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The Dad Next Door
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The GPS lies. I don’t care what anyone says.
It tells me I’ve “arrived,” but all I see is a wall of snow, a narrow driveway, and a cabin so picture-perfect it looks like it’s judging me.
And of course, the moment I turn into the driveway, my tires spin out like I’m trying to drift in a Honda Civic commercial.
We skid, slide, and then—yep. We’re stuck. Absolutely, completely stuck.
“Dad... is this it?” my kid asks from the backseat, voice hopeful.

“This is... something,” I say, gripping the wheel like I can magic us unstuck through pure optimism.

The engine whines. The wheels spit snow. Nothing happens.

Not exactly the triumphant arrival to our fresh start I was hoping for.
New town, new life, same old chaotic energy.
I’m debating whether crying counts as “problem-solving” when there’s a sharp tap on my window. I jump hard enough to hit the horn with my chest. It blares through the trees like I’m announcing our arrival to every moose in a ten-mile radius.

I whip my head around—and immediately forget how to breathe.

A man stands outside my window holding a snow shovel.
But calling him “a man” feels like calling a glacier “a little cold.”
He’s huge. Broad shoulders under a flannel jacket. Snow in his dark hair. A jawline that could crack ice. The kind of guy who looks like he splits wood for fun and scares away wolves with a single look.
He lifts one eyebrow like he’s deciding whether I’m helpless or just stupid.

Great. Perfect. Love this welcome.

I roll down the window. “Hi. Sorry. I, uh... we’re new.”

“I figured,” he says. His voice is low and warm, the kind you feel in your chest. “You’re not getting out of that rut without help.”

His eyes flick to the backseat where my kid waves enthusiastically.
He doesn’t smile. But something in his face softens—just a tiny bit.
“I’m Logan,” he says. “I live next door.”

Of course he does. Of course the sexiest man I’ve ever seen in my life is my next-door neighbor. Because the universe loves humor.

“I’m Adam,” I say. “This is my son.”
My kid waves again. Logan nods back.
“You got snow tires?” he asks.

I blink. “I have... regular tires.”

Logan exhales like he’s questioning my entire approach to life.

“Alright,” he says, stepping back. “Put it in drive. I’ll push.”

He says it like it’s no big deal—like helping a stranger in a snowstorm is a normal Wednesday activity—but watching this man prepare to shove my entire car with his bare hands feels illegal somehow.

I do what he says. The car jolts as he pushes. Hard.
Snow sprays. My heart is pounding.
Not because of the car.
Because... him.
One final shove and the car pops free like it never got stuck at all.

I pull into the driveway. My kid claps like Logan just performed a magic trick.
Honestly? It felt like it.
We get out, and I immediately trip on a chunk of ice and pretend I totally meant to do that. Logan watches, expression unreadable, probably regretting every choice that led him to this moment.

“Thanks,” I say, brushing snow off my jacket. “Really. You saved us.”

“Snowbrook gets worse storms than this,” he says. “You’ll learn.”

A challenge? A warning? I can’t tell.
All I know is his eyes linger on mine for a second too long before he clears his throat, adjusts his shovel, and steps away.
“Welcome to Snowbrook, Adam,” he says over his shoulder.

And I swear the air gets ten degrees warmer.

***
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THE CABIN SMELLS LIKE pine, dust, and someone else’s cinnamon candles.
It’s not mine, not yet, but stepping inside feels like I’m closing a door on everything that came before.
I set down the first box—labeled “IMPORTANT”—which is hilarious because all that’s inside are socks, my kid’s stuffed fox, and a half-empty bottle of ibuprofen. If that doesn’t summarize my life, I don’t know what does.

My kid runs straight to the little loft bedroom, shouting, “This one is mine!”
The stairs creak. Snow falls outside like we’re inside a shaken-up snow globe.
I breathe.
The silence is strange.
Big-city noise has been my soundtrack for years—traffic, yelling, the constant hum of other people. Snowbrook feels like someone hit the mute button on my old life.
I start unpacking the essentials:
clothes, toiletries, the worn blue sweater I refuse to throw out, the coffee maker I practically sleep with, and the photo of me and my kid from last summer before everything started falling apart.
I place the photo on the kitchen counter and stare at it for a moment.

We look happy.
We were happy.
Then my ex-wife said she needed space.
Then space turned into separation.
Then separation turned into “I don’t love you the way I used to.”
Then it all turned into lawyers, paperwork, and a sinking feeling I couldn’t shake.
Now I’m here.
New town, new life, new attempt at becoming the kind of dad my kid deserves.
I open the next box: winter jackets, gloves, and exactly two pairs of jeans that don’t look like they survived the apocalypse.

I hang the coats by the door, and the cabin immediately feels less empty.
Still not ours... but getting warmer.
A shadow moves across the window.
I freeze.
Outside, that same flannel-clad neighbor—Logan—walks across his porch carrying a bag of firewood under one arm like it weighs nothing. He’s not looking at me, but just seeing him sends that annoying flutter through my chest again.

I hate that flutter.
It messes with the narrative I’ve had about myself my whole life.
Straight.
Married.
Father.
End of story.
But the universe apparently likes plot twists.

He disappears into his cabin, and I exhale way too slowly.

My kid comes back down the stairs, out of breath. “Dad! There’s a mural on the wall upstairs! Like actual mountains!”

“Oh yeah?” I ask, grateful for the distraction. “Does it look like Snowbrook?”

“No,” he says confidently. “It looks better.”

I laugh. “Then it’s perfect.”

He runs off again. I keep unpacking.

Clothes folded.
Toothbrush in the bathroom.
Kitchen items stacked neatly.
Only what we need. Nothing extra.
That’s what this place is—our transition.
Somewhere to breathe before we figure out the forever plan.
The knock on the door makes me jump.

I wipe my hands on my jeans, hoping it’s not the rental manager coming to say I already messed something up. When I open the door, it’s... him.

Logan Ridley.
Snow-dusted hair, a dark sweatshirt now, broad shoulders filling the doorway.
He looks warmer without the flannel, somehow more real and less... statue-of-a-man-who-haunts-my-thoughts.
“Hey,” he says. Not a smile, but not as gruff as earlier either. “Just wanted to check in. Make sure you got settled.”

“Oh. Yeah. Thanks,” I say, suddenly aware of the mess behind me—boxes, jackets, my life scattered in cardboard. “We’re, uh... getting there.”

Logan’s eyes flick briefly to the disarray, then back to me. No judgment. Just observation.

“If you need anything,” he says, “tools, firewood, directions... the grocery store is confusing for newcomers. They move things around.”

“The grocery store?” I ask.

He nods, completely serious. “Every week. It’s a Snowbrook thing.”

My laugh escapes before I can stop it. His lips twitch, like he’s fighting a smile.

“Thanks,” I say. “Really. For earlier too. I thought we were going to spend our first hour here living in the driveway.”

“You’d be surprised how many people arrive that way,” he says.

He glances at my kid through the window, who’s now building a pillow fort.
Something warm shifts in his expression.
“Well,” Logan says, stepping back, “I’ll let you get back to it. If you need anything—”

“I know where to find the guy with the shovel,” I finish.

His eyes flicker. That almost-smile again.

“Yeah,” he says quietly. “Guess you do.”

He turns and heads back across the snow, his boots leaving deep prints in the fresh powder.

I close the door, lean my forehead against it for a second, and exhale.

New town.
New start.
New neighbor I absolutely should not be thinking about.
Perfect.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, I discover something deeply insulting about this rental cabin: it waits until I’m feeling proud of myself to betray me.
I’m making breakfast—toast, nothing complicated, nothing risky—when I decide to rinse a pan. I turn on the faucet, expecting a nice steady stream.

Instead, the faucet coughs once... sputters...
and blasts a jet of ice-cold water directly into my stomach.
Not across the room.
Not sideways.
Not at an angle.
Nope.
Right into the softest, least emotionally prepared part of me.
I yelp so loudly my kid screams, “WHAT HAPPENED?!” and I’m already soaked from chest to waist like I got hit with a water cannon.

“I’m fine!” I lie, slapping at the knobs like I can disable the faucet through sheer panic.

The water does not cooperate.

It sprays again—this time hitting my face.
My soul leaves my body.
I finally twist the right knob and the water shuts off with a violent shudder, leaving me dripping onto the kitchen floor like a disgraced sea creature.

My kid peeks around the corner, eyes wide.
“Are we... calling someone?”
I run a hand down my face. “Your dad is not a quitter.”

But my voice cracks halfway through the sentence, betraying me.

I grab a towel, mop myself off, stare at the traitorous faucet, and accept the truth:

I have no idea what I’m doing.

And we both know someone who does.

My stomach flips.

Do I really want to go over there?
Looking like a drowned cat?
Asking the ridiculously attractive man next door to fix my sink?
...Yeah.
I do.
“Watch the cabin,” I say, grabbing my jacket. “I’m going next door.”

My kid shrugs and returns to building a pillow fort. Childhood is magical.

I take a breath, open the front door, and crunch through the snow to Logan Ridley’s porch. His cabin looks sturdier, calmer, more put-together. Much like... him. Great.

I knock.

The door opens a few seconds later, and Logan stands there in a charcoal T-shirt and loose sweatpants — casual, warm, unfairly good-looking. His hair is slightly mussed, like he ran a hand through it after waking up.

He looks at me.
Then he looks at my damp shirt.
Then back at me.
“...Something break?” he asks.

I inhale sharply. “Yes. The faucet attacked me.”

His mouth twitches. A very tiny, very real smile that he’s trying to hide.

“Attacked you,” he repeats.

“I’m the victim here,” I say. “A wet victim.”

“...Right.” He steps aside, reaching for a hoodie and boots. “Let’s go see.”

I lead him back to my cabin, suddenly hyper-aware of every step he takes behind me. My brain tries to act normal but absolutely fails.

When we get inside, Logan surveys the kitchen like he’s assessing a crime scene.
“Show me what happened.”
I turn the faucet on again—just a little—and it immediately hisses and sprays a thin, chaotic stream sideways. I jump back. Logan doesn’t even flinch.

He crouches under the sink, pulls the toolbox he brought, and motions without looking up. “Hand me the wrench.”

I grab the toolbox, open it confidently, and pull out... a pair of pliers.

He glances up.
“That’s not a wrench.”
I freeze. “It... looked wrench-adjacent?”

He gives me a look that says he’s deciding whether to laugh or revoke my adulthood card. Then he finds the actual wrench himself.

While he works, I stand there uselessly, trying not to stare at the way his hoodie stretches across his shoulders. Or the way he’s so calm. Or the way he hums softly under his breath—like he’s done this a hundred times.

“Loose connector,” he murmurs. “Easy fix.”

He tightens something, adjusts a valve, and wipes his hands on a towel.

“Try it now.”

I hesitate.
“What if it explodes again?”
He lifts an eyebrow. “It won’t.”

I slowly turn the faucet.
The water comes out smooth and steady, exactly the way faucets are supposed to.
“No way,” I whisper. “You’re some kind of plumbing wizard.”

“Just grew up fixing stuff,” he says.

“Okay, well... thank you. Really.” My voice is softer than I intend. “I’m still figuring everything out. This whole... starting over thing.”

Logan leans against the counter, arms loosely crossed, eyes unreadable but gentler than before.
“It’s harder than people admit,” he says quietly. “Starting over.”
The air shifts.
Warmer.
Heavier.
I swallow, suddenly aware that we’re standing close—maybe closer than neighbors usually stand.

Before I can say anything else, my kid yells from the living room, “DAD! My fort collapsed!”

The moment breaks. Logan straightens, picking up his toolbox.

“If anything else breaks,” he says, “you know where I am.”

I nod. “Yeah. I do.”

He walks to the door, pauses, glances back.

“And Adam?”

“Yeah?”

“You did the right thing coming over.”

It lands deeper than he realizes.
Maybe more than he meant.
He heads across the snow, and I watch him go, wondering when my life became complicated in the most confusing, infuriating, wonderful way.

***
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SNOWBROOK GROCERY FEELS like a labyrinth someone designed specifically to humble new residents. The aisles are narrow, the layout makes no sense, and everything either smells like pine or fresh bread—which is oddly comforting.

Noah pushes the cart with the grace of a baby deer learning to walk.

“Noah, slower,” I say.

“I am slow,” he says, immediately speeding up and nearly sideswiping a display of canned tomatoes.

I grab the cart handles before disaster strikes. “Okay, buddy. I’ll steer. You go find the hot chocolate mix.”

His eyes light up. “The GOOD kind?”

“Yes,” I sigh. “The good kind.”

He sprints down the aisle like he’s training for the Olympics. I shake my head and keep pushing the cart, trying to focus on the shopping list.

Bread.
Fruit.
Coffee.
Something healthy so I can pretend I know what I’m doing.
But the whole time, my thoughts drift back to Logan.

The way he showed up yesterday, toolbox in hand, calm and competent.
The way he crouched under my sink like he’d been doing it his entire life.
The way he said those seven little words and somehow cracked something open inside my chest:
“You did the right thing coming over.”

It wasn’t just what he said.
It was how he said it—like he meant it.
Like he saw me trying.
Like starting over didn’t make me a failure.
And now I’m walking around a grocery store wondering why thinking about a man is making my stomach twist in ways it never has before.

Maybe it’s loneliness.
Vulnerability.
A divorce that left more cracks than I want to admit.
Or maybe it’s something else.
Something I’ve never let myself look at before.
I toss a box of granola bars in the cart a little too hard.

“Smooth,” I mutter.

I turn the corner—

And smack straight into someone solid.

“Oh—sorry, I wasn’t—” I start, and then I look up.

My heart stutters.

Logan.

Of course it’s Logan.

He’s wearing a black jacket and dark jeans, hair slightly mussed. His son stands beside him holding a bag of pretzels.

Logan’s eyes flick over me—recognition, warmth, something else I can’t read.

“Adam,” he says.

“Logan,” I reply, trying not to sound like someone who has been thinking about him for sixteen uninterrupted hours. “Sorry. My fault. I wasn’t looking.”

“No harm done,” he says, stepping back a little but not breaking the moment.

There’s a small, warm silence before he clears his throat.

“This is my son,” Logan says, resting a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Caleb.”

Caleb gives me a shy wave. Adorable kid.

“Hey, Caleb. I’m Adam.” I gesture toward the end of the aisle. “My son Noah is around here somewhere getting hot chocolate.”

As if summoned by name, Noah comes barreling around the corner holding two boxes of cocoa mix. He skids to a stop when he sees us.

“Dad! They have marshmallow swirl!” Then he blinks up at Caleb. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Caleb says.

And just like that, they fall into kid-conversation mode—silent nodding, pointing at snacks, instant best-friend energy.

“They seem to get along,” Logan says quietly.

“Yeah,” I say. “Lucky them.”

He nods toward my cart. “Stocking up for the storm?”

“Trying,” I say. “I’ve been warned the ridge loses power a lot.”

“It does,” he admits. “But you’ll be okay.”

I don’t know if he means with the storm... or in general.

Before I lose my nerve—and oh, I am dangerously close—I speak.

“Listen, uh...” I rub the back of my neck. “There’s a café near the front of the store. If you’ve got time, maybe we could grab a coffee? I still owe you for fixing the faucet.”

His eyebrows lift a little. Not surprised—in a bad way. More surprised-in-a-good way.

“You don’t owe me anything,” he says. “But coffee sounds good.”

My heartbeat gives one stupid, traitorous flip.

“Great,” I say. “The kids can get hot chocolate.”

Noah beams. Caleb’s eyes brighten.
Logan smiles—really smiles—and something warm settles in my ribs.
We head toward the café together.
For the first time since the divorce, since the move, since the whole messy unraveling—
—I feel like maybe I’m exactly where I’m meant to be.

***
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THE CAFÉ INSIDE SNOWBROOK Grocery is small—just a few tables, a pastry case, and a big picture window that looks out over the parking lot and the ridge beyond. It’s warm, smells like cinnamon and espresso, and somehow feels more welcoming than any place I’ve been in months.

Noah and Caleb immediately dart toward the little kids’ play area in the corner—beanbags, a chalkboard wall, a mini toy kitchen, the works. They dive into a very serious debate about which marshmallows are superior: mini or giant.

“Mini,” Noah insists.
“Giant,” Caleb counters.
“No, because mini ones melt better.”
“That’s the point!”
I smile despite myself. “Looks like they’re good.”

“Yeah,” Logan says, watching them with something soft in his eyes. “Caleb doesn’t open up easily. This is... nice to see.”

We order coffees—mine a latte, his black—and the moment we sit down at a small round table near the window, something shifts. Not awkwardness exactly. More like the quiet before something important.

Outside, snow starts drifting down. Big, soft flakes. The good kind. The kind that makes the whole world look like someone hit a “cozy” filter.

Logan glances toward the window, then back at me. “Storm’s starting early.”

“Is that bad?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Depends how much we get. Snowbrook can throw surprises at you.”

I wrap my hands around my warm cup. “Seems like life likes doing that lately.”

Logan’s eyes flick to mine. “Yeah. I get that.”

The server drops off two hot chocolates for the kids, who come running to grab them before darting back to the play area—barely noticing the snow, the coffee, or the adults. I envy that simplicity.

Logan takes a sip of his coffee. “So... how long have you been in town now? Two days?”

“Technically one and a half,” I say. “But it already feels like I’ve lived three lifetimes since arriving.”

He smiles faintly. “The driveway was a dramatic entrance.”

“Oh God. Please pretend you didn’t witness that.”

“You literally honked yourself,” he says.

I groan, covering my face. “I panicked.”

“Understandable,” he says, and I swear I see the corners of his mouth twitch again. “Snow surprises people.”

“Does it surprise you?” I ask.

“No,” he says. “I grew up here.”

“Always in Snowbrook?”

He nods. “Left for a little while. Came back. It’s... home.”

There’s weight behind that word. Something unsaid. Something with edges.

“What about you?” he asks. “Where’d you move from?”

“A city a few hours south,” I say. “Bigger. Louder. Messier.”

“And you left because...?”

I take a breath.
The truth sits heavy in my chest.
“It was time for a change. My ex-wife and I—we split up about a year ago. Divorce finalized a few months back.” I stare into my latte. “Noah needed a fresh start. And... honestly? So did I.”

Logan’s expression softens, subtle but unmistakable.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I say quietly. “I mean, it sucks, but... it is what it is. We’re trying to build something new.”

He nods slowly. “Starting over is... complicated. Harder than people think.”

I raise my eyes to his. “You said that yesterday.”

He looks away, fingers tightening around his coffee cup. “Because I’ve done it.”

And there it is—something like a bruise under the surface.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat, this time softer. “You don’t have to tell me more.”

He hesitates. Snow falls heavily behind him, soft flakes piling on the window ledge.

“My wife passed away,” he says simply. “A few years ago.”

My heart clenches. “Logan... I’m.....I’m so sorry.”

“Not many people here really talk about it anymore,” he says. “Snowbrook is a... supportive place, but also the kind of town where everyone remembers everything. Hard to breathe sometimes.”

“I get that,” I say. “People think time fixes things.”

He meets my eyes. “It doesn’t.”

We sit there—quiet, warm, not awkward—just two people suddenly understanding each other in a way that didn’t exist five minutes ago.

The snow outside thickens.
The café lights glow softer.
The kids laugh loudly from the play area, arguing again about marshmallows.
And for the first time since the divorce, since moving here, since everything changed...
I feel something settling inside me.
Not certainty.
Not clarity.
But... possibility.

“So,” Logan says, clearing his throat lightly, “how’s the cabin treating you besides trying to drown you?”

I laugh. “It’s... good. Cozy. A little drafty.”

“If you need weatherstripping, I’ve got extra,” he says.

“Do you just... collect tools?” I tease.

“I fix things,” he says. “It’s easier than... other stuff.”

I know exactly what he means.
I feel it in my chest.
“Well,” I say, leaning back, “I appreciate it. Really. Everything.”

He looks at me for a long moment.

“Adam,” he says quietly, “you did the right thing coming here.”

I swallow, pulse thumping in a way I’m pretending not to notice.

And for the first time since arriving in Snowbrook...
I believe him.
***
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BY THE TIME WE’RE FINISHING our coffees, the snow outside has thickened into steady, soft sheets. It floats past the big window like someone’s shaking a giant snow globe over Snowbrook.

The kids come running back from the play area, breathless and giggly, cocoa mustaches on both of their faces.

“Dad, Caleb built the tallest block tower ever,” Noah announces proudly.
“And Noah knocked it over on accident,” Caleb says.
“It wasn’t an accident,” Noah whispers to me.
“It absolutely was,” I whisper back.
Logan watches them with that quiet half-smile he does, the one that only shows up in the corner of his mouth. The warm one.

But when he looks away from them... something in his face shifts.
Not dramatically.
Not even noticeably, maybe, to anyone else.
Just... quieter.
Like a door softly clicking shut somewhere inside him.
“Looks like the storm’s picking up,” he says, checking the window again. “We should probably get the kids home before the roads get bad.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Probably smart.”

The kids scramble into their coats, still chirping about marshmallows and towers and plans they’ve invented in the last thirty seconds.

Logan helps Caleb zip his jacket, smoothing the collar in that absentminded dad way that always gets me — soft, steady, protective. Then he stands and moves to his shopping cart full of groceries, but his eyes stay on the floor for a second longer than they should.

Something’s on his mind.
But I can’t tell what.
When we walk out into the store together, he’s... fine. Calm. Normal.
Just quieter than before.
Maybe tired.
Maybe thinking.
Maybe nothing at all.
And that’s the part that catches me off guard — the fact that I’m even noticing.

We check out at different registers, but still close enough to exchange a last smile. Mine is warm, friendly. His is the same... just a little muted.

At the cart corral, he glances at the kids—who are back to strategizing cocoa-related engineering feats—and then to me.

“This was... nice,” he says.

He sounds like he means it.
He also sounds like something inside him has tightened slightly since the café chatter.
“It was,” I say. “We should do it again sometime.”

He nods once, quick. “Yeah. Maybe. We’ll see how the storm goes.”

Not rude.
Not cold.
Just... vague.
We load our groceries. The kids hug goodbye—Noah full enthusiasm, Caleb a little shy but clearly happy. Then Logan straightens and gives me a small wave.

“Drive safe,” he says.

“You too.”

And that’s it.

He turns and walks Caleb to his car, snow gathering on his shoulders, head ducked against the cold. Something inside him looks folded in, like he’s protecting a bruise.

Maybe it’s the storm.
Maybe he remembered something.
Maybe he’s just tired.
It’s none of my business.

But the drive home feels different.
Quieter.
Pulled inward.
Noah chatters happily from the backseat about how Caleb likes the same superhero he does and how they both hate raisins and how “maybe we can have a sleepover sometime, Dad??”

I smile. “We’ll see.”

But my mind keeps drifting back to Logan’s expression at the café.
The softness of the first half of the conversation...
and the gentle retreat near the end.
I don’t read too much into it.
I don’t spiral.
I’m not sixteen.
It’s just... surprising how much I noticed.

Surprising how much it stuck.

When we reach the cabin, the snow is falling heavier, collecting on the porch rail, blurring the trees into soft white shapes. I carry the bags inside and set them on the counter.

Noah runs upstairs to check that his pillow fort is intact.

I stand in the quiet kitchen for a moment, listening to the wind outside.

Logan and I aren’t anything.
We’re neighbors.
Friendly.
Two single dads grabbing coffee while our kids play.
That’s all it is.

That’s all it’s supposed to be.

So why does the memory of him saying “We’ll see how the storm goes” land in my chest like it matters?

Before I can answer myself, the lights flicker once.
Twice.
Then go out.

The storm has officially arrived.

***
[image: ]


THE LIGHTS GO OUT SO fast I don’t even have time to swear.

One second, the cabin is glowing warm and yellow as evening settles in — and the next, it’s swallowed in darkness with a soft click that feels way too final.

“Dad?” Noah calls from upstairs.

“I’m right here,” I say, already digging for my phone to use as a flashlight. “Hang on, buddy.”

I shake the phone to life. The dim glow spreads across the cabin like a pale spotlight, catching the edges of unpacked boxes and the snow piling up outside the windows.

I climb the stairs halfway to meet Noah, who’s peering down at me with wide eyes. “Is it a storm?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say gently. “Just the storm. It’s okay. We’ve got this.”

He nods bravely, even though he’s clearly nervous.

I guide him downstairs, mentally replaying what Logan said earlier in the store:

“Snowbrook gets hit hard sometimes. Power goes out a lot up on this ridge.”

He said it casually, like someone who lives this every winter.
I... do not live this every winter.
The cabin is cold already.
Too cold, too fast.
I try the flashlight drawer I thought was in the kitchen. Nothing.
I try the cabinets. Empty.
I try a kitchen closet — filled entirely with dried beans, for some reason.
“Dad?” Noah says again, softer.

“I’m here,” I say, and I am. But the truth sits heavy in my chest:
I have no lantern.
No candles.
No backup heater.
No idea what I’m doing.
I take a deep breath.

Okay. Think. Be the grown-up.

A sudden gust of wind shakes the cabin. The tree branches scratch the siding in a way that makes me reconsider every horror movie I’ve ever watched.

That’s when I hear it:
a faint crunch of boots outside.
At first, I think it’s snow shifting.
But then it crunches again.
Footsteps.

Someone’s outside.

My heart jumps — until I see a bright flashlight moving across the snow between cabins.

Logan.

Of course.

A second later, there’s a knock on the front door.
Firm, steady, not panicked.
I open it, and the lantern light spills over his face — that steady, quiet expression he gets when he’s assessing a situation. Snowflakes cling to his jacket and hair, melting slowly in the warm glow.

“You lost power too?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Completely. I don’t... really have anything for this.”

His eyes soften for the briefest second. Just a flicker. Just enough to feel like he sees right through me.

“I’ve got a generator,” he says. “Just enough to keep the heat going and some lights on. You should come over.”

My throat tightens. “Are you sure? I don’t want to impose.”

“It’s not imposing,” he says simply. “It’s what people do here. We help each other out.”

Behind me, Noah tugs my sleeve. “Dad, can we? It’s cold.”

Logan angles the flashlight toward him. “Caleb’s inside already. He’d like the company.”

And that’s it.
The way he says it — steady, warm, uncomplicated — undoes any hesitation I have left.
“Let me grab our things,” I say.

“No rush,” he replies sarcastically, stepping aside so I can move. “The storm’s only getting worse.” He smiles gently.

I throw a few essentials into a bag — pajamas for Noah, charger, toothbrushes, and a sweater for me. I’m debating whether to bring anything else when Noah tugs my jacket sleeve again.

“Dad,” he whispers, “are we sleeping at their house?”

“Maybe,” I say gently. “Just until the power comes back.”

He nods, calm in a way that makes me grateful he didn’t inherit my anxiety.

When we step out onto the porch, the snow is falling in thick, heavy curtains, swallowing the world in white. Logan waits just ahead, the flashlight creating a bright beam of light we follow through the storm.

Noah holds my hand tight.
I keep looking at the lantern glow catching Logan’s breath in the air.
I don’t know why, but something about it feels... steadying.
Like the world is cold and dark — but for now, we’re not alone.

At his cabin, he steps inside first, stomping off the snow. Caleb looks up from the sofa, bundled in blankets, and grins when he sees Noah.

Logan turns to me.

“Come in,” he says softly. “You’re safe here.”

Something warm floods my chest — quiet, fragile, but real.

Not attraction.
Not yet.
Just trust.
The kind you feel without knowing when it started.

I step inside with my son, the door closing behind us as the storm howls outside, and for the first time since moving to Snowbrook...

I don’t feel like a man starting over alone.

***
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LOGAN’S CABIN FEELS different from mine the moment we step in.
Not fancier.
Not cleaner.
Just... lived in.
Warm in a way four walls and a heater can’t explain.
A fire crackles gently in the stone fireplace. A couple lanterns glow soft amber around the room. Caleb and Noah take one look at each other and immediately sprint upstairs to the loft, arguing about who gets the top bunk.

Logan sets the lantern on a small table and shrugs off his jacket.

“You can hang yours there,” he says, nodding toward a hook near the door.

“Thanks.” I take off my coat, shaking off snow. “Your cabin’s... really nice.”

“It’s old,” he says. “But it works.”

“It feels warm,” I say before I can stop myself.

His eyes flick up. “Good.”

He moves to check the fireplace like it’s second nature, adjusting a log with a gloved hand. The room fills with the smell of pine and woodsmoke.

I take a seat on the sofa. He settles into the chair across from me — close enough for conversation, far enough that I don’t feel trapped.

For a moment, we just listen to the wind outside.

“You okay?” he asks quietly.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s just... been a while since I’ve had to deal with weather like this.”

He nods, leaning back. “Storms can be unpredictable out here. When Caleb was a baby, we had one that knocked out power for a week. Thought I was gonna lose my mind.”

I smile. “How’d you survive?”

“Candles and a lot of swearing,” he says dryly.

That pulls a real laugh out of me — one that feels good. Like a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

He watches me for a second, something unreadable in his expression before he looks away.

“Sorry if I barged in earlier,” he says. “Didn’t mean to assume you needed help.”

“No,” I say immediately. “I’m glad you did. I wouldn’t have known what to do.”

“Generators aren’t too complicated once you get used to them.”

“I didn’t even think to check if the cabin had one.”

“It doesn’t,” he says simply.

I blink. “And you know that because...?”

He hesitates. Just long enough for me to notice.

“I check the rental listings sometimes,” he says. “Make sure the new people are set up. Not everyone knows how bad the storms can get.”

“You... do that for everyone?”

“Not everyone,” he says, clearing his throat. “Just when it looks like someone might need extra help.”

I absorb that for a moment.
The care in it.
The thoughtfulness.
The surprising softness under all that steady exterior.
“Thank you,” I say, quieter than I mean to. “Really.”

He nods once, like he doesn’t quite trust himself to respond.

A thump above us — the kids jumping into bed together — breaks the silence.

Logan sighs. “That’s the sound of them not sleeping anytime soon.”

“They’re excited,” I say.

“They’re kids,” he corrects gently. “They’re allowed to be.”

Something in my chest tightens. I look at him. “You’re a good dad.”

He looks like he wasn’t expecting that. His gaze drops to his hands.

“I try,” he says. “Most days, that’s all I can do.”

“It’s all any of us can do,” I say softly.

His eyes lift to mine again.
Lantern light catches them — a warm, dark brown that sees more than I’m ready to admit.
“How long has it been?” he asks.

“Since the divorce?” I swallow. “About a year.”

He nods slowly. “That’s not long. Not really.”

“No,” I say. “But it feels like forever.”

He watches me closely. “Were you... unhappy?”

I open my mouth. Pause. Close it again.

“No,” I say finally. “But we grew apart. Or maybe... I stopped fitting into the life I thought I was supposed to have.”

Logan’s breath catches softly.
Just barely.
But I hear it.
“Yeah,” he says. “I get that.”

We sit in the quiet, fire crackling softly, snow hammering the roof.

Then he asks, voice gentle:

“And now? Do you feel like you’ll fit in here?”

“I hope so,” I say. “It’s new. It’s scary. But... I think it could be good for us.”

His voice drops just a hair: “You’re doing okay, Adam.”

A warmth runs through me — not attraction, not yet, but something dangerously close.

Before I can respond, another thump echoes upstairs, followed by laughter. Logan shakes his head, standing.

“I’ll go check on them before they jump through the ceiling.”

I smile. “Good luck.”

When he walks up the stairs, lantern glow catching his shoulders, I sit back against the couch cushions and breathe in the warmth of the room.

And I realize something simple, something quiet, something I don’t want to look at too closely yet:

I feel safe here.
More than I have in a long time.
***
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BY THE TIME LOGAN COMES back downstairs from wrangling the kids into bed, the storm is hammering the cabin hard. Wind whistles around the eaves. Snow falls thick against the windows, blank and white and endless.

The fire glows low but warm. I’m curled on one end of the couch with a blanket over my legs, mug of tea in my hands.

“You win?” I ask.

He snorts. “Barely. Caleb has a million questions about snowstorms.”

“That’s good,” I say. “Means he trusts you.”

Logan pauses halfway across the room. His eyes flick to mine, softening.

“That’s... nice to hear,” he says quietly.

He sits down in the chair near the fire. Not too close. Not too far. Just enough that the warmth paints both of us in the same soft light.

We talk.

Not big things.
Little ones.
He tells me how long he’s lived in Snowbrook.
I tell him how Noah hates raisins but loves broccoli.
He admits he used to play hockey as a teenager.
I confess I can’t skate without looking like a baby giraffe on ice.
Every story is gentle. Every moment warm. Nothing forced.

The storm rages outside, but inside... everything feels calm.

At one point, Logan stands. “I’ll grab you an extra blanket. It gets drafty near the windows.”

“Thanks,” I say, watching him head up the stairs.

I’m not prepared for what happens next.

He reaches the loft, lantern in one hand. It casts warm gold up his back, along his shoulders. I hear him rummaging. Then—

He pulls his hoodie over his head to change shirts.

And I see him.

Not fully.
Not intentionally.
Just a glimpse through the railing — his back turned, the lantern glow tracing every line of him.
And holy God.

He’s beautiful.

Broad shoulders tapering into a strong waist.
Defined muscles.
A trail of light hair down his spine.
His arms flex as he pulls on a soft, fitted long-sleeve shirt.
There’s a faint scar across one shoulder blade — something real, human, lived-in.
I freeze.

Absolutely freeze.

My breath catches in my throat so sharply I almost choke on it.

I look away instantly — embarrassed, flustered, not wanting to invade his privacy. But the image is already burned into my mind.

I’m not supposed to notice this.
I’m not supposed to feel this.
What is happening to me?
By the time he comes back down the stairs with the blanket, I’ve composed myself just enough to pretend I’m not dying inside.

“Here,” he says, handing it to me.

“Thanks,” I manage, hoping my face doesn’t look like I just witnessed a religious event.

He sits again, completely unaware he just turned my entire worldview into scrambled eggs.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say, too fast. “Just... tired.”

He nods. “Long day.”

Long day.
Long life.
Long string of questions I’m suddenly not ready to answer.
The fire crackles softly.

Logan stretches one leg out, relaxing into the chair now that the kids are asleep. His voice drops to something gentler.

“You’re handling everything well,” he says. “More than you think.”

I swallow hard.

If he knew how fast my heart is beating right now, he would absolutely retract that statement.

But he doesn’t.
He just sits there, warm and quiet and steady, a soft presence in a world that’s been anything but gentle lately.
Outside, the storm grows fiercer.

Inside, something new settles between us — not spoken, not acted on, not rushed.

Just there.

Quiet.
Warm.
Alive.
And I sit with it, not ready to name it, but unable to ignore it anymore.

***
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AT SOME POINT DURING the night, the storm softens from a roar to a whisper.

The fire continues to burn steady.
The lanterns flicker.
The cabin settles into that deep, quiet kind of silence you only hear in winter.
Logan has fallen asleep in the chair, head tipped slightly to one side, one arm resting across his chest. He looks different like this — softer, younger, almost peaceful.

I’m lying on the couch, wrapped in the blanket he gave me, the warmth lulling me closer and closer to sleep.

The last thing I remember before drifting off is watching the steady rise and fall of his chest.

In my dream, it’s the same scene...
but not.
The light is warmer.
The air feels heavier.
Logan isn’t in the chair anymore — he’s standing near
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