrastination, which would have been heart-warming if it weren’t so utterly disastrous.

Clara sighed, resisting the urge to fling herself dramatically onto her desk like she was auditioning for a tragic West End play. It wouldn’t help, but it would feel appropriate.

Clara Avery wasn’t exactly what you’d call a model student. More of a gritting-through-it student. Sure, she had grand aspirations of acing her A-Levels and wowing everyone with her brilliance, but those aspirations usually crumbled under the weight of Netflix, TikTok, and, of course, procrastination.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. A notification. “New episode of Love Island.” Clara’s eyes gleamed, but no, she wasn’t going to give in. Not yet, anyway. She couldn’t afford another three hours of that show.

“Clara, babe, need a hand with the English homework?” Tessa murmured conspiratorially from the next desk, like a dodgy dealer offering a knockoff designer bag.

Like Clara, Tessa wasn’t an academic high-flyer. In fact, she treated “failing” like it was some kind of Olympic sport she was training for. However, unlike the rest of the procrastinators-in-chief populating the classroom, Tessa had a system. Her motto was, “Doesn’t matter how it’s done, as long as it’s done.”

And by “done,” she meant borrowed in the loosest possible sense. Tessa had elevated homework copying to an art form, blending charm, persistence, and a level of shamelessness that Clara secretly admired. Clara was pretty sure Tessa would go far in life with that attitude—possibly into politics, corporate PR, or anything else requiring a straight face and a healthy disregard for the rules.

Tessa slid her English homework across the desk. Of course, this particular masterpiece had already made a pit stop in someone else’s notebook before landing in Tessa’s possession. Clara, fully aware of the dubious chain of custody, accepted it with a muttered “Thanks,” and got to work.  

Switching into autopilot like a disgruntled robot, Clara began scribbling away, her hand moving faster than her brain. Names were copied. Full stops were diligently reproduced. Even Tessa’s handwriting style, which looked like it had been crafted during an earthquake, was reproduced faithfully. Clara was so deep in the zone that when she got to the essay question—Describe a Personal Childhood Incident That Changed Your Life—she didn’t even blink at the bizarre tale. However, somewhere around the bit about “the summer I scored my first goal in Sunday league football and Dad said, ‘That’s my boy!’” Clara paused, her pen hovering mid-air.

She squinted at the paper, chewing her lip. Was it weird? Yes. Did it make sense? Not really. Did she care? Absolutely not. She shrugged and copied the rest, word for word, including the heartfelt conclusion: “That was the day I knew I’d make it to the Premier League.”  

Clara handed the homework back to Tessa with a muttered “Cheers,” ready to dive back into her post-dinner coma when she paused. Something was different. Something in the atmosphere shifted. It was as if the entire classroom had collectively paused—pens froze mid-scribble, conversations screeched to a halt, and even that one kid who was always sneakily eating crisps stopped mid-crunch.

All eyes swung toward the door, which was pulled open from the other side.

Leo stood in the doorway.

Leo, the guy who could make a wrinkled school jumper look like high fashion. Leo, who somehow made “silent and brooding” seem less like a personality flaw and more like an art form. Leo, who hadn’t just walked into the room but arrived, like a lion who’d accidentally wandered into a herd of meerkats.

For a moment, the classroom existed in some bizarre limbo, where everyone was too busy gawking to remember they were supposed to be pretending not to care. Clara blinked at the spectacle, her nap officially cancelled.

Leo Blake was tall—like, ridiculously tall—at least 6 foot, which made Clara feel like a small child every time he passed by. And since his seat was directly behind hers, he did that every day.

Clara wasn’t the type of girl to swoon over anyone. Sure, she might indulge in the occasional celebrity crush (Tom Hiddleston had been a brief but intense obsession), but real life was different. Upper Sixth boys were boring and immature and wore far too much Lynx body spray and had the charm of unwashed gym socks.

But Leo was different.

For starters, he was academically untouchable—top of the cohort, the kind who made the teachers go misty-eyed with pride. 

Personality-wise, Leo was the walking embodiment of effortless cool: aloof without being arrogant, polite without seeming forced, and somehow mysterious in a way that didn’t make him look like he was auditioning for a low-budget vampire movie.

Lower Sixth girls wrote his name in glittery gel pens in their notebooks. Upper Sixth veterans swore he was the only tolerable boy in the whole college. If they all formed a queue to bask in his presence, it would stretch from the classroom door to the next town over, causing traffic jams and minor local news coverage.

If Clara could have sold “Meet Leo” tickets, she would have retired as a self-made millionaire before she hit twenty.
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So, Clara reasoned, it was only logical that she’d have a teensy, entirely manageable crush on Leo. It was the fashionable thing to do, and she was a hormonal teenager, not a robot. 

What wasn’t logical, however, was her utterly mortifying attempt at flirting with him.

It had started with an online makeup tutorial titled, “Winged Liner for Seductive Eyes,” which Clara had naively followed the night before. Armed with more eyeliner than sense and a pair of eyelashes that could generate wind power, she had batted her eyes at Leo like a hyperactive ow. She’d even prepped a line from some cringey teen rom-com, something about fate and meeting under the stars.

But before the words could leave her lips, the muscles in her hand—overloaded by too much nervous energy and caffeine—jerked, launching her coffee cup into the air. The Styrofoam made a crash landing on Leo’s hoodie.

It was Clara’s favourite hoodie. White, with tasteful blue stripes that looked like they belonged in a designer catalogue. On anyone else, it might have screamed “hand-me-down,” but on Leo, it looked like the sort of intentionally “vintage” piece influencers claimed to find at charity shops but secretly bought for £300 online.

The canteen’s sludge-like coffee created a brown stain on the pristine fabric and kept spreading. Clara prayed for the ground to swallow her whole or, failing that, for an alien abduction to interrupt this nightmare.

Leo didn’t flip out. He simply peeled off the ruined hoodie, revealing a plain white T-shirt (and a mouth-watering glimpse of his six-pack). He picked up the still-dripping cup, tossed it into the bin, then walked off without a word.

Since that calamitous coffee incident, Clara’s cheeks had developed a Pavlovian response to Leo’s presence. Every time he walked past her seat on his way to the back of the room, her face turned a shade of pink usually reserved for neon signs and strawberry-flavoured slushies.

Leo was walking towards her now. Clara buried her head in a textbook and pretended to be deep in thought. Her nose, with a mind of its own, picked up on his scent. Clean soap.

He was getting closer. Clara’s heart defected and started to beat a rhythm matching his footsteps.

Clara chewed on the end of a pencil and buried her head lower until the tip of her nose was flattened against the page. She stared unseeingly at a reciprocal graph and pretended not to notice Leo’s long legs drifting into her peripheral vision.

She heard him sit down, unzip his bag, and start flipping through pages. Was he studying? Of course he was studying. This was Leo—he probably alphabetised his notes for fun. But what if he wasn’t? What if he was reading a trashy novel like her friend Tess was doing on her phone right now? The image almost made her snort. Or, was he, like her, trying to catch up on homework?

The last thought brought her mind back to the present. She had procrastinated her way through the entire holiday and only had tonight to catch up. She could bluff her way through English Lit and History—teachers just wanted “effort,” which translated roughly to “anything vaguely coherent on paper.” But math? Math didn’t play. You either knew how to solve for x or you didn’t, and Clara was firmly Team Didn’t.

She turned to Tessa for help. Her friend merely showed her an empty workbook and offered a shrug.

“Why don’t you ask Leo?” Tessa suggested, eyes glinting with awe and envy. “He gets full marks in math almost every time.”

Clara winced internally. Ask Leo? The last time she’d interacted with him, she’d baptised his hoodie in canteen coffee. 

Still, desperate times. Rational Clara argued with Embarrassed Clara, and eventually, Rational Clara won. Clara turned her head cautiously, but not before planting both hands firmly in her lap. Who knew what her traitorous muscles would do? Last time, they’d hurled coffee at Leo; this time, they might slap him for no reason.

“Leo, have you done the maths paper?” she asked, trying to sound casual, as if she wasn’t going to fall apart if he said no.

Leo looked up from his English Lit textbook and into the ridiculously perfect, too-large-for-her-face, doe-like eyes of Clara Avery. The word “no” hovered on his tongue. Not because he hadn’t done the maths paper (of course he’d done it). It was just that lending out answers wasn’t his thing. He was a big believer in the process, in learning from mistakes, in doing your own work—basically, in all the things that Clara didn’t believe in.

But then there was her face, her upturned, expectant, slightly worried face. The height difference between them meant that even when he was seated, she had to tilt her head up to look at him. It gave her this oddly endearing look, like a Victorian orphan pleading for more gruel.

Her eyelashes were fluttering like tiny nervous butterflies, mercifully free of the tar-like mascara she’d once applied to... flirt with him.

Leo’s gaze dropped to her mouth, which was doing that thing it did when she was nervous. She’d probably draw blood if she kept biting her lower lip. He wondered if she even realised she did that. 

Meanwhile, Clara’s brain was short-circuiting. Had she come on too strong? Should she have opened with something breezy like “How’s it going?” or “Did you catch Love Island last night?”

The silence felt like it could stretch to next week. Maybe he was offended. Maybe he thought she was a lazy freeloader.

Her panic hit critical levels, and she was about to say “Never mind,” just as Leo reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a workbook.

“Have it back before self-study ends,” he said.

In that moment, Clara swore she saw halos form around his head, complete with angelic harp music.
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“Thank you, thank you, thank you! I promise I’ll be super quick!” Clara babbled, clutching the workbook like it was the lost treasure of Atlantis. Then, to prevent making more of a fool of herself, she spun around so fast she nearly gave herself whiplash.

She spread out the workbook on her desk and took a minute to admire Leo’s perfect penmanship. Then she got to work copying, starting with the equations and functions. Those were a breeze—just numbers and symbols. Integration was trickier; she had to carefully sketch curves and calculate areas under them, but she managed. Not for the first time, Clara wondered why on earth calculus was a thing. She couldn’t think of a single career path where “finding the area under the curve” would be critical unless you were, like, an architect designing water slides.

Then came the trigonometry. And the vectors. Clara’s attention drifted. By the time she reached the third last question—a soul-sapping graph problem involving tangents, shaded regions, and enough algebra to choke a llama—her brain officially tapped out. Her hand continued moving, but it was running on autopilot.

Leo was onto her. He’d been sitting behind Clara long enough to know all her tells. He knew, for instance, the exact difference in her posture between “secretly texting under the desk” and “sneaking a piece of chocolate into her mouth.” He also knew that her current state—rigid neck, frozen ponytail, slowing elbow movement—meant only one thing: she was mentally checked out, her mind somewhere between a tropical beach and a land of infinite fries.

Leo could imagine the state of her handwriting without looking over her shoulder. Clara’s unique penmanship was invented on her well-thought-out principle: it hovered just on the right side of legible while minimising any actual wrist effort. Her notes usually started strong but quickly descended into chaos. First, the letters would squish together like commuters on the Tube at rush hour. Then came the squiggles and what could only be described as interpretive pen dancing. Finally, her sentences would devolve into hieroglyphics—dots, circles, and the occasional inexplicable spiral.

Leo stared at the lines on the page, “Let us go then, you and I, /When the evening is spread out against the sky/Like a patient etherised upon a table,” but his mind declined the poet’s invitation to embark on a journey of introspection. 

Clara was unaware of Leo’s distraction (he’d been staring at the same stanza for about ten minutes now), much less that she was the cause. She was hunched over her desk, copying out math homework with the kind of relentless, robotic movements reserved for sleepwalkers. Her mind only snapped back to the present when her rubber band did. Her long hair exploded in slow motion around her shoulders and fell like a curtain. Clara blew a stray strand of hair out of her face, shook her right wrist and felt the first symptoms of carpal tunnel. The day when teachers would finally allow tablets in the classroom couldn’t come soon enough.

Leo, with a supreme effort of will, had returned to his English Lit textbook and pushed past the first few lines of the poem to reach “Time to turn back and descend the stair,/With a bald spot in the middle of my hair,” when Clara’s hairband rocketed into the air like a tiny missile before vanishing into the ether. 

Leo glanced at the back of Clara’s head. She certainly didn’t have a bald spot in the middle of her hair. It was, quite frankly, perfect. No wild frizz, no rogue flyaways. Just perfect, smooth, shiny, slightly bouncy hair, blacker than the night. It was so perfect it looked photoshopped. 

He caught a whiff of her shampoo as she flicked a long strand over her shoulder. A strange idea possessed him: he was tempted to reach out both hands to hold her hair, like some kind of medieval maid in a queen’s private chambers. He imagined running his fingers through her luxuriant locks. Would it feel like touching silk? 

Leo blinked, gave himself a mental shake, and forcibly yanked his thoughts away from Clara’s hair. Okay, no. That was weird. 

He stared hard at his textbook, but tonight, T.S. Eliot failed to fascinate. Instead, Leo found himself thinking about Lord Byron’s “She Walks in Beauty.”

The girl Leo thought the poem was practically written for turned her head. “Leo, have you done your Physics homework?’

Accompanying the request-disguised-as-a-question was a sheepish and slightly apologetic smile.

Leo looked at Clara. Her eyes had that glazed-over look he had often seen on his fellow classmates. It was the “math has officially broken my brain” look.

“Are you done with maths?” he asked.

“What? Oh, yes, here it is, thanks.” Clara returned his workbook, holding it out reverently with both hands.

Leo glanced down, then looked up, ready to speak, then paused and glanced down again. He flipped through the pages. “This isn’t mine.”

“What?”

“This is yours.” Leo handed it back. “You copied everything... including my name.”

A strange feeling stirred in his chest to see his name on her workbook, in her handwriting. The feeling was unfamiliar, like a mild case of arrhythmia, but it wasn’t bad.

Clara stared at the front page. Her sluggish brain took a second to reboot. “Oh, sorry.” She turned back and hunted up the correct workbook. “Here you go.”

She rested her chin on the edge of his desk and heaved a weary sigh, as if the task of copying maths homework had drained her thoroughly. Their faces were so close, Leo could see the soft, barely-there down on her cheeks. 

She looked up at him like Oliver Twist looked at the master of the workhouse, and the unspoken plea was loud and clear.

Leo abandoned his principles for the second time that night and gave her his Physics homework.

Clara brightened up immediately. “Thanks, Leo. You are the best.”

Am I? Leo wondered, watching her hair swish through the air in a graceful arc as she turned away.
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The bell for the end of the period rang, and Tessa shot up from her seat like a jack-in-the-box on Red Bull.

“Loo run?” she asked, already half-dragging Clara out of the room before her friend had a chance to answer.

Leo hung back a bit, letting more students pour out of the room ahead of him so it wouldn’t look like he was following the girls to the bathroom like a creep. Once the coast was clear, he slipped out into the hallway for a bit of fresh air, or as fresh as air could get in Willowbrook Sixth Form where a thousand students were crammed into four buildings.

His mind, however, wasn’t on the quality of the air. It was on Clara. Something was different about her. He couldn’t put his finger on it. Maybe it was her hair? It had definitely grown longer over the holiday.

Or was it the fact that she hadn’t tried to flirt with him again?

But why hadn’t she?

Had she given up? Her last attempt was aborted by a coffee cup which had the ambition of becoming a projectile weapon. Leo had to walk away before she spontaneously combusted from embarrassment. She hadn’t said anything, but her makeup which looked like it had been applied by a toddler with a crayon and her eyelashes which fluttered like a hummingbird with Parkinson’s were a clear prelude to a flirtatious attempt. Leo was almost certain of it.

So, if she’d been so ready to flirt before, what had changed? Had she changed her mind? Or was he just imagining it all? Maybe she was just trying to talk to him casually, like a normal human being, and he’d misread the situation.

Or, maybe it had been some truth-or-dare nonsense, or she’d lost a bet. Leo had heard that was a thing, where girls got dared to do cringe-worthy stuff, like talk cheesy pick-up lines to a guy.

His brain was a bit of a tumble dryer, spinning with all these possibilities. A while later, it processed the input and spat out: no conclusion due to insufficient data.

Leo got back to the classroom. He shoved a hand into his desk drawer to grab a textbook and came out with a handful of colourful envelopes, some artistically folded into origami cranes. He didn’t need to open them to know exactly what they were. This wasn’t his first rodeo. If he had an Instagram or Facebook account, his DMs would be flooded. But since he avoided having a social media presence, the girls had opted for the old-school handwritten note method.

It was a bit of a mystery why they didn’t just come up to him and talk face-to-face. Girls pointed and giggled as he walked past, but none approached him singly. Maybe they’d had a group meeting and decided that if they couldn’t all have him, then no one should.

Leo had long ceased to feel flustered or flattered by the notes. He knew that while the girls seemed to adore him, it was more like they worshipped him from a distance, like a celebrity poster on the wall—idealised, untouchable, and not really a person in their eyes. Just a human-shaped object of affection.

Leo snatched up the envelopes, scanned the handwriting, made sure none of them looked familiar, and tossed them into the trash can.

“Ooh, that’s cold,” said Michael, who sat next to Leo. “I can practically hear the sound of a hundred hearts breaking. Why don’t you reply to them? Give ‘em some hope.”

“If I reply to one, I’d have to reply to all, which, in the end, amounts the same as not replying at all.” 

Leo’s phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a notification he’d been waiting for all week: the payment for the app he’d coded and sold had finally hit his account. It wasn’t exactly “I’m about to buy a yacht” money, but it was enough to get him through this term and the next.

Leo tucked his phone away and pulled out his Computer Science textbook. He glanced at the empty seat in front of him and wondered where Clara was.

Clara was waylaid by someone she could have happily avoided for the rest of her natural life: Emily.

It wasn’t that Emily was ugly. Quite the contrary. Emily had blonde hair, a heart-shaped face, and a jawline sharp enough to slice cheese. The aesthetically pleasing effect produced by her face was only ruined whenever she opened her mouth.

Emily inherited her looks from her mother, Olivia Diaz, who had weaponised said good looks to snag Jacob Avery. Jacob’s wife, Abigail, had just given birth to Clara—which rendered Olivia’s timing unfortunate. Or ideal, depending on how you looked at it. The affair rejuvenated Jacob’s self-esteem as a man, but it aged Abigail. 

While Olivia radiated the glow of romantic triumph, Abigail faded like an old photograph. The inverse relationship between the two women’s health persisted until Abigail died a year later. Officially, the doctor called it takotsubo cardiomyopathy. The neighbourhood grapevine called it “broken heart syndrome.”

Young Clara had always assumed Olivia was her mother, until she grew older and pieced together the story from old neighbours and former friends who didn’t subscribe to Jacob’s philosophy on matrimony. It was like an M. Night Shyamalan twist when she realised that Olivia wasn’t her mom but, in fact, the villain of her origin story. Clara rebelled. She threw insults at her dad and Olivia that would make a sailor blush, cut ties with the “happy family,” and unofficially became the spare part of the Avery machine. 

While Jacob, Olivia, their son, and Emily formed a shiny nuclear family, Clara was the sad, single electron circling the nucleus, bound by the inescapable force of
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