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Back to Rainhill
––––––––
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The rain hadn’t stopped in two days.
It drizzled without pause, whispering against Ethan’s windshield as he pulled off the highway and onto the narrow road that curved into Rainhill — the town he’d once sworn he’d never return to.
Ten years had passed. The skyline hadn’t changed much. The same old bookstore with its crooked awning still clung to the corner. Streetlamps flickered like they were tired. People hurried beneath umbrellas, heads down, faces blurred behind the fog of memory and mist.
Ethan tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Coming back here felt like walking into a version of himself he’d outgrown — or tried to.
He parked across from the city hall building, the one he’d been contracted to restore. It was tall and sad-looking, its stone façade stained with watermarks and time. A symbol of Rainhill itself — once proud, now mostly ignored.
The job would take six months. Long enough to matter. Long enough to see her again — though he hadn’t admitted that out loud, not even to himself.
Claire.
Her name drifted into his mind the way smoke slips under a door: quiet, but impossible to ignore.
He hadn’t spoken to her since the week he left. No texts. No calls. Just silence that stretched itself into something permanent. He had convinced himself that was mercy. That letting go cleanly was the kindest thing he could offer.
But the truth sat heavier than he expected, now that he was back.
Ethan stepped out of the car, letting the cold soak through his jacket. The rain hit his face like pinpricks. He didn’t pull up his hood. He wanted to feel it — the town, the cold, the choice he’d made coming back.
He crossed the street toward the job site, pausing at the familiar sound of bells — the kind that used to hang over the bookstore door. He turned, instinctively.
And there she was.
Across the street. Standing beneath a navy umbrella. Her hair longer. Her posture the same — straight-backed, head tilted slightly like she was already calculating the emotional risk of saying hello.
Their eyes locked for no more than three seconds.
Claire turned first.
Ethan stood there, in the rain, as her figure dissolved into the crowd.
He didn’t call out.
Not yet.
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Unplanned Encounters
––––––––
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Rainhill had a way of holding onto memories, even in places that tried to outgrow them.
Ethan hadn’t planned on attending the gallery opening. He was only there because his project manager, Angela, insisted he "get to know the cultural pulse of the town." He’d expected bad wine, awkward conversation, and paintings of foggy docks.
Instead, he found Claire.
She stood near the back wall, glass of red wine in hand, framed by a large abstract canvas in muted blue tones. She wore black — simple, elegant, effortless. A version of her he didn’t know, and yet something in her still felt familiar. Not in the way of nostalgia, but in the way gravity quietly asserts itself — constant, whether you want it to be or not.
Ethan was halfway through a weak joke with an architect from Portland when he noticed her.
His words faltered.
She looked up. Saw him. Froze — just for a second — then turned back to the woman beside her and kept talking.
He wasn’t sure what he expected. A smile? A nod? A storm of unresolved emotions? Instead, she offered him the most polite insult imaginable: complete indifference.
He excused himself and walked to the far side of the room, keeping her in his periphery. Claire had always hated galleries when they were dating — too pretentious, too curated. Funny how time makes liars of us all.
Minutes passed. Maybe twenty.
Then her voice, behind him:
“Didn’t expect to see you back in Rainhill.”
He turned.
She stood close, wine glass empty now, face unreadable. Her eyes were sharper than he remembered. Less soft, more watchful.
“I didn’t expect to come back,” Ethan said.
She raised an eyebrow. “But here you are.”
“And here you are,” he replied.
A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, but didn’t land. “I heard you’re working on the City Hall project.”
He nodded. “Yeah. Six-month contract.”
Claire looked past him at the exit. “That long, huh.”
“I’m guessing you’re still here?”
She gestured toward the gallery. “Part of the board now. I work in arts development for the city. We try to make it look like Rainhill has a soul.”
He laughed softly. “Does it?”
“Depends who’s asking.”
There was a pause.
He wanted to say something meaningful. Something that cracked the surface. But she was already stepping back.
“Well,” she said. “Good luck with the restoration.”
“Claire—” he started.
But she was already gone again, disappearing into a sea of muted conversations and half-finished wine.
Just like that.
Again.
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Ghosts in Conversation
––––––––
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The next morning, Ethan sat in the corner booth of a café that hadn’t changed since high school. Same chipped blue tables. Same overbrewed coffee. Same stack of homemade pastries that looked better than they tasted.
He opened his sketchbook, the one he hadn’t touched in months, maybe years. The pages were blank except for a few jagged attempts at rooftops and staircases. His pencil hovered, paused, then lowered again.
Nothing.
He wasn’t stuck. He was haunted.
Claire had that effect.
The encounter at the gallery had stirred something — not passion, not longing, not even guilt. Just that dull, steady ache of unfinished business.
His phone buzzed.
A text from Angela:  
“Meeting pushed to 3. You’re off the hook until then.”
He stared at the message. Then out the window. Then at the street corner across from the bookstore.
They used to sit there — on the curb, late at night, eating fries from the only diner that stayed open past midnight. Her head on his shoulder. His jacket over her knees.
They used to talk about the future like it was a road trip they’d already mapped out. Barcelona. Montreal. Maybe opening a design studio together. Maybe something small — a shop, a flat above it, tall windows, crooked floors.
He’d forgotten the details.
But not the feeling.
Later that day, he saw her again.
It wasn’t planned. It never was.
He was walking toward the construction site when he spotted her across the street, standing in front of the community arts center. She was speaking to a group of teens, gesturing toward a mural in progress.
Something about the way she moved — passionate, precise — made the years between them evaporate.
He waited until the group dispersed, then crossed the street.
Claire saw him coming.
“I swear this town’s gotten smaller,” she said before he could speak.
“Or maybe we’re just standing still.”
She exhaled a short laugh. “You always were dramatic.”
They stood in silence.
Then he said it: “Want to catch up properly? Coffee or something?”
Claire hesitated.
“You don’t owe me anything,” Ethan added quickly.
“No,” she said. “But I owe myself some closure.”
She pulled out her phone, checked her schedule.
“Tomorrow. Noon. Beacon Café. Don’t be late.”
She turned and walked away, leaving the faint scent of jasmine and rain in her wake.
Ethan stood there, heart pacing like it was learning a new language.
Closure, she’d said.
He wasn’t sure that was the right word.
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Surface Talk, Deeper Tension
––––––––
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The Beacon Café sat at the corner of Ash and 7th — glass-fronted, quiet, the kind of place people used to go to write poetry and now came to check email. Ethan arrived ten minutes early. It felt like high school again: anxious, trying not to look anxious.
Claire walked in two minutes late. On purpose, he figured.
She wore a forest green coat and no makeup. Still stunning. Effortless, always. She ordered tea. He got coffee. They sat across from each other at a corner table, a small window beside them blurred by drizzle.
“So,” Claire said, stirring her drink without looking up. “Rainhill hasn’t scared you off yet.”
“Not yet.”
“Give it time.”
They both smiled, but it didn’t reach their eyes.
For the next few minutes, the conversation was safe. Work. Travel. Mutual acquaintances. She mentioned working with at-risk youth through the arts program. He told her about the restoration project — how the building's original design had been buried under years of bad renovations.
“Seems symbolic,” she said.
“How so?”
“Trying to fix something that was covered up for too long. Hoping it’s still worth saving underneath.”
The silence after that line was sharp. They both felt it.
Ethan shifted in his seat. “Do you ever think about—?”
“Don’t,” she interrupted. “Not yet.”
He nodded. “Okay.”
Claire looked at him for a moment, then down at her tea. “I’m seeing someone.”
He held her gaze. “You didn’t mention that last night.”
“I didn’t think it mattered.”
“Does it?”
She set her cup down carefully. “His name is Mason. We’ve been together a little over two years. He’s good. Stable. Kind.”
“That sounds like a pitch,” Ethan said.
“It’s a boundary.”
“Right.”
More silence.
Then, softly, she added, “He’s not a placeholder, Ethan.”
“I didn’t say he was.”
“You didn’t have to.”
The air between them felt tight, like the room had shrunk around their table. Ethan leaned back, trying to breathe through the ache pressing against his ribs.
Claire reached into her bag and pulled out a small sketchbook.
“You left this once. At my apartment. I kept it.”
He hesitated, then took it. Flipped through the pages.
Drawings of rooftops. Hands. A girl on a balcony. Claire — laughing, asleep, reading, half-turned away like she knew she was being watched.
“I didn’t think you still had this.”
“I didn’t think I did either. But it survived three moves and a long relationship. So maybe that means something.”
He looked up. “What does it mean?”
She didn’t answer. She just watched him, her eyes softer now, but still guarded.
Finally, she said, “I should go.”
He nodded. “Thanks for coming.”
Claire stood, hesitated, then added, “This... us... it’s not a story I want to rewrite. But sometimes I wonder how it would’ve ended if we’d gotten the timing right.”
Ethan didn’t respond. He couldn’t.
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