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	Quiet Hands

	Description

	When Marissa aged out of the foster system, she carried only what fit in a bag and the memory of Gabriel, the quiet, steady guardian who made her feel safe when nothing else did. Years later, she returns to the city for a new job at a nonprofit, determined to start fresh and leave the past behind.

	She never expected to find Gabriel again. Especially not volunteering at the very same center. Time has changed them both, but the unspoken bond still lingers, pulling them together with every shared glance and every moment too heavy for words.

	Gabriel has spent years trying to forget the girl who once brought light to his home and grief to his heart when she walked away. Now that she’s back, grown and driven, he finds himself torn between keeping the lines professional… and admitting he never stopped caring.

	As they work side by side with the youth they once were, old feelings resurface and so do the fears. Trusting each other again means facing what was left unsaid, and risking the fragile connection they’ve only just rekindled.

	Can two people who walked away once finally find the courage to stay?

	Or will silence be the only thing they carry forward once more?

	 


Chapter 1: Back Where It Began

	Marissa

	The train hissed to a stop, sounding like it was tired of carrying everyone’s baggage including mine. I stepped onto the platform, tugging the strap of my worn canvas tote higher onto my shoulder, and inhaled deeply. City air. Still a mix of exhaust fumes, roasted peanuts from street carts, and the faint scent of sidewalk soap someone probably paid minimum wage to scrub in before sunrise.

	Home. Sort of.

	The nonprofit’s address buzzed in my phone like a homing beacon just twelve blocks from the house I aged out of four years ago. I hadn’t meant to come back here. Not really. But the job found me, and when you’re living off discount ramen and dreams, you take what the universe hands you.

	Besides, it wasn’t the house that haunted me. Not exactly.

	It was him.

	Gabriel.

	I hadn’t seen him since the day I left with a pillowcase full of clothes and a promise not to look back. He wasn’t even supposed to be there that day, but he’d shown up late, like he always did, pretending he wasn’t worried. He gave me a scarf and a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, and I said goodbye like I meant it.

	I hadn’t. Not really.

	The office building came into view tucked behind a café advertising oat milk everything and a bookstore that probably never sold a book written before 2019. A little too hip for a nonprofit that saved kids from real life, but whatever. I could fake cool.

	Inside, the walls were sunshine yellow. A little too cheerful for a place where people cried a lot. Or maybe that was the point.

	“Hey there!” chirped a voice near the front desk. “You must be Marissa Kaye?”

	I nodded, my lips curving politely. “Guilty.”

	“I’m Harper, program coordinator. Orientation’s in the lounge. Coffee’s terrible, muffins are passable, and we mostly communicate in Post-its.”

	I liked her already.

	She led me down a hallway peppered with motivational posters Be the person you needed when you were younger and pushed open a glass door. The lounge had sagging couches, a tray of slightly dry muffins, and at least three different types of coffee makers, none capable of brewing a decent cup.

	I reached for a banana nut muffin and bit in, just as Harper said, “We’ve got a few volunteers joining us today too. One of our longest-running team members is actually ”

	And then I saw him.

	Across the room, crouched beside a teen boy and a busted-up mountain bike, was Gabriel. Still tall. Still quiet. Still devastatingly… him.

	He looked up.

	Our eyes met.

	I froze mid-chew.

	He didn’t smile. He didn’t wave. Just stared like I was a photo he hadn’t expected to find in the attic.

	Then he stood.

	My heart decided now was a great time to jog laps inside my chest. I wiped my fingers on a napkin, fast. Harper was still talking about someone named Mia and the Thursday night meal train, but her voice faded into cotton.

	Gabriel walked toward me, slow and steady, like he was checking if I was real.

	“Marissa,” he said, voice low. Rougher than I remembered. Like gravel under velvet.

	“Hi,” I managed. “You still fix bikes?”

	He blinked. Then was that a smile trying to sneak across his face? Nope. Just a twitch. A flicker. Gone before I could catch it.
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