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​About the Author  

SankulaHub writes clean, emotionally rich young adult romance built around friendship, hope, courage, and the quiet moments that change a heart before the world notices. Each story is created for readers who enjoy tender connection, school-safe romance, meaningful character growth, and relationships rooted in respect.

With a focus on wholesome love stories, SankulaHub creates characters who make mistakes, learn from silence, and find the bravery to speak honestly when it matters most. The goal is to offer heartfelt, uplifting fiction that feels safe, sincere, and memorable for young adult readers and clean romance audiences.
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​Dedication
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For everyone who has ever carried a feeling quietly because naming it felt too risky.

For almost all that were never empty.

For the friendships that deserved honesty before goodbye.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Ayla Brooks is seventeen, a careful observer, a senior at Westbridge High, and the student everyone trusts with memories because she never misplaces details that matter. She helps run the senior memory archive, keeps her emotions folded neatly behind humor and responsibility, and has spent months pretending she is fine with the distance growing between her and Emmett. Her biggest fear is not rejection. It is finding out that the friendship she protected so fiercely was already changing without her permission.

Emmett Hale is eighteen, a senior at Westbridge High, and the kind of boy who makes a crowded hallway feel calmer just by leaning against the lockers with a half-smile and a question he already knows the answer to. He used to be Ayla’s automatic person, the one who saved her a seat, knew her coffee order, and turned ordinary afternoons into inside jokes. Now he is quieter around her, careful in a way that hurts more than anger, and carrying a private reason for why he stepped back when she needed him to stay.

Brenna Quinn is Ayla’s close friend, bright, practical, and impossible to fool when emotions are hiding under sarcasm. She works on the yearbook committee, has a sharp eye for unfinished conversations, and believes Ayla and Emmett have been “almost” for so long that the whole school learned to stop asking.

Milesen Reed is Emmett’s friend from the audio club, thoughtful, observant, and loyal without being loud. He understands the pressure Emmett puts on himself and often notices what Emmett refuses to say.

Taliah Stone is a senior class officer who treats school events like they are full-scale productions. She is confident, organized, and determined to make the senior memory showcase perfect, even when the archive begins revealing more than anyone expected.

Soren Vale is Ayla’s younger brother, a sophomore with a dry sense of humor and a habit of noticing when Ayla pretends not to care. He does not push hard, but when he speaks, Ayla usually hears the truth she has been avoiding.

Ms. Carver is the media arts teacher at Westbridge High and the faculty guide for the senior memory archive. She trusts her students with creative responsibility, believes stories matter, and has no idea that one misplaced audio file is about to change the emotional temperature of the entire senior class.
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The first time Emmett’s voice came through the gym speakers, I was holding three permission slips, one cracked clipboard, and the kind of panic that made my fingers forget how to work.

It was supposed to be a test run.

That was what Ms. Carver had said ten minutes earlier, smiling like the Westbridge High gym was not full of seniors pretending not to listen while the tech crew checked microphones for the spring showcase assembly. The senior memory archive was still unfinished. Half the photo captions were missing. Someone from the student council had uploaded a blurry video of the marching band bus instead of the pep rally. Taliah was marching across the polished floor in white sneakers, whisper-shouting into a headset that was not even connected to anything.

And I was standing beside the bleachers, trying to look calm because calm was the one thing people expected from me.

Then the speakers crackled.

A few students glanced up from their phones. Someone near the basketball hoop laughed. The screen above the stage flickered from the Westbridge blue-and-silver logo to a blank gray box with a loading circle. I looked toward the media table, where Milesen was crouched behind a laptop, one hand buried in his hair.

“Not the final file,” he called, though nobody had asked.

That was when Emmett’s voice filled the gym.

“I know we never named it.”

Every sound around me thinned.

The clipboard slipped against my wrist. One permission slip floated to the floor, landing faceup on the varnished wood like it had given up faster than I had.

The gym did not go completely silent. Gyms never did. There was still the low buzz of lights, the squeak of a sneaker near the free throw line, the rustle of someone opening a granola bar where food was technically not allowed. But every voice lowered at once, and somehow that was worse.

Because I knew that voice.

I knew the soft drag at the edge of it when he was trying not to sound nervous. I knew the pause after “I know,” because Emmett always paused there when he was about to say something true and wished he had chosen something easier. I knew the way his words landed, careful but warm, like he was setting them down in front of someone and hoping they would not break.

The screen changed again.

A folder title appeared for less than a second before Milesen slammed the laptop shut so hard the microphone squealed.

Senior Memory Archive.

Private Audio.

Ayla.

My name had not been spoken out loud, but it might as well have been painted across the gym wall.

I found Emmett before I meant to.

He was standing near the far bleachers, half-turned toward the exit, wearing the navy Westbridge hoodie he always claimed was too faded to count as school spirit. His shoulders were still. Too still. He looked at the laptop first, then at Milesen, then at me.

For one second, everything between us came back with such force that I almost forgot we were not those people anymore.

We were not thirteen, sitting on the curb after orientation, dividing a melted chocolate bar because neither of us had enough money for two snacks.

We were not fifteen, hiding in the library during the winter dance because we both hated loud music until our favorite song came on and he pulled me up between the shelves without asking, because back then he knew which parts of me needed asking and which parts already trusted him.

We were not seventeen, standing under my porch light in December while his breath turned silver in the cold and my phone stayed silent in my pocket because I was too afraid to check whether he had answered the message I wished I had never sent.

We are seniors now.

We were supposed to be better at pretending.

Taliah reached the media table first. “Why was that file in the assembly folder?”

“It wasn’t,” Milesen said quickly. His eyes darted toward Emmett, then away. “I mean, it shouldn’t have been. I was testing levels.”

Ms. Carver moved across the gym with the steady walk adults used when they were trying not to make students panic. “Everyone, take five. Tech crew, stay by the table. Senior committee, please check the seating signs.”

Nobody moved for a beat.

Then everyone moved too much.

The gym filled with whispers, the kind that pretended to be about anything else. A laugh from the back row sounded too sharp. Two girls near the stage leaned close together. Someone said, “Wait, who was that?” and someone else said, “I think it was Emmett,” and then a third voice, softer but not soft enough, said my name.

My face heated, but I kept my expression blank.

That was another thing people trusted me to do.

Ayla did not make scenes. Ayla fixed formatting errors. Ayla remembered which teachers needed printed copies. Ayla did not let one sentence from the boy she used to know better than herself turn her into a public question.

I bent to pick up the permission slip.

My hand shook once before I flattened it against the floor.

When I stood, Emmett was walking toward me.

Not fast. Not dramatically. Emmett never rushed when people were watching him. He moved with that careful calm that made teachers call him mature and made me want to ask whether he had learned it or survived into it.

I could have walked away.

There were four exits from the gym. Five, if I counted the side door to the equipment hallway, which I did, because I had spent most of junior year counting escape routes from awkward conversations with him.

But my shoes stayed planted.

He stopped close enough for me to see that he had not slept enough. There was a faint crease between his eyebrows, and his hoodie sleeve was pulled over one hand, the way he did when he was nervous and trying to hide it.

“Ayla,” he said.

My name sounded different now.

It used to be easy in his mouth. Casual. Automatic. A thing he said when he wanted my attention, or my opinion, or the last fry from my lunch tray. Now it sounded like he had carried it too carefully for too long.

“Was that yours?” I asked.

It was not the question I meant to ask.

I meant to ask why an audio file with my name on it existed. I meant to ask why he had recorded something that sounded like a confession and stored it anywhere near a school laptop. I meant to ask why he had never said those words when we were alone, when they might have mattered differently.

But the gym was still watching with the corners of its eyes, and my courage had limits.

Emmett looked past me for half a second, toward the bleachers where Brenna had gone completely still with a stack of yearbook proofs in her arms.

Then he looked back at me.

“Yes,” he said.

One word.

No explanation. No joke to soften it. No careful exit.

My grip tightened around the clipboard. “Why?”

His mouth parted, then closed.

There it was. The space between us. The same one that had opened in December and widened through January, February, March, until our friendship became something we waved at from opposite sides of the hallway.

He used to answer me before I finished asking.

Now he looked like every honest sentence had a cost he was not sure he could pay.

The bell rang before he spoke.

It sliced through the gym, too loud and ordinary, sending everyone into motion. Backpacks lifted. Sneakers squeaked. The senior class broke apart into hallway noise, carrying pieces of Emmett’s voice with them.

I stepped back because people were coming, because my first-period economics teacher hated late arrivals, because standing too close to Emmett had become the kind of thing my heart noticed before my brain approved.

He reached for my clipboard, not touching it, just steadying the corner before it slipped again.

The smallness of the gesture hurt more than the audio.

“You weren’t supposed to hear it like that,” he said.

I looked at his hand near mine. The same hand that used to draw tiny stars in the margins of my notes when I got too serious. The same hand that had hovered near mine at the winter dance until neither of us moved first.

“But I was supposed to hear it?”

His eyes met mine.

For the first time in months, he did not look away.

“Yes.”

The hallway swallowed us before I could answer. Students streamed past on both sides, laughing too loudly, pretending not to stare, already turning one sentence into ten versions of a story they did not understand.

I walked with them because staying would have required more bravery than I had in front of half the senior class.

By second period, three people had asked if Emmett and I were secretly dating.

By lunch, someone had posted that the senior memory archive had accidentally exposed a love confession, which was wrong in several ways and right in the one way I hated most.

By the end of the day, Ms. Carver had called me and Emmett into the media lab.

The room smelled like warm computers, dust, and the citrus hand sanitizer someone had spilled near the printer last week. Afternoon light came through the narrow windows in pale stripes, cutting across the editing desks and the tangled cords. The memory archive folders sat open on the main screen, neat and harmless, like they had not just cracked open the one part of my life I had spent months sealing shut.

Ms. Carver stood beside the desk with her arms folded. “The showcase is in two weeks. The archive needs a full audit before anything else is tested in public.”

I nodded because nodding was safer than speaking.

Emmett stood two feet away from me. Not close enough to touch. Not far enough to ignore.

“I’m assigning both of you to review the senior audio submissions,” Ms. Carver continued. “Together. Every file, every label, every export. I know that I may feel uncomfortable after this morning, but you two know the system better than anyone, and I need people I can trust.”

The word together landed between us.

Emmett’s sleeve brushed the edge of the table. My fingers found the strap of my backpack and held on.

Ms. Carver’s expression softened. “If there is a personal file in the archive, remove it from the school drive and make sure it never plays again. But the rest of the project still matters. Seniors are counting on this.”

After she left, the media lab became too quiet.

The computer hummed. Somewhere outside, a baseball team shouted across the field. A printer clicked once and then changed its mind.

I looked at the folders on the screen because looking at Emmett felt like stepping too near a door I had locked from both sides.

He moved first.

“I can do it alone,” he said.

That almost made me laugh, except nothing about the day had left room for laughter.

“Of course you can.”

“Ayla.”

“No.” I turned to him, and the word came out steadier than I felt. “You don’t get to say my name like that after months of barely saying it at all.”

His face changed.

Not enough for anyone else to notice, maybe. But I noticed. I always noticed. That was the problem with knowing someone too well. Even their smallest hurts arrived with subtitles.

“I know,” he said.

I waited.

He did not continue.

The old Ayla would have filled the silence for him. She would have made a joke, rolled her eyes, asked about homework, rescued them both from the truth because losing him had once seemed impossible and now seemed like something already halfway done.

I was tired of rescuing silence.

I reached for the mouse and opened the folder marked Private Audio.

There were six files inside.

Five had generic labels, dates, and initials. One had no date at all.

Almost_Isnt_Nothing_Final.

My breath caught before I could stop it.

Emmett took one step closer, then stopped himself.

“Ayla, don’t open that one here.”

The warning should have made me move away.

Instead, it made the whole room sharpen around me.

The computer screen glowed against my hands. The file waited under the cursor, plain and small and impossible to unknow. Behind me, Emmett was so quiet that I could hear the nervous breath he tried to hide.

All year, I had told myself almost nothing was unfinished.

Almost meant not real enough to grieve.

Almost meant nothing had technically happened, so nothing could technically be broken.

But the file name stared back at me like an answer he had recorded before I was brave enough to ask the question.

I clicked it.
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​Chapter 1: The File Between Us
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The first second of silence after I clicked the file was worse than the voice that followed.

The audio player opened in a small black window at the bottom of the screen. A thin white line waited at zero, harmless and straight, as if it had not already pulled every careful wall inside me out of place. Emmett made a sound behind me, not quite a word, not quite a breath. I knew he wanted to stop me. I knew he could have reached across the desk, closed the laptop, and saved us both from whatever he had recorded.

He did not.

The cursor blinked beside the file name. The room held still around it.

Then his voice began again, quieter than it had sounded in the gym, closer somehow, like it had been recorded in a room where he thought no one would ever hear him.

“I know we never named it,” he said through the speakers. “Maybe that was the problem. Or maybe I made it the problem because I thought unnamed things couldn’t be lost.”

My hand stayed on the mouse.

I should have stopped the file. I knew that. Some private part of me understood that listening to a recording meant for a different moment, maybe a different version of me, was unfair. But another part of me had spent months staring at unanswered spaces. That part leaned toward the sound of him as if it had been thirsty too long.

Emmett stood behind me so quietly that I could feel his stillness more than hear it.

The file continued.

“I don’t know when it started. Maybe at the library when you pretended to hate that song but smiled through the whole thing. Maybe on the bus after the debate meet, when you fell asleep on my shoulder and I spent forty minutes afraid to move. Maybe it started earlier, and I was just too slow to realize that everyone else had already noticed.”

My fingers tightened around the mouse.

The room blurred at the edges, not because I was crying, but because my eyes had forgotten what they were supposed to focus on. The editing desk. The cords. The dusty window. The row of headphones hanging from hooks. Anything except the boy behind me, whose voice was saying everything his mouth had avoided since winter.

The file crackled softly. He must have shifted near the microphone when he recorded it.

“I did a bad job of being brave,” the recording said. “You asked me one question, and I treated it like a door I wasn’t allowed to open. I thought if I waited long enough, I could choose the right answer. But silence chooses too. I know that now.”

My throat hurts.

December came back before I could stop it.

The porch light above me, yellow and buzzing. My hands are buried inside my jacket sleeves. Emmett standing on the bottom step, looking up at me like leaving was harder than staying, even though he was the one walking away. We had spent that whole afternoon pretending everything was normal. Homework at my kitchen table. Soren asked if Emmett was staying for dinner. My mother was laughing from the stove because Emmett had once again managed to charm his way into extra garlic bread.

Then, at the door, they almost became too heavy to carry quietly.

He had said, “I’ll text you when I get home.”

I nodded.

He had looked at me like there was another sentence waiting behind his teeth.

I had gone upstairs before courage could change its mind. Then I sent the message that had haunted me ever since. I had typed, “Are we still just friends?” and then stared at the screen until the words stopped looking like English.

He never answered.

The next morning, he said his phone had died. After that, he got busy. I got careful. We both became experts at surviving the same hallways.

Now his recorded voice filled the room we were trapped in together.

“I should have answered you,” the file said.

Something in me went very still.

The air between my ribs seemed to pause.

“I should have said no. Not because I didn’t want to be your friend. I did. I do. You were my best friend before I understood that best could still become more. I should have said no because just friends stopped being true to me a long time before you asked.”

My hand flew to the keyboard and hit the space bar.

The file stopped mid-breath.

The silence afterward was not empty. It was full of everything I had just heard, everything I had begged myself not to hope for, everything he had never said when saying it might have saved us both months of pretending.

I stared at the paused line on the screen. It had barely moved. There was more. There was so much more waiting inside that file, tucked behind the part that had already undone me.

Behind me, Emmett whispered, “Ayla.”

I turned.

He looked pale in the computer light. Not scared exactly. Emmett did not scare easily, at least not in ways most people recognized. He looked like someone who had stepped into a room expecting to find an old memory and found it alive.

“Why did you record that?” I asked.

He pressed his lips together. His gaze dropped to the paused file, then lifted to my face. “For the archive.”

My laugh came out wrong, small and sharp. “You recorded that for the senior memory archive?”

“No. Not like that.”

“Then like what?”

He looked toward the door, though no one was there. The hallway outside the media lab had softened into after-school noise, lockers closing, distant laughter, the dull thud of someone bouncing a basketball where they should not have been bouncing one. The whole school kept moving as if my life had not just become a file with a play button.

Emmett pushed his sleeve back from his wrist and then pulled it down again. “We were supposed to record memory pieces. Not just facts. Not just where we’re going after graduation. The things we’ll actually remember.”

“And you chose me.”

His eyes returned to mine. “I didn’t choose you as a topic.”

The words landed softly, but not safely.

“Then how did you choose me?” I asked.

He opened his mouth, then looked away.

There it was again, the pause. The one that always asked me to be patient with him. The one I used to understand because Emmett was not careless with words. He waited until they were true before he used them.

But I had been patient all winter. I had been patient through January, when he stopped saving me a seat in economics and said it was because the desks were arranged differently. I had been patient through February, when he laughed with other people in the cafeteria and looked over only after I had already looked away. I had been patient through March, when Brenna stopped saying his name around me because I made my face too blank every time.

Patience had started to feel too much like helping him hurt me quietly.

“You don’t have to answer,” I said, though I wanted him to. “You’re good at not answering.”

He flinched.

I hated that I noticed. I hated that part of me still wanted to take the words back just because they had found their mark.

“I deserved that,” he said.

“I wasn’t trying to give you what you deserved.”

“What were you trying to do?”

I looked at the laptop. The file name sat there, bright and accusing. Almost_Isnt_Nothing_Final.

“I was trying to understand why you made a final version of something you never said to me.”

His face changed again.

This time, the hurt was not small enough to hide.

“I tried,” he said.

The words were so quiet that I almost missed them.

I folded my arms because I did not trust my hands. “When?”

His eyes flicked toward mine. “The night you sent that message.”

I could hear my own heartbeat. Not fast. Heavy.

“You didn’t answer.”

“I did.”

“No.” I shook my head, and the room tilted slightly with the memory. “You didn’t.”

“I typed it,” he said. “I typed it three times.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“I know.”

“No, Emmett, you don’t know.” My voice rose before I could catch it, and I glanced toward the door, then lowered it because the last thing I wanted was another public version of us. “Typing something doesn’t count if I never get it.”

He took that without defending himself.

I almost wished he would argue. It would have been easier to be angry if he pushed back. But he only stood there, shoulders drawn in, eyes tired and honest in the way that made my anger wobble.

“I was going to send it,” he said. “Then my dad called me downstairs.”

I waited, but he stopped there.

Of course he did.

The file on the screen waited too.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

He rubbed one hand over the back of his neck. “It means I got pulled into something at home, and by the time I came back, the message was still there, unsent, and I convinced myself the moment had passed.”

“A whole night passed, so your feelings expired?”

“No.”

“Then what expired?”

His jaw tightened. “My nerves.”

The honesty should have softened me.

It almost did.

But beneath it was every hallway, every half-wave, every time I had pretended not to look for him at lunch. Beneath it was the way I had taught myself not to expect his name on my phone. Beneath it was the awful smallness of realizing that one unsent message had somehow become months of distance neither of us knew how to cross.

I turned back to the laptop and closed the audio window.

Emmett took one step forward. “Please don’t delete it.”

I froze.

The cursor hovered over the file.

A strange laugh pressed against my throat, but it did not come out. “You don’t want me to hear it, but you don’t want me to delete it?”

He looked at the screen, then at me. “I don’t want it in the archive. I don’t want the school hearing it. I don’t want people making it into gossip or turning it into some stupid joke in the cafeteria.”

“But?”

His hands curled once at his sides. “But it’s the first honest thing I’ve said about us.”

Us.

The word had always been easy before.

Us meant sharing fries. Us meant saving seats. Us meant walking home under one umbrella even when the rain blew sideways and both of us ended up soaked. Us meant paired science projects because no one else could survive my color-coded notes or Emmett’s habit of doing the conclusion first. Us were supposed to be safe.

Now it sounded dangerous.

I sank into the chair slowly, the one in front of the editing desk with the wobbly wheel. It squeaked under me, loud in the quiet room. Emmett stayed standing.

The laptop glow turned the edges of his hoodie pale.

“Why now?” I asked.

He frowned slightly. “What?”

“You recorded it now. Senior archive. Spring showcase. Two weeks before everyone starts acting like graduation is a personality trait. Why now?”

His gaze moved to the window.

Outside, the practice field was turning gold at the edges. Someone had left a line of orange cones near the track. A group of juniors crossed the sidewalk in a loose cluster, laughing at something that had nothing to do with endings.

Emmett stared at them for a moment too long.

“I’m leaving,” he said.

The words were simple. Too simple for what they did to me.

I forced myself not to react. “Everyone is leaving. That’s what graduation means.”

“No.” He turned back. “I mean I’m leaving early.”

My hands went cold around the chair arms.

“For what?”

He swallowed. “A summer music program in Seattle. It starts the week after graduation, but orientation is earlier. If I accept, I leave three days after finals.”

If I accept.

The phrase tucked itself somewhere behind my ribs.

“You applied to a music program.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“I didn’t tell a lot of people.”

“You told Milesen?”

His silence answered before he did.

I looked away.

That was the part that found the softest place and pressed. Not the program. Not leaving. Emmett was good with sound, with mixing, with turning ordinary recordings into something that made people stop and listen. He should have chances. He should have doors opening for him.

But once, I would have been the first person he told when one did.

“Right,” I said.

“Ayla.”

“Don’t.” I stood so quickly the chair rolled back and bumped the table. “Don’t say it like I’m being unfair.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. You’re looking at me like I’m supposed to understand why everyone else got pieces of you while I got hallway nods and a dead phone excuse.”

His face tightened. “Milesen helped with the audition file. That’s why he knew.”

“And I would have helped too.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.” My voice broke on the last word, and I hated that more than anything. I hated that the hurt had found sound. “You don’t know because you stopped letting me.”

The room fell open around us.

Emmett stared at me as if the sentence had crossed the space between us and struck something he had been pretending not to carry.

I looked down because looking at him hurt too much.

On the desk beside the keyboard, there was a sticky note in my handwriting from last week: check senior quote spellings before export. The letters leaned slightly to the right. I had written it during lunch, sitting alone in the media lab because Brenna had club photos and Emmett had been at some audio meeting I had not known was partly about his future.

Everything in this room had known more about us than we had admitted.

The old microphones. The saved files. The archive folders. The sticky note. The paused confession. Every object had been trusted with pieces of the truth before I had.

Emmett’s voice came gently. “I didn’t tell you because if I said I was leaving, then I had to say why leaving scared me.”

I kept my eyes on the sticky note. “You’re not scared of leaving.”

“I’m scared of what I’m leaving wrong.”

My fingers tightened around the edge of the desk.

He stepped closer, not enough to crowd me, only enough that his voice no longer had to cross the whole room.

“I thought if we stayed unnamed until graduation, I could tell myself we were still okay. That I hadn’t ruined anything. That you’d go to your school, and I’d go to mine, and maybe one day we’d laugh about senior year like it was just a weird quiet patch.”

I finally looked at him.

His eyes were bright, but he was not crying. Emmett held himself together the way some people held glass, carefully and with both hands.

“But then you sent that message,” he said. “And for a second, I thought maybe you were braver than me.”

“For a second?”

His mouth tightened. “Then I proved it.”

The anger inside me loosened, not gone, not forgiven, but changed by the shape of his regret.

I wanted to stay angry. It gave me something solid to hold. But sadness moved in beside it, quieter and heavier. Because he had been afraid too. Because all these months I had imagined him untouched by the silence, living easily on the other side of what I could not name, and now he was standing in front of me with an audio file that sounded like a bruise.

“I waited,” I said.

“I know.”

“I checked my phone until I felt ridiculous.”

His gaze dropped. “I’m sorry.”

“I made Brenna promise not to ask about you.”

His mouth parted slightly.

“I stopped sitting near the window at lunch because I could see your table from there.”

He closed his eyes.

I had not meant to say that much. The words came because the first one had cracked something open, and now all the small, embarrassing truths wanted out before I could shame them back into hiding.

“I told myself it didn’t count because we never said anything clearly. That I couldn’t miss something that never officially happened.” I looked at the file on the screen. “Then you named it almost.”

Emmett opened his eyes.

The afternoon light had shifted behind him, turning his outline soft and uncertain.

“Almost nothing,” he said.

The words were not from the file this time.

They were here. In the room. Between us.

I wished they had made everything easier.

They did not.

They made everything real.

The media lab door opened before either of us could move.

Brenna stepped halfway in, holding a folder against her chest. “Ayla, I’m sorry, I knocked but nobody—”

She stopped.

Her eyes moved from my face to Emmett’s, then to the laptop screen, then back to me. Brenna had many talents, but pretending not to understand a situation was not one of them. Her expression softened so quickly that I almost wished she had made a joke instead.

“I can come back,” she said.

“No,” I said at the same time Emmett said, “It’s okay.”

Brenna’s eyebrows rose a fraction.

I closed the laptop because I could not stand the file name looking at all three of us. “What is it?”

She stepped inside but stayed near the door, as if she had walked into a room where the floor might not be steady. “Taliah sent me. The showcase rehearsal schedule changed. They want the audio archive ready for a full review tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow?” I said.

“Before the first period.” Brenna’s mouth twisted. “Apparently the principal wants to hear everything before parents do.”

Emmett exhaled slowly.

I looked at the closed laptop.

Every file. Every label. Every private recording that might have slipped into the wrong folder. Every second of audio between us and another disaster.

Brenna hugged the folder tighter. “Also,” she said carefully, “people are talking.”

“I noticed.”

“It’s not terrible yet.”

“That’s comforting.”

“I mean, it’s fixable if nobody feeds it.” Her eyes shifted to Emmett with the kind of warning only a loyal friend could make polite. “But someone posted that the audio was part of a secret promposal.”

I stared at her. “A what?”

“I know.” Brenna winced. “It’s already been corrected by three people, but not in helpful ways.”

Emmett looked lost. “Why would they think that?”

“Because teenagers hear one emotional sentence through gym speakers and immediately build a whole wedding out of it,” Brenna said.

For one second, the absurdity of it almost broke through.

Almost.

Then the memory of half the gym turning toward me returned, and the small laugh died before it reached my mouth.

“I have to go,” I said.

Emmett’s attention snapped back to me. “We still have to audit the files.”

“I know.”

“Tomorrow morning is too soon.”

“I know that too.”

“Ayla.”

I picked up my backpack. “I can work from home. Send me the shared folder.”

Brenna’s gaze moved between us, worried now.

Emmett did not move out of my way, but he did not block me either. He only stood near the desk, his hands half-curled again, as if there were a dozen things he wanted to hold on to and none he had the right to touch.

“We should do it together,” he said.

The word together returned, heavier than before.

I looked at him, and the ache inside me sharpened because I knew exactly what together used to feel like with him. It used to be easy. It used to be the place I went when everything else became too loud.

Now together meant a laptop full of senior memories, a recording he had not meant for the school, a summer program he had hidden, and an almost that had apparently been alive on both sides of the silence.

“I can’t listen to the rest of that file with you standing there,” I said.

His face went still.

Brenna looked down at the folder.

Emmett nodded once, slowly. “Okay.”

The softness of his answer almost made me stay.

I hated that too.

I walked past him, close enough that my sleeve brushed his. Neither of us moved away quickly enough. The contact lasted less than a second, barely anything, but my heart noticed like it had been waiting at a locked door and heard a key turn.

In the hallway, the school smelled like floor cleaner and warm metal from the lockers. Brenna followed me out but did not speak until the media lab door closed behind us.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I kept walking. “No.”

“Do you want to talk?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to walk beside you silently but with supportive facial expressions?”

Despite everything, my mouth almost curved. “Maybe.”

Brenna fell into step beside me.

We passed the trophy case, where our reflections moved over gold plaques and dusty soccer photos. My face looked pale. Brenna looked furious on my behalf. Behind the glass, last year’s senior class smiled in a framed photo under a paper banner that said they were ready for the future. I wondered if they had been lying too.

At my locker, I spun the dial wrong twice.

Brenna waited until I got it open. “For what it’s worth, he looked wrecked.”

I shoved my economics book inside too hard. “That doesn’t fix anything.”

“I know.”

“He recorded a whole file about me.”

“I know.”

“And didn’t tell me he applied to a program across the country.”

Brenna’s face shifted. “He what?”

The hallway noise faded slightly.

I realized too late that this had not been part of the gym gossip. This piece was still private. His private life. Mine now, somehow, but still not the hallway’s.

I closed my locker. “Forget I said that.”

“I won’t repeat it.”

“I know. I just—” I pressed my palm against the cool metal door. “I don’t know what to do with all of this.”

Brenna leaned against the locker beside mine. “Maybe you don’t have to decide today.”

The problem was that graduation season made every day feel like a deadline. Every poster on the wall had a date. Senior breakfast. Final exams. Showcase night. Cap and gown pickup. The future had turned into a schedule printed in blue ink, and somehow Emmett and I had waited until there was almost no room left to become honest.

My phone buzzed in my backpack.

For a second, I did not move.

Brenna saw my face. “Is it him?”

“I don’t know.”

But I did know. Some part of me knew before I unzipped the bag, before I pulled out my phone, before the screen lit in my hand.

Emmett’s name sat there.

Not a chat line. Not a hallway nod. Not a dead excuse.

A message.

I opened it because pretending I would not was pointless.

He had written that he would send the shared folder in a few minutes, that he would remove the private file from the school drive, and that he would not ask me to listen to the rest unless I wanted to. Then, after a small space, he added one more sentence.

“There’s something in the recording about the night I didn’t answer you, and you should hear it from me first.”

My hand went cold around the phone.

Brenna watched my face carefully. “Ayla?”

I looked down the hallway toward the media lab door.

It stayed closed.

Whatever Emmett had almost said in that room, whatever he had buried inside the rest of the file, had not ended with fear or a missed message or a summer program.

There was more.

And this time, he was asking me to hear it before the recording.
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​Chapter 2: The Night He Almost Answered
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I read Emmett’s message three times before the words stopped rearranging themselves into something easier.

There was something in the recording about the night I didn’t answer you, and you should hear it from me first.

The hallway moved around me in bright, careless streams. Seniors with sports bags. Sophomores walking in packs. Someone was laughing near the trophy case. Someone dragged a poster board down the floor because the glitter glue had not dried. Everything at Westbridge kept being normal with rude determination, even while my phone sat in my hand like a door I had not meant to open.

Brenna leaned closer without looking at the screen. She knew me well enough not to read over my shoulder. She also knew me well enough to understand that my silence had changed shape.

“That bad?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“That is usually worse than bad.”

I locked my phone and slipped it into my backpack before I could stare at the message again. “He wants to talk.”

Brenna’s face softened in the exact way I did not want it to. “And you?”

“I want to go home and become a person who was absent today.”

“That is a strong plan. Difficult, but emotionally understandable.”

I pressed my forehead against my locker for one second. The metal was cool and smelled faintly like old tape. Inside, my books leaned against each other, spines bent from months of being carried between classes I would soon stop taking forever. A loose photo strip was tucked into the corner of the top shelf, half hidden behind my economics notebook.

I had forgotten it was there.

I reached for it before I could stop myself.

The pictures were from fall carnival, when Westbridge had tried to raise money for the senior trip with games no one actually knew how to run. In the first square, Brenna was laughing with her eyes closed. In the second, Emmett had leaned into the frame from behind me, pointing at the tiny paper crown someone had placed on my head. In the third, I was trying to glare at him and failing. In the fourth, neither of us was looking at the camera. We were looking at each other.

My hand tightened around the strip.

Back then, we almost did not feel dangerous. It felt like natural weather between us. Warm, familiar, a little unpredictable, but not frightening. People teased. Brenna made faces. Soren gagged whenever Emmett stayed for dinner and passed me the last roll without asking. I pretended it meant nothing because pretending was easier when nothing had broken yet.

Brenna’s gaze dropped to the photo strip. “Oh.”

I shoved it into my backpack too quickly. “It was already in there.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You said ‘oh.’ That counts.”

“It was very respectful, oh.”

The corner of my mouth twitched, but the feeling did not last.

My phone buzzed again.

I did not take it out.

Brenna noticed. “You can ignore it.”

“I know.”

“You are allowed to not be ready.”

“I know that too.”

But my hand was already inside my backpack, fingers finding the smooth edge of the phone like it had been waiting for me. I hated that wanting an answer could feel like betrayal when the person who owed it to you was also the person you missed.

This time, the message was shorter.

Emmett had written that he would be by the east stairwell after school until four, and if I did not come, he would understand.

That should have made it easier to leave.

It did not.

The east stairwell was where hardly anyone went after the final bell unless they were avoiding someone, becoming someone’s secret, or taking the long route to the parking lot because the main hall was crowded. It smelled like dust and rain when the weather changed. The window on the second landing never closed all the way, and in winter, cold air slipped through the crack and made the stairs feel like the inside of a forgotten refrigerator.

It was also where Emmett and I had spent half of freshman year eating contraband granola bars before debate practice because the cafeteria was too loud.

Of course he would choose that place.

Of course he would make it harder by remembering.

“I hate this,” I said.

Brenna nodded. “That sounds honest.”

“I hate that he knows exactly where to wait.”

“That also sounds honest.”

“I hate that I want to go.”

Brenna did not answer right away.

Across the hall, Taliah was pinning a showcase reminder to the announcement board with the fierce concentration of someone defusing a tiny paper bomb. The poster had silver stars around the edges and the words Senior Memory Night printed in cheerful blue. Under any other circumstances, I would have checked whether the date was centered.

Now the words made my stomach turn.

Brenna shifted beside me. “Wanting to hear him doesn’t mean you’re forgiving him.”

“I know.”

“Wanting answers doesn’t mean you have to give him yours.”

I looked at her.

She adjusted the folder in her arms and shrugged like she had not just reached straight into the tangled place inside me and pulled out the one sentence I needed.

“You’re annoyingly good at that,” I said.

“At what?”

“Being useful.”

“I’m putting that on my college applications.”

The final bell’s echo had long faded, but the hallway still carried the loosened energy of after-school hours. Doors propped open. Teachers calling reminders. The track team passed in a blur of ponytails and sneakers. Someone from the choir singing half a line too loudly and then laughing when a friend shushed them. Westbridge was never truly quiet, not until the custodians turned off half the lights and the building became a place of humming vending machines and forgotten worksheets.

I could have gone home with Brenna.

I could have waited until I was calmer, until the message lost its grip, until Emmett had to say whatever he needed to say in an email or not at all.

Instead, I closed my locker.

“I’m going to the stairwell.”

Brenna’s face did not change much, but her eyes did. “Do you want me nearby?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “If you’re nearby, I’ll be fine.”

“That is painfully accurate.”

“I need to not do that.”

She stepped aside, giving me space without making it feel like she was leaving me. “Call me after?”

“I might just send one word.”

“I will accept even a dramatic punctuation mark.”

The hall thinned as I walked. By the time I passed the art wing, the noise had faded into patches. A teacher’s laugh from a classroom. The squeak of wheels from the janitor’s cart. The muffled thump of music from the dance room. My shoes sounded too loud against the tile.

The east stairwell door was closed.

For a second, I stood in front of it with my hand hovering over the push bar.

It was ridiculous how many versions of myself seemed to be waiting on the other side. Freshman me, biting into a granola bar while Emmett complained about debate topics. Sophomore me, sitting two steps above him during a fire drill while he tied my shoelace because I had been holding three textbooks and a cup of lemonade. Junior me, laughing so hard on that landing that he had looked at me strangely afterward, like my happiness had surprised him into silence.

The senior me did not know where to put her hands.

I pushed the door open.

Emmett was there.

He sat on the second step from the landing, elbows on his knees, phone loose between his hands. The late-afternoon light from the cracked window cut across one side of his face. He looked up so quickly that I knew he had been listening for the door.

For one breath, neither of us spoke.

The stairwell seemed smaller than I remembered.

“You came,” he said.

“I haven’t decided if that was smart.”

“I’ll take it anyway.”

That almost sounded like old Emmett. Not enough to comfort me. Enough to hurt.

I stayed near the door. “You said I should hear something from you first.”

He nodded, then looked down at his phone. His thumb moved over the edge of the case without unlocking it. “I don’t know how to say it without making it sound like an excuse.”

“Then don’t make it one.”

His eyes lifted.

I had not meant the words to come out harshly, but once they were there, I did not take them back. I was tired of smoothing my edges so he would not cut himself on the damage he had helped make.

He slipped the phone into his hoodie pocket. “That night, after I got home, my dad told me the Seattle program had contacted him.”

I frowned
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