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Almost More Than Friends
About the Author  
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SankulaHub is a quiet, steady storyteller of modern love, fascinated by the small choices that change everything. Writing under a studio-style pen name, SankulaHub focuses on emotional, slow-burn romances where friendship, trust, and second chances matter more than grand gestures. Each story is crafted to feel intimate and real, with imperfect characters who learn how to stay when leaving would be easier.

From coffee-shop crushes to office slow burns and friendship-to-love journeys, every SankulaHub romance is written to be read late at night, when the world finally goes quiet and it is just you, the page, and a heartbeat that will not settle down.
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Dedication
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For everyone who has ever laughed too hard with one particular friend, felt their heart trip over one extra look, and then pretended nothing had changed. This story is for those who want to become more.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts of Willowridge
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Keira Dawson has always been better at looking after other people’s lives than her own. By day she manages marketing campaigns for a mid-sized outdoor gear company in the small town of Willowridge. By night she is the unofficial organiser of every birthday, goodbye party, and movie night in her circle. With unruly curls she never quite tames and a laugh that travels before she does, Keira is the kind of friend people lean on, and the kind of woman who has learned to keep her deeper wants neatly folded away.

Liam Hart is the boy from across the street who became the man Keira trusts with every unfiltered thought. Once a restless guitarist in college bands, he now runs a small but successful home-renovation business, fixing old houses and pretending he does not notice the one worn-out corner in his own heart. He is steady where she is scattered, quiet where she is quick, and he has spent years learning how to hide the way his eyes always find her first in a crowded room.

Sienna Cruz is Keira’s younger cousin and roommate, a nurse with strong opinions, louder playlists, and an instinctive radar for other people’s denial. She has watched Keira and Liam dance around the same line for years and has no patience left for either of them pretending it is just friendship.

Ethan Rowe is Liam’s long-time business partner and closest male friend, a practical, even-tempered presence who sees more than he says. He is loyal to Liam, fond of Keira, and increasingly aware that if they do not face what is between them soon, somebody else might walk into the space they keep insisting is empty.

Willowridge itself is a character in their story, a town of tree-lined streets, creaky porches, and a lake that holds summer secrets. It is the kind of place where everybody knows who you used to be, which makes it harder to admit you want to be someone new.
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Introduction Scene – The Night the Line Blurred
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By the time the string lights over the Dawson backyard were fully awake, Keira’s social battery was already blinking red. She stood beneath the largest maple tree, the one that had seen every family barbecue since she was tall enough to steal iced tea from the adults’ table, and watched as her cousin Sienna’s engagement party swelled into that particular kind of chaos only relatives and long-time neighbours could create.

Music drifted from the rented speakers near the porch, competing with the clink of glasses and the rise and fall of overlapping conversations. Fairy lights looped from branch to branch, their soft glow turning the familiar yard into something that felt almost cinematic. On one side, her aunts guarded the buffet table as if potato salad were a limited resource; on the other, people she had not seen since high school rehearsed their surprise when they recognised her.

Keira’s name floated across the grass in half-remembered voices. She smiled when she was supposed to, straightened tablecloths that did not need straightening, and checked in on Sienna every few minutes, like a satellite in continuous orbit. Beneath the practiced hostess rhythm, her chest felt tight, restless. Tonight was about Sienna and Mateo, and Keira wanted it that way. She had told herself that at least a dozen times. Still, there was a small, disobedient corner of her heart that kept whispering that all this talk of promises and forever was pressing on a bruise she had never admitted existed.

“Stop counting the forks,” a low voice said behind her. “You are making them nervous.”

Keira turned and there he was, the one person in the yard who did not require her to perform anything. Liam Hart, in a navy shirt with rolled sleeves and worn-in jeans, carried two drinks in one hand and the easy, grounded presence that had made him feel like home since they were teenagers. The string lights caught in his dark hair and along the angles of his face, softening the lines that had deepened there over the last few years as his business grew and life became heavier in ways neither of them had anticipated.

“I am not counting the forks,” she said, though she had been. “I am counting the people who have already asked when it will be my turn.”

He offered one of the drinks, the glass cold against her fingers. “And?”

“And I am considering faking an allergy to commitment questions.” She took a sip and closed her eyes briefly in appreciation. “You remembered how much lime I like.”

“Some of us pay attention.” His mouth curved, that small, sideways smile that always made her feel as if they were sharing a private joke even when they were not. He moved closer, shoulder almost brushing hers as they looked out over the little crowd. “Besides, there is a line at the bar. If you disappear, your mother will recruit me.”

“She already tried,” Keira murmured. “Offered you up as proof to Cousin Meera that ‘nice boys still exist’. You should have seen her face when she pointed at you like a product on a shelf.”

Liam huffed a quiet laugh. “I aim to be versatile.”

The word versatile wrapped itself around the years between them: a thousand late-night study sessions at her parents’ kitchen table, shared playlists and shared secrets, hospital waiting rooms and moving days and all the ordinary Tuesdays when one of them had needed the other for reasons they did not know how to explain. They had survived first heartbreaks and first jobs, funerals and promotions and the slow, quiet discovery that adulthood was less about certainty and more about learning how to live with questions.

Through it all, there had been them.

“Keira.”

Her mother’s voice drew her attention toward the porch, where Mrs Dawson stood with the comfortable authority of someone who knew the exact location of every extra chair and spare napkin in a three-mile radius. “Can you help Sienna with the slideshow? The laptop is refusing to cooperate.”

“I am on it.” Keira glanced at Liam. “Duty calls.”

“I will rescue you in ten minutes,” he said softly, and somehow it did not sound like a joke.

The slideshow, like all family projects, involved more participants than necessary and more opinions than useful. By the time Keira managed to calm her uncle’s objections to that one photo of Sienna in braces and convince the laptop to talk to the projector, her shoulders ached. She stepped back as the first image blinked onto the makeshift screen: two little girls in floaties, hands clasped, grinning at the camera from the edge of Willowridge Lake.

The crowd made the appropriate noises as the photos moved forward in time. Childhood summers blurred into school dances, then college dorm rooms and nursing school graduations. Each frame was a small, frozen proof of how a shared history could carry people from one version of themselves into another. The soft oohs and aahs around her rolled over Keira like a tide.

Beside her, Liam appeared again, as he always did once she had finished fixing whatever needed fixing. He did not speak. He simply stepped close enough that their arms brushed, his warmth an anchor in the hum of emotion.

Halfway through the slideshow, a photo appeared that Keira had almost forgotten, pulled from some long-buried folder she had not opened in years. There she was at nineteen, hair shorter and wilder, perched on the hood of Liam’s old truck, laughing at something he was saying. He stood below, looking up at her with a grin that was almost reckless, his hand reaching out as if ready to catch her if she fell.

The image held for only a few seconds, then melted into the next shot, but Keira’s heart tripped. She remembered that night in shards: the long drive back from a concert one town over, the way the world had felt too big and too possible, the moment she had almost asked him if he had ever thought about them as anything other than what they were. Almost.

She had swallowed the question, afraid it would break something she did not know how to live without.

“Forgot about that one,” Liam murmured now, voice low enough that only she could hear.

Keira’s eyes stayed on the screen, where Sienna and Mateo were now dancing in some blurry kitchen photo, flour on their noses. “Yeah. We looked... carefree.”

“We were.” There was a pause, heavy but not uncomfortable. “You were thinking about leaving Willowridge then.”

She blinked. “You remember that?”

“I remember you talking about New York as if it were another planet you might hitchhike to if you could find the right rocket.” His mouth curved slightly. “You had a list on the back of your notebook. Coffee shops you wanted to visit, bookstores you wanted to get lost in, places that stayed open past midnight.”

She had forgotten he knew about the list. She had never forgotten not leaving.

Life had intervened in a way that did not make for good photo slideshows. Her father’s heart attack. The sudden shift from imagining herself in distant skylines to learning about medical bills and budgeting. The quiet, necessary decision to stay.

“Plans change,” she said, keeping her voice light. “Besides, the coffee in Willowridge improved. And someone had to keep you out of trouble.”

He gave her a look that was softer than his usual amusement, something almost exasperated threaded with something else, something deeper. For a heartbeat, Keira felt suspended on the edge of that old question again, the one she had never quite dared to ask.

Then Sienna’s laughter broke through, drawing everyone’s attention as she and Mateo were pulled to the centre of the yard for an impromptu dance. Keira let the moment dissolve, as she always did, folding it neatly and tucking it away.

Later, when the official parts of the evening faded into a blur of music and conversation, Keira found herself on the back steps of the house, shoes abandoned beside her, the cool wood against her bare feet. From here, the party looked like a painting, all soft edges and glowing faces. She could hear Sienna somewhere near the trees, shrieking with laughter over something Mateo had said.

Liam pushed open the screen door and joined her without asking, settling on the step below her so that her knees were almost level with his shoulder. He rested his forearms on his thighs, hands loosely clasped, gaze on the yard.

“Too loud?” he asked.

“Just catching my breath.”

He nodded, as if that were an answer he accepted without needing details. They sat in companionable silence for a while, the kind that came only with years of knowing each other’s rhythms. Crickets tuned their own chorus at the edge of the lawn; somewhere, a neighbour’s dog barked once and then thought better of it.

“You did well tonight,” Liam said eventually. “Sienna is over the moon. Your mother is already planning grandchildren in colour-coded spreadsheets.”

Keira groaned. “Do not remind me. I am bracing myself for the ‘When you were Sienna’s age’ speech.”

“You know they only do it because they love you.”

“I know,” she said, softer. “It just... feels like everyone else has a map. Sienna knows where she is going. Mateo does. Even if you do, with your business, your plans to buy that house on Birch Lane and knock down walls until it looks like one of the places in your magazines. I am still...” She searched for the right word. “Drafting.”

He shifted, turning slightly so he could see her face. “You think I have a map?”

“Do you not?”

“Keira, half of my job is figuring out what is behind old walls and hoping it is not worse than I imagined.” His smile was quick, self-deprecating. “That is not a plan. That is an educated guess.”

“But you are moving,” she said. “You are doing things.” She hesitated, then added in a rush, “Sometimes I feel like I am... stuck on the same page. Everyone else is writing new chapters and I am just... editing the margins.”

He considered her for a long moment, expression unreadable in the half-light. When he spoke, his voice was softer than she expected. “You are not stuck. You are holding up half of this story so it does not fall apart. That counts.”

Warmth spread through her chest, unexpected and a little painful. “You always say the right thing, you know that?”

“No,” he said quietly. “I just say what I wish you believed.”

The words hung between them, heavier than their usual banter, something fragile and untested. Keira felt the air change, a subtle shift like the moment before a summer storm breaks. She became acutely aware of how close they were, of the tiny space between her knees and his shoulder, of the way his hand rested on the step just inches from her bare foot.

She could say something, she thought. She could ask him what he meant. She could tell him about the way her heart always knew when he entered a room, about the nights she had almost texted him something that was not quite a joke and had deleted it at the last second. She could mention the photo of them on the truck, the one that had flashed on the screen and then disappeared, leaving a shadow behind her ribs.

Instead, her mother called her name from inside the house, urgent in the way only mothers planning dessert logistics could be. Keira exhaled, the almost-answer dissolving on her tongue.

“I have to go make sure the cakes are cut before Uncle Raj decides to ‘test’ them all,” she said, standing up.

Liam rose too, a line appearing between his brows that vanished when he caught her eye. “Go be the responsible one. I will make sure nobody steals the good chairs.”

She paused, balancing on the threshold between the quiet steps and the warm chaos inside. “Hey, Liam?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for... being here.”

His gaze softened. “There is nowhere else I would rather be.”

For a second, it seemed he meant more than just tonight. Keira’s pulse surged, then she stepped backward into the house, letting the screen door fall gently shut between them.

As she moved through the crowded kitchen, handing plates to relatives and redirecting conversations, she could still feel the echo of his words. There is nowhere else I would rather be.

It was nothing, she told herself. Just Liam being Liam, loyal and kind and exactly the sort of friend people wrote speeches about at weddings.

Outside, on the back steps, Liam watched her silhouette pass by the window, shoulders set in that familiar, determined line. He ran a hand over his jaw, jaw tightening as if bracing against some internal argument.

He had come close tonight, closer than he had in years, to saying something he could not take back. The image of that old photo, her laughing on the hood of his truck, would not leave him. He remembered how it had felt to stand below her, hand outstretched, half-hoping she would fall just to have an excuse to catch her.

He had not let her fall then. He was not sure he knew how to let her fall toward him now.

Somewhere inside, someone turned up the music and the bass line thumped against the porch steps. Fireflies began their quiet dance over the grass, tiny flare-ups of light in the warm dark. Liam sat down again, elbows on his knees, feeling the solid wood beneath him and the equally solid weight of all the things he had not yet said.

They had always been almost more than friends.

For the first time in a long time, he let himself admit that almost was starting to feel like not enough.
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​Chapter One – The List She Never Threw Away
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The morning after the engagement party, Keira woke to the smell of coffee and the ache behind her eyes that had nothing to do with alcohol. She lay still for a moment, staring at the hairline crack in the ceiling above her bed, listening to the familiar sounds of the small townhouse coming to life around her. The pipes gave a tired shudder somewhere in the walls. Sienna’s bedroom door opened with its usual soft protest, followed by the faint pad of bare feet on the hallway floor. A song hummed under her cousin’s breath drifted toward the kitchen, rising and falling around the clink of mugs.

Keira inhaled and exhaled slowly. Her body felt heavy, as if the entire evening had settled into her muscles while she slept. The memories arrived in pieces: the sparkle of fairy lights in the maple branches, the chorus of congratulations, the slideshow images flashing across the makeshift screen. Sienna and Mateo laughing in flour-dusted kitchens. Childhood summers at Willowridge Lake. And then one stray frame that did not belong to anyone but her and Liam.

She could still see it when she closed her eyes. Nineteen-year-old her perched on the hood of his old truck, laughing too hard at something he had said, hair tossed back, hands braced on either side of her. Nineteen-year-old him looked up at her with a grin that lit up his whole face, one arm extended as if he were half-expecting her to fall. The projector had moved on before anyone else could dwell on it; the crowd had reacted to the next image. But for Keira, the echo of that moment had followed her home and into her dreams.

She rolled onto her side and grabbed her phone from the nightstand. Two new messages flashed on screen. One was from her mother, a flurry of grateful hearts and a promise to send leftovers. The other was from Liam.

Do you survive?

The two words made her smile despite herself. She stared at the screen longer than necessary before typing back.

Barely. Family weddings are a contact sport.

His reply came quickly, as if he had been waiting with the phone in his hand.

You were perfect. Sienna said you’re not allowed to move away ever. Also, your uncle tried to conscript me into a lawn game league. I’m not emotionally prepared for that level of commitment.

The knot in her chest loosened a fraction. Their banter was familiar, the language of a friendship built over years and years of shared context. She typed back a laughing protest, then hesitated, thumbs hovering. Last night’s conversation on the back steps pushed against the inside of her ribs. You’re not stuck. You’re holding up half of this story so it doesn’t fall apart. He had said it so simply, as if the truth were obvious.

She did not know how to reply to that in daylight, when she could not blame the string lights and soft music for the way she had almost leaned into those words.

Before she could overthink her own silence, Sienna’s voice floated down the hall.

“Keir? Please tell me you’re vertical. We have exactly thirty minutes before I have to face a twelve-hour shift with people who bleed on things.”

“I’m up,” Keira called back, her voice rough. She sat up slowly, running a hand through her curls and grimacing at the chaos she encountered. The floor next to her bed was still life from last night: the dress she had peeled off and dropped in a pretend puddle, the heels she had kicked away as if they were personally responsible for generational expectations, the makeup bag she had rummaged through in exhausted half-dark.

She pulled on a worn T-shirt and soft leggings, tied her hair into a messy knot that would at least stop it from falling in her eyes, and padded down the hallway toward the kitchen.

Sunlight had found its favourite angle through the small window over the sink, laying a bright stripe across the table where Sienna sat with a mug in both hands. Her cousin’s dark hair was twisted into a lazy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her face. There was a faint smear of last night’s eyeliner beneath one eye, and the glow of someone who had said yes to the right person and was still getting used to the weight of that fact.

“Good morning, party captain,” Sienna said, pushing a second mug toward the opposite chair with her foot. “You did it. No one set anything on fire, and Aunt Meera cried exactly three times, which was within your approved range.”

Keira sank into the chair and wrapped her hands around the mug, letting the heat settle into her palms. “She cried when Mateo thanked her for ‘trusting him with her favourite person.’ You can’t blame that on me.”

“I can blame everything on you if I want to,” Sienna said, but her smile was soft. She studied Keira for a moment, head tilted. “You look like you got hit by a truck made of emotions.”

“That is a very specific diagnosis for someone who is not on shift yet,” Keira muttered. She took a sip of coffee, then another. “It was a long day.”

“It was a big day.” Sienna reached across the table and flicked lightly at Keira’s wrist. “And you handled all of it. The slideshow, the relatives, the speeches, the ones who still think you and Liam are secretly dating.”

Keira choked on her coffee. “Who thinks that?”

“Cousin Meera, for one. Also possibly half of the neighbours who watched you two set up chairs together like a domestic montage.” Sienna leaned back, examining her reaction. “Mateo asked me something last night, by the way.”

Keira felt her pulse jump. “What?”

Sienna’s eyes softened in a way that made Keira want to crawl back into bed and hide under the blankets. “He asked if we were sure you and Liam weren’t... you know.” She made a vague gesture with her hand, as if the air itself could finish the sentence. “He said the way he looks at you doesn’t exactly scream ‘just friends.’”

Heat crept up Keira’s neck, stubborn and immediate. “That is ridiculous. We have known each other since we were fourteen. That is just... history.”

“History does not usually look at you like you’re the best part of the evening,” Sienna said quietly. “Or like he’s trying not to say something he’s been thinking for a long time.”

Keira forced a laugh, the sound coming out thinner than she intended. “You’re projecting because you’re engaged and therefore seeing romance in every friendly interaction. Next you’ll tell me the mailman is in love with Mrs. Patel because he uses extra tape on her packages.”

“That man definitely has a crush,” Sienna said, but she let the joke sit there only for a heartbeat before circling back. “Okay, fine. Let’s say I am delirious and wrong, which I rarely am. That doesn’t change how you look when you talk about him.”

“How do I look?”

“Like you are trying very hard not to let your face say what your heart has already decided.”

Keira stared into her coffee as if it might provide a diversion. Tiny flecks of light from the window caught on the surface. She traced a small circle on the rim of the mug with her thumb. “We are good together,” she said slowly. “That doesn’t mean... it doesn’t mean I should risk the only stable thing I have.”

“Stable is not the same as fulfilled,” Sienna said gently. “You know that, right?”

The words landed heavier than Keira wanted to admit. She thought of her job at Ridge & Rise, the mid-level marketing position she had slipped into after her father’s health scare made her rethink leaving town. It paid the bills. It used some of her creativity. It kept her close enough to help her parents when they needed it. It was fine, she told people. Good, even.

But there were nights when the quiet settled around her and she caught herself scrolling through photos of other lives, other cities, other versions of herself she might have become. She would see rooftop bars in places where the skyline did not pause at three stories, or bookstores that stayed open until the small hours, and something in her would twist. Those feelings were inconvenient, so she folded them away, labelled them unrealistic, and went back to the dependable realities of Willowridge.

“I am not trying to make you do anything today,” Sienna continued, voice softer now. “You have enough on your plate. I just... I want you to have something that is yours, not just things you maintain for other people.”

“I have things that are mine,” Keira protested, though she was not entirely sure what she meant. Her mind flashed briefly to a battered notebook in the bottom of a storage box, the one she had not opened in years. The list Liam had remembered last night. Coffee shops in New York, bookstores in Portland, a hiking trail in Colorado she had once seen in a documentary and vowed to stand on herself. Places that belonged to a younger version of her who believed that wanting something fiercely was enough to make it possible.

Sienna watched her for a moment longer, but there was no accusation in her gaze, only concern. “You know I am on your side, right?”

“I know,” Keira said quietly. “Always.”

“Good. Now eat something that resembles breakfast. You can overthink your entire life after I leave for work.”

When Sienna disappeared down the hall to get dressed, Keira stayed at the table, turning her mug slowly. The house felt different this morning, as if last night’s celebration had shifted some invisible balance. Sienna’s future had clicked into place with an audible yes; the rest of them were left looking at their own lives with new eyes.

After a while, the restless energy in her chest pushed her up and toward the small storage closet off the hallway. It was not as if she had planned to go looking for the past, but once the idea had slipped into her mind it refused to leave. The closet was an organised mess of boxes and old suitcases, each one labelled in her neat handwriting. Winter coats. College notes. Holiday decorations.

She crouched and pulled out a medium-sized box marked Keira – Misc, the kind of label she had used when she could not bear to be more specific about what she was packing away. Dust rose in a faint cloud as she set it on the floor and lifted the lid. Inside were objects that felt like small time capsules: a faded concert ticket, a Polaroid of her and Sienna from their first apartment, a keychain shaped like a tiny camera. Underneath those sat a spiral notebook with a cracked blue cover.

Her breath caught. She knew what it was before she opened it.

The first page held the title she had scrawled across it at nineteen: Places I’ll Go When I’m Brave Enough. Underneath, in different coloured inks, was the list. A narrow Brooklyn cafe with mismatched chairs and a reputation for poetry nights. A secondhand bookstore in Seattle that supposedly had ladders you could climb to reach entire sections of forgotten novels. A tiny venue in Nashville where up-and-coming bands played every Thursday. Walking across the Brooklyn Bridge at sunrise. Watching snow fall for the first time in a city where the streets did not empty by nine p.m.

As she flipped through the pages, margined with small doodles and occasional notes, memories pressed against her. She remembered sitting on the hood of Liam’s truck after that concert, talking about this list, about cities where nobody knew their names. She had been sure, then, that she would leave, if not for good then at least for long enough to feel the rush of being anonymous somewhere bigger.

What have you actually done? a small voice inside her asked now.

She had visited a couple of cities for work conferences, each trip carefully timed and planned so as not to disrupt anyone else’s life. She had taken photos of coffee cups and street art and sent them to Liam with captions that made light of how out of place she felt in heels on cobblestone streets. She had never stayed long enough to get lost.

Her phone buzzed on the floor beside her, dragging her back to the present. She glanced at the screen. A calendar reminder blinked up at her: Staff Meeting – Campaign Planning – 10:00 a.m.

Reality reasserted itself. She slid the notebook back into the box, hesitated, then pulled it out again. On impulse, she carried it to her room and slipped it into her tote bag, nestling it between her laptop and a worn leather portfolio. It felt ridiculous, like carrying around a time capsule she had no intention of opening in public. Still, she did not put it back.

When she reached Ridge & Rise Outdoor’s office downtown, Willowridge was fully awake. Main Street bustled with a predictable rhythm: parents hustling children into cars, retirees congregating outside the diner for their daily coffee, shop owners flipping signs from Closed to Open. The Ridge & Rise building occupied a corner lot with large windows that let in generous light and offered a view of the square.

Keira swiped her access card and stepped into the lobby, the air-conditioned coolness chasing away the last traces of morning lethargy. She nodded at Deena at the front desk, exchanged a quick hello with one of the design interns carrying a precariously tall stack of boxes, and made her way upstairs to the open-plan office.

Her desk sat near the windows, cluttered with sticky notes, colour swatches, and the occasional stray granola bar wrapper. She dropped her bag into her chair, booted up her computer, and tried to shake off the lingering weight of the notebook in her tote. Today, according to the agenda her boss had emailed last week, they were kicking off planning for the new “Live Closer to the Wild” campaign that corporations wanted to roll out in the spring.

As she poured herself a cup of the office coffee—which was, on its best days, a suggestion of coffee more than an actual beverage—her manager appeared beside her.

“Morning, Keira.”

Carina Holt was in her forties, brisk and efficient, with the kind of effortless ponytail that suggested she had mastered both time management and gravity. Her reputation for clean strategy and steady results had earned her a reluctant respect among the corporate offices in Denver. Keira liked her, in the way you liked people who did not pretend things were fine when they were not.

“Morning,” Keira replied. “How’s your inbox?”

“An active crime scene,” said Carina. “Come on, let’s see if we can commit some of our own.”

The conference room already held most of the small marketing team. Tom from digital was setting up the projector; Ava from social was scrolling through her phone with the focused intensity of someone scanning three platforms at once. A large whiteboard stood at one end of the room, still bearing faint traces of last quarter’s campaign theme.

Carina clapped her hands once to gather attention. “Okay, team. Corporate wants this next push to feel less stock-photo, more real life. They’re leaning heavily into the ‘small town, big outdoors’ angle for this region, and we are apparently their favourite charming backdrop.”

“That’s because we have an actual lake and not a man-made water feature behind a mall,” Tom muttered.

“Exactly,” Carina said. “They’ve approved a budget for one anchor video piece and a series of spin-off content we can adapt across channels. The brief says: real people, real places, authentic story. No actors if we can help it. They want someone who feels like a local, not a model stepping off a catalog page.”

Ava looked up. “So basically we’re casting one of our friends and hoping they don’t freeze on camera.”

“More or less.” Carina’s gaze swept the room and landed, inevitably, on Keira. “I have a candidate in mind.”

Keira’s stomach tightened. “Please tell me it’s Tom.”

“Tom would set his own script on fire,” Ava said.

“I absolutely would,” Tom agreed. “For engagement.”

Carina ignored them both. “You grew up here, you know everyone, and you can form a coherent sentence without sounding like you swallowed a brochure. I want you in front of the camera, Keira. Not alone, before you panic. But as one of the anchors. The story they like from our preliminary pitch is ‘Renovate Your Story Where You Started.’ Revisiting a place that mattered to you and turning it into a launch point instead of a limitation.”

The phrase skated uncomfortably close to the parts of Keira’s life she preferred not to examine too closely. “Renovate your story,” she repeated slowly.

“Yeah.” Carina leaned against the table, folding her arms. “We were talking about how many people feel stuck in the place they grew up. Corporate loved the idea of showing someone reclaiming that space—updating a house, a workshop, something—with the help of people who matter to them. Real friendship, real grit, all that good marketing language.”

“So we need a house,” Tom said.

“And people,” Ava added. “Preferably ones who don’t mind being immortalised on every platform we own.”

Carina nodded. “I was thinking of using an in-progress renovation project. People love transformation. Before, after, the messy middle. Dust, paint, laughing through catastrophe.”

The idea landed in Keira’s chest with an odd double thud. Renovation. Real people. Someone who knew how to tear down walls and put them back in a way that made sense.

Liam’s face flashed in her mind before she could stop it.

“I know someone,” she heard herself say.

The room’s attention shifted to her.

“There’s a local contractor,” she continued, trying to keep her voice even. “Liam Hart. He and his partner do many renovations here. Old houses, storefronts, that kind of thing. He’s good at talking clients through the process. People trust him.”

“Is he camera-shy?” Ava asked.

“He once sang backup in a college band in front of a hundred people,” Keira said, before remembering that this detail might not support her argument that he would be comfortable in a controlled corporate shoot. “He is... adaptable.”

Carina’s eyes sharpened with interest. “Would he be willing to let us feature one of his projects? Do you think he’d be open to us essentially invading a site with cameras and branding?”

“If it helps his business, probably,” Keira said. “He cares about the town. And he likes the idea of people investing in older properties instead of flattening them.”

“That’s good,” Carina said. “And you’re close?”

The question hung there, loaded in a way Carina did not intend. Keira forced herself to nod casually. “We’ve known each other for a long time. I can talk to him.”

“Do that,” Carina said. “If he’s interested, we can schedule a scouting visit next week. In the meantime, I want you thinking about what part of your own story we can thread through this. Not in a way that makes you uncomfortable, but enough to feel personal. Why did you stay? Why does this place matter to you?”

Keira’s fingers tightened around her pen. The question she had been trying not to ask herself all morning stared back at her from the clean surface of the whiteboard. Why did she stay? The practical answers were easy; the deeper ones were tangled up in responsibilities and fears and one particular friendship she had never quite allowed herself to name as anything else.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

After the meeting, she tried to bury herself in research and rough concept notes, but her thoughts kept circling back to the same point. Talking to Liam about this project meant inviting him into a part of her life she had kept separate from him until now. He knew her family, her history, her late-night doubts. He had helped fix her parents’ porch, jump-started her sputtering car, carried her through the worst days after her father’s first surgery. But he did not know the version of her who wrote campaign copy and argued about colour palettes and pitched ideas to corporations as if she believed they would listen.

It would be easy not to ask him. She could suggest another contractor, some stranger without shared memories, and maintain the careful balance they had.

But when she stepped outside at lunch, the weather was unexpectedly gentle for early autumn, the kind of day when the air smelled faintly of wood smoke and possibility. Across the square, she could see Liam’s truck parked near the corner of Birch Lane, the familiar logo of his business on the side.

She stood on the sidewalk for a long moment, feeling the weight of her indecision settle into something like choice. Then, before she could talk herself out of it, she walked toward the truck.

The house he was working on stood two streets back from Main, a narrow two-story with peeling paint and a sagging porch railing. The kind of place that had been loved once and then neglected just long enough to make its future uncertain. A battered skip bin sat in the driveway, half-filled with old wood and plaster.

She heard his voice before she saw him, low and calm, answering a question in the way he always did when someone was nervous about the mess before the beauty. As she came around the side of the house, she spotted him on the front porch, tape measure in hand, talking to a middle-aged woman in a faded floral dress. He wore his usual work jeans and a T-shirt that had seen better days, a pencil tucked behind one ear. Sawdust clung to his forearms.

He looked very much at home, standing in the middle of someone else’s in-between.

The client noticed Keira first and offered a polite smile before heading toward her car. Liam turned, following her gaze, and his face changed in the way it always did when he saw Keira—so subtly that someone who did not know him might miss it, but enough that her heart found a new tempo.

“Hey,” he said, wiping his hands on a rag tucked into his back pocket. “If you’ve come to rescue me from load-bearing walls and unpredictable plumbing, I should warn you, I’m in deep.”

“Sorry,” she said, stepping onto the path. “I brought something worse.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Worse than the wiring in this place?”

“Corporate marketing.”

“That is a strong claim,” he said, but there was amusement in his eyes. “What’s going on?”

She stopped a few feet from him, suddenly aware of the fine dust in the air, the faint smell of paint and old wood. “My boss wants to build the new campaign around a real renovation project,” she said. “Small town, big outdoors, people reclaiming old spaces, all that. I may have mentioned that I know a contractor who is good with houses and people.”

“And now you regret that?”

“Ask me again after I explain the rest,” she said.

He leaned one shoulder against the porch post, crossing his arms loosely. “Go on, Dawson. Sell it.”

The nickname, used only when he was teasing her or bracing himself to say something difficult, settled between them like a familiar object. She drew in a breath.

“They want to film the process. Before, during, after. They want real conversation, not scripted lines. Some joint story about why this place matters and why changing it doesn’t mean betraying what it used to be. And they want me in it. On camera.”

His eyes widened a fraction. “You?”

“Yes, me. Apparently my face says ‘approachable small-town person who is mildly stressed but fundamentally optimistic.’”

“That sounds accurate,” he said.

She ignored the way her stomach flipped. “They... also liked the idea of the person helping with the renovation being someone I actually know. A friend. They want to capture that dynamic.”

“Friend,” he repeated, and something unreadable flickered behind his expression before smoothing out. “So you’ve come to ask if your friendly neighbourhood contractor wants to sell his soul to a brand for thirty seconds of prime-time ad space.”

“More like ninety seconds,” she said. “And they’ll pay. You’d get exposure, footage for your own site, and the satisfaction of knowing your face will haunt unsuspecting viewers during sporting events.”

He studied her, the corners of his mouth twitching. “You don’t even sound convinced.”

“I am... halfway convinced,” she admitted. “The other half is trying to decide if letting cameras into the part of my life where I wear hard hats and call things ‘on brand’ is a terrible idea.”

“You wear hard hats now?” he asked. “Somehow I missed that phase of your character development.”

“Only when I’m visiting sites,” she said. “But yes. Sometimes.”

There was something almost tender in the way he looked at her then, as if he were seeing not just who she had been, or who she thought she was supposed to be, but the sum of all the versions in between.

“If you don’t want to do it, say no,” he said quietly. “Don’t drag yourself into something that makes you miserable because the company thinks you’ll look good on a brochure.”

“I’m not miserable,” she said. “I’m... unsettled. There’s a difference.” She hesitated, then added, “Part of me thinks it could be good. To... I don’t know. Put a stake in the ground. Show that staying doesn’t mean giving up. Or at least figure out if I believe that.”

“You’re allowed to ask that question without cameras rolling,” he said.

“I know.” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “But they’re rolling anyway. So if they’re going to capture something, I’d rather it be with someone I trust.”

The words hung there between them, truer than she had intended them to sound. Trust was the foundation of everything they had built together—years of showing up, of keeping secrets, of being the first name the other reached for when things went wrong.

Liam’s jaw tightened briefly, then relaxed. “Okay,” he said. “If you want me in this, I’m in. We’ll make sure they don’t turn it into some fake version of us.”

Relief washed through her, threaded with a nervous energy she could not quite name. “Are you sure? You’ll have to sign things. There will be lights. Microphones. Ava with a storyboard and a schedule.”

“I’ve dealt with inspectors and fuses older than both of us combined,” he said. “I can deal with Ava.”

She laughed, some tension eased from her shoulders. “Thank you.”

He shrugged, but his eyes were soft. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than on a project with you. You know that.”

The words echoed the ones he had said on her parents’ back steps the night before, reverberating in a new context. She felt that same suspended moment, the sense of standing on the edge of something that might become more if she let it.

“Okay,” she said again, because anything else felt too big for this porch, this moment. “I’ll tell Carina you’re interested. We’ll come by next week to scout and talk about details.”

“You mean I have a week to make this place look less like a cautionary tale,” he said. “Great.”

“You love a challenge,” she replied, taking a step backward down the path.

“I loved my quiet life before the corporation found my number,” he said, but there was no real protest in it. “Go before your lunch break turns into an unpaid overtime situation.”

She turned to leave, then paused. “Liam?”

“Yeah?”

“If this whole thing goes horribly wrong, we reserve the right to blame capitalism and never speak of it again.”

“Deal,” he said. “But if it goes right...”

He didn’t finish the sentence. He did not need to. The possibilities hung there, unspoken and shimmering like dust in the afternoon light.

As she walked back toward Main Street, the town around her looked almost the same as it always had—brick storefronts and familiar faces, the lake glinting at the edge of her vision. But somewhere beneath the surface, something had shifted.

For years, she and Liam had lived inside the comfortable almost of their relationship, never quite stepping past the line into something more. Now they were about to build a story together, on camera and in the bones of an old house.

Keira had no idea yet whether this campaign would be the thing that finally pushed them forward or the thing that tested the limits of what they could survive as friends.

All she knew, as she slipped her hand into her tote and felt the cracked blue cover of her old notebook, was that for the first time in a long time, her life did not feel entirely prewritten. It felt like a chapter that had just begun, with the first sentence down and the rest waiting for her to be brave enough to write it.
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​Chapter Two – Blueprints and Fault Lines
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By Tuesday morning, the weekend already felt like something Keira had dreamed, the kind of dream that left behind a colour but not a clear narrative. The engagement party had slid into the ongoing stream of family group chats and photo dumps. Her parents sent her pixelated images of Sienna holding up her ring again in slightly different lighting, as if it were a rare meteorological event. The only tangible reminder that the night had unsettled something in Keira was the blue notebook tucked into her work bag and the way her thoughts kept circling back to a sagging house on Birch Lane.

She stood at the kitchen counter stirring sugar into her coffee, half-listening to the morning news playing softly from the radio on top of the fridge. Sienna was already in scrubs, hair braided and pinned up, gathering her things with the efficient motions of someone used to racing the clock.

“Big day?” Sienna asked, nodding toward Keira’s bag.

“Site visit,” Keira said. “Carina wants to see Liam’s project in person, figure out if we can shoot there without the house collapsing mid-interview.”

Sienna slid her phone into her pocket, eyes bright with interest. “Ah, yes. The renovation-of-the-heart campaign.”

“That is not what it’s called,” Keira said, though it was uncomfortably close to the truth.

“Give it time.” Sienna leaned against the counter opposite her, arms folded. “How are you feeling about it? And please don’t say fine in that voice you use when you’re trying to convince yourself.”

Keira glanced at the clock as if it might offer her an excuse not to answer. “Nervous,” she admitted eventually. “Exposed. Like I’m volunteering to be the ‘before’ picture in my own life.”

“You’re not the before picture,” Sienna said. “You’re... mid-renovation. Drywall dust, mysterious leaks, everything. Which is still more honest than pretending the house is perfect when the roof is literally caving in.”

“You know you have become insufferable since getting engaged,” Keira said.

“Possibly,” Sienna agreed. “Comes free with the ring. But it also comes with clarity, which I’m generously sharing.” She reached out and touched the strap of Keira’s bag. “You’re doing something for yourself, even if it’s through work. That matters.”

Keira thought of the way Liam had said, I’m in, on that porch, sawdust dusting his forearms and a quiet steadiness in his eyes. She thought of the notebook and the list of places that represented a different version of bravery than the one she was about to attempt.

“I keep thinking about the list,” she said. “All the things I wrote down that I thought I would do before I turned twenty-five. And now...”

“And now you’re older and your bravery looks different,” Sienna said. “That doesn’t make it smaller.”

“Sometimes it feels smaller,” Keira said softly.

Sienna’s expression was gentle. “Then maybe this is the start of something bigger again. You don’t have to leave town to change your life, Keir. But you do have to stop treating your own story like a side plot.”

Keira let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. “I’ll try.”

“Good,” Sienna said, straightening. “Try on camera. Give the people a protagonist.”

“You’re unbearable,” Keira muttered, but a smile tugged at her mouth.

On her way out, Sienna squeezed her shoulder once, a small, grounding touch. “Text me later. I want to know if Liam has his ‘serious contractor’ voice on or if he panics and forgets how to talk.”

“He won’t panic,” Keira said automatically.

“That’s what makes him dangerous,” Sienna replied, and then she was gone, the front door clicking shut behind her.

At the office, the energy was sharper than usual, edged with the particular kind of anticipation that came with the promise of getting out from behind desks. Ava had a camera bag slung over one shoulder and a notebook tucked under her arm; Tom was organising cables with the reverence of someone handling sacred artifacts. Carina stood near the whiteboard, reviewing the rough outline they had sketched the day before: open on exterior shot of house, cut to Keira walking up the path, voiceover about staying, intercut with scenes of demolition and rebuilding.

“We’re not shooting anything final today,” Carina reminded them once the small group was gathered. “This is just scouting, getting a feel for the space and seeing how our... cast behaves in their natural habitat.”

“I am not a wildlife documentary,” Keira said.

“Speak for yourself,” Tom replied. “I, for one, am ready to be filmed in my natural environment: tripping over extension cords.”

Ava nudged Keira lightly with her elbow. “You okay?”

“Ask me again after I’ve survived my first ‘test shot,’” Keira said.

“You’ll be fine,” Ava said. “You’re not one of those people who shrinks when a camera is pointed at them. You kind of... sharpen.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Keira said.

“It means your face starts doing that thing where it looks like you have an inner monologue worth hearing,” Ava said. “That’s good. Authentic.”

Authentic. The word felt heavy in Keira’s stomach. There were parts of her inner monologue she had never let anybody hear, least of all on camera.

They loaded the equipment into the Ridge & Rise van, the logo on the side gleaming in the pale mid-morning light, and drove the short route to Birch Lane. As they turned the corner, the house came into view: tired siding, crooked porch, windows that seemed to sag under the weight of years of weather.

Liam’s truck was already in the driveway. Another pickup sat behind it, loaded with lumber. A man Keira recognised from photos as Ethan Rowe was stacking boards near the porch steps, moving with the economical efficiency of someone who had done this a thousand times before.

Liam stood on the lawn, talking to an older man in a cap. He wore a flannel shirt over a T-shirt today, sleeves rolled to his elbows, hands constantly moving as he gestured toward the house and then the stack of materials. As the van pulled up, he glanced over and that tiny, almost imperceptible shift happened again—the softening of his mouth, the spark in his eyes.

Carina noticed. Keira knew she did by the way her gaze flicked between him and Keira, assessing.

“Is that him?” Carina asked.

“That’s him,” Keira said, forcing her voice to stay neutral.

“He reads well,” Carina murmured. “And by reading well, I mean he looks like a person people will want to root for even if he’s just holding a hammer.”

Liam broke off his conversation as they approached, sending the older man—Mr. Halpern, the homeowner, Keira would learn later—toward the porch with a reassuring pat on the shoulder. He met them halfway across the patchy lawn.

“Welcome to my current attempt to wrangle chaos into something habitable,” he said, spreading his arms slightly.

Carina stepped forward, hand extended. “You must be Liam. I’m Carina Holt. Thank you for letting us invade your work zone.”

“Invade away,” he said, shaking her hand. “Just don’t trip over anything that looks like it could sue you. That’s my job.”

Ethan joined them, wiping his hands on his jeans. Up close, his features were softer than Liam’s, his energy more reserved, but there was
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