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    Chapter 1: The Garden and the Girl

    The school garden smelled like rain and fresh soil. Noah crouched between two rows of sunflowers, his fingers already dark with dirt, trying to replant a stem he had accidentally snapped off while running through the beds. Classic Noah — act first, think never.

    That was when he saw her.

    She was kneeling at the far end of the garden, carefully tying a drooping rose to a small wooden stake. Her dark hair fell across her face, and she brushed it away with the back of her wrist, leaving a faint streak of soil on her cheek. She didn't look up.

    Noah stood, brushed his hands on his jeans, and walked straight over.

    Noah: Excited "Hey — do you know how to save a broken sunflower stem? I sort of... snapped one."

    She glanced up. Her eyes were sharp and a little amused.

    Maya: Ironic "You sort of snapped it?"

    Noah: Calm "Okay, I fully snapped it. I was running."

    Maya: Calm "In a garden."

    Noah: Happy "In my defense, I was late for class."

    A small smile crossed her face. She stood, walked to his sunflower, and crouched down to examine it. Her hands moved with confidence — pressing the broken stem gently against its stalk, assessing the angle.

    Maya: Calm "Get me the green tape from that box over there. It might survive if we splint it."

    Noah grabbed the tape without hesitating. They worked side by side in silence for a moment, her fingers guiding the stem, his holding it steady. He noticed she held her breath slightly when she tied the final knot, as if the flower's survival actually mattered to her.

    It did matter. He could tell.

    Maya: Happy "There. Give it water every morning. Don't run near it again."

    Noah: Happy "I'm Noah, by the way."

    Maya: Calm "I know. You knocked over the seed trays in April. I had to replant forty pots."

    Noah's mouth opened, then closed. Heat crawled up the back of his neck.

    Noah: Surprised "That was you?"

    Maya: Ironic "That was me."

  

  
    Chapter 2: The Twist in the Roots

    Noah came back the next morning with a watering can. And the morning after that. He told himself it was about the sunflower.

    On the fourth day, Maya was already there, and she had brought two cups of hot chocolate from the cafeteria.

    She handed one to him without a word.

    His fingers wrapped around the warm cup, and something in his chest shifted — quiet and certain, like a seed finally deciding to push through the soil.

    Noah: Calm "I'm sorry. About the seed trays. And the sunflower. And probably other things I don't know about yet."

    Maya: Happy "Probably."

    She looked at the splinted sunflower. It was standing straighter now, reaching toward the light.

    Noah: Happy "It's going to make it."

    Maya: Happy "Yeah," she said, glancing at him sideways. "I think it is."
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