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It started with rain.

Not cinematic rain. Not the kind in love stories where someone runs through a downpour,
desperate, beautiful, framed in slow motion. Just the reqular kind. Steady. Grey. The kind
that makes the whole city feel like someone’s pressed mute on everything.

I remember thinking it wasn’t fair— how a whole life could happen on a day that felt so
forgettable. My hair was sticking to my forehead, my socks were wet through my shoes.
The sky didn’t care about me one bit.

| didn’t mean to go into the bookstore. My feet just kind of... did it. Like muscle memory,
I guess? | needed somewhere quiet. Somewhere | did it have to explain myself.
Somewhere | could just be a person with damp jeans who liked the smell of paper. The
second | stepped inside, the door gave this little apologetic chime, sort of half hearted,
like the building was as tired as | was. The smell hit me first: dust, old pages, maybe a
hint of old perfume that’d been spilled years ago. | liked places that smelled like they
remembered things.

I didn’t notice him at first.

| was already half-lost in that warm, quiet feeling. The shop was small and slightly
crooked. The shelves bowed under too many books, signs handwritten in messy marker
taped round, telling people where to find their favourite genre. But then, at the exact
second | reached for Heartstopper, someone else did too.

Our fingers touched.

It wasn’t electric. It wasn’t fate. It was awkward. Cold fingertips bumping clumsily. My
face went hot immediately.

“Shit—sorry,” | muttered, pulling my hand back. Classic me. Touch something good and
immediately ruin it.

And that’s when I really saw him. Not in that stupid, lightning bolt way. Just... Properly.
Messy curls, one falling across his forehead like it didn’t know where else to go. A soft
denim jacket, frayed at the shoulder. Old boots, scuffed in a way that made them look €}
like they’d actually seen rain and dirt and real life. His eyes were brown—but not just {
brown. Lighter at the edges when they caught the light. Like amber. Then the,re was a
scar on his wrist. Faint. Pale. Not fresh. \ \
Just... there. Like a bookmark in the middle of a story he didn’t W
talk about.

He smiled, soft and a little crooked.




“No, go ahead,” he said, his voice warm—like someone standing too close to a radiator
on a cold morning. “Didn’t mean to interrupt your moment of cute romance.”

That made me laugh. Properly laugh. The kind of laugh that feels like it’s unlocking
something rusty in your ribs.

“I’m Henry,” he said.
“Jack.”

It should’ve ended there. Two awkward strangers in a bookstore on a rainy weekday.
But then he bit his lip, shoved his hand in his pocket and said, “Do you... uh... want to
get coffee? I’m terrible at flirting, but you seem... you know. Nice.” Me? Nice?

I almost said no. Not because | didn’t want to, but because good things didn’t usually stay
with me. But his eyes were hopeful in that way that made you want to believe in things
again. | said yes before | could stop myself.

And that’s how it started.
It wasn’t perfect, not from the beginning.

He forgot to text back sometimes. Hours would pass—sometimes whole days—and I’d sit
there staring at my phone like an idiot, scrolling up through our old conversations just to
prove to myself | hadn’t imagined the way he looked at me.

But then he’d show up at my door with takeout, curls sticking out from under his hood,
eyes apologetic, holding a coffee cup like a peace offering.

“Sorry. My brain’s a... dick sometimes.”

How could I stay mad at that?

I was bad in other ways. | made too many jokes when things got serious. | didn’t know
how to let people care about me without wondering when they’d stop. But when we were
together, it worked. He’d sketch dumb little drawings on napkins when we got coffee— a
lot of frogs, mostly. One time he drew a haunted cat with the caption, Me on Mondays. |
kept them. Every single one. Folded in my jacket pocket like armor.

The first time he kissed me, our teeth bumped. | almost apologized, but he beat me to it—
laughing against my mouth, his breath warm on my face.
“We’re shit at this,” he whispered.

“Practice makes perfect,” | whispered back.

It was inevitable that something would crack eventually.

One night, he canceled plans last minute. Anxiety, he said later.
But all | knew then was that | was sitting alone in a cafe,
pretending I didn’t care. Pretending it didn’t feel like everyone
else in the room was part of something I’d never be invited into. —




| texted him something sharp. Something I regretted the second I hit send.

The next evening, he showed up at my door, wet from the rain outside, the rain that
sounded like people tapping on glass... Why does it always rain? Sleeves rolled to his
elbows, mismatched socks peeking out from his boots.

“l don’t know how to do this,” he said before | could open my mouth. “I want to be
here. But sometimes my head’s just... loud. And | don’t always know how to do things.”
| wanted to yell. | wanted to tell him he should’ve said it sooner.

But then | realized.... | didn’t tell people things either.
“] don’t know how to do this either,” | admitted, my voice rough. “I usually... quit.
Before anyone else can.” His eyes caught the light like broken glass.

“] don’t want to quit,” he whispered.

And for the first time in too long, I didn’t either.
“Stay,” | said.

He did.

It was stupid little things after that.

The way he hummed when he cooked pasta. The way he’d play songs for me that made
him think of us, always with a disclaimer like, “Okay, this one’s embarrassing, but—"
It was him falling asleep on my shoulder halfway through an episode of Brooklyn 99.
It was me patching the frayed hem of his jacket one night without thinking about it.

It was him, in the kitchen over burnt pancakes, saying, “I think I’m falling for you.”
It was me freezing, terrified. And then saying it anyway: “Me too.”

It was ours. Flawed. Messy. Beautiful in a way that didn’t need anyone else’s approval.
Almost a year later, we went back to that bookstore.

It still smelled like old paper and forgotten perfume. The radiator still clicked in that
uneven way, like a heart with a skipped beat.

Henry reached for a book. | reached for his hand instead.
He smiled the same lopsided grin, with the same curls falling everywhere.

“Full circle,” he murmured, like it was a private joke just for us.

But it wasn’t a joke.

It was a choice.

And | looked at him like I’d finally figured out what soft places were meant for.
“This time,” | said, my voice steady, “I’m not letting you leave without me.}
Not perfect. \\ \, W)
But ours. N
And for once in my life... that was enough.

When did | stop being real?










