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Claire Bennett had not set foot in Millbrook in nine years, and she had a very good list of reasons why, all of which evaporated the moment she pulled into her mother's driveway and saw a familiar truck parked two houses down — the same dented blue pickup Jonah Reed had been driving since he was seventeen, somehow still running, somehow still his.

"You didn't tell me he lived two houses away now," Claire said into the phone, watching her mother through the kitchen window pretend not to have orchestrated this entirely on purpose.

"Didn't I?" her mother said, with the particular innocence of a woman who absolutely had not forgotten. "Well. You're only here for the summer, fixing up your grandmother's house. I'm sure your paths won't cross much."

Their paths crossed the very next morning, when Claire stepped onto her grandmother's porch with a cup of coffee and found Jonah on a ladder against her own roofline, hammer in hand.

"You're trespassing," she said.

He looked down, and for one unguarded second, something crossed his face that looked exactly like the boy she'd left behind nine years ago — before it smoothed back into careful neutrality. "Your mother asked me to fix the gutter before the storm hits Thursday. I didn't realize you'd moved back into the house."

"I haven't moved back. I'm here for the summer. To sell it."

"Right," Jonah said, climbing down slowly. "Of course you are."

There was a whole conversation buried in those four words, nine years of it, and Claire was not ready to have any part of that conversation standing in her grandmother's yard in yesterday's clothes.

"Thank you for the gutter," she said instead, and went back inside before he could see her hands shaking around the coffee cup.
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The truth, which Claire had spent nine years trying not to examine too closely, was this: she had left Millbrook the same week Jonah proposed, not because she didn't love him, but because she had been twenty-two and terrified of a life that ended exactly where it began, in the same small town, with the same small horizons, no matter how much she loved the boy standing inside them.

She had taken the architecture scholarship in Chicago. She had built a career, a life, an entire skyline of buildings with her name quietly attached to the blueprints. She had told herself it was the right choice for nine years, and she had almost, almost believed it, until her grandmother passed and left her a house in a town she'd sworn she would never return to.

"You could just sell it without coming back," her business partner had said, over the phone, when Claire announced she was taking the summer off.

"I need to see it through," Claire had said, and had not been honest, even with herself, about what "it" really meant.

She found out three days later, fixing the porch steps Jonah had apparently also repaired without being asked, when he appeared at the fence line with two glasses of lemonade and an expression that suggested he'd been working up the courage to cross it for longer than the walk had taken.

"We should talk," he said. "Properly. Not gutter small talk."

"Jonah—"

"You left," he said, simply, no
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