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Chapter 1: The Confrontation
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Jack’s words hung in the air like blasphemy as the congregation turned to stare.

“Isn’t that a bit dramatic?” He had dared to ask Pastor Dan, whose hands now gripped the pulpit. The question, subversive yet straightforward, sent ripples through First Covenant Church, where faith should be swallowed, not questioned.

“Excuse me, Jack?”

Pastor Dan’s smile remained perfect as porcelain, but his eyes fixed on Jack with the cold precision of a hunter sighting prey.

The church air, heavy with aftershave and incense, seemed to thicken further as Lydia’s hymnal-clutching hand brushed against his, a silent warning he chose to ignore. His foot tapped an anxious code into the carpet as triangles of sunlight illuminated the dust between them like suspended judgment.

“Isn’t doubt part of faith?” Jack continued, his voice steadier than his trembling hands. “Didn’t Thomas doubt, and wasn’t he still counted among the apostles?”

Pews creaked as bodies shifted. Mrs Hoffman’s pearls clicked against her fingers as her hand flew to her throat. Pastor Dan’s knuckles whitened against the dark oak, his Adam’s apple bobbing twice beneath his cranberry tie. In the third row, Deacon Phillips leaned to whisper something to his wife, who shushed him with a sharp elbow. The Andersons, who hadn’t missed a Sunday in twenty-seven years, exchanged glances, their eyebrows arched in perfect synchronicity. Even the ceiling fans seemed to slow their rotation, as if the very air had thickened.

“Doubt is the crack through which evil seeps,” Dan announced to the congregation.

In that suspended moment, Lydia’s knuckles went pale against her hymnal—the late-morning sun sliced through stained glass, painting accusatory red and gold across the aisle. Jack felt the heat rise in his cheeks as Mrs Henderson’s mouth formed a perfect O, and Deacon Phillips’ shoulders stiffened like cardboard. Even the dust motes seemed to freeze in their dance, waiting for the first wisp of smoke.

Dan leaned in, his eyes fervent as he spoke, “Thomas was rebuked for his doubt. The Lord said, ‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’ It’s right there, Jack.” He rapped the open Bible with the edge of his palm, conviction resonating through his voice. “Certainty is what we strive for.”

Jack listened, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts. Certainty, he mused, is that what this is all about? He looked at Dan, remembering the days when they were kids, playing in the churchyard, their lives so simple and carefree. Dan had always been the steadfast one, his faith unyielding as a rock. But Jack had always been the questioner, the one who needed to understand the ‘why’ behind it all.

Shaking his head, Jack countered, “Certainty isn’t the same as faith, Dan.” His voice was steady, but doubt gnawed at him. If you know something, if you’re sure, he thought, then what room is there for belief? Isn’t faith about trusting in the absence of proof? His gaze drifted to the Bible, its pages worn from years of use. And if I can’t have certainty, he wondered, can I still make that leap of faith?

He paused, scanning the front row. Their faces all carried the same message: stop talking. But Jack couldn’t.

“It seems to me that pretending you don’t have questions is worse than admitting you do. At least it’s honest.”

Pastor Dan’s smile thinned, his eyes narrowing. He thought Jack was pushing too far, challenging his authority in front of the congregation.

“Honesty is only admirable when it aligns with the truth. Otherwise, it’s just selfishness masquerading as virtue.”

Jack almost laughed, but the sound came out brittle, echoing his inner turmoil.

“So, what, my questions are selfish?”

He thought of all the nights he had spent wrestling with his doubts, feeling anything but selfish.

“Not just yours.” Dan’s right cheek twitched three times in rapid succession as he leaned into the microphone, his voice rising to fill every corner of the sanctuary. “The church doesn’t exist to coddle every fleeting doubt. We have to stand for something, or we’ll fall for anything.” He adjusted his tie with a practised flick, eyes scanning the congregation for nods of approval. A man in the third pew, Jack knew him as Bill, who oversaw the annual summer fair, coughed and muttered, “He’s got a point.”

Emily from the Christingle committee caught Jack’s eye with a small, knowing smile. Beside him, Lydia sat rigid, lips bleached white, staring fixedly at the ceiling beams as if calculating the social cost of his outburst or praying for divine intervention—perhaps both.

Pastor Dan stepped away from the pulpit and moved down the chancel steps into their midst with the sort of presence that belonged on a TV show, not confined behind a communion table.

“Jack, I know you’ve been through a rough season.” His voice lowered for tenderness, but loud enough to reach every corner. In their heads, they all considered what “rough” meant for Jack. “We all struggle, brother, but there comes a time to put aside childish ways and trust that you’re part of something bigger than yourself.”

Jack set his jaw, recalling all the Sunday school lessons he had attended during his childhood. “It’s not childish to ask questions. Isn’t that what Martin Luther did? Didn’t he nail his doubts to the church door?”

His words summoned Luther’s ghost. The room stiffened. Lydia’s sharp intake of breath cut through the heater’s drone, her eyes telegraphing tomorrow’s social wreckage.

Pastor Dan’s face clouded, thinking this might be bad enough to call an emergency elders meeting. ‘‘Luther’s questions were rooted in study and prayer, not wilful rebellion.” It was an accusation, a warning. The gauntlet had been thrown down.

“Maybe it just feels like rebellion when you’re on the other side of it,” Jack said, his voice rising despite himself, the words echoing off the vaulted ceiling. The dentist barked a laugh that cut through the silence like a scalpel, then shrank into his seat, face burning crimson. The teenager’s knuckles went white against the pew, his jaw clenched so tight a muscle jumped in his cheek.

Dan slammed back to the pulpit, gripping the edge until his fingertips blanched.

“Doubt is CANCER,” he thundered, each word a hammer strike. “It metastasises through the congregation until faith withers and dies. We’re called to excise it, Jack, not nurture the disease.”

Jack’s head snapped up, meeting Dan’s gaze with unflinching intensity.

“Then call me terminal,” he said, voice quivering with emotion. “Because I’d rather die honest than live suffocated by certainty.”

The only sound was the shuffle of feet and a sniffle from the fifth pew.

Dan cleared his throat. “You’re welcome to meet with me later, Jack. But I will not let this assembly be led astray by confusion. This is a house of clarity, not chaos.”

Jack almost stood up, but Lydia’s hand caught his. She held him there, thumb pressed hard against his wrist. His pulse pounded against her thumb, rapid and desperate. He looked at her, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. Her eyes stayed fixed on the stained glass above the altar, where Jesus stretched forgiving arms toward a flock of blue and gold sheep, and she wondered if the artist had ever doubted his calling, or if they just painted what people wanted to see.

Jack turned to look at the congregation. A few faces were sympathetic, but most were locked into a mixture of politeness and silent condemnation.

Pastor Dan softened his voice again. “Let’s stand and sing hymn number two-fifty-eight.”

He gave the organist a nod, and the woman coaxed “Be Thou My Vision” from the pipes.

Jack didn’t stand. Lydia rose automatically, hymnal clamped between her hands like a shield. She sang with her chin lifted, each note perfectly timed, each syllable enunciated like she was auditioning. Her jaw quivered on “be Thou my vision” and she blinked three times in rapid succession at “nought be all else to me.”

Across the aisle, Mrs Henderson’s eyes flicked between Jack and the hymnal. Behind him, someone cleared their throat. Jack’s fingers found the edge of the cushion and gripped it. The words “Thy presence my light” floated from the organ pipes, and his throat closed.

When the final chord faded, Pastor Dan’s hands rose. “Let us pray. Lord, guard our hearts from doubt. Let us not be led astray by the tempter’s voice, but support one another in steadfast love.”

Jack’s head bowed automatically. His “amen” came out as a whisper.

The congregation shuffled toward the doors. Mr Wilkins, who always shook Jack’s hand with two pumps and a “good to see you,” now offered three limp fingers and averted eyes. Mrs Chen patted his arm twice, the same way she’d patted it at Graham’s funeral. Lydia stood by the last pew, thumb working the clasp of her purse open and shut, open and shut.

“Let’s go,” she said, the words barely audible over the squeak of dress shoes on linoleum.

Jack followed her past the bulletin board with its faded flyers, past the metal coat rack where his father’s old fedora used to hang every Sunday. Outside, the February air bit his cheeks. Their footprints marked the thin layer of frost on the path to the Hall.

––––––––
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THE FELLOWSHIP HALL hummed with hushed conversations and the smell of stale coffee. Jack focused on counting pushpin holes in the bulletin board, avoiding the lingering stares. As Pastor Dan approached, the room grew quiet. Lydia stood at the edge, her fingers fidgeting with her purse strap. 

“Jack,” Pastor Dan said, smoothing his suit lapels. “I hope you’ll forgive my directness. Sometimes truth requires bluntness."

“It’s church, Dan. I expected blunt."

The Pastor's voice softened. “I know you’ve been struggling since last year. Loss can make us feel unsteady.” He gestured vaguely upward.

Jack hadn’t intended to discuss this in public, but it spilt out regardless: Graham was gone, and nothing had changed except the silence that filled every corner of Jack’s life. No car crash or prolonged illness—just a heart that chose the wrong moment to falter and hollow days that followed. The condolences and casseroles didn't help; even a year later, grief caught him unexpectedly.

He recalled the last time he saw Graham by this same coffee urn, sharing a story about the men's retreat which made Jack laugh so hard he'd coughed onto his tie. Graham handed him a napkin, smirking: "You're not even safe in the house of God." The following Sunday, that tie lay crumpled while Jack mowed the lawn, mind on autopilot.

"I'm not grieving poorly for my brother," Jack finally said. "Certainty doesn't solve anything—it just glosses over the cracks."

Pastor Dan’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Sometimes the cracks are where doubt festers, Jack. You know that.” He looked around at the scattering crowd, lowering his voice. “The community needs strong leaders. Who do not waiver”

“Jack’s cheeks burned. He sensed every face in the Hall tuned to this frequency, even if their bodies faced the snack table.

“What you’re calling strength, I call stubbornness. Why is it a virtue to ignore your own questions?”

Pastor Dan’s reply was quick, rehearsed. “Because the world is full of confusion. If the shepherd loses faith, what happens to the sheep?”

The exchange drew the attention of a local councillor, who sidled over in a tailored blazer and an expression of concern so practised it bordered on Olympic. She made as if to speak, but thought better of it, retreating into a nearby group of Sunday school teachers.

Lydia’s teeth dug into her lower lip as she clutched her purse with bloodless fingers. Jack sought her eyes, hungry for alliance, but found her staring at the checkerboard floor, following the cement seams as though they might lead her somewhere far from this moment.

Pastor Dan leaned in, his voice so low only Jack and maybe Lydia could hear. “Some of us are built for doubt. Some for certainty. I hoped you would remember your role in this body, Jack.”

Jack’s hands curled into fists. “I haven’t forgotten. I just thought the body could stand a little honesty.”

For a moment, the wall clock’s ticking was the only sound. Pastor Dan straightened with an exhale. “I’ll pray for you.” The words felt more like a blessing of dismissal than of comfort.Jack nodded and turned, walking away with Lydia close behind. As they reached the entryway, she spoke. “You didn’t have to make a scene.’’

‘‘I didn’t intend to,” Jack replied. “He wouldn’t let it go.”Lydia hesitated, her voice shaking. “He’s just doing his job, Jack.”“Then maybe it’s time I do mine,” he said, uncertain of his own meaning.

At the coat rack, Jack put on his jacket and almost left his Bible, filled with his father’s notes. But he couldn’t part with it yet.Whispers filled the air behind them: “Did you see how he talked back to Pastor?” The voice asked in shock. “I sort of admire him,” another added softly.Jack blushed, caught between embarrassment and defiance. Were they really impressed by him? Or was admiring him easier than confronting their doubts?

He shouldered through the heavy doors, winter air slicing at his face. Lydia followed, the space between them electric with things unsaid. From the top step, he took in the parking lot—neat rows of vehicles under a slate-colored sky. Each car represented someone who’d sat through the same sermon, heard the same exchange. Yet here he stood, hollowed out by questions no one else seemed willing to ask.

“This is it for me,” Jack said, the words dissolving in the wind. “First Covenant, I mean."

Lydia tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with practised precision.

“You’re upset. Give it time."

Jack’s mouth curved, not quite a smile. “Time won’t fix this. I already know."

Be-00phind them, the church doors swung shut with a resonance that carried down the street and across the empty playground. For a moment, Jack stood listening to the silence that followed, heavy, honest, and his alone.

Inside, Pastor Dan gathered his things at the altar, his hands trembling as he thumbed through the following week’s notes. The congregation drifted out in twos and threes, leaving behind only the echo of what had happened.

Lydia lingered at the edge of the steps, eyes following Jack as he walked ahead, his stride unhurried but determined. She hesitated, then started after him, the distance between them stretching, narrowing, stretching again.

Above them, the church bell chimed noon, the sound flat and hollow in the cold. Jack kept walking. Lydia followed.

Pastor Dan observed them from the window, his face a mix of regret and something else —relief, perhaps, or just the ache of letting go.
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Chapter 2: The Rift Begins
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In the stubborn chill of March, Jack and Lydia walked home. Lydia unlocked the door, and they entered the quiet kitchen. Shedding winter layers and the thud of an aged Bible on the wooden table resonated with unspoken tension. Lydia filled the kettle and chose red mugs from the shelf. She didn’t ask what kind of tea Jack wanted; he’d never cared, and there was only Earl Grey.

Steam fogged the window, hiding their winter-bare yard. Lydia stood rigid at the kettle, eyes fixed on its rising whistle, ignoring both Jack and the table between them.

Jack’s jaw tightened as he recalled Pastor Dan’s sermon. The way Dan’s voice had risen an octave when he’d said “doubt is the enemy of salvation,” the way Mrs Abernathy’s fingers had whitened around her hymnal.

The Bible sat between them on the table, its once-gold edges worn to dull brass. Jack flipped it over, hiding his father’s engraved name.

“So,” Lydia said, her throat clicking as she swallowed. “The Hendersons wouldn’t even look at me during the closing hymn."

Jack’s laugh came out as a wheeze. “Wasn’t planning on heresy before coffee."

Water splashed against the ceramic as she filled their mugs. “Next time, rehearse your theological crises with me first’’

He met her eyes—crow’s feet deeper than last month, a tiny muscle twitching beneath her left eye.

“What exactly do you want here, Lyd?’’

She slid his mug across the wooden table, tea sloshing dangerously close to the rim.

“I do not want to find out what my husband believes from a pew in a sanctuary.” Her fingers drummed once, twice against the tabletop. “I do not want to be ambushed.’’

Jack traced the mug’s handle with his thumb, watching steam curl toward the ceiling. “You’d have shut me down just the same at home.”

Lydia dragged her chair forward, the legs scraping against linoleum. “Try me."

The clock on the wall ticked seven times before Jack opened his mouth, then closed it. His tongue felt thick. “I can’t just... stand there and sing about certainties anymore.’’

“I’m not asking for—” Her voice lifted at the end, hanging the sentence like a question.

The kitchen clock ticked thirteen more times.

“I’m tired,” Jack said.

“That’s all you say lately.’’

He pushed the mug away, tea rippling untouched. His chair legs screeched against the floor. “Need some air.’’

“Jack, we’re not finished...’’

He shook his head, sock feet shuffling toward the back door. Cold air seeped through thin cotton, numbing his toes. One hand gripped the doorknob, the other balled in his pocket.

“We never are.’’

A gust of cold invaded the kitchen as Jack stepped out. Lydia flinched and reached for the swinging door, watching him through the frosted glass: his breath fogging, hands buried in his pockets. She clutched her mug, warmth dissipating into the frigid air. Her sermon notes lay in a neat stack on the table, bullet points prepared for a conversation she knew might never happen. They usually liked to discuss the day’s sermon afterwards. Lydia shivered, clutching the notes while counting the clock’s beats. The wind rattled the door, mocking her with its sound. When Jack returned, he remained silent, brushing past her like an aimless ghost. He took the Bible from the table, disappearing down the hallway and into his study. Lydia lingered alone, sipping tea and cradling her notes as time trickled away into an empty afternoon.

––––––––
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THE NEXT FEW DAYS MOVED slowly, half-frozen, impossible to sweep aside. Jack filled the time with tasks that required neither faith nor conversation. He shut himself in the study, grading history essays with a red pen wielded like a scalpel. Lydia’s attempts to open the door, literal and otherwise, were met with “I just need to finish these,” or, more often, a flat silence that repelled further approach.

Night after night, Jack hunched over student papers, his face lit from below by the desk lamp’s harsh glow. The floorboards outside his study door would creak, pause, then creak again as Lydia’s shadow passed beneath the door. The distant sounds of her evening ritual filtered through the walls—water rushing into the tub, the tap of her toothbrush against porcelain, the soft compression of mattress springs. In the morning, when he finally dragged himself to bed, his fingers would find evidence she never let him hear: a mascara and tear-stained tissue tucked beneath her pillow.

In the mornings, Lydia moved as if trying to outrun something—her scarf snapped around her neck, her shoes laced with deliberate haste—as she packed her lunch and then rifled through her after-school lesson plans. Quite often, she set a single piece of fruit on Jack’s side of the counter: a slick red apple, a banana curved like a question mark, or a clementine peeled, each segment arranged in a hopeful little curve. She imagined him lifting one piece, the fruit’s sweetness thawing whatever freeze had settled in him. But the fruit sat till it browned; Jack meant to eat it, of course he did, yet couldn’t bring himself to.

On Wednesday, the loose floorboard in the hallway snapped the last thread of his patience. He hauled the battered hammer up from the basement, its handle smoothed by old frustrations, and found a fistful of nails in the drawer. Each blow landed with more force than necessary, sending motes of dust drifting lazily from the ceiling, as if the house itself were weary of their quiet war. Lydia poked her head out of the bathroom, her hair damp and her eyes wary. “Do you want help?” she asked, voice low, as though any sound might crack the walls. He paused, hammer poised above the board. “I’ve got it,” he said, not shifting his gaze. He finished, ran a cautious thumb over the newly steady plank, then left the hammer on the floor for three days. An accusation in wood and metal, before he finally dragged it back to its corner.

Sometimes, when the silence grew dense enough to taste, Jack would slip outside in slippers and a robe, ghosting along the border of their patch of dead grass. He kept the last of his cigarettes hidden in the glovebox of his car, each one a promise of relief he barely believed in. The air was sharp, almost punishing, but he welcomed the ache in his lungs. It felt more honest than the brittle politeness hovering inside the house. He smoked long enough for Lydia to glimpse him at the window, then he watched her turn away: to the dishes, to laundry, to the muted news flickering on her tablet. Neither of them made a move to close the gap, and Jack wondered if she felt the same slow drift, or if she was simply stronger at holding her ground as the ice cracked beneath them.

One afternoon, his feet carried him to the hallway bookshelf, and he found himself studying the Bible—his finger tracing the spine, his father’s name pressed into the leather years ago. He remembered Sunday mornings, the ritual of promise and disappointment. For a moment, he thought he might open to the Gospels, desperate for something that still worked, but his faith had curdled into a bitter film he couldn’t swallow. So he slid that volume back and pulled out The Grapes of Wrath. Steinbeck’s dust-choked fields, the relentless quest for a place to stand—it all felt too close. He read page after page until his own emptiness seemed almost believable, almost full.

At dinner, they faced each other across matching plates of salmon patties, boiled potatoes, frozen peas—meals assembled with practised care, but eaten with the wariness of hostages. Lydia asked about his grading. He swallowed, letting the water wash away her question. “Fine.” She waited for more, then—braver—she asked if the floorboard was solid this time. He stabbed a pea like it owed him an explanation. “Should hold for a while.” Lydia nodded, pressed her napkin to her lips, and allowed the following question to die in her throat. After a few silent minutes, she pushed back her chair and retreated to her laptop; Jack slipped away to his study. The house sighed around them, the quiet expanding until it swallowed both their voices.

––––––––
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LYDIA STEPPED INTO Sarah’s house, a symphony of colour and warmth. Her senses were instantly bombarded by the comforting familiarity of well-used toys and the colours of Afghan throws, clashing and harmonising in a way only Sarah’s home could achieve. As she slipped off her boots and sank her toes into the plush, shaggy rug that promised solace for weary feet, she caught sight of Sarah—her face flushed from baking, her eyes carrying an unspoken concern. Their relationship was as comfortable as the worn-out objects that filled the house, shared stories, laughter, and countless mugs of hot chocolate. Today, something was different; a tension hung in the air, making Lydia wonder what lay behind it.

“So,” Sarah said, after they buttered and jammed their first scones in silence. “On a scale of one to ten, how much do you want to throttle your husband today?”

Lydia laughed, and the sound surprised her enough that she had to pause and recover.

“Somewhere around eight. Maybe higher.”

“Good,” Sarah said, nodding with mock solemnity. “Anything less would be unseemly at this stage of marriage.”

They ate for a while, the conversation drifting from Sarah’s students (fourth graders who, she claimed, were less mature than her own toddler, before the topic circled, inevitably, to Jack.

Lydia hesitated, tracing a fingertip through a spill of tea on the table.

“He’s not himself, or maybe he is, and I’m the one who changed.”

Sarah took a scone, broke it in half, and offered a piece to Lydia, who accepted it out of habit.

“You’re both changing, it’s allowed, you know. They don’t tell you that when you’re sending out invitations.”

Lydia smiled, but the inner dullness still lingered. “He spends hours in that office. I think he’s rewriting War and Peace at this point.”

“Have you tried bribing him with sex?” Sarah asked, deadpan.

This time, Lydia’s laugh was more of a startled bark. “Probably grade me with a red pen.”

“Then, you would have to pass spectacularly,” Sarah advised.

“I don’t know how to reach him any more, Sarah. Every time I try, it’s like there’s a wall I never noticed before. Like I’m on the wrong side of it, and if I ask too many questions, the whole thing might come down.”

Sarah went quiet, then refilled Lydia’s tea. She reached for a quilted throw on the back of her chair and draped it around Lydia’s shoulders, tucking it in gently.

“Maybe that’s what’s supposed to happen,” she said. “Sometimes you need the wall to fall so you can see what’s left.”

Lydia sipped her tea, searching for something to anchor to.

“He says he can’t pretend any more. That he’s tired of lying to everyone, including me.”

“That’s honest,” Sarah said. “Painful, but honest.”

“What if he doesn’t come back?” Lydia’s voice cracked on the last word. “What if he keeps drifting until he’s just gone?”

Sarah considered. “Then you’ll have to decide what you want to hold on to. Sometimes, faith is just staying put long enough to see if the other person turns around.”

Lydia stared at her hands, the steam from the mug curling around her fingers.

“Do you ever wonder if we’re doing this all wrong? If it’s supposed to be easier?”

Sarah snorted. “Honey, if it were supposed to be easy, God would’ve made us all the same. Or at least given us better instructions.”

She reached out and squeezed Lydia’s hand.

“I think it’s okay not to have all the answers. Maybe the point is to ask the right questions.”

Lydia let the words settle over her like Sarah’s quilt. Her shoulders unclenched, and the tremor in her hands stuttered and slowed. She wondered if Jack was home, if he had even realised she was absent, or even if he had left the study.

She finished her tea, then stood to help clear the table. Sarah waved her off, so Lydia wandered into the living room, where piles of children’s books and half-finished knitting projects covered every flat surface. She ran her fingers over the spines, reading titles aloud in her head, and the unfamiliar pulse of hope rising within her.

When it was time to go, Sarah walked her to the door and bundled her back into her coat.

“Don’t let him drive you crazy,” She grinned, “Or, do, but make sure you get something good out of it.”

Lydia grinned. “I’m going to try.”

She paused on the step, looking back at her friend. “Thank you, Sarah. For listening.”

“Anytime. And if you need backup, you know where to find me. And I have scones.”

Lydia walked to her car, the sun higher now, the wind biting but less sharp. She sat in the driver’s seat for a long moment, breathing in the scent of cinnamon that had clung to her clothes. She was steadier. Not certain, but steadier.

“I can’t walk his path for him,” she said aloud, testing the words. “But I can walk beside him.”

The phrase sounded right, or at least truer than anything she’d heard in church. She started the engine, already plotting what she might say to Jack when she got home. Maybe nothing at all. Maybe, “I’m here.”

Maybe that would be enough.
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Chapter 3: An Unexpected Encounter
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The recycling lorry thundered toward Jack, headlights cutting through the March darkness. He flinched, clutching his robe closer as the cold bit through the worn fabric. The bin resisted him, its wheel stuck fast in overnight frost, another small defeat in a growing collection. Last night, he’d only managed to stare at the bin through the window, pinned in place by something heavier than mere laziness—a weight that turned even the simplest chore into an impossible climb. Now the grey bin rattled over every sidewalk crack, its handle slick with something foul that stung his palm. Still, he gripped it tighter, as if this minor discomfort might somehow balance larger ledgers.

At the curb, he arranged the bins in perfect formation, equidistant and with their labels facing outward. His father’s voice echoed: “Order is the first step to grace.” The same father who, moments after dispensing this wisdom, had upended his own bin across the driveway with a string of muttered curses. Those contradictions, Jack thought, had always been the most honest sermons.

The lorry stuttered to a halt, coughing up diesel and grumbling like it resented every bin on the block. The driver’s side door swung open and Sam Elliot hopped down, reading glasses bouncing on their cord as he hit the pavement. He limped a little on his right leg, an old injury, Jack recalled, though he didn’t know the story.

“Morning, Jack.” Sam’s voice was warm, unhurried, the kind that made you believe mornings could be decent after all.

Jack tried to answer with equal enthusiasm, but it came out thin. “Hey, Sam.”

“Got the bins out early, eh?” Sam said, grinning as he wheeled the first one toward the hydraulic lift. “You’re showing up the rest of us.”

Jack shrugged. “Woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep. Might as well be productive.”

The machine hoisted the bin and upended it with a thump that seemed to vibrate the whole street. Sam glanced at Jack, reading something in his posture, the sag of his shoulders, or how he hugged his arms tight against the wind.

“Hell of a cold snap,” Sam observed, slapping the bin’s lid closed. “March always has a last bite. My granddad called it the ‘liar’s thaw.’ Trick you into thinking spring was close, then wallop you with one last week of misery.”

Jack offered a half-smile, the best he could manage.

“Sounds about right. At the moment, it all feels like one big liar’s thaw.”

Sam let that hang, loading the other bin with practised economy.

“You alright, Jack?” he asked. Not intrusive, just neighbourly.

Jack considered lying, but the question was so gently lobbed that it seemed wrong to spike it back.

“Been better,” he admitted. “Bit stuck, I guess.”

Sam nodded as though he expected this. He leaned on the bin, one hand resting easily, and looked out over the row of boxy houses.

“Most folks are, this time of year. Darkness gets in your bones.”

Jack wanted to say it wasn’t the darkness, but the clarity of day that bothered him. Instead, he stared at the lorry’s battered side panel, noting the faded sticker that read.

“Keep It Clean” in optimistic blue.

“Found something odd yesterday,” Sam said. “In the rubbish, I mean.”

He produced a small, battered action figure from his coat pocket. Its cape was torn, but the arms still rotated.

“Some kid must’ve dropped it by accident. Or maybe a parent, tired of the mess.”

Jack took it, turning the little figure in his palm. The plastic was cold and cheap to the touch.

“Used to be, folks would fix things when they broke,” Sam went on. “Toys, chairs, hearts, you name it. Now it’s all chuck and replace.” He nodded at the toy. “Sometimes the things folks throw away just need a bit of patience, not the bin.”

Jack ran a thumb over the figure’s face, chipped paint revealing the bare white underneath. “Suppose that’s true,” he mumbled.

“Had a mate who said broken things are just waiting for new stories. Reckon that’s why I keep bringing these home. My missus says the house is turning into a landfill. But she’s the first to smile when I glue something back together.”

Jack handed the toy back, suppressing the urge to pocket it himself. “You ever think some things are too broken to fix?”

Sam grinned, teeth flashing in the early light. “Only if you quit trying.”

He loaded the bins with a grunt, then dusted off his gloves. “Most things don’t need fixing, anyway. Just understanding.”

Jack stood, arms slowly uncrossing as the truth of it wormed its way in. He didn’t want to admit it, but he found himself wishing he had something worth mending.

The lorry growled to life, and Sam gave a little salute. “See you next week, Jack. Or at the shop, if you ever want to try your hand at fixing one of these yourself.”

He held up the action figure again, waggling its arms.

“Not as hard as it looks.”

He tossed it to Jack, and he caught it, smiling, a fuller smile this time. I will.”

He watched the lorry crawl down the street, Sam driving and his crew walking along, fetching bins. Sam jumped down again, waving to an older woman on the corner, then hoisting another bin. A Crow cawed overhead, wings beating as it disappeared into the dawn.

Jack lingered at the curb, staring down at the damp impression his slippers had left on the pavement. The frost was already melting around them, forming tiny rivers that branched in all directions. He wondered, not for the first time, if that was how everything thawed: a little at a time, unnoticed, until the ground underneath changed shape without warning.

When he went back inside, he set the action figure on the windowsill above the sink. He figured Lydia would see it there and maybe, just maybe, ask him about it. For now, he let the silence fill the kitchen, warm and patient, waiting for the next thing worth saving.

––––––––
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LYDIA’S HANDS WERE ink-stained from the junk mail before she even saw Sarah’s figure hover at the glass. The neighbour rapped twice on the door, then let herself in, as was her custom, bringing a gust of wind and a faint scent of supermarket bread.

“Morning, Lyd,” Sarah called, waving a flyer like a winning bingo card. Her cheeks were pink from the cold, and her hair flew away above her headband.

“Hey,” Lydia said, flattening the pile of mail with one palm. “You’re up early.”

“Did you see this?” Sarah planted the glossy flyer dead centre on Lydia’s battered kitchen table, scattering coupons and insurance offers. Lydia’s first impression was of gaudy reds and golds, a shopping centre, all arches and fountains, smiling families rendered in over-bright focus. At the bottom, in bold, “Coming Soon to Moreton.”

She almost laughed. “I haven’t even had my coffee, Sarah.”

“You’re gonna need it,” Sarah said. “Check the address.”

Lydia scanned the text, her finger tracing along the over-eager copy.

“Located at the corner of,” and then her pulse slowed, skipping once, as the words lined up in her brain. “But that’s,”

“The meadows. Your meadows,” Sarah finished, dropping into a chair. “Heard it at the market. They’re putting in a full strip mall. Grocery, pharmacy, even a Pizza Place.”

Lydia blinked, trying to align the concept of commerce with her private sanctuary. For years, the meadows at the edge of town were where she ran, walked, sometimes just stood and breathed when the world was too small inside her own house. She pictured the pale blue forget-me-nots, the gold rush of late-summer ragweed, the scatter of field mice at the sound of her trainers.

“That can’t be,” she muttered, flipping the flyer over, as if the fine print might rescind the deal.

“Already surveyed,” Sarah said. “They’ve got trucks lined up, ready to start levelling by April. I’m sorry.” She reached for Lydia’s hand, but Lydia pulled away, staring at the image.

The kitchen, usually her safe place, was suddenly suffocating. Her eyes ranged over the ugly bruise on the table’s finish, the burnt edge of a pot-holder, the way the light through the curtains picked out every scratch on the old Formica, the contrast with the flyer’s airbrushed perfection, bruised like an insult.

Sarah leaned forward, eyes brightening. “They say it’ll bring jobs, new businesses. Perhaps a nail salon that doesn’t also serve as a massage parlour. God, I’d kill for a decent manicure without having to drive forty minutes.” She tapped her chipped polish against the flyer. “And they’re putting in one of those fancy coffee shops with the good Wi-Fi. No more working from my car outside the library."

Lydia pushed back from the table so hard her chair scraped the tile. “And what about all those birds that nest there? The foxes? The saplings we planted during that Earth Day thing, remember?"

Sarah shrugged, glancing down at the glossy rendering of storefronts. “I guess they’ll move. Or not.” She traced a finger over the artist’s impression of a fountain. “My sister-in-law says property values go up fifteen per cent when they put in developments like this. Our mortgage is killing us right now."

She lowered her voice. “Look, I know it’s your special place, but most folks think you’re the only one who cares. The rest of us want somewhere to shop that isn’t a twenty-minute drive away."

“That’s not true, I can’t be the only one,” Lydia said, though she wasn’t sure. Maybe it was.

She rose, grabbing her parka from the back of the door, coffee still untouched. “I have to see it.”

Sarah followed her outside, boots crunching over last year’s road salt and the scattered bits of recycling from earlier in the morning.

“Want me to come with you?”

Lydia shook her head, fumbling her keys.

“No. I need to go alone.”

The drive out to the edge of town was short, the sun barely clearing the treetops. Her car’s heater wheezed and her breath fogged the windshield, but she kept her eyes on the slow transition from suburb to wild edge. The sight of the field as she rounded the final curve, frost still clinging to the tops of the grasses, a shimmer of pale gold and green - made her throat tighten.

She parked at the gravel pull-off, the only car there, and stepped into air sharp enough to sting. The meadows were as she remembered, but already disturbed: surveyor flags fluttered at intervals, fluorescent tape marking the future path of progress. Lydia trudged into the grass, boots wetting immediately, and knelt at a clump of wild asters, dead-headed for winter but stubborn in their posture.

She ran her hand over the brittle seed pods, the papery rattle and the grit of soil beneath. She closed her eyes, focusing on the hum she always heard in this place, wind and bird call, sometimes the distant clang from the railway, but never the future-tense roar of bulldozers. Lydia’s hands began to tingle, the old anger mixing with something less familiar and more potent: resolve.

She pulled her phone from her coat pocket and opened the camera. She took a picture of the seed pods, then of the field itself, sweeping to catch the horizon where the wild met the cloudless blue. She snapped the survey tape, the littered fast-food wrapper, and the distant flash of a rabbit as it darted through the grass. Her finger hovered over the contacts, and she started composing a message to the local paper before she’d even finished her first lap of the field.

A sharp cry overhead made her look up. A Sparrow-hawk hung in the wind, tracing wide, lazy circles above the grass. She tracked it, breath caught, then pointed her phone skyward and took another picture. The hawk dipped and swerved, intent on something below, a single purposeful life in a place soon to be paved and painted with parking spaces.

“This can’t be paved over,” Lydia said aloud, her words stolen by the wind.

She circled the field for around an hour, stopping to record every sign of life: the flattened tunnel of a vole in the snow, the ragged edge of a milkweed stalk, the faint imprints of bird feet at the edge of the pond. She filled a dozen photos, then pulled a battered notebook from her purse and began making a list of species, conditions, and arguments she might make if anyone bothered to listen.

By the time she returned to her car, her hands were numb and her cheeks burned by the wind, but she was more alive than she had been in weeks. She started the engine, letting the heater cough itself to life, then dialled the number for the environmental office. It rang twice, then went to voicemail, but Lydia left her name and a summary that bordered on an impassioned plea.

“It’s not just a field,” she said. “It’s habitat. It’s memory. Someone needs to see it before it’s gone.”

She hung up and sat for a long minute, watching the hawk as it landed in a skeletal tree, watching her. She wondered if it knew, somehow, that its world was about to shrink. Perhaps it would fight, or maybe it would simply move on. Lydia wasn’t sure which would be braver.

She put the car in gear and headed back to town, replaying her message in her head, rehearsing what she’d say to the mayor or the city council or Jack, if he were still awake when she got home. The following steps unspooled before her, urgent and clear, as the meadows faded in the rearview mirror.

Back home, she opened her laptop and began a draft letter to the paper. She typed, paused, deleted, and typed again, the words coming in fits and starts but gaining strength as she went. She attached the photos, labelled them by time and place, and sent them with a quick prayer that someone on the other end would care.

Out of the kitchen window, she saw the action figure Jack had left on the sill, cape askew, one arm raised in hopeful defiance. Lydia smiled, then drew her own arm up in a miniature salute before turning back to her work.

A breeze rattled the window, then passed. Lydia believed she heard the hawk call out again, not as a warning, but as an anthem. Lydia straightened in her chair and kept writing, the rhythm of her resolve set to the steady, wild pulse of something worth saving.
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Chapter 4: Diverging Paths
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The hearing was due at seven, and at six, the Town Hall car park looked like Black Friday at Costco. Lydia, in the driver’s seat, hands gripping the wheel, watched as clusters of men in hi-vis vests and battered baseball caps milled outside the entrance, talking and laughing in big, pretentious bursts. She imagined them deciding what to think before the meeting started.

Beside her, Alice picked at the frayed edge of her sleeve.

“I told you we should’ve prepped with cake. There’s a blood-sugar conspiracy in every small town, I swear.”

Lydia cracked a smile, though she doubted anything could make this easier. “I’ll buy you an entire bakery if we win tonight.”

“Deal. And if we lose, you have to let me egg Caldwell’s Porsche.”

“That’s a German car, Alice. Those things have diplomatic immunity here.”

Alice grinned, baring her teeth. “Then we’ll just have to go international.”

Lydia thought that the way Alice had worked on the posters and banners, she would be more than capable of going international.

Inside, the council chambers smelled of floor polish and a century’s worth of paper. The chairs were lined up in too-neat rows, each one occupied by a version of the same local: retirees in windbreakers, dads in company polo shirts, a pair of teenagers who came to text each other and make faces behind the speakers’ backs. At the front of the room, the dais gleamed under harsh and depressing LED lights.

Mayor Davis presided, looking every inch the third-term incumbent: neutral blazer, steel-grey bob, eyes that darted over the crowd like a border collie sizing up a flock. Richard Caldwell sat two seats to her right, flanked by consultants and, insultingly, holding a cup of artisan coffee. He wore the smugness of a man who had already seen the future and found it profitable.

Lydia took the last empty seat in the second row, Alice beside her. She tried to still her hands by clamping them together in her lap, but her pulse throbbed all the way up to her ears.

Mayor Davis rapped the gavel.

“We’ll call the meeting to order. First, we’ll hear from the developer, and then we will open the floor to public comment. Please be civil. We are here to serve the community, not grandstand for the press.”

A few snickers rippled through the rows. Lydia didn’t see anyone from the press, but maybe someone was live-tweeting the proceedings. That, she thought grimly, was about as much as you could expect from modern democracy.
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