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Before Kai ever reached for Taye’s hand.
Before there were journals filled with quiet breakthroughs and couch mornings and lentils on the stove.
Before the soft yeses stacked high enough to resemble a life —
There was the ache. There was the almost. There was the silence between versions of herself she hadn’t yet grown into.
This story isn’t just about falling in love. It’s about staying when it’s easier to run. It’s about choosing softness after survival. It’s about learning how to hold someone without dropping yourself.
This is a story about knowing — not just who you love, but who you become when you finally stop apologizing for needing more.
Welcome to the truth. Welcome to the quiet. Welcome to the knowing.
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The first mistake was the leggings.
Black. High-waisted. Supposedly “breathable.” Lies. They clung to Kai’s thighs like a bad decision and held heat like a grudge. Meadowlark was not supposed to be this hot in September. Small towns, she had assumed, would respect seasonal transitions, would politely lower the temperature in acknowledgement of fall. But Alberta, in all her sprawling stubbornness, did not care about Kai’s expectations. The sun bore down, relentless, turning the quiet little street into a slow-cooking oven, and Kai into the main dish.
"This was supposed to be a soft exit," she muttered, adjusting the death grip on a box marked Seasonal Dishes & False Hope. Her voice bounced off the truck’s interior, hollow and unimpressed. “Not a punishment.”
Jr. barked in agreement from inside the house. It was a bark Kai had come to recognize as passive-aggressive. The sound of someone else’s problem.
“Yeah, I hear you, traitor,” she said, leaning her forehead briefly against the cool metal of the U-Haul. “You’re right. This was a mistake.”
Her second mistake was obvious in hindsight. She should’ve hired movers. Her body, currently operating at 45% enthusiasm and 110% humidity, had tried to tell her as much. But pride was a hell of a thing. And money—well, money had already been eaten alive by deposits, pet fees, and the charming expense of starting over.
Kai pushed off the truck with a groan, muscles protesting, as she shuffled backwards with a box that had absolutely no business being this heavy. Her sneakers slid against the cracked driveway, the soles gripping as best they could, but the weight dragged her down like all her bad decisions had condensed into one cardboard cube.
A shadow passed over her.
The kind of shade that felt personal.
Kai looked up.
Mistake number three.
She hadn’t been prepared for Taye.
Taye did not arrive so much as materialize.
Cargo pants rolled at the ankle. Tank top soft with wear but decisive in its defiance of the heat. An iced coffee, sweating languidly in her hand, as though she had simply conjured it from the air for dramatic effect. And the walk—not quite a strut, not quite a glide. It was something slower. Confident without performing confidence. Like she belonged here, on this porch, in this moment. Like Meadowlark itself had sighed and said, Ah, there you are.
“You fightin’ that truck or makin’ it tap out for dramatic effect?” she asked, voice low and smooth, curling into Kai’s ears like a song she’d once loved and forgotten.
Kai’s brain stalled. Words jammed in her throat. She had not prepared a script for this scene.
“Uh. Hi,” she said.
Incredible work.
Taye smiled, slow and tilted, and Kai swore it was physically warmer now. “I’m Taye. Disaster response, at your service. You need backup, or are you committed to this solo sweat-lodge experience?”
The box thunked against Kai’s shin. She cursed under her breath.
“I’m good,” she lied.
And that’s when betrayal struck.
Jr.—beloved, disloyal, opportunistic—chose that exact moment to stage his breakout. The screen door flapped open, a blur of rust-red fur darting across the lawn with the audacity of a jailbreaker in broad daylight.
“Jr.! No—!” Kai lunged, nearly losing her grip on both the box and her dignity.
Taye, without missing a beat, crouched and snapped her fingers. “C’mere, boss.”
And Jr.—little bastard—obeyed. Tail wagging. Tongue lolling. Absolute treachery.
Kai watched, dumbfounded, as Taye ruffled Jr.’s ears like they were old friends reunited.
“His real name’s Jr.,” Kai managed, breathless. “I panicked. Long story.”
“Well, Jr. knows good people when he sees them.” Taye straightened, eyes sharp with quiet amusement. “You moving in solo, or should I brace for a parade?”
Kai’s mouth twisted. “Just me. And him. The parade’s long gone.”
Taye’s expression softened—not pity, not prying. Just... recognition. Like she’d seen this scene before. Played it herself.
“Well,” she said, bending to lift the box Kai had been losing to gravity, “let’s make sure you don’t drop anything important on day one.”
Kai opened her mouth to protest. Closed it again. She’d already lost the dog. No need to lose face too.
The work went faster with Taye beside her.
Not easier—Kai’s arms still burned, sweat still stung her eyes—but lighter. The rhythm of another set of hands, the casual exchange of quips, made the weight bearable.
Taye’s commentary didn’t hurt either.
“Towels and Regret,” she read aloud, hoisting a box like it weighed nothing. “Now that’s a mood.”
Kai groaned. “It’s a system. I label by emotional state. Those towels were folded during a breakup spiral. Regret was… abundant.”
Taye’s laugh was low, rich. It wrapped around Kai’s ribs like a hug she wasn’t ready for.
“Better than Miscellaneous,” Taye said. “At least regret’s honest.”
Kai smiled despite herself. “You don’t strike me as a Miscellaneous person. More of a Categorized by Energy type.”
Taye winked. “Sock drawer’s a spreadsheet. You’re not wrong.”
Jr., meanwhile, had claimed a patch of shade, sprawled dramatically as if supervising. Kai envied him. Deeply.
“You always this resistant to help?” Taye asked, passing her a box marked Cups I Swear I’ll Use This Time.
Kai hesitated. “I’m… not great at letting people in.”
It was a truth. A small one. But a truth.
Taye didn’t offer the usual placations. Didn’t coat her response in sugar.
“That’s fair,” she said. “But just so you know, I’m annoyingly persistent in exactly the right ways.”
Kai’s pulse stuttered. Not a flirt, exactly. But not not a flirt, either.
They fell into a rhythm after that.
The truck emptied.
The porch filled.
And somewhere in between, Kai realized she’d stopped keeping count of her mistakes.

There’s a specific kind of betrayal that only inanimate objects can deliver.
Kai knew this well. Her blender, an aging workhorse with a cracked lid and a faint smell of burnt motor oil, had been both an accomplice and a saboteur through years of hopeful green smoothies and post-breakup milkshake dinners.
She shouldn’t have kept it. Sentimental attachment to small appliances was not the fresh start vibe she was supposedly embracing.
And yet, here she was, trying to manhandle Blender & Misc. Regrets up the porch steps when it slipped.
Gravity did not negotiate.
The crash echoed, far louder than any small-town afternoon warranted. Birds took flight. Somewhere, a wind chime protested. Jr. didn’t even bother to lift his head.
Kai stood over the wreckage, mortified.
Taye, of course, didn’t miss a beat.
“That sounded personal,” she said, appearing at Kai’s side with the infuriating ease of someone helpful but not hovering. She crouched, examining the fractured plastic pitcher like a coroner assessing cause of death.
“This blender has survived three apartments, two bad relationships, and every ill-advised juice cleanse of my adult life,” Kai confessed, crouching too. “I should’ve left it behind.”
Taye didn’t say I told you so. She didn’t offer the standard condolences reserved for broken kitchenware.
Instead, she said, “Maybe it’s time. New chapter, new blender.”
Kai snorted. “You make it sound easy.”
Taye rocked back on her heels. “It isn’t. But sometimes, you gotta let things break properly before you can make space for better.”
The words landed with a weight Kai wasn’t prepared for. Not heavy, exactly. More like… accurate.
“Philosophy 101 with a side of kitchen disasters?” Kai asked, hoping humour would keep her afloat.
Taye smiled. “Local speciality. Goes well with iced coffee and unsolicited advice.”
Kai found herself smiling back, reluctant but real. This woman had a way of slicing through noise without being sharp. There was no push. Just space. Room for Kai’s armour to loosen a notch.
They cleared the broken blender with a reverence that was almost comical. As if laying to rest not just a machine, but every failed detox and emotional crutch it represented.
Back inside the house, the air was cooler, but not by much. The fans were ancient, the cross-breeze optimistic. Still, the quiet felt less suffocating with Taye there.
“Alright, next crisis?” Taye asked, eyeing the sea of boxes.
Kai gestured broadly. “Take your pick. Emotional baggage is well-labeled.”
Taye reached for one without ceremony: Kitchen Stuff for My Future Life That Scares Me.
“Brave choice,” Kai said, perching on the edge of a box that claimed to contain Books I’m Definitely Going to Read This Time.
“I like a challenge.” Taye sat cross-legged on the floor, prying open the box like it was a treasure chest. “So, tell me—what exactly scares you about your future kitchen life?”
Kai leaned back, stretching her sore shoulders. “Commitment, mostly. To myself. To routines that stick. Moving here was supposed to be my ‘get it together’ era.”
“And how’s that working out?” Taye asked, pulling out a ceramic mug with the word Thrive etched in cursive. The irony wasn’t lost on either of them.
Kai made a face. “So far, it’s more ‘survive and hope for the best.’ But hey, first days, right?”
Taye nodded, turning the mug in her hands. “First days are always messy. That’s how you know they’re real.”
There it was again. The way Taye spoke—grounded, no fluff, but never dismissive. It made Kai want to tell the truth. Even the unflattering parts.
“Can I be honest?” Kai asked, surprising herself.
“Please do,” Taye said, setting the mug aside.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Kai said. “With this move. With my life. Everyone says starting over is brave, but it feels like… like admitting I failed at the last version.”
Taye considered this. “Or maybe it’s admitting that version wasn’t worthy of you anymore.”
The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It was full. Like the house itself was holding space for the weight of that thought.
“I never thought of it like that,” Kai admitted.
“Well,” Taye said, reaching for another mug, this one chipped but still beautiful, “small towns have a way of teaching you to reframe things. Out here, we don’t erase the cracks. We just make sure the light gets in through them.”
It was almost too much. Almost.
But then Jr. snored, loud and ridiculous, cutting through the moment like a comedic exclamation point.
Kai laughed. Full-bodied and unguarded.
And just like that, the heaviness eased.
They kept unpacking. One box at a time. One conversation thread leading to another.
Kai learned that Taye ran the Meadowlark community garden, a project that sounded like a mix of therapy and logistical chaos. Taye learned that Kai was a writer—not the confident, polished kind, but the scribbles-in-margins, self-doubting variety.
“You say ‘kind of’ like you’re apologizing for it,” Taye observed.
Kai shrugged. “I’m used to needing proof of productivity before claiming titles. Feels safer.”
“Well, you’re unpacking. You’re existing. Seems productive enough to me.”
Another small thing Taye did—make Kai feel seen without spotlighting her insecurities.
At some point, they migrated to the porch swing, the last box of the day abandoned for future Kai to handle.
The sun had softened, dipping low enough to cast everything in gold. Meadowlark seemed to exhale with it. The houses slumped into their evening postures. The street, once intimidating in its unfamiliar quiet, now felt almost intimate.
“This town’s slower than you’re used to, huh?” Taye asked, pushing the swing into a gentle rhythm with her foot.
Kai nodded. “I thought I wanted slow. Turns out, I don’t know how to be slow.”
“It’s a skill,” Taye said. “One we don’t teach much anymore. But Meadowlark’s patient. You’ll learn.”
They sat in that quiet. Not needing to fill it. Just breathing.
Kai had come to Meadowlark expecting solitude. What she hadn’t expected was connection finding her first.
When Taye finally stood to leave, the sun was just a memory, leaving behind that dusky indigo glow.
“I should let you reclaim your chaos,” Taye said. “But fair warning—Meadowlark’s a sticky place. Once you’re here, the town tends to get its hooks in.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Kai replied, surprised at how much she wanted Taye to come back.
“Good. Because I’m persistent in exactly the right ways, remember?”
With a wink and a salute to Jr., Taye sauntered off, leaving Kai standing on her porch, feeling less like a stranger and more like a participant.
Tomorrow would be messy.
But today had been real.
And that was a start.
Evening in Meadowlark was a slow exhale.
The kind that settled into bones, not just streets. The sun had given up its relentless burn, slipping beneath the tree line with a tired sigh. The sky, now smeared in indigos and sleepy violets, wrapped the town in a hush that was less silence and more… presence.
Kai stood in her kitchen — her kitchen — barefoot on cool tile, staring at the half-emptied box labelled Cups I Swear I’ll Use This Time.
It was strange, the way a house could feel both empty and overflowing. Unpacked memories cluttered every surface. Every chipped mug and tangled bundle of utensils told a story she wasn’t ready to retell. Yet, here they were, demanding her attention.
Jr. padded in, nails clicking softly. He gave her a look — part expectant, part judgmental — then plopped down dramatically as if to say, You’re brooding. Again.
“I know,” Kai muttered, crouching beside him. She ruffled his ears. “You don’t get a prize for being right.”
The house creaked in response. Old beams settling. Or maybe speaking.
Kai had spent so long drowning in the city’s noise that she’d forgotten how loud quiet could be.
She wasn’t good at it. The sitting still. The listening. Back in the city, distraction was survival. A constant hum of background tasks, social obligations, digital noise. Here, Meadowlark offered none of those crutches.
Just space.
Space to think.
Space to feel.
Space to unravel.
And tonight, the quiet was doing exactly that.
Kai found herself standing at the kitchen counter, fingers tracing the worn edge of a recipe card. Her grandmother’s handwriting stared back at her, looping and confident. A recipe for peach cobbler that had never quite turned out right when Kai tried it herself. Too much sugar. Not enough heart.
Funny how even her baking was performative back then. More about the Instagram post than the memory.
She set the card down, exhaling slowly.
“Okay,” she said to no one. “Tonight, we make peace with being here. Not perfection. Just here.”
She rummaged through the open boxes, pulling out mismatched bowls, a wooden spoon that had survived two apartments, and a small pot dented on one side. No grand meals tonight. Just familiarity.
As the kettle hissed, the kitchen filled with the subtle comfort of routine.
Boil water. Steep tea. Breathe.
The knock was soft this time. Almost hesitant.
Kai wiped her hands on her leggings, heart doing that awkward stutter it hadn’t mastered since moving here.
When she opened the door, Taye stood there, slightly sheepish, holding a battered board game box.
“I come bearing bribes,” Taye said. “Figured you could use a distraction. Also, full disclosure: I’m terrible at Scrabble, but excellent at losing with grace.”
Kai laughed before she could stop herself. “You know, you don’t have to keep rescuing me.”
“Maybe not. But it’s kind of my thing.” Taye stepped inside, toeing off her boots. “Also, selfishly, it’s nice having someone new to lose to.”
They set up on the living room floor, Jr. immediately claiming his spot between them like a sentient, furry paperweight.
The game was a gentle sort of battle. Taye was, in fact, terrible at Scrabble. But what she lacked in strategy, she made up for in unapologetic creativity.
“‘Glumbumble’ is a real word,” she insisted, grinning. “Harry Potter said so. Your move.”
Kai couldn’t stop smiling. The simplicity of it—the floor, the game, the low thrum of companionship—it was disarming in its intimacy.
For an hour, maybe two, the weight of her own expectations loosened.
They talked between turns. Nothing earth-shattering. Favourite breakfast foods. Worst haircut stories. The Meadowlark gossip mill.
Apparently, the town’s upcoming Harvest Festival was a bigger deal than Kai had anticipated.
“It’s like the Met Gala but with more pie and less pretension,” Taye said, forming the word gumption on the board. “It’s a rite of passage.”
Kai arched a brow. “Am I being volunteered for something?”
Taye’s grin was a warning and a promise. “Oh, absolutely. You’ve got ‘reluctant committee member’ written all over you.”
Kai feigned horror, but secretly, the idea didn’t feel as suffocating as it might have yesterday.
Maybe that was the point.
Later, as they packed up the scattered tiles and Taye made no move to leave, the conversation shifted.
“I wasn’t sure you’d actually stay here,” Taye said, not accusing, just observing.
Kai looked up, surprised. “Why’s that?”
“Meadowlark’s not for everyone. People come here thinking they want quiet. What they really want is to be left alone. Not the same thing.”
Kai considered that. She’d wanted solitude, yes. But not isolation.
“I think,” she said slowly, “I wanted to feel less invisible. But I went about it the wrong way. Chasing noise instead of connection.”
Taye nodded, the corner of her mouth tugging into a half-smile. “You’re already ahead of most people. They don’t figure that out until it’s too late.”
It wasn’t a compliment. Not really. It was… recognition.
For the first time in a long time, Kai didn’t feel like she was auditioning for someone’s approval.
They sat there, the quiet stretching comfortably between them, until Taye finally stood.
“Alright. I’m letting you off the hook. For tonight.” She grabbed her board game, ruffling Jr.’s ears on her way out. “But don’t get too cozy. I’m dragging you to the Harvest Fest planning meeting. You’ve been warned.”
Kai laughed, walking her to the door. “Duly noted.”
When the door clicked shut, the house didn’t feel empty.
It felt… paused.
A breath between notes.
Kai stood there for a moment, hand resting on the frame, before turning back into her kitchen. The tea had gone cold. The boxes were still scattered.
But the house didn’t press on her chest the way it had this morning.
Progress, she thought.
Tiny, uneven, but hers.
That night, she stood in the bathroom again, facing herself in the mirror.
The face staring back wasn’t transformed. Same flyaways. Same tired eyes.
But the weight had shifted.
Taye’s words echoed: “You gotta let things break properly before you can make space for better.”
Maybe the cracks weren’t so scary after all.
Maybe they were necessary.
As she brushed her teeth, Jr. curled up in his corner of the bedroom, snoring softly.
Tomorrow, she’d figure out what living here actually meant.
 Not just surviving a move, but being seen. Participating.
 And if Taye’s not-so-subtle threat about the Harvest Fest was anything to go by, Meadowlark wasn’t going to let her hide for long.
Kai wasn’t sure if she was ready.
 But the town didn’t seem to care.
 It was already unfolding around her, slow and deliberate.
 And ready or not — she was part of it now.
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Chapter 2 New Town, Same Stubborn Heart
The morning after moving day arrived not with fanfare, but with the soft, persistent harassment of a dog’s wet nose. Jr. had decided, somewhere between midnight and sunrise, that Meadowlark’s charm included early wake-up calls. Kai cracked one eye open to find him looming, tail thumping a steady beat against the floor, as if to say “You live here now. Act like it.”
“Traitor,” she groaned, pushing herself upright. The house was still half-chaos, with boxes serving as makeshift nightstands and a towel from yesterday’s regret pile doubling as a curtain. Yet, the sunlight pouring through the window was gentler today. Less interrogative. More invitational.
Kai padded to the kitchen, where the reality of small-town life hit her with cruel efficiency. There was no coffee. The French press sat smugly in a box labelled Caffeine and Other Coping Mechanisms, untouched.
“This is how it ends,” she muttered, scratching Jr.’s ears. “Day two, no coffee, dead in a quaint town where the obituary will say I ‘chose peace.’”
But Meadowlark wasn’t about to let her wallow. No, it had plans.
As if summoned by her caffeine-starved suffering, her phone buzzed.
Taye: Harvest Fest meeting’s at 10. Don’t pretend you’re busy. I’ll pick you up.
No question mark. No room for polite refusals. The nerve.
Kai’s thumb hovered over a flippant reply. But instead, she found herself typing, Fine. But you’re buying coffee. Jr. sneezed in approval.
By the time 9:50 rolled around, Kai had managed a semblance of presentability: leggings again (because she never learns), an oversized hoodie, and the kind of bun that screamed functional, not fashionable. When Taye’s car pulled up—a practical thing with more personality than flash—Kai was already regretting her life choices.
“Morning, Sunshine,” Taye greeted, leaning across to push open the passenger door. She wore the kind of smile that wasn’t demanding, but Kai felt herself straightening up anyway. There was something about Taye’s presence that made you want to show up as your better self, even if just a little.
“I’m not awake yet,” Kai warned, climbing in. “Approach at your own risk.”
“Noted. Lucky for you, I believe in caffeine-based diplomacy.”
As they pulled away, Meadowlark’s quiet revealed itself in layers: neighbours tending to gardens, wind chimes flirting with the breeze, a teenager biking lazily down the street like summer never ended. It was the kind of morning that begged for slowness.
But today, Meadowlark had other intentions.
“So,” Taye began, casual but precise, “the Harvest Fest committee is… spirited. You’ve been warned.”
“How bad can it be? It’s a town fair, not a gladiator match.”
Taye’s grin was wicked. “You say that now. Wait until Agnes from the Ladies Auxiliary corners you about the pie contest. She’s got a black belt in guilt-tripping.”
Kai sighed. “Fantastic. Love that for me.”
But beneath the sarcasm, something warm flickered. It was… connection. The kind she hadn’t realized she’d been missing until Taye showed up, iced coffee and all, and made it impossible to stay isolated.
The café came into view—a small but lively place with mismatched chairs on the patio and a chalkboard sign that read “Today’s Mood: Caffeinated & Capable.”
“Looks aggressive,” Kai deadpanned.
“It’s aspirational,” Taye shot back.
Inside, the air was thick with the scent of freshly ground beans and the murmur of familiar conversations. Heads turned as they entered—not with suspicion, but with curiosity. Small towns notice. Small towns remember.
“This is where the gauntlet begins,” Taye whispered dramatically as they approached the counter.
Before Kai could place her order, a woman with a kind smile and sharp eyes appeared. “You must be the new girl. Kai, right? I’m Molly. This one’s been talking about you,” she said, jerking her thumb at Taye.
Taye, unfazed, took a long sip of her coffee. “Lies and slander.”
Molly winked. “Welcome to Meadowlark, hon. You’ll fit in just fine.”
The ease of it all—the welcome, the warmth—chipped away at Kai’s defences. This wasn’t the city’s performative friendliness. This was… real.
As they waited for their drinks, Taye leaned in, voice low. “See? Not so bad.”
Kai considered this. Considered the sunlight pooling on the café floor, the gentle buzz of conversation, the weight in her chest that felt just a little lighter.
“Maybe not,” she admitted.
And as they stepped back into the sunlight, coffee in hand, Kai couldn’t help but feel that Meadowlark was quietly, persistently, pulling her into its orbit.
Whether she was ready or not.
The community hall looked like it had been plucked straight from a Hallmark movie and left to marinate in small-town politics. Hand-painted banners fluttered in the breeze, proudly announcing “Meadowlark Harvest Festival: A Celebration of Community & Calories.” Folding chairs formed haphazard rows, already filling with the town’s most enthusiastic organizers.
Taye parked with the precision of someone who knew every crack in the lot.
“Brace yourself,” she said, tossing her empty coffee cup into the bin with a practiced flick. “These women will ask about your life, your plans, and possibly your blood type before you sit down.”
Kai, clutching her own still-steaming cup like a shield, muttered, “Wonderful. Can’t wait to be emotionally frisked by the pie committee.”
Inside, the hall buzzed. The air was thick with the aroma of baked goods, floral perfume, and a faint undercurrent of barely-concealed competitiveness. Meadowlark might be quaint, but it didn’t play.
That’s when Agnes appeared.
If Taye was the town’s quiet backbone, Agnes was its sharp-tongued, lace-gloved enforcer. She was petite but radiated the kind of authority that made grown men reconsider their life choices. Her cardigan was immaculate. Her smile? Razor-edged.
“Well, well, the prodigal daughter returns—and with company,” she announced, eyeing Taye and then turning her gaze on Kai like a hawk circling a nervous rabbit. “You must be the new face. Kai, is it?”
Kai stood a little straighter. “That’s me. Nice to meet you.”
Agnes’s lips curved. Not quite a smile. More of an evaluation. “We like doers here. Folk who show up, not just pass through. Are you a doer, Ms. Kai?”
Taye’s barely-restrained grin was no help at all.
Kai, to her own surprise, didn’t flinch. “I think so. I mean, I did move my entire life here without professional help, so I’d say I’m at least stubborn.”
Agnes’s laugh was sharp and approving. “Good. We need stubborn. Meadowlark’s built on it. You’ll do fine.”
And with that, she pivoted on orthopedic shoes and returned to her post, reigning supreme over a folding table piled high with sign-up sheets.
“That was a baptism,” Kai muttered.
“You passed,” Taye said, clapping her on the shoulder. “And she only mildly interrogated you. Consider it a win.”
They found seats near the back, though Kai suspected there was no such thing as out of the spotlight in Meadowlark. The meeting kicked off with the usual fanfare—volunteer rosters, bake sale logistics, the eternal debate over whether the hayrides should be extended into twilight hours.
Kai’s attention wandered. She found herself watching the rhythm of the town—the way these people disagreed passionately but with affection, how they ribbed and teased and, beneath it all, cared deeply about keeping something precious alive.
It was foreign. But it was… magnetic.
At one point, Molly waved a clipboard in their direction. “Taye, you’re on for the pumpkin carving contest again, right? And Kai, since you’re new, maybe you’d like to help judge the pie bake-off?”
A hush fell. Heads turned. Agnes’s brow arched.
Taye gave Kai a look that was equal parts you don’t have to and but it’d be funny if you did.
Kai, ever the masochist, smiled sweetly. “Sure. I have very strong opinions on pastry.”
The room exhaled with approval.
Just like that, she was in.
After the meeting, Taye and Kai lingered outside, leaning against the hall’s faded siding. The sun was slipping lower now, bathing Meadowlark in that golden, forgiving light that made even cracked pavement look poetic.
“You did good,” Taye said, nudging Kai’s shoulder.
“I judged pies and survived an Agnes inquisition. I’m practically a local now.”
“You laugh, but that’s basically the initiation.”
Kai took a long sip of her coffee, watching a pair of kids race down the sidewalk, trailed by a dog who bore a suspicious resemblance to Jr.
“You ever think about leaving again?” she asked suddenly. “Trying the city thing one more time?”
Taye’s smile was slow, thoughtful. “I did once. But I realized I wasn’t trying to go somewhere. I was just trying to outrun who I was back then. Meadowlark’s the first place that let me stay put and still grow.”
Kai let that settle. It was too close to home. She’d spent so long moving, shifting, contorting herself to fit places that never really wanted her as she was.
“Maybe I need some of that staying put,” she murmured.
Taye bumped her shoulder gently. “You’re off to a good start. Pie judgements and all.”
For once, Kai didn’t have a self-deprecating quip ready. Just a soft, honest grin.
And as they walked back to the car, the town humming around them, Kai realized she wasn’t just observing Meadowlark anymore.
She was starting to belong.
The drive back from the community hall was quiet, but not awkward. The kind of quiet that felt like a shared blanket — soft, intentional, with room to breathe.
Kai rolled the window down. Meadowlark’s evening air was cooler now, threaded with the scent of damp earth and woodsmoke. Somewhere, someone was grilling. Somewhere else, laughter crackled over a backyard fence.
“This town’s got a soundtrack,” Kai said, breaking the silence. “Soft folk album energy.”
Taye chuckled. “Yeah, but with bass drops of gossip every other track. Don’t let the pastoral vibe fool you. Meadowlark runs on knowing everybody’s business.”
Kai smiled, but it wobbled. That part still scared her.
“Is that what you meant earlier?” she asked. “About the city making you someone else?”
Taye’s fingers tapped the steering wheel, a steady rhythm. “City life wasn’t all bad. But it’s easy to lose yourself in places that don’t care if you’re found.”
That landed. Hard.
Kai knew all about being invisible in plain sight. About shouting herself hoarse in relationships where her words ricocheted off the walls, unheard. Moving to Meadowlark was supposed to be an escape hatch. But maybe — maybe — it could be more.
They pulled up to Kai’s house just as the sky blushed into twilight. The porch light flickered on automatically, casting a soft halo over the still-unloaded half of her life.
“I should finish unpacking,” Kai said, though her body protested at the mere thought.
Taye glanced at her. “Or you could embrace the radical concept of rest.”
Kai snorted. “Radical, indeed.”
But she didn’t move.
Neither did Taye.
The air between them shifted — not charged, but aware.
“You don’t always have to prove you’re doing enough, you know,” Taye said, voice low. “Existing is plenty. Especially when you’re starting over.”
That was dangerously close to the bone.
Kai deflected on instinct. “Is this part of your recruitment pitch for the Harvest Festival? Ply me with wisdom until I agree to organize the bake sale?”
Taye laughed, but there was softness beneath it. “Nah. Just calling it like I see it.”
And how she saw Kai — not as a project, not as someone broken to be fixed, but as a person worthy of space, exactly as she was — it disarmed her.
It was infuriating.
And liberating.
She wanted to crawl back into her shell and fling the door open at the same time.
Before she could drown in her own overthinking, Taye spoke again.
“Walk with me.”
It wasn’t a question.
Kai followed.
They strolled down the street, Jr. trotting alongside like he owned the block. The town glowed amber under the streetlamps. Porch lights flickered on one by one, illuminating lives Kai hadn’t yet met.
Taye pointed out houses, narrating with a warmth that surprised her.
“That’s the Martins’ place — they host a backyard movie night every August. This one’s the Kims — they’ll bring you soup if they hear you sneezed once. And over there, that’s old Mrs. Davenport’s. She’ll ask you if you’re married within thirty seconds. Clock it.”
Kai smiled despite herself. “Is this my survival guide?”
“It’s your welcome packet. You get the unfiltered version because Jr. vouched for you.”
They walked in comfortable silence for a few more blocks before Taye stopped at a small park. A single swing set creaked lazily, the paint chipped but still holding strong.
“This was my spot,” Taye said, sitting on the swing. “When life felt loud. Still is, sometimes.”
Kai leaned against the swing set’s frame, watching as Taye kicked off gently, feet brushing through patches of grass worn thin by time.
“I used to have a place like this,” Kai admitted. “In the city. It was this tiny, grimy café with bad lighting and worse coffee. But it was mine. My little bubble.”
She paused, the weight of nostalgia settling.
“I think I miss having a bubble.”
Taye’s swing slowed.
“Then make one here. Doesn’t have to be fancy. Just has to be yours.”
The simplicity of that suggestion gutted her.
Because for all her running, all her starting over, Kai had never allowed herself to claim space. To plant roots that weren’t conditional on someone else’s approval.
They sat there as the evening exhaled around them.
“I’m scared,” Kai said quietly. “That I’ll mess this up. That I’ll be too much. Or not enough. Again.”
Taye didn’t rush to reassure. She didn’t offer empty affirmations.
She just nodded, like she understood that fear intimately.
“Here’s the thing about small towns,” she said. “They’ll see you. All of you. The messy, the stubborn, the soft. And yeah, that can be terrifying. But it can also be… freeing.”
Kai looked at her. Really looked.
“I’m not good at being seen.”
Taye’s smile was gentle. “That’s okay. We’ll start small. Pie judging. Porch swings. Dog walks.”
A beat passed.
“And when you’re ready, maybe you’ll let yourself be seen the way you deserve to be.”
That was a promise.
Not a demand.
Not a rescue mission.
Just an offering.
And Kai — tired, scared, but inching toward hope — realized she wanted to take it.
“I’ll think about it,” she said.
Taye grinned. “That’s all I ask.”
The walk back was slow. Meandering. When they reached Kai’s house, the moon had risen, casting silver light over the battered U-Haul and the garden bed crying out for attention.
Taye paused at the gate.
“Goodnight, Kai.”
“Goodnight, Taye.”
Simple words. But they hummed with something deeper.
As Kai watched her neighbour disappear into the night, she felt the shift again.
Not seismic.
But enough.
She looked at Jr., who wagged his tail like he’d seen it coming all along.
“Alright, Meadowlark,” she whispered. “Let’s try this.”
And for the first time in a long time, it didn’t feel like running.
It felt like arriving.
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[bookmark: _udkg2p8soz1n]Chapter 3: Of Coffee, Community, and Complicated People
The sun in Meadowlark didn’t blare its arrival like the city’s did. It didn’t screech through blinds or reflect off glass and concrete like an unwelcome spotlight. Here, it crept in—a slow, honey-gold pour through the lace curtains of Kai’s new kitchen.
She’d never been a morning person, but that first real morning in Meadowlark, she was awake before her alarm. Not rested. Just...present. Awake in the way grief sometimes wakes you, or anticipation does. She wasn’t sure which it was yet.
Jr. stretched luxuriously at the foot of her makeshift bed, letting out a groan that felt profoundly relatable.
“Same, buddy,” Kai mumbled, swinging her legs over the side. The floor was cool beneath her feet, grounding. A small blessing.
In the city, mornings started with doomscrolling, coffee ordered by app, and the hum of urgency simmering before sunrise. Here, it was different. Slower. The house itself seemed to breathe with her, walls exhaling as if grateful for being filled with life again.
She padded into the kitchen, eyeing the box labelled "Morning Survival Kit." Inside: her battered French press, a tin of loose-leaf tea, and—miracle of miracles—an unopened bag of her favourite dark roast.
The ritual was familiar. Grinding the beans, filling the kettle, waiting. It anchored her. But as the coffee bloomed in her press, she realized something was missing. Not an object. A presence.
Yesterday's encounter with Taye had been unexpected, but the quiet ease between them had lingered, nestling in Kai's chest like a bookmark holding her place.
As she sipped her coffee on the porch steps, the town slowly stirred to life. A jogger passed by, offering a cheerful nod. Two kids zipped down the sidewalk on bikes, their laughter ricocheting off quiet streets.
It was in that moment—sun warming her face, coffee warming her hands—that Kai realized Meadowlark wasn’t waiting for her to catch up. It was already moving. Gently, steadily. It wasn’t a town that demanded performance. It simply asked for participation.
She wasn’t sure she knew how to participate in something that didn’t require her to hustle for approval.
But maybe that was the point.
Jr. yawned, resting his head on her knee, and Kai scratched behind his ears thoughtfully.
“Alright, boy. Let’s see if we can learn how to just…be here.”
The sound of her own voice surprised her. Not because she was talking to a dog—that was normal—but because it sounded less like resignation and more like permission.
A small, defiant part of her wanted to see what would happen if she gave herself that.
Today’s agenda was simple: finish unpacking, survive, maybe even visit the town’s café that Taye had mentioned in passing. It wasn’t much, but for now, it was enough.

By mid-morning, the Meadowlark café—aptly named The Nook—was alive with a particular kind of hum. Not loud. Not rushed. More like the sound of life, unfolding slowly, as it should.
Kai stood across the street, a little unsure of herself. Back in the city, cafés were transactional. You ordered. You left. Maybe you caught up on work. Maybe you sat in a corner with your earbuds in, creating a private bubble in a public place.
This felt different.
From here, she could see the Nook wasn’t just a café. It was a hub. An artery of Meadowlark’s small-town pulse. A couple of older gentlemen occupied the front patio, their conversation weaving between weather complaints and sports debates. Inside, through wide, open windows, she caught glimpses of young moms juggling toddlers and lattes, an older woman knitting serenely, and a teenager immersed in a paperback book.
It wasn’t that they knew each other. It was that they belonged to the same rhythm.
And Kai was on the outside of it.
Jr. nudged her leg impatiently, tail flicking as if to say, We’re not going to stand here all day, are we?
“Alright, alright,” she muttered, adjusting the leash as she crossed.
The little bell over the café door announced her arrival—not obnoxious, but bright, like a welcome chime. The scent hit her first: coffee, yes, but layered with something richer—cinnamon, maybe nutmeg, and the unmistakable comfort of fresh-baked bread.
A woman with silver-streaked locs behind the counter looked up and smiled. Not the forced retail smile Kai was used to, but something warmer. Familiar, even though they weren’t.
“Morning, hon. First time?” the woman asked, wiping her hands on a well-loved apron.
Kai offered a sheepish grin. “That obvious?”
The woman’s laughter was soft, like the crackle of a record player. “Meadowlark’s small. New faces stick out. I’m Yvonne. Welcome to the Nook. And welcome to town.”
There it was again—that casual generosity of belonging offered with no preamble.
Kai felt her shoulders drop a notch. “Thanks. I’m Kai. Just moved in. Still figuring out the basics, like how not to sweat to death while unpacking.”
Yvonne chuckled. “You’ll get used to it. Meadowlark’s got her own pace. Try to rush her, she’ll humble you quick.”
Kai liked that. The idea of a town with a personality. A temperament.
“What can I get started for you?” Yvonne asked.
Kai glanced up at the chalkboard menu, though she already knew what she wanted. “A dark roast, black. And maybe whatever that cinnamon-smelling thing is?”
Yvonne beamed. “Good choice. That’s my spice loaf. Family recipe. First slice’s on the house. Consider it a Meadowlark welcome.”
Kai opened her mouth to protest, but Yvonne was already moving with the efficiency of someone who knew this was non-negotiable.
As she waited, Kai drifted toward the window, claiming a small corner table. Jr. curled up beneath it with a contented sigh, perfectly at ease.
The Nook was... comforting. Walls lined with shelves of mismatched mugs, local artists’ paintings for sale, community flyers pinned up with thumbtacks. There was no curated aesthetic here. It wasn’t trying to be Instagrammable. It simply was.
A shadow passed by her table.
“Didn’t think I’d see you up and out this early,” came the familiar voice.
Taye.
Kai’s heart did an involuntary little stutter.
She looked up to see Taye holding an iced coffee (of course) and a lopsided croissant sandwich. Dressed in loose linen pants and a worn tee that said Grow with Grit, she looked infuriatingly comfortable.
Kai gestured to the seat across from her. “What can I say? I’m full of surprises.”
Taye sat with a grin. “That you are.”
Yvonne appeared with Kai’s coffee and a generous slice of spice loaf. She set them down with a wink, then gave Taye’s shoulder a gentle squeeze in passing. The familiarity between them was evident, but it didn’t feel exclusionary. It felt... invitational.
“So,” Taye said, tearing a piece of her sandwich, “how’s the great unpacking saga going?”
Kai groaned theatrically. “Let’s just say there’s a box labelled ‘Emotional Support Candles’ that’s been doing heavy lifting.”
Taye laughed, leaning back in her chair. “You’ll fit in just fine.”
Their conversation flowed easily after that. Kai learned Taye had lived in Meadowlark her whole life, save for a brief stint in Calgary that she didn’t particularly miss. Taye ran the community garden, did freelance carpentry, and—this part she admitted with a sheepish grin—volunteered at the local youth centre.
Kai found herself disarmed by it. Taye wasn’t performing sainthood. She talked about these things the way someone might mention their grocery list. Just facts. Just who she was.
“So, what brings you to Meadowlark, really?” Taye asked eventually, her tone gentle but curious.
Kai traced the rim of her mug, considering how honest she wanted to be.
“I needed a reset. City life was...loud. Even when it was quiet. I got tired of performing happiness. Thought maybe if I changed my scenery, the rest would follow.”
Taye nodded, not filling the space with platitudes.
“Fair. Meadowlark’s good for that. Strips away the noise. But it’ll make you face yourself, too.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kai admitted, surprising herself with the honesty.
Taye’s smile was softer now. “Being afraid’s not a bad thing. Means you care how it turns out.”
Before Kai could respond, a voice called across the café.
“Taye, you promised me shelves by Sunday!”
An older man with a friendly scowl stood by the counter, waving a set of keys.
Taye rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “That’s my cue. Town’s smallest contractor can’t afford bad Yelp reviews.”
Kai smirked. “You’re gonna leave me with half a loaf?”
“I’m teaching you restraint,” Taye said, standing. “But I’ll be seeing you, Kai. This is Meadowlark, after all. We’re bad at goodbyes.”
With a casual salute, Taye was off, leaving Kai in a swirl of cinnamon, coffee, and something else she couldn’t quite name.
As the door chimed behind her, Kai realized her coffee had gone cold.
But for once, she didn’t mind.
Kai lingered at The Nook longer than she planned.
It was easy to lose track of time in a place like this. The world outside seemed to slow its roll. Conversations meandered, the air stayed thick with cinnamon and warmth, and no one seemed in a rush to get anywhere. Meadowlark didn’t move fast. Meadowlark unfolded.
She watched as faces came and went. People greeted Yvonne by name. Strangers exchanged nods that felt less like politeness and more like quiet acknowledgments of I see you. You’re here. That matters.
For someone who had spent the last year becoming an expert at disappearing in plain sight, it was disorienting.
And strangely… comforting.
Jr. stirred from his nap, stretching out in a sprawl of limbs that earned a few admiring coos from passing patrons. He was thriving here. Of course he was.
“You’ve got this figured out already, don’t you?” Kai murmured, scratching behind his ears.
He gave her a look that could only be interpreted as obviously.
As she sipped the last of her (now truly cold) coffee, the café door opened again. This time, it wasn’t Taye. It was an older woman, tall and formidable, with a cane that looked more like a sceptre and a wide-brimmed hat that could have its own postal code.
“Kai, I presume?” the woman said, fixing her with a gaze sharp enough to debone fish.
Kai blinked. “Uh, yes?”
“I’m Vera. President of the Meadowlark Harvest Fest Committee. Treasurer of the Historical Society. And unofficial keeper of town gossip. Taye said you were settling in.”
It wasn’t a question.
Kai straightened instinctively. “Trying to, yes.”
Vera gave a single, decisive nod. “Good. We like people who try. Effort counts for more than polish around here. That said, we’re short-handed for the festival this year. I expect to see your name on the volunteer list by Friday.”
Before Kai could even formulate a response, Vera turned her attention to Yvonne, exchanging a volley of updates that included phrases like pie auction sabotage and garden gnome theft ring. Apparently, Meadowlark had layers.
Kai sat back, overwhelmed and oddly delighted. This wasn’t what she had expected when she left the city. But maybe that was the point.
The screen door creaked again. This time, Taye didn’t walk in. It was a man—late twenties, Kai guessed—carrying a crate of fresh produce. His build was stocky, but not imposing, and his grin was easy. He wore a faded Meadowlark Youth Centre t-shirt and nodded at Yvonne as he passed the counter.
Yvonne called over, “Elijah, meet Kai. New blood.”
Elijah set down the crate with a theatrical huff and turned to Kai. “Welcome to the circus. You settling in okay?”
Kai chuckled. “Getting there. Slowly.”
“That’s the only acceptable speed around here,” Elijah said. “Fast burns out quick. Slow sticks.” He tipped an invisible hat before disappearing into the back.
Kai’s lips twitched. Another thread in the Meadowlark tapestry. Different from Taye’s sharp edges and Yvonne’s maternal warmth, but woven in all the same.
When she finally gathered her things to leave, Yvonne handed her a paper bag.
“Spice loaf for later. And consider this an open invitation. You’ve got a table here anytime you need it, Kai.”
Kai accepted the bag, her throat tightening unexpectedly. “Thank you.”
As she stepped out into the midday sun, Jr. trotting beside her, she realised how easy it would’ve been to stay inside her own bubble. To unpack her boxes, to exist on the periphery, untouched.
But Meadowlark didn’t seem interested in letting people float aimlessly.
It tugged. It anchored.
The walk home was slower. Not because she was tired, but because she let herself notice things.
The neighbour’s yard with the lopsided scarecrow. The porch swing two houses down, where a teenage girl sat sketching in a tattered notebook. The faint strains of a radio playing something old and bluesy from an open window.
Life here wasn’t quieter. It was closer.
At her front gate, Taye was waiting.
Leaning against the post like she’d always belonged there.
“You survived Yvonne and Vera in one morning. I’m impressed.”
Kai huffed a laugh, shifting the spice loaf bag to her other hand. “I deserve a medal.”
“I’ll get you a Meadowlark mug. Close enough.” Taye straightened, falling into step as Kai opened the gate. “Thought I’d swing by. Got something to show you.”
Kai raised a brow. “Should I be concerned?”
“Absolutely.”
Inside, the house still smelled like cardboard and uncertainty. But with Taye’s presence, it felt less hollow.
In her usual, unapologetic way, Taye led the way to the backyard.
It was… rough. Overgrown grass, a sagging fence, a couple of garden beds valiantly holding on from a better-maintained past.
But there was potential. And Taye seemed to see it immediately.
“You’ve got good bones here,” she said, crouching to examine a struggling patch of mint. “With a little sweat and a lot of dirt, this could be a sanctuary.”
Kai knelt beside her, skeptical. “I know nothing about gardening.”
“Good. Means you won’t come in with bad habits. I’ll teach you. Hands-on. You’ll hate it at first, but then one day you’ll look out here and it’ll feel like yours.”
There was a certainty in her tone. Not cocky. Just… rooted.
Kai considered it. The idea of creating something. Of tending to something. Of not just surviving, but growing.
“I’ll think about it.”
Taye stood, brushing her hands off on her pants. “Good. That’s all I’m asking.”
As they returned inside, Kai realized the boxes in the hallway didn’t look quite so daunting. Maybe it was Taye. Maybe it was Meadowlark’s quiet insistence. Maybe it was just the promise of spice loaf and soil-stained fingers.
Whatever it was, it felt like momentum.
Before she left, Taye paused at the door.
“One more thing. There’s a community dinner this weekend. Casual. Potluck style. You don’t have to bring anything fancy. Just yourself. You in?”
Kai hesitated. The instinct to retreat was strong. But so was the memory of cold coffee and unexpected laughter.
“Yeah,” she said finally. “I’m in.”
Taye’s grin was bright and brief, like sunrise cracking the edge of a cloudy morning. “Good. I’ll swing by.”
As the door closed behind her, Kai stood in the quiet.
Not empty. Not overwhelming.
Just quiet.
The kind that left room to breathe.
The kind that said: Welcome home.
Kai didn’t touch the remaining boxes when Taye left.
Instead, she stood at the kitchen window, watching as Meadowlark exhaled into its afternoon lull. The houses here seemed to lean into each other, as if holding space—not in grand, sweeping gestures, but in the quiet way old friends share a porch swing.
For so long, her world had been built on urgency. Deadlines. The next thing. The next fight to win or lose. Meadowlark didn’t move like that. Here, time didn’t rush—it settled.
She poured herself another cup of tea. No timer. No scrolling through to-do lists. Just the slow, grounding ritual of steeping, pouring, breathing.
Jr. wandered in, tail giving a lazy wag before plopping dramatically at her feet.
“Not much of a guard dog, huh?” she mused, ruffling his ears.
He didn’t dignify her with a response. Just sighed, deep and content, as if to say this is exactly the life I ordered.
The paper bag from Yvonne sat on the counter. Spice loaf, still warm. Kai tore off a piece, the cinnamon-sugar crust crackling beneath her fingers.
It tasted like memory. Like Sunday mornings in her grandmother’s kitchen. Like things she hadn’t allowed herself to miss until now.
This town had a way of slipping past her defenses.
Taye’s words echoed: “You should know, I’m persistent in exactly the right ways.”
So was Meadowlark, it seemed.
With the late afternoon light filtering through half-unpacked curtains, Kai found herself reaching for her journal. The one that had survived every move, every heartbreak. The one she hadn’t opened in months.
She didn’t know what she expected to write.
Not poetry. Not today.
But maybe something closer to truth.
She wrote about the boxes. About Taye’s dimples and Vera’s unrelenting energy. About how quiet could be a kindness, not a punishment. About the way her bones felt less heavy here.
The words weren’t pretty. They weren’t polished.
But they were hers.
By the time she looked up, the sun had dipped lower, painting her kitchen in soft gold.
Jr. had migrated to his spot by the door, eyes half-lidded, guarding nothing, claiming everything.
Kai smiled.
This was it, wasn’t it? The beginning didn’t always announce itself with grand gestures. Sometimes, it crept in with the soft crackle of spice loaf, the scrape of pen on paper, the hum of a town that knew how to hold you without smothering.
She set down her pen.
Tomorrow, there would be more to do. More to unpack. The community dinner to fret about. Maybe a gardening lesson she didn’t know she needed.
But tonight, she was rooted.
For the first time in a long time, the version of herself she’d been running from didn’t feel so far away. Maybe she’d been looking for a reset when what she really needed was a re-rooting. A slow, patient kind of growth.
Kai stood, stretched, and flicked off the kitchen light.
“Come on, Jr.,” she called softly.
He followed, loyal as ever.
The house wasn’t home yet. But it was getting there.
One box. One breath. One slow day at a time.
And Meadowlark—stubborn, soft-spoken Meadowlark—wasn’t going to let her forget it.
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[bookmark: _nf0ngk3kzeme]Chapter 4: New Routines, Old Habits
Monday arrived with the kind of rude clarity only small towns could deliver. No traffic jams to ease into the day, no espresso lines long enough to hide in. Just sunlight slicing through half-closed blinds, and the persistent, whiny wheeze of Jr.'s cold nose nudging Kai's face.
“Alright, alright,” Kai groaned, swatting gently at the air. “You win. Responsible adulthood starts today.”
She wasn’t sure if she believed herself, but the floor was cold and reality was relentless.
The weekend had been a soft blur—boxes half-unpacked, impromptu porch-sitting with Taye, quiet evenings filled with the kind of small talk that somehow felt big. There had been laughter. Comfortable silences. A stray compliment or two that stuck in Kai’s ribs longer than she expected.
But Monday had a different weight.
Today was not about settling in. It was about starting.
And Meadowlark, in its sleepy, unassuming way, was ready to test her resolve.
She scribbled a to-do list on a sticky note with more hope than confidence:
1. Get groceries (real food, not just crackers and shame)

2. Find local library (maybe write, maybe hide)

3. Check out that café Taye mentioned (the one with “good vibes” and terrible WiFi)

4. Walk Jr. further than the backyard

5. Don’t spiral

Jr. yawned dramatically, tail thumping as if to say good luck with that.
Dressed in something that didn’t scream “I gave up” but still whispered “be gentle,” Kai locked the front door and stepped into Meadowlark’s morning.
The town was awake, but not hurried. An older man watered his garden with the kind of patience you couldn’t fake. A pair of teenagers biked lazily down Main Street, one of them waving at her like they’d known each other for years. The grocery store was small but smelled of warm bread and familiarity.
Kai wasn’t sure what it meant to “blend in” here, but no one seemed to mind her presence.
As she debated over locally-sourced honey or the cheap brand she always defaulted to, a voice drawled from behind her.
“Big decisions happening over there?”
She didn’t have to turn to know it was Taye.
But she did.
Of course she did.
And there she was—Taye, looking infuriatingly put-together in cuffed jeans and a tee that read Support Your Local Overthinker.
Kai smirked. “Critical life choices. This honey might be the thing that finally heals me.”
Taye grinned. “Well, I can’t argue with medicinal toast.”
They fell into an easy rhythm, strolling the aisles like it was a shared errand, not a chance encounter. Taye offered unsolicited opinions on produce (“Those avocados are lying to you”), while Kai defended her irrational loyalty to instant coffee.
It wasn’t lost on Kai how... easy this was.
In the city, everything felt like a transaction. Here, even small talk had layers.
As they checked out, Taye grabbed a second bag from Kai without asking, like it was the most natural thing in the world.
“So,” Taye said as they exited into the sun-drenched parking lot, “what’s next on your grand Meadowlark agenda?”
Kai brandished her sticky note like a shield. “Library. Then café. Then existential dread.”
Taye’s eyes twinkled. “Solid plan. Want company for step two? I can vouch for the coffee. Mediocre. But the window seats are premium.”
There was a time when Kai would’ve declined. When she’d default to solitude because it was safer. But today… today felt different.
“Yeah. I’d like that.”
As they walked side by side, bags rustling, sun glinting off Taye’s sunglasses, Kai felt a flicker of something dangerous and thrilling.
Hope.
The café was exactly what Taye promised—mediocre coffee, but atmosphere that could soothe a frayed soul.
A chalkboard menu boasted drinks with names like Mossy Meadow Mocha and Local Gossip Latte. The barista, a woman with a lilac headwrap and septum ring, greeted Taye with a finger-gun salute that spoke of long-standing camaraderie.
Kai hovered at the threshold, taking in the mismatched furniture and soft hum of acoustic playlists. This wasn’t the sterile, curated aesthetic of city coffee shops. This was lived-in. Comfortable. A little worn at the edges.
A little like her.
Taye claimed a window seat, sliding into the booth like it belonged to her. “Best seat in the house. Sun’s just right this time of day. Feels like sitting in a chapter of your own book.”
Kai sat opposite, pressing her palms to the warm ceramic of her Grown Folk Vanilla Brew. She wasn’t ready to admit how much she needed this—this quiet ritual of existing in public without performing.
Taye watched her, not in a scrutinizing way, but with a kind of patient curiosity that made Kai feel seen, not studied.
“So, what’s the real reason you moved here?” Taye asked, tone gentle but direct.
Kai huffed a laugh. “What makes you think there’s a real reason?”
“Because no one moves to Meadowlark just for the scenery, Kai. People come here to breathe again. Or to hide. Or sometimes both.”
The honesty was disarming. No city small talk. No polite evasions.
Kai stared into her coffee, watching the cream swirl like galaxies. “I was tired of losing myself in places that didn’t care if I existed.”
There. Simple. Raw. No frills.
Taye nodded, like she understood every syllable.
“I get that. I left the city for similar reasons. Spent too long being useful to everyone but myself. Meadowlark was… a reset. Not glamorous. Not even planned. But necessary.”
The vulnerability sat between them, not heavy, but grounding.
Kai smiled, small but genuine. “You ever worry you’re just running from yourself?”
Taye’s lips twitched. “All the time. Difference is, now I run slower. Gives me time to figure out if what I’m running from is actually worth the sprint.”
Kai laughed at that. A real, belly-deep laugh that startled even her.
They sipped their drinks in companionable silence, the kind that didn’t demand filler. The café buzzed around them, but their corner felt insulated. Safe.
Jr. lay curled under the table, tail occasionally thumping, perfectly content to be part of the backdrop of this moment.
“You’re allowed to want good things, you know,” Taye said suddenly, eyes still on the street outside.
Kai’s breath hitched. It wasn’t the words. It was the way Taye said them—like she wasn’t offering advice. Just a reminder.
“I’m working on that,” Kai admitted. “Old habits die loud.”
Taye’s grin returned. “Good. I’d hate to think Meadowlark’s only poet is going to let self-sabotage win without a fight.”
Kai rolled her eyes, but the warmth bloomed anyway.
They lingered there, long past empty mugs. Talking about nothing and everything. Childhood books. The betrayal of adult friendships. The strange comfort of being seen by someone who doesn’t need you to perform.
As the afternoon sun dipped lower, painting golden streaks across the worn wooden floors, Kai felt something she hadn’t in a while.
Settled.
Not fixed. Not finished.
But anchored.
Taye stood first, stretching with a soft groan. “Alright, city girl. You survived mediocre coffee and small-town oversharing. What’s next?”
Kai grinned. “You tell me. You’re the local.”
Taye’s eyes gleamed. “Then it’s time for the rite of passage. You, me, and the community garden. Let’s see if you can keep a succulent alive before we graduate to friendships.”
Kai laughed, gathering her things. “No promises. But I’m game.”
As they stepped into the fading light, side by side, Meadowlark didn’t feel like a stopgap anymore.
It felt like a beginning.

The Meadowlark Community Garden wasn’t much to look at.
Not at first.
A ramshackle fence framed the space, half-painted, half-peeling. Raised beds sprawled in slightly uneven rows, their inhabitants a mismatched patchwork of herbs, overzealous squash, and tomato plants that clearly didn’t know when to quit. Sunflowers leaned like nosy neighbours, eavesdropping on every breeze.
And yet, there was a pulse here. A rhythm Kai couldn’t deny.
“This is my church,” Taye announced, arms spread wide. “Sanctuary for introverts and dirt lovers alike.”
Kai raised an eyebrow. “Sanctuary, huh? Looks more like organized chaos.”
Taye grinned. “Exactly. Chaos that feeds people. There’s a sermon in that somewhere.”
They wandered between the beds, Jr. sniffing every corner like he was performing a full security sweep. Kai trailed her fingers along lavender stalks, letting the scent cling to her skin. There was something grounding about it—more honest than any scented candle she’d burned in her apartment back in the city.
“So,” Taye said, crouching beside a stubborn rosemary bush. “How’s your green thumb?”
Kai snorted. “Non-existent. I once killed a cactus. By accident. I swear.”
“Challenge accepted.” Taye’s smirk was infuriatingly charming. “We’ll start simple. Basil. Hard to kill, smells divine, makes mediocre pasta taste like you know what you’re doing.”
Kai rolled her eyes but crouched beside her anyway.
For the next hour, Taye taught by doing. Not hovering. Not lecturing. Just moving with easy competence, letting Kai mimic until the rhythm sank into her bones.
Pull weeds, not too deep. Loosen soil, let the roots breathe. Water gently, like you’re asking permission.
There was poetry in the simplicity. A kind of therapy her journal had never quite provided.
“So this is what healing looks like here?” Kai asked, dusting dirt from her palms.
“Some of it.” Taye straightened, wiping sweat from her brow. “There’s no single recipe. Some folks bake their way back to themselves. Some walk the trails. Some hide in the bookstore until the dust settles.”
Kai nodded, watching the sunlight dapple through swaying leaves. “And you?”
“I plant things,” Taye said simply. “Grow food. Fix chairs. Small acts of defiance against the idea that everything broken stays broken.”
Kai felt those words land somewhere soft inside her.
“You make it sound doable.”
“That’s because it is. Hard, but doable. Growth isn’t loud, Kai. It’s stubborn. Quiet. Relentless.”
For a moment, they stood there, the world narrowing to the rustle of leaves, the distant hum of cicadas, and the steady thrum of something unnamed between them.
It wasn’t romantic. Not yet. But it was intimate. Safe.
Kai didn’t realize how much she’d been craving safe.
They didn’t talk much as they finished their rounds. The work filled the space. Grounded them.
When they finally called it, hands dirty and hearts a little less heavy, Taye offered no grand gesture. Just a simple, “Come back next week. You’ve got potential.”
Kai smiled, small but real. “You’re relentless, you know that?”
Taye’s grin was all teeth and sunshine. “Only when it matters.”
As they walked back to Kai’s house, Jr. happily trotting ahead, the town felt different. Not smaller. Not suffocating.
Just… present.
Alive.
Kai’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She glanced at the screen. Her mother’s name flashed, along with a text that simply read: Call me when you’re settled.
She didn’t answer. Not yet. She’d learned not every invitation needed immediate RSVP.
Tonight, she’d earned her peace.
On her porch, as the sky bled into shades of indigo and gold, Kai turned to Taye. “Thank you. For today.”
Taye’s shrug was casual, but her eyes were not. “It’s nothing fancy. Just life. You’re allowed to live it at your own pace.”
The weight of those words settled in Kai’s chest like a balm.
“Next time,” Kai said, “I’m bringing snacks. You’re not allowed to out-generous me twice.”
Taye’s laugh was soft. “Challenge accepted.”
They said goodnight like old friends. No lingering looks. No forced promises.
But as Taye walked away, Kai felt the subtle shift.
This was how things began here.
Not with fireworks.
With soil under your nails. With honest work. With people who showed up and stayed.
As she watched Jr. settle into his usual spot on the porch, Kai realized something.
She wasn’t starting over.
She was starting with.
With herself. With Taye. With a town that didn’t demand perfection, only presence.
Tomorrow would be another day of boxes and broken blenders and maybe—just maybe—more basil.
But tonight, Meadowlark was home.
And Kai?
Kai was ready to let it be.
The house smelled like soil and something sweeter—maybe lavender, maybe optimism.
Kai stood in the kitchen, sleeves pushed up, elbows deep in soapy water. The dishes weren’t a priority. Not really. But there was something meditative about it. Control over a small task in a life that still felt like it was balancing on a knife’s edge.
The sun dipped lower, casting long amber streaks across the linoleum. Jr. lay sprawled by the back door, tail thumping lazily every few minutes as if to remind her he was still there. Still watching.
“So this is domestic bliss, huh?” Kai muttered, scrubbing a mug labelled Procrastination Juice. “Riveting.”
The mug slipped from her hand, clattering into the sink but miraculously not breaking.
“Progress,” she whispered, smiling despite herself.
The quiet wasn’t oppressive tonight. Meadowlark had a way of softening the silence, letting it breathe with her rather than press against her chest. It was a far cry from the city’s false hush—the kind that echoed every doubt back tenfold.
She dried her hands, glanced at her phone. No new messages. A tiny, relieved exhale slipped out.
No fires to put out.
Just a Tuesday night.
Just her.
And then, as if the universe couldn’t let her get too comfortable, the screen door creaked.
Not a knock this time. A cautious open.
“Am I interrupting?” Taye’s voice was soft, not quite shy, but laced with a respect for thresholds.
Kai turned, hand on hip. “If you’re bringing more food, absolutely not.”
Taye grinned, holding up a small basket. Fresh bread, by the look of it. A peace offering? A tradition?
“Harvest Festival prep leftovers,” Taye explained. “Figured you could use some carbs after today’s dirt therapy.”
Kai’s smile was immediate. “You’re making this neighbour thing very difficult to top.”
“It’s a gift,” Taye said, stepping inside. “Also, a warning. You’re now officially on the committee’s radar. Fair’s fair.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning, don’t be surprised if Ms. Irene from two doors down shows up with a clipboard and a suspiciously long to-do list.”
Kai groaned theatrically. “I’m being drafted, aren’t I?”
“Inducted with love,” Taye corrected, setting the basket down. “But I’ll shield you as long as I can.”
They stood there for a moment, the air charged with an easy familiarity. The kind that sneaks up on you.
“You sit,” Kai said, gesturing toward the table. “I’ll make tea. Seems like the Meadowlark thing to do.”
Taye obeyed without argument, sprawling into a chair with the ease of someone who had decided this space was safe. Jr. trotted over, nuzzled Taye’s leg, a shameless traitor.
“Et tu, Jr.,” Kai muttered, filling the kettle.
As the water boiled, conversation meandered.
Taye talked about her granddad’s time in Meadowlark, the old woodworking shop they’d run together, how small towns had a memory that outlived people. How the garden was more than vegetables—it was a way to stay connected to those who’d shaped her.
Kai listened, really listened, letting Taye’s words paint pictures of a life stitched together by roots and rituals.
And in return, she shared pieces of herself.
Not the polished, post-breakup narrative she usually handed out like a business card.
But real things.
The manuscript she’d abandoned halfway. The job she’d left not because it was toxic, but because it was quietly soul-crushing. The ache of feeling like she was always five steps behind where she should be.
Taye didn’t offer solutions. Didn’t minimize.
Just listened. With that infuriating, grounding patience.
It was disarming. In a good way.
When the tea was ready, they sat in a comfortable sprawl, sipping and sharing silences that didn’t need filling.
“This,” Kai said eventually, gesturing vaguely around her kitchen, “is weirdly… nice.”
Taye’s smile was slow. “Weirdly nice has a way of sneaking up on you. Give it time.”
The conversation drifted into quieter currents. Plans for the garden. The best spot in town for quiet mornings. Taye’s assertion that every good small town had an unofficial therapist who disguised themselves as a hairdresser.
Kai laughed more than she had in weeks.
When Taye finally stood to leave, the night had settled deep. The kind of quiet that didn’t rush you out, but gently suggested rest.
At the door, Taye paused. “You’re doing better than you think, Kai.”
“Funny,” Kai said, leaning against the frame. “I was about to say the same to you.”
They shared a look. Not charged. Not loaded.
Just… seen.
“Goodnight, Kai.”
“Night, Taye.”
And just like that, the door clicked softly behind her, leaving Kai alone in a house that didn’t feel quite so cavernous anymore.
She turned off the lights, moving through the space with a familiarity that surprised her. This wasn’t home yet. Not fully.
But it was getting there.
One quiet night at a time.
As she crawled into bed, Jr. curled at her feet, Kai felt a shift. Subtle, but present.
Tomorrow would bring new challenges. Maybe Ms. Irene with her clipboard. Maybe more boxes demanding attention. Maybe—if the universe was kind—another visit from Taye.
But for now, she let herself rest.
Because healing wasn’t loud. It wasn’t linear. It was made of small choices. Quiet nights. Shared bread and borrowed time.
And in Meadowlark, for the first time in a long time, Kai was making those choices for herself.
As sleep claimed her, one last thought flickered:
Let’s see what tomorrow brings.


[bookmark: _u76vcvj3bu23]Chapter 5: The Things We Don’t Name
The thing about settling is—it sneaks up on you. It doesn't arrive with a grand announcement or a decisive moment. It creeps in softly, like the smell of bread baking down the street, or the way your feet start knowing which floorboards creak without thinking. Kai realized this on a Wednesday morning, when the air was soft with pre-rain hush and even Jr. seemed to tiptoe through the house.
Her routine had formed itself. Not consciously, not intentionally. It was in the way she now knew which mug to grab for her “thinking tea” versus her “pretending to be productive” tea. In how she no longer checked GPS to get to the market. In how her porch swing had a slight left tilt now—not from damage, but from hours spent there, body leaning into the view like it was listening.
But settling wasn’t the same as belonging. And that was the part Kai hadn’t quite figured out yet.
She sat on her porch that morning, notebook balanced on one knee, staring out as Meadowlark stretched its limbs. The town moved at its own rhythm, unbothered by productivity hacks or five-year plans. People here didn’t rush because time wasn’t the boss—it was a neighbour. Familiar. Predictable. Sometimes annoying, but never ignored.
Kai envied that relationship.
Her phone buzzed against the wooden slats. A message from Taye.
Taye: Garden’s open. Fresh strawberries with your name on them if you need a reason to get outside.
A small smile tugged at Kai’s lips. Taye had a knack for knowing when Kai’s inner dialogue was tilting too far inward. Strawberries weren’t the point. The point was movement. Breath. Distraction without demands.
She typed back: Be there in twenty. Save me one that tastes like summer memories.
Jr., as if reading the conversation, stretched dramatically and made a sound that could only be interpreted as finally.
Kai stood, pressing her palms into her lower back. Moving to Meadowlark hadn’t been an instant balm. But it had been a shift. Enough of one that today, when the air felt heavy with things unsaid, she didn’t retreat into herself completely. She reached for the door, for her shoes, for the simple act of showing up.
Today would be a day for the garden.
Today would be a day to unpack things you couldn’t fit in boxes.
The community garden wasn’t much to look at from the street. Just a fenced patch of earth with a hand-painted sign that had seen better days. The paint flaked, the edges curled, but the words still stood proud: Meadowlark Grows Together.
Taye was already there when Kai arrived, crouched in the soil, her hands moving with the kind of reverence that made you wonder if dirt could be sacred. She didn’t look up right away. Just finished what she was doing—pressing fresh seedlings into their new homes—before glancing over her shoulder with a smile that hit Kai square in the chest.
“You came,” Taye said, not like it was a surprise, but like it mattered.
“I was promised strawberries and emotional avoidance. Can’t pass up an offer like that.”
Taye chuckled, pushing to her feet and dusting her palms on her cargo pants. “Honest. I like that.”
Kai followed her through the rows. Tomatoes staking their claim on twisted cages. Peppers with glossy skins catching the sun. Herbs brushing against her calves like small, fragrant reminders that life was, in fact, still happening.
“You run this whole thing by yourself?” Kai asked.
“Mostly. Some of the elders come by on good days. The teens show up when they need service hours or when there’s a cute project leader. You’d be surprised how motivating a pair of dimples can be.”
Kai gave her a look. “Pot, meet kettle.”
Taye just grinned.
They stopped by the strawberries. Small, jewel-bright things nestled under leaves like secrets. Taye plucked one and held it out to Kai. Not in the casual way you pass a snack to a friend. In a way that said here, this is for you.
Kai took it, biting into the soft flesh. Sweet. Slightly tart. Real.
She closed her eyes for a moment longer than necessary.
Taye watched her. Not in a way that made Kai feel on display, but like she was trying to read between the lines of Kai’s silence.
“You ever notice how strawberries don’t care about being perfect?” Taye said. “You see them in stores, all uniform, glossy. But real ones? They grow crooked. Lumpy. But they taste better.”
Kai opened her eyes. “Is this another moving-day metaphor?”
“Maybe. Maybe it’s just a strawberry. You get to decide.”
For a while, they moved through the garden in tandem. Not talking. Not needing to. There was a rhythm here, and Taye was fluent in it. Kai was still learning, but today, she didn’t mind being the student.
The quiet wasn’t heavy. It was a space that allowed breath.
Eventually, Taye broke it. “You’re still holding back.”
Kai’s head snapped up. “That’s direct.”
“You didn’t come here for pleasantries. Neither did I.”
There it was again—that unnerving way Taye had of calling Kai to the surface without force. Like she was offering her a hand instead of pushing her forward.
“I’m still figuring out where I fit,” Kai admitted. “In this town. In my own life. It’s easier to stay guarded when you’re not sure you belong.”
Taye nodded, kneeling to pull a weed with precise, practised fingers. “Belonging’s not a door you knock on. It’s a seat you pull up yourself.”
Kai let the words settle. Let herself sit with the discomfort.
“You always this good at metaphors?” she asked.
Taye shrugged. “Gardening teaches you patience. And patience teaches you to speak less, mean more.”
Kai crouched beside her, mimicking the motion. Her hands weren’t as sure, but they found the roots. Pulled gently.
“You’re right, you know,” Kai said. “About me holding back. I think I’ve been living like everything’s temporary. Like if I don’t plant roots, it won’t hurt when I have to leave again.”
“And do you have to leave?”
“I don’t know.”
Taye’s gaze was steady. “Then you have the gift of choosing. Not everyone gets that.”
They worked in silence again, but it felt different now. Like something had shifted. Like the space between them had filled with a quiet kind of trust.
After an hour, with baskets filling with greens and hands stained with soil, Taye straightened.
“Come on. Time for payment.”
Kai arched a brow. “Strawberries weren’t payment?”
“That was the appetizer. Payment is lunch. My treat. And no, you don’t get to argue.”
Kai smiled, brushing dirt from her knees. “Bossy.”
“Efficient.”
They walked back toward the gate, Jr. trotting ahead, tail high like a banner of approval.
Kai felt it then. The edges of something good. Something earned, not given. It wasn’t belonging yet. But it was closer.
As they stepped onto the sidewalk, the wind picked up, scattering leaves in lazy spirals.
Kai looked at Taye.
“I think I’ll pull up a chair.”
Taye’s smile was slow, satisfied. “About time.”
And for once, Kai didn’t flinch at being seen.
Lunch was simple. Grilled sandwiches, iced tea with too much lemon, and a side of quiet that didn’t demand filling. They sat on Taye’s porch this time, a mirror image of Kai’s but with small touches that made it hers—potted plants thriving in mismatched pots, a wind chime that whispered more than it sang, and a porch swing with a throw blanket that looked like it had stories to tell.
Kai noticed these things. She was learning to pay attention.
“You ever think about what you’d do if fear wasn’t in the room?” Taye asked, not looking at her, just tossing the question into the afternoon like a stone into water.
Kai leaned back, letting the swing rock them into a rhythm.
“Honestly? I’d probably still be figuring out what toppings to put on my sandwich. Big questions aren’t my forte lately.”
Taye smirked. “You dodge well. Could’ve gone pro.”
Kai sighed, folding and unfolding her napkin. “If fear wasn’t in the room, maybe I’d stop living like everything has an expiration date. Maybe I’d actually unpack all my boxes. Maybe I’d… let myself belong somewhere.”
Taye didn’t nod. Didn’t say the usual “that’s valid.” She just let the words breathe.
“You don’t owe permanence to anyone but yourself,” Taye said eventually. “But you do owe yourself peace.”
The simplicity of it made Kai’s chest ache.
“Peace feels like a luxury,” Kai admitted. “Like something other people get to have after they’ve earned it.”
Taye turned then, really looked at her. “You’re not a project, Kai. You don’t have to be ‘done’ to deserve rest. Or softness. Or belonging. You just have to decide you’re worthy of it.”
Kai let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “You’re dangerous. You know that, right?”
Taye’s grin was slow, a sunrise kind of smile. “Only to bullshit.”
The conversation drifted then. Stories of Meadowlark’s quirks—the annual pie contest that was more blood sport than baking showcase, the old library cat that everyone pretended wasn’t feral. Small-town lore that felt oddly comforting.
For the first time, Kai wasn’t calculating her exit strategy. She wasn’t measuring the distance between herself and this place in units of emotional risk.
She was just… there.
And it was enough.
As the sun softened into golden hour, casting everything in a forgiving glow, Taye stood, stretching. “Alright, city girl. Time for your next rite of passage.”
Kai arched a brow. “Which is?”
“Helping me wrangle a trellis that’s lost the will to stand. You’re about to get intimate with zip ties and stubborn wood.”
Kai laughed, standing with her. “Sounds about right.”
They worked side by side, the trellis tilting defiantly until Kai—grumbling but determined—managed to brace it. Taye anchored the base, their hands brushing briefly. Neither of them pulled away.
It wasn’t electric. It wasn’t a moment designed for fireworks.
But it was warm. Steady. A pulse that matched Kai’s own in a way that startled her with its simplicity.
Later, as they packed up the tools, Taye looked at her—not probing, not pushing—just present.
“You’re doing it, you know. Belonging. One stubborn trellis at a time.”
Kai smiled, the kind that reached her eyes. “Guess I am.”
As they walked back toward their respective porches, Jr. weaving between them like a living tether, the air felt thick with the weight of things unsaid.
At the foot of her steps, Taye paused.
“I leave my porch light on,” she said. “Not out of habit. On purpose. Just so you know.”
Kai swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
They didn’t hug. Didn’t linger.
But as Kai stepped into her own space, the quiet wasn’t sharp anymore.
It was soft. Like breath. Like promise.
That night, after the house had settled, after Jr. had claimed his corner of the couch, Kai stood by her window. Across the way, Taye’s porch light glowed—a quiet, unwavering beacon.
Kai didn’t need to name what was happening. Not yet.
But she felt it.
Tomorrow would bring new chapters. Maybe even new fears.
But tonight, Meadowlark was home.
And for the first time, Kai wasn’t running from that truth.
She was leaning in.

The night was louder than Kai expected.
Not with noise. Not with sound. But with… presence.
Every creak of the house floorboards as it settled felt like a small reminder: You’re here now. Every sigh of wind through the half-cracked window whispered, You chose this.
And it was true. No matter how much she’d dressed it up as an accident, a retreat, a “temporary” fix—it was choice that brought her to Meadowlark.
But now came the harder part: staying.
Jr. stirred at her feet, his soft huff grounding her to the moment. His trust was so simple. He didn’t question belonging. He didn’t rehearse conversations in his head or dissect past failures on loop. He just was.
Kai envied that.
Her phone buzzed on the windowsill. A text.
Taye:
 “Don’t overthink it. Tomorrow’s a good day for a walk. You in?”
Simple. Direct. Not an invitation that demanded an immediate answer. But one that left the porch light on.
Kai smiled, thumbs hovering over the screen before she typed back.
Kai:
 “Yeah. I’m in.”
It wasn’t poetic. It wasn’t groundbreaking.
But it was movement.
The reply sent, she tucked the phone away and moved through the house slowly, touching familiar objects that now felt new in this setting. A mug. A folded blanket. The cracked blender she hadn’t thrown out yet.
Each one was a breadcrumb of who she’d been. But maybe, just maybe, they could also be signposts of who she was becoming.
In the quiet, Kai allowed herself a small, reckless hope:
 That healing didn’t have to be a grand event.
 That maybe it was in the daily things.
 In saying yes to a neighbour.
 In walking the same streets twice and noticing something different.
 In letting someone stay.
She brushed her teeth with the same worn-out toothbrush. She slid under the same too-thin blankets. But tonight, it felt different.
 Lighter.
 Less like surviving.
 More like arriving.
From her bed, the faint glow of Taye’s porch light was visible. A small, steady pulse against the dark.
Kai breathed in, slow and deep, letting her body remember what safety felt like.
Tomorrow wasn’t promised clarity.
 But it was promised opportunity.
And she was starting to believe she might be ready to take it.
As sleep tugged her down, the last thought Kai held wasn’t about the past. It wasn’t even about the future.
It was this simple truth:
 She wasn’t alone in Meadowlark.
 Not anymore.
And that was enough.
For now.


[bookmark: _v1zhu31lq8dg]Chapter 6: The Rules We Break Softly
Morning arrived the way small-town mornings do—slow, unhurried, with the sun stretching itself over the rooftops like it had nowhere else to be. Meadowlark didn’t wake up so much as it meandered into consciousness. And today, Kai was grateful for the pace.
She wasn’t entirely sure why she’d said yes to Taye’s text last night.
 Maybe it was exhaustion. Maybe hope. Maybe just wanting to not be the girl who said no to things anymore.
Regardless, she was committed now.
Jr. seemed to approve, watching her pull on her sneakers with his usual look of supervisory disinterest. His leash hung by the door, but Taye’s text had implied this wasn’t a dog-walk. This was a people walk. A subtle but important difference.
Taye was already waiting when Kai stepped onto the porch.
Today, she wore loose joggers and a T-shirt that said, Local Plants Have Rights Too. The kind of casual that took real confidence to pull off without looking like you’d just given up.
 Kai admired that.
“Mornin’,” Taye greeted, handing over an iced coffee without preamble.
Kai took it gratefully. “You really are dangerous with these.”
“Bribery’s my love language,” Taye said, falling into step beside her. “Besides, you said you wanted to explore. This is me being helpful.”
Kai huffed a laugh. “I said no such thing.”
“Exactly. Which is why I knew you needed it.”
The thing about Meadowlark was that it wasn’t built for efficiency. Streets looped around in lazy arcs, houses leaned comfortably against each other, and sidewalks meandered like they were enjoying their own stroll. Walking here wasn’t about getting somewhere. It was about noticing.
And Taye was very, very good at noticing.
“That’s Old Man Cartwright’s house,” she said, nodding to a place with a front porch overtaken by ivy. “He claims he invented the recipe for huckleberry pie. Whole town lets him think so. It’s safer that way.”
Kai smirked. “What happens if someone challenges that?”
“Last time, he staged a bake-off. Took it very seriously. The challenger left with pie and an unsolicited history of the town’s founding. No one’s made that mistake twice.”
Their path curved past the library—small, brick-faced, with an ancient oak tree out front that shaded the bench beneath it. The bench was empty, but the tree held court, its branches swaying as if in mid-conversation.
“See that?” Taye pointed to the tree. “When I was a kid, my grandmother said that oak remembers every secret ever whispered beneath it. Used to terrify me into telling the truth.”
Kai smiled. “And did you? Tell the truth, I mean.”
“Mostly,” Taye admitted. “But I also learned that sometimes, the truth needs a little time before it’s ready to be said out loud.”
Kai’s steps slowed at that. The words felt like they had weight.
 Like they weren’t just about trees and childhood.
They walked in easy silence for a while after that. The good kind. Not the forced, scrambling-for-words kind. The kind where being beside someone was conversation enough.
As they reached the edge of town, where sidewalks faded into gravel paths, Taye spoke again.
“You’re not obligated to explain why you’re here, Kai. Not to me. Not to anyone.”
Kai’s grip tightened around the coffee cup. “But you’re curious.”
“I’m interested,” Taye corrected. “There’s a difference. Curiosity wants answers. Interest wants connection. You get to decide when you’re ready for either.”
That settled between them like soft dust.
Kai wasn’t used to people giving her that kind of space. No prying. No passive-aggressive fishing. Just… room.
And yet, somehow, that made her want to share more than any interrogation ever could.
But not yet.
Instead, she asked, “So where does this path go?”
Taye grinned. “Depends on who’s walking it.”
For a moment, Kai thought that was the most accurate thing anyone had said to her in months.
They kept walking.
Not to get anywhere.
 But to be there.
And that was enough.

The walk eventually looped them back toward the heart of Meadowlark, though Kai suspected Taye had been subtly guiding their route the entire time. Not leading. Not steering. Just gently suggesting with each casual pivot of her stride.
It was an art form, really.
Much like the way Taye handled conversation.
They found themselves outside Marjorie’s, the local café that looked like it had been transported straight out of a Hallmark movie but had just enough sarcasm in its décor to make Kai feel at ease. Hand-painted signs read We’re out of gluten-free nonsense today. Have a croissant instead, and Caffeine is cheaper than therapy. Act accordingly.
Taye held the door open. “You’ve passed Meadowlark initiation. You deserve a cinnamon bun the size of your regrets.”
Kai arched a brow but stepped inside. The scent of warm sugar and roasted coffee wrapped around her like a blanket. Safe. Comforting. Not too sweet.
The café was busy in the way small towns could be—familiar faces in familiar seats, each pretending they weren’t eavesdropping on the others. A low hum of conversation underscored the occasional clink of mugs and the scrape of chairs.
Marjorie herself—a formidable woman in her sixties with silver hair and zero tolerance for nonsense—was behind the counter, orchestrating her domain with military precision.
“Morning, Taye. Who’s this?” she asked, eyes sharp but not unkind.
“My new neighbour,” Taye said, with a glance at Kai. “She’s learning the ropes.”
Marjorie’s gaze lingered. Kai felt it in her bones. Not judgment. Assessment.
“Good luck with that,” Marjorie said, sliding two cinnamon buns onto a tray. “You’ll need it. Town’s charming, but it’s got claws. So do we. Coffee?”
Kai smiled, the tension in her shoulders easing. “Yes, please. Black.”
“A sensible one. I like you already.”
They settled into a corner booth, cinnamon buns and steaming mugs between them. The sun spilled through the windows, pooling golden light across the table.
For a while, they ate in silence. Taye dismantled her bun with surgical precision, while Kai went straight for the centre—the heart of the thing. No preamble.
“Good strategy,” Taye noted. “Go for the soft spot first.”
Kai shrugged, licking sugar from her thumb. “Why waste time?”
Taye’s smile was knowing. “You say that, but you take your time with people.”
Kai’s fork paused mid-air.
“Not a criticism,” Taye added quickly. “Just an observation. You’re careful. But once you’re in, you’re in. All heart, no half-measures.”
Kai wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or unnerved. Probably both.
“Is that how you get people to open up?” she asked. “Psychoanalyze them over pastries?”
“Only the interesting ones.”
Kai rolled her eyes, but there was no heat behind it.
The conversation drifted, as it always seemed to with Taye. Effortless, meandering from the trivial to the quietly profound.
They spoke of inconsequential things—Kai’s failed attempts at indoor plants, Taye’s misadventures in DIY furniture, the eternal debate of whether pineapple belonged on pizza (it did, apparently, in Taye’s world).
But beneath the surface, there was an undercurrent. A gentle excavating. Not digging for dirt, but unearthing fragments of self that Kai hadn’t realized she was ready to share.
When Taye asked, “What’s the thing you miss most about who you used to be?”—Kai didn’t dodge.
“I miss… not overthinking every little thing. I used to be more reckless. Not stupid, just—brave. Or maybe naive. Either way, it was easier to leap before I looked.”
Taye nodded slowly. “Hard to get that back once life teaches you how far the fall can be.”
“Exactly.”
They let that sit for a moment.
Outside, Meadowlark moved at its own pace. A kid biked past with a streamer-flapping handlebar. A couple strolled hand in hand, heads tilted together in conversation. The world kept turning, gently indifferent.
“Funny thing about bravery,” Taye said, stirring her coffee. “It’s not about being fearless. It’s about doing the thing anyway. Even if it scares you.”
Kai huffed a soft laugh. “You read that on a motivational poster?”
“Nope. Learned it the hard way.” She took a slow sip. “Still learning, to be honest.”
That last part hung in the air.
It wasn’t lost on Kai.
“You’re good at this,” she said finally. “Making it easy to talk. Making it feel like it’s not… a thing.”
Taye’s grin was lopsided. “That’s the trick. You don’t force the opening. You just make it safe enough for people to open themselves.”
Kai wondered then how many people had sat across from Taye in this very booth, unraveling pieces of themselves without even realizing it. How many walls she’d softened, simply by existing as she was—steady, patient, real.
And yet, despite that ease, Kai felt something else beneath it all.
Boundaries. Taye had them, too. Hers were less visible, but no less present.
It was a delicate dance.
One Kai found herself wanting to learn.
As they finished the last bites of their cinnamon buns, Taye leaned back, stretching her arms overhead with a satisfied sigh.
“So. You survived Meadowlark’s unofficial welcome ceremony. How’re you feeling?”
Kai considered that. “Like I’m not entirely sure what just happened. But I’m glad it did.”
Taye’s smile was soft. “Good. Because it’s happening again. Probably sooner than you think.”
Kai shook her head, but her heart wasn’t protesting.
The rules were changing. Softly. Slowly. But they were changing.
And for once, she wasn’t fighting it.
The air had shifted by the time they left Marjorie’s. Afternoon leaned into that lazy stretch where time felt syrupy, thick with potential but without urgency. The town’s hum had mellowed. Less bustle, more breath.
Kai fell into step beside Taye, their strides syncing without effort.
“This is the part,” Taye said, slipping her sunglasses back on, “where Meadowlark starts to show off.”
As if on cue, a breeze kicked up, rustling through the elm trees lining Main Street. Wind chimes tinkled from shopfronts. Somewhere in the distance, a radio played faint Motown—soft, soulful.
“I swear this town’s got a personality disorder,” Kai mused. “One minute it’s quaint, the next it’s giving me ‘blink and you’re in a horror movie’ energy. Then it’s back to a postcard.”
Taye laughed. “It’s moody. You’ll fit right in.”
They turned a corner, and there it was—the community garden.
It sprawled, more lush than orderly, a deliberate kind of wildness. Raised beds overflowed with greens and tomatoes. Sunflowers stood sentry along the fence line, bold and unapologetic. A painted sign read The Garden That Could (And Did) in uneven, hand-lettered strokes.
“Welcome to my favourite place to hide in plain sight,” Taye said.
Kai’s lips quirked. “You’re not really the ‘hide’ type.”
“Sure I am. I just do it loud. You’ll learn.”
She led Kai through the gate, the creak of hinges familiar, lived-in. Inside, it felt different. Softer. The air was warmer, heavy with the scent of basil and marigolds. The noise of town faded, replaced by the busy hum of bees and the occasional rustle of a rabbit darting through undergrowth.
Taye moved through the garden like she belonged to it—or maybe it belonged to her. Hard to tell.
Kai found herself trailing fingers along tomato vines, letting the rough texture ground her. There was something honest about this place. No pretence. Just things growing or not growing, based on care and patience.
“This is where I go when I need to think,” Taye said, crouching to pull a stubborn weed. “Or when thinking’s the last thing I should be doing.”
Kai watched her for a moment. The efficiency of her movements. The way she respected the space. Not rushing. Not taking more than what was needed.
“I get it,” Kai said quietly. “For me, it used to be bookstores. Back when I wasn’t trying to be productive all the damn time. Just… existing among the shelves.”
Taye straightened, wiping dirt on her pants. “Same principle. Different venue. Sometimes you need somewhere that expects nothing from you.”
They wandered through the rows, falling into easy conversation again. Taye introduced her to the quirks of the garden—where the strawberries liked to hide, the squirrel-proofing hacks that never worked, the rogue mint patch that had staged a successful coup.
It was the most peace Kai had felt since she’d signed the lease.
“Do you ever wonder,” Kai said, plucking a leaf and rolling it between her fingers, “if we make things harder than they need to be? Like, do we cling to our own chaos because it’s familiar?”
Taye considered that. “Absolutely. But sometimes the chaos is what built us. Hard to let go of what kept you upright, even if it’s not holding you in a healthy way anymore.”
Kai’s throat tightened. She hadn’t expected to feel seen so deeply on a random Thursday afternoon.
“I came here to disappear,” she admitted. “But it’s starting to feel like I might actually have to show up for myself. And I don’t know if I’m ready.”
Taye didn’t offer platitudes. She didn’t shrink from the heaviness.
Instead, she said, “You don’t have to be ready. You just have to stay open. That’s enough. The rest catches up.”
Kai exhaled, slow and shaky. “You make it sound simple.”
“Simple isn’t the same as easy.”
That landed with a weight Kai wasn’t ready to unpack, but she appreciated it nonetheless.
They spent the next hour there, tending to small things. A weed here, a wilted bloom there. The kind of quiet work that didn’t demand more than presence.
Kai found solace in the rhythm.
In the fact that things could be messy and still growing.
By the time they left, the sun had begun its descent, casting the garden in a rich, honeyed glow.
Taye walked her back to her house. No expectations. No lingering awkwardness. Just two people existing in the same orbit for a little longer.
At her front steps, Kai hesitated. Not ready to let the day close in just yet.
“Thanks,” she said. “For today. For not making it feel like charity.”
Taye’s smile was soft, genuine. “It wasn’t. You’re good company, Kai. Don’t forget that.”
She turned to go, but paused. “By the way—Harvest Fest’s in two weeks. You’re coming. Non-negotiable.”
Kai chuckled. “Of course it’s non-negotiable.”
“Wouldn’t dream of giving you an out,” Taye winked, before heading back down the path.
Kai watched her go, something warm and unfamiliar settling beneath her ribs.
She wasn’t fixed.
She wasn’t even sure she was healing.
But today was different.
Today was a seed.
And for the first time in a long time, Kai was willing to see what it might grow into.
As she stepped inside, the house didn’t feel quite so empty.
And just like that, Chapter 6 exhaled, quietly leading into the next.

After Taye disappeared down the walkway, Kai didn’t move. She stood at the threshold of her new life, one hand resting on the doorframe like it might anchor her. The evening light spilled across her porch, warm and gold and quiet. For the first time since arriving, she didn’t feel like an intruder in her own story.
She stepped back inside, slowly, letting the door fall shut behind her with a soft click.
The house smelled like lavender from the cleaning spray she’d used earlier, but beneath it, a lingering scent of dust and old wood clung to the air—a scent she was slowly making peace with. Jr. thudded over, tail wagging with that steady rhythm that said, I’m here. No rush. Just be.
She dropped her keys into the chipped ceramic bowl she’d unearthed that morning—a piece from a pottery class she’d taken two summers ago on a whim. It was lopsided and the glaze was streaky, but it held things. Held them well. Like her. Bent, but still useful.
Kai wandered into the kitchen. The pasta Taye had brought earlier sat half-eaten on the counter. She reheated it, poured herself a glass of water, and stood barefoot at the sink, chewing slowly.
The silence was different now. Less accusing. More companionable. It wrapped around her shoulders, not like a burden, but like a blanket pulled tight.
She took her dinner into the living room, pushing aside an unopened box labelled Things I Should’ve Thrown Out Two Cities Ago. Jr. curled up nearby, exhaling with the drama of someone who had done enough today, thank you very much.
After scraping the last of the pasta from the container, Kai set it aside and stared at the blank wall opposite her. She could see the outline of where framed art would go—eventually. Maybe quotes. Maybe prints. She didn’t know yet. And that not-knowing didn’t send her spiralling like it used to.
She looked around at her half-finished, fully lived-in mess and whispered, “Okay.”
Not with certainty. But with consent. To keep trying.
She picked up a pen and a notebook from the coffee table. Opened to a blank page. Dated it. And instead of journalling her feelings like she’d promised herself she would, she just made a list.
Things I Did Today That Count As Healing:
· Didn’t cry during unpacking

· Laughed (twice?)

· Let someone help

· Ate real food

· Didn’t apologize for being awkward

· Sat in silence without panic

· Remembered I still like basil

· Didn’t cancel my lease

· Didn’t run

· Stayed

She stared at that last one.
Stayed.
That one earned a star.
She closed the notebook, rested her head against the couch cushion, and let the quiet hum around her. Her phone buzzed—just once—a text from an unknown local number.
TAYE: Forgot to say. Garden open hours start at 9. Come by if you need dirt therapy.
Kai smiled. No emoji. No expectation. Just a breadcrumb.
Tomorrow, she might follow it.
For now, she stood, stretched, and padded back to her bedroom. She passed the broken blender, now placed on a shelf like a weird little sculpture. A reminder: things break. You still get to keep going.
Jr. followed her, ever loyal, hopping onto the mattress with the confidence of someone who never doubted this was his house too.
Kai pulled the blanket up to her chin and stared at the ceiling, her body aching in ways she hadn’t even realized until now.
“Okay, Meadowlark,” she whispered into the dark. “Show me what’s next.”
And for the first time, the quiet didn’t echo back a dare.
It answered: Rest first.



[bookmark: _501q878i0fc9]
[bookmark: _ege0zpg0lwop]Chapter 7: The Soft Work
The next morning, Kai woke to sunlight—real, golden, unapologetic light spilling through her bedroom window like it belonged there. For once, she didn’t greet it with a groan. Instead, she let herself stretch. Slow. Lazy. The kind of stretch that said, I have time.
Jr. was already at the foot of the bed, tail wagging sleepily as if to say, Finally, you get it.
Mornings in Meadowlark didn’t have the same teeth as the city. There, everything bit at you—the alarm, the inbox, the honking horns below cracked windows. Here, mornings were gentle reminders that life was happening whether or not you sprinted to catch it.
Kai made coffee. Real coffee. French press, slow pour, none of that rushed single-serve pod nonsense. The smell alone felt like an accomplishment.
The kitchen was still half in chaos. Boxes squatted in corners like they owned the place. But the essentials were out: her chipped mugs, a small collection of spices, a vase with yesterday’s impulsive corner-shop flowers already wilting in a charmingly dramatic way.
She set her cup down and cracked open her notebook again.
To-Do List (Soft Edition):
· Walk Jr.

· Find the library

· Maybe the garden (dirt therapy?)

· Breathe (optional but recommended)

By 9:17, Kai found herself standing at the entrance of Meadowlark’s community garden.
It wasn’t fancy. A chain-link fence with an open gate, raised beds filled with vegetables and herbs, and a small shed that had clearly seen better—but beloved—days. Sunflowers leaned in like nosy neighbours. Tomato plants sprawled like they paid rent. The air was rich with that heady, damp earth smell, cut through by sharp hits of mint and basil.
And, of course, there was Taye.
Cargo pants again. Tank top again. Hands in the dirt, pulling weeds with the efficiency of someone born for it.
“You made it,” Taye said, glancing up without surprise.
“You made it sound optional,” Kai replied, walking in.
“It was. But I bet you’d feel worse not coming.”
Kai could argue with that, but she didn’t. She liked how Taye always managed to state facts without making them heavy.
Jr. immediately appointed himself Garden Supervisor, sniffing every plot as if it was his personal duty.
Taye tossed Kai a pair of gloves. “C’mon. The basil’s getting uppity.”
Kai kneeled beside her, sinking her hands into the soil. The cool, crumbling earth was unexpectedly soothing. No expectations. Just task.
They worked in easy silence, interrupted only by the occasional commentary from Taye:
“That’s catmint. Looks innocent, acts feral.”
 “Don’t bother with that squash—it’s already given up on life.”
 “This patch here? Therapy gold. Smell that.”
And it was gold. The rosemary, the lavender, the thyme. All sharp, grounding scents that forced Kai into her senses.
It wasn’t a breakthrough. Not a moment. But it was…good.
After a while, Taye leaned back, wiping her forehead.
“You’re a natural,” she said.
Kai snorted. “At pulling out weeds? Fantastic. I’ll add it to my resume.”
“Nah. At being here. At slowing down. Most folks fight it.”
Kai thought about that. About the fight she’d been quietly waging with herself since before she even signed the lease. Maybe she was tired of fighting. Maybe that’s why this place was starting to feel less foreign.
“I’m still learning,” Kai admitted.
“Good. Means you’re doing it right.”
The sun climbed higher. The garden hummed. And for the first time in a long while, Kai felt like she wasn’t running away from herself. She was, in fact, right here.
Jr. flopped into a shady spot, triumphant in his supervisory duties.
Kai looked over at Taye, who was inspecting a tomato plant with a fond frown.
“How often do you do this?” she asked.
“Every day, in some form. The garden doesn’t stop growing just because you’re busy.”
Kai nodded slowly. “That feels like a metaphor you’re not saying out loud.”
Taye grinned. “You’re catching on.”
They stayed like that a while longer. No rush. No exit strategy.
When Kai left, dirt under her nails and a sprig of mint tucked behind her ear (courtesy of Taye, of course), the world felt a little more manageable.
She hadn’t fixed anything today.
But maybe today wasn’t for fixing.
It was for being.
And that was enough.

The afternoon slipped into that golden liminal space where time moved slower, stretching itself out across the garden like it, too, was taking a much-needed breath. Taye had moved on from pulling weeds to inspecting a stubborn trellis, her fingers deftly testing its strength, while Kai sat on the low brick wall, elbows on her knees, watching the world with a rare sense of stillness.
She wasn’t sure when it had happened, but somewhere between the morning’s awkward silences and now, the knot in her chest had eased.
It wasn’t gone. But it had loosened its grip.
“What’s the verdict?” Kai asked, nodding toward the trellis.
Taye gave it a light shake. “She’s holding on, but barely. Kinda like me after two cups of coffee and not enough sleep.”
Kai chuckled. “Relatable.”
There was something grounding about watching Taye work—her movements unhurried, precise, and yet never stiff. Like her, Kai thought. Steady but not rigid. Soft but not fragile.
“You always this handy?” Kai asked, plucking a leaf from the ground, spinning it between her fingers.
“Learned by necessity,” Taye replied, wiping her brow with the back of her hand. “Things break. Either you fix them, or they fall apart completely. People aren’t much different.”
Kai’s smile wavered, the weight of that truth landing with gentle precision.
“Is that what you do?” she asked quietly. “Fix people?”
Taye paused, considering. “Nope. Learned that lesson the hard way. People fix themselves when they’re ready. You can offer tools, hold space. But the real work? That’s personal.”
Kai absorbed that, her gaze drifting to Jr., who had found the only remaining patch of shade and claimed it with the entitlement of royalty.
“I’m tired of fixing things that don’t want to be fixed,” Kai admitted. “But I don’t know how to stop trying.”
Taye didn’t offer advice. Didn’t launch into a speech. She simply sat down beside Kai, their knees nearly touching, and said, “Maybe don’t think of it as stopping. Maybe it’s just… choosing what deserves your effort.”
That reframing settled into Kai’s bones in a way no well-meaning pep talk ever had.
They sat in companionable silence after that, the kind that wasn’t heavy or strained but full of unspoken understanding. The town buzzed faintly in the distance—soft conversations, the occasional bark of a neighbour’s dog, the gentle hum of life going about its business.
Kai realised she wasn’t bracing herself for the next disappointment. She wasn’t scanning for exits or rehearsing how to shrink herself to fit.
She was simply here.
Present.
Not floating above herself in a haze of anxiety, not dissecting every word, but here.
“This wasn’t filler time,” she murmured aloud.
Taye looked at her, brow raised in question.
Kai smiled. “This moment. It’s not… killing time until life gets better. It is life. The stitching between the big stuff.”
Taye’s smile was soft, approving. “Exactly. The seams hold everything together. Without them, nothing lasts.”
And somehow, that felt like the truest thing Kai had heard in months.
As the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows that stretched lazily across the garden, Kai felt something shift. A subtle but significant recalibration.
For the first time in a long while, she didn’t feel like she was waiting for her real life to start.
She was already in it.
“Alright, Jr.,” she said, watching her dog snore under the bench, his tail twitching at some dream. “I think we might’ve landed somewhere good.”
Taye bumped her shoulder, a casual press that lingered just long enough to be felt. “Told you Meadowlark would surprise you.”
Kai’s laugh was soft, private. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s getting there.”
And as they sat there, no grand plans, no earth-shattering revelations, just two people choosing to be present, Kai allowed herself a rare, precious thought:
Maybe soft things could last.
Not forever.
But long enough to matter.
Evening in Meadowlark wasn’t loud.
It didn’t announce itself with the blare of city horns or the glow of skyscraper windows flickering on like artificial constellations. No, Meadowlark eased into the night with a hush, like it was tucking the town in under a quilt stitched from sunset and breath.
Kai found herself walking home slower than usual, Jr. trotting faithfully beside her, leash unnecessary but held anyway. Her body was tired, pleasantly so, the kind of ache that came from honest work and genuine company.
When they reached her porch, the swing swayed slightly in the breeze, an open invitation. Kai didn’t hesitate. She sat, Jr. curling up at her feet as if to say, this is exactly where we’re meant to be.
The house loomed quietly behind her, no longer an empty shell but not yet a home. Somewhere in-between. Much like her.
She pulled out her phone, thumb hovering over the screen, considering whether to call someone. But who? Most of her contacts were relics from a life she was actively stepping away from. People who wouldn’t understand this quiet joy, who might even dismiss it.
So instead, she opened her notes app and began to type:
Day whatever of Meadowlark life.
Today was slow. And I didn’t hate it.
Today was sweat and soil and a neighbour who doesn’t try too hard to be nice. She just… is.
Today, I didn’t perform. I didn’t prove. I just existed. And it was enough.
She paused, looking out at the dusky streets, the warm glow from other windows softening the edges of her solitude.
Another thought came, unbidden but welcome:
I think I’m allowed to want more of this.
The screen door creaked open. Taye leaned against the frame, arms crossed casually, her silhouette backlit by the soft glow of her kitchen.
“I figured you’d end up right here,” she said, nodding at the swing.
Kai smiled. “Didn’t realise I was so predictable.”
“Not predictable. Just… understandable.”
Taye walked over, unhurried, and sat beside her. This time, their shoulders brushed fully, no casual bump, no accidental graze. Just connection.
The silence wasn’t awkward. It didn’t demand to be filled. But eventually, Taye broke it.
“I like this,” she said simply. “Sitting. Talking when we want. Quiet when we don’t.”
Kai nodded. “Same.”
A beat passed. Then Taye added, “You don’t have to be ‘on’ here, Kai. Not for me. Not for this town. Let it hold you a bit.”
That nearly undid her.
The kindness wasn’t loud. It wasn’t cloying. It was steady. Unassuming. Safe.
“I’m trying,” Kai said, voice softer than she meant it to be.
“That’s enough.”
They sat like that for a while. Two people letting the evening fold around them. Two hearts learning the language of ease.
Later, as Taye stood to leave, she didn’t say goodbye. Just a quiet, “See you tomorrow,” spoken like a promise, not a question.
Kai watched her go, something tender blooming beneath her ribs.
Meadowlark wasn’t magic. It wouldn’t fix her.
But maybe, just maybe, it would give her the space to fix herself.
And as the stars blinked awake overhead, Kai felt herself exhale.
Not the breath she’d been holding in defense.
But the one that said: I’m here.
I’m allowed to be here.
And that was a start.
The night had settled its weight gently over Meadowlark, but Kai’s mind hadn’t yet followed suit.
She lingered on the porch swing, legs curled beneath her, fingers tracing invisible patterns on the armrest. Jr. had dozed off, snoring in short huffs, but she remained alert — not tense, not anxious. Just… awake in a way she hadn’t been in months.
There was a strange intimacy in small-town nights. The quiet wasn’t sterile, like the city’s dead hush after midnight. It was layered. A symphony of soft sounds — the cicadas humming in lazy unison, a far-off screen door creaking, muted laughter spilling from a neighbour’s yard. Life didn’t stop here; it simply exhaled slower.
Kai found herself matching that rhythm. Breathing in. Holding. Breathing out.
She didn’t realise how long she’d been sitting in that pocket of stillness until footsteps tapped against the walkway.
Taye reappeared, a soft silhouette against the lamplight glow, carrying two mugs.
“Thought you might need this,” she said, holding one out. “Chamomile. I’m not brave enough for caffeine at this hour.”
Kai took it, the warmth seeping into her palms. “You psychic now?”
“Persistent, remember?” Taye said, easing onto the swing beside her.
The space between them was intentional tonight. Not distant, but deliberate. A respect of breath and boundaries.
They sipped in silence, but it was Taye who broke it.
“You know what’s funny? Most folks think the big moments are what shape us. The job offers. The breakups. The moves. But it’s this.” She gestured around them. “This boring, beautiful nothingness. That’s where the real shifting happens.”
Kai considered that. “Because we’re too distracted in the big moments to actually feel it?”
Taye nodded. “Exactly. When life’s loud, we react. But when it’s quiet, we reckon.”
That landed with a weight Kai hadn’t expected. She looked down into her mug, watching the faint swirl of tea leaves, and whispered, “Reckoning’s exhausting.”
“Yeah,” Taye said. “But it’s also freeing. You get to decide what you keep. What you let go.”
Kai let that settle. For all the therapy buzzwords and self-help mantras she’d waded through, no one had ever put it that simply.
“What if I don’t know what to keep yet?” she asked.
“You will,” Taye said, with a certainty Kai envied. “You’re already starting. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”
A beat passed.
Then Kai, surprising even herself, said, “I think I was more afraid of staying than I was of leaving. That’s why I ran. It’s easy to quit. Ending things? I’m good at that. But staying? Building something? That’s harder.”
Taye didn’t rush to fill the silence. She let it breathe, let Kai’s words exist without immediately packaging them up into a lesson.
Finally, she said, “Maybe staying doesn’t have to mean standing still. Maybe it’s just choosing to be present. To not bail on yourself.”
Kai blinked, feeling something shift internally. A realignment. A recalibration.
“You’re annoyingly good at this,” she muttered, though there was no venom in her tone.
Taye grinned, sipping her tea. “Years of practice. Messed it up plenty first.”
The swing creaked as they shifted, but neither moved to leave. The night felt generous. Like it was giving them permission to just… be.
For the first time, Kai realised she didn’t feel like an outsider here. Not a guest in someone else’s life. But a participant. However new, however wobbly.
The conversation drifted after that — small things, gentle stories, memories that weren’t declarations but offerings. Taye spoke of her grandfather’s stubborn tomato plants. Kai shared the disaster that was her first poetry reading. They laughed quietly, the sound blending seamlessly with the rustle of leaves overhead.
At some point, Taye stood, collecting their empty mugs. “Alright, Kai. Go inside. Rest. The reckoning will still be here tomorrow.”
Kai smiled, soft and grateful. “Thanks, Taye.”
“For the tea?”
“For seeing me. Not rushing me.”
Taye’s answering smile was understated but warm. “That’s what neighbours are for.”
And as she disappeared back down the path, Kai lingered a moment longer.
Tonight hadn’t been monumental. No fireworks. No epiphanies.
But it had been full.
Full of small, intentional moments that stitched themselves quietly into the fabric of her new beginning.
As she rose, stretching out the stiffness in her limbs, Kai whispered to the night, “Okay. Tomorrow. We’ll see what you’ve got.”
Jr. followed her inside, tail swishing lazily.
The house no longer felt like a stranger.
And for now, that was more than enough.


[bookmark: _b4xbfkju506k]
[bookmark: _dn8elij02w9u]Chapter 8: What Stays Close
The house was quiet, but not in the way that pressed. Tonight, it hummed low, like it knew something important was about to happen and didn’t want to startle it away.
Kai stood in the kitchen, barefoot on cool tile, folding a dish towel she hadn’t planned on folding. Her hands needed something to do. Her heart was busy elsewhere.
Taye leaned against the doorway. Just leaned. Not in a posed, “look at me” way. In that maddeningly relaxed way she had, like her bones were in on a secret.
They weren’t talking. Not yet.
But there was so much being said.
The soft scrape of Kai’s fingers smoothing fabric. The subtle shift of Taye’s weight as she crossed one ankle over the other. The space between them, maybe eight feet, maybe three lifetimes, pulsing with all the things they hadn’t named.
“I read your poem,” Taye said.
Not loud. Just enough to tilt the room.
Kai’s hands stilled. The towel was halfway to being a square. It stayed that way. Her mouth felt too full of words to find the right one.
“I shouldn’t have,” Taye continued, stepping in. “You left your notebook open on the porch. Jr. was guarding it, but badly.”
Kai exhaled through her nose, something close to a laugh but sharper. “He’s easily bribed.”
Taye smiled, but not like this was funny. She crossed half the distance to the kitchen island and rested her fingers against the edge.
“You wrote, ‘I’m terrified of being wanted in ways I can’t control.’ That stuck.”
It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t a challenge. But it landed between them with a weight Kai couldn’t sidestep.
She hated how seen she felt.
Loved it, too.
“Wasn’t planning on showing you that one,” she admitted.
“I figured,” Taye said. “But it’s honest.”
Another step closer. The air got heavier in the best way.
“Kai, you don’t have to control this. You don’t even have to know what it is yet.” Taye’s voice was velvet-wrapped steel. “But you do have to let yourself be in it.”
Kai leaned back against the counter, towel abandoned. Her fingers curled around the edge, grounding herself.
“I don’t do… this. The slow unraveling. The letting someone see me before I’ve decided I’m safe.”
“I know.” Taye’s eyes didn’t flinch. “But you are. Here. With me. You’re safe.”
The last few feet between them shrank in a heartbeat.
Taye didn’t crowd her. Didn’t cage her in. She stopped just close enough that Kai could feel the heat of her body, but not the pressure. Invitation, not demand.
Kai’s breath hitched.
“Why are you so patient with me?” she whispered.
Taye smiled, soft and devastating. “Because you’re worth it. And because I’m not in a rush. This?” She gestured between them. “This isn’t fragile. It’s just new. Let it be new.”
Silence folded itself around them again. But it wasn’t empty.
Kai could feel the thrum of her pulse in her wrists, in her throat. Could see the quiet way Taye’s chest rose and fell, steady, like an anchor.
Her fingers twitched.
She didn’t grab Taye’s hand. Not yet. But she wanted to.
Instead, she said, “Stay for tea?”
Taye’s grin was slow and sure. “I was hoping you’d ask.”
And just like that, something loosened.
Not everything.
But enough.
For tonight.
The kettle hissed to life, steam curling upward like it was in on the moment.
Kai moved through the kitchen with deliberate slowness. Not to be coy. Not to avoid. But to breathe. To keep her hands busy while her heart decided what it was brave enough to hold.
Taye didn’t press. She leaned against the counter, a mirror of Kai’s earlier stance, fingers drumming a lazy rhythm. But her eyes — they never wandered. They never rushed. They just stayed.
“I don’t usually invite people in this soon,” Kai said, sliding two mugs onto the counter. She hated how small it sounded. Like an apology for being guarded.
“I don’t usually stay this long,” Taye replied, voice smooth, cutting through her doubt. “But here we are.”
It wasn’t flirtation. Not exactly. But it was intimacy. The kind that didn’t need decoration.
Kai poured the tea, careful not to spill. Her hands weren’t shaking. Not quite.
“Do you want honey?” she asked.
Taye’s grin was quick. “I’ll take it how you make it.”
That did something dangerous to Kai’s chest.
They settled into the quiet again, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. The silence was… deliberate. Like both of them knew this wasn’t small talk space. This was the pause before the truth.
Kai slid a mug toward Taye. Their fingers didn’t touch. But it was close.
Taye sipped. Nodded approval. “You have good taste.”
“I’d hope so,” Kai said, trying for light. “I’ve had enough years to figure out what doesn’t serve me.”
Taye’s gaze softened. “And yet here you are. Still learning what does.”
The way she said it — not as an accusation, but as an observation — made Kai want to both hide and hold on.
“Is this what you do?” Kai asked, lifting her own mug. “Show up in people’s lives and gently dismantle their defences one honest conversation at a time?”
Taye’s chuckle was low and fond. “Only when they need it. Only when they deserve it.”
Kai’s throat worked around her next words. She hadn’t decided what they would be yet when Taye stepped closer.
Not all the way.
But close enough that the space between them pulsed with possibility.
“I’m not going to push you, Kai,” Taye said quietly. “But I’m also not going to pretend this isn’t happening.”
Kai set her mug down with more force than she meant to. Not in anger. In effort.
“I’m scared of this,” she admitted. “Not because of you. Because of me. Because I know how good I am at ruining good things.”
Taye’s head tilted, thoughtful. “Or maybe you’re just not used to things being built to last.”
That was it.
That was the sentence that found every cracked foundation in Kai’s soul.
Her breath left her slow.
“Stay a little longer?” she asked, voice barely above a breath.
Taye smiled — not wide, but real. “I’m right here.”
Kai reached for her hand this time.
Skin to skin, finally.
And it didn’t undo her.
It steadied her.
For a long time, they didn’t move.
Fingers tangled. Breaths evened out. The walls of the little house stopped feeling like barriers and more like arms — holding the quiet, holding the moment, holding them.
Kai had forgotten how steady silence could feel when it wasn’t filled with waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“I’m not fragile, you know,” she said, surprising herself.
“I know,” Taye replied. “But you’re allowed to be held gently anyway.”
There it was.
That soft, devastating truth that cracked Kai’s carefully constructed armor more than any grand declaration could.
No one had ever said it like that.
Not like it wasn’t about fixing her. Or tiptoeing around her. But seeing her — sharp edges and all — and choosing softness as an act of care, not caution.
The kettle whistled again, needlessly. The tea had steeped, cooled. They stayed exactly where they were.
Kai’s thumb traced the back of Taye’s hand, a simple motion, but to her, it felt like writing a new language.
Taye let her.
“You’re dangerous,” Kai murmured.
Taye’s lips quirked. “Only if you think honesty’s a threat.”
That earned a real laugh. A soft one, but full.
“You’re a lot,” Kai said.
“I’m exactly enough,” Taye corrected gently.
That — God, that — was what Kai wanted to learn for herself.
The house settled around them, the night stretching out with the quiet hum of life still moving forward.
Jr., from his claimed spot near the door, huffed dramatically. As if to say, Y’all are exhausting.
Kai shook her head, laughing under her breath. “He’s got opinions.”
“He’s got taste,” Taye shot back, standing but not letting go of Kai’s hand until the last moment.
That small squeeze — the reluctant release — sent a ripple down Kai’s spine.
“I should go,” Taye said, though her body didn’t agree. “But I’ll be back. If you want me to be.”
Kai didn’t hesitate. “I do.”
No games. No evasions.
Just truth, shared plainly in the space they’d built together.
At the door, Taye turned. “Sleep well, Kai.”
Kai smiled. “You too, Taye.”
The door clicked softly behind her.
Kai stood in the middle of her kitchen — boxes half-unpacked, life half-unraveled — and let the weight of staying settle into her bones.
For the first time in a long time, it felt like she wasn’t the only one holding it all together.
Not rescued.
Not saved.
Met.
Equal footing.
And that was more intoxicating than any whirlwind romance could ever be.
As she turned off the kitchen light, her reflection in the darkened window caught her eye.
She didn’t look different.
But something had shifted.
A little softer.
A little more sure.
She was still Kai. Mess and all.
But tonight, she wasn’t bracing for impact.
Tonight, she was choosing to stay open.
The kettle whistled one last time before she silenced it.
And somewhere in the quiet of Meadowlark, with its soft-breathing streets and too-loud crickets, the world felt just a little wider.
Tomorrow would come.
And with it, maybe, the start of something she hadn’t dared to hope for.
The hours after Taye left felt strange.
Not empty. Not lonely. But stretched—like Kai had made more room inside herself than she was used to, and now she didn’t know what to do with all that space.
She paced. Tidied boxes that didn’t need tidying. Re-folded the same blanket on the couch, pretending that the motion soothed her, even though her pulse was still tangled in the weight of Taye’s goodbye.
Jr. tracked her with lazy eyes, head resting on his paws like he’d seen this particular spiral play out before.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Kai said, flopping onto the couch. “I’m adjusting.”
He blinked. Slowly. Judgmentally.
With a groan, Kai grabbed her phone—not to scroll, not this time—but to write. Something. Anything.
She opened a blank note.
The words didn’t come right away. But then, that had never stopped her before.
What does it mean to be seen without being devoured?
Her thumbs hovered.
Is that what safe feels like?
Taye hadn’t asked for more than what Kai could give. She hadn’t reached in with expectations, hadn’t tried to mould Kai into anything softer or smaller. She’d simply… stayed. Present. Real.
That was new.
That was terrifying.
That was exactly what Kai had hoped she’d find here, under all her bravado and self-assigned exile.
Stillness.
Not stagnancy.
The kind of stillness that lets you hear your own breath and know it’s enough.
She saved the note before she could overthink it. Small win.
She didn’t hear the knock this time. Just the creak of the screen door as it swung open.
Jr.’s tail thudded once against the floor. Not alarmed. Approving.
Kai’s breath caught as footsteps echoed softly through the front hall.
“Taye?” she called out, half-standing.
But it wasn’t her.
“Relax, city girl.” A different voice this time. Warm, familiar in that neighbourly way Meadowlark had perfected. “Figured you could use a friendly face.”
It was Mrs. Donnelly from two houses down—arms full of baked goods that smelled like therapy incarnate.
“I heard the thud earlier. Assumed it was either you or the ghost of Mrs. Hargrove’s cat. Either way, figured this would help.”
Kai smiled despite herself. “That’s very kind. Thank you.”
“Not kind. Nosy. But my banana bread doesn’t judge.”
They settled into the kitchen like it was the most natural thing in the world. Small talk bloomed—nothing invasive, just the gentle stitching of community.
It grounded Kai in a way that surprised her.
She didn’t need to perform here. Just… exist.
When Mrs. Donnelly left, the house felt different again. Not emptier. Just layered now—with kindness, with presence, with the quiet understanding that maybe this little town didn’t want to smother her, after all.
By the time Kai found herself back on the couch, her phone buzzed.
A text.
Taye: Didn’t want to overstay. Regretting that now. You good?
Kai stared at the screen, thumb hovering.
She didn’t want to play it cool.
Not tonight.
Kai: I’m good. Banana bread delivery saved me. But you can come back next time without worrying about overstaying. The door’s open.
There. Simple. Honest.
The reply came faster than expected.
Taye: Noted. I’ll bring pasta next time. And better tea.
Kai smiled, tucking the phone beside her.
It was quiet again.
But not lonely.
More like an inhale—waiting.
She stood, moving to the front door, fingers trailing along the frame.
She didn’t close it.
Not all the way.
For the first time since arriving, she let the door stay ajar. Just enough to say: I’m here. I’m staying. And maybe, just maybe, I’m ready.
Jr. sighed from his corner, approving.
Kai laughed quietly, leaning against the doorframe as the night air slipped in.
Meadowlark didn’t feel like a cage tonight.
It felt like an invitation.
And this time, she wasn’t afraid to answer.
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Kai always thought quiet was the goal.
That if she could just find a place where the world wasn’t constantly demanding more—more output, more presence, more performance—then peace would follow naturally. Simple cause and effect.
But here, in this house that creaked and sighed louder than the city’s constant hum, quiet felt... different.
It didn’t hush her thoughts. It amplified them.
Jr. lay sprawled on his side, belly rising and falling with the kind of contentment Kai couldn’t fake. The porch swing shifted under her weight, a steady, arrhythmic groan that had already worked its way into her bones.
The sun was slow to set tonight, dragging golden light across the porch like it was reluctant to let go. Meadowlark had a way of making the days linger. Or maybe it was just Kai, stretching moments she wasn’t ready to finish.
She wrapped her arms around her knees, chin perched lazily atop them, watching the town breathe.
From this spot, life looked simple. Neighbours raked leaves into uneven piles. Wind chimes fussed at a gentle breeze. Somewhere down the street, a kid’s laugh pierced the stillness. It was easy to pretend that all of it—the weight she carried, the memories she hadn’t unpacked yet—was outside the perimeter of this porch.
Her phone buzzed against her thigh.
Taye:
 Still awake?
Kai didn’t reply right away. Not because she didn’t want to. But because she wanted to answer carefully. Taye had a way of asking simple questions that felt like open doors. No pressure. No expectation. Just… invitations.
She typed back:
Kai:
 Barely. You?
The reply was almost instant.
Taye:
 Better question: you up for company?
Kai smiled before she could stop herself.
Kai:
 Always.
Ten minutes later, Taye appeared—not knocking, not calling out—just appearing like the universe had set her on Kai’s doorstep.
In her arms was a small, battered record player, the kind with a built-in speaker and a personality all its own. On top, a small stack of vinyls, corners worn, sleeves soft with age.
“I figured if Meadowlark’s gonna be quiet, we might as well choose the soundtrack,” Taye said, settling the player onto the porch table.
Kai watched her work, the easy efficiency of someone who didn’t rush but also didn’t waste time. The needle dropped. A hiss. A pop. Then the slow, smoky voice of Etta James spilling into the air.
“Damn,” Kai said, leaning back. “You’re good.”
Taye’s smile was slow, pleased. “I’ve got range.”
They let the music fill the spaces neither of them rushed to occupy. This was the kind of silence Kai could live with—not empty, but shared.
“Tell me something you miss,” Taye said after a while, eyes on the horizon.
Kai’s first instinct was to deflect. Joke it away. But the question was too soft, too genuine.
“Late-night coffee shops,” she said finally. “Not the fancy ones. The grungy, twenty-four-hour joints where the coffee’s terrible but no one judges you for sitting there with a notebook at 2 a.m.”
Taye nodded, like she knew the exact kind of place.
“And you?” Kai asked.
“Rooftop patios. Not the trendy ones. The kind that barely pass inspection, where you can see the whole city stretched out and it feels like you’re floating above it all.”
Kai could picture it. The sharp contrast of city lights against the sky. The hum of distant traffic blending with too-loud conversations. The illusion of being part of something bigger, without the claustrophobia of actually being in it.
“Funny,” Taye mused, “how we both ran from noise, but still miss it.”
Kai smiled, small and wry. “Maybe we didn’t hate the noise. Maybe we just hated not having control over it.”
Taye’s gaze slid over to her, thoughtful. “So now you get to curate your own noise.”
“Curate. I like that.”
“Control freak,” Taye teased, nudging her shoulder.
Kai huffed a laugh, but didn’t deny it.
The record flipped. Jr. snored. The sky darkened, slow and indulgent.
There was something sacred in the smallness of this moment. The simplicity. It didn’t demand revelations. It didn’t expect resolutions. It just was.
Taye stretched her legs out, boot scuffing against the porch wood. “You ever think maybe peace isn’t about silence? Maybe it’s about choosing what gets to be loud.”
Kai considered that. She’d spent so long equating quiet with peace, she hadn’t stopped to think they might not be the same thing.
“Maybe that’s why this feels so… off,” she said. “I thought moving here would mute everything. But it’s just me now. No background noise to drown out my own voice.”
“Scary, huh?” Taye’s tone was light, but there was a glint of understanding in her eyes.
“Terrifying.”
They didn’t rush to fill the quiet after that. The record spun. The night wrapped around them. And for a little while, Kai allowed herself to feel the discomfort without trying to fix it.
“Thanks for this,” she said eventually, voice low. “For showing up.”
Taye’s grin was easy. “It’s what neighbours do.”
But it didn’t feel neighbourly. Not in the way Meadowlark defined it. It felt… intentional.
Like Taye had chosen this porch, this moment, on purpose.
Kai didn’t press. But a seed of possibility lodged itself quietly in her chest.
And that, she realized, was enough for tonight.
Kai had always thought of healing as loud.
As confrontation. As declarations. As dramatic therapy sessions where you left wrung out but somehow reborn.
But Meadowlark was teaching her otherwise.
Here, healing whispered. It didn’t shout. It showed up in small, persistent ways—like Jr.’s steady weight against her thigh or the way Taye never filled a silence just to avoid discomfort.
Tonight, with Taye’s footsteps faded into the hush of dusk, Kai found herself lingering on the porch swing longer than usual. The house behind her hummed with potential energy: boxes still half-packed, lists she hadn’t checked off. But none of it demanded her attention right now.
The soft breeze, the sway of the swing, the rhythm of her own breathing—these were the things that held her here.
Maybe, for once, that was enough.
Her phone buzzed against her hip, startling her from her reverie.
MOM.
Kai hesitated.
Their conversations had been strained lately. Not cold, but cautious. Like both of them were waiting for the other to say the wrong thing first.
With a sigh, she answered.
“Hey, Mom.”
“Kai, baby. You settling in alright?” Her mother’s voice was clipped, polite. A question she asked because it was expected, not because she wanted the real answer.
“As well as I can be. You know, unpacking my existential crisis one box at a time.”
A beat of silence. Then, a soft chuckle. “Still dramatic, I see.”
Kai smiled despite herself. “Wouldn’t be me if I wasn’t.”
They exchanged pleasantries—weather, work, the price of groceries—but it was all surface-level. Skating over the real stuff. The why of Kai’s move. The why of her mother’s carefully measured concern.
“I heard from Aunt Mel you’re in some tiny town now. Meadow-whatever?” her mom said.
“Meadowlark.”
“Hm. Sounds peaceful.”
“It’s… different.”
Another silence. Heavier this time.
“Well, just remember, Kai—sometimes quiet places can get loud in the wrong ways.”
Kai’s grip on the phone tightened. She knew what her mother meant. Small towns had long memories and louder gossip. But that wasn’t the kind of noise Kai feared anymore.
“I think that’s kind of the point, Mom.”
Her mother sighed, a sound heavy with history. “Just be careful where you plant your roots. Some soil looks rich but stunts you slow.”
Kai didn’t have the energy to unpack the layers in that statement tonight.
“I hear you.”
It wasn’t a dismissal, but it was an end to the conversation.
They exchanged goodnights. The line went dead.
Kai sat there, staring out into the inky stretch of her new life, the words lingering.
Careful where you plant your roots.
She got it. Her mother had spent her whole life uprooting herself before the soil could do any real damage. It was survival. Habit. But Kai wasn’t sure if that legacy fit her anymore.
Taye’s words echoed back: “Sometimes, you gotta let things break properly before you can make space for better.”
Maybe that’s what she was doing here.
Breaking properly.
Kai stood, stretching out the stiffness in her limbs. Jr. perked up, tail thudding against the porch floor.
“Come on, traitor. Let’s call it a night.”
Inside, the house was cooler. Quieter still. She flicked on the soft lamp by the couch, casting the room in a honeyed glow. The boxes seemed less imposing in this light. Less like burdens. More like possibilities.
She pulled out her laptop, fingers hovering over the keyboard.
It had been weeks since she’d written anything substantial. Meadowlark had become her excuse. “Settling in” had turned into a convenient stall tactic.
But tonight felt different.
Not urgent. But… inviting.
She opened a blank document.
Stared at it.
The cursor blinked back at her, patient.
With a deep breath, Kai began to type.
Not a masterpiece. Not a grand revelation.
Just thoughts. Fragments.
“Healing isn’t loud. It’s quiet. Relentless. The soft work. The staying work.”
The words came slow, but they came.
Outside, the town hummed its slow, forgiving song.
Kai kept typing.
A knock on the door broke her flow.
She blinked, surprised. Glanced at the time. Nearly ten.
Another knock. Gentle. Familiar.
She opened the door to find Taye standing there, two mugs in hand.
“Thought you could use a tea break. And before you judge, yes, one of these is chamomile and the other’s the ‘this-will-knock-you-out’ blend. I’ll let you gamble.”
Kai smiled, stepping aside to let her in. “You’re persistent.”
Taye shrugged, handing her a mug. “Or maybe just intuitive.”
They settled onto the couch, mugs warming their hands. The silence between them wasn’t awkward. It was lived-in now. Comfortable.
“Writing?” Taye asked, nodding at the laptop.
“Trying to.”
“Well, if you need a character reference for the town’s unofficial nosy neighbour, I’ve got stories.”
Kai laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
They talked. About nothing. About everything.
It was the kind of conversation that didn’t demand performance. The kind that let you just be.
Eventually, Taye stood, mug empty. “I’ll let you get back to your masterpiece.”
Kai followed her to the door. “Thanks. For the tea. And the quiet company.”
Taye’s smile was soft, a mirror of Kai’s own reflection earlier.
“Anytime, Kai.”
As the door clicked shut, Kai returned to her laptop.
The words came easier now.
Not because of some grand epiphany.
But because she was finally allowing herself to stay.
To be still.
To do the soft work.
And maybe, just maybe, that was enough for tonight.
The house was quiet again.
Not the hollow quiet of an empty space, but a fuller kind. A held breath.
Kai stared at the words she’d managed to wring out, her fingers idly tracing the rim of her mug. Taye’s visit had been unexpected—gentle, but grounding. Like someone putting a hand on your back without needing to push.
It left her unsettled in a way that wasn’t bad, just… unfamiliar.
Jr. snorted from his spot by the door, stretching out in a lazy sprawl. His simple contentment was enviable.
“You’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?” she murmured.
He didn’t respond, but the slow thump of his tail against the floor said enough.
Kai saved her document and closed the laptop with a soft snap. The work would still be there tomorrow. For tonight, she needed to move. To be in her body.
She padded barefoot to the kitchen, the floorboards cool beneath her feet. The space was still a work in progress—half-unpacked boxes, dishes that didn’t quite match, a fridge humming with more hope than groceries—but it was hers.
Every chipped mug, every wobbly shelf. Hers.
She filled a glass with water, sipping slowly as she leaned against the counter. The silence wasn’t suffocating now. It was… companionable. A quiet that held space for her thoughts without drowning her in them.
Her phone buzzed again. This time, a message.
Taye:
 Didn’t mean to ambush you. Just figured tea > isolation. Hope that wasn’t overstepping.
Kai’s lips curved. Overstepping. If only Taye knew how often Kai had begged, in her head, for someone to just show up without her asking. Without her having to spell out her loneliness.
Her thumbs hovered over the screen.
She could default to her usual — deflection, a joke, a polite “thanks.”
But something about tonight made her want to be honest.
Kai:
 Not overstepping. Actually… kind of perfect. Thanks for seeing me when I’m trying so hard not to be seen.
The response was instant.
Taye:
 Some of us see best in the quiet. You’ll get used to it.
Kai smiled, setting the phone down.
That was the thing, wasn’t it? The real work wasn’t in the leaving. It wasn’t even in the moving.
It was in the staying.
Staying put when her instincts screamed to run.
Staying soft when detachment felt safer.
Staying open when the world had trained her to brace for impact.
She let out a long breath, rolling her shoulders back.
The soft work.
Tomorrow would come with its chaos. She’d wake up to texts she didn’t want to answer. Bills she’d have to face. Maybe even a knock from the town’s Harvest Fest committee—because Taye had been suspiciously vague about that particular ambush.
But tonight was hers.
And in this house, this battered little haven of peeling paint and crooked porch swings, she was safe to stay.
Jr. ambled over, bumping his head against her shin with the subtlety of a bulldozer.
“Alright, alright. Bedtime it is.”
She flicked off the kitchen light, bathing the space in shadow and moonlight. The house sighed with her. Not a groan of age, but a breath of settling. Of being lived in.
In the bedroom, she pulled back the quilt—still the same one from her last apartment, still frayed at the edges. Familiar. A reminder that not everything old was a burden.
As she slid beneath its weight, her phone buzzed one last time.
Taye:
 For the record, I’m a firm believer in the “cup of tea solves everything” approach. Consider this an ongoing offer.
Kai stared at the screen, warmth blooming in her chest.
She typed back before she could overthink it.
Kai:
 Deal. But next time, I’m making the tea. Can’t have you thinking I’m entirely helpless.
The three little typing dots appeared, then paused.
No immediate reply.
But that was okay.
Some silences were answers too.
Kai set the phone on her nightstand, rolled onto her side, and let the soft hum of Meadowlark’s night-song pull her under.
Staying was a skill.
One she was finally ready to learn.
The next morning was a quiet defiance of the chaos Kai had braced for.
No urgent emails. No passive-aggressive texts from people who’d only noticed her absence now that it was convenient for them. Just the soft glow of a Meadowlark sunrise pushing through the blinds, dust motes dancing in golden slants across her bedroom floor.
Jr. was the first to stir, a low huff of breath signalling that yes, in fact, it was time to start the day. He stretched long and slow, the picture of indulgent contentment, before trotting to her side of the bed with expectation in his eyes.
“Fine,” Kai muttered, swinging her legs over the side of the mattress. The floor was cold. Grounding. Real.
In the kitchen, she moved through the motions of making coffee with the reverence of someone anchoring themselves. Each step deliberate. Measured. A meditation disguised as a morning routine.
She caught herself glancing at her phone more than once.
Waiting.
Not for a specific message, but for that subtle thread of connection Taye had spun between them last night. She wasn’t used to wanting more from someone who’d seen her mess and stayed anyway.
It was unsettling. And thrilling.
The knock at the door startled her—but only because it wasn’t a text.
Taye stood there, leaning casually against the frame, holding two cups of coffee like it was the most natural thing in the world.
“Morning,” she said, that half-grin firmly in place. “I figured I owed you a rematch. Tea’s good and all, but coffee’s where the real truths come out.”
Kai blinked, then laughed—soft, unguarded.
“You’re relentless.”
“Persistent. With good taste,” Taye corrected, handing over a cup. “Besides, you made it clear last night you’re a hands-on learner. So consider this part of your Meadowlark immersion.”
Kai stepped aside, waving her in. “You’re a menace.”
“Guilty,” Taye said, toeing off her boots and making herself at home with the ease of someone who understood the sacredness of slow mornings.
They settled at the small kitchen table—still slightly wobbly, still flanked by boxes masquerading as furniture.
Conversation meandered.
Not the rapid-fire interrogation of city acquaintances trying to network. No, this was softer. Curved at the edges. Taye asked questions not to fill silence, but to understand. And Kai found herself answering in ways that felt less like performance and more like unveiling.
Her favourite book wasn’t some high-brow literary piece, but a dog-eared poetry collection that had seen her through every heartbreak.
She hated cilantro. Loved thunderstorms. Found peace in the smell of old libraries.
Each small truth felt like placing a stone in a foundation they were quietly building together.
Jr. thudded his tail against the floor in approval.
“You ever let yourself rest?” Taye asked, not unkindly, but with that quiet insight that made Kai feel entirely too seen.
“Define rest,” Kai deflected, taking a sip of coffee that suddenly felt like a shield.
“Not doing nothing. Just… not trying to outrun yourself.”
Kai exhaled slowly, fingers curling around the warmth of her mug. “I’m learning.”
Taye nodded. “Good. This town’ll teach you. Whether you like it or not.”
For a moment, the weight of unspoken things hung between them. But it wasn’t heavy. Just… present.
As if they both knew there was more to say, but respected the art of timing.
“You should come by the garden this weekend,” Taye offered, casual but not careless. “It’s not fancy. But it’s real. Helps keep the noise down.”
Kai considered it.
Not just the invitation, but what accepting it would mean.
Saying yes to Taye wasn’t just about pulling weeds or small-town niceties.
It was about staying. About planting roots, even if tentatively.
“Okay,” she said finally. “I’ll come.”
Taye’s smile wasn’t triumphant. It was warm. Steady.
A simple good that settled somewhere deep in Kai’s chest.
The rest of the morning unfolded in that same gentle rhythm. No grand declarations. No forced intimacy.
Just the quiet miracle of being known, piece by piece.
And for Kai, that was more than enough.
For now.
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The invitation had been casual—almost careless, the way Taye had said it. “You should come by the garden this weekend.”

 No pressure. No grand event. Just a sentence dropped gently between coffee and silence.
But it lingered.
Kai found herself circling it in her mind the same way she circled unopened mail on the counter—she wasn’t ignoring it, she just hadn’t decided how to open it yet.
She hadn’t promised anything. But Saturday came anyway.
The sky was that kind of soft grey that never really committed to rain. Jr. padded lazily behind her as she tugged on an old hoodie and the cleanest pair of jeans she could find without fully doing laundry. She stood in front of the mirror longer than necessary, debating if she looked “garden casual” or “I’ve clearly never touched soil in my life.”
Eventually, she sighed, shoved her phone in her back pocket, and walked out the door before she could talk herself down.
Meadowlark’s streets were quiet, but not still. Kids on bikes zipped past her like they were being chased by joy itself. A couple walked hand in hand, arguing softly about paint colours. It wasn’t the kind of quiet that asked her to shrink. It was the kind that made room.
She found the garden tucked behind a crooked chain-link fence, the kind that squeaked in a way that felt intentional. The space was smaller than she imagined, bordered by raised beds and half-forgotten tools leaning like old men against the shed.
Taye was already there—of course she was—crouched near a bed of leafy greens, gloved hands moving with the confidence of someone who knew dirt and wasn’t afraid of it.
She looked up and grinned, like she’d known Kai would come even if Kai hadn’t.
“You made it,” she said, standing and brushing her hands on her thighs. “Didn’t bring gloves, did you?”
Kai shook her head, slightly breathless. “Is that like, a dealbreaker?”
Taye handed her an extra pair. “Nah. Just means you’re working with the beginner set.”
The gloves were worn, soft at the fingertips. Used. Lived-in. Like everything else in this town, they didn’t apologize for their history.
Kai followed her to a small plot that looked... confused. Like it hadn’t decided what it wanted to be yet.
“This one’s yours,” Taye said, not quite a question.
Kai blinked. “Mine?”
“Every new pair of hands gets a bed. You don’t have to commit long-term. But while you’re here, you might as well grow something.”
Kai stared down at the soil. It was dark and knotted with roots. The kind of dirt that looked like it had stories.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she said.
Taye smiled. “That’s the point.”
They worked in companionable silence. Taye occasionally pointed out what was a weed, what was a seedling, what was wild and useful. Kai tried not to kill anything on accident.
Sweat pooled at the base of her neck. Her knees cracked when she stood too fast. But somehow, it felt… good. Not like penance. Like presence.
At one point, she paused, resting her forearms on the edge of the bed.
“This is harder than I thought,” she admitted.
Taye was a few feet away, trimming back a stubborn vine. “Growing anything worth having usually is.”
Kai didn’t respond right away. Her fingers played with a loose thread at the hem of her sleeve.
“Did you always live here?” she asked finally.
Taye shook her head. “Moved back a few years ago. Thought I needed to fix some things.”
“Did you?”
“Some. Others fixed themselves when I stopped micromanaging the pain.”
Kai laughed—low, surprised. “That’s… accurate.”
“Yeah, well,” Taye said, standing to stretch, “I’ve got scars and a therapist to thank for that one.”
They both laughed then, and it felt like exhaling something old.
A rustle behind them made Kai turn. An older man with a worn straw hat ambled past, nodding in their direction. Taye greeted him by name. Kai smiled politely.
“He’ll forget your name until you bring him tomatoes. Then you’re family,” Taye said.
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
They worked a while longer. Not talking constantly. Just being in the same space. Kai didn’t realize how rare that was—being with someone who didn’t need to fill the air with words.
Eventually, Taye leaned against the fence, sipping from a water bottle she pulled from a battered cooler. She offered it to Kai.
“Tell me something else,” she said.
Kai raised an eyebrow. “You’re gonna have to narrow that down.”
“Something you’ve never said out loud.”
The question landed like a stone in a still pond.
Kai didn’t answer right away. She sat beside Taye, feeling the sun on her face, the dirt under her nails, the weight of the question in her chest.
“I don’t know who I am when I’m not useful to other people,” she said finally.
Taye nodded, like she’d heard that one before. Maybe even said it herself once.
“Then maybe that’s what this garden is for,” she said. “Grow something just for you.”
Kai stared at the half-cleared plot. It didn’t look like much.
But maybe it didn’t have to. Not yet.
The garden stayed under Kai’s nails for days.
She washed her hands, scrubbed them even—but the dirt lingered. In the creases of her palms. In the way her arms moved more slowly, more intentionally. Like her body remembered what it meant to move without urgency.
There wasn’t a grand shift after that Saturday. No sudden peace. No revelation. But there was... ease. Just a little.
She found herself thinking of the garden bed like it was a part of her house—like something waiting to be shaped, not avoided. Every time she walked past the window, she wondered if anything had sprouted yet. Wondered if it would surprise her the way things sometimes did when left alone to grow.
By midweek, she’d started keeping her gloves near the door.
Not because she’d planned to use them. Just... in case.

Taye hadn’t texted since that morning. No daily check-ins. No random porch drop-ins. But she was there—in the slow undercurrent of Kai’s thoughts. Not in a distracting way. Just... steady. Present even in absence.
Kai found herself wanting to text. To say something light. Or maybe to ask a question she didn’t know how to shape yet.
Instead, she opened her laptop and returned to her document. The one she’d left hanging after the tea, the porch, the laughter that didn’t feel like deflection.
She typed:
“Maybe healing isn’t what happens after the breaking.
 Maybe it’s what you do with the broken pieces when no one is looking.”
Then stopped.
Deleted it.
Wrote it again.
Sometimes the same truth had to be written twice before it stuck.
On Thursday, a knock came that wasn’t Taye.
Kai opened the door to find a tall woman in her sixties with a clipboard, wearing a visor that had clearly seen several decades of community service.
“Hi honey,” the woman said, as if she’d known Kai forever. “I’m Carol. I live four houses down. Welcome to Meadowlark.”
Kai blinked, slowly. “Uh... thanks?”
“We’re just doing a little community check-in—seeing who’s new, who’s still alive, who wants to help out with the fundraiser.”
There it was. The moment.
The small town test.
Kai smiled politely. “I’m not sure I’m really—”
“Don’t worry,” Carol said, already writing something down. “We’ve got you penciled in for the pie table. No pressure, though.”
Then she turned and left, as swiftly as she’d arrived, trailing floral perfume and authority.
Kai stood in the doorway for a full thirty seconds, processing.
Jr. let out a bark from the couch.
“Exactly,” she muttered. “What just happened?”
She considered texting Taye. “Did you send Carol as some kind of initiation?”
But she didn’t. She didn’t want to look ungrateful.
She closed the door, looked down at her hands.
Still dirt under her nails.
By Friday, the tension had crept back into her shoulders like an old friend.
Not because anything was wrong.
But because things were still.
Still was unfamiliar. Still made space for things to echo.
That evening, she returned to the garden uninvited.
She told herself it was to check on her plot. To water the soil. Maybe to pull a few weeds.
But she knew better.
Taye was there again—back turned, hoodie tied around her waist, humming under her breath as she sifted compost.
“Twice in one week?” she called over her shoulder without turning. “You trying to make this a habit?”
Kai shrugged. “Could say the same about you.”
Taye turned, grinning. “Touché.”
They moved around each other with practiced ease now—glances that didn’t linger too long, silence that didn’t strain.
Kai knelt beside her bed and traced the soil with one finger. A sprout had appeared. Tiny. Vulnerable. But alive.
She hadn’t expected it so soon.
Taye caught her staring. “That’s spinach. Grows fast when it’s got the right conditions.”
Kai nodded, almost reverently. “I didn’t do anything.”
“Exactly.”
They kept working.
Eventually, Taye said, “Carol get to you yet?”
Kai snorted. “Is that what that was?”
Taye laughed. “She means well. But yeah—once you get Carol’d, you’re officially a local.”
Kai shook her head. “She signed me up for the pie table.”
“She signs everyone up for the pie table. Don’t show weakness.”
They laughed.
Then it faded.
Taye’s voice softened. “You okay?”
Kai hesitated.
She could deflect.
She could joke.
Instead, she looked at the dirt on her gloves and said, “I keep waiting for it to feel like I belong here. But most days, it just feels like I’m rehearsing for a version of me that might not exist yet.”
Taye was quiet for a beat. Then: “Maybe you’re not rehearsing. Maybe you’re just remembering.”
Kai blinked. “Remembering what?”
“Who you were before everyone told you what kind of woman you had to be.”
The words hit like gospel. Like breath.
She didn’t respond. Not because she didn’t have anything to say—but because she wasn’t ready to say it out loud.
Not yet.


That night, Kai dreamed in colour.
Not vivid. Not cinematic. Just real. Hands in soil. A porch lit golden. Laughter she could feel in her ribs.
She woke before sunrise.
Made coffee barefoot.
Didn’t check her phone.
Instead, she sat at the table and wrote.
Nothing profound. Nothing planned.
Just… her.
A memory from college. A story her aunt used to tell. A thought she hadn’t dared put to paper since leaving the city:
“What if home isn’t a place or a person?
 What if it’s a permission slip you write for yourself?”
She wrote it. Reread it.
Didn’t delete it this time.
Later, when the town started to stir, she texted Taye.
Kai:
 Still on for the garden this weekend?
Taye:
 Only if you’re bringing the chaos.
Kai:
 Wouldn’t dream of it.
Taye:
 Liar.
Kai smiled.
Maybe this didn’t need to be anything bigger than what it was.
Two women.
Some dirt.
Some tea.
And a slow, stubborn kind of peace finding its way into the cracks.

The next morning, Kai lingered in bed longer than usual—not from exhaustion, but from unfamiliar calm. The kind that didn’t press her with panic or guilt. The kind she still didn’t trust.
The light in the room was soft and scattered, filtering through blinds like it knew not to disturb. Jr. had somehow managed to wriggle himself halfway under the bed, only his back paws visible. A quiet thump of his tail told her he was awake, but just as unwilling to move.
She lay there, breathing into the stillness. No soundtrack. No mental to-do list hammering behind her eyelids. Just breath, and the low, rhythmic hum of the fridge down the hall. The sound had annoyed her when she’d first moved in—too loud for such a quiet place—but lately, she found it comforting. Proof the house was holding her. Doing what it needed to, without asking anything in return.
Eventually, she swung her legs over the side and padded to the kitchen, her phone untouched, her hair wild with sleep. The kettle hissed softly as it heated, and she let her fingers curl around the chipped handle of her favourite mug. It wasn’t beautiful. But it was hers.
She poured the water, stirred the honey, and stared out the window above the sink. Her garden plot wasn’t visible from here, but she imagined it—the tiny green leaf, the messy soil, the promise of growth that didn’t need her constant attention. That didn’t require her to hustle to prove she was worthy of it.
She sipped slowly.
Later that afternoon, she walked to the garden again. Not to meet Taye. Not for any reason, really.
She just… wanted to be there.
She brought her notebook this time. The one she hadn’t written in since the move. It still smelled faintly of old coffee and city life. The pages near the back were curled from a time she’d left it out in the rain on her old apartment balcony. She smiled at the memory—annoying, chaotic, hers.
The garden was quiet, but not empty.
Ms. Dolores from the next street over was trimming lavender. Her sun hat was bigger than her torso, and her humming could probably be heard two plots away. She nodded at Kai but didn’t ask questions. Didn’t poke.
Kai appreciated that.
She settled at her plot and knelt, brushing the soil with her fingers. The spinach leaf was still there—larger now. Braver. A few more green hints showed themselves nearby, tentative but sure. She wrote that down.
“Even when I’m not looking, some part of me keeps trying.”
She wrote for twenty minutes without pause.
Nothing polished. Nothing she’d want to read out loud.
Just her.
At one point, she paused, aware of footsteps behind her.
Taye’s voice came softly: “Didn’t mean to sneak up.”
Kai didn’t turn around right away. “You didn’t.”
She felt the moment settle between them, then looked over her shoulder.
Taye held a glass jar with clippings inside—parsley, maybe. Her fingers were stained with green and soil, her face flushed with sun.
“You look good like that,” Kai said, before thinking.
Taye blinked. “Like what?”
“Here. Doing something for yourself.”
Taye smiled slowly. “You do too.”
They stood there for a moment, neither rushing to fill the silence. The wind moved through the garden like it had somewhere to be. The sky was starting to shift into that gold-streaked pre-evening softness.
Kai gestured to the open notebook. “Been a while.”
Taye sat beside her on the grass, legs stretched out, back propped against the garden bed. “How’d it feel?”
Kai looked down at the page. Her handwriting was uneven, slanted from the angle she’d been leaning.
“Like a voice I almost forgot I had.”
Taye didn’t respond right away. Just picked up a small stick and twirled it between her fingers. “You ever think maybe the version of you that wrote before isn’t the one who needs to write now?”
Kai glanced at her. “Say more.”
“I mean… what if you’re trying to return to something that doesn’t fit anymore? Maybe you don’t need to get back to who you were. Maybe you need to write from who you’re becoming now.”
Kai didn’t flinch at the word “becoming” this time.
She just nodded slowly.
“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe I just need to write like nobody’s going to read it.”
Taye’s eyes met hers then, steady and kind. “I’d read it. But only if you wanted me to.”
It was such a small sentence. But it wrapped itself around something tender in Kai’s chest.
Choice.
That’s what this was. Not pressure. Not expectation.
Just space.
They sat there until the sky turned pink.
Kai didn’t rush to fill the time with more writing.
Taye didn’t leave early or stay too long.
Eventually, they both stood, dusted off, and parted ways without fanfare.
But as Kai walked back toward her house, notebook in hand and earth under her nails, she knew something had shifted.
Not everything. Not loudly.
But enough.
Kai got home just before the sky tipped fully into night.
The house felt cooler than when she’d left it, the kind of quiet that welcomed rather than waited. She left her gloves by the door, toed off her shoes, and poured herself a glass of water without thinking. Her hands smelled like basil and dirt, and she didn’t rush to wash them.
She carried her notebook to the porch and sat down cross-legged on the swing, Jr. nudging his nose against her ankle before curling up nearby.
She didn’t open the notebook. Didn’t need to tonight. The words would wait.
Instead, she looked out across the sleepy street, letting her eyes follow the soft rhythm of porch lights flicking on, one by one. Small, unspoken rituals. People winding down. Or maybe just waking up to their own stillness.
She could feel her own ritual forming.
This porch.
This swing.
These slow evenings where nothing dramatic happened, and yet she felt… more herself by the time they ended.
Kai leaned back against the slats and let her head tilt toward the sky.
The stars weren’t sharp yet. Just hints. But she liked them that way—blurry and unfinished, like maybe they were still deciding whether to show up tonight.
She took a deep breath and held it for a second longer than usual.
Not to steady herself.
Not to disappear.
Just to notice.
Somewhere in her, a thought whispered:
Maybe this isn’t where the story ends. Maybe it’s just where I stop running long enough to write it differently.
She smiled, small and private.
Not a breakthrough. Not a climax.
Just a quiet landing.
And for tonight, that was enough.

Just a quiet landing.
 And for tonight, that was enough.
Jr. let out a soft sigh, the kind that sounded suspiciously like agreement.
 Kai glanced over at him and chuckled, her voice barely more than a whisper.
 “Yeah,” she said. “I think we might be okay here.”

 She didn’t mean forever.

 Just… here.

 Now.

 Still.



[bookmark: _ov47g0xxrb4v]
[bookmark: _2w12cjp8zcre]Chapter 11: Taye, Uncut

It happened so fast Kai almost didn’t realize what she’d done.
She was chopping herbs for dinner—nothing serious, just something simple and warm. The kind of meal she hadn’t bothered making for herself in months. Taye was curled up on the couch, one leg tucked under the other, flipping through one of Kai’s old poetry collections. Jr. snored softly on the rug, stretched out like he paid rent.
The windows were open. The breeze was easy. Everything about the evening felt soft. Familiar.
And then Kai’s hand slipped.
A sharp sting tore through her finger as the knife caught skin instead of parsley. Blood welled immediately, red and rude against the pale green cutting board.
“Damn it!” she hissed, louder than she meant to.
The word cracked through the air like it didn’t belong to the room.
Taye flinched.
Not a little flinch. Not just a head turn.
A full-body twitch. Shoulders pulled in. Eyes wide for half a second too long. One hand halfway to her chest like she had to brace for something that never came.
It was instinct. Immediate. Unfiltered.
And it said everything.
Kai froze, pain forgotten.
“I—sorry,” she said, quieter now. “I didn’t mean to—”
Taye was already standing, the poetry book closed too quickly, like she needed to do something, move, reset the moment.
“You okay?” Taye asked, her voice too even.
Kai held up her hand. “Just a cut. Nothing deep.”
Taye nodded, walked to the sink, grabbed a clean towel, and handed it over. Her hands were steady. But her eyes were far.
Kai took the towel, wrapping it slowly around her finger. “You okay?”
Taye blinked. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”
And there it was—the shut door in Taye’s voice. Smooth. Measured. Rehearsed.
Kai didn’t push. But she didn’t let it slide either.
“You flinched.”
Taye’s jaw tightened. She picked up the knife and rinsed it without meeting Kai’s gaze.
“I wasn’t expecting it,” she said simply.
Kai didn’t speak. Just watched her.
Taye dried the blade, placed it gently beside the cutting board, and finally looked up. Her face was neutral. But her eyes… her eyes had gone somewhere else.
“My dad,” she said, voice soft now, like it wasn’t meant to be spoken aloud. “He had a temper. Not the kind that built up. The kind that just... erupted. No warning. No reason. Just boom. Loud, fast, everywhere.”
Kai stayed still.
Taye continued, almost absently. “I learned early to listen for the shift. In his voice. His footsteps. The way he’d clear his throat. The pause before the rage. You get good at noticing when the room changes.”
She gave a small laugh. No joy in it.
“So when people raise their voice—anyone, really—my body... reacts. Even when I know I’m not in danger.”
Kai felt something move in her chest. A mix of guilt and gratitude and tenderness so heavy it ached.
“I wasn’t angry at you,” she said.
“I know.” Taye looked at her. “My body doesn’t.”
There was no accusation in her tone. No blame.
Just truth.
Raw and uncoated.
Kai moved slowly, rinsed her finger under the tap, then leaned back against the counter. “I didn’t grow up with that. My house was quiet in a different way. Cold. Measured. Everything unsaid. You could burn alive and my mom would ask if you were being dramatic.”
Taye’s lips twitched. “That’s a different kind of violence.”
Kai nodded. “Yeah. Sometimes I think silence cuts deeper. You bleed inside and call it resilience.”
They stood there. The room settling around them again.
Not awkward now—just different. More exposed. More real.
Kai dried her hand, pulled out two mismatched mugs, and filled them with hot water, the kettle having gone off sometime during the moment.
She passed one to Taye without a word.
Taye took it. Fingers brushing. A longer glance this time.
And when they sat, they didn’t talk right away.
There was nothing to fix. Nothing to smooth.
Just two women learning how to hold space for the parts of each other they hadn’t been ready to share—until they did.
They didn’t talk about it the next day.
Not the flinch. Not the scar beneath the silence. Not the way the energy in the room had shifted, then settled again like dust around something newly unearthed.
Taye still came over.
She still took her place on the couch like it had always been hers. Jr. still laid his head across her foot like he knew where the safest presence in the room was.
And Kai let it be.
She didn’t poke at the soft spot. She didn’t ask for more. But she noticed everything now.
Not just the words, but the spaces between them. The way Taye’s hands always seemed to find something to do—peeling labels off jars, straightening the edges of Kai’s coffee table books, smoothing nonexistent wrinkles from her jeans. Busy hands. Still body.
And she remembered the scar.
She had clocked it weeks ago, in that unspoken, automatic way women notice each other’s shifts and shadows.
It was just under Taye’s collarbone, barely the length of a thumb, pale and slightly raised. She’d caught a glimpse of it when Taye had tugged her hoodie off too quickly one afternoon and immediately adjusted her neckline like she hadn’t meant to show anything.
Kai hadn’t said a word. But the image stuck.
She hadn’t known what it was then.
Now she wasn’t sure she wanted to.
But it lived in her memory anyway—like something she hadn’t earned the right to hold, but held carefully all the same.

They were in the backyard two days later, fiddling with the stubborn hose connection that always leaked no matter how tight you twisted it. Taye was kneeling beside the spigot, sleeves rolled up, brow furrowed in quiet war with rust and water pressure.
Kai stood beside her, waiting with the replacement nozzle.
“I swear this hose is possessed,” Taye muttered.
Kai leaned down to pass her the part, but Taye didn’t reach for it in time—and Kai’s hand brushed her side as she moved in closer, instinctively steadying herself on the edge of Taye’s ribs.
Just a touch.
Skin against skin, through the edge of a rolled-up shirt.
And there it was.
A second scar.
Longer than the first. Fainter. Jagged, like something healed over uneven ground.
Kai’s fingers recoiled the moment she felt it—not out of disgust, but reverence. Like she’d touched something sacred.
Taye stilled.
Not in fear.
Not even in surprise.
Just… stillness. Weighted. Waiting.
Kai didn’t apologize. Didn’t draw attention to the moment.
But she handed the nozzle over slowly, eyes on Taye’s hands.
Taye took it. Kept her head down. Said nothing.
But the air between them changed.
Not like it had the night of the flinch. That had felt like a crack.
This felt like an opening.
Later, they sat on the back steps, drinking iced tea from old mason jars like they were trying on a small-town aesthetic just for fun. Jr. chased a moth in lazy loops across the grass, uninterested in actually catching it.
The sun was warm on Kai’s thighs. The silence was companionable again, but not weightless.
She glanced over at Taye.
“You don’t have to explain anything,” she said, voice steady.
Taye didn’t look at her. Just nodded once.
But then—after a long breath—she said, “It’s from a window.”
Kai blinked.
Taye continued, slow and even. “The one on my rib. It’s from a window. He pushed me. I hit the frame. Glass broke. The scar stayed.”
Kai’s fingers tightened slightly around her glass. Not from shock, but from the ache of recognition. The quiet fury of knowing someone had once treated this steady, sacred woman like she was disposable.
“And the one here?” Kai asked gently, tapping just below her own collarbone.
Taye smiled—sad and small. “That one’s mine. I gave it to myself. First year out. I thought pain meant I was still in control.”
They didn’t speak after that. There was nothing else that needed to be said.
The light shifted. The yard grew softer. The ice melted into the quiet between them.
And Kai reached out—not to hold, not to fix.
Just to let her fingertips rest, briefly, against the edge of Taye’s hand.
An anchor.
A “you don’t have to carry that alone.”
Taye didn’t pull away.
She didn’t speak.
But she laced her fingers through Kai’s anyway.

Kai didn’t bring it up again.
The scar. The story. The way Taye’s voice had wrapped around it like it was something both sharp and sacred.
She didn’t mention the hand-holding either. How it had lasted longer than necessary but somehow not long enough. How Taye’s fingers had stayed curled around hers like muscle memory, not decision.
Instead, she let the air between them settle. She let it breathe.
Because some things, once spoken, don’t need to echo. They just exist now—in the space, in the gestures, in the way you shift slightly to accommodate someone else's wound without announcing it.
A few days passed, soft and uneventful.
Taye didn’t retreat—but she was quieter. Not distant, just... intentional. As if she was checking herself in the mirror before entering every moment. Not out of shame, but out of practice. Like vulnerability was a new jacket she hadn’t broken in yet.
And Kai didn’t push.
She noticed, instead.
How Taye sat with her body turned slightly inward now, like she was protecting something. How she smiled more with her eyes than her mouth. How her voice dropped a fraction when she asked questions that weren’t really about what they were talking about.
“Do you like it here?”
 “Do you feel like yourself lately?”
 “What does quiet sound like to you now?”
Not surface questions.
Not casual.
But she asked them like she didn’t need the answers all at once. Like she just wanted to leave them there for Kai to pick up when she was ready.
It was Tuesday when Kai realized she was starting to move around Taye differently.
Not performing.
But aware.
Like someone learning the layout of a house in the dark. Careful. Considerate. Not afraid—just respecting where the furniture lived.
They were back at the kitchen counter, prepping lunch together like it had become routine. Taye was slicing tomatoes. Kai was layering bread with hummus and cucumbers. Jr. was underfoot, convinced he deserved a slice of cheddar for his emotional support duties.
Kai reached over to grab the pepper grinder, and her arm brushed Taye’s shoulder.
Nothing sharp. Just contact.
Taye didn’t flinch.
She looked up. Met Kai’s eyes. Held them.
Kai held her breath—not because she was scared, but because she felt the moment.
It passed.
But not without something being exchanged.
That night, as Kai sat on the porch alone—Taye already gone, the light of the day winding down into soft gold—she pulled out her notebook and started to write. Not for clarity. Not even for processing. Just to get the moment down before it shifted into memory.
“There’s a different kind of love in just staying. In holding your shape while someone tells you where they cracked.
 There’s a kind of love that doesn’t ask for explanation. Just presence. Just ease. Just: I see it. I won’t run.”
She paused, fingers hovering over the page.
Then she wrote:
“She held my hand. That’s it. That’s the story.”
Later that week, Taye brought over oranges from the community tree behind the library. They peeled them together in silence, juice sticking to their fingers, the room smelling like sun and childhood.
Taye didn’t mention the scar. Didn’t talk about the memory.
But when Kai passed her a napkin, their fingers touched again—and this time, Taye didn’t just let it happen.
She leaned into it.
Slightly.
But enough.
And that was all the proof Kai needed: that some healing doesn’t happen in words or apologies.
Some healing is just a yes to staying. A yes to touch. A yes to being seen—and letting it matter.
After Taye left that night, the house didn’t feel empty.
It felt held.
The kind of quiet that didn’t echo, didn’t ache. Just stayed. Like a breath someone hadn’t fully let out yet.
Kai moved through the space slowly, touching things she normally ignored. The folded towel on the back of a chair. The mug Taye had used—still warm. The light over the sink, flickering faintly like it wasn’t sure whether to stay on.
She didn’t rush to wash the dishes.
She didn’t reach for music.
She just stood in it—the stillness, the knowing, the after.
There was something sacred about carrying someone’s truth.
Not parading it. Not dissecting it. Just... holding it.
Taye hadn’t asked her to protect anything. She hadn’t wrapped her vulnerability in a bow or tried to make it easier to digest.
She’d just let it live in the room.
And Kai, for maybe the first time in her life, had not tried to fix it.
She’d stayed. Steady.
That was new for her.
She was used to running into people’s wounds with answers. With jokes. With offers to be the bandaid, the buffer, the balm. This time, she hadn’t reached for anything.
And Taye had stayed, too.
Kai walked through the kitchen, slowly rinsing their glasses, placing them upside down on the drying mat.
Her hand brushed the edge of Taye’s hoodie—left on the back of the chair again, casually, like she knew she’d be back for it.
Kai ran her thumb across the shoulder seam. The fabric was soft with wear, the kind of softness that only came from being worn during hard seasons.
She folded it carefully, like it mattered.
Because it did.
She ended up back on the porch, notebook balanced on her knees, pen uncapped but idle.
She didn’t write immediately.
Instead, she let her eyes trace the horizon. Meadowlark wasn’t quiet tonight—somewhere a dog barked like it had something to prove, and wind chimes fought the breeze with everything they had.
Still, the peace was in her chest, not the air.
She thought about the way Taye had looked when she spoke about the scars. Not broken. Not ashamed. Just... honest.
There was a beauty in that kind of admission. Not performative vulnerability, not curated softness—but the kind of truth that didn’t need to be explained.
Kai flipped a page and began to write.
“Some people hand you their stories like open wounds. Others leave them folded between their silences, waiting to see if you’ll read them without being told.”
She paused.
Then wrote:
“She didn’t need me to understand. Just to stay. So I did.”

Later, she brewed tea just for herself.
She poured two mugs out of habit, then laughed softly, pouring one back into the pot. It wasn’t sad. Just muscle memory.
She held the remaining mug between both hands and stood at the window, watching the moon carve out space between the clouds.
Her phone buzzed on the counter.
It was Taye.
Left my hoodie on purpose. It’s collateral. Now I have to come back.
Kai smiled, wide and slow.
She typed back:
Crafty.
A moment passed.
Then another buzz.
Thank you. For not asking me to explain it twice.
Kai stared at the message longer than she meant to.
Then typed:
Thank you. For not pretending it didn’t matter.
The dots blinked, then vanished.
No reply.
And that was fine.
Some silences didn’t ask to be filled.
When she finally climbed into bed, the sheets still smelled faintly like fresh laundry and eucalyptus.
She curled on her side, hand resting near the folded hoodie on the nightstand.
She didn’t know what came next.
She didn’t need to.
Tonight, someone had told the truth and stayed in the room.
And Kai had stayed, too.
And that, she knew, was more than enough.
It wasn’t until the next morning, when Kai was rinsing her coffee mug and watching the light shift through the kitchen window, that it hit her:
She hadn’t told Taye anything real about herself.
Not like that. Not from the bone.
Taye had spoken her hurt with a stillness that came from years of practicing survival. She hadn’t decorated it. She hadn’t demanded anything in return.
And Kai?
Kai had nodded. Listened. Stayed.
But she’d said nothing.
She thought back to all the times someone had asked how she was doing and she’d answered in metaphors, jokes, distractions.
She’d built her silence out of style. Disguised it as strength. Convinced herself that naming the ache would give it too much power.
But now, Taye’s scars lived in her memory like pages dog-eared by accident. And her own? She hadn’t even tried to open them.
She sat at the kitchen table, notebook in front of her, pen pressed against her palm.
For a moment, she didn’t write.
She just whispered into the space, like a prayer:
“I’m scared of being seen.”
The words hung there, suspended.
Then she wrote them down.
“I’ve always performed vulnerability like a poem — rehearsed, rhythmic, beautiful. But Taye didn’t give me a performance. She gave me a page torn from the middle of a chapter. The part with the crying. The silence. The twitch. The bruises that healed crooked.
 And I sat there and nodded, as if that was enough.
 But I never told her that I’m scared too.
 That when I say I’m tired, I mean I’m afraid of becoming my mother’s silence.
 That when I laugh at myself, it’s often to stop the tears before they hit my throat.
 That sometimes I don’t write because I’m afraid the page will tell the truth before I’m ready to live it.
 And I don’t know what to do with that.
 Except sit with it.
 And stay.
 Like she did.”
She closed the notebook gently.
No masterpiece. Just truth.
And for the first time in a long time, it didn’t feel like the beginning of something.
It felt like the middle.
Right where she was supposed to be.



[bookmark: _yh1m2io6jofq]Chapter 12 – The Quiet Drift 
Kai didn’t mean to pull away. That’s the part no one really tells you about emotional withdrawal — sometimes it isn’t loud. It’s not slamming doors or silence that echoes like a punishment. Sometimes it’s soft. Barely there. A hesitation in the hands. A breath taken a little too late. A pause that wasn’t there before.
She had held Taye's story like it was glass. Listened to her speak the unspoken with a voice that was steady but fraying at the edges. And then… Kai had nodded. Wrapped her arms around her. Stayed the night.
And somewhere between the way she kissed Taye’s forehead and the way the sun rose the next morning, Kai had started retreating.
Not because she wanted to.
 Because she wasn’t ready.
It came in the form of unfinished texts. Not left on read — just never sent at all. It came in the way she stopped calling on her way home, the phone resting in her lap while music filled the silence instead. It came in how she reread Taye’s last voice note three times, but never replied.
None of it was cruel. But all of it added up.
She didn’t know how to explain the ache in her chest when she thought about holding someone else’s wounds too close to her own. It wasn’t Taye’s fault. It wasn’t even a warning sign. It was just… a truth Kai hadn’t wanted to admit.
She was scared.
And fear had a funny way of dressing itself up like distance. Like she was just busy. Just tired. Just thinking.
But Kai was thinking — too much.
The first Monday after Taye had opened up, Kai stayed late at work for no reason. She found small things to do — filing old reports, organizing her desktop, responding to emails she usually ignored.
When her coworker asked if she was okay, Kai smiled.
“Yeah. Just catching up.”
But catching up with what? She was lying to them. More than that, she was lying to herself. Because what she really didn’t want to catch up with was how seen she felt when Taye told her the truth.
Taye’s pain had been vulnerable. Honest. It hadn't been crafted to impress or manipulate. It was raw and real and placed gently at Kai’s feet, like a trust offering.
And Kai had been the one to wrap it in softness — but now she didn’t know where to put it.

Tuesday morning came with light rain and the kind of grey that made Kai want to stay in bed. She made tea instead of coffee. Sat on her windowsill with a blanket around her shoulders, ignoring the stack of books she'd been meaning to read. The words wouldn’t land anyway.
Her phone buzzed. A text from Taye.
Taye:
 You okay today? Just thinking about you. No pressure to reply. Just here.
Kai stared at the screen.
She typed:
 Yeah, just a bit foggy. Rain always makes me want to hide lol.
Then deleted it.
She tried again:
 Thanks for checking in. I’m okay, just catching up on work.
Deleted that too.
Eventually, she locked the phone and let the screen go dark.
She didn’t know what to say. Or maybe she did and just didn’t want to say it. Because to answer honestly would mean admitting she was overwhelmed. That the closeness she had craved was suddenly pressing too close to her skin.

They were supposed to see each other that Friday.
Taye had suggested they go to that tiny wine bar with the mismatched chairs and the jazz playlist Kai always joked about. “Let’s go. We can just sit. Or talk. Or people-watch and make up stories about everyone.”
Kai had said yes.
But by Thursday night, the excuse was already forming in her throat.
“I’ve had a long week.”
 “I might just stay in.”
 “Can we rain check?”
She didn’t send it yet. But the lie waited patiently.
Because the truth — I’m scared of what you unlocked in me — felt too big to type. Too messy to say out loud.

There’s a kind of loneliness that comes from pulling away when someone wants you close. A loneliness that’s self-imposed, like building a house and locking yourself inside. Kai sat in the middle of that house, windows shut, heart heavy.
She didn’t want to lose Taye. But more than that, she didn’t want to become something unsafe for her. She didn’t want to hold someone’s story with shaking hands. Didn’t want to offer half-support, half-love, half-presence.
And that’s what she feared she’d become if she stayed — halfway there, but never whole.
Taye, for her part, didn’t press.
She didn’t double-text. She didn’t call. She didn’t show up unannounced or make Kai feel guilty.
But Kai felt the shift anyway.
She felt it in how Taye’s check-ins grew shorter. In how the little voice notes slowed down. How the emojis disappeared.
It wasn’t punishment. It was self-protection.
And Kai knew it. Knew it like she knew how her own voice sounded when she was trying not to cry. Like she knew how the word “fine” could hold an entire storm.
Taye noticed.
Not in a loud, confrontational way. Not with accusations or midnight “what are we?” texts. But she noticed the shift — the soft way Kai disappeared without ever leaving. The way her name stopped lighting up on Taye’s phone in the in-between hours, the way her laughter seemed to get quieter with every message that went unread.
Some women would’ve clung tighter.
 Some would’ve snapped and demanded clarity.
 But Taye had been here before. And she had promised herself she wouldn’t fight to keep someone close if it meant losing herself in the process.
She had given Kai her story — a vulnerable piece, an origin wound she rarely shared. And Kai had received it like it mattered.
That part was true.
But love, or whatever this was blooming between them, didn’t just live in the big moments. It lived in the call-back. In the circle-back. In the check-in. In the echo that comes after someone says something hard.
And Kai was quiet in the echo.

It was Maya, Taye’s best friend, who finally said something.
They were in the car, driving back from a late-night grocery run. Beyoncé humming through the speakers. The kind of quiet that only exists between people who don’t need to fill space to feel full.
“You okay?” Maya asked, one hand on the wheel, the other popping grapes into her mouth between red lights.
“I’m fine.”
Maya didn’t even dignify it with a side-eye. She just reached for another grape.
“I mean it,” Taye said, but her voice betrayed her. Too light. Too lifted.
“You miss her,” Maya said plainly.
Taye didn’t answer at first. Just looked out the window, watching the city blur past.
“I don’t even know if I’m supposed to.”
“You don’t need permission to miss someone,” Maya said. “Especially someone who cracked you open.”
Taye exhaled sharply. “It’s not that she left. She’s still here. But it’s like… she backed away quietly. Like she’s still waving from the shore but refusing to wade in.”
Maya pulled into the lot, put the car in park, and looked over. “You know why people do that?”
“Why?”
“Because closeness reveals the parts of us we haven’t made peace with yet.”

Meanwhile, Kai was on her own loop.
She’d started journaling again — the kind of half-assed writing that looked more like bullet points than poetry. But it helped. Even when it didn’t fix anything, it helped her name what she was too scared to say aloud.
May 4, 11:19 PM
 Why does vulnerability feel like danger when it’s not mine?
 I want to be soft. I want to be brave.
 I want to stop disappearing when things get too close.
 But I feel like I’m on the edge of becoming something I don’t recognise.
 I love her. I think. But what if I don’t know how to love right?
The last line sat on the page like a bruise.
Kai had spent her whole life being “emotionally intelligent.” She could walk people through their darkest moments, give language to pain, recommend a podcast or a poem or a breathing exercise.
But now that it was her turn to stay when someone showed her their hurt, she flinched.
Not because she didn’t care.
 Because she did — too much, maybe.

She almost called Taye that night.
She sat on the couch, phone in hand, thumb hovering over the contact.
She could already imagine how it would go.
 The softness in Taye’s voice.
 The hesitation.
 The smile she’d try to tuck inside her words.
Kai would say:
 “Hey. I’m sorry for pulling back.”
Taye would say:
 “I know. I could feel it.”
Kai would say:
 “I’m scared of what this could be. But I don’t want to lose you.”
And maybe, just maybe, Taye would let her in again.
But the phone never rang.
Instead, Kai turned off the lamp, climbed into bed, and promised herself she’d do it tomorrow.

Tomorrow came.
Taye didn’t reach out.
And Kai didn’t call.
And somewhere in the space between those two truths, something delicate started to bruise.

Kai didn’t notice it at first — the way she started talking about Taye in the present tense, even when they hadn’t spoken in days. Not past. Not maybe. Just... present.
Like her presence lingered. In her routines. In her playlists. In her damn grocery list.
She stood in the fruit aisle, staring at the mangoes.
Taye loved mangoes. Said they reminded her of her grandmother. “She’d cut them in half and hand them to us with spoons, like little bowls of sunlight. But she always made us sit outside to eat them because she didn’t want the juice on the couch.”
Kai smiled at the memory that wasn’t even hers. Taye had shared it on a lazy Sunday, stretched across Kai’s lap while they half-watched a documentary and fully avoided their phones. Taye had talked about her grandmother’s house, the creaky floors, the way it always smelled like cinnamon and Clorox. And Kai had listened, storing each detail like a sacred thing.
And now here she was, two weeks later, staring at mangoes like they were relics.
Because when someone tells you their story, it doesn’t stay outside of you.
 It settles in.
 It roots.
 It becomes part of your rhythm, whether you asked for it or not.

That night, Kai didn’t go out.
She didn’t go on a date with the person who’d messaged her last week on a whim. She didn’t reply to the text from her ex, who always had impeccable timing — always appearing when she was most uncertain.
Instead, she stayed home. And for the first time in weeks, she let herself sit with it — really sit.
Not distract.
 Not journal.
 Not fix.
Just sit.
She made tea, sat on the floor, and let her chest open just enough to say the thing she’d been avoiding.
“I miss her.”
The room didn’t echo it back. But her body did.
The ache in her ribs.
 The tightness in her shoulders.
 The lump in her throat she hadn’t swallowed down in time.
She missed Taye.
But more than that — she carried her. Every word Taye had shared. Every story. Every look. Every soft inhale before a hard truth.
And that weight?
 It wasn’t a burden.
 It was an honour.
 One she hadn’t been brave enough to say yes to. Until now.

She called Jade the next morning.
Jade, who always knew when Kai was pretending to be fine. Jade, who didn’t offer comfort unless it was asked for, but always had a truth tucked into her back pocket.
“I messed up,” Kai said, skipping hello entirely.
Jade didn’t ask what she meant. She just waited.
“I pulled away. And I don’t even know if she noticed. Or maybe she did, and just didn’t say anything. But it’s like—I don’t even know what I’m doing.”
“What are you afraid of?” Jade asked.
Kai exhaled into the phone. “That I’m not enough. Or that I’ll break something sacred because I’m clumsy with love. That I’ll hold her wrong and she’ll disappear.”
Jade was quiet for a long beat.
Then: “You’re not the first person to be scared of love, Kai. But you can’t keep using fear as an excuse to avoid the work. If you want her, want her out loud.”
Kai blinked hard. Her voice cracked.
“I don’t even know if she wants me anymore.”
“Then ask.”

That afternoon, Kai wrote the message five times before she sent it.
She didn’t try to be poetic. Didn’t try to explain the entire chapter she’d lived without Taye. She just told the truth.
Kai:
 Hey. I’ve been holding your story in my chest since the day you shared it. I think I got quiet because I didn’t know how to honour it without dishonouring my own fears. But I want to show up better. If you’ll let me. If not — I understand. But I didn’t want to stay silent and call that grace.
She stared at it for fifteen minutes before pressing send.
Then turned off her phone.
She didn’t want to watch the dots appear.
 She didn’t want to rehearse what she’d say next.
 She just wanted to breathe in the courage it took to say something real.

Meanwhile, Taye was journaling too.
Only her words looked different.
May 12, 2:07 PM
 I keep thinking about how silence isn’t always cruelty.
 Sometimes it’s confusion.
 Sometimes it’s survival.
 But silence still echoes.
 And mine is starting to feel loud.
She hadn’t deleted Kai’s number. Hadn’t archived their texts. Hadn’t taken down the photos.
But she had stopped waiting.
Because if there’s one thing Taye had learned, it’s that love offered in a vacuum — love that only exists in potential — will starve you slowly.
She wanted reciprocity. Not perfectly. Not always. But consistently.
 She wanted someone who didn’t flinch when she cracked open.
 She wanted someone who could say, “I see your pain, and I’m not running.”
So when she opened her phone and saw Kai’s message, her hands shook.
And then, she smiled.

Taye:
 I noticed.
 I didn’t push.
 But I felt the shift.
 Thank you for saying this.
 I’d be lying if I said it didn’t hurt.
 But I still want to see what this could be — if we’re both really in it.
 Let’s talk.
Kai waited outside the café for five minutes before going in.
 Her hands were sweating.
 Not from heat, but from hope.
She’d worn something simple. A loose sweater, dark jeans, boots. Hair back. No earrings. Nothing too curated — but she still checked her reflection twice in the car mirror, just in case.
She spotted Taye almost instantly.
Back corner.
 Same spot they always sat.
 A book open in front of her, though she wasn’t reading.
Kai’s stomach turned. She had seen that expression before. It was the face Taye wore when she was trying not to feel something too loudly.
Their eyes met.
And for a moment, the world steadied.
Not because everything was fixed.
 But because seeing each other meant they hadn’t let silence win.

Taye didn’t stand. Didn’t reach across the table.
 She just nodded — a gentle permission.
Kai sat.
“I didn’t know if you’d come,” she said quietly.
Taye looked at her. “Neither did I.”
It wasn’t a jab. Just a fact.
Kai nodded. “Fair.”
They let the quiet settle. Let the room breathe around them. The clink of cutlery, the hum of conversation, the espresso machine steaming milk — all of it filled the space where awkwardness could’ve lived, but didn’t quite.
“I’ve been thinking about mangoes,” Kai said suddenly.
Taye blinked, thrown but not annoyed. “Mangoes?”
“Yeah. You told me about your grandmother. The spoons, the couch. It stuck with me.”
Taye smiled, small but real. “You remembered.”
“Of course I did,” Kai said. “I’ve been remembering everything. Even when I didn’t text. Even when I didn’t show up the way I should have.”
Taye’s throat moved. But she didn’t interrupt.
Kai kept going. “I got scared. Not of you — of me. Of being someone you trust, and messing that up. Of holding your story and dropping it because I’m still learning how to hold my own.”
Taye finally spoke. “Do you think I expected you to fix me?”
“No. I think… I expected me to fix everything. To perform being ready. But the truth is, you cracked something open in me, and I panicked. I didn't realise how much I was still protecting.”
“From what?”
“From closeness that sees me before I’m fully built.”
Taye leaned back in her chair. “I wasn’t asking for perfect, Kai.”
“I know,” Kai said. “But I was. Of myself. And that made me fail before I even tried.”

The moment could’ve ended there. A soft apology, a murmur of mutual pain, a promise to “do better.”
But Taye wasn’t here for empty echoes.
She leaned forward.
“I’m not mad at you. But I was hurt. Because I gave you something sacred. And I felt you drift the moment it touched your hands.”
Kai swallowed hard. “I didn’t mean to drop it.”
“You didn’t,” Taye said. “But you didn’t know where to place it either. And that silence? It started to feel like rejection.”
Kai’s eyes welled. “I didn’t know how to say, ‘This means everything, and I don’t know how to deserve it yet.’”
Taye nodded, slowly. “That would’ve been enough.”

They paused.
Letting the realness of the moment sit between them.
 Letting it breathe without rushing it away.
 This wasn’t some performative closure.
 It was two grown women trying to stay open when it would’ve been easier to shut down.
“I still want to try,” Kai said finally. “I don’t want to pretend to be ready if I’m not. But I don’t want to run from it anymore either. I want to learn how to stay. With you. With me.”
Taye looked at her, a long study.
 And then, quietly:
“Okay.”
One word. But it broke the spell.
Not because it fixed everything.
 But because it opened the door again.

They stayed for another hour.
Talked about little things. Work stress. A bad movie they’d both accidentally watched. The fact that Taye’s plants were still thriving and Kai’s basil was dying again.
It wasn’t a grand reuniting.
 It was small.
 Tender.
 Intentional.
And when they hugged goodbye, it wasn’t tight with desperation.
It was soft with promise.
That night, Kai didn’t go home and spiral.
She didn’t replay the conversation over and over.
 Didn’t dissect every word.
 Didn’t text Jade a breakdown or write a whole journal entry trying to process it.
Instead, she made dinner. Simple. A stir-fry with too much garlic and not enough salt. She poured a glass of wine. Put on a Nina Simone record.
And breathed.
Not because everything was perfect — but because she hadn’t abandoned herself this time.
She had stayed. She had spoken. She had let herself be seen.
And maybe that was the bravest thing she’d done in months.

After dinner, she sat at her kitchen table and opened her notebook. The same one that had been half-filled with fear, with doubt, with the quiet cruelty of self-sabotage. And for the first time in weeks, she wrote without flinching.
May 15, 9:03 PM
 Today I didn’t run.
 I looked her in the eyes and told the truth.
 Not the rehearsed truth — the messy, stammering one.
 I thought I needed to be ready to love someone like her.
 But maybe love is also how we get ready.
I still don’t know everything.
 But I know I want to keep showing up.

Meanwhile, across the city, Taye sat with her own thoughts.
She hadn’t cried. But she had curled up under her blanket and hugged her knees to her chest in the dark, just to remind herself that she could still feel things that deeply and not drown.
She thought back to that night — the one where she told Kai the truth. The one where she peeled back the layers and didn’t try to make it pretty. The night where she gave Kai the story that explained so many of her silences, her hesitations, her need to feel safe before she bloomed.
She hadn’t told that story to be pitied.
 She told it to be understood.
 To be seen.
And for a moment, she had felt held.
But then Kai had gone quiet — and the silence had wrapped around Taye like a lesson.
She had almost let it go.
Almost packed it away with all the other almost-loves that didn’t know how to stay when it mattered.
But then Kai showed up.
 And Taye wasn’t naive — she knew showing up once didn’t mean showing up always.
 But it was enough to hope again.
And that?
 That mattered.

The next morning, Kai texted.
Kai:
 Still thinking about that mango story. You’ve officially ruined my grocery shopping.
Taye replied instantly.
Taye:
 Good. Now you’ll have to associate me with fruit. A very queer punishment.
Kai laughed out loud. Typed back:
Kai:
 The juiciest revenge.
 Also… would love to see you again.
 No pressure. Just honesty.
Taye:
 Sunday. Vinyl brunch. I’ll make the playlist.

That weekend, Kai brought flowers.
Nothing extravagant. Just tulips. Yellow. Full bloom. Slightly leaning to one side like they’d grown with a bit of attitude.
Taye opened the door in socks and a hoodie, face bare, hair in a puff.
She looked like home.
Not a house. Not a promise.
 But the feeling of returning to something that never asked you to perform.
Kai held out the tulips. “They looked like the kind of flowers that don’t wait to be chosen.”
Taye smirked. “So... dramatic.”
Kai shrugged. “You love it.”
“I do.”

They didn’t have a big conversation that day.
They cooked. Ate. Played records. Taye danced barefoot in the kitchen. Kai kissed her shoulder when she walked by.
There were pauses. But they weren’t empty.
They were the kind of pauses that say: we’re building something steady here.
Something honest.
 Something slow.
 Something rooted in the kind of care that doesn’t ask for perfection — just presence.

Later that night, Taye fell asleep on Kai’s lap while they were watching an old movie neither of them cared about.
Kai didn’t move.
She just rested her hand gently on Taye’s back and whispered, “I’m still here.”
No one else heard it.
But she meant it.

There’s a tenderness in routine that people don’t talk about enough.
Not the glittery kind. Not the dramatic, falling-into-each-other heat.
 But the kind of closeness that wakes with you.
 That grows in the lull between big moments.
 That starts to wrap itself around your days like a second skin.
Kai felt it in the quietest places.
In how Taye would hum softly while brushing her teeth, never the same tune twice.
 In how her fingers always hovered a beat before she touched Kai — like she was still honouring consent, even in the softness of “we’re here now.”
 In how she brewed her coffee strong but never sweet, and yet always poured Kai’s with cinnamon because she remembered.
These weren’t grand gestures.
They were the rhythm of someone choosing you over and over.
And that… that was its own kind of love.

They weren’t rushing to define it.
Kai didn’t ask what they were now.
 Taye didn’t push for declarations.
 There were no ultimatums. No ticking clocks.
 Just a shared understanding: we’re still in this. Let’s see how deep we can go without forcing it to bloom on schedule.
Some mornings, they didn’t even talk.
 Taye would read on the couch while Kai journaled nearby.
 The only sound in the room was pages turning and tea cooling in mugs that neither of them finished.
 And it was enough.
Being was enough.

Still, there were hard moments.
Like when Taye went quiet after a phone call with her mother and Kai didn’t know whether to ask or wait.
Or when Kai came home from work too tense to speak, shoulders drawn high, and Taye kissed her forehead instead of saying “you okay?” — because sometimes care is knowing what not to say.
They didn’t always get it right.
Sometimes Kai said too much.
 Sometimes Taye said too little.
 Sometimes their silences overlapped wrong, and the room got too full with what neither of them could name.
But the difference now?
They came back.
Kai didn’t retreat.
 Taye didn’t withdraw.
They circled back, like grown women do when they’ve learned how to tend to their own wounds and still love someone else.

One evening, weeks after that first conversation in the café, they lay on the floor, side by side.
Vinyl crackled low in the background.
 The light was soft. The air smelled like coconut and cedar from the candle Taye always forgot to blow out.
Kai turned to face her. “Can I ask you something?”
Taye nodded, eyes still on the ceiling.
“When did you start believing you could be loved right?”
Taye didn’t answer right away.
She took a long breath. Then another.
And finally: “When I stopped thinking I had to earn it.”
Kai’s throat tightened.
Taye continued, voice quiet but steady. “I spent years trying to be perfect for people. To be low maintenance. Easy to love. I twisted myself into smallness so they wouldn’t have to stretch.”
Kai turned fully toward her now, eyes burning.
“And then?”
“And then I started choosing myself instead. And the right people... stayed.”
Kai reached for her hand. Laced their fingers together.
“I don’t want you to be small for me.”
Taye looked at her. “Then hold me when I’m loud.”

The next day, Kai woke up before the sun.
She made breakfast. Soft scramble. Toast with jam. Peppermint tea because she’d noticed Taye had stopped drinking coffee the past few mornings without saying why.
She set it on a tray. Walked it to the bedroom.
Taye blinked awake, squinting at the light.
“What’s this?”
“New rhythm,” Kai said softly. “Starting our day softer.”
Taye smiled, still sleepy. “You’re gonna spoil me.”
“I hope so.”

It was these small choices that built the new rhythm.
Not sweeping apologies or passionate makeups.
 But quiet presence. Consistent care.
 The decision to listen a little deeper. To linger a little longer.
 To hold, not fix.
To stay — not just physically, but emotionally.
 To stay in discomfort.
 To stay when your partner is not at their best.
 To stay curious about each other, even after the mystery fades.
And slowly, like muscle memory, their relationship shifted from almost to again.
 From hesitation to habit.
 From fear to faith.
The doorbell rang at 10:03 AM.
Kai was still in her robe, standing barefoot in the kitchen with a cup of tea and a half-burnt piece of toast. She wasn’t expecting anyone — they never had visitors this early.
Taye raised her eyebrows as she walked past, already guessing.
“Oh… that’s probably Nina.”
Kai blinked. “Nina?”
“My cousin. She’s in town for a layover and wanted to stop by real quick.”
“Real quick” turned into a suitcase being wheeled through the front door.
Nina walked in like she owned air. Locs down to her waist, oversized sunglasses, a Louis Vuitton duffel bag, and that particular energy of someone who knew exactly what room she was entering — and how to take it over if necessary.
Kai wasn’t intimidated.
But she wasn’t exactly prepared.

The conversation started fine.
Small talk. Family gossip. A few awkward laughs.
But Kai could feel it — the unspoken question hanging like smoke between sips of orange juice.
Taye hadn’t said it yet. Hadn’t labelled it.
 They hadn’t had that conversation — not out loud.
 And now here was Nina, slick and smiling, looking between them with the kind of curiosity that only blood relatives could weaponize without malice.
“So,” she finally said, after a pause too long to be innocent, “is this your roommate, or your girlfriend?”
The words landed gently, but they landed.
Kai froze.
Taye glanced at her. Not with panic — with patience.
She didn’t answer. She let Kai speak.
Kai set down her mug. Looked Nina straight in the face.
“I’m the woman who’s loving her, slowly and on purpose. I don’t know what name you want to give that, but it’s real.”
Nina raised her brows — impressed. “Well damn. That was poetic.”
Taye smiled. “Get used to it. She’s annoying like that.”

Later, after Nina left to catch her next flight and the house quieted again, Kai sat on the couch, still processing the moment.
Taye walked in and handed her a glass of water.
“You okay?”
Kai nodded. “That was… surprisingly fine.”
“You were brilliant.”
“I was terrified.”
“You didn’t look it.”
“I didn’t want to speak for us,” Kai said. “I didn’t know if that was mine to say.”
Taye sat beside her. “You didn’t speak for us. You spoke with us. That’s different.”
Kai let her shoulders drop. “I just didn’t want to say the wrong thing.”
“You didn’t,” Taye said softly. “You said exactly what I’ve been hoping you’d mean.”

That night, they lay in bed, the lamp still on.
Kai turned to Taye, voice low. “I’ve never introduced anyone like that. Never had to.”
“You don’t owe me performative pride.”
“I know. But I owe you honesty. And that? That was honest.”
Taye reached for her hand. “So what do you call us?”
Kai thought for a moment. Smiled. “Becoming.”
Taye laughed. “That’s not a label.”
“No,” Kai said. “It’s a process.”

And that was the night they started calling it love.
Not the loud kind. Not the kind that demanded to be witnessed every hour.
But the quiet, rooted kind.
The kind that could hold eye contact when someone asked “what are you?”
The kind that didn’t need to explain itself — but could, when asked.
It started with the calendar.
A simple scheduling conflict. Nothing more.
 Nothing dramatic.
 But it cracked the new rhythm just enough to make everything sound offbeat.
Kai had booked a weekend for them in Prince Edward County. A quiet B&B with a big bathtub and bigger windows. She’d even emailed the host about food allergies and brought a playlist she was too proud of.
But Taye forgot.
Not entirely — she’d remembered they were “doing something.”
 She just hadn’t remembered that weekend.
She had promised her godson she’d be at his school play. In the city.
 Front row. Auntie Taye energy. Couldn’t miss it.
When Kai brought it up, she wasn’t angry.
 She just looked… deflated.
“Oh,” she said softly, looking at her screen. “I thought we were getting away this weekend.”
Taye blinked. “Wait — that’s this weekend?”
Kai nodded.
Taye closed her laptop. Sat up. “Shit. Kai. I’m so sorry. I booked myself for two things at once. I swear I thought—”
“It’s okay,” Kai interrupted. But it didn’t sound okay.
Taye noticed.

That night, the silence wasn’t gentle.
 It was crowded.
 Not angry.
 Just... disappointed.
Kai washed the dishes quietly. Taye scrolled through her phone longer than usual.
 They didn’t sleep facing each other.
And in the morning, Taye made coffee, but didn’t pour two cups.

It wasn’t until two days later that they finally talked.
Not argued. Talked.
Taye had come over after work, eyes tired. She sat on the edge of the bed and spoke before Kai could retreat.
“I didn’t mean to mess it up.”
Kai nodded. “I know.”
“I just… I’ve gotten so used to surviving everyone else’s needs, I forget how to prioritise what’s mine. And this — us — feels too new to count sometimes. Not because it’s not real. But because I’m still learning how to make space.”
Kai looked at her. “And I’m still learning how not to make disappointment feel like rejection.”
They stared at each other, a long inhale.
“I don’t want a perfect rhythm,” Kai said. “I just want a real one. One where we can get off beat and still find our way back.”
Taye smiled — tired, but present.
“Then let’s get better at returning.”

So they did.
They moved the trip. Two weeks later.
And when they went, it rained the whole weekend.
 No sunsets. No beach walks.
 Just muddy roads and too many bugs.
But they laughed anyway.
 Slept in.
 Read books in bed.
 Made out like teenagers.
 Cooked pasta with too much salt and spilled wine on the sheets.
It wasn’t the weekend Kai planned.
It was better.
Because they were learning how to be in it — the real thing.
 Not the curated version.
 The full-bodied, messy, forgiving kind.
The kind that let you be wrong, and still be held.
 The kind that let you try again, without shame.
 The kind that didn’t need a perfect mood to feel like love.

On their last morning, Taye looked at Kai while brushing her teeth and said:
“I think this might be the first time I’ve ever stayed through discomfort.”
Kai leaned against the doorframe, smiling.
“Then I’m glad I’m here for your first time.”
Taye spit into the sink, wiped her mouth, and said,
“You’re not just here. You’re holding it with me.”
It was the little things, always.
The mugs left out on the counter.
 The folded laundry Taye never asked for but always found neatly stacked.
 The voice notes Kai sent mid-day, just to say, “Your laugh popped into my head.”
They weren’t performing anymore.
 They were practising.
Practising how to stay.
 Practising how to be two people with whole lives — grief, work, family, exhaustion — and still show up.
Not in grand ways.
But in real ones.

One evening, Kai got home to find dinner already made.
Nothing fancy — just a big pot of lentils, roasted sweet potatoes, and a side of brown rice cooked perfectly (which Taye still claimed was a spiritual gift).
Kai stood in the doorway, holding her bag and blinking at the table.
“What’s all this?”
“You’ve had a week,” Taye said simply. “Thought I’d carry you for a minute.”
Kai didn’t cry.
But she felt it — the deep, marrow-level shift.
 The feeling of being met.
 Not saved. Not rescued. Just... held.
She set her bag down. Walked over. Kissed Taye’s temple.
And whispered, “Thank you for staying.”

That night, while they were brushing their teeth side by side, Kai asked:
“Do you ever think we’re doing this wrong?”
Taye looked over, foamy mouth and all. “This? Like... love?”
“Yeah.”
Taye thought for a second, then shrugged. “Sometimes I think we’re doing it scared. But never wrong.”
Kai smiled. “Scared love still counts?”
“Scared love is love,” Taye said. “So long as it doesn’t stop showing up.”

They didn’t call each other soulmates.
 Didn’t post each other online.
 Didn’t write paragraphs for Instagram captions.
But they shared playlists.
 Bought groceries together.
 Watched the other fall asleep like it was holy work.
They weren’t trying to prove anything.
They were just living. Loving. Choosing.
 Every damn day.

There was a moment, about a month later, when Kai realised she hadn’t checked her phone in hours.
She was sitting on the porch, legs in Taye’s lap, reading while Taye painted her toes — one of those random habits they’d started just to be ridiculous.
And something inside her stilled.
Not silenced.
 Stilled.
Like her body had stopped bracing.
 Like her spirit had stopped waiting for the ground to shift beneath her again.
She looked down at Taye, who was muttering to herself about smudged polish and the cruelty of left-handed strokes, and she said,
“I think I’m finally not afraid.”
Taye looked up. “Of what?”
“Of being loved by someone who doesn’t leave.”
Taye didn’t say anything.
She just kissed Kai’s ankle.
And kept painting.
he email came on a Thursday.
Subject line: “Contract Restructure & Team Realignment.”
Kai read it three times.
 Not because she didn’t understand — but because she did.
Her department was being gutted.
 Not fired. Not let go.
 But “transitioned,” which was corporate for: we’re not getting rid of you, but we’re cutting your oxygen supply slowly enough that you might thank us for it.
She stared at the screen, motionless.
Her coffee had gone cold.
 The playlist she’d queued hours ago had looped twice.
 Her hand was still on the mouse.
And then she closed her laptop.
She didn’t cry.
She cleaned the entire kitchen instead.

Taye got home around 6.
She opened the door to the smell of bleach and silence.
Kai was sitting on the couch with a dish towel in her hand, staring at nothing.
Taye knew better than to ask, “Are you okay?”
So she sat beside her and waited.
After ten minutes, Kai whispered, “They’re phasing me out.”
Taye didn’t gasp. Didn’t rush in with comfort.
She reached over, took the towel from Kai’s hand, and said, “You don’t have to tell me everything right now. But I’m here.”
Kai closed her eyes.
That was the thing she hadn’t known she needed — permission not to perform her pain.

That night, Taye made soup.
Kai didn’t eat much.
 Didn’t speak much.
 But she let herself be held.
Taye pulled her in, both of them sitting on the floor like it was a sacred posture, and just rocked her gently. No music. No words.
Kai cried into her shoulder, not from panic — but from exhaustion.
 From the ache of holding it together.
 From the fear of being someone else’s burden.
 And from the quiet relief of realising she wasn’t one.

They didn’t solve anything that night.
Kai still had to figure out what came next.
 Still had to go to work.
 Still had to fake confidence in meetings while her role evaporated.
But she wasn’t doing it alone.
And that changed everything.

Three days later, Kai sent out an email that said simply:
I will not be applying for the new role. I’m choosing another direction.
Then she shut her laptop. Looked at Taye across the kitchen.
And said, “Let’s take a walk.”
It was raining.
Taye grabbed her umbrella, but Kai shook her head.
“No. Let’s just feel it.”
So they walked. No destination. Just movement.
 Letting the water baptise this new beginning.
 Letting it strip away the fear.
 Letting it say, in its own wordless way:
You didn’t fail.
 You just made room for the next thing.

They got home soaked.
 Laughed.
 Changed clothes.
 Drank hot cocoa in silence.
And Kai whispered, “I would’ve spiralled if you weren’t here.”
Taye touched her cheek. “You would’ve still survived. But I’m glad you didn’t have to do it alone.”
It had been four months since Taye told Kai her story.
 Three months since Kai pulled away.
 Two since she came back.
 And now — no dramatic marker, no anniversary — they were just here.
It was a Wednesday.
Grey, sleepy, unremarkable.
Kai was folding laundry on the couch while watching a documentary she wasn’t really absorbing.
 Taye was in the next room, on the phone with her cousin, laughing at something Kai would hear about later.
And it hit her — so gently, so completely — that this was the life she’d never imagined she could have.
Not the curated one.
 Not the timeline-matching, storybook aesthetic.
 But the one that felt like coming home to herself with someone.

Taye walked in with an apple in one hand and her bonnet halfway on.
Kai raised an eyebrow. “You look like a painting called ‘Half-Prepared Woman Who Knows She’s Fine.’”
Taye grinned. “You say that like it’s not a masterpiece.”
Kai stood. “It is.”
She walked across the room and kissed her — not deeply, not hungrily.
 Just with the kind of softness that comes from knowing no one’s rushing anywhere.
And when they pulled apart, Taye rested her forehead against Kai’s.
“Do you feel it too?” she whispered.
Kai didn’t ask what “it” meant.
She just nodded. “Everywhere.”

They made dinner together that night.
Kai grated ginger. Taye stirred the pot.
They danced to a song neither of them knew the words to.
 Taye burned the rice a little.
 Kai forgot to season the chickpeas.
And it was still perfect.
Because this wasn’t the love you survive for.
 This was the love you live inside.
The one that holds space.
 Holds silence.
 Holds you — even on the days you don’t hold yourself well.

Later, as they curled into bed, limbs tangled like a question they didn’t need to answer, Kai whispered:
“Thank you for waiting for me to grow.”
Taye kissed her collarbone.
“I wasn’t waiting. I was walking with you.”

Outside, the night was quiet.
No fireworks.
 No endings.
 Just two women choosing each other
 again
 and again
 and again.
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[bookmark: _7hz91kwrs3f0]Chapter 13 - Echoes Between Us 

Kai woke to the weight of empty air beside her. A single beam of morning light carved a line across the sheets, where Taye’s shape should have been. She pressed her hand into the soft fold of blanket, expecting warmth, and found only cool linen instead.
Her phone lay face-down on the nightstand. No new messages. No missed calls. Just the silence that had settled between them—quiet enough to feel loud in her chest.
She sat up, pulled on yesterday’s sweater, and crossed the room without sound. At her desk, she tapped open her journal and let the pen find its way:
I woke before the sun and felt your absence like a bruise.
She paused, staring at the sentence. The words felt too neat, too deliberate. She tore the page out and crumpled it, listening for the soft gasp of paper.
In the bathroom mirror, her reflection looked unfamiliar—eyes shadowed, jaw clenched. She splashed cold water on her face, blinked until everything stuttered back into focus, and inhaled.
At work, Kai found herself lingering at her desk long after the others had left. Sorting through client files, renaming folders she’d never use. Each meaningless task was a refuge from the question spinning in her head: Why couldn’t I stay?
She sent a quick text to Taye on her lunch break:
Kai: I’m here, if you want to talk.
She tapped Send and closed her eyes. In the brief drift between action and reaction, she imagined the reply—I’m not sure. Then the phone stayed quiet, and she folded her hands over it.
That evening, the apartment was too still. Kai paced the narrow hallway, trailing her fingertips along the wall. In the kitchen, she reheated leftovers without hunger. The microwave’s hum felt intrusive—too loud in the hush of her own mind.
Her phone buzzed finally.
Taye: I’m still thinking. Maybe tomorrow.
Kai’s chest tightened. Tomorrow. A word both promise and postponement. She typed, deleted, typed again:
Kai: Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.
She pressed send and leaned back against the counter, eyes closed. Tomorrow was a small mercy—and its own kind of distance.
She didn’t sleep well. When dawn bled through the curtains, she found her phone on the floor, face-up. Taye’s message lingered on the lock screen.
Kai tapped it open. No new note.
Somewhere in that waiting, Kai realized that love—or whatever fragile bloom this was—lived between the words spoken and the ones left unsaid. And right now, it felt like she was holding the latter too tightly.
She stood in the quiet of her own breath and made a choice: when Taye arrived, she would meet her there. Without excuses. Without softening the edges.
Because sometimes the bravest thing you can do is show up in the echo of your own fear—and stay.
Kai’s heart thudded against her ribs when she heard the key turn in the lock that evening. She’d spent the day oscillating between calm resignation and cold panic—wondering if Taye would show up at all.
Taye stepped inside without a word. Her coat dripped faint echoes of rain onto the hardwood floor. Kai closed the distance in three silent steps and offered a single nod.
Taye shrugged off her coat, hung it on the rack, and met Kai’s eyes in the dim hallway light. “I’m here.”
Kai exhaled, tension unspooling. “Thank you.”
In the living room, the coffee table was littered with papers—drafts of emails Kai couldn’t send, scraps of her journal where she’d written confessions and then crossed them out. She’d meant to clear it before Taye arrived, but each crumpled page felt like proof she’d tried.
Taye crouched and gathered the sheets into a loose stack. “May I?” she asked softly. Kai nodded, voice caught in her throat.
Taye read one over her shoulder—just a line or two:
I’m afraid of what I’ll do if I stay too close.
Taye folded the page carefully and placed it back on the pile. “It’s honest,” she said. “It doesn’t mean it’s true forever.”
Kai swallowed. “I keep waiting for the moment I prove I’m unworthy.”
Taye stood and took Kai’s hand. “You’re not unworthy. You’re allowed to be scared.”
They moved to the couch. Kai’s body sank into the cushions. Taye sat beside her, close enough that their arms brushed. Rain rattled the windowpanes.
Kai looked down at her hands. “I know you need space too—time to think, not just to react.”
Taye tilted her head. “I need time to breathe, yes. But I also need to know you’re not slipping away.”
Kai’s throat tightened. “I won’t.”
Taye reached over and pressed her palm against Kai’s chest. “Then let me feel your hand there. Don’t pull back.”
Kai placed her hand over Taye’s and left it. They sat like that for a long minute, the room hazy with unspoken relief.
When Kai finally spoke, her voice was low, almost a whisper. “I want to stay. Even when it scares me.”
Taye’s finger traced gentle circles on her palm. “That’s all I need to hear.”
They let the silence stretch—rain and their shared breath filling the space where fear once lived.
The next morning, Kai found Taye at the kitchen counter, cutting fruit with deliberate care. Light slanted through the window, dust motes floating in the air like tiny witnesses to this fragile moment.
Taye didn’t look up when Kai poured coffee. “I made breakfast,” she said. “Oatmeal, berries—nothing fancy.”
Kai set her mug down. “Thank you.”
They ate in near-silence, savoring bites and steam. Kai watched Taye’s fingers work—gentle, unfazed by the tension between them.
Finally, Kai cleared her throat. “I want to ask you something, but I’m afraid it’ll be too much.”
Taye paused mid-spoon. “Ask anyway.”
Kai’s voice trembled. “When you told me you’d think about talking tomorrow… what went through your mind?”
Taye set her spoon down and exhaled. “I was scared too. Not of us—but of losing what we had before we even defined it.”
Kai’s hand curled around her mug. “I get that.”
Taye’s eyes softened. “I needed to see you fight for me. Not in grand gestures, but in small ones. Like showing up tonight. Like sitting here now.”
Kai’s shoulders slumped with relief. “I’ll fight for you.”
Taye picked up another spoonful of oatmeal. “I know you will. But I need you to fight without collapsing yourself.”
Kai met her gaze. “Then teach me how. Tell me what you need.”
Taye’s thumb brushed a stray berry from the counter. “I need your voice. I need you to say, ‘I’m scared, but I’m staying,’ even when it feels redundant.”
Kai nodded. “I can do that.”
Taye smiled—a small, genuine curve. “Then let’s try.”
They finished breakfast in a new kind of quiet: steady, anticipatory. No rush. No pressure. Just two people practicing the simplest vow: “I’m here.”
That afternoon, Kai and Taye took a walk in a nearby park. The sky was overcast, as if still catching its breath after the rain. Their footsteps fell in time—uneven at first, then settling into a shared rhythm.
They paused at a bench overlooking a small pond. Ducks drifted on the surface, unbothered by the clouds above.
Taye sat first, arms crossed loosely over her lap. Kai joined her. Neither spoke for a moment.
Then Kai said, “I was thinking about your mango story.”
Taye turned to her, curious.
Kai exhaled. “I want to build more memories with you—ones I don’t have to apologize for.”
Taye uncrossed her arms and reached for Kai’s hand. “Show me.”
Kai’s thumb brushed over Taye’s in a silent promise.
They let the wind cool their skin.
After a pause, Taye spoke softly: “I want to tell you something I’ve been holding back.”
Kai leaned in. “I’m listening.”
Taye’s gaze drifted to the water. “When you went quiet, I questioned everything about myself. Whether I was too much or not enough. I doubted if I deserved someone who could stay.”
Kai closed her eyes against the breeze. “I understand.”
Taye turned back, eyes steady. “But I chose you anyway. Because I believe you can learn with me.”
Kai swallowed. “I’ll learn. I will.”
Taye offered a small nod. “Then let’s keep walking.”
They rose from the bench and strolled down the path, shoulders brushing. No more talking—not yet. Just each step forward, together.
As they rounded a curve, sunlight broke through a patch in the clouds, illuminating the path ahead.
Taye stopped and looked up. “Look.”
Kai followed her gaze and saw a single beam reach the ground—bright and unwavering.
Taye whispered, “That’s us.”
Kai squeezed her hand. “That’s us.”
They stepped into the light and kept walking, knowing the rest of the path would be theirs to shape—together, one echo at a time.
The weekend stretched before them like a question mark. Kai woke on Saturday to the echo of last night’s warmth still tingling in her limbs. Taye was already up, humming softly in the kitchen as she brewed tea. Kai pressed her forehead against the headboard for a moment, letting the quiet affirm that they’d shown up again.
Taye poured two cups and carried one back to the bedroom. “Morning,” she said, voice gentle. Kai accepted the mug, cradling it like a lifeline.
They sat on the edge of the bed, steam rising between them. Kai watched Taye’s fingers wrap around her cup, remembered the way they fit together last night on the couch. “I kept thinking about your words,” Kai said. “About fighting without collapsing myself.”
Taye tilted her head. “What does that look like for you?”
Kai swallowed. “It means I’m scared, and I’ll say it. Even if it stutters out. Even if my voice shakes.”
Taye’s gaze softened. “Then I’ll listen. And I’ll remind you you don’t have to hold back the tremble.”
Kai exhaled, tension loosening. They leaned in and kissed softly—no urgency, just the simple agreement to stay present.
Later, they ventured out to a small bookstore. Taye wandered the poetry section while Kai lingered by the philosophy shelves. At checkout, Taye handed Kai a slim volume of Neruda poems. “For nights when words feel heavy,” she said.
On the walk home, rain drifted. They held Taye’s umbrella between them, shoulders brushing. Kai’s free hand toyed with the book’s spine, imagining lines that might mirror her own ache.
That evening, they curled up on the couch. Kai opened the Neruda volume to a random page and read aloud:
“Love is so short, forgetting is so long.”
Taye closed her eyes. “That’s the one that always gets me.”
Kai set the book aside and rested her head against Taye’s shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere,” she murmured.
Taye’s hand threaded through Kai’s hair. “I know.”
They sat in companionable silence, letting the line echo between them—short as a breath, long as the promise they were practicing.
Monday came with its usual blur: alarms, showers, coffee that felt more like ritual than fuel. Kai locked the door behind her, pausing to watch Taye on the couch, phone in hand. Their eyes met, and Taye offered a small smile. Kai returned it, then stepped out into the morning chill.
At work, Kai found herself writing “I’m scared, but I’m staying” on a sticky note and tacking it to her monitor. Each time she felt her chest tighten—during a meeting, in the elevator, at the printer—her eyes landed on that note. It steadied her.
On her break, Kai chose to call Taye. Hearing her name spoken made Kai’s heart skip. “Hey,” she said quietly.
Taye’s voice softened through the line: “Hey. How’s your morning?”
“Quiet,” Kai admitted. “I stuck a note at work. You know… to remind myself.”
Taye laughed softly. “That’s beautiful.”
Kai’s shoulders eased. “I don’t want to forget.”
Taye’s pause spoke volumes. “Neither do I.”
After work, Kai picked up groceries. She lingered at the apples—Taye’s favorite—and tucked one into the bag. On the bus, Kai closed her eyes, imagining Taye’s smile when she handed it over. The day’s stress faded just a little.
That evening, Kai returned to find Taye in the kitchen, trying a new stir-fry. The smell of garlic and ginger filled the apartment. Kai held out the apple. Taye’s face lit up. “Perfect.”
They cooked side by side—chopping, stirring, testing flavors. Neither felt rushed. When the meal was ready, they sat at the small table, plates steaming. Kai watched Taye taste the first bite and nod in approval.
“Thank you,” Kai said simply.
Taye reached across and squeezed her hand. “Thank you for coming back.”
Later, they moved to the balcony with mugs of tea. City lights blinked below like distant promises. Kai draped an arm around Taye’s shoulders. “I don’t know what tomorrow brings.”
Taye leaned in. “But we face it together.”
Kai closed her eyes against the night air. “Together.”
Wednesday afternoon, Kai’s phone buzzed: a notification from HR about a performance review. Anxiety tightened her chest; she hadn’t expected it until next month. She stared at the screen and took a deep breath. She typed back to HR proposing a later date—giving herself time to prepare.
That evening, Kai arrived home with her shoulders heavy. Taye met her at the door, concern in her eyes. “Long day?”
Kai sighed and handed over her phone. Taye read the message and nodded. “Let’s sit.”
They settled on the couch. Kai recounted the surprise and her worry about not being ready. Taye listened without interruption. When Kai finished, her voice fragile, Taye said, “You don’t have to face that alone.”
Kai’s eyes brimmed. “I know. Would you… would you help me prepare?”
Taye smiled and reached for her laptop. “Of course. Let’s outline your talking points.”
Together, they drafted achievements, challenges, and goals. Kai spoke through each bullet, Taye taking notes and nudging adjustments. The room filled with quiet collaboration—no looming panic, just two people tackling the unknown.
Hours later, they closed the laptop. Kai’s nerves had settled into purposeful energy. “Thank you,” she said, voice stronger.
Taye leaned in and kissed her temple. “You’ll do great.”
On the day of the review, Kai walked in with confidence she’d rehearsed. When her manager praised her work and set new objectives, Kai felt anchored by Taye’s support echoing in her mind: I’m here. I’ve got you.
Afterward, Kai texted Taye four words: Survived it. Thank you. Taye replied instantly with a heart emoji.
That night, they celebrated with ice cream at home. Each spoonful tasted sweeter for the challenge faced—and for the reminder that they didn’t have to be fearless alone.
Monday morning, Kai packed her suitcase in the half–dark of sunrise, each fold and zip echoing the weight of leaving Taye again so soon. She smoothed the wrinkle from her favorite blouse—one Taye had complimented—then slid it into the case with deliberate care.
Before she closed the door, she found Taye still asleep, face softened by lamplight. Kai knelt, pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead, and whispered, “I’ll text you every chance.”
Taye smiled against the pillow. “I’ll wake for them.”
The drive to the airport felt longer than usual: empty streets, the hum of tires on asphalt, and the unspoken ache of distance settling between them. Kai kept her phone within reach—half to honor her promise, half from fear of forgetting.
In the terminal, she tapped out a quick note:
Kai: Plane’s boarding. Thinking of you.
No reply for a few minutes, then:
Taye: Travel safe. See you Thursday.
Kai exhaled, tension loosening. She tucked the phone away and embraced the terminal’s bustle.
At her layover, Kai found a quiet corner by the window, watched planes drift like migrating birds. She opened her notebook and wrote:
I’m here, even when my body isn’t.
She left it on the seat beside her and texted Taye a photo of the scribble. Within moments:
Taye: That’s enough.
Kai closed her eyes, letting those two words settle like soft rain.
On Tuesday night, her client meeting ran late. Aura of polished confidence swallowed her exhaustion—until she caught herself staring at the laptop’s black screen, wondering if Taye’s mug was empty at home. She thumbed a text:
Kai: Headed back now. Missing you.
Seconds later, her heart leapt:
Taye: Missing you too.
She tucked the phone into her jacket and finished packing—closing suitcases but keeping her heart open.
Thursday dawned cool and grey. Kai returned to their apartment just as Taye was brewing coffee. They met in the doorway, half–laughed at the matching dark circles.
“No dramatic reunion?” Kai teased.
Taye shook her head, handed Kai a mug. “I’m not dramatized love. Just glad you’re back.”
They drank their coffee together—quietly, firmly.
Later, Taye led Kai to the living room, where the scribbled note from the airport sat taped to the mirror. “Kept this here,” Taye said softly. “So I’d know you were thinking.”
Kai touched the glass. “Always.”
Taye leaned in. “Now let’s plan something big—together.”
Kai’s chest warmed. “Let’s.”
They sat side by side, legs stretched out, notebooks open between them. Together, they sketched a simple list: date nights, weekend hikes, monthly letters. No grand declarations—just small, consistent promises to show up.
And as they wrote, the space between their words felt smaller—filled with echoing breaths that said, I’m here, I’m staying, over and over, until it became their new rhythm.
Kai’s phone buzzed at noon. Taye: “Lunch break? Meet me at the old oak bench.” Kai glanced out the window at the light drizzle, grabbed her coat, and stepped into the grey afternoon.
Outside, the park path was slick. Kai reached the bench, shook off water from her sleeves, and perched on the cold wood. A moment later, Taye appeared, a steaming chai in hand and that familiar, easy smile. She sat without a word; Kai tore open a paper bag to reveal a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “Couldn’t decide between leftovers or craving,” Kai said, offering half.
Taye laughed, accepted the sandwich, and they ate in companionable silence, watching raindrops ripple the pond’s surface. Each bite tasted like both comfort and risk.
When the sandwich was gone, Taye reached into her pocket and produced a piece of blue chalk. “Your move,” she said, tapping the bench’s slats. “First one to draw the echo wins.”
Kai took a pink chalk and sketched a lopsided double-curve. Taye followed with precise loops. They traded chalk, adding heartbeat lines, broken circles, then two parallel arcs.
Kai set down her chalk, tracing the loops with her fingertip. “That feels like us,” she murmured.
Taye gently pressed her finger into the sketch. “Echoes. We keep circling back.”
Kai turned to her, warmth blooming in her chest. “Then I’m grateful ours aren’t fading.”
Taye leaned in, resting her head on Kai’s shoulder. “Me too.”
They lingered until the chill crept into their coats. Kai nudged her. “Ready to head back?”
Taye slipped her arm through Kai’s. “Lead the way.”
Back at the office, Kai brushed chalk dust from her sleeve and settled at her desk. She found her phone clipped to her belt and typed: “Thanks for lunch. Loved the game.”
Taye’s reply popped up instantly: “Always.”
Kai smiled at the single word—a terse echo of promise that had traveled from bench to inbox, weaving the quiet scaffolding of their shared days.
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[bookmark: _ttwf42937yl4]Chapter 14: Pressure Points

Kai stood at the corner of the glass-walled conference room, laptop open, heart fluttering like a trapped bird. She’d spent two late nights shaping this pitch for the Muller account—every slide polished, every data point checked. Now, as she clicked to slide two, the fluorescent lights felt too harsh.
“Good morning,” she began. “Let’s dive in.”
Before she could finish, the CFO’s voice cut through the hum of the projector. “I don’t see how this addresses our Q3 shortfall,” he said, arms folded. Red bars on the screen seemed to glare back at her. Executives exchanged skeptical looks.
Kai swallowed and kept talking. “We’re reallocating budget towards targeted digital channels with proven engagement metrics—”
“These figures are too conservative,” the CFO interrupted. “We need a bold strategy, and I need revisions by five.” His eyes bored into hers. “Can you deliver that?”
Her throat tightened. She nodded. “Absolutely.”
As the meeting wrapped up, an assistant passed a printed memo across the table: “Emergency realignment. All hands on deck.” The words blurred against her vision.
Kai slipped back to her desk, shoulders heavy. She cracked her knuckles and opened her messaging app. Last night, Taye had texted: “Pasta at Vero’s? 7 PM?” Kai had replied with a heart emoji. Now, her thumb hovered over the keyboard.
She drafted: “Running late—must redo deck. Can we do 9 instead?” She paused, then hit Send. Immediately, the message read “Delivered,” but no reply.
Her inbox pinged with a weather alert: rainstorms expected. Outside, water began streaking the windowpane. Kai’s chest felt tight—an echo of the storm.
She exhaled, fingers trembling as she opened the spreadsheet. Columns of numbers awaited her edits. The cursor blinked accusingly.
“I’m here,” she whispered to the empty room. “I’m staying.”
She leaned into the work, eyes stinging as she adjusted figures and crafted bolder projections. Each keystroke was a promise—to her career, to Taye, to herself.
By 6 PM, the revised slides were ready. Kai sent them off with a final, resolute click. Then she stared at the screen, waiting for any sign of life in her phone.
The rain drummed on, indifferent to her anxiety.
Kai’s phone buzzed just as she hit “Save” on the final slide. She glanced down: a single line from Taye.
Taye: Take your time. I’ll be here.
Relief and guilt tangled in her chest. She thumbed out a reply:
Kai: Thank you. See you soon.
The office lights had dimmed around her. Monitors flickered as colleagues filed out. Kai closed her laptop, shoulders heavy but steadied by Taye’s trust.
Outside, the rain had eased to a fine mist. Kai pulled her coat tighter and set off for Vero’s. The walk felt longer than usual—the city lights blurred through her eyelashes, each step echoing the promise she’d made.
When she arrived, the hostess gave her a sympathetic nod. The restaurant was half-empty, waitstaff hovering near the bar. Kai scanned for Taye: table in the back, backlit by a single candle. Taye sat upright, coat draped over one shoulder, eyes fixed on the door.
Kai approached quietly. “I’m so sorry,” she said, voice low.
Taye’s fingers tightened on the menu. “You made it.”
Kai slid into the seat opposite. “Yes. And I’m here now.”
Taye set the menu aside. “I know work is important. But you said you’d show up.”
Kai swallowed. “I’m learning how to keep my word—to you and to myself.”
Their server arrived. They ordered quickly—pasta for two, no distractions. But the pause between “I’ll have the tagliatelle” and “thank you” stretched long enough to remind Kai what was at stake.
When the server left, Taye said softly, “Pressure points show where we bend.”
Kai nodded, eyes down. “I feel like I’m bending every day.”
Taye reached across and covered Kai’s hand. “I don’t want you to break.”
Kai’s throat tightened. “Then help me carry some of it.”
Taye’s thumb brushed Kai’s palm. “That’s why I’m here.”
The pasta arrived steaming. They ate slowly, words light but honest—updates on the day, small victories, normal life. Under the soft string quartet, they practiced the rhythm of presence: Kai listening fully; Taye trusting without accusation.
When dessert menus appeared, neither reached for one. Instead, Kai cradled her coffee, stared into the foam, and let the quiet carry the weight of everything unsaid.
The next morning, Kai’s alarm jolted her awake. She lay still long enough to feel the aftertaste of last night’s apology. Underneath it: the steady tug of Taye’s hand on her heart.
At work, the revised pitch was scheduled for a follow-up presentation. Kai arrived early, reviewing notes, rehearsing transitions under her breath. Each line felt more than strategic bullet points—it was a testament to her promise to balance ambition with love.
Her phone vibrated:
Taye: Proud of you.
Kai exhaled, straightened her shoulders. The room filled with clients and executives again, but this time she began with confidence born from yesterday’s tension and reconciliation.
When the questions came—sharp, tactical—Kai answered calmly. She referenced metrics, pivoted to narratives, and closed with a slide that highlighted not just ROI but sustainability. The boardroom shifted; nods replaced frowns. By the end, the CFO leaned forward. “Excellent work, Kai. Let’s move forward.”
A quiet cheer bloomed in her chest. She packed up her laptop and texted Taye:
Kai: They signed off. Thank you—for dinner, for trusting me.
Taye replied instantly:
Taye: Always.

On her way home, Kai stopped at a florist and picked up a single stem of white lisianthus—Taye’s favorite. She tucked it in her bag, the bloom brushing against her hip, a quiet celebration of both pressure and promise.
That evening, Kai returned to find their apartment bathed in soft lamplight. Taye stood by the window, rain pattering outside, holding the lisianthus.
“You remembered,” Taye whispered, voice warm.
Kai handed her the flower. “How could I forget?”
Taye tucked the stem into a vase. “Tell me about today.”
Kai sank onto the couch, shoulders easing. She recounted the morning’s presentation, the unexpected challenge from a senior partner, and the moment when she realized she didn’t have to choose between career success and keeping her word to Taye.
Taye listened, eyes bright. When Kai finished, Taye leaned in and kissed her—slow, deliberate. “You did it,” she murmured.
Kai exhaled into the kiss. “I did it with you.”
They moved to the kitchen, where they cooked a simple dinner together—vegetable stir-fry, jasmine rice. No fancy recipes, just the comfort of shared effort. Steam rose in gentle clouds as music played softly in the background.
After dinner, they settled onto the balcony, wrapped in blankets, watching the final drops of rain ripple the city lights. Taye rested her head on Kai’s shoulder. Kai draped an arm around her, heart quiet but full.
Taye lifted Kai’s hand to her lips. “Pressure points taught us something,” she said softly.
Kai turned so their eyes met. “That I don’t have to bend alone.”
Taye smiled. “And neither do I.”
They sat in the hush that follows storms—two silhouettes against the glow of streetlamps—knowing that whatever pressures came next, they would face them not as separate lines, but as parallel echoes, strong enough to hold each other steady.
Sunday morning light filtered through the studio windows, and Kai stirred before her alarm. She rolled over and saw a sticky note on her pillow in Taye’s handwriting:
Off to prep for the gallery demo. Back by 2.

Taye’s demo—her first live walkthrough of the new art-print series—felt as important to her as Kai’s pitch. Kai sat up, heart tightening with an echo of last week’s pressure.
She found Taye in the sunlit corner of the shared workspace, paint still drying on her latest line-art piece. Taye looked up, eyes bright but edged with nerves.
“They set up early,” Taye said. “I wanted to nail this before your presentation prep.”
Kai swallowed. “I should be working, too…”
Taye waved away the apology. “You’ve earned this morning off.”
Kai crossed the room and took Taye’s hand. “Tell me what you need.”
Taye exhaled, tracing a fingertip over a petal. “I’m scared I’ll freeze in front of everyone. What if my voice cracks? What if they don’t care?”
Kai’s chest stung with empathy. “Then I’ll step in for you.”
Taye laughed a little, but the tremor in her lip remained. “Promise?”
“Promise,” Kai said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.
They rehearsed together—Taye’s spiel about the collection’s inspiration, Kai listening for timing and tone. When Taye fumbled over a phrase, Kai held her gaze and said, “Breathe. They want to hear you.”
By 11:45, they loaded prints onto easels. The gallery manager arrived with coffee. Kai stayed by Taye’s side as friends and collectors trickled in. When it was Taye’s turn to speak, Kai wheeled a stool behind her for support.
Taye began in a steady voice, detailing the intention behind each design. At first, her words came rushed. Kai’s presence—steady, unwavering—gave her permission to slow down. Midway, Taye paused as her throat closed. Without a word, Kai slid a water glass across the table. Taye sipped deeply, then found her rhythm again.
After thirty minutes of Q&A, the crowd dispersed. Taye exhaled, cheeks flushed. “I did it,” she whispered.
Kai smiled, pulling her into a hug. “You did it, and you didn’t collapse.”
Taye pressed her forehead to Kai’s. “Thank you for holding me up.”

Kai kissed her temple. “Always.”

That evening, Kai returned to her laptop—slides reopened, deadlines looming. Taye poured wine without asking, two glasses on the counter. Kai allowed herself one sip before diving back in.
Taye leaned against the kitchen island. “I’m proud of you.”
Kai paused, cursor hovering. “We both had our moments today.”
Taye walked over and slipped an arm around Kai’s waist. “Doesn’t mean we can’t celebrate them both.”
Kai took a deep breath. “You’re right.” She closed the deck and pushed the laptop aside.
They moved to the living room, where a record played softly. Taye pulled out two blank canvases. “Art date?” she asked.
Kai raised an eyebrow. “At midnight?”
Taye shrugged, grin wide. “I need to paint after all that talking today.”
Kai laughed and flipped off the lamp. In the glow of the record’s console light, they sat cross-legged on the floor, painting side by side. Each brushstroke was unhurried, forgiving—a counterpoint to the day’s tight deadlines.
Kai’s phone buzzed once: a notification from HR. For a split second, she tensed—fear sneaking in. She ignored it.
Taye nudged her. “Everything okay?”
Kai set down her brush. “Yes. But I almost checked it.”
Taye tilted her head. “You can pass me the phone. I’ll read it aloud.”
Kai hesitated, then handed it over. Taye swiped to the notification: “Reminder: Planning meeting Tuesday—bring budget forecasts.”
Taye tucked the phone into Kai’s pocket. “There. Now it can’t haunt you.”
Kai smiled, relief blooming. She leaned in and pressed a kiss to Taye’s temple. “Thank you.”
Taye held her brush steady. “That’s how we keep each other from breaking.”
They painted in silence after that—just two hearts echoing steady rhythms on blank canvases.

Monday morning came with a quiet resolve. Kai woke and found a sticky note on her laptop:
Forecasts ready. Meeting on my end at 3. You’ve got this. —T
She smiled and brewed coffee—strong, dark, without sugar. At her desk, she found Taye’s note taped beside her monitor. It grounded her.
Throughout the day, every time her thoughts drifted to spreadsheets, she saw that simple message: you’ve got this. It echoed in her chest.
During the 3 PM planning meeting, Kai presented the integrated forecasts. When a colleague challenged an assumption, Kai answered with calm precision. Each response was measured, grounded in data—and in the quiet backup she felt from Taye’s note.
After the meeting adjourned, Kai packed her bag and headed to the studio. She arrived to find Taye leaning back, sketchpad in hand.
“How’d it go?” Taye asked, eyes hopeful.
Kai set down her bag. “Better than I dared hope.”
Taye grinned and patted the stool. “Come sit.”
Kai curled up beside her as Taye flipped through pencil sketches—ideas for new prints. Kai pointed at one: a simple echo-wave motif. “That one,” she said. “It’s both bold and patient.”
Taye looked at her, understanding. “Like us.”
Kai nodded, chest warm. She scooted closer and draped an arm over Taye’s shoulders. “Pressure points taught us how to bend without breaking.”
Taye leaned into her. “And to press together when it matters.”
They sat in the fading light, hands entwined, letting the echo of their shared strength fill the room. Outside, the city pulsed on – deadlines, demands, downpours – but inside, they had found a space where pressure made their bond deeper rather than tearing it apart.
At 10:47 PM, just as Kai was settling into bed beside Taye, her phone buzzed again. The screen glowed with an unknown number, the label “Client Emergency” flashing. Kai’s heart thumped. She sat up, the room’s warmth draining out at once.
Taye stirred, half-lifted her head. “Everything okay?”

Kai threaded her fingers through her hair. “I—I’m not sure.” She answered the call.
“Ms. Jones? I’m so sorry to call this late,” the voice said—her project coordinator. “But there’s been a critical data breach in the Muller account. They need a full risk assessment by 6 AM or they’ll pull the plug on our contract.”
The words hit Kai like a punch. She could feel Taye’s eyes on her, soft with concern. “I understand,” Kai said, her voice steadier than she felt. “I’ll handle it.”
She ended the call and sank back onto the mattress. Taye was fully awake now, body turned toward her. “You have to do this, don’t you?”
Kai closed her eyes. She could hear the rain’s faint tapping on the window. “They’ll lose millions if I don’t. Their CFO called me personally.”
Taye sat up, blanket pooling at her waist. “Can’t someone else step in?”
Kai shook her head, guilt pricking her chest. “I’m the lead. If I don’t do it, we lose the client—and my credibility on the team.”
Taye’s jaw clenched, but her voice stayed calm. “Then I’ll help. Tell me what you need.”
Kai bit her lip. They’d planned tomorrow for a slow morning—coffee at home, a shared checklist for the week. Now every plan felt like dust. She looked at Taye’s open, unwavering face and felt the weight of her promise to show up. “I need you to stay awake with me,” she whispered. “Just for a few hours.”
Taye nodded, folding the blanket around her legs. “I’m here.”
On the desk by the window, Kai opened her laptop. The city lights below were blurred by rain, and she tapped out a quick acknowledgement to her coordinator. As the message sent, she felt the old tightening in her chest—an echo of every moment she’d feared she wasn’t enough.
She reached for her water glass, took a sip, and turned to Taye. “I need to pull the last six months of security logs, map the breach timeline, and draft the response memo.”
Taye grabbed a notebook and pen from the nightstand. “I’ll track your steps. Just tell me what you’re doing, and I’ll make the outline.”
Kai exhaled, the tension easing just enough. They sat cross-legged on the bed, computer balanced on Kai’s knees, Taye’s notebook resting on her thigh.

“First,” Kai murmured, “pull logs from March onward.” She guided Taye through the file structure. As Taye read titles aloud—March_Logs.zip, April_Archive—Kai ticked off each archive, opening windows and scanning for anomalies.
Outside, the rain intensified. Each drop sounded like a heartbeat in her ears.
“Found something,” Taye said after twenty minutes. She read a timestamp: “May 12, 1:03 AM—login from an unrecognized IP.”
Kai leaned in. “That’s the night I stayed late in the office basement to finish your demo rehearsal.” The memory made her chest tighten—a stark reminder of all the nights she’d worked while Taye waited alone.
Taye’s eyes flicked to Kai. “You remember that?”
Kai swallowed. “I remember everything you did for me that week.” She returned to the logs, eyes scanning lines of code. “This IP… it wasn’t cleared. It risked exposure.”
Taye wrote furiously, outlining the breach sequence. Kai drafted a section: “Incident occurred during unmonitored off-hour access. Root cause: unauthorized workstation login.”
They worked in tandem—Kai’s expertise and Taye’s steady transcription—until the memo took shape. By midnight, they had a 500-word summary and a list of remedial actions.
Kai paused and rubbed her eyes. “I need to draft the executive summary.”
Taye closed her notebook. “Then take a minute. I’ll read the summary back as you write.”
Kai stared at the blank document. On one side was her career—on the other was the woman who refused to leave her alone in this storm. She could taste exhaustion, but also the fierce, quiet loyalty Taye offered.
She typed the opening:
“At 1:03 AM on May 12, an unauthorized login permitted data exfiltration. Immediate action required…”
As she wrote, Taye read each sentence aloud, smoothing awkward phrasing with a gentle suggestion: “Change ‘immediate action required’ to ‘urgent response required,’” Taye said.
Kai nodded, fingers moving faster. “Yes.”

By 1:15 AM, they finished the draft. Kai reviewed, heart pounding. Then she hit Send. A thrum of resolve pulsed through her—proof that pressure didn’t have to break her.
She closed the laptop and turned to Taye, voice hoarse. “I did it.”
Taye reached across and brushed Kai’s cheek. “And you stayed.”
They didn’t speak after that. The only sound was the rain fading to a whisper. Kai curled up, and Taye slipped under the covers beside her. Kai closed her eyes, resting her head on Taye’s shoulder, feeling the steady rise and fall of her breath.
In the quiet aftermath, Kai realized that pressure points might force her to bend—but with Taye’s hand in hers, she wouldn’t shatter.
Morning light slipped through the curtains, soft and insistent. Kai’s eyelids fluttered open to the hush of the apartment — no rain, no laptop hum, just the steady rhythm of Taye’s breathing beside her. Her phone lay silent on the bedside table.
Kai turned and reached for Taye’s hand. Taye stirred, rolling onto her side and brushing a strand of hair from Kai’s forehead. “Morning,” she whispered.
Kai offered a tired smile. “Morning.” She paused, voice thick. “I’m sorry I pulled you into that mess.”
Taye’s thumb traced lazy circles on Kai’s palm. “You didn’t pull me. We solved it together.”
Kai sat up, gingerly, every muscle protesting. She rubbed her eyes and glanced at the clock: 7:18 AM. Much later than either of them intended. “I should be at the office in forty minutes,” she said. “I’ll be late.”
Taye sat beside her, boots of resolve clicking into place. “Not today.” She shifted so Kai could rest against her. “You need a slow morning. Then we’ll map out our week.”
Kai closed her eyes, relief and fatigue warping into one. “Okay.”
They stayed like that until Taye’s phone beeped with her own work alert. Taye tucked the phone away. “We’ll push the demo follow-up to Friday,” she announced. “I’ll text the gallery. You get coffee.”
Kai nodded, leaning into the warmth. “Promise me we’ll still do pasta tonight.”
Taye smiled. “It’s on the calendar—7 PM, no exceptions.”
They rose together, moving through their morning routine in quiet partnership: shower, coffee, a shared bowl of oatmeal, each spoonful tasting like permission to slow down.
By 9:15, Kai texted her manager:
Kai: Running late due to urgent matter resolved. I’ll be in by 10:30 and on top of the Q3 deliverables.
She hit send and turned to Taye. “Thank you for buffering all that.”
Taye shrugged. “We’re a system. You catch me; I catch you.”
Kai pressed a kiss to Taye’s temple. “I don’t deserve you.”
Taye laughed softly. “Stop that.”
They sat together at the kitchen table, laptops open side by side, plotting their week. Bullet points turned into time blocks:
· Monday: Kai at office by 10:30; Taye’s demo rescheduled

· Tuesday: Morning coffee walk; afternoon art session

· Wednesday: Tech-free dinner at home

· Thursday: Late-night work check-in only if urgent

· Friday: Date night at Vero’s, no laptops

As they wrote, Kai felt the tight coil of anxiety unwind. Seeing their commitments laid out, not as competing demands but as shared intentions, made her chest feel spacious for the first time in days.
Taye reached across and tapped Kai’s cursor. “Here—add: Sunday morning brunch with no interruptions.”
Kai grinned. “The best kind of pressure point.”
They closed their computers together, the click of each lid echoing a quiet vow. Then Kai gathered her things for work, and Taye handed her a travel mug of extra-strong coffee.
At the door, Kai paused. “Thank you for staying up all night.”
Taye slipped her arm through Kai’s. “Thank you for letting me.”
Kai stepped into the hallway and turned back. “I’m scared sometimes.”
Taye squeezed her hand. “I know. And I’m still here.”
Kai smiled, pressing her forehead to Taye’s palm. “Then I can do anything.”
With that, she walked out — not alone, but carrying Taye’s heartbeat with her into the day’s pressures, certain that whatever came, they’d face it together.






[bookmark: _ayjj0y5tt2vc]Chapter 15: Outside Voices 
Kai’s hand hovered on the doorbell for a heartbeat longer than she meant. Behind her, Taye slipped into step. “They’re ready,” Taye whispered.
The velvet drape lifted, and Kai found herself in Taye’s childhood foyer—warm honey walls, family portraits lined the hallway. Taye’s mother appeared in the archway, smile wide but eyes sharp. “Welcome, Kai. Come in.”
She stepped forward, arms outstretched. Kai felt the hum of expectation—every framed photograph seemed to gather focus on her. Taye closed the door behind them.
In the living room, Taye’s grandmother sat in a wingback chair, knitting needles clicking. The old woman’s gaze was steady, unblinking. “You’re the one she talks about,” she said, voice soft but firm. “The woman who stayed.”
Kai swallowed. “Yes, Ma’am.”
Taye’s father materialized beside her grandmother. He offered a firm handshake that felt like an initiation. “Thank you for making her smile.”
Kai nodded, heart fluttering. “It’s my honor.”
They moved into the dining room, where cousins murmured introductions at a long table set with linen and crystal. Kai caught snippets—“First impressions?” “How did you two meet?” “You look well together.” Each question landed gently but carried an edge: Can she handle this scrutiny?
Taye slipped an arm around Kai’s waist. “Don’t mind them. Just be you.”
They settled on matching chairs beside Taye’s grandmother. Plates of steaming greens and stew arrived in rhythmic procession. Kai lifted her fork, met each gaze with practiced warmth.
“So,” Taye’s cousin asked mid-bite, “when’s the wedding?” Laughter rippled around the table. Kai’s throat closed. She glanced at Taye, who gave her a quick, reassuring squeeze.
Kai cleared her throat. “We’re taking our time.”
Her answer drew nods—approval, relief, something like respect. Conversation flowed: stories of Taye’s childhood pranks, her grandmother’s famous okra, her father’s insistence on fresh bread every Sunday. Kai listened, asked questions, carved space for herself in the narrative.
After dinner, they retired to the parlor. Grandmother patted Kai’s hand. “You two have something rare,” she said. “Don’t let the world rattle it.”
Kai met her gaze and felt a quiet swell of pride. “I promise I won’t.”
Outside voices had pressed in—the family’s curious cheer, the gentle tests—but in the hush after the last aunt asked for a toast, Kai realized she belonged here. Not as a guest under judgment, but as someone woven into Taye’s life.
They stepped onto the porch together, the night air cool. Taye linked her arm through Kai’s. “How was it?”
Kai exhaled, the tension easing. “Real. Perfectly imperfect.”
Taye smiled and pressed Kai’s hand to her heart. “Exactly how we like it.”
After the family lunch, the parlor felt too still. Kai sank into the velvet settee, Taye beside her, both catching their breath. Outside voices—the hum of distant traffic, muffled laughter from the next room—seemed to press in through the walls.
Taye’s sister, Marisol, swept in carrying a platter of biscotti. “You two deserve a moment,” she said, setting it down. “Thank you for coming. It meant the world.”
Kai offered a tired smile. “Thank you for having me.”
Marisol lingered, eyeing Kai’s silk scarf. “That color suits you,” she said. “Where did you get it?”
Kai named the boutique, keeping her tone light. In truth, she’d bought it on impulse after Taye mentioned pumpkins and saffron—family colors at Thanksgiving. The question felt less harmless than it sounded: Where do you belong?
Marisol nodded like she’d reached a verdict. “Good. You fit.”
Kai’s chest tightened—‘fit’ felt fragile. Before she could respond, Marisol was gone. Taye slid over and pressed Kai’s hand. “You did well.”
Kai closed her eyes. “But I felt tested.”
Taye’s thumb brushed the back of Kai’s hand. “Family does that. They want to know you’ll stay when it’s hard.”
Kai opened her eyes. “I want to stay.”
Taye let out a quiet breath. “Then we’re good.”
They rose together and followed Marisol’s footsteps down the hallway, passing old photos—Taye as a toddler with paint-smudged cheeks, graduating caps and gowns, a wedding portrait of their parents. Each image was a reminder: families carry histories, expectations, and unwritten rules that still linger around the dinner table.
At the front door, Taye’s mother slipped an arm around Kai. “Thank you,” she said softly. “Be good to her.”
Kai caught Taye’s eye. That single line—soft as a whisper—felt like an invitation to belong. “I will.”
Outside, the sky had cleared. Kai and Taye walked down the stone steps, slipping arms around each other. The outside voices had tested them, but together they’d answered with presence rather than performance.
That evening, Kai and Taye sat at their kitchen island, unpacking leftovers into containers. The clink of glass and the scent of rosemary roasted chicken grounded them back in their own space.
Taye paused, looking at Kai. “Did you feel it? That moment when Aunt Claire asked, ‘When are you two making little ones?’”
Kai sighed, chopping parsley. “I did. It hit me like a freight train.”
Taye tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “I used to dread that question.”
Kai set down the knife. “Why didn’t you say something?”
Taye’s shoulders tightened. “My mother’s voice…” She trailed off. “She means well, but she’s haunted by her own choices.”
Kai reached across the counter. “Tell me.”
Taye took a deep breath. “When I came out, she… wasn’t ready. It took years for her to see that my happiness didn’t erase hers.” Her voice cracked. “I thought I could protect you from that. But seeing it through her eyes again made me wonder if you’d run.”
Kai’s heart stuttered. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Taye closed her eyes. “I know. I’m saying it for me, not you.”
Kai pulled a chair close and sat beside her. “I’m sorry you had to relive that.”
Taye leaned against her. “But telling you helps. It’s part of why outside voices scare me.”
Kai wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Then let me be your inside voice. The one that says you’re enough.”
Taye lifted her head and kissed Kai’s cheek. “Thank you.”
They finished packing dinner and moved to the couch. The city lights outside glowed like a promise—soft but steady.
Kai rested her feet on Taye’s lap, and Taye draped a blanket over them. In the hush, they let the echoes of family chatter fade into the warmth they built between them.
Saturday afternoon brought gallery errands: Taye needed fresh matting for new prints, and Kai volunteered to carry the tubes. They walked down a busy street, storefronts bright, voices spilling onto the sidewalk.
At an art supply shop, Kai held the door while Taye negotiated sizes. A passerby slowed, studying Taye’s sketchbook. “Your work is beautiful,” she said, voice genuine.
Taye’s cheeks warmed. “Thank you.”
Kai caught the stranger’s eye. “She’s incredible.”
The woman smiled and moved on. Kai’s chest lifted—outside voices didn’t always test them; sometimes they uplifted.
Back on the street, Kai steered Taye away from a cafe where a barista had shouted, “Hey, you two make a cute couple!” earlier that week. The cheer had felt too loud, like an audience.
Taye slipped her hand into Kai’s. “Let’s grab coffee at that quiet spot down the block.”
Inside a tucked-away bistro, they found a booth. Steam curled from matching lattes. No family tests, no well-meaning strangers—just two voices in conversation.
Taye sipped and watched Kai’s expressions shift: thoughtful, amused, open. “I love watching you process the world.”
Kai smiled. “Even the outside voices?”
Taye leaned in. “Especially those that surprise us. The supportive ones.”
Kai reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “I needed to know not every echo warns us.”
Taye nodded. “Love can live in echoes of encouragement too.”
They clinked mugs, listening to the gentle hum of other patrons. In that quiet corner, they learned that belonging could be claimed in small moments—not just approved by family, but affirmed by strangers and by each other’s steady presence.
That night, Kai and Taye curled up on the balcony with a shared blanket and a thermos of tea. The city lights flickered below, an orchestra of outside voices softened by distance.
Taye leaned her head on Kai’s shoulder. “Family day didn’t break us.”
Kai kissed the top of her head. “It tested us. But we stayed.”
Taye traced patterns on Kai’s hand. “I’m proud of us.”
Kai’s voice was quiet. “I used to think love meant being flawless in front of them. Now I know it means showing up with flaws.”
Taye lifted Kai’s hand and kissed each fingertip. “Flaws and all, you’re my home.”
Kai pressed her forehead to Taye’s. “Then let’s vow something.”
Taye hummed, eyes closed. “Anything.”
Kai inhaled the night air. “Let every outside voice—test, question, or compliment—remind us of who we are inside. Not perfect, but unwavering.”
Taye opened her eyes and smiled. “I vow that.”
They sat in the hush that follows sincerity—no need for more words. The breeze carried away the echoes, leaving only the steady beat of two hearts learned to listen both outward and inward.
And in that moment, their own voices rang clear: Here. Together. Unafraid.
Monday morning, Kai arrived at her desk to find an envelope on her keyboard—handwritten, delicate stationery. She opened it to see Taye’s looping script:

“Remember: Our love echoes louder than outside voices. I believe in you. —T”
A smile bloomed in her chest. Even cubicle walls and fluorescent lights couldn’t mute Taye’s steady affirmation.
Later that day, Kai’s colleague, Jenna, dropped by. “Weekend was fun, right? Your girlfriend’s fam knows how to throw down.” Jenna’s tone was light, but Kai caught the hesitation in her eyes—curiosity wrapped in awkward caution.
Kai met the question head-on. “Yes—warm, spirited, and real.” She gestured to the window. “Let’s grab lunch and I’ll tell you about Grandma’s secret okra recipe.”
Jenna laughed, relief softening her shoulders. “Deal.” And just like that, Kai turned a testing moment into an invitation, shaping an outside voice into an echo of belonging.
That afternoon, Kai found Taye waiting in the courtyard with iced tea. She blew on the condensation before passing a cup to Kai. “Heard about the envelope,” Taye said, eyes bright.
Kai sipped, joy warming her tongue. “I needed that.”
Taye leaned in, voice low. “I’ll keep sending echoes until they’re louder than any doubt.”
Kai pressed her mug to her lips. “I’ll share them.”
They clinked glasses and lingered in the sunlit corner, two steady pulses cutting through the bustle—proof that outside voices could become inside mantras when you let them.
Saturday night, Taye’s gallery space was awash in soft light, laughter, and the hum of conversation. Kai hovered near the entrance, coat draped over her arm, watching Taye greet friends and curious strangers alike. Each introduction was a test of grace under a spotlight.
A patron with a camera slung over her shoulder approached a print titled Together in Echo, showing two silhouettes leaning into each other. “This piece—did you model it after your own relationship?” she asked, voice eager.
Taye smiled, chest lifting. “In a way. It’s about the trust we build when every echo brings us back to each other.”
The woman nodded, then glanced at Kai. “And you’re the other half of the echo?”

Kai felt heat rise but met her gaze. “Yes. I’m the one who leans in when the world pulls us apart.”
The patron snapped a photo. “That’s beautiful.”
As she drifted away, another voice cut through—a gallery intern, curious but blunt. “Is it true you two met here, in an art class? Sounds romantic.”
Taye laughed, brushing a stray curl from her face. “It was more messy than romantic—coffee spills and late-night critiques.”
Kai reached for Taye’s hand behind her back. A gentle anchor amid applause and clink of wine glasses.
Later, a serious-looking collector studied a series of line drawings. He turned to Kai. “Art and love… they rarely coexist so seamlessly. Do you worry about the art overshadowing the relationship?”
Kai paused. The question felt crass, as if love were a sideshow. She took a breath. “If anything overshadows it, the love teaches the art. Every line is richer because it’s shared.”
The collector nodded slowly, as if Taylor Swift had just dropped a surprise album. “I see.”
Taye edged closer and slipped her arm around Kai’s waist. In that crowded room, outside voices tested them—some with genuine curiosity, some with clumsy assumptions. But together, they turned each inquiry into an invitation to deepen their bond.
As the last guests filtered out, the gallery manager clapped quietly. “Exceptional evening. You two brought this show to life.”
Taye and Kai exchanged a tired smile. Under the gallery’s glow, they realized outside voices could shape their story—but only if they let those echoes enrich rather than fracture their connection.
Monday afternoon, Kai stepped into the break room and found Jenna stirring tea. “Hey, Kai. How was the weekend with Taye’s family?”
Kai paused by the counter, caffeine humming low in her veins. Jenna’s question felt harmless, but the subtext lingered: Are you in for the long haul?
Kai offered a neutral smile. “It was good—family’s warm, a bit theatrical but lovely.”
Jenna tilted her head. “Sounds intense. So… wedding bells soon?”
Kai’s heart fluttered. She closed her eyes briefly, gathering resolve. “We’re not in any rush. We’re figuring it out together.”
Jenna nodded, lips pressed tight. “Of course. Just curious.”
Kai sensed Jenna’s good intentions—she’d supported Kai’s promotion last quarter—but external expectations hovered. She took a steadying breath. “One day at a time.”
Later, at her desk, Kai scrolled through LinkedIn and spotted a congratulatory comment on her family photo: “Looks like you’re settling down—kudos!” A mix of emojis followed. Beneath it, another note: “I hope you’re not letting personal life slow your career.”
The second comment landed like a sudden chill. Kai’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. She could defend, retort, or ignore. None felt right.
Her phone buzzed—Taye: “Lunch? I found that café you like.”
Kai exhaled and typed, “Be there in 15.” She closed the tab on LinkedIn and left her desk with purpose.
In the cafe’s quiet corner, Taye greeted her with two lattes and a shared croissant. “Rough afternoon?” Taye asked, eyes gentle.
Kai nodded, stirred her drink. “Outside voices—family, galleries, coworkers—sometimes they feel too loud.”
Taye reached over and squeezed her hand. “But you’re writing your own echo.”
Kai met her gaze. “With you.”
They sat in companionable silence, letting the cafe’s low chatter become a soothing backdrop—proof that, together, they could turn outside expectations into inside affirmations.
That evening, Kai and Taye walked home under streetlamps, their steps echoing on rain-slick pavement. The city’s hum softened around them, leaving space for their own conversation.
Kai stopped at a crosswalk and turned to Taye. “Sometimes I feel pulled in a thousand directions by everyone else’s questions.”
Taye folded her arms and smiled. “Then let’s practice this.” She cupped Kai’s face. “Tell me what you hear inside.”
Kai closed her eyes, exhaling slowly. “I hear you say: ‘I choose you. Always.’”
Taye brushed her lips across Kai’s forehead. “Then let the outside voices fade. Our echo is the one that matters.”
They crossed the street hand in hand, leaving other people’s expectations behind. At home, they settled on the couch with a blanket and turned off their phones—no pings, no prompts. Just the quiet peace of two hearts in conversation.
Taye whispered, “Outside voices test us, but they don’t define us.”
Kai nodded, laying her head against Taye’s shoulder. “Inside, I know who we are.”
They held each other in the darkness, the city beyond their windows, and let the echoes of their own promises carry them into sleep—safe, together, and unafraid of the world’s questions.
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Kai wasn’t used to being watched gently.
She was used to being evaluated, decoded, or tolerated. But this—whatever this was—Taye watching her without needing anything in return, without expectation or urgency—this was uncharted.
The room was dim. Not romantic-dim, not staged or curated. Just the absence of trying. A single floor lamp in the corner spilled soft amber light across the bookshelves and cast both women in a kind of warm haze. It smelled like bergamot and leftover jasmine rice, faint and human. Lived-in.
Taye sat cross-legged on the opposite end of the couch, a throw blanket pooled at her ankles, fingers wrapped around a warm mug she hadn’t sipped in a while. Kai sat curled up, knees tucked under her oversized hoodie, socked feet resting on the edge of the coffee table she once swore she’d never put her feet on. That was before Taye. Before comfort mattered more than rules.
Neither of them had spoken in eight minutes.
Kai counted.
It wasn’t silence, not really. The TV played some indie film at a low hum, full of atmospheric piano and characters mumbling things like “you always disappear when I need you.” But the real dialogue was in the air—what neither of them said. What both of them felt.
Kai shifted slightly, pulling her hoodie sleeves over her hands. Her body had thawed from the emotional freeze of last week, but her spirit hadn’t quite caught up. She was here, present, even touching the edges of peace—but still suspended in hesitation.
Taye, to her credit, hadn’t forced her return.
She didn’t pry when Kai went quiet mid-text last Tuesday. Didn’t chase after the gap in conversation when Kai ghosted their usual nightly voice note. She’d just sent one message: Still here when you’re ready.
Not what’s wrong?, not talk to me, not I deserve to know.
Just still here.
Kai wondered if that was a different kind of love. The kind that didn’t announce itself with trumpets but showed up with soup and didn’t mind the silence. She wasn’t sure she believed in it yet. But she was curious. That was something.
“You always get quiet when the plot gets messy,” Taye said suddenly, not looking at her.
Kai turned her head, surprised. “You’ve noticed that?”
Taye shrugged, the side of her mouth twitching. “You pause. Or sigh. Or rearrange your whole face like you're rewriting the script in your head.”
Kai laughed under her breath. “I do not.”
“You do,” Taye said, playful but gentle. “It’s endearing.”
Kai rolled her eyes, but her shoulders softened. She looked at the screen. Some character was crying against a window. “I just hate when people run from themselves. Makes me anxious.”
Taye leaned back. “So do you pause because you see yourself in them… or because you don’t want to?”
That question hung in the air for too long. Kai felt it lodge itself somewhere behind her ribs.
“I don’t know yet,” she said.
Honest. Small. Vulnerable.
Taye nodded, like that answer was more than enough.
Taye shifted, barely, and Kai tracked the movement with her eyes before she could pretend not to care. It was small—a flex of the knee, a hand adjusting the blanket—but even the smallest things felt amplified when the room was this quiet.
Kai’s heart beat louder than the TV.
She wasn’t sure when proximity had become so loaded between them. They’d sat beside each other before. On benches, at the edge of Kai’s bed during those late-night playlist swaps, at cafes where their knees touched accidentally and neither of them moved. But now everything felt like it meant something. Even stillness.
Taye didn’t force closeness. She never had. But she also didn’t retreat. She let silence stretch without rushing to fill it, let closeness bloom in increments. It unnerved Kai, this pace. She was used to declarations or distance—either someone was all in or they disappeared. Taye was doing neither. She was... remaining.
That scared Kai more than she could explain.
“Do you always do this?” Kai asked quietly, eyes still on the TV.
Taye didn’t ask what. She just sipped her lukewarm tea before answering. “Do what?”
“Stay. Wait.”
Taye tilted her head slightly, like she was chewing on something bigger than the question. “Only when it feels worth it.”
Kai exhaled. A long, deliberate breath. “That’s a lot of pressure.”
“It’s not,” Taye said gently. “Because I’m not waiting for you to change. I’m waiting for you to feel safe.”
The blanket suddenly felt too warm. Kai kicked one foot free, rubbed her socked toes against the textured edge of the rug. It grounded her. Or tried to.
“No one’s ever said it like that,” she admitted.
“I’m not them.”
Kai looked over then. Really looked. Taye’s hair was pulled into that loose pineapple puff she always wore on chill days, a few curls falling defiantly over her forehead. Her face, calm but attentive. A presence you could lean on without being asked to explain the weight.
“Why do you make it so easy to be honest?” Kai asked.
Taye gave a soft, crooked smile. “Because I’m honest back.”
Kai let that sit in the air for a while. She didn't have a follow-up. Just a small ache under her ribs that whispered: this could be something if you let it.
The popcorn had gone stale. Kai stood to stretch, half-pretending that her legs needed the movement, half-needing to shake the feeling crawling up her back—the one that whispered you don’t deserve this ease. She walked into the kitchen, flipped on the low light over the sink. It bathed the space in a soft gold that made the whole apartment feel like a still-life painting.
Taye followed a few moments later, quiet as always.
“You want tea?” Kai asked.
Taye leaned against the doorframe. “Sure. Surprise me.”
Kai opened the cabinet and stared blankly. Her hands moved without much direction, pulling out peppermint and ginger, then changing her mind and reaching for a sleepy-time blend she hadn’t touched in months. She filled the kettle, clicked it on, and stared at it like it might answer a question she hadn’t asked yet.
Taye came beside her, not close enough to touch, but close enough to feel.
“You good?” she asked.
Kai nodded. Then shook her head. Then shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Taye didn’t push.
The kettle began to rumble, building to a gentle roar, the kind that filled space without demanding it. Kai dropped two teabags into mismatched mugs and poured carefully, trying not to spill, even though her hands had the faintest shake.
“I hate this part,” she said suddenly, voice small.
Taye took the mug offered to her. “Which part?”
“The part where I start to care. Where things feel real.”
Taye’s lips pressed into a line. “Why?”
“Because real things leave.”
Taye nodded slowly, cradling her mug in both hands. “So do fake things.”
Kai laughed, dry and tired. “You’re impossible.”
“No,” Taye said, sipping. “I’m just not in a rush to prove anything.”
They stood there in silence again, sipping their tea. The warmth grounded Kai more than the rug ever could. It felt like a ritual—two women holding fragile stories and hot mugs, deciding, moment by moment, not to run.
Kai set her cup down and leaned back against the counter. “You know, I always thought love would be louder.”
Taye turned to face her. “Maybe it is, for some people.”
“But not for us?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Why not?”
Taye’s gaze didn’t flinch. “Because you listen better in the quiet.”
Kai felt something in her blink.
And there it was again—the pause. That breathless, terrifying moment where she wanted to close the gap between them. Not with a kiss, not yet. But maybe with a forehead pressed to shoulder. A pinky finger curled toward another. Anything.
But she didn’t move.
Neither did Taye.
It wasn’t a standoff. It wasn’t hesitation. It was reverence.
Eventually, Taye stepped back first, just enough to break the tension. “Come on. Before your weird indie movie turns into a psychological thriller.”
Kai smiled. Followed. The moment passed.
But something inside her had shifted.
Something quiet, and blooming.
By the time they returned to the couch, the movie had ended and Netflix had launched into that blank judgmental screen asking, Are you still watching?
Kai picked up the remote and pressed “Back,” but didn’t queue up anything else. The room was full enough.
She sank into her spot again, but this time didn’t curl up into herself. She left one leg draped off the side, arms loose in her lap. It was a subtle change, but Taye noticed. She always noticed.
“You know,” Kai said, eyes on the TV but tone far away, “I wasn’t always like this.”
Taye turned slightly toward her. “Like what?”
“This guarded. This quiet. This scared of wanting things.”
There was no edge in her voice. No bitterness. Just a tired kind of honesty, like something had been pressing on her chest too long and she finally let it breathe.
Taye waited. She didn’t jump in with reassurances or curiosity. Just... waited.
Kai let the silence hold her a second longer, then spoke again.
“I used to be loud about love. The kind of girl who’d send paragraphs and playlists and overthink the timing of good morning texts. I’d rearrange my day just to see someone for fifteen minutes.” She exhaled, laughed a little under her breath. “I didn’t know how to love small.”
Taye nodded softly. “You still don’t.”
Kai looked over at her, surprised.
“You think I’m loving you?”
“You think you’re not?”
That hit her somewhere raw. She opened her mouth, closed it. Blinked twice.
“I’m trying not to,” she admitted. “At least not out loud.”
“Why?”
Kai stared at the coffee table. “Because it never ends well when I do. I fall hard, they disappear. Or I fall hard, and they stay, but not for me. They stay for who they think I am—who I was when I was performing love like a damn audition.”
She picked at a loose thread in the couch cushion, pulling it, letting it unravel a little. “And then it hurts more. Because they’re not leaving me. They’re leaving the version I convinced them was lovable.”
Taye shifted a little closer. Not touching. Just closing the space between them enough for Kai to feel it. She didn’t speak right away. She let the weight of Kai’s confession land.
“I don’t want your performance,” Taye said, voice steady. “I want your real.”
Kai’s eyes filled suddenly—embarrassing and uninvited, the way real feelings often are. She blinked hard, but a tear slipped free anyway.
“I don’t know how to do real without breaking a little.”
“Then let’s break a little. Together.”
Kai laughed through a sniffle. “That sounds like the worst motivational speech ever.”
Taye smiled. “I wasn’t trying to be motivational. I’m just... here.”
Kai wiped her face with her sleeve and sat back, exhaling.
“That’s the part I don’t get. Why you’re here.”
Taye didn’t flinch. “Because I see you.”
Silence again. But it wasn’t cold.
It felt like home. Like a soft room without sharp corners. Like finally being allowed to sit down.
Kai leaned her head back on the couch and closed her eyes.
“You’re gonna ruin me,” she whispered.
Taye’s voice was almost a breath. “I’d rather help you rebuild.”
Taye didn’t move closer. She didn’t have to.
Her presence filled the space between them like music with no lyrics—something you didn’t have to understand to feel.
Kai stayed still, head leaned back against the couch cushion, eyes closed. She wasn’t asleep, but she also wasn’t fully here. Her body was still and soft, but her mind was moving. Not in anxious circles for once—just floating, slow and uncertain, like a leaf on quiet water.
She could feel Taye beside her. Not quite touching, but close enough that the warmth skimmed the edge of her arm. That almost was its own kind of intimacy.
“Do you think we’re doing this wrong?” Kai asked quietly, without opening her eyes.
Taye’s voice came back just as soft. “What’s ‘this’?”
“Whatever this is. Us. Talking without labeling it. Feeling things without saying them. Letting it grow in the dark.”
“I think that’s exactly how some things need to grow.”
Kai turned her head slightly, just enough to look at her. The light caught Taye’s profile, and it made her look golden. Calm. Like the answer to a question Kai didn’t know she was asking.
“I’m used to chaos,” Kai said. “To people needing drama to feel real.”
Taye’s gaze didn’t waver. “I’m not here to perform.”
Kai nodded slowly. “I know. That’s the terrifying part.”
They stared at each other for a long, unbroken second.
Then Taye leaned forward slightly, resting her elbows on her knees. “You don’t owe me anything,” she said. “But if you ever want to say it—whatever it is—you can.”
Kai felt something open and tighten in the same breath. A door creaking. A string pulling.
She didn’t speak. Instead, she shifted her hand slowly, inch by inch across the couch cushion. Not reaching for Taye’s. Not holding. Just... laying it there.
Open.
Taye didn’t rush. She glanced at the hand, then at Kai’s face, then back again. And then, gently, she placed her hand beside it. Not over it. Not intertwined.
Beside.
Two open palms resting close. Like a question and an answer without punctuation.
They sat like that for minutes—quiet, steady, grounded. There was no dramatic music swelling, no cinematic kiss to mark the moment. Just breath. Just nearness. Just the decision to be here.
Eventually, Kai turned her hand palm-up, slowly, like an invitation.
Taye met it with the same care, fingertips brushing first, then folding into place.
They didn’t look at each other again. They just sat there.
And somehow, that was louder than anything either of them could’ve said.
They didn’t speak for the rest of the night.
Not because there was nothing left to say, but because what had been offered—those quiet, trembling truths—were still echoing between them.
Kai’s thumb brushed gently against Taye’s. Absentminded. Barely there. And Taye didn’t react, not dramatically, not with a squeeze or a sigh. She just let the contact be what it was. Two people deciding to remain open. Two people not running.
The city moved on outside—the occasional car sliding past, a siren in the distance, the hum of life beyond their window—but inside, time slowed. Or maybe it just softened. Became something they could hold.
Kai glanced at the clock: 11:47 PM.
It was late. And Taye should’ve left by now. She always left by midnight. It was an unspoken boundary, a line they’d never crossed—not for sleepovers, not for temptation. Their connection had rules. Or maybe it just had caution.
But tonight felt different.
Kai turned to her. “You don’t have to stay.”
Taye met her gaze, unwavering. “I know.”
“I’m not—” she started, then stopped. Tried again. “I’m not trying to blur anything.”
“I know that too.”
Kai inhaled, slow. “But I also don’t want you to go.”
Taye didn’t smile. But her face shifted with something tender. “Then I’ll stay.”
It was said like she was offering to stay through more than just the night. Like she was staying through the hard part. Through the waiting. Through the becoming.
Kai got up first, moving to turn off the lights. Then paused. She looked at Taye, still seated on the couch, framed by soft lamplight and patience.
“Do you want the guest blanket or...?”
Taye stood slowly. “You can just... toss it over me. Couch is fine.”
Kai nodded, trying not to overthink the thud in her chest. She retrieved the blanket and handed it to her without a word. Taye settled back onto the couch, tucking her legs under her. Kai turned to head to her room—but paused.
The weight of the moment pressed between her shoulder blades. She turned back.
“I don’t know what this is,” she whispered. “But I want to do it differently this time. Slower. Real.”
Taye’s voice was low but certain. “Then let’s not rush the naming. Let’s just let it be.”
Kai nodded. Her throat tightened again, but this time she didn’t cry. She just took it in.
Then, just before turning away, she walked back to the couch, leaned down, and pressed a soft kiss—light as a leaf—on the crown of Taye’s head.
Not romantic.
Not platonic.
Just human. Just brave.
Taye closed her eyes for a moment like she was storing the warmth of it somewhere deep.
Kai walked to her room and closed the door, but didn’t feel separate. Not tonight.
And as she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, heart still humming, she realized something.
This was the first time she didn’t feel like she was about to lose something just because it felt good.
Maybe, she thought, love could arrive without taking.
Maybe it could just stay.
Kai didn’t sleep right away.
She lay in bed with the lamp still on, the soft glow casting shadows across her ceiling. Her eyes tracked the fan above, even though it wasn’t spinning. Her mind was spinning enough for both of them.
She hadn’t expected the day to end like this—quiet, full, slightly cracked open. Not in pain, but in presence. It was the kind of night that didn’t feel like a turning point until much later, when you realized you’d stopped running and didn’t even notice.
Across the apartment, she heard a couch cushion shift.
Not loud. Not disruptive. But real.
She sat up, rubbed her hands over her face, and stood. Walked barefoot back into the living room like something was pulling her there. She didn’t have a reason. Just a feeling.
Taye was still awake.
She was lying on her back under the blanket, one arm bent behind her head, the other resting on her stomach. Eyes open, staring at the ceiling like she, too, was listening for something invisible.
Kai leaned against the doorframe, silent for a few seconds.
“You can’t sleep either?” she asked, her voice low and rough with tired.
Taye smiled faintly. “Didn’t even try.”
Kai crossed the room and sat on the edge of the couch near Taye’s feet. Not close enough to be too much. Not far enough to be distant. Just... there.
“I’m not used to anyone hearing the quiet parts of me,” she said after a long pause.
Taye turned her head slowly to face her. “They’re the best parts.”
Kai laughed—short, soft, and slightly bitter. “You say that now. Wait until you meet the ones I keep under the floorboards.”
Taye raised an eyebrow. “Is that a threat?”
“A warning.”
Taye shifted to sit up, the blanket falling into her lap. “Then consider me warned. Still here.”
Kai looked down at her hands, thumbs brushing over one another. “It’s scary.”
“I know.”
“It’s good, but it’s... scary.”
Taye nodded. “Those things are allowed to be true at the same time.”
A silence grew between them again, but it wasn’t empty. It was ripe. Something could bloom from it if either of them were brave enough.
Kai looked at her, really looked, and realized something: she didn’t want to fall in love. Not the crash and burn kind. She wanted to walk into it. One step, one breath, one held gaze at a time.
“I don’t want to ruin this,” she said.
“You’re not.”
Kai opened her mouth, then closed it again. Something about that certainty—Taye’s unshaken steadiness—startled her in a good way. Like finding a light left on in a house you thought was empty.
“I want to believe you,” she admitted.
Taye’s voice softened. “Then do. Slowly. One piece at a time.”
Kai nodded and stood again, slower this time.
“I’m gonna try to sleep.”
Taye leaned back, eyes not leaving her. “Okay.”
Kai paused halfway down the hall, turned back. “Will you still be here in the morning?”
Taye’s answer came without hesitation. “Yes.”
It was the simplest promise either of them had ever made. And maybe the biggest.
Morning didn’t rush her.
For once, Kai didn’t wake up to the familiar stab of anxiety, the invisible checklist already shouting in her brain. Instead, there was quiet. Still. A soft stretch of sunlight reaching across her comforter. The kind of light that touches before it wakes.
She blinked slowly, the ceiling above her blurry, her thoughts still fogged. Then, slowly, it came back to her: the couch. The tea. The hand beside hers. The words she said out loud that normally never left her head.
Taye.
Kai sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes. She reached for her phone out of habit—then set it right back down without checking it. She wasn’t ready for the outside world yet. The inside one was still too tender.
The apartment was quiet, but not empty. Kai could feel it in the walls—someone else’s presence. Not in an invasive way. Not like a visitor who overstayed. More like a softness that remained after the conversation ended, like the scent of someone’s lotion lingering on a hoodie.
She pulled on a sweatshirt and walked out, feet padding silently on the cool floor.
Taye was still on the couch, tucked under the blanket, legs curled in. She wasn’t asleep, just... resting. Eyes closed, breath steady, face slack with peace. Kai stood in the doorway and just watched her for a moment.
There was something holy about the way Taye took up space without disrupting it. How she didn’t shrink to fit into someone else’s comfort but also never demanded more room than what was freely offered.
Taye didn’t move when Kai walked past her into the kitchen. She didn’t stir when the kettle clicked on. It was only when Kai placed the mug on the table with a gentle clink that she opened her eyes.
“Good morning,” Kai said softly.
Taye sat up slowly, her curls loose and haloed in the light. “Morning.”
They held each other’s gaze longer than what should’ve been appropriate for first light. But it wasn’t awkward. It was intimate in the way shared silence always is—familiar without needing a script.
Kai sat across from her and wrapped her hands around her own mug. “You slept okay?”
Taye nodded. “Yeah. Better than expected.”
“I thought you’d leave before I got up.”
“I said I’d still be here.”
“You did,” Kai said, almost to herself. “And you are.”
That shouldn’t have felt like a miracle, but it did.
They sipped their tea slowly. The clink of ceramic and the occasional creak of the apartment were the only sounds between them. No TV. No music. No need to fill the air.
Kai tilted her head. “Do you do this often?”
“What?”
“This... quiet patience thing.”
Taye smiled. “Only with people who don’t know they deserve it yet.”
Kai’s breath caught for just a second. Then she reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.
“I’m trying,” she said.
“I know.”
Kai looked down at her mug. “You make it easier.”
“That’s the point,” Taye said. “Love shouldn’t feel like a test you haven’t studied for.”
That line hit Kai somewhere deep. Somewhere she hadn’t let anyone touch in a long time. Maybe ever.
“I don’t know what this is,” Kai said slowly. “I don’t know if I’m ready for anything. But I know I don’t want you to go.”
Taye didn’t flinch. “Then I won’t.”
Simple. Steady. Certain.
Kai set her mug down and exhaled.
“I’ve been in love before,” she said. “But it never felt like this.”
Taye raised an eyebrow.
“Like what?”
“Like I can breathe.”
Taye reached across the table then—not to grab or claim, but just to rest her hand palm-up beside Kai’s. An echo of last night. An invitation.
Kai didn’t hesitate this time. She placed her hand in Taye’s.
Not in declaration.
In decision.
A decision to stay.
A decision to try.
A decision to let softness lead for once.
The morning unfolded slowly. They didn’t do much—just moved around each other in the kitchen, made toast, argued about whether butter should go on before or after peanut butter. Kai put on a record instead of a playlist. Taye danced a little while she waited for the kettle to boil again, barefoot and unbothered. Kai laughed more in thirty minutes than she had all week.
It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t a movie moment. But it was real.
And for once, that was enough.
Kai stood at the window, later, watching the street below. A couple walked their dog. A kid zipped by on a scooter. Life continued, like it always did.
But inside this apartment—her apartment—something had shifted.
She felt the weight of Taye’s presence behind her before she heard her voice.
“Whatcha thinking?”
Kai leaned her head against the cool glass. “That I might’ve spent my whole life confusing adrenaline for love.”
Taye came to stand beside her. Not touching. Just present.
“And now?”
“Now I think maybe love is this.”
Taye didn’t ask her to define it. She didn’t need to.
She just stood there.
With her.
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The smell of cinnamon toast was what did it.
Kai had been drifting somewhere between sleep and waking, limbs heavy under the weight of a comforter she hadn’t kicked off, her body unsure if it was allowed to rest. But then the scent hit her—warm, nostalgic, edged with butter and something faintly citrus.
She blinked slowly. The light in her room was bright now, soft sun diffused through the curtains. Morning had taken over the apartment without asking.
Voices. Low, steady movement.
She sat up, unsure for a moment if she’d dreamed the night before. But no—there on the chair was her sweatshirt, the one she wore when Taye stayed late. The blanket from the couch was folded neatly over its back.
Kai wrapped herself in it and padded barefoot into the living room.
There was Taye. Still here.
In her kitchen, barefoot in leggings and a t-shirt, plating two slices of cinnamon toast and humming something under her breath. Kai didn’t recognize the song, but the vibe was unmistakable—morning contentment.
“You’re domestic,” Kai said, voice scratchy from sleep.
Taye turned, a smile blooming slow and real. “You say that like it’s a crime.”
“I say that like I’m surprised,” Kai said, rubbing a hand over her face.
Taye held up a piece of toast. “Don’t be. I make excellent survival breakfasts.”
Kai took the plate and sat on the edge of the couch. The toast was warm, perfectly crisp, cinnamon balanced with just enough sugar to not feel like dessert. It was such a simple thing, but it hit her like kindness often does—quiet and complete.
“You didn’t have to do this,” Kai said, between bites.
“I wanted to.”
And that was that.
They ate in the kind of silence that didn’t press. The kind where chewing didn’t feel awkward. Kai noticed how easily their movements aligned—passing napkins, sipping water from mismatched mugs, moving around each other without bumping into anything emotional.
It was... domestic. And terrifying.
Because she didn’t know how to exist in peace without flinching.

After breakfast, they ended up on the floor. Taye was cross-legged with a pillow behind her back; Kai lay on her stomach, head resting on folded arms. A record played faintly in the background—some neo-soul album Kai had forgotten she owned.
“I could get used to this,” Taye murmured, more to herself than to Kai.
Kai didn’t answer right away. Her heart had kicked up just a little. Not in panic, but in awareness.
Taye noticed. Of course she did.
“You okay?”
“Yeah,” Kai said, then hesitated. “Just... trying not to freeze up.”
“You’re not.”
“I am, a little. It’s like... my body recognizes safety but my brain still double-checks the exits.”
Taye nodded. “Makes sense. You’ve lived too long without a soft place to land.”
Kai exhaled. “That’s the scary part. I don’t know what to do with softness that doesn’t come with strings.”
“You don’t have to do anything with it,” Taye said. “Just let it be soft.”
Kai went quiet.
And then: the sharp chime of her phone from the kitchen counter.
She flinched.
Taye looked over but didn’t move.
“You can get it,” Kai said, more of a reflex than a suggestion.
“It’s not mine.”
Kai stood up slowly, her limbs creaky from the floor. She crossed to the kitchen and checked the screen.
A text from her sister.
“Can you call me when you get a sec?”
 No urgency, no panic. But it still pulled her.
She stared at it too long.
When she turned around, Taye was standing, folding the blanket from the back of the couch.
“I should head out soon anyway,” she said gently. “Let you get back to your world.”
Kai wanted to protest. Say no, stay, I’m fine. But she didn’t. Because part of her knew this was the natural rhythm of closeness—not clinging, just trusting the return.
“Okay,” she said softly. “You want me to walk you out?”
Taye smiled. “Only if you want to.”
Kai grabbed the door, held it open.
Taye stepped into her shoes, grabbed her bag, and turned back before she left. “Thank you for letting me stay.”
Kai swallowed. “Thank you for not making me ask.”
Taye gave a small wave and walked down the hall.
Kai closed the door, leaned against it, and let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.
The apartment felt louder without Taye in it.
Not noisy, but… exposed. Like the silence was no longer filled with breath and shared stillness, but the echo of something that had just left. Like a record that kept spinning after the music had stopped.
Kai stood at the door for a moment longer than necessary. Then she walked to the couch and sat slowly, the blanket still warm from where Taye had folded it. She ran her fingers along the seam, then let it rest in her lap.
There was no mess. No evidence of disruption. Just two mugs in the sink, the toast plate rinsed and drying on the rack. And yet the whole space felt rearranged.
She picked up her phone and stared at the screen again.
“Can you call me when you get a sec?”
From her sister, Rochelle. No time stamp that screamed emergency, but the message pressed at her anyway. Kai had always felt a quiet responsibility to hold the emotional temperature of her family—like she was supposed to preempt storms, even in a clear sky.
She sighed and dialed.
“Hey,” Rochelle answered on the second ring, her voice casual. “You busy?”
“Not really,” Kai said, curling her feet up beneath her. “What’s up?”
“Nothing serious. Just wanted to hear a voice that didn’t annoy me today.”
Kai laughed, tension spilling out with the sound. “So I’m the chosen one.”
“Don’t let it go to your head.”
They fell into easy banter for a few minutes—updates about their mom, Rochelle’s latest office drama, some trash TV Kai hadn’t watched but pretended to care about. It was nice. Familiar. Grounding.
And then Rochelle’s tone shifted.
“You sound… different.”
Kai hesitated. “Good different?”
“Yeah. Softer. Like you slept on a cloud or had an orgasm or something.”
Kai snorted. “Wow. Okay.”
“I’m serious,” Rochelle said. “You sound… rested. Like you’re not fighting yourself today.”
Kai went quiet. Then: “Someone stayed over last night.”
A pause.
“Oh,” Rochelle said, then softened. “And that felt safe?”
“Yeah,” Kai said, surprised by the steadiness in her own voice. “It really did.”
“Good,” Rochelle replied. “I’m glad. You deserve some safety that doesn’t have conditions.”
Kai’s eyes welled, uninvited. It wasn’t even about Taye in that moment—it was about the way her sister said it like a fact. Like it had always been true, and she was just late to believing it.
“Thanks,” Kai whispered.
After the call, she set the phone down and stared out the window. The sun had climbed higher, slicing across her floor in warm strips. The room was quiet again, but it no longer felt empty. It felt like something had been poured into it and was still settling.
She got up and moved slowly around her space—straightening pillows, rinsing mugs, lighting her favourite candle. Not to erase Taye’s presence. To honour it.
And as the flame flickered to life, Kai realized something else:
She hadn’t thought about when Taye would text next.
 She wasn’t bracing for silence.
 She wasn’t waiting for the other shoe.
That was new.
That was what safety started to feel like.
Kai didn’t reach for her laptop. She didn’t open a new Google Doc or set the vibe with lofi beats like she usually did. She just pulled her journal from the stack by the bookshelf, slid her favourite pen from between its pages, and sank into the corner of the couch like she was lowering herself into water.
She hadn’t written in days. Maybe longer.
Not because there was nothing to say, but because sometimes language fails when you're in survival mode. There’s no poetry in holding your breath.
But today, her chest was open. Loosened. And the words came—not in a flood, not all at once—but in slow, intentional strokes across the page.
Taye stayed. I didn’t ask her to. I didn’t offer an explanation or a need. I just existed, and she remained.
It’s unsettling how unfamiliar safety feels when you’ve built a home out of defense.
I kept waiting for her to pull back. Or ask for something. Or disappear.
But she just… made toast and didn’t expect me to be grateful for it.
She listened. Not to fix. Just to hear.
She paused, stared at the sentence. That last part hit something soft in her.
She thought back to the first time someone told her they “just wanted to understand.” It was Micah—her college ex. They’d had that long 2AM conversation in his dorm where she cried for the first time in front of someone and instantly regretted it.
Micah had said the right things. Nodded at the right times. Even held her while she talked. But two days later, he brought it back. Weaponized her softness in a passive-aggressive joke when she didn’t text him back fast enough.
“I mean, I guess I should’ve known you’d shut down again. You’ve got a history of that, right?”
Right.
And ever since then, Kai had learned that listening often came with an invoice.
But Taye hadn’t asked for anything in return. She hadn’t filed Kai’s softness under “use later” or tried to pin it to a red flag. She’d just sat there. Stayed. And made tea like it was a form of care, not currency.
Kai flipped to a new page.
Maybe love doesn’t have to announce itself with urgency. Maybe it doesn’t knock the wind out of you or leave you dizzy.
Maybe it arrives quietly. Makes itself useful. Lights a candle. Pours tea.
Maybe the shape of safety is slow. Soft. Repetitive.
Not grand gestures—just proof that they return.
She closed the journal and sat with it in her lap.
Her apartment felt full without being crowded. Her mind, for once, wasn’t rehearsing a speech or playing out worst-case scenarios.
It was just… here.
She got up, stretched, and wandered to the bookshelf, fingers trailing along titles she hadn’t cracked open in months. Her hand stopped at a slim poetry collection. Something she’d bought years ago but never finished.
She flipped to a dog-eared page near the back.
The poem read:
They told me love would sweep me off my feet
 But maybe it just offers a chair
 And waits for me to sit down.
Kai smiled.
Maybe that was it. Maybe love wasn’t about being taken. Maybe it was about being offered rest.
She left the book open and walked back to the couch, letting herself sink into the silence again.
This time, it didn’t feel like a void.
It felt like an answer.
The afternoon sun began to shift, stretching longer shadows across the hardwood.
Kai moved slowly through the apartment, barefoot and unhurried. There was no urgency in her body, no pressure to make anything useful out of the day. But her hands needed motion. Her spirit needed rhythm.
So she cleaned.
Not in the way she used to — not the anxious scrubbing that tried to erase evidence of someone’s presence or numb the ache of being left. This time, it felt like care. A way to thank the space that had held her.
She rinsed the mugs, wiped down the counters, folded the throw blankets more neatly than necessary. She opened the windows a crack and lit a stick of incense — something warm and woodsy that filled the room with calm instead of covering up tension.
She moved a plant into the light. Picked up a sock she hadn’t noticed earlier. Fluffed a pillow she didn’t even plan to sit on.
It wasn’t for show. It was for her.
When she finally sat down again, her phone buzzed.
Taye:
 Made it home. Thanks again for the morning. I needed that more than I knew.
 Hope today stays gentle for you.
No emoji. No “xoxo.” Just words. Kind, intentional, hers.
Kai stared at it for a moment, thumbs hovering above the screen. She didn’t respond right away. Not because she didn’t want to — but because the words were still settling. Being seen like that, even in something so small... it stirred things.
She set the phone face down beside her. Picked up her journal again.
I’m learning that love doesn’t always show up loud.
 Sometimes it knocks once and waits.
 Sometimes it leaves room for you to answer when you’re ready.
She closed the book and leaned back, letting the scent of incense curl around her.
She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring. But for now, she felt whole in her own space.
That, too, was new.
By early evening, the apartment was golden again.
That warm kind of light that made everything — the rug, the books, even the dust in the air — feel like part of a painting. Kai sat on the floor, back resting against the couch, a soft playlist humming in the background. Solange. Cleo Sol. A little Sade, low enough to feel like breath.
She held her phone again, rereading Taye’s message.
She hadn’t replied yet.
Not out of pride. Not avoidance. She just… didn’t want to dilute it. It was so rare that someone offered kindness without needing something in return. She wanted to let it be for a while.
Still, the weight of it lingered — not heavy, but grounding. Like a hand on her back that said, You’re not alone.
She opened a new note on her phone and typed out a message she wouldn’t send yet:
Today felt like a page I wasn’t ready to write, but somehow you knew the words anyway.
Then closed it.
Some things didn’t need to be shared to be true.
A low knock on the door made her jump — not sharp, not repeated. Just one soft knock.
She stood and peeked through the peephole.
Rochelle.
Kai opened the door and smiled. “That was creepy timing.”
“I was in the neighborhood,” Rochelle said, stepping in without asking. “And I brought you this.”
She held up a brown paper bag.
Kai took it, peeking inside. “You got me cornbread?”
“From that place by the bookstore,” Rochelle said, kicking off her shoes. “The good kind. Dense and sweet. Like you.”
Kai rolled her eyes but smiled. “You’re not staying long, are you?”
Rochelle raised a brow. “Relax. I came to check the vibe. You sounded all floaty on the phone earlier. I needed to confirm you weren’t secretly in a cult.”
Kai handed her a mug. “Just someone who made tea and didn’t ask for anything after.”
Rochelle stilled. “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
They didn’t say much after that. Rochelle put her feet up, Kai reheated the cornbread, and they ate in silence. The kind only sisters could hold without tension.
Kai felt the shift in herself again — how different it was to choose stillness, instead of being forced into it.
“I’m proud of you,” Rochelle said eventually.
Kai looked over. “For what?”
“For letting something feel good without trying to earn it.”
Kai blinked, surprised by the lump in her throat. “Thanks.”
And just like that, the world didn’t feel like it was rushing at her anymore. It felt like it could wait.
Rochelle didn’t stay long. She never did when the energy in the room was this clear.
After the cornbread and a hug that lingered just long enough to mean I see you, she slipped out with a casual, “Text me when your soft little situationship turns serious.”
Kai had laughed, rolled her eyes, and promised nothing.
The door clicked shut. Silence returned.
But it wasn’t the kind that pressed on her chest. It was the kind that let her breathe.
Kai washed the mug, blew out the candle on the counter, and stood at the window for a while. The street below was slowing. Golden light melting into shadow. A couple walked past holding hands. A child rode by on a scooter, yelling something joyous to the wind.
She didn’t envy them. For once, she wasn’t looking out the window wishing to be anywhere else.
She turned back into her apartment and picked up her phone.
Taye’s message still sat there.
 Unanswered. But not unread.
 Held.
She opened the thread.
Her thumbs hovered for a moment, not in hesitation — in intention. And then, she typed.
You made today feel like it belonged to me again.
 Thank you for staying.
 Hope your night is as easy as your morning made mine.
She hit send.
Simple. Honest. Enough.
There was no immediate reply. But she didn’t feel abandoned. She felt steady.
She set the phone down and whispered to herself, “I’m still here too.”
Later that night, Kai moved through the apartment slowly.
She wasn’t tired. Not in the physical sense. But her body carried a different kind of weight now — not the heaviness of grief or exhaustion, but the anchor of presence. Of being here. In this skin. In this life.
She opened the window a little wider. The breeze was cool and quiet.
She turned off the main lights, letting the room sink into softness.
Then, like a ritual, she lit one last stick of incense. Not because something needed to be cleansed. Just because the scent felt like grounding.
Music played low from the record player — a jazz instrumental with no words, just piano and breath and space.
She curled into her corner of the couch, the blanket from that morning now wrapped around her like a continuation of something begun. The same mug from earlier sat beside her, refilled now with something warm and herbal.
She let herself feel it — not joy exactly, but relief. Not fireworks, but a small light left on in a safe room.
This wasn’t love. Not yet.
But it was the shape of something.
A beginning.
And for the first time in a long time, Kai didn’t feel like she needed to brace for its end.
She reached for her journal again and wrote a single sentence:
Maybe safety isn’t something you find — maybe it’s something you let stay.
She closed the book.
And let the night hold her.
Kai didn’t expect a response overnight.
She hadn’t stayed up waiting, hadn’t slept with the phone tucked under her pillow like she used to with people who made love feel like a game of hide-and-seek.
But when she stirred just after sunrise and reached for the phone out of habit, it was there.
A message. Simple.
Taye:
 You made space I didn’t realize I needed. Thank you for letting me step into it.
 Let me know if you ever want to do nothing together again.
Kai smiled. Soft. No adrenaline, no thud of panic. Just that slow warmth — like sun blooming across skin after weeks of grey.
She stretched under the covers and stayed there for a while. No urgency. Just presence.
The message didn’t require a reply. But she typed anyway.
Doing nothing with you somehow felt like everything. Let’s keep not-rushing together.
She hit send before she could overthink it.
Then she got up. Not in a flurry, not as escape — just… got up. She made the bed with quiet intention. Brushed her teeth while humming something low. Started water for tea.
Each movement felt like its own kind of prayer. An offering back to her own life.
By late morning, the apartment had returned to its usual rhythm.
Dishes put away. Journal closed and shelved. Music humming gently from her speaker — a playlist Kai hadn’t listened to in months because it reminded her of hope. Of possibility. Of softness she wasn’t sure she could afford.
Today it felt safe again.
She sat at the table with a cup of lemon ginger tea, steam curling toward her face. Outside, the street was alive — people moving, birds loud, kids dragging backpacks behind them as they argued about snacks. The world kept spinning.
And so did she. But slower now. Not dizzy. Just forward.
She didn’t know where this thing with Taye would go. She didn’t know if it would grow or change or settle into something even quieter. But she knew one thing:
She wasn’t afraid of finding out.
Not because she was certain — but because she was becoming someone who didn’t abandon herself when she wasn’t.
She picked up her journal again, flipped to a clean page, and wrote:
Readiness isn’t loud.
 It doesn’t look like a leap. Or a declaration. Or a grand moment of clarity.
 It looks like waking up and not running.
 It looks like quiet yeses that feel like exhaling.
 It looks like being soft — and staying soft — even when your voice shakes.
She closed the book. The tea had gone a little cold, but she drank it anyway.
She was still here.
And for now, that was enough.
The late afternoon sky turned lavender.
It was that hour where everything looked soft—buildings blurrier, light stretched thin, the world held in a kind of gentle pause. Kai stood at her window and watched it all unfold like a private show. No narration. No climax. Just the daily grace of something becoming evening.
She needed air.
Not escape. Just air.
She grabbed her keys, slid on sandals, and walked without direction. The neighbourhood was familiar—small porches, overgrown gardens, bikes chained loosely to fences. She walked past a bakery she used to go to with someone she didn’t talk to anymore. The smell didn’t ache like it used to. She just noticed it. Kept moving.
A little girl on a scooter zipped by, yelling something about glitter. Her dad trailed behind her, holding a helmet she clearly refused to wear. Kai smiled without realizing it. The softness wasn’t situational anymore. It was hers. Inside her.
She turned the corner and passed the bookstore café—quiet at this hour, a few tables still outside. One of the baristas waved. Kai didn’t know her name, but they’d shared enough eye contact over oat milk lattes to count as something.
“You look peaceful today,” the girl said.
Kai blinked. “Sorry?”
“You just... look different,” she said, kind but casual. “In a good way. Like something let go.”
Kai laughed gently. “Maybe something did.”
She didn’t linger. Just kept walking. Her pace steady, her heart steady.
She used to imagine healing would come with a soundtrack. Some dramatic song rising as she made a brave choice, someone calling after her in the rain, a final goodbye that unlocked the next version of herself.
But this?
This was better.
This was her noticing the sunset and not needing to post about it. This was her walking home without spiraling into stories about who hadn’t texted back. This was her knowing she mattered even when she was alone.
She walked back to the apartment in silence.
Lit another candle. Heated leftover soup. Turned on a jazz record and let the horns float through the room like smoke. Her phone buzzed once—Taye, probably—but she didn’t rush to check it.
She’d answer when it felt good to. Not out of fear. Not to prove anything.
After dinner, she washed the bowl and left it to dry. Wrote one last line in her journal.
This isn’t the part where I lose myself. This is the part where I stay.
She closed the book. Turned out the light. Let it all land. 


[bookmark: _hh1ux0pnr5oi]Chapter 18: This Is Not a Test
Kai woke up feeling unfamiliar in her own skin—not bad, not anxious, just... new.
The apartment was quiet in a different way than it had been the day before. Not sacred. Not heavy. Just Tuesday. The dishes were still in the sink. Her journal was still closed on the coffee table. Her phone blinked once from the nightstand, steady and silent.
She reached for it.
Taye:
 Morning. Just thinking about your laugh yesterday. It stayed with me.
Kai let the message sit on her chest for a moment—literal and emotional. It was tender in a way she wasn’t used to, not because it was too much, but because it wasn’t asking her to be anything.
She didn’t reply right away. She didn’t feel the need to.
She got up slowly, no alarm screaming, no task list screaming louder. She moved through the apartment in small ways—lighting incense, starting the kettle, brushing her teeth with her playlist on low.
This was becoming a rhythm. Not a performance. A life.
She went for a walk.
The world outside had resumed its usual momentum—people crossing streets while half-reading emails, dogs pulling at leashes, teenagers yelling across bike lanes. Kai didn’t rush. She moved steady. Grounded.
She stopped by the market. Picked up oat milk and a small loaf of sourdough she didn’t need but wanted. She added blueberries, cucumbers, two candles, and a new brand of tea just because the name on the box made her smile.
At checkout, she caught her reflection in the freezer door.
She didn’t look different. But something about the way she was standing—the way her shoulders rested instead of locked, the way her eyes weren’t scanning for exits—it made her pause.
She wasn’t performing.
She was present.
Back home, she moved through unpacking like it was ritual. A new candle in the hallway. Fruit in the bowl she never used to touch. A few dishes washed. A glass of water poured.
Her phone buzzed again.
A message from someone she hadn’t seen in weeks.
We still alive? Drinks soon? Miss you.
Kai smiled faintly. She stared at it longer than she needed to. Not because it overwhelmed her—but because she was deciding what version of herself she wanted to bring back into the world outside this stillness.
Not the over-extending one. Not the one who dimmed or sparkled on command.
She didn’t answer the message just yet.
She turned on the kettle again, let the steam fill the kitchen, and stood in the doorway with one hand on the frame, watching the light move through the curtains.
She wasn’t waiting for anything.
 She wasn’t bracing for pain.
 She wasn’t holding her breath.
This was not a test.
 This was her life.
 And she was finally in it.
It wasn’t a planned thing.
Taye hadn’t scheduled it, Kai hadn’t prepped for it. There was no overthinking, no outfit change, no mental rehearsal in the mirror. Just a message.
Taye:
 I’m driving past your neighbourhood. Want to get a tea and sit somewhere quiet?
Kai looked at the text for a beat.
There were a hundred versions of her that would’ve delayed, crafted the perfect “sure,” triple-checked the invite for subtext. But none of them were driving anymore.
So she just typed:
Yes. Meet me by the lake path.
They met on the bench where Kai always came when she needed to feel held by something bigger than herself.
No one else was around. Just the water moving slow and low, wind playing with the ends of Kai’s hoodie strings. Taye approached with two cups in hand.
“Chamomile for the anxious romantics,” she said with a grin.
Kai took it. “Thoughtful and accurate.”
They sat without touching, both of them angled toward the water, steam rising in front of their faces.
“I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to wait for you to text first,” Taye said, quiet.
Kai shook her head. “You don’t have to wait. Not with me.”
Taye looked at her then, long enough to read the truth in her face.
“I wanted to see you,” she said simply. “And I wanted to not need a reason.”
Kai’s stomach flipped in the softest way.
“I’m still learning how to let that be okay,” she admitted. “Being wanted without doing something to earn it.”
Taye nodded. “Me too.”
They sipped for a while. Let the silence do its work. It wasn’t uncomfortable. Just full.
Then Taye said, “Do you ever wonder if we’re building something or just sharing space?”
Kai didn’t answer right away. Not because she didn’t know, but because the answer felt like a door she had to walk through carefully.
“I think… we’re building something by sharing space,” she said. “And not asking it to hurry up and define itself.”
Taye smiled — soft, almost sad.
“I’m used to people wanting definitions before they even know if they like me on hard days.”
Kai turned her body slightly, enough to face her.
“I like you on all the days I’ve seen so far,” she said. “Especially the quiet ones.”
Taye looked down at her hands. “I think I want this to be something. Not just visits and shared playlists. Something we can name. Not now. But eventually.”
Kai didn’t flinch. Not this time.
She reached across the space between them and placed her hand palm-up on the bench. Just like before.
Taye slid her hand into it without ceremony.
No fireworks. No declarations. Just the kind of grip that says: I don’t want to be anywhere else.
They sat like that until the sky bruised blue.
Two hands. One slow yes.
 The beginning of a promise they were finally brave enough to make.
Kai didn’t expect to see Taye again so soon.
But the door buzzed at 6:12 p.m., and there she was.
Taye stood on the other side with her hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands, holding a container of takeout in one hand and something small wrapped in brown paper in the other.
“I brought dinner,” she said. “And a surprise.”
Kai blinked. “Is it a weird plant?”
“No, but that’s a good idea for next time.”
Kai stepped aside without needing to say anything. The door clicked shut behind them like punctuation at the end of a quiet poem.
Taye set the food down and handed over the wrapped bundle.
Kai peeled the paper back to reveal a journal. Leather-bound. Worn in. Pages still untouched.
“I saw it in a shop this morning,” Taye said. “It looked like something you’d write something brave in.”
Kai held it in her hands like it might vanish. “That’s... deeply specific.”
Taye smiled. “So are you.”
They ate on the floor again—Thai noodles and spring rolls, chopsticks and fingers. They didn’t put on music. Didn’t scroll their phones. They just were.
After dinner, Kai refilled their water glasses and lit a candle on the table, not because the lighting needed changing, but because something inside her did.
“You know,” Taye said, “I never feel like I have to be interesting around you.”
Kai looked up.
“I don’t feel like I have to prove my softness or perform my silence,” Taye added. “I’m just… here.”
Kai nodded slowly. “That’s how I feel with you. Like I can exist without edits.”
They were quiet for a moment, the candle’s flame moving like breath between them.
Then Kai reached across the small space between their knees, hand open.
Taye took it.
There was no rush to kiss. No cinematic crescendo. Just warmth. Skin to skin. Thumb to thumb.
They ended up on the couch later, legs tangled without intention, their bodies remembering what comfort felt like before fear made everything a strategy.
Taye rested her head on Kai’s shoulder. Not heavy. Just present.
Kai ran her fingers along the back of Taye’s hand, tracing invisible lines.
“Can I ask something?” Taye said quietly.
“Always.”
“Are you scared of this?”
Kai didn’t respond right away. She let the question stretch between them.
“I’m scared of ruining it,” she said finally. “Not because I don’t want it. But because I do.”
Taye nodded against her. “Me too.”
They sat with that honesty, unsmoothed and whole.
Kai pulled the blanket over both of them and let herself lean fully into the curve of Taye’s side. Not just physically. Emotionally.
She didn’t realize she was crying until Taye’s thumb brushed her cheek.
“Hey,” Taye whispered. “What’s coming up?”
Kai laughed under her breath. “I think… I’m just not used to being safe and wanted at the same time.”
Taye pressed her lips gently to the top of Kai’s head.
“You are. You’re safe. You’re wanted. And I’m not going anywhere just because it’s not easy.”
Kai let the words in. Not all at once. Not without hesitation. But she let them land.
They stayed like that for a long time—wrapped in quiet, in breath, in small promises made through stillness.
And later, when they fell asleep side by side, it wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t lit by moonlight or set to music.
It was real.
Two people choosing not to flinch.
 Two hearts learning that maybe love doesn’t ask for performance—just presence.
Kai woke up to the sound of rain tapping against the window — steady, like a heartbeat.
She blinked slowly, disoriented not by the room but by how calm her body felt inside it. No tension behind her eyes. No heaviness in her chest.
Just warmth.
Taye was still beside her, turned slightly away, one arm curled beneath her cheek. Her breath was deep and even. One foot peeked out from under the blanket, and Kai had the briefest, softest urge to tuck it back in.
She didn’t.
She just watched. Stayed present. Stayed still.
The room held its own quiet now — not silence, but the hush that lives only in early morning softness and earned safety. The kind of quiet that doesn’t demand anything. The kind that gives.
Kai eased out of bed, careful not to disturb anything, and padded into the kitchen. She didn’t need to make a show of this moment. She didn’t need to blast music or curate the vibe. She just needed tea and the sound of her own breath.
The kettle clicked on. Steam rose.
She leaned against the counter and let herself feel the whole of this thing: this connection, this shift, this becoming. She hadn’t meant to fall into anything. And yet—this didn’t feel like falling. It felt like placing her feet on solid ground for the first time in a long while.
Behind her, she heard the floor creak.
She turned. Taye, wrapped in the blanket, hair a little wild, blinking like she wasn’t sure she belonged in the morning light.
“Hey,” Kai said, voice soft.
Taye smiled sleepily. “Did I overstay?”
“No,” Kai said, already pouring two mugs. “You fit.”
They sat at the table, hands wrapped around warm ceramic, the rain still whispering across the glass.
“I didn’t think I’d sleep,” Taye admitted. “But I did. Deep.”
“That’s what safety does,” Kai replied, surprising herself.
They looked at each other for a long, still second.
“You know this feels like something, right?” Taye asked.
Kai nodded. “It feels like the beginning of something we don’t have to ruin just to prove it’s real.”
By late morning, the rain had slowed to a drizzle. Taye had pulled her hoodie back on, mug still in hand, her presence easy.
Neither of them had said what this was. No label. No rules. But everything about the way they moved around each other said: I’m here. I’m staying.
Kai stood at the window again, arms crossed loosely, gaze on the street below.
Taye came up beside her, shoulder to shoulder.
“I used to think consistency was boring,” Kai said, her voice almost a whisper. “But now I think it might be magic.”
Taye looked at her sideways. “Boring is peace. And peace is radical.”
They stood like that for a while, just breathing together. A rhythm forming without words.
Eventually, Taye reached out and took Kai’s hand.
“I don’t need this to be perfect,” she said. “I just need it to be real.”
Kai squeezed her fingers, steady. “It already is.”
Taye gathered her things a little later — not in a rush, not with finality. Just a small goodbye for now.
“I’ve got a meeting, but…” Taye hesitated at the door. “I want to come back. Not just here. To you. To this.”
Kai smiled, heart calm instead of pounding. “Then come back.”
Taye leaned in, forehead to forehead, and they stood there for one long, quiet beat. Then the door clicked shut, and Kai was alone again.
But this time, she didn’t feel like something had left.
She felt like something was forming.
Not an ending. Not a question.
A center.
Taye texted that evening.
Nothing poetic. No butterflies laced into her words.
Taye:
 I’m trying a new pasta recipe I may or may not butcher. Want to be my witness?
Kai read it twice and didn’t overthink it. Didn’t draft a response in her Notes app first. Didn’t calculate the emotional weight of saying yes.
She just texted back:
I’ll bring wine.
Taye’s apartment was small but warm—books stacked on every flat surface, plants climbing the corners like they were reaching for her. It smelled like garlic and basil and something slightly overcooked.
“Okay, so I forgot the difference between simmer and boil,” Taye said as Kai walked in, “but I’m emotionally committed now.”
Kai laughed and kicked her shoes off. “I admire your bravery.”
They moved around each other like people who’d already learned the edges of one another’s presence. No bumping. No stepping on toes. Just small glances, shared grins, the occasional shoulder brush that said, I like that you’re here.
Dinner wasn’t perfect, but it was full of effort. And the wine helped.
They ate cross-legged on the couch, plates in their laps, talking between mouthfuls like they had all the time in the world.
Taye’s leg rested against Kai’s, casually, comfortably. It wasn’t flirtation anymore. It was familiarity.
And when the plates were cleared and the couch was quiet again, Taye turned slightly and said, “This feels good. Having you here.”
Kai nodded. “It feels… like something worth returning to.”
Taye’s smile was small but sure.
“Then keep returning,” she said.
Kai leaned her head on her shoulder, not because she needed reassurance, but because she had it already.
And for the first time, that didn’t scare her.
Later, they sat on the floor again, a record playing low in the background. Kai flipped through a photo album Taye had casually left on the shelf, full of old Polaroids and postcards from cities Kai hadn’t seen.
She paused at a photo—Taye with someone else. A woman. Arm around her shoulder. Bright smiles.
“Who’s this?” Kai asked, voice steady but small.
Taye leaned over, glanced, then sat back. “That’s Sam. My last relationship.”
Kai kept her expression unreadable.
“You still talk?” she asked, too quickly.
Taye raised an eyebrow. “No. It ended almost two years ago.”
Kai nodded, but her fingers went still on the page.
Taye caught it. “That bothered you?”
Kai hesitated, then exhaled. “A little. Not because I don’t trust you. Just... my brain still scans for exits when things feel real.”
Taye didn’t bristle. She didn’t defend. She didn’t minimize.
She just said, “Thank you for saying it instead of disappearing.”
Kai looked at her. Really looked. And then said, “I used to. Disappear, I mean.”
“I know.”
“And I don’t want to anymore.”
“Then stay,” Taye said. Not pleading. Just offering.
Kai reached across the space between them and laced her fingers through Taye’s.
“I am.”
Taye pulled her gently into her arms. Not as a reward. Just as a rhythm they’d both chosen.
They stayed like that for a long time, letting the record end, the silence grow, the truth settle.
No yelling. No storm.
Just a small moment that could’ve undone everything — and didn’t.
That was new.
Taye stood up from the floor without saying anything, walked over to the bookshelf, and pulled down a thin black notebook with a faded spine.
Kai raised an eyebrow as Taye sat beside her again, the journal in her lap like something delicate.
“You don’t have to—” Kai started.
“I want to,” Taye said, cutting gently. “I’ve never shown anyone this. Not fully.”
Kai went quiet.
Taye opened the notebook and turned a few pages in. Her fingers moved with hesitation, like she was re-learning her own entries. Then she stopped and handed the book to Kai without looking at her.
Kai took it.
The page was dated two years ago. The handwriting small, almost guarded. She read slowly:
I’m learning not to love people who only want the soft parts of me.
 Not because I’m bitter.
 But because I’m more than just what makes someone feel safe.
 I’m messy. Tender. Loud. Afraid. I get it wrong, but I still show up.
 I’m tired of shrinking to fit inside someone else’s quiet.
Kai didn’t realize she was holding her breath until the silence stretched.
She looked over.
Taye still hadn’t looked up.
“You wrote this after Sam,” Kai said.
“Yeah.”
Kai closed the journal slowly and set it between them.
“That part—about people only loving the softest version of you? That hit somewhere deep.”
Taye finally looked up. “I was scared you’d see it and think I’m still bleeding.”
Kai shook her head. “No. I see it and know you bled. That’s different.”
They sat there for a long moment.
Then Kai reached over and rested her hand on Taye’s knee. Not to comfort. Just to connect.
“We don’t have to prove anything to each other,” she said. “But I’m glad you trusted me with that.”
Taye exhaled like she’d been holding something for months.
“I’m glad you didn’t flinch,” she said.
Kai smiled. “I used to. I don’t anymore.”
And there it was. No performance. No story to be earned.
Just presence.
They didn’t plan on staying up late. But time bent.
Kai made popcorn the old-school way—oil in a pot, a few burnt pieces sacrificed in the name of pride. Taye picked the movie: something neither of them really watched, but played in the background while they sprawled out across the couch, legs intertwined like vines.
At some point, Taye grabbed Kai’s hand, brought it to her chest, and just held it there. Not pressing. Just resting.
Kai could feel her heartbeat beneath her fingertips.
Steady. Unrushed.
They whispered in the in-between—about childhood nicknames, weird food combos, the last time they each truly felt free.
And then, somewhere in the middle of a sentence about summer camp, Taye went quiet.
Her breathing deepened.
Kai didn’t move.
She let Taye fall asleep like that, head resting on her shoulder, fingers still lightly holding hers.
It felt like a decision. Not an accident. Not something to analyze. Just this.
Kai didn’t rush to clean up the popcorn or check her phone or scroll the nothingness of social media.
She just stayed.
And as the credits rolled and the room faded into that tender dark, she realized something:
This wasn’t about falling in love anymore.
This was about staying in it.
Taye blinked awake slowly.
The light in Kai’s apartment was softer in the morning—filtered through curtains that swayed gently with the window cracked open. She shifted, realized she’d fallen asleep on the couch again, curled under Kai’s fleece throw, one sock half-off, her hair definitely flattened on one side.
She sat up slowly, blinking at the unfamiliar comfort of being disoriented somewhere safe.
Kai was already in the kitchen.
Taye smelled cinnamon. Something toasting.
Kai turned at the sound of movement. “Morning.”
“Sorry,” Taye said, voice rasped. “Didn’t mean to knock out on you like that.”
Kai handed her a mug. “You’re allowed to rest.”
Taye wrapped both hands around the mug. The warmth of it, the weight—it grounded her.
They didn’t talk much at first. Just sipped in quiet.
Kai eventually placed two slices of cinnamon toast in front of her and sat across the table.
“This is familiar,” Taye said, smiling.
Kai smirked. “This time, you’re the one who crashed here.”
“Again, sorry.”
“Don’t be. You’re not a guest anymore.”
Taye looked up at that. “No?”
Kai shook her head slowly. “You’re not a visitor. You’re someone I’m letting stay.”
Taye didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her face said everything.
They ate slowly. Shared glances between bites. It was ordinary, and that made it sacred.
After breakfast, Taye stretched, yawned, and stood.
“I should go home. Change. Shower. Re-enter the world.”
Kai nodded. “Okay.”
Taye reached for her hoodie and paused. “Will you still be here?”
Kai didn’t miss a beat. “Yes.”
It wasn’t dramatic. It didn’t need to be.
It was true.
After the door clicked shut, Kai sat for a while at the kitchen table, staring at the empty mug in front of her.
She didn’t feel hollow. She didn’t feel panicked.
She just felt… still.
She picked up her journal and flipped to a blank page.
Love isn’t a firework or a flood.
 It’s the way someone’s presence still warms the space after they leave.
It’s waking up and choosing not to run.
 It’s letting someone stay without building an escape plan.
This isn’t about whether she comes back.
 It’s about who I am now, either way.
She closed the journal and exhaled.
There was a time she would’ve analyzed every silence, mapped out every scenario. Would’ve asked herself what she did wrong when someone went quiet.
But today?
She washed the dishes.
Folded the blanket on the couch.
Changed into fresh clothes.
She didn’t check her phone obsessively. But when it buzzed, she smiled.
Taye:
 Made it home. Thinking about toast and the way you looked at me across that table.
Kai typed slowly:
Come back when you can. This time, I’ll be here.
She hit send and didn’t hold her breath.
Because this time, she wasn’t afraid of what came next.




[bookmark: _qo72car8wx1o]Chapter 19 – When the World Watches
They didn’t mean to turn it into a date.
Kai had invited Taye to the small gallery show half out of impulse, half out of curiosity. One of her coworkers had a cousin showcasing watercolour portraits — soft, blurred edges, mostly Black women in still poses. It felt like something Taye would like. It felt like something she could share without needing to explain.
So when Taye showed up at the gallery that Thursday night, wearing a brown button-down and that calm energy that made her feel like quiet jazz, Kai felt herself shift. Not nervously. Just… attuned.
“You clean up nice,” Kai teased.
Taye gave her that small, tilted grin. “You say that like I’m usually dusty.”
Kai smirked. “I mean…”
They walked the exhibit slowly.
Each painting felt like a moment Kai had lived in: a woman braiding her own hair; a figure curled on the couch, surrounded by plants and tea cups; a girl laughing mid-turn, her mouth wide and joyful. There was no over-explaining. Just presence.
Taye paused in front of one piece—a portrait of a woman standing alone at a window, one hand resting on the glass. Her face wasn’t visible, but the posture said enough.
“She’s waiting for herself,” Taye murmured.
Kai looked over. “What do you mean?”
Taye tilted her head. “That pose. It’s not about someone else coming back. It’s about her learning to stand there without needing someone to.”
Kai felt something shift in her chest. She reached for Taye’s hand, almost on instinct.
Taye didn’t flinch. She laced their fingers.
Not one person in the room looked their way, and still, Kai’s body registered it like a soft test.
Can I be this open? Can I hold her hand when the world might notice?

She held tighter.
They made their way toward the back, where the artist herself stood near a small bar table of sparkling water and citrus slices. Kai greeted her briefly, then stepped aside to grab drinks while Taye wandered.
It was only five minutes. Maybe less.
But when Kai turned back, she caught sight of a woman—someone she vaguely knew from an old writing group—talking to Taye. Laughing a little too loudly. Touching her arm like they’d known each other longer than the few minutes this gallery had allowed.
Kai didn’t interrupt.
She just watched.
And inside, she felt a flicker. Not jealousy. Not really. More like old fear. That feeling that maybe this could disappear if she blinked too long.
But Taye caught her eyes over the woman’s shoulder and smiled — not politely, not out of obligation, but with that familiar rootedness.
The smile that said: Hey. I see you. I’m still here.
And just like that, the flicker passed.
When the woman finally walked away, Taye returned to Kai’s side.
“She was nice,” she said, casually. “But I kept thinking about that painting. The one with the window.”
Kai sipped her drink. “Why?”
Taye leaned in just a little. “Because I think I used to be her. But tonight, I didn’t feel like I was waiting.”
Kai looked up. “So what do you feel like?”
Taye’s answer was quiet.
“Like I showed up.”
They walked out of the gallery hand in hand.
The street was cool. Spring air still unsure of itself — not quite warm, not quite cold. The city shimmered with late-evening gold, soft reflections bouncing off car windows and store glass.
Kai didn’t speak for the first few blocks. She didn’t need to.
She was thinking about the way Taye had looked at her through that crowd. How sure she’d seemed. How easy it had been to be chosen, even when no one said the word out loud.
They stopped at a crosswalk, and Kai glanced sideways.
“You okay?” Taye asked.
Kai nodded. “Just… thinking.”
Taye waited.
Kai exhaled. “You ever get scared when something starts to feel too good?”
Taye’s face didn’t change. She just looked ahead as the walk light turned green.
“All the time,” she said, beginning to cross. “But I don’t run anymore.”
Kai followed.
They walked in silence for a moment longer, the kind that said I heard you, and I’m still here.
They reached a corner café with seats still out front. Kai paused.
“You hungry?”
Taye shrugged. “Not really. But I could sit a while.”
So they did.
They sat with warm drinks and people-watching. The table wobbled slightly when Kai leaned on it, but she didn’t adjust it. It felt honest. Unfixed. A little like her.
Taye stirred her tea slowly. Her fingers still held the gentleness of earlier, but her jaw looked tighter now. Something unspoken had crept in.
Kai reached across the table. “Where’d you go just now?”
Taye looked up. “What do you mean?”
“You’re here, but not all the way.”
Taye gave a small, sheepish smile. “It’s dumb.”
“Try me.”
Taye sighed. “Sometimes I get hit with this thing—like… what if this is too much for you?”
Kai blinked. “Too much how?”
“I talk a lot. I overthink. I freeze up. Sometimes I need too much space, then panic when I get it.”
Kai tilted her head. “And?”
Taye looked at her, really looked. “I don’t want to be someone you tolerate. I want to be someone you choose.”
Kai didn’t respond right away. She let the wind move through the pause.
“You are,” she said finally. “Not tolerated. Not managed. Not taken on as a project. You’re someone I want in the room, even when nothing’s happening.”
Taye’s eyes flickered. “Even when I get quiet like this?”
Kai smiled. “Especially then.”
Taye reached for her hand this time. Held it with both of hers, like anchoring herself to something solid.
“Thank you,” she said.
Kai didn’t say you’re welcome. She just nodded, the kind of nod that means I meant it.
They sat that way until their drinks were lukewarm, the table still wobbling underneath them, the city carrying on like it didn’t know two people were choosing each other in real time.
And honestly?
It didn’t have to.
The next morning, the world moved on.
Emails stacked up. Laundry called her name. Someone from her job sent a text at 7:42 a.m. about rescheduling a Monday meeting — like real life didn’t care that her heart had just shifted dimensions the night before.
Kai moved through the motions.
She brewed coffee. Answered the email. Threw towels into the wash. Replied to a group chat that had nothing to do with her real life anymore.
But under all of it, there was a hum. Like something had rooted deeper.
She wasn’t floating like she used to after a good date. This wasn’t butterflies or adrenaline. It was quieter than that. A kind of steadying.
She pulled her hair up into a puff, still half-damp from the shower, and caught her reflection in the hallway mirror.
“Still you,” she whispered.
But there was something new in the mirror, too. Not different — just... less guarded.
By mid-afternoon, the sunlight had crept across the floorboards in her apartment like it owned the place. She stood barefoot in the kitchen, watching the light inch toward her toes.
She reached for her phone.
KAI:
 I keep thinking about the woman in the painting.
 You were right. She wasn’t waiting for anyone else.
 I think she was watching herself become.
 Maybe we both are.
She hit send before she could overthink it. No punctuation cleanup. No editing to sound cooler or lighter or less into it. Just her, honest.
A few minutes passed. Then the screen lit up.
TAYE:
 That just knocked the wind outta me.
 I think you’re right.
 Maybe that’s what we’re doing — becoming, out loud.
 Not just for each other. For ourselves, too.
Kai stared at the words for a long time.
And then — without cue, without plan — she began to move.
She lit the candle on her coffee table. Put on a playlist that made her feel like her favorite self. Pulled out a half-written poem from her notes app and sat on the floor to finish it.
Taye didn’t need to be in the room to be felt.
That was the thing. This wasn’t co-dependence. It wasn’t an escape hatch from loneliness.
It was support — real and warm and undemanding.
Kai thought back to old relationships where love was just survival with lipstick. Where every silence felt like a warning. Where every soft moment came with a price tag.
This wasn’t that.
This was something she could stand in.
Later that evening, she got a voice note from Taye.
“I just got back home. I’m so tired, but I couldn’t not say something.
 That text you sent… I needed it.
 Not because I was doubting us, but because sometimes I forget that love doesn’t have to be proved to be real.
Thank you for reminding me.
I miss you a little tonight. But it’s the kind of missing that feels good — like a favorite sweater you know is still on the chair, even if you’re not wearing it right now.”
Kai played it twice.
Then three times.
And when she finally responded, she didn’t try to match the poetry. She just said:
“I miss you too. And I feel safe even in the space. That’s new. And beautiful.”
As night fell, Kai didn’t rush to fill the silence. She let it stretch around her. She cooked dinner for one. She watched an old episode of a show she used to love. She watered her plants, humming something wordless under her breath.
She wasn’t waiting for Taye to text again.
She wasn’t refreshing messages, second-guessing her softness, or rehearsing future conversations in her head.
She was just being.
And it was enough.
It was nearly midnight when Kai heard the knock.
Not a text. Not a buzz. Not a call.
A knock. On her door.
She froze for a beat, half-wrapped in a blanket on the couch, reruns playing low in the background. Her heart didn’t race in fear — it fluttered in curiosity. There was only one person it could be.
She padded to the door in bare feet, pulled it open.
Taye stood there.
Not dramatic. Not soaking wet from rain or holding a boombox. Just standing there in sweats, hair tied back, holding a little brown paper bag.
“I brought cookies,” she said. “I made a stop after dropping off the couch.”
Kai blinked. “You drove all the way back… for cookies?”
“For you,” Taye said, offering the bag. “Cookies were just the cover.”
Kai laughed, something soft and surprised in it. She stepped aside and let Taye in.
Taye moved like someone familiar now. She didn’t need direction. She kicked off her shoes, walked into the kitchen, pulled out two mugs like she lived there — or could.
Kai leaned on the counter, watching her. “You good?”
Taye nodded. “I missed you.”
“We were just texting like three hours ago.”
“I know. But texting doesn’t hear your laugh.”
Kai went still for a second. Then quietly asked, “What kind of cookies?”
“Chocolate chunk. From that little place near the bookstore. They were closing but I begged.”
Kai took the bag, opened it, and inhaled. “God bless the closing shift.”
They sat on the floor of the living room with tea and cookies, cross-legged like kids at a sleepover.
No music. No movie. Just quiet. Just real.
Taye broke the silence first.
“I almost didn’t come.”
Kai looked up. “Why?”
“Because I didn’t want to seem too much. Like… needy.”
Kai’s eyes softened. “You think showing up with cookies is too much?”
Taye looked sheepish. “Not the cookies. The coming back. The wanting to stay close.”
Kai tilted her head. “Then I guess I’m too much, too. Because I wanted you here.”
They sat with that.
Then Taye leaned over, resting her head on Kai’s shoulder. “Okay then. Let’s be too much.”
Kai smiled. “Deal.”
Later, when they moved to the couch, Taye stretched out and rested her head in Kai’s lap. Kai absentmindedly ran her fingers through her curls, a slow, grounding rhythm.
No one said what are we or where is this going. It didn’t feel necessary.
This was presence, not performance.
And Kai wasn’t scared anymore.
Not of her softness. Not of being chosen. Not even of losing it. Because now she knew: what they had wasn’t about clinging.
It was about resting.
Even when the world watched.
They didn’t plan for Taye to stay the night.
There was no toothbrush waiting. No overnight bag. No whispered invitation.
It just… happened.
One minute they were stretched across the couch, Kai’s fingers tangled in Taye’s hair, the weight of the day slipping off their shoulders like loose fabric. The next, they were brushing teeth side by side with Kai’s spare toothbrush from under the sink — usually for guests, now sacred.
“I look a mess,” Taye said, spitting toothpaste into the sink.
“You look honest,” Kai said, wiping her own mouth. “That’s rarer.”
Taye smiled. “You always say things like that.”
“Like what?”
“Things that make my chest ache and my walls lower.”
Kai turned to her. “You ever think maybe that’s the point?”
Taye met her eyes, and for a second the air got still — not heavy, just intentional.
Then she looked down and said softly, “Yeah. I think I’m starting to understand that.”
They climbed into bed like people who’d done it before, even though they hadn’t. No nerves. No tension. Just slow, quiet presence.
Taye pulled the covers over them and turned to her side. Kai reached out and tucked a curl behind Taye’s ear — one that had escaped and curled at her cheek like it was trying to eavesdrop on her dreams.
“Is this okay?” Kai whispered.
Taye’s voice was already sleep-warm. “It’s better than okay.”
They didn’t kiss. They didn’t touch like lovers.
They rested.
Somewhere around 2 a.m., Kai stirred.
She wasn’t used to having someone in her bed. Her body tried to shift like she was alone — and for the first time in years, she found she didn’t want to be.
Taye was curled into her side now, one arm across Kai’s waist. She was breathing slow, mouth parted slightly, and Kai studied her like she was something sacred.
Not because Taye was flawless. But because she wasn’t.
She snored a little. She hogged the blanket. Her left leg kept twitching like she was chasing something in a dream.
And Kai… adored her.
Just like that. Full stop.
She didn’t say it out loud. Not yet. It wasn’t time.
But in the softest part of her, the part that had been hiding for years — she knew it was real.
This was the kind of night people don’t talk about in rom-coms. Not sexy. Not dramatic. Just deeply human. Two people who chose not to be alone. Who made space for each other in the quiet.
The sun came up gently.
Taye woke first, her eyes adjusting to the light pouring through Kai’s sheer curtains. She didn’t move. Just watched Kai breathe for a while, a small, amazed smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
Then she slipped out of bed to make coffee.
By the time Kai stumbled into the kitchen, eyes half-closed and hair wild, the scent of French roast filled the apartment.
Taye handed her a mug and said, “Good morning, gorgeous.”
Kai blinked, took the mug, and muttered, “You just earned five thousand points.”
Taye leaned against the counter. “I’ve been saving them up.”
They stood there in silence, sipping.
Neither of them said what it meant.
But the stillness between them was loud with something true.
They didn’t rush the morning.
Kai had nowhere to be. Taye had cleared her day on a whim, something she never used to do for anyone. But this felt worth pausing life for.
They padded around the kitchen like they’d done it a hundred times. Taye sliced strawberries. Kai flipped French toast on the pan. Music hummed low from the living room — something jazzy and unbothered.
“Did you always cook barefoot?” Taye asked, stealing a strawberry slice.
Kai flicked water at her from the sink. “Only when I trust the vibe.”
“Oh? And what’s the verdict?”
Kai turned, one brow raised. “You’re still here, aren’t you?”
Taye laughed, not because it was a good joke, but because this — this playful, tender ease — felt like the kind of joy that sneaks up on you when you stop bracing for loss.
They ate at the counter, knees bumping, syrup pooling on mismatched plates.
Taye took a bite, eyes widening. “Damn. You really can cook.”
Kai smirked. “I’m a woman of many talents.”
“Oh, really?”
“You’ll find out slowly. I don’t reveal all my secrets on the first sleepover.”
Taye leaned in, her voice soft but playful. “So this was a sleepover?”
Kai’s expression shifted for a split second — a flicker of vulnerability, then resolve.
“Yeah. It was. And not the kind you forget by Tuesday.”
They let that land. No backpedaling. No joking it away.
Then Taye nodded. “Good. I don’t want to forget.”
After breakfast, Kai sat cross-legged on the couch, nursing her second cup of coffee while Taye scrolled through her phone, catching up on messages.
“Can I ask you something?” Kai said.
Taye looked up. “Of course.”
“Are you scared?”

“Of this?” Taye asked, gesturing between them.
Kai nodded.
Taye took a breath. “Yeah. A little. Not because it’s wrong. Because it feels right. And I’ve never trusted something that didn’t come with drama before.”
Kai let out a quiet laugh. “Same.”
They were quiet for a beat.
Then Kai added, “But I’m choosing it anyway.”
Taye looked over, face softening. “Then so am I.”
They didn’t seal it with a kiss. They didn’t need to.
Instead, Kai reached out and gently hooked her pinky through Taye’s.
A small gesture. Quiet. Undeniable.
And in that moment, it was enough.
Later, as Taye packed up her things to head home for the afternoon, she turned to Kai and said, “You know this isn’t just a good weekend, right?”
Kai nodded. “I know.”
“This isn’t me playing house or escaping life.”
“I know.”
“This is me showing up.”
Kai stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her. “I see you.”
Taye held her tightly. “Don’t stop.”
When the door closed behind her, Kai stood still for a moment in the quiet.
Then she walked back into the kitchen, opened her notebook, and began to write.
Not a poem.
Not a plan.
Just a sentence.
“I didn’t lose myself this time.”
She underlined it.
Then turned the page, ready for whatever came next.




[bookmark: _v2ukkpe4vc31]Chapter 20 – The Soft Yes
Kai didn’t expect to miss her the way she did.
It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t aching. It was the quiet kind of absence — the kind you feel when you go to pour two mugs of coffee but only need one. When you turn to make a comment and realize no one’s sitting beside you. When your favourite show makes you laugh, and there’s no one there to nudge.
She hadn’t seen Taye in three days. Not because anything was wrong. Just life — full-time jobs, laundry, obligations, deadlines that didn’t care about romance.
But still. The house was too quiet. The air too still.
Kai sat at the kitchen table, her laptop open but untouched, and scrolled through her camera roll instead. The photo of Taye asleep, half-buried in her blankets, made her exhale in that way that wasn’t quite a laugh but wasn’t sadness either.
She missed her. Not in a desperate way. In a real one.
That was new.
Later that afternoon, Kai found herself in the produce section of the market with her phone to her ear.
“You like Fuji or Honeycrisp again?”
Taye’s voice crackled through. “Honeycrisp. Every time. Don’t play with me.”
Kai smiled, tossing a few into her bag. “Got it.”
“Also… are you shopping without me?”
“You were busy.”
“You still could’ve invited me. I like running errands together.”
Kai paused by the fresh herbs. “You like the most boring parts of my day.”
“No,” Taye corrected. “I like being part of the boring parts. Big difference.”
Kai swallowed. That hit somewhere deep. “Come over later?”
“You sure?”
“I’m saying yes this time, Taye.”
A beat. Then Taye replied, voice soft, “Okay. Then I’m on my way.”
By the time Taye arrived, Kai had the groceries mostly unpacked, candles lit, and dinner halfway prepped. Not in a performative way. Not to impress. Just to welcome.
Taye stepped inside and said, “Smells like basil and good intentions in here.”
Kai laughed. “I’ll take that.”
They moved around each other like rhythm and melody — not the same, but beautifully in sync. Taye chopped vegetables. Kai stirred the sauce. They talked about nothing in particular. The comfort came not from the words but from the silence between them.
At one point, Taye leaned over and kissed Kai’s temple.
No buildup. No heat.
Just presence.
Kai let the moment bloom in her chest without rushing past it. She didn’t second-guess it. She didn’t wonder if it was too soon, too much, too anything.
It was just right.
Later, over steaming bowls of pasta, Kai looked up and said, “I’ve been thinking.”
Taye tilted her head. “That’s usually the start of something deep.”
“I want to stop waiting for the other shoe to drop.”
Taye’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. “Yeah?”
“Yeah,” Kai said. “I’m tired of flinching at soft things. Tired of rehearsing heartbreak that hasn’t even happened. I want to say yes. Fully. To this. To you.”
Taye didn’t smile right away.
She just reached out and took Kai’s hand. “I’ve been waiting for you to believe that you could.”
Kai nodded. “I do.”
The rest of the night wasn’t remarkable in a movie kind of way.
They finished dinner. Did the dishes together. Watched something silly on the couch, legs tangled like vines. At one point, Kai fell asleep mid-episode, her head against Taye’s chest.
Taye didn’t move for a long time.
She just held her.
Not like something fragile.
But like something chosen.
Kai woke to the scent of toast.
She blinked once, then again, as the morning light filtered in through the sheer curtains. For a moment she forgot Taye was there — not because it was odd, but because it already felt so normal.
She found her in the kitchen, barefoot, hoodie on, humming low to herself while flipping something on the stove. There was coffee brewing. Plates already stacked. A soft playlist curling around the quiet edges of the room.
“You’re up early,” Kai said, voice still thick with sleep.
Taye turned with a grin. “I figured I’d return the favour. You fed me last night. My turn.”
Kai rubbed her eyes, leaning against the doorframe. “This domestic life we’re soft-launching is very dangerous.”
“Dangerous?”
“Yeah,” Kai said. “Makes me wanna cancel all my meetings and just… stay in this feeling.”
Taye walked over, slipped her arms around her waist. “Then stay. Just for today.”
And she did.
They ate together at the table like they were already building a life in increments — one lazy Sunday morning at a time. Kai hadn’t planned for this. She never let people stay this long, cross this many thresholds.
But something about the way Taye didn’t demand permanence made her want to offer it.
“You ever think,” Kai said, spearing a piece of fruit, “how easy it is to get used to someone being in your space?”
Taye raised an eyebrow. “That a good thing or a bad thing?”
Kai smiled. “Ask me again tomorrow.”
Mid-morning, they stepped out together. Not for anything fancy — just a walk to Kai’s favorite café for two oat milk lattes and a warm muffin to split. No makeup. No heels. Just sweats, hoodies, and hand-holding that felt casual but brave.
The barista behind the counter, an older Black woman named Miss D, gave Kai a long look when she spotted them.
“Well well,” she said, punching in their order. “You finally brought someone in here. I was beginning to think you were fictional outside of poetry.”
Kai smirked. “This is Taye. Taye, this is the woman who knows my entire caffeine history.”
Miss D gave Taye a look that said everything without saying a thing. Then she smiled. “Welcome.”
And somehow, that word stuck to Taye’s skin like something warm.
Welcome. Not just here.
But with her.
Later, back at Kai’s place, they curled up on the couch, feet tangled under the blanket, reading separate books in quiet.
It wasn’t romantic in the cinematic sense. There were no violins, no dramatic kisses, no tension.
But it was intimacy. Real and relaxed. Kai glanced over at Taye, who had her head buried in a worn paperback, brow furrowed in thought, lips occasionally moving as she read.
And suddenly, she didn’t feel afraid of the word love.
She just didn’t feel ready to say it yet.
But she was moving toward it.
And Taye wasn’t rushing her.
That night, when Taye packed her things to leave, she didn’t ask when she’d see Kai again.
She just kissed her softly and said, “Call me when you want company.”
Kai nodded.
And for once, she didn’t doubt that she would.
It happened in the smallest way — as most important shifts do.
They were on the couch again. This time, watching some old sitcom that made Taye laugh so hard she snorted. Kai had teased her for it and then secretly typed a note into her phone so she could remember the exact moment later. A breadcrumb of joy.
But then, somewhere in the middle of their second episode, Taye’s phone buzzed.
Once.
 Then again.
 Then again.
Kai glanced at it casually. She hadn’t meant to read it — she wasn’t that person — but the name on the screen was impossible to miss:
Jordan 💬
A neutral name. Not one she recognized. Could be a friend. Could be nothing.
Could be… something.
Taye didn’t answer it. She silenced the phone quickly and tucked it under a pillow without missing a beat.
But Kai felt the shift in her own body before she even processed it emotionally. That cold flicker of doubt. That echo from past lives where someone said all the right things but still left eventually.
It wasn’t jealousy. Not exactly.
It was fear. The deeply wired kind.
The kind that tells you love is a timed lease — not a forever home.
Kai didn’t speak right away. She tried to push past it. Focus on the show. Let it go.
But she couldn’t stop hearing her mother’s voice in her head.
“Don’t ever be the fool with all the feelings while someone else holds the door open behind you.”
She didn’t believe that voice anymore. Not really. But it still lived somewhere inside her. And it was whispering now.
“You good?” Taye asked, noticing the shift in Kai’s posture.
“Yeah.”
Taye paused the show. “Kai.”
Kai exhaled. “I don’t want to be weird. It’s not a thing.”
“Then say the thing,” Taye said, softly. “Even if it’s messy.”
Kai chewed her bottom lip, eyes fixed on the TV screen. “I saw the name. On your phone. Jordan. And I know I don’t have the right to be—”
“You always have the right to feel what you feel.”
Kai looked over. “Okay. Then it made me flinch.”
Taye nodded slowly. “Fair.”
“I know it could be your cousin or your coworker or your friend. And I don’t need a roll call of everyone in your life, I just—” She paused. “I’ve done the whole 'act chill while your heart breaks in the background' thing. And I promised myself I wouldn’t do it again.”
Taye didn’t speak for a moment.
Then she picked up the phone, unlocked it, and handed it to Kai.
“Jordan is a client. I do freelance audio editing on the side. Those were three different notes about one interview we’re trying to clean up for his podcast.”
Kai stared at the messages for a moment. They were dry. Work-related. Professional.
She set the phone down carefully. “You didn’t need to show me that.”
“I know. But I want you to know that I don’t play games. Not with you.”
Kai nodded. “Okay.”
“Also,” Taye added, a bit of a grin tugging at her lips, “if I was messing around, I probably wouldn’t name them something that obvious in my phone.”
Kai laughed. “True.”
And just like that, the tension softened. Not because it wasn’t real — but because it had been met with truth.
Taye wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in. “I get it, you know.”
“What?”
“The fear. The wanting to believe it’s safe here but having that little warning light go off anyway.”
Kai leaned into her. “I hate that it still shows up.”
“It doesn’t make you weak. It makes you honest.”
They sat in silence for a while after that. The show still paused. The world still spinning.
And somewhere between the warmth of Taye’s body and the quiet of the room, Kai decided this:
She didn’t need certainty.
She just needed honesty — and the willingness to stay when it got real.
Later that night, long after the dishes were done and the laughter had mellowed into comfortable quiet, Kai found herself sitting on the floor of her bedroom, folding laundry she’d been ignoring for two weeks. Taye was on the bed, scrolling her phone, legs crossed, hoodie sleeves pushed up.
The room was soft. Still.
Kai hadn’t planned to talk about it. But grief had a way of seeping in when the walls were low and the air was warm. And she’d learned over time that some memories didn’t want to be carried alone forever.
“Taye?” she asked, without looking up.
“Yeah?”
“Can I tell you something? Something I don’t really talk about?”
Taye put her phone down. “Of course.”
Kai folded a shirt slowly, smoothing the edges like it would help her thoughts line up too.
“I used to be with someone who... didn’t hit me. But they still hurt me. Over and over. With silence. With manipulation. With the way they’d pull me in and then disappear.”
Taye didn’t interrupt. She just sat still, listening.
“I stayed longer than I should’ve,” Kai continued, voice low. “Because I kept thinking if I just communicated better, if I was more understanding, more patient — they’d finally love me how I loved them.”
She paused. “And then one day, they left. Without a conversation. Without a goodbye. Just… gone.”
Taye’s face didn’t shift into pity or shock. She just nodded. Slow. Steady. Holding space.
Kai looked up. “I spent months thinking I was the reason. That I wasn’t enough to make someone stay.”
“You don’t have to finish that sentence,” Taye said gently. “I already know how it ends.”
Kai smiled, a little broken at the edges. “I guess what I’m saying is… sometimes when you show up like this, like it’s easy, like I’m easy to be with — it’s hard to trust it. Not because of you. But because I’ve been taught to expect abandonment wearing love’s face.”
Taye got up from the bed and sat across from her on the floor, knees touching.
“You’re not hard to love,” she said. “You’ve just been loved poorly.”
Kai looked at her, eyes rimmed red but not spilling. She hadn’t cried. Not really. But something was unraveling, and it wasn’t fear — it was armor.
“You’re allowed to take your time,” Taye continued. “But I want you to know, I’m not trying to be perfect. I’m just trying to be consistent.”
Kai breathed in, slow and deep. Let it settle.
“Thank you,” she said.
Taye reached over and picked up a pair of socks from the pile. “Now show me how to fold these like you do.”
Kai laughed, grateful for the shift. “You’re about to ruin them, I can already tell.”
“Rude.”
But they folded the rest together. Two pairs of hands, two open hearts, building trust with cotton and silence and truth.
When Taye left later that evening, she didn’t take her toothbrush.
She left it in the bathroom cup.
Kai didn’t move it.
Didn’t even think about it.
She just brushed her own teeth beside it, smiled softly at the mirror, and went to bed with peace in her chest.
It was such a small thing.
The kind of thing most people wouldn’t even notice. The kind of thing you only recognized as sacred when you’d lived long enough to know how easily love could vanish between moments.
Taye was standing in Kai’s kitchen, barefoot in sweatpants, stirring a pot of ginger tea she’d started for them both. Kai was sitting at the table, cross-legged, scribbling in her journal. Soft jazz played low in the background, and the smell of cardamom drifted up from the stovetop.
They weren’t talking. They didn’t need to. They were in that rare space of comfort where silence didn’t feel like a pause — it felt like a rhythm.
“I was thinking…” Taye began, still facing the stove, “that maybe I could leave a few things here. Just the basics. A hoodie. A pair of joggers. My second laptop charger. That way I’m not lugging stuff over every time.”
Kai looked up.
It wasn’t a question. But it wasn’t an assumption either. Just a quiet offering, placed gently between them.
“Yeah,” Kai said, so softly it almost startled her to hear it out loud. “Of course.”
Taye turned around. Her smile was wide, but not flashy. Grateful. Grounded. “You sure?”
Kai nodded. “There’s an empty drawer in the dresser. And space on the shelf in the shower. I already made room.”
Taye’s brows lifted in amused surprise. “You made room?”
Kai shrugged. “A while ago. I didn’t know if I was being silly. But… yeah.”
Taye crossed the kitchen in a few steps and kissed her. No urgency. Just that kind of kiss that feels like exhaling after holding your breath too long.
“I love the way you love,” she whispered against Kai’s mouth.
Kai blinked slowly, as if absorbing the words molecule by molecule. “I’m trying.”
“You don’t have to try. You just have to trust.”
They spent the rest of the evening tucked under a throw blanket, Kai reading a novel and Taye annotating a poetry manuscript she’d been helping a friend edit. Their legs tangled. Their energy unrushed.
At one point, Kai reached for Taye’s hand without even thinking about it.
Not because she was scared.
Not because she was trying to prove anything.
But because it felt natural. Like muscle memory from a life they were still building.
After Taye left that night — late, but not too late — Kai stood in the doorway for a long time.
She watched the empty street. Watched the wind move the branches of the tree across the road. Watched the breath rise and fall in her chest like it wasn’t something she used to fight to control.
Then she closed the door, locked it softly, and turned off the porch light.
Back in her bedroom, she saw the drawer half-full now. A folded sweatshirt. A book Taye had accidentally left behind weeks ago. A tiny box of jasmine incense sticks.
It didn’t look like much.
But it felt like everything.
Kai sat on the edge of her bed and stared at her hands for a moment.
She didn’t feel fireworks. She didn’t feel like crying.
She just felt still. The kind of still that didn’t mean emptiness, but wholeness.
And for the first time in years, she didn’t feel the need to overthink it.
 To run it by her group chat.
 To analyze the tone of every word Taye had said.
She already knew.
This wasn’t about forever — not yet.
 This was about now.
 About choosing the moment you’re in, without bargaining for more or bracing for less.
She picked up her phone and opened a new journal entry.
June 29, 10:46 PM
 I think I’m finally letting myself be loved. Not the ideal version of me. Not the guarded one. Just… me. And it’s not loud. It’s not dramatic. But it’s safe. It’s mine. And maybe that’s enough.
She set the phone down, turned off the light, and slid under the covers.
The last thing she saw before sleep was the shape of the second toothbrush still resting in the cup beside hers.
Not a symbol. Not a metaphor.
Just a real thing. Quiet. Present. Chosen.
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Kai didn’t notice the text at first. Her phone had been on silent since last night—tucked under a pillow, face-down, like even the light from the screen might've disturbed the gentle quiet she and Taye had settled into. It was Sunday morning, or close to it, judging by the light. That sacred kind of light that filters through curtains and makes you feel like the world might wait for you.
Taye was still asleep, facing the window, breathing soft and steady. Her hand, bare and relaxed, rested near Kai’s wrist. Not touching, but close enough to feel the warmth. Kai didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to let the real world start just yet. But her bladder had other plans, and the moment she shifted, the spell broke.
Taye murmured something unintelligible but didn’t wake. Kai smiled and slipped out of bed, padded quietly to the bathroom, and came back with her phone in hand. It buzzed the moment she picked it up, like it had been waiting for permission to interrupt.
MAMA: Hey baby. You coming by for Amira’s birthday? Everybody been asking if they’ll finally meet 'the friend.' 🥲
Kai stared at the screen. She scrolled back through old messages as if one of them might contain the right answer. The question wasn’t hard. It wasn’t complicated. It wasn’t even guilt-laced, not really. Her mother was just asking. But it felt…weighted.
She hadn’t brought anyone around in years. And the last time she did, it hadn’t gone well. Her family hadn’t been cruel—just curious in all the wrong ways. Asking questions that sounded like comments. Holding their love just slightly at arm’s length until it was too awkward to pretend.
But this was different. This was Taye.
And Kai was different now, too.
She slipped back into bed and tucked herself beneath the sheets, facing Taye. For a moment, she just watched. Let herself see the fullness of this person beside her—the one who always left space for silence, who made honesty feel like something warm instead of sharp.
Taye blinked awake slowly, her voice gravel-thick. “Hey.”
Kai hesitated. “Hey. Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.”
Taye rubbed her eyes. “You okay?”
Kai nodded, then shook her head lightly. “Got a text from my mom. She’s throwing a party for my niece. Wants to know if I’m coming. And if I’m bringing ‘the friend.’”
Taye sat up a little, leaning on one elbow. “Do you want me to come?”
The question was offered with no pressure, no expectation. It was an open door.
Kai took a breath. “Yeah. I do.”
Taye smiled softly. “Then I’ll come.”
Kai let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “It’s nothing fancy. Backyard vibes. Folding chairs and aluminum pans. Probably somebody on the grill acting like a Food Network star.”
Taye laughed. “That’s my favorite genre of party.”
“I just—” Kai paused. “I haven’t done this in a long time. Introduced anyone to my family.”
“You don’t have to explain.” Taye touched her wrist gently. “You want me there. That’s enough.”
Kai nodded, looking down at their hands. “Okay. Then I guess I need to figure out what dish we’re bringing. They don’t play about potlucks.”
“I’ll make potato salad,” Taye offered, already sitting up fully now. “Real one. With mustard. None of that bland grocery store stuff.”
Kai laughed out loud. “Oh, they’ll love you.”
And just like that, the decision was made. Not with fanfare. Not with a big moment. Just two people, choosing.
Taye leaned in and kissed Kai’s forehead. “Let’s go be the favorite couple at the party. Or at least, let’s not let your uncle make all the dad jokes without competition.”
Kai smiled, leaning into the kiss like it was a promise.
She didn’t know exactly how it would go. But for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t bracing for the worst.
She was open. And that was enough to begin.
The party was already loud when they pulled up. It wasn’t chaotic—just full. Full of kids screaming with joy, aunties humming over casseroles, uncles yelling over spades games. Music spilled from the backyard like it had been waiting for this kind of day. One of those perfect Black family cookouts where the playlist knows no genre boundaries and someone’s always yelling, "That’s my song!"
Kai turned off the engine and looked over at Taye. “Last chance to back out.”
Taye rolled her eyes and reached for the dish on her lap. “You’re not getting rid of me that easy.”
They stepped out together, and before Kai could even fully shut her car door, a tiny blur in a princess dress collided into her legs.
“Auntie Kai!!”
Amira. Seven years old and already loud enough to own a room. Kai scooped her up with a laugh.
“You got taller since Tuesday.”
“I did! And I lost a tooth!” Amira grinned proudly, pointing to the gap in her smile.
Taye smiled from beside her, and Kai made introductions quickly.
“This is my friend Taye.”
Amira tilted her head like a curious bird. “Are you Auntie Kai’s girlfriend?”
Kai stifled a laugh. Taye crouched to Amira’s height.
“Well, your auntie hasn’t told me yet, but I’m hoping to earn the title.”
Amira nodded, clearly satisfied with the answer. “Okay. You can sit by me for cake.”
Taye glanced at Kai, who gave her a you’re-doing-great smile.
As they made their way through the yard, more eyes turned. Some warm, some questioning. But none hostile. Kai introduced Taye again and again—"this is Taye, my friend"—until it started to feel like the words weren’t quite enough.
Taye just… belonged. She wasn’t trying too hard, wasn’t performing. She complimented someone’s braids, laughed at the right jokes, brought a second plate of ribs to the uncle who joked about her "city hands." When someone put her on drink duty, she took it seriously. Measured everyone’s cup like it was science.
And Kai watched all of it, her chest tightening and softening at the same time.
She had never seen someone fit this well into her world.
It wasn’t just about charm—it was presence. Taye wasn’t shrinking or shining too bright. She just was.
Later, as the sun started to melt into golden shadows and someone lit citronella candles, Kai found herself alone on the porch swing. Taye was inside, helping Amira with birthday candles. The door opened, and Kai’s mother stepped out with two drinks in hand.
“She’s got good energy,” her mom said, handing her a cup.
Kai nodded slowly. “Yeah. She does.”
Her mother sat beside her, close but not too close.
“You seem… calm. Softer than last time.”
Kai didn’t know how to respond. So she just let it sit.
Sometimes silence was the loudest yes.
And just before Taye came back outside, her mom added, “We like her already.”
Kai smiled into her drink, something inside her loosening. Maybe the past didn’t have to predict everything after all.
The door creaked open again, and Taye stepped onto the porch. She didn’t say anything at first—just looked at Kai, then her mother, then the sky turning lavender.
Kai reached out a hand. Taye took it.
And the three of them sat like that, in quiet approval, the future not quite spoken, but absolutely beginning.
The party lingered like the scent of charcoal and laughter. Long after the last slice of cake had been fought over and Amira’s sparkly shoes had been kicked off in triumph, Kai found herself back on the porch alone.
Not lonely—just… full.
She curled her legs beneath her, hoodie tugged over one hand, the other wrapped around a cup of warm peach tea her mom had sent out before going to bed. The stars had finally blinked into view, and for once, Kai wasn’t thinking about what they meant. She was just letting them be stars.
The door creaked once more. Taye stepped out, holding two plates.
“Stole some of the good pie,” she whispered like it was a crime.
Kai smiled and took her slice. “Aunt Bernice’s?”
“Obviously.” Taye sat down beside her, their shoulders brushing. “She said you’d want the corner piece.”
Kai took a bite, let the taste settle. “I used to sit out here after everyone left. When I was little. Just to pretend the day didn’t end.”
Taye hummed. “And now?”
“I think I’m just trying to let it sink in. That it was good. That you were here. That nothing broke.”
Taye leaned back against the porch rail. “You thought it might?”
Kai didn’t answer right away. “Not because of you. Just… I’ve never brought someone home without something cracking open. Sometimes it’s me. Sometimes it’s them. But always something.”
“And now?” Taye repeated, softer.
Kai looked over. “Now I feel like… maybe this is what safety sounds like. People laughing. Kids yelling. My mom smiling like she knows something I don’t.”
Taye reached for her hand. Not to reassure her, not to comfort. Just to be there.
“I don’t need it to be perfect,” Kai said, mostly to herself. “I just want to stop waiting for it to end.”
Taye squeezed her hand once. “Then let’s not rush it. Let’s just sit here. Let it be good.”
And so they did.
For a long time, they just sat. Two slices of pie. Two hearts doing the slow, brave work of staying open.
And the stars kept shining.
Even when no one looked up.
Back at Kai’s apartment, the stillness was almost tender. The hum of the fridge, the click of shoes coming off at the door. No loud declarations, no long monologues—just the hush of two people moving around each other with ease.
Kai moved to the sink and started rinsing out two water bottles. Taye walked to the counter and opened a container of leftover birthday food.
“Still smells like grilled chicken and sunscreen,” Taye joked.
Kai smiled, drying her hands. “I think that’s the official scent of summer.”
They moved wordlessly around the kitchen. Taye handed Kai a fork without asking. Kai opened the drawer Taye was already reaching toward. It was a rhythm. A knowing.
Kai leaned against the counter and watched Taye eat a few bites of rice and plantains.
“So,” Kai said carefully. “That went better than expected.”
Taye nodded. “I think your cousin tried to recruit me into the family spades tournament.”
Kai chuckled. “Careful. That’s a blood oath. You’re locked in now.”
There was a pause. Then, quietly:
“I liked seeing you there,” Kai said. “In my world. Like, really in it.”
Taye met her gaze. “It felt easy. I didn’t know it could be like that.”
Another pause. Kai set her water down.
“I used to think bringing someone home meant they’d start looking for exits.”
Taye moved toward her. “And now?”
Kai took a breath. “Now I think maybe… you’re not looking for a way out.”
Taye stepped into her space gently. “I’m not.”
They stood there for a long moment. Close enough to feel each other’s breath. Close enough for silence to be the answer.
Kai leaned in first this time. Not rushed. Not hesitant. Just sure.
When they finally pulled back, Taye whispered, “So what now?”
Kai smiled. “We go wash the dishes. And maybe… we start writing this next part. Together.”
Taye nodded. “I like the sound of that.”
And so, in a quiet kitchen with soap bubbles and soft glances, they did.
Not everything needs fireworks to be real.
Sometimes love just sounds like running water and the click of a plate drying rack.
Later that night, the world finally quieted. The lights were dim. The windows were cracked open just enough to let in a summer breeze and the hum of nighttime traffic, distant and unbothered. Kai stood in the bathroom brushing her teeth, eyes scanning her own reflection.
Not for flaws. Not for confirmation. Just… looking.
She didn’t recognize the tightness she used to carry around her eyes. It was gone. Replaced by something looser, less defended. She touched her cheek, then flicked off the light.
In the bedroom, Taye was already curled under the sheet, scrolling aimlessly on her phone. She looked up and smiled. “You good?”
Kai nodded and climbed in beside her.
They didn’t talk much. Just turned into each other slowly, legs brushing, hands loosely held. It wasn’t romantic in a performative way. There was no need to make the moment more beautiful than it was. It already was.
Kai exhaled.
“I used to think that love meant needing someone. That I had to ache for them. Miss them constantly. Be undone by them.”
Taye listened, quiet.
“And now?”
“Now I think love might just be this,” Kai whispered. “Wanting someone. Choosing them. Feeling like myself and still letting them in.”
Taye kissed her knuckles. “I want that, too.”
And in the hush of the room, between breath and stillness, neither of them said the word love out loud.
But it was there.
Soft.
Steady.
Already blooming.
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They didn’t say much on the drive home. The car was full of leftovers and silence, both packed neatly into the warm hush that follows a full day. Taye sat in the passenger seat with her feet tucked under her, one hand lazily resting on Kai’s thigh. It was a quiet gesture, not clingy—just connection. Kai drove with the windows half-down, letting the summer air tangle in her curls. Her heart felt soft in her chest.
When they got back to Kai’s apartment, they moved around each other like they’d been doing it for years. Taye put the potato salad in the fridge. Kai started the kettle. There was a rhythm between them now. Not rehearsed—just familiar.
“Tea?” Kai asked.
Taye nodded. “Yes please. And maybe a blanket. Your living room’s colder than it needs to be.”
Kai smirked. “That’s my introvert trap. If it’s cozy enough, people don’t leave.”
Taye raised an eyebrow, amused. “Is that what you’re doing now? Trying to trap me?”
Kai poured the hot water and handed her a mug. “If I was, would you mind?”
Taye took the cup and held Kai’s gaze. “Not even a little.”
They curled up together on the couch, the blanket draped across their laps. The TV was on low, playing something neither of them was watching. Taye’s head found Kai’s shoulder, and Kai let her body lean into the weight of being wanted without question.
Eventually, Taye spoke.
“Your family’s dope. Loud as hell. But dope.”
Kai laughed. “They liked you. My mom tried to be subtle, but she made you a plate and gave you the nice fork.”
“High honour.”
They sat quietly again. The kind of quiet that doesn’t feel like anything’s missing.
“I used to imagine this,” Kai said softly. “Not you, specifically. But this. Coming home from something full and chaotic. Having someone to sit still with.”
Taye shifted to face her. “And now?”
Kai looked back, eyes clear. “Now I want to see what it’s like to keep choosing it. Keep building on it. No big declarations yet. But I don’t want to pretend like this is casual.”
Taye reached out and held her hand. “I don’t either.”
The quiet returned, but it was heavier now. Sacred.
Kai exhaled. “I don’t want to lose myself in this.”
“You won’t,” Taye promised. “I don’t want you smaller. I want you whole.”
They didn’t need to define anything that night. The tea cooled. The couch creaked when they shifted. The world kept spinning. But something had landed.
Not a decision. A direction.
And they were facing it—together.
They woke up in a tangle of limbs and blankets. Morning light filtered in through Kai’s sheer curtains, soft and forgiving. Taye blinked, slow and still half-dreaming, while Kai leaned over and turned off her alarm before it could buzz again.
Neither of them said much.
There was no urgency. No pressure to perform intimacy. Just the quiet certainty of being known. Kai slipped out of bed and padded to the kitchen. Taye followed a few minutes later, wrapped in the same blanket they’d fallen asleep under.
“Coffee or tea?” Kai asked.
“Tea. Something with ginger.”
Kai nodded and reached for the jar. The sound of the kettle became the morning’s soundtrack.
Taye perched on the counter. “This feels like something we shouldn’t name yet.”
Kai handed her a mug. “Then let’s not name it. Let’s just live it.”
They ate toast in bare feet and silence. The sunlight was catching the edge of the floorboards, painting them golden.
Taye glanced at Kai between sips. “It’s funny how comfort can feel so dangerous sometimes.”
Kai tilted her head. “You mean like waiting for the other shoe?”
“Exactly.”
Kai leaned on the counter beside her. “Then maybe we just walk barefoot. No shoes at all.”
Taye smiled, half-sad. “You’re not afraid?”
“I am. But I’m more afraid of not knowing what this could be.”
They stayed there, shoulder to shoulder, letting the morning stretch into something gentle.
By midday, Kai found herself scrolling through her journal entries, trying to trace the shift. When exactly had she started thinking in ‘we’ again? When had her internal monologue stopped being a monologue?
She wasn’t spiraling. Not really. Just aware of how much she wanted this—and how much that scared her.
She put the journal down and stared out the window. Taye was still in the shower, singing something off-key and happy. That sound should’ve calmed her. Instead, it cracked something open.
She loved the softness. But part of her was still braced for it to vanish. For the call that never came. The shift in tone. The cold retreat.
Not because Taye had ever given her a reason to expect it. But because others had. Enough times to etch a reflex deep in her bones.
She closed her eyes.
She didn’t want to ruin something real by expecting it to break.
She picked up her phone and typed out a text to her best friend: “I think I’m in something that feels like love. But I’m scared I’ll mess it up just by being scared.”
The reply came quick. “Then name the fear and leave it outside the door. You deserve softness too.”
Kai didn’t respond. But she left the fear on the page and went back to the day.
Taye emerged, wrapped in a towel and smelling like citrus and warmth. She noticed Kai’s stillness immediately.
“You okay?”
Kai nodded. Then shook her head. “I don’t know. Just caught in my own head.”
Taye walked over, leaned into her. “Then come out. Just for now.”
Kai melted into the touch. “You’re too good at that.”
“I’m good at you,” Taye said simply. “Because I’m here. And I’m not leaving just because you need a minute.”
Kai looked up. “That’s new for me.”
“Get used to it.”
They stood there a while. Skin to skin. Breath to breath.
Then Taye wrapped her arms fully around Kai and murmured, “Let’s be awkward. Let’s be scared. Let’s be brilliant and soft and slow and confused together. But let’s stay.”
And Kai, without a word, nodded into the hollow of Taye’s shoulder.
Taye’s phone buzzed. A reminder for a call she couldn’t miss.
She kissed Kai’s forehead and began to gather her things.
“I’ll be back later, okay? Shouldn’t be long.”
Kai nodded. “I know.”
The door closed with a soft click, and Kai stood in the quiet for a moment, the silence not heavy but not entirely welcome either. She turned on a playlist, started tidying. Let herself miss Taye without worrying what that meant.
Because love didn’t have to be all or nothing. Sometimes it was just… space held gently.
Later, as the kettle boiled again, Kai found herself humming the same off-key tune Taye had been singing in the shower.
It felt like a thread between them.
A thread she wanted to keep weaving.
Kai journaled again that night.
Love is the choice to stay when nothing asks you to.
Love is the cup of tea made without asking. The blanket shared. The silence respected.
She didn’t write Taye’s name. But she didn’t have to.
She closed the notebook and stared up at the ceiling.
Whatever this was, it felt like the beginning of something that didn’t need to rush. Something that could last.
Something that might already be home.




[bookmark: _wkfqrndfe72k]Chapter 23: This is What We Make Room For
It was the kind of morning that made the world feel like it might finally be on their side.
Muted sunlight filtered through Kai’s apartment window, the kind that came softened by clouds — no sharp edges, no harsh reminders of what waited outside. Just gold and quiet. The kind of quiet you didn’t fill, the kind that filled you.
The sheets still held Taye’s warmth. Kai lay still for a moment, listening to the weight of silence. Not emptiness — fullness. Not the old kind of quiet that came after a slammed door or a phone call cut short. This was the quiet that hummed beneath trust. The kind you earn.
Taye was still sleeping, her back to Kai, one hand curled loosely over the pillow between them. She slept like someone who finally felt safe. And something in that broke Kai wide open.
She sat up slowly, careful not to shift the mattress too much. There was something sacred about watching someone you love exist without performance. The way they twitch in dreams. The way their shoulders rise and fall. The small sighs. The stillness.
Taye looked younger when she slept — not innocent, but softened. The kind of softened that comes after months of peeling back armor and letting someone in. Kai had seen her in every mood by now — frustrated, exhausted, giddy, grief-stung, turned on, emotionally raw — but this version always got her. It felt like being trusted with the final layer.
She lingered at the bedroom door before stepping into the hallway. A still moment. A quiet inhale. One last glance before leaving the room, as if to confirm this was real.
Kai padded into the kitchen and tugged one of Taye’s oversized hoodies over her tank top. It smelled like her — something warm and vanilla-edged, probably some expensive-ass body oil she refused to name.
The hoodie came down to Kai’s thighs. She looked like someone’s girlfriend. Someone’s always. The thought made her smile. And ache.
She started the kettle and stood there in the silence, hands on the counter edge like a tether. A warm, blooming kind of calm rolled through her chest — but underneath it, something stirred. A tremor. Familiar. Feral. Old.
What if it’s too good?
 What if you ruin this?
 What if she realizes she picked wrong?
Kai blinked hard. Shut her eyes. Breathed through the tension blooming just beneath her ribs.
This wasn’t new. This was her nervous system trying to protect her from joy. From leaning in. From believing the soft thing would stay.
It wasn’t even about Taye, not really. It was about all the almosts before her. The people who’d promised presence but only stayed until it got heavy. The ones who said “I see you” but flinched at her full self. The ones who only wanted pieces.
And the worst part? Kai had almost convinced herself that was all she was worthy of — fragments. Glimpses. A maybe.
But now?
Now she was learning how to stay. Not just physically. Emotionally. Fully.
She poured the water and let the tea steep. Oat milk in the fridge, their mugs lined up side-by-side like they’d always belonged there.
Taye’s mug had a tiny chip near the base, from that night Kai had dropped it trying to talk and cook at the same time. The sound of ceramic hitting tile had made them both freeze. But when Taye looked up and saw it hadn’t shattered, she’d grinned.
“Still standing,” she’d said. “Just a little flawed. Like me.”
They’d kissed in the kitchen that night, salt and laughter on their lips. That memory lived inside the mug now — not just a thing you drank from, but a thing that reminded you you could mess up and still be loved.
Kai ran her thumb over the chip. Funny how broken things could become holy.
She turned to grab plates, thinking maybe she’d fry up some plantains or make toast or something. She wasn’t hungry, not really — but she was tired of the version of her that didn’t make space for joy. She wanted to be the kind of woman who cooked for her girl in the morning. Who poured tea and made extra and remembered which side of the toast got jam.
She wanted this to be their rhythm.
As she opened the cupboard, she heard soft footsteps. A rustle of breath. A sleepy sigh.
“You’re up early,” Taye murmured, voice husky with sleep.
Kai turned, and there she was — hair wild, eyes soft, wearing one of Kai’s oversized shirts with the neckline slipping just enough to be illegal in five provinces.
“Habit,” Kai said, trying not to stare.
Taye slid her arms around Kai from behind, rested her chin on her shoulder. “You good?”
Kai didn’t lie. Not to her.
“I’m learning to be,” she said, voice quiet but true. “Some mornings, I still brace. Not because of you. Just… old ghosts. You know?”
Taye nodded into the curve of her neck. “I know.”
“I don’t want to hold it like that anymore. The fear. The doubt. The waiting for something to crack.”
Taye turned her gently, placed both hands on Kai’s waist. “Then let’s build something stronger than the ghosts.”
There was no poetry in her voice. Just intention. The kind that wrapped around Kai like a promise.
She kissed her, slow and unhurried, like she had nowhere else to be. No rush. No exit strategy.
Just this.
 This morning.
 This kind of love.
The café wasn’t fancy — but it was theirs.
Technically it belonged to a grumpy white man named Glenn who served espresso like he was doing you a favour, but somehow it had become a soft place in Kai and Taye’s orbit. Small tables. Loud jazz. Wobbly stools. Paintings from local artists that never matched the vibe, but always made them talk.
Taye liked the window seat, the one where the light hit just right around 10 a.m. Kai liked that it had oat milk and didn’t oversteep her tea. They both liked that no one ever rushed them out, even when they stayed too long and tipped too well.
“I’m getting the pancakes,” Taye announced, already halfway through the menu even though she always ordered the same thing.
Kai smirked behind her mug. “You say that like it’s news.”
Taye raised an eyebrow. “Listen, one day I might surprise you.”
Kai leaned forward. “One day I might be able to finish my tea before you start stealing the crispy edges off my toast.”
Taye grinned, and that was it — the kind of grin that made Kai forget every single exit she’d ever mapped. The kind that said this is mine without needing to say a word.
They ordered. Shared bites. Talked with their hands. Laughed the way you do when your whole chest is open.
And then, in a quiet stretch between sips of coffee and clinking forks, Kai caught herself watching the table across from them. A young mom, braids piled high, toddler in a booster seat smearing jam on a paper napkin. The kid was loud and sticky and joyful. The kind of joyful that cracked through you without permission.
Kai didn’t mean to stare. She was just… caught.
Taye followed her gaze. “You good?”
Kai blinked, turning back. “Yeah. Sorry.”
But something flickered across her face. That soft-wounded look. A memory she didn’t want to drag into daylight.
Taye didn’t press. Just rested her hand gently on Kai’s thigh, under the table, thumb moving in small circles.
After a few moments, Kai spoke — not loud, not ashamed, just… honest.
“I used to think I’d have that by now. A kid. A family. Sunday mornings with cereal and crayons on the floor.”
Taye didn’t interrupt.
“I don’t know if I still want it, exactly. Or if I just miss the version of me who thought it was possible.”
Taye’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “It’s still possible. If you want it.”
Kai exhaled. “Yeah. But not with just anyone.”
That hung in the air for a minute.
“I think that’s what growing up is,” she added softly. “Realizing the dream isn’t just the thing — it’s who you’re building it with. And how. And whether it feels like yours.”
Taye nodded slowly. “Can I say something without you freezing up on me?”
Kai raised an eyebrow. “Try me.”
“I’d build that with you. The cereal. The crayons. The loud mornings. Or the quiet ones. Whatever version of family we want. Not just hypothetically. I’ve thought about it.”
Kai stared at her. No running. No joke to deflect. Just Taye, raw and steady.
It wasn’t a proposal. It wasn’t pressure. It was presence. It was want.
And for the first time, Kai didn’t flinch.
“Me too,” she said. Voice barely a whisper. “I’ve thought about it too.”
They didn’t say more. They didn’t need to. The silence between them had changed shape again — not the kind that comes from avoidance, but the kind that grows between two people carving out room for a life.
Outside, the wind shifted. A breeze stirred the leaves on the trees that lined the block, brushed sunlight across their table.
Taye leaned back and stretched, long legs knocking against Kai’s.
“You ever think about what we’d name a kid?” she asked casually, like she was asking what movie they should watch tonight.
Kai laughed. “You’re wild.”
“I’m serious.”
“Absolutely not. I’ve seen how long it takes you to name a plant.”
Taye grinned, finishing her coffee. “Fair.”
They paid and left a too-big tip.
Outside, Kai paused.
“Hey,” she said, pulling Taye to a gentle stop on the sidewalk. “Thank you.”
Taye looked puzzled. “For what?”
“For saying all that. For not backing off when I looked… I don’t know. Weird and nostalgic and vaguely emotional.”
Taye stepped closer, slid her hands into the hoodie pocket Kai was wearing. Her fingers brushed the inside seam like she was making sure Kai was here, anchored.
“You didn’t look weird,” she said. “You looked real.”
Kai swallowed hard. “I don’t know if I’d be ready tomorrow.”
“I don’t need tomorrow. I just need you to keep showing up.”
“I’m trying,” Kai said. “Some days I still hear old voices.”
“Then let mine be louder.”
They stood there for a while, people passing by, wind stirring Kai’s curls, Taye’s gaze fixed on her like she was the only thing that mattered.
Maybe she was.
That night, the kitchen smelled like roasted garlic and lemon zest.
Kai was barefoot, shoulder deep in a mixing bowl, singing off-key to a 2000s R&B playlist. Taye stood at the counter slicing cherry tomatoes with dramatic precision, pretending she was on a cooking show.
“You’re cutting those like you’re mad at ‘em,” Kai said, glancing over.
“I am mad. They’re disrespectfully round.”
Kai laughed, the sound full and easy. “So aggressive for someone who still doesn’t know how to make rice.”
“I do know how,” Taye said, tossing a tomato slice in Kai’s direction. “I just delegate. You’re the rice whisperer.”
Kai dodged the tomato and raised an eyebrow. “You’re lucky I like you.”
Taye smiled, walking over and pressing a kiss to her cheek. “I’m lucky you still like me after seeing my fridge.”
Kai faked a shudder. “Expired oat milk, three sauces and vibes.”
“And frozen peas.”
“Which you have never used.”
“Not true. I used them that time I iced my ankle.”
Kai snorted. “You’re impossible.”
They moved around each other like they’d done this for years — reaching past, touching backs, sharing the sink. It wasn’t choreographed, but it felt like it could’ve been. Two people making space, not just in a kitchen, but in a life.
Dinner was simple — lemon garlic pasta, a salad Taye claimed as her contribution, and Kai’s favorite drink with the little mint sprigs she kept meaning to use up.
They ate on the couch, feet tucked under thighs, legs touching. Something about the day had settled them both — not into boredom, but into belonging.
Kai let her head rest against Taye’s shoulder, plate balanced on her knees.
“I forgot how good this is,” she said between bites.
“What, the food?”
“No. This. Us. Just… being.”
Taye tilted her head. “You thought we’d forget?”
Kai shrugged. “I think I was afraid that the magic only lived in the hard parts. Like, maybe once things got soft, it’d stop meaning as much.”
Taye nodded, slow. “That’s real.”
“I’m used to survival love,” Kai continued. “To thinking passion means pain. That if it doesn’t ache, it isn’t deep.”
Taye set her plate down and turned toward her. “You know what I think?”
Kai looked up.
“I think we’ve had enough ache. I think love gets to feel like exhaling now.”
Kai’s throat caught. That’s what it was — the exhale. That’s what Taye had become.
She leaned forward, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. Taye hummed and melted into her.
A moment passed. Then another.
And then—“Wait,” Kai said suddenly, sitting up straighter. “You left your earring in the butter.”
Taye looked down at the butter dish, then back at Kai. “What?!”
“Deadass. It’s just… swimming.”
“Oh my—” Taye burst out laughing and grabbed the butter dish like it owed her money. Sure enough, her small gold hoop had taken a dive.
Kai wheezed. “You were glowing so hard, even your jewelry got reckless.”
“I hate you,” Taye said, laughing so hard she had to set it down.
“No you don’t.”
“No, I don’t,” she said, breathless, pulling Kai close again. “You’re stuck with me.”
They stayed curled up until the plates were cold and the playlist had looped twice. The house was dim, quiet except for the occasional hum of the fridge and their shared breath.
Taye’s fingers traced slow circles on Kai’s arm. “Do you think we’ll always be this?”
Kai didn’t answer right away. She was staring at the wall, but not seeing it.
“I think we’ll change,” she said finally. “But I think we’ll stay honest. And I think if we do that… we’ll stay close. Even when it’s hard.”
Taye nodded.
“What about you?” Kai asked.
“I think we’ll evolve,” Taye said. “Like, maybe the version of us that works now won’t always fit perfectly. But I think we’ll keep choosing each other. Even on the days when it’s not easy.”
Kai smiled, turned toward her, and pulled her closer.
“You really believe in this, huh?”
“I believe in us,” Taye said, without blinking.
And just like that, Kai did too.
The city was quieter at night, especially from Kai’s balcony — four floors up, far enough to mute the chaos, close enough to feel its hum beneath the silence. She sat with her knees drawn up, wrapped in a blanket that smelled like lavender and lemon oil. The old mug in her hand had gone lukewarm, but she held it anyway. Taye was inside, asleep already, curled into the left side of the bed like she always left space for Kai to return.
A journal sat in her lap, open to a half-filled page. She’d written a few lines earlier — some thoughts, some breath. But there was more now. A restlessness that didn’t feel like anxiety. Just a need to document this — to remember the moment she started to believe that softness wasn’t a setup.
She picked up her pen and let it move.
April 14, 11:42 PM
 I think I’m finally breathing again.
Not the shallow kind — the deep kind. The kind that fills your ribs and tells your body it’s allowed to stay.
Funny how long it takes to stop flinching at joy.
I don’t know what this is turning into yet. Us. Her. Me. But I know I’m not bracing anymore.
I used to write so much when I was hurting. Now I’m trying to learn how to write from healing.
It’s harder. There’s less urgency. But it’s softer. Truer.
I’m not trying to fix anything tonight. Just sitting with what is.
And what is… feels good.
She paused and took a sip, stared out into the dark.
A couple walked by below, laughing. The sound rose up like a memory. Something she might’ve envied once. Now it just made her smile.
She hadn’t always known how to hold good things. For years she’d equated safety with solitude. With keeping people out so they couldn’t leave. And even when she wanted love, she wanted it with rules — unspoken ones. Don’t get too close. Don’t see too much. Don’t ask me to stay.
Taye hadn’t listened.
She showed up anyway.
And stayed long enough to become real.
Kai wrote again.
I used to think love was supposed to wreck you.
That if it didn’t leave bruises or poems or voicemail trauma, it wasn’t deep enough.
I know better now.
Love isn’t always loud. Sometimes it’s someone texting to see if you ate. Or learning how you take your tea. Or touching your back when you think no one’s watching.
Sometimes it’s Sunday night pasta and quiet breathing on balconies.
Sometimes it’s a kiss on your shoulder that says, you don’t have to carry all of this alone.
She stopped, reread the words. Then flipped to a fresh page. Let her pen settle before writing a new heading:
To the version of me who didn’t make it this far—
She sat for a long moment before continuing.
I see you. I miss you. I forgive you.
You didn’t ruin anything.
You protected us the only way you knew how — silence, distance, overthinking. You tried. You did what you had to. And I’m not mad at you for it.
But I need you to know… we’re safe now.
You don’t have to do all the bracing. You don’t have to check the exits.
She stays.
And more than that — I do too.
Her throat tightened.
She hadn’t expected to cry, but here it was — not grief, but release. A quiet kind of holy.
She wiped her cheek, closed the journal gently, and rested her hand on top of it.
This wasn’t the end of her healing. But it was the end of the myth that she had to heal alone.
She stood, stretched toward the night sky, and exhaled slow. Moonlight curved across her face, her collarbone, her palms.
When she stepped back into the apartment, the hum of the fridge and the distant pulse of the city met her ears. She moved softly, slipping into bed behind Taye, who stirred only enough to reach back and touch her hand.
“You okay?” Taye murmured.
“Yeah,” Kai whispered. “Just had something I needed to write.”
Taye’s fingers found hers. Tangled them slow.
“Glad you came back.”
Kai kissed the back of her shoulder and pressed her forehead there for a moment, breathing her in.
“I always do.”
​​Taye woke to the smell of cinnamon.
She stretched, slow and sleepy, eyes blinking open against the soft morning light. The bed was warm on one side, empty on the other. Kai was already up.
Again.
But not gone.
She sat up and smiled. The bedroom door was cracked just enough to hear faint music coming from the kitchen — some lo-fi soul beat playing through Kai’s old Bluetooth speaker, probably the playlist she used when she wanted to feel grounded but still get shit done.
Taye stood, hair wild, eyes still puffy, and wandered barefoot toward the sound.
Kai was at the stove, stirring something in a pan. Her oversized hoodie — Taye’s hoodie — slid down one shoulder, exposing skin still warm from sleep.
She looked up as Taye entered.
“Morning,” Kai said, soft and simple, like she wasn’t aware her presence had just made Taye’s chest ache in the best way.
Taye crossed the kitchen, wrapped her arms around her from behind.
“You’re always up before me.”
Kai shrugged. “I like the quiet.”
Taye kissed the side of her neck. “I like you in it.”
They stayed like that for a minute, wrapped in the hush that only came with shared mornings. Then Kai gently nudged her with an elbow.
“Go sit. I’m almost done.”
Taye obeyed, dragging her feet to the small table, pulling her journal from her bag as she went. She didn’t always write in the mornings. But something about this one made her want to.
She opened to a blank page and just… let go.
April 15 – 9:03 a.m.

 There’s a cinnamon stick in my tea and I’m trying not to read into it.
But I will anyway.
Because she made it for me.
Because she remembered.
Because last week I said I missed the way my grandmother used to do that, and she tucked it away like it mattered.
There’s something about that kind of love. The kind that listens. Not just to respond — but to remember.
She remembers me.
Not the curated me. Not the shiny, public version. The quiet me. The scared me. The one I don’t post about.
And she stays.
Taye glanced up, watched Kai put the finishing touches on the plates. French toast. Sliced fruit. Syrup warmed on the stove. Nothing fancy — and yet it felt like everything.
She kept writing.
I’ve known loud love.
 Messy, complicated, big-declaration love.
But this is the first time I’ve known calm love.
Love that doesn’t need performance. That isn’t asking me to be anything more than I am.
We don’t always agree. We’re not a perfect match.
 But we show up.
And if I’m being honest — I think that’s the most romantic thing of all.
Kai set a plate in front of her and raised an eyebrow.
“What are you scribbling over there?”
Taye flipped the journal shut. “None of your business.”
Kai smirked. “Fine. Keep your secrets. I’m just over here making you breakfast with love and cinnamon and zero emotional blackmail.”
“Wow. So noble.”
“I know. Truly, I’m the blueprint.”
They ate, trading bites and occasional eye rolls. At one point, Taye pulled a strawberry from Kai’s plate and Kai slapped her hand in mock betrayal.
After they finished, Kai cleared the dishes and Taye stayed seated, flipping through her journal pages.
“You ever wonder where we’ll be next year?” she asked.
Kai paused, back to her, sponge in hand.
“Sometimes,” she said. “But I try not to plan it too hard.”
“Why not?”
Kai turned around, leaned against the counter. “Because this time last year, I didn’t even know you. And now I can’t imagine a version of me that doesn’t include your name somewhere in it.”
Taye’s chest tightened. “That’s a hell of a thing to say before noon.”
Kai laughed. “It’s the cinnamon.”
“I’m keeping that line, by the way.”
“Put it in your journal.”
“I will.”
After they’d cleaned up, they ended up back in bed — not for sleep, just to be close. Sunday light poured in, warm and slow. Kai was curled against Taye’s chest, one leg tangled with hers. Taye held her like something worth holding.
And maybe that was the final lesson.
Love didn’t need a crescendo.
Sometimes, it was this.
A shared morning. A quiet page. A cup of tea made the way you like it.
A person who listens hard and stays soft.
A future you don’t need to map, because the present is finally enough.

They took the long way home that night.
Not because they had to — but because the air was that perfect kind of warm, and Kai had started craving mint chocolate chip from that late-night spot that only took cash. Taye had exactly six dollars in her pocket and no complaints.
So they walked.
Shoes in hand. Sidewalk warm against their soles. The city slowing down but not yet asleep.
Kai leaned her head against Taye’s shoulder as they moved. Her curls brushed Taye’s jaw and stayed there.
"Tell me something soft," Kai said.
Taye thought for a second. “Your breath smells like basil.”
Kai snorted. “Wow. Thank you so much.”
“I said soft. I didn’t say romantic.”
They kept walking.
Storefronts passed. Late-night people passed. They didn’t rush. Didn’t reach for each other constantly. They didn’t need to. There was something about the ease of their rhythm now — like the love had settled into their bones.
“I’ve been thinking,” Kai said, slipping her hand into Taye’s.
“Oh no.”
“I’m serious.”
“That’s what scares me.”
Kai nudged her. “What if we got away for a bit?”
Taye blinked. “Like a trip?”
“Yeah. Somewhere warm. Beach-adjacent. Somewhere we don’t have to explain anything to anyone.”
Taye hummed. “Just you, me, and sunscreen?”
“And coconut rum.”
“Deal.”
They kept talking — not planning, just dreaming. The kind of dreaming that didn’t carry urgency. Just curiosity.
“I want us to have memories that don’t start with heartbreak,” Kai said quietly. “New ones. Ones that feel like sunlight.”
Taye squeezed her hand. “We’re making them.”

Later, back at Kai’s apartment, the mint chip was melting in their bowls and their legs were tangled on the couch. Kai had one foot tucked beneath Taye’s thigh. Taye was flipping through a book she wasn’t really reading.
Kai watched her.
It was still a marvel — how someone so composed could also be so here. How Taye showed up for her in a way that didn’t feel performative. She wasn’t doing this for show. She just... was this steady.
“Can I tell you something?” Kai said.
Taye looked up. “Always.”
“I’m not afraid anymore.”
Taye didn’t ask of what. She didn’t need to. She just waited.
“I used to think loving someone like this would destroy me,” Kai continued. “Because it meant I’d have something to lose again.”
Taye set the book down.
“But now... I’m not scared. Not because I think we’ll never mess up. But because I know how we repair. I know how we talk. I know you.”
Taye swallowed, jaw tightening just a bit. “I’ve never felt chosen like this before.”
“You are,” Kai said. “Every day. Every time I show up, even when it’s messy or late or tangled in my own thoughts — that’s me choosing you.”
Taye reached for her hand again. “Then I’m staying. As long as you’ll have me.”
Kai smiled. “Then you better unpack.”

They fell asleep on the couch. The ice cream half-finished. The playlist looping. Taye’s arm around Kai’s waist, and Kai’s fingers curled under Taye’s collarbone like a thread tying them back to something ancient and still.
At some point in the early morning, Kai woke briefly — the light just beginning to shift blue outside — and whispered something into Taye’s shoulder.
“Thank you for being the one I didn’t have to chase.”
Taye stirred. Didn’t open her eyes. Just mumbled, “I was already on my way.”
When morning came, they didn’t move fast. No alarms. No to-do lists. Just tea, shared silence, and matching eye bags.
Kai flipped a record onto the turntable and let the needle find a groove. Nina Simone, soft and aching, filled the room.
Taye pulled a blanket over their laps, notebook in hand.
“I think we’re gonna be okay,” she said, scribbling something without looking up.
Kai leaned into her shoulder. “I know we are.”
It wasn’t a grand ending.
It was a beginning they finally trusted.
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[bookmark: _ckno65ep8mrf]Chapter 24 – The Things We Return To
Kai had a Sunday off.
Not a fake one. Not a “technically not on-call but still answering texts” kind of off. A real one. The kind of day off that showed up like a small miracle — soft, unscheduled, undeserved. The kind that let her body stay in bed without guilt and her brain stay quiet without apology.
She didn’t wake up to anything urgent. No alarm. No buzz. Just sunlight crawling over her blanket like it had nowhere else to be.
And Taye.
Still asleep beside her, mouth parted slightly, the edge of the duvet tugged up near her chin. Her curls were a full halo on the pillow, unbothered and regal. Her breathing was steady. Like safety.
Kai lay still, staring.
She’d once been afraid of moments like this — the soft ones. Because they could turn on you. Be taken away. And she’d gotten used to doing the taking first. Walking before someone else could. Shutting down before it ever had the chance to open up.
But this — this didn’t feel like it could shatter her.
 It felt like something that might hold.
Taye stirred eventually, mumbling something unintelligible as she stretched an arm across the bed, found Kai’s hip with sleepy fingers.
“You’re watching me again,” she said, voice hoarse.
“I mean,” Kai whispered, “you’re free to be beautiful, but it’s not my fault.”
Taye cracked one eye open and smirked without effort. “You’re annoying.”
Kai kissed her forehead. “And yet here you are.”

Breakfast was lazy: cereal, a pear they cut in half and ate directly off the knife, the last of the oat milk warmed slightly because it “tastes like vibes” cold, according to Taye.
They sat barefoot on the counter, legs tangled, bowls balanced on their knees.
“This still feels new,” Taye said around a mouthful. “But not like first date new. Like... found-my-old-notebook new.”
Kai tilted her head. “Comfortable?”
Taye nodded. “Familiar. Like something I forgot I loved.”
Kai rested her spoon on the edge of the bowl. “You ever worry it’ll fade?”
“No,” Taye said simply. “I think it’ll shift. But not fade.”
Kai looked at her for a long moment. “That’s the most romantic thing anyone’s said to me before 10 a.m.”
Taye winked. “Stick around. I peak early.”

Later, they took a walk through a neighborhood neither of them lived in. Just to be out. Just to move their bodies under sunlight and sky.
They passed pastel-painted row houses, cracked sidewalks with dandelions breaking through, a small community garden with a crooked sign: “Pick only what you need.”
It felt like the kind of day you don’t take pictures of — not because it wasn’t beautiful, but because it didn’t need proof.
Taye swung their hands as they walked. Kai let hers rest still in the space between them.
They passed a driveway covered in chalk drawings — rainbows, suns with smiling faces, stick people with afros and hearts over their heads. One drawing in loopy pink lettering caught Kai’s eye.
Come as you are.
She stopped walking.
Taye turned. “What is it?”
Kai stared down at the words like they were a message meant just for her.
“That’s the thing I didn’t know I was allowed to do,” she said.
Taye stepped closer. “Come as you are?”
Kai nodded, her voice softer now. “I used to think I had to be more polished. Less emotional. More... easy.”
Taye didn’t say anything. Just waited.
Kai crouched down and ran her fingers lightly over the chalk. The grit of it on her fingertips made it real. Temporary, but still real.
“I’m still unlearning it,” she said. “The shape I used to make myself fit into.”
Taye knelt beside her. Not to fix. Just to stay level.
“You don’t have to be easy,” she said.
Kai looked at her.
“You just have to be honest,” Taye continued. “And you are. That’s what I love.”
A pause.
“I don’t want a version of you that fits in someone else’s box. I want the one that made her own shape.”
Kai swallowed. “Even when I shift?”
Taye smiled, small and sure. “Especially then.”
Kai stood slowly and offered her hand. Taye took it. They kept walking.
No destination.
 No timeline.
 No edits.
Just two Black women, learning how to be held without shrinking.
Kai’s phone buzzed just after they got back to the apartment. She was mid-laugh, trying to recount a story from college that Taye was only half-believing, when she saw the name flash across the screen.
Dr. Emil Robbins
She froze. The laughter in her throat dissolved. Not because it was bad news — but because it wasn’t expected.
Taye noticed the shift instantly. "You okay?"
Kai nodded slowly, thumb hovering. "It’s… the residency director from Chicago. The one who ghosted me for three months."
Taye raised an eyebrow. "He’s calling now?"
Kai picked up, walking toward the window. "Dr. Robbins?"
Taye couldn’t hear the other side, but she watched Kai’s posture shift — tighter, then looser, then still. When Kai hung up, she took a breath and leaned her forehead against the glass.
"They’ve had a last-minute drop-out. Offering me a spot for the fall."
Taye stayed quiet. Then: "Chicago. That’s big."
"Yeah."
"Is that… something you want?"
Kai turned. Her face was unreadable for a second. Then it softened. "I don’t know. A few months ago, I would’ve said yes before the call ended."
Taye walked over, leaned against the opposite wall. Not crowding her. Just there.
"But now?"
Kai looked at her. "Now I’m thinking about what I’d be leaving behind."
The rest of the day moved in fragments.
They cleaned. Ate leftovers. Watched a movie without really watching it.
Kai was quiet. Not withdrawn — just inward. Taye didn’t push. But she watched.
Later, Kai sat on the balcony with her journal. She stared at the blank page longer than usual.
"You always said you’d leave when the right thing called," she wrote. "But what if the right thing is already here? What if home stopped being a city and started being a person?"
She didn’t finish the entry.
Taye came outside with a blanket and a mug of tea.
"You want to talk about it?"
Kai shook her head. "I just want to be here for a bit."
Taye nodded and sat beside her. No agenda. Just proximity.
That night, Kai dreamt of train stations and suitcases. But she woke up tangled in Taye’s arms, and everything in her stilled.
"So what are you going to do?" Taye asked the next morning as they folded laundry.
Kai sighed. "I honestly don’t know. I’ve worked toward this kind of opportunity for years. But now that it’s here…"
She trailed off.
Taye nodded slowly. "I don’t want to be the reason you stay."
"You wouldn’t be," Kai said, gently. "But you might be the reason I want to."
They both paused. That was the line. The one that lived between possibility and choice.
Kai stepped forward, sock in one hand. "I’ve chased a lot of things in my life because I thought they would make me enough. But being with you — this version of me — I am enough."
Taye’s voice was low. "Then maybe this isn’t a decision about leaving. Maybe it’s about choosing."
Kai closed her eyes. "Then I choose to stay."
Taye dropped the shirt she was folding and wrapped her arms around her.
"Then let’s build something."
Three weeks passed.
The letter sat on the kitchen counter. Unopened. From Dr. Robbins. An official follow-up.
Kai didn’t need to open it.
She spent the weekend repainting her bathroom. Taye helped. There was blue paint on her cheek and a smile in her voice.
Everyday life began to bloom around them. Shared groceries. Inside jokes. Laundry baskets with each other’s clothes tangled in the mix.
Kai journaled every night now. Not out of habit. Out of gratitude.
One night, she wrote:
"I thought I’d need to chase purpose across cities and letters and awards. But maybe purpose is loving someone so well that you finally feel at home inside your own skin."
They hosted dinner for friends.
A full table. Candlelight. Nina Simone on vinyl. Taye’s best friend laughing too loud. Kai’s sister trying to open a wine bottle with a butter knife.
It was chaos. And comfort. And theirs.
Taye pulled Kai into the kitchen to refill glasses.
"You good?" she asked.
Kai looked out at the dining table — people she loved, laughter bouncing off the walls, her hand held tight in Taye’s.
"I’m more than good," she said. "I’m here."
Taye kissed her. Just once. Slow.
And for the first time in years, Kai didn’t feel like she was supposed to be somewhere else.
She was already home.




[bookmark: _5j7aqzl44fhb]Chapter 25: The Knowing
There were still dishes in the sink.
Not many — two mugs, a pan, the plate with the syrup stain from breakfast. The kind of mess you leave behind when you’re too full of life to scrub it clean right away. The kind of mess that says, someone lived here today.
Taye leaned against the counter, arms crossed, watching Kai move around the apartment with the kind of grace that only comes from being fully yourself. Not performing. Not adjusting. Just being.
Kai was humming. Barefoot, soft-clothed, hair tied up and face washed. She looked… real. Not in the filtered, aesthetic sense. In the way that people look when they’ve stopped running from themselves.
Taye’s chest ached a little, but not in the way it used to. This ache wasn’t sharp. It wasn’t warning her. It was awe.
Kai looked over. "What?"
Taye smiled. "Nothing. Just—"
She paused, stepped forward, and rested her chin on Kai’s shoulder.
"You ever think about how many versions of ourselves we had to survive to get to this?"
Kai didn’t respond right away. Just reached up and placed her hand over Taye’s.
"All the time," she said. "And I think I was always headed toward you."
They stood there for a while, letting the stillness settle. Letting the love fill in the cracks that used to leak.
Outside, the city breathed. Inside, they knew: this wasn’t an ending.
It was the beginning that finally made sense.
Later that evening, they walked to the corner store in hoodies and slippers, laughing about nothing. The air was soft in that almost-spring kind of way — not quite warm, but no longer biting. The kind of weather that made you want to believe in new things.
Kai held the door open as Taye passed through. Inside, it smelled like stale gum and floor cleaner, and the overhead lights buzzed a little too loud. There was a teenage boy behind the counter scrolling his phone, not even glancing up.
Taye grabbed a pint of ice cream and waved it in Kai’s direction. "This, or the one with the cookie chunks?"
Kai took a moment, tilting her head as if weighing fate itself. "You’re in a cookie chunk mood tonight. I can feel it."
"You know me so well," Taye said, tossing it into the basket. Then she stopped, reaching for a bag of chips, holding them out like a peace offering. "For the post-ice cream guilt spiral."
Kai laughed. "Please. I don’t spiral anymore. I lounge in my choices."
They wandered the aisles slowly, picking up things they didn’t need — mints, a ginger beer, a lavender-scented hand sanitizer that made them both cringe and giggle. There was no rush. No tension.
It wasn’t a remarkable moment. But it held them. The way their voices fit into each other. The quiet reach of familiarity. The sacredness of being seen in the mundane.
At the register, the boy barely looked up. Taye paid in cash. Kai leaned against the counter, scanning the display of keychains and lighters, wondering how many stories had played out in this very aisle. How many hands had reached for snacks and comfort and late-night salvation.
As they stepped back outside, the sky had deepened into navy. The streetlight above them flickered once, then held steady.
"Did that feel like a blessing to you?" Kai asked, nudging Taye with her elbow.
Taye glanced up at the halo of light above them. "Felt like a confirmation."
Kai smiled and slipped her hand into Taye’s.
They walked home slowly, fingers linked, plastic bag swinging between them.
On the corner near their building, a neighbor was watering the patchy front lawn. She raised her chin in greeting.
"Evening, ladies. Y’all always look like peace."
Kai paused, her heart catching in her throat.
Taye said it before she could.
"That’s because we are."
The next morning was one of those slow ones where the day unfolded like honey — thick, golden, and warm in all the right places. They didn’t set alarms. No plans were made. The 
sky outside was pale and promising, and the only sound was the soft shuffle of socks on wood floor as Kai made her way to the kitchen.
She brewed coffee. Toasted bread. Laid out the honey and jam like it mattered. It did.
Taye appeared ten minutes later, wearing Kai’s robe and rubbing her eyes like a child who hadn’t slept enough. She looked impossibly soft. Kai took one look and felt her entire chest sigh.
"You made coffee?" Taye asked, voice still thick with sleep.
Kai nodded. "And toast. I went full domestic goddess."
Taye kissed her cheek, then poured herself a cup. "Remind me to keep you."
They ate in silence, music playing low in the background — an old Lianne La Havas record, one of the scratchy ones that always made Kai feel like she was being sung to directly.
After breakfast, they curled up on the couch, legs tangled under a shared blanket. Outside, the neighborhood moved on — dogs being walked, buses hissing down the block, a man arguing with someone over speakerphone. But in here, time folded in on itself.
Kai picked up her journal but didn’t open it. Just held it.
"I used to think love had to be dramatic to matter," she said. "Like it needed to fight or hurt or burn."
Taye traced circles on Kai’s knee. "And now?"
Kai looked down at their hands. "Now I think it’s the opposite. Now I think love shows up in the mornings you don’t want to leave the bed. In who pours the coffee. In who reaches for your hand first after a silence."
Taye didn’t respond right away. Just leaned over and rested her forehead against Kai’s.
"Then we’re doing it right."
They stayed like that a long time.
No rush. No end point. Just this. The knowing. The choosing. The staying.
t was a Tuesday when Kai got the letter.
Not an email. Not a call. A real envelope — cream-coloured, thick paper, her name handwritten across the front. It was waiting in the mailbox, tucked among circulars and credit card offers, like it wasn’t something sacred. Like it didn’t carry the weight of something she’d once wanted more than anything.
She brought it inside, set it on the counter, and stared at it like it might explode.
Taye looked up from the couch. "What’s that?"
Kai shrugged. "Chicago. I think it’s the formal follow-up."
Taye sat up straighter. "Are you going to open it?"
Kai shook her head. "Not yet."
She left it there. Went to the sink. Rinsed a dish. Dried it slowly.
Because the truth was, she didn’t need to open it to know what it said. And more than that — she wasn’t sure if it still mattered.
That night, they made dinner together. Nothing fancy. Chickpeas and couscous, roasted sweet potatoes, a salad that leaned too heavily on arugula but worked anyway. They danced in the kitchen to an old Jill Scott album. They bickered about the best way to dice garlic. Kai tasted the dressing with her finger and declared it magic.
Later, on the couch, Taye picked up the unopened envelope.
"Do you want me to read it to you?"
Kai looked at her. "Only if it changes anything."
Taye smiled, set it down, and pulled her closer.
"Then it can wait."
They sat in silence for a while. Kai resting against her. The city humming outside like it always did. Somewhere below, a dog barked. A bus hissed. But none of it touched the quiet between them.
Kai closed her eyes. Spoke softly.
"You know what I realized today? I don’t want a life that looks impressive from the outside. I want a life that feels good when I wake up in it."
Taye pressed her lips to Kai’s temple.
"Then you’ve already built it."
That weekend, they went to the lake.
Not a trip, not a getaway — just a drive out of the city to sit with the stillness of water and sky. They packed grapes, crackers, and a bottle of wine, tossed a blanket into the backseat, and drove with the windows down.
There was something healing about being near water. Something Kai didn’t realize she needed until she stepped out of the car and let the wind kiss her face. Taye laid the blanket down. Kai took off her shoes.
They sat side by side, knees touching, fingers brushing, the world unfolding slow and blue before them.
For a long while, neither spoke.
Then Kai turned, wine in hand, and said, "I used to dream about running away. Not just from places — from myself. From the mess. From the memories."
Taye looked over. "And now?"
Kai smiled, soft and sure. "Now I want to stay. Not because it’s easy. But because I finally have something worth staying for."
They clinked glasses. Sipped. Let the silence stretch wide and welcome between them.
Taye reached into her tote and pulled out a small notebook — not her usual journal, just a simple soft-covered one with a floral print. She handed it to Kai.
"What’s this?"
"A future log," Taye said. "For the small things we want. The things we name. I thought… we could start keeping track."
Kai opened the first page. Blank. Unwritten. Pure possibility.
She picked up the pen tucked inside.
First entry: More Sundays like this.
She looked at Taye. "Your turn."
Taye wrote under Kai’s line. One new recipe a month. You cook it. I rate it. Ruthlessly.
They laughed.
They passed the notebook back and forth — small dreams, silly ones, sacred ones. No grand declarations. Just a slow mapping of the life they were quietly building, one intention at a time.
The lake shimmered in the distance.
And for the first time in forever, neither of them felt like they needed to chase the horizon.
They were already inside the life they wanted.

They came home late, salt still in their hair, sand still clinging to the inside cuffs of their jeans. Kai kicked off her shoes by the door and dropped the keys into the bowl like muscle memory. Taye locked the door behind them, then leaned her forehead against Kai’s shoulder from behind.
“Don’t move,” she whispered. “I just need a minute.”
Kai smiled. She stood still.
In the quiet hum of their apartment, surrounded by the soft clutter of a real life — the half-finished candle on the counter, the jacket draped over a chair, the mug in the sink — Kai closed her eyes and listened to the silence that didn’t ask her to shrink.
“I used to think love was something you proved,” she said aloud, not moving.
Taye’s hands slid around her waist. “And now?”
“Now I think it’s something you live.”
They stood there like that for a while — still dressed for the world outside, but finally, fully home.
Later, curled into bed, limbs overlapping, Taye spoke into the dark.
“If you ever change your mind—about Chicago, about anything—promise me you’ll still choose you first.”
Kai didn’t answer right away. Then, softly: “I did. That’s how I found you.”
The air held that.
No fireworks. No credits rolling. Just breath. Just two women who had learned, over time and trial and truth, how to stop leaving themselves behind.
Kai reached for her journal on the nightstand and wrote one last line before sleep found her:
The love I wanted was never far. It was just waiting for me to arrive whole.
She closed it gently. Reached for Taye’s hand.
And this time, when she slept, there were no exits in her dreams. Only the quiet certainty of staying. Only the knowing.



[bookmark: _rhppvh6sp9v2]Epilogue
Somewhere months later, Kai stands in her kitchen, barefoot, hair pinned up haphazardly, Taye humming softly from the next room.
There are still dishes in the sink.
There’s a draft of a new journal on her desk.
There’s a pot of lentils simmering on the stove and a text from her sister that just says “you sound happy.”
She is.
Not in the performative way. Not in the way that begs to be seen.
But in the way that feels settled.
She’s not chasing wholeness anymore. She’s living inside it.
She pours herself a cup of tea and opens the small notebook from the lake.
Future log.
She adds a line beneath all the others.
Keep showing up for this life. It’s better than the dream ever was.

For the ones who stayed.
For the ones still learning how.
End of Book
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