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To the quiet hearts who love deeply, even when no one is looking. To the ones who choose hope after heartbreak, and to the moments that change everything. This book is for you.
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Grace Parker — Thoughtful, observant photographer; soft spoken with subtle sarcasm.

Alex Morgan — Warm, steady, teasing; loves running and woodworking.

Lily Adams — Bold, dramatic, fast-talking best friend; fashion designer.

Ryan Cooper — Introverted, logical coworker; dry tone, chess enthusiast.
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​Prologue
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The city breathed differently at sunrise—slow, golden, and full of unspoken promises. Grace Parker stood at the edge of the waterfront, camera hanging loosely in her hands, watching the horizon melt into hues of soft pink and amber.

She came here every morning, not for the perfect shot, but for the moments that reminded her she was still learning how to live again. The world seemed quieter before it woke, as if it were giving her a chance to piece herself together before the noise returned.

Today felt different. The breeze carried a gentleness she couldn't quite name, and for the first time in a long while, she felt the faintest pull of something new—something hopeful.

Grace lifted her camera, framing a fisherman casting his line, the ripples catching the first light. But just before she pressed the shutter, someone stepped into the frame—a man jogging along the pier, expression calm, pace steady, entirely unaware that he had wandered into the beginning of her story.

Later, she would wonder if fate looked exactly like that moment: accidental, ordinary, and quietly life-changing.

She pressed the shutter.

And just like that, the first picture of the rest of her life was taken.
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​Chapter 1 — A Chance in the Lens
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Grace Parker believed that life had a way of teaching lessons in quiet moments—lessons wrapped in subtlety rather than grand gestures. She had learned that the hard way over the past few years. She’d learned it in the silent aftermath of heartbreak, in the quiet evenings when she returned to an empty apartment, in the soft hum of loneliness that settled beside her at night.

Photography had become her anchor. It was easier to look at the world through her lens than to look directly at her own reflection. Easier to hold beauty at a distance than to risk reaching out for it and losing it again. The camera didn’t disappoint. It didn’t leave. It didn’t break anyone’s heart.

This morning, like every morning, Grace found herself walking along the waterfront’s wooden boards, the soft creaking beneath her shoes matching the slow beat of her thoughts. The sky was in that brief, fragile stage between night and sunrise—muted lavender fading into pale gold. Wind brushed against her cheeks, cool and calming, like a familiar friend nudging her gently forward.

She stopped at her usual spot: the edge of the long pier that looked out over the restless ocean. Some days the water reflected her mood—unpredictable, choppy, on the verge of pulling everything under. But today, it was gentle, almost shy, lapping against the pillars in a rhythm that felt steady.

Grace placed her fingers around the worn grip of her camera, lifting it slowly. Her breath steadied. Her shoulders softened. She exhaled slowly, letting the tension slip from her chest.

One shot at a time, she reminded herself.

She framed the horizon.

Click.

A fisherman dragging a small cooler across the pier.

Click.

A pair of seagulls dipping toward the water.

Click.

She inhaled again, ready for another shot—when movement blurred into her frame.

A figure. Fast. Solid. Unexpected.

Grace blinked, lowering her camera as her heart stuttered. A man slowed from a jog to a stop not far from where she stood. His breathing came out in steady, controlled exhales while he wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. The glow of sunrise outlined him in soft gold, turning him into a silhouette edged with light.

He looked... peaceful. The kind of peaceful Grace could never quite find on her own.

He noticed her staring.

Grace’s cheeks warmed instantly. She wasn’t used to being caught in vulnerable moments—especially not by strangers with gentle eyes and morning routines that looked so much more put together than hers.

The man smiled, and something about it loosened a knot inside her chest. “Sorry if I messed up your shot,” he said, his voice warm and steady.

Grace scrambled for words but came up with a soft, awkward, “It’s okay. I take a lot of pictures. Messing up one won’t ruin my day.”

He chuckled, stepping closer but not invading her space. “I’m Alex. Alex Morgan.”

“Grace,” she replied, shifting her camera strap nervously. “Grace Parker.”

Alex glanced at her camera with genuine curiosity. “So... was it a good photo?”

Grace huffed a quiet laugh. “You’re blurry.”

Alex’s brows rose dramatically. “That’s because I was running very fast. Extremely fast. Basically superhero level.”

Grace’s lips twitched. “Is that so?”

“Absolutely,” he said with an exaggerated nod.

The smile tugged at her mouth before she could stop it. It felt strange—foreign, almost—but not unpleasant. Not unwelcome. It had been a long time since someone made her smile without trying.

Alex glanced toward the horizon. “Beautiful morning.”

Grace followed his gaze. “It is.”

“Do you come here often to take pictures?” he asked.

She shrugged lightly. “Almost every day. I like the quiet before everyone wakes up. It’s the only time things feel... manageable.”

Alex nodded slowly, his expression softening. “I get that.”

Something unspoken passed between them—not romantic, not yet. Just understanding. A moment of two strangers recognizing something familiar in one another.

Alex looked at his watch. “I should finish my run before I talk myself out of it.” He took a few steps backward, still facing her. “But maybe I’ll see you again?”

Grace opened her mouth. The reasonable answer was maybe, or possibly, or something equally vague and noncommittal. But instead, her heart nudged her toward honesty.

“I hope so,” she said softly.

Alex’s smile grew warmer, realer. “Me too.”

He jogged off, his footsteps fading along the pier.

Grace watched him disappear into the distance before lifting her camera again. She scrolled through her shots until she found it—the accidental image of Alex running through her frame. Slightly blurry, yes, but something about the moment felt purposeful. Serendipitous.

She traced her fingers along the edge of the image on the screen.

She didn’t believe in fate. Not really. Fate was unpredictable, unreliable—like love that promised forever but didn’t last. But something inside her whispered that this moment, this man running into her picture, mattered.

She shook her head, trying to dismiss the thought as mere morning sentiment.

But as she walked home, her heartbeat steadier than usual, she found herself returning to that quiet whisper.

One day, her heart murmured, you’ll understand why this happened.

And long before she would admit it—even to herself—Grace would look back on this day and realize something she wasn’t ready to understand yet:

Loving you was the best thing to do.
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​Chapter 2 — Blurred Lines
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Grace Parker tried not to reread text messages. She wasn’t the type to linger on meaning where there was none, and she certainly wasn’t the type to assign more weight to a moment than it deserved.

But the morning with Alex lingered anyway.

As she sat at her small kitchen table—coffee steaming, camera memory card plugged into her laptop—Grace found herself staring at the photo she’d taken of him. Blurry. Imperfect. Accidental. Yet somehow the one she couldn’t bring herself to delete.

She zoomed in slightly. His posture mid-stride. The relaxed set of his shoulders. The way the rising sun had drawn a soft outline around him.

It shouldn’t have meant anything.

But it did.

She hated that it did.

Grace leaned back in her chair, running a hand through her hair. She should delete it. She really should. She didn’t photograph strangers for personal reasons. It wasn’t who she was as a photographer. It wasn’t who she wanted to be as a person.

Yet her fingers hovered over the delete key... and stilled.

Not today, she told herself. She didn’t know why, but not today.

Before she could unpack that uncomfortable feeling, her phone buzzed on the counter. A familiar name flashed across the screen.

Lily: WHERE are you??? You promised brunch today. If you bail on me I’ll cry in public.

Grace smiled despite herself. Lily Adams wasn’t dramatic—she was a full-time theatrical experience.

Grace typed back quickly:

Grace: Not bailing. Give me ten minutes.

Lily: Ten minutes in Grace-time = thirty minutes in real life.

Grace: Eight minutes then.

Lily: LIES.

Grace shook her head, but the smile stayed.

She closed her laptop gently, letting the screen fade to black before she could second-guess herself again.

Today wasn’t the day to overthink a single blurry photograph.

It was a day to show up. To be present. To do the simple things.

She grabbed her coat, slung her camera bag over one shoulder, and headed out the door.

The café Lily had chosen—because Lily always chose—was warm, bustling, and filled with the comforting clatter of dishes. Grace spotted her immediately, waving as if trying to flag down an airplane.

“GRACE!” Lily called. “You’re early! Or... not late! Or... look, I’m proud of you.”

Grace sat down across from her. “You’re loud.”

“I’m expressive,” Lily corrected, flipping her hair with a flourish.

A waitress approached, took their drink orders, and disappeared again. Lily leaned forward, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.

“You look weird.”

Grace blinked. “Thank you?”

“No, not bad-weird. Just... weird-weird. Like you’re thinking about something you’re going to pretend you’re not thinking about.”

Grace tried to keep her expression neutral. “Nothing happened.”

Lily gasped dramatically. “OH—something definitely happened.”

“Nothing happened.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not.”

“Grace,” Lily said flatly. “If a man even breathes in your general direction, your entire aura changes. I can feel it. I am spiritually connected to your romantic repression.”

Grace glared. “There was no man.”

“So there WAS a man—”

“Lily—”

“Tell me everything!”

Grace groaned, covering her face with her hands.

This was going to be a long brunch.

The next morning arrived with the kind of quiet that felt intentional, as if the world had conspired to give Grace space to breathe. Yet somehow, that silence only made the noise in her head louder. She moved through her apartment on autopilot—coffee, keys, bag—mind drifting back to the night before. Back to the way Michael had looked at her with that mixture of surprise and sincerity. Back to the way her heart had reacted before she had time to stop it.

She kept replaying the moment he’d said, “You don’t have to pretend with me.” It shouldn’t have meant as much as it did. But it did. Maybe because she was tired of pretending. Maybe because he had seen right through her defenses without trying. Or maybe because it had been so long since someone spoke to her with genuine care instead of obligation.

As she stepped outside, the morning breeze brushed against her cheeks—cool, refreshing, grounding. Kingston was just waking up, shop doors creaking open, taxi horns starting to sprinkle the air. Life moved forward whether she felt ready or not.

She tightened her grip on her tote bag and headed down the sidewalk, reminding herself she wasn’t searching for anything. Not comfort. Not connection. And certainly not the way his presence had stayed with her long after he walked away.

But deep down, she knew better: sometimes the things we aren’t looking for find us anyway.

Grace made it halfway down the block before she heard someone call her name.

"Grace! Wait—hold on!"

She froze for half a second. The voice wasn’t loud, but it carried—a warm baritone with that unmistakably gentle edge. When she turned, Michael was jogging toward her, backpack slung over one shoulder, hair still slightly messy like he’d rushed out the door.

Great, she thought. The universe really wasn’t subtle.

He slowed to a stop in front of her, catching his breath. "Morning." His smile held the kind of soft sincerity she didn’t have the energy to process yet.

"Morning," she replied, pushing stray hair behind her ear. "You’re up early."

"I could say the same," he said. "Heading to work?"

She nodded. "Yeah. Trying to not be late for once."

Michael chuckled under his breath. "Well... I’m going the same direction. Mind if I walk with you?"

Grace hesitated—but only for a moment. It wasn’t like she didn’t enjoy talking to him. That was the problem. She enjoyed it too much, too easily, like her heart hadn’t gotten the memo about boundaries.

"Sure," she said finally. "It’s a free sidewalk."

They fell into step side by side. The city around them buzzed with growing energy—vendors setting up stalls, taxis weaving through the streets, the scent of roasted coffee and fresh patties escaping through bakery doors.

For a while, neither of them spoke. And yet, strangely, the silence didn’t feel heavy. It felt... shared.

Michael was the first to break it. "You doing okay? After last night, I mean?"

Grace exhaled slowly. "Yeah. Just thinking too much."

"You do that a lot," he said gently. "Think."

She glanced at him. "How would you know?"

He shrugged, eyes forward. "You get this faraway look sometimes. Like your mind is running laps while the rest of you is trying to keep up."

It startled her how accurate that was. She didn’t respond—not because she didn’t want to, but because she didn’t have the right words.

Michael continued, voice quieter now. "If you ever want to talk about it... I’m around."

There it was again—that quiet understanding she wasn’t used to, the kind that didn’t demand anything but offered everything.

"Thanks," she said softly. "I mean that."

He looked at her then, just for a moment. And she felt it—something unspoken, delicate, forming in the space between them.

They reached the corner where the road split—one path leading toward Grace’s office, the other toward the small community center where Michael worked. The traffic light blinked red, casting a soft glow over the pavement.

Michael shifted his weight, turning slightly to face her. “This is me,” he said, nodding toward his street. “I’d walk you the rest of the way, but they’ll actually notice if I’m late today.”

Grace smiled—just a little. “Go, before you lose your job over morning small talk.”

He grinned back. “It wasn’t small talk.”

That stopped her. She didn’t know why it hit her the way it did, but something in the way he said it—steady, sure, honest—made her chest warm.

“See you later, Grace,” he added.

“See you,” she replied, her voice softer than she meant.

Michael waited a beat, as if making sure she was really okay, then headed down the street. Grace watched him go, each step he took blending into the morning crowd until he disappeared.

The moment he was out of sight, she released a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.

This was becoming something. She didn’t know what, and she wasn’t ready to name it. But something about the way he showed up—present, patient, without pushing—felt like the beginning of a slow shift inside her.

She continued walking, weaving through clusters of people until she reached her office building. The glass doors reflected her face back at her—tired eyes, slightly flushed cheeks, and something else she couldn’t quite identify.

When she stepped inside, the familiar hum of computers and quiet chatter greeted her. She made her way to her desk, powered on her computer, and tried—tried—to lose herself in work.

But Michael kept slipping into her thoughts.

His voice. His smile. The way he noticed things she thought she’d hidden.

She pressed a hand to her forehead and muttered under her breath, “This is ridiculous.”

But the truth was simple: for the first time in a long while, someone made her feel seen.

By lunchtime, her coworkers had already clocked her distracted energy. Nadine, who sat two desks over and never missed an opportunity for commentary, swiveled her chair toward Grace.

“You alright? You look... spacey.”

Grace blinked. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

Nadine raised an eyebrow. “Mm-hmm. The kind of tired that makes you smile at your spreadsheet like it’s telling you a joke?”

Grace groaned and covered her face with her hands. “Please stop analyzing my facial expressions.”

Nadine laughed, leaning closer. “So what’s his name?”

“There’s no ‘his,’” Grace insisted, maybe too quickly.

“Oh, absolutely there’s a ‘his.’ You said that with the speed of guilt.”

Grace sighed and dropped her hands. “There’s... someone. But it’s not like that.”

Nadine gave her an exaggerated look. “Is he cute?”

Grace paused. “Yeah,” she admitted. “He is.”

“And does he treat you nice?”

“...Yeah.”

“Girl.” Nadine clapped her hands once. “You’re gone.”

“I am not,” Grace protested, but she knew she wasn’t convincing anyone—including herself.

Nadine leaned back. “Well, I hope he’s good for you. Whoever he is.”

Grace didn’t answer. Because deep down, she already knew: Michael was good for her. Scary-good.
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​Chapter 3 — The Restlessness Between Moments
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The afternoon dragged on in a slow, uneven rhythm. Grace tried focusing on her tasks—emails, data entry, reviewing last week’s reports—but her mind kept traveling back to that morning walk. She hated how easily her thoughts drifted, how restless she felt, like something unnamed was tugging at the edges of her attention.

By three o’clock, she had reread the same sentence five times and still couldn’t remember what it said. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, frozen, her mind replaying the same scenes on a loop—Michael jogging up to her that morning, the way his voice softened when he asked if she was okay, the sincerity in his eyes when he said he wanted a chance.

It was too much, too sudden, and yet somehow not unwelcome.

She sat back in her chair, letting out a long exhale. Maybe Nadine was right—maybe she was gone, or at least halfway there. That was the scary part. She didn’t want to be swept up in anything she wasn’t ready for, but she also couldn’t deny that something about him felt... different. Safer. More intentional.

Her phone buzzed on her desk.

She jumped slightly, grabbing it before the sound could attract Nadine’s attention. It was a text message.

Michael:

Did you make it to lunch without your brain floating into the clouds again?

Grace felt a smile tug at her lips before she could stop it. She typed back slowly, careful not to sound as flustered as she felt.

Grace:

Barely. My brain is uncooperative today.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Michael:

Then tell it I said to behave.

She snorted quietly, shaking her head.

Grace:

I don’t think it listens.

Michael:

Mine doesn’t either. It’s been stuck on this morning for hours.

Her breath caught.

Before she could respond, another message popped up.

Michael:

...if that’s okay to say.

She stared at the screen, her heart thudding. It wasn’t just that he liked her—anyone could like her. It was the quiet way he admitted things, like the truth didn’t have to be a performance. Like he wasn’t trying to win her over—just trying to be honest.

She typed slowly, feeling the weight of each word.

Grace:

It’s okay.

After that, he didn’t reply right away. Oddly, the silence didn’t feel awkward. It felt like breathing room.

She glanced over her computer screen at the clock. Only fifteen minutes until the end of her shift. She needed to get through them without spiraling back into her thoughts.

But the truth was, she wasn’t sure she wanted her thoughts anywhere else.

Grace pushed herself to finish the last bit of work before the day ended. She forced her attention onto the screen, her fingers moving quickly, determined to at least look productive. But every few minutes, she found herself checking her phone, half expecting—half hoping—for another message from Michael.

When five o’clock finally hit, she packed her things a little faster than usual. She told herself it was because she was tired, because she needed fresh air, because she wanted to beat the traffic outside the building.

But she knew better.

She stepped out onto the sidewalk, the cool breeze wrapping around her like an exhale she’d been holding all day. The city was alive with people—students, vendors, coworkers rushing by—but Grace’s heart stilled when she spotted someone leaning casually against the low wall near the corner.

Michael.

He wasn’t looking at his phone. He wasn’t pacing or pretending he wasn’t waiting. He was standing there like he had all the time in the world.

And like being there for her wasn’t an inconvenience at all.

When he saw her, his face brightened in that quiet way—nothing over the top, just soft and genuine, the kind of smile that made something warm unfurl inside her.

“There you are,” he said, pushing off the wall.

She blinked. “You... waited?”

He shrugged one shoulder, but the movement couldn’t hide the sincerity in his eyes. “Thought you might have a long day. Sometimes it helps to walk it off with someone.”

Her heart tugged. “You didn’t have to.”

“I know.” He slipped his hands into his pockets. “But I wanted to.”

There it was again. The honesty she wasn’t used to.

They fell into step together, her bag brushing lightly against her side with each stride. The evening air carried a soft quietness between them—comfortable, familiar, like this wasn’t a new routine but something they’d been doing for years.

“How was your afternoon?” he asked.

She let out a small breath. “Distracted.”

Michael smiled knowingly. “Thinking too much again?”

“You say that like it’s not a full-time job for me.”

“It kind of is,” he teased.

She rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t hide her smile.

After a moment, he added, “You don’t have to tell me what you were thinking about. But... was it something bad?”

She hesitated, her gaze on the sidewalk. “No. Not bad.”

“Complicated?”

She glanced at him, surprised at how well he could read her. “Yeah. Complicated.”

He nodded once. “I can work with that.”

Grace huffed a quiet laugh. “You say that like this is some project.”

“It’s not,” he said softly. “But you are someone worth understanding.”

Her steps faltered.

He didn’t stop walking, but he slowed down just enough for her to catch up. The sincerity in his voice was almost too much—too direct, too gentle, too real.

“You don’t know me,” she murmured.

“I’m trying to,” he countered. “And you’re letting me. Even if it’s slow.”

She swallowed hard.

“What if slow is all I can do?” she asked, voice barely above the wind.

Michael turned his head, meeting her eyes with a steady calmness that made her chest ache.

“Then slow is perfect,” he said.

It was such a simple answer. But it hit deeper than he probably knew.

They continued down the street, walking in sync, the unspoken things between them settling into something warm, something patient.

Something that felt dangerously close to hope.

She hated how easily her thoughts drifted, how restless she felt without any real reason. Restless wasn’t even the right word—charged was closer. Like something inside her had been quietly switched on, humming beneath the surface, refusing to let her slip back into the calm she usually carried.

She clicked through spreadsheets, typed a few notes, answered a message from her supervisor... but none of it stuck. The numbers blurred. The words scattered. And no matter how hard she tried to center herself, her mind kept replaying that moment on the sidewalk—his hand brushing hers, that half-second of warmth, the tiny spark she pretended she didn’t feel.

Grace rubbed her forehead and exhaled sharply.

“Get it together,” she muttered under her breath.

The office was quiet—too quiet. Everyone else seemed absorbed in their own worlds, but she felt like she was floating just above hers.

At around 3:27 p.m., her phone buzzed against the desk.

One notification.

One name.

One message that made her breath hitch before she even opened it.

Lily:

Graceaaa. I need to show you something later.

She blinked. That wasn’t the name she expected to see... and yet somehow the message brought a small smile to her face. Lily always had this timing—appearing right when the day was threatening to swallow Grace whole.

Grace typed back:

Grace:

What did you do now? 👀

The dots appeared. Disappeared. Reappeared.

Lily:

Nothing bad. I promise. I’ll stop by after work if you’re free.

Grace hesitated.

Was she free?

Technically yes. Emotionally... she wasn’t sure she was in a state to deal with whatever “something” meant.

But she found herself typing anyway:

Grace:

Yeah, I’m free.

Lily hearted the message instantly.

Grace leaned back in her chair, staring at the dim ceiling lights as another wave of restlessness rolled through her. Except this time, it felt different—like anticipation was threading itself through her nerves, tugging gently but insistently.

She wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with the morning walk... or everything to do with the message she just received.

And that uncertainty only made the feeling stronger.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 4 — After Work
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The sun hung low when Grace stepped outside, painting the parking lot in soft gold. The air felt warmer than it had that morning, carrying the heavy stillness of early evening. She closed her eyes for a moment, letting the breeze brush her face, steadying herself after a day that felt twice as long as it should’ve been.

She didn’t wait long.

Lily arrived exactly like she always did—loud enough to announce herself without saying a word. Her car rolled into the lot with music playing just a bit too loud, the kind of entrance Grace used to tease her about.

The passenger window slid down.

“Get in, princess!”

Grace shook her head but couldn’t fight the smile tugging at her mouth. She walked over and slid into the seat, met instantly with a burst of fruity perfume and Lily grinning like she had a secret she couldn’t hold in.

“You look stressed,” Lily said, backing out of the parking spot without waiting for an answer.

“I’m fine.”

“That’s a lie.”

Grace sighed. “Long day.”

“Mm-hm. And mysterious boy thoughts?” Lily raised an eyebrow dramatically.

Grace stiffened. “...What?”

“You’re glowing in that way you do,” Lily teased. “Like someone’s been living rent-free in that organized little brain of yours.”

Grace turned to look out the window, cheeks warming. “No one.”

“So it is someone.” Lily laughed, tapping the steering wheel. “Don’t worry. I won’t torture you. Much.”

They drove in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the sky turning a deeper orange. Lily finally pulled into a quiet street, parking in front of her house.

“Come on,” she said, hopping out without explanation.

Grace followed her, curiosity replacing the leftover tension from work.

Inside, Lily led her straight to the living room and stopped in front of a small box on the table. It was pink, decorated with stickers, and tied with a silver ribbon.

“I made something,” Lily announced proudly, hands on her hips.

Grace raised an eyebrow. “Should I be scared?”

“Probably. Open it.”

Grace untied the ribbon, lifted the lid—

And froze.

Inside was a small wooden keychain, carved with their initials intertwined. Smooth. Polished. Clearly made with care—and time.

Grace lifted it gently. “Lily... did you make this?”

“Yeah.” Lily tucked her hair behind her ear, suddenly shy. “I... I thought it’d be nice. You’ve been stressed. And I know you won’t ever ask for something like this, so... I wanted to make you something to keep with you.”

Grace felt her chest tighten—not painfully, but in a warm, overwhelming rush.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

Lily looked at her—really looked at her—with a softness Grace wasn’t used to seeing. “You deserve beautiful things.”

For a moment, neither of them moved.

The house was quiet.

The air felt thick.

And Grace wasn’t sure if the restlessness in her chest had been about the morning at all.

Because standing there, with Lily’s hopeful eyes and that handmade keychain resting in her palm... something shifted inside her again.

And this time, it didn’t scare her. It pulled her closer.

Grace cleared her throat softly, trying to anchor herself in the moment instead of floating in the swirl of emotion Lily constantly stirred up without even noticing. She closed the box, set it aside gently, and turned the keychain over in her fingers. It was warm from her touch already, like it belonged there.

“So,” Lily said, breaking the heavy silence with a too-bright voice, “you like it?”

“I love it,” Grace corrected, meeting her eyes. “Seriously. Thank you.”

Lily’s entire posture relaxed, shoulders dropping in relief. “Good. ’Cause I almost threw it out twice. I thought it looked stupid.”

“It doesn’t,” Grace said quickly. “It’s... thoughtful. And personal.”

Her voice softened. “I’ll keep it with me.”

The compliment hit Lily harder than she expected—Grace could tell. Lily wasn’t the type to handle sincerity well; it made her fidgety, exposed, like she might unravel if someone cared too much.

Lily cleared her throat loudly and spun around. “Okay, enough emotional stuff. I made pasta.”
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