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Chapter One — Homecoming
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It was one of those perfect spring afternoons you only get in a small Midwestern town.

The sky was high and blue, the sun warm enough to coax open the first buds on the trees, but still with a faint, crisp edge to the breeze. John Meyers leaned against his Ford pickup outside the bus depot, hands shoved into his pockets.

Kids played stickball down the street, their shouts echoing off brick storefronts. A man in a white apron swept the sidewalk in front of the Rexall drugstore.

On a day like this, he thought, a man ought to be smiling.

But he wasn’t.

Carol had called just after lunch, her voice rushed and apologetic. “I can’t get away from work just yet, John,” she’d said. “Do you mind picking up Claire for me? You know how she hates to wait around.”

It should have been nothing.

But when the bus rolled to a stop in a hiss of brakes and heat and she stepped off, his chest tightened in a way that scared him.

Claire.

Her hair was darker now, styled in a neat little flip that brushed her shoulders. She wore a pale blue spring coat cinched at the waist, her gloved hands carrying just one suitcase. Her heels clicked smartly on the pavement as she descended the steps, and yet there was nothing hurried or uncertain in the way she moved.

Even after eight years away, she still carried herself like she owned the ground she walked on.

Her eyes found his before he could look away.

“John,” she said as she reached him, her smile faint but warm. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

He straightened off the truck, trying to keep his tone even.

“Claire,” he said. “Didn’t expect you, either.”

She stopped just a step away, her smile faltering just slightly, becoming something more polite, more cautious.

“Carol’s not here yet?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“She called. Said she’d be tied up. Asked me to come instead.”

Claire gave a little nod.

“Of course,” she murmured.

He reached for her suitcase before she could, and their fingers brushed—just for an instant.

It wasn’t much. Just skin against skin.

But it sent a little jolt through him, sharp and unsettling.

Neither of them spoke as they walked to the truck.

Main Street was quiet now. The kids’ stickball game had wound down, and an old man on a bench outside the hardware store tipped his cap as they passed.

Claire slid into the passenger seat, smoothing her skirt as John stowed her suitcase in the bed of the truck.

He climbed in, started the engine, and stared straight ahead, though he couldn’t help stealing one quick glance at her before pulling out into the street.

“It’s good to see you back,” he said finally.

She smiled faintly, looking out the window at the familiar little town rolling by.

“It’s good to be back,” she said softly.

But something in her voice didn’t sound like it meant what it said.

And something in his chest tightened again as he realized he didn’t mind at all.
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Chapter Two — A Familiar Stranger
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The clatter of silverware and the smell of roast chicken filled the kitchen that evening.

John sat at the head of the table, Carol at his right, and Claire across from him. The little house on Elm Street had never felt crowded before, but somehow now it did.

Claire smiled politely through dinner, complimenting Carol’s cooking, making small talk about the bus ride, the weather, how different the town looked after all these years.

But to John, everything she said felt like smoke — something that swirled and slipped between his fingers every time he tried to grab hold of it.

He tried not to stare. He tried not to notice the way her lips curved faintly around her fork, the way her laugh was softer than he remembered, more measured.

But he noticed anyway.

Carol seemed oblivious, bustling back and forth to refill plates, chattering happily. “It’s so nice having you back,” she said for what must have been the third time. “We’ll have to take you by the church tomorrow, show you all the work they’ve done since you left. And there’s the library board meeting next week—you’ll want to see everyone.”

Claire just nodded and smiled, answering where she had to, but her eyes wandered now and then — sometimes to the window, sometimes to John.

And each time they met his, just for a second too long, it made his chest tighten.

After dinner, Carol excused herself to take a phone call from her mother.

Claire stood to help John clear the table, but he waved her off.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, stacking the plates himself.

She leaned lightly against the counter, arms folded. “I don’t mind,” she said, her voice quiet now, the polite edge gone.

He risked a glance at her, and for the first time that night, she wasn’t smiling.

“You’ve changed,” she said softly.

He swallowed, unsure what to say to that.

“So have you,” he said finally.

Her lips quirked into a faint smile, but her eyes stayed serious.

“I had to,” she murmured.

The sound of Carol’s laughter floated in from the other room, and John realized his knuckles had gone white around the stack of plates.

Claire straightened then, brushing invisible crumbs from her skirt. “I should unpack,” she said, and without another word, she walked out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

John let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and set the plates down hard enough to rattle.

The house felt quiet again.

But it wasn’t the same quiet it used to be.
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Chapter Three — Late Nights, Long Looks
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The next few days passed in a blur of forced normalcy.

Carol kept Claire busy, as John had expected she would. There were errands to run, old neighbors to visit, endless talk about church events and recipes, and what the ladies’ club was planning for the summer fair.

But every night, after Carol went to bed, John would find himself sitting alone at the kitchen table, nursing a glass of bourbon and staring at the dark window.

Until the fourth night, when she joined him.

He heard her soft footsteps on the stairs before he saw her. Claire stepped into the glow of the kitchen light wearing a pale robe tied loosely at the waist. Her hair was down for the first time since she’d come home, falling around her face in soft waves.

“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked.

John shook his head.

“Me neither,” she added, almost as an afterthought, and pulled out a chair opposite him.

For a while neither of them spoke. The only sound was the faint hum of the refrigerator and the tick of the clock on the wall.

He caught himself stealing glances at her — the way she traced her finger along the rim of his empty glass, the way she sat just a little too straight, as though ready to spring up and leave at any second.

And then she looked up at him, and he froze.

“What is it?” she asked, her voice soft but steady.

He wanted to tell her it was nothing. Wanted to stand and walk out and go back to bed.

But he didn’t.

Instead, he said the only thing he could manage.

“You look... different.”

Her lips curved into a faint smile.

“I am different,” she said. “Eight years’ll do that to a person.”

He looked down at his hands, flexing them against the edge of the table.

“You still... you still fit here,” he said after a moment.

Her smile faded into something else — something sad.

“That’s the funny part,” she said quietly. “I don’t know if I do.”

He glanced up, and for just a moment, neither of them looked away.

Then she pushed back her chair, the legs scraping softly on the linoleum.

“I should try to sleep,” she said.

He only nodded, watching her walk back toward the stairs.

At the doorway, she paused and looked back at him, her hand resting on the frame.

“Goodnight, John,” she said.

“Goodnight,” he replied, his voice lower than he meant.

And when she was gone, he stayed at the table a long time, staring into his glass and trying not to think about the way she’d looked at him just before she turned away.
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