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​Three Hearts, One Promise

​About the Author  
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Writing under the SankulaHub imprint, the author crafts contemporary romances about ordinary people at life’s longest crossroads. The stories lean into quiet tension, earned intimacy, and the small choices that change everything. Each novel is written in a natural, human voice with careful attention to place and the private rituals that bind people together.
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​Cast Snapshot: Meet the Characters
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Rowan Ives grew up mapping the coastline of Greyhaven in a weather-stained field journal. Now a conservation architect, she returns home to restore what salt and time have taken—while facing the promises she left sealed in tin.

Caleb Ashford builds boats the old way, measure by measure, palm to timber. He wears silence like a jacket, until Rowan’s return and a long-ago vow loosen what he has kept tied down.

Imogen Blake arrived in Greyhaven as a maritime lawyer and stayed for the light. Bright, exacting, and disarmingly tender, she is Rowan’s truest ally—and the one person Caleb never expected to understand him.
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​Introduction Scene
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The storm that bruised Greyhaven blew out before dawn, leaving the air raw and rinsed. From the ridge road, the lighthouse rose out of the pale morning like a line someone refused to erase. Rowan parked beneath the wind-stunted pines and sat with her hands on the wheel, letting the engine tick itself quiet. She had dreamed of this return for years—just not of returning alone, not of carrying a ring she no longer wore in her pocket, and not of the letter that had dragged her back more surely than any job contract.

A gull crossed the sky low enough that she heard the wing-beat. When she stepped out, the wind pulled at her hair and salted her lips. The lighthouse path was the same uneven run of granite it had always been. Every stone remembered the weight of her teenage summers: the nights they dared each other to climb the service ladder, the afternoons they swore three sets of footprints would always lead here, together.

The county had wrapped orange tape around the base after last winter’s damage. It snapped and rattled against the iron rail. Rowan eased it aside and ducked through, her pulse tripping as if she were fourteen again and late for someone else’s rules. The door stuck at the swollen threshold, then gave. Inside, the stairwell lifted like a spine, steel worn to a shine by other lives. Dust floated in the stillness. The lamp housing above was cracked but intact, a miracle that looked like stubbornness.

She didn’t call out. She wanted the first breath to be hers alone.

At the top, she pressed her palms to the cold glass and looked out over the breakwater. The sea had that tired, blue-gray look it wore after an argument. Along the harbor curve, roofs steamed. Across the channel, the Ashford yard waited, the long shed cutoff at the waterline, a saw horse tipped like a broken metronome. Rowan’s throat tightened. She could see him from here if he were outside. She could see almost everything—except the exact shape of the promise she was about to break or keep.

A footstep on the stair turned her. It was too light to be a workman and too sure to be a tourist. The shadow arrived before the man. Caleb Ashford stopped with his hand on the last rail and didn’t try to close the distance quickly. He never had. His jacket was wet at the cuffs, his hair damp. He smelled like rain and sap and the dull sweetness of the boat shed. The years had sanded him down and made the grain show.

“You left the tape swinging,” he said. A simple sentence. A hundred unsaid ones inside it.

“You fixed the ladder,” she answered, nodding at the repaired rung near the landing. “You always said you would.”

“I said I’d try.” He finally came forward and set the tide book he carried on the sill. He had never been easy to read, but his eyes gave him away now. Surprise, yes. Wariness. And something like relief that made Rowan’s chest ache in a familiar, difficult place.

They didn’t hug. They looked past each other at the view they had chosen long ago to share. Below them, the harbor tried to remain calm. Above them, a cloud opened and let light through like a hand parting curtains.

“I got a letter,” Rowan said.

“So did I.” Caleb touched the tide book but didn’t open it. “From the clerk. They’re moving the vote up.”

“Two weeks.” Rowan swallowed. “The developer tripled his offer. ‘Adaptive reuse,’ they call it, like you can soften the edge of privatizing by choosing kinder words.”

Caleb’s jaw worked. “They’ll fence the bluff. Sell the view back to the people who gave it meaning.”

Rowan nodded. “Unless we make our case and make it beautifully.”

“You brought blueprints,” he said, glancing at the tube on her shoulder.

“And a different kind of plan.” Rowan reached into her coat and unfolded a scrap of paper gone thin at the creases. A corner was stained with something that might have been summer lemonade a lifetime ago. “We sealed this under the lintel with wax and bravado. It fell when I opened the door.”

Caleb half-smiled, the expression he used when memory ambushed him. She passed him the paper. Three scrawled names. One uneven sentence that made her younger voice sound both fearless and naive.

We promise to keep this light for everyone.

The words settled between them like a third person arriving late and unapologetic.

Caleb ran his thumb over the waxy smear that had held it in place. “Imogen will want to see this.” He said her name in that careful way people use for someone they respect enough to guard.

As if the thought had opened a door in the air, a voice rose from the stairwell below. “Then I’m right on time.”

Imogen Blake appeared at the landing with a file case strap across her body and wind in her hair. She paused, not to catch her breath, but to look at both of them in the same glance. There was a steadiness in her that Rowan had leaned on more than once, a steadiness that did not demand anything back in the moment of giving.

“You beat me,” Imogen said, smiling. “Which means you ignored the tape. Which means nothing has changed.”

“Some things have,” Rowan said, and heard the mix of apology and hope in her own voice.

Imogen extended her hand for the paper. She read their teenage sentences and went quiet the way she did when she recognized the exact shape of a thing. Then she folded the promise carefully and returned it to Rowan, as if it belonged to her and to no one else, and also to all of them.

“The council will like the history,” Imogen said. “But they’ll love the liability clause more. I spoke with the harbormaster. If we can prove the lens can be stabilized and the public path restored to code, we can undercut the scare talk.”

Caleb nodded. “I’ll get the rigging plans from the museum in Portland. And I can mill the replacement treads. I have the oak.”

Rowan felt the room tilt. Not with dizziness, but with relief. With the way a plan, once spoken, begins to exist outside your body. She wanted, absurdly, to take both their hands. The impulse landed and stayed, heat against her palms that she did not act on.

“Two weeks,” she said instead. “We make a case they can’t dismiss. We show them that keeping this light public keeps the town honest about who it is.”

Caleb looked at her then, really looked, as if he were taking a measurement he had been avoiding. “And after the vote?”

Rowan knew what he meant. Not just the future of a building, but the architecture of the three of them. The past had left them suspended over an unresolved story. The present drew lines between them that felt like threads and wires both, tug and tension, support and risk.

“After the vote, we decide how to carry out what we wrote,” she said. “All of it.”

The wind shifted, slamming the door on the lower landing. The sound ran up the stairwell, a hollow warning. Imogen walked to the cracked lens and touched the edge with the back of her fingers, as if greeting a patient.

“We should start with the lens assessment,” she said. “If we can show the fracture doesn’t compromise the housing, it changes everything.”

“Then let’s begin,” Rowan said.

Caleb pulled a pencil from behind his ear and opened the tide book after all, a clean page, a new tide. He drew the lighthouse in two lines and marked the points of failure with small, precise crosses. Rowan unrolled her plans next to his sketch and laid a palm flat to the page to keep it from curling. Imogen set her case on the floor and called the council clerk on speaker, her voice smooth as the first pass of varnish over wood.

Three heads bent toward the same task. Three lives, briefly, in the same light.

Outside, the sea worked the rocks. Inside, they worked the numbers. The old glass held the morning, cracked but unbroken, throwing a pale arc across their faces. Rowan felt the warmth gather on her skin and thought of the sentence in her pocket. We promise to keep this light for everyone. It wasn’t just a plea to a council or a town. It was a dare to themselves to live without hiding.

Caleb’s pencil paused. “Rowan,” he said, eyes still on the page, “do you remember the night we wrote it?”

She could have said yes and left it there. Instead, she let the memory in. The three of them under the August Perseids, backs on warm rock, ink running in the humid dark, their laughter low to avoid waking the gulls, their certainty as bright as the meteors they tried to count aloud. She remembered the thrill of making a promise that felt bigger than any one of them. She remembered, too, the fear of what keeping it might cost.

“I do,” she said softly. “I remember thinking a promise could be a place you stand, even when the ground shifts.”

Imogen’s gaze flicked up, met Rowan’s, then went back to the call. Caleb made a small sound that might have been agreement or might have been grief. The line between those things is not always where you expect.

The clerk answered. Imogen’s voice turned professional. Rowan watched the two of them fill the space around her with competence and quiet fire and felt, with a jolt, how close love can sit to purpose when you invite it to.

Two weeks. One vote. Three hearts. One promise. The math had never been simple. Today, at least, it felt honest.
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​Chapter 1: The Weight of the Lens
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By midmorning the fog had lifted off Greyhaven like breath leaving a mirror. Rowan spent an hour with a clipboard and a coil tape, sketching the hairline fractures around the lamp housing while Caleb tested the catwalk bolts with a wrench, each metallic note ringing down the stairwell like an old bell. Imogen took calls, stitched times into a calendar, and negotiated a site visit with the state preservation officer who spoke in clauses and caveats. The lighthouse air mixed brine with iron and the faint sweetness of dried kelp snagged in the rail. It felt like standing inside a throat that had just learned to sing again.

“The lens cradle has two points of stress,” Rowan said, kneeling to eye the lower bracket. “One from the storm’s lateral push, one from long-term fatigue. We can sister a steel plate here and here, then run a compression ring—”

“—oak shims while we wait for the ring,” Caleb said, already measuring with his fingers, the way you do when you’ve learned to trust your hands as much as your tools. “I can cut the shims by tonight. Quarter-sawn will hold its shape.”

Imogen looked up from her notes. “We’ll need a stamped letter from a structural engineer for the council packet. I’ll call Whitaker in Portland. He likes to say no before he says yes, but he respects a plan that doesn’t blink.”

Rowan smiled without meaning to. “Do you respect plans that blink?”

“I respect people who know when to rest their eyes.” Imogen’s tone softened. “You’ve been on a plane all night, Ro. Sit for five minutes before you fall off this catwalk.”

Rowan started to protest, then felt the frayed edge of her own focus. She sank onto the narrow bench just inside the lantern room, back to the cool glass. The world ringed itself around her: harbor, roofs, masts, a slash of blue deeper than the sky. Caleb leaned against the frame opposite, arms folded. He wasn’t trying to watch her, but he was. She knew it the way she could sense when the tide turned just by the lift in the air.

“Tell me about the job that brought you home,” he said, not casual, not prying, just an opening cut.

“Restoration consortium,” Rowan said. “Grant money braided with guilt money. We’re doing three sites along the coast. Greyhaven’s the one that came with a promise I couldn’t ignore.”

Caleb’s mouth twitched. “You always could hear a promise from farther away than most.”

Imogen snapped her notebook shut. “I’ll ask Whitaker to drive down on Saturday. If he can’t, I’ll corner him Monday in his lobby,” she said. “While I do that, you two write the narrative. Story first, math second, or at least side by side. This is as much about citizenship as it is about load-bearing steel.”

Rowan straightened. “Narrative I can do. I just need to see the town the way it sees itself now.”

“Then you should both come down to the yard,” Caleb said after a beat. “I’ve got the Pelican on sawhorses—she’s ready for her last coat. The men will be there, and the whole story of this place spills out better over coffee that tastes like nails.” His eyes flicked to Imogen. “You too.”

“I have a filing deadline,” Imogen said, then softened it. “But I can detour for bad coffee and better eavesdropping.”

They locked the door, slid the caution tape back into place, and took the path down single file, boots ringing against stone. At the base, a sandpiper pecked and sprinted in absurd little hops that made Caleb grin in a way that took ten years off him. They shared the look without naming it: there is still lightness here.

The Ashford Boatyard sat at the bend where the channel widened and the wind learned to behave. Pelican, a thirty-two-foot sloop, rode the height of the stands like a bird about to leave a patient branch. Her hull was the quiet green of eelgrass, the thin gold line at the waterline catching whatever sun there was. Inside the shed bay, a kettle rattled on a hot plate and someone had left a loaf of bread under a dish towel the color of old blueberries.

“Morning, boss,” called Eli, a kid Rowan didn’t know, freckles sprayed across his nose like paint. “Is this the architect you warned us about?”

“Promised,” Caleb corrected, and Rowan heard the gentlest thread of pride in the word. “Rowan, Eli. Eli, Rowan. Imogen is the reason your paycheck doesn’t vanish in permitting fees.”

Eli lifted a hand to his forehead as if saluting. “Much obliged, ma’am.”

“You can call me Imogen,” she said, and the ease in her voice slid into the room like another beam.

Rowan circled the sloop, fingertips hovering over the clean plane of the hull. “She’s beautiful,” she said, and meant the boat and the work and the care it takes to bring wood from tree to water without losing its temper.

“Third boat named Pelican to come out of this yard,” Caleb said. “The first one built was before the war. My grandfather would pretend not to care about the poetry of keeping a name alive. He cared anyway.”

Rowan felt the old ache bloom—the one of wanting to put her hand on something he’d made and then, without breaking anything, put her hand on him. She kept both palms open at her sides.

The morning slid into the kind of rhythm that makes a day feel like it belongs to you. Eli sanded the boom while Caleb mixed varnish, and Rowan drafted the council narrative on yellow paper at a workbench stained with a hundred small histories. Imogen took the stool opposite and read aloud, pitching edits like smooth stones. Outside, gulls argued without consequence. The yard smelled like pine dust and turpentine and something older that did not have a name.

We promise to keep this light for everyone, Rowan wrote, then crossed it out. She didn’t want to play the brittle card of nostalgia too early. Instead: The lighthouse is not an ornament. It is a working memory that has taught this harbor how to keep time. She underlined working memory and felt, absurdly, a flood of relief, as if sentence by sentence she could build a bridge someone else would not set fire to.

Around noon, the tide turned, and with it the day’s luck. A silver SUV rolled slowly along the gravel and stopped too neatly beside the shed. The man who got out wore a jacket that had never known rain. He had a smile tuned to the exact wattage required to close deals in rooms with views. Two council members unfolded from the passenger seats behind him like surprises that had already cost more than you planned.

“Mr. Ashford,” the man said, approaching with a hand extended and a business card visible between his fingers. “Sawyer Dell. We’ve emailed. My wife says your boats are the only ones that still look right on the water.”

Caleb wiped his palms on a rag and did not take the card. “If she knows what looks right, you should listen to her.”

Dell’s smile widened a notch. “We’d like to. We also like access for families and revenue for the town. Public-private partnership. A boardwalk. A restaurant that doesn’t require you to bring your own chairs. You know how it is.” He glanced at Rowan and Imogen as if they were unusual fixtures he was deciding whether to keep.

Imogen rose, her expression the polite side of blank. “Ms. Blake, counsel,” she said, offering a card that Dell pocketed without looking. “This property is a working yard. If you’re here to discuss the lighthouse, you can route that through the clerk’s office.”

“Or,” Dell said lightly, “we can talk like neighbors. We all want the best for Greyhaven. We’re offering the town something it can actually afford.”

Rowan met his eyes. “You’re offering a fence with a view and calling it generosity.”

Dell’s gaze slid back to Caleb. “I respect craftspeople,” he said, as if he were choosing to be kind. “I respect the way old things make us feel. But feelings won’t fix cracked glass. People want a wedding venue that photographs well.”

“People also want to stand on a bluff in February and watch the weather bully the world,” Caleb said. “Not everything worth keeping has to host a tasting menu.”

One of the councilmembers—Eleanor Price, who taught high school civics and counted everything twice—cleared her throat. “We’re here to listen,” she said. “And to see if cooperation is possible before our docket hardens.”

Imogen gestured to the sawhorses set as makeshift seats. “Then sit,” she said. “We’ll show you the failure points and the repair plan. We’ve filed the engineering request. If you want cooperation, start by letting the facts in.”

Dell looked at the chairs as if they might stain him. He sat anyway. Eleanor Price sat without fuss. The second council member, a man Rowan recognized from the hardware store, did a small dance of discomfort before settling.

Rowan spread her drawings between a coffee ring and a coil of line. She laid out the compression ring idea, the public path restoration, the grants that braided with the town’s match to make numbers that did not require magic. She talked about light as both history and utility. She did not raise her voice. She lets the math do what math can do when it stands beside the story instead of in front of it.

Caleb spoke rarely, and when he did it landed. “You put a restaurant on that bluff,” he said, “you train people to look at the sea the way they look at a plate. For a minute, then gone. You keep this lens working, you train them to look at it like the weather. It changes them.”

Imogen anchored the pitch with law. “The easement language from 1948 is not as soft as your proposal pretends,” she told Dell. “It ties access to the lighthouse’s original purpose. You want to cut the town off from that, you’re going to need to convince a judge that profit equals purpose. I don’t advise trying.”

Eleanor Price pressed her fingertips to the varnished wood. “What about liability?”

Rowan passed her a two-page addendum. “Handled by a phased reopening and a guardrail retrofit that matches the site’s period. We’ve got samples.” She pointed to a crate where Caleb had set four lengths of iron he had salvaged and reworked, each showing a different patina. Eleanor traced the top bar, then smiled in spite of herself.

Dell listened longer than men like him usually do before choosing offense. “Your hearts are in the right place,” he said finally, standing. “So are ours. The difference is that we’re moving. We’ll see you at the vote.”

He left his card on the bench like a coin on a grave and walked back to his SUV. The motor’s hum faded into gull noise and the deeper under-sound of tide running where it always has.

Eleanor stayed. “You’ll need photographs,” she said. “Not just of the cracks. Of people using the place the way you claim they want to.” She tapped the guardrail sample twice, thinking. “And you’ll need small stories on the record. Names. Years. Someone who met someone under that lamp and married them because of the way the light fell on their hands.”

“I can get names,” Caleb said. “The yard keeps more than lumber.”

Rowan looked at Imogen, who was already putting time into her book. “I’ll draft the appeal and the placards,” Imogen said. “Town meeting next Wednesday, not the vote yet, but they’ll start choosing sides in public.”

Eleanor pushed her chair back. “Good. Bring coffee that tastes like nails. It convinces people they’re doing real work.”

When she and the hardware man had gone, silence returned, but it wasn’t empty. It felt like a room after friends leave and you realize the conversation has given you back a part of yourself you’d lent out years ago.

Eli whistled, too loud in the quiet. “That guy’s jacket cost more than my truck,” he said, ducking his head when Imogen shot him a look. “What? I’m contributing.”

“You are,” Caleb said. “By finishing that boom so I can stop talking and start making.”

They worked again, each inside the comfort of something they knew how to do well. Rowan found the sentence she’d been reaching for and wrote it down clean: Keep the lighthouse working and you keep the truth of Greyhaven available to everyone, not only to those who can afford to rent it for an evening. She let the period sit like a small, anchoring weight.

Sometime after two, the light changed. Clouds shouldered in from the west, dimming the gleam on Pelican’s flank. Imogen gathered her files. “I’ve got to make that deadline if I want Whitaker on Saturday,” she said. “Walk me to the car?”

They crossed the yard, gravel crunching underfoot with the familiar confession of small stones. At the door of the SUV, Imogen touched Rowan’s sleeve. It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t entirely deliberate either. “You were good there,” she said. “You make people want to be the story they’re hearing.”

Rowan felt something open at the center of her chest, not dramatic, not even loud—just a hinge that had rusted working itself free. “You too,” she said. “You make rules feel like agreements.”

Imogen’s smile turned private and quick. “Text me if he pretends he doesn’t need dinner. He always pretends he doesn’t need dinner.”

When the SUV pulled away, Rowan stood for a moment with the wind finding its old paths through the yard. Caleb came up beside her, not crowding. “We’ll need the ring measurements by tomorrow if I’m going to bend steel this weekend,” he said. “The shop in town closes early.”

“I’ll be at the lighthouse at first light,” Rowan said. “For the pictures Eleanor asked for, and to get a better reading on the bracket. The morning tells the truth better than the afternoon.”

Caleb nodded, pleased in that quiet way he had when something matched the pattern in his head. They watched the channel together, the tide running like a thought. He spoke without shifting his gaze. “We wrote that sentence under bad meteor showers and good lemonade,” he said. “We didn’t know what we were promising. Maybe that’s the only way to promise at all.”

Rowan wanted to say the thing she had not allowed herself to say in years: that sometimes she had measured distance in the sound of his name spoken by other people, that she had kept herself busy building rooms in other cities because she was afraid of standing still in one where he might walk in. She didn’t say it. She told the manageable truth. “I’m here now.”

He let the words sit. Then he nodded as if agreeing with the weather. “See you at first light.”

At dusk, the Pelican wore her last coat like a mirror. Eli turned off the hot plate, the kettle finally quiet. Rowan folded her drawings and smoothed the pry in the paper where her hands had gripped too hard. On her way out she paused beneath the yard’s small brass clock, the one that always ran two minutes slow and therefore right on fishermen time. She touched its frame the way some people touch a doorjamb before leaving a house they love. A habit and a blessing.

At the edge of the lot, she looked back. Caleb was a dark shape against the sloop’s curve, palm on the hull as if listening for something boats know that people forget. The day had left its thumbprint on her: salt on her lips, pine dust at the cuffs, a narrow tenderness she recognized from other beginnings. Two weeks. One vote. Three hearts. One promise. She didn’t know how to carry it yet. But she had remembered where to place her hands.
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