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​About the Author

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that leans into warmth, momentum, and emotional honesty, with characters who feel like the kind of people you would actually root for in real life. Each story is built to be binge-readable, comfort-forward, and grounded in choices that matter, where love grows through small moments, brave words, and the decision to show up fully even when it feels risky.
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For the people who learned to laugh first because crying felt too loud, and for the ones who stayed anyway, patient and steady, until laughter finally turned into something safe enough to call love.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Elodie Park is a quick-witted improv performer and the stubborn heart of Larkhaven’s smallest community theatre, the kind of woman who can turn panic into punchlines and still forget to breathe when sincerity gets too close.

Grant Holloway is Elodie’s best friend and the theatre’s sound engineer, calm in a crisis, gentle in his loyalty, and quietly carrying a life decision he has not told her about because he is terrified of changing what they are.

Willa Chen is Elodie’s roommate and closest friend, practical, fiercely protective, and the only person who will tell Elodie the truth when her jokes start becoming a hiding place.

Perry Salgado is the theatre’s artistic director, a dreamer with a clipboard, running on hope and caffeine while trying to keep the doors open long enough for a miracle to show up.

Dante Reese is a local producer with an eye for viral moments and a talent for turning chaos into contracts, arriving at the theatre on the worst night to be seen and making an offer that sounds like salvation and trouble in the same breath.
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​Introduction Scene
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Elodie Park had exactly nine minutes before the curtain went up, and she was spending them with her forehead pressed to the cool concrete wall backstage, whispering the kind of prayer she did not believe in.

Please do not let me ruin this.
Please do not let this be the night everything goes dark.
Behind the thin black drape, the audience sounded like a living thing. Coughs and laughter and chair legs scraping the floor. The murmur of people settling into seats they had bought because they loved this place, or because they loved someone who loved this place, or because the flyer had promised “one-night-only disaster improv” and nobody could resist a train wreck if it came with popcorn.

The Larkhaven Little Lantern Theatre had been a lot of things over the years. A first date spot. A rainy-day refuge. A place teenagers hid from parents who did not understand them. A stage for older men who wanted to play pirates again without being judged. It smelled like dust, velvet, and old paint, and it had never once been impressive to anyone with money.

It was Elodie’s home anyway.

Willa Chen’s voice cut through the backstage mess. “You are doing the forehead thing.”

Elodie peeled herself off the wall and tried to look like a person who had not just been bargaining with the universe. Willa stood there with a roll of gaffer tape in one hand and a clipboard in the other, like the kind of friend who would tape your life back together if you sat still long enough.

“I’m not doing the forehead thing,” Elodie said, because denial was her second favorite sport.

“You’re doing it,” Willa replied, expression flat. “You do it when you want to turn into mist and escape through a vent.”

Elodie glanced at the ceiling, as if she could see the vents through stage lights and hope. “Is there a vent option? Because I’d like to place an order.”

Willa stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I need your present. I need you onstage. And I need you not spiraling.”

Elodie’s lungs wanted to keep the panic. Her mouth wanted to turn it into a joke. She compromised by smoothing her hands down the front of her dress, as if fabric could make her steady.

The dress was a simple black wrap that made her look like she had planned to be competent. It was, in fact, Willa’s dress, borrowed because Elodie’s wardrobe leaned heavily toward “hoodie with emotional damage.”

“I’m not spiraling,” Elodie said again, but softer this time.

Willa tilted her head. “Elodie.”

It was the way she said it that did the damage. Not angry. Not alarmed. Just knowing. Like she could see every frantic thought elbowing for space behind Elodie’s eyes.

Elodie’s gaze drifted past Willa, through the gap in the curtain, to the sound booth above the seats. Up there, Grant Holloway was hunched over the board, headphones on, one hand on a slider, the other tapping lightly against the wood like he was counting heartbeats into place.

He felt Elodie looking and glanced down.

The moment their eyes met, the noise inside her head quieted a fraction.

Grant did not smile big. He never did. His expressions were small, like he saved them for people who mattered. But his eyes softened, and he lifted two fingers in a calm little salute that said, I’m here. I’ve got you.

Elodie exhaled.

Willa followed her gaze and sighed. “If you’re going to borrow strength from him, you could at least admit it.”

“I’m not borrowing strength,” Elodie said, though her body had already leaned a millimeter toward the booth like a compass. “I’m... appreciating the existence of competent men.”

Willa’s mouth twitched. “Grant is not a competent man. Grant is a competent being. He could survive an apocalypse with a pocketknife and a polite apology.”

Elodie felt the laugh try to escape her, and then it hit something sharp in her throat and became a swallow instead.

The last notice from the building owner sat in her bag like a brick. Final warning. Past due. If you cannot bring the account current by Friday, we will be forced to take action.

Friday was tomorrow.

Tonight was the fundraiser, the last-ditch one-night show, the desperate idea Elodie had pitched like a joke and then forced into reality with brute stubbornness. People had donated online, yes, but not enough. Not nearly enough.

Perry Salgado, their artistic director, had tried to smile through the meeting that morning. “We’re going to make it,” he’d said, eyes bright with the kind of optimism that looked like bravery until you stood close enough to see it shaking.

Elodie had nodded, because she was the one who was supposed to be funny, not terrified.

A stagehand hurried past, carrying a prop box labeled “miscellaneous emotions” in Willa’s neat handwriting. Elodie watched it go and felt something in her chest twist, like she could already hear silence filling this room.

Willa touched Elodie’s arm. “Hey. Look at me.”

Elodie forced her eyes away from the booth.

Willa’s voice softened just a fraction. “Whatever happens tonight, you are not alone. You are not carrying this by yourself. Do you understand me?”

Elodie nodded, because nodding was easier than answering. Answering would require admitting that she had been carrying everything like it was her job to bleed quietly.

Willa glanced at her clipboard again. “Perry wants you ready at five places in five. He’s doing the pre-show talk.”

Elodie’s stomach flipped. “What is he saying?”

“That this theatre matters,” Willa said. “That our community matters. That if people love this place, they should help keep it alive.”

Elodie tried to breathe like that and did not feel like asking the world to love her back.

“And,” Willa added, voice sly now, “he’s also reminding the audience that heckling is allowed as long as it’s funny and not mean.”

Elodie’s panic returned, dragging glitter and knives.

“Of course it is,” Elodie said. “Tonight I die publicly.”

“You will not die,” Willa said. “You will do what you always do. You will turn panic into punchlines and then, when it counts, you will let a real thing slip out. Just enough to make people care.”

Elodie blinked hard. “That was disturbingly accurate.”

Willa smiled then, small but real. “Go. Tell Grant your mic is cutting out on stage left. He’ll pretend it’s news, and you’ll pretend you’re not going up there because you need him to look at you the way he does when you’re about to jump.”

Elodie’s mouth opened, ready to deny it.

Willa lifted a hand. “Don’t.”

Elodie closed her mouth. Her heart thumped once, loud.

She made her way around the back, through the narrow corridor that led to the side stairs. The Little Lantern was old enough that every board creaked like it was gossiping about you. Elodie took the steps two at a time, because if she moved fast enough, she could pretend she was chasing something instead of running.

The sound booth smelled like warm electronics and Grant’s peppermint gum.

Grant swiveled in his chair when she stepped inside. He pulled one side of his headphones off, the motion smooth and unhurried, like he had never once in his life panicked about anything.

Elodie hated him for it in the most affectionate way possible.

“You’re early,” Grant said.

“I’m not early,” Elodie replied. “I’m timely. There’s a difference.”

Grant’s eyes flickered over her, taking in the dress and the tension and the way she was trying to hold herself together with sarcasm. His expression was gentle.

“You look nice,” he said.

Elodie’s throat did that thing again. “It’s Willa’s. I’m just borrowing a personality.”

Grant’s mouth curved faintly. “It suits you.”

If he had said it louder, if he had made it a bigger thing, Elodie could have joked her way out. But Grant never made loud declarations. He did quiet truths like they were fragile and worth protecting.

Elodie cleared her throat. “I have important technical feedback.”

Grant lifted his brows. “Do you?”

“My mic is cutting out on stage left,” Elodie said, which was the lie Willa had assigned her.

Grant stared at her for half a beat longer than necessary, then turned to the board with exaggerated seriousness. “That’s concerning.”

“It is,” Elodie agreed. “I also have a second note.”

Grant’s fingers moved across the controls, adjusting levels with the calm precision of someone who understood that sound was not just volume, it was trust.

“What’s your second note?” he asked.

Elodie leaned against the doorframe and tried to pretend she was casual. “If I throw up, do you have a plan?”

Grant didn’t look up. “Don’t throw up.”

“That’s not a plan,” Elodie said.

“It is,” Grant replied, voice steady. “It’s the plan where you breathe and you go out there and you do what you do.”

Elodie watched him, the way his shoulders stayed relaxed even with a hundred moving parts in his world. Grant was always like this. The anchor. The person who didn’t get swept up in her storms, just held the rope and waited for her to stop fighting the water.

“Why are there so many people?” Elodie whispered, because it was the only thing her bravery could carry right now.

Grant finally looked up. His eyes met hers, and something like warmth moved between them, familiar and dangerous.

“They’re here for you,” he said simply.

Elodie’s laugh came out sharp. “They’re here for the promise of disaster. I’m doing community service.”

Grant’s gaze didn’t waver. “They’re here because they want this place to live,” he said. “And because you make them feel like it can.”

Elodie felt the words land too close to her ribs.

She shoved a hand into her bag, searching for anything to hold. Her fingers brushed paper, stiff and folded, and she froze.

Grant’s eyes followed the motion.

Elodie pulled her hand back fast, like she hadn’t been clutching the notice all day. She did not want him to see it. Not because he didn’t already know the stakes, but because seeing it would make it real in a way she couldn’t joke away.

Grant’s gaze sharpened. “What’s that?”

“It’s nothing,” Elodie said too quickly.

Grant didn’t move, but his face changed the way it always did when she lied to him. Not angry. Just quiet and watchful, like he was turning a puzzle piece over in his mind.

Elodie straightened her shoulders. “I came up here to be dramatic and seek reassurance. I have now done that. Congratulations, you’ve successfully reassured me.”

Grant’s mouth twitched again. “That was my goal.”

Elodie’s eyes dropped to his desk. There was an envelope there, thick and clean, the kind of paper you got when somebody wanted you to take them seriously. It didn’t match the booth. It didn’t match this chaotic, duct-taped theatre world at all.

Her pulse tripped.

“What’s that?” Elodie asked, pointing before she could stop herself.

Grant’s hand moved fast, covering it. Too fast for a man who never moved fast.

Elodie stared.

Grant’s jaw tightened slightly, just once, like he had caught himself.

“It’s nothing,” he said.

Elodie lifted a brow. “Oh, so we’re doing a mutual nothing at night.”

Grant held her gaze. “It’s not important right now.”

That was the kind of sentence that carried a thousand other sentences behind it.

Elodie swallowed. “Okay.”

Grant’s eyes softened again, like he hated himself for shutting her out. He reached for the water bottle on the shelf and held it out.

“Drink,” he said.

Elodie took it, fingers brushing by accident, and her skin sparked with the smallest jolt of awareness. She hated that her body did that. She hated that it had started doing that months ago and she had not told anyone, not even Willa, because saying it out loud would change everything.

Grant’s fingers lingered a fraction too long before he pulled back.

Elodie drank water she didn’t want and tried not to think about the fact that Grant’s hand had been steady even when he was hiding something.

The house lights dimmed slightly, the pre-show cue. Down on the stage, Perry’s voice rose, warm and earnest, carrying through the theatre like a promise.

Elodie could hear the crowd settle.

Her time was gone.

Grant reached up and adjusted her mic pack with practiced ease as she stepped closer. His hands were careful, respectful, as always, but his fingers brushed the small of her back when he clipped it on, and her breath caught.

Grant looked up at her then, close enough that Elodie could see the faint freckle at the corner of his left eye. She had known his face for years. She had memorized it like a safe route home. And yet suddenly she noticed the new things, the things that made her feel like she had been asleep for half their friendship.

“You’re shaking,” Grant said quietly.

Elodie forced a grin. “I’m not shaking. I’m... vibrating with talent.”

Grant’s mouth softened into something that wasn’t quite a smile, but it was close. “You don’t have to be perfect,” he said. “Just be you.”

Elodie’s throat tightened. “That’s a risky request.”

Grant’s gaze held hers. “I trust you,” he said.

It was such a simple sentence, and it hit like a door opening.

Elodie’s chest ached with it.

She backed toward the stairs before she did something humiliating, like tell him she trusted him too, and then accidentally also confess that she had started imagining what it would feel like to cross the line.

“Wish me luck,” she said, forcing brightness.

Grant’s voice followed her as she turned. “You don’t need luck,” he said. “You need air. Breathe.”

Elodie breathed, because Grant told her to, and because it was either that or collapse into a puddle of comedy and longing.

She made it to the wings just as Perry finished his speech. The applause rose, loud and hopeful. Perry stepped off stage and grabbed Elodie’s shoulders, eyes bright.

“Look at them,” he whispered. “They showed up.”

Elodie nodded, but her gaze flicked over the crowd, taking in faces. Familiar ones. New ones. Couples holding hands. Single people leaning forward, hungry for laughter. Someone in the third row with a sleek jacket and a posture that screamed industry, not community theatre.

Dante Reese, if the rumors were right.

Of course.

The universe had an ugly sense of timing.

Perry let go and squeezed her hand once. “Go,” he said. “Save us.”

Elodie swallowed down the word that wanted to be I can’t. She stepped onto the stage.

The lights hit her like a wave. The audience roared. Elodie put on her smile like armor and let her body find the rhythm it always found when it had nowhere else to go.

“Hi,” she said into the mic, voice steady enough to pass. “Welcome to the Little Lantern, where the seats are old, the jokes are questionable, and the exit signs are mostly suggestions.”

Laughter rolled through the room. Relief unclenched a fraction inside her.

Good. They were with her.

She introduced the night, pulled up two other performers, and set up the first improv game. The show moved fast, as it always did, unpredictable and alive. Elodie felt herself slipping into the familiar current where fear became fuel and the crowd became a friend.

For twenty minutes, she almost forgot about the notice in her bag. I almost forgot about tomorrow.

Then came the audience suggestion game, the one she loved and hated in equal measure.

Willa stepped out holding the bowl of folded papers. Elodie grinned at the crowd.

“All right,” Elodie said. “You lovely strangers have written prompts. We will do our best not to embarrass ourselves too severely.”

She reached into the bowl and pulled a slip.

Her stomach dropped slightly as she read it.

Tell your secret to the person you love.

The crowd whooped.

Elodie’s face warmed. She looked out into the dark beyond the lights and tried to find the person who had written it, but it was impossible. The theatre was a sea of shadows and expectation.

Willa met her eyes and widened hers in a silent warning.

Elodie laughed, because she always did. “Okay,” she said, voice breezy. “So we’re trying to ruin my life tonight.”

The crowd laughed again.

Elodie’s brain moved fast, searching for an easy comedic angle. A fake secret. A silly confession. Something safe.

Then she heard a tiny feedback squeal from the monitor on stage left, and her eyes flicked up, instinctive, to the sound booth.

Grant was watching her.

Not with pressure. Not with demand.

With that steady, familiar calm that had carried her through every show, every bad day, every moment she thought she might not be enough.

Elodie’s heart did something stupid.

Her mouth did something worse.

“I love—” she started, and stopped, because she had meant to say I love this theatre, I love you people, I love the smell of cheap stage fog.

But the next word came out like the truth had been waiting for a crack.

“Grant.”

The theatre went very, very still.

Elodie stared upward, frozen, as if her body had forgotten how to be a comedian. The lights made it impossible to read his face fully, but she saw the shape of his stillness, the way he didn’t move, like he had been hit by a sound he couldn’t process.

Somebody in the audience gasped. Somebody laughed, a sharp surprised bark. Then the room erupted into noise, half delighted, half shocked, fully hungry.

Elodie’s pulse thundered. Her brain scrambled for a joke big enough to cover the hole she’d just blown in her life.

She forced her smile wider. “As a friend,” she said too loudly, too fast. “Obviously. Because I’m a professional and this is a theatre and I am doing a bit.”

The crowd laughed again, but it was a different laughter now. It had an edge. It had curiosity.

Elodie’s cheeks burned. She looked up at the booth again.

Grant had taken his headphones off. Both sides. His gaze was locked on her like he was afraid to blink.

He looked... undone.

Elodie’s heart lurched.

She turned back to the stage, grabbed the nearest performer, and launched into the scene with frantic momentum, talking too fast, moving too much, trying to outrun the moment. The game played out, but Elodie barely felt it. The audience was laughing, yes, but their laughter kept circling back to that slip, that name, that sudden crack in the friend line.

When the segment ended, Elodie took a bow with the others and rushed into the wings on the wave of applause.

Backstage, her hands shook for real now.

Willa grabbed her by the shoulders the second she stepped offstage. “What did you do,” Willa hissed, half horrified, half amazed.

Elodie’s laugh came out thin. “I did a comedy.”

“You did a confession,” Willa shot back.

Elodie’s mind was still on the booth. On Grant’s face. On the fact that he hadn’t smiled. That he hadn’t waved it off.

Elodie opened her mouth to speak, and a man stepped into the hallway like he belonged there.

He was tall, clean-cut, the kind of presence that made people straighten without realizing. He held a phone in his hand like it was a weapon and a promise.

“Elodie Park,” he said, voice smooth. “That was one hell of a moment.”

Elodie’s stomach tightened. “Hi,” she said automatically, because politeness was her reflex when fear was driving.

Willa’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

The man smiled, easy. “Dante Reese.”

Perry appeared behind him, breathless, eyes wide. “He’s the producer I told you about,” Perry whispered, like saying it softly might keep it from being true.

Dante’s gaze flicked to Perry, then back to Elodie, sharp and assessing. “Your theatre’s got something,” he said. “It’s got heart. It’s got grit. And apparently, it’s got a love story the audience just ate alive.”

Elodie’s face went hotter. “It was a bit,” she said, the lie tasting awful.

Dante lifted his phone slightly. On the screen was a paused video clip, already framed perfectly, already ready to travel.

“I’m going to be direct,” Dante said. “I produce a local live series called Larkhaven After Dark. Comedy, talk, little chaos. Sponsors love it. The public loves it. It needs a fresh angle for next month. And you, Elodie, just handed me one.”

Elodie’s throat tightened. “I don’t understand.”

Dante’s smile widened. “I want you and Grant,” he said, like it was obvious. “I want the best-friends duo with the accidental confession. I want a weekly live segment. Rehearsed enough to be good, raw enough to feel real.”

Willa made a strangled sound. Perry’s hand flew to his mouth like he was trying to keep hope from escaping.

Elodie’s pulse hammered. “Grant doesn’t— he didn’t agree to anything.”

Dante shrugged. “Then you convince him. Or you don’t, and you let tonight be a cute story you tell at someone else’s theatre.”

The words landed hard.

Elodie felt the notice in her bag like a weight. Felt tomorrow leaning in.

Perry stepped forward, voice too eager. “What kind of money are we talking about?”

Dante named a number, and Elodie’s lungs forgot how to work.

It wasn’t just enough to cover the overdue account. It was enough to breathe again. Enough to keep the lights on. Enough to keep this place alive.

Elodie’s hands went cold.

Dante watched her, expression calm. “I can wire a deposit by morning,” he said. “But I’m not investing in a joke you walk back. If this is going to work, it has to be believable. It has to feel like something. People have to want to tune in to see what happens next.”

Elodie opened her mouth, and no sound came out.

Then, from behind them, a familiar voice cut through, low and steady.

“What happens next is she finishes the show.”

Elodie turned so fast her hair snapped against her cheek.

Grant stood at the end of the hallway, eyes fixed on Dante. He looked calm from a distance, but Elodie knew his calm. She saw the tension in his jaw. The way one hand was curled near his pocket like he was holding onto something inside it.

The envelope.

Dante smiled like he’d just found the missing piece. “Grant Holloway,” he said, almost delighted. “Perfect timing.”

Grant’s gaze flicked to Elodie for half a second. In that glance was something Elodie couldn’t name, something new and cracked open and terrified.

Elodie’s chest tightened.

Dante’s voice stayed smooth. “I’ll come back after the show,” he said. “You two can decide whether that moment up there was a slip-up or a beginning.”

He turned and walked away, leaving the hallway too quiet.

Perry exhaled like he’d been holding his breath for years. Willa stared at Elodie like she was watching a car skid toward a cliff.

Grant stepped closer.

Elodie tried to speak. I tried to joke. Tried to rewind time and swallow her own name.

Nothing worked.

Grant stopped in front of her, close enough that she could see the tiny tremor in his breath.

“You said my name,” he said softly.

Elodie’s laugh broke, small and helpless. “I know.”

Grant’s eyes searched hers. “Was that,” he began, and stopped.

Elodie couldn’t tell if he was asking if it was real, or if he was asking if she meant to.

Before she could answer, Grant’s hand tightened near his pocket again, like whatever was in there was pulling him away already.

Elodie’s heart slid into a cold, sharp realization.

Whatever he was hiding, it was big enough to make him flinch from the beginning she’d accidentally created.

And tomorrow was too late.

Grant looked at her like he was standing on the edge of a decision, and Elodie felt the floor tilt beneath both of them.

“Finish the show,” Grant said, voice steady on the outside. “We’ll talk after.”

Then he turned back toward the booth, leaving Elodie staring after him, the echo of her own slip-up ringing louder than the applause.
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​Chapter 1: The Stage Doesn’t Forget
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Elodie stood in the wings with her palms pressed against her thighs, as if she could anchor herself to her own body long enough to remember how to be a person who made jokes for a living. The laughter from the audience had rolled right over her slip-up and kept going, but she could still feel the moment it had happened, bright and loud inside her head. Her voice. His name. The way the room had paused like it was holding its breath with her.

Willa hovered at her shoulder, close enough to be a shield, not close enough to smother. Elodie was grateful for that. Willa knew how Elodie worked. Push her too hard and she would turn into fog and float away. Give her space and she would find her feet, because she was stubborn and because she hated letting people down even more than she hated being seen.

Perry whispered from the other side of the curtain, “We’re okay, right? We’re still okay,” like the theatre itself might answer him if he said it enough.

Elodie nodded automatically. The nod was convincing. Her insides were not.

On the stage, the other performers were filling time with a playful bit while Elodie was gone, turning the game into something that looked planned even though none of them had planned for her to accidentally say the one name that mattered. The crowd stayed loud, but it was a different crowd now. It had a new focus. Elodie could feel it, even without looking.

The audience didn’t just want jokes anymore.

They wanted the story.

Elodie breathed in through her nose and tried to make her lungs behave. She could do this. She could keep the show moving. She could be funny. She could be bright. She could keep everyone from seeing the crack she’d just made in her own life.

She shifted her gaze, helplessly, upward.

Grant was back in the sound booth, the glow from the board outlining his face. His posture looked the same as always, shoulders loose, hands steady, attention split between levels and cues. But Elodie knew him too well to believe the surface. His eyes weren’t moving like they normally did, scanning. They were fixed. Watching her, even from that distance, like he needed to confirm she was still standing.

The tiniest muscle in his jaw jumped once.

He looked like a person who had been handed a question he couldn’t ignore.

Elodie’s throat tightened again, and she hated herself for it because she had no time for this. She had a theatre to save. She had tomorrow to beat. She had a landlord who didn’t care about community and art, only numbers.

And she had said Grant’s name into a microphone.

She couldn’t take it back. She couldn’t make it smaller than it was. She couldn’t joke it into harmlessness the way she’d joked everything else.

From the audience, a fresh wave of laughter rose, followed by a chant someone started, soft at first and then catching.

“Elodie and Grant,” the chant turned into, half teasing, half hungry.

Elodie’s face went hot even in the dim backstage light.

Willa’s expression hardened with protective fury. “If they chant it again, I’m throwing a shoe.”

“No,” Elodie said, voice thin. “Let them chant. Let them be happy. Let them be loud. Let them donate money. I can live through humiliation.”

Willa looked at her for a long second. “Can you live through him hearing it?”

Elodie’s chest squeezed. The answer was too complicated for a hallway beside a stage.

Perry stepped closer, his hands fluttering like he wanted to fix something but didn’t know where to touch. “We have to get back out there,” he whispered. “We have to keep the energy up. Dante’s still in the crowd. Sponsors are watching. This is... this is the most attention we’ve had in years.”

Elodie flinched at the name. Dante. The number he’d offered. The cold clarity of it. Morning deposit. But only if it was believable. Only if she didn’t walk the moment back.

Only if she turned her friendship into a show.

Elodie forced her lips into a smile that her body didn’t trust. “Of course,” she said, bright. “I always wanted my life to be a community project.”

Willa’s eyes narrowed. “Elodie.”

“I know,” Elodie said, and there was a plea in it. Don’t make me feel it yet. Let me survive the next ten minutes.

Willa drew in a breath, then nodded once, quick and precise, the way she did when she decided to put her own panic away for later. She reached out, adjusted the small strand of hair that had escaped Elodie’s clip. Her fingers were gentle.

“Get through the show,” Willa murmured. “Then we deal with everything else.”

Elodie swallowed hard, then stepped forward.

The moment she walked back onto the stage, the crowd surged with applause like they’d been waiting for her. Elodie blinked against the lights and lifted both hands in a dramatic wave, the kind she used when she needed to remind herself she was in control.

“Okay, okay,” she said into the mic. “I’m back. Nobody panicked. I’m legally required to finish the show.”

The crowd laughed, loud and relieved. Elodie let the laughter wash over her like a shield.

One of the performers, a lanky guy named Theo, gave her a look that said, Are you okay, and Elodie gave him a look back that said, Absolutely not, but also keep talking.

Theo leaned into the bit with exaggerated confidence. “We have a new rule,” he announced to the audience. “If Elodie accidentally confesses love again, you have to throw money on the stage.”

Roars of laughter. Someone in the front row actually held a bill up like a threat.

Elodie pressed a hand to her chest, as if touched. “First of all,” she said, “I did not confess love. I experienced a temporary brain glitch.”

The crowd booed playfully, and Elodie rode it, because the moment she stopped riding it, she would fall into it.

She launched them into the next game, a fast one, a silly one, a game where the whole point was not thinking. She assigned roles, grabbed prompts, kept moving so her body didn’t have time to remember the way Grant’s face had looked.

The theatre warmed again. Laughter came easier. The audience started to relax, still buzzing with curiosity but willing to let Elodie lead them back into comedy.

For a while, it almost worked.

Then the new game required a “real secret” confession as part of the scene, and Elodie felt the trap closing.

Her mouth went dry.

Theo leaned in, on stage whispering loud enough for everyone to hear, “Tell me your darkest truth.”

Elodie’s brain screamed, No.

Her instincts screamed, Make a joke.

So she did.

“My darkest truth,” Elodie said, voice solemn, “is that I once returned a library book three years late and I didn’t even feel bad.”

The crowd lost it.

Elodie smiled wider, loosening just a little. Okay. She could do this. She could be clever and keep herself safe. She could steer.

But then the scene shifted, as improv scenes always did. Theo’s character turned tender, the lighting cue softened, and suddenly the game’s silly prompt became a real moment because that was the kind of magic the Little Lantern used to make, even when it was scrappy and broken.

Theo looked at Elodie, eyes unexpectedly gentle. “Tell me what you’re afraid to lose,” he said, still in character, but the words hit too close.

Elodie’s breath caught.

She felt the theatre around her. The worn stage beneath her shoes. The dust in the air. The old velvet seats filled with people who wanted this place to matter. Perry watched from the wings like his heart was on the line. Willa standing with her arms crossed, ready to fight the universe on Elodie’s behalf. And up in the booth, Grant, steady and silent, the person who had never once let her fall without reaching.

Elodie’s chest ached.

Her comedic reflex stumbled for the first time all night.

Theo waited, giving her space, trusting her to make something out of it. The audience quieted, not fully silent, but softer.

Elodie forced a laugh that came out smaller. “I’m afraid to lose my sense of humor,” she said quickly. “Because then I’d have to actually feel things, and I’m allergic.”

The crowd laughed again, but it wasn’t just laughter. It was recognition. It was the kind of laugh people gave when they saw themselves in a joke and didn’t want to admit it.

Elodie pointed at them. “You,” she accused affectionately. “I see you all.”

She turned the scene back into chaos, pushing it toward a ridiculous ending, and the audience followed, grateful for the release. The applause hit again, and Elodie bowed like she was made of confidence.

But inside, the line Willa had said earlier echoed.

Can you live through him hearing it?

Elodie glanced upward again without meaning to. Grant’s gaze met hers. His eyes weren’t amused. They weren’t teasing. They were intent, like he was memorizing her face in a way that scared her.

And that was when Elodie understood the first real terror of the slip-up.

It wasn’t that she’d embarrassed herself.

It was that Grant might believe her.

The show pushed forward. Game after game, laughter after laughter, Elodie running on instinct and adrenaline. When it was time for intermission, she spoke into the mic with bright energy and reminded people to donate, to buy raffle tickets, to spend money on terrible brownies that tasted like hope and cheap cocoa.

The crowd moved, chatting excitedly. Elodie hurried backstage again, her smile collapsing the moment the curtain hid her.

Willa grabbed her elbow and steered her toward the narrow hallway away from the performers’ little cluster. “You’re doing great,” Willa said, like she was talking to a skittish animal. “You’re keeping it together.”

Elodie leaned into the wall again, forehead hovering near the cool surface, fighting the urge to press against it. “My body is in one piece,” she managed. “My soul is somewhere else.”

Perry appeared, eyes shining, cheeks flushed. “This is the best crowd we’ve had since the summer festival,” he whispered. “People are donating. Someone just offered to match donations up to five hundred. Five hundred, Elodie.”

Elodie’s heart twisted. “That’s good,” she said, because it was good, but it also wasn’t enough. Not for tomorrow. Not for what they owed.

Perry’s smile faltered slightly, like he knew that too. He lowered his voice. “Dante’s waiting,” he said. “He says he’ll talk after the show. He keeps looking toward the booth.”

Willa’s grip tightened on Elodie’s elbow. “Of course he is.”

Elodie closed her eyes briefly. Dante wanted a story. Grant didn’t like being a story. Grant didn’t like being pushed. Grant didn’t like being watched.

Elodie didn’t like any of this.

And yet the number Dante had offered sat like a door in her mind.

A door she could open and walk through, if she was willing to drag her own heart across the threshold.

Elodie pushed off the wall. “Okay,” she said, voice steadier now. “We finished. We take the money we can. We talk to Dante. We figured it out.”

Willa searched her face. “What is ‘it’?”

Elodie’s throat tightened again, but she kept her voice light. “My personal humiliation plan,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it funny.”

Willa didn’t smile. “Elodie.”

“I know,” Elodie whispered, because she did. She knew she was about to do something she might not be able to undo.

Grant didn’t come down during intermission. He stayed in the booth, hands moving over the board, eyes occasionally lifting to the stage, then to the audience, then to the hallway where he could just barely see backstage movement. He looked like he was keeping everyone safe from a distance because that was what he did. He fixed problems before people knew they existed. He kept the sound smooth, the cues right, the show intact.

He kept Elodie intact.

Elodie hated, fiercely, that she had made him part of her mess.

When the second half began, she walked back onstage with a practiced grin that was starting to feel like a mask she couldn’t take off. The games were bigger now, the audience louder, the energy sharp with anticipation. People shouted prompts that weren’t just funny anymore. They were pointed.

“Best friend confession,” someone yelled.

“Friends to lovers,” someone else shouted.

Elodie forced a laugh and waved them off. “You’re all so invested in ruining my life,” she said, and the audience roared because they thought she was teasing, and maybe she was, but the truth beneath it made her stomach twist.

The second half had a closing segment called Lantern Stories, where performers told short, semi-true stories based on audience prompts. It was supposed to be warm and funny and lightly emotional, the kind of thing that made people leave feeling like the night mattered.

Perry had insisted they keep it, even when Elodie wanted to cut it for time.

“This theatre is about feeling,” Perry had said. “Not just laughing. We need to remind them why they care.”

Elodie understood the logic. She hated the timing.

The audience prompt came out of the bowl in Willa’s handwriting again, and Elodie knew instantly that Willa had planted it because Willa had a terrifying sense of narrative justice.

The slip you can’t fix.

Elodie stared at the words, then looked up at the crowd.

A hush fell that felt different than the hush earlier. This one wasn't a surprise. It was an expectation. People leaned forward. People smiled like they already knew the ending, like their own hearts wanted it to be easy.

Elodie’s pulse kicked hard.

Theo started the storytelling with a silly anecdote about spilling coffee on a first date. Another performer followed with a story about a wrong turn that led to a life-long friendship. The crowd laughed and sighed at the right moments, warm and open.

Then Theo gestured toward Elodie. “Your turn,” he said softly.

Elodie stepped forward into the light.

She could have done a joke story. She could have made up a fictional slip. She could have talked about falling off her bike as a kid, about failing a math test, about accidentally insulting someone’s haircut.

But the theatre didn’t need that tonight.

The theatre needed truth.

Elodie’s mouth opened, and for a second, no sound came. Her mind flipped through options, all of them safe, all of them small.

And then, because she was exhausted and because her heart had already betrayed her once, Elodie said, “I’m good at making things funny,” she began, voice quieter now, “because I’m terrified of making things real.”

The audience stayed silent, listening.

Elodie swallowed. She could feel the mic in her hand, the way it carried every small tremor into the room. She could feel her own breath, and she hated that it mattered.

“There’s this thing that happens,” she continued, “where you build a life around what you can control. You build it around the people who are safe. You tell yourself that safety is enough. You tell yourself that if you keep everything in its proper box, nobody gets hurt.”

A ripple of recognition moved through the crowd, subtle, like people shifting in seats.

Elodie’s eyes drifted, almost against her will, upward.

Grant was watching her again. He had leaned forward slightly. His hands were still on the board, but his attention was on her like she was the only sound in the room that mattered.

Elodie’s throat tightened.

“And then,” she said, voice catching just a fraction, “one day you find out that the box isn’t holding anything anymore. It’s just... keeping you from living.”

The words landed in her own chest like a punch.

She forced a laugh, small and shaky. “Anyway,” she added, trying to lighten it, “the slip-up is when you open your mouth and a name comes out and the whole room hears it.”

The crowd reacted, soft laughter, gentle, almost affectionate. They weren’t mocking her. They were with her.

That might have been the worst part.

Elodie’s eyes stung. She blinked hard, keeping herself together by sheer stubbornness. “And then you go, cool,” she said, voice brighter again, “I’ll just pretend it was a joke, because that’s what I do. I make everything a joke. It’s my brand.”

The audience laughed again, but some people clapped softly too, like they were cheering for her bravery even though she hadn’t meant it as bravery.

Elodie bowed quickly and stepped back.

Theo leaned in, voice low. “That was beautiful,” he whispered, not in character, just human.

Elodie forced a grin. “Don’t tell anyone I have feelings,” she whispered back.

The crowd applauded, warm and loud. Elodie felt the sound fill the room, felt it move through the old theatre like electricity.

For a second, she forgot tomorrow. For a second, she forgot the notice in her bag. For a second, she forgot Dante’s phone and his offer and the idea of turning her life into a segment.

All she felt was the theatre breathing with her.

And then she saw Grant’s face from the booth.

He looked like he had stopped breathing entirely.

The show ended on a high. Big laughter, big applause, a standing ovation from the back row that made Perry look like he might cry openly. Elodie led the bows with her arm linked through the other performers like they were a family, because they were messy and broke and stubborn.

She looked out at the crowd during the final bow and saw people holding up phones. She saw people smiling and nudging each other, whispering. She saw the donation bucket being passed, heavier than it had been during intermission.

And she saw Dante standing near the aisle, watching like he was already planning how to package the night.

As the applause finally faded and the crowd began to spill out, Elodie stepped into the wings and let her smile fall. Her body felt suddenly tired, like the adrenaline had drained and left her heavy.

Perry rushed toward her first, eyes bright. “You did it,” he breathed. “You did it. They loved it. We raised— we raised—”

He stopped, glancing at Willa, then at Elodie, like he didn’t want to say the number wrong.

Willa checked her phone, then murmured, “Just under three thousand, counting the online donations that came in during the show.”

Perry’s face crumpled with hope. “Three thousand,” he repeated, like it was a miracle.

Elodie’s heart lifted, then sank, because she knew the ugly math.

It was incredible. It was not enough.

Perry’s smile faltered as he saw it on her face. His shoulders slumped slightly. “We still—” he started.

Elodie nodded, swallowing. “We still need more,” she finished gently.

Perry looked like he wanted to argue with the universe.

Willa put a hand on his arm. “Go thank the volunteers,” she said. “Go talk to the donors. Let them feel what they did tonight.”

Perry hesitated, then nodded, and rushed away, forcing his smile back on like he couldn’t afford to let it slip.

Elodie turned toward the hallway, instinctively searching.

Grant wasn’t there yet.

Of course he wasn’t. He would be shutting down the board, packing cables, making sure nothing got stolen, making sure the show ended properly even though her life had just cracked open on his watch.

Willa leaned close to Elodie’s ear. “Dante’s waiting near the lobby,” she murmured. “He looks smug.”

Elodie’s stomach tightened. “I don’t have time for smug,” she whispered.

Willa’s eyes sharpened. “You don’t have time for tomorrow either.”

Elodie flinched at the truth of that.

She turned, ready to head toward the lobby, ready to face Dante and whatever bargain he wanted to make.

And then Grant appeared at the end of the hallway.

He moved slower than he usually did, not because he was tired, but because he was thinking. His hands were empty except for his phone, and his shoulders were still relaxed, but his face was different. It looked carefully composed, like he had built it piece by piece to keep something from showing through.

Elodie’s heart thudded once, hard.

Grant stopped in front of her, close enough now that she could see the faint flush on his cheekbones, like he’d been warm under the booth lights and not thinking about it. His eyes flicked to Willa first, then back to Elodie.

“We need to talk,” Grant said quietly.

Elodie’s pulse jumped. “Yes,” she said, too fast. “After. After I deal with Dante.”

Grant’s jaw tightened a fraction. “Dante,” he repeated, like he was tasting something bitter.

Willa watched both of them like she was watching two people about to step onto a minefield. “I’m going to find Perry,” she said quickly, and then she was gone, leaving the hallway suddenly too quiet.

Elodie stared at Grant, trying to read him, trying to figure out whether he was angry, shocked, confused, embarrassed, hopeful. Grant didn’t give emotions away easily, not in big obvious ways. He held them close, like they were private.

But his eyes weren’t private right now.

They were open in a way that scared her.

Elodie’s voice came out softer. “I didn’t mean to,” she said, because it was true and also not the point.

Grant’s gaze held hers. “I know,” he said.

The relief of that, small as it was, made her chest ache.

Elodie tried to smile. “I mean, I did mean to finish the show,” she added quickly. “I meant all the jokes. The jokes were intentional.”

Grant’s mouth curved faintly, the closest he came to amusement. “You were good,” he said. “You were... you.”

Elodie swallowed. “I don’t know if that’s a compliment.”

“It is,” Grant said.

Silence stretched between them. Elodie could hear distant voices in the lobby, people laughing, volunteers stacking chairs, Perry thanking someone too enthusiastically. The theatre lived around them.

Grant looked down for a moment, then backed up, like he was making a decision in real time.

“Earlier,” he began, voice low, “when you asked about the envelope.”

Elodie’s stomach dipped. “You said it wasn’t important,” she said carefully.

Grant exhaled, slow. “I said it wasn’t important right then,” he corrected. “I shouldn’t have shut you out. I just... didn’t want to add anything to your night.”

Elodie stared at him, heart suddenly too loud. “What is it?” she asked.

Grant hesitated. His fingers tightened around his phone once, then loosened. “It’s a job offer,” he said finally.

Elodie went still.

“A job offer,” she repeated, because her brain wanted to pretend she’d misheard.

Grant nodded once, minimal. “In another city,” he added, and there it was, the part that made her chest feel hollow.

Elodie’s mouth went dry. “When were you going to tell me?” she asked, and she hated the tremor in her voice because she didn’t want to sound like a person who needed him.

Grant’s gaze flickered with something like pain. “After tonight,” he said. “After we got through the fundraiser. After you could breathe.”

Elodie forced herself to inhale. “When do you have to decide?” she asked.

Grant’s eyes held hers. “Tomorrow,” he said softly.

The word hit her like a shove.

Tomorrow.

Her landlord’s deadline. The theatre’s deadline. Grant’s deadline.

Elodie felt a dizzy, awful clarity settle over everything. It wasn’t just the building trying to kick them out. It wasn’t just money. It wasn’t just her slip-up into a microphone.

It was timing. It was the universe stacking pressure on pressure until something broke.

Elodie laughed, sharp and disbelieving, and the sound came out wrong. “That’s funny,” she said, even though it wasn’t.

Grant’s expression tightened. “Elodie,” he murmured, like he was trying to stop her from turning this into a joke she couldn’t live inside.

She pressed a hand to her forehead, not quite the wall this time, but close. “Tomorrow,” she repeated, voice thin. “Of course it’s tomorrow.”

Grant’s eyes softened. “I didn’t apply because I wanted to leave you,” he said quickly, like he needed her to understand that before anything else. “I applied because... I needed a plan. And because I thought—”

He stopped, jaw tightening, like he had caught himself before saying the wrong thing.

“Because you thought what?” Elodie asked, quieter now.

Grant’s gaze held hers, steady and too honest. “Because I thought you didn’t need me,” he said.

The sentence landed like a bruise.

Elodie’s chest tightened, and for a second she couldn’t find her voice.

She had always needed him, in the way you needed a place to put your feet when you were exhausted. In the way you needed someone who didn’t flinch at your storms. In the way you needed the person who knew your silences as well as your jokes.

But she hadn’t known how to say that without making it sound like a trap.

Elodie swallowed hard. “Grant,” she started.

He shook his head slightly, a small motion. “And then tonight happened,” he continued, voice rougher now, the calm finally cracking at the edges. “And I heard my name in your mouth in front of a whole room full of people, and I couldn’t tell whether it was a joke or whether—”

He stopped again, breath catching, like the rest was too dangerous to say.

Elodie’s pulse hammered.

“What?” she whispered.

Grant’s gaze flicked down to her mouth, then back up, like he was reminding himself to be careful. “Whether it was the thing I’ve been trying not to want,” he said.

Elodie felt her heart twist, sharp and unfamiliar.

Before she could answer, a voice called from the lobby, smooth and confident, carrying down the hallway like it owned the air.

“Elodie,” Dante called. “Grant. Great show. Let’s talk.”

Elodie flinched. Grant’s face went still again, the careful mask snapping back into place, but his eyes stayed intense.

Elodie stared at him, breath shallow. “We have to deal with him,” she said, hating the way her voice sounded like surrender.

Grant’s jaw tightened. “I know,” he said.

Elodie started to move, then paused, because the weight of everything pressed down at once. Theatre money. Tomorrow's deadline. Grant’s job offer. Her slip-up. Dante’s bargain.

She looked at Grant and felt the sharp, frightening truth rising, unstoppable.

If Grant left, she didn’t just lose her best friend.

She lost the one person who made this place feel survivable.

Elodie forced herself to move, step by step, toward the lobby, with Grant beside her. They walked like two people heading toward a meeting they couldn’t escape.

In the lobby, Dante stood near the old poster wall, phone in hand, smiling ready. He looked freshly energized, like he fed on turning other people’s emotions into opportunities.

“Fantastic,” Dante said, eyes bright. “You two were the heartbeat of the night.”

Elodie’s stomach tightened. She kept her voice light by sheer effort. “Thanks,” she said. “We accept compliments in the form of donations.”

Dante chuckled. “You’re going to like this,” he said. “I already spoke with a sponsor who wants to attach their name to the segment. They love authenticity. They love chemistry. They love the story.”

Grant’s posture stayed polite. His eyes stayed cold.

Elodie tried not to notice.

Dante held up his phone. “Here’s what we do,” he said smoothly. “A live weekly segment. Short. Punchy. You two, onstage, doing what you already do, letting the audience believe they’re watching the beginning of something.”

Elodie’s throat tightened. “Believe,” she repeated carefully.

Dante’s smile didn’t falter. “People don’t pay for facts,” he said lightly. “They pay for feeling.”

Grant’s voice cut in, calm and sharp. “What exactly are you asking for?”

Dante turned toward him, still smiling. “I’m asking you to be part of it,” he said. “You don’t even need to act much. Just show up. Be yourself. Stand close enough that the audience can dream.”

Elodie’s chest clenched. Stand close enough that the audience can dream. It sounded harmless until you realized you were the one who had to live inside the dream afterward.

Dante glanced at Elodie. “Deposit by morning,” he reminded her gently, like he was doing her a favor. “Enough to keep the doors open. Enough to make your landlord quiet. Enough to give you time.”

Elodie’s mind flashed to Perry’s face. To the theatre lights. Tomorrow.

Grant’s body went still beside her, like he felt the same deadline tighten around their throats.

Elodie turned her head slightly toward Grant, wanting to speak, wanting to warn him, wanting to apologize, wanting to beg him not to leave.

Grant met her gaze, and in that look was a decision forming, quiet and heavy.

Dante watched them like a man watching a deal close itself.

“So,” Dante said, voice
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