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  Chapter 1: Never Make Eye Contact


Kayla 
The first rule of moving back to Cedar Glen is simple: never make eye contact with your past in the school parking lot, especially when it looks like Daniel Moore.
I discovered Mia's lunch sitting on the kitchen counter approximately four seconds after I pulled into the drop-off lane. The bag sat there in my mind's eye, perfectly packed, containing the sandwich I'd cut into triangles because she insisted they tasted better that way, the apple slices I'd soaked in lemon water so they wouldn't brown, and the granola bar she'd picked out herself at the store three days ago like it was a life-altering decision.
All of it. On the counter. Mocking me.
The backpack situation revealed itself when she unbuckled and said, with the calm of someone announcing the weather, "I think I left my homework folder on my bed."
I gripped the steering wheel. "You think, or you know?"
"I know." She smiled like this was a team-building exercise. "But I said think because it sounds less bad."
I loved my daughter. I also wanted to scream into the steering wheel until my throat gave out.
"Mia—"
"I can go back and get it! We have time." She checked the digital clock on the dash like a tiny project manager reviewing a timeline. "If we leave now, we'll only be six minutes late. Seven if there's a train."
There was always a train. Cedar Glen had exactly one railroad crossing, and the universe scheduled every single train to coincide with moments of personal crisis.
I pressed my palm against my forehead and did the math. Late on the first day back would signal chaos. Chaos would confirm what half the town probably already suspected: Kayla Sinclair came crawling home because she couldn't hack it anywhere else. Arriving calm and competent, on the other hand, would signal that I had my life together.
Which was a lie, but an important one.
I shifted into reverse.
"Seatbelt."
"Already done." She clicked it for emphasis, grinning. "I'm very efficient."
"You're very lucky I love you."
"That too."
The drive back to our rental house took four minutes. Maple Street was quiet, lined with porch swings and wreaths people left up because it was easier than taking them down. Our rental was a small two-bedroom cottage with creaky floors and a porch that tilted slightly to the left. It wasn't much, but it was ours.
Mia sprinted inside and returned in two minutes flat, homework folder clutched triumphantly in one hand, hair slightly wilder like she'd fought her bedding and won.
"Got it!"
"Great. Now buckle up, and let's never speak of this again."
She laughed, and I white-knuckled the steering wheel the entire way back to school, running through my professional mental script: Confident. Calm. Completely fine. You are a competent adult who planned this move deliberately and everything is under control.
The parking lot, naturally, was now full.
I circled once. Twice. A minivan pulled out near the back, and I started toward it, only to watch a sedan swoop in from the opposite direction like a vulture. I circled again, my internal monologue shifting from affirmations to threats. If I have to park on the street and walk three blocks in these heels, I'm going to—
A sedan pulled out near the front.
Victory.
I accelerated just enough to claim it, and that's when the truck appeared.
We both hit our brakes. I stared at the driver. The driver stared back.
Daniel Moore looked exactly the same, which felt cosmically unfair. Same dark hair that probably looked good without effort. Same broad shoulders. Same annoyingly steady posture that suggested he'd never forgotten a backpack in his entire life. He tilted his head slightly, and I watched recognition move across his face in real time.
Oh no.
His mouth curved. Not quite a smile. Something worse, like he was trying not to laugh.
My face went hot. I gestured at the spot with what I hoped looked like casual generosity. You take it.
He shook his head and gestured back. You were here first.
I pointed at him, then the space, more insistently. No, really. I insist.
He raised one eyebrow, and his expression shifted into something that might have been amusement or stubbornness or both. He didn't move.
Mia leaned forward between the seats. "Mom, is that man arguing with you about parking?"
"No, sweetie. We're having a polite disagreement."
"It looks like arguing."
"It's fine."
"You're making the same face you make when customer service puts you on hold."
"Mia—"
Daniel's truck door opened. He stepped out, and my brain went temporarily offline because apparently some things didn't change, like the way my pulse used to trip over itself whenever Daniel Moore walked in my direction. He moved with the same easy confidence I remembered, the kind that came from knowing exactly who he was and never needing to prove it.
He stopped beside my window. I rolled it down and tried to look like a normal person having a normal interaction, not someone whose entire nervous system had just entered fight-or-flight mode.
"You take it," he said.
"You were closer."
"You signaled first."
"Your truck's bigger. You need the space more."
"That's not how parking works, Kayla."
Hearing him say my name after three years felt like touching a bruise I'd forgotten existed: immediate, sharp, familiar.
I swallowed and tried to sound breezy, like running into your former best friend in a school parking lot was just another Tuesday. "I'm flexible. I'll find another spot."
"There aren't any other spots."
"Then I'll make one. I'm very resourceful."
"You're very stubborn."
"Also that."
His mouth twitched again, and I hated how familiar it felt, this exact rhythm, this exact banter, like we were still twenty-two and the world hadn't gotten complicated. Except it had. I had a child now. He had a child. I had a ring tan line I kept forgetting to lotion because it made me angry to acknowledge it.
"Just take the spot, Kayla."
I was about to argue again when Mia unbuckled, leaned past me, and stuck her head out the window like a tiny chaos ambassador.
"Hi! I'm Mia. We're new. Well, not new-new. My mom used to live here, but I didn't. So I guess I'm new and she's old. Not old-old. You know what I mean."
Daniel's expression softened immediately, the way adults' faces always did when Mia decided to be charming.
"I do." He held up a hand in a small wave. "I'm Daniel."
"Do you have kids?" Mia asked, because subtlety had never been her brand.
"I do. A son. He's probably inside already because we didn't forget our backpack this morning."
I shot him a look. "Subtle."
"I wasn't trying to be."
Mia ignored both of us. "What's your son's name?"
"Noah."
"Okay. Noah." She said it like she was filing him under Important New Information. "I'm in Mrs. Brenner's class. Are you?"
Daniel blinked. "Noah is in Mrs. Brenner's class."
"Great!" Mia declared. "Then we should be friends. Because being new is hard, and my mom is stressed. Also your dad is arguing with my mom about parking and I think you should supervise him."
My hand flew to my forehead. "Mia."
"What? I'm helping."
Daniel's eyes flicked to mine, and something almost like laughter lived there for half a second before he tucked it away.
"She's… something," he said, voice low enough that it felt like a private joke.
"She's everything," I said before I could stop myself. Then I cleared my throat and tried again. "She's excited. New school. New house. New… everything."
Daniel's gaze held mine, steady in a way that made me want to look away and also never look away. "How's that going?"
Terrifying. Necessary. "Fine," I said, because my mouth had signed a contract with denial.
Mia popped back into my space. "Mom, I want to go in. If I'm late, it will be bad for my reputation."
"You don't have a reputation."
"I do. I had one in Boston. It was excellent."
Daniel's eyebrow lifted. "Boston."
"Yeah," I said. "We were… there."
He nodded once, like he wasn't going to ask the obvious question.
Behind him, a kid darted between cars, chased by a parent calling their name. More doors slammed. The line for drop-off crept forward.
Daniel stepped back from my window and pointed toward the spot. "Take it. I'm serious."
"Daniel—"
"I'm not going to watch you circle until you start crying."
"I wasn't going to cry."
"You were close."
Mia leaned forward again. "Mom cries when she watches commercials about dogs."
"I do not."
"You do."
Daniel's mouth twitched. "Take the spot."
I hated that he was right. I hated that it felt like he was still the person who would quietly step in and solve the thing I couldn't solve, then act like it was nothing.
I pulled into the spot. Daniel backed up with ease like the laws of physics were optional for him.
"Okay," I said, opening my door. "Thank you."
He shrugged like he'd done nothing.
Mia hopped out and smoothed her shirt like she was preparing for a press conference. Then she froze mid-step.
A boy stood a few feet away near the sidewalk, clutching a folder to his chest. He was about Mia's age, dark hair falling into his eyes, sneakers untied. He watched us with the expression of someone who was prepared to bolt.
Noah, I guessed.
Mia's face lit up.
"Hi!" she said, marching over with the confidence of a social committee chair. "I'm Mia. Are you Noah?"
The boy blinked. "…Yeah."
"Great. Do you like science projects?"
Noah's eyes widened, just slightly. "Science projects?"
"My mom says I talk too much when I'm nervous," Mia said, as if she was confessing to a crime. "But it's fine because I have a lot of useful information. Like did you know jellyfish are mostly water? Which means if you slapped one, it would be like slapping a wet bag. Not that you should slap jellyfish."
Noah stared at her. "…Okay."
Daniel appeared beside Noah, hands in his pockets, looking at his son with that mix of patience and worry only parents could pull off.
"Noah," he said gently. "You good?"
Noah nodded too fast.
Mia leaned closer. "What's your project?"
Noah clutched his folder tighter. "Volcanoes."
Mia gasped like he'd told her he was secretly famous. "That's awesome! We should share supplies. Do you have poster board?"
"I… think so?"
"Great. Come on, I'll walk with you. Being new is easier if you look like you belong. Also I can tell you about bioluminescence. It's when things glow. Like magic, but science."
Noah hesitated. He glanced at his dad. Then at Mia, who had apparently decided they were friends and that was the end of the discussion.
Daniel gave a small nod. "Go on. Mrs. Brenner doesn't like late."
Noah let out a breath I didn't know he was holding. "Okay."
Mia marched them both toward the entrance, talking the whole way. Noah stayed quiet, but he didn't pull away. That felt like a win.
And just like that, my daughter collected a friend.
My throat tightened with something I couldn't name. Relief, maybe. Hope. Fear. The kind that came when you watched your child settle into a new place and realized you could ruin it with one wrong decision.
Daniel watched them go too. Up close, I could see the small changes time had carved into him: faint lines at the corners of his eyes, a thin scar on his jaw I didn't remember, a quiet tiredness that hadn't been there when we were younger.
"She's got his number already," he said.
"She's… enthusiastic," I managed.
"Noah needs that." His gaze stayed on his son as the doors swallowed the kids. "He warms up slow."
"Mia is the opposite. She makes friends like it's a competitive sport."
He huffed a short laugh. "That'll serve her well here."
The silence stretched, crowded with history.
"So," Daniel said finally. "You're back."
"I'm back."
"For good?"
"That's the plan." It had to be.
He nodded slowly, gaze steady. "How's that feel?"
Terrifying. Necessary. "Like coming home," I said instead, because it was easier than the truth.
"Good." He said it quietly. "Welcome back, Kayla."
Before I could figure out how to respond, a voice rang out across the parking lot like a cheerful air horn.
"Kayla Sinclair, is that you?"
I turned to see a woman in a pastel cardigan powerwalking toward us with the energy of someone who'd just spotted a celebrity at the grocery store. Her smile was bright, determined, and vaguely alarming. She had a clipboard in one hand and a travel mug in the other.
"Oh no," I muttered.
"Marlene Pruitt," Daniel said under his breath. "Brace yourself."
Marlene arrived in a cloud of floral perfume and enthusiasm. "I heard you were back! Welcome home, sweetheart. We've missed you." She turned to Daniel, her smile sharpening. "And Daniel, good morning. Isn't it wonderful? Kayla's home."
"It's something," Daniel said, so dry I almost laughed.
Marlene looped her arm through mine like we were old friends, which we absolutely were not. She ran the PTA with the efficiency of a Fortune 500 CEO and the subtlety of a marching band.
"You have to tell me everything," she said, steering me toward the entrance with alarming strength. "Are you staying with family? How's your daughter adjusting? Have you found a job yet?"
"I—"
"Because if you need connections, I know everyone. PTA, town council, the library board. Cedar Glen takes care of its own."
"That's very kind, but I actually—"
"And Daniel, you didn't tell me Kayla was coming back. I'm hurt. We tell each other everything."
"Didn't know," Daniel said, falling into step beside us, hands still in his pockets.
Marlene's eyes gleamed. "Well. Fate works in mysterious ways, doesn't it? You two were always so close. Inseparable, really. People used to say—"
"I should get inside," I interrupted, gently extracting my arm from hers. "First day jitters and all. Don't want to be late."
"Of course! But we'll catch up soon. Coffee? This week?"
"Sure. Maybe."
"Wonderful!" She beamed at both of us, her gaze bouncing between me and Daniel like she was already writing the screenplay. "You two take care now. It's so good to have you home, Kayla. Really."
She walked away, and I let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding.
"She's going to tell everyone you're back within the hour," Daniel said.
"I figured."
"And she's going to assume we're a thing."
"Based on what, a parking lot conversation?"
"Based on the fact that you're breathing in my general vicinity." He shrugged. "Marlene ships people for sport."
I should have laughed. I almost did. But there was a knot in my chest that had nothing to do with Marlene and everything to do with the way Daniel still felt familiar, like a room you used to live in.
A bell rang. Parents started drifting back to their cars.
I glanced at my watch. I had exactly enough time to get to work, locate my new office, and pretend I knew what I was doing.
"Do you… live nearby?" I asked, immediately regretting it.
Daniel's eyes flicked to me. "Yeah. Still on Mill Creek Road."
Of course he was. Daniel didn't run from things. He fixed them. He stayed.
"Right," I said. "Of course."
He hesitated, like he might say more. Like he might ask why I'd left.
Instead, he nodded once. "See you around."
"Yeah," I said. "Sure."
He walked away toward his truck, steady as ever, and I watched him go like an idiot until I remembered where I was and forced my feet to move.
Inside the car, my phone buzzed.
An email.
The sender line read: Cedar Glen Town Office.
Subject: Cedar Glen Community Center Restoration – Leadership Assignment
My stomach tightened because nothing good ever came in your inbox at eight-thirty in the morning unless it was a coupon.
I opened it.
Kayla Sinclair – Outreach & Grant Coordination Lead.
My name sat there in black and white like it had always belonged on the town letterhead.
I read the next line.
Daniel Moore – Project Manager & Contractor Lead.
My grip tightened on the phone.
No. Absolutely not.
I scrolled. There were bullet points. There were dates. There were words like compliance and deliverables and stakeholder communications, all of which made my brain want to crawl under the seat.
At the bottom, a note in cheerful font:
Thank you for stepping up to help Cedar Glen preserve an important part of our community history.
Stepping up. Sure.
My phone buzzed again. A text from my new boss, Tara Whitfield.
Tara: Welcome to day one. Saw you’re assigned to the Community Center project. We’ll talk after you’re settled in. You’re going to do great.
I stared at the screen.
Day one.
Right.
I looked up through the windshield.
Daniel stood by his truck, phone in hand now, shoulders squared as he read whatever had just landed in his inbox.
Our eyes met across the parking lot.
He held up his phone slightly, like: You seeing this?
I held up mine, like: Unfortunately.
He gave me a small, resigned nod, like he'd just been handed a life sentence and decided to accept it with dignity.
I returned it, because what else was I supposed to do?
And there it was, my name beside the project title… and Daniel Moore listed as my co-lead.






  
  Chapter 2: The Daniel Nod


Daniel 
Someone taped a volunteer flyer to my truck like Cedar Glen’s way of saying welcome back to your personal nightmare.
It was neon yellow. Of course it was. If you’re going to ambush a man at six-thirty in the morning, do it with a color that can be seen from space.
I stared at it for a full five seconds, coffee in one hand, keys in the other, brain still warming up the way it always did before Noah had eaten and before I’d checked my job list for the day. The flyer flapped in the cold air, stuck under my windshield wiper like a ticket.
RESTORE THE CEDAR GLEN COMMUNITY CENTER!VOLUNTEERS NEEDED!LEADERSHIP TEAM FORMING!
At the bottom, in cheerful bubble letters, someone had drawn a little hammer next to a heart. I should have been impressed by the commitment to theme.
I peeled the paper free and turned it over, hoping it might reveal a confession like, Sorry, Daniel, this is Marlene and I did it because I’m bored. Instead it had one line in sharp black ink:
You can’t fix everything alone.
I looked up and down the street.
Maple Street was quiet. Porch lights glowed soft behind curtains. A dog barked once and then stopped like it had remembered the neighborhood rules about noise. No one was out there. No one was watching. Cedar Glen liked its messages delivered like it liked its casseroles: quietly, directly, and with no option to decline.
I folded the flyer once. Twice. Stuffed it into my jacket pocket like it wasn’t already burrowing under my skin.
Behind me, the front door opened.
“Dad?” Noah’s voice was small and careful, like he didn’t want to startle the morning into breaking.
I turned. He stood on the porch in his socks, backpack hanging off one shoulder, hair sticking up in a way that suggested he’d spent the last five minutes arguing with a brush and losing.
“Shoes,” I said automatically.
He blinked. “Oh.”
He started back inside, then paused. “Are we late?”
“No.” I checked my watch. “We’re early.”
Noah exhaled like he’d been holding that question all night. He hated being late. He hated surprises. He hated anything that made him feel like the day might slide out from under his feet.
Which meant my job, most days, was to keep the ground steady.
“Okay,” he said, and disappeared back into the house.
I stood there for a second longer, looking at the street that had been my whole life. Cedar Glen didn’t change much. New paint here. A new mailbox there. But the bones stayed the same, and sometimes that felt like comfort and sometimes that felt like being trapped in a place that remembered every version of you.
Three years ago, I would have walked out this door and seen Kayla Sinclair’s car parked across the street, crooked because she always parked like she was making a statement.
Three years ago, I would have been meeting her at the coffee shop on Main after drop-off, both of us pretending we were just friends, both of us lying.
Then the lies got heavier. Then she left.
I’d learned not to say her name out loud unless I had to.
Now a neon flyer was taped to my truck, and the town was telling me the community center needed saving, and my son was asking if we were late like time itself was something he could lose.
I went inside.
Breakfast was the same every morning because routine kept us both upright. Noah ate cereal with sliced bananas because he’d decided bananas made him “think better,” which I had no argument for. I ate two eggs and whatever toast hadn’t burned, standing at the counter because sitting down felt like committing.
Noah’s science project folder sat in front of him like a shield. He’d been working on it for days, obsessing over the labels, rewriting words because the letters didn’t look right, asking me questions I had to look up on my phone like, Can volcanoes be underwater and still count?
He was nine and already trying to control the world with neat handwriting.
“How’s the volcano?” I asked.
He spooned cereal without looking up. “Good.”
“That’s a full sentence. I’m proud of you.”
His mouth tightened, almost a smile. “It’s better now.”
“Better how?”
He glanced at his folder, then at me. “I made the lava thicker so it won’t run off the sides. Like last time.”
Last time. The science fair at his old school. The one that ended with Noah crying quietly in a bathroom stall because his project had fallen apart and his mom—my wife—had been supposed to be there and wasn’t.
She hadn’t shown up for a lot of things, in the end. She’d been gone before she was gone.
I kept my face neutral. “Smart.”
He nodded, satisfied.
The silence in our kitchen wasn’t empty. It was familiar. It was the quiet we’d built together, careful and functional.
I checked my phone while Noah ate. A message from my foreman. A reminder about the Wilson deck rebuild. A text from Marlene Pruitt that simply read: CALL ME.
I didn’t.
Noah finished his cereal, washed his bowl without being asked, and put on his shoes. He did everything like he was trying to earn praise he didn’t ask for.
“Ready?” I asked.
He nodded. “Do we have to talk to people?”
“Only if you want to.”
He considered that. “I don’t want to.”
“Fair.”
We climbed into the truck. I drove the same route we drove every day. Mill Creek Road, past the creek that wasn’t really a creek so much as a stubborn strip of water that flooded when it felt like it, then onto the main stretch toward the elementary school.
Noah stared out the window. He didn’t talk much in the mornings. He saved his words for when he felt safe.
At the stoplight, my phone buzzed again. Another text from Marlene.
Marlene: Don’t ignore me. Big meeting. Big project. Big feelings. Also, someone is back. 😉
I stared at the screen.
Noah glanced over. “Who’s back?”
“No one you need to worry about.”
His brow furrowed. “Is it a teacher?”
“No.”
“A substitute?”
“No.”
He waited, eyes narrowing slightly. Noah didn’t push with force. He pushed with persistence.
I cleared my throat and put the phone face down. “We’re going to be early, remember? You can pick your seat.”
He nodded, but his eyes stayed on my phone like it might reveal the rest of the world.
The school parking lot was a different kind of chaos than job sites. Job sites had rules. Parking lots had parents.
I pulled into the drop-off lane and watched Noah’s shoulders climb just a little.
“You got this,” I said.
He nodded, but didn’t unbuckle right away. His eyes tracked the crowd through the windshield, searching for threats in the form of loud kids and overly friendly adults.
Then I saw her.
Kayla Sinclair stood near the front entrance, half turned toward a woman with a clipboard—Marlene, obviously—and half turned toward a little red-haired kid bouncing on her toes like she’d swallowed a firecracker.
Kayla was holding her own clipboard now. A real one. White paper clipped tight. Ponytail high. Coat buttoned. She looked composed in the way people looked when they were trying to keep their life from spilling out in public.
She was also staring at her phone like it had just delivered a sentence.
My pulse hit too hard, too fast, like it didn’t care that I’d spent three years convincing myself I didn’t feel anything about her.
Noah followed my gaze.
“Who’s that?” he asked.
My mouth went dry. “That’s… Kayla.”
Noah blinked. “Kayla like… your friend Kayla?”
I should have said no. I should have said she’s just someone from town. But Noah had a memory like a trap.
“Yes,” I said.
Noah’s eyes widened, not with excitement but with the quiet intensity he got when something mattered. “She’s back?”
“Looks like it.”
Noah stared at her for a long moment. Then he said, blunt as only a nine-year-old could be, “Why?”
Because Cedar Glen pulls you back. Because sometimes you don’t have a choice. Because she had to.
“I don’t know,” I said, which was true and also the safest answer.
Noah unbuckled slowly. “Is she staying?”
I looked at Kayla again. The way her shoulders were tight. The way she tucked hair behind her ear, a nervous habit I’d seen a thousand times. The way she lifted her chin when Marlene said something too loud and too pointed, like Kayla was bracing for impact.
“I don’t know,” I said again.
Noah’s face didn’t change much, but I saw the question settle deeper, heavy and silent.
“Okay,” he whispered, and climbed out of the truck.
“Hey.” I leaned over and caught his shoulder. “You’re okay.”
He nodded once, then walked toward the entrance with the careful steps of someone entering unfamiliar territory.
I watched him go, then forced my gaze away from Kayla before I did something stupid like walk over there and ask her what she was doing back in my town.
My truck rolled forward with the line. I dropped into a parking spot and sat for a second with my hands on the wheel.
A neon flyer pressed against my thigh inside my jacket pocket, like it wanted to be noticed.
You can’t fix everything alone.
“Yeah,” I muttered. “Watch me.”
I got out and headed toward the entrance because I still had time before I had to be on the Wilson job. I could watch Noah disappear into the building. I could make sure he didn’t get swallowed by the crowd.
And I could, apparently, see Kayla Sinclair again, whether I wanted to or not.
Marlene caught me the second I stepped onto the sidewalk.
“Daniel!” she sang, clipboard up like a flag. “There you are. I was just telling Kayla how thrilled we are to have her back.”
Kayla turned at the sound of my name, and the air shifted. Something old sparked, quick and sharp. She looked tired up close. Not messy tired. The kind of tired that came from carrying something heavy for too long.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hi,” I managed.
Marlene’s eyes darted between us, gleeful. “Don’t you two look… cooperative.”
Kayla’s lips pressed together. “We’re not doing this right now.”
Marlene waved a hand. “Oh, you’ll do it tonight. Town office planning meeting. Seven p.m. sharp. No excuses.”
“Tonight?” Kayla repeated, and I heard the edge in her voice. Like she’d already had ten things today and Marlene had just added an eleventh.
Marlene nodded. “Town coordinator wants the leadership team present. That’s you.” She pointed at me. “And you.” She pointed at Kayla. “And technically me, because I refuse to be excluded from anything important.”
Kayla’s eyes flicked to mine. “I just found out about this.”
“Same,” I said.
Marlene’s smile widened. “Isn’t it exciting? Like the town is giving you both a second chance.”
Kayla’s jaw tightened. “Marlene.”
“Oh, hush. If you two could survive senior prom, you can survive a planning meeting.”
My ears went hot. Kayla’s cheeks did too.
Marlene looked far too satisfied with herself. She turned, eyes scanning the crowd. “Now, I have to corral the kindergarten moms before they riot over snack duty. But you two—be nice.”
She swept away like a storm in a cardigan.
A folding table sat just inside the entrance, covered in sign-up sheets and pens that didn’t work. A banner above it read WELCOME BACK, STUDENTS! in glitter letters that had shed all over the floor like seasonal dandruff.
Kayla slowed when she saw it, like the table itself had teeth.
A harried teacher stood behind it with a stack of folders and a smile that was hanging on by a thread. “Kayla Sinclair?” she called. “Oh, thank goodness. Can you sign these emergency forms? And we’re still short on volunteers for Curriculum Night. Just—anything you can do.”
Kayla’s posture stiffened. “I… can sign forms.”
“Perfect.” The teacher shoved a clipboard at her, then turned to catch a kid who was trying to sprint past the table like it was an obstacle course. “And if you can just initial the snack rotation, and the reading buddy program, and—Marlene, where did the pens go?”
Marlene’s voice floated from somewhere down the hall. “IN MY PURSE. THEY’RE MINE NOW.”
Kayla blinked, stunned, and I felt something like sympathy twist in my gut. Cedar Glen didn’t ease you in. It buried you in responsibility and called it community.
Kayla balanced the clipboard against her hip, dug for a pen with her free hand, and immediately knocked a cup of coffee someone had set too close to the edge.
The cup tipped. Brown liquid started to spill toward the sign-up sheets.
Kayla’s eyes went wide. “Oh—no—”
I moved without thinking, snatched a stack of paper up and out of the way, and shoved the cup back upright before it fully overturned. Coffee sloshed over my knuckles anyway, hot and sticky.
“Nice save,” I said, because my brain refused to say, I would catch anything you drop.
Kayla’s breath hitched. “You didn’t have to—”
“Yes, I did,” I said, holding up the damp papers. “Marlene would’ve blamed you for ruining the entire school year.”
Kayla let out a breath that sounded half laugh, half despair. “Is this normal?”
“This is mild,” I said. “Wait until the fall festival.”
She pressed her lips together, trying not to smile. She failed. It was small, quick, like she didn’t want to give herself permission.
Then a gust of cold air rushed in as someone opened the outer doors, and three loose flyers skated off the table like they’d been waiting for freedom.
Kayla lunged for them. I lunged too. We both grabbed the same sheet, our fingers brushing.
The contact was nothing. Barely there.
It still hit like a spark in dry grass.
Kayla pulled her hand back first, cheeks flushing. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be,” I said, voice rougher than I meant.
Mia watched all of it with the intense focus of a tiny detective. She looked from my hand to Kayla’s face and then up at Kayla with a grin that said, I see everything.
Kayla didn’t notice. She was already initialing boxes with the grim determination of someone signing a peace treaty under pressure.
She finished, handed the clipboard back, and exhaled like she’d run a mile.
“I didn’t know she was like that,” Kayla muttered, watching Marlene’s cardigan disappear down the hall.
“She’s worse,” I said.
Kayla let out a short laugh, surprised by it, like it escaped before she could stop it. Then her face sobered again. “I’m not here to cause problems, Daniel.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
Her gaze snapped to mine. “You didn’t have to.”
The words landed hard. Because she was right. I hadn’t said it, but the question was hanging there anyway: Why are you back? What did you break that sent you home?
Mia stayed glued to Kayla’s side, bright-eyed and buzzing with energy. She waved at me like we were already friends.
“Hi again!” Mia said. “My mom is very stressed but she’s pretending she’s fine. That’s what adults do.”
Kayla groaned. “Mia.”
“What? It’s true.”
I couldn’t help it. A laugh slipped out.
Kayla’s eyes widened like she’d forgotten I could do that.
Mia beamed, pleased with herself. “See? You laughed. I’m a helper.”
“You’re… something,” I said, because it was the only safe thing to say about a kid like that.
Mia nodded solemnly. “I get that a lot.”
Noah hovered near the door, watching Mia like she was a live animal that might bite or might become his best friend. Mia spotted him instantly.
“Noah!” she called, like they’d known each other for years. “Come here. We’re doing the friend thing.”
Noah froze.
“Go on,” I said quietly.
Noah glanced at me. Then he took one careful step forward.
Mia marched right up to him. “Do you have your volcano folder?”
Noah hugged it tighter. “Yes.”
“Good. You look prepared. I like prepared people. I’m prepared too.” She nodded at Noah’s shoes. “Your shoelace is untied.”
Noah looked down, startled. He bent to tie it. Mia turned to Kayla.
“Mom, can Noah come over sometime? We can do volcano science.”
Kayla blinked. “We— Mia, we just met Noah.”
“Exactly. New friends. We have to schedule them before someone else takes them.”
Noah straightened slowly, shoelace fixed, eyes still cautious. But he didn’t back away.
Kayla’s expression softened. “Maybe,” she said carefully. “We’ll see.”
Mia looked delighted anyway, as if maybe was a signed contract.
Then she grabbed Kayla’s hand and tugged. “Come on, Mom. We’re going to be late. And my reputation can’t take that.”
Kayla let herself be pulled, but before she turned away, she looked at me again. Something in her eyes—apology, maybe. Or warning. Or just exhaustion.
“I’ll see you tonight,” she said.
“Yeah,” I said. “Seven.”
She nodded once and disappeared into the stream of parents.
I stood there longer than I needed to, watching the door close behind her.
Noah lingered at my side.
“Dad,” he said quietly.
“Yeah?”
He hesitated, then asked the question like it mattered more than the volcano. “Is Kayla staying?”
I kept my voice steady. “I don’t know, buddy.”
Noah’s throat bobbed. “Okay.”
He started toward the entrance, then stopped and looked back at me.
“If she leaves again,” he said, very soft, “do we have to pretend it doesn’t hurt?”
The air went cold.
“Noah,” I said, and my chest tightened so hard I had to swallow. “We don’t have to pretend anything.”
He stared at me, like he was trying to decide if he believed me.
Then he nodded once and went inside.
I stood alone on the sidewalk with a neon flyer in my pocket and a planning meeting on my calendar and a question from my son I didn’t know how to answer without breaking something open.
My phone buzzed.
Town Coordinator: Daniel, reminder—planning meeting tonight at 7. Bring your preliminary plans for the community center scope and budget.
Like I had plans. Like I hadn’t just learned the town expected me to rebuild a falling-apart building with volunteer labor and donated lumber and the woman I used to love standing on the other side of the table with her clipboard and her stubborn chin.
I stared at the text until my screen dimmed.
Then I typed back: Understood.
Because that’s what I did. I said yes. I showed up. I fixed things.
Even when the thing that needed fixing had just walked back into Cedar Glen with a ponytail and a clipboard.






  
  Chapter 3: The Clipboard Ambush


Kayla 
Marlene Pruitt didn’t even wait for the meeting to start before she decided Daniel and I were a “unit.”
Not a team. Not co-leads. Not two adults trapped in the same civic responsibility.
A unit.
She said it like we came shrink-wrapped.
I’m standing in the Cedar Glen Town Office conference room at exactly 6:58 p.m. — two minutes early, which in my current mental state counts as a personal triumph — and Marlene is already in the corner setting out homemade cookies like she’s catering a wedding reception.
Not a meeting.
A wedding.
“Okay,” she announces to the room at large, voice bright enough to file as public lighting, “before everyone gets here, I just want to say how thrilled I am that Kayla is back. It’s good for the town. Good for the community center. And also, frankly, good for Daniel.”
Daniel is at the far end of the table with a legal pad and a pen, posture calm, expression neutral in that way that suggests he’s either deeply unbothered or one comment away from walking into the woods and never returning.
He doesn’t look up.
“Marlene,” he says, deadpan, “we’re not doing this.”
“We are absolutely doing this,” she replies, offended, as if he’s trying to cancel Christmas. “This is a new chapter. A fresh start. A second chance.”
I make eye contact with the water pitcher like it’s going to help.
I should back up.
Because if I don’t back up, it looks like I willingly came to a town meeting on the first day back and let a woman in a cardigan narrate my romantic history like she’s reading from a script.
Which is not what happened.
What happened is: I spent my entire day trying to look like I belonged.
Earlier
My “first day” at the Cedar Glen Town Office begins with a front door that sticks and a bell that jingles like a warning.
The lobby smells like copy paper, lemon cleaner, and something vaguely floral — a plug-in air freshener valiantly fighting the natural scent of bureaucracy.
A framed photo of the community center hangs above the waiting chairs. It’s the building in its best light: brick washed warm by golden sunset, windows glowing, a banner stretched across the entrance that reads WELCOME HOME in cheerful letters.
The photo feels like propaganda.
Because even from my car the day before, I could tell the actual building looked tired. Sagging. Like it had been holding its breath for years and wasn’t sure it could exhale again.
The receptionist desk is empty. A sticky note is taped to the computer monitor.
BACK IN 2. TRY NOT TO BREAK ANYTHING. —TARA
I blink at it.
My phone buzzes. A text from my boss — Tara Whitfield — the town’s new coordinator and apparently the only person in Cedar Glen with the authority to send emails that land like anvils.
Tara: You made it. Coffee’s in the break room. Also, don’t let Marlene corner you. She smells fear.
I stare at the text.
Me: Too late. She ambushed me in a school parking lot.
Tara: That tracks. Proceed directly to the break room. Arm yourself with caffeine.
I follow the hallway signs like I’m in a museum exhibit titled How Local Government Survives. The break room is small and functional, with a coffee maker that looks older than my childhood. A box of mismatched mugs sits on the counter beneath another sticky note.
IF YOU TAKE MY “WORLD’S BEST AUNT” MUG I WILL FIND YOU. —MARLENE
I pour coffee into a mug that says CEDAR GLEN: WHERE EVERYONE KNOWS and immediately regret the choice. It feels like drinking out of a threat.
As I turn, Tara strides in like she’s late to a debate. She’s mid-thirties, hair in a neat bun, sleeves rolled up like she’s already fought three battles today and won two.
“Kayla.” She gives me a quick smile. “Welcome to your new life.”
“Thank you for the warm reassurance,” I say.
“You’ll get the warm reassurance later.” She taps a folder against her palm. “Right now you get facts and minor panic.”
“Perfect. That’s my brand.”
Tara’s gaze flicks over me, not unkind, just assessing. “How’s Mia?”
“Determined to run the school.”
“That’s good. Cedar Glen respects ambition.”
She motions for me to follow her down the hall. “Okay. Here’s what you need to know. The community center restoration is officially funded pending compliance. We have a grant window. We have deliverables. We have inspection requirements. And we have exactly one chance to not make the state regret giving Cedar Glen money.”
“That sounds… fun.”
“It’s not.” Tara pauses at a door with frosted glass that reads CONFERENCE ROOM. “But it’s meaningful. It matters. That building is where half the town learned to dance, vote, attend funerals, and fall in love.”
I swallow.
Tara opens the door. Inside, a long table is buried under binders. Color-coded tabs. Clipboards. A laminated calendar. Someone has drawn a smiley face on a yellow sticky note that says YOU’VE GOT THIS!
Tara points to the mountain of paper. “This is the project.”
I stare.
My coffee sloshes slightly in the mug like it’s trying to escape.
Tara watches my face and smirks. “I know. But you’re good at this. You were good at this in Boston. You’re the only person I trust to handle outreach and grants without making it weird.”
“I can make it weird if I apply myself.”
“Don’t.” She slides one binder toward me. “Your role is grant coordination and public outreach. You’ll handle reporting, donor communications, volunteer scheduling, and community partnerships.”
“That’s… a lot.”
“Yes.” Tara’s eyes sharpen. “And you will be tempted to do it all yourself because you’re competent and anxious. You will not do that. You’ll burn out, and then the town will eat you.”
“What a comforting image.”
Tara leans closer, lowering her voice. “I mean it. Cedar Glen is sweet, but it’s also nosy and relentless. You set boundaries now, or you’ll be making cupcakes for a fundraiser at midnight while answering emails from people who think ‘grant compliance’ is something you can negotiate with positive vibes.”
I nod slowly. “Okay. Boundaries.”
“Good.” Tara straightens and gestures toward another binder. “Daniel Moore is project lead on the contractor side.”
My chest tightens like it already knows where this is going.
Tara watches my expression. “You okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“That’s not an answer.”
I inhale carefully. “Daniel and I… grew up together.”
Tara gives me a look that says she is not fooled by understatement. “Uh-huh.”
“We’re adults.”
“Uh-huh.”
“We can be professional.”
Tara’s smile is small but real. “Good. Because he’s also the only contractor in this town I trust not to cut corners, and we can’t afford mistakes. If the state inspector shows up and finds safety issues, the grant can be revoked. If the donor gets spooked, she’ll pull her pledge. And if Marlene decides the project isn’t ‘moving fast enough,’ she will stage a public shaming that will end up on Facebook by lunchtime.”
“Great,” I whisper. “No pressure.”
Tara pats my shoulder. “There’s pressure. But you can do this.”
I don’t tell her that pressure is what cracked my last life in half.
Instead I ask, “Who’s the donor?”
Tara’s face softens. “Lottie Finch.”
The name lands like a memory I didn’t know I still had — Lottie Finch with her silver hair and bright lipstick, Lottie Finch who used to sit in the front row of town events with a cane she didn’t really need, Lottie Finch who once told me, when I was sixteen and crying outside the diner, Soup fixes poor decisions. Eat.
“Lottie’s funding a big portion?” I ask.
“She pledged a lot. And she has conditions.”
Of course she does.
Tara flips open a folder. “She wants the center restored in a way that preserves its character. She wants community involvement. She wants transparency. She wants to make sure kids have a safe place to go after school.”
I picture Mia, bright and new in that hallway, and my throat tightens.
“That’s fair,” I say.
“It is.” Tara taps the page with her pen. “But it also means we need to be flawless about paperwork. Lottie can be warm and supportive, but she’s not careless. And if she senses chaos, she’ll try to fix it herself.”
“That sounds… familiar.”
Tara gives me a pointed look. “Yes. Like you. So, again, boundaries.”
I nod. “Boundaries.”
As if I’m going to walk into Cedar Glen and tell it no with confidence.
Tara’s phone buzzes. She glances at it and sighs. “Okay. Here comes your first obstacle.”
The door swings open.
A man in a fluorescent safety vest stands there holding a clipboard like it’s an extension of his body.
“Good morning,” he says solemnly. “I’m Hank Dorsey.”
Tara closes her eyes like she’s praying for patience. “Hank.”
Hank steps into the room, gaze sweeping the binders with reverence. “I heard there’s a project. I’m prepared to provide oversight.”
“Prepared,” I repeat, wary.
He nods. “I brought forms.”
Of course he did.
He sets down a stack of incident report templates with titles like UNSAFE LADDER EVENT and VOLUNTEER HIPAA ADJACENT CONCERN.
I stare at one that reads ROGUE PAINT ROLLER: LEVEL 2 EVENT.
Hank notices my expression and looks pleased. “We must document all hazards.”
“Is… a paint roller a hazard?” I ask.
“It can be,” he says, as if he’s seen things I can’t imagine.
Tara exhales slowly. “Hank, we appreciate your enthusiasm. We’ll loop you in on safety compliance when we’re actually on-site.”
He nods gravely. “I will be waiting.”
Then he looks directly at me. “And you are?”
“Kayla Sinclair.”
His eyebrows lift. “Oh.” He pauses, like he’s adjusting his internal file system. “You’re the one who came back.”
“Yeah,” I say lightly. “It’s me. The returning one.”
He scribbles something on his clipboard.
“Did you… just write down that I came back?” I ask.
Hank doesn’t even blink. “I document significant events.”
Tara steps between us like a shield. “Hank, go. Please. Before you document the air quality.”
Hank nods, satisfied, and leaves.
I exhale. “Is he always like that?”
Tara shrugs. “Yes. But sometimes his obsession with rules accidentally saves us.”
“Comforting.”
“Welcome to Cedar Glen,” she says again, as if it’s both a greeting and a warning.
Now
By late afternoon, my brain is full of deadlines and deliverables. I pick Mia up from school, endure a ten-minute story about how she “rescued” Noah from awkward silence by explaining jellyfish, and smile like my heart isn’t doing strange things every time Daniel’s name comes up.
At home, Mia does homework at the kitchen table while I spread the binders out like I’m building a paper fortress.
“Mom,” she says, pencil moving fast, “are you going to work with Daniel?”
I pause.
“Yes,” I say carefully.
Mia looks up with the calm satisfaction of a child who believes the universe is a story and she can read ahead. “Okay.”
“That’s it? No questions?”
She shrugs. “He seems nice. Also, Noah seems like he needs someone who talks, and I can help. Also, you seem like you need someone who doesn’t panic.”
“I do not panic.”
Mia tilts her head. “You panic quietly. Like a librarian.”
I stare at her.
She grins, unrepentant, and goes back to her math.
At six-thirty, I drop Mia at my sister’s house — temporary childcare, temporary stability. My sister hugs me too tight and says, “You’re doing great,” like she’s already bracing for me to fall apart.
I don’t.
Not yet.
At 6:58, I walk into the town office conference room with my binder under one arm and my spine held straight by sheer will.
Marlene is already there with cookies.
Daniel is already there with his legal pad.
And I realize, abruptly, that this isn’t just a meeting.
This is the moment Cedar Glen officially decides whether I’m capable… or whether I came home to fail where everyone can watch.
Tara arrives at exactly seven, slides into the chair at the head of the table, and claps her hands once.
“Okay. Let’s do this.”
Hank Dorsey appears in the doorway like he’s been waiting behind the wall.
“I brought additional forms,” he announces.
Daniel doesn’t look up. “Of course you did.”
Marlene beams. “See? Teamwork already.”
Tara shoots Marlene a look. “Marlene. Sit.”
Marlene sits, offended.
Tara turns to me and Daniel. “You both have your roles. Daniel, you’ll handle scope, budget, contractor coordination, and site plans. Kayla, you’ll handle grant compliance, outreach, volunteer schedules, and donor relations.”
Daniel’s pen pauses.
My stomach flips when I hear it said out loud. Like a title. Like a commitment.
Tara flips open her folder. “Here’s the timeline. We have ninety days to hit our first milestone before the state does an initial site compliance review.”
“Ninety days,” Marlene repeats, eyes wide. “That’s plenty of time.”
Daniel finally looks up. “It’s not.”
Marlene waves him off. “Daniel, you’re always dramatic.”
Daniel’s expression doesn’t change. “I’m always accurate.”
Tara continues, unbothered. “We have a volunteer cleanup day scheduled for next week. That’s phase one. Phase two is structural assessment and remediation. Phase three is restoration and modernization within preservation requirements. Phase four is the final inspection and reopening event.”
Marlene’s eyes gleam. “Reopening event.”
Hank clears his throat. “I will need to approve all ladders.”
Tara ignores him.
Daniel’s gaze meets mine briefly. There’s no warmth there, not yet. Just something steady and alert. Like he’s watching for the moment I break.
Or the moment he does.
Tara slides a sheet across the table toward me. “Grant compliance checklist. Kayla, this is your bible. If we miss anything, we lose funding.”
I pick it up. The list is long. The language is blunt.
Safety compliance.Accessibility standards.Volunteer documentation.Financial transparency.Timeline reporting.
My throat tightens.
Marlene leans over my shoulder. “Oh, don’t worry. We’re very good at paperwork.”
Daniel snorts softly. “We’re good at chaos. There’s a difference.”
Marlene gasps like he’s insulted her personally. “I am not chaos.”
Hank raises his clipboard. “I have documented chaos in this town, and I can confirm—”
Tara holds up a hand. “No one is documenting chaos.”
Hank looks wounded.
Marlene points at Daniel. “You’re only bitter because you hate committees.”
Daniel’s eyes flick






