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​Just Beyond Just Friends
About the Author 
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SankulaHub is a storytelling studio dedicated to warm, emotionally rich romance that feels like it could be happening in the apartment next door, on the street where you buy your coffee, or in the office hallway you walk every day. Instead of perfect people in perfect scenes, SankulaHub writes about ordinary hearts with complicated pasts, second chances, and the quiet moments when everything changes.

Across its growing catalog of contemporary romance titles, SankulaHub focuses on slow-burn tension, real-life dilemmas, and endings that feel both hard-earned and deeply satisfying. Each story is crafted to be immersive, fully original, and human in voice and emotion, with carefully developed casts who stay consistent from the first page to the last.

When SankulaHub is not building fictional towns and messy, beautiful friendships on the page, it is busy designing covers, shaping new series ideas, and finding ever more ways to give readers the feeling that they are stepping into a familiar room where someone has been waiting to tell them a story that matters.

“Just Beyond Just Friends” continues this commitment with a tender, close-up look at what happens when the line between best friends and something more becomes too thin to ignore—and what it really costs to take one step past the safety of “just friends.”
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Dedication
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For everyone who has ever laughed a little too hard at one person’s jokes, waited for their name to light up your phone, and tried to pretend it was still “just friendship.”
This one is for the moment you finally admit it isn’t.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts
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Rena Collins – Twenty-eight. Community outreach coordinator for a small city arts nonprofit in the riverfront neighborhood of Eastbridge. A planner, a list-maker, and someone who has learned to hide her own wants behind the word “practical.” She has been best friends with Miles since their first year of college and has built her entire adult life around the comfort of that friendship.

Miles Hartley – Twenty-nine. Freelance sound designer and part-time barista at a neighborhood café. Funny on instinct and thoughtful when no one is looking. He keeps his real ambitions tucked behind jokes and late-night playlists, and has quietly loved Rena for longer than he is willing to admit, even to himself.

Nia Porter – Twenty-seven. Rena’s colleague at the nonprofit and the kind of friend who notices everything two seconds before everyone else. Warm, direct, and fiercely loyal, Nia is the first one to sense that the “just friends” story Rena tells the world is not the whole truth.

Hugo Kane – Thirty. Miles’s long-time bandmate and roommate before Rena. Straightforward, slightly chaotic, and fond of giving advice no one asked for. Hugo believes risks are the only way anything good ever happens and has little patience for people who pretend not to be in love.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction Scene – The Line on the Fridge
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By the time the city streetlights flickered on outside their apartment windows, the kitchen in 3B smelled like garlic, lemon, and something Rena hoped tasted more impressive than it looked. Steam curled up from the pan as she stirred, scraping the browned bits from the bottom and tasting the sauce with the back of a spoon. It needed more salt. Or maybe it needed her not to be thinking so hard about the white scrap of paper pinned to the fridge door.

She could feel it there, like a pair of eyes on the back of her neck.

“No falling in love with your roommate,” the paper declared in her neat handwriting, smudged a little at the corner where someone—Miles—had once tapped it with a sauce-covered finger and left a faint fingerprint.

The words had started as a joke three years earlier, the day they signed the lease for the apartment. They had sat cross-legged on the floor amid half-unpacked boxes, a pizza box between them, their fingers still ink-stained from filling out forms. Rena had reached for a sticky note and, in a rush of nervous humor, written three rules. No borrowing headphones without asking. No bringing home strangers on weeknights. And not in love with your roommate.

Miles had laughed, a low, warm sound that still lived somewhere at the back of her mind.

“Pretty sure one of those is already at risk,” he had said, eyes bright with a teasing she had chosen not to look too closely at.

Now, years later, the sticky note was gone, replaced with a sturdier scrap of printer paper and a magnet shaped like a tiny ceramic mug. The words were still there, darker now from being traced over, first as a joke and then because not joking felt dangerous.

Rena added the salt and stirred again, trying to ground herself in the familiar rhythm of cooking. Wednesday nights were theirs. No late meetings, no extra shifts at the café, no plans with other people. It had started because they were both bad at remembering to eat real food when life got busy. It had become something else along the way—an anchor in a life full of shifting schedules and almost-promises.

“Smells like you’re trying to bribe me into forgetting I bombed that email,” Miles called from the living room.

His voice floated in over the quiet background hum of a documentary he had paused halfway through. She could picture him without turning: stretched out on the couch, one arm flung over the back, hair still damp from his after-work shower, laptop open on the coffee table with the blue light of the screen soft against his face.

“It was not a bomb,” Rena said, raising her voice just enough to carry down the short hallway. “You wrote three paragraphs, used punctuation, and did not once say ‘hey man’ to the festival director. That counts as a win.”

He appeared in the doorway a moment later, shoulder pressed lightly against the frame, watching her with that half-amused look he wore like a favorite sweater. His T-shirt had the café’s logo on it, faintly faded from too many washes, and there was a small streak of coffee on his wrist he clearly hadn’t noticed.

“Rena Collins, professional re-framer of disasters,” he said. “Do you also offer services for people who joke too much when they’re nervous?”

“Only if they can afford my rates,” she replied, glancing over her shoulder at him. “Hand me the pepper grinder?”

He padded over, barefoot as usual, and reached for the grinder on the counter. As he passed it to her, his fingers brushed the back of her hand, just an ordinary, accidental contact in a kitchen where they had spent hundreds of hours moving around each other. She was good at not reacting to that kind of thing. She had learned to file the tiny sparks away into the drawer in her mind labeled not helpful.

Tonight, for some reason, the spark felt a little louder.

“Here you go,” he said softly, and did not step back right away.

She could feel the warmth of his body at her side, the way his presence filled more space than most people’s. Outside, a siren wailed faintly in the distance and then faded. The pan hissed as she twisted the grinder, flecks of pepper falling like ash into the sauce.

“You’re hovering,” she said, keeping her tone light.

“I’m supervising,” he answered. “This is a high-stakes operation. If this meal goes badly, it might ruin my entire memory of Wednesday nights forever.”

“You say that as if your memory isn’t mostly made of coffee orders and guitar chords.”

“Ouch.” He pressed a hand to his chest, stepping back just enough to lean against the counter instead. “You wound me, Collins.”

That was the thing about them, Rena thought as she turned off the stove and reached for the pot holders. They spoke a language made of borrowed insults and easy jokes and old stories, layers of shared context built up over eight years of knowing each other. They had been through bad apartments and worse landlords, job interviews, near-missed trains, and one awful winter where the heating failed for three days and they slept in the same room under a mountain of blankets without thinking twice about it.

There were very few parts of her life that did not have his fingerprints somewhere on them.

She set the pan on the trivet and then finally forced herself to look at the fridge. The scrap of paper stared back, crisp black letters on a lonely white square: No falling in love with your roommate.

Miles followed her gaze.

“We really should retire that,” he said, his voice softer now. “It’s starting to look like a threat.”

“It’s a reminder,” she replied quickly, hearing how it sounded and hating that she could not say it. “A... guideline.”

He tilted his head, studying her in that way that made her chest tight.

“Do you need the reminder?” he asked. “Because I’m pretty sure you are physically incapable of breaking rules you wrote yourself, and I, on the other hand, am a lost cause.”

The joke was there, hanging between them, but something underneath it felt too sincere.

Rena forced a small smile.

“I need it for symmetry,” she said. “Otherwise the fridge looks unbalanced.”

“Right.” He pushed off the counter, the moment slipping sideways into something safer. “Symmetry. My mortal enemy.”

He grabbed the stack of plates from the open shelf and carried them to the small table by the window. Outside, streetlights blazed halos on the damp pavement. The river a few blocks away caught the glow and broke it apart into restless flickers. The city was moving into that hour she loved the most, when workday noise softened into the low murmur of evenings expanding.

She followed him with the pan and the salad bowl, telling herself the tightness in her throat was just hunger. They sat across from each other at the table that had come from a secondhand shop and still bore the faint rings of someone else’s coffee mugs. It was small enough that their knees almost touched.

“Okay,” Miles said, picking up his fork. “Give it to me straight. On a scale of one to ten, how likely is it that this meal will convince the grant committee that your nonprofit deserves all the funding in the world?”

“That is not how grant committees work,” she said. “And anyway, I already submitted the application.”

He swallowed his first bite and raised his eyebrows in what she could only call impressed surprise.

“You wrote the narrative last night,” he said, pointing his fork at her. “Which means you were both stressed and overslept. And this still tastes like actual food. That’s a ten from me.”

The warmth of his praise slid under her skin, gentle and unexpected. Rena stabbed a piece of roasted vegetable a little more forcefully than necessary, as if the motion could dislodge the feeling.

“Tell me about the festival,” she said quickly, redirecting the conversation. “Did they say when they’ll decide?”

He leaned back in his chair, cheeks flushing in the way they always did when he was asked about his own work.

“Two weeks,” he said. “Maybe less. They’re finalizing the lineup and sponsors. Hugo says we made a good impression at the showcase, but it’s... I don’t know. It feels big. Bigger than anything we’ve done. I keep thinking they’ll realize I’m just some guy who makes noises on a computer in between latte orders.”

“You are not just some guy,” she said, more sharply than she meant to. He blinked, surprised, and she softened her tone. “You’ve been building this for years. You deserve to be in that lineup.”

He held her gaze, and for a moment the air between them seemed to shift, becoming heavier and thinner at the same time.

“Say it again,” he murmured.

“You deserve to be in that lineup,” she repeated, and heard how her voice dropped, how it wrapped around the words like something fragile.

His smile was small but unmistakably real.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll try to believe you.”

They fell into easier conversation after that, drifting between topics the way they always did—Nia’s latest story about the chaos of coordinating volunteers, Hugo’s newest experimental sound project, a ridiculous argument happening in the building group chat about whether the hallway plant was fake or alive. The ordinary details of their lives stacked up between them, forming the kind of quiet comfort that had always been their shared home.

It wasn’t until the plates were mostly empty and the documentary had resumed playing in the background that the night bent, just a little, toward the edge of something else.

The power flickered.

It was only a second—lights dipping, the screen darkening and then flaring back to life—but it was enough to make Rena’s heart jump. She looked up, instinctively searching for Miles. He had turned toward the window, eyes narrowed, listening for something only he could hear.

“Storm rolling in,” he said. “I heard the forecast this morning. Heavy rain, possibly dramatic thunder. Very cinematic.”

“You would rate storms like movies,” she said.

“Some of them have better soundtracks than others.”

Outside, as if to underline his point, a low rumble rolled across the sky. The documentary volume dipped, and for a moment the room felt thinner, quieter, the soft clink of cutlery and the faint hum of the fridge amplified.

Miles stood, collecting the plates.

“I vote we abandon educational programming and put on something we can talk about without feeling guilty,” he said. “Also, popcorn. And you, Rena Collins, need to stop rewinding the grant narrative in your head and give your brain a break.”

“I am not rewinding,” she protested, then sighed. “I am... lightly reviewing.”

“You are obsessively editing sentences that already made sense,” he said, disappearing into the kitchen and turning on the tap. “I can tell. You get that thing with your eyebrows.”

“What thing?”

“The invisible editorial frown.”

“I do not have an editorial frown.”

“You absolutely do.”

She followed him, ready to argue, and found him standing in front of the sink, the plates stacked beside him, water running. The kitchen felt strangely intimate with the living room lights dimmed and the glow from the stove hood casting a soft halo across the countertops.

She reached past him to turn off the tap.

“Leave them,” she said. “We’ll do it later.”

“Look at you, living dangerously,” he teased. “Ignoring dishes. What’s next? Drinking tea after nine?”

“Shut up.”

He smiled, but she saw the way his eyes flicked, just once, to the note on the fridge. The movement was small, but it landed in her chest like a dropped stone.

“Rena,” he said quietly. “Can I ask you something slightly reckless?”

Her throat went dry.

“That depends,” she answered, forcing her voice to stay even. “How reckless.”

He wiped his hands on a towel, then tossed it onto the counter, fingers tapping nervously against the laminate. The storm outside growled a little louder, a flash of lightning stuttering against the windowpane.

“If there wasn’t a rule on the fridge,” he said, “and if we were just... two people in an apartment on a Wednesday night, not roommates with a manifesto, would you still look at me the same way you do when you think I’m not paying attention?”

The room went very still.

Rena could hear her heartbeat in her ears, a dull, insistent drum. Her first instinct was to laugh it off, to twist his question into something safer, to tease him about his melodramatic phrasing. She could feel each of those options rising to her lips like lines in a play they had rehearsed a thousand times.

Instead, she did something she almost never did with him.

She paused.

The pause stretched, widening between them, a fragile bridge she had no idea how to cross.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said at last, too quickly.

He exhaled, a sound that carried disappointment and relief all at once.

“Okay,” he said lightly, reaching past her to flick the switch on the kettle. “Then forget what I asked.”

Lightning flashed again, closer this time, followed by a crack of thunder that rattled the window. The power held, the fridge hummed on, and the note remained exactly where it was, white and stubborn and impossibly loud.

Rena watched him move around the kitchen, opening cabinets and reaching for mugs, every motion familiar. Her hands curled into fists at her sides, nails pressing crescents into her palms. The words she wanted to say lined up in her throat and remained exactly where they were, pressed back by years of practiced restraint.

Because somewhere under all the jokes and shared meals and ironclad rules, she knew one simple, terrifying thing.

If she stepped even one inch beyond the line they had drawn on that scrap of paper, there would be no way back to the version of them she understood. And she was not sure her heart could survive losing the only person who had ever felt like home.

When the kettle whistled, she turned away, grabbed the documentary remote, and told herself that this—this careful, almost, nearly place—was safer.

Outside, rain began to fall in earnest, washing the city in silver and blurring the lights beyond their window. Inside, two friends made tea in a small kitchen, both of them pretending not to notice that the rule on the fridge had never felt quite so fragile.

It would be weeks before Rena understood that this was the night everything started to tilt. The last evening when “just friends” still fit, even as an almost-truth. And the quiet beginning of the slow, unstoppable step beyond it.
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Chapter One – The Question That Didn’t Dissolve
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The next morning, the note on the fridge looked exactly the same, but it no longer felt like harmless paper. Rena stood in front of it while the coffee machine rattled to life, arms folded across her chest as if she could defend herself from a handful of words she had written in a different version of her life. The question Miles had asked the night before sat just behind her eyes, persistent and unfinished: If there wasn’t a rule on the fridge... would you still look at me the same way?

He had wrapped it back up in humor, given her an exit, let the moment drift away on the steam from the kettle, but that did not change the fact that he had said it. It did not change the fact that she had heard the quiet ache under his voice and stepped away anyway.

She pressed her thumb against the edge of the paper, feeling the ridge of dried ink beneath her skin. She had rewritten the rule twice over the years when the original sheet got crinkled and stained. Each time, she had told herself it was just a ritual, a shared joke, something that belonged to their personal myth of how two broke college friends had become adult roommates who cooked on Wednesdays and split the electric bill.

Now she wondered who, exactly, she had been trying to convince.

“Don’t stare at it too long,” Miles said, his voice still warm with sleep as he padded into the kitchen. “Legend says if you read it three times in a row, a landlord appears and raises the rent.”

She jumped, snatching her hand back as if the note were hot.

“I wasn’t staring,” she said, a beat too quickly. “I was... thinking about whether we need to add ‘No eating the last yogurt without leaving a replacement.’”

“That’s targeting,” he replied, reaching past her to open the cupboard. “Also, good morning.”

He pulled down two mugs—hers with the faintly chipped rim, his with the fading band logo—and set them on the counter. His hair was an unruly mess, dark waves sticking up at the back from where he had slept on it, and his T-shirt was one she recognized as the “too soft to get rid of even though it’s falling apart” category. A part of her, the part that had known him since nineteen, wanted to tease him about it. Another part was too aware of the distance she had created with that single “I don’t know what you mean” the night before.

“Morning,” she said, turning toward the coffee machine and busying herself with the sugar jar, though she didn’t take sugar in her coffee.

If he noticed, he didn’t comment. He moved around her in the small kitchen with practiced ease, reaching for the milk in the fridge, grabbing the cereal box from the shelf, stealing the spoon she had just set down as if this were any other day in the ongoing series of their shared mornings.

“You have a big meeting with the board today, right?” he asked, leaning against the counter as the coffee dripped. “Is this the one where they decide whether you’re allowed to use the nice paper for event flyers?”

She laughed something close to a laugh.

“It’s a strategic planning session,” she said. “We’re talking about the next three years of programming, not office supplies.”

“Office supplies shape the soul of an organization,” he said solemnly. “You should lead with that.”

The familiar rhythm of their banter tugged at her, wanting to pull her back into the current of their usual ease. She let it, a little.

“I’ll be sure to mention your philosophy on staplers,” she replied. “What about you? Any news from the festival people?”

He poured coffee into both mugs, sliding hers across the counter with a small flourish.

“Nothing yet,” he said. “But Hugo is convinced silence means they’re debating whether to move us to a better timeslot because we’re just that good.”

“And what do you think silence means?” she asked.

He paused, fingers resting lightly on the handle of his mug.

“I think silence means I have too much time to imagine every possible outcome,” he said. “So I’m trying to focus on the fact that we played well, people clapped, and no one threw anything at us.”

“That’s a low bar,” she said, but there was more affection than teasing in her voice now. “You’ve crossed it by miles.”

“Pun intended?” he asked.

“It was an accident,” she said, though the corner of her mouth betrayed her.

He studied her face for a second longer than usual, as if searching for something. Then he took a sip of coffee and glanced at the clock on the microwave.

“You’re going to be late if you keep standing there glaring at caffeine instead of drinking it,” he said.

“I am not glaring at caffeine,” she muttered, though she did lift the mug to her lips.

The coffee was too hot, too strong, exactly as she liked it. She swallowed carefully, hoping the heat would burn at least some of the tension.

“I’m heading out early anyway,” she added. “Nia wants to run through the community survey results before we meet with the board.”

He nodded.

“Tell Nia I expect a comprehensive report on which of your workshop participants are most likely to form a band and hire me,” he said. “Also, I’ll be at the café this afternoon if you need bracing beverages after being trapped in strategic planning.”

The offer was casual, but it landed somewhere deep in her chest. This was how he loved people, she thought—not with grand speeches, but with specific, practical promises. I’ll be there. I’ll make you coffee. I’ll listen when you need to unspool the whole day in one long breath.

She set her cup too carefully.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

He stepped closer to drop his empty bowl in the sink, the small space between them filling with the warm, complicated silence of people who knew too much and were still pretending they didn’t.

She turned first, grabbing her bag from the hook by the door and checking for the folder with her printed notes.

“Don’t forget you promised to look at those sound clips for the youth theater program,” she said, clinging to logistics. “They need them by Monday, and I do not want to use the stock music the board suggested. It sounds like a corporate training video.”

He winced.

“Say no more,” he said. “I’ll rescue the children from the tyranny of generic uplifting guitars.”

“Thank you,” she said.

He opened the front door for her, leaning his shoulder against the frame in that easy way that had once made her feel like every threshold in life was a little less intimidating because he was there.

“Hey, Rena?” he said as she entered the hallway.

She looked back.

“Yeah?”

He swallowed, then smiled in a way that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Good luck with the board,” he said. “Seriously. They’re lucky to have you in there fighting for things that actually matter.”

Something in her loosened at that. It was simple, no joke attached, just belief. She nodded, afraid that if she tried to answer, too much might come out.

“Thanks,” she managed.

As she walked down the stairs and out into the soft gray light of the morning, the question he hadn’t repeated hung between her shoulders like an invisible weight. If there wasn’t a rule on the fridge...

The words followed her onto the bus, into the crowded elevator at the community arts center, through the glass doors of the nonprofit’s offices. They sat at the edges of her thoughts during small talk in the break room and hovered behind her eyes as she laid out her notes in the conference room, aligning the pages with unnecessary precision.

It wasn’t until Nia dropped into the chair beside her with a dramatic sigh that the noise in her head eased enough for the outside world to come back into focus.

“If one more board member uses the phrase ‘brand synergy,’ I’m going to walk into the river and let the ducks adopt me,” Nia declared, sliding a reusable water bottle across the table and pulling a highlighter from behind her ear.

Rena smiled despite herself.

“They haven’t even arrived yet,” she said. “You can’t preemptively drown yourself.”

“I can and I will,” Nia said. “You look like you barely slept. Grant stress?”

“Among other things,” Rena said before she could stop herself.

Nia’s eyes sharpened. She had that talent: the ability to go from joking to attentive in a single breath.

“Other things like... roommates who ask interesting questions at inopportune times?” she asked.

Rena’s hand tightened around her pen.

“Did I say that?” she replied, aiming for lightness and landing somewhere closer to strained.

“You didn’t have to,” Nia said. “You have your ‘I’m holding ten thoughts behind my teeth’ face on. Also, you were staring into your coffee this morning like it had personally betrayed you.”

Rena hesitated. Nia knew about Miles, of course. Everyone in their circle did, in a general sense. That they had met in college. That they had once shared a dorm hallway and now shared an apartment. They cooked on Wednesdays and showed up to each other’s events and had an entire conversation in three words across a crowded room. People teased them sometimes, nudged them with comments about how “cute” they were, but Rena had always brushed it off with a practiced shrug.

They’re my friend, she would say. It’s not like that.

Only lately, it had started to feel less like a joke and more like a lie she was telling so often she was afraid she might forget the truth.

“He said something last night,” she admitted quietly. “It was... nothing, really. Just a comment.”

Nia raised one eyebrow, the way she always did when inviting people to stop undercutting their own feelings.

“A comment that kept you awake?” she asked. “Those are rarely nothing.”

Before Rena could decide how much to share, the door to the conference room opened and one of the board members stepped in, smiling briskly, introductions already perched on her tongue. Nia squeezed Rena’s arm under the table, a silent promise: This conversation isn’t over.

The meeting began.

For the next two hours, Rena shifted gears, tucking her personal turmoil into the far corner of her mind and stepping into the role she knew so well. She walked the board through survey data, community feedback, and participation trends, translating numbers into stories the way she always did. Here was the twelve-year-old boy who had found his voice in a spoken-word workshop. Here was the retired nurse who had discovered painting at seventy-two and now brought her grandchildren to the center every weekend. Here were all the fragile, stubborn reasons art spaces mattered in neighborhoods like theirs.

When board members asked about budget projections and staffing constraints, she answered with a steady voice and clear, organized pages of notes. When someone suggested reducing youth programming in favor of adult classes that could charge higher fees, she held her ground with polite firmness.

“We’re not just a service,” she said, hearing the quiet conviction in her own words. “We’re part of the story people tell themselves about this neighborhood. If we stop making space for the kids who live here, that story changes. And not in a way we want.”

The board chair, a woman with sharp cheekbones and an impeccable blazer, sat back and studied her.

“You care deeply about this,” she said. “That’s clear.”

Rena nodded, throat tight.

“That’s why you hired me,” she replied. “To fight for it.”

By the time the meeting ended, her notes were a mess of annotations and underlined phrases, and her shoulders ached from the effort of staying composed. The board members filtered out in clusters, talking quietly among themselves about budgets and calendars and a new fundraising initiative someone wanted to try.

Nia waited until the last of them had left before letting out a low whistle.

“You,” she said, “are a polite wrecking ball. In a good way. They didn’t know what hit them.”

Rena laughed, the sound looser now that the pressure had eased.

“I hope what hit them was the importance of not cutting youth programs,” she said.

“It was,” Nia replied. “Also, the importance of not underestimating a woman who color-codes her spreadsheets. How are you feeling?”

“Like I need three hours of silence and a nap,” Rena said. “But also... okay. I think it went well.”

“It did,” Nia said firmly. She began gathering her own papers, then paused. “So. About your not-nothing comment.”

Rena hesitated, then exhaled slowly.

“Do you ever make a joke so many times that you start to believe it’s protecting you from something?” she asked.

Nia blinked.

“That’s very specific,” she said. “And yes. But go on.”

Rena glanced toward the closed door, though the hallway outside was quiet now.

“When Miles and I first moved in together,” she said, “I wrote this list of rules as a joke. One of them was ‘No falling in love with your roommate.’ We stuck it in the fridge. We still have it. It’s just always been there, part of our... thing.”

“Okay,” Nia said slowly. “Cute, questionably foreshadow-y, but I’m following.”

“Last night he asked,” Rena continued, feeling her cheeks heat at the memory, “what it would be like if there wasn’t a rule like that. If we were just two people in an apartment on a Wednesday night. He asked if I would still look at him the same way I do when I think he’s not paying attention.”

Nia’s eyes widened.

“He said that?” she asked. “Out loud? With his mouth?”

“Yes,” Rena said. “And I panicked. I said I didn’t know what he meant, and he let it go, but... it felt like he was peeling back something I’ve been very carefully keeping in place.”

“Rena,” Nia said gently, “have you considered that maybe he’s been holding something in place too? For just as long?”

Rena stared down at the table, tracing a finger over a stray highlighter mark.

“I don’t want to lose him,” she said quietly. “He’s... everything. My best friend, my safe place. If we cross that line and it goes wrong, I don’t know what happens to the life we have now.”

“And if you never cross it?” Nia asked. “What happens then?”

Rena didn’t answer. She didn’t know how.

She made it through the rest of the day in a blur of emails, phone calls, and minor crises—the youth theater director needed a last-minute space change, a vendor had delivered the wrong kind of paper for a print order, and someone had accidentally double-booked the main hall. All of it was familiar, manageable, the sort of logistical noise she knew how to handle. It kept her hands busy, at least, even if her mind kept circling back to one tiny kitchen and one almost-confession.

By late afternoon, the sky outside had darkened again, the storm returning in fits. When her phone buzzed with a new message, she half expected it to be another reminder from a colleague. Instead, she saw Miles’s name.

Survived the board? the text read. Do I need to stage a rescue operation with brownies?

She found herself smiling, tension loosening just a fraction. Her thumbs hovered over the keyboard.

Barely survived, she typed. Brownies sound illegal during working hours.

I have connections, he replied almost immediately. There’s a bake sale at the café. I can smuggle one under my shirt like a baked-good mule. Status of you getting here in the next thirty minutes?

She glanced at the clock. It was nearly five, the building humming with the end-of-day exodus. If she left now, she could catch the bus that dropped her half a block from the café and be there before the evening rush.

Any other day, she would not have hesitated.

Today, she let the moment stretch, the earlier conversation with Nia still warm in her mind.

I’ll come, she finally wrote. No brownie smuggling necessary.

Coward, he replied. See you soon.

She slipped her notes into her bag, said goodnight to the few remaining colleagues, and stepped out into the damp, chilly air. The wind carried the smell of rain-washed pavement and something fried from the food truck parked at the corner. She pulled her scarf tighter around her neck and let her feet follow the route they had taken so many times before.

The café where Miles worked sat on a corner a few blocks from the river, its wide front windows fogged at the edges from the warmth inside. Yellow light spilled onto the sidewalk, turning the puddles into shallow mirrors. The chalkboard sign out front announced the day’s specials in looping handwriting and featured a small, hand-drawn heart next to the words community open mic – friday night.

She pushed the door open, and the familiar bell chimed overhead.

Inside, the early evening crowd was settling in. A pair of students hunched over laptops at a corner table, headphones on. An older man in a wool cap sat near the window with a newspaper and a mug, his expression distant. A toddler in a puffy jacket stood at the pastry case, pressing sticky fingers against the glass while her exhausted-looking mother negotiated the number of cookies acceptable for one small human.

Behind the counter, Miles was in motion—taking orders, steaming milk, sliding cups down the bar with easy efficiency. He wore the café’s apron over another of his well-worn shirts, and his hair had been tamed into something only slightly chaotic. When he saw her, his whole face shifted, that quick, unguarded brightness she tried very hard not to think too much about washing over his features.

“There she is,” he said, approaching the register. “Our hero of youth programming. What can I get you?”

“Something that tastes like surviving bureaucracy,” she said. “And don't give me a sugar crash.”

“Ah,” he said. “So... my specialty.”

He moved to the espresso machine, hands sure and quick. She watched him work, the practiced repetition of it, the way he could make this tiny, noisy corner of the world feel like a place where people came to exhale.

“You want the corner table?” he called over the hiss of steam. “I’ll be free at ten.”

“Sure,” she said.

She claimed the small table near the back, the one where they usually sat when she came by. From there, she could see most of the café without being in the middle. She pulled a notebook out of her bag more for something to do with her hands than because she intended to write anything down.

Minutes later, he arrived with a mug and a small plate.

“This is your usual plus a twist,” he announced, setting the drink in front of her. “And this is a brownie I definitely did not pay for and therefore need you to eat quickly before my boss sees.”

“You said no smuggling,” she reminded him.

“Smuggling is a state of mind,” he replied, sliding into the chair opposite her. “So. Tell me everything.”

She took a sip of the drink. It was comforting and sharp at the same time, like citrus over chocolate.

“The board meeting was... intense,” she said. “But I think we won them on youth programming." At least for now. I may have made an impassioned speech about twelve-year-olds and spoken-word nights.”

“I wish I’d been there to see it,” he said. “You do this thing with your hands when you care about something. It’s very compelling.”

She flushed, partly from his attention, partly from the way he said it, so matter-of-fact.

“You are biased,” she said.

“Correct,” he replied. “But I’m also right.”

He listened as she recounted the highlights and low points of the meeting, asking questions that showed he was paying attention to more than just the broad strokes. When she finished, he drummed his fingers lightly on the table.

“I know it’s exhausting,” he said. “But I’m glad you’re there in those rooms. Someone has to be the person saying, ‘Hey, maybe the kids matter as much as the donors.’”

“Sometimes I feel like I’m pushing against a wall that doesn’t know it’s a wall,” she admitted. “And then I remember Liam.”

“Liam?” he asked.

“The boy from the spoken-word workshop,” she said. “The one who used to stand at the back and never speak. He stayed after class last week and asked if he could record something on his phone, just for himself. He said it was easier to talk to the empty room. That’s... I don’t know. That feels like a wall shifting, even if the board doesn’t see it.”

He was quiet for a moment, eyes on her face.

“That’s the kind of thing they’ll never understand from a spreadsheet,” he said softly.

She nodded, the familiar mix of frustration and quiet satisfaction rising in her chest.

They fell into a comfortable silence then, the kind born of years of shared spaces. The noise of the café swelled around them—the hiss of the milk steamer, the soft thud of cups on saucers, the murmur of overlapping conversations. Outside, the rain tapped against the window in a steady, unhurried rhythm.

She broke a corner of the brownie and took a bite. It was rich and dense, the kind of dessert that felt indulgent even in small pieces.

“You look tired,” he said after a while, not as an accusation but as an observation.

“So do you,” she said. “Your shift started at noon, right?”

“Yeah,” he said. “But I get to leave in an hour. Hugo’s picking me up so we can do one more pass at the set list for Friday.”

“The open mic?” she asked.

“And the festival showcase they might actually come to,” he said. “Apparently some of their people sometimes swing by small events to ‘see what’s out there.’”

He said the last part in a mock-pretentious voice, but she heard the undercurrent.

“Are you nervous?” she asked.

“Always,” he said. “But it’s the kind of nervousness that feels... alive, you know? Like the quiet just before something good happens.”

She thought about the night before, about the way the room had gone very quiet after his question, about the way she had stepped carefully backward from the edge of something that might have been good or might have blown their entire world apart.

“I’m starting to think I don’t know the difference between that kind of nervousness and the other kind,” she said.

He tilted his head.

“What other kind?” he asked.

“The kind that feels like standing on the edge of a cliff you didn’t realize you had walked toward,” she said slowly. “And looking down and realizing you can’t see the bottom.”

His eyes searched her face, the usual easy humor dialed down.

“Rena,” he said quietly, “is this about... us?”

She felt the word in her bones. Us. Simple and enormous.

For years, that word had meant certain things—inside jokes, shared rent, late-night grocery runs, being the emergency contact on forms. It meant familiarity, safety, a sense that no matter how messy the rest of life became, there was one person whose presence was assured.

Now he was holding the word up from a slightly different angle, and the light coming through it made patterns she had been trying not to see.

She swallowed, fingers tightening around the warm ceramic of her mug.

“Last night,” she said, “when you asked that question... Why did you ask?”

He exhaled, the sound carrying both relief and new tension.

“Because I’m tired of pretending I don’t notice the way you look at me sometimes,” he said, voice low enough that she had to lean forward to hear him over the café noise. “And because I’m tired of acting like the rule on the fridge is just a joke when I know it’s not. Not for me.”

Her heart thudded once, hard.

“What does it mean for you?” she asked, the words barely more than a whisper.

He looked down at his hands, then back up at her, deciding to settle over his features like a quiet, steady light.

“It means,” he said, “that I wrote a list of rules with you in a half-unpacked apartment because I knew even then that if we didn’t set some kind of line, I was going to cross it. It means I have crossed parts of it in my head a hundred times, and the only reason I haven’t in real life is because I don’t ever want to be the reason you lose something that feels safe.”

She stared at him, the edges of the room blurring.

“Miles,” she said, her voice catching on his name.

“I’m not saying this to push you,” he said quickly. “I’m not asking for an answer right this second, or for some big declaration. I just... When I asked last night, and you said you didn’t know what I meant, it felt like I was the only one living with that question. I needed you to know it’s there, for me. That’s all.”

“That’s all,” she repeated faintly, as if he had just told her he needed her to pick up milk on the way home.

He smiled without humor.

“Okay, that’s not ‘all,’” he admitted. “It’s actually a lot. But I don’t want you to feel cornered. I just—”

He broke off as someone called his name from the counter. His coworker, a woman with bright blue hair, waved a ticket in the air.

“Miles, I need you for a triple order,” she said. “And the espresso is throwing a tantrum.”

He looked torn, eyes flicking from Rena to the counter.

“Go,” she said, finding her voice. “It’s okay. We’re not... I mean, this conversation isn’t going anywhere in the next five minutes.”

He nodded, almost reluctantly.

“Don’t leave,” he said softly.

“I won’t,” she replied.

He pushed back his chair and returned to the counter, slipping back into the rhythm of his job with practiced ease. Rena stayed where she was, fingers wrapped around her mug, the words he had just spoken replaying in her mind.

I knew even then that if we didn’t set some kind of line, I was going to cross it.

She thought of that first night in the apartment, of the way he had laughed when she wrote the rule, of the way his eyes had lingered on the page for a fraction too long. She thought of all the times over the years when someone had joked about them being “basically married” and he had shrugged and said, “She’s stuck with me,” in a tone that always seemed to carry one unspoken word: almost.

If she listened closely enough, she could feel the shape of her own feelings, too, the ones she had tucked under loyalty and routine. The way her chest tightened when he walked into a room, the way she measured other people against him and found them lacking without fully understanding why. The way she had never, not even once, tried to imagine her life ten years from now without his presence somewhere in the picture.

The fear was still there, sharp and insistent. But now it sat alongside something else: the dawning realization that doing nothing was also a choice. That holding the line on the fridge might keep her safe, but it might also keep her standing in the same doorway forever, never fully stepping into any room where the future could be different.

When he came back to the table, wiping his hands on a towel, his expression was cautiously hopeful.

“Sorry,” he said. “Crisis averted. The espresso lives to see another day.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “I had a small existential crisis while you were gone, so we’re even.”

He gave a short laugh, then sobered.

“Look,” he said. “I meant what I said. I don’t need you to say anything you’re not ready to say. But I also don’t want to keep pretending nothing is there if there is. So maybe we just... start by admitting that the rule on the fridge isn’t a joke anymore. That it hasn’t been for a while.”

She took a breath.

“Okay,” she said. “I can admit that.”

Something eased in his shoulders.

“Okay,” he echoed.

They sat there, both aware that they had taken a step, however small, beyond the familiar script. It wasn’t a confession. It wasn’t a declaration. It was something messier and more fragile: an acknowledgment that the line between them existed for a reason, and that reason was not absence but excess.

Outside, the rain began to slow, the windows streaked but cleared. Inside, the café’s evening crowd shifted, people coming and going, cups emptying and plates being cleared. Time moved the way it always did, steady and indifferent.

For Rena and Miles, though, the world felt slightly tilted. The ground beneath their friendship was no longer the same unexamined solid it had always been. There were cracks now, not of damage, but of light—thin, tentative beams of possibility seeping through.

Later, when she would look back on this phase of her life, Rena would realize that this was the chapter where the story truly began to change. Not in a single dramatic moment, but in small, careful sentences. In shared spaces where truth began to edge, slowly and stubbornly, past the safety of “just friends” toward something that would ask much more of both of them.

For now, she reached across the table and broke the remaining half of the brownie into two uneven pieces, sliding the larger one toward him.

“We might need to add a new rule,” she said, surprising herself.

His eyebrows lifted.

“Oh?” he asked. “And what would that be?”

She met his eyes, feeling her heart hammer against her ribs.

“No making life-changing confessions in public,” she said. “The lighting in here is terrible for emotional processing.”

He laughed, properly this time, the sound warm and familiar and threaded with something new.

“Deal,” he said. “We’ll save those for the kitchen. You know. Where the important documents live.”

Her gaze flicked, just for a second, to the direction of their apartment in her mind. To the white scrap of paper on the fridge. To the rule that had kept so much in place.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “Where the important things live.”
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Chapter Two – The Sound Between the Words
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Rena had always thought of evenings as something that narrowed, like a funnel that guided the chaos of the day toward sleep. By the time she climbed the stairs to their apartment that night, though, everything felt wider, stretched open in a way that made it hard to know where to put her thoughts. The conversation at the café replayed in fragments as she walked down the hallway, the building’s familiar creaks and distant television noise barely registering. Over and over, she heard Miles saying, I knew even then that if we didn’t set some kind of line, I was going to cross it.

The key stuck for a second in the lock, the way it always did when it rained. She jiggled it, pushed her shoulder gently against the door, and stepped into the apartment. The air smelled faintly of coffee and laundry detergent and something citrusy she couldn’t place. The living room lamp glowed in the corner, casting soft light over the couch and the crooked stack of magazines on the side table.

Miles’s guitar case was propped by the door, ready to go. He was standing near the window, pulling on a black hoodie over his T-shirt, the hood bunched at his neck. He looked up when she came in, and for a moment they simply regarded each other, the earlier café conversation lingering between them like a third presence.

“You made it home before the next downpour,” he said, glancing at the window where raindrops were just beginning to strip the glass again. “Miracle.”

“Bus timing miracle,” she said, dropping her bag on the chair by the door. “If I’d missed it, I’d still be on the other side of the river.”

He smiled, but it was smaller than usual. There was a question sitting at the edge of his expression, as if he were waiting to see which version of the evening they were choosing: the old script or the new one.

“Are you heading out?” she asked, nodding toward the guitar case.

“Yeah,” he said. “Hugo’s downstairs double-parking as we speak. We’re rehearsing at the warehouse tonight. Open mic is the dress rehearsal before the maybe-festival. Are you sure you're coming Friday? It’s going to be noisy and full of people who clap off-beat.”

“I’ve survived community talent nights,” she said. “I can handle off-beat clapping.” She hesitated, then added, “Of course I’m coming. You know that.”

Something eased in his shoulders at that, as if he had secretly needed the reassurance.

“Okay,” he said softly. “Good.”

He slung the strap of the guitar case over his shoulder, then lingered near the door.

“About earlier,” he began, then stopped. His fingers bent around the case handle. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re coming to my shows under pressure or anything. If at any point this all feels... Too much, you say. Not just about music. About all of it.”

Her first instinct was to rush in with a quick, smoothing answer. I’m fine. It’s fine. We’re fine. The same words she always used when anything risky got too close. But the memory of Nia’s raised eyebrow and quiet question—And if you never cross it? What happens then?—pulled her up short.

“I’m not made of glass, Miles,” she said. “I’m allowed to be confused without breaking.”

He let out a breath that sounded like a laugh that had lost its way.

“Yeah,” he said. You are. I just don’t want to be the reason that confusion turns into hurt.

She stepped a little closer, until she could see the faint shadow of stubble on his jaw, the tiny pale scar on his chin he’d gotten when they’d tried to skateboard down a ramp their senior year.

“Maybe we won't decide tonight what everything means,” she said quietly. “Maybe we just... let it be real? The fact that there’s something. And figure out the rest one step at a time. I can live at that pace.”

He studied her face, as if committing the words to memory.

“One step at a time,” he repeated. “I can manage that.”

The hallway light outside flicked off, triggered by its motion sensor finally timing out. The apartment doorway grew a little darker, turning the moment into something encapsulated, separate from the rest of the building. For a heartbeat, Rena thought he might lean in, the way people did in movies at exactly this point. Instead, he reached past her to the hook on the wall and took his keys.

“Text me if you need anything,” he said. “I’ll probably be back late. Don’t wait until you’re in the mood to hear Hugo rant about reverb for an hour.”

“I’m never in the mood to hear Hugo rant about reverb,” she said, which was only half true. Hugo’s rants had their own kind of chaotic charm.

“Fair,” he said. “Then get some sleep. You did big things today.”

He opened the door, paused as if he wanted to add something, then just gave her a small, unguarded smile and headed out into the hallway. She listened to his footsteps fade down the stairs, felt the faint reverberation of the building’s front door closing, and then the apartment was suddenly, fully hers in a way it almost never was.

She stood in the quiet for a long moment, listening to the distant hum of plumbing and the soft whir of the fridge. Her gaze drifted inevitably to the white scrap of paper tacked to the fridge door. No falling in love with your roommate.

“Apparently we’re already behind schedule on that rule,” she murmured to the empty kitchen.

The joke sounded thin in the silent room.

She crossed the space and pressed her fingertip lightly against the word love, tracing the curve of the letters. When she had first written them, the idea had felt abstract, like a hypothetical boundary drawn around an unlikely scenario. Now, the word felt frighteningly specific. It had a face. It had inside jokes and the smell of coffee and the sound of a laugh she could recognize from down the street.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, jolting her out of the loop of thought. She pulled it out and saw Nia’s name.

Still alive after board, I assume, the message read. If not, is this your ghost ? Can your ghost still attend staff meetings?

She sank onto one of the kitchen stools, thumb already moving.

Still alive. Barely. The board went okay. Also had an emotionally complicated conversation with Miles at the café.

There was a pause so brief it was almost immediate.

And??? came the reply. Do not leave me in suspense. I am fragile.

Rena hesitated, then typed, He basically said the rule on the fridge isn’t a joke for him. Which is a very gentle way of saying he’s been thinking about us as possibly more than roommates for a long time.

She hit send before she could over-edit it. The three dots that indicated typing appeared almost instantly.

I knew it, Nia wrote. I KNEW IT. Years of observational data vindicated. How do you feel? And don’t say “fine,” I will come there and confiscate that word.

Rena stared at the question, tried to sort her reaction into something neat, then gave up.

I feel like I am standing in the doorway between two rooms I care about, she wrote. One is the life we have now, and one is something I can only see in vague outlines. And I don’t know how to step without breaking something.

There was a longer pause this time.

Okay, therapist hat on, Nia replied. You are allowed to be scared. You’re also allowed to want things. It sounds like he does too. You don’t have to decide the entire future tonight. But maybe pay attention to what hurts more: the idea of risking it, or the idea of never trying.

Rena let the words sink in. Pay attention to what hurts more.

He’s got rehearsal now, she typed. Open mic on Friday. I told him I’d come.

Good, Nia answered. I’ll come too. Someone needs to clap on beat. Also, as your friend and unofficial feelings analyst, I strongly recommend you let yourself watch him like you’ve never let yourself watch him on stage before. No filtering. Just... see what’s already there.

I hate when you’re wise, Rena wrote.

No you don’t, Nia shot back. Drink water. Sleep. Try not to overthink yourself into the nearest alternate universe before Friday.

She put the phone down and leaned her elbows on the table, resting her forehead briefly against her folded hands. Try not to overthink. She almost laughed out loud.

The night stretched ahead, quiet and
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