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      I knew she was back the moment I heard the cab door slam.

      It was a sound I recognized the way you recognize weather, not because you were watching for it, but because your body already knew. I was standing at the kitchen sink, looking out through the window at nothing in particular, when that door hit its frame and every nerve in my chest sat up straight.

      Lena.

      Her family's house sat directly across the street. Two driveways, one dead-end cul-de-sac, fifteen years of watching that girl grow up and pretend she didn't notice me noticing. She had left for grad school two summers ago. Seattle, I think. Something in environmental science. Her mother mentioned it once, proud and chatty over the mailbox, and I had nodded and smiled and gone inside and stood in my kitchen exactly the way I was standing in it now.

      My wife, Carol, had gone to her sister's in Tampa for the week. A girls' trip. Five days of wine and beach and conversations I wasn't part of. She had kissed my cheek on the way out the door on Monday and told me not to eat takeout every night.

      It was Thursday.

      I watched Lena drag a duffel bag from the back seat of the cab. She was wearing a white linen shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbow, and cutoff shorts that hit her mid-thigh. Her hair was longer than I remembered. Dark, loose. She pushed it back from her face with one hand while she paid the driver with the other.

      I didn't move from the window.

      She was twenty-four now. Maybe twenty-five. I did the math the way I always told myself I wouldn't, the same quiet arithmetic that men like me do when they think no one is keeping score. She had been eighteen when I moved in next door. I had been thirty-nine. Carol and I were already having the kinds of dinners where neither of us said anything and both of us called it comfortable.

      Lena turned toward her house and then stopped.

      I don't know why she looked across the street. Instinct, maybe. Or the same kind of pull I was feeling from inside my kitchen. But she looked, and I was standing there in the window like a goddamn fool with a dish towel in my hand, and her eyes found mine across the thirty feet of concrete between us.

      She smiled.

      Not the polite neighborhood smile. The other kind. The one she used to give me when she was nineteen and testing whether it landed. It landed every time. It landed now.

      I lifted my hand. A small wave. Casual. The wave of a man who wasn't thinking anything he shouldn't be thinking.

      She picked up her bag and headed inside.
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      I told myself I wouldn't go outside. I went outside.

      It was just past seven in the evening and the heat had dropped to something almost bearable. I walked to the end of my driveway and crouched down to check the tire pressure on Carol's car, which did not need checking, and which I had no tools to check anyway. I was a man pretending to have a reason to be standing in his driveway at seven p.m. on a Thursday in July.

      I heard her screen door.

      "Mr. Calloway."

      She said it the way she always had. Not teasing, exactly. More like she was tasting the word and deciding whether it still fit.

      I straightened up. "Lena. Didn't know you were coming back this summer."

      "Didn't know I had to file a report." She was leaning against her porch railing, arms crossed, barefoot now. One ankle hooked behind the other.

      "You don't." I let a pause sit between us. "How long are you here?"

      "Through August." Her eyes moved over my face in that unhurried way that women do when they've already made up their mind about something. "My mom's in Phoenix until September. I'm just keeping the house."

      Something shifted in my chest. The slow, low shift of something that had been very still for a very long time.

      "Carol's in Tampa," I said. I don't know why I said it. Yes I do.

      Lena uncrossed her arms. She came down the two porch steps and walked across the lawn toward me, stopping at the edge of her driveway. Eight feet between us. The sky above the cul-de-sac had gone orange and pink, and her hair caught some of it.

      "We should have a drink," she said. "Catch up."

      "We should."

      "I've got wine. My mom leaves a case every summer like I'm going to drink it all." A small grin. "I usually do."

      I followed her across the street.
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      Her mother's house smelled like cedar and old paperbacks and something floral I couldn't name. Lena poured two glasses of red without asking what I wanted and handed one to me, and we stood at the kitchen island the way people do when they haven't decided yet whether this is casual or something else.

      We talked for an hour. Maybe longer. She told me about Seattle, about her research, about a man she had stopped seeing six months ago because he used the word "journey" unironically and twice in one conversation. I laughed at that. She had a way of telling a story that made you feel like the only person in the room.

      I had always noticed that about her.

      At some point we moved to the living room. She sat at the end of the couch, legs tucked up, her glass resting on her knee. I sat close enough that if either of us had leaned slightly, we would have closed the distance. Neither of us leaned.

      Not yet.

      "Can I ask you something?" she said.

      "You usually just ask."

      That got a smile out of her. "Do you and Carol still..." She made a small gesture with her wine glass. Vague. Specific.

      I looked down at my drink. "That's a particular question."

      "I know."

      "No," I said. "Not really. Not for a while."

      She nodded slowly, as if that answered something she had already suspected. "I thought about you. In Seattle." She said it simply. No performance in it. Just the fact, laid down flat.

      My hand tightened slightly around my glass. "Lena …"

      "I'm not looking for anything, if that's what you're about to say. I'm not eighteen anymore. I know what this is."

      "What is it?"

      She uncurled her legs from beneath her and shifted toward me. Slow. Deliberate. Her knee touched mine and she left it there.

      "It's the summer," she said. "And we're both here. And I've been waiting a long time to know if what I remember was real or if I made it up."

      I set my glass on the coffee table.

      When I turned back toward her, she was already close. I could see the faint flush on her chest, the way her breath had changed. I brought my hand up and brushed a piece of hair back from her cheek, my fingers trailing along her jaw. She held very still under my touch, watching me.

      "It was real," I said.

      I kissed her.

      Not rushed. Deliberate, the way everything between us had always been. My hand stayed at her jaw, tilting her face toward mine. She kissed me back without hesitation, one hand closing softly over my wrist like she was making sure I stayed. The wine and the warm evening and the years of not touching were all in it.

      When I pulled back, her lips were slightly parted and her eyes took a moment to open.

      "So," she said quietly. "Still real."

      My thumb traced the line of her cheekbone. I was thinking about tomorrow. About the whole empty month of August stretching out ahead of both of us.

      "Very real," I said.

      She leaned her forehead against mine. Neither of us moved for a long moment. Outside, the last of the summer light finally gave out.
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      I woke up early and lay in the quiet of a house that felt different than it had on Wednesday.

      Nothing had happened. That was the exact truth of it, a kiss, a long pause, and then I had walked back across the street like a man who still knew where the lines were. But something had shifted in the air between my house and hers, and I could feel it even through the walls.

      By nine o'clock I had drunk two cups of coffee and done nothing useful with either of them.

      Her text came just after ten. Are you busy today?

      I stared at it for longer than I needed to. No.

      Good. Come over. I'm making lunch.
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      She answered the door in an oversized t-shirt and athletic shorts, her hair up in a loose knot, a dish towel over one shoulder. It was such an ordinary thing, the way she looked, and yet my whole body registered it the way it registers a change in weather.

      "You're early," she said.

      "You said come over."

      "I said I was making lunch." But she stepped back to let me in, and there was a smile she was working to keep at half-strength.

      The house was cooler than outside, the curtains drawn against the late-morning heat. The kitchen smelled like garlic and olive oil. A pan was already on the stove.

      "Sit," she said, pointing to one of the bar stools at the island. "You can watch."

      "Watch."

      "You look
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