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​The Summer Our Friendship Crossed the Line
​About the Author  
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SankulaHub writes emotional, character-driven romance that feels like listening to a close friend share the story they swore they would never tell anyone. Each book is built around real-life feelings: the knot in your throat when you pretend you are “just friends,” the way a single text can change the rhythm of your day, the quiet courage it takes to finally say what you really mean.

Rather than distant, perfect characters, SankulaHub’s stories focus on people who are slightly messy, full of contradictions, and learning how to show up for themselves as much as they show up for others. Careers, family pressure, money worries, old regrets, and complicated histories all walk into the story along with the romance, because love never arrives in a vacuum.

Every title is written with a simple promise: the emotional journey will be honest, the ending will be satisfying, and the characters will feel like they could step straight off the page and into your life. If you have ever loved your best friend, broken your own rules, or tried to protect your heart by pretending you were fine, these stories are for you.
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​Dedication
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For everyone who wrote “we will never ruin this friendship” in some teenage notebook
and then fell in love with the one person they thought was safely off-limits.
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​Cast Snapshot 
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​Sienna Hartley – Twenty-six, marketing assistant by job title, storyteller and fixer by instinct. Sienna grew up in the small coastal town of Seacliff Bay, then ran to the city convinced she needed noise and ambition to prove she was going somewhere. Underneath her polished, capable surface lives a girl who still counts the waves when she is anxious. She is the one who remembers birthdays, smooths over awkward silences, and carries extra band-aids in her bag “just in case.” Her most sacred rule has always been simple: never risk the only friendship that has felt like home—her friendship with Logan.

Logan Price – Twenty-seven, high school physics teacher who spends his summers working extra jobs so he can stay in the town he loves without drowning in bills. Logan is steady, dryly funny, and more observant than he lets on. He listens more than he talks, but when he chooses his words they tend to land with quiet precision. To most people he looks unshakeable; to Sienna, he is the boy who once stayed up all night on a hospital bench because she refused to go home alone. Somewhere between skinned knees and grown-up heartbreak, he made a promise to himself: he would never be the reason she loses a safe place to land.

Ava Moreno – Twenty-six, Sienna’s cousin and part-time bartender at The Breakwater, the bay’s most crowded summer bar. Loud, loyal, and allergic to half-truths, Ava has watched Sienna and Logan orbit each other for more than a decade and has run out of patience with their carefully worded denials. She believes in big feelings, second chances, and never wasting a summer.

Keegan Brooks – Twenty-eight, Logan’s friend since college and the new manager of the town’s crumbling but beloved beach boardwalk. Keegan is all restless energy and impulsive ideas, constantly pitching events, night markets, and pop-up festivals. He pulls Logan into this summer’s biggest project and, without meaning to, pulls Sienna back into the center of everything she thought she had outgrown.

Seacliff Bay – A small cliff-lined coastal town where tourists come for three months and pretend they live there forever, while the locals keep the real, layered history tucked just under the surface. Wooden boardwalks, salt-sticky air, and a habit of remembering people the way they were at seventeen. It is the place that quietly documented every version of Sienna and Logan, from awkward teenagers to the adults who are about to test the rules they wrote for themselves.

This cast snapshot is the foundation for every scene, chapter, cover, and piece of metadata for The Summer Our Friendship Crossed the Line. Names, spellings, and roles will remain consistent throughout the entire project.
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​Introduction Scene – The Rulebook We Pretend Not to Remember
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If you stand on the boardwalk in Seacliff Bay long enough, you can hear the town keeping score.

It is in the way the older shop owners greet you with your full name and the year you graduated. It is in the way the teenagers glance at each other like they know every crush and every fight from the past three summers. It is in the silence that falls for half a second when you come back after leaving, like the town is deciding whether you are visiting or returning.

On the first day of June, I am the one stepping off the bus with a suitcase that wheels badly and a heart that cannot decide if it is homesick or simply exhausted.

The air hits me in a rush—salt, sunscreen, and the sharp, clean smell of the ocean waking up after a long, stale winter. A gull screams somewhere overhead, someone is already laughing too loudly on the corner outside The Breakwater, and the sunlight slides across the faded “Welcome to Seacliff Bay” sign like it remembers my name.

I breathe in, feel my chest stutter, and tell myself this is just for the summer. Three months. Twelve weekends. A handful of sunsets. Then I can go back to the city, back to the office with its buzzing lights and endless email threads and the faint, constant headache of trying to look more confident than I feel.

“Still dramatic, Hartley,” a familiar voice says behind me. “It’s just air. You know they have that in the city too, right?”

I do not have to turn to recognize the voice. I do it anyway.

Logan Price leans against his scarred old pickup, hands in the pockets of a grey t-shirt that fits better than the stretched-out band shirts he used to live in. His hair is a little shorter, his jaw a little sharper, but the smile is the same—slow, one corner first, like he is checking if the room is safe before letting it spread.

The last time I saw him was nine months ago, in a coffee shop that smelled like burnt beans and regret. I had told him I was staying in town forever. He nodded, said he was proud of me, and then went back to his classroom and his stable, responsible life while I tried to convince myself that walking away from the town—and from him—was a sign of maturity.

Now he is here, right in front of me, as if the months in between were just a long, strange dream.

“Logan,” I say, and my voice comes out smoother than I feel. “I see Seacliff still hasn’t invested in a proper welcoming committee, so they sent you.”

“Budget cuts.” He pushes off the truck and closes the distance in a few slow steps. “You look...”

He pauses, eyes running over my city-cut hair, the blazer I should have left in my suitcase, the scuffed suitcase itself.

“Tired?” I offer.

“Like you’ve been working too hard to remember how to breathe.” His gaze softens, and for a second I see the boy who once insisted on counting my breaths with me when I had my first ever panic attack before a math exam.

I roll my eyes, because the alternative is letting them sting. “Hello to you too.”

He laughs, and the sound slips under my skin like warm water.

We hugged. It is supposed to be quick, a friendly squeeze, but my body does not remember where the safe distance ends. I press my face into his shoulder and inhale the scent of laundry detergent and chalk dust, with a faint undertone of salt. For a heartbeat, everything inside me unclenches.

Then I hear the rules in my head like they’re printed on the inside of my eyelids.

Rule One: Never let the friendship get weird.
Rule Two: No jealousy. Ever.
Rule Three: We don’t cross the line. We don’t even go near it.
We wrote them the summer we were seventeen, sitting on the old lifeguard stand with melted ice cream dripping down our wrists and a fear we were too proud to name. That was the summer everyone else started pairing off, breaking up, and screaming at each other on the pier. Logan had turned to me with that same thoughtful look he wears now and said, “I don’t want whatever this is to become one of those stories people whisper about.”

So we made rules. We laughed as we wrote them in a cheap spiral notebook, like we were scripting our own safety net. No crushes. No drunk confessions. No kissing, not even as a joke. No jealous flinching when one of us started dating someone else. We would be the exception. The clean, uncomplicated story that never went wrong.

I pull back from the hug first, because I am still loyal to the old agreement, even when my body disagrees.

“Thanks for picking me up,” I say, adjusting the strap of my bag so my hands have something to do. “I thought you had exams to grade.”

“Do you really think I’d let you drag that suitcase from the bus stop all the way up the hill?” he asks. “Besides, I finished grading at midnight. I am officially a free man until September.”

“Ah yes, the famous teacher summers,” I tease. “All mojitos and naps in hammocks, right?”

He snorts. “More like side hustles and fixing my mom’s roof. And now, apparently, project managing your dramatic re-entry.”

He pops the trunk and takes my suitcase before I can argue. The familiar, simple gesture leaves a dent in my chest.

“You didn’t have to come back, you know,” he says quietly as he lifts the suitcase. “I mean, I’m glad you did. But you could have stayed there and... whatever grown-up city things you’re doing.”

I look past him, up the hill where the houses cling to the cliffs, their roofs layered like scales. Somewhere up there is my mother’s kitchen, probably cluttered with Tupperware and unopened mail. Somewhere lower down is the little blue house that used to belong to Logan’s grandmother, now rented out for summer income and, this year, for something else entirely.

“I lost my job,” I say, the words tasting like rust.

He sets the suitcase down more gently than I deserve. “They fired you?”

“Restructured.” I wiggle the fingers of one hand in a mock cheer. “Apparently when the company decides to ‘streamline the brand narrative,’ it also streamlines the number of people allowed to stay on payroll.”

His jaw tightens, a small, controlled flicker. “Idiots.”

“According to my bank account, they are idiots who sign checks,” I say lightly. “Anyway, Mom heard, Ava heard, the group chat exploded, and suddenly I had a summer job offer, a spare room, and a bus ticket email before I even finished crying over my last office coffee.”

“So this is... what? A reset?” he asks, eyes searching my face for something I’m not ready to display.

I shrug, because I do not have a better word. “A detour. A pause. A chance to remember how to sleep without waking up at three in the morning and checking my email.”

He nods slowly. “Then I’m glad the bus ticket worked.”

We climb into the truck. The seat creaks the same way it always has, and the dashboard still has the tiny crack from the time we tried to move a bookshelf that was several inches too long. I trail my fingers over the passenger door handle, remembering the dozens of summers we spent driving this same route with windows down, music too loud, the future feeling big and undefined.

Now the future feels like a narrow hallway of questions I don’t know how to answer.

“So,” I say, buckling my seatbelt. “Catch me up. What did I miss? Any scandalous affairs? Secret children? Did the ice cream shop finally admit their ‘new recipe’ is just less sugar?”

He smiles, turning the key in the ignition. “The ice cream is still terrible, Ava is still too honest for her own good, and Keegan has somehow convinced the town council to let him run a full summer festival from the boardwalk.”

“A festival?” I turn towards him, surprised. “Like, actual events and stalls and everything?”

“Night markets, music, games, charity nights. He pitched it as a way to bring more tourists and keep the boardwalk from being eaten alive by chain stores.” Logan glances at me. “And before you ask, yes, you’re involved.”

“I just got off the bus,” I protested. “I haven’t even said hello to my mother. How am I already involved?”

“Because Ava sent him your portfolio,” he says as if this is a reasonable explanation. “Your campaigns, your copy, everything." He wants someone who knows the town but also understands marketing. He cannot pay a big-city agency, and you are currently, to use your own words, on a detour.”

I stare at him, then at the road in front of us as he pulls away from the curb.

“So I was recruited without consent?”

“Think of it as a collaborative intervention,” he suggests. “You get a summer contract, something to put on your resume, and an excuse to spend three months working on something that isn’t soul-crushing.”

“And what do you get?” I ask before I can stop myself.

He glances at me, then back at the road. “I get my best friend back in the same zip code. That’s more than enough.”

The word best friend should land cleanly. It always has. Instead, it drags a splinter along a part of me I have been pretending is numb.

Outside the window, Seacliff Bay unfolds in familiar snapshots. Mrs. Hollis sweeps the front step of her bookstore, pausing to shout a greeting. Two kids race down to the sand carrying mismatched beach towels. The ocean stretches out, wide and indifferent, glittering like it has never once cared who stayed and who left.

“Do you still have it?” Logan asks suddenly.

“Have what?”

He smiles faintly. “The notebook.”

There is only one notebook he could mean.

I picture it instantly: the cheap spiral-bound pad with a faded blue cover, stuffed somewhere in a box in my mother’s attic. The pages where we wrote our rules in bad handwriting. No dating each other. No kissing. No blurting out big feelings during thunderstorms or after midnight or when one of us is drunk and brave. No letting anyone else’s jealousy turn us against each other. No crossing the line.

“I think it’s disintegrating in a cardboard box,” I say, forcing a laugh. “Why are you planning to audit our compliance?”

“Just checking where we stand,” he says lightly. But something tightens in his expression, there and gone in a second.

The thing about rules is that they work beautifully until the person you wrote them to protect outgrows the version of themselves you were afraid for.

We crest the hill, and the ocean flashes into full view, a sheet of shifting silver under the afternoon sun. For a moment, everything else—the lost job, the rent I can’t pay, the future I can’t see—falls away. All that’s left is the sound of tires on old asphalt and the fact that the person I trust most in the world is driving me back into a town that remembers every version of us.

“Welcome home, Hartley,” Logan says softly.

The word home lands somewhere between my ribs and stays there, stubborn and hot.

I stare at the glittering line where water meets sky and think of Keegan’s festival, of Ava’s relentless honesty, of my mother’s kitchen, of the spiral notebook full of rules we have treated like sacred scripture for almost ten years.

I have a sudden, sharp sense that this summer is going to test every line we drew.

I do not know yet which rule will break first.
I only know that when we wrote them, we never imagined they would be the only thing standing between us and the kind of story people whisper about on the boardwalk for years.
And as Logan’s hand brushes mine on the gearshift for the briefest second—accidentally, easily, like nothing at all—I realize something that makes my heart clench:

The line we swore we would never cross does not live in a notebook in my mother’s attic.
It lives here, between us, in every small almost-touch and every word we do not say.
And for the first time, I am not entirely sure I want it to stay unbroken.
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Chapter One – The Detour Agreement
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By the time Logan pulls into my mother’s driveway, the sky has shifted from bright afternoon to that softer, forgiving light that makes everything look prettier than it really is. The Hartley house sits exactly where I left it, stubbornly white with pale blue shutters, the paint on the front porch railing peeling in the same familiar strips. The flower beds are overgrown in a way that somehow still counts as charming. The wind carries the smell of basil and something baking, which means my mother has heard the bus schedule and decided to process my return with carbs.

I stare at the front door longer than I should, fingers twisted in the strap of my bag. It is ridiculous, being nervous about walking into the house I grew up in, but my life has shrunk and expanded so violently over the past month that everything feels slightly too bright, too loud, too much.

“You okay?” Logan asks, turning off the engine.

“Define okay,” I say lightly. “In the sense of physically capable of walking forward? Yes. In the sense of emotionally ready to be seen by the woman who still prints my school photos every time she gets a new printer? Debatable.”

“She made cinnamon rolls,” he offers, like it is a treat. “Ava texted. They’ve been banned from touching them until you arrive.”

“Bribery,” I murmur. “She always goes for the classics.”

I reach for the door handle, but Logan’s hand lands gently on my arm. It is not a dramatic gesture, just a small pressure, enough to make me turn back to him. His eyes are steady, a shade between hazel and brown that I have always privately described as cliff-side coffee.

“You’re not a failure for coming home, Sienna,” he says quietly. “I know your brain is trying to tell you that, so I’m saying it out loud before you go in there and let it eat you alive.”

The words hit a target I thought I had carefully hidden. It is terrifying and comforting, having someone who remembers all your old fault lines and can still predict where the new cracks might appear.

“Oh good,” I reply, forcing a half smile. “I missed being emotionally profiled at the door.”

He does not let go. “I’m serious. Losing a job in a company that treats people like interchangeable batteries does not define you.”

“It defines my ability to pay my rent,” I say, softer than I intend. “Hence the detour.”

“Then treat it like exactly that,” he says. “A detour. Not a dead end. You’re not back because you failed. You’re back because life took a sharp corner and you’re smart enough to put both hands on the wheel.”

For a moment, the tightness in my chest loosens just enough to let in air that doesn’t feel like it will cut me on the way down. I nod, because if I try to speak I might say thank you in a voice that gives away too much.

He squeezes my arm once, then lets go. “Come on. Before Ava eats your welcome-home cinnamon roll out of spite.”

We step onto the porch together. The screen door squeaks the same way it always has, that high, familiar whine that used to announce late arrivals to my teenage sneaking-in missions. Logan holds it open for me. My pulse jumps against my neck as I step over the threshold, like I am crossing some invisible border between the life I thought I was building and the life I am trying not to call my backup plan.

“Sienna?” my mother calls from the kitchen, as if I could be anyone else breaking into her house at this exact time of day.

“In the flesh,” I answer.

She appears in the doorway two seconds later, apron dusted with flour, dark hair pulled into a loose bun with a pencil stuck through it. Lines have deepened around her mouth and eyes since I left, but her presence still feels like it takes up the entire room in the best way.

“My girl,” she says, and then her arms are around me, warm and firm and completely unforgiving of any attempt to hold back.

I melted into the hug faster than I expected. For all the frustration and distance that accumulated in the years between my escape from Seacliff and my reluctant return, my body still recognizes this as one of the safest places it knows.

“You’re too thin,” she announces into my hair, because some things are apparently scripted. “And this blazer makes you look like you’re going to scold the entire town council.”

“It’s called professional,” I protested, muffled against her shoulder.

“It’s called joyless,” she counters, pulling back to study me properly. “We’ll fix that.”

“Hi, Mrs. Hartley,” Logan says from behind me, sounding amused.

She beams at him. “Logan. Thank you for picking her up. I didn’t trust that suitcase to make it up the hill alive.”

“Anytime,” he says, which is infuriatingly easy for him to mean.

“Cinnamon rolls?” she asks, switching gears in that brisk way of hers that used to make me feel like life could be reorganized with enough lists and a baking tray. “Ava’s here. Keegan might show up if he can escape the boardwalk for five minutes. I’m not entirely sure he sleeps.”

The mention of Keegan makes my stomach turn another way. I have never met him in person, only through stories and a handful of photos in group chats, but the idea that he already has a use for me waits at the edge of my awareness like an unpaid bill.

“I told her about the festival thing,” Logan says, walking towards the kitchen. “Figured it was better to ambush her quickly.”

“Excellent,” my mother says. “That’s settled, then.”

I stare at both of them. “There is something deeply unsettling about the way you all treat my participation in your schemes as a foregone conclusion.”

“Family,” my mother says simply. “And honorary family,” she adds, nodding towards Logan. “Sit. Eat. We’ll talk work once your blood sugar has forgiven us.”

In the kitchen, the table is covered in a mismatched army of plates and mugs, some of which I recognize from childhood and some of which clearly joined the collection in the years I have been away. A large tray of cinnamon rolls sits in the center, icing still glistening as it drips down the sides. Ava is perched on the counter in jean shorts and an oversized T-shirt, scrolling through her phone with a focus that suggests drama.

When she looks up and sees me, her face splits into a grin so wide it makes my chest ache.

“You’re really here,” she says, sliding off the counter. “Not just on video where the connection freezes every time you try to talk about feelings.”

“Don’t slander my wifi,” I say, but my throat tightens as she pulls me into a hug that smells like vanilla and whatever perfume is currently making the rounds on social media.

“Let me look at you,” she demands, holding me at arm’s length. “You look like a woman who has been underpaid and overworked and is about to make some very interesting decisions. I approve.”

“You don’t even know what decisions,” I point out.

“That’s the fun part,” she says. “I trust your chaos.”

“Terrifying,” I murmur.

We sat. My mother pushes a plate towards me with a cinnamon roll the size of my hand. Logan takes one and tears it neatly into pieces, the way he always has, because he eats slowly and rarely lets himself indulge in something that rich. The simple, familiar motion unspools another thread of the past inside me.

For a few minutes, the conversation stays safely on the surface—weather, tourist season predictions, which local teenagers miraculously passed their exams. I answer questions about the city in broad strokes, skimming over the parts that would sound too bitter out loud. The office politics, the constant restructuring, the way my boss said, “You’ve been such a good sport,” as if I had been a mascot and not a person whose life he was upending.

Eventually, though, I feel the weight of expectation settle on the table like a third tray of pastries.

“All right,” I say, putting my fork down. “Someone explain this festival plan before I start imagining you’ve roped me into a six-week clown college.”

Ava’s eyes light up. “I’ll let the man with the spreadsheets do it,” she says. “Keegan texted five minutes ago. He’s on his way. You can ask him why he thinks humans can function on three hours of sleep.”

“I don’t have spreadsheets,” a voice protests from the doorway. “I have vision.”

I turn to see Keegan leaning against the doorframe, hair tousled, sunglasses pushed on top of his head, a rolled-up poster tube in one hand. He looks like someone who thrives on almost-missed deadlines and spontaneous road trips.

“You must be Sienna,” he says, offering his free hand. “The marketing genius who fled to the city and has now graciously returned to save our boardwalk.”

“I think you have me confused with someone who has her life together,” I say, shaking his hand. “I am the marketing genius whose job imploded on a Tuesday.”

“Even better,” he replies, grinning. “You’re hungry and slightly vengeful. That’s the perfect energy for reinvention.”

“Sit, Keegan,” my mother says. “Eat before you start pitching anything. You get more persuasive when you’re not about to faint.”

He takes a cinnamon roll obediently, then pulls the poster tube open and slides out a stack of papers. “Okay, but I am going to at least start with a teaser, because I’ve been waiting to have an actual professional in the room for weeks.”

“Flatter her,” Ava murmurs. “It increases the likelihood of free labor.”

Keegan spreads the papers on the table. Schedules, concept sketches, rough maps of the boardwalk with arrows and notes in a messy scrawl. There are circles around certain weekends, little stars by some of the stall locations. At the center of one sheet, in bold letters, is written: Seacliff Summer Nights.

“The council finally agreed to let me try this,” he says, tapping the title. “Three months, June through August. Night markets twice a week. Open-air concerts on Saturdays. Themed weekends. A charity gala in July. We’ve got vendors, musicians, and local artists. People are excited. But what we don’t have is a cohesive story.”

“A what?” Logan asks, though I can tell he knows the answer. He is coaxing me closer to the conversation in that quiet, deliberate way he does everything.

“A narrative,” I say slowly, scanning the pages. “Something that ties all the pieces together so it doesn’t just feel like random events. A reason people should care enough to plan their summer around it instead of just dropping by if they’re bored.”

“Exactly,” Keegan says, pointing at me like I’ve just solved a puzzle. “We need an identity. A campaign. A feeling.”

“You’re making a festival sound like therapy,” Ava says.

“Everything is therapy if you look at it long enough,” Keegan replies, then turns back to me. “We also need someone to manage our social channels, coordinate with vendors, script the promo videos, and make sure our messaging doesn’t sound like it was written by a town council memo generator.”

“So you want a one-woman marketing department,” I say.

“I want someone who understands why Mrs. Hollis’s bookstore matters just as much as the food trucks,” he says. “And who knows how to tell that story to people who have never heard of Seacliff Bay in their lives.”

The flattery is obvious, but so is the need beneath it. I watch his fingers drum against the paper edge, feel the fizz of possibility flicker under my skin despite my exhaustion. This is what I loved about my job before it turned into an endless cycle of selling mediocre products to people who already wanted them. Building something from scratch. Figuring out how to translate feelings into words and images.

“What’s the budget?” I ask, because I might be bruised but I am not naive.

He winces. “Modest.”

“Define modest,” I press.

“Think... enough to pay you for the summer and cover basic costs, but not enough to hire a full agency,” he says. “We got a grant and some sponsorships. The vendors pay stall fees. The council is covering extra security and clean-up. It’s not glamorous, but it’s honest.”

I sit back, looking at the mess of papers. The city job paid better than anything he can offer, on paper. It also chewed through my sense of purpose and spat it out. This, on the other hand, looks like long days, heavier responsibility than my title might suggest, and a town full of people with opinions. It also looks like a fluke.

“How much creative control are we talking about?” I ask slowly.

He grins, recognizing a crack in the wall. “For the story? Almost all of it. The council cares about safety and noise ordinances and not setting anything on fire. They don’t know how to talk to tourists in full sentences. That’s you.”

“And you’re okay with me telling you some of your ideas are terrible?” I add.

“You think I don’t hear that from Logan every week?” he says. “I can take it.”

Across the table, Logan is watching me with a look that is not quite expectation and not quite hope. It is something deeper, a kind of quiet faith that unnerves me more than any city performance review.

My mother clears her throat gently. “You don’t have to decide everything tonight,” she says. “You’re allowed to breathe first.”

“I know,” I say. And I do. But I also know myself.

If I let this sit too long, my fear will start building elaborate arguments. It will tell me that taking a small-town contract after being laid off makes me look like I failed. It will whisper that if I do not jump at the first sign of stability in the city, I will never be taken seriously again. It will tug at all the old threads of not-enough that have lived in my chest since high school.

So I do what I have learned to do when fear and possibility both start talking at the same time. I ask one question.

“What does this look like in terms of hours?” I ask Keegan. “And, realistically, how much of my brain are you expecting to rent?”

“Full-time summer,” he says without hesitation. “Days in a shared workspace I carved out on the boardwalk, afternoons meeting vendors, evenings at events once they start. Some weeks will be intense. Some will be lighter. The pay won’t make you rich, but it will keep you from living on instant noodles. And if you want a glowing letter of recommendation for your next city job, I can write one that will make recruiters cry.”

Ava snorts. “He’s not wrong. He once wrote a feedback note for a barback that got the guy hired as a hotel event manager.”

Logan leans forward, fingers loosely linked on the table. “You can treat it as a three-month contract,” he says, meeting my eyes. “A structured project with a start and end date. You walk away in September with a portfolio piece and time to breathe before you decide your next move.”

“A detour,” I say quietly.

He nods. “Exactly.”

“What about you?” I ask, unable to help myself. “What are you doing all summer?”

“Helping where I can,” he says. “Running physics camp for the handful of kids who actually like science. Working extra shifts at the marina. Volunteering at events. Being the guy who hauls boxes and fixes broken lights. The glamorous stuff.”

There is comfort in knowing we will be orbiting the same project. There is also danger. The spiral notebook in my mother’s attic might be gathering dust, but the rules we wrote are still very much alive between us. No unexplained disappearances. No emotional ambushes. No behavior that could be misread as more than friendship.

Already, that last one feels shaky.

“I have one condition,” I say finally, surprising myself.

Keegan raises a brow. “Name it.”

“If I say yes, this is my project as much as yours,” I tell him. “You don’t run every idea through a committee of your friends without me. You don’t change a copy at the last minute because your cousin thinks a pun is funnier. If I’m putting my name on this, I get the authority to say when something doesn’t fit the story.”

He studies me for a moment, that measuring look of someone who recognizes a fellow perfectionist. Then he nods.

“Deal,” he says. “We co-own the narrative.”

I exhale, feeling something settle inside me that has been restless for weeks. It is not certain. It is not a five-year plan. It is simply the sense of stepping onto a path that feels like it belongs to me, even if it only stretches three months into the future.

“Okay,” I say. “Then I’m in.”

Ava whoops, slapping her palm onto the table hard enough to make the plates jump. My mother smiles, relief flickering behind her eyes like she has been holding her breath since the moment she printed the bus ticket. Keegan leans back in his chair, grinning like someone who just convinced the universe to say yes to his favorite idea.

Logan does not cheer. He just looks at me with that same quiet pride from the coffee shop months ago, softer now, less wrapped in goodbye.

“Welcome to Seacliff Summer Nights,” he says.

Later, when the cinnamon rolls have been reduced to crumbs and Keegan has left with promises of sending me every document he has ever created, I find myself standing alone on the small back porch, watching the sun sink towards the line where the ocean meets the sky.

The air is cooler here, away from the kitchen heat. I rest my hands on the railing, feel the flaking paint catch under my fingers. Somewhere below, someone is playing music loud enough that the bass thumps faintly through the boards. The town feels half-awake, stretching towards the season that defines it.

The screen door creaks behind me. Logan steps out, closing it softly so it doesn’t slam.

“You disappeared,” he says. “Ava almost sent a search party.”

“I needed a moment,” I replied. “Too many decisions in one room. I didn’t want to get frosting on any of them.”

He comes to stand beside me, leaving just enough space that our arms do not quite touch. The not-touching feels more deliberate than actual contact would have.

“You did good there,” he says.

“I said yes to being underpaid and overcommitted for three months,” I point out. “Some might call that questionable judgment.”

“I call it trusting yourself,” he says. “The city didn’t make you good at what you do, Sienna. It just gave you a stage. You can build something here that actually matters to you.”

I study his profile in the fading light, the slope of his nose, the small scar near his eyebrow from the time we tried to build a treehouse with more ambition than skill. He has always believed in my ability to build things from words. For years, I have accepted his belief like a gift without examining what it costs him to keep offering it.

“Why did you remind me about the notebook?” I ask suddenly.

He blinks, surprised. “Earlier? I don’t know. I was thinking about how we’ve had rules longer than we’ve had real jobs. It made me wonder if they still apply.”

“Do they?” I ask, heart beating faster for reasons I refuse to name.

He doesn’t answer immediately. He looks out at the ocean, hands wrapped around the railing. When he finally speaks, his voice is low.

“They applied to who we were at seventeen,” he says. “Two kids who thought the only way to keep something safe was to keep it in a box. No risks, no confessions, no... anything that could get messy.”

“And now?” I push, even though part of me wants him to change the subject.

“Now you’re back in town with half your life packed in a suitcase,” he says. “I’m teaching full-time, juggling bills, trying to make sure my mother doesn’t climb ladders she shouldn’t. We’re not those kids anymore.”

“That sounds like an argument for rewriting the rules,” I say lightly, trying to cover the way my pulse jumps at the idea.

“It sounds like an acknowledgment that things change,” he replies. “But that doesn’t mean we’re required to set ourselves on fire for the sake of drama. I still don’t want to hurt you, Sienna. That hasn’t changed.”

“Maybe I’m less breakable than you think,” I say.

He turns then, really looks at me. Whatever he sees, his expression softens further.

“I think you’re stronger than you know,” he says. “But that doesn’t mean I want to be careless with you.”

Silence stretches between us, threaded with all the things we are not ready to say.

Finally, because we are who we are, I reach for a joke like a life raft.

“So,” I say. “Does this detour come with an official contract? I feel like we should at least draft some terms and conditions.”

Logan huffs a small laugh. “You want a detour agreement?”

“Why not?” I ask. “Three months. I help you and Keegan pull off this festival. I sleep in my childhood bedroom without regressing into my teenage self. I try not to have an existential crisis every time someone asks me what I’m doing next. You make sure I don’t hide in the house all summer. In September, we reassess.”

He considers it, then nods slowly. “Okay. A detour agreement.”

“Rule One,” I say, turning to face him fully. “No pity. You don’t treat me like I’m fragile because I lost my job.”

“Fine,” he says. “Rule Two: you tell me if you’re drowning. No pretending you’re fine when you’re not, just because you don’t want to worry anyone.”

“That’s manipulative,” I protest. “You’re using my own emotional growth against me.”

“Rule Three,” he continued, ignoring me, “we show up. For meetings, for each other, for whatever weird festival emergencies arise. Not disappearing without explanation.”

The rules sound different now, less like a cage and more like anchor points. Agreements between adults trying to navigate a season that could either heal them or tear open old wounds.

“And Rule Four?” I ask, even though my mouth has gone dry.

He hesitates, then says quietly, “We tell the truth. Even if it’s awkward. Even if we don’t know what it means yet.”

My heart lurches, recognizing that this is both the safest and most dangerous condition of all.

“Even about the notebook?” I ask.

He smiles, a little sad, a little hopeful. “Even about the notebook.”

We stand there until the sun finally slips below the horizon, the sky bleeding into shades of pink and deepening blue. The line between day and night blurs, just like the lines between who we were and who we are becoming.

Somewhere inside the house, my old spiral notebook is probably disintegrating in a box, its rules fading with time. Out here on the porch, without paper or ink, we are quietly writing new ones. They are less about avoidance and more about survival. Less about staying safe and more about staying honest.

I do not say any of that out loud. Instead, I breathe in the salt and the warmth and the strange, sharp ache of being back where everything started.

“This summer is only three months,” I remind them both.

“Three months can change a lot,” Logan says.

I know he’s right. What I don’t know yet is whether that possibility terrifies me more because of what I might lose—or because of what I might finally gain.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two – Seacliff Summer Nights, Draft One
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The next morning starts with gulls screaming like they are auditioning for a horror movie and my alarm buzzing on the nightstand I haven’t used in years. For a moment, half-awake and tangled in sheets that smell faintly of detergent and sea air, I have no idea where I am. The ceiling looks wrong, lower and cracked in one corner where a water stain spreads out like a map. The light is softer, filtered not through city towers but through curtains my mother sewed back when I still brought home art projects from school. My brain does a slow, clumsy rewind and then lands with a thud on the memory of yesterday: bus, Logan, cinnamon rolls, Keegan’s chaotic festival pitch, my own voice saying I’m in before my fear had time to talk me out of it.

I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling, letting the realization settle properly. I agreed to this. A full summer contract. A festival whose name is already circling my thoughts like a hook in a song: Seacliff Summer Nights. I am no longer unemployed and suspended in panic. I am, technically, employed and suspended in a different kind of uncertainty.

The old anxiety, the one that loves spreadsheets and worst-case scenarios, starts tapping a familiar rhythm in my chest. What if the festival fails and I look like an amateur? What if the council hates my ideas? What if the vendors think I am just some kid from the city who doesn’t get small-town economics? What if I end up right back where I started in September, only older and more tired?

I let those questions circle for exactly ten seconds before I sit up. I made a decision. The only way to honor that decision is to move, one step at a time.

My childhood bedroom has done its best to stay frozen in time, but the edges have frayed. The photo collages on the wall have yellowed slightly. The bookshelves are still crowded with paperbacks and half-filled journals, but there are also storage boxes stacked in the corner, labeled in my mother’s looping handwriting: Christmas Lights, Old Files, Sienna College Stuff. The desk where I once did homework is now half-desk, half dumping ground. My duffel sits slumped near the door, accusingly half-unpacked.

I drag myself out of bed, pad to the small ensuite bathroom, and stand under the shower until the water stops feeling too cold or too hot and just feels like something that can peel the city off my skin. I wash my hair, watching unfamiliar products swirl down the drain because I packed in a panic and forgot half my usual things. There is an old towel waiting on the hook, soft from years of washing. For the first time in weeks, I do not feel like I am getting ready to put on armor.

I dress in jeans and a simple black sleeveless top, less formal than my office wardrobe but still sharp enough that I could walk into a meeting without feeling underdressed. I hesitate over shoes, then choose white sneakers that have seen better days but remind me I am allowed to be comfortable. I tie my hair back in a low ponytail, swipe on minimal makeup, and stand in front of the mirror long enough to recognize the woman looking back at me as some uneven mix of the girl who left and the professional who tried to build a life in a city that didn’t care.

Downstairs, the house hums with the familiar sounds of morning. The kettle whistles, the radio murmurs some old song, floorboards creak in the hallway. My mother stands at the counter assembling sandwiches with assembly-line focus, already dressed for her own work shift at the small clinic in town. She looks up as I enter, eyes softening.

“Morning,” she says. “Coffee?”

“Please,” I answered, leaning against the doorframe. “How early did you get up?”

“Early enough to worry, late enough to decide worrying alone was pointless,” she says dryly. “Sit. Eat. The world looks less overwhelming with eggs.”

I obey, dropping into my old spot at the table. The chair creaks in a familiar protest. A plate materializes in front of me, loaded with scrambled eggs, toast, and sliced tomatoes from someone’s backyard garden. My mother pours coffee into a mug that says SEACLIFF BAY: WHERE THE WAVES KNOW YOUR NAME, one of the tourist shop’s more earnest offerings.

“I almost forgot how loud the gulls are,” I say between bites.

“You get used to it again,” she replies. “Like you get used to everything.”

Her voice is gentle, but there is something else layered underneath—a question about whether I will ever get used to being back for more than a visit. I pretend I do not hear it, not because I want to lie but because I do not have an answer yet that won’t sound like an apology.

“So,” she says, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Big first day?”

“Orientation,” I say. “Meeting vendors. Looking at the space. Trying to figure out how to sell ‘come walk around our boardwalk at night’ as an actual experience and not just a random stroll.”

“You’ll be fine,” she says. “You always could talk people into seeing what you see.”

“Manipulation,” I correct with a faint smile.

“Perspective,” she counters. “You give people one, they choose what to do with it.”

There are a thousand ways I could tell her I am scared. Instead I reach for the safest, truest thing I can.

“I wanted to say thank you,” I murmured. “For the bus ticket. For not saying I told you so about the city. For feeding me enough sugar to stun an elephant.”

She comes around the table, presses a hand briefly to the back of my neck.

“I didn’t raise you to be afraid of trying,” she says. “I raised you to know you can always come home if you need to. That’s no fail, Sienna. It’s a backup plan with a spare key under the mat.”

My eyes sting. I blink quickly and nod.

“Now go,” she says, stepping back. “Before Keegan appears at the window with another poster tube.”

I laugh, grab my bag, and kiss her cheek on my way out. The morning air outside is crisp and bright, the kind of clean blue sky that makes tourists pull out their phones. The walk down the hill to the boardwalk is steeper than I remember, or maybe I am just more aware of my own heartbeat now that I am not running on caffeine and autopilot.

As I turn the corner onto the main street that leads to the ocean, Seacliff Bay reveals itself in full morning mode. Shop owners sweep the sidewalks. Someone sets out a chalkboard sign advertising “Fresh Scones, Questionable Coffee, Excellent Gossip.” Kids trail behind parents, complaining about sunscreen. The air smells like brewing coffee, damp wood, and the faint sweetness of pastries.

The boardwalk itself stretches along the curve of the bay, wooden planks weathered but sturdy, railings worn smooth by years of hands. Stalls and small buildings line one side, paint faded in places but trying hard, each with its own personality. The other side is open to the water, where boats bob against their moorings and the waves slap gently against the pilings.

Keegan stands near the entrance, leaning over a clipboard and arguing with a man in a neon orange safety vest. He wears the same sunglasses from last night, though now they are actually shielding his eyes from the sun, not just decorating the top of his head. He sees me with the kind of radar that comes from being perpetually overstimulated.

“There she is,” he calls, waving me over. “Our narrative architect.”

“Please don’t call me that in public,” I say as I approach. “It sounds like I’m going to charge you triple.”

“You can charge me whatever you want if you make this look as good as it does in my head,” he replies. “This is Connor." He’s in charge of making sure nothing falls down and nobody gets electrocuted.”

“Important skills,” I say, shaking Connor’s hand. He nods, expression serious in that way that suggests he takes his job deeply to heart.

“Good to meet you,” he says. “We’re still figuring out load limits on these old beams. If you want a stage here, we’ll need to reinforce it.”

He taps a spot on the ground with steel-toe precision. I look down, then up at the open space near the center of the boardwalk, already seeing it through a different lens—string lights overhead, a small stage tucked against the railing, people clustered with paper cups of coffee and local snacks, music turning the planks into something more than rehearsal.

“We can make it work,” I say. “We just have to be smart about how we describe it. Intimate, not cramped. Historic, not falling apart.”

“See?” Keegan says to Connor. “Narrative architect.”

Connor does not smile, but I catch his lips twitching. “As long as the narrative includes obeying fire codes, we’re good,” he says, then moves off to confer with a crew setting up scaffolding.

Keegan gestures for me to walk. “Tour first,” he says. “Then we steal you for a planning session.”

We move along the boardwalk, stopping every few steps as Keegan points out features. The ice cream stall that has allegedly been “family-owned” for three generations, though the flavors change like fashion trends. The tiny jewelry kiosk where a woman named Elise sells handmade pieces crafted from sea glass and metal wire. The arcade that still uses physical tickets instead of a points card, its faded sign promising prizes that probably haven’t been cool since the early 2000s. The small amphitheater carved into the dunes where local bands play on weekends.

I listen, taking notes on my phone, but I also listen beneath the words—to the way he talks about the boardwalk like it is a living thing, temperamental and stubborn and worth fighting for. It reminds me a little of my mother, a little of myself, and a lot of the parts of marketing that used to make me feel awake.

“All right,” Keegan says eventually, stopping in front of a small, glass-fronted unit with a narrow door. “Welcome
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