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Author’s Note

And So It Began is a story of love that grows quietly — through glances, words left unsaid, and the courage to feel deeply.

It’s about finding meaning in small moments, and how two ordinary lives can become extraordinary when their hearts begin to understand each other.

Thank you for being part of Yoshio and Yuuki’s world. Their story began with a spark — and I hope it leaves one with you too.

For those who believe every ending hides a new beginning. 

________________________________________

AND SO IT BEGAN

~ TIMPAL KUMAR
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Chapter 1 – The First Day
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(Yoshio’s POV)

The morning, I stepped into college for the first time didn’t feel special to anyone else, but it felt huge to me. I couldn’t explain why. The sky looked normal, the streets were the same, students were just rushing around with their bags, laughing, chatting, moving in groups. But for me, it was like standing at a door that would open into a life I hadn’t lived yet.

I was nervous. More than nervous, actually. I kept asking myself questions I didn’t have answers for — What do I even want from this place? What am I supposed to do with my life? Am I just following the path everyone else takes because I don’t know where else to go?

I tightened my grip on my bag and tried to push the thoughts away, but they followed me right up to the gates.

“Yoshio!”

I heard my name and turned. Jogging toward me was Hinata, the guy I had met briefly during orientation. His hair was messy, his smile wide, like he didn’t know what nervousness even felt like.

“You look like you’re on your way to a funeral,” he said, falling into step with me.

I let out a half-smile. “Do I?”

“Yeah. Cheer up. It’s the first day of college! Who knows, you might meet your future girlfriend today.”

I rolled my eyes. “Girlfriend? On the first day? That’s ridiculous.”

Hinata shrugged. “Why not? This is a new era, man. Anything can happen.”

The words stuck with me — new era. He had no idea how right he was.

When we entered the hall, we spotted Ken sitting up front, already arranging his books neatly on the desk. Ken was different from Hinata — serious, organized, the kind of guy who probably had his entire life planned out already.

“Morning, Ken,” I said, sliding into the bench behind him.

Ken gave a short nod. “Morning. Don’t be late to lectures. Professors notice that.”

Hinata leaned close to me and whispered, “See? Already acting like our career counsellor.”

I smiled. Hinata was all jokes and chaos, Ken was serious and reliable. And me? I wasn’t sure where I fit in between the two of them yet.

As the room filled, I let my eyes wander, curious about all the new faces. And then I saw her.

She was sitting by the window, not doing anything special. Just sitting, her bag by her chair, her hands folded on her desk. But the light seemed to fall on her differently. The morning sun caught her hair, making it shine, and for a moment I swear she wasn’t really in the room — like she was listening to something outside, something only she could hear.

I couldn’t look away.

Something shifted inside me. I didn’t even know her name, but a strange certainty hit me: she’s going to matter.

Hinata followed my gaze, then smirked. “Ohhh. I see what’s happening.”

I elbowed him. “Shut up.”

The lecture started, but I barely heard the words. My eyes kept drifting toward her.

When the class finally ended, everyone spilled out into the corridor. I was about to leave too, but Hinata grabbed my arm. “Come on. Let’s go talk to her.”

“What? No. Are you insane?”

But Hinata didn’t care. He dragged me through the crowd until we stood right in front of her.

She looked up, surprised but not annoyed. Her eyes were clear, steady — not the kind that judged you before you even spoke.

“Hey,” Hinata said casually. “I’m Hinata. This is Yoshio. You’re waiting for someone?”

She nodded. “My dad. He’s supposed to pick me up.”

There was no arrogance in her voice, no coldness. Just a simple answer.

I swallowed, then forced myself to speak. “What’s your name?”

“Yuuki,” she said.

The sound of it stayed with me, soft but heavy. Yuuki.

That night, when I got home, I kept replaying the moment. Not once had she made me feel like I was bothering her. She was just... herself. And somehow that was enough to make my world tilt.

Lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling, I whispered her name to myself.

“Yuuki.”

It felt like the start of something I couldn’t describe.

The next day, I saw her again in class. She sat in the same spot, by the window. I kept stealing glances at her, and for one small second, she lifted her eyes and met mine.

My breath caught. It was just a flicker, nothing more. But it left me shaken.

When class ended, I hesitated before walking up to her. My palms were sweating, my heart racing.

“Hey,” I said, awkwardly scratching the back of my neck. “Could I maybe borrow your notes? Mine are kind of a mess.”

She tilted her head, considering. “They’re not complete,” she said honestly.

“That’s fine. Even half would help.”

But she shook her head lightly. “I’ll send them to you online. That’ll be easier.”

“Online?” I repeated.

She pulled out a small notepad, scribbled something, and tore off the page. She handed it to me. It was her number.

“Message me,” she said. “I’ll send you the notes tonight.”

I stared at the paper, my voice barely working. “Thank you.”

She gave me the faintest smile, and it was enough to shift my entire world again.

That night, I stared at her number for way too long before finally typing a message: Hi. This is Yoshio.

Minutes passed. Then, finally, my phone buzzed.

Hello. I’ll send the notes when I get time.

I couldn’t help but grin at the screen.

Later that night, another message came: Sorry, I was busy. You can take my book tomorrow if you want. Copy from it.

It wasn’t much. Just a simple offer. But for me, it was everything.

The next day, she handed me her notebook. Our fingers brushed for a second. Just a second, but it was enough to leave me dizzy.

“I’ll take care of it,” I promised.

She laughed softly. “It’s just a book, Yoshio.”

But to me, it wasn’t just a book. It was trust.

That evening, as I copied her notes, I caught myself staring more at her handwriting than at the actual words. Every curve of her pen felt like a piece of her left behind for me to see.

The days that followed, we started talking more. Short conversations, little exchanges that grew into longer ones. She told me things I didn’t expect — like how she stayed up late reading, how she sometimes got lost in stories online, and how she secretly enjoyed BL dramas but never told many people.

She didn’t know it, but every word drew me closer. She was opening up, little by little, and I found myself wanting to know everything.

And I started telling her things too. Things I rarely admitted out loud — about how unsure I was of my future, how lost I felt sometimes, how afraid I was of failing before I even began.

She didn’t judge me. She just listened. And sometimes, that was more powerful than advice.

One evening, we walked across the campus courtyard together. The sun was low, the sky painted orange.

“You always look worried,” she said suddenly.

“Do I?” I asked.

She nodded. “You think too much. I can tell.”

I let out a laugh. “Maybe. But lately... my thoughts feel lighter.”

Her brows lifted slightly. “Who’s that?”

I hesitated, then let the words slip, not as a confession but close enough to feel like one.

“Because I met someone who makes the weight easier to carry.”

For a moment she just looked at me, then glanced away with a small smile — the kind of smile that told me she understood more than she was saying.

That night, lying in bed again, I thought of her smile, her voice, the way her eyes lingered when she thought no one noticed.

It was fast. Reckless, maybe. But it felt inevitable.

Meeting Yuuki had split my life into two parts: before her, and after her.

This was only the beginning.

And so, it began.
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Chapter 2 – Small Steps
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(Yoshio’s POV)

The days after I got Yuuki’s number felt different, though nothing obvious had changed. The classes were the same. Professors still droned on about rules and schedules. The hallways still buzzed with voices and footsteps. But for me, everything carried a hidden spark — the thought that I might see her, talk to her, maybe share a little more than the day before.

It started with notes. Just notes. That was all. But even those short exchanges felt like tiny bridges being built between us.

“Thanks for sending the notes.”

“It’s fine. Just don’t rely on me too much.”

“I won’t. Promise.”

Ordinary words, but I kept rereading them, smiling like an idiot.

Of course, Hinata noticed.

We were sitting outside the canteen one afternoon, the smell of fried snacks drifting through the air, when he leaned toward me and said, “You’ve been on your phone a lot lately. Who’s got you hooked?”

“No one,” I replied too quickly.

Hinata smirked. “Right. No one whose name starts with ‘Y’ and ends with ‘uuki’.”

I nearly dropped my drink. “Shut up, Hinata.”

He burst out laughing, loud enough to make people glance our way. “Relax, man. I’m not teasing you in a bad way. Honestly, I’m rooting for you.”

I wanted to argue, but I didn’t. Because deep down, I knew he was right.

A few days later, I spotted Yuuki in the library. She was sitting near the window, head bent over a book, earphones in. The light spilled over her, making her look like she belonged in that quiet space.

For a while, I stood there debating whether to approach. I didn’t want to bother her. But before I could decide, she lifted her head and saw me.

Her lips curved slightly — not a full smile, but enough to make my chest tighten. She gestured toward the seat across from her.

“Here to actually study, or just pretend?” she asked once I sat down.

“Pretend,” I admitted honestly.

That made her laugh softly. “At least you’re honest.”

We didn’t talk much after that. She read. I sat with my notebook open, pretending to write but mostly sneaking glances at her. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable. It was... calm. Like I didn’t need to say anything to belong there with her.

At some point, she picked up her phone, typed something, and slid it across the table. On the screen was a song recommendation.

“Listen to this,” she said. “It’s one of my favorites.”

I nodded, saving it. Later that night, I listened on repeat. The song was soft and emotional, the kind of music that stays with you even after it ends. She hadn’t just given me a song. She’d given me a small piece of herself.

One evening, I ended up outside the campus gate with Lin. He wasn’t talkative, but when he spoke, he went straight to the point.

“You’ve been different lately,” he said, eyes fixed on the fading sky.

“Different how?” I asked.

“More alive.”

I didn’t reply right away. Denying it would be pointless, and Lin wasn’t someone you could lie to.

“Maybe,” I admitted. “I think... I met someone who makes things feel possible again.”

He was quiet for a moment, then nodded. “Be careful, Yoshio. Some lights are warm. Some burn.”

I didn’t know what he meant fully, but his words stayed with me long after we parted ways.

That weekend, I ran into Yuuki again. She wasn’t alone. Rika was with her — a girl I’d seen before, always full of energy, her laughter echoing down hallways.

I was about to walk past when Rika’s sharp eyes caught me. She nudged Yuuki, whispered something that made Yuuki roll her eyes lightly, then came striding toward me.

“So, you’re Yoshio,” she said, arms crossed, studying me up and down.

I blinked. “Uh... yeah?”

“I’m Rika. Yuuki’s friend.”

Behind her, Yuuki mouthed ignore her, but Rika didn’t stop.

“You’re the one who’s been talking to her, right?”

My ears burned. “I mean... yeah. We talk.”

Rika tilted her head, then smiled mischievously. “Interesting. Don’t hurt her, okay?”

Before I could respond, she grabbed Yuuki’s hand and pulled her away, leaving me frozen in place, my heart racing.

I didn’t know if that was a warning, approval, or both.

That night, Yuuki texted me: Sorry about Rika. She’s nosy sometimes.

It’s fine, I replied. She seems like she cares about you a lot.

She does. But she likes to tease. Don’t take her too seriously.

I smiled at the screen. If her best friend was noticing me, maybe I wasn’t just imagining this connection.

The next week, Yuuki and I ended up on the same bench in class. I don’t even remember how it happened — maybe someone shifted seats, maybe it was coincidence — but there she was, sitting beside me.

For a while, I couldn’t focus on the lecture. Every tiny movement she made pulled my attention. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear, the way her pen tapped against the desk, the faint scent of her shampoo.

At one point, she leaned closer and whispered, “You’re not paying attention.”

I jumped slightly. “I am.”

“You’re not,” she said with a small smile.

She was right, of course. And the worst part was that she knew exactly why.

Our chats grew longer after that. No longer just about notes or assignments, but about little things. Favorite foods. Movies we hated. Places we wanted to travel someday.

She told me she sometimes stayed up too late reading random blogs or fanfiction, then came to class half-asleep. I admitted I often worried too much about the future, replaying the same doubts until I couldn’t sleep.

We teased each other. Shared stupid memes. Even argued lightly about music — she liked soft, emotional songs, while I preferred upbeat tracks.

It was slow, steady. But each day added a new thread between us, pulling us closer.

Hinata noticed again, of course.

One afternoon, he caught me staring at my phone and grinned. “Man, you’re gone. Completely gone.”

“Shut up.”

“I’m serious. I haven’t seen you smile this much since... ever.”

I didn’t reply. Because he was right.

One evening, after a long class, Yuuki and I ended up walking out together. The campus was glowing in the orange of sunset.

“You always look worried,” she said suddenly, glancing at me.

“Do I?”

She nodded. “You think too much. I can tell.”

I laughed softly. “Maybe. But lately, my thoughts feel... lighter.”

Her brows lifted slightly. “Who’s that?”

I hesitated; my chest tight with words I wasn’t sure I should say. Then, quietly: “Because I met someone who makes the weight easier to carry.”

She didn’t reply right away. But I saw the corners of her mouth turn upward, a small, knowing smile.

That night, lying in bed, I replayed everything — her laugh, her words, the way her eyes lingered just a moment longer than they needed to.

It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t sudden. It was slow. Gentle. Like rain sinking into the ground.

But every small step was pulling me closer to something I couldn’t deny anymore.

I was falling for Yuuki.

And maybe... just maybe... she was starting to fall too.
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Chapter 3 – The Test
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(Yoshio’s POV)

Yuuki was everywhere in my head. Not in an obsessive way—at least, I hoped not—but in the way where even the smallest detail of the day reminded me of her. A certain song, the way the light hit the classroom window, even the quiet rustle of notebook pages. She was there in all of it.

And the worst part? I couldn’t hide it.

Hinata caught me again one morning, staring off into space before class began. He leaned on my desk, smirking.

“You’re hopeless,” he said.

I frowned. “I’m listening to the lecture.”

“The lecture hasn’t started yet.”

I sighed, dragging my hands over my face. “What do you want me to say, Hinata?”

“Say you like her. Admit it out loud. It’ll make it real.”

My chest tightened. Saying it felt like crossing a line. But the words slipped out anyway, softer than I meant: “I like her.”

Hinata clapped me on the back hard enough to make me flinch. “Good. Then don’t drag it out. Just tell her.”

It wasn’t that simple. How do you confess to someone who’s already become the highlight of your day? What if it ruined everything?

Still, the idea stayed in my head like a seed planted, waiting to grow.

That week, we had our first major assignment. I was struggling, my notes scattered, my thoughts messy. Out of desperation, I turned to Yuuki after class.

“Hey, could you... maybe help me with this?” I asked, holding up the half-finished worksheet.

She studied me for a second, then raised an eyebrow. “You want me to do it for you?”

“No,” I said quickly. “I’ll do it. I just... don’t get half of this stuff.”

Her expression softened. “Alright. I’ll help. But only if you promise you’ll actually try, not just copy from me.”

“I promise.”

“Good,” she said, and the corners of her mouth curved. “Because if I’m going to spend time teaching you, you’d better make it worth it.”

It was a small thing, but to me, it felt like a door opening. Not just help with an assignment, but an excuse to spend more time with her.

We stayed back that evening in the classroom. The others had already left; the air was quieter, the sunlight fading through the windows. She leaned over my desk, pointing at the pages, explaining things step by step.

I tried to pay attention, I really did, but being so close to her made it hard to focus. Her hair brushed her shoulder when she bent down, and I caught the faint scent of her shampoo.

“Are you even listening?” she asked suddenly, glancing at me.

“Yes,” I lied.

She gave me a look that said she didn’t believe me, then shook her head with a small smile. “Hopeless.”

We stayed until the sky outside had turned dusky. As we packed up, I felt the words pressing against me, begging to be said.

“Yuuki,” I blurted.

She looked at me, her bag halfway over her shoulder. “What?”

I swallowed hard. “I... like you.”

Silence stretched. For a second, my heart felt like it had stopped.

But then, instead of rejecting me, she tilted her head slightly, her expression unreadable. “You like me?”

“Yes,” I said, more firmly this time. “I don’t know how else to say it.”

Her lips curved—not into a laugh, not into a full smile, but something in between. “That’s sudden.”

“It’s not sudden for me,” I admitted. “I’ve been feeling this since the first week.”

She studied me for a long moment, then crossed her arms. “Alright. I’ll give you a deal.”

“A deal?”

“I’ll give you one week. Impress me. Show me why I should like your back. After that... I’ll give you, my answer.”

My mouth went dry. “A week?”

“Would you rather I said no right now?”

“No!” The word came out too quickly, making her laugh softly.

“Then one week,” she said. “Do your best, Yoshio.”

And with that, she walked away, leaving me standing there with my heart pounding like I’d just run a race.

The moment replayed in my head for the rest of the night.

A week. Just one week.

It wasn’t rejection. It wasn’t acceptance either. It was a test.

Part of me panicked. What could I possibly do in a week to make someone like Yuuki fall for me? I wasn’t special. I wasn’t the smartest in class, not the funniest, not the boldest.

But another part of me clung to her words. Do your best, Yoshio.

It wasn’t just a test. It was a chance. And I couldn’t waste it.

The next morning, Hinata immediately noticed the storm in my head.

“What happened?” he asked, sliding into the bench beside me.

“She gave me one week.”

He blinked. “One week for what?”

“To impress her. To make her fall for me.”

For a moment, Hinata was stunned. Then he grinned so wide I wanted to punch him. “Ohhh, this is good. This is so good.”

“It’s terrifying,” I muttered.

“Relax, man. Just be yourself. That’s what she’s testing. Not some fake version of you.”

His words made sense, but they didn’t calm me. Being myself had never felt like enough before.

Later that day, I found myself walking with Ken and Lin. Ken, ever serious, listened quietly when I told them what Yuuki had said.

“You have to show her you’re reliable,” he said matter-of-factly. “Girls notice that.”

Lin, on the other hand, was more cryptic. “Tests aren’t just about what you do. They’re about who you are when no one’s watching.”

I didn’t fully understand him, but the weight in his voice made me nod anyway.

That evening, Yuuki messaged me first.

“Did you finish the assignment?”

“Yeah. Thanks to you.”

“Good. Don’t expect me to keep saving you.”

“I won’t. But I wouldn’t mind if you did sometimes.”

There was a pause before her reply came: “Smooth, Yoshio. Very smooth.”

I stared at her words, grinning like a fool. Maybe I had a chance after all.

The week stretched ahead of me like both a gift and a ticking clock.

Every small thing mattered now — every word, every smile, every gesture.

I didn’t know how this “test” would end, but I knew one thing: I couldn’t let this opportunity slip away.

Because it wasn’t just a week to impress her.

It was the start of something I didn’t want to lose.
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Chapter 4 – Her Terms
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(Yuuki’s POV)

When Yoshio told me he liked me, I didn’t know what to do with the words. They hung in the air between us, heavy and unexpected, like a truth I wasn’t ready to face.

He had said it so earnestly, his eyes steady even though I could see the nerves behind them. He wasn’t joking. He wasn’t playing around.

And yet, instead of giving him an answer, I gave him a test. One week. Impress me.

Why did I say that?

It wasn’t to be cruel. I’m not the kind of girl who enjoys dangling hope in front of someone. The truth was simpler, and maybe a little sadder — I didn’t trust myself.

I didn’t trust that what I felt was real, or that what he felt would last.

I’ve seen how people are. At the start, everything is exciting. A boy says you’re pretty; he buys you a snack, he stays up late texting you. But then the novelty fades. The attention slips. You’re left holding onto something that isn’t there anymore.

I didn’t want that. Not with Yoshio.

Because... if I was honest with myself, I already liked him. Maybe not enough to say it out loud, but enough to notice when he entered a room. Enough to feel something shift in my chest when he looked at me like I was the only person who mattered.

And that scared me.

So, I gave him a week. Not because I needed to be convinced — but because I needed to see if his feelings were real, if they could survive the weight of time, even if that time was short.

Rika, of course, wouldn’t let it go.

“You should’ve seen his face when he confessed,” she said the next day, grinning like a cat who’d found a secret. “He looked like he was about to explode.”

“Rika,” I muttered, covering my face with my hands. “Please stop.”

“I’m serious! That boy is gone for you. Completely gone. I mean, he’s cute — I get it. But wow. Didn’t expect Yoshio to be the type to confess so directly.”

I peeked at her through my fingers. “Do you think I was too harsh? Giving him... a test?”

She tilted her head, her smile softening. “No. You were being smart. If he really likes you, he’ll try. And if he doesn’t, well... better to know now.”

I wanted to believe her.

But when I lay in bed that night, staring at the ceiling, I kept replaying his voice in my head. I like you. The way he said it — steady, unshaken, like he had been holding onto those words for days.

I hugged my pillow, my cheeks burning.

In class, I tried to act normal. I didn’t want people whispering, didn’t want Hinata teasing Yoshio in ways that would give us away. But it wasn’t easy.

Every time Yoshio glanced my way, I felt it. The weight of his eyes. The warmth in them.

At one point, when we were seated near each other, he leaned over as if to ask something. But then the professor called on him, and he sat back, flustered.

I bit back a smile. He was so obvious sometimes.

Later, during a group assignment, he actually focused — really focused — and contributed more than usual. Rika noticed too.

“Wow, Yoshio,” she said, smirking. “You’re actually trying today. Wonder what changed.”

He shot her a look, but I could see the faintest hint of a blush on his face.

I lowered my eyes to my notebook, hiding my smile. Maybe the test was already working.

That evening, I caught myself scrolling through our chat history.

It was silly, but reading his words again made me feel something warm in my chest. He wasn’t overly dramatic, but he was earnest. Honest. The kind of boy who said what he meant.

My phone buzzed.

Did you get home safe? he had messaged.

I typed back: Yeah. You?

I’m home too. Thanks for helping me earlier. I’ll make sure I get it right next time.

You’d better, I replied, adding a small smiley face before I could stop myself.

When his next message came — I will. Promise. — I couldn’t help but grin.

Lin approached me the next day, which was unusual. He wasn’t the type to talk much unless necessary.

“You and Yoshio,” he said simply, as if that was enough.

I blinked. “What about us?”

He studied me for a moment, his gaze calm but sharp. “He’s serious about you. Don’t take it lightly.”

I didn’t know what to say. I nodded, and he walked away, leaving me with a strange weight in my chest.

Rika, on the other hand, wouldn’t stop teasing.

“You’re already falling for him, aren’t you?” she said as we sat together in the canteen.

“I’m not,” I argued weakly.

“Yuuki. You smile at your phone more now. You pay attention when he walks into the room. And don’t think I didn’t see you doodling his initials in your notebook yesterday.”

My face burned. “That was an accident.”

She laughed so hard the people around us turned to look. “Sure. An accident.”

I pushed her shoulder. “Rika!”

“Fine, fine,” she said, grinning. “But seriously, if you like him, stop overthinking it. Just go with it.”

I wanted to. I really did. But something inside me still held back.

One week.

That’s what I had given him. That’s what I kept telling myself.

But as each day passed, I realized the truth: I wasn’t just testing Yoshio.

I was testing myself too. Testing whether I could let someone in, whether I could trust that what I felt wasn’t just some fleeting crush.

When he smiled at me across the room, when he tried harder in class, when he messaged me late at night just to check in... something inside me softened, piece by piece.

I had told him to impress me. But the truth was, he already had.

And that scared me more than anything.

That night, lying in bed with my phone in my hand, I whispered into the quiet room:

“One week, Yoshio. But I think... it won’t take me that long.”

Because deep down, I already knew.

The test wasn’t his.

It was mine.
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Chapter 5 – A Promise to Myself
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(Yoshio’s POV)

The morning after Yuuki gave me one week, I woke up earlier than usual. Not because of an alarm, but because my mind wouldn’t let me sleep. The words kept echoing: One week. Impress me.

I sat up, staring at the ceiling. A week. Seven days. It didn’t sound like much. And yet, it felt like everything.

I told myself this wasn’t about showing off. I didn’t want to act like someone I wasn’t, just to win her over. But at the same time, I couldn’t just sit back and hope she’d magically fall for me. I had to do something. Something that showed her I was serious.

By the time I got dressed and headed for campus, my stomach was twisted with nerves.

Hinata noticed immediately, of course.

“You look like you’re about to take an exam,” he said as we walked across the courtyard.

“I might as well be,” I muttered.

He raised an eyebrow. “This is about Yuuki, isn’t it?”

I didn’t answer.

He grinned, slinging an arm over my shoulder. “Relax, Yoshio. You don’t have to turn into a superhero to impress her. Just... be you. The version of you that she already likes enough to talk to.”

I frowned. “What if that’s not enough?”

“Then at least you won’t regret pretending to be someone else,” he replied simply.

Sometimes Hinata was annoyingly wise.

My first attempt came in the form of something small. Yuuki walked into class carrying more books than usual, her bag tugging at her shoulder. Before I could talk myself out of it, I got up and offered, “Here, let me carry that.”

She blinked at me, surprised. “It’s fine, I’ve got it.”

“I know. But let me help anyway.”

For a second, she looked like she was going to refuse. Then, with a tiny sigh, she handed me one of the heavier books. “Fine. Just this one.”

I grinned. “Deal.”

It wasn’t much. Just one book. But the way her lips curved, the faintest hint of a smile she tried to hide — it was enough to keep me going the entire morning.

Later that day, I saw her waiting near the campus gate again. I remembered what she’d said before, about waiting for her dad who was always busy. This time, I didn’t just pass by.

“You waiting again?” I asked, stopping beside her.

She nodded, glancing at her phone. “Yeah. He’s late, as usual.”

I hesitated, then said, “Want me to wait with you?”

Her eyes flicked to mine, surprised. “You don’t have to.”

“I know. But I want to.”

She studied me for a moment, then tucked her phone into her bag. “Alright. But only if you don’t complain about how long it takes.”

“I won’t,” I promised.

So, we stood there, side by side, as students trickled out of the gate around us. The conversation wasn’t deep. We talked about classes, about how hot the weather had been lately, about nothing in particular.
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