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DEDICATION

For everyone who learned the hard way

that silence isn’t maturity,

clarity is attractive,

and love works best

when no one has to guess.
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CHAPTER 1: The Campus Already Knew My Name
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By the time I crossed the central quad, three people had already called my name, one had slapped my back hard enough to qualify as assault, and someone from the journalism club had waved like we were close friends instead of strangers who once made eye contact during an interview I never read.

I didn’t wave back.

Not because I was rude.

Because I didn’t see the point.

The campus already knew my name. It didn’t need encouragement.

“Walker!”

I stopped anyway. Habit. Reflex. Or maybe conditioning.

“Game on Friday,” the guy said—one of the business majors whose name I absolutely did not know. “You’re starting, right?”

I nodded once. That usually satisfied people.

It did now.

He jogged off, happy, like he’d just received insider information instead of a non-answer.

I continued walking, hands in my hoodie pocket, earbuds in but not playing anything. I liked the illusion. People talked less when they thought you couldn’t hear them.

The quad buzzed like it always did—voices, laughter, someone playing music too loud, flyers being shoved into unwilling hands. It was chaos, but it was familiar chaos. Easy. Predictable.

Someone laughed behind me and whispered, “That’s Ethan Walker.”

I didn’t turn.

Someone else said, “The football guy?”

Another voice: “Obviously.”

Obviously.

I cut across the lawn instead of sticking to the path, ignoring the Keep Off the Grass sign because no one ever enforced it. Privilege came in many forms. One of them was knowing the rules existed mostly for other people.

I was halfway across when it happened.

Something collided with my chest. Hard.

There was a sharp intake of breath—hers, not mine—and then a yelp, followed by the unmistakable sound of books hitting grass.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry—”

I looked down.

She was crouched in front of me, scrambling to gather notebooks that had exploded out of her bag like they were trying to escape her life. Papers everywhere. Pens rolling. A highlighter had landed near my shoe like it had given up.

“I wasn’t looking,” she continued, words tumbling over each other. “I mean, I was looking, just not forward, which sounds worse now that I’m saying it out loud, I swear I usually walk like a normal person—”

I bent down and picked up the highlighter, then one of the notebooks. Sociology. Her handwriting was small and neat, the kind that suggested she cared deeply about margins.

“It’s fine,” I said.

She froze.

Like someone had hit pause.

Then she slowly looked up at me.

And immediately looked back down.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re—”

I waited.

She swallowed. “You’re... you.”

That made one of us.

I handed her the notebook. “Here.”

“Thanks. Thank you. I mean—thanks,” she said, taking it and immediately dropping another notebook in the process. “Sorry. Again. I’m usually not this clumsy. Or maybe I am. I don’t know. My friends would probably say this tracks.”

I picked up the fallen notebook too.

She winced. “You don’t have to keep doing that.”

I shrugged. “I don’t mind.”

She took it from me carefully, like she was worried physical contact might trigger some kind of alarm. When our fingers brushed, she flinched.

Interesting.

“I’m Lily,” she said quickly, as if filling the silence before it swallowed her whole. “Lily Carter. Not that you asked. Which is fine. People don’t always ask. Or sometimes they do and I panic and forget my own name, which is embarrassing when it’s literally mine.”

I waited again.

She looked up, realized I hadn’t responded, and her cheeks flushed.

“Oh. Right. You’re not— You don’t need to— I mean, you already know who you are.”

I nodded. “Ethan.”

Her eyes widened.

Of course they did.

“Right,” she said faintly. “Yes. I knew that. Obviously. Everyone does. I just—wow, this is... hi.”

“Hi.”

That seemed to be my limit for the day.

She laughed then—soft, breathy, nervous. “You don’t talk much, do you?”

“Enough.”

That made her laugh again, this time louder, like she hadn’t expected it. Like the sound surprised her on the way out.

“Fair,” she said. “Honestly, that’s probably healthy. I talk enough for at least three people.”

I glanced at the stack of notebooks in her arms, the way she was clutching them like they might make a run for it.

“What happened?” I asked.

She blinked. “To the collision?”

I nodded.

“I was late,” she admitted. “Which is ironic because I left early to avoid being late, and then I got distracted by a flyer about internships, and then I started thinking about whether I should apply now or wait until next semester, and then I walked directly into you. So. Here we are.”

I looked at my watch. I wasn’t late for anything.

She followed my gaze and panicked. “Oh no. Was I making you late? I can move. I mean, I am moving. I’ll go now. This was nice. Not nice. I mean—it was nice meeting you, just not the part where I assaulted you with my shoulder.”

She stepped sideways too quickly and almost tripped again.

I reached out automatically and steadied her elbow.

She went very still.

Her eyes flicked to my hand, then back up to my face.

“Sorry,” I said, releasing her.

“No, it’s—” She cleared her throat. “It’s fine. I just... wasn’t expecting that.”

Neither had I.

There was a strange pause between us, the kind that stretched without becoming awkward—at least not to me. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, clearly fighting the urge to fill it with words.

“So,” she said finally. “Good luck on Friday.”

“Thanks.”

Another pause.

She nodded, then nodded again, then smiled in a way that felt hopeful and unsure all at once. “Okay. I’ll—go. Before I hurt you again.”

She turned and walked away, carefully this time, eyes fixed straight ahead.

I watched her for a second longer than necessary.

Then I continued across the quad.

Behind me, I heard someone say, “Was that Lily Carter?”

Another voice replied, “Yeah. Did you see her face?”

I didn’t turn around.

But for the first time that day, the campus knowing my name felt... less automatic.

And somehow, that made all the difference.

✦✦✦

I saw Lily again the next day.

I knew it was her before she ran into me because she stopped walking when she noticed me—like her brain needed a second to reboot.

She stood there on the edge of the quad, clutching her bag strap, watching me approach like I was a weather event she hadn’t prepared for.

I slowed.

Not because I had to.

Because I wanted to see what she’d do.

She didn’t disappoint.

“Oh. Hi,” she said, too quickly. “Again. This is... wow, statistically unlikely, right?”

“Big campus,” I said. “Small paths.”

She nodded like that made sense. “Yes. Paths. That tracks.”

I waited.

She exhaled. “Sorry. I’m doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“This.” She gestured vaguely at herself. “Talking like my mouth is trying to beat my brain to the finish line.”

I smiled before I could stop myself.

Her eyes flicked to my face.

“Oh,” she said softly. “You smile.”

“Sometimes.”

“That feels unfair.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t warn people.”

I shrugged. “You looked fine.”

“I was not,” she said. “I was actively malfunctioning.”

Someone behind me called my name.

“Walker! You coming to the gym later?”

“Maybe,” I said without turning.

They took that as a yes and walked off satisfied.

Lily watched the exchange like she’d just witnessed a magic trick.

“That happens a lot, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“What?”

“People just... knowing you. Talking to you. Like you’re a landmark.”

I considered that. “I guess.”

“That must be nice.”

“It’s loud.”

She tilted her head. “You don’t like it?”

“I don’t think about it.”

She laughed quietly. “Must be nice.”

Again.

We walked together without deciding to. It just happened—our steps matching naturally, like we’d done it before.

“So,” she said. “You heading to class?”

“Practice.”

She winced. “Right. Football.”

I glanced at her. “You don’t like football.”

“I don’t dislike it,” she said quickly. “I just... don’t understand how people remember plays. Or positions. Or why everyone screams at the television like it can hear them.”

“Fair.”

She smiled. “I do like the snacks.”

That earned another smile from me.

She noticed this time and immediately looked away.

We reached the edge of the quad where our paths split. She slowed, clearly unsure whether this was the part where we said goodbye.

“Well,” she said. “I’ll let you go. Before someone else reminds you that you exist.”

“They do that a lot.”

“I believe it.” She hesitated. “Um. Good luck. Again. On Friday.”

“Thanks.”

She nodded, then turned, then turned back. “Sorry, one more thing.”

“Yes?”

She took a breath. “Do you... do you mind if I come to the game?”

I blinked. “Why would I mind?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “You just seem like someone who might already have... a lot of people there.”

“I’ll survive one more.”

Her smile was instant. Bright. “Okay. Cool. Great. I’ll sit quietly. Or not quietly. I don’t know the rules. I might clap at the wrong time.”

“That’s most people.”

She laughed and finally walked away, shoulders lighter than before.

By Thursday, Lily had become a pattern.

She appeared between classes, at the coffee cart near the library, outside the lecture hall where I sometimes waited for a teammate. Always accidentally. Always a little flustered.

Always smiling.

Her friends noticed before I did.

“That’s him,” one of them whispered loudly when I passed their table at lunch.

Lily groaned. “Stop.”

“Is he as tall up close?”

“Yes.”

“Does he smell good?”

“Yes,” Lily hissed. “Please don’t ask that where he can hear you.”

I raised an eyebrow.

She looked up, mortified. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “For the record—yes.”

Her friends erupted.

“Oh my God.”

“He talks.”

“I knew it.”

Lily covered her face. “I’m transferring.”

I smiled and kept walking, their laughter following me.

I didn’t mind it. Not really.

What I minded was how easy it was starting to feel.

Friday night came with noise, lights, and expectations. The stands were packed, the air electric. I jogged onto the field to cheers that washed over me without sinking in.

I scanned the crowd anyway.

It took a second.

Then I saw her.

Lily sat halfway up the stands, wedged between two friends, wearing a hoodie that was at least one size too big. She was clapping enthusiastically at the wrong moment, laughing when the people around her groaned.

She caught me looking.

Her hand froze mid-clap.

Then she waved.

I lifted my hand once in response.

She turned to her friends, eyes wide, and they lost their minds.

I shook my head and focused on the field.

The game blurred the way it always did—movement, muscle memory, adrenaline. We won. People cheered. Someone poured water on my head.

After, as I headed toward the tunnel, someone grabbed my arm.

“Ethan!”

Lily stood there, breathless, eyes bright, hair slightly wild like she’d been arguing with the wind.

“You were amazing,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“I clapped at the wrong times,” she added quickly. “But I was supportive emotionally.”

“That counts.”

She beamed. “Really?”

“Absolutely.”

Her friends hovered nearby, pretending not to listen.

“Well,” she said, rocking back on her heels. “I should probably go before they interrogate you.”

“Probably.”

She hesitated. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

I didn’t answer right away.

Not because I didn’t want to.

Because I hadn’t thought that far.

“Yeah,” I said finally. “I think so.”

Her smile was softer this time. Quieter.

“Okay,” she said. “Good.”

She walked away, glancing back once.

I watched her disappear into the crowd, the noise rising again around me.

For the first time, the attention felt background.

And the quiet felt... interesting.

✦✦✦

The campus looked different at night.

Quieter. Softer. Like it was pretending not to know how loud it usually was.

I was cutting across the quad again—same shortcut, same hoodie, same nothing playing in my earbuds—when I heard footsteps rushing up behind me.

“Ethan—wait!”

I turned just in time to see Lily slow down abruptly, clearly trying not to look like she’d been half-jogging.

“Hi,” she said, slightly out of breath. “Sorry. I wasn’t stalking you. I mean—I was, but not intentionally. I just saw you and—wow, that sounded worse than it was in my head.”

“You’re fine,” I said.

She let out a breath. “Good. Because I would hate for my legacy to be ‘that girl who collided with you and then followed you around campus.’”

“Could be worse.”

“How?”

“You could still collide with me.”

She laughed, softer this time. Less nervous.

“What are you doing out so late?” she asked.

“Clearing my head.”

She nodded. “Same. Except my version involves overthinking every conversation I’ve had this week.”

I glanced at her. “Busy week.”

“You could say that.” She hesitated, then gestured vaguely toward the path. “Mind if I walk with you? I promise not to trip.”

“I’ll risk it.”

She smiled and fell into step beside me.

The lampposts cast long shadows on the grass, the light catching in her hair as it moved. She hugged her arms around herself, and without thinking, I took off my hoodie and handed it to her.

She blinked. “Oh. You don’t have to—”

“I’m not cold.”

“That’s because you’re built like a heater,” she muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

She pulled the hoodie on anyway. It swallowed her. The sleeves hung past her hands.

She looked down at herself and laughed. “I look ridiculous.”

“Comfortable, though.”

She flexed her fingers inside the sleeves. “Extremely.”

We walked in silence for a while, the kind that didn’t demand to be filled. She glanced at me a few times, like she was deciding whether to say something and losing her nerve.

“What?” I asked eventually.

She startled. “Nothing! I mean—something. I just... you’re very calm.”

“Is that bad?”

“No,” she said quickly. “It’s just... different. Most people here are always trying to be louder. Or more impressive. Or something.”

“And you?”

She smiled faintly. “I’m just trying not to mess things up.”

I stopped walking.

She noticed a beat later and turned to face me, worry flashing across her face. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No.” I shook my head. “You didn’t.”

“Okay,” she said, clearly unconvinced. “Because I have a lot of those moments, and I’d like to prepare if this was one of them.”

I almost smiled again.

We stood there under the lamplight, close enough that I could smell her shampoo—something light, clean. Nothing dramatic.

“Why do you think you mess things up?” I asked.

She looked down at the grass. “Because I care. Too much. About people. About plans. About where things are going.”

I waited.

She sighed. “And caring too much usually means getting hurt.”

“That hasn’t been my experience.”

She looked up. “Must be nice.”

I didn’t respond.

We started walking again, slower now.

They say people like me don’t feel pressure the same way. That things come easy. That success and attention soften the edges of life.

They’re not wrong.

But standing there with Lily—her voice low, her shoulders tense—I realized something else.

I didn’t feel the weight she did.

And I didn’t know what that meant.

We reached the steps of her dorm. She stopped, clutching the hoodie like she wasn’t sure whether to give it back.

“Well,” she said. “This is me.”

I nodded. “You can keep it.”

Her eyes widened. “Really?”

“I have others.”

She smiled, slow and careful. “Thank you.”

She hesitated, then said, “I’m glad I ran into you.”

“Me too.”

The words felt... heavier than I expected.

She looked like she wanted to say something else. Her mouth opened, then closed. She laughed quietly at herself.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “Just... goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Lily.”

She took a step back, then another.

Then she stopped.

“Ethan?”

“Yes?”

She swallowed. “Do you ever worry about what happens after?”

“After what?”

She gestured between us. “This. Whatever this is.”

I thought about it.

Honestly.

“No,” I said. “I don’t.”

She nodded slowly, like she’d expected that answer. Like she’d been bracing for it.

“Okay,” she said. “That makes sense.”

“Does it?”

“For you.” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Yeah. It does.”

She turned and walked up the steps, disappearing inside the building without looking back.

I stood there longer than necessary, hands in my pockets, staring at the closed door.

I wasn’t unsettled.

I wasn’t confused.

I wasn’t anything.

And that was the problem.

Up in her room, Lily leaned against the door, heart racing, my hoodie warm around her hands.

She closed her eyes and let out a shaky breath.

She liked him.

Not a crush. Not a curiosity.

Something heavier.

Something she already knew she cared about more than she should—

—and more than he ever seemed to need.

And that realization scared her more than walking into him ever had.

✧✧✧
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CHAPTER 2: Dating the Guy Everyone Wants
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We didn’t officially decide to start dating.

It just... happened.

One minute we were walking together between classes, sharing coffee when our schedules overlapped. The next, people were asking Lily how long we’d been together like there was a form we’d forgotten to submit.

“So,” her friend Jenna said one afternoon, eyes glittering with curiosity, “is this a thing now, or are we pretending it isn’t until it becomes emotionally complicated?”

Lily nearly choked on her drink. “It’s not— I mean— we’re just—”

“Dating,” I said.

The word landed between us.

Lily stared at me like I’d just announced we were moving to another country.

“Oh,” she said. “We are?”

I shrugged. “If you want.”

Her mouth opened. Closed.

“Yes,” she said quickly. “I want. I just— didn’t realize we were saying it out loud.”

Jenna clapped once. “Finally. I was tired of pretending this wasn’t obvious.”

Lily groaned. “Please stop encouraging him.”

“I’m not encouraged,” I said. “This is my natural state.”

She laughed, half embarrassed, half delighted. “That explains a lot.”

Dating me, Lily discovered quickly, was not a quiet experience.

It started with looks.

Then whispers.

Then the way conversations paused when we walked into rooms together.

She noticed it first at lunch, when people at nearby tables glanced over—some curious, some impressed, some openly evaluating her like she was a new cast member on a long-running show.

“Do I have something on my face?” she whispered, touching her cheek.

“No,” I said. “Why?”

“They’re staring.”

“They do that.”

“At you.”

I considered that. “Sometimes.”

She frowned. “This is different. This feels like... group observation.”

A guy two tables away leaned over to his friend and stage-whispered, “That’s her.”

Lily stiffened.

“Okay,” she muttered. “I don’t love that.”

I shifted slightly closer to her without thinking, my knee brushing hers under the table. “Ignore it.”

She glanced down at the contact, then up at me. Her expression softened. “You’re very good at that, aren’t you?”

“I’ve had practice.”

She smiled, then sighed. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.”

“You don’t have to.”

She nodded, though she looked unconvinced.

The first time she came to one of my post-practice hangouts, she stood at the edge of the room like she’d wandered into the wrong party.

My teammates were loud, competitive, and completely uninterested in volume control. Someone had music playing too loudly, someone else was arguing about a call from last game, and two people were wrestling on the floor for reasons I didn’t ask about.

Lily leaned toward me. “Is this... normal?”

“Pretty tame,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “You’re serious?”

“Unfortunately.”

She laughed, then immediately quieted herself, like she was afraid of being noticed.

Too late.

“Walker!” someone shouted. “Is that your girlfriend?”

Lily’s entire body went rigid.

“Yes,” I said.

She turned to me slowly. “You didn’t warn me.”

“About what?”

“That you say things like that so casually.”

I frowned. “Is it not true?”

Her cheeks flushed. “It is. It’s just— you make it sound like you’re confirming a weather forecast.”

“Clear skies,” I said. “Low chance of drama.”

She snorted despite herself. “Liar.”

Someone else leaned in. “You’re brave.”

Lily blinked. “For... being here?”

“For dating him,” they clarified. “The attention alone—”

“Ignore him,” I said.

Lily smiled politely anyway. “I’m... adjusting.”

She stayed close to me the entire night, fingers brushing my sleeve, her presence a constant reassurance. I didn’t notice how often people spoke around her instead of to her.

She did.

The comments came in waves.

“You’re so lucky.”

“He could have anyone.”

“How did you manage that?”

Once, someone asked her outright, “Aren’t you intimidated?”

Lily laughed it off every time, but later, when it was just us, she asked quietly, “Do people ever ask you how you feel?”

“About what?”

“Us.”

I thought about it. “Not really.”

She nodded slowly. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

There were good moments too.

Stolen coffee breaks. Quiet study sessions where she read while I scrolled through my phone, content just being near her. Late-night food runs where she talked endlessly and I listened.

She fit into my life easily.

Almost too easily.

One evening, as we walked back from the library, she slipped her hand into mine without looking at me.

I squeezed gently.

She smiled like that small gesture meant more than she was ready to admit.

“Do you ever get tired of it?” she asked suddenly.

“Of what?”

“Being wanted by everyone.”

I considered the question honestly. “It’s background noise.”

She nodded. “I think... I hear everything.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

So I said nothing.

She leaned her head against my shoulder anyway.

And for the first time since we’d started dating, Lily felt both incredibly close to me—

—and strangely alone.

She didn’t say it.

But I could feel it in the way her fingers tightened around mine, like she was holding on just a little harder than necessary.

✦✦✦

Lily chose the quiet corners.

I noticed that about her.

She liked tables at the edge of cafés, benches that faced away from foot traffic, empty classrooms with flickering lights where no one else wanted to study. Places where she didn’t have to compete with noise—or people.

So when she asked if we could sit by the lake behind the library one evening, I didn’t question it.

The sun was sinking low, turning the water orange. Ducks floated lazily, unbothered by anything resembling urgency. Lily sat cross-legged on the grass, notebook balanced on her knees, pen tapping against the page like it was waiting for permission to speak.

“You’re quiet,” she said.

“So are you.”

She smiled faintly. “I’m thinking.”

“Dangerous.”

“For me? Always.”

She closed the notebook without writing anything and hugged it to her chest. That was usually the sign. When Lily stopped filling space with words, it meant something heavier was trying to surface.

“I had a meeting with my advisor today,” she said.

“Good?”

“Stressful.” She laughed, but it fell flat. “She thinks I should start applying early. Internships. Programs. Everything.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

She glanced at me. “You didn’t even ask what I want.”

“I figured you’d tell me.”

She nodded slowly. “I want to feel... secure.”

I waited.

She shifted on the grass, tucking her feet beneath her. “I know that sounds boring. Or unromantic. But I grew up watching my parents worry about money all the time. Not in a dramatic way—just this constant hum of stress. And I don’t want that.”
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