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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents either are the products of the author's imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products, brand names, and public institutions referenced in this work, which have been used for descriptive purposes only. Their inclusion does not imply endorsement or affiliation.

Selma, Alabama, serves as the fictional setting for this story. While certain landmarks and cultural references are drawn from real life, the characters, specific events, and personal interactions depicted are entirely imagined.

The themes explored in this novel—including interracial relationships, social prejudice, family conflict, and personal identity—are portrayed through fictional characters and should not be read as direct commentary on any specific real-world individuals or events.

This book contains mature themes, including racism, harassment, and emotional distress. Reader discretion is advised.
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I have been looked at my entire life. Not glanced. Not noticed. Looked at. The way people stare at a monument, or a mistake, or a miracle—they haven’t decided which one I am yet.

At six-foot-five, you don’t blend. You don’t hide in the back of class photos or disappear into a crowd. You are the first thing people see and the last thing they forget. I learned to carry that before I learned to carry a basketball.

My name is Julia Severs, and I am the starting center for Selma University’s women’s basketball team. We are defending conference champions. We are expected to repeat. And I am expected to lead.

No pressure, right?

The gym smells like sweat and floor wax and that particular brand of desperation that only comes in the final minute of a tied game. Tonight was different, though. Tonight was a scrimmage—closed to the public, just us and the coaches and the squeak of sneakers on hardwood. Coach Monroe had us running drills until my thighs burned and my ponytail stuck to the back of my neck.

“Severs, you’re dragging!” she shouted from the sideline.

I wasn’t dragging. I was pacing myself. But you don’t tell Coach Monroe that. You just run harder.

After practice, I stayed late. I always stay late. The gym is the only place where my height makes perfect sense. The rim is exactly ten feet—I can almost look it in the eye. When I jump, when I block a shot or grab a rebound, my body stops being strange and starts being useful.

That’s the word my mother uses. Useful.

“God gave you that height for a reason, Julia,” she says. “Don’t waste it.”

I don’t intend to.

But tonight, as I walked out of the athletic complex with my duffel bag slung over my shoulder, I didn’t go straight to my car. 

The track stadium lights were still on—a late meet, probably the freshman trials. I don’t know why I walked over. Maybe because the air was cool and the sky was purple-orange and I wasn’t ready to go back to my apartment where the walls feel closer every day.

I climbed the bleachers. Sat near the top. Watched.

They were running the 200 meters. A pack of lean, nervous freshmen, all legs and adrenaline. The gun cracked and they exploded off the line—and one of them separated from the rest like he’d been shot out of something.

He was small. That’s what I noticed first. Compared to the others, he looked like he belonged in a different age group. But his legs moved in a blur, his arms pumped with mechanical precision, and his face—God, his face—was completely calm. No strain. No panic. Just speed, pure and unbothered.

He crossed the finish line a full body length ahead of second place. 

The crowd—what little there was—cheered. He didn’t raise his arms. Didn’t celebrate. Just bent over, hands on his knees, breathing steady.

I found myself leaning forward.

Then he stood up, and he looked directly at me.

From two hundred feet away, in the half-dark of a fading Alabama evening, he looked at me. Not the way people usually do—not the quick up-and-down, not the whispered comment to a friend. He looked like he was recognizing something.

I should have looked away. That’s what we do, isn’t it? When someone sees us too clearly, we turn our heads, pretend we were looking at something else.

I didn’t.

Neither did he.

The moment stretched until the announcer called the next heat, and he finally broke eye contact to jog off the track. But he looked back once. Twice.

I sat in those bleachers for another ten minutes after he disappeared into the tunnel, not moving, not thinking, just... feeling. Something had shifted. Not the earth. Not the sky. Something smaller and bigger at the same time.

My phone buzzed. A text from my teammate, Keisha: “You coming to the party or what?”

I typed back: “No.”

Then I deleted it and typed: “Maybe later.”

Then I deleted that too and put my phone away.

I didn’t know his name. I didn’t know anything about him except that he was fast and small and had looked at me like I wasn’t a monument or a mistake.

Just a person.

And for the first time in a long time, I wondered what it would feel like to be seen that way again.
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I didn’t sleep that night. Not because I was tossing and turning or staring at the ceiling counting regrets. I slept fine. Too fine, actually—the kind of deep, dreamless sleep that leaves you disoriented when the alarm goes off because you can’t remember where the hours went.

But the moment I opened my eyes, he was there.

Not literally. My apartment was empty, same as always. White walls, gray curtains, a potted plant my mother gave me that I keep forgetting to water. But behind my eyelids, in that half-second between dreaming and waking, I saw him. The way he ran. The way he looked at me.

I told myself it was nothing. Athletes notice other athletes. It’s professional courtesy. I’d watched hundreds of runners cross finish lines. I’d watched film of point guards breaking ankles and power forwards dominating the paint. This was no different.

Except it was.

By the time I got to campus, I had convinced myself I wouldn’t go back to the track. I had practice. I had film study. I had a paper due in Sports Psychology that I hadn’t started. My life was full—too full for detours.

So why was I walking toward the stadium?

* * *
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THE AFTERNOON MEET was smaller than the night before. Just a few dozen people scattered across the bleachers, parents and girlfriends and the kind of dedicated fans who show up for everything. I told myself I was here to support the athletic program. Campus unity. School spirit.

I found a seat in the top row, tucked against the railing where I could see the whole track without anyone easily seeing me.

Then I saw him.

He was warming up on the infield, stretching his hamstrings with a focus that looked almost painful. Up close, in daylight, he was even smaller than I remembered. Maybe five-nine. Maybe. His frame was lean, almost slight, the kind of body that made coaches say “fast” and recruiters say “fragile.”

But his eyes—when he looked up and scanned the bleachers—were not small at all. He found me.

I don’t know how. I was wearing sunglasses and a hoodie, my hair tucked under a cap. I could have been anyone. But his gaze stopped on my face like a magnet finding steel, and something flickered across his expression. Surprise? Recognition? Neither?

He held my eyes for three seconds. Four.

Then he smiled.

Not a big smile. Not a show-off smile. Just a small, private curve of his mouth that said I see you without a single word.

I looked away first. This time I meant to.

The race was the 400 meters. He lined up in lane three, third from the inside. The other runners were taller, bulkier, more traditionally built. They looked like sprinters. He looked like a boy who’d wandered onto the wrong field.

The gun cracked.

And he flew.

I’ve watched Olympic finals. I’ve seen world records broken on television, heard commentators use words like “explosive” and “generational.” But I have never—never—seen anything like what happened on that track.

He didn’t just win. He dismantled the competition. By the time he hit the curve, he was already two strides ahead. By the straightaway, it was over. The other runners were fighting for second place, and they knew it. You could see it in their shoulders, the way they dropped just slightly, the hope draining out of them.

He crossed the finish line and kept running, slowing gradually, his chest barely heaving.

The crowd applauded. Someone whistled. A man’s voice called out: “That’s my boy!”

He didn’t acknowledge any of it. He just walked to the infield, grabbed his water bottle, and started doing cool-down drills like he’d just finished a light jog.

I was standing.

I didn’t remember standing up. But I was on my feet, my hands gripping the railing in front of me, my heart doing something that wasn’t quite a sprint but wasn’t resting either.

He looked up again.

This time, when our eyes met, I didn’t look away. Neither did he. The distance between us felt like nothing—like I could reach out and touch him if I wanted to.

I didn’t want to.

That’s a lie.

I wanted to very much.

The meet ended. The crowd trickled out. I stayed in my seat, watching him pack his bag, talk to a man I assumed was his coach, shake hands with the runners he’d just destroyed. He moved through it all with a quiet grace, not performing, not pretending. Just being.

I should have left. I should have walked to my car and driven home and called this whole thing a case of off-season boredom. Instead, I walked down the bleacher steps, crossed the track, and stopped at the edge of the infield.

He was zipping his bag. He didn’t look up.

“You’re fast,” I said.

My voice sounded strange to my own ears. Too loud. Too rough. I cleared my throat.

He looked up then. And up. And up.

I’m used to that—the slow travel of someone’s gaze from my shoes to my face, the calculation, the adjustment. But he didn’t look surprised. He didn’t look intimidated. He just looked interested.

“Thanks,” he said. “You’re tall.”

A beat.

Then I laughed. I don’t laugh easily—not with strangers, not with people who lead with my height. But something about the way he said it, flat and honest and completely unbothered, caught me off guard.

“That’s usually the first thing people say,” I told him.

“I figured you were tired of hearing it.” 

He zipped his bag and stood up, slinging it over one shoulder. 

“So I thought I’d get it out of the way.”

“And now?”

“Now I can say other things.”

I crossed my arms over my chest—a defensive habit, I know. 

“Like what?”

He tilted his head, studying me. Not my body. My face. My eyes. The pause stretched long enough that I almost looked away again.

“Like,” he said slowly, “I saw you at the meet last night. In the bleachers. You were sitting in the same spot.”

“You noticed that?”

“I notice everything.”

A warning bell went off in my head. Careful, Julia. Boys who say things like that are usually practicing lines.

But his voice wasn’t smooth. It wasn’t practiced. It was just... true.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Demarcus. Demarcus Little.”

“Little,” I repeated, and the corner of my mouth twitched.

“Yeah.” 

He smiled again—that same small, private smile. 

“My mom has a sense of humor.”

I wanted to ask him a hundred things. Where he was from. How long he’d been running. Whether he knew how good he actually was. Whether he knew how he made people feel when they watched him.

Instead, I said: “I’m Julia.”

“Hi, Julia.”

And just like that—standing on a track infield in Selma, Alabama, with the sun setting behind the bleachers and the smell of rubber and grass in the air—something started.

I didn’t know what to call it yet. But I wasn’t scared.

Not yet.
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I told myself I wasn’t going to see him again. That’s the thing about self-control—I’ve built my whole life around it. Discipline on the court. Discipline in the classroom. Discipline in how I carry myself, how I answer questions, how I let people see only what I want them to see.

But after I walked away from that track infield, after I said “Hi, Julia” and he said “Hi, Demarcus” and I got in my car and drove home... I couldn’t stop thinking about his eyes.

Not his height. Not his speed. His eyes.

They were calm. Not cold—calm. Like he’d already seen the worst the world could offer and decided it wouldn’t break him. I’ve met NBA prospects with less composure. I’ve met men twice his size who crumbled under half the pressure he carried like it was nothing.

And he looked at me like I was normal.

Do you know how rare that is? To be six-foot-five and have someone look at you without the usual calculations? How tall is she? Does she play? Could she dunk on me? Would it be weird to date her? I’ve seen every version of that math problem play out behind people’s eyes.

Not his. He just saw me.

I spent the next two days convincing myself it didn’t matter. I had practice. I had a game coming up. I had a paper on visualization techniques that I was definitely going to finish before the deadline.

I did not finish the paper.

On the third day, I went back to the track. I told myself it was for the fresh air.

He was there.

Not running this time—just sitting on the bottom row of the bleachers, a notebook in his lap, writing something. The stadium was mostly empty. A few walkers on the outer lane. A coach on the far side talking on his phone.

Demarcus looked up when my shadow fell across him.

“Hey, tall girl.”

“Hey, fast boy.”

He smiled—that small, private smile that made something in my chest tighten. 

“Didn’t think you’d come back.”

“Neither did I.”

I sat down next to him. Not close enough to touch. Close enough to feel the warmth coming off his skin. The bleacher seat creaked under my weight. Everything creaks under my weight. I’ve learned to ignore it.

“What are you writing?” I asked.

He turned the notebook toward me. Not showing off—just answering. The page was covered in small, precise handwriting. Numbers. Splits. Notes about his start, his stride, his breathing.

“You keep a running journal?”

“Coach Hayes says the body lies but the stopwatch doesn’t. So I write everything down. Track it. Learn from it.”

I nodded slowly. 

“I do the same thing. Shot charts. Defensive rotations. Where I’m late, where I’m early.”

“You’re never late.”

I blinked. 

“You’ve never seen me play.”

“No,” he said. “But you don’t seem like the type.”

That tightness in my chest again. I looked away, out at the empty track, the far bleachers, the sky going soft and orange above the trees.

“You’re different,” I said quietly.

“Different how?”

I shook my head. 

“I don’t know yet.”

We sat in silence for a long time. Not awkward. Not heavy. Just... together. The walkers finished their laps and left. The coach walked past us with a nod. The sky darkened from orange to purple to something closer to blue-black.

I should have gone home. I didn’t. Something had me anchored to the bench.

“Julia,” he said.

I turned toward him.

He was closer than I remembered. When did he move? When did I move? His face was inches from mine, and I could see everything—the small scar above his left eyebrow, the faint freckles across his nose, the way his lips parted slightly like he was about to say something else.

I’ve been kissed before.

Let me be clear about that. I’m a junior in college. I’ve had boyfriends. I’ve had almost-boyfriends. I’ve had the kind of casual hookups that happen after parties when everyone’s a little drunk and no one expects anything. I know what a kiss feels like. Soft. Hard. Sloppy. Sweet. I’ve had them all.

But when Demarcus Little kissed me, it wasn’t like any of those.

His hand came up to my face first—fingers light on my jaw, almost tentative, like he was asking permission. I didn’t say yes. I didn’t say no. I just stopped breathing.

Then his lips touched mine.

And something cracked.

Not broke. 

Cracked—like ice on a frozen lake when the temperature shifts and everything you thought was solid suddenly remembers it’s water.

His lips were full. That was the first thing I registered. Fuller than I expected, softer than they looked, and when they pressed against mine, a shock went through me—not like electricity, but like thirst. Like I hadn’t known I was dying of dehydration until someone put a glass of water in front of me.

Oh, I thought. Oh, that’s what this is.

His other hand found my shoulder. My hand—when did my hand move?—was on his chest, feeling his heartbeat under my palm. It was fast. Not runner-fast. Me-fast.

I didn’t want to stop.

That’s the part that scared me. Not the kiss itself. The not wanting to stop. I’ve always been in control. I’ve always been the one who decides when a moment ends, who pulls back first, who says okay, that’s enough.

Not this time.

This time, my body decided before my brain could catch up. My fingers curled into his shirt. I leaned in. I pressed harder, deeper, tasting him—coffee and something sweet, maybe the sports drink from practice. His breath hitched. So did mine.

The world got very small.

Just his lips. Just his hand on my jaw. Just the sound of us breathing into each other’s mouths like we’d been holding our breath our whole lives and finally remembered how to let go.

Julia.

That was my own voice, inside my own head, but it sounded distant. Like someone calling my name from the end of a long hallway.

Julia, pull back.

I didn’t.

Someone could see.

I didn’t care.

You don’t even know him.

I didn’t care.

His lips moved against mine—not urgent, not desperate, just present. Fully, completely present. Like there was nowhere else in the world he wanted to be. Like I was nowhere else I wanted to be.

The kiss lasted ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty? I don't know. Time stopped doing what it was supposed to do. All I knew was the fullness of his mouth, the way it sent a liquid heat through my veins, the way it made me feel drunk without a single sip of alcohol.

Someone passing by—not maliciously, just a quip—said, “Get a room!”

My cheeks went hot. 

I wanted to disappear. 

But Demarcus just smiled against my lips, unbothered, and kissed me once more before pulling back. When we finally broke apart—he broke it, not me—I was breathing hard, and probably the color of a ripe tomato. 

So was he.

His forehead rested against mine. His eyes were closed. So were mine. I could feel his eyelashes brush my cheek when he blinked.

“Wow,” he whispered.

I laughed. It came out shaky. I never sound shaky.

“Yeah,” I said. “Wow.”

We stayed like that for a long moment. Forehead to forehead. Breath to breath. I could have kissed him again. I wanted to kiss him again. The thirst was still there, sharper now, like the first sip only made it worse.

But I didn’t.

Because somewhere in the back of my mind, a warning light was flashing. Not about him. About me. About the way I had lost control, even for a few seconds. About the way I hadn’t wanted it back.

“Julia,” he said. 

“Yeah?”

“What the hell just happened?” he whispered.

I wanted to make a joke. Wanted to say something cool and casual, something that would make this feel normal. But nothing about this was normal.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

“It was like—” He stopped, shook his head slightly, like he was trying to clear it. “Like something else. Something I couldn’t control.”

“Me neither.”

I hadn’t meant to say that. But it was true. The kiss hadn’t felt like a choice. It had felt like a current—something pulling us under, something neither of us had fought.

“Did you want to stop?” he asked.

“No.”

“Me neither.”

We stayed like that, forehead to forehead, breath to breath. The world had gone quiet around us—the track, the bleachers, the stranger who’d laughed and walked away. None of it mattered.

“That’s never happened to me before,” he said. “Not like that.”

“Me either.”

“You felt it too?”

I nodded. “Like something took over.”

He was quiet for a moment. 

Then he said, “I didn’t want it to stop.”

“Neither did I.”

I pulled away first this time.

He let me.

“Julia,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“I’ve been kissed before.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Okay?”

He opened his eyes. They were dark in the fading light, but steady. Always steady.

“That wasn’t like anything I’ve felt before.”

My throat closed up. I couldn’t answer. Couldn’t joke. Couldn’t deflect. All I could do was sit there on those cold bleachers, six-foot-five and untouchable, feeling completely and terrifyingly touched.

“Me neither,” I finally said, and I meant it.

“That wasn’t just a kiss.”

I knew what he meant. It wasn’t about lips or chemistry or the way our bodies fit together. It was something else—something that had reached inside us both and turned a switch we didn’t know we had.

“No,” I said. “It wasn’t.”

We didn’t try to explain it. Didn’t dissect it or analyze it or talk it to death. Some things don’t need explanations. Some things just are.

He took my hand. His fingers were still trembling.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?”

“Okay. Whatever that was... I’m not running from it.”

I squeezed his hand.

“Neither am I.”

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, I COULDN’T stop thinking about him.

I tried. God knows I tried. I watched film. I stretched. I scrolled through my phone without seeing a single thing on the screen. But every time I closed my eyes, there he was—his lips, his hands, the way he’d whispered, what the hell just happened, like he’d been struck by lightning.

I told myself it was nothing. A chemical reaction. Two lonely people in a dark stadium. It didn’t mean anything.

But my body knew different. When I removed my panties they were wet. Not from the shower after practice. Not from sweat. From him. From the kiss. From the way his lips had moved against mine like he was trying to drink me in.

When I finally stepped into the shower, the hot water pounding against my shoulders, I realized it.

I stared down at myself, heat flooding my face that had nothing to do with the steam.

What is wrong with me?

And my nipples—hard, tight, aching in a way that made me cross my arms over my chest like someone could see.

Why is my body reacting like this?

I tried to rationalize it. It had been a long time. Months, maybe. Between basketball and practice and the pressure of the season, I hadn’t exactly been prioritizing... contact. Maybe that was it. Maybe any warm body would have done the same thing.

But even as I thought it, I knew
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