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THE WAITING


The night did not end cleanly. It frayed.  Ella remained on the terrace long after the moon reached its apex, wrapped in her shawl as the air cooled and the island slipped into its deeper sleep. The lanterns below burned low, their flames wavering in the breeze like tired sentinels. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once and then fell silent again, as if reminded that this night demanded restraint.


She did not move.

Stillness had become its own discipline. If she stayed very still, if she breathed carefully, the fear remained diffused, spread thin across her body rather than striking in sharp, unbearable blows. She had learned this years ago, during nights far darker than this one.

Her hands rested in her lap; fingers curled around the smooth river stone, as she pressed it harder against her chest, grounding herself in its weight, it’s cool certainty. The stone did not remember. It did not anticipate. It existed entirely in the present.

Ella envied it.

The sea below the cliffs shifted, restless again now, waves folding into themselves with low, rhythmic sighs. The sound should have soothed her. It usually did, but tonight, it only reminded her of distance. Of crossings, and how easily something could move from one shore to another.

Tomorrow.

The word felt unreal even now, as though it belonged to a language she no longer spoke fluently.

She had waited decades for this moment. Had rehearsed it in her mind in a thousand different forms. In some versions, she was calm, open, wise. In others, she shattered completely, undone by the simple act of seeing her daughter’s face. None of those imaginings had prepared her for this specific terror, the fear not of loss, but of collision.

The past was not staying buried; it was coming toward her on a schedule.

Ella closed her eyes, but darkness only sharpened memory.

She was young again. Too young. Her body smaller, her certainty thinner. She could feel the weight of fear the way it had lived in her then, not abstract, not philosophical, but visceral. A pressure in the throat, and a constant hum beneath the skin. The sense that something irrevocable hovered just beyond sight.

She remembered the night she understood that love could destroy as thoroughly as it could save.

She remembered the choice.

That was the memory she avoided most carefully, the one she had learned to circle but never enter. Not because it was unclear, but because it was devastatingly precise. Every sound, every smell, every second intact.

Tonight, it pressed closer.

She stood abruptly, heart racing, breath shallow. The terrace stones were cold beneath her bare feet as she crossed to the low wall and leaned forward, bracing herself. The sea churned below, black now, streaked with moonlight.

“This is different,” she whispered aloud, as if speaking to the water might make it true. “This is now.”

But her body did not distinguish between then and now. It reacted as if danger were immediate, as if the same forces that had once ripped her world open were gathering strength again.

She went inside before the panic could crest. Sleep, when it finally came, was thin and treacherous.

Ella dreamed in fragments. She was walking through a crowd, faces blurring past her, each one almost familiar. She was calling a name, but no sound came out. She reached for a door that kept receding, the handle always just beyond her grasp.

She woke with a gasp, heart pounding, dawn light barely beginning to seep through the shutters. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was.

That was the most dangerous moment, the space between dream and waking, where the past could masquerade as the present. She lay still, naming objects silently.

Bed.

Shutters.

Stone floor.

Sea.

The panic receded slowly, reluctantly, like a tide pulling back from shore.

Morning came again, pale and tentative, as though the island itself were unsure how much light to allow.

Ella rose and dressed carefully, choosing soft linen, neutral colours. Nothing that would demand attention. Nothing that might suggest expectation. She caught her reflection briefly in the mirror above the sink and looked away almost at once.

She did not recognise herself anymore, not fully. Age had shaped her face gently, but undeniably. Fine lines at the eyes. A mouth that had learned restraint but later learned to speak out. Strength, yes, but also evidence of endurance. Of survival rather than innocence.

What would Mila see when she looked at her? A mother? A stranger?

A woman burdened with a history she had never consented to carry.

The thought sent a tremor through her hands.

Downstairs, begun to wake, soft voices drifted from the garden. Cups clinked, and footsteps crossed the stone paths. Life continuing in its ordinary, miraculous way.

Ella moved through it all like a ghost herself, smiling when spoken to, nodding, answering questions with ease. No one here knew what tomorrow held. To them, it was simply another arrival, another guest crossing the water.

They did not know that for Ella, time itself was folding inward.

She retreated to the cliff path again late in the morning, unable to bear the contained spaces of rooms. The wind was stronger today, tugging insistently at her clothes, and her hair. She welcomed it, and let it pull at her, remind her that she was still anchored to this moment.

She sat and watched the horizon for a long time.

Every distant shape on the water tightened something in her chest. Every glint of light made her heart stutter.

She told herself, repeatedly, that this was not the arrival. Not yet. That the ferry would come tomorrow, that there were still hours, precious, terrible hours before the crossing completed itself.

But anticipation distorted time.

The waiting had become a presence of its own, heavy and sentient. It followed her everywhere, filled every pause, every breath. It whispered possibilities she did not want to imagine.

What if Mila turned away when she saw her? What if she came only out of obligation, resentment buried beneath politeness?

What if the truth Ella had lived with all these years, the carefully constructed meaning she had wrapped around her choice collapsed under the weight of Mila’s reality?

That was the fear beneath all the others. Not that she would be rejected, but that she would be seen.

That afternoon, Eleni found her again by the fig tree.

“You don’t have to do this alone,” she said gently, sitting beside her in the dappled shade.

“I know,” Ella replied, and she meant it. But knowing and accepting were not the same.

They sat in silence for a while, the leaves shifting above them, the air thick with sweetness. Finally, Eleni spoke again.

“Have you thought about what you’ll say to her?”

Ella shook her head. “Every word feels like too much. Or not enough.”

“That’s because this isn’t a conversation,” Eleni said. “It’s a reckoning.”

The word settled heavily between them.

“Yes,” Ella said softly. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Sunset arrived more slowly this time, heavy with inevitability.

Ella lit the candles and settled onto the grass, folding and unfolding her hands until the motion became a kind of prayer. The river stone rested beside her, cool and unremarkable, like a quiet witness.

She thought of Mila and her grandson on the ferry. Not as an abstraction now, but as a woman standing somewhere on the deck, a mother watching water peel away from the hull, unaware that her own mother was pacing floors in time with the waves.

The sea between them was narrowing, and by tomorrow, there would be no distance left to shelter behind.

She did not ask for mercy, or absolution. Only for the steadiness to stay present, to remain in the room when the past finally crossed the threshold.

The sea whispered. The island, ancient and unhurried, waited with her, and when it moved through her, she recognised it at once. A subtle internal shift, as familiar as breath. Ella had lived long enough inside herself to know the difference between avoidance and necessity, between panic and discernment.

This was neither.

It was timing.

Eleni appeared and after a moment, Eleni said, “Walk with me.”

Ella did not ask where. She already knew.

They had walked there before, years ago, in the early days of the retreat before it became the haven, when Ella had been mapping the land the way she mapped interior space, slowly, respectfully, listening for resonance rather than instruction.

She rose without resistance, the path they took led beyond the maintained edges of the property, away from the stone terraces and cultivated beds, into terrain that remained largely untouched. The ground here was uneven, uncompromising. Stones pressed up through the soil as if refusing erasure. Herbs grew where they wished, not where they were planted.

Ella walked with awareness, not effort. Her breath fell naturally into rhythm with her steps. She noted sensation without clinging to it, the pull in her calves as the land sloped upward, the temperature shift as shade deepened, the faint ache behind her sternum that had nothing to do with exertion.

Fear was present, she did not deny it.

She also did not fight it.

That was a distinction she had earned.

They walked in silence, not because there was nothing to say, but because nothing needed softening. The cicadas faded as they moved deeper into the trees, replaced by a quiet so layered it felt almost vocal.

When the clearing opened before them, Ella felt the familiar recognition ripple through her, not surprise, but acknowledgment. The stones formed a rough circle, embedded deeply in the earth, their surfaces worn smooth by time and weather rather than human design. At the centre rose a low rock formation, darkened and cool, its contours shaped by centuries of wind. Olive trees stood at a distance, their branches lifting skyward in slow, spiralled gestures.

The place did not announce itself as sacred.

It did not need to.

Ella paused at the threshold, letting her body register the shift. She felt the subtle drop in her shoulders, the way her jaw released without conscious instruction. This was not relaxation. It was orientation.

Eleni waited, as Ella stepped forward and lowered herself to the ground, choosing the earth without deliberation. She sat cross-legged, spine upright, hands resting loosely on her thighs. She pressed her fingertips into the soil, not to ground herself, but to acknowledge contact.

Her breath deepened of its own accord.

She closed her eyes.

She did not count breaths, or scan her body, or attempt regulation.

She knew better than that.

Some moments did not require technique, they required honesty.

The fear remained.

It was not overwhelming. It sat clearly in her chest, dense, contained, unmistakable. A presence she could meet without collapsing but not dissolve.

Eleni knelt beside her without ceremony.

“You’re steady,” Eleni said, not as reassurance but as observation.

“Yes,” Ella replied. “I am.”

“And still afraid.”

“Yes.”

They let the truth of that settle without judgment.

“This isn’t the kind of fear that asks to be soothed,” Eleni continued quietly. “It’s the kind that asks to be accompanied.”

Ella opened her eyes.

“That’s what frightens me,” she said. “There’s nothing to do with it.”

“No,” Eleni agreed. “There isn’t.”

Ella leaned forward and rested her palm against the central stone. It was cool beneath her skin, unresponsive in the way only ancient things could be.

“I can stay present with panic,” Ella said. “I can breathe through grief. I can hold other people in their terror without losing myself.”

Her voice remained even. Precise.

“But this,” she continued, “isn’t a state. It’s a relationship.”

Eleni nodded.

“And relationships,” Ella said, “change us whether we’re ready or not.”

For a moment, something flickered behind her composure, not disintegration, but exposure. The vulnerability beneath mastery. The place where no amount of practice could substitute for lived consequence.

“I don’t fear losing control,” Ella said. “I fear remaining open.”

Eleni placed her hand on the stone beside Ella’s.

“This place won’t take the fear away,” she said. “It never has. What it does is remind us that fear doesn’t belong only to the present moment.”

Ella exhaled slowly.

The ground beneath her felt firm. Unmoved, and capable of holding weight without commentary.

She stayed there, breathing, not to regulate but to remain. Allowing sensation without attempting transcendence. Letting the dread exist without narrative.

Minutes passed, or perhaps even longer.

When she finally stood, she felt the difference immediately, not calm, but coherence. The fear had not shrunk, but it had found edges. It no longer threatened to consume everything else.

As they walked back toward the house, Ella noticed how the waiting had shifted. It was still there, but it no longer demanded that she outrun it. Tomorrow would still arrive, and the past would still step into the present with its full weight.

But when it did, Ella knew this much with clarity.  She would meet it standing.
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ACROSS THE WATER

.


The ferry cut through the Aegean like a slow, gleaming blade. Morning light shimmered off the waves, scattering diamonds across the sea. On the upper deck, Mila sat near the railing, her son leaning against the metal bar, his hair tossed by the wind.


“Look, Mama!” he shouted, pointing to the horizon where a cluster of islands floated like pale ghosts in the mist. “Are we going to that one?”

She smiled faintly, though her stomach was tight.

“Not that one, Leo. The one beyond it. The island with the olive trees. You’ll see soon.”

Leo grinned, his eyes bright, face alive with the kind of wonder that only comes before the world teaches you to be careful with joy. He pressed his palms to the railing, the salt spray catching in his lashes. Mila watched him, her heart swelling and aching all at once.

He was everything, the reason she had said yes to this journey, and also the reason she almost didn’t.

She reached out and tucked a strand of his hair behind his ear. “Careful, my love,” she said softly.

“I’m not going to fall,” he replied, grinning. “I can see fish down there, big ones! And there’s a bird following us!”

Mila followed his gaze. A gull soared behind the ferry, dipping and wheeling through the air, catching the wind as if it had no doubt where it was meant to go.

If only she could feel that sure.

Inside, the ferry café smelled of coffee and diesel. She guided Leo to a table by the window and ordered two orange juices and a croissant to share. He tore it apart, sticky with jam, his small fingers turning everything into a glorious mess.

Mila found herself studying him the way she used to study the sea, searching for signs of change, of storms ahead. His laughter drew looks from nearby tables, some fond, some tired. She felt an urge to gather him up, to build a wall around their small, perfect world of two.

She had promised herself she wouldn’t let anyone, not even this woman from her past disturb that fragile safety.

Her mama.

Even thinking the word made her chest tighten. It was still a concept more than a person, a collection of stories told in fragments, old photographs, the kind of whispered details that filled gaps more than they explained them.

Leo knew almost nothing. Just that they were going to meet “someone important.” She hadn’t said the word grandmother aloud. It felt too heavy, too uncertain.

Outside, the sea widened, endless and blue. The wind was softer now, carrying the scent of thyme and something faintly sweet, honey maybe, or fig trees warming in the sun. Mila turned her face to it and closed her eyes.

She had told herself she didn’t need this. She had built a life steady, quiet, enough.

But Ruth’s message had unsettled something deep in her.

I think she could be your birth mother.

They think you are the one they’ve been waiting for to help them expand the work

She had almost deleted it. Almost typed, tell her thank you, but I can’t.

But then she looked at Leo asleep beside her that night, his small hand clutching his toy boat, and she’d thought.

He deserves to know where he comes from. Even if I don’t.

So, she said yes.

And now the ferry was carrying them toward that yes, steady, unstoppable.  Leo had grown restless, tugging at her sleeve.

“Mama, can we go outside again? I want to see the island when it shows up.”

She hesitated, then nodded, as he ran ahead, the ferry rocking gently beneath his feet.

When they stepped out onto the deck, the island had begun to take shape, a smear of green and stone rising from the silver-blue water. The cliffs gleamed in the sun, and white houses dotted the hillsides like shells scattered by a careful hand.

Leo gasped. “It’s like a treasure island!”

Mila smiled, despite the knot in her throat. “Maybe it is.”

But she felt it then, a tremor of something old, almost cellular. Recognition. Fear. A pull she couldn’t name.

Her hands tightened on the railing. The island seemed to watch her back, silent and ancient. The olive groves on its slopes shimmered like secrets in the light.  Down below, people began gathering their bags, the air thick with the sounds of docking engines reversing, crew shouting orders in Greek, the dull thud of ropes hitting wood. Leo bounced on his heels, his excitement bubbling over.

“Mama, we’re here! Can we go now?”

“In a minute,” she said, though her voice came out low, distant.

Her reflection stared back at her in the glass, hair pulled tight, face drawn, eyes that looked like her mamas in an old photograph she had found. She looked away quickly, swallowing hard.

You don’t owe her anything, she told herself. You’re doing this for Leo. For truth, not forgiveness and maybe help other women like us.

And yet, when the gangway lowered, her heart lurched in her chest like a bird freed from a cage. The sun was fierce when they stepped onto the dock. The scent of salt and citrus wrapped around them. Leo clutched her hand, his small fingers sticky with excitement.

“Do you think she’s here already?” he asked.

Mila hesitated. “Maybe.”

She scanned the crowd, travellers, locals unloading crates of tomatoes and wine, a man leading a donkey up the road, ordinary life unfolding all around her.

And then, just beyond the curve of the path that led uphill, she saw a figure standing very still. A woman, tall, dressed in linen, wearing sandals, her hair touched by grey.

The light made it hard to see her face, but something in her posture, the stillness, the ache in the shoulders was unmistakable.

Mila’s throat closed.

Leo tugged her hand again, whispering, “Mama, who’s that lady?”

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

The world seemed to narrow to the space between them, mother and daughter, both waiting, both afraid, both carrying their own versions of the same story.

And then, slowly, step by step, Mila began to walk forward.  The sun struck the harbour in full brilliance, spilling gold across the white stones and the turquoise water below. The world glittered, ordinary and miraculous all at once.

Mila’s steps were careful at first, deliberate, almost mechanical. She could feel Leo’s hand in hers, warm and small, grounding her even as her pulse raced. The air shimmered with salt and sunlight, and the wind tangled her hair as though trying to undo her composure.

Each footstep carried an echo, her own heartbeat, her mama’s silence, Ruth’s voice whispering in her memory, she’s grown, Mila. You both have.

She wanted to believe that, but she didn’t trust hope. Hope had a way of undoing her.

Leo tugged again. “Mama,” he whispered, eyes squinting into the brightness. “She’s waving.”

Mila followed his gaze.

The woman on the hill path had started to move slowly, like someone approaching a sacred place. She was older than the pictures, yes, but there was something about the tilt of her chin, the way she held her shoulders, that stirred a deep, disorienting familiarity.

For a moment, time folded, and Mila saw flashes, a hand reaching toward her, a lullaby she couldn’t fully remember, the scent of thyme. Then it was gone.

The space between them shrank, the air thick with all that had never been said.

From Ella’s vantage, the world had turned painfully sharp, every sound, every colour heightened to unbearable clarity.

She saw the boy first. The small figure half-hidden behind his mother’s skirt, his dark hair wild from the wind. Then her eyes lifted to the woman beside him, and her breath caught like a bird trapped in her chest.

Mila.

The years fell away and rearranged themselves. She was seeing not just the woman walking toward her, but every age that had led her here, the newborn she had held, the toddler she’d imagined learning to walk, the child she’d whispered to in her prayers.

And now, the grown woman, sunlit and guarded, walking across the pier with a boy who carried her eyes.

Her grandson.

Ella’s knees nearly buckled, as she gripped the railing for balance. The wind was warm against her face, and yet she shivered.  She had dreamed of this moment for so long that she had never dared imagine it could actually hurt this much.

Because now that it was real, she could lose it again.

Mila stopped a few feet away. The sounds of the harbour gulls, engines, chatter all receded into something distant, like a muted soundtrack under the weight of the moment.

Leo looked between them, sensing the strange electricity in the air. “Mama?” he whispered, uncertain.

Mila’s throat ached. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”

Ella took a hesitant step forward. “Hello,” she said, her voice trembling, threaded with awe. “You’re here.”

Mila swallowed hard. “Yes.”

For a moment, neither moved. Their eyes met, a flicker, then a flood, and in that glance lay decades of distance and longing and the fragile, wordless recognition that blood remembers even when memory doesn’t.

Leo broke the silence first.

“Are you the lady with the house by the sea?”

Ella blinked, a tear escaping before she could stop it. “Yes,” she said softly, crouching down to his height. “I’m Ella.” She hesitated, then added, voice breaking. “You can call me whatever feels right.”

Leo tilted his head, studying her. “You have the same eyes as my mama.”

Ella let out a trembling laugh. “I suppose I do.”

Mila looked away, blinking back tears she didn’t want him to see.

A ferry horn sounded long, low, echoing across the bay. The spell broke slightly. People moved around them again, hauling suitcases, greeting loved ones, carrying on with the ordinariness of life.

But for the three of them, time remained suspended.

Ella straightened slowly. “It’s a short drive up the hill,” she said gently. “I thought maybe you’d like to rest first, before seeing everything.”

“That sounds good,” Mila managed, her voice small, uneven. “Thank you.”

Leo was already tugging at her hand. “Can I see the sea from the house?”

“You can,” Ella said softly. “You can hear it from every room, too.”

His face lit up. “Really? Even from my bed?”

“Especially from your bed,” Ella smiled. “It’s how I fall asleep.”

The boy’s excitement lifted something between them, a small mercy, a breath of ease. As they began to walk toward the car, Mila glanced back once at the ferry. It was already pulling away, its wake cutting silver ribbons through the water. She realised, with a quiet jolt, that she hadn’t told anyone exactly when she’d be back.

Maybe she didn’t know.

Leo ran ahead, chasing a butterfly across the cobblestones, his laughter carried on the wind. Ella watched him, eyes soft, then turned to Mila. “He’s beautiful,” she said quietly.

Mila hesitated. “He is.”

They stood there, both watching the boy, sunlight flickering across their faces.

And in that fragile silence, neither forgiveness nor blame, something passed between them. Not resolution, but the first thread of understanding, invisible yet unmistakable.

As the car climbed the narrow road, the island unfolded around them, olive groves shimmering in the wind, the scent of sage and sun-warmed stone drifting through the open windows. Leo leaned out, marvelling at goats perched on the cliffs, the bright blue doors of hillside homes, the endless glitter of the Aegean. Mila sat in the backseat beside him; her hands folded tightly in her lap. She stole small glances at Ella in the mirror, the set of her jaw, the flicker of her eyes on the road.

Ella felt those glances but didn’t look back. Not yet.

Her heart was too full, too raw.

Still, beneath the armour, something in her loosened. Maybe it was the scent of the sea, or the sound of her son’s laughter mixing with the hum of cicadas. For the first time in a long time, she felt herself arrive, not just on an island, but inside her own story.  When they reached the house, Ella’s voice was quiet, reverent.

“Welcome home,” she said.

Mila didn’t answer right away, she stepped out, the air thick with lavender and sun. She looked at the stone paths, the olive tree, the garden humming with bees, and for reasons she couldn’t explain, tears filled her eyes.

Mila turned then, her voice a whisper carried on the wind.

“Maybe,” she said, almost to herself, “maybe it could be.”
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THE EMBRACE


The car came to a slow stop at the edge of the courtyard, dust drifting through the sunlight in soft golden swirls. The sea shimmered in the distance, a deep pulse of blue. The olive branches whispered in the wind, a sound that felt almost like language.


Leo was the first to move. He pressed his face against the window, eyes widening.

“Mama, it looks like a castle made of seashells!”

Mila smiled faintly, though her chest was tight. “It does a little, doesn’t it?”

She opened the door, and warm air rushed in, carrying scents of thyme, lemon, and earth baked in sunlight. As her sandals met the stones of the courtyard, she felt the ground hum beneath her, alive with memory that wasn’t hers.

Leo darted ahead, his laughter scattering the tension for a brief, merciful moment.

“Is this it? Is this where the lady lives?”

“Yes,” Mila said softly. “This is where she lives.”

Her voice trembled on the word she.

Before she could take another step, the front door opened.

A woman emerged, tall, graceful, her silver hair pulled loosely back, the sunlight catching in its strands. She wore a long skirt that brushed the stone steps, and her eyes, warm, steady took in the scene before her with instant understanding.

Eleni.

She descended the steps slowly, her smile gentle but sure. She looked first at Mila, then at Leo, then at Ella standing a few paces behind them frozen, breath caught somewhere between past and present.

“Welcome,” Eleni said softly, her voice carrying a warmth that filled the courtyard. “You must be Mila.”

Mila hesitated. “Yes.”

Eleni nodded, her eyes kind. “I’m Eleni, and you, young man?” she asked, turning toward Leo.

“I’m Leo,” he said proudly. “We came on a big boat. I saw dolphins!”

Eleni laughed, delighted. “Ah, then the dolphins must have known you were coming! They don’t appear for just anyone, you know.”

Leo’s grin widened. “They followed us! Maybe they live here too!”

“Maybe they do,” Eleni said, lowering herself to his level. “They love visitors who bring magic with them.”

Then she rose and turned back to Mila. There was no push, no assumption, only quiet presence.

“You’ve had a long journey,” she said. “Come inside, both of you. There’s shade, and water, and a place to sit. The island can be kind, but it does demand we rest.”

Her words were simple, but they carried the kind of gentleness that asked nothing and offered everything.

Mila nodded, the smallest exhale of relief escaping her. “Thank you.”

Leo grabbed her hand. “Can we go, Mama? Please?”

“Yes,” she said softly, letting him pull her forward.

Eleni led them toward the house, pausing only once, glancing back at Ella, whose feet still hadn’t moved. Their eyes met, and Eleni gave her a small nod: It’s time.

The house smelled of lemons and woodsmoke, of salt and something floral. The light through the shutters made soft stripes on the floor. Eleni guided them out to the terrace, where a wooden table sat beneath a canopy of vines.

Leo immediately ran to the edge of the terrace and gasped. “Mama, you can see the sea from here!”

Eleni smiled. “You can hear it at night too. Like the island’s heartbeat.”

Mila watched her son, her expression softening for a moment. Then her gaze shifted, drawn, inevitably, to the quiet movement behind them.

Ella had stepped onto the terrace.

The sound of her sandals on the stone seemed impossibly loud. She stopped a few paces away, her hands trembling, eyes wide, drinking in the sight of her daughter for the first time.  From Mila’s side, the world blurred at the edges. She had imagined this moment in a thousand ways, harsh, distant, tearful but none of them looked like this: the older woman standing before her, feet dusty from the path, eyes shining with something raw and human.

The resemblance was undeniable.

Her own cheekbones. Her hands. Her mouth when she pressed it to keep from trembling.

For a moment, they simply stared.

Leo, sensing the weight in the air, went quiet and edged closer to his mother’s leg. He looked between the two women, his brows furrowing in small confusion.

“Mama?” he whispered.

Mila swallowed hard. “Yes,” she said. “Are you ok?”

Her voice cracked, strange, fragile, too new to mean what it should.

Mila nodded, her throat too tight to speak.

Eleni’s presence was the tether that kept the moment from breaking. She moved quietly around them, setting glasses of water on the table, pretending not to see the tears gathering in Ella’s eyes.

Finally, she broke the stillness with a lightness that felt like mercy.

“Come, sit,” she said. “The sun can be fierce this time of day. And our brave traveler here” she smiled at Leo.  “You must be thirsty after seeing all those dolphins.”

Leo grinned, the tension around him dissolving. “Can I really pick lemons later?”

Eleni winked. “Only if you promise to share

them.”

He nodded solemnly. “I’ll make lemonade!”

“Perfect,” Eleni said. “Then it’s decided.”

She looked at Mila, then at Ella, her voice lowering, gentler now.

“You don’t have to rush anything. Let the island do what it does best, hold space.”

Then, sensing what both women needed most, she added softly, “I’ll take Leo to the garden. He can help me gather herbs while you two rest.”
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