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The air in Maple Springs smelled like pine needles and damp earth—a scent Harrison Blackwell had dreamed of for eighteen months in the arid, suffocating heat of deployment. It was a scent steeped in memory, a promise of normalcy he wasn’t sure he deserved anymore. As he stepped off the Greyhound bus, his army-issued duffel bag heavy against his shoulder, he felt like a ghost haunting his own hometown.

Everything was exactly the same. Old Man Hemlock still tended the flowerbeds in front of the town hall, Mrs. Gable’s cat still sunned itself on the porch across the street, and the chipped paint on the Welcome to Maple Springs sign hadn’t been touched in decades.

But he felt entirely different. Hollowed out, perhaps. Haunted.

He walked along the street. He didn't look out of place. Worn blue jeans, dark tee-shirt, denim jacket. Ballcap and sneakers. Everything worn, but clean.

The family house looked the same. Unchanged he had moved there in his childhood in twenty-two years. Lawn recently mowed and raked. Flowerbeds immaculate.

Harrison walked up the sidewalk. His steps felt oddly reluctant as he approached. He paused at the door. Knock or just walk in? He wasn't sure.

He knocked, then opened the door.

The reunion came at him all at once.

“Harrison!”

The front door had barely swung open before his mother was there, crossing the small entryway in three quick steps. She didn’t slow down—just collided with him, arms wrapping tight around his shoulders, her grip fierce enough to make the strap of his duffel dig into his collarbone. “You’re too thin,” she said into him, her voice already breaking. “You didn’t eat enough. I knew it, I told your sister—”

“I ate, Mom,” he said, a soft laugh slipping out, though it felt a little forced in his chest. He shifted the bag off his shoulder so he could hug her back properly. “They fed us. Promise.”

“Not properly,” she insisted, pulling back just long enough to cup his face in both hands. Her thumbs brushed over his cheekbones like she was checking for damage, her eyes scanning every inch of him. “Look at you. You’ve lost weight. And your skin—”

“My skin is fine.”

“It is not fine,” she said automatically, then shook her head like she was scolding the past eighteen months for daring to happen. “Sit. Sit down. I made pie.”

“I just walked in—”

“Sit.” She grabbed his wrist and pulled him into the kitchen before he could argue.

The house smelled like cinnamon and butter and something roasting low in the oven. It hit him harder than he expected—warm, thick, alive with memory. For a second, it almost knocked the breath out of him. “Mom, I can—”

“No,” she said, already pushing him into a chair at the table. “You can sit. You can eat. That’s what you can do.”

The chair scraped against the tile as he sank into it, the familiar wobble in one leg still there. He stared at it for half a second longer than necessary, like it might disappear if he blinked. It hadn’t changed. None of it had.

“Harrison!” Lily’s voice came from the hallway, followed by the rapid thud of her footsteps. A second later she appeared in the doorway—and then launched herself at him.

He barely had time to brace before she hit him full force. “Hey—” He laughed, catching her as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Careful, kid.”

“I’m not a kid,” she shot back immediately, though she didn’t let go right away. When she finally pulled back, it was only so she could grab his arm and hold him at a distance, studying him with open, unfiltered curiosity. “You look different,” she said.

“Good different or bad different?”

She tilted her head, squinting slightly. “Sharper,” she decided. “Like...I don’t know. Edges. You didn’t have edges before.”

“Great,” he muttered. “Love that for me.”

“And your hair—wow.” She reached up like she might touch the buzz-cut, then stopped herself at the last second. “They really don’t let you have anything, do they? Practically shaved you.”

He snorted. “It’s called regulation.”

“It’s called boring.”

“Lily,” their mother snapped from the counter, though there was no real heat in it. Plates clinked as she set them down harder than necessary. “Let him breathe.”

“I am letting him breathe,” Lily said, not taking her eyes off Harrison. “I’m just observing.”

“That’s what scientists say right before they do something annoying,” Harrison said.

She grinned. “Did you shoot a gun? Like a real one? Not like Uncle Dave’s hunting rifle—like a military one. Did you ever—”

“Lily.”

“What?” she said again, though she huffed this time. “I’m just asking.”

Harrison leaned back slightly in his chair, watching them—his mother fussing at the counter, Lily hovering too close, the kitchen exactly as he remembered it down to the chipped mug sitting by the sink.

It should have felt easy. It did feel good. Warm. Familiar. But underneath it, there was something else. A tightness...like he was sitting in a memory instead of the present.

His mother set a plate in front of him with a firm little nod. “Eat.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said automatically.

Lily slid into the chair beside him, still watching. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I’m eating,” he said, picking up his fork.

“That’s not an answer.”

He took a bite of pie just to avoid responding. It was good. Too good. For a second, it almost made his chest ache.
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His childhood bedroom hadn’t really changed either. Same floral wallpaper, faded slightly near the corners where the sun used to hit, casting soft, dappled patches of light that now seemed almost distant. The wallpaper’s once-bright colours had dulled over the years, like memories softened with time.
Same narrow bed, the mattress dipping just enough in the middle to remind him exactly where he used to sleep—the indent carved into the foam by countless nights of restless dreaming and quiet mornings. The faint creak of the bed frame as he moved made him feel like a ghost haunting a place that hadn’t quite caught up with him.
Same desk in the corner, still scarred with old pen marks and a carved initial he didn’t remember making—an initial that looked like it had been etched in a different lifetime. The faint scent of worn wood and faded paper lingered in the air, thick with the ghosts of his childhood.

He set his duffel down slowly, the weight of it almost feeling heavier here, like a burden he’d carried for years. The familiar scrape of the fabric against the wooden floor echoed loudly in the quiet.
The dresser was empty.
Just like that, Harrison thought bitterly. It’s just a guest room now.

He stepped forward, eyes slowly roving over the space that was once his sanctuary, his refuge. The walls seemed to breathe with memories—laughter, tears, quiet moments of solitude—and yet, now they felt suffocating, like they were closing in.

And I’m just a guest, he muttered silently, voice barely more than a whisper, almost afraid to break the fragile silence.

He reached out, fingers brushing over the worn surface of the desk, tracing the faint scratch marks. His reflection looked back at him in the glass of the window—eyes dark, hollowed out, carrying a weariness that no amount of returning could erase.

A part of him wanted to turn away, to pretend this place was still his, to deny the ache that twisted inside his chest. But he couldn’t.

Instead, he sank onto the edge of the bed, the springs creaking beneath him, and stared at the cracked ceiling. The same ceiling he'd stared at a thousand times before, now feeling impossibly distant and unfamiliar.

He ran a hand through his hair, the rough stubble catching his fingertips. The scent of pine and earth from outside seemed to linger even here—an echo of everything he’d missed.

Is this really home anymore? he wondered, voice lost in the quiet.

He closed his eyes for a moment, listening to the soft hum of the house—the faint creak of the wood, the whisper of the wind outside, the distant murmur of memories he couldn’t quite name.

Then he whispered to himself, almost mockingly, “And I’m just a guest.”

A bitter laugh escaped.

He looked around again, eyes lingering on the familiar, faded corners, the worn-out furniture, the ghost of his childhood embedded in every crack and scar.

Maybe he’d come back expecting to find himself—some piece of who he once was. But standing here now, facing the quiet emptiness of this room, he realized something else.

This house, this room, it wasn’t his anymore.

He was just passing through. Just a visitor in his own past.
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By the second night, the warmth in the house had worn thin. Not gone—just...stretched. Like a rubber band pulled too tight, waiting to snap or slowly unravel.

Dinner had become a ritual of repetition. The same questions, the same cautious silences.

His mother’s voice, soft but steady, asking the questions she dared not ask outright, her eyes flickering with worry behind her gentle tone.

Hi father's gruff welcome home.

Lily, restless and reckless, kept poking at the fragile surface of things. She asked the same reckless questions, her curiosity fuelled by a mix of innocence and stubbornness—things she didn’t understand, but sensed were important.

“You’re coming back after this, right?” she asked one evening, halfway through a movie none of them was really watching. Her voice cut through the low hum of the TV, sharp but trembling with hope.

Harrison kept his eyes on the flickering screen, not really seeing it. His mind drifted elsewhere—back to the quiet weight of his contract, the unspoken fears that lingered just beneath the surface.

“Lily,” their mother said quietly from the kitchen, her voice a gentle warning.

“What? It’s a normal question,” Lily insisted, turning toward her mother with wide, innocent eyes. “I just wanna know if he’s coming back for good.”

Harrison kept his gaze fixed on the swirling images on the screen, voice barely above a whisper
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