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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that leans into emotional realism, quiet tension, and hopeful, hard-won endings. These stories focus on the private moments people rarely say out loud, the choices that shape love long before the kiss, and the kind of connection that feels honest rather than perfect.

Across every book, SankulaHub prioritizes original, character-driven storytelling with clean, globally readable romance. The heart of each story is always the same promise: two people meet at the wrong time, make imperfect decisions for understandable reasons, and still find a way to choose each other with dignity and care.
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For the ones who have ever wanted to be seen, but feared what it would cost to be known. For the ones who learned to protect their hearts so well that love had to arrive gently, and stay long enough to prove it was safe.
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​Cast Snapshot

[image: ]


Clara Whitman is a city events coordinator who can manage any crowd except the one inside her chest. She is competent, careful, and quietly tired of being the person who makes everything run while her own life stays on pause.

Asher Vale is a reserved, observant man with a steady voice and a talent for vanishing into the background. He is kind in small, specific ways, but guarded with his own story, as if his name is the one door he will not open.

Lena Hart is Clara’s closest friend and the only person who knows how close Clara is to leaving the city for a new start. Lena is warm, direct, and protective, with a way of telling the truth that never feels like a weapon.

Marcus Reed is the marathon operations lead and Clara’s temporary supervisor for the event. He respects competence, expects calm under pressure, and sees more than Clara wants anyone to notice.

Drew Whitman is Clara’s younger brother, a hopeful, stubborn runner with a big heart and a habit of acting like he is fine even when he is not. He is the reason Clara learned how to be responsible too early, and the reason she is still here.
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The first sign something was wrong was the sound.

Crowds always had a rhythm, a living pattern Clara could feel as much as hear, the way a thousand small movements turned into a pulse. She’d learned to read it the way some people read weather. You could tell when a line was getting impatient. You could tell when a family was about to split, when a stroller was stuck, when someone was about to lose their temper, when a moment of joy was about to tip into something sharper.

This crowd had been bright all morning. Breathless, sunlit, loud in a way that felt harmless. The marathon finish line was less than a block away, and the air carried that particular mix of citrus sports drinks and warm asphalt and cheap coffee, plus the sweet, metallic edge of adrenaline. People leaned over barricades with phones held up like offerings. Volunteers in matching shirts moved through gaps with water and foil blankets. Somewhere behind Clara, a speaker kept a steady beat going, as if music could stitch strangers together.

Then, all at once, the rhythm fractured.

A ripple of pressure rolled through the spectators to Clara’s left, not a full surge yet, but enough to turn heads. A cluster of people stepped back at the same time, their bodies reacting before their faces caught up with the reason. Someone shouted something too fast to make out. A child’s cry punched through the noise, high and panicked.

Clara tightened her grip on her clipboard and looked up.

The finished chute was packed. That was normal. The crowd always swelled as runners poured in, lungs on fire, faces bright with pain and triumph. But just beyond the barricade, near the gap where the medical volunteers had a clear path, a small boy stood alone, maybe six or seven, wearing a neon cap too big for his head. His cheeks were wet. His eyes were huge, scanning the sea of legs like he expected an answer to rise out of the pavement.

And he was drifting closer to the barricade, right into the point where the crowd narrowed.

Clara moved before she finished thinking.

She slipped past a volunteer carrying a stack of cups, ducked under the rope line that marked “Staff Only,” and headed for the gap. Her radio crackled on her shoulder, but she didn’t stop to listen. This was why she was here. She had always been here. Fixing problems. Catching the falling things.

A tall man stepped into the same gap from the other side at the exact moment she reached it, and for a split second they both paused, surprised by each other’s timing.

He wasn’t wearing a staff shirt. No bright volunteer color, no badge on a lanyard, no headset. He had on a plain dark jacket, the kind you chose when you didn’t want attention, and his hair was slightly damp as if he’d been running in the mist of the morning. His eyes flicked once over Clara’s clipboard, then to her face, then to the boy.

He understood immediately. That alone felt like a small jolt.

“Lost?” he asked, his voice low, steady, almost too calm for the noise around them.

“Looks like it,” Clara said, already stepping around him.

He didn’t argue or hesitate. He fell into pace beside her as if this was a plan they’d made together earlier.

The boy’s gaze snapped to Clara, then to the man, and his shoulders hitched. He looked ready to bolt.

Clara softened her expression, lifting a hand slowly, palm out, the universal signal of I’m not a threat. “Hey,” she said, letting her voice drop beneath the stadium-level roar. “You’re okay. I’m Clara. What’s your name?”

The man beside her made a slight sound, like a warning, but Clara didn’t look at him. She kept her attention on the child.

The boy swallowed. “Leo,” he said, the word wobbly.

“Leo,” Clara repeated, as if saying it made it true that he existed here, that he wasn’t invisible. “Okay. Leo, can you tell me who you came with?”

Leo’s lower lip trembled. “My mom,” he whispered. “She was right there.”

He pointed, but “there” was a tangle of strangers, bodies pressed close, phones in the air, shouting for runners, not for missing children.

Clara’s chest tightened. She looked over Leo’s head, scanning faces for a woman in panic, a sudden vacancy in her posture, the frantic eyes of someone who turned around and didn’t find the small hand she’d been holding.

The man’s gaze moved too, sharper than Clara’s, like he was slicing the crowd into manageable sections.

“There,” he said, and pointed with two fingers, not dramatic, just precise.

Clara followed his line of sight and saw her: a woman in a white windbreaker, hair pulled back, standing on tiptoe, scanning left and right with a kind of contained terror, one hand gripping the barricade hard enough to turn her knuckles pale. Her mouth formed a name over and over. She wasn’t screaming, not yet, but she was one heartbeat away from it.

Clara crouched to Leo’s level. “I think I see her,” she said. “Do you see her too?”

Leo squinted. Then his face crumpled with relief. He nodded violently.

“Okay,” Clara said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to walk to her together. You’re not in trouble. You’re safe. Hold my hand.”

Leo reached out and gripped her fingers like a lifeline.

The man stepped slightly ahead of them, using his body like a buffer, gently carving a path through the spectators. People shifted aside instinctively, as if they sensed something urgent without needing details.

Clara felt the crowd’s pressure against her shoulder, warm and close. She kept her gaze on Leo and the woman in the windbreaker. Leo’s hand was sweaty in hers.

They reached the woman, and the second she saw Leo, her composure shattered. She lunged forward, pulling him into her arms, sobbing into his cap, kissing his forehead in quick, frantic bursts.

“Oh my God,” she kept saying. “Oh my God, Leo.”

Leo clung to her, his small body shaking.

Clara stepped back to give them space, her own throat tight. She didn’t need thanks. She didn’t need recognition. She needed the sight of a child reattached to the person who loved him, like a missing piece sliding back into place.

The man didn’t step back. He stayed a half pace forward, one hand lifted, as if guarding them from the crowd’s edge until the woman’s breathing steadied.

When she finally looked up, her eyes were red and fierce. “Thank you,” she said, voice hoarse. “Thank you. I turned for one second. One second.”

Clara nodded. “It happens,” she said, because it did. Because the world was crowded and loud and always moving.

The woman’s gaze flicked to the man. “And you,” she said. “Thank you too.”

He gave a small nod, nothing more, and the lack of show felt like another kind of kindness.

The woman tightened her hold on Leo, then looked at Clara again. “I’m sorry,” she said, and her voice broke on the apology like she’d done something wrong. “I should’ve—”

“You did what you could,” Clara said quickly. “He’s okay.”

The woman nodded and turned away, still holding Leo, already scanning for a way back through the spectators. Clara watched them go until they disappeared into the noise.

Only then did Clara realize her heart was pounding as if she’d been the one running.

She exhaled slowly and looked at the man beside her, ready to thank him and move on, ready to file him under brief strangers who were decent and forgettable.

He was not forgettable.

Up close, she saw the faint scuff on his knuckle, the kind that came from a small injury you didn’t bother to bandage. She saw the way he held his shoulders, controlled, as if his body had learned to take up less space. His eyes were a gray-green that made it hard to tell what he was thinking, but he was watching Clara with something like curiosity, or maybe recognition.

“Good instincts,” he said.

Clara’s lips parted, surprised by how much those two words landed. She’d spent most of her life being told she was capable in a way that sounded like a requirement, not a compliment.

“Thank you,” she said, and then, because she couldn’t help it, “Are you staff?”

His mouth twitched, a near-smile that didn’t fully arrive. “No.”

Clara glanced down at his wrist. A thin paper band circled it, the kind the medical tent used for quick triage tags. That was unusual. She’d issued a stack of those earlier. They were supposed to stay in the tent.

Her eyes flicked back to his. “Then why do you have that?”

His gaze followed hers to the band, and for a fraction of a second something shuttered behind his eyes. He tugged his sleeve down over it, casual, but not casual enough.

“Long story,” he said.

Clara should have nodded and stepped away. She had a thousand things to do. Radios to answer. Checkpoints to confirm. Her brother was found after he finished his run. And, beneath all of that, the truth she’d been trying not to touch since last night: she was leaving tomorrow.

A new job. A new city. A clean restart she’d been working toward for two years, the kind of thing people congratulated you for as if it was purely exciting.

Clara had smiled and accepted their happiness for her while feeling like someone had reached into her chest and started gently undoing every thread that held her life together.

Why now, she thought, not for the first time. Why does change always show up when you’re finally tired enough to stop fighting it?

She looked at the man again. He was watching the crowd, alert, as if he expected it to break apart again. But his attention kept returning to Clara, like he was checking whether she was still there.

“You helped,” Clara said. “You didn’t have to.”

He shrugged slightly, as if that was obvious. “He was small. The crowd was big.”

Something about the plainness of his words made her smile despite herself. “That might be the best summary of the world I’ve ever heard.”

His gaze returned fully to her then, and the moment narrowed. The crowd sound faded into something distant. Clara felt, absurdly, like she could hear her own breath.

A runner stumbled across the finish line nearby and collapsed into the arms of a volunteer. People cheered. Cameras flashed. The world kept happening.

The man said, “You look like someone about to disappear.”

Clara’s smile faltered. Her stomach tightened, not because he was wrong, but because he’d seen it with one glance.

“I’m fine,” she said automatically.

He tilted his head slightly, unconvinced. “Sure.”

Clara’s radio crackled, and she ignored it, even though she shouldn’t. Her entire life had been built on responding, on being the person who answered, who showed up, who stayed reliable.

Maybe that was why the idea of disappearing felt so heavy. Maybe that was why a stranger’s calm attention felt like oxygen.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Clara hesitated.

She wasn’t sure why she did it. She’d introduced herself to Leo without thinking. She’d worn her name on a badge all day. She had nothing to hide.

And yet, in the way this man watched her, in the way the moment between them had shifted from crisis to something quieter, Clara felt a strange urge to keep something for herself.

Her name was tied to expectations. To decisions she’d already made. To the version of her that was leaving tomorrow.

She wanted, just for a minute, to be no one.

She heard herself say, “Does it matter?”

His eyes sharpened slightly, not offended, just intrigued. “Maybe,” he said.

Clara swallowed. “Then no,” she said, voice softer. “Not today.”

The man’s gaze held hers, and Clara waited for him to push, to insist, to make it awkward.

He didn’t.

He nodded once, like he understood the rule she’d just created. “Okay,” he said. “No names.”

Clara felt the words land in her chest with an unexpected warmth, like a door closing that made the room quieter instead of smaller.

“No names,” she repeated, and the echo of it felt intimate.

The man stepped closer, just enough that Clara could smell soap and rain and something faintly metallic, like he’d been near cold air. He didn’t touch her, but the space between them tightened with possibility.

Clara’s pulse picked up. She hated how predictable her body could be, how quickly it betrayed her. She didn’t want to be the kind of person who fell into something because a stranger was kind for five minutes.

But she also didn’t want to be the kind of person who never let anything happen.

The crowd roared again as another wave of runners finished. A cheer rose and fell like surf.

Clara looked away first, because if she didn’t, she was going to do something that would make tomorrow harder.

She should step back. She should answer her radio. She should return to being herself.

Instead, she heard herself say, “Did you come here alone?”

His mouth curved, a real smile this time, brief and bright. “Yes,” he said. “You?”

Clara glanced past him toward the route, toward the far end where her brother would appear eventually, stubborn and proud and always late. “I’m supposed to be here for someone,” she said. “But I don’t know where he is yet.”

“He’ll show,” the man said, with a certainty that felt like more than optimism.

Clara’s chest tightened again. She didn’t know why she wanted to believe him.

A gust of wind pushed through the street, carrying confetti someone had thrown into the air. A few pieces landed on Clara’s shoulder and hair, bright scraps against her dark ponytail.

The man reached up without asking, pinched a piece of confetti from her hair, and pulled his hand back slowly, as if he’d crossed a line and wanted to show he could retreat.

His fingers held the scrap of paper, and for a second he stared at it as if it meant something.

Clara’s breath caught. The touch hadn’t even been a touch, not really. Just the idea of one.

“What’s your story?” Clara asked before she could stop herself.

He looked at her, and something shadowed his expression. “It’s not a good one.”

Clara’s heart thudded. “Then you shouldn’t be alone with it.”

The silence between them stretched, not awkward, but weighted. The man’s gaze dropped briefly to Clara’s mouth, then returned to her eyes, and the movement was small but unmistakable. A question without words.

Clara should have said no.

She should have remembered the job offer. The packed suitcase waiting at home. The list of good reasons she was leaving. The way new beginnings demanded clean cuts.

Instead, Clara stepped forward, closing the last inch herself.

Their kiss wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t hungry. It wasn’t staged for anyone else.

It was one breath held too long, then released.

It tasted like relief. Like a moment stolen from a life that had been all responsibility and planning and tomorrow.

His hand lifted and hovered near her waist, not grabbing, not pulling, just there, as if he wanted permission. Clara leaned into the possibility, and he rested his palm lightly against her side, steadying her, grounding her in the middle of the crowd.

The kiss lasted only a few seconds. When Clara pulled back, she felt strangely lightheaded, as if her body had been waiting for something simple and human.

The man’s eyes were dark now, not with heat, but with something more complicated. Want and restraint at the same time.

“One kiss,” he said quietly, as if naming it made it safer.

Clara’s throat tightened. She didn’t trust herself to speak, so she nodded.

He stepped back first, and Clara felt the loss immediately, which annoyed her. It was one kiss. A stranger. A moment.

It shouldn’t have mattered.

It did.

“No names,” he said again, firmer, like he was laying down a boundary for both of them.

Clara swallowed and forced herself to agree. “No names,” she said, and it sounded like a promise and a warning all at once.

His gaze flicked to her radio, still crackling. Then to the finish chute. Then to the medical tent in the distance. Clara noticed the way his shoulders tightened, like he was being pulled by something he didn’t want to go toward.

“I have to go,” he said.

Clara’s chest tightened again. Of course. This was how it worked. Moments didn’t stay. People left.

“Okay,” she said, and tried to sound like she meant it.

He looked at her as if he was memorizing her face without letting himself admit it. Then his hand moved, fast and subtle, and before Clara understood, he slid something into the side pocket of her event jacket.

A folded piece of paper. Small. Light.

Clara’s breath caught. “What—”

“Later,” he said. “Not here.”

Clara stared at him, the crowd roaring around them, confetti still drifting. “Why?”

His mouth tightened, and the brief softness vanished behind caution. “Because if I give you my name,” he said, voice low enough that it felt like it belonged only to her, “I won’t be able to walk away. And I need to be able to walk away.”

Clara’s stomach turned over.

That wasn’t flirtation. That was fear.

Before she could respond, someone bumped hard into Clara’s shoulder, jostling her sideways. She caught herself, and when she looked back, he was already moving into the crowd, slipping between bodies with an ease that felt practiced.

Clara took a step after him. “Wait.”

He didn’t turn.

Clara pushed forward, trying to follow, but the finish line surge intensified. A group of cheering spectators pressed inward. Volunteers crossed her path. A runner staggered and fell, and Clara’s training took over, pulling her attention toward the person who needed help now.

By the time she looked back again, the stranger was gone.

Clara stood in the gap between barricades, chest heaving as if she’d run the race herself, the taste of him still on her mouth, her skin humming with the shock of something real happening in the middle of so much noise.

Her radio crackled again, urgent this time. Clara forced herself to respond, voice steady, professional, as if her world had not just shifted by one kiss.

When the immediate task was handled and the runner was safely guided to the medical tent, Clara stepped back behind the staff rope line and finally, finally reached into her jacket pocket.

Her fingers found the folded paper.

She pulled it out with hands that weren’t quite steady, unfolded it once, then twice.

Two lines of handwriting stared back at her.

No names. No promises.
Midnight. Seabridge Overlook.
Clara’s breath caught hard in her throat.

Seabridge Overlook was on the far edge of the city, where the water met the concrete and the streetlights made everything look softer than it really was. It wasn’t a place you went by accident. It was a place you chose.

Clara stared at the note as the crowd roared again, louder, as if cheering for someone else’s finish line.

Tomorrow, she was supposed to leave.

Tonight, a stranger had just offered her a choice.

And Clara, who had spent her whole life being the responsible one, felt something dangerous and bright rise inside her, the kind of feeling that didn’t care about plans.

She folded the note carefully, slid it back into her pocket, and looked toward the crowd as if she might find him again by will alone.

She didn’t.

But the place name burned in her mind like a dare, and Clara knew, with a clarity that scared her, that she would be there at midnight.

Even if she had to break her own life to do it.
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​Chapter 1: The Note That Wouldn’t Let Go
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Clara told herself the note was just paper. Two lines of ink. A place name she could have ignored as easily as she ignored the ache in her feet after twelve hours on asphalt, or the empty space in her apartment where the couch used to be before she sold it to make leaving feel practical.

But the words stayed warm in her pocket, as if they had their own pulse.

She tried to return to the version of herself that made sense. The version who answered the radio on the first crackle. The version who could walk a finish line and see only logistics. The version who could stand in the middle of a cheering crowd and not feel like she’d been quietly split open by a stranger’s mouth and a promise she never asked for.

“Clara, you copy?” Marcus’s voice came through, clipped and professional. “We’ve got a backup near the hydration table. I need you to move two volunteers to the east side. Now.”

Clara pressed the talk button and kept her gaze fixed on the finish chute so her voice wouldn’t betray her. “Copy. Moving them now.”

She slid the folded note deeper into her pocket, as if hiding it from herself would reduce its weight, and stepped into the current of people. Volunteers moved like bright fish through a darker sea. Runners staggered past the finish line with foil blankets draped over their shoulders like capes. Families hugged and cried. Strangers high-fived each other for surviving the same morning.

Clara did her job. She redirected traffic, pointed exhausted runners toward med tents, handed out water, steadied a woman whose knees buckled, and answered questions from spectators who had no idea how close a crowd could come to chaos if one small thing went wrong.

Her hands stayed busy. Her mind refused.

Every time the radio went quiet for a second, the note spoke again.

Midnight. Seabridge Overlook.

Clara had driven past Seabridge on her way to site checks. It was a viewpoint perched above the water where people went to breathe, or to make decisions they couldn’t make under fluorescent lights. It was the kind of place that looked romantic in the right weather and brutally honest in the wrong one.

She didn’t do it at midnight. Not anymore. Midnight was for people who had nothing to lose tomorrow.

Clara’s tomorrow was waiting in a suitcase.

The crowd surged again with the next wave of runners, and Clara scanned faces out of habit. She searched for Drew without meaning to. He would be easy to spot, tall and stubborn, the kind of runner who grinned through pain because he liked the story of himself as someone who could take it.

She saw him at last, half a block away, weaving through the post-finish funnel with a foil blanket around his shoulders and his medal bouncing against his chest. His hair was plastered to his forehead. His face was flushed. His smile was so wide it made Clara’s chest tighten for a different reason.

He spotted her and lifted both arms like he’d just won something bigger than a race. “Clara!”

The way he said her name was a tether. A reminder that she belonged somewhere. That someone expected her to be steady.

Clara moved toward him, and he reached her with a breathless laugh, pulling her into a hug that smelled like sweat and cheap sports drink and victory. He was shaking slightly from exertion. His hands clutched her shoulders as if she might vanish if he let go.

“You did it,” Clara said, and she meant it. She’d been here for him every time he chased something. She’d been his cheering section, his emergency contact, his ride home when his body refused to cooperate. She’d been the person who held his life together when he forgot he needed holding.

Drew pulled back and stared at her as if checking for cracks. “You ran this whole thing,” he said, voice full of awe and a little accusation. “You look like you’ve been awake for three days.”

Clara tried to smile. “I look like someone who knows how to plan.”

“Not a plan,” Drew said. “Rescue. You rescue everything.”

The words hit too close, and Clara felt her throat tighten. Drew didn’t know about the note. Drew didn’t know about the kiss. Drew didn’t know that Clara had been counting down to leaving like it was the only way to breathe.

Clara reached up and brushed a piece of confetti off his shoulder. “Are you hungry?”

Drew laughed. “Starving. But first, can you take a photo? I need proof for the group chat.”

Clara pulled out her phone and angled it toward him, capturing his grin, the medal, the finish line chaos behind him. She snapped three pictures. Drew leaned into the camera like he was on a magazine cover, then immediately ruined it by sticking his tongue out.

Clara snorted despite herself. “You’re impossible.”

“That’s why you love me,” he said, and his smile softened. Then his gaze narrowed slightly. “Are you okay, though?”

The question made Clara’s stomach twist, because it was one she’d been avoiding in her own head for months.

“I’m fine,” she said, because it was the answer her life ran on.

Drew didn’t look convinced, but before he could press, Marcus appeared at Clara’s elbow, his tablet in hand, eyes scanning the crowd like it was an equation.

“Clara,” Marcus said. “We need you back on the east side for crowd flow. Ten minutes.”

Clara nodded. “I’m on it.”

Drew’s expression shifted. “Seriously? I just finished.”

Clara squeezed his arm. “I’ll be right back. Go get a banana and water. Don’t argue with me.”

Drew rolled his eyes, but he listened. He always listened when her voice turned into the one that could not be negotiated with.

Clara followed Marcus, and he lowered his voice as they moved. “You’re running hot today,” he said, not unkind. “Don’t push through to the point you drop.”

Clara forced a steady inhale. “I won’t.”

Marcus glanced at her pocket, the one where the note sat. Clara hated how sharply her mind reacted, as if everyone could see exactly what she was hiding.

Marcus’s eyes returned to her face. “You're leaving tomorrow, right?”

The words stole a fraction of air from her lungs. She’d told him in a professional, tidy way. Two weeks’ notice. A handover plan. A congratulations from the team that made her feel like she’d been promoted out of her own life.

“Yes,” Clara said. “Early.”

Marcus nodded, and there was something like respect behind his expression, the kind people offered when they believed leaving was purely brave. “Then finish strong today. Clean handoff. No loose ends.”

No loose ends, Clara thought.

The note felt like a loose end with teeth.

She spent the next two hours doing exactly what Marcus asked. She moved volunteers, rerouted lines, smoothed out problems before they became real. She smiled at exhausted runners, listened to a spectator complain about the lack of trash bins, and quietly fixed it without making anyone feel small.

And all the while, she kept expecting to see him.

She didn’t know his name. She didn’t know what he did. She didn’t know why he carried a medical band like a secret.

But Clara kept scanning the crowd for that dark jacket, that controlled posture, that sharp, calm attention.

He didn’t reappear.

By late afternoon, the energy in the street softened. The crowd thinned. The finish chute emptied. Volunteers began packing up cups and banners. The air cooled, and a pale gray light settled over the city like a curtain lowering.

Clara finished her final check, signed off on the last shift change, and returned her radio to the equipment case. Her body felt heavy now that she wasn’t running on adrenaline. She could feel every step in her calves, every hour in her spine.

Drew waited near the staff tent with Lena, both of them perched on folding chairs like they owned the place. Lena held two coffees, her hair in a messy knot, her expression sharp with affectionate judgment.

“There she is,” Lena said as Clara approached. “The woman who thinks rest is a rumor.”

Clara took the coffee Lena offered, grateful for the warmth against her fingers. “It’s not that I think it’s a rumor. I think it’s an optional activity.”

Lena’s eyes narrowed. “You’re leaving tomorrow and you’re still doing this.”

Clara’s chest tightened. “It’s my last event. I wanted it to be clean.”

“Your whole life is clean,” Lena said. “That’s the problem.”

Drew looked between them, sensing something. “Can we not interrogate her right now? I’m still in a post-race glow. Let me live.”

Clara smiled at him. “You did good,” she said again, softer this time.

Drew’s grin returned. “I did great. I’m basically a legend.”

Lena snorted. “You’re basically dehydrated.”

They walked together toward the parking lot, the city streets around them slowly returning to normal. The event signs were being dismantled. The barricades were being moved. The noise of the day faded into smaller sounds, like the city exhaling.

Clara kept touching the edge of the note through her pocket. She didn’t mean to. Her fingers found it like a compass needle.

Lena noticed. Of course she did. Lena noticed everything.

“What’s that?” Lena asked, her voice casual but her eyes keen.

Clara’s heart gave a small, hard thud. “What’s what?”

“The thing you keep checking,” Lena said. “Don’t act like I’m imagining it.”

Drew perked up. “Clara has a secret.”

Clara shot him a look. “Clara has a headache.”

Lena didn’t let it go. “Clara,” she said, in the tone she used when she wasn’t asking. “What happened today?”

Clara could have lied. She was good at lies that sounded like the truth. She could have said she was just tired, that the crowd stress got to her, that she found a note from a volunteer with a reminder. Something small and boring.

But Lena’s face was patient and relentless, and Clara suddenly felt exhausted from keeping everything inside herself.

Clara took a breath. “I kissed someone,” she said.

Drew stopped walking. “You what?”

Clara kept her gaze forward, as if the asphalt could save her from the intensity of their reactions. “One kiss,” she added quickly, because it mattered. “In the crowd. It just... happened.”

Lena’s eyebrows lifted. “And?”

“And nothing,” Clara said too fast. “He’s a stranger.”

Drew made a sound that was half scandal, half delight. “Clara. This is insane.”

Clara’s cheeks warmed. “It wasn’t—”

“Was he hot?” Drew blurted.

Clara’s glare made him lift his hands. “Okay, okay. Sorry. But still. You don’t just do things.”

Clara swallowed, because that was true. She didn’t just do things. She thought, planned, measured outcomes. She didn’t let impulses rewrite her day.

Lena’s gaze softened. “He gave you a note,” she said, not a question.

Clara’s fingers tightened around the coffee cup. “Yes.”

Drew leaned in like he was watching a show. “Read it.”

“No,” Clara said instantly.

Lena didn’t push immediately. She studied Clara’s face, her posture, the way she held herself like someone bracing for impact. Then she said, gently, “Does it matter to you?”

Clara’s throat tightened again. She hated how easily the truth tried to surface.

“Yes,” Clara admitted.

Drew’s expression changed, the humor fading into something more careful. “But you’re leaving tomorrow,” he said quietly.

Clara nodded.

Lena’s voice was soft. “And he knows that?”

Clara shook her head. “He doesn’t know anything about me. That’s the point.”

Lena’s gaze sharpened. “Why no names?”

Clara’s chest tightened. “Because he said if he gave me his name, he wouldn’t be able to walk away. And he said he needs to be able to walk away.”

Drew frowned. “That’s... weird.”

“It’s honest,” Clara said, surprising herself with how quickly she defended it. “It didn’t feel like a game.”

Lena’s eyes stayed on Clara’s face. “What did it feel like?”

Clara swallowed. She could still remember the steadiness of him in the panic, the way he created space without force, the way his hand rested lightly at her side like he was asking permission even in a moment that could have been careless.

“It felt like I’d been holding my breath for a long time,” Clara said, voice low.

Lena nodded slowly, as if she understood something Clara hadn’t fully named yet. “And the note?”

Clara hesitated. Then she pulled it out and unfolded it. The paper looked too small to carry the weight it did.

Drew read over her shoulder and let out a low whistle. “Midnight. Seabridge Overlook. That is straight out of a movie.”

Clara folded the note again, her hands careful. “It’s not a movie. It’s my life.”

Lena didn’t smile. “Do you want to go?”

Clara’s stomach twisted. Want was a dangerous word. Want was the thing she’d been stepping around for years, because once you admitted it, you had to deal with what it asked of you.

“I don’t know,” Clara said honestly. “It’s ridiculous. I have to leave.”

Drew looked between them. “You don’t have to,” he said, and Clara heard the hope in his voice. Drew hated the idea of her leaving. He’d been pretending he was fine with it because he didn’t want to be the reason she stayed.

Clara’s chest tightened. “I do,” she said softly. “I already accepted the job. I signed the lease. I packed.”

Lena’s gaze held hers. “So go to midnight,” Lena said. “Go because you’re allowed to be a person for one night.”

Clara shook her head, but it was weak. “What if it’s nothing? What if he doesn’t show? What if it’s just...” She didn’t finish the sentence, because the worst version of it wasn’t that he wouldn’t show. The worst version was that he would, and Clara would feel something she couldn’t afford.

Lena stepped closer and touched Clara’s elbow, grounding her. “Then you’ll know,” Lena said. “And knowing is better than spending your first month in a new city wondering what you didn’t let yourself try.”

Drew’s voice was quieter now. “And if it’s something?”

Clara stared at the folded note in her hand. The question settled into her bones.

If it was something, then her plans weren’t as solid as she wanted them to be.

They reached Clara’s building, and Drew insisted on carrying her bag up the stairs like he was paying her back for every ride she’d ever given him. Lena followed, her presence filling the small apartment with comfort.

Clara’s suitcase stood near the door, zipped and waiting. Seeing it made the room feel like it belonged to someone else.

Drew’s eyes landed on it. His expression tightened. “You’re really going.”

Clara tried to smile. “I am.”

Drew nodded, swallowing hard, then forced a grin. “Okay. Then I’m going to be annoyed about checking on you. Daily.”

Clara huffed. “I’d expect nothing less.”

Drew left after a long hug and a promise to text when he got home. Lena stayed.

They sat on the floor because the furniture was mostly gone, and Lena sipped her coffee like it was the only stable thing in the universe.

Clara stared at the note until her eyes blurred.

Lena broke the silence. “Tell me the truth,” she said. “Are you scared?”

Clara’s throat tightened. “Of what?”

Lena’s eyes were steady. “Of being known. Or of being wanted. Or of wanting something back.”

Clara’s chest ached, and she let her head tip back against the wall. “I’m scared of making a mess,” she admitted.

Lena’s voice softened. “Clara, your whole life is a mess. You just organize it so no one else has to see.”

Clara laughed once, but it didn’t have humor in it. “I can’t blow up everything for a stranger.”

“Then don’t,” Lena said. “Go to midnight. Let it be one thing. One choice. One night. You don’t have to decide your future at Seabridge. You just have to show up and see who he is when there isn’t a crowd forcing him to be brave.”

Clara’s fingers tightened around the note. She didn’t like how sensible Lena made it sound.

“Why are you helping me do something reckless?” Clara asked, because it was easier than admitting she wanted permission.

Lena’s smile was small. “Because you’ve earned one reckless thing,” she said. “And because you’ve been acting like leaving is the only way to start over. Maybe it isn’t.”

The evening stretched. Lena left after making Clara promise to drink water and eat something. Clara tried to pack and found there was nothing left to pack. She tried to shower and found her mind kept replaying the kiss like a clip she couldn’t pause.

At ten-thirty, she sat on the edge of her bed and stared at her phone, willing it to give her an answer.

At eleven, she put on a warm coat and told herself she was only going to Seabridge to prove she could say no to a fantasy.

At eleven-thirty, she locked her apartment door and felt like she was stepping into a version
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