
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]


The Widow Next Door

––––––––

[image: ]
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Prologue
Noticing the Neighbor
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Alex wiped the sleep from his eyes as he stepped out onto the porch, the wooden boards creaking softly under his sneakers. The air was crisp and alive with the scent of blooming lilacs, carried on a gentle breeze that rustled the leaves of the old maple tree shading his family's driveway. It was one of those mornings where the world felt fresh, unhurried, the sun filtering through a canopy of new green, casting dappled patterns on the suburban street.

Across the narrow strip of lawn that separated his modern split-level home from the neighboring Victorian relic, he spotted her—Mrs. Harper, the widow who'd lived there as long as he could remember. She was on her knees in the garden bed, her silver hair tied back in a loose bun, strands escaping to frame her face like wisps of cloud. Her hands, gloved in faded floral cotton, tugged at stubborn weeds, the earth crumbling dark and moist between her fingers. She moved with a deliberate grace, her back straight despite the effort, but there was a slight tremble in her arms as she wrestled a particularly tenacious root, her breath coming in soft, labored huffs that he could almost hear from where he stood.

Alex paused, his backpack slung over one shoulder, ready for the walk to his part-time job at the local bookstore. He'd seen her out here before, of course—always alone, tending to her roses and hydrangeas with the same quiet determination. But today, something tugged at him. Maybe it was the way her shoulders slumped just a fraction when the weed refused to yield, or the faint sigh that escaped her lips, carrying across the yard like a whisper. She looked... isolated, a solitary figure in a sea of vibrant petals, her elegant features etched with lines that spoke of years lived fully, yet now shadowed by solitude.

He'd heard the neighborhood whispers—her husband gone a decade ago, no children, no visitors. At eighteen, Alex knew what invisibility felt like; among his classmates, he was the quiet one, the guy who blended into the background at parties, overlooked by the girls who chased the louder, bolder types. A pang of empathy stirred in his chest, warm and unexpected.

Before he could overthink it, he crossed the grass, the dew soaking the hems of his jeans. "Hey, Mrs. Harper," he called out gently, not wanting to startle her. She looked up, her blue eyes widening slightly behind wire-rimmed glasses, a smudge of soil on her cheek adding an endearing imperfection to her composed demeanor.

"Oh, Alex," she said, her voice smooth and melodic, like aged velvet. She pushed herself up with a small wince, brushing dirt from her knees. "What a surprise. You're up early."

He shrugged, offering a shy smile. "Just heading out. Looks like those weeds are putting up a fight. Need a hand?"

She hesitated, tilting her head as if assessing him, then nodded with a soft chuckle that crinkled the corners of her eyes. "Well, if you're offering, I won't say no. These old bones aren't what they used to be."

Alex knelt beside her, the earth cool and yielding under his palms as he grasped a thick stem and pulled, feeling the satisfying snap of roots giving way. The scent of fresh soil mingled with the faint floral perfume she wore—something like lavender and vanilla, subtle yet intoxicating up close. They worked in companionable silence at first, her gloved hand occasionally brushing his as she pointed out another invader. Then, tentatively, she began to speak: about the garden's history, how her late husband had planted the first rosebush as a gift, the petals still blooming vivid pink each year.

Alex listened, his curiosity blooming like the flowers around them. Her words painted pictures of a life rich with memories, and for the first time in a long while, he didn't feel quite so alone. As the sun climbed higher, warming their backs, he found himself lingering, drawn to the graceful solitude she embodied—and the quiet spark of connection that had just ignited between them.
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Chapter 1
The First Kind Gesture
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Alex shifted the weight of the two heavy paper bags in his arms, the plastic handles digging into his palms as he followed Mrs. Harper up the worn stone steps of her Victorian house. The front door stood open, releasing a warm wave of scent that wrapped around him—freshly baked shortbread mingling with the faint, elegant trace of lavender and something deeper, like aged wood polish and old books. He had spotted her struggling at the curb just minutes earlier, the grocery bags threatening to split under the load of canned goods and vegetables, her slender frame leaning into the effort. Without a word, he had crossed the lawn and offered to carry them. She had accepted with a grateful tilt of her head, her blue eyes softening behind her glasses.

Inside, the house embraced him like a living thing. Sunlight slanted through tall, lace-curtained windows, dusting the air with motes that danced above dark oak floors. The walls held framed photographs of a younger Evelyn—laughing in bell-bottoms, her hair long and dark, arm linked with a man who looked at her as if she were the center of the universe. Alex’s gaze lingered on one image as he set the bags on the wide kitchen counter, the granite cool beneath his fingertips.

“You really didn’t have to do that, Alex,” Evelyn said, her voice low and melodic, carrying the gentle lilt of someone who had learned to speak softly over many quiet years. She slipped off her light cardigan, revealing the soft drape of a cream blouse that clung subtly to the generous swell of her breasts. “But I’m glad you did. These old arms aren’t as reliable as they once were.”

She moved with unhurried grace, unpacking the groceries while the kettle began to sing on the stove. Alex stood awkwardly for a moment, then offered to help, his hands brushing hers as he lifted a sack of flour. Her skin was warm, surprisingly smooth, the faint lines across the back of her hand speaking of decades lived rather than frailty. The contact sent an odd flutter through his chest—comfort mixed with something he couldn’t name.

Soon they were seated at the round oak table bathed in afternoon light. Evelyn placed a plate of still-warm shortbread cookies between them, golden edges crisp, centers soft and buttery. Steam curled from two delicate china cups of tea, fragrant with bergamot and a hint of honey. She pushed one toward him, her fingers lingering on the saucer.

“Tell me about your day,” she said simply, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Alex found himself talking—haltingly at first—about the monotony of his final weeks of high school, the way conversations with classmates always seemed to slide past him. Evelyn listened without interruption, her gaze steady and kind, nodding in places that made him feel truly heard. When he trailed off, she shared a small story of her own: how her husband used to bring her flowers from this very garden every Friday, how the scent of roses still reminded her of his laugh. Her voice dipped with quiet fondness, and Alex watched the way her throat moved as she swallowed a sip of tea, the delicate hollow at its base catching the light.

As the cookies disappeared one by one, a sense of ease settled over him, deeper than any he had felt at home in months. His parents were always rushing between shifts and meetings; here, time seemed to slow, the house itself a cocoon of warmth and quiet attention. He helped her rinse the cups afterward, their shoulders nearly touching at the sink, the water running warm over his wrists while the faint floral notes of her perfume drifted closer.

When he finally stepped back toward the door, Evelyn touched his forearm lightly, her fingers cool and steady.

“Thank you again, Alex. The house feels a little less empty with company. Come by anytime you like. There’s always tea... and someone who will listen.”

He nodded, a quiet smile tugging at his lips as he crossed back over the lawn. The weight he had carried that morning felt lighter now, replaced by a budding curiosity about the elegant widow next door and the unexpected comfort he had found in her sunlit kitchen. The Victorian house watched him go, its windows reflecting the golden afternoon like a promise of more moments just like this one.
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Chapter 2
Building a Routine
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Alex found himself drifting toward the Victorian house more often in the days that followed, the path across the lawn becoming almost automatic. Each visit carried the same gentle pull—the promise of a space where he didn’t have to perform or shrink into the background. He mowed the back lawn first, the old push mower’s rhythmic clatter filling the warm air while the scent of cut grass rose sweet and green around him. Evelyn watched from the shaded porch, a tall glass of lemonade condensation beading on the outside, her smile soft and approving as he wiped sweat from his brow with the hem of his T-shirt.

When the mower fell silent, she called him inside. The kitchen welcomed him with the rich aroma of simmering beef stew—onions caramelized golden at the edges, carrots tender, herbs releasing their earthy perfume from the slow bubble of broth. Evelyn ladled generous portions into deep bowls, steam curling upward in lazy spirals. They ate at the same oak table, spoons clinking softly against porcelain, and the conversation flowed easier now, no longer limited to polite exchanges.

He told her about the pressure of final exams, the way his voice sometimes faltered when trying to talk to girls at school, the hollow feeling that followed every awkward rejection. Evelyn listened with her chin resting lightly on her interlaced fingers, her eyes never leaving his face. In return, she spoke of small repairs around the house—how the porch step had begun to creak, the way one of the upstairs windows stuck in its frame. Alex offered to fix them without hesitation. His hands, still smelling faintly of grass and engine oil, worked the screwdriver with careful focus while she hovered nearby, handing him tools and murmuring quiet thanks.

The routines settled in like comfortable layers. Some afternoons he trimmed the rosebushes, thorns pricking his thumbs as velvet petals brushed his wrists. Other days he carried boxes down from the attic, dust motes swirling in shafts of sunlight while Evelyn sorted through old photographs, her laughter low and melodic when she uncovered images of herself dancing at a beach bonfire, hair wild, legs bare beneath a short dress. Alex stole glances at those pictures, at the smooth curve of her calf, the confident tilt of her hips, and felt a strange warmth coil low in his belly—something new, unnamed, yet impossible to ignore.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Widow;
Next Doot

A Young Man's Secret Awak
WENDY WINDY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
The Wid
Next D 0

A Young Man ret Awak
WENDY WINDY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





