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The Morning Bell

The classroom smelled like crayons, dry erase markers, and a hint of the lavender spray Jackie used every morning before the first bell. Twenty tiny desks stood in straight, hopeful rows. The bulletin board glittered with construction-paper suns and shaky first-grader handwriting that read We Shine Bright!

Jackie took a steadying breath as she straightened a stack of spelling worksheets. Monday mornings always started the same — routine, safe, predictable. Exactly how she liked them.

Her heart found a kind of calm in the gentle noise of her students trickling in — zippers, laughter, a question about lost glue sticks. This was her rhythm. Her peace in a world that had, more than once, fallen apart.

The door burst open with familiar energy.

“Good morning, sunshine!” Julie announced, balancing two steaming cups of coffee like offerings from heaven. “Guess who loves you enough to risk third-degree burns from the lounge espresso machine?”

Jackie turned, already smiling. “You’re a saint.”

“I know.” Julie handed over the cup and plopped herself into the nearest tiny chair, crossing her legs like she owned the place. Her earrings sparkled; her grin was trouble in lip gloss form.

“Rough morning?” Jackie asked, grateful for the warmth of the cup in her hands.

Julie sighed dramatically. “One kid cried because his goldfish died. Another cried because his goldfish didn’t. I need caffeine and possibly divine intervention.”

Jackie laughed — really laughed — the kind of laugh she hadn’t made in too long.

They’d been best friends since third grade, back when friendship bracelets and cafeteria secrets sealed the deal. These days, their bond was built on shared lesson plans, inside jokes, and the kind of loyalty that didn’t require words.

Julie leaned forward, eyes sparkling with mischief. “So. It’s a good thing you’re sitting down”

“Ok.  What is it?,” Jackie asked warily.

“I have news.” Julie’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “John Miller is back in town.”

Jackie’s hand stilled around her coffee cup.

Julie tilted her head. “You heard me, right?”

Jackie blinked. “John Miller? As in—”

“As in the John Miller. High school heartthrob, prom night legend, the one you pretended not to still dream about senior year.”

Jackie forced a sip of coffee, even though her stomach fluttered. “I don’t dream about him.”

“Your pulse says otherwise.” Julie grinned, satisfied. “Word is he’s the new doctor at St. Luke’s. Back for good.”

Jackie kept her tone even. “That’s... nice. The hospital could use a good doctor.”

Julie narrowed her eyes. “You’re way too calm about this.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re lying.”

Jackie busied herself straightening papers that didn’t need straightening. “It’s been, what... fifteen years? He probably doesn’t even remember me.”

Julie snorted. “Oh, honey. Trust me — no one forgets their first love.”

Before Jackie could reply, the bell rang. The hallway filled with the squeal and shuffle of first graders. She stood, smoothing her blouse and her expression all at once.

Children poured in — backpacks, chatter, the hum of a brand-new week. Jackie smiled and ushered them to their seats, slipping easily into teacher mode.

But as she helped a student hang up a jacket, her pulse fluttered again.

John Miller.
Back in town.
After all these years.
She turned back to her class and forced a steady smile. “Good morning, everyone! Let’s make it a great day.”

And for the next few hours, she did what she always did — she smiled, she soothed, she taught.

But underneath it all, her heartbeat refused to settle.

––––––––
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After the Bell

The last of the first graders spilled out the door in a flurry of backpacks and high-pitched goodbyes. The hallway outside fell into that familiar, post-bell hush — crayons still rolling in desks, the faint echo of sneakers down the hall.

Jackie stood for a moment in the silence, the calm she usually loved suddenly feeling heavy.

Her classroom was a patchwork of her days — crooked art projects, smudged fingerprints, and a dozen paper hearts with “Mrs. Wyatt” scrawled across them. It was her safe space. Her anchor.
And yet today, it felt... smaller somehow.
She dropped into her chair, letting out a long breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

John Miller is back in town.

Julie’s voice replayed in her mind like a song she couldn’t shut off.

Jackie tried to focus on the stack of math worksheets in front of her, but the numbers blurred. Her hand hovered with the red pen, motionless.

Fifteen years. A lifetime, really. She’d built a whole new person in that time — wife, mother, teacher, survivor.
But somewhere deep down, the girl who once believed in forever was still there, blinking awake at the sound of his name.
She leaned back in her chair, staring at the faded photo taped inside her desk drawer — her and John, arms around each other at seventeen, sunburned and smiling, the lake behind them shimmering like promise. She’d almost forgotten she still kept it there.

Almost.

The door creaked open.

“Mom?”

Grace stood in the doorway, backpack half-zipped, hair escaping her braid. The sight softened something in Jackie’s chest.

“Hey, sweet girl,” she said, smiling. “Ready to go?”

Grace nodded. “Can we stop for ice cream?”

Jackie smiled faintly. “Ice cream on a Monday? You drive a hard bargain.”

Grace grinned. “You always say Mondays need something to look forward to.”

Jackie chuckled, standing and flipping off the lights. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

She gathered her bag and reached for her keys, the classroom falling into shadow behind them.

As they walked down the quiet hall, Grace hummed some tune from music class — light, innocent, unaware of how her mother’s world had just tilted slightly on its axis.

Jackie squeezed her daughter’s hand, forcing her thoughts back to the present — to laughter, to ice cream, to now.

But as they stepped out into the late-afternoon sun, her heart beat just a little faster.

Because somewhere in this same small town, John Miller was breathing the same air again.

And she didn’t know if that scared her... or thrilled her.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Quiet Hours

The house was still except for the soft hum of the dishwasher and the rhythmic tick of the kitchen clock. Grace had fallen asleep an hour ago, curled around her stuffed rabbit, her nightlight casting a faint golden glow down the hall.

Jackie stood by the sink, rinsing the last of the dinner dishes — a ritual more than a necessity. When the world felt uncertain, she cleaned. Straightened. Made order from the edges.

The name kept circling back anyway.

John Miller.

She leaned her hands against the counter and closed her eyes. The sound of it still carried the same pull, like a song from a life she used to hum without realizing.

Fifteen years.
One marriage.
One heartbreak too many.
And now — this.
She walked into the living room and sank onto the couch, tucking her legs beneath her. The lamp cast a soft amber pool of light over the room — books on the coffee table, Grace’s backpack by the door, a basket of laundry she’d fold tomorrow.

Jackie reached for the wooden box on the lowest shelf of the bookcase — the one she hadn’t opened in years. The lid creaked like it remembered her.

Inside: a handful of photographs, a dried rose pressed flat between notebook paper, a folded note she’d read a hundred times back then.

She lifted one picture — her and John, both seventeen, leaning against his beat-up truck, sunlight in their hair and everything ahead of them.

She smiled before she could stop herself. Then sighed, tracing the corner of the photo with her thumb.

He had been all the things she wasn’t — spontaneous, restless, full of plans that reached beyond the town limits. She’d loved him for it, even when she knew it would break her heart.

When he left for college across the country, they’d promised to make it work. Letters. Calls. Visits during breaks.
It lasted through Thanksgiving. By Christmas, the calls had slowed. By spring, they’d stopped.
She never really blamed him for leaving.
But she never stopped wondering if he ever looked back.
A soft knock startled her.

Julie didn’t wait for an answer before letting herself in, holding a bottle of wine and two glasses like it was a peace offering.

“You’re lucky I love you,” she said. “Because my husband just started a movie, and it’s one I actually picked.”

Jackie blinked. “It’s late.”

“So is your brain,” Julie said, settling beside her. “You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where you’re pretending to grade papers but actually spiraling.”

Jackie sighed, leaning her head back against the couch. “I’m not spiraling.”

Julie gave her a look that said she’d known her since braces and butterfly clips. “You’ve been weird since this morning. Tell me you haven’t been thinking about him.”

Jackie didn’t answer. She didn’t need to.

Julie poured the wine. “You don’t have to be scared of a ghost, you know.”

“He’s not a ghost,” Jackie said softly. “He’s a doctor at St. Luke’s.”

Julie smirked. “Right. A very alive, very handsome ghost with great timing.”

Jackie laughed despite herself. “I’m not sixteen anymore.”

“No,” Julie said, clinking her glass against Jackie’s. “You’re stronger, smarter, and — honestly — still hot enough to stop traffic. Don’t forget that part.”

Jackie shook her head, smiling. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m your best friend,” Julie corrected. “It’s my job.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a while, the hum of the refrigerator and the whisper of the clock filling the quiet.

Finally, Julie stood, stretching. “Try to sleep tonight, okay? He’s back, sure. But that doesn’t have to mean anything. Unless you want it to.”

After Julie left, the house fell silent again. Jackie turned the photo over in her hand one last time before tucking it back into the box.

She closed the lid, but her heart refused to follow.

The First Collision

Tuesday morning came far too soon.

Jackie woke before her alarm, the pale light of dawn creeping across her bedroom ceiling. For a moment, she lay there in the stillness, the weight of sleep not quite shaken off. Then her mind caught up.

John Miller. Back in town.

She exhaled slowly, rolling out of bed. Coffee brewing, lunches packed, Grace’s hair braided — routine wrapped around her like armor. Order kept her safe.

By the time she pulled into the school parking lot, she’d tucked away every stray thought that threatened to break through.

The day unfolded like clockwork — spelling tests, sticky fingers, laughter, and the endless hum of questions. At midmorning, Julie leaned into her classroom doorway, holding a stack of construction paper and a knowing grin.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said.

“I’ve seen twenty-two of them,” Jackie replied, nodding toward her class.

Julie chuckled. “Not what I meant. You okay?”

“Fine.”

Julie arched an eyebrow. “Mmhmm. That’s what people say when they’re not fine.”

Jackie sighed. “Please go laminate something.”

“I’ll go laminate your denial.” Julie winked and disappeared down the hall.

Jackie couldn’t help but smile — but her stomach still fluttered.

That afternoon, during recess, the world tilted again.

Grace was running across the playground when she tripped over the edge of the slide base. She landed hard, catching herself with her left hand.

“Mom!” she cried, clutching her wrist.

Jackie’s heart lurched. She was across the playground in seconds, kneeling beside her daughter. “Let me see, sweetheart.”

Grace winced as Jackie gently turned her hand. “It hurts, Mom.”

“I know, baby. We’ll get it checked out.”

The nurse’s office smelled faintly of antiseptic and peppermint gum. Grace sat on the cot, eyes shiny with tears but trying to be brave.

The nurse gave a sympathetic smile. “We’ve got a new district physician doing after-school evaluations today. He can take a quick look.”

“That’s fine,” Jackie said automatically. “Who is—”

The door opened.

“Hi, I’m Dr. Miller,” a familiar voice said.

Jackie’s breath caught.

John stood in the doorway — scrubs, stethoscope, same steady eyes. Older, broader, but still him.

For a heartbeat, neither spoke.

“Jackie.” His tone softened. “Hey.”

“John,” she managed, her voice barely above a whisper.

Grace looked between them, curious. “You two know each other?”

Jackie forced a small smile. “A long time ago.”

John stepped closer, professional but gentle. “Let’s take a look at that wrist, Grace.”

She nodded, eyes wide, and he knelt beside her. His touch was careful as he examined her arm — rolling her sleeve, pressing lightly along the joint.

“Does it hurt here?” he asked.

Grace winced. “A little.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t think it’s broken — just a mild sprain. You were lucky.” He wrapped it in a soft bandage, his movements calm and sure. “Try not to use it too much for a few days, okay?”

“Okay,” Grace said, watching him like he’d just performed a miracle.

John smiled at her, then looked up at Jackie. “She’s tough.”

Jackie’s throat tightened. “She gets that honestly.”

Something warm flickered in his expression — the faintest trace of nostalgia — before he stepped back, slipping his penlight into his pocket.

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

She hesitated, forcing steadiness into her tone. “You too.”

Grace hopped off the cot, clutching her bandaged wrist. “Thanks, Dr. Miller.”

“You’re welcome, Grace.”

As Jackie led her daughter out, she could feel his eyes on her — not staring, just there, like gravity she couldn’t quite ignore.

Outside, the late-afternoon sun painted the playground gold. Grace skipped ahead, chattering about how brave she’d been. Jackie followed a few steps behind, heart thudding in her chest.

Fifteen years.
A whole lifetime.
And somehow, it still felt like no time at all.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Some hearts never forget
where they belong.

A SMALL-TOWN
.~ SECOND CHANCE ROMANCE

MAY COOPER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





