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POV: Mia

The morning light hits my art journal at exactly 6:47 AM, which means Jake Martinez will walk out of his house in exactly three minutes to shoot hoops before school.

I tell myself I’m not waiting for him. I’m just sketching the oak tree that separates our driveways, capturing the way the September sunrise filters through the leaves. It’s a perfectly reasonable thing to do while sitting at my bedroom window with a clear view of his driveway.

Who am I kidding?

At 6:50 on the dot, his front door opens. Jake emerges in basketball shorts and a worn grey t-shirt that I absolutely do not notice clings to his shoulders in a way that should be illegal before 7 AM. His dark hair is messy from sleep, and he’s carrying the same scuffed basketball he’s had since eighth grade.

I lift my hand in a small wave—more reflex than hope at this point.

He glances up. Our eyes meet for half a second.

Then he looks away, dribbles twice, and takes a shot like I don’t exist.

The ball swishes through the net. Of course it does. Jake Martinez doesn’t miss.

My chest does that stupid tight thing it’s been doing for two years now—this pathetic combination of hope and hurt that I should really be immune to by now. I flip to a fresh page in my journal and start sketching his profile from memory, the sharp line of his jaw, the concentrated furrow between his eyebrows when he’s focused on something.

My phone buzzes with a FaceTime call. Sophie’s face fills the screen before I can even say hello.

“Girl, tell me you are not watching him ignore you again.” Sophie’s blonde hair is piled on top of her head in a messy bun, and she’s wearing her soccer warm-up jacket. Behind her, I can hear Riley’s voice asking who she’s talking to.

“I’m not watching him,” I lie, angling my phone so she can’t see the sketch. “I’m drawing the tree.”

“Uh-huh. The tree that happens to be in Jake Martinez’s driveway.” Sophie narrows her eyes at me. “Babe, it’s been two years of this torture. Two. Years. Junior year starts today, and today is the day you move on.”

“I am moved on,” I protest, but even I don’t believe myself.

“Really? Because Riley and I have a bet going about how many times you’ll ‘accidentally’ walk past his locker today.”

“You guys bet on my pathetic love life?”

“Someone has to find entertainment in it.” Sophie’s expression softens. “Seriously, Mia. He’s not the same person he was when you were kids. People change, and not always for the better. You deserve someone who doesn’t treat you like you’re invisible.”

The thing is, Jake wasn’t always like this.

I glance down at my journal, at the sketch of his face, and my mind drifts back against my will—the way it always does.

Age 8: Summer before third grade

“Mia, you gotta see this!” Jake’s voice echoed from above, and I climbed the rope ladder to our treehouse—the one our dads built together in the massive oak tree between our yards.

He was lying on his back, pointing up through the gaps in the wooden slats we’d decorated with stolen Christmas lights and old glow-in-the-dark stars.

“That’s the Big Dipper,” he said, tracing the constellation with his finger. “And if you follow those two stars, you find the North Star. That’s how people used to navigate before GPS and stuff.”

I lay down next to him, our shoulders touching. “How do you know all this?”

“My abuela taught me. She says the stars are like… permanent. Everything else changes, but the stars stay the same.” He turned his head to look at me. “Kind of cool, right?”

“Really cool,” I whispered.

He held out his pinky. “Promise we’ll always be best friends? Even when we’re old and boring like our parents?”

I linked my pinky with his. “Promise.”

Age 10: Fifth grade

“Mia Chen is a teacher’s pet!” Derek Simmons sneered during recess, loud enough for half the playground to hear. “Always raising her hand, thinking she’s so smart.”

I felt my face burn with embarrassment, but before I could respond, Jake appeared out of nowhere.

“Derek, shut up,” he said, stepping between us.

“What are you, her boyfriend?” Derek taunted.

“No, I’m her best friend, which means you need to back off before I make you.”

Derek was bigger, but Jake had this look in his eyes—fierce and protective—that made Derek reconsider. He slunk away muttering about it not being worth it.

Jake turned to me, grinning. “You okay?”

I stared at him, something warm blooming in my chest that I didn’t understand yet. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yeah, I did. That’s what best friends do, right?”

But a week later, when I saw three older kids cornering Jake by the bike racks, making fun of the way he pronounced certain words—his accent still thick from speaking Spanish at home—I knew exactly what to do.

I marched over and kicked the lead bully right in the shin.

“Leave him alone!” I shouted, my whole body shaking with adrenaline and fear.

The kids were so shocked that a tiny Asian girl just assaulted them that they actually backed off. Jake stared at me like I’d just slayed a dragon.

“You punched—well, kicked—someone for me,” he said, almost in awe.

“That’s what best friends do,” I repeated his words back to him.

His smile was brighter than any constellation.

“Mia? Earth to Mia?” Sophie’s voice pulls me back to the present.

“Sorry, I was just—”

“Thinking about when he wasn’t a complete jerk?” Sophie finishes. “Yeah, I figured. Look, I get it. First love, childhood friends, all that Nicholas Sparks stuff. But that was then. This is now. And now, Jake Martinez treats you like gum on his shoe.”

I want to argue, but she’s right. Everything changed freshman year. One day we were inseparable, and the next, Jake barely acknowledged my existence. He joined the basketball team, got new friends, started dating cheerleaders and girls from the popular crowd. I became invisible.

Worse than invisible—I became someone he actively avoided.

“I know,” I finally say. “I’m working on it.”

“Work faster. Junior year is prime dating territory, and you’re wasting it on someone who doesn’t deserve you.” Riley says something in the background, and Sophie grins. “Riley says to tell you there are plenty of hot people at school who would actually appreciate you.”

“Tell Riley I appreciate her faith in my romantic prospects.”

“I will. Now get ready for school. First day of junior year—fresh start, remember?”

After Sophie hangs up, I look back down at my journal. At the sketch of Jake. At all the evidence of my pathetic, one-sided crush.

Then I pick up my pencil and scribble over his face, harsh lines destroying the careful shading I spent twenty minutes perfecting.

There. Symbolic.

I head downstairs where my mom is already at the kitchen table, reading patient files with her coffee. Dr. Linda Chen, psychiatrist and professional mind-reader.

“Morning, sweetheart,” she says without looking up. “First day jitters?”

“Not really.” I pour myself cereal, studiously avoiding looking out the kitchen window, which has a direct line of sight to Jake’s driveway.

Mom closes her file and studies me with that therapist look that makes me feel like she’s reading my thoughts. “Are you still waiting for that boy to see what’s right in front of him?”

My spoon clatters into my bowl. “Mom.”

“It’s a simple question.”

“It’s a loaded question, and you know it.”

She takes a sip of her coffee, and I can see the concern in her eyes. “Mia, I’m not trying to pry. But watching you hope for someone who consistently disappoints you… it’s hard for a mother to see.”

“I’m not hoping for anything,” I mumble, but the words sound weak even to me.

“Hope is beautiful when it’s mutual. When it’s one-sided, it’s just heartbreak in slow motion.” She reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “You deserve someone who doesn’t make you question your worth.”

“Can we not do therapy breakfast on the first day of school?”

Mom smiles, but it’s sad around the edges. “Fair enough. But Mia? Sometimes the bravest thing we can do is let go of what’s comfortable and make room for something better.”

Her words follow me all the way to school.

Lincoln High looks the same as it did in June—red brick, sprawling campus, the same parking lot where Jake taught me to skateboard in eighth grade before he decided I wasn’t worth his time anymore.

I find Sophie and Riley at our usual spot by the library entrance. They’re holding hands, and Sophie’s wearing Riley’s varsity soccer jacket even though it’s too big for her. They look happy. Comfortable. Like they’re not afraid to show the world they care about each other.

My throat tightens with something uncomfortably close to jealousy.

“There she is!” Sophie pulls me into a hug. “Ready to conquer junior year?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

Riley gives me a knowing look. “Did you park near his spot?”

“I don’t even know where he parks,” I lie.

They both laugh. “You’re a terrible liar, Mia Chen,” Riley says. “It’s kind of endearing.”

The day crawls by in a blur of syllabi and teacher introductions. I have AP English last period, my favorite class. Mrs. Patterson is already at the board writing out our first reading assignment when I slide into my usual seat by the window.

I’m pulling out my notebook when I feel it—that prickle of awareness that means Jake Martinez just walked into the room.

Don’t look. Do not look.

I look.

He’s wearing a blue henley that makes his brown eyes look almost gold, his hair freshly cut shorter for the new school year. He’s laughing at something Trevor—his obnoxious best friend—just said. He doesn’t even glance in my direction as he takes a seat three rows away.

Of course we have English together. Because the universe hates me.

I flip open my notebook to a blank page, determined to focus on class. But my hand has other ideas. Before I can stop myself, I’m sketching again. The curve of his neck. The line of his shoulders. The way he tilts his head when he’s listening.

It’s pathetic, really. How much space he takes up in my head when I clearly don’t exist in his.

I’m so lost in my drawing that I almost miss Principal Hayes’s voice crackling over the intercom.

“Good afternoon, Lincoln High! Welcome back to another exciting year. Quick announcement—we’ll be welcoming a new student on Monday who’s joining us from Seattle. I know you’ll all make him feel at home. Go Wildcats!”

The class barely reacts. New students aren’t exactly rare.

But something makes me look up at that exact moment.

Jake is staring at my notebook. At my sketch of him.

Our eyes lock, and for one breathless second, I see something flicker across his face—something raw and unguarded. Longing, maybe. Regret. A mirror of every feeling I’ve been drowning in for two years.

Then his jaw clenches, and the mask slams back down.

He turns away so fast I almost wonder if I imagined the whole thing.

My heart hammers against my ribs as I look back down at my sketch—at the careful lines that betray exactly how much I still care about someone who can’t even look at me for more than a second.

With shaking hands, I press my pencil down hard and scribble through his face again, angry black lines destroying the drawing.

The bell rings.

Jake is out the door before I can even close my notebook.

And I’m left sitting there, staring at the ruined sketch, wondering why I can’t seem to let go of the boy who let go of me a long time ago.
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POV: Mia

Monday morning arrives with the kind of nervous energy that always accompanies new beginnings. I’m at my locker, organizing textbooks I don’t need yet, when Sophie materializes at my elbow.

“Okay, so I did some Instagram stalking,” she announces, not bothering with a greeting. “The new kid? Ethan Park? He’s actually hot. Like, legitimately hot, not just ‘new kid at school’ hot.”

“You stalked him already? He hasn’t even arrived yet.”

“Riley found his profile last night. He does photography, he’s artsy, and—” Sophie waggles her eyebrows, “—he’s single. Very single. His last post was a sunset with some deep caption about fresh starts.”

“That’s either profound or pretentious.”

“Only one way to find out.” Sophie grins. “We have homeroom with him. Come on.”

I let her drag me down the hallway, trying not to scan the crowd for Jake’s familiar frame. I’ve been doing so well this morning—I only checked his Instagram once, and I didn’t even linger on his stories.

Baby steps.

Homeroom is already half full when we arrive. Sophie pulls me toward our usual seats in the middle row, chattering about Riley’s upcoming soccer game, when the energy in the room shifts.

I glance toward the door and—

Oh.

Sophie wasn’t exaggerating.

Ethan Park walks into the room like he’s done it a thousand times before, no awkward new-kid shuffle or nervous glances. He’s tall—taller than Jake, my brain helpfully supplies before I shut that thought down. He’s wearing a black t-shirt and jeans, a leather bracelet on one wrist, and when he scans the room, his smile is easy and genuine.

My artist’s eye catalogs details automatically: the confident posture, the way he carries himself like someone comfortable in his own skin, the Korean characters tattooed on his inner wrist that I can just barely make out from here.

Then his eyes land on my desk.

Specifically, on the doodles covering the margins of my notebook—constellation patterns I was sketching during first period.

His smile widens, and he walks directly toward me.

“Is this seat taken?” he asks, gesturing to the empty desk beside mine.

Three girls in the front row are practically waving him over, but he’s looking at me like I’m the only person in the room.

“Uh, no. It’s free.”

He drops into the seat with an easy grace and immediately leans over to look at my notebook. “Are those constellations? That’s Orion, right?”

I blink, surprised. “Yeah. How’d you know?”

“My dad was really into astronomy. He used to drag me to planetarium shows when I was a kid.” He holds out his hand. “I’m Ethan. Ethan Park.”

“Mia Chen.” I shake his hand, hyperaware that Sophie is watching this interaction like it’s her favorite TV show.

Mrs. Rodriguez clears her throat. “Mr. Park? Would you like to introduce yourself to the class?”

Ethan stands, that same easy confidence radiating from him. “Hey, everyone. I’m Ethan, I just moved here from Seattle to live with my grandmother after my parents’ divorce. I’m into photography, terrible coffee, and apparently schools that start way too early.”

The class laughs. He’s charming—effortlessly so.

“I’m looking forward to getting to know you all. Please don’t judge me by my Starbucks order. I know it’s basically a dessert.”

More laughter. Even Mrs. Rodriguez smiles.

As he sits back down, he turns to me and whispers, “So, is there a good coffee place around here, or should I prepare for a sad year of gas station brew?”

“There’s Brew Haven on Main Street. Best lattes in town, and they do this cinnamon thing that’s basically magic.”

“A coffee recommendation and constellation art? You’re already my favorite person here.” His grin is infectious. “Do you just draw for fun, or are you, like, an actual artist?”

“Actual artist. Or trying to be, anyway. I’m applying to art schools next year.”

“That’s awesome. I do photography—mostly urban landscapes and portraits. We should collaborate sometime. Artist solidarity and all that.”

Before I can respond, he’s pulling out his phone. “Here, look at this series I did in Seattle. It’s Pike Place Market at different times of day.”

He scrolls through images that are genuinely breathtaking—the way he captures light and shadow, the candid shots of people lost in their own worlds. There’s something about his perspective that feels honest and unfiltered.

“These are incredible,” I say, and I mean it.

“Thanks. Hey, what’s that symbol?” He points to a small doodle in the corner of my page—a tree with stars woven through its branches.

“Oh, that’s just… nothing. Something I’ve been working on.”

“It’s not nothing. It’s really cool, actually. Kind of melancholic and hopeful at the same time.”

I stare at him. Jake used to understand my art like that—used to see the emotion behind the lines. But that was before. Before everything changed.

“You get that from a doodle?” I ask, my voice a little shaky.

“Art’s supposed to make you feel something, right? That one makes me feel like… like someone’s waiting for something that might not come back.” He tilts his head, studying it. “Am I totally off base?”

My throat tightens. “No. You’re not off base at all.”

His expression softens. “Good art, then.”

Mrs. Rodriguez starts the morning announcements, but I’m barely listening. For the first time in two years, someone looked at my art and really saw it. Saw me.

When I laugh at something Ethan whispers about the ridiculous motivational poster behind Mrs. Rodriguez’s desk (”’Hang in there’? What are we, cats?”), I realize it’s the first genuine laugh I’ve had at school in months.

Sophie catches my eye and gives me an exaggerated thumbs up.

Maybe fresh starts are possible after all.


POV: Jake

From three rows back, Jake Martinez watches the new kid make Mia laugh, and something dark and vicious twists in his chest.

He knows that laugh. The real one, not the polite version she gives teachers or acquaintances. That’s the laugh she used to save for him—the snort-laugh she’s self-conscious about, the one that means she’s genuinely amused.

The new kid—Ethan Park, according to the introduction Jake barely heard through the ringing in his ears—leans closer to look at Mia’s notebook, and she doesn’t pull away. She’s smiling at him like he’s not a complete stranger, like he’s already someone who matters.

Jake’s hands clench into fists under his desk.

“Dude, you good?” Trevor whispers from the seat beside him. “You look like you want to murder someone.”

“Fine,” Jake mutters, forcing himself to relax his jaw before his teeth crack.

He’s not fine. He’s the opposite of fine.

Because Mia is looking at Ethan Park the way she used to look at Jake—like he’s saying something worth listening to, like his words matter. And worse, Ethan is looking at her the way Jake has spent two years trying not to: like she’s the most interesting person in the room.

Which she is. Obviously. Mia has always been the most interesting person in any room. She’s brilliant and funny and sees the world in ways that make you want to see it that way too. Jake knows this better than anyone.

Or he used to.

He watches Ethan show Mia something on his phone, watches her face light up with genuine interest, and Jake wants to march across the room and—

And what? Tell her to stop talking to him? He has no right. He gave up that right freshman year when he decided that protecting himself was more important than keeping her in his life.

His phone buzzes in his pocket. He pulls it out under the desk to see a text from Carmen, his little sister:

Carmen: did u talk to her yet?

Jake: Not now, Carm.

Carmen: coward. ur gonna lose her if u don’t do something

Carmen: actually u might have already lost her 🤷‍♀️

He shoves his phone back in his pocket, jaw clenched so tight it aches.

Carmen doesn’t understand. Nobody does. Jake isn’t trying to win Mia back—he doesn’t deserve to. He spent two years being the worst version of himself, treating her like she didn’t matter, because he was too scared to admit how much she did matter. How much she’s always mattered.

The acceptance letter to Art Institute of Chicago is hidden in his desk drawer at home, folded and refolded so many times the creases are starting to tear. He got in early admission—submitted his application last spring with a portfolio he’d
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