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────────────

I take my usual seat—second-to-last row, by the window—and watch in silence as the others file in one by one, filling the empty chairs. It's almost funny that now, in the final semester, nobody's bothered to skip. Same circus every year: they sleepwalk through the first three quarters, then suddenly discover the will to live when graduation is the only thing standing between them and freedom.

I'm glad I don't belong to that species. I've shown up since day one, powered by the kind of transcript that actually opens doors. I'm not some walking stereotype—no pocket protector, no social death sentence. I just believe that taking yourself seriously is the only insurance against a life you never chose. I refuse to be the guy who collects his diploma in June and walks straight into the first dead-end job that'll have him, counting pennies at the end of every month.

If my grandmother were still helping with my tuition, I could double down even harder on my classes. But fate doesn't ask permission before it rearranges your life. I adapted. Working part-time hasn't killed me yet, and with the finish line this close, I'm practically free. I'll be grateful when the shift work ends, even if the job itself isn't torture.

"Good morning." Sebastian's voice cuts through the noise as he enters, dropping his bag on the desk and pulling out his laptop. He's only thirty-two, though his face suggests someone who's seen more than his share of late nights. He's been our teacher for two years now. "Today marks the beginning of the final semester. Three months until graduation."

The room erupts. Desks get pounded. Arms shoot toward the ceiling. Someone actually whoops. I stay still, but my chest betrays me—my heart hammering out its own private celebration. Sebastian smiles, letting the chaos crest before he raises a hand.

"I'm as thrilled as you are," he says, "but let's not forget the wall standing between you and that diploma." The energy dips. "Every year, I assign the Capstone—a deep-dive research project paired with a formal presentation. This time, I'm raising the bar. Twenty pages minimum. I want data, sources, names, locations, visual evidence. You know the rules. Now deepen the research."

I watch the collective mood curdle. A smile tugs at my mouth despite my best efforts. Sebastian grades these with surgical precision; a single lazy citation or whiff of plagiarism, and you're rewriting your future. The Capstone replaces our final exams, which is exactly why it commands this much terror.

"No tears," he says. "You're almost at the eternal summer. You just need to dominate your topic, your research, and your delivery. And because I adore you, I'm allowing partners."

Another wave of relief, but I don't ride it. Partners? Since when does Sebastian make anything easier? My satisfaction came from watching everyone else drown in the workload, and now he's throwing them life preservers?

"However," he adds, grinning with something wicked, "I'm choosing the partners and the topics."

There he is. The Sebastian I know. He doesn't just leave obstacles—he plants them. The groaning starts again, and I can already feel the headache forming. Is there a single person in this room I could tolerate for three months? Besides me, the only body not squirming is Apolo, which isn't surprising. I've never seen him react to anything.

Sebastian ignores the protests and starts writing on the board. Topics on the left, names on the right. The only assignment worth my time is "The Ethics of Nuclear Energy," but as if he can read my mind, my name doesn't appear beside it. Minutes crawl by until I finally see it—Theo—paired with the topic "The Crisis of Plastic Overconsumption."

I have to physically stop myself from raising my hand. I expected better. I wanted something with teeth—cybersecurity infrastructure, climate policy, something that actually matters. And as if the topic weren't insult enough, my partner is listed as Apolo Graham.

Oh. Well. Fuck me.

It's not that he's terrible. It's that he's nothing. A blank space where a personality should be. He's so reserved that sophomore year, half the class genuinely thought he was mute. In all the time we've shared a classroom, he's never joined a group without being forced, never sat with anyone at lunch, never collected a single friend. In that last regard, I suppose we have something in common.

"Find your partners and start strategizing," Sebastian says. "Material due the first week of November. Presentations on the thirtieth."

He settles behind his desk, and the room transforms into a marketplace of desperation—everyone scrambling, trading seats, negotiating. I stay planted, calculating the magnitude of this disaster. I watch as Apolo stands and walks to Sebastian's desk. They seem to argue; Sebastian points at the board. Great. He's already trying to get out of this. Minutes later, he abandons the fight and heads my way.

Apolo is eighteen, his blond hair bleached nearly white, an eyebrow piercing catching the fluorescent light, his face set in its default expression of profound disinterest. He moves like the room is empty, like the floor exists solely for him, and honestly, that's how he seems to live—as if the rest of us are background noise. I don't know his grades, only his reputation. That's about to change.

Three. Two. One.

"Hey." Short. Sharp. Obligatory. He drags an empty chair and swings it around to face my desk.

"Hi. I'm Theo." I offer my hand, immediately regretting how formal it sounds. "Nice to—"

"I know your name. You know mine. Let's skip the performance."

Ah. There it is. The reason for the solitude.

"Look," he says. "I've got some of the research already. I'll send it to you. You write some sections, we stitch it together, and we're done. No daily meetings. No joint library sessions. Clear?"

I'm too busy processing the disaster to respond. Is he serious? He thinks the Capstone works like a group text chain?

"This project is too complex for that," I say. "That's why he gives us three months."

"Complex my ass. Handwritten bullet points on a napkin would pass."

"With all due respect, I'm not doing this halfway. If you want to work with me, understand that I don't turn in garbage."

"Figure of speech, dumbass." He mutters it, but the volume is perfectly calibrated for my ears. I'm stunned. This isn't how I imagined the most important assignment of the year. He wasn't in the plan. Damn you, Sebastian.

"How about this," I say, fighting to keep my voice level. "Send me what you have. I'll audit what's missing, build a task list, we divide the work, and execute. Clean."

Now he's looking at me like I'm a sideshow. Like I've suggested we perform the presentation in costume.

"I can't believe he stuck me with a fucking nerd." This time it's definitely meant for me, barely veiled. He lifts his gaze, bored. "Whatever. Fine. Give me your email."

I spend several seconds wondering what I did in a past life to deserve this. I hesitate before scribbling my address and sliding the paper across the desk. Apolo reads my username and smirks. The rest of the period passes in hostile silence, both of us avoiding eye contact, avoiding speech.

There's no doubt about it. This is going to be a very long semester.
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Simple Things

────────────

I didn't open Apolo's email until I was clear of the classroom. I couldn't stomach another second of him that day—what I'd already heard had been absurd enough to fray my nerves. I'm known for being even-tempered, and he clearly didn't give a damn about anything, so I wasn't about to let him unravel me in public. But the moment I finally looked at the file, I regretted waiting.

As if it weren't galling enough that he'd claimed to have "most of it done," he actually had the nerve to send me a disaster like that. Two photos and a hyperlink. That was it. That was his idea of "almost finished." Had this idiot been sitting in the same classroom as me for the past two years? Was I going to have to sit him down and explain what the Capstone actually entailed?

I didn't need this. I absolutely, unequivocally did not need this stress—not now, when the finish line was finally in sight and everything was supposed to fall into place. Okay, maybe I'm being dramatic. But that imbecile's spectacularly peculiar personality wasn't going to help me produce anything worth submitting. We had a ridiculous, easy topic. Three months. Two brains. No time to waste. And if he refused to collaborate, fine. Sebastian would have to listen to me and remove that boy from my sight entirely.

I shelved the school anxiety and clocked in for my shift. My job is straightforward: I sell insurance plans to people who think they need them. Usually young adults who just bought their first car, or elderly parents trying to make sure their kids don't destroy the only valuable thing they own. There are four of us in the department, and we're always on the phone, always closing, always chasing the next commission. Nobody has time for small talk here, which effectively kills any chance at friendship.

Our breaks are staggered—fifteen minutes each, no exceptions. At the end of the day, with thirty minutes left before five, we draft reports on every client we spoke to, documenting why we made the sale or why we didn't. For a part-time job, it's more than decent. Six hundred and ten gross, four hundred and ninety-two net. Since I don't pay rent, it covers my expenses and then some.

When I finish my shift and submit the most fabricated report I've ever written, I head straight to the residence where my grandmother lives. Marjorie chose the place herself, shortly before her condition made the decision for her. Most people call it a nursing home or an assisted living facility; my grandmother has always despised those terms. To her, a residence is where you disconnect from the life you've already lived and finally earn the rest you deserve. I never argued with her. Doing so carried the serious risk of a frying pan to the backside.

The building sits within walking distance of both my job and my house, which makes my daily visits easy. Before she moved in, Grandma supported us both. She never let me want for anything after my parents died—raised me as her own, gave me every ounce of support she had. She paid for private tutoring so I could earn my scholarship. She bought laptops, books, courses—invested in my future without hesitation. That's why I'm so focused. That's why I need to become someone who matters. So that one day, maybe, I can show her that none of it was wasted.

The residence offers everything: Pilates, swimming, book clubs, wine tastings. The monthly cost is steep and swallows most of her pension. What's left sits in a savings account in my name—one of Marjorie's non-negotiable conditions. I don't know the exact balance, but she's always assured me it'll be enough for college.

The receptionist knows me by now, which isn't surprising given how much time I spend here. Since it's Monday, Grandma should be in the bingo hall with her friends. I know the route by heart; we toured the entire building before she moved in permanently. She wanted to be certain she'd have something to do every minute of the day—no rocking-chair nostalgia for her.

As I approach the bingo room, I can hear the shouting. The residents here are lively; I've even been invited to join them on occasion. They usually raffle off simple things—embroidery from the crafts class, a watercolor painting—but it's enough to spark genuine competitive fire. I push the door open discreetly. I hate being the center of attention.

I scan the hall for Marjorie, but she's strangely absent. I narrow my eyes, checking twice, and the absence confirms itself.

Grandma isn't here. That's concerning.

I slip back out and flag down one of the aides. He tells me she hasn't left her room all evening. I thank him and head for the stairs, worry quickening my pace. The rooms are on the second floor; hers is number ten. Since I'm a familiar face, I don't need an escort. I climb fast, afraid of what I might find.

The corridor is decorated with artwork the residents made themselves. Several of Marjorie's pieces hang scattered along the walls. She loves to paint—not that she's any master at it—but she has an instinct for finding beauty in the ordinary.

When I reach her door, I knock twice before entering. She shares the space with another woman, equally spirited. By now, her roommate is probably down in the bingo hall, having the time of her life. Grandma is lying in bed, watching her soap opera. The sight unsettles me. If there's one thing she hates, it's sitting still.

Marjorie notices me and breaks into a smile. I cross to her bed as she throws off her blanket and stands. She pulls me into a warm, enveloping hug—the exact medicine a bad day requires.

"Oh, Theo. I was dying to see you." She covers me in kisses while I try to recover from my fright.

"We saw each other yesterday," I point out, though I know that for her, a few hours can feel like long days.

She releases me, and we settle on the edge of her bed. She launches into her daily interrogation: Am I eating properly? Sleeping enough? The last time I skipped lunch, I heard about it for an entire year. She claims I already look malnourished—too thin, she says—and that I can't afford to miss meals. And sleep? That's where she's ruthless. Grandma has always maintained an eight-hour routine and a rigorous skincare regimen. It's no wonder she held onto her youthful appearance for so long.

"Why didn't you go to bingo?" I ask, once she's finished her examination. She looks at me, surprised, as if she has no idea what I'm talking about.

"Is it Monday? I thought it was still Friday." She says it with genuine confusion. I raise an eyebrow, concern prickling at my spine. I was here on Friday, and she'd told me it was Sunday. Her disorientation usually manifests in other ways; this confusion with dates is new.

Marjorie looks at me, then offers a false smile, trying to mask it. She always does this when she senses I'm worried. Grandma knows I'd move mountains for her—just to see her happy, just to have her back the way she was. I've told her countless times how terrified I am that she'll forget me, and she's always promised that will never happen. Every time her condition advances, she tries to minimize it, all to keep me from spiraling.

It used to work, until things slipped beyond her control. You couldn't ignore the dishes being stored in the bathroom cabinet, the shower running all afternoon, the front gate left unlocked. The breaking point came when she nearly set the house on fire, leaving the gas on after cooking.

"I'm going to ask the doctor to check on you this week," I say, making a mental note to report this new development. Marjorie's face crumples into displeasure.

"You're worrying over nothing, my dear. I'm fine. See?" She does a little twirl and a hop, and I have no idea what, exactly, she's trying to prove with this performance.

"Grandma, you're too old to be dodging your healthcare."

And then I step in it. I know it's supposed to be universal law that you never tell an elderly person they're old, but sometimes I forget, and I have to remind her that at her age, taking care of herself isn't optional—it's mandatory. She feigns offense, pretending to cry, and I launch into my theatrical panic, trying to console her. Fortunately, her midlife-in-reverse tantrum doesn't last long, leaving us plenty of time to talk.

Even though I see her every day, we never run out of things to say. When our conversation winds down, we head to the crafts room so she can show me what she's been working on. Every Friday I take home some embroidery, a painting, or a stuffed toy she's made. Since I've run out of surfaces to display them, I keep them in a large cardboard box in her old bedroom. I've named it the memory vault. Whenever I need her, whenever I miss her, I'll have something that carries the warmth of being beside her.

Marjorie is the kind of person you never forget. Even if you've only exchanged a few words with her, even if you've only glimpsed her by chance on the street—she imprints on your memory. The kind who makes you laugh, who lifts you, who leaves you in your best moments even on your worst days. When she loves, she loves completely—no lies, no secrets. She takes care of her people, and she does it with more tenderness than the world knows what to do with.

"Don't forget, my dear." She pulls me closer when it's time to say goodbye. Even knowing I'll see her tomorrow, some part of me fractures at the thought of walking home and leaving her here. "Don't let anyone make you give up on what you want most in this life. Believe. Fight. Conquer. And above all, be happy."

She cups my face in her hands and presses a kiss to my forehead.

"I love you, Grandma," I say, grinning like an idiot to hold back my tears.

"I love you more."

I give her one last hug before I go. I stop at the reception desk to request the doctor's visit, and only then can I breathe easy enough to sleep. I walk home beneath the stars, the night sky blazing above me, a full moon flooding the darkness with silver light.

I always stay at the residence as long as possible because I know what waits for me at home. There was a time when I'd come back from school to the sound of pans on the stove, nineties music blaring from the radio, and her voice humming along with it. Now, when I get back from work, all I find is the darkness of unlit rooms, the morning's dishes still in the sink, the refrigerator humming in the silence, and no one there to welcome me.

I've tried to acclimate to this quiet a hundred times, but I always feel something missing. I don't know how to accept that this is my reality now. I've considered adopting a pet, but I know what I actually want is my grandmother's company back. Since I can't have that, I settle for a shower, dinner, and sleep.
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In This Alone

────────────

The problem with doing something that actually matters alongside someone you despise is that communication becomes a battlefield. You cannot build anything worth a damn without speaking. You cannot sketch a concept, debate an angle, or forge a coherent argument without reaching some version of consensus. In previous years, I had mapped every territory alone—an exhausting, labyrinthine process that demanded everything I had. I had already strategized my final assignment down to the minute, already tasted the perfect score that would seal my transcript, and then Sebastian decided that pairs would be more fun.

Fun. As if the objective of senior year were entertainment rather than extraction—extracting every ounce of knowledge, every shred of commitment we possessed. Had he simply abandoned the ship of education? Or did he genuinely believe that collaboration would lead us to some impossible ideal of perfection? Whatever fever dream had infected Sebastian’s mind, I would never understand it. What I did understand was the road ahead of us. Long. Treacherous. Assuming, of course, that the boy in question didn’t jump ship before we reached the end.

This morning, I had entered the classroom to find it nearly empty. Just him. Just the teacher. When I walked in, their conversation snapped shut like a trap—two startled faces turning toward me, guilt and conspiracy written across every feature. I was certain Apollo had been begging Sebastian to let him work alone. He had simply forgotten that I would be the collateral damage, left partnerless, exposed.

Not that working alone would have been a tragedy. But I refused to be the only student in the room who hadn’t collaborated. That kind of visibility attracted attention during presentations, and attention was the last thing I wanted. I slid into my seat with deliberate indifference, as if I hadn’t just interrupted their little scheme. Once the room began to fill, Apollo retreated from Sebastian’s desk and dropped into the chair beside me.

“You have fifteen minutes to discuss the assignment,” Sebastian said, turning his attention to the chalkboard. “Then back to your seats.”

I took a breath. Steeled myself. Prepared for the avalanche of indifference that was Apollo Graham.

He hadn’t looked at me since sitting down. I wondered what occupied the vast, empty landscape of his mind—what someone like him did after the final bell, what he found entertaining. Probably nothing that required synaptic activity.

“So,” I said, because if I didn’t speak, we’d still be sitting here at graduation. “About the file you sent me.”

He remembered I existed. Turned. “Is it enough to cover my half?”

He was serious. I stared at him, waiting for the punchline. It didn’t come. How had this boy survived academically? How had he passed a single year producing garbage like that?

“It doesn’t even meet the minimum requirements.” I leaned in, lowering my voice. “Listen. I’m guessing you already begged Sebastian to let you do this solo, and judging by his answer, he refused.” Apollo shrugged. I took that as confirmation. “If we’re actually going to do this, can we at least aim for acceptable instead of—what did you call it?—garbage?”

And there it was again. That stare. Like I was some exotic zoo exhibit he couldn’t quite categorize. If my entire final semester weren’t hanging in the balance, I would have walked away. I would have played his game, thrown together the first disaster that came to mind, and submitted it with a smile. But this project determined whether I graduated. Whether I walked across that stage, diploma in hand, and closed this chapter with my head high. Whether I disappointed my grandmother. I couldn’t falter. Not now. Not for him.

“Depends on what you’re demanding,” Apollo muttered, looking away again.

“I just need you to commit to trying. It can’t be that difficult.”

“It’s just a stupid project. The fact that it’s worth ninety percent of our final grade doesn’t make it the center of the universe.”

I looked at him, truly looked at him, and felt the disconnect like a physical force. We were speaking different languages. For me, this was everything. For him, it was an inconvenience. If he had been a straight-A student, if he had ever shown a single spark of competence, I might have understood the arrogance. But I would have bet my life that he had scraped by with Cs in every subject since freshman year.

“We have very different definitions of priority.”

“Obviously,” he said, lips curling. “You’re a fucking nerd.”

The word landed like a slap, delivered with a smirk that made my blood simmer. I wondered when intelligence had become a punchline, when caring about your future had turned into a character flaw. Maybe he’d stop laughing when I was climbing into a corner office and he was figuring out where his next meal came from.

“Let’s reset.” I kept my voice level. “All I want is thirty minutes of your day to sit down and plan this. You can take the easier sections—God knows I don’t trust you with anything beyond the bare minimum.”

“Define easier. Your baseline and mine aren’t exactly aligned.”

“You handle the presentation slides once the research is finished. Until then, you’re on image sourcing, citations, data collection, and formatting.” I spoke slowly, the way you might explain a task to a child. Because that was what he was to me. A child in an expensive hoodie.

“Fine. Library after school.” He stood, ready to retreat to his corner of the room and ignore me until the bell rang.

“Hey.” I caught his arm. He jerked, surprised by the contact. A few heads turned. “The library’s out. They’re renovating. Not that you’d know, since you’ve never set foot in the place.”

“Jesus. What a shithole school. So where, then?”

“My place. After five. I work until then.”

He raised an eyebrow, studying me with something that might have been reassessment. I ignored it. I would need to get used to his reactions, however adverse. I pulled out my phone and handed it to him.

“Put your number in. I’ll text you the address.”

He took the device and typed. With this appointment locked in, I would have to suspend my daily visits to the nursing home for a while. I could go after we finished, but by then it would be too late—Grandma would never let me travel home in the dark. Weekends would have to suffice. I hoped she would understand. Hoped she wouldn’t worry.

Apollo returned my phone. I saved his contact under the most ridiculous nickname I could conjure, then sent him my address. I prayed this would be our only digital interaction for the rest of our natural lives.

“Wait. You work?” he asked, as if I had confessed to a bizarre hobby.

I nodded. His expression shifted into something like surprise. “Ah. Now it makes sense. You’re a nerd because you’re a scholarship kid.”

“Go fuck yourself.” I smiled at him with every ounce of venom I possessed.

He laughed. Actually laughed, as if my entire existence were a joke, as if the circumstances that defined my life were mere entertainment. It was staggering, the alternate reality these people inhabited—everything handed to them on
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