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Chapter One: “Jade was not people.”
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The coffee ring on Jade’s desk had been there since Tuesday. She’d scrubbed at it twice with disinfectant wipes, but the brown stain remained, which, considering her track record this semester, felt appropriate.

She lined up three manila folders in front of her laptop, each one labeled with a freshman’s name in her precise handwriting. Two were thick with aptitude test results, carefully printed major requirements, and color-coded internship timelines. The third folder contained exactly one sheet of paper: a registration form with “Lucas Delgado” scrawled across the top in messy blue ink.

The Career Center’s fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of institutional beige that made everyone look slightly dead. Jade pulled her planner from her backpack, a leather-bound monstrosity that weighed more than some textbooks, and flipped to today’s schedule. Three appointments. Three chances to prove she deserved the recommendation letter that would get her into grad school.

Two slam dunks and one question mark.

Her phone buzzed against the desk. A text from her mom: Hope your mentoring goes well today! Remember, failure is just success that hasn’t happened yet.

Jade deleted it without responding. Her mother’s motivational quotes had stopped being motivational somewhere around sophomore year, right around the time she’d realized that success was less about positive thinking and more about never screwing up.

The heating system kicked on, filling the small office with the smell of dust and recycled air. She adjusted her cardigan (navy blue, professional, wrinkle-resistant) and checked her reflection in her phone screen. Her dark hair was pulled back straight and she had no mascara smudges. She looked competent, like someone who had her life figured out.

“Knock knock.” Carissa, the Career Center’s receptionist, poked her head around the divider that separated Jade’s cubicle from the main office. “Your nine o’clock is here.”

“Which one?”

“The eager one with the color-coded portfolio.”

Of course. Jade glanced at her watch; it was 8:57 AM. Her first mentee was early, prepared, and probably already had her four-year plan mapped out in Excel. Her kind of person.

The meeting lasted exactly thirty minutes. Jennifer Huang, pre-med track, already had her MCAT study schedule planned and three lab internships lined up for summer. She spoke in bullet points and kept checking her phone for text notifications, but in the productive way that meant she was juggling seventeen different responsibilities and crushing all of them.

“I really appreciate your time,” Jennifer said, shaking Jade’s hand with the firm grip of someone who practiced in the mirror. “The timeline you gave me for research opportunities is exactly what I needed.”

She left with the kind of confident stride that made other students move out of her way, her leather portfolio tucked under her arm like armor.

One down.

The ten-thirty appointment arrived at 10:15, clutching a laptop bag and looking like he’d been up all night. Marcus Thompson, engineering major, needed help with his resume formatting and had seventeen different versions saved on his desktop. They spent forty-five minutes discussing font choices and whether his high school robotics club should go under “Leadership” or “Technical Skills.”

“I know it’s not that important,” Marcus said, squinting at his screen, “but I keep reading articles about how recruiters spend like six seconds looking at resumes, and I don’t want to mess up my chances because I picked the wrong bullet points.”

Jade understood the anxiety. She’d rewritten her own resume forty-three times before applying for the Career Center position, obsessing over every verb choice and margin adjustment.

“Times New Roman, eleven-point font, consistent formatting,” she said, sliding him a printed copy of his final draft. “Follow the template I gave you and you’ll be fine.”

Marcus left with a follow-up appointment scheduled for next week and the slightly dazed expression of someone who’d just had their anxiety validated and then systematically dismantled.

Two down.

Jade checked her phone. 11:47 AM. Her eleven-thirty appointment was officially late, which meant he was officially irritating her. She opened Lucas Delgado’s folder again, staring at the mostly blank registration form. Undeclared major. No listed extracurriculars. Emergency contact: “Mom (she worries).”

Under “Career Goals,” he’d written: “Figure it out as I go???”

The question marks were somehow worse than the complete lack of direction. They suggested someone who wasn’t even sure about being unsure.

Carissa appeared again, this time carrying a large iced coffee with “JADE” written in Sharpie on the side. The cup was sweating condensation onto her palm, which she wiped on her skirt before setting it down.

“Your noon appointment dropped this off,” she said. “Said he’d be right back.”

“My noon appointment?” Jade grabbed her planner, flipping through the pages. “I don’t have a noon—”

“Sorry, sorry, I’m here.”

The voice came from behind Carissa, followed by footsteps that moved too fast across the industrial carpet. Jade looked up and immediately understood why Carissa was grinning.

Lucas Delgado was tall, the kind of tall that made her five-foot-three frame feel even smaller, with short, dark, wavy hair that had just enough volume to look effortlessly messy. It had a natural wave to it, as if it couldn’t decide whether to be straight or curly, and it framed his face in a way that made him look like he’d just rolled out of bed, and yet, it somehow worked. His hair was dark enough that it absorbed the light, but there were hints of deep brown that caught the light at certain angles. He wore a soft, gray cotton T-shirt, faded in all the right places, hinting at how many times it had been worn. It clung to broad shoulders that definitely spent time in the gym, making it obvious he wasn’t just tall but solid too.

When he smiled, it was the kind of smile that made people forgive him for being twenty minutes late; it was crooked on one side, reaching his eyes, completely lacking in self-consciousness, and it made her forget whatever sarcastic remark she’d been about to make.

Jade was not people.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I know, I’m sorry, I got turned around looking for the building and then I saw the coffee cart and thought—” He gestured toward the iced latte Carissa was still holding, his movements loose and unhurried. “Peace offering?”

“I don’t drink coffee after ten AM. It disrupts my sleep cycle.”

His smile faltered for exactly half a second before rebuilding itself, though this time it seemed more careful. “Right. Of course. Should I...?”

“Sit.” Jade pointed to the chair across from her desk. “And close the door.”

He did both, his long legs folding awkwardly in the small space. The chair was designed for average-height humans, which he clearly wasn’t. She watched him try to find a comfortable position, his knees bumping against the edge of her desk, his shoulders too broad for the narrow seat back.

“So,” Jade said, opening his folder with more force than necessary. The pages crackled in the silence. “Lucas Delgado. Undeclared major, no listed activities, and career goals that include multiple question marks.”

“Yeah, about that—”

“Let me stop you right there.” She pulled out a sheet of paper and slid it across the desk, the corner catching on the coffee ring stain. “This is an aptitude assessment. It’ll help us identify your strengths and interests so we can start narrowing down potential majors.”

Lucas picked up the paper, his eyebrows raising as he scanned the questions. His hands were bigger than she’d expected, with long fingers and that small scar on his knuckle that looked like it came from something stupid and probably involving a skateboard.

“Okay, but I was actually hoping we could just talk first? Like, get to know each other?”

“This isn’t speed dating. It’s career counseling.”

“I know that.” His voice was quieter now, less of the easy charm from before. “I just... I’ve taken a lot of these tests. They always tell me I should be a teacher or a social worker or something with people, but that doesn’t really help when I don’t know what I want to do with people.”

Jade’s pen stopped moving across her notepad. She looked up at him (really looked) and noticed that his eyes were darker than she’d first thought, more brown than hazel, with flecks of gold that caught the light when he tilted his head. He was studying her face like she was a puzzle he was trying to solve.

“The tests are a starting point,” she said, her voice sounding more defensive than she’d intended. “They’re not supposed to give you all the answers.”

“Then what is?”

The question hung between them, simple and impossible. Jade had been asked variations of it dozens of times (by other students, by her parents, by herself at three AM when she couldn’t sleep and her carefully constructed plans felt like house of cards in a windstorm) but something about the way he said it made her stomach twist.

“That’s... that’s what we’re here to figure out.”

“But how do you pick a life path when you don’t even know who you are yet?”

The fluorescent light above them flickered, casting shifting shadows across his face. Jade’s carefully planned response died in her throat. Her color-coded planner felt suddenly heavy in her peripheral vision, all those neat little boxes and scheduled appointments that were supposed to add up to something meaningful.

She’d spent two years perfecting her system. Psychology major because it was practical, with clear career paths and decent job prospects. Double minor in statistics and neuroscience because it would make her competitive for research positions. Graduate school applications submitted early, backup plans for her backup plans.

But sitting across from someone who was brave enough to admit he didn’t know what he wanted felt like looking in a funhouse mirror.

“You just...” She started, then stopped. Her mouth felt dry. “You make the best decision you can with the information you have.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“Then you make another decision.”

“And if you’re wrong again?”

“Then you—” Jade caught herself before she could say “make another decision.” The conversation was spiraling somewhere she didn’t want to go, into territory that felt too close to her own late-night anxiety attacks and carefully hidden uncertainty.

She straightened in her chair, pulling her professional mask back into place like armor. “Look, I understand that choosing a major feels overwhelming, but that’s why we have a process. We assess your interests, we look at market trends, we create a timeline—”

“Career Girl.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry.” Lucas’s smile was back, but softer this time, almost fond. “It’s just... you sound like a brochure. And you’re obviously smart and have your life together, but do you actually like what you’re doing? Like, does it make you happy?”

The question hit her like cold water. Jade blinked at him, her prepared response evaporating. Did she like what she was doing? The Career Center internship looked good on her grad school applications. The psychology major was practical. The double minor would open doors.

But happy?

When was the last time she’d done something because it made her happy rather than because it was the right strategic move?

“My job isn’t to be happy,” she said finally. “It’s to help you figure out your major.”

“Right.” Lucas leaned back in his chair, and she caught a glimpse of something like disappointment in his expression. “So... the test?”

Jade slid the aptitude assessment closer to him, her fingers brushing the paper. “Twenty minutes. I’ll be right here if you have questions.”

He picked up a pen and started working, his handwriting as messy as his registration form. Jade tried to focus on updating her notes, but she kept glancing up at him. The way he chewed the corner of his lip when he was thinking. How his hair fell across his forehead when he leaned over the paper. The unconscious way he tapped his foot against the chair leg, a rhythm that somehow made the sterile office feel less suffocating.

When he finished, he slid the test back across her desk. Their fingers brushed as she took it, and she felt a small jolt of electricity that she immediately blamed on the dry air and cheap carpet.

“Thanks,” she said, not looking at him as she scanned his answers. “I’ll review this and we can discuss the results next week. Same time?”

“Actually, I was wondering...” Lucas stood up slowly, unfolding from the chair like he had all the time in the world. “Are you free for lunch? I know this place that does really good—”

“No.” The word came out sharper than she intended. “I mean, that wouldn’t be appropriate. I’m your advisor.”

“Right. Of course.” He moved toward the door, then paused with his hand on the handle. “For what it’s worth, I think you’d be happier if you let yourself be wrong sometimes.”

Then he was gone, leaving Jade alone with the lingering scent of his cologne (something clean and warm that made her think of summer afternoons) and a question that felt like it might crack her chest open if she thought about it too long.

She looked down at his aptitude test, then at her color-coded planner, then at the coffee that was slowly melting on Carissa’s desk. The ice clinked against the plastic as it settled, a sound that seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet office.

Outside, she could hear the muffled sounds of Millbrook College campus life—students walking to class, someone practicing guitar in a dorm room, the distant hum of traffic on the rural roads that wound through the upstate hills. Normal sounds from a normal Thursday afternoon.

So why did she feel like everything had just shifted slightly off its axis?

Shit.
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Chapter Two : “I pay attention.”
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Jade had reviewed Lucas’s aptitude test three times before their second meeting. The results were exactly what she’d expected: high emotional intelligence, strong interpersonal skills, creative problem-solving. The test suggested education, social work, or counseling. Standard people-person results that she could have predicted after talking to him for five minutes.

What she hadn’t expected was the way he’d answered the open-ended questions. Where most students wrote things like “helping others” or “making a difference,” Lucas had written: “I want to understand why people do things that hurt themselves” and “Is it possible to care too much about strangers?”

She’d stared at those answers for twenty minutes before forcing herself to close his file. There was something raw about them, like he’d forgotten he was supposed to give the right answer instead of the honest one.

Now she sat in her cubicle, checking her watch every thirty seconds. 11:45 AM. Fifteen minutes late and counting. Her next appointment was at 12:30, which gave them exactly twenty minutes if he showed up in the next five. She’d already reorganized her desk twice and color-coded her sticky notes by priority level.

Her phone buzzed against the desk. A text from an unknown number: *running late again sorry!! got locked out of my dorm and had to climb through a window. bringing peace offering #2*

She didn’t respond. Professional boundaries meant not engaging with students outside of scheduled appointments, even if their texts made her lips twitch toward something that might have been a smile.

Carissa’s laughter echoed from the front desk, followed by a familiar voice saying something about “the most epic cereal ranking of all time.” Jade’s stomach did something stupid and fluttery that she immediately suppressed. She had work to do. Important work that didn’t involve wondering what made someone rank cereal with the same enthusiasm most people reserved for sports teams.

“Sorry, sorry, I know.” Lucas appeared around the divider, slightly out of breath and holding two coffee cups. “But I brought reinforcements this time.”

He was wearing a different T-shirt today, forest green with a faded logo she couldn’t make out, and his hair looked like he’d been running his hands through it. There was a small scrape on his forearm that definitely came from climbing through a window, and a smudge of what looked like dirt on his elbow.

“You’re twenty minutes late,” Jade said, consulting her planner even though she knew exactly how late he was.

“I know, but...” He set one of the coffee cups on her desk with the careful precision of someone handling something important. “Decaf. No caffeine to disrupt your sleep cycles.”

She stared at the cup. Her name was written on the side again, but this time in neater handwriting. Like he’d taken more time with it, maybe asked the barista to be careful with the letters.

“You remembered,” she said before she could stop herself.

“I pay attention.” His smile was softer today, less of the easy charm and more something that felt almost shy. “So, what did my test results say? Am I destined for a life of teaching kindergarteners or should I start preparing for my future as a barista?”

Jade opened his file, grateful for something to focus on besides the way he was looking at her. Like she was interesting. Like her opinion mattered in a way that went beyond professional obligation.

“The results indicate strong interpersonal skills and emotional intelligence,” she said, falling back into her practiced rhythm. “The suggested career paths include education, social work, counseling, human resources. There are also options in nonprofit work, community outreach...”

“Anything involving actual people,” Lucas said, settling into his chair. “Got it.”

“These are starting points for exploration. We can look at specific programs, internship opportunities, course requirements for different majors.” She pulled out a printed list she’d prepared. “I’ve compiled some options based on your interests.”

“Can I ask you something?”

She looked up from the file. He was leaning forward in his chair, elbows on his knees, studying her with that same puzzle-solving expression from last week. The one that made her feel like he was seeing things she didn’t mean to show.

“That’s what I’m here for.”

“No, not about careers. About you.” He paused, seemed to consider his words carefully. “Do you ever wonder if we’re all just pretending to know what we’re doing?”

The question hung in the air between them like a challenge. Jade felt her carefully constructed professional response crumbling before she could even form it. This was exactly the kind of conversation she was supposed to redirect back to his academic goals.

“I don’t understand what you mean,” she said, which was a lie. She understood exactly what he meant, had been thinking variations of the same question since she was seventeen and filling out college applications.

“Like, everyone walks around campus with their planners and their five-year goals, but half the seniors I know are having panic attacks about graduation because they realized they picked their major based on what their parents wanted or what sounded impressive.” He ran a hand through his hair, making it stick up at odd angles. “What if we’re all just really good at pretending we have our shit together?”

Jade’s planner felt heavy in her peripheral vision. All those color-coded appointments and carefully scheduled study sessions that were supposed to add up to something meaningful. A graduate program she’d chosen because it was the logical next step. A career path that made sense on paper but felt increasingly abstract the more she thought about it.

“Some people know what they want,” she said carefully, testing the words even as she spoke them.

“Do they? Or do they just know what they’re supposed to want?”

The fluorescent light above them flickered again, casting shifting shadows across the small space. Jade realized she was gripping her pen hard enough to leave marks in her palm.

“We should focus on your goals,” she said, forcing her voice back into professional territory. “What interests you outside of class? Hobbies, volunteer work, activities that energize you?”

Lucas leaned back in his chair, and she caught a glimpse of something like disappointment in his expression. “Right. Professional boundaries.”

“It’s not about boundaries. It’s about staying on task.”

“If you say so, Career Girl.”

There it was again. The nickname that shouldn’t bother her but somehow did. Not because it was insulting, but because of the way he said it. Like it was fond. Like she was someone worth giving a nickname to instead of just another advisor he had to sit through sessions with.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Why not? It fits.” His smile was back, but gentler this time. “You’ve got the whole thing figured out. Color-coded planner, perfect GPA, grad school applications probably submitted months early.”

“How do you know about my...” She stopped herself, but it was too late.

“Lucky guess.” He picked up the decaf coffee and took a sip, watching her over the rim. “So what’s the plan for today? More tests? Maybe a personality assessment that tells me I should be a guidance counselor?”

Jade shuffled through the papers in his file, trying to regain her footing. This was her territory. Career planning, academic guidance, strategic decision-making. She could do this in her sleep.

“I thought we could discuss potential majors,” she said. “Based on your results, psychology might be a good fit. Or social work. Both have strong job markets and clear advancement paths.”

“Psychology,” Lucas repeated, like he was tasting the word. “Like what you’re studying?”

“It’s a practical choice. Good job prospects, clear career paths, opportunities for specialization.” The words came automatically, the same pitch she’d given dozens of students.

“But do you like it?”

The question was becoming a refrain, and each time he asked it, Jade felt less sure of her answer. “It’s not about liking it. It’s about building a sustainable career.”

“That sounds miserable.”

“It sounds realistic.”

“Same thing, sometimes.”

They stared at each other across her desk. Jade could hear the campus sounds filtering through the thin office walls: someone playing music too loud, a group of students laughing as they walked past, the constant hum of people living their lives without questioning every decision.

“Look,” she said finally, “I know you think I’m uptight or whatever, but—”

“I don’t think you’re uptight. I think you’re scared.”

The words hit her like a slap. “Excuse me?”

“You’ve got everything planned out down to the minute, but you won’t even drink coffee after ten AM because it might disrupt your perfectly optimized sleep schedule.” His voice was gentle, but the observation felt like being seen through glass. “That’s not control, that’s fear.”

Jade’s face felt hot. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know you’ve rewritten your resume forty-three times. I know you delete your mom’s texts without reading them. I know you’re working at the Career Center because it looks good on grad school applications, not because you actually want to help people find their path.”

“How could you possibly know...” The words died in her throat. When had she mentioned any of those things?

“Because I pay attention,” Lucas said quietly. “And because you’re not as good at pretending as you think you are.”

The office felt too small suddenly, the fluorescent lights too bright and exposing. Jade stood up abruptly, her chair rolling back into the wall with a sharp bang.

“I think we should end today’s session early,” she said, her voice tight and professional. “We can schedule a follow-up for next week to continue discussing your academic options.”

Lucas didn’t move from his chair. “Did I hit a nerve?”

“You hit the end of our scheduled time.”

“We’ve been here for fifteen minutes.”

“And you were twenty minutes late.”

“So? We still have fifteen minutes left.”

Jade wanted to scream. Or throw something. Or maybe both. Instead, she sat back down and opened her laptop with more force than necessary, the keys clicking sharply under her fingers.

“Fine. Let’s talk about internships. There are several opportunities for undeclared students that might help clarify your interests.”

“Jade.”

The sound of her actual name, not Career Girl or anything else, made her look up despite herself. Lucas was watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. Something softer than his usual easy confidence.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to... I was out of line.”

She waited for him to elaborate, to explain what he’d meant or why he’d said it, but he just sat there looking genuinely apologetic. It was somehow worse than if he’d kept pushing, because now she had to deal with the fact that he was being considerate on top of everything else.

“It’s fine,” she said, even though it wasn’t.

“No, it’s not. I barely know you and I made assumptions about your life. That wasn’t fair.”

The sincerity in his voice made something twist in her chest. She wasn’t used to people apologizing without trying to justify themselves first, without explaining all the reasons they were actually right.

“Let’s just focus on the internships,” she said, pulling up a file on her laptop.

They spent the remaining ten minutes discussing summer opportunities and application deadlines. Lucas asked thoughtful questions about different organizations and took notes on the back of his aptitude test in that same messy handwriting. When their time was up, he gathered his things quietly and headed for the door.

“Same time next week?” he asked, pausing with his hand on the door handle.

“Yes. Try not to be late.”

“I’ll set twelve alarms.” His smile was back, but smaller than usual. “And Jade? Thanks for the internship list. I’ll actually look at these.”

After he left, Jade sat in her cubicle staring at the untouched decaf coffee. The cup was still warm, and she could smell cinnamon. He’d asked them to add cinnamon, remembered that she liked it in her coffee even though she’d never told him that.

She picked up her phone and opened Instagram before she could stop herself. It took her three seconds to find his profile: @liamriv19. The bio read: “undeclared and okay with it ¯\_(ツ)_/¯”

His latest post was from this morning: a video of him climbing through what was definitely a dorm window, captioned “when you lock yourself out but refuse to pay the $25 lockout fee #brokecollegelife.” The comments were full of laughing emojis and people tagging their friends.

Jade scrolled down. More videos: him making ramen in a coffee pot, rating different dining hall desserts with the seriousness of a food critic, attempting to teach his roommate how to skateboard in their narrow hallway. The content was silly and chaotic, but there was something about the way he moved through the world (completely unself-conscious, genuinely delighted by small things) that made her chest feel tight.

She was about to close the app when a new post appeared. A photo of two coffee cups on a wooden desk, taken from above. The caption read: “meeting attempt #2. she actually kept the coffee this time #progress”

Jade stared at the photo. That was her desk. Those were their coffee cups. He’d posted about their meeting, about her, to his however-many followers.

She scrolled through the comments, her heart beating faster with each one.

@Carissa_ann_: is this the career advisor you keep talking about?

@liamriv19: @Carissa_ann_ maybe

@mike_torres99: bro just ask her out already

@liamriv19: @mike_torres99 haha

@jessica_park_: @liamriv19 why not?

@liamriv19: @jessica_park_ because 

Jade’s face burned. She closed Instagram and shoved her phone into her backpack like it was evidence of a crime she hadn’t meant to commit.

He’d been talking about her... to his friends... on social media. And apparently he’d been talking about her enough that they recognized the situation from a photo of coffee cups.

And worse (so much worse), she’d kept the coffee. It was still sitting on her desk, getting cold while she tried to pretend she wasn’t thinking about the way he’d said her name or how he’d noticed things about her that she thought she’d hidden better.

She took a sip. It was perfect. Sweet but not too sweet, with just enough cinnamon like she liked.

Damn him.
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Chapter Three : “I’m a fast reader. Always have been.”
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Lucas showed up on time for their third meeting, which immediately put Jade on edge. In her experience, when chronically late people suddenly became punctual, it meant they either wanted something or were planning something. She wasn’t sure which possibility worried her more.

“You’re early,” she said when he appeared at her cubicle at exactly 11:30 AM, coffee in hand. This time there were two cups again, but he set his own down and left hers on the edge of her desk like an offering he wasn’t sure she’d accept.

“I told you I’d set twelve alarms.” He settled into his chair with none of his usual sprawling energy. Today he seemed more focused, like he’d made some kind of decision between last week and now. “Turns out I only needed eleven.”

“Revolutionary,” Jade said, but there was no real bite to it. She’d gotten used to his ridiculous charm over the past two weeks, had even started looking forward to their sessions in a way that felt dangerous and unprofessional.

She’d spent the weekend thinking about their last conversation, about the way he’d called her scared and how uncomfortably accurate it had felt. She’d also spent an embarrassing amount of time scrolling through his Instagram, though she’d managed to resist liking any of his posts. The temptation had been real, especially the video of him attempting to make pancakes in a waffle iron.

“So,” she said, pulling out a thick packet of papers that she’d copied specifically for him. “Today we’re doing a comprehensive career assessment. It’s more detailed than the first test and should give us better insight into potential paths.”
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