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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes emotionally grounded, clean romance stories shaped by heart, hope, and strong character journeys. Each book is created to offer warmth, tension, and a deeply satisfying emotional payoff while staying respectful, immersive, and true to the characters’ world. Second Half Hearts is a story about courage after embarrassment, trust after public failure, and the kind of love that does not arrive to save a life, but to stand beside it while that life is rebuilt.
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For anyone who has ever wanted one more chance after a very public mistake.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Celia Wynn is seventeen, sharp-minded, disciplined, and newly back on the court after the most humiliating night of her life. She used to know exactly who she was with a ball in her hands. Now she is not sure what remains when confidence leaves first.

Matteo Costa is seventeen, newly transferred, and almost impossible to read at first glance. He moves like someone who has lived under pressure before and learned to keep his face still when people guess wrong about him.

Nadia Chen is seventeen and has carried the girls team through months of uncertainty with steadier hands than anyone noticed. She loves Celia enough to tell her the truth even when it stings.

Rafael Dean is seventeen, loud when a room needs laughter and unexpectedly careful when it does not. He is one of the first people to make Matteo feel like this school might actually hold.

Brielle Knox is seventeen, Celia’s closest friend, and the rare person who can spot fear even when Celia hides it behind irritation. She watches everything, remembers everything, and says exactly enough.

Coach Elena Ruiz runs a tight gym, a clean program, and a season that suddenly matters more than wins alone. She believes in second chances, but she does not hand them out without a cost.
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The first thing Celia noticed was the sound.

Not the voices. Not the sneakers. Not even the buzz of the folding lights waking up over the gym.

It was the squeak of her own shoe on the varnished floor just inside the doorway, thin and sharp and impossible to take back.

For half a second she stood there with her hand still on the metal push bar, wishing she had turned around fast enough to blame the wrong entrance, the wrong hallway, the wrong building. The wish died quickly. The gym was already too awake to disappear.

Bleachers were cracked open on one side for parents and booster volunteers. A ladder leaned against the wall near the championship banners. The yearbook camera tripod waited near half court. On the far baseline, someone from the district office was unrolling a long white banner that read One Last Season in deep navy letters big enough to swallow the room.

One last season.

The words landed harder than she expected.

Of course the district had to make it a slogan. Of course the merger had to become something clean and printable. Maple Ridge High had one year left before the lines on a map changed and everyone got folded into a new building across town with a new mascot and new colors and a new story about how progress always sounded kinder when adults said it slowly.

Celia knew all of that already.

It still felt different seeing the sentence stretched across her gym floor like a dare.

She shifted the strap of her duffel higher on her shoulder and kept her eyes down long enough to pass the doorway without looking toward the free throw line.

It did not work.

Memory did not need direct eye contact. It rose anyway. White noise in her ears. The district semifinal. The ball in her hands. The crowd blurring at the edges. Her chest was drawing tighter and tighter until the air inside it seemed borrowed and thin. The bounce of the ball. The whistle. Someone called her name.

Then the part everyone remembered.

Not the months that came before. Not the games she had helped win. Not the season she had carried.

Only the moment she stepped backward from the line, stared too long, and walked off the court while the whole gym watched.

Her clip had traveled farther than she had.

Celia crossed two strips of blue tape on the floor and aimed herself toward the side wall, where the volleyball poles were stacked and the photographers would be less likely to point anything at her. She would check in with Coach, do the baseline testing, collect the practice packet, and leave. That was the plan. Short, clean, survivable.

“Hey.”

Brielle appeared beside the trophy case entrance with a lanyard around her neck and a camera battery in one hand. Her curls were piled high, crooked in the way that meant she had done them while thinking about three other things. “You came.”

Celia let out a breath that almost counted as a laugh. “That was always the rumor.”

Brielle’s eyes swept her face once, quick and careful. Not pitying. Never pitying. “You want me to accidentally break every camera in here?”

“Tempting.”

“I can make it look sincere.”

Celia’s mouth moved before she meant it to. “That’s why we’re friends.”

Brielle bumped her shoulder lightly and then glanced toward half court. “I should warn you before you look.”

“I’m not looking.”

“You’re going to.”

Celia followed her gaze despite herself.

The photographer from the district office was backing up now, checking a tablet screen. The long banner had been raised. Under the words One Last Season was a collage of student faces from different activities, faded into the background like they were already becoming memories.

Celia’s sophomore-year picture sat near the center.

It was not even recent enough to be cruel in an accurate way. In the photo she looked open and all wrong for the girl standing in the gym now, chin lifted, smile easy, ponytail high, jersey clean, eyes full of the careless certainty she had once mistaken for permanence.

No one had asked.

No one had warned her.

The floor under her suddenly felt less steady, as though the court were remembering something before she was ready to.

Brielle muttered something under her breath that Celia was glad not to catch.

“It’s fine,” Celia said.

It was not. They both knew that.

Across the gym, a group of boys from the varsity team had started laughing about something near the scorer’s table. Tape ripped. Someone rolled out a cart of basketballs. A parent volunteer waved at Celia with the bright, nervous smile adults used when they wanted to prove they were being normal.

That smile almost broke her.

Not because it was cruel.

Because I was careful.

Celia set her duffel down harder than she meant to and bent to unzip it, pretending she needed to rearrange shoes she had already arranged twice that morning. Her pulse had started that quick ugly climb she hated, more in her throat than her chest, more memory than danger but sharp all the same.

“Celia.”

Coach Ruiz stood near the lane line, clipboard under one arm, whistle hanging still against her chest. She had not raised her voice. She never needed to.

Celia straightened.

The coach's expression did not soften into something public. Another reason Celia loved her for it. “Check in at the training table first. Baseline forms. Then a warm-up packet. We’ll talk after.”

“Okay.”

The coach held her gaze another second, enough to say I know without turning it into a performance, then moved on toward the boys team.

Celia picked up her bag again.

“Do you want me with you?” Brielle asked quietly.

“No.” Celia swallowed. “If I start needing an escort to a folding table, I’m dropping out and joining chess.”

Brielle snorted. “You would terrify chess.”

That helped. A little.

Celia started across the sideline, keeping her steps measured. The training table sat beside the equipment room with stacks of forms, heart-rate monitors, and preseason packets in neat piles. Nadia was there already, leaning one hip against the table, spinning a pen between her fingers.

She saw Celia and pushed off the table immediately.

For one bad second Celia thought Nadia might hug her in the middle of the gym. Instead Nadia just reached out and took the top packet from the stack.

“You’re late,” she said.

Celia blinked.

Nadia handed her the forms. “By four minutes. So now I have proof recovery made you dramatic and soft.”

Something inside Celia loosened. “You missed me.”

“Openly? Never.”

They stood there for a second with the old rhythm slipping back into place so naturally it hurt.

Nadia’s voice lowered. “You good?”

There were a hundred possible answers and none of them fit in a gym this bright.

“Working on it.”

Nadia nodded once. “Good. Because Coach is acting calm in that extra scary way, which usually means she has a plan.”

Celia signed the first form without reading it. “That’s a terrible sentence.”

“I know.”

A basketball thudded across the far side of the court. More athletes filtered in through the double doors. The gym was filling faster now, voices rising, shoes squeaking, the whole place gathering heat and life around her whether she wanted it to or not.

Then she noticed him.

He was helping carry a crate of rolled practice jerseys from the equipment room to the bench, moving beside Rafael from the boys team. Taller than most of the others. Dark hair. Gray practice shirt already damp at the shoulders, as if he had come from somewhere harder than a summer morning. He did not look like he was trying to impress anyone. He looked like he had decided being useful was easier than standing still.

Matteo Costa.

The transfer.

Celia knew the name because everyone knew it by now. New student. Junior-year move. Former starter at St. Gabriel. Rumor said he had walked off the floor in the middle of a game last winter and never gone back. Rumor also said that was not what happened at all. Rumor said five different things depending on who needed the story to entertain lunch.

He set the crate down near the scorer’s table and glanced up once, toward the banner.

Toward her.

It was not a stare. Not even close. Just a look that landed and moved on, too quick to challenge, too direct to mistake.

Celia hated the heat that went through her face anyway.

“Do not,” Nadia said quietly, following her line of sight.

“Do not what?”

“Pretend you have not heard every person in this school make up a tragic little documentary about that boy.”

Celia looked down at her form again. “I’m very busy signing my life away.”

Nadia made a sound that meant fine, lie to yourself if you want.

The trainer clipped a monitor around Celia’s wrist and started explaining the testing order. Resting pulse. Mobility check. Endurance line later. The words washed over her. She answered where needed. Initialed where told. The paper in her hand trembled once. She tightened her fingers until it stopped.

By the time the monitor finished calibrating, the district photographer had moved everyone’s attention back toward center court.

“We’re going to do one quick school athletics shot before individual media stations,” a woman from the district called out. “Returning captains and impact players first, please.”

Celia actually laughed.

It came out small and flat, but it was definitely a laugh.

Impact players. As if language could sand the edge off humiliation.

Nadia touched her arm. “You don’t have to.”

Every eye in the room had not turned yet, but they would. Celia knew that kind of moment. It had a gathering weather to it.

Coach Ruiz was already walking toward them.

Before panic could build into shape, Celia stepped backward. “Bathroom,” she said, and hated how thin her voice sounded.

The coach opened her mouth, then seemed to read something in Celia’s face and only said, “Two minutes.”

Celia nodded and turned.

She did not head for the bathroom. She headed for the side hall by the equipment room, the one that led to the west stairwell and the back exit near the loading dock. Her steps stayed controlled until she pushed through the door and the gym sounds dulled behind concrete walls. Then she stopped on the landing and gripped the rail.

Air in.

Air out.

Nothing terrible was happening.

She knew that.

Her body had always been annoyingly unimpressed by knowledge.

The stairwell smelled faintly like dust and old rain. Somewhere below, a door banged and settled. Celia pressed the heel of her hand against her sternum and looked at the chipped blue paint on the opposite wall until the edges of things stopped feeling too bright.

“You skipped left.”

The voice from below was calm enough that she did not jump, but only barely.

Matteo stood one flight down, a mesh bag of basketballs slung over one shoulder. He had apparently come in through the lower door and found her by accident or on purpose. She could not tell which annoyed her more.

“I know how stairs work,” she said.

One corner of his mouth moved like the line had almost earned a real smile. “Good. Then this is less embarrassing for both of us.”

Celia straightened. “Were you looking for me?”

“No.” He adjusted the bag on his shoulder. “I was looking for the storage cage. The coach said the key sticks. She was right.”

That sounded exactly boring enough to be true.

He did not climb higher. Did not crowd her landing. Did not ask if she was okay in the voice people used when what they really meant was Are you about to do that thing again.

The quiet stretched.

Finally he nodded toward the door above her. “The west exit opens easier if you shove near the top hinge.”

“I’m not trying to run.”

“Didn’t say you were.”

Celia hated that he had the patience to let her be the dramatic one.

“You know,” she said, “staring in stairwells is still staring even if you do it politely.”

“I’m not staring.”

“You noticed.”

His eyes met hers then, fully this time. They were dark and very steady and much harder to dismiss than she would have liked.

“It's hard not to notice when someone puts your face on a banner without asking.”

The answer took her off balance.

Not because of what he said.

Because of how accurately he said it.

Celia folded her arms. “You seem very informed for someone who just got here.”

He glanced away first, down at the scuffed step between them. “Small schools talk. Merger schools talk more.”

That, unfortunately, was true.

He shifted the mesh bag again. “For what it’s worth, I hate that picture.”

Her chin lifted before she could stop it. “Excuse me?”

“The picture,” he said. “Not you.”

“How generous.”

“It looks like they grabbed a version of you from before anyone learned how to leave people alone.”

Celia stared at him.

In the gym, people treated her carefully or avoided the subject altogether or leaned too hard into cheerful normal. This was worse in a way she did not know how to defend against. It was close enough to understanding that it made her want to reject it on principle.

“You do not know me,” she said.

“No.”

“So maybe don’t talk like you do.”

Matteo took that without flinching. “Okay.”

The silence that followed should have felt like a win.

It did not.

A buzz sounded from inside the gym wall, followed by a burst of laughter and the amplified echo of someone testing a microphone. Celia imagined the photographer lining people up under the banner, imagined Coach checking the door, imagined Nadia buying her exactly one more minute before coming to drag her back.

She hated the idea of being dragged back even more.

Matteo reached into the pocket of his practice shorts and pulled out a folded index card. He held it out halfway between them.

Celia did not take it.

“What is that?”

“Your packet fell open by the training table.” He kept his arm there, unhurried. “This got stuck to my shoe.”

She took it finally.

It was one of the preseason schedule cards. White on one side, navy on the other. Across the blank back, in thick black marker, someone had written three words.

Start where you are.

Celia looked up. “Did you write this?”

Matteo’s expression did not change. “Would you believe me either way?”

That was irritatingly fair.

“It matters,” she said.

“Maybe.” He shifted his grip on the bag. “Or maybe you just needed something to look at besides that banner.”

The stairwell went quiet again.

Celia turned the card over in her fingers. The handwriting was blocky, not elegant, not obviously his, not obviously anyone’s. The coach might have written it. Nadia might have. Brielle would have made it meaner and funnier. For some reason the uncertainty made the words hit harder.

Start where you are.

Not where you were before.

Not where people expected you to be.

Where you are.

The door above them shoved open hard enough to rattle the metal bar.

Coach Ruiz leaned in, took in the scene in one sweep, and did not bother pretending it was casual. “There you are.”

Celia slipped the card into her palm.

The coach's gaze moved from her to Matteo and back. “Good. Saves me time.”

Something in the sentence made Celia instantly suspicious. “That’s never a comforting way to start.”

“No,” Coach agreed. “But it is efficient.”

She came down one step and rested the clipboard against her thigh. “The district wants a launch feature on both teams because of the merger. The student leadership board wants a joint community fundraiser game in September. Booster club wants captains at every event because apparently children cannot bounce a ball unless two teenagers stand near a poster.”

Even Matteo’s mouth twitched at that.

The coach continued. “I said yes to exactly one public piece this month, and only under conditions I control.”

Celia felt the floor shift beneath the conversation. “Coach.”

“You want your return to be on your terms,” Coach said. “Good. Earn terms.”

That landed sharp because it was true enough to hurt.

The coach looked at Matteo next. “You want a clean start without rumors doing your introductions for you.”

He gave a small nod.

“Good. Same answer.”

Celia’s fingers tightened around the index card. “What are you saying?”

“I am saying,” Coach replied, “that tomorrow at six in the morning, before school, both of you will meet me in this gym and help lead the first captain clinic for the middle-school players coming in for the merger outreach program.”

Celia blinked. “I’m not a captain.”

“Not currently.”

That single word had edges.

Beside her, Matteo shifted his weight. “Coach, I just transferred. I haven’t even had one official practice here.”

“Exactly,” Coach said. “So you can both stop hiding behind timing.”

Celia almost laughed again, but this time there was no humor in it. “You want me in front of fifty kids and their parents tomorrow morning?”

“I want you in front of a basketball rack and twelve seventh graders who still think a gym is a church,” Coach said. “Parents are unavoidable. Life is cruel.”

The coach's eyes held hers. Steady. Demanding. Not unkind.

“You are not being punished for what happened,” she said. “And you are not being protected from it forever either.”

The stairwell seemed suddenly too narrow for breathing.

Celia looked down at the card in her hand, then at the open door above them where the noise of the gym kept spilling in, bright and impossible and alive.

One last season.

One last year in this building.

One more chance to either become the clip everyone remembered or something else entirely.

She hated what the coach was asking now. Hated that the answer would show on her face before she had time to clean it up. Hated that Matteo was standing close enough to witness it.

Matteo broke the silence first.

“What time do you want us here?” he asked.

The coach looked at him. “Five forty-five.”

“Fine.”

Celia turned to him. “That was not your decision to make for me.”

“No,” he said. “It was mine for me.”

Something about the evenness of it took the fight out of her next line before she could speak it.

The coach stepped back toward the door. “Media shot in thirty seconds. Both of you are coming.”

Celia’s stomach dropped. “Coach.”

“No speeches. No forced smiles. Stand there, look like athletes, and survive ten camera clicks.” She lifted a brow. “After that, you can go home and resent me separately.”

And just like that, she was walking away, trusting them to follow.

The gym light poured down the stairwell in a broad white strip. Matteo started up first, then stopped after two steps when he realized Celia had not moved.

He looked back over his shoulder.

Not pitying.

Not pushing.

Just waiting.

“I’m not doing this because you said yes,” Celia muttered.

“Good,” he said. “I’d worry about your judgment if you were.”

A laugh tried to escape her before she could stop it. She killed it halfway, but he had already heard enough to know it had existed.

That was somehow worse.

Celia slid the schedule card into the pocket of her hoodie and took the first step up.

At the top of the landing, the gym opened around them again in noise and light. The photographer was already arranging players near the banner. Nadia caught sight of Celia and did not smile, but relief crossed her face so fast it nearly counted. Brielle lowered her camera a fraction. Rafael said something to Matteo from across the court and got ignored.

The coach pointed them toward center court.

Celia walked there on legs that felt steadier than they had three minutes ago and far less steady than she wanted. The banner loomed over them. One Last Season in giant navy letters. A sentence for the school. A threat for her.

She took her place near the edge of the group.

Matteo ended up beside her.

The photographer lifted the camera. “Closer together, please.”

Celia nearly said no on instinct.

Before she could, Matteo took half a step in, just enough to satisfy the frame, and said out of the corner of his mouth, quiet enough for only her to hear, “You can glare if it helps.”

Celia looked straight ahead. “It does.”

“Good.”

The first flash went off.

Then the second.

Then the third.

And somewhere between one white burst and the next, with the whole gym watching and the last season of the school hanging over their heads and tomorrow morning suddenly real in a way she could not postpone, Celia understood the part that frightened her most.

It was not the camera.

It was not the court.

It was not even the memory of the night she had walked away.

It was the possibility that this time she might stay.

And the strange, unwelcome feeling that the boy standing beside her already knew it.
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​Chapter 1: Before First Bell
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At five thirty-eight the parking lot looked like the school had forgotten itself overnight.

The main entrance was dark except for the security light above the flagpole. The front office windows were black. The long row of buses at the back lot sat still and pale in the blue hour, each one empty and waiting. Even the air felt unfinished, cold enough to sting the inside of Celia’s nose as she got out of Brielle’s car and pulled her hoodie sleeves over her hands.

Brielle leaned across the steering wheel and looked at her through the open passenger window. “I can still fake a flat tire for you.”

Celia adjusted the strap of her duffel. “At five thirty-eight in the morning?”

“That is when my best crimes happen.”

Despite herself, Celia smiled. It disappeared quickly, but Brielle caught it anyway.

“You don’t have to be good at this today,” Brielle said, softer now. “You just have to show up.”

Celia looked toward the gym entrance on the east side of the building. The windows there glowed faintly. Someone was already inside.

“I hate that you say useful things before sunrise.”

“It’s a gift.”

Brielle drummed her fingers on the wheel. “Want me to wait?”

“No. Go home. Sleep for me too.”

“Gladly.”

But she did not pull away right away. She waited until Celia had crossed half the lot and reached the side entrance. Only then did the car roll backward, headlights sweeping once across the concrete before disappearing toward the main road.

The silence returned quickly.

Celia stood outside the gym doors with the metal handle cold in her palm. She could still turn around. That was the humiliating part. No one had forced her into the car. No one had dragged her across the parking lot. Even Coach, with all her impossible certainty, had left the final movement to Celia herself.

She pushed through the door before her mind could start bargaining.

The gym was half lit, the overhead rows nearest the bleachers still dark. Gray morning pooled through the high windows and lay across the court in long bands. A ball rack stood near midcourt. Folding chairs were lined up along one sideline. Somebody had stacked plastic water jugs by the bench and left a clipboard on top of them.

Matteo was at the far end of the court, unspooling tape from a bright orange line marker.

He looked up at the sound of the door. He was wearing a dark long-sleeved practice shirt and black shorts, and his hair was still damp, as if he had showered in a hurry or come straight from a run. For a second he said nothing. Then he glanced at the clock above the scoreboard.

“Seven minutes early,” he said. “You seem upset about it.”

Celia dropped her bag beside the bleachers. “I wanted the gym empty.”

He looked around at the chairs, the jugs, the line markers, and himself. “Then your plan was badly designed.”

She almost answered too fast, caught the edge of a smile trying to pull at his mouth, and changed it. “You’re here early too.”

“I wanted the gym empty.”

That should not have made her laugh, but it did, a small quiet sound that slipped out before she had time to stop it. Matteo noticed and bent his head again, pressing tape to the floor with the heel of his hand like he had not.

Celia hated that he kept doing that. Not making a thing out of the moments that could easily become things.

She walked toward the stack of cones near the baseline. “What am I supposed to do?”

Matteo nodded toward the chairs. “Coach said six stations. Ball handling, passing, footwork, layups, defensive slides, and one talk-your-way-through-being-a-human station.”

“That last one sounds fake.”

“It did when she said it too.”

Celia crouched and picked up a bundle of cones. The plastic was cold and chalky against her fingers. “Did Coach tell you why she chose us?”

Matteo pulled the tape straight and did not answer right away. “I think she thinks pressure is healthy in measured doses.”

“I think she should explore quieter hobbies.”

He stood and finally looked at her. “You came anyway.”

The line settled between them more heavily than he seemed to intend. Celia set the cones down a little harder than necessary.

“You do not get to say meaningful things to me before six in the morning.”

“I’ll save them for after lunch.”

“That’s worse.”

He nodded once, like that was fair.

For a few minutes they worked without talking. The gym slowly took shape around them. Cones at the free throw lanes. Tape boxes near the sideline. Passing targets chalked onto the lower wall with removable markers. Celia carried chairs and tried not to notice how the empty court made every sound too distinct. The scrape of metal legs. The rubber squeak of Matteo’s shoes. Her own breathing, too loud when she forgot not to listen for it.

At six exactly, Coach came in through the equipment room door holding a coffee cup and three clipboards. She looked irritatingly awake.

“Good,” she said, taking in the setup. “You both look resentful. That means you’re conscious.”

Celia folded her arms. “I was told there would only be twelve kids.”

“There were,” Coach said. “Then the district newsletter went out.”

Matteo turned from the ball rack. “How many now?”

The coach handed him a clipboard. “Twenty-eight confirmed. A few parents too.”

Celia stared at her. “That is more than double.”

“Excellent math.”

“Coach.”

Coach sipped her coffee with infuriating calm. “Do you want comforting lies or the morning I already arranged?”

Celia looked away before the answer showed too clearly on her face.

The coach set the coffee down on the scorer’s table and shifted into her real voice, the one that tightened the whole room without rising. “Listen carefully. This is not a performance. Nobody here needs two perfect young leaders with polished speeches and inspirational eyebrows. They need energy, clarity, and someone to show them the gym is theirs too.”

She glanced at Matteo. “You take ball handling and layups in the first round.”

Then at Celia. “Passing and footwork.”

“I haven’t even warmed up.”

“That is because it is six in the morning and you are seventeen, not eighty.”

Celia opened her mouth.

The coach lifted one finger. “You can be annoyed after eight. Before eight, I only accepted competence.”

Matteo coughed into his hand in a way that was definitely hiding laughter.

Celia shot him a look. “This is your fault somehow.”

“That feels unlikely.”

The coach handed Celia the second clipboard. “Station lists. Rotation timing. Emergency contacts. Do not lose them.”

Then she lowered her voice, just enough that it became something meant for Celia alone even though Matteo stood close enough to hear. “You are allowed to be nervous. You are not allowed to let nervousness make your decisions for you.”

The words landed with cruel precision because they pressed directly against the sorest place in her.

Before Celia could answer, a burst of voices sounded from the hallway. The coach turned toward the door. “And now the children arrive.”

The first wave came in with backpacks, ponytails, half-zipped jackets, and the clumsy excitement of kids who still thought waking up early for a gym was an adventure instead of a threat. A few parents trailed after them holding coffee cups and phones. A seventh-grade boy in a red hoodie spun once in the doorway like the court itself had pulled him in by the shoulders.

Everything got louder all at once.

Sneakers on hardwood. Parents greeting each other in hushed morning voices. A basketball escaping a rack and bouncing once before Matteo caught it. The coach called for everyone to gather at center court.

Celia stood near the edge of the circle and watched twenty-eight middle-school faces turn toward the adults at the same time. The sight hit somewhere unexpected. Not panic, exactly. Something older and sadder. A memory of being twelve and small and certain that a gym meant possibility.

The coach introduced the clinic in a voice made for echoing rooms. One final season at Maple Ridge. Joint outreach for incoming students after the merger. Skill stations, team habits, and breakfast bars by the end. The kids listened with the solemn concentration of people trying very hard to seem older than they were.

Then Coach gestured to Celia and Matteo.

“These two are helping lead today.”

Every head shifted.

The motion was tiny. Ordinary. Nothing aggressive in it.

Celia still felt it like a spotlight.

A flash of white surged at the edges of her vision, not enough to blur the room but enough to pull her heartbeat up into her throat. She curled her fingers around the clipboard until the paper bent.

Matteo stepped slightly forward. Not in front of her. Just enough to catch the kids’ attention first.

“I’m Matteo,” he said. “If you trip on a cone today, please do it with confidence so the rest of us learn something.”

A ripple of laughter moved through the group. Even Coach’s mouth shifted.

One of the boys near the front immediately raised his hand. “What if we trip on another person?”

“Then apologize before they do,” Matteo said.

More laughter, warmer now.

The pressure in Celia’s chest eased just enough for air to get through.

The coach turned to her. Not rescuing. Waiting.

Celia swallowed once. “I’m Celia. If he tells you tripping is a life skill, do not believe him. Also, if you throw a pass at someone’s face, that means you’re buying your own ice pack.”

A girl in the second row covered a grin with her sleeve. The red-hoodie boy laughed out loud.

Just like that, the room tipped half an inch back toward manageable.

The coach split the kids into groups. Wristbands. Rotation order. Parents against the bleachers. The whistle around her neck stayed still for now, but its presence seemed to hold the whole gym together.

Celia took the blue group to the passing station on the west side. Five girls. Two boys. One of them had braces and kept nodding before she even finished a sentence. Another had knees so knobby and sharp they made her look like she might outgrow gravity by lunch.

“Pair up,” Celia said, setting a bin of basketballs at their feet. “Chest passes first. Not fast. Just clean.”

The kids obeyed with immediate, messy enthusiasm. Balls flew too hard, too soft, too low. One bounced off a shoulder. Another rolled straight into the wall. The braced kid chased it with heroic determination.

Celia corrected elbow angles. Showed them how to step into the pass. Demonstrated the difference between throwing at a person and throwing to them.

At first her voice came out thin. By the fifth repetition it steadied. By the tenth she heard herself using the tone she used to have with younger players at summer camp, direct but warm, teasing where it helped, specific where it mattered. One of the girls, small and serious with a dark braid down her back, watched every movement with the intense focus of somebody trying to memorize not just the drill but the person leading it.

“Like this?” the girl asked, bringing the ball to her chest.

“Almost.” Celia stepped closer and lightly touched her elbows inward. “There. Give it a path.”

The girl tried again. The pass snapped cleanly into her partner’s hands.

Her whole face lit.

The look hit Celia so suddenly she had to glance away for a second.

On the next rotation she moved them into passing on the run, then pivot work. The kids stumbled through it in bursts, awkward and earnest and increasingly loud. More than once Celia caught herself responding before she had time to be afraid of how she sounded. The rhythm of correction and encouragement took over. Plant here. Eyes up. Slow down. Again. Better. There you go.

Across the gym, Matteo was leading layups with a patience that should have annoyed her and somehow did not. He had three boys convinced they were in a contest against the backboard itself. Every time one of them missed high, he made them explain what the glass had done personally to deserve such treatment.

The kids loved him within fifteen minutes.

That should have been irritating too.

Instead it kept pulling Celia’s attention sideways when she was supposed to be watching foot placement.

At the second rotation break, the coach blew the whistle and called for water. The sound split the gym cleanly in two.

Celia’s body reacted before her mind did.

Her shoulders locked. The water bottle in her hand nearly slipped. For half a breath she was not in the morning clinic anymore. She was back under bright lights with noise rising from the stands and the line painted white under her shoes and the whistle cutting into the air just before everything inside her had gone thin and strange and gone wrong.

She set the bottle down too fast.

“You okay?”

The question came from low beside her, not loud enough for anyone else to catch.

Matteo stood at the edge of her station with a stray basketball tucked against one hip.

Celia forced her fingers to loosen. “Fine.”

He looked at the untouched water bottle, then at her face, and did not insult her by pretending he believed that.

“The coach wants us to switch to the next round,” he said. “You can take defense.”

“Why?”

“She thinks seventh graders deserve to suffer.”

That got the smallest possible breath from her, but he kept his gaze on the far wall, giving her room to have it.

“You don’t have to make jokes every time I look unstable,” she murmured.

He turned then. “I’m not making jokes because you look unstable.”

“Then why?”

“Because when people feel watched, they need somewhere else to look.”

The answer moved through her too quickly to block.

Before she could say anything, one of the girls from her group approached with that same dark braid swinging against her back. She was holding her ball tightly against her hoodie.

“Um,” the girl said, eyes moving between them. “The coach asked if we would line up here or over there.”

“Over there,” Celia said automatically, pointing toward the defensive slide lane.

The girl hesitated.

“What?” Celia asked.

The girl’s cheeks pinked immediately. “Nothing.”

Matteo leaned back a fraction, clearly trying not to spook her. “That sounded very much like something.”

The girl looked at Celia again. “My brother showed me a video of you once.”

Everything in Celia went still.

The gym kept moving around her. Kids talking. Balls bouncing. Parents shifting on the bleachers. The whole world continued, and still it felt for one terrible second like the floor had tilted under only her.

The girl rushed on before Celia could answer. “Not in a bad way. I mean, it was bad because people were being mean, but my brother said they were dumb because they only put the bad part and not the rest. And then he said you used to be really, really good at passing.”

The silence that followed seemed to expand far beyond the three of them.

Celia could have shut it down. Smiled tightly. Send her back to the line. Pretended the words had not opened something tender and humiliating in the middle of the gym.

Instead she heard herself ask, “What’s your name?”

“Anya.”

“Anya.” Celia nodded once. “Your brother sounds smarter than most of the internet.”

Anya gave a startled laugh.

Celia looked down at the ball in the girl’s arms, then back at her face. “And for the record, I still am.”

The confidence in the sentence surprised both of them.

Anya’s eyes widened, then brightened. “Okay.”

“Okay,” Celia echoed. “Now get to your line before Coach makes us all run for holding up civilization.”

Anya ran off immediately.

Celia stood there with her pulse beating hard but differently now, less like fear and more like aftershock. Matteo did not say anything. He only rolled the basketball from one hand to the other and waited.

Finally Celia let out a breath. “That could have gone worse.”

“It could have.”

“She was twelve.”

“Which makes her approximately ninety percent braver than most adults.”

That was true enough to sting.

The coach blew the whistle again. Stations resumed.

Defense should have been simpler. Lateral movement. Stance. Feet alive. Hands disciplined. But it demanded energy, and energy demanded that Celia stay in her body instead of floating half outside it. By the third rep she was sweating through her hoodie. By the sixth she had forgotten to be embarrassed by it.

The red-hoodie boy kept crossing his feet and tangling himself. A tall girl named Elise was almost too fast and needed to learn control. Anya bit her lip every time she reset, determined not to mess up twice in a row. Celia dropped into stance beside them, demonstrated the slide, pushed them to hold one second longer, praised effort where she meant it and corrected form where she had to.

When Matteo rotated past on his way to the passing wall, he slowed for a heartbeat.

“You still are,” he said quietly, only for her.

Then he kept walking.

The words struck so cleanly she nearly missed Coach’s next instruction.

By the last twenty minutes the clinic no longer felt like something happening to Celia. It felt like something she was inside with everyone else. The difference was small from the outside and enormous from within. Sweat dampened the back of her neck. Her ponytail had half fallen loose. Her voice carried now without strain. When one of the boys banked in an accidental pass and started celebrating like he had won a title, she laughed openly and had to hide it behind the whistle Coach tossed her.

They finished with a short scrimmage relay and a circle at center court. The kids were flushed and loud and shining with the kind of pride that came from being taken seriously. The coach talked about work ethic and welcoming change without surrendering who you were. Matteo handed out breakfast bars from a cardboard box. Celia signed two practice cards because apparently middle-schoolers considered anyone who survived high school varsity to be halfway mythical.

Parents thanked Coach. Kids dragged their bags toward the doors. The early sunlight had risen high enough now to flood the gym in gold through the east windows. Dust moved in it like slow bright water.

When the last family left, the room emptied with surprising speed.

All that remained were scuffed cones, half-crushed water bottles, and the strange hollow quiet that follows good noise.

Celia bent to gather basketballs from under the bleachers. Her legs ached pleasantly. Her chest did too, but in a way she did not quite know how to name. Not peace. Not exactly. Something more fragile and more alive.

A ball rolled toward her from the sideline. Matteo followed it, stopped two feet away, and set a clipboard on the bleacher bench.

“One of your admirers forgot this,” he said.

Celia took the clipboard and glanced down. The top sheet was a parent release form. Tucked beneath it was a folded scrap of notebook paper.

She unfolded it.

The handwriting was large and uneven, clearly Anya’s.

Thank you for coming back.

Celia stared at the sentence until the ink blurred slightly.

Not because she was crying. She was absolutely not crying in a gym at seven twenty-three in the morning while holding a note from a seventh grader who still tied her hoodie strings into knots.

She folded the paper carefully and slipped it into her pocket.

When she looked up, Matteo was watching her with the same stillness he seemed to save for moments that mattered.

“She likes you,” he said.

Celia gave him a flat look. “She likes that I did not let Caleb throw a ball at her head.”

“That too.”

He moved to pick up the last cone near her feet, but as he straightened, the hem of his sleeve dragged back enough to expose a strip of white athletic tape wrapped around his wrist.

Not the casual kind for support.

Too thick. Too deliberate.

Celia’s eyes dropped to it before she could stop them. Matteo noticed instantly and tugged the sleeve down.

Neither of them spoke for a beat.

Then Celia said, carefully, “You don’t have to explain.”

“I know.”

Something in his face changed anyway. Not openness exactly. The outline of it.

Across the gym, Coach called that they had ten minutes to clean up before first bell traffic started clogging the lot. Her voice bounced off the rafters and returned thinner.

Matteo picked up two cones and set them into the stack. “Coach wants us here again next Thursday.”

Celia blinked. “She told you already?”

“She told me while you were teaching civilization through defensive footwork.”

Celia stared at him. “You accepted for both of us again?”

“No.” He slid the last cone into place. “This time she said she assumed.”

“That somehow feels ruder.”

“It probably is.”

He started toward the equipment room, then paused and looked back. Morning light had caught in his hair. The tape on his wrist was hidden again. His face was unreadable in that steady way that was beginning to feel less like distance and more like effort.

“There’s an away-game rumor about me,” he said.

Celia straightened slowly.

He kept his eyes on the ball rack, not on her. “People here think they know what happened. Most of them don’t.”

The gym seemed to narrow around the sentence.

Celia waited.

After a second he let out a breath that almost sounded amused at himself. “That’s all.”

“That’s not all.”

“No.” He glanced at her then. “That's all I’m saying before seven thirty in the morning.”

He took the ball rack toward the storage cage before she could answer.

Celia stood where she was, Anya’s note warm in her pocket, the court bright around her, the ache in her legs real and grounding. Through the high windows the school day was arriving. Cars in the lot. A bus turning the corner. The first hints of voices in the hall.

She looked at the stairwell door on the far side of the gym, then back at the storage cage where Matteo had disappeared.

Most rumors at Maple Ridge got uglier the closer you walked toward them.

For the first time in months, Celia felt the dangerous beginning of wanting the truth anyway.
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​Chapter 2: The Number Still Waiting
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By second period, Celia could feel the note in her pocket even when she was not touching it.

It was folded twice and tucked into the front pocket of her backpack now instead of her hoodie, but the awareness of it stayed with her anyway, small and warm and strangely steadying. Thank you for coming back. Seven uneven words from a seventh grader who had looked at Celia like she was something more than a rumor with a body attached.

The feeling should not have lasted this long.

Maple Ridge on a weekday morning usually knew how to scrub unusual moments into something ordinary by first bell. Lockers slammed. Teachers took attendance. People worried about quizzes and lunch money and whether the vending machine had stopped eating dollar bills. But today the school seemed to have decided that Celia’s return to normal deserved one more round of attention before it faded.

A pair of sophomores near the water fountain fell silent when she passed.

A boy from the soccer team held the side door open for her with the stiff politeness people used when they were not sure if kindness might break someone by accident.

By the time she reached English, she was so tired of other people’s careful faces that she wanted to take a marker to the nearest whiteboard and write I am not made of glass across it in letters big enough to bleed through the wall.

Instead she slid into her seat near the window and pulled out her notebook.

Mrs. Dyer was already at the board writing the day’s agenda in neat blue strokes. The classroom smelled like dry-erase marker, paper, and the faint lemon cleaner the custodians used on Tuesdays. Outside, the football field flashed in strips through the trees, bright and distant and impossible to ignore.

Celia was halfway through writing the date when the chair beside hers scraped back.

She looked up.

Matteo dropped his notebook onto the desk next to her and sat down like the act meant nothing.

For a second she forgot how to blink.

“You’re in this class?” she asked before she could stop herself.

He glanced over. “That sounded offended.”

“It sounded surprising.”

“Less flattering, but fair.”

Mrs. Dyer turned from the board just then and looked over her glasses. “I’m glad you’ve both discovered each other, but the rest of us are still trying to begin the day.”

A few students laughed softly.

Heat rose into Celia’s face for reasons that annoyed her on contact. Matteo only opened his notebook and uncapped a pen, as if being publicly noticed by teachers was nothing more than weather passing over a field.

Celia looked down at her own page again, but the lines on it had lost all meaning.

She had not seen him on her schedule. Then again, she had spent most of the first week of school looking at hallways and pretending not to measure every possible exit. Missing one shared class with the transfer was not exactly the school year’s most shocking oversight.

Mrs. Dyer began talking about personal essays. Voice and honesty. The difference between a statement and a confession. Celia tried to listen. For almost five full minutes, she even managed it.

Then Mrs. Dyer said, “Sometimes the strongest writing begins at the point where a person cannot pretend to themselves anymore.”

The sentence was harmless in any normal room.

In Celia’s head it scraped against a dozen tender things at once. The court. The line. The breath she could not catch that night. The months afterward, spent pretending she was only resting, then only busy, then only deciding.

She pressed her pen too hard and the tip tore a small hook through the paper.

Beside her, Matteo slid a fresh sheet from the back of his notebook and wordlessly set it over the damaged page.

Celia looked at him.

He kept his eyes on the board. “You were stabbing the desk.”

“I was taking notes.”

“The desk seemed unconvinced.”

She stared at the clean page he had offered. It was such an irritatingly small kindness that refusing it would look theatrical even to herself. She moved her notebook aside and wrote on the new sheet instead.

Mrs. Dyer eventually assigned a short reflection to be drafted in class. The room settled into the scratch of pens and the occasional cough. Celia stared at the prompt for nearly a minute before writing a single
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