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    The old oak tree still stood at the corner of Maple Street, its thick branches stretching wide like arms that had been waiting a very long time for a hug. Charlotte stopped walking when she saw it. She pressed her hand against the rough bark and felt something warm spread through her chest, something she had not felt in years.

    This was the tree. Their tree.

    She had not stood here since she was fifteen years old.

    Charlotte closed her eyes for a moment and remembered. Four children racing across the grass. Brian always first, always fastest, his sneakers barely touching the ground. Elizabeth with her long red pigtails flying behind her. Marcus tripping over his own feet and laughing about it. And Charlotte herself, trying to keep up, shouting at all of them to wait.

    She smiled now, standing alone on the pavement with her small backpack over one shoulder. She was twenty-three years old, just finished with university, and she had come back to the town where she had grown up. They all had. That was the plan. Elizabeth had sent the message in their group chat exactly eleven days ago.

    "Same spot. Same tree. Sunday at noon. Don't you dare be late."

    Charlotte checked her watch. It was eleven fifty-eight. She was never late. That was one thing that had not changed.

    She heard footsteps behind her and turned around.

    Brian was walking up the path with his hands in his jacket pockets. He had grown very tall. Much taller than she remembered. His shoulders were broad and his dark hair was a little messy from the wind. But his eyes were exactly the same — steady and warm, the kind of eyes that made people feel safe without knowing why.

    He stopped a few steps away from her. They both looked at each other for a quiet second.

    : "You're still the first one here."

    : "You're still almost late."

    He laughed. It was the same laugh. Low and easy, starting somewhere in his chest. Charlotte felt her cheeks go warm and she turned back toward the tree so he would not notice.

    : "I can't believe it's still here. I thought for sure someone would have cut it down by now."

    Charlotte ran her hand along a carved shape in the bark. Four initials inside a lopsided circle: C, B, E, M. They had made that mark the summer they were ten years old with a small penknife that Marcus had borrowed from his older brother.

    : "Some things stay."

    Brian came and stood beside her. He was close enough that she could smell the familiar scent of cedar and something like clean laundry. She noticed that he was looking at the initials too, and his jaw moved just slightly, the way it always had when he was trying not to show that something meant a lot to him.

    A loud, cheerful shriek cut through the quiet air.

    : "THEY ARE HERE! Marcus, run, they are already here!"

    Elizabeth came sprinting across the grass in a bright yellow coat, her red hair shorter now but still wild. Right behind her was Marcus, who was, just as always, stumbling over his own feet and managing somehow not to fall.

    : "I am running! These are my long legs, they are just slow!"

    Elizabeth crashed into Charlotte first, wrapping both arms around her and squeezing hard. Charlotte laughed and hugged her back with everything she had. Then Elizabeth grabbed Brian and did the same. Marcus shook Brian's hand and then immediately pulled him in for a real hug too, patting him hard on the back.

    Then Marcus turned to Charlotte. He looked at her with wide, dramatic eyes.

    : "Charlotte. You look exactly the same. It is honestly a little alarming."

    : "So do you, Marcus. Still have the same confused expression."

    Everyone laughed, and just like that, the strangeness of years apart melted away like morning frost in the sun.

    They sat together under the oak tree, leaning against its roots, which had grown even larger and twisted more beautifully since their childhood. Elizabeth unpacked a small bag she had brought, full of sandwiches and a thermos of hot chocolate, because she had always been the one who thought of things like that.

    For a while, they just talked. They talked fast, all at once, interrupting each other and finishing sentences, asking questions and not waiting for the answers because another question came rushing in. They caught up on university, on cities they had moved to, on silly things and difficult things. Charlotte talked about her work in environmental science. Brian had been studying engineering and had just accepted a job offer in the same city where Charlotte was planning to live. That made her look down at her hot chocolate mug quickly.

    Marcus was going to be a teacher. That surprised no one, because Marcus had always been the one explaining things to younger children in the neighborhood, drawing pictures in the dirt to make ideas clearer.

    Elizabeth wanted to open a bakery. She had already found a small space to rent in the town, which made everyone sit up straighter.

    : "Wait. Here? You're staying here?"

    : "I grew up here. My family is here. The rent is lower than in the city. And also, yes, I want to live near my people."

    She said my people while looking at all three of them, and Marcus pressed his hand to his heart like he had been struck.

    : "That is the most beautiful thing anyone has said to me this month."

    The afternoon light shifted slowly, stretching their shadows longer across the grass. Charlotte leaned back against the tree and looked up through the branches. Small yellow leaves drifted down, spinning. She watched one land on Brian's shoulder. He did not notice.

    She thought about the years between then and now. When they had all moved to different schools and different cities at fifteen, it had felt like something tearing. Not dramatically, not all at once, but slowly, the way a thread pulls out of old cloth. They had kept texting, of course, and calling sometimes, and once in a while meeting at holidays. But it was not the same as this. This, here, under the tree with the hot chocolate going cold in her hands and Marcus telling a story about his most embarrassing moment at university, was real in a way that no message could be.

    : "I genuinely thought I had walked into the right lecture hall. I gave an entire introduction about myself before anyone said anything."

    : "What kind of introduction?"

    : "A full one. Name, hometown, interesting fact. I even made a joke about being from a small town. Nobody laughed because they had no idea who I was or why I was talking."

    Brian was laughing hard now, leaning forward with his hands on his knees. Charlotte covered her mouth but she was laughing too, her shoulders shaking.

    : "I love you, Marcus. I truly love you."

    The laughter settled slowly and they were quiet for a moment, comfortable in the way that only old friends can be comfortable together.

    Then Brian said something, and the way he said it made Charlotte look at him.

    : "I missed this. Not just the funny stories. All of it. I missed knowing that you three were nearby."

    Nobody spoke right away. The wind moved through the oak branches and a few more leaves came down, golden and slow.

    : "Me too. More than I ever said."

    : "Same."

    Charlotte held her mug in both hands and looked at the carved initials on the tree trunk. C, B, E, M. Lopsided and a little deep. Marcus had pressed too hard with the knife.

    : "We didn't do a very good job of staying together the first time."

    : "We were fifteen. We didn't know how to."

    He was looking at her again with those steady eyes. Charlotte felt something in her chest that was not just the warmth of old friendship. It was something quieter and more patient than that, something that had been growing slowly for a long time without making noise about it.

    She thought about all the times she had been telling a story about something exciting and her first thought had been I need to tell Brian about this. She thought about how she had re-read his messages sometimes not because she needed the information in them but because reading them felt comfortable, the way a favorite sweater feels when you put it on after a long time.

    She looked at the ground.

    Elizabeth was watching Charlotte with an expression that was a little too innocent to be accidental. Charlotte knew that expression very well. Elizabeth had been wearing it since they were eight years old and had figured out that Charlotte liked a certain boy on their street.

    : "Stop making that face."

    : "I don't know what face you mean."

    Brian looked between them.

    : "What face?"

    : "Nobody knows. It's a mystery. Let it go."

    Brian looked at Charlotte. Charlotte looked at a leaf on the ground. Her ears were definitely a little pink and she was hoping the autumn air would be blamed for that.

    Slowly, the golden afternoon began tipping into early evening. The sky over the rooftops turned a deep, soft orange. They packed up the thermos and the wrappers from the sandwiches. Nobody wanted to say it was time to go. They stood around the base of the tree, scuffing shoes on the roots, looking at everything except each other.

    Elizabeth was the one who finally said what they were all thinking.

    : "I don't want to lose this again. Not like last time."

    Nobody answered immediately. A car passed on the street. The oak tree creaked faintly.

    : "Then we make a plan. Not just messages. Real plans. We visit. We actually show up."

    : "I'm going to be living twenty minutes from Charlotte. I can come to Elizabeth's bakery on weekends."

    : "You are absolutely coming to my bakery on weekends. I am making you pay full price, but you are coming."

    They laughed again. Then Marcus picked up a stick from the ground and held it out solemnly.

    : "I want to make it official. Like when we were little."

    : "Marcus, what are you doing?"

    : "I am making it official. Everyone hold the stick."

    It was ridiculous. They were adults, twenty-three years old with university degrees and actual responsibilities. Charlotte looked at Brian. Brian shrugged one shoulder but he was smiling. Elizabeth had already reached out and wrapped her fingers around the stick. So Brian did too. And then Charlotte, shaking her head but smiling, added her hand.

    Marcus looked around at all of them, very serious.

    : "We promise to stay together this time. No more years of only messages. Real visits. Real time. Real showing up."

    : "We promise."

    : "We promise."

    Charlotte looked at the tree. She looked at Brian's hand near hers on the stick. She looked at Elizabeth's shining eyes and Marcus's ridiculous solemn face.

    : "We promise."

    They all let go of the stick at the same time. Marcus immediately tossed it over his shoulder.

    : "Perfect. Very official. Very moving."

    As they started walking toward the street together, talking about when Elizabeth's bakery might open and whether Marcus had found a school to work at yet, Charlotte and Brian ended up walking side by side at the back. Their steps matched without thinking about it. Their arms almost touched.

    : "It's good to be back."

    Charlotte looked up at him. The orange sky was behind him and the first star was just barely visible above the rooftops.

    : "Yeah. It really is."

    He smiled at her then. Not the easy public laugh, but something smaller and warmer, just for her. Charlotte smiled back and looked forward at the street ahead of them, where Elizabeth was already making Marcus carry her empty bag while she described the exact layout of her future bakery with both hands gesturing wildly.

    The oak tree stood behind them, holding its carved initials in the bark, holding the memory of four ten-year-olds with a penknife and too much confidence. Some things stay. And some things, if you are lucky and brave enough to reach for them, come back.

    The four friends walked on together into the evening, their voices rising and overlapping against the quiet rooftops, and the only thing ahead of them was everything still to come.
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