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May you always remember that love is not measured by perfect memories, but by unwavering presence. 
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Introduction

Love is often remembered through unforgettable moments—a first meeting, a first smile, a first kiss, and promises made for a lifetime. 

But what happens when memory begins to disappear? 

Falling For The Man is the story of two ordinary people whose extraordinary love is tested by one of life's greatest heartbreaks. It is a story about choosing love every single day, even when yesterday can no longer be remembered. 

May this novel remind you that memories may fade, but genuine love leaves a mark that reaches far beyond the mind. 

Thank you for joining this journey. 
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A Small Request

Thank you for reading! 

As an independent author, reviews are the lifeblood that keep my books alive. If you enjoyed this story, please take 30 seconds to leave a quick star rating and an honest review on the platform where you purchased this book. 

Your review helps other readers discover my books and encourages me to continue creating heartfelt stories filled with love, hope, suspense, and unforgettable characters. 

Thank you for your incredible support. Happy reading, and I look forward to sharing my next story with you! 




Chapter 1: The Wrong Cup

Rain had a way of changing Seattle. 

On bright mornings, the city buzzed with hurried footsteps, coffee cups balanced in one hand while umbrellas swung from the other. But on rainy afternoons like this one, everything slowed. Cars crawled through the slick streets, storefront windows reflected shimmering lights, and strangers hurried past each other with their heads lowered, as though the weather had convinced everyone to keep their thoughts to themselves. 

Emma Brooks stood in front of the wide windows of her fashion studio, watching raindrops race toward the sidewalk below. She held a pencil loosely between her fingers, but the sketchbook on her desk remained untouched. 

Usually, inspiration found her easily. 

A pattern on an old building. 

The colors of autumn leaves. 

A woman laughing on the subway. 

Even the folds of a stranger’s scarf could spark an entire clothing collection. 

Today, there was nothing. 

Only silence. 

Three weeks had passed since Nathan packed his belongings and walked out of the apartment they had shared for almost four years. The breakup hadn’t been loud. There were no shattered plates or angry accusations. 

Just exhausted honesty. 

“I don’t think we’re moving in the same direction anymore.”

Those words had echoed in Emma’s mind every night since. 

She had smiled when he left. 

She even wished him happiness. 

Then she closed the door, slid to the floor, and cried until sunrise. 

Now she buried herself in work because designing clothes demanded attention. Fabric didn’t ask painful questions. Sewing machines didn’t remind her of empty promises. 

Her assistant, Lily, poked her head into the office. 

“You’ve been staring out that window for ten minutes.”

Emma forced a smile. 

“I was researching clouds.”

Lily laughed. 

“Worst excuse I’ve heard all week.”

Emma shrugged. 

“I’m improving.”

Lily stepped inside carrying two folders. 

“The client loved your winter collection.”

“They approved it?”

“Every piece.”

Emma nodded politely. 

Months ago she would have jumped up and celebrated. 

Today she simply said, “That’s good.”

Lily’s smile softened. 

“You don’t have to pretend you’re okay.”

“I’m working.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Emma looked away. 

“I’m getting there.”

Lily knew better than to push. Instead she placed the folders on the desk. 

“Go home early tonight.”

“I still have revisions.”

“They can wait.”

Emma glanced toward the sewing room where employees chatted while finishing garments. Their laughter drifted through the open doorway. 

Everyone else seemed to be moving forward. 

She still felt stuck. 

“I’ll think about it,” Emma said. 

Lily nodded and quietly left. 

The studio suddenly felt much larger than before. 

Emma rubbed her tired eyes and looked at the framed photograph sitting beside her computer. 

It showed a younger version of herself standing in front of her first runway show. 

She remembered that night perfectly. 

Her parents had driven eight hours just to attend. 

Her mother cried. 

Her father insisted on taking pictures with every model. 

Emma smiled at the memory. 

Those moments reminded her that life had once been simple. 

Dream. 

Work. 

Believe. 

Somewhere along the way, love had become part of the equation. 

And losing it had made everything else seem uncertain. 

Her phone buzzed. 

Grace. 

Her older sister never failed to call when Emma needed someone, even if Emma insisted she was fine. 

“Hey,” Emma answered. 

“You sound tired.”

“I’ve been working.”

“You’ve been hiding.”

Emma sighed. 

Grace always saw through her. 

“I don’t want to talk about Nathan.”

“Good.”

Emma blinked. 

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“I called because Mom wants you for dinner tomorrow.”

“I’ve got deadlines.”

“You always have deadlines.”

Emma smiled despite herself. 

Grace continued. 

“She made your favorite apple pie.”

“That’s emotional blackmail.”

“It works.”

Emma laughed for the first time that day. 

“There she is,” Grace said gently. 

“I miss hearing that laugh.”

Emma leaned against the window. 

“I’ll come.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

After ending the call, she stood quietly for another minute. 

Maybe family really was the best medicine. 

Maybe healing wasn’t about forgetting. 

Maybe it was about remembering there were still people who loved you. 

Outside, the rain eased into a gentle drizzle. 

Emma finally closed her sketchbook. 

Enough work. 

She grabbed her coat, locked the office, and headed downstairs. 

The cold evening air greeted her immediately. 

Seattle smelled of wet pavement and fresh coffee. 

She pulled her scarf tighter around her neck as she walked toward the parking garage before stopping halfway. 

No. 

She didn’t want to go straight home. 

Home was too quiet. 

Instead she wandered through downtown streets lined with bookstores, cafés, and glowing shop windows preparing for winter. 

Christmas lights had already begun appearing across the city. 

Children laughed while jumping over puddles. 

Couples walked hand in hand. 

A street musician played an old acoustic guitar beneath a building awning. 

Emma dropped a few dollars into his case. 

“Beautiful song,” she said. 

He smiled warmly. 

“Everything sounds better in the rain.”

She continued walking. 

Maybe he was right. 

Eventually hunger reminded her she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. 

Across the street, a small neighborhood convenience store glowed beneath a bright green sign. 

It wasn’t fancy. 

Just one of those places where people grabbed snacks, coffee, and groceries on the way home. 

Perfect. 

The warm air hit her face the moment she stepped inside. 

Coffee. 

Fresh bread. 

Chocolate. 

The comforting smell wrapped around her instantly. 

Soft music played overhead while customers wandered quietly through the aisles. 

Emma picked up a bottle of sparkling water before making her way to the refrigerated drinks. 

She reached for her favorite iced coffee without paying much attention. 

Her mind was somewhere else. 

Somewhere between memories she wanted to forget and a future she couldn’t yet imagine. 

She didn’t notice another hand reaching toward the exact same bottle from the opposite side of the refrigerator door. 

Their fingers brushed. 

Both hands stopped. 

Emma looked up. 

Standing across from her was a tall man wearing a faded navy work jacket splattered with white paint and dust from a construction site. His dark hair was damp from the rain, and tiny droplets still clung to his forehead. There was nothing flashy about him. He simply looked tired after a long day’s work. 

For one brief moment, neither of them spoke. 

Then they both reached for the bottle again. 

And at exactly the same time, they both said—

“Sorry.”

The awkward silence that followed was enough to make either of them smile. 

Neither of them knew it yet. 

But this ordinary mistake was about to change both of their lives forever. 

Emma let out a quiet laugh. 

“So... I guess we both wanted the last iced coffee.”

The man glanced at the bottle between them before pulling his hand away. 

“You saw it first.”

“I’m not sure I did.”

“You can have it.”

His voice was calm, almost shy. There was no frustration in his expression, only the tired patience of someone who had spent an entire day solving problems that couldn’t be rushed. 

Emma studied him for a moment. 

His work jacket was worn at the cuffs, and his heavy boots carried traces of dried concrete. He looked exhausted, but there was something reassuring about the way he stood—steady, polite, and completely unbothered by the awkward situation. 

“No,” she said, smiling. “You take it.”

He shook his head. 

“I’ll survive.”

She raised an eyebrow. 

“That’s a dramatic sacrifice for coffee.”

A faint smile appeared on his face. 

“It is good coffee.”

For the first time all day, Emma found herself laughing without forcing it. 

The cashier, an elderly woman arranging candy bars near the register, looked over and smiled knowingly. 

“You two can keep arguing,” she called out. “I’ve got another case in the back.”

Emma blinked. 

“There are more?”

“Of course.”

The woman disappeared through a swinging door behind the counter. 

Emma looked back at the stranger. 

“I guess we were fighting over nothing.”

“I suppose we were.”

Another uncomfortable silence settled between them. 

Neither seemed eager to leave, yet neither knew what to say next. 

The woman returned carrying a cardboard box. 

“Here you go.”

She placed several bottles inside the refrigerator. 

Emma grabbed one. 

“So does that solve our crisis?”

The stranger nodded. 

“I think Seattle will survive another day.”

They walked toward the checkout together, each carrying an identical bottle. 

Emma placed hers on the counter first. 

“So,” she said casually, “long day?”

“You could say that.”

“What do you do?”

“I work for Carter Construction.”

She glanced at his jacket again and noticed the company logo stitched above the pocket. 

“You build houses?”

“Mostly commercial buildings.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“It can be.”

“And you enjoy it?”

He hesitated before answering. 

“I do.”

“But?”

He looked down at the floor. 

“I actually want to become an architect.”

Emma noticed the way his eyes changed when he said the word. 

There was quiet determination behind them. 

“Then why aren’t you already?”

He gave a small shrug. 

“Life doesn’t always follow the schedule we make.”

She understood that feeling better than she wanted to admit. 

“I’m taking evening classes,” he continued. “It’ll take a while, but I’ll get there.”

“I believe you.”

The words slipped out before she thought about them. 

He looked surprised. 

“You don’t even know me.”

“I know what someone looks like when they’re serious about a dream.”

He smiled again, this time a little wider. 

“What about you?”

“I’m a fashion designer.”

His eyebrows lifted. 

“I wouldn’t have guessed.”

She laughed. 

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know.”

“A woman carrying scissors?”

He chuckled. 

“Maybe.”

“I own a small design studio downtown.”

“That sounds impressive.”

“It sounds more impressive than it feels.”

“Still,” he said, “creating something from nothing is a gift.”

She looked at him curiously. 

“Most people hear ‘fashion designer’ and think I spend my days shopping.”

“I’ve never believed that.”

His answer was simple, sincere, and completely free of judgment. 

Emma wasn’t used to that. 

Nathan had often teased her career, calling it “playing with expensive fabric.”

She suddenly realized how refreshing it was to meet someone who respected another person’s work without needing to understand every detail. 

The cashier rang up their purchases. 

The stranger reached into his pocket and accidentally dropped several folded blueprints onto the floor. 

“Oh.”

He immediately bent down to pick them up. 

Emma knelt to help. 

One page unfolded between them. 

It showed a beautifully detailed sketch of a modern library with large glass walls overlooking a park. 

She paused. 

“Did you draw this?”

His face reddened slightly. 

“Just a practice project.”

“This isn’t practice.”

He looked embarrassed. 

“It’s nothing special.”

Emma gently shook her head. 

“You shouldn’t say that.”

She handed the drawing back carefully, making sure not to crease it. 

“You have talent.”

He stared at the blueprint for a second before folding it neatly. 

“My father used to say the same thing.”

“What happened?”

“He passed away six years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So am I.”

Neither spoke for several seconds. 

Grief recognized grief. 

It didn’t need many words. 

The cashier cleared her throat with a warm smile. 

“You two owe me sixteen dollars and forty-eight cents.”

Emma laughed softly. 

“Right.”

After paying, they walked outside together. 

The rain had stopped, leaving the sidewalks shining beneath rows of streetlights. 

The air smelled fresh. 

Cars moved quietly through the evening traffic while distant ferry horns echoed across Elliott Bay. 

Emma unlocked her car with her key fob. 

The stranger adjusted the backpack slung over one shoulder. 

“I should get going.”

“Me too.”

Another pause. 

One that felt strangely difficult. 

“It’s funny,” Emma said. 

“What is?”

“We talked for almost fifteen minutes.”

“I guess we did.”

“And I never asked your name.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, almost embarrassed. 

“I’m Ethan.”

“Emma.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Emma.”

“You too, Ethan.”

For a brief moment, neither moved. 

Then a city bus pulled up beside the curb, its brakes hissing loudly. 

Ethan looked toward it. 

“That’s mine.”

He gave her a polite nod before walking toward the open doors. 

Emma watched him climb aboard. 

Just before the bus pulled away, he glanced back through the window. 

Their eyes met for only a second. 

He offered a small, genuine smile. 

Without thinking, Emma smiled back. 

The bus disappeared into the evening traffic. 

Emma stood beside her car for another moment, holding the cold bottle of iced coffee in her hand. 

She had no idea why that brief encounter lingered in her thoughts. 

He wasn’t charming in the loud, confident way she had once admired. 

He wasn’t trying to impress anyone. 

He was simply kind. 

And somehow, after weeks of carrying the weight of heartbreak, that simple kindness felt like the first ray of sunlight after a long season of rain. 

She climbed into her car and drove home, unaware that fate had only just begun weaving their paths together. 

Emma expected the memory of the quiet stranger to disappear by morning. 

After all, people crossed paths with strangers every day. A brief conversation over the last bottle of iced coffee wasn’t exactly the beginning of a life-changing story. 

At least, that’s what she told herself. 

Yet as she unlocked the door to her apartment that evening, she caught herself smiling. 

The apartment was exactly as she’d left it. 

A cream-colored sofa faced a large window overlooking the Seattle skyline. Shelves filled with fashion books lined one wall, while fabric samples and sketchpads covered the dining table. Months ago, the space had felt warm and shared. Now, despite its modern design and soft lighting, it seemed too quiet. 

Emma slipped off her shoes and hung her coat by the door. 

The silence greeted her like an old acquaintance. 

She placed the bottle of iced coffee on the kitchen counter and opened the refrigerator. 

There wasn’t much inside. 

Some fruit, yogurt, leftover pasta, and a carton of milk that was probably close to its expiration date. 

She sighed. 

“I really need to start grocery shopping.”

Instead of cooking, she reheated the pasta and carried the plate to the couch. 

The television played in the background, but she barely watched it. Her attention drifted to the sketchbook lying on the coffee table. 

For days, every page had remained blank. 

Tonight, she opened it again. 

Without thinking, she began drawing. 

Not dresses. 

Not jackets. 

Buildings. 

Tall windows. 

Steel beams. 

Clean architectural lines. 

She stopped halfway through the sketch and laughed at herself. 

“What am I doing?”

She realized she had unconsciously drawn something that reminded her of the blueprint Ethan had dropped in the convenience store. 

The thought caught her off guard. 

She barely knew the man. 

She didn’t even know his last name. 

Still, she couldn’t forget the way his face had changed when he talked about becoming an architect. 

There had been hope in his eyes. 

Quiet, determined hope. 

It reminded her of the person she used to be before heartbreak had made her question everything. 

Closing the sketchbook, she promised herself not to overthink the encounter. 

It had simply been a pleasant conversation. 

Nothing more. 

Across the city, Ethan Carter stepped off the bus two blocks from his apartment. 

His shoulders ached after nearly eleven hours at the construction site. 

The new office building downtown was behind schedule, and everyone had worked overtime. 

Normally, he’d head straight home without stopping. 

Tonight, however, his thoughts wandered. 

He unlocked the door to a modest apartment on the third floor of an older brick building. 

The place wasn’t large. 

A comfortable couch, a small kitchen, a bookshelf filled with architecture textbooks, and a drafting table occupied the living room. 

Pinned above the drafting table were dozens of hand-drawn building designs. 

Some were unfinished. 

Others had been revised so many times that the paper had begun to wear thin. 

Ethan placed his backpack on the floor before carefully removing the rolled-up blueprint Emma had complimented. 

He spread it across the table. 

For months, he’d stared at every tiny flaw in the drawing. 

The proportions weren’t perfect. 

The entrance could be improved. 

The lighting needed work. 

But tonight... 

For the first time... 

Someone else had looked at it. 

Someone who didn’t know him. 

Someone with no reason to flatter him. 

“You have talent.”

Her words echoed in his mind. 

He smiled quietly. 

It had been a long time since anyone believed in one of his dreams. 

His father certainly had. 

Growing up, they had spent weekends driving around Seattle, admiring bridges, museums, and old brick buildings. 

His father would always ask the same question. 

“What do you notice?”

At first, Ethan answered with simple observations. 

“The windows.”

“The roof.”

“The color.”

His father would grin. 

“Look deeper.”

Eventually, Ethan learned to see stories instead of structures. 

Every building had a purpose. 

Every design solved someone’s problem. 

That was why he wanted to become an architect. 

Not to build famous skyscrapers. 

But to create places where people could feel safe. 

His father’s death had nearly ended that dream. 

Bills replaced tuition. 

Work replaced college. 

Dreams became something he carried in the evenings after exhausting days at construction sites. 

Still... 

He had never completely given up. 

The following morning arrived with bright sunshine, a rare gift after days of rain. 

Emma reached her studio earlier than usual. 

The mood inside was completely different from the previous afternoon. 

Music played softly while designers discussed fabrics and upcoming deadlines. 

Lily noticed Emma the moment she walked in. 

“Well...”

Emma looked confused. 

“What?”

“You’re smiling.”

“I am not.”

“You absolutely are.”

Emma rolled her eyes. 

“I slept well.”

Lily folded her arms. 

“That’s not the smile of someone who just slept well.”

Emma laughed. 

“You’re impossible.”

“So...”

“So what?”

“Did something happen yesterday?”

Emma hesitated. 

“I met someone.”

Lily’s eyes widened. 

“Oh?”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“Then tell me.”

Emma shrugged. 

“It was just a stranger in a convenience store.”

“And?”

“We accidentally reached for the same coffee.”

Lily blinked. 

“That’s the story?”

Emma laughed. 

“Pretty much.”

“Did you get his number?”

“No.”

“Last name?”

“No.”

“Anything useful?”

Emma thought for a second. 

“His name is Ethan.”

Lily dramatically placed a hand over her heart. 

“Progress!”

Emma couldn’t stop laughing. 

“You’ve officially lost your mind.”

“Maybe,” Lily replied. “But after watching you avoid happiness for three weeks, I’ll celebrate even a random coffee conversation.”

Emma shook her head. 

“It wasn’t romantic.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“What do you mean?”

Lily smiled gently. 

“Sometimes life sends us people for reasons we don’t understand yet.”

Emma looked toward the large studio windows overlooking downtown Seattle. 

She wasn’t searching for Ethan. 

She didn’t even expect to see him again. 

Seattle was a big city. 

Millions of people crossed paths every day without ever meeting twice. 

Surely yesterday had been one of those ordinary moments. 

Neither of them knew that fate had already begun arranging their next meeting—one that would happen much sooner than either of them could imagine. 

The afternoon slipped by faster than Emma expected. 

Her team was preparing samples for an upcoming fashion showcase, and every corner of the studio buzzed with activity. Sewing machines hummed steadily while rolls of fabric covered nearly every worktable. Models arrived for fittings, assistants hurried from one room to another, and sketches were pinned to the inspiration board. 

For the first time in weeks, Emma felt completely absorbed in her work. 

She adjusted the sleeve of a charcoal-gray coat on one of the models. 

“Try walking.”

The model took a few steps. 

Emma frowned. 

“The shoulders are too stiff.”

Lily made a note. 

“I’ll have them altered.”

Emma nodded. 

As she reached for another sketch, her phone vibrated. 

It was Grace. 

“Everything okay?” Emma answered. 

“I was just checking if you’re still coming over tomorrow.”

“I promised, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

Grace hesitated before speaking again. 

“You sound better today.”

Emma looked around the busy studio. 

“I actually am.”

“I’m glad.”

Emma smiled. 

“I don’t know why, but today feels... lighter.”

“Sometimes healing begins without asking permission.”

Emma thought about those words after ending the call. 

Maybe her sister was right. 

Nothing in her life had magically changed. 

Nathan was still gone. 

Her heart was still bruised. 

But somehow, the weight on her shoulders didn’t feel quite as heavy. 

Maybe healing wasn’t one dramatic moment. 

Maybe it happened in small, ordinary pieces. 

A laugh. 

A conversation. 

A stranger’s kindness. 

Those little moments quietly stitched broken hearts back together. 

Across town, Ethan climbed the steel framework of a new office building. 

The wind was stronger nearly ten stories above the street. 

He adjusted his safety harness before joining his coworker and closest friend, Lucas Reed. 

Lucas had known Ethan for nearly fifteen years. 

He was louder, funnier, and never afraid to say exactly what he was thinking. 

“You look suspiciously happy,” Lucas said while securing a beam. 

“I look tired.”

“You always look tired.”

“I’m working.”

“So am I.”

Lucas grinned. 

“But I didn’t spend half my lunch break staring into space.”

Ethan tightened another bolt. 

“I wasn’t staring.”

“You were smiling.”

“I was thinking.”

“Worse.”

Ethan laughed. 

Lucas lowered his voice dramatically. 

“There’s a woman involved.”

“There isn’t.”

“There absolutely is.”

Ethan shook his head. 

“I met someone yesterday.”

Lucas nearly dropped his wrench. 

“I knew it!”

“It wasn’t a date.”

“You talked?”

“For a few minutes.”

“You got her number?”

“No.”

Lucas sighed theatrically. 

“Ethan Carter, the only man alive who can meet a beautiful woman and walk away with nothing except a bottle of coffee.”

Ethan couldn’t help smiling. 

“It wasn’t about that.”

“So why are you smiling today?”

Ethan looked out across Seattle’s skyline. 

“I don’t know.”

Lucas waited. 

Ethan finally answered. 

“She believed in my drawings.”

Lucas became unexpectedly serious. 

“That’s rare.”

“It is.”

“You planning to find her?”

Ethan shrugged. 

“It’s Seattle.”

“Exactly.”

“A city this size?”

“The chances are almost zero.”

Lucas laughed. 

“Which means fate has no choice but to prove you wrong.”

Ethan smiled but didn’t answer. 

He wasn’t the kind of man who believed in destiny. 

Life, in his experience, depended on hard work, patience, and a little luck. 

Still... 

He found himself wondering if he’d ever see Emma again. 

Late that evening, Emma left the studio carrying a portfolio of sketches. 

The sky had turned shades of orange and purple as the sun disappeared behind the city skyline. 

Instead of driving straight home, she decided to walk through Harbor Park. 

Children chased pigeons across the pathways while joggers passed by with headphones in their ears. 

The cool breeze carried the scent of saltwater from Elliott Bay. 

Emma sat on a wooden bench overlooking the harbor. 

For the first time in weeks, she wasn’t thinking about the past. 

She simply watched the ferries glide across the water. 

Nearby, an elderly couple sat holding hands in comfortable silence. 

Neither spoke. 

Neither needed to. 

Emma smiled. 

That kind of love didn’t seem loud or dramatic. 

It looked peaceful. 

Steady. 

Safe. 

Exactly the kind of love she’d once hoped to find. 

She reached into her bag for the notebook she always carried. 

Opening to a blank page, she wrote a single sentence. 

Maybe life isn’t finished surprising me.

She stared at the words for a long moment before closing the notebook. 

As she stood to leave, a gust of wind swept across the park. 

A folded receipt slipped from her pocket and floated onto the sidewalk. 

Emma didn’t notice. 

She continued walking toward the parking lot. 

A few minutes later, another pair of footsteps approached the same bench. 

Ethan. 

After finishing work, he’d come to the harbor to clear his mind, just as he often did after long days at the construction site. 

He noticed the small piece of paper caught beneath the bench. 

Thinking it was litter, he picked it up. 

Instead of throwing it away, he glanced at it. 

The receipt was from the same convenience store they had visited the previous evening. 

He smiled. 

“What are the chances?”

He looked around, but the woman who had dropped it was already gone. 

The receipt wasn’t enough to find her. 

Still, it felt like a strange coincidence. 

He folded it once and slipped it into his jacket pocket before walking toward the waterfront. 

Neither Emma nor Ethan realized how close they had come to crossing paths again. 

Only a few minutes had separated them. 

Sometimes life worked that way. 

It brought two people together... 

Then gently pulled them apart... 

Only to bring them back together when the timing was right. 

Their story had begun with the wrong bottle of coffee. 

Neither of them knew that the next meeting would be far less ordinary—and impossible to forget. 




Chapter 2: Two Different Worlds

Emma woke before her alarm, something that hadn’t happened in a long time. Soft morning sunlight spilled through the curtains, filling her apartment with a warm glow. For a few moments, she lay still, listening to the distant sounds of traffic waking the city. Her thoughts wandered to the previous evening, and before she realized it, a smile appeared on her face. 

She reached for her phone on the bedside table. There was one unread message. 

Ethan: Good morning. I hope your flowers made it home safely.

Emma laughed quietly. It wasn’t an elaborate message, nor was it meant to impress her. It was simple, thoughtful, and exactly the kind of message she hadn’t realized she’d been missing. 

She replied a few seconds later. 

They did. My mom is going to love them. Thanks for rescuing them from the sidewalk.

A minute later, another message arrived. 

I think you rescued them. I just picked them up.

She smiled again before setting her phone aside. Somehow, a conversation that should have ended after two messages left her feeling lighter than she had in weeks. 

Later that afternoon, Emma drove to her parents’ house on the outskirts of Seattle. The familiar white two-story home sat at the end of a quiet street lined with maple trees. Her father was trimming the hedges when she pulled into the driveway. 

“There she is,” he called, waving his gardening gloves in the air. 

Emma stepped out of the car, carrying the














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































