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  Chapter 1

  
  




The first thing I learn about college is that everyone walks like they’re late to something important.


Even the people in flip-flops.


It’s barely nine in the morning and the campus is already loud—wheels of suitcases rattling over brick paths, parents giving last-minute instructions like they’re handing off a fragile package, groups of strangers pretending they’re not strangers by laughing too loudly.


I stand at the edge of the quad with my map open in both hands, pretending I’m not overwhelmed.


The paper is slick with humidity and the ink has already started to smudge where my thumb keeps tracing the same route: McAllister Hall → Hawthorne Lecture Center → Student Services.


My dorm is in McAllister. I’ve seen it once, yesterday, when my mom cried in the parking lot and I pretended I didn’t notice. I found my room, made the bed, stacked my books like I was building a wall. Then I stared at the ceiling until my phone died.


Today I am trying to be a person who can do college.


I tilt my head up to stare at the banner stretched between two oak trees: WELCOME, CLASS OF 20—!


The wind flips the corner of the banner like it’s trying to take it back.


“Need help?”


The voice comes from my left, and I flinch like I’ve been caught doing something embarrassing. Which, honestly, I have. I’m twenty minutes away from my first orientation session and I’m still holding a map like it’s 2004.


I turn.


A girl with hair the exact shade of autumn leaves—copper and messy and tied up like she didn’t really mean to—stands beside me with a lanyard around her neck. The lanyard says ORIENTATION LEADER in cheerful block letters.


She smiles like it’s easy.


“I’m fine,” I lie automatically.


Her gaze flicks down to my map. “Totally. You look super fine. You’re not gripping that paper like it insulted your family or anything.”


I exhale, half a laugh escaping against my will. “Okay. Maybe I’m not fine.”


“Thank you,” she says, like I’ve just given her a gift. “I’m Rowan. Where are you trying to go?”


“Hawthorne Lecture Center,” I say, and then, because I’m me, I add, “But I’m not sure if the map is… accurate.”


Rowan leans in, close enough that I can smell her shampoo—something citrusy and bright—and points at the page. “Oh, it’s accurate. It’s just drawn by someone who has never walked anywhere in their life.”


“Good to know.”


“Come on. I’ll show you.”


I hesitate. I don’t know her. My mother’s voice is suddenly in my head: Don’t follow strangers.


But my mother also thinks eating sushi will kill you, and I can’t live like that.


I fold my map and follow Rowan across the quad.


As we walk, my eyes keep snagging on details like they’re anchors: the stone buildings with ivy crawling up their sides; the long wooden benches under trees; the fountain in the center of the grass, tossing water into the air like it’s celebrating.


Students pass us in clusters. Some look like they were born knowing where they’re going. Some look like they’re trying not to cry.


“Where are you from?” Rowan asks.


“Um—Marrin Falls,” I say. It’s a small town that most people only know because of the lake.


Rowan whistles. “That’s like… picturesque small-town vibes.”


“It’s like… three diners and a pharmacy,” I correct.


“So you’re a diner person,” she says immediately. “Pancakes or waffles?”


“I don’t—” I start, and then realize she’s serious. “Pancakes.”


Rowan nods like she’s writing it down for later. “Good. You’ll do fine.”


I don’t know what that means, but my chest loosens anyway.


We cut past the library—huge and modern, all glass and steel—and head toward a cluster of lecture halls that look older, more solemn. Hawthorne Lecture Center rises ahead of us, wide stone steps leading up to tall doors.


Rowan points. “That’s Hawthorne. Your session is probably in one of the big auditoriums.”


“Thank you,” I say, meaning it more than politeness should allow.


Rowan beams. “Of course. And if you get lost again, just look for an orientation leader with charming hair and an irresistible personality.”


“I’ll keep an eye out.”


She begins to back away, then pauses. “Oh—what’s your name?”


“Lena,” I say.


Rowan snaps her fingers. “Lena. Great name. Good luck in there. Remember: everyone else is also pretending they’re fine.”


With that, she spins and disappears into the crowd like she was never real.


I stand at the bottom of Hawthorne’s steps for a moment, holding my backpack strap like it’s a handle on a life raft. Then I climb.


Inside, the air-conditioning hits me like a wall. The lobby smells like polished floors and coffee.


A sign taped to a pillar reads:


FIRST-YEAR ORIENTATION: ACADEMIC SUCCESS + ADVISING

AUDITORIUM B


I follow the arrows through a hallway and into the auditorium.


It’s already half full. Students sit in rows with parents squeezed beside them or standing awkwardly in the aisles. The stage at the front has a podium and a giant screen that says WELCOME! in bold letters.


I scan for an empty seat.


There’s one near the middle, aisle-adjacent, next to a guy sitting alone. No parents. No friends. Just him, a notebook open on his lap and a pen moving like he’s taking notes on the existence of the room.


He doesn’t look up.


His hair is dark, slightly too long, like he’s overdue for a cut but refuses to admit it. He’s wearing a faded gray sweatshirt that hangs loose, and his posture is so still it’s almost deliberate.


I tell myself I’m not noticing the shape of his hands around the pen.


I step into the row and slide into the empty seat, trying to do it quietly.


The chair squeaks anyway. Loudly.


The guy’s pen pauses.


He lifts his head.


And for a second, I forget how faces work.


His eyes are a strange color—not exactly brown, not exactly green, like the in-between shade you get in river water when the sun hits it. His expression is unreadable, but not in a cold way. More like he’s decided not to waste energy reacting to things unless they deserve it.


I immediately assume I don’t deserve it.


“Sorry,” I whisper.


He blinks once, like he’s considering whether the apology needs to be accepted, then gives a small nod and looks back down at his notebook.


Okay. Great. Cool. Perfect.


I pull my own notebook out—because apparently we’re the kind of people who take notes at orientation—and try to focus on the stage.


A woman at the podium begins speaking about advisors and majors and course registration. The words wash over me like background noise. I write down phrases anyway:


	office hours = important

	don’t overload first semester

	ask questions

	you belong here





That last one, I copy twice.


The guy beside me writes faster than I do.


His handwriting is neat, compact, slightly slanted, like it learned discipline early. He underlines headings. He makes bullet points. He draws a tiny box around a sentence and then a bigger box around that box, like he’s physically containing the information.


I tell myself I’m not watching him.


Then the woman at the front says, “We’ll have a short break. Parents, you’re welcome to step out into the lobby. Students, you’ll stay seated—we’ll do a quick placement form.”


The room becomes movement. People stand. Chairs flip. Bags unzip. A hundred conversations start at once.


I exhale, feeling the tension in my shoulders for the first time.


The guy beside me doesn’t move.


He just flips to a clean page and writes PLACEMENT FORM at the top, underlining it.


Of course he does.


A stack of papers gets passed down the rows. A mom behind me leans forward to ask her daughter something; someone up front laughs too loudly; someone’s phone rings with a song that sounds like a marching band.


The paper reaches me.


I take one and pass the stack to the guy beside me, careful not to touch his hand.


He takes a sheet without looking up.


Then he speaks.


“Your pen’s out.”


I freeze.


I look down. My pen is uncapped, balanced precariously on my notebook, ink end hovering dangerously close to the sleeve of my cream-colored sweater.


Oh my God.


I snatch it like it’s a live wire and cap it fast. “Thank you.”


He hums—not exactly a sound of approval, more like acknowledgment—and goes back to reading the placement questions.


My face is hot. I can feel it.


I fill out my form quickly, trying to re-anchor myself in the simple certainty of boxes and checkmarks. Name. Student ID. Intended major.


My hand hovers over that one.


Because the truth is… I don’t know.


I came here with a declared major because the application demanded it. I picked “Communications” because it sounded like something a person could do without being extraordinary. It sounded safe.


But safe isn’t the same as right.


I glance sideways, like I’m checking something innocent.


The guy has already written something in the “Intended Major” line. His handwriting is too small to read from here.


I should stop looking.


I do not stop looking.


He feels it, I think. Not because he turns or frowns or does anything obvious. But because his pen pauses again, just for a beat, like the air shifted.


Then, without looking up, he slides his placement form a fraction closer to himself, subtly shielding it from view.


My stomach drops in embarrassment.


Okay. I’m officially That Person. The nosy girl who peeks.


I stare at my own paper like it’s fascinating.


The woman at the podium says, “Once you finish, bring your form to the front and return to your seat.”


I stand when I’m done, stepping into the aisle with my form in hand. I keep my eyes forward. No more accidental creeping.


I hand the paper to the volunteer at the front, turn, and start back up the aisle—


And my backpack strap catches on the armrest of a chair.


The momentum yanks me backward.


My foot misses the edge of the step.


For one mortifying second, I am falling in public.


I flail.


A hand catches my elbow.


Strong, steady, immediate.


I grab the seat back with my other hand and right myself, heart slamming like it’s trying to punch out of my ribs.


I turn, breathless.


It’s him.


The guy.


He’s half-standing, one hand still wrapped around my elbow like he didn’t have time to think about whether it was okay. His eyes meet mine, close up now, and the unreadable expression shifts into something else—brief and sharp.


Concern, maybe. Or annoyance.


Or both.


“You okay?” he asks.


His voice is lower than I expected. Calm. Like he’s asking about the weather.


“I—yeah.” My voice comes out too high. “Yes. I’m fine. Thank you. I’m just… really graceful.”


He lets go of my elbow and sits back down. “I noticed.”


It could’ve been sarcasm, but it isn’t. It’s flat. Dry. Like a fact.


Which somehow makes it worse.


I slide into my seat again, carefully, as if the chair might attack me.


“Sorry,” I say again, because I’m apparently a person who apologizes for having limbs.


He looks down at his notebook. “You don’t have to keep doing that.”


“What?”


“Apologizing.” He taps his pen once against the paper. “You didn’t do anything.”


I swallow. “I almost took















































































































































