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SankulaHub is a storytelling studio that believes quiet emotions deserve loud, unforgettable stories. Writing from the crossroads of everyday life and impossible timing, SankulaHub’s romances follow ordinary people who are trying to pay bills, answer emails and show up for their people, even while their hearts are quietly breaking or beginning again.

Across each book, SankulaHub focuses on slow-burn connections, small details that matter, and the fragile, complicated space between what we say and what we really want. Every story is built to feel like it could be happening somewhere right now, in a street you could walk down or an apartment you could move into tomorrow.

This friends-to-lovers novel, “Suddenly, Somehow Us,” continues SankulaHub’s signature promise: deeply human characters, a grounded sense of place, emotional tension that never cheats, and an ending that feels both earned and inevitable.
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When Hallie Quinn found the courage to admit she was in love with her best friend, it was too late to do anything simple.

It was a Thursday night in late September, the kind of evening that made their town of Maple Harbor smell like rain on hot pavement and wood smoke. The old brick building that housed Second Chances Studio hummed softly around her, the way it always did after closing—pipes ticking, the ancient fridge in the tiny back kitchen rattling to itself, the street outside quieter than it had any right to be.

Hallie stood at the center worktable with her sleeves rolled to her elbows, a streak of navy paint drying on her wrist, staring at the email on her laptop screen. The words were short, polite, and felt like someone had quietly reached into the future and rearranged it without asking her permission.

Dear Ms. Quinn and Mr. Ellis,

Thank you for your interest in 214 Harbor Lane. After reviewing all applications, we have awarded the residential lease to another tenant. We wish you the best of luck with your business.

Regards,

Maple Harbor Properties

She read it once, then again, then a third time, as if repetition might change a single syllable. The upstairs apartment—two small bedrooms, a long window that looked out across the harbor, a kitchen with mismatched blue cabinets—had been more than a practical solution. It had been the first thing in years that had felt like a shared direction instead of just a shared calendar.

Downstairs, the studio remained exactly as they had left it at closing: battered wooden stools around the long table, a wall of pegboard with tools hanging in careful order, a row of half-finished projects lined up like promises along the side shelves. Antique chair awaiting new fabric. A set of kitchen stools that needed sanding. A cracked ceramic lamp that Bram had insisted he could save.

Second Chances Studio had started as a joke in their group chat, a way to make sense of the way Hallie and Bram had always been the ones who took home the broken things—chipped mugs, wobbly tables, frames with missing corners—and quietly fixed them. Two years later it had become their whole life, a weekend pop-up that had slowly stretched into full-time hours, a place where the town brought its almost-lost objects to be given another try.

It was also, increasingly, the place where Hallie hid from the one truth she couldn’t sand down or repaint.

The studio door swung open with its familiar low chime. A gust of cool air rushed in with Bram Ellis himself, shaking drizzle from his hair. He kicked the door closed with his boot, a cardboard box balanced on his forearms, and grinned when he saw her.

“You are not going to believe how many people tried to steal this box from me,” he said. “Apparently the words ‘free scrap wood’ turn grown adults into pirates.”

Hallie swallowed the instinctive smile tugging at her mouth and managed a steady exhale instead. Bram wore a black T-shirt with the studio’s logo worn soft from too many washes and jeans spattered with tiny pale paint flecks. His honey-brown hair was damp and pushed back, his jaw carrying the shadow of a beard he never quite committed to growing.

He looked like someone who belonged in this room. He always had.

He slid the box onto the table with a ceremonious thud. “We, Hallie Quinn, are now the proud owners of six discarded banister pieces, three planks that used to be a porch, and one mysterious chunk of wood that I think might be haunted. I told them we specialize in that.”

Normally she would have laughed and met him halfway with a teasing line of her own. Tonight her fingers tightened around the edge of the laptop, and the sound that came out of her throat felt thinner than usual.

“Bram,” she said. “We didn’t get it.”

He blinked, still halfway in the rhythm of his story. “Didn’t get... what?”

“The apartment.” She turned the laptop so he could see, the glow catching the faint paint on her wrist. “They chose someone else.”

He went quiet in that sudden, complete way he had—like someone had flipped a switch and all the excess noise had vanished. Bram’s stillness had always unnerved other people, but Hallie knew better. It meant he was rewiring his expectations in real time.

He read the email once, his eyes moving steadily across the screen. He didn’t ask if she was sure. He didn’t reach for comforting promises he couldn’t keep. When he finally lifted his head, there was a new line between his brows and something steady in his gaze that made her chest ache.

“All right,” he said softly. “Then we figure out what ‘instead’ looks like.”

Hallie sank onto the nearest stool because it suddenly felt like the building had tilted. “There isn’t really an ‘instead.’ My lease ends in four weeks. Your place is already a shoebox with a leaky ceiling, and the studio barely breaks even in winter. We picked that apartment because it was above the studio and close enough to the harbor that I could breathe. We actually let ourselves think—” She stopped, biting down on the word. Together. They had thought together.

Bram leaned against the table across from her, hands flat on the scarred wood, as if anchoring both of them. “Hey. Look at me.”

Reluctantly, she did. His eyes were the color of old whiskey in the good light, warm and sharp at once, and she wished she didn’t know that detail so well.

“We’re not fifteen anymore,” he said. “We know how to solve problems that don’t have a tidy answer. Remember when the landlord tried to raise the studio rent and we turned the back alley into a pop-up night market for a month just to make a difference?”

“That almost got us shut down,” she reminded him, but the corner of her mouth twitched.

“And it also gave Mrs. Connolly the best churro of her life and convinced half this town they like live music now.” His smile was gentle. “This is another version." We found a workaround.”

The word made something restless flare under Hallie’s ribs. Workarounds were what they did. For broken chairs, for chipping paint, for small business cash flow in months when the tourists forgot Maple Harbor existed. They patched, improvised, and found side doors.

But there were some thresholds you couldn’t cross sideways.

She let her gaze fall to his hands, familiar as her own. Long fingers stained with paint, a faint scar on his knuckle from the summer, they tried to build a tree house that could have doubled as a lawsuit. Bram had been her neighbor, her lab partner, her prom date when the boy she liked asked someone else. He had also been the person who showed up at her door the night her parents sold the house she grew up in and moved two states away, carrying takeout and a stubborn certainty that she was allowed to be angry.

They had grown into adulthood threaded around each other’s calendars without ever naming it as anything particular. It was just Bram and Hallie. Two parts of the same habit.

“What if there isn’t a workaround this time?” she said quietly. “What if this is the part where adults are supposed to accept that they can’t make everything bend just because they want it badly enough?”

Bram watched her for a long moment. Then he reached for the rag near the sink, stepped close, and gently wiped the streak of navy from her wrist, like it mattered.

“Okay,” he said. “Then let’s be adults who actually do the math instead of catastrophizing.”

She huffed, but some of the pressure in her chest loosened. “I am not catastrophizing. I am... preemptively grieving.”

“Fine. You do the grieving. I’ll do the math.” His thumb brushed paint from her skin. The touch was so light, so careful, that she had to look away. “What do we actually need?”

“Somewhere to live,” she said. “Preferably with walls and heat. Within commuting distance of the studio. Not more expensive than what I’m paying now, because I am not charging extra for haunted lamps just to cover rent.”

“Good. That’s a start.” Bram let the rag fall back onto the sink, then grabbed his phone from his back pocket. “There’s another option we didn’t put on the official apartment application, but it exists.”

Hallie narrowed her eyes. “Please don’t say we move into the studio. You snore and the floor is concrete.”

“I do not snore,” he protested automatically, then winced when she raised a brow. “Okay, I occasionally breathe with emphasis. But that’s not what I mean.”

He set the phone aside without unlocking it and met her gaze head-on, no jokes left between them.

“What if we stop thinking in terms of ‘your place’ and ‘my place’?” he asked. “We spend most of our time in the same rooms anyway. We already share a calendar and a business and the last slice of pizza ninety percent of the time. We could just... share an address too. Find one decent apartment and rent it together.”

The suggestion landed in the space between them like a dropped tool. Not loud, but heavy enough that the table seemed to remember it.

Hallie’s first reaction was a full-body yes, so immediate it scared her. She pictured flying cardboard boxes down a hallway, Bram trying to assemble flat-pack shelves without instructions, arguments over coffee strength and paint colors and the right place to keep the spare keys. She pictured Sunday mornings where she didn’t have to text to ask if he wanted pancakes, because he would already be in the same kitchen, stealing the first one off the plate.

Her second reaction arrived right behind it, icy and sharp. Living together meant seeing the parts of each other that friendship politely looked away from. Unfiltered moods. Financial stress. The way he retreated when something hurt too much to name. The way she sometimes shut down mid-conversation when old fears pressed on her lungs.

And underneath all that, the buried truth she had been rearranging her days around for almost a year now. She was in love with him, and he had never given her any reason to believe he wanted anything other than exactly what they had.

“Roommates,” she said slowly, because the word was safer than everything else that bristled under her skin. “You and me.”

Bram shrugged with one shoulder, but his gaze didn’t waver. “It’s practical. We split rent, utilities, grocery panic-buys. We can walk to the studio together. If the business has a slow month, we adjust together instead of each trying to figure it out alone. And you don’t have to move into some random stranger’s spare room where the shower does that haunted pipe thing.”

“You have a weird obsession with haunted plumbing tonight,” she muttered, because it was easier than admitting the idea had already started rearranging furniture in her mind.

He smiled, but it was softer than usual, less showy. “I’m just saying... it doesn’t have to be a disaster. It could actually make our lives easier.” His voice lowered, losing its performance edge. “You don’t have to do every hard thing alone, Hal.”

She hated how those words slipped under her defenses. She had spent most of her twenties convincing herself that independence meant never leaning too heavily on anyone whose absence could shatter her. My parents left. Partners changed their minds. Jobs disappeared. Best friends, though—best friends weren’t supposed to be risks.

“What happens if it goes wrong?” she asked quietly.

He didn’t flinch, didn’t laugh. He thought about it, as he always did when she asked a real question.

“Then we talk about it,” he said. “Out loud, like adults who like each other enough to tell the truth. We figure out whether the problem is the apartment, the schedule, the way I leave socks on the floor, or...” He hesitated a fraction of a second, then finished, “or something else. And we fix what we can fix.”

Her heart stumbled over that pause.

“Bram,” she whispered, and heard the plea in it.

He stepped back just enough to give her space, but not enough to feel like a retreat. “You don’t have to decide tonight. I’m not going to send you a roommate contract in a PDF or anything. Just... think about it.”

She had been a dozen sides for months. Every time he fell asleep on the studio couch during late-night build sessions. Every time he texted to make sure she got home safe. Every time she caught him looking at some future she couldn’t see, his jaw tense, fingers curled around a paintbrush or a mug like it was anchoring him.

Hallie looked around the studio, at the chipped mugs and uneven shelves and crooked frames they had coaxed back into usefulness. Second Chances Studio. They had named it on a dare, but somewhere along the way, the idea had started to feel like a quiet vow.

Maybe this was what a second chance looked like in her own life—not some cinematic confession under fireworks, but a practical question on a tired Thursday, surrounded by splinters and paint and all the things they had already chosen to fix together.

“Okay,” she said, the word small but solid in her mouth. “Let’s at least see what’s out there. If we find a place that doesn’t have haunted pipes, we can... talk.”

The relief that flickered across Bram’s face warmed a place in her that had been cold all evening. He nodded once, as if they had just agreed on a new batch of workshop hours.

“Good,” he said. “We’ll make a list and start checking tomorrow. For tonight, though, you are not staring at that email until your brain melts. We’re closing, going home, and you’re letting me cook you something with actual vegetables.”

“You don’t own actual vegetables.”

“I do when I steal them from your fridge.”

She laughed then, properly, the sound bouncing off the high ceilings and settling somewhere within her ribs. Bram grinned, flicked the studio lights to their softer setting, and began shutting things down with the competence of someone who had locked up alongside her a thousand times.

As Hallie closed her laptop and slid it into her bag, she let herself imagine—for exactly one second too long—what it would be like if “going home” meant walking through the same door at the end of the night. Not as a temporary workaround, but as something they had chosen.

She shoved the thought aside before it could root.

For now, it was just a practical idea on a night when everything had felt suddenly uncertain. For now, they were still exactly what they had always been: Hallie and Bram. Best friends, business partners, two people trying to keep a small studio and a fragile future afloat.

The part where that changed, if it ever did, would belong to another chapter.
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CAST SNAPSHOT – MEET THE CAST
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Hallie Quinn

Hallie is a late-twenties furniture restorer and co-owner of Second Chances Studio, the kind of person who will work all night to save a wobbly chair but hesitates when it comes to risking her own heart. She is determined, quietly funny, and trying to prove that choosing a small town and a small business can still count as a big life.

Bram Ellis

Bram is Hallie’s best friend and business partner, a practical builder with a stubborn streak and a soft heart he hides under easy jokes. He trusts wood and plans more than feelings, but his first instinct is always to show up, even when he has no idea what he’s walking into.

Riley Shaw

Riley is Hallie’s younger cousin and long-distance confidante, a nurse who blows into Maple Harbor on odd weekends with messy buns, too much coffee, and blunt questions. She is the one person who keeps asking Hallie what she really wants instead of what seems safest.

Jonah Mercer

Jonah works for one of the local property companies, juggling paperwork, leases, and the constant complaints of old buildings. He meets Hallie and Bram as just another pair of hopeful tenants, but quickly becomes a quiet observer of how much they’re willing to fight for this town and for their studio.

Elise Park

Elise is a graphic designer who rents a small office down the street, known for her sharp eye, sharper eyeliner, and knack for reading a room. She has an easy history with Bram from college days, and her presence in Maple Harbor gently tests how stable Hallie and Bram’s friendship really is.

Mrs. Nora Connolly

Mrs. Connolly is a retired schoolteacher who treats the studio like her second living room, forever bringing in chipped teacups and half-broken lamps “for the children to learn on,” even though there are no children. She notices small changes in people faster than anyone, and sees the shift between Hallie and Bram before they dare to name it.

Miles Harrington

Miles owns Harbor & Oak, the cozy café around the corner that fuels half the town and nearly all of Hallie and Bram’s late nights. On the surface he is just the guy who knows their coffee orders by heart, but he quietly becomes the person who challenges each of them not to hide behind the word “friendship” when the truth has outgrown it.
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Chapter 1: Roommates, On Paper
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By the time the bell over the door at Harbor & Oak rang for the third time that morning, Hallie’s left eyelid had developed a completely unhelpful twitch. She pressed the heel of her hand gently against it, squinting at the rental listing on her laptop as if sheer concentration could make the numbers change.

“Stop glaring at the security deposit,” Miles said from behind the counter. His voice floated over the low murmur of the café, easy and amused. “It can feel fear.”

Hallie looked up to find him leaning on the espresso machine, an order ticket in one hand and a dish towel slung over his shoulder. He had the kind of face that looked like it had been made to reassure people: calm dark eyes, a mouth that tipped toward a smile even when he was just listening.

“I’m not glaring,” she protested. “I am... attempting to negotiate with the universe.”

“How’s that working out for you?”

She huffed and turned the screen so he could see. “This is a one-bedroom the size of a decent walk-in closet, with laminate floors pretending to be wood, and the landlord wants first month, last month, and a security deposit that’s basically my soul.”

Miles glanced at the listing, then at her, his expression flickering from amused to thoughtful. “And you need it because your lease is up...”

“Twenty-seven days,” Hallie said. “But who’s counting.”

“Right.” He wiped an invisible smudge from the counter, considering. “And tell me why again you’re not just moving into that storage closet at the back of the studio. I hear concrete floors are good for the spine.”

She gave him a flat look. “You are not helping.”

“Okay, okay.” He held up a hand in surrender, then nodded toward the empty chair across from her. “Bram on his way?”

“He went to look at that place on Elm with the exposed brick everyone keeps talking about.” She closed the laptop with a sigh. “Which we probably can’t afford either, but apparently it has ‘good bones’ and he said that like it was a religious experience, so here we are.”

Miles’ smile widened just a little. “He’s in full problem-solving mode, then.”

“That’s one word for it.” Hallie wrapped her fingers around the warm ceramic of her mug, letting the heat sink into her palms. “He decided last night that the best solution is that we just find a place together and split everything. Rent, utilities, grocery panic-buys. His words, not mine.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“And what did you say?”

She stared into the swirl of foam on her latte, noticing a tiny heart forming near the edge, made accidentally by the motion of her spoon. It made her want to laugh and roll her eyes and throw the mug out the window all at once.

“I said we could look,” she admitted. “That I’d think about it.”

Miles nodded slowly, as if this were exactly the answer he had expected. “You two already basically live like roommates, you know.”

“We do not.”

“You eat half your meals together, you share a calendar, and I’m pretty sure Bram texts you more than I get online orders for cold brew in July.” He folded the towel with practiced hands. “The only difference is the mailing address.”

“That’s not a small difference,” Hallie said quietly.

He sobered a little. “You’re right. It’s not.”

The bell chimed again, and a gust of air swept in with Bram, shoulders hunched against the chill. His hair was ruffled from the wind, his cheeks faintly flushed. He looked like he’d walked fast and thought hard the entire way here.

“There she is,” he said, zeroing in on Hallie like the rest of the café was background noise. “I come bearing news and possibly hope.”

Miles set a fresh mug on the counter without being asked. “Refill?”

“Bless you,” Bram said, scooping it up on his way to the table. He sat opposite Hallie, setting a manila folder between them with unnecessary drama. “Okay. Before you say anything, remember that your definition of ‘tiny’ is biased by your Pinterest boards.”

Hallie eyed the folder as if it might bite. “That’s not ominous at all.”

He flipped it open, revealing a printed list and a few photos. “Two-bedroom, third floor, old building but with updated plumbing, five blocks from the studio, actual sunlight, and—wait for it—a rent number that didn’t make me want to lie down on the sidewalk and give up on society.”

She leaned closer despite herself. The first photo showed a living room with hardwood floors, a big window framed by white trim, and a slightly crooked radiator under the sill. The walls were the color of unbothered cream. Someone had left a plant on the sill that looked like it had seen better days.

“It’s... cute,” she said warily. “This feels like a trap.”

“It’s not a trap. It’s just Maple Harbor.” Bram took a sip of coffee and winced when it was hotter than expected. “The landlord’s name is Ben Hollis. He’s the nephew of that guy who owns the hardware store that smells like oil and old cardboard.”

“Mr. Hollis,” Hallie said. “The one who gives free candy to kids and lectures everyone about wearing safety goggles.”

“That’s the one. Apparently his nephew got the building in one of those convoluted family hand-me-down deals and actually cares about keeping it standing.” Bram tapped the listing. “He remodeled the bathrooms last year. I saw the grout with my own eyes. It’s... respectable.”

“You inspect grout now?”

“Grout tells you everything you need to know about a person,” he said solemnly.

Across the room, Miles snorted.

Hallie looked at the next photo: a small kitchen with mismatched cabinets that had been painted a cheerful pale blue, a white stove that had probably been installed sometime during the last decade, and enough counter space for at least two people to cook without elbowing each other. Her imagination, unreliable traitor that it was, immediately conjured an image of Bram leaning against that counter in worn-in jeans, flour on his forearm, music playing low from a speaker on the fridge.

She flipped to the last photo, needing something practical to focus on. Two bedrooms, roughly the same size, each with a decent window and a closet that would definitely require some creative storage solutions.

“It’s still a lot,” she said, pointing at the rent, even though it was lower than the last three places she’d looked at. “With the studio, and the off-season coming, and my student loan payment, and—”

“And that’s why we’d split it,” Bram said gently. “The number looks scary because you’re viewing it as one person. Half of it is... not nothing, but doable. Especially if we actually stick to the budget you keep trying to show me every month.”

She sat back, feeling as if someone had quietly moved all the pieces on the board while she’d been trying to plan three turns ahead.

“And you’re sure,” she said, “that you actually want to live with me.”

He blinked. “Why do you say it like I just offered to adopt a wild raccoon?”

“Because I am not as easy to live with as you think.” The words slipped before she could soften them. “I leave books everywhere. I talk to furniture when I’m working on it. I get quiet when I’m overwhelmed and forget to explain why. I—”

“Stop,” he said, not unkindly. “I already know all of that.”

She frowned. “No, you don’t. You’ve never watched me spiral over an electric bill at midnight, or seen how many times I rewrite a text before actually sending it, or—”

“Hal.” His voice was low enough to cut through her defenses. “We spend ten hours a day in the same space. I know what it looks like when you’re tired down to your bones and pretending you’re not. I know the way you go quiet when you’re thinking, and the way you get defensive when you’re scared. I know you hate having the overhead lights on after seven p.m. and that you can’t sleep if the sink has dirty dishes in it. Do you really think moving those habits to a different address is going to surprise me?”

She stared at him, warmth pushing prickles behind her eyes. It wasn’t that no one had ever paid attention to her before. It was that no one had ever held what they knew about her as gently as he did, like it wasn’t something to fix or endure, but just... information.

“You’d say that now,” she managed, “and then three months in you’d be filing a noise complaint about my late-night sanding.”

“We’d put the sander on a schedule,” he said easily. “Noise-canceling headphones exist. Also, I am vastly more annoying than you are. I talk to inanimate objects too, mine just happen to be power tools.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. “You really like this place?”

“I like what it makes possible.” Bram’s gaze dipped to the folder, then back to her. “I like the idea of not worrying about you walking home alone at midnight after we close up. I like not juggling two sets of groceries and pretending we’re not already sharing everything. I like the idea of building something that feels... stable.”

Stable. The word made her heart tug sideways.

“You sound like you’re proposing marriage,” she said, aiming for light.

His expression did something complicated for a second, then smoothed out. “Relax. This is purely a practical arrangement,” he said. “No vows, no rings, no joint Netflix account without a trial period.”

Something inside her tightened at the phrase practical arrangement, but she pushed the reaction down. This was exactly what she’d told herself she wanted with him: safe, manageable, clearly defined. Anything deeper than that was a risk she wasn’t sure she knew how to survive.

“Okay,” she said finally, the word feeling like stepping onto a dock that moved under her feet. “Suppose we go look. Just look. No promises.”

Bram exhaled, some tension leaving his shoulders. “Just look,” he agreed. “I told Ben we’d swing by around noon if you were up for it.”

“Today?”

He shrugged, a little too casual. “You’re the one whose lease is ticking down like a movie bomb. We don’t have weeks to politely think about it.”

She checked her watch. “We have the morning workshop at ten. The one with the kids and the wobbly stools.”

“Riley texted she’d come help with that,” he said. “She’s off shift and apparently misses getting paint on her scrubs. She can handle the chaos for a couple hours while we go see if this place has the right ‘bones.’”

“You already arranged a backup?”

“I am a man with a plan,” he said lightly. “Terrifying, I know.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “And if we hate it?”

“Then we walk away,” he said. “We keep looking. No one is locking you into anything but a fifteen-minute conversation with a man who loves grout.”

Miles drifted with a fresh plate of muffins, setting one before each without asking. “I assume this is the part where I pretend I didn’t hear anything, but then mysteriously have ‘We Found a Place’ cupcakes ready in three days?”

“Do you have that kind of cupcake turnaround?” Bram asked.

“I have that kind of optimism,” Miles responded. He looked at Hallie. “Whatever you decide, you know you’ve got backup, right?”

She nodded, throat too tight for words.

Later, walking back toward the studio, the air had that damp chill that meant rain was thinking about committing. Maple Harbor’s main street stretched ahead of them, lined with brick storefronts, faded awnings, and planters that had long since given up on summer flowers. A couple of tourists in bright jackets wandered past, pausing to read the chalkboard sign outside the thrift shop.

Bram walked close enough that their shoulders brushed now and then, hands stuffed into his jacket pockets.

“You’re quiet,” he said. “Regretting your life choices already?”

“I’m reserving judgment until I meet this famous grout,” she said. Then, softer, “I’m trying not to get attached to something that might not work.”

He was quiet for a beat, shoes scuffing against the cracked sidewalk. “That’s not always a bad thing,” he said. “Getting attached. Sometimes it’s how you figure out what you actually want.”

She glanced at him, caught the way he was looking straight ahead, jaw set, as if the words had come from somewhere he wasn’t ready to unpack yet.

“What about you?” she asked. “You sure you’re ready to give up your bachelor shoebox and its dramatic roof leak?”

He smiled, but there was a thread of honesty in it that made it steadier than his usual jokes. “I’ve been ready for a while,” he said. “I just wasn’t sure how to bring it up without sounding like I was trying to rearrange your whole life.”

Her chest tightened again. She had spent so much time trying not to hinge her future on someone else’s decisions that it hadn’t fully occurred to her that he might be doing some version of the same calculus from his side.

At the studio, Riley was already inside, perched on a stool with her legs crossed at the ankles, scrolling through her phone. Her dark hair was piled into a messy knot, and she wore a sweatshirt over her scrubs, the name of some hospital partially obscured by paint smudges from another day.

“Look at you, pretending you didn’t text me ‘HELP ME’ in all caps last night,” she said as they walked in. “I brought donuts. That’s what you get when you panic-text a nurse.”

Hallie dropped her bag on the front counter and hugged her cousin hard, breathing in the familiar hospital-soap-and-coffee scent. “You’re the best.”

“I know.” Riley pulled back and studied her face. “You look... tired. But also like you might be about to do something interesting. Tell me everything later.”

“Long story,” Bram said, flipping the studio’s sign to OPEN. “Short version: we’re going to look at an apartment at noon. Two bedrooms. Good grout.”

“Ooh.” Riley’s eyes sparkled. “Roommate situation?”

“Possibly,” Hallie said, heat creeping up her neck.

Riley’s gaze bounced between them, taking in the space that had existed between Hallie and Bram for years and recalibrating it in real time. “Well, that’s not loaded at all,” she murmured. Then, louder, “I’ve got the kids’ workshop handled. Go flirt with bathrooms.”

“We’re not flirting,” Hallie protested.

“You’re thinking about merging your cleaning schedules,” Riley said. “That’s more intimate than flirting.”

Bram choked on a laugh and retreated to the back to start setting out supplies. Hallie glared at her cousin, but the expression didn’t stick.

By the time ten o’clock rolled around, the studio buzzed with the high, scattered energy of eight kids, two parents, and more paint than was strictly advisable. They were working on “rescue stools,” tiny wobbly things rescued from the community center storage room, each one getting a new coat of color and sturdier legs.

Hallie moved from table to table, steadying brushes, reminding tiny hands not to paint the floor, and soaking in the familiar sense of rightness that settled over her whenever the studio was full and alive. This—teaching people that broken things could be worth saving—was the one decision in her life she never second-guessed.

Every now and then, her gaze caught Bram’s across the room. He was crouched beside one of the stools, showing a little boy how to sand down a rough edge without taking half the seat with it. There was sawdust on his jeans, a smudge of yellow paint on his forearm, and a look on his face that was all patience and focus.

He glanced up and caught her watching. For a moment, the noise of the room faded. It was just the two of them, standing on opposite sides of a life they had built together, reaching toward some new version of it they hadn’t yet named.

Her chest squeezed. She looked away first.

Later, as the last kid left clutching a crookedly-painted stool like it was treasure, Hallie wiped her hands on a rag and checked the time. 11:37.

“You’ve got ten minutes to mentally rehearse your answers to ‘Any pets?’ and ‘How do you feel about non-smoking clauses?’” Bram said, stacking spare brushes in a jar.

“I thought you were handling the charm offensive,” she said.

“I will charm the grout,” he said. “You charm the human.”

“Terrifying plan.”

Riley appeared from the back, tying her hair again. “Go,” she ordered. “If you’re not back in an hour, I’ll assume you eloped with the landlord and I’ll start selling tickets.”

Hallie grabbed her bag and followed Bram toward the door, pulse tapping a rhythm against her throat. Outside, the sky had darkened, clouds banking low over the harbor, but the air held that particular bright edge that came before a storm, as if the whole town were taking a breath.

She fell into step beside him, each of them adjusting unconsciously to the other’s pace the way they always did.

“This could be nothing,” she told herself silently. “Just an apartment. Just a practical decision.”

But as they walked toward a possibility that would alter every quiet routine of her days—the morning coffees, the late-night lockups, the way she held her own heart at arm’s length—there was a new awareness coiled low and steady inside her.

Maybe this was how it started. Not with a confession or a kiss, but with a rental application and a set of keys passed across a worn wooden table. Two signatures on one lease. Two lives that had always run side by side, suddenly, somehow, deciding to share the same doorway.
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Chapter 2: The Apartment with the Crooked Radiator
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The building on Ashford Street looked better than Hallie expected and worse than Bram had promised, which felt strangely appropriate. From the sidewalk, it was three stories of worn red brick with white trim around the windows, a narrow stoop, and a brass intercom panel that had been polished so many times it had started to lose its edges. A faded wooden sign near the door read Hollis House in curling script, the word house sinking a little lower than the rest as if it had grown tired and sat down.

Hallie paused at the bottom of the steps, tucking her hands into the pockets of her jacket. The sky had gone from threatening to committed, a fine mist of rain softening the edges of everything, making the streetlights come on a little earlier than they otherwise might have. The air smelled like wet leaves, exhaust, and someone’s distant attempt at baking bread.

“Okay,” Bram said beside her, following her gaze up the front of the building. “On a scale from haunted to charming, what are we thinking?”

She tilted her head, assessing the uneven lines of brick and the slightly crooked window on the third floor with a piece of tape stuck to the glass. “Somewhere between ‘used to be haunted but went to therapy’ and ‘charming if you squint.’”

“That is exactly the aesthetic I was hoping for,” he said. “Also, for the record, that crooked window has character.”

“So will my back if those floors are as uneven as they look.”

He bumped her shoulder lightly with his. “You can fix floors. You cannot fix the fact that the last place we saw had fluorescent lighting in the bedroom.”

She shuddered at the memory. “That was a war crime.”

Before she could talk herself out of stepping onto the stoop, the front door opened from the inside and a man in his early thirties stepped out, holding a clipboard and a set of keys. He had dark blond hair pushed back from his forehead, a navy jacket over a button-down shirt, and the kind of posture people got from spending a lot of time pretending they were not cold.

“Hallie and Bram?” he asked, glancing between them with professional politeness that softened a little when he smiled.

“That sounds like a band,” Bram murmured under his breath.

“Yes,” Hallie said quickly. “That’s us. You must be Ben?”

“Close,” he said. “Ben’s my uncle. I’m Jonah Mercer. I handle most of the property management stuff while he spends his days lecturing customers about drill bits.”

Hallie blinked. “The hardware store,” she said. “You’re Mr. Hollis’s nephew.”

“One of them,” Jonah said. “I’m the one he trusts not to staple my fingers together.” His smile warmed, turning him from a generic landlord into an actual person. “Nice to meet you. Come on in, we’ll get out of the rain before my notebook dissolves.”

Inside, the entryway was narrow but clean, with a row of old mailboxes along one wall and a faint smell of lemon cleaner under the more permanent scent of old-building dust. Someone had left a potted plant on a small table near the stairs, bravely trying to survive on what little light filtered in from the glass panes in the door.

Jonah led the way up the staircase, the old wood creaking under their feet. Hallie ran her hand along the banister as she climbed, fingers tracing the smooth dips left by decades of other hands. The stairwell walls had been painted a pale gray that was trying its best to look modern but still gave away the building’s age in every uneven corner.

On the second floor landing, a door opened briefly, and a woman with a toddler on her hip peeked out. She had her hair thrown into a messy bun and wore a T-shirt that said Tired But Happy in faded letters. The toddler clutched a stuffed giraffe and regarded them with solemn curiosity.

“New tenants?” the woman asked.

“Potential,” Jonah said. “No pressure, Hallie and Bram, but you’re being observed by the most discerning critic in the building.”

The toddler blinked, then waved the giraffe once before tucking its face under her chin.

“We’re just looking,” Hallie said, smiling despite the nerves buzzing in her stomach.

“Well, I’m Emma in 2B if you end up here,” the woman said. “Welcome in advance or sorry in advance, depending on how you feel about the radiators.”

She ducked back inside before Hallie could ask what that meant.

On the third floor, Jonah stopped in front of the door marked 3A and jangled the key ring. “Here we are,” he said. “I’ll warn you now, the building’s old, but it’s solid. We did a lot of updates last year. Uncle Ben finally admitted watching pipes burst on Christmas Eve wasn’t his favorite hobby.”

He opened the door and stepped aside.

Hallie walked in first, mostly because moving forward felt easier than standing still. The apartment opened directly into the living room, which was smaller than the photos had made it look but also somehow more real. The hardwood floors had scuffs and scratches that told stories, the walls were the same soft cream as in the pictures, and the big window at the far end let in more light than she had expected given the gloomy sky.

The radiator under the window leaned subtly to one side, one foot propped up on a folded piece of cardboard, like it was trying not to roll its ankle.

“There it is,” Bram muttered in her ear. “The crooked radiator of destiny.”

She elbowed him lightly, but she was already imagining herself sitting on the floor with her back against that radiator on a winter night, mug of tea in hand, the city outside muffled by snow. She pushed the image away, not ready to feel that much about a piece of heating equipment.

“It’s smaller than my place now,” she said quietly.

“Yeah,” Bram said. “But your place now doesn’t have me.”

She shot him a look that was half exasperation, half something else.

Out loud, Bram said, “What do you think of the light?”

“It’s... nice,” she admitted. “It feels like a place where time could pass without me noticing.”

Jonah stepped in behind them, closing the door with a soft click. “The living room’s about fourteen by twelve,” he said. “You’ve got the original floors, but we had them refinished a couple years ago. Windows are new, double-paned. Heat is included, which is why Emma sticks a thank-you note to the boiler every November.”

“Any issues with noise?” Bram asked, walking over to inspect the window frame as if he might find its secrets written along the trim.

“You get street noise at rush hour,” Jonah said. “Emma’s kid likes to practice jumping off the couch at six in the morning; that’s mostly a second-floor problem. The people in 3B are a retired couple arguing over crosswords in whispers. If you’re into heavy metal at two a.m., I’ll be the one begging you to invest in headphones.”

“Noted,” Bram said. “We specialize in power tool noise between eleven and five.”

“Occupational hazard?”

“We run the furniture restoration place on Maple,” Hallie said. “Second Chances Studio.”

Recognition flickered across Jonah’s face. “The place with the night market last year,” he said. “My brother still talks about the churros.”

“That was us,” she said. “The churros were courtesy of Mrs. Connolly’s niece. We just provided the electricity and prayed the fire marshal had better things to do that weekend.”

Jonah laughed. “Well, what you’re doing there is good for the neighborhood. People like seeing the old stuff get another shot.” He gestured toward the hallway. “Bedrooms are down here. Take a look, see if the space feels right.”

Hallie followed the narrow hall, heart thumping in a slow, steady rhythm. The first bedroom was on the left, slightly smaller than the second but with a deeper closet. The window looked out over the street, giving a view of the tops of cars and the faint line of the harbor in the distance. The second bedroom, at the end of the hall, faced the back of the building, with a view of other roofs and a small patch of trees that must belong to the yard of the house behind them.

She stood in the back bedroom, imagining where a bed would go, where she might put a battered dresser and the thrift store chair she kept meaning to reupholster. It was not the kind of space that made your breath catch, but it felt like a room that could absorb life without swallowing it.

Behind her, Bram leaned in the doorway. “Front room for me, back room for you?” he asked.

“How did you decide that?”

“You like quiet,” he said. “I like watching people try to parallel park. It calms me.”

“You’re a strange person.”

“I contain multitudes.”

She looked around once more. “It is small.”

“It is,” he agreed. “Smaller than having separate places, but bigger than you trying to cram all your stuff into my current shoebox or vice versa.” He shrugged. “It’s not a forever home. It’s the next step.”

He said it like that was an obvious, reasonable thing. Hallie had spent so long treating every decision like it had to be permanent that the idea of a next step sounded both luxurious and terrifying.

Jonah poked his head into the hallway. “Bathroom’s between the bedrooms,” he said. “Updated fixtures, decent water pressure. I’ve got the paperwork ready if you decide to apply, but we can talk through everything first.”

In the bathroom, the tile was pleasantly uneven in that old-house way, the shower surround gleaming with new grout. Hallie turned on the tap experimentally. The water came out strong and hot within seconds, filling the small room with steam.

“It’s nice,” she said, surprised by how much that mattered. “It feels like someone actually cares whether the pipes burst on Christmas Eve.”

“That would be me,” Jonah said. “And, to a lesser extent, my uncle, who considers duct tape a viable long-term solution until I yell at him.”

Hallie caught her own reflection in the mirror above the sink, cheeks a little flushed, hair escaping from its clip. She looked like someone on the verge of a big decision and trying very hard to appear like she wasn’t. Bram’s reflection appeared behind hers, his expression unreadable for a moment before he noticed her looking and pulled a mock-serious face.

She laughed, the sound bouncing off the tile, and turned the water off.

In the kitchen, the pale blue cabinets looked less whimsical up close and more like a determined attempt to make the room feel brighter than its single overhead fixture allowed. The counters were clean but nicked, the sink deep enough to wash their ever-present paint trays. There was space for a small table by the window, which looked down onto the alley behind the building where recycling bins and potted plants shared territory.

Bram ran a hand along the edge of the counter. “We could put open shelves here,” he said. “Or a pegboard for your mugs so you can pretend they’re art.”

“Excuse you,” she said. “My mugs are art. That owl-shaped one is doing its best.”

“And I respect its efforts.” He opened one of the cabinets and peered inside. “These are sturdier than they look. Someone actually cared about hinges.”

“Bram,” she said quietly, “do you like this place?”

He stopped fussing with the cabinet and really looked at the room, the scuffed floor, the view of the alley, the crooked radiator visible through the living room doorway. Then he looked at her, as if calibrating his response around her expression.

“I like that it’s not pretending to be something it isn’t,” he said. “It’s small and a little crooked, but it’s honest. It’s close to the studio. It’s not going to bankrupt us off-season. And if we live here, you’ll stop trying to convince me that instant noodles count as dinner four nights a week.”

“They do count as dinner,” she said. “When you are very tired and rent is due.”

“Then we can be tired and rent-paying in the same kitchen,” he said softly. “And we can cook actual meals, sometimes. Together.”

The word together made the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stand up, even though it was technically accurate and completely platonic when spoken like that.

“Would you be on the lease?” she asked, needing practicalities to hold onto.

“Both of us would,” he said. “Split right down the middle. We split the security deposit, rent, utilities. We make a shared budget and actually use it. We put it in writing that if either of us wants out, we talk about it before we turn into horror stories. We can set ground rules about space and guests and dishes and whatever else your anxious brain is inventing right now.”

She sighed. “You make it sound almost reasonable.”

“It is reasonable,” he said. “It’s also a little scary, which is fine. Most things worth doing are.”

Jonah joined them near the kitchen doorway, tucking his clipboard under his arm. “I’ll leave you two to talk for a minute,” he said. “You can yell if you have questions. Or if the radiator starts making strange noises, in which case we all just pretend we don’t hear it.”

When he disappeared back into the living room, closing the space between them and the rest of the world, the apartment seemed to exhale.

Hallie walked back to the big front window, staring at Ashford Street below. From here, she could see the corner of Harbor and Oak, the faint glow of the café sign just visible through the mist. A bus trundled past, splashing through a puddle. A cyclist in a bright yellow jacket cursed softly as he swerved to avoid it.

She pictured herself learning the rhythm of this street. The morning garbage truck, the afternoon school rush, the late-night deliveries to the restaurant on the corner. She imagined waking up on a Tuesday, pulling back these curtains, and knowing that when she walked out the door, Bram would be locking it behind her on the way to the same place.

It made something inside her chest ache and expand at the same time.

“Talk to me,” Bram said quietly, coming to stand beside her. “What’s happening in there?”

She let out a breath that fogged the glass for a moment. “I am trying to figure out if I am being practical or cowardly,” she said.

“In what sense?”

“In the sense that part of me wants to say yes, right now, before anyone can change their mind. And part of me wants to run back to my current apartment and convince myself that I can afford to stay there and that leaving things exactly as they are is the safest option.”

He nodded, not rushing her. “Both of those parts are valid,” he said. “The part that wants safety and the part that wants... something else.”

She turned her head to look at him. “What do you want?”

He hesitated, as if he understood that the question carried more weight than the average roommate negotiation. His gaze flicked briefly to her mouth and back to her eyes so fast she might have imagined it.

“I want you to have a home that doesn’t feel like a countdown,” he said. “I want to know you’re not lying awake worrying about rent ratios and stairwell lighting. I want to be able to offer you a ride home without needing to factor in which side of town you live on.”

She waited, heart thudding.

“And,” he added, a little more quietly, “I want to see what it feels like to build something that’s ours in more than one place. Studio, yes. But also... this. A life where the end of the day doesn’t mean going in separate directions every time.”

It was not a declaration. It was not a confession. But there was something in the way he said ours that made it feel dangerously close to both.

“I am scared,” she whispered.

“I know,” he said. “Me too.”

The honesty of that loosened something in her. For months she had been telling herself that one-sided feelings were her private problem, a secret to be managed alone. Hearing him admit to any kind of fear about their dynamic, even if it was just about logistics, made her feel less like she was standing on a ledge by herself.

She thought about the night her parents had told her they were selling the family home. She had sat on the back steps with twelve years of memories pressing in on her and the sick certainty that everything solid was about to disappear. Bram had shown up with a bag of takeout and no advice, just quiet company, letting her rage and cry and fall asleep on his shoulder.

He had not tried to fix what could not be fixed. He had just refused to let her go alone.

Maybe this was an extension of that same thread, pulled tight across years and distance.

“What if living together ruins what we have?” she asked, the question that had been humming under every other thought.

He did not look away. “What if it makes what we have stronger?”

She let the question sit between them, heavy and shimmering, like a coin waiting to land.

From the living room, Jonah cleared his throat politely. “For what it’s worth,” he called, “I have been renting to friends as roommates for years. Some of them thrive. Some of them do not replenish the toilet paper and get passive-aggressive about dishes. Communication helps.”

Hallie huffed a laugh despite herself.

Bram took a breath. “We set rules,” he said. “Not to cage anything in, but to give us structure. Rent due date. Chore split. Quiet hours for sanding. An agreement that if either of us starts feeling... weird, we say something. Out loud. No guessing games.”

She studied his face, the earnestness in it, the thread of nerves he was not quite hiding.

“You really thought this through,” she said.

“Been thinking about it longer than you know,” he said, then seemed to realize what he had admitted and rushed on. “About logistics, I mean. Rent, commute, you and your unhealthy relationship with instant noodles. That stuff.”

Her heart stuttered, but she let him have the fiction for now. She needed time to unpack the fact that this idea had been living in his head quietly, running numbers behind her back.

“Okay,” she said slowly, feeling like she was stepping into a cold lake on the first day of summer. “Here’s what I propose. We fill out an application. Together. If we get approved, we read every line of the lease. We talk about rules before we sign anything. And if at any point during that process my gut starts screaming no, we stop. No questions asked.”

He nodded. “Deal,” he said, and some of the tension around his eyes eased. “If your gut screams no, we listen to it. If mine does, same thing. This is not a trap. It’s an option.”

The word option felt like a rope bridge instead of a cliff edge.

She straightened her shoulders. “All right,” she said, turning away from the window. “Let’s talk numbers with the man who loves grout.”

In the living room, Jonah was leaning against the wall near the door, scrolling through something on his phone. He straightened when they entered, reading their expressions with the practiced eye of someone who had watched many people fall in and out of love with four walls and a ceiling.

“So,” he said. “On a scale from ‘absolutely not’ to ‘where do I sign,’ where are we landing?”

“Somewhere near ‘cautiously interested,’” Hallie said. “We would like to see the lease and talk through the terms.”

“That is my favorite kind of interest,” Jonah said. “Come sit, I’ll walk you through the boring but important parts.”

They sat on the floor near the window because there was nowhere else to sit yet. Jonah spread the paperwork out in front of them, pointing to each section as he explained. Rent amount, due date, what happened if one tenant wanted to move out before the other, pet policy, noise policy, maintenance responsibilities.

Hallie listened with the part of her brain always reserved for fine print. Bram listened with the part of his that evaluated structural stability. Every now and then, they glanced at each other, checking in silently, reminding themselves that this was a mutual choice, not a favor Bram was doing for her, not a burden she was taking on for him.

By the time Jonah slid the application forms toward them, Hallie’s head buzzed with logistics, but the buzzing felt productive instead of panicked.

“Take these with you if you want,” Jonah said. “Fill them out at home, bring them back or email scans. We usually process within a few days. I’ll be honest, I’ve had interest from one other party, but they’re a single guy with a drum kit and a vague plan to ‘make it work somehow,’ so the universe is rooting for you.”

“Noted,” Bram said gravely. “We will do our best to be the less chaotic option.”

On the walk back to the studio, the rain shifted from mist to a steady drizzle, pattering against their jackets. Hallie tucked the application forms under her arm, protecting them with a folder that felt heavier than its actual weight.

They walked in relative silence for a few blocks, each lost in their own thoughts. Finally, Bram said, “You know, worst case scenario, we do not get approved and you end up living in Riley’s spare room with three plants named after obscure medical instruments.”

“She would probably love that,” Hallie said. “She keeps threatening to kidnap me and force me to sleep normal hours.”

“See? You have options,” he said. “I just happen to be rooting for the one that involves you never having to cross Maple Harbor alone after dark again.”

She looked at him from the corner of her eye. “You always walk me home,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said. “But it would be nice if walking you home meant I did not have to put on actual shoes again fifteen minutes later to head to my own place.”

It was such a plain, mundane reason that it made her smile, which in turn made the knot in her stomach loosen just a fraction.

Back at the studio, the smell of paint and sawdust felt like a familiar blanket. Riley was perched on the worktable, swinging her legs as she supervised the drying stools. She looked up as they came in, eyes dropping immediately to the papers in Hallie’s hand.
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