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  Chapter 1

  
  




Elena




The town looked smaller than memory allowed.




Elena drove past the welcome sign—painted white, chipped at the corners, the slogan sun-faded into optimism—and felt something in her chest tighten like a pulled thread. She kept her eyes on the road as if the asphalt could save her from what the sidewalks remembered.




Same bakery with the yellow awning. Same park with the warped bench near the fountain. Same intersection where she used to press her forehead to the passenger window as a teenager and swear she’d never come back.




And yet, here she was.




She turned onto Rue Lavande—still the prettiest lie in town, with its tidy hedges and polite shutters—and slowed in front of the house her mother refused to sell. The house she’d left in a hurry at eighteen, suitcase banging her shin, jaw set like leaving made her brave.




Her mother’s curtains moved.




Elena parked, cut the engine, and sat there with her hands resting on the steering wheel as if she might need to steer through this, too.




Her phone buzzed in the cup holder.




Maman: You’re outside. Don’t sit in the car like a stranger. Come in.




Elena exhaled a laugh that didn’t soften anything. She had told herself she’d come back composed—hair smooth, shoulders squared, a woman who had simply chosen to return, not one who had run out of options.




But the truth sat heavy in the glove compartment with the registration papers and the old receipts: she had come back because the future she’d built had collapsed quietly, like a poorly measured wall.




She grabbed her bag and stepped out.




The air smelled like wet stone and old flowers. A raincloud hovered low, refusing to commit. The sky looked like it was waiting to see what Elena would do before it decided whether to cry.




The front door opened before she reached the steps.




Her mother stood there in a soft cardigan, silver hair pinned back, expression careful in the way only mothers could manage—like they’d practiced calm for this exact moment.




“Elena,” she said, and it was both greeting and question.




Elena climbed the steps, the familiar wood creaking under her shoes.




“I’m here,” she answered, as if that was enough.




Her mother pulled her into a hug. It was brief, firm, and full of things neither of them knew how to say without making them sharp.




When they separated, her mother kept her hands on Elena’s shoulders and looked at her the way people looked at cracked porcelain—still valuable, still beautiful, but approached with caution.




“You look tired,” her mother said.




Elena forced a smile. “Long drive.”




Her mother’s gaze flicked down, quickly, to Elena’s left hand.




The missing ring was a loud kind of silence.




“Oh,” her mother said, softly, and that one syllable held months of distance, photos not posted, calls shortened, excuses made. “Okay.”




Elena’s throat tightened. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”




Her mother nodded once, as if accepting a rule. “Then we won’t.”




Inside, the house smelled like rosemary and lemon polish. Familiar in a way that made Elena feel both comforted and trapped. Family portraits lined the hallway—smiling versions of herself frozen in frames, unprepared for what she’d become.




Her suitcase thudded onto the tiled floor.




“I made soup,” her mother announced, moving toward the kitchen with the briskness of someone who believed nourishment could fix almost anything.




Elena followed, dropping her bag on a chair. “You didn’t have to.”




“I know,” her mother said over her shoulder. “I wanted to.”




That was always how it went in this house. Love translated into tasks. Into meals. Into laundry folded precisely. Into silence that pretended to be peace.




Elena sat at the kitchen table while her mother ladled soup into bowls. Rain began tapping the window, light at first, testing the world.




“So,” her mother said carefully, placing a bowl in front of her. “Your project starts Monday?”




Elena nodded. “The renovation. The old municipal building.”




Her mother’s eyebrows rose. “They gave you that?”




“They needed someone,” Elena said, and immediately regretted the way it sounded—too bitter, too honest.




Her mother didn’t comment. She sat opposite her with her own bowl, but she didn’t eat. She watched Elena like she was trying to memorize her in case she disappeared again.




Elena lifted a spoonful and tasted the soup. It was good. Of course it was good. Her mother had never done anything halfway.




“You can stay as long as you need,” her mother said quietly.




Elena looked down into the broth. “I’m not moving back permanently.”




“You say that now.”




The words landed like a familiar argument, one they’d had in different forms for years. Elena’s teeth pressed together.




“I’m here for work,” she insisted. “And… to breathe. That’s it.”




Her mother’s expression softened. “Breathe, then.”




Silence pooled between them.




Elena’s phone buzzed again. This time she didn’t want to look. She already knew how easily the past reached for her now, how quickly it tried to reclaim space.




Her mother stood. “I’m going to let you unpack. Your room is ready.”




Elena forced a grateful nod. “Thanks.”




Her mother paused at the doorway, hand on the frame like she needed something steady.




“Elena,” she said.




Elena looked up.




“I’m glad you’re home,” her mother said, and there was no accusation in it. Only relief.




Elena swallowed hard. “I’m glad too.”




It wasn’t fully true.




But it wasn’t fully a lie.

Upstairs, her room was exactly as she’d left it—because of course her mother had kept it that way. The bedspread was neatly made. The same pale curtains. A small vase of lavender on the dresser, too deliberate to be casual.




Elena set her suitcase on the bed and stared at it.




Unpacking felt like admitting something.




Instead, she sat on the edge of the mattress and pulled her phone from her pocket. The screen lit up with a name she hadn’t saved, but couldn’t forget.




Marc: Can we talk? Please.




Her chest tightened.




She didn’t respond.




She tossed the phone onto the bed like it had burned her and stood abruptly, moving to the window. Outside, the rain had picked up, washing the street in gray.




Across the road, a light turned on in a neighbor’s house. A dog barked once. Somewhere, a car door slammed.




Life continued.




Even when hers had stalled.




Elena pressed her forehead to the cool glass and closed her eyes.




She had come back to rebuild something—an old building, a reputation, maybe herself.




But she knew how this town worked. It didn’t just watch you arrive.




It waited to see what you’d do with the pieces you brought home.




And it always remembered where you’d broken last time.
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Julian


The bell above the door rang once, sharp and clean, and then the rain followed her inside.


Julian looked up from the counter on instinct, already reaching for the towel he kept folded beside the register. Most people apologized when they tracked weather into his bookstore. Some laughed, embarrassed by their own dampness. This woman did neither.


She stood just inside the doorway, one hand still on the handle, hair darkened by rain and curling at the ends like it had given up on obedience. A few drops slid from the edge of her coat to the floor, quiet but deliberate, as if announcing her presence more honestly than words could.


“Sorry,” she said anyway, a second too late, her voice low and tired.


“It happens,” Julian replied. He gestured with his chin toward the mat. “You can shake it out there if you want.”


She nodded and stepped fully inside, releasing the door. The bell rang again, softer this time, and the storm stayed outside where it belonged.


Julian watched her in the unobtrusive way he’d perfected over the years. Not curiosity exactly. Awareness. The kind that came from owning a small place where people entered carrying more than they intended to buy.


She moved slowly between the first shelves, fingertips grazing spines without reading the titles. Her eyes weren’t scanning. They were landing. Resting. Like she was looking for something she couldn’t quite name.


Julian returned to his stack of receipts, though his attention lagged. The rain hammered the windows harder now, loud enough to swallow the town beyond the glass. Inside, the bookstore felt smaller, warmer, its quiet stretched thin but unbroken.


After a few minutes, she approached the counter.


“Do you have somewhere I can put this?” She held up her umbrella, water dripping steadily from its edge.


Julian slid the towel toward her. “You can leave it there. I’ll hang it in the back later.”


“Thank you.”


She hesitated, then leaned one elbow against the counter, as if the simple act of standing still required negotiation.


“I didn’t mean to come in,” she said. “I was just trying to wait out the rain.”


“That’s usually how it starts,” Julian said. “People don’t plan to buy books. They just don’t want to leave yet.”


That earned him a faint smile. It appeared quickly and vanished just as fast, like she hadn’t meant to let it through.


“What kind of bookstore is this?” she asked.


“The kind that smells like old paper and bad decisions,” Julian replied. “Used. Mostly fiction. A little poetry people pretend they’ll read.”


She glanced around again, this time more deliberately. “I like it.”


“So do the books,” he said. “They’re used to being chosen reluctantly.”


Her eyes met his then, steady and assessing. There was something careful there, something practiced. Julian recognized it immediately.


Someone who had learned to measure before stepping forward.


She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out her phone, checking the screen with a frown. “It’s really coming down.”


“It’ll pass,” Julian said. “It always does.”


She nodded, though she didn’t look convinced.


Julian cleared his throat. “If you want, there’s coffee. It’s not good, but it’s warm.”


“That sounds perfect,” she said, surprising him with the quickness of her answer.


He disappeared into the back room, where the coffee maker lived on borrowed time. When he returned, he handed her a chipped mug with a faded blue line near the rim.


She wrapped both hands around it immediately.


“Julian,” he said, gesturing to himself without thinking. “In case you need to yell at me if it’s terrible.”


She laughed softly. “Elena.”


He let the name settle. It fit her. Somehow.


They stood there in a comfortable pause, rain roaring approval from outside.


“So,” Julian said, because silence was only comfortable until it wasn’t. “Are you from here, Elena, or are you escaping something?”


Her fingers tightened slightly around the mug. Not enough for anyone else to notice.


“Is that one of your standard questions?” she asked.


“Only for people who don’t look like tourists,” he said. “Tourists don’t carry storms with them.”


She looked down at the coffee, then back up at him. “I grew up here.”


“Then welcome back,” Julian said, and meant it.


Something in her expression shifted—surprise, maybe. Or relief. It was hard to tell with people who were good





























