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For the quiet ones —

the ones who feel deeply but speak 

softly.

 

You were never too much.

You were just waiting to be 

witnessed.




Some hearts don’t need repair.

They need someone brave enough to 

stay.




Table of Contents 

Preface ................................................................... 7 

Prologue ................................................................. 9 

Chapter 1. The Thesis ........................................... 16 

Chapter 2. The Cafe .............................................. 33 

Chapter 3. When Their Eyes Met ............................ 50 

Chapter 4. The New Barista ................................... 69 

Chapter 5. The Real Conversation .......................... 79 

Chapter 6. Sweets ................................................. 99 

Chapter 7. The Wristband .................................... 121 

Chapter 8. Waiting For Her .................................. 135 

Chapter 9. The Routine ....................................... 147 

Chapter 10. The First Sign ................................... 156 

Chapter 11. The Secret Storm .............................. 165 

Chapter 12. Anticipation ...................................... 184 

Chapter 13. The Quiet Invitation .......................... 201 

Chapter 14. The Dinner ....................................... 217 

Chapter 15. The Plan .......................................... 235 

Chapter 16. Episode ............................................ 243 

Chapter 17. The Wall Is Crumbling ....................... 266 

Chapter 18. Her Place ......................................... 285 

Chapter 19. Staying With Her .............................. 298 

Chapter 20. Day Out ........................................... 338 




Chapter 21. The Confession ................................. 365 




Chapter 22. Officially Us ...................................... 386 




Chapter 23. A Song For You ................................ 403 




Chapter 24. Meet My Boyfriend ............................ 413 




Chapter 25. The Crack......................................... 425 




Chapter 26. The End of Us .................................. 446 




Chapter 27. Trigger ............................................. 462 




Chapter 28. Separation ........................................ 476 




Chapter 29. Graduation ....................................... 493 




Chapter 30. The Celebration ................................ 507 




Chapter 31. Her Song .......................................... 525 




Chapter 32. When I Saw You ............................... 544 




Chapter 33. Heart to Heart .................................. 560 




Chapter 34. Reconciliation ................................... 576 

Epilogue ............................................................. 615 

Acknowledgements ............................................. 626 

About the Author ................................................ 628 

Connect with Author ........................................... 629 

Books By This Author .......................................... 630 

Non-Fiction ..................................................... 630 

Fiction ............................................................. 630 


Preface

There are some people the world mistakes for fragile.

They speak softly.

They avoid crowds.

They leave rooms when the noise becomes too loud. They grip their own wrists like they’re holding themselves together.

And because we don’t understand them, we try to fix them.

We label them.

We study them.

We measure their silence like it’s something that needs solving.

But some people are not broken.

They are fighting battles you cannot see. They are carrying storms behind steady eyes. They are braver than you know.

This is not a story about saving someone.

It is not about curing fear or conquering anxiety with grand gestures.

It is about learning the difference between observing a person… and truly witnessing them.

It is about the quiet ones.

The ones who disappear into the background. The ones who love in careful, trembling ways. The ones who think they are too much — or not enough.

And it is about the ones who think they understand everything,

until love teaches them they don’t.

If you have ever felt unseen,

if you have ever tried to analyse your way out of feeling,

if you have ever loved someone who was still learning how to stay —

this story is for you.




Prologue

Her body jerked violently at the sharp, insistent vibration against the wooden surface.

For a split second, Naomi didn’t know where she was.

The world came back to her in fragments — the faint hum of her laptop still running, the pale glow of the screen casting bluish light across scattered research papers, the cold edge of the table pressed harshly against her cheek. A thin line of drool had dried at the corner of her mouth, and the imprint of her keyboard was faintly marked on her skin.

Her phone continued to buzz against the table, rattling slightly, the sound loud in the heavy silence of her apartment.

She inhaled sharply and pushed herself upright too fast.

Pain shot up her neck immediately.

“Ah—”

She winced, one hand flying to the back of her neck as a stiff, burning ache radiated down to her shoulders. Sleeping folded over a desk for hours was never a good idea — she knew that — but the past few nights had blurred into one long stretch of caffeine, citations, and mental breakdowns.

Her vision was slightly unfocused as she blinked at the time glowing on her laptop screen.

3:42 a.m.

Again.

She had meant to “ rest her eyes” for five minutes.

The vibration stopped.

Then started again.

With a tired groan, Naomi reached blindly for her phone, fingers brushing over highlighted notes, sticky tabs, and an empty coffee mug before finally grabbing it.

Elaine.

Of course.

She squinted at the screen. There were three unread messages.

Elaine: Are you still alive in there? Elaine: You better not be sleeping on your table again.

Elaine: Naomi???

Naomi stared at the messages for a few seconds, her brain moving slower than usual. Instead of typing a response, she lazily tapped the emoji keyboard and sent back a single sleepy face with messy hair.

No words.

Just the emoji.

She dropped the phone back onto the table, the soft thud sounding final, and let her forehead fall forward again onto the cool wood.

Maybe just five more minutes.

Her body ached in places she didn’t have time to care about. Her eyes felt gritty and dry from staring at academic journals for hours. Her brain was foggy, exhausted, overworked — but her thesis draft still had three unfinished sections, and the submission deadline loomed like a silent threat.

She had barely slept properly in days.

Her phone vibrated again.

Longer this time.

She groaned louder, burying her face against her forearm.

Then the vibration shifted into a ringtone.

Calling.

Naomi dragged her head sideways, hair falling into her eyes, and grabbed the phone without looking.

“What,” she muttered hoarsely, not even checking the caller ID before answering.

“What the heck, Naomi?” Elaine’s voice burst through the speaker, fully awake and fully dramatic. “I messaged you and you replied with an emoji? An emoji?”

Naomi winced, holding the phone slightly away from her ear.

“You disturbed my beauty sleep…” she mumbled, voice thick and lazy, still halfway between consciousness and dream.

There was a scoff on the other end.

“As if,” Elaine shot back instantly. “I know you. You’re not ‘beauty sleeping.’ You’re sleeping again on your table, in front of your laptop, like some tragic academic heroine in a drama.”

Naomi shifted slightly, her stiff neck protesting again.

“…Rude.”

“Am I wrong?”

Naomi didn’t answer.

Silence.

Then a quiet, tired sigh.

She rubbed her eyes with the heel of her palm, smearing away the last traces of sleep. The exhaustion clung to her like a heavy coat.

“Just give me fifteen minutes more, okay?” she murmured, already preparing to hang up. “ Bye.”

“What? Hey, wait—!”

But Naomi had already pressed end.

The apartment fell quiet again.

For a moment, she remained seated there, phone loosely in her hand, staring at nothing. The soft glow from her laptop screen illuminated the messy battlefield of her thesis research — highlighted textbooks, printed studies with color-coded tabs, scribbled notes in the margins.

Her chest rose and fell slowly.

Fifteen minutes.

She wasn’t going to sleep for fifteen minutes.

She knew that.

With a slow, reluctant exhale, Naomi pushed her chair back and stood.

Her legs felt slightly numb from sitting too long. She stretched instinctively, arms lifting above her head, fingers interlocking as she arched backward. A series of small pops sounded from her spine.

She winced again when her neck resisted.

“Never again,” she muttered to herself.

A lie.

She shuffled toward the bathroom, movements heavy and ungraceful. The hallway felt colder than the rest of the apartment. The fluorescent light in the bathroom flickered once before stabilizing.

She leaned over the sink, gripping the porcelain edges, and looked up at her reflection.

Dark circles framed her eyes.

Her hair was a mess — flattened awkwardly on one side from the table, strands sticking out in different directions. There was a faint crease line across her cheek from the wood grain.

She looked… wrecked.

And she still had three sections to finish.

Naomi turned on the faucet, splashing cold water onto her face without hesitation. The chill shocked her skin, dragging her fully into wakefulness. She inhaled sharply, water dripping from her chin into the sink.

Again.

Another splash.

She straightened slowly, water trailing down her neck, and stared at herself.

“You can do this,” she whispered, though it sounded more like a question than a statement.

Her phone buzzed again from the other room.

She closed her eyes briefly.

Elaine wasn’t going to let her go back to sleep.

Not that she really could anymore.

Naomi grabbed her toothbrush, mentally preparing herself for another long, exhausting day of fighting footnotes, research gaps, and her own limits — unaware that this morning, like so many before it, would start ordinary…

And end in something she never saw coming.




Chapter 1. The Thesis

The morning air was crisp, cool enough to sting her lungs as Naomi ran.

Her backpack bounced lightly against her shoulders, the straps digging into her collarbones with every hurried step. Strands of her hair slipped free from the loose tie at the nape of her neck, brushing against her flushed cheeks. The pavement beneath her sneakers echoed with rapid footfalls as she crossed the wide stretch of open campus grounds.

Ahead of her, the iron gates of the university stood tall and imposing — ornate, old, and slightly dramatic in the way only long-standing institutions could afford to be. Beyond them stretched the familiar pathways lined with acacia trees, their leaves trembling softly in the early morning breeze.

Naomi checked her watch mid-run.

8:59 a.m.

Her first seminar started at 9:00 sharp.

Her lips pressed into a thin line.

She increased her pace.

She hated being late.

No — she refused to be late.

Perfection wasn’t just a standard for her grades. It bled into everything — punctuality, presentation, preparation. Every research paper she submitted was meticulously proofread, formatted to exact academic standards, citations aligned perfectly. Every presentation rehearsed until her tone, pauses, and gestures felt intentional rather than accidental.

As a psychology graduating student — and the top student in her batch — she carried expectations not only from her professors but from herself.

And Naomi’s expectations were the hardest to meet.

She slipped through the gate just as the digital clock mounted near the security booth flicked from 8:59 to 9:00.

She slowed to a brisk walk immediately, smoothing her hair back with one hand and adjusting her backpack strap with the other, pretending she hadn’t just sprinted across half the campus.

“Naomi!”

She turned her head.

Elaine stood near the entrance pathway, hands on her hips, a dramatic look on her face. Unlike Naomi, Elaine looked effortlessly awake — hair tied into a high ponytail, safety goggles hanging loosely from her shirt collar, engineering blueprints rolled under her arm.

“You’re literally one minute away from being late,” Elaine called out as Naomi approached.

Naomi stopped in front of her, slightly out of breath but trying not to show it. She glanced at her watch again.

“Technically,” she said, lifting her chin slightly, “I’m one minute earlier.”

Elaine stared at her.

“Eight fifty-nine turning nine is not early. That’s dramatic timing.”

Naomi allowed a slow grin to spread across her face, the kind that only appeared when she knew she was right — or at least felt like she was.

“The class starts at nine. I am inside the campus at nine. Therefore, I am punctual.”

Elaine rolled her eyes dramatically. “You’re insufferable.”

“But correct.”

They held each other’s gaze for a moment before both of them burst into soft laughter.

The sound felt easy. Familiar.

They had been doing this for years — the mock arguments, the technical corrections, the small competitions over things that didn’t really matter. Childhood best friends.

They had started in the same kindergarten classroom, small hands clutching crayons and juice boxes. They survived primary school together, awkward teenage years, exam seasons, crushes, and identity crises. They studied at the same high school, shared lunch breaks, and walked home side by side almost every day.

But when university applications came, their paths forked.

Naomi had always been fascinated by the human mind — why people behaved the way they did, what trauma did to memory, how emotions could override logic. Psychology was not just a course for her; it was a calling.

Elaine, on the other hand, loved machines. Structures. Systems. The tangible and measurable. Engineering made sense to her in a way abstract emotional theories never could.

Different ambitions.

Different faculties.

Same campus.

Elaine bumped Naomi lightly with her shoulder. “You look like you slept on your table again.”

Naomi blinked innocently. “ I did not.” Elaine raised an eyebrow.

“…Okay, maybe a little.”

“A little?” Elaine laughed. “You have a faint line on your cheek.”

Naomi instinctively touched her face, frowning slightly. “Seriously?”

“Yes, seriously. Top student, highest scorer in every subject, but cannot manage basic sleep hygiene.”

Naomi straightened slightly at the mention.

Top student.

She didn’t brag about it — she didn’t need to. Her name had been on the dean’s list every semester. Her research proposals were often used as reference examples for junior batches. Professors sought her opinion during class discussions. Some classmates admired her.

Others quietly resented her.

She worked for it, though.

Late nights.

Sacrificed weekends.

Coffee replacing actual meals.

She never submitted anything half-done. Every research project was revised repeatedly until she was satisfied it was at least near perfection — because perfection itself always felt slightly out of reach.

“You only have a few months left,” Elaine said more softly now. “Graduation this year. The golden girl of the Psychology Department.”

Naomi shrugged, though something flickered in her eyes.

“It’s just graduation,” she said. “There’s still master’s. Maybe doctorate. More research. More deadlines.”

“You’re insane.”

“I’m focused.”

Elaine grinned. “Meanwhile, I still have one more year of suffering before I escape.”

“You chose this suffering.”

“Yes, but I didn’t choose 7 a.m. lab reports.”

Naomi laughed lightly.

The bell rang faintly in the distance, signalling the official start of morning classes.

Elaine checked her phone. “Okay, now I’m actually going to be late.”

“You’re welcome for the time management reminder.”

“Shut up.”

They stood there for a second longer — that quiet pause where years of friendship existed comfortably without needing words.

“Coffee later?” Elaine asked.

“I have thesis consultation at noon.”

“After.”

Naomi hesitated, calculating her schedule mentally — review data sets, refine Chapter Four, respond to Professor Alvarez’s feedback.

“…Fine. Thirty minutes.”

Elaine gasped dramatically. “Oh my God, I’m honoured. Thirty whole minutes from Naomi the Perfect.”

Naomi rolled her eyes but smiled.

“Go. Before you’re actually late.”

Elaine began walking backward a few steps, pointing at her. “Don’t overwork yourself.”

“No promises.”

Elaine shook her head and turned, jogging toward the Engineering building.

Naomi watched her disappear into the crowd of students — some rushing, some strolling, some laughing loudly without a care about deadlines or grades.

For a brief moment, Naomi felt the familiar pressure settle back onto her shoulders.

Top student.

Graduating this year.

Highest scorer.

Expectations.

Her phone buzzed in her hand — a reminder notification for her 9:00 seminar.

Right on time.

She inhaled deeply, straightened her posture, and adjusted her backpack once more.

Then, with measured steps and the composed expression she always wore in class, Naomi turned toward the Psychology room.

And the two best friends went their separate ways — walking different paths on the same campus, chasing different dreams… yet somehow still orbiting each other like they always had.

—

The knock on the office door was soft but precise — three evenly spaced taps.

“Come in.”

Naomi inhaled once before turning the handle. Professor Alvarez’s office smelled faintly of old books and brewed coffee. Sunlight streamed in from the tall window behind his desk, casting long golden rectangles across shelves stacked with journals, psychology textbooks, and framed certificates accumulated over decades of academic dedication.

She stepped inside carefully, closing the door behind her with quiet control.

“Good afternoon, Professor.”

“Good afternoon, Naomi.” His tone was warm but measured. “Have a seat.”

She did.

The chair across from his desk was firm — intentionally so, she suspected — the kind of chair that discouraged lounging and encouraged professionalism. Naomi placed her folder neatly on her lap, back straight, hands folded lightly over the edges of the blue binder that contained the partial draft of her thesis.

Her thesis.

Months of sleepless nights condensed into printed pages.

Professor Alvarez adjusted his glasses and lifted the document, flipping it open with slow familiarity. The sound of paper shifting seemed louder than usual in the quiet office.

Naomi’s eyes followed every movement.

She had always respected Professor Alvarez — a senior lecturer in clinical psychology, known for his high standards and even higher expectations. He rarely gave empty praise. If he said something was good, it was because it truly was.

And Naomi had built her academic identity around meeting standards like his.

He began reviewing silently.

The ticking of the wall clock became painfully noticeable.

Tick.

Page turn.

Tick.

Another page turn.

Naomi resisted the urge to fidget. Her gaze remained steady, though her fingers tightened slightly around the edge of her folder.

She was the top of her class.

Every semester.

Highest marks in Research Methods.

Outstanding performance in Behavioural Analysis. Published a small, co-authored paper in her third year.

Her name was often used as an example during departmental meetings.

But sitting here — in this office — she felt like a student again.

Just a student.

Alvarez hummed thoughtfully at one section.

Naomi swallowed.

Finally, he lowered the pages and removed his glasses, setting them gently on the desk.

“Well,” he began.

Naomi straightened even more.

“This is… very well written.”

Her shoulders relaxed a fraction.

“Your literature review is comprehensive. Your theoretical framework is strong. You’ve articulated your hypothesis clearly, and your methodology design is rigorous.”

He tapped the paper lightly with his fingers.

“You are, as always, precise.”

Naomi allowed a small nod. “Thank you, Professor.”

He leaned back slightly in his chair.

“But…”

The word hung in the air.

Naomi’s spine stiffened again.

“It lacks… something…”

Silence stretched between them.

Naomi did not interrupt.

Professor Alvarez clasped his hands together on top of the desk. “Technically, it’s excellent. Structurally, it’s sound. But when I read it…” He paused, searching for the right phrasing. “It feels… distant.”

She blinked slightly.

“Distant?”

“Yes. Analytical. Clean. Almost… too controlled.”

Naomi absorbed the comment without visible reaction.

He continued, “Your research focuses on trauma response and memory suppression in young adults. That’s not a purely academic subject, Naomi. It’s lived. It’s messy. It’s human.”

He flipped back to one page and pointed to a paragraph. “You’ve cited twelve studies here. Excellent selection, by the way. But where is the lived dimension? The case study depth? The real-world complexity?”

Naomi lowered her gaze briefly to the paper he was indicating.

“I’m planning to include interviews in the final section,” she said calmly. “I’ve already secured two potential participants. I wanted to ensure the theoretical grounding was solid before integrating field data.”

He nodded approvingly. “That’s good. Very good. But I want you to go further.”

She met his eyes again.

“I don’t just want additional interviews. I want… immersion. Observation. Real-life situations that test your framework.”

Her mind immediately began processing possibilities — clinics, support groups, trauma counselling centres, rehabilitation facilities.

“You understand the models,” he said gently. “But… you need to show that you understand the people inside those models.”

Naomi remained silent for a moment.

Then she nodded once.

“I agree.”

He studied her expression, perhaps searching for defensiveness — but found none.

“I do feel that it’s lacking something,” she admitted. “I can see how it reads structured but not… lived. I’m working on expanding that dimension. I’ve been contacting community centres to observe sessions, and I’m planning to conduct in-depth qualitative interviews rather than short, structured ones.”

A flicker of approval passed through his eyes.

“That’s exactly the direction I was hoping you’d consider.”

She continued, “I don’t want it to just be academically correct. I want it to contribute something meaningful.”

He smiled faintly.

“That’s why you’re at the top of your class, Naomi.”

The words landed heavier than compliments usually did.

He adjusted the papers into a neat stack.

“You’ve always delivered excellent work. But this is your thesis. This is not just another assignment to ace. This is your foundation as a researcher.”

She felt the weight of that statement settle into her chest.

“I know you can elevate this,” he added. “You have the discipline. The intellect. What you need now is depth.”

Naomi exhaled slowly.

“I’ll revise the remaining sections,” she said. “I’ll expand the field investigation and integrate real-life case observations. I can also include a comparative analysis between reported memory gaps and behavioural patterns in real settings.”

Alvarez’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “ Now that’s interesting.”

She continued, her tone steady but thoughtful. “I think my initial draft stayed too safe within academic boundaries. I’ll push it further.”

He leaned forward again, resting his elbows on the desk.

“That’s what I want to hear.”

A brief silence filled the room — but this one felt different. Lighter.

“I’m looking forward to reviewing your next submission,” he said finally. “And I say this without exaggeration — I have high expectations for you.”

Naomi’s lips curved slightly.

“I know.”

He chuckled softly. “And you usually exceed them.”

She stood when he began organizing the papers, accepting the partial draft back into her hands.

“I’ll make sure the next version addresses everything we discussed.”

“I have no doubt,” he replied. “Take the time to experience the subject, not just study it.”

She nodded.

“Thank you for the feedback, Professor.”

As she reached the door, his voice stopped her gently.

“Naomi...”

She turned.

“You’re capable of producing something remarkable. Don’t just aim for perfect.”

She held his gaze.

“Aim for meaningful.”

Something shifted subtly inside her at that.

“Yes, Professor.”

She stepped out of the office, closing the door softly behind her.

The hallway outside buzzed faintly with student chatter, distant footsteps echoing against tiled floors. Naomi stood still for a few seconds, clutching her thesis draft against her chest.

Technically excellent.

But distant.

She inhaled deeply.

Then she walked down the corridor with steady steps — mind already racing, already planning interviews, field observations, real-world immersion.

If it lacked something…

She would find it.

And she would make it exceptional.




Chapter 2. The Cafe

The corridor outside Professor Alvarez’s office stretched long and sunlit, its polished floors reflecting streaks of afternoon light filtering through tall glass windows. Students passed in small clusters — some laughing loudly, some arguing about assignments, others glued to their phones.

Naomi walked through them as if enclosed in her own invisible bubble.

Her arms held her thesis draft close against her chest, fingers pressing lightly against the edges of the paper. Her mind was no longer in the hallway.

It was mapping.

Field research possibilities.

Community trauma centres.

Qualitative interviews instead of structured questionnaires.

Observational immersion.

She replayed Alvarez’s words in her head.

Technically excellent… but distant.

Her jaw tightened slightly.

She hated the idea of something she created being incomplete in essence — not flawed, but lacking depth. She wasn’t angry at the feedback. She agreed with it.

She walked faster without realizing it, her steps purposeful.

If she could secure access to a support group, maybe shadow a clinical psychologist for a few sessions… real case observations would add the dimension her thesis needed. Perhaps even include narrative transcripts — anonymized but emotionally intact.

Her fingers tightened around the pages.

Meaningful.

She turned a corner sharply—

—and collided straight into someone.

The impact was solid enough to jolt her backward.

“Oh! I’m so sorry—”

She instinctively apologized, stepping back immediately, her grip tightening on her thesis to keep it from falling.

The other person didn’t move.

Naomi looked up.

Elaine stood there.

Grinning.

Wide.

Unapologetic.

Entirely too pleased with herself.

“…You did that on purpose.”

Elaine tilted her head innocently. “Did what?”

Naomi exhaled through her nose, long and controlled, before rolling her eyes. “You intentionally bumped into me.”

“Correction,” Elaine said dramatically, raising one finger. “I strategically intercepted you.”

Naomi stared at her.

“You were walking like a robot with a mission. I had to physically stop you.”

Naomi adjusted the papers in her arms. “ I was thinking.”

“Exactly.”

Elaine’s gaze dropped to what Naomi was holding.

Her grin softened slightly. “Is that the thesis?”

Naomi nodded. “Professor Alvarez just finished reviewing the partial draft.”

“Oooo,” Elaine leaned closer, peering at the printed title page as if it might reveal secrets. “How bad did he destroy it?”

Naomi gave her a flat look.

“He didn’t.”

Elaine blinked. “Wait, what?”

“He said it’s strong. Structurally sound. Well-written.”

“Of course it is. You wrote it.”

Naomi’s expression didn’t change.

“But,” she continued.

Elaine groaned loudly. “There’s always a but.”

“It lacks something.”

Elaine folded her arms. “Emotion?”

Naomi’s eyes flickered slightly.

“Depth,” she corrected. “Real-life dimension. He wants more immersion. Field observation. Interviews that feel lived, not just cited.”

Elaine nodded slowly. “So basically… he wants you to humanize it.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re already planning twelve ways to fix it.”

Naomi didn’t respond verbally.

Her silence was confirmation enough.

Elaine studied her for a moment, then squinted. “That’s why I kept looking for you.”

Naomi blinked. “What?”

“I went to your department building. You weren’t there. I checked the library. Not there either. I even asked one of your classmates if they saw you.”

Naomi frowned slightly. “Why?”

Elaine looked offended. “Because you promised me thirty minutes of coffee. And you vanished.”

Naomi glanced at her watch instinctively.

It was already late noon.

She had originally planned to go straight home after her consultation — reorganize her notes, outline new interview structures, maybe draft a revised research proposal.

But technically…

She was heading home.

Technically…

She did promise.

Elaine crossed her arms triumphantly. “I am officially claiming my thirty minutes now.”

Naomi hesitated only briefly.

“We could stop by after I drop my bag in the car—”

Before she could finish the sentence, Elaine grabbed her arm.

Firm.

Unexpected.

Naomi’s eyes widened slightly at the sudden contact.

“Decision not required,” Elaine declared dramatically, wrapping both of her arms around Naomi’s right arm like she was anchoring herself. “ It has already been decided.”

“Elaine—”

“No thinking. No rescheduling. No ‘I’ll just send this first.’”

Naomi tried to pull her arm back slightly, but Elaine tightened her hold with exaggerated determination.

“You need caffeine and sunlight.”

“I just had coffee.”

“That doesn’t count. That was survival coffee. I’m talking about friendship coffee.”

Naomi stared at her.

Elaine leaned closer. “Also, you look like you’re about to overanalyse your own existence again.”

“I do not.”

“You do.”

Students passed by them, some glancing curiously at the unusual sight of a composed top student being physically detained by a hyper engineering major. Naomi sighed.

A real sigh this time — the kind that released tension rather than suppressed it.

“I was going to work on restructuring my final sections.”

“You will,” Elaine said firmly. “After thirty minutes.”

Naomi glanced at her watch again.

She had no scheduled commitments for the next hour.

Her car was parked near the west exit.

Their favourite coffee shop was only a short walk from campus — the small one tucked between a bookstore and a flower stall, the one they had been going to since first year.

She opened her mouth to speak—

—but Elaine had already begun dragging her forward.

“Elaine...”

“No escape.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“Yes I am.”

“People are staring.”

“Let them. I don’t care.”

Naomi tried one last mild resistance, planting her feet slightly.

Elaine looked at her with narrowed eyes.

“Do not test me. I am stronger than I look.”

Naomi almost smiled.

Almost.

“…Fine.”

Elaine beamed triumphantly. “ Victory!”

And just like that, Naomi found herself being physically pulled down the corridor, her polished academic composure slightly disrupted by her best friend’s unstoppable energy.

They passed through the main exit doors together.

The warm air outside greeted them, the scent of freshly cut grass drifting through the open space. The campus noise faded behind them as they stepped onto the sidewalk leading toward the small row of shops.

Elaine still hadn’t released her arm.

“You know… you can let go now.”

“No. Not yet.”

“I can walk on my own.”

“I know. I just don’t trust you not to run back and interview random strangers about trauma responses.”

Naomi huffed softly.

“You’re exaggerating.”

“Am I?”

She wasn’t.

Naomi adjusted her grip on her thesis with her free hand, looking ahead toward the familiar café sign in the distance.

For once, she wasn’t thinking about citations.

Or revisions.

Or theoretical frameworks.

She was being dragged — willingly or not — toward a break.

And strangely…

She didn’t completely mind it.

The small brass bell above the café door chimed softly as they stepped inside.

Warmth wrapped around them immediately — the comforting blend of roasted coffee beans, steamed milk, and faint vanilla syrup lingering in the air. The place was moderately busy, filled with the low hum of conversations, the clinking of ceramic cups, and the rhythmic hiss of an espresso machine at work.

Naomi inhaled subtly.

This place always felt like a pause button.

The café was modest — wooden floors, mismatched chairs, chalkboard menus written in looping white script, and shelves lined with second-hand books customers could borrow while they drank. The sunlight filtering through the wide front windows made the dust particles in the air shimmer faintly.

Without discussing it, they walked straight to the counter.

There was a long line.

Elaine groaned softly. “ Of course. Everyone had the same idea.”

Naomi glanced at her watch but said nothing. Thirty minutes was still manageable.

They took their place at the end of the line.

From where she stood, Naomi had a clear view of the counter area — the glass pastry case, the syrup bottles neatly arranged in rows, and the baristas moving behind the machine with practiced efficiency.

And then she noticed him.

A new face.

He stood slightly apart from the other staff — focused, precise, movements smooth but unhurried. He was preparing a cup of coffee, head slightly bowed, dark hair falling forward just enough to shadow his eyes.

Naomi tilted her head almost unconsciously.

She couldn’t quite see his eyes because he was looking down, attention fully on the cup in his hand. The espresso machine hissed as he adjusted the portafilter. His hands moved with quiet confidence — tamping, locking, steaming milk.

He was tall — noticeably taller than her, even from this distance. His frame wasn’t bulky, not overly muscular, but well-proportioned. Lean strength rather than exaggerated build. The sleeves of his fitted black café uniform were rolled slightly at the forearms, revealing defined but not overworked muscles.

Balanced.

Just enough.

His face, from what she could see in profile, was striking — clean lines, a straight nose, jaw defined but not sharp enough to look harsh. There was something almost… angelic about him. Not in a delicate way, but in the kind of way that felt calm, composed.

Perfect.

Not too thin.

Not too muscular.

Not trying too hard.

But that wasn’t what caught her attention.

Naomi narrowed her eyes slightly, studying him more carefully.

It wasn’t his face.

It wasn’t his physique.

It was something else entirely.

The way he moved.

The way he held still between motions.

The way his presence felt… contained.

Most baristas here were lively — smiling brightly, joking with customers, calling out names loudly. Eddie, the previous barista, used to banter constantly, flashing a charming grin with every order.

But this guy… was quiet.

Not awkward.

Not shy.

Just… grounded.

There was a stillness about him that felt deliberate.

And Naomi couldn’t explain why that unsettled her — or intrigued her.

Her analytical brain immediately tried to categorize it.

Controlled demeanour?

Emotional restraint?

Introverted temperament?

But none of those labels felt accurate enough.

She realized, she had been staring for longer than socially acceptable.

Her gaze dropped immediately to the menu board above the counter.

Focus.

It was just a barista.

Her observation was cut short when Elaine leaned closer to her ear.

“Okay… who is that?”

Naomi blinked. “Who?”

Elaine nudged her lightly with her elbow. “Don’t pretend you weren’t looking.”

Naomi kept her expression neutral. “ I was… observing.”

“Oh my God,” Elaine whispered dramatically. “You’re analysing the barista.”

“I am not analysing.”

“You are absolutely analysing.”

Naomi exhaled softly, but her eyes flicked back for a brief second.

He was handing a cup to a customer now.

When he lifted his head slightly, she caught a glimpse of his eyes.

Dark.

Focused.

But distant in a way she couldn’t immediately define.

The customer smiled and thanked him enthusiastically.

He gave a small nod.

Not a wide smile.

Not forced politeness.

Just a subtle acknowledgment.

Elaine followed her gaze.

“Well,” Elaine murmured. “At least the aesthetic has improved.”

Naomi gave her a side look.

“He’s new,” Elaine continued, eyes still fixed on him. “I hope the coffee tastes the same.”

“That’s your primary concern?”

“Yes. Obviously. We’re in a café…”

Elaine crossed her arms. “ But seriously… what happened to Eddie?”

Naomi shrugged slightly. “Maybe he graduated.”

“Or quit.”

“Or transferred.”

Elaine leaned her weight onto one leg. “I liked Eddie. He knew my order without asking.”

“That’s because you order the same thing every time.”

“And that’s consistency. A virtue.”

Naomi almost smiled.

The line moved forward.

They stepped closer to the counter.

The closer Naomi got, the more she became aware of the subtle details — the faint scent of his cologne beneath the coffee aroma, something clean and understated. The quiet way he wiped the counter between orders, precise and methodical.

Her mind tried to rationalize the pull she felt.

Was it curiosity?

Was it simply noticing change in a familiar place? Humans were wired to detect novelty.

Yes.

That must be it.

Novel stimulus in a familiar environment.

Elaine leaned closer again. “If he messes up my caramel latte, I’m blaming him.”

Naomi murmured, “You always blame someone.”

“Because accountability matters.”

Now it was Naomi’s turn to nudge her.

“You’re impossible.”

“Excuse me, I am delightful.”

The line moved again.

Now there were only two customers ahead of them.

Naomi’s eyes lifted without permission.

He was preparing another drink.

There was something about the way he concentrated — brows slightly drawn, movements measured — as if the world narrowed down to just the cup in front of him.

It wasn’t flirtatious energy.

It wasn’t loud confidence.

It wasn’t even conventional charm.

It was quiet.

Contained.

And strangely… magnetic.

She didn’t understand why.

Elaine sighed dramatically. “Okay but seriously, if Eddie left without saying goodbye, I’m offended.”

Naomi looked at her. “You’re offended by everything.”

“I have standards.”

The customer ahead of them stepped aside.

They were next.

The new barista finally looked up fully.

And for the first time, his eyes met Naomi’s.

For a fraction of a second, time slowed.

Naomi looked at him.

Julian.

She didn’t know his name yet, but later she would remember that first moment with unsettling clarity.




Chapter 3. When Their Eyes 

 

Met

Their eyes met.

Not dramatically.

Not in some exaggerated cinematic way.

Just… directly.

His gaze was darker up close — not just in colour, but in depth. Focused. Alert. Observant in a way that felt almost unsettling. For the briefest instant, it was as if he was assessing her too — not staring, not flirting — simply registering her presence with quiet intensity.

Naomi felt something tighten in her chest.

She couldn’t name it.

Before she could process it, he looked down again.

Not abruptly.

Not nervously.

Just lowering his gaze back to the cup in his hands, attention returning to the espresso machine as though nothing significant had happened.

The moment dissolved.

Elaine leaned forward onto the counter casually.

“Hey, Arnie,” she greeted the cashier with familiarity.

Arnie, a short, cheerful guy with round glasses and an easy smile, looked up immediately.

“Ah! My favourite duo,” he teased. “Long time no see.”

“Two days,” Naomi corrected gently.

“Feels longer,” he said with a grin.

Elaine wasted no time. “Where’s Eddie?”

Naomi subtly nudged Elaine’s arm with her elbow.

A quiet warning.

Elaine glanced at her, eyebrows lifting.

“What?” she whispered defensively. “I just want to know where he is.”

Naomi gave her a look that clearly said: Not in front of the new barista.

But Elaine had never been one to overthink social nuance.

Arnie’s smile softened slightly.

“Oh,” he said. “Eddie already left.”

Elaine’s expression dropped instantly. “What? As in left-left?”

“Yeah,” Arnie nodded. “He’s moving to another place. Said he wanted to build his own café there.” Elaine blinked. “Where?”
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