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Soul Friend Love
About the Author  
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SankulaHub writes contemporary romance for readers who believe the quietest friendships can become the loudest loves. Each story begins in ordinary places – offices and small towns, shared kitchens and late-night sidewalks – and slowly turns those familiar corners into something unforgettable.

With every book, SankulaHub aims to capture the careful, aching heartbeat of two people who almost miss each other, then learn to notice every small, important thing. The focus is always on emotional honesty, relatable characters, and the feeling that this could have happened to someone you know, or to you.

Soul Friend Love continues that promise. It is a friends-to-lovers romance about two people who have been each other’s safe place for years, until one honest sentence on one ordinary evening changes the shape of everything between them.
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Dedication

[image: ]


For every person who has ever told themselves, “We are better off as friends,” while their heart quietly wonders, “But what if we are already something more?”
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Cast Snapshot
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Juniper Hayes is twenty-eight and runs a small letterpress studio in the riverside district of her city. She believes in handwritten notes, old songs on repeat, and asking people how they really are. For ten years, her closest anchor has been one person: Cal Weston.

Cal Weston is twenty-nine and works as a structural engineer, the kind of man who notices where things are likely to crack and silently reinforces them before anyone else feels unsafe. He is careful with buildings, careful with his words, and unknowingly reckless with his heart where Juniper is concerned.

Tessa Monroe is Juniper’s younger sister, a spontaneous travel nurse who breezes in and out of town with keen observations and louder-than-life energy. She has always said that Juniper and Cal look at each other like they are already a story, even if neither of them has decided what kind.

Noah Sterling is Cal’s colleague and oldest male friend, a charming extrovert who pushes Cal out of his quiet patterns. He is the first to notice that Cal’s reactions change when other men show interest in Juniper, and he does not let Cal pretend he is fine with that.

Evelyn Moran is Juniper and Cal’s seventy-year-old neighbor, a retired librarian who sits on the shared front steps with a mug of tea and an open book. She sees the unguarded way they exist around each other and quietly files it away as love long before they do.
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Introduction Scene: The Line We Never Named
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On Friday evenings, the city softened.

The traffic still hissed along the riverfront road and music still seeped from open bar doors. The hard edges of the week loosened just a fraction, like someone had finally exhaled after holding their breath too long. For Juniper Hayes, that exhale had a ritual attached to it. It smelled faintly of ink and paper dust from her letterpress studio, and it always led her to the same place: the river wall just past the old iron bridge, where the stones still held their warmth from the day.

She was already there when her phone buzzed. The sun was sinking low, turning the river into a path of melted copper. In the distance, a group of college students laughed too loudly at a joke no one else could hear. Juniper wrapped her cardigan tighter, balancing a takeaway cup of chai between her palms, and glanced down at her screen.

One new message.

Sorry, I have to cancel tonight. Something came up. Rain check?

Her lips pressed into a thin line before she could stop them. She stared at the text until the words blurred slightly and the glow from the screen cut sharp lines across the soft light of evening. Then she breathed in, breathed out, and typed back the polite reply she had perfected over the last few years of modern dating.

No worries. I hope everything’s okay.

She added a smiley in her head out of habit and deleted it before she sent the message. She was twenty-eight now. It felt ridiculous to pretend she did not understand exactly what “something came up” meant on a Friday night, an hour before a first date they had both agreed to.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, then moved instead to another conversation thread. This one was pinned on top.

J: I’m at the river.

The reply came so quickly it was almost as if he had been holding his phone, waiting.

Cal: On my way.

Juniper could almost see him roll his eyes at the obviousness of the statement as he typed it. Where else would he be going on a Friday at seven thirty? They had been doing this for years: Soul Friend Fridays, Tessa had named them once in a teasing voice, as if she were making fun of the way they bared their weeks to each other. The name had stuck.

Juniper tipped her head back, closing her eyes for a moment, letting the wind lift stray strands of hair from her face. The disappointment of the cancelled date sat like a stone in her stomach, but the familiar comfort of Cal’s text chipped a corner off it. She and Cal were not dramatic. They did not have traditions that involved matching bracelets or elaborate ceremonies. They had this, though. A stretch of river wall, two takeout drinks, and the understanding that here they could admit the parts of the week they had held in.

Footsteps scuffed on the stone behind her. She did not have to turn to know it was him.

“You are early,” Cal said, the corners of his voice already curved into a smile.

She opened her eyes and twisted. There he was, framed against the bluish wash of the early evening, jacket unbuttoned, tie loosened, the weight of his workday still clinging to his shoulders. He held a white paper cup in one hand, the warmth of it compressing the skin of his fingers, and carried a small paper bag in the other.

“I had a date,” Juniper said. “Past tense.”

He winced as he lowered himself down beside her on the stone ledge. “Ah. I see we are starting the evening with disillusionment.”

“The modern romance experience, live and unscripted,” she replied, taking the cup he offered as he sat. “You brought backup chai?”

“And the emergency lemon cookies from that bakery you think is overrated,” he said. “But that you mysteriously finish whenever I buy them.”

She smiled despite herself. “You are annoying and observant. It is unsettling.”

His shoulder brushed hers as he settled, a light press through their layers of clothing that had once been the most casual thing in the world. Lately, it felt like a sentence she could not quite translate. She shifted slightly to disguise the way her pulse flickered.

“So,” he said, propping one foot on the lower stone, leaning an elbow casually on his knee. “Tell me what he did wrong so I can assign a suitable level of scorn.”

Juniper traced the rim of her cup with one fingertip, watching the river. “We did not get that far. He cancelled. ‘Something came up.’”

Cal was quiet for a beat. When he spoke, his voice had cooled a fraction. “Name?”

“Does it matter?”

“I would like to imagine a tiny, tasteful blacklist inside my head,” he replied. “It soothes me.”

She laughed, some of the sting easing. “Elliot. We matched last week on HeartsOn.”

“HeartsOn,” he repeated slowly. “The app whose logo looks like it is shouting at you.”

“That is a terrible description.”

“Accurate, though.”

She nudged his knee with her own. “You are being difficult on purpose.”

“I am being difficult out of principle,” Cal said. “Anyone who cancels on you last minute loses all privileges, including anonymity.”

Juniper watched a pair of ducks cut a v-shaped path through the water, their heads dipping. The wind picked up, carrying the faint smell of rain from somewhere upriver. For a moment she thought about saying what she always did, making a joke, brushing it off. She could already hear the script she normally used. It is fine. It happens. I am not bothered.

The words pressed against the back of her teeth and then, unexpectedly, broke into something else.

“I am tired, Cal.”

He stilled. The humor dropped from his face, leaving his gaze clear and focused on her. “Tired like you need to sleep, or tired like you need to stop pretending this is working?”

She huffed out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Look at you, jumping straight to the heavy option.”

He did not look away. “Juniper.”

She let the silence sit between them until it felt like another presence on the ledge. The city hummed in the background: a car horn, a burst of laughter, the soft clink of glasses from a nearby bar patio. Somewhere a busker was playing guitar, a song she half-recognized.

“I know everyone says dating is a numbers game now,” she said finally. “You keep trying, you keep swiping, you keep putting on your best first-date version of yourself and eventually something sticks. But lately it feels like I am handing out versions of myself to strangers, and none of them get the real one.”

Cal’s jaw tightened. “What does the real one look like?”

“Messier.” She smiled without humor. “Less charming. More likely to cry over a bad day at work and forget to wash dishes for two days. The person who spends Friday nights at the river wall with you instead of on a rooftop somewhere in painfully uncomfortable heels.”

He looked at her like he was memorizing the shape of that sentence. “Maybe they do not deserve the real one yet.”

“That is not how it works,” Juniper said quietly. “The whole point is to find someone who knows you before you edit yourself down. To find that... soul-level connection, I guess.”

Cal’s hand tightened around his cup. “A soul friend.”

She smiled at the familiar phrase. He had said it once years ago, half teasing and half serious, when they were both twenty and everything still felt like a draft version of real life. She had been complaining about a different boy then, someone who thought caring was a weakness. Cal had listened, really listened, and then told her she deserved a soul friend, not someone who tolerated her. The words had stuck the way some phrases do, burrowing into the private language between them.

“A soul friend,” she repeated. “That deep-in-your-bones kind of ease. Someone who already knows how you like your tea and what you look like at your lowest, and stays anyway.”

He turned his head to look at her fully. The last streaks of sunlight caught in his hair, turning the brown strands almost copper at the edges. His eyes were steady, dark, reflecting a hundred small versions of the city lights flickering on across the river.

“You have that,” he said, his voice low. “At least in one category.”

“I know,” she said, because they both understood what he meant. She nudged his shoulder gently. “You are my favorite soul friend, Cal Weston. You know that.”

The words left her mouth with the easy affection of a familiar joke, the way she had said them before. Only this time, once they were in the air, something shifted.

The wind dropped for a heartbeat. The background sounds blurred. There was only the feel of the stone under her, the warmth of the chai in her hands, and the awareness of how close he was.

Favorite soul friend.

The phrase hung between them, heavier than she expected. She tried to ignore the way something in his expression flickered, like a light behind a curtain deciding whether to be seen. His throat moved as he swallowed.

“Right,” he said, after a moment, his voice barely altered. “The prestigious title. I should probably get a trophy one of these days.”

“You would pretend to hate it and secretly polish it every night,” she said, grasping for normal.

He smiled, but it was softer at the edges. “You have clearly observed me too closely.”

Juniper stared at the water. Part of her wanted to reach out and touch his hand where it rested on the stone, just to anchor herself. She did not. They had always been casually physical: quick hugs hello, shoulders pressed together on crowded trains, legs tangled under coffee shop tables when space was tight. It had never meant anything in particular. At least, that was what she had told herself.

Now, watching his fingers tap a silent rhythm on the stone, she felt a new awareness thread itself through those memories like a thin, bright line.

“You know what frustrates me most?” she asked.

“Besides the existence of men who cancel at the last minute?”

“Besides that,” she said. “It is the way every date feels like an audition. You sit across from someone, and you are both measuring whether this could be something. But you are doing it based on ninety minutes and shared appetizers. You do not know how they look when they are half awake and grumpy. You do not know how they handle a real argument. You do not know if they will show up on a Friday night when the week knocks you flat.”

Cal’s voice was quiet when he replied. “You want to start at chapter ten instead of chapter one.”

“Yes.” Her laugh came out thin. “Exactly. I want someone who already knows the middle parts. The history. The small things.”

He turned back to the river, his profile sharp against the dimming sky. “Maybe the problem is you keep looking for a new story,” he said, more to the water than to her. “When the best one might be the one you are already in.”

The sentence slid inside her like a stone dropped into a deep pool. It took a moment for the ripples to reach the surface. When they did, they hit everywhere at once.

Juniper stared at him, really stared. At the familiar slope of his nose, the faint scar on his chin from when he had tripped over a curb in their first winter in the city, the way his eyes crinkled slightly at the corners when he was fighting a smile. Cal, who had shown up when her first serious relationship ended and stayed on her couch until she stopped pretending she was fine. Cal, who knew how she took her tea, which songs she put on when she could not sleep, how she went quiet when she was hurt instead of snapping.

Cal, who had never once cancelled on a Friday night.

The thought came uninvited and sat there, warm and insistent.

You already have a soul friend.

She knew that. She had known that for years. But somewhere in the quiet space after his words, another thought arrived behind it, softer, more dangerous.

What if that has always been the beginning of something else?

Juniper’s heart thudded once, hard, against her ribs. She took a quick sip of chai just to have something to do with her hands. It had cooled slightly, the spices muted.

“You are unusually philosophical tonight,” she said lightly. “Busy week at the office?”

He smiled, but it did not quite reach his eyes. “We had a project meeting where three different people used the phrase ‘circle back’ in the same sentence. It made me think about the ways we avoid saying what we really mean.”

“That is because saying what we really mean is terrifying,” Juniper said.

“Sometimes,” he agreed. “But sometimes it is the only way to stop living in half-truths.”

The words brushed against something tender inside her. She felt suddenly exposed, as if he had peeled back a layer she did not know she was wearing.

She wanted to ask him what he meant. If he was talking about work or about them or something else entirely. The question balanced on the edge of her tongue, heavy and bright.

Before she could tip it, her phone buzzed again.

She looked down automatically. Another message from Elliot had appeared.

Really sorry, Juniper. Work crisis. I was looking forward to tonight.

She stared at it for a long second. Then, without fully understanding why, she set the phone face down on the stone between them and did not reply.

“Is that him?” Cal asked quietly.

“Yes.”

“Is it an emergency?”

She thought about the way Elliot had told her, in messages earlier that week, that his job was demanding but flexible. How he had sent a photo of his neatly organized home office and joked that it was “where the magic happens,” then followed it with a winking emoji. She thought about how, in that photo, nothing looked particularly urgent.

“I do not know,” she said. “Maybe. Maybe not. I am not sure I want to spend energy finding out.”

Cal studied her profile for a moment. “Then do not.”

“It is not that simple.”

“It is, actually,” he said, his tone gentle but firm. “You do not owe anyone your evening, your attention, or your hope just because they texted you three charming messages and picked a decent restaurant. You decide who you show up for. They should earn that. The way you have earned it, over and over, for the people in your life.”

“And you?” she asked, curiosity stealing out before she could stop it. “Have I earned it with you?”

His eyes met hers. Whatever he was thinking, he did not let her see it all. But something in his gaze softened further, like a door opening another crack.

“You had it from the first time you showed up at my apartment with a toolbox and a how-to video,” he said. “I still have the crooked shelf to prove it.”

She smiled, the memory flooded. Their second month in the city, both of them new, broke, and pretending they were not terrified. Cal had texted the group chat in a mild panic because his bookshelf had collapsed and scattered his few possessions across the floor. Everyone had sent laughing emojis and condolences. Juniper had turned up twenty minutes later with a borrowed drill and more determination than skill.

“You are the one who keeps that shelf bolted to the wall,” she said now.

He held her gaze steadily. “I like knowing the things that matter will not fall if the building shakes.”

For a brief, breathless moment, Juniper wondered if they were still talking about furniture.

The sky darkened another shade. Lights winked across the river, one window at a time. A light drizzle began, so fine it was almost like walking through the ghost of rain. Juniper tucked her hair behind her ear. Cal reached into his jacket pocket and handed her the folded umbrella he habitually carried. He then seemed to think better of it and opened it above both of their heads instead.

They were suddenly closer, the world outside the small circle of fabric muffled and distant. She could smell his cologne, something clean and subtle, threaded with the faint scent of the paper bag of cookies between them.

“Do you ever worry,” she said quietly, “that we have built this... thing between us so carefully that if we ever changed it, we would ruin it?”

He did not answer immediately. His gaze tracked raindrop lines along the edge of the umbrella. When he did speak, his voice was low.

“I worry about what would happen if we never ask what it could be,” he said. “And then one of us looks back and realizes we spent years standing next to the right person and never had the courage to turn toward them.”

Juniper’s heart stumbled.

She could feel the ground shifting under them, slow but definite, as if some long-buried fault line in their friendship had finally decided to move. The spray from the river carried cool air into the small space under the umbrella. She felt almost dizzy with the sudden awareness of every point where their bodies almost touched.

This is Cal, she told herself. Your safest person. Your anchor. Your soul friend.

But the word friend did not land the way it used to. It caught on something, snagged, refused to sit neatly.

“Cal,” she began, not sure what would follow his name.

Her phone buzzed again, persistent. She ignored it.

Downriver, thunder rumbled softly, a warning from another part of the city. Cal glanced in that direction, then back at her.

“We should head back before it turns into a storm,” he said, and she heard the slight strain in his voice, the way he was pulling the moment back from the edge. As he always had, for both.

“Probably,” she said, though what she wanted was to stay frozen here until she understood this new weight in the air.

They stood, moving carefully so the umbrella stayed above them both. His hand came up automatically, fingers brushing her elbow to steady her on the slick stone. It was a small, familiar gesture, one he had made a hundred times. Tonight it felt electric.

They walked back toward their street in companionable silence, the city closing gently around them. Water slicked the pavement, reflecting neon signs and car headlights, turning the world into a blur of color and motion.

At the corner where they usually split – he to his building entrance on the left, she to hers just past the bakery – they stopped under the awning of a closed florist’s shop. The rain had picked up, dotting the air with silver threads.

“Thanks for coming,” she said, hugging her cardigan closer with one arm and cradling the cooling chair in the other.

“Where else would I be?” he asked.

With someone else, she almost said. On your own date. Building your own middle-of-the-story with some other person. Instead she just looked up at him, trying to read what had changed.

“Goodnight, soul friend,” she said softly.

He held her gaze for a long second, and something in his eyes loosened, like a secret he was almost ready to tell. Then he leaned in and pressed his lips to her forehead, just above the space between her brows. It was not the first time he had done it. He had folded her into hugs, kissed the top of her head in comfort before. But tonight the touch lingered half a breath longer, enough for her to feel the warmth of his mouth and the way his breath caught.

“Goodnight, June,” he murmured. “Get home safe.”

He stepped back before she could respond, turning toward his doorway with the umbrella still lifted. She watched him walk away, the distance between them stretching with every step, until he reached his building and disappeared inside.

Juniper stood there under the florist’s awning, the rain coming down in earnest now. The sound of it on the pavement was loud and insistent.

You want someone who already knows the middle.

The thought replayed with a new, startling clarity. For years, she had believed love would arrive as something separate from everything she already had. New man, new story, clean page. It had never occurred to her, not really, that love might look like a familiar figure under an old umbrella, walking away down a wet street.

She turned toward her own doorway, heart beating an unfamiliar pattern. As she climbed the stairs to her apartment, she felt as if the week had not ended at all, but quietly shifted into a new beginning.

By the time she closed her door behind her, kicked off her shoes, and leaned back against the wood, one terrifying, exhilarating question had settled fully into her chest.

What if the soul friend she had been looking for in strangers had been living one wall over this whole time?

Juniper exhaled slowly, pressing her palms flat against the door, as if she could feel through it to the other side, where Cal Weston was probably hanging up his jacket and telling himself that tonight had felt different too.

Outside, the storm rolled closer. Inside, the line between friendship and something that could no longer be named so simply had begun to blur, whether either of them was ready to admit it or not.
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Chapter One – After the Almost
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Juniper woke to the sound of rain still worrying at the windows, softer now than the downpour that had followed her home the night before. For a moment she lay very still, eyes on the faint cracks in the ceiling, listening to the city breathe. Somewhere on the street below, a delivery truck rumbled past. A kettle shrieked two floors up and then cut off. A door closed in the hallway. It was an ordinary Saturday soundtrack, the kind she usually met with a slow stretch and a lazy decision about which playlist to put on first in the studio.

Today, the first thought that arrived was not about paper or ink or whether she had enough envelopes to finish the Monroe wedding invitation run.

It was Cal, saying, Maybe the problem is you keep looking for a new story when the best one might be the one you’re already in.

The words came back with painful clarity, as if someone had pressed rewind in her brain. She could see him under the umbrella, the way the dim streetlight had caught at the edges of his hair, the shadow of something unspoken resting between his brows. She could feel again the fleeting warmth of his lips at her forehead and the way her whole body had gone very still, like prey realizing it had been seen.

She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. “Nope,” she said aloud to the empty apartment. “We are not doing this.”

The ceiling did not argue. The rain thinned to a gentle tap-tap-tap.

Juniper rolled to her side and reached for her phone on the nightstand. Two notifications pulsed up at her. One was from Tessa: a photo sent at three in the morning of a hospital corridor in some other city, her sister’s scrubs wrinkled and her hair escaping its bun under the harsh overhead lights. The caption read, Remind me again why I love night shifts? and was followed by a blurry selfie of Tessa pretending to cry while a colleague grinned behind her. Juniper smiled despite herself and typed back, Because you’re dramatic and you like saving people, in that order.

The second notification made her eyes narrow. A new message from Elliot, timestamped 10:43 p.m.

I wish I hadn’t had to cancel. Can we reschedule? Next week, maybe?

She stared at the message without opening it. The exhaustion she had tried to explain to Cal last night stirred like a heavy animal in her chest. There it was again: the invitation to put on her best version, to smooth out the edges of her irritation and say, Sure! No problem! Life happens.

Her thumb hovered over the screen. Then she set the phone back down, facedown, like she had on the river wall.

Coffee first, she decided. Then she could figure out whether she had the energy to keep auditioning for someone who had already shown her the inside of his priorities.

She got out of bed and padded barefoot across the small, familiar space of her apartment. The floorboards creaked in the same places they always did. Her plants crowded the windowsills, leaves slick and dark from the rain-diffused light. The kitchen was little more than a stretch of counter and a temperamental stove, but she had painted the cabinet doors a soft sage green when she moved in, and that splash of color still made her feel like she had carved a corner of the world into something that was hers.

She set the kettle on and scooped coffee into the French press, the motions so practiced they were almost meditative. While the water heated, she leaned her hip against the counter and glanced toward the wall she shared with Cal. It might as well have been made of paper for how aware she suddenly was of its presence. Behind it, in a nearly identical apartment, he would be waking up too. Maybe he was already awake, making his own coffee, scrolling through engineering reports, doing the crossword, or whatever precise, thoughtful thing he did on Saturday mornings when he was not crawling under her studio press to help fix a misaligned roller.

Her mind tried to conjure a version of the morning where last night’s conversation had not happened. Where she had simply complained about her cancelled date, he had complained about work, and they had traded sarcastic comments about dating apps until they both felt normal again. In that version, she could meet him later without feeling like she was carrying a secret she didn’t understand yet.

But the real version sat in her chest like an unopened letter.

Maybe the best story is the one you’re already in.

She poured the water, stirred, and set the spoon down with more force than necessary. “It was just a sentence,” she muttered. “He was being philosophical. People are allowed to be philosophical without it meaning anything.”

The silence that followed felt unconvinced.

Her phone buzzed again on the nightstand. This time, she knew without looking that it wasn’t Elliot. Cal rarely texted before nine unless there was a genuine reason. He respected mornings like they were sacred. Tessa, on the other hand, lived in a permanent fog of shifted hours and thought time zones were more suggestion than rule.

Juniper carried her coffee to the small table by the window and finally checked the screen. A new message from Cal blinked at her.

Going into the office for a bit. There’s a storm inspection on the river bridge, and I volunteered. Back by lunch. You up for soup and a movie later? My treat, your choice.

She read it twice. The words were simple, almost painfully normal. No mention of the conversation under the umbrella, no hint of the undercurrent she’d felt. If she had not been there, if someone had shown her this message without context, she would have said it sounded exactly like him. Thoughtful. Steady. Present.

Still, she could not help searching between the lines. Something about the phrase You up for, instead of the more familiar Want to, made her feel like he was also measuring the distance, testing how the air felt.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. The easiest thing would be to say yes immediately, to slip back into their patterns and let the familiarity smooth out the new edges. The other option—to say no, to claim busyness or tiredness—would feel like punishing them both for a sensation she could barely name.

She took a sip of coffee, tasted the too-bitter first pour, and typed, I’m at the studio this morning finishing the Monroe order, but soup and a movie sound perfect. Text when you’re back?

Three dots appeared almost immediately, then his reply.

Deal. And hey, Juniper?

She swallowed, watching the dots blink on and off as if he were arguing with himself about the rest of the sentence.

Thank you for last night. For saying you’re tired instead of pretending you’re fine.

Heat crept up the back of her neck. She carefully set the cup, suddenly aware of her own pulse in her fingertips.

Anytime, she wrote back. That’s what soul friends are for, right?

Immediately, she regretted adding the familiar phrase. It felt like trying to push everything into its old shape, even as some part of her knew that shape didn’t quite fit anymore.

Another text bubbled up from him.

Right. Soul friends. See you later, June.

The word sat oddly on the screen now, even in the shorthand, as if it knew it was holding more weight than it used to.

She locked the phone and pressed it against her thigh. The city outside her window was still gray and wet, but somewhere under the overcast sky, the river moved on, unbothered by the way two people on its edge had shifted the ground under their own feet.

By the time she reached the studio, the rain had eased to a mist that hung low over the sidewalks. The bell over her door chimed as she unlocked it, the sound warm and bright in the quiet street. Inside, the familiar smell of ink and paper greeted her, layered with the faint metallic tang of the press. Her little letterpress machines stood like patient, sturdy beasts, waiting for work.

She shrugged off her coat, hung it by the door, and flicked on the string lights that zigzagged across the ceiling. The main bulbs were too harsh for her taste; she preferred the way the softer glow made the studio feel like an invitation rather than a task.

The Monroe order waited on the back table: stacked paper, ink samples, the last few proof prints. She ran her fingers over the raised letters of the bride and groom’s names, admiring the clean impression. It was a simple design—cream paper, deep navy ink, a narrow border—but the couple had cared about the details. Every time she worked on their invitations, she felt a thread of tenderness for them, two strangers who had come to her with a vision of how they wanted their celebration announced to the world.

She turned on the press and listened to it whir to life, the soft clank and shudder settling into a reassuring rhythm. The noise filled the room, and with it came a sense of groundedness that had been missing since she woke.

The motions of work were familiar and absorbing. She fed sheets into the press, watched the platen close and kiss the paper, then open again to reveal the crisp inked impression. She stacked the finished pieces carefully, giving them space to dry, her hands moving with the quick, steady precision she had built over years of doing this.

Halfway through the stack, the studio door opened with a soft whoosh. She looked up, expecting the Monroe bride or someone from the neighboring florist to appear. Instead, Mrs. Evelyn Moran from upstairs stepped in, a folded umbrella in one hand and a small Tupperware container cradled in the other.

“Morning, June-bug,” Evelyn said, using the nickname she claimed Juniper had grown into but never out of. Her gray hair was swept back in its usual loose bun, wild wisps escaping in defiance of both hairspray and age. “Thought you might need breakfast if you’re working through a Saturday again.”

Juniper smiled and switched off the press so they could hear each other without shouting. “You’re a menace,” she said fondly. “If you keep feeding me, I’m going to have to start printing thank-you notes specifically with your name on them.”

“Then I’ll frame one and tell everyone I have a sponsored artist,” Evelyn replied, setting the container down on the front counter. “It’s just blueberry muffins this time. The bakery on the corner had them on special, and I know you forget to buy anything that doesn’t come in reams.”

Juniper rounded the table and pulled Evelyn into a quick hug that smelled like lavender and library dust. “You’re the best.”

“I am,” Evelyn agreed without false modesty. Then her sharp brown eyes narrowed studying Juniper’s face. “You look like you slept with your thoughts too loud." Everything is all right?”

Juniper hesitated. The easy lie—Long week, that’s all—rose to her tongue, then faltered, remembering Cal’s text. Thank you for saying you’re tired instead of pretending you’re fine.

“It was just...” She leaned back against the counter, fingers tracing the edge. “I had a date last night. He cancelled on me an hour before.”

Evelyn’s mouth tightened. “Coward.”

“That’s what Cal said.”

“Then Cal continues to be correct.” Evelyn folded her arms. “And are we mad, sad, or pretending not to care because we think it’s silly to invest more than three feelings in someone who can’t be bothered to show up?”

Juniper’s laugh came softer than she intended. “Maybe all three. Mostly I’m just... tired. Of starting over. Of telling the story of myself to someone new and hoping they don’t drop it. It’s exhausting to keep explaining who you are from scratch.”

Evelyn’s gaze softened. “Ah. The ‘who will know me without needing the three-hour introduction’ question. I remember that one.”

“You do?” Juniper asked, surprised. Evelyn had always seemed like someone who had arrived fully formed, certain of her place in the world.

“Of course. I didn’t come out of the womb with book clubs and grandchildren,” Evelyn said dryly. “There were years of odd dates and disappointing marriages and one spectacularly wrong marriage before I learned how to tell the difference between someone who liked my stories and someone who knew the spaces between them.”

Juniper tilted her head. “How did you know the difference in the end?”

“A friend,” Evelyn said simply. “Someone who was there in the background so long I nearly missed him. Someone who knew how I took my tea, not because he memorized it on a first date, but because he’d been sitting at my kitchen table for a decade.” She smiled, eyes going somewhere Juniper couldn’t follow. “When he finally said, ‘Evie, I think I’ve loved you for half my life,’ it didn’t feel like a confession. It felt like he’d finally caught up to something the rest of the world already knew.”

Juniper’s heart gave an entirely unreasonable lurch at the phrasing. “That sounds... terrifying,” she said lightly, because she didn’t know what else to do with the way her thoughts immediately dragged Cal’s face into the scenario.

“Oh, it was,” Evelyn allowed. “But it was also the only offer that ever made sense. Because he was already there. That’s the thing about soul friends, June-bug. They’re not a separate category from love. Sometimes they’re the doorway into it.”

Juniper swallowed. “Did you ever worry that if you tried to walk through that doorway and it didn’t work, you’d lose everything? The friendship, the history, the... safe place?”

Evelyn’s answering smile was small and sad. “I worried about being sick. Then I looked at my life without that friendship and realized I’d be losing it anyway by trying to pretend I didn’t feel what I felt. Love changes things whether we acknowledge it or not. At least if you tell the truth, you give it a chance to change them in a way you can live with.”

Juniper stared at the muffin container, the blueberries staining the paper liners in small, dark bursts. The studio's silence suddenly seemed heavier.

“What if telling the truth means losing the one place that’s always been home?” she asked.

Evelyn stepped closer and reached out, placing a gently wrinkled hand over Juniper’s. “Then you ask yourself which loss would haunt you more,” she said. “The loss of that home, or the loss of the life you might have had with the person already sitting on the couch inside it.”

The image hit a little too close to the picture in Juniper’s own mind: Cal on her couch, legs stretched out, ankles crossed, half-asleep during some movie they’d pretended to pick for the plot. He’d been there so many times that the pillow he liked to use still had a faint indentation of his shoulder.

She cleared her throat, feeling suddenly exposed. “You make it sound simple.”

“It isn’t.” Evelyn squeezed her hand and let go. “But it is worth not lying to yourself about it. That’s all.”

Juniper nodded, unable to trust her voice.

Evelyn straightened, brushing imaginary crumbs from her cardigan. “Now. I will leave you to make beautiful things for other people’s weddings, and you will eat at least one muffin before noon or I’ll tell your sister you’ve been neglecting your blood sugar again.”

“You’re terrifying when you weaponize Tessa,” Juniper said faintly.

“That’s why it works.” Evelyn winked and headed for the door, umbrella already in hand. “Oh, and June-bug?”

“Yes?”

“Some stories don’t start when two people meet,” Evelyn said, pausing with her hand on the doorknob. “They start the first time one of them realizes they can’t imagine their life without the other. Don’t ignore that moment just because it arrived late to its own party.”

The bell chimed again as she left, the sound echoing in the suddenly quiet room.

Juniper stood very still for a long time, feeling as if the universe had chosen a theme for the day and was now committing to it a little too enthusiastically. First Cal, now Evelyn; both of them tossing the phrase soul friend around like they didn’t know it was the foundation she’d built her life on for the last decade.

By the time her phone buzzed again, the Monroe invitations were stacked in neat, drying rows. Her head felt like a crowded bookshelf of conversations.

She wiped her hands on a rag, then checked the screen, half expecting Elliot’s persistence. Instead, Noah’s name flashed.

Emergency trivia question: if one wanted to lure Cal Weston away from storm inspections and into a social life, would one mention beer, darts, or the possibility of testing structural integrity of bar stools?

She snorted and typed back, All of the above, but led with the bar stool thing. Why?

Because I’m tired of hearing him say “I’m busy” in that tone that means “I have one friend and she’s taken,” Noah replied. I’m implementing a social intervention. Are you free to join later?

The words landed in a strange place. It had been years since she joined Cal and Noah for anything resembling a spontaneous hangout. Their paths crossed sometimes—birthdays, the occasional housewarming—but their worlds had naturally drawn separate circles. Soul Friend Fridays were hers and Cal’s; work nights at the bar were his and Noah’s.

Today, with everything inside her shifting, the idea of sitting at a bar table across from both of them felt like more emotional juggling than she could handle.

Probably not tonight, she wrote. Big order finishing. But you should definitely drag him out. He won’t admit it, but he needs it.

Oh, he’s coming, Noah answered. He owes me a drink after I covered that ridiculous 7 a.m. meeting for him. Just checking if I should book a table for three. Rain check.

She sent back a thumbs-up emoji almost on autopilot, then realized she had broken her own unspoken rule about resisting them and decided the world had bigger things to worry about.

When she finally locked up the studio at noon, the air outside had turned cool and washed clean. Puddles reflected slices of sky and brick. She walked home slowly, letting her mind unfold with her steps.

At the corner, she passed a couple standing close under a shared umbrella. The woman was talking animatedly, hands moving, while the man listened, his head tilted, the small lift at the corner of his mouth betraying how much he liked hearing her talk. It was such an ordinary scene that Juniper might not have noticed it another day. Today, it caught in her chest.

That’s what I want, she thought, surprising herself with the bluntness of it. Not grand gestures or sweeping declarations. Someone who is already there. Someone who listens like that without needing to be impressed.

She climbed the stairs to her building slower than usual, each step feeling like a measure of time between the life she’d been living and the one she might be inching toward.

As she reached the third-floor landing, the door to Cal’s apartment swung open. He stepped out in a clean t-shirt and soft gray sweatpants, hair damp from a shower, looking unfairly like every safe thought she’d ever had about home.

They both stopped.

“Hey,” he said, and the word came out a little softer than usual.

“Hey.” She lifted the paper bag in her hand. “I brought you a muffin bribe. Courtesy of Evelyn. She thinks I forget to eat when I work.”

“She’s not wrong,” he said. “And she brought me a container of soup. She said, ‘Share it with your girl across the hall, and don’t pretend you don’t know which one I mean.’”

Heat surged up her neck again. “She is entirely too perceptive.”

“That’s what makes her dangerous,” he said, taking the bag from her and brushing her fingers as he did. The touch was brief, accidental, but it sent a tiny shock up her arm.

“So, storm inspection?” she asked, clinging to neutral ground.

He scrubbed a hand through his hair, making it stand up in damp spikes. “Exhilarating, if you’re into standing in the drizzle looking for micro-cracks in concrete. The bridge is fine. I’m slightly less fine, but I will recover.”

“Heroic,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Did you at least have a dramatic moment where you stared into the distance and pondered the fragility of human infrastructure?”

“Only when my supervisor used the phrase ‘synergize our mitigation strategies,’” he replied. “It made me briefly question the point of language.”

She laughed, the sound loosening something in her chest. This, right here—this easy back and forth, this shared irritation with people misusing words—was the comfort she craved. And the problem. Because she wanted more, and she did not quite know what more meant.

“Soup and movie still on?” he asked, tilting his head toward his apartment. “I have enough for both, and Noah decided I’m obligated to watch at least one non-documentary film this month or my citizenship as a functioning human is revoked.”

“Was he your social intervention this morning?” she asked.

“Possibly,” Cal admitted. “He tried to lure me out tonight with the promise of darts and questionable seating. I said maybe, after soup. Depending on how emotionally compromised the cinematic experience leaves me.”

She smiled. “I feel honored to be your pre-bar emotional test.”

“You’re my baseline,” he said quietly, then seemed to realize how that sounded and cleared his throat. “In a... scientific sense.”

“In a scientific sense,” she echoed, her heart doing that uneven skip again. “You’re not allowed to be poetic by accident. It’s confusing.”

“Noted.” His mouth twisted in a half-smile. “Come over at fifteen? I’ll heat the soup and try to find something that has both plot and minimal explosions.”

“Fifteen,” she agreed.

As she closed her own door behind her, leaning against it for a moment in a mirror of the night before, she was struck by how strange it felt for something so ordinary to be carrying so much new weight.

It is just soup and a movie, she told herself, moving toward her tiny bathroom to tame her hair and change into something that didn’t smell like ink and rain. You have done this a hundred times.

But as she pulled on a soft sweater and caught her reflection in the fogged mirror, she saw the truth in her own eyes. This was not the hundredth time. This was the first time she was stepping into Cal’s apartment armed with the knowledge that both of them had begun to question the lines they’d drawn. The first time she would sit on his couch under the quiet accusation of Evelyn’s words and her own unsettled heart.

She picked up the muffin plate, balanced it in her hands, and took a long, steadying breath.

Maybe nothing would change, she thought as she walked back into the hallway. Maybe they would eat soup, watch something forgettable, and let the almostness of last night fade into the soft blur of all the other unspoken things they’d survived.

Or maybe, without meaning to, this afternoon would be the first real step toward a life she couldn’t yet imagine, only feel the outline of.

When Cal opened his door at her knock, the warm smell of simmering broth and garlic spilled into the hall, wrapping around her like an invitation. His smile—small, a little unsure, but undeniably there—did the same.

“Welcome to our incredibly high-stakes movie afternoon,” he said.

And Juniper, heart too loud in her chest, stepped over the threshold, knowing that whether or not she was ready to admit it, the story of her soul friend had already begun to rewrite itself into something else.
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Chapter One – After the Almost (continued)
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Cal’s apartment smelled like roasted garlic, thyme, and something warm and rich simmering on the stove. Juniper stepped inside and closed the door behind her, balancing the plate with the muffins as if it were a peace offering to a situation that did not yet know there was a war. The familiar space greeted her like a slightly tidier, more neutrally decorated twin of her own place. His walls were the soft off-white he claimed required no commitment, his furniture simple and practical, the few personal touches quiet enough that you had to know him to notice them. The crooked shelf from their first year in the city sat proudly against one wall, still displaying his collection of engineering textbooks and the copy of a vintage astronomy guide she had bought him at a secondhand store. The shelf tilted imperceptibly to the left, just enough that they both pretended not to see it, as if acknowledging its flaw might make it collapse.

“Kitchen is that way,” he said unnecessarily, nodding toward the open doorway as he took the muffins from her and gestured to the hooks by the door. “You can hang your cardigan or throw it over the back of the couch, but if you put it on the armchair, it will never leave. That thing eats textiles.”

“You say that like it’s my cardigan’s fault,” she replied, slipping the knit off her shoulders and hanging it carefully. “Maybe you just need to buy furniture that isn’t secretly a portal to Narnia.”

“That is above my pay grade,” he said, carrying the muffins to the counter. “Soup is almost done. It’s the kind my mom used to make when the weather did this.”

“This?” she asked, stepping into the kitchen and peering past him at the pot on the stove.

He flicked his eyes toward the window over the sink, where rain still streaked lazily down the glass. “The kind of rain that makes you want to cancel plans and hide,” he said. “Figured we might as well lean into the cliché and eat things from bowls.”

She leaned her hip against the counter, watching him move around the kitchen with a comfortable ease that came from repetition. He had rolled up the sleeves of his t-shirt, and the tendons in his forearms flexed as he stirred the soup and reached for bowls. It was a detail she had seen countless times before, a piece of visual background she had never lingered on. Now her attention snagged on it, unwilling to glide past.

“What kind is it?” she asked, more to distract herself than because she actually needed to know.

“Chicken and barley, with too much garlic,” he said. “Medicinal, according to my mother. Socially irresponsible, according to anyone in a small radius afterward.”

“I like socially irresponsible garlic,” she said.

“I know.” His mouth twitched. “I factored that into the menu.”

The casualness of the statement landed like a small weight in her chest. Of course he had. He always did. He knew the way she liked her coffee, which movies she cried at, which songs she needed to skip if she was already feeling fragile. There was a kind of intimacy in that knowledge that many of her relationships had never touched. It had always felt safe. Now it felt like standing at the edge of a drop she had never noticed until someone turned on the lights.

She glanced at the fridge and saw one of her prints pinned there with a magnet: a simple black-ink design of intertwined branches and the words, in her own hand-lettered script, Here is your safe place. She had made it for him years ago, a joke after he had spent three weeks complaining about an office renovation. You already have a sanctuary, she’d written on the back before giving it to him. Stop blaming the drywall.

He caught her looking and smiled. “There was a debate about whether that should go in the bedroom or the kitchen,” he said. “I decided the kitchen won because it is where the coffee lives.”

“And the soup,” she said.

“And the soup.” His gaze held hers for a second longer than necessary, then he turned back to the stove and switched off the burner. “Bowls,” he said, more briskly. “Do you want the one that lies about its portion size or the honest one?”

“The lying bowl,” she said immediately. “Always.”

He handed her the larger of the two ceramic bowls, the one with a wide rim that made a reasonable serving look modest. She took it and watched as he ladled soup into both, steam curling up in fragrant spirals. For a moment, the normalcy of it all pressed against the strangeness in her chest, and she felt the odd sensation of occupying two realities at once: friend receiving soup from friend, woman watching the quiet care of a man who did not yet realize his gestures had crossed some invisible threshold inside her.

They carried the bowls into the living room and set them on the low coffee table. The couch waited, its cushions slightly dented on one side where he usually sat. A soft gray blanket was folded neatly over the back, the kind of detail she would have expected from herself more than from him.

“What are our viewing options?” she asked, tucking one leg under herself as she sat.

“I have curated a list,” he said, picking up the remote with exaggerated solemnity. “Option one: a light romantic comedy where two people are impossibly bad at communication but still manage to fall in love in ninety minutes. Option two: a documentary about bridges.”

“If you choose the bridge documentary after what you said last night, I will throw your soup out the window,” she told him.

He pretended to consider, thumb hovering over the buttons. “Tempting.”

“Cal.”

He shot her a sidelong look and his mouth curved. “I queued up that indie film you said you wanted to see last month,” he admitted. “The one about the small-town radio station.”

She blinked. “I mentioned that once.”

“I have a good memory,” he said. “And a vested interest in minimizing the risk of you hating everything we watch.”

The way he said we lodged itself somewhere tender. She tried to make light of it. “Fine,” she said. “But if it ends with them shutting down the station in a tragic metaphor about change, I reserve the right to sulk.”

“You’re allowed to sulk,” he said. “It is one of your top three coping mechanisms.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sulking, overthinking, and baking at one in the morning,” he said, ticking them off on his fingers. “I have the data.”

She reached for a pillow and whacked him lightly in the arm. “You are not allowed to be observant and charming at the same time. It’s disconcerting.”

He laughed, low and warm. The sound eased some of the tightness in her shoulders. He pressed play, and the movie began, filling the room with the crackle of an opening scene and the murmur of early dialogue.

For a while, they simply ate and watched. The soup was as good as he had promised: rich, comforting, the barley giving it enough substance that she could feel it settling in her stomach like a promise that she would make it through the rest of the day. The film unfolded slowly, all soft light and complicated small-town relationships. She could feel herself sinking into the story, letting her brain rest on someone else’s problems for a change.

And yet, beneath the surface of her attention, another current ran: the awareness of his thigh a few inches from hers, the warmth of his body, the way his arm lay along the back of the couch behind her. It was a position they had occupied countless times before, one that had always felt like easy closeness. Today, every shift in his breathing, every muscle that moved as he reached for his bowl or adjusted his posture, registered more sharply in her senses than the movie’s subplot about municipal funding.

Halfway through, a character onscreen asked, “When did you realize you were in love with your best friend?” The question landed in the middle of a scene like a stone thrown into a quiet pond.

Juniper went very still. She did not look at Cal. She could feel, without turning her head, that he had stilled too. Onscreen, the protagonist dodged the question with a joke. In the real world, the air between Juniper and Cal seemed to thicken, full of all the answers neither of them would say out loud.

She forced herself to take a slow breath and pretend the line had washed over her. Her heart, a traitorous thing, did not get the memo. It thudded against her ribs in a rhythm that had nothing to do with the film’s soundtrack.

Cal shifted beside
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