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Chapter 1: The Attic Discovery






The key stuck in the lock, almost as if it didn’t want Claire to enter.

She jiggled it twice, feeling the old metal scrape against older metal, until she finally heard a click. The front door of her grandmother’s house swung open on squeaky hinges. The first thing she noticed was the smell: dust, mothballs, and something floral she couldn’t quite name. It was probably the dried flowers Grandma Ruth kept in every room.

Claire lingered on the porch a little longer than necessary. The house had held sixty years of her grandmother’s life. Now, it was filled only with memories and a heavy silence.

She stepped inside.

The hardwood floors creaked under her feet. Afternoon light filtered through the lace curtains, casting familiar patterns on the walls—just like she remembered from childhood visits. Back then, the house had felt magical. Grandma Ruth always kept cookies in the jar and told stories about the old days in Willowbrook, Indiana. She let Claire dress up in costume jewelry and read for hours in the window seat.

Now the house just felt empty.

Claire set her purse on the hall table and looked around. The furniture was still there: the rose-patterned sofa, the oak dining table, and the grandfather clock that no longer ticked. Her mother had asked her to sort through everything, to decide what to keep and what to sell. The house would be on the market in a month.

"Might as well start upstairs," Claire said to the empty room. Her voice echoed, sounding too loud.

The stairs groaned under her weight. She had forgotten how noisy old houses could be, as if they commented on every step. The second-floor hallway stretched ahead, with doors on both sides open wide. She used to sleep in the blue bedroom during childhood visits. Grandma Ruth’s room was the large one at the end of the hall.

But now Claire walked toward the narrow door she had never been allowed to open.

The attic.

"Too dangerous up there," Grandma Ruth used to say. "Old stairs, lots of junk. Nothing for little girls."

But Claire was thirty-two now. She could handle a few old stairs.

The attic door opened more easily than the front door. The stairs behind it were steep and dark. Claire found the light switch and flipped it, and a single bulb lit up overhead. The stairs looked solid enough, so she started up.

The attic was bigger than she expected. The ceiling sloped on both sides, but there was enough space in the middle for her to stand. Boxes were stacked everywhere, likely decades of things Grandma Ruth couldn’t throw away but didn’t need downstairs. There were dusty plastic bins, cardboard boxes with faded writing, and an old dress form in the corner that startled Claire until she realized what it was.

She made her way through the clutter, reading the labels: Christmas decorations, tax records from 1985 to 1990, kitchen items. Nothing caught her interest. Nothing seemed worth keeping.

Then she saw the trunk.

It sat against the far wall under the eaves, made of dark leather with brass corners that had turned green over time. Unlike the plastic bins, this trunk looked truly old, like it belonged to another century.

Claire knelt beside it. The leather was cracked but still strong. The brass latches were stiff. She worked them carefully, not wanting to break anything, until they finally opened.

She lifted the lid.

The smell of old paper drifted up to meet her. The trunk was full of books—or rather, journals. Leather-bound journals were stacked in neat rows. There were six, maybe seven. The leather was dark brown, the edges worn soft from years of handling.

Claire carefully lifted the top journal out. The leather felt smooth under her fingers, almost warm, as if it remembered being held. She opened it to the first page.

The handwriting made her breath catch.

It was beautiful handwriting, the old-fashioned kind where every letter connected in flowing lines. It wasn’t fancy or showy, just careful and clear, as if the writer took time with every word.

"April 3, 1924," Claire read aloud. Her voice barely whispered in the dusty attic. She sat down on the dusty floor and kept reading. 

"Spring came early this year. The apple trees behind the house are already blooming, which my mother says is a good sign. She believes in signs more than most people believe in facts. I'm not sure I share her faith, but I'll admit the blossoms are beautiful. White petals against a blue sky. It makes a man think about new beginnings.

"I suppose that's why I'm starting this journal. I'll be twenty-two in June. Most fellows my age are married already or promised to someone. I'm neither, and I'm beginning to wonder if I ever will be. Not because I don't want it. I do. I want what my parents have—that steady kind of love that doesn't need fancy words. I want someone to come home to. Someone who listens with more than just her ears.

"My friend Robert says I think too much. He might be right. But I can't help believing there's someone out there who thinks the way I do. Someone who'd rather talk about ideas than gossip. Someone who'd walk in the woods with me just to see how the light comes through the leaves.

"Maybe I'm a fool for believing that. Maybe I should settle for someone nice who'd have me and not ask questions. But I can't make myself do it. I keep thinking she's out there somewhere. The one who'll understand.

"If you're reading this—and I hope someday someone does—know that I waited for you. I'm waiting still."

Claire’s hands trembled. She read the entry again, more slowly this time, and then read it a third time.

The light in the attic had changed. When she checked her phone, she saw that two hours had passed. She had been sitting on the dusty floor, reading three journal entries, without noticing the time go by.

She knew she should go downstairs, make a list of what needed to be done, and call her mother.

Instead, she turned to the next entry and kept reading.








