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​Small Hands, Second Chances
About the Author  
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SankulaHub writes contemporary romance about ordinary people carrying extraordinary emotions, where kitchens and living rooms become the quiet stages for their bravest choices. The stories focus on single parents, second chances, found families, and the small, stubborn ways love finds its way back into houses that once felt too quiet to echo. Every book is written with the same promise: deep emotional arcs, gentle suspense built from real-life choices, and endings that feel honest, hopeful, and complete. When you pick up a SankulaHub romance, you step into a world where hurt is taken seriously, healing is patient, and love always shows up in the details—a shared mug, a scribbled drawing on the fridge, a hand held a second longer than necessary. These stories are meant to make you feel like you’ve walked into someone’s real life and stayed long enough to see them truly change.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Heart of the Story
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Rhett Collins: A widowed father in his mid-thirties who once adored surprises and road trips, now reduced to colour-coded schedules and overprotective routines. The night he lost his wife also left his daughter with an injured hand, and Rhett has never forgiven himself for the choices he made behind the wheel. On the outside, he is practical, calm, and endlessly patient with his little girl. On the inside, he is always braced for the next worst-case scenario.

Isla Warren: A pediatric hand-therapy specialist who believes healing is as much about play and courage as it is about exercises and charts. Isla has her own quiet history of walking away from a safe, predictable life in order to do work that mattered to her. She sees patterns in the way people move and hold themselves, and from the first moment she meets Rhett and Junie, she understands that this family’s scars are not only physical.

Junie Collins: Rhett’s six-year-old daughter, small in size but fierce in spirit, with one hand that does not always listen to what her brain is asking it to do. Junie loves picture books, glitter glue, and making up songs, but she secretly hates feeling “slow” or different when she cannot button her own coat or hold a crayon the way other kids do. She wants her dad to smile without forcing it and wants to prove that her “small hand” can still do big, bright things.

Mara Ellison: Junie’s classroom teacher, kind and observant, who has been gently nudging Rhett toward getting specialised help. Mara is the first person to suggest Isla’s name and becomes a steady, supportive presence who notices when Rhett’s fears are making decisions for him.

Tom Warren: Isla’s older brother and a physical therapist in the same clinic, the kind of teasing, protective sibling who sees more in Isla’s eyes than she says out loud. Tom adds warmth and levity to the story while also challenging Rhett not to hide behind his guilt.
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Introduction
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The first time Junie’s crayon rolled off the kitchen table and she did not catch it, the sound it made on the tile was so small that Rhett almost convinced himself he imagined it. A tiny clatter, a bright green streak of colour spinning out of reach. It should have been nothing, the kind of everyday mishap that made kids giggle as they crawled under chairs, but the way Junie’s shoulders stiffened as she watched the crayon roll told him it was not nothing at all.

“Got it,” he had said quickly, dropping to his knees before she could move, fingers closing around the crayon just before it bumped against the cabinet. He’d forced a smile as he placed it back into her right hand, curling her fingers around it as if he could teach them how to remember what to do. “See? Easy.”

She had nodded, though her eyes had gone too shiny for a Tuesday afternoon spent drawing sea creatures on cheap printer paper. Her tongue poked out in concentration as she tried again, the crayon wobbling between the uncertain grip of her small, stubborn hand. Lines that were supposed to be smooth curves turned into shaky, broken arcs. After the third attempt, she had put the crayon down very gently, like it might shatter if she admitted what both of them already knew.

“That’s enough drawing,” she had whispered, even though drawing used to be the one thing she never wanted to stop.

Months later, on a cool March morning that smelled like rain and dish soap, that memory came back to Rhett with painful clarity as he stood in front of a glass door he had avoided for weeks. Collins & Warren Pediatric Therapy, the white letters read, neat and welcoming, with a little logo of a handprint whose fingers were made of colored leaves. Junie pressed her forehead to the glass, fogging it up with her breath, and tried to trace the handprint on the other side. Her right hand slid down the surface, fingers splaying too wide, not quite obeying.

“Are we late?” she asked, breath leaving a circle on the glass.

“No,” Rhett replied, checking his watch even though they were, in fact, three minutes behind. He opened the door, holding it wide as if the building itself might change its mind and close on them. “We’re right on time.”

The waiting room was painted in soft blues and greens, with framed drawings on the walls that had clearly been made by children—crooked houses, smiling stick figures, suns with too many rays. A low shelf held neatly labeled bins of toys, puzzles, and small therapy tools that looked like toys if you did not know better. Rhett’s gaze snagged on a basket of stress balls and tiny weights, things that said this place was serious, no matter how many rainbow rugs they laid down.

Junie walked toward the bins and then stopped, as if she was afraid to touch anything without permission. Her good hand bunched into the hem of her yellow dress, twisting the fabric. Her other hand hung slightly at her side, fingers curled in that half-loose fist that still made his chest tighten.

“Remember what Ms. Mara said?” Rhett asked, crouching beside her so they were eye level. “This is just to help your hand get stronger. Like when we practiced squeezing the sponge at home.”

“The sponge is easy,” Junie said, not looking at him. “It doesn’t fall.”

He swallowed around the knot in his throat. Ms. Mara had been gentle but firm when she called him after school three weeks ago, explaining that Junie was starting to avoid certain activities, that she was volunteering for anything that did not involve buttons, scissors, or writing on the board. The words “specialist” and “therapy” had made his stomach drop, not because he thought Junie did not deserve them, but because they were clear proof that what he had been pretending was temporary was not going away on its own.

She should have had a normal year, he thought now, watching her scan the room with wary eyes. Spelling tests and birthday parties and class photos where he only had to worry about whether her hair stayed in its braid. Instead, every school form, every parent-teacher conference, every scribbled drawing carried the aftertaste of that night, of rain on the windshield and headlights too bright and the split-second decision he could never unmake.

He had done what everyone said he was supposed to do. Seatbelts. Car seat double-checked. Under the limit, eyes on the road. And still, somehow, it had not been enough. He could still hear the metallic shriek, still feel the way the steering wheel jerked, the way his hand flew out by instinct, too slow to stop the glass from shattering near Junie’s small fingers.

“Mr. Collins?”

The voice pulled him back. Rhett turned toward the reception counter, where a woman in light blue scrubs was smiling at him. Before he could answer, another door at the far end of the room opened, and a figure stepped through—the one who had called him personally after Mara’s referral, the one whose voice he had nearly hung up on twice before forcing himself to stay.

Isla Warren looked different in person than she had sounded on the phone—warmer, somehow, even though her phone voice had already been soft. She wore dark jeans and a white blouse with rolled-up sleeves, practical and unassuming, but it was the way she moved that caught his attention. There was a kind of unhurried focus in her walk, an ease that made the whole room feel less like a clinic and more like a safe corner of the world. A lanyard with her name and credentials hung around her neck, and her hair was pulled back into a low, messy knot that suggested she spent more time on her patients than on mirrors.

“Junie?” she asked, eyes going first to the little girl. “Hi. I’m Isla. We talked on the phone with your dad, remember? I’m the one who sent you the picture of the glitter putty.”

Junie’s head lifted a little at the mention of glitter putty. Rhett had seen that message come through, had watched her rewatch the short clip Isla had sent of bright, sparkly putty being squished between small palms. He had almost deleted it, thinking it might give Junie expectations he could not control, but she had looked so genuinely curious that he let it stay.

“You’re the hand fixer,” Junie said, voice cautious.

Isla’s smile widened, a hint of humour touching her eyes. “That’s one way to put it,” she said. “I help hands remember what they’re capable of. Sometimes they forget for a while, especially after a big scare. We teach them again, slowly. Like learning a new song.”

“Songs are easy,” Junie murmured. “My hand is not.”

Rhett’s fingers tightened around the strap of the bag slung over his shoulder. He wanted to jump in, to reassure, to soften, but he forced himself to watch, to give Isla space. If they were going to do this, he needed to see exactly what he was handing his daughter over to.

Isla lowered herself onto the rug in the centre of the room, crossing her legs as if she had every intention of staying there until Junie decided what to do. She did not pat the spot beside her. She did not coax with exaggerated brightness. She simply waited, idle hands resting on her knees, leaving a bright blue foam ball within clear sight between them.

“Do you like drawing?” she asked after a moment, speaking not to the room but directly to Junie.

Junie hesitated. “I did,” she said. “Before.”

“Before your hand got hurt?” Isla’s tone did not flinch around the word “hurt.” She said it gently, as if it were a fact, not a failure.

Junie nodded, a quick, sharp dip of her chin.

“Okay,” Isla replied. “Then maybe we won’t start with drawing today. Starting with the thing that feels most frustrating isn’t very fair, is it? How about we start with something different. Something your hand hasn’t decided it hates yet.”

Despite himself, Rhett felt a flicker of reluctant humour. He watched as Isla tapped the blue ball with one finger, sending it rolling a few inches closer to Junie. The ball bumped against the toe of her sneakers and stopped.

“You could kick it back to me,” Isla suggested. “Or you could pick it up and throw it. Or you could ignore it entirely and tell me your favourite colour instead. All of those choices would tell me something important.”

Junie looked up at her dad, searching his face like she always did when the world presented her with a new rule. For six months, he had been the rule maker: no running near the curb, no holding cups in your right hand, no climbing the jungle gym without him standing directly underneath. He had been the wall between her and anything that might hurt her again, and the truth was, he did not know how to be anything else.

He forced himself to inhale slowly, to let his shoulders drop. “You can try,” he said quietly. “If you want to.”

Her gaze moved back to Isla, then to the ball, then to her own hand, which was already curling slightly in anticipation, as if bracing for failure. After a long pause, she reached out with her left hand, the stronger one, and nudged the ball back. It rolled crookedly but reached Isla’s knee.

“Left hand,” Isla observed, nodding as if this were precisely the data she expected. “That’s smart. It’s been doing more of the work lately, right?”

Junie nodded again.

“Today we’ll let lefty show off a little,” Isla said. “But I’m also going to ask your right hand to join in, just a bit. We’re going to be very kind to it, though. No tests, no grades. Just experiments.”

The word “tests” made Junie’s nose wrinkle. “No tests,” she repeated, looking relieved.

Rhett exhaled slowly. He knew he should sit down, but his body hummed with an old, familiar tension that made it hard to relax. Every instinct in him wanted to hover, to catch, to correct. He had learned all the jargon, read all the pamphlets, memorised every instruction the doctors gave them after the hospital. It was the only way he knew how to fight the helplessness that had wrapped around him the night of the accident and refused to let go.

“Mr. Collins?” Isla’s voice reached him again. She was still seated on the rug, but now she was looking up at him, eyes steady. “You’re welcome to stay in here today and watch, if that feels better. Or I can set you up just outside the door with some paperwork and a cup of coffee. Some parents like to be very close. Others need a bit of space to breathe. There’s no right answer.”

The question landed in a place he did not expect. Space to breathe. He could picture himself just outside the doorway, still close enough to hear Junie’s voice, but far enough that she would not feel his flinch every time she dropped something. It felt almost irresponsible to consider it. It also felt like the first time in months someone had given him permission to exist as a person alongside being a father.

“I’ll stay,” he said, after a moment. The words surprised him with how quickly they came. “At least for today.”

“Okay,” Isla replied, no judgment in her tone. “We’ll make that the rule for Session One.”

Session One. The phrase sounded clinical, yet oddly hopeful, as if there would be a Session Two and Three and Four. As if they were not stuck in an endless replay of the night of the accident, but instead standing at the beginning of something that might, eventually, look like progress.

Junie shifted a little closer to Isla, curiosity winning over caution for the moment. Isla picked up a second ball, this one purple, and held it out.

“Junie, can I tell you a secret?” she asked in a conspiratorial whisper that was just loud enough for Rhett to hear. “Most of the kids who come here think their hands are broken forever. But that’s rarely true. Hands like yours? They’re just confused. They need a patient teacher. Luckily,” she added, tapping her own chest with dramatic seriousness, “I am very patient.”

A tiny, surprised laugh escaped Junie, the sound high and bright, cutting through the thick air inside Rhett’s chest. It was the same laugh she used to make when they built pillow forts and pretended the floor was lava, before life had been divided into “before” and “after.”

Rhett felt something loosen inside him—a thread, a knot, he couldn’t quite name it. He did not know this woman, not really. He did not know if these sessions would change anything. But as he watched his daughter reach out, hesitant but willing, toward the purple ball, he understood that they had already done the hardest part.

They had walked through the door.

He took a slow step back, leaning against the wall near the doorway, close enough to intervene if he had to, far enough that, for the first time in a long time, the story unfolding in front of him did not depend entirely on him.

Maybe, he thought, as Junie’s small fingers brushed the ball and did not drop it this time, second chances did not always arrive with grand declarations or perfect timing. Maybe they arrived in tiny, ordinary moments, disguised as blue foam balls and patient strangers who were willing to sit on the floor and wait.

He did not know it yet, but years from now, when someone asked him when everything began to change, he would not think of anniversaries or holidays. He would think of this morning, this room, this moment when his daughter’s small hands reached out one more time—and a woman named Isla quietly offered all of them a second chance.
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Chapter One – The Rules That Kept Them Safe
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By the time Rhett pulled into the driveway that afternoon, his shoulders felt like they had been carved from the same cement that edged the little square of grass in front of the house. His hands stayed wrapped around the steering wheel even after the engine cut off, fingers pressed so tightly into the leather that tiny half-moons of skin went pale. The dashboard ticked softly as the car cooled, a faint mechanical exhale that sounded too much like relief.

In the rearview mirror, he could see Junie in her booster seat, head tilted to one side, eyes not quite closed. She was in that in-between place kids seemed to occupy so often—too tired to chatter, too wired to nap. The blue foam ball Isla had let her keep sat in Junie’s lap like a fragile planet. Her right hand rested on top of it, fingers splayed awkwardly but covering it all the same.

He watched the way her chest rose and fell, the way her lashes moved faintly. On the ride over that morning, she peppered him with anxious questions—“Will it hurt?” “Do they have needles?” “Can we go home if I don’t like it?” On the way back, there had been no questions, only quiet humming as she softly squeezed and released the ball in her stronger left hand, testing what it meant to call the other hand “confused” instead of “broken.”

“Dad?” Her voice came now, thin but present. “Can we have toast?”

He turned in his seat, forcing his grip to loosen from the wheel. “Toast?” he echoed. “That’s the big post-therapy request?”

“No,” she said, considering. “Toast and honey.”

“Toast and honey,” he amended. “Now that is a serious medical order. I’ll have to check my handbook.”

She managed a short laugh, the kind that slipped through before she could think better of it. His chest squeezed at the sound. For months, laughter had been rare enough that whenever it showed up, he found himself cataloguing it, storing it away like proof that things were not permanently broken.

“Come on, bug,” he said. “Let’s go inside. We’ll toast this... new ball of yours.”

He unbuckled her first, habit ingrained now, then slung her backpack over his shoulder along with his own battered work bag. When he reached to help with the booster seat, she shook her head, sliding down herself with a determination that was almost fierce. Her sneakers landed on the driveway with a soft thud.

“I can walk,” she said.

He stepped back. “Okay.”

He wanted to tell her she did not have to prove anything. He wanted to scoop her up and carry her all the way from the car to the kitchen table like he did when she was little, when the world had felt solid. He did none of that. Instead, he fell into step half a pace behind her, hands hovering near her shoulders in case she stumbled, eyes tracking every movement like a hawk.

Inside, the house greeted them with its usual quiet. This was a middle-sized home in a middle-sized neighborhood—three bedrooms, one and a half baths, a yard that was just big enough to invite weeds if you ignored it. There were traces of colour everywhere: Junie’s drawings on the fridge, a pink backpack slumped against the hallway wall, a rainbow of plastic cups lined up like a parade on the counter. But there were also corners that felt frozen in time. A pair of running shoes by the back door that he had never quite been able to move. A cookbook opened on a page that no one had cooked from in more than a year. A jacket hanging on the peg by the door that no longer belonged to anyone who came through it.

Junie dropped her ball on one of the kitchen chairs and climbed up. Rhett slid a coaster under the ball without thinking, a ridiculous, automatic gesture that made him grimace at himself. As if the foam could leave a ring on the wood. As if he could prevent every tiny mark life might make.

“Toast,” he said, moving toward the bread box. “Doctor’s orders.”

“She’s not a doctor,” Junie corrected, swinging her legs. “She said she is a... a... pee-dee-what?”

“Pediatric hand therapist,” he supplied, rummaging for the half loaf of wheat bread. “Which is basically a hand doctor for kids.”

“She said my hand is confused,” Junie said thoughtfully. “Not broken.”

He paused, fingers resting on the toaster lever. “Yeah,” he replied quietly. “She did.”

“Do you think it’s confusing?” Junie asked.

The question floated between them, deceptively simple. He thought of stiff hospital sheets and doctors explaining nerve damage with diagrams he had pretended to understand. He thought of Junie struggling to hold a pencil, expression sour and fierce. He thought of nights when she cried in frustration because buttons refused to slide through holes, and mornings when she pretended to be too tired to tie her shoes so he would do it for her.

“I think,” he said slowly, “your hand went through something really scary. And sometimes, after something scary, our bodies get mixed up about what they can and can’t do. Mixed up can feel confused.”

“That’s what she said,” Junie replied. “She said we’re going to show it. With practice. She said we’re going to make it memorable.”

The toaster clicked down. Heat rose, bringing with it the faint smell of bread. He reached for the jar of honey and set it on the counter, his movements steady even though inside, something trembled.

“How did it feel?” he asked. “Being there?”

Junie considered, brow dipping in a way that reminded him so sharply of her mother that he had to look away for a second. “Different,” she said at last. “Not like the hospital. Nobody poked me. She didn’t look at my hand like... like something bad. She sat on the floor. Grown-ups don’t usually do that. Grown-ups sit in chairs.”

He felt a short, unexpected smile tug at his mouth. “Some grown-ups are weird,” he said. “That can be a good thing.”

“She let me choose,” Junie added, sounding faintly surprised. “She didn’t say ‘do this, do that’ like the doctors. She said we are going to ask my hand to try. Just a little. Like experiments. She said I could say stop.”

The toaster popped. He almost jumped.

Rhett spread honey on the toast in careful, even strokes, watching the golden trail soak into the bread. Every word that came out of Junie’s mouth reworked his understanding of that session. He had been there, of course, against the wall, watching every move. But hearing it filtered through his daughter’s language, through the things she had chosen to remember, filled in places he had not noticed.

He slid the plate in front of her and watched as she automatically reached with her left hand to pick up the toast. Halfway to her mouth, she paused, glanced at her right hand, and bit her lip.

“You can use whichever hand you want to,” he said quickly, panicking at the thought that she might turn this safe ritual into another test. “There’s no rule about toast.”

“But we’re supposed to practice,” she said, uncertain. “She said practice makes the confused parts remember.”

“She also said we don’t have to practice all the time,” he replied. He remembered that line distinctly, the way Isla had looked over at him when she said it, as if she knew exactly how likely he was to turn every movement into an exercise. “Some things are just for enjoyment.”

Junie studied his face, then the toast. In the end, she took the first bite with her left hand, crumbs flaking onto the plate, honey gleaming at the corner of her mouth. After a moment, she gently set the toast down, repositioned it, and nudged it toward her right hand.

“I’ll let this one watch,” she announced, placing her right hand on the table beside the plate. “Next time, maybe it can try a tiny bite.”

“Sounds like a plan,” he said, his throat tight.

They ate in a companionable quiet for a few minutes, the kitchen filling with small, ordinary noises—the clink of ceramic, the hum of the refrigerator, Junie’s tuneless humming. It almost felt like any other afternoon from the time before. Almost.

When the plates were empty, Junie slid from her chair and retrieved the blue ball. She bounced it carefully against her knee with her left hand, then stopped and pressed it into her right palm, holding it there with the other hand as if she were helping a friend.

“Is she coming back?” Junie asked.

“Who?”

“The hand helper.”

“Isla?” Her name felt unfamiliar on his tongue, soft but solid. “Yeah. If you want to go back, we have another appointment next week.”

Junie frowned. “You already made it.”

“Yes.” He braced for protest.

After a long moment, she nodded. “Okay,” she said. “But can we bring my book next time? The one with the dragon who has to learn to breathe fire again? She likes stories.”

The fact that this small girl, with her small, stubborn hand, had noticed what the adult in the room liked before he had made Rhett’s chest ache with something that was equal parts pride and guilt.

“Yeah,” he whispered. “We can bring the dragon book.”

That night, after homework and bath time and a very serious debate about whether dragons preferred mountains or caves, Rhett stood in the hallway and watched Junie sleep. Her room was awash in the soft glow of a night-light shaped like a star, casting faint patterns on the walls. Stuffed animals formed a loose ring around her pillow. The blue ball rested near her shoulder, as if standing guard.

She had fallen asleep with her right hand tucked under her cheek, fingers relaxed in a way they rarely were when she was awake. He took a step closer, his own hand hovering above hers without touching. In sleep, she looked younger, all edges softened, lashes impossibly dark against her skin.

“We’re going to fix this,” he whispered, the words more vow than statement. “I will fix this. I should have...”

He did not finish the sentence. The rest of it lived in the space between heartbeats, all the “should haves” that crowded his mind late at night.

He backed out of the room and closed the door most of the way, leaving a sliver of light. In the small office just off the hall—the one that had once been a spare room, then briefly a home gym, then a dumping ground for projects—they kept a heavy file box labeled simply “Junie.” Hospital discharge papers. Therapy handouts. Report cards. Notes from teachers. He slid it out, lifted the lid, and sank into the creaky desk chair.

On top of the neat stacks from months past lay a fresh folder with the clinic’s logo and Isla’s neat handwriting on the front. Junie – Session One. He flipped it open.

Inside was a standard intake form with printed boxes and professional language. Beneath that, however, was a page of Isla’s own notes, written in a clear, quick script.

“Uses left hand for most tasks. Right hand tendency to curl inward when anxious or focused. High frustration with tasks requiring bilateral coordination. Responds well to choice-based activities. Very responsive to story-based imagery. Sensitive to words like ‘broken/wrong.’ Prefers ‘confused/learning.’ Parent extremely protective, attentive, potential ally if supported to shift from avoidance to graded exposure.”

He stared at that last line for a long time, the words blurring slightly. Potential ally. If supported. It was the most diplomatic way anyone had ever described the truth: he was both helping and hurting. His fear kept Junie safe from stairs and crowded playgrounds and heavy doors. It also kept her hand from trying, from failing, from discovering what it might be capable of.

He let his head fall back against the chair and stared at the ceiling. It had been nearly a year since the night rain had turned the highway into glass. A year since headlights had carved white scars across the dark and the world had split. In twelve months, he had memorised every warning label, every guideline, every statistic about child car seats and accident recovery times that the internet could provide. None of it had changed the one fact that mattered: he had been the one driving.

The memory lived in snapshots: wipers beating against the windshield, a radio station fading in and out between static, a phone vibrating in the cup holder with an unanswered call from a number he did not recognise. His wife’s voice in his head from earlier that day, telling him to please, please go straight home after the party, to not take the scenic route, not in this weather. The way he had smiled and said, “It’ll be fine,” because it always had been before.

He closed his eyes, fighting the old, familiar wave of nausea.

On the desk, the folder waited. Isla had tucked in a printed sheet titled “Home Suggestions – Week One.” It was full of small, practical ideas. Let her squeeze a wet sponge at dinner. Let her press buttons with her right index finger. Let her peel stickers. Let tasks be messy. Praise effort, not outcome.

At the bottom, in smaller handwriting, just above the clinic’s printed name and number, she had added one more line.

“Also for you: Let yourself breathe while she tries. You’re allowed to sit down.”

He found himself exhaling in a rush, a sound halfway between a laugh and a choke. She had seen him that clearly after one session. That should have been unnerving. Instead, it felt like someone had gently shifted one of the bricks he had been carrying on his back since the accident. Not removed it, but adjusted it so he could stand up a fraction more straight.

He folded the sheet and set it carefully back into the folder, then closed the box and slid it under the desk.

The house was quiet again, in the way it always was at this hour. Once upon a time, there would have been another voice in the kitchen, another pair of footsteps on the stairs. They would have debriefed the day, swapped stories, joked about the way their daughter insisted on sleeping with exactly three stuffed animals and no more. Now, his conversations with himself had grown so frequent he sometimes found himself speaking aloud, just to hear sound.

Tonight, he made tea he did not really want and stood by the sink, staring out into the backyard where the swing set sat empty. The swing on the left still squeaked whenever someone used it, a sound that had once driven him to get a toolbox and now simply reminded him of laughter he could not unhear.

He reached for his phone, thumb hovering over the contact list as if expecting his wife’s name to appear by mistake. Of course it did not. Instead, his thumb slid almost of its own accord to another, newer entry. Isla – Clinic.

He did not call. There was nothing urgent to say, nothing that needed after-hours attention. But seeing her name there reminded him that, for the first time in months, their story involved someone outside the closed circuit of school, work, and bedtime. Someone who had looked at his daughter and seen more than a list of limitations. Someone who had looked at him and seen more than a walking apology.

He set the phone down and pressed his palms to the cool counter.

“The rules keep her safe,” he murmured to the empty kitchen. “The rules keep her safe.”

It had become his mantra. No running by the pool. No climbing without an adult. No playdates at houses whose stairs he had not personally inspected. No car rides longer than absolutely necessary. No late nights. No surprises. Life was a series of contained risks, and he had no intention of ever again learning what it felt like when the world fell apart in a second.

But as he replayed the image of Junie on the therapy room rug, hand reaching for the purple ball, another thought quietly slipped in.

The rules kept her safe. But they also kept her small.

He did not want that for her. He wanted her to reach for more than foam balls and carefully measured steps. He wanted her to run until she was out of breath and climb trees and slam doors and slam into life with the kind of reckless confidence only children seemed to possess.

Somewhere between those two desires—safety and freedom—was a path he had not figured out how to walk.

He turned off the kitchen light and padded down the hall, pausing once more by Junie’s door. Inside, he could hear the faint sound of her breathing, steady and reassuring.

In the darkness, another memory rose up, uninvited. The paramedic’s voice that night, gentle but firm, asked him to step back. “We’ve got her,” they had said, hands competent and sure. “You need to let us do our job.”

Let us.

Earlier that day, Isla had used almost the same words. “Let me be the one who asks her hand to try,” she had said with quiet conviction. “You can be the one who cheers.”

He had not realised until that moment how rarely he occupied that second role. He was always bracing for impact, always scanning for danger. Cheering felt... foreign.

Back in the office, the folded sheet of home suggestions lay in the box, waiting. Four small words glowed in his memory. Let tasks be messy.

He was not sure he knew how to do that. But as he finally crawled into bed, the house settling around him, he found himself repeating a slightly different phrase than usual.

“The rules keep her safe,” he thought, staring at the ceiling. “But maybe... maybe I don’t need so many.”

Outside, rain began to tap lightly against the window, a gentler echo of the storm that had taken so much. For the first time in a long while, Rhett closed his eyes without replaying the crash in full detail. Instead, his mind drifted toward a room with blue walls, a bright foam ball, and a woman sitting cross-legged on the floor, patient enough to wait for small hands to reach for second chances.
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Chapter Two – The Therapist Who Believed in Messy Miracles
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By the time the last light in the clinic hallway clicked off that evening, Isla was still in her therapy room, sitting cross-legged on the rug in the exact spot where Junie had been that morning. The blue ball was on the floor beside her, oddly weighty for something made of foam, as if it held all the tiny pieces of that first session inside it. She reached out and rolled it back and forth with the palm of her hand, watching the way it stopped and started on the textured rug.

Most days, by this hour, she was too tired to do anything but stack toys, wipe down tables, and double-check the next day’s schedule. Her routine was simple: reset the room, lock the cabinets, turn off the lamps. Go home, pretend she could leave everyone’s stories behind. Tonight, the rhythm was disrupted. There was an afterimage of a small girl with stubborn eyes and a father who stood like a man permanently braced for impact.

Isla leaned back on her hands and closed her eyes, replaying the session in her mind. It was a habit she had picked up years ago, in the pediatric wing of the big city hospital where she had started her career. After each shift, she would mentally walk through the day: what went well, what she wished she’d handled differently, which tiny details had mattered. It was her way of making sure the work did not reduce itself to charts and checkboxes.

Today’s mental reel started with the way Junie had stood in the doorway, eyes wider than they ought to be for a child who should still believe the world was mostly safe. Isla remembered the way the girl had introduced her hand as if it were a separate person—“this one is slow”—and the immediate flush of anger that had burned under Isla’s ribs at the thought of how many times someone must have looked at that hand with pity or impatience for that language to stick.

Then there was the father. Rhett. She had written his name three times in her notes, underlined it once without realizing it. He had come into the room with his shoulders already halfway to his ears, apology etched into his posture. Some parents arrived defensive, some arrived in denial, some arrived exhausted. Rhett seemed to have arrived already guilty, as if every slip of his daughter’s fingers were a tally mark against his worth as a father.

She had noticed the way his eyes tracked every move Junie made, like he expected gravity to fail at any second. She had noticed the faded ring mark on his left hand, the tether of grief that seemed to run from his chest to his daughter like an invisible cord. And she had noticed, perhaps more than she should have, the softness in his face when Junie laughed. It transformed him from a rigid collection of tension into someone younger, someone who might once have been quick to joke and slow to panic.

“Don’t do it,” she muttered under her breath, opening her eyes. “Don’t turn him into a project.”

She had promised herself, after the last big loss, that she would not get too attached to families. It was impossible not to care; her job demanded a certain level of emotional investment. But there was a line, or there was supposed to be. A place where caring stopped and carrying began. The last time she had crossed that invisible line, it had cost her sleep, peace, and more tears than she had admitted to anyone.

She rose to her feet and began picking up the remnants of the day. A stack of picture books went back onto the low shelf. A tray of pegboards slid into its cubby. A pile of stretchy bands, still looped together from an earlier session, landed in a drawer. As she moved, she let Junie’s voice replay in her head, not as a case, but as a person. Most of her notes were technical—tone in the hand, coordination, fatigue—but the things that really stuck were small.

“I’ll let this one watch,” the little girl had said about her right hand. The phrase had lodged under Isla’s ribs. Kids anthropomorphized their bodies all the time, but there was something heartbreakingly adult about the way Junie negotiated with her own limb, as if it were a friend who had let her down too many times.

Isla turned to the desk in the corner and pulled out the intake folder again. The medical history was clear enough: accident, nerve involvement, no cognitive impairment, good prognosis with consistent therapy. The clinical part of her brain had lit up at the words “good prognosis.” So many files did not have that line. So many files came with caveats and uncertainties and the quiet, heavy knowledge that “progress” would mean something different for those families than the parents had once dreamed.

But here, in black and white, was a statement that the body could be coaxed back toward function, that nerve pathways could be retrained, that the future could still hold shoelaces tied without tears and school art projects without lingering shame.

Under clinical history, there was a small note she had scribbled in the margin: “Mother deceased – accident same event – father present.” She tapped her pen against the words, thinking of the way Rhett’s jaw had clenched whenever the conversation edged too close to the night everything changed.

She had seen that kind of grief before. The kind that was laced with a belief, rational or not, that the person left behind should have prevented it. The kind that made people turn their lives into fortresses. She had also seen what it did to kids when a parent’s fear became the loudest voice in the room.

Her phone buzzed on the desk, rattling against a jar of crayons. Isla glanced at the screen. A text from Tom.

How many tiny humans did you boss around today?

She huffed out a small laugh and sank into the swivel chair before replying.

Depends on your definition of boss. I negotiated with six, bribed two, out-stubborned one.

Tom’s response came almost immediately.

So a standard Wednesday. Want takeout? Or are you still at the castle of glitter and tears?

Still here, she wrote. One more note to finish. Order without me. Get extra dumplings or I’m revoking sibling privileges.

You say that you have other siblings to replace me with.

She smiled, the tension in her shoulders easing a fraction. Tom had been her anchor through moves and breakups and career shifts. When she had left the stability of the hospital to come work at this smaller clinic, he had been the one to say, “Go where your heart doesn’t feel like it’s dying by fluorescent light.” He teased endlessly, but he knew when to stop. When their mother’s health had taken a sudden turn last year, it had been Tom who handled appointments while Isla handled the emotions.

Another ping.

Seriously though. Don’t stay late every night, Iz. You can’t fix everything in one session.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. He was right, of course. She typed back.

I know. Today was just... a hard story. Good prognosis, heavy hearts. I’ll be home in twenty.

She set the phone down and turned back to the file. Before closing it, she flipped to the page where she had written “Home Suggestions – Week One.” She had added that last line about Rhett almost impulsively. It was not something she usually wrote; her home suggestion sheets were usually spiral-bound in practical tips and simple games. But there had been something about the way he stood, a visible strain in every muscle, that had made her want to hand him permission along with exercises.

Also for you: Let yourself breathe while she tries. You’re allowed to sit down.

It was a small sentence, but she hoped it would land somewhere inside him and stay.

She shut the folder, slid it into the cabinet, and did one last sweep of the room. The rug was mostly crumb-free. The foam blocks were stacked. The hand sanitizer bottle was half-full. The only sign of the girl who had been there that morning was a smudge of honey-coloured glitter dried near the edge of the table, stubbornly refusing to be wiped away.

“Of course you found the glitter,” she murmured, picturing Junie’s fascinated face when she had first seen the sparkling putty. “You and I are going to get along just fine.”

On her way out, she paused at the reception desk to check the paper schedule, even though she knew it by heart. Next week, same time: Junie, thirty minutes. There was a small “P” next to the slot, a note she often used for “parent conference if possible.” She liked to build in a few minutes after the first or second session to talk with parents without little ears listening. She had questions for Rhett. Not about the accident; that would come later, if at all. She wanted to know how Junie coped at school, what routines they had at home, how much of his own fear he was aware of.

As she locked the clinic door behind her, the evening air met her with the chill of early spring. The sky was washed in faded pink, the last light of the day slipping behind a row of trees in the parking lot. Her car waited where she had left it, a sensible compact coated in a thin layer of pollen. She tossed her bag onto the passenger seat and slid behind the wheel, taking one last look at the clinic windows before she started the engine.

For a second, she imagined she could see them as they must have looked from the outside that morning: a small, tense family walking through the door, all their hope and fear bundled into one child’s injured hand. She could not change what had happened on the road that night. She could not erase the storm or the sound of metal twisting or the ache that lived in Rhett’s shoulders. What she could do was create a space where that hand was allowed to try and fail and try again without anyone flinching.

She pulled out of the lot and drove toward home, the day’s cases flipping through her mind like pages in a book. The toddler who refused to let go of the toy truck long enough to practice grasp-release. The nine-year-old who had finally written his name legibly and beamed as if he had just won an Olympic medal. And then, set apart somehow from the rest, a six-year-old girl cradling a foam ball like it was both shield and promise.

At the apartment she shared with Tom, the familiar scent of soy sauce and garlic greeted her before she even opened the door. She kicked off her shoes in the entryway and found him in the kitchen, standing over a takeout spread of noodles, dumplings, and something brightly green in a plastic container.

“You’re late,” he said, without heat. “The dumplings were in danger.”

“Tragic,” she replied, dropping her bag on a chair. “I hope you saved them from a terrible fate.”

“I sacrificed two in your honour.” He glanced up, taking in her face with a practiced sweep of his eyes. “Rough day?”

She poured herself water and shrugged, because “rough day” did not quite cover it. “Just... a new family,” she said. “You know how it is.”

“Tell me without violating seventeen privacy codes,” he replied, popping a dumpling into his mouth.

She hesitated, then gave him the broad strokes. “Little girl, six, hand injury from a car accident. Good potential for recovery physically. Emotionally...” She shook her head. “Dad’s carrying the weight of the entire highway on his shoulders. You can see it in every move he makes. He’s doing everything right and still probably sleeping three hours a night.”

Tom’s expression softened. “And you immediately decided you need to fix all of that yourself,” he said. “Classic you.”

“I did not,” she protested, though even to her own ears it sounded weak. “I just... I don’t like seeing kids who already think their bodies have betrayed them. She called her hand slow. The way she said it...” She trailed off, unable to quite put the ache into words. “I want her to know it can still be hers. Even if it’s different.”

Tom slid a container toward her. “You always did have a soft spot for underdog limbs.”

She cracked a smile. “Underdog limbs pay the rent.”

They ate in a comfortable quiet for a few minutes, the clink of chopsticks and the hum of the fridge filling the gaps. Tom did not push, but Isla could feel his gaze on her, evaluating. He had seen her after long hospital shifts when she came home hollow-eyed and silent, carrying losses she could not talk about. He had seen her through the break with Daniel, the man she had almost married before realising their definitions of “helping people” were fundamentally different.

“He’s single?” Tom asked casually between bites.

Isla nearly choked on a noodle. “Who?”

“The dad with the highway on his shoulders.” Tom
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