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      The bitter, cold wind stung my cheeks, sharp as needles against my skin. It had been years since I’d last visited the Midwest, much less my small hometown. After spending so much time in New York, I had almost forgotten how bone-deep the cold could get, how it clung to you, making you feel as if you’d never be warm again.

      But as it turned out, the temperature wasn’t the only thing about to send a chill through me.

      I had no intention of running into Beth. In fact, I had actively tried to avoid it. But fate, cruel and indifferent as ever, had other plans. Within just a few hours of arriving in town, I found myself face-to-face with the one person I wasn’t ready to see.

      I had stopped at the nearest store, just needing to pick up a few essentials—a couple of snacks, some toiletries, nothing that should have led to this moment. But as I turned down the freezer aisle, reaching for a carton of milk, there she was.

      Beth.

      The love of my life. The source of my greatest heartbreak.

      Every cell in my body screamed at me to turn around, to walk away before she saw me. But it was too late. The glass door shut with a quiet thud, and as I turned, her gaze lifted, locking onto mine.

      For a moment, neither of us moved. The world around us—beeping registers, idle chatter, the hum of the refrigerator units—faded into a dull murmur. The tension crackled between us like static electricity, and I swore I could feel the weight of five years pressing down on my chest.

      Then she smiled, and just like that, I felt my heart break all over again.

      “Heather?” she asked, setting her pint of ice cream back on the shelf and turning fully toward me. Her voice was warm, familiar in a way that made my stomach twist. “Wow. Look at you. How long has it been?”

      “About five years,” I said, my eyes darting around the store, searching for something—anything—to focus on other than her.

      She ran a hand through her soft, chestnut-brown hair, and I hated the way my knees felt weak just watching her do it. Get a grip, I scolded myself.

      “Five years,” she repeated, as if she were just now registering the passage of time. Her expression faltered, and for a second, I thought I saw regret flicker across her face. But I didn’t dare ask. I wasn’t here to relive the past.

      I forced a polite, detached smile. “Good seeing you,” I said, wincing at the coldness in my own voice. But I had to protect myself. If I lingered, if I let her reel me back in, I might start to forgive her. And that? That was something I couldn’t afford to do.

      I turned on my heel, ready to leave her—and our unfinished history—right there in the middle of the grocery store.

      But then, just as I stepped past her, she reached out, her fingers curling gently around my wrist. My pulse spiked at the contact. Damn it.

      “Wait,” she said, her voice softer now. “How long are you in town? We should catch up. Grab some coffee.”

      Something in my throat tightened, and my stomach twisted. I pulled my wrist away before I could register how good her touch still felt.

      “I can’t. Sorry.”

      Her face fell slightly, though she masked it with a small, understanding nod. “Oh,” she said, her voice hesitant. “I get the feeling you’re upset with me. Did I… do something?”

      I let out a sharp scoff before I could stop myself. It was either that or let the tears break free.

      “No,” I said, the sarcasm thick in my voice. “You didn’t do a thing. Don’t worry about it.”

      Before she could respond, I walked away—fast. I abandoned my basket near the entrance, deciding I could live without whatever I had planned to buy. I just needed to get out of there before I lost whatever fragile composure I had left.

      By the time I reached my hotel room, my hands were shaking. I locked the door behind me and exhaled slowly, trying to steady myself.

      The room was small but clean, with stiff beige curtains and a bed that looked like it had been made a little too perfectly. I dropped my coat onto the chair in the corner and ran a hand through my hair, still feeling the ghost of Beth’s touch on my wrist.

      Without thinking, I moved to the bathroom and turned on the faucet, letting the tub fill with warm water. A bath. That’s what I needed. Something to calm the storm raging inside me before I had to face my parents—before they could start asking all the questions I didn’t want to answer.

       As I slipped into the tub, the warm water enveloped me, easing the stiffness in my muscles. My body welcomed the heat, but my mind was restless, pulling me back to the last time I had seen Beth.

      We had been eighteen, standing on the precipice of our futures, about to head off to different schools—or at least, that had been the plan.

      “Do you think we’ll keep in touch?” I had asked, my voice softer than I intended. My fingers brushed against hers, a touch so fleeting I wasn’t sure if she had even noticed.

      Beth had smiled, that same easy, confident smile she always wore, and took my hand properly, squeezing it in reassurance. “Of course we will.” Then she had pulled me into her arms, wrapping me in the kind of embrace that had always left me confused—comforted and wounded all at once. She had kissed my forehead, like she always did, like I was something precious.

      I had hated it.

      She treated me like a little sister. Like someone to be protected, cherished—but never desired.

      “I love you, Heather,” she had said, her voice warm, certain.

      I had longed for the day when she would say those words differently. When she would say them with hunger, with need, with the kind of urgency I felt for her every second of every day. But that day never came.

      And still, I had never expected her to be the one person who wouldn’t show up at my going-away party.

      I had left town without a goodbye, without closure, and without ever knowing what she had done with her life. I had gone on to study film, pouring myself into stories, into crafted realities where people like me got their happy endings.

      And Beth?

      I had no idea where life had taken her. And until today, I had been content not knowing.

      I let out a slow breath and pulled myself from the tub, water cascading down my skin as I reached for a towel. My muscles had finally started to loosen after the long plane ride, but there was still an ache deep in my chest—one a bath couldn’t fix.

      I dried off, then sat on the edge of the bed, pressing my fingers into my shoulders, kneading the tension from the tendons. It helped, a little.

      I didn’t want to look like I had put in effort, but I also didn’t want to look like I had just rolled off the plane. My parents had a habit of reading too much into appearances. So I settled for a hint of makeup, just enough to brighten my face, and a simple but flattering blouse.

      It was only my parents, after all.

      At least, it was supposed to be only them.

      When I pulled up outside their house, nostalgia hit me hard. The same beige siding, the same front porch swing that had been there since I was a kid. But something was different.

      A car that wasn’t theirs sat in the driveway—a blue sedan I didn’t recognize.

      I frowned, my brow furrowing as I walked past it, the air biting at my exposed skin. The car could have belonged to a friend of theirs, maybe a neighbor stopping by. But something in my gut twisted as I stepped up to the door.

      I hesitated.

      Knocking felt formal, like I was a guest in my own childhood home. But at the same time, it wasn’t really mine anymore.

      After a moment’s debate, I rapped my knuckles against the door.

      Seconds later, I heard laughter from inside—light, familiar, painfully familiar.

      The door swung open, and there stood my mother, as beautiful as ever. Her blue eyes sparkled with warmth, her auburn hair curling slightly at her shoulders, just as it always had.

      But my gaze barely lingered on her before it shifted—before I saw who she had been laughing with.

      Beth.

      For a moment, I forgot how to breathe.

      She was exactly as I remembered her, yet somehow more radiant, more composed, more… her. The same rosy cheeks, the same heart-stopping smile. The same warm, hazel eyes that had once made me feel like I belonged to her, even though I never really had.

      And just like that, the old wounds cracked open again.

      My attraction to her burned just as fiercely as ever—but now, that fire was fueled by something darker. Anger. Resentment.

      How dare she? How dare she look at me like no time had passed, like she hadn’t abandoned me, like she hadn’t shattered me the night she never showed up?

      I swallowed hard, forcing my face into an unreadable mask. My throat was tight, my mouth suddenly dry.

      “What are you doing here, Beth?”

      The coldness in my voice startled even me. But I didn’t try to soften it. I couldn’t.

      Beth’s smile faltered, just slightly, but she recovered quickly, tilting her head as if she found my reaction amusing. “Nice to see you too, Heather.”

      I clenched my jaw. I wasn’t ready for this. I wasn’t ready for her. But here she was.

       “She heard you were in town,” Mom said, her voice lilting with delight. “She wanted to stop by and see you. Isn’t that sweet?”

      Before I had the chance to process those words, she nudged me with her elbow in that playful, coaxing way she always did when she was trying to smooth things over. Then, without waiting for a response, she looped her arm through mine and tugged me gently forward. “Come in, darling. Let’s eat.”

      Beth shoved her hands deep into the pockets of her dark slacks, her posture casual, almost boyish. A slow, knowing smile tugged at the corners of her lips as her hair fell over her eyes. She looked down at the floor, as if she found this whole situation amusing—or maybe as if she was hiding something.

      I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out what she had to be so damn happy about.

      A sharp pang of suspicion twisted in my gut. Was this all some elaborate prank? Some strange, twisted joke at my expense?

      I forced myself to move, though every step into the house felt heavy, like I was walking into a trap. The fact that Beth was here, in my mother’s home, waiting for me as if no time had passed—as if she hadn’t broken something in me all those years ago—made no sense.

      If she hadn’t even had the decency to say goodbye to me back then, why in the hell was she here now?

      Had she really thought about me after all this time?

      Or was she just curious, wondering if I had moved on, if she still had any hold over me?

      Mom’s house, at least, was unchanged—comfortingly so. The familiar scent of vanilla lingered in the air, warm and inviting, coming from candles placed carefully in nearly every room. The furniture was an eclectic mix of antique finds, each piece meticulously chosen and cherished. Mom had a gift for discovering treasures in the most unlikely places, though she never sold them. No, she kept them, displaying them with pride as if they had always belonged here.

      Dad was already seated at the dining table, tearing into a piece of fresh bread.

      “John!” Mom scolded, hands on her hips. “I told you to wait until Heather got here.”

      Dad looked up mid-bite, entirely unfazed by her reprimand. “Hey, Em,” he said, flashing me a grin before setting the bread down. He pushed back his chair and got to his feet, his presence as solid and comforting as ever.

      Without hesitation, he pulled me into a bear hug, squeezing me tightly. The familiar warmth of his embrace hit me like a wave, and for a fleeting moment, I let myself sink into it, my head resting against his broad chest.

      I had missed this. I had missed him.

      And it hurt—more than I wanted to admit—that I had let fear, anger, and unresolved wounds keep me from visiting more often.

      “Hey, Dad,” I murmured, holding on just a second longer.

      For that brief moment, I let myself be his little girl again. Because maybe—just maybe—if I stayed there long enough, everything else would fade away. Maybe I wouldn’t have to face the ghost of my past sitting just a few feet away.

      But reality didn’t wait.

      “Let’s eat!” Dad boomed, his hearty laugh filling the space. It was infectious, and despite the tension winding tight in my chest, I found myself chuckling softly along with everyone else as we moved to take our seats.

      Everyone except Beth.

      She wasn’t laughing.

      She was watching me.

      The weight of her stare made my stomach twist into knots.

      I forced myself to eat, pushing food around my plate more than actually consuming it, my body too wired to relax. Every now and then, my eyes flicked toward Beth, catching her glances, her unreadable expression.

      I hated how easily she could get under my skin.

      “So, Beth,” Mom said, her voice light as she reached for her glass of wine. “How’s work treating you?”

      I kept my eyes on my plate, but my ears perked up.

      I had spent years deliberately avoiding any knowledge of Beth’s life, but now, with her sitting so close, curiosity gnawed at me. She wasn’t one to put much of herself online, which meant that even if I had wanted to snoop, I wouldn’t have found much.

      And now, here was my chance to learn exactly what she had been up to.

      Beth swallowed her bite of food before answering. “It’s going well,” she said, voice even. “They want me to manage a new branch for them.”

      I looked up despite myself.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful,” Mom gushed, clasping her hands together in delight. She turned toward me, ever the doting hostess. “Beth works at the bank. She’s done so well for herself, especially after everything she’s been through.”

      Something in her voice shifted just slightly at the end. A subtle weight. A hidden meaning.

      And then I saw it.

      The flicker in Beth’s eyes.

      The tightening of her jaw.

      There was something there—a secret. Something unspoken.

      My chest tightened as I studied her face, searching for an answer.

      For one fleeting moment, I wondered—did she carry the same pain I did? Had she suffered too?

      And if she had… why hadn’t she ever reached out to me?

       “What exactly did happen?” I asked, keeping my voice as flat as possible, as if the question didn’t matter. As if the answer didn’t matter. “We never really said our goodbyes.”

      Beth’s green eyes held mine, searching, assessing. She swallowed, then cleared her throat. A small movement, but I caught it. She ran a hand through her hair—still the same soft chestnut brown, though slightly shorter than I remembered. For a brief, traitorous second, I wondered what it smelled like. If she still wore the same perfume, the one that used to linger on my hoodie long after she had hugged me.

      “That’s right,” she said finally. “We didn’t.”

      Her voice carried a bitter edge, a note of something almost resentful.

      That threw me.

      Beth had no right to sound bitter.

      I felt a flicker of anger spark to life in my chest, hot and unforgiving. “Whose fault is that?” I asked, the words slipping out sharper than I had intended. A smugness crept into my tone despite myself.

      Beth’s jaw tightened. “It sure as hell wasn’t mine,” she said, her voice steel.

      I blinked at her, caught off guard.

      She was angry?

      The idea of it made my blood simmer. She was the one who had left me waiting. She was the one who never showed, never called. And now, somehow, she had the nerve to be upset with me?

      The air between us thickened, an invisible tug-of-war neither of us was willing to concede.

      Mom, ever the peacekeeper, sensed the shift. She placed her napkin neatly on the table and cleared her throat, her tone light but firm, a mother’s gentle intervention. “Heather, dear, why don’t you tell Beth about New York? About your job?”

      I exhaled through my nose, barely resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

      “I don’t think Beth wants to hear about that,” I muttered, focusing on my plate, wishing I could disappear into my mashed potatoes.

      “Oh, but I do,” Beth said smoothly.

      I glanced up sharply. There was something in her voice—teasing, maybe even playful—but beneath it, a hint of something else. Something unreadable.

      I couldn’t help it. I rolled my eyes this time. “Why are you here, Beth?” I asked, my patience fraying. “Did you come just to pick a fight with me?”

      Beth exhaled, slow and measured. “I’m not fighting with you,” she said, her voice softer now, steadier. She hesitated for a beat, then added, “I really do want to know, Heather. Please… tell me about your life.”

      There was no sarcasm this time. No game.

      Just sincerity.

      And that—God help me—that made my knees weak.

      I shifted in my chair, suddenly restless, suddenly exposed. “Not much to tell,” I said with a shrug, pretending it wasn’t a big deal, pretending I wasn’t thrown by the way she was looking at me. “I went to school, started working in the film industry. Right now, I mostly do set design, but eventually, I’d like to move into art direction.”

      Beth’s lips parted slightly, as if she hadn’t expected that. “Well, look at you,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

      For half a second, I braced for sarcasm. For another jab, another casual deflection.

      But there was none.

      She was smiling.

      A slow, genuine smile. The kind that reached her eyes. The kind that made something in my chest ache.

      She was proud of me.

      And that was almost worse.

      For a split second, I felt sixteen again, standing in her driveway, clutching my backpack as she ruffled my hair like I was a kid. Like I was someone she cared about—but not someone she wanted.

      I swallowed hard. “Yeah, well,” I muttered, the words feeling small.

      The conversation lulled, settling into an uneasy quiet. The four of us finished eating, the tension still simmering beneath the surface but no longer crackling with open hostility.

      And yet, I couldn’t shake the weight pressing down on my chest.

      I had spent years convincing myself I had moved on. That Beth was just a piece of my past—something to be remembered, not relived.

      But sitting across from her now, I knew the truth.

      I still loved her.

      I had never stopped loving her.

      And that realization terrified me.

      Because I wasn’t sure I could survive another heartbreak.
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      Mom and Dad insisted on cleaning the dishes, waving Beth and me away when we offered to help. “You two go have fun,” Mom said with a warm smile, as if it were that simple.

      But she had no idea.

      She had no idea how much I didn’t trust myself alone with Beth. I didn’t trust that we wouldn’t end up fighting again, that another careless word wouldn’t send us spiraling back into resentment. Worse, I didn’t trust that I wouldn’t throw myself at her, desperate to win her over for the first time.

      I needed air.

      I slipped out onto the porch, the screen door creaking as I stepped outside. The night was thick with the scent of freshly cut grass and damp earth, the familiar hum of crickets filling the silence. I thought I’d be alone, but Beth was already there, sitting on the old wooden porch swing Mom had bought over a decade ago.

      The soft glow of the porch light cast a warm halo around her. She had her hands folded in her lap, her fingers twisting idly, a nervous habit I remembered all too well. When she glanced up at me, her expression was unreadable—soft, maybe, but cautious.

      “Hey,” she said, her voice quiet but steady. One hand drifted to her side and patted the cushion beside her. “Join me?”

      My chest tightened.

      God, I wanted to. I wanted to sit next to her, to close the gap that years had carved between us. I wanted to let my body sink into hers, to feel the warmth of her arm against mine, to pretend for just a moment that none of the pain between us had ever existed.

      But I knew myself too well.

      I knew I’d be hoping for too much—more than she was ready to give. A kiss. A confession. Some fragile, whispered promise that she had never really stopped loving me.

      And I was terrified that I wouldn’t get it.

      So, instead, I lowered myself onto the old wooden rocker in the opposite corner of the porch, gripping the arms of the chair like an anchor.

      “It’s nothing personal,” I said, an awkward attempt at defense.

      Beth let out a short, amused laugh. “I think it is.”

      The silence stretched between us, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. The crickets sang, the frogs croaked in the distance, and the warm summer breeze carried the scent of honeysuckle through the air.

      “I haven’t been back here since the day I left,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. I glanced out across my parents’ land, the fields stretching out into the dark horizon. “I forgot how quiet it can be.”

      Beth nodded, her gaze following mine. “Yeah,” she said. “I’m sure it’s no New York.”

      I shrugged. “There are parts of the city that get quiet at night, but not like this. There’s always something humming beneath the surface—the subway running, a car horn in the distance, people still moving. It’s a different kind of quiet. Not better, not worse. Just… different.”

      She turned to face me then, and for the first time all night, I let myself really look at her.

      The years had changed her, but not in the way I feared. There was something in her eyes now, something deeper, something bruised. Our gazes held, and I could feel it—the weight of what had been left unsaid, the ghosts of what we never got to be.

      “I didn’t miss your party on purpose,” she said suddenly, her jaw clenching like she was bracing for impact. She swallowed hard. “I wanted more than anything to be there. I hate the way we left things.”

      My stomach twisted. “I tried calling you,” I said, the hurt bubbling up before I could stop it. “I waited up all night. I almost missed my flight the next morning because I kept hoping you’d show up. You were everything to me, and I felt like you didn’t care.”

      Beth flinched.

      Without a word, she pushed up from the swing, walking toward the other end of the porch. She stopped at the railing, resting her forearms against the white-painted wood, her fingers gripping the edge like she needed to hold on to something solid.

      I hesitated, then followed.

      I leaned my back against the railing, just far enough that I wouldn’t touch her, but close enough to feel the warmth of her presence.

      “I cared so much,” she whispered, her voice rough with emotion. She let out a slow, shaky breath. “But my father had a heart attack that night. I was in the hospital with him until after you were gone.”

      The world tilted. All this time, I had carried the bitterness of that night like a scar, convinced she had chosen to leave me behind. That she hadn’t cared enough to say goodbye.

      But she had been drowning in her own storm.

      I felt something deep inside me crack.

       She stood, and it struck me just how close she was.

      Her eyes, clouded with the weight of old memories, held a sadness that tightened something deep inside my chest. She wasn’t the only one mourning the past. I felt it too—the ache of what we had lost, the years we had spent apart, the time we could never get back.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      Beth exhaled slowly, as if the answer was something she had carried for far too long. “I wasn’t able to contact you until after I knew he was okay,” she said, her voice measured, controlled—but beneath it, there was hurt. “By then, you’d already decided to cut me off.”

      I winced, the memory hitting me like a blow to the ribs.

      She was right. I had blocked her number out of anger, convinced that her silence had been a choice. I had been too stubborn, too wounded, to even consider the possibility that something bigger had been happening on her end. And once enough time had passed, the silence between us became its own wall—one I had never had the courage to break down.

      “I feel terrible,” I admitted, the guilt curling around my ribs like vines. “How is he?”

      Beth nodded, as if the question itself carried weight. “He’s okay,” she said. “Not like he was, but he’s okay. That’s why I didn’t go to school. I stayed here and worked. He and my mom had some heavy debts from the hospital, and she couldn’t take care of him alone.”

      “Wow.” I looked down at my hands, fidgeting with my fingers, unable to meet her eyes. “I feel like a class-A jerk.” I let out a humorless laugh, but there was no real amusement behind it. “I mean it. I should have given you the benefit of the doubt. I should have—”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said, cutting me off gently. Then she sighed, shaking her head. “But it wasn’t the first time I’d missed something important to you.”

      The memory surfaced before she even had to say it.

      “Ah, yes,” I said, letting out a dry laugh. “Jenny Ferguson.”

      Beth chuckled, too, but then her expression shifted. Her laughter faded, and her eyes locked onto mine, intense and unwavering. “She wasn’t worth it,” she said, stepping closer, her voice firm. “She wasn’t worth losing your trust over.”

      Her hand lifted, cupping my cheek, and the warmth of her palm sent a shiver down my spine. Her thumb brushed lightly over my skin, a touch so tender it stole the breath from my lungs. She studied my face, searching, prying, reading me the way she always could.

      “Because if I’d had your trust,” she murmured, her voice barely more than a breath, “you wouldn’t have shut me out that day. And maybe… maybe we wouldn’t have lost so much time.”

      The air between us crackled, charged with something raw and undeniable.

      She leaned in, her lips inching closer, the heat of her breath ghosting over my skin.

      “Beth,” I whispered, a feeble protest, but my resolve was already slipping.

      I wanted this.

      I wanted her.

      And this time, she wasn’t treating me like a little sister, like some girl to be protected and kept at arm’s length. She was looking at me like I was a woman. A woman she wanted. A woman she loved.

      Her lips met mine, warm and searching, and my body trembled at the sensation. The kiss wasn’t tentative—it was full of longing, of all the years we had spent apart, of everything we had left unsaid. Her arm wrapped around me, pulling me in, and I melted into her, into the familiar safety of her embrace.

      I could feel her heart pounding against my chest, a frantic rhythm that matched my own.

      Without thinking, I slid a hand up to her collarbone, my fingers splaying over her skin, feeling the steady thud of her heartbeat beneath my palm.

      And then—

      I pulled away.

      The sudden movement left a cold space between us, and I instantly regretted it.

      “I’m sorry,” I choked out, my voice unsteady as a tear slipped down my cheek. I cursed it, wiping it away furiously, but another followed. “This is just… a lot of new information.”

      Beth swallowed hard, her expression flickering with something vulnerable. “Heather,” she said, her voice thick with emotion, “I love you. I’ve always loved you. I always will love you.”

      My heart clenched, twisting painfully in my chest.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that before I left?”

      The anger returned, bubbling up from somewhere deep inside me, not because I doubted her words but because I believed them. Because we had wasted so much time—time we would never get back.

      Anger for the years we lost.

      Anger for the miscommunication and the bad timing.

      Anger for the love that had been there all along, unspoken, waiting in the dark.

       “I didn’t think you felt the same way,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. It cracked at the end, raw and vulnerable, and the sound of it sent a sharp ache straight through me.

      She was hurting.

      And I couldn’t stand it.

      Without thinking, I reached for her, cupping her face in my hands and gently tilting it toward me. Her skin was warm beneath my palms, but her eyes—God, her eyes—held so much pain.

      “How could you think that?” I asked, my own voice thick with emotion. “I loved you, Beth. I’ve always loved you. I thought it was so obvious, so painfully clear, that there was no way you could ever doubt it.” I swallowed hard, shaking my head. “I never thought, not in a million years, that you would think otherwise.”

      Her breath hitched, and for a moment, she just looked at me, as if seeing me—truly seeing me—for the first time in years. Then, slowly, hesitantly, her hand reached for mine. Her fingers curled around my own, and she smiled—a small, hesitant thing, but still that brilliant smile I had always loved.

      Yet, behind it, the pain still lingered. A distant ache. A shadow of what we had lost.

      “I understand if you need some time,” she said, her voice gentle, her thumb tracing small circles over the back of my hand. “I know this isn’t what you expected when you came back.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “It’s not,” I admitted. “I do need time. But this… this can’t be easy for you either.”

      Beth’s smile faded, replaced by something softer, something resolute—not quite a frown, but close. “I’m so sorry I never got to say goodbye,” she murmured. “I won’t make that mistake this time.”

      The words landed like a fist to my gut.

      This time.

      It hit me then, the full weight of it. I was leaving. In just a few days, I would board a plane back to New York, back to my life, and Beth would stay here. And just like that, I would lose her all over again.

      The thought was unbearable.

      My chest tightened, my throat constricting around the emotions I couldn’t yet name. I wanted to tell her I wasn’t ready to let her go again. I wanted to tell her to come with me, to start over, to finally stop running from what had always been between us. But the words stuck in my throat, tangled in uncertainty.

      “I need to get some rest,” I said instead, even though leaving her in this moment was the hardest thing I’d ever done.

      Beth studied me for a long beat, then nodded. She stepped closer, and before I could brace myself, she leaned in.

      A kiss to my forehead.

      A kiss to my nose.

      And then, finally, her lips found mine.

      It was soft at first, achingly tender, but there was something deeper beneath it—a desperation, a silent plea, a promise that this wasn’t the end. Her arms wrapped around me, pulling me close, and for a second, I thought maybe I could stay like this forever. Maybe I didn’t have to go.

      Maybe we could find a way.

      When she pulled away, it felt like losing something vital. The absence of her warmth was immediate, sobering.

      “Goodnight, Heather,” she murmured, her fingers lingering against my skin for just a moment longer.

      I swallowed hard. “Goodnight.”

      But it felt like goodbye.

      I watched her walk to her car, my heart pounding in my chest, my thoughts a whirlwind of everything I wanted to say but couldn’t. She reached for the door, hesitated, and turned back one last time.

      And then she smiled.

      That was it. That was the moment I knew.

      There was no way in hell I could go back to New York without her.
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      I stayed up all night messaging with my film company, my fingers aching from typing, my eyes burning from exhaustion. No matter how many conversations I had, how many arguments I made, there wasn’t a solution that didn’t involve sacrificing something. My career, my passion—everything I had worked so hard for—was at stake.

      But so was Beth.

      And if I had to say goodbye to her again, I knew I would never actually leave.

      The familiar pain of losing love hit me like a tidal wave, crashing over me, threatening to pull me under. I couldn’t go through it a second time. Not when the love of my life lived just around the corner from my parents, within reach, yet still so impossibly far away.

      I lay back in bed, my cheeks damp with tears, my mind looping through memories of Beth. The way her lips had felt against mine—soft, warm, achingly familiar. The way we had always fallen into easy conversation growing up, like we spoke a language only we understood.

      She knew everything about me. My deepest secrets, my biggest dreams, my worst fears. But as I stared up at the ceiling, I realized something unsettling.

      I didn’t know everything about her.

      Not anymore.

      If I had, I would have known about her father’s heart attack. I would have been there for her instead of stewing in my own bitterness, too blinded by my pain to consider that something bigger might have been at play. My stomach twisted at the thought. Her parents had always been kind to me—welcoming, warm, supportive. On more than one occasion, they had even joked that they hoped Beth would end up with someone like me.

      If only they had known.

      I needed to see them before I left town. I needed to say goodbye properly this time. Not with anger. Not with regret. But with grace, with love, with a smile, even if it came with a few tears.

      With that thought, exhaustion finally claimed me, and I drifted into sleep, both eager for and dreading the next day.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up bright and early, the winter morning crisp and still outside my window.

      Dressing with care, I chose my fitted dark-wash jeans, my favorite cream sweater, and a pair of brown leather boots that had seen more city sidewalks than country roads. I wanted to look put-together, even if my heart was a tangled mess of emotions.

      Before I left, I kissed both my parents on the cheek. My mother gave me a knowing look but said nothing, and my father simply squeezed my shoulder as if he understood everything I couldn’t put into words.

      I stepped outside, inhaling the sharp, cold air, and skipped down the porch steps to my car. The drive to Beth’s parents’ house was short, yet it felt unbearably long, my mind racing with questions.

      Would they even want to see me?

      Would Beth?

      Pulling into the driveway, I spotted Beth’s car parked in its usual spot, dusted with a thin layer of snow. A pang of guilt hit me hard. Did she live here now? Had she been here all this time while I was off building my career, too caught up in my own hurt to reach out?

      I cursed myself for being such a colossal jerk the past few years. But how could I have known? If I had, I would have let my anger fade much faster.

      Heart pounding, I ran to the front door, rapping my knuckles against the wood. The air smelled like fresh snow, and delicate white flakes landed in my hair, melting instantly. I was brushing them away when the door swung open.

      “Mr. Johnson!” I exclaimed, unable to stop the smile from spreading across my face. “Hi! How are you?”

      Before I could say another word, he pulled me into a warm embrace, his familiar scent of cedar and coffee wrapping around me like a memory.

      “I haven’t seen you in years, dear Heather!” he said, his voice full of affection and just a hint of disbelief.

      “I know,” I admitted, tucking my hair behind my ear, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

      And then I saw her.

      Down the hall, Beth stood, phone pressed to her ear. She had turned at the sound of my voice, her expression unreadable. Our eyes met for half a second before she held up a finger—just a moment—and then disappeared into the nearest room.

      I swallowed hard, my stomach twisting with something sharp and unfamiliar.

      Was she talking to someone else?

      Someone new?

      I hadn’t even thought to ask if she was seeing anyone. And the worst part?

      She hadn’t asked me either.

       “Come in, come in!” said Beth’s mother, appearing in the foyer with a warm smile. She reached for my arm, gently ushering me inside as her husband followed suit. The familiar scent of freshly brewed coffee and cinnamon filled the air, wrapping around me like a childhood memory.

      Beth’s parents led me into the living room, where the fireplace crackled softly, casting a golden glow over the space. It felt exactly the same as it had all those years ago—cozy, inviting, like a second home I had long since abandoned.

      “Would you like some coffee?” Mrs. Johnson asked, already moving toward the kitchen before I could answer.

      I nodded. “That would be great, thank you.”

      As I settled into the plush armchair by the fire, Mr. Johnson leaned forward, studying me with kind yet curious eyes. “So, how did you know Beth was here?”

      I smiled, shaking my head. “I didn’t. I just guessed.”

      Mrs. Johnson returned a moment later, pressing a steaming cup of coffee into my hands. I wrapped my fingers around the ceramic, grateful for the warmth.

      “She’s been so attentive over the years,” Mrs. Johnson continued, shaking her head with a fond smile. “Always checking in on us, making sure we have everything we need. I keep telling her we’re fine, but she insists.” She let out a belly laugh, rich and full of love, and it warmed me from the inside out.

      I took a sip of my coffee, glancing toward the hallway just as Beth came rushing in. Her cheeks were flushed, her breath slightly uneven as if she had just finished a sprint.

      “Sorry about that,” she said, brushing a strand of hair from her face. Then, her eyes locked onto mine, soft yet insistent. “Heather, can I speak with you?”

      I hesitated, glancing at her parents, who both gave me small, knowing nods.

      “Of course.” I set my coffee down and followed Beth into the empty dining room, my heart pounding in my chest.

      She turned to face me, her hands reaching for mine, fingers lacing together like they belonged there. “What is it?” she asked gently. “Anything—you can tell me anything.”

      I swallowed hard. My stomach was in knots, twisting tighter with each passing second. It was terrifying, standing here in front of her, laying my heart bare. But I wanted this. Needed this.

      I couldn’t waste another opportunity. I couldn’t let fear hold me back—not again.

      “I love you,” I said, my voice trembling. “I want to move back home. I want to be with you. Nothing else would make me happier.”

      Beth’s jaw dropped slightly, her eyes widening as she ran a hand through her hair. She looked—nervous. Which, in turn, made me nervous.

      My palms grew hot, slick with sweat. My knees weakened, my resolve suddenly feeling fragile.

      “What about your career?” she asked, her voice quiet, cautious. “What about New York?”

      “I don’t care,” I whispered, turning my back to her as I gazed out the dining room window. Snow fell in soft flurries, blanketing the world in white. The scene was peaceful, but my heart was anything but.

      “You’re where I’m supposed to be.”

      A beat of silence. Then soft, deliberate footsteps.

      Beth’s arms slipped around me from behind, wrapping me in warmth. Her chin rested on my shoulder, her breath soft against my neck.

      “You’re going back to New York,” she murmured.

      My heart sank.

      She pulled me closer. “You’re going to move up in your field. You’re going to be a wild success. And I will love you so much more for it.”

      The words cut deep, even though they were laced with love.

      My breath hitched. “You’re with someone, aren’t you?”

      Beth let out a soft laugh, the kind that sent frustration bubbling up inside me.

      I turned in her arms, scanning her face. What was so funny? Why was she laughing when I felt like my world was tilting off its axis?

      “You didn’t let me finish,” she said, shaking her head with an amused glint in her eyes. “You don’t need to move back here.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      She took a deep breath, squeezing my hands. “I was just on the phone with my boss. The bank loves what I’ve done for them.”

       “I know. That’s why they’re giving you more to manage.”

      “Exactly,” she said, her eyes shining with excitement. “So when I told them I wanted to transfer to New York, they were ten times happier. They had a perfect position waiting for me.”

      The words hit me like a jolt of electricity. My breath caught in my throat, and for a moment, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think.

      “You—” My voice faltered. “You’re coming to New York?”

      Beth nodded but then took a small step back, searching my face. “But,” she added softly, “I won’t take it if it’s too soon. Or if you don’t want me to.”

      I shook my head, trying to process it all. “What about your parents? I thought you didn’t want to leave them.”

      She smiled, a mixture of relief and excitement flickering in her expression. “I’ll have company-paid trips back here every month. I’ll still be around to check on them. I’m moving into a higher-level management role, so I’ll have a lot more responsibility, but I was heading in this direction anyway. The only difference is that now I get to do it with you.”

      I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “I don’t know what to say,” I murmured, stepping closer to her. “I honestly can’t believe it.”

      Beth reached out, tilting my chin up until our eyes met. Her touch was steady, grounding me in the moment. “Then don’t say anything,” she whispered before pressing a soft, lingering kiss to my lips.

      A warmth spread through my chest, replacing the uncertainty with something bigger than hope—certainty.

      I wrapped my arms around her neck, pulling her close, my smile so wide it almost hurt. “Yes,” I breathed against her lips. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      She let out a joyful laugh before kissing me again, this time deeper, more certain, as if sealing the promise between us.

      Then, without hesitation, she took my hand and led me back into the living room.

      “Mom. Dad,” she said, her voice steady, filled with purpose. “I’m going to be transferring to New York to be with Heather.”

      Both of her parents looked up at us, their faces alight with joy.

      “Oh, Beth,” her mother gasped, her eyes glistening. “That makes me so happy!” She was already wrapping Beth in a tight hug, then pulled me into the embrace as well, kissing my cheek.

      When she finally pulled back, she gave me a knowing look, her voice warm and affectionate. “You know, I always hoped she’d pick a girl like you.”

      I let out a soft laugh, glancing at Beth, my heart overflowing. “I know,” I said, squeezing her hand.

      “She was just waiting for the right time.”
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      I stayed with Beth and her parents all day, basking in the warmth of their home, the easy familiarity of old conversations, and the quiet thrill of new beginnings. Laughter filled the rooms, mingling with the scent of fresh coffee and the comforting sound of the wind brushing against the windows.

      But when night fell, I couldn’t bring myself to leave.

      We sat together on the living room sofa, the soft glow of the fireplace flickering against the walls. The house was silent now, her parents long since retired to bed. The only sound was the rhythmic beat of my own heart, steady yet urgent as I gazed up at the woman I was madly, irreversibly in love with.

      “You’re so pretty,” I murmured, reaching up to trace my fingers along the soft curve of her cheek.

      Beth smiled, leaning into my touch. “You’re the pretty one,” she whispered before closing the distance between us.

      Her lips brushed against mine, gentle at first, like the start of something fragile and precious. But as I melted into her, the kiss deepened, slow and unhurried, yet filled with longing. She parted her lips, her tongue gliding against mine, and I lost myself in the warmth of her body pressing against me.

      “Come with me,” she breathed against my lips.

      Her hand found mine, fingers entwining as she guided me upstairs. My pulse quickened as we slipped into her bedroom, a space so familiar yet suddenly charged with an entirely new kind of anticipation.

      The door clicked shut behind us.

      Before I could speak, she pushed me gently against the wall, her lips finding mine again with an intensity that sent shivers down my spine. My hands roamed her back, memorizing the way her body fit against mine, the way her breath hitched when my fingers slid beneath the hem of her sweater.

      Clothes fell to the floor, forgotten in the urgency of the moment.

      Her lips trailed down my neck, lingering at my collarbone before continuing their descent. She cupped my breasts, sucking on each nipple. A soft moan escaped my lips as I tangled my fingers in her hair, my head falling back against the wall.

        She lowered herself to the floor, kissing along the way.  I watched her until her face was between my legs, her eyes looking up at me.  Her tongue stretched along my wet slit.  My body was burning for her. Aching for her.  I arched my back as she teased me, breathing against my sensitive skin.

      With that, I lowered to the floor beside her, caressing her body with my fingertips.  I reached forward and slipped my hand between her legs until my fingers were brushing up against her slit which was dripping wet. She felt so good beside me like this, our warm bodies thrumming as they touched, our hands exploring every inch of skin. It left me doing so much more than touching, and within seconds, I was slipping my fingers inside Brook’s pussy as though I’d done it a million times.

      “That feels good,” she whispered. She reached over, casual as ever, and slipped her hand between my legs.  Her soft, lithe fingers explored me, making me gasp. At once I felt the tips of her fingers slip inside, nice and easy, as she slid it them in and out and I moaned quietly. Fuck, it feels so good; I thought to myself—too concerned to say it aloud and scare her off. Instead, Beth did. “That feels nice,” she huffed, as my fingers continued to slip in and out of her until I felt a shudder run through her body. The realization left my entire body harder and hornier than ever before.

      I leaned down and took her nipple between my lips, flicking my tongue against the skin.  She arched her back and moaned softly, like a goddess who’d just reached heaven. I felt like an animal, then—like some primal beast expressing her ultimate hunger as I devoured the taste of her. I felt alive and enthused in ways I never thought possible, and I owed it all to Beth.

      “Oh yes,” she moaned.  “Just like that.” But her moans stopped as I pulled my fingers from her pussy.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I want to taste you,” I said.

      She smiled a devilish smile that made my toes curl, and I simply licked my lips and eyed the puffy wet pussy between her legs, wishing I could put my mouth on it. I couldn’t believe we were really here together, right now, and part of me felt like it could all end at any moment. But I’d already made my desires known and I was already staring at her like I needed her.

      “Go on then,” she said.  “What are you waiting for?” she chuckled, casually grabbing my neck as if gesturing my head down toward her lap.  “I definitely want you to.” I didn’t fight her, and instead, parted my lips until my mouth lowered close enough to the entrance of her pussy that I could slide my wet tongue along it.

      I wrapped my lips around her mound, coaxing her clit out and teasing it. At once, I brushed my tongue on Beth’s slit as she gifted me a series of moans and blissful sighs, all while fingering my pussy while I tasted her.

      “Wish I could lick you at the same time,” Beth confessed.

      I pulled my mouth up from her pussy and licked the flavor of her skin and arousal from my mouth, as I whispered, “I’ll lie down, and you could get on top, and face that way,” I said, pointing. Beth cocked her brow, “Like, sixty-nine?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so. Unless you don’t want to.”

      “Fuck yeah I do,” she grinned. I obliged her; lying down on my back and watching her maneuver atop me. She parted her legs and lowered her hips down until her pussy was against my mouth again. Then she lowered her mouth down between my trembling legs. Suddenly, with her slit against my mouth, I felt her warm, wet lips and tongue meet my own pussy.

      I moaned loud into the quiet night as her sweet, wet mouth sucked tightly at my aching pussy, her tongue gliding along my slit, teasing me. My hips thrust gently against her as she brought a hand back toward my breast and massaged it, all while sinking her tongue deeper and deeper inside me, until finally, I could feel nearly all my climax building.

      “Ohhh!” I cried out, letting myself go on Beth’s tongue. My entire body writhed and shook, and I gripped Beth’s hips, holding her against my mouth, as I grinded my hips against her mouth and struggled to keep the pleasure from spilling over. The waves taunted me – endless and threatening an eternity of bliss so potent, I could barely handle it; it threatened to split me right open.

      “I’m coming,” Beth moaned against my mound, the vibration of her words sending me even further over the edge.  I gripped her hips and she gripped my thighs as we trembled and quivered against each other – a messy pair of bodies on the floor.

      When she’d finished, she spun herself to lay down beside me with my arms wrapped around her.  My lips met hers and I could taste myself on them.

      “I never want this night to end,” I said.

      Beth smiled.  “Then I guess we better make it last as long as we can. But don’t worry, there will be more nights like this.”

      My heart raced at the thought. Finally, Beth was mine.
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