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WHEN CAMP TURNED INTO US

By TSHEPANG MARIA MODISE 

© 2025 Tshepang Maria Modise. All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction , fantasy and romance. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination.

✨ PROLOGUE — Before I Knew His Name

They say life doesn’t warn you before it changes.

It doesn’t send a text.

It doesn’t knock politely.

It just arrives — unannounced — like a spark in the dark.

Before camp, my heart was quiet.

No crushes.

No butterflies.

No late–night overthinking about someone’s smile, laugh, or voice.

Honestly?

I didn’t expect anything from those four weeks except fun, noise, and maybe a little chaos with my friends.

But sometimes, God writes a plot twist you didn’t audition for.

Because somewhere between the long bus ride, the fresh morning air, and the echo of games we played under the sun... something happened.

I saw him.

Not as a facilitator.

Not as staff.

Not as someone older and off-limits.

But as the boy who made the whole camp shift for me — like everything tilted toward him without my permission.

The crazy part?

He didn’t even notice me at first.

Not really.

To him, I was just another learner in a long line of kids he had to manage.

But me?

I felt it instantly.

That pull.

That stupid, slow-burning, one-sided spark that I tried to hide behind my killer resting face and quiet personality.

I didn’t know his name.

I didn’t know his voice.

I didn’t know he would ruin me for the rest of the camp.

All I knew was this:

The moment our eyes met... my heart moved before I did.

This is the story of how a facilitator became my almost,

How jealousy lit more fire than the camp itself,

And how a goodbye hit harder than any hello.

This is the story of how I caught feelings...

In a place where feelings weren’t allowed.
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CHAPTER 1 — The Arrival

The bus hissed to a stop like it was relieved to finally let us out.

Four weeks of camp.

Four weeks away from school, noise, and the drama I left behind.

I stepped out with my little suitcase, my heart drumming with that weird mix of excitement and nerves — like the universe was whispering, “Girl... something big is coming.”

The sun was warm, but the air felt different.

Fresh.

Alive.

It smelled like grass, dust, and possibility.

Learners rushed around, screaming, laughing, greeting old friends like they hadn’t seen them since 2001.

I just stood there for a moment, quiet, soaking in the vibe — introvert mode activated but still soft-smiling because the energy was contagious.

The facilitators were lined up near the registration table, wearing matching shirts. They looked so official, so grown, so untouchable.

At that moment, they were just “staff.”

Nothing else.

No feelings.

No sparks.

Just people doing their job.

I found my roommate, dragged my suitcase to the dorms, and the whole place already felt like a mini–universe:

Girls gossiping, music playing from someone’s small speaker, beds unmade, voices echoing like chaos wrapped in fun.

We settled in, changed clothes, and went to the dining hall for the welcome session.

The facilitators introduced themselves — one by one.

They smiled, joked, told us the rules, hyped us up, made us laugh.

And me?

I clapped politely.

Smiled when everyone smiled.

Nothing unusual.

Nothing magical.

Just day one.

Today was just the beginning.

Just arrival.

Just calm.

The storm hadn’t started yet.

And the boy who would flip my whole world upside down?

I hadn’t even seen him.

Not yet.

CHAPTER 2 — The First Glimpse

The next morning rolled in like a soft drumbeat — sunlight slipping through the dorm windows, birds doing the most outside, everyone rushing around like they were late for a meeting with destiny.

I moved on autopilot: wash face, tie hair, breathe, pretend I wasn’t nervous even though I didn’t know why.

The air felt charged.

Like something big had quietly clocked in for its shift.

We walked to the assembly area, and the camp felt different — louder, brighter, buzzing with this weird spark that didn’t exist yesterday.

People were laughing too loud.

Running too fast.

Acting like they were already in a movie montage.

And then...

He walked in.

I didn’t even know who he was.

Didn’t know his name, his age, his role — nothing.

But the moment he stepped into the sunlight, something inside me just... paused.

He wasn’t trying to stand out.

He wasn’t doing anything dramatic.

Just walking.

Hands in pockets.

Looking around like he was mapping the whole place with his eyes.

But he had that presence.

The kind that sneaks up on you.

The kind that makes the world feel suddenly slow, like someone turned the frame rate down just for him.

His hoodie was slightly oversized, his expression quiet but unreadable — like there were entire galaxies behind his eyes that he didn’t let people see.

He didn’t smile.

Didn’t try to be charming.

He was just there.

And somehow... that was enough.

He passed by me, not even looking my way, but the air shifted like gravity was re-negotiating its contract.

I swear I felt it — a tingle, a spark, a soft pull, like the universe whispering:

There.

That one.

Pay attention.

I tried to ignore it.

Focus on my friends.

Focus on the icebreaker games.

Focus on breathing like a normal human being.

But every few minutes, my eyes drifted back.

He stood with the other facilitators, arms crossed, listening, not engaging much.

He wasn’t the loud type.

He wasn’t the “joke of the group” guy.

He was the quiet storm in the corner.

And without meaning to...

He became the only thing I noticed.

At some point, he glanced in my direction — just a quick look, nothing intense — but it still hit me like a silent earthquake.

Not love.

Not a crush.

Not yet.

Just awareness.

Dangerous, electric, low-key addictive awareness.

I looked away too fast, pretending to be busy, pretending my heart wasn’t doing Olympic gymnastics for no reason.

But deep down?

I knew it.

The storm had just started.

And he...

Was the first drop of rain.

CHAPTER 3 — The Shift

The day stretched on with activities, games, team challenges — the usual camp chaos where everyone suddenly forgets they’re tired and starts acting like they’re competing in the Olympics.

I tried to blend into the noise.

Laugh with my friends.

Focus on the tasks.

Pretend I wasn’t hyper-aware of one particular person in a grey hoodie.

But awareness is wild — once it clocks in, it refuses to clock out.

Every time we switched stations, he somehow appeared in my peripheral vision:

Standing under a tree, checking attendance.

Leaning on a railing, talking to another facilitator.

Fixing equipment with this quiet patience that made people trust him instantly.

I’d catch myself staring for a second too long, then snap out of it like:

Girl, pull yourself together. You don’t even know him.

But my heart?

My heart was acting like it already downloaded the full upgrade.

At one point, my group had to do a trust-building exercise — the one where you fall backwards and the team catches you.

I was pretending to be fine, but inside I was like, If they let me fall, I’m going home.

The group leader was talking, but my eyes drifted — traitors — and there he was across the field, observing a different group.

He wasn’t watching me...

But somehow it still felt like he noticed everything.

When it was my turn to fall, my friends hyped me like I was Beyoncé about to perform.

I rolled my eyes, laughed, let myself lean back —

And mid-fall, I glanced across the field again.

He was looking.

Not staring.

Not smiling.

Just watching with this weird intensity, like he could see right through people.

I landed safely in my team’s arms, but my stomach didn’t.

The air felt heavier.

Charged.

Different.

Later, during lunch, my friends were busy gossiping about who liked who, which boys were cute, who wore the best outfit.

Normal camp talk.

But my brain was elsewhere.

Every time I lifted my head, there he was — moving between tables, checking on groups, doing his job... but in my mind, he was doing too much and not enough at the same time.

My friend kicked my foot under the table.

“You’re zoning out. What’s going on?”

I shrugged, biting the inside of my cheek.

“Nothing.”

Because how do you explain a feeling you don’t even understand?

There was no conversation.

No moment shared.

No reason behind the tension.

Just a shift.

A quiet, undeniable shift.

And somewhere deep inside, a small voice whispered:

This is not ending the way you think it will.

CHAPTER 4— “UNO & UNBOTHERED”

After few hours sun turned the whole camp golden, that warm, lazy color that makes everything look softer than it really is. After lunch, people scattered everywhere — some running to the swings, some walking to the field, some just vibing in little groups.

I ended up near the picnic tables where a group of facilitators and a few of my friends were already setting up UNO cards.

Of course they were.

My friends would play UNO with the president if they got the chance.

I wasn’t planning on joining.

I just wanted to breathe, maybe watch, maybe escape the noise.

But my friends waved at me like I owed them rent.

“Tshepang! Come watch!” they shouted.

So I stood behind their table, arms crossed, pretending I didn’t care, pretending I was just casually existing.

But he was there.

Not close.

Not far.

Just... there.

Sitting on the side of the table, shuffling the deck like he was preparing for war. His face was serious, but in that unintentionally funny way — the “I take UNO too seriously” kind.

I kept glancing at him without meaning to.

Quick looks.

Small ones.

Barely noticeable.

At least, I hoped they were barely noticeable.

Every time he threw down a card, he didn’t even look my way.

Not once.

Not even accidentally.

It was like I was invisible.

Just another learner passing time at the table.

My friends were laughing, shouting, arguing about who skipped who, the usual UNO chaos. He stayed calm through all of it, the only peaceful one in the group — which made him even more interesting, even more frustrating.

I sat on the bench next to the table, pretending to be focused on the game but really trying to understand why he intrigued me so much.

Why did looking at him feel like standing too close to a spark?

He didn’t talk to me.

He didn’t greet me.

He didn’t even glance my direction.

And yet... I kept looking.

Maybe because he felt like a mystery.

Maybe because he had that quiet energy that pulls you in without trying.

Or maybe because deep down, something in me already knew he would matter later — even if right now, he didn’t see me at all.

As the game went on, he joked with the others, gave instructions, teased the boys when they lost — but nothing was directed at me.

Not even one word.

Because in his eyes, I wasn’t anything special.

Just a learner.

Part of the background.

And I told myself that was fine.

It had to be.

––––––––
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For now, I just watched.

Quiet.

Curious.

A little too aware of him.

And completely invisible to him.

CHAPTER 5 — “ALWAYS IN MY LINE OF SIGHT”  

The next few days were a whole routine of pretending I wasn’t low-key tracking his location like a malfunctioning GPS.

Not on purpose.

He just... kept appearing.

Morning assembly?

He’d be standing on the far left, arms crossed, eyes scanning the learners like he was guarding a kingdom.

Study sessions?

He’d walk past the windows, checking if people were focused.

Break time?

He’d be by the field, hoodie on, looking like a background character who secretly had main-character potential.

And every time I saw him — even if it was just for a second — my heart would glitch like:

“Girl, breathe.”

But I never spoke to him.

And he never spoke to me.

Not even a accidental “excuse me” or “move your chair.”

It was like we lived in the same space but different universes.

My friends? They noticed.

“Tshepang, why do you smile every time he walks past?”

“I don’t smile!”

“You DO!”

“No, I don’t— my face is LITERALLY resting.”

They laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world.

I rolled my eyes and pretended not to care, but the truth?

I was stressed.

Because how do you like someone who doesn’t even look at you?

After lunch one day, the facilitators hosted a small soccer match. The boys joined, some girls joined, everyone was screaming and laughing. I stayed near the benches with a juice in hand, acting like I was just there for the “sportsmanship culture.”

But really, I just wanted to see him.

He wasn’t playing — he was refereeing with that serious face like people’s lives depended on the score. And every time he blew the whistle, he looked even more... him.

I kept glancing.

He kept ignoring — or maybe he simply didn’t notice.

At one point, he walked toward the bench to fetch a water bottle. My heart dropped into my shoes. I straightened myself without thinking, acting like I wasn’t even aware of his existence.

He walked right past me.

Didn’t look.

Didn’t pause.

Just... kept moving.

And weirdly? That made me want to look at him more.

Not because he was rude, but because he was disciplined.

Focused.

Professional.

The type of person who doesn’t mix roles.

A facilitator and a learner.

Two different worlds.

No crossover.

But the more I watched him — quietly, secretly — the more something grew inside me that I couldn’t explain.

Not love.

Not a crush.

Just... interest wrapped in danger.

A spark I couldn’t switch off.

And he?

He stayed the same.

Neutral.

Unbothered.

Completely unaware that he was slowly becoming a character in my mind.

CHAPTER 6— “THE DAY EVERYTHING COLLIDED”

Day 6 had that weird energy — like the universe woke up and said, “Let’s shake her world a little.”

It started during morning assembly.

Everyone was lined up on the field, half-asleep, trying to survive the cold air. I was minding my business, wrapped in my hoodie, when suddenly—

He walked right past me.

Close.

Too close.

Like “I could hear his footsteps in HD” close.

My brain froze.

My soul logged out.

My heart was like, “Princess, what’s happening???”

And because I’m me, I pretended to be unbothered...

Which made everything worse.

My hand slipped.

My water bottle fell.

On his shoe.

I wanted the grass to swallow me.

He didn’t say anything.

He just stepped back, shook the water off calmly, and continued walking like nothing happened.

Professional.

Cold.

Unshaken.

Meanwhile, my inner system was screaming.

My friends saw everything.

“TSHEPANG. HAHAHA. YOU BASICALLY ATTACKED HIS FOOT.”

“No I didn’t— it was gravity!”

“Ohhh, so now gravity is flirting with him too?”

“Shut up.”

They laughed so loudly I almost walked away from the camp entirely.

Later that afternoon, we headed to the recreation area. Guess what the facilitators were doing?

UNO. Again.

Of course.

My friends ran to join.

I stayed a little behind, pretending to enjoy the weather but actually scanning the table — and yup, he was there, shuffling cards, looking like a man who had better things to do but was stuck babysitting teenagers.

One of the girl facilitators called out, “Thapelo, just sit and stop acting strict!”

My heart jumped.

There it was.

His name.

Thapelo.

It fit him.

Calm, quiet, serious.

A name with weight.

I whispered it in my mind like it was a secret file I wasn’t supposed to access.

My friends noticed my expression IMMEDIATELY.

“Tshepang knows his name now!”

“Guys please, chill—”

“She’s blushing!”

“I am NOT—”

Suddenly, as if my humiliation wasn’t enough, he stood up from the UNO table and walked toward the seating area... the same direction I was standing.

I panicked.

But I didn’t move.

Or breathe.

He walked past me again.

Not a glance.

Not a nod.

Just walked.

But air moved when he passed.

Like the moment itself knew he mattered.

I pretended to look at my phone even though the screen was literally off.

My friends?

They screamed laughing.

“You froze again!”

“I did NOT!”

“You literally turned into a statue.”

“Shh, he’ll hear—”

“He doesn’t even look your direction.”

And that hurt a little.

Not in a dramatic heartbreak way.

Just in a “why can’t he see me too?” way.

But he didn’t.

Not yet.

All I had was his name.

A small moment.

A tiny spark.

And a growing feeling that something between us was quietly unfolding... even if only on my side.

CHAPTER 7— “The Way He Looks Away”

Break time hits like a rush of fresh air, the whole corridor buzzing with noise, jokes, footsteps, backpacks slamming onto desks. People moving like a river with no direction. And there you are, drifting with your friends, pretending everything is normal even though your mind keeps circling back to one person.

He’s already sitting with his boys at the back table, the UNO cards fanned out like they’re about to host a championship. They’re loud—laughing, arguing, stacking cards, making threats like “Play that +4 and watch what happens.” Just normal chaos.
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