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  Behind the Ivy

  by Isla St. Claire




  The Art of Starting Over

The dorm room smelled like bleach and someone else’s life.

I stood in the doorway with my duffel bag sliding off my shoulder, staring at the bare mattress and the cinderblock walls. A single window looked out onto a brick wall three feet away. Great view. I’d be collecting frequent flyer miles for staring at that thing.

The room was smaller than my closet back home. That was the point. Small meant manageable. Small meant I could control it.

I dropped my bag on the floor and pulled out the only thing that mattered: the succulent. It was a fat little guy, all plump green leaves reaching toward the weak light. My grandmother had given it to me before she died, three years ago. It had survived my neglect, my moving rooms twice, and one unfortunate incident where I knocked it off a windowsill. If it could survive that, it could survive this.

“You’re going to survive here, okay?” I set it on the windowsill, adjusted it until the light hit just right. “We both are.”

The plant didn’t answer. Plants never did. That was part of why I liked them.

I unpacked the rest in a deliberate rhythm. Clothes in the dresser, organized by color. Notebooks stacked on the desk, spines aligned. My laptop, charger, a single framed print of a Van Gogh sketch—crows over a wheat field. No photos of people. No reminders of who I used to be.

The mirror on the back of the door caught my reflection. I studied it like I was meeting someone new.

Vintage band tee, ripped at the collar. Black jeans with a hole in the knee. Hair different—shorter, with a fringe that fell across my forehead. I looked like someone who didn’t care what people thought. I looked like someone who had never been caught.

I almost believed it.

My phone buzzed. Mom.

*You get settled okay?*

I typed back fast: *I’m fine. Room’s good. Classes start tomorrow.*

Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. *You sure you don’t want to come home? We can figure something out.*

I deleted the message before I finished reading it. Then I typed: *I’m fine. Love you.*

I put the phone face-down on the desk and didn’t pick it up again.

The first day of classes felt like walking into a room where everyone already knew each other.

I found the art building by following the smell of turpentine and desperation. It was an old brick structure with windows that caught the morning light and threw it back in fractured patterns. Students milled around the entrance, coffee cups in hand, talking about shows I hadn’t seen and professors I didn’t know.

I kept my head down and walked through them.

Intro to Drawing was on the third floor. Room 312. I got there early, hoping to snag a corner seat where I could disappear. The classroom was wide and open, with high ceilings and fluorescent lights that hummed a constant, nervous note. Easels stood in rows, each with a stool beside it. The walls were covered in student work—charcoal studies, figure drawings, one massive charcoal landscape that looked like it might swallow the room whole.

I chose an easel in the back, near the window. The light was better there, and I could see the door.

Other students trickled in. A girl with pink hair and a nose ring sat two rows ahead, laughing with a boy who looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. A group of three argued about something called “gesture theory” while they set up their supplies. Everyone seemed to know each other. Everyone seemed to belong.

I pulled out my sketchbook. The pages were blank. All of them.

My hand hovered over the paper. I could feel the weight of the pencil in my fingers, the familiar curve of the grip. I used to draw all the time. I used to fill notebooks so fast I couldn’t keep up with myself. My grandmother used to say I drew like I was running out of time.

She wasn’t wrong.

But now the blank page felt like an accusation. Every line I didn’t draw was a reminder of why I’d stopped.

I closed the sketchbook.

Professor Chen arrived at exactly 8:30. She was a small woman with silver-streaked hair pulled into a tight bun and eyes that seemed to take in everything at once. She wore a paint-stained smock over a black turtleneck and carried a stack of handouts that she set on the front table without ceremony.

“Welcome to Intro to Drawing,” she said. Her voice was calm, unhurried. “This is not a class about talent. This is a class about seeing. If you can see, you can draw. If you can’t see, you’ll learn.”

She passed out the handouts. A syllabus. A supply list. A single sheet of paper with the words: *Draw what you fear.*

I stared at it. My stomach dropped.

“Free sketch,” Professor Chen said. “Fifteen minutes. No rules. Go.”

Around me, pencils started moving. The pink-haired girl was already shading something with quick, confident strokes. The sleepless boy had his head down, hand flying across the page. The room filled with the sound of graphite on paper—scratching, scraping, the occasional eraser rubbing out a mistake.

I couldn’t move.

My hand stayed frozen over the blank page. *Draw what you fear.* The words echoed in my head, and every image that surfaced made my chest tighten. The hallway. The whispers. Her face. My name in pixels on a hundred phone screens.

I couldn’t draw that. I couldn’t draw any of it.

“You okay?”

I looked up. The boy beside me—dark hair, kind eyes, a smear of graphite on his cheek—was watching me. He held up an eraser. “You need this?”

“No.” My voice came out too sharp. I softened it. “No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

He shrugged and turned back to his work.

I looked at my blank page. I looked at the clock. Twelve minutes left.

I drew a plant.

It wasn’t good. The proportions were off, and the leaves looked more like lumpy potatoes than succulents. But it was something. It was a line on the page. It was proof I could still do this.

I didn’t stop until Professor Chen said, “Time.”

The studio was on the ground floor, tucked behind a door that looked like it should lead to a janitor’s closet.

I found it by accident, after class. I’d been wandering the hallways, trying to shake the feeling of the blank page, and I’d turned a corner and seen the door slightly ajar. Light spilled through the crack, warm and golden.

I pushed it open.

The smell hit me first. Turpentine. Linseed oil. Charcoal dust. The particular mustiness of a room where people spent hours working in silence. It was the same smell as the art room back home. The same smell as the afternoon everything fell apart.

I blinked hard. My palms went slick.

But I didn’t leave.

The studio was small, maybe fifteen feet wide, with a sloped ceiling and a single window that faced west. Easels crowded the space, some holding half-finished canvases, others bare. Brushes sat in jars, their bristles crusted with dried paint. A radio in the corner played static.

And in the center of the room, with his back to me, was a boy.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, hunched over a large canvas. His hand moved in deliberate strokes—charcoal, from the sound of it. Scratch. Pause. Scratch. Each line seemed to cost him something. I could see it in the tension of his shoulders, the way his other hand gripped the easel like he might fall without it.

I should have left. I should have backed out the door and pretended I’d never been there.

But I didn’t.

I stepped closer.

The floor creaked.

He stopped.

The silence that followed was louder than any noise. His hand hung in the air, charcoal inches from the canvas. He didn’t turn. He didn’t speak. He just waited, frozen, like a animal deciding whether to fight or flee.

“Sorry,” I said. My voice came out thin. “I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

Still nothing.

I took a step back. “I’ll go.”

He turned.

I forgot how to breathe.

His eyes were dark. Not brown—darker, almost black, with a depth that made me feel like I was falling into them. They fixed on me with an intensity that had nothing to do with hostility and everything to do with attention. He was looking at me like I was a painting he was trying to understand.

A thin white scar ran along his jaw, starting near his ear and curving down to his chin. It was old, faded, but still visible against his skin. I wondered how he got it. I wondered if he ever thought about it.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t frown. He just looked at me, and in that look I felt something crack open in my chest.

“You’re the new transfer.”

His voice was low, flat. Not a question.

I nodded.

He held my gaze. One second. Two. Three. Time stretched, elastic and strange, and I felt seen in a way that bypassed everything I’d constructed. The clothes, the haircut, the careful posture—none of it mattered. He was looking past all of it, straight at the part of me I’d been trying to bury.

“I’m Emma,” I said, because I needed to fill the silence.

He blinked. Once. Slow.

“Liam.”

And then he turned back to his canvas, and the moment shattered.

I stood there for a beat too long, heart hammering against my ribs. He was already drawing again, his hand moving in those same deliberate strokes, and I was nothing but a ghost in his peripheral vision.

I retreated to the corner of the studio, found an empty easel, and sat down. I pulled out my sketchbook. My hand was shaking.

*He didn’t smile. He didn’t judge. He just… saw me.*

I pressed the pencil to the page and tried to draw the plant again. This time it came out worse.

The light through the window shifted from gold to gray. I didn’t move. I kept my head down, sketching nonsense, while Liam worked in the center of the room. The only sounds were the scratch of charcoal and the hum of the fluorescent lights.

I didn’t look at him again. But I felt him. The weight of his presence, the heat of his concentration. It filled the room like smoke.

After what felt like hours, I heard him stand. The scrape of his stool against the floor. The click of his supplies being packed. Footsteps, heading toward the door.

I didn’t look up.

The door opened. Closed.

And then I was alone.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

The cold hit me as soon as I stepped outside.

The quad was busy with students heading to evening classes or dinner, their voices rising and falling in waves of laughter and conversation. I found a bench near the fountain and sat down, watching them move past me.

I felt invisible and exposed at the same time. Like I was wearing a sign that said *fraud* in neon letters, but no one was reading it.

I pulled out my phone. Opened my messages. Scrolled to the one person I used to text when I felt like this.

*Hey. I’m at college now. It’s weird.*

My thumb hovered over the send button.

I thought about her face. The way she’d looked at me when it all came out. The way she’d said my name like it was something dirty.

I deleted the message.

“You’re new. You’re fine.” I whispered it to myself, the same words I’d been repeating for weeks. “You’re new. You’re fine.”

But Liam’s eyes were still in my head.

Back in my dorm, I locked the door and leaned against it.

The room was dark except for the glow of my laptop. The succulent sat on the windowsill, unchanged, oblivious. I crossed to it and touched one of its leaves, feeling the cool waxy surface against my fingertip.

“I can’t do this again,” I whispered.

But I’d already started.

I sat on the bed and pulled my knees to my chest. The memory of his gaze pressed against me like a bruise. He hadn’t said much. He hadn’t needed to. There was something in the way he looked at me that felt like a question I wasn’t ready to answer.

*What are you hiding?*

I touched my face in the mirror across the room. My reflection stared back, pale and wide-eyed. The mask was still there, but I could see the cracks now. Tiny fissures in the armor I’d spent months building.

I lay down and stared at the ceiling.

My phone buzzed.

I picked it up, expecting my mom again. Instead, an unknown number glowed on the screen.

*You left your sketchbook in the studio. I have it.*

My heart stopped.

I read the message three times. Four. The words didn’t change.

I didn’t remember dropping my sketchbook. I’d had it with me when I left. I was sure of it.

But when I reached for my bag, my fingers found empty space.

My sketchbook was gone.

I stared at the message. The number had no name attached, but I knew.

I knew.

My thumb hovered over the keyboard. I typed: *Who is this?*

The response came instantly.

*Liam.*

I held my breath.

*Meet me tomorrow. Same studio. After class.*

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. My hands were shaking too hard.

I set the phone down and stared at the ceiling again.

The mask was cracking. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to stop it.


  Charcoal and Secrets

The studio door was heavier than I remembered.

I stood in the hallway, hand pressed against the wood, listening to the muffled sound of static from inside. The radio. He had it on again. The same crackling white noise that filled silences without asking for anything in return.

My sketchbook was tucked under my arm. I'd spent the whole day convinced I'd imagined the text message, that I'd wake up and find the book on my desk, that this whole thing was some elaborate anxiety dream. But no. The sketchbook was gone all morning. I'd checked my bag three times during Intro to Drawing, each time finding nothing but empty space and a rising tide of panic.

Professor Chen had announced the partner project at the end of class. "Charcoal life studies," she'd said, handing out assignment sheets. "You'll work in pairs for the next three weeks. One drawing per session. Focus on capturing something real, not something perfect."

I'd barely heard her. I was too busy imagining Liam flipping through my sketchbook. The blank pages. The pathetic plant drawing. The evidence of everything I'd stopped being.

The door swung open before I could knock.

Liam stood in the doorway, backlit by the single lamp behind him. His face was in shadow, but I could see the outline of him—broad shoulders, hands shoved into his pockets, that same stillness that made me feel like I was being measured and found wanting.

"You came," he said.

His voice was flat. No surprise, no warmth. Just a statement of fact.

"Someone stole my sketchbook." I held it up. "I came to get it back."

He looked at the book, then at me. "I didn't steal it. You left it."

I hadn't. I was sure of it. But the words died on my tongue when he stepped aside and gestured into the room.

"Professor Chen paired us for the project."

My stomach dropped.

"What?"

He was already walking back to his easel, settling onto his stool like the conversation was over. "Charcoal. Life study. We start tonight."

I stayed in the doorway, frozen. The studio looked different in the lamplight—smaller, more intimate. The shadows pooled in corners and stretched across the floor like dark water. Liam's canvas was propped on his easel, blank and waiting. Another easel sat across from it, angled toward his.

"You're serious."

He didn't look up. "Do I look like I'm joking?"

He didn't. He looked like he never joked about anything.

I stepped inside. The door clicked shut behind me, sealing us in.

"You could have told me before I walked in here."

"Would you have come?"

The question hung in the air. I wanted to say yes, but we both knew the truth.

"No," I said.

He nodded, like that was exactly what he expected.

I dropped my bag near the second easel and sat down. The stool was too low. I adjusted it, then adjusted it again, buying time. Liam watched me with that
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