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Chapter 1: Coming Home Again






The kitchen smelled wrong.

Sandra Hurte stood in the doorway, her overnight bag slipping from her shoulder, and tried to figure out what felt wrong. The yellow curtains her mother had made were still at the window. The rooster cookie jar was still on the counter next to the toaster. The same oval rug was in front of the sink, its color faded from brick red to a rusty shade. Everything was where it should be, but the room had the stale smell of a place shut up for too long. It wasn’t dirty or spoiled—just the kind of air you get when no one has opened the back door to let in the spring breeze for weeks.

She set her bag down and walked through to the living room.

Norma Hurte stood at the far end of the room, her phone face-down on the end table, put there a little too quickly. At seventy-eight, she was still slim and stood straight, her white hair pinned up just as she always had when Sandra was a child. But now there were new lines at the corners of her mouth—not from laughter, but from keeping things inside for a long time.

"You're early," Norma said.

"I'm right on time." Sandra crossed the room and hugged her, feeling the new thinness of her shoulders. "I said two o'clock."

"I thought you said three."

Sandra pulled back and looked at her. "Are you all right? You seem…"

"I'm fine." Norma moved toward the kitchen. "Let me put the kettle on."

They talked over tea about Sandra’s drive from Columbus, the neighbor’s new vegetable garden, and the weather coming in from the west. Norma asked the usual questions and smiled at the right times. But her eyes kept drifting to the window, and twice she got up for no real reason: once to straighten the kitchen curtain, and once to wipe a counter that was already clean.

After a while Sandra noticed the cabinet beside the refrigerator.

It was a tall wooden cabinet with a flat latch. Earl Hurte had kept his important papers there for as long as Sandra could remember: property tax records, insurance policies, car titles, and the deed to the house. The sort of documents a family collects over forty years. All that time, the cabinet had never needed its latch.

There was a padlock on it now. A small silver one, shiny and recently installed.

"Since when do you lock that?" Sandra asked.

Norma glanced at the cabinet and then away. "Brent suggested it. Said it was good to keep important papers secure."

"Who is  Brent ?"

The name meant nothing. Sandra had visited in January, barely four months ago, and she'd heard no mention of a  Brent  then.

"Brent  Pruett." Norma wrapped both hands around her mug. "He's a deacon at First Methodist. He's been…he's been a real help since your father passed."

Earl Hurte had been gone two years and three months. Sandra had tried to stay close. Monthly calls, visits every few months, Christmas and Easter. Her mother had always said the same thing: she was fine, she was managing, she didn't need fussing over.

"What kind of help?" Sandra asked.

"Paperwork and such. Things your father used to handle." Norma looked at the window. "It was a lot, after Earl died. All those accounts, the insurance, the bills.  Brent  stepped in and helped me sort through it."

Sandra watched her mother’s face closely. The words sounded right—warm and grateful, like how you’d talk about a friend who had helped you. But the tone was off. It was careful and measured, the way someone speaks when they’re not completely comfortable with who’s listening.

"Is he a friend of yours? From church?"

"He's a very good man," Norma said. "Very dedicated."

Outside, a car slowed at the curb and Norma's head came up sharply. Her hands tightened on the mug. The car kept going and her shoulders dropped again, slowly, like a breath finally let out.

Sandra didn’t press the issue that evening. She made dinner with what she found in the refrigerator, though there was less food than she expected for someone with a steady income. They watched the evening news together and went to bed early. Lying under the old quilt in the guest room, Sandra stared at the ceiling and made a mental list of what felt wrong.

The padlock. The phone turned face-down. The way Norma had said that man's name—not with fondness, but with something that looked more like caution. The near-empty refrigerator. The new lines around her mother's mouth.








