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​The Third Chair At Our Table


About the Author 
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SankulaHub writes the kind of contemporary love stories that start in small kitchens, crowded trains, noisy offices and quiet corners of everyday life, then slowly unfold into something bigger than anyone planned. Each SankulaHub romance is written to feel like you’ve stepped into real lives in motion: people who work long hours, lose their tempers, say the wrong thing, apologize badly, and still somehow find the courage to sit back down at the same table and try again.

With a special focus on emotionally layered, slow-burn relationships and the messy beauty of second chances, SankulaHub’s novels are created for readers who like to feel the weight of a choice, not just the rush of a kiss. Every title is crafted to be long-form, immersive, and deeply human, with fresh casts, new settings, and original conflicts that respect both the heart and the reader’s time.

The Third Chair At Our Table continues this promise: a love-triangle story not about villains and victims, but about three people trying, and failing, and trying again to be honest about what belonging really means when there are more hearts in the room than there are seats at the table.
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Dedication
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For everyone who has ever set an extra place at the table for someone they weren’t sure they were ready to let in, but couldn’t bear to leave at the door.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts
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Riley Moran is thirty, a graphic designer who works from a small, plant-filled apartment in the city. She has a talent for arranging things until they look effortless: posters on a wall, food on a plate, feelings in a sentence. Riley believes in rituals more than resolutions. To her, love lives in the way a table is laid, the way a voice sounds when it says “You’re home” at the end of a hard day.

Daniel Hayes is thirty-two, an emergency room nurse who keeps strange hours and steadier hands than his life would suggest. He is practical, gentle, and used to being the calmest person in any crisis. With Riley, Daniel has built a life that is not flashy, but deeply woven: shared grocery lists, inside jokes, half-finished crosswords on Sunday mornings. He thinks he knows what stability looks like—until someone from his past knocks on their door with a suitcase and a favor to ask.

Amelia Price is thirty-one, a former music teacher pivoting into something new after burning out of a job she once thought she would keep forever. She is bright, funny, and a little untidy in the way she enters a room and seems to bring the weather with her. Years ago, Daniel was the one person who showed up when everything in Amelia’s world fell apart. Now, when she appears again needing somewhere to land “just for a while,” Riley is the one who insists they pull out the third chair and make space.

The table they share is an old oak square with a scar down the middle and three mismatched chairs around it. For a long time there were only two.
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Introduction Scene
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The night we brought the third chair in from the hallway, it scraped a pale line across the apartment floor that never really went away. Riley noticed it first, of course. She noticed everything in the apartment because she had chosen almost all of it—the secondhand oak table, the chipped white plates, the linen napkins . She ironed only when she was angry and needed something to press flat.

She stood with one hand on her hip and the other on the back of the chair, breathing a little harder than the job deserved. The chair was narrow, with a curved back and a seat that dipped slightly in the middle where somebody else’s life had worn it down. It didn’t match the other two at all.

“Temporary,” Daniel said, watching her from the kitchen doorway. He still had his hospital ID badge hooked to his scrub pants even though he’d changed into a worn gray T-shirt. The badge caught the light every time he moved, a tiny flash of the life he had just stepped out of. “It’s just for a few weeks. Maybe a couple of months.”

Riley ran her thumb along the chair’s backrest, feeling the small dents and scratches under the varnish. She could already see the way it would look when they were sitting down to dinner: two familiar shapes and one new outline, three plates instead of two, the rhythm of their evenings nudged off-center by the smallest shift in geometry.

“We said this table was our thing,” she reminded him, not sharply, but as if she were pointing out a fact they had both agreed to once. “Our place. No laptops, no takeout boxes, no other people, remember?”

Daniel exhaled slowly. “I remember.”

He crossed the room and stopped beside her, close enough that she could smell the hospital on him—antiseptic and something metallic she tried not to name. He had washed his hands three times since coming home, she had watched him, but it still clung to him in ways soap couldn’t touch.

“It’s still our table,” he said. “We’re just...adding a chair. For her. For a little while.”

For Amelia, he didn’t say, but the name hung between them anyway.

Riley had seen Amelia’s face only twice before. Once in the single framed photograph that lived in the narrow hallway, half-hidden behind a trailing pothos plant. Daniel and Amelia on a beach somewhere, younger and every kind of tired but laughing, sand stuck to their shins. And once more on Daniel’s phone the night he had come home late, shoulders set in a way she knew meant something had gone wrong.

“She messaged me,” he had said, sinking onto the sofa as if someone had unstrung him. “She’s leaving her job. It’s bad, Ry. She sounds...lost. She asked if we knew of anywhere—just for a month or two—while she figured things out.”

Anywhere. Word had spread between them like an open road.

Riley had looked around their apartment then, at the tall windows that let in too much winter light, at the couch they had found on the curb and rescued, at the tiny kitchen where she had learned exactly how long Daniel liked his tea to steep. She had imagined another person’s shoes by the door, another toothbrush at the sink, another shadow moving through the rooms at odd hours.

“There’s the pull-out sofa,” she had said. “We’d have to move some things. But we could make it work.”

Daniel’s shoulders had dropped, something like relief loosening his face. “I told her I’d ask you. I didn’t want to say yes without—”

“It’s fine,” Riley had cut in quickly, surprising herself with how fast the words came. “Of course we’ll help her.”

She had said it because she loved him, because she knew what loyalty meant to Daniel and how it twined into everything he did. She had said it because she believed, fiercely, that kindness was not something you only extended when it fit neatly into your plans.

Now, two weeks later, the promise had become a date on the calendar and a suitcase on Amelia’s back somewhere across the city, inching closer on a series of trains and buses. The apartment hummed with a strange, expectant quiet. On the counter, a pot of tomato sauce simmered, thick and fragrant, the first meal Riley had ever cooked for someone she had not yet properly met.

“Do you want it closer to the window?” Daniel asked, reaching for the third chair. “Or on the other side, so no one has their back to the kitchen?”

Riley released her grip and let him drag it into place. The metal feet squealed on the floor again, sending up a sound that made her teeth throb. She could see the new line it carved next to the old one, a soft parallel groove.

“Here,” she said, nudging the chair a little to the left with her foot once he stepped back. “If we put it there, we can still all reach the middle, and nobody feels like they’re tacked on at the end.”

Daniel watched her adjust the chair, something like gratitude and strain mixed together in his eyes. “You’re sure you’re okay with this?”

The clock on the stove was louder than necessary. Riley thought about all the nights she and Daniel had spent at this table, just the two of them, forearms touching as they ate, elbows knocking as they reached for the salt. She thought about how the empty chair across from her had become part of how she understood her life: there would be Riley, there would be Daniel, and there would be the space between them where their shared things lived.

It was a small thing, a piece of furniture. It was also, she realized, not small at all.

“I’m okay with helping your friend,” she said. She walked around the table, picking up the plates she had already set and rearranging them into a new pattern: three settings now, three glasses, the napkins folded a little unevenly, like flags in a wind she couldn’t see yet. “We’ll figure the rest out.”

He reached for her then, wrapping his fingers around her wrist and tugging gently until she stepped into his space. Daniel had a way of holding her that made the rest of the room dim, not disappear exactly, but blur at the edges as if someone had adjusted the focus. He pressed his forehead to hers.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. “I know this is asking a lot.”

“You’re not asking a lot,” she lied, because she didn’t want to see the guilt sharpen his face. “You’re asking us to be good people. I can live with that.”

The buzzer sounded, harsh and metallic, cutting straight through the softness of the moment. They both flinched.

“That’s her,” Daniel said, his voice suddenly lighter and tighter all at once. He let go of Riley’s wrist and took a step back, and she felt the absence of his hand like a drop in temperature. “I’ll go down.”

He grabbed his keys from the hook by the door and disappeared down the stairwell, the echo of his footsteps bouncing back up toward her. For a few seconds, Riley stood alone in the kitchen, staring at the three places she had set, the steam from the sauce curling up like a question she didn’t yet know how to answer.

She moved automatically, the way she did when a client came over and she wanted everything to look like it had always been that way. She adjusted the angle of the chairs, tucked one stray hair back into her messy knot, wiped an invisible smear off the rim of a glass. She opened the window a crack to let in some of the cool evening air, then closed it again when the noise from the street below felt like too much.

By the time she heard footsteps returning, two sets this time, Riley had placed herself on the far side of the table, hands resting on the back of the chair that would be hers. It felt important, suddenly, to claim it.

The door swung open on a gust of city air and the scent of rain that hadn’t yet started. Daniel stepped in first, smiling in that cautious, hopeful way he had when he brought stray animals home as a kid, stories he’d told her about over coffee.

Behind him, Amelia appeared.

She was smaller than Riley had expected, or maybe just carrying more than her frame seemed built for. A dark green coat hung off one shoulder. Her suitcase tilted on its wheels at an angle that suggested it had taken too many curbs too fast. Her hair was pulled back in a loose knot that had lost the battle hours ago, tendrils escaping to frame a face that was both open and guarded, like someone waiting for the punchline to a joke they weren’t sure they wanted to hear.

“Hey,” Amelia said, her voice roughened by travel and something else. She looked past Daniel into the apartment, taking it piece by piece: the plant in the corner, the couch, the table, the extra chair. Her gaze lingered there for a second before moving on to Riley. “You must be Riley. Thank you for...all of this.”

Riley felt the polite smile she had practiced rise to the surface, but it wobbled at the edges. “Welcome,” she said. “Come in. Take your shoes off wherever; we’re not formal about it. Dinner’s almost ready.”

Amelia stepped inside, rolling her suitcase over the threshold. For a heartbeat, all three of them stood in the narrow entryway, shoulders nearly touching, the space suddenly too small for all the history and hesitation they had brought with them.

Then Daniel reached for the suitcase, Amelia shrugged out of her coat, and Riley turned back to the stove.

She stirred the sauce with a wooden spoon, listening to the murmur of their voices behind her. Daniel asked about the train. Amelia making a joke about delayed connections that didn’t quite land. A soft, tired laugh that sounded like it had to remember how.

When she carried the pot to the table and began to ladle sauce onto plates, Riley realized there was a strange new awareness threading through her movements. She could feel Amelia watching her, not critically, but with the attentiveness of someone stepping into a story already in progress and trying to understand the characters.

“This looks amazing,” Amelia said, sliding into the chair Daniel had pulled out for her. The third chair. The one Riley had hauled in from the hallway and argued with herself over. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble.”

“It’s just pasta,” Riley replied, too quickly. Her fingers brushed the edge of Amelia’s plate as she set it down, and she felt the other woman’s warmth like static. “We make it a lot.”

Daniel took his seat opposite Riley, where he always sat, but now there was a new angle to everything. His arm no longer formed a straight line across the table to hers; there was a triangle between them, subtle and undeniable, defined not just by where they sat but by what they meant to one another.

They bowed their heads for a moment in the half-joking, half-sincere way they always did before a meal. Daniel murmured a thank you that blurred into the clink of cutlery and the first tentative exchange of stories.

As they ate, the conversation moved cautiously, like people stepping onto a frozen lake and listening for cracks. Amelia talked about the school she had left behind, about the music rooms that had begun to feel like cages, about the way the joy had drained out of the work so slowly she hadn’t noticed until she woke up one morning and couldn’t make herself walk back through the door.

“I kept thinking it would get better after this concert, after this semester, after this next batch of students,” she said, winding pasta around her fork with the practiced ease of someone who had eaten too many dinners alone. “But it never did. I was shouting over a choir that didn’t want to be there, and at some point I realized I didn’t want to be there either.”

Daniel listened with the particular intensity he reserved for stories of hurt. Riley knew that look. She had watched him use it on patients and strangers, on her when her father was in the hospital, on the neighbor downstairs when his dog died. She had always loved that about him, the way he could hold someone else’s pain without letting it crush him.

Tonight, though, as she watched his gaze rest on Amelia, something inside her tightened. Not with jealousy exactly—she didn’t know Amelia well enough yet to feel that—but with a wary awareness that this woman had known a version of Daniel she never would. A younger, messier Daniel from the framed photograph in the hallway, laughing on a beach with his feet in the surf and his life not yet sorted into drawers and calendars.

“What about you?” Amelia asked after a while, turning to Riley with genuine curiosity. “Daniel said you make everything look beautiful for a living.”

Riley’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. Daniel chuckled. “I might have oversold that a little,” he said, but there was pride in his voice.

“I’m a graphic designer,” Riley said, lowering the fork. “Mostly branding and visual identities for small businesses. I help people figure out how to say who they are without using any words.”

“That sounds like magic,” Amelia replied softly.

“Sometimes it feels like it,” Riley admitted. “Sometimes it feels like arguments about fonts and whether beige counts as a risk.”

Amelia laughed, for real this time. The sound loosened something in the room.

They talked until the pasta cooled and the sauce congealed at the edges of their plates. For stretches of time, Riley forgot there was anything unusual about the evening at all. Amelia was easy to talk to once she got going, quick with a dry joke and unafraid to roll her eyes at her own mistakes. Daniel relaxed into the rhythm of the conversation, offering stories from the hospital that were funny without being cruel, carefully omitting anything that would trace back to a real patient.

It was only when Riley stood to clear the dishes that she felt the strangeness again. The three plates stacked in her hands weighed more than they should have, as if each one held not just food residue but the faint outline of what their life would be now that it had to make room for another person’s routines.

In the sink, the water ran hot and loud, drowning out the low murmur of Daniel and Amelia’s voices behind her. She caught fragments—“remember that time,” “I can’t believe we survived that shift,” “you still do that thing with your hands when you’re thinking”—and realized with a faint shock that there were entire chapters of Daniel’s life she had never turned the page on.

She turned off the faucet and returned to the room. The third chair was empty for a moment, Amelia’s place vacated as she moved to plug in her phone near the window. Daniel’s gaze tracked her automatically, and then flicked to Riley, catching her watching him.

In that brief line of sight between them, something wordless passed: apology, reassurance, worry. All of it at once.

“We’ll show you the sofa after this,” Riley said, forcing brightness into her tone. “It’s not luxurious, but it doesn’t try to kill your back the first night, which is more than I can say for most overnight guests I’ve had.”

Amelia smiled, a little lopsided. “Honestly, as long as it’s horizontal and not moving, I’m good.”

They laughed together, and yet, as the evening unfolded—suitcase half-unpaked in the corner, extra towel placed on the bathroom shelf, toothbrush propped beside Riley’s—the apartment began to feel like a new version of itself.

Later, when the lights were off and the city glowed through the curtains in soft, blurred colors, Riley lay awake next to Daniel listening to the unfamiliar rhythm of another person’s breathing from the living room.

“Are you really okay?” he whispered into the dark, as if saying it quietly would make it easier to answer.

Riley stared at the ceiling, tracing in her mind the outline of the table in the next room, the three chairs neatly pushed in, the faint gleam of plates drying on the rack.

“I’m...adjusting,” she said after a moment, choosing honesty over ease. “It’s going to take me a minute to figure out where I sit now.”

Daniel’s hand found hers under the covers, fingers intertwining in the space between their bodies.

“You still sit with me,” he said. “That hasn’t changed.”

Riley squeezed his hand back, but as she closed her eyes, she couldn’t help thinking of the faint white line on the floor beneath the table, the mark the third chair had made on its way in.

Some marks, she knew, were small. Others became the lines you ended up living your whole life around.

She wasn't sure what it would be. But the third chair was already at their table, and tomorrow would come whether she was ready or not.
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Chapter One – The Space Between Chairs
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The next morning, Riley woke to the faint sound of someone moving around in the kitchen, careful in the way of guests who had not yet decided what they were allowed to touch. For a few seconds, still half asleep, she thought it was Daniel, back from another early shift, trying not to wake her. Then a pan clinked against the stove in a way that did not sound like him at all. Daniel moved with the ease of ownership in this space, a scrape and clatter rhythm she could recognize even through a closed door. This was different: pauses too long, drawers opened and shut twice as if whoever was there had already forgotten what they were looking for.

A soft ache ran along her spine as she rolled onto her back. They had stayed up too late the night before, talking around the newness in the apartment instead of naming it. After Amelia had disappeared into the living room with a mug of tea and a borrowed oversized T-shirt, Daniel and Riley had stood in the doorway of their bedroom for a long time, talking in low voices about nothing important—weather, his schedule next week, the neighbor’s dog—until the words felt like thin paper between fingers that were growing tired.

Now the apartment smelled faintly of coffee and toasted bread. Sunlight pushed through the curtains in a narrow stripe, cutting across the end of the bed and illuminating the small pile of clothes Riley had dropped on the chair the night before. She watched dust motes turn in the light and listened to the unfamiliar footsteps outside their room, and for the first time since agreeing to this arrangement, she wondered if there was still time to take it all back.

“Is that the hospital calling?” Daniel’s voice came from beside her, thick with sleep. He reached instinctively for his phone on the nightstand, squinting at the screen. The display glowed blue against his face. “Nope. Just the alarm I forgot to turn off.”

“It’s not your alarm,” Riley said. “It’s...her.”

The word still felt strange on her tongue, as if she were borrowing it. She listened to the soft scrape of a chair shifting in the kitchen, the hiss of the kettle, a cupboard door clicked shut. The apartment sounded occupied in a new way.

Daniel rolled onto his side, propping himself on one elbow. His hair stuck up on one side, flattening slowly as he blinked himself awake. “Right,” he murmured. “First morning.”

He said it with a mixture of guilt and cautious optimism, like someone who had invited a stray dog inside and was praying it would not chew the furniture.

“Do you think she’s trying to escape?” Riley asked, half joking, half not. “Making a break for it before she realizes we buy the cheap coffee and don’t own a microwave?”

“That would be tragic,” Daniel said. “The microwave, I mean. She’d leave us a long, heartfelt note about heat-up convenience food and we’d never recover.”

His attempt at lightness did what it always did for her. It loosened something tight in her chest, even as another part of her stayed pulled taut.

“You should go out there,” Riley said after a moment. “She probably doesn’t know where anything is. She’s going to end up drinking dish soap by accident.”

He smiled, then sobered. “Come with me,” he said. “It’ll be less weird if we both appear like normal humans who wake up and eat breakfast and not like I’ve smuggled her into my secret bachelor hideout.”

Riley exhaled slowly, staring at the crack of light under the bedroom door. Normal humans. She did not feel particularly normal this morning. She felt like someone whose life had shifted half a degree overnight, and who was trying to figure out if the horizon in the distance was different now or if it only looked that way.

“Give me five minutes,” she said, pushing back the covers. “I need to look at least semi-human before I meet your fallen-choir-teacher friend again.”

She padded across the room in an old T-shirt and shorts, feet cold against the hardwood. At the dresser, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror: hair smashed on one side, sleep lines etched faintly across her cheek. For a moment she imagined walking out as she was, letting Amelia see the unedited version of the person who lived here. Then habit took over.

She pulled her hair up into a loose knot, splashed water on her face, swiped concealer under eyes that felt heavier than they looked. The small rituals steadied her. A thin gold necklace clasped around her throat, a soft sweater pulled over her T-shirt, a pair of worn socks. Armor, of a quiet kind.

By the time she opened the bedroom door, Daniel was in the hallway, pulling on a hoodie. He reached out to her, palm up. She slid her fingers into his without thinking, and together they walked toward the kitchen.

Amelia stood at the counter with her back to them, leaning slightly on one hip as she peered into the toaster like it might reveal a prophecy. The oversized T-shirt she had borrowed hung just past her hips over a pair of leggings that had seen better days. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a messy knot, secured with a pencil instead of a hair tie.

“Is this yours or part of the apartment’s historic charm?” she was saying, half to herself and half to the toaster. “Because if it’s a relic, I don’t want to offend it by pressing the wrong button and starting a small, sacrilegious fire.”

“It was here when we moved in,” Riley replied, before Daniel could. “So technically it might be older than our relationship. We respect it out of fear more than affection.”

Amelia startled, then turned, a piece of toast held gingerly in one hand. Her eyes were slightly puffy with sleep, but there was an alertness to them that hadn’t been there the night before.

“Morning,” she said, shifting her weight and suddenly looking unsure of what to do with her free hand. “I found bread." And the coffee. I hope that’s okay. I was trying not to invade your...system.”

Riley glanced at the counter. The loaf of bread was open but neatly folded over. At the end, the bag clipped shut with one of the bright plastic clips Riley used for everything from food to half-finished design drafts. The coffee tin sat on the counter with the lid off, a scoop resting on a paper towel, not directly on the surface. The care in the small details made something in her unclench.

“You’re fine,” Riley said. “The bread and coffee exist for the express purpose of being consumed. That’s literally their life goal.”

Relief washed across Amelia’s face. “Good. I’d hate to be responsible for unfulfilled carbohydrates.”

Daniel snorted. “See? This is why we’re friends,” he said.

The word landed with a weight Riley felt but tried not to show. Friends. It was a simple label, but it did a lot of work. It explained why Amelia was here, why Riley had said yes, why there was now a third chair tucked under their table.

They moved around each other in the narrow kitchen, the choreography of three people still learning where each other’s edges were. Riley reached for mugs while Daniel filled the kettle, and Amelia stepped back automatically to give them space, bumping into the fridge with a soft “sorry” even though she hadn’t really gotten in anyone’s way.

“Do you drink your coffee the same way you did in college?” Daniel asked her, leaning against the counter as they waited for the water to boil. “Two sugars, splash of milk, threat of existential dread?”

Amelia smiled, nostalgia flickering briefly across her features. “I’ve cut back,” she said. “Just one sugar now, and only a mild, humming anxiety about the future.”

“Progress,” he said.

Riley busied herself with the mugs, pretending not to notice how naturally their banter slid into place. It was not flirtatious exactly, and not in any language she could reasonably object to. It was simply the sound of people who had shared a particular chapter of life and could still refer to it in shorthand.

She thought of her own shorthand with Daniel—the way he could look at a colour palette on her screen and know, without asking, whether she was stuck or excited. The way she could tell by the slope of his shoulders which part of a twelve-hour shift had been the hardest. Those were their things. Amelia had her own set. There was enough room for both, Riley told herself. Or at least, there had to be.

They ended up at the table with three mismatched mugs and a plate of slightly uneven toast. The third chair scraped back from the table as Amelia sat down, its unfamiliar sound already a little less jarring than it had been last night.

“So,” Amelia said, tearing her toast into small pieces before eating them, as if the act of breaking it up made it easier to swallow. “What’s the protocol for guests around here? Do I have assigned household chores? A song I have to sing to earn my keep? A blood oath not to steal the good towels?”

“The good towels already mysteriously disappear into the void,” Riley said. “If you can solve that, you can stay forever.”

Daniel took a sip of coffee, then set his mug down. “We don’t really do chore charts,” he said. “We both work odd hours, so it’s more of whoever's around takes care of the situation. You’re not a teenager we’ve grounded. You’re a human adult who can see when the trash is full.”

“Allegedly,” Amelia said. “But I promise to at least attempt basic adulting. Just tell me if I step on anything sacred. If I drink the last of some extremely particular yogurt and that’s the thin thread holding your relationship together, I’d like to know in advance.”

“There is no yogurt that powerful,” Riley said. “If there is, we have bigger problems.”

The conversation flowed easier than Riley had feared. They talked about the neighborhood—what time the buses actually came versus when the schedule claimed they would, which corner store sold the decent berries, which cafe near the park would let you sit for hours with a single drink. Amelia listened like someone mentally mapping a new terrain.

“You really like it here,” she said to Riley at one point, when Daniel had stepped away to answer a text from the charge nurse about a shift trade. “You can hear it when you talk about the street names.”

Riley shrugged, feeling abruptly self-conscious. “It’s home,” she said. “We moved here when Daniel started at the hospital. I was still working out of a shared studio then, trying not to drown in unpaid internships. It was...a lot. But this place felt like ours in a way I hadn’t had before. The windows, the light—”

“The table,” Amelia added quietly, glancing at the scar down the center of the wood.

“The table,” Riley agreed, surprised by how emotional that made her feel. “We found it at this estate sale on the edge of town. It had cigarette burns and a drawer that doesn’t quite close, and for some reason, I loved it instantly.”

“Because someone had already lived real life on it,” Amelia said, as if that were obvious. “Those are the best surfaces." New things make me nervous. They look like they’re waiting for the first mistake.”

Riley smiled despite herself. “You and I might actually get along,” she said.

“We just might,” Amelia responded.

Daniel returned then, sliding back into his chair. The conversation branched again, this time into practicalities.

“I have a late shift today,” he said. “So I’ll be out from around two until...sometime past midnight, probably. You two will have to entertain each other.”

“Don’t worry,” Amelia said lightly. “If we run out of things to talk about, I’ll just start singing show tunes and we’ll see how long it takes the neighbors to file a noise complaint.”

Riley sipped her coffee, feeling the liquid go down in a slow, warm slide. She should have been relieved that Daniel and Amelia would not be left alone for hours in the apartment right away, that she would be here as a buffer, a witness. Instead, the idea carried its weight.

“You’re welcome to use the living room, my desk, whatever,” she told Amelia. “If you want to start looking for jobs right away, I can help you with resumes and portfolios or whatever you need.”

Amelia looked up sharply, surprise softening her features. “You’d do that?”

“Sure,” Riley said. “Graphic design means I’m basically a part-time therapist, part-time personal brand manager. I’m good at making people look like they know what they’re doing.”

“That’s exactly my kind of illusion,” Amelia said, laughing. “Thank you. I...yeah. I think starting on the practical stuff might be good. Less time for my brain to start chewing on itself.”

After breakfast, they slipped into an easy, cautious division of space. Daniel showered and left earlier than he needed to, giving vague reasons involving picking up a coffee on the way to the hospital, but Riley could see the lines around his eyes. He was trying not to hover over either of them, to let them figure out how to occupy the same rooms without him.

When the door closed behind him, the apartment fell into a new kind of silence. Not empty, not yet comfortable, more like the pause before a conductor lifts the baton.

Riley gathered the breakfast dishes and carried them to the sink. Amelia moved automatically to help, collecting the mugs.

“You don’t have to,” Riley said.

“I know,” Amelia replied. “But I need to do something that isn’t staring at my phone thinking about how I detonated my old life, so let me wash.”

Riley handed her the dish soap. “Be my guest.”

They worked side by side, the small clatter of plates and the rush of water filling the kitchen. Outside, a bus rumbled past, and somewhere in the building a baby cried briefly, then fell quiet again.

“So,” Amelia said eventually, handing over a rinsed plate for Riley to dry. “What’s the story with your work right now? Big projects? Soul-crushing projects? Miraculously fulfilling ones that make everyone else hate you a little?”

Riley thought of the open tabs on her laptop, the emails she had been ignoring. “I just wrapped a branding package for a small bakery,” she said. “They wanted something that looked like it had been here since 1950 but also knew what Instagram was. I’m starting a new one for a cafe that’s opening near the park. They’re still figuring out who they are, which means I’m still figuring out who they are. It’s kind of my favorite phase, even though it’s the most chaotic.”

“Helping someone else define themselves while you’re still working on your own,” Amelia mused. “That sounds...familiar.”

Riley glanced at her. “What about you?” she asked. “I know the short version of why you left the school. But what do you want now? If you could erase the last job from your story, what would you want the next chapter to say?”

Amelia paused, fingers submerged in the soapy water. She stared at the sink as if the answer might surface with the suds.

“I’ve been a teacher since I was twenty-two,” she said slowly. “Choirs, mostly. Kids who sang like they meant it and kids who sang like they were being punished. I always thought I’d just...keep doing that. But somewhere along the way, I stopped hearing myself in the noise. I don’t know what I want now. I just know I don’t want to keep waking up dreading the sound of my own voice.”

Riley leaned against the counter. “What did you love about it,” she asked, “before it turned sour?”

Amelia smiled faintly. “The moment when twenty different voices found the same note and held it,” she said. “That feeling of...alignment. Of being part of something bigger than yourself, just for a breath. And the looks on their faces when they realized they’d made something beautiful on purpose.”

“That doesn’t have to disappear just because the job did,” Riley said. “Maybe it just needs a different container.”

“Maybe,” Amelia murmured. “Right now, I’d settle for a container that pays rent and doesn’t require me to pretend I still believe in the system that burned me out.”

Riley nodded. She understood that particular mix of cynicism and hope; she had felt it herself when she left a stable but joyless agency job to freelance. There were weeks when she still woke in a panic, sure the bottom would drop out of everything.

“We’ll figure something out,” she said. “We have coffee, we have a moderately functional toaster, and we have Wi-Fi. That’s the holy trinity of reinvention, right there.”

Amelia laughed, a genuine, bright sound that filled the small kitchen and bounced off the tile. Riley felt a warm ripple of satisfaction at having coaxed it out.

They moved into the living room with their laptops, instinctively choosing opposite ends of the couch at first. The morning light spilled across the floor in rectangles, turning dust motes into drifting, tiny planets. The third chair at the table sat in the corner of Riley’s vision like a quiet witness.

As the hours passed, the rhythm of shared space began to form. Riley drafted concepts for her cafe client, sketching logo ideas on her tablet while listening to Amelia mutter to herself about job listings. Every so often, one of them would read a particularly ridiculous posting aloud—unpaid “opportunities” dressed up as “experience,” companies asking for impossible combinations of skills—and they would groan in unison.

“You know,” Amelia said at one point, peering at Riley’s screen, “if you ever want a live focus group, I’m available. I have many opinions about fonts and vibes for someone who has never actually hired a designer.”

“I live for unsolicited feedback,” Riley deadpanned. “Show me your true, savage choir-director heart.”

“Okay,” Amelia said, tucking one foot under her. “That one looks like a toothpaste brand. Sounds like a podcast about bread. And that one looks like the poster for a high school play about existentialism.”

Riley stared at the rough sketches, then burst out laughing. “You’re not wrong,” she admitted. “That’s annoyingly accurate.”

Their laughter wove through the afternoon, threading between bouts of focused silence. For stretches, Riley forgot to be on guard. It felt oddly easy, this parallel play.

It wasn’t until later, when Daniel texted to say he’d be home just after midnight and not to wait up, that the strangeness returned. Riley read the message twice, thumb resting on the screen, and felt something small and brittle move behind her ribs.

“You okay?” Amelia asked from the other end of the couch, noticing how her expression changed.

“Yeah,” Riley said. “Just—Daniel. He’s working late.”

She didn’t explain the way that sentence used to feel different, back when his late shifts meant she had the apartment to herself, a kind of solitude that wasn’t lonely because it was threaded through with the knowledge that he would come home and she’d be the first person he saw.

Tonight, when he came home, the scene would be different. There would be two pairs of shoes by the door, two sets of eyes lifting at the sound of his key in the lock. The thought made her feel guilty and unreasonably territorial.

“Do you want to order something for dinner later?” Amelia asked carefully. “Or we can cook. I make a mean omelet. I can also, with equal skill, burn anything involving more than three ingredients.”

“Omelets sound great,” Riley said. “Low risk, high reward.”

They spent the evening in a quiet companionship that surprised Riley with its gentleness. There were awkward moments, of course—when one of them reached for the same cupboard and their hands brushed, when a conversation about movies veered unexpectedly into a memory involving Daniel that belonged to Amelia’s past and not Riley’s. But overall, the hours passed without any of the dramatic discomfort Riley had secretly braced for.

Later, when the dishes from their simple dinner were washed and stacked to dry, they found themselves at the table again, three chairs waiting though only two were occupied.

“I used to think,” Amelia said, swirling the last sip of her tea around the bottom of her mug, “that life was like a choir. Everyone has a part, you know? If you try to sing someone else’s, it’s a mess. But if you stick to your own and trust everyone else to come in on their cue, it works out. Lately, I feel like I’ve been standing there with my mouth open and no sound coming out, and everyone else is singing over me.”

Riley traced the grain of the table with her fingertip. “Maybe you need a smaller group,” she said. “A trio instead of a full choir.”

“Trio,” Amelia repeated, tasting the word. “Three-part harmony is harder than it looks. There’s nowhere to hide if someone is off.”

Her eyes flicked briefly to the third chair, and Riley followed her gaze. The chair sat there quietly, innocent and solid, but the space it represented felt anything but simple.

“We’ll figure it out,” Riley said, because it was either that or admit she had no idea what they were doing. “One note at a time.”

By the time the clock on the wall crept toward eleven, fatigue pooled behind Riley’s eyes. She stood, stretching, joints popping.

“I’m going to head to bed,” she said. “You’re welcome to stay up, read, scroll until your brain melts, whatever. Just, you know, don’t sign us up for any cults.”

“Noted,” Amelia said. “Goodnight, Riley. And...thank you. For letting me into your home. I know I keep saying it, but I mean it every time.”

Riley hesitated, then stepped around the table to where Amelia sat. For a second, she considered offering a handshake, something formal to keep the distance. Instead, she rested her hand lightly on Amelia’s shoulder and squeezed.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “We’ll make it work.”

In the bedroom, the apartment felt different again. The sounds from the living room—pages turning, a faint click of Amelia’s phone—reached them like a soft echo.

When Daniel came home hours later, the first thing he saw was not Riley at the table, waiting with a reheated plate of food, but Amelia asleep on the couch under the spare blanket, a book tented open on her chest. He stood there for a long moment, keys still in hand, absorbing the sight. It would be a long time before he realized how much that first image had set the tone for what came next.

Riley woke briefly when he slipped into bed, smelling of antiseptic and cold air. He kissed her forehead, his lips cool, his hand lingering at the back of her neck.

“How was it?” she murmured.

“Busy,” he said. “Lots of moving parts. But I’m home now.”

Home. The word settled over them like a blanket with a new weight. Riley let her hand find his under the covers and held on.

In the morning, when all three of them sat at the table together for the first time—Riley with her coffee, Daniel with his cereal, Amelia with a scrambled egg on toast—the third chair no longer looked like a stranger. It looked like a place.

Who it truly belonged to, and what it would end up meaning, none of them knew yet. But as the sun rose higher and the city shook itself fully awake, the three of them leaned in toward the center of the table, their elbows nearly touching, and the day began to draw its first quiet lines around them.
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Chapter Two – The Things We Don’t Say Out Loud
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By the end of the first week, the apartment had learned the shape of three people. There were practical signs, of course, little physical proof of a new orbit. A pair of boots by the door that weren’t Riley’s or Daniel’s. A mismatched mug that always seemed to be half full of tea, migrating from the coffee table to the windowsill and back again. A hair tie was left on the bathroom shelf next to Riley’s face wash, a bright elastic circle that made the space look more crowded and, strangely, less lonely at the same time.

But there were subtler shifts too, the kind you only noticed if you had lived inside a space long enough to hear all its usual notes. The way the apartment stayed quieter mid-morning now because Amelia liked to write emails and scroll job listings without any music on, as if words needed silence to breathe. The soft threads of melody that drifted out in the late afternoon when she forgot she wasn’t in a practice room anymore and hummed under her breath while chopping vegetables or wiping down the counter. The new, third pattern of footsteps moving from room to room, not yet relaxed enough to be careless, not yet confident enough to be loud.

Riley adjusted faster than she would have predicted, at least on the surface. She found herself anticipating Amelia’s rhythms the way she’d once learned Daniel’s shift schedule. Without thinking, she would leave the kettle full of water if she knew Amelia was about to emerge from the shower. She began to stock the cupboard with the kind of tea Amelia kept apologizing for liking—overly floral blends with names like “Midnight Garden” that Riley had always dismissed as marketing, until she watched Amelia inhale the steam like someone taking in courage.

In return, Amelia slid herself neatly into the household without trying to dissolve the boundaries that existed before she arrived. She woke early on days when Riley had client calls, keeping to the living room with a book instead of clattering around the kitchen. She bought her own groceries with money she clearly didn’t have to spare, insisting on labeling them with sticky notes so she wouldn’t accidentally turn their last eggs into a frittata without warning. She volunteered for the less glamorous tasks—cleaning the bathroom, taking out the trash—as if paying rent with effort until she could pay with cash again.

For a while, it almost looked effortless from the outside. Three adults, all a little tired and a little hopeful, shared a space and a table and more cups of coffee than anyone’s nervous system strictly needed.

Inside the ease, though, there were eddies of feeling Riley couldn’t quite name. They started small, as most streams do. A moment one Tuesday evening when she walked into the living room and found Amelia sleeping upright on the couch, her head tipped to the side and her laptop still open on her knees, a page of half-finished cover letters glowing on the screen. Riley had stood there for a long minute, watching the slow rise and fall of Amelia’s shoulders, and felt something tighten in her throat. It wasn’t jealousy or resentment. It felt like recognition—of exhaustion, of effort, of the sharp edge of starting over.

Another evening, she caught sight of Daniel and Amelia bent over the kitchen counter, arguing about the correct ratio of cheese to sauce for a baked pasta dish. The argument was lighthearted, full of exaggerated hand gestures and deliberately dramatic sighs. Still, there was a fluency between them that Riley hadn’t expected. It came from shared history, the kind that couldn’t be replicated no matter how many years you spent together in a new chapter.

Later, when they sat down to eat and Daniel laughed at something Amelia said about “the nightmare rehearsal with eighty teenagers and a broken sound system,” Riley laughed too. But there was an echo in her chest, a small question: would there always be pieces of him she’d only ever see reflected in somebody else’s memories?

One Thursday night, a little more than a week after Amelia moved in, Daniel came home from a grueling shift with an idea that landed in the apartment like a stone tossed into a still pond.

Riley was at the table, pushing pixels around on her laptop and pretending it was decisive work rather than the creative equivalent of pacing. Amelia sat cross-legged on the couch with a notebook, messy lines of staff paper filling the pages where she had drawn them herself, the faint ghost of printed music guiding her hand from habit. The television was off, the room lit only by the soft yellow of the floor lamp and the cool blue from Riley’s screen.

The door opened, and Daniel stepped in, shoulders sloping under the weight of the day. His hair was flattened strangely on one side from a scrub cap, and there was a faint crease mark on his cheek where a mask had been. Still, his eyes were bright in a way Riley recognized: this was his “I’ve been thinking” face.

“You two are still awake?” he asked, unnecessarily.

“Unfortunately,” Riley said, tipping her chin toward him. “How many crises did you avert today?”

“Too many,” he said, putting his bag by the door. He toed his shoes, then paused when he saw Amelia’s notebook. “Hey, you’re writing again.”

Amelia glanced down, as if she’d forgotten the pages on her lap. “I’m doodling,” she corrected. “It’s different. Doodling is low commitment. You can’t hold doodles against somebody in a performance review.”

Daniel stepped further into the room, shrugging out of his jacket. “I like the look of those doodles,” he said. “Can I make a wildly self-serving suggestion?”

“That depends,” Amelia said. “Is it about me
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