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Friendship Wrote On My Heart
About the Author  
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SankulaHub is a pen name and creative home for tender, slow-burn love stories that feel like real life, just one shade softer. Every romance written under this name begins with ordinary people, quiet choices, and the small moments that change everything. The focus is always on human emotions, honest conversations, and the long, winding path from almost to always.

Instead of larger-than-life heroes and impossible fairy tales, SankulaHub writes about friendships that deepen, mistakes that hurt, and second chances that arrive when the heart is finally ready to tell the truth. Each story is carefully crafted to feel immersive and complete, with layered characters, detailed settings, and emotional arcs that begin on the very first page and land gently, but powerfully, at the last line.

Behind every chapter is the same promise: the romance will be deeply felt, the ending will be earned, and the journey from friends to lovers will never rely on shortcuts or recycled plots. “Friendship Wrote On My Heart” continues this tradition with a new cast, a fresh city, and a different kind of love letter, written in sketches, scribbled margins, and all the words that went unsaid for years.
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Dedication
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For the best friends who stayed when life grew louder, and for the hearts that learned to read love in everyday handwriting long before anyone dared to speak it out loud.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts Behind the Story
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Elara Hayes grew up sketching buildings on the backs of school worksheets and dreaming of cities that made room for both history and hope. Now she is an architecture intern in the small city of Willowridge, trying to prove that she belongs in a field that often overlooks quiet, unsure voices. Elara is observant, gentle, and more loyal than she lets herself admit. The one place she never doubts herself is on a blank page, and the one person she always calls first is Micah.

Micah Cole writes code for a living and stories for himself. He is a thoughtful app developer who notices the tiny details other people step over: the way the streetlights hum, the tilt of someone’s shoulders when they say they are fine. He has known Elara since their first year of high school, when she sat beside him in art class and put a spare pencil in his hand without asking his name. Micah hides his deepest feelings in jokes, margin notes, and unfinished drafts he never shows anyone.

Tessa Monroe is Elara’s new colleague and unofficial big sister at the firm. Confident, sharp, and charming, Tessa believes in ambition that does not apologize. She is the first one to tell Elara that her talent is not an accident and her dreams are not too much. Tessa sees the connection between Elara and Micah long before either of them is ready to name it.

Jonah Park is Micah’s teammate at the small tech startup where they both work. Warm and disarmingly honest, Jonah is the kind of friend who asks direct questions and waits for real answers. His life looks simple from the outside, but he has learned the hard way what it costs to ignore your own heart.

Margot Sinclair owns “Between Pages,” a narrow, light-filled café-bookshop tucked into one of Willowridge’s oldest streets. She has watched Elara and Micah grow over coffee mugs and stacks of notebooks. Margot is both a quiet witness and gentle catalyst, always nudging them toward the truth with a knowing smile and a carefully timed refill.

Setting

Willowridge is a riverside city where old brick warehouses lean against glass-fronted offices, and narrow cobblestone lanes open suddenly onto wide, modern plazas. Murals climb up the backs of buildings, trains sigh across rusted bridges, and the river carries the city’s stories past benches, cafés, and sunset-warmed railings. It is a place where the past is still visible if you know where to look, and where two best friends have spent years walking the same streets, filling a single, worn sketchbook with the shapes of a city that feels like theirs.
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Introduction Scene
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The river always sounded different at night. In the daytime, Willowridge’s waterway was busy with noise and light, crowded by cyclists, families, and office workers who walked briskly with takeaway coffee in their hands. But after nine, when the glass towers dimmed and the shops folded into themselves, the river settled into a low, steady hush, like it was exhaling after pretending all day. That was the version Elara loved most. That was the version she and Micah had claimed as theirs.

Elara wrapped her fingers more tightly around the spine of the sketchbook as she walked along the familiar path, her steps echoing softly on the riverside pavement. The air was cool enough to sting her nose, and every breath carried the faint scent of wet stone and roasted coffee drifting from a nearby café that stayed open later than it should. Streetlamps stretched her shadow long and thin in front of her, pulling her toward the same bench they had been meeting at for years.

He was already there. Micah sat with his shoulders slightly hunched against the chill, headphones looped around his neck instead of over his ears, hoodie unzipped despite the cold. The glow from his phone lit his face in soft blue, playing over features she knew by heart now: the crease between his brows when he was concentrating, the way his mouth tugged up more on one side when he was amused. At his feet, a paper cup rested on the ground, steam fading slowly into the night.

“You are seven minutes late,” he announced without looking up, as if he had been waiting to say it exactly on the seventh minute. Then his mouth lifted into that familiar, lopsided smile as he slid the phone into his pocket and turned toward her. “Which, according to the ancient rules of this river, means you owe me creative control of tonight’s page.”

Elara lifted the sketchbook like a shield and narrowed her eyes. “Ancient rules of this river. Right. Did the ducks ratify that, or the street musicians?”

He extended a hand, palm open, as if summoning a reluctant child. “Hand it over, Hayes. Law is law.”

The banter was ridiculous and easy, the kind of script they had been perfecting since their first year of high school. It was also the only thing keeping her heartbeat from roaring in her ears. She passed him the sketchbook, their fingers bumping for a second longer than necessary. His skin was warm from the cup he had been holding, and the touch lit a quiet thread of heat across her palm. She dropped her hand quickly and sat beside him, leaving just enough space that their elbows brushed if either of them moved.

The sketchbook settled on his lap with the weight of years. The cover’s once-deep navy had faded into something softer, frayed at the edges where it had rubbed against backpacks and jacket zippers. On the inside cover, their names curved across the paper in two different handwriting styles, written when they were sixteen and thought a permanent marker was an unbreakable promise. Above them, in smaller letters, they had added a line that made Elara’s chest hurt now when she looked at it: For all the ways we see this city.

“Long day?” Micah asked quietly, without taking his eyes off the page he was flipping to.

Elara’s jaw tightened for a moment. The question was simple, but it sat too close to everything she had been trying not to think about. The intern coordinator’s clipped tone. The red marks on her draft plans. The email from a design fellowship in another city sitting unread in her inbox, glowing like a door she was both desperate and afraid to open.

“Just a lot of stairs,” she answered finally, forcing her voice to stay light. “The firm believes in vertical circulation as a personality test.”

Micah glanced sideways at her, catching more in her half-smile than she wanted to admit. “You passed, obviously.”

“Barely. There was a staircase this afternoon that I definitely wanted to fight.”

He huffed out a quiet laugh, the kind that always landed low in her chest. Then he tapped the page, bringing them back to their oldest tradition. “Okay. Tonight’s subject. I vote for the Regal.”

Elara blinked. “The old cinema?”

He nodded toward the opposite bank, where a wide, crumbling building sat like a patient ghost among cleaner, newer structures. Its sign had once glowed in red and gold letters, but now the bulbs were broken, and only the faint outline of the word REGAL remained. During the day, it blended into the background of traffic and glass. At night, with the river reflecting whatever light it could steal, the cinema’s outline was stark and lonely.

“They are tearing it down in a month,” Micah said softly. “I saw the notice nailed up on my way home. Figured we should give it a page before the city forgets it was ever there.”

Something inside Elara tugged in response. The Regal had been part of the city’s skyline since before either of them were born. Even as Willowridge reinvented itself in glass and steel, the old cinema had stayed stubbornly the same, holding onto its stories. There was something almost unfair about seeing it reduced to a line item in a redevelopment plan.

“Then the Regal it is,” she said. “You sketch. I’ll add commentary, as nature intended.”

He passed her the pen first, though, another small habit that had never quite shifted. Elara twirled it between her fingers, the familiar weight grounding her. For a moment she let her gaze rest on the building across the river, memorising the chipped plaster, the crooked marquee, the way the streetlight caught the edges of the boarded-up doors. The river carried a thin ribbon of its reflection toward them.

She leaned forward and began outlining the Regal’s squat, stubborn facade. Her lines were quick and sure, muscle memory taking over where self-doubt usually lived. She had spent years insisting she was not a real artist, then quietly filling sketchbooks anyway. With Micah, the drawing never had to be good enough for anyone. It just had to be honest.

“You are doing the thing again,” he murmured after a moment.

She did not look up. “What thing?”

“Your forehead crease is at level four. Level four means you are either mentally reworking your entire career path or silently judging your own handwriting. Or both.”

Her hand hesitated slightly before the pen moved again. “Maybe I am judging your handwriting in advance. Anticipatory critique.”

He shifted so that his shoulder brushed hers. The contact was light, accidental on purpose. “You know I can tell when you are avoiding the question.”

Elara swallowed. She could feel the conversation tilting toward territory she was not ready to walk across yet, like a bridge with missing planks. She focused harder on the Regal’s doors, ink darkening where she pressed too firmly.

“There was a review meeting,” she said after a moment, the words coming out clipped. “They want bolder ideas. More confidence. Less ‘safe.’”

“Your designs are not safe,” Micah said, the certainty in his voice so immediate that it made her throat sting. “They are thoughtful. People confuse quiet with small because they cannot hear the difference.”

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Tell that to the man who circled half my work in red.”

“I would, but I am trying to stay employed,” he responded. Then, more softly, “You know you can tell me everything, right?”

The pen paused again, hovering above the page. In her inbox, the fellowship email waited, promising a year in another city, another skyline, another river. It also promised distance from this bench, this sketchbook, this boy who had never once been just a boy to her, no matter how hard she pretended.

“Not everything, Micah,” she said quietly. “Some things need time to form full sentences.”

He studied her profile, the way her hair had escaped its clip and curled slightly in the damp air, the way her eyes stayed fixed on their subject while something else entirely moved behind them. He wanted to ask what those unfinished sentences were. He wanted to tell her that he was getting louder. Instead, he reached for the pen when she finally offered it and let the weight of the question sit between them like another shadow.

Micah’s sketches were different from hers. Where Elara captured clean lines and structure, he chased mood and movement. He started with the Regal’s broken sign, exaggerating the cracks as if the building itself had been smiling for too long and finally let its face relax. He added small figures on the steps, more suggestion than detail, tiny silhouettes leaning into one another as if they shared a joke only they could hear.

“What are they laughing at?” Elara asked, tipping her head to read the shapes.

He considered. “Maybe they are remembering the time someone smuggled you into a twelve-plus movie when you were definitely eleven.”

She stared at him, scandalised. “That was you. And I was almost twelve.”

“Almost is doing a lot of work in that sentence.”

He bent closer to the paper, and his pen moved again. Under the sketch of the doorway, in the narrow strip of blank space he always claimed for himself, he began to write in his small, careful handwriting. Elara watched the letters form without trying to read them, respecting a boundary they had never discussed but always honoured: they shared pages, but some thoughts belonged first to the person who wrote them.

The river hummed below them. Somewhere behind, a tram rattled along its tracks. A couple walked past with their hands tucked into each other’s coats, footsteps soft on the pavement. The night wrapped around the two like a well-worn blanket.

Micah capped the pen with a soft click and blew gently across the ink, out of habit more than necessity. Then he tilted the sketchbook so they could both see. The Regal stared back at them in black and white, stubborn and imperfect and strangely beautiful.

“It looks like it is trying not to leave,” Elara murmured.

“Maybe it is,” he said. “Maybe some places would rather stay wrong and real than become something shiny and unrecognisable.”

She turned her head to look at him. The passing light from a nearby streetlamp brushed the side of his face, picking out every tiny freckle she knew, every familiar line. There was nothing shiny or unrecognisable here, and yet lately, nothing felt quite as simple as it used to.

Her gaze drifted down to the sentence he had written under the sketch. The letters were neat but pressed a little harder into the page, like he had needed the physical act of writing them to feel them fully.

Some friendships never fade, the line read. They just write themselves deeper into who we are.

Elara’s breath caught for a second, a faint hitch she hoped he did not hear. It was the kind of thing Micah wrote often, small truths scattered through their pages like breadcrumbs, little philosophies he never said aloud. She could have brushed it off as another one. Another thought, another line.

But tonight, with the cinema waiting for demolition and her inbox holding a future she had not told him about, the words felt like they were aimed, even if he had not meant them to be. Write themselves deeper. Deeper into who we are.

“You are getting sentimental in your old age,” she said lightly, because joking was easier than honesty.

He bumped her shoulder with his. “I am twenty-four. I am practically a fossil.”

“Tragic.”

He reached down for the cup at his feet and held it out to her. “I got your favourite. Caramel, extra shot, too much milk. The barista asked if you ever sleep.”

“She should mind her own business,” Elara said, but her fingers closed around the warm cardboard anyway. The heat seeped into her hands, thawing the chill that had settled there. Without thinking, without planning, she let her shoulder lean fully into his for just a moment, their bodies aligning along a quiet, familiar line.

If he noticed the extra weight, he did not move. If anything, he leaned back, just enough that the contact felt intentional. His heart beat harder than it should have for two people who had never once used the word us in any way that meant more than logistics.

“Hey, Micah?”

“Hmm?”

She stared at the Regal across the river, watching the faint wind disturb the torn edges of one of the old posters still clinging to the wall. Part of her wanted to say it now, blunt and unpolished. Part of her wanted to turn to him and ask, What happens if a friendship writes itself so deep that it starts sounding like something else?

Instead, the question that came out was smaller, safer.

“Do you ever think about what would happen if we did not have this?” She gestured with the cup toward the sketchbook, the river, the bench, the invisible circle they had drawn around their Thursday nights. “This stupid tradition of freezing by the water and pretending we are not tired.”

Micah followed the movement of her hand, then looked back at the page. The Regal, the figures on its steps, the line he had written. The years piled quietly behind them: exams they had crammed for together, breakups he had talked her through, the day her mother got sick and he sat on this very bench with her in silence until she was ready to speak.

“No,” he said simply. “I do not think about that. Because I do not like that version of the story.”

Something in his tone made her look at him again. He was not smiling now. His gaze was steady, soft but unflinching. For a heartbeat, she felt completely seen, as if all the things she had been hiding were suddenly written in a language he had always known how to read.

The moment stretched between them, fragile and luminous. Then footsteps approached, a group of laughing strangers breaking the quiet, and the spell loosened. Micah cleared his throat and closed the sketchbook gently, palms resting on the worn cover.

“Come on,” he said, voice back to normal. “You have a painful number of stairs ahead of you tomorrow. You need at least five hours of sleep to keep your brain attached to your body.”

She stood, tucking the cup into the nearest bin and smoothing the front of her coat as if that could steady everything that was restless inside. When he rose beside her, she realised she was still holding his pen, fingers curled around it like a secret.

“You forgot this,” she said, offering it back.

He glanced at her hand, then shook his head. “Keep it. Consider it interest on the seven-minute debt.”

Elara rolled the pen between her fingers, feeling the faint groove where his teeth had once worried at the cap during a particularly boring lecture. It was just a pen. Nor was it just a pen.

“Fine,” she said. “But I am charging you late fees next time you are the one who is late.”

“I am never late.”

“You were last month.”

“That was traffic, and capitalism, and possibly weather.”

They fell into step together, leaving the bench and the river and the Regal behind them. As they walked, the sketchbook pressed against his side with each movement, pages filled with years of cityscapes and margin notes, jokes and almost-confessions. The line he had written tonight was already drying into the paper, permanent in its own quiet way.

Elara did not look back on the film. She did not check her phone. She did not open the email waiting in her inbox.

For tonight, it was enough to walk under the streetlights beside the boy who had been part of every version of her life she had ever allowed herself to imagine, holding a pen that still carried his warmth, and trying not to acknowledge that somewhere along the way, friendship had stopped feeling like the whole story and started feeling like the first sentence of something much larger.

Later, when everything shifted and decisions had to be made, she would think of this night and realize that the story had already begun here, on a bench by the river, while a building waited to be torn down and their hearts quietly rewrote the script without asking permission.
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Chapter 1: The Email in Her Inbox
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By the time the first light slid through the thin curtains of Elara’s bedroom, she was already awake, lying on her back and staring at the faint cracks running across the ceiling. The apartment was quiet in that particular way small spaces were when the city had not fully decided to wake up yet. The fridge hummed softly. Somewhere outside, a lone car rolled past, its tyres whispering over wet asphalt.

Her phone lay on the nightstand, screen dark, but she did not need to look at it to know what was waiting there. The fellowship email had arrived two days ago, right in the middle of a drafting session at the office. The subject line was still stamped into her memory: Redwood Design Fellowship – Willowridge Application Decision. She had seen the words, felt her chest seize, and then quietly turned her phone face down and slid it under a stack of trace paper as if she could bury the possibility by hiding the device.

Now, in the soft grey of early morning, there was nothing between her and that decision except four feet of air and the length of her own hesitation.

Elara rolled onto her side, pulled the phone toward her, and lay there for a moment with it resting against her palm, cool and heavier than it should have been. Her thumb hovered over the screen. She could have opened it now. She could have known, one way or another, before her day began.

Instead, she locked the phone without even waking it fully and set it back down.

“Coward,” she murmured to the empty room.

But the word did not land with bite, only with tired honesty. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood, toes curling briefly against the cold wood floor. The routine of movement steadied her. Shower. Coffee. Hair twisted into something that might survive the wind between her building and the tram stop. At the kitchen counter that doubled as a dining table, she spread out the set of plans she had taken home the previous night and stared at the red circles her supervisor had drawn over her lines.

“We need bolder gestures, Elara,” he had said, tapping his pen against the paper as if that would shake something looser inside her. “You think beautifully. But you are designing like someone who is grateful to be allowed in the room. Stop apologising on the page.”

By then, the words had burned. This morning, they sat like a stone in her stomach. She traced one of the circled areas with her fingertip, following the ink’s path without really seeing it. In her bag by the door, the sketchbook from the river waited, the weight of it familiar and comforting. The line Micah had written under the drawing of the Regal replayed itself in her mind, quiet but persistent.

Some friendships never fade. They just write themselves deeper into who we are.

She shook herself lightly, like she could dislodge the emotion clinging to the edges of the memory, and gathered the plans into a neat stack. There was no time to get lost in thoughts before work. The firm’s Monday morning coordination meetings were unforgiving of late interns.

Half an hour later, she was squeezing into the tram with a dozen other people carrying their lives in coffee cups and satchels. The city outside the fogged windows blurred into a moving wash of brick and glass. She could see a sliver of the river at one bend, the water catching the pale sun and throwing it up toward the tram as if in greeting. Somewhere beyond that curve was the bench, the Regal, and a version of herself who felt safe enough to let her guard down.

The Harrington Mercer Studio office occupied the third and fourth floors of a renovated warehouse near the water. The building’s original beams were still visible inside, dark wood crossing overhead like the ribs of an old ship. As she pushed through the glass doors, the familiar smell of coffee, printer toner, and faint plaster dust met her like a lived-in breath.

“Morning,” called a voice from the reception area.

Tessa Monroe leaned against the edge of the front desk, a colour print rolled into a tube in her hand. Her hair was gathered into a loose knot that somehow looked both effortless and intentional. Today she wore wide-legged trousers and a cream blouse with sleeves pushed up to her elbows, as if she was permanently ready to work and simultaneously prepared to be photographed for a magazine spread.

“You are cutting it close, Hayes,” Tessa said, glancing at the clock and then at Elara’s slightly damp hair. “Coordination starts at ten.”

“The tram stalled near the bridge,” Elara replied. “Apparently traffic does not respect architectural ambition.”

Tessa smiled, that quick, amused flash that never felt cruel. “You brought the revisions?”

Elara patted her bag. “Every circle, square, and existential crisis.”

“Perfect. Come on, let me walk with you and pretend I am not also nervous about Mercer’s mood.”

They moved through the open-plan studio, weaving between workstations where early arrivals hunched over screens or pinned printouts to the walls. Boards bearing in-progress projects lined one side: a community arts centre, a riverside apartment block, a library extension. On one wall, photographs of completed buildings were arranged in a grid, a visual record of the firm’s proudest moments.

“Did you hear?” Tessa asked as they climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. “We got the Regal block.”

Elara’s foot missed a fraction of the step. She recovered quickly, but her heart gave a surprised lurch. “The old cinema by the river?”

“The very one. The city council signed the contract Friday. They want a mixed-use development. Ground-floor retail, flexible workspace, residential above. Full regeneration of the block.”

Images flickered behind Elara’s eyes: the Regal’s stubborn facade, the peeling paint, the way it had looked under Micah’s pen last night, braced against the future. “They are definitely tearing it down?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.

Tessa’s mouth flattened briefly. “That is the brief. They will keep some nod to history, of course. A plaque, a salvaged sign, a line in the marketing about honouring the past while embracing the future. But structurally? It is going.”

They reached the conference room and joined the cluster of staff filtering in. At the head of the long table, Claudia Mercer stood flipping through a project binder. Claudia was in her late forties, her dark hair streaked with silver that she wore without apology. Her gaze was the kind that left people either energised or rattled, depending on how prepared they were.

Elara took a seat near the middle, placing her stack of plans carefully in front of her. Her pulse was still too loud in her ears. The Regal. Their Regal.

The meeting began with updates on ongoing projects. Elara listened, took notes, and tried not to let her attention slip to the small window in the corner of the room where a sliver of river was visible between buildings. When Claudia finally turned the page and said, “Next: Willowridge Regal Block Redevelopment,” the air shifted slightly, an almost imperceptible collective straightening.

“As some of you have heard,” Claudia began, “we have been awarded the contract for the Regal block. It is a key site for the city’s ongoing regeneration strategy. They want something that reads as contemporary, aspirational, but not tone-deaf. No glass monolith dropped on a street that still remembers its factories. We are here because we know how to walk that line.”

She clicked a remote, and the screen at the far end of the room lit up with images of the existing cinema: a daytime shot showing the faded marquee, a close-up of cracked plaster, a wide angle with the river in the foreground. Elara’s throat tightened as she recognised angles similar to the ones she and Micah had once drawn for fun, long before demolition notices.

“We are on a tight schedule,” Claudia continued. “Initial concept presentations in four weeks, with public consultation immediately after. Tessa, you will be lead architect. I want three distinct concept directions. One that leans toward adaptive reuse of the shell, one that is mostly new build with selective retention, and one that is a bolder, more disruptive option. Elara, you will assist Tessa on research and preliminary massing studies.”

The room moved slightly, chairs shifting, pens scratching. Tessa nodded, businesslike. “Understood.”

Elara managed to keep her own voice steady. “I will start pulling site data and historical records today.”

“Good,” Claudia said. “And Elara?”

“Yes?”

“I saw your revisions on the Newton Street project.” Claudia’s gaze flicked briefly to the stack of papers in front of Elara. “They are moving in the right direction. You still smooth your edges when you approach something risky. Push past that. The city does not need more polite buildings.”

It was not a compliment exactly, but it was not the cool dismissal Elara had been bracing for either. She nodded, heat rising to her face. “I will work on that.”

“Work on allowing yourself to take up the space you have already earned,” Claudia corrected, and then moved on to the next agenda item.

By the time the meeting ended, Elara’s notebook was full of scribbles: references to planning constraints, notes about sightlines and river setbacks, reminders to check archival photos of the Regal before its decline. Under one bullet point about facade options, her hand had, almost of its own accord, written a shorter, softer line.

What do we owe the stories that happened inside a building before we change it?

She stared at the sentence for a second, then closed the notebook like she had been caught talking in class.

The morning blurred into emails and site drawings. Tessa swung by her workstation twice, once to drop a stack of old photographs on her desk and once to point out a detail on a floor plan that the city’s accessibility officer would absolutely grill them on. Working with Tessa was like standing near a small, controlled fire: there was heat, but it did not feel like it would burn you as long as you paid attention.

“Lunch?” Tessa asked near one o’clock, leaning over the partition between their desks. “I need food that is more substantial than a stale croissant.”

“I promised someone,” said Elara. “Standing Thursday bench appointments tend to get grumpy if I break them. Even on Mondays.”

“Bench appointments,” Tessa repeated, amused. “Is that what they are calling it these days?”

Elara rolled her eyes, but her cheeks warmed. “It is not a they. It is just Micah. We always meet at Between Pages on Mondays when we can. He declares it "morale maintenance.”

“Ah yes, the famous Micah,” Tessa said, as if she were referring to a character from a show she had heard about but never watched. “Go. Bring me back a cookie so I can live vicariously through your stable friendships.”

Between Pages was a short walk from the studio, tucked into a side street that managed to feel both hidden and central. The bell above the door chimed as Elara pushed it open, and the familiar scent of coffee, vanilla, and old paper folded around her like a welcome. Sunlight spilled in from the tall front windows, catching dust motes in lazy spirals.

Margot Sinclair stood behind the counter, sleeves rolled up, wiping down a steel milk pitcher. Her grey-streaked hair was pinned back with what looked suspiciously like a pencil.

“Just in time,” Margot said. “I was about to text you and ask if the architects had buried you under a pile of blueprints.”

“They tried,” Elara replied. “I clawed my way out with a scale ruler.”

Margot’s gaze flicked past her shoulder and softened. “Your usual table is already occupied.”

Micah sat at the small round table near the back, the one under the chalkboard wall where Margot scrawled book recommendations and half-finished quotes. He had his laptop open, but his eyes were not on the screen. Instead, he was watching the doorway like a man waiting for a train, relaxed but entirely attuned to the moment his ride might appear. When he saw her, something eased in his shoulders.

“You survived another Monday,” he said as she approached, snapping his laptop closed. “I was about to send out a search party. I know people who own shovels.”

“Architects prefer to dig with extremely expensive software,” she replied, shrugging off her coat and hanging it over the back of her chair. “We think it builds character.”

He watched her sit, his gaze flicking briefly over her face, checking for signs only he seemed to notice: the tightness at the corners of her eyes when she had a headache, the way her shoulders hunched a fraction when she was discouraged. Today, he saw the strain she had not yet named out loud.

“Tessa bullying you with her competence again?” he asked lightly.

“Always,” she said. “But in a good way. Like a friendly storm warning.”

Margot arrived at their table with a practiced ease, setting down two mugs without needing to ask for their order. “One caramel with extra shot and too much milk,” she said to Elara, “and one black with a splash of oat milk because someone once read a nutrition blog and never recovered.”

Micah pressed a hand to his chest. “I am a man of conviction.”

“You are a man of habits,” Margot countered, but her tone was fond. She slid a plate with two slices of lemon cake between them. “On the house. I saw the council’s notice about the Regal. Figured you might need comfort sugar.”

Elara and Micah exchanged a glance.

“You heard already?” Elara asked.

“News travels faster than good coffee,” Margot said. “Besides, the building has been part of that corner longer than I have been alive. People talk when something like that is about to go.” She rested her hand briefly on the back of Elara’s chair, fingers warm through the fabric. “If anyone can make the replacement less of an eyesore, it is probably you lot. Try not to let them erase it completely.”

Elara’s chest tightened. “That might be the hardest part.”

Margot offered a small, knowing smile and drifted back toward the counter, leaving them in a small bubble of quiet broken only by the murmur of other customers and the soft hiss of the espresso machine.

“So,” Micah said after a sip of coffee. “You and the Regal. Working together now, are you?”

She sighed, fingers curling around the warm mug. “Claudia put Tessa in charge of the project. I am helping with research and early concepts.”

His eyes lit up with what looked like pride and concern. “That is huge, El. You have been sketching that building for years. You know it better than half the people on the planning board.”

“And that is exactly why it feels complicated,” she said quietly. “It is one thing to draw it because you love how stubborn it looks against the sky. It is another to redraw it because you are the one helping design what replaces it.”

Micah leaned back, considering her. “What if the replacement does not have to be the opposite of what it was?”

She looked at him. “You cannot exactly keep a collapsing roof and mouldy seats for nostalgia.”

“I am not talking about seats,” he said. “I am talking about what happened there. The stories. The first dates and the bad movies and the afternoons someone hid from the world in the dark because they did not know where else to go. You cannot put that on a floor plan, but you can carry it into whatever comes next.”

He said it like it was simple, like translation between the intangible and the physical was a language she spoke without realising it. Her chest warmed, but her stomach still knotted around the other thing she had not told him.

“There is something else,” he said suddenly, watching her. “Not just the project. You have that look on your face.”

“What look?”

“The one you get when you are half in the room and half somewhere you have not invited anyone into yet.”

She wanted to laugh it off, but the concern in his eyes made it hard to hide. The fellowship email flashed at the edge of her mind again, insistent.

“It is nothing urgent,” she said, aiming for casualness and landing somewhere near brittle. “Just work. I will figure it out.”

Micah’s jaw tensed for a split second. He knew better than to push when she threw up a wall like that. But that did not mean he liked it.

“Okay,” he said slowly. “But if ‘figuring it out’ involves googling your symptoms at three in the morning, maybe let me be the human version of a search bar instead.”

Despite everything, a smile tugged at her mouth. “I do not think you want to compete with the internet’s love of worst-case scenarios.”

“Maybe not,” he said. “But I am better at reminding you that you are not alone inside your head.”

The words hit her with more force than he probably intended. Not alone. She took a sip of coffee to buy herself time and let the heat anchor her.

“What about you?” she asked after a moment. “How is life at the code mines?”

He groaned. “We just had a meeting where someone said the phrase ‘gamifying engagement’ without irony, so I would say morale is medium at best. Jonah is trying to convince the team that we can build empathy into our new productivity app, and our project manager keeps asking if empathy can be a subscription tier.”

“Elite premium feelings,” she said. “Pay extra to remember your friend’s birthday.”

He laughed, the sound easing something between them. “Exactly. I keep thinking about small, simple things instead. Little tools that help people hold onto what matters.”

“You mean like our sketchbook but with fewer coffee stains?”

“Blasphemy,” he said. “But yes. Maybe. I have this vague idea for a memory map app. People could pin places in the city and write the stories attached to them. First kisses, last goodbyes, best meals, weird coincidences. A layer over the official version of Willowridge that shows the one people actually live.”

“That is...” She paused, surprised by the sudden sting in her eyes. “That is actually beautiful.”

He shrugged, deflecting. “It is probably impractical and unmarketable, which means I instantly like it more.”

Her mind leapt without asking permission. The Regal, sitting there like a question. The demolition notices. The public consultation meetings. The need to show the council that the building mattered beyond its failing structure.

“What if,” she said slowly, “you started with the Regal?”

He tilted his head. “Go on.”

“You could build a small version of your app. Just for the cinema. People could share their memories of it before it is gone. It would give the council something to look at that is not just numbers. Stories instead of footfall statistics.”

Micah’s eyes widened, the idea catching fire behind them. “We could print some flyers, put up a QR code near the site, and share it on community boards. Let people write their own goodbye.”

“Exactly,” she said, leaning forward without realizing it. “And then Tessa and I could use some of those stories in our presentation. Not in a sentimental way. In a real, grounded way. Look, here are the invisible walls you are about to knock down.”

For a moment, they existed in that shared space they both loved: the intersection between ideas and action, between what was possible and what they were willing to risk to make it real. She could already picture it, a digital layer of text floating over the Regal’s footprint, words anchoring a building the city had already decided was disposable.

“I will do it,” he said, deciding to land with satisfying weight. “I will spin up a small version this week. Jonah owes me three favors after I fixed his bug last month. I will cash in one.”

Elara’s heart swelled with a complicated mix of gratitude and something else she did not want to name. “You do not have to—”

“I know,” he said. “I want to. Besides, you always draw the places I am afraid might disappear. It is only fair I help you gather the words before they do.”

The bell above the café door chimed again, and a gust of cooler air swept in along with a group of students. The moment shifted, but the echo of his words stayed. You always draw the places I am afraid might disappear.

They finished their coffee and lemon cake, lingering longer than their lunch breaks technically allowed. When Elara finally stood, reluctantly, Micah reached for his bag.

“I will walk you back,” he said. “Save you from your tendency to get distracted by reflective surfaces and good brickwork.”

“It is not my fault this city has excellent masonry,” she protested, but she did not argue with the company.

On the walk back, their shoulders brushed occasionally, an accidental rhythm they had never bothered to correct. At the corner near the studio, they paused. The building rose above them, its revamped warehouse facade a reminder that not every transformation had to end badly.

“So,” he said, rocking lightly on his heels. “Promise you will tell me if that mysterious thing in your head gets too loud to ignore?”

She exhaled slowly. The fellowship email burned like a small, bright coal in her mind.

“I promise I will not try to carry it alone forever,” she said, which was both the truth and a carefully measured distance from the whole truth.

He searched her face, as if weighing whether to accept that answer. Then he nodded, stepping back. “I will send you a test link for the app as soon as I have something. You can tell me if it is ugly.”

“Your interfaces are never ugly,” she said. “Your variable names, on the other hand...”

“Those are private, and you will respect my art.”

He smiled, that soft, lopsided curve that felt like home, and then he turned and headed toward his office in the other direction. She watched him for a second longer than necessary, then shook herself and walked into the studio, the echo of his presence trailing behind her like a faint warmth.

The rest of the afternoon passed in measured slices of concentration. Elara buried herself in site plans, tracing the Regal’s footprint on fresh sheets and overlaying them with zoning constraints. She flipped through old photographs Margot had lent her long ago, taken when the cinema’s sign still glowed and the crowds outside wore clothes from another decade. In the margins of her notes, she jotted down stray phrases from imaginary interviews. First date, 1987. Summer holiday matinees. The place I went when I did not want to be found.

Every so often, her hand drifted toward her phone. Each time, she caught herself and pulled it back. The unopened email sat like a quiet dare. Not yet, she told it silently. Not yet.

By the time she left the office, the sky had deepened into a cool blue, the first stars just beginning to prick through. She walked home instead of taking the tram, letting her feet find their own rhythm on the pavement. As she crossed the bridge, she looked over at the Regal. From this angle, it was a dark shape against the river, windows boarded, marquee blank. It looked less like a building and more like an outline of something that had already started to fade.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. For one wild second, she thought the fellowship committee had somehow sent a second email demanding she read the first. But when she checked, it was a message from Micah.

Testing something.

A second notification popped up: a link. She clicked it, and a simple page loaded on her screen. At the top, a single line of text read:

Tell us about Willowridge Regal.

Below that, a box waited for words. There was a small map, a single pin glowing where the cinema stood. The design was spare, unadorned, but clean. Honest. It looked like a door left ajar.

She smiled despite the weight in her chest. Beneath the form, a small line in grey text read:

Some places leave with the walls. Some stayed with those who were there.

Elara stopped in the middle of the bridge, the city moving around her, and typed without overthinking, letting her fingers be as brave as her voice rarely was.

The first time I realised a story could change the temperature inside my chest was in the Regal. It was raining, the sound drumming on the roof louder than the film. I was sixteen. I went with a boy who is still taking up too much space in my life, and we did not hold hands, but we shared a packet of stale sweets and laughed at all the wrong moments. The screen was a window we both leaned toward from opposite sides of ourselves. I remember the sticky floor, the smell of popcorn, the way the whole room felt like strangers breathing in sync. I remember thinking, if this is what it feels like to sit in the dark with someone and see the same light, I never want to stop.

She hit submit before she could edit herself into something smaller. A small message appeared: Thank you for adding your story to the Regal.

Another message appeared from Micah almost immediately after, as if he had been watching the server for any movement.

That one was yours, right?

She hesitated, then replied.

Maybe. Maybe I am just one of many people in this city who thinks your UX is decent.

His answer came a moment later.

If that was not you, I will be worried about the number of boys haunting cinema memories with stale sweets.

She laughed aloud, the sound carried away by the wind over the water. For a brief moment, the weight of the unanswered email eased. Here, on this bridge, in this text thread and this little app that did not exist yesterday, she felt something solid beneath her feet.

Back in her apartment, silence greeted her again. She kicked off her shoes, dropped her bag on the chair, and went straight to the small desk by the window where her laptop waited. Outside, the city glowed, reflected in the river like a second, softer version of itself.

She sat, opened her laptop, and then, with a breath that felt like a step onto a thin ledge, finally opened the fellowship email on her phone.

Dear Ms. Hayes,

We are pleased to inform you...

The words blurred for a second as moisture rushed to her eyes. She blinked it away and read again, slower. Selected. One-year placement at Redwood Design Fellowship. Relocation support. Mentorship with senior designers. The kind of opportunity people in her field dreamed of, whispered about, reshaped their lives around.

At the bottom, a straightforward line delivered its own kind of pressure.

Please confirm your acceptance within seven days of this email.

Seven days. Five left now, if she counted properly. Five days to decide whether to step into a future she had told herself she wanted for years, in a different city with a different skyline, or to stay here, in the place where her roots had quietly lengthened around a bench by the river, an old cinema, a café that always got her order right, and a boy whose words were starting to feel less like scribbles in a shared sketchbook and more like lines etched into the inside of her ribs.

Elara set the phone down and felt the shape of her life press in from all sides. The Regal’s fate sat on one side of the scale, her own on the other, and somewhere between them lay a friendship that had become the truest thing she knew without either of them saying it out loud.

She reached for the sketchbook in her bag, placing it carefully on the desk. The cover was worn, the ink on their names at the front page slightly faded. She flipped to last night’s drawing. The Regal stared back, stubborn as ever. Underneath, Micah’s line waited, black against white.

Some friendships never fade. They just write themselves deeper into who we are.

Her fingers hovered over the words, not quite touching.

“Then what happens,” she whispered into the quiet, “when the writing starts to look like something else?”

The room did not answer. The river outside kept moving, indifferent and constant. Somewhere in the city, an old cinema waited for its final showing, and a new building waited to be imagined. Somewhere else, on a different street, a boy checked his phone one more time, hoping for a message she had not yet sent, and wondered if there were some stories he was finally brave enough to write with his name on them.

For now, she did the only thing she knew how to do. She opened a blank page in her notebook, wrote “Regal Concepts” at the top, and began sketching. Her lines were steadier than she felt, but as they formed, something inside her settled into a quiet, trembling kind of determination. The email had opened a door she could not pretend. The project had handed her a chance to shape the city she loved.

And somewhere in the middle, whether she liked it or not, friendship was already writing itself deeper into her life, word by word.
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Chapter 2: The Things He Does Not Say

[image: ]


Micah had learned, somewhere between his first lines of code and his first heartbreak, that some problems only looked simple from a distance. Bugs, for example, often announced themselves with one small, obvious symptom—a spinning wheel, a frozen screen, a button that refused to respond. It was only when he dug into the logic underneath, following the thread of cause and effect, that he found the real tangle. Feelings, he was starting to realise, were not much different. On the surface, they showed up as a racing pulse when a certain name lit his phone, or an unexpected tightness in his chest when someone mentioned leaving. Underneath, they hid whole networks of unsaid things, half-made decisions, old fears.

He sat at his desk that evening with his laptop open, the glow of the screen illuminating the small, carefully messy apartment he called home. A plant drooped in the corner, valiantly clinging to life despite his erratic watering schedule. A stack of books leaned drunkenly against the wall near the couch. Post-it notes crawled across the whiteboard like patient, square insects. On the desk, the memory map prototype he had thrown together in a single, determined burst of focus now waited patiently for refinement.

Micah ran a hand through his hair and scrolled through the admin view of the app. The first time he had loaded it that afternoon, the screen had been blank. Just the map, the pin on the Regal, and the empty form he hoped would not stay empty for long. Now, there were dots—tiny icons indicating that stories had arrived. Not just one. Several.

He clicked the first entry, the one he knew was hers. It was not just the way it was written, though he recognised her rhythm, her way of stitching detail and emotion together without forcing it. It was the phrase about the boy still taking up too much space in her life. It had landed in his chest like an echo of something he had never been brave enough to say aloud.

He read it again anyway, eyes moving slowly over the words. Sixteen. Rain on the roof. Shared sweets. Laughing at the wrong moments. The sense that seeing the same light as someone else in the dark could change the way her chest felt.

Micah leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. He remembered that afternoon in startling detail: the cheap tickets, the overenthusiastic trailers, the way she had thrown her head back when something on screen struck her as genuinely funny. He remembered the ache in his cheeks from trying not to laugh too loudly, because he did not want to miss the way she sounded over the noise. He remembered thinking that he would sit through three terrible movies in a row if it meant being next to her in the dark for a few more hours.

He had called it friendship then because neither of them had language for anything else that did not risk breaking what they already had. Now, years later, those memories sat in the same folder in his mind as the look on her face earlier when she talked about the Regal project, and the flicker of something unspoken that had crossed her eyes when he asked if she was okay.

He dragged his attention back to the screen and clicked the next entry. It was shorter, written in a less polished voice.

Used to skip school and watch double features here when things at home were bad. Sat in the second row from the back. Knew exactly which seat squeaked the least. The Regal was the first place I felt like the world might be bigger than my block.

Micah swallowed. He read another.

My grandfather took me to the Regal every Saturday for the old movie marathons. He would fall asleep halfway through, snoring quietly, and I would sit there thinking that time only paused inside this building. When he died, I went once more alone and cried so hard I had to leave before the credits. This place holds more of him than his house ever did.

Story after story unfolded on the screen: first kisses, awkward family outings, the comfort of being anonymous in a dark room full of strangers all looking in the same direction. Some were only sentences. Some spilled into paragraphs, like the writers had not realised how much they had been carrying until a blank box asked them to share.

Micah felt
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