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​​For the ones who’ve lost and dared to love again.
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And for every little girl with a frog in her pocket and a sparkler in her hand—
this one’s for you.
To my husband, always
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​​Chapter One: Second Chances
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​

​Ashby Lake in July smelled like second chances. Elena Hartley-Winslow stood on the porch of the little rental cottage, one hand wrapped around a mug of lukewarm coffee, the other absently rubbing the edge of her wedding ring that was no longer there. Her thumb still searched for it sometimes—out of habit, out of muscle memory, out of grief that had slowly become something quieter.

​

​It had been a year. A bit more actually.

​More than three hundred and sixty-five days since she lost Eric. Since the world cracked sideways and never quite righted itself.

​He’d only been thirty. Thirty. How do you explain death to a toddler who still thought the moon followed her in the car because it loved her?

​Elena had tried. Through choked bedtime stories, through blurry lullabies she barely remembered singing, through silent sobs in the kitchen while Tess napped—she had tried to keep breathing.

​The first five months were a blur. She could remember Tess’s face, small and round and confused, but everything else was a fog. Grief had sat in her chest like wet concrete.

​And then one morning, Tess had toddled into the kitchen, hair a mess of curls, wearing Eric’s old T-shirt like a blanket cape, and said, “Daddy’s in the stars, right?”

​Elena nodded, unable to speak.

​That was the first day she thought maybe they’d survive this.

​Seven months after that, she'd packed up their too-quiet house in the city, left behind the ghosts and casseroles and pitying smiles, and moved to Ashby Lake. A fresh start, they called it.

​She called it necessary.

​Tess ran past her now, wild and barefoot, chasing a bubble wand like it was made of gold. She was three and a half, loud and funny and endlessly curious. She still asked about her dad sometimes, but now there was a steadiness to the asking. A rhythm.

​Elena didn’t have all the answers, but she had love. And enough bravery to start again.

​She sipped the coffee. Winced. Cold.

​But when Tess let out a delighted shriek at the sight of another little girl across the grass—blonde, pink tutu, wielding a pool noodle like a sword—Elena smiled. Maybe this was it. The moment it all started to shift.

​The other girl waved. Tess waved back, fearless.

​And then Elena looked up—really looked—and saw the man walking toward them.

​Tall. Broad shoulders. One of those ball caps that made men look either endearingly dad-like or hopelessly cocky. He had the kind of face that could’ve been carved out of the same maple trees that ringed the lake, sun-kissed and serious, but softened at the sight of his daughter.

​She could tell.

​Just like that, it began.

​◆◆◆

​Elena watched the girls tumble into their imaginary world like they’d known each other forever. The blonde in the tutu—Lottie (Elena heard her announce her name loudly)—was clearly in charge, commanding the bubble kingdom with the quiet authority of a benevolent toddler monarch. Tess, meanwhile, had her mouth open in awe and her hands clasped at her chest like she’d just met a celebrity.

​Elena felt her throat tighten. It was good—so good—to see Tess play like that. To see her run barefoot without looking back. To hear her laugh and know it wasn’t forced.

​Please let this place be safe. Please let it be home.

​“Hi,” came a voice behind her—warm, low, and just a little bit rough around the edges. “You must be our new tenant. I’m Graham, and if I remember right, your name is... Elena?”

​She turned.

​And had to steel herself.

​Graham Bentley was... solid. The kind of man who looked like he could carry a canoe and a sleeping child at the same time without breaking a sweat. Worn jeans. Work boots. A soft navy T-shirt that stretched across his shoulders in a way that felt illegal this early in the day.

​He had that relaxed, unhurried confidence of someone who belonged to a place—like the lake was in his bones.

​“That’s my daughter, Lottie,” he added, gesturing toward the tutu-wearing whirlwind now handing Tess an invisible crown.

​Elena offered a small, tired smile. “Hi. Yes. Elena Winslow. And that’s Tess.”

​“Tess and Lottie,” he said with a nod. “Sounds like a duo you don’t want to mess with.”

​Elena let out a breath that might’ve been half a laugh. “Not unless you want to be turned into a frog and sentenced to eternal nap time.”

​That got a grin out of him—broad, dimpled, and entirely unfair. “Been there. Lottie once declared me a troll king and banished me to the laundry room for forty minutes.”

​Elena laughed this time, for real. “Let me guess. No parole?”

​“None. But she brought me a juice box and a cookie at the end, so I can’t complain.”

​They both glanced back at the girls, now dancing in circles with pool noodles like enchanted staves.

​“You just moved in?” he asked.

​“Yesterday,” Elena said. “Still living out of boxes. And wondering if I packed my sanity in the wrong one.”

​Graham chuckled, then nodded toward the house. “If you need anything—tools, tips, local secrets—I’m right across the street. Bentley’s Department Store is mine, but I also help out with the fire hall when they need volunteers.”

​“Of course you do,” Elena muttered, then blinked. “Sorry, that came out—”

​“No, I get it.” He held up both hands, mock-solemn. “I’m aware I sound like a brochure for small-town stability. I swear I’m not running for mayor.”

​Elena tilted her head. “Yet.”

​He laughed again, and it lingered in the space between them like warm sunlight. Not flirtation. Not yet. But something comfortable. Something kind.

​“Tess seems happy here,” he said, quietly.

​Elena nodded, biting back emotion. “It’s the first time in a while I’ve seen her just... play.”

​Graham didn’t press. Just stood there beside her, the silence easy, watching their daughters laugh.

​“Glad you’re here, Elena,” he said after a moment. “Ashby Lake’s got room for healing. Even when you don’t know you need it.”

​She looked at him then—really looked.

​And thought: yeah, they’d be okay after all.
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​​Chapter Two: Best Friends
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​

​Best friends were made in seconds. The grown-ups just had to catch up. Both girls came barreling toward them, cheeks flushed and arms outstretched like the final sprint of a glitter-fueled marathon.

​

​“Mommy!” Tess called breathlessly, her curls bouncing with every step. “This is Lottie. She’s a fairy queen. Not a princess—a queen!” she clarified with the utmost seriousness, glancing at Lottie as if she’d just introduced her mother to Beyoncé.

​Elena crouched to meet them, laughing gently. “A queen? That’s even better.” She smiled at Lottie. “Hello, Your Majesty. It’s an honor.”

​Lottie gave a regal nod, tutu askew and chin high. “Daddy, this is Tess my bestest friend.”

​Graham let out a small, surprised laugh—one of those choked, overwhelmed dad sounds that said my heart just exploded but I’m trying to play it cool. He knelt beside his daughter, brushing a strand of hair from her forehead.

​“She’s your best friend already, huh?” he asked, tone warm and low.

​“Yup.” Lottie was firm. “We both like sparkles and puddles and frogs. And she gave me the pink noodle. The pink one, Daddy.”

​He nodded solemnly, as if she'd just declared an international treaty. “Sounds like a perfect match.”

​Elena stood slowly, her eyes drifting to Graham. And there it was—that flicker again. That warm current tugging at her insides.

​It startled her.

​A full year of numbness. A year of navigating grief like quicksand. She hadn’t felt that flutter of awareness, that gentle tug of maybe in... forever.

​And now here it was, blooming quietly in the July sun, wrapped in the soft glow of laughter and chlorine and tutu diplomacy.

​She looked at Graham. He was watching Lottie with that open, unguarded affection only girl dads seemed to master. His smile was lopsided and easy. His eyes crinkled when he looked at Tess—like she wasn’t just his daughter’s friend, but someone special on her own.

​Elena felt it again. That subtle pull. Nothing huge. Just a whisper of possibility.

​Their eyes met.

​And for a second, the world narrowed to the shared language of two parents watching their daughters tumble into joy.

​Elena smiled, not too wide. Just enough.

​Graham returned it.

​It was a smile that said: this is nice, isn’t it? Unexpected. But nice.

​“Can we play longer?” Tess asked, tugging on Elena’s hand.

​“Please?” Lottie added, grabbing her dad’s fingers with that same quiet desperation.

​Graham glanced at Elena, as if checking. “You okay with that?”

​She nodded. “As long as the fairy queen doesn’t declare war on the snack cabinet.”

​Lottie gasped in delight. “We don’t have snack cabinets in the fairy realm. We have... ice cream clouds!”

​Tess blinked. “Can we live there?”

​Graham exhaled a soft chuckle. “We might already.”

​◆◆◆

​Sometimes coffee meant more than caffeine. Sometimes it meant: I see you. Stay a while.

​“Did you want some coffee? I was just about to make a fresh pot,” Elena offered, brushing a strand of hair from her face with the ease of someone trying not to overthink being polite.

​Graham found himself nodding before he fully processed the question. “Yeah. That’d be great. Thanks.”

​Elena smiled—small, genuine, no lipstick, no pretense—and turned toward the porch steps, calling over her shoulder, “Girls! You can play in the shade here, but no sword fights near the flowers!”

​“Yes, Queen Mommy!” Tess chirped.

​Elena snorted. “I’ll take it.”

​Graham followed her up to the small rental cottage, stepping through the screen door she held open for him. The interior was modest, but there was a kind of calm in the clutter—half-unpacked boxes, a well-loved teddy bear on the window seat, a tea towel with “Life Happens, Coffee Helps” embroidered in faded blue hanging near the sink.

​She moved easily through the space, barefoot, with a quiet grace that tugged at something in his chest. She was nothing like Nina.

​And that thought hit him harder than expected.

​He’d known, from her application, that Elena was a 28-year-old widow with a three-year-old daughter. She’d paid first and last month’s rent early. Wrote polite, punctual emails. Seemed organized. Cautious.

​He hadn’t known she’d be this.

​Warm. Unfiltered. That kind of softness that didn’t come from being naive, but from surviving something gut-wrenching and deciding to stay open anyway.

​He respected that. Instinctively.

​Nina... hadn’t been like that.

​Nina had been dazzling. Magnetic. The kind of woman who walked into a room and made everyone lean closer. And he had. Hard.

​He’d married her believing her sharp edges would soften with time. That she would grow into motherhood.

​But Nina hadn’t wanted to be a mother. Not really. She had posed for photos with Lottie at the hospital, but there’d been no joy in it. No real connection. The nurses noticed. So did his mother.

​Nina had left three months later. Packed a suitcase and called her lawyer.

​Graham hadn’t heard her voice since. She hadn’t asked about Lottie. Not once.

​He didn’t know how to explain that kind of abandonment without something breaking inside him.

​But Elena—Elena had grief, too. And yet her house smelled like cinnamon, Play-Doh and the girls’ laughter, and she made coffee like it was a welcome, not a routine.

​“Milk? Sugar?” she asked gently.

​“Black’s fine,” he said, then glanced at her. “Thanks again. I didn’t mean to take up your morning.”

​“You’re not,” she said easily. “Tess making a friend. I call that a win.”

​She handed him a mug. Their fingers didn’t quite touch, but they came close. Close enough to feel the heat.

​He took a sip. “This is good.”

​“Small miracle,” Elena teased. “I lived off instant granules and hot water for most of last year.”

​He smiled. Not just at the joke, but at her. “You doing okay here so far?”

​Elena exhaled, blowing on her own coffee. “It’s different. But I think that’s what I needed. Tess needed space to breathe. And honestly... so did I.”

​She glanced at him, and there it was again—that flash of recognition. That pull.

​They didn’t know each other.

​But maybe they could.

​Outside, a high-pitched giggle rang out, followed by the thump of a pool noodle hitting a flower pot.

​“Lottie!” Graham called, an amused warning in his tone.

​“Oops!” she replied brightly.

​Elena laughed. “They’re gonna take over this whole yard by August.”

​“We’ll just hand over the keys. Let them rule with glitter and chaos.”

​She grinned into her mug. “Honestly? They might do a better job than most governments.”

​He laughed—really laughed—and something in his chest loosened. Elena Winslow, with her soft eyes and tired smile, was not what he expected.

​But she might be exactly what he didn’t know he needed.
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​​Chapter Three: Silence and Peace
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​

​Graham wasn’t sure when silence started to feel like peace instead of a warning sign. But this? This felt good.

​

​He sat on the porch beside Elena, one hand wrapped around his coffee mug, the other resting loosely on his knee. The sun was sliding into its lazy late-morning position, warm but not punishing. Lottie and Tess were sprawled on a towel in the grass, deeply immersed in what appeared to be an elaborate fairy kingdom meeting involving several rocks, a plastic cup, and a dandelion scepter.

​Elena hadn’t said much. And he liked that.

​She wasn’t fidgeting. She wasn’t politely forcing conversation. She wasn’t checking her phone or pretending to be busy.

​She was here. Fully present.

​Sipping her coffee, squinting against the light, and smiling softly whenever the girls erupted into giggles. There was something grounding about it. About her.

​Tess’s tiny voice carried across the yard, urgent with childlike authority.

​“Mommy! What’s a peony? Lottie said we’re planting some!”

​Elena didn’t flinch. Just answered smoothly, like she’d done it a hundred times. “They’re big flowers, baby. Kind of fluffy. You’ll know them when you see them—they look like they’re trying to outdo all the other flowers.”

​Tess turned to Lottie and nodded seriously. “We need at least this many," Tess gestured with her hands. "For the wall.”

​“More,” Lottie countered, her arms even wider. “In pink.”

​“Deal,” Tess said, extending her hand.

​They shook on it like tiny diplomats, then went back to their project.

​Graham chuckled. “Think the garden centre’s ready for that order?”

​Elena smiled over the rim of her mug. “Not even close.”

​They fell quiet again. But it wasn’t awkward. It was... easy. Like a song he didn’t know he’d missed until it started playing again.

​He used to think silence needed to be filled. Nina hated quiet—used to accuse him of shutting down when he didn’t make small talk. But now? Now he realised there was a difference between silence and stillness.

​Stillness had weight. It had comfort. It felt like sitting next to someone who didn’t need you to perform.

​Elena exhaled softly, and he glanced over at her.

​She looked tired. Not just physically, but the kind of tired you carried in your bones when life had gutted you and you still kept going. But beneath that? A flicker of contentment.

​She met his gaze and raised her brows slightly. “You’re thinking things.”

​He smiled. “That obvious?”

​Elena tilted her head, teasing. “You have a whole ‘pensive dad’ look. Furrowed brow, thousand-yard stare, very contemplative. Lottie must think you’re a philosopher.”

​“She thinks I’m a juice box machine who can make pancakes shaped like hearts.”

​“Which, frankly, is more useful.”

​Graham laughed again. Damn, that laugh. Where had it been hiding?

​Tess called out again.

​“Mommy! Do fairies eat toast?”

​Elena didn’t miss a beat. “Only with honey. And only if it’s served on acorn plates.”

​“Oh no,” Tess muttered, turning to Lottie. “We forgot the plates!”

​Lottie gasped, scandalized. “We’ll use leaves!”

​The girls scurried toward the nearest bush in search of suitable dishware.

​Graham shook his head, grinning into his cup. “I’ve never seen her like this,” he murmured.

​Elena looked over.

​Her expression softened. “She’s special.”

​“She is.” He looked back out at the girls. “So’s Tess.”

​“Thanks,” Elena said, voice quiet. “She’s had a hard year.”

​He nodded. “You both have.”

​Elena didn’t answer right away. Then: “It’s getting better. I think... we’re turning a corner.”

​He didn’t say anything. Just sipped his coffee and let that truth settle between them like sunlight on wood.

​And maybe, just maybe, they weren’t doing it alone anymore.

​Some truths didn’t need fixing. Just a place to land.

​

​◆◆◆

​“I think I needed this,” Elena said, voice soft but steady, like she wasn’t just talking about the porch or the sunshine—but something deeper.

​Graham looked over at her. She wasn’t smiling at that moment, but she wasn’t closed off either. Her gaze followed the girls as they added handfuls of dandelions to a cracked plastic bowl they were calling “salad,” but he could see it—the weight behind her eyes. That low hum of grief that never really went silent.

​He nodded. “You’ve been through a lot. You deserve some time to rebuild.”

​She glanced at him, surprised by the simple truth of it. Not a question. Not a platitude. Just acknowledgement.

​Then her expression turned thoughtful again, like the breeze had stirred something loose. “When you lose someone, everyone expects you to survive. They don’t talk about how... hard that is. The logistics of grief. It’s not just missing someone. It’s passwords. Wills. Canceling subscriptions in their name.”

​Her laugh was short, dry. “Eric died in August. The internet bill was due the same day.”

​Graham felt that hit in his ribs—low and blunt. “I remember trying to get Lottie into daycare. Filling out the form, they wanted her mother’s contact information. I just... stared at the box for ten minutes.”

​Elena looked over sharply. Not out of shock. But recognition.

​He nodded again, slower this time. “She left. Not the same kind of loss. But yeah... I get the scramble.”

​Their eyes met, and something passed between them—not romance. But a deep understanding that didn’t need to be spelled out.

​“After you’ve settled in,” he asked gently, “what are your plans?”

​The question was soft, but it carried weight. Not an interrogation—just curiosity. Interest. The hope of the future.

​Elena smiled. “I’m not sure yet. I’ll need to do something for work eventually.”

​She paused, brushing her thumb over the rim of her coffee mug.

​“I used to be in marketing. Before Tess was born, I worked at an agency in Toronto. After she came along, I freelanced here and there. Social media campaigns. Copywriting. But then... Eric got sick, and everything went sideways.”

​Her voice didn’t break. But it wobbled.

​“He was strong for a long time. Until he wasn’t.”

​Graham didn’t push. He just watched her, listened with his whole body the way you do when someone’s trusting you with something fragile.

​“I don’t know what my career looks like now,” she admitted. “But I think... I want something different. Something that makes space for Tess. Something that doesn’t take the rest of me to survive.”

​Graham nodded. “That makes sense.”

​Elena took a deep breath, exhaling like it was the first time she’d said all that out loud.

​And then—like fate couldn’t resist being cheeky—Tess called from the yard:

​“Mommy, do caterpillars have names?!”

​Elena’s voice returned to that gentle cadence. “Only if you’re their queen, baby.”

​“I AM,” Tess declared.

​“Then I guess it’s up to you.”

​Lottie shrieked with laughter, clutching her imaginary royal scepter.

​Graham chuckled. “You do realise your daughter just became queen of all insect-kind, right?”

​Elena smirked. “As long as she doesn’t start inviting them into the house, I’ll allow it.”

​Their eyes met again.

​And this time, something lingered.

​Something just barely tipping toward more.
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​​Chapter Four: Magic
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​

​Sometimes the magic wasn’t in the kiss. It was in the offer to help unpack. Elena watched Tess from the porch, eyes narrowing in the way only moms can. The way that saw beneath the skipping and squealing to the tiny drag in her daughter’s steps, the sudden moodiness clinging around the edges like a raincloud waiting to burst.

​

​She sighed softly and turned to Graham, coffee mug empty now but still cradled in her hands like a shield.

​“This may get a bit loud,” she said, with a wry twist of her mouth. “Tess hates being pulled away from play for a nap. But I can see it—she’s starting to unravel.”

​Graham nodded, watching Tess clumsily rewrap a pool noodle around her arm like a royal cape. Lottie was now inspecting it with the seriousness of a museum curator.

​“I get it,” he said. “Lottie’s the same. Acts like I’m sentencing her to solitary confinement.”

​Elena smiled at him then—soft and grateful—and once again, it knocked the wind from his chest.

​She wasn’t Nina.

​He hadn’t known he was bracing for that comparison until the tension eased from his shoulders. Elena was so open. Not showy or brittle or demanding attention. She let the girls have the spotlight. She watched the world with a kind of quiet wonder.

​And instead of pushing that comfort away, Graham found himself leaning in.

​“Lottie should nap too,” he said, almost surprising himself. “If it would be easier... they could nap together? And while they’re asleep, I could help you unpack a few boxes.”

​Elena blinked at him. Just once. Then her face broke into a smile—real, a little tired, but real—and nodded.

​“That would be amazing,” she said, her voice brushing over something in his chest like a greeting he didn’t know he needed. “Thank you.”

​She stood and walked across the grass to where the girls were attempting to build a throne out of patio cushions and a suspicious amount of pinecones.

​“Okay, it’s nap time for both of you,” Elena announced gently.

​Graham watched her steel herself—shoulders squaring, mouth tightening just slightly. A mom preparing for war.

​But Tess didn’t wail.

​Didn’t scream.

​Didn’t drop to the ground like a tragic Shakespearean heroine.

​Instead, she turned to Lottie, all excitement and sticky hands, and said, “I have a frog pillow.”

​Lottie, never one to be outdone in the enthusiasm department, gasped like she’d just been handed a baby dragon. “I LOVE frogs.”

​“Wanna see it?”

​“Yes!”

​And just like that, Tess took her new best friend’s hand and marched toward the house with a prideful wiggle in her step.

​Elena stood there blinking. “Okay... that was suspiciously easy.”

​Graham chuckled. “You sure you didn’t drug the juice boxes?”

​Elena snorted. “Maybe they’re too tired to protest. Maybe they sense weakness.”

​He stood and stretched, following her inside. “Either way, I’m counting this as a win.”

​A few minutes later, the house had shifted into that magical lull parents only ever dreamed of—quiet, with two girls snuggled in bed together, one frog pillow between them and a pink blanket tucked up to their chins. Lottie had one arm flung dramatically across her eyes like a sleeping duchess. Tess had already started lightly snoring.

​Elena stood at the doorway, barely breathing. “I’ve never seen her fall asleep this fast. I think... I think this might be the first time she’s shared a room with someone since...”

​She didn’t finish. She didn’t have to.

​Graham’s hand brushed hers lightly. “Yeah.”

​Another pause.

​Then she exhaled, gave a small shake of her head like she was rebooting herself, and turned back toward the living room. “Alright. If you’re really serious about helping, I have an entire box labeled ‘pantry, probably expired’ that might require bravery and gloves.”

​Graham grinned. “I’m not afraid of a few suspicious cans.”

​“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

​◆◆◆

​Grief had a way of sneaking in when your hands were full and your heart was almost quiet.

​Elena leaned against the doorframe, watching as Graham hunched over the open “Pantry: Probably Expired” box like he was on an archaeological dig.

​Cans clinked. Labels peeled. A bag of dried lentils sighed in defeat as he lifted it from the rubble with two fingers.

​“Is this... is this couscous? Or birdseed?” he asked, holding up a plastic bag of indeterminate origin.

​Elena laughed softly. “Toss it. If I can’t identify it, I definitely shouldn’t eat it.”

​Graham grinned and kept sorting, forming piles on the counter—“edible,” “questionable,” and “for science.”

​Elena watched him, arms loosely crossed over her chest, heart tugging in unexpected ways. It was nothing flashy—just a man helping her in a kitchen. But God, she had missed this.

​Someone who stayed. Someone who saw the mess and didn’t run from it.

​Eric used to hum when he organized groceries. He’d tease her about alphabetizing the spice rack. He’d always reach the top shelf for her without her having to ask. And now...

​Now it was just her.

​And this stranger with kind eyes and strong forearms that somehow made grief more complicated.

​Graham reached up to stack a few canned goods on the highest shelf without thinking—he was tall enough that he didn’t need a stool. Elena opened her mouth to say something and then—couldn’t help it—she laughed.

​He turned, startled. “What?”

​Elena shook her head, smiling despite herself. “Best to leave the top shelf empty. I’m not as tall as you are, and you won’t be here when I need that can of tomatoes.”

​Graham paused. A shadow flickered across his face. “Oh—sorry. I didn’t mean—”

​But she cut him off gently, voice quieter now. “Eric used to do that, too. He’d say it was just job security. That I’d have to keep him around to reach things for me.”

​The smile stayed on her lips, but it was shaking now. Fraying at the edges.

​“I didn’t mean to bring him up,” she added, too quickly. “Not like this.”

​Her voice cracked on the last word, and that was it. The wave broke.

​A tear slid down her cheek before she could stop it. She turned slightly, wiping it away with the back of her wrist. Embarrassed. Exposed.

​Damn it. She hadn’t meant to get sad. Not now. Not when everything had been so light and lovely and almost-normal.

​She didn’t want to ruin the moment. Didn’t want him to see how broken she still was in the quiet corners of her heart.

​But Graham didn’t say anything. Didn’t shift away.

​He just moved gently—slow enough that she could stop him if she wanted to—and placed the can back on the counter.

​Then he stood beside her. Close, but not pressing.

​“I think it’s okay to still miss him,” he said softly. “Even when things are good.”

​Elena closed her eyes. Just for a second. The kindness in his voice was almost unbearable.

​“I do,” she whispered. “So much sometimes, it doesn’t feel real.”

​She opened her eyes again. His were waiting. Steady.

​“I don’t want to scare you off,” she added, with a watery laugh. “Crying in front of the landlord during a pantry purge is probably not the best tenant move.”

​Graham’s mouth tilted up in that slow, sincere smile she was starting to recognize as uniquely his. “Well, you’re lucky I’ve got a pretty generous tenant policy.”

​She laughed again, and this time, it didn’t wobble.

​Just as she turned to grab a new box, Graham stopped her with a quiet murmur.

​“I think Eric was right, by the way.”

​She looked back, brows raised.

​“About the top shelf,” he said. “Pretty smart move, really. Keeping himself useful.”

​Elena smiled. Full and aching and true.

​“Yeah,” she whispered. “He was.”
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​​Chapter Five: Unpacking
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​

​Flirting wasn’t always intentional. Sometimes it was just honesty slipping out before you remembered to guard it. Elena moved to the next box on the counter—this one mercifully labeled “Miscellaneous.” Which could mean anything from light bulbs to glitter glue to the meaning of life. She opened it with a tired sigh and shot a glance toward Graham, who had just straightened up from his pantry mission.

​

​“So,” she began casually, brushing a curl behind her ear. “What’s your story, Graham? Besides being a small-town hero.”

​His eyebrows rose. “Hero?”

​“I read about that boat rescue in the local paper,” she said, a sly smile tugging at her lips. “Fire department saves two teens from capsized canoe in Sandpiper Bay. You should be proud of yourself.”

​Graham groaned under his breath and leaned back against the counter, scrubbing a hand over his face. “It wasn’t that impressive. A couple of teenagers hit a rock and panicked. Happens at least twice a summer. More if someone brings beer.”

​Elena narrowed her eyes at him. “Graham, seriously. It was impressive. You saved them from drowning. That’s kind of a big deal.”

​He ducked his head, cheeks flushing, and went back to arranging soup cans as though they held state secrets. “Just part of the job.”

​But something about the way she said it—like she meant it—settled in his chest. Admiration wasn’t something he was used to anymore. Not in a way that felt clean. Not in a way that wasn’t tangled up in guilt or performance or someone else’s disappointment.

​And definitely not from a woman like Elena.

​He mumbled, “Thanks,” without looking up.

​Elena, sensing she’d embarrassed him, softened the moment with a change of subject—pulling out a framed photo from the box and smiling as she wiped a bit of dust from the glass.

​Graham looked up just as she turned the frame around to inspect it—and then froze.

​“Hold on,” he said, reaching out with a chuckle. “Is that... you? As Little Bo-Peep?”

​“Oh my god,” Elena groaned, laughing as she covered her face with one hand. “I had forgotten about that.”

​In the photo, she wore a pale blue dress with puffed sleeves and a bonnet slightly askew on her head. She was smiling wide, flushed with laughter, holding a crooked shepherd’s crook. And next to her? A very committed Eric in full sheep costume—curly wool, floppy ears, the whole nine yards.

​“It wasn’t even a sexy version,” she said, reaching for the photo. “Like, at all. I bought it from a theatre prop sale. Eric said I looked like a kindergarten storybook.”

​Graham was still looking at the picture, something unreadable in his expression. “You looked like... you.”

​Elena looked up at him, brow raised.

​He hesitated. And then, with a crooked smile: “That was a compliment.”

​She laughed, touched and slightly stunned.

​“We won the costume contest that night,” she said, pinning the photo to the fridge with a worn donut magnet. “Eric said I looked far too good as a shepherdess.”

​Graham opened his mouth to say something else, thought better of it, then said it anyway.

​“He was right.”

​Elena’s head turned slowly. She blinked once, like she hadn’t expected to hear it out loud. A blush bloomed on her cheeks—soft and quick and real.

​“Oh,” she said. Just that.

​Graham suddenly felt the warmth crawling up his own neck, and cleared his throat like it might scatter the tension. “Sorry. That probably—”

​“No,” Elena interrupted gently. “Thank you.”

​And just like that, the silence returned—but this time it was charged. Not awkward. Not heavy. Just humming softly between them like a note held too long on a string.

​Down the hall, the girls slept, and the fridge hummed to life behind them. Inside, Elena and Graham stood on opposite sides of the kitchen—close, but not close enough—and for the first time, they weren’t just two people rebuilding their lives.

​They were noticing things.

​◆◆◆

​Love didn’t always announce itself. Sometimes it tiptoed in barefoot, trailing the scent of naptime hair and lukewarm coffee.

​The kitchen was officially done. Labeled boxes flattened. Shelves stocked. Elena’s hands smelled faintly of cinnamon from a jar with a broken lid that she hadn’t had the heart to toss. Graham had just poured them both a second coffee—hot, this time—and the two of them sat at the small round table like old friends rather than two people who barely knew each other twelve hours ago.

​The quiet between them wasn’t heavy. It was earned. Companionable. They’d worked side-by-side, side-stepped each other in the tight kitchen, shared laughs over expired sardines and a melted birthday candle shaped like a question mark.

​It felt... good.

​Elena cradled her mug in both hands, eyes soft. “Thank you again. I wouldn’t have tackled all this today without you.”

​Graham shrugged, but the corner of his mouth twitched. “I like being useful.”

​Before she could respond, two sleepy figures padded into the kitchen. Hair rumpled. Faces pink with leftover dreams. The girls blinked at the light, limbs still loose with sleep.

​Tess, without a word, walked straight to her mother and climbed into her lap like she’d done it a thousand times—like the day had rewound and she needed to recharge at her centre.

​Elena welcomed her with practiced ease. She curled her arm around her daughter and kissed the top of her head, inhaling that warm, just-woken scent of sunscreen, cotton, and childhood.

​“Hey, baby,” she murmured.

​Tess hummed in response and buried her face into Elena’s neck.

​And Graham—watching it unfold—felt something knock softly against his ribs.

​It was the way Elena looked at her daughter. The absolute, bone-deep love there. Not showy. Not performative. Just there, steady and sacred. The kind of love that shaped your whole identity and rebuilt your spirit, one tiny cuddle at a time.

​And then—just as he was catching his breath—Lottie, still rubbing her eyes, walked over and hesitated.

​Usually, she kept a little distance after naps. She liked her space. Her independence.

​But today, maybe because Tess had done it first—or maybe because something about this place felt different—Lottie stepped closer and climbed into Graham’s lap. Quiet. No announcement.

​Graham blinked, stunned.

​She tucked her head under his chin like it was the most natural thing in the world.

​His arms wrapped around her automatically, and he swallowed hard.

​Elena met his gaze over the table, her own eyes shining with soft love and recognition. And that smile—that smile—lit up the room.

​Neither of them said anything. They didn’t have to.

​The kitchen was full. Of warmth. Of steam rising from coffee. Of small bodies finding their homes against the people who loved them most.

​And maybe—just maybe—something new had taken root.
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