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SankulaHub writes emotionally rich, character-driven romance novels that live in the small, quiet moments where everything changes. Every story is built around ordinary people standing at extraordinary crossroads, trying to choose between safety and desire, between the life they planned and the life that keeps calling them back. With a focus on deep internal conflict, slow-burn chemistry, and honest, grown-up decisions, SankulaHub’s books are designed for readers who want to feel every heartbeat of the journey, not just the ending.

Across each title, you’ll find layered friendships, complicated families, and love stories that respect how messy real feelings can be. The pages are full of tender details, difficult conversations, and the kind of emotional tension that lingers long after the last chapter. “Between The Hand I Hold And The One I Miss” continues this tradition, taking you inside a love triangle where no one is a villain, the past is unfinished, and the future depends on one person finally telling the whole truth.
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The night my past walks back into my life, my hand is already spoken for.

Micah’s fingers are laced through mine as the train pulls out of the city, our joined hands resting on my knee, his thumb drawing absent circles on my skin. Outside the window, the skyline of New Harren falls away in a blur of glass and light, turning into a softer spread of suburbs and dark fields. Inside the carriage, everything is warm and ordinary. A sleepy Friday crowd. Someone’s coffee cooling in a cardboard cup. A little boy murmuring questions about the moon.

It should feel like the start of a quiet, forgettable weekend. Instead, there is a strange, steady drumming in my chest that has nothing to do with the rhythm of the tracks.

“Hey,” Micah says softly, tipping his shoulder against mine. “You’ve checked your watch three times in the last ten minutes. Are we late for something I don’t know about?”

I force my eyes away from the reflection of our joined hands in the window and look at him. Micah Ellison has a face that makes people trust him. Warm brown eyes. A faint, permanent crease near his mouth from smiling at too many patients. He smells like clean soap and the faint citrus of the hand cream he keeps in his clinic. He is calm where I am restless, steady where I’ve always been tilted.

“We’re not late,” I say. “Just...thinking about tomorrow. It’s been a while since my whole family was in one room without someone storming out over dessert.”

He laughs under his breath. “So your brother’s engagement party is actually a live-fire exercise. Good to know.”

I smile, but it feels like something I’ve practiced in a mirror. “That’s one way to put it.”

What I don’t say is that tomorrow isn’t just about my brother and his fiancée. Tomorrow is the first time in eight years all three will be together in one room. Me. The man whose hand I’m holding now. And the boy who once swore he’d never miss another important day of my life, then proved himself a liar.

Micah studies my face for a moment, his thumb pausing on my skin. “Avery,” he says. Just my name, but it lands like a gentle question.

“I’m fine,” I tell him quickly. “Just nervous for Eli.”

“Elias can handle himself,” Micah says. “He survived your mother’s opinions through medical school and residency. A small gathering with catered canapés will not be his undoing.”

I huff a laugh, because it’s true. My older brother is many things—stubborn, messy, occasionally unbearable—but easily undone is not one of them. “You’re not the one who has to help my mom rearrange flowers four times because she’s suddenly decided the centerpieces are ‘too modern’ for a backyard party.”

“I can be bribed into helping,” Micah replies. “Your father promised real barbecue, not the bottled-sauce tragedy we had last time.”

This time, my smile is real. “You remember that?”

“Your dad complaining about sauce like it was a medical emergency? I’ll never forget it.”

He squeezes my hand, and I let myself lean into his shoulder. For a few seconds, I try to fall fully into this moment, into the comfort of the man sitting next to me. The one who showed up when he said he would, who sat through my darkest months without asking me to hurry up and be okay, who bought a small ring last winter and tucked it in his sock drawer while he waited for me to be ready to talk about forever.

He doesn’t know that forever has never been my problem. My problem has always been ghosts.

The train slows as we approach our stop in Briarley, the small river town where I grew up and then carefully outgrew. The intercom crackles, people shift and stand, bags are gathered and zipped. The ordinary sounds of a Friday night in transit. My heart, apparently, didn’t get the memo about ordinary. It has picked up speed, beating against my ribs as if the air has grown thinner in the last thirty seconds.

Micah notices. He always does. “Sure you’re okay?” he asks quietly.

I open my mouth to say yes and hear myself say, “He’s going to be there.”

Micah doesn’t ask who. He knows. We’ve talked about my past, about the boy with the crooked grin and the restless hands who used to live three houses down, the one whose name still tastes like summer and arguments whenever it slips into a conversation. We’ve talked about how I fell in love with both of them in entirely different ways, years apart and then all at once.

“What makes you think that?” Micah asks. His voice is even, but I feel his fingers tighten around mine, just slightly.

“My mom said something on the phone last week,” I answered. “About how she hoped we wouldn’t ‘let old hurts get in the way again.’ She only uses that voice when she’s talking about house paint or Rhett.”

“Rhett Kavanagh,” Micah says, giving the name the weight of something we’ve both rehearsed. “Best friend since childhood. Co-conspirator in your teenage rebellion. Almost something more.”

“That’s a generous way to describe what happened,” I murmur.

He gives me a brief look. “Do you want to turn around?”

The question is simple, and it would be so easy to say yes. To stay in the city, order takeout, and watch a movie on the couch with my feet tucked under his leg, avoiding the backyard where we carved our names into the fence and the porch where I made a promise I didn’t keep.

But avoiding it has never made my heart quieter. It has only made the echoes louder.

“No,” I say. “My brother deserves a normal engagement party. And we...we deserve to be in the same room without pretending he doesn’t exist.”

“We?” Micah repeats, his eyebrow lifting.

“You and me,” I say quickly. “Us. I mean us.”

The train eases to a stop. The doors slide open. Cool evening air rushes in, tinged with the smell of the river and distant woodsmoke. People start spilling onto the platform. Micah stands and reaches for our overnight bag with his free hand, still keeping hold of mine as if we’re walking into something that might try to separate us.

“Then we’ll go,” he says. “We’ll eat questionable barbecue, watch Elias pretend not to cry when he talks about his fiancée, and if your mother comments on my hair again, I will survive it with minimal scarring. As for Rhett...” He pauses, searching my face. “You don’t have to pretend he never mattered, Avery. You just have to remember you’re not alone in this room anymore.”

I nod, swallowing. He is right. I am not alone. The irony is that I have never felt more crowded in my own chest.

We go out to Briarley night together. The platform is smaller than the city’s, only two lamps humming overhead, bugs swirling in their halos of light. Somewhere beyond the trees, the river moves in its slow, indifferent way. A few cars idle in the parking lot, their headlights cutting thin cones through the dark.

And then I hear it.

Not my name, not yet. Just a laugh. Low, warm, and unmistakable, even after eight years of trying to forget how it sounded at two in the morning on the hood of his rusted truck.

My fingers stiffen inside Micah’s.

“Aves?”

He is the only person who ever called me that like it belonged to him. I turn before I can stop myself.

Rhett Kavanagh is leaning against the side of an old pickup near the edge of the lot, arms folded over his chest, one boot crossed over the other. The streetlamp above him throws shadows across his face, but there is no mistaking him. Not the way he stands, slightly off-center like he’s listening for a melody only he can hear. Not the dark hair that used to fall into his eyes, now a little shorter but still messy from his own hands. Not the familiar, unnerving way his gaze goes straight to my fingers tangled with someone else’s.

For a heartbeat, the world doesn’t move. The train behind us might as well be frozen on the tracks. The conversations, the footsteps, the small sounds of town life all fade under the roaring in my ears.

“Rhett,” I managed. My voice comes out too soft, too careful.

He pushes off the truck and walks toward us, hands sliding into the pockets of his worn jacket. Up close, I can see the new things time has carved into him. Faint lines at the corners of his mouth. A tiny scar near his eyebrow I don’t recognize. A tiredness around his eyes that wasn’t there when we were twenty and certain the world would bend if we pushed hard enough.

But his smile, when it finally appears, is the same. Slow, lopsided, like he’s remembering how.

“Welcome home,” he says. “Both of you.”

Micah releases my hand just long enough to offer his. “Micah Ellison,” he says. “We’ve met once, I think. At Elias’s graduation.”

“Right,” Rhett replies, shaking it. “You’re the one who pulled him through his intern year without letting him implode.”

“I’m one of many,” Micah says easily. “It’s good to see you again, Rhett.”

They exchange a look I can’t read, something quiet and assessing passing between them, and for a second I feel like I’m standing outside my own life watching two versions of it shake hands. The one where I stayed, and the one where I left.

Rhett’s eyes return to me. “Avery.”

Just my name, nothing more, but it feels like opening a door I bricked up years ago.

The silence stretches. I should say something light, something polite and harmless, like It’s been a long time or You look well. Instead, what presses at the back of my throat is something truer and far more dangerous: You left without looking back.

Micah, bless him, fills the space. “We should probably get going,” he says. “Your mom sounded like she was timing the appetizers to the second. If we’re late, I’ll be blamed as the outsider with no respect for her schedule.”

Rhett’s mouth quirks. “She already blamed me for being ‘too early’ when I offered to help. You’re off the hook.” He gestures toward the lot. “I can give you a ride. I know your dad’s truck is in the shop, and there’s a detour on the main road.”

The offer hangs between us. Practical. Simple. Loaded.

Micah looks at me. He always waits for my choice, even in small things. That was one of the first ways he showed me he wasn’t going to take up space in my life without permission.

My heart thuds, slow and thunderous.

Three people. Two seats in the front of an old truck that still knows the shape of my teenage knees. One road that leads straight back to the house where everything first fell apart.

Somewhere deep inside, a younger version of me stirs, the one who loved the way Rhett drove with one hand on the wheel and one arm out the window, who believed that leaving together was the only way to keep from being stuck. Another version, older and tired, leans toward the man who stood in hospital waiting rooms with me and memorized the names of my favorite childhood songs just to make me smile on bad days.

Between the hand I hold and the one I miss, there is suddenly no space at all. Only a breath. Only a choice.

I tighten my fingers around Micah’s for a fraction of a second, as if testing the strength of the bridge we’ve built. Then I nod, forcing my voice to steady.

“A ride would be great,” I say. “Thank you, Rhett.”

His eyes flick down to our joined hands and back up again, something unreadable passing through them. He opens the passenger door, stepping back to let us pass. For the first time in eight years, I climb into the same truck with both my present and my past.

The engine starts. The radio crackles to life with some old song I can’t place. As the truck pulls out of the station and onto the road toward the house where my brother’s future will be toasted under strings of borrowed lights, I realize this night is not just about his engagement.

It is the beginning of the moment I have been running for eight years. The moment when I finally have to stop living in the spaces between the life I chose and the life I keep missing.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts
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Avery Hart – Twenty-nine, brand storyteller in New Warren who helps small businesses find the right words for who they are. She grew up in the river town of Briarley, left with more questions than answers, and is only now learning what it means to come home with a life she has built on her own terms.

Micah Ellison – Thirty-two, calm and grounded family doctor who runs a small clinic in the city. He believes in slow trust, steady love, and showing up when it matters. Walking into Briarley by Avery’s side, he knows there is history in this town he has never seen, but he is determined not to flinch from any part of her story.

Rhett Kavanagh – Thirty, once the restless boy from three houses down, now a contractor who restores old riverfront homes in and around Briarley. He left town with big plans and more pride than sense, and came back quieter, carrying regrets he doesn’t talk about easily. For him, Avery is both a closed chapter and the page he never stopped rereading in his head.

Elias Hart – Thirty-three, Avery’s older brother and the center of the weekend’s celebrations. A hospital physician with a loud laugh and a soft heart, he has been the bridge between old loyalties and new beginnings in Briarley for years, and he is determined that his engagement party will finally bring his family into the same light.

Naomi Price – Thirty-one, Elias’s fiancée, a pediatric nurse who moved to Briarley for work and found an entire family attached to the man she fell for. She is kind, observant, and slower to speak than to listen, and she is quietly trying to understand the unspoken currents that move through the Hart household when Avery and Rhett are in the same room.

Daniel and Lila Hart – Avery and Elias’s parents, long-time Briarley residents who know everyone’s history, including their own children’s. Daniel hides his worry behind jokes and barbecue smoke; Lila expresses her love through lists, centerpieces, and opinions. Both are hoping this weekend will stitch old fractures closed without tearing anything new.

Briarley – A small river town an hour from New Harren, where the train platform, the Hart backyard, and an old pickup truck carry more memories than most people’s photo albums. It is the place Avery learned how to stay and the place she chose to leave, and now it is where her past and present quietly wait to see which hand she will hold next.
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Chapter One – The Distance Between The Seats
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The truck always smelled of gasoline and river water and the faint sweetness of the gum Rhett kept in the glove compartment. Tonight it smells like clean upholstery and faint sawdust, like something older that’s been sanded down and refinished. The only thing that hasn’t changed is the sound—the way the engine hums under our feet, the way the tires make that familiar low growl when they hit the uneven patch of road just past the station.

Micah sits by the window, his arm between us on the worn bench seat, fingers drumming absently against his thigh. I’m in the middle, which seems like a small, practical choice until I notice how much space there isn’t. I can feel the warmth of both of them—Micah’s quiet steadiness on my right, Rhett’s restless energy on my left, his hands loose on the steering wheel.

For a while, none of us spoke. The truck’s old radio murmurs some classic rock station, half static, half guitar. Streetlamps stretch in thin pools of light across the two-lane road. The town opens itself in pieces: the gas station where we once counted change to buy snacks, the tiny diner with the flickering OPEN sign, the dark curve where the road dips closer to the river.

“So,” Rhett says at last, glancing at us from the corner of his eye. “I see the city hasn’t scared you off trains forever.”

I latch onto the lightness in his tone like it’s a rope. “Some of us like reliable schedules,” I reply. “Your car broke down three times the summer before we left, if you remember.”

He snorts. “It didn’t break down. It just had character.”

“It died in the grocery store parking lot and rolled backwards down a slope,” I remind him. “You jumped out and tried to push. I thought my mother was going to faint.”

Micah looks at me, smiling. “You didn’t mention that part of the story.”

“There are a lot of parts I didn’t mention,” I say, and instantly wish I’d chosen different words.

Rhett’s hands tighten on the steering wheel for a second, knuckles going pale, then he relaxes his grip. “You missed the best part, Ellison,” he says, his eyes still on the road. “She got out and yelled at the car like it was a person. I’m pretty sure that’s what scared it into starting again.”

Micah laughs, and the sound softens the air between us. “I can picture that,” he says. “I’ve seen her on the phone with the internet provider. If I were in a car, I’d behave too.”

I exhale slowly, my shoulders easing just a little. This is how it always was with Rhett—banter first, truth later. Only now there’s another person in the car, someone who knows my truths in a different order, and the layers feel like they’re pressing against each other, testing for cracks.

“How long have you been back in Briarley?” Micah asks. His voice is friendly, neutral. He’s a doctor again, taking a history lesson.

“Depends who you ask,” Rhett answers. “My mother thinks I ‘came back’ the first weekend I showed up to fix her porch steps. I moved my things into the old Kavanagh place a year ago. The town?” He shrugs. “They’ll probably decide in another five years.”

“You’ve been renovating houses,” I say. It’s not really a question—I remember my dad mentioning it in passing, like he was trying it on for size before admitting it mattered to him that Rhett had stayed. But I want to hear it from him.

Rhett nods. “Somebody’s got to keep the river from swallowing the old ones. And you know your dad”—his mouth tilts—“he never met a project he didn’t think could be solved with a new deck and the right nails.”

I can almost see my father standing in the hardware aisle, holding two identical boxes of screws like they’re life-altering decisions. The picture makes my throat ache unexpectedly.

“He’ll be happy you’re helping,” I say softly.

Rhett glances at me then, quick and sharp. “Your dad’s the one who gave me my first job, remember? He’d be happy if I stuck around and fixed birdhouses. He likes the illusion of continuity.”

I flinch at the word illusion, because that’s what this trip feels like. Three people pretending we’re just heading to a party, not to a house where the three of us used to orbit in completely different patterns.

Micah notices the shift in my posture and lets his hand fall from his leg to rest, lightly, over my knee. The touch is simple, but it steadies me. It’s not a claim, not a warning—just a reminder. I’m here. You’re here. We are real.

“So you two haven’t seen each other since...” Micah trails off, leaving the end of the sentence open.

“Since the night before I left for New Harren,” I say. “Eight years ago.”

Rhett’s jaw works once, then he exhales. “Eight years and four months,” he corrects quietly.

The number hangs in the air like a clock someone forgot to turn off.

Micah looks between us, something like understanding settling in his expression. “That’s a long time,” he says.

Rhett’s mouth twists into a shape that might be a smile. “Depends on which end you’re standing on,” he replies. “For some people, it’s exactly how long they needed.”

The words hit harder than I expected. My first instinct is to defend myself, to list all the reasons leaving when I did wasn’t a choice so much as an emergency. Instead, I sit there in the middle of that truck, feeling the distance I created stretch and form a quiet canyon between us.

“I needed to go,” I say finally. “But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t hard.”

Rhett doesn’t answer right away. Outside, the houses are spaced further apart now, old porches and new extensions and the occasional yard where a toy has been left out under a tree. We’re almost at the turnoff for my parents’ street. I know that curve so well I could drive it with my eyes closed.

When he does speak, his voice is softer. “I know,” he says. “I just wish I’d understood it before you got on the bus.”

I don’t realize I’ve been holding my breath until Micah’s hand tightens briefly on my knee. “We can talk about the past later,” he says gently. “Tonight is about Elias and Naomi. One crisis at a time.”

Rhett huffs out a breath that might be a laugh. “You’ve clearly met this family,” he says. “One crisis at a time is optimistic.”

We turn onto my parents’ street. The Hart house appears at the end like it always has, two stories of weathered siding and a porch that has been painted too many shades of white to count. Tonight there are strings of lights draped along the railing, paper lanterns bobbing softly in the breeze, and the faint outline of people moving through the backyard. Music filters through the open windows, something upbeat and hopeful. There are cars lined along the curb, some familiar, some strange.

My stomach flips. I haven’t seen this many Briarley faces in one place since before I left.

Rhett pulls the truck into the driveway and cuts the engine. The sudden quiet is almost loud. For a second, none of us moves. Then he turns to me fully, his expression unreadable.

“I’ll grab your bags from the back,” he says. “You go ahead. Your mom’s been glancing at the driveway every ten minutes for the last hour.”

“Of course she has,” I mutter, but my voice shakes, betraying the nerves I’ve been trying to hide.

Micah opens his door and steps out first, then turns and offers me his hand. It’s such a small, gentlemanly gesture that it almost makes me laugh—silly and sweet and exactly him. I take it, letting him help me down from the high truck seat, feeling the way his fingers close firmly around mine.

When my feet hit the gravel, I look up and see my mother on the porch, holding a tray of empty glasses. Even from here, I can tell she’s spotted us. Her spine straightens, her free hand flies up in a little wave, and then she’s moving down the steps toward us with the determination of someone who has been mentally rehearsing this entrance all day.

“Avery!” she calls, the word stretching into at least three syllables. “You’re late.”

I glance at my watch. “We’re ten minutes early.”

“Exactly,” she says, as if this proves her point. She sets the tray down on the porch railing and opens her arms to pull me into a hug that smells like perfume and rosemary and the faint tang of stress. “My guests arrive at seven; my children arrive at six-thirty. You know this.”

I hugged her back, letting my face press briefly into her shoulder the way I did when I was ten and had scraped my knee. For a moment, I’m grateful for her predictability. “Hi, Mom,” I said into her hair. “You look beautiful.”

She leans back, smoothing my hair as if she’s checking for signs of city damage. “Flattery will not save you from being put to work,” she warns, but her eyes are glossy. “You’re too thin.” She doesn’t even pause for an answer. “Micah, darling, come here.”

Micah steps in for his own hug, which she gives with theatrical affection. “You, on the other hand, look perfect,” she declares. “Except your collar. Stop letting hospital air-conditioners wrinkle your shirts.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, smiling.

Her attention shifts to the driveway as Rhett closes the tailgate of the truck with our bags in hand. “And there’s my other stray,” she says, her tone softening in a way she probably doesn’t realize I notice. “Rhett, I told you not to pick them up. The dessert table isn’t ready.”

“Life-or-death emergency,” Rhett calls back, jogging toward us. “Your daughter’s sense of timing required professional intervention.”

My mother looks at him sternly for half a second and then cups his face with one hand, thumb brushing the faint scar near his eyebrow. “You’re too thin too,” she says. “I swear, no one in this town knows how to feed themselves.”

“I eat plenty,” he protests.

“Not my food,” she replies. “Which is the issue.”

Watching them, an old ache stirs. For years, I thought my leaving only broke my own heart and maybe Rhett’s. I didn’t let myself think about the space it carved out in this house, in the careful patterns of affection that had grown around us without my noticing.

“Where’s Dad?” I ask.

“Burning something,” she says, waving a hand toward the backyard. “He calls it barbecuing. I call it sacrilege. Elias is trying to stop him serving charcoal. Naomi is being polite about all of it and secretly texting the caterer to see what can be saved. Go inside, say hello, then come back out and help me with the lanterns.”

She scoops up the tray and hurries toward the side gate, already muttering about candle placement.

Micah looks at me. “You okay?” he asks under his breath.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “Is there a correct way to feel when your mother hugs your ex almost as much as she hugs you?”

He considers that, then shrugs lightly. “You could be grateful?” he suggests. “It means you used to have good taste.”

I groan. “Don’t say things like that. My brain will try to make a chart.”

He leans in, his shoulder brushing mine. “You’re allowed to have a history, Avery. It doesn’t erase what we are now.”

What we are now. Girlfriend and boyfriend. Partners-in-slow-building-toward-maybe. There are words we don’t say yet, not because they’re not true, but because dragging them into the light feels like tempting fate.

Rhett lingers a few steps away, bags at his feet, watching us with an expression I can’t quite read. When he catches me looking, he straightens, his jaw tightening in a way that looks like he wants to say something and thinks better of it.

“I’ll put these in your room,” he offers. “Your mom told me she’s been ‘curating’ it again. I assume that means there’s a throw pillow explosion.”

I wince. “Oh no. She didn’t move the desk, did she?”

“She preserved the desk,” he says. “The rest...you’ll see.”

The idea of him walking into my old bedroom before I do sends a weird jolt through me. That room once held everything we were and weren’t, in piles of notebooks and taped-up posters and a hidden box of letters behind the second drawer. I have no idea what’s left now.

“You don’t have to carry our stuff,” Micah says. “We can—”

Rhett shakes his head. “It’s fine,” he replies. “Go say hi to your dad before he sets something on fire. I know my role in this house.”

He picks up the bags and disappears through the front door before I can decide whether to stop him.

Micah and I step inside a moment later. The familiar creak of the floorboard near the entryway greets us. The smell of my childhood hits me full in the chest—lemon cleaner, old books, and something tomato-based simmering on the stove. There are more people than I expected milling around the living room: neighbors, a few of Elias’s colleagues from the hospital, a cluster of Naomi’s friends from the clinic.

Conversation swells and dips, punctuated by laughter and the clink of glasses. Someone has draped more lights along the mantelpiece, and there are framed photos arranged on every flat surface—Elias and Naomi in various stages of their relationship, my parents on their wedding day, Elias and me as kids in Halloween costumes. In one frame, half hidden behind a vase, I catch a glimpse of a younger me on the porch steps, shoulders pressed against Rhett’s, heads thrown back in matching laughter.

It feels like being caught looking into a mirror I didn’t ask for.

“Avery!”

Elias barrels across the room and scoops me into a hug that lifts my feet off the ground. He smells like smoke and cologne and the onion dip he probably sampled one too many times.

“You’re crushing my ribs,” I wheezed.

“Good,” he says into my hair. “Maybe then you’ll remember to visit more often.”

He sets me down and holds me at arm’s length, eyes raking over my face like he’s checking for damage. “You look good,” he says. “City air’s doing you favors.”

“Tell Mom that,” I reply. “She thinks I’m wasting away.”

“She thinks everyone is wasting away,” he says. “It’s how she shows love.”

He pulls Micah into a back-slapping hug next. “Doctor Ellison,” he says. “My second favorite physician in the room.”

“Second?” Micah lifts an eyebrow.

“I’m the one with the ring tonight,” Elias says, wiggling his hand. “Hierarchy must be respected.”

Naomi appears at his side, cheeks pink, a tea towel thrown over her shoulder like she’s been drafted as yet another assistant in my mother’s campaign. She gives me a warm, slightly shy hug, then squeezes my hand.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she says. “Your brother has been running around like a golden retriever on espresso all afternoon. I needed backup.”

“I’m offended,” Elias says. “I am dignified. Like a golden retriever with a tie.”

I laugh, and some of the tightness in my chest loosens. This, at least, feels simple. My brother is in love. His fiancée was amused and patient. My parents in the background, pretending they’re not watching all of us.

For a blessed few minutes, night is just about them. Speeches are mentioned, playlists are debated, and someone starts an argument near the snack table about whether or not karaoke is allowed at an engagement party.

I move through the room, talking to old neighbors, reintroducing myself to people who remember me as a lanky teenager with paint on my jeans and big opinions about everything. The conversations blend into each other—so you’re still in the city, how’s work, yes, that was a terrible haircut in tenth grade, no, I haven’t settled down yet, yes, this is Micah, he’s wonderful.

And through it all, I’m acutely aware of Rhett’s presence, even when I can’t see him.

I catch flashes: his profile as he talks to my father near the back door, hands moving as he describes some structural problem with a porch; the way he bends his head to hear my mother over the music as she gestures toward the lanterns outside; the way his laugh rises above the general noise when someone tells a story about high school.

It’s like my attention has been magnetized after years of deliberate demagnetization. No matter where I look, some part of me notes where he is in the room.

At some point, my mother sticks her head in and waves dramatically toward the backyard. “Lantern crew, assemble,” she calls. “Avery, Rhett, I need tall people and people who can tell the difference between warm white and cold white light. Micah, you look like someone who can climb a ladder without dying.”

“I am very flattered by your faith,” Micah says dryly.

We slip out into the backyard, where the late evening air wraps around us in a cooler, quieter hug. Strings of lights crisscross above, only half plugged in, giving the yard a patchwork glow. The river murmurs beyond the fence, a steady undercurrent to the clink of glass and chatter from inside.

My father stands by the grill, flipping something that is dangerously close to my mother’s definition of burnt. “Don’t listen to her,” he tells us as we pass. “This is where the flavor lives.”

“I didn’t say anything,” I protested.

“You were thinking it,” he replies, then smiles at Micah. “Backup has arrived. Good. These city people need to understand the sacred art of controlled charring.”

I roll my eyes and keep walking, following my mother’s flurry of instructions about which trees get lanterns, how low they should hang, and why one particular strand of lights is “wrong” even though it looks identical to the others.

Eventually, she is called back inside to approve the arrangement of the dessert table, leaving the three of us alone under the half-lit canopy.

Micah holds the ladder steady while I climb a few steps up, hooking lanterns onto the waiting loops of wire. Rhett stands a little to the side, untangling strands with the kind of concentration usually reserved for bomb disposal. The silence between us is different here, softer and edged with the sound of crickets.

“Left a bit,” Micah says, squinting up at my handiwork. “Your mother will accuse us of asymmetry if you’re not careful.”

“She accuses us of asymmetry when the salt shakers aren’t aligned,” I reply. “This is a lost cause.”

He chuckles. “Fair point.”

I reach up to adjust one of the lanterns, my fingers brushing the rough string. For a moment, my hand slips, and the lantern swings wider than I intend. I feel my balance tilt.

Micah’s grip on the ladder tightens immediately. “Got you,” he says, his voice sharp with concern.

To my surprise, another hand touches the side of my calf, steadying me from the opposite side. Rhett’s closer than I realized, eyes narrowed, jaw clenched.

“Careful,” he says. “This ground’s uneven. They never fixed the dip near the maple roots.”

I look down at him, and an image flashes through my mind: Rhett standing at the bottom of my teenage ladder, one hand on my ankle, telling me not to fall because he “didn’t have the emotional maturity to handle losing his favorite co-pilot.” We were seventeen, and I laughed until we both almost fell.

Now, no one laughs.

“I’m fine,” I say quietly. “I’ve been climbing this ladder since I was ten.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t break your neck at twenty-nine,” he replies.

“Twenty-nine and a half,” I correct automatically.

The corner of his mouth lifts, and for a second, it’s like the years slide back a fraction. “Always precise, Aves,” he murmurs.

My chest tightens. I look away, focusing on the lantern in my hand, the light glowing softly through the thin paper. “Don’t call me that,” I say, safer than what I really mean: Don’t pull me backward.

He hears the warning in my voice and lets go of my leg, stepping back as if he’s touched something hot. “Right,” he says. “Sorry.”

The apology lands between us like another lantern, fragile and glowing.

Micah looks up at me, then at Rhett, and I know he’s cataloguing every small detail, every shift in tone. It’s not suspicion—I don’t see that in him. It’s more like he’s mapping the terrain he’s walked into, careful not to assume he already knows all the paths.

“We’re okay,” I tell him, trying to make it true. “I’m done on this side.”

He nods and holds the ladder while I climb down, one step at a time, aware of both pairs of eyes on me. On the last step, I misjudged the distance and landed closer to Rhett than I intended. Our shoulders brush.

“Sorry,” I say quickly, taking a step back toward Micah.

“It’s a small backyard,” Rhett replies, a faint smile smoothing the tension around his mouth. “Physics, not your fault.”

We fall into a rhythm after that—Micah climbing while I hold the ladder, Rhett handing up lanterns and rolling his eyes at my mother’s “warm white only” decree. We talk about safe things: the weather, the river running lower this year, the new coffee place in town that my father hates but secretly visits for the muffins. Every so often, there’s a moment where our eyes meet and something unspoken passes between us, but we both look away before it can crystallize into words.

By the time the last lantern is hung, the sun has slipped fully behind the trees, and the backyard is washed in a gentle, golden glow. The lights make the patchy grass look almost magical, the picnic tables like something from a summer movie.

My mother steps out just then, carrying a tray of candles. She stops on the porch and gasps dramatically. “Oh,” she breathes. “You did it.”

“Was there doubt?” Rhett asks, wiping his hands on his jeans.

“With this crew?” she says. “Always. It’s beautiful.”

Her eyes shine as she looks around, then lands on me. For a fleeting instant, I see something else there—relief, maybe, or gratitude that I came home at all. Then she’s barking orders about candles and napkins again, and the moment passes.

Guests begin to spill into the yard with plates and glasses, laughter thickening in the air. Music shifts to something more romantic. Elias clears his throat near the makeshift bar and taps a spoon against a glass, calling everyone’s attention for some kind of toast.

Micah slides his arm around my waist, his palm resting warm and familiar against the small of my back. I lean into him on instinct, letting his presence anchor me as my brother starts talking about love and timing and the miracle of someone saying yes when they’ve seen you at your worst.

I feel Rhett somewhere behind me, just on the edge of my awareness, like a note in a chord you can’t unhear once you’ve been trained to listen for it.

As glasses are raised and Naomi hides happy tears against Elias’s shoulder, I realize that this night is doing exactly what my mother wanted—it’s wrapping my brother’s future in light and laughter.

But standing there, between the steady weight of Micah’s arm and the familiar gravity of Rhett’s unspoken history, I also realize something else.

This is the first time in my life I’ve been surrounded by people I love and felt my heart pulled in two full directions at once. Not toward drama or chaos, not toward some reckless impulse I know I’ll regret, but toward two different versions of myself. The one who stayed. The one who left.

And I can already feel it: no matter how carefully I move, no matter how many jokes I tell or lanterns I hang, I will not get through this weekend without cracking something open that has been sealed for eight years.

The only question is whether the fracture will finally let the light in, or split everything we have built clean in two.
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Chapter Two – Things Left Out Of The Toasts
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Later, when I replay the night in my head, it isn’t my brother’s speech that sticks. His words are exactly what you’d expect—sweet and fumbling and earnest. He talks about how Naomi showed up in the emergency room with a kid who had swallowed a marble and somehow made triage feel like a picnic. He talks about how her patience steadied him during a year when he slept more in on-call rooms than in his own bed. People laugh at the right parts, sniff at the tender bits, raise their glasses at the end. It’s a good speech, the kind that belongs in a family story.

What lodges under my skin instead is the moment I catch my father watching me.

It happens after the toasts, when the yard has shifted into a looser kind of celebration. The music is a little louder, kids are darting between adults with melted ice cream running down their wrists, and my mother is doing that thing where she pretends to be shocked that people are enjoying her party as if she didn’t plan every detail within an inch of its life.

Micah is at the drinks table talking to Naomi’s friend about some new community clinic. Rhett is near the fence, half-turned toward a cluster of guys I vaguely recognize from school, laughing at something one of them just said. I am standing alone by the dessert table, staring at a row of cupcakes decorated with little sugar hearts, when I feel my father’s gaze like a hand on my shoulder.

He’s leaning against the side of the house, tongs in one hand, a half-empty beer in the other. The grill has been turned off, its lid closed, smoke curling up in lazy, satisfied spirals. His eyes are on me, not in a hovering, anxious way, but in that quiet, measuring way he gets when he’s trying to figure out if something is broken and what kind of tools it might require.

When he realizes I’ve noticed, he looks away, taking a swig from his bottle as if he’s only been admiring his own lantern placement.

I cross the yard toward him, picking my way around lawn chairs and discarded napkins. “If you stare any harder,” I say, “you’re going to start a fire with your mind.”

He snorts and wipes his brow with the back of his wrist. “With your mother’s paper lanterns?” he asks. “Don’t tempt me.”

I step up beside him, letting my shoulder brush the siding. From here, the party looks like a scene in a snow globe—self-contained, gentle, almost too pretty to be real. Light pools in the grass. Someone has dragged the old radio outside, and a song we used to dance to in our socks in the kitchen is playing, a little warped at the edges.

“You did good,” I told him.

He shrugs, pretending nonchalance. “Your mother did good,” he says. “I just burned some meat and stayed out of the way.”

“Don’t lie,” I say. “You did at least half of the fairy lights. I can see your ladder signature.”

He glances sideways at me, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “There is no such thing as a ladder signature, Ave.”

“There absolutely is,” I say. “You always hang things an inch higher than Mom does, and you never quite commit to perfect symmetry because you claim ‘life isn’t straight.’”

He laughs at that, a low rumble in his chest. “Maybe you did grow up in this house.”

We stand in companionable silence for a moment, watching Elias and Naomi twirl clumsily in the middle of the yard. Naomi’s dress swishes around her knees, Elias’s tie hangs crooked, and his expression is so open, so full, that my throat tightens unexpectedly.

“You look happy,” my father says quietly.

I glanced at him, surprised. “I do?”

He nods. “More tired around the eyes than you think you are. But there’s less...edge.”

I know what edge he means. The sharpness that used to live under my skin in my early twenties, the sense that any wrong word might shatter the thin glass I was walking on. The nights I called home from the city, voice too bright, insisting I was fine while I sat under a blanket in an apartment that never quite felt mine, counting the hours until I could fill the silence with work again.

“I’m okay,” I say, and this time I mean it more than I ever have. “Work’s busy in a good way. The new campaign I told you? The bakery with the owner who thinks adjectives are a conspiracy?”

“The cinnamon roll guy,” my father says. “I like him.”

“You’ve never met him.”

“He sent samples with you last Thanksgiving,” he replies. “Anyone who puts that much butter in dough has my loyalty.”

I laugh, the sound easing something in my chest.

His eyes drift past me, toward the drinks table where Micah is gesturing with his hands. “And him?” he asks. “How busy is he?”

“Micah? He’s...he’s always busy,” I say. “But he’s good at it. He doesn’t seem to carry it home like Elias does.”

“He carries it differently,” my father says. “In his shoulders. In the way he scans a room when he walks in, counting exits and potential injuries.”

I frown. “You noticed that?”

He raises an eyebrow. “I notice anyone my daughter brings home more than once.”

I take a slow breath. “He’s important to me,” I say, and the simplicity of the statement settles over us like a blanket.

“I can see that,” my father replies. “He’s a good man.” He pauses, the words hanging. “He’s careful with you.”

There is a weight to the last part that makes me swallow. “That’s...a bad thing?”

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “Just an observation. Some men are careful because they’re afraid of breaking something. Some are careful because they know what it costs to put something back together.”

He lets that sit, then lifts his bottle in a small salute toward the other end of the yard. “And then there are those who’ve broken enough things already to have learned a few lessons.”

I follow his gaze. Rhett is standing under one of the trees, one shoulder braced against the trunk, talking to my cousin and her husband. He’s laughing at something, his head thrown back, but even from here I can see the way his hand keeps drifting to his pocket, like he’s checking for something that isn’t there. An old habit. Keys, wallet, cigarettes he doesn’t smoke anymore.

“What are you really asking, Dad?” I murmur.

He exhales slowly. “I’m not asking anything,” he says. “I know better than to think I can manage your heart. I just...” He stops, searching for the right words. “I watched the three of you orbit each other for years, Avery. I saw you light up when Rhett entered a room. I saw how calm you got when Micah called after Grandma’s stroke. I don’t pretend to understand everything in between. But I can tell when a room feels...loaded.”

“Loaded?”

“Like a circuit board someone’s rewired too many times,” he says. “All it needs is one wrong switch.”

His metaphors always come from whatever he’s spent his day doing—today, apparently, it was fixing something with wires.

“I’m not going to blow anything up,” I say, dry-mouthed.

“I didn’t say you would,” he replies. “But I also know you, kiddo. You’ve never been the type to leave a loose wire alone once you’ve noticed it.”

The truth of that lands uncomfortably close. I’ve built a life in the city around fixing things for other people—messy stories, tangled brand messages, companies who don’t know how to explain themselves. There's satisfaction in finding the right words, in aligning pieces until they click. Walking into this backyard and pretending not to see the old, frayed lines between me and the two men currently pretending not to notice each other feels like ignoring a blinking warning light.

“I just want this weekend to be about Elias and Naomi,” I say, as much to myself as to him.

“So let it,” he replies. “You don’t have to solve everything before the last guest leaves.”

A burst of laughter erupts from the center of the yard, and someone calls my father’s name to come take a group picture. He pushes off the wall, then pauses and leans in to kiss the top of my head.

“For what it’s worth,” he says quietly, “there isn’t a single person here who doesn’t want you to be happy, Ave. Not even the ones you think are waiting to be hurt.”

Before I can ask him who he means, he’s gone, swallowed by the crowd with the easy, affable charm he pulls out for parties.

I stand there for a moment, the sounds of the celebration swirling around me like a tide I’m not quite ready to step back into. The string lights hum, the river moves behind the fence, and somewhere near the back gate, I hear Rhett’s laugh blend with Micah’s lower, steadier tone.

It is a strange thing, realizing that the people you love most in the world might be the ones you’re most terrified of disappointing.

When I finally rejoin the party, it’s in little increments. I refill someone’s drink, I compliment Naomi’s friend on her dress, I help a kid retrieve a dropped napkin from under a table. I let myself be drawn into a circle of women discussing wedding venues and horror stories about DJ mishaps. For a while, I manage to be just another guest, another smiling face under the lanterns.

But the universe—or at least my mother—has other plans.

She appears at my elbow with that look that means she’s about to make an announcement I won’t enjoy. “Darling, we need to do the sibling toast,” she says. “You and Elias decided you would speak, remember?”

My stomach drops. “We said we might speak,” I correct, but weakly.

“Well, my friends have already been told to listen,” she says, as if that settles it. “Come on, both of you.”

Within minutes, I find myself standing next to my brother at the makeshift “stage”—a cleared patch of lawn near the back porch—holding a glass of sparkling water and staring out at a sea of expectant faces. Elias squeezes my shoulder, his grin wide and unapologetic.

“You start,” he whispers.

“I hate you,” I whisper back.

He chuckles and moves slightly behind me in a gesture that is both protective and vaguely threatening. I could refuse, but then my mother would probably stage a coup with the dessert forks.

I take a breath and glance down at Naomi, who is sitting on a folding chair near the front, her eyes shining, her hands folded around her own glass. Micah stands a few steps behind her, off to the side, his gaze fixed on me. Rhett is farther back, shadowed by the branches of the maple, arms crossed loosely over his chest.

“Hi,” I start, eloquent as always. The crowd chuckles politely, and I shake my head at myself. “Okay, so, unlike my brother, I did not prepare a speech. Which will surprise absolutely no one who has ever seen my high school homework habits.”

Another ripple of laughter moves through the guests, loosening my spine. I focus on Naomi.

“When Elias first called me about you,” I say, “he didn’t start with how you looked or what you did. He started by telling me about this one night after a terrible shift. He said he’d had three really hard cases in a row, and he came home telling himself he wasn’t going to unload on anyone, he was just going to carry it. And you...” I nod toward her. “You met him at the door, took one look at his face, and told him to sit down before he hurt himself trying to pretend he was fine.”

People smile. Naomi blushes a little, glancing at Elias with a small shrug.

“I remember thinking,” I continue, “that anyone who could read my brother that quickly—and love him anyway—had to be something special. What I didn’t realize until I met you was how quietly strong you are. You don’t compete with his noise. You give it somewhere safe to land.”

Elias clears his throat loudly. My mother dabs her eyes with a napkin.

“Growing up with Elias,” I go on, “meant growing up with someone who always made things bigger. Fights, jokes, plans for the future—if there was a way to turn the volume up, he’d find it. But it also meant having someone who stood between me and the world when I needed it. He taught me that love can be loud and protective and ridiculous.”

I take a quick breath, glancing briefly at Rhett before my eyes slide away again. “Naomi has taught him—and all of us—that love can also be quiet and patient
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