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  Welcome Home
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I stood frozen in the middle of my hometown's annual harvest festival, my senses under assault. The Ferris wheel creaked and groaned as it rotated against the October sky, each revolution punctuated by shrieks from the riders.  
Children with faces painted like tigers and butterflies darted between legs, their sticky fingers clutching half-eaten candy apples. A teenage boy in a letterman jacket won his girlfriend a stuffed bear at the ring toss, and she squealed, throwing her arms around his neck while her friends giggled and recorded the moment on their phones.
The scent of funnel cake hung thick in the air, mingling with the earthy smell of hay bales and the cinnamon-spice of hot apple cider. I inhaled deeply, caught a whiff of manure from the petting zoo, and immediately regretted it. My stomach churned.
A man in a plaid flannel shirt bumped into me without apologizing, too focused on balancing three corn dogs in one hand and a massive soda in the other. Beyond him stretched a sea of similar outfits: flannel shirts in every shade of red, blue, and green. Carhartt jackets. Work boots. Baseball caps advertising farm equipment or local businesses.
I tugged at the sleeves of my cashmere sweater, suddenly aware of how out of place I looked. The festival had seemed charming in my childhood memories, but now it felt suffocating. Claustrophobic. The live band near the beer tent butchered a country song I vaguely recognized, the singer's twang grating against my nerves.
A group of older women walked past, and I recognized Mrs. Henderson, my high school English teacher. She glanced at me without a flicker of recognition. Fifteen years in St. Louis had changed me that much, I supposed. Or maybe I had always been forgettable.
I checked my phone. No service. Of course. I was trapped here for the weekend, surrounded by people who thought deep-fried Oreos were the height of culinary achievement.
I trailed behind my family, watching Caroline juggle her diaper bag while simultaneously wiping ice cream from four-year-old TJ's chin and adjusting baby Benny in his carrier. She caught my eye and smiled, not a hair out of place in her French braid, her t-shirt and jeans spotless despite the chaos.
"Need help?" I asked, knowing the answer.
"I've got it." She beamed, as if managing two children under five was as simple as filing quarterly reports.
I tugged at my sweater again. Growing up, I'd been the one who built elaborate forts in our backyard while Caroline arranged her dolls in perfect rows. I'd climbed the water tower on a dare while she organized the church bake sale. When college acceptance letters arrived, I'd packed for St. Louis before the ink dried. Caroline framed hers from the local community college but never enrolled.
"Aunt Becca, look!" TJ pointed to a pumpkin nearly as big as he was. "Can we carve it?"
"That's for your mom to decide," I said, glancing at my watch. I had forty-eight more hours in Millerville. My sister had called me last month, begging me to come visit. I could have gone without the passive-aggressive edge to her speech, but she was right that I hadn’t been home in too long.
"Benny's almost nine months old and you haven't even met him." The guilt had been enough to book a flight.
The harvest festival had seemed magical when we were kids. Caroline and I had raced through corn mazes, our breath visible in the autumn air, competing to see who could find the exit first. Now I saw the frayed edges of the canvas tents, heard the tinny quality of the music, noticed how the "handcrafted" signs were mass-produced.
"Remember how we used to beg Mom for caramel apples?" Caroline asked, nostalgia softening her voice.
I nodded, not mentioning that the memory tasted sweeter than the reality ever could.
The early evening sun cast long shadows across the fairgrounds. People streamed from the large pumpkin barn toward the center of the festival, their silhouettes stretching like taffy against the trampled grass. I glanced around at the faces, wondering who else I might run into here after all these years away.
TJ pulled on my arm, pointing at an apple bobbing booth where teenagers shrieked as they plunged their faces into cold water.
"Aunt Becca, can we try? Apples are my favorite. Mom says I'm the best apple picker in our whole family."
I nodded absently, my attention suddenly caught by a figure standing near the cider stand. My lungs seized mid-breath. Jake Taylor. The same broad shoulders that had once carried me across Millerville Creek when I was too scared to wade through. The same profile that had pressed against mine in the back of his father's pickup truck under countless starlit skies.
"Aunt Becca, are you listening?"
"Sorry, sweetie," I mumbled, but my focus remained fixed on Jake as he accepted a steaming cup from the vendor.
He wore a faded blue flannel with the sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms tanned from outdoor work. His hair was shorter now, with hints of silver at the temples that somehow made him look more handsome than he had at eighteen.
I watched him laugh at something the cider vendor said, the same laugh that had once made my teenage heart skip beats in calculus class. Three years we'd been together. The valedictorian and the basketball star. I couldn't even remember now why we broke up. Something about different colleges, different futures. It had seemed so important then.
He turned, scanning the crowd as if he could feel me watching him, and our eyes locked across the festival grounds. Sixteen years of carefully constructed distance crumbled in that instant. My skin flushed hot despite the autumn chill. My mouth went dry. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape my chest and run straight to him.
Instantly, I wondered if this weekend had just become dangerously complicated. Jake lifted his cup in a small gesture of recognition, and I found myself mirroring the movement with an empty hand. 
The festival noise faded to a dull hum around me as memories surfaced: his calloused fingertips tracing patterns on my collarbone, the smell of his truck's leather seats mixed with the pine air freshener that hung from the rearview mirror, the way he used to whisper my name against my ear when no one else was around.
My attention snapped back to reality when TJ let out a wail that could have competed with the festival's sound system. His face contorted, cheeks flushing crimson as he stomped one light-up sneaker into the dirt.
"No! I want apples now!" he screamed, drawing stares from nearby festival-goers.
Caroline knelt before him, her voice measured but firm. "We need to eat real food first, buddy. Then we can bob for apples."
TJ threw himself backward onto the ground, arms and legs flailing. "Not fair! Not fair!"
The baby, startled by his brother's outburst, joined the chorus with his own piercing cry. Caroline bounced him gently while simultaneously trying to coax TJ to his feet, her composure beginning to crack around the edges.
Mark appeared from wherever he'd wandered off to, assessing the situation with a calm I envied. He placed a hand on Caroline's shoulder. "We'll take them to the bathroom to clean up," he said, his voice steady against the backdrop of dual meltdowns. "Then get some food in their bellies."
Caroline nodded gratefully, transferring the baby to his arms. She gathered TJ from the ground despite his continued protests. "We'll be back in a few," she said to me, exhaustion evident in the shadows beneath her eyes.
I watched them navigate through the crowd, a perfect nuclear family in crisis. When I turned back toward the cider stand, Jake was gone.






  
  Behind the Barn
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I needed air. The festival had become too much: the constant stream of laughter, the children screaming with delight on hayrides, and the endless small talk all around me. My lungs felt tight; my smile plastered on like cheap makeup. 
I walked away from the crowd, past the food trucks with their competing scents of fried dough and barbecue, past the pumpkin carving contest where a teenager was sculpting something intricate with a tiny knife. The sun was nearly set, casting long shadows across the fairgrounds and painting everything in amber light.
The vendor row stretched before me like an escape route. Some crafters were already packing up, wrapping pottery in newspaper, folding quilts into plastic bins. Others lounged in canvas chairs beneath strings of white twinkle lights, sipping from thermoses I suspected contained more than just coffee.
I nodded at Mrs. Henley, who still sold the same lavender sachets she'd been making since I was in high school. She squinted at me, recognition dawning slowly on her weathered face, but I kept moving before she could remember my name.
The massive steel pumpkin barn loomed ahead, its tall corrugated walls and rusted roof a landmark of my childhood. I slipped behind it, where the festival sounds became muffled and distant. A stack of straw bales waited like they'd been placed there just for me.
I sank down onto one, feeling the scratchy stems poke through my jeans. The evening air smelled of earth and approaching frost. I closed my eyes and let my shoulders drop for what felt like the first time all day. The band had started playing again. The fiddle and guitar notes floated to me like fragments of another life. Something slow and familiar. Something from before.
Then I heard footsteps crunching through the fallen leaves behind me.
A shadow stretched across the straw beside me. I looked up, and there stood Jake, silhouetted against the last blush of sunset.
"Hey," he said, hands shoved into the pockets of his faded jeans. “I thought that was you, Becky.”
My spine stiffened at the nickname. No one had called me that in years. I'd corrected coworkers, friends, and even my mother. But from Jake's lips, it reached back through time and found the girl I used to be.
"Rebecca," I said, softer than I intended. "It's Rebecca now."
He nodded, a half-smile playing at the corner of his mouth. "Right. Sorry."
The festival music drifted around us, punctuated by distant laughter. Jake shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his gaze traveling from my face to the ground and back again.
"So," he said finally. "You still in town, or just visiting?"
I shook my head. "I live in St. Louis," I said. "Never left after college."
His eyebrows lifted. "No kidding? I’ve been there since college, too." He paused, ran a hand through his hair. "Thought about moving back here after the divorce, but I wanted to stay near my son."
"How old is your son?" The words felt strange on my tongue.
"He’s nine years old. Great kid." His smile was genuine. “What about you? Anyone special?”
"I never married," I said quietly. "Came close once."
Jake nodded slowly. "I remember you always said you wanted the city lights."
"And you said you'd never leave this place."
"Well." His eyes met mine, holding something unsaid. "That was a long time ago, Becky."
The old nickname again. This time, I didn't correct him.
Our eyes met. Jake took a step closer, and I felt the air between us grow electric. His scent reached me first, that mix of cedar and something uniquely him that had haunted my dreams for years. I told myself to back away, to remember all the reasons we had ended. My body refused to listen.
"Rebecca," he whispered, but it sounded like Becky on his lips.
His fingers brushed my cheek, calloused but gentle. The touch sent a current down my spine that pooled low in my belly. I leaned into his palm without meaning to, my skin remembering his before my mind could protest.
"We shouldn't," I murmured, even as I tilted my face toward his.
"Probably not," he agreed, his thumb tracing my lower lip.
The festival sounds faded. All I could hear was his breathing, slightly uneven, and the thundering of my own heart. His eyes darkened as they dropped to my mouth.
When our lips finally met, the years collapsed. The kiss started tentative
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