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      To everyone who’s ever thought,

      “I could fix that”…

      whether it was a house, a heart, or a stubbornly charming man with a toolbox and too many feelings.

      This one’s for you.
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            SURPRISE ARRIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia

      The bell above the gallery door jingles brightly, startlingly loud in the otherwise peaceful space. I pause mid-step, wince, and shoot the offending bell an accusing glare. Sage never bothered with subtleties; I shouldn’t expect her doorbells to be any different.

      “Sage? Sage, are you here?” My voice echoes slightly, ricocheting off walls painted with every color imaginable. A sculpture in the corner — metallic arms and legs sprouting feathers — staring at me judgmentally. Great, even the artwork’s giving me side-eye. It’s definitely a Sage original.

      A rustle comes from behind a beaded curtain. Sage appears, all billowy skirts and bangles jingling like wind chimes. Her silver curls are piled high, held by chopsticks that I’m pretty sure she stole from our favorite sushi place.

      “Sophia!” Sage throws her arms open, bracelets clinking. “My lovely, favorite niece. What a surprise!”

      I sigh, dropping my purse by a wooden sculpture that vaguely resembles a moose... or a giraffe?

      Sage beams. “That bag looks heavy.”

      “Just my hopes, dreams, and possibly some regret.”

      She laughs, guiding me toward the small counter cluttered with paintbrushes, crystals, and an alarming number of mismatched teacups. “Tea first, existential crisis second.”

      “How about coffee?” I counter, hopefully.

      She frowns as if I’ve suggested we sacrifice a small animal. “Soph, how many times do I have to tell you? Caffeine’s an anxiety amplifier.”

      “And exactly what I need right now.” I pull up a stool, my fingertips grazing a sticky spot on the counter. “Is this honey or —?”

      “Oh! Resin!” she chirps, busying herself with tea bags. “Art waits for no one. Neither does sticky resin.”

      I grin despite myself. Sage’s chaotic charm feels oddly comforting after years away.

      She hands me a cup covered in tiny daisies. I sniff cautiously. “Chamomile?”

      “Lavender and sage, obviously. A soothing concoction.”

      “Subtle,” I say, taking a hesitant sip. Not bad, but coffee would’ve soothed better.

      She leans forward, eyes sparkling mischievously. “So, spill it. Why the sudden visit?”

      I stare into my tea, swirling it like it holds answers. “We signed the divorce papers yesterday, and I needed breathing room. Needed to be in a different city. Different province.”

      Her eyebrows shoot upward. “So... he finally accepted the divorce.”

      “Yup. After that, I packed a suitcase, got on a plane to Toronto, and then drove here.”

      “Oh, honey,” she breathes softly, resting her hand gently over mine. Rings sparkle on every finger, some I remember twisting around as a kid, imagining they held magical powers. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m… not — not alright,” I admit slowly, voice softer now. “It’s been over for ages. I just… was he always such a douchebag?”

      Sage laughs, making her crow’s feet even more evident. There is an undeniable glimmer that says she knew. Did the entire world know?

      “I woke up and realized I’d been chasing something. But then I didn’t know what the something was anymore. It was just… gone. I wasn’t happy with him anymore, and I wonder if I ever was.”

      She squeezes my hand tighter. “That’s life, sweetheart. One day you wake up, and your GPS is screaming ‘recalculating,’ and then suddenly you realize you’ve been headed to Florida when you really wanted Quebec.”

      “Quebec?” I wrinkle my nose.

      “Maple syrup, quaint towns — “

      “Cold winters,” I interrupt, grimacing.

      “Fine, metaphorically speaking,” she huffs playfully. “So, what now?”

      “Honestly? I have no idea. I want a break. I was between clients anyways, so I thought I’d surprise you and reconnect with myself...”

      She smiles, wrinkles deepening around her eyes. “I’m glad you picked me and this place to reconnect with yourself.”

      The gentle clink of mismatched china fills the quiet lull between Sage and me as we sip our tea in comfortable silence. Her gallery is a delightful chaos — half art studio, half eclectic tea shop — with canvases stacked precariously and brushes scattered like forgotten toys. The soothing aroma of lavender and sage floats gently in the air, blending with hints of turpentine and something suspiciously like cinnamon.

      I run my thumb along the delicate rim of my cup, tracing tiny painted daisies that seem to dance beneath my touch. “You know, Sage,” I begin carefully, eyeing her over the edge of the teacup, “I didn’t exactly plan this out. Leaving Daniel, coming straight here… It’s a bit impulsive, even for me.”

      She smiles knowingly, her fingers absently tapping rhythmically against the ceramic cup. “Soph, life’s best decisions are rarely planned. Especially the big ones. They’re usually spontaneous — like ordering dessert first or dyeing your hair neon pink.”

      I chuckle softly, shaking my head. “Neon pink hair? Really?”

      “Just a suggestion,” she shrugs, her silver curls bouncing playfully. “But speaking of unplanned spontaneity, what’s your next move?”

      “Well,” I pause, biting my lower lip thoughtfully, “I was actually hoping I could crash at your beach house for a while. Just until I figure things out.”

      Sage’s face lights up instantly, as though this is precisely the plan she’d hoped I’d propose. “Of course! I’ve been craving company… this is perfect.”

      I laugh more openly this time, feeling warmth bloom comfortably in my chest. It’s been too long since I laughed like this — freely, easily, without trying. “Thanks, Sage. Seriously. You have no idea how much this means.”

      “Oh, I think I do,” she says, winking conspiratorially. “But first, we need the key.”

      Her expression shifts instantly from serene to dramatically frantic. “Now, where did I put that blasted thing?” she mutters, patting herself down, skirts fluttering like the colorful sails of a ship caught in a storm. Bracelets jingle musically as she checks pockets and hidden folds, increasingly agitated.

      I watch in fascination as she moves around the gallery, opening and shutting drawers noisily, her skirts swirling around her feet. “Sage, maybe check near the teacups?” I suggest helpfully, grinning into my tea.

      She pauses, hands on her hips. “Very funny, Soph. Although...” she squints suspiciously at the tea set as though the cups might conspire against her.

      “Oh, come on,” I tease, barely stifling a laugh. “You know you’re secretly thinking I might be right.”

      “Hardly,” she mutters, moving determinedly toward her painting station. Her hands dive into an apron pocket splattered with an explosion of teal, crimson, and gold, and she shouts triumphantly. “Aha! Found it!”

      She brandishes the key victoriously, holding it aloft like a hard-earned trophy. “Your beach house key, my dear niece,” she announces, striding back over to me with regal flair. “The perfect place for self-reflection, soul-searching, and any other existential activity you might have planned.”

      I take the key gratefully. Its metal is cool and solid in my palm, grounding me somehow. “Thank you, Sage. Truly.”

      “Anytime, sweetheart,” she says, gently squeezing my hand. “Just don’t lock yourself out. I’m terrible at finding things twice.”

      “Clearly,” I say, smiling fondly.

      Sage pats my hand affectionately before pulling back, eyes twinkling mischievously. “Now, go settle in. Let the lake soothe your weary soul and all that poetic nonsense.”

      I rise, grabbing my bag and hesitating briefly at the door. “Wait — do you have coffee at the beach house?”

      Sage’s eyes widened, her hand fluttering to her chest as though scandalized. “Coffee? Sophia, caffeine is — “

      “An anxiety amplifier, yes, I know,” I sigh, rolling my eyes but unable to suppress a smile.

      She grins wickedly, clearly pleased with herself. “Lucas’ coffee shop – Beans & Brew, two doors down. Tell him I sent you. He makes an incredible latte when the machine isn’t broken.”

      “Already outsourcing my caffeine needs,” I mutter with mock indignation, smiling as I shake my head. “Great start.”

      Sage laughs, waving cheerfully as I step back into the sunshine. “Welcome home, sweetheart.”
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            MORNING RUN AND COFFEE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      Sunlight drifts lazily across Bluewater Cove, turning Main Street into a scene from a postcard. My sneakers crunch rhythmically against gravel, and I breathe deeply, savoring the crisp morning air. Without the summer tourists crowding the sidewalks, I feel like I have the whole town open for my daily run again.

      I push myself, relishing the quiet hum of the town waking up. Passing by Tom’s Flower Shop, I spot him struggling valiantly with an enormous fern, its fronds flapping wildly as if in rebellion.

      “Need a hand, Tom?” I slow my jog, unable to suppress a grin at his losing battle.

      “Absolutely not,” Tom insists stubbornly, wrestling to regain control. “Completely under control.”

      The fern promptly spills dirt all over his feet. Tom sighs, throwing me a helpless look.

      “Under control, huh?” I tease.

      “You know how I love a challenge,” Tom mutters dryly, brushing dirt from his apron.

      Laughing, I pick up speed again, nearing Lucas’ Coffee Shop. A familiar sense of comfort spreads through me. As I enter, the bell above the door rings, and I’m immediately enveloped by the rich scent of brewing coffee.

      “Ethan! Right on schedule,” Lucas greets from behind the counter, already reaching for my favorite mug — a chipped black one with a questionable caffeine slogan.

      “Am I really that predictable?” I joke, sliding onto a barstool and savoring the warmth radiating from the cup Lucas places before me.

      “If you ever miss your morning coffee, we’ll call a search party,” Lucas says dryly, wiping down the counter swiftly.

      I chuckle, taking a deep, satisfying sip. “Quiet today, huh?”

      “Just the way we like it,” Lucas replies, leaning casually against the espresso machine. “No complaints about almond milk shortages or gluten-free muffins.”

      “Exactly. No chaos, just us.”

      As if summoned by the mention of chaos, the bell rings again and Claire bursts in, her yoga mat poking comically from her bag, knocking into chairs as she navigates clumsily through the café.

      “Sorry... sorry,” she whispers, wincing each time she collides with furniture.

      “Morning, Claire.” Lucas laughs. “Usual?”

      “Double espresso,” she groans, collapsing onto the stool beside me. “Yoga’s supposed to calm you, right? I feel like I was attacked by a pretzel monster.”

      “Sounds incredibly relaxing,” I say, trying to hide my amusement.

      “You mock now, Ethan,” Claire warns, wagging a finger playfully, “but someday you’ll embrace the zen.”

      “He’s allergic to zen,” Lucas interjects, placing Claire’s espresso in front of her.

      “Exactly,” I agree emphatically. “Running is my meditation.”

      Claire rolls her eyes, sipping her espresso cautiously. “Honestly, Ethan, you might benefit from something new. Like pottery. Or knitting.”

      Lucas nods sagely. “Yes, I can see Ethan knitting scarves for all of us and wrapping them up for Christmas.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll stick to coffee and mocking yoga from afar,” I reply dryly.

      The shop’s phone rings loudly before Claire can launch another persuasive argument. Lucas sighs, throwing us a mock-weary glance as he moves to answer it.

      “Seriously, Ethan,” Claire starts again, leaning in conspiratorially. “Have you ever wondered if maybe all this running…”

      The door opens abruptly, the bell ringing brightly, cutting Claire off mid-sentence. Mia⁠* steps into the coffee shop.

      “Morning, Mia,” Lucas calls, glancing up from the phone and giving her a decently welcoming smile.

      Mia looks up, returning Lucas’ greeting before her eyes drift over to where Claire and I are seated. She offers a big wave, her smile reaching her eyes. “Morning guys. Back from your run, Ethan? Enjoying the quiet, post-tourist season?”

      “It’s heaven!”

      “What brings you out so early?” Claire asks, curiosity practically glowing in her voice.

      Mia holds up the bag sheepishly. “Just grabbing pastries before opening the bookstore.”

      “Can’t go wrong starting your day with pastries,” Lucas confirms, returning from the phone call and moving swiftly behind the counter. “But I’m biased.”

      Claire chuckles softly. “You can trust Lucas on cinnamon rolls. It’s the only thing he gets right!”

      Lucas scoffs and tries to deflect. “How’s the bookstore doing now that tourist season is over?”

      “I can’t complain. Locals are avid readers. And I’ve been sneaking in some writing here and there in lull times.” Mia’s smile lights up the room, the same way it always does when she talks about her bookstore.

      “Sounds exciting,” I say, enjoying Mia’s enthusiasm.

      “It’s as if you love unboxing endless stacks of fantasy novels. Or if you have an unhealthy relationship with packing tape.”

      “Well,” Lucas says theatrically, sliding Mia her coffee across the counter. “May your coffee be strong and your tape cooperative.”

      “Thanks, Lucas,” Mia says, turning towards the door. “See you around, Claire?”

      “Sure thing!” Claire replies, waving.

      “Say hi to Oliver⁠* for me,” I add.

      As I’m about to finish my coffee and leave, the door swings open with a gentle chime and my eyes reflexively glance upward. A woman I’ve never seen before steps inside, pausing briefly as if deciding whether she belongs. Immediately, all coherent thought evaporates.

      She’s striking in an effortless way. A low, treacherous thrum kicks in behind my ribs — the same flutter I get right before the starting gun of a race. My hand tightens around the mug, heat biting my palm, but I can’t force myself to look away.

      Her auburn hair falls in loose waves, shining like threads of copper in the afternoon sun. And then there are those hips. They sway gently when she moves, a natural rhythm that makes it impossible for me to look away. There’s a confidence about her, a quiet self-assurance that radiates from across the room. She’s strikingly voluptuous, all soft curves and gentle lines. Something magnetic in that poised grace leaves me a little spellbound, wondering what it might be like to share a conversation — or even a moment — caught in her orbit.

      She surveys the coffee shop with curious eyes. Her lips part slightly as she reads the chalkboard menu behind Lucas, unaware of how she instantly captures my attention.

      I grip my mug tightly, suddenly feeling foolishly self-conscious. Claire says something to Lucas, but their words blur into white noise as my focus remains firmly on the new arrival. She’s wearing a loose sweater, sleeves pushed casually up to her elbows.

      I’m unreasonably intrigued.

      She moves gracefully to the counter, and Lucas offers her a friendly smile. “Morning! Welcome.”

      “Good morning,” she replies, her voice smooth yet filled with subtle humor. “My Aunt Sage sent me. She cannot be bothered to have coffee on hand.”

      Lucas chuckles, nodding knowingly. “Ah, yes, Sage and her aversion to coffee – what does she say?”

      “That it enhances anxiety!”

      They both laugh.

      “That’s it! Any preference?”

      She tilts her head thoughtfully, studying the options as if each drink holds profound life implications. “Something strong enough to survive existential crisis?”

      “Coming right up,” Lucas laughs, already busy preparing her coffee. “Take a seat and I’ll deliver your lifeline shortly.”

      She nods appreciatively, turning slightly toward the seating area and scanning for an open table. From the corner of my eye, I watch as she settles into a table by the window.

      “Earth to Ethan,” Claire whispers loudly, nudging my shoulder with exaggerated amusement. “Do we need to reboot your system or something?”

      “What?” I startle slightly, nearly spilling my coffee. Claire laughs, shaking her head knowingly.

      “Looks like Bluewater Cove just got a little more interesting.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I mumble unconvincingly, stealing another glance at the woman by the window. Her brow is furrowed lightly as she scribbles into her notebook, completely absorbed. My unbidden curiosity grows, and my stubborn gaze stays fixed on her, completely intrigued.

      “Sure you don’t,” Claire says slyly, clearly unconvinced. “Maybe you should introduce yourself.”

      “And say what exactly?” I reply, my voice low and skeptical.

      Claire shrugs nonchalantly. “How about ‘Hi, welcome to Bluewater Cove, please never leave.’ Too forward?”

      “Just a bit,” I mutter, rolling my eyes, though part of me wonders if Claire is right. Maybe saying hello wouldn’t hurt.

      Before I can gather my courage, Lucas approaches the woman’s table, delivering her coffee with his usual charm he reserves for strangers and special occasions. She thanks him softly, her smile lighting up her face in a way that makes my breath hitch. I realize with a sinking feeling that I’m completely out of my depth.

      “Definitely more interesting,” Claire whispers smugly beside me.

      I can’t argue with her. Somehow, Bluewater Cove feels a whole lot brighter this morning.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * Meet Mia in Love Notes in the Margins

          

          * Meet Oliver in Love Notes in the Margins

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            STUMBLE WITH FLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia

      I wrap my hands around the warm coffee cup, taking a slow, deliberate sip. The rich, bittersweet taste dances across my tongue, waking me up in ways that Sage’s herbal tea definitely couldn’t. I inhale deeply, savoring the rich aroma, feeling the caffeine gently nudge away the lingering fatigue from my spontaneous escape.

      My eyes drift lazily around the coffee shop, absorbing the quaint charm. It’s exactly what I need right now: caffeine to recharge before heading to Sage’s beach house. As I lift my cup again, I gaze at a tall figure leaning casually against the counter.

      My breath hitches slightly. How did I miss him earlier?

      He’s tall and lean but athletic, dressed in understated running clothes. Tousled brown hair catches the early sunlight streaming through the windows, highlighting streaks of honey gold. He must be in his late thirties, at most.

      How unfortunate for me.

      He’s holding a coffee mug but definitely not paying attention to his drink. Instead, his eyes — clear, focused, and unnervingly attractive — are fixed directly on me.

      Heat rushes to my cheeks. I quickly glance away, my heart suddenly thumping loud enough I’m convinced the entire café can hear it.

      “Subtle, Sophia,” I mumble quietly into my coffee.

      I see him straighten from the corner of my eye. Suddenly, he moves toward me, confident at first but abruptly stumbling as his sneaker catches on a loose tile. His arms flail wildly as he tries to catch himself, eyes wide in shock and embarrassment.

      “Oh my gosh!”

      I instinctively jump up, arms outstretched, but he regains balance at the last second, narrowly avoiding a catastrophic collision. Instead, he lands awkwardly beside my table, cheeks flushed bright red. The entire coffee shop goes suspiciously quiet.

      “Are you —?”

      “I’m fine! Totally fine!” he blurts quickly, laughing awkwardly. “Nothing bruised but my ego. And possibly my knee.”

      I laugh softly, instantly relaxing at his easy charm despite the chaos of his arrival. “Well, if you need ice, I imagine there should be some in the back.”

      He smells of early fall and coffee; the combination closes the distance faster than his apology, and for one dizzy second, I wonder whether he can hear my pulse banging in my ears.

      He shakes his head, grinning sheepishly. “I’m Ethan. Clearly, gracefulness is my superpower.”

      I smile. “Sophia. Professional coffee drinker, and apparently a magnet for dramatic entrances.”

      He laughs again, tension melting from his shoulders. He glances toward the empty chair across from me, hesitating.

      “Would you like to sit?” I offer, waving toward the seat invitingly.

      “Yes, thanks,” he says gratefully, settling across from me with a relieved sigh. “Standing seems to be risky business for me today.”

      “Maybe you should stick to safer hobbies.”

      He chuckles softly, running a hand through his hair. “Good advice. Though usually I’m less clumsy, I promise.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” I joke, taking another slow sip of coffee. The ease between us surprises me — pleasant, comfortable, and thrilling. Certainly unexpected.

      “So, you’re Sage’s niece?” He lifts an eyebrow curiously.

      “Wait, how did you —?”

      “Oh,” he interrupts quickly, his cheeks flushing slightly. “I overheard you telling Lucas when you ordered. But just so you know, small-town gossip travels faster than Wi-Fi.”

      I laugh openly at that. “Yeah, that sounds about right. Sage always warned me that there are no secrets here.”

      “None at all. But it’s not all bad. Sometimes, people knowing your business means they actually care.”

      “Speaking from experience?”

      He shrugs, eyes sparkling with mischief. “Let’s just say I’ve had plenty of dramatic entrances.”

      “More dramatic than today’s?”

      “Oh, today’s performance definitely ranks in my top three,” he admits with an exaggerated grimace.

      I giggle softly, a fluttering warmth spreading through me. It’s easy with him — easy to laugh, easy to talk.

      He leans forward slightly and gazes thoughtfully yet playfully. “So, Sophia, what brings you to our little corner? And out of tourist season, no less!”

      I grin, shaking my head lightly. “I’m on a bit of a spontaneous journey. You know, soul-searching, existential crises — the usual.”

      “Ah. The classic mid-life adventure. But you seem too young for that!”

      Our eyes meet again, lingering this time. His gaze feels inviting and curious, stirring something unexpected in my chest. What can I say to that? I’m too old for you?

      He notices my hesitation. “Ok, what do
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