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​Single Parent, Double Heart
​About the Author 
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SankulaHub writes emotionally layered contemporary romances that sit in the quiet spaces where everyday lives and extraordinary second chances collide. Each story follows ordinary people who have already survived something difficult and are now trying to live with it, not outrun it. The focus is always on human-level details: the way a cup of coffee is placed on a table when someone is afraid to speak, the way a child listens when adults think they are not listening at all, the way one small decision can change the direction of a life. Every SankulaHub title aims to offer readers a slow, steady build of feeling, soft suspense, and a deeply satisfying ending that honours every promise the story made at the beginning. The goal is simple: to leave readers with the sense that love is not a miracle that happens to perfect people, but a choice made by imperfect hearts who keep trying anyway.
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​Dedication
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For every parent who has ever stood in a dark hallway watching their child sleep and whispered an apology to the person they used to be. For the ones who learned how to live with an empty side of the bed, and then had to be brave enough to imagine it full again.
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​Cast Snapshot – Meet the Cast

[image: ]


Noah Mercer – Thirty-seven, widowed for four years, a high-school music teacher in the coastal town of Harbor’s Reach. His world has shrunk to his son, his classroom, and the small house he refuses to repaint because his late wife chose every colour. Calm on the outside, but still living like everything breakable must be handled by him alone.

Leo Mercer – Eight years old, noisy where his father is quiet, an earnest boy who measures people by whether they show up when they say they will. He remembers his mother in flashes rather than full scenes, and sometimes feels guilty about that. What he wants more than anything is for his dad to laugh like the other parents.

Ava Collins – Thirty-three, a travelling art therapist who has taken a three-month contract at Harbor’s Reach Community Centre to run a program for children working through grief and anxiety. She has a warm, practical presence and a private history of walking away from a man and his daughter when she was younger, a choice that still shapes every boundary she draws.

Mara Keane – Noah’s younger sister, a nurse who lives twenty minutes away and has been the one to say the hard things he has refused to hear since his wife died. She is the person who pushes Noah to register Leo for Ava’s program, convinced he needs more than his father’s careful, quiet love.

Mr. Ellis – The elderly neighbour across the street, who has watched Noah retreat into a controlled routine and who quietly becomes Leo’s confidant. He notices, before Noah does, that the house feels different on the days Ava has been there.
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​Introduction Scene
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On weekday mornings, Noah could measure how well he was doing by the sound of the front door.

On the worst days, Leo slammed it hard enough that the frame shook and the picture of the three of them at the summer carnival rattled on the wall. On the better ones, the door closed in two stages: first the careless pull of an eight-year-old in a hurry, then the quick second tug when he remembered his father’s reminder about not waking the neighbours.

This morning, the door clicked shut in one soft motion, as if Leo were trying not to disturb the house itself.

Noah stood in the kitchen with his hand wrapped around a mug that had long since stopped steaming and listened to the small sounds of his son putting on shoes in the cramped entryway. The scuff of a heel, the whisper of laces, the little sigh Leo made when one sock folded under his toes. It was a language Noah had learned over the past four years, every sound a sentence he felt responsible for completing.

“Shoes not cooperating?” he called, making his voice light.

Leo appeared in the doorway in his school sweatshirt and jeans, one sneaker properly tied, the other hanging loose with a knot that had given up halfway. His dark hair stuck up on one side from sleep, and the strap of his backpack had twisted on itself the way it always did.

“They’re fine,” Leo muttered, dropping onto the chair opposite Noah and attacking the knot with a fierce concentration usually reserved for video games.

The kitchen smelled faintly of toast and the lemon soap Noah used on the counters. Sunlight came in low through the window over the sink and lit up the dust in the air, dust that never quite settled no matter how often he wiped. Noah had once joked that it was Clara refusing to let her favourite room look too perfect. The joke had been funny exactly once, and only to him.

He set his mug down and leaned forward. “Big day,” he said. “You remember you’re starting that new art thing after school?”

Leo’s fingers froze on the knot. “It’s not an art thing,” he said without looking up. “It’s a group.”

“Right. The group.”

“It’s called Heartlines,” Leo added, as if Noah should already know that. “Mara showed me the brochure.” His voice softened slightly when he said Mara’s name. “We’re supposed to draw stuff and talk. And there are snacks.”

“Snacks,” Noah repeated. “Well, that’s clearly the important part.”

Leo’s mouth twitched, the edge of an almost-smile, and there it was again, that small invisible line Noah spent his life trying to move. Just a little closer to happiness. Just a little further from heavy.

He had agreed to the group because Mara had pushed, because the school counsellor had gently suggested it, because the brochure had said words like support and coping and because, when he had asked Leo whether he wanted to try it, his son had shrugged and said, “If it means you don’t have to keep asking if I’m okay, then sure.”

Noah still didn’t know whether that had been a joke.

He reached across the table. “Here,” he said. “Let me.”

Leo huffed but lifted his foot obediently, resting his sneaker on Noah’s knee. Noah worked the lace free, fingers moving automatically. He could do this in the dark now: tie a shoe, pack a lunch, sign a permission slip, dodge questions about birthday parties where other kids showed up with both parents. What he did not know how to do was hand his child to someone else, even for an hour and even for something that was supposed to help.

“Dad,” Leo said suddenly. “Did you go to a group when Mom died?”

The question landed between them like the sudden drop of silence when a song cuts off mid-chorus.

Noah’s hands stilled. He sat back slowly, letting the lace fall from his fingers. Leo was watching him with an expression that made him look older than eight, as if he already expected the answer and was giving Noah a chance to rewrite it.

“No,” Noah said. He had promised himself he would not lie, not about this. “I did not go to a group.”

“Why not?”

Because I thought if I left the house for even an hour, everything holding us together would notice and fall apart. Because every room in those places smelled like coffee and paper cups and other people’s pain, and I could not imagine putting ours on a chair next to theirs. Because I thought it was my job to be the band, therapist, everything.

“I didn’t think it would help,” he said carefully. “I thought the best thing I could do was just stay here. With you.”

Leo looked down at his shoe. “But you still felt sad,” he said. “And I still felt weird. So maybe it didn’t work.”

The honesty in his voice made Noah’s throat tighten. He wanted to reach for Leo, to pull him into his arms and explain that sometimes you did the wrong thing for the right reasons, but he also knew his son needed an answer, not a hug he might duck away from.

“That’s why we’re trying something different now,” Noah said. “For both of us. You get your group. I get to... learn how to let you have it.”

Leo studied him for a long moment, the way he sometimes did when he was building something with blocks and trying to decide whether the foundation was strong enough to add another floor.

“What if I don’t like it?” he asked.

“Then you tell me,” Noah said. “And we figure it out together. No one is going to make you stay anywhere you don’t feel okay. Not me. Not Aunt Mara. Not anyone.”

“And if I do like it?” Leo’s voice was quiet. “Even if you don’t?”

Noah thought of the brochure, of the smiling faces in the photos, of the woman in the staff picture with paint on her hands and a soft, tired kind of smile that did not match the brightness of the colours behind her. Ava Collins, Art Therapist. He had read the caption so many times that her name felt familiar and not at all real.

“Then,” he said slowly, “I will be happy that you found something that’s good for you. And I will learn how to be okay with that.”

Leo considered this, then nodded once as if a deal had been struck. “Okay,” he said. “Can we go now? Aunt Mara said if I’m early, I can see the room before everyone else gets there.”

There it was again, that tiny flash of eagerness Noah almost missed because he was too busy watching for fear. He stood, grabbed his keys from the hook by the door, and pulled his own jacket from the back of the chair.

They stepped into the cool air of Harbor’s Reach. The street was still damp from the night’s rain, and the ocean lay beyond the row of houses, a flat grey line that matched the sky. Mr. Ellis was on his porch already, wrapped in his cardigan, his dog snuffling at a patch of grass.

“Morning,” Noah called.

Mr. Ellis raised a hand. “Big day for the young man, I hear,” he said, his voice thin but cheerful. “Art and snacks. Hard to beat.”

Leo brightened. “There might be juice boxes,” he said solemnly, as if sharing important classified information.

“Ah,” Mr. Ellis replied. “Then it is serious indeed.”

They walked the three blocks to the Community Centre, Leo’s hand swinging at his side, close enough to grab but not quite touching Noah’s. It had been a long time since he had reached up without being asked. Noah watched the gap between their fingers and told himself not to close it for him.

As they approached the low brick building, the sign came into view: Harbor’s Reach Community Centre. Below it, a temporary banner fluttered in the breeze, the letters slightly uneven.

Heartlines – Creative Support for Kids Navigating Loss and Change.

A woman stood on a stepstool under the banner, adjusting one corner where the rope had come loose. Her hair was pulled back in a messy knot, and she wore a paint-splattered sweatshirt over jeans. A streak of pale blue ran across one wrist like an accidental bracelet.

“Careful,” Noah said automatically as the stepstool wobbled.

She glanced down, and in that second the morning shifted. Her eyes were a clear hazel, the kind that caught light in a way that made it hard to look away quickly without feeling rude. There were faint lines at the corners, not from age but from squinting against the sun or laughter. Or both.

“I’ve got it,” she said, steadying herself with one hand on the wall. “This banner and I are having a disagreement, but I don’t plan on losing.” She tugged the rope once more and hopped down lightly, landing with more grace than her wobbly ladder had promised.

Leo straightened beside Noah, the way he did when he met someone new and wanted to look older. “Are you the group lady?” he asked.

The woman smiled. “I am,” she said. “But I answer ‘Ava’ much faster. You must be Leo, which would make you...” She looked at Noah, waiting.

“Noah,” he supplied. “Mercer. I mean. Sorry. Noah is enough.”

“Ava Collins,” she said, offering her paint-marked hand without hesitation. “Thank you for bringing him. We’re happy to have him.”

Noah hesitated a split second before taking her hand, aware of the way Leo watched the gesture. Her palm was warm, her grip firm, and there was a faint smell of turpentine and orange peel clinging to her clothes.

“He was going to come by himself,” Noah said, letting go. “I just... thought I’d walk him for the first time.”

“I’m glad you did,” Ava replied. “First times are big. For everyone.”

Her eyes shifted back to Leo. “You get a choice of marker colours if you help me put out the snacks,” she told him. “That’s a very important job. Think you’re up for it?”

Leo’s shoulders relaxed. “What kind of snacks?” he asked, already half-hooked.

Ava leaned down conspiratorially. “The kind that comes in small packets and makes a satisfying crinkle,” she said. “And the juice boxes Mr. Ellis told me you like.”

Leo shot a surprised look at Noah. “You told Mr. Ellis?”

“No,” Noah said, confused.

“A good therapist never reveals her sources,” Ava said lightly. “Come on. You can tell me if I chose wrong.” She started toward the doors, then glanced back at Noah. “You’re welcome to come in for the first few minutes,” she added. “See the room. Meet the chaos. We don’t lock our parents out.”

It was an easy offer, almost casual, but it pressed against something tight inside him. Noah realised he had come prepared either to be told to leave or to be expected to stay. He had not considered that he might be given the choice.

“I’ll just walk him to the door,” he said. “Then I have to go to school.” The words came out quickly, a reflex, and he hated how defensive they sounded.

“Of course,” Ava said. “Whatever feels right.”

She pushed the door open, and a drift of warm air came out, carrying the smell of crayons, coffee, and something cinnamon. Leo stepped past her without looking back, drawn by the sight of bright posters on the walls and a table stacked with coloured paper.

For a second, Noah stood on the threshold watching his son enter a room full of empty chairs. He saw the moment Leo paused, scanning the space, shoulders tense; he saw the way they dropped a little when Ava moved to his side and pointed out the shelf of board games, the open box of markers, the jar of worry stones on the windowsill.

Leo picked up a smooth blue stone and rolled it between his fingers. Ava said something Noah could not hear, and Leo nodded, just once.

A light wind tugged at the banner above Noah’s head, making the word Heartlines ripple. He felt as if an invisible line had just been drawn from his son’s small hand to this woman’s open, paint-marked palm, and he did not know yet whether to be grateful or afraid.

He stepped back onto the path. “I’ll be here at five,” he called.

Leo turned, the blue stone still clutched tight. “You have to be on time,” he said. “Because today is new.”

“I’ll be on time,” Noah promised.

As he walked away, the ocean on his left and the Community Centre on his right, Noah realised that this was the first morning in four years he had left his son in a room built on the idea that someone else could help carry what was heavy. He did not know that inside, Ava had just looked at Leo and thought, I cannot afford to get attached again. He only felt the echo of his own thoughts, steady and certain.

Don ' t involve your mind.

He did not yet understand that in the weeks to come, it would not just be his heart on the line. It would be two.
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Chapter 1: The Line Between Helping and Holding On
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The thing about group rooms, Ava had learned, was that they never looked like the brochure until the kids arrived.

On paper, Heartlines was a soft collage of colour and light: a photo of a circle of chairs, a sunbeam across a rug, a smiling facilitator with a marker in hand. In real life, twenty minutes before the first session, the room at Harbor’s Reach Community Centre was a little too quiet and smelled faintly of floor cleaner and old coffee. The chairs were metal, not the soft ones in the picture. The rug in the centre had a worn corner that flipped up no matter how many times she smoothed it down with her foot.

Ava walked slowly around the circle, laying a small card on each chair. On one side of the card was a line drawing of a heart. On the other side, she had written a question in careful, rounded handwriting.

What is one small thing that makes you feel safer?

She placed a box of markers on the low table near the door, opened the jar of worry stones and let the smooth shapes catch the light. She stepped back and saw all the ways the room still did not match the vision in her head. The walls were beige. The fluorescent lights hummed faintly. Someone had left a stack of flyers for a senior line dancing class on the windowsill, the cartoon boots breaking the mood she was trying to build.

She crossed to the window, moved the flyers to the side, and tugged the blinds half open. Outside, she could see the parking lot and, beyond that, the hint of the ocean. Harbor’s Reach was the smallest place she had taken a contract in years. She had driven into town three weeks ago with her car full of boxes and the quiet, stubborn belief that she would leave again as neatly as she had arrived.

Three months later, she reminded herself now, tracing a finger along the cool glass. Twelve weeks of Heartlines. One parent meeting at the beginning, one at the end. Check-ins, reports, progress notes. Then a packed car, a forwarded mail address, and another town where her name would be printed on a new brochure.

Someone had once told her that leaving before people expected you to stay was a kindness, not a flaw. She was no longer sure she believed that, but she still behaved as if it were true.

A faint murmur in the hallway pulled her back. She heard the door from outside open, footsteps, a boy’s voice asking something she could not catch, and an older man replying warmly. There was the sound of a locker being closed, the quick slap of sneakers on linoleum.

For a moment, panic fluttered in her chest, quick and irrational. The room was ready; she had done this a hundred times in different buildings, under different fluorescent lights. Yet every new group felt like standing at the edge of a pool and wondering if, this time, the water would be too cold to bear.

She crossed to the doorway, smoothed her sweatshirt over her jeans, and reminded herself that she was here for the kids, not for the ghosts of her own choices.

The first face she saw when she opened the door was Leo’s.

He stood just beyond the threshold, clutching a blue stone in his hand. His backpack sat slightly crooked on his shoulders, as if he had put it on in a hurry. His eyes flicked over her shoulder into the room, quick and assessing, the way kids look at unfamiliar spaces they are not sure they have chosen.

Behind him, Noah’s tall frame filled the hallway. He looked different here than he had outside under the banner, less like a man caught mid-errand and more like someone who had lost his place in a familiar script. His shirt was tucked in neatly, but his tie was slightly off-centre, as if he had knotted it without checking a mirror. A lanyard with the school’s logo hung from his pocket, looped around his fingers.

“Hey,” Ava said softly. “You made it.”

Leo lifted the stone a fraction, as if to prove it. “I got here early,” he said. “You said I could see the room.”

“I did.” She took a small step back, widening the doorway without making a show of it. “Come on in. You’ve got the first pick of marker colours, and that is a power I do not give lightly.”

This time, he smiled properly, quick and involuntary, the way kids do when they want to seem indifferent but cannot quite manage it. He slipped past her into the room, his gaze snagging on the jar of stones, the cards on the chairs, the poster of a tree she had taped to the far wall where each leaf was blank, waiting for names.

“You can sit wherever you like,” Ava told him. “The cards are just for later.”

He drifted toward a chair on the far side of the circle, one with a view of both the door and the window. The choice made sense. She logged it quietly, the way she always did: under the notes she never showed anyone. I want an exit and a view.

She turned back toward the hall.

Noah had not moved. He stood with one hand braced against the doorframe above his head, as if holding the building up from the outside. Up close, she could see the fine lines of tiredness around his eyes, the way his jaw tightened and released as he watched his son cross the room.

“You can come in too if you like,” she said. “Just for a minute. It sometimes helps to see where they’ll be.”

He shook his head, then seemed to reconsider. “Is it... better if I don’t?” he asked. “I don’t want to make it harder.”

“There’s no one-size answer,” Ava replied. “Some kids like knowing their person has seen the space and approves. Some do better if goodbyes happen at the door. What matters is that whatever you choose, you stick to it. Consistency is the safety net.”

He looked past her at Leo, who was now gently testing the back of his chosen chair by rocking it an inch forward and back. “If I come in,” Noah said quietly, “he’ll watch me the whole time and maybe not the room. If I stay out here, he knows I’m right there.” He gave a small, helpless shrug. “We’re both still figuring out what ‘right there’ means.”

Ava felt an unexpected ache at the honesty in his voice. It would be easier if he were defensive or dismissive, if he had come only because someone had told him to. Parents who already knew they were trying their best were the ones who learned in the hardest way how thin their own skin had become.

“Then the door is a good starting line,” she said. “You bring him to it. You pick him up from it. In between, I’ll be the one watching him.”

He searched her face as if weighing the promise. There was a subtle tension in his shoulders, as though his body were already halfway turned toward leaving and his heart had refused to spin.

“What do you need from me?” he asked.

The question startled her. Most parents asked what the group would need from their child, not the other way around.

“For today?” she said. “I need you to come back at five, on time, just like you told him. And I need you to expect that when he walks out, he may not tell you much. That’s not a sign it went badly. He might just be full.”

“Full,” Noah repeated, tasting the word as if it were new.

“Grief is heavy,” she said. “So is change. We’re going to give him a place to put some of it. That can feel strange when you’re used to carrying it all with the same person.”

A small, crooked smile touched his mouth. “Are you always this gentle and terrifying at the same time?” he asked.

“Occupational hazard,” she said lightly, though the comment landed closer than he knew. “We’ll go slow. For him. For you. For everyone.”

He nodded once, then leaned into the doorway. “Hey, Leo,” he called.

Leo looked up immediately.

“I’ll see you at five,” Noah said. “Same door.”

“On time,” Leo reminded him.

“On time,” Noah agreed.

For a second, the three of them hovered in that thin strip of space where goodbye had been spoken but not yet enacted. Then Noah straightened, let his hand fall from the frame, and walked away down the hall.

Ava watched him go until he disappeared around the corner. Only then did she close the door halfway, leaving it not quite shut, a small echo of the compromise they had just made.

She turned back into the room. Leo was examining the heart card on his chair, his brow furrowed.

“What if I don’t know the answer?” he asked as she approached.

“To the question?” she said. “You don’t have to answer now. You can draw how you feel instead, or write a word that doesn’t make sense to anyone but you. Or leave it blank and pick a stone. No tests here.”

He relaxed a fraction and picked up a marker, uncapping it with a small pop.

By the time the rest of the kids arrived, the room felt less like a catalogue picture and more like a place where real people might say true things. Backpacks thumped to the floor. Chairs scraped. Names were offered, some clearly, some mumbled. She saw the whole range of ages she had been promised: seven to twelve, a span of years in which a year can be a lifetime.

“Welcome to Heartlines,” Ava said when they were all seated, twelve small bodies around the circle. “This is a space where you get to put the heavy parts of your life somewhere that is not just inside your chest or your stomach or your head.”

A few kids glanced at each other, uncertain whether they were allowed to laugh at the mention of stomachs. One did, a sharp little bark of sound, and the tension cracked a little.

“We have only a couple of rules,” Ava continued. “One, no one has to share more than they want to. Two, whatever is said here about personal stories stays here, unless someone is in danger, in which case I will always choose safety. And three, snacks cannot be eaten in secret. If you sneak a cookie, you have to share at least half of the joke you’re laughing at.”

That earned her a few proper smiles. Even Leo’s mouth moved.

She began with simple exercises. They took turns saying their names and one thing they were good at that had nothing to do with school. They passed the worry jar around and chose stones, some rolling them between their palms, some clutching them tight. When the heart cards came into play, she made it clear that drawing a scribble was as valid as drawing a detailed picture.

Leo drew something that looked at first like a lopsided house, then, slowly, became a music note inside a square. He coloured the square in blue, the same shade as the stone in his hand.

“What’s that?” Ava asked when she paused beside him, careful to keep her voice low enough that only he could hear.

He shrugged, eyes fixed on the paper. “My dad’s classroom,” he said. “He says it’s not really mine, but it kind of is, because I know where everything goes. When I'm there, I don’t have to talk if I don’t want to. There’s always noise, but not the kind I have to answer.”

She nodded, the picture shifting in her mind. A music room. A man whose world had narrowed to one child and a set of instruments. “A place where sound means you don’t have to explain things,” she said.

Leo nodded almost imperceptibly.

“That’s a good safe place,” she said quietly. “You can come back to it in your head if things feel big in here.”

He let out a breath she hadn’t realised he had been holding.

As the session went on, Ava watched the group dynamics settle. One girl chattered nervously until she ran out of words and then fell quiet, eyes gone far away. A boy in the corner did not speak at all, but his hand never stopped moving over the paper, drawing the same looping shape again and again. A pair of siblings leaned into each other in a way that suggested they were used to being a team.

And Leo, somewhere between them all, watched everything with the cautious curiosity of someone who had spent a long time being careful not to need more than what he already had.

When the hour was almost over, she brought out the snacks, because sugar was sometimes the bridge words could not build in a first session. The crinkle of packets filled the room, along with the soft squeak of juice straws.

“Okay,” she said. “One last thing before we go. I’m going to ask you a question. You can answer out loud if you want, or just think about it on your way home. There’s no right answer, remember. The question is this: what would it be like if you did not have to be the strongest person in the room all the time?”

There was a small silence. A couple of kids shifted in their chairs. One muttered, “Weird,” under his breath.

Leo spoke without looking up from his cookie. “Someone else might break instead,” he said quietly.

Ava met his gaze when he finally raised his head, her chest tightening around the simple, devastating logic. “That’s something we can talk about,” she said. “How to share the weight without breaking anyone.”

His eyes flicked away, as if the offer was too bright to look at directly.

By the time the clock above the door reached the hour, they had tidied up the wrappers, put the stones back in the jar, and written their first names on paper leaves to stick to the tree on the wall. The tree looked sparse now, but she knew from experience how quickly it would fill.

“Remember,” she said as they slung backpacks onto shoulders and shuffled toward the door, “you can leave anything from today here in this room if you want. You don’t have to carry it all out with you.”

She opened the door.

Parents waited in a cluster down the hall, some leaning against walls, some checking their phones, some standing too straight as if held upright by nerves. Ava had learned to read their faces almost as quickly as the children’s. Relief. Skepticism. Guilt. Hope they never dare to name.

Noah was there, a few steps ahead of the others, his gaze fixed on the doorway as if willing it to produce his son faster.

Leo spotted him immediately and broke into a run, then checked himself halfway, slowing to a walk as if remembering that he was eight now, not five. He reached his father and, without warning, pressed the blue stone into his hand.

“This is for you,” he said.

Noah looked taken aback. “I thought it was yours,” he said.

“I can get another one next time,” Leo replied. “You need one today. For your stomach. It always looks like it hurts when you’re waiting.”

The hallway noise dropped a fraction, or maybe it just felt that way to Ava. She watched Noah close his fingers around the stone, his throat working as he swallowed.

“Thanks, buddy,” he said. His voice was rough around the edges. “How was it?”

Leo considered. “We drew things we don’t want to say yet,” he said. “And she has rules about snacks.” He jerked his head in Ava’s direction.

“Snack rules,” Noah echoed faintly. “Wow. That sounds intense.”

Leo rolled his eyes in a way that told her they had known each other long enough to trust when a joke was safe. “We’re going back next week,” he added, and there was no question in the statement, only assumption.

Ava let herself breathe a little easier. That was one unknown settlement.

“Good to know,” Noah said. He glanced over Leo’s head and met her eyes. “Thank you,” he said simply.

“You’re welcome,” she replied. “He did well. First sessions are strange. He stayed with it.”

Leo frowned up at her. “I didn’t cry,” he said, as if daring her to contradict him.

“Crying is not a requirement,” Ava said. “Staying in the room is. You more than met the minimum. Extra credit, even.”

He seemed to approve of this grading system. “Do I have to tell Aunt Mara everything?” he asked.

“That depends,” Ava said. “Do you want to?”

He shrugged. “She’ll ask.”

Noah made a soft sound, something between a sigh and a laugh. “Mara doesn’t let silence live for long,” he said.

“You can tell her whatever you want,” Ava told Leo. “But if there’s anything you’re not ready to say yet, you can save it for here. That’s part of the deal.”

Leo nodded, then tugged on his father’s sleeve. “Can we go?” he asked. “I’m hungry again.”

“You just ate,” Noah said.

“Those were tiny,” Leo protested. “They were like, practice snacks.”

The corner of Noah’s mouth twitched. “Practice snacks,” he repeated. “Fine. We’ll get real ones on the way home.”

As they turned to leave, Ava noticed that Noah’s hand hovered near Leo’s shoulder without resting on it, close enough to guide, not close enough to constrict. It was the gesture of someone who was trying to learn a new dance without stepping on toes.

She watched them walk down the hall, father and son, the blue stone now hidden in Noah’s palm. A familiar tension wound through her, a mix of protectiveness and something softer she tried not to name. This was the part of the job that never got easier: knowing that for some families she was a brief chapter, for others a turning point, and for a few, a reminder of what she herself had once refused to risk.

When the hall emptied, she went back into the room, gathered the remaining cards into a neat stack, and switched off the fluorescent lights. The space fell into a gentler dimness, lit only by the late afternoon sun slanting through the blinds.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she reached for her satchel. She pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

A message from the program coordinator in the city she had left two years ago. The subject line was short.

Update on family referral.

Her thumb hesitated over the screen before she opened it. The email was concise, professional, the way they always were.

Just wanted you to know that the father from your last placement reached out again. The child is doing fine. He asked me to pass along that they’re grateful you stepped back when you did. Said they needed to learn how to build their own support without relying on you as a crutch.

She stood very still, the words settling over her like dust.

Grateful you stepped back.

She thought of the man’s face, the little girl’s hand in his, the way the girl had stopped looking at her altogether in the last weeks before she pulled away. There were things no email could tell her: whether the gratitude was real, whether the sentence about crutches had been his words or the coordinator’s. Whether the girl ever asked about the woman who had taught her to paint storms with a sponge and then disappeared between one Thursday and the next.

Ava locked her phone and slid it back into her pocket.

Three months later, she reminded herself again. Harbor’s Reach was not permanent. Heartlines had an end date. She would do good work, document it, hand it over, and leave.

She picked up her satchel, flicked off the last light, and stepped out into the hallway, pulling the door firmly closed behind her.

In the parking lot, a few cars remained. She spotted Noah’s old sedan near the exit, Leo’s profile visible in the passenger seat as he talked, hands moving animatedly. Noah was listening, one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting on the blue stone on his knee.

The sight hit her with an unexpected intensity. She had worked with enough families to know that this combination – a widowed parent, an only child, four years of tightly held pain – could tip either way. It could harden into a life of quiet survival, the sort of existence where people spoke kindly of resilience but rarely of joy. Or it could, carefully, become something else. Not a replacement. A new shape carved around the outline of what had been lost.

Ava told herself it was none of her business which way this particular story went beyond the boundaries of the program. Her job was to show up, hold space, help them build tools, and then step aside.

Still, as she watched the car pull away and merge onto the street that curved along the coast, she felt the faint, disloyal stirring of something that looked disturbingly like hope.

She turned toward her own car, the small hatchback with out-of-state plates and a trunk full of art supplies. The wind from the ocean carried a tang of salt and the far-off sound of waves hitting rocks. Harbor’s Reach was, she had to admit, a place where people might be tempted to stay if they weren’t careful.

She unlocked the car, slid into the driver’s seat, and sat for a long moment with her hands on the wheel without starting the engine.

Do not get attached, she told herself.

The thought felt thin in the face of the image that rose in her mind unbidden: Leo’s serious eyes as he handed his father the worry stone, Noah’s startled tenderness as he accepted it, the way both of them seemed to be holding their breath as they took their first steps into a life that did not revolve around a single absence.

Three people, she thought. One group room. Twelve weeks.

The math of it did not add up neatly, no matter how she tried to keep it simple.

Finally, she turned the key and pulled out of the lot, following the curve of the road. Behind her, inside the Community Centre, the heart cards lay stacked on the table, the top one still bearing the faint impression of a blue music note drawn by an eight-year-old boy who had just dared to circle a room without his father’s hand on his shoulder.

The heavy parts of his life were no longer stored in one place. Neither, Ava suspected uneasily, were hers.
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Chapter 2: The Space She Left Behind
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Noah had always thought grief lived in big things. The day of the funeral. First party with an empty chair at the table. The moment he had to tick the box on a form that changed his status from married to widowed. Those were the days people remembered, the dates they circled when they talked about loss, as if pain obeyed calendars.

What he had learned instead, in the years since Clara’s hospital room and the hushed drive home, was that grief spent most of its time hiding in smaller places. It lived between the slats of the blinds in their bedroom, where the morning light no longer had anyone to fall across first. It sat invisible on the second pillow he could not bring himself to move. It clung to the mug she had bought at a craft fair that he never used but refused to donate, even when the cupboard became crowded and Leo complained that his favourite superhero cup was always stuck in the back.

That night, after the first Heartlines session, grief chose the quiet corner of the living room between the sofa and the bookshelf. Noah found it there when he walked through the front door with Leo a step ahead of him, tossing his backpack onto the rug with a soft thud.

“Shoes,” Noah reminded automatically, even as his eyes scanned the room the way they always did when they came home. It was an old habit, making sure nothing was obviously wrong, as if trouble would announce itself with overturned furniture and raised voices instead of the slow wear of days.

Leo toed off his sneakers and left them near the mat in a haphazard angle that would make Mara sigh. He padded into the living room in socks, heading straight for the coffee table where a half-built tower of blocks stood from that morning.

“Did you know she has a jar of stones?” he said, picking up where his thoughts had clearly left off in the car. “Not, like, rocks from outside. Smooth ones. She said I can keep that blue one if I want, but I gave it to you because your stomach always looks like it hurts.”

Noah dropped his keys into the bowl by the door and loosened his tie. “My stomach?” he asked. “When does it look like it hurts?”

“When you’re waiting,” Leo said matter-of-factly, rearranging the top layer of the tower. “And when people say they’ll call. And when it rains and you have to drive. Your face goes like this.” He scrunched his features, imitating a tension he should not have known how to imitate, then straightened. “She said stones can remind you to breathe in your hands. I think your hands forget sometimes.”

Noah smiled, a slow, reluctant thing that still managed to catch him off guard. “I didn’t realise I was outnumbered,” he said. “You and Ava are both taking notes on me.”

Leo shrugged without looking up. “She takes notes on everyone,” he said. “That’s her job. She has a book. But she doesn’t write when we’re talking, only later. Today she just listened and asked how many windows I like in a room.”

“That’s an unusual question.”

“It’s important,” Leo said. “You can’t see trouble if you can’t see outside. Also, if you’re mad, you need somewhere to look that is not a person.”

The phrasing was so precise that Noah knew it had not come from his son’s vocabulary. He pictured Ava in that beige room with the crooked rug and the jar of stones, asking his boy about windows as if the number of panes could tell her something she needed to know.

“And how many windows did you say you like?” he asked.

Leo paused, then carefully placed a block. “I said two,” he answered. “One to see what’s coming. One to decide if I want to open it.”

Noah’s chest tightened. For a beat, the living room blurred at the edges, the way it did sometimes when a memory rose too fast. He saw Clara late at night opening the window above the sink to let out cooking smoke while Leo, still a toddler, watched the rain in fascination. He heard her say, half to herself, that people needed more exit routes in their lives than they thought they did.

“Two sounds like a good number,” he said, his voice steady.

Leo nodded, satisfied. “Can I have a snack?” he added. “A real one. Not a practice one. You promised.”

“I remember,” Noah said. “Go wash your hands. I’ll make you a sandwich.”

In the kitchen, he pulled bread from the bag and reached for the peanut butter jar, the movements so automatic his body barely consulted his mind. He spread it thicker than usual, remembering the smallness of the cookies at the centre, then added apple slices on the side because Mara would ask later if he had included anything green and he wanted, for once, to be able to say yes without creative interpretation.

He set the plate on the table just as Leo skidded back in, hands damp, hair slightly darker at the edges where water had touched it.

“Thanks,” Leo said, sliding into his chair. He bit into the sandwich and spoke around the mouthful. “She has rules about snacks too.”

Noah sat down opposite him with his own mug of tea, the blue stone resting beside it. “You mentioned that,” he said. “Snack rules. I’m listening.”

“You’re not allowed to eat them until everyone gets one,” Leo said. “And you can’t crinkle the wrappers when someone is talking about something big, unless you’re nervous and then you have to say that’s why you’re doing it. And if you drop crumbs, you have to say one good thing you remember about the person you miss.”

“That seems... efficient,” Noah said slowly, a faint smile tugging at his mouth. “Mess with consequences.”

“It made that kid talk,” Leo said. “The one with the baseball hat. He dropped, like, a thousand crumbs on purpose because he said he didn’t remember anything and then he did. He remembered a song.”

“And you?” Noah asked. “Did you drop crumbs on purpose?”

Leo shook his head, chewing. “I don’t like crumbs,” he said. “But I remembered something anyway. She didn’t make me say it. It was just in my head.”

“Do you want to tell me?” The question came out gently, and he braced himself for the familiar pushback.

Leo stared at his plate for a moment, then spoke in a tone that suggested he was talking more to his food than to his father.

“I remembered the night light shaped like a star,” he said. “The one Mom bought me when I was four. She said the dark wasn’t bad, it was just loud in my head. So she gave me a light that was quiet.” He shrugged. “I forgot we used to read under it. You were always grading papers.”

The picture came back so sharply Noah almost saw it superimposed over their current kitchen. The glow of the little star-shaped lamp on the wall, Clara’s voice reading, his own highlighters uncapped and untouched as he listened from the other room. He remembered thinking he had endless nights to join them. He remembered promising himself he would.

“I remember that too,” he said, his voice low. “I thought you’d forgotten.”

“I did,” Leo said. “Until she asked about crumbs. Then it was there again. Like when the power goes out and comes back. I got mad that I forgot it.”

“Memory is strange,” Noah said. “It doesn’t forget on purpose to hurt you. It just... puts things in drawers so you can do other things. Sometimes we need help finding the drawer again.”

Leo frowned. “She said that,” he said. “Not the drawer part, but that brains hide things to help us. Did she tell you that?”

“No,” Noah said. “I’ve never met her before today.”

“You met her at the door,” Leo noted.

“I mean before that,” Noah said, smiling. “I didn’t get any special training.”

“Maybe you need it,” Leo said. “You always look like you’re trying to carry the whole house in your head.”

He went back to his sandwich, having delivered the verdict.

Later, after dishes and homework and the small battle over screen time that ended with a compromise and one more cartoon than Noah had meant to allow, the house settled into its nighttime rhythm. The washing machine hummed in the background. The radiator clicked. The sound of the ocean, perpetual and steady, filtered in through the living room window when the television finally went quiet.

Leo fell asleep halfway through a chapter of the book he had chosen, his head dropping to the side. Noah closed the book carefully and eased it from his hands, marking the page with an old receipt before setting it on the nightstand. He pulled the blankets up to Leo’s shoulders and stood there for a moment, listening to the even breathing that still, after all these years, felt like the truest sound in the house.

On nights like this, the temptation to sit on the floor beside the bed and keep watch was almost overwhelming. In the early months, he had done exactly that, waking with a stiff neck and pins and needles in his legs but a small, irrational sense of achievement, as if his presence had personally negotiated with the universe to grant another morning.

He had forced himself to stop when Leo started waking to find him there and asking if something bad had happened while he was asleep.

Now, he simply laid his hand for a second on the blanket, not quite an embrace, more of a connection, then stepped back.

“Good job today,” he whispered, though he knew Leo could not hear him. “I’m proud of you.”

He turned off the lamp and left the door ajar, the way Leo liked it, light from the hallway forming a soft rectangle on the bedroom carpet.

In the living room, the blue stone sat where he had left it on the coffee table. He picked it up, feeling its cool weight in his palm. It was smooth on one side, slightly rougher on the other, as if it had been broken from a larger piece and then polished. He rolled it between his fingers, the way Ava had said it could remind someone to breathe.

He wondered when, exactly, his son had started cataloguing the changes in his face. Waiting. Phone calls. Rain. Somewhere along the line, watching had gone both ways.

The laundry finished with a final whirr and beep. He set the stone carefully on the bookshelf beside a framed photo of Leo in a superhero cape, just in front of Clara’s worn paperback of a novel she had read so many times the spine was held together with tape.

“You’d like her,” he murmured, surprising himself.

He had not meant to say it out loud, but once the words were in the room they hung there with a weight that made him uneasy. He had no idea it was true. He had spoken to Ava all of three times, two of them in hallways, one of them with his son within earshot. Yet she had given Leo a stone and asked about windows and drawn a tree on the wall where his name was now a leaf.

That was more than most people had done for them in a long time.

The thought of Clara liking her sat alongside the thought of Clara having had to meet her for any reason at all, and that was an equation he could not bear to examine. He shook his head as if the motion could dislodge it and turned toward the hallway.

He passed the door at the end without meaning to stop.

It was still closed. It had been closed for so long that the line of dust along the frame where his fingers touched it every now and then was the only evidence that it had ever opened.

Their bedroom was across the hall. He could make himself go there, lie down on his own half of the bed, stare at the ceiling until sleep edged in around the memories. That was the routine he knew.

Instead, tonight, he stood with his hand on the doorknob of the room they had once called the spare, even though it had never really been spare. It had been Clara’s room for things that did not fit anywhere else. Her easel. The boxes of photographs she never quite finished sorting. The old piano she insisted on keeping though no one had played it in years.

After she died, it became the place where he stored the pieces of her life he could not throw away and could not look at for long. In the early months, he had gone in there to cry so that Leo would not see. In the years after, he had mostly stayed away.

His fingers tightened on the knob. For a moment, he almost turned back. Then Leo’s words from earlier floated up.

You always look like you’re trying to carry the whole house in your head.

He opened the door.

The air inside was cooler, tinged with the scent of old paper and dust. He flicked on the light.

Nothing had moved. The easel stood by the window, a half-finished canvas on it. Clouds over the ocean, painted in layers of blue and grey that somehow still looked warmer than the sky Noah had walked under that morning. The piano sat against the far wall, its lid closed, a faint layer of dust softening the dark wood. Boxes were stacked neatly in one corner, labels written in Clara’s looping handwriting.

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him, leaning back against it for a moment as if bracing himself against a tide.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered, but his voice came out thin.

He crossed to the easel, drawn by the unfinished painting the way he always had been. The clouds were detailed, carefully shaded, but the bottom right corner of the canvas was still just white gesso, untouched. She had stopped there, brush dried on the edge of the jar, phone call taking her out of the room and into a car and, eventually, into a hospital bed she never left.

He had tried, once, to imagine finishing it for her. He had even picked up a brush, but the blank space felt like the last sentence of a letter he was not entitled to write.

He touched the edge of the frame lightly with his fingertips and let his gaze move to the wall above the piano.

There, in a cluster, hung the photos they had chosen together one evening in what felt like another lifetime. Shots of the town. The pier at sunset. Leo at two, chasing seagulls, his arms spread wide. A crooked picture in the middle that Clara had insisted on leaving tilted because she said perfection made her nervous.

His eyes lingered on that one and then dropped to the top of the piano where a small wooden box sat. He had built it for her when they were first married, sanding the corners by hand, burning their initials into the underside in a fit of sentimental enthusiasm she had teased him about for weeks. After she died, he used it to keep the things he was not ready to put away but could not carry in his pockets. A ticket stub from the last movie they had seen. A shopping list in her handwriting. A ring he still wore on a chain when the day felt particularly precarious.

He lifted the lid.

Tonight, on top of the familiar items, lay something he had not seen before.

A folded piece of paper, yellowed slightly at the edges, its crease worn as if it had been opened and closed a dozen times. His name was written on it in Clara’s hand, the letters slightly slanted, the way they were when she had been in a hurry.

His breath caught.

He reached carefully into the box and unfolded the paper, his fingers shaking in a way that annoyed him even as he could not stop it. Word on the page was not long. They did not read like a formal letter, no date, no salutation. It looked more like a note she had written for herself and left where she would see it later.

He recognised it now. He had seen it before, early on, and put it away because the ache had been too sharp. Over time, other things had risen to the top of the box, and the note had sunk under them, like a stone in a jar.

Don’t let him decide that loving us was a mistake just because he’s scared of losing us, she had written. He is going to try to make his world as small as possible so nothing can fall out. Make sure someone reminds him that the point of a door is not just to close.

He could hear her voice in every line, as if she were standing beside him, smudges of paint on her hands, laughing at him for pretending he did not need help carrying all the feelings he insisted on shoving into an overstuffed drawer.

His vision blurred. He blinked and forced the words back into focus.

Beneath the note, in smaller script, almost as if she had added it as an afterthought, was one more line.

If you’re reading this after I’m gone, it’s because you kept it, and
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