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I unlock my front door on one of the last few days it will be ‘my’ front door.  I push it open with my shoulder, balancing two small boxes on my hip, immediately hating how the place echoes now. That makes it easier to leave. Every step I take across the hardwood seems to bounce back at me, as if the walls are exclaiming their surprise that I am still here. 

Setting the boxes down in the entryway, I pause for a moment to take it in. 

Julia Owens, I think to myself. You are forty-five years old. You are moving out of the house where you raised your children, where you fell in love with your husband, where you loved your husband, where you fell out of love with your husband, where you divorced your husband. What do you have to say for yourself?

Not much, head-Julia, I think back. Not much. 

It feels like something I ought to have prepared for better. Like there should have been some sort of ceremony, or at least a moment where I stood still and understood it fully before I started dismantling everything piece-by-piece. 

Instead, I am here in a tank top and worn old jean shorts, long black hair tied back in a loose knot that is already slipping, hauling my life into cardboard boxes. It’s a good symbol for the upheaval I’ve recently experienced, I suppose. The boxed-up, basically unlivable space mirrors my mind these days. I have certainly seen myself as no longer worthy of love and happiness, though you wouldn’t think that to look at me. Forty-five years old but those Korean genes have served me well; I could pass easily pass for thirty most days. A pretty face that was holding onto its beauty well and a curvy figure that could still turn heads. Finding another man shouldn’t be hard. Finding one available in my age demographic who is worth a shit, now that will be the tough part. 

“You seem like you could use a hand.”

I glance over my shoulder to find Elijah Hill standing in the doorway, one hand braced casually against the frame. He is taller than I remember every time I see him, which is ridiculous because he hasn’t grown in years. I think it’s just that I keep recalibrating him in my mind—as a kid, and then as a teenager, and now as an adult—and then reality catches up again. 

“Absolutely,” I say with a nod and a grateful smile. “The rest of my help cancelled today, but time doesn’t wait for flaky helpers.”

He steps inside and I am struck again by how much he has changed. Broad shoulders fill out his T-shirt, the fabric pulling slightly across his chest. His height is the kind that makes spaces feel smaller around him, but there is nothing awkward about it. He moves easily, unlike many men his size, which is a full foot taller than me. His hair falls in loose sun-lightened waves, a little too long, a little careless, and his face has chiseled into something striking as he has grown into a man. He is assuredly not the boy who used to ride his bike up and down the street anymore. 

“Thank you so much for coming,” I say, brushing my hands against my shorts. “You didn’t have to come so early.”

He shrugs, already stepping further inside, glancing around like he’s cataloging what’s left. “You said you were trying to finish today, right?”

“I did.”

“And you’re doing it mostly alone.”

“Yep,” I say with a heavy sigh. “I’m capable though.”

“I know,” he says easily. “But that doesn’t mean you should have to. If I can make this easier for you, nothing would make me happier.”

That makes me smile. “Well, since you’re here early...”

“Where do you want me?”

The question lands with a weight it absolutely does not deserve, and I ignore that immediately.

“Let’s knock out the living room first,” I say, gesturing. “Bookshelves. I’ve already boxed some of them.”

He nods once and gets to work without another word.

He’s always been like this, ever since he was a kid. Quietly helpful without complaint. Even when he was younger, he’d just show up and do things, carry groceries and mow the yard when my ex-shitbag-husband was travelling and fix something small without making a big deal out of it. Back then, it was the act of a sweet kid whose parents had raised him right. Now... now it was something else entirely. 

We find a good workflow. I tape boxes and he lifts them. He moves the heavier furniture without me like it’s nothing, muscles shifting under his shirt in a way that’s hard not to notice when I’m standing three feet away and pretending that I am focused on labelling a box of old photo albums. He takes all my directions without complaint, handling delicate items with surprising gentle care. For a long time, the only sound is the scrape of furniture and the dull thud of boxes being stacked and my occasional direction. 

After an hour of that, without discussing it, we quietly mutually decide that it’s break time and end up sitting on top of a pair of boxes with a slightly taller box pile in between us. 

“Feels weird,” Eli says, glancing around. “Seeing your place like this.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Not my place anymore.”

“I mean, I’ve been coming over here since I was, what, twelve?” he continues. “This place always felt... full.”

I nod slowly, looking around at the stripped-down room.

“It was,” I say. “Very full.”

Three kids running through the house, music playing too loud, arguments about homework, laughter echoing down the hallway. A life that felt permanent at the time. 

“Remember when Johnny tried to build that ramp in the backyard?” Eli says, a hint of a grin pulling at his mouth. “He was convinced that he was going to jump his bike over the fence.”

I laugh, the sound surprising me. “He would have broken every bone in his body.”

“He almost did,” Eli says. “I had to talk him out of it for like an hour.”

“You were the responsible one,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ve probably never properly thanked you for saving his life on more than one occasion.”

He chuckles softly. We fall into a comfortable silence again after that, but it’s different now. Warmer. Looser.

“Hey, you know what?” I get up and go to a cabinet we haven’t touched yet, pulling out a bottle of cabernet and two glasses. “You’re old enough now.”

Eli’s eyebrows lift slightly. “In the morning? You ain’t messing around.”

“Well, Eli, thing about being an adult,” I say, “You can do pretty much whatever the fuck you want.”

I pour both and hand him a glass, and we use the taller box pile between us as a table. 

“You’re really leaving,” he says.

“I am.”

“Feels... strange.”

“It does.”

I take a sip of wine, letting it settle, giving myself something else to focus on.

“So what’s going on in your world, anyway?” I ask lightly, glancing at him over the rim of my glass. “I hardly see you since Johnny left for college. “Tons of girlfriends, I bet. Must be beating down your door.”

He snorts softly. “That’s not true.”

“Oh, come on,” I say. “You’re telling me you haven’t had girls lined up since high school?”

“Not really,” he says, shaking his head with a small smile. “I mean, tons of offers, tons of interest... but... I guess I’m overly choosy. I don’t like the immaturity there.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say, raising an eyebrow. “Since when do men your age care about maturity?”

“It’s true,” he says. “I mean, I’ve dated. But...” He trails off, shrugging.

“But what?”

He hesitates, then looks at me again, something more focused in his gaze now.

“I’ve kind of always had a thing for someone,” he says.

I laugh lightly, setting my glass down. “Of course you have.”

“I’m serious.”

“Who is she?” I ask, amused. “Someone from school?”

He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he leans forward slightly, elbows on his knees, turning toward me.

“Not exactly.”

There’s a shift in the air, subtle but unmistakable. I feel it before I understand it.

“Eli,” I say, a note of warning creeping into my voice, though I’m not entirely sure what I’m warning against.

He doesn’t look away.

“It’s not someone my age,” he adds quietly.

My stomach tightens. “That’s...”

I stop myself, because I already know. Of course I know. I think I’ve always known there was some puppy love there. The issue there is that he never let go of it. 

“This is a terrible idea, and we can just forget we ever brought it up,” I say, staring straight ahead at the blank wall ahead of me. 

“Yeah, I know,” he says. “But suppose I don’t want to forget about it.”

“Eli,” I say, exasperated. “You don’t know anything about...”

“I know enough,” he says, standing up. 

“Eli...”

He steps around the box pile to me. My heart is beating wildly, thoughts tripping over themselves. This is wrong. This is absolutely...

Eli closes the distance. 

I should move. I should say something. I should stop this before it becomes something that I cannot take back. 

But I don’t. I don’t want to do any of those things. 

His leans over me, closer than he’s ever been, close enough that I can smell the toothpaste and cabernet on his pleasant breath. 

“You’re not a kid anymore,” I hear myself say, the words barely above a whisper.

“No,” he replies.

And then he kisses me.

His mouth is firm and patient and I am startled by my own hunger, the way I let him tip my head back and kiss me with the kind of focus that I have not felt from a man in a decade. My hands find his shoulders, rock-solid and impossibly warm. For a moment I forget anything exists outside of this little circle of shared breath and moving boxes
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