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      The two-lane road stretched in front of me like a broken lifeline. The faded yellow was jagged and cracked against the black of the asphalt. Hills rolled gentle and green on the horizon. Barns slouched in various states of decay, and cows ignored me as I sped past. The windows of my SUV were cracked just enough to let in air and dust and the faint smell of cut grass.

      God, I loved driving. It was the only time I could simply be. No one could reasonably expect me to answer emails or call them back when I was on the road. Hands-free laws were my religion. My phone was face-down in the passenger seat, and for once, I didn’t feel guilty about ignoring it.

      Instead, I had a spicy little romantasy piping through the speakers. The deep, brooding British narrator was doing his damnedest to make Fae King Kairon sound sexy and not... vaguely predatory.

      “You’re mine now, little mortal,” the narrator growled, drawing out every syllable like foreplay. “I’ll make you scream until you remember nothing of the world you left behind. Only me. Only this.”

      I scrunched my nose. “Little mortal? She’s twenty-two and can’t boil pasta without calling her mom.”

      The heroine whimpered. Or rather, the female narrator did, breathy and high-pitched, like she’d just discovered both sex and adjectives in the same sentence.

      “I shouldn’t want this,” the girl gasped. “You’re my enemy. My captor. But your fingers feel like... sunlight and sin.”

      I snorted. “Sunlight and sin. Jesus.”

      To be fair, I knew exactly what this book was. It was at the top of the charts. Number one in romantasy, complete with a dagger-wielding cover model who probably bench-pressed mountains in his spare time. Honestly? I was listening for this part. Not the Chosen One prophecy, or the kingdom politics, or the heroine’s breathless revelations about her inner power.

      No, I was here for the tension. The slow burn. The spicy payoff.

      As an author myself, I didn’t write fae kings or magical wars. I wrote about flannel-wearing handymen with big hands and bad communication skills. But under the surface? My books weren’t all that different. They were filled with women like me who wanted to be seen. Wanted to be chosen. Wanted to be touched in ways they weren't in their real life. Women who were wanted.

      The audiobook swelled with moans and groans. An ancient tongue taking a trip down south when⁠—

      Riiiiiiing!

      I jumped, hands jerking on the wheel. The Bluetooth kicked in, cutting off whatever Kairon was about to do with the heroine's “velvet darkness” and replaced it with the all-too-familiar ringtone I’d assigned to my son.

      Of course.

      It had been Zach who had shown me how to mute my calls except for the important ones. His number being one of the few exceptions.

      I glanced down. His name blinked across the dash, innocuous and inevitable. I exhaled slowly through my nose, thumb hovering over the steering wheel's hands-free button. I didn’t answer yet. I just stared at his name and let the silence stretch.

      Just ten more minutes. Ten more minutes of fae kings and fantasy and the illusion that someone like me could still be the center of a story.

      But that wasn’t how life worked.

      I hit accept.

      “Hey, buddy.” My voice was smooth like a tablecloth over a messy kitchen. “How's your day going?”

      “Not going great, Mom.” Zach's voice was tight. Too fast. That upper register he hit when anxiety curled around his throat and wouldn’t let go.

      I glanced at the time on the dash. “You’re not supposed to be at the interview for another thirty minutes.”

      “I know, I know. But I’m freaking out.” A pause. Breathing. Shuffling. “I can’t feel my hands.”

      “Can you still drive the car?”

      “Barely.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, hoping he would double my behavior and do the same. “Maybe take a rideshare so you don’t kill yourself trying to be employable.”

      "I overdrew my account by five bucks last night when I stopped at the gas station."

      I had seen that charge. It hadn't been for gas. My son used fumes of a different variety to help his anxiety when it got a little too out of hand. Which was more and more frequent.

      “Zach, listen to me. You are going to be fine. You’re qualified. You’re capable. You are⁠—”

      “A mess.”

      “A lovable mess.”

      He groaned. “I’m gonna bomb it.”

      “You are not. You’re smart. You’ve got experience."

      "I slung popcorn at the local movie theater in high school."

      "And you were employee of the month twice. Besides, you’re a mediocre white man. Statistically, this job is yours.”

      “I’m only half white.”

      “Half is more than enough. The privilege kicks in by age six.”

      That got a laugh out of him. A real one. I could hear the fear loosening its grip just enough to let the oxygen back in.

      “I don’t know, Mom. I don’t feel like I belong in places like that.”

      “None of us do, honey. The secret is to pretend you do until you’re too valuable to ignore. You’re a Gen Z miracle. You care, and you show up. That’s already more than half of what the rest of the workforce is capable of.”

      “Are you gonna give me your ‘Gen X parents were forged in chaos’ speech again?”

      “No, that’s only for when you forget how to change a tire or call me crying about doing your taxes. This is just a standard maternal pep talk.”

      Another pause. The silence stretched. I knew what was coming before he said it.

      “Dad never called me back.”

      I didn’t answer. My grip on the steering wheel tightened. My shoulders did that thing they always did when my ex-husband came up. They locked up like they were bracing for impact.

      “He said he’d help me prep for this interview,” Zach went on. “Said he had contacts at the company. Then poof. Ghosted.”

      I still didn’t say anything.

      “Classic, right?”

      Yeah, classic. But I held my tongue.

      It wasn’t anger I felt. Not really. Anger had already burned through me and left ash behind. This was something heavier and less righteous. Like watching a car wreck in slow motion when you knew the brakes were faulty.

      I’d had that feeling at the beginning of my relationship with Greg McNaulty. A whisper in my gut I kept trying to shush. That Greg would never really show up for Zach, because he'd never truly shown up for me. Sure, he'd been physically present. But rarely mentally present. And never emotionally present. The fact that we’d made it twenty-two years before it all fell apart felt less like a triumph and more like a delay of the inevitable. And even that... our divorce… I’d seen it coming, hadn’t I?

      “Can you call him?” Zach asked.

      I swallowed hard. My stomach turned over like I’d swallowed a rock.

      "I just want to make sure he called his contact. Might be the only time I get to use nepotism."

      I knew how much this job meant to Zach. Which meant it meant a lot to me. I'd had a couple of months as a true empty nester. No kid and no husband, since Greg had left the day after Zach graduated college. Though my divorce was embarrassing, the freedom and joy of having my own place to myself was exhilarating. I wasn't quite ready to give that up. I'd have to if my son, who couldn't keep his checking account balanced, didn't get this job that in truth he wasn't quite as qualified as I'd just insisted he was.

      “Sure, I’ll call him.”

      “You will?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got it, buddy.”

      It was a reflex, the way I said it. The way I always said it. I’ve got it. Like my whole life was one long game of catch and no one ever thought to ask if I wanted to drop the damn ball.

      My baby boy thanked me and told me he loved me. I said it back, meaning every word. We hung up.

      A few more miles of cracked pavement passed beneath my tires. Fields blurred to my left, an old tractor rusting under the weight of memory to my right. I let the scenery work on me, let it seep into the cracks. It didn’t fix anything, but at least it didn’t ask anything of me.

      I turned the audiobook back on. The fae king was back at it, kissing some part of the heroine that should've made me tingle where my butt hit the leather seat warmer.

      “You taste like starlight and danger,” the fae king growled. Just as she gasped his name, the door flew open and⁠—

      “Kairon,” came a new voice. “I see you haven’t changed.”

      The old lover. Of course.

      I groaned and shut the sound off. The fantasy world had become a little too on the nose for my liking.

      I punched in the code for my ex-husband’s number. Each digit felt heavier than the last.

      It rang.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Three times.

      Then it picked up.

      And I braced. Not for the conversation. Greg wasn't a talker. I'd carry the conversation, like always. Ask him to do what he promised, which would sound like me nagging in his ears. But fiction wasn't done having its fun with me today. Like the fae king, the person on the other end of the line was an unexpected intruder.

      “Hello?” The voice was soft and syrupy, with a little bow of polite surprise on the end. “This is Kelly.”

      Of course, it was.

      I blinked at the windshield. The world outside had gone static. Just cornfields and disappointment rolling past in golden rows.

      “Hi, Kelly. It’s Celia.”

      A beat of silence.

      Then, “Oh. Hi.” Her voice tightened just enough to notice. “What can I do for you, Celia?"

      "Is Greg available?”

      “He’s… around. But he can’t come to the phone.”

      I exhaled, slow and careful. “I’m calling for Zach. He has a job interview today. Greg said he’d make a call to someone at the company to put in a good word for his son, but Zach hasn’t heard anything from him.”

      Another pause. This one longer. Then: “Couldn’t Zach call himself?”

      “He did call his dad,” I said, a bit sharper now. “Greg didn’t answer. Didn’t call back. So now it’s me." Because when things don’t get handled, I handle them. I would call the contact myself… if I knew their name.

      “Well,” Kelly said, her voice lifting into that faux-cheerful lilt that always meant she was winding up for a dig, “if Greg said he would, then he did. He always keeps his word.”

      The laugh that came out of me wasn’t kind. “Yeah. He sure does.”

      Click. Just like that, she was gone.

      I stared at the call screen for half a second before picking up the phone and throwing it—hard—against the dash. It bounced off the console and thudded to the floor like a dead thing.

      And then—sirens.

      The lights hit my rearview mirror in flashing red and blue. I groaned as I pulled to the shoulder, gravel crackling under my tires. The cop car slid in behind me like a judgment. I rolled down the window as the officer approached, still fuming, still rattled, still trying to crawl out of the hole in my chest that phone call had carved open.

      “License and registration, ma’am. I pulled you over for cell phone use while driving.”

      “I wasn’t on the phone. I threw it.”

      The cop raised an eyebrow.

      “I threw it across the car. Out of exasperation.”

      He didn’t even blink. Just took my license, walked back to his cruiser, and left me there with my heartbeat tapping against the inside of my throat.

      When he returned, he handed me a slip of paper and said, “You can contest the ticket in court if you want. But around here, we take distracted driving seriously.”

      I took the paper in silence. I didn’t trust myself to open my mouth.

      He squinted at my license again, then at my face. “Wait a minute. Celia Hart? Is that you?”

      I would've perked up and smiled. But I didn't recognize this man from my childhood. He was younger than me. Which had to mean he had a very different impression of me than the people I had grown up with in Stillwater Creek.

      “I thought you left town for good. Lotta folks’ll be interested to hear you’re back. Some of ’em still think you ruined half this place with that book you wrote.”

      His grin was polite. His tone wasn’t.

      “Anyway. Welcome home.” He tipped his hat like he was doing me a favor and walked off.

      I looked at the ticket.

      Then at the steering wheel.

      Then at the cracked phone on the floorboard.

      I sat there, engine idling, blinking at the sunlight, wondering if coming back had been a mistake. Not because of what I might find when I went into my hometown. Because I was already losing myself again.
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      Stillwater Springs looked like someone had run a Restoration Hardware catalog through a time machine, slapped on a few solar panels, and called it progress.

      There were more streetlights than I remembered. Brighter ones, too. The kind that didn’t buzz or flicker or turn every mosquito into a kamikaze pilot. A new crosswalk by the library flashed a polite strobe when someone stepped onto it. But the old gas station where we used to buy contraband Mountain Dew and frozen burritos at midnight? Gone. Now it was a Starbucks with a patio and drive-thru, right across from the original soda fountain that had somehow survived a century.

      I slowed as I passed the town square. The bones were still the same: brick storefronts, the clock tower, Mr. Abernathy’s barbershop that probably still smelled like Old Spice and mildew. But nestled between the hardware store and the corner bakery was a glossy boutique with white walls and matte gold fixtures. “Curated goods,” the sign read. Whatever that meant. I had a sneaking suspicion it involved twenty-eight-dollar candles and people saying “aesthetic” as a noun.

      The town had tried to resist change. God, how they’d fought. Zoning meetings, angry letters to the editor, yard signs declaring Keep Stillwater Pure. Unfortunately, evolution is the first law of the universe—adapt or die. Stillwater had come close to the latter.

      Most of us youth (or who had once been youth) left as soon as we could. College, military, jobs, anywhere but here. Who wanted to stay in a town stuck in the Leave It to Beaver era, complete with its gender roles, church picnics, and a gossip pipeline strong enough to put the NSA to shame?

      A few had stayed. Fewer had come back. Or so I thought.

      As I rolled down Main Street, I saw familiar faces. Not names, not yet. Just glimpses. Laugh lines that had deepened. Hairlines that had retreated. Bodies that had softened or hardened in ways life demands. People I once passed in hallways and yearbooks now leaned against brick buildings sipping matcha or pushed strollers past the playground where the bad boys—like the really bad boy, Jamie Tarley—used to smoke behind the middle school playground.

      I kept my sunglasses on. Tinted windows up. Air conditioning set to “avoid eye contact.”

      It wasn’t that I was a celebrity here. I hadn’t been homecoming queen or prom royalty. I’d been one B away from class valedictorian and was voted “Most Likely to Succeed.” Depending on who you asked, I had either lived up to that or spectacularly betrayed it.

      I’d written books. A whole series of them. Bestsellers, technically. Small-town romances full of cinnamon roll men and women who baked their way into emotional security. Yes, the fictional town was loosely inspired by Stillwater. Yes, it had the same courthouse, same creek, same charming general store that always seemed to carry just the right thing at the right moment.

      But it was idealized. An embroidered version of reality. I’d swapped out the classicism and misogyny for quilting bees and found family. Taken creative license with geography. Apparently, that hadn’t stopped tourists from showing up expecting cobblestone streets and spontaneous pie contests.

      I passed a banner stretched across the bank: Take the Stillwater Stories Walking Tour – as featured in the bestselling books by Celia Hart.

      I slid even lower in my seat.

      There had been a time when seeing my name on a banner like that might’ve made me proud. Or at least amused. Right now, all it did was make my stomach flip.

      The truth was, I hadn’t written anything new in over a year. Not anything romantic anyway. For some reason, people kept getting murdered in the first chapter of every manuscript I started.

      Finally, I turned off the main road, past the little league fields where I'd struck out in sports and romance, and the church where I nearly fainted once from wearing Spanx in August. I didn't even glance at my old high school. I wasn't ready to face those memories anytime soon.

      The house looked the same. White clapboard, green shutters, the screen door with a tear in the bottom right corner where the dog used to nose her way in. The porch swing still creaked gently in the breeze, like it had been waiting for someone to come home.

      I pulled into the gravel driveway and parked, leaving the engine running a moment longer than I needed to. I just sat there, fingers on the wheel, letting the hum of the car hold me together a few seconds more.

      Then I killed the engine, grabbed my bag, and stepped out. Only to stop in my tracks. I hadn’t even made it to the front door.

      I was still standing in the driveway, hand resting on the roof of my SUV, when I saw them.

      Two figures, walking side by side down the opposite sidewalk like it was any old Tuesday, and they weren’t part of my personal mythology.

      Tessa Bloom floated—because that’s what she did now. She floated. Flowy linen pants, gauzy wrap, and arms loose at her sides like she’d just stepped out of a catalog for coastal living and inner peace. Her hair, dark tight curls that reached for the sun in a salutation, shimmered like a halo she’d probably earned through breathwork and kale.

      Beside her was Lana Russo, in jeans and a tank top that probably hadn’t been ironed since the Bush administration, iced coffee in one hand and a tote bag slung over her shoulder like a badge of working motherhood. She was talking with her hands, walking fast, and probably solving a crisis with every step.

      I froze. Half-behind my car, half-behind a mess of feelings I hadn’t planned on unpacking just yet.

      Tessa laughed at something Lana said. The sound drifted across the street like wind chimes in July.

      God, I missed them.

      Not just the two women walking toward the corner now—but us. The way we used to be. The way we’d held each other’s secrets and covered for each other’s lies. The way we swore—loudly and dramatically—that no matter where we went after graduation, we’d never lose touch.

      And yet… here we were. Well, there they went, and here I was. By myself.

      They turned the corner, chatting easily, a whole rhythm between them. Familiar. Comfortable. Lived-in.

      They had moved back. When had that happened? Why hadn’t I known?

      Why were they hanging out without me?

      I sank a little lower behind the SUV door, as if hiding from old friends was normal behavior for a grown woman with a mortgage, a flailing career, and a failed marriage under her belt.

      Maybe they thought I’d outgrown them. Or maybe they’d outgrown me. Tessa had become a soft-spoken oracle, and Lana was still holding everyone’s life together with nothing but caffeine and rage. And me? I’d written books about women like them who stuck together without ever telling them they were the blueprint. I’d fictionalized our friendship, polished it up, given it a happy ending.

      Real life hadn’t cooperated.

      I watched them laugh again, something low and easy, and something sharp tugged at my chest. Jealousy maybe. Grief, probably. Sometimes they wore the same coat.

      Tessa and Lana hadn’t seen me. Or maybe they had, and they’d just kept walking. That thought stung more than I wanted to admit.

      I turned toward the house before I could get caught out here like a soap opera character, leaning against a car and mourning a past I’d helped fracture.

      The porch steps creaked under my weight like they remembered me. I opened the door, stepped inside, and shut it gently behind me.

      The quiet that followed wasn’t peaceful. It was chaos, holding its breath.

      The house smelled wrong. Like something sour had settled under the surface—spilled food, old paper, forgotten time. The hallway looked mostly untouched, but as I stepped farther in, the signs began to stack up.

      A pile of mail had collapsed across the entry table, most of it unopened. Some envelopes were still rubber-banded together, like maybe he thought he’d get to them all at once. Catalogs and bills and junk from Medicare supplement companies that preyed on confusion.

      In the living room, every lamp was on. All at once. It was the middle of the day, but they glowed like searchlights, throwing long, accusatory shadows over the mess.

      There were cups in strange places—on the floor, the windowsill, the bookshelf. A plate balanced on the arm of the recliner, hardened scrambled eggs fossilized onto the surface. Blankets lay crumpled on the couch like he’d been sleeping there. The coffee table was covered in pill bottles, half-used tissues, and a mostly empty box of saltines.

      The remote was taped together with masking tape. The TV was off, but the radio in the kitchen hummed faintly—jazz or maybe something trying to be.

      I took a breath and stepped through to the kitchen. That’s where the worst of it hit. There was a blackened scar across one of the cabinet doors above the stove. The wall behind the range was scorched, and the ceiling was still stained with smoke residue. The fire hadn’t spread, but it had tried.

      The story came back to me in pieces. The neighbor had smelled the smoke. The fire department came. No one was hurt, but it was the final straw. That was when the call came. That was when the decision was made.

      My dad had been moved into care while I was across the country finalizing the divorce and getting Zach settled. Too many loose ends, and I’d convinced myself—maybe others too—that he was doing okay.

      He wasn’t.

      The man who used to rise before dawn to pack my lunch, who once drove four hours to sit in the front row of a regional spelling bee, who taught me how to hammer a nail and balance a checkbook and never forget birthdays… I hadn’t been here. Not when it mattered.

      I dropped my bag in the corner and started picking up the pieces. I tossed spoiled food, turned off lamps, rinsed crusted dishes. I wiped down countertops sticky with something sweet and unidentifiable. I scrubbed the table. Stacked the magazines. Pulled throw blankets into a basket. Bagged up the mail and marked it for sorting later.

      I didn’t cry. I was too busy making order out of the mess.

      The first floor began to resemble something like normal again. Or at least, something like manageable. When I couldn’t find another thing to straighten or disinfect, I made my way upstairs.

      The carpet was still the same faded green it had always been. I skipped the door to my parents’ room. I couldn’t go in there yet. Couldn’t see his slippers. Her perfume bottles that he'd never gotten rid of. The bed they’d shared, now empty and gathering dust.

      Instead, I opened the door at the end of the hall.

      My room.

      It was... untouched.

      The wallpaper—sun-faded florals I’d hated even when my mom had picked them, but I didn't want to upset her—still clung to the walls. My twin bed, still tucked in, military neat, the corners sharp from decades of habit. A bookshelf lined with paperbacks I hadn’t touched since high school—Sweet Valley High, The Outsiders, a dog-eared copy of The Bell Jar that felt more like prophecy than literature.

      My old corkboard still hung above the desk. Notes from Lana and Tessa, folded like origami. A xeroxed ticket from the senior play. My acceptance letter to Northwestern, a little yellowed with age. A photo of me and my two best girlfriends, the three of us, arms linked, wearing too much eyeliner and the same shade of confidence we hadn't yet learned how to hold.

      There was a dried corsage hanging on the wall, too. From junior prom. I hadn't gone to the dance, but my next-door neighbor had given it to me. Wrapped in tissue paper with a note: Save a dance for me.

      I moved toward the window and pushed it open, letting the warm, late-afternoon air roll in. The screen stuck, then gave way with a creak. The breeze carried the scent of honeysuckle and mown grass and the sound of birds arguing in the hedge below.

      I looked up. And there he was. Bo Porter was standing in the window of the house across the yard. He was in his window, the one that faced mine since we were both in the crib and likely had answered each other's cries. The one he used to throw small pebbles from, just soft enough to ping but not shatter.

      He was looking at me.

      Just looking.

      No wave. No smile. No gesture.

      His face looked older. Grayer at the temples. But still solid, still steady.

      And still Bo.

      My heart came to a complete stop. Or maybe it started beating again. It was hard to tell. The noise in my chest was the kind that only came from things that had been buried too long.

      I didn’t look away. I didn't hide. I couldn't. He'd already seen me. And this part of my past that I'd run away from was going to demand an answer.
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