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About the Author  
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SankulaHub is a storytelling home for slow-blooming romances, quiet emotions, and characters who feel like people you might actually know. Every love story written under the SankulaHub name is crafted to be warm, immersive, and emotionally honest, with a strong focus on heart over hype.

Instead of perfect heroes and flawless heroines, SankulaHub gravitates toward everyday people trying to carry their scars, responsibilities, and dreams at the same time. The stories lean into small details, lived-in settings, and friendships that turn into something more when timing, courage, and vulnerability finally collide.

With each new book, SankulaHub aims to give readers a soft place to land at the end of a long day: a familiar café, a crowded city street at dusk, an apartment where the lights are always on for you, or a porch where two people sit side by side and pretend nothing has changed—until it finally does.

If you have ever loved a friend quietly, waited for the right moment, or wondered if the person who feels like home could ever see you the same way, these pages are for you.
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Dedication
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For the one friend you never stopped choosing, even when you were both tired, busy, and a little bit scared of what might change if you said the quiet part out loud.

And for every reader who has ever walked shoulder to shoulder with someone, pretending your heart was not already reaching for their hand.
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A Note from the Author
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Some love stories arrive with fireworks and grand gestures. Others are built from smaller things: shared playlists on long commutes, the comfort of a familiar knock on the door, the way someone remembers your coffee order without asking. Friends-to-lovers is not sudden magic. It is about all the tiny, repeated proofs that you were choosing each other long before you dared to name it.

Side-by-Side Hearts is a story about two people who have been “fine” for years. Fine with living on parallel tracks. Fine with being just friends. Fine with swallowing questions that might crack what they already have. It is also about how “fine” slowly stops being enough once life throws them into a season where standing side by side is no longer a safe, neutral position but a decision with consequences.

As you follow their journey, I hope you see pieces of your own hesitations and hopes reflected back at you. I hope you feel less alone in wanting something more, and be more courageous about asking for it.

— SankulaHub
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Cast Snapshot / Meet the Cast
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Cassie Monroe has always been a plan girl. She grew up in the small lakeside town of Maplebridge and now works in the city as a project coordinator for a non-profit that renovates community spaces. She keeps colour-coded calendars, collects secondhand paperbacks, and is the friend everyone calls when their life feels like a mess. On the surface, she is calm and capable. Underneath, she carries the quiet ache of feeling like she is always almost where she wants to be, but never quite.

Eli Turner is Cassie’s longest-running constant. He is a furniture maker who turned his late grandfather’s old garage into a workshop, crafting custom pieces by hand. Eli is laid-back, introspective, and more comfortable sanding wood than standing in the centre of attention. He has loved exactly three things with unwavering loyalty since he was thirteen: the lake, his work, and Cassie. Two of them are safe. One has never been.

Jenna Ross is Cassie’s city roommate and unofficial life coach. She works in digital marketing, survives on strong coffee, and has a talent for noticing the feelings other people refuse to look at directly. She sees the way Cassie softens around Eli, and she is tired of pretending not to.

Noah Blake is Eli’s neighbour and part-time helper at the workshop. He is easy-going, quick to joke, and firmly believes that most problems can be eased, if not solved, by a good meal and a walk by the water. He quietly roots for Cassie and Eli to stop orbiting and finally collide.

Margaret “Maggie” Turner is Eli’s widowed mother. She teaches high school English and has watched Cassie grow alongside her son. She adores Cassie, worries about Eli, and understands more about the undercurrent between them than either of them realises.

Maplebridge itself is almost a character too. It is a town where summers smell like grilled corn and lake water, where everyone knows whose truck it is by the sound of the engine, and where you cannot avoid your past for long because it still lives three streets over.
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Introduction : Side-by-Side Hearts
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The first time Cassie Monroe realised her life had quietly split into two timelines, she was standing in the middle of a half-renovated community centre, holding a clipboard and staring at a patch of stubborn water damage on the ceiling.

On one timeline, she saw what everyone around her saw: a twenty-eight-year-old woman in scuffed white sneakers and a navy work hoodie, hair pulled into a practical knot, the kind of person who took photos of “before” spaces so she could line them up next to “after” and feel like something, at least, was moving forward. She was the one checking off tasks, making sure the painters had the right shade of off-white, confirming delivery times for light fixtures, frowning at that small brown stain that refused to disappear even under primer.

On the other timeline, the one that lived just beneath the surface, she was still the girl who had stood in another building years ago—Maplebridge High’s gym, decorated with wilting streamers and fairy lights—watching a seventeen-year-old boy in a crooked tie laugh with her under a basketball hoop. He smelled like laundry detergent and sawdust back then, eyes crinkling when he smiled, fingers brushing her wrist as if it was the most natural thing in the world. He had been her best friend then. He was her best friend now.

Both versions of her existed at once: Cassie the organised adult, and Cassie the teenager whose heart had begun to move in a direction she never found the courage to name aloud.

The vibration of her phone dragged her back to the present. Someone on the crew was calling her name, asking about the flooring. Cassie blinked, adjusted her grip on the clipboard, and forced the timelines to settle into one. There was work to be done. There was always work to be done.

By late afternoon, the light slanting through the dusty high windows had turned the air a tired gold. The volunteer crew had thinned out. Paint rollers clattered into trays. Someone turned down the music that had been playing from a portable speaker in the corner. Cassie checked off the final line on today’s task list and felt the familiar blend of satisfaction and bone-deep fatigue settle into her shoulders.

“You’re still here,” the site manager said, pausing by the doorway with his jacket over one arm. “You know this building will still be standing if you leave before dark, right?”

Cassie smiled, a quick, automatic curve of her mouth. “I just want to tidy up the supply corner before I go. Otherwise it will haunt me all night.”

He chuckled and shook his head, already halfway out. “Lock up when you’re done, Monroe. You’ve got the spare key.”

When the echo of his footsteps faded, the community centre felt almost holy in its quiet. The scuffed floors, the stacked chairs, the sharp tang of fresh paint—it all hummed with that fragile in-between energy of something on its way to becoming. Cassie loved spaces like that. They made her feel like she could be on her way to becoming, too.

She set the clipboard on a folding table and walked toward the supply corner, weaving between paint cans and folded drop cloths. As she stacked brushes in a plastic container, her phone buzzed again, this time with a different vibration pattern. The one she never had to check to identify.

She wiped her hands on her hoodie, picked up the phone, and answered without looking at the screen.

“Tell me you didn’t skip lunch,” she said.

On the other end, Eli Turner made a small wounded sound. “Hello to you too, Monroe.”

His voice had deepened over the years, but it still carried the same warm, steady note that had anchored her since they were twelve and failed a science project together because they spent more time laughing than building the solar system model.

Cassie leaned against the wall, letting her shoulders rest. “Hi. Now tell me you didn’t skip lunch.”

“I had a sandwich.”

“You had coffee and air. You always call it a sandwich when it’s coffee and air.”

There was a pause, then a reluctant laugh. “Fine. I had coffee and air and half a granola bar I found in my glove compartment. Are you happy now?”

“Deeply concerned, actually.” Cassie glanced at the watch on her wrist. “It is almost six.”

“In my defence, I was busy trying not to remove my own hand with a circular saw,” Eli replied. “It kind of absorbs your focus.”

Her chest tightened for a second, that old knot of worry tugging itself into place. She pictured him in his workshop: wood shavings on the floor, pencil tucked behind one ear, calloused hands moving confidently along the grain. “Please don’t joke about that. I like your hands attached.”

“You’re fond of the rest of me too, if I remember correctly,” he said lightly.

Cassie rolled her eyes, glad he could not see her. “Debatable.”

Another laugh. It settled over her like a familiar blanket. The tension in her shoulders loosened. She moved away from the wall and started gathering empty paint trays, loading them into a crate.

“How’s the community centre?” Eli asked. “Is it still pretending to be haunted?”

“It is not haunted,” Cassie said automatically. “Old pipes and bad wiring are not the same as ghosts.”

“Spoken like someone who has never heard the basement furnace at two in the morning,” he countered. “You practically lived in that place when we were kids. I still have nightmares about that furnace.”

Cassie smiled, the memory slipping easily. The old Maplebridge community centre had been their second home through middle school: art classes, after-school clubs, a summer programme that mainly involved sticky popsicle fingers and cheap board games. The furnace downstairs had rattled and groaned like it was trying to cough up an entire decade. They had dared each other to run past it, shrieking, more times than she could count.

“This one is a different building,” she said. “New wiring, new furnace. No ghosts.”

“Give it time,” Eli replied. “You attract stories.”

His words hung there for a moment, soft and simple. You attract stories. She exhaled slowly, tracking the familiar ache that came with that observation. In high school, it had been: you attract people, you know. Everyone talks to you. Everyone trusts you. Somewhere along the line, it had turned into: you’re good at listening, at being there. Good at staying exactly where you are.

He cleared his throat. “I, uh, called because I’ve got something for you.”

“If it is another one of those warped stools you insist on calling ‘charming,’ I’m going to start a petition,” Cassie said.

“Rude. My stools are delightful. But no, it’s not a stool.”

She moved back to the folding table, straightening the stacks of printed floor plans, letting curiosity tug her mouth into a smile. “What is it then?”

“You’ll have to come by the workshop and see,” Eli said. “I’ll be here for another hour or so. Unless you’re planning to sleep at the community centre again.”

“That was one time,” she protested. “And the power went out. I couldn’t leave equipment unsecured in the dark.”

“You also refused to walk to your car alone because you decided the parking lot light flickering meant the building was possessed,” he reminded her.

“I did not say possessed,” Cassie said. “I said unsettled.”

“You literally said, ‘This building has bad vibes, Eli.’”

She laughed, the sound echoing a little in the empty hall. “Fine. I might have said that. It was very late. My brain was tired.”

“Come by,” he repeated, his tone gentle underneath the teasing. “I want to see your face when you look at this. And then I’m taking you to dinner. Somewhere with actual food, not whatever abandoned granola bar is haunting your purse.”

Cassie automatically reached for the strap across her body, fingers brushing the fraying edge of the worn canvas bag she carried to every site. It did, in fact, contain a granola bar that had been there for an embarrassing length of time. She grimaced, although he could not see.

“I can’t,” she started. “I need to finish tidying and then drive back to the city. I have an early meeting tomorrow, and Jenna will kill me if I forget to—”

“Cassie.”

Just her name, spoken quietly. It halted her excuses mid-sentence. Eli did not use that voice often. When he did, it was like someone had opened a window in a room she did not realise had gone stale.

“You promised,” he said. “Last week, remember? You said you’d come by when I finished this piece. You made a whole thing about how ‘accountability is important,’ and ‘friends keep each other from becoming hermits.’ I have witnesses.”

Her mind flicked back to the previous Friday: them sitting on his porch swing, the late summer air thick and warm, her head tipping against the backrest as she watched the clouds move. She had felt frayed then, edges worn from too much responsibility, too many deadlines. Eli had nudged her knee with his.

“You need something that is for you,” he had said. “Not the centre. Not the board. Not your to-do list. Just you.”

She had rolled her eyes and told him she had his workshop for that. He had told her he had a new idea and that when it was ready, she had to come see it. She had agreed, because she had always agreed to things with him first and thought about logistics later.

Now, standing in the quiet community centre, she heard that promise ringing between them.

“I remember,” she said softly.

The silence that followed was not empty. She could hear the faint hum of whatever machine he had turned off to take her call, the rustle of wood shavings under his boots, the small catch of anticipation in his breathing.

“You can tidy tomorrow,” he said. “Or delegate. Isn’t that what your boss is always telling you? ‘Monroe, you need to delegate more.’” He dropped his voice into a bad imitation of her site manager.

Cassie closed her eyes, pressing her head lightly against the cool concrete wall behind her. Delegating was easy on paper. Harder when she was the one who knew where everything was and how it needed to be done. Harder when being useful felt like the only thing standing between her and the fear that, if she stopped, everything would fall apart.

But there was another truth too. Every time she chose extra work over seeing Eli, a small part of her chest tightened in protest. A part that recognised how rare it was to have someone who kept inviting her into spaces that were not about productivity, but about being seen.

“Are you still there?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She opened her eyes. The hall looked the same—paint cans, stacked chairs, dusty sunlight—but something inside her had shifted by a fraction of an inch. “I’m here.”

“Good. Because I was about two seconds away from driving over there and kidnapping you.”

“You would not dare,” she said.

“You’re right,” he admitted. “There is fresh paint involved. I respect the tape lines too much. But I would stand in the doorway and guilt you. I’m very good at guilt.”

She could picture him so clearly it almost hurt: leaning against the doorframe of the community centre in his faded grey t-shirt and worn jeans, sawdust on his forearms, hair pushed back with that careless hand sweep he did when concentrating. Waiting.

She sucked in a breath. “Give me twenty minutes.”

“I’ll make it thirty,” he replied. “Drive safe.”

They hung up.

For a moment Cassie stood perfectly still, staring at the quiet space around her. The supply corner was not going to collapse if she left it as it was. No one would be harmed if the paint rollers remained in a chaotic cluster for one night. The world would not end if she chose another priority.

It felt strangely rebellious to think that. Almost indulgent.

She closed the supply closet door, turned off the lights one by one, and locked up, the echo of her footsteps following her down the hallway. When she stepped outside, the early evening air wrapped around her like a soft exhale. The sky above Maplebridge was painted in pastel streaks, the lake at the edge of town catching the fading light.

Driving through the familiar streets, Cassie let her mind wander. The town had grown a little since their childhood—one new café, a yoga studio where the old bakery used to be, a small apartment complex near the highway—but the bones of it remained the same. The corner store still leaned a bit left. The library still smelled like dust and lemon cleaner. The Turners’ house still sat like a quiet anchor on the street that curved toward the lake, porch light already on.

Eli’s workshop was a separate structure behind the house, once a garage, now a warm rectangle of light bleeding into the dimming yard. Cassie parked beneath the maple tree at the edge of the driveway and sat for a moment, hands resting on the steering wheel.

They had done this dance for years. Calls. Visits. Late-night talks. Inside jokes no one else understood. She had told herself, again and again, that what they had was enough. Better than enough. That risking it by wanting more would be foolish. Selfish. Dangerous.

But lately, with every new decision about her job, about where she lived and how often she came back to Maplebridge, a quiet question had been threading itself through her thoughts: How long can we live side by side without ever turning toward each other?

She turned off the engine, stepped out of the car, and let the crunch of gravel under her shoes steady her. The workshop door was slightly ajar. Music floated out—something mellow with a steady beat—and the smell of sawdust wrapped around her like a memory.

Cassie pushed the door open.

Eli stood with his back to her, hair a little messy, t-shirt clinging to his shoulders, hands braced on the edges of a large, cloth-covered object in the centre of the room. Tools were neatly arranged on the wall, as always. A half-finished coffee sat on a nearby workbench. A sliver of late sunlight came through the high window, landing across his forearms.

He looked up at the sound of the door, a grin softening his face when he saw her.

“You came,” he said.

“Apparently I am capable of being a person who leaves work on time,” she replied, trying to keep her voice light even as her heart did an unhelpful little flip. “Don’t get used to it.”

“I am absolutely getting used to it,” he said. “Come here.”

She walked toward him, the floor familiarly uneven under her feet. Up close, she could see the tiny flecks of sawdust in his hair, the faint smudge of pencil on his jaw where he had probably scratched an itch and forgotten he was holding it. She had an absurd urge to reach up and brush it away.

Instead, she crossed her arms loosely over her chest. “So. What is this mysterious thing you needed me to see?”

Eli’s gaze softened. He reached for the edge of the cloth, fingers brushing against the rough fabric. “You remember the bench outside the old community centre?” he asked.

Cassie’s breath caught. Of course she remembered. They had spent entire summers on that bench, sharing melted ice cream and secrets and the kind of dreams you have before life teaches you about bills and burnout. The bench had been ugly, really—faded green paint peeling off splintering wood—but it had held their elbows, their knees, their weight for years.

“It collapsed the week after we graduated,” she said quietly. “They tore it out and never replaced it.”

“I know,” he said. “It always bothered me. That bench was ours.”

He lifted the cloth.

Underneath was a bench. Not a copy of the old one, not exactly. This one was made of warm-toned wood, the grain rich and carefully sanded, edges rounded just enough to invite touch. The legs were slightly angled for stability, the backrest gently curved as if already accustomed to people leaning into it. Along the top rail, small carved lines formed a subtle pattern—two parallel paths, weaving close, drifting a little apart, then bending in again.

Cassie stared. The workshop around her blurred at the edges. She reached out, fingers tracing one of the carved lines.

“Eli,” she breathed. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s for the new community centre,” he said. “I, uh, talked to your director. Donated it as a custom piece. A kind of... bridge between the old place and the new. Somewhere for people to sit, like we did. Somewhere that feels like it remembers them, even if the building is different.”

Her eyes stung unexpectedly. She blinked hard. “You did this for the centre?”

“I did it for you,” he said simply. “The centre gets to borrow it.”

The words landed in mild shock. For a heartbeat, neither moved. Music from loudspeakers faded into the background. Outside, a car passed on the street, tires whispering against asphalt.

Cassie curled her fingers against the smooth wood, using the contact as an anchor. “You didn’t have to,” she said, voice low.

“I know,” he replied. “I wanted to.”

He shifted his weight, looking suddenly a little unsure, which was rare for him in this space. Here, among his tools and wood and shavings, Eli usually moved with quiet confidence. “There’s one more thing,” he added. “Sit.”

She obeyed, lowering herself onto the bench. The wood was cool beneath her, solid and comforting. It felt like a promise. He sat beside her, close enough that their shoulders brushed. The contact sent a small, bright line of awareness across her skin.

“This pattern,” he said, pointing to the carved lines along the backrest. “Two paths. They run next to each other the whole way. Sometimes closer, sometimes a little farther apart. But they don’t cross over until right here.”

His finger landed on a point near the middle where the lines finally touched and merged for a brief stretch before continuing together.

She swallowed. “You thought all that when you designed it?”

“I thought about us,” he said quietly.

The air shifted. Cassie’s heart stumbled, then picked up with new intensity. She turned her head to look at him, really look at him, and found his gaze already on her. The usual easy lightness in his eyes had deepened into something else. Something that made her feel like the floor under the bench had dropped away, leaving them suspended in a moment that might change everything.

“Eli,” she started, unsure whether she was going to deflect, joke, or finally ask the questions that had been building in her chest for years.

He drew in a breath, as if he was about to step off a ledge.

And then his phone rang.

The sound sliced through the moment like a sharp edge. They both flinched. Eli cursed under his breath and pulled his phone from his pocket, glancing at the screen. The colour drained a little from his face.

“It’s the clinic,” he said. “I have to take this.”

Cassie nodded, throat tight. “Go.”

He stood, stepping away from the bench, from her. As he answered the call, his voice shifted into a more clipped, professional tone she had only heard a handful of times. He listened, jaw tightening, then said he would be there as soon as he could.

When he hung up, his expression was already somewhere else, focused on whatever emergency had just landed in his path.

“There was an accident on the highway,” he said quickly. “They’re short-staffed at the paramedic station, and they need extra hands for the night. I have to go.”

“Of course,” Cassie said, while her mind scrambled to steady itself after the emotional whiplash. “Go. I’ll lock up if you want. Or I can leave now.”

He hesitated, torn, gaze moving from her to the bench and back. “I wanted to have more time,” he admitted. “To... talk. But we’ll pick this up. Okay?”

She forced a smile, masking the sudden hollow feeling in her chest. “Sure. Go save people, Turner. The bench and I are not going anywhere.”

He stepped closer, as if he might reach out, then seemed to think better of it. Instead he leaned in just enough that she could feel the warmth of him.

“Sit on it for a while,” he said softly. “Tell me what you think later. Really think.”

Then he was gone, grabbing his keys, heading out into the growing dark. The workshop door swung shut behind him with a soft thud.

Silence poured back into the room.

Cassie sat alone on the bench, the carved lines at her back, the imprint of his almost-confession hovering between them like a held breath. The moment had not vanished. It had only been interrupted.

But interruptions had weight. They piled up over years: exams, jobs, family obligations, emergencies, all the reasons to say “later” instead of “now.”

She leaned back, letting her head rest against the wood, eyes closing. For the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to picture what it might look like if those two paths on the bench did more than run side by side. If they finally turned, fully, toward each other.

Outside, the night thickened. Somewhere in the distance, sirens wailed, carrying Eli away from her and into someone else’s worst evening.

Cassie exhaled slowly, hand moving to rest on the bench between them as if he were still sitting there.

“Side-by-side hearts,” she whispered, testing the phrase on her tongue.

The pattern under her fingertips felt like an answer she was not ready to read yet. But the story it traced was already in motion, whether she admitted it or not.
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Chapter One – The Space Between Us
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By the time Cassie’s alarm went off the next morning, the dream had already faded, but the weight of it remained. She woke with the distinct feeling of having been mid-conversation, as if she had turned her head toward someone and then everything had gone white before she could catch their answer.

For a moment she lay still in the half-dark of her city bedroom, staring at the ceiling. The sounds of early traffic drifted up from the street below, a soft, constant hum. Her phone sat on the nightstand, face down. She resisted the urge to reach for it immediately and instead focused on the one clear fragment she could hold onto: the curve of carved lines under her fingertips, the warmth of wood against her back, Eli’s voice describing two paths running side by side.

“I thought about us,” he had said.

Cassie shut her eyes again briefly, as if that might help her move back into the suspended moment before the phone had rung. Before the clinic, before sirens. But memory refused to rearrange itself just to spare her discomfort. The scene played back exactly as it had happened: his quiet courage, the ring of his phone, the apology in his eyes as duty yanked him away.

She exhaled, long and slow.

Somewhere between midnight and now, while she had been dragged in and out of restless sleep, he had probably been holding someone’s hand in the back of an ambulance, or helping lift a stretcher, or standing in a fluorescent-lit corridor waiting for a doctor’s nod. She knew that part of his life in outlines and shadows. Volunteer shifts, training courses, extra certifications squeezed into weekends. It was a side of him that made her proud and afraid in equal measure.

The alarm buzzed again, more insistent this time. Cassie finally rolled over, tapped it off, and blinked her eyes open properly. The ceiling did not offer answers, so she pushed herself upright, swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and braced her feet on the cool hardwood floor.

Across the small room, the city light was just beginning to soften the edges of the blinds. She stared at the sliver of sky visible between the buildings opposite and thought of Maplebridge’s wide horizon. It always surprised her how two places that belonged to her could feel so far apart, even when the drive between them was less than an hour and a half.

Her phone lay where she had abandoned it the night before, next to the glass of water and the paperback she had been pretending to read. A tiny red notification dot sat on the corner of the screen, patient and quiet. Cassie reached for it, heartbeat picking up with a mixture of hope and apprehension.

There were two messages from Eli.

The first, timestamped 11:42 p.m., read:

Made it through the chaos. Going to crash at the station a bit before I drive home. Bench okay? You okay?

The second, sent at 2:07 a.m., said:

I fell half asleep sitting up. Heading home now. Tell the community centre their bench has already survived one long night shift in spirit. Talk tomorrow?

Cassie’s throat tightened. She pictured him slumped in a hard plastic chair under harsh lights, still smelling of antiseptic and exhaustion, thinking about a wooden bench and about her. The ordinary tenderness of it made her chest ache.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard for a moment. She had always been good at practical replies—updates, jokes, quick reassurances. This felt like it required something else, something less rehearsed. She swallowed, then typed.

Glad you’re home. I’m okay. The bench is perfect. You were right about the pattern. It feels... familiar. We can talk when you’re actually awake, not half zombie. Sleep, Turner.

She sent the message before she could overthink it, then turned the phone face down again and moved into the morning by muscle memory. Shower. Coffee. Toast she forgot to eat until it went cold.

Her roommate Jenna padded into the kitchen halfway through Cassie’s second cup of coffee, wrapped in a soft grey robe, hair scooped up into a loose knot that still somehow looked intentional. She squinted at the clock on the stove, then at Cassie.

“You’re back early for someone who escaped the city yesterday,” she said, voice thick with sleep. “Did they drag you into some emergency meeting at dawn or something?”

Cassie glanced at her watch. “It’s almost eight, Jenna. This is normal person time.”

“For you,” Jenna replied, moving toward the coffee maker. “For me, mornings are more of a rumour than a reality.”

She poured herself a mug, added an alarming amount of sugar, and perched on the opposite stool at the small kitchen counter. The apartment around them was compact but warm: mismatched chairs, plants in thrifted pots, a bulletin board on the wall covered in photos, to-do lists, and takeout menus. One of the photos—tucked into the corner under a pushpin—was of Cassie and Eli on his porch swing, laughing at something the camera hadn’t captured.

Jenna followed Cassie’s gaze and made a small sound. “So. How’s Maplebridge’s favourite furniture maker slash part-time superhero?”

Cassie flattened her palm over the open page of her planner, even though there was nothing written across today’s date yet. “He’s fine,” she said. “I think. There was an accident on the highway, so he got pulled into a long night shift.”

Jenna stopped stirring her coffee. “Is he okay?”

“I think so,” Cassie repeated. “He texted around two. Said he was heading home.”

“And you?” Jenna asked, tilting her head. “Are you okay?”

Cassie forced her shoulders to relax. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Jenna watched her over the rim of her mug. “Because the last time you came back from Maplebridge with that look on your face, you told me you were ‘fine’ and then spent an hour alphabetising our bookshelf to avoid talking about the fact that he almost moved to Seattle three years ago.”

“That was different,” Cassie said quickly.

“Was it?” Jenna’s tone was gentle, not accusatory. “You got back late, you were jumpy and quiet, and you kept doing that thing where you stare at your phone like it’s a wild animal you’re not sure you should approach.”

Cassie’s fingers twitched on the planner. She closed it, even though her pen was still tucked between the pages. “He built a bench,” she said finally. “For the new community centre.”

“Of course he did,” Jenna murmured. “Is it ridiculously thoughtful?”

“It’s beautiful,” Cassie said, and the word came out in a rush, as if it had been waiting behind her teeth. “He carved this pattern into the back. Two paths that run side by side and then cross. He said he thought about us when he designed it.”

Jenna’s eyebrows rose. “He actually said that?”

Cassie nodded. “And then his phone rang. The clinic. He had to go.”

“Oh,” Jenna said softly. “That is... exquisitely on brand for your lives.”

Cassie wanted to laugh but could only manage a thin, crooked smile. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Jenna replied, wrapping both hands around her mug, “that you and Eli have been having almost the same conversation for at least ten years, but something always interrupts it. College applications. Your first job. His grandfather’s fall. Your dad’s health scare. His EMT training. It’s like the universe keeps throwing emergency exits at you.”

“That’s a dramatic way of putting it,” Cassie muttered.

Jenna shrugged. “Doesn’t make it untrue.”

Cassie looked at her planner again. The blank space of the day stared back at her, full of potential tasks she could line up like dominoes. Site check-in. Budget meeting. Volunteer scheduling. Email catches. There was comfort in that predictability, in knowing exactly which boxes needed to be ticked to keep the world spinning.

“What if it’s better this way?” she said quietly. “What if naming it ruins it? We’ve been friends for so long. I don’t know who I would be without that.”

Jenna considered her for a long moment. “I think,” she said slowly, “you already know who you are with him. You’ve been practicing that version for almost two decades. The question is whether you’re okay with staying exactly here forever. Parallel. Safe. Or whether you’re allowed to want more than walking side by side until you’re eighty and still pretending your heart doesn’t jump every time he touches your elbow.”

Cassie’s face warmed. “You’re very poetic this morning.”

“I’m very tired this morning,” Jenna replied. “Which means my filter is off.”

Before Cassie could find a response, her phone buzzed on the counter between them. Both women looked at it.

“Speak of the wild animal,” Jenna murmured. “Go on. I’ll pretend I’m not listening.”

Cassie looked and took the phone. Eli’s name sat on the screen above a fresh message.

Alive. Mostly. Coffee is my new bloodstream. How’s the city? Survive the commute yet?

Cassie felt some of the heaviness in her chest loosen. She typed back.

Barely. The bus driver sighed at me when my card didn’t scan, so I think I’m banned from public transport now. How are you really?

He replied quickly, as if he had been waiting with the phone in hand.

Honestly? Tired. The kind of tiredness that gets into your bones. But we did well last night. That helps.

Also, I spent half the shift thinking about whether that bench is too much.

Cassie’s fingers paused above the screen.

Too much what? she wrote.

Too much of a statement, he replied. Too sentimental. Too obvious.

Her heart thudded.

It’s not too much, she sent. It’s... clear. That’s all. In a good way.

There was a longer pause this time. Cassie could almost feel him turning that over, examining it from all angles.

Clear can be terrifying, you know, came his eventual response.

Jenna was pretending to scroll through something on her own phone, but Cassie knew her attention was still very much in this kitchen, in this exchange.

She set her mug down carefully, as if the movement might steady everything else.

Terrifying can be honest, she replied, pulse picking up.

The typing indicator appeared, disappeared, and appeared again. Finally, a new message blinked onto the screen.

Can we talk this weekend? Properly. No sirens, no paint fumes, no half-finished sandwiches. Just you and me and maybe that bench if it behaves.

Cassie’s breath caught. There it was. Not a confession. Not yet. But a clear intention, standing between them like an open door.

She swallowed.

Yes, she wrote.

She did not add a joke or a deflection. She did not hide behind logistics. She pressed send and let the simplicity sit there.

Another message followed almost immediately.

Good. I’ve got three shifts between now and then, but Saturday evening is ours. Deal?

Deal, she answered, feeling something settle firmly and uncomfortably and beautifully inside her.

When she finally set the phone down, Jenna was watching her openly.

“So,” Jenna said. “Are we still under the ‘better not to name it’ theory, or have we graduated to ‘terrifying can be honest’?”

Cassie pressed her palms to the cool counter and exhaled slowly. “We’ve graduated to ‘we’re going to talk on Saturday.’”

Jenna’s expression softened into something like pride. “About time.”

Before Cassie could respond, her phone buzzed again, this time with a different tone. Work email. She opened it, expecting routine scheduling updates, and found a message from her director instead, flagged as high importance.

Cassie,

Can you enter my office at ten for a quick conversation? Nothing urgent or scary, I promise—just want to talk about the Maplebridge project and the upcoming expansion proposal.

Thanks,

Marianne

Cassie checked the time. She would need to leave in fifteen minutes to make it to the office with enough buffer for potential train delays. The familiar prickle of anticipation and anxiety started at the base of her neck. Expansion proposal. Those words carried weight. More responsibilities, more funding, more expectations.

“Everything okay?” Jenna asked.

“Marianne wants to talk at ten,” Cassie said, folding the phone back into her palm. “Something about the project and expansion.”

Jenna’s eyes sharpened. “That sounds like one of those conversations where they either give you more work or more work with slightly better pay.”

“Comforting,” Cassie muttered.

“Hey,” Jenna said, sliding off her stool. “No matter what it is, you’re allowed to have a life outside of work and outside Maplebridge." Those are pieces of you, not the whole puzzle.”

Cassie nodded but did not entirely believe it. The community centre, the town, Eli—those were not just pieces. They were the foundation she had quietly built everything else on. Yet here she was, living in the city, working on projects that stretched far beyond the streets she knew by heart. Her life was already split, and she was about to be offered a chance to pull it even further apart or try to weave it together differently.

“I should go,” she said, pushing back her stool. “If I’m late, Marianne will give me that disappointed smile, and it’s worse than any lecture.”

Jenna opened her arms. “Come here then, human person who is allegedly fine.”

Cassie laughed despite herself and entered the hug. Jenna squeezed her tightly, then pulled back and tapped the tip of Cassie’s nose with one finger.

“Go do your competent professional thing,” she said. “But when you come home, we’re debriefing. About jobs and benches and terrifying honesty.”

Cassie rolled her eyes. “You’re relentless.”

“Someone has to be,” Jenna replied. “You keep building houses on fault lines and then acting surprised when the ground shakes.”

On the train into the city’s core, Cassie found herself staring out the window as buildings blurred past, her reflection faint against the glass. She thought about the bench again, about the way Eli had looked sitting beside her in the workshop, shoulders almost touching, voice soft as he explained the pattern.

Clear can be terrifying.

She pressed her lips together. Saturday sat in her mental calendar like a highlighted block, glowing at the edge of her week. Between now and then, she had to move through the ordinary: meetings, emails, spreadsheets, the quiet choreography of daily tasks. But under that surface, something else had started. A slow, steady turning toward whatever this conversation with Eli might unearth.

At ten o'clock she knocked on Marianne’s office door and stepped inside at the invitation. The space was bright, lined with whiteboards covered in notes and maps, a few potted plants, and framed photos of finished projects. On one wall, a large print showed a ribbon-cutting ceremony in front of a renovated youth centre, the faces in the crowd wide with pride.

Marianne looked up from her laptop and smiled. She was in her fifties, with short silver hair and a wardrobe of crisp shirts and colourful scarves that never seemed to wrinkle. “Cassie, come in. Sit.”

Cassie did, perching on the chair opposite the desk, spine instinctively straightening.

“I’ll get straight to it,” Marianne said, folding her hands loosely on the desk. “The Maplebridge community centre is on track to be our best-case study this quarter. The board is very happy with the progress, the budget reports are solid, and the preliminary community feedback has been glowing.”

“Thank you,” Cassie said, the words feeling both satisfying and heavy. Praise always came with new expectations.

“You’ve done exceptional work,” Marianne continued. “Which is why I wanted to talk to you before our next planning meeting. The board has been discussing an expansion of our ‘Small Town Revival’ pilot. Maplebridge was the first. They’d like to bring three more communities into the programme over the next two years.”

Cassie’s heart did a small, cautious leap. “That’s wonderful.”

“It is,” Marianne agreed. “And they’re looking for someone to lead that expansion. A project lead who understands the realities on the ground and can manage the chaos with that unnervingly calm smile you seem to have adopted as your signature.”

Cassie blinked. “Me?”

Marianne smiled. “You. If you want it.”

The room seemed to narrow, all sound pulling slightly inward. Cassie’s mind raced, trying to make sense of the possibilities forming like a constellation. Lead the expansion. More towns, more community centres, more benches and bright hallways and complicated budgets. More evenings like yesterday, standing in a half-finished hall and feeling the hum of something becoming.

“What would that look like, exactly?” she asked, her voice surprisingly steady.

“You’d be based here for the most part,” Marianne said. “But you’d travel frequently to the new sites. The first two are about three hours’ drive from here, in opposite directions. Maplebridge would still be partly under your oversight, but we’d eventually transition day-to-day operations there to a local coordinator. You’d have a small team here, more strategic oversight, less daily hands-on work.”

Less daily hands-on work in Maplebridge.

Cassie nodded slowly. She thought about the hall, the supply closet, the volunteer crews whose names she knew by heart. She thought about walking those streets, knowing which potholes to avoid, which shop owners would donate coffee and which would quietly slip cash into the collection jar. She thought about Eli’s workshop light glowing at the back of his mother’s house, a beacon she could aim her car toward without thinking.

“What about the timeline?” she asked.

“We’d like to formalise the role before the end of next month,” Marianne said. “Give you time to structure things, hire support, and transition tasks. But we don’t have to decide today. I wanted to give you space to think.”

Cassie exhaled. Relief and pressure pressed against each other in her chest.

“I appreciate that,” she said. “It sounds... big.”

“It is,” Marianne replied. “You’ve earned big.”

She hesitated, then added more gently, “I know Maplebridge is personal for you. It can be both strength and weight. Sometimes stepping back a little gives us perspective that makes us more effective, not less connected. I trust your instincts to find that balance.”

Cassie swallowed. “What happens if I say no?”

“Then we keep you exactly where you are, doing essential work that we very much need,” Marianne said. “And we find someone else for expansion, likely someone with more distance. There is no wrong answer here, Cassie. I want you where you’re able to thrive, not burn out.”

Burn out. The words landed with uncomfortable accuracy. How many nights had she fallen into bed feeling like an emptied-out battery, only to plug herself back into work again the next morning out of habit and obligation? How many times had Eli gently teased her about needing a hobby that didn’t involve grant applications?

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

“Good,” Marianne replied. “Take a few days. Talk to the people who matter to you. We’ll revisit it next week.”

Talk to the people who matter to you.

Cassie nodded, a little dazed, and stood. “Thank you. For considering me.”

After she left Marianne’s office, she found a quiet corner near the stairwell and leaned against the wall, letting the hum of the building wash over her. Her phone felt heavy in her hand. She opened a blank note and typed three words.

More towns, less Maplebridge.

She stared at them until they blurred, then added another line.

More leadership, less bench.

It was not a fair reduction. She knew that. The work was bigger than any one town, any one bench. But to pretend the choice was purely professional would be dishonest. Her life was woven into Maplebridge in a way that did not fit neatly into job descriptions.

She closed the note without saving it and shoved the phone back into her pocket. There would be time to untangle it all later. Tonight, she would call her parents and hear her mother’s careful optimism and her father’s practical questions. Later in the week, she would tell Eli, and his reaction would become another piece of the puzzle.

For now, she did what she always did. She went back to her desk, opened her laptop, and started working through her task list one item at a time, as if the future had not just shifted under her feet.

Hours later, when the sky outside the office windows had turned a soft blue-grey and most of her colleagues had trickled out, Cassie finally shut down her computer. She walked to the train station in the fading light, the day’s conversations replaying in pieces. Marianne’s praise. The offer. Jenna’s questions. Eli’s texts. Saturday glowing ahead of her like a marker on the horizon.

On the train, she found an empty seat and let her head rest against the cool glass. The city blurred past, all steel and concrete and scattered neon. She closed her eyes for a moment, just long enough to picture the bench again. The carved lines. The point where they finally crossed.

Clear can be terrifying.

Maybe, she thought, as the train rocked her gently forward, the real question was not whether she could handle terrifying, but whether she could keep living in almostness without eventually breaking under the weight of all the unsaid things.

When she stepped back into the apartment, Jenna was in the living room, laptop balanced on her knees, a half-eaten bowl of pasta on the coffee table. She glanced up immediately.

“Well?” she asked. “How did the mysterious meeting go?”

Cassie dropped her bag on the chair by the door and sank onto the sofa. “They want me to lead the expansion of the Small Town programme.”

Jenna’s mouth fell open. “Cassie, that’s huge.”

“I know,” Cassie said. “More towns. More travel. More responsibility. Less time in Maplebridge.”

Jenna’s eyes softened. “And how does your chest feel when you say that out loud?”

“Like someone is simultaneously inflating a balloon and pressing a thumb into it,” Cassie replied.

“Very precise,” Jenna said. “So, excitement and dread?”

“Excitement and grief,” Cassie corrected quietly.

Jenna nodded, understanding. “Have you told him?”

“Not yet,” Cassie said. “I will. Before Saturday. I need to talk to my parents first.”

“Will you tell him before you decide?” Jenna asked.

Cassie looked toward the photo on the bulletin board again. The two of them on the swing, summer light turning their hair to gold, smiles unguarded.

“Yes,” she said. “I think I have to.”

Jenna smiled faintly. “Look at you. Terrifying and honest.”

Later, when the apartment had become quiet and the city outside had settled into its night rhythm, Cassie lay in bed again, staring at the ceiling. Her phone rested on her chest, screen dark. She thought about benches and board meetings, sirens and slow conversations, fear and the possibility of finally naming the thing that had lived in the space between them for years.

Somewhere across town, in a small house on a quiet street, Eli Turner lay awake too, one arm flung over his eyes, the other resting on his chest. His muscles ached in the particular way that came after long nights on call, when adrenaline had burned through and left only leftover tension.

He replayed the unfinished moment in the workshop, the way Cassie had looked at the bench, at him, at the carved lines that told their story more honestly than he had managed with words so far. He thought about the message she had sent that morning, about clear things being terrifying and good all at once.

He thought about Saturday. About once again trying to push past almost and into something he could not easily take back.

In the quiet of his room, he reached for his phone, opened their message thread, and scrolled up to the photo she had sent weeks ago of the half-painted community centre wall. Her hair had been pulled back, cheeks smudged with paint, eyes alight. Beneath it, he had jokingly written, You look like you belong there.

Now, he typed a new message and then deleted it twice before finally settling on something that felt like both too much and too little.

I hope you know you can tell me anything. Even the stuff that feels heavy. Maybe especially that.

He stared at it for a long moment, then hit send.

In her dark bedroom across the city, Cassie’s phone lit up against her chest. She read the message once, twice, three times, each repetition carving a small, steadying space inside her.

Maybe, she thought, terror and honesty could occupy the same bench after all.

She typed back, fingers trembling just enough to make her correct a typo.

The same goes for you.

Then she set the phone aside, turned off the lamp, and lay in the dark listening to the distant city sounds and the quieter, deeper rhythm of her own heartbeat, beating out a pattern she had not fully allowed herself to read until now.
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Chapter Two – Fault Lines and Foundations
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The next day, Maplebridge did what Maplebridge always did when the weather could not quite make up its mind. It wrapped everything in a thin, humid mist that made the lake look like it was exhaling. Eli stood on the back porch with a mug of coffee cupped in both hands, watching the mist drift over the water at the far end of the street. The air smelled like damp earth and cut grass. Somewhere a lawnmower droned halfheartedly, then sputtered to a stop.

He had slept, technically. Three hours curled up on top of the covers with one arm flung over his eyes, boots abandoned by the door in a heap that would have driven his mother crazy if she had been awake to see it. It had been the heavy, dreamless kind of sleep that wiped the slate clean but did nothing to ease the ache in his shoulders. His muscles still hummed with the aftershocks of the previous night: the weight of stretchers, the sharpness of sirens, the blur of headlights on the highway.

Now, in the pale morning, his body was back home, but his mind was still half on that roadside, on the crushed metal and the quiet, shaky voices of people who had just watched their normal lives buckle. That was the part of volunteering he never quite got used to—the way other people’s worst days slipped under his skin and lingered.

He took a sip of coffee and winced as it scalded his tongue. He had made it too strong and too hot, a habit he had picked up from the station, where nobody had the time or energy to care about perfect brewing temperatures.

Behind him, the sliding door opened with a soft scrape. His mother stepped onto the porch, a cardigan wrapped around her shoulders despite the warmth. Maggie Turner had the kind of face that students trusted instinctively: kind eyes, laugh lines, and a way of listening that made even restless seventeen-year-olds briefly forget that they were supposed to be indifferent. The silver in her hair caught the morning light as she closed the door with a quiet click.
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