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​What Stayed After Our Goodbye
About the Author  
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SankulaHub writes emotionally grounded contemporary romances that sit quietly in the spaces where everyday life and extraordinary feelings collide. The stories follow ordinary people who have learned to function around their pain and then meet someone who asks more of their heart than survival.

Across each book, SankulaHub focuses on small details—a mug left on a counter, a light left on in a child’s room, a message never sent—that reveal how love, regret, and hope live inside the habits we build. The romances are tender but honest, respecting grief, fear, and past mistakes while still believing in second chances.

Every title is built to feel like a full life: complex families, vivid small towns, and careers that matter to the characters beyond the romance. The goal is not to give perfect people a perfect ending, but to show how imperfect people learn to stay, speak, and choose each other on purpose.

SankulaHub writes with one constant promise: every story will carry its characters all the way through their hardest truths and then give them an ending that feels both hard-earned and deeply satisfying.
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Dedication
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For anyone who has loved twice in one lifetime and felt guilty for it.
For every child who has watched a parent learn to smile again.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Cast
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Jonah Reed
A thirty-eight-year-old widower raising his eleven-year-old daughter in the coastal town of Harborview. Jonah restores old wooden boats for a living, working out of a weathered shed by the marina. Quiet, careful, and stubbornly loyal to the memory of his late wife, he believes that keeping his life small is the safest thing he can do for his child.
Marin Cole
Thirty-four, thoughtful and sharp-eyed, Marin is a former elementary school teacher who left Harborview three years ago after a brief, intense relationship with Jonah ended abruptly. She returns now as the new school counselor, determined to serve the students well while keeping strict boundaries around the man and the girl she once let herself love.
Evie Reed
Jonah’s eleven-year-old daughter, smart and sensitive with a love for sketching boats and writing stories she never shows anyone. Evie adored her mother and does not know how to forgive herself for the anger she unleashed when her father tried to move on. Her quiet rebellion—slipping grades, skipped assignments, and withdrawn silences—hides a fear that everyone she loves will leave.
Clara Reed
Jonah’s late wife, remembered in flashes and rituals rather than long speeches. A music teacher who used to fill their small house with piano and humming, Clara remains a gentle presence in the story through the habits she left behind and the promises Jonah still thinks he owes her.
Gabe Ortiz
Jonah’s oldest friend and fellow boat builder at the marina. Gabe jokes easily but sees more than he says, and he is the one person who is willing to tell Jonah when loyalty has turned into self-punishment.
Asha Coleman
The principal of Harborview Elementary, in her forties, practical and quietly fierce about her students. Asha is the one who brings Marin back to town, believing that Evie’s file holds more than just numbers and that this family needs more than time to heal.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction Scene
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The first thing Marin noticed as she exited the cab was that Harborview still smelled like salt and sawdust. The wind came up off the water carrying a chill that didn’t match the thin spring sunlight, and somewhere, just beyond the school’s parking lot, she could hear the distant whine of a sander grinding against wood.

Her fingers tightened around the strap of her bag before her mind had finished drawing the line between the sound and the man she had promised herself not to think about. Boat sheds. Sanding blocks. A shape bent over a stripped hull. There were a dozen men in Harborview who did that kind of work, she reminded herself. It did not have to be him.

She turned toward the low brick building of Harborview Elementary instead. New paint, she noticed. The doors were a deeper blue than before, the windows fitted with fresh frames. The same playground sat to the left—a slide, two swings, a climbing frame—but someone had added a row of raised garden beds along the fence line. Fat green shoots poked up through the soil, unbothered by the sharp air.

“You’re early,” Asha said from the top of the steps, one hand pressed against the glass as she pushed the door open. “That’s a good sign. Means you haven’t remembered what a mess this place can be at dismissal.”

Marin laughed, the sound catching in her throat before it eased out. “I thought I’d get here before the stampede. Give myself a chance to pretend I know what I’m doing.”

“You do,” Asha said firmly, stepping aside so Marin could pass. “You’ve seen your file, you’ve run two counseling programs in bigger districts than this, and you were one of the best teachers I ever had on staff. You know exactly what you’re doing.”

What Marin had seen, more than anything, was one particular student file that Asha had highlighted in yellow. A folder whose pages had felt too heavy in her hands the moment she recognized the last name printed at the top.

Evie Reed.

There had been attendance notes and grade reports, teachers’ comments full of phrases like “quietly capable,” “withdrawn recently,” “bright but disengaged.” There had been the notation, in tidy black ink, that Evie’s mother was deceased. And under “father,” there it was: Jonah Reed.

Marin swallowed and followed Asha down the hall, past bulletin boards pinned with construction-paper sunflowers and a row of coats still too big for the bodies that would wear them. The building smelled of crayons, printer toner, and the faint sweetness of cafeteria pancakes from the morning.

“You okay?” Asha glanced over her shoulder as they walked.

“I’m fine,” Marin said automatically. She heard the thinness in her own voice and forced herself to add, “Nervous, but in the normal starting-a-new-job way. Not in a catastrophic way.”

Asha gave her a look that said she didn’t buy it but wasn’t going to push. “We’ll start with your office. You can rearrange it however you like, but I already warned the custodian you’d probably want to move the chairs around. You always hated the old setup.”

“That’s because the old chairs squeaked every time a kid tried to be brave,” Marin said. “Thought we’d at least give them silence.”

They turned another corner, and there it was: a small door with a new nameplate, the letters still too crisp, as if they might flake off if she touched them.

MARIN COLE
School Counselor
Standing there felt like standing at the edge of a dock, just before a wave slapped against the pylons. She had worked for this. The graduate program, the late nights, the small apartments in cities where no one knew her history. She had wanted to come back to a town like this, to a school like this, to kids whose entire universe still fit inside a classroom and a playground.

She had not wanted to return to him.

“Can I ask you something?” she said quietly, staring at the nameplate instead of at Asha.

“Of course.”

“When you called me about the position, did you already know that one of your students was...” Marin trailed off, searching for a word that didn’t make her chest hurt. “Connected to me?”

Asha was silent for a moment. “I knew that Evie’s father was someone you used to know,” she said carefully. “I did not know how you knew him until you hesitated on the phone. Then I checked the dates.”

“The dates,” Marin repeated, a bitter little smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Right. Those would do it.”

Three years since she had left Harborview with her car packed to the roof and her heart packed even tighter. Three years since she had stood in Jonah’s living room, the smell of coffee and sawdust and lemon cleaner all around, and listened to him say, with a voice that shook, that he couldn’t be the man she needed without breaking something in his daughter that he did not know how to mend.

“I didn’t bring you back here to fix a man,” Asha said. “I brought you back because this school needs a counselor who will listen to the quiet kids and notice the ones who disappear. Evie is one of them. But there are others. This is not a job about one family, Marin.”

“I know,” Marin said. And she did. The problem was that every time she closed her eyes and tried to imagine this building full of children, one face refused to blur out at the edges.

She remembered Evie at eight—knees grass-stained, hair escaping a crooked braid, sitting at a tiny desk with her hand hovering over a math worksheet. Marin had been her teacher then, long before any of this. The girl had chewed the end of her pencil and made up stories about the numbers instead of writing down the answers.

“She’s smart,” Marin murmured.

“Very,” Asha agreed. “And I've been very lost lately. Her teachers worry that they’re watching her disappear in slow motion. Her grades are slipping for the first time. She was a child who volunteered to read. Now they have to call her name twice.”

The wave hit the dock. Marin felt it reverberate through her ribs. “Does he know I’m here?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Asha said. “I wanted to give you a chance to stand in your office first. Then I’ll send a notice to parents. You know how fast word travels in Harborview. He’ll know by evening, even if he pretends he doesn’t.”

Marin nodded. There was no right way to prepare for that moment. There was only a small series of actions in front of her: reach for the doorknob, step over the threshold, breathe.

She turned the handle.

The office smelled faintly of fresh paint and old carpet. A single window looked out over the playground, its glass catching a slice of the bay beyond, where white masts pricked the horizon. Someone had arranged the two chairs and the small couch in a tidy triangle around a low table, with a box of tissues placed too neatly at the center.

“Thank you,” she told Asha, because there was nothing else to say.

“I’ll leave you to settle in,” Asha replied. “Staff meeting at three. Coffee is still terrible. Some things never change.”

When the door clicked shut, the room felt deeper, like a breath held. Marin set her bag on the desk and crossed to the window. From here, she could see the marina in full—the staggered line of sheds, the flat stretch of weathered planks leading out over the water, and the small shapes of people already at work.

Her gaze snagged on one of them. Broad shoulders, dark hair pulled back at the nape of the neck, body bent over the curve of a hull. She couldn’t tell from this distance, but her skin knew before her mind caught up. That tilt of the head, that way of bracing a hand against the side of a boat like it might talk back if he pressed hard enough.

Jonah.

For a moment, it was three years ago and she was standing beside him in that same shed, sawdust caught in her eyelashes, listening to him explain how you learned the story of a boat by the way its wood complained when you sanded too hard. For a moment, his laughter was right there, soft and surprised, because he had not expected to laugh at all that year.

Then the memory snapped back into its box and she was left with the cold glass beneath her fingertips and the distant figure at the marina who had no idea that the woman he had once asked to leave had come back and taken a job in the building overlooking his life.

“What stayed after our goodbye,” she whispered to her reflection, watching her own mouth shape the words.

The answer was clearer than she wanted it to be.

She had left town, but she had not taken everything with her. Her absence had not fixed the ache in a daughter who had lost a mother or in a man who had lost both a wife and the woman he tried to love next. The town was still here. The boats were still being sanded. The girl was still a student in a building whose hallways Marin now had a key to.

The goodbye, it turned out, had not been an ending at all. It had only frozen something mid-motion.

There was a knock on the doorframe. Marin spun around, half expecting Asha again, but it was a fifth-grade teacher poking her head in, cheeks flushed from rushing between rooms.

“Sorry,” the woman said. “You must be the new counselor. I’m Nadia. I just wanted to say welcome before the day eats me alive. And to warn you that your very first student might be sooner than you think. We’ve got a few kids already circling the idea of a ‘safe room.’”

Marin smiled, finding solid ground in the simple practicalities of her work. “I’m glad to be here,” she said. “Send them whenever you need." That’s what this room is for.”

As Nadia disappeared down the hall, Marin looked back at the marina. The figure had straightened now, turning toward another worker, and from this distance, faces were just smudges.

Sooner or later, Harborview would shrink the distance. The grocery store, the marina, the school fundraiser, the parent–teacher conferences—it would not take long before Jonah knew she had returned.

And when that happened, she thought, pressing her palm flat against the glass, they would have to decide whether to keep living in the aftermath of their goodbye or finally touch what had stayed alive under it all this time.
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Chapter 1 – The Space We Kept Empty
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By eight in the morning, the light on the bay had already started to flatten into the pale silver Jonah always liked best. The water lay in slow, heavy folds, nudging the pilings with a low, repetitive slap, and the boats in their slips rocked with the lazy patience of things that trusted the day to unfold the way it always had. He preferred it this way, before the sun had fully made up its mind, before tourists wandered down with disposable cups and questions about sailing lessons, before the marina was anything but a working place.

He moved along the side of the hull he had been stripping for the past week, a sander cradled in his hand, the machine’s vibrations traveling up through his wrist into his shoulder, familiar as an old ache. There was a satisfaction in the way the old varnish flaked away, revealing the grain of the wood beneath. Each plank had its own way of telling him what it had endured. Some complained with a high whine when he pressed too hard. Some barely spoke, solid and stubborn, the marks of storms held deep where no tool could touch them.

Gabe’s footsteps thudded across the wooden floor behind him, heavier than the noise of the sander even before the machine powered down. Jonah thumbed the switch off and let the sudden quiet roll in, the silence ringing in his ears.

“You’re going to sand that poor thing down to a memory if you keep at it like that,” Gabe said, setting a thermos on the workbench with a soft metallic clink. “Coffee. Before you turn to dust along with it.”

Jonah set the sander on the sawhorse and flexed his fingers, stretching each one as if they belonged to someone else. “We both know this boat’s seen worse than a Monday morning with me,” he said. “And that is not how you talk about my best work.”

Gabe snorted and twisted open the thermos. The smell of strong coffee rolled out, bitter and grounding. “Your best work was that blue cruiser last fall, and you know it. This one is just hull shaped nostalgia. The owner wants to pretend he never left the lake he grew up on. You’re rebuilding a childhood more than a boat.”

“Same thing, some days,” Jonah murmured. He took the steaming metal cup that Gabe poured and wrapped his hands around it, letting the heat sink into his palms. Outside, gulls called to each other in the sharp, shrill voices that made tourists lift their phones and locals barely looked up.

Gabe leaned his hip against the workbench and studied him with the kind of casual scrutiny that meant he was not being casual at all. “How was the morning?” he asked. “On a scale of one to ten, with one being peaceful cereal and ten being full meltdown because someone looked at the wrong sweatshirt.”

“Four,” Jonah said, after a breath. “Maybe five.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Depends on your definition of bad.” He took a sip of coffee and let it burn his tongue. “She came downstairs already dressed. That never happens on a Monday. Shoes on, backpack zipped. Said she did not want toast. Said she was not hungry. Asked if I could just drop her off early because she wanted to go to the library before class. Except she does not like the library at school anymore. Too quiet, she says.”

“So why does that make it a four instead of a two?”

“Because she was trying so hard to sound like everything was fine that she would not even look at me.” He swallowed, the coffee sitting heavy in his throat. “There is something about a kid not looking at you that feels worse than any tantrum. At least when she was slamming doors, I knew where I stood.”

Gabe was quiet for a moment, the sounds of the marina seeping between them. A boat engine coughed to life somewhere farther down the dock. A rope creaked as it strained against a cleat.

“Is she still talking about Clara?” Gabe asked carefully.

“Not really.” Jonah stared at the curve of the hull, tracing the line with his eyes like it might give him answers. “She talks around her. She will mention a song she used to play on the piano, then stop herself. Or she will ask if we can make that pasta again, the one with too much garlic, and then change her mind before I get the pan out. It is like every memory has barbed wire wrapped around it. She wants to touch them and is terrified of getting cut.”

“And you?”

“What about me?”

“Where are your memories in all this?”

He did not answer right away. Instead, he walked over to the open bay door and looked out at the line where the water met the sky. Years ago, there had been another life layered neatly alongside this one in his mind: school schedules scrawled on a calendar, Clara’s lesson plans spread across their kitchen table, the smell of chalk dust clinging to her hair when she came home. The marina had been his world, the classroom hers, and their daughter the bridge between.

Now the classroom felt like another country altogether. He only glimpsed it in brief flashes, open house nights and parent–teacher conferences where he sat in too-small chairs and listened to strangers describe his child using words he did not always recognize.

“We get by,” he said finally. “I make breakfast she does not eat. I pack lunches she forgets to finish. We talk about math and science and which kids are trading stickers and who never brings a coat. We do not talk about the piano in the corner or the last time we both sat in the same church pew. It is a system. Not a good one, maybe, but a system.”

“So a four,” Gabe said softly. “Not calm, not chaos. Just that middle ground where everybody is pretending the ice is thicker than it is.”

Jonah’s mouth twisted. “You are getting poetic in your old age.”

“Somebody has to be around here.” Gabe took a sip from his own cup, eyes narrowing as he watched Jonah over the rim. “Speaking of systems, did you get the email from the school last night?”

Jonah frowned. “What email?”

“There it is,” Gabe said, more to himself than to Jonah. “The look of a man who deleted something on sight. They sent one of those newsletters about new staff. Said they finally hired a full-time counselor. Some budget miracle, I guess. So now the kids have someone besides overworked teachers and exhausted parents to talk to.”

Jonah could feel his shoulders stiffen before he had quite processed why. The word counselor slid into his mind with all its implications, scraping past stubborn notions of privacy and control.

“Counselor,” he repeated. “For all the kids?”

“That is the idea.”

“So they will be talking to her about things. Things they maybe have not talked about with their parents.”

Gabe shrugged. “Probably. Better than them stuffing it down until it comes out sideways in middle school. You know how that goes.”

Jonah knew exactly how that went. He thought of Evie’s clenched jaw as she had shoved her pencil into her backpack that morning, of the way she had flinched when he had asked if she still wanted to take piano next semester, then pretended she had not heard him. He thought of the teacher who had pulled him aside at conference night two months ago, worrying creasing her forehead as she said that Evie’s stories had become darker and shorter at the same time.

“It is good,” he said slowly. “That they have someone. Good for kids who need that.”

“Kids like Evie,” Gabe said gently.

“I do not know if she would use it.”

“Well, that is not up to you, is it?” Gabe’s tone was kind, but it landed like a small, honest stone. “You can sign the permission slip if they send one. You can encourage her. But you do not get to decide which adults she trusts. Not completely.”

Jonah rubbed at a spot of sawdust on his forearm, the particles catching in the hair there. He remembered a different woman sitting at their dining table three years ago, chin propped in one hand, listening like no one had ever listened to him before. She had asked questions that did not feel like tests. She had looked at him and at Evie like they were not a problem to be solved but a life she wanted to be part of.

He had trusted her, until the day trusting her felt like betrayal of everything he had already lost.

“I just do not want a stranger digging around in her head with a flashlight,” he said, a little sharper than he meant to. “She is barely holding her grip on school as it is.”

“Maybe that grip would be easier if she did not have to hold so much by herself.” Gabe set his cup down and reached for the sander, wiping the dust off its casing with his sleeve. “Look, I get it. Letting someone else in feels like admitting you cannot do it all. But you cannot. No one can. Not for themselves and a kid both. That is not failure. That is math.”

Jonah gave a humorless huff that almost counted as a laugh. “You and your math.”

“Hey, numbers do not lie. And neither does the fact that you are worn down to splinters some days.” Gabe met his eyes, not looking away even when Jonah wanted him to. “At least read the email. See what they are offering.”

“Fine,” Jonah said, because it was easier than continuing the argument. “I will look at it later.”

They went back to work after that, the conversation folding itself into the rhythm of the day. The sander whined, sawdust floated into the air in soft golden clouds, and the shape of the boat gradually emerged cleaner and more defined. At some point, a cluster of teenagers walked past on the dock, laughing too loudly, the sound of their sneakers slapping the boards brisk and careless.

Jonah’s phone buzzed against his pocket just before noon. He wiped his hands on a rag before pulling it out, expecting a message from the hardware supplier or a reminder about an invoice. Instead, the screen showed a notification from the school’s parent portal, a subject line that included the words Welcome and New Counselor.

He stared at it for a long second before tapping. The email opened to a bright banner with the school’s logo, followed by a paragraph in Asha’s efficient but warm tone. She thanked parents for their support, talked about the growing needs of their students, and announced that Harborview Elementary was excited to welcome a full-time counselor to the staff.

He skimmed the sentences until his eyes caught on the bolded name near the end.

Marin Cole.

The ground did not physically move beneath his feet, but the inside of his chest did something that felt perilously close. It was as if someone had taken a photograph he had shoved to the back of a drawer and held it up in front of him without warning. Her name on the screen looked too small for what it carried.

He closed the email, then opened it again, as if the words might change on a second reading. They did not. The letters stayed lined up in the same way, the same tidy font, the same assurance that she would be available to meet with students and families over the coming weeks.

Gabe must have seen something change in his face, because he set down the tool he was holding. “What?” he asked. “You look like someone just told you the bay’s gone dry.”

Jonah swallowed. His mouth tasted suddenly metallic, like he had bitten his tongue. “The counselor,” he said. “I know her.”

“Harborview is small. You know everyone.”

“Not like this.”

Gabe waited, eyebrows raised.

“She worked in school." Years ago. Taught third grade.” His voice came out flat, like it did not belong to him. “She was Evie’s teacher. Then she was... around. For a while.”

“Ah,” Gabe said slowly. “That kind of around.”

Jonah did not answer. He stared at the hull instead, seeing only fragments of another time. A hand reaching for him on the passenger seat of his truck. Laughter in his kitchen at midnight. The quiet of the marina when they had stood side by side after closing, her shoulder just touching his, both of them looking out at the water and pretending they did not feel every place their bodies leaned into each other.

“How long has it been?” Gabe asked.

“Three years.” The number sat like a stone. “She left. I told her to leave.”

He remembered that night with a clarity he wished he did not possess. Evie’s eyes had been red and furious after she had walked in on them, hands still linked, the living room suddenly too small for the ghost of the woman whose photographs still hung on the walls. The words his daughter had thrown at them had been jagged and wild, but it was the silence afterward that had lodged deepest. The way she had shut down, retreating into herself so completely that the house had seemed hollow.

Marin had offered patience. She had offered to wait outside their door, to come back slowly, to build something fragile and cautious. Jonah had looked at his daughter’s closed bedroom door and felt as if someone had laid two paths in front of him, each leading to a different kind of betrayal.

In the end, he had done the only thing that had felt remotely like control. He had cut off the newest thing in his life, hoping it would protect the oldest.

“What are the odds?” Gabe murmured. “Her coming back here, to this town, to that school.”

“Apparently higher than I thought.” He forced a breath in, then out. The air felt thick, like it had to fight its way into his lungs. “Maybe it is nothing. She will do her job. I will do mine. Evie will ignore her. The town will move on.”

“You do not really believe that.”

“No,” Jonah admitted. “I do not.”

He kept moving through the afternoon anyway, because the alternative was standing still, and standing still meant feeling everything too sharply. He measured planks, cut them, fitted them into place. He took a call from a client who wanted his boat ready two weeks earlier than they had agreed and told him, gently but firmly, that wood did not care about impatience.

Between tasks, his mind kept circling back to the image of a small office in the school, the kind that always smelled like dry erase markers and paper. He imagined Marin sitting there, maybe with the same careful posture she used to have when she talked to parents, hands folded loosely, shoulders relaxed to invite confessions she never demanded. He could hear her voice saying his daughter’s name, trying out the new shape of it after three years. Evie is eleven now. Evie is quieter than before. Evie is carrying more than she knows to name.

By the time the last of the afternoon light was slipping off the water, his sense of direction inside his own life felt skewed. The familiar tasks had not shifted, but the anchor points around them had.

He clocked out at five, wiping his hands with a fresh rag before tossing it into the laundry bin. The drive from the marina to his house took seven minutes if traffic was light, then if he hit the red light by the grocery store. He had driven it so often that his body could have done it on muscle memory alone, but today, every intersection felt like a question.

He stopped at the store even though they still had pasta and sauce at home, because he needed a few extra minutes to look at something as simple as rows of cereal boxes. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, the air smelled faintly of oranges and floor cleaner, and the quiet hum of other people moving through their own lists wrapped around him like white noise.

He picked up milk, bananas that were not yet ripe, and a jar of marinara. At the end of the aisle, by the refrigerated section, he ran into Nadia, one of the fifth-grade teachers, her cart half full of frozen pizza and science project supplies.

“Hey, Jonah,” she said with a smile. “Are you heading home or back to the boats?”

“Home,” he said. “How bad was the day?”

“On a scale of one to ten?” she teased. Then she sobered a little. “We had a few rough patches. But it might get better soon. The new counselor is already setting up her office.”

His jaw tightened. “You met her?”

“Briefly. She seems kind. The kids will like her once they stop giving her the side eye. They always do that with new adults.” Nadia shifted a glue gun in her cart. “Evie was quiet today. More than usual. I thought about sending her down, but I figured I would wait until the counselor had actually unpacked a box or two.”

He nodded, fingers tightening around the handle of his basket. “If she suggests it, do you think Evie will go?”

“I think Evie will pretend she does not need it,” Nadia said gently. “But she keeps looking at that office door when she thinks no one is watching. Sometimes kids need a grown-up to say it is okay to step inside.”

He understood the message tucked under her words and did not have the energy to argue. “I will talk to her,” he said, though he had no idea what that talk would sound like.

On the way home, the sky had deepened into a soft blue, the streetlights just starting to blink on. The little house he and Clara had bought when they were too young to know better sat at the end of a quiet street, its front porch sagging slightly more every year. He parked in the driveway and sat for a moment with the engine off, listening to its ticking as it cooled.

Through the front window, he could see the flicker of the television. Evie was curled up on the couch with her knees pulled to her chest, the light from the screen casting shifting colors over her face.

He let himself in, the door’s familiar squeak announcing him before he spoke. “Hey,” he said, lifting the grocery bag. “I brought reinforcements for the pantry.”

Evie muted the television and looked over, eyes tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep. “We had cereal,” she said. “At an after-school club. They said it was a snack, but it was, like, a lot.”

“Then we will save the pasta for tomorrow.” He set the bag on the counter and glanced at the coffee table, where a math worksheet lay half-finished, the pencil resting on top of it as if she had set it down mid-thought. “How was your day?”

She shrugged. “Fine.”

“Does anything interesting happen?”

“No.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, a gesture that reminded him so sharply of Clara that his chest ached. “They planted things in the garden beds. Ms. Nadia said we will measure how fast they grow.”

“That sounds interesting.”

Evie picked at the seam of the couch cushion. “They also said there is a new counselor. Like, a feelings doctor but not a doctor. People kept asking if anyone had seen her yet.”

Jonah’s heart thudded once, hard. “What do you think about that?” he asked.

“I do not know.” She frowned, eyes dropping to her hands. “Everyone was acting like it was this big deal. Some kids were excited because they think they can skip math if they say they are sad. That is dumb. The counselor will find out.”

“She might,” he agreed. “Counselors are good at that.”

Evie hesitated. “Did you know about her before today?”

He could feel the truth pressing against the back of his teeth. He chose a sliver of it, the part that would not crack open too much. “The school sent an email. I saw it.”

“Oh.” She nodded, expression unreadable. “Do I have to go talk to her?”

“No,” he said immediately, then forced himself to slow down. “I mean, no one is going to drag you in there. But it might help, if you ever wanted to. It can be easier to tell some things to someone who is not your dad.”

Evie’s gaze flicked up, sharp and brief. “Is that what you did?”

“What?”

“Tell things to someone who is not a Mom.”

The question landed like a stone thrown from an unexpected angle. For a moment, all he could hear was the steady tick of the wall clock in the kitchen.

“Yes,” he said, because he would not lie to her, not about this. “After she died, there were things I did not know how to say to anyone. There was someone I talked to, for a while.”

Evie studied his face, eyes narrowed just slightly, as if she were flipping through memories and holding them up against his answer. “Did it help?” she asked.

“It did,” he said softly. “Until I got scared and stopped letting it.”

She looked away first, shoulders hunching in against themselves. “I do not want to talk to anyone,” she muttered. “Everyone already thinks I am weird. A counselor would just make it worse.”

“They think you are quiet,” he corrected gently. “There is a difference. And quiet kids are usually the ones with the most to say when they feel safe enough.”

She did not reply. Instead, she uncurled from the couch, picked up her worksheet, and muttered something about needing to finish it before dinner. As she moved past him, he caught the faint scent of the shampoo she still insisted on using, the same brand Clara had liked. It squeezed something behind his ribs that never seemed to fully ease.

He watched her disappear down the hallway, the house swallowing her small footsteps. Then he walked into the kitchen, set the groceries down, and braced his hands on the counter. The email’s words floated back up in his mind, overlaying the familiar space of their home like a translucent sheet.

Welcome to our new counselor, Marin Cole.

For years, he had told himself that what they had shared had been a brief, ill-timed flare of connection, something that made sense only in the stunned months after grief had taken up residence in his life. He had convinced himself that by cutting it off, he had protected his daughter and honored his wife.

Now the past had walked back into the same building that held his daughter’s present. The space he had tried to keep empty had filled itself without his consent.

He stood there, listening to the faint sound of pencil scratching in the other room and the low murmur of the muted television. He understood with a clarity that made his stomach twist that the days of pretending the goodbye had settled everything were over.

Whatever had stayed after it, in him, in Marin, in Evie, was about to be laid out in the same town again, whether he was ready or not.
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Chapter 2 – The First Door That Opened
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Marin learned quickly that the building had its own rhythm, and that if she did not get ahead of it, she would always feel like she was running to catch up. By seven-thirty, the halls were still mostly empty, just the echo of a custodian’s cart and the faint squeak of sneakers from the gym where the before-care kids were playing. The air still held the chill of the night, and the fluorescent lights buzzed softly, trying to wake up.

She put her travel mug down on her desk and looked around the office again, seeing it now not as a bare room but as a place where kids might decide, for the first time, to say the truth out loud. The chairs were still in that perfect triangle, the box of tissues still sitting like a warning flare in the middle. She picked it up and moved it to the far corner of the table. No one wanted to sit down with a box already within reach, as if crying were an expectation instead of a possibility.

The walls were blank. She had brought a tote bag of things from her last job—posters that said things like “Your Feelings Are Welcome Here” in bright colors, a laminated chart about coping strategies—but now that she was standing in this small town school, they looked a little too loud. She set them aside and instead took out a calendar papered with large blank squares. That could go on the wall behind her desk. Students could see their names written there for future appointments if they wanted. Sometimes it helped, just knowing there was a square of time already promised to them.

She was putting a small basket of fidget toys on the low table when Asha appeared in the doorway, tapping a file folder gently against her leg.

“So this is what you do before we unleash children into your space,” she said. “Arrange small objects and move tissues around like you’re defusing a bomb.”

“Emotional explosives,” Marin said. “Completely different branch of work.”

Asha entered and looked around approvingly. “I like the calendar. And the tissues in the corner. That’s subtle. Did you sleep?”

“Some,” Marin said, which was not quite the same as yes. She had slept in fits, waking every time her mind replayed a different moment from three years ago. The slam of a door. Jonah’s voice, low and wrecked. The way Evie had looked at her, as if something sacred had been stepped on. She had tried, after that, to imagine a version of this life that did not include this town. She had long managed it.

“We have a staff meeting at ten,” Asha said, mercifully ignoring the lines under Marin’s eyes. “I’ll make the official introductions then. But I wanted to drop this off beforehand.”

She held out the folder she’d been holding. Marin took it carefully, like it might slide apart in her hands.

“Is this...?” she started.

“The students I’d like you to keep an eye on,” Asha said. “A short list. Some already flagged for counseling, some I’ve just got a feeling about. You’ll build your own impressions over time, but this will help you know where to start.”

Marin opened the folder. A neat table of names, grades, and short notes jumped out at her. There were phrases like “panic attacks before math tests” and “parents divorcing mid-year.” Her eyes skimmed down until they found what she knew they would.

Evie Reed. Grade 5. Academically strong, recent decline. Parents deceased. Father engaged but relationship ended; child present for conflict. Increased withdrawal. Nightmares. Teacher concerns about isolation and shortened written work. Possible complicated grief.

“Complicated grief,” Marin repeated quietly. “As if there’s a simple kind.”

“It’s the term they like right now,” Asha said. “I’ve seen three versions of it in training over the last decade. The basic idea is the same. She lost her mom. Then she lost a version of her dad she trusted completely. Now she’s trying to figure out what’s left of home.”

Marin ran her thumb along the edge of the paper. “Has anyone talked to her before? Professionally, I mean. Outside of the school?”

“There was a short stint with a counselor in town, a year after Clara died,” Asha said. “Six weeks. Jonah said Evie refused to go after that. He didn’t push it. They came to a kind of uneasy truce about it. I don’t think he’s against counseling. I think he’s scared someone will tell him he’s doing it wrong.”

“Parenting?” Marin asked.

“Grieving,” Asha said softly. “And maybe both.”

Marin closed the folder lightly, careful not to bend the cardboard. “Do you want me to reach out to him first, or wait until she asks to see me?”

“I want you to be visible,” Asha said. “In classrooms, at lunch, at recess. Let the kids see your face. I’ll send the general notice to parents today. If Jonah wants to pretend he never saw it, that’s his business. But I suspect he’ll read every word.”

Marin swallowed. “He is going to hate that I am here.”

“Maybe,” Asha said. “Maybe he’ll hate what it reminds him of. That’s not quite the same thing. Either way, your job isn’t to make him comfortable. It’s to give his kid, and everyone else’s, another place to breathe.”

They walked down the hall together toward the staff room, the sounds of the building growing louder as they went. Lockers clanged as early students dropped off backpacks. A rolling cart squeaked, piled with breakfast trays for classrooms that needed them. Marin felt each sound scrape against her nerves, but underneath the jitter of her own history, something steadier was there too. She had done this before—walked into a building on the first day and tried to find her place in it. The difference this time was not the work. It was the past sitting in the same town, building boats within eyesight of the playground.

The staff meeting unfolded in the way they all did: greetings, the shuffle of handouts, someone wrestling with the ancient coffee machine in the corner. Teachers clustered at tables, trading quick updates about their weekends. When Asha called the room to attention and gestured for Marin to stand, a few faces turned toward her with polite curiosity, a few with open relief, and one or two with the wary look of people who knew they would be asked to add one more thing to their already overloaded plates.

“This is Marin,” Asha said, her voice carrying easily. “She’s our new counselor. She’ll be working with you on individual student needs, small groups, crisis response, all the things we’ve been asking for and not had the staff to do. Her door will be open, but don’t wait for kids to find it on their own. If you see someone who needs her, send them.”

Marin smiled, nodding at the room. “I’m glad to be here,” she said. “I know being told ‘you can send students to the counselor’ sometimes sounds like ‘you should solve everything by Tuesday.’ That’s not what I’m here for. I’m here to be another adult in the building who can listen when you’re out of time, and to help kids build their own language for what they’re going through. If you’re not sure whether someone should be referred, assume the answer is yes. The worst thing that can happen is that we talk for a bit and decide they’re doing okay for now.”

A reading teacher raised her hand. “Will you be pulling kids during core instruction?”

“Only when we have to,” Marin said. “We can schedule around tests and key lessons. But sometimes the moment when a kid is finally ready to talk doesn’t line up neatly with the timetable. I’ll do my best to balance their emotional emergency with their academic needs. I’ll need your input on that.”

There were nods, a few sighs that sounded like relief, and the meeting rolled on to other topics—fire drills, assemblies, a reminder about the deadline for grade reports. Marin sat back, taking names and faces as quickly as she could. She recognized Nadia from the day before, laughed quietly at a joke the art teacher made about glitter being a controlled substance, and scribbled notes that were more about people’s energy than their titles. Calm. Overstretched. Funny. Tired. Gentle. Strict but fair. It would all matter when she called them later to ask about kids.

By the time the first bell rang and the halls filled with walking, running, shuffling bodies, she had the beginning of a map in her head. It wasn’t complete. It never would be. But it was enough to start.

Her first student came fifteen minutes after the day began, knocking on the office door as if expecting to be told she was in the wrong place. She was small for fourth grade, with a braid so tight it pulled at her forehead and a backpack that seemed to weigh more than she did.

“Hi,” Marin said, standing so she wouldn’t tower behind the desk. “Come in.”

The girl hovered at the threshold. “Am I allowed?” she asked.

“Yes,” Marin said. “You are definitely allowed. I’m Marin. I’m the school counselor. What’s your name?”

“Lily,” she murmured. “My teacher said I could come. Because I threw up before the quiz. But I’m not sick. She said I should tell you that.”

Marin smiled gently and gestured toward the chair. “You can tell me anything you want. Including that. Do you want to sit, or stand, or pace while you talk?”

Lily looked like no one had ever offered her options about her own body in a classroom before. After a beat, she sat on the edge of the chair, backpack still clutched to her chest like a shield.

They talked about math and stomachaches and how Lily’s hands shook whenever a test paper was put on her desk. Marin listened, asked questions, and offered a small breathing exercise that didn’t sound like magic, just like something to try. By the time Lily left, her shoulders had dropped half an inch, and she had agreed to come back the next week.

The second student arrived without an appointment, a fifth grade boy with angry red marks where his fists had pounded the underside of his desk. His homeroom teacher sent him in with a note that said simply, “Fought with friend. Refused to stop. I need to talk before he explodes again.” Marin waved him in, handed him a stress ball shaped like a planet, and let him squeeze and rant until the worst of the storm had passed.

These were familiar waters. She knew how to navigate them, knew that sometimes the thing a child was furious about was not the thing they named first. She walked with them slowly, following the threads of their stories until they led to something true.

It wasn’t until just before lunch, when she stepped out into the hallway to walk to the cafeteria, that she saw Evie.

The fifth graders were lining up outside their classrooms, a loose queue that kept expanding and contracting as kids leaned to talk to each other. Evie was at the back of one of the lines, a sketchbook clutched against her chest, eyes fixed on the scuffed floor. Her hair fell in a curtain that shielded most of her face. While the two girls in front of her whispered and nudged, she stood perfectly still, like a small post driven into the earth.

Time did a strange, double-layered thing in Marin’s chest. For a second, she saw the eight-year-old she remembered—the way she used to tuck her feet under her chair when she read, the way her smile had always started in her eyes. Then the present slid back into view. Eleven now. Taller. Thinner. The distance in her posture was so thick it was almost visible.

Marin could have kept walking. She told herself that as her feet carried her a few steps forward. She was supposed to be visible, not predatory. This was not about forcing contact. She could wait for Evie’s teacher to send her sometime. She could pretend she hadn’t seen her, pick up an apple in the cafeteria, make small talk with the lunch staff, and go back to her office.

Instead, she found herself slowing near the classroom door, her heart beating a little too loud in her ears.

“Hey, Nadia,” she said, catching the teacher’s eye. “Mind if I say hello to your crew?”

Nadia’s gaze flicked from Marin to the line of students and back. Understanding passed between them, too quick and private to name. “Go ahead,” she said. “They’re all yours for the next thirty seconds.”

Marin moved to stand a few feet from the line, making eye contact with the kids at the front first. “Hi, everyone,” she said. “I’m Marin. Some of you might have seen the email your grown-ups got. I’m the person you can talk to when something’s tangled up in your mind and you want help sorting it out. Or when you’re having a good day and just want to tell someone who isn’t grading your work.”

A couple of kids giggled. One boy asked if she was a therapist like on TV. She told him no one’s life was as dramatic as television thought, and that seemed to satisfy him. She said a few more general things, about her office being down the hall and her door usually being open, and all the while, out of the corner of her eye, she watched the subtle flinch ripple through the back of the line.

Evie had become even stiller. If not for the rise and fall of her shoulders, Marin might have thought she’d turned to stone. Her fingers were digging into the edge of the sketchbook. When Marin’s gaze finally met hers, just for a second, it was like looking into a room with the lights switched off. She couldn’t read anything there except the fact that the door was shut.

“Okay, that’s my thirty seconds,” Marin said lightly. “I’ll see some of you around. And remember, you don’t have to be ‘really, really sad’ to talk to me. You can be curious, confused, mad, or totally fine and still come sit in the comfy chair.”

She stepped away as the line began to move. Most children passed her without a second glance. One or two looked back over their shoulders, and she filed their faces away. When Evie walked by, she kept her eyes on the floor, but Marin could see the tightness in her jaw, the way her throat worked like she was swallowing something down.

“Hi, Evie,” Marin said quietly, careful not to make it sound like a test. “It’s good to see you.”

There were a hundred ways Evie could have responded. She could have looked up and glared. She could have pretended not to hear. She could have snapped that it wasn’t good to see her at all. For a heartbeat, Marin braced for the worst of those.

Evie’s head tilted almost imperceptibly in Marin’s direction. “You too,” she muttered, barely audible, and then she was past, swept along with the rest of the class toward the cafeteria.

Marin stood there for a second, watching the top of her head disappear into the moving crowd. The two words had been so quiet they might as well have been smoke, but she held on to them anyway. You too. Not exactly an invitation. Not a curse either. Something in between, fragile as a first step onto a rickety bridge.

In the cafeteria, the noise rose and fell like waves hitting a breakwater. Trays clattered, milk cartons hissed when straws were punched through. Marin took a seat at the end of a table near the wall, close enough that students could see her, far enough away that they didn’t feel like they were being monitored. A few brave ones came over to ask if she liked pizza day and whether she was married. She answered honestly on the first question and vaguely on the second, and when the bell rang again, she walked back to her office with the smell of tomato sauce lingering on her clothes.

The afternoon brought more students, some scheduled, some spontaneous. A second grader who burst into tears whenever the lights flickered in a storm. A third grader who had started getting into fights at recess and didn’t know why his fists felt better than his words. Marin listened, asked, reflected, and wrote brief notes afterward, keeping them factual but kind. She had learned the hard way that notes could be demanded in court someday. She wrote them with the assumption that every sentence might be read aloud in a room full of strangers, including the child in question.

Late in the day, after the last bell had released a flood of bodies into the parking lot, Asha knocked on her door again.

“How was day one?” she asked. “On a scale of one to ‘I’ve made a terrible mistake and I’d like to go back to bed now.’”

Marin snorted softly. “Somewhere in the middle. The kids are... a lot. In the best way. I see why you needed someone to absorb some of it.”

Asha slid into one of the chairs without waiting to be invited. “Did you see her?” she asked.

“Yes,” Marin said. “In the hallway. At lunch. Everywhere, really, once I knew she was here. Have you ever noticed how once you learn a new word, you hear it constantly? It’s like that with certain kids.”

“How did it go?”

Marin told her about the line, the quick introduction, the moment by the classroom door. She repeated the two words Evie had given her, feeling them settle in the air between them.

“That’s more than I expected from day one,” Asha said. “Some kids in her situation would have bolted in the opposite direction.”

“She might still,” Marin said. “Tomorrow. Next week. I’m not going to pursue her. But I can be steady enough that if she wants to walk toward me, she knows I’ll be in the same place.”

Asha watched her for a long moment. “And you?” she asked. “Are you steady enough to do that with Jonah in the same town?”

Marin opened her mouth to say yes automatically, then stopped. Honesty was a muscle like no other. If she was going to ask kids to use it, she could practice by herself.

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “Part of me wants to get in my car and drive until the bay is just a name on a map again. Part of me thinks maybe coming back was the only way to stop rerunning the same night in my head over and over. But I didn’t take this job to fix him. I took it because I know how to do this work. Whatever happens outside the school is...” She hesitated, searching for a word. “Uncontrolled variables.”

“That’s a generous way to describe small town gossip,” Asha said dryly.

Marin smiled, a little more weakly than before. “Do you think he’ll come here? For a meeting? A conference about Evie?”

“I think he’ll hold off as long as he can,” Asha said. “He loves that girl fiercely. But his idea of protecting her has always been to build walls, not bridges. You were one of the only bridges he ever let in. Losing you the way he did convinced him walls were safer. This will shake that belief just by existing.”

There was a hum in the hallway outside—after-school club kids walking past, a teacher locking her classroom. Marin listened to it, letting the sound remind her that the building was full of lives that had nothing to do with hers and Jonah’s history. It helped put a little distance between her and the knot lodged beneath her sternum.

“I can work with walls,” she said quietly. “Kids climb them all the time. Sometimes they just need someone to point out where the footholds are.”

When Asha left, the sky outside the window had shifted from blue to the flat gray that meant rain was on its way. Marin tidied her desk, not because it needed it but because the small act of stacking papers
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