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The Sock on the Driveway

––––––––
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The moving truck pulled away at six o’clock, and Nora Ellis stood on the porch of 42 Maple Street and watched it go until the red taillights disappeared around the corner.

The light was going soft. This street was quiet—not the nothing-happening kind of quiet, but the something-waiting kind. Next door at number 44, a pink bike lay tipped over in the driveway, its front wheel still spinning a little. A garden gnome stood by the mailbox in a tiny firefighter helmet, grinning at absolutely nothing. Across the street, someone had hung a faded sun catcher in a window, and the last of the daylight was catching it, scattering chips of color across the lawn like something had been spilled and never picked up.

Nora had lived in her old apartment for three years. When the movers asked if there was anything else, she’d said no, and one of them had looked at the four boxes stacked on the sidewalk—four boxes, that was it, three of books and one of everything else—and she’d watched him decide whether to say something. He didn’t. She figured he didn’t see a lot of people move with four boxes.

Three years, and she’d given herself empty. First to her boyfriend, then to her job, then to every parent who’d cried in her exam room while she held their child’s hand. She’d given until her boyfriend had stood in the doorway of their apartment and said, You give too much. It’s like I can’t breathe. She’d been holding a mug of tea. The tea bag was still in it. She’d stood there thinking: he’s right, but not the way he thinks. She wasn’t giving too much. She was giving without knowing how to stop.

So she’d moved here. Not to stop connecting. To fill herself up first. Then give.

That was when she saw the sock.

A child’s sock, dinosaur print, the left one. The cuff was stretched out a little. There was a patch of faded green on the sole—stepped in wet paint, probably, a long time ago. It lay in the middle of the driveway at number 44, next to the overturned bike and the gnome with his tiny helmet, looking like a small, misplaced emergency.

Nora walked over and picked it up.

She turned the cuff back the right way and smoothed it flat. She lined up the two dinosaur claws printed on the toe—one was faded, almost gone, like it had been through the wash too many times to count. She made sure the claws were facing up. Then she placed the sock in the exact center of the porch step at number 44.

Placed felt better than lost. She didn’t examine why.

She went back to her own porch. She had things to do. Four boxes to unpack. A light in the hallway that needed fixing. A refrigerator that had never held a crayon drawing to figure out what to do with. She’d meant to start with the third box—the one with her stuffed koala at the bottom, the one she’d put there because she hadn’t decided whether to take him out. She’d packed him last, pressed under everything else, not because she didn’t want to see him but because she didn’t know where to put him, and not knowing had felt easier than choosing wrong.

She didn’t open the third box. She opened the first one, because it was lightest, and then she made a cup of tea and forgot the tea bag in it. The last sip was bitter.

At dusk, the screaming started next door.

Not hurt-screaming. The other kind—the I am furious and all my feelings are happening at once and nobody understands kind. Six-year-old volume, professionally projected. It came straight through the wall between the houses, through Nora’s still-curtainless windows, through whatever defenses she’d thought she still had.

She got up and walked over.

She knocked. Nobody came. The screaming continued, hitting a pitch that suggested the situation was escalating. She knocked again and called out something she had no memory of deciding to say: “Is the dinosaur sock still there?”

The screaming stopped.

The door opened a crack. A girl—maybe six, dark curly hair going in every direction, tear tracks still wet on her cheeks—peered up at her. She was wearing one shoe. On the other foot was a dinosaur sock. The match to the one Nora had picked up.

“That’s my sock,” the girl said.

Not an accusation. Hopeful, almost. Like a lost sock was a kind of invitation. Like she was asking: Are you the kind of person who stops for a sock?

“I know,” Nora said. “I found it on the driveway. I put it on the porch.”

“You put it there?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Nora had two answers. The first was because it was yours. The second was the truer one.

“Because it was the left sock,” she said. “Left socks should be found.”

The girl opened the door all the way. Her lower lip had stopped trembling. She was studying Nora the way kids study something they need to decide is real.

Her name was Lila. She was six. She had a stuffed elephant named Gerald. And her knee was scraped because she’d fallen off her bike, which was absolutely not her fault because the driveway had attacked her. She delivered all of this in a single breath and then looked at Nora as though waiting for a verdict.

Nora crouched down. The scrape was quarter-sized, already scabbed over, but the skin around it was pink. “You got a bandage?”

“I don’t know where they are.”

“I’ve got one.” Nora pulled a bandage from her pocket—she always kept one there, six years of pediatric nursing worn into her like muscle memory. She peeled the wrapper, pressed the bandage over Lila’s knee, and smoothed the edges down with her thumb. The warmth of the small knee came through the bandage, and Nora felt something tug low in her chest. Something she usually kept carefully managed. She pushed it down.

Lila looked at the bandage. Then up at Nora. Her eyes were dark brown and very large, and she didn’t blink much.

“Are you a doctor?”

“Nurse.”

“Do you give shots?”

“I can. But I don’t give shots unless I really have to.”

Lila absorbed this. Then she reached out and grabbed two of Nora’s fingers. Her grip was surprisingly strong for a six-year-old. “I’m going to show you Gerald.”

Nora hadn’t said yes yet. She was still deciding whether yes was a good idea when the front door banged open.

The man in the doorway was tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark hair, a little disheveled, and a gray T-shirt that said Haven’s Creek Fire Dept. across the chest. He wasn’t breathing like someone who’d been in the backyard. He was breathing like someone who’d run.

His eyes went from Nora to Lila’s bandaged knee to Nora’s face. He wasn’t hostile. He was assessing—a trained kind of caution, the kind people learned when they’d spent years walking into situations they didn’t control.

“Who are you?”

“Jake!” Lila’s voice cut through. “This is my friend. She found my sock.”

Jake Morrison didn’t answer right away. He looked at Lila, then back at Nora, putting the two things together—the sock, the bandage, his daughter calling a stranger my friend. He didn’t look angry. He looked like a man who hadn’t had the luxury of surprises in a very long time. His face was good-looking and exhausted in roughly equal measure—jaw set, dark circles under his eyes, a tension across his shoulders like he was permanently braced for something to go wrong.

“She scraped her knee,” Nora said, straightening up. “I put a bandage on it.”

“Thank you.” He said it the way people do when they don’t say thank you often enough for it to come out easy. It came out fast, like he was trying to get it over with. Then his eyes moved to Lila, and something shifted in his face—guilt, maybe, or that particular kind of parental panic that never fully went away. “I was in the backyard. Ten minutes, baby. I was right there.”

Then he looked back at Nora. “That sock. It’s her favorite. She spent twenty minutes looking for it this morning.”

“I know.”

“Are you going to keep picking things up?”

Nora went still.

He’d said it without a smile, without any extra inflection. It wasn’t a joke. It was a question he’d compressed very flat—a real question, the kind people asked when they were trying not to let on how much the answer mattered. He was asking: Are you going to be here? Are you someone who shows up?

“Yes,” Nora said. She didn’t know why she said it so fast.

She moved past him toward the door. He stepped back half a pace to let her pass, and she noticed the gesture because there was plenty of room—she didn’t need him to move. But he’d moved anyway, instinctively, pulling himself in to make space. She thought: What teaches a man to do that?

At the door, she turned. “I’m Nora. I moved into the Henderson place.”

“Jake Morrison. That’s my daughter, Lila.”

“I know,” Nora said. “She already told me.”

She walked back across the driveway. Twenty steps. The streetlights hadn’t come on yet, and the dark was the soft kind, the kind that still had some light caught in it. She stepped onto her porch and turned around.

The door at number 44 was closed, but the porch light was on. A moth was circling the bulb, throwing a shadow across the wall that was much larger than the moth itself.

She went inside. The four boxes were still stacked in the living room. She knelt down and opened the third one.

The koala was at the bottom.

His fur was worn thin in patches. There was a stitched-up seam across his belly where he’d split open once, sewn by someone who’d been very young and very careful. One eye was a little loose. His name was Karl. She’d named him when she was four, and she didn’t remember why—something from a picture book, probably. She hadn’t taken him out of a box in twenty years.

She picked him up. Held him in her palm. The fur was thinner than she remembered. The stitched seam was still holding, after all this time.

Then she put him back.

Not at the bottom of the box. On top. The flaps were closed, but not taped shut. She said something only she could hear: “Not yet. Wait.”

She stood up and went to fix the broken light.
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The Shoes by the Door
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Lila appeared on Nora’s porch the next afternoon with Gerald the elephant clutched under one arm.

The elephant was gray and floppy, with a trunk that had been torn once and repaired with stitching that cared more about strength than neatness. The stitches were uneven but deliberate—the kind of repair someone did while concentrating very hard, probably at a kitchen table, probably late at night.

“This is Gerald,” Lila announced. “He’s a professional. Same as you.”

Nora crouched down and shook Gerald’s trunk solemnly. “Gerald. It’s an honor.”

“He has qualifications.”

“I can tell.”

Lila nodded, satisfied, and then informed Nora that she was being formally invited to tour 44 Maple Street. She said formally invited the way people say words they’ve just learned and are still enjoying the shape of.

The entryway smelled like laundry detergent and something woodsy—a cleaning product, maybe, or just the particular smell of a house where someone was trying. Nora stepped inside, and the first thing she noticed was the shoe rack.

She’d seen shoe racks in houses with kids before. Usually they were chaos—left shoes missing their partners, sizes jumbled, at least one stray sneaker lying on its side three feet away from the rack itself. Jake Morrison’s shoe rack was not like that. Boots on the bottom. Sneakers in the middle. Lila’s small shoes arranged by color—the pink pair flush against the edge, the blue pair next to them, the Velcro straps pressed flat.

On the top shelf, alone, was a pair of women’s slippers. Dark blue. Velour, the kind that had been washed so many times the fabric was going pale at the heels. There was a faint crease across the toe where someone’s foot had bent. A thin layer of dust covered them—not today’s dust, not this week’s dust. The kind that built up when no one had touched something for a very long time.

“Those are my mom’s,” Lila said.

Nora looked down at her. Lila’s voice was matter-of-fact, the way she might have said that’s the kitchen or that’s my drawing. She was already tugging Gerald toward the hallway, already moving on, as if the slippers were just another piece of furniture. As if she’d learned, at six years old, that some things in this house were just there, and you didn’t ask about them.

Nora stood there. The slippers hadn’t been put away. They hadn’t been cleaned. They were just—there. Preserved under three-plus years of dust by a man who lined up his daughter’s sneakers by color and didn’t move things he wasn’t ready to move.

Jake came out of the kitchen. He was holding a mug. There was a tea tag hanging over the rim, and Nora watched him register that she’d seen the shoe rack. His jaw didn’t tighten. He didn’t look away. He just stood there, letting her see it, and something about that—the not-hiding—felt heavier than if he’d tried to block her view.

“Lila showed you Gerald.”

“He’s very professional.”

“He is. He has an entire certification system.” He said it with a completely straight face. Jake Morrison talked about his daughter’s stuffed elephant the way he probably talked about fire code.

“I could make you tea,” he said. “If you want.”

“You already have tea.”

He looked down at his mug as if he’d forgotten he was holding it. “I could make you a different one.”

Nora followed him into the kitchen. It was small. The counter held an electric kettle and three mugs lined up with their handles facing the same direction—not casually placed, but deliberately arranged. Nora recognized the impulse. She’d seen nurses do the same thing at the clinic, organizing supply cupboards with a precision that had less to do with efficiency than with needing something in the world to stay where you put it.

He made the tea slowly. Tea bag in. Water. Wait. The kettle gurgled between them. She noticed his hands—they were rough, calloused, a firefighter’s hands. There was an old burn scar across the webbing of his right thumb, a thin white line. She saw it. She didn’t ask.

“How long have you been here?” he said.

“Three days.”

He nodded and pushed the mug toward her. The tea bag was still in it. She took a sip. Too hot. She didn’t say anything. She watched him pick up his own mug, take a drink, and make a small face. He looked into the cup. Then he reached in, fished out the tea bag, and set it on the saucer.

He glanced at her mug. The tea bag was still in it. He didn’t say anything.

“I’m a pediatric nurse,” she said. “Haven’s Creek Medical Center. So if Lila ever needs anything—”

“Good to know.”

She heard what was under those words. It wasn’t a dismissal. It was a quiet, well-practiced boundary. We can manage on our own. She wasn’t offended. She was just aware of how smoothly he’d said it, like it was a line he’d learned by heart a long time ago.

She finished her tea. When she set the mug on the counter, she turned the handle to the right. The same direction as the other three.

At the door, she paused. “Lila’s bandage. She can take it off tomorrow. If she doesn’t want to, let her do it herself—she won’t pull as hard if she’s the one doing it.”

“She won’t pull as hard if she’s the one doing it.”

“Psychology. No idea why it works, but it works.”

He looked at her. For a second she thought he was going to say thank you. He didn’t. He just nodded.

She walked down the porch steps, across the driveway, and up to her own door. She was digging her keys out of her pocket when she glanced back.

Jake was still in the doorway, behind the screen. His hand was still around his mug, and the steam had stopped rising. He was standing at an angle that let him see the shoe rack.

That night, Nora made herself a cup of tea in her own kitchen. She left the tea bag in on purpose. The last sip was bitter. She was thinking about the slippers on the top shelf. About dust. About how not moving something could be a kind of holding on. About a man who lined up sneakers by color and didn’t touch the one pair that would never be worn again. Not because he’d forgotten. Because he wasn’t ready. And not being ready, for a man like Jake Morrison, probably weighed more than most people’s finished decisions.

She set her mug down and realized she’d turned the handle to the right without noticing.

Through the window, she could see the light on at number 44. The porch light. It was on.

She didn’t know yet that it would be on every night from now on.
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The Wobbly Alien Has Opinions
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On the third night, Nora heard crying through the wall.

Not screaming. Not pain. The muffled, uneven kind of sad—like the person crying wasn’t sure she deserved to be heard. The sound came through the plaster and brick stripped of its edges, just a low vibration that Nora felt in her chest before she fully registered what it was. She checked her phone. 9:47.

She waited four minutes. That was the rule she’d made for herself. Four minutes was long enough for a father to walk down the hall. For a child to be comforted. If the crying was still there after four minutes, it meant tonight’s sad was the kind that needed something else.

At 9:51, the crying was still there.

She put on her shoes, crossed the driveway, and knocked.

Jake opened the door with wet hair. He was wearing an old sweatshirt, sleeves frayed at the cuffs, and there was no mug in his hand—the first time she’d seen him without one. He smelled like soap and something woodsy, cedar maybe. His phone was in his hand, and he looked at Nora without surprise. Without the guardedness from the first day. Just looked, like he was waiting to see what she’d say.

He’d been looking at something on his phone before she knocked. She saw him close the screen—a voice mail screen, she recognized the layout—and slide the phone into his pocket. He did it quickly, but not guiltily. More like he’d been caught doing something private and wasn’t sure whether to explain.

“I can hear her crying.”

“She does that sometimes.” He paused. “She misses her mom.”

Nora didn’t say I understand. She didn’t, not fully. She hadn’t lost a mother. She’d had one who’d given all her warmth to other people and had nothing left for the doorway of her daughter’s bedroom. That wasn’t the same loss. It was its own loss. But she understood that Lila was crying, and she understood that when a child cried at night, logic didn’t help.

“Can I try?”

He stepped back. It wasn’t a yes. It wasn’t quite permission. It was more like a man who wasn’t sure the door should be open but had already opened it, and now the wind was coming in, and he was letting it.

Lila’s room was smaller than Nora had pictured. Purple sheets. A picture book lying open on the pillow. Gerald was crushed against Lila’s chest, his face squashed sideways, one ear bent under her arm. She was crying in that whole-body way kids did, her shoulders jerking with each breath.

Nora sat on the edge of the bed. She didn’t touch Lila—some kids didn’t want to be touched when they were crying. She just sat there. Then she took a breath and switched her voice.

“HEL-LO. I am a space visitor. I have traveled very far. I have a question.”

Lila’s breathing hiccupped.

“Why is this small Earth person making the sad water come out of her face holes?”

Lila lifted her face from Gerald’s stomach. Her lashes were stuck together in wet spikes. Her nose was red. She looked at Nora without laughing—she was still deciding. Deciding if the alien was real. Deciding if it was worth trusting.

Nora tilted her head. She let the voice wobble, like someone who’d only just figured out how human vocal cords worked. “Because on our planet, sad water is normal. We call it glorp. You can have a glorp. I have a glorp. Sometimes my glorp feels too big and I think nobody understands my glorp. But then I realized—everyone has their own glorp.“

Lila stared at her for one more second.

Then she burst out laughing.

It was the best sound in the world. Nora had always thought so—that moment when a scared kid flipped over to giggles. Like a switch.

“You’re funny,” Lila announced.

“I’m a professional,” Nora said. She let the alien go quiet and sat normally. She reached over and pushed a curl off Lila’s face. “Better?”

“Yeah.” Lila rubbed her eyes. “I just got sad.”

“That happens.”

“Do you get sad?”

“Sure.”

“What about?”

Nora thought about it. “Lots of things. Moving is one. New places feel strange. I was a little sad tonight too.”

Lila considered this with great seriousness. “You should get a Gerald.”

“I’ll put that on my list.”

“You too?” Lila’s voice was very small now, the laughter already fading back toward sleep. “You have one? A glorp?”

Nora let the alien go. “Yeah,” she said in her own voice. “Me too.”

Lila reached out and wrapped her hand around two of Nora’s fingers. The grip was tight—not tentative, not ready to pull back. The kind of grip that meant I need you here. The purple nail polish on her small fingernails was chipped. Nora noticed that. She noticed everything about this moment, and she was storing it somewhere she wasn’t ready to name.

She needs me here. And I want to be here. Both things are true at the same time.

She didn’t know what that meant yet. She let it sit.

Lila fell back asleep. Her fingers loosened gradually, like water receding. Nora pulled Gerald’s ear out from under her arm, tucked the blanket up around her shoulders, and turned off the bedside lamp.

Jake was leaning against the hallway wall. She didn’t know how long he’d been there. His expression wasn’t the assessing who are you from the first day. It wasn’t the careful we can manage from the second. This one was softer. Quieter. Less guarded. Like he’d heard what the alien had said and knew it wasn’t pretend.

“Thank you,” he said. And this time it wasn’t the fast, squeezed-out version. This one landed. It had weight.

She nodded.

She walked past him, and as she passed she caught the smell of him again—soap, cedar, clean sweatshirt—and she had the thought: He was taking a shower. He was taking care of himself. He’s trying. She filed the thought in a place she wasn’t ready to open yet.

At the door, he said her name.

“Nora.”

She turned.

He was looking at her, and then he wasn’t—like he’d spoken a second faster than his brain had approved and was now trying to take it back. “Nothing. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

She crossed the driveway. Twenty steps. She let herself into her house, leaned against the door, and stood there in the dark.

She was thinking about Lila’s question. You too? She was thinking about how she’d answered in her own voice, not the alien’s. That hadn’t been a performance.

That wasn’t a performance, she told herself. That was real.

She stood there for a long time.

She was also thinking about Jake’s phone. The voice mail screen he’d closed too quickly. She knew what it was—she knew the look of someone who’d been holding an old message and deciding whether to press play. She didn’t ask. Some things you waited to be offered.

She pushed off the door and went to bed. The koala was still in its box. But the box was still open, and Karl was still on top.
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