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​After We Promised To Stay Just Friends
About the Author 
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SankulaHub writes emotionally honest, slow-burn love stories about people who pretend they are “fine” until the truth refuses to stay quiet. Each romance is built around ordinary lives, complicated feelings, and the small daily choices that quietly change everything.

Coming from a world that values both storytelling and structure, SankulaHub focuses on long-form, immersive narratives rather than shortcuts or quick tropes. The aim is simple: to give readers characters who feel lived-in, conversations that feel overheard rather than scripted, and endings that feel earned.

Every SankulaHub romance is designed to stand on its own. No recycled couples, no repeated arcs, no copy-paste plots. Each title holds a new emotional question: what does love look like in this specific life, under these particular pressures, with these exact two people? “After We Promised To Stay Just Friends” takes that question into the territory of loyalty, timing, and the promises we make when we are trying to protect our hearts.

When you choose a SankulaHub book, you are choosing a full-length, carefully built story that respects your time, your intelligence, and the way real feelings move—slowly, unevenly, and then all at once.
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Dedication
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For everyone who has ever said, “No, we’re just friends,” and meant it at the time. For those who wrote rules to keep themselves safe, and then outgrew the version of themselves who needed those rules.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Cast
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Mara Ellison is a twenty-four-year-old portrait photographer who pays her bills by shooting graduation photos and small events while slowly building a portfolio of candid, documentary-style work. She is practical to the point of stinginess with herself, generous to a fault with everyone else, and has spent years pretending her favorite place in the world is any room where her best friend is also breathing.

Jonah Mercer is twenty-five, a software developer who freelances for small start-ups while working nights on a game he never shows anyone. He hides his softness behind dry jokes, his anxiety behind color-coded calendars, and his feelings for Mara behind a rule that says they are absolutely never going to risk what they already have.

Elliot Kane is their mutual friend from college, now a local barista and musician whose tiny apartment has hosted every important conversation of their early twenties. Elliot lives like the future is a suggestion and believes, very strongly, that people who talk about “just friends” are often already lying to themselves.

Nadia Reyes is Mara’s older cousin and unofficial big sister, a nurse who has seen enough real emergencies to call out the emotional ones long before anyone else does. She is the first to notice when Mara starts editing Jonah out of her sentences, and the last person willing to accept that the two of them are “fine.”
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Introduction Scene
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Mara Ellison had always believed that the worst promises were those you made to yourself in the middle of the night. The second worst, she decided, were the ones you wrote down in ink, with another person watching you, and then kept for years because breaking them would mean admitting that something had quietly changed.

The “Friends Pact” was still in the same spiral-bound notebook where they had written it three years ago, the pages starting to curl at the edges from being opened too many times. It lay between them now on Elliot’s coffee table, pushed slightly to one side to make room for two sweating glasses of cola and a bowl of mismatched chips left over from the afternoon rush at the café downstairs.

“Read it,” Jonah Mercer said, leaning back into the couch with the practiced carelessness of someone who had rehearsed appearing relaxed. “You know you want to.”

Mara slouched deeper into the opposite corner, clutching a cushion to her chest. The apartment smelled like espresso and detergent, like it always did, and the evening light from the single window painted everything in a tired gold. Outside, city traffic hummed; inside, the television played some muted home renovation show Elliot liked to use as background noise.

“I don’t need to read it,” she said. “I remember every word.”

That was true. The two of them, slightly tipsy on cheap wine and heartbreak, had written the pact at two in the morning on Elliot’s old rug, the night Mara’s ill-advised, three-month relationship with a charming disaster named Nathan finally exploded. Jonah had arrived with takeout and a silent promise that whatever else happened, she would not have to go through the fallout alone.

Somewhere between crying, laughing, and swearing off dating apps, they had landed on the same terrifying thought. What if, one day, they tried dating each other and ruined the only steady thing in both of their lives?

So they had written rules. No dating each other. No “what if” conversations about dating each other. No kissing “just to see.” No drunken confessions that would need to be taken back. They had both signed their names under the messy block letters of “We Promise To Stay Just Friends,” and Elliot had taken a photo, calling it legal proof.

At twenty-one, I felt responsible. At twenty-four, sitting across from Jonah with the notebook between them, Mara was starting to suspect it might have been cowardly.

“You look like you’re at a funeral,” Jonah said now, watching her over the rim of his glass. “It’s just paper.”

“It is not just paper,” she replied. “It is a formal document. A historic record of our mutual bad judgment.”

He smiled, the corner of his mouth crooking up the way it did when he wanted to soften a truth. “Tell me which part you regret.”

Mara’s heart gave one of those small, traitorous jumps she had spent years training herself to ignore. She kept her eyes on the television screen, where two strangers were arguing about paint colors for a kitchen they would probably love in exactly six weeks.

“I regret the font,” she said eventually. “You made me write the title in all caps. It’s very dramatic.”

“Sure,” Jonah said. “That must be it.”

They fell into silence again, the comfortable kind layered over something thinner and more fragile. On the coffee table, the notebook waited, its edges catching the light every time a car passed outside.

If she reached forward now, flipped to the page and reread those lines, nothing would change. The words would still say the same thing they had always said. The promise would have been made. And yet Mara knew the real danger had never been in breaking the pact. The real danger was in admitting that she no longer knew who she had been when she had written it.

Elliot emerged from the tiny kitchen with a dishtowel over his shoulder and a plate of brownies balanced in one hand.

“Okay,” he announced. “I left you alone with your shared delusion for fifteen minutes. Did you burn it yet, or are we still pretending this is healthy?”

Mara shot him a look. “You are not helping.”

“I am always helping,” Elliot said, setting the plate on the table with a clink that made the glasses tremble. “Also, I am stress-baking for you. Again. You’re welcome.”

Jonah straightened a little, his brow creasing. “No one asked you to stress-bake.”

“No one ever has to,” Elliot returned. “The stress in this room is loud enough to be its own tenant. I am just responding appropriately.”

Mara reached for a brownie mostly to avoid making eye contact with either of them. She knew exactly where this was heading. Elliot had been circling around the subject since she told him, two days ago, that she had news. Big news. Life-altering news. News she had not yet managed to share with Jonah.

“You told him?” Jonah asked, turning to Elliot. “You told him, but not me?”

Mara flinched. “I told him there was news. I didn’t tell him what it was.”

“Yet,” Elliot said, perching on the arm of the couch. “But we are all here now, and my shift starts at six in the morning, and I would like to know whether I’m making goodbye brownies or congratulations brownies.”

Jonah’s head snapped toward her, eyes suddenly sharp. “Goodbye?”

Mara set her brownie down, appetite gone. This was not how she had planned it. She had meant to pick the right moment. A quiet space. Maybe the park where they always bought cheap ice cream in winter and complained about adults who ran in shorts when it was clearly freezing. Somewhere that felt like theirs. Not Elliot’s living room with a half-mocking audience and a notebook full of old promises on the table.

But there he was, looking at her like the word had punched through the air between them, and there was no clean way back.

“It’s not goodbye,” she said carefully. “Not exactly.”

He laughed once, a short, disbelieving sound. “That’s a terrible start.”

Nadia’s voice returned to her from the phone call earlier that afternoon. You cannot protect everyone from discomfort, Ma. You can only decide whether you’re going to be honest.

She had always been better at protecting than being honest.

Mara wiped her palms on her jeans and finally met Jonah’s gaze. He had the kind of eyes that always looked like they were bracing for impact, even when he smiled. Right now, they were wide open and unguarded in a way that made her chest ache.

“I got in,” she said. “To the residency. In London.”

The room seemed to pause. Even the muted television felt suddenly too loud, the colors too bright. Elliot’s eyebrows shot up. Jonah’s face went very still.

“The photography one?” he asked, after a beat that felt like a dropped elevator.

She nodded. “The twelve-month documentary program. The one I thought was a long shot. They emailed this morning.”

Elliot exhaled in a soft, impressed whistle. “That’s huge. That’s—Mara, that’s everything you wanted.”

She forced a small smile. “Yeah.”

The word landed flat between them. Because it was everything she had wanted, once. A year ago, she would have screamed down the hallway, called everyone she knew, posted in all caps. Now, the excitement was braided so tightly with something else that she could barely tell where one ended and the other started.

Jonah leaned forward, elbows on his knees, fingers interlaced. “When?”

“End of August,” she replied. “Orientation starts the first week of September. They want me there two weeks early to get settled.”

“That’s in three months,” he said. His voice gave away nothing. His knuckles had gone white. “You’re leaving in three months, and you didn’t tell me until today.”

“I got the email today,” she said quickly. Then, because that wasn’t entirely true, she added, “Well. I saw it today. It came in last night while I was working on edits, and I wanted to read it properly before I said anything.”

Elliot’s gaze flicked between them, suddenly more serious. “You’re allowed to take a night before sharing life-changing news,” he said quietly. “You’re also allowed to be terrified and excited at the same time. That’s usually how these things go.”

Jonah’s eyes never left Mara’s face. “And the pact?” he asked.

Mara swallowed. “What about it?”

“If you’re leaving,” he said slowly, “do we just... keep pretending we’re the only two people in the city who have never thought about breaking it? Do we spend three months acting like we don’t know what happens after you get on that plane?”

Elliot slid off the arm of the couch and took a step back, as if instinctively making space for whatever was about to surface.

“We made that promise because we thought we knew what we were protecting,” Jonah continued. “We were kids. You hadn’t started taking photography seriously. I hadn’t even written one line of code anyone would pay for. We didn’t know who we were going to be.”

Mara felt her throat tighten. “And now?”

“And now you’re leaving,” he said. “And I’m still sitting here pretending I don’t care, because three years ago we wrote in a notebook that we would never risk this.”

The honesty of it landed like a physical thing. For a moment, Mara forgot to breathe. She had spent so long building careful routines around the spaces where her feelings might leak out: jokes, schedules, late-night editing sessions, shared playlists. Anything that would let her stay close without stepping over a line.

Seeing him acknowledge the line out loud felt like someone had taken a marker and drawn it thick and black between them.

Elliot cleared his throat. “Okay,” he said softly. “I’m going to—uh—check if the espresso machine downstairs set itself on fire. Again. You two can... figure out whether your historic document still applies on the same planet as London.”

The door clicked behind him, leaving only the low hum of traffic and the tick of the wall clock. Mara stared at the notebook, at the ink that had once felt like safety.

“You could come visit,” she said, because it was easier than saying what pressed against her ribs. “London has very good coffee. And rain. You love complaining about rain.”

Jonah let out a breath that sounded almost like a laugh. “You know that’s not what I’m asking.”

“I know,” she admitted.

“Then say it,” he replied. “Tell me whether we’re still those two people on the floor, writing rules because we were too scared of losing each other to admit we already wanted more.”

Mara looked at him, really looked, taking in the familiar slope of his shoulders, the way his hair always fell into his eyes when he was tired, the faint ink smudge on his thumb from absentmindedly twirling his pen. She had always thought she would have more time. More time to grow into herself, more time to figure out if the risk was worth it, more time to pretend that standing still was a neutral choice.

Three months, she realized, was not much time.

“We promised,” she whispered, fingers curling around the edge of the cushion. “We promised to stay just friends.”

Jonah’s gaze dropped to the notebook, then back to her. “Maybe the promise kept us from making a mess when we weren’t ready,” he said. “Maybe it did its job. But you’re leaving, Mara. I would rather walk into the future having told you the truth than stay here holding on to a promise we outgrew in silence.”

Outside, a car horn blared. Upstairs, someone laughed in the hallway. Inside the small apartment, the air shifted, charged with everything that had been avoided, postponed, folded carefully away.

Mara’s heart pounded against her ribs as she reached for the notebook at last. The paper felt thinner than she remembered, softer at the corners. She opened to the page with their ridiculous, earnest handwriting, their twenty-one-year-old certainty that they could protect themselves from themselves.

She read the words once, twice. Then she looked up at Jonah.

“Maybe,” she said slowly, “the real promise we should have made was that we wouldn’t lie to each other. About anything. Including this.”

For the first time that evening, something like hope crossed his face. Small, almost fragile, but real.

“Then start there,” he said gently. “Tell me the truth. Before London. Before we run out of nights like this.”

Mara closed the notebook and rested her hand on top of it, as if to steady herself. The room felt narrower and wider at the same time, every detail suddenly sharper.

She had three months to decide what kind of goodbye she was willing to live with.

And for the first time since the email had arrived, she allowed herself to imagine a version of the future where the promise that defined them was not the one they had written in panic on Elliot’s floor, but the one they were about to make now—eyes open, hearts no longer pretending they did not know.
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Chapter 1 – The Night The Pact Stopped Feeling Safe
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They did not tear up the notebook that night. That would have been clean, dramatic, almost cinematic—ink ripped down the middle, paper crumpling between their fingers as if that could erase everything they had felt and not said. Instead, Mara closed the spiral-bound cover carefully and slid it back toward the center of the coffee table, like someone returning a fragile object to its shelf without quite knowing whether to keep it or throw it away.

Jonah watched her do it with the stillness he used when he was trying not to rush a moment, as if moving too fast might send everything scattering. His elbows were still on his knees, his fingers loosely laced, but the tension that lived in his shoulders had shifted. It was no longer the tight, everyday knot of a man who carried deadlines and obligations around like an extra backpack. It was something more exposed, something that said: I finally said part of the thing I have been swallowing for years, and I am terrified of what you will do with it.

“You know,” he said quietly, “I didn’t actually think you would get in.”

It should have sounded insulting. It didn’t. She knew him well enough to hear the layer beneath the words, the one that whispered, I have always thought you were brilliant, and I also assumed the universe would find a way to take this from you, because good things and the people I love do not often stay in the same place.

Mara drew her knees up onto the couch and wrapped her arms around them, staring at the edge of the notebook. “You and I both,” she replied. “I sent the application because Nadia bullied me into it. I half-expected a polite rejection and a coupon code for their online workshops.”

Jonah huffed out something that was half laugh, half sigh. “They didn’t send a coupon code.”

“They sent a twelve-month life detour,” she said.

He was quiet for a moment, long enough that she finally looked up. His eyes had softened, the sharpness from earlier blurred by something warmer and more complicated.

“You’re allowed to want the detour,” he said. “Even if it means leaving. Even if it scares you.”

“It’s not the leaving that scares me,” she admitted. “It’s... coming back. Or not. I don’t know who I’ll be in a year. I don’t know who you’ll be. I don’t know what survives of us who grow in different directions.”

“The pact was supposed to keep us safe from that,” Jonah said. “We thought if we never crossed a line, nothing could break.”

“And now?” she asked.

He hesitated, then shook his head slightly. “Now I think maybe we built the wrong wall. We protected the friendship from something that might have grown it bigger, and we didn’t protect ourselves from the ache of pretending the feelings weren’t there.”

The word feelings sat between them like another object on the table. Mara’s stomach flipped. It was not as if she had never named it in her own head. She had. In late-night thoughts when she was too tired to lie to herself, in half-formed fantasies sparked by the way his hand brushed her back when they crossed busy streets, in the hollow of those mornings when he texted her a photo of his coffee mug and she realized she cared about whether he had slept enough.

But hearing him say it aloud, even this cautiously, made it real in a way she had never let it be.

“You want me to say it,” she said slowly. “The truth.”

“I want you to know you’re allowed to,” he corrected. “We’ve made so many decisions around not saying it that I think we forgot that was optional.”

Her throat tightened. “And if I say it, what then? We date for three months, and then I get on a plane, and we pretend it doesn’t hurt more because we changed the label?”

“There are more than two paths, Mara,” he said softly. “It isn’t just to stay in this suspended thing forever or ruin everything immediately. We could...”

He trailed off, expression twisting slightly.

“We could talk about it,” he finished. “We could figure out what’s true now and what we want to do with that, instead of letting a promise we wrote at twenty-one keep making all our choices for us.”

She rubbed her thumb over a stray thread on the cushion. Her heart was beating too fast, her thoughts a tangle of fear and longing and the practical voice that always counted costs.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Here is one truth. Part of me wants to stay exactly where we are. Because I know how to do this. I know how to be your friend. I know how to read your texts and show up when your brain is lying to you and tease you when you wear the same hoodie three days in a row.”

He opened his mouth, but she held up a hand.

“And another part of me,” she went on, “is very aware of every time your shoulder brushes mine when we sit on this couch. Of every time you call me in the middle of the night because you had an idea, and my first feeling is not annoyance but relief. Of the way it hurts, actually hurts, when I imagine doing this with anyone else.”

She swallowed. The air felt thick, heavy with the words she had not planned to say tonight.

“So yes,” she whispered. “Sometimes I want... more than this. But I also want you to exist in my life in ten years. I want to be able to call you from wherever I am and complain about terrible art exhibits or show you photos of my niece or... I don’t want one wrong move to cost us decades.”

Jonah closed his eyes briefly, as if her answer landed in a place he had already been bracing. When he opened them again, there was no accusation in his expression. Only a steady sadness, like someone looking at a map and realizing that whatever route they chose, there would be a loss.

“So we’re both afraid,” he said.

“Of different things, I think,” she replied. “You’re afraid of never saying it. I’m afraid of what happens after we do.”

He leaned back against the couch, gaze drifting up to the ceiling. “Maybe we won't solve it tonight,” he said. “Maybe we just stop pretending the questions aren’t there.”

Mara let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. The relief was small, but it was there, a loosening in her chest.

“I can live with that,” she said. “For tonight.”

He nodded. The tension in the room shifted again, thinning into something fragile but less suffocating. They talked for another hour about logistics instead of feelings—the paperwork she would need to fill out, the visa process, the cost of flights, the possibility of her crashing on Nadia’s friend’s couch in London for the first week. Every so often, one of them would glance at the notebook on the table, but neither reached for it again.

When the clock on the wall ticked past midnight, Mara stood and stretched, her spine popping. “I should go,” she said. “I promised Nadia I’d stop showing up to Sunday dinner looking like a haunted raccoon.”

“You don’t look haunted,” Jonah said, standing too. “You look like someone whose life just expanded by a continent.”

“Flattering,” she joked, trying to lighten the moment. “Very poetic. You should write video game dialogue.”

He gave her a tight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Maybe I will.”

They walked down the narrow hallway together. At the door, she hesitated. This was where it always felt the hardest to choose what they were—at thresholds, at endings of nights, at the exact moment when a hug could be either casual or not.

He opened the door and stepped back, leaving space for her to pass. The hallway outside smelled faintly of someone else’s dinner and the cleaning fluid the building used on the stairwell.

“Mara,” he said, just as she was about to exit.

She turned.

“Three months is a lot of time,” he said. “We don’t have to decide everything tonight. But... I’m done pretending this is nothing. I can’t go back to saying you’re just my friend and meaning it like I did when we wrote that thing.”

Her pulse stuttered. For a crazy second, she imagined closing the distance between them, pressing her mouth to his like she had thought about doing too many times to admit. She imagined the heat of his hands on her back, the taste of cola on his lips, the way the world might tilt.

Instead, she reached for the doorframe, fingers curling around the wood.

“Okay,” she said, voice steady somehow. “Then let’s not lie to ourselves. Not about this. But let’s also not rush into something just because we’re suddenly aware of the clock.”

His jaw flexed, but he nodded. “Deal.”

She stepped into the hallway. For a moment, they stood facing each other, the open door between them like a line on the floor.

“Goodnight, Jonah,” she whispered.

“Goodnight, Mara,” he replied.

She took the stairs slowly, forcing herself not to look back until she reached the landing. When she finally did, he was still there, leaning in the doorway, watching her go. The sight hit her with a strange mix of comfort and ache. She lifted a hand in a small wave. He lifted his in answer. Then she turned the corner, and he disappeared from view.

The next morning, the city felt slightly out of focus, as if someone had nudged the lens of her life half a turn.

The coffee shop on the corner was still crowded with students and freelancers hunched over laptops. The old man with the tiny dog was still shuffling along the park path at eight-thirty sharp. The bus was still shaking as it hit a pothole near the third stop. But Mara moved through all of it with a layer of new awareness under her skin, like static.

She had told the truth. Not all of it, maybe, not the words I love you that pressed against the back of her teeth when she let her guard down. But enough to puncture the careful bubble they had lived inside for years. Enough that every glance, every half-smile, every text would feel different now.

She balanced her camera bag on her hip as she walked up the steps of the community center where she had booked a morning shoot. A group of siblings were graduating from different stages of school, and their mother had hired her to capture “something that doesn’t look like we dragged them into a studio at the mall.”

As she set up in the small courtyard, adjusting her lens and checking the light, Mara felt some of the anxious energy settle. Work had always been the place where her brain knew what to do. Framing, exposure, timing—the choices were practical, immediate, and fixable. She could change the shutter speed. She could not, with the same clean gesture, fix the fact that her life had forked in two directions and she wanted both.

The kids arrived in a burst of noise and mismatched outfits. The oldest sister rolled her eyes affectionately at her brother’s crooked tie. The youngest insisted on holding her favorite stuffed animal in every shot. Their mother hovered at the edge of the frame, watching with a soft, tired smile.

Mara coaxed them into positions, cracked bad jokes to get real laughter, caught the way the middle brother’s face lit when his sisters teased him. As she snapped the shutter, she thought about how these photos would look years from now—evidence of a season they could never quite return to, captured in color.

It struck her suddenly, an echo she could not unhear. This is what you are doing with your own life, too. Standing in the middle of a moment you will one day look back on the last summer before everything changed.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She ignored it until the family had left, arms full of props and promises to email her about prints. Then she sank onto a bench in the now-empty courtyard and checked the screen.

Three messages from Nadia. One from Jonah.

She opened Nadia’s first.

You better have told him, the first one said.

The second: I am not going to spend the next year listening to you say “what if” about a boy who lives one bus ride away.

Third: Call me after your shoot. Serious big sister time.

Mara smiled despite herself. She typed back a quick promise to call after lunch, then switched to Jonah’s message.

How did the shoot go? Did the kids behave or do I need to add “emergency distraction clown” to my skill set?

Her chest warmed. This was them, too—the easy, daily thread of their friendship woven through every big shift. She could almost hear his voice in the words, that dry humor he used when he was trying to keep things from feeling too heavy.

She replied.

The shoot went well. No clowns required. You would have been terrible anyway.

A moment later, the typing bubble appeared.

Rude. I would have been an excellent clown. I already own three hoodies. That’s basically the uniform.

She laughed, then sobered as another message arrived.

Are you free tonight? I know it’s short notice, but I was thinking... if you’re okay with it, maybe we could start a list.

Her fingers paused over the keyboard.

A list?

Yeah. His reply came quickly.

You’re leaving in three months. We could either spend that time pretending nothing is different, or we could decide what we actually want to do with it. Places you want to shoot before you go. Things we want to do together “while we’re still in the same city,” as you like to say. A mini bucket list. Our version, not Instagram’s.

She stared at the words. A list. It sounded simple. It wasn’t. It was an acknowledgment that the clock was ticking, that they were choosing to look directly at the countdown instead of squinting past it.

But it was also an invitation. To be intentional. To stop letting days slip by in a blur of routine and unspoken thought.

What about the pact? she typed, before she could overthink it.

There was a longer pause this time. When his answer came, her heart squeezed.

The pact was about not dating each other. It didn’t say anything about spending time together on purpose before one of us moves a whole ocean away. We can... keep the romantic part of the line, if that makes you feel safer, and still decide not to waste this summer.

She bit her lip, reading that twice. The romantic part of the line. As if there was a clean way to separate that from everything else now. Still, he was trying. Offering a middle ground.

Okay, she wrote.

Okay as in “you’ll think about it,” or okay as in “I’ll be at the café at seven with my notebook and judgmental stare if you’re late”?

She smiled.

Seven. But if you bring the notebook, I’m making you buy me fries.

Deal, he replied.

By the time Mara pushed open the café door that evening, the sky outside had dissolved into a soft blue-grey. The windows were fogged at the corners, and the familiar hum of milk frothers and low conversation wrapped around her like a worn sweater.

Elliot was behind the counter, his hair pulled back with a pencil, a dishcloth flung over his shoulder. He spotted her and immediately gestured to the table near the back, the one that had become theirs by habit rather than design.

“He’s early,” Elliot said as she approached the counter. “Hasn’t even pretended to be chill about it. Ordered a coffee he didn’t need twenty minutes ago and has been staring at that notebook like it insulted his ancestors.”

Mara rolled her eyes, but the description sent a flicker of nerves through her. “Helpful as always,” she muttered.

“Hey.” Elliot leaned forward, voice softening. “You know whatever happens, you’re not doing this alone, right? You and Jonah could confess undying love, or decide to stay platonic until you’re forty, or invent a new category called ‘emotionally implausible roommates,’ and I will still be here with caffeine and sarcasm.”

She huffed a laugh. “Emotionally implausible roommates is a terrible marketing pitch.”

“Good thing none of you are paying me for branding,” he said. “Go. He’s going to wear a groove in that table at this rate.”

Mara threaded her way through the small crowd. Jonah looked up as she neared, his hand still resting on the closed notebook. The sight tugged at something in her chest.

“You’re early,” she said, slipping into the chair opposite him.

“So are you,” he noted. “Maybe we’re both taking this list thing too seriously.”

“Or exactly seriously enough,” she countered.

He smiled, and for a moment, the tension eased. It was still them. Whatever else had shifted, this was the same boy who had once learned to make her favorite kind of grilled cheese in a dorm microwave because she hated the cafeteria food, the same person who had sat with her on exam result day and let her be quiet instead of pushing for optimism.

“Okay,” he said, tapping the notebook. “Ground rules, photographer.”

She raised an eyebrow. “We’re making rules inside the ruins of our previous rules. That seems healthy.”

“Lesson learned,” he said dryly. “Fewer rules. Looser structure. Consider these... guidelines.”

She folded her hands on the table. “I’m listening.”

“One,” he said. “The list is about things we can actually do in three months. No ‘visit every continent’ or ‘learn three languages.’ Real, tangible stuff.”

“Two,” she added, picking up the thread. “Nothing that requires either of us to pretend we’re okay with something we’re not. No performative bravery. If something feels like too much, we say so.”

His gaze warmed. “That should be on every contract.”

“Three,” she said, feeling bolder. “We are allowed to put things on here that scare us a little, as long as we’re honest about why.”

Jonah nodded slowly. “Emotional growth with itemized bullets. I should have known you’d turn this into a document.”

“It’s literally a notebook,” she noted.

He flipped it open, turned to a fresh page, and wrote at the top in his neat, square handwriting: “Things We’ll Be Glad We Did Before London.”

The phrase hit her harder than she expected. Not things to distract us. Not things to pass the time. Things we would actually be grateful for when she was somewhere else, looking back.

“Your turn,” he said, sliding the notebook toward her with a pen.

She hesitated only a second before writing the first line.

Take photos of all our ordinary places, like they are worth remembering.

Jonah read it and smiled, something soft and achingly fond. “They are worth remembering,” he said simply. “My turn.”

He took the pen and wrote:

Finish one version of the game and let you actually play it, even if it terrifies me.

She blinked. “You never let anyone play it.”

“I know,” he said. “Hence the terror.”

They went back and forth, slowly, letting the list grow. Ice cream in the park in a thunderstorm, just once. Midnight drive to the cliffs outside town to watch the lights below. Dinner at the fancy restaurant they always joked about but never entered. A day where they said yes to everything within reason, just to see where it led.

Each item felt like a tiny act of refusal against the idea that these months were just a waiting room. They were not pausing their lives until London; they were living toward it.

As the page filled, Mara felt something unclench inside her. This was not a solution. It did not answer the looming questions of what they were, or what they would be on the other side of distance. But it was something they could hold in their hands. A way to choose presence instead of drifting.

When the list finally looked crowded enough that the words began to press up against one another, Jonah leaned back and studied it with a strangely serious expression.

“We should leave the room,” he said.

“For what?”

“For the thing we’re not ready to write yet,” he responded. “The one that might change everything.”

Her pulse stumbled.

“You’re assuming there will be one,” she said lightly, though her voice wobbled.

“There always is,” he said, matching her tone but not quite masking the truth underneath.

She reached for the pen again, heart thudding. At the very bottom of the page, in smaller letters, she wrote:

Talk about the future once, without pretending we’re fine if we’re not.

She did not underline it. She did not circle it. She just sat back and let him read it, her throat dry.

Jonah’s eyes skimmed down the page, paused on the last line, and went very still. For a moment, he did not speak. Then he raised his gaze to hers.

“That one,” he said quietly, “might end up being the most important.”

Mara swallowed, the café suddenly loud around them—the hiss of steam, the clatter of cups, the murmur of other people’s lives.

“Then we’ll make sure we don’t run out of time before we get to it,” she said.

He nodded, and a small, determined smile tugged at his mouth.

For the first time since the email, Mara felt something else besides fear growing in her chest. It was not simple. It was not safe. But it was honest.

The pact might still exist, written in younger versions of their handwriting. But tonight, for the first time, it felt like a less important document. The real agreement was here, on fresh paper, in their shared decision not to sleepwalk through the last summer before everything changed.
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Chapter 2 – The First Thing On The List
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The next day began with rain that could not decide what it wanted to be. It started as a fine mist when Mara woke to the soft drum of drops against her window, blurred into a heavier drizzle as she made coffee, then settled into a steady grey curtain by the time she was packing her camera bag. The kind of rain that turned the city into a watercolor version of itself, all edges softened and colors bleeding slightly into one another.

Any other morning, she might have complained about it. Rain meant fewer natural-light options, slippery sidewalks, and the constant risk of someone’s umbrella tip jabbing her in the shoulder. But as she shrugged into her worn denim jacket and checked that her batteries were charged, the rain felt almost like cooperation. If they were going to start with “Take photos of all our ordinary places like they are worth remembering,” this weather was a gift. The city was wearing the exact kind of mood she liked to chase with her lens.

Her phone buzzed on the kitchen counter. She glanced down to see Jonah’s name on the screen.

Morning. Rain check on the list, or are we leaning into the cinematic sadness?

She snorted and typed back.

The rain is doing us a favor. Meet you at the park at thirty. Bring something that can get wet without crying.

Three dots appeared almost immediately.

That eliminates most of my electronics and all of my dignity, but I’ll see what I can do.

She smiled, slipped the phone into her back pocket, and grabbed an old baseball cap from the hook by the door. It had once belonged to Nadia’s ex-boyfriend and had somehow migrated to her wardrobe years ago. The logo was peeling; the brim was fraying. It had been on her head for every major shoot of the last two years. A strange kind of lucky charm, carrying none of the original relationship’s baggage.

By the time she reached the park, the drizzle had shifted again, lighter now but still persistent. The grass glistened; puddles pooled at the edges of the path. A few runners trotted past with determined expressions, plastic ponchos flapping. The air smelled like wet earth and coffee from the kiosk near the entrance.

Jonah was already there, leaning against the low stone wall by the gate, hood up, hands in his pockets. He looked like every photo she’d ever taken of him and none of them at the same time—familiar posture, familiar jacket, but with an awareness in his shoulders that had not been there a week ago. Like he was standing in the same place and a different season at once.

“You’re early,” she said as she approached, breath clouding faintly in the damp air.

“So are you,” he replied. “Maybe it’s the looming threat of your camera. I know if I’m late, you’ll document it for future lectures.”

“Tempting,” she admitted, lifting the camera slightly. “I could start a series. ‘Men Who Underestimate Weather Apps.’”

He grinned, and some of the tightness in her chest eased. Whatever else hovered between them, there was this: the instinctive banter, the ease of finding the same rhythm even after conversations that left both of them raw.

Jonah nodded toward the camera bag. “So. First item on the list. Ordinary places, elevated to high art.”

“Don’t make fun of my sentimental tendencies,” she said. “You’re the one who suggested writing it down.”

“I’m not making fun,” he said, more softly than she expected. “I like that you see things that way.”

Heat stabbed behind her neck. She turned away under the pretense of adjusting her settings.

“Okay,” she said. “Here’s how this works. We go where we always go. The bench we pretended to study. The café window where you people-watch and judge everyone’s laptop stickers. The bus stop that tries to shred your soul every winter. I shoot as if I’m documenting a city I’ll never see again.”

“You are documenting a city you’ll leave,” he said. “There’s a difference.”

She glanced at him. “You’re very committed to reminding me of that.”

He shrugged. “I think pretending you’re not leaving would be worse. This way at least we get to choose how we spend the time.”

It was a simple statement, but it carried a weight she felt all the way down her spine. She nodded once, then gestured toward the path. “Walk with me, Mercer. We have ordinary wonders to immortalize.”

They started with the bench. It was not impressive in any public-park sense. Just a weathered strip of wood and metal facing a scrappy patch of grass and a cluster of trees that turned a spectacular orange in autumn and a stubborn green in summer. Today, the trees dripped gently, tiny rivers of water running down their trunks. The bench itself was damp. Someone had abandoned a folded copy of yesterday’s newspaper on one end like a small act of defiance against the weather.

“This is where you told me you were switching your major from economics to computer science,” Mara said, lifting the camera, watching the scene through the frame now. “You were so sure your parents were going to disown you.”

“To be fair,” Jonah said, “my mother did use the phrase ‘throwing away your stability.’ But then she discovered I could fix her laptop and install ad blockers. Now she tells everyone I’m ‘good with computers’ like I’m personally responsible for the Internet.”

Mara laughed and snapped the shutter. The click felt like a heartbeat. She crouched slightly, catching the angle where the rain streaks were visible against the dark metal armrests, where the newspaper headline blurred just enough to look like abstract lines.

“Sit,” she ordered.

“In the wet?”

“Yes, in the wet,” she said. “You’ll survive. It’s for art.”

He made a show of sighing dramatically, then dropped onto the damp wood, his expression hovering between amusement and mock martyrdom. She captured him with the camera, his hood shadowing his eyes, the ghost of a smirk on his mouth, the empty space beside him on the bench a quiet echo of all the evenings they had spent here, talking about everything and nothing.

She did not say that she would probably look at this photo in London and remember the exact way his shoulders curved here, how the city had always seemed to make room for them in this spot. She just adjusted her focus and kept shooting.

They moved on. The café window with its perpetually smeared glass, dotted now with raindrops that turned the streetlights into small halos. The bus stop shelter with the chipped paint and the ad for a local play that had been extended twice. The corner where the florist’s shop spilled color out onto the sidewalk, even on a rainy day like this, bright petals vivid against the grey.

Everywhere they went, tiny memories surfaced.

“This is where you spilled hot chocolate on your new coat,” Jonah said as they passed a particular stretch of sidewalk, his hand brushing the brick wall. “You refused to wash it for a week because you said the stain looked like a Rorschach test and you wanted to see what people saw in it.”

“That coat owed me nothing,” she replied. “It was on its last thread already. And you saw a sleeping dragon, which says more about your mental landscape than mine.”

“You saw a map of the subway system,” he countered. “Which says everything about your need to make sense of chaos.”

She took a photo of their reflection in a rain-streaked shop window, both of them made slightly ghostly by the glass. It struck her as she pressed the shutter that she was collecting proof—not only of the places, but of the fact that they had been here, together, on this ordinary morning that would one day be something else entirely.

At the florist, the bell chimed as she pushed open the door. Warm, humid air enveloped them, thick with the scent of soil and petals. Buckets of flowers lined the floor, bright against the worn tiles; shelves of potted plants climbed the walls.

“Good morning, Mara,” the woman behind the counter called. “Did you bring a new model for me to admire?”

“Morning, Mrs. Patel,” Mara said, grinning. “He’s not new, just perpetually confused by plants.”

“I am not confused by plants,” Jonah protested. “I am respectfully distant.”

Mrs. Patel laughed. “Respectful distance is how most people treat my orchids. What are you capturing today?”

“Everything,” Mara said. “All the places I’ll miss bossing people around in.”

Mrs. Patel’s expression softened. “Ah. So it’s true, then. London is stealing you.”

“Borrowing,” Mara corrected. “I fully intend to come back and annoy your roses again.”

“You better,” Mrs. Patel said. “I need someone who understands that this shade of red is impossible to photograph properly.”

Mara lifted her camera. “Challenge accepted.”

She moved between the buckets, framing petals and leaves and the way water droplets clung to the edges of stems. Jonah trailed behind her, hands in his pockets, expression thoughtful. She snapped a photo of him standing between two rows of sunflowers, his dark hoodie making the yellow pop. It was a strange, fierce combination—his quiet, reserved presence amidst something so bright.

“Do you ever feel like you’re going to forget things?” she asked suddenly, lowering the camera. “Not big events, but small textures. The way this place smells in winter, or the exact sound of Elliot dropping a tray of mugs.”

“All the time,” he said. “That’s why I hoard files and backups of backups. My brain is like a glitchy hard drive. I’m convinced if I don’t save something in three different formats, it will dissolve.”

She nodded, fingers tightening around the camera body. “This is my version of that,” she said. “I know I won’t actually forget, not really. But I also know memory edits. It smooths things out. I don’t want these months to become a vague ‘oh, that time before London.’ I want them to stay specific.”

Jonah’s gaze moved from the flowers to her face, and something in his expression turned serious. “Then we’ll make them specific,” he said. “We’ll give Future You more material than she knows what to do with.”

The words sat in her chest like a warm stone. Future You. He said it as if it were a person he already cared about, someone he was willing to do work for now.

After they left the florist, the rain had eased into a fine mist, barely visible until it caught the light. They walked without speaking for a few blocks, the city moving around them at its usual pace—people hurrying under umbrellas, buses sighing at stops, dogs dragging their owners toward lampposts with mysterious smells.

They ended up, half by habit, half by gravitational pull, back at the café. The windows were fogged inside now, obscuring the view of the tables. Mara wiped a small circle clear with her sleeve and snapped a photo of the blurry interior, the shapes of strangers bent over laptops.

“Do you think they’ll notice when I’m gone?” she asked, surprising herself with the question.

“Who?” Jonah asked.

“The regulars,” she said. “The old man with the crossword who sits in the corner. The girl with pink hair who always orders iced drinks no matter what the weather is. Will they notice that there’s no one in the corner seat editing photos at weird hours?”

“Probably not right away,” he said. “But I think, over time, the space will feel different. Not better or worse. Just... missing a piece it had gotten used to. Like when someone moves out of an apartment building. You still live there, but you’re aware of one less light in the windows at night.”

She swallowed, watching her own reflection overlaid on the glass. “Poetic for someone who says he only writes code.”

“I didn’t say I only write code,” he replied. “I said I don’t show people most of what I write.”

She turned to him. “Including your game.”

He shifted, suddenly looking more uncomfortable than he had in the rain. “Yes, including my game.”

“Which is item number two on our list,” she reminded him. “Finish one version and let me play it.”

“You have an excellent memory when other people’s discomfort is involved,” he muttered.

“It’s a gift,” she said lightly. Then, more gently, “We don’t have to talk about it now. But I am not letting you back out. You put it on the list. That makes it legally binding.”

“Pretty sure that’s not how legality works,” he said, but the protest was weak.

She took one last photo of the café exterior—the sign slightly crooked, the chalkboard menu smudged by rain, the ghost of Jonah’s reflection in the glass beside her own—and then slung the camera strap back across her chest.

“Come on,” she said. “I need food if I’m going to process the emotional arc of this drizzle. And Nadia will murder me if I show up to dinner tonight on an empty stomach.”

Nadia’s apartment
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