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        Four months ago

      

      

      The warm June air filled Trish’s lungs as she stepped onto the porch of her cozy home. The sun hung low in the sky, casting a gentle golden hue over the verdant landscape and the far-off peaks of the majestic Olympic Mountains. Towering evergreens blocked her view of the endless expanse of the ocean, but sporadic flashes of the glittering Saratoga Passage winked at her, and the subtle tang of salt was carried on the swirling wind. The scene was nothing short of a masterpiece.

      Nestling into the familiar embrace of her wicker chair, she unfurled her legs in a languid stretch, releasing a sigh of contentment. Her eyes drifted shut.

      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      The unexpected voice startled her into alertness, and her eyes flew open to see Paul, her friend and business partner, climbing the porch steps. Trish hastily rearranged her posture as he came to a halt before her. A friendly smile brightened his face, and his green eyes twinkled.

      “Hi.” Trish returned the smile. “I wasn’t expecting you today. Is everything okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Everything’s… great,” he replied, his reassurance lacking conviction. “You don’t have to get up.” He halted her mid-movement.

      Trish, poised halfway in her ascent, melted back into the familiar comfort of the chair.

      “I just came by to see how things were going at the restaurant, seeing that I now have a lot of free time on my hands.” Even though his tone was light, Trish sensed the underlying tension. 

      “I know it’s not easy having to take a step back from the day-to-day operations at Lot 28, but it’s necessary if it means that it will keep you healthy,” she spoke encouragingly.

      Paul gave a short laugh. “Easier said than done.” His fingers combed through his dark-brown hair, and he released a heavy breath. “I wish there were another way,” he breathed out, his voice laced with the bitter tang of regret. He paced toward the balcony, and his gaze became lost in the sprawling landscape.

      “This heart condition has taken so much from me in such a short space of time,” he sighed as his hand came up to rub the spot just over his heart.

      Trish rose from the chair this time and walked over to join him. “I know it’s not the most ideal situation, but think about all you still have,” she spoke softly.

      Paul remained silent for a while; the only sound filling the silence was the harmonious chirping of the distant birds. “I am thankful for all that I do have, especially Sarah.”

      Trish’s lips turned up in a smile at the mention of his daughter. “She is a remarkable young woman and very lucky to have you.”  The smile faded as rapidly as it had surfaced, replaced by a far-off look. Her lips faded into a gentle frown; her blue eyes became pools of longing. She felt Paul’s gaze piercing into the side of her face.

      “How is the search going?” His question hung in the air, heavy and full of concern.

      “Honestly?” Her eyes met his briefly before returning to the comfort of the picturesque horizon. “I’m conflicted…” Releasing a long breath, she straightened up and gripped the banister for support. “On one hand, I’m hoping Greg has good news, but on the other hand, I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing trying to know,” she explained.

      Paul turned fully to her, compelling her to turn to him. His eyes shone with understanding.

      “I can’t pretend to know the turmoil you’re going through, but I do believe you’re making the right choice wanting to know,” he encouraged.

      Trish’s lips turned up in gratitude. “Thanks. I really needed to hear that.”

      “Anytime, kiddo,” Paul responded with a friendly pat on her shoulder.

      The insistent hum of her phone against the petite wicker table drew her attention. “Excuse me.” She walked over and swiped the device from the table before bringing it closer to read the Caller ID. Her heart pounded like a wild drum in her chest at the name displayed. It was Greg, her private investigator. If he was calling, it meant he had news. As she pressed the answer button, her hand trembled, an echo of her racing heart.

      “Hello?” Trish’s voice trembled with uncertainty, her fingers tightly gripping the phone.

      “Hi, Trish. I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time,” the voice at the other end greeted.

      “No, not at all,” she stammered. Noticing Paul’s curious gaze, she silently mouthed the word “Greg.”

      Paul nodded and came closer.

      “I found her.” 

      Greg’s words hung in the air, carrying a weight that Trish could almost feel physically. A mixture of relief and anxiety washed over her like the ocean tide at the news.

      “Hello? Trish? Are you still there?” Greg’s voice echoed in her ear; his tone filled with a sense of urgency.

      She drew in a deep breath, her mind racing to catch up with the conversation. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?” she finally managed to breathe out.

      “I was wondering if you had time to meet with me later. I would rather go through the full disclosure with you in person,” the PI expressed, his words measured and composed.

      That was just over two hours away.

      “Yes. I am,” she readily supplied, despite the nervous flutter in her chest.

      “All right then. I will be at my office by seven. You can come any time after that.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there.”

      Trish turned wide-eyed to Paul, whose expectant gaze mirrored her own anticipation. 

      “Greg said he found her.”

      “That’s, that’s…wow!” Paul exclaimed; his voice tinged with genuine excitement. “So what do you do now?”

      “I’m meeting him later to get all the details.”

      “Trish. This is amazing. I’m so happy for you.” Paul’s smile broadened, warmth radiating from his expression.

      Trish returned his smile, happy the day had finally come, but the niggling doubt still remained.

      After Paul left, Trish made her way over to the Nestled Inn with the intention of throwing herself into work, in order to keep her mind off her upcoming meeting. 

      As she approached, her eyes were drawn to the grandeur that stood before her. The three-story structure loomed, a majestic fusion of wood and stone, seemingly defying gravity with its unwavering presence. Gabled roofs soared toward the heavens, while the second floor consisted of a series of elegant balconies boasting secrets of whispered conversations and stolen glances. Large French windows, like portals to another world, beckoned with their translucent charm. The wide, ornate doors were carefully made and added a touch of elegance to the whole picture.

      She walked up the few steps that led to the front door and was immediately met by the manager and receptionist for the inn.

      “Hi, Trish. Are you here for the grocery list? To be honest, I haven’t made it yet, and Dorothy needs to give me a list of the cleaning supplies we are running low on, but I’ll get right on that,” the small, rosy-cheeked woman spoke a mile a minute, not giving Trish the opportunity to respond.

      “Kaylyn,” Trish chuckled as she held up her hand to halt the flurry of activities from her. “It’s fine. There’s no need to rush. I’m not here for the list,” she reassured. “I’m here for you to put me to work.”

      “Oh,” Kaylyn replied, her brows furrowed, trying to figure out what she meant. “What did you have in mind?” she asked cautiously.

      “Is there any room that needs to be prepared for the next guest? Is there laundry to be done? I just need something to occupy my time and my mind.”

      “Well, the Tremaines, who were in the standard double room, checked out this morning, and it needs to be prepared for the guests arriving at five.”

      “Great. I’ll get right on it,” Trish said, already heading toward the supply closet. The woman stared in confusion at her retreating back.

      Trish spent the next hour scrubbing the bathroom, changing out the mats, and replacing the used towels with clean ones, along with a replenished sample-sized shower gel and shampoo. She then moved on to the bedroom, stripping the four-poster bed and spraying it with Lysol before spreading a clean set of sheets and comforter over it. For the most part, it kept her mind preoccupied from thinking about what was to come in a few hours.

      “Trish. Is everything okay?”

      Trish glanced over her shoulder to see Kaylyn standing by the door to the laundry room, staring back at her with concern.

      “Yeah, why do you ask?” She turned to look at the woman.

      “Well, for one, you’ve been standing over the washing machine for the past five minutes, not moving an inch, and you’ve been cleaning nonstop since you got here. You only get like this when something’s bothering you,” Kaylyn responded.

      Lines pulled at the corners of Trish’s mouth. “You know me so well,” she surmised.

      Kaylyn gave a sharp nod as her arms came up to fold over her chest. “Now, what’s wrong?”

      Trish released a sharp breath. “I’m meeting with the private investigator at seven.”

      “Does that mean he’s found her?” Kaylyn asked, her voice laced with hope.

      Trish’s head bobbed.

      “But that’s great, Trish. Why aren’t you over the moon about this?” Kaylyn asked with a raised brow.

      “I am,” Trish rushed to affirm. “It’s just that everything’s about to change, and I am a little apprehensive about it.”

      Kaylyn walked up to her and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Everything is about to change, but I believe it’s all going to work out.” Trish gave her friend a grateful smile.

      By the time she was finished helping out at the Nestled Inn, it was time to head out to her meeting with Greg. The closer she got to his office, the more anxious she felt.

      For years, Trish had been haunted by the decision she made twenty-one years ago, and this news brought her one step closer to the closure she desperately needed. Her mind drifted back to that fateful day at her parents’ house.

      “How could you be so stupid?”

      Trish cringed, her chin tucked into her chest as shame and trepidation filled her.

      “All my life, I tried to steer you on the right path to make sure you made something of your life, and this is the thanks I get?”

      She peeked from under her lashes, watching her father pace back and forth in anger. Her mother sat on the sofa, a look of helplessness on her face.

      Her father stopped pacing and turned to her, his face a sea of rage as he pierced her with riotous blue eyes. “Did you even stop to think what this scandal would do to my reputation?” he seethed. “Answer me!”

      She cowered at his booming voice. “I-I’m sorry, Daddy,” she whispered as tears splashed her cheeks.

      “You’re not sorry yet. There is no way you’re carrying that—” he pointed at her stomach with a look of disgust—“abomination into this world. You’re getting an abortion.”

      “No!” “Stew!” Trish and her mother exclaimed at the same time.

      After all this time, the memory still brought tears to her eyes as she remembered how the freedom of choice was taken away from her. Now, with the possibility of finally meeting her daughter within reach, Trish felt a renewed sense of hope. She wiped the tears from her eyes and took a deep breath, preparing for the emotional journey that lay ahead.

      The sun was beginning to set as Trish descended Camano Hill Road. The quiet countryside was bathed in the warm glow of the evening light. But as she rounded a bend, a sudden flash of headlights caught her eye.

      A Ford pickup truck, driven by a man whose bloodshot eyes and slurred speech would later reveal him to be heavily intoxicated, barreled toward her at high speed. There was no time to react, no time to swerve out of the way.

      The deafening sound of metal on metal echoed through the air as the truck slammed into her car. The force of the impact sent her vehicle flipping through the air, a horrifying ballet of twisted metal and shattered glass. It finally came to a crashing halt against a stone wall, the car now barely recognizable as the mangled wreckage smoked and groaned.

      Bleeding and barely conscious, Trish’s thoughts turned to the daughter she would never get to meet. Tears streamed down her face, mingling with the blood and dirt that covered her bruised skin. As the darkness closed in around her, she whispered a silent prayer, hoping that somewhere out there, her daughter would know how much she loved her.

      And then, everything went black.
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      Trish’s heart raced as she gripped the steering wheel tightly, her knuckles turning white. The night seemed to darken around her, amplifying the fear that gripped her like icy tendrils as the desolate road stretched out before her. 

      Suddenly, a deafening roar shattered the tranquility of the night. The sound of an engine revving at full throttle pierced through her eardrums, growing louder with every second. Her eyes widened in terror as she stared ahead. A monstrous blue Ford pickup came hurtling toward her, its headlights blazing like twin fiery orbs.

      Time seemed to slow down, elongating each agonizing second. Her heart pounded with a desperate rhythm, drowning out the cacophony of her racing thoughts. Sweat soaked her brow as her mind struggled to process the imminent danger that loomed closer, threatening to consume her.

      The truck grew larger and more menacing, its metallic frame glistening under the pale moonlight. The revving engine reverberated through the air, a haunting symphony of impending doom. The truck’s grating roar drowned out all other sounds, its thunderous crescendo seeping deep into Trish’s bones, filling her with overwhelming dread.

      Through the windshield of her car, Trish caught a glimpse of the driver’s face. Bloodshot eyes, wide and manic, stared back at her, reflecting a feral hunger for chaos. His face was contorted, a sadistic grin etched upon lips that seemed twisted by malevolence.

      Desperation clawed at Trish’s throat, stifling her scream before it could escape. Her breath came in shallow gasps, her vision narrowing into a tunnel as adrenaline surged through her veins. Time, once crawling, now accelerated with a vengeance, propelling her into a waking nightmare from which there was no escape.

      In a sudden explosion of sound and fury, the truck thundered toward her, closing the distance with terrifying speed. The world around her blurred into a chaotic frenzy of lights and colors, a twisted canvas of impending destruction. Her heart pounded against her rib cage, a primal drumbeat of terror.

      Then, with a bone-shattering impact, the truck careened into her car, metal colliding with metal in a symphony of destruction. Glass shattered, fragments scattering through the air like malevolent confetti. The violent force propelled Trish forward, her body lurching against the tight embrace of her seat belt, pain shooting through her every nerve ending.

      As the deafening collision unleashed its fury, Trish was jolted awake with a start. 

      Gasping for breath, she realized it had all been a terrifying dream, her racing thoughts merging with the reality of her bedroom. Slowly, she glanced around, seeking solace in the familiar sights and sounds that anchored her to the safety of the waking world. Yet, even as she calmed her racing heart, the memory of the blue Ford and the driver behind the wheel still lingered and caused an involuntary shudder to run through her body.

      Beads of sweat trickled down her temples as her heart pounded against her chest. It was the same nightmare that haunted her night after night, an exaggerated version of the accident that had changed her life forever.

      Four months had passed since that fateful day, but the memories were as fresh as ever. Trish had woken up from her coma two months later, her body broken and her spirit shattered. The physical wounds were healing, thanks to the relentless effort of physical therapy, but the emotional scars ran deep.

      As Trish took deep breaths, trying to steady her racing heartbeat, her eyes tried to adjust to the room bathed in darkness, save for the faint glow of the moon peering through the curtains. She gingerly touched the scar on her forehead, tracing the uneven texture with her fingertips. It was a constant reminder of what she had gone through, a visible symbol of the pain she carried within.

      She dragged herself out of bed, her movements slightly hindered by the lingering effects of the accident. She walked with a slight limp, her body still adjusting to the trauma it had endured. But she was determined not to let her physical limitations slow her down.

      In front of the mirror, she studied her reflection. Disappointment weighed down her lips.

      There was a gentle knock on her door, followed by the sound of it creaking open. Nikki’s concerned face peeked through the gap. “Hey,” she said softly. “I was just heading to the kitchen to get a glass of water, and I noticed your light was on. Are you okay?”

      Trish’s lips pinched upward, a forced attempt at a smile. “Mhm hmm,” she responded tightly, hoping to dismiss her sister’s worry. 

      Nikki’s eyes narrowed slightly as if trying to see through the facade Trish was trying to maintain. Stepping fully into the room, she closed the door behind her. “Uh oh. That doesn’t sound like you’re fine,” she said, her voice filled with genuine concern. “What’s wrong?”

      Trish's frustration bubbled to the surface, mingling with her pain. She turned to face her sister. "Nikki, I'm fine," she reiterated, her voice rising.

      Nikki took a step closer, her voice gentle and soothing. “Trish, I’m only trying to help.”

      A surge of anger shot through Trish's veins, fueling her words. "Well, I didn't ask for your help," she snapped, her voice laced with bitterness. Her gaze met Nikki's through the mirror, their eyes locking in a battle of emotions. "Why can't you just leave me be for once? Can't you understand I just need to be alone right now?"

      Noticing her sister's wide-eyed stare and the way her lips trembled, Trish's anger began to dissipate, leaving behind a tinge of regret. She drew in a tight breath, her eyes fluttering shut as she struggled to rein in her emotions. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap at you," she finally admitted, her voice now tinged with vulnerability. "I just..."

      Nikki's voice, gentle and filled with understanding, interrupted her, "Did you have another nightmare?"

      Trish’s eyes widened at the question. Nikki watched her with seriousness in her eyes. She sighed, her shoulders slumping. Turning away from the mirror, her gaze fixed on a spot on the bed. “It felt so real, Nikki,” she confirmed in a shaky voice. “It always does. I could hear the screeching tires, the crashing metal, my body slamming against the door… I woke up feeling like it just happened all over again.” She released a dejected sigh.

      Nikki took a tentative step forward, reaching out a hand as if to offer comfort. "Trish, you don't have to face this alone. I know it's hard, but shutting everyone out won't make the nightmares go away. I’m here for you, Amy’s here for you—no matter what."

      She hesitated, her gaze flickering between Nikki's outstretched hand and her own trembling fingers. Slowly, she reached out, allowing their hands to intertwine. 

      "I... I know it's not fair to push you away. God knows I’ve done that often enough," she admitted, her voice laced with a newfound vulnerability. "I just need time to sort out all the noise in my head.”

      Nikki nodded in understanding. “I get that. I do…I just want you to remember—you’re not alone—not anymore.”

      Trish’s lips lifted in a smile, and Nikki returned it before heading for the door.  Trish turned her attention back to the mirror and grimaced before sighing.

      "You're beautiful, Trish." 

      Her lips parted, startled by her sister’s voice. She hadn’t realized she was still there. Nikki’s blue eyes looked over Trish’s shoulder at her reflection in the mirror.

      Trish turned to face her sister, her eyes brimming with tears. "We must be seeing two different things then because every time I look in the mirror, all I see is this hideous scar on my face. I’m just a broken woman, marked by scars and haunted by nightmares," she choked up.

      Nikki's expression softened, and she enveloped Trish in a warm embrace. "Trish, that’s not true. You are beautiful.” Trish shook her head vigorously against her sister’s chest. “It is true. You are beautiful,” Nikki reiterated. “I know it's hard for you to believe right now, but your beauty shines from within. The strength you've shown in overcoming this tragedy, the way you've fought to regain your life—that's what makes you truly beautiful."

      Trish clung to her sister, her tears mingling with Nikki's comforting touch. At that moment, she allowed herself to believe that maybe, just maybe, she could find beauty in her imperfections.

      The knock on the door interrupted their embrace, causing them to turn their attention there. It creaked open, revealing a young woman standing hesitantly in the doorway. Her sandy-blond hair with ombre highlights was the same shade as Trish’s, as were her light blue eyes set in an oval face, and her straight nose and slightly fuller lips were an exact replica. Her brows furrowed with concern, and her eyes scanned the room before settling on the two women. 

      "Is everything okay?" Her tentative steps barely made a sound as she hovered, her body leaning slightly forward. Her fingers gently grazed the doorknob, a subtle display of her unease, as she awaited a response.

      “Yeah, sweetie. I was just checking to see if your mom needed anything. I’m headed to get a drink from the kitchen,” Nikki answered before Trish could respond. “You couldn’t sleep either?”

      “Um… no. I needed a drink of water myself.” Her eyes flickered to her mother. “I could get you a drink if you want,” she offered.

      “Thank you, Amy, but I’m fine,” Trish responded with a grateful smile.

      Her daughter’s lips turned up slightly before turning to her aunt. “You want me to get that water to you?”

      “Uh…no. That’s fine,” Nikki reassured her. “I have a better idea. Why don’t we all go to the kitchen and maybe have some hot chocolate or fudge?” Her eyes lit up with expectation.

      “I don’t know,” Trish hesitated. “I’m still very tired, and it’s only 3 a.m.”

      “It’s okay. I’m tired too. I just needed the water, then I’m heading back to bed,” Amy jumped up. “I’ll see you both in the morning.” With that, she hurried toward the door. 

      Trish watched helplessly as her daughter slipped through the door. She longed to make up for the lost years, to forge a bond with Amy that could withstand the weight of their shared history.

      It wasn't an easy task. Amy was guarded, her heart shielded by months of uncertainty and unanswered questions, and Trish was afraid of doing or saying the wrong thing. Yet it seemed like that’s all she had been doing for the past two months since she met her.

      “What was that?” Nikki held her hands before her as she stared incredulously at Trish.
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      Trish wrapped the shawl tightly around her shoulders as she settled into her favorite wicker seat on the porch, enjoying the scene before her as the rays of the evening sun showed through the foliage of evergreens standing tall on the outskirts of the property. The wind whistled and carried a hint of autumn’s arrival. Pretty soon, the leaves would be an array of oranges, reds, and yellows, and the air a crisp, cool bite. 

      She closed her eyes for a moment, allowing her senses to fully absorb the ambiance surrounding her. The sound of the front door opening caused her to turn her head in its direction. 

      “I brought you some hot cider,” Amy announced, stepping through the door with a warm smile on her lips.

      “Thanks, sweetie,” Trish replied, her cheeks warming from her smile. She extended her hand to take the mug. Steam rose from the rim, and the spicy aroma of the cider mingling with the earthy scent of the season infiltrated her nostrils as she brought it close.

      Her daughter settled into an empty chair beside her. Trish brought the mug to her lips and took a sip of the tangy beverage infused with cinnamon, cloves, and a hint of something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. A contented sigh left her lips. 

      “Good, right?” Amy asked with a knowing grin, her eyes twinkling.

      “It is,” Trish smiled, then took another sip. “So good,” she reiterated. “I’m tasting the cinnamon and cloves, but there’s something else.” 

      Amy leaned forward in her direction, causing Trish to lean toward her. “It’s a secret.” She smirked.

      “Ah, you tricked me,” Trish chuckled. Her daughter joined in, the sound of her laughter warming Trish’s heart. She liked moments like these with Amy.

       They sat in comfortable silence, sipping their cider. Breaking the silence, Trish asked, “How's culinary school going?”

      Amy’s face lit up, her eyes shining with infectious enthusiasm. “It’s great. I’m learning so much.” Her voice danced with an undercurrent of enthusiasm. “It’s like stepping into a magical realm of flavors and techniques.”

      Trish couldn’t help but be drawn into Amy’s contagious passion. She leaned closer, her ears attuned to the words falling from her daughter’s mouth and a soft smile curving her lips.

      “I’m learning the art of delicate gelling technique. My professor says I’m pretty close to mastering it, and he’s never had a student catch on so fast.”

      “Really? Wow. That’s incredible,” Trish complimented, a proud smile on her face. Amy beamed.

      “I remember when I was younger, about twelve, living with my parents…” She faltered, uncertainty swimming in her eyes, “...adopted parents, I would try and recreate dishes from the cooking channel." She chuckled as her eyes glazed over in memory. "Mom would always encourage me and say it was good, even when it wasn't. She always used to tell me I was going to be one heck of a chef."

      Trish's heart clenched at the mention of another woman being called “mom,” but she pushed the feeling away. “It is a fact, you are going to be a great pastry chef. I can’t wait for you to open your own patisserie and get those Michelin stars.”

      Amy smiled appreciatively.

      "What about your adopted father? " she ventured.

      “What about him?”

      “Well. I’ve heard you talk about your mother but not him. I was just curious about what he thought of you wanting to become a chef,” Trish explained.

      Amy's expression changed, then a shadow crossed her features. "He wasn't around much," she said in a clipped tone.

      The change wasn't lost on Trish. She felt a pang of guilt, a reminder of the years she hadn't been there for Amy. "And how was he when he was around?" she questioned, her heart pounding.

      “He didn’t believe in my dream, I guess,” Amy replied with a shrug of her shoulder.

      “How so?” Trish pushed. She already had an idea about the type of man her father had been from the PI’s report and what Nikki had told her, but for some reason, she wanted Amy to tell her. She wanted her to feel comfortable sharing these things with her.

      Amy's eyes hardened. "I don't want to talk about it, okay? Not everyone gets to choose where they end up when they're not wanted.”

      The words hit Trish like a physical blow. "I'm…I’m sorry, Amy," she said, her voice choked with emotion. “I shouldn’t have pushed.”

      Amy released a heavy breath and looked straight ahead as she spoke, “I’m sorry. Talking about my dad, it’s a really sore spot for me.” 

      "You don't have to apologize. I understand,” Trish assured her. “I'm the one who made the choice all those years ago to give you up for adoption."

      Amy glanced at her before facing forward once more.

      Trish drew air into her lungs before releasing it and continuing, “In my mind at the time, you would’ve been adopted by a family that loved you very much and gave you everything I couldn’t. I…” Trish’s shoulders deflated as the air whooshed through her lips. “I didn’t think for a minute it would have ever been anything different.”

      “Yeah. Well, there’s no point crying over spilled milk now. Is there? I didn’t get a fairy-tale story. Instead, I ended up with a father who was an abusive drunk and a mother too scared to do anything about it.” Amy’s voice was thick with emotion.

      “Amy…” Trish reached over and placed a comforting hand on the girl’s shoulder, her own heart breaking at the thought that her daughter had been hurt by the people who should have been protecting her. She wanted to pull her into her arms, but she was afraid it would only cause her daughter to push her away. She watched as Amy’s throat worked with emotion, and a tear slipped down her cheek.

      “I’m gonna go inside.” Amy stood abruptly, her chair scraping harshly against the wooden porch. She reached down and took the now empty mugs in her hand, and turned toward the door.

      Trish watched helplessly as Amy walked across the porch to the door and disappeared inside. She remained seated, staring unseeingly out at the lawn. Her mind was a whirl of thoughts and feelings. Her relationship with Amy was fragile, like a thin sheet of ice over a deep, dark lake. Try hard as she may to get closer to her; it only seemed her steps were causing cracks in the ice that could shatter at any moment and plunge them both into the frigid depths of uncertainty. She didn’t realize she was crying until she felt the droplet against the back of her hand. 

      Feeling the need to try and comfort her daughter, Trish got up and slowly made her way inside to find Amy. She froze at the sight of Amy wrapped in Nikki’s warm embrace. A bitter pang of jealousy twisted inside her. She felt like an outsider in her own home, watching a moment she longed to be a part of but had no right to.

      She retreated to the porch, sinking into her chair, her gaze tracing the verdant landscape awash with the glow of the evening sun, a contrast to the bleakness she felt inside. She had found her daughter after twenty-one years, but she was still a stranger—the one looking in.

      The evening air was growing colder, but Trish didn't mind. She sat on the porch, alone with her thoughts, pondering the fragility of the relationship she was trying to rebuild.

      The sound of tires crunching on the gravel caught her attention, and her gaze cut to the driveway, just as a black SUV came to a stop before the house. Her heart lurched with a mixture of anticipation and nervousness as Reed emerged from the driver’s side. Slowly, she eased her way out of her chair and walked over to stand by the steps, leaning against the porch column for support and to steady her racing pulse.

      A tender smile curved Reed’s lips as his gray eyes locked on to her. Her heart fluttered even faster within her chest. With a couple of purposeful strides, he ascended the porch steps, closing the distance between them.

      “Hi, Trish,” Reed greeted, his voice carrying a hint of warmth and familiarity.

      “Reed…this is a surprise. I wasn’t expecting you,” she replied, a smile illuminating her features as she looked up at him.

      “I know. I just thought I would check up on you and see how you were doing. This isn't a bad time, is it?" Reed's voice carried a touch of concern as he approached her. His hands slid effortlessly into the front pockets of his jeans, a subtle gesture that exuded both casualness and eagerness. He shifted his weight from one foot to another, his body language mirroring his anticipation as he awaited her response.

      Her eyes flickered with surprise and a hint of delight. "Um, no. It's not. I was just sitting out here, relishing the change in weather," she expressed, a soft smile playing at the corners of her lips. "My leg was starting to feel a bit stiff though, so I suppose it's a good thing you showed up; otherwise, I wouldn't be able to move." She chuckled, the sound carrying a note of self-amusement.

      Reed's chuckle resonated warmly, reverberating in his chest. His eyes crinkled at the edges, mirroring the genuine joy that danced within him. But after a couple of seconds, his expression turned more serious; his gaze fixated on her injured leg. "Glad I could help," he said, his voice maintaining a lightness yet tinged with a deeper concern. 

      He took a step closer, his eyes lingering on her with a mixture of tenderness and curiosity. "How is the leg?" he asked with genuine concern.

      She shifted her weight, her healing leg moving back and forth, a gentle rhythm of progress. Her eyes met his, a flicker of gratitude shimmering within their depths. "It's not so bad," she replied, her voice laced with a quiet resilience. "As long as I diligently do the stretches I learned in physical therapy and avoid staying in a sitting position for too long, I manage," she explained. Her fingers absently traced invisible patterns on her thigh. 

      “That’s good. I’m happy it’s healing well.” Reed smiled tenderly at her.

      Trish felt goosebumps prickle her skin and a stirring in her chest. She ducked her head. She could feel his gaze still on her, and she felt heat rising up her neck. Pretty soon, her cheeks would be a bright red.

      “Why don’t we sit on the porch swing? It’s higher than the other chairs, so maybe it could take some of the pressure off your leg,” he suggested.

      “Yeah. Okay,” she responded, her voice a little breathless.

      They slowly made their way toward the porch swing, Reed patiently following behind her as she navigated with her healing leg, causing her to walk slower than usual. The feel of his hand at the small of her back and on her forearm as he helped her settle on the swing caused goosebumps on her skin once more and her cheeks to burn red. He settled beside her; their bodies close yet comfortably distant. The creaking of the swing echoed in the silence, harmonizing with the rhythm of Trish’s heart. She stole a sideways glance at him. His face was bathed in the soft glow of the setting sun. Her heart fluttered as she observed the play of light and shadow on his strong jawline as the warm hues highlighted the contours of his face.

      He turned quickly, his gray eyes trapping her in their alluring glow. His lips curled into a gentle smile that sent a ripple of warmth through her.

      Trish's heart raced, her mind swirling with a thousand questions. She had always sensed the undercurrent of their attraction to each other, but neither of them had been brave enough to act on it. However, ever since her accident, Reed had become extra attentive, and she could sense he was getting ready to tell her how he felt about her.

      At that moment, the porch swing became more than just a seat; it became a sanctuary where their souls danced in harmony and where the boundaries between friendship and something deeper blurred into the realm of possibility.

      “How is Amy?”

      Just like that, the serenity was shattered, replaced by the despair from earlier.
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