
Jocelyn Smith

The Professor


Before He Knew





  
    First published by Jocelyn Smith Publishing 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Jocelyn Smith


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Jocelyn Smith asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Jocelyn Smith has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 30
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 31
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 32
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 33
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 34
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 35
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 36
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 37
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 38
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 38
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 39
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 40
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 41
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 42
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 43
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 44
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 45
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 46
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 47
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 48
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 49
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 50
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 51
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 52
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 53
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 54
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 55
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 56
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 57
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 58
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 59
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 60
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 61
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 62
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 63
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 64
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 65
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 66
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 67
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 68
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 69
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 70
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 71
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 72
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 73
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 74
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 75
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 76
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 77
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 78
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 79
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 80
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 81
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 82
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 83
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 84
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 85
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 86
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 87
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 88
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 89
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 90
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 91
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 92
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 93
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 94
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 95
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 96
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 97
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 98
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 99
        
      

    
      	
        Also by Jocelyn Smith
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Monday, February 13th, 2023 – 9:04 AM

SDSU Fowler College of Business, Room 203

“Ms. Hollis,” a voice called from above.

Lydia lifted her head from her desk, blinking against the classroom’s harsh overhead lights. Her eyes took a moment to adjust before landing on a figure standing just a few feet away—arms crossed, tie slightly askew, and a face set in that unreadable, professor-ly blend of patience and challenge. Dr. Garrett Langley.

He was tall, with a lean frame that didn’t suggest lankiness so much as quiet strength—like someone used to keeping himself in check. His dark hair was neatly cut, touched at the temples with early silver that made him look more refined than old. Clean-shaven, with a jawline as precise as the rest of him, he had the kind of face that made people second-guess whether they were supposed to be intimidated or intrigued.

And then there were his eyes—sharp, pale blue, watchful. Curious, even. Lydia sat up a little straighter, suddenly aware that he was studying her like she was an equation he hadn’t quite solved yet.

“Yeah?” Lydia answered.

“Sleeping during a test?” Dr. Langley arched a brow—annoyance flickering into curiosity.

Lydia straightened, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I finished,” she said simply.

Typical bright young thing—maybe a little too sure of herself, maybe just lucky. But fifteen minutes? That was something else. Maybe she was just cocky, rushing through without care. He needed to see if that confidence had any real foundation.

Garrett glanced at the clock, then plucked the test from her desk. He skimmed it quickly, eyes darting line by line. “You’ve been asleep for almost the entire class. Are you saying you finished this in fifteen minutes?”

“Yes,” she said without blinking.

He kept reading. Silence stretched between them as he scanned every correct answer.

Then, a crisp snap of the test paper. He tucked it under his arm. “Stay after class,” he said sharply, turning away.

Lydia exhaled just enough to loosen the knot in her spine.

Beside her, someone whispered, “You’re in trouble.”

She shrugged. “We’ll see.”




Twenty minutes later, as students packed up and left, Lydia stayed seated, fingers absently tracing the edge of her folder.

“Ms. Hollis,” Dr. Langley said once the room was empty. “Care to join me at my desk?”

She rose slowly, slinging her bag over one shoulder and making her way down the aisle. The tile floor squeaked beneath her boots. She sat across from him.

He handed her the test. “Everything was correct,” he said, eyes fixed on hers.

“I could’ve told you that,” Lydia replied, flipping through the pages.

He leaned back slightly. “How’d you finish so fast?”

“I scanned and answered.”

“You scanned and answered?”

“Yeah.”

He studied her a moment, then pulled out a blank copy of the test. “I want to see how you think through these problems in real time. No pressure—take your time, but talk me through your answers as you go.”

She blinked. “So, you want me to explain my reasoning while I work?”

“Exactly. It’s less about getting the right answer twice and more about seeing how you approach it.”

After a pause, she nodded and pulled out a pen. The room filled with the quiet scratch of ink and her soft explanations. Five minutes passed. Then ten.

He watched in silence, arms folded, intrigued by the way her logic unfolded.

When she handed it back, he scanned the answers. Different in some places, similar in others—but every step showed the same clear understanding.

He let out a breath, quiet but unmistakable. “I was wrong.”

Lydia said nothing. She stood, turned, and left.

The door clicked softly shut behind her.

She didn’t look back.

She had sat there, calm but fiercely composed, like she knew exactly what she was doing—and didn’t care if he believed it. Her eyes met his, steady and unapologetic, daring him to doubt her again. The weight of her gaze was something new, something sharp. She wasn’t just some cocky kid who rushed through a test; she was something else entirely.

Every detail caught his attention—the slight tension in her jaw, the way her fingers tapped the desk just a little too deliberately, like she was holding something back. And that damn calmness… it wasn’t arrogance. It was power.

How had he missed this before? How had he written her off so easily? Watching her retake the test, answering every question perfectly again, his mind reeled. This wasn’t luck or bravado—it was raw, undeniable talent. And something deeper—something that unsettled him more than he wanted to admit.

For the first time, Garrett Langley felt completely unmoored.




They always misjudge me.

It wasn’t new. People made assumptions the second they saw the jeans and the band shirt. It was easier to let them. Let them underestimate her. Let them wonder.

It gave her room to breathe.

She walked across campus with her head high, the afternoon sun warming her shoulders, the breeze teasing the edges of her Fleetwood Mac shirt.

A part of her liked knowing what they expected. Liked knowing she didn’t owe them any explanations.

She’d been invisible and underestimated for so long, she’d learned to turn it into power.

They didn’t see her coming.

That was her favorite part.
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Monday, 4:18 p.m.

Dr. Garrett Langley leaned back in his chair, Lydia Hollis’s name still printed on the manila folder he hadn’t put down in hours.

Second semester. Most students were still shadows—masses of earbuds and caffeine drifting from one syllabus to the next.

But not her.

All A’s. Always on time. Flawless formatting. No questions before or after class. No comments in the margins. No deviations. Her work was precise and quietly brilliant, as if someone had programmed her for academic perfection.

He’d reached out to two of her previous professors, curious.

“She was quiet.”

“Turned things in early.”

“Didn’t really stand out.”

“I think she sat in the back?”

She was smoke through a keyhole—there, but impossible to hold.

No internships. No clubs. No research assistantships or letters of recommendation. No career goal listed on her student profile. Just perfect performance, executed in silence.

And then this morning—finishing his exam in fifteen minutes with every answer correct, only to calmly repeat the feat when he asked her to take it again.

That wasn’t showboating. It wasn’t defiance.

It was precision. Controlled, almost eerie restraint. She didn’t need the room to know she was capable.

She only needed him to.

Garrett sat forward and shut the folder, rubbing the bridge of his nose. Late-afternoon light filtered through the blinds, striping the wall in muted gold. His office had grown dim without him noticing. He stood and reached for his coat, habit pulling him toward the campus café.

Coffee. A walk. A few minutes of something uncomplicated.

By the time he stepped inside, the café was busy but not chaotic. The air smelled of roasted beans, vanilla syrup, and the paper musk of new textbooks. Voices rose and fell—study groups murmuring, tired laughter, the occasional hiss of the espresso machine.

He scanned the room without thinking, not looking for anyone in particular—until he saw her.

Lydia.

She was curled into the corner booth with three friends, the table crowded with half a dozen drinks, snack wrappers, and notebooks. Glitter shimmered on one open page like a trail left behind by a small, determined storm. Someone was mid-story, arms flailing for dramatic effect. A pair of aviator sunglasses balanced precariously on a cupcake. A tote bag with crayon marks leaned against the seat.

And there she was—laughing suddenly, eyes lit with something real. One hand wrapped around a plastic cup, the other tucking her hair behind her ear. Not neatly—just distractedly, like she wasn’t thinking about how she looked.

There was glitter caught in her hair.

Not deliberately. It just… was. A few flecks, barely noticeable unless the light hit them right.

But he noticed.

Had it always been there?

She looked so completely unguarded—alive in a way he hadn’t expected. This wasn’t the Lydia Hollis from his lectures. This was someone vivid. Whole. Unapologetically present.

Garrett blinked, looked away, then back again. She hadn’t changed. She just wasn’t in the classroom anymore.

She probably came here all the time. He might’ve walked past her dozens of times and never seen this version of her.

There was more than glitter in her hair. There was a life—one he’d overlooked without realizing it.

His name was called at the counter, and he stepped forward to retrieve his coffee. But he didn’t drink it. Not yet. Instead, he lingered, watching her with the careful stillness of someone trying to memorize something they didn’t yet understand.

He told himself it was professional interest. That her academic profile—her precision—was the reason she’d lingered in his mind all day.

But that explanation felt too neat.

He didn’t know what she was planning, or why she was so careful in class, or how someone could be so sharp and still almost invisible.

But tomorrow, he’d ask.

Because for the first time in a very long while, Dr. Garrett Langley was genuinely curious.

And curiosity was always the beginning.
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Thursday, 8:25 a.m.

Dr. Garrett Langley sat in the corner of the campus café, nursing a black coffee and scrolling through emails on his tablet. The morning crowd buzzed with idle chatter and clinking mugs, but he wasn’t paying attention—until the door opened and she walked in.

Lydia Hollis.

She didn’t notice him. Not even a glance.

She moved with quiet confidence, trailing behind a group of friends who were as loud and animated as she was composed. He recognized one immediately—Matt, from his Managerial Economics class last semester. Tall, stylish, loud when it suited him, but sharp beneath the theatrics. One of those students who knew how to put on a show and deliver results.

Matt greeted Lydia with a dramatic flourish and a hug, drawing a laugh from her—bright and unguarded. They slipped into a corner booth like it was routine. Ritual, even.

She wore stonewashed black jeans and a faded Pulp Fiction T-shirt, her long brown hair loose around her shoulders. No makeup, no attempt to impress. And yet—striking. Not posed. Not curated.

Effortless.

Garrett caught himself staring.

Matt and another friend got up to order. When Matt returned, he handed Lydia her credit card. She took it with a quiet “thank you,” no hesitation.

Garrett’s brow furrowed.

She paid.

“Morning, Garrett.”

He looked up. Professor Lucas Hale was already sliding into the seat across from him, coffee in hand and a smirk like he already knew too much.

“You look deep in thought,” Lucas said.

Garrett tilted his head toward the booth. “The student next to the guy in the purple Vans. That’s Lydia Hollis.”

Lucas followed his gaze. “The one laughing? What about her?”

“She took an exam Monday. Finished in fifteen minutes. Aced it. I thought she’d cheated—made her do it again. Same result. Calm. Focused.”

Lucas arched an eyebrow. “That’s either arrogance or genius. Did she gloat?”

Garrett shook his head. “Neither. She was… controlled. Like she knew exactly what to give and when. Nothing extra.”

Lucas sipped his coffee. “Most students would’ve panicked.”

“Exactly. But she didn’t blink.” Garrett leaned back slightly. “I looked her up afterward.”

“Let me guess—straight A’s?”

“Flawless record. But no activities. No internships. No clubs. Professors barely remember her.”

Lucas blinked. “So… a ghost with a 4.0.”

Garrett nodded. “She knows how to disappear. But once you really look—she’s impossible to miss.”

Lucas studied Lydia across the room. “And now you’re looking.”

Garrett ignored the jab.

“She’s deliberate. Monday, a Fleetwood Mac shirt. Today, Tarantino. It’s curated, but not performative.”

Lucas grinned. “Quiet rebel. You think she even owns a blazer?”

Garrett smirked. “Probably. Still has the tag on it. Maybe worn once to a funeral.”

Lucas leaned forward. “Any post-grad plans?”

“None listed. For someone like her, that’s not just an oversight. That’s intentional.”

Lucas glanced back at her, then at Garrett. “You think she’s hiding something?”

Garrett didn’t answer right away. His gaze lingered—on Lydia’s easy posture, her effortless laugh, the way she leaned into her friends without pretense.

“Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe she just prefers to keep everyone guessing.”

Lucas tapped his mug against the table. “Careful, Garrett.”

Garrett gave a faint smile, eyes still on her.

“I know what I’m doing.”
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Thursday, 8:35 AM

Dean Evelyn Ashcroft approached their table, eyes sharp, catching the direction of both men’s stares across the dining hall.

“You two seem very interested in that table over there,” she remarked, her tone dry but curious.

Garrett didn’t look away. “She surprised me Monday.”

Lucas added without hesitation, “Finished his test in fifteen minutes.”

Evelyn’s brows lifted. “There’s no way.”

“I made her redo it after class,” Garrett said, finally turning his gaze toward her. “Same score.”

Evelyn leaned, scanning the group in question. “Which one is she?”

“Pulp Fiction shirt,” Lucas replied, sipping his coffee.

Evelyn’s gaze paused, thoughtful. “That her usual style?”

Garrett nodded once. “Band or movie shirts. Every day.”

Without another word, Evelyn slid into the seat beside them and flipped open her laptop. “Name?”

“Lydia Hollis,” Garrett answered a little too quickly.

She typed, frowning slightly at the age. “Thirty-four? Huh. Older than I expected.”

Garrett’s only response was a faint, almost imperceptible nod — like that fact had already been accepted days ago.

“She’s got perfect grades,” Evelyn murmured, scrolling. “No work-study, no extracurriculars, and nothing listed under post-grad plans…” Her voice slowed. “Interesting.”

“What is it?” Lucas asked.

“Her entrance essay.” Evelyn opened the file, eyes skimming fast. “Neither of you read this?”

Garrett shook his head. “Didn’t even think to.”

“Well, you should have.” Evelyn angled the screen toward them.

Garrett leaned in, and Lucas stood behind to read over his shoulder. For a moment, the three of them were silent — all motion stilled except the blinking cursor on the screen.

Garrett exhaled softly. “Well, this isn’t what I expected.”

“No kidding,” Lucas muttered.

Evelyn studied the page, then looked at Garrett. “You should talk to her. Find out more about that non-profit she’s planning. If it’s as legitimate as it sounds, we need to support it.”

Garrett nodded slowly, his gaze drifting back across the room.

“I wonder if she owns a dress,” Evelyn said aloud, half to herself.

Lucas smirked. “Garrett thinks she might have one. Dusty. Buried in the back of her closet somewhere.”

Evelyn didn’t smile, but her expression was amused. Her eyes returned to Lydia. The young woman’s posture was relaxed but upright, her movements deliberate, contained. She didn’t seek attention, but didn’t shrink from it either.

“She moves like someone who knows exactly how much of herself to reveal,” Evelyn said quietly. “That kind of control — that calm — it’s not common. Especially not at her age.”

Garrett adjusted his sleeve, not speaking.

“She’s not hiding,” Evelyn continued, more to herself now. “She’s pacing herself. Measuring the world before letting it measure her.”

She looked to Garrett then, sharp again. “You’ve been paying attention.”

He didn’t flinch, but didn’t meet her eyes. Just picked up his mug, took a slow sip.

“Since Monday?” she asked, voice deceptively casual.

His mouth twitched. “Something like that.”

Her gaze lingered a beat too long, then softened. “She’s a puzzle,” Evelyn murmured. “And I’ve never liked puzzles I couldn’t finish.”

Garrett tapped his fingers once on the side of his cup. “I’ve been thinking about how tightly she keeps everything controlled. No slip-ups. No missed details. But she’s not coasting. There’s a fire under all that calm.”

“Control can be armor,” Evelyn said. “Or it can be power. The quietest flames burn brightest, if you know how to tend them.”

Lucas nodded. “She’s carrying a lot, I bet. Probably why she keeps people at a distance. No distractions.”

Evelyn sat back, her hands folding in her lap. “We forget sometimes — the stories behind the grades. Most people only see the numbers. Lydia Hollis… she’s a whole story we haven’t heard yet.”

Garrett looked up at that, brows drawn. “You think I should ask her? Just approach her directly?”

“She knows you already,” Evelyn replied. “She listens to you. That’s more than most students give.”

Lucas chuckled. “You’re good with the complicated ones, Garrett. She won’t scare you off.”

Garrett smiled faintly, but his fingers tightened slightly around the coffee cup. “I’ll try. No promises.”

Evelyn stood, smoothing her blazer. “Keep me posted. If she’s building something real, I want this college standing behind her.”

As she walked off, Lucas leaned closer, watching Garrett.

“She’s not just a student,” he said thoughtfully. “She’s a story we haven’t cracked yet.”

Garrett’s eyes returned to Lydia, where she was laughing quietly with her friends, unaware of the eyes on her.

He nodded once. “And maybe it’s time we did.”
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The Following Week – Thursday Morning

The tiered lecture hall buzzed with the low murmur of arriving students, the shuffle of backpacks, the quiet click of laptop keys and coffee lids. Lydia entered without fanfare, her movements fluid, practiced. Four rows up. Third seat from the left. No hesitation, no scanning the room.

She moved like someone used to not being seen—or someone who preferred it that way.

Her backpack landed with a soft thud, set down gently, not dropped. She opened her laptop and tapped the microphone icon on her speech-to-text app with a precision that suggested ritual. The cursor blinked, waiting.

Professor Langley stepped in seconds later, his stride unhurried, composed. He crossed to the podium, pausing just briefly—barely a heartbeat—to glance at her row.

It wasn’t the first time.

He’d seen her that morning outside the café again, laughing with her usual circle—Cam, Jen, and Matt. That was the only time she ever looked loud. Animated. Even mischievous. There was light there. Spark.

But in class, it was something else entirely. Quiet discipline. Unmoving focus. She didn’t slouch. Didn’t whisper. She didn’t scan her phone or glance at the clock. Just watched. Listened. Absorbed.

“Good morning,” Garrett said, his voice filling the room with ease. “Today in Managerial Economics, we’re talking about elasticity—how consumer behavior changes in response to price or income adjustments.”

He turned to the whiteboard, writing in clean, clipped strokes:

E = (% change in quantity demanded) / (% change in price)

Chairs creaked as students scrambled to copy the formula.

Lydia didn’t move.

Her gaze was steady, forward. The app was recording, as always. She rarely raised her hand. Never volunteered to speak. But her papers? Impeccable. Every time. Garrett had tried to trip her up twice this week. Subtle shifts in phrasing. Contradictory data on one slide. She caught both.

He glanced toward her again. Just once. Just long enough.

There was something in her stillness. Not passivity—something poised. Like tension drawn tight, but under control. A coiled presence. Watching. Waiting.

When the lecture ended, the room burst into motion. Conversations sparked. Screens shut. Backpacks zipped. Lydia moved against the flow, graceful and unaffected. She didn’t rush, didn’t pause to chat. Just exited—like fog sliding through a cracked door.

Garrett didn’t stop her. But he watched.




In the faculty lounge, Lucas was already posted at the counter, coffee in hand, phone screen glowing. He didn’t look up right away—but his smirk said everything.

“You’ve been watching her all week,” he said, voice casual, almost bored.

Garrett didn’t reply. He grabbed a mug, poured coffee, and kept his back to him.

Lucas raised an eyebrow. “She’s probably noticed, you know. Students aren’t clueless.”

Garrett took a slow sip, then turned, leaning against the counter. “And?”

Lucas chuckled. “Just saying. You’re not subtle. Even Evelyn picked up on it last week.”

“She mentioned that to you?”

“She didn’t need to. I saw her face.” Lucas lifted his mug in salute. “She’s just trying to decide if this is gossip-worthy or policy-violating.”

Garrett rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. “She’s…interesting.”

Lucas gave him a look. “That’s the best word you’ve got?”

“She’s different,” Garrett said, quieter now. “Sharp. Controlled. But not cold. It’s like she flips a switch between who she is in class and who she is the rest of the time. I see her outside, and she’s this… full-color version of herself.”

Lucas nodded slowly. “Yeah, Evelyn reread that nonprofit essay. Said it wasn’t just some vague dream. Said it felt like a blueprint. Like she’s halfway to making it real already.”

“She is,” Garrett said without missing a beat. “She just doesn’t talk about it. Doesn’t brag. But the way she moves, the way she listens… she’s not coasting. She’s plotting every step.”

Lucas gave him a long, pointed look. “You’re in deep.”

Garrett’s jaw tensed. Then relaxed. “I want to know how she ticks. Not because I’m obsessed, but so I can ask the right questions without looking too involved.” A pause. “She’s earned more than indulgence or curiosity.”

Lucas sipped his coffee, thoughtful. “So you’re hooked.”

Garrett gave a short, crooked smile. “Maybe. But not the way you think.”

Lucas tilted his head. “Then how?”

Garrett’s eyes drifted to the window. “It’s not just curiosity. It’s… it’s like there’s something just under the surface. Something important. And I can’t stop wondering if she’s waiting for someone to notice.”

Lucas didn’t speak for a moment. Then, gently, “You’d better hope she wants you to be the one who does.”

Garrett didn’t answer. But he didn’t look away either.
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Friday Afternoon – The Day After the Faculty Lounge Conversation

It had been nearly two weeks since Garrett Langley first noticed Lydia Hollis. Less than twenty-four hours since Lucas had dared him to admit what was already obvious. But something about today felt heavier—less like curiosity, more like inevitability.

The sun was already climbing by the time Garrett stepped into the campus café for the second time that day, just after wrapping his Managerial Economics lecture. The morning rush had faded into a soft hum of conversations and coffee cups. He spotted her instantly.

Same table. Same three friends.

Matt, performing dramatic despair in his chair.

Cam, stirring syrup into something iced.

Jen, scrolling between bites of pastry.

And Lydia—laughing.

He chose a table nearby without hesitation. At this point, he’d stopped pretending it was coincidence.

“So, Lydia, are we still doing spa day tomorrow?” Cam asked, her phone sliding out of the way.

“Yep,” Lydia replied, bright and effortless. “Just need a sitter for Belle and the boys. Noon at Firefly, then we shop.”

Garrett didn’t blink, but inside, something jolted. Boys? Plural? Another piece. Another unexpected turn.

“Buying more of your signature t-shirts?” Matt teased.

“Of course,” Lydia replied with mock gravity. “Maybe even some new boots.”

He should’ve been reading. He had a book open. A pen in hand. But Lydia’s voice rose above everything—its steady warmth, the humor tucked behind each word. He’d heard her speak in class before, but not like this. Not unguarded.

“Girl, do you even own a suit?” Jen asked.

“A whole closet full,” Lydia said with a shrug. “I just don’t want to deal with dry cleaning every other day. Belle’s on this glitter-and-glue kick. Last week, she glued gold sprinkles to one of my dress shoes.”

“She’s trying to upgrade your look,” Matt said.

“She’s three,” Lydia said, eyes fond. “Everything is sparkles and chaos.”

Garrett froze for a breath. Three. He hadn’t known Belle’s age. Hearing it now grounded things differently. Glittered heels. Cluttered hallway. A child’s world spilling into every corner of hers.

There was no martyrdom in her voice. No theatrics. Just life, stated plainly. And somehow, that unsettled him more than any grand confession would have. She wasn’t asking for recognition. Wasn’t hiding, either. She just was.

In class, she was composed, focused, careful with her words. But here—she glowed. She didn’t demand attention. She invited it.

He flipped a page he hadn’t read.

“You’re still watching her,” Lucas had said the day before.

Yes, Garrett thought now. And it’s getting harder to stop.

“Gold sprinkles, though?” Cam asked, still laughing. “That kid’s got taste.”

“She’s three going on thirteen,” Lydia replied. “Told her teacher I let her wear lipstick on Saturdays. Which I don’t. It’s tinted chapstick.”

“Still counts,” Matt said. “She’s learning from the best.”

Garrett’s lips twitched—just barely.

He glanced down again. Coffee cooling. Pen idle.

She didn’t fit neatly into the polished academic boxes he usually trusted. She wore movie t-shirts and scuffed boots. She skipped study groups. She laughed with her whole face. He couldn’t parse her, and he couldn’t look away.

“All right,” Matt said, clapping once. “Shopping after the spa. Somewhere that doesn’t smell like rubber shoes and desperation?”

Lydia rolled her eyes. “You picked last time. We’re going to Firefly. Then La Plaza for boots. Ones Belle won’t bedazzle in my sleep.”

More laughter. A small eruption of joy in a corner of campus he used to walk past without noticing.

Garrett tapped his fingers against the table. Not to rush himself—but to anchor something. To keep from drifting too far inward.

But he didn’t get up.

He stayed.

Because she was no longer just a curious student with a clever mind. She was becoming a person he couldn’t compartmentalize. Someone vivid, unpredictable, real.

And maybe—just maybe—someone he didn’t want to unsee.
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Moments Later

Matt took a long sip of his iced coffee and leaned back, his grin lazy. “So, what about the boys? Still obsessed with robots and soccer?”

Lydia smiled, softer this time. “Liam’s all in on robotics. He’s ten going on thirty, swears he’s going to build his own drone company. Burned his thumb last week trying to rewire a motor—with a butter knife.”

They all groaned and laughed.

Cam shook her head. “Kids that age think they’re indestructible.”

Lydia nodded. “Yep. He told me, ‘It’s just a flesh wound, Mom.’ Like he’s starring in Monty Python or something.”

“And Asher?” Jen asked.

“Asher’s eight. Made the travel soccer team last month,” Lydia said, pride brushing her tone. “He’s been sleeping with his shin guards under his pillow. Says it brings him luck.”

“Sounds like they’re both little heartbreakers already,” Matt teased.

“They’re my chaos crew,” Lydia said, shaking her head fondly. “I swear, I wash more socks and pick up more snack wrappers than a Little League concession stand.”

More laughter bubbled up around the table—but Garrett Langley wasn’t laughing.

He sat two tables over, mostly hidden, his espresso cooling untouched beside him. He hadn’t come here to eavesdrop. Not exactly. But when he saw her there—surrounded by friends, her laughter drifting across the café like sunlight—something in him paused.

So instead of leaving, or making himself known, he sat down with the smallest drink on the menu and stayed like a man trying not to fall in love with a song.

Three kids. Two boys—Liam and Asher. Belle, the youngest. No mention of a partner. Just glimpses of everyday life: scraped thumbs, shin guards, snack wrappers. She spoke of it all without complaint or performance. Not searching for pity. Just telling the truth.

He hadn’t pegged her as a mother when she first walked into his class. But now, it felt obvious. The quiet discipline. The way she absorbed information without needing to speak often. The efficient way she moved, the worn confidence behind her humor. Even her wardrobe made more sense now—comfortable, functional, still effortlessly striking.

“She’s got gravity,” he thought again.

The professor in him admired her mind. The man—more cautious, more reluctant—was being pulled toward something he hadn’t planned to want.

“Wait,” Cam said, stirring her drink, “is Liam still using your old laptop to code?”

Lydia nodded. “Yeah. It’s on its last leg, but he won’t let me replace it. Says it has character. He even gave it a name—Tank.”

Matt snorted. “Tank?”

“Yep. Because, and I quote, ‘It’s slow, but it never quits.’” Lydia shook her head, laughing. “He’s such a weirdo. I love it.”

“And Asher’s still all about Messi?” Jen asked.

“Oh yeah. Wears his jersey three times a week and insists I call him El Capitán before every game.”

That earned another ripple of laughter.

“Do they get along?” Matt asked. “Ten and eight is prime ‘stop touching my stuff’ age.”

“They bicker, sure. But they’re close,” Lydia said. “Liam always looks out for him. He’s actually the reason Asher’s left-footed now.”

Cam blinked. “Wait—what?”

“Because Liam told him, when he was seven, that right-footed players are basic. So Asher switched.”

Matt nearly choked on his drink. “That is so Liam.”

Lydia smiled, gaze softening. “Yeah. He’s got opinions, that one. Asher too, in his own way. He’s quieter about it, though. Like he’s still figuring out how to be his own person without falling out of step with his big brother.”

Langley’s eyes lifted at that—just briefly.

That kind of insight. The way she described them. She didn’t just raise them—she saw them. Not as extensions of herself, not as burdens. As people. Fully formed and still becoming.

His gaze dropped again, this time not out of discomfort—but out of instinct. Self-preservation.

He was feeling more than he meant to. More than he should.

She wasn’t just a student anymore.

And he wasn’t just curious.

He was invested.

And that—that was dangerous.
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The café was slowly emptying out as Lydia and her friends gathered their things and prepared to leave. Langley sat quietly, his book closed on the table but forgotten. His eyes remained fixed on the spot where Lydia had just been, replaying fragments of their conversation in his mind.

Belle, Asher, and Liam. The names lingered, soft but real. It wasn’t something she wore like a badge for sympathy or status—it was woven into her words, part of her life. Not an afterthought, but a presence.

He shifted in his chair, the afternoon sunlight casting long shadows through the window. The quiet murmur of the café faded into the background as his mind spun.

She’s balancing more than just classes. Motherhood, responsibilities, and still somehow managing to find laughter.

He gathered his belongings slowly, reluctant to break the connection completely. Standing, he moved toward the door, pausing just long enough to watch as Lydia stepped outside.

Her blue Mustang gleamed under the soft sun, sleek and commanding. She slipped into the driver’s seat with a calm ease, the kind that said she was used to handling more than most would expect.

As the engine purred to life and she pulled away, Langley’s thoughts were still tangled around what little he knew—and what he didn’t.

Just then, Lucas stepped beside him, holding a cup of coffee. He looked out and saw the Mustang pull away.

“That’s quite the car,” Lucas remarked, nodding toward the street where Lydia had just disappeared.

Langley gave a small smile but kept his expression neutral. “Yeah, it’s impressive.”

Lucas gave a knowing look as Langley’s eyes drifted once more toward the café’s front window. “You’ve been watching her a lot today.”

Langley didn’t flinch. “Just doing what Evelyn asked.”

Lucas tilted his head, unconvinced. “That’s the official line?”

Langley gave a dry half-smile. “It’s not untrue.”

“She’s a student,” Lucas said casually, but his gaze was sharp.

Langley nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

Lucas took a slow sip of his coffee. “You think that’s all this is? Academic interest?”

Langley didn’t answer right away. His eyes were still on the window, where Lydia had just disappeared a few minutes earlier. “She’s… not what I expected.”

Lucas let the silence stretch before speaking again. “Well, Evelyn wants to know more. I’d say you’re on track.”

Langley’s voice was quiet. “I’m not sure she realized how much more there is.”

Lucas watched him for a beat, then said with a smirk, “Just don’t forget why you’re paying attention in the first place.”

Langley’s jaw ticked once, a flicker of restraint crossing his features. “I haven’t.”

Lucas gave a small nod, satisfied—at least outwardly. “Complicated tends to come back around.”

Langley didn’t respond. His gaze had drifted again, thoughtful and unguarded.

Lucas said nothing more as he turned to go, but the curve of his mouth betraying what he had seen.

Langley stayed a moment longer, alone now, caught in the fading warmth of afternoon sunlight and the weight of something unspoken. His thoughts were still tangled with the image of Lydia’s quiet confidence, her humor, her kids’ names and stories.




.








  
  
  Chapter 9

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Saturday, next day

The spa room was softly lit, the gentle scent of lavender curling through the air like a lullaby. Lydia, Cam, Jen, and Matt each settled onto their massage tables, fluffy towels draped over their backs. The low hum of tranquil music and the rhythmic patter of fountains wrapped around them like a warm embrace.

Matt sighed dramatically as his masseuse began working on his shoulders. “Finally. I’ve been carrying the weight of everyone’s fashion crimes all week.”

Lydia chuckled into her face cradle. “You say that every time.”

“Because it’s always true,” Matt replied, his voice muffled. “I’m practically a martyr — suffering for all your bad outfit choices.”

Cam snorted with laughter. “You’re no martyr. You just like being pampered.”

“Guilty,” he said happily. “Now hush, or I’ll tell my masseuse to skip your mani.”

Caleb, the masseuse working on Lydia, leaned in slightly. “First time getting a massage?” he asked gently as his hands found a knot near her shoulder blade.

“You can tell?” Lydia murmured, relaxing under his warm touch.

“Just a little. But you’re doing great—just breathe and let go.”

“Honestly,” she added with a lazy smile, “I was worried it might tickle.”

Matt lifted his head slightly. “Girl, it only tickles if they’re doing it wrong.”

Cam’s voice drifted over. “My husband would freak if he saw this. Another man rubbing my back? He’d short-circuit.”

“Then it’s a good thing he’s not here,” Lydia teased, letting the tension slip from her shoulders for a rare moment. She could almost forget the kids waiting at home, just for a little while.

Jen chimed in, “Mine would last maybe five minutes before dragging me out by the ankles.”

Matt sighed wistfully. “This is why I stay single. No one to interrupt my spa schedule.”

Caleb’s hands moved expertly over Lydia’s back, easing away tension and thoughts. She let her eyes wander to his calm, focused face, feeling an unexpected comfort settle in.

“Maybe I could get used to this,” she murmured.

Caleb smiled softly. “You wouldn’t be the first.”

As the massages ended, Matt sat up and stretched dramatically. “Alright, divas. Time to beautify.”

The salon hummed with soft music, the air filled with the scent of hairspray and citrusy products. Lydia, Cam, Jen, and Matt claimed their chairs like queens returning to their thrones.

Matt slipped on a black robe and flopped into his seat. “I want something glam, okay? Something that says, ‘I brunch in Milan but I’m still approachable.’”

The stylist blinked. “We can do that.”

Lydia ran her fingers through color swatches. “I’m thinking something a little darker, but still soft. A few lighter tones to catch the light.”

The stylist nodded. “We’ll keep the shape, add richness and depth.”

Cam leaned in to her own stylist. “Balayage with caramel tones and a layered cut. Give me some movement.”

Jen smirked. “Chestnut with copper highlights. And a sharp bob. I’m feeling bold.”

Meanwhile, Matt was deep in discussion with his stylist. “Glossy jet black with silver accents near the temples. Like a couture villain. And yes, I want the shimmer on the lids. Don’t skimp.”

Lydia raised a brow, amused. “You’re going full runway today?”

Matt grinned. “I contain multitudes.”

The dryer’s warm breath on her scalp sent a comforting hum through Lydia as brushes and fingers worked their magic. Laughter bounced between them, bright and easy.

Cam sighed into her scalp massage. Jen inspected her fresh cut in the mirror. Lydia leaned back beneath the dryer, eyes half-closed, basking in the glow of good company and stolen moments of peace.

Then came makeup. Lydia chose a fresh look—soft smoky eyes, warm cheeks, and rose-tinted lips. Cam went bold with a red lip to complement her new warmth. Jen’s winged liner was sharp enough to cut glass.

Matt beamed at his reflection as a makeup artist finished his look: shimmering silver shadow, contoured cheekbones, and a peachy lip. “Flawless,” he whispered, striking a pose.

When it was time for nails, he was already rolling up his sleeves. “Chrome. Full stop. Make them reflect my inner goddess.”

Lydia settled on a classic nude gloss. Cam picked soft pink. Jen? Deep plum, naturally.

When it was time to pay, Lydia waved them all off and handed over her card.

“This one’s on me,” she said. “You all deserve it.”

“Queen behavior,” Matt said, lifting his latte like a champagne glass. “Long may she reign.”

The four of them stepped out into the sun, hair shining, faces radiant, nails immaculate. Lydia flipped her freshly toned hair over one shoulder and grinned.

“Next stop: shopping spree.”

And just like that, they were off again—laughter trailing behind them like perfume, a blur of color and camaraderie. For now, they were invincible—at least until Monday.
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The afternoon sun warmed the sidewalks as Lydia, Cam, and Jen stepped out of the salon, their freshly styled hair catching the light like a halo. Lydia ran a hand through her newly darkened, softly highlighted hair—the trim had left it lighter, with a natural bounce and effortless movement.

“Okay, ladies,” she said with a grin, “next up—shopping. And remember, I’m treating.”

Matt was already waiting just outside, his nails gleaming with a glossy chrome finish, a subtle shimmer dusting his cheeks. He adjusted his cropped jacket with flair and strutted over like he owned the block.

“Looking fabulous, as always,” he declared, striking a dramatic pose.

Cam laughed, shaking her head. “Matt, you’re shining brighter than the sun right now.”

“You know me,” Matt winked. “Ready to shop ‘til we drop—and maybe find some killer accessories to elevate your whole aesthetic.”

Jen rolled her eyes playfully. “You just want an excuse to raid the jewelry wall.”

Matt gasped, clutching his chest. “Excuse you—I am the jewelry wall.”

Lydia led the way into Firefly Boutique, where the soft hum of indie music mingled with the crisp scent of new fabric and leather. Rows of boots, dresses, and statement pieces surrounded them like a siren’s call.

“Alright,” Lydia announced, eyes scanning the suede and leather-lined wall. “I’m on a mission for boots.”

Matt slid up beside her, eyes sparkling. “You need boots with bite, babe. Something that says, ‘Yes, I have three kids and still run the world.’”

Cam held up a flowy emerald maxi dress, the fabric shimmering under the boutique’s soft lighting. “I want something that feels like a hug but looks like I belong on a yacht.”

Jen smirked, eyeing her from behind a rack of denim. “You’re manifesting that hot-mom summer energy. Date night’s coming.”

Lydia chuckled, a flicker of wistfulness in her eyes. “Maybe one day.”

Cam draped a delicate silver necklace over her wrist, its cool weight catching the light. “Even if it’s just dinner with yourself in the mirror, you deserve to feel gorgeous.”

Matt elbowed Lydia gently, his eyes mischievous. “And if you ever want a wingman with fabulous taste and zero shame? I’ve got you.”

Lydia laughed, warmth blooming in her chest. “Duly noted. But first, boots.”

Matt held up a cropped leather jacket with exaggerated shoulders. “Pair this with the boots, and you’ll be unstoppable. It’s giving ‘rich widow starting her second empire.’”

Cam twirled in her dress, beaming. “This is it. Perfect for patio nights with wine and gossip.”

Jen stacked bracelets and chunky rings on the counter while Matt gathered scarves, sunglasses, and statement necklaces like a pro stylist on a deadline.

“Shopping spree is definitely my cardio,” he said proudly.

Lydia grinned. “And I don’t say no to cardio. Or glam.”

Matt pulled her aside and lowered his voice to a mock whisper. “By the way, that deep plum lipstick I told you about? With your new color? It’ll eat.”

“Say less,” Lydia said, smiling wide. “I’m sold.”

Arms full of bags and spirits lifted, the group strolled down the block to their favorite café, snagging a sun-drenched table and iced coffees.

Jen raised her cup. “Glamming up, shopping spree, iced coffees… What’s next, a rooftop party?”

Matt leaned back, smug and sparkling. “With this squad? Obviously.”
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