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Chapter 1: Petals and Ashes 

April — Asheville, North Carolina

The morning light arrived bruised and gray through the shop windows, softening the edges of buckets brimming with peonies and garden roses. Freya Clarke had been awake since five, her hands already pruned from cutting stems and stripping thorns, the familiar ache settling into the base of her spine like an old acquaintance who refused to leave.

She wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist and stepped back to admire the window display. Coral charm peonies nestled against blush-colored vendela roses, accented with sprigs of silver dollar eucalyptus. A wedding order for Saturday. The bride had cried on the phone last week, frantic about the florist who had canceled last minute. Freya had listened, said little, and then quietly rearranged her entire schedule.

That was what she did. Listened. Fixed. Accommodated.

The brass bell above the door chimed at quarter past nine. Mrs. Albright from three doors down shuffled in, her orthopedic shoes squeaking on the worn pine floorboards.

"Morning, Freya. You're here early as always."

"Old habits." Freya smiled, reaching for the woman's usual — a small bunch of lavender wrapped in brown paper. "How's the sciatica?"

"Better some days. Worse on Tuesdays." Mrs. Albright counted out crumpled bills from a change purse. "Saw your Cormac at The Grey Eagle last night. Again."

Freya's smile didn't falter. She tied a piece of kitchen twine around the lavender stems with practiced precision. "He likes their wings."

Mrs. Albright's mouth pressed into a thin line, but she said nothing more. She took her lavender, squeezed Freya's hand once — a small, firm pressure — and left. The bell chimed again, and the shop fell back into its morning quiet.

Freya let her shoulders drop. Just slightly. Just for a moment.

The afternoon brought a steady trickle of customers. A young woman buying alstroemeria for her roommate's birthday. An older gentleman selecting a single white orchid for his wife's grave — Freya didn't charge him. A harried mother dragging two toddlers, desperate for something cheerful after a sleepless night with a teething baby. Freya gave the children each a leftover rose petal from the trimming bucket and watched their faces transform.

By three o'clock, the rain started. Not the gentle mountain mist Asheville was known for, but a hard, honest downpour that drummed against the corrugated metal awning and sent pedestrians ducking into doorways.

Freya was restocking the cooler when she heard the bell.

"Be right there," she called, wiping her hands on her apron.

She stepped through the curtain of hanging glass beads that separated the back workroom from the front of the shop.

He stood just inside the doorway, shaking rainwater from his jacket, a backpack slung over one shoulder. Young. Early twenties, maybe. Dark skin glistening with moisture, close-cropped hair beaded with droplets. He was tall — she noticed that first — with the kind of build that suggested he moved his body regularly, purposefully. His eyes swept the shop with quiet attention, taking in the buckets, the display fridge, the hand-painted sign above the register that read Clarke's Blossoms — Est. 2003.

"Sorry for the mess," he said, gesturing at the water pooling around his feet. His voice was low, measured. "I didn't expect it to start so suddenly."

Freya reached under the counter for the rag she kept for such occasions. "Don't worry about it. Happens all the time. Can I help you find something?"

He hesitated. Not nervously, she thought. More like a man choosing his words carefully.

"Actually, I saw the help wanted sign in the window." He nodded toward the small card she'd taped there three weeks ago, faded and curling at the edges. "I'm looking for work. Part-time. Whatever you need."

Freya studied him. Most students who wandered in asking for work didn't last a week. They couldn't handle the early mornings, the thorns, the heavy lifting, the elderly customers who needed patience and the brides who needed something closer to therapy. She'd learned to say no quickly.

But something about the way he stood — not slouching, not posturing, just present — made her pause.

"You a student?"

"University. Botany. Well, plant biology, technically, but it amounts to the same thing." A small smile. "My grandmother would say I'm studying to be a professional weed-puller."

Freya felt the corner of her mouth twitch. "Where's home?"

"Originally? Atlanta. But I've been here since freshman year. Three years now."

"So you know the area."

"I know the Blue Ridge Parkway. I know the arboretum. And I know that your shop has the best window display on this block. I walk past it every Tuesday and Thursday."

Freya blinked. That was specific.

"You pay attention," she said.

"I pay attention to things that are well done."

The rain drummed harder against the awning. Inside the shop, the air smelled of wet earth and freesia. Freya found herself crossing her arms, then uncrossing them, unsure why she felt suddenly aware of her own posture.

"The job isn't glamorous," she said. "Mornings start at six. There's lifting. There's cleaning. There's customer service that sometimes feels like marriage counseling. The pay is fair but not generous."

"I'm not looking for glamour."

"What's your name?"

"Theron. Theron Adewale."

She tested it silently. Unusual. Strong.

"I'm Freya Clarke."

"It's nice to meet you, Ms. Clarke."

"Just Freya."

He nodded, and something in his expression shifted — a small softening around his eyes that she couldn't quite name.

They talked for another fifteen minutes. She asked about his class schedule, his previous work experience (a summer at a nursery in Decatur, two semesters helping maintain the university greenhouses), his availability. He answered everything directly, without the performative eagerness she usually got from student applicants.

When she asked why he wanted to work at a flower shop specifically, he said: "Because plants don't lie. If you pay attention, they tell you exactly what they need. I like that. And I like being around people who also pay attention."

Freya thought about her sons, who had never once asked her what she needed. About her husband, who paid attention only to the level of whiskey in his glass.

"You're hired," she said. "Tuesdays and Thursdays, four to close. Saturdays, nine to three. We'll add more hours in the summer if you want them."

"Thank you." He extended his hand across the counter, and she took it. His palm was warm, callused in a way that surprised her — not a student's hand, but a working one. The grip was firm, brief, professional.

She pulled back first.

"Can you start Thursday?"

"I'll be here."

He turned to leave, then paused at the door. The rain had softened to a drizzle, and through the glass she could see the sky beginning to break apart, threads of gold pushing through the gray.

"For what it's worth," he said, not quite looking at her, "I think the shop suits you."

Before she could respond, he was gone, the bell chiming behind him.

Freya stood at the counter for a long moment, her hand still slightly tingling from the handshake. Then she shook her head at herself and went back to trimming stems.

At six o'clock, she locked the door and counted the register. A good day. Not great, but solid. She tucked the cash into the small safe bolted beneath the counter and pulled the velvet rope across the cooler.

The rain had stopped completely now, leaving the streets slick and glistening under the streetlamps. She walked the two blocks to her car — a faded blue Honda CRV with a cracked bumper and a backseat full of empty pots and soil bags — and drove home.

The house sat at the end of a cul-de-sac in North Asheville, a split-level from the seventies with peeling shutters and a driveway stained with oil. No lights on in the front windows. That was never a good sign.

She found Cormac in the recliner, the television flickering silently, a half-empty bottle of Jameson on the side table. He didn't look up when she came in.

"Hey," she said.

He grunted.

"The shop was busy today."

Another grunt.

Freya walked to the kitchen, stepping over a pile of shoes and newspapers. The sink was full of dishes. The trash hadn't been taken out. She could hear Declan's video game gunfire through the wall, Ronan's door closed and silent as always.

She stood in the middle of the kitchen, the fluorescent light buzzing overhead, and felt something she'd felt a thousand times before. Not anger anymore. Not even disappointment. Just a hollow sort of fatigue that had settled into her bones so deeply she wasn't sure she'd recognize herself without it.

She started the dishes.

Later — much later, after she'd made Cormac microwave macaroni and taken him a glass of water he wouldn't drink, after she'd knocked on Declan's door to remind him to eat something, after she'd left a plate outside Ronan's room because it was easier than a fight — Freya sat on the back porch steps.

The air was cool and clean from the rain. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. The mountains rose dark against a sky beginning to show stars.

She thought about the young man in her shop today. The way he'd looked at the flowers like they mattered. The way he'd said her shop suited her, as if she and the flowers were the same thing.

Because plants don't lie.

Freya wrapped her arms around her knees and watched the night settle over the Blue Ridge. For the first time in a long time, she wondered what it might feel like to have someone pay attention to her.

The thought scared her.

She went inside, locked the door, and climbed into bed beside Cormac's snoring form. Tomorrow she'd be up at five. Tomorrow she'd do it all again.

But Thursday — Thursday, someone new would walk through the door.

She closed her eyes and waited for sleep to take her somewhere else.

Chapter 2: The Weight of Stems 

April — Three Days Later 

Theron arrived at five minutes to four, wearing a dark gray henley and work boots that looked like they'd seen genuine use. Freya noticed the boots first — proper footwear, not the sneakers most students wore. She noticed his posture second. Straight without being stiff, attentive without being anxious. 

She'd spent the morning second-guessing her decision. Hiring someone meant training someone. Training someone meant trusting them with her buckets, her cooler, her regulars who had very specific opinions about how their hydrangeas should be wrapped. The last part-timer had lasted six weeks before deciding that four a.m. rose deliveries were beneath his creative ambitions. 

But Theron Adewale stood in her doorway with the late afternoon light behind him, and something about his stillness made her think he might stay. 

"Right on time," she said, hanging her apron over her head. 

"I was raised to believe early is on time, and on time is late." 

"Your mother teach you that?" 

"My father. He's a deacon. Punctuality is next to godliness in his book." 

Freya smiled and handed him a second apron from the hook by the register. "Welcome to Clarke's Blossoms. The cooler is through those beads. The bathroom is in the back past the shelving. The coffee maker is older than you and requires violence to operate." 

Theron tied the apron around his waist, adjusting the strap until it sat right. "Noted. Where do you want me first?" 

She started him simple. Trimming. Striping. The basic mechanics of preparing flowers for the cooler. He handled the shears like someone who'd held them before — not fumbling, not over-cautious. Just efficient. 

"You've done this," she said, watching him strip thorns from a rose stem with quick, confident movements. 

"Nursery work. Roses were our biggest seller in spring." 

"Atlanta?" 

"Decatur, yeah. My aunt's place. She grows mostly natives now, but back then she did a lot of cut flowers for the farmers market." 

Freya leaned against the worktable, arms crossed. "So you know about the early mornings." 

"I know about the early mornings, the late nights when the coolers fail, and the customers who want to return flowers because they 'just don't feel right.'" He glanced up, a hint of something wry in his expression. "My aunt says people buy feelings, not plants. She says that's why florists need theology degrees." 

"Your aunt sounds wise." 

"She's something." He returned to the roses. "She's also the reason I'm in botany. Said someone in the family needed to learn the science behind all the feelings." 

The shop was quiet. The lunch rush had faded, and the after-work crowd wouldn't arrive for another hour. Freya found herself watching his hands as he worked — the economy of his movements, the way his fingers knew exactly where to grip without hesitation. 

She looked away. Picked up a bundle of dusty miller and began trimming the yellowed leaves. 

"Tell me about your sons," Theron said after a moment. Not prying. Just conversational. 

Freya's scissors paused. "What about them?" 

"You mentioned them during the interview. Older two, right?" 

"Twenty-nine and twenty-three." She resumed trimming. "Declan and Ronan. They live at home. They're... finding their way." 

Theron didn't press. He simply nodded and reached for another rose. The silence that followed wasn't uncomfortable, but it was heavy in a way Freya hadn't expected. Most people didn't ask about her sons. Most people already knew the neighborhood gossip — that the Clarke boys were layabouts, that their mother worked herself raw while they played video games and slept past noon. 

"You don't have to say anything," Theron said quietly. "I was just making conversation." 

Freya set down her scissors. "They're good boys. They just... haven't figured it out yet." 

She heard how it sounded. Defensive. Tired. The same words she'd been saying for years, wearing them smooth as river stones. 

Theron said nothing. Just kept working. 

At five-thirty, a woman came in for a sympathy arrangement. Her mother had died that morning — cancer, long battle, ready for it but not ready for it. Freya recognized the glazed look in her eyes, the way her hands trembled slightly as she pointed at white lilies. 

"I don't know what I'm doing," the woman said. "I just thought flowers might help." 

Freya came around the counter and put a hand on her arm. "They won't fix anything. But they remind people that someone else is hurting with them. That matters." 

The woman's face crumpled. Just for a second. Then she nodded, swallowed, and let Freya guide her through the options. 

Theron hung back, quietly restocking the bucket of alstroemeria. But Freya caught him watching — not staring, just present. When the woman finally left, clutching a wrapped bundle of white roses and eucalyptus, Theron said: 

"You're good at that." 

"At what?" 

"That. The thing where you make someone feel less alone without promising something you can't deliver." 

Freya tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "It's just listening." 

"No." He shook his head. "It's not just listening. It's knowing what to do with what you hear. That's different." 

The shop bell chimed — another customer, this one a man buying a birthday bouquet for his wife. Freya moved to help him, and the moment passed. But something about it stayed with her, a small warmth lodged between her ribs. 

At seven o'clock, Freya sent Theron home. He'd stayed later than scheduled, helping her break down boxes and sweep the floor without being asked. 

"You don't have to do that," she'd said, watching him push the broom across the pine boards. 

"I don't mind. My apartment is quiet. This is better." 

His apartment. She hadn't asked where he lived. Student housing, probably. Something small and temporary. 

"Thursday again?" he asked, hanging his apron on the hook. 

"Thursday again. Four o'clock." 

He paused at the door, the evening light catching the side of his face. "Freya?" 

"Yes?" 

"That woman. The one with her mother. You gave her the white roses at cost, didn't you?" 

Freya felt her cheeks warm. "That's none of your business." 

"I know." He smiled — a real smile, not the polite one from earlier. "I just wanted to say I noticed." 

Then he was gone, the bell chiming behind him. 

Freya locked the door and leaned against the frame. The shop smelled like freesia and wet soil and something else she couldn't name. She pressed her palm flat against her chest, where the warmth still lingered. 

I just wanted to say I noticed. 

No one noticed. Not Cormac. Not her sons. Not the neighbors who whispered about her behind their hands. 

She closed the shop at eight, drove home through the gathering dark, and found Cormac in the same recliner, the same bottle, the same silence. 

She made dinner. She did the dishes. She went to bed. 

But before she fell asleep, she thought about a young man with callused hands and a quiet voice, who paid attention to things that were well done. 

And for just a moment, she let herself wonder what it would feel like to be one of those things. 

Three Days Later — Sunday Morning 

Freya didn't usually work Sundays. The shop was closed, and she tried to keep one day for herself — for laundry, for grocery shopping, for the small domestic chores that accumulated like dust no matter how often she swept. 

But the wedding order was larger than she'd anticipated, and the bride had called at seven a.m. in tears about centerpieces. So Freya found herself at the shop anyway, the morning sun streaming through the windows as she wired roses into clusters. 

The knock startled her. 

Through the glass, she saw Theron's silhouette. She unlocked the door, frowning. 

"I thought you didn't work Sundays." 

"I don't." He held up a paper bag. "But I was walking to the café and saw your car. Thought you might want company. And a croissant." 

Freya stared at him. "You brought me a croissant." 

"And coffee. The woman at the counter asked if you were my mother. I said no, you were my boss. She said to tell you the coffee is on her because you let her exchange those lilies last month even though she'd lost the receipt." 

Freya took the bag. The coffee was still warm. The croissant was wrapped in wax paper, already leaving grease spots. 

"You walked twenty minutes out of your way," she said. 

"Twenty-two, actually." He stepped inside without waiting for an invitation. "Where do you want me?" 

"You're not even clocking in." 

"So?" 

Freya set the coffee on the worktable and looked at him. He was wearing a plain white t-shirt and gray sweatpants, his hair still slightly damp from a shower. He looked younger like this. Softer. And something about that softness made her chest ache. 

"Sit down," she said finally. "If you're going to stay, at least sit." 

He pulled up a stool and watched her work. She expected silence, but instead he asked questions — about the flowers, about the wedding, about how she'd learned to arrange. She found herself talking more than she usually did, her hands moving automatically while her voice filled the space between them. 

By the time she finished the centerpieces, the croissant was gone and the coffee was cold. 

"I should go," Theron said, standing. "You've got things to do." 

"I've got things to do every day." 

He looked at her then — really looked, not the quick glance of a student checking in with a boss, but something slower and more deliberate. His eyes traveled from her face to her hands and back again, as if he were memorizing something. 

"See you Tuesday," he said. 

"Tuesday." 

He left. The bell chimed. 

Freya stood in the middle of her shop, surrounded by roses and ribbon, and realized she was smiling. 

She couldn't remember the last time that had happened without effort. 

Chapter 3: The Taste of Summer 

May — Six Weeks Later 

The routine settled between them like a second skin. 

Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, Saturday mornings. Theron arrived on time, tied his apron, and moved through the shop with an efficiency that made Freya's work lighter without making her feel replaced. He learned her regulars' names within the first week — Mrs. Albright's lavender, Mr. Chen's weekly orchid for his wife's altar, the young man who bought sunflowers every Friday for a girlfriend who never came in with him. 

He learned her systems, too. Which flowers went in which cooler section. Which suppliers delivered on which days. Which customers needed silence and which needed chatter. 

By the third week, Freya stopped double-checking his work. 

By the fourth week, she stopped noticing she'd stopped. 

One Tuesday in mid-May, the humidity arrived like an unwanted houseguest — thick, clinging, impossible to ignore. The shop's air conditioner labored against it, pushing out cool air that felt barely cooler than the air outside. 

Freya had opened that morning at six, as always. By noon, she'd already made four deliveries, handled two walk-in consultations, and argued with a supplier who'd sent the wrong color hydrangeas. Again. 

She was on her third cup of coffee and her second wave of exhaustion when the bell chimed at four-fifteen. 

Theron walked in carrying two paper cups. 

"You look terrible," he said. 

"Thank you." 

"That came out wrong." He set one cup in front of her. "You look tired. There's a difference." 

Freya peeled back the lid. Iced coffee, heavy on the cream, exactly how she took it. She hadn't told him how she took it. 

"How did you know?" 

"The first week you sent me to the café for your lunch order. You said 'coffee, cream, two sugars' while you were counting the register. You didn't even look up." 

She stared at him. "That was five weeks ago." 

"I pay attention." 

He said it casually, already turning toward the cooler to check the inventory. But Freya sat behind the counter with her iced coffee and felt something shift in her chest — small, like a pebble dropping into still water. 

The afternoon passed slowly. A steady stream of customers, mostly women buying Mother's Day leftovers on sale. Theron handled the register while Freya arranged a sympathy spray for a funeral the next morning. 

At six, the rush ended. The shop fell quiet except for the hum of the cooler and the distant sound of traffic on Merrimon Avenue. 

Theron emerged from the back room carrying a small cardboard box. "These were in the corner. Are they dead or waiting for something?" 

Freya glanced up. "Waiting. Ranunculus corms. I ordered them for fall planting but they came early." 

"What variety?" 

"Picotee. White with purple edges." 

He opened the box and examined the corms with the focus of a jeweler studying gems. "These are good stock. Where do you source?" 

"Small farm outside Hendersonville. Woman named Patricia. She's been growing since before I opened this place." 

Theron closed the box carefully, handling it like something precious. "You ever think about growing your own? For the shop, I mean. Instead of buying everything wholesale?" 

Freya set down her shears. "I've thought about it. But that's land I don't have, time I don't have, and help I don't have." 

"You have help now." 

The words hung in the air between them. Freya looked at him — really looked, the way she'd been avoiding for weeks. He was twenty-one years old. He was younger than her youngest son. He stood in her flower shop with dirt under his fingernails and a genuine curiosity in his eyes, and he was offering her something she hadn't had in years. 

Partnership. Not the word she would have used. But close. 

"I'll think about it," she said. 

Theron nodded and returned to the ranunculus, and Freya went back to her sympathy spray. But something had changed. She could feel it, a new frequency humming beneath the surface of their ordinary afternoon. 

At closing time, she locked the door and counted the register while Theron swept the floor. They worked in companionable silence, the way they always did now. 

"Freya?" 

"Mm?" 

"My summer break starts in three weeks. I was thinking — if you need the help — I could work full-time for a couple months. Before I go see my parents in July." 

Freya's fingers paused over the cash drawer. Full-time. Every day. Morning to evening. 

"I'd pay you more, of course," she said carefully. 

"I wasn't asking for more money." 

"Then what were you asking for?" 

He leaned the broom against the wall and crossed his arms. The movement pulled his henley tight across his chest, and Freya's gaze caught there for half a second before she looked away. 

"Time," he said. "I like it here. I like the work. And I think —" He stopped, seemed to reconsider his words. "I think you could use someone who shows up." 

Someone who shows up. 

Cormac hadn't shown up for anything in years. Declan and Ronan showed up for meals and little else. Freya had built her life around people who took and took and never asked what she needed. 

And here was this boy — this man — standing in her shop, asking for nothing except the chance to work. 

"Full-time starts June first," she said. "Eight to six. I'll pack lunch." 

Theron smiled. Not the polite smile from their first meeting, but something warmer. Something that reached his eyes. 

"I'll be here." 

That night, Freya drove home through the humid darkness, the windows down and her hair whipping around her face. The Blue Ridge Parkway ribboned through the mountains to her left, invisible except for the occasional glow of headlights. 

She thought about the way Theron had said I pay attention. She thought about the way he'd brought her coffee without being asked, the way he'd noticed her exhaustion before she'd admitted it to herself. 

She thought about the way her stomach had flipped when he'd crossed his arms. 

Stop it, she told herself. He's a kid. He's an employee. He's — 

He was standing in her shop, being kind, and she was so starved for kindness that she was reading things into it that weren't there. 

She pulled into the driveway and sat in the car for a long moment. The house was dark except for the blue flicker of Declan's television in the basement window. 

When she finally went inside, Cormac was asleep in the recliner, the bottle of Jameson empty on the floor beside him. She pulled a blanket over him — he'd be angry if he woke up cold — and walked past the sink full of dishes, the overflowing trash, the mail piled on the counter like a monument to neglect. 

In her bedroom, she closed the door and leaned against it. 

Her reflection stared back at her from the dresser mirror. Forty-nine years old. Lines around her eyes that hadn't been there five years ago. Hands roughened by thorns and soil. A body that had birthed two sons and buried her parents and held her marriage together with nothing but stubbornness and hope. 

She didn't feel forty-nine. She felt ancient. She felt invisible. 

I pay attention. 

Freya turned away from the mirror and climbed into bed. 

She didn't sleep for a long time. 

Saturday — Two Weeks Later 

The farmers market was chaos. 

Freya had a booth there every other Saturday, selling bouquets and potted plants alongside the vegetable farmers and honey vendors. Normally she worked it alone, juggling customers and cash and the constant threat of wilting. 

Today, Theron was with her. 

He'd arrived at her shop at five-thirty in the morning, still half-asleep, a thermos of coffee in one hand and a bag of bagels in the other. She'd looked at him standing in the pre-dawn light and felt something catch in her throat. 

"You didn't have to bring breakfast," she'd said. 

"You didn't have to hire me. Yet here we are." 

Now, at nine-thirty, the market was in full swing. Freya handled the customers while Theron kept the display looking fresh, swapping out wilting blooms and spritzing the hydrangeas with water. 

"You're good at this," she said during a brief lull. 

"I'm good at following instructions." 

"No." She shook her head. "You're good at anticipating. There's a difference." 

He was arranging a bucket of zinnias, his back half-turned to her. She watched his shoulders shift under his t-shirt, the way his spine curved as he bent over the flowers. 

He's younger than Ronan, she reminded herself. 

But Ronan had never carried a fifty-pound bag of potting soil without being asked. Ronan had never shown up at dawn with breakfast and coffee. Ronan had never looked at her the way Theron looked at flowers — like they mattered, like they were worth his full attention. 

A customer approached, and Freya turned away from Theron's back, pushing the thought down where it couldn't find her. 

At noon, the market slowed. Theron volunteered to watch the booth while Freya walked the aisles, buying tomatoes from Maria and bread from the sourdough man and a small wheel of goat cheese from the woman who always asked about Cormac's drinking. 

When she returned, Theron had rearranged the entire display. 

"Tell me if you hate it," he said. 

She didn't hate it. She loved it. He'd grouped the flowers by color instead of variety — a gradient from pale cream to deep purple that drew the eye like a painting. 

"How did you —" 

"Color theory. Botany is mostly chemistry, but the art part is color theory." He shrugged, suddenly self-conscious. "My aunt taught me." 

Freya touched the edge of a peony, soft as skin. "It's beautiful." 

Theron looked at her then, and something passed between them — quick as a heartbeat, gone before she could name it. 

"Thanks," he said quietly. 

They closed the booth at two, loaded the van, and drove back to the shop in silence. Not an uncomfortable silence, but a tired one — the kind that came from good work and shared effort. 

Freya parked in the alley behind the shop and killed the engine. 

"Thank you," she said. "For today. For the last two months. For —" She gestured vaguely, unable to find the words. 

Theron unfastened his seatbelt and turned to face her. The van was small, and suddenly the space between them felt smaller. 

"You don't have to thank me," he said. "I like working with you." 

"Even though I'm old enough to be your mother?" 

The words came out sharper than she intended, a defense mechanism disguised as a joke. 

Theron didn't laugh. He looked at her — that slow, deliberate look she'd noticed more and more often — and said: "You're not my mother. You're not anyone's mother when you're in the shop. You're just Freya. And Freya is —" 

He stopped. 

"Is what?" 

He shook his head and opened his door. "Nothing. Forget I said anything." 

He climbed out of the van and walked toward the shop's back entrance, leaving Freya sitting in the driver's seat with her heart pounding and her mind spinning. 

Freya is — 

She didn't know how the sentence ended. But she wanted to. 

She wanted to very much. 

Chapter 4: The Space Between 

June — First Week of Summer 

The heat arrived like a held breath finally released. 

June in Asheville meant humidity that curled hair and wilted resolve, but Freya had learned to work through it decades ago. She moved through the shop with the economy of someone who had no energy to waste, her floral-print dress sticking to the small of her back by nine in the morning. 

Theron had started his full-time hours three days ago. Eight until six, Tuesday through Saturday, with a lunch break that he usually spent sitting on the back steps reading botany journals or helping her repot the orchids that had outgrown their containers. 

She'd stopped asking why he chose to spend his free time with her. She'd started simply accepting it. 

Today, the shop was quieter than usual. The wedding season rush had temporarily eased, and the afternoon stretched before them like a lazy river — slow, warm, full of potential. 

"I'm going to the back to check the inventory," Freya said around two o'clock. "Can you handle the front?" 

"Always." 

She walked through the beaded curtain and into the workroom, then out the back door into the garden. 

The garden behind the shop was Freya's secret pride. 

Most customers never saw it. It was hidden behind a wooden fence painted the color of faded sage, accessible only through the shop's back door or the alley gate. Inside, a small patch of heaven: raised beds overflowing with peonies and delphiniums, a gravel path lined with lavender, and at the center, a weathered garden shed that had been there since before she bought the property. 

The shed was her sanctuary. Inside, she kept extra supplies — pots, soil, fertilizer, a small refrigerator for flower food — but also a folding chair, a stack of old gardening magazines, and a portable fan that barely worked. On hot afternoons, she sometimes sat in the doorway with her feet in the gravel and pretended she was somewhere else. 

Today, she was supposed to be counting inventory. Instead, she stood in the middle of the garden, hands on her hips, and simply breathed. 

The lavender was in full bloom, releasing its calming scent into the heavy air. Bees moved lazily between the delphiniums. Somewhere nearby, a lawnmower droned. 

"Freya?" 

She turned. Theron stood in the back doorway, his apron half-untied. 

"Customer?" 

"No." He stepped outside, letting the door close behind him. "I just — I wanted to see this. You talk about it all the time, but I've never actually been back here." 

Freya looked around at her garden — her secret, her sanctuary — and felt suddenly exposed. "It's not much." 

"It's everything." 

He walked past her onto the gravel path, his boots crunching softly. He stopped beside the lavender, closed his eyes, and inhaled. 

"My aunt would lose her mind over this," he said. "She's been trying to get lavender to thrive in Georgia clay for twenty years. Yours looks like it's auditioning for a magazine." 

Freya smiled despite herself. "It's the soil. Mountain soil is different. More acidic. Lavender likes that." 

Theron opened his eyes and looked at her. "You know your plants." 

"I know my plants." 

He continued down the path, touching the delphiniums with his fingertips, examining the peonies with the same focused attention he gave everything. Freya followed a few steps behind, watching him watch her garden. 

"This shed," he said, stopping in front of it. "Can I see inside?" 

"It's just supplies." 

"I still want to see." 

She unlocked the padlock — a habit left over from a break-in five years ago — and pushed open the door. The shed smelled like earth and fertilizer and the faint sweetness of dried flowers hanging from the rafters. 

Theron stepped inside and looked around. His eyes moved slowly, taking in everything: the bags of soil stacked against the wall, the shelves of ceramic pots, the small refrigerator humming in the corner, the folding chair, the magazines. 

"You spend time here," he said. It wasn't a question. 

"When I need to think." 

"About what?" 

Freya leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. "About everything. About nothing. About how to make the hydrangeas bluer and the mortgage payment and whether Cormac remembered to eat lunch." 

Theron turned to face her. The shed was small, and suddenly the distance between them felt smaller than it should have. 

"You don't talk about him much," he said. "Your husband." 

"There's not much to say." 

"There's always something to say." 

Freya looked at the floor. The gravel dust had settled into the cracks between the wooden boards. "He wasn't always like this. When we first married, he was — different. He worked. He laughed. He helped with the boys when they were little." She paused. "Then his father died, and the drinking started, and somewhere along the way he stopped being the man I married and started being someone I had to manage." 

"I'm sorry." 

"Don't be. I made my choices. I stay because —" She stopped, unsure how to finish the sentence. 

"Because?" 

"Because leaving is hard. Because the boys need someone to keep things together. Because I don't know who I'd be if I wasn't holding everything up." 

The words hung in the warm air. Freya hadn't meant to say them. She hadn't meant to say any of this. But something about the shed, about the garden, about the way Theron looked at her like she was worth listening to — it pulled the truth out of her like a thorn from soft skin. 

Theron took a step closer. Not close enough to touch. But close. 

"You deserve someone who holds things up with you," he said quietly. "Not someone you have to carry." 

Freya's throat tightened. "You're twenty-one years old. What do you know about what I deserve?" 

"Enough to know it's more than this." 

She should have been angry. She should have told him he was out of line, that he didn't know her life, that he had no right to speak about her marriage. 

Instead, she said nothing. She stood in the doorway of her garden shed with a young man who saw her more clearly than anyone had in years, and she let herself feel seen. 

Two Days Later — Thursday Evening 

The shop closed at seven. Theron stayed until seven-thirty, helping her clean the coolers and restock the display for the next morning. 

"You should go home," Freya said, wiping down the counter. "You've been here since eight." 

"So have you." 

"I own the place. It's different." 

Theron hung his apron on the hook and grabbed his backpack. At the door, he paused. 

"Can I ask you something?" 

"You can ask." 

"That day in the garden. When I said you deserved more than —" He stopped, seemed to wrestle with himself. "Did I overstep?" 

Freya set down the rag. The shop was dim, only the safety lights still on, and the shadows made everything softer. She couldn't quite see his face, but she could feel him waiting. 

"No," she said finally. "You didn't overstep." 

"Okay." 

"Theron." 

"Yeah?" 

She wanted to say something important. Something that would bridge the gap between employer and employee, between forty-nine and twenty-one, between the woman she was and the woman she sometimes dreamed of becoming. 

But the words wouldn't come. 

"Drive safe," she said. 

He nodded and disappeared through the door, the bell chiming behind him. 

Freya locked up, walked to her car, and sat in the driver's seat for five minutes before starting the engine. 

You deserve someone who holds things up with you. 

She turned the key and drove home. 

Friday Night — The Clarke House 

Dinner was tense. 

Cormac had been drinking since noon, which meant his mood swung between maudlin and mean. Declan sat at the table with his phone in his hand, scrolling through something that made him laugh silently every few seconds. Ronan had emerged from his room for the first time in three days, his hair unwashed and his eyes fixed on the pizza he was eating with his hands. 

Freya sat at the head of the table, the place she always sat, and watched her family not look at her. 

"Heard you got that boy working full-time now," Cormac said, his words slightly slurred. 

"He's a student. His name is Theron." 

"I don't care what his name is. I care that my wife is spending every day with some strange man." 

Freya set down her fork. "He's not a strange man. He's an employee. He helps with the shop. The shop makes money. You spend that money. Do the math." 

Declan looked up from his phone. "Mom, come on. You don't have to be like that." 

"Like what?" 

"Like — defensive. Dad's just saying." 

"Your father hasn't said a kind word to me in three years. Forgive me if I don't weigh his opinions heavily." 

The table went quiet. Even Ronan looked up from his pizza. 

Cormac's face flushed. "You think you're so goddamn noble, don't you? Running that shop, acting like you're the only one who does anything around here." 

"I am the only one who does anything around here." 

"Mom —" Declan started. 

"No." Freya stood up, her chair scraping against the floor. "I'm done. I'm done with this conversation and I'm done with this dinner. You want to eat, finish your pizza. You want to complain about how I run my business, you can come to the shop at six in the morning and show me how it's done." 

She walked out of the kitchen and up the stairs to her bedroom. She closed the door and leaned against it, her heart pounding. 

From downstairs, she heard Cormac's voice, muffled but unmistakable: "Bitch." 

Then silence. 

Then the sound of the television turning on. 

Freya didn't cry. She'd stopped crying years ago, when she realized tears changed nothing and no one was watching. 

She changed into her nightgown and lay on top of the covers, staring at the ceiling. The ceiling fan rotated slowly, pushing warm air around the room. 

She thought about the garden shed. About the way Theron had looked at her when she'd talked about Cormac. About the way he'd said you deserve more like it was a fact, not an opinion. 

She thought about the way her heart had beat faster when he'd stepped closer. 

You're not my mother. You're just Freya. 

She closed her eyes and imagined, just for a moment, what it would feel like to be seen that way every day. To be Freya, not Mrs. Clarke. Not someone's wife or someone's mother or someone's safety net. 

Just Freya. 

The ceiling fan turned. 

Somewhere downstairs, her husband opened another bottle. 

And Freya Clarke lay in the dark and let herself want something she couldn't name. 

✓ Self-review complete — Chapter 5 ready. 

Chapter 5: The Language of Flowers 

Mid-June — Two Weeks Into Full-Time 

The rhythm of full-time work changed everything and nothing. 

Theron arrived each morning at eight, sometimes earlier, usually carrying coffee for them both. By nine, the shop was open, the displays fresh, the cooler organized. By noon, they'd handled the lunch rush — office workers buying desk flowers, retirees picking up birthday bouquets, the occasional bride-to-be with a Pinterest board and no clear vision. 

By six, Freya was exhausted but not depleted. That was the difference. With Theron there, the weight distributed itself differently. He lifted the heavy buckets. He handled the customers who drained her. He remembered the small things — the bride who wanted peonies even though they were out of season, the widow who always asked for yellow roses, the little girl who came in every Saturday to smell the lilies. 

He remembered everything. 

Freya tried not to notice. She tried very hard. 

Wednesday — The Slow Afternoon 

A thunderstorm rolled through the Blue Ridge just before three, turning the sky the color of bruised plums and sending customers scattering for cover. Within minutes, the shop was empty except for the two of them and the drumming rain on the metal awning. 

"I love this," Theron said, standing at the window, watching water cascade down the glass. 

"What? Rain?" 

"The way it cleans everything. Like the world gets a reset button." 

Freya came to stand beside him, her arms crossed. Through the window, she could see Merrimon Avenue turning into a river, cars splashing through puddles, pedestrians huddled under awnings. 

"When I was a girl," she said, "I used to stand in the doorway of our house and watch thunderstorms roll across the valley. My mother would pull me inside every time, afraid I'd get struck by lightning." 

"Did you listen to her?" 

"Eventually." A small smile. "But not until I was soaked through." 

Theron glanced at her, and she felt the look like a touch. "You were a stubborn kid." 

"I was a kid who knew what she wanted." 

"And what did you want?" 

Freya considered the question. No one had asked her what she wanted in a long time. Not really. Not in a way that expected an honest answer. 

"I wanted to grow things," she said finally. "I wanted to make beauty out of dirt. I wanted a life that felt like a garden — something I tended and that tended me back." 

"Did you get it?" 

She looked around the shop. The flowers. The worn floorboards. The hand-painted sign her father had made for her before he died. 

"Parts of it," she said. "Not all." 

Theron nodded slowly, his gaze returning to the rain. "Maybe there's still time." 

The words settled between them, soft as petals. 

Thursday Morning — The Delivery 

Freya's usual delivery driver had called in sick, which meant she had to handle the morning run herself. Six stops spread across Asheville, from the hospital to the funeral home to three separate residential addresses. 

"I'll come with you," Theron said when she told him. 

"You don't have to. You can watch the shop." 

"The shop will be fine for two hours. You shouldn't carry those arrangements alone." 

He wasn't wrong. The sympathy sprays were large and awkward, and the last time she'd handled a delivery alone, she'd dropped a centerpiece on Mrs. Albright's porch and spent twenty minutes reconstructing it. 

"Fine," she said. "But you're driving. I'm too old for delivery routes." 

Theron raised an eyebrow but said nothing. He took the keys to the van and held the passenger door open for her. 

Freya climbed in and tried not to think about the last time a man had opened a door for her. 

The deliveries took two and a half hours. 

At the hospital, they delivered a get-well bouquet to a woman recovering from surgery. The woman cried when she saw the flowers — a mix of sunflowers and blue irises — and grabbed Freya's hand with surprising strength. 

"My husband sent these," she said. "We've been married forty-two years. He still sends flowers." 

"That's lovely," Freya said, and meant it. 

At the funeral home, they delivered a standing spray to a family she didn't know. The deceased was a grandmother, the arrangements were white roses and hydrangeas, and the funeral director signed the receipt without looking up. 

On the way back to the shop, Theron said: "Do you ever think about what you'd want? At your funeral, I mean." 

Freya stared at him. "That's morbid." 

"I'm a botany student. We think about death a lot. Everything dies. Plants just do it more gracefully than people." 

"What a cheerful philosophy." 

He smiled, and the expression transformed his face. He was handsome — she'd known that since the first day — but when he smiled like that, genuine and unguarded, he was something else entirely. Something that made her chest ache. 

"Sunflowers," she said finally. "I'd want sunflowers. And eucalyptus. And maybe some dahlias, if they're in season." 

"I'll remember that." 

The way he said it — soft, almost private — made Freya look away. 

Friday — The Confrontation 

Cormac showed up at the shop at four o'clock. 

Freya saw him through the window before he reached the door — the unsteady gait, the flushed face, the bottle-shaped bulge in his jacket pocket. Her stomach clenched. 

"Theron," she said quietly. "Go to the back. Take the orchids that need repotting." 

"What? Why?" 

"Just go." 

He looked at her face, then at the window, and something shifted in his expression. He didn't argue. He disappeared through the beaded curtain just as the bell chimed. 

Cormac stood in the doorway, blinking against the brightness of the shop. 

"Freya." 

"Cormac. You're supposed to be at work." 

"Took the afternoon off." He swayed slightly. "Thought I'd visit my wife. See her shop. See the boy everyone's talking about." 

Freya stepped out from behind the counter, positioning herself between Cormac and the back room. "There's no boy. There's an employee. His name is Theron, and he's working in the back." 

"The back." Cormac's eyes narrowed. "Sure he is." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"It means I'm not stupid, Freya. I know what happens when a woman my age hires a young man." 

Freya's hands trembled, but her voice didn't. "Nothing happens. Nothing has happened. Nothing will happen. He's a student who needed a job and I needed help. That's the beginning and the end of it." 

Cormac took a step closer. She could smell the whiskey on his breath, sour and overwhelming. 

"I'm watching you," he said. "I'm watching both of you." 

"Cormac —" 

"I'm watching." He turned and walked out, the bell chiming hard enough to rattle the glass. 

Freya stood frozen, her heart pounding, her hands shaking. 

The beaded curtain parted. Theron stood there, his face unreadable. 

"I heard," he said. 

"Of course you did." 

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to cause trouble." 

Freya turned to face him. The afternoon light fell across his shoulders, and for a moment he looked older than twenty-one. Weary. Worried. 

"You didn't cause anything," she said. "He's been like this for years. It has nothing to do with you." 

But even as she said it, she knew it wasn't true. Cormac had never come to the shop before. Not once in seventeen years. He'd shown up today because of Theron — because of the threat Theron represented, whether that threat was real or imagined. 

And the worst part — the part Freya couldn't admit out loud — was that Cormac wasn't entirely wrong to be worried. 

Something was happening. Something Freya couldn't name and couldn't stop. 

Saturday — The Garden, Again 

The shop closed at three on Saturdays. Theron usually left by four, after helping her with the end-of-week cleaning. 

Today, he didn't leave. 

They were in the back garden, deadheading the peonies and trimming back the lavender. The work was quiet, meditative. Freya's shears snipped in rhythm with her breathing. 

"Your husband," Theron said eventually. "Is he always like that?" 

Freya didn't pretend not to understand. "Worse, sometimes. Better, rarely." 

"He called you —" Theron stopped. "He said things. In front of me. He didn't even care that I could hear." 

"He doesn't care about a lot of things." 

"But you stay." 

"I stay because the shop is here. Because leaving would mean starting over, and I'm too tired to start over." She set down her shears. "Because I made vows. Because my sons —" 

"Your sons don't help you." 

The words were blunt, but not cruel. Just true. 

"No," Freya said quietly. "They don't." 

"Then why?" 

She looked at him. Really looked. He was kneeling in the gravel beside the lavender bed, his hands dirty, his face open. The late afternoon light caught the sweat on his forehead and turned it to gold. 

"Because I don't know who I'd be," she said, "if I wasn't holding everything together." 

Theron held her gaze. "Maybe you'd be someone who doesn't have to hold everything together. Maybe you'd be someone who gets held for a change." 

Freya's breath caught. 

He was close. Closer than she'd realized. She could see the individual lashes around his eyes, the faint scar above his left eyebrow, the way his lips parted slightly as he waited for her to respond. 

"Theron —" 

"I know." He stood up, stepping back. "I know. You're married. I'm too young. There's a thousand reasons why I shouldn't say the things I want to say." 

"Then don't say them." 

"I won't. But that doesn't mean they're not true." 

He walked past her toward the back door, pausing at the threshold. 

"See you Monday," he said. 

"Monday." 

He disappeared inside. The door closed behind him. 

Freya stood in the garden surrounded by lavender and peonies and the dying light, and she felt something inside her crack open — something she'd kept locked for so long she'd forgotten it existed. 

Hope. 

Or maybe something more dangerous. 

Maybe the beginning of love. 

Chapter 6: The Pull 

Late June — Three Days Later 

The silence between them had changed. 

It wasn't uncomfortable — neither of them knew how to be uncomfortable around each other anymore — but it was heavier. Charged. Like the air before a storm, when the sky goes green and every hair on your arms stands on end. 

They still worked. Still talked to customers. Still arranged flowers and cleaned coolers and counted the register at the end of each day. But underneath the routine, something else moved — a current neither of them acknowledged but neither could ignore. 

Freya found herself watching him. The way his hands moved when he wired roses. The way he said her name — Freya — like it was a word he was learning to love. The way he looked at her sometimes, quick and hungry, before looking away. 

She told herself it was nothing. She told herself she was imagining it. She told herself she was a married woman, nearly fifty years old, and he was a boy who probably had a girlfriend somewhere, someone his own age, someone who didn't come with baggage and a drunk husband and two lazy sons. 

She told herself a lot of things. 

None of them helped. 

Tuesday — The Lunch Break 

Theron had started bringing lunch for both of them. 

Not every day, but often enough that Freya had stopped being surprised. Today it was sandwiches from the café down the street — turkey and avocado on sourdough, her favorite, though she'd never told him that. 

"How do you know what I like?" she asked, unwrapping the sandwich. 

"You order the same thing every time I pick up lunch." 

"I do not." 

"You do. Turkey, avocado, extra pickles, no tomato. Large sweet tea, extra ice. Sometimes a cookie if you've had a hard morning." 

Freya stared at him. "That's unsettling." 

"Is it?" He bit into his own sandwich — roast beef and cheddar — and chewed thoughtfully. "I think it's just paying attention." 

"You say that a lot." 

"Because it's true." 

They were sitting on the back steps of the shop, the garden spreading out before them. The heat had broken slightly, replaced by a breeze that carried the scent of lavender and something green. 

Freya ate her sandwich and tried not to think about how natural this felt. The two of them, sitting together, eating lunch, talking about nothing. She'd spent years eating lunch alone in the back room, standing over the counter, too busy to sit. She'd forgotten what it felt like to share a meal with someone who wanted to be there. 

"My father used to say that attention is the rarest form of love," Theron said. 

Freya looked at him. "That's a beautiful thing to say." 

"He was a good man. He died when I was seventeen. Heart attack. Sudden." 

"I'm sorry." 

"It was a long time ago." He shrugged, but his shoulders stayed tight. "He was the one who taught me about plants. Took me to the botanical garden every Sunday. Said that if I learned to pay attention to growing things, I'd never be lonely." 

"And are you? Lonely?" 

Theron turned to look at her. The breeze ruffled his shirt collar. "Not right now." 

Freya held his gaze for a moment too long. Then she looked down at her sandwich and took a bite she didn't taste. 

Thursday — The Late Close 

A bride had changed her order at the last minute — more roses, fewer hydrangeas, could they possibly add eucalyptus at ten o'clock the night before the wedding? — and Freya had stayed until nearly eight to finish the arrangements. 

Theron stayed with her. 

"I can do this alone," she'd said at six, when he should have left. 

"I know you can. But you shouldn't have to." 

So he'd stayed. He'd cut stems and wrapped bouquets and listened to her mutter under her breath about brides who didn't know what they wanted. By eight, the arrangements were finished, the cooler was full, and Freya was so tired she could barely stand. 

"Come on," Theron said. "I'll walk you to your car." 

"I can walk to my own car." 

"I know. But I'm walking with you anyway." 

The parking lot behind the shop was dark, the overhead light burned out for weeks. Freya fumbled for her keys, her fingers clumsy with exhaustion. 

"Here." Theron took the keys from her hand — his fingers brushing hers — and unlocked the driver's side door. 

He opened it for her. Of course he did. 

"Thank you," she said. "For staying. For helping. For —" 

"For what?" 

She stood beside the open door, the warm night air wrapping around them. She could smell his soap — something clean and simple, like cedar or sandalwood. She could see the outline of his jaw in the dim light, the curve of his shoulder. 

"For being here," she finished quietly. 

Theron didn't move. He stood so close she could feel the heat radiating off his body. 

"Freya," he said, and her name sounded different in the darkness. Softer. More like a question. 

She should have gotten in the car. She should have said goodnight and driven home and gone to bed and pretended this moment had never happened. 

Instead, she looked up at him. 

Instead, she didn't move. 

Instead, she let herself imagine what it would feel like if he kissed her. 

The thought was a door swinging open inside her chest, and everything she'd been holding back came rushing through — the loneliness, the longing, the desperate hunger for someone to see her, really see her, not as a wife or a mother or a business owner but as a woman. 

"I should go," she whispered. 

"Yeah." But he didn't step back. 

"Theron." 

"Yeah?" 

She reached up and touched his face. 

She didn't plan it. Her hand moved before her brain could stop it, her fingers brushing his cheek, feeling the slight roughness of his jaw. He closed his eyes at her touch, and something in his expression — something raw and vulnerable — made her heart clench. 

"Freya," he breathed. 

She pulled her hand back. Got in the car. Started the engine. 

He closed the door for her and stepped away, his hands in his pockets, his face unreadable in the darkness. 

She drove home with her hand still tingling, replaying the moment over and over, telling herself it meant nothing. 

It meant everything. 

Friday — The Morning After 

Freya arrived at the shop at six, unable to sleep, unable to stop thinking about the way Theron's skin had felt under her fingers. 

She unlocked the door and stepped inside, expecting silence. 

Theron was already there. 

He sat on the counter, his legs dangling, a cup of coffee in each hand. He looked up when she came in, and something passed between them — acknowledgment, maybe. Or recognition. 

"You're here early," she said. 

"So are you." 

"I couldn't sleep." 

"Neither could I." 

He held out one of the cups. She took it. Their fingers didn't touch this time, but she felt the absence like a physical thing. 

They stood in the quiet shop, the morning light just beginning to filter through the windows, and neither of them said what they were both thinking. 

"About last night," Theron started. 

"Don't." 

"Freya —" 

"Please." She set down her coffee, untouched. "Please don't. I'm married. You work for me. There's a thousand reasons why last night shouldn't have happened, and you know every single one of them." 

"I know." 

"So let's not talk about it. Let's pretend it didn't happen. Let's go back to the way things were before." 

Theron was quiet for a long moment. Then he said: "Can we?" 

Freya looked at him. At his earnest face, his tired eyes, the coffee cups he'd brought for both of them because he'd known she'd need one. 

"No," she admitted. "Probably not." 

He nodded slowly. "Okay." 

"Okay?" 

"Okay, we don't pretend. But we don't do anything stupid either. We work. We talk. We figure out what this is — whatever this is — without blowing up both our lives." 

Freya let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding. "That sounds reasonable." 

"I'm a reasonable guy." 

"You're twenty-one." 

"I'm twenty-one and reasonable. It's a rare combination." 

She laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of her — and something in the room loosened. The tension didn't disappear, but it shifted. Became something they could carry together instead of something crushing them both. 

"Okay," she said. "We work. We talk. We figure it out." 

Theron picked up his coffee and raised it in a small toast. "To figuring it out." 

She clinked her cup against his. 

"To figuring it out." 

Saturday — The Wedding 

The wedding was at a vineyard outside Asheville, the ceremony scheduled for four o'clock. Freya and Theron arrived at noon to set up — centerpieces for twenty tables, an arch arrangement of roses and eucalyptus, bouquets for the bride and seven bridesmaids. 

It was the biggest wedding of the season, and Freya was grateful for the distraction. 

They worked side by side, moving through the familiar rhythms of setup. Theron handled the heavy lifting while Freya focused on the details — the exact placement of each centerpiece, the way the ribbon should fall from each bouquet. 

By three o'clock, everything was ready. 

"You did good," Theron said, standing beside her as they surveyed the reception space. 

"We did good." 

The vineyard stretched out before them, rows of grapevines rolling down the hillside toward the French Broad River. The sky was clear, the temperature perfect. Somewhere behind them, a string quartet was warming up. 

Freya closed her eyes and let herself feel the moment. The satisfaction of work well done. The warmth of the sun on her face. The presence of the young man standing beside her, close enough to touch. 

"Freya." 

She opened her eyes. 

Theron was looking at her with an expression she couldn't name. Something between wonder and want. 

"What?" she asked. 

"Nothing." He shook his head. "Just — you look happy. Right now. You look happy." 

She thought about denying it. About deflecting with a joke or a change of subject. 

Instead, she said: "I am happy." 

"Good." 

He smiled — that real smile, the one that reached his eyes — and Freya felt something crack open inside her again. Not hope this time. Something more dangerous. 

Something that felt like falling. 

She drove home that night with the windows down and the radio off. The mountains rose on either side of the highway, dark against the star-filled sky. 

She thought about the way Theron had looked at her. The way he'd said you look happy like it was the most important thing in the world. 

She thought about Cormac, probably drunk in his recliner. About Declan and Ronan, probably in their rooms, probably not thinking about her at all. 

She thought about the garden shed. About the rain. About the way Theron's hand had felt on her face. 

You deserve someone who holds things up with you. 

She pulled into the driveway and sat in the dark for a long time. 

Inside the house, the television flickered blue through the living room window. She could see Cormac's silhouette, motionless in his chair. 

She could go inside. She could make dinner. She could do the dishes. She could climb into bed beside her husband and pretend everything was fine. 

Or she could sit here a little longer. Just a little longer. And let herself want. 

She stayed in the car for twenty minutes. 

Then she went inside, because she didn't know what else to do. 

Chapter 7: The Cracks 

First Week of July — The Holiday 

The Fourth of July fell on a Tuesday, which meant the shop was closed and Freya had nowhere to be. 

She should have been grateful for the break. Instead, she found herself restless, wandering through the house like a ghost, straightening things that didn't need straightening and avoiding the places where her family accumulated. 

Cormac had started drinking before noon. He sat on the porch with a six-pack and a cigarette, watching the neighbors set up their grill. Declan had gone to a friend's barbecue, and Ronan hadn't emerged from his room at all. 

Freya made herself a sandwich and ate it standing at the kitchen counter, looking out the window at the backyard she'd stopped tending years ago. The flower beds were overgrown, the grass patchy, the birdbath tipped over and half-buried in weeds. 

She used to love this yard. Used to spend hours out here, planting and pruning and coaxing beauty from the stubborn mountain soil. Before the shop took over her life. Before Cormac's drinking got bad. Before her sons grew into strangers who lived in her house and ate her food and never said thank you. 

She set down her sandwich and walked outside. 

The heat hit her like a wall — humid and thick, the kind of heat that made you feel like you were breathing through a wet cloth. She walked to the edge of the yard and stood among the weeds, trying to remember what she'd planted here. Peonies, maybe. Or hydrangeas. Something that used to bloom. 

Now there was nothing but crabgrass and thistles. 

"You're thinking too loud." 

Freya turned. Ronan stood in the back doorway, his hair disheveled, his eyes still puffy from sleep even though it was past noon. 

"I didn't know you were awake." 

"I'm not." He scratched his chest through his t-shirt. "What are you doing out here?" 

"Looking at the yard." 

"Why?" 

She didn't have an answer. Or rather, she had too many answers, none of which Ronan would understand. 

"Just thinking," she said. 

Ronan shrugged and disappeared back inside. The screen door banged shut behind him. 

Freya stood in the weeds for a while longer. Then she went back inside and called the shop, just to hear the answering machine pick up. 

"You've reached Clarke's Blossoms. We're closed for the holiday, but leave a message and we'll call you back." 

Freya's voice, recorded three years ago. Cheerful. Hopeful. 

She hung up without leaving a message. 

Thursday — The Return 

Theron walked in at eight o'clock on Thursday morning looking like he hadn't slept. 

"Rough holiday?" Freya asked, handing him his apron. 

"Something like that." 

He didn't elaborate, and she didn't push. But she noticed the way he moved — slower than usual, less precise. He knocked over a bucket of alstroemeria and swore under his breath, a word she'd never heard him say. 

"Theron." She put a hand on his arm. "What's wrong?" 

He looked at her hand on his arm, then at her face. The skin around his eyes was tight. 

"I went home," he said. "Atlanta. To see my family." 

"I thought you were going in August." 

"So did I. But my mother called. Said my aunt — the one with the nursery — she's sick. Cancer. They caught it late." 

Freya's hand tightened on his arm. "I'm so sorry." 

"It's fine. I mean, it's not fine. But it is what it is." He pulled away gently and started picking up the fallen flowers. "I stayed longer than I planned. Got back last night. Didn't sleep much." 

"You should have called. Taken another day." 

"I wanted to be here." 

He said it simply, like it was obvious. Like being here — in this shop, with her — was where he needed to be. 

Freya knelt beside him and helped gather the alstroemeria. Their hands touched in the pile of stems, and neither of them pulled away. 

"We'll get through it," she said quietly. "Whatever happens with your aunt — we'll get through it." 

Theron looked at her. "You said 'we.'" 

"Did I?" 

"You did." 

She should have corrected herself. Should have said you instead of we. Should have reminded him — reminded herself — that they were employer and employee, nothing more. 

Instead, she said: "I meant it." 

And watched his expression shift from grief to something softer. Something that looked like gratitude. Or maybe recognition. 

Maybe the beginning of the same thing she was feeling. 

Friday — The Fight 

Cormac was waiting for her when she got home. 

She knew something was wrong the moment she pulled into the driveway. His truck was there — meaning he hadn't gone to work — and all the lights were on, even the ones in the basement. 

She walked inside and found him standing in the kitchen, his arms crossed, his face flushed. 

"Where have you been?" 

"The shop. Where I am every Friday." 

"It's seven-thirty." 

"The shop closed at seven. I was counting the register." 

"For an hour and a half?" 

Freya set down her bag and faced him. She was tired — bone-tired, soul-tired — and she didn't have the energy for whatever this was. 

"Cormac, if you have something to say, say it." 

"I saw your car. Behind the shop. Last week. Parked there late." 

"Because I was working late." 

"With him." 

"Yes, with him. He works for me. When I work late, he works late." 

Cormac stepped closer. She could smell the whiskey on his breath — not as strong as usual, which meant he'd been drinking steadily rather than heavily. 

"I don't want him working there anymore." 

"You don't get a vote." 

"I'm your husband." 

"Then act like it." The words came out sharper than she intended, and she saw something flash in his eyes — anger, maybe, or hurt. 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"It means I run that shop alone. I run this house alone. I pay the bills alone. I raised our sons alone. And now, for the first time in years, I have help. Real help. From someone who shows up every day and works hard and doesn't complain. And you want me to fire him because you're jealous?" 

"I'm not jealous." 

"You're drunk." 

"I'm not —" 

"You're drunk," she repeated, "and you're jealous, and you're wrong. About him. About me. About everything." 

The kitchen was very quiet. Somewhere upstairs, a floorboard creaked — Ronan, probably, listening. 

Cormac's face went through a series of expressions — anger, confusion, something that might have been shame — before settling into a hard, closed mask. 

"Fine," he said. "Keep your boy. But don't expect me to pretend I'm okay with it." 

"I haven't expected anything from you in years." 

She walked past him and up the stairs, her legs trembling, her heart pounding. In her bedroom, she closed the door and leaned against it, pressing her hand to her mouth. 

She'd said it. Finally. After years of swallowing her words, she'd said it. 

I haven't expected anything from you in years. 

The truth. Ugly and raw and long overdue. 

She changed into her nightgown and lay in the dark, listening to the sounds of the house settling around her. Cormac didn't come to bed. She hadn't expected him to. 

She thought about Theron. About the way he'd looked at her when she'd said we. About the way her heart had lifted when he'd walked through the door this morning, even knowing he was carrying bad news. 

She thought about the cracks in her marriage — cracks she'd been patching for so long she'd forgotten they were there. Now the patches were failing, and the cracks were widening, and she could see, for the first time, how thin the walls really were. 

You deserve someone who holds things up with you. 

She closed her eyes and let herself imagine what that would feel like. Not with Theron specifically — she wasn't ready to go there — but with someone. Anyone. A partner who shared the weight instead of adding to it. 

When she opened her eyes again, it was morning, and she hadn't slept at all. 

Saturday — The Greenhouse 

Theron suggested they visit Patricia's farm — the woman who supplied the ranunculus corms — to talk about a possible growing partnership. Freya agreed, partly because she needed the distraction and partly because she wanted to spend the day outside, away from the shop, away from her house, away from everything. 

Patricia's farm was twenty minutes south of Asheville, tucked into a valley where the morning fog lingered until noon. The old woman met them at the gate, her hands stained with soil, her smile wide. 

"So this is the young man Freya's been telling me about," Patricia said, shaking Theron's hand. "She says you know your plants." 

"I know some things." 

"We'll see." Patricia led them through the greenhouse, pointing out her stock, explaining her methods. Theron asked questions — good questions, the kind that showed he'd been paying attention to more than just the flowers. 

Freya hung back, watching them talk. Patricia was in her seventies, sharp as a thorn, and she didn't suffer fools. But she was warming to Theron, Freya could tell. The way she leaned in when he spoke. The way she laughed at his jokes. 

"You've got a good one here," Patricia said to Freya when Theron was examining a row of peonies. "Smart. Hardworking. And he looks at you like you hung the moon." 

Freya's face heated. "He's my employee." 

"Sure he is." Patricia patted her arm. "And I'm the Queen of England. Girl, I've been alive a long time. I know what I see." 

"Patricia —" 

"I'm not saying do anything stupid. I'm just saying don't pretend you don't see it too." 

Freya had no response to that. So she said nothing and followed Theron down the row of peonies, trying to ignore the way her heart was beating. 

On the drive back to the shop, Theron said: "I like her." 

"Everyone likes Patricia." 

"She likes you too. Said you have good instincts." 

Freya kept her eyes on the road. "She talks too much." 

"She said something else. Something about the way I look at you." 

The car swerved slightly. Freya corrected, her hands tight on the wheel. 

"She's an old woman with an overactive imagination." 

"Is she?" 

Freya pulled into the alley behind the shop and killed the engine. She sat for a moment, staring at the brick wall in front of her. 

"Theron, I can't —" 

"I know." 

"Do you? Because sometimes I think you don't. Sometimes I think you're waiting for something that's never going to happen." 

Theron turned in his seat to face her. The afternoon light came through the windshield, catching the gold flecks in his dark eyes. 

"I'm not waiting for anything," he said. "I'm just here. Working. Being your friend. If that's all it ever is, then that's enough." 

"Is it?" 

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he said: "No. But I'll pretend it is, if that's what you need." 

Freya closed her eyes. 

When she opened them again, he was still there, still looking at her, still waiting for something she couldn't give him. 

Not yet. 

Maybe not ever. 

But God help her, she wanted to. 

That night, she dreamed of the garden shed. Of rain on the roof. Of a young man's hands on her face, her shoulders, her waist. 

She woke up gasping, her nightgown twisted around her thighs, her body humming with a need she hadn't felt in years. 

Beside her, Cormac snored. 

She lay in the dark and stared at the ceiling, and she didn't sleep again until the sky began to lighten. 

When she finally drifted off, she dreamed of peonies. 

And of him. 

Chapter 8: The Unspoken 

Mid-July — Two Weeks Later 

The shop had settled into a new kind of normal. 

Theron worked beside her, and Freya had stopped pretending she didn't notice the way her pulse quickened when he said her name. She had stopped pretending she didn't watch his hands when he handled the flowers. She had stopped pretending that the space between them wasn't shrinking, day by day, inch by inch. 

But she hadn't touched him again. Not since that night in the parking lot, when her fingers had brushed his cheek and something had shifted between them forever. 

She kept her hands to herself. She kept her distance. She told herself it was enough to simply be near him, to work beside him, to share lunch on the back steps and listen to him talk about botany and his aunt and his father who died too young. 

It wasn't enough. But it would have to do. 

Wednesday — The Morning Delivery 

The hospital called at seven-thirty. A last-minute order for a patient who'd been moved out of intensive care — the family wanted flowers in the room before visiting hours started at nine. 

Freya loaded the van while Theron finished opening the shop. A sympathy arrangement in blues and whites — delphinium, white roses, a touch of silver dollar eucalyptus. Simple. Elegant. The kind of arrangement that said thinking of you without saying we're saying goodbye. 

"I'll be back in an hour," she called through the back door. 

"I'll come with you." 

"You don't have to. The shop —" 

"The shop will be fine. It's seven-forty-five. No one's coming for flowers before nine." 

He was already walking toward the van, his apron off, his keys in his hand. 

"You're driving again," Freya said. 

"You hate driving the van." 

"I don't hate —" 

"You curse the entire time. Every pothole. Every stoplight. Every pedestrian who looks at you wrong." 

Freya climbed into the passenger seat. "I do not curse." 

"You called someone a 'brainless sack of expired organs' last week." 

"That was deserved." 

Theron smiled and started the engine. 

The hospital was quiet at this hour. The hallways smelled of antiseptic and coffee, and the fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Freya carried the arrangement while Theron held the door, his hand hovering near the small of her back — not touching, but close enough that she could feel the warmth. 

They found the room on the third floor. The patient was awake — an older woman with thin white hair and sharp eyes. Her daughter sat beside the bed, holding her hand. 

"From the family," Freya said, setting the arrangement on the windowsill. "They wanted you to have something bright." 

The old woman looked at the flowers, then at Freya. "They're lovely. But you didn't drive all the way here just to deliver flowers, did you?" 

Freya blinked. "I'm sorry?" 

"You've got the look. The one people get when they're carrying something heavy." The old woman's eyes shifted to Theron, then back to Freya. "Both of you." 

The daughter made a small, embarrassed noise. "Mother, don't —" 

"Hush, Margaret. I'm old and I'm dying and I'll say what I want." The old woman's gaze pinned Freya in place. "Whatever it is you're not saying to each other, say it. Life's too short for unspoken things." 

Freya opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. 

"Thank you for the flowers," the old woman said, dismissing them with a wave. "Now go. You're making the room crowded." 

They walked back to the van in silence. 

At the driver's side door, Theron stopped. "She wasn't wrong, you know." 

"About what?" 

"About unspoken things." 

Freya looked at him over the roof of the van. The morning sun was fully up now, casting long shadows across the parking lot. He looked tired again — not from lack of sleep, but from the effort of holding something back. 

"Theron —" 

"I'm not asking for anything." He opened the driver's door. "I'm just saying she wasn't wrong." 

He got in and started the engine before she could respond. 

Thursday — The Argument with Ronan 

Freya had stopped asking her sons for help years ago. But today, desperation overruled wisdom. 

A delivery driver had canceled, a wedding order had doubled, and she needed someone to watch the shop while she handled the deliveries herself. Declan wasn't answering his phone. So she called Ronan. 

He answered on the fifth ring, his voice thick with sleep even though it was almost noon. 

"What?" 

"I need you to come to the shop. Just for an hour. I have deliveries and no one to watch the counter." 

A long pause. "Can't you ask the guy you hired?" 

"He's helping with the deliveries. Ronan, please. Just an hour." 

"I have plans." 

"What plans?" 

"I just have plans, Mom. I can't drop everything because you didn't plan ahead." 

Freya gripped the phone so hard her knuckles went white. "I did plan ahead. The driver got sick. That's not the same thing." 

"So close the shop for an hour." 

"I can't close the shop for an hour. I have customers." 

"Then I don't know what to tell you." 

He hung up. 

Freya stood in the middle of the shop, the phone pressed to her ear, listening to the dial tone. She felt something crack inside her — not dramatically, not all at once, but like a hairline fracture spreading through stone. 

Theron came through the beaded curtain, carrying a box of peonies. He took one look at her face and set the box down. 

"What happened?" 

"Nothing." She set the phone down carefully. "The same nothing that always happens." 

"Ronan?" 

"Declan. Ronan. It doesn't matter. They're the same person in two different bodies." 

Theron didn't say I told you so. He didn't say you deserve better or why do you keep trying or any of the things she'd been telling herself for years. 

He just said: "I'll watch the shop. You do the deliveries. We'll figure it out." 

"We always figure it out." 

"Yeah." He smiled, small and sad. "We do." 

Friday — The Back Steps 

They ate lunch on the back steps again, like they did most days now. The garden was in full bloom — lavender, delphinium, peonies beginning to fade, dahlias just starting to show color. A butterfly drifted between the flowers, orange and black, unhurried. 

"My aunt used to say that gardens are conversations," Theron said, picking at his sandwich. "Between the gardener and the plants, between the plants and the seasons, between the past and the future." 

"What do you think they're saying right now?" 

He looked at the garden. "I think they're saying it's too hot. And that someone should have watered the hydrangeas this morning." 

Freya laughed. "I watered the hydrangeas." 

"Not enough. Look at them." He pointed. "They're drooping." 

"They're dramatic. Hydrangeas are always dramatic." 

"Like someone else I know." 

She elbowed him, and he pretended to be injured, clutching his ribs with an exaggerated wince. The butterfly lifted from the lavender and floated past them, disappearing over the fence. 

"Freya?" 

"Mm?" 

"Can I ask you something personal?" 

She tensed. "You can ask." 

"Are you happy? Not in the shop. Not when you're working. I mean — are you happy, in your life?" 

She considered lying. She considered deflecting. She considered all the ways she'd avoided this question for years, from herself and from everyone else. 

"No," she said quietly. "I'm not." 

"What would make you happy?" 

The question hung in the air between them. The butterfly had returned, landing on the edge of the step near Freya's foot. 

"I don't know anymore," she said. "I used to think I did. I used to think if I worked hard enough, if I was good enough, if I loved enough — eventually it would be enough. Eventually I would be enough." 

"And now?" 

"Now I'm tired. And I don't know if I ever believed that, or if I just told myself I did so I could keep going." 

Theron was quiet for a long time. The butterfly opened and closed its wings, opened and closed, a small rhythm in the heavy air. 

"I think you're enough," he said finally. "Right now. Just as you are. I think you've always been enough, and the people who should have seen it — they're the ones who failed. Not you." 

Freya's eyes burned. She blinked rapidly, looking at the garden, at the butterfly, at anything but him. 

"You can't say things like that," she whispered. 

"Why not?" 

"Because I'll start to believe them." 

"Is that so bad?" 

She turned to look at him. His face was open, earnest, stripped of all the defenses he usually wore. He looked young — younger than twenty-one, somehow — and old at the same time. Like someone who had seen too much and still believed in goodness anyway. 

"Yes," she said. "Because if I believe you, then I have to do something about it. And I don't know how to do something about it. I don't know who I'd be if I stopped being the person who holds everything together." 

"Maybe you'd be someone who finally gets to breathe." 

The butterfly lifted from the step and flew away. 

Freya sat beside Theron in the garden, the lunch forgotten between them, and let herself imagine what it would feel like to breathe. 

Saturday — The Almost 

They closed the shop at three, but the heat was oppressive and neither of them wanted to go home. Theron suggested they sit in the garden shed — the only place with shade and a fan, however feeble. 

They sat on the floor of the shed, their backs against the wall, the portable fan whirring uselessly in the corner. The door was open, letting in what little breeze there was. 

"I used to hide in here," Freya said. "When the boys were little and Cormac was — when things were hard. I'd come out here and pretend I was somewhere else." 

"Where would you pretend to be?" 

"A cottage in the English countryside. With a garden that went all the way to the sea. And no one who needed anything from me." 

Theron turned his head to look at her. They were close — closer than they should be, in the small space of the shed. 

"That sounds nice," he said. 

"It sounds lonely." 

"Does it?" 

She met his eyes. "Yes. Because even in my pretending, I was alone." 

The fan whirred. Somewhere outside, a car passed on the street, its engine fading into the distance. 

"You're not alone now," Theron said. 

Freya's heart hammered against her ribs. She could feel the heat of his body next to hers, smell the cedar of his soap, see the small mole beside his left eye she'd never noticed before. 

"I know," she whispered. 

He raised his hand — slowly, giving her time to stop him — and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered on the curve of her ear, tracing the edge of her jaw. 

"Freya." 

His voice was barely a breath. She could feel it on her lips. 

"Yes." 

"I want to kiss you." 

The words landed between them like stones dropped into still water. She should have said no. She should have stood up and walked away and never come back to this shed with him again. 

Instead, she said: "I know." 

"Can I?" 

She closed her eyes. She thought about Cormac. About her sons. About the life she'd built and the vows she'd made and the woman she'd always thought she was. 

Then she thought about the garden. About the butterfly. About breathing. 

"Yes," she said. 

And he kissed her. 

It was soft at first — barely a press of lips, a question more than an answer. His hand cupped her jaw, gentle, almost reverent. She felt the calluses on his palm against her skin and wondered how she'd gone so long without being touched like this. 

Then the softness shifted. His mouth opened against hers, and she opened in response, and the kiss deepened into something hungrier. Something that had been building for months, for years, for her entire adult life. 

She made a sound — a small, broken noise — and he swallowed it, pulling her closer, his other hand finding her waist. The fan whirred. The shed smelled like soil and dried flowers and him. 

She pulled back first, gasping. 

"We can't," she said, but her hands were on his chest, and she wasn't pushing him away. 

"I know." His forehead rested against hers. His breathing was ragged. "I know." 

"That didn't mean —" 

"It meant exactly what it meant." 

Freya closed her eyes. Her lips tingled. Her whole body tingled, like she'd been asleep for years and was only now waking up. 

"I have to go," she said. 

"Okay." 

"I have to go home." 

"Okay." 

She opened her eyes. He was looking at her with an expression she couldn't name — something between awe and anguish. 

"This changes things," she said. 

"I know." 

"It can't change things." 

"Freya." 

She stood up. Her legs were unsteady. She walked out of the shed and through the garden and into the shop, and she didn't look back. 

But she could feel him watching her. 

She could always feel him watching her. 

She drove home with the windows down and the radio off, the taste of him still on her lips. 

She parked in the driveway and sat in the dark, replaying the kiss over and over. The softness. The hunger. The way he'd said her name like a prayer. 

Inside the house, the lights were on. She could see Cormac's silhouette in the living room, could hear the television murmuring through the walls. 

She should go inside. She should make dinner. She should pretend nothing had happened. 

But something had happened. Something had changed. 

And she didn't know who she'd be when she walked through that door. 

She sat in the car for a long time. 

Then she went inside, because she didn't know where else to go. 

Chapter 9: The Weight of Want 

Late July — The Week After 

The kiss lived inside her like a second heartbeat. 

Every morning, Freya woke up with the memory of his mouth on hers. Every night, she fell asleep replaying the soft sound he'd made when she'd said yes. In between, she moved through her days — the shop, the deliveries, the endless cycle of domestic chores — and pretended she was the same woman she'd been before. 

She wasn't. 

The cracks in her marriage had become chasms. Cormac's drinking, his silences, the way he looked through her instead of at her — all of it felt unbearable now, where before it had merely felt heavy. Her sons' indifference, once a dull ache, now cut like a blade. 

And Theron — Theron was everywhere. 

He was in the shop, of course. Working beside her. Handing her stems before she had to ask. Saying her name in that low voice that made her stomach flip. But he was also in her thoughts when she was home, in her dreams when she slept, in the quiet moments when she let herself imagine a different life. 

She hadn't kissed him again. Neither of them had tried. But the space between them had changed — charged now, electric, like the air before lightning strikes. 

Tuesday — The Morning Silence 

They opened the shop together, as they always did. Theron arrived at eight with coffee, and Freya took her cup without meeting his eyes. 

"Morning," he said. 

"Morning." 

That was it. That was all they said for the first hour. 

But when a customer came in — a young woman buying roses for her girlfriend — Freya caught Theron watching her from across the room. His expression was unreadable, but something in it made her chest tighten. 

She looked away first. 

Wednesday — The Phone Call 

Cormac called the shop at two o'clock. 

Freya almost didn't answer. The caller ID showed his name, and she knew — she knew — that nothing good would come from picking up. 

But she answered anyway. 

"Yeah?" 

"You need to come home." 

The words were slurred. More than usual. 

"I'm working, Cormac. I can't just —" 

"Declan locked himself in the bathroom. Been in there for two hours. Ronan won't come out of his room. I need you to come home and fix this." 

Freya closed her eyes. "Fix what? They're adults. They can —" 

"They won't listen to me. They never listen to me. They only listen to you." His voice cracked, and for a moment she heard something beneath the alcohol — something that might have been fear. Or helplessness. "Please, Freya. Just come home." 

She looked at Theron. He was watching her, his expression concerned. 

"I have to go," she said. 

"What's wrong?" 

"Family stuff." She untied her apron. "Can you handle the shop?" 

"Of course. But Freya —" 

"I'll be back as soon as I can." 

She grabbed her keys and walked out, the bell chiming behind her. 

The house was a disaster. 

Dishes in the sink. Clothes on the floor. The television blaring in the living room, even though no one was watching it. Freya walked through the chaos like a woman in a dream, mounting the stairs to the bathroom where Declan had barricaded himself. 

"Declan." She knocked softly. "It's Mom. Open the door." 

No response. 

"Declan, I drove all the way from the shop. The least you can do is open the damn door." 

A long pause. Then the lock clicked. 

Declan sat on the edge of the bathtub, his face blotchy, his eyes red. He looked younger than twenty-nine — looked like the little boy who used to crawl into her bed after nightmares. 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I don't know what's wrong with me." 

Freya sat beside him on the edge of the tub. "Tell me." 

"I just — I can't —" He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. "I don't know how to be a person, Mom. I don't know how to do anything. Everyone my age has jobs and apartments and lives, and I'm still here, in my childhood bedroom, playing video games like I'm fifteen." 

"You could get a job." 

"I know I could get a job. That's not the point." 

"Then what's the point?" 

He lowered his hands. His eyes were wet. "The point is I don't know how to want anything. Not really. Not enough to actually do something about it." 

Freya looked at her son — her firstborn, the baby she'd held through sleepless nights, the little boy who'd picked her dandelions from the yard and presented them like treasures. 

"I can't want things for you," she said gently. "I can't want them hard enough to make you move. That has to come from you." 

"So you're just going to give up on me?" 

"No." She took his hand. "I'm never going to give up on you. But I can't live your life for you. I've been trying for twenty-nine years, and it hasn't worked. So maybe it's time for a different approach." 

Declan stared at their joined hands. "What kind of different approach?" 

"I don't know yet. But I'm tired, Declan. I'm so tired of carrying everyone." 

He was quiet for a long time. Then he said: "I know." 

"Do you?" 

"I know." He squeezed her hand. "I'm sorry." 

Freya sat with her son in the bathroom, the fan humming overhead, and let herself feel the small warmth of his apology. It wasn't enough. It didn't fix anything. But it was something. 

It was a start. 

She returned to the shop at five o'clock, exhausted and hollowed out. 

Theron took one look at her face and said: "Sit down." 

"I'm fine." 

"Sit down, Freya." 

She sat. He handed her a glass of water and a cookie — the kind she liked, from the café down the street. 

"You didn't have to —" 

"I wanted to." 

She ate the cookie. Drank the water. Let the quiet of the shop settle around her like a blanket. 

"My son locked himself in the bathroom," she said finally. "He's having some kind of crisis about being twenty-nine and not knowing what to do with his life." 

"That sounds hard." 

"It was hard. And also —" She paused, searching for the words. "Also, I think it was the first time in years that he actually saw me. Not as his mom who fixes everything. Just as a person who's tired." 

Theron leaned against the counter, his arms crossed. "How did that feel?" 

"Terrifying." She laughed, a small, broken sound. "I've spent so long being the one who holds everything together. I don't know what happens if I stop." 

"Maybe you find out who you are underneath." 

She looked at him. The afternoon light came through the windows, catching the gold in his skin. He was beautiful — she'd known that for months — but right now, in this moment, he was something more than beautiful. 

He was a door. A door to a life she'd never let herself imagine. 

"I kissed someone," she said. 

The words came out before she could stop them. Theron went very still. 

"I know," he said quietly. 

"I kissed someone who isn't my husband. And I don't feel guilty about it. That's the part that scares me. I should feel guilty. I should be sick with guilt. But all I feel is —" 

She stopped. Couldn't finish. 

"All you feel is what?" 

"Alive," she whispered. "For the first time in years, I feel alive." 

Theron pushed off from the counter and walked toward her. She stood up, her heart pounding, her hands trembling. 

"Freya —" 

"Don't." She held up a hand. "Don't say anything. Don't come closer. I can't — if you come closer, I won't be able to —" 

"To what?" 

"To stop." 

He stopped. But he didn't step back. 

"We should talk about what happened," he said. "In the shed." 

"There's nothing to talk about." 

"There's everything to talk about." 

Freya shook her head. "If we talk about it, it becomes real. And if it becomes real, then I have to do something about it. And I don't know how to do something about it." 

"Then don't do anything. Just — let it be real. Let it exist. You don't have to act on it." 

"But I want to." 

The words hung in the air between them. Freya felt her face flush, but she didn't take them back. 

"I want to," she repeated, quieter. "I want to so much it scares me." 

Theron's expression shifted — something soft and fierce at the same time. "I want to too. But I meant what I said. I'm not going to push you. I'm not going to ask for something you're not ready to give." 

"And if I'm never ready?" 

"Then I'll still be here. Working. Being your friend." He smiled, small and sad. "I told you. I'll pretend it's enough." 

Freya closed her eyes. When she opened them again, he was still there, still looking at her like she was something precious. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For not making this harder than it already is." 

He nodded once, then turned and walked back to the cooler, giving her the space she'd asked for. 

Freya stood behind the counter, her hands flat on the worn wood, and tried to remember how to breathe. 

Thursday — The Letter 

A letter came in the mail. 

Freya found it when she got home, tucked between a bill and a grocery store circular. The return address was a lawyer's office in downtown Asheville. 

She opened it standing in the kitchen, her back to the sink, her heart in her throat. 

It was from her mother's estate. A small inheritance — her mother had died two years ago, but the legal proceedings had dragged on. The check was for more money than Freya had seen in one place in years. 

Enough to leave, if she wanted to. 

Enough to start over. 

She folded the letter and tucked it into her pocket. Cormac was in the living room, watching television. Declan was in the shower — she could hear the water running. Ronan's door was closed. 

She walked upstairs, changed into her nightgown, and lay in the dark. 

The check burned a hole in her pocket. 

She thought about the garden shed. About the kiss. About Theron's voice saying you deserve more. 

She thought about her mother, who had stayed in a loveless marriage for forty years because leaving felt impossible. 

She thought about the life she wanted. The life she'd never let herself imagine. 

And for the first time, she thought: Maybe. 

Friday — The Question 

They were closing the shop. Theron was sweeping, and Freya was counting the register, and the evening light was golden through the windows. 

"Can I ask you something?" he said. 

"You can ask." 

"What are you afraid of?" 

She looked up from the cash drawer. "What do you mean?" 

"I mean — what's the worst thing that could happen? If you stopped being the person who holds everything together. If you let someone else carry the weight for a while. What's the worst that could happen?" 

Freya considered the question. Really considered it, for the first time. 

"I don't know," she said. "That's what scares me. I don't know who I'd be. I don't know if I'd like her. I don't know if she'd like me." 

Theron leaned the broom against the wall. "What if she's exactly who you've been waiting to become?" 

Freya's throat tightened. "You make it sound so simple." 

"It's not simple. It's terrifying. But that doesn't mean it's not worth doing." 

She looked at him — at his earnest face, his steady hands, the way he stood like he was ready to catch her if she fell. 

"I'll think about it," she said. 

"That's all I'm asking." 

He finished sweeping, hung his apron, and walked to the door. The bell chimed. 

"Goodnight, Freya." 

"Goodnight, Theron." 

He left. The shop was quiet. Freya stood alone among the flowers and the fading light, and she let herself imagine a different life. 

A life where she wasn't afraid. 

A life where she breathed. 

A life where she finally, finally let herself fall. 

Chapter 10: The Cracks Become Canvons 

August — First Week 

The inheritance sat in Freya's savings account like a loaded gun. 

She checked the balance every morning before work, watching the numbers that represented escape, and every morning she closed the app without taking action. The money was real. The possibility was real. But so was the fear — the paralyzing, bone-deep terror of what would happen if she actually used it. 

Cormac didn't know about the money. Neither did Declan or Ronan. It was hers, completely and secretly hers, and the knowledge gave her a strange kind of power. She wasn't trapped anymore. She was choosing to stay. 

For now. 

Tuesday — The Fight That Changed Everything 

It started over nothing. A misplaced remote control. A comment about dinner being late. The kind of minor irritation that in most marriages would dissolve within minutes. 

But Cormac had been drinking since noon, and Freya had reached the end of her patience. 

"I'm tired of you looking at me like that," he said, standing in the kitchen doorway, blocking her exit. 

"Like what?" 

"Like I'm something you stepped in." 

Freya set down the dish she was drying. "Cormac, I'm not doing this with you tonight." 

"Doing what? Talking? Communicating? Isn't that what wives are supposed to do?" 

"Wives are supposed to be partners. Not nursemaids. Not punching bags. Not —" She stopped herself, but it was too late. The words were out. 

"Not what?" 

"Not the only adult in this marriage." 

The silence that followed was worse than shouting. Cormac's face went through a series of expressions — anger, disbelief, something that looked almost like shame — before settling into a cold, hard mask. 

"So that's how you see it," he said. "You're the only adult." 

"I didn't say —" 

"You didn't have to." He stepped closer, and she could smell the whiskey on his breath, sour and overpowering. "You think I don't know what everyone says about me? About us? The drunk and his long-suffering wife?" 

"I never said that." 

"You didn't have to." His voice cracked. "You think I wanted to end up like this? You think I planned to be the man whose wife looks at him like she's already gone?" 

Freya's heart clenched. Underneath the anger, underneath the alcohol, she heard something she hadn't heard in years: pain. Real pain. 

"Cormac —" 

"Don't." He held up a hand. "Don't pretend you care. Not tonight. I can't take it tonight." 

He walked out of the kitchen. A moment later, she heard the front door open and close. 

She stood alone among the dirty dishes, her hands trembling, her eyes burning. 

She hadn't cried in years. Not really. Not the kind of crying that came from somewhere deep, somewhere true. 

Tonight, she cried. 

Wednesday — The Morning After 

Freya arrived at the shop with swollen eyes and a headache that wouldn't quit. 

Theron took one look at her and said nothing. He simply handed her a cup of coffee — extra cream, two sugars — and started the morning routine without being asked. 

They worked in silence for two hours. Customers came and went. Flowers were trimmed and arranged. The phone rang, and Theron answered it, his voice calm and professional. 

At eleven, when the shop was empty, he said: "Do you want to talk about it?" 

"No." 

"Do you want to sit in the garden and not talk about it?" 

She looked at him. His face was open, patient. He wasn't pushing. He was just offering. 

"Yes," she said. "I'd like that." 

They sat on the back steps, the garden spread out before them. The dahlias were in full bloom now — deep purples and bright oranges, the colors almost too intense for the August heat. A hummingbird darted between the flowers, iridescent and furious. 

Freya stared at the hummingbird and tried to find words. 

"He said I look at him like I'm already gone," she said finally. 

Theron didn't respond. He just waited. 

"And I realized — he's right. I am already gone. I've been gone for years. I just didn't have anywhere else to go." 

"You have somewhere now." 

She turned to look at him. "Where? Your apartment? Your student housing? I'm forty-nine years old, Theron. I can't just —" 

"I wasn't talking about me." His voice was gentle. "I was talking about yourself. You have yourself. You have the shop. You have money now, from your mother. You have options." 

The hummingbird zipped away, disappearing over the fence. 

"What if I'm not brave enough?" Freya whispered. 

"Then you stay. And you find a way to be okay with staying. But Freya —" He reached out and took her hand. Just held it. Nothing more. "I don't think that's who you are. I think you're braver than you know." 

She looked down at their joined hands. His skin was dark against hers, his fingers long and strong. 

"I kissed you," she said. "And I don't regret it. I should regret it, but I don't." 

"I don't regret it either." 

"I'm still married." 

"I know." 

"I don't know what I'm doing." 

"Neither do I." He smiled, small and sad. "But maybe we don't have to know. Maybe we just have to keep showing up." 

Freya squeezed his hand. Then she let go and stood up. 

"We should get back to work." 

"Yeah." He stood too. "We should." 

They walked back into the shop, and the afternoon unfolded like any other afternoon. But something had shifted. Something had settled. 

She wasn't ready to leave Cormac. She wasn't ready to start a life with Theron. She wasn't ready for any of the things she knew she should be ready for. 

But she was ready to stop pretending. 

That, at least, was a start. 

Friday — The Conversation with Mavis 

Freya had been avoiding her elderly neighbor for weeks. Not because she didn't like Mavis — she loved Mavis, with her sharp tongue and sharper observations — but because Mavis saw things. Things Freya wasn't ready to admit. 

Today, Mavis caught her in the driveway. 

"Freya Clarke. You've been hiding from me." 

"I haven't been hiding. I've been busy." 

Mavis leaned on her walker, her eyes bright and knowing. "Busy with that young man who works at your shop, I hear." 

Freya's face heated. "He's my employee." 

"Mm-hmm." Mavis's smile was knowing. "I was married for forty-seven years, honey. I know the difference between an employee and something else." 

"There's nothing else." 

"Then why are you blushing?" 

Freya opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. 

"That's what I thought." Mavis nodded toward her own house. "Come have some tea. I won't bite. Unless you want me to." 

Freya followed her inside, too tired to argue. 

Mavis's house smelled like lemon verbena and old books. The kitchen was small and cluttered, every surface covered with something — mail, medicine bottles, half-finished crossword puzzles. 

"Sit," Mavis commanded, pointing to a chair at the table. "I'll put the kettle on." 

Freya sat. The chair was uncomfortable, the way all Mavis's chairs were uncomfortable, but something about being here — in this warm, cluttered kitchen — made her shoulders relax for the first time all week. 

"So," Mavis said, her back to Freya as she filled the kettle. "Tell me about him." 

"There's nothing to tell." 

"There's always something to tell. Is he handsome?" 

"Mavis —" 

"Is he kind?" 

"Yes, but —" 

"Does he make you laugh?" 

Freya closed her eyes. "Yes." 

Mavis turned around, the kettle in her hands. "Then what's the problem?" 

"The problem is I'm married. The problem is he's twenty-one years old. The problem is he works for me. The problem is —" 

"The problem is you're scared." Mavis set the kettle on the stove and lit the burner. "That's not a problem, honey. That's just being human." 

"You don't understand." 

"I understand more than you think." Mavis sat down across from her, her old hands folded on the table. "My husband, God rest his soul, was a good man. But he wasn't the love of my life." 

Freya stared at her. "What?" 

"I loved him. I did. But there was someone else. Before. Someone I should have chosen but didn't because I was scared." 

"What happened to him?" 

"He moved away. Married someone else. Had a good life, I hope." Mavis's eyes were distant. "I stayed with my husband. Raised my children. Buried him five years ago. And now I'm old, and I'm alone, and I wonder sometimes — what if?" 

The kettle began to whistle. 

"I'm not saying you should leave your husband for a twenty-one-year-old," Mavis said, standing up to tend the kettle. "I'm saying you shouldn't let fear make your decisions for you. Life's too short for what-ifs." 

She poured the tea and set a cup in front of Freya. 

"Now drink your tea. And think about what you actually want. Not what you're supposed to want. Not what's safe. What you want." 

Freya wrapped her hands around the warm cup and stared into the amber liquid. 

What did she want? 

The answer came immediately, unbidden, terrifying. 

Him. 

She wanted him. 

Saturday — The Garden Shed 

They didn't plan to end up there. 

The shop had been busy all day — a last-minute birthday order, a frantic bride whose centerpieces had wilted, a woman buying sympathy flowers for a neighbor she clearly didn't like. By six o'clock, Freya was exhausted and Theron was moving on autopilot. 

"Let's sit for a minute," he said, nodding toward the back door. 

They walked through the garden, past the dahlias and the fading lavender, and into the shed. The fan was broken now — it had given up the week before — so they sat on the floor with the door open, letting the evening breeze do what it could. 

"I talked to Mavis," Freya said. 

"Your neighbor?" 

"She knows. About us. Well — not about us. But she knows something is happening." 

Theron leaned his head back against the wall. "What did she say?" 


"She said I shouldn't let fear make my decisions for her." 

"She sounds wise." 

"She's nosy." 

"Same thing, sometimes." 

Freya laughed. It felt good to laugh — felt like something loosening in her chest. 

"Theron?" 

"Yeah?" 

"I think I'm falling in love with you." 

The words came out before she could stop them. She hadn't planned to say them. Hadn't even known they were true until she heard them spoken aloud. 

Theron turned to look at her. His expression was unreadable. 

"Freya —" 

"You don't have to say it back. I'm not asking you to. I just — I needed to say it out loud. To someone. To you." 

He was quiet for a long moment. The evening light slanted through the open door, painting golden rectangles on the floor. 

"I've been in love with you for months," he said finally. "Since the first week. Maybe since the first day. I didn't want to be. I tried not to be. But I am." 

Freya's heart stopped. Then it started again, faster than before. 

"Why didn't you say anything?" 

"Because you're married. Because you're my boss. Because I'm twenty-one and you're —" He stopped. "Because I didn't think you'd want to hear it." 

"I want to hear it." 

"You want to hear that a twenty-one-year-old botany student is in love with his forty-nine-year-old boss?" 

Freya reached out and took his hand. "I want to hear that someone loves me. That someone sees me. That someone thinks I'm worth loving." 

Theron lifted their joined hands and pressed his lips to her knuckles. 

"I love you," he said. "I love you, Freya Clarke. And I think you're worth everything." 

She kissed him. 

Not like last time — soft and questioning. This time, she kissed him like she meant it. Like she was claiming something she'd wanted for years. Like she was finally, finally letting herself have what she needed. 

He kissed her back the same way. His hands found her waist, her back, the curve of her neck. She made a sound — a small, desperate sound — and he answered it with a noise of his own. 

"Freya," he breathed against her mouth. 

"Don't stop," she said. "Please don't stop." 

"I won't. I'm not going to stop." 

They kissed until the light faded and the garden went dark around them. They kissed until Freya's lips were swollen and her heart was pounding and she couldn't remember why she'd ever been afraid. 

When they finally pulled apart, they were both breathing hard. 

"We can't do this here," Freya whispered. 

"I know." 

"But I don't want to stop." 

"I don't either." 

They sat in the dark shed, holding hands, and listened to the crickets sing. 

Tomorrow, she would go home to Cormac. Tomorrow, she would pretend nothing had changed. 

But tonight — tonight, she let herself love him. 

And for the first time in years, she let herself be loved back. 

Chapter 11: The Slow Unraveling 

August — Mid-Month 

The days after the shed were a study in restraint. 

Freya and Theron worked side by side, their bodies moving in the familiar choreography of the shop — passing stems, reaching around each other for supplies, brushing against one another in the narrow spaces between coolers and counters. Each touch was electric. Each glance held a conversation neither of them could voice aloud. 

They didn't kiss again. Not in the shop. Not in the garden. Not anywhere someone might see. 

But the wanting didn't fade. It grew, root-deep, like the flowers she tended every morning. 

Monday — The Delivery to Biltmore Village 

A corporate order — two dozen arrangements for a luncheon at a hotel in Biltmore Village. Freya loaded the van while Theron checked the addresses, and by ten o'clock they were on the road, the Blue Ridge Parkway unfolding before them like a promise. 

"You're quiet today," Theron said. 

"I'm always quiet." 

"You're usually quiet in a way that means you're thinking. Today you're quiet in a way that means you're worried." 

Freya stared out the passenger window. The mountains rolled past, green and ancient, their peaks softened by summer haze. 

"I told Cormac I wanted a separation." 

The words landed between them like stones. Theron's hands tightened on the steering wheel. 

"When?" 

"Last night." 

"What did he say?" 

Freya laughed — a short, bitter sound. "He said I was being dramatic. He said I was going through a phase. He said I'd change my mind in the morning." 

"And this morning?" 

"This morning he was passed out on the couch. He didn't even remember the conversation." 

The van hummed along the parkway. A hawk circled overhead, riding the thermal currents. 

"Are you going to change your mind?" Theron asked. 

Freya turned to look at him. His profile was sharp against the bright sky — the strong line of his jaw, the curve of his lips, the small furrow between his eyebrows that appeared when he was concentrating. 

"No," she said. "I'm not going to change my mind." 

The delivery took an hour. The hotel event planner was particular — every arrangement had to be exactly twelve inches from the edge of the table, every ribbon had to face the same direction — and Freya found herself grateful for the distraction. She could focus on centerpieces instead of her marriage. She could think about eucalyptus placement instead of the life she was dismantling piece by piece. 

On the drive back, Theron pulled off the parkway at a scenic overlook. The view stretched for miles — layered ridges fading from green to blue to gray, the French Broad River glittering in the distance. 

"Why are we stopping?" Freya asked. 

"Because you need to breathe." He killed the engine and turned to face her. "You just told your husband you want a separation. You need to sit with that. Even if it's just for five minutes." 

Freya got out of the van and walked to the stone wall at the edge of the overlook. The wind was stronger here, pulling at her hair, carrying the scent of pine and distant rain. 

Theron came to stand beside her. Not touching. Just present. 

"I've been married for thirty years," she said. "Thirty years. That's longer than you've been alive." 

"I know." 

"I made vows. In a church. In front of everyone I loved." 

"I know." 

"And now I'm standing here, on the side of a mountain, with a twenty-one-year-old who works for me, and I'm trying to figure out how to tell my husband that I don't love him anymore." 

Theron was quiet. 

"Do you think that makes me a bad person?" she asked. 

"No." His voice was firm. "I think it makes you an honest person. There's a difference." 

Freya turned to look at him. The wind had picked up, whipping his shirt against his chest. 

"I'm scared," she admitted. 

"I know." 

"I don't know who I am without this marriage. I've been Cormac's wife for so long. I don't know how to just be Freya." 

Theron reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear — the same gesture he'd made in the shed, weeks ago. But this time, he didn't pull back. 

"Then you learn," he said. "You learn who Freya is. And I'll be here. Watching. Helping. Loving you through it. If you'll let me." 

She closed her eyes. The wind wrapped around them both. 

"Kiss me," she said. "Right now. Out here. Where anyone could see." 

"Freya —" 

"Kiss me like you mean it. Like we're not hiding." 

He kissed her. 

It was different from the other times — not soft, not questioning. It was fierce and desperate and full of everything they'd been holding back. His hands cupped her face, and her fingers tangled in his shirt, and the wind roared around them and the mountains watched and she didn't care who saw. 

When they finally broke apart, they were both breathing hard. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." The words came easily now. Naturally. Like they'd been waiting to be spoken for years. 

They stood at the edge of the overlook, holding hands, and watched the clouds gather over the Blue Ridge. 

Wednesday — The Confrontation 

Cormac was sober when she got home. 

That was how Freya knew something was wrong. He was sitting at the kitchen table, a cup of coffee in front of him — black, no sugar, the way he used to drink it before the drinking started. His hands were steady. 

"Sit down," he said. 

She sat. 

"I've been thinking about what you said. About the separation." 

Freya waited. 

"You're serious." 

It wasn't a question, but she answered anyway. "Yes." 

"Why?" 

She could have listed the reasons. The drinking. The neglect. The years of carrying everything alone while he sat in his recliner and watched television. But she knew, somehow, that wasn't what he was asking. 

"Because I'm not happy," she said. "And I haven't been happy for a long time. And I don't want to wake up in ten years and realize I wasted my whole life being miserable." 

Cormac stared into his coffee. "Is it him?" 

"What?" 

"The boy. The one who works for you." 

Freya's heart hammered, but her voice stayed steady. "This isn't about him. This is about us. About you and me." 

"That's not an answer." 

"It's the only answer I have." 

Cormac was quiet for a long time. The clock on the wall ticked. Somewhere upstairs, a floorboard creaked — Ronan, probably, listening. 

"I'll stop drinking," Cormac said finally. 

Freya blinked. "What?" 

"I'll stop. I'll go to meetings. I'll do whatever it takes. Just — don't leave. Don't tear this family apart." 

She looked at her husband — the man she'd married when she was nineteen, the father of her children, the person she'd promised to love for better or worse. He looked older than his fifty-two years. Worn down. Defeated. 

"I've heard that before," she said quietly. 

"This time I mean it." 

"You've meant it before too." 

Cormac's jaw tightened. "So that's it? You're just going to give up on me?" 

"I'm not giving up on you. I'm giving up on us. There's a difference." 

She stood up from the table. Her legs were shaking, but she didn't let him see. 

"I'm going to sleep in the guest room tonight," she said. "We'll figure out the rest tomorrow." 

She walked out of the kitchen and didn't look back. 

Thursday — The News Spreads 

Freya hadn't told anyone about the separation except Theron and Mavis. But small towns have a way of knowing things, and by Thursday afternoon, the gossip had made its way to the shop. 

Mrs. Albright was the first to mention it. 

"I heard you and Cormac are having troubles," she said, picking up her usual bundle of lavender. "I'm sorry to hear that, dear." 

Freya tied the twine around the stems. "We're fine." 

"You don't have to pretend with me. I've been married three times. I know the signs." 

"What signs?" 

Mrs. Albright leaned closer. "The way you look. Lighter. Happier. Women don't look like that when their marriages are fine." 

Freya handed her the lavender. "That'll be eight dollars." 

Mrs. Albright paid and left, but her words lingered. Lighter. Happier. 

Freya caught her reflection in the window and studied it. Was she lighter? Was she happier? 

Yes, she realized. She was. 

And that terrified her more than anything else. 

Saturday — The Garden, Again 

They had stopped pretending they didn't need to be alone together. 

After the shop closed, they sat in the garden — not in the shed, not yet, but on the back steps, their shoulders touching, the dahlias glowing in the evening light. 

"Everyone knows," Freya said. "About the separation. About us. Well — not about us. But they suspect." 

"Does that bother you?" 

"It should. But it doesn't." She leaned her head against his shoulder. "I spent so many years caring what people thought. What they'd say if I left Cormac. What they'd say if I —" She stopped. 

"If you what?" 

"If I ended up with someone like you." 

Theron was quiet for a moment. "Someone like me. You mean young." 

"Black," she said softly. "Young. Not what people expect for a woman my age." 

"Is that what you think? That people will judge you for being with me?" 

"I know they will. I've lived in this town my whole life. I know how people talk." 

Theron turned to look at her. The evening light caught the gold in his eyes. 

"Let them talk," he said. "They're not living your life. You are." 

Freya lifted her head from his shoulder and looked at him — really looked, the way she'd been avoiding for weeks. 

"I want to be with you," she said. "Not in secret. Not in hiding. I want to be with you, out loud, in the open, where everyone can see." 

"Then be with me." 

"It's not that simple." 

"It's exactly that simple." He took her hands. "You're already leaving Cormac. You're already building a different life. The only question is whether you want me to be part of it." 

Freya looked down at their joined hands. His fingers intertwined with hers, dark against pale, young against not-young. 

"Yes," she said. "I want you to be part of it." 

"Then stop worrying about what people think. Stop worrying about whether you deserve this. Just — let yourself have it." 

She kissed him. Softly, gently, a promise more than a passion. 

"I'm trying," she whispered against his lips. 

"Try harder." 

She laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of her — and kissed him again. 

Sunday — The Guest Room 

Freya had been sleeping in the guest room for five nights now. The bed was smaller than the one she shared with Cormac, the mattress older, the pillows flatter. But she slept better here. Deeper. Without dreams she couldn't remember. 

Tonight, she lay awake, staring at the ceiling, thinking about Theron's hands. The way they felt on her face. The way they held hers like she was something precious. 

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. 

Can't sleep? — Theron 

She smiled and typed back: How did you know? 

Because I can't either. 

She stared at the words. He was probably in his apartment, in his bed, alone. She was in her guest room, in her house, alone. They were miles apart, and yet — 

What are you thinking about? she typed. 

You. 

Her heart fluttered. 

What about me? 

A long pause. Then: Everything. The way you laugh. The way you smell like flowers even after you've been home for hours. The way you say my name. 

Freya pressed the phone to her chest. The room was dark and quiet. Somewhere downstairs, the refrigerator hummed. 

I'm scared, she typed. 

I know. Me too. 

But I don't want to be. 

Then don't be. Not tonight. Tonight, just let yourself feel. 

She closed her eyes. She imagined his hands. His mouth. The way he'd said I love you on the overlook, the wind carrying the words away. 

Goodnight, Theron. 

Goodnight, Freya. Dream of me. 

She set down the phone and closed her eyes. 

And she did dream of him. Of his hands and his mouth and the way he looked at her like she was the only woman in the world. 

When she woke up, the sun was streaming through the guest room window, and for the first time in years, she wasn't dreading the day ahead. 

She was eager for it. 

She was eager for him. 

Chapter 12: The Threshold 

August — Late Month 

The separation papers arrived on a Tuesday. 

Freya had expected something more dramatic — a process server at the door, perhaps, or a certified letter requiring a signature. Instead, a plain white envelope appeared in the mailbox, sandwiched between a pizza coupon and a credit card offer. She opened it standing in the driveway, the late afternoon sun hot on her shoulders. 

Petition for Separation. Clarke, Freya Elizabeth v. Clarke, Cormac Joseph. 

Her name first. She'd insisted on that. 

She folded the papers and tucked them into her bag. Inside the house, she could hear the television murmuring — Cormac, already home from his shift at the warehouse, already three beers in. She walked past the living room without looking at him and climbed the stairs to the guest room. 

The room had changed in the weeks since she'd moved into it. Her clothes hung in the small closet now, and her books lined the windowsill, and the bed was made with the floral quilt her mother had made for her wedding. The quilt felt wrong here — a reminder of promises she was breaking — but she couldn't bring herself to replace it. 

She sat on the edge of the bed and unfolded the papers again. 

Grounds for separation: Incompatibility. 

Such a small word for something that had taken thirty years to become true. 

Wednesday — The Conversation 

"I filed the papers." 

Freya said it at dinner — not because she wanted to, but because Cormac had been watching her all evening with an expression she couldn't read, and the silence between them had become unbearable. 

Cormac set down his fork. The kitchen was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of Declan's video game from the basement. 

"You filed," he repeated. 

"This morning. The lawyer sent them over. I signed them at the shop." 

Cormac stared at his plate. She'd made meatloaf — his favorite, though she hadn't planned it that way. Habit, maybe. Or guilt. 

"I asked you to wait," he said finally. "I asked you to give me time to prove I could change." 

"You've had thirty years to change, Cormac. I'm fresh out of waiting." 

His jaw tightened. She could see the muscles working beneath his skin, the way they always did when he was trying not to say something he'd regret. 

"And the boy?" he said. "Are you going to be with him? Once the papers are final?" 

Freya's heart hammered, but her voice stayed steady. "That's not what this is about." 

"That's not an answer." 

"It's the only answer you're getting." 

Cormac pushed back from the table and stood up. His chair scraped against the floor — a harsh, ugly sound. 

"I hope he's worth it," he said. "I hope he's worth throwing away thirty years. I hope he's worth making your sons hate you. I hope he's worth every goddamn thing you're about to lose." 

He walked out of the kitchen. A moment later, she heard the front door slam. 

Freya sat alone at the table, the meatloaf growing cold on her plate, and tried not to let his words take root in her chest. 

Your sons will hate you. 

She didn't know if that was true. But she was afraid it might be. 

Thursday — The Shop 

Theron knew something was wrong the moment she walked in. 

She'd texted him the night before — Papers filed — and he'd responded with a string of heart emojis and a promise to bring coffee. But seeing her in person, with the dark circles under her eyes and the set of her jaw, he set down the coffee cups and pulled her into his arms. 

She let him hold her. For a long moment, she just breathed — his scent, his warmth, the steady beat of his heart beneath her cheek. 

"How are you?" he asked. 

"I don't know." She pulled back, wiping her eyes. "I think I'm okay. I think I'm supposed to feel something different. Relief, maybe. Or grief. But I just feel — empty." 

"That's okay. That's allowed." 

They stood in the middle of the shop, the morning light streaming through the windows, and Freya let herself be held a little longer. 

"I told Cormac I'd be with you after the separation," she said. "He asked. I didn't answer. But he knows." 

Theron's arms tightened around her. "Does that scare you?" 

"It should. But it doesn't." She looked up at him. "I'm tired of being scared. I'm tired of hiding. I'm tired of pretending I don't want the things I want." 

"And what do you want?" 

She reached up and touched his face — the same gesture she'd made in the parking lot weeks ago, but different now. Firmer. More certain. 

"I want you," she said. "Not in secret. Not in hiding. I want you, out loud, where everyone can see." 

Theron kissed her. Not softly — there was nothing soft about it. He kissed her like he was claiming her, like he was staking a claim in front of the whole world. 

When they finally pulled apart, they were both breathing hard. 

"Soon," he said. "Soon we won't have to hide." 

"Soon," she agreed. 

But soon wasn't now. And now, they had a shop to open. 

Friday — Mavis's Invitation 

Mavis showed up at the shop at closing time, leaning on her walker, a covered dish in her hands. 

"I brought you dinner," she announced, pushing past Freya and setting the dish on the counter. "You look like you haven't eaten in days." 

"I've eaten." 

"You've eaten garbage. This is real food. Beef stew. My mother's recipe. Eat." 

Freya lifted the lid. The stew smelled like rosemary and garlic and something else she couldn't name. Her stomach growled. 

"Thank you, Mavis." 

"Don't thank me. Sit. Eat. Tell me what's happening with the divorce." 

"Separation," Freya corrected. "It's not a divorce yet." 

"Same difference." Mavis lowered herself into a chair by the window, her walker parked beside her. "Is it final?" 

"The papers are filed. There's a waiting period. He can contest it if he wants." 

"Will he?" 

Freya sat down across from her, a bowl of stew in her hands. "I don't know. Probably. He's angry. He said I was throwing away thirty years." 

"You're not throwing anything away. You're choosing yourself for once. There's a difference." 

"That's what Theron said." 

Mavis's eyes sparkled. "Smart boy, that one. Handsome, too. And he looks at you like you hung the moon." 

"Mavis —" 

"I'm not judging. I'm old, not blind. I've seen the way you are together. The way you look at each other. I had that once. For a little while. Before I married my husband." Her voice softened. "I've always regretted letting it go." 

Freya set down her spoon. "What happened?" 

"His family didn't approve. Mine didn't either. We were young — younger than your boy. And we let other people make our decisions for us." Mavis looked out the window, her expression distant. "He moved away. Married someone else. Had children. I heard he died ten years ago. Never saw him again." 

"I'm sorry." 

"Don't be. I made my peace with it. But I see you two, and I think — don't make the same mistake I did. Don't let fear steal something beautiful." 

Freya reached across and took Mavis's hand. The old woman's skin was thin and spotted, her fingers gnarled with arthritis. 

"I won't," Freya said. "I promise." 

Mavis squeezed her hand. "Good. Now eat your stew before it gets cold." 

Saturday — The Basement 

Cormac had moved into the basement. 

Freya hadn't asked him to. He'd made the decision himself, after the fight about the separation papers. She found him down there on Saturday morning, setting up a cot beside the washing machine, his clothes in garbage bags on the floor. 

"What are you doing?" she asked from the top of the stairs. 

"Moving out of your way." He didn't look up. "Since that's what you want." 

"I never said I wanted you to live in the basement." 

"You didn't have to." He straightened a blanket on the cot. "The guest room is yours. The bedroom was ours. There's nowhere else for me to go." 

Freya descended the stairs. The basement smelled like detergent and mildew and something musty she couldn't identify. Cormac's whiskey bottles lined the workbench — a whole row of them, empty and full and somewhere in between. 

"You can't stay down here," she said. "It's not healthy." 

"Neither is our marriage. But that never stopped us before." 

The words hit her like a slap. She stood at the bottom of the stairs, her arms crossed, and looked at her husband — the man she'd loved, the man she'd buried, the man who was still alive but felt like a stranger. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For not being able to fix this. For not being able to love you the way you needed to be loved." 

Cormac finally looked at her. His eyes were red-rimmed, tired, sober for once. 

"You loved me fine," he said. "I'm the one who couldn't get out of his own way." 

Freya's throat tightened. "Cormac —" 

"Just go. Please. I don't want you to see me like this." 

She wanted to stay. Wanted to fix it, the way she'd always tried to fix everything. But some things couldn't be fixed. Some things could only be mourned. 

She turned and climbed the stairs, leaving him alone in the basement with his bottles and his grief. 

Sunday — The Garden 

Freya sat on the back steps of the shop, even though it was her day off. The garden was changing — the dahlias beginning to fade, the lavender going to seed, the first hints of autumn color appearing at the edges of the leaves. 

Theron found her there an hour later, a paper bag in his hands. 

"Mavis said you'd be here." 

"Of course she did." 

He sat beside her and opened the bag. Croissants. Two of them, still warm from the café. 

"You didn't have to —" 

"I wanted to." He handed her one. "You look like you need it." 

She took a bite. The croissant flaked apart on her tongue, buttery and perfect. 

"I found Cormac in the basement this morning," she said. "He's moved down there. On a cot. Next to the washing machine." 

Theron was quiet. 

"He said I loved him fine. He said he was the one who couldn't get out of his own way." She set down the croissant. "And I realized — he's right. He's not a monster. He's just a man who got lost. And I couldn't find him. I couldn't bring him back." 

"That's not your job." 

"I know. But I still feel like I failed." 

Theron took her hand. "You didn't fail. You survived. There's a difference." 

Freya leaned her head against his shoulder. The garden was quiet, the only sound the distant hum of traffic and the rustle of leaves in the breeze. 

"I'm scared," she admitted. 

"I know." 

"I'm scared my sons will hate me. I'm scared I'll regret this. I'm scared that five years from now, I'll wake up and realize I made a terrible mistake." 

Theron pressed a kiss to her hair. "Then we'll make the mistake together. And if it's not a mistake — if it's the best thing you ever did — then we'll celebrate that together too." 

She turned her face up to his. "You make everything sound so simple." 

"Nothing about this is simple. But that doesn't mean it's not worth doing." 

He kissed her — softly, gently, a promise in the afternoon light. 

And Freya let herself believe him. 

Monday — The Letter 

A letter arrived from Declan. 

Not an email. Not a text. An actual letter, handwritten on a piece of notebook paper, pushed under her bedroom door while she was at work. 

Mom — 

Dad told us about the separation. About the papers. About the guy at your shop. 

I don't know what to say. I'm not good at this kind of thing. But I want you to know — I get it. Not all of it. But some of it. 

Dad's been drunk my whole life. You've been holding everything together. I saw it. I just didn't know how to help. 

I'm not saying I'm okay with you and that guy. I'm not. But I'm not going to hate you either. 

Can we talk? Like actually talk? Not about him. About you. About me. About whatever this is. 

— Declan 

Freya read the letter three times. Then she folded it carefully and tucked it into the drawer of her nightstand, beside the separation papers and the check from her mother's estate. 

Can we talk? 

She didn't know if she was ready. But for the first time, she thought maybe she could be. 

She picked up her phone and typed a text. 

Dinner. Wednesday. Just us. 

Declan's response came a minute later. 

Okay. 

One word. But it was enough. 

It was a start. 

Chapter 13: Small Freedoms 

September — First Week 

The first Thursday of September brought a cold front that swept through the Blue Ridge like an exhale, turning the humidity into something crisp and golden. Freya woke in the guest room to sunlight that felt different — sharper, cleaner, as if the world had been washed overnight. 

She lay in bed for a moment, listening to the house settle around her. No television murmuring from the living room. No clink of a whiskey glass from the kitchen. Cormac had left for work before dawn — she'd heard his truck rumble out of the driveway at five-thirty — and the silence felt like a gift. 

She dressed carefully. Not for the shop — she always dressed for the shop. But today, she was dressing for something else. Something she hadn't done in years. 

A date. 

The Café — Weaverville 

Weaverville was twenty minutes north of Asheville, a small town tucked into the mountains where the tourists rarely ventured. Freya had chosen it deliberately — far enough from home that no one would recognize her, close enough that she could be back by evening if everything went wrong. 

Theron was already there when she arrived. 

He sat at a table by the window, a cup of coffee in front of him, his knee bouncing under the table. He looked nervous — genuinely nervous, in a way she rarely saw. When he spotted her through the glass, his whole face transformed. 

She walked inside, and the bell above the door chimed. 

"You're early," she said, sliding into the seat across from him. 

"You're late." 

"I'm exactly on time." 

"For normal people, maybe. For you, that's late." He was smiling now, the nervousness fading. "You look beautiful." 

Freya glanced down at her dress — a simple navy wrap dress, nothing fancy, but nicer than what she wore to the shop. She'd put on lipstick, too. A pale rose color she'd found at the bottom of her makeup bag, untouched for years. 

"Thank you," she said. "You look —" 

She stopped. He was wearing a button-down shirt — forest green, the sleeves rolled to his elbows — and dark jeans. His hair was freshly cut, his jaw clean-shaven. He looked like a man, not a boy. A man who had dressed up for her. 

"You look handsome," she finished. 

The corner of his mouth twitched. "You sound surprised." 

"I'm not surprised. I'm just —" She shook her head. "I'm not used to this. To someone making an effort for me." 

Theron reached across the table and took her hand. His fingers intertwined with hers, warm and steady. 

"Get used to it," he said. 

The café was small and intimate, the kind of place where the owner knew everyone's name and the coffee came in mismatched mugs. Freya ordered quiche; Theron ordered a breakfast sandwich. They talked about nothing — the weather, the shop, his classes, her mother's recipe for apple butter — and everything. 

"Tell me something I don't know about you," Theron said, halfway through his sandwich. 

Freya considered. "I used to want to be a painter." 

"A painter? Like, houses or canvases?" 

"Canvases. Watercolors, mostly. Landscapes." She laughed, a little embarrassed. "I wasn't very good. But I loved it. The way the colors bled into each other. The way you could make something beautiful out of nothing." 

"What happened?" 

"Life happened. Cormac didn't like the mess. The boys needed attention. The shop needed to be built." She shrugged. "I packed up my paints and never looked back." 

"Maybe you should look back." 

"Maybe." She took a sip of her coffee. "What about you? Something I don't know." 

Theron wiped his mouth with a napkin. "I used to stutter. When I was a kid. Badly. Kids made fun of me. Teachers thought I was slow." 

Freya's heart clenched. "How did you stop?" 

"I didn't. I learned to talk around it. To choose different words. To pause in places where other people wouldn't." He set down his napkin. "It's still there, sometimes. When I'm tired. When I'm nervous. When I'm —" He looked at her. "When I'm with you, actually. At the beginning. I had to work not to stutter around you." 

"Why?" 

"Because you made me nervous. Because you were the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen, and I couldn't believe you were talking to me." 

Freya felt heat rise to her cheeks. "That was months ago." 

"I know. It's gotten better. But sometimes — when you look at me a certain way — I still have to slow down. Breathe. Choose my words carefully." 

She squeezed his hand. "I had no idea." 

"That's the point. I didn't want you to know. I didn't want you to think I was — less. Somehow." 

"You're not less. You're more." She held his gaze. "You're so much more." 

The café hummed around them — the murmur of other conversations, the clink of cups, the hiss of the espresso machine. But in their corner, the world had narrowed to just the two of them. 

"I love you," Theron said. 

"I love you too." 

He smiled — that real smile, the one that reached his eyes — and Freya felt something loosen in her chest. Something that had been knotted for so long she'd forgotten it could untie. 

The Walk — Main Street 

After breakfast, they walked along Main Street, their hands brushing between them. Weaverville was quiet on a Thursday morning — a few retirees browsing the antique shops, a mother pushing a stroller, a dog tied outside the general store. 

"What happens now?" Theron asked. 

"What do you mean?" 

"I mean — after the separation is final. After the waiting period. What happens to us?" 

Freya stopped in front of a bookstore window, pretending to study the display. The truth was, she didn't have an answer. She'd been so focused on leaving that she hadn't fully imagined what came next. 

"I don't know," she admitted. "I've never done this before. I've never left anyone before." 

"Neither have I." 

She turned to look at him. "You've never left anyone? At twenty-one?" 

"I've never had anyone worth leaving." He shrugged, shoving his hands in his pockets. "I dated in high school. A little in college. But no one —" He paused, searching for words. "No one who made me want to stay. Or leave. Or do anything, really." 

"And I do?" 

"Freya, you make me want to build a whole life. From the ground up. With you." 

The words landed in her chest like stones dropped into deep water. She could feel them sinking, settling, becoming part of her. 

"That's a lot of pressure," she said quietly. 

"I know. I'm sorry. I don't mean to —" 

"I'm not complaining." She reached up and touched his face. "I'm just not used to it. Being someone's reason for anything." 

Theron turned his head and pressed a kiss to her palm. "Get used to it." 

The Drive Home 

They took the scenic route back to Asheville, the Blue Ridge Parkway unfurling before them like a ribbon of gold and green. The leaves were just beginning to turn — hints of orange at the edges, patches of red in the understory. 

Freya drove with the windows down, her hair whipping around her face. Theron sat in the passenger seat, his hand on her thigh, his thumb tracing small circles through the fabric of her dress. 

"I've never done that before," she said. 

"Done what?" 

"Gone on a date. In public. With someone I actually wanted to be with." 

"Cormac?" 

"We never dated. We got married because I was pregnant with Declan, and that's what people did back then." She glanced at him. "We went to the courthouse. Signed papers. Ate dinner at a diner afterward. I wore a white dress I'd bought at a department store." 

"What would you wear now? If we got married?" 

The question hung in the air between them. Freya's hands tightened on the steering wheel. 

"Are we talking about getting married?" 

"I'm talking about the dress," Theron said carefully. "Not the wedding. Just the dress." 

She considered. "Something simple. Not white — I've done white. Maybe cream. Or pale blue. With flowers in my hair." 

"Flowers?" 

"From the shop. Obviously." 

Theron smiled. "Obviously." 

They drove in silence for a while, the parkway winding through the mountains. A hawk circled overhead, riding the thermals. 

"I think about it sometimes," Freya said finally. "The future. What it might look like. With you." 

"And what do you see?" 

"I see a small house. With a garden. Not a big one — just enough for me to grow things. And I see you, coming home from the university. And I see —" She stopped, her throat tight. "I see someone who's happy to see me. Who chooses me. Every day." 

Theron's hand squeezed her thigh. "That's not a fantasy, Freya. That's a plan." 

"It feels like a fantasy." 

"Then let's make it real." 

She pulled the car over at a scenic overlook, the mountains spread out before them like a promise. She killed the engine and turned to face him. 

"Kiss me," she said. "Right now. Out here. Where anyone could see." 

Theron looked around. The overlook was empty — just the two of them and the mountains and the endless blue sky. 

"Are you sure?" 

"I'm sure." 

He kissed her. Not softly — there was nothing soft about it. He kissed her like he was claiming her, like he was staking a claim in front of the whole world. 

When they finally pulled apart, they were both breathing hard. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

She started the car and pulled back onto the parkway, the mountains rolling past on either side. 

For the first time in years, the future didn't feel like something to fear. 

It felt like something to run toward. 

That Night — The Guest Room 

Freya lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, her phone pressed to her ear. 

"Tell me about the café," Mavis said. "Every detail. I want to live vicariously through you." 

"It was small. Quaint. He wore a green shirt." 

"A green shirt? What kind of green?" 

"Forest green. With the sleeves rolled up." 

Mavis made a sound of approval. "Good. Continue." 

Freya laughed. "There's not much to tell. We ate breakfast. We talked. We walked along Main Street. He held my hand." 

"In public?" 

"In public. In Weaverville. Where no one knows us." 

"That's progress." 

"I know." Freya rolled onto her side, tucking the phone between her ear and the pillow. "I'm scared, Mavis." 

"Of what?" 

"Of being happy. Of letting myself want this. Of waking up one day and realizing I made a terrible mistake." 

"Or waking up one day and realizing you made the best decision of your life." Mavis's voice was gentle. "Fear is just excitement in disguise, honey. Don't let it fool you." 

Freya closed her eyes. "When did you get so wise?" 

"About the time I stopped being afraid of my own happiness. Took me seventy years. I'm hoping it takes you less time." 

They talked for another hour — about the shop, about Mavis's cats, about nothing and everything. When Freya finally hung up, the house was dark and quiet. 

She thought about Theron. About the way he'd looked at her across the table. About the way he'd said let's make it real. 

She fell asleep with a smile on her face. 

For the first time in years, she dreamed of something other than escape. 

She dreamed of home. 

Chapter 14: The First Time 

September — Second Week 

The storm arrived without warning. 

One moment, the afternoon sky was a calm, hazy blue — the next, the clouds gathered over the Blue Ridge like bruised fruit, heavy and threatening. Freya was in the middle of arranging a sympathy spray when the first crack of thunder shook the windows. 

Theron looked up from the cooler. "That's close." 

"Close and getting closer." She set down her shears and walked to the front window. The street had emptied — pedestrians scattering for cover, cars splashing through puddles that hadn't existed five minutes ago. "We should close early." 

"Customers?" 

"There won't be any." She locked the front door and flipped the sign to CLOSED. "Help me bring in the buckets from the sidewalk." 

They worked quickly, hauling the sidewalk displays inside as the rain began to fall — first in fat, heavy drops, then in sheets. By the time the last bucket was safely through the door, they were both soaked through. 

Freya leaned against the counter, laughing, wiping water from her face. "I haven't moved that fast in years." 

"You haven't had to." Theron wrung out his shirt, the fabric clinging to his chest. "You're faster than you think." 

She watched him wring out the shirt — watched the way his muscles moved beneath his wet skin — and felt something shift in her chest. Something that had been building for months, tightening like a coil. 

"We should dry off," she said. "There are towels in the back. In the shed." 

"The shed?" 

"The garden shed. I keep extras there. For emergencies." 

Theron looked at her. The rain hammered against the roof, drowning out the world beyond the walls. The shop was dim, the lights flickering with each thunderclap. 

"Show me," he said. 

The Garden Shed 

The rain was even louder inside the shed — a drumming on the metal roof that filled the small space with sound. Freya pulled two towels from the cabinet and handed one to Theron. Their fingers brushed, and neither of them pulled away. 

"You're shivering," he said. 

"I'm fine." 

"You're not fine. You're cold." He stepped closer and wrapped his towel around her shoulders, pulling her toward him. "Better?" 

She could feel the heat radiating off his body, even through their wet clothes. His hands rested on her shoulders, his thumbs tracing small circles through the damp fabric. 

"Better," she whispered. 

The shed was small — barely larger than a closet — and the space between them was shrinking. Freya could see the rain streaming down the single window, could smell the wet earth and the dried flowers hanging from the rafters, could feel the rapid beat of her own heart. 

"Freya." 

"Theron." 

"We shouldn't —" 

"I know." 

But neither of them moved. 

She reached up and touched his face — the same gesture she'd made a dozen times before, but different now. Slower. More deliberate. Her fingers traced the line of his jaw, the curve of his lips, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"I want this," she said. "I want you. Right now. In this shed. In the rain." 

Theron's breath caught. "Are you sure?" 

"I've never been more sure of anything." 

He kissed her. 

Not like before — not soft or questioning or hesitant. This kiss was hungry, desperate, the kind of kiss that had been building for months. His hands slid from her shoulders to her waist, pulling her against him, and she made a sound — a small, broken sound — that he swallowed with his mouth. 

The towel fell from her shoulders. His hands found the hem of her wet dress and lifted, and she raised her arms to let him pull it over her head. The cool air hit her skin, and she shivered — but not from cold. 

"Beautiful," he murmured, his eyes moving over her. "You're so beautiful." 

She wore a simple bra — beige, utilitarian, nothing special. But the way he looked at her made her feel like she was wearing silk and diamonds. 

"Your turn," she said. 

He pulled off his wet shirt, and she watched — watched the way his skin revealed itself inch by inch, the broad span of his shoulders, the smooth plane of his chest, the dark line of hair that disappeared beneath his belt. 

She reached out and touched him — his chest, his stomach, the warm skin stretched over muscle and bone. He closed his eyes at her touch, his breath hitching. 

"Freya." 

"Shh." She pressed a finger to his lips. "No talking. Not yet." 

She kissed him again, slower this time, and let her hands explore. His back, his arms, the curve of his waist. He groaned against her mouth and pulled her closer, and she could feel him — the hard length of him through his jeans — and the knowledge made her pulse race. 

"Lie down," she said. 

"Here?" 

"Here. On the floor. I don't care." 

He spread a clean towel on the floor — the one he'd been using to dry himself — and lowered himself onto it, reaching for her. She went willingly, straddling his hips, her wet hair falling around them like a curtain. 

"This isn't how I imagined it," she said. 

"How did you imagine it?" 

"In a bed. With candles. Slowly." 

"Slowly we can do." He reached up and brushed the hair from her face. "The bed and candles will have to wait." 

She laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of her — and leaned down to kiss him. 

The Unfolding 

His hands were patient. 

That was what surprised her most — the patience. He didn't rush. He didn't grab or grope or demand. He explored her like she was something precious, something to be learned, something worth knowing. 

His fingers traced the line of her spine, the curve of her hip, the soft skin of her inner thigh. He touched her like he had all the time in the world, like the rain outside would never stop, like they could stay here forever. 

"Tell me what you want," he said. 

"I want you to touch me." 

"I am touching you." 

"Lower." 

He smiled — that slow, devastating smile — and his hand moved between her legs. She gasped at the contact, her hips bucking, and he made a sound of satisfaction. 

"So wet," he murmured. "Is this for me?" 

"You know it is." 

He slipped a finger inside her, then two, and she moaned — a sound she didn't recognize, something raw and primal that came from somewhere deep. He watched her face as he moved his hand, watched the way her eyes fluttered closed, the way her lips parted, the way her breath came in short, sharp gasps. 

"Look at me," he said. 

She opened her eyes. 

"I want to see you when you come." 

She couldn't — not yet, not like this, not with him watching her so intently. But his fingers kept moving, curling inside her, and she felt the pressure building, the heat coiling in her belly. 

"That's it," he whispered. "Let go. I've got you." 

She came with a cry that was half sob, her body shuddering against his hand, her fingers digging into his shoulders. He held her through it, murmuring words she couldn't understand, his free hand stroking her back. 

When she finally opened her eyes, he was looking at her with an expression she couldn't name — something between awe and hunger. 

"Your turn," she said, reaching for his belt. 

He stopped her hand. "Not yet." 

"Why not?" 

"Because I want to taste you first." 

The Tasting 

He guided her off his hips and onto the towel, then positioned himself between her legs. She watched him — watched the way he looked at her like she was a feast, watched the way his tongue wet his lips — and felt a fresh wave of heat between her thighs. 

"You don't have to —" she started. 

"I want to." He kissed the inside of her thigh, then higher, then higher still. "I've been thinking about this for months." 

"Months?" 

"Since the first time I saw you. Since the first time you smiled at me." He looked up at her, his dark eyes gleaming. "Since the first time I imagined what you'd taste like." 

She couldn't respond — couldn't form words — because his mouth was on her, and everything else disappeared. 

His tongue was everything she'd imagined and more. Gentle at first, then firmer, exploring her with the same focused attention he gave to everything. He learned her — learned what made her gasp, what made her moan, what made her hands fist in his hair and pull. 

"You're so responsive," he murmured against her. "I love that. I love watching you fall apart." 

She was already falling. The pleasure built again, faster this time, pushed by his tongue and his fingers and the low sounds of approval he made against her skin. 

"Theron —" 

"I know. Let go. I'm right here." 

She came again, harder than before, her back arching off the towel, a cry tearing from her throat. He didn't stop — kept licking, kept sucking, kept drawing out every last tremor until she was limp and trembling and completely undone. 

He kissed his way up her body — her stomach, her ribs, the hollow of her throat — and settled beside her, pulling her into his arms. 

"Okay?" he asked. 

"More than okay." She turned her head to look at him. "But you haven't —" 

"I will. But not yet. I want to stay here a little longer. With you. Like this." 

She curled into his side, her head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The rain was softer now, a gentle patter on the roof instead of a drumming. 

"I love you," she said. 

"I love you too." 

They lay together in the shed, the towels tangled beneath them, the rain singing overhead. And for a long time, neither of them spoke. 

There was nothing left to say. 

The Rest 

Later — much later — he moved above her, his body a warm weight, his face inches from hers. 

"Now?" he asked. 

"Now." 

He entered her slowly, inch by inch, and she gasped at the feel of him — the size of him, the heat of him, the way he filled her completely. Her hands found his back, his shoulders, the curve of his ass, pulling him deeper. 

"You feel —" He groaned, his forehead pressed to hers. "You feel incredible." 

"So do you." 

He moved inside her — slow at first, then faster, then slower again when she asked him to. He watched her face the whole time, watched the way her eyes rolled back, the way her mouth fell open, the way she said his name like a prayer. 

"Come for me," he said. "One more time. Come with me." 

She wrapped her legs around his waist and held on. 

They came together, their cries lost in the sound of the rain, their bodies moving in rhythm, their hearts beating as one. 

Afterward, he pulled out and gathered her in his arms, and she pressed her face to his chest and cried — not from sadness, but from relief. From the overwhelming, terrifying, beautiful relief of finally, finally letting go. 

"I've got you," he murmured, stroking her hair. "I've got you." 

She believed him. 

The Drive Home 

Freya drove home in the dark, the rain reduced to a drizzle, the streets slick and shining under the streetlamps. 

She was sore in places she'd forgotten she had. Her lips were swollen, her hair still damp, her skin smelling of him — of cedar and sweat and something else she couldn't name. 

She parked in the driveway and sat in the car for a long moment. 

The house was dark except for the blue flicker of the television in the basement window — Cormac, still awake, still drinking. 

She should feel guilty. She should feel ashamed. She was still married, still living in this house, still bound by vows she'd made thirty years ago. 

But all she felt was alive. 

More alive than she'd felt in years. 

She climbed out of the car and walked inside, and when she passed the basement stairs, she didn't look down. 

She climbed to the guest room, undressed, and climbed into bed. 

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. 

Tonight was everything. — Theron 

She smiled and typed back: Tonight was only the beginning. 

I can't wait for the rest. 

She set down the phone, closed her eyes, and fell asleep with the taste of him still on her lips. 

And for the first time in thirty years, she didn't dream of escape. 

She dreamed of him. 

Chapter 15: The Morning After 

September — The Next Morning 

Freya woke to sunlight streaming through the guest room window and the unfamiliar sensation of peace. 

For a moment — just a moment — she didn't remember. The world was golden and quiet, the house still asleep around her, and she felt light in a way she hadn't felt in years. Then the memories came flooding back: the rain, the shed, his hands, his mouth, the way he'd said her name like a prayer. 

She pressed her face into the pillow and smiled. 

Her body ached — a pleasant ache, the kind that reminded her of what had happened, what she'd done, what she'd finally allowed herself to have. She stretched beneath the covers, feeling the soreness in her thighs, the tenderness between her legs, and felt no shame. 

Only wonder. 

Only gratitude. 

Only the quiet, terrifying thrill of knowing she would do it again. 

The Kitchen — 7:00 AM 

Cormac was already at the kitchen table when she came downstairs. 

He sat in his usual spot, a cup of coffee in front of him — black, no sugar, the way he used to drink it before the drinking started. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair uncombed, but he was sober. She could always tell. 

"Morning," she said, keeping her voice neutral. 

"Morning." 

She moved to the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee, her back to him. She could feel his eyes on her — the weight of his gaze, the questions he wasn't asking. 

"You look different," he said finally. 

She turned. "Different how?" 

"I don't know. Lighter. Happier." He took a sip of his coffee. "You look like someone who slept well." 

Freya's heart hammered, but her face betrayed nothing. "I did. For once." 

Cormac studied her for a long moment. Then he looked away, staring out the window at the overgrown backyard. 

"I talked to a lawyer yesterday," he said. 

Freya set down her coffee. "You did?" 

"Someone from work recommended him. Family law. Said he was good." 

"And?" 

"And he said I should fight it. The separation. Said I had grounds — abandonment, infidelity, take your pick." 

Freya's blood ran cold. "Are you going to?" 

Cormac was quiet for a long time. The clock on the wall ticked. Somewhere upstairs, a floorboard creaked — Ronan, maybe, or Declan. 

"No," he said finally. "I'm not going to fight it." 

"Why not?" 

"Because I'm tired. Because you're tired. Because we've been fighting for thirty years, and I don't even remember what we're fighting for anymore." He set down his coffee and looked at her — really looked, the way he hadn't in years. "I loved you once, Freya. I loved you so much I didn't know what to do with it all. And somewhere along the way, I lost you. I lost myself. I lost everything that mattered." 

Freya's throat tightened. "Cormac —" 

"I'm not asking for another chance. I'm not asking for anything. I'm just saying — I'm sorry. For all of it. For the drinking. For the neglect. For making you carry everything alone while I sat in my chair and felt sorry for myself." 

She crossed the kitchen and sat down across from him, her coffee forgotten. 

"Thank you," she said. "For saying that." 

"It doesn't fix anything." 

"No. But it helps." 

They sat in silence, the morning light growing brighter, the sounds of the house waking up around them. Somewhere, a shower started running. Somewhere else, a door closed. 

"I'm not going to pretend I'm okay with him," Cormac said. "The boy. Whatever his name is." 

"Theron." 

"Theron. I'm not okay with it. I'm not okay with you moving on while we're still legally married. But I'm not going to stand in your way either." He stood up, carrying his cup to the sink. "I've done enough standing in your way." 

He rinsed his cup and left the kitchen without looking back. 

Freya sat at the table, her hands wrapped around her coffee, and let herself feel the weight of what had just happened. 

He knew. Or suspected. And he wasn't going to fight. 

It was more than she'd hoped for. It was less than she deserved. 

But it was enough. 

The Shop — 9:00 AM 

Theron was already there when she arrived, unlocking the front door, his back to her. He turned when he heard her footsteps, and the look on his face — the warmth, the wanting, the quiet joy — made her heart stutter. 

"Morning," he said. 

"Morning." 

She walked past him into the shop, and he followed, closing the door behind them. The moment they were inside, out of sight of the street, he pulled her into his arms. 

"Last night," he murmured against her hair. "I can't stop thinking about it." 

"Neither can I." 

He pulled back to look at her. "Any regrets?" 

She thought about Cormac in the kitchen. About the lawyer. About the words abandonment and infidelity. 

"None," she said. 

He kissed her — softly, gently, a promise for the day ahead. 

Then they untangled themselves and opened the shop. 

The Afternoon — Mavis's House 

Mavis called at two o'clock, demanding that Freya come over for tea. "I have something to tell you," she said, "and I'm not saying it over the phone." 

Freya left Theron in charge of the shop and walked the two blocks to Mavis's house. The old woman was waiting on the porch, a pitcher of sweet tea on the table beside her. 

"Sit," Mavis commanded. "Drink. Talk." 

Freya sat. The tea was cold and sweet, exactly the way she liked it. 

"How was your date?" Mavis asked. 

"It wasn't a date. It was breakfast." 

"Breakfast with a handsome young man who looks at you like you're the last woman on earth. That's a date." Mavis took a sip of her own tea. "Did you sleep with him?" 

Freya choked. "Mavis!" 

"Did you?" 

"Mavis, I'm not going to —" 

"You did." Mavis set down her glass and smiled — a slow, knowing smile. "Good for you." 

"I'm still married." 

"I'm aware. I'm also aware that your marriage has been dead for years. You're not cheating on Cormac. You're burying a corpse." 

Freya stared at her. "That's a terrible metaphor." 

"It's an accurate metaphor." Mavis leaned forward, her eyes sharp. "Was it good?" 

"Mavis —" 

"Was it good, Freya? You're nearly fifty years old. You've spent three decades with a man who couldn't find your clitoris with a map and a flashlight. You deserve good sex. You deserve great sex. You deserve the kind of sex that makes you forget your own name." 

Freya felt heat rise to her cheeks. "It was —" She stopped, searching for words. "It was more than good. It was —" 

"Life-changing?" 

"Yes." The word came out as a whisper. "Life-changing." 

Mavis sat back, satisfied. "Good. Then don't feel guilty. Don't apologize. Don't let anyone make you feel ashamed for finally, finally taking something for yourself." 

Freya looked down at her tea. The ice had melted, diluting the sweetness. 

"Cormac knows," she said. "Or suspects. He said he's not going to fight the separation." 

"That's good news." 

"It should feel like good news. But it just feels — sad. We were married for thirty years. We raised two children together. We built a life. And now it's over, and I don't know how to mourn it when I'm also so goddamn happy." 

Mavis reached across the table and took her hand. "You mourn it the same way you mourn anything. You let yourself feel it. You let yourself cry. You let yourself miss the good parts while still celebrating the fact that you're finally free." 

Freya's eyes burned. "When did you get so wise?" 

"When I stopped pretending I had all the answers." Mavis squeezed her hand. "Now drink your tea. And tell me more about this boy. Is he good to you? Does he make you laugh? Does he listen when you talk?" 

"Yes," Freya said. "Yes to all of it." 

"Then hold onto him. And don't let go." 

The Evening — Closing Time 

Theron stayed late to help her close the shop, even though he didn't have to. They worked in comfortable silence, their bodies moving in the familiar rhythm they'd developed over months of working together. 

When the last bucket was inside and the last light was off, Theron locked the door and turned to her. 

"Can I come over tonight?" he asked. 

Freya shook her head. "Not tonight. Cormac is — he's fragile right now. I don't want to make things worse." 

"Okay." 

"But tomorrow —" She stepped closer, her hand on his chest. "Tomorrow, Mavis is going to visit her sister. She said we can use her house. For the weekend." 

Theron's eyebrows rose. "The whole weekend?" 

"The whole weekend." 

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her — deep and slow and full of promise. 

"I can't wait," he said. 

"Neither can I." 

They stood in the dark shop, holding each other, the ghosts of their pasts hovering at the edges but not quite touching. 

Tomorrow, they would have time. 

Tonight, this was enough. 

The Guest Room — 11:00 PM 

Freya lay in bed, her phone pressed to her ear, Theron's voice a low murmur in the darkness. 

"Tell me what you're wearing," he said. 

"My nightgown. The blue one." 

"The one with the lace?" 

"You noticed the lace?" 

"I notice everything about you." 

She smiled into the pillow. "What are you wearing?" 

"Nothing." 

"Theron!" 

"What? It's hot in my apartment. And I was thinking about you." His voice dropped lower. "I was thinking about last night. About the sounds you made. About the way you said my name." 

Freya's breath caught. "You're not playing fair." 

"I'm not playing at all. I'm telling you the truth." A pause. "I'm hard right now. Just thinking about you." 

She pressed her thighs together, a fresh wave of heat flooding through her. 

"We shouldn't —" she started. 

"Probably not. But I can't stop. I can't stop thinking about you, Freya. About your skin. About your mouth. About the way you felt around me." 

"Theron —" 

"I want you again. Tomorrow. And the day after. And every day for the rest of my life." 

She closed her eyes and let his words wash over her. 

"Tomorrow," she said. "Tomorrow, we'll have the whole weekend." 

"I'm counting the hours." 

"So am I." 

They talked for another hour — about nothing and everything, about the shop and his classes and the future they were both too afraid to name. When they finally said goodnight, Freya's body was humming with want and her heart was full to bursting. 

She set down the phone and stared at the ceiling. 

Tomorrow, she would have him again. 

Tonight, she would dream of it. 

And for the first time in thirty years, she fell asleep without a single regret. 

Chapter 16: Learning Each Other

September — Late Week

The van smelled like roses and damp soil, the way it always did after deliveries. Freya had parked it behind the shop, in the narrow alley where the streetlight didn't reach, where the shadows pooled thick and dark between the brick walls.

They weren't supposed to be here.

The shop had closed an hour ago. Theron had gone home — or so anyone watching would believe. But he'd circled the block and slipped through the back gate, and now he sat in the passenger seat while Freya gripped the steering wheel and tried to remember how to breathe.

"We shouldn't," she said.

"We shouldn't do a lot of things." His hand rested on her thigh, warm and heavy. "But here we are."

The alley was silent. The shop windows were dark. The only light came from a single bulb above the back door, casting everything in shades of amber and gold.

"I have to be home by nine," she said. "Cormac's expecting me."

"It's seven-thirty."

"Theron —"

"Freya." He turned in his seat to face her. "If you want to wait until the weekend, we can wait. I'm not going to push you. I'm not going to —"

She kissed him.

It wasn't gentle. It wasn't soft. It was the kiss of someone who had spent thirty years being patient and was done with patience. Her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer, and he made a sound — a low, surprised sound — that she swallowed with her mouth.

"Move to the back," she said.

"The back?"

"The back of the van. There's room. I've made deliveries with bigger arrangements than us."

He laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of him — and climbed over the center console into the back of the van. She followed, the floor hard beneath her knees, the smell of roses even stronger here.

"Come here," he said, pulling her onto his lap.

She straddled him, her dress riding up her thighs, his hands finding her hips. The van was cramped, the ceiling low, the windows fogging with their breath. But none of that mattered.

"What do you want?" he asked.

"You. Now. Fast."

"Fast I can do." He lifted her dress over her head and reached for the clasp of her bra. "But later — later we go slow."

"Later."

He unhooked her bra and lowered his mouth to her breast, and she gasped at the contact — his tongue, his teeth, the way he sucked like he was tasting something precious. Her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him there, and he made a sound of approval that vibrated through her.

"These," he said, tugging at her underwear. "Off."

She lifted her hips and let him pull them down her legs, then reached for his belt. His jeans. His boxers. He was hard beneath her, and when she wrapped her hand around him, he groaned.

"Freya —"

"I want to feel you inside me. Now."

He reached between them, positioning himself, and she sank down onto him in one slow, deliberate movement. They both gasped — her at the fullness, him at the tightness — and for a moment, neither of them moved.

"You feel —" He closed his eyes, his hands gripping her hips. "You feel like heaven."

"Don't talk."

"Bossy."

She moved. Up and down, slow at first, then faster, finding a rhythm that made her see stars. His hands guided her, his fingers digging into her flesh, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

"Look at me," he said.

She opened her eyes.

He was watching her — watching the way her body moved, the way her breasts bounced, the way her lips parted with each thrust. His expression was raw, hungry, completely unguarded.

"You're so beautiful," he said. "I can't believe you're real."

"I'm real." She leaned down and kissed him, her movements never stopping. "I'm right here."

He flipped them — a quick, practiced movement that left her on her back, him above her, the floor hard beneath her shoulders. He drove into her deeper now, harder, and she wrapped her legs around his waist and held on.

"Yes," she breathed. "Like that. Don't stop."

"I won't. I'm not going to stop."

He didn't. He kept moving, kept thrusting, kept watching her face like he was memorizing every expression. She felt the pressure building — the same pressure she'd felt in the shed, but different now. Sharper. More urgent.

"I'm close," she said.

"Me too. Come with me. Come with me, Freya."

She did. She came with a cry that echoed off the metal walls of the van, her body shuddering beneath his, her nails raking down his back. He followed a moment later, burying his face in her neck, his body trembling with the force of his release.

They lay there for a long time, tangled together on the floor of the van, the smell of roses and sex thick in the air.

"Fast," he said finally, his voice muffled against her skin. "You said fast."

"That was fast."

"That was twenty minutes."

She laughed — a breathless, joyful sound. "Time flies when you're having fun."

He lifted his head and looked at her. His face was flushed, his hair disheveled, his lips swollen from kissing her. He looked younger like this — softer, more vulnerable — and her heart clenched with love.

"I love you," she said.

"I love you too." He kissed her forehead, her nose, her lips. "Now let's get dressed before someone sees us."

The Drive Home

Freya drove home with the windows down, the night air cool on her flushed skin. Her body was humming — the pleasant ache of use, the satisfaction of being wanted, the quiet thrill of secrecy.

She parked in the driveway and sat for a moment, gathering herself. The house was dark except for the blue flicker of the television in the basement window. Cormac, still awake. Still drinking.

She walked inside and climbed the stairs to the guest room. Her phone buzzed on the nightstand.

Home safe? — Theron

Yes. You?

In bed. Wishing you were here.

She smiled and typed back: Two more days. Then the whole weekend.

I'm counting.

So am I.

She set down the phone and changed into her nightgown. The blue one — the one with the lace. She caught her reflection in the mirror and paused.

Her cheeks were flushed. Her lips were swollen. Her eyes were bright in a way they hadn't been in years.

She looked happy.

For the first time in a long time, she actually looked happy.

She climbed into bed and fell asleep with a smile on her face, dreaming of the weekend to come.

The Next Morning — The Shop

Theron was already there when she arrived, coffee in hand, his expression carefully neutral. But when she locked the door behind her — they still had fifteen minutes before opening — his mask slipped.

"Last night," he said.

"Last night was —"

"Incredible?"

"Yes." She took the coffee from his hands and set it on the counter. "But we can't do that again. Not in the van. Not behind the shop. It's too risky."

"I know."

"Mavis's house is safer. This weekend, we'll have time. Real time. Not stolen moments in an alley."

He pulled her into his arms. "I'll take stolen moments. I'll take whatever I can get."

"You deserve more than stolen moments."

"So do you." He kissed her forehead. "So let's make this weekend count."

She nodded against his chest, breathing in the scent of him — cedar and coffee and something else she couldn't name.

"Two more days," she said.

"Two more days."

They untangled themselves and opened the shop, and the morning unfolded like any other morning. Customers came and went. Flowers were trimmed and arranged. The phone rang, and Theron answered it, his voice calm and professional.

But underneath the routine, something hummed — anticipation, want, the quiet thrill of knowing that in two days, they would have time.

Real time.

Finally.

The Evening — Mavis's Confirmation

Mavis called Freya at closing time.

"The house is yours," she said without preamble. "I'm leaving Friday morning, coming back Monday afternoon. There's food in the fridge, clean sheets on the bed, and earplugs in the nightstand if you need them."

"Mavis!"

"What? I'm old, not dead. I know what young people do when they have a house to themselves." A pause. "Well, young-ish. You're young at heart. That counts."

Freya laughed despite herself. "Thank you. For this. For everything."

"Don't thank me. Just be happy. That's all I want for you." Another pause, softer this time. "You deserve this, Freya. You deserve to be happy."

Freya's eyes burned. "I'm trying."

"Trying is all any of us can do. Now go home. Pack a bag. And for God's sake, wear something pretty."

She hung up before Freya could respond.

Freya stood in the empty shop, the phone in her hand, and smiled.

Something pretty.

She could do that.

That Night — Packing

Freya stood in front of her closet, staring at the clothes she'd accumulated over thirty years of marriage. Sweaters and jeans and practical dresses, all in muted colors, all chosen for comfort and durability.

None of them felt right.

She dug deeper, to the back of the closet, where clothes she hadn't worn in years hung in garment bags. Her wedding dress — she pushed past that. Her mother's funeral dress — she pushed past that too.

And then she found it.

A red dress. Silk. Short. She'd bought it on a whim ten years ago, before a trip to Charleston that Cormac had canceled at the last minute. She'd never worn it. Had almost forgotten it existed.

She held it up against her body and looked in the mirror.

The woman staring back at her was a stranger. But she was beautiful.

She packed the dress in a small suitcase, along with underwear she'd bought at a boutique in Weaverville — lace and silk, nothing practical, everything pretty. She packed lotion and perfume and the lipstick she'd worn to the café.

She packed hope.

And then she climbed into bed and stared at the ceiling, counting the hours until Friday.

Two more sleeps, she texted Theron.

Too many, he replied.

Agreed.

She set down the phone and closed her eyes.

In her dreams, she was wearing the red dress.

And he was taking it off.

Chapter 17: The University 

September — Late Evening 

The university campus was quiet at this hour. 

Most classes ended by nine, and by ten-thirty, the parking lots were nearly empty, the walkways lit only by the occasional amber glow of a streetlamp. Freya had never been on a college campus at night — had never been on a college campus at all, really — and the strangeness of it made her heart beat faster. 

Theron held her hand as they walked, his fingers intertwined with hers, his thumb tracing small circles on her palm. 

"My lab is in this building," he said, nodding toward a brick structure with tall windows and a copper roof. "The greenhouse is on the third floor. I have a key." 

"You have a key to everything." 

"Not everything. Just the important things." 

He led her through a side entrance, his key card beeping against the reader, and they climbed the stairs in silence. The building smelled like soil and fertilizer and something else — formaldehyde, maybe, or the strange chemical smell of preserved specimens. 

"The greenhouse is technically off-limits after ten," Theron said as they reached the third floor. "But Dr. Patterson likes me. She said I could work late whenever I needed to." 

"And do you? Work late?" 

"Sometimes. When I can't sleep. When I need to think." He stopped in front of a door marked Botany Research — Authorized Personnel Only and swiped his card. "Lately, I've been thinking about you." 

The greenhouse unfolded before them like a secret world. 

Freya stepped inside and gasped. 

The room was enormous — a glass cathedral filled with plants from every corner of the earth. Ferns unfurled in the humid air, their fronds brushing against her shoulders as she walked. Orchids bloomed in rainbow clusters, their petals delicate as tissue paper. A small waterfall trickled in the corner, filling the space with the sound of moving water. 

"This is —" She turned in a slow circle, trying to take it all in. "This is incredible." 

"It's my favorite place on campus." Theron stood in the doorway, watching her. "I wanted to share it with you." 

Freya walked deeper into the greenhouse, trailing her fingers along leaves and stems. A bromeliad caught her eye — its center a deep, electric pink — and she stopped to study it. 

"These are from Brazil," Theron said, coming to stand beside her. "They grow on trees, not in soil. They collect water in their leaves." 

"You know everything about every plant in here, don't you?" 

"Not everything. But most things." He touched the bromeliad's leaf, his finger brushing hers. "Plants are honest. They don't pretend to be something they're not. If they're thirsty, they wilt. If they're getting too much sun, they burn. If they're happy —" 

"If they're happy?" 

"They bloom." 

Freya looked at him. The greenhouse lights cast strange shadows on his face — green and gold and something blue from the waterfall. He looked like he belonged here, among the ferns and orchids, like he'd been grown in this soil himself. 

"And what about you?" she asked. "Are you blooming?" 

He smiled — that slow, devastating smile — and pulled her into his arms. 

"I'm blooming like crazy." 

The Kiss 

He kissed her beneath the bromeliads, the waterfall murmuring in the background, the humid air wrapping around them like a blanket. His hands slid from her waist to her hips, pulling her closer, and she arched against him, her fingers tangling in his hair. 

"We shouldn't," she breathed against his mouth. 

"We definitely shouldn't." 

"Someone could come in." 

"Dr. Patterson is in Chicago. The janitor comes at midnight." He kissed her neck, her collarbone, the hollow of her throat. "We have an hour." 

"An hour?" 

"An hour and twelve minutes, if you want to be precise." 

She laughed — a breathless, joyful sound — and pulled him toward a bench tucked between two towering ferns. 

"Show me what else you've learned in this greenhouse," she said. 

The Bench 

The bench was narrow, barely wide enough for both of them, but they made it work. Theron sat first, pulling Freya onto his lap, her legs straddling his hips. The ferns screened them from view, their fronds creating a private room within the glass cathedral. 

"This is insane," Freya said, even as she unbuttoned his shirt. "We're going to get caught." 

"We're not going to get caught." 

"You don't know that." 

"I know that I've wanted to bring you here for weeks. I know that I've imagined this a hundred times. And I know that right now, I don't care about anything except you." 

She kissed him — hard and hungry — and his hands found the zipper of her dress. 

"I wore this for you," she said as he slid the fabric from her shoulders. "The blue one. The one with the lace." 

"I noticed." He lowered his mouth to her breast, and she gasped. "I always notice." 

He was patient tonight — more patient than he'd been in the van. He took his time, exploring her with his hands and his mouth, learning the places that made her moan and the places that made her laugh and the places that made her say his name like a prayer. 

"Theron —" 

"Shh. We have time." 

They did. An hour, maybe more. Time enough to undress each other slowly, to savor the feel of skin against skin, to lose themselves in the humid darkness of the greenhouse. 

When he finally entered her, she cried out — a sound swallowed by the ferns and the waterfall and the quiet hum of the grow lights. He moved inside her with a rhythm that felt like breathing, like falling, like coming home. 

"I love you," he said against her ear. 

"I love you too." 

They moved together, slow and deep, the greenhouse cocooning them in warmth and shadow. She came first — a soft, shuddering release that made her bury her face in his neck — and he followed moments later, his body tightening around hers. 

Afterward, they sat on the bench, tangled together, the ferns brushing against their bare skin. 

"That was —" Freya started. 

"Don't say insane." 

"I was going to say perfect." 

He kissed her forehead. "Perfect works." 

The Walk Back 

They dressed in the darkness, helping each other with buttons and zippers, laughing softly when their hands got tangled. The greenhouse felt different now — smaller, somehow, or maybe more intimate. Like it held their secret in its glass walls. 

"We should do this more often," Theron said as they walked back to the car. 

"Break into university buildings after hours?" 

"Steal moments. Wherever we can find them." 

Freya took his hand. "We don't have to steal them much longer. The separation will be final soon. And then —" 

"And then?" 

She stopped walking. They were standing beneath a streetlamp, the amber light casting long shadows on the pavement. 

"And then we can stop hiding," she said. "We can be together. Out loud. In front of everyone." 

Theron pulled her into his arms. "I can't wait." 

"Neither can I." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and then they walked the rest of the way to the car in comfortable silence. 

The Drive Home 

Freya drove with the windows down, the night air cool on her face. Theron sat in the passenger seat, his hand on her thigh, his thumb tracing small circles on her skin. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For showing me the greenhouse. For sharing that with me. For —" She paused, searching for words. "For making me feel like I belong somewhere. Even when I don't know where that somewhere is." 

Theron squeezed her thigh. "You belong with me. That's the only somewhere that matters." 

She smiled and turned onto her street. 

The house was dark except for the blue flicker of the television in the basement window. Cormac, still awake. Still drinking. Still waiting for her to come home. 

"Tomorrow," Theron said as she parked the car. 

"Tomorrow." 

He leaned over and kissed her — a quick, gentle kiss — and then climbed out of the car and disappeared into the night. 

Freya sat in the driveway for a long moment, gathering herself. Then she walked inside, climbed the stairs to the guest room, and fell asleep with the taste of him still on her lips. 

The Next Morning — The Shop 

Mavis appeared at the shop door at nine o'clock, a covered dish in her hands and a knowing look on her face. 

"I brought you breakfast," she announced, pushing past Freya and setting the dish on the counter. "You look tired." 

"I'm fine." 

"You're not fine. You're exhausted. In a good way, I hope." 

Freya blushed. "Mavis —" 

"I'm not asking for details. I'm just making sure you're taking care of yourself." Mavis lifted the lid of the dish, revealing a stack of pancakes still warm from the griddle. "Eat. You need your strength." 

"For what?" 

"For whatever you're planning to do this weekend." Mavis's eyes sparkled. "At my house. While I'm gone." 

Freya opened her mouth to deny it, then closed it again. There was no point. Mavis saw everything. 

"Thank you," she said instead. "For the pancakes. And for —" 

"Don't thank me. Just be happy." Mavis patted her hand. "That's all I want for you." 

She left before Freya could respond, the bell chiming behind her. 

Freya stood in the empty shop, the pancakes steaming on the counter, and smiled. 

Tomorrow, she would have the whole weekend. 

Tomorrow, she would have him. 

Today, she would eat pancakes and arrange flowers and count the hours until she could finally, finally stop counting. 

She picked up a pancake and took a bite. 

It tasted like hope. 

Chapter 18: Summer's End

September — Last Week

The call came on a Tuesday morning, just as Freya was unlocking the shop.

Theron's phone rang — a sharp, insistent sound that cut through the quiet — and she watched his face change as he listened. The color drained from his skin. His hand tightened on the phone. His eyes, usually so warm, went distant and glassy.

"I'll be there tomorrow," he said. "Tell her I'm coming."

He hung up and stood in the middle of the shop, staring at nothing.

"Theron." Freya crossed to him, her hand on his arm. "What is it?"

"My aunt." His voice cracked. "She's — the doctors said days. Maybe less. My mother wants me to come home."

"To Atlanta?"

He nodded. "I have to go. I have to — she raised me, Freya. After my father died, she was the one who —" He stopped, pressing the heel of his hand against his eyes. "I have to go."

"Then go." She took his face in her hands. "Go. Be with her. The shop will be here when you get back."

"What about the deliveries? The wedding order? I can't just —"

"Theron." She said his name firmly, the way she might speak to a frightened animal. "The flowers can wait. The customers can wait. This — your aunt — this can't wait. Go."

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he pulled her into his arms and held her so tightly she could barely breathe.

"I'll come back," he said against her hair. "I'll come back as soon as I can."

"I know you will."

He kissed her — a hard, desperate kiss, full of fear and love and something that felt like goodbye — and then he was gone, the bell chiming behind him.

Freya stood alone in the shop, the morning light streaming through the windows, and felt the weight of his absence already settling on her chest.

The First Day — Wednesday

The shop felt wrong without him.

Freya had worked alone for years before Theron came along. She'd opened the shop, run the shop, closed the shop, all by herself, day after day, month after month. But now, after only a few months of having him beside her, the silence was deafening.

She talked to herself as she worked — a habit she'd thought she'd broken. She hummed along with the radio. She rearranged the display three times, just to have something to do with her hands.

At noon, she texted him: How are you?

His response came an hour later: She's sleeping. Doesn't look good. I'll update you when I can.

Freya stared at the words, wishing there was something she could say to make it better. But there was nothing. Just presence. Just waiting. Just being there when he needed her.

I'm here, she typed. Whenever you need me.

I know. Thank you.

She set down the phone and went back to work.

The Second Day — Thursday

A customer asked about him.

The young woman who bought sunflowers every Friday for her girlfriend — she came in a day early, looking for something cheerful to brighten a bad week.

"Where's the young man?" she asked, glancing around the shop. "The one who always knows where everything is?"

"He's visiting family," Freya said, wrapping the sunflowers in brown paper. "He'll be back next week."

"Tell him I said hello. He's always so kind."

Freya nodded, her throat tight. He's always so kind. It was true. He was kind to everyone — the elderly women who needed help carrying their purchases, the children who came in to smell the lilies, the brides who were too stressed to be polite.

She missed his kindness. Missed his presence. Missed the way he said her name like it meant something.

She closed the shop at seven and drove home in the dark, the empty passenger seat beside her feeling like an accusation.

The Third Day — Friday

Cormac noticed.

He was sitting at the kitchen table when she got home, a cup of coffee in front of him instead of a bottle. He looked up when she came in, and something in his expression made her stop.

"Where's your boy?" he asked.

"He's not my boy. He's my employee. And he's visiting family in Atlanta."

"Everything okay?"

Freya hesitated. She didn't want to talk about Theron with Cormac. Didn't want to share this part of her life with the man she was leaving. But something about the way Cormac asked — not accusatory, almost gentle — made her answer.

"His aunt is dying. Cancer. He went to say goodbye."

Cormac was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"For whatever he's going through. I lost my mother when I was thirty. It was —" He shook his head. "It was hard."

Freya stood in the kitchen doorway, caught off guard by his sympathy. This was the man she'd married — the one who felt things, who cared about other people's pain. She'd forgotten he existed.

"She raised him," Freya said. "After his father died. She's been like a mother to him."

"Then he's lucky to have had her." Cormac stood up and carried his cup to the sink. "And he's lucky to have you. Even if I don't like it."

He walked out of the kitchen before she could respond.

Freya stood alone, the refrigerator humming, the clock ticking, and felt something shift inside her. Not forgiveness — not yet. But something close. Something that might, in time, become understanding.

The Fourth Day — Saturday

Mavis invited her over for dinner.

"I can't eat alone," the old woman said when Freya tried to decline. "And you can't either. So come over. I made too much stew."

Freya went. The stew was good — rich and savory, filled with beef and carrots and the rosemary from Mavis's garden. They ate at the kitchen table, the windows fogged with steam, the radio playing softly in the background.

"You miss him," Mavis said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes."

"That's allowed, you know. Missing someone doesn't make you weak. It makes you human."

Freya stirred her stew. "I didn't expect to miss him this much. It's only been a few days."

"Time doesn't matter. Love doesn't care about time." Mavis set down her spoon. "When my husband was alive, I used to miss him when he was in the next room. That's what love is — the awareness of absence. The knowledge that something is missing, even when everything looks the same."

Freya looked around the kitchen. The same dishes. The same curtains. The same view of the backyard, overgrown and wild.

"He's coming back," she said. "He promised."

"Then hold onto that. And in the meantime —" Mavis reached across the table and took her hand. "In the meantime, let yourself feel it. The missing. The waiting. The wanting. It's all part of the same thing."

Freya squeezed her hand. "When did you get so wise?"

"When I stopped pretending I had all the answers." Mavis smiled. "Now eat your stew. It's getting cold."

The Fifth Day — Sunday

Theron called.

Freya was in the garden, deadheading the dahlias, when her phone rang. She answered on the first ring.

"How are you?" she asked.

"She's —" His voice broke. "She's not going to make it. The doctors said maybe tomorrow. Maybe tonight."

"Oh, Theron." Freya sat down on the back steps, her heart aching for him. "I'm so sorry."

"She asked about you."

"What?"

"My aunt. She asked if I'd found someone. If I was happy." A pause. "I told her about you. Everything. The shop. The garden. The way you laugh."

Freya's eyes burned. "What did she say?"

"She said —" His voice cracked again. "She said she was glad. That I deserved to be happy. That you sounded like someone worth loving."

Freya pressed her hand to her mouth, trying not to cry.

"I wish I could be there," she said. "I wish I could hold you."

"Me too. But soon. I'll be home soon."

"Home?"

"The shop. You. That's home now."

They talked until his phone battery died — about nothing and everything, about his aunt's garden in Decatur, about the peonies she used to grow, about the way she'd taught him to strip thorns without cutting himself.

When the line went dead, Freya sat in the garden and let herself cry.

Not for herself. For him. For the woman who was dying. For all the love in the world that couldn't stop time.

The Sixth Day — Monday

Freya received a text at 3:00 AM.

She's gone. I'll be home tomorrow.

She stared at the words in the darkness of the guest room, her phone glowing against her pillow.

I'm so sorry, she typed. I love you.

I love you too. See you soon.

She set down the phone and lay awake until dawn, watching the sky lighten through the window.

Tomorrow, he would be back.

Tomorrow, she would hold him.

Tonight, she would grieve with him from afar.

The Return — Tuesday

Freya drove to the airport to pick him up.

She'd offered, and he'd accepted — a quiet yes that told her everything about how he was feeling. She parked in the short-term lot and walked to the arrivals gate, her heart pounding.

The doors opened. Passengers streamed out — families reunited, business travelers checking their phones, a woman struggling with too many bags.

And then she saw him.

He looked terrible. His eyes were red, his clothes wrinkled, his shoulders slumped with exhaustion and grief. But when he saw her — when their eyes met across the crowded terminal — something in his face shifted.

He walked toward her, and she walked toward him, and when they met, she pulled him into her arms and held him as tightly as she could.

"I've got you," she murmured against his hair. "I've got you."

He didn't speak. He just held her, his face pressed to her neck, his body shaking with silent sobs.

They stood like that for a long time, the travelers streaming past them, the announcements echoing overhead.

When he finally pulled back, his eyes were wet.

"Thank you," he said.

"For what?"

"For being here. For waiting. For —" He shook his head. "For everything."

She took his hand and led him to the car.

"Let's go home," she said.

"Home."

He said the word like he was tasting it, like he was trying to believe it was real.

Freya squeezed his hand and drove them back to Asheville, the mountains rising on either side of the highway, the sky wide and blue and full of light.

He was home.

And so was she.

Chapter 19: The Return 

September — Late Month 

The drive from the airport was quiet. 

Theron stared out the passenger window, his forehead pressed against the glass, his hand limp in Freya's. She didn't try to fill the silence with words. She just drove — past the highway exits, past the mountains, past the billboards advertising attractions she'd never visited. 

When they reached Asheville, she didn't turn toward the shop or her house or his apartment. She turned toward Mavis's. 

"Mavis is expecting us," she said when Theron looked at her. "She made soup." 

"I'm not hungry." 

"I know. But you need to eat. And sleep. And not be alone." 

He didn't argue. He was too tired to argue. 

Mavis's House — Afternoon 

Mavis opened the door before they reached the porch, her walker parked beside her, her eyes soft with sympathy. 

"There you are," she said, pulling Theron into a hug before he could protest. "You're too thin. You need soup." 

"I'm fine, ma'am —" 

"Mavis. Call me Mavis. And you're not fine. You're grieving. There's a difference." She released him and nodded toward the kitchen. "Soup's on the stove. Bread's on the counter. Eat." 

Theron looked at Freya, his eyes asking a question he couldn't voice. 

"Go," Freya said. "I'll be there in a minute." 

He walked toward the kitchen, his steps heavy, his shoulders slumped. 

Mavis watched him go, then turned to Freya. "How is he?" 

"Broken. But he'll heal." 

"With your help?" 

"With anyone's help. He just needs time." 

Mavis nodded slowly. "The guest room is ready. Fresh sheets, extra blankets, blackout curtains. He can sleep as long as he needs." 

"Thank you, Mavis." 

"Don't thank me. Just take care of him." She patted Freya's arm. "And take care of yourself too. Grief is contagious. Don't catch more than you can carry." 

The Kitchen 

Theron sat at the kitchen table, a bowl of soup in front of him, a slice of bread on a plate. He hadn't touched either. 

Freya sat beside him and took his hand. 

"Talk to me," she said. 

"There's nothing to say." 

"Then don't talk. Just sit with me." 

He turned his hand over and intertwined his fingers with hers. His palm was warm, callused, familiar. 

"I held her hand," he said finally. "At the end. She was in so much pain, Freya. Even with the medication. Even with the morphine. She was in so much pain, and I couldn't do anything to stop it." 

"You were there. That's not nothing." 

"She asked me to read to her. The night before she died. She wanted me to read from her gardening journal — the one she'd kept since she was twenty years old. She couldn't see the words anymore, so I read them out loud. Entries about planting seasons and weather patterns and the year the late frost killed all the peonies." 

Freya squeezed his hand. 

"And then she said —" His voice cracked. "She said she was proud of me. Said I'd become the man my father would have wanted me to be. Said she loved me." 

"She loved you," Freya said softly. "That's not something that ends. It just changes shape." 

Theron looked at her. His eyes were red, his face drawn, his mouth trembling. 

"How do you know that?" 

"Because I've lost people too. My mother. My father. People I loved. And I still love them. The love didn't go anywhere. It just —" She searched for words. "It just moved. To a different part of my heart." 

He was quiet for a long time. Then he picked up his spoon and took a bite of soup. 

Mavis appeared in the doorway, pretending not to have been listening. "Good?" she asked. 

Theron nodded. 

"Eat the bread too. It's good for soaking up grief." 

She disappeared into the living room, leaving them alone. 

The Guest Room — Evening 

Theron fell asleep within minutes of lying down. 

Freya sat beside him on the edge of the bed, watching his face relax, the tension draining from his jaw and shoulders. He looked younger when he slept — vulnerable in a way he never allowed himself to be awake. 

She brushed the hair from his forehead and pressed a kiss to his temple. 

"I love you," she whispered. 

He didn't stir. 

She stayed for a while longer, listening to him breathe, feeling the warmth of his body through the blankets. Then she slipped out of the room and closed the door softly behind her. 

Mavis was in the living room, knitting something that looked like a scarf but might have been a blanket. 

"How is he?" she asked without looking up. 

"Asleep. Finally." 

"Good. Sleep is medicine." Mavis set down her knitting. "And you? How are you?" 

Freya sank into the armchair across from her. "Tired. Worried. In love." 

"The worst combination." 

"The best combination." Freya rubbed her eyes. "I didn't expect to feel this way. So — certain. About him. About us." 

"And why not?" 

"Because I spent thirty years being uncertain. About Cormac. About my marriage. About whether I was making the right choices." She looked at Mavis. "I don't want to be uncertain anymore." 

Mavis picked up her knitting. "Then don't be. Certainty isn't something you find. It's something you decide." 

Freya watched the needles click together, the yarn transforming into something useful. 

"I'm going to stay with him tonight," she said. "In the guest room. Just to be near him." 

"I assumed as much. That's why I put fresh sheets on the bed." Mavis glanced up, a small smile on her lips. "And earplugs in the nightstand. Just in case." 

"Mavis!" 

"I'm joking. Mostly." She returned to her knitting. "Go. Be with him. I'll be here if you need me." 

Freya stood up and walked to the guest room door. She paused with her hand on the knob. 

"Mavis?" 

"Yes?" 

"Thank you. For everything." 

Mavis waved her hand, dismissing the thanks. "Go. He needs you." 

Freya opened the door and slipped inside. 

The Night 

Theron was still asleep, his breathing deep and even. Freya undressed in the darkness, pulling on one of his t-shirts that she'd found in the drawer — she'd brought it from the shop weeks ago, unable to explain why she wanted it. 

She climbed into bed beside him, careful not to wake him. But he stirred anyway, his arm reaching for her, pulling her close. 

"Freya," he murmured, half-asleep. 

"I'm here." 

"Stay." 

"I'm not going anywhere." 

He pressed his face into her hair and fell back asleep, his body relaxing against hers. 

Freya lay in the darkness, listening to his heartbeat, feeling the rise and fall of his chest. The room was quiet — no traffic, no television, no Cormac snoring in the next room. Just the two of them, and the night, and the slow, steady rhythm of breathing. 

She closed her eyes and let herself drift. 

Tomorrow, there would be grief to process and a life to rebuild and decisions to make. 

Tonight, there was only this. 

Him. Her. The space between them growing smaller. 

The Morning 

Freya woke to sunlight streaming through the blackout curtains — Mavis had lied about them, apparently — and the warmth of Theron's body pressed against hers. 

He was awake, watching her. 

"Hey," he said. 

"Hey yourself." 

"How long did I sleep?" 

"Twelve hours. Maybe more. I lost count." 

He blinked, surprised. "Twelve hours?" 

"You needed it." 

He looked around the room, taking in the unfamiliar furniture, the floral wallpaper, the stack of towels on the dresser. "Where are we?" 

"Mavis's. She insisted." 

"Of course she did." He rubbed his eyes. "I should thank her. For the soup. For the bed. For —" 

"For being Mavis?" 

"For being exactly what we needed." 

Freya propped herself up on her elbow, looking down at him. His face was less drawn this morning, the shadows under his eyes faded. He still looked tired — grief was like that, she knew — but he looked more like himself. 

"How are you feeling?" she asked. 

"Empty. But less empty than yesterday." He reached up and touched her face. "You stayed." 

"I told you I would." 

"I know. But I didn't —" He paused. "I didn't know if you'd want to. See me like this. Broken." 

Freya leaned down and kissed him — soft and gentle, a kiss of reassurance rather than passion. 

"I want to see you like this," she said against his lips. "I want to see all of you. The broken parts. The grieving parts. The parts you try to hide." 

"Why?" 

"Because that's what love is. Seeing someone fully and staying anyway." 

His eyes filled with tears — not the silent, suppressed tears of the day before, but something more open. More vulnerable. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

They lay in the morning light, holding each other, and let the world wait outside the door. 

Breakfast 

Mavis had made pancakes. 

"Eat," she commanded, setting a plate in front of Theron. "You need carbohydrates. They're good for grief." 

"I don't think that's scientifically accurate." 

"I don't care. Eat." 

Theron ate. Three pancakes, two pieces of bacon, a glass of orange juice. Freya watched him, marveling at how Mavis had managed to do in ten minutes what she hadn't been able to do in a day. 

"Thank you," Theron said when he'd finished. "For everything. The soup. The bed. The —" He gestured at the empty plate. "The pancakes." 

Mavis waved her hand. "You're welcome. Now go back to bed. You still look terrible." 

"Mavis —" 

"I'm old. I'm allowed to be honest." She shooed them out of the kitchen. "Go. Rest. I'll be in the garden if you need me." 

Theron looked at Freya, a question in his eyes. 

"She means it," Freya said. "She'll be in the garden. And we should rest." 

They walked back to the guest room, hand in hand. 

The Afternoon 

They didn't sleep. 

Instead, they lay in bed and talked — about his aunt, about her mother, about the people they'd lost and the people they still had. Theron told her stories from his childhood — the time his aunt had caught him stealing cuttings from her prize roses, the summer he'd spent building a greenhouse with his father, the first plant he'd ever grown from seed. 

"It was a sunflower," he said. "I was six years old. I planted it in a paper cup and put it on the windowsill. My aunt said it wouldn't survive — I'd planted it too deep, and I'd overwatered it, and the cup was too small." 

"But it survived?" 

"It thrived. It grew so tall we had to transplant it three times. By the end of the summer, it was taller than me." He smiled — a real smile, the first she'd seen since he'd returned. "My aunt said that sunflower was proof that love could overcome anything." 

"Even bad gardening?" 

"Especially bad gardening." 

Freya laughed, and the sound seemed to loosen something in his chest. 

"I missed that," he said. "Your laugh." 

"I missed you. The shop is too quiet without you." 

"I'll come back tomorrow. Help you catch up." 

"Today. You'll come back today. We'll close early." 

"Freya —" 

"No arguments. The shop needs you. I need you. And you need to be somewhere that isn't this bed, thinking about things you can't change." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded. 

"Okay," he said. "Today." 

The Shop — Late Afternoon 

They opened the shop at three o'clock — later than usual, but neither of them cared. A few customers came and went. Freya handled the register while Theron restocked the cooler, their movements falling back into the familiar rhythm they'd developed over months of working together. 

At five, the rush ended. The shop fell quiet except for the hum of the cooler and the distant sound of traffic on Merrimon Avenue. 

Theron came to stand beside her at the counter. 

"I'm okay," he said. "Not great. But okay." 

"That's enough for today." 

"Today, maybe. But tomorrow —" He took her hand. "Tomorrow, I want to be better. For you. For us." 

Freya squeezed his fingers. "You don't have to be better for me. You just have to be here." 

"I'm here." 

"Then that's enough." 

He leaned down and kissed her — soft and sweet — and the bell above the door chimed as a customer walked in. 

They pulled apart, smiling. 

The customer — Mrs. Albright, here for her weekly lavender — pretended not to notice. 

But she was smiling too. 

Chapter 20: Mavis's Gift

October — First Weekend

The house smelled like lemon verbena and old books, the way it always did. But today, something else lingered beneath the familiar scents — anticipation, maybe, or the quiet thrill of possibility.

Mavis had left at noon.

"I'm going to my sister's," she'd announced, her suitcase by the door, her walker parked beside it. "I'll be back Monday afternoon. The house is yours."

"Mavis, you don't have to —"


"I know I don't have to. I want to." She'd pulled Freya into a hug, her thin arms surprisingly strong. "Be happy. That's all I ask."

Then she was gone, and Freya stood alone in the kitchen, listening to the silence.

The Arrival — 2:00 PM

Theron arrived at two o'clock, a duffel bag over his shoulder and a paper bag in his hand.

"I brought food," he said, holding up the bag. "And wine. And —" He paused, looking around the kitchen. "And I'm nervous."

"Why are you nervous?"

"Because this is the first time we've had more than a few hours together. Because Mavis isn't here to chaperone. Because —" He set down the bags and pulled her into his arms. "Because I want this to be perfect."

Freya tilted her face up to his. "It doesn't have to be perfect. It just has to be us."

He kissed her — soft at first, then deeper — and she felt the tension in his shoulders begin to ease.

"Come on," she said, taking his hand. "Let me show you the house."

The Tour

Mavis's house was a time capsule — floral wallpaper, doilies on every surface, photographs in silver frames covering the walls. Theron moved through the rooms slowly, touching things, reading the inscriptions on the back of the frames.

"Her husband," Freya said, pointing to a photograph of a young man in a military uniform. "He died about ten years before I moved here. She never remarried."

"He was handsome."

"She says he was a pain in the ass. But she loved him."

Theron smiled and turned to the next photograph — Mavis as a young woman, standing in front of this same house, her hair dark and her smile wide.

"She's lived here her whole life," Freya said. "Her parents built it in the 1940s. She inherited it when they died."

"It's a good house. You can feel the history."

They reached the guest room at the end of the hall. Freya pushed open the door and stepped aside.

"The bed is made. Fresh sheets, like she promised. And —" She pointed to the nightstand. "Earplugs. Just in case."

Theron laughed — a real laugh, the kind she'd been missing. "She's something else."

"She's everything."

He set down his duffel bag and turned to face her. The afternoon light came through the window, catching the gold in his skin.

"Freya."

"Yes?"

"Come here."

She went.

The Unpacking

They didn't rush.

That was the gift of the weekend — time. Unhurried, uninterrupted, abundant time.

Theron unpacked his duffel bag while Freya watched from the bed, her legs curled beneath her. He hung his shirts in the closet — button-downs, mostly, in shades of blue and green — and folded his jeans on the shelf.

"You're very organized," she said.

"My mother taught me. She said a messy suitcase was a sign of a messy mind."

"And is your mind messy?"

He turned to look at her. "Right now? Yes. But in a good way."

He crossed to the bed and sat beside her, his hand finding hers.

"I brought something for you," he said. "For tonight."

"What is it?"

He reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a small box, wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. "Open it."

Freya untied the twine and peeled back the paper. Inside was a silk robe — deep crimson, the fabric soft as water.

"Theron —"

"I saw it in a shop window in Atlanta. Before — before my aunt got sick. I bought it because I wanted to see you in it. Because I wanted to —" He stopped, his cheeks flushing. "Because I wanted to take it off you."

Freya lifted the robe from the box, letting the silk spill through her fingers.

"Help me put it on," she said.

The Robe

He stood behind her, his hands guiding the silk over her shoulders, down her arms, around her waist. She'd taken off her dress before he arrived — had been wearing only her bra and underwear when he walked in — and the robe felt like nothing against her skin.

"Turn around," he said.

She turned.

His breath caught. His eyes moved over her — the robe, open at the front, revealing the lace beneath. The deep red of the silk against her pale skin. The way the fabric clung to her hips, her breasts, her thighs.

"You're beautiful," he said. "I knew you would be. But this —" He shook his head. "This is more than I imagined."

"Then stop imagining." She reached for the hem of his shirt. "And start touching."

The Touching

He undressed her slowly.

Not the way he had in the shed or the van — hungry and desperate. This was different. This was savoring. He pushed the robe from her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. He unhooked her bra and kissed each breast as it was revealed. He pulled down her underwear and knelt before her, pressing his lips to her stomach, her hips, the inside of her thighs.

"Lie down," he said.

She lay back on the bed, the sheets cool against her skin. He stood and undressed himself — his shirt, his jeans, his boxers — and she watched, her heart pounding.

He was beautiful. She'd known that from the first day. But seeing him like this — in the afternoon light, with nothing between them — took her breath away.

"Come here," she said.

He came.

The First Time — Slow

He entered her slowly, the way he had in the shed, but different now. There was no rush. No fear of being caught. Just the two of them, and the bed, and the whole weekend stretching out before them.

"This is what I wanted," he said, moving inside her. "This. You. Us. No hiding."

"No hiding," she agreed.

He kissed her — deep and slow — and she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer. The pleasure built gradually, like a tide coming in, and she let herself be carried by it.

"I love you," he said.

"I love you too."

She came first — a soft, shuddering release that made her arch against him. He followed moments later, his body tightening, his face buried in her neck.

Afterward, they lay tangled together, the sheets twisted beneath them.

"That was —" Freya started.

"Not done."

"What?"

He rolled onto his side and pulled her against him, her back to his chest, his arm around her waist.

"We have the whole weekend," he said. "I'm not done with you yet."

The Evening — Lingerie

Freya had brought a suitcase too.

She'd packed it in secret, hiding it from Cormac and her sons, filling it with things she'd bought at the boutique in Weaverville. Lace and silk and things she'd never worn for anyone.

After dinner — the food Theron had brought, eaten in bed — she excused herself to the bathroom.

"Close your eyes," she called through the door.

"They're closed."

"No peeking."

"I'm not peeking."

She heard the smile in his voice.

She changed quickly, her hands trembling. The lingerie was black — a bra that pushed her breasts together, underwear that rode high on her hips, garters and stockings she'd struggled to fasten.

"Okay," she said. "Open them."

She stepped out of the bathroom.

Theron's eyes went wide. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

"Freya —"

"Do you like it?"

He didn't answer with words. He crossed the room in two strides and pulled her into his arms, his mouth finding hers.

"I like it," he said against her lips. "I like it very much."

The Second Time — Adventurous

He explored her like she was new territory — his hands, his mouth, his body learning every curve and hollow. The lingerie didn't stay on for long — he unhooked, unfastened, unrolled until she was bare beneath him — but he took his time.

"Turn over," he said.

She turned, her heart racing.

He kissed her spine, each vertebra, from the base of her neck to the small of her back. She shivered at the contact, her fingers gripping the pillow.

"Have you ever —" he started.

"No," she said. "But I want to. With you."

He reached for the nightstand, where Mavis had left a small bottle of oil — "Just in case," she'd said with a wink — and Freya felt her face flush.

"She thinks of everything," Theron said.

"She does."

He prepared her slowly, gently, his fingers slick with oil. She tensed at first, then relaxed, trusting him.

"Okay," she said. "I'm ready."

He entered her slowly — so slowly — and she gasped at the sensation, the fullness, the intimacy of it.

"Okay?" he asked.

"Okay." She reached back and touched his hip. "More than okay."

He moved inside her — slow and careful — and she felt the pleasure building in a different way, deeper somehow, more intense.

When she came, it was with a cry that echoed off the walls.

He followed a moment later, his body shuddering against hers.

Afterward, he held her, his arms wrapped around her, his face pressed to her hair.

"I've never —" he started.

"Neither have I."

They lay in the darkness, the house settling around them, and let the silence speak for itself.

The Night

They made love again before dawn — sleepy and soft, barely awake, their bodies moving together like they'd been doing this for years instead of months.

Afterward, Freya lay in his arms and watched the sky lighten through the window.

"What are you thinking?" he asked.

"I'm thinking that I've never been this happy. And I'm terrified."

"Why?"

"Because happiness feels like something that can be taken away. Like I don't deserve it."

Theron turned her face toward his. "You deserve it. You deserve all of it. Every good thing that's coming to you."

"How do you know?"

"Because I know you. Because I love you. Because I've never met anyone who deserves happiness more."

Freya closed her eyes and let his words wash over her.

Maybe he was right. Maybe she deserved this.

Maybe, finally, she could let herself believe it.

The Morning

They woke to sunlight and the smell of coffee — Mavis had set the timer before she left.

"Breakfast?" Theron asked.

"Breakfast."

They ate in bed — coffee and toast and scrambled eggs — and talked about nothing and everything. The future. The shop. The small apartment they might share, someday, when the separation was final and the divorce was done.

"I want a garden," Freya said. "Not a big one. Just enough for flowers. And maybe some vegetables."

"I want a greenhouse," Theron said. "So I can grow things year-round."

"Even in the winter?"

"Especially in the winter. When everything outside is dead, the greenhouse is still alive."

She leaned over and kissed him, tasting coffee on his lips.

"We'll have both," she said. "The garden and the greenhouse. And a porch. With a swing."

"A porch swing?"

"For sitting. And watching the sunset. And growing old together."

Theron pulled her closer. "I like the sound of that."

"So do I."

They finished breakfast and made love again — slow and sweet — and then lay in bed until the sun was high in the sky.

The weekend was only beginning.

But already, it felt like forever.

Chapter 21: The Routine 

October — Mid-Month 

The weekends at Mavis's became a ritual. 

Friday evenings, Freya would pack a small bag — the red dress, the lingerie, the silk robe Theron had given her — and tell Cormac she was spending the night with Mavis. He never questioned it. Either he didn't care, or he knew the truth and had decided not to fight it. Either way, the lie had become comfortable, worn smooth as a river stone. 

Theron would arrive an hour later, his duffel bag over his shoulder, a paper bag of groceries in his hand. They would cook dinner together — sometimes elaborate, sometimes just pasta and jarred sauce — and eat at Mavis's kitchen table, the radio playing softly in the background. 

Then they would make love. 

Sometimes slow. Sometimes fast. Sometimes in the bed, sometimes on the couch, sometimes in the shower. Each time different, each time the same — two people learning each other, discovering each other, falling deeper with every touch. 

On Sunday afternoons, they would clean the house — washing the sheets, wiping down the counters, leaving everything exactly as they'd found it. Mavis never asked for this, but they did it anyway. It felt like respect. Like gratitude. Like a promise to take care of something precious. 

Then Freya would drive home, and Theron would drive to his apartment, and they would spend the week counting the hours until Friday. 

Tuesday — The Shop 

The shop was busier than usual. 

Autumn had arrived in earnest, the leaves turning gold and crimson, and customers came in search of centerpieces for harvest parties and Halloween decorations and sympathy arrangements for the families of those who hadn't survived the summer. 

Freya worked alongside Theron, their bodies moving in the familiar rhythm they'd developed. Hand her the shears. Take out the trash. Answer the phone. Smile at the customer. Their hands brushed when they passed each other, and neither of them pulled away. 

Mrs. Albright noticed. 

"You two are close," she said, watching them from behind her lavender. 

"We work well together," Freya said. 

"Mm-hmm." Mrs. Albright paid for her lavender and left, but her eyes lingered on Theron in a way that made Freya's stomach tighten. 

"You think she knows?" Theron asked when the door had closed. 

"I think everyone knows." Freya tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I think I've stopped caring." 

Theron crossed to her and took her hand. "Good." 

He kissed her — a quick kiss, there in the middle of the shop, where anyone could see. And Freya didn't pull away. 

Wednesday — The Letter 

A letter arrived from Declan. 

Not the handwritten kind this time — a typed letter, formal and awkward, like he'd been trying to sound grown-up. 

Mom — 

I got the job. The one I interviewed for last month. It's at a warehouse, nothing special, but it's something. I start next week. 

I wanted to tell you in person, but you're never home anymore. Dad said you're always at Mavis's. Ronan said you're probably with him. I don't want to know. 

I'm trying, Mom. I'm trying to be better. I don't know how, but I'm trying. 

— Declan 

Freya read the letter three times. Then she folded it carefully and tucked it into her pocket. 

That night, she knocked on Declan's door. 

"Yeah?" His voice was muffled. 

"Can I come in?" 

A pause. Then the door opened. 

Declan stood in the doorway, his hair unwashed, his eyes tired. But there was something different about him — something softer, more open. 

"I got your letter," Freya said. 

"Yeah?" 

"I'm proud of you. For getting the job. For trying." 

Declan looked at his feet. "I should have tried years ago." 

"Maybe. But you're trying now. That's what matters." 

He looked up at her, and for a moment, he looked like the little boy he'd once been — the one who'd picked her dandelions, who'd crawled into her bed after nightmares, who'd looked at her like she was the center of his world. 

"I miss you, Mom," he said. "You're here, but you're not here. Does that make sense?" 

Freya's throat tightened. "It makes sense." 

"Are you going to leave? For real? With him?" 

She should have lied. Should have protected him from the truth. But she was tired of lying. 

"Yes," she said. "When the separation is final. I'm going to leave." 

Declan nodded slowly. "I figured." 

"Are you angry?" 

"I don't know." He rubbed his eyes. "I'm sad. I'm confused. I'm —" He stopped. "I'm going to miss you. Even if you're not gone yet. I'm already missing you." 

Freya pulled him into her arms. He was taller than her now, broader, but he felt like her son — her firstborn, her baby, the one who'd made her a mother. 

"I'm not gone," she said against his chest. "I'm right here." 

"For now." 

"For now." 

They stood in the doorway, holding each other, and Freya felt something shift between them. Not forgiveness — not yet. But understanding. The beginning of something that might, in time, become healing. 

Thursday — Cormac 

Cormac was waiting for her when she got home from the shop. 

He sat at the kitchen table, a cup of coffee in front of him — black, no sugar, the way he used to drink it. He looked sober. He'd been sober for weeks now, as far as she could tell. 

"We need to talk," he said. 

Freya sat across from him. "About what?" 

"The divorce. The house. The boys." He paused. "Him." 

"What about him?" 

"I'm not going to pretend I'm okay with it. I'm not. But I'm not going to stand in your way either." He stared into his coffee. "I've done enough damage." 

Freya waited. 

"I talked to a lawyer. He said I should fight for custody of the boys. For the house. For everything." He looked up at her. "I told him no." 

"Why?" 

"Because they're not boys anymore. They're men. And they need to figure out their own lives. And because —" He stopped, his jaw tightening. "Because you deserve to be happy. Even if it's not with me." 

Freya felt tears prick her eyes. "Cormac —" 

"Don't. Don't make this harder than it already is." He stood up and carried his cup to the sink. "I'm going to sign the papers. The separation agreement. Whatever the lawyer puts in front of me. I'm going to sign it." 

"Thank you." 

"Don't thank me." He turned to face her, his eyes wet. "Just go. Be happy. That's all I ever wanted for you. Even when I forgot how to show it." 

He walked out of the kitchen before she could respond. 

Freya sat at the table, the house quiet around her, and let herself cry. 

Not from sadness. From relief. From the overwhelming, terrifying relief of finally, finally being free. 

Friday — Mavis's House 

Theron knew something was different the moment he walked in. 

Freya was standing in the kitchen, wearing the red dress — the one she'd packed for the first weekend but never worn. Her hair was down, her lips painted, her eyes bright. 

"What's the occasion?" he asked, setting down his duffel bag. 

"Cormac is signing the papers." 

Theron went still. "He told you?" 

"He told me. Tonight. Before I left." She crossed to him and took his hands. "He's letting me go. He's not going to fight." 

Theron pulled her into his arms and held her so tightly she could barely breathe. 

"This is real," he said. "This is really happening." 

"It's really happening." 

He kissed her — deep and slow and full of promise — and she kissed him back with everything she had. 

The Night 

They didn't make love right away. 

Instead, they sat on Mavis's back porch, wrapped in a blanket, watching the stars appear one by one. The air was cool now, autumn settling over the mountains, the leaves rustling in the breeze. 

"What happens next?" Theron asked. 

"The separation will be final in a few weeks. Then we wait six months for the divorce. Then —" 

"Then we're free." 

Freya leaned her head against his shoulder. "Then we're free." 

"Will you marry me?" 

The question hung in the air between them. Freya's heart stopped. Then it started again, faster than before. 

"Theron —" 

"I know it's soon. I know we have time. But I need you to know — I want to marry you. Someday. When you're ready. When the divorce is final. I want to marry you." 

Freya turned to look at him. His face was earnest, open, vulnerable in a way she rarely saw. 

"Yes," she said. 

"Yes?" 

"Yes, I'll marry you. Someday. When I'm ready. When the divorce is final." She touched his face. "I want to marry you too." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she felt the future unfolding before her like a path through the mountains. 

Not easy. Not certain. 

But theirs. 

The Weekend 

They made love three times that weekend. 

The first time was slow and tender, a celebration of the promise they'd made to each other. The second was urgent and desperate, as if they were trying to make up for lost time. The third was soft and sleepy, in the gray light of dawn, their bodies moving together like they'd been doing this forever. 

On Sunday afternoon, they cleaned Mavis's house and packed their bags. 

"Same time next week?" Theron asked at the door. 

"Same time next week." 

He kissed her and disappeared into the afternoon light. 

Freya stood in Mavis's doorway, watching him go, her heart full to bursting. 

The separation wasn't final. The divorce wasn't final. There were still months of waiting, of hiding, of pretending. 

But for the first time, the future didn't feel like something to fear. 

It felt like something to run toward. 

She locked the door behind her and drove home, the mountains golden in the setting sun. 

Next week, she would be back. 

Next week, they would have more time. 

Next week, they would be one week closer to forever. 

Chapter 22: Wanting More

October — Late Month

The week without him was unbearable.

Not because anything was wrong — the shop was fine, her family was quiet, the days passed like any other days. But the absence of him had become a physical thing, a weight on her chest, a hollow ache that no amount of work could fill.

They'd spent every weekend together since Mavis first offered her house. Four weekends. Eight days. Sixteen nights. And now, a full week apart — Theron had finals to prepare for, papers to write, labs to attend — and Freya had agreed that they should wait until Friday.

She regretted it by Tuesday.

By Wednesday, she was counting the hours.

By Thursday, she texted him: I can't wait until Friday. Meet me at Mavis's tomorrow morning.

His response came immediately: I'll be there at 6 AM.

Friday — Mavis's House — 6:15 AM

He was late.

Fifteen minutes, which was nothing, but Freya had been watching the door since five-thirty, her coffee growing cold in her hands. When he finally walked in — his hair disheveled, his shirt wrinkled, his eyes dark with exhaustion and want — she crossed the room without speaking and pulled him into her arms.

"I missed you," she said against his chest.

"I missed you too." His arms wrapped around her, holding her close. "I couldn't sleep. I kept thinking about you. About this. About —"

She kissed him before he could finish.

It wasn't gentle. It wasn't soft. It was the kiss of someone who had spent seven days hungry and was finally being fed. He kissed her back the same way, his hands fisting in her shirt, his body pressing her against the wall.

"The bedroom," she gasped.

"Too far."

"The couch?"

"Too far."

He lifted her onto the kitchen table, knocking over a vase of flowers — water spilled, stems scattered, neither of them cared — and pushed up her skirt.

"This is insane," she said, even as she pulled at his belt.

"We're insane."

"I don't care."

"Neither do I."

He entered her without preamble — both of them too desperate for foreplay — and she cried out at the sensation, the fullness, the overwhelming rightness of him inside her.

"Don't stop," she said. "Please don't stop."

"I won't. I'm not going to stop."

He didn't. He moved inside her with a rhythm that was almost frantic, his hands gripping her hips, his forehead pressed to hers. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper, and he groaned — a low, guttural sound — that she felt in her bones.

"I love you," he said.

"I love you too."

She came first — a sharp, sudden release that made her arch against him — and he followed a moment later, his body shuddering, his face buried in her neck.

They stayed like that for a long time, tangled together on the kitchen table, the spilled water dripping onto the floor.

"That was —" Freya started.

"Necessary."

She laughed — a breathless, joyful sound. "Necessary. Yes."

He pulled out and helped her down from the table, his hands steady on her waist. They cleaned up the water, picked up the flowers, and made coffee.

"Now," he said, handing her a cup. "Now we can be slow."

The Slow

They took their time.

The morning stretched before them, empty and golden, and they filled it with touch and taste and the quiet exploration of each other's bodies. He learned the places that made her gasp — the curve of her neck, the inside of her wrist, the small of her back. She learned the places that made him shudder — his hips, his thighs, the space between his shoulder blades.

They made love on the couch, wrapped in a blanket, the morning light streaming through the windows. They made love in the shower, soap-slick and laughing, their bodies sliding together. They made love in the bed, slow and deep, their eyes locked, their hands intertwined.

By noon, they were exhausted.

By one, they were hungry.

By two, they were in bed again.

The Afternoon — Talking

They lay in the tangled sheets, the afternoon sun warm on their skin.

"I've been thinking," Theron said.

"Dangerous."

"About the future. About us." He turned his head to look at her. "I want more than weekends."

Freya's heart skipped. "What do you mean?"

"I mean — I want to wake up next to you every morning. I want to fall asleep next to you every night. I want to make you breakfast and argue about whose turn it is to do the dishes and leave notes for you on the bathroom mirror."

"That's very specific."

"I've had time to think." He took her hand. "I know we can't. Not yet. The divorce isn't final. Your sons aren't ready. But I need you to know — that's what I want. That's what I'm waiting for."

Freya looked at their joined hands. His fingers were long and dark against her pale skin, his nails clean, his palm callused from work.

"I want that too," she said. "More than I've ever wanted anything."

"Then let's make a plan. Not a fantasy. A real plan. With dates and timelines and things we can actually do."

She propped herself up on her elbow, looking down at him. "You're serious."

"I'm completely serious."

"Okay," she said. "Let's make a plan."

The Plan

They talked for hours.

The divorce would be final in six months — assuming Cormac signed the papers as promised. After that, Freya would need time to separate her finances, to sell the house or transfer the deed, to figure out what to do about the shop.

"I could move to Portland," Theron said. "After I graduate. There's a good botany program at Portland State. And you could open a flower shop there. Start fresh."

"Portland?"

"It's liberal. No one would care about our age difference. Or —" He paused. "Or about us."

Freya considered. She'd never been to Portland. Had never been further west than Nashville. But the idea of starting fresh — of building a life somewhere no one knew her, no one judged her, no one whispered behind their hands — was intoxicating.

"I'll think about it," she said.

"That's all I'm asking."

They made love again — slow and tender, different from the frantic need of the morning — and then fell asleep in each other's arms.

The Evening — Mavis's Return

Mavis wasn't supposed to be back until Monday.

But when Freya woke from her nap, she heard voices in the kitchen — Mavis's voice, and someone else's. A man's voice. Familiar.

She pulled on the silk robe and walked to the kitchen door.

Mavis sat at the table, a cup of tea in front of her. Across from her sat Cormac.

Freya's blood ran cold.

"Mom." Declan's voice came from behind her. She turned. He stood in the doorway to the living room, his hands in his pockets, his expression unreadable. "Dad wanted to talk to you. Mavis said we should wait until you woke up."

Freya looked at Cormac. He was sober — she could tell from the way he held himself, the clarity in his eyes. He looked older than she remembered. Thinner. More tired.

"What are you doing here?" she asked.

Cormac stood up. "I came to tell you something. In person. Where —" He glanced at Theron, who had appeared in the bedroom doorway, still shirtless. "Where everyone could see."

Freya crossed her arms over her chest. "Tell me what?"

"I'm not going to sign the papers."

The room went very quiet.

"What did you say?"

"I said I'm not going to sign the papers. The separation agreement. The divorce papers. None of it." He looked at Theron, then back at Freya. "I changed my mind."

"You can't do that."

"I can. I talked to my lawyer. I have grounds. Abandonment. Adultery." His voice cracked on the word. "I have proof."

"What proof?"

"The receipts from the boutique in Weaverville. The ones you charged to our joint credit card. The ones for the —" He stopped, his jaw tightening. "For the things you bought to wear for him."

Freya felt the floor drop out from under her.

"I didn't think you checked the statements."

"I never did. Until last week." He pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket and tossed it onto the table. "I'm not going to make this easy for you, Freya. You want to leave? Fine. But you're not going to skip off into the sunset with your boy toy while I sit here and pretend everything's fine."

"Mavis —" Freya started.

Mavis held up a hand. "Don't drag me into this. This is between you and your husband."

"He's not my —"

"He's still your husband. Legally. Morally. In every way that matters." Mavis's voice was cold in a way Freya had never heard before. "I opened my home to you because I believed you were being honest with me. With yourself. But this —" She gestured at the envelope, at Theron, at the silk robe Freya was wearing. "This is not honesty. This is a mess."

Theron stepped forward. "Mr. Clarke —"

"Don't." Cormac pointed a finger at him. "Don't say a word. You don't get to speak to me. You don't get to look at me. You don't get to breathe the same air as me."

"Dad —" Declan started.

"Stay out of this."

"No." Declan stepped between them. "I've been staying out of things my whole life. I'm done." He turned to Cormac. "You want to punish Mom? Fine. Punish her. But don't pretend it's about morality. It's about control. It's always been about control."

Cormac's face flushed. "You don't know what you're talking about."

"I know you've been drunk for twenty years. I know Mom kept this family together while you sat in your chair and felt sorry for yourself. I know she deserves better than you. Than both of us." He looked at Freya, his eyes wet. "I'm sorry, Mom. I should have said something years ago."

Freya couldn't speak. Couldn't move. Couldn't breathe.

Theron crossed to her and put his arm around her waist. "We should go."

"Go where?" Cormac demanded.

"Away from here. Away from you." Theron guided her toward the bedroom. "Get dressed. We'll go to my apartment."

"You're not taking her anywhere."

"I'm not taking her. I'm going with her. There's a difference."

Cormac lunged.

Declan caught him — wrapped his arms around his father's chest and held him back. "Dad. Stop. This isn't helping."

"Let go of me."

"No. Not until you calm down."

The room was chaos — Cormac struggling, Declan holding him, Mavis watching with cold eyes, and Freya standing in the middle of it all, frozen.

"Freya." Theron's voice was calm, steady. "Come with me."

She looked at him. At his face, his eyes, his outstretched hand.

Then she looked at Cormac. At her son. At the woman who had been her friend.

She took Theron's hand.

They walked to the bedroom, dressed in silence, and left through the back door.

The last thing she heard was Cormac's voice, broken and furious:

"Don't come back."

The Drive

Theron drove.

Freya sat in the passenger seat, staring out the window, her hands trembling in her lap. The mountains rolled past, dark against the twilight sky.

"He's going to make this difficult," she said. "He's going to drag it out. He's going to make me pay."

"Then we'll pay. Together."

"You don't have to —"

"I know I don't have to. I want to." He took her hand. "I told you. I want more than weekends. I meant it."

Freya closed her eyes.

"I'm scared," she admitted.

"I know. Me too."

"But I'm not going back."

"No. You're not."

They drove through the gathering dark, the headlights cutting a path through the night.

The future was uncertain. The road was long.

But they were on it together.

And for now, that was enough.

Chapter 23: The Neighbor's Warning 

November — First Week 

The fallout from Mavis's house took days to settle. 

Freya stayed at Theron's apartment — a small studio near the university, cluttered with textbooks and plant cuttings and the smell of cedar. She slept in his bed, wore his t-shirts, helped him water the seedlings on the windowsill. It was cramped and temporary and nowhere near a solution, but it was theirs. 

Cormac didn't call. Neither did Declan or Ronan. The silence from the house on North Asheville was deafening — a deliberate punishment, she knew, designed to make her crawl back. 

She didn't crawl. 

She woke up each morning next to Theron, made coffee in his tiny kitchen, and drove to the shop. She opened on time, smiled at customers, arranged flowers like nothing had changed. But everything had changed. 

Mavis hadn't spoken to her since that night. 

That was the wound that wouldn't close. 

Wednesday — The Shop 

Freya was alone when Mavis walked in. 

Theron had gone to the bank to deposit the week's earnings, and the shop was quiet, the afternoon light golden through the windows. The bell chimed, and Freya looked up from the cooler, expecting a customer. 

Mavis stood in the doorway, leaning on her walker, her expression unreadable. 

"Mavis." 

"Freya." 

They looked at each other across the shop. The silence stretched between them, heavy and painful. 

"I'm not here to fight," Mavis said finally. "I'm here to talk." 

Freya set down the flowers she'd been arranging. "Then talk." 

Mavis lowered herself into the chair by the window — the same chair she'd sat in a hundred times before. She looked smaller than Freya remembered. Frailer. Her hands trembled on the handles of her walker. 

"I owe you an apology," Mavis said. 

Freya blinked. "What?" 

"That night. At my house. I was harsh. Judgmental. I said things I shouldn't have said." She looked down at her hands. "I was angry. Not at you. At myself." 

"Why?" 

"Because I saw myself in you. The woman I used to be. The choices I didn't make." She looked up, her eyes wet. "I told you about the man I should have married. The one I let get away because I was scared. And then I watched you — watched you take the risk I never took — and I was jealous." 

Freya crossed the shop and knelt beside Mavis's chair. "You were jealous?" 

"Furious, actually. That you had the courage to do what I couldn't. That you were willing to lose everything for love." She reached out and touched Freya's face. "I'm sorry. I should have been happy for you. Instead, I made everything worse." 

Freya took Mavis's hand. "You didn't make everything worse. Cormac did that all on his own." 

"He came to my house looking for you. I let him in. I shouldn't have." 

"You didn't know what he was going to say." 

"I should have guessed." Mavis shook her head. "I've known Cormac Clarke for twenty years. I knew what he was capable of. I just didn't want to see it." 

They sat in silence for a moment, the shop humming around them. 

"I missed you," Freya said. 

"I missed you too." Mavis squeezed her hand. "Which is why I came to warn you." 

"Warn me about what?" 

Mavis's expression grew serious. "Cormac has been talking to people. Lawyers. Private investigators. He's building a case against you." 

Freya's blood ran cold. "A case for what?" 

"Adultery. Abandonment. Unfitness. He's trying to take the shop. The house. Everything." Mavis leaned closer. "He's also been asking about Theron. His background. His family. His immigration status — even though the boy was born here." 

"He's trying to destroy him." 

"He's trying to destroy both of you." Mavis's voice was hard. "And you need to be ready." 

Freya stood up, her legs unsteady. "What do I do?" 

"You get a lawyer. A good one. One who specializes in high-conflict divorce." Mavis pulled an envelope from her coat pocket. "This is the name of someone I know. She helped my sister leave her husband forty years ago. She's still practicing. Still vicious." 

Freya took the envelope. "Thank you." 

"Don't thank me. Just call her. Today." Mavis struggled to her feet, leaning heavily on her walker. "And Freya?" 

"Yes?" 

"Be careful. Cormac has nothing left to lose. That makes him dangerous." 

She walked to the door, then paused. 

"I still love you," she said. "Even if I don't always show it the right way." 

"I know." Freya crossed to her and hugged her — carefully, mindful of the walker. "I love you too." 

Mavis patted her back and left, the bell chiming behind her. 

Freya stood in the empty shop, the envelope clutched in her hand, and felt the ground shift beneath her feet. 

The battle wasn't over. 

It was just beginning. 

Thursday — The Lawyer 

The lawyer's office was in downtown Asheville, in a building that smelled like old wood and furniture polish. Freya sat in a leather chair across from a woman named Geneva Strickland — seventy-two years old, silver-haired, with eyes that missed nothing. 

"Tell me everything," Geneva said. "From the beginning. Don't leave anything out." 

Freya told her. About Cormac's drinking. About her sons. About the shop. About Theron. 

Geneva listened without interrupting, taking notes on a yellow legal pad. When Freya finished, she set down her pen and folded her hands. 

"Your husband is going to try to make you look like the villain," she said. "He's going to paint you as an adulteress who abandoned her family for a younger man. He's going to use your relationship with Mr. Adewale to discredit you." 

"I know." 

"Does Mr. Adewale have any criminal record? Any history of violence or substance abuse?" 

"No. He's a botany student. He's never even had a parking ticket." 

Geneva's lips twitched. "That's helpful. What about his age?" 

"He's twenty-one." 

"And you're forty-nine." 

"Forty-nine. Almost fifty." 

Geneva nodded slowly. "The age difference will be a factor. The court may see it as evidence of —" 

"Of what?" 

"Of you taking advantage of a young man. Or him taking advantage of a vulnerable woman." She held up a hand. "I'm not saying that's what happened. I'm saying that's what Cormac's lawyer will argue." 

Freya's stomach churned. "What do I do?" 

"You fight. You document everything. You keep your head down and your hands clean." Geneva opened a drawer and pulled out a stack of forms. "And you let me do my job." 

Friday — Theron's Apartment 

Freya sat on the edge of the bed, the forms spread out around her. Theron knelt in front of her, his hands on her knees. 

"We're going to get through this," he said. 

"How do you know?" 

"Because I know you. Because I know us. Because we've survived worse." 

"Have we? What's worse than this?" 

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "Losing you. That would be worse." 

Freya pulled him onto the bed beside her and held him as tightly as she could. 

"I'm scared," she admitted. 

"I know." 

"What if he wins? What if he takes the shop? What if —" 

"Then we start over. Somewhere else. Together." He pressed a kiss to her forehead. "I told you. I want more than weekends. I meant it." 

She closed her eyes and let his words wash over her. 

Maybe he was right. Maybe they would survive this. 

Maybe they would do more than survive. 

Maybe they would thrive. 

Saturday — The Shop 

Freya worked alone. 

Theron had offered to come in, but she'd told him to stay home — to study, to rest, to give her space to think. The shop was quiet, the November light gray through the windows, and she moved through the familiar motions like a sleepwalker. 

The bell chimed. 

She looked up, expecting a customer. 

Declan stood in the doorway. 

"Hey, Mom." 

"Declan." She set down the shears. "What are you doing here?" 

He walked inside, his hands in his pockets. He looked different — cleaner, somehow. His hair was combed. His clothes were ironed. He looked like someone who had made a decision. 

"I came to apologize," he said. 

"For what?" 

"For everything. For never helping you. For letting Dad treat you like garbage. For being a coward." He stopped in front of the counter. "I watched you kill yourself for this family for years, and I never said a word. I never lifted a finger. I just —" He shook his head. "I just took. And took. And took." 

Freya's throat tightened. "Declan —" 

"I got the job. The one at the warehouse. I start Monday. And I'm going to keep it. I'm going to show up every day and work hard and be someone you can be proud of." His voice cracked. "I know it's late. I know it doesn't fix anything. But I'm trying, Mom. I'm really trying." 

Freya came around the counter and pulled him into her arms. 

"I'm proud of you," she said. "I've always been proud of you. Even when you made it hard." 

He hugged her back, his shoulders shaking. 

"I love you, Mom." 

"I love you too." 

They stood in the middle of the shop, holding each other, and Freya felt something heal — just a little, just a start. 

It wasn't forgiveness. Not yet. 

But it was hope. 

Chapter 24: Risk and Reward 

November — Second Week 

The week after Declan's visit, something shifted. 

Not dramatically — not the kind of shift that announced itself with thunder and lightning. It was quieter than that. Smaller. The way a river changes course, not all at once, but grain by grain, stone by stone. 

Freya stopped looking over her shoulder. 

She stopped waiting for Cormac to appear in the shop doorway, drunk and belligerent. She stopped flinching when the phone rang. She stopped sleeping with one eye open, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

Geneva had filed the divorce papers. Cormac's lawyer had responded with a flurry of accusations — adultery, abandonment, emotional cruelty — but Geneva had dismissed them with a wave of her hand. 

"He's posturing," she said. "He doesn't have a case. He just wants to make you suffer." 

"He's succeeding." 

"Then stop letting him." Geneva's eyes were kind but firm. "You can't control what he does. You can only control how you respond." 

Freya had taken those words to heart. 

She was done responding with fear. 

Friday — Mavis's House 

Mavis had insisted. 

"I owe you," she said when Freya hesitated. "I opened my home to you before. I closed it like a fool. Let me open it again." 

Freya had agreed, but with conditions. No more secrets. No more lies. Mavis would stay in the house — in her own bedroom, with her own door closed — and Freya and Theron would have the guest room, the same as before. 

"I'm not a chaperone," Mavis said. "I'm a witness. If Cormac tries anything, I'll be here. I'll tell the truth." 

"Thank you." 

"Don't thank me. Just be happy." She'd patted Freya's cheek. "That's all I've ever wanted for you." 

The Arrival — 7:00 PM 

Theron arrived with a bottle of wine and a bag of groceries. Freya met him at the door, and for a moment, they just looked at each other. 

"You look tired," he said. 

"I am tired." 

"We don't have to —" 

"We do." She took his hand and led him inside. "Not because we have to. Because I want to. Because I need to remember why we're doing this." 

Mavis was in the living room, knitting, the television murmuring in the background. She waved without looking up. "Don't mind me. I'm old. I fall asleep early." 

Freya led Theron to the guest room and closed the door. 

The Conversation 

They sat on the edge of the bed, facing each other. 

"There's something I want to talk about," Freya said. "Before anything else." 

Theron waited. 

"The condoms," she said. "I don't want to use them anymore." 

He went very still. "Freya —" 

"I know the risks. I'm forty-nine. Almost fifty. The chances of me getting pregnant are low. Not zero, but low." She took his hands. "And I want to feel you. All of you. Without anything between us." 

Theron was quiet for a long moment. His thumbs traced small circles on her palms. 

"I've thought about it too," he said. "Not having anything between us. What it would feel like." 

"And?" 

"And it scares me. Not because of the pregnancy risk — you're right, the chances are low. But because —" He paused, searching for words. "Because it feels like a door. A door we can't close once we open it." 

"What's on the other side?" 

"Everything. A future. A family. Things I didn't let myself want until I met you." 

Freya lifted one of his hands to her lips and kissed his knuckles. 

"I want those things too," she said. "Not because I'm trying to trap you. Not because I'm trying to force something you're not ready for. But because — because when I imagine my life five years from now, ten years from now, I imagine it with you. And I imagine us having built something together. Something real." 

Theron pulled her into his arms. 

"Okay," he said against her hair. 

"Okay?" 

"Okay, no more condoms. But we talk about it. Every time. We make sure we're both sure. We don't do it just because it's what we think we're supposed to want. We do it because we actually want it." 

Freya pulled back to look at him. "Is that what you want? Right now?" 

He held her gaze. "Yes." 

The Unfolding 

They undressed each other slowly, the way they had on their first weekend at Mavis's. But this was different. This was deliberate. Every button unfastened, every zipper lowered, every piece of clothing set aside like an offering. 

When they were both naked, Theron laid her back on the bed and positioned himself between her legs. 

"Look at me," he said. 

She looked. 

He entered her slowly — so slowly — and she felt the difference immediately. The warmth of him. The skin against skin. The absence of latex, of barrier, of anything between them. 

"Oh," she breathed. "Oh, that's —" 

"I know." His voice was strained. "I know." 

He moved inside her, slow and deep, and she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer. The pleasure was different like this — more intense, more intimate, more overwhelming. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

She came first — a soft, shuddering release that made her arch against him. He followed moments later, his body tightening, his face buried in her neck. 

Afterward, they lay tangled together, the sheets twisted beneath them. 

"That was —" Freya started. 

"Different." 

"Yes. Different. Good different." 

Theron pressed a kiss to her shoulder. "Good different." 

They didn't move for a long time. The house was quiet, Mavis long since asleep, the world outside reduced to the occasional car passing on the street. 

"I meant what I said," Freya said finally. "About the future. About building something together." 

"I know you did." 

"I'm not trying to rush you. I'm not trying to —" 

"Freya." He turned her face toward his. "I'm not scared of the future. I'm scared of losing you. That's different." 

"You're not going to lose me." 

"How do you know?" 

"Because I'm right here. And I'm not going anywhere." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she felt the last of her fear dissolve. 

They made love again before dawn, sleepy and slow, their bodies moving together like they'd been doing this forever. 

And when they finally fell asleep, tangled in each other's arms, Freya dreamed of a house with a garden. A greenhouse. A porch swing. 

A future she couldn't wait to live. 

The Morning 

Mavis made breakfast. 

She didn't comment on the late hour or the way Freya's hair was still wet from the shower or the fact that Theron was wearing one of her late husband's bathrobes. 

"Eat," she commanded, setting plates of eggs and toast on the table. "You need your strength." 

"For what?" Freya asked. 

"For whatever comes next." Mavis sat down across from them, her own plate untouched. "Cormac called this morning." 

Freya's fork stopped halfway to her mouth. "What did he want?" 

"To talk to you. I told him you weren't here." Mavis's eyes were hard. "He didn't believe me. He said he'd come by later. To see for himself." 

Theron set down his fork. "We should leave." 

"No." Freya shook her head. "I'm done running. If he wants to see me, he can see me. But not here. Not in Mavis's house." 

She stood up and walked to the phone. 

"What are you doing?" Theron asked. 

"Calling him. Telling him to meet me at the shop. On neutral ground." 

Mavis nodded approvingly. "That's smart. Don't let him control the situation." 

Freya dialed the number she'd been avoiding for weeks. 

Cormac answered on the second ring. 

"We need to talk," Freya said. "The shop. One hour. Come alone." 

She hung up before he could respond. 

The Shop — 10:00 AM 

Cormac was already there when she arrived. 

He stood outside the locked door, his hands in his pockets, his breath fogging in the cold November air. He looked older than she remembered — thinner, grayer, the lines on his face deeper. 

Freya unlocked the door and gestured for him to enter. 

"Say what you came to say," she said. 

Cormac walked inside, looking around the shop like he'd never seen it before. Maybe he hadn't. He'd never visited much, even in the early years. 

"I'm not going to fight you anymore," he said. 

Freya blinked. "What?" 

"The divorce. The shop. The house. I'm not going to fight." He turned to face her. "I talked to Declan. After he visited you. He told me some things I didn't want to hear. Things I needed to hear." 

"Like what?" 

"Like I've been punishing you for being happy. Like I've been so focused on making you suffer that I forgot to take care of myself." He laughed — a bitter, broken sound. "My son gave me a reality check. My son. The one who couldn't hold down a job." 

Declan had done that? Freya's heart swelled with something she couldn't name. 

"I'm signing the papers," Cormac said. "The separation. The divorce. Whatever Geneva puts in front of me. I'm signing it." 

"Why?" 

"Because I'm tired. Because I'm lonely. Because I want to start over, and I can't do that if I'm still trying to destroy you." 

Freya crossed her arms over her chest. "Is this a trick?" 

"No." He met her eyes. "It's not a trick. It's me finally growing up. Finally taking responsibility for my own life." 

They stood in the middle of the shop, the distance between them feeling both vast and small. 

"I'm sorry," Cormac said. "For everything. For the drinking. For the neglect. For making you feel like you had to carry everything alone." 

Freya's eyes burned. "Thank you." 

"I'm not asking for forgiveness. I'm not asking for another chance. I'm just —" He stopped, his jaw tightening. "I'm just saying I'm sorry." 

He turned and walked to the door. 

"Cormac." 

He paused. 

"Thank you," she said again. "For letting me go." 

He nodded once and left, the bell chiming behind him. 

Freya stood in the empty shop, the morning light streaming through the windows, and let herself cry. 

Not from sadness. 

From relief. 

From the overwhelming, terrifying, beautiful relief of finally, finally being free. 

Chapter 25: Family Pressure

November — Late Month

The papers arrived on a Tuesday.

Not the separation agreement — those were still being negotiated, line by line, between Geneva and Cormac's lawyer. These were different. These were from the bank, from the small business association, from the landlord who owned the building that housed Clarke's Blossoms.

Freya spread them across the kitchen table in Theron's apartment, her hands trembling.

"What is all this?" Theron asked, setting down his coffee.

"Letters. Demands. Threats." She picked up one of the documents. "Cormac's lawyer is trying to freeze the shop's accounts. He's claiming that the business is marital property. That I can't make any major decisions without Cormac's approval."

"Can he do that?"

"Geneva says he can try. But it'll take months to resolve. Months where I can't access my own money." She set down the letter. "Months where I can't pay suppliers. Can't make payroll. Can't —"

"Hey." Theron crossed to her and took her hands. "We'll figure this out. Together."

"How? You're a student. I'm a florist. We're not exactly rolling in resources."

Theron was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "My aunt left me money."

Freya stared at him. "What?"

"In her will. She left me the nursery in Decatur. And some savings. Not a lot, but enough to —" He stopped. "Enough to help. If you'll let me."

"Theron, I can't take your inheritance."

"You're not taking it. I'm offering it." He squeezed her hands. "I told you. I want more than weekends. I meant it. If that means helping you keep the shop, then that's what I'm going to do."

Freya's throat tightened. "This is too much. You're too young to be —"

"To be what? In love? Committed? Willing to fight for someone?" He shook his head. "I'm not too young for any of that. I'm exactly the right age. Because I'm old enough to know what I want and young enough to not be afraid of going after it."

She pulled him into her arms and held him as tightly as she could.

"I don't deserve you," she whispered.

"Don't say that."

"It's true."

"It's not." He pulled back to look at her. "You deserve everything. And I'm going to spend the rest of my life making sure you get it."

Thursday — The Shop

Ronan showed up at the shop.

Freya hadn't seen him since the night at Mavis's — the night Cormac had lunged at Theron, the night everything had fallen apart. He looked thinner than she remembered, paler, his eyes ringed with shadows.

"Can we talk?" he asked.

Freya locked the door and flipped the sign to CLOSED. "Sit down."

Ronan sat in the chair by the window — Mavis's chair — and stared at his hands.

"Dad's been drinking again," he said. "Not like before. Worse. He stays in the basement all day. Doesn't come out. Doesn't eat. Declan's been bringing him food, but he won't touch it."

Freya's heart clenched. "I'm sorry."

"I'm not telling you this to make you feel guilty. I'm telling you because —" He looked up at her. "Because I need you to know that it's not your fault. None of this is your fault."

"Ronan —"

"He's been like this my whole life. Drunk. Angry. Absent. And I blamed you for it. For staying. For not leaving. For not fixing him." His voice cracked. "But you couldn't fix him. No one could fix him. He has to fix himself."

Freya crossed to him and knelt in front of his chair.

"When did you get so wise?" she asked.

"I don't know. Sometime between moving into the basement and realizing I didn't want to end up like him." He reached out and touched her face. "I'm sorry, Mom. For all the years I ignored you. For all the times I made you feel like you weren't enough."

"You were a child. You didn't know."

"I'm not a child anymore. And I do know." He pulled her into a hug. "I love you, Mom. I've always loved you. I just didn't know how to show it."

Freya held her youngest son and let herself cry.

Not from sadness.

From hope.

Friday — Mavis's House

Mavis had made stew.

"Sit," she commanded, pointing at the kitchen table. "Eat. Talk. Tell me everything."

Freya sat. Theron sat beside her. Mavis sat across from them, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea.

"Ronan came to see me," Freya said.

"I know. He called me first. Asked if he should go." Mavis nodded slowly. "He's a good boy. Lost, but good."

"He's not a boy anymore."

"No. He's not." Mavis set down her tea. "And neither are you. Which is why you need to stop acting like a victim and start acting like the woman I know you are."

Freya blinked. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me. You've spent months waiting for Cormac to change, for your sons to step up, for the universe to give you permission to be happy." Mavis's eyes were sharp. "It's not going to happen. You have to give yourself permission."

Theron squeezed Freya's hand under the table.

"She's right," he said.

"Of course I'm right. I'm always right." Mavis picked up her tea. "Now eat your stew. And then go home and make a plan. Not a fantasy. A real plan. With dates and deadlines and things you can actually do."

Freya looked at Theron. He smiled.

"Portland," he said. "After the divorce is final. We move to Portland."

"Portland?" Mavis raised an eyebrow. "That's a long way from Asheville."

"That's the point."

Mavis considered for a moment. Then she nodded. "Portland it is. But you'll visit. Every Christmas. I'm not letting you disappear completely."

Freya laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of her. "We'll visit."

"Good." Mavis picked up her spoon. "Now eat. The stew's getting cold."

Saturday — The Shop

Freya worked alone again.

Theron had a final exam to study for, and she'd insisted he stay home. The shop was quiet, the November light gray through the windows, and she moved through the familiar motions with a sense of peace she hadn't felt in years.

The bell chimed.

She looked up, expecting Mavis or Mrs. Albright or one of her regulars.

Declan stood in the doorway, a bouquet of sunflowers in his hand.

"These are for you," he said, holding them out. "I know they're not your favorite. But they're the only flowers I know the name of."

Freya took the sunflowers. "They're beautiful."

"They're from the grocery store. I didn't know where else to go." He walked inside, his hands in his pockets. "I talked to Ronan. He said he came to see you."

"He did."

"I'm glad." Declan stopped in front of the counter. "I've been thinking a lot. About the shop. About you. About how hard you've worked to keep this place running."

Freya waited.

"I want to help," he said. "Not just with the warehouse job. With the shop. On weekends. After work. Whatever you need."

"Declan —"

"I know I'm late. I know I should have offered years ago. But I'm offering now." He met her eyes. "Let me help, Mom. Please."

Freya set down the sunflowers and came around the counter.

"Are you sure?" she asked. "This isn't easy work. It's early mornings and late nights and customers who yell at you for things that aren't your fault."

"I'm sure."

She pulled him into a hug.

"Thank you," she said.

"Thank you for not giving up on me."

They stood in the middle of the shop, holding each other, and Freya felt something heal — just a little, just a start.

Her family wasn't perfect. Her life wasn't perfect. But maybe — just maybe — it was becoming something she could be proud of.

Sunday — Theron's Apartment

They didn't make love that night.

Instead, they lay in bed, wrapped in each other's arms, and talked about the future.

"Portland," Freya said. "Are we really going to do this?"

"We're really going to do this."

"What about your PhD? Your research?"

"There are good botany programs in Portland. I've already looked." He turned his head to look at her. "I've also looked at flower shops. There's one for sale in a neighborhood called Sellwood. Small. Cute. Perfect for you."

"You've been researching without me?"

"I've been dreaming without you. There's a difference."

Freya smiled and pressed a kiss to his chest.

"I'm scared," she admitted.

"I know."

"What if I fail? What if the shop fails? What if we fail?"

Theron pulled her closer. "Then we try again. Somewhere else. With something else. As long as we're together, we haven't failed."

She closed her eyes and let his words sink in.

Maybe he was right. Maybe they would survive this. Maybe they would do more than survive.

Maybe they would thrive.

Monday — Geneva's Office

The papers were ready.

Geneva spread them across her desk — the separation agreement, the property settlement, the parenting plan for two adult sons who didn't need one.

"Cormac signed everything," Geneva said. "No changes. No arguments. He signed exactly what we gave him."

Freya stared at the documents. "Just like that?"

"Just like that." Geneva slid a pen across the desk. "All you have to do is sign."

Freya picked up the pen. Her hand was steady.

She signed her name — Freya Elizabeth Clarke — on every line Geneva indicated.

When she finished, she set down the pen and looked at Geneva.

"Now what?"

"Now we wait. Six months. Then the divorce is final." Geneva gathered the papers and slipped them into a folder. "In the meantime, you live your life. You run your shop. You love your young man." She smiled — a rare, genuine smile. "You be happy, Freya. That's the best revenge."

Freya stood up and shook Geneva's hand.

"Thank you," she said.

"Don't thank me. Just send me a postcard from Portland."

Freya walked out of the office and into the November sunshine.

The air was cold, the sky clear, the mountains blue in the distance.

Six months.

Then she would be free.

She couldn't wait.

Chapter 26: The Morning Ritual

December — First Week

The divorce papers were signed. The six-month clock was ticking. And for the first time in thirty years, Freya woke up each morning without the weight of Cormac's presence pressing down on her chest.

She still lived in the house — for now. The guest room had become her room, the walls bare except for a few photographs, the closet filled with clothes that felt like they belonged to someone else. But she spent most of her time at Theron's apartment or Mavis's house, and the house on North Asheville had become a waystation rather than a home.

Declan had started working at the shop on Saturdays.

It was awkward at first — his hands were clumsy with the shears, and he mixed up the peonies with the ranunculus, and he answered the phone like he was taking a deposition. But he showed up. Every Saturday, rain or shine, he showed up.

Ronan had started therapy.

Freya didn't ask for details. He offered them anyway — haltingly, reluctantly, as if each word cost him something. He was learning about boundaries, he said. About accountability. About the difference between guilt and shame.

Freya listened. She didn't interrupt. She didn't offer advice. She just listened.

And Theron — Theron was Theron. Patient. Steady. Present in a way no one else in her life had ever been.

They had fallen into a rhythm. Weekdays at the shop, weekends at Mavis's, the occasional evening at his apartment when the walls of the guest room felt too close. They made love when they could — sometimes rushed, sometimes slow, sometimes in the middle of the night when neither of them could sleep.

But this morning was different.

The Shop — 6:00 AM

Freya had arrived early to receive a delivery.

The supplier's truck was supposed to come at five-thirty, but it was six-fifteen and the loading dock was still empty. She stood in the back doorway, her arms crossed against the cold, and watched the sky lighten over the mountains.

She heard his footsteps before she saw him.

"You're here early," she said without turning around.

"I couldn't sleep." Theron came to stand beside her, his shoulder brushing hers. "I kept thinking about you."

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You're worried. I can always tell."

Freya leaned her head against his shoulder. "The delivery is late. The supplier isn't answering his phone. And I have a wedding order that needs to be finished by noon."

"Then we'll figure it out. Together."

She turned to look at him. The morning light caught the gold in his eyes, the curve of his jaw, the small scar above his eyebrow.

"I love you," she said.

"I love you too."

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and for a moment, the late delivery and the wedding order and everything else disappeared.

The Shed

"The truck will be here when it gets here," Theron said. "In the meantime —"

"In the meantime?"

He took her hand and led her through the garden to the shed. The door was unlocked — she'd forgotten to lock it the night before — and the morning light filtered through the dusty windows, casting everything in shades of gold.

"What are we doing here?" Freya asked.

Theron closed the door behind them. "I've been thinking about this place. About the first time we —"

"I remember the first time."

"So do I." He stepped closer, his hands finding her waist. "I remember the rain. I remember the way you looked at me. I remember thinking that I would never be the same."

"You're not the same. Neither am I."

"Good." He kissed her — deeper this time — and she felt the familiar heat bloom in her chest.

"Theron, the delivery —"

"The delivery can wait." He pushed her dress up over her hips. "This can't."

The Dress

She was wearing a sundress — inappropriate for December, but the shop was warm and she'd been feeling reckless. The fabric was thin, floral, the kind of dress she'd worn in the summer when the heat was oppressive and the flowers were in full bloom.

Theron pushed the straps from her shoulders, and the dress pooled at her feet.

"You wore this on purpose," he said.

"Maybe."

"You wanted me to see you in it."

"Maybe."

He knelt before her, pressing kisses to her stomach, her hips, the inside of her thighs. She leaned against the wall, her fingers tangled in his hair, and let herself feel.

"I love this dress," he murmured against her skin. "I love the way it looks on you. I love the way it falls off you."

"Then take it off."

He did. Slowly, deliberately, he lifted the dress from the floor and set it aside. Then he stood and undressed himself — his shirt, his jeans, his boxers — never taking his eyes off her.

"Turn around," he said.

She turned, bracing her hands against the wall.

He pressed against her from behind, his chest warm against her back, his hands on her hips. She could feel him — hard and ready — and she arched against him.

"Now," she said. "Please."

He entered her from behind, one hand on her hip, the other braced against the wall beside her head. She gasped at the sensation — the angle, the depth, the way he filled her completely.

"Is this okay?" he asked.

"More than okay."

He moved inside her, slow at first, then faster, finding a rhythm that made her see stars. The shed was cold — their breath fogged in the air — but she didn't feel the cold. She only felt him.

"Don't stop," she said.

"I won't."

He didn't. He kept moving, kept thrusting, kept murmuring her name like a prayer. She came with a cry that echoed off the walls, her body shuddering against his. He followed moments later, his arms wrapping around her, his face buried in her neck.

They stood there for a long time, tangled together, their breath mingling in the cold air.

"I love you," he said.

"I love you too."

The Delivery

The truck arrived at seven-thirty.

Freya and Theron dressed quickly, smoothed down their hair, and walked to the loading dock like nothing had happened. The driver — a young man with a nose ring and a distracted air — handed over the invoice without comment.

"Sorry I'm late," he said. "Traffic on the highway."

"No problem," Freya said. "We managed."

Theron caught her eye and smiled.

They unloaded the truck together, their bodies moving in the familiar rhythm they'd developed. The wedding order was finished by eleven. The shop opened at noon. Customers came and went, and no one suspected that the woman behind the counter had been fucked against the wall of the garden shed just hours before.

Mrs. Albright came in for her lavender.

"You look happy," she said, eyeing Freya over the counter.

"I am happy."

"Good." Mrs. Albright paid for her lavender and left, her orthopedic shoes squeaking on the pine floorboards.

Freya watched her go, then turned to Theron.

"Tonight?" she asked.

"Tonight."

They worked the rest of the day in comfortable silence, their hands brushing when they passed each other, their eyes meeting across the room.

The divorce wasn't final. The future wasn't certain. But for now — for this moment — everything was exactly as it should be.

That Night — Mavis's House

Mavis was already asleep when they arrived.

They tiptoed through the dark house to the guest room, undressed in silence, and climbed into bed. The sheets were cold, but their bodies were warm.

"That was reckless," Freya said, curled against his chest.

"This morning?"

"Yes. Anyone could have walked in."

"No one walked in."

"Someone could have."

Theron pressed a kiss to her hair. "Then we would have been caught. And I wouldn't have cared."

Freya smiled into his chest. "You're a bad influence."

"The worst."

They made love again — slow and sleepy, their bodies moving together like they'd been doing this forever. When they finished, Freya lay in his arms and listened to his heartbeat.

"I've been thinking," she said.

"Dangerous."

"About Portland. About the shop. About —" She paused. "About having a baby."

Theron went very still.

"Not now," she said quickly. "Not soon. But someday. Before it's too late."

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he said: "I've thought about it too."

"You have?"

"Not seriously. Not until now. But —" He pulled her closer. "But when I imagine our future, I imagine children. A family. Something we built together."

Freya's eyes burned. "You're not scared?"

"Terrified. But that's not going to stop me."

She kissed him — soft and sweet — and felt the future unfolding before her.

Not certain. Not easy.

But theirs.

The Next Morning

Freya woke before dawn.

Theron was still asleep, his face relaxed, his breathing deep and even. She watched him for a while — the curve of his lips, the flutter of his eyelids, the way his hand rested on her hip even in sleep.

She slipped out of bed and walked to the window.

The sky was lightening over the mountains, shades of pink and gold spreading across the horizon. The garden below was bare — the flowers had died back for the winter, leaving only stems and soil — but she could imagine what it would look like in the spring.

Peonies. Lavender. Delphinium.

A garden she'd planted herself. A garden she'd tend with him.

"Come back to bed."

She turned. Theron was awake, propped on one elbow, his hair disheveled and his eyes soft.

"In a minute."

"Now."

She crossed to the bed and climbed under the covers. He pulled her against him, his body warm, his arms strong.

"I love you," he said.

"I love you too."

They lay in the gray light of dawn, holding each other, and let the world wait outside the door.

The divorce wasn't final. The future wasn't certain.

But for now — for this moment — everything was exactly as it should be.

Chapter 27: The Long Weekend 

December — Second Week 

Mavis had been planning this for months. 

"I'm going to my sister's for four days," she announced on a Thursday afternoon, standing in the doorway of the shop. "Thursday to Monday. The house is yours." 

"Mavis, you don't have to —" 

"I know I don't have to. I want to." She waved her hand, dismissing Freya's protest. "You've been through hell this year. You deserve a break. A real break. Not just a night here and there." 

Freya looked at Theron. He was smiling. 

"Four days?" he asked. 

"Four days." Mavis's eyes sparkled. "Plenty of time to do... whatever it is you young people do." 

"Mavis —" 

"I'm old, not dead. I know what happens when two people are in love and have a house to themselves." She patted Freya's cheek. "Be happy. That's all I ask." 

She left before Freya could respond, the bell chiming behind her. 

Thursday Evening — Mavis's House 

They arrived at seven o'clock, a suitcase in each hand. 

The house was quiet, the lights dim, the air smelling of lemon verbena and old books. Mavis had left a note on the kitchen table: Food in the fridge. Wine in the cabinet. Earplugs in the nightstand. Don't break anything. 

"She's something else," Theron said, reading over Freya's shoulder. 

"She's everything." 

They put away the groceries — Mavis had stocked the fridge with enough food for a week — and opened a bottle of wine. The first glass went down quickly, the second more slowly. By the third, they were sitting on the couch, their bodies pressed together, the television murmuring in the background. 

"We should pace ourselves," Freya said. 

"Probably." 

"Four days is a long time." 

"It is." 

Neither of them moved. 

Friday Morning — Slow 

They woke late, tangled together in the guest bed, the sunlight streaming through the blackout curtains Mavis had installed after the first weekend. 

"What time is it?" Freya asked. 

"Late." 

"How late?" 

"Late enough that we should probably get up." 

Neither of them moved. 

Theron rolled onto his side and propped himself on his elbow, looking down at her. His hair was disheveled, his eyes soft, his lips curved in a small smile. 

"I've been thinking," he said. 

"About what?" 

"About this weekend. About what I want to do with you." 

Freya raised an eyebrow. "Tell me." 

He told her. 

By the time he finished, her face was flushed and her heart was pounding. 

"That's quite a list," she said. 

"We have four days." 

"We do." 

He kissed her — soft and slow — and she let herself sink into the feeling of him. 

Friday Afternoon — The First Session 

They made love in the afternoon light, the curtains open, the room warm. 

He was patient — more patient than usual, taking his time, exploring her with his hands and his mouth. She lay beneath him, her fingers tangled in his hair, her body responding to his touch like a flower turning toward the sun. 

"I love watching you," he said. 

"What do you see?" 

"I see someone who's learning to let go. Someone who's learning to trust." He kissed her stomach, her hips, the inside of her thigh. "Someone who's learning to be loved." 

She pulled him up and kissed him — deep and hungry — and wrapped her legs around his waist. 

"Show me," she said. 

He showed her. 

They moved together slowly, deliberately, the way they had on their first weekend at Mavis's. But this was different. This was deeper. This was two people who had survived something together and come out the other side. 

She came first — a soft, shuddering release — and he followed moments later, his body tightening around hers. 

Afterward, they lay in the tangled sheets, their bodies slick with sweat. 

"That was —" Freya started. 

"Just the beginning." 

Friday Evening — The Second Session 

They made love again before dinner, this time on the couch. 

The television was still on, some forgotten show playing to an empty room, but neither of them was watching. Theron had her on her hands and knees, her dress pushed up around her waist, his hands gripping her hips. 

"Like this," he said, entering her from behind. "I want you like this." 

She braced herself against the arm of the couch and let him take her. The angle was different — deeper, somehow — and she cried out at the sensation. 

"Too much?" he asked. 

"Not enough." 

He laughed — a breathless, joyful sound — and moved faster. 

She came with a cry that echoed off the walls. He followed a moment later, his body shuddering against hers. 

Afterward, they collapsed onto the couch, tangled together, the forgotten show still playing in the background. 

"I'm hungry," Freya said. 

"For food or for me?" 

"Both." 

He grinned and pulled her toward the kitchen. 

Saturday Morning — Playful 

They woke to the smell of coffee. 

Mavis had set the timer before she left, and the pot was full and warm. They drank it in bed, their backs against the headboard, the morning light streaming through the windows. 

"I have an idea," Theron said. 

"Should I be worried?" 

"Probably." 

He set down his coffee and pulled her onto his lap, her legs straddling his hips. 

"Ride me," he said. 

"Here? Now?" 

"Here. Now." 

She sank down onto him slowly, her hands on his shoulders, her eyes on his. The position gave her control — something she wasn't used to — and she moved experimentally, finding a rhythm that made him groan. 

"Like this?" she asked. 

"Exactly like this." 

She rode him slowly at first, then faster, her hands braced against the headboard. He watched her — watched the way her breasts bounced, the way her lips parted, the way her head fell back — and she felt powerful in a way she'd never felt before. 

"You're beautiful," he said. 

"So are you." 

She came with a cry, her body shuddering against his. He followed a moment later, his hands gripping her hips. 

Afterward, she collapsed against his chest, both of them breathing hard. 

"Best idea ever," she said. 

"I have more." 

"Later. I need a nap." 

He kissed her forehead and pulled the blankets over them. 

Saturday Afternoon — Side-Lying 

They made love again in the afternoon, this time on their sides. 

He entered her from behind, his arm wrapped around her waist, his chest pressed against her back. The position was intimate — almost lazy — and they moved together slowly, unhurried. 

"I could do this forever," he murmured against her ear. 

"So could I." 

They talked as they made love — about the future, about Portland, about the shop — their voices low and soft, their bodies moving in rhythm. It felt like something new, something they'd never done before. Not just sex. Connection. 

When she came, it was with a sigh rather than a cry. He followed moments later, his body relaxing against hers. 

"That was different," she said. 

"Good different?" 

"Good different." 

They lay in the afternoon light, tangled together, and let the silence speak for itself. 

Saturday Evening — Edge of the Bed 

They made love again before dinner, this time with her on the edge of the bed and him standing between her legs. 

The position was urgent, almost desperate, and she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer. 

"Harder," she said. 

"Are you sure?" 

"I'm sure." 

He moved harder, faster, and she cried out at the sensation. The bed creaked beneath them, the headboard banging against the wall, but neither of them cared. 

She came first — a sharp, sudden release — and he followed a moment later, his body shuddering. 

Afterward, they collapsed onto the bed, both of them laughing. 

"We're going to break Mavis's bed," Freya said. 

"Worth it." 

Sunday — Rest Day 

They didn't make love on Sunday. 

Instead, they slept late, ate breakfast in bed, and spent the afternoon reading on the couch — her with a novel, him with a botany journal. They held hands. They talked. They cooked dinner together — pasta with homemade sauce — and ate it at the kitchen table, the radio playing softly in the background. 

"I love this," Freya said. 

"Lazy Sundays?" 

"This. Us. Being normal." She set down her fork. "I spent so many years pretending everything was fine. It's nice to actually feel fine." 

Theron took her hand. "You're more than fine. You're thriving." 

"I'm trying." 

"Trying is all any of us can do." 

They did the dishes together — him washing, her drying — and then climbed into bed early. 

"We should do this more often," Freya said, curled against his chest. 

"Four-day weekends?" 

"Being together. Without hiding. Without pretending." 

Theron pressed a kiss to her hair. "Soon. When the divorce is final. When we're in Portland. We'll have every day." 

"I can't wait." 

"Neither can I." 

They fell asleep in each other's arms, the house quiet around them. 

Monday Morning — The Last Time 

They made love one last time before Mavis came home. 

It was slow and tender, the kind of lovemaking that felt like a promise. He moved inside her with a rhythm that was almost lazy, his face buried in her neck, her fingers tangled in his hair. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

They came together — a soft, simultaneous release — and lay in the afterglow, holding each other. 

"We should get up," Freya said. 

"In a minute." 

"Mavis will be home soon." 

"In a minute." 

They stayed in bed for another hour, wrapped in each other's arms, and let the world wait outside the door. 

Monday Afternoon — Mavis's Return 

Mavis walked in at two o'clock, her suitcase in one hand, her walker in the other. 

The house was clean. The sheets were washed. The dishes were put away. There was no sign that the weekend had happened — except for the smile on Freya's face and the way Theron couldn't stop looking at her. 

"Good weekend?" Mavis asked. 

"The best." 

Mavis nodded slowly, a small smile on her lips. "Good. That's what I wanted." 

She walked to the kitchen and put the kettle on, leaving them alone in the living room. 

Freya looked at Theron. He looked at her. 

"Four days," she said. 

"Four days wasn't enough." 

"It never will be." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she felt the future unfolding before her. 

Not certain. Not easy. 

But theirs. 

Always theirs. 

Chapter 28: The Pregnancy Shock 

December — Third Week 

The first sign was the fatigue. 

Freya had always been tired — the shop demanded early mornings and late nights, and the stress of the divorce had drained her in ways she hadn't anticipated. But this was different. This was bone-deep exhaustion, the kind that made her feel like she was wading through honey. 

She fell asleep on the couch at Mavis's house at eight o'clock. She slept through her alarm two mornings in a row. She caught herself staring blankly at the cooler, unable to remember what she'd come to find. 

"You should see a doctor," Mavis said on the third day. 

"I'm fine. It's just stress." 

"It's not just stress. You're pale. You're tired. You've lost weight." Mavis's eyes narrowed. "When was your last period?" 

Freya opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. 

"I don't remember," she admitted. 

"How long?" 

"Maybe —" She did the math. "Maybe six weeks. Maybe more." 

Mavis went very still. "Freya." 

"It's not possible. I'm forty-nine. Almost fifty. The doctor said —" 

"Doctors don't know everything." Mavis crossed to her and took her hands. "Go to the pharmacy. Buy a test. Take it here. I'll wait." 

Freya shook her head. "I can't. I can't —" 

"You can. And you will." Mavis's voice was firm but gentle. "Because not knowing is worse than knowing. Trust me." 

The Pharmacy 

Freya stood in the family planning aisle, staring at the wall of pregnancy tests. 

There were dozens of them — digital ones, line ones, ones that claimed to tell you how many weeks. She grabbed the cheapest box, shoved it into her purse, and paid at the self-checkout. The teenage cashier didn't look at her. No one looked at her. But she felt like everyone was watching. 

She drove to Mavis's house with her hands shaking on the steering wheel. 

The Bathroom 

Mavis waited outside the door. 

Freya sat on the edge of the bathtub, the test stick in her hand, watching the little window fill with pink lines. 

One line appeared first. Then another. 

She stared at them, her brain refusing to process what she was seeing. 

Two lines. 

Positive. 

"Freya?" Mavis's voice came through the door. "What does it say?" 

Freya opened the door and held out the test. 

Mavis looked at it. Then she looked at Freya. 

"Okay," she said. "Okay. We're going to handle this." 

"I'm pregnant." The words came out flat, disbelieving. "I'm forty-nine years old and I'm pregnant." 

"Apparently, your body didn't get the memo." 

"Mavis —" 

"Come to the kitchen. I'll make tea. We'll talk." 

Freya followed her, her legs unsteady, her mind racing. 

She was pregnant. 

Theron's baby. 

Her baby. 

A baby. 

The Kitchen 

Mavis made tea — strong and sweet, the way Freya liked it — and sat across from her at the table. 

"Does he know?" Mavis asked. 

"No. I just found out." 

"When are you going to tell him?" 

Freya wrapped her hands around the warm cup. "I don't know. I don't know anything. I don't know how this happened. We were careful — mostly careful. Except for —" 

She stopped. 

Except for the times they hadn't been careful. The times they'd decided together, consciously, to take the risk. 

"Mavis, what am I going to do?" 

Mavis reached across the table and took her hand. "First, you're going to breathe. Then you're going to make an appointment with your doctor. And then you're going to tell Theron. Together, the three of you — you, him, and that baby — are going to figure out what comes next." 

"I'm almost fifty years old. I'm too old to have a baby." 

"Women have babies in their fifties. It's not common, but it happens." Mavis squeezed her hand. "The question isn't whether you can. The question is whether you want to." 

Freya looked down at her flat stomach. It didn't feel different. Didn't look different. But somewhere inside her, a life was growing. 

Theron's life. Their life. 

"Do you want to?" Mavis asked softly. 

Freya thought about the future. About Portland. About the shop. About the greenhouse Theron wanted to build. 

About a child with his eyes and her stubbornness. About a family that wasn't broken. About a second chance at motherhood, this time with someone who would be present. Someone who would stay. 

"Yes," she said. "I think I do." 

Mavis nodded slowly. "Then that's your answer." 

The Garden 

Freya sat in the garden, wrapped in a blanket, staring at the bare stems of the peonies. 

The air was cold, her breath fogging in front of her face, but she didn't feel the cold. She felt something else — something she couldn't name. 

Hope. Fear. Wonder. Terror. 

All of it tangled together, indistinguishable. 

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. 

How are you? — Theron 

She stared at the screen. She should tell him in person. Not over text. Not over the phone. In person, where she could see his face, hold his hand, feel his reaction. 

I need to see you. Tonight. — Freya 

Is everything okay? 

I don't know. Come to Mavis's. 7pm. 

I'll be there. 

She tucked the phone back into her pocket and looked up at the sky. 

The stars were beginning to appear, one by one, scattered across the darkness like seeds. 

A baby. 

Their baby. 

She pressed her hand to her stomach and tried to imagine it. 

The Waiting 

Theron arrived at seven o'clock on the dot. 

Freya was in the guest room, sitting on the edge of the bed, her hands folded in her lap. She'd changed clothes three times — first into jeans, then into a dress, then back into jeans. Nothing felt right. 

He knocked on the doorframe. "Hey." 

"Hey." 

He crossed to her and knelt in front of her, his hands on her knees. "You're scaring me. What's going on?" 

Freya took a deep breath. 

"I'm pregnant." 

The words came out before she could stop them. She watched his face — watched the confusion, the disbelief, the slow dawning of understanding. 

"What?" 

"I took a test this afternoon. At Mavis's. It was positive." She took his hands. "I'm pregnant, Theron. We're pregnant." 

He stared at her. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. 

"How?" 

"You know how." 

"But we were — most of the time —" 

"Most of the time isn't all of the time." She squeezed his hands. "I'm not asking you for anything. I'm not asking you to stay. I just needed you to know." 

He pulled his hands from hers and stood up. He walked to the window, his back to her, his shoulders tense. 

"Theron." 

"Give me a minute." 

She waited. The clock on the nightstand ticked. The house settled around them. 

When he turned around, his eyes were wet. 

"A baby," he said. 

"A baby." 

"Our baby." 

"Yes." 

He crossed the room in two strides and pulled her into his arms. 

"I'm not going anywhere," he said against her hair. "I'm not going to leave you. I'm not going to abandon you. I'm going to be here. For you. For the baby. For all of it." 

Freya started to cry — not from sadness, but from relief. 

"I was so scared," she admitted. 

"So am I." He pulled back to look at her. "But we're going to figure this out. Together." 

"What if I'm too old? What if something's wrong with the baby? What if —" 

"Then we'll deal with it. Together." He wiped the tears from her cheeks. "I love you, Freya. I love you, and I love this baby, and I'm not going anywhere." 

She kissed him — soft and sweet — and felt something loosen in her chest. 

They were going to be parents. 

They were going to be a family. 

The Doctor 

Freya saw her doctor the next morning. 

Dr. Patel was a small woman with kind eyes and a no-nonsense manner. She listened to Freya's story without interrupting, asked a few questions, and ordered a blood test. 

"The home tests are rarely wrong," she said, "but we'll confirm with blood work. And we'll do an ultrasound to date the pregnancy." 

"Am I too old for this?" 

Dr. Patel smiled. "You're older than most of my patients, yes. But not too old. We'll monitor you closely. We'll run extra tests. But there's no reason you can't have a healthy pregnancy and a healthy baby." 

"What about the risks?" 

"There are always risks. But they're manageable." She reached across the desk and took Freya's hand. "Congratulations, Freya. This is a gift. I hope you can see it that way." 

Freya left the office with a folder full of pamphlets and a prescription for prenatal vitamins. 

She was pregnant. 

She was going to have a baby. 

She was going to be a mother again. 

The Telling — Theron 

She told him again that night, in his apartment, with the ultrasound photo in her hand. 

"It's real," she said, showing him the grainy image. "That's our baby." 

Theron stared at the photo. His finger traced the tiny shape — the head, the body, the beginnings of arms and legs. 

"That's —" His voice broke. "That's our baby." 

"Yes." 

He looked up at her, his eyes bright. "I'm going to be a father." 

"You're going to be a father." 

He pulled her into his arms and held her so tightly she could barely breathe. 

"I love you," he said. "I love you, and I love this baby, and I'm going to spend the rest of my life taking care of both of you." 

Freya pressed her face into his chest and let herself cry. 

Not from fear. 

From joy. 

The Telling — Mavis 

Mavis already knew. 

"I figured it out when you bought the test," she admitted. "You're not as subtle as you think you are." 

"Are you happy for us?" 

Mavis looked at Freya, then at Theron, then at the ultrasound photo Freya had placed on the kitchen table. 

"I'm terrified for you," she said. "But I'm also happy. Because you're doing something I never had the courage to do. You're choosing love. You're choosing family. You're choosing each other." 

"We're choosing all of it." 

Mavis nodded slowly. "Then I'm choosing you." 

She pulled them both into a hug — Theron on one side, Freya on the other — and held them tightly. 

"Now," she said, pulling back. "We need to make a plan. A real plan. Because that baby is going to need a nursery. And diapers. And a college fund." 

Freya laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of her. 

"A college fund," she repeated. 

"Start early. That's what my mother always said." 

Theron took Freya's hand. "We have time." 

"Not as much as you think." Mavis's eyes sparkled. "Babies have a way of arriving exactly when they're supposed to. No earlier. No later." 

Freya looked down at her still-flat stomach. 

Their baby. 

Their future. 

Their family. 

She couldn't wait to meet them. 

Chapter 29: Telling Theron 

December — Fourth Week 

The ultrasound photo lived in Freya's wallet, tucked behind her driver's license, hidden from the world. She took it out sometimes — in the bathroom at the shop, in the car before driving home, in the guest room at Mavis's house when she couldn't sleep — and stared at the grainy image. 

A tiny shape. A flutter of a heartbeat. A life the size of a sesame seed. 

Their baby. 

She hadn't told Theron yet. Not really. Not the way she needed to. The words had gotten stuck in her throat every time she tried — I'm pregnant — and what came out was something else. Something smaller. Something safer. 

But tonight, she had run out of time. 

Tonight, she was going to tell him. 

Mavis's House — 7:00 PM 

Theron arrived with takeout — Thai food, her favorite — and a bottle of sparkling cider. 

"No wine," he said, setting the bottle on the kitchen table. "I figured you might want to take it easy. You've been tired lately." 

Freya's heart clenched. He had noticed. Of course he had noticed. 

"That's sweet," she said. 

"You look nice." He kissed her cheek. "Different. Happier." 

"I am happy." 

"Good." He opened the takeout containers, arranging them on the table. "Eat first. Talk later." 

She sat down across from him, her hands trembling. 

He noticed that too. 

"Freya." He set down his fork. "What's going on?" 

"Eat first." 

"Freya." 

"Please. I need —" She took a breath. "I need a minute." 

He waited. He always waited. 

She ate a few bites of pad thai, tasting nothing. She drank some cider, feeling the bubbles fizz on her tongue. She set down her fork and looked at him. 

"I have something to tell you," she said. 

"I know." 

"It's not bad. I don't think it's bad. But it's —" She stopped. "It's big." 

Theron reached across the table and took her hands. "Whatever it is, we'll handle it. Together." 

She pulled her hands from his and reached into her pocket. The ultrasound photo was warm from her body heat, the edges soft from being handled. 

She placed it on the table between them. 

Theron looked at it. His brow furrowed. Then his eyes widened. 

"Is this —" 

"An ultrasound. Yes." 

"Whose?" 

"Ours." She pressed her hand to her still-flat stomach. "I'm pregnant, Theron. We're pregnant." 

He stared at the photo. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. 

"How?" 

"You know how." 

"But we were — most of the time —" 

"I know." She took a breath. "It only takes once." 

He stood up from the table. He walked to the window, his back to her, his hands on his hips. 

"Theron." 

"Give me a minute." 

She waited. The clock on the wall ticked. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere outside, a car passed on the street. 

When he turned around, his eyes were wet. 

"A baby," he said. 

"A baby." 

"Our baby." 

"Yes." 

He crossed the room in three strides and pulled her to her feet. His hands cupped her face, his thumbs wiping away tears she hadn't realized she was crying. 

"I'm not going anywhere," he said. "I'm not going to leave you. I'm not going to abandon you. I'm going to be here. For you. For the baby. For all of it." 

"I know." 

"Do you? Because I need you to believe it." 

She covered his hands with hers. "I believe it." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she felt something loosen in her chest. 

"I was so scared to tell you," she admitted. 

"Why?" 

"Because you're twenty-one. Because this isn't what you signed up for. Because —" 

"Because nothing." He pulled back to look at her. "I signed up for you. All of you. The good parts and the hard parts and everything in between. This —" He pressed his hand to her stomach. "This is not a complication. This is a gift." 

"A gift?" 

"Our baby. Our family. Our future." He kissed her forehead. "That's not a complication. That's everything I've ever wanted." 

The Conversation 

They sat on the couch, her feet in his lap, his hand resting on her stomach. 

"When did you find out?" he asked. 

"A few days ago. I took a test at Mavis's. She made me." 

"And you've been carrying this alone since then?" 

"I didn't know how to tell you. I didn't know what you would say." 

He shook his head. "Freya, I love you. I've loved you since the first week I worked at the shop. Nothing about that has changed." 

"But this is —" 

"A baby. Yes. I know what a baby is." 

She laughed — a wet, shaky sound. "I'm serious." 

"So am I." He took her hand. "I want this. I want you. I want our child. I want the house with the garden and the greenhouse and the porch swing. I want all of it." 

"Even though you're twenty-one?" 

"Especially because I'm twenty-one. I have my whole life ahead of me. And I want to spend it with you." 

Freya leaned her head against his shoulder. 

"I'm scared," she admitted. 

"I know." 

"What if something's wrong with the baby? What if I'm too old? What if —" 

"Then we'll handle it. Together." He pressed a kiss to her hair. "We've handled everything else. We'll handle this too." 

The Ultrasound 

She showed him the photo again — the grainy image of their baby, the tiny heartbeat, the beginning of something extraordinary. 

"That's our child," he said, his voice wonderstruck. 

"That's our child." 

"Have you thought about names?" 

"Not yet. I've been too scared to think that far ahead." 

He traced the outline of the tiny shape with his finger. "If it's a girl, I want to name her Lily. After the flowers. After the shop. After the place where we started." 

Freya's heart swelled. "Lily." 

"Lily Clarke-Adewale." He looked at her. "If that's okay with you." 

"Lily," she said again, testing the name on her tongue. "I love it." 

"And if it's a boy?" 

"We'll figure that out when we get there." 

He smiled — that real smile, the one that reached his eyes — and pulled her into his arms. 

"We're going to be parents," he said. 

"We're going to be parents." 

"Our baby." 

"Our baby." 

The Night 

They made love slowly that night, differently than before. 

He was gentle — more gentle than usual — as if he was afraid of hurting her or the baby. She pulled him closer, deeper, her legs wrapped around his waist. 

"You won't hurt us," she said. 

"I know. I just —" He pressed his forehead to hers. "I just want to be careful." 

"We're not glass, Theron. We're not going to break." 

He kissed her — soft and deep — and moved inside her with a rhythm that was almost lazy. She came with a sigh, her body relaxing against his. He followed moments later, his face buried in her neck. 

Afterward, they lay in the tangled sheets, his hand on her stomach. 

"I can't believe there's a baby in there," he said. 

"I can't either." 

"A baby. Our baby." 

"Our baby." 

He kissed her stomach — soft and reverent — and she felt tears prick her eyes. 

"What are you thinking?" he asked. 

"I'm thinking that I never thought I'd have this. Another chance. A family that isn't broken. Someone who loves me the way you do." 

"You deserve all of it." 

"So do you." 

They fell asleep in each other's arms, the ultrasound photo on the nightstand, the future unfolding before them. 

The Morning 

Freya woke to sunlight and the smell of coffee. 

Theron was in the kitchen, making breakfast — eggs and toast and fruit, arranged on a tray like they were at a hotel. 

"You didn't have to do this," she said, sitting up in bed. 

"I wanted to." He set the tray on her lap and climbed in beside her. "Eat. You're eating for two now." 

She laughed. "That's not how it works." 

"It's exactly how it works. Eat." 

She ate. The eggs were perfect — soft and buttery — and the toast was crispy, and the fruit was sweet. He watched her eat, his chin propped on his hand, a small smile on his lips. 

"What?" she asked. 

"Nothing. I'm just happy." 

"You're happy?" 

"I'm happy." He took her hand. "Are you?" 

She looked around the room — the guest room at Mavis's house, the bed where they'd made love so many times, the man who had changed everything. 

"I'm happy," she said. "Terrified. But happy." 

"Terrified is normal." 

"Is it?" 

"I think so. I think if you're not terrified, you're not paying attention." He squeezed her hand. "But terrified doesn't mean we shouldn't do it. It just means we should do it carefully." 

Freya set down her fork. "What about Portland? The shop? Your PhD?" 

"What about them?" 

"We can't just —" 

"We can." He turned to face her. "We can do all of it. Maybe not right away. Maybe not the way we planned. But we can do it. Together." 

She looked down at her stomach — still flat, still unchanged — and tried to imagine the life growing inside her. 

A baby. 

Their baby. 

Their future. 

"Okay," she said. 

"Okay?" 

"Okay, we're going to do this. We're going to have this baby. We're going to build this life. Together." 

Theron pulled her into his arms and held her so tightly she could barely breathe. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

They sat in the morning light, holding each other, and let the world wait outside the door. 

The divorce wasn't final. The future wasn't certain. 

But they had each other. 

They had their baby. 

They had everything that mattered. 

Chapter 30: What Now?

January — First Week

The new year arrived like a held breath finally released.

Freya spent New Year's Eve at Mavis's house, curled up on the couch with Theron, a blanket over their legs, the television broadcasting the ball drop from Times Square. Mavis had gone to bed at nine, claiming she was too old to stay up for "that nonsense," but Freya suspected she was giving them privacy.

At midnight, Theron kissed her.

"Happy new year," he said.

"Happy new year."

"Everything's going to be different."

"Everything already is different."

He pressed his hand to her stomach — still flat, still unchanged, but carrying their future. "This is the year we become parents."

Freya leaned her head against his shoulder. "This is the year everything changes."

"Scared?"

"Terrified."

"Good. Me too."

They watched the fireworks on television — explosions of color over a city they'd never visited — and talked about the months ahead.

The divorce would be final in May. The baby was due in August. Somewhere in between, they needed to find an apartment in Portland, sell or close the shop in Asheville, and figure out how to build a life together in a city where no one knew them.

"It's a lot," Freya said.

"It's everything."

She kissed him — soft and sweet — and felt the future unfolding before her.

The Next Morning — Mavis's Kitchen

Mavis was already awake, a pot of coffee brewing, a stack of pancakes on the table.

"Sit," she commanded. "Eat. Talk."

Freya sat. Theron sat beside her. Mavis sat across from them, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea.

"I've been thinking," Mavis said.

"Dangerous," Freya murmured.

"About your situation. About the baby. About what comes next." Mavis set down her tea. "You can't stay here. Cormac will make your life hell if you do. And you can't go to Portland until the divorce is final."

"We know."

"So what are you going to do in the meantime?"

Freya and Theron looked at each other.

"We've been talking about that," Theron said. "Freya could move into my apartment. It's small, but it's enough for now. And when the baby comes —"

"When the baby comes, you'll need more space." Mavis waved her hand. "Which is why I have a proposal."

Freya raised an eyebrow. "A proposal?"

"You two move in here. With me." Mavis held up a hand before they could interrupt. "The house is too big for one old woman. There's a spare bedroom on the first floor — we can convert it into a nursery. And you can save your money for Portland instead of throwing it away on rent."

"Mavis, we can't —"

"You can, and you will." Mavis's voice was firm. "I'm not asking. I'm offering. There's a difference."

Freya looked at Theron. He looked at her.

"What do you think?" she asked.

"I think —" He paused. "I think it's the most generous thing anyone has ever offered us."

"Then say yes."

"Yes," Freya said. "Thank you. Yes."

Mavis nodded, satisfied. "Good. Now eat your pancakes before they get cold."

The Move

Moving out of the house on North Asheville was harder than Freya expected.

Not because she wanted to stay — she didn't. The house held too many memories, too many years of sadness and disappointment and quiet desperation. But it also held her sons. Declan, who was finally trying. Ronan, who was finally in therapy. Cormac, who was finally sober but still broken.

She packed her clothes, her books, the few photographs she wanted to keep. She left the furniture — the dining table where they'd eaten thousands of meals, the couch where she'd sat alone while Cormac drank, the bed where she'd pretended to be happy.

Declan helped her carry boxes to the car.

"I'm going to miss you," he said.

"I'm not going far. Just to Mavis's."

"It's not the same."

"No," she agreed. "It's not."

He pulled her into a hug. "You're going to be a good mom. To this new baby, I mean. You were always a good mom to us. We just didn't see it."

Freya's throat tightened. "You see it now."

"I see it now."

She kissed his cheek and climbed into the car.

As she pulled out of the driveway, she didn't look back.

Mavis's House — The First Night

The guest room felt different now that it was hers.

Not a temporary hiding place, but a home. Her clothes hung in the closet. Her books lined the windowsill. Her photographs — the ones she'd kept — sat on the nightstand.

Theron lay beside her in the bed, his hand on her stomach.

"Welcome home," he said.

"Home."

"Does it feel like home?"

She looked around the room — the floral wallpaper, the creaky floorboards, the window that faced the garden.

"Yes," she said. "It does."

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she fell asleep in his arms, the baby growing inside her, the future waiting.

January — The Doctor's Appointment

Dr. Patel confirmed what the home test had shown.

"Eight weeks," she said, pointing to the ultrasound image. "The heartbeat is strong. Everything looks normal."

Freya let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding.

"The baby is healthy?"

"So far, yes. We'll do more tests as you progress, but there's no reason to expect complications." Dr. Patel smiled. "Congratulations. You're going to have a baby."

Theron held Freya's hand as they walked to the car.

"Eight weeks," he said.

"Eight weeks."

"Thirty-two more to go."

"Give or take."

He pulled her into his arms and held her tightly.

"We're really doing this," he said.

"We're really doing this."

February — The Secret

They hadn't told anyone except Mavis.

Not Declan. Not Ronan. Not Geneva, the lawyer. Not the customers who asked why Freya looked so tired, so happy, so different.

The secret sat between them like a third person — present, demanding, impossible to ignore.

"We have to tell them eventually," Theron said one night, lying in bed.

"I know."

"Your sons deserve to know. They're going to be brothers."

Freya pressed her hand to her stomach — still flat, but changing. "I'm scared."

"Of what?"

"Of their reaction. Of them thinking I'm too old. Of them thinking this is a mistake."

Theron took her hand. "It's not a mistake."

"I know. But they might not see it that way."

"Then we'll help them see it. Together."

She closed her eyes and let his words sink in.

He was right. They couldn't keep the secret forever. The baby would start showing soon. The truth would come out.

Better to tell it themselves than let someone else discover it.

"Okay," she said. "This weekend. We'll tell them."

Saturday — The Shop

Freya asked Declan to come to the shop after closing.

"Just you," she said. "And Ronan. I need to talk to both of you."

Declan's face flickered with concern. "Is everything okay?"

"Everything is fine. I just need to tell you something."

He nodded and hung up.

An hour later, Declan and Ronan stood in the middle of the shop, looking uncomfortable.

"What's going on, Mom?" Ronan asked.

Freya took a breath. Theron stood beside her, his hand on the small of her back.

"I'm pregnant," she said.

The silence was deafening.

Declan's mouth fell open. Ronan's face went pale.

"You're —" Declan started.

"Pregnant. Yes."

"With —" Ronan looked at Theron. "With his?"

"With Theron's. Yes."

Declan sat down heavily in the chair by the window. Ronan leaned against the counter, his hands gripping the edge.

"How?" Ronan asked.

"You know how."

"I mean — you're forty-nine. Almost fifty. I thought —"

"You thought I was too old." Freya's voice was gentle. "I thought so too. But here we are."

Declan looked up at her. His eyes were wet.

"You're going to have a baby," he said.

"We're going to have a baby."

"Another brother. Or sister."

"Another sibling. Yes."

Ronan shook his head slowly. "I don't know what to say."

"You don't have to say anything. I just wanted you to know. I didn't want you to find out from someone else."

Declan stood up and crossed to her. He pulled her into a hug — awkward at first, then tighter.

"I'm happy for you," he said against her hair. "I think. I'm still processing."

"Take your time."

Ronan came to stand beside them. He didn't hug her, but he put his hand on her shoulder.

"You're going to be a good mom," he said. "You always were. We just didn't appreciate it."

Freya's eyes burned. "Thank you."

Theron stepped forward. "I know this is strange. I know I'm not who you would have chosen for your mother. But I love her. And I'm going to spend the rest of my life taking care of her and this baby."

Declan looked at him for a long moment. Then he stuck out his hand.

"Welcome to the family," he said.

Theron shook it. "Thank you."

Ronan nodded, not quite meeting Theron's eyes, but not looking away either.

It wasn't forgiveness. It wasn't acceptance. But it was a start.

February — The Telling — Cormac

Freya told Cormac the next day.

She drove to the house on North Asheville — her house, once, but not anymore — and found him in the basement, sitting on the cot, a cup of coffee in his hand.

He looked better than he had in months. Cleaner. More alert.

"Freya." He stood up when she came down the stairs. "What are you doing here?"

"I need to tell you something."

He waited.

"I'm pregnant."

He stared at her. His face went through a series of expressions — shock, disbelief, something that looked almost like pain.

"Pregnant," he repeated.

"Yes."

"His?"

"Yes."

Cormac sat back down on the cot. He stared at the floor for a long time.

"I should be angry," he said finally. "I should be furious. But I'm not. I'm just —" He looked up at her. "I'm just sad. For us. For what we could have been."

"We were never going to be that, Cormac. Not after everything."

"I know." He rubbed his eyes. "I know."

She turned to go.

"Freya."

She paused.

"I hope you're happy," he said. "I hope he makes you happy. I hope the baby makes you happy."

"Thank you."

She climbed the stairs and walked out of the house for the last time.

She didn't look back.

February — Mavis's House — That Night

Freya sat in the garden, wrapped in a blanket, the stars bright overhead.

Theron found her there, a cup of tea in his hand.

"You told him," he said.

"I told him."

"How did it go?"

"As well as could be expected." She took the tea. "He said he hopes I'm happy."

"Are you?"

She looked up at the stars — millions of them, scattered across the darkness like seeds waiting to grow.

"I'm getting there," she said. "I'm getting there."

Theron sat beside her and took her hand.

"Me too," he said.

They sat in the garden, the winter air cold around them, and watched the stars.

The divorce wasn't final. The baby wasn't born. The future wasn't certain.

But they had each other.

And for now, that was enough.

Chapter 31: One Last Secret

February — Late Month

The secret was getting harder to keep.

Not the pregnancy — that secret was out now, shared with family, shared with Mavis, shared with the few people who mattered. The secret Freya carried now was different. It was the knowledge that soon — very soon — everything would change.

The divorce would be final in May. The baby was due in August. And somewhere in between, she and Theron would leave Asheville behind and start a new life in Portland.

But first, they had to survive the waiting.

Mavis's House — Friday Evening

Mavis had gone to bed early, claiming a headache. Freya suspected she was giving them privacy — the way she always did, the way she had since the first weekend.

Theron sat on the edge of the bed, watching Freya pack a small suitcase.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Packing."

"I can see that. Why?"

She turned to face him. "Because I want one more weekend. Just us. Before everything gets complicated."

"Where?"

"There's a hotel. In the mountains. Near the Parkway." She crossed to him and took his hands. "I booked it this morning. Just for tonight and tomorrow. No Mavis. No shop. No family. Just us."

Theron looked at her for a long moment. Then he smiled.

"Just us," he said.

"Just us."

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her — deep and slow — and she felt the familiar heat bloom in her chest.

"Let's go," he said.

The Drive

The Blue Ridge Parkway was dark, the mountains rising on either side like sleeping giants. Freya drove with the windows down, the cold air sharp on her face, her hand resting on Theron's thigh.

"I've never done anything like this," she said.

"Run away to a hotel in the mountains?"

"Been spontaneous. Taken a risk just because I wanted to."

Theron squeezed her thigh. "There's a first time for everything."

The hotel was small — a bed-and-breakfast tucked into a valley, the kind of place that advertised itself as "romantic" and "secluded." The owner, a woman in her sixties with silver hair and kind eyes, didn't blink when they checked in.

"You're in the Rose Room," she said, handing Freya a key. "Breakfast is at eight. Checkout is at eleven."

"Thank you."

The woman glanced at Theron, then back at Freya. "We don't get many couples like you."

Freya's heart clenched. "Like us?"

"Happy." The woman smiled. "We get a lot of couples who are trying to fix something. You two look like you're celebrating."

Freya took Theron's hand. "We are."

The Rose Room

The room was small but beautiful — a four-poster bed with a quilt, a fireplace crackling in the corner, a window that faced the mountains. Rose petals were scattered on the bedspread — cliché, maybe, but Freya didn't care.

Theron closed the door behind them and pulled her into his arms.

"This is perfect," he said.

"It's not Portland."

"It's perfect anyway."

He kissed her — soft and slow — and she let herself sink into the feeling of him.

The First Time — Slow

They undressed each other by the firelight, taking their time, savoring every touch.

Theron laid her back on the bed and kissed his way down her body — her neck, her breasts, her stomach, the place where their baby was growing.

"I love you," he said.

"I love you too."

He entered her slowly, gently, the way he had since they'd learned about the baby. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer.

"You won't hurt us," she said.

"I know."

"Then stop being careful."

He moved faster — not rough, but not tentative either. She arched against him, her fingers digging into his shoulders, and came with a cry that echoed off the walls.

He followed moments later, his face buried in her neck.

Afterward, they lay in the tangled sheets, the fire crackling, the mountains dark outside the window.

"That was —" Freya started.

"Necessary."

She laughed. "Everything is necessary with you."

"I hope so."

The Second Time — Desperate

They made love again an hour later, this time urgent and hungry.

He took her from behind, her hands braced against the headboard, his body pressed against her back. The angle was deep, intense, and she cried out at the sensation.

"Don't stop," she said.

"I won't."

He didn't. He kept moving, kept thrusting, kept murmuring her name like a prayer. She came with a scream, her body shuddering against his. He followed a moment later, his arms wrapping around her, holding her close.

Afterward, they collapsed onto the bed, both of them breathing hard.

"We're going to break this bed," Theron said.

"Worth it."

The Middle of the Night

Freya woke to darkness and the sound of Theron's breathing.

She lay still for a moment, listening to the silence. The fire had died down to embers. The mountains were invisible beyond the window. The world felt small — just this room, this bed, this man.

"Can't sleep?" he murmured.

"How did you know I was awake?"

"Your breathing changed."

She rolled over to face him. "I've been thinking."

"Dangerous."

"About Portland. About the baby. About —" She paused. "About whether we're making the right choice."

Theron propped himself up on his elbow. "What do you mean?"

"I mean — we're leaving everything. Your PhD. My shop. Your family in Atlanta. My sons here. We're starting over in a city where no one knows us."

"That's the point."

"Is it? Or are we running away?"

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he said: "Maybe we're doing both. Maybe we're running toward something and away from something at the same time."

Freya traced the line of his jaw with her finger. "And what are we running toward?"

"A future. A family. A life that's ours." He took her hand. "Not Cormac's. Not Mavis's. Not anyone else's. Ours."

She kissed him — soft and sweet — and felt the fear loosen in her chest.

"Ours," she repeated.

"Ours."

The Morning

They woke to sunlight and the smell of breakfast.

The owner had left a tray outside their door — coffee, orange juice, pastries, fresh fruit — and they ate in bed, the mountains visible through the window, the fire rebuilt and crackling.

"We should do this more often," Theron said.

"Run away to bed-and-breakfasts?"

"Take time for ourselves. Before the baby comes."

Freya pressed her hand to her stomach — still flat, but changing. "Before everything changes."

"Everything is already changing. This is just —"

"A pause," she said. "A breath before the next chapter."

He took her hand. "I like that. A breath before the next chapter."

They finished breakfast, made love one last time — slow and tender — and packed their bags.

The Drive Home

The Blue Ridge Parkway was golden in the morning light, the mountains stretching to the horizon.

Freya drove with one hand on the wheel, the other holding Theron's.

"Thank you," she said.

"For what?"

"For this weekend. For not running away when I told you about the baby. For —" She stopped, searching for words. "For being exactly who I needed you to be."

Theron lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles.

"I'm not going anywhere," he said. "I told you that."

"I know."

"Do you believe it?"

She looked at him — at his face, his eyes, the future reflected in his gaze.

"Yes," she said. "I believe it."

Mavis's House — Sunday Evening

Mavis was in the kitchen, making soup.

"How was your trip?" she asked without turning around.

"How did you know we went on a trip?"

"I'm old, not stupid. You two have been walking around with secrets for weeks. I figured you needed to get away." She set down her spoon and turned to face them. "Did it help?"

Freya crossed to her and hugged her. "It helped."

"Good." Mavis patted her back. "Now sit down. Soup's almost ready."

They sat at the kitchen table — Freya, Theron, Mavis — and ate soup and bread and talked about nothing.

The divorce wasn't final. The baby wasn't born. The future wasn't certain.

But for this moment — this small, ordinary moment — everything was exactly as it should be.

That Night — The Guest Room

Freya lay in bed, Theron's arm around her, his hand on her stomach.

"I've been thinking about names," he said.

"More than Lily?"

"Lily is for a girl. What about a boy?"

"What about Theron Junior?"

He laughed. "Absolutely not."

"Then what?"

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "My father's name was Samuel. Samuel Adewale. He died when I was seventeen."

Freya turned to look at him. "You want to name our son after your father?"

"If it's a boy. Yes. If you're okay with it."

"Samuel," she said, testing the name on her tongue. "Samuel Theron Adewale."

"Or Samuel Freya Adewale."

"Samuel Freya sounds like a girl."

"Samuel Theron, then." He pressed a kiss to her forehead. "If it's a boy."

"And if it's a girl?"

"Lily Mavis Clarke-Adewale."

Freya's heart swelled. "Mavis?"

"She's been more of a mother to you than anyone. She deserves to be honored."

Freya kissed him — soft and sweet — and felt the future unfolding before her.

Lily or Samuel.

Their baby.

Their family.

Their beginning.

Chapter 32: The Plan 

March — First Week 

The plan came together slowly, piece by piece, like a bouquet assembled from scattered stems. 

Geneva called on a Tuesday morning with news: Cormac had signed the final divorce papers. No contest. No last-minute objections. Just his signature on the dotted line, witnessed and notarized, ready to be filed with the court. 

"Six months," Geneva said. "Then you're free." 

"Six months," Freya repeated. 

"In the meantime, live your life. Run your shop. Love your young man." Geneva's voice softened. "You've earned this, Freya. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise." 

Freya hung up and stood in the middle of the shop, the phone pressed to her chest. 

Theron was at the cooler, restocking roses. He looked up when she didn't move. 

"What is it?" 

"He signed." Her voice came out strange — high and thin. "Cormac signed the papers." 

Theron crossed to her in three strides and pulled her into his arms. 

"Six months," he said against her hair. 

"Six months." 

"Then we're free." 

"Then we're free." 

They held each other in the middle of the shop, the morning light streaming through the windows, and let themselves feel it. 

The end of one chapter. 

The beginning of another. 

Mavis's House — That Evening 

Mavis had made a cake. 

"I thought we should celebrate," she said, setting the chocolate layer cake on the kitchen table. "The papers are signed. The divorce is almost final. And you two —" She pointed at Freya and Theron. "You two are going to be parents." 

"It's not final yet," Freya said. "Six more months." 

"Six months is nothing. Six months is a blink." Mavis cut the cake and slid a slice onto a plate. "Eat. Celebrate. Let yourself be happy." 

Freya took a bite. The cake was rich and sweet, exactly the way she liked it. 

"This is wonderful, Mavis." 

"I know. I'm wonderful." Mavis sat down across from them, her own plate untouched. "Now. Tell me about Portland." 

The Portland Plan 

They had been researching for weeks. 

Theron had found a botany program at Portland State — a PhD track with a professor who specialized in native plants of the Pacific Northwest. He'd emailed her, introduced himself, attached his CV. She'd responded within a day: Impressive. Let's talk when you're in town. 

Freya had found a flower shop for sale in a neighborhood called Sellwood. The owner was retiring, the building was charming, and the price was within reach — especially with the money from her mother's estate and the inheritance from Theron's aunt. 

"We'll need to visit," Freya said. "See the city. Meet the professor. Look at the shop." 

"Spring break is in two weeks," Theron said. "We could go then." 

"Two weeks?" 

"We can't wait until summer. The shop won't stay on the market forever. And the PhD program — applications are due in the fall. I need to make a decision before the baby comes." 

Freya pressed her hand to her stomach. She was starting to show now — just a small curve, barely visible beneath her clothes, but there. Their baby. Their future. 

"Two weeks," she said. "Okay. Two weeks." 

Mavis nodded approvingly. "I'll watch the shop. You two go. See if Portland is really where you want to be." 

"What if it's not?" 

"Then you find somewhere else. Together." Mavis took a bite of cake. "That's the beauty of having a partner. You don't have to figure it out alone." 

The Telling — Declan and Ronan 

Freya invited her sons to Mavis's house for dinner. 

Declan came straight from work, still in his warehouse uniform. Ronan arrived late, his hair wet from a shower, his eyes clearer than they'd been in months. 

Mavis served pot roast and mashed potatoes — comfort food, the kind of meal that made a house feel like home. 

"I have news," Freya said when everyone had eaten. "Theron and I are moving to Portland." 

The silence that followed was heavy. 

"Portland?" Declan set down his fork. "As in Oregon?" 

"Yes." 

"When?" 

"This summer. After the divorce is final. Before the baby comes." 

Ronan stared at his plate. "You're leaving." 

"We're leaving. Yes." 

"For good?" 

"For good." 

Declan pushed back from the table and stood up. He walked to the window, his back to the room, his shoulders tight. 

"You can't just —" He stopped. "You can't just leave." 

"I can. I am." Freya's voice was gentle but firm. "This isn't about you. It's not about punishing you or abandoning you. It's about building a life. With him. With our baby." 

"I'm not a kid anymore, Mom. I don't need you to take care of me." 

"I know. That's why I can leave." 

Declan turned around. His eyes were wet. 

"I'm going to miss you," he said. 

"I'm going to miss you too." 

He crossed to her and pulled her into a hug — tight and fierce and long. 

Ronan stayed at the table, his hands wrapped around his water glass. 

"What about the shop?" he asked. 

"I'm selling it. Or closing it. I haven't decided yet." 

"The shop is your life." 

"The shop is my business. My life is —" She looked at Theron. "My life is somewhere else now." 

Ronan nodded slowly. "I understand." 

"Do you?" 

"I'm trying to." 

It wasn't forgiveness. It wasn't acceptance. But it was something. 

Freya would take it. 

The Telling — Mavis 

Mavis already knew, of course. 

"I've been expecting this," she said when Freya told her. "You didn't think I'd let you move across the country without a fight?" 

"You're not going to fight?" 

"I'm going to visit. Often. You're not getting rid of me that easily." 

Freya laughed — a real laugh, surprised out of her. "We wouldn't dream of it." 

Mavis pulled her into a hug. "I'm proud of you," she said. "For leaving. For starting over. For choosing yourself for once." 

"I'm choosing us." 

"Same thing." Mavis patted her cheek. "Now go. Pack. Plan. Dream. You have a life to build." 

The Research 

Freya and Theron spent the next two weeks preparing for their trip. 

They researched neighborhoods — Sellwood, Hawthorne, Alberta Arts. They researched schools — not for the baby, not yet, but for the future. They researched flower shops, plant nurseries, botanical gardens. 

"This could be our life," Freya said one night, looking at photos of Portland on her laptop. 

"It will be our life." 

"What if we hate it?" 

"Then we move somewhere else. Together." 

She leaned her head against his shoulder. "You make everything sound so simple." 

"Nothing about this is simple. But that doesn't mean it's not worth doing." 

The Night Before 

Freya couldn't sleep. 

She lay in bed, Theron's arm around her, his breathing deep and even. The room was dark, the house quiet, the world asleep. 

She pressed her hand to her stomach. The baby was moving now — small flutters, barely noticeable, but there. A reminder that she wasn't alone. 

"What are you thinking?" Theron murmured. 

"I thought you were asleep." 

"I was. Then you started thinking too loud." 

She smiled in the darkness. "I'm thinking about Portland. About the shop. About whether we're making the right choice." 

"Are we?" 

"I think so. I hope so." She turned to face him. "I'm scared." 

"I know." 

"What if I fail? What if the shop fails? What if we fail?" 

Theron pulled her closer. "Then we try again. Somewhere else. With something else. As long as we're together, we haven't failed." 

She closed her eyes and let his words sink in. 

Maybe he was right. Maybe they would survive this. Maybe they would do more than survive. 

Maybe they would thrive. 

The Airport 

The Asheville airport was small — one terminal, a handful of gates, the mountains visible through the windows. 

Freya held Theron's hand as they walked to security. 

"Ready?" he asked. 

"Ready." 

They kissed — soft and sweet — and walked through the scanner. 

The plane was small, the seats cramped, the flight attendants tired. Freya sat by the window, watching Asheville disappear beneath the clouds. 

"Scared?" Theron asked. 

"Terrified." 

"Good. Me too." 

He took her hand and held it for the entire flight. 

Portland 

The city unfolded beneath them like a promise. 

Green and gray, mountains and rivers, bridges and trees. Freya pressed her face to the window, watching the world transform. 

"It's beautiful," she said. 

"It's home," Theron said. "Or it will be." 

They landed in the afternoon, rented a car, and drove to their hotel. 

The Sellwood neighborhood was exactly as advertised — charming and quiet, with brick buildings and coffee shops and a flower shop on the corner with a FOR SALE sign in the window. 

Freya parked the car and got out. 

The shop was small — smaller than Clarke's Blossoms — but the bones were good. Large windows, a wooden floor, a back room that could be converted into a work space. 

"What do you think?" Theron asked. 

Freya pressed her hand to the glass. 

"I think," she said, "this is where we start over." 

She turned to face him. 

"I think this is home." 

Chapter 33: The Birth 

August — One Month Before the Due Date 

The nursery was ready. 

Mavis had insisted on helping — painting the walls a soft yellow, assembling the crib, washing the tiny clothes that Freya had bought during sleepless nights in Portland. The room that had once been a guest room was now a baby's room, filled with the smell of fresh paint and the promise of new life. 

Freya stood in the doorway, her hand on her enormous belly, and tried to imagine the baby who would sleep here. 

Lily or Samuel. 

Their child. 

Their future. 

"Stop hovering," Mavis said from the rocking chair. "You're making me nervous." 

"I'm not hovering. I'm admiring." 

"You're hovering." Mavis set down the baby blanket she was knitting — yellow, because they didn't know the sex yet — and patted the bed beside her. "Sit. Rest. You're about to pop." 

Freya lowered herself onto the bed with a groan. Her back ached. Her feet were swollen. The baby kicked constantly, especially at night, when she was trying to sleep. 

"Three more weeks," she said. 

"Or less. Babies come when they're ready." 

"This one feels ready now." 

Mavis laughed. "That's what they all say." 

Theron's Anxiety 

Theron had been pacing for days. 

Not visibly — he was too controlled for that — but Freya could feel it. The way he checked the hospital bag three times a day. The way he hovered whenever she stood up. The way he timed her contractions even though she wasn't having any. 

"We should practice the breathing exercises," he said for the fifth time. 

"We've practiced the breathing exercises." 

"Again." 

"Theron —" 

"Please." His voice cracked. "I need to feel useful." 

Freya pulled him onto the bed beside her. "You are useful. You're here. That's all I need." 

He pressed his hand to her belly. The baby kicked — a strong, insistent movement — and he smiled. 

"Someone's eager." 

"Someone takes after their father." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she felt the fear loosen in his shoulders. 

"We're going to be okay," she said. 

"I know." 

"Do you believe it?" 

He looked at her — at her face, her belly, the life they'd built together. 

"Yes," he said. "I believe it." 

The Contractions Begin 

It happened on a Tuesday. 

Freya was at the shop — the Portland shop, which she'd bought in June, which she'd renamed Blossom & Bone — arranging a bouquet for a wedding. The contraction hit without warning, sharp and sudden, doubling her over. 

"Freya?" Her assistant, a young woman named Jess, rushed to her side. "Are you okay?" 

"I'm —" Another contraction. Closer this time. "I think the baby is coming." 

Jess's eyes went wide. "Should I call Theron?" 

"Call him. Call Mavis. Call —" She gasped as another contraction gripped her. "Call everyone." 

The Hospital 

Theron arrived before the ambulance. 

He'd been at the university, meeting with his advisor, and he'd run four blocks to the shop. His face was pale, his eyes wild, his hands shaking. 

"The baby —" 

"Is coming. Yes." Freya managed a smile. "You're not going to miss it." 

He knelt beside her, his hand on her belly. "How far apart are the contractions?" 

"Close. Very close." 

The ambulance arrived. The paramedics loaded her onto a stretcher. Theron climbed in beside her, holding her hand, talking to her in a low, steady voice. 

"You're doing great. You're so strong. I love you." 

She wanted to tell him she loved him too. But another contraction came, and all she could do was breathe. 

The Delivery Room 

Mavis was waiting at the hospital. 

She'd driven herself — faster than anyone thought possible for a woman with a walker — and she stood in the corner of the delivery room, her hands clasped, her eyes bright. 

"You've got this," she said. "You've always had this." 

The doctor was young — younger than Freya, younger than Theron's mother — but competent. She checked the baby's position, the dilation, the heartbeat. 

"Everything looks good," she said. "You're fully dilated. It's time to push." 

Freya looked at Theron. He looked at her. 

"Together," he said. 

"Together." 

The Pushing 

It was harder than she remembered. 

Declan's birth had been long and difficult, Ronan's fast and furious. This was somewhere in between — painful and beautiful, exhausting and exhilarating. 

"You're doing great," Theron said, holding her hand. "You're so close." 

"I can't —" 

"You can." Mavis's voice came from the corner. "You're the strongest woman I know. Push." 

Freya pushed. 

The baby's head emerged. The doctor guided it, checked the cord, told her to push again. 

And then — suddenly, impossibly — the baby was there. 

A cry. A small, furious cry. 

"It's a girl," the doctor said. "A healthy baby girl." 

Freya collapsed against the pillows, tears streaming down her face. 

Theron was crying too. 

"A girl," he said. "Lily." 

"Lily," Freya agreed. 

The doctor placed the baby on Freya's chest — warm and wet and perfect. Lily's eyes were closed, her fists clenched, her mouth open in a wail. 

"Hello, baby," Freya whispered. "Hello, Lily." 

The First Hour 

They didn't let anyone else hold her. 

Not the nurses. Not Mavis. Not even Theron, at first. Freya held Lily against her skin, feeling the tiny heartbeat, the rise and fall of her chest, the miracle of her. 

"She's beautiful," Theron said, his voice thick. 

"She looks like you." 

"She looks like both of us." 

Lily's eyes opened — dark, like her father's — and looked up at Freya. 

And Freya fell in love. 

Not the slow, gradual love she'd felt for Theron. Not the complicated, painful love she'd felt for her sons. This was different. This was immediate and overwhelming and absolute. 

This was her daughter. 

This was their future. 

Mavis's Turn 

Mavis held Lily an hour later. 

The old woman sat in the rocking chair, the baby cradled in her arms, tears streaming down her face. 

"I never had grandchildren," she said. "My son didn't want children. My daughter couldn't have them. I thought I'd never —" She stopped, her voice breaking. "Thank you. For letting me be part of this." 

Freya reached out and took her hand. "You're not just part of it. You're family." 

Mavis looked down at Lily. "Hello, little one. I'm your grandmother. Not by blood. But that doesn't matter." 

Lily gurgled. 

Mavis laughed. "She agrees." 

The First Night 

Theron stayed at the hospital, sleeping in the uncomfortable chair beside Freya's bed. 

Lily slept in a bassinet between them, her tiny chest rising and falling, her lips pursed in a perfect O. 

"I can't believe she's here," Freya whispered. 

"I can't believe we made her." 

"We made her." 

Theron reached across the space between them and took her hand. "I love you. Both of you." 

"We love you too." 

They fell asleep holding hands, their daughter between them, their future unfolding. 

The Next Day — Visitors 

Declan and Ronan came. 

They'd flown in from Asheville — Declan's idea, Ronan's money — and they stood in the doorway of the hospital room, looking awkward and uncertain. 

"Come in," Freya said. "Meet your sister." 

Declan approached first. He looked down at Lily, his face soft. 

"She's tiny," he said. 

"She's supposed to be tiny." 

"She's got your nose." 

"She's got her father's eyes." 

Ronan came to stand beside his brother. He didn't say anything. He just looked. 

"Do you want to hold her?" Freya asked. 

Ronan nodded. 

She placed Lily in his arms — carefully, gently — and watched her youngest son become a big brother. 

"Hey, Lily," he said. "I'm Ronan. I'm your brother. I'm going to be better for you than I was for her." He glanced at Freya. "I'm going to try." 

Freya's eyes burned. 

"That's all any of us can do," she said. "Try." 

The Name 

They'd decided on Lily months ago. 

Lily Mavis Clarke-Adewale. A mouthful, maybe, but a meaningful one. Lily for the flowers. Mavis for the woman who had saved them. Clarke for Freya's family. Adewale for Theron's. 

"She'll hate us when she's older," Theron said, watching Freya fill out the birth certificate. 

"She'll thank us when she's old enough to understand." 

"What if she wants to be called something else?" 

"Then she can be called something else." Freya set down the pen. "But this is her name. This is where she comes from. This is her story." 

Theron kissed her forehead. "I like her story." 

"Me too." 

The First Week 

They brought Lily home to Mavis's house. 

The nursery was ready — the yellow walls, the crib, the rocking chair where Mavis sat for hours, holding the baby, singing old songs. 

Freya nursed Lily in the middle of the night, the house quiet, the stars bright through the window. Theron slept beside her, one hand on Lily's back, as if afraid she might disappear. 

"She's real," Freya whispered. 

"She's real." 

"Our daughter." 

"Our daughter." 

Lily finished nursing and fell asleep, her mouth open, her cheek pressed against Freya's breast. 

Freya looked at Theron. 

He looked at her. 

"We did this," she said. 

"We did this." 

"Now we have to raise her." 

"One day at a time." 

She laughed — a quiet, joyful sound — and kissed his cheek. 

"One day at a time," she agreed. 

The First Month 

Lily grew. 

Not quickly — not yet — but measurably. She gained weight. She opened her eyes. She learned to focus on faces, to follow sounds, to grip her father's finger with surprising strength. 

Theron was a natural. 

Freya shouldn't have been surprised — he was patient, attentive, present in a way Cormac had never been. But watching him with Lily — watching him change diapers and warm bottles and sing lullabies in his low, steady voice — made her fall in love with him all over again. 

"You're good at this," she said one night, watching him rock Lily to sleep. 

"I'm good at her." 

"She's easy to be good at." 

"She's easy to love." He looked up at Freya. "Like her mother." 

Freya crossed to them and wrapped her arms around both of them — her partner, her daughter, her family. 

"I love you," she said. 

"We love you too." 

Lily gurgled. 

"That's baby for 'we love you too,'" Theron said. 

Freya laughed and kissed them both. 

The divorce was final. The baby was born. The future was here. 

And it was everything she'd ever hoped for. 

Chapter 34: First Year Together 

August — One Year Later 

Lily's first birthday fell on a Sunday. 

The Portland sun was warm but not hot, the sky a pale blue dotted with cotton-white clouds. Freya had decorated the backyard of their new house — a small Craftsman in the Sellwood neighborhood, with a garden that was finally beginning to thrive — with streamers and balloons and a banner that read HAPPY 1ST BIRTHDAY, LILY. 

Theron had built a sandbox. Mavis had sent a quilt. Declan and Ronan had flown in from Asheville, bearing gifts and awkward hugs and the news that Cormac had started attending AA meetings regularly. 

"He's trying," Declan said. "That's more than he's done in years." 

Freya nodded, not sure what to feel. She had stopped being angry at Cormac months ago. Stopped being sad, too. He was her past. Theron and Lily were her future. 

She was learning to let go. 

The Party 

Lily wore a yellow dress with ruffles and a matching bow in her curly hair. She looked like a sunflower — bright and happy and impossibly beautiful. 

Theron carried her around the yard, introducing her to guests she'd never remember: neighbors from down the street, friends from the university, the owner of the coffee shop where Freya bought her morning latte. 

"She's going to be exhausted," Freya said, watching them. 

"That's what naps are for." 

"She's going to be spoiled." 

"That's what grandparents are for." Mavis appeared at Freya's elbow, a glass of champagne in her hand. "I'm not a grandmother by blood, but I'm a grandmother by choice. Spoiling is required." 

Freya laughed and kissed her cheek. "You're the best grandmother she could ask for." 

"I know." 

The Cake 

Freya had baked the cake herself — a simple vanilla layer cake with buttercream frosting, decorated with edible flowers from her garden. 

Lily stared at it with wide eyes, her mouth open, her hands reaching. 

"Should we let her?" Theron asked. 

"It's her birthday. She can do whatever she wants." 

Theron set Lily on the high chair tray and pushed the cake toward her. 

Lily plunged both hands into the frosting. 

She smeared it on her face, her hair, the high chair tray. She laughed — a gurgling, joyful sound — and shoved a fistful of cake into her mouth. 

"I think she likes it," Freya said. 

"I think she's going to be sick." 

"Worth it." 

The Gift 

Theron had saved his gift for last. 

It was a box — small and square, wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. Freya opened it carefully, peeling back the paper, lifting the lid. 

Inside was a key. 

"What's this?" she asked. 

"Open the door." 

She looked up. Theron was pointing at the back door of the house — the door that led to the garden. 

She crossed to it, her heart pounding, and stepped outside. 

The garden had been transformed. 

A greenhouse stood in the corner — small but sturdy, with glass panels and a cedar frame. Inside, she could see shelves of seedlings, pots of soil, the promise of something growing. 

"You built this?" she asked. 

"I had help. Mavis supervised." 

Freya turned to look at him. He was standing in the doorway, Lily on his hip, both of them watching her. 

"For our first anniversary," he said. "I know it's not for a few more months. But I wanted you to have it now. So you could use it. So you could grow things. So you could —" 

She kissed him before he could finish. 

Lily squirmed between them, laughing at the commotion. 

"I love it," Freya said. "I love you. I love our family." 

"We love you too." 

That Night 

The party ended. The guests went home. Lily fell asleep in her crib, exhausted and happy, her yellow dress stained with frosting. 

Freya and Theron sat on the back porch, the greenhouse glowing in the darkness, the stars bright overhead. 

"One year," Freya said. 

"One year since she was born. One year since we became parents." 

"One year since everything changed." 

Theron took her hand. "Are you happy?" 

She thought about the question. About the life she'd left behind — the shop in Asheville, the house on North Asheville, the marriage that had drained her for three decades. 

She thought about the life she had now — the greenhouse, the garden, the daughter who looked at her like she was the center of the universe. 

"Yes," she said. "I'm happy." 

"Me too." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she felt the future unfolding before her. 

Not certain. Not easy. 

But theirs. 

The Bedroom 

They made love that night, slowly and tenderly, the way they had before Lily was born. 

But it was different now. They were different. Parents in a way they hadn't been before. Partners in a way that felt deeper, richer, more real. 

"I love watching you with her," Freya said, tracing the lines of his chest. 

"I love being with her." 

"She's lucky to have you." 

"I'm lucky to have both of you." 

He rolled on top of her, his body warm, his hands gentle. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer. 

"I want another one," she said. 

He went still. "What?" 

"Another baby. Someday. Not now. But someday." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he smiled. 

"Someday," he agreed. 

He entered her slowly, and she gasped at the sensation — the familiar fullness, the familiar heat, the familiar love. 

They moved together in the darkness, their bodies speaking a language only they understood. 

When she came, it was with a sigh rather than a cry. 

He followed moments later, his face buried in her neck. 

Afterward, they lay tangled together, the sheets twisted beneath them. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

They fell asleep in each other's arms, their daughter sleeping in the next room, their future stretching out before them. 

The Next Morning 

Freya woke to sunlight and the smell of coffee. 

Theron was already up, Lily in his arms, a bottle warming on the counter. 

"Morning," he said. 

"Morning." 

"Sleep well?" 

"Better than I have in months." 

He kissed her forehead and handed her a cup of coffee. "Good. You deserve it." 

Lily reached for Freya, her chubby hands grabbing at her hair. 

"Someone wants her mama," Theron said. 

"Someone is spoiled." 

"Someone is loved." 

Freya took Lily from his arms and held her close. The baby snuggled against her chest, her tiny fingers clutching Freya's shirt. 

"I love you," Freya whispered. 

Lily gurgled. 

"That's baby for 'I love you too,'" Theron said. 

Freya laughed and kissed her daughter's forehead. 

The divorce was final. The baby was thriving. The future was here. 

And it was everything she'd ever hoped for. 

The Greenhouse 

Freya spent the afternoon in the greenhouse. 

She planted seeds — lavender, peonies, delphinium — and labeled each pot with a wooden marker. She watered the seedlings that Theron had started weeks ago. She pruned the herbs that grew along the back wall. 

Lily sat on a blanket beside her, playing with a wooden spoon and a plastic cup. 

"You're going to love it in here," Freya told her. "When you're older, you can help me plant. You can help me water. You can help me grow things." 

Lily banged the spoon against the cup. 

"That's right," Freya said. "We're going to grow things together." 

Theron appeared in the doorway, a glass of lemonade in his hand. 

"How's it going?" he asked. 

"Good. Really good." 

He sat beside her, his shoulder brushing hers, and handed her the lemonade. 

"I've been thinking," he said. 

"Dangerous." 

"About the future. About what comes next." 

Freya set down the lemonade. "Tell me." 

"I want to marry you." 

Her heart stopped. "What?" 

"I want to marry you. Not someday. Not when the time is right. Now. Soon. Before Lily is old enough to remember a time when we weren't married." 

"Theron —" 

"I know we talked about waiting. I know we said we'd take things slowly. But I don't want to wait anymore." He took her hands. "I love you. I love our daughter. I want to be your husband. Officially. Legally. In every way that matters." 

Freya's eyes burned. "Yes." 

"Yes?" 

"Yes, I'll marry you. Yes, I want to be your wife. Yes, I want to spend the rest of my life with you." 

He kissed her — deep and slow — and Lily banged her spoon against the cup, cheering them on. 

The Wedding 

They got married two weeks later. 

Small and simple, in the backyard, beneath the maple tree that was just beginning to turn gold. Mavis officiated — she'd gotten ordained online, "just in case" — and Declan stood as witness, and Ronan held Lily, who wore a white dress with tiny flowers embroidered on the skirt. 

"You may kiss the bride," Mavis said. 

Theron kissed her. 

Lily clapped her hands. 

Freya laughed and cried and held her husband — her husband — as tightly as she could. 

"I love you, Mrs. Adewale," he said. 

"I love you too, Mr. Adewale." 

The Reception 

They ate cake and drank champagne and danced in the backyard. 

Lily fell asleep in Mavis's arms, exhausted from all the excitement. Declan told embarrassing stories about Freya's childhood. Ronan actually smiled. 

"This is nice," Freya said, leaning against Theron's chest. 

"This is everything." 

"Not everything. But close." 

He kissed her forehead. "Close enough." 

The stars came out, one by one, scattered across the darkness like seeds. 

Freya looked up at them and thought about the future. 

More babies, maybe. More gardens. More greenhouses. More years with this man, this family, this life she'd built from nothing. 

She had been so afraid, once. Afraid to leave. Afraid to start over. Afraid to want more than she had. 

But she had done it anyway. 

She had left. She had started over. She had wanted more — and she had gotten it. 

Not because she deserved it. Not because she was lucky. 

Because she had chosen it. 

Every day, every moment, every small, brave choice had led her here. 

To this backyard. To this man. To this daughter. 

To this life. 

And it was more than enough. 

It was everything. 

Chapter 35: Three Years Later 

August — Lily's Fourth Birthday 

The invitation had arrived in a pale pink envelope, addressed in Freya's careful handwriting to Declan Clarke and Ronan Clarke, Asheville, North Carolina. 

Declan had opened it standing in the kitchen of the house on North Asheville — the house that was his now, bought from his mother for a fraction of its value, slowly being renovated room by room. Ronan had read over his shoulder, his coffee growing cold in his hand. 

Lily is turning four. We'd love you to come. Portland, August 15th. There will be cake. 

"She has her mother's handwriting," Ronan said. 

"She has her mother's everything." 

Declan set down the invitation. "Are we going?" 

Ronan thought about it. About the distance — not just the miles, but the years. About the sister he barely knew, the mother he was still learning to love, the stepfather who was closer to his age than to Freya's. 

"Yeah," he said. "I think we are." 

Portland — The Morning of the Party 

Lily woke at dawn, as she always did, and climbed into her parents' bed. 

"Today's my birthday," she announced, her dark curls tangled, her brown eyes bright. 

"We know," Freya murmured, pulling her close. 

"I'm four now." 

"Almost. The party isn't until this afternoon." 

"But I'm four in my heart." 

Theron laughed — a sleepy, rumbling sound — and kissed his daughter's forehead. "You've been four in your heart for months." 

Lily squirmed between them, her small body warm and wiggly. "Can I open presents now?" 

"After breakfast." 

"What's for breakfast?" 

"What do you want?" 

"CAKE." 

Freya and Theron exchanged a look — the look of parents who had created a monster. 

"Pancakes," Freya said. "Then cake. Later." 

Lily sighed dramatically. "Fine." 

The Backyard 

The party was small — just family and a few close friends. 

Mavis had flown in from Asheville the day before, insisting on staying in a hotel ("I'm old, not helpless") but showing up at dawn to help decorate. The backyard was festooned with streamers and balloons, a banner reading HAPPY 4TH BIRTHDAY LILY hanging from the maple tree. 

The greenhouse — Theron's gift from three years ago — was full of flowers. Peonies and lavender and delphinium, the same flowers Freya had grown in Asheville, transplanted to a new city, a new soil, a new life. 

"You've done wonders with this place," Mavis said, standing beside Freya, watching Lily chase a butterfly across the lawn. 

"It took time. But it was worth it." 

"Like everything worth doing." 

Freya leaned her head against Mavis's shoulder. "I missed you." 

"I missed you too. Which is why I'm moving here." 

Freya straightened. "What?" 

"I'm moving to Portland. I bought a condo. Two bedrooms, so you can visit." Mavis smiled — that sharp, knowing smile. "Did you think I was going to miss my granddaughter growing up?" 

"Mavis —" 

"Don't argue with me. I've already signed the papers. The moving truck comes next week." 

Freya pulled her into a hug. "You're impossible." 

"I'm practical. There's a difference." 

The Arrival of the Brothers 

Declan and Ronan arrived at noon, rumpled from the flight, carrying a gift wrapped in superhero paper. 

"Uncle Declan! Uncle Ronan!" Lily ran toward them, her arms open, her face bright. 

Declan scooped her up and spun her around. "You're getting so big!" 

"I'm four now." 

"Four? That's practically an adult." 

Lily giggled. "No, it's not. Adults are old. Like Mommy." 

Freya raised an eyebrow. "Excuse me?" 

"Not old old. Just older than me." 

Ronan took the gift from Declan and handed it to Lily. "Open this. It's from both of us." 

Lily tore into the paper with the enthusiasm of a child who had never met a present she didn't like. Inside was a stuffed elephant — gray and soft, with floppy ears and a stitched-on smile. 

"His name is Elmer," Ronan said. "He's from Asheville. He flew all the way here to be with you." 

Lily hugged the elephant tightly. "I love him." 

"He loves you too." 

Freya watched her sons — her grown sons, her complicated sons — interact with their little sister. They were gentle with her in a way they had never been gentle with each other. Patient. Kind. Present. 

"Thank you for coming," she said. 

Declan shrugged. "She's our sister. We wanted to be here." 

Ronan nodded. "We're trying, Mom. To be better. For her. For you." 

Freya pulled them both into a hug. "You're already better. You've always been better. You just didn't know it." 

The Cake 

Freya had baked the cake herself — a tradition now, every year, for every birthday. This year's was chocolate, Lily's favorite, with buttercream frosting and sprinkles in rainbow colors. 

Lily stared at it with wide eyes, her mouth open, her hands reaching. 

"Make a wish," Theron said, lighting the candles. 

Lily closed her eyes. She scrunched up her face. She blew. 

The candles flickered and died. 

"What did you wish for?" Mavis asked. 

Lily looked at her mother, her father, her uncles, the old woman who had become her grandmother. 

"I wished for everyone to stay," she said. "Forever." 

Freya's heart clenched. 

"That's a good wish," she said. 

"I know." 

They ate cake and sang songs and watched Lily open presents. She got a new dress from Mavis, a book about butterflies from Theron, a set of gardening tools from Freya — small and wooden, safe for small hands. 

"You're going to help me in the garden this year," Freya said. 

"I'm going to grow flowers?" 

"You're going to grow whatever you want." 

Lily hugged the gardening tools to her chest. "I'm going to grow cake." 

"That's not how gardening works." 

"Then I'll grow something else." 

Freya laughed and kissed her daughter's forehead. 

The Evening 

The party ended. The guests went home. Mavis went to her hotel. Declan and Ronan went to theirs. 

Lily fell asleep in her parents' bed, the stuffed elephant tucked under her arm, her mouth open, her breathing soft. 

Freya and Theron sat on the back porch, the greenhouse glowing in the darkness, the stars bright overhead. 

"Four years," Freya said. 

"Four years since she was born. Four years since we became parents." 

"Four years since everything changed." 

Theron took her hand. "Are you happy?" 

She thought about the question. About the life she'd left behind — the shop in Asheville, the house on North Asheville, the marriage that had drained her for three decades. 

She thought about the life she had now — the greenhouse, the garden, the daughter who looked at her like she was the center of the universe. The sons who were finally trying. The husband who loved her. The future that stretched out before her, uncertain and bright. 

"Yes," she said. "I'm happy." 

"Me too." 

He kissed her — soft and sweet — and she felt the future unfolding before her. 

Not certain. Not easy. 

But theirs. 

The Letter 

A letter came from Asheville the next week. 

It was addressed to Freya, in care of the flower shop, the handwriting unfamiliar. She opened it standing in the back room, surrounded by buckets of peonies and rolls of ribbon. 

Dear Freya, 

I don't know if you'll read this. I don't know if you'll care. But I'm writing it anyway. 

I've been sober for eighteen months. Not because of you — because of me. Because I finally realized I was killing myself and I didn't want to die. 

I'm not asking for forgiveness. I'm not asking for another chance. I'm just asking you to know that I'm trying. To be better. To be someone my sons can be proud of. To be someone my granddaughter might one day want to meet. 

If you ever come back to Asheville — or if you want me to come to Portland — I'd like to see her. Just once. Just to know she's real. 

I'm sorry. For everything. For all of it. 

Cormac 

Freya read the letter three times. Then she folded it carefully and tucked it into her pocket. 

That night, she showed it to Theron. 

"What do you want to do?" he asked. 

"I don't know." 

"You don't have to decide tonight." 

"I know." She looked at the letter, then at her husband, then at the door of Lily's room, where their daughter slept. "But someday. Maybe. I want her to know where she came from. Even the hard parts." 

Theron took her hand. "Then we'll tell her. When she's old enough. When you're ready." 

Freya nodded. 

She tucked the letter into a drawer, next to the ultrasound photo and the first pair of baby shoes. 

Her past. Her present. Her future. 

All of it, tangled together. 

And somehow, impossibly, it was enough. 

The Garden 

The next morning, Freya took Lily into the garden. 

They planted seeds together — sunflower seeds, because they were easy, because they grew fast, because they turned their faces toward the sun. 

"Will they grow?" Lily asked. 

"They'll grow. If we water them. If we take care of them." 

"Like you take care of me?" 

Freya's throat tightened. "Yes. Like I take care of you." 

Lily patted the soil with her small hands. "I'm going to take care of them too." 

"I know you will." 

They finished planting and went inside for lunch. Theron was making sandwiches — turkey and avocado, Freya's favorite — and Lily climbed onto her stool at the counter and demanded pickles. 

"Please," Freya added. 

"Please," Lily echoed. 

Theron kissed Freya's cheek and handed Lily a pickle spear. 

They ate lunch together — the three of them — and talked about nothing. The weather. The garden. The butterfly that had landed on Lily's shoulder. 

"This is nice," Freya said. 

"This is everything," Theron said. 

Lily looked up from her pickle. "What's everything?" 

"All of this. You. Mommy. Me. This house. This garden. This life." 

Lily considered this. "That's a lot of things." 

"It is." 

"Is it supposed to be?" 

Freya looked at her daughter. At her husband. At the kitchen where they'd shared thousands of meals, the garden where they'd planted thousands of seeds, the life they'd built from nothing. 

"Yes," she said. "It's supposed to be exactly this." 

Lily shrugged and went back to her pickle. 

Freya laughed. 

Theron took her hand. 

And the afternoon unfolded like any other afternoon. 

Ordinary. Imperfect. Full of love. 

Everything she'd ever wanted. 

Chapter 36: A Future Unfolding 

September — Portland 

The morning light came through the kitchen windows like honey, slow and golden. Freya stood at the counter, her hands deep in a bucket of peonies, trimming stems and arranging them in a ceramic vase. The shop was closed on Sundays now — a luxury she'd allowed herself after years of seven-day weeks — but she still brought flowers home. She couldn't help it. They were part of her. 

"Mommy, look." 

She turned. Lily stood in the doorway, her small hands cupped together, her dark curls falling across her face. 

"What do you have?" 

Lily opened her hands. A ladybug sat on her palm, red and black, its tiny legs tickling her skin. 

"I found it in the garden," Lily said. "Can I keep it?" 

"Ladybugs don't like to be kept. They like to be free." 

"But I'll take care of it." 

Freya knelt beside her daughter. "The best way to take care of a ladybug is to put it back in the garden. That's where it lives. That's where it's happy." 

Lily considered this. Then she walked to the back door, stepped outside, and gently placed the ladybug on a leaf of the lavender bush. 

"Bye, ladybug," she said. "Be happy." 

Freya's heart swelled. 

The Greenhouse 

Theron was in the greenhouse, as he was most Sunday mornings. 

He had built a second one last year — larger than the first, with room for seedlings and cuttings and the experimental hybrids he was developing for his dissertation. The air inside was warm and humid, smelling of soil and growth. 

Freya found him kneeling by a tray of seedlings, a magnifying glass in his hand. 

"What are you working on?" she asked. 

"Cross-pollinating. Trying to create a new variety of peony." He looked up, smiling. "One that blooms earlier. And lasts longer." 

"Like our marriage?" 

"Exactly like our marriage." 

She knelt beside him and kissed his cheek. "Lily found a ladybug." 

"Did she try to keep it?" 

"She put it back in the garden." 

"Good girl." He set down the magnifying glass and took her hand. "She's learning." 

"She's learning from the best." 

Theron pulled her closer. "I love you." 

"I love you too." 

They stayed in the greenhouse for a while, their shoulders touching, their hands intertwined, watching the seedlings grow. 

The Porch Swing 

They had built the porch swing together — a project that had taken three weekends and resulted in several arguments and one bloody thumb. But it was finished now, painted a soft gray, with cushions the color of lavender. 

Freya sat on the swing, a cup of tea in her hands, watching the garden. Lily was digging in the soil with her small trowel, looking for worms. 

"What are you thinking?" Theron asked, sitting beside her. 

"I'm thinking about Asheville. About Mavis. About the shop." 

"Do you miss it?" 

"Sometimes. Not the hard parts. But the flowers. The mountains. The way the light looked in the afternoon." 

Theron put his arm around her. "We could visit. When the semester ends. Take Lily to meet Mavis in person." 

"Mavis would love that." 

"Mavis would spoil her rotten." 

Freya laughed. "That's what grandmothers are for." 

They swung slowly, the chains creaking, the garden buzzing with bees. 

The Letter 

The letter arrived on Tuesday. 

Not email. Not a text. An actual letter, handwritten on cream-colored paper, the envelope addressed to Freya Adewale in careful cursive. 

She opened it standing in the kitchen, Lily at the table eating a snack, Theron at the university. 

Dear Freya, 

I hope this letter finds you well. I hope Portland is everything you dreamed it would be. I hope Lily is growing like the flower she's named after. 

I'm writing because I have news. Good news, I think. I've been offered a job — a real job, with benefits and a retirement plan and everything. It's at a nursery outside Asheville. The owner is old and wants to retire. He's training me to take over. 

I'm going to be a nurseryman, Mom. Just like Theron's aunt. Just like I always wanted, even when I didn't know I wanted it. 

I'm not writing to ask for anything. Not forgiveness. Not approval. I'm writing because I wanted you to know that I'm okay. That we're okay. That the Clarke men — Dad and Ronan and me — we're figuring it out. 

I love you. I've always loved you. I just didn't know how to show it. 

Your son,
Declan 

Freya read the letter twice. Then she folded it carefully and tucked it into the drawer with the other letters — Cormac's apology, Ronan's rare notes, the ultrasound photo of Lily. 

Her sons. Her complicated, struggling, beautiful sons. 

They were going to be okay. 

They were all going to be okay. 

The Evening 

Theron came home to find Freya in the garden, sitting on the porch swing, Lily asleep in her lap. 

"She's getting too big for this," he said quietly, sitting beside them. 

"She'll always be small enough for this." 

He put his arm around her, and they watched the sun set over Portland — oranges and pinks and purples, the same colors as the peonies in the garden. 

"Declan wrote me a letter," Freya said. 

"What did he say?" 

"He said he's going to be a nurseryman. That he's okay. That they're all figuring it out." 

Theron was quiet for a moment. "That's good news." 

"It is." 

"Are you okay?" 

She thought about the question. About the life she'd left behind and the life she'd built. About the sons who were finally finding their way and the daughter who was just beginning hers. About the husband who loved her and the old woman who had become a grandmother and the future that stretched out before her, uncertain and bright. 

"Yes," she said. "I'm okay." 

"Good." 

He kissed her forehead, and they sat in the gathering dark, their daughter sleeping between them, their garden growing around them. 

The Night 

Lily woke at midnight, crying from a dream. 

Freya went to her room — the yellow room, the one Mavis had helped paint — and lifted her from the crib. 

"Shh, baby. I'm here." 

"I dreamed the ladybug flew away." 

"Ladybugs fly away. That's what they do." 

"But I wanted it to stay." 

Freya carried her to the window. The garden was dark, the greenhouse glowing softly, the stars bright overhead. 

"The ladybug is still here," Freya said. "It's just hiding. Waiting for morning." 

Lily sniffled. "Promise?" 

"I promise." 

She carried her daughter back to bed and lay beside her until she fell asleep. 

Then she walked to the living room, where Theron was reading on the couch. 

"Is she okay?" 

"Bad dream. She's fine now." 

He set down his book and pulled her onto his lap. 

"You're a good mother," he said. 

"I'm trying." 

"You're succeeding." 

She leaned her head against his chest and listened to his heartbeat. 

The Morning — A Forever Beginning 

Lily woke at dawn, as she always did, and climbed into her parents' bed. 

"Mommy. Daddy. Wake up." 

Freya opened her eyes. "We're awake." 

"The ladybug is back. I saw it on the lavender." 

"That's good." 

"Can we go to the garden?" 

"After breakfast." 

Lily sighed dramatically. "Fine." 

They ate breakfast together — pancakes and fruit and coffee for the adults, milk and toast for Lily — and then walked to the garden. 

The ladybug was still there, red and black against the purple lavender. 

"I told you," Lily said. 

"You were right." 

Lily knelt beside the lavender and whispered something to the ladybug. 

"What did you say?" Freya asked. 

"I told it to be happy." 

Freya looked at Theron. He looked at her. 

"Good advice," Theron said. 

Lily stood up and took her parents' hands. "Can we go to the flower shop today?" 

"The shop is closed on Sundays." 

"But I want to see the flowers." 

Freya looked at Theron. He shrugged. 

"The shop is closed," Freya said. "But the greenhouse is open." 

Lily tugged them toward the greenhouse. 

They spent the morning there — planting seeds, watering seedlings, talking about nothing. Lily helped her father label the new peony hybrids. Freya pruned the lavender and deadheaded the roses. 

At noon, they went inside for lunch. 

At two, Lily took a nap. 

At four, they walked to the coffee shop on the corner and bought pastries and hot chocolate. 

At six, they ate dinner on the porch swing. 

At eight, Lily went to bed. 

At ten, Freya and Theron sat on the back porch, the stars bright overhead, the greenhouse glowing in the darkness. 

"What happens now?" Freya asked. 

"What do you mean?" 

"I mean — the story. Our story. What happens next?" 

Theron took her hand. "I don't know. That's the point." 

"The point?" 

"The point is we don't know what happens next. We never did. We just —" He paused. "We just kept showing up. Every day. Every moment. We just kept choosing each other." 

Freya leaned her head against his shoulder. 

"Is that enough?" she asked. "Choosing each other?" 

"It's everything." 

They sat in the darkness, the garden around them, the future before them. 

Not certain. Not easy. 

But theirs. 

The End — For Now 

A letter arrived the next morning. 

It was from Mavis, written in her shaky handwriting, the envelope smelling faintly of lemon verbena. 

My dears, 

I'm packing my bags. I'll be in Portland by the end of the week. The condo is ready. The movers are coming. I'm not asking permission — I'm giving notice. 

I want to watch Lily grow up. I want to see her first day of school, her first dance, her first heartbreak. I want to be there for all of it. 

I know I'm not her grandmother by blood. But I'm her grandmother by choice. And choices matter more than blood. 

See you soon. 

Love,
Mavis 

Freya read the letter aloud to Theron. 

He smiled. 

"Mavis is moving here," he said. 

"Mavis is moving here." 

"Are you ready?" 

She looked around the kitchen — the dishes in the sink, the flowers on the table, the drawings on the refrigerator that Lily had made. 

"I'm ready," she said. "For whatever comes next." 

Theron kissed her. 

Lily ran into the kitchen, the stuffed elephant under her arm. 

"Is Grandma Mavis coming?" she asked. 

"She's coming." 

"Forever?" 

"Forever." 

Lily grinned. "Good." 

The sun streamed through the windows. The flowers bloomed in the garden. The greenhouse hummed with growth. 

And Freya Clarke — Freya Adewale now, Freya everything — stood in the middle of her kitchen, surrounded by her family, and felt the future unfolding before her. 

Not certain. Not easy. 

But beautiful. 

Always beautiful. 

THE END 
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