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I never believed in fairy tales. Not the glass slippers, not the poisoned apples, not the handsome princes. My life was measured in coffee mugs, grocery lists, and the comfortable, predictable rhythm of my husband’s snores. It was a good life. A settled life. Or so I’d thought, until that first morning in January.

The world froze on a Tuesday.

Steam from the fresh coffee I’d just poured coiled upward from my husband Mark’s favorite mug—a thick, chipped thing from a forgotten vacation. I was handing it to him, my fingers warm against the ceramic. He was reaching for it, his other hand already stretching for the folded newspaper on the table. And then... nothing.

The steam didn’t waft. It hung in the air, a perfect, intricate sculpture of vapor. Mark’s hand was suspended, fingers slightly curled. The hum of the refrigerator died. The faint tick of the clock on the wall—a sound so constant I’d forgotten it existed—was gone. The world had simply... stopped.

My own breath caught. What the hell? Panic, cold and sharp, pricked at my throat. I was still holding the mug. I could feel its weight. I could feel my own heart hammering against my ribs. Am I having a stroke?

And then I saw him.

Through the archway to our living room, standing by the frost-etched window, was a man. He was turned slightly away, looking out at the frozen world, but I could see his profile. A strong, aquiline nose. A neatly trimmed beard, white as the snow outside, but full and lush. Silver hair swept back from a high forehead. He wore a simple, well-tailored suit of charcoal grey, and he stood with an effortless, timeless grace. He wasn’t just old. He was ancient. And he was, without a single doubt, the most strikingly handsome man I had ever seen.

My panic didn’t subside; it morphed. Into a breathless, electric confusion. His presence was an impossible fact in my silent kitchen. I should have been terrified. Instead, a flush of heat swept up my neck, settling in my cheeks. It’s a daydream. You’re tired. You’re imagining things. But the steam didn’t move. Mark didn’t blink.

The man turned his head. His eyes met mine.

They weren’t old eyes. They were deep, a colour like stormy twilight, and they held a wisdom so vast it felt like gazing into the night sky. And within that depth, they twinkled. With mischief. With knowing. With something that made my stomach clench in a way it hadn’t in years.

My fingers tightened on the mug. Who are you? The thought screamed in the silence. He held my gaze for what felt like an eternity, a small, secret smile playing on his lips. Then, he gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod.

Time snapped back.

The steam coiled upwards. The refrigerator kicked on with a low hum. Mark’s hand closed around the mug, his fingers brushing mine.

“Thanks, hon,” he said, not looking up from the sports section he’d opened.

I stood there, my hand still outstretched, my skin tingling where he’d touched me. My heart was a frantic drum against my ribs. What just happened?

“You okay?” Mark asked, finally glancing up. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I... I’m fine,” I managed, my voice thin. “Just... a dizzy spell. Didn’t sleep well.” The lie came easily, coated in the shock of the moment.

I spent the day in a daze. I scrubbed the same plate three times. I stared out the same window where he had stood, seeing only my own pale reflection and the dull winter grey beyond. I told myself it was a hallucination. A stress-induced glitch. But the memory of those eyes, that magnetic, forbidden pull I’d felt... it lingered. It hummed beneath my skin, a low, unfamiliar current.
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IT HAPPENED AGAIN IN February. In the dairy aisle, of all places.

I was comparing prices on yogurt, the fluorescent lights glaring off the white linoleum. A mother was scolding her toddler a few feet away. A stock boy was whistling tunelessly as he stacked cans. Then—silence.

The scolding mother was a statue, her finger pointed in mid-air. The toddler’s tearful face was frozen in a silent wail. The stock boy’s whistling was cut off, his mouth a perfect ‘O’. And there, at the far end of the aisle, past the suspended chaos of mundane life, he stood.

Leaning casually against a display of butter, arms crossed over his chest. His gaze was fixed on me. This time, there was no mistaking it. He was watching me. The same elegant suit, the same serene, powerful presence. The air around him seemed to shimmer, as if he was slightly out of phase with the frozen world.

My breath fogged in the suddenly cold air of the aisle. My pulse, which had been steady a second ago, began to drum a wild, frantic rhythm in my ears. That same heat flooded me, centering low in my belly. This wasn’t fear. This was... thrill. A naughty, exhilarating thrill that made my knees feel weak. He’s here for me.

We looked at each other across twenty feet of frozen time. I saw his chest rise and fall in a slow, deliberate breath—the only movement in the entire store besides my own. His eyes traveled over me, from my sensible winter boots to my messy ponytail, and the look in them was one of pure, appreciative curiosity. It felt more intimate than any touch.

Then, a flicker. The world remained frozen, but he moved. He uncrossed his arms and took one step forward. My heart leapt into my throat. He was going to speak. He was going to approach me.

But the moment shattered. The toddler’s wail filled the air. The stock boy’s whistle resumed. The mother continued her scolding. He was gone.

I leaned heavily against the cold glass door of the yogurt case, my legs trembling. I could still feel the weight of his gaze on my body, like a physical imprint. For the rest of the shopping trip, my mind was elsewhere. My hand, gripping the cart handle, felt hypersensitive. My skin felt too tight. That night, after Mark fell asleep with a book on his chest, I lay awake in the dark.

The streetlight cast long shadows across our bedroom ceiling. Mark’s steady breathing was a familiar soundtrack. And all I could see were those twilight eyes. All I could feel was that electric pull. A slow, shameful warmth spread through me, a warmth that had nothing to do with my husband beside me.

My hand slipped under the covers, my fingers tracing idle, restless patterns on my stomach, over the soft cotton of my nightshirt. My thoughts were a guilty, swirling storm. Who is he? What does he want? But beneath the questions was a darker, more urgent one: What would it feel like to have a man like that look at you, touch you, when time itself obeyed him?

My fingers drifted lower, a silent, traitorous exploration fueled by the memory of his smile. The thrill was so sharp it bordered on pain, mingling with a deep, hollow ache of guilt. I pulled my hand back, clenching it into a fist, and turned my face into my pillow. I was a married woman. I was imagining things. But the frozen moments kept coming.

Late February became a blur of stolen, impossible seconds. He appeared in the reflection of my car window as I waited at a red light that wouldn’t change. He was a silhouette on a park bench I passed, the pigeons around him suspended in mid-flight. Each glimpse was a jolt to my system, a secret infusion of that forbidden excitement. My world, once so solid, now felt thin, like tissue paper over a roaring fire. I was living two lives: the one with Mark, with its comfortable routines, and this other, breathless life happening in the cracks between seconds.
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THE BEGINNING OF MARCH brought a thaw to the weather, but none to the strange freeze-frames of my existence. It happened on a Sunday afternoon. I was in the backyard, attempting to clear the last gritty patches of snow from the patio with a brittle broom. The weak sun was out, and the air smelled of damp earth and melting ice.

The world locked.

A droplet of water, falling from the roof’s gutter, hung in the air like a crystal bead. A sparrow was a feathered statue against the grey sky. The rasp of the broom on concrete ceased.

I sighed, my breath a cloud that didn’t dissipate. I was almost used to it now. The initial panic was gone, replaced by a dizzying anticipation. I turned, knowing who I would see.
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