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The email came through on a Tuesday morning while I was drinking coffee I didn’t need and pretending I wasn’t already awake.

I read it once, flagged it, and moved on to the next thing without letting myself react.

That was my first mistake.

By noon, I’d read it three more times.

On-site assessment required. Three to five days. Willow Creek location.
Routine language. Clean. Neutral. The kind of phrasing meant to make geography feel irrelevant. As if towns didn’t carry weight. As if names didn’t matter.
I’d been working in consulting long enough to recognize the trick of it—how words could make something feel distant even when it wasn’t. How you could reduce a place to a line item if you tried hard enough.

I didn’t try.

I closed my laptop and stared out the window of my office instead, watching the late-summer light slide across the parking lot. My reflection stared back at me in the glass—older than the last time I’d been there, steadier, shaped by choices I’d made on purpose.

Willow Creek.

I hadn’t said the name out loud in years.

“Everything okay?” my wife asked later that night, folding laundry at the foot of the bed.

“Yeah,” I said automatically. “Just a work thing.”

That was true, technically.

Our kids, who were twins, were out—one at a friend’s place, the other already halfway out the door of our house in the way eighteen-year-olds are when they’re thinking about what comes next. College applications sat half-finished on the dining room table. A life in transition, whether I was ready for it or not.

“What kind of work thing?” she asked.

I hesitated just long enough to notice it.

“Site visit,” I said. “Small town. Couple days.”

She nodded, unbothered. We’d done this dance before. Work trips came and went. I packed efficiently. I called at night. We had a rhythm built on trust and habit and the quiet understanding that marriage, at this stage, was less about fireworks and more about showing up.

Later, lying in bed beside her, listening to the familiar cadence of her breathing, I stared at the ceiling and let myself think the thought I’d been avoiding all day.

I hadn’t been back since I left, over twenty years ago.

Not for holidays.
Not for curiosity.
Not even to see if anything had changed.
I told myself it was coincidence. That work was work. That I’d been sent where I was needed and nowhere else. That I wasn’t the kind of person who believed in meaning where there was only logistics.

But my body didn’t buy it.

My body remembered the town long before my mind allowed it. The curve of the road into it. The way the air smelled different there, sharper somehow. The diner that never quite modernized. The coffee shop with the window that caught the afternoon light just right.

And him.

I hadn’t thought about Matt Reed in years.

That’s what I told myself, anyway.

The truth was quieter.

I’d built a life that didn’t leave much room for the past. Married young. Worked hard. Raised kids. Did everything I was supposed to do in the order it was expected of me. I wasn’t unhappy. That’s important to say. I wasn’t trapped or miserable or secretly waiting for something else.

But there was a difference between happiness and completion, and I’d learned not to confuse the two.

The night before the trip, I packed with the kind of precision that comes from decades of practice. Shirts rolled. Shoes chosen for comfort. Laptop charger checked twice. Everything fit neatly into the suitcase, including the version of myself I preferred to be when traveling for work—competent, contained, focused.

What didn’t fit was the memory that crept in as I zipped the bag shut.

The classroom where I met him.
A pen rolling across tile.
His voice saying my name like it mattered.
I pushed it away.

On the plane, I read reports I’d already reviewed. Made notes I probably wouldn’t need. Answered emails that could’ve waited. Anything to keep my mind from drifting backward.

But the closer we got, the harder it became to pretend this was just another assignment.

When I rented the car and pulled onto the familiar stretch of road, my body tightened. Not fear. Not excitement. Recognition.

The town hadn’t changed much.

That surprised me more than it should have.

Same low buildings. Same quiet main street. Same sense that time moved differently here—slower, maybe, or just less willing to announce itself. I drove past the diner without meaning to, my foot easing off the gas as if muscle memory had taken over.

I didn’t stop.

Not yet.

The motel was updated but not improved. New paint, same layout. I checked in with polite efficiency, nodded at a clerk who couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, and carried my bag to the room.

The room smelled faintly of cleaner and something older underneath it. Familiar in a way I hadn’t expected.

I stood there for a moment, suitcase still in my hand, and let the silence settle.

This was a mistake, my brain said calmly.
You should’ve asked to be reassigned.
But I hadn’t.

Because some part of me had wanted this.

Not consciously. Not bravely. But honestly.

After dinner—something forgettable eaten alone—I went for a walk.

The town at night was quieter than I remembered. Or maybe I was just louder inside my own head now. I walked past places that held no meaning and others that carried too much of it. I kept my hands in my pockets, my pace steady, like movement itself could keep the past at bay.

I told myself I wouldn’t look for him.

That I wouldn’t ask.

But I knew better than that.

If Matt still lived here, I would see him.
If he didn’t, I would feel it anyway.
I reached the edge of Main Street and stopped without realizing I’d meant to.

The coffee shop was still there.

Different sign. New chairs. Same window.

I stood across the street longer than necessary, watching the light spill out onto the sidewalk. It felt ridiculous to hesitate over something so small. I was a grown man. A husband. A father. A professional.

I crossed anyway.

Inside, the space had been renovated just enough to feel unfamiliar. Different counter. New menu. The hum of conversation softer than I remembered. I ordered coffee I didn’t need and took it to the window, sitting in the same spot I used to without consciously choosing it.

That’s when I felt it.

Not a thought.
A shift.
The awareness came first—my neck and shoulder muscles tightening, my breath shallow for no reason I could explain. The kind of reaction you can’t logic your way out of. The kind that arrives before permission.

I didn’t look up right away.

I didn’t have to.

I knew.

Some things don’t fade.
They wait.
And twenty years hadn’t been enough to teach my body to forget what my heart had learned too early.

I wrapped my hand around the warm cup, grounding myself, and finally lifted my eyes.

Across the room, a man stood near the counter, laughing quietly at something the barista said. His hair was shorter now. His shoulders broader. Time had settled into him instead of passing him by.

He turned, just slightly.

And recognition snapped into place like it always had.

Matt.

The wanting wasn’t the shock.

The shock was how easy it was.

Like no time had passed at all.
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I didn’t realize how hard I was staring until he shifted his weight and the fabric of his shirt pulled tight across his back.

That’s what did it.

Not his face. Not yet.

His body moved the way it always had—confident without performance, grounded in a way that felt instinctive rather than learned. Time hadn’t softened him. If anything, it had settled him, packed muscle onto bone with purpose. His shoulders were broader now, filling out the space he occupied without apology. His arms—God—his arms were thick, forearms corded beneath rolled sleeves, veins faint but visible when he lifted his cup.

I remembered those arms.

I remembered wanting them when they were leaner, when the idea of being held by another man still felt abstract and dangerous. Now there was nothing abstract about it. Matt Reed had grown into himself in a way that made my body react before my mind could intervene.

I forced myself to blink.

Across the coffee shop, he laughed again, head tipping forward slightly, and his chest shifted beneath his shirt. The fabric was thin—worn soft with age—and it clung just enough to show the shape underneath. My eyes traced it without permission. The solid plane of his chest. The faint outline of muscle. The way the cotton pulled ever so slightly at his nipples when he moved, darkened shadows beneath the overhead lights.

Jesus.

I wrapped my fingers tighter around my cup, grounding myself in the
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