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Chapter One – A Fresh Start
[bookmark: _y1cja76k14l]
Growing Up the Right Way – Book Two: New Beginnings

Three months had passed since Emily was found.
Life at the Atsu household had slowly returned to normal.
The tension that once filled the home had faded, replaced by something stronger—understanding.
Iris had changed.
Not overnight.
Not perfectly.
But she had changed.
She attended school regularly, completed her assignments, and even helped around the house without being asked every single time.
Though she would never admit it, she had begun keeping notes in the notebook Andrew had given her.
Every lesson.
Every mistake.
Every victory.
Written down.
One Saturday morning, the family gathered around the breakfast table.
Roland was excitedly talking about football.
"I'm going to be captain one day!"
Andrew laughed.
"First learn how to tie your boots properly."
Everyone burst into laughter.
Roland frowned.
"I know how!"
"No, you don't," Dora replied.
"I do!"
"You tied both shoes together last week."
The table erupted again.
Even Roland eventually laughed.
As breakfast continued, Lucy noticed Iris staring out the window.
"What are you thinking about?"
Iris shrugged.
"Nothing."
"That's never true."
Iris smiled.
"Just school."
Andrew looked up.
"Anything wrong?"
"No."
"Good."
Then she hesitated.
"Actually..."
Everyone looked at her.
"My final exams are coming."
Andrew nodded.
"They are."
"What if I fail?"
The room became quiet.
Andrew put down his fork.
"Then you learn from it."
Iris blinked.
"That's it?"
"What else should happen?"
"I thought you'd say something dramatic."
Andrew laughed.
"Believe it or not, I've learned too."
Lucy smiled knowingly.
That afternoon, Iris sat at her desk studying.
Books covered almost every surface.
Mathematics.
Science.
English.
Social Studies.
She groaned.
"This is impossible."
Just then, Dora poked her head through the door.
"Need help?"
Iris stared.
"You're eleven."
"So?"
Iris laughed.
"Fair point."
The following Monday, school reopened after a short break.
The atmosphere was full of excitement.
Students crowded the hallways.
Teachers prepared lessons.
Everyone seemed eager to begin the new term.
Everyone except Iris.
Her stomach twisted as she entered the school gates.
A familiar voice called out.
"Iris!"
She turned.
Vanessa jogged toward her.
"Ready for the new term?"
"No."
Vanessa laughed.
"Same."
The two friends walked toward class together.
Then they stopped.
A new student was standing near the administration block.
A girl.
About their age.
Dark braided hair.
A quiet expression.
She looked nervous.
Very nervous.
"Who's that?" Vanessa asked.
"I don't know."
The principal approached the girl and spoke softly.
Then he led her toward their classroom.
Vanessa raised an eyebrow.
"I think she's joining our class."
A few minutes later, the teacher entered.
"Good morning, class."
"Good morning, sir."
"We have a new student."
The girl stepped forward.
Every eye in the room turned toward her.
"My name is Ava Owusu," she said quietly.
The classroom remained silent.
Ava seemed uncomfortable under all the attention.
The teacher smiled.
"Let's make her feel welcome."
Most students nodded politely.
But Iris noticed something strange.
Ava looked scared.
Not shy.
Scared.
As if she was expecting something bad to happen.
During lunch break, Ava sat alone.
While everyone else talked and laughed, she remained by herself.
Iris watched from a distance.
Vanessa noticed.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"You're staring."
"No, I'm not."
"You are."
Iris sighed.
"She looks lonely."
Vanessa smiled.
"Then go talk to her."
Iris hesitated.
A few months ago, she probably wouldn't have cared.
But things were different now.
Finally, she stood up.
"Fine."
As Iris approached, Ava immediately looked nervous.
"Hi."
Ava blinked.
"Hi."
"I'm Iris."
"Ava."
"Mind if I sit here?"
Ava looked surprised.
Then she nodded.
"Okay."
For a moment, neither knew what to say.
Then Iris smiled.
"First days are terrible."
Ava laughed softly.
"Yeah."
That small laugh changed everything.
For the first time, Ava relaxed.
And neither girl realized it yet...
But that simple conversation was about to begin a friendship that would change both of their lives.
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The lunch bell rang, signaling the end of the break.

As students returned to class, Iris noticed Ava gathering her books quickly.

Almost too quickly.

It was as if she was trying to avoid everyone.

"See you later," Iris said.

Ava gave a small smile.

"Okay."

But the smile disappeared the moment she thought nobody was looking.

---

Over the next few weeks, Ava and Iris became friends.

Not close friends.

Not yet.

But they spent more time together.

Iris learned that Ava loved reading.

She was excellent at mathematics.

And she always seemed nervous whenever anyone asked questions about her family.

One afternoon, Vanessa noticed it too.

"Have you realized something strange?"

"What?" Iris asked.

"Ava never talks about home."

Iris thought about it.

Vanessa was right.

Whenever conversations turned toward parents, siblings, or family, Ava immediately changed the subject.

---

That Friday, school ended earlier than usual.

As students left the building, Iris caught up with Ava.

"Do you want to stop by the bookstore?"

Ava hesitated.

"I can't."

"Why?"

"I need to get home."

The answer sounded rehearsed.

As though she had said it many times before.

"Maybe another day?" Iris asked.

Ava nodded.

"Maybe."

Then she hurried away.

---

As Ava walked toward the bus station, she glanced over her shoulder.

Nobody seemed to be following her.

She relaxed slightly.

But then her phone buzzed.

A text message appeared.

"Where are you?"

Her face immediately lost color.

Another message arrived.

"You should already be home."

Ava's hands trembled.

She quickly typed:

"I'm on my way."

The reply came instantly.

"You better be."

Ava locked her phone.

Her heart was pounding.

---

Meanwhile, back at the Atsu home, life continued normally.

Roland was attempting to teach Dora football.

With disastrous results.

"Kick the ball!"

"I am!"

"That's a flower pot."

CRASH!

Lucy rushed outside.

"Dora!"

"It was an accident!"

Andrew walked onto the porch and stared at the broken pot.

Then he looked at Roland.

"You said you were teaching her football."

"I was."

Andrew pointed at the destroyed flower pot.

"The flower pot disagrees."

Everyone laughed.

Even Lucy.

---

Later that evening, Iris sat at the dining table studying.

She couldn't stop thinking about Ava.

Something wasn't right.

The girl was always tense.

Always worried.

Always checking her phone.

It reminded Iris of herself months ago when she had been hiding secrets.

A knock at the front door interrupted her thoughts.

Andrew answered it.

A few seconds later, a police officer entered.

The family immediately became concerned.

"Officer?"

The officer smiled.

"Nothing is wrong."

Everyone visibly relaxed.

"I've come to invite your family to a community youth leadership program."

Andrew looked surprised.

"A leadership program?"

"Yes."

The officer handed him a brochure.

"The program helps young people develop confidence, responsibility, and leadership skills."

Roland raised his hand excitedly.

"Do they play football?"

The officer laughed.

"Sometimes."

"I'm joining."

The adults laughed.

---

The following Monday, the program officially began.

Dozens of students gathered at the community center.

Ironically, it was the same community center connected to Emily's disappearance.

But now it had been repaired and reopened.

Students from different schools attended.

Including Iris.

Including Vanessa.

And surprisingly...

Including Ava.

"You're here?" Iris asked.

Ava nodded.

"My guardian signed me up."

The word caught Iris's attention.

Guardian.

Not parent.

Guardian.

Before she could ask what that meant, the program instructor stepped forward.

"Welcome, everyone!"

The crowd became quiet.

Over the next few hours, students participated in activities, games, and discussions about responsibility and leadership.

Everything seemed normal.

Until one activity changed everything.

The instructor handed each student a card.

"Write down one thing you are afraid of."

The room became silent.

Students began writing.

So did Ava.

When she finished, she quickly folded her card.

But as she stood up, it accidentally slipped from her hand.

The card landed near Iris.

Without meaning to, Iris glanced down.

And froze.

Written on the card were four simple words:

"I'm afraid of him."

Iris looked up.

Ava had gone pale.

She quickly grabbed the card and stuffed it into her pocket.

But it was too late.

Iris had already seen it.

And suddenly, the mystery surrounding Ava felt much more serious than she had imagined.

To be continued...
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Iris couldn't stop thinking about the words she had seen.

"I'm afraid of him."

Who was "him"?

And why had Ava looked so frightened?

The rest of the leadership program passed in a blur.

Whenever Iris looked at Ava, she noticed the same thing.

The girl seemed nervous.

More nervous than before.

After the session ended, Iris and Vanessa walked home together.

"You've been quiet," Vanessa said.

"I'm thinking."

"About Ava?"

Iris stopped walking.

"How did you know?"

Vanessa smiled.

"Because you've had that detective face all afternoon."

Iris laughed.

Then her expression became serious.

"I saw something."

"What?"

Iris lowered her voice.

"On her activity card."

Vanessa listened carefully.

"It said, 'I'm afraid of him.'"

Vanessa's smile disappeared.

"Oh."

"Exactly."

For the first time, neither of them had a joke to make.

Something wasn't right.

Something was seriously wrong.

---

The next day at school, Ava arrived late.

Very late.

The teacher had already begun the lesson when she entered.

"Sorry, sir."

The teacher nodded.

"Take your seat."

As Ava sat down, Iris noticed something strange.

There was a bruise near Ava's wrist.

A small one.

Almost hidden beneath her sleeve.

Ava quickly pulled the sleeve down.

But Iris had already seen it.

Her stomach tightened.

---

At lunch break, Iris approached her.

"Can I ask you something?"

Ava immediately looked nervous.

"What?"

"Are you okay?"

Ava forced a smile.

"Of course."

"You don't seem okay."

"I'm fine."

The answer came too quickly.

Too automatically.

Like she had practiced saying it.

Iris didn't push further.

But she wasn't convinced.

---

That evening, Iris sat in her room writing in the notebook her father had given her.

She wrote:

"Sometimes people smile because they're happy.

Sometimes people smile because they're hiding pain."

She stared at the sentence for a long time.

Then she closed the notebook.

Ava was definitely hiding something.

The question was what.

---

Meanwhile, across town, Ava arrived home.

The house was unusually quiet.

She opened the door carefully.

The moment she stepped inside, a voice echoed through the hallway.

"Where have you been?"

Ava froze.

A tall man stood in the living room.

His face was cold.

His eyes were hard.

"My leadership program ran late," Ava said softly.

The man frowned.

"You should have called."

"I'm sorry."

The man stepped closer.

Ava lowered her head immediately.

The fear in her eyes was impossible to miss.

For several seconds, neither spoke.

Then the man pointed toward the kitchen.

"Finish your chores."

"Yes, sir."

Ava hurried away.

The moment she disappeared into the kitchen, tears filled her eyes.

She was tired.

Tired of being afraid.

Tired of pretending everything was fine.

And tired of carrying her secret alone.

---

The following morning, Iris made a decision.

She wasn't going to ignore what she had seen.

Not after Emily.

Not after everything she had learned.

If Ava was in trouble, she wanted to help.

But she had no idea that helping Ava would soon place her in the middle of a situation far more dangerous than she expected.
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The next few days felt different.

Iris couldn't stop thinking about Ava.

Every time she saw her in class, she remembered the words on the card.

"I'm afraid of him."

Who was he?

And why was Ava so scared?

---

On Wednesday afternoon, school ended early.

As students packed their bags, Ava accidentally dropped a notebook.

Iris quickly picked it up.

"Here."

"Thanks."

As Ava reached for it, her sleeve slid back slightly.

This time, the bruise was impossible to miss.

It wasn't the only one.

There were several faint marks on her arm.

Ava immediately pulled her sleeve down.

The color drained from her face.

"I should go."

Before Iris could say anything, Ava hurried out of the classroom.

---

That evening, Iris couldn't concentrate on her homework.

Even Andrew noticed.

"You've read the same page four times."

Iris blinked.

"What?"

"The book."

She looked down.

Her father was right.

She hadn't absorbed a single word.

Andrew closed his laptop.

"What's bothering you?"

Normally, Iris would have said, "Nothing."

But she had learned that hiding things rarely helped.

"It's Ava."

"The new girl?"

Iris nodded.

"Something is wrong."

Andrew listened carefully.

Then she explained everything.

The card.

The fear.

The bruises.

The strange behavior.

When she finished, Andrew looked serious.

"Have you told a teacher?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because what if I'm wrong?"

Andrew leaned forward.

"And what if you're right?"

The question stayed with Iris long after the conversation ended.

---

The following morning, Iris arrived at school determined to speak with Ava.

She found her sitting alone under a tree.

"Can we talk?"

Ava looked nervous immediately.

"About what?"

"You."

Ava's expression changed.

"I don't know what you mean."

"Yes, you do."

For several seconds, neither girl spoke.

Then Iris sat beside her.

"You don't have to tell me everything."

Ava stared at the ground.

"But you're scared."

Ava's eyes filled with tears.

Still, she remained silent.

---

A long moment passed.

Then Ava finally whispered,

"He wasn't always like this."

Iris's heart skipped a beat.

"Who?"

"My uncle."

The words came out so quietly they were almost impossible to hear.

"Your guardian?"

Ava nodded.

After her parents died three years earlier, her uncle had become her legal guardian.

At first everything had been fine.

But over time, things changed.

"He gets angry very easily."

Iris listened carefully.

"If I make mistakes, he shouts."

Ava wiped away a tear.

"Sometimes worse."

The bruises suddenly made sense.

And Iris felt sick.

---

"You need help," Iris said softly.

Ava shook her head immediately.

"No."

"Ava—"

"No."

Fear flooded her face.

"If I tell anyone, he'll be even angrier."

Iris remembered how she had once kept secrets because she was afraid.

She remembered Emily.

She remembered the consequences of staying silent.

This time, she wasn't going to make the same mistake.

---

That afternoon, Iris quietly spoke to
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Ava's heart pounded.

She stood frozen in the hallway as her uncle opened the door.

The social welfare officers introduced themselves calmly.

"Good afternoon, sir."

Her uncle forced a smile.

"Good afternoon. Is there a problem?"

"We would like to speak with Ava."

The smile immediately faded.

"Why?"

The police officer stepped forward.

"We've received concerns about her well-being."

Ava felt her stomach twist.

Her uncle slowly turned toward her.

The look in his eyes made her want to disappear.

But for the first time, she wasn't completely alone.

The social welfare officer noticed her fear immediately.

"Ava, would you like to come speak with us?"

For several seconds, nobody moved.

Then Ava took a deep breath.

And nodded.

"Yes."

---

At school the next morning, Iris couldn't focus.

She kept wondering what had happened.

Had Ava gotten into trouble?

Had things become worse?

Or had she finally gotten help?

The uncertainty was driving her crazy.

Then, just before lunch break, the classroom door opened.

Everyone looked up.

And there stood Ava.

The room became silent.

She looked nervous.

But different.

Lighter.

As if a huge weight had been removed from her shoulders.

The teacher smiled.

"Welcome back."

Ava nodded and quietly took her seat.

As she passed Iris, she whispered,

"Thank you."

---

During lunch, the two girls sat together beneath the tree where they often talked.

"What happened?" Iris asked.

Ava looked down at her hands.

"The officers spoke with me."

"And?"

"They asked a lot of questions."

"Were you scared?"

Ava nodded.

"Terrified."

She was silent for a moment.

"But I told the truth."

Iris smiled.

The words sounded familiar.

Very familiar.

Ava continued.

"They've arranged for me to stay with my aunt for now."

"Your aunt?"

Ava nodded.

"She lives nearby."

"Is she nice?"

For the first time, Ava genuinely smiled.

"Very."

---

That evening, Iris told her parents everything.

Lucy listened carefully.

"I'm glad Ava is safe."

"Me too," Iris said.

Andrew nodded.

"You made a difficult choice."

"I wasn't sure if I was doing the right thing."

"Most important decisions feel that way," Andrew replied.

Iris smiled.

That sounded exactly like something he would say.

---

A few weeks later, the leadership program held its final event.

Students were asked to give short speeches about what they had learned.

One by one, they walked onto the stage.

Then it was Ava's turn.

Her hands shook as she approached the microphone.

For a moment, she looked like she might run away.

Then she spotted Iris in the audience.

And found the courage to continue.

"My name is Ava," she began.

"I used to think being strong meant handling everything by yourself."

The room became quiet.

"But I learned that real strength is asking for help when you need it."

Many people nodded.

Some even wiped away tears.

Ava smiled.

"And sometimes the person who helps you is simply a friend who notices that you're hurting."

Her eyes met Iris's.

And Iris immediately knew who she was talking about.

---

When the event ended, families gathered outside.

Roland was running around with a football.

Dora was collecting snacks from every table she could find.

Lucy was laughing.

Andrew was talking with other parents.

Everything felt peaceful.

Then the program director approached Iris.

"I heard what you did for Ava."

Iris looked embarrassed.

"It wasn't just me."

"Maybe not."

The director smiled.

"But you cared enough to act."

He handed her a certificate.

Across the top were the words:

YOUNG LEADERSHIP AWARD

Iris stared at it in surprise.

"What?"

"You earned it."

For a moment, she was speechless.

Months ago, she had been skipping school and hiding secrets.

Now she was being recognized for helping someone.

Life really had changed.

---

That night, Iris opened the notebook her father had given her.

On a fresh page, she wrote:

Sometimes helping people isn't easy.

Sometimes they get angry.

Sometimes they don't understand.

But if helping someone keeps them safe, it's worth it.

She smiled and closed the notebook.

Outside her window, the stars shone brightly.

A new chapter of life was beginning.

And neither Iris nor her family knew that another challenge was already on its way.

A challenge that would test their courage, friendship, and faith more than ever before.

To be continued...

Next Chapter:
Chapter Six – The Competition
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The announcement came on a Monday morning.

Students filled the assembly hall as the principal stepped onto the stage.

"I have exciting news."

Immediately, everyone became interested.

"Our district leadership competition will take place next month."

The hall buzzed with excitement.

Students began whispering to one another.

The principal smiled.

"Each school will select a team of students to represent us."

Vanessa nudged Iris.

"You should join."

Iris laughed.

"No chance."

"Why not?"

"Because I enjoy having a peaceful life."

Vanessa rolled her eyes.

"You literally won a leadership award last month."

"That was different."

"It wasn't."

Before Iris could argue further, the principal continued.

"The teachers have already chosen students who showed responsibility, teamwork, and leadership during the past term."

A list appeared on the projector screen.

Iris looked up.

Then froze.

There it was.

IRIS ATSU

"What?!"

Vanessa burst into laughter.

"Congratulations."

"This has to be a mistake."

Unfortunately, it wasn't.

---

That evening, Iris showed the letter to her parents.

Lucy smiled immediately.

"This is wonderful."

Andrew nodded proudly.

"You earned it."

Iris groaned.

"Can both of you stop being happy about this?"

Roland looked up from his food.

"Are you famous now?"

"No."

Dora grinned.

"I think she is."

"I am not."

The entire table laughed.

---

Two weeks later, the competition officially began.

Students from different schools gathered at a large conference center.

Banners hung from the walls.

Teachers moved around organizing teams.

The atmosphere was exciting and intimidating at the same time.

Iris clutched her notebook.

"Why am I nervous?"

Vanessa smirked.

"Because you're human."

"Helpful."

"I know."

---

The competition coordinator stepped forward.

"Good morning, participants."

The room fell silent.

"Today's first challenge will be completed in teams."

A large screen lit up.

Names began appearing.

Students watched eagerly.

Then Iris saw her name.

TEAM THREE

Iris Atsu

Ava Owusu

Ethan Mensah

Vanessa nearly choked.

"Ethan Mensah?"

Iris frowned.

"Who is that?"

Vanessa's eyes widened.

"You don't know him?"

"No."

"Only half the girls in the district do."

"What does that even mean?"

Before Vanessa could answer, someone approached.

"Excuse me."

Iris turned.

And for a moment forgot what she was going to say.

Standing in front of her was a tall boy wearing a competition badge.

He had short dark hair, calm eyes, and an easy smile.

"I'm Ethan."

Iris blinked.

"Oh."

Smooth, Iris.

Very smooth.

Ethan laughed.

"I'll take that as a hello."

A slight warmth crept into Iris's face.

"Sorry. I'm Iris."

"I know."

"You do?"

"Our schools competed in a debate last year."

Iris had no memory of this.

Ethan smiled.

"You gave a speech about responsibility."

Vanessa immediately looked interested.

"Oh?"

Iris wanted the floor to open and swallow her.

---

A few minutes later, Team Three gathered around a table.

The challenge was simple.

Or at least it sounded simple.

Each team had to create a community improvement project and present it to the judges.

The problem started almost immediately.

"We should focus on education," Ethan suggested.

"No," Iris replied
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The next round of the competition took place the following Saturday.

This time, the challenge was held outdoors.

Teams were required to complete a series of leadership activities together.

As soon as Iris arrived, Vanessa smirked.

"Nervous?"

"No."

"You're lying."

"I am not."

Vanessa pointed behind her.

"Then why have you looked for Ethan three times already?"

Iris froze.

"I wasn't looking for him."

"Sure."

Before Iris could defend herself, a familiar voice interrupted.

"Good morning."

Ethan.

Iris immediately looked away.

"Morning."

Vanessa nearly burst out laughing.

---

The first challenge involved crossing a rope bridge while helping teammates carry supplies.

Everything went smoothly until Ava slipped.

"Ava!"

Before she could fall, Ethan grabbed her arm.

"You okay?"

Ava nodded nervously.

"Y-Yes."

The judges watched carefully.

Teamwork mattered more than speed.

For the rest of the challenge, Ethan stayed close to make sure everyone was safe.

Even Iris noticed.

He wasn't showing off.

He genuinely cared.

---

Later, another challenge required blindfolding one team member and guiding them through obstacles.

Unfortunately, Iris was chosen.

"This is ridiculous."

Ethan laughed.

"Scared?"

"No."

"Good."

The blindfold was placed over her eyes.

Immediately, darkness surrounded her.

"Okay," Ethan said.

"Take three steps forward."

Iris obeyed.

"Now turn right."

She turned.

"Small step."

She stepped.

Nothing happened.

"See? Easy."

Then she walked directly into a hanging foam obstacle.

THUMP.

The entire team burst into laughter.

Including Ethan.

"Don't laugh!"

"I'm trying not to."

"You are literally laughing."

---

By the end of the day, Team Three had moved into first place.

Everyone celebrated.

As the others packed up, Ethan approached Iris.

"You did well today."

Iris smiled.

"So did you."

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Ethan held out his hand.

"Friends?"

Iris looked at it.

Then shook it.

"Friends."

Neither of them noticed Vanessa watching from a distance.

With the biggest grin imaginable.

To be continued...
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Over the next few weeks, Team Three continued meeting.

The competition was becoming more intense.

And somehow...

Iris and Ethan kept ending up together.

Sometimes they worked on presentations.

Sometimes they discussed ideas after school.

Sometimes they simply talked.

About books.

About dreams.

About life.

---

One afternoon, Iris arrived at the community center.

Ethan was already there.

"You're early."

"So are you."

"Fair point."

They both laughed.

The conversation flowed naturally.

Almost too naturally.

For the first time in her life, talking to someone felt easy.

---

The problem began later.

Much later.

When Iris got home.

She couldn't stop smiling.

Lucy noticed immediately.

"What's making you happy?"

"Nothing."

"Interesting."

"What?"

"You've smiled at your food three times."

Iris nearly choked.

Across the table, Dora's eyes widened.

"Oh."

"Oh what?" Iris asked.

Dora grinned.

"I think she likes somebody."

Silence.

Absolute silence.

Then Roland started laughing.

Lucy laughed.

Manuel looked confused.

"What did I miss?"

"Nothing!" Iris shouted.

Everyone laughed even harder.

---

The following day at school, Vanessa sat beside Iris.

"You like him."

"No."

"You do."

"I don't."

"You smiled when he texted."

"I smile at lots of messages."

Vanessa raised an eyebrow.

"Your grandmother wished you a happy weekend yesterday."

"You replied with 'thank you.'"

"Ethan sent 'good luck for your test.'"

"You smiled for ten minutes."

Iris buried her face in her hands.

Vanessa laughed so hard she nearly fell off her chair.

---

For the first time, Iris started asking herself a question.

Why did she get nervous around Ethan?

Why did she look forward to seeing him?

Why did she think about him when he wasn't around?

The answers were beginning to become obvious.

And that scared her almost as much as it excited her.

To be continued...
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The district competition finals were only a week away.

Everyone was working harder than ever.

One afternoon, Team Three gathered to practice their presentation.

As Iris entered the hall, she immediately spotted Ethan.

But he wasn't alone.

A girl from another team was standing beside him.

Laughing.

Talking.

Smiling.

And Ethan was smiling too.

Something strange happened inside Iris.

A feeling she couldn't explain.

Or maybe she could.

And didn't want to.

---

"Who's that?" she asked.

Vanessa looked over.

"Oh."

"Oh what?"

"That would be Chloe."

"Okay."

Vanessa stared at her.

"You sound annoyed."

"I'm not annoyed."

"You absolutely are."

"I'm not."

"You are."

---

For the rest of practice, Iris struggled to concentrate.

Every time she looked up, Chloe seemed to be nearby.

And every time Ethan laughed at something Chloe said, Iris became more irritated.

Finally, Vanessa couldn't take it anymore.

"You are jealous."

"What?"

"You heard me."

"I am not jealous."

Vanessa folded her arms.

"Then why have you glared at Chloe for twenty minutes?"

"I wasn't glaring."

"You absolutely were."

---

Later that evening, Iris sat on her bed.

Thinking.

Maybe Vanessa was right.

Maybe she was jealous.

And if she was jealous...

that meant something.

Something she wasn't ready to admit.

---

The next day, Ethan found her sitting alone after practice.

"Everything okay?"

"Fine."

"You don't seem fine."

Iris sighed.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"Who is Chloe?"

Ethan blinked.

Then laughed.

"That's what this is about?"

"What?"

"Chloe is my cousin."

Silence.

Pure silence.

Then Ethan smiled.

"The look on your face right now is priceless."

Iris wanted to disappear.

Immediately.

Forever.

---

Ethan sat beside her.

"You thought..."

"No."

"You did."

"I didn't."

"You absolutely did."

Iris groaned.

Ethan laughed.

And somehow, even though she was embarrassed beyond words...

she found herself laughing too.

For the first time, she stopped fighting the truth.

Maybe.

Just maybe.

She liked Ethan.

And deep down...

she had a feeling Ethan was starting to like her too.

To be continued...

Next Chapter:
Chapter Ten – The Festival
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The school buzzed with excitement all week.
Colorful posters were pinned across the corridors.
Music drifted from classrooms that were now being used for rehearsals.
And everywhere you turned, someone was talking about the festival.
Iris usually liked busy environments.
But this time…
She kept noticing one thing.
Ethan.
Team Three had been assigned a booth for the festival.
Their task was to design a display and present a short performance about leadership under pressure.
And somehow, Iris and Ethan kept ending up working on the same parts.
Not that anyone was forcing them.
It just… happened.
At least that’s what Iris told herself.
“Your handwriting is terrible,” Ethan said one afternoon, leaning over the planning sheet.
Iris snatched it back.
“It’s not terrible.”
“It looks like a chicken ran across the page.”
“I didn’t ask for your artistic opinion.”
Ethan smirked. “Good. Because I have more.”
Iris rolled her eyes, but she was fighting a smile.
From across the room, Vanessa watched them.
She leaned toward another teammate and whispered,
“I give it two weeks.”
“Two weeks for what?” the girl asked.
Vanessa grinned.
“For them to realize what everyone else already sees.”
As days passed, something subtle began to change.
Iris found herself looking for Ethan in the crowd before practice even started.
And when he arrived late one afternoon, she noticed.
More than she wanted to admit.
Ethan, on the other hand, started walking her home after meetings without being asked.
It became normal.
Comfortable.
Dangerously comfortable.
One evening, they stayed behind to fix their presentation board.
The classroom was almost empty.
Golden sunlight spilled through the windows.
Iris was cutting paper shapes when Ethan suddenly spoke.
“You’ve been quieter lately.”
“I haven’t.”
“You have.”
“I’m just focused.”
Ethan paused, then tilted his head slightly.
“Or distracted?”
Iris froze for half a second.
Then continued cutting.
“I’m not distracted.”
But her hand slipped.
And the paper tore unevenly.
Ethan noticed.
He didn’t say anything.
Just quietly took the scissors from her.
For a moment, their hands brushed.
Iris felt it instantly.
Like a spark she couldn’t ignore.
She quickly stepped back.
“I can do it.”
“I know,” Ethan said softly. “But you don’t have to do everything alone.”
That sentence stayed in the air longer than it should have.
Outside, the school bell rang for evening dismissal.
They didn’t move right away.
Neither of them spoke.
Until Ethan finally broke the silence.
“Do you ever think about what happens after all this?”
Iris frowned. “After the festival?”
“No. After everything. School. Teams. Competitions.”
Iris hesitated.
“Not really.”
Ethan nodded slowly.
“I do.”
He looked at her then.
Not teasing.
Not joking.
Just… honest.
And Iris felt something tighten in her chest.
Before she could respond, footsteps echoed in the hallway.
Vanessa appeared at the door.
“There you are,” she said, looking between them. “I’ve been looking everywhere.”
Iris blinked. “We were just—”
“Working,” Vanessa finished, smirking.
Ethan stood up, stretching casually. “We actually were.”
Vanessa raised an eyebrow.
“Uh-huh.”
Iris grabbed her bag quickly, avoiding eye contact.
“Let’s go.”
As they walked out together, Vanessa deliberately slowed her pace until she was slightly behind Iris.
Then she leaned in and whispered,
“You like him.”
“I don’t,” Iris said immediately.
Vanessa smiled.
“You didn’t even think before answering.”
Iris said nothing.
Because that was the problem.
She hadn’t thought.
She had just reacted.
And now, that reaction felt more honest than anything she had said all week.
Ahead of them, Ethan turned slightly as if waiting.
Iris caught up, her heart still a little unsettled.
But for the first time…
she didn’t try to run from it.
She just walked beside him.
Matching his pace.
Not too close.
Not too far.
Just enough.
And somewhere in the distance, the festival lights were already being set up.
To be continued…
Next Chapter: Chapter Eleven – A Confession?
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The festival arrived faster than anyone expected.
By morning, the entire school had transformed.
Stalls lined the courtyard.
Music filled the air.
Students rushed everywhere with costumes, posters, and last-minute plans.
Iris should have been focused on Team Three’s presentation.
But her mind kept drifting.
To Ethan.
Again.
“Earth to Iris,” Vanessa said, waving a hand in front of her face.
“I’m here.”
“No, you’re not.”
Iris sighed. “I’m fine.”
Vanessa smirked. “You’ve said that a lot lately. It’s starting to sound like a lie.”
Before Iris could respond, Ethan walked up carrying part of their booth decoration.
“Everything ready?” he asked.
“Almost,” Iris replied quickly.
Too quickly.
Ethan noticed.
But he didn’t push.
Not this time.
As the morning went on, something strange spread across the school.
Whispers.
Glances.
Small groups talking a little too quietly when Iris walked by.
She felt it immediately.
Something was off.
During lunch break, Vanessa finally dropped the truth.
“There’s a rumor going around,” she said casually.
Iris frowned. “About what?”
Vanessa hesitated.
“About you and Ethan.”
Iris nearly choked on her drink. “What?”
“They’re saying you two are… dating.”
Silence.
Then—
“What?!”
Vanessa shrugged. “Not my fault. People talk.”
Iris’s face burned instantly. “We are NOT dating!”
“I know that,” Vanessa said calmly. “But everyone else seems very convinced.”
Across the courtyard, Ethan was dealing with the same situation.
A group of students surrounded him, teasing.
“So it’s true?” one of them asked.
“You and Iris?”
Ethan blinked. “No.”
Another boy laughed. “Sure.”
Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. “We’re just teammates.”
But even as he said it, his eyes drifted toward Iris across the courtyard.
And for a second too long… he didn’t look away.
That afternoon, Iris avoided him.
Not because she was angry.
But because she didn’t know what to feel.
Every time she remembered the rumor, her heart reacted in ways she didn’t understand.
And that scared her more than anything.
Later, Ethan found her behind their booth.
“You’re avoiding me.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
Iris sighed. “It’s just… everything is weird today.”
Ethan leaned against the table. “Because of the rumor?”
She hesitated.
“…Yes.”
He nodded slowly. “It’s not true.”
“I know that.”
Another pause.
Then Ethan spoke again, quieter this time.
“But it still bothered you.”
Iris didn’t answer.
Because it did.
Too much.
Ethan stepped closer, but not too close.
“Iris…”
She looked up.
And for the first time, he didn’t look unsure.
He looked like he had made a decision.
“I think I should tell you something after the festival,” he said.
Her heart skipped.
“What kind of something?”
Ethan hesitated.
Then smiled slightly.
“The kind I can’t say right now.”
Before she could respond, Vanessa suddenly appeared.
“Guys! You’re up next!”
The moment broke.
Ethan stepped back.
But his eyes lingered on Iris a second longer than usual.
The presentation went smoothly.
Perfect, even.
The crowd applauded.
Teachers nodded approvingly.
But Iris barely heard any of it.
Because all she could think about was what Ethan had almost said.
That night, as the festival lights glowed across the school grounds, Iris stood alone near the courtyard.
Watching everything.
Thinking too much.
Until footsteps approached.
Ethan stopped beside her.
“You did well today,” he said.
“You too.”
Silence settled between them.
Not awkward.
Just… heavy.
Finally, Ethan spoke.
“I meant what I said earlier.”
Iris turned slightly. “About telling me something?”
He nodded.
“I will.”
A pause.
Then, softer—
“Soon.”
And this time, Iris didn’t ask.
Because something in his voice told her…
she wouldn’t need to wait long.
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The festival ended with fireworks.
Bright colors lit up the night sky.
Students cheered, laughed, and took pictures as the final music played.
It felt like an ending.
But also something else.
A beginning.
Iris stood with Vanessa near the edge of the field.
“You’re quiet again,” Vanessa said.
“I’m thinking.”
“About him?”
Iris didn’t deny it this time.
Vanessa smiled softly. “You’ve changed, you know.”
“I haven’t.”
“Yes, you have.”
Iris looked at the fireworks reflecting in the sky.
Maybe Vanessa was right.
Across the field, Ethan was talking with teachers.
But every so often, his eyes found Iris.
And every time they did…
he looked like he wanted to say something.
Later that night, as students began leaving, Ethan finally walked over.
Vanessa quietly stepped away without a word.
Leaving them alone.
“I wanted to tell you something,” Ethan said.
Iris nodded slowly. “I know.”
He exhaled.
Then smiled a little.
“But I think I’ll do it properly… when the time is right.”
Iris studied him. “That’s not very helpful.”
“I know,” he admitted.
She almost laughed.
Then Ethan’s expression softened.
“But I need you to know something else too.”
Iris felt her chest tighten again.
“What?”
He looked directly at her.
“I’m glad I met you.”
The words weren’t loud.
But they stayed.
Iris didn’t know what to say.
So she just nodded.
Slowly.
Honestly.
As they walked out of the festival grounds together, the noise faded behind them.
For the first time, neither of them rushed ahead.
Neither of them pulled away.
They just walked.
Side by side.
Into whatever came next.
And somewhere between the silence and the night air…
something new had already beg
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