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​About the Author  

SankulaHub writes clean, emotionally rich romance stories shaped around tenderness, hope, and the quiet courage it takes to tell the truth. Each story is created for readers who enjoy heartfelt connection, meaningful character growth, and love stories that stay wholesome while still carrying real emotional weight.

Through contemporary romance and young adult storytelling, SankulaHub focuses on characters who are learning how to speak honestly, choose kindness, and find their way through the complicated spaces between friendship, fear, and love.
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For every quiet heart that waited too long to say what mattered.

And for every friend who finally learned that honesty can save what silence is almost lost.
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Lena Whitmore is seventeen, a senior at Alderidge High, and the steady voice behind the school’s morning announcements. She is known for being calm under pressure, the kind of person teachers trust with microphones, schedules, and nervous freshmen who forget where the auditorium is. But beneath her polished confidence is a girl who has spent years loving her best friend carefully, almost invisibly, because she is terrified that naming it might cost her the one person who has always felt like home.

Camden Rhodes is seventeen, Lena’s best friend since middle school, and the boy most people underestimate until they see how much he notices. He is funny without trying too hard, loyal in ways that rarely draw attention, and quietly brilliant with soundboards, camera angles, and the behind-the-scenes world of Alderidge High’s broadcast room. Camden has always believed that keeping his feelings hidden is the safest way to keep Lena close, until someone else asks her the question he has been avoiding.

Darian Cole is eighteen, a senior transfer student with an easy smile, clean confidence, and a talent for making people feel seen without making them feel cornered. He joins the spring showcase committee late in the year, but his interest in Lena is honest, respectful, and impossible for Camden to ignore. Darian is not a villain in Lena and Camden’s story; he is the person whose courage exposes what Camden’s silence has been protecting and damaging at the same time.

Brielle Hart is seventeen, Lena’s closest girl friend and the kind of person who can read a face faster than a text message. She works on the yearbook team, notices everything, and has no patience for people who pretend not to care when they clearly do. Brielle loves Lena enough to tell her the truth gently, even when Lena would rather hide behind schoolwork and perfect attendance.

Mason Vale is seventeen, Camden’s friend from the media club and the only person who knows how many times Camden has almost told Lena the truth. Mason is practical, dryly funny, and loyal, but he refuses to keep cheering for silence when it starts making everyone miserable. He knows Camden’s heart is in the right place, but he also knows good intentions do not count for much if they never become words.

Principal Albright is the calm, observant head of Alderidge High, known for believing that students reveal who they are by the responsibilities they choose when no one is forcing them. She trusts Lena and Camden with the school broadcast program, but she also sees the strain between them before either of them is brave enough to admit it.

Mrs. Callery is the broadcast media teacher, patient enough to let students make mistakes and sharp enough to know when the problem in the studio is not technical. She has guided Lena and Camden through three years of announcements, live events, and last-minute repairs, and she understands that sometimes the most difficult thing to say is not meant for a microphone at all.
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The microphone was already live when Lena Whitmore realized Camden Rhodes had stopped looking at her.

That was the first wrong thing.

The second was the silence in her headphones, the strange empty stretch where Camden was supposed to cue the music bed beneath her voice. Alderidge High’s morning broadcast never started in silence. Mrs. Callery had trained them too well for that. Three seconds of dead air felt like a hallway door slamming in the middle of a test.

Lena sat straighter behind the anchor desk, her fingers resting on the printed announcement sheet. The studio lights warmed her cheeks. The camera lens blinked red. Somewhere beyond the wall, classrooms were watching on mounted screens while students half-listened over backpack zippers, chair legs, and the slow chaos of first period settling in.

Camden stood behind the control board with one hand hovering above the audio sliders. His dark blond hair fell across his forehead the way it always did when he forgot to fix it before school. Usually, Lena would have caught his eye through the glass reflection and tilted her head, and he would have smiled like they were the only two people awake in the building.

Today he was staring at the side monitor.

Not at her.

Not at the countdown.

Not even at the row of glowing buttons he treated them like they belonged to a spaceship; only he knew how to fly.

Lena kept her smile in place because three hundred students, forty teachers, and one assistant principal with a habit of emailing corrections were watching.

“Good morning, Alderidge,” she said, her voice smooth enough that no one outside the studio would know anything had gone wrong. “Today is Thursday, April ninth, and we are officially seven school days away from the Spring Showcase.”

The music finally came in beneath her, soft and late.

Camden’s mistake was so small that anyone else would have missed it. Lena felt it anyway. She felt the unevenness the way she felt a missing step in a staircase she had climbed every day for years.

Across from her, Darian Cole sat in the guest chair, waiting for his interview segment. He looked completely comfortable under the lights, which almost annoyed her. Most students stiffened the first time they appeared on the morning broadcast. Some forgot their own names. Darian had walked into the studio ten minutes earlier with his showcase folder tucked under one arm and had said good morning to every person there, including Mason at the second camera and Brielle, who had only come in to drop off yearbook photos.

He was new enough to Alderidge that people still used the word transfer before his name, but not new enough to be invisible. In three months, he had joined the showcase committee, helped repaint the black box theater entrance, taught half the senior class by name, and somehow made being earnest look natural instead of embarrassing.

Lena liked him.

That was the problem.

She liked the way Darian listened when people spoke. She liked that he did not interrupt to prove he already understood. She liked that when he asked questions, he waited for the answer instead of checking his phone halfway through.

She did not like the way Camden had gone quiet since Darian started spending lunch periods near the media room.

She especially did not like that Camden had no right to go quiet.

“First, a reminder,” Lena continued, turning slightly toward camera two as Mason pointed at her with two fingers. “All showcase participants must confirm final rehearsal times by the end of lunch today. Check your school email, respond to Mrs. Callery’s form, and please do not wait until the last minute unless your plan is to make the entire auditorium crew quietly resent you.”

Mason coughed behind the camera to hide a laugh.

Camden did not.

Lena’s smile almost slipped.

Three years of morning broadcasts had taught her how to survive anything on air: broken teleprompters, missing scripts, fire drill interruptions, the time the cafeteria menu had been accidentally replaced with the lyrics to the freshman choir’s winter song. But she had never had to survive Camden acting like a stranger while standing six feet away from her.

She moved through the rest of the announcements with practiced ease. Robotics club meeting after school. Library book return deadline. Senior cap-and-gown pickup. Spring Showcase tickets available at the activities desk. Every sentence sounded clean. Every pause landed where it should.

Only Camden would know that her left hand had curled too tightly around the bottom edge of the paper.

Only Camden would have noticed.

If he had been looking.

“And now,” Lena said, turning toward Darian, “we have Darian Cole here from the Spring Showcase committee to talk about this year’s closing tradition.”

Darian leaned forward with a smile that did not feel rehearsed. “Thanks, Lena.”

His voice came through her headphones warm and steady.

Camden adjusted his volume too fast. A tiny crackle hit the feed.

Lena did not look at him.

Darian explained the closing tradition with the kind of calm confidence that made people trust him before they had a reason. Every year, two seniors opened the final showcase number by walking out first with the lantern ribbon, a long white strip of fabric that all the performers held for the last song. It was supposed to represent the class carrying its memories forward together. It sounded sentimental when adults explained it. Somehow, when seniors did it under stage lights with everyone’s families watching, it usually made at least three people cry.

This year, the committee had decided the two seniors should be chosen by nomination.

Lena already knew that part. She had helped record the announcement two days ago.

What she did not know was why Darian kept glancing at her like he was holding back a secret.

“So,” Darian said, turning from the camera toward her, “we’re announcing one of the nominees live this morning, if that’s okay.”

The studio changed temperature.

Lena felt it in the pause that followed. Mason lowered his hand from the camera. Brielle, who had been leaning against the back counter with a stack of photo passes, went still.

Behind the glass reflection, Camden finally looked at Lena.

Too late.

Lena kept her broadcast smile because the red camera light was still on and because falling apart on school television would become a memory people replayed at reunions. “That sounds exciting,” she said. “Who is it?”

Darian’s expression softened, just enough that her heart gave a nervous little knock.

“Well,” he said, “the committee talked about who has done the most to hold this school together from behind a microphone, and your name came up more than once.”

Brielle’s mouth opened.

Lena blinked.

Darian kept going, and now the entire building was hearing him. “Lena, we’d like to nominate you as one of the two seniors for the lantern ribbon. And I was hoping, if you’re comfortable with it, that you’d consider walking with me.”

The words landed gently.

That somehow made them harder to answer.

Lena heard someone outside the studio door gasp. Maybe it was one of the juniors waiting to record the cafeteria segment. Maybe it was her own imagination trying to escape her body.

Darian had not made it romantic. Not exactly. He had not brought flowers or a poster or a crowd chanting in the hallway. He had simply asked in front of everyone, kindly and clearly, if she would stand beside him at the most watched event of senior spring.

But everyone knew what it meant when two seniors walked the lantern ribbon together.

Everyone.

Lena’s eyes moved before she could stop them.

Camden stood behind the control board, one hand braced on the counter, the other still near the sliders. His face had gone carefully blank. That was worse than anger. Camden never looked blank unless he was hiding something so hard it took all of him.

A memory flashed through Lena, sudden and unfair.

Eighth grade. Rain on the middle school gym roof. A dance neither of them had wanted to attend. Camden sat beside her on the folded bleachers after another boy had laughed at her glittery shoes. His voice, younger then, lowered with embarrassment as he told her that if anyone ever asked her something important, they had better mean it. Lena had asked him what important meant. He had looked at the gym floor for so long she had thought he would not answer.

Then he said, “You’ll know.”

She had never forgotten.

She had also never known what he meant.

Now Darian was sitting across from her, waiting.

Camden was standing behind the glass, silent.

And the whole school was watching Lena learn how heavy a simple yes could become.

She turned back to Darian. Her cheeks felt warm under the lights, but her voice stayed even. “That’s really kind of the committee,” she said. “Thank you.”

Darian nodded once, patient. He did not push. That made it worse, too, because Lena could not dislike him for asking.

Mrs. Callery stood near the studio door, eyes alert, one hand lifted in a small signal that meant wrap gently.

Lena faced the camera again. “We’ll share the full nomination list after lunch today,” she said. “And seniors, remember to check your email before the final bell. That’s all for this morning. I’m Lena Whitmore. Have a good day, Alderidge.”

The red light switched off.

The music faded.

For one suspended second, no one moved.

Then the school day rushed back in all at once. Mason exhaled behind camera two. Brielle whispered Lena’s name like she had just watched someone step into traffic. Darian removed his lapel mic carefully, his expression calm but uncertain.

Lena unclipped her own mic with fingers that did not feel entirely attached to her hands.

Camden turned away from the board.

Not toward her.

Away.

He reached for the coiled headphones near the monitor, wrapping them once, twice, too tightly around his palm.

Mrs. Callery opened the studio door to let the waiting juniors in, then looked between Lena and Camden with the wise, exhausted patience of a teacher who knew teenagers could turn three honest words into a semester of damage.

“Nice recovery,” she said softly to Lena.

Lena managed a nod.

Darian stepped closer, keeping enough space between them that she noticed the respect in it. “I’m sorry if that puts you on the spot.”

“It’s okay,” Lena said.

It was not okay.

It was sweet. It was embarrassing. It was thoughtful. It was impossible.

“I should’ve asked off camera,” Darian said.

“You asked nicely.”

“That’s not the same as asking fairly.”

Lena looked at him then, really looked at him, and felt something complicated twist inside her. Darian was not trying to win a moment. He was trying not to make her uncomfortable. There was a difference, and she was old enough to recognize it.

Before she could answer, Camden’s headphones hit the counter with a soft plastic snap.

Everyone heard it.

Darian glanced toward the control board. Brielle’s eyebrows rose. Mason suddenly became very interested in adjusting a camera that did not need adjusting.

Camden still did not look at Lena. “I’m going to take the attendance file to the office.”

“That file is digital,” Mason said.

Camden’s jaw tightened.

Mason lifted both hands. “Right. Maybe they want it emotionally delivered.”

Brielle shot him a warning look, but Lena almost laughed because the alternative was doing something much worse.

Camden grabbed the folder from the side table. It was not the attendance file. It was a stack of blank release forms.

“Cam,” Lena said.

He stopped at the door.

Just stopped.

That tiny obedience hurt more than if he had kept walking.

Darian’s presence behind her felt suddenly too kind, too new, too visible. Brielle was watching with open concern. Mason had gone silent. Mrs. Callery had turned toward the juniors, giving them instructions with deliberate volume, as if she could build a wall out of the teacher's voice alone.

Lena should have asked Camden what was wrong.

She should have asked why he looked like Darian’s invitation had taken something from him.

She should have asked why, after years of half-finished sentences and almost moments, he still thought silence was safer than truth.

But the hallway beyond the studio door was filled with students, and Camden’s shoulders were tense, and Lena was tired of being the one brave enough to notice what he would not say.

So she asked something else.

“Are you mad at me?”

Camden looked back then.

His eyes met hers for less than two seconds, but it was enough. Lena saw the hurt there. Hurt, and panic, and something sharper that disappeared the moment he realized she had seen it.

“No,” he said.

One word.

Too quick.

Too clean.

A lie polished smooth enough to pass in public.

Lena’s hand tightened around the edge of the anchor desk. “Okay.”

Camden flinched at her answer.

Good, she thought, then hated herself for thinking it.

Darian shifted behind her. “Lena, you don’t have to answer me now.”

Camden’s gaze moved to him.

There it was.

Not anger. Not exactly.

Jealousy looked different on Camden than Lena would have expected. It did not make him loud. It made him smaller, quieter, like he was folding every feeling into a place no one else could reach.

For years, Lena had imagined what it would be like if Camden ever looked at someone that way because of her. In the old, foolish version of the dream, she would feel chosen. Wanted. Finally seen.

The real version felt awful.

Because he had waited until someone else was kind enough to ask.

Darian cleared his throat softly. “I mean that. Think about it. No pressure.”

Lena nodded, but her eyes stayed on Camden.

Camden looked at the folder in his hand as if it had become the most important object in the room. “You should say yes if you want to.”

The words were reasonable.

That was the cruelest part.

He had always been good at sounding reasonable when he was being impossible.

Lena stepped away from the desk. “Is that what you want?”

His face changed.

Only a little.

Only enough for someone who knew him too well.

Brielle sucked in a quiet breath.

Camden’s throat moved. “It’s not about what I want.”

Lena almost smiled, but there was no happiness in it. “That’s new.”

Mason whispered something under his breath that sounded like a prayer and a warning at the same time.

The juniors by the door pretended not to listen. They were terrible at it.

Camden finally looked fully at Lena, and for one second she thought he might say it. Whatever it was. Whatever had been living between them for years, hiding inside rides home, shared earbuds, late-night study calls, and the way he always saved her the blue raspberry candy from mixed bags because she hated the red ones and he remembered.

But the second passed.

Camden stepped back.

“I have to go,” he said.

Then he walked out with a folder full of blank paper.

Lena stood under the studio lights, surrounded by people, and felt more alone than she had all semester.

Brielle came to her side first. She did not touch Lena’s arm, not with everyone watching, but she stood close enough to become a shield.

“Do you want me to follow him?” Brielle asked quietly.

Lena looked at the open studio door.

Through the small rectangle of hallway, she saw Camden turn left instead of right. The office was right. The old music wing was left.

He was not delivering anything.

He was running.

For three years, Lena had let him run because he always came back. With a joke. With a snack. With a playlist. With some small act of loyalty that made the missing words feel less important.

Today, he had walked away after telling her to say yes to someone else.

Today, something in Lena refused to follow first.

“No,” she said.

Brielle searched her face. “Len.”

Lena turned to Darian before her courage could collapse into habit. “Can I give you my answer by lunch?”

Darian’s expression held surprise, then understanding. “Of course.”

“Thank you.”

He gave her a small smile, but he did not look victorious. That mattered. It mattered more than Lena wanted it to.

The warning bell rang, sharp and ordinary.

Students groaned in the hallway. Lockers shut. Someone laughed too loudly near the media room door. The world continued with cruel ease, as if Lena’s best friendship had not just shifted half an inch in a direction she could not name.

Brielle stayed beside her while Lena gathered her announcement sheets, even though they both knew Lena did not need them anymore.

“You don’t have to decide anything because Camden panicked,” Brielle said.

Lena slid the papers into her folder. “I’m not.”

“Good.”

“I’m deciding because I’m tired of waiting for someone who keeps pretending there’s nothing to wait for.”

Brielle’s face softened.

Lena looked once more toward the hallway where Camden had disappeared.

Her phone buzzed inside her blazer pocket.

For one impossible second, she thought it might be him.

It was not.

The message preview was from Darian, sent with careful politeness even though he had just been standing across from her. He had written that he meant what he said, that she could take all day if she needed, and that he hoped the live task had not ruined her morning.

Lena stared at the words until they blurred slightly.

Then another message appeared.

This one was from Camden.

No greeting. No explanation. Just one sentence folded into the glowing screen like a confession too scared to become a voice.

“Please don’t answer him until I talk to you.”

Lena’s breath caught.

Across the room, Mrs. Callery called for the next segment to set up. Mason moved a tripod. Brielle watched Lena’s face and knew instantly that something had changed.

Lena locked her phone without replying.

For the first time all morning, Camden had asked her for something.

And for the first time in years, Lena was not sure she wanted to make it easy.
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​Chapter 1: Before Lunch
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Lena did not reply.

She kept her phone locked inside her pocket as if the screen had burned her, as if one sentence from Camden could somehow reach through the fabric and pull her back into the same old place where his almost-truths waited, unfinished and warm enough to keep her from leaving.

Please don’t answer him until I talk to you.

The words followed her out of the broadcast studio.

They followed her through the crowded hallway where everyone seemed too bright, too loud, too ordinary. A group of juniors passed with showcase flyers tucked under their arms. Someone near the trophy case was laughing about the live announcement, not cruelly, just with that restless senior-spring excitement that turned any public moment into hallway news before the first bell finished ringing. Lena kept her face calm. She knew how to be calm. She had built half her reputation on it.

Brielle walked beside her without asking too many questions, which was why Lena loved her. Brielle could be dramatic when drama helped, silent when silence helped, and sharp enough to cut through pretending when pretending became dangerous. Right now, she only matched Lena’s pace and made sure no one got close enough to ask what Darian’s invitation meant.

At Lena’s locker, Brielle leaned against the row beside hers and watched her spin the combination wrong twice.

“You’re allowed to be shaken,” Brielle said quietly.

“I’m not shaken.”

“You put in last year’s code.”

Lena closed her eyes for half a second. The hallway smelled like floor cleaner, paper, and someone’s vanilla body spray. It was such a normal school smell that it made the morning feel even stranger.

She tried the lock again. This time it opened.

“I just need my calculus notebook,” she said.

“You hate calculus on good days.”

“I’m expanding my emotional range.”

Brielle’s mouth twitched, but the smile did not last. “Was it Camden?”

Lena pulled the notebook out too quickly. A loose worksheet slid from the shelf and floated down between them. Brielle bent to pick it up before Lena could.

“Was that Camden?” Lena asked, though they both knew.

“The message.”

Lena tucked the worksheet into the notebook without looking at it. “Yes.”

Brielle’s gaze softened in a way Lena did not want. Pity would have been easier to reject. This was understanding, and understanding had a terrible habit of making people cry in public.

“What did he say?”

Lena shut her locker gently. “He asked me not to answer Darian until he talks to me.”

Brielle stared at her.

The bell rang overhead. Students shifted into faster movement, the hallway tightening into late-first-period panic. A freshman bumped Lena’s shoulder and apologized three times without slowing down.

Brielle waited until the rush thinned enough to speak again. “That is not nothing.”

“I know.”

“It’s also not enough.”

Lena looked at her then.

Brielle held her gaze without apology. “I’m not saying that to hurt you.”

“It does anyway.”

“I know.”

That was the problem with Brielle. She could say something painful and still be on Lena’s side.

Lena pressed the notebook against her chest. Down the hall, Darian stood near the social studies wing, talking to one of the showcase volunteers. He looked relaxed from a distance, but when his eyes found Lena, his expression changed. Not claiming. Not expectant. Just be careful.

He lifted one hand in a small wave.

Lena gave a small one back.

Brielle noticed. Of course she did.

“He really did ask nicely,” Brielle said.

“I know that too.”

“And Camden really did leave.”

Lena turned away from Darian before the hall could make a story out of a glance. “Are you trying to help or make me emotionally collapse before calculus?”

“I’m trying to keep you from making Camden’s fear more important than your own feelings.”

Lena opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

For years, Camden’s fear had felt like a weather pattern she had learned to live around. If he went quiet, she gave him time. If he joked instead of answering, she laughed even when it hurt. If he stood too close one day and too far the next, she pretended not to notice because noticing would require asking, and asking might break the friendship that had survived middle school awkwardness, freshman-year cafeteria disasters, sophomore-year group projects, and the terrible winter when Lena’s mother had been traveling every other week for work and Camden had shown up at her house with soup he did not know how to cook.

He had been there.

Always.

But sometimes being there was not the same as coming closer.

“I’m going to class,” Lena said.

Brielle nodded, accepting the subject change but not releasing the truth. “I’ll see you at lunch.”

“If I’m not there, assume I joined the witness protection program.”

“I’ll tell them you need a new name with better emotional boundaries.”

Despite herself, Lena smiled.

It helped for exactly four seconds.

Calculus lasted eighty-two years.

Lena sat two rows from the window, her notebook open, her pencil moving because her hand remembered how to take notes even when her mind refused to help. The teacher explained something about derivatives and rates of change, which felt personally insulting. Everything in Lena’s life seemed to be changing at a rate she had not approved.

Her phone stayed face down inside her backpack.

She could feel it anyway.

It did not buzz. Camden did not send another message. Darian did not either. That should have made her feel less watched by the day. Instead, the quiet grew its own weight.

At 9:42, Lena wrote the same equation three times and still did not understand it.

At 9:56, someone behind her whispered that Darian’s live act was “kind of iconic,” and another voice said, “But isn’t she always with Camden?”

Lena kept her eyes on the board.

At 10:03, the teacher asked her for an answer, and Lena gave the right one by pure instinct. Everyone moved on.

She wished feelings worked that way. Ask, answer, continue.

By the time the second period ended, Lena had decided she would not find Camden first.

The decision lasted until she saw him outside the media room.

He was standing near the bulletin board where old broadcast club photos curled at the edges. His backpack hung from one shoulder. He had changed his shirt since the morning, which meant he had probably spilled something on the first one or panicked hard enough to need a reset. Camden did that sometimes before presentations, even though he pretended he did not get nervous.

He saw her at the same time.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

The hallway narrowed around them. Students passed between their silence, carrying lunch money, textbooks, gossip, ordinary things. Camden’s eyes flicked to her pocket, then back to her face.

“You didn’t answer me,” he said.

Lena almost laughed, but the sound would have come out wrong. “You noticed?”

His face tightened. “I deserved that.”

“You deserved worse. I’m being generous.”

Camden looked down. “Can we talk?”

“We are talking.”

“Not here.”

Lena shifted her notebook against her hip. “You walked out first.”

“I know.”

“You told me to say yes if I wanted to.”

“I know.”

“You said it wasn’t about what you wanted.”

His gaze lifted then, raw around the edges. “I know, Lena.”

The way he said her name nearly undid her. He had a way of saying it like no one else owned the sound. Like her name was not a thing to call across a hallway but something to hold carefully in both hands.

She hated that it still worked.

“You can’t keep saying you know and expect that to fix it,” she said.

“I’m not trying to fix it like that.”

“Then what are you trying to do?”

A freshman came out of the media room, saw them, sensed something too intense for a passing apology, and immediately reversed direction.

Camden noticed and let out a humorless breath. “Can we go somewhere quieter?”

Lena glanced at the clock above the trophy case. There were still nine minutes before the third period. Not enough time for all the things between them. Too much time to pretend they were fine.

“The old music wing?” he asked.

Something in Lena went still.

Of course he would choose that place. It had been half-abandoned since the new performing arts building opened last year. The practice rooms were mostly used for storage now, and the hallway always smelled faintly of dust and brass polish. It was where Camden went when he did not want to be found. It was also where they had hidden during sophomore year after the worst broadcast mistake of their lives, when the school’s homecoming slideshow had accidentally played with the blooper reel audio over it.

They had laughed until they cried in that hallway.

Then Camden had wiped a tear from Lena’s cheek with his thumb and gone very quiet.

She had pretended not to remember that too.

“No,” she said.

Camden blinked.

Lena’s voice was softer when she repeated it. “Not there.”

“Okay.” He swallowed. “Where, then?”

“Here.”

“In the hallway?”

“Yes.”

He looked around, uneasy. “Everyone can see us.”

“Good.”

That landed. Lena watched it land.

Camden had always been braver in private. He could say almost-things in quiet rooms, under bleachers, beside late-night phone calls when neither of them wanted to hang up. But daylight changed him. Hallways changed him. Witnesses turned him careful.

Lena was suddenly tired of being loved only in places where no one could tell.

Camden’s grip tightened on the strap of his backpack. “I didn’t mean for this morning to happen like that.”

“You didn’t mean for Darian to ask me?”

“No.” His answer came too fast. “Yes. I mean, I didn’t know he was going to do it live.”

“But you knew he was going to ask.”

Camden looked away.

There it was.

The first real thing.

Lena’s pulse tapped once, hard and quiet. She steadied herself by pressing her fingertips into the edge of her notebook. “How did you know?”

“Mason heard him talking to the showcase committee yesterday.”

“And Mason told you?”

Camden nodded.

Lena stared at him. “Yesterday.”

“I was going to tell you.”

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

“That sounds familiar.”

He winced.

Good, Lena thought again, and hated herself less this time. Not because she wanted to hurt him, but because she needed him to understand that his silence had edges. It had been cutting her for a long time.

Camden lowered his voice. “I thought maybe he’d ask you after school or at lunch or something. I didn’t think he’d do it on air.”

“So if he had asked privately, you would’ve kept pretending you didn’t know?”

“No.”

“Camden.”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, and his voice cracked around the honesty. “Maybe. I was trying to figure out what to do.”

Lena laughed once, small and stunned. “What to do?”

“Yes.”

“About me being asked to walk with someone at a showcase?”

His eyes flashed then, not angry at her, but frightened by how close they were getting to the truth. “It’s not just someone.”

The hallway noise seemed to pull back.

Lena could hear the hum of the vending machine by the cafeteria doors. The squeak of shoes near the gym. The faraway burst of laughter from the stairwell.

She could also hear her own heartbeat, steady but louder than it should have been.

“What is it, then?” she asked.

Camden’s mouth opened.

He looked at her. Really looked.

And once again, Lena saw the sentence arrive behind his eyes before fear pushed it back.

The bell rang.

Camden flinched as if the sound had shoved him.

Lena closed her notebook. “Saved.”

“No,” he said quickly.

Students began pouring into the hallway again. The space between them filled with movement, noise, backpacks, elbows, people who did not know they were walking through the middle of something fragile.

Camden stepped closer, not enough to trap her, only enough to keep from being swept away by the crowd. “Lena, please.”

She looked at him then, and the pain in his face made her soften despite everything. That was the most dangerous part of caring about Camden. Her anger could be honest and deserved, but one look at him hurting and her heart started making excuses.

“Third period,” she said.

“I’ll be late.”

“So will I.”

“You hate being late.”

“I hate a lot of things today.”

His eyes dropped.

She should have walked away. Instead, she stayed, because he had finally asked her not to go and she had never been good at ignoring the parts of him that sounded broken.

Camden took a breath. “I wanted to ask you.”

Lena went still.

He seemed to regret the words instantly, but they were out now. They stood between them, thin and shaking and impossible to hide.

“To walk the ribbon?” she asked.

He nodded once.

The answer should have felt like relief.

It did not.

It felt like finding a letter years after it should have been sent.

“When?” Lena asked.

Camden looked toward the media room door, then back. “Today.”

“Before Darian?”

“Yes.”

“Before the broadcast?”

He hesitated.

That hesitation told her enough.

Lena’s voice cooled. “After.”

“I was going to ask you after the announcements.”

“After you already knew, Darian might ask me.”

“I didn’t know he would do it like that.”

“But you knew enough to suddenly decide you wanted to ask.”

“That’s not fair.”

“No, Camden. What’s not fair is finding out another boy was interested in me and deciding that was the moment you finally needed to speak.”

Color rose along his cheeks. “It wasn’t like that.”

“Then what was it like?”

He dragged one hand through his hair. “It was like I’ve been trying to find the right time all year, and every time I got close, something happened. Applications. Your mom’s travel schedule. My dad’s job stuff. The showcase. Graduation. Everything kept feeling too big or too late or too weird, and then Mason told me Darian was going to ask you, and suddenly waiting felt stupid.”

Lena absorbed each word slowly.

Some of them reached her.

Some did not.

She wanted to believe him. That was the oldest problem. Believing Camden had always been easy because he rarely lied on purpose. He simply left things unsaid and let silence do the damage for him.

“You had all year,” she said.

“I know.”

“You had last year.”

His face changed.

Lena had not planned to say that.

But there it was between them now, along with the winter formal, the half-finished playlist, the night he had almost held her hand in his car before her front porch light came on. Last year sat there too, wearing all the things they had not named.

Camden looked down at the floor. “I didn’t think you remembered.”

“Of course I remember.”

The words came out sharper than she meant, but she did not take them back.

Camden’s throat moved. “The parking lot?”

“The parking lot. The song. The way you said you had something to tell me and then asked if I’d finished the history project instead.”

A helpless sound escaped him. “I panicked.”

“I noticed.”

“I’m sorry.”

Lena looked away because the apology had sounded too real, and real apologies were hard to defend against.

The late bell rang, lower and more final than the first.

They were officially late.

For a second, both of them simply stood there, two seniors with perfect attendance records, letting lateness happen.

Camden gave a shaky half laugh. “You’re going to blame me for this.”

“I am already blaming you.”

“That’s fair.”

His attempt at lightness should have annoyed her. Instead, it made her chest ache. This was Camden. The real Camden. The boy who used jokes like a sweater when the weather got too cold. The boy who had walked her home in the rain because she had forgotten an umbrella, then pretended he did not mind showing up to his own house soaked. The boy who remembered the exact sound she made when she was trying not to cry and always found a reason to sit close without asking what was wrong in front of other people.

And still.

And still.

“You don’t get to ask me to wait because you’re scared,” Lena said.

His small smile disappeared.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

She searched his face. “Then say what you actually came to say.”

Camden’s eyes held hers.

The hallway had emptied now. Their voices seemed too loud in the quiet that remained.

He took one breath, then another.

“I don’t want you to say yes to him before I get a chance to ask you myself.”

Lena’s fingers tightened around her notebook.

It was not enough.

It was more than he had ever said.

Both things were true, and they fought inside her until she felt exhausted from standing still.

“Ask me what?” she said.

Camden’s expression shifted with a flicker of frustration, not at her, at himself. “Lena.”

“No. Ask me what?”

“You know.”

“That’s the problem. I always know. I always understand what you almost mean. I always fill in the missing words because you look at me like I should be able to hear them anyway.”

He went silent.

Lena’s voice trembled, but she kept going. “I’m not doing that today.”

Camden looked as if she had taken the floor from under him.

The sound of footsteps approached from the direction of the office. Lena turned slightly and saw the principal coming down the hall with a folder in one hand and a look that said she had never met a late student she could not notice.

Camden saw her too.

Lena expected him to step back. To make space. To become reasonable again.

Instead, he stayed.

The principal slowed as she reached them. Her gaze moved from Lena to Camden, then to the closed classroom doors around them.

“Everything all right?” she asked.

Lena opened her mouth.

Camden answered first. “We’re late because of me.”

The principal’s eyebrows lifted faintly.

Lena looked at him.

Camden’s voice was quiet but steady. “I needed to apologize for something, and I picked a bad time.”

The principal studied him for a moment, then Lena. Whatever she saw made her expression soften without becoming less serious.

“Apologies are important,” she said. “So is the third period.”

“Yes,” Camden said. “We’re going now.”

The principal nodded toward the classrooms. “See that you do.”

Lena expected the moment to end there, but the principal paused beside them. “And Lena, the showcase committee sent the nomination forms to my office. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Lena said automatically.

“Camden, yours came through as well.”

Lena blinked.

Camden did too.

The principal glanced between them, perhaps realizing she had stepped into something she did not fully understand. “The final pair will be selected after lunch. You both should check your email.”

Then she continued down the hall.

For a few seconds, the building seemed to hold its breath.

Lena turned to Camden slowly. “You were nominated too?”

“I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t know?”

“No.”

She believed him. The surprise on his face was too unguarded to be anything else.

The lantern ribbon required two seniors.

Darian had asked her to walk with him.

Camden had wanted to ask her too.

And now Camden’s name was also on the nomination list.

The day had become a knot no one could untangle without pulling something tight enough to hurt.

Camden looked at her with the same realization dawning in his eyes. “Lena.”

She stepped back.

Not far. Just enough to breathe.

“I have to go to class.”

“We still need to talk.”

“I know.”

“Before lunch?”

Lena thought of Darian’s careful smile. Camden’s unfinished confession. The message waiting unanswered on her phone. The old memory from eighth grade pressing against the morning like a bruise.

“I’ll meet you by the auditorium doors,” she said. “At lunch.”

Camden nodded, relief flickering across his face so openly that it almost broke her anger.

Then, because hope could be dangerous when it arrived too soon, Lena added, “But I’m not promising you my answer.”

His relief dimmed.

She turned before she could soften again.

The hallway stretched ahead of her, bright with late-morning light and empty enough that every step sounded louder than it should have. Behind her, Camden did not call her back.

That helped.

That hurt.

Lena reached her classroom door and placed her hand on the knob. Through the narrow window, she could see everyone bent over notebooks, the teacher writing on the board, the ordinary rhythm of a day that no longer felt ordinary at all.

Her phone buzzed once.

She should have ignored it.

She looked anyway.

This time the message was from Darian. He had written that he had just heard the nomination update and that if things had become complicated, he would understand. Then, after a pause long enough for the second message to arrive separately, he added that he still hoped she would choose what she actually wanted, not what made everyone else comfortable.

Lena stared at the screen.

Then Camden’s earlier sentence rose again in her mind.

Please don’t answer him until I talk to you.

For the first time, those two requests did not feel like opposites.

They felt like a question only Lena could answer.

She slipped the phone into her pocket, opened the classroom door, and stepped inside late enough for everyone to look up.

At the back of the room, an empty desk waited beside the window.

Lena took it without apologizing.

For the rest of the period, she did not take a single note.
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​Chapter 2: The Table by the Window
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By the time the lunch bell rang, Lena had learned almost nothing about calculus and far too much about how long a school day could stretch when one conversation was waiting at the other end of it.

Her notebook page was full of numbers she did not trust. Halfway down the margin, without meaning to, she had written one word in small, careful letters.

Wait.

She stared at it until the ink seemed darker than everything else on the page.

That was what Camden had always asked of her without saying it. Wait while he figures himself out. Wait while he almost spoke. Wait while he made kindness feel like a promise and silence feel like a rule. Wait while he stood close enough to make everyone wonder and far enough to deny that there was anything to wonder about.

Lena closed the notebook before the word could turn into something worse.

Around her, students were already rising from their desks, loud with lunch plans and showcase gossip. Someone near the door said Darian’s name with a teasing lilt, and a girl by the window whispered that the lantern pair was basically the closest thing Alderidge had to a royal vote. Lena kept her expression still as she slid her notebook into her bag.

She did not look at her phone until she was in the hallway.

No new message from Camden.

One from Brielle, tucked into a sentence instead of a demand. Brielle had written that she would save Lena a seat if Lena wanted backup, or vanish into the cafeteria crowd if Lena wanted privacy.

Lena almost smiled. Brielle could make loyalty feel like a menu.

She typed one short answer, saying she was going to the auditorium first and would find her after. Then she deleted the word after, rewrote it as soon as possible, and deleted that too. Neither felt honest enough. Finally she put her phone away without sending anything.

The auditorium doors stood at the end of the main hallway, framed by two tall bulletin boards covered in showcase flyers. The paper lantern graphic appeared everywhere now, printed in soft gold over white ribbon, surrounded by student names, rehearsal schedules, and reminders about ticket sales. Lena had recorded the announcement for those flyers. She had helped choose the wording. She had never imagined one of them would feel like a warning.

Camden was already there.

He stood near the left door with both hands in the pockets of his hoodie, his backpack at his feet. The lunch rush moved around him. A sophomore glanced at him, then at Lena, then hurried away with the delighted expression of someone who had just seen a rumor breathe.

Camden saw that too. His shoulders tightened.

Lena stopped a few feet away from him. Close enough to talk. Far enough not to slip into old habits.

“You came,” he said.

“I said I would.”

“I wasn’t sure.”

“That I would keep my word?”

His face flickered. “That you’d still want to hear me.”

The answer should have been simple. She wished it were.

“I don’t know what I want,” she said.

He nodded as if he deserved that. Maybe he did.

The auditorium doors were unlocked. Camden reached for the handle, then paused and looked at her first, asking without touching the door all the way. It was such a small courtesy. It should not have mattered. It did.

Lena stepped inside.

The auditorium was dim except for the stage lights left glowing in a soft amber wash. Rows of empty seats stretched toward the back, their red fabric worn shiny at the edges from years of assemblies, choir concerts, awards nights, and senior meetings where everyone pretended not to be sentimental. Onstage, half-built showcase decorations leaned against the black curtain: painted stars, ribbon stands, a rolling staircase, two lantern poles wrapped in white fabric.

The air smelled faintly of dust, wood, and paint.

Lena walked down the center aisle slowly. Camden followed one row behind, as if the empty seats had rules about distance.

She stopped beside the table near the front row, the one the committee used for sign-in sheets and tape rolls. A stack of nomination slips sat beneath a clipboard. Someone had left a silver marker uncapped, bleeding onto a scrap of poster board.

Lena picked up the cap and closed it, because some parts of her could still manage ordinary things.

Camden watched the movement. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Fix things no one else notices.”

Lena set the marker down. “Not always.”

The words landed between them.

Camden lowered his eyes. “I deserved that too.”

“You keep saying things like that.”

“Because I keep deserving them.”

Lena let out a breath. “I don’t want you to stand here and punish yourself until I feel bad enough to forgive you.”

“I’m not.”

“Then stop making me comfort you for hurting me.”

Camden looked up sharply.

The silence that followed was different from the ones before. Not empty. Not evasive. It had weight and shape, like both of them had finally heard what she said.

His voice came out low. “You’re right.”

Lena’s throat tightened.

Camden took one careful step closer, then stopped before the old closeness could take over. “I don’t want you to make this easier for me. I keep hoping there’s a way to say it where I don’t sound awful, but maybe there isn’t.”

“Say what?”

“That I got jealous.”

The word seemed to echo in the empty auditorium.

Lena folded her arms, not because she was cold, but because she needed somewhere to put her hands. “Of Darian?”

“Yes.”

“Because he asked me?”

“Because he asked you clearly.” Camden looked toward the stage, his jaw working for a second before he forced himself to continue. “Because he didn’t hide it inside a joke. Because he didn’t wait for some perfect moment that never came. Because he looked at you in front of everyone and made it sound easy to choose you.”

Lena felt the words under her ribs.

Not enough.

Still, more than before.

She looked at the lantern poles onstage. The white ribbon moved slightly in the draft from the vents, lifting and falling like it was breathing.

“You make it sound like Darian did something wrong by being brave,” she said.

“He didn’t.”

“Then don’t make me feel guilty for being asked by someone who knows how.”

“I’m trying not to.”

“Are you?”

Camden dragged both hands from his pockets and pressed them together for a second, as if he was holding himself still. “No. I mean, I don’t want to. But I think I did anyway. This morning, when I walked out. The message. All of it. I panicked.”

Lena did not answer.

She wanted to. She wanted to say yes, you did. She wanted to say thank you for finally seeing it. She wanted to say why did it take another boy? Every sentence crowded behind her teeth, and none of them felt safe enough to release.

Camden reached into the pocket of his hoodie and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

Lena stared at it.

The paper was creased until the edges had softened, as if it had been opened and closed too many times. A small corner was torn. It looked nothing like a grand romantic gesture. It looked like something a person
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