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Chapter One: A Woman's Reflection
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The mirror didn’t lie, but Evelyn wished it would soften the edges just a little. Her hands, palms damp from the shower, slid over the terrain of her own body. Over the full, heavy swell of her breasts, the nipples still tightened from the cold air of the vast bedroom. Down the curve of her waist, which still dipped in, a testament to good bones and better trainers. Then out again, over the impossible roundness of her hips, the slope of her belly, and finally, to the shelf of her rear. It was, as a particularly drunk and poetic college boyfriend had once slurred, a geographical phenomenon. It had its own weather system. Now, at thirty-eight, it felt less like an asset and more like a landmark she was constantly hauling around.

Ten years.

A decade of silence in this big house, broken only by the echo of her own footsteps and the well-meaning, money-scented whispers of men who circled then drifted away. They saw the estate, the art, the generational wealth sitting in the bank like a fat, complacent cat. Or they saw the body, the cartoonish proportions they assumed came with a matching lack of standards. They never saw the crack in the fireplace marble from the winter of her divorce, when she’d thrown a log a little too hard. They never noticed she only drank the expensive wine when someone else was there to share it.

A soft knock at the suite door made her jump. Her reflection’s eyes widened.

“Ev? You in there?” Daniel’s voice, low and rough from sleep, filtered through the heavy oak.

She grabbed a silk robe from the chaise, the green one the colour of malachite, and wrapped it tightly. It barely cinched at her waist. “It’s open.”

He came in, careful, as he always was in her space. Daniel at twenty-two was all lean lines and watchful quiet. His dark hair was mussed, a fresh scar—a gift from a recent bike accident—bisecting his eyebrow. He held two mugs of coffee. “Heard you moving around. Made you some.”

“You didn’t have to do that.” She took the proffered mug, their fingers brushing. His were calloused from the garage work he did down in town. Hers were smooth, ringless.

“I know.” He leaned a shoulder against the ornate mantle, looking younger than his years in a faded t-shirt and sweats. The fire she’d lit earlier danced in his eyes. “Couldn’t sleep again?”

“The mind runs its laps.” She sipped. He made it perfectly, just a dash of cream. He remembered. Of course he remembered. Daniel remembered everything. The brand of tea she liked, the way she stacked her books, the anniversary of her father’s death which she herself sometimes tried to forget.

His gaze was on the window, on the darkness pressing against the glass. “It’s supposed to snow tonight.”

“It can try.” She smiled, but it felt thin.

He was looking at her now, a faint line between his brows. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Everything. The usual midlife inventory.” She tried a laugh. It came out as a sigh. “Realizing all my best features are behind me. Literally and figuratively.”

He didn’t laugh at the joke. He just looked at her, steady. “That’s bullshit.”

“Daniel.”

“It is.” He put his mug down on the mantle with a decisive click. “You see a...a collection of parts. Everyone else sees a force of nature. You walk into a room and the air changes. Men don’t stare at your ass because it’s big, Ev. They stare because it’s magnificent. It’s like looking at a mountain range. It’s intimidating. It makes them feel small.”

She was stunned into silence. Her face grew warm. He’d never spoken like this.

He pushed off the mantle, taking a step closer. The firelight caught the new scar again. “They don’t know what to do with you. The money and the... the majesty of you. So they try to buy a piece or take a piece, because they know they can’t ever have the whole thing. They’re scared of it.”

“And you?” The question left her before she could cage it. “Are you scared of it?”

He was close enough now that she could smell the sleep on his skin, the coffee on his breath. “Terrified,” he said, his voice barely a murmur. “But not for the same reasons.”

He didn’t move to touch her. The space between them hummed with everything unsaid, with the skewed history they shared. He was the baby in the snow. She was the lonely heiress. He was the boy she’d raised. He was the man standing in her bedroom, looking at her like she was the only puzzle he ever wanted to solve.

He was the man standing in her bedroom, looking at her like she was the only puzzle he ever wanted to solve. The silence stretched, woven through with the pop of sap in the fireplace and the low, distant groan of the old house settling against the coming snow.

Terrified.

The word hung in the air between them, a confession that changed the shape of the room. It wasn’t the fear of a boy. It was the clear-eyed, daunting fear of a man who knew exactly what he was looking at, and knew the cost of wanting it.

A gust of wind rattled the windowpanes, a sudden, sharp sound that broke the spell. Evelyn turned away, her silk robe whispering against her skin, and walked to the glass. The first few flakes were swirling down, ghostly in the security lights.

“It’s starting,” she said, her voice unsteady.

“Ev.”

“It was a night like this,” she said, not looking at him. The memory came not as a gentle wave, but as a cold, visceral shock. “The first night. You don’t remember.”

“Tell me.”

She let out a slow breath, fogging the cold glass. She was eighteen again, and the world was made of sharp edges and impossible weight.

“My parents were gone. The car accident was... it was final. Just like that. The lawyers and the trustees used words like ‘estate’ and ‘holdings’ and looked at me like I was a child who’d been left with a loaded gun. I was living here alone, trying to run the parts of the business they’d let me touch, trying not to fail my first semester at college. I was so tired I’d taste copper in my mouth.”

She saw it. The endless, blank white of that particular blizzard. She’d been coming back from the library, her old Volvo skidding on the unploughed back road near the service entrance. The dumpster behind the old gatehouse was overflowing, lid thrown back.

“Something moved. I almost didn’t stop. I thought it was an animal, a raccoon or something. But I did stop. I got out. The wind was like a knife.”

The sensory details flooded back, crisp and horrifying. The biting smell of snow and metal. The muffled, wrong sound—not a cry, but a weak, ragged gasp. She’d pushed a black trash bag aside with a numb hand.

“It was a shopping cart. One of those big, metal ones. Someone had just... left it there. And in it, wrapped in a soggy newspaper and a thin towel, was you.”

Daniel didn’t move. He was a statue by the fireplace, listening.

“You were blue. Not crying. Just... shivering. This tiny, silent shiver. Your eyes were open. They were dark, even then.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I didn’t think. I just grabbed you. The towel was frozen to your skin. I ran to the car, shoved the heat on full blast, and held you against my chest the whole way home. You were so light. Like a bird.”

She remembered the frantic, clumsy panic in the kitchen. Running lukewarm water in the sink, how he’d screamed when the feeling came back into his limbs—a raw, shocking sound that filled the silent house. She’d called no one. Not the police, not a doctor. Some deep, stubborn instinct had taken over. They’ll take him, the voice in her head had said. And they’ll put him somewhere worse.

“I made a nest for you in a drawer from my dresser. Padded it with sweaters. Fed you warmed milk with an eyedropper because I had no formula. I had macroeconomics at eight a.m. and a conference call with the trustees at ten. I took you with me. You slept in that drawer on the passenger seat. I’d run out between classes to check if you were breathing.”

She turned from the window finally, looking at him. The man he was now seemed to overlap with the ghost of that silent infant. “You were my secret. My completely irresponsible, terrifying secret. For three days. I was a kid myself, but when I looked at you, I didn’t feel like one. I felt... necessary. For the first time since they died, I wasn’t just managing decay. I was keeping something alive.”

Daniel’s throat worked. He looked down at the rug, at the intricate patterns woven centuries ago. “And then?”

“And then Mrs. Álvarez from the village saw me with you. She didn’t ask questions. She just brought formula. And tiny clothes her grandson had outgrown. She helped me... navigate things. The quiet, off-the-books way. She knew a doctor who wouldn’t report. She became your abuela. You know the rest.”

“But you kept me,” he said, his voice thick. “You fought for me.”

“I needed you,” she corrected softly, the truth raw and simple. “You weren’t a charity project. You were this... tiny, furious anchor. You gave the chaos a point. A reason to get up and not just sign papers and stare at walls.”

He crossed the space then, not with aggression, but with a deliberate, slow gravity. He stopped a foot away, his eyes searching her face. “So all this time... I wasn’t just a foster kid you got lucky with. I was the thing you pulled out of the garbage on the worst night of your life.”

“Don’t,” she whispered, a sharp ache in her chest. “Don’t cheapen it.”

For a long moment, the only sound was the fire gnawing on a log. Daniel’s expression was unreadable, a mask over whatever war was being fought behind his eyes. Then the mask cracked, a slow fissure of pure anguish. He didn’t move towards her, but his whole body seemed to crumple inward.

“You needed a broken thing to fix,” he said, the words scraped raw. “That’s all I’ve ever been. Your personal restoration project.”

“That is not true.” Her voice was steel, but her hands were trembling. She clutched the silk robe tighter. “You think I kept you out of pity? You were the only thing that wasn’t a transaction. You didn’t want my money. You didn’t want my body. You just... needed me. And God, I needed to be needed like that. It was the most selfish thing I’ve ever done.”

He let out a sharp, ragged breath that was almost a laugh. “Selfish. Right.” He ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up in wild peaks. “So what is this, Ev? What’s happening right now? You’re standing there in your robe looking like a fucking goddess, and you’re telling me about finding me in a dumpster. What am I supposed to do with that?”

“I don’t know!” The admission burst out of her, loud in the cavernous room. She was tired, so tired, of curating every feeling, of being the steady one. “I look at you and I see the baby, and I see the boy, and I see the man, and it’s all the same person to me. It’s all you. And it’s all tangled up with the last twenty-two years of my life. And sometimes I look at you and I don’t feel maternal, I feel...” She waved a hand, grasping for the word. “Lost. I feel lost.”

The word hung there. Lost.

Daniel moved then. Not with the deliberate grace of before, but with a swift, decisive purpose that closed the distance between them. He didn’t kiss her. He didn’t grab her. He wrapped his arms around her, his face burying against the side of her neck, his body folding into hers. It wasn’t a romantic embrace. It was deep. It was foundational. It was the hold of someone clinging to a rock in a surging sea.

She stiffened for a half-second, shocked by the heat and weight of him. Then her arms came up, her hands flattening against the strong, tense plane of his back through the thin cotton of his shirt. She could feel his heart hammering against her own. He was shaking. Or maybe she was.

“I’m terrified of wrecking this,” he mumbled into her skin, his voice muffled. “Of wrecking us. You’re my whole world. You know that? The only real thing in it.”

She held him tighter, her fingers pressing into his muscles. “You won’t wreck it.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

They stood like that for a long time, in the middle of the grand, opulent room, as the snow began to coat the world outside in a silent, forgiving white. The monumental and the minute, all held in that one embrace.

Eventually, he stirred. He pulled back, just enough to look at her. His eyes were clear now, resolved. The raw hunger was still there, but banked, layered over with something more profound. A silent treaty. “I’m starving,” he said, his voice almost normal. “We never ate.”

She managed a wobbly smile. “There’s leftover risotto.”

“I’ll chop the onions. You always cry.”

“I do not.”

“You absolutely do.”

The kitchen was a cathedral of stainless steel and warm under-cabinet lighting. He pulled a knife from the block, his hands sure and capable. She got the rice and the parmesan from the fridge. They moved around each other in the familiar, wordless dance of a thousand shared meals. The only sound was the sizzle of butter in the pan, the rhythmic tap of his knife on the cutting board, the gentle clink of a spoon against a pot.

It was ordinary. It was everything.

They ate at the big kitchen island on stools, shoulders almost touching. They didn’t talk about the confrontation in the bedroom. They talked about the squeak in his truck’s brakes, about the stubborn leak in the conservatory roof, about the idiot mayor’s new development plan. The normalcy of it was a balm, a gentle reaffirmation of their shared ground.

Fatigue, emotional and physical, settled over them like the snow outside. They washed the dishes side by side, his arm brushing hers as he passed her a rinsed plate to dry. A quiet “goodnight” at the top of the stairs, holding more in the silence than any grand declaration could.

Evelyn lay in the centre of her vast, cold bed for what felt like hours. The house groaned and settled around her. The fire in her room had died to embers. The loneliness wasn’t just a feeling now; it was a physical pressure, a hollow ache in her chest that the familiar comforts of silk and memory foam could not touch. It was the echo of his arms around her, and the sudden, unbearable cold of their absence.

Her bare feet were silent on the polished hardwood floors. The hallway was a tunnel of darkness, lit only by the pale blue moonlight reflecting off the snow through the tall windows. She didn’t hesitate at his door. She turned the knob and slipped inside.

His room was smaller, warmer. It smelled like him—clean cotton, engine grease faintly beneath it, and the simple soap he used. In the dim light, she could see the shape of him under the duvet, one arm thrown over his head.

She lifted the covers and slid in behind him. The old springs of his bed creaked softly. He made a noise, a deep, sleepy murmur, and shifted.

“Ev?”

“Go back to sleep,” she whispered.

He was on his side. She curved her body around his, pressing her chest against the solid warmth of his back. She slung an arm over his waist, her hand finding his where it rested near his chest, their fingers lacing together without thought. He let out a long, slow sigh that seemed to melt the last of the tension from his muscles. He settled back against her, his head tucking perfectly under her chin.
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