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Chapter 1: Three Months Later 






The historical society display had been up for three months, and Claire still felt a flutter each time she walked by. Owen's journals were behind glass in their custom case, open to one of his most beautiful passages about love lasting beyond time. Her own journal sat next to his, the two books speaking to each other across a century.

"Morning, Claire," Martha, the society director, called from her desk. "Coffee's fresh."

"Thanks." Claire poured herself some coffee and stood in front of the exhibit. The title card said, "A Love Letter Across Time: The Journals of Owen Mitchell and Claire Hartman." People visited every day now, drawn by newspaper stories and word of mouth spreading through Willowbrook and beyond.

She had come to terms with sharing Owen's words. His letter, the last message he wrote the day before he died and the one that changed everything for her, was on display too, sealed in protective glass. "To whoever finds these journals," it began, and then came the surprising truth: he had written them on purpose, hoping the right person would find them one day.

A woman stood in front of the display, reading closely. Claire recognized the body language: a slight lean forward and a stillness that showed she was really taking in the words. The woman wiped her eyes, then saw Claire watching.

"Sorry," the woman said. "It's just so beautiful. My grandmother used to tell me she felt connected to someone she'd never met. I always thought it was just stories."

Claire smiled. "I've learned that these connections are more real than most people think."

The woman nodded, studied Claire more closely. "You're her, aren't you? The one who found him."

"I am."

"Thank you for sharing this." The woman touched the glass gently, reverently. "It gives me hope."

After the woman left, Claire sat down at her volunteer desk in the corner of the reading room. She had started working more hours here over the past month, helping visitors with genealogy research, cataloging old documents, and preserving stories. It felt right to honor Owen's memory by helping others find their own connections to the past. Her phone buzzed. A text from Natalie: Lunch today? Want to hear how your date went last night.

Claire smiled at the message. Her best friend had been careful but supportive of Claire's recent efforts to start dating again. Natalie asking about it meant she was hopeful.

Lunch sounds good, Claire typed back. But it wasn't really a date. Just coffee.

With David Mitchell. Again. That makes three times.

Claire felt warmth spread through her chest at his name. We're becoming friends.

Right. Friends who have coffee three times and text every day. Just friends.

Stop.

Never. See you at noon.

Claire put her phone down and went back to the catalog she was updating. Still, her thoughts wandered to last night, when she sat across from David at the small café downtown. He had shown her more photos from his family albums. His grandmother, Owen's sister, had saved everything. There were pictures of the hardware store, of Owen with his parents, and of the house where he grew up.

"I've been thinking," David had said, sliding a photo across the table. "About what you told me last month. About feeling like Owen knew you'd come."

"You probably think I'm crazy."

"No." He'd looked at her directly then, those serious brown eyes that reminded her slightly of Owen's photo. "I think you found something real. My grandmother always said Owen saw things differently than other people. That he understood connections most people miss."

"Did she ever talk about his journals?"

"She knew he was writing something important. Said he made her promise to keep them safe, that someone would need them someday." David had paused. "Looks like he was right."

Now, sitting in the quiet reading room, Claire wondered if Owen had somehow known about David too. His great-nephew had come to the exhibit two months ago after reading the newspaper article. The family resemblance was clear, not just in looks but also in the way David talked about books and ideas and how he listened so carefully.

Stop comparing them, she told herself. David is his own person.

But she couldn't help noticing the similarities. The kindness. The depth. The way he seemed to understand without needing long explanations.

Martha appeared at her desk. "Someone's here to see you. Says he has more family materials to share?"

Claire's heart skipped. She looked up to see David walking through the door, carrying a cardboard box.

"Hope I'm not interrupting," he said, that slight smile playing at his lips. "But I found something I thought you'd want to see."








