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Best Friendship, Best Love

About the Author  
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SankulaHub writes contemporary romance for readers who believe the quietest moments can change a life. These stories live where real people live: in small apartments and crowded coffee shops, in messy group chats and half-finished dreams, in the gap between what we say and what we hope someone will finally hear. Every novel is written to feel like a long, honest conversation with a close friend—full of warmth, conflict, regret, second chances, and the kind of love that doesn’t arrive out of nowhere, but grows slowly from trust, history, and shared scars.

“Best Friendship, Best Love” continues this promise. It is a friends-to-lovers story about a pair of people who were never meant to be casual with each other. It follows two best friends who have turned their history into a set of rules, only to discover that rules can protect you for a while, but they can’t protect you from your own heart. With every chapter, the goal is simple: to make the reader care so deeply about these two people that their happiness feels like a small, personal victory.
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DEDICATION
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For everyone who has ever laughed too loudly with one person, told them every secret, promised “we’re just friends,” and then realised one day that every version of the future you imagine still has them standing in it.
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CAST SNAPSHOT – MEET THE HEARTS
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Piper Hale

Twenty-seven, elementary school art teacher in the coastal town of Maple Harbor. She is the kind of best friend everyone trusts with their worst day: practical, funny when the room starts to feel too heavy, and stubbornly loyal to the people she loves. Piper hides her own fear of being left behind under sarcasm and colour-coded planners. Her relationship with Rowan is the longest constant in her life, and she treats their friendship like something sacred she is not allowed to risk.

Rowan Blake

Twenty-eight, sound engineer and part-time guitarist who works at a small recording studio above Maple Harbor’s main street. He has a quiet, steady presence that makes people tell him more than they mean to. Rowan grew up in a house where nothing lasted, so he holds on tightly to the few things that do—music, his younger sister, and his best friend Piper. He has spent years pretending that what he feels for her fits inside the word friendship because losing her terrifies him more than never having her.

Lena Ortiz

Piper’s colleague and closest female friend at Harborview Elementary. She is quick-witted, endlessly observant, and the first person to notice that Piper’s “best friend” might be more than that. Lena becomes an unflinching mirror, forcing Piper to see the difference between safety and settling.

Noah Blake

Rowan’s twenty-two-year-old younger brother, currently drifting between part-time jobs and half-formed plans. Noah remembers Rowan's version before life became heavy. His presence pulls old memories into the open and presses on Rowan’s guilt about leaving, staying, and everything he owes.

Mrs. Elsie Hale

Piper’s grandmother, who runs a small secondhand bookshop near the harbor. Elsie has watched Piper and Rowan grow up side by side, quietly betting on them long before either of them were ready to name what they were building. She is the story’s quiet compass, reminding them that life is too short to love people halfway.
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INTRODUCTION SCENE – RULES FOR NOT FALLING IN LOVE
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The first rule of Piper and Rowan’s friendship had been written in green marker across the top of a cheap spiral notebook when they were fourteen: “No falling in love with each other. Ever.”

The notebook still smelled faintly of dust and high school hallways. Its blue cover was frayed at the edges, like it had been thumbed through a thousand times. Piper kept it now on the lowest shelf of her bookcase, hidden behind a row of art supply tins and a leaning stack of lesson plans, as if it were something half-sacred and half-embarrassing.

On Thursday nights, when the day’s chalk dust finally settled out of her hair and the last smudge of paint had been scrubbed from her hands, she and Rowan still met in her tiny apartment for what they called “Best Friendship Night.” The name had been a joke at first. Now it had a weight to it she tried very hard not to examine.

Tonight, the notebook lay open on her coffee table between two sweating glasses of cola and a box of pizza that had mostly lost its heat. Rain traced soft, steady lines down the living room window, blurring the view of Maple Harbor’s main street below into streaks of neon and headlight.

Piper sat cross-legged on the floor, her back against the couch, hair twisted into a messy knot on top of her head. Rowan was stretched out along the couch above her, one arm hooked lazily over a cushion, the other reaching down now and then to steal crust from her plate. A movie played on the television, the kind they had seen a dozen times, the dialogue filling the room like old, comfortable wallpaper.

She wasn’t watching it at all.

Her eyes were on the notebook. On the page they had turned to earlier, with its uneven lines and overconfident teenage handwriting. In the lamplight, the ink looked almost fresh.

Rule One: No falling in love with each other. Ever.

Rule Two: If one of us gets our heart broken, the other shows up with pizza, no questions asked.

Rule Three: We tell each other the truth, even when it’s ugly.

Rule Four: No leaving Maple Harbor without saying goodbye. In person.

There were more. Some silly, some serious, some written the night Rowan’s parents had finally called their marriage done and Piper had slipped out her bedroom window to sit with him on the Blakes’ back porch until sunrise. The notebook was the story of them, written in rules because it had been easier, back then, to talk about “we” on paper than to look each other in the eye and say, "I need you.

“Hey,” Rowan said from the couch, voice low and warm above the movie’s soundtrack. “You’re doing that thing again.”

Piper blinked. “What thing?”

He nudged the back of her shoulder with his bare foot. “The thing where the rest of the world is technically happening, but your brain is clearly somewhere far away, overthinking itself into a knot.”

“I am not overthinking,” she said, which was of course a lie. “I’m... thinking exactly the appropriate amount.”

“For you, that still means a knot,” he replied. “What’s going on in there? Kid who lost the glitter glue again? Principal sent another all-caps email? Or is it...” His voice softened around the last words. “Is it about Sunday?”

The air in the room shifted, subtly, like someone had leaned in close.

Sunday.

Piper’s fingers tightened slightly around the slice of pizza she had been pretending to eat. She set it back into the box and wiped her hands on a napkin, stalling.

Sunday was the day Rowan was supposed to leave.

Three days from now, he would pack his life into two suitcases and a guitar case, lock the door of his small studio apartment down the hall, and fly to Los Angeles to take a job at a bigger, shinier recording studio that actually paid him what he was worth. It was the kind of opportunity people built entire new lives around. It was the kind of thing they had talked about hypothetically for years.

You’re not going to stay in Maple Harbor forever, Pip. I can’t either. We’ll both get out, we’ll both do big things, and we’ll still call each other on Thursdays. We’ll just be those annoying people on speakerphone.

In all their versions of the future, they had forgotten to actually imagine the part where one of them left first.

Piper reached for the notebook instead of looking up at him. Her thumb brushed the edge of Rule Four.

No leaving Maple Harbor without saying goodbye. In person.

“Maybe I’m just going to miss the pizza,” she said lightly. “You know I have no self-control when it comes to pepperoni. Without you here as a bad influence, I might actually start eating like a responsible adult. You’re going to ruin my brand.”

“Your brand is glitter, coffee, and crying at commercials,” Rowan said. “Pizza is a strong supporting character at best.”

“Wow,” she muttered. “Harsh.”

He laughed, that quiet, easy laugh that had always sounded to her like home. On the screen, the movie couple argued in the rain, throwing around accusations that were obviously going to be forgiven before the credits rolled. Piper wondered what it might be like to have the rest of your life scripted like that. To know for certain that no one you loved was going to board a plane and never come back.

“Pip,” he said after a moment, the nickname dropping out of him soft as a sigh. “Look at me.”

She told herself she wouldn’t. That if she just kept her eyes on the page, on the ink, on anything else, she could keep some part of this moment from hurting. But her body had been listening to his voice for fourteen years, and it turned toward him before her brain could interfere.

Rowan’s dark hair was damp from the rain, curling slightly at his temples. He had changed into an old T-shirt and sweatpants, but there was still something about him that looked like forward motion, like someone already halfway out the door. His eyes, though—brown, familiar, threaded through her memory more tightly than any rule—were on her and nowhere else.

“I need you to be honest with me,” he said quietly. “We made that the third rule for a reason, remember?”

Piper swallowed. Her throat felt dry, like she had swallowed the wrong side of a joke and it had lodged there, sharp and unspoken.

“Of course I’m going to miss you,” she said. “You’re my best friend, Rowan. You’ve been my best friend since you spilled soda all over my math notebook in ninth grade and tried to fix it with a hairdryer, which, by the way, did not work.”

“That was the day you wrote Rule One,” he reminded her. “The no falling in love rule.”

“Exactly,” she said, forcing a smile. “See? We’re responsible. We prevented drama. We set boundaries. We’re basically emotional geniuses.”

He studied her, like he was listening not to the words, but to the spaces between them. Rowan had always been annoyingly good at that.

“This is a good thing,” he said, as if he were reminding both of them. “The job, I mean. It’s what I’ve wanted for a long time. Bigger projects. Real artists. Actual health insurance.”

“I know,” she said, and she meant it. “You will be incredible." They’re lucky to have you.”

“And it’s not like I’m vanishing into space,” he continued. “I’ll come back. Holidays. Random weekends when flights are cheap and I miss decent coffee.”

“You think our coffee is decent now?” Piper asked, grateful for the flicker of levity. “Someone has Stockholm syndrome.”

“There are worse things to have Stockholm syndrome over than this town,” he said, glancing toward the window. The rain had thickened, the streetlights turning each drop into a streak of gold. “Besides, Rule Four. I already met my goodbye requirement by sitting on your floor and stealing your pizza.”

“That rule was not designed for emotionally manipulative loopholes,” she said. “It was designed to protect me from abandonment issues.”

“You wrote it,” Rowan said gently. “I just signed my name.”

Piper’s chest squeezed. She remembered that night so vividly: the way his hands had shaken, the way hers had when she’d passed him the marker. The understanding that had hung between them was like a promise: Whatever family does, we don’t do that to each other.

“You’re not abandoning me,” she said now, and this time her voice steadied on the truth of it. “You’re just... going where you’re supposed to go.”

“Where I’m supposed to go for work,” he corrected. “The ‘supposed to go’ part of my life has always been with you, Pip. That doesn’t change because there’s a different skyline outside my window.”

Heat rushed unexpectedly to her face. She lowered her gaze back to the notebook, pretending to straighten the page.

Don’t read it, she told herself. Don’t be that girl. He loves you as a friend. That’s what you two do. You turn horrible days into inside jokes and sit on floors and eat cheap pizza and talk to each other to stay alive. You do not ruin that because of a feeling that might evaporate as soon as you say it out loud.

Still, a small, traitorous part of her wondered what Rule One would look like crossed out.

“Okay,” Rowan said after a moment, voice shifting back into something lighter. “We need a new rule.”

Piper blinked. “We have plenty of rules.”

“Most of them were written before we turned sixteen and discovered rent and taxes and the emotional devastation of group chats,” he pointed out. “I think we can add at least one adult rule.”

She hesitated. “What kind of rule?”

He reached down and tapped the page with his finger, right under Rule Four. “Rule Five,” he said. “No matter where we live, we don’t let distance turn best friendship into background noise. Real check-ins. Real visits. Not disappearing on each other without an explanation.”

“That’s a long rule,” she said, but it landed somewhere deep in her, lodging between fear and hope.

“Write it down,” Rowan said. “Please.”

Piper picked up the marker. Her hand hovered over the paper for a second, then began to move. The words came out in her grown-up handwriting this time, neater, more deliberate.

Rule Five: We don’t let miles turn us into strangers. We show up for each other, even when it’s difficult.

She capped the marker and set it aside, staring at the sentence. The weight of it scared her. The hope of it scared her more.

“There,” she said, exhaling. “Official.”

Rowan leaned down, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him along the back of her neck. He signed his name under the new rule with a quick, sure stroke.

“Now it’s a contract,” he said.

Piper swallowed. “You realise you sound like someone about to break Rule One in a very dramatic way.”

He froze for a split second, the marker still in his hand. When he spoke again, his voice had that careful, joking edge it sometimes picked up when they got too close to something neither of them knew how to name.

“Relax,” he said. “Rule One is bulletproof.”

“You say that like you’ve tested it,” she replied, trying to match his tone and failing just enough to hear the catch in her own voice.

“Maybe I have,” he said, and for one wild, dizzy second she could not tell if he was still joking or if they had wandered someplace new. His gaze flicked to her mouth, then back to her eyes, quick as a heartbeat.

The movie on the television swelled toward its predictable confession scene, the characters outside shouting over the rain, finally saying what they should have said years before. Piper’s living room felt suddenly too small, the air too thick with everything they hadn’t said.

Then Rowan moved away, leaning against the couch cushions. He reached for his glass, took a long drink, and cleared his throat.

“Besides,” he added lightly, “if I ever did fall in love with you, you would weaponise that notebook against me for the rest of our lives.”

“Obviously,” she said, forcing a laugh. “It’s literally written proof of your crimes.”

They smiled at each other, the kind of smile that was all history and careful avoidance. It said I know you. It said don’t look too closely at the cracks.

On the street below, a car door slammed. Somewhere in the building, a neighbour’s dog barked. On the coffee table, the ink of Rule Five dried quietly, making the page look different than it had an hour ago.

Piper reached out and closed the notebook. The cover clicked shut like the end of a sentence, but it didn’t feel like an ending. It felt like a hinge.

In three days, Rowan would board a plane.

In three days, the distance between “best friendship” and whatever this was would be measured in miles and airport layovers and unread messages.

Tonight he was here. Barefoot on her couch, hair still damp from the rain, arm stretched out along the cushions like he planned to stay until the credits finished rolling. For tonight, she could still pretend that nothing between them was changing—except for one small, freshly written rule.

She leaned back against the couch, shoulder brushing his knee, and let the familiar weight of him settle into the shape of her evening. On the screen, the couple in the rain finally spoke the words they had been hoarding. Piper watched their mouths move, their faces open in relief.

Someday, she thought, maybe we’ll be that brave.

But not tonight.

Tonight, the best she could do was press her palm against the closed notebook, feel the faint texture of the ink beneath the cover, and silently wonder how long a person could balance between best friendship and best love before gravity chose for them.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One – The Distance We Don’t Name
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By Friday afternoon, the kids in Piper’s class were moving like small, excited planets that had suddenly discovered the concept of gravity did not apply on Fridays. Glitter clung to every visible surface in the art room. There was a faint smell of glue sticks and orange slices. Someone had definitely tracked in sand from the playground and somehow distributed it evenly across the floor as if on purpose. Piper stood at the front of the room, holding up a half-finished friendship bracelet as if it were a sacred artifact.

“Okay,” she said, raising her voice just enough to cut through the overlapping conversations without sounding like one of those teachers who barked. “One more time. We are threading the blue bead before the yellow, because the blue is your favourite thing about your friend and the yellow is what you wish for them. Got it?”

A chorus of yes, maybe, and can I go to the bathroom ricocheted back at her. In the second row, Daisy Chen frowned at her string like it had personally offended her.

“Miss Hale,” Daisy said, raising her hand halfway and then just talking anyway. “What if your favourite thing about your friend is that they always share their snacks, but what you wish for them is a dog, and dogs are brown and the brown beads are already used for secrets? Because that is three things and I only have two empty spaces.”

Piper smiled. “Then you get to decide which feels most important today,” she said. “You can always make another bracelet for the other wishes. Friendship is renewable.”

“Like cereal,” one of the boys at the back called out. “It never ends.”

“Exactly like cereal,” Piper said. “But with slightly less sugar and more emotional support.”

They laughed. She watched their small faces relax as her joke landed, and felt the tiny, familiar flicker of relief. Teaching art to children had turned out to be half about supplies and half about timing. If you could slip a sentence in at the right moment—a line, a look, a small kindness—you could change the whole direction of a day.

The end-of-day bell finally shrieked its approval from the hallway. Chairs scraped. Backpacks zipped. The class dissolved into a flurry of movement. Piper moved between tables, helping with knots, rescuing runaway beads, answering rapid-fire questions about weekend plans and whether glitter counted as a snack. She tied the last bracelet around Daisy’s wrist, right over the tiny heart-shaped birthmark there.

“There,” she said. “Now you have your wish with you.”

Daisy looked down at the blue and yellow beads, clearly still thinking about dogs and snacks and the hierarchy of affection. “Miss Hale?” she asked quietly.

“Hmm?”

“Do you have a best friend?”

The question hit harder than it should have. Piper felt it land in the centre of her chest like a stone dropped in very still water.

“I do,” she said, smoothing her voice out so it didn’t wobble. “I have a best friend I’ve known since I was about your age.”

“Did you make them a bracelet?” Daisy asked, solemnly assessing adult rules.

“Many,” Piper said. “Some of them were terrible. One of them broke while we were arguing and we didn’t speak for three days. Now they live in a box in my grandma’s attic, and I think they still smell like high school.”

“That’s kind of gross,” Daisy said with the blunt honesty of a child.

“Extremely,” Piper agreed. “But we’re still best friends.”

Daisy studied her for a second, as if listening for the parts she hadn’t said, then nodded slowly and ran to join her classmate in the hallway, a friendship bracelet held up like proof of something important.

When the last student had spilled out into the corridor and the door finally clicked shut, the quiet felt enormous. The echo of children’s voices and footsteps faded, leaving only the hum of the ventilation and the soft ticking of the old wall clock above the whiteboard.

Piper let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. She turned off the fairy lights strung along the window and began to restore the room to something that vaguely resembled order, scraping dried glue off tables with a palette knife and sweeping glitter into small, sparkling piles that would somehow still manage to appear in her hair later.

Rowan lives in a different time zone in three days, her mind supplied calmly, as if it were reading a fact from a textbook. Three days. Seventy-two hours. She imagined measuring that time out in friendship bracelets—each bead a conversation, a shared memory, a moment she did not know was a last.

She shook herself, annoyed. “You’re being dramatic,” she muttered under her breath, but the word didn’t stick. Drama required an audience. This was just her, a broom, and feelings she had successfully avoided looking at directly for years.

A soft knock sounded at the doorframe. She looked up to see Lena leaning against it, arms crossed, grinning.

“Well, if it isn’t Maple Harbor’s favourite glitter witch,” Lena said. “You have something shiny above your left eyebrow and the kind of expression people get when they are either about to cry or start a revolution.”

Piper set the broom aside and touched her forehead automatically. “It’s probably just glitter.”

“Or both,” Lena said, stepping into the room and letting the door swing shut behind her. Her dark hair was tucked into a low bun, and she wore the kind of outfit that managed to look both practical and put together: black jeans, a soft grey sweater, small hoop earrings. “I heard they survived the clay project. No casualties, minimal finger painting on the walls. Clearly you wield terrifying power.”

“The secret is bribing them with stories,” Piper said. “And promising they can use the ‘good markers’ if no one cries in the last ten minutes. I am morally grey.”

“That tracks,” Lena said. She hopped up to sit on the edge of one of the tables, swinging her feet. “So. Plan for tonight?”

Piper blinked. “Tonight?”

Lena’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you forgot it’s your last Friday Best Friendship Night before your boy runs off to Los Angeles to become famous and mysterious and probably wear more black.”

“He already wears plenty of black,” Piper said, slightly stung by the word your. “And he is not ‘my boy.’ He is... my best friend. You know that.”

“I know exactly what you keep calling him,” Lena said, voice gentle. “I’m less sure that’s the whole story.”

Piper exhaled slowly. They had been having versions of this conversation for months now, each time Rowan’s potential job had transformed from a vague “maybe” into something more real. Each time, she had batted the question away like she was playing some endless, exhausting game of emotional tennis.

“He’s leaving,” she said, instead of answering. “And if I mess up the one good thing I am sure of in my life by saying a feeling that might not even be real, then I lose him here and I lose him there. That feels like a terrible deal, Lena.”

Lena’s expression softened. “You don’t have to say anything you’re not ready to say,” she said. “But you don’t get to pretend that doing nothing is risk-free either. Doing nothing is still a choice.”

Piper walked to the windows and looked down at the parking lot. Parents were corralling kids into cars, umbrellas blooming like flowers in the drizzle. The sky was a low, heavy grey that pressed down on the town’s redbrick roofs.

“He wants me to be happy for him,” she said quietly. “And I am. I really am. I just... I don’t know what happiness looks like for me when he’s not ten minutes away and stealing my leftovers every Thursday.”

“What if happiness for you still includes him?” Lena asked. “Just... in a different label?”

Piper laughed, short and sharp. “You’ve been hanging around the guidance counselor too much.”

“Occupational hazard,” Lena said. “Listen. I don’t care what you call it. Best friend, almost something, the love of your life, the guy who keeps drinking your coffee. You don’t owe the universe a label. But you do owe yourself honesty. Just with yourself, at least.”

Piper watched a car pull out of the lot. In the back seat, she saw a child holding up a freshly made friendship bracelet and showing it to someone in the front. The beads glinted briefly in the fading light.

“I have seventy-two hours,” she said, taste-testing the words. “That’s a lot of opportunities for honesty.”

“It’s also not a lot at all,” Lena said. She slid off the table and walked over, touching Piper’s arm. “Come over after school tomorrow. We’ll eat too much takeout and rehearse every possible version of that conversation until you feel like you’re going to explode. Then you can decide if you want to say any of them for real.”

“You make emotional terror sound so comforting,” Piper said, but something inside her loosened at the offer. “Thanks.”

Lena squeezed her hand. “That’s what best friends are for,” she said, then cocked her head. “You realise I just used the phrase ‘best friend’ and you did not immediately specify which one I meant. Growth.”

“Get out of my classroom,” Piper said, half-laughing, half on the verge of tears.

“Fine, fine,” Lena said, backing toward the door. “Text me later. And Piper?”

“Yeah?”

“Sometimes the thing you’re most afraid to say is the only thing that can keep you from regretting every day after you don’t say it.”

Piper pretended to roll her eyes. “You should paint that on the wall in the guidance office.”

“I’d rather paint it across your forehead,” Lena said. “But that seems unprofessional.”

When Lena left, the room felt bigger and quieter again. Piper finished cleaning up, turned off the lights, and stepped into the hallway, locking the door behind her. As she walked down the corridor, her phone buzzed in her pocket.

It was a text from Rowan.

Got out of the studio early. Can I swing by and walk you home? Or are you buried under glitter and eight-year-olds?

She stopped in the middle of the hallway, the world narrowing briefly to the glow of his name on the screen. They had always texted like this, little check-ins woven through their days. It had never felt like a decision. Now, every yes felt like choosing how she wanted to remember these days.

She typed back: Survived. Glitter count high, emotional stability questionable. Walk rescue accepted.

His reply came almost instantly. On my way. Do I need to bring snacks or just my stunning personality?

She smiled, thumb hovering over the keyboard, and then wrote: Personality first, snacks as backup. It’s raining, so bring your serious umbrella.

She slid the phone into her pocket and headed for the front doors, heartbeat picking up with every step.

Outside, Maple Harbor smelled like wet asphalt and salt from the nearby ocean. The rain had eased into a fine mist, the kind that still managed to soak through clothes if you stayed in it long enough. Piper stood under the overhang of the school’s entrance and watched the clouds drift low over the skyline of shops and houses.

Rowan appeared at the edge of the parking lot a few minutes later, hood up, hands tucked into the pockets of his worn denim jacket. He moved with that same unhurried, grounded gait she had come to associate with safety. Even from a distance, she recognised the set of his shoulders, the way he tilted his head when he spotted her.

“Miss Hale,” he called, putting on a mock-formal tone as he reached the steps. “I’m here to volunteer as an emotional support human.”

“You were almost late,” she said as he stepped under the overhang with her. “I was about to recruit a random parent instead.”

“Ah yes,” he said, glancing at the empty parking spaces. “You and the PTA president would have a thrilling Best Friendship Night. I’m sure she has very strong feelings about snack schedules.”

“You’re just jealous because she brings better cookies than you,” Piper said.

He shrugged, unbothered. “Guilty. But my emotional support playlist is unbeatable.”

He opened the umbrella and held it, angling it so the majority of its coverage went over her without making it too obvious. They fell into step together, leaving the school grounds and walking along the sidewalk toward her apartment building a few blocks away.

For a while, talking was easy, as it always had been. Rowan told her about the band that had come into the studio that afternoon, a group of college students who had brought their own microphones and insisted on using them even after he had shown them better options. Piper told him about the girl who had tried to glue sequins to her eyelids because she wanted to “feel like a galaxy.”

“So I told her that galaxies need eyelids,” Piper said. “Otherwise the stars escape. She thought about it very seriously and then decided to glue the sequins to her shoelaces instead.”

“You’re dangerously good at redirecting chaos,” Rowan said. “You should come work at the studio. I could use someone who can talk grown adults out of terrible decisions with metaphors.”

They stopped at a crosswalk. The light changed, and they stepped off the curb together.

“I’d have to learn how to use seventeen mysterious knobs,” she said. “And you know I’m still intimidated by the toaster.”

“That’s because the toaster is judgmental,” he said. “Studio consoles are just needy.”

They laughed, and the laughter slid into a comfortable silence. The only sound was the hiss of the drizzle on the umbrella and the distant rush of a car driving by.

“Hey,” he said after a moment, his voice shifting slightly. “I heard from the LA studio today.”

Her stomach dipped. “And?”

“They sent the official contract,” he said. “With dates this time, not just ‘late spring.’ They want me there next month. The start date is earlier than we expected.”

“Earlier?” she repeated, hearing the strain in her own voice and hoping he didn’t. “How much earlier?”

“Two weeks,” he said. “They want time for me to settle in, learn their setup, do some pre-production. I can ask to push it, but... it’s kind of a big deal. And you know how I am about bailing on responsibilities.”

She made her brain do the math. They had been thinking he would leave in three weeks. Now it was two. It was such a small difference on paper and yet it felt like someone had taken a pair of scissors to the calendar and sliced away entire days she had been counting on without realising it.

“Wow,” she said, because her mouth had to say something. “That’s... fast.”

“I wasn’t expecting it either,” he said quickly, as if he needed her to know he hadn’t kept this from her. “I thought we’d have one more Sunday to pretend we’re in high school and order every carb in town. But maybe this is better. Like ripping off a Band-Aid.”

Piper nodded, staring at the wet pavement. “Sure,” she said. “Band-Aids. Love those.”

He glanced sideways at her, reading her again. She tried to smooth her expression into something more like pride than panic.

“You’re allowed to be mad at the timing,” he said. “Or sad. Or whatever.”

“I’m not mad,” she said, and to her surprise, it was true. The emotion pounding in her ribs was not anger but something softer and more complicated, like grief and gratitude and fear all tangled together. “I’m just recalibrating.”

“Recalibrating,” he repeated. “Listen to you. Very science-y.”

“I teach five-year-olds how to sculpt imaginary animals out of clay,” she said. “My life is basically a lab.”

They reached her building and climbed the short set of stairs to the entrance. Rowan shook the umbrella once outside, then closed it and propped it by the door. They walked up to the second floor together, their footsteps echoing in the stairwell.

Inside her apartment, the familiar comfort wrapped around her immediately: the soft lamp light, the string of postcards on the wall, the plant on the windowsill that refused to die no matter how inconsistently she watered it. Rowan shrugged off his jacket and draped it over the back of a chair like he’d done it a thousand times, because he had.

“Do you want to watch a movie?” he asked. “Or we can just... sit. I brought something.”

He reached into his backpack and pulled out a small, square box, wrapped in plain brown paper and tied with a crooked length of blue string. Piper stared at it, her heart doing that strange, uneven skip it had learned exclusively for him.

“What is that?” she asked.

“A crime against professional gift wrapping,” he said. “And also a going-away present, but in reverse.”

“In reverse?” she echoed.

“For you,” he said. “From me. For when I go. But you’re supposed to open it now, otherwise you’ll make up seventeen possible worst-case scenarios in your head and I’ll get seventeen anxious texts about it next week.”

She wanted to argue, but he wasn’t wrong. She took the box carefully, running her fingers over the rough paper, feeling the string bite gently into her skin.

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” she said.

“I know,” he said. “That’s kind of the point.”

She swallowed and worked the knot free, peeling the paper back slowly. Inside was a small, navy blue notebook with a soft, worn-in cover. On the front, embossed in gold, were three words: For Our Rules.

Piper felt her throat close. She opened the notebook to the first page. It was blank, except for a single line written in his familiar handwriting at the top.

Rule Six: We don’t pretend the important things don’t exist.

She stared at the words until they blurred.

“It’s not a directive,” he said quickly, stepping closer, palms out as if he were afraid she might misinterpret his intention and throw the whole thing across the room. “I’m not... I’m not asking you to tell me anything you don’t want to. I just... I realised our old notebook is full. And most of the rules there are about survival. About getting through. I thought maybe we could use one that’s about... building something. Whatever that is. Here. There. Wherever.”

She looked up at him, every quietly avoided thought from the last year crowding into the space between them.

“Rowan,” she said slowly. “You can’t just hand me a notebook that basically says ‘stop lying to yourself’ and then act like it’s a normal present.”

“It says ‘we,’” he said, soft but steady. “Not ‘you.’”

She held his gaze. In that moment, it felt like there were two conversations happening at once: the one with words and the one with the way his eyes didn’t flinch away from hers.

“You know I hate you a little bit when you’re this emotionally competent,” she said.

“That’s fair,” he replied. “I’m pretty annoying.”

Silence stretched out again, but it was a different kind this time. It felt less like absence and more like waiting.

She looked down at the notebook and then backed up at him. “If I write something in here,” she said, “I can’t... take it back. You know that, right?”

“I know,” he said. “You don’t need to write anything today. Or tomorrow. Or ever, if you don’t want to. It’s just... here. In case you get tired of carrying certain things around in your head.”

Certain things. Like the way her heart had learned to speed up whenever his name appeared on her phone. Like the ache she felt at the idea of him building a life in a city where she was not part of the everyday scenery. Like the realisation that somewhere between Rule One and Rule Five, her definition of safe had braided itself around his presence in ways she did not know how to untangle.

She turned the pages of the notebook slowly. Blank paper, waiting. Possible futures, stacked.

“Okay,” she said finally, closing it gently. “Thank you. I’ll... think about it.”

He nodded, something like relief flickering over his face. “That’s all I wanted.”

She placed the notebook on the coffee table, right next to the old, battered one they had left out the night before. The contrast made her chest tighten: the frayed edges and teenage scrawls beside the clean lines and empty possibility.

“Do you ever think about that first rule?” she asked suddenly, surprising herself.

He hesitated. “Rule One?”

“Yeah,” she said, picking at a thread on the couch cushion to keep her hands busy. “Do you ever think about how stupidly dramatic we were? Two kids decided that the worst possible thing that could happen to them was falling in love with each other.”

“We were very committed to the bit,” he said quietly.

“But you know what’s funny?” she continued, hearing her own voice shift into that tone she used when explaining a concept to her students that she was still figuring out herself. “We wrote that rule because we were afraid. Afraid of what? That if feelings got involved, everything would fall apart? That we’d end up like our parents? We acted like love was this... catastrophic variable.”

“Wasn’t it?” he asked, gently. “In their case.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But we’re not them.”

He looked at her for a long moment, like he was weighing a decision.

“We aren’t,” he agreed. “We’ve already proved we can do hard things without running.”

Piper’s heart hammered against her ribs. She knew she was standing on the edge of something. One more step and the landscape of her life would change. She thought about Lena’s words, about Daisy’s bracelet, about the new notebook on the table, open to a rule that asked her not to pretend.

“Rowan,” she said, feeling the weight of his name in her mouth. “If I told you that...”

Her phone buzzed loudly on the table, cutting straight through the moment like an alarm. She flinched. He blinked. The spell cracked.

She grabbed the phone, more to have something to look at than because she wanted to. A message from her grandmother lit up the screen.

Elsie Hale: Storm’s getting worse here, dear. Make sure you get home early tonight. And tell Rowan I still expect him to fix that squeaky door in the shop before he runs away to his big city life.

Piper laughed weakly, the sound coming out more like a cough. “Grandma says hi,” she said. “And that you’re not allowed to leave before you perform manual labour at the bookshop.”

“Tell her I’ll be there tomorrow,” he said, the ease slipping back into his tone, though she saw the echo of the almost-conversation in his eyes. “I owe her at least one door repair and approximately seven boxes carried up from the basement.”

Piper typed back a quick reply with shaking fingers and set the phone down again. The moment where she had almost said something hovered between them like smoke, visible and impossible to grasp.

“You were about to say something,” Rowan said softly.

She swallowed. “I was going to say... that if I told you how much I’m going to miss you, you’d probably make fun of me for being sentimental.”

He studied her face, clearly aware that this was only part of what she had been about to admit. But he let it go. He always had been too kind in the moments when less kindness might have forced them to be braver sooner.

“I would never make fun of you for that,” he said. “I’d probably just... hug you and then immediately ruin it by saying something stupid.”

“That sounds accurate,” she said, feeling the sharp ache in her chest soften slightly. “For the record, I am going to miss you. A lot. Like... entire-brain-neural-pathways kind of a lot.”

“Same,” he said. “I’m trying not to think about what my Thursdays are going to look like without you throwing popcorn at my face when I critique movie soundtracks.”

“You only get popcorn thrown at you because you’re usually right,” she said. “And I resent that.”

He smiled. “I’ll send you unsolicited voice notes about bad audio mixing,” he promised. “It’ll be like I’m there, haunting your living room.”

“Great,” she said. “My ghost will be glittering and yours will be hot takes.”

They both laughed, and this time the laughter eased the tightness in her throat. For now, it was enough. The confession she had almost made curled back up inside her, patient or resentful, she couldn’t tell.

Later, she thought. After the bookshop. After I’ve rehearsed with Lena. After I’ve written something in that notebook. Later, later, later.

For now, she let herself lean into the back of the couch, their shoulders almost touching, and watched as Rowan reached for the remote. He flipped through streaming menus until he landed on an old comedy they had watched a hundred times, the kind of movie you didn’t need to actually see to know what was happening.

The opening credits rolled. Outside, the rain hit the windows a little harder. On the table between them, the new navy notebook lay closed, the words of Rule Six pressed silently against the page, waiting for the moment when one of them, finally, decided to stop pretending they were not standing on the edge of something that wanted a name.
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Chapter Two – The Door That Won’t Stop Squeaking
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By Saturday morning, Maple Harbor had traded last night’s rain for a low, pale sky that looked like someone had forgotten to finish painting it. The streets were still damp, the puddles along the curb shallow and glassy, reflecting crooked telephone lines and the occasional speeding gull. Piper stood outside her grandmother’s bookshop with her keys in one hand and a to-go coffee in the other, trying to decide if she felt more like she was opening up the store or stepping onto a stage.

The small brass bell above the door chimed as she unlocked it and pushed inside. The air greeted her with that familiar, layered smell of old paper, dust, and whatever candle Elsie had decided would “feel like a hug” that week. Today it was something vaguely cinnamon and vanilla, soft and warm. The shop was narrow and deep, lined with shelves that reached almost to the ceiling, the aisles crooked around freestanding cases and little tables stacked with curated piles of novels, biographies, and poetry collections that no one asked for but everyone fell in love with anyway.

Piper flipped on the lights, the old fixtures humming to life one by one. The front window display—currently a mix of used romance paperbacks and a sign her grandmother had lettered by hand reading “Love Stories for Weather Like This”—glowed faintly as the bulbs warmed. She set her coffee down on the counter, shrugged off her coat, and stood for a moment in the quiet, breathing it all in.

She had grown up in this shop. It had been her after-school hangout, her safe house, her weekend playground. She had done homework in that corner armchair, balancing textbooks on her knees. She had shelved books half her height and then gone back years later to straighten them again. She had met Rowan here, at eleven years old, when his mother had dragged him in one rainy afternoon and Elsie had put a book in each of their hands and introduced them like she was dealing cards.

“Piper, this is Rowan,” her grandmother had said. “He’s new in town and needs a friend who knows where the good stories are. Rowan, this is my granddaughter, who knows where every secret snack in this place is hidden.” Piper had rolled her eyes and then spent the next three hours watching Rowan flip through the pages of a fantasy novel like he couldn’t quite believe there was a place in the world where it was socially acceptable to sit on the floor and disappear into other lives.

She still remembered that boy’s quiet, cautious wonder. Sometimes she saw flashes of him in the man he had become—the way his face softened when he found a song he loved, the way he tilted his head when listening to someone talk about the parts of themselves that hurt.

The door behind her rattled suddenly as someone tried the handle without waiting for the OPEN sign, still turned to CLOSED, to be flipped. The bell jangled in protest. Piper glanced at the clock: ten on the dot. She smiled, shaking her head, and walked over to unlock it.

Rowan stood on the other side, bundled into his jacket, curls flattened slightly from a beanie he was now stuffing into his pocket. He held a paper bag from the bakery down the street like a peace offering.

“I come bearing croissants and moral support,” he announced. “And also WD-40, because apparently your grandmother’s door has been auditioning for the role of ‘haunted hinge’ for the past year.”

Piper stepped back to let him in. The bell rang again, shrill and annoyed, the hinges adding their own long, protesting squeak as the door swung open.

“I told her I’d fix it,” Rowan added, looking up at the offending metal with a frown. “Then the studio got busy and time did that thing where it pretends to be infinite and then suddenly isn’t.”

“You’re here now,” Piper said. “The squeak has met its match. The people of Maple Harbor will sing your praises when they come in without blowing out an eardrum.”

He passed her the bakery bag. Inside, the buttery smell of chocolate croissants made her stomach growl in a way that reminded her she had eaten nothing yet except coffee and nerves. He grinned at the sound.

“Eat one,” he said. “You can’t face a day of shelving romance and pretending you’re fine on caffeine alone.”

She considered protesting, then decided that one small thing she didn’t argue with might be a good start. She took a croissant and tore off a piece, the chocolate melting warm against her tongue. For a brief, blissful moment, it was possible to focus only on that. Then his presence reasserted itself, filling the small shop in a way that made everything else feel louder.

“Grandma’s in the back?” he asked, shrugging out of his jacket and revealing a faded T-shirt with the logo of a band she recognised from a poster in his studio.

“Still at the apartment,” Piper said. “She said she’d be down in an hour. Apparently she decided one of the kitchen drawers was a ‘havoc drawer’ and this is the morning she conquers it.”

He laughed. “Of course she did. Help me find the toolbox? Last time I was here she said it was under the counter, behind three boxes of old bookmarks and something she called ‘mystery inventory.’”

Piper led him around the counter, reaching for the shelf unit beneath. Together, they moved aside a long-forgotten stack of promotional postcards, a shoebox full of rubber bands, and a dusty mug that read “I Read Past My Bedtime.” Finally, she dragged out a metal toolbox that had likely been purchased before either of them were born.

Rowan knelt by the door, opening the box with the ease of someone who had grown up around just-adequate fix-it solutions. Piper watched him take out the can of lubricant, a screwdriver, a handful of screws. His hands moved with a quiet competence that made her think about all the things he had taught himself how to do simply because no one else was going to show up and do them for him.

“Do you remember when we were fourteen and this door got stuck in a snowstorm?” she asked suddenly, leaning against the counter. “We almost had to sleep in here overnight.”

“Oh, I remember,” he said, not looking up as he started loosening the hinge. “You were panicking about the books being cold.”

“They were cold,” she said. “Paper shrinks, or something. It felt wrong.”

“What felt wrong was the fact that I nearly lost a finger trying to shove it open with you,” he said. “You kept yelling, ‘Don’t you dare leave my grandma’s shop imprisoned by weather.’”

“Still a noble cause,” she said, smiling at the memory. “We were very dramatic.”

“We still are,” he said under his breath.

Her chest tightened a little. The fact that he knew that—about both of them—made the unspoken things between them feel heavier and yet somehow less lonely.

He finished spraying the hinge and swung the door back and forth, testing it. The squeak shrank from a drawn-out shriek to a small, reluctant sigh.

“Better,” he pronounced.

Piper moved closer and listened. The bell chimed, clear and simple now, unaccompanied by the long, scraping complaint.

“Look at that,” she said. “You fixed it.”

“I try,” he said, sitting on his heels.

For some reason, the sight of him there—kneeling on her grandmother’s shop floor, hair falling into his eyes as he squinted up at the hinge—made her throat sting. This was the version of him her life had been built around: the one who showed up, who fixed things that squeaked and broke and scared her. The idea of this same person living three thousand miles away made something in her want to reach out and grab the sleeve of his T-shirt and not let go.

She shoved her hands into her back pockets instead.

They opened the shop together, arranging the “NEW ARRIVALS” table, straightening the romance display, restocking the small stand of bookmarks that had been raided by enthusiastic children for weeks. Rowan carried a crate of used hardcovers from the back room and set it down with an exaggerated groan.

“Why does your grandmother own so many books about gardening?” he asked, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Is she planning an uprising?”

“She believes in backup plans,” Piper said. “If society collapses, we’ll still know how to grow tomatoes and read long Russian novels by candlelight.”

“Well, when the apocalypse hits, I’m moving into this shop,” he said. “There are worse places to be trapped.”

They worked companionably for a while, slipping into the easy rhythm of shared tasks. People began to trickle in: a young couple holding hands and looking for something “cozy and sad, in a good way,” an older man who came in every Saturday to browse the history section and tell Piper stories about the town twenty years ago, a teenager in a thrifted jacket who pretended to just browse but always left with a poetry collection tucked under their arm.

Elsie arrived an hour later, sweeping in with her grey hair pulled back into a loose bun and a scarf wrapped around her neck like she had just come back from some glamorous trip rather than the small apartment above the shop.

“There you are, my door saviour,” she said, spotting Rowan immediately. She went straight to her granddaughter and kissed her cheek, then turned to him with open arms. “And you, my almost-grandson who thinks he can leave me for Hollywood. I see you.”

Rowan accepted her hug with the fond exasperation of someone who had been on the receiving end of her affection for years. “I’m not going to Hollywood,” he said. “It’s not that glamorous. It’s just a slightly fancier studio with worse parking.”

“And you still haven’t convinced me you can’t stay here and make a slightly fancier studio above the bakery,” Elsie replied, squeezing his shoulders. “But I suppose young people must go off and be adventurous so they can write me long, dramatic emails later.”

“I promise to send at least one dramatic email a month,” he said.

“You’d better,” she said, then narrowed her eyes, pretending to inspect him. “Have you been eating? You look like someone who has been living on takeout and adrenaline.”

“Grandma,” Piper said warningly. “Boundaries.”

“I gave birth to your mother,” Elsie said. “Boundaries are a suggestion.” She turned back to Rowan. “As for you, if you come back for visits looking like you’ve eaten nothing but instant noodles and heartbreak, I will march right into your big city studio and embarrass you in front of whatever singer you’re working with. Consider yourself warned.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, laughing.

Watching them, Piper felt a complicated surge of emotion. Elsie had always treated Rowan like family, not out of obligation but out of choice. There were whole parts of his adolescence that had unfolded right here, in this shop—arguments, confessions, the slow unwinding of his parents’ marriage, the way he and Noah had navigated the aftermath. The idea of him leaving didn’t just carve a hole in Piper’s life; it shifted the shape of her grandmother’s, too.

“Piper,” Elsie said, turning to her. “Did you tell him about the inventory sale next month?”

“Not yet,” Piper said. “I thought we were still pretending that planning anything a month from now doesn’t feel like lying to myself.”

Elsie’s expression softened. She reached out and brushed a stray strand of hair behind Piper’s ear, a small, familiar gesture that made her feel twelve again.

“Planning is not lying,” Elsie said. “Planning is reminding the future that you intend to be there. And you, my dear, have every intention of being there.”

“I know,” Piper said quietly.

Rowan pretended to busy himself behind the counter, rearranging a stack of staff recommendation cards, but she saw the way his shoulders tensed slightly. He heard more than he let on, always had.

The day moved in a series of small scenes, like a gentle montage. Customers came and went. Elsie charmed them all with her book suggestions and unsolicited life advice. Piper rang up purchases and recommended middle-grade fantasies and contemporary novels and graphic memoirs. Rowan fixed a second, even more stubborn squeak in the storage room door, then helped a shy teenage boy find a book on music production.

Around lunchtime, the shop quieted. Elsie went upstairs “for a cup of tea and to make sure my plants haven’t staged a coup,” leaving Piper and Rowan alone again among the shelves. The silence between them felt thicker now, filled with all the near-sentences from the night before, all the emotions her grandmother’s comments had stirred up.

“I talked to Lena yesterday,” Piper said, wiping down the counter even though she didn't need it. “She thinks I should, in her words, ‘stop acting like a supporting character in my own emotional life.’”

“That sounds exactly like her,” Rowan said. “Did she also tell you to drink water and act like your feelings are not illegal?”

“She did throw in a hydration reminder,” Piper admitted. “She’s very efficient.”

“What do you think?” he asked.

“About water?” she tried.

“About the supporting character thing,” he said, giving her a look.

She leaned both elbows on the counter and stared at the register for a long moment. “I think I have spent a lot of time being the person other people come to with their mess,” she said slowly. “Which I don’t mind, most of the time. It feels... important. But somewhere in there I started believing that my job in my own life was also just to be the person who holds everything together and doesn’t become the problem.”

He was quiet for a moment, then walked around the counter so he could stand beside her rather than opposite.

“You know that’s not how I see you,” he said. “You’ve never been a supporting character to me, Pip.”

“I know,” she said. “But when your best friend sees you a certain way, it’s easy to use that as proof that you don’t need anything else. That this is enough. That wanting more is... greedy.”

“Greedy?” he repeated, frowning. “Since when is wanting to be fully known greedy?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Since childhood, probably.”

He studied her profile, the way her mouth pressed into a line when she was holding something back.

“What do you want?” he asked quietly.

The question hung there, electric. It felt too big to answer honestly in the middle of the day, standing behind a counter between a stack of bookmarks and a jar of free pens.

“I want you to be happy in LA,” she said first, because that was the safe truth. “I want my students to keep believing art can fix things. I want my grandma to stop climbing on stools without me here to hold them steady. I want...” She hesitated. “I don't want to feel like I’m standing in a hallway waiting for a door to slam that I can’t stop.”

Rowan looked at the front door—the one he had just fixed. The metaphor wasn’t subtle.

“This particular door doesn’t slam anymore,” he said softly. “It just... closes. If you pull it gently.”

She followed his gaze, her chest tightening. “See, this is why people think you’re good with feelings,” she said. “You keep using hardware as metaphors.”

“It’s not my fault the universe is that on the nose,” he replied.

They fell into silence again, each lost in their own thoughts. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence exactly, but it carried an urgency that made Piper’s skin itch, like she wanted to crawl out of her own hesitation.

A group of tourists came in, all chatter and raincoats and questions about local attractions, breaking the tension. Piper switched into customer mode, smiling and pointing out the shelf of novels set in seaside towns. Rowan helped an older woman reach a book on the top shelf, making easy conversation about the weather and the merits of small bookshops versus online shopping.

By late afternoon, the steady stream of customers slowed again. Elsie returned from upstairs with a tray of tea and biscuits, insisting they sit for ten minutes and rest. They perched around the small table near the window, watching the light outside shift toward evening.

“So,” Elsie said, wrapping her hands around her mug. “Have you two made your list yet?”

“Our what?” Piper asked.

“Your list,” Elsie repeated. “Of things you want to do before this one leaves.” She jerked her chin toward Rowan. “Every departure needs a list, otherwise you look back and realise you spent all your time worrying instead of living.”

Piper exchanged a glance with Rowan. “We haven’t exactly... talked about that,” she admitted.

“Well, then start now,” Elsie said briskly. “You don’t have to climb mountains or jump out of planes. It can be small things. Important places. Favourite meals. Conversations you don’t want to put off. You don’t have to show me. Just make one.”

She said it in the same tone she used when telling customers, “You don’t have to buy this book today, but I think your heart might be a little annoyed with you if you don’t.”

“That’s actually... not a terrible idea,” Rowan said, surprising Piper.

“You say that like I haven’t been giving you excellent ideas since you were eleven,” Elsie replied, but her eyes were warm.

Piper imagined a list. She imagined writing “tell Rowan the truth” at the top and then, right beneath it, “don’t ruin everything.” Those felt like conflicting goals.

“We’ll think about it,” she said.

“Think quickly,” Elsie said. “Time moves like a teenager once you hit twenty-five. Moody and fast.”

After closing time, they pulled down the front blinds and turned the sign to CLOSED. Elsie went upstairs, claiming her bones had reached their “reading time,” leaving Piper and Rowan in the dimming shop. The streetlights outside cast soft stripes across the floor.

Rowan leaned against a shelf, hands in his pockets. “Do you ever think your grandmother secretly runs this town from behind the fiction section?” he asked.
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