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IT’S NOT BIG.
Not dramatic.
Just one sentence, written slightly crooked, like the writer hesitated halfway through.
Alex, I like you.

No name underneath.
No heart.
No smiley face.
Just that.

Alexia stops walking.

Her bag slips down her shoulder, the strap scratching against her arm, and she adjusts it automatically, like muscle memory kicking in to hide the fact that her brain has gone blank.

Her handwriting.

She knows it immediately. Not because it’s neat—it isn’t—but because she recognizes the way the “A” leans too far right, like it’s trying to escape the rest of the word. The way the “k” is taller than necessary. The dot on the “i” in like, pressed a little too hard.

She thinks, absurdly, I should’ve used a marker.

Someone laughs behind her.

Then another voice:
“Wait—wait—what?”
The room fills faster than usual after that. Chairs scrape. Bags hit the floor. Someone drops a pen and doesn’t bother picking it up.

By the time Alexia sits down, half the class is already staring at the board.

“Is this real?” Daniel Moore says loudly, like he’s announcing a headline.

“It’s probably a joke,” someone else replies, but they’re smiling.

“Which Alex though?” Lily asks, leaning across two desks. “We have, like... a lot.”

That’s when the noise really starts.

Alexia lowers her head and pretends to fix the zipper on her pencil case. It doesn’t need fixing. It’s already closed.

She can feel her pulse in her ears.
Not panic exactly. More like... exposure.
She had written it yesterday afternoon, alone in the empty classroom, the sun low enough to stretch long shadows across the desks. She remembers standing there with the chalk, her heart racing like she was about to commit a crime.

It wasn’t supposed to last.

She’d meant to erase it.
She’d told herself she would.
But Ms. Carter had called her name from the hallway, asking if she’d left her notebook behind. Alexia had jumped, smudged the chalk slightly, then panicked in a way that only quiet people panic—silently, inefficiently—and left the room without fixing it.

I’ll come back, she’d thought.

She hadn’t.

Now it’s morning.

And it’s still there.

“Okay but seriously,” Daniel continues, spinning his chair backward. “Which Alex?”

Someone snorts. “Obviously that Alex.”

Alexia doesn’t look up, but she doesn’t need to. She knows who they mean.

Alexandra Mayfield sits three rows ahead, laughing lightly as someone whispers something in her ear. Her hair is down today, falling the way it always does—effortlessly, like gravity is kinder to her. She turns halfway in her seat, confused but smiling.

“What?” Alexandra asks. “What’s going on?”

“Read the board,” Lily says, grinning.

Alexandra turns.

Her eyebrows lift, just a little. She presses her lips together, not smiling now, but not frowning either. More... surprised.

“Oh,” she says.

The room reacts to that single syllable like it’s confirmation.

Alexia presses her thumbnail into her palm.

She hadn’t thought this far ahead. She hadn’t imagined the after. The part where other people see it.

She’d only thought about the feeling of writing it. The brief, reckless relief of admitting something—even anonymously.

“Alex,” someone says behind her, nudging her chair. “Do you think it’s for you?”

Alexia flinches before she can stop herself.

She turns slowly.

The girl asking is smiling, not cruelly. Just curious. Everyone is curious. Curiosity is allowed.

“I—” Alexia starts, then stops.

There are too many Alexes. That’s the joke. That’s always been the joke.

Alexander Reef walks in last.

He always does.

Not because he’s late, but because people tend to part when he enters, like there’s an unspoken agreement to make room. He’s the class president. Calm. Reliable. The kind of person teachers trust instinctively.

Alexia notices him because she always notices him.

He pauses when he sees the board.

It’s brief—so brief most people miss it—but his eyes linger. Not on the sentence as a whole, but on the handwriting.

Alexia’s stomach drops.

For a second, the room waits.

Then Daniel claps his hands together. “Okay, this is hilarious.”

“It’s kinda cute,” Lily says.

Alexandra shifts in her seat. “Guys, stop.”

Alexander walks to the front of the room without saying anything.

He picks up the eraser.

“Hey—wait!” Daniel protests. “We haven’t figured it out yet.”

Alexander doesn’t look at him.

He reaches up and wipes the board clean in one smooth motion.

The sentence disappears.

Just like that.

A collective groan rises.

“What the hell?” someone complains.

Alexander turns around, calm as ever. “It’s a joke,” he says evenly. “Probably from someone messing around after school. Let’s not make it a thing.”

“You erased it already?” Lily pouts.

“Yes.”

Daniel squints. “How do you know it’s a joke?”

Alexander shrugs. “Because if it wasn’t, whoever wrote it wouldn’t want it turned into this.”

The room quiets.

Not completely—but enough.

Ms. Carter walks in just then, clapping once. “All right, settle down. What’s with the noise this early?”

“Nothing,” Alexander says. “Just chalk on the board.”

Ms. Carter nods, satisfied. “Figures.”

She starts arranging her papers.

The moment passes.

Just like that.

Alexia sits very still.

Her chest feels hollow, like something left too quickly.

She tells herself she should feel relieved. The sentence is gone. No one knows.

But her hands are shaking.

Alexander returns to his seat.

As he passes Alexia’s desk, his sleeve brushes the edge of it.
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By second period, the sentence is already gone.

But the room still feels like it’s there.

Alexia can tell because no one is talking about homework.

Usually, mornings are predictable. Complaints about quizzes. Someone asking for a pen. The low, comforting noise of boredom. Today, the class hums with unfinished thoughts.

She keeps her eyes on her notebook.

The lines blur.

Someone coughs. Someone laughs too loudly. Someone else whispers a name and then shushes themselves like that helps.

Alexia writes the date at the top of the page. She writes it twice, actually, because the first one is crooked and that bothers her more than it should.

Across the room, Daniel Moore leans back in his chair, balancing on two legs like he’s waiting for permission to fall.

“So,” he says, voice casual in the way people get when they’re pretending not to care. “That was... interesting.”

Lily doesn’t look at him. “Ms. Carter literally just said no talking.”

Daniel grins. “I’m whispering.”

“You’re projecting,” Lily replies.

Alexia presses her pen down too hard and snaps the tip.

She freezes.

For half a second, she considers just... leaving it. Pretending it didn’t happen. But the broken plastic edge digs into her finger.

Quietly, she reaches into her bag for another pen.

The zipper sounds too loud.

Alexander Reef sits two rows ahead, posture straight, already writing. He hasn’t looked back since erasing the board. He hasn’t even looked around.

Like the whole thing is over.

Like it never mattered.

Alexia tells herself that’s good. That’s what she wanted.

Still, when Daniel speaks again, her shoulders tense.

“You guys think he really meant it was a joke?”

Lily sighs. “Who?”

“Alexander. Obviously.”

A pause.

Someone behind Alexia mutters, “Why would he lie?”

Another voice answers, “Because he’s class president. He hates chaos.”

That earns a few soft laughs.

Alexia stares at her page. Her handwriting looks wrong today. Too stiff. Like it’s trying not to give anything away.

She wonders if anyone else noticed Alexander’s timing. How quickly he erased it. How easily he took control.

She wonders if anyone noticed where his eyes went first.

She hopes not.

Ms. Carter clears her throat loudly. “Is there something fascinating happening that I should know about?”

“No, ma’am,” Alexander says immediately.

There’s something about the way he says it—not defensive, not rushed. Just... final.

Ms. Carter nods. “Good. Open your textbooks.”

Pages flip.

Order restores itself the way it always does—through routine.

But curiosity doesn’t disappear. It just goes underground.

Alexia feels it when Lily leans over to whisper to Alexandra, their heads close together. She feels it when Daniel taps his pen against his desk, eyes darting around like he’s mentally building theories.

She feels it most when Alexandra glances back.

Not directly at Alexia.

Just... around her.

Like she’s scanning the room, trying to figure out who exists in this moment.

Alexia lowers her head further.

She wishes, briefly and irrationally, that she could fold herself into her bag.
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By lunch, the story has evolved.

It always does.

Alexia sits at her usual table near the window, unwrapping her sandwich slowly. She listens more than she eats.

Daniel’s voice carries from three tables away. “No, listen. If it wasn’t a joke, Alexander wouldn’t have erased it.”

“That’s exactly why he would,” someone argues.

Alexia chews without tasting anything.

She feels stupid for writing it. Stupid for thinking anonymity would protect her. Stupid for believing, even for a second, that liking someone could be harmless.

Across the cafeteria, Alexandra laughs at something Lily says, then shakes her head. “Guys, seriously. It’s nothing.”

“But it said Alex,” Lily insists. “That’s literally you.”

Alexandra presses her lips together. “There are other Alexes.”

Daniel snorts. “Name one.”

Alexia’s stomach twists.

Lily glances around. Her eyes flick, briefly, toward Alexia’s table.

Alexia looks down.

“Yeah, okay,” Lily says after a beat. “Fair.”

The conversation moves on.

Alexia exhales slowly.

She hates that she noticed. Hates that it still hurt.

She tells herself she’s imagining things. That no one is thinking about her. That’s the safer assumption. That’s usually the correct one.
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Alexander eats lunch alone today.

Not intentionally—people just seem to orbit him rather than sit beside him. Someone asks about student council. Someone asks about homework. He answers politely, efficiently.

When Daniel approaches, tray in hand, Alexander knows before he sits down that this isn’t about food.

“So,” Daniel says, dropping into the chair across from him. “You erased it pretty fast.”

Alexander takes a sip of water. “It was disruptive.”

Daniel grins. “That’s not a denial.”

Alexander raises an eyebrow. “What would you like me to deny?”

“That it was real.”

Alexander sets his cup down carefully. “It wasn’t.”

Daniel leans forward. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

Daniel watches him for a moment, like he’s waiting for something else. When it doesn’t come, he clicks his tongue.

“You’re no fun.”

Alexander doesn’t reply.

Daniel shrugs. “Still. Kinda romantic, right?”

Alexander’s jaw tightens almost imperceptibly.

“Eat your lunch,” he says.

Daniel laughs and leaves.

Alexander stares at his tray.

He had known the handwriting the moment he saw it.

He had known long before anyone said Alexandra’s name out loud.

That knowledge sits quietly in his chest, heavy and inconvenient.

He tells himself, again, that he did the right thing.
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After school, Alexia waits longer than usual before leaving the classroom.

She pretends to organize her bag, even though everything is already in place. She waits until the room empties, until the air feels less crowded.

When she finally stands, Alexander is still there.

He’s erasing something small from the board—notes from the last class, already half-smudged.

Alexia freezes.

He doesn’t notice her at first.

She considers slipping out quietly.

Then he speaks.

“Alexia.”

Her name lands softly. Not loud enough to draw attention. Not sharp.

Just... accurate.

“Yes?” she answers too quickly.

Alexander turns.

For a second, neither of them says anything.

The silence isn’t awkward exactly—but it’s close.

“I just wanted to say,” he begins, then pauses.

Alexia’s heart stutters.

He exhales. “If anything today made you uncomfortable... I’m sorry.”

Her brain scrambles.

“Oh,” she says. “It’s fine.”

It isn’t. But this is what she knows how to say.

Alexander studies her face, like he’s looking for something she isn’t offering.

“All right,” he says finally.

He nods once, then turns back to the board.

Alexia stands there, pulse racing.

She wants to ask him how he knew her name so easily. Wants to ask if he really thought it was a joke. Wants to ask if he ever wondered who wrote it.

She asks none of those things.

“Thanks,” she says instead. For what, she isn’t sure.

Alexander glances back. “For erasing it?”

“Yes.”

He hesitates. “It seemed... kinder.”

Alexia nods.

She leaves before she can say something wrong.
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That night, she lies awake longer than usual.

The sentence replays in her mind—not the words, but the moment they were erased. The clean sweep. The absence left behind.

She thinks about Alexander’s voice when he said her name.

She thinks about how easily order was restored.

And how much she disappeared with it.

She closes her eyes.

Tomorrow, she tells herself, everything will be normal again.

She doesn’t know yet that curiosity has a longer memory than chalk.
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By Wednesday, everyone has settled on an explanation.

Not officially.
No announcement.
Just... collectively.
Alexia learns this the way she learns most things: by overhearing them.

It starts small.

“Which Alex?” someone asks during group work.

Lily doesn’t even look up from her phone. “You know. Pretty Alex.”

The word lands lightly, like it’s obvious. Like it’s helpful.

Alexia keeps highlighting the same sentence in her textbook. The yellow stripe grows darker and darker until the words underneath disappear.

Pretty Alex.

It makes sense, she guesses. Alexandra Mayfield is easy to categorize. People like easy things. She smiles when spoken to. She fills space naturally. When she enters a room, conversations adjust around her like furniture being rearranged for comfort.

Alexia doesn’t resent her for it.

Not really.

Still, the phrase settles somewhere uncomfortable in her chest.

Later that day, during math, Daniel raises his hand.

“Alex?” Ms. Carter calls automatically.

Three heads lift.

Ms. Carter blinks. “Sorry. I meant... Alex Reef.”

Alexander nods once. “Yes?”

Smart Alex.

No one says it out loud, but it hangs there anyway. Everyone knows. He answers questions without showing off. He remembers deadlines. Teachers trust him with things that matter.

Alexia lowers her gaze back to her notebook.

No one ever accidentally calls on her.

At lunch, the categories solidify.

They don’t announce themselves as categories. They don’t sound cruel. That’s the worst part. They sound practical.

“So we’ve got Pretty Alex,” Daniel says, counting on his fingers. “Smart Alex.”

“And...” Lily trails off, glancing vaguely toward Alexia’s side of the table.

There’s a pause.

Alexia’s breath catches without permission.

“And, um,” Lily continues, smiling awkwardly, “you know. The other one.”

Daniel squints. “Just Alex?”

He laughs like he’s solved something.

Just Alex.

The table laughs with him—not loudly, not sharply. Just enough to acknowledge the label.

Alexia keeps chewing.

Her sandwich tastes like cardboard.

No one looks at her when they say it.

Which somehow makes it worse.
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The thing about being quiet is that people assume you don’t mind.

Alexia walks the hallway with her head slightly down, the way she always has. She hears pieces of conversations float past her like loose paper.

“She’s probably loving this.”

“Alexandra? Yeah, obviously.”

“No, I mean... you know. The other Alex.”

“Oh. Her?”

That tone.

Not unkind. Just dismissive. Like someone pointing out an extra chair.

Alexia presses her books tighter to her chest.

She doesn’t correct anyone. She doesn’t interrupt. There’s no moment where she thinks, Now. Now I should speak.

She tells herself it would be weird. Unnecessary. Overreacting.

She tells herself she’s imagining how often her name comes up.

She tells herself lots of things.

In English class, they’re assigned group discussion.

Ms. Carter reads off names.

“Alexandra Mayfield.”

Alexandra smiles and moves her chair easily, already mid-conversation.

“Alexander Reef.”

Alexander nods, gathers his things.

“Alexia Rowe.”

There’s a beat.

Not long. Just noticeable.

“Oh,” someone murmurs. “Right.”

Alexia stands.

Her chair scrapes louder than she expects.

She joins her group, sitting at the edge of the circle like she always does. No one excludes her. No one makes space either.

When she speaks—once, quietly—no one hears her. Or maybe they do, but someone else speaks right after, louder, and the conversation shifts.

She doesn’t try again.

She watches Alexandra across the room, animated, expressive, her hands moving as she talks. People lean toward her without realizing they’re doing it.

Alexia wonders, not for the first time, what it would feel like to take up space without asking permission.
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Alexander notices the categories forming.

He hears them too.

He doesn’t participate. He never does. But he hears Daniel’s voice in the hallway, Lily’s casual shorthand, the way teachers clarify which Alex without thinking.

He watches Alexia become smaller.

Not physically. Something else.

She sits farther back now. Leaves faster. Keeps her eyes trained on neutral places—corners, pages, the floor.

He tells himself not to interfere.

Interference creates attention. Attention creates assumptions.

Still, when Daniel says, “Just Alex,” Alexander looks up.

“Don’t call her that,” he says calmly.

Daniel blinks. “Call her what?”

“Nothing,” Alexander replies. “She has a name.”

Daniel snorts. “Relax. It’s not that deep.”

Alexander doesn’t respond.

But the words stay with him longer than he expects.
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Alexia hears about that exchange later.

Not directly. Never directly.

Lily mentions it while fixing her hair in the bathroom mirror. “Alex Reef was being weird earlier.”

Alexia washes her hands slowly.

“How?” someone asks.

“He told Daniel not to say ‘Just Alex’ anymore.”

“Oh,” the girl says. “Why?”

Lily shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe he felt bad.”

Alexia dries her hands.

She feels... strange. Not relieved. Not grateful.

Exposed.

She leaves before they notice she’s been listening.
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That night, Alexia stands in front of her bathroom mirror and says her name out loud.

“Alexia.”

It sounds normal. Familiar.

She says it again.

“Alexia Rowe.”

Nothing changes.

She studies her reflection, searching for something that would explain the difference. Why one Alex gets adjectives and the other gets leftovers.

She doesn’t hate her name.

She just wonders if it’s too quiet.

When she lies in bed later, the labels replay in her head, lining up neatly like items on a shelf.

Pretty Alex.
Smart Alex.
Just Alex.
She turns onto her side and pulls the blanket up to her chin.

She didn’t choose this category.

But it feels like everyone else already has.

And somehow, that makes it harder to escape.
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The notebook is at the bottom of her bag.

Alexia knows exactly where it is because she keeps checking—sliding her fingers past textbooks, past a pencil case, past a folded receipt she forgot to throw away—until she feels the familiar bend of the cover.

She doesn’t take it out.

She just needs to know it’s there.

That afternoon, she walks home slower than usual. The sky is the color of something undecided—not sunny, not gray. Cars pass her in short bursts of sound, then quiet again.

Her house smells like laundry detergent and something warm. Dinner, probably. Her mother calls out a greeting from the kitchen.

Alexia answers automatically, kicks off her shoes, goes straight to her room.

She closes the door.

Only then does she sit on the floor and pull the notebook out.

It’s nothing special. Soft cover. Slightly warped corners. She bought it because it was cheap and didn’t look like it expected anything important to be written inside.

She flips past pages of half-finished notes, doodles in the margins, a to-do list she never followed.

Then she finds it.

The sentence.

Written smaller here than it was on the board. More hesitant. The chalk version had been bolder somehow, like the board had given it confidence.

Alex, I like you.

Her handwriting again. Undeniably hers.

She stares at it until her eyes hurt.

It had felt different when she wrote it. Lighter. Like letting go of a breath she’d been holding for months without realizing it.

She remembers the exact moment.

The classroom was empty. The last bell had rung. Sunlight came in sideways, dust floating lazily like it didn’t care about anything.

She’d stayed behind to finish an assignment she’d already finished, just to avoid the hallway crowd.

Alexander Reef had been at the board earlier that day, explaining something to Daniel. He’d drawn arrows, circled things, erased them, rewritten them cleaner. Alexia had watched from her seat, pretending to read.

When the room emptied, his handwriting was still there.

Clean. Confident.

She’d stood up without planning to.

Her heart had started beating too fast, like it knew something she didn’t.

This is stupid, she’d thought.

Then she’d picked up the chalk.

It wasn’t a confession in the way people expect confessions to be. No dramatic phrasing. No explanation.

Just the truth, stripped down to the smallest version she could manage.

She’d told herself she would erase it right after. That it was just to see what it felt like to write it somewhere real.

She hadn’t planned on anyone seeing it.

She hadn’t planned on being seen at all.

Now, sitting on her bedroom floor, that courage feels like a mistake she borrowed from someone else.

Fear replaces it quickly.

Fear is familiar. Fear fits better.

Her phone buzzes beside her.

She flinches.

A message from Lily appears on the screen.

did u hear people are still talking abt the board thing 😭

Alexia stares at the message.

She types yeah, deletes it. Types no, deletes that too.

She sets the phone face down without replying.

The idea that people are still talking about it makes her chest tighten. The idea that they might stop talking about it almost hurts more.

Because then what?

Then it will just be something that happened. Something she did. Something she never gets acknowledged for or forgiven for, because no one knows it was her.

She presses her forehead to her knees.

“I’m so stupid,” she whispers.

The room doesn’t argue.
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At dinner, her mother chats about work, about a neighbor Alexia barely remembers, about a recipe she wants to try next week.

Alexia nods in the right places.

Her fork moves food around more than it lifts it.

“You okay?” her mother asks casually.

“Yes,” Alexia answers immediately.

Too immediately.

Her mother glances at her, amused. “You say that like it’s a reflex.”

Alexia forces a smile. “It kind of is.”

They eat in comfortable silence after that.

Alexia thinks about telling her. Not everything—just a version. Something vague. Someone wrote something on the board at school and people are being weird.

But the words feel heavy in her mouth. Hard to translate.

So she doesn’t.

After dinner, she retreats back to her room and sits at her desk.

The notebook lies open now.

She stares at the sentence again.

She thinks about Alexander erasing it.

How quickly he’d done it. How confidently he’d taken responsibility.

She wonders if he really believed it was a joke.

She wonders if part of him knew it wasn’t—and erased it anyway.

That thought makes her stomach drop.

Because if he knew... then what?

She flips the page.

Her pen hovers.

She tries to write something else. Homework. Notes. Anything.

Her hand doesn’t cooperate.

Instead, she writes her name.

Alexia.

She stares at it.

She adds her last name.

Alexia Rowe.

It looks... small.

She thinks of the categories again. Pretty. Smart. Just.

She imagines someone reading the confession and attaching it to her face.

The image makes her throat close.

Why would anyone like her?
She’s not special.
She hasn’t heard those words yet.

But she knows they’re coming.

She closes the notebook sharply and pushes it away.

Her courage has turned into something dangerous now. Evidence.
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The next day at school, Alexia moves carefully.

She arrives early and leaves late. She keeps to the edges of rooms. She answers questions only when asked directly.

It feels like walking through a room full of glass.

Every conversation sounds louder.

She hears Daniel say, “Whoever wrote it was brave, though.”

Someone replies, “Or desperate.”

Laughter follows.

Alexia’s face burns.

She focuses on breathing.

In history class, Ms. Carter assigns seats.

Alexia’s name is read without comment.

She sits.

Across the aisle, Alexander glances up briefly, then back to his notes.

Their eyes don’t meet.

She doesn’t know if that’s relief or disappointment.

At lunch, Alexandra sits with Lily and a few others. Alexia overhears fragments.

“I don’t even know why they’re making it a thing.”

“I mean, it’s flattering, but...”

“I wish they’d stop.”

Alexia grips her water bottle too tightly.

She doesn’t blame Alexandra.

That almost makes it worse.
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That night, Alexia opens the notebook again.

She doesn’t know why she keeps doing it.

Maybe she’s hoping the sentence will disappear on its own.

It doesn’t.

She considers tearing the page out.

Her fingers curl around the edge.

She imagines the paper ripping, the sound sharp and final.

Instead, she lets go.

She flips to the back of the notebook and writes:

I shouldn’t have done it.

Then, underneath, smaller:

I just wanted to know what it felt like.

She stares at the words until they blur.

She closes the notebook and slides it under her bed, farther than before.

Fear has settled in fully now.

Not fear of getting caught.

Fear of being seen and judged.

Fear of being laughed at for wanting something she wasn’t meant to have.

She promises herself something quietly, like a vow no one else will hear.

I won’t do this again.

She doesn’t know yet how many other things that promise will apply to.
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At school the next day, the sentence on the board has already become memory.

People reference it less. Not because they’ve lost interest, but because they’ve decided what it meant.

Alexia watches that decision happen from the outside.

She watches herself disappear from the possibility.

No one suspects her.

No one looks at her with curiosity.

That should feel like safety.

Instead, it feels like confirmation.

She sits in class, listening to Alexander explain something at the front of the room.

His voice is steady. Familiar.

She wonders what it would have been like if she’d erased it herself.

If she’d stood there alone after school, chalk dust on her fingers, heart pounding, and made the decision to take it back before anyone could claim it.

She wonders if that would have hurt less.

The bell rings.

She closes her notebook without writing anything else.

Fear has won—for now.

And courage, she realizes, doesn’t disappear.

It just turns into something that hides.
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By Friday, the question isn’t who wrote it anymore.

It’s who it was for.

That part, apparently, is obvious.

Alexia learns this while tying her shoes in the hallway, crouched near the lockers because someone spilled water near her desk and she doesn’t want wet socks all day.

She isn’t trying to listen.

It just... reaches her.

“I mean, come on,” Daniel says, voice bouncing easily off the lockers. “If someone writes ‘Alex, I like you,’ who are they talking about?”

Lily hums thoughtfully. “There are, like, three Alexes.”

“Yeah, but only one of them makes sense.”

Alexia’s fingers pause on the laces.

She doesn’t look up.

Another voice joins in. “It’d be weird if it wasn’t Alexandra.”

“Exactly,” Daniel says. “It’d almost be... mean.”

Mean.

The word sticks.

Alexia finishes tying her shoe carefully. She stands, brushes imaginary dust off her knees, and walks away before they can notice her.

In class, the decision finalizes itself without ceremony.

No vote. No announcement.

Just assumption, shared and reinforced.

Alexandra Mayfield walks in and someone immediately says, “You’re famous now.”

She laughs awkwardly. “Stop.”

Someone else adds, “So? Are you gonna tell us?”

“Tell you what?”

“If it’s true.”

Alexandra pauses, then shakes her head. “There’s nothing to tell.”

That should be the end of it.

It isn’t.

Because denial doesn’t matter when the crowd has already decided.

Alexia sits two rows back, eyes on her notebook.

She feels strangely detached, like she’s watching something inevitable play out from behind glass.

Of course it’s her, the room seems to say.
Why wouldn’t it be?
Alexandra is everything a confession is supposed to want.

Pretty. Friendly. Visible.

Alexia is none of those things in the way people measure.

During break, Lily corners Alexandra near the vending machines.

“You know you don’t have to pretend you hate the attention,” she teases.

“I do hate it,” Alexandra insists, but she’s smiling a little, the way people do when they’re uncomfortable but don’t want to seem ungrateful.

“Sure,” Lily says. “But it’s still cute.”

Alexia walks past them, timing her steps so she doesn’t have to stop.

She hears Alexandra say, softly, “I wish they’d stop saying that.”

Alexia almost smiles.

Almost.
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At lunch, the conversation is louder.

Daniel slams his tray down. “Okay, new theory.”

Lily rolls her eyes. “Do we get a choice?”

“Alex Reef erased it because he knew it’d blow up,” Daniel says. “But if he erased it, that means it was serious. And if it was serious, it was obviously for Alexandra.”

“That logic makes no sense,” Lily replies.

“It does emotionally,” Daniel says.

Several people nod.

Alexia stabs her food harder than necessary.

She feels like she’s being written out of something she authored.

Across the table, someone says, “They’d look good together, actually.”

Alexia’s breath hitches before she can stop it.

She hates that that sentence hurts more than the others.

Because it’s not cruel.

It’s practical.

And practicality has no room for her.
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Alexander hears it too.

He hears it in the hallway, in the cafeteria, in the way people glance between him and Alexandra like they’re connecting invisible dots.

He doesn’t correct them.

Not because he agrees.

Because correcting them would raise another question.

And that question would land somewhere he isn’t ready to direct it.

Alexandra catches him after class.

“Hey,” she says, falling into step beside him. “Can I ask you something?”

He nods. “Sure.”

“Why did you erase it so fast?”

He doesn’t answer immediately.

She watches him, waiting—not accusing, just curious.

“I didn’t want it to get out of hand,” he says finally.

Alexandra studies his face. “Do you think it was meant for me?”

Alexander stops walking.

Just for a second.

“I think,” he says carefully, “people like simple answers.”

Alexandra blinks. “That’s not an answer.”

He offers a small, apologetic smile. “It’s the one I have.”

She sighs, then laughs lightly. “Great. So I’m the simple answer.”

“You’re the obvious one,” he corrects.

She looks down at her hands. “I don’t like that.”

He nods. “I know.”

They walk the rest of the way in silence.
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Alexia watches Alexandra laugh with someone near the lockers.

She watches how people naturally make space for her.

She watches how easily the room rearranges itself around certain people.

She wonders, briefly, what it would take for someone to rearrange themselves around her.

The thought feels embarrassing.

She pushes it away.

That afternoon, she overhears the final version.

“Yeah,” someone says confidently, “it was definitely for Alexandra.”

“No doubt,” someone else agrees.

Alexia is sitting right there.

No one notices.

She feels something inside her go quiet—not broken, not dramatic.

Just... settled.

The crowd has chosen its answer.

And there’s something oddly relieving about that.

Because if the story already belongs to someone else, then she doesn’t have to explain herself.

She doesn’t have to risk being wrong.

She doesn’t have to watch people look at her and think, Why would you ever believe it was you?

She goes home that day and doesn’t open the notebook.

She leaves it where it is.

The confession has found its owner.

It just isn’t her.
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Alexandra discovers that being certain is louder than being curious.

By Monday, people don’t ask anymore.

They comment.

“Morning, celebrity.”

“Wow, you’re really living the rom-com life.”

“So when are you gonna admit it?”

She laughs because that’s what she’s good at. Laughing keeps things light. Laughing tells people they haven’t crossed a line.

But every laugh costs her something small.

In homeroom, Lily plops into the seat beside her and grins. “Okay, but seriously—does it feel different knowing someone out there likes you that much?”

Alexandra hesitates.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t even know who ‘someone’ is.”

Lily waves her hand dismissively. “Details.”

That’s the problem, Alexandra thinks.

Details matter.

Someone slides a note onto her desk during math.

Is it Alex Reef?
wink
Alexandra flips the paper over without responding.

She glances up instinctively.

Alexander is at the front of the room, focused on the board, explaining something with his usual calm precision. He doesn’t look her way.

She feels a strange mix of relief and discomfort.

At lunch, Daniel is impossible.

“So,” he says, leaning back with a grin. “Any updates?”

“On what?” Alexandra asks, already tired.

“On your secret admirer.”

“I don’t have one,” she replies flatly.

Daniel laughs. “You literally do. It was on the board.”

She stabs her fork into her salad. “That doesn’t mean it was for me.”

The table goes quiet.

Someone clears their throat.

Daniel raises his eyebrows. “Then who?”

Alexandra opens her mouth.

Closes it.

She
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