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Chapter 1: Spring Reading






It had been three months since Claire found the journals in her grandmother's attic, and already her life felt divided into two parts: before Owen and after. Reading them had opened a whole new chapter in her life and she didn't know exactly how to proceed but she knew she couldn't forget what she had read and the feelings it brought out in her. 

She sat at the kitchen table in the old Willowbrook house, where the March sunlight made squares on the worn linoleum. Four journals lay open around her plate, and breakfast was forgotten again. Her toast had gone cold an hour ago, but she hadn't noticed. Her mind was somewhere else, back in 1925, reading about a garden Owen Mitchell planted behind his father's hardware store.

"The soil here is good," he'd written in his careful hand. "Black and rich, the kind that makes things grow without much fuss. I planted tomatoes today, and some beans. Father thinks I'm wasting time, but I told him a man needs to see things grow. Needs to remember that life keeps reaching toward the sun, even when it feels like winter will last forever." What he had said was so true about reaching out for life and growth and belief. 

Claire touched the page. The paper was as thin as skin now, fragile with age. She had read this entry three times already that morning, but each time she found something new. Some small detail always made her smile. Owen was twenty-three when he wrote it. He was young, but already thinking about life in a way that made her chest ache.

She had read through four journals so far. She started with the first one from spring 1924, when he was twenty-two and hopeful. Then came summer, fall, and winter. Now she was deep into 1925, and Owen's voice in her mind felt as familiar as her own thoughts. Maybe even more familiar. Lately, she spent more time with him than with anyone else. It was as though they were connected across time and he wasn't someone who'd lived almost a hundred years ago. 

The house creaked around her, just like old houses do. She was used to the sounds: the settling boards and the wind in the eaves. Sometimes she imagined Owen walking these same floors, back when the house was new and he visited her great-great-aunt for Sunday dinner. Her genealogy research showed the connection, distant cousins through her grandmother's side. It was close enough for her to inherit his journals, but far enough that the family tree made her dizzy when she tried to figure it out.

"You'd like this morning," she said out loud, looking at his photograph propped against the sugar bowl. Last week, she had set his picture there so she could see it while she ate. Natalie had raised her eyebrows at that during a video call, but Claire just smiled and changed the subject. The photo showed a handsome man with dark hair and kind eyes. He had a slight smile, as if he was trying not to laugh when the picture was taken. She'd studied that smile for hours, trying to imagine what it would look like in motion, or what his voice would sound like saying her name. 

It sounded crazy but she didn't care. Owen Mitchell had been dead for ninety-eight years. He died in 1926 from pneumonia, never married, and never met anyone who made him feel the way he described in his journals. He'd spent his whole short life waiting for someone who never came.

But she had come, only ninety-eight years too late. Was it really too late or was something still possible? 

Claire closed the journal carefully and stood up. Her back ached from sitting too long again. The clock on the wall said ten-thirty. She had been reading since seven. Another morning had slipped away, dissolved into Owen's words like sugar in water.

She carried her cold coffee to the sink and looked out at the backyard. The garden beds were still empty, waiting for the last frost to pass. She'd been planning what to plant, using Owen's journals as her guide. Tomatoes, for sure. Beans. Maybe some herbs along the border, just as he described. Basil, thyme, and something he called "bachelor's buttons" that she had to look up online. How ironic that he would have picked something with that name. 

Searching online felt strange, like mixing two different centuries. Owen's handwritten thoughts sat beside her glowing screen. But she needed to know what he meant and wanted to plant exactly what he had planted. She wanted to put her hands in the same kind of soil and grow the same things. It felt as if by following his instructions, she could reach back through time and touch his life.

"You're being ridiculous," she told herself, though she didn't really believe it. Then she laughed, because who was she to judge? She had been having full conversations with a photograph for the past two weeks.

Her phone buzzed on the table. A text from her sister Beth: "Lunch today? Miss your face."

Claire looked at the journals, then at her phone, and then back at the journals. She knew she should go. Beth had been trying to meet up for three weeks, but Claire kept finding reasons to cancel. The truth was, she still had two more journals to finish—two more years of Owen's life. Then there was the last one, 1926, the year he died. She had been putting that one off, not ready to reach the end yet.

"Tomorrow," she texted back. "Swamped with work today."

It wasn't exactly a lie. She worked from home as a genealogy researcher, helping people trace their family trees. She had three client projects due by the end of the month, but she hadn't looked at any of them in two weeks.

Another text appeared: "You said that last week. I'm worried about you."

Claire stared at the message. She could feel Beth's concern through the screen, as real and solid as a hand on her shoulder. Her sister meant well. Everyone meant well. Natalie asked careful questions. Beth sent worried texts. Even her mother had called last Sunday and asked if Claire was "settling into the house okay" in that tone that meant she'd been talking to Natalie and Beth.

"I'm fine," she typed. "Really. Just focused on a project. I'll call you this week. Promise."

She turned her phone face-down before Beth could reply. Then she picked up the journal and carried it to the living room, where the afternoon light was better for reading. She decided she would start the garden this weekend. She wanted to get her hands dirty like Owen had, to plant things and watch them grow.

It would be good to have something living and real to care for. Something that connected her to him in a way that was more than just words on paper. That was what this had become, she realized as she settled into the worn armchair by the window. Not just reading, but connecting. And maybe, probably, she was spending too much time here, in this space between past and present, between his life and hers.

But she would worry about that later. Right now, Owen was writing about a book he had read, and she wanted to know what he thought of it. She wanted to see the world through his eyes for a few more hours. She wanted to hear his voice, that calm, thoughtful voice that made everything seem clearer, talking about ideas that mattered.

She opened to the next entry and began to read. Outside, the March sun moved across the sky. Inside, Claire sat very still, one hand on the page, as if she could feel the warmth of Owen's hand beneath hers, writing these words nearly a hundred years ago. Writing to someone. Writing to her.

She was sure of it now. He'd been writing to her all along.








