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Hope

I never thought I’d set foot in this town again. Not after the way I left it all those years ago. But here I am, traveling down the familiar cracked roads that stretch before me like ghosts of a life I’d rather forget.

My mind races with memories I’ve spent years trying to bury. As I pass the “Welcome to Blackwood” sign, my stomach churns as I travel through the town that hasn’t changed much.

I pass the same weather-beaten storefronts, same too-small diner on Main Street and below all of that there’s the same suffocating feeling of everyone knowing everyone else’s business.

I tighten my grip on the steering wheel, forcing myself to focus on the road in front of me. I’m not here to reminisce or reconnect with anyone here. I’m here for one reason: my grandmother’s house. The one place in this entire town that ever felt like home to me.

She left it to me in her will, and as much as I’d rather avoid this place forever, I couldn’t let it sit abandoned. Not after everything she did for me.

Still, it’s hard not to feel the weight of my past pressing down on me as I turn onto the old gravel road leading to her property. The trees arch overhead like a tunnel, their branches casting long shadows that seem to follow me. My father’s face flashes in my mind, his voice echoing like a slap. The bitterness rises, but I shove it down. He’s gone. He can’t hurt me anymore.

When the house finally comes into view, I catch my breath at the sight in front of me. The years haven’t been kind to it.

The white paint is peeling, the porch sags under the weight of neglect, and the once-pristine garden my grandmother tended so lovingly is a tangle of weeds.

But beneath the decay, I can still see traces of the sanctuary it once was to a kid that needed it so badly. The place where I spent the only good moments of my childhood.

Parking the car, I sit for a moment, staring at the house. Memories flood in, sharp and relentless.

My grandmother’s laugh as we baked cookies in the kitchen. The soft hum of her voice as she told me bedtime stories, her arms wrapped around me like a shield against the darkness.

And then the not-so-good memories. The ones of me running here to escape my father’s fists, her gentle hands cleaning the bruises he left behind.

Tears form in my eyes but I force them away. There’s no room for weakness here. No room for anything but getting this done. I’ll clean the place up, get it ready to sell, and leave this town behind for good.

Getting out of the car, I fish the keys from my bag. The porch creaks beneath my weight, each step a hesitant reunion with the past. My hand trembles as I slide the key into the lock and try to turn it. It sticks, like it doesn’t want to let me in. Figures. Nothing about this place ever came easy.

With a firm twist, the door groans open, and the smell from inside hits me. A mix of stale air, dust, and something faintly sweet, like the ghost of my grandmother’s baking is lingering in the walls.

It’s like walking into a time capsule. The same faded floral wallpaper, the same mismatched furniture she always insisted gave the house “character.” The crocheted throw she kept draped over the back of her armchair is still there, though it’s faded and worn.

My throat tightens as I set my bag down on the floor and walk around the living room, fingers grazing the dusty surfaces. The coffee table is still littered with old magazines, their covers curling at the edges. On the mantle above the fireplace, a collection of knickknacks sits exactly where they’ve always been as well as a framed picture of her and me.

I pick up the photo, wiping a layer of grime off the glass. My younger self stares back at me, all gangly limbs and awkward smiles. I’m standing in front of the house, her arm slung around my shoulders. I was twelve, maybe thirteen. The last time I remember feeling safe.

I set the frame back down with a sigh. It’s strange, being here again. Like the house remembers me, even if I don’t want to remember it.

I walk down the hall to a door that was once my own and open it slowly. It still looks the same but it’s all overwhelming. The memories. The stillness. The echo of a life that was hers, and in some ways, mine too.

I need air.

I rush back out to the porch closing the door behind me and walk back towards the car. For a moment, I let myself breathe, the cool breeze brushing against my skin.

Glancing back at the house with its peeling paint and sagging roof I realize it's a reflection of how I feel inside. Worn out, patched together, and barely standing.

I won’t be here long, I remind myself. Clean it up. Sell it. Move on.

Before I can do that though, I need to go back into town for supplies. Hopefully I won’t run into anyone who recognizes me. I’m really not in the mood to deal with any of the same people who made my childhood even worse than it already was.

Luka

“How long will you two be gone?” I ask, helping my brother Mica load suitcases into the truck.

“Should only be a few weeks. Simone needs time to go through everything at her family farm and get it ready to be sold.”

“I thought she said she already had a buyer?” I ask.

“She does. An old friend of hers who apparently now lives in Alaska is supposed to be meeting us there. She’s a tattoo artist with a well known franchise, Poison Pen. She and her husband travel back and forth a lot and want to buy a residence in White Summer for when they visit.”

“Maybe I should tag along. I’ve always wanted a tattoo.” I grin as my brother looks at me sternly.

“You actually want someone stabbing you over and over again with a needle that puts dye into your skin?” He asks incredulously.

“Cody, over at the mill has one and he says it wasn’t as bad as everyone makes out.”

“I wouldn’t take Cody’s word for it. I’d be willing to bet he cried the entire time.”

I laugh because my brother is most likely right. We both turn to the sound of the screen door opening as Simone comes out with Nita, our house keeper, on her heels.

“I packed you both several sandwiches and there’s some snacks as well.” Nita says, placing a cooler into the back seat.

“I’ll see you both when you get back. I’m going to go check fences.” I announce, turning towards the barn.

“Don’t forget the veterinarian is coming out on Wednesday to check on Trix and her foal.” He yells.

“I know!” I yell back with a roll of my eyes. He’s only told me a dozen times just this morning.

Waving at them, I walk away for them to finish saying goodbye to Nita.

There’s really not much to do today. It’s Sunday and us King men typically take the day off other than to make sure the herd is doing okay.

Climbing up in the saddle, I nudge Thor into a trot, pointing us both towards the plot of land that actually belongs to me.

I keep a check on it regularly as the local teens have been known to ride ATV’s on that side of the property regardless of it being posted.

It also affords me the chance to check on the old Crawford homestead. Since old man Crawford died, I’ve made sure to check on the place a few times a week in case those teens try to break into the old house.

I tell myself it’s just because I plan to buy it and don’t want it completely destroyed. It’s not because I’m hoping she will come back. That she will one day be standing on that porch as I ride up.

I can still see her beautiful face in my mind when I shut my eyes. There was just something about her that always drew my attention all those years ago and I often wonder if I’d have those same feelings if I could see her today.

Almost an hour later, I can see the old homestead in the distance from the fence line. There’s a car parked in the driveway so I pull Thor to a stop, staring at the house.

A woman comes out of the door, towards the car, pulling out a bag. I know it’s her without being able to make out her face. My heart races as I watch her carry her bags back into the house, closing the door behind her.

Hope Crawford finally came home.

Hope

Putting all the groceries away, I walk back out onto the porch, taking a seat on the top step.

Nothing much has changed since I left all those years ago. Everything seems more dusty and worn than I remember though which might make it a little more difficult to sell.

There’s quite a few repairs that’s needed that I noticed as soon as I drove up. There’s no telling how much more there is that isn’t visible at first glance.

Looking towards the fields, I can see the remnants of the old scarecrow that used to stand tall over the garden.

A rider in the distance catches my eyes. He’s stopped at the fence line, looking back in my direction.

Chills run across my body and I shiver, rubbing my arms. Looking away, I stand up and head back inside. If I’m staying here tonight, I need to find some clean sheets for the bed in my old room.

One glance in there when I first arrived told me that my father locked up my room just as it was the day that I left.

Everything had several inches of dust on it so I know the sheets that are still on that bed probably smell musty as hell.

It doesn’t surprise me that everything looks as bad as this. My father was letting everything go downhill years before I left.

That man never gave a damn about anything or anyone. I worked small jobs all through high school, hiding money back from him when I could.

My senior year, I made a plan for getting out. As my graduating class waited for our hats to fall back to the ground, my feet were already carrying me to the closest bus station.

I watched out of the window of that old bus as it took me further away from this place and I swore to myself that I’d never come back while that vile man was still alive.

I kept that promise to myself. I’m only back now because with his passing, I now can take back my grandmother's house.

Something that was left to me anyway which is why he couldn’t sell it. Thank God.

It’s now completely mine without having to deal with an abusive drunk. I’ve only got to figure out what all exactly needs to be fixed and get it on the market.

With any luck, it’ll sell quickly. Hopefully I still have some of that.

Luka

I pull Midnight to a stop at the fence line separating the two properties. Swinging out of the saddle, I tie him to a fence post then climb over to the Crawford property.

As I slowly make my way to the front door, I take my time looking over the house. The paint is peeling, the roof looks like it’s seen better days, and the yard is overgrown. 

It’s as if the house itself has been through the same storm that Hope went through all those years ago.

When I reach the porch, I hesitate for a second, running my hand over the railing. The wood is splintered, and the porch sags a little, but it still feels sturdy enough. Bounding up the steps, I knock on the door, taking a few steps back.

It takes a moment, but the door creaks open. She looks different, older, but not just in the way time changes you.

There’s a weight in her eyes, that time seems to have not dissipated. She steps out onto the porch, letting the screen door creak shut behind her, and crosses her arms like she’s bracing for whatever comes next.

“Hey there,” I say, leaning casually against the porch railing, a grin tugging at my lips. “How’ve you been?”

She raises an eyebrow, not smiling, but not outright dismissing me either. “Been fine. You?” Her tone is polite but clipped, like she’s not sure if she wants to talk or tell me to leave.

I chuckle, tipping my hat back. “Not bad. Everyone has been wondering if you’d actually come back now that your father is gone.”

She shifts her weight, her jaw tightening. “Well, I’m not staying. I’m just here to clean it up, get it ready to sell, and then I’m gone.”

The way she says it, so matter-of-fact, shouldn’t hit as hard as it does, but it still lands like a kick to the chest. “That’s a shame,” I say, keeping my tone light even though the words feel heavy. “This place has been standing empty for a while now. I figured someone would come back for it eventually.”

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t exactly my first choice to come back,” she mutters, her gaze darting away like she’s trying to keep something back. “But it’s mine now, so I’ll do what I need to do and move on.”

I nod, watching her carefully. “You’ve not thought about just staying? Giving this town another shot?”

She snorts, shaking her head. “Nope. Pretty sure the town hasn’t changed, and I’ve got no reason to stick around.”

I step a little closer, resting my arm on the railing. “You’ve got the house now. That’s something. Could make it into a fresh start if you wanted.”

Her eyes snap back to mine, sharp and unyielding. “I don’t need a fresh start here, Luka. Just need to finish what I came to do and get out.”

“So, what’ve you been up to since you left?” I ask, keeping my tone casual. “It’s been, what, ten years?”

For a second, I think she might brush me off, but then she exhales, her shoulders relaxing just a little. “A little more than that,” she says. “And I’ve been busy. Lived in a couple of cities, moved around some. Did college for a bit, then started working.”
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