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The author behind this story loves writing about quiet, ordinary lives at the exact moment they stop being ordinary. Their favorite romances are the ones that begin in everyday places: a shared desk, a crowded bus stop, a group chat at midnight, a friendship that feels so safe no one ever questions it—until one day, they do.

When not writing about fictional people who take too long to admit how they feel, the author spends too much time watching strangers in coffee shops, collecting details like the way someone laughs, the way someone’s shoulders relax when the right person walks into the room, the way a simple gesture can say more than a paragraph.

These stories are for readers who believe that love does not always arrive with fireworks and drama, but often grows slowly, over years of inside jokes, shared playlists, and the quiet comfort of knowing there is one person you can call at any hour. If you have ever looked at your best friend and wondered, just for a second, what if, this book is for you.
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For everyone who kept telling themselves, “I do not want to ruin the friendship,” even while their heart was already living in the space between friendship and something more.
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Harper Lane
Harper is twenty-eight, a brand strategist at a small creative agency in Portland, and the kind of person who notices when a café changes its lightbulbs. She keeps a running list on her phone called “Things To Tell Eli,” filled with tiny observations and jokes. Harper and Eli have been best friends since they were eleven. She tells everyone that the reason they never dated is because they are “too smart to ruin a good thing.” She believes it most days. Other days it feels like the most carefully constructed lie of her life.
Eli Brooks
Eli is twenty-nine, an elementary school music teacher who owns more instruments than kitchen utensils. He is the kind of friend who will show up at your door with soup when you are sick and a playlist when you are sad. Eli has always been the steady branch in Harper’s windstorm, the one who listens without rushing to offer solutions. For years, he has quietly built a life that makes room for other people’s noise—his students, his colleagues, and especially Harper. He tells himself that what he feels for her is simply friendship turned up loud. Deep down, he suspects it is something much larger.
Lena Ortiz
Lena is Harper’s co-worker and closest female friend, a graphic designer who dresses like every day might contain a surprise job interview. Outspoken and unapologetically romantic, she is the first to notice when Harper’s voice changes mid-sentence if the topic has anything to do with Eli. Lena has a knack for naming what others avoid naming. In Harper’s life, she often plays the role of the mirror.
Noah Reed
Noah is Eli’s neighbor and fellow teacher, a history nerd with a gentle sense of humor. Quiet at first, he watches people closely and misses very little. Over time, he becomes an unexpected confidant for both Harper and Eli, often standing at the edge of their orbit and wondering how two people can be so obviously aligned and yet so carefully mislabelled.
Mara Lane
Mara is Harper’s older sister, a single mother of two who lives three hours away. She remembers the first time Harper mentioned a boy named Eli and has been quietly rooting for them ever since. Practical to the core, Mara believes in paying bills on time, packing extra snacks, and calling things by their right name—even when it makes people uncomfortable.
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The message arrived while Harper Lane stood in the grocery store, staring at a pyramid of lemons that somehow looked smugger than any fruit had the right to be.

We need to talk. Rooftop at eight?

Eli.

She read it once, then again, thumb hovering over the screen. The words were simple, but they sat differently in her chest. Eli never said “we need to talk.” Eli said things like “Are you free later?” or “I have a theory about the barista’s secret life.” He did not send phrases that belonged in break-up scenes and late-night drama.

Harper’s shopping basket pressed into the crook of her arm, heavy with pasta, a jar of cheap marinara, and a bag of coffee beans she picked only because the label had a tiny drawing of a lighthouse. On impulse, she took a lemon from the display and added it on top, as if sourness could be balanced by something as small and bright as that.

She typed back, fingers moving faster than her thoughts.

You sound like a bad movie. I’ll be there.

She added a tiny, neutral smiley face, then deleted it. No emojis. Emojis made everything louder, and right now her heart was already doing enough noise for both of them.

The rooftop meant The Terrace, the old brick building near the river with mismatched patio furniture and string lights that stayed up all year. It was where they went to celebrate small wins and big failures, where they sat through two job rejections and one almost-engagement between their friend group, where Eli once confessed that he sometimes felt like he was living someone else’s life. It was their place. Their neutral ground.

Harper checked the time. Seven twelve. The store’s fluorescent lights made everything feel too sharp, too exposed. She picked up her pace, paid the cashier, and stepped out into the early autumn evening.

Portland in late October was her favorite version of the city. The air held a crisp kind of clarity, like the whole world had just been washed. Leaves edged into amber and fired against the gray of the sky. People walked quickly, hands tucked into pockets, moving between warmth and chill, between doorways and sidewalks, between places they belonged and places they hoped to.

Harper walked home with the grocery bag swinging at her side, the lemon knocking lightly against the jar of sauce. Every small sound felt amplified. We need to talk. It looped in her head, attaching itself to every possible disaster. Maybe something was wrong with his job. Maybe his mother was sick. Maybe he was moving. Maybe, some wild part of her whispered, he had started dating someone and wanted to tell her before she saw it on social media.

“Ridiculous,” she muttered, pushing her key into the lock of her apartment building. “Not everything is about you, Harper.”

Inside, her small one-bedroom apartment smelled faintly of coffee and the vanilla candle she had forgotten to blow out that morning. She set the groceries on the counter, then glanced at the clock above the stove. Seven twenty-four. She could change, or she could go as she was: navy sweater, black jeans, hair pulled into a messy knot that had never successfully looked intentional.

It was just Eli. The thought moved through her like an exhale. Years of history wrapped around these two words. Just Eli meant she did not have to worry about impressing him, did not have to hide the chipped polish on her nails or the way her laugh sometimes snorted at the end when she was really caught off-guard. Just Eli meant safety.

And yet, tonight, the phrase did not quite land where it usually did. There was a tiny, unfamiliar tremor beneath it, like the first warning on a phone before an earthquake drill.

She washed her face, dabbed on a little concealer under her eyes, and traded the navy sweater for a soft gray one that brought out the hazel in her eyes. It was not dressing, she told herself, just adjusting. There was a difference.

By the time she reached The Terrace, dusk had thickened into something close to night. The rooftop was already seeded with people, scattered at tables under strings of warm lights. Soft music floated from hidden speakers, mixing with the sound of clinking glasses and layered conversations.

She spotted him immediately.

Eli Brooks was leaning against the low brick wall at the far end of the terrace, a wool coat over his usual button-down and jeans. The city lights brushed the edges of his profile, catching the line of his jaw, the curve of his nose, the familiar slope of his shoulders. He had his hands stuffed into his coat pockets, and his gaze was turned outward, toward the river, as if it were some complicated piece of sheet music only he could hear.

For a moment, Harper did not move. She just watched him, feeling something inside her rearrange itself into a shape she refused to name.

Then he turned, and the easy smile that broke across his face snapped everything back into its usual place.

“There you are,” he called, lifting a hand.

She walked over, heart lodging somewhere high in her chest. “You say ‘we need to talk’ like you’re about to tell me you crashed my car.”

“You don’t have a car,” he said.

“Exactly. That is how serious it sounds.”

He laughed, the sound low and familiar. “I did not crash your imaginary car.”

“Good,” she said. “I like that car. It is small and very fuel-efficient and always smells like new playlists.”

They slid into the rhythm of their banter as easily as breathing. It was how they had always protected themselves—humor as a soft barrier between the things they could say and the things they avoided. Eli gestured to the small table he had claimed, two chairs facing each other, a candle flickering between them.

“I ordered you the seasonal cider,” he said as they sat. “The bartender remembered that you like things that taste like October.”

She took the glass and inhaled. Apple, cinnamon, a hint of something warm and unfamiliar. “This smells like if a sweater fell in love with a bonfire.”

“That is oddly specific,” he said, amused.

“Specificity is my brand.”

They sipped in companionable silence for a moment. The wind tugged gently at the edges of the paper menu on the table. From somewhere behind them, a burst of laughter rose and then dissolved.

When Eli set his glass down, the sound was small, but it felt like a full stop.

“Harper,” he said. “I really do need to talk to you about something.”

It was the way he said her name that did it. Not casual. Not tossed into the space between jokes. He said it like he was placing something on the table along with it.

Her fingers tightened around the stem of her glass. “Okay. You’re making me nervous.”

“I do not want you to be nervous.” He paused, searching for words. “But I also do not want you to hear this from anyone else, or see it somewhere and think I did not trust you enough to tell you first.”

She felt her heart stutter. The list of disasters reappeared, fast and vivid. “You are scaring me more.”

He took a breath, then let it out slowly. “I got offered a position. A one-year post. In London.”

The word dropped between them, weighty and undeniable.

London.

For a second, it meant nothing more than a place on a map, a city she had seen only in movies and Instagram stories, all double-decker buses and gray skies and old stone buildings. Then it rearranged itself into other shapes. London meant distance. London meant time zones and delayed replies and holidays that no longer automatically meant “with Eli.” London meant their Sunday morning brunches and Tuesday night trivia and spontaneous coffee runs would be replaced with... what, exactly?

She swallowed. “A position,” she repeated. “Like, teaching?”

“Music program at a private school,” he said. “They are starting a new arts initiative, and someone recommended it to me. It is... a big deal, Harp.”

He almost never called her that in public. The nickname belonged to late-night phone calls and quiet kitchen conversations, to the times when the rest of the world blurred at the edges and it was just the two of them, speaking in shorthand they had built over years.

Her chest tightened with pride and something else tangled inside it. “That is amazing,” she said, and meant it. “That is huge. Oh my God, Eli, London.”

His smile flickered, then steadied. “Yeah.”

“How long have you known?”

“They emailed me a month ago,” he admitted. “At first, I thought it was a mistake. Then we had a few interviews over video, and then last week they made it official. I... I did not want to say anything until it felt real.”

“And now it feels real,” she said.

He nodded, eyes searching her face. “They want me there in January.”

January. Barely three months away. Suddenly, the timeline of her life rearranged itself. Thanksgiving at Mara’s, Eli dropped by with a pie he bought on the way. Their joint Christmas tradition of watching terrible holiday movies and rating the fake snow. New Year’s Eve at The Terrace, counting down together, pretending not to notice that they always ended up standing side by side at midnight.

This year would be the last time, she realized, before everything changed.

“You are taking it, right?” she asked, forcing energy into her voice. “Tell me you are not about to say you turned it down because you are emotionally attached to the way our trivia host mispronounces ‘genre’ every week.”

He laughed, but the sound came out a little uneven. “I have not decided yet.”

The wind picked up, carrying a chill that slipped under her sweater. “What do you mean you have not decided? Eli, this is London. This is your students seeing a world-class music scene up close. This is... this is the kind of thing you talk about when you say you sometimes feel like your life is small.”

“I know,” he said. “And part of me wants to go so badly it hurts. But another part keeps doing the math on what I would be leaving behind.”

He did not have to list it. She could hear the unsaid items between his words: his mother, who lived an hour away and pretended not to worry but always sent him home with leftovers; his students, who would ask a thousand questions about why Mr. Brooks had to leave; his friends; his routines.

Her.

The thought arrived uninvited, burning and soft at once. She watched him, wondering if he heard it too, if he was also trying to carefully step around it.

“You would not be leaving forever,” she said, keeping her tone light. “It is one year. Twelve months. Fifty-two Thursday trivia nights without you ruling the music rounds, sure, but I think we will survive.”

He smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners. “You make it sound simple.”

“That is because it is simple,” she insisted. “You wanted more. Here it is. You go. You teach. You wear scarves and say words like ‘queue’ without irony. I send you care packages with your favorite coffee and a new pair of ridiculous socks every month. You come back with stories and a weirdly sophisticated taste in tea. The end of the movie.”

She reached across the table and tapped her fingers against his. The contact was brief, but the jolt it sent through her felt anything but.

He turned his hand, letting his fingers rest against the back of hers. Not quite holding, not quite letting go. “You think it will be that easy,” he said quietly.

“I think...” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “I think if you do not go, you will always wonder what might have happened. And I do not want that for you.”

The candle between them fluttered, then steadied.

He studied her, expression unreadable for a moment. “And what about what you want?”

She opened her mouth and almost told the truth. I want things to stay the same and also to somehow move forward. I want you to go and grow and be huge and bright, and I want you to look back and still see me standing there, not as a dot in the distance but as a fixed point. I want to stop pretending that this is only friendship and also never risk losing you.

“I want,” she said slowly, “for you to be the kind of person who does not let fear make his decisions.”

It was not the whole truth, but it was no lie.

Something in his gaze softened. He squeezed her hand once, then eased his fingers away, leaving a phantom warmth on her skin.

“You always know how to put it,” he murmured.

“That is why you keep me around,” she said, leaning back, trying to recover their usual rhythm. “That and my excellent taste in cider.”

“And your ability to turn any situation into a movie,” he added.

She smiled, but inside, something was shifting. For years, their friendship had been the most stable part of her life, a quiet center she could always return to. She had built other choices around it without realizing it. Jobs, apartments, relationships that never quite stuck because, somewhere deep down, she knew they would have to fit around Eli.

Now, for the first time, she saw the shape of a year without him at the center. The empty spaces it would carve. The questions it would raise.

They talked for another hour. He told her about the job, about the city, about the possibility of small, rented flats and unfamiliar streets and classrooms full of new faces. She teased him, asked if he was ready for driving on the other side of the road and whether his students would forgive his American accent when he introduced them to jazz.

Every now and then, she caught him watching her, as if measuring her reactions, as if there were something else balancing on the edge of his words. Each time, she smiled a little more brightly, laughed a little louder, smoothed the edges of the conversation so he would not have to.

When they finally stood to leave, the rooftop had thinned out. The air had grown colder. They walked to the stairs side by side, the way they always did, shoulders almost touching.

At the top of the staircase, he hesitated.

“Harper,” he said.

She turned, lifting a brow. “Yes, London?”

He huffed a small laugh. “Thank you. For listening. For not... making this harder.”

She wanted to tell him that it was already difficult, that it felt like walking around with a fragile secret pressing against her ribs. Instead, she shrugged lightly.

“What are best friends for?” she said.

He looked at her then, really looked, and for a second the air seemed to thicken between them. There was a question in his eyes she could not quite read, an almost-movement toward something.

Then someone opened the door behind them, brushing past with an apology, and the moment broke.

“See you Saturday?” he asked, stepping back onto the familiar script. “Mara said she is bringing the kids into town. I promised to show them the park with the enormous slide.”

“Of course,” she said. “They would disown me if you cancelled.”

He nodded, gave her one last, small smile, and headed down the stairs.

Harper stood there for a moment, watching the spot he had just occupied. The city hummed around her, lights blinking, cars moving, strangers weaving through their own stories.

When she finally walked down to the street, her legs felt strangely weightless, as if she had stepped off something solid without realizing. She wrapped her arms around herself against the chill and started home.

She told herself nothing had really changed. Eli lived in the same city. The job was just an offer. There were months before January. They had time.

But as she walked past shop windows and familiar corners, the truth moved quietly alongside her, like a shadow.

Somewhere between the grocery store lemons and that rooftop candle, between his message and the words London and January, something had tilted. The friendship she had always considered unshakeable had shifted, revealing a new angle she had never allowed herself to fully see.

For years, she had insisted that what they had was enough. That they did not need to risk anything by wanting more. That the next level was something people chased in games and careers, not in the delicate balance of a friendship like theirs.

Now, for the first time, Harper wondered what would happen if life forced them to ask a question she had carefully avoided for nearly two decades.

What if “us” had always been waiting to go to the next level, and she was the one who had been afraid to press start?

She unlocked her apartment door, stepped inside, and let it close softly behind her. The lemon rolled out of the grocery bag and onto the counter, coming to rest against the coffee beans.

Harper picked it up, feeling the smooth, cool weight of it in her palm.

“One year,” she whispered to the quiet room. “One year to figure out whether I am just your best friend or something that does not quite fit in that word anymore.”

She set the lemon carefully in a small ceramic bowl by the sink, as if saving it for a day when she might finally be ready to cut through its bright, sharp center.

Somewhere in the city, Eli Brooks was probably lying awake, staring at his ceiling, counting the ways his life might change.

Harper lay down on her own bed, eyes fixed on the shadowed patterns of streetlights on her ceiling, and for the first time, allowed herself to imagine a version of their story that did not end where friendship had always told her to stop.

The thought scared her.

It also, quietly, felt like the beginning.
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Chapter One – The Day the Ground Shifted
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On Saturday morning, Harper woke to the sound of rain tapping against her bedroom window, a soft, insistent rhythm that made the world feel slightly out of focus. For a few seconds, half-awake, she forgot everything—London, January, the rooftop candle between them. All that existed was the weight of the duvet, the warm hollow in the pillow where her head had been, and the gray light seeping in around the edges of her curtains.

Then memory slid back into place, as quiet and undeniable as the rain.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the faint cracks in the ceiling, the ones she used to imagine as constellations when she couldn’t sleep. In one of them, she had once traced the outline of a little boat; in another, a crooked heart. Today, all she saw was the shape of an airplane, nose angled toward somewhere she had never been.

London.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. For a moment, her heart lurched, expecting another message from Eli, some revision to the conversation, a “forget what I said” or a “they changed their mind” or—if the universe felt particularly cruel—“I decided last night I am definitely going and I am already practicing my British sarcasm.”

When she glanced at the screen, it was Mara.

You up? We’re leaving soon. Kids overexcited. Prepare yourself.

A second later, a photo came through. Her niece, Poppy, seven years old and wild-haired, grinned at the camera with one missing front tooth, holding a stuffed dinosaur. Her nephew, Oliver, five, was in the background wearing a superhero cape and no pants.

Harper smiled despite herself. She sat up, pushing tangled hair away from her face.

I’m up, she typed back. Coffee first, then chaos. Text me when you’re close.

She hesitated, then added, Is it okay if we all meet at the park? Eli wants to join us there.

The three dots appeared and vanished twice before Mara answered.

Of course. The kids will be thrilled. They like him more than me anyway.

Harper snorted.

That’s because he brings real instruments, she replied. You bring broccoli.

Broccoli keeps their bones strong. Instruments hold their attention for twenty minutes. Do the math.

She tossed the phone aside, swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and sat there for a moment, toes curling against the cool wooden floor. She pictured Eli at the park, his guitar strap slung over his shoulder, children orbiting him like tiny, sticky satellites. He had always been good with kids, in a way that didn’t feel forced. They trusted him, gravitated toward him. Adults did, too. It was one of the reasons she had never quite managed to imagine him as just hers.

In the kitchen, she started the coffee maker, the familiar hum and drip steadying her nerves. While it brewed, she absently opened the cupboard, pulled out a mug, and then, for reasons she did not fully understand, put it back and chose another. The mug she kept reaching for—white with a faded illustration of a treble clef—was one Eli had given her years ago after she’d landed her first job at the agency.

He had appeared at her door with two mugs, one with a small pencil printed on it, one with the treble clef.

“This one is you,” he had said, handing her the pencil. “Words and ideas and sarcasm.”

“And that one?” she had asked.

“Music and feelings and the good kind of noise,” he’d replied, holding the treble clef. “We’ll swap whenever we feel like being the other one for a day.”

They had, over the years, occasionally traded mugs as a joke, but some invisible pattern had formed. She reached for the pencil mug on days when she needed to work, to make sense of messy client briefs or tangled copy. The treble clef mug had become the default on weekends, lazy mornings when they played old songs and told new stories.

Today, she chose a plain dark blue mug instead. Neutral. Unassigned.

It felt ridiculous, being so aware of something as small as a mug. But lately it seemed that everything ordinary had acquired some secret second meaning. The rooftop bar. The grocery store. The park. They were not just places anymore. They were markers along the timeline of “before London” and whatever would come after.

Coffee in hand, she wandered to the small desk by the window. Her laptop sprang to life, filling the screen with a clutter of open tabs—brand guidelines from a client, a half-finished pitch deck, an article about color psychology she’d been reading at midnight. She closed them all and opened a blank document, intending to write down some thoughts, maybe a pros-and-cons list about London that wasn’t even hers to make.

Instead, her gaze drifted to her phone, where a message thread with Eli hovered near the top of the screen. She tapped it open.

Last night’s conversation sat there in black and white, stripped of all the nuance their voices had carried. We need to talk. Rooftop at eight. London. January. Offer. One year. Every line now felt like a small cliff they had stepped off.

She scrolled further up, past the heavier parts, until she found the older messages. Memes. Random photos. A picture of a hideous sweater he’d sent from a thrift store with the caption, This is you in garment form. Her reply, So you’re saying I am deeply misunderstood and actually very soft? His answer, Exactly.

There was a kind of safety in those messages, a reminder that their relationship had not always been a puzzle to be solved. It was still, mostly, laughter and instinct and the easy knowing that came from growing up alongside someone.

Harper hung up, took a long sip of coffee, and forced herself to get dressed.

By the time she left the apartment, the rain had thinned to a mist, the sky a soft, uniform gray. She pulled up the hood of her jacket and walked toward the park, hands in her pockets, heart beating a little faster with each step.

The park was one of her favorite places in the city, a wide stretch of green with a playground at one end, a pond in the middle, and a cluster of food trucks along the far edge. In summer, it turned into a small festival of music and ice cream and children squealing. In autumn, it softened, the trees shedding leaves in slow motion.

She spotted Mara’s car first—a silver hatchback parked near the entrance, windows fogged from the inside. The back door flew open before she even reached it, and Poppy launched herself out, landing with both feet in a shallow puddle.

“Aunt Harp!” she shouted, waving the dinosaur over her head. “We beat you!”

Harper winced at the cold splash but laughed. “Yes, you did, you terrifying force of nature.”

Oliver climbed out behind his sister, cape trailing, cheeks pink. “Did he come yet?” he asked without preamble.

“Good morning to you, too,” Harper said. “And who is he?”

“Eli,” Oliver said, as if this were obvious. “He said he’d bring the tiny drum.”

“Tambourine,” Mara corrected, stepping out of the driver’s seat and stretching her back. She had dark hair pulled into a messy bun and the tired eyes of someone who woke before dawn most days. “And hello, little sister.”

They hugged, the familiar squeeze dissolving some of Harper’s tension.

“No sign of him yet,” Harper said. “You got here early.”

“The kids were vibrating in their seats,” Mara replied. “I chose to interpret that as enthusiasm rather than a sign of an impending sugar-related collapse.”

Poppy tugged on Harper’s sleeve. “Can we go to the slide?” she pleaded.

“In a minute,” Harper promised. “We’ll wait for—”

“Hey!” a voice called from behind them. “Are we starting the fun without me?”

She turned to see Eli jogging toward them, guitar case on his back, a small canvas bag slung over one shoulder. He wore a gray beanie pulled down over his dark hair, a navy hoodie, and worn jeans. A line of faint stubble shadowed his jaw, like he’d been too distracted to shave properly.

Poppy squealed and ran to meet him. “You’re late,” she announced.

“I am exactly on time,” he said, bending down to her level. “My watch is set to Official Fun Hour. See?” He held up his wrist, where a watch with a cracked leather band sat at a crooked angle.

Poppy studied it seriously. “Okay,” she decided. “But only because you brought the thing.”

He opened the canvas bag with a mock ceremony and pulled out a tambourine, a small hand drum, and two shaky eggs. Oliver lit up at the sight of the drum, grabbing it with both hands.

“Good morning, Mara,” Eli said as he straightened, slinging the bag back over his shoulder. “You look like you wrestled a tornado.”

Mara snorted. “Two tornadoes,” she corrected. “And thanks for doing this. They’ve been talking about you all week.”

“They talk about dinosaurs and sugar more,” Eli said. “I know my place in the ranking.”

He glanced at Harper then, and the simple shift of his attention felt like a light turning toward her.

“Hey,” he said softly.

“Hey,” she answered.

It was a word they’d traded a thousand times, a small bridge between them. Today, it carried a different weight. She wondered if he heard it, too, that subtle mismatch between familiarity and the new knowledge that everything might be temporary.

They all walked into the park together, Mara carrying the backpack of snacks and spare clothes, the kids running ahead toward the playground like bright, impatient arrows.

“So,” Harper said quietly as they fell a few steps behind. “How are you this morning? Any life-changing offers overnight? Paris calling? Tokyo?”

“No new countries,” he replied. “My passport remains unthreatened for the moment.”

“That’s a shame. I was already practicing my dramatic farewell speech. Lots of tears. Very Oscar-worthy.”

He gave her a small smile. “Premature speeches are bad luck.”

“You sound like Mara,” she said. “She refuses to celebrate anything until it’s been tax-verified.”

As if sensing she was being discussed, Mara glanced back at them with a raised brow. “I heard my name,” she called. “If you’re talking about baking, I prefer brownies to cupcakes, thank you.”

“Noted,” Eli replied, lifting a hand.

They reached the playground, where Poppy and Oliver immediately climbed the ladder to the enormous twisty slide, arguing over who would go first. Harper watched them, feeling something in her chest tighten. Children had a way of existing fully in the moment, their joy immediate and unfiltered. It made the adults around them painfully aware of their own hesitation.

Eli sat on a nearby bench and patted the spot next to him. Harper sat, tucking her hands into her jacket pockets. The bench was slightly damp, but she didn’t care.

“So,” he said. “How did you sleep?”

“Like a person whose best friend casually mentioned moving to another continent,” she said lightly. “Which is to say, not particularly deeply.”

Guilt flickered across his face. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to drop it on you like that.”

“You didn’t,” she replied. “You sat on it for a month, remember? That’s not dropping. That’s slow cooking.”

He winced. “Fair point.”

She nudged his shoulder with her own. “I’m not mad, Eli.”

“Even if you were,” he said quietly, “you’d probably try very hard not to be. You’re like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like someone who thinks everyone else’s big opportunities are more important than your own feelings.”

The accuracy of it landed between them, leaving a faint sting. She opened her mouth to respond, but was saved by Poppy’s shriek of delight as she shot out of the slide, hair static-shocked, eyes bright.

“Aunt Harp! Did you see?” Poppy yelled.

“I did!” Harper called back. “You are now officially qualified to join the Olympics of sliding.”

“Is that a thing?” Oliver asked as he followed, tumbling out in a tangle of limbs and cape.

“If it’s not, we’ll start it,” Eli said, standing. “Come on, you two. I promised you a park concert, didn’t I?”

He walked toward them, guitar case already sliding off his shoulder. Harper watched him sit cross-legged on the grass, children gathering before him. He tuned the guitar quickly, practiced fingers adjusting the strings until the chords rang clear.

He started with a silly song he’d written for his students, something about vegetables forming a rock band. Poppy and Oliver cackled with delight, clapping on the wrong beats, singing along loudly after the second chorus. Other kids on the playground drifted closer, drawn by the music and the easy warmth of his smile. Parents relaxed on benches, thankful for the distraction.

Mara sat beside Harper with a groan, rubbing her lower back. “I swear, my bones age twice as fast on weekends,” she muttered.

“That’s what you get for reproducing,” Harper said.

“Fair,” Mara conceded. She watched Eli for a moment, expression softening. “He’s going to be extraordinary at that school if he goes.”

“I know,” Harper said quietly.

“So he told you,” Mara said. It wasn’t a question.

“Last night,” Harper replied. “Rooftop summit.”

“And?” Mara asked. “Where did you land?”

Harper shrugged, eyes still fixed on the small gathering around him. “I told him he’d regret not going,” she said.

Mara was silent for a beat. “And did you tell him what you’d regret if he did go?” she asked.

Harper huffed out a breath. “When did you become a therapist?”

“About five minutes after Poppy learned to say ‘I’m fine’ while clearly being not fine,” Mara answered. “It’s a survival skill.”

Harper traced a line in the damp bench with her fingertip. “What would I even say?” she asked. “Hey, I know we’ve been best friends since we were eleven and we’ve both insisted for years that we’re platonic soulmates, but now that there’s an actual timeline on how often I get to see you in person, suddenly it feels like my entire idea of home is being packed into your suitcase. By the way, have a safe flight.”

Mara’s lips twitched. “You realize you just said it,” she noted. “Very eloquently, in fact.”

“That is a monologue for showers and mirrors, not for real life,” Harper said. “And anyway, it would be selfish. This is his shot.”

“Loving someone is not selfish,” Mara said. “Pretending you feel nothing and then resenting them later because you never spoke up? That’s more selfish than being honest.”

Harper looked at her sister, startled. “You think I resent him?”

“Not yet,” Mara said. “And maybe never. Maybe you’ll both handle this like the emotionally competent adults I know you can be. I’m just saying, if you keep swallowing how you feel because you want to be easy, there is a version of this story where it turns sour inside you.”

Harper’s throat felt tight. She swallowed. “This got very heavy for a park date.”

Mara smiled faintly. “Life doesn’t wait for perfect settings,” she said. “Trust me, I found out I was pregnant with Poppy in a Target bathroom.”

Harper blinked. “You’ve never told me that.”

“Not exactly the story you put in baby books,” Mara replied dryly. “But it happened. I sat there on that ugly gray tile floor, holding this stupid plastic stick, and thought, Well. Everything just changed. No dramatic music. No inspirational backdrop. Just fluorescent lighting and bad linoleum.”

“And you were happy,” Harper said.

“I was terrified,” Mara corrected. “Then I told Jake, and I was happy. Then I told you, and I was less scared. And then I told Mom, and I was terrified again.” She laughed. “The point is, saying it out loud did not magically fix everything. But it made it real. And when something is real, you can work with it. Mold it. Decide what to do next. Secrets are just stories you don’t let move.”

Harper stared at the ground, the words sinking in. She knew, on some level, that she had been living inside a carefully curated version of her own story. A version where she and Eli remained fixed points in each other’s lives, a constant line on every graph. They grew and changed and dated other people, but the friendship remained untouched, unquestioned, like a photograph no one dared to edit.

London was forcing an edit.

On the grass, Eli launched into a softer song, one Harper recognized instantly. It was a tune he’d played for her in college, when they were both too broke to afford real entertainment. They had sat on the floor of his dorm room, backs against the bed, legs stretched out, and he’d played the same progression over and over, humming nonsense lyrics until she laughed so hard she cried.

Now, he’d rewritten it for kids, the lyrics full of climbing trees and chasing clouds, but the melody was the same. Something in Harper’s chest ached.

“He loves you,” Mara said quietly.

Harper jerked her head up. “You don’t know that,” she said.

“I do,” Mara replied. “I don’t know what kind of love he’ll admit to yet. But I know every man I’ve dated, every friend I’ve had, every person who has come in and out of my life. None of them have looked at me the way he looks at you when he thinks you’re not paying attention.”

“That is very poetic,” Harper said, trying to cling to sarcasm like a life raft. “Did you take a workshop?”

Mara smiled. “Just older-sister observation hours,” she said. “Unlimited subscription.”

Harper wanted to argue. She wanted to list every reason Eli couldn’t possibly love her the way she sometimes feared she loved him—because he had never tried to kiss her, because he dated other people, because they had dated other people, because if he did love her like that, wouldn’t he have said something in nearly two decades?

But she also knew that love did not always announce itself on schedule. Some people tumbled into it. Others grew into it so slowly they barely noticed until something—like a job offer in another country—shook the ground beneath their feet.

On the way to the food trucks later, Poppy slipped her small hand into Harper’s, and Oliver clung to Eli’s leg, trying to walk in step with him.

“Tell us the London story again,” Poppy demanded as they waited in line for grilled cheese sandwiches. “The one with the bridge and the big clock.”

“It’s not a story yet,” Eli said. “Just maybe.”

“But you showed us the pictures,” Oliver said. “The boat on the river and the lions and the palace. And you said you might go, and then we can come visit and see the queen.”

“There is no queen anymore, buddy,” Eli said gently. “They have a king now.”

“Then we can see him,” Oliver said easily, unconcerned with the technicalities of monarchies.

Mara shot Harper a look over the kids’ heads, something like pity and amusement mixed together. “They overheard me on the phone,” she said quietly. “I might have oversold the idea of a free place to stay in London.”

“It’s okay,” Harper said quickly. “They’re excited. That’s good.”

“Are you excited?” Mara asked.

Harper inhaled slowly. “For him? Yes,” she said. “For me? I don’t know yet.”

When they all finally sat on a picnic bench with steaming sandwiches and paper cups of hot chocolate, Eli turned to Harper.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

She tore off a piece of crust and popped it into her mouth, chewing to buy herself a second. “Since when do you ask for permission to ask things?” she said.

He gave her a wry smile. “Since the thing I want to ask feels like it might sound... selfish.”

“Please,” she said. “Join the club. Membership has jackets.”

He stared at his sandwich for a moment, then looked at her, eyes serious. “If I go,” he said quietly, “will you still be here when I come back?”

The question hit her so hard she forgot to swallow for a second. She managed it, the bread suddenly drying in her throat.

“Do you think I’m planning to move to Mars while you’re gone?” she tried, aiming for lightness.

“I’m serious, Harp,” he said. “A year is a long time. People meet new people. They change. They realize they want different things. I just... I keep thinking about coming home and walking into this park or that coffee shop and not finding you there.”

Her heart squeezed. She wanted to reach out and take his hand right then, to anchor him, to tell him that if the city was a map, she was not planning on redrawing her routes without him.

But she also heard the unspoken piece under his words: I am scared of losing you.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, the truth of it solid in her bones. “My lease is boringly stable. My job is tragically rooted in this time zone. And I have two small people who would riot if I moved further than an hour away from them.” She jerked her head toward Poppy and Oliver, who were currently arguing about whether hot chocolate counted as “real” chocolate.

“That’s not what I mean,” he said.

“I know,” she answered.

She took a breath. This was one of those moments Mara had been talking about—the ones that did not wait for perfect settings. The bench was sticky, her hands smelled like melted cheese, children’s voices rose and fell around them. It was not romantic. It was real.

“I can’t promise you that things won’t change,” she said honestly. “You’re going to go somewhere new and grow in ways I can’t predict. I’m going to stay here and... I don’t know, maybe finally learn how to keep a plant alive or say no to clients who don’t know what they want. We’ll both be different people when you return. That’s kind of the point of being alive.”

His shoulders slumped slightly, as if that wasn’t the answer he’d hoped for.

“But,” she continued, leaning in, forcing herself to hold his gaze. “I can promise you this. I will be honest with you. I will keep showing up in your inbox and your calls and whatever weird messaging app we end up using. I will tell you when I’m happy and when I’m not and when I wish you were here. And when you come back, whatever we are then, it won’t be because I drifted away without telling you.”

He studied her, his expression shifting through a series of subtle changes—relief, uncertainty, something else she couldn’t quite name.

“That helps,” he said finally. “More than you know.”

She exhaled slowly, only then realizing she’d been holding her breath.

Poppy leaned across the table, chocolate on her upper lip. “I think you should go to London,” she told Eli.

“Oh?” he said, amused. “And why is that?”

“Because then,” she said, “I can tell my friends my uncle has a castle.”

“I definitely will not have a castle,” he replied. “At best, I might have a very small apartment where the shower and the kitchen are in the same room.”

“That sounds amazing,” Oliver said reverently.

Harper caught Eli’s eye over their heads. They both laughed, the sound easing some of the tightness between them.

Later, after Mara took the kids to the bathroom and the park momentarily quieted, Harper and Eli found themselves walking along the path by the pond, fallen leaves crunching under their shoes. Ducks drifted lazily across the surface, leaving small ripples behind them.

“Do you remember,” he said, “the first time we came here without parents?”

She smiled. “When you told your mom you were going to the library and we ended up skipping stones instead?” she said. “You were a terrible liar.”

“I improved,” he protested. “I just reserved my talents for noble causes.”

“That is what you called it when we were fifteen and sneaking out after your curfew,” she said. “A noble cause.”

“It was noble,” he insisted. “You were miserable because your boyfriend had just broken up with you by changing your status on social media to ‘single’ without telling you. You needed air.”

“I needed better taste,” she muttered.

They walked in silence for a few steps, the memories flickering between them like scenes from an old film. First crushes. College applications. Late-night walks when her anxiety was too loud to sleep.

“We’ve seen each other through a lot,” he said quietly.

“We have,” she replied.

“Sometimes I wonder if that’s why I’ve been so scared to... change anything,” he admitted. “Like if we tilt the frame even a little, the whole picture might fall off the wall.”

Her heart tripped. This was new territory, words edging closer to the question they’d both avoided for years.

“And now?” she asked gently.

“Now,” he said slowly, “it feels like the frame is tilting on its own. Like life is doing it for us whether we like it or not.”

She swallowed. “London.”

“London,” he echoed.

They stopped near the water’s edge. A gust of wind sent a swirl of leaves spinning around their feet, then settling.

“What if,” he said, voice low, “this year is not just about me going somewhere new, but about us finally... asking the hard questions?”

Her pulse thudded in her ears. “What kind of questions?” she managed.

He hesitated, eyes locked on the water. “Questions like whether we’re really as simple as we’ve always pretended to be,” he said. “Whether ‘best friends’ is the whole thing or just the part we were brave enough to name.”

The world narrowed to the space between them. She could feel every inch of it—the barely-there distance between his hand and hers, the warmth of his body beside her, the echo of every almost-moment they’d had over the years. The near-miss at that college party when someone pushed them together for a photo and their faces ended up closer than usual. The time they’d fallen asleep on the same couch, shoulders touching, waking up with his arm heavy across her waist until he’d jerked away, apologizing.

“Eli,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

He shook his head, as if backing away from the edge of something. “Forget it,” he said quickly. “That sounded more dramatic out loud than it did in my head. I’m probably just overthinking because of the job.”

“Hey,” she said, reaching out and catching his sleeve. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?” he asked.

“Throw away a real thought just because it scares you,” she said. “You asked a question. It deserves an answer.”

He looked at her, eyes vulnerable in a way she had rarely seen. “Do you really want to go there?” he asked softly.

She thought of Mara’s words on the bench. Secrets are just stories you don’t let move. She thought of Target bathroom tiles and park benches and rooftop candles. She thought of London and January and the shape of a year without him.

“Yes,” she said. “I think if life is tilting the frame anyway, maybe we should stop pretending we don’t notice.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it as Mara’s voice carried across the park, calling their names. The kids had finished their bathroom adventure and were running back toward the playground, neon sneakers flashing.

“Intermission,” Harper said weakly, her heart banging against her ribs.

“Story of our lives,” he replied, exhaling a laugh that sounded half relieved, half frustrated.

As they turned back toward the others, walking side by side, the day looked almost exactly the same as any other Saturday in the park—children playing, ducks gliding, food trucks humming. But inside Harper, something had shifted.

For the first time, she was not just waiting to see what life would do to them. She was standing at the edge of a conversation that might finally drag into the light the thing she had tucked away for years.

The ground was moving, yes. But maybe, just maybe, she was ready to move with it.
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Chapter Two – Things Left Unsaid
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Monday morning at the agency always felt like someone had turned the volume knob three notches too high. The open-plan office hummed with overlapping conversations, the whir of printers, the ping of incoming emails, and the hiss of the espresso machine grinding into overdrive. Harper stepped out of the elevator balancing a to-go cup of coffee, her tote bag, and a stack of printouts she kept meaning to move into the digital era.

The giant wall of windows along the far side of the office framed a sky the color of wet concrete. Tiny figures moved on the sidewalks below, umbrellas blooming and folding as people darted in and out of buildings. It should have been an ordinary Monday, the kind she could sleepwalk through on autopilot: a client call at nine, a brainstorm at ten thirty, a deadline at three. Instead, everything felt slightly off axis, like someone had nudged the whole day sideways.

She wove her way through the maze of desks toward her corner, nodding to colleagues and murmuring automatic greetings. Her brain delivered the script effortlessly. How was your weekend? Oh, you know, low-key. Some time with my sister and the kids. Yeah, the rain was relentless. No, I didn’t go anywhere exciting.

She dropped her bag onto her chair, set the coffee down, and took a breath. Her computer blinked awake, bathing her face in a pale glow. A flood of notifications populated the screen, most of them variations of clients wanting “just one more minor tweak” or “a quick revision” that would in fact take three hours and a small internal negotiation.

Before she could sink into the work, a head popped up over the divider. “You look like someone who has seen the end of the world,” Lena announced. “Please tell me it is because the brand guidelines for the Bennett account changed again and not because you watched something sad without me.”

Harper turned to face her. Lena was dressed in her usual “creative battlefield” uniform—black jeans, an oversized cream sweater, gold hoop earrings, and bright red lipstick that made her look far more awake than anyone had a right to be at eight forty-five on a Monday.

“Good morning to you too,” Harper said. “And no, the world has not ended. Yet. Though if Bennett changes their font one more time, I might personally speed things along.”

Lena narrowed her eyes, studying her face. “You’re deflecting,” she said. “That’s my line.”

“I’m fine,” Harper said, the words too practiced, too easy.

“Lies,” Lena said cheerfully. She leaned her elbows on the divider as if settling in for a show. “Start from the beginning. Why do you look like someone who spent the weekend being haunted by an emotionally complicated ghost?”

Harper hesitated. For years, she had carefully compartmentalized her friendship with Eli, building a wall between her work life and the part of her life that existed in guitar chords and late-night phone calls. It wasn

















































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
When
Friendship
Went Next

Level

SANKULAHUB






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





