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  Dedication


For everyone who’s ever gone back to a place they swore they’d outgrown—and found a version of themselves worth forgiving. 
For the ones who chase the next opportunity with a steady smile, even when their heart is still catching up.
And for the love that waits patiently in the background, until the timing finally turns kind.
—Trevor Jensen
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  Chapter 1: Career Fair Collision


POV: Maya 
The email subject line was the kind of cheerful that should’ve been illegal.
WELCOME BACK TO CAMPUS — SPRING CAREER FAIR DETAILS INSIDE!
Maya stared at it on her phone while the rideshare crawled through morning traffic, each brake light ahead glowing like a warning. Her reflection in the window looked too composed for how her stomach felt. Blazer. Sleek ponytail. Neutral lipstick. The outer shell of a woman who definitely didn’t feel like she was driving straight toward a past she’d spent five years pretending belonged to someone else.
She forced herself to inhale through her nose, slow and deliberate. Consultant breathing. Client-facing breathing. This-is-just-a-normal-day breathing.
The driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “You good back there?”
Maya blinked. “Yes. Sorry. Just… caffeine deficient.”
He chuckled like that explained everything. “Big day?”
“Career fair,” she said, then immediately regretted the honesty. “At Briarwood University.”
“Ah,” he said, like he knew what that meant. “You recruiting.”
“Yes,” Maya answered, aiming for casual. “Tech consulting.”
The driver nodded, then turned up the radio and left her alone with the sound of her heartbeat and the city sliding past. Maya dropped her gaze back to her phone and opened the email again like it might stop being real if she stared at it long enough.
Booth assignment. Arrival time. Parking instructions. A map of the student center.
And, in the footer, the name that landed like a small punch:
Career Services Liaison: Caleb Hart, M.Ed., LPC
Maya’s thumb hovered over the screen.
Caleb.
Of course his name would be there. Of course he would be staff now. Of course the one campus she’d sworn she’d never return to was the campus her firm insisted on for “strategic talent pipeline development.”
She locked her phone and pressed it to her thigh as if physical pressure could keep memory from surfacing.
It didn’t work.
Caleb Hart, age nineteen, wearing a faded university hoodie, laughing at her in the dining hall because she’d tried to argue that a quesadilla was a “complete meal group” and then proceeded to nearly choke on the first bite.
Caleb Hart, age twenty-one, standing outside the library with his hands shoved into his pockets, looking at her like she was the only thing he’d ever been sure of.
Caleb Hart, age twenty-two, asking her not to leave in a voice so calm it had made her cry harder because it meant he wasn’t going to stop her.
Maya swallowed.
She had left anyway.
Because she’d been scared. Because she’d been tired. Because she’d been carrying something she didn’t know how to explain to the kindest person she’d ever known.
And because she’d convinced herself that running was cleaner than letting him see what she was ashamed of.
Her phone buzzed.
Maya flinched on instinct, then flipped it over.
Seth Parker — Partner, Client Delivery.
She answered quickly. “Seth.”
“Maya,” Seth said, voice too bright for eight-thirty in the morning. “You on-site yet?”
“Ten minutes out,” Maya said, smoothing her tone into professional calm. “I’ve got the booth materials and the briefing doc.”
“Good,” Seth said. “Remember, this is not just a recruiting event. It’s a relationship reset. We were underrepresented at Briarwood last cycle.”
Maya stared out the window as the campus skyline started to appear. “Understood.”
“And Maya,” Seth added, lowering his voice the way people did when they wanted something to feel like a secret instead of an instruction, “I want you to be visible today. Shake hands. Smile. Make a strong impression. We have eyes on this.”
Maya’s jaw tightened. “I’m always visible.”
There was a pause. “You’re competent,” Seth said. “Visibility is different. It’s politics. Don’t make this complicated.”
Maya bit back the reflexive response that rose to her tongue. Instead she said, “It won’t be complicated.”
“Good,” Seth replied, satisfied. “Text me a photo of your booth once you’re set up.”
The call ended.
Maya stared at her phone for a beat, then shoved it into her bag like it was something she could physically hide from.
The driver turned into the campus entrance.
Briarwood University rose around them in clean brick and glass, trees still bare but starting to bud. Students streamed along sidewalks, backpacks slung low, faces half-awake and half-focused on their phones. Maya watched them with a strange kind of detachment, like she was seeing a movie version of a place that had once felt like home.
Her stomach tightened anyway.
The rideshare pulled up to the visitor lot near the student center. Maya paid, thanked the driver, and stepped out into cold air that smelled like damp soil and coffee. The campus noise wrapped around her—laughter, shouted greetings, a skateboard clattering over pavement.
She adjusted her blazer, tightened her ponytail, and walked toward the student center with her tote bag cutting into her shoulder.
Keep it simple, she told herself. Booth. Students. Smiles. Done.
Then she turned the corner.
And there he was.
Not right in front of her—because that would have been too cinematic—but close enough that her body recognized him before her brain finished processing the image.
Caleb stood on the steps outside Career Services, talking to a student who looked like she might cry at any second. His posture was familiar in a way that made Maya’s chest hurt: slightly leaned in, hands open, attention fully on the person in front of him like nothing else existed.
He looked older, in the quiet way adulthood changes people. Broader in the shoulders. Shorter hair. A neat stubble that made him look unfairly good in the morning sunlight. He wore a simple button-down and a staff lanyard.
He smiled at the student, said something Maya couldn’t hear, and the student’s shoulders dropped like a weight had been set down.
Then the student walked away.
Caleb turned.
And his eyes landed on Maya like a hand closing around a thread.
For half a second, neither of them moved.
Maya’s brain offered a dozen options: turn around, pretend she hadn’t seen him, sprint into the nearest building, dissolve into the sidewalk like a dramatic puddle.
Instead, her feet kept walking.
Because Seth wanted visibility. Because the career fair was in thirty minutes. Because she was tired of letting fear steer her life.
Because Caleb had always deserved better than her silence.
Caleb stepped down the stairs slowly, like he didn’t trust his legs.
“Maya,” he said.
Her name in his voice hit her in the center of the chest.
“Hi,” she managed, then immediately hated how small it sounded.
Caleb blinked once, like he was anchoring himself. “You’re… here.”
Maya forced a smile. “Apparently.”
His mouth twitched, a familiar flash of dry humor. “That’s a very Maya answer.”
The warmth that flickered through her at that—at him remembering her voice—was immediately followed by a sharp, unwelcome ache.
She shifted her tote bag higher. “I’m here for the career fair.”
Caleb’s eyes flicked to the bag, then back to her face. “Recruiting.”
“Tech consulting,” she said, as if it was a shield.
Caleb nodded slowly. “Of course.”
Maya’s throat tightened. “And you’re staff.”
“Career counseling and student support,” he said. “I… help people not panic in lobbies.”
Maya’s mouth twitched despite herself. “You were always good at that.”
Caleb held her gaze for a beat too long, something unreadable passing behind his eyes. Then he cleared his throat. “Are you okay.”
The question was so Caleb it almost made her laugh and cry at the same time.
“I’m fine,” Maya lied automatically.
Caleb’s brow lifted. He didn’t call her out, but his expression said he knew. He’d always known her tells.
Maya rushed to fill the silence. “I didn’t realize you’d be the liaison.”
Caleb’s mouth tightened slightly. “I didn’t realize you’d ever come back.”
The words were soft, but they carried five years of absence like a weight.
Maya swallowed. “Neither did I.”
A gust of wind cut between them. Maya’s hair whipped against her cheek. Caleb’s hand twitched like he wanted to tuck it back the way he used to. He didn’t.
Maya’s phone buzzed inside her bag.
She felt her body tense instinctively, then forced herself to breathe. It was probably Seth again. It was probably the logistics team. It was probably not—
She didn’t finish the thought. She didn’t need to. Fear didn’t require full sentences.
Caleb noticed the tension anyway. “Is everything okay.”
Maya tightened her grip on the tote strap. “Just work.”
Caleb nodded, but his gaze sharpened. “If you need anything today—”
“I’m fine,” Maya repeated, too fast.
Caleb’s jaw set, then softened. “Okay.”
Maya glanced past him at the Career Services doorway. People moved in and out, staff carrying folders, students clutching resumes. The day was starting whether she was ready or not.
“I should go set up,” she said.
Caleb hesitated. “Your booth assignment is… what number.”
Maya pulled out the folded map and scanned it. “B-14.”
Caleb’s expression shifted. “B-14 is—”
“Bad,” Maya guessed.
Caleb’s mouth twitched. “Not bad. Just… not where you think it is. They rearranged the layout last minute because one of the vendors doubled their footprint.”
Maya stared. “You’re kidding.”
Caleb shook his head. “I wish.”
Maya exhaled sharply, irritation snapping through the nerves. “My firm will love that.”
Caleb studied her face. “Do you need help moving materials.”
Maya’s pride rose instantly. No. Absolutely not. She could do it. She always did it.
Then she remembered her own vow in the car: stop letting fear steer her life.
Pride was a cousin of fear.
She forced herself to breathe. “Yes,” she said, and the single word felt like stepping off a ledge. “Actually. That would help.”
Caleb’s eyes softened in a way that made her chest ache. “Okay. Show me what you’ve got.”
Maya led him toward the student center entrance, her steps careful, heart loud.
They walked side by side. Close enough that she could feel the warmth of his presence without touching. Familiar and unfamiliar at once.
As they passed through the doors, Caleb glanced at her. “Can I ask you something.”
Maya’s stomach tightened. “Depends.”
Caleb’s mouth twitched. “Still a Maya answer.”
She tried to smile. “Ask.”
Caleb’s voice lowered slightly, not dramatic, just honest. “Why now.”
Maya’s throat went tight.
She could have given the easy answer. Work required it. Timing. Logistics.
But Caleb wasn’t asking for logistics.
She looked ahead at the bustling fair setup, banners being hung, tables being draped, the whole event sliding into place like a machine. Then she looked at Caleb.
“Because I’m tired of running,” she said softly.
Caleb’s steps slowed a fraction, like the words had weight.
Maya added, quickly, before vulnerability swallowed her, “And because I’m being paid to be here.”
Caleb’s laugh was quiet and real. “There she is.”
Maya’s cheeks warmed. “Don’t get used to it.”
Caleb’s eyes held hers, warm and steady. “Too late.”
Maya’s heart stumbled.
And then the student center doors opened wider, the noise rose, and the career fair swallowed them both—tables, resumes, bright smiles, and the collision of a past that had just walked back into her life.






  
  Chapter 2: Booth B-14


POV: Caleb 
Caleb learned two things in the first three minutes of helping Maya Patel move a recruiting booth.
One: she still moved like momentum was something she could manufacture on command—chin up, shoulders squared, voice crisp, as if confidence could be pulled from a pocket like a badge.
Two: she still absolutely hated being wrong in public.
“You said B-14 was not where I think it is,” Maya said, pushing through a set of double doors with a tote bag that looked like it contained at least one small boulder. “This implies that I thought it was somewhere logical.”
Caleb followed with a folded tablecloth in one hand and a box of brochures in the other. “You assumed the map was accurate.”
“Reasonable people do,” Maya said.
Caleb snorted. “Reasonable people also don’t run career fairs.”
Maya shot him a look over her shoulder. Even after five years, that look still landed in his chest like a familiar weight—equal parts annoyance and reluctant amusement. Her eyes were sharper than he remembered, or maybe he was just noticing things differently now. The edges of her were more defined. The polish was more practiced. The exhaustion underneath was also easier to see.
He didn’t comment. He’d spent enough years learning when to speak and when to simply carry the box.
The student center was in full controlled chaos. Folding tables clattered. Staff members moved with clipboards like they were conducting a small orchestra. Students with volunteer badges hurried by, trailing tape and extension cords. Someone shouted something about “banner hooks,” and someone else yelled back “we don’t have banner hooks,” like that was a tragedy on the level of national news.
Maya walked toward the main hall, then stopped abruptly when she saw the room.
Rows and rows of booths. Colorful tablecloths. Logos. A university mascot head on a rolling cart like a decapitated symbol of school spirit.
Maya stared. “This is worse than I imagined.”
Caleb’s mouth twitched. “It’s beautiful in a ‘we are all doing our best’ kind of way.”
Maya’s gaze flicked across the booths until she found her assigned row. “B section is… there.”
Caleb followed her line of sight and grimaced. “Okay. So… about that.”
Maya turned slowly. “Caleb.”
He lifted a hand in surrender. “This is not my fault.”
“Caleb.”
He exhaled. “They added a last-minute sponsor booth. It pushed the whole B row back. B-14 is technically still B-14, but now it’s—”
Maya looked from the row to the far corner of the room. “In Narnia.”
“In the acoustic dead zone,” Caleb corrected.
Maya’s eyes narrowed. “Is that a real thing.”
“It becomes a real thing when your company rep can’t be heard over the smoothie blender at the wellness booth,” Caleb said, nodding toward a booth with a neon sign that read RESET YOUR FUTURE! and, alarmingly, a full blender setup.
Maya blinked. “Why is there a blender at a career fair.”
Caleb shrugged. “We’ve asked that question every year since 2019.”
Maya stared at the blender booth like it was personally offensive. “Okay. Fine. We set up in Narnia.”
Caleb fell into step beside her as they navigated the crowd. He kept his pace matched to hers, careful not to crowd, careful not to lag. His body remembered walking with her. It startled him how fast.
They reached the far corner. A narrow space near a pillar. A nearby door labeled SERVICE ONLY. The vending machines were visible down a side corridor, like the building was offering them both a very specific memory and laughing about it.
Maya set her tote down and looked around. “This is… tucked.”
Caleb nodded. “It’s cozy.”
Maya stared at him. “Do not use ‘cozy’ as a synonym for ‘forgotten.’”
Caleb smiled. “Fair.”
A volunteer with a clipboard approached, a student with earnest eyes and a lanyard that bounced against her sweatshirt.
“Hi!” the student said brightly. “Are you Booth B-14?”
Maya’s professional smile snapped into place. “Yes.”
The student beamed. “Great. I’m Harper. I can help you with—” She glanced at the pile. “Oh. You’re already doing it.”
Maya’s smile held, but Caleb saw the slight twitch in her cheek that suggested she was five seconds away from telling someone exactly how flawed the layout was.
Harper looked between them. “Are you… together.”
Maya froze.
Caleb cleared his throat. “We are… standing near each other.”
Harper blinked. “Oh. I meant—like—work together. Sorry.”
Maya’s face warmed. Caleb felt the familiar spark of humor and pain at once.
“Yes,” Maya said briskly. “We’re working together. I’m with Westin & Park.”
Harper’s eyes lit up. “Oh my gosh, my cousin works there.”
Maya nodded like she didn’t have the energy for extended familial corporate ties. “That’s great.”
Harper gestured at the table. “You’ll want your banner behind you, but not blocking the emergency exit sign. They get very strict about that.”
Maya glanced at the exit sign. “Of course they do.”
Caleb took the box of brochures and set it on the table. “We’ll be compliant.”
Harper gave him a thumbs-up and scampered off.
Maya exhaled through her nose. “Did she just ask if we were together.”
Caleb’s throat tightened in an annoying way. “She did.”
Maya looked at him, eyes sharp. “And your response was ‘standing near each other.’”
Caleb lifted his brows. “It was accurate.”
Maya’s mouth twitched. “It was cowardly.”
Caleb tried not to laugh. “I didn’t want to create a rumor in front of the branded pens.”
Maya opened her tote and pulled out a stack of brochures, then froze. “Where are the tablecloths.”
Caleb held up the folded cloth. “In my hands.”
Maya blinked. “I forgot you were carrying things.”
Caleb’s mouth quirked. “I have become furniture.”
Maya shook her head. “No. You’re… helpful.”
The word landed softly. Caleb felt something in his chest loosen, then tighten again as if his body couldn’t decide whether to trust it.
“Show me what you want where,” he said instead.
Maya pointed with quick precision. “Banner there. Brochures centered. Sign-up sheet on the right. Pens… everywhere. People love free pens.”
Caleb spread the tablecloth over the table. Maya smoothed it with both hands, tugging the corners like she was making a bed in a hotel room where she didn’t trust the sheets.
Caleb watched her hands for a beat. Her fingers were steady, but the movement was too controlled. Too deliberate. Like she was putting order on something inside herself.
“You okay,” he asked quietly.
Maya didn’t look up. “Yes.”
It was the same answer she’d given outside.
Caleb didn’t argue. He just unfolded the banner stand and began assembling it. The metal rods clicked together. His hands knew what to do. It gave him something to focus on besides the fact that Maya Patel was in the same room again and he could still remember the exact shape of her laugh.
Maya opened her laptop on the table, typing quickly.
“Emailing Seth,” she said, voice clipped. “He wants a booth photo.”
Caleb glanced at her screen. Her inbox was open. His eyes caught on the subject lines without intending to.
Client update. Partner review. Something about “visibility.”
Then a subject line at the top that made his attention snag hard.
Re: Maya Patel — Urgent
Caleb’s body went still.
Maya’s finger flicked, and the email disappeared under another window as if she’d sensed his gaze.
Caleb didn’t ask. Not yet. But the reflexive shift in her posture—shoulders tightening, jaw setting—told him more than the subject line had.
He finished the banner and stepped back. The logo rose behind them, clean and corporate in a room that smelled like coffee and stress.
“Okay,” Caleb said. “You’re visible.”
Maya’s lips pressed together. “Wonderful.”
Caleb picked up a handful of pens and dropped them into a small bowl. “If anyone asks, these are artisanal pens.”
Maya snorted. “You’re ridiculous.”
Caleb felt the warmth of that in his chest. “I’m functional ridiculous. There’s a difference.”
Maya’s mouth twitched. “Barely.”
A staff member in a Career Services polo came by, glanced at the booth number taped to the pillar, and frowned.
“B-14,” the staff member said. “You’re missing a power strip.”
Maya stared. “We need a power strip.”
“It’s 2025,” the staff member said gravely. “Everyone needs a power strip.”
Caleb dug into the supply bin under the table and found one. He handed it over.
The staff member’s eyes widened. “You came prepared.”
Maya blinked, surprised. “We did.”
The staff member nodded, impressed, and walked away like Maya had just won a medal.
Maya looked at Caleb. “Did you bring that.”
Caleb shrugged. “It was in the supply bin.”
Maya narrowed her eyes. “That sounded like a dodge.”
Caleb’s mouth quirked. “It was an efficient truth.”
Maya stared at him for a beat, then shook her head with a reluctant smile that softened her face into something closer to the version he remembered.
Caleb’s phone buzzed in his pocket.
He ignored it.
Maya’s phone buzzed in her bag.
She froze.
Caleb saw it—how her shoulders lifted a fraction, how her gaze flicked toward the bag as if it might contain something venomous.
Then she breathed in, slow, and pulled the phone out like she was handling a fragile object.
Her screen lit.
She read whatever was there, and her face went too blank.
Caleb’s stomach tightened. “Maya.”
She slid the phone back into her bag quickly. “It’s nothing.”
Caleb kept his voice calm. “I don’t believe that.”
Maya’s eyes flashed. “I didn’t say it was important. I said it was nothing.”
Caleb held her gaze. He didn’t push. He couldn’t push. Not here, not now, not with five years of silence between them and her clearly fighting to keep herself intact.
“Okay,” he said gently. “If it becomes something, you tell me.”
Maya’s jaw worked. Then she nodded once, stiff. “Fine.”
A beat passed.
Caleb reached for the brochure stack and began fanning them out neatly. “So. Career fair.”
Maya exhaled, grateful for the shift. “Yes. Career fair.”
Caleb glanced at the schedule posted on the wall. “First wave is in ten minutes.”
Maya nodded, then forced a small smile. “I can do ten minutes.”
Caleb’s chest tightened. He recognized that phrase too well: a person breaking survival into manageable pieces.
He leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “Do you want a grounding thing.”
Maya blinked. “A what.”
“A Caleb thing,” he clarified. “Not therapy. Just… a trick. Two seconds.”
Maya hesitated, then rolled her eyes with a flicker of humor. “Fine. Give me your trick.”
Caleb pointed at the pillar. “Name five things you can see.”
Maya stared at him like he’d suggested interpretive dance. Then she sighed. “Banner. Tablecloth. Pens. That blender I hate. Your stupid shoes.”
Caleb looked down at his shoes. “They’re neutral.”
“They’re aggressive,” Maya said.
Caleb smiled. “Okay. Four things you can feel.”
Maya exhaled slowly, playing along despite herself. “The table edge under my fingers. The floor under my heels. My blazer on my shoulders. The cold air near the door.”
Caleb nodded. “Three things you can hear.”
Maya’s gaze flicked around. “The blender. Someone yelling about tape. That… weird squeak from the mascot cart.”
Caleb’s mouth twitched. “Two things you can smell.”
Maya’s lips pressed together, but she answered. “Coffee. Someone’s cologne that should be banned.”
Caleb nodded. “One thing you can taste.”
Maya’s mouth quirked. “Regret, because I didn’t eat breakfast.”
Caleb laughed softly, relieved. “That’s fair.”
Maya inhaled once, deeper than before. Her shoulders lowered.
She looked at him, and for a second her expression softened into something unguarded. “That helped.”
Caleb’s throat tightened. “Good.”
The doors to the hall opened wider, and the first wave of students began to filter in—resumes clutched, eyes nervous, futures held like fragile glass.
Maya’s professional face slid into place again. Calm. Capable. Bright enough to reassure.
Caleb stepped slightly to the side so he wasn’t in her space, but close enough that she could see him if she needed to.
A student approached the booth with a shaky smile. “Hi—are you with Westin & Park.”
Maya smiled warmly. “Yes. I’m Maya. Tell me what you’re interested in.”
The student began to speak.
Maya listened, nodding, asking smart questions.
Caleb watched her, impressed and uneasy all at once.
Because she was brilliant, yes. Because she was holding it together, yes.
And because whatever was in that phone notification had turned her face into a mask so fast it scared him.
As the student stepped away, Maya reached down and straightened the stack of brochures with exacting precision. Her hand lingered for half a second on the top page like she was anchoring herself to paper.
Caleb leaned slightly closer. “Hey.”
Maya glanced up.
Caleb kept his voice soft. “You’re not alone today.”
Maya’s eyes flickered—something like gratitude, something like fear—then she nodded once and turned to the next student with a steady smile.
But Caleb saw the way her gaze drifted, just once, to the side corridor where the vending machines waited like a memory.
And he had the sudden, clear sense that this career fair wasn’t the first collision of her day.
It was just the one happening in public.






  
  Chapter 3: The Line That Shouldn’t Exist


POV: Maya 
By noon, Maya had said the same sentence so many times it stopped feeling like English.
“Yes, we do summer internships.”“Yes, we hire new grads.”“Yes, you should tailor your résumé.”No, you can’t put “proficient in vibes” as a technical skill.
The career fair hall pulsed with noise and movement. Students flowed past in nervous surges. Recruiters leaned forward, selling futures across tablecloths. The blender booth ran like a small engine of chaos, whirring every ten minutes as if someone had decided smoothies were the cornerstone of employment.
B-14—far corner, pillar-adjacent—wasn’t the disaster she’d expected. The students who found her stayed long enough to talk like real humans instead of walking résumé robots.
Or maybe it was the way Caleb hovered nearby, steady and quietly watchful, a familiar presence anchoring the space without intruding.
A student in a crisp blazer stepped up, résumé held with both hands. “Hi, I’m Leo. Computer science. I’m interested in—”
The blender roared to life again.
Leo’s voice vanished under the mechanical howl. Maya leaned forward, trying to read his lips.
He leaned forward too, eyes widening. “I said I’m interested in cloud infrastructure.”
Maya nodded like she’d heard him perfectly, then said in her best confident voice, “Great. Tell me what you’ve built.”
He launched into a project description with a level of enthusiasm that made her soften. Maya asked questions, pulled out details, guided him toward a practical next step. She watched the tension ease from his shoulders as the conversation became something he could control.
When Leo walked away with a brochure and a little more confidence, Maya reached for her water.
Her phone buzzed on the table.
She froze—not dramatic, just that old instinctive tightening—then forced her fingers to move and flipped the phone over.
No name. Just a number.
Maya didn’t open it. She couldn’t. She stared at the screen as if the words could burn through glass.
Caleb’s voice came quietly from her left. “Maya.”
She lifted her eyes. Caleb’s gaze was on the phone, not in a nosy way, in a noticing way. He didn’t ask what it said. He didn’t demand.
He just waited.
Maya swallowed. “It’s… nothing.”
Caleb’s brow rose slightly, the same look he’d given her five years ago when she said she was “fine” with too much brightness. “Okay,” he said, gentle. “Do you want to step away for thirty seconds.”
Maya’s pride rose instantly. She could handle a text. She ran meetings with executives who thought “strategy” was a personality trait.
But the number on the screen didn’t feel like a text. It felt like a thread tugging at the edge of her life.
She forced her voice into calm. “I’m not leaving the booth.”
Caleb nodded once. “Then breathe. Just once.”
Maya hated that she wanted to obey.
She inhaled slowly, counted it out the way he’d guided her earlier, and exhaled through her nose.
The phone buzzed again.
Her stomach dropped.
Another message. Same number.
Caleb’s jaw tightened, but he kept his voice even. “You don’t have to read it.”
Maya’s fingers hovered. “If I don’t read it, my brain will write something worse.”
Caleb’s eyes softened. “Then read it with me here.”
The phrase hit her harder than it should have.
With me here.
Maya pressed her thumb to the screen and opened the message.
Two lines.
You’re back where you started.I always knew you’d return.
Maya’s throat closed.
It could have been anyone. A classmate. A weird alumnus. Some random person who saw the company logo and decided to be poetic.
But her body didn’t believe in random anymore.
She locked the phone and set it down like it was contaminated.
Caleb’s voice was low. “Was it him.”
Maya’s mouth went dry. “I don’t know.”
Caleb didn’t push. He just nodded like uncertainty was a valid answer. “What do you want to do.”
“I want to finish the fair,” she said. Then, because honesty leaked out sideways, “And I want to throw my phone into the blender.”
Caleb’s mouth twitched. “Tempting. But I think the blender is sponsored.”
A student approached before she could say anything else. Maya snapped her smile back on with a precision that scared her a little.
“Hi,” she said brightly. “Tell me about you.”
The student spoke. Maya nodded. Maya asked questions. Maya performed competence like a practiced dance.
But her mind kept looping back to those two lines.
Back where you started.
Return.
The fair rolled on.
An hour later, the booth line thinned. Maya stepped out from behind the table to stretch her legs, telling herself she was just loosening her shoulders. Caleb had wandered a few feet away to answer a student’s question near the aisle.
Maya’s phone buzzed again.
She didn’t look at it this time. She held it tight in her hand, staring at the screen without unlocking it, letting her pulse settle.
A volunteer passed by, clipboard in hand. Harper—the one who’d accidentally asked if she and Caleb were together—paused and smiled.
“How’s it going,” Harper asked.
Maya forced a normal expression. “Good. Busy.”
Harper glanced at the booth, then at Caleb. Her smile widened into something conspiratorial. “You two are cute.”
Maya blinked. “Excuse me.”
Harper shrugged like she’d just observed a weather pattern. “The way he watches the aisle. The way you pretend you don’t notice. It’s… obvious.”
Maya’s cheeks warmed. “It’s not—”
Harper held up her hands. “Okay, okay. I’m just saying. If my résumé gets me hired, I’m writing you a thank-you note and also inviting you to my wedding someday because this vibe is good luck.”
Maya stared, caught off guard enough that her laugh came out real. “Go away, Harper.”
Harper grinned and hurried off.
Maya turned back toward the booth and found Caleb watching her, brow raised in a silent question.
Maya lifted her phone slightly. “Nothing,” she mouthed.
Caleb didn’t look convinced.
When the next student walked away, Caleb stepped closer and kept his voice low. “You’ve gotten three messages.”
Maya’s stomach flipped. “I didn’t tell you that.”
Caleb’s gaze stayed calm. “You don’t have to. I can count buzzes.”
Maya exhaled, frustration flashing. “I hate that you’re still good at reading me.”
Caleb’s mouth quirked. “I hate that you still think that’s a bad thing.”
Maya stared at him, throat tight.
Caleb’s expression softened. “Do you want to tell me who you think it is.”
Maya’s fingers tightened around the phone. She could say the name. She could let it exist out loud.
But saying it would make it real. Saying it would pull Caleb into it. And she hated the idea of dragging him into her mess again.
“I think it’s someone I used to know,” she said carefully.
Caleb’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Someone from here.”
Maya nodded once.
Caleb exhaled. “Okay.”
The simplicity of his response made her chest ache.
“What now,” Maya asked, voice quiet.
Caleb glanced around, then back at her. “Now we do what you said. We finish the fair. And we document.”
Maya blinked. “Document.”
Caleb nodded. “Screenshot. Save the number. If it escalates, you have a record.”
Maya stared at him. “You’ve done this before.”
Caleb’s jaw tightened. “I’ve helped students do it. And I’ve helped… people I care about do it.”
Maya’s throat tightened. “Caleb—”
The blender booth roared again, as if offended by emotion.
Maya’s mouth twitched despite herself. “This campus is unhinged.”
Caleb’s smile flickered. “Always has been.”
Maya looked down at her phone. The number sat there, a little digital threat. She hated that her skin prickled just seeing it.
She opened the message thread again, forced her hands to steady, and took screenshots. She saved them into a folder labeled with the date and time. She saved the number.
The act felt strangely satisfying. Not empowering exactly. More like tightening a screw on something loose.
Caleb watched without speaking, his presence a quiet shield.
When the fair finally slowed toward late afternoon, Maya’s energy felt scraped thin. She’d given away so much calm that she didn’t know what she had left for herself.
Caleb returned from checking in with a staff member and stepped beside her. “The last wave is in fifteen minutes.”
Maya nodded, then surprised herself by saying, “I’m tired.”
Caleb’s gaze softened. “Yeah.”
Maya swallowed. “I didn’t expect this to… hit this hard.”
Caleb leaned his shoulder lightly against the pillar, close enough to feel supportive without taking space. “It makes sense.”
Maya stared at







