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The Greyhound bus let me off at the corner of Main and Elm, right in front of Mabel’s Diner. The air smelled the same. Like damp earth and the faint, sweet scent of honeysuckle from the bushes that grew wild along the fence of the old Methodist church. I had forgotten how quiet it was here. Or maybe I had just gotten used to the constant hum of the city. For seven years, I had lived in a world of noise and rush. Now, back in Willow Creek, the silence felt like a blanket someone had thrown over my head.

I pulled my one rolling suitcase behind me and hefted my heavy duffel bag higher on my shoulder. The walk to my parents’ house was only a mile, but it felt longer now. My legs were tired from the long ride, and my heart was heavy with all the things I hadn't said to my family yet.

The houses on Maple Street looked just as I remembered them. Old Victorians with wrap-around porches, some painted cheerful colors like yellow or blue, others a dignified white. The lawns were green and neat, and the big oak trees that lined the street were full and lush. It was a picture-postcard town, the kind people wrote songs about. I had spent eighteen years here, dreaming of escape. Now, at twenty-five, I was crawling back, my big-city dreams in a tattered duffel bag.

My parents’ house was at the end of the street. A big, gray Victorian with a red front door. The porch swing where I used to sit and read was still there, creaking gently in the warm breeze. I paused at the bottom of the front steps, my stomach doing a nervous flip.

I hadn’t told them the whole truth. I had called a few weeks ago and said I was "thinking about a change of pace." I didn't say my apartment had been sublet to a friend of a friend. I didn't say my job as a junior graphic designer had ended when the startup I worked for had imploded overnight. I didn't say I was broke and tired and had no idea what came next.

The door swung open before I could knock. My mother, Cora, stood there, her hands clasped in front of her apron. She was a small woman with graying hair and kind eyes that were now filled with a mixture of joy and worry. “Oh, my sweet girl,” she whispered, pulling me into a tight hug. She smelled like lemon and lavender and home.

“Hi, Mom,” I mumbled into her shoulder.

“Let me look at you,” she said, holding me at arm’s length. Her eyes scanned my face, cataloging the new lines of worry around my eyes, the paleness of my skin from too many hours inside. “You’re too thin. Are you eating? Come in, come in. Your father will be back from the hardware store soon. He’s been pacing all morning.”

It felt so good to be mothered. For the last few years, it had just been me, my ramen noodles, and a steady diet of caffeine. I followed her inside, and the familiar smell of the house hit me. Coffee, cinnamon, and the faint scent of wood polish. The living room was exactly the same. The floral sofa, the crocheted blankets, the family photos on the mantle. A young Cora and my dad, Tom, on their wedding day. A gap-toothed me at age seven. A slightly more awkward version of me at my high school graduation, standing next to my best friend, Lily.

Lily. Just thinking her name made my chest ache. I had done a terrible job of staying in touch. I had been so caught up in my new life, my new job, my new "important" problems, that I had let the most important person from my old life slip away. We sent texts on birthdays and holidays, but the daily calls, the endless conversations, had faded into a memory.

“I made your favorite,” my mom said, steering me toward the kitchen. “Chicken pot pie. With the good crust.”

I grinned. “You’re a lifesaver.”

The kitchen was bright and sunny, the windows open to let in the fresh air. I sat at the small kitchen table, the same one where I had done my homework for years, and watched my mom bustle around. She put a big glass of sweet tea in front of me and then a plate with the biggest slice of pot pie I had ever seen.

“Eat,” she commanded. “You can tell me everything after.”

I took a bite, and the taste of it, the creamy sauce and the flaky crust, almost made me cry. It tasted like security. Like a time when my biggest worry was a history test.

“So,” my mom said, sitting down across from me with her own cup of coffee. “The truth. What’s really going on?”

I put my fork down. The truth. Where did I even begin? “It’s just... I needed a reset, Mom. The job wasn't what I thought it was. I was working all the time, and I felt like I was running on a hamster wheel, not getting anywhere.”

“And the boy? What was his name? Kevin?” she asked, her voice gentle.

I felt a hot blush creep up my neck. Kevin. My ex-boyfriend. The one who had broken up with me three months ago because I was "too focused on my career" and he needed someone who "had more time for him." The irony was that I didn't even have the career to show for it anymore. “We broke up. It’s fine. It was for the best.”

She didn’t push, which I was grateful for. My mom had a way of knowing when to ask and when to just be quiet. “Well, you are home now. And that’s all that matters. You can stay as long as you need.”

My dad, Tom, came in a few minutes later, his arms full of bags from the hardware store. He was a tall, solid man with a shock of white hair and a kind, weathered face. He dropped the bags on the floor and gathered me into a hug. “Hey there, city slicker,” he said, his voice booming. “About time you came to visit.”

“It’s not just a visit, Dad,” I said, my voice muffled in his flannel shirt. “I’m... home.”

He looked at me, his eyes knowing. “Good. Your mom has been cooking up a storm. We were starting to think the only thing you knew how to eat was takeout.”

I laughed, and it felt good. For the first time in months, I felt the knot of tension in my shoulders start to unwind. I was home.

Later that afternoon, I decided to go for a walk. I needed to clear my head. I was still trying to figure out a plan. I had a little bit of savings left, enough to last a couple of months. I could apply for jobs online, maybe at a design firm in a bigger city nearby. But a part of me, the stubborn part that had been silent for a long time, whispered that maybe I should try something else. Maybe I should try to find a life that was more than just a job.

I walked past the diner, past the library, past the old movie theater that was now a church. Everything was so quiet and slow. I saw Mrs. Gable from next door weeding her garden. She waved, and I waved back. It was nice. It was easy.

I found myself walking toward the lake. The town beach was a small stretch of sand on the edge of Willow Lake. It was deserted, the water still and smooth as glass. I kicked off my sandals and walked to the edge of the water, letting the cool waves lap at my toes.

The memories came flooding back. Lily and I spent almost every summer day here. We’d swim, build sandcastles, and gossip about boys. Lily was always the more confident one. She was beautiful and fearless, while I was quiet and shy. She was the one who talked to the older boys, who laughed loud and free. I was just her awkward sidekick. And my biggest, most secret crush had been on her older brother, Caleb.

Caleb. He was two years older than us. A star athlete, tall and handsome with a smile that could make a girl’s knees weak. He was always nice to me, but in the way you’re nice to your little sister’s friend. He’d ruffle my hair and call me "kid." I was hopelessly, pathetically in love with him for most of high school. But he was light-years away from me. He went off to college on a football scholarship and then came back to Willow Creek to help run the family’s construction business. I heard he was doing well. Lily had mentioned it in one of her texts.

I sighed, kicking the water. I was a different person now. I had lived in a big city. I had a career, even if it was currently in the gutter. I was more confident, stronger. The awkward teenager was long gone. But the thought of seeing him still made my stomach flutter, and I hated that.

I walked back toward the house, feeling calmer. I passed by the town’s small park. There was a rusty old swing set in the corner. Lily and I used to swing on it for hours. On impulse, I walked over and sat down on one of the swings, its chains groaning in protest. I pushed off with my toes, feeling the familiar, effortless rhythm. The wind in my hair, the sun on my face. It felt like flying.

“Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.”

I stopped the swing so fast I nearly fell off. I knew that voice. I had spent too many hours dreaming about that voice. I looked up, and my heart stuttered in my chest.

Caleb Landon was standing a few feet away, leaning against a tree. He was wearing a dusty pair of jeans and a worn-out t-shirt. He was bigger than I remembered, broader in the shoulders. His dark hair was a little longer, and he had a day’s worth of stubble on his jaw. But his eyes were the same. Blue, bright, and crinkled at the corners. He was smiling, a slow, easy grin that made my brain short-circuit.

“Caleb,” I breathed out. My voice sounded high and breathy. The cool, confident person I thought I was evaporated in an instant. I was fifteen again, blushing and tongue-tied.

He walked closer, his hands in his pockets. “It is you. I thought I was seeing things. You look...” he paused, his eyes traveling over me in a way that made my skin tingle. “You look different.”

“I hope that’s a good thing,” I managed to say. I got off the swing, brushing my hands on my shorts. I was suddenly very aware of my messy ponytail and the fact that I was wearing an old t-shirt. He, of course, looked like he’d just stepped out of a magazine.

He laughed. It was a deep, warm sound. “It’s a good thing. You used to be this little kid who followed Lily around. Now...” he tilted his head. “You look like a woman.”

Oh god. The heat that flooded my face was unavoidable. I could feel my ears burning. “It’s been a long time,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Seven years.”

“I know,” he said softly. There was something in his voice that I couldn’t quite read. “I heard you were in the city. Doing big things.”

I scoffed. “Something like that.”

“Hey,” he said, his
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