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      Dear reader,
This book is for those who know that love is not all sparkle—
not something that gives butterflies every moment.
It is about presence:
standing beside someone when they fall,
offering comfort that sometimes hurts,
and staying with emotions that are messy, inconvenient, and real.
This story is not about grand gestures or constant excitement.
It is about real human relationships—the kind we live through everyday,
in friendship as much as in love.
It is about showing up.
About staying when things are difficult, uncomfortable, or imperfect.
About learning restraint, care, and responsibility without losing oneself.
Because love is not spectacle.It is effort, presence, and choice.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "my feelings for you keep growing.
Every time I miss you.
Every time I see you.
Every time you talk to me.
All the cheeky, cringey words and actions I used to hate—
I want to do them with you."
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​1.The cat's curiosity 
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“And now, from sixth form, Year Twelve—Layla Woodville and William Grover.”

William froze for half a second before standing up.

The central hall was too quiet. Long tables. Too many eyes. The kind of silence that pressed against your ears. He adjusted his tie, more out of habit than nerves, and walked to his seat like he’d done this a hundred times before.

Maths competition. Inter-school.

He sat down, fingers tapping once on the table—then stopped.

A chair pulled out beside him.

“Sorry,” a girl said under her breath as she sat. Not flustered. Just late.

William turned.

Layla Woodville.

Black hair. Brown eyes. No makeup. Plain shirt, trousers, flat shoes. She didn’t look around. Didn’t search for reassurance. 

That was the strange part.

Everyone else was performing their nerves.

She wasn’t performing anything.

William looked forward again, suddenly aware of the space she occupied beside him.

He didn’t know why, but her stillness felt... louder than the noise.

She turned slightly and smiled. Small. Polite. Contained. “I’m Layla Woodville.”

“William Grover.”

The projector clicked on. Light washed over the hall.

— ROUND 1

The first problem appeared.

Q1.

Let

f(x) = x^2 - 6x + k

The graph of  touches the -axis at exactly one point and also passes through the point .

Find the value of k.
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William leaned forward. Manageable. He traced the steps in his mind.

Before he could lift his hand—

“No real value of k satisfies both conditions.”

Layla’s voice was low, precise.

William blinked. Surprise more than anything. She’s fast.

The teacher nodded. “Correct.”

She didn’t gloat. Didn’t look around. She just exhaled and waited for the next question.

The second problem flashed.

––––––––
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Q2.

If

Sin/ theta + cos/ theta= route/2

Find theta.

––––––––
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William tightened his grip on the pen, tracing the steps automatically. He knew this one.

“45°,” he wrote.

He glanced at Layla’s desk. She’d finished too.

This time, she looked up at him—not challenging, just acknowledging another serious competitor beside her.

William nodded. “That was quick.”

She smiled. “Habit.”

He returned a small, genuine smile. “Good one.”

The rest of the questions blurred past. Numbers, angles, pages. William finished near the top like he always did — but his attention kept slipping, dragged back to the quiet certainty of the girl beside him.

Year Twelve didn’t win.

He didn’t care.

What stuck was this:

for the first time in years, someone had matched him without trying to prove it.

As they stood, Layla swung her bag over her shoulder.

“See you next time?”

William paused. Just long enough to feel it.

“Yeah,” he said.

“And next time...”

He didn’t finish the sentence.

He didn’t have to.

—————
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William Grover had always been the one outside.

Grass stains on his knees. Breath burning in his chest. The thud of a football against his foot felt more real than any page. When his mother called, he pretended not to hear. The world made sense only when it was moving.

Books sat untouched on his desk, gathering dust. Not because he couldn’t read them—because sitting still felt like punishment.

Then his brother got into a prestigious sixth-form school.

The house shifted overnight.

Phones rang. His parents’ voices lifted, proud and bright. Relatives came over with smiles that lingered on his brother and slid past William, as if he weren’t fully there. At dinner, conversations tilted toward grades, futures, potential.

William chewed slowly, eyes fixed on his plate.

No one pushed him aside. No one said anything cruel. That was worse.

For the first time, attention wasn’t automatic.

One evening, he passed his brother’s room. The door was open. Certificates lined the wall. His brother sat at the desk, light spilling over books, calm, focused.

William lingered longer than he meant to.

That night, he pulled a chair back and opened his own book.

The pages didn’t welcome him. His legs twitched; his mind wandered. He shut it once. Opened it again. This wasn’t curiosity—it was refusal. Refusal to disappear.

And then something changed.

Numbers began lining up like plays on a field. Problems unfolded step by step. Science questions stopped being memorization and became figuring things out. His pencil moved faster. Irritation softened into focus.

At school, a teacher paused at his desk.

“Good work, William.”

A classmate leaned over. “How did you get that answer?”

At home, his parents asked about his day—and actually listened.

The feeling settled deep. Warm. Sharp.

He didn’t chase perfection. He stayed just below it—top ten. High enough to be noticed, low enough to escape labels. Still played sports. Still laughed loud. Still walked like he owned the corridor.

By sixth form, the gates didn’t feel borrowed.

He walked in straight-backed, shoulders loose, name already known—not because of who came before him, but because he’d learned early:

Attention wasn’t given.

It was taken.

————
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At some point, the fire dulled.

William still studied. Still scored well.

But the hunger that used to keep him awake had vanished. He stared at the pages, pencil hovering, and realized the effort felt... hollow. Like running a race with no finish line.

Then the competition happened.

Layla Woodville.

Same year. Same school. Same classes. She’d always been there—quiet, competent, never demanding attention. So he’d never noticed her. Not until now.

Her hand shot up before he’d finished reading the first question. Her answer came fast, precise, certain. Not a guess. Not showy. Just... correct.

William’s chest tightened. A spark he hadn’t felt in months flickered. His fingers itched to move faster, his mind racing to catch up.

For the first time in a long while, he wanted to win. Really win.

He glanced at her, noting the calm certainty in her expression. And for the first time, he realized: he wasn’t the only one walking in here knowing he was good.

There was someone else. Someone better.

————-
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William started paying attention to her name.

Not deliberately — the way a runner doesn’t decide to track someone who keeps finishing just ahead of him.

It just... stayed.

Break time.

The corridor hummed. Winter light slid across desks and cold floors.

Layla was asleep again.

Chin tucked into her sleeve. Breathing slow. Vulnerable in a way she never was when she was awake.

He watched the rise and fall of her shoulders..

“She’s sleeping again,” he thought, watching the gentle rise and fall of her shoulders.

“Layla, wake up!” a cheerful voice called, cutting through the corridor chatter.

Layla squinted, rubbing her eyes. “Oh... Rachel. What are you doing here?” she murmured, still half-asleep.

Rachel bounced closer, sunlight catching on her black hair, holding up a small card. “I did great in the history surprise test!”

Layla blinked awake, glancing at the card. “Hmm... you still need more if you want to get into college,” she teased, half-smiling.

Rachel’s face brightened anyway. “See? That’s why today we’re going to the bakery!”

Before Layla could respond, Rachel lunged forward and wrapped her in an excited hug.

William looked away.

After that, he started seeing her only in motion —

slipping through doors, down staircases, across corridors he didn’t belong in.

Biology wing.

Chemistry labs.

Psychology corridor.

Always moving. Always alone.

He stopped at the subject board one day.

Then again.

Biology. Chemistry. Psychology. Maths.

No physics.

His fingers tapped against the locker.

“William!”

A loud, urgent voice cut through the hallway, echoing off the lockers.

“Practice. Now,” one of the boys called, already jogging backward toward the gym.

William shook himself, letting out a sharp exhale, and shoved his bag into his locker. His hands lingered on the metal handle a second too long, as if it could hold the answer. 

Then he jogged to the gym, the question still gnawing at him: why maths, if she didn’t need it?

—————-
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As winter dragged into mid-February, William barely thought about Layla anymore.

Corridors fogged with breath. Radiators hissed. Everything felt dull and routine again.

Maths surprise test.

He got full marks.

Normally, that was just another result — but this time he’d pushed for it. Counted steps. Checked work twice. Treated it like something was on the line.

He found himself outside Mr. Oswood’s room before he realized he’d walked there.

“Did anyone else get full marks?” he asked.

Oswood glanced at the sheet. “Layla did.”

William exhaled through his nose.

Of course.

“You two were perfect,” Oswood added.

Something in William’s chest lifted — and then tightened again.

“Oh,” he said.

Oswood flipped a page. “She’s dropping maths next year.”

William stopped moving.

“What?”

“Doesn’t need it for her degree.”

Silence stretched.

William stared at the edge of the desk. The grain in the wood. A small chip near the corner.

She was walking away from this.

From something she could do better than almost anyone in the room.

“

That’s stupid,” he said quietly.

Oswood raised an eyebrow.

That made no sense to him. You didn’t abandon something you were exceptional at.






———————
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Layla blinked against the pale light leaking through the gap in her curtains. The cold air stung her lungs, and something heavy pressed against her chest. Two small bodies had claimed her bed.

Austin and Winter.

Her twin brothers—ten years younger—were curled against her, feet icy, arms draped over her like she was a shield. One had kicked the blanket halfway off during the night.

She groaned, nudging them gently. “Wake up, you devils! You’re going to be late for school!”

Muffled grumbles and sleepy murmurs answered her, but eventually the boys sat up, rubbing their eyes. The floor was cold underfoot; the faint scent of damp leaves drifted in through the slightly open window.

Layla helped them dress quickly. Winter tugged at his sweater, Austin fumbled for his shoes under the bed. Complaints and squeals punctuated the room—Austin whining about homework, Winter claiming a sock had “bitten” him.

Once they were ready, Layla pulled on her own uniform, tying her hair back. The house smelled of toasted bread and something sweet from the kitchen. Her mother bustled, ladling porridge into bowls.

“Hurry up, take your seats, you’re going to be late!” their mother called, voice bouncing off the sunlit walls.

Breakfast done, Layla grabbed her bike and helmet. Outside, the crisp air nipped at her cheeks. She dialed Rachel.

“Hey, ready to head to school?”

“Yeah! Just coming out!” Rachel’s voice chimed.

Layla swung her leg over the bike, feeling the chill and sunlight mix on her face, the warmth of home lingering in her chest as she pedaled toward school.

“Did you eat the cake by yourself?” Layla asked.

“No,” Rachel said. “I shared it with Dad.”

Layla rubbed her gloved hands together, fingers tucked deep into the wool. Even with gloves, the cold clung to her, biting through layers. Others complained about sniffles—she just felt frozen, as if warmth never quite reached her.

“Don’t worry,” Rachel said, noticing. “Winter’s almost over.”

Layla snorted. “That’s a lie people tell themselves.”

Rachel laughed.

“So,” Layla said, nudging her shoulder lightly, leaning in for warmth. “Any new gossip?”

“If I get any tea,” Rachel replied, grinning, “I’ll spill it first thing.”

They reached the school gates. Students clustered around, breath fogging the air, shoes crunching over damp leaves.

“Okay, bye,” Rachel said. “Class.”

Layla nodded. “Don’t be late.”

Rachel veered toward the humanities block—English literature, media, history. Layla turned the other way.

Different schedules. Different corridors.

—————-
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William’s interest in Layla had grown—not crush, exactly, but that sharp, competitive pulse that made him want to measure himself against her.

William walked past lockers and half-open classroom doors, his fingers tapping against the strap of his bag without realizing it. The library lights were already on. Layla would be there. She always was.

He spotted her immediately.

Bent over a notebook. Hair falling forward in a dark curtain. Her pen moved in neat, fast strokes, pausing only when she reached the end of a line. No wasted motion. No hesitation.

William slowed.

For a second, he just watched.

Then he exhaled and went over.

“Hi... Layla. We met during the maths competition, right?”

She looked up. Her gaze moved over his face like she was measuring something.

“William Grover,” she said. “We met during the maths competition. I remember.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah. I— I knew that. I just... forgot your name for a second.”

A tiny crease appeared between her brows, then disappeared.

“Looks like we’ll be seeing each other a lot this year,” she said.

“Probably,” he replied. “The Olympiad’s supposed to be earlier. April, I think. Maybe we’ll end up in the same round again.”

“Maybe.” She gave a small nod and went back to her notes.

William stood there a moment too long.

“...Okay,” he said, already turning away.

He walked back to his seat, dropped into it, and stared at his open book without reading a word.“Wow... could you have sounded any cringier? Tutor me? Be nice for once?” He shook his head, trying to focus, but his thoughts kept drifting.

—-
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A few days later — Corridor

Layla’s arms were stacked with books, their spines slipping against her coat. She adjusted them once—too late.

“Layla.”

The maths teacher’s voice cut through the corridor noise.

“After class, you and William—headteacher’s office. Don’t forget to tell him.”

She dipped her chin. The books shifted again. She tightened her grip and kept walking.

Lockers slammed. Shoes scraped. Someone laughed too loud. The usual chaos moved around her, but her eyes were already on the open classroom ahead.

William was inside, leaning back in his chair, one ankle hooked over the other. Two boys were saying something funny—he was smiling, easy, unguarded.

She paused at the door.

“William.”

He looked up. A flicker of surprise crossed his face before it smoothed into something familiar.

“Oh. Hey, Layla.”

“Mr. Sebastian wants us in his office. After class. We could go now.”

“Yeah?” He slid his notebook into his bag and stood. “Sure.”

He didn’t ask anything. Neither did she.

They stepped into the corridor together.

Their shoes fell into the same rhythm without meaning to. The hum of voices and footsteps pressed in around them, but neither filled the space between.

William glanced sideways once, as if measuring her pace. Layla kept her eyes forward, the stack of books steady against her arms.

Two people walking. Neither looking. Both paying attention.

––––––––
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Mr. Sebastian looked up as they entered.

“William. Layla. Sit.”

The room smelled of old wood and printer ink. A wall fan spun lazily above them, ticking faintly between rotations. William dropped into the chair like he owned it; Layla sat more carefully, bag tucked close, aware of every edge of the desk, every loose paper.

“I have some news,” Mr. Sebastian said, folding his hands.

Layla’s heart jumped — not fear. Anticipation. The quiet, sharp kind.

“You two scored the highest in Maths and Physics this term.

Layla topped Maths.

William topped both Maths and Physics.”

William tapped his knee once. No pride. Just processing.

“Okay,” he said. “And?”

Layla glanced at him. Typical. He hated being surprised more than he liked being praised.

“You’ve both been selected to represent the school in the Maths Olympiad.”

William’s jaw tightened a fraction. “You don’t get to decide that for us,” he said calmly — not refusing, just pushing back. 

His eyes flicked to Layla, checking her reaction.

She didn’t look at him yet.

Mr. Sebastian smiled like he’d expected that. “Last year you were top ten out of fifty schools. This year is bigger.”

“How much bigger?” Layla asked, the question slipping out before she could stop it.

“There’s a cash prize. And the school will fund your entire Olympiad prep.”

Layla’s fingers tightened on her bag strap.

“Cash?” she repeated. “Olympiads don’t usually—”

“They don’t,” Mr. Sebastian said. “We’re adding one. If you place in the national top ten.”

“How much?” William asked this time.

“Minimum one thousand pounds.”

Layla’s breath caught.

Her breath snagged; her fingers went limp on the strap, counting possibilities she wouldn’t name.

A thousand pounds settled in the room like a ledger — tuition, textbooks, a tight month with a cushion she could feel.

Her elbow bumped the desk, a pen holder wobbling dangerously.

William caught it instantly, steadying it without looking.

He crossed his arms. “Why push us so hard?” There was a bite in his tone this time.

Layla answered before Mr. Sebastian could. “To show outsiders and future students that our school can actually compete.”

Mr. Sebastian nodded, tapping a pen against his desk. “Not wrong. Alumni have done well. But this school hasn’t won anything big in five years. We need... something.”

His pen stopped.

His eyes shifted to Layla and stayed there.

“And historically,” he said, “our top performers have all been boys.”

Layla lifted her chin, the light catching along her jaw.

“Then it’s about time your statistics were updated,” she said. “I thought you’d know that.”

“Of course.” He studied her for a moment. “But you’re the first in a long time who can win.”

William felt a twist inside—not jealousy, not yet. Just irritation, the prick of someone else grabbing the spotlight he felt was his too.

“Prove it,” Mr. Sebastian said. “Both of you. Bring something home.”

Layla nodded.

William didn’t. He stared at the grain of the desk, then looked back at her. A slow, tilted smile appeared — the kind that never meant peace.

“Guess we’re doing this.”

He stepped forward and pushed the door open for her, the hinges giving a small, sharp creak.

“After last year’s competition,” he said, “I wanted to go against you. Just us.”

Layla paused in the doorway. The hallway light spilled across the floor between them.

“Why?” she asked. “Because a girl is better than you?”

“Not a girl,” he said without hesitation. “A classmate.”

Silence stretched. Dust drifted in the sunlight.

He let out a long breath. “Whatever I do, I want to be at the top. And—”

He stopped, then looked straight at her.

“I don’t like not knowing where I stand. And with you... I don’t.”

Layla watched him for a beat. Then one corner of her mouth lifted.

Not soft.

Not mocking.

Something sharper.

Her lips curved into a small, intrigued smile. “Well. Now I’m interested to know.”

William tried to shrug it off. It didn’t quite work — his shoulders stayed tight, like he was holding something in.

“I don’t like a lot of things,” he said. “But the ones I do, I take seriously. Games. Computers. That’s it. I know I won’t be the best at everything... but I’ll be at the top of my grade.”

Layla didn’t answer right away. She looked at him the way she looked at a puzzle — not distant, not dreamy. Measuring.

“Fine,” she said finally. “If you think you can keep up—prove it.”

Then she held out her hand.

“Shake on it.”

William took it without hesitation. A grin spread across his face — not the polite one he wore for teachers, not the crooked smirk he used on rivals. Just clean, sharp, alive.

Her grip met his.

Not light.

Not careful.

Equal.

————-
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“Ugh... now I have to study more,” Layla groaned, collapsing face-first onto her bed like her spine had given up on life.

Rachel, sprawled beside her with legs dangling off the edge, didn’t look up from her phone. “Well, at least it’ll help with your dream college... and the prize money.”

Layla rolled onto her back dramatically. “Yeah, I guess. But only if I actually win.”

Rachel finally glanced at her, expression softening. “You can do it. This is what you’re best at.”

“True,” Layla muttered, though reluctance still weighed her down.

Rachel nudged her with an elbow. “Sooo... that William is with you too, right?”

Layla didn’t bother pretending surprise. “Yes. Hmm... he’s good.”

Casual, thoughtful—like she was rearranging a puzzle in her mind.

Rachel sat up, eyebrows raised. “What do you mean, ‘good’? Popular?”

Layla smirked. “Is that your way of asking if he’s cute?”

“Oh, shut up,” Rachel said, making a face. “Not exactly popular, but he’s not average either. Good-looking, plays volleyball... actually smart.”

Layla raised an eyebrow. “Okay... what’s your point?”

“Nothing,” Rachel shrugged, tapping rapidly on her phone. “Thought you’d want to know.”

Layla didn’t even glance. “Rachel, seriously? I’m annoyed enough about all the studying already. Let’s just go to the instrument room. I need a break.”

Rachel groaned but followed.

––––––––
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The small room off the garage still smelled faintly of wood and dust. Old. Lived-in.

Layla stepped inside and switched on the yellow light. The noise in her head quieted instantly.

The instruments lined the walls—her uncle’s collection. Years spent learning them, mostly alone. No lessons. No pressure. Just curiosity and time.

She leaned over the piano, didn’t bother sitting, and pressed a few keys. Uneven at first. Then steadier. Like breath slowing down.

A smile crept onto her face without her realizing it.

Rachel sat on a stool nearby, watching. Layla always changed in this room. Not happier—just present.

Layla picked up a drumstick, tapped once. Then again. A rhythm emerged, filling the room without trying to impress.

She grabbed the guitar, tested a string, and settled into something soft, familiar.

The violin case waited in the corner. She opened it carefully, drew the bow across the strings, letting one long note stretch. Thin. Honest.

She wasn’t performing. She was regulating.

Every instrument responded differently—guitar humming, piano awakening, violin whispering. Her body moved with the flow, small arcs of feet tracing the floor, shoulders swaying. Not performance. Release.

Rachel finally spoke.

“You’re insane, you know that?”

Layla laughed, tossing her hair. “Why?”

“You’re stressed about studying... but you’re literally better at this than ninety percent of people who take year-long lessons.”

Layla shrugged, cheeks warm. “I’m not good good. I just... learned a bit.”

Rachel snorted. “A bit? Your ‘bit’ sounds like music. My ‘bit’ sounds like someone stepping on a cat.”

——-
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After lunch break, the corridor was buzzing, but Laila and Rachel were in their own ridiculous universe again.

Rachel came running with fake tears streaming down her face.

“Oh nooo, Layla! How will I LIVE without you for three whole hours?”

Layla immediately matched her energy.

“My soulmate! My lungs will collapse if you go even one step away!”

She dropped dramatically to her knees and grabbed Rachel’s legs like a tragic actor in a 90s movie.

Rachel clutched her chest. “My god, Layla —control yourself!”

And they were fully committed to the bit.

But someone was watching.

Not William Grover.

Henry Oswood.

He stood there like he’d accidentally stepped into a live theatre rehearsal. His eyebrows lifted, then his smile widened — because of course he found the whole thing entertaining.

As soon as Layla spotted him, she instantly dropped Rachel’s legs like they were on fire.

Rachel — who was mid-fall — tipped forward.

And Henry, with annoyingly quick reflexes, caught her in a smooth, stupidly perfect TV-drama scoop.

Layla narrowed her eyes.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Henry brushed a strand of Rachel’s hair off her shoulder (because of course he had to be dramatic).

“I was going to meet my uncle,” he said with that irritatingly casual charm.

Layla rolled her eyes.

Everyone knew who his uncle was.

Everyone knew who he was.

Henry Oswood — tall, confident, golden-boy reputation, volleyball star, effortlessly charming, and the kind of guy who could smile and accidentally start a rumour.

Basically the opposite of William’s quiet, sharp-edged confidence.

Rachel, now standing on her own, said dramatically, “Thanks for catching us. We were practicing being... emotionally unstable.”

Henry raised an eyebrow. “Why were you two wrestling like that in the hallway?”

Rachel flicked her hand toward Layla. “Ask her. She initiated the chaos.”

Then she looked at Henry with mischief in her eyes.

“I actually thought you were going to take the Olympiad class.”

Henry blinked, confused but amused. “Me? Why would you think that?”

Rachel leaned in.

“Because I didn’t think you’d get to see your uncle right now. He’s very busy...”

She pointed down the hall at the students gathering for the Olympiad.

Henry’s eyes followed the direction — then flicked to Layla.

Not in a flirtatious way.

But like he was evaluating something about her reaction.

He looked... thrown off for once.

Rachel wiggled her eyebrows. “Okay, bye Layla! I’ll wait for you after class! Or message me if they torture you!”

Layla nodded and walked toward her classroom.

Rachel followed her... but not before sending Henry a tiny smirk.

––––––––
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Henry stood there for a second, hands in his pockets, watching Layla and Rachel disappear around the corner. His expression unreadable — thoughtful, not amused this time.

Layla didn’t have the patience to decode Henry Oswood’s brain. She turned, only to see William jogging down the hallway.

And he was a disaster.

His hair was still damp from volleyball, sticking up in three different directions like he’d run through a storm.

Sweat on his forehead.

Breathing uneven.

And worst of all—

His T-shirt was on inside out.

Layla stared. Her lips twitched.

She tried to hold it in.

Failed.

A soft, ugly snort escaped her — but she immediately covered her mouth so no one else saw.

William frowned.

“What? Why are you laughing like that?”

“It’s nothing,” she said quickly, but her shoulders were shaking. “Come here.”

Confused, William leaned down.

And she whispered:

“Go to the bathroom. Look in the mirror. Also... zip it.”

Her tone was dead serious, but her eyes were mocking him so hard the message landed like a slap.

William froze, horrified.

He glanced down at himself.

Then he nearly combusted.

“Bloody—”

He turned on his heel so fast he almost fell over, stumbling toward the boys’ bathroom like a man fleeing crime scene.

Layla covered her face with one hand, shaking her head.

This idiot.

Two minutes later, William returned — shirt fixed, hair still hopeless but now clearly soaked from him trying to fix it with water. He dropped into the seat beside her, pretending nothing happened.

Layla didn’t look at him, but her smile was unmistakable.

He muttered, embarrassed, “Don’t. Say. Anything.”

“I didn’t,” she replied sweetly, flipping open her notebook.

He glared at her. She didn’t even glance his way.

—-
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Inside the Olympiad Classroom, Year 12 and 13 students chosen for the Olympiad filed in, murmuring, shifting in their seats, pretending calm. Some tapped pens nervously, others whispered formulas under their breath like prayers. Layla settled in her chair, her back straight, eyes scanning the room, unflinching.

William’s hand froze over his notebook. The air was thick, charged.

Mr. Oswood strode in, tie straight, shoulders squared, every step measured. The room fell into silence before he even spoke.

“Listen up,” he said. His voice was sharp, deliberate. “The Maths Olympiad prelims are on 30th April.”

Layla’s fingers tapped a faint rhythm on the desk. William’s notebook suddenly felt heavy in his hands.

“The results will determine who moves forward... and how the pairs for the national stage are formed,” Oswood continued, pacing slowly. “Stage Two begins 15th May. Short prep period. Use it wisely.”

A few students exchanged tense glances. Someone shifted in their seat, the chair screeching lightly against the floor. William’s eyes flicked to Layla. She didn’t flinch, didn’t whisper calculations under her breath—just exhaled once, a quiet tightening of her shoulders.

“Pairs will usually be same-year,” Oswood went on. “But if needed, we’ll mix years to balance skill. Teamwork matters here—you’ll need to cover each other’s gaps.”

Layla’s pen hovered above the page. William’s knuckles whitened around his pen. He could feel the tension coil in his chest like a spring ready to snap.

“And yes,” Oswood added, voice flat, “the cash prize is over £1,000. But that should not be your main motivation.”

Several students coughed nervously. One whispered to a neighbor, “£1,000...” The neighbor shrugged.

“Push your limits,” Oswood said. “Individually... and as a team.” His gaze swept the room, pausing on William and Layla for the barest second, then moving on.

He scanned the room. “Questions?”

William raised his hand.

His voice was steady, but the slight twitch in his eyebrow betrayed him.

“Sir... what if two top scorers don’t get along?”

A few students turned.

Layla didn’t move — but she knew exactly what he meant.

Mr. Oswood gave a slow smile.

“The Olympiad is not about liking each other. It’s about delivering results. If you don’t get along? You learn. Fast.”

William looked down.

Layla looked forward.

Neither spoke.

But the air between them shifted — a sharp mix of rivalry, tension, and something unspoken neither of them understood yet.

“Good,” Mr. Oswood said. “Mark your calendars. 30th April. Preliminary. Yearly exams... and possibly the start of something much bigger.”

The bell rang.

Everyone exhaled.

Except William and Layla.

They looked at each other for half a second.

Not smiling.

Not glaring.

Just... acknowledging.

“Looks like this month’s going to be brutal,” William muttered, slumping into his chair as if gravity doubled overnight.

Beside him, Layla tied her hair back in one fast twist, the elastic snapping neatly into place.

“Brutal? Try suffocating. We won’t even have space to breathe.”

“Yeah, well...” He tapped his pen against the desk. “How are you planning to survive it?”

“Push through,” she said easily, like the answer was obvious.

He turned slightly, eyes narrowing.

“No, I mean... how are you planning to survive me?”

Layla froze mid-movement.

“...Survive... teaming with you?”

William lowered his head onto the desk, cheek pressing against his arm as he looked up at her with tired eyes.

“Hmmm.”

She stared at him — half amused, half confused — but before anything else could spill out, Mr. Oswood burst into the room, clapping loudly.

“Right, everyone! Settle down. Today — the value of X. Let’s get started.”

William groaned silently.

Layla didn’t even bother pretending to pay attention.

——-
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Forty Minutes Later, Class dissolved like a popped bubble. Students poured out in loud clusters, chattering, stretching, complaining.

Layla checked her phone.

Rachel: Went home early. Lit club got cancelled.

Layla sighed.

“Great. Abandoned.”

William fell naturally into step beside her as they headed toward the gates.

“So...” she asked, “how’re you actually preparing for this?”

He rubbed the back of his neck.

“Honestly? I was hoping to borrow your reference books. Which ones do you use?”

“I’ll send you the list,” she said.

“Actually...” he hesitated, voice dropping into something shy-but-not-admitting-it,

“could you just message me? Easier that way.”

Layla gave him a flat stare.

“Can I just get your number? It’ll be faster.”

She blinked.

“Well, that was smooth.”

His head jerked up.

“What does that even mean?”

“Nothing,” she said, trying not to laugh. “I’m just joking.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Aren’t you gonna ask me how I’m supposed to survive you?”

He gave her a look like she’d completely misunderstood him.

“See... if we’re gonna team up, we need to know each other’s strong and weak points. And we don’t. We only met properly a few weeks ago. That’s why I asked.”

His tone was serious.

Layla let out a small laugh, shaking her head.

“Yes, I know. And don’t worry. We have a whole month. And a big part of that is... studying together.”

She emphasized the last part deliberately.

They traded phones.

Numbers entered.

Phones returned.

———-
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Mr. Oswood was covering the board in symbols when Layla tore a corner from her notebook.

Where are we going to study?

She waited until he wasn’t looking, then slid it across.

William’s eyes flicked to the paper. Then to her. Then back down.

No reaction. Just his pen moving.

Where do you think?

She frowned, then wrote back.

Library near school?

A pause. One heartbeat too long.

Then:

Okay.

Something in her chest eased. She didn’t know why.

She snapped a photo and sent it to Rachel.

Study session. Boss battle begins.

Good luck beating that boy, Rachel replied.

After school she texted him.

Meet in 20. Eating first.

Need food too, he replied.

They went separately.

Layla bought tacos overloaded with beans, salsa, cheese, and jalapeños.

William showed up with exactly what a starving British teen would:

a chicken mayo sandwich, salt & vinegar crisps, and a chocolate milk.

Classy? No.

Effective? Unfortunately, yes.

———-
[image: ]


The library café wasn’t huge, but it had character — warm yellow lights, dark wooden shelves, quiet hum of coffee machines. The second floor had a small balcony-style seating area with corner booths that gave privacy without isolating you.

Layla reached early and claimed a corner seat with sunlight spilling across the table.

She spread her books, calculator, pencil case — organized chaos.

Then bit into her taco.

A minute later, William appeared — hair messy from running, bag slung over one shoulder, crisp packet still half-open.

He paused at the sight of the booth.

“This works,” he said simply.

He slid into the seat across from her.

Laid out his textbooks.

Opened his notebook.

And... didn’t start studying.

The silence stretched — broken only by the hiss of the coffee machine downstairs.

William’s eyes flicked over the table instead of the page. Her calculator. The way she’d already marked sections in her book. The fact that she’d started before he even sat down.

She noticed. Of course she did.

Layla lifted her gaze, met his for half a second, then returned to her notes. A brief, neutral smile flickered across her lips — a signal that said, catch up if you can.

——————-
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William’s Observation Log: Layla Woodville

He hadn’t meant to start cataloguing her.

No decision. No announcement. Just habit sneaking in, quietly, without permission.

Days of side-by-side study had a way of revealing people. Methods argued over. Long silences broken only by the scratch of a pen. Waiting for the other to crack a problem first. In that repetition, patterns emerged.

And Layla was all patterns and contradictions.

1.Layla was bad at staying still.

Her knee bounced under the table, knocking into the leg. A pen slipped from her fingers and rolled away. Her notes lay in crooked piles, some upside-down, some half-buried under textbooks that looked like they’d been dropped rather than placed.

William noticed all of it.

It bothered him.

What he didn’t notice was what she was doing while the mess happened.

Across the library, two students were whisper-fighting. Their voices were low, but their bodies weren’t. One leaned in too close. The other’s jaw tightened.

Layla wasn’t looking at their faces.

She was watching their hands.

“Five minutes,” she murmured, not to anyone in particular.

William glanced up. “What?”

“They’ll stop pretending to be polite in five minutes.”

He frowned, but didn’t ask.

Three minutes later, one of them stood up, chair scraping loudly, and stormed off. The other stayed behind, staring at the table like it had personally betrayed him.

William went still.

“How did you—”

Layla had already turned back to her book.

She didn’t study like he did. She didn’t move cleanly through problems. She scribbled in margins, crossed things out, flipped pages back and forth as if she were unsure — and yet every answer she wrote down was right.

It made no sense.

She read psychology and sociology between calculus pages, thin paperbacks wedged into the gaps of her maths books.

“Why?” he asked once.

“Emotions don’t come from nowhere,” she said, eyes still on the page. “Someone pushes them. Something shapes them.”

That was all he got.

The next morning, half-asleep, he muttered to himself that matcha helped him think. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud. He hadn’t even been sure he’d said it at all.

The day after that, a warm cup slid across the table toward him.

“Matcha,” Layla said, already opening her notebook.

He stared at it longer than necessary.

Her water bottle tipped over, rolling dangerously close to his elbow. A stack of her books leaned like it was about to collapse. She nudged it back with her knee without looking.

A mess.

An absolute mess.

And yet she kept beating him.

Not by luck.

Not by guessing.

By knowing things he hadn’t even realized he’d given away.

And that — far more than her cluttered desk — was what made his jaw tighten.

—-
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• Not gifted. Relentless.

He’d assumed her performance came easily—that her confidence masked natural brilliance.

Watching her up close dismantled that illusion.

Dark circles under her eyes. Formulas whispered under her breath like spells. Focus switched on sharply, decisively, the moment she sat down. She worked until her shoulders tightened. Handwriting deteriorated into frantic slashes across the page.

She learned fast, yes—but more importantly, she worked fast. Hard. Past exhaustion.

When she slept in class, it wasn’t laziness. It was recovery.

William had never seen anyone push themselves toward burnout with this kind of precision. It unsettled him.

——
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When the pressure built, Layla didn’t unravel.

She rerouted.

One evening, her pencil snapped in half. She stared at the broken tip for a second, then closed her notebook.

“I’m done for today.”

“It’s only seven,” William said. “We can still—”

“I can work till eleven,” she said, already stuffing her bag. “Just not like this.”

She didn’t explain. She just walked, and he followed.

The old music room smelled like wood and dust and something faintly warm, like hands had lived there. Instruments leaned against the walls — not polished, just used.

She didn’t play to impress.

She played to stabilise.

Ten days before the Olympiad, she sometimes arrived at the library with a guitar slung across her back or a violin case in hand—balancing instruments and equations with equal seriousness.

He never asked why she owned so many. He suspected the weight itself was part of the point.

———-
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Layla didn’t collect people.

She spoke easily—to classmates, teachers, elderly neighbours, even the stray dog near the school gate. Conversation cost her nothing. Silence didn’t either.

But she never stayed.

No group. No circle. She drifted—present, liked, respected—but never absorbed.

People thought she was popular.

William realised she was selective.

There was a difference.

She laughed when he was genuinely funny. Teased him when he deserved it. Worked beside him with quiet intensity. Shared notes. Shared time.

And that was all.

No spillover. No softening. Nothing that carried past the moment.

It was like talking through glass — close enough to see her, never close enough to touch.

It unsettled him. William Grover was used to being let in. People opened up. Trusted him. Bent a little.

Layla Woodville didn’t. Or worse—she chose not to.

And the thought alone made his chest tighten.

———
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​2.Comfort in chaos
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April 30 — Outside the Olympiad Hall

Everyone disappeared into the central exam hall in waves of noise and nerves.

The corridor slowly emptied.

Only three people stayed behind.

Mr. Oswood stood near the door, arms folded, scanning the hall like a general guarding a battlefield.

A few steps away, a bench sat under the lazy spin of ceiling fans.

Rachel dropped onto it, crossing her legs, sipping the cold drink she’d smuggled in. Condensation slid down the bottle and dampened her fingers.

Henry sat at the other end of the bench.

Too far to be friendly. Too close to be intentional.

“So,” Rachel said casually, eyes still on her drink,

“are you and William actually friends?”

Henry tilted his head. “Why?”

She glanced at him. “Because you keep saying you are, but I’ve never seen you two together. Not once. Especially not this past month.”

A pause.

“Well... we play volleyball,” he said. “That counts, I guess.”

She snorted. “That’s not friendship. That’s shared suffering.”

He laughed quietly — then leaned a little closer than before.

“Were you paying that much attention?”

She coughed, choking slightly on the drink. “What? No. I just notice things.”

He leaned back immediately, hands up in mock surrender.

“Okay. Okay.”

There was a beat of silence. The fan hummed. Somewhere, a door slammed.

“So why are you here?” Rachel asked. “You’re not taking the Olympiad.”

He sighed, rolling his shoulders. “My uncle dragged me. Apparently I’m useful today. Carrying bags. Holding water bottles. Pretending to be emotionally supportive.”

She laughed — real this time. “That’s tragic.”

“I know,” he said. “My downfall.”

Rachel burst into laughter. “Okay, that’s actually funny. I never thought I’d talk to you like this outside school.”

Henry slid back toward her again, a little too close this time.

“What do you mean by this?”

Flustered, Rachel shifted away. “I mean... we’re not friends. That’s all.”

He nodded slowly, leaning back. “Ah. So that’s what you meant.”

To save herself from blushing again, Rachel jumped up.

“Are you hungry? There’s a hotel nearby. Or—” she pointed toward the road, eyes lighting up,

“Let’s go to the amusement park. It’s only 15 minutes from here. We have three whole hours to kill.”

Henry blinked.

“You’re asking me on an adventure?”

“No,” Rachel crossed her arms. “I’m asking you because I’m bored.”

He grinned.

“Same thing.”

————
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The exam hall buzzed with nervous energy, that sticky tension that clung to skin and hair. Outside, the sunlight was almost painful, bouncing off the concrete, blinding. Layla and William walked out together, both blinking, adjusting their bags.

Henry and Rachel were in amusement park. Layla quickly typed a message to Rachel: Wait thirty minutes, we’re coming.

William glanced at her, then back to the courtyard. “Care to eat?” he asked casually.

“I’ll wait for them,” she said, tugging the strap of her bag tighter.

“So,” he started, trying to
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