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The Fire Between Us



I arrived late enough that the fire should’ve been down to embers, but when I slipped through the crooked side gate into Cara’s backyard, the flames were still burning tall.

A circle of folding chairs wrapped around the pit, most of them full. Familiar faces leaned forward in conversation, legs tucked under them or stretched out toward the heat, paper plates balanced on thighs. Someone was already burning a marshmallow to black.

“Hey!” Cara spotted me from across the yard and waved me over, a red plastic cup in one hand. “You made it!”

“I said I would,” I called back, keeping my tone light even though I’d debated not showing up at all.

“Better late than never,” she teased. “There’s stuff on the table if you’re hungry. S’mores, chips, soda, whatever. Help yourself.”

I gave her a nod and veered toward the snack table, mostly to buy myself a moment. The table was crowded with half-empty bags of kettle chips and two liters of root beer sweating through their labels. I grabbed a can of lime seltzer and popped it open, letting the fizz fill the silence in my head.

The air smelled like sugar, woodsmoke, and bug spray. Someone was playing a quiet playlist from their phone speaker, something mellow and acoustic. Laughter bubbled up from the circle—inside jokes and campfire chatter. I worked with people all day, so I wasn’t exactly an introvert, but I liked my alone time to unwind. This scene was a little too busy for me still.

I recognized most of the people here, even if I hadn’t talked to some of them in over a year. A couple of the soccer girls were there, along with Tyler, Cara’s brother, and that tall girl Dani who once gave a speech about marine life at a pep rally. I hadn’t thought about half of them since graduation.

I was about to pick an empty chair when I saw her.

Riley Tran. Sitting sideways near the fire, knees pulled to her chest, hoodie sleeves pushed to her elbows. Her long braid was draped over one shoulder, catching the glow from the flames. She wasn’t talking—just listening, sipping from a can of something as she smiled at whoever was beside her.

I looked away before she saw me.

Not because I was afraid of her. Just because I didn’t feel like dealing with the tight little knot she always managed to twist in my stomach.

Instead, I dropped into the only open seat on the opposite side of the fire pit, next to Cara and one of the twins who used to run track. The chair was slightly sunken and creaked when I leaned back. I crossed my legs and took a long drink, pretending not to notice the way the heat from the fire lit up Riley’s skin across the circle.

“She lives,” Cara said under her breath, nudging me with her elbow.

“I had to close the café.”

“How’s that going, by the way?”

“Hot. Loud. My shoes always smell like oat milk.”

She laughed. “So, dream job, basically?”

“Exactly. Living the latte-fueled dream.”

We talked for a while, real conversation, not just filler. I asked how her summer internship had gone. She asked if I’d found housing in Providence. I teased her about her horrible taste in horror movies, and she fake-punched my shoulder. It was easy, the kind of flow you can only have with someone you’ve known since kindergarten.

Other people drifted in and out of our little pocket of the circle. Someone offered me a marshmallow; I waved it off. Across the fire, Riley laughed at something Dani said. That sound—light, low, honest—made my spine tense, though I didn’t let it show.

I didn’t look at her.

Not yet.

The fire cracked, sending a small flare of sparks into the air. Someone switched the music to a sad indie song, and everyone groaned in protest. A new song took its place—still mellow, but warmer. Tyler got up to toss another log into the pit. It dropped with a thud and sent a swirl of ash floating through the heat.

I shifted in my seat and let my gaze wander casually across the circle.

Riley was watching the fire. Her profile soft in the glow, mouth slightly parted, the edge of her hoodie loose at the neck. Her bare knee poked out from the hem of her shorts, and her sandal dangled from her toes, like she didn’t even notice it was halfway off.

I hated how effortlessly she existed. I hated that I noticed at all.

She glanced up.

Our eyes met.

Just a flicker. A second. Her expression didn’t change. Neither did mine. But I felt the pulse of it like a hot wire low in my belly.

Then she looked away.

I let out a breath through my nose and turned back to Cara, who was now halfway through a story about her first failed driving test. I nodded along, laughed when I was supposed to, but that buzz under my skin stayed with me.

I’d spent most of senior year pretending Riley Tran didn’t exist. She’d made it easy by ignoring me right back. We weren’t friends. We weren’t enemies. We were something else.

And now here we were. One last summer in town. One last summer before we disappeared into separate states and separate lives.

I opened a second can of seltzer and took a long, slow sip. I didn’t look at her again.

But I knew she was still there.

And I knew this night wasn’t over yet.
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The fire had burned down to something steadier now. No longer spitting sparks or lashing at the air, it pulsed low and orange, casting a soft rhythm over the circle like a heartbeat you could almost sync your breath to. Shadows flickered against legs and lawn chairs, making everyone look a little blurrier, a little more tired than they probably were.

Someone passed around a half-crumpled bag of peanut M&Ms, the plastic rustling louder than it should’ve in the quiet. A girl I half-recognized from student council—Maya or maybe Mallory—began stacking empty soda cans on the snack table. Her tower swayed slightly with each addition, and she crouched next to it like she was building something important.

The mood had shifted. Not sleepy, exactly—just slower. Softer. That specific kind of hush that only showed up after midnight, when people stopped trying so hard to be interesting. Laughter was gentler now, smiles looser, like everyone had quietly agreed to drop the act.

I leaned back in my chair, arms loosely crossed, letting the heat from the fire graze my shins. The air smelled like burned sugar and damp grass, with a faint trace of citronella clinging to my sleeves. I stared into the flames, watching them curl and collapse, when someone sat down beside me on the cooler.

“Hey, June, right?”

I turned my head.

It was Caleb—Caleb something. Tall, broad shoulders, dark curls falling over his forehead. He wore a baseball jacket even though it was too warm for one, and he held a can of Sprite that he hadn’t opened. His voice was casual, but I could tell he was trying to remember if we’d talked before.

“You worked the art zine table at that spring thing, yeah?”

I nodded, already half-smiling. “Yeah, that was me.”

He snapped his fingers like he’d just placed me. “Right. You going to RISD or something? Someone said you were moving East.”

“Rhode Island School of Design,” I said, taking a sip of my now-warm seltzer. “In the fall.”

“Nice.” He nodded, impressed. “My cousin went there. Said it’s intense—but in a good way. Like, a lot of pressure, but the cool kind.”

I gave a small shrug. “I can handle intense.”

He smiled, relaxed and easy. The kind of guy who probably did okay at parties without trying too hard. “You ever do tattoos?”

“Only on fruit.”

That made him laugh. “Fruit?”

“Bananas are surprisingly forgiving,” I said, watching the way his eyes crinkled with amusement.

He laughed again, not loud or performative, just genuine. It made me smile without meaning to.

It wasn’t flirty, though. Not from me, at least. I didn’t have the energy to flirt tonight. And to his credit, he didn’t seem like he was pushing anything either. Just someone passing time at the tail end of a long night, maybe hoping for a connection that wouldn’t ask too much.

But then he asked if I had plans for the rest of the summer.

And I caught it—the smallest shift. The slight turn of his knee, angling just a little closer. The pause after I answered. The subtle recalibration in his body language that said I might be feeling this out.

Out of the corner of my eye, I felt her.

Riley.

She was two seats down now, having quietly migrated closer at some point. Her hoodie was pulled over her knees, both hands wrapped around a bottle of peach tea like it was something to hold onto. She wasn’t looking at me, not exactly—but I could feel it. A flicker of attention that slid across my skin like static.

I tilted my head, just a little, letting my gaze find hers.

She looked away immediately, her eyes snapping to the fire like it had just done something worth noticing.

Weird.

I turned back to Caleb, trying not to read too much into it.

“You asking for a friend, or…?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

He grinned, caught. “Just making conversation.”

“Uh-huh.”

He lifted both hands in mock surrender. “I swear. No pressure. You’re cool, June. Just figured I’d see if you’re interested in getting together before you leave.”

I let the silence stretch a second longer than necessary. Not to be cruel—just to make space for whatever part of me still needed it.

“I appreciate it,” I said, and I meant it. “But I’m not looking for anything tonight.”

He took it well. Just smiled, bumped his shoulder gently into mine like we were teammates or something. “Fair enough. Good luck out there, RISD.”

“You too. Wherever you’re going.”

He stood up, stretching a little, then wandered back toward the snack table. As he walked away, he snatched a granola bar from the mess of wrappers and foil and tossed the empty wrapper at someone calling his name. It fluttered midair, missed the mark, and landed on the grass.

I didn’t watch him long.

Because I could feel Riley again.

Closer.

Like gravity.

I didn’t say anything. Neither did she.

The fire crackled between us, low and steady, casting lazy shadows across the circle of chairs. Somewhere behind us, a cicada buzzed loud and sudden before falling quiet again. The warmth of the flames brushed over my shins and cooled again in the breeze, a kind of rhythm that made the silence between us feel both heavy and strangely okay.

A few minutes passed.

Then, softly: “So you’re really leaving.”

Her voice wasn’t hesitant, exactly. But there was something careful in it, like she was asking more than the question itself.

I turned toward her, just enough to catch her face in profile. Her eyes were still on the fire.

“That’s the plan.”

She glanced over at me. “RISD?”

I nodded, sipping what was left of my seltzer. The bubbles had gone flat, the can damp with condensation against my fingers. “Late start date. I move in next month.”

She shifted in her chair, drawing one foot up beneath her, her knee brushing against the hem of her oversized hoodie. Her fingers tucked into the sleeves like she needed something to hold onto.

“East Coast, huh.”

“You make it sound like a death sentence.”

She let out a small breath that was almost a laugh. “No. Just… far.”

I studied her for a second. “UCLA, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You excited?”

That word hung in the air for a moment. I thought she might nod automatically. Say yes without thinking, the way most people do when asked about college. But she didn’t.

Instead, she hesitated.

Then: “Terrified.”

That caught me off guard. I blinked. “Really?”

She gave a quiet, awkward laugh, looking down at the bottle of peach tea in her lap. She twisted the cap back and forth without opening it.

“I mean, I know I should be excited,” she said. “New city, clean start, all that. But it’s a lot. I’ve never even been to LA.”

I let out a low breath and leaned back in my chair again, letting my head tip up to the stars. “I’ve never even been on a plane.”

Her head turned. I felt it before I saw it.

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.” I closed my eyes for a beat. “I’m going to have a full-on panic attack at TSA. Like… ugly-crying in front of strangers kind of panic.”

She laughed—really laughed this time—and I opened my eyes just to see the way her face lit up in the firelight.

“I’m picturing you hitting a TSA agent with one of your sketchbooks.”

“Only if they deserve it.”

Her smile softened then. Slower. Less automatic. The kind you give when you’re not trying to impress anyone.

And just like that, the tension between us shifted. It didn’t disappear, but it changed shape. Less like a wall, more like something we were both circling now, curious and cautious.

The fire popped loudly, and someone across the circle cursed as their marshmallow caught flame. A few people laughed, breaking the quiet in small ripples.

There were only six of us left out here now. The rest had trickled inside or drifted off toward the driveway, quiet goodbyes and last hugs whispered over the sound of folding chairs being dragged across grass.

The circle that remained was loose and relaxed, jackets draped over chair backs, shoes kicked off, legs stretched long toward the fire like no one was in a hurry anymore.

I finished the last of my drink and set the can beside my chair, letting my arms rest in my lap. My skin buzzed—not from alcohol or adrenaline, but that deep, slow kind of tired that makes you feel too raw to pretend.

The stars above us looked faint and far away, their glow dimmed by the porch light Cara had forgotten to turn off.

Across from us, Dani stretched her arms overhead with a groan, her back cracking audibly. “Okay,” she said, shaking out her wrists like she was warming up. “Since we’re all still here and no one’s volunteered to sing campfire songs, how about a round of truth or dare?”

Someone groaned. Tyler, probably.

“Come on, Dani. We’re not twelve.”

She grinned in the firelight, all teeth and defiance. “No, we’re just adults pretending we’re not freaked out about starting college. Humor me.”

Tyler raised his drink lazily, the condensation catching firelight as he tipped it toward her. “I’m in.”

Riley shrugged beside me, a quiet breath escaping her nose. “Whatever.”

Then Dani looked at me. “You?”

I hesitated. Not because I didn’t want to. But because it felt like a choice. Like stepping into something instead of letting it pass me by.

And then Riley turned her head just slightly.

Not dramatically. Just enough to meet my eyes.

Her gaze was steady. Open. Curious, maybe. Or something else I couldn’t quite name.

That flicker between us felt warmer than the fire.

I nodded. “Yeah. Why not.”
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“Okay,” Dani said, clapping her hands like she was corralling campers instead of tipsy eighteen-year-olds. “We’re doing it. I don’t care how tired you all are. Truth or dare. No backing out.”

She grinned at us like she’d been waiting all night for this. The firelight flickered across her face, catching the shine in her eyes and the mischievous tilt of her mouth.

Tyler leaned back on his elbows, his legs sprawled out in front of him, looking about one sip away from falling asleep in the dirt. “If I pass out during my turn,” he mumbled, “just draw on my face. Preferably a tasteful mustache.”

Laughter rippled through the circle.

There were six of us still out by the fire. The others had filtered off one by one—calls from parents, long yawns, quiet goodbyes. What remained was the core group of the night’s survivors, sunk into our chairs with half-empty drinks and sticky marshmallow fingers, the logs burned down to glowing coals. The heat coming off the fire was softer now, more suggestion than warmth, interrupted every so often by a sharp hiss of sap bursting in the wood.

Dani reached toward the snack table, grabbed an empty soda can, and set it carefully in the center of the circle like she was placing a crown jewel.

“We’ll spin. Whoever it lands on picks truth or dare. Sound fair?”

“Very middle school of you,” I said, sipping what little was left of my seltzer.

She wiggled her eyebrows. “Exactly the vibe I’m going for. Now shut up and spin it.”

She flicked the can. It skittered and whirled unevenly across the packed dirt, dented just enough to wobble as it slowed. It came to a lazy stop pointing straight at Tyler, who groaned like we’d just assigned him homework.

“Truth,” he said, flopping his head back like a man preparing for surgery. “I’m saving my energy for my inevitable dare later.”

“Lame,” Dani said, rolling her eyes. “Fine. Worst kiss of your life.”

Tyler smirked, already halfway to smug. “Junior year. Girl with a tongue piercing. We both had gum. I’ll leave the rest to your imagination.”

A collective groan went up from the circle. Someone—not me—chucked a half-melted marshmallow at him. It stuck briefly to his sweatshirt before sliding off like a wet leaf.

The can spun again.

The questions that followed were ridiculous in the best way. Favorite band. Dumbest high school decision. Most embarrassing prom moment. Nothing deep, nothing serious—just the kind of harmless, nostalgic junk that made you feel like you had more time than you actually did.

Dani got dared to do a cartwheel, and we all gasped as she nearly collided with the snack table, limbs flailing like a very determined, very uncoordinated crane. She landed on her feet and bowed dramatically while we clapped like drunk wedding guests.

Tyler, true to his word, got dared to sing the chorus of “Sk8er Boi” in his best falsetto. He committed hard, grabbing a stick like a microphone and putting one knee in the dirt like he was on stage at the VMAs.

I got dared to eat a marshmallow I’d dropped earlier—dirt and all—and I did it without flinching. Mostly for the laugh. Mostly because I liked the attention. But mostly because it made Riley laugh.

Her laugh wasn’t polite this time. It wasn’t careful or performative or filtered through someone else’s expectations. It cracked out of her like something she’d been holding in, and it hit me square in the chest.

It cracked something open in me too.

The can spun again.

When it finally landed on Riley, she didn’t flinch. She stretched her arms above her head, spine arching in a quiet yawn. Her hoodie slipped off one shoulder as she said, “Truth.”

Dani grinned like she’d been waiting for this moment. “First crush.”

Riley paused just long enough to make it seem like she was going to deflect. Then: “His name was Evan. I was twelve. He had a bowl cut and didn’t know I existed.”

“Classic,” I said, smirking.

She turned her head just enough to glance at me, the corner of her mouth twitching. “Yours?”

“Not your turn.”

More laughter. More teasing. The game kept spinning. Someone confessed to sneaking into a movie theater. Someone else ran barefoot to the edge of the backyard and back, dodging sprinklers and lawn chairs in the dark.

But underneath the laughter, something else had started to build. Quiet. Slow. A pressure in the air.

When the can pointed to me again, I held its gaze like it meant something. I felt my heartbeat in my fingers, in my throat, in my knees. I let it hang in the silence just long enough to matter.

“Dare.”

Dani’s eyes lit up, her smile sharp as flint. “I dare you and Riley to slow dance. For sixty seconds.”

The laughter this time wasn’t explosive—it was more like a ripple. Surprised, amused, a little eager.

Tyler clapped, already delighted. “Oh my god, yes. Make it awkward!”

I looked at Riley.

She looked at me.

We were both smiling, but there was something brittle beneath it. Something that didn’t feel like a joke anymore. Neither of us said no.

We stood.

She stepped toward me at the same moment I moved toward her, and for a second we both hesitated, hovering there like magnets still figuring out their poles.

“Okay,” Riley said under her breath, eyes locked on mine. “Let’s just… do it.”

I reached out first, my hand brushing her waist, warm through the fabric of her hoodie. Her hand lifted toward my shoulder, then hovered for a breath before settling there, feather-light. Our other hands found each other somewhere in the middle, our fingers curling slowly together, not all the way, not certain.

No one had thought to play music. The only soundtrack was the crackle of the fire, the low buzz of insects, and the soft scuff of sneakers shifting on dry grass and dirt.

Her palm was warm in mine. My thumb grazed her wrist by accident. She didn’t move.

We started swaying—barely moving, really. Just leaning into the idea of motion.

Like two kids at a bad wedding, trying to mimic something they’d seen adults do without ever learning how to do it themselves.

“Should’ve picked truth,” I murmured.

She smiled—small, secret. “Definitely.”

We kept moving. A slow circle, nothing coordinated. Neither of us looked at the others. I didn’t care what they were seeing. I only cared about how close she felt.

How careful she was being with every inch of space between us. How her body didn’t rush or pull away.

Every part of her seemed to be paying attention.

I wasn’t used to that.

At around thirty seconds, I looked up and caught her watching me.

Not in a mean way. Not like a dare. Not like she was performing for the circle or waiting for me to crack.

Just watching.

Our eyes locked. And neither of us looked away.

It only lasted a few seconds. Maybe more.

But it was long enough to feel it—that.

Whatever it was. That thing that had been hiding beneath sarcasm and silence. The undercurrent we’d both ignored and pretended wasn’t there.

We dropped our hands at the same time, stepping back with an almost choreographed awkwardness.

Someone let out a low cheer. Dani announced we’d made it through “without combusting.”

I sat down again. Riley followed.

We didn’t speak.

But her knee was closer to mine now.

Not touching.

Just close enough to feel.

The can spun again.
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“Okay, I love you all, but I’m going to bed before I pass out on the lawn,” Cara said, standing and stretching with a dramatic groan. Her hoodie rode up as she yawned, revealing a sliver of stomach before she tugged it back down. “You’re welcome to hang out out here, though. Fire’s dying but it’s not dead. Just put the lid on it if you go.”

“Thanks for hosting,” Riley said.

“Yeah, seriously,” I added. “You win Bonfire of the Summer.”

Cara mock-bowed. “High praise.” She paused at the gate. “Don’t stay up too late falling in love or anything. You looked a little cozy during that slow dance.”

She grinned as she walked off, leaving only the sound of her sandals crunching over gravel and a soft click as the back door shut behind her.

We stayed with the others until, one by one, they left as well.

And then it was just the two of us.

The air felt different now. Still warm, but quieter. Like the night had tipped on its axis. The fire had burned down into pulsing red coals. Everything smelled like woodsmoke and sugar and the faint trace of grass crushed underfoot.

I shifted in my chair, stretching my legs out into the patchy grass and gravel, the metal frame creaking beneath me. My ankles ached faintly from sitting too long, and my back was warm where the firelight hit it. I glanced toward the road, the end of the driveway disappearing into early morning mist. The sky above the trees had gone from black to something more like ink diluted with water.

“Think there’s still an Uber alive out here this late?” I asked, mostly to fill the silence.

“I can check,” Riley said, already pulling out her phone. The screen lit up her face, washing her skin in cold blue. She squinted against the glare. “It says there’s one… twenty minutes away. But I drove.”

I blinked. “You did?”

She nodded, tucking the phone back into the front pocket of her hoodie. “Yeah. I figured I’d stay late.”

Then she tilted her head slightly, her braid sliding over her shoulder. “I could give you a ride, if you want.”

My stomach flipped in a way that caught me off guard—soft and swooping, like missing a step.

“Sure,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Yeah. That’d be great. Thanks.”

She smiled, and this time it was soft. Real. Something private flickered behind it.

“No problem,” she said.

But neither of us moved.

The chairs creaked gently as we adjusted, both of us leaning back again like we’d silently agreed not to break the spell just yet. The fire cracked, low and steady, casting warm pulses over our knees and the worn soles of our sneakers.

The silence wasn’t awkward. It was… weighty. Thick with everything we weren’t saying.

“I used to think,” Riley said, after a while, “that if I could just be good at everything, things would fall into place. School. Soccer. College stuff. Family stuff.”

She didn’t look at me. Her eyes were fixed on the fire, its glow reflected in the glassy surface of her peach tea bottle.

“But lately it’s just exhausting,” she said, her voice low and even. “Like I’m playing this part that doesn’t even fit anymore. And I don’t know what I’m working toward. Just that I’m tired all the time from trying to be… I don’t know. Liked. Chosen. Whatever.”

The way she said it—matter-of-fact, almost detached—made it hit harder. Not a breakdown. Not a performance. Just truth. That kind of quiet, bone-deep fatigue that you can only admit in the hush after midnight.

I didn’t rush to respond. I let it settle between us, the honesty of it warming the air between our chairs like steam rising from something cracked open.

Then, quietly: “I always got told I was too much.”

I stared at the fire now, too. “Too loud. Too sensitive. Too opinionated. So I leaned into it. Better to be too much on purpose than keep getting called out for it like it was some personal flaw I didn’t ask for.”

I could feel her looking at me, even before I turned my head.

“And I hated you,” I added. “For how easy you made it all look. Like you were so unapologetically yourself. Like you didn’t have to hide anything.”

Riley’s eyes flicked to mine. I waited for her to laugh or brush it off.

Instead, she said, “I don’t know about that. I have vulnerabilities.”

There was no defensiveness in her voice. No attempt to reclaim control of the moment.

“I know that now,” I said.

The fire popped, sending a quick spark into the night. Neither of us flinched.

We sat there a little longer, the silence turning over again between us. Then I said it.

“But I think what really pissed me off was that you avoided me. Like I was some kind of pariah, even though we shared so many of the same friends. You couldn’t even look at me half the time.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, my stomach dropped. My heart stammered.

Too much. There it was again.

But Riley’s gaze didn’t falter this time.

“I did,” she said.

I froze.

She said it like a fact. Not an apology. Not a confession. Just… true.

She looked at me fully now, the fire casting flickers of light along her cheekbones.

“I did look at you,” she said. “I just… didn’t know what it meant.”

Her words landed deep. Somewhere in my chest, something went quiet and loud at the same time.

We didn’t look away. Not at first.

But then I laughed, soft and brittle. “We sound like a deleted scene from an after-school special.”

Riley gave a faint smile, then rubbed her hands over her arms.

I noticed the way her fingers moved—slow, almost unconsciously.

“Are you cold?” I asked, already glancing around the circle.

She gave a small shrug. “A little.”

I spotted a blanket slung over the back of Dani’s abandoned seat and stood to grab it. It was light fleece, sun-bleached at the corners, the kind of blanket that lived in the backseat of someone’s car and always smelled faintly like old shampoo and dryer sheets.

I walked back and held it out to her.

Our fingers brushed when she took it.

Just for a second.

Not by accident.

She looked at me again, her expression unreadable. Her fingers curled around the blanket tighter. Then, softly: “You can share it with me, if you want.”

I blinked, unsure if I’d misheard her.

But then she shifted to the far edge of her chair and lifted one corner of the blanket, leaving space. Her voice was calm, but her hands weren’t completely steady.

I moved my chair closer. Slowly. Carefully.

The legs scraped softly against the dirt, and I lowered myself down beside her. When I settled into place and pulled the blanket over our laps, the world shrank to a small, private circle of warmth.

Her thigh was warm against mine. Our arms brushed when we shifted. Her shoulder found mine, lightly but fully, and stayed there.

The blanket felt thin between us, but it still created a kind of boundary. A pocket. A space that was just ours.

And then there was her scent.

Not perfume. Not body spray. Just her. Clean skin, worn cotton, a little sun, a little sweat. Something warm and personal and hard to name.

I’d caught hints of it before. In the hallway. In passing.

But here, under this blanket, pressed together in the almost-morning chill, it was everywhere.

I couldn’t tell if the tingling in my skin came from the fire or from her.

We didn’t talk.

Not for a while.

And that silence felt more intimate than anything we’d said all night.
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The blanket over our laps had stopped feeling like a sense of comfort and started feeling like a boundary. A soft, warm line neither of us had dared to cross. Our arms rested beside each other, not touching, but close enough that the heat passed between us anyway.

It was quiet for a while. The kind of quiet that only happens between two people who don’t want to break it, but also can’t stop thinking.

I shifted slightly, dragging one leg up so I could sit cross-legged in the chair. “You remember your first kiss?”

Riley let out a breath that was half a laugh. “God. Yeah.”

“Was it bad?”

“Not bad,” she said slowly. “Just… weird. Like we were both trying to prove something.”

I nodded. “Mine was with this guy from the tennis team. His breath tasted like Red Bull. I thought it was supposed to feel magical or whatever, but it mostly just felt… damp.”

She snorted. “Damp is tragically accurate.”

We both laughed—quiet, shoulder-shaking laughter that made the space feel a little lighter.

“I always thought it was just me,” I said. “That I was the problem. Like, maybe I just needed more practice. Or a guy I liked more. Or a better setting.”

“Same,” Riley said. “I kept thinking, if I could just relax, I’d get it. I’d feel it.”

I turned to look at her.

Her face was calm, but her fingers were fidgeting with a loose thread on the blanket. “But I never really did. Even with guys who were sweet. Or good-looking. I always felt like I was performing.”

Her voice dropped slightly at the end. Like she hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

I nodded, slower this time. “Yeah. I’ve felt that too.”

A silence fell again, this time longer.

I exhaled through my nose, then gave a dry little laugh. “I mean, maybe I should just switch teams.”

Riley looked over at me, her expression unreadable.

I kept my tone light, leaning into the sarcasm like it was armor. “Seriously. I’ve never kissed a girl, but… sometimes I wonder. Just to know.”

But the joke caught at the end, my voice snagging on something I hadn’t meant to admit out loud. The words felt too raw once they were out in the air between us, and I suddenly hated how quiet the night had gotten. Like it had paused just to hear me mess this up.

Riley didn’t answer right away.

She looked back at the fire, eyes catching the orange glow, her lashes outlined in flickers of gold. Her mouth parted slightly, like she was going to speak—but nothing came. She shut it again. Then, after a long beat, she turned to me fully, and when she finally spoke, her voice was so soft I almost missed it.

“Would you want to try it… with me?”

My breath hitched.

For a second I honestly thought I’d misheard. Or that I’d filled in the silence with something I wanted to hear. But she was still watching me, face open but serious, not smiling, not teasing.

Not joking.

My chest flushed with heat. Then cold. Then hot again, like someone was flipping a switch in my skin.

I tried to play it off. “Wow. Bold.”

A small, crooked smile tugged at her lips. “Not really.”

I swallowed. My mouth was dry. “You’re serious?”

She nodded once. No dramatics. Just yes.

And suddenly the air between us wasn’t the same air anymore. It was charged. Warmer. Thicker. Like someone had taken a still photo and slowly started turning it back into a moment.

My heart was thudding so hard I could feel it in my ears. I licked my lips and looked away—just for a second. Just long enough to collect myself. Then I looked back at her, and she was still there, still watching, waiting.

“Yeah,” I said. “Okay.”

We didn’t move.

Not right away.

She turned first, just a little, angling her body toward mine. I mirrored her. Our knees bumped under the blanket, a soft press of denim against denim. Her hand lifted, fingers brushing a piece of hair away from my face with a touch that lingered just a beat too long against my cheek.

That simple touch sent a jolt down the back of my neck.

And then, slowly, she leaned in.

So did I.

The kiss wasn’t dramatic. It didn’t crash into being like something from a movie. It was gentle. Careful. The tentative meeting of lips that both wanted, but weren’t sure how to ask for. Her mouth was warm. Her lips impossibly soft. The kiss didn’t push or take—it offered.

It felt like a question.

And something inside me answered.

We pulled back slightly, our faces still close. Eyes closed. Breathing uneven. I could feel her exhale against my chin. The air between us shimmered.

Then we leaned in again, almost at the same time.

The second kiss was deeper. Still unhurried, but no longer hesitant. Her hand found the side of my neck, her thumb brushing along the edge of my jaw. My fingers found her waist, sliding gently against the soft curve of her side.

The blanket slipped down slightly as we shifted. Neither of us noticed.

The kiss grew fuller. Hungrier. Our mouths moving in sync, exploring slowly but surely. There was no script, no roadmap—just instinct and curiosity. My heart was hammering, but my body moved like it knew exactly what to do.

Her tongue brushed mine.

I let out a soft noise I hadn’t meant to make, a quiet gasp that slipped between us like a secret.

She kissed me again like she’d heard it. Like she liked it.

The fire cracked and hissed in the background, but it might as well have been a mile away. The only thing I could hear was her breathing, soft and shallow, syncing with mine.

The hand I’d left on her waist slipped under the hem of her hoodie and found bare skin. Warm. Smooth. Real.

She gasped—a tiny sound, like a surprised inhale—then pulled back just enough to look at me.

My heart stuttered. My lips tingled. My fingers still hovered just beneath the fabric of her hoodie.

Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes wide. So were mine.

I didn’t know what to say.

Had I gone too far?

This was only supposed to be a kiss. And now I’d touched her waist like I couldn’t help myself. Which… maybe I couldn’t.

But she didn’t look angry.

She looked dazed.

Then, in a breathy, almost bewildered voice, she whispered, “That… was unexpected.”

I laughed, a shaky sound that didn’t quite disguise how off-balance I felt. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

She shook her head gently. “You don’t have to be sorry.”

We leaned back into our chairs again, a little awkward now, like we’d stepped too close to the edge of something and didn’t quite know how to keep going or back up.

We didn’t touch anymore. But the blanket was still draped over both our legs. Still warm where our thighs had pressed together. Still holding heat from when we’d leaned into each other like it was the most natural thing in the world.

The fire kept burning.

The night kept breathing.

But the air had changed.

Everything had tilted—subtly, permanently—toward something neither of us could undo.

I stared at the flames and tried to swallow down the rush of thoughts. I had liked the kiss.

More than liked it.

More than I wanted to admit.

And now I couldn’t stop wondering if Riley felt the same. Or if she was already rewinding, already regretting.

I didn’t want to ask.

So we stayed there. Side by side. Not speaking.

Both of us pretending not to notice how the world had just shifted beneath our feet.
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The fire had dwindled to a faint pulse—barely more than an ember now, buried in gray ash—but the sky above us was shifting. That soft, bruised color just before dawn. Hints of pale blue bleeding into the edges of the dark, like the night was starting to loosen its grip. The kind of sky that made everything feel suspended, like time had slowed for just a little while longer.

I blinked up at it, my eyes dry and gritty, not quite ready to register what the light meant. What it signaled. That this night—whatever it had become—was coming to an end.

Beside me, Riley stirred.

She shifted under the blanket, sitting up a little straighter, her shoulder brushing mine as she stretched her neck. Her voice came out rough, low in her throat, still edged with sleep or maybe something else. “Is it… morning?”

I followed her gaze toward the road, where everything was washed in that early misty blue. Mailboxes glistened faintly with dew. The world looked dipped in watercolor.

“Almost,” I murmured.

We didn’t move.

The blanket was still pooled across our laps, soft and warm with shared body heat. My leg was still pressed against hers. And for a strange, disorienting second, I wondered if I’d imagined the whole thing. The game. The kiss. The way her fingers had curled so deliberately under mine.

But then she stood.

She pushed the blanket aside and rose slowly, rolling her shoulders, wincing just a little like she hadn’t realized how long we’d been sitting still. Her hoodie rode up at the waist when she stretched, exposing the faintest strip of skin before she tugged it back down again.

She looked down at me. And then, without a word, held out her hand.

“Come on,” she said softly. “I’ll take you home.”

Her fingers were open. Relaxed. Not demanding. Just… offered.

I stared at them for half a second before sliding my hand into hers.

Warm. Steady.

I didn’t let go until we reached her car.

It felt like a secret, slipping into her passenger seat while the rest of the world still slept. The silence outside was so complete it felt sacred—like we’d stepped into some in-between space where normal rules didn’t apply. No headlights passed us. No sprinklers ticked on. Even the birds hadn’t started up yet. The only sounds were the low hum of the engine and the soft click of her seatbelt.

We pulled away from the curb in silence.

Her headlights cut a narrow tunnel through the mist, and for a long moment we didn’t speak. I could feel the phantom weight of the blanket still wrapped around us, even though it was gone. My skin buzzed faintly, like it hadn’t figured out yet that the night was over.

Then Riley yawned and rubbed at one eye with the back of her sleeve. “If we were being graded on emotional sleepovers, we’d get an A.”

I smiled, the curve of it catching me off guard. “Don’t forget the bonus points for emotional whiplash.”

She laughed—really laughed—and the sound hit me low in the stomach. It made me feel warm in a way I couldn’t name. Like something had unknotted.

It was easier here. With our faces turned forward. No firelight. No blanket. Just the soft glow of the dashboard and the occasional streetlight flashing across her profile.

“You’re still leaving next week?” I asked, my voice quieter now.

She nodded, one hand loosely draped over the top of the steering wheel. “Thursday.”

I watched the road ahead. “I go at the end of the month.”

She glanced at me, her eyes lingering for a second too long before returning to the street. “Feels close,” she said. “Even though it’s not tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I said. My breath fogged lightly against the passenger window. “It’s weird knowing we’ll be on opposite coasts. Different time zones. Different weather. Different everything.”

We reached a red light and the car slowed to a stop. The intersection was deserted, bathed in that eerie pre-dawn stillness that made everything feel like a dream. Even the stoplight blinking red seemed too loud.

Riley tapped her fingers against the wheel, slow and deliberate.

“I don’t know what this was,” she said finally, her voice as soft as the mist outside.

I turned to look at her. “Me neither.”

She shifted in her seat just enough for our eyes to meet, her features caught in the pale, flickering glow of the dashboard. “But I don’t want to forget it.”

My throat tightened.

“I don’t either,” I said, the words barely making it past the lump that had formed.

The light turned green. She didn’t rush.

She just eased the car forward, and the rest of the ride passed without words. But the silence wasn’t awkward. It was charged with something else now—something quieter. Heavier. Like a thread had been tied between us and neither of us knew what to do with it yet.

When she pulled up in front of my house, the sky had turned lavender at the edges, a pale blush warming the horizon. The porch light was still on, casting a familiar amber pool across the steps, but the house beyond it was dark. Empty.

I unbuckled my seatbelt slowly, fingers lingering on the metal. I didn’t open the door right away.

“My parents are gone for the weekend,” I said quietly.

Riley’s hands went still on the steering wheel.

I looked over at her. “No one else is home.”

Her gaze found mine again.

And something shifted.

Not like earlier. Not fragile or tentative. Just steady. Quiet. Sure.

I reached for the door handle, but paused. “Do you want to come in?”

The question wasn’t loaded. It wasn’t casual, either. Just honest.

There was a long pause.

Then she nodded, her voice almost a whisper. “Yes.”

We didn’t speak as we got out of the car and walked up the driveway. The air was still cool, damp with morning, and my skin buzzed beneath my clothes.

At the front door, my keys shook just slightly in my hand.

She was standing behind me, close but not touching. I could feel her presence like pressure—steady, grounding. When I finally got the door open and stepped inside, I turned to her and waited.

She crossed the threshold like she wasn’t sure what this meant either, but when I reached for her, she reached back.

We kissed in the hallway.

No blanket. No fire. No distractions.

Just her hands on my waist, mine curled behind her neck, our mouths meeting again in a kiss that wasn’t cautious this time. It was slow, but certain.

Like we’d made the decision hours ago and were only now catching up to it.

And this time—it didn’t stop.

She pulled back slightly, her forehead resting against mine. Her breath warmed the space between us. “Your room?”

I nodded, my voice caught somewhere between my chest and my throat. “Yeah.”

We walked down the hallway in silence, close but not touching. The house felt unusually still, like it knew to hold its breath for us. Each step set off a low creak in the floorboards, the kind that usually irritated me. Now it felt like the only sound anchoring me to earth.

When we reached my door, I hesitated for a moment. Not because I didn’t want this—but because I did, and everything about it felt more real with each breath. I pushed it open with my fingertips and stepped aside, letting Riley enter first.

She crossed the threshold slowly, not hesitant exactly, but aware. Present. Her bare feet moved lightly across the worn wood floor. Her eyes swept over the space, pausing on small things—the books stacked unevenly on the desk, the sketchpad on the chair, the hoodie tossed over the back of the armchair. Then her gaze landed on the bed. Unmade. Faint impressions of my sleep still wrinkling the sheets.

I could feel my pulse in my neck.

I reached for the lamp beside the bed and twisted the knob. A soft click. Then a warm amber glow bathed the room, chasing away the gray morning light and replacing it with something more private. The kind of light that made everything softer. Less afraid.

When I turned back, Riley was looking at me.

Not glancing. Not peeking through the safety of shared silence.

Watching.

Her eyes locked with mine, open and unguarded, and I saw her there without any of the walls she usually wore around her. No teasing. No restraint.

Just her.

“I’ve never done this before,” I said. My voice was quieter than I meant it to be, thin around the edges. But it was the truth.

Riley’s expression didn’t waver. “Me neither.”

The air seemed to still. We stood there, just a few feet apart, suspended in that pocket of honesty that felt fragile enough to shatter if we moved too fast.

So I moved slowly.

One step toward her.

She stepped toward me in kind.

We met somewhere in the middle—halfway across the room, halfway between fear and longing—and kissed again. Longer this time. Deeper. Her lips parted for mine with an aching kind of gentleness, and her fingers slid up into my hair, tugging just slightly, just enough to make my scalp tingle. I gasped against her mouth, surprised by how much that small gesture lit me up.

My own hands slipped beneath her hoodie, palms flattening against her lower back. Her skin was so warm. Softer than I imagined. I felt the steady rise and fall of her breath under my fingertips. Each exhale pushed her body closer to mine, and each inhale lifted her ribs against my hands like we were syncing, like we didn’t know how not to.

When we finally broke apart, I kept my hands on her. She didn’t pull away.

I looked at her, searching her eyes for any flicker of hesitation, then reached down and hooked my fingers under the hem of her hoodie.

She didn’t flinch. Her gaze held steady.

I tugged the fabric up slowly, careful not to rush. Her arms lifted to help, elbows brushing mine as she shed the hoodie in one smooth motion. The weight of it fell to the floor with a soft sound.

Beneath it was a pale gray tank top, stretched snug over her frame. I hesitated just a breath, then lifted it too.

Her skin came into view inch by inch—her stomach, the faint line of muscle beneath it, the gentle curve of her ribs. I swallowed, suddenly aware of how fast my heart was beating. When the tank cleared her shoulders and dropped away, I froze for a second.

She wasn’t wearing a bra.

The sight of her—bare, quiet, unhidden—was something I knew I’d never forget. Her breasts were small but full, perfectly shaped, the kind you could cup in your hands and never want to let go. Her nipples were already tight, flushed rose-pink in the golden light. A constellation of freckles scattered across the upper swell of her chest and the smooth slope of her collarbones.

I didn’t breathe.

She looked like a painting. Not in a cliché way, but in the way artists must feel when they’ve finally found the thing they’ve been trying to capture for years. Something unrepeatable. Something intimate and real and entirely beyond words.

She was beautiful in a way that felt personal. Like I was being trusted with a version of her no one else had seen.

And I wanted her to know I saw it. All of it.

“You’re beautiful,” I said before I could stop myself.

The words slipped out like an exhale—quiet, instinctive, truer than anything I’d said all night.

She flushed, visibly, gloriously. Color bloomed up her chest and into her cheeks, painting her in warmth. But she didn’t look away. If anything, she held my gaze a little longer, like she needed to see that I meant it.

“Your turn,” she murmured. Her voice had softened, roughened too, and it stirred something in me I couldn’t hide. She reached for the hem of my T-shirt, fingers brushing the skin just above my waistband. The touch made me shiver.

We undressed each other slowly. Not gracefully, not like in movies where clothes slide away in perfect rhythm. This was real—clumsy and human and trembling with nerves. Her hands were careful, occasionally unsure, tracing the outline of each button before undoing it, as if memorizing the shape. My shirt snagged on my elbow, and we both laughed under our breath. When I helped her tug it over my head, her fingers skimmed across my ribs and I felt a spark jump between us, small but bright enough to steal my breath.

Her skin brushed mine and the air seemed to thicken. Every touch left a trail of heat. My hands found the waistband of her shorts, hesitated for half a second, and then eased them down. She stepped out of them, the soft thud of fabric on the floor sounding impossibly loud in the quiet. I could smell her now—clean and warm, a faint trace of peach tea and woodsmoke still clinging to her hair.

When she reached for the button on my jeans, her fingers trembled. I wanted to tell her it was okay, but I couldn’t seem to form words. Instead, I leaned forward and kissed her again—slowly, reassuringly—while her hands finished their work. The denim slid down my thighs, and I stepped out, feeling the air touch new skin.

We paused then, both of us half-dressed, half-undressed, the space between us pulsing with nervous energy.

By the time we reached the bed, we were in only our underwear—mine simple cotton, pale and worn soft with too many washes; hers black, lace-edged, delicate enough to look breakable. Every inch of me felt alive. The air itself felt charged, every breath thick and hot. My pulse beat at the base of my throat and between my thighs, an ache I hadn’t dared name until now.

She looked at me—really looked—and touched my hipbone, her thumb grazing under the elastic of my waistband. The skin there was too sensitive; I had to bite my lip to keep from gasping.

“Okay?” she whispered, her voice steady but her eyes uncertain.

I nodded. “Yeah.” My voice came out thin, breathy. “More than okay.”

We climbed into bed together, tentative but drawn. The sheets were cool at first, the kind of cool that makes your skin hyperaware of every contact. Our legs brushed, then tangled. The blanket twisted between us, half-pulled, half-forgotten. I rolled toward her and she met me in the middle, our mouths finding each other again, no hesitation this time.

Her lips were soft, searching. She kissed like she was learning and teaching at once. My fingers slid into her hair—it was silkier than I expected, heavy, warm from her scalp. Her hand moved across my body, exploring the unfamiliar landscape of another woman: shoulders, ribs, the inward curve of my waist. Everywhere she touched seemed to spark with quiet electricity.

I tilted my head, kissed the side of her neck, and felt her shiver. Her skin was warm beneath my lips, faintly salty, alive. I trailed kisses down the slope of her collarbone, tasting the soft sheen of her skin. She smelled like sweat and smoke and something sweet underneath, faintly floral.

When I reached the swell of her breast, I hesitated. She was breathing fast, her chest rising and falling under the weight of my gaze. I kissed just above her nipple first, then lower, until the soft skin brushed my lips. The contact sent a flutter through both of us.

She let out a small, trembling breath.

I kissed her again, more certain this time. The sound she made—half sigh, half gasp—went straight through me. I licked gently, tasting her, then drew her nipple into my mouth, sucking slow and careful, afraid to do too much but unable to stop.

Her hand slid into my hair, fingers tightening, guiding me closer. I could feel her heartbeat where her chest pressed against my mouth, quick and insistent.

“God,” she whispered, voice breaking slightly. “That feels…”

She didn’t finish, but she didn’t have to. I could hear it in her tone, feel it in the way her hips shifted almost imperceptibly toward me.

I lifted my head just enough to look at her. Her chest was flushed, her lips parted, her eyes heavy-lidded and unfocused. She looked dazed—beautifully undone.

“Can I…?” I asked, my hand drifting down the smooth plane of her stomach, stopping just above her navel.

She nodded, silent but sure.

I could feel her heartbeat even through the small space that still separated us.

I kissed her again, tasting her breath, the faint sweetness of peach tea still lingering there. Then I began to trace a slow path downward, my lips brushing over her throat, her collarbone, her chest. Each kiss made her breathing change—sometimes quicker, sometimes caught in her throat. I could feel her hands slide through my hair, fingertips trembling as if she was afraid to hold on too tightly.

I kissed my way down her stomach, lingering at the dip of her bellybutton. The skin there was soft and warm beneath my lips. She shivered when I nipped gently, the movement so small it might’ve been involuntary. My heart was pounding now, too loud in my chest, and every sound in the room seemed sharper—the whisper of the sheets, the rasp of our breathing, the quiet hum of the world outside the window.

When I reached the waistband of her panties, I hesitated. My breath hovered just above the lace. She looked down at me, her eyes wide, vulnerable, but unafraid. The smallest nod passed between us.

She lifted her hips, a silent offering.

I hooked my fingers into the lace and drew them down slowly, inch by inch. The fabric slipped over her hips, down her thighs, catching once against her knees before sliding free. I left them tangled near her ankles and let my hands wander up the newly bared skin.

Her thighs were smooth, tense beneath my palms, the muscles fluttering under my touch. I looked up at her again. She was watching me, breathing unevenly, her lips parted. The light from the bedside lamp caught the curve of her stomach and the faint sheen of sweat there.

She was beautiful. Every part of her.

I bent forward, my pulse thrumming, and kissed her.

It was tentative at first—a gentle press of lips against soft heat. The contact made her gasp. I felt her thighs tense, then relax as I kissed her again, slower this time, letting my mouth explore. Her taste was warm and faintly sweet, something I wanted more of before I even knew what I was doing.

I flicked my tongue lightly, then deeper, testing, learning. Her hands clenched in the sheets above her head. I let my tongue trace small, careful circles, each pass earning a sharper breath from her.

Her hips moved—slow at first, then with growing rhythm, meeting me halfway. I glanced up through my lashes and saw her head tilted back, her mouth open in a soundless moan. The sight of her like that made something tighten inside me.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, the words barely audible.

I moaned softly against her, the sound vibrating between us. I could feel her react to it, her hips arching higher. I let my lips part and sucked gently on her clit, teasing it with the tip of my tongue. She gasped and grabbed for me, her fingers curling around my shoulder.

I didn’t stop.

Her legs trembled on either side of me, then closed around my shoulders for a moment before falling open again, surrendering. I steadied her thighs with my hands, pressing my thumbs lightly into the soft skin there, grounding her as I worked my mouth against her.

Her sounds grew louder—little broken gasps that spilled into the quiet air. “June,” she breathed, the word rough, almost unrecognizable. Her body tensed, the muscles in her stomach tightening as if she were trying to hold something back.

Then she broke.

Her hips jerked once, then stilled. Every muscle in her body drew tight before releasing all at once. Her breath hitched into a cry, sharp and unrestrained, my name tangled somewhere inside it.

I kissed her through it, slowing my movements as her body shook. Her thighs pressed against my shoulders, trembling, her hands fisting the sheets until the fabric twisted.

When it was over, she went still except for her breathing—uneven, quick, the kind that trembles on the exhale. I brushed a final soft kiss against her inner thigh before easing up, my heart still hammering.

She looked dazed, her eyes half-open, her chest rising and falling. Her cheeks were flushed, and a few strands of hair stuck to the sweat along her temples. There was something raw and unguarded about her in that moment—like every wall she’d ever built had fallen away.

I crawled up beside her, suddenly shy again, unsure what to do with my hands now that I wasn’t touching her. I felt exposed in a different way—naked without having taken off a thing.

Riley turned her head toward me. Her gaze was soft but clear, still unfocused from what had just happened. She reached for me without a word, her fingers finding mine, then sliding up to my arm.

She pulled me closer until our foreheads touched, her breath still unsteady against my skin.

Then, quieter than a whisper, she said, “Now it’s my turn.”

She rolled me onto my back, her hands guiding me with a gentleness that made my whole body ache in a new way. She hovered over me for a heartbeat, her hair brushing my cheek, her breath feathering against my lips before she kissed me—slow, deep, searching.

Her mouth was soft but insistent, every movement deliberate. I could feel the weight of her body settle lightly against mine, her thigh sliding between my legs, the friction making my pulse skip. Her hand glided upward, fingertips trailing the inside of my thigh, leaving behind a path of heat that felt like it glowed.

When her palm reached my hip, she hesitated, then moved higher, cupping my breast. The warmth of her hand made me gasp against her mouth. Her thumb found my nipple and brushed lightly over it once, twice. The contact was electric—sharp, exquisite. My back arched before I could stop it.

Riley kissed me again, deeper this time, swallowing the sound that escaped my throat. Then her lips began to wander. She kissed my jaw, the curve of my neck, the hollow at the base of my throat. Her mouth trailed lower, slow and deliberate, tasting every inch of skin she passed. By the time she reached my breasts, I was trembling, my hands tangled in the sheets.

She lingered there, kissing and licking, her tongue circling one nipple while her hand teased the other. The sensation made my chest tighten, a low, involuntary moan catching in my throat. She didn’t rush. Each kiss seemed to say I’m learning you.

Then she continued her slow descent, moving down my stomach, leaving a warm trail that cooled in her wake. When she reached the waistband of my underwear, she paused, her breath ghosting against my skin. My stomach fluttered at the sound of the elastic stretching under her fingers.

She hooked her thumbs into the fabric and slid it down, inch by inch, her knuckles brushing the tops of my thighs. The air felt cooler there, sharper somehow. My body tensed and relaxed all at once as she pulled the fabric free and let it fall to the floor.

She paused between my legs, kneeling, her hands resting lightly against my thighs. The look on her face wasn’t lust exactly—it was focus, awe, something almost reverent. She met my eyes.

“You’re okay?” she asked softly.

I nodded, too breathless to speak.

Then she lowered her head.

The first touch of her tongue made me cry out, the sound bursting from my throat before I could swallow it down. My back arched off the bed, every nerve lit. It wasn’t like I’d imagined. It wasn’t frantic or mechanical—it was warm, careful, real. Each slow flick of her tongue seemed to build on the last, pulling the breath right out of me.

Her mouth moved over me with a kind of curiosity that felt holy. She explored, tasted, learned what made me tremble. Her hands pressed lightly against my hips, grounding me when I tried to move, and when her tongue circled my clit—slow at first, then firmer, more focused—I felt the world narrow to a single point of sensation.

“Oh god,” I whispered, my voice shaking.

She sucked gently, drawing me in with her mouth, and I nearly came right then. The pleasure was sharp, sweet, overwhelming. I could feel my pulse everywhere.

“Please,” I breathed, though I didn’t even know what I was asking for.

She gave it to me anyway.

Her hand moved between my thighs, and I felt the first slow slide of her finger inside me. My whole body clenched in response. She moved carefully, watching me for any sign of hesitation, and when she began to thrust—gentle, steady—I moaned so loud I had to bite my fist. The sensation was too much and not enough, every part of me straining toward her.

Her tongue stayed on me, flicking, circling, coaxing, and when she added a second finger, the stretch made me gasp. She curled them just right, and that was all it took.

The orgasm hit like a current, flooding through me in hot, unstoppable waves. I cried out, clinging to her shoulders, my whole body shaking as pleasure tore through me. The world dissolved into sound and heat and her name, my voice breaking on it.

She didn’t stop until the tremors eased. Then she slowed, her tongue soft now, her touch feather-light. I felt the aftershocks in every muscle, my skin hypersensitive, every breath too full.

When I finally opened my eyes again, she was beside me, lying on her side, her face flushed, her hair damp against her temples. She reached for me instinctively, her hand finding mine. Our fingers laced together, slick and trembling.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. The room was filled with nothing but our breathing—uneven, shared, slowing together.

The morning light had crept across the floor now, spilling through the edges of the curtains. It painted her skin gold. I looked at her—at the softness around her mouth, the way her chest still rose and fell too fast—and felt something inside me settle.

My heart was still thudding, my body still tingling, but what surprised me most was what wasn’t there. No panic. No guilt. No confusion. Just a quiet, undeniable rightness.

It felt like we had been circling this for so long, pretending not to see it. And now that we had stopped pretending, everything else—every petty argument, every wall—made sudden sense.

I turned my head toward her.

She was already watching me, her expression open and calm. The sunlight touched her cheek, and she looked softer than I’d ever seen her.
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We stayed like that for a while. Side by side, fingers still laced, our legs tangled beneath the twisted sheets. Neither of us said anything. The silence wasn’t heavy, though. It was full. Warm. Like the air had thickened around us, holding everything we didn’t know how to say yet.

I turned my head again and found her still watching me. Her eyes were softer now, but thoughtful, too. Quiet behind them, like she was trying to memorize this.

“That felt…” I started, then trailed off.

She nodded slowly, like she already knew. “Yeah.”

“Like the first thing in a long time that made sense,” I said. My voice cracked a little at the end.

Riley didn’t say anything right away. She blinked once, and I saw it hit her too. Whatever this was. Whatever it meant. Her thumb brushed across the back of my hand, and I could feel her heartbeat pulsing in her wrist where it rested against mine.

“It didn’t feel scary,” she said finally. “Just… right. Like something I’ve been waiting to understand for so long and didn’t even know it.”

My throat tightened. “Me too.”

She rolled slightly onto her side to face me, propping her head up on her elbow. I turned with her, our knees brushing beneath the sheets. Her hair was a little messy, and her lips were still pink and swollen. She looked like herself but more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. Not just naked. Bare.

“I keep thinking about how we’ve spent so much time just… circling each other,” she said. “Being weird. Distant. Stupid, honestly. And now…”

She looked around my room, then back at me.

“Now I don’t want this to be the only time.”

The ache that bloomed in my chest was sudden and sharp.

I nodded, pressing her hand tighter in mine. “Me neither.”

We both went quiet again, but it wasn’t avoidance. It was grief. Or maybe something close to it.

Because we both knew what was coming.

The separate flights. The dorm rooms. The lives pulling in opposite directions.

Riley broke the silence first, her voice almost too soft to hear. “We’re gonna be on opposite coasts.”

“I know.”

“Different time zones.”

“Different everything,” I whispered.

She exhaled and dropped her gaze for a moment, like she couldn’t bear to meet my eyes when she said the next part. “What if this was… just tonight?”

The question twisted something in me.

I pushed myself up slightly, just enough to see her better. “Then tonight will be the most real thing I’ve had in years.”

Her eyes flicked back to mine, glassy now.

“But I don’t want it to be just tonight,” I said. “I want…” I swallowed. “I want more. Even if it’s hard. Even if we’re far. I want to keep talking. Visiting. Trying.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then she nodded slowly. “Me too.”

It wasn’t dramatic. There were no sweeping declarations. Just two girls in a bed, wrapped in the kind of silence that only comes after something true.

But underneath that agreement was the unspoken truth: we were still scared.

That life would get in the way.

That this might have been a perfect ending.

That we’d always remember tonight like a secret we couldn’t quite explain later.

I looked at her again—really looked. At the freckles across her collarbone, the pink beneath her eyes, the curl of hair near her temple that wouldn’t stay tucked. I knew right then that even if we drifted, even if time or distance or reality peeled us apart, I’d never forget her. Not her body. Not her laugh. Not the way her mouth had felt against mine.

And if I had it my way, this wouldn’t be goodbye.

“I’ll write,” I said, smiling a little. “Like, actual letters. Not just texts.”

Riley let out a soft laugh and wiped her eyes. “I’ll send you cheesy postcards.”

“You better.”

We settled back down, her head on my shoulder now, my fingers tracing lazy circles on her back. The morning light stretched across the floor, brighter now, touching our bare skin like a reminder that the day had started without us.

But we didn’t move.

We just lay there, quiet and tangled, caught somewhere between the end of something and the fragile beginning of whatever might come next.

And for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t afraid of wanting.

Because I wanted her.

And that had to mean something.
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