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​​​​The October wind had teeth by the time Janine noticed the shed door.

​It wasn’t wide open—just enough to be wrong. A sliver of darkness where there should have been a solid line of grey wood. She stood at the sink, dish towel in hand, staring through the kitchen window as if the gap might close itself if she waited long enough.

​It didn’t.

​Her fingers tightened in the fabric. The shed sat at the far edge of her property, leaning slightly with age, its boards silvered by years of weather. Marcus’s shed. She hadn’t stepped inside in...she didn’t even know how long. Long enough that the sight of it disturbed felt like a violation.

​“A branch,” she murmured to herself. “Or the wind.”

​But the wind had died hours ago.

​She dried her hands slowly, buying time. Her eyes kept drifting back to that thin, dark opening. Something about it tugged at her—not just unease, but a strange, prickling awareness, like being watched.

​Finally, she set the towel down.

​“Don’t be ridiculous,” she muttered, though her voice lacked conviction.

​She pulled her cardigan tighter around herself before stepping outside. The air hit her immediately—sharp, damp, carrying the scent of fallen leaves and distant rain. The yard stretched between her and the shed, grass overgrown, brushing against her ankles as she walked. Each step felt louder than it should have, her heartbeat keeping pace.

By the time she reached the door, she hesitated.

​Up close, it was worse. The wood creaked softly in the breeze, the opening just wide enough to suggest intent.

​“Hello?” she called, hating the slight tremor in her voice.​ No answer.

​She pushed the door.

​It groaned open.

​At first, the interior was nothing but shadow and dust. The familiar shapes—tools hanging on the wall, Marcus’s workbench—emerged slowly as her eyes adjusted. And then—​movement.

​Janine jerked back, her heel catching on uneven ground. Her hand shot out, gripping the door frame to steady herself as her pulse spiked.

There was someone there.

​A shape in the far corner, half-hidden beneath an old horse blanket. For one wild second, her mind refused to make sense of it. Then the blanket shifted.

​A man sat up.​ Slowly.​ Carefully.​ As if he knew exactly how close she was to bolting.​ “Hey—” His voice was rough, low, edged with exhaustion. “Hey, it’s okay.”

​Janine didn’t move. Couldn’t.

​He pushed the blanket off his shoulders, revealing himself piece by piece. Dark, slightly tangled hair fell across his forehead. A few days’ worth of beard shadowed his jaw. His clothes—blue jeans, a worn denim jacket—were dirty, wrinkled, clinging to him like he’d been wearing them far too long.​ But it wasn’t just that.

​It was the way he held himself—tense, but not aggressive. Like someone braced for rejection rather than confrontation.​ “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, lifting his hands slightly, palms open. “I thought this place was empty.”

​Janine swallowed, her grip still tight on the wood. Up close, she could see the details now—the hollows beneath his cheekbones, the faint tremor in his fingers, the way his chest rose and fell a little too quickly.

​And his eyes.

​They caught her.

​Clear, pale green—like river water under sunlight. Tired, yes. But alert. Watching her with a kind of careful attention that made something in her chest shift unexpectedly. ​“Who are you?” she managed.

​“Andrew.” He hesitated, then added, “I’ve been walking for a few days. My car broke down. I just needed somewhere dry to sleep.”​ He gave a small, almost self-conscious huff of a laugh. “Didn’t think I’d get caught.”

​Despite herself, Janine’s gaze dropped briefly—to the line of his shoulders, the way his shirt pulled across them, to the strong, capable hands now loosely clasped in front of him. There was a certain strength there, obvious even under the exhaustion. Not threatening, just present.

​Real.

​She dragged her eyes back up quickly.​ “You can’t just—” She stopped, recalibrating. “This is private property.”

​“I know.” His voice softened. “I’m sorry. I’ll go.”​ He started to move, pushing himself to his feet—and she saw the slight hitch in it, the way he favoured one leg. Not dramatic. Just enough to notice.​ He was taller than she expected.

​The space suddenly felt smaller.

​“I don’t want trouble,” he added quickly, misreading her silence. “I can keep walking.”

​The wind picked up behind her, cold against her neck. Janine shivered, but it wasn’t entirely from the temperature.​ She should tell him to leave.​ Every rational thought lined up neatly: stranger, isolated property, no one nearby.

But then he looked at her again.​ Not pleading.​ Just...waiting.

​And something in that look—something open, unguarded in a way that felt almost at odds with his size—unsettled her in a different way.

​“How far?” she asked.

​He blinked. “What?”

​“You said your car broke down. How far?”

​“I don't know...I've been walking for two days...” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe three. I lost track.”

​“That’s...a long way to walk along the road. You didn't see any cars to get a ride?”

“Nope.” He shrugged. “I missed the road and walked cross country.”

“Through the forest?”

“I thought I saw smoke from a house...figured it was close enough to walk too. So I left the road behind.”

“That was foolish.”

​“Didn’t have much choice.”

​There was a pause.

“So no one at the house?”

“No house.” Andrew shrugged again. “Just an abandoned campfire fire. I used it that night and then put it out properly. Then I started walking.”

“You should have gone back to your car.”

“I was disoriented. I got lost.”

​The air between them shifted—less sharp now, heavier with something unspoken.

Janine exhaled slowly. ​“Come inside,” she said.

​Andrew froze.​ “What?”

​“You can’t stay out here,” she said, firmer now, turning slightly as if the decision had already been made. “It’s getting colder. And you look like you’re about to collapse.”

​“I’m fine—”

​“You’re not.” She met his eyes, holding them. “Come inside. I’ll make food.”

​For a second, he didn’t move.​ Then something flickered across his face—surprise, yes, but also something warmer. Softer.​ “You don’t even know me.”

​“No,” she said. “I don’t.” She paused. ​“But I know what it looks like when someone needs help.”​ That landed.

​He studied her for a moment, as if trying to understand her, then gave a small nod.​ “Okay.”
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​THE WALK BACK TO THE house felt different.

​She could hear him behind her—the steady rhythm of his footsteps, close enough to be aware of, far enough not to crowd. It should have made her uneasy.

​Instead, she found herself acutely aware of him. ​The presence of another person. A man. In a space that had been hers alone for so long.​ By the time they reached the kitchen, her heart was beating faster than it should have.

​She flicked on the light. ​“Sit,” she said, gesturing to the table.

​Andrew stepped inside slowly, glancing around like he wasn’t sure he belonged there. He hung his denim jacket on the peg by the door. He paused by the chair before pulling it out, the scrape loud in the quiet room. ​“Thanks,” he said, softer now.

​​She moved around her kitchen with purpose, pulling down the cast iron pan Marcus had taught her to cook with, retrieving eggs from the refrigerator that she had found in the chicken coop yesterday—or was it the day before? Behind her, she heard the scrape of the chair as Andrew settled into it, and then the silence stretched between them, comfortable and strange all at once.

​She cracked an egg, the sharp sound breaking the silence.​ “So,” she said, keeping her tone even, “Andrew-who-breaks-into-sheds. Where were you headed?”

​A faint smile touched his mouth.​ “Didn’t have a destination,” he admitted. “Just...away.”

​She glanced over her shoulder.​ “From something?”

​He met her eyes.​ “Yeah.”

​There was a heavy weight in that single word.

​She turned back to the stove, but her awareness of him sharpened. The quiet between them wasn’t empty—it was charged, like something building slowly, carefully.

​“Do you always take in strangers?” he asked after a moment.

​“No.”

​“Then why me?”

​The question caught her off guard.​ She hesitated, then looked back at him fully.

​He was leaning forward slightly now, forearms resting on his thighs. Closer. More present. The kitchen light softened the roughness of his features, catching in his eyes.

​For a moment, neither of them spoke.

​Janine felt it then—clear and undeniable. ​Not fear.​ Something else.​ Something warmer.​ More dangerous.​ “You didn’t look like someone I should turn away,” she said finally.

​His gaze held hers.​ “And now?” he asked quietly.

​The question lingered.

​Janine turned back to the stove before answering.​ “I guess I’m still deciding.”

​Behind her, she heard a soft exhale—almost a laugh, but quieter.​ “Fair enough.”

​Janine listened to the eggs sizzle for a moment. "Do you have somewhere you need to be?"

​She felt his gaze on her back before he answered. "No," he said quietly. "Not anymore."

Something in his tone made her turn, spatula in hand. Andrew was looking down at his hands, calloused and scarred, resting on the table. He seemed to feel her attention because he looked up, and for a moment, the mask of careful neutrality slipped, revealing something raw and wounded beneath.

​"My father died three weeks ago," he said. "Cancer. I was with him at the end." He swallowed hard. "After the funeral, my mother told me she never wanted to see me again. Turns out they had been having marital issues for some time and dad was...well, she was no saint either. The whole family was torn apart...everyone chose sides. I chose dad. The wrong choice. The unpopular choice.  My brothers won't talk to me. My sisters won't look at me."

​Janine turned off the stove and set the spatula down. The eggs continued to cook in the lingering heat, but she found she had lost her appetite.​ "I'm sorry," she said, and meant it.

​"It doesn't matter anymore." Andrew's voice was flat. "I had a life there. A job, an apartment. I just—I couldn't stay. Everything reminded me of what I'd done, or what I hadn't done, I don't know anymore. I got in my car to drive somewhere, anywhere, and then the engine started smoking, and then I was walking, and then I was here." He laughed, a sound with no humour in it. "I'm sorry. You don't need to hear this. You've already done more than most people would."
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JANINE SERVED THE EGGS onto two plates. She carried them to the table and set one in front of Andrew before taking her usual seat across from him. She buttered a slice of homemade bread for herself.

“It's not much,” she said. “I wasn't...expecting company.”

“It's fine.” Andrew took a slice of bread. “Better than fine.”

For a while, they ate in silence, the only sounds the soft clink of silverware and the distant cry of a bird settling in for the night.

​"My husband died three years ago," Janine said finally. "Car accident. He was supposed to be home by six o'clock. He never made it." She pushed a bit of egg around her plate. "Everyone kept telling me how strong I was, how brave. They said Marcus would have wanted me to move on, to be happy. But I didn't know how to be happy in a world without him. I still don't, sometimes."

​Andrew looked at her, and in his eyes she saw the same
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