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Chapter 1: "Eighteen Candles"

The cereal aisle smells like cardboard and artificial strawberry, which is weirdly comforting at seven in the morning. I'm kneeling on the linoleum with a box cutter in one hand and a family-size box of Lucky Charms in the other when I hear his voice.

"Happy birthday, Rachel."

My hand freezes mid-reach. I don't have to look up to know it's Bruce—I'd recognize his voice anywhere, that low, steady tone that somehow always sounds like he's smiling even when he's not. But I look up anyway, because I'm an idiot who can't help herself.

He's standing at the end of the aisle with his clipboard tucked under one arm, wearing the same navy Morrison's Market polo shirt we all wear, though somehow on him it looks intentional, like he chose it. His salt-and-pepper hair is slightly disheveled, probably from running his hands through it while doing the morning inventory count. He does that when he's concentrating. I've noticed.

"Thank you," I manage, and I hate how breathless I sound, like I've been running instead of just kneeling here for the past twenty minutes stocking shelves.

"Eighteen, right?" He walks closer, and I scramble to my feet, suddenly aware that I'm wearing my rattiest jeans and my Morrison's shirt has a coffee stain on the collar. "That's a big one."

"I guess so." I shrug, trying to seem casual, like my heart isn't doing gymnastics in my chest. "Mostly it just means I can buy lottery tickets now."

He laughs—actually laughs—and the sound does something uncomfortable to my insides. "I'd recommend investing in a good savings account instead, but what do I know? I'm just the boring assistant manager."

You're not boring, I think. You're the least boring person I've ever met.

"Noted. Financial responsibility. Very exciting."

"That's the spirit." His eyes—hazel, with these little gold flecks that catch the fluorescent lights—linger on my face for a moment longer than necessary. Or maybe I'm imagining it. I'm probably imagining it. "Well, I should let you get back to it. These Frosted Flakes won't stock themselves."

"Lucky Charms, actually," I correct him, then immediately want to sink through the floor. Who corrects their boss about cereal?

But Bruce just grins. "Right. The magically delicious ones. My mistake." He starts to walk away, then turns back. "Oh, and Rachel? There might be something for you in the break room. Don't let Maya eat it all before you get there."

He winks—he actually winks—and then he's gone, disappearing around the corner toward the produce section, leaving me standing there like an idiot with a box of Lucky Charms pressed against my chest like a shield.

I've had a crush on Bruce Farrington for exactly two years, one month, and fourteen days.

Not that I'm counting.



My first day at Morrison's Market was in October of my sophomore year. I'd just turned sixteen and desperately needed a job—Mom's hours at the hospital had been cut, and my brother Danny needed new glasses. Mr. Morrison hired me on the spot, probably because I was the only applicant who showed up on time and didn't have visible tattoos. Small-town Pennsylvania has certain expectations.

Bruce was the one who trained me.

I remember walking into the break room that first morning, nervous and wearing a polo shirt two sizes too big (borrowed from my cousin), and there he was. Sitting at the table with a cup of coffee and a book—some thick literary novel I'd never heard of. He looked up when I walked in, and I swear the world tilted slightly on its axis.

"You must be Rachel," he said, standing up and offering his hand. "I'm Bruce. Welcome to Morrison's."

His handshake was firm and warm, and I couldn't stop staring at the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled. He was older—I knew that immediately—but not old. Distinguished, maybe. Like a professor in a movie. Salt-and-pepper hair cut neat and professional, a jawline that could have been carved from stone, and this aura of competence that radiated from him like heat.

I was sixteen and had never felt anything like the jolt that went through me when our hands touched.

"Hi," I squeaked, and he didn't seem to notice that I sounded like a mouse being strangled.

He spent the whole morning showing me the ropes: how to use the register, where everything was stored, the difference between code dating and rotation. He was patient when I messed up—which was often—and never made me feel stupid. When a customer yelled at me for the price of organic milk, Bruce materialized out of nowhere and defused the situation with such calm authority that I wanted to applaud.

"Don't take it personally," he told me afterward. "Some people are just having a bad day. It's not about you."

But here's the thing I remember most about that first day: Bruce asked me questions. Real questions. Not just "Can you work Saturdays?" but "What do you like to read?" and "What do you want to study in college?" Like he actually cared about the answers. Like I was a person, not just another part-time cashier.

When my shift ended, I went home and lay on my bed for two hours, replaying every conversation, every smile, every moment he stood close enough that I could smell his cologne—something woody and clean, like cedar and coffee.

I told myself it was just a crush. That it would fade.

Two years later, I'm still waiting.



The break room at Morrison's is a cramped space with a wobbly table, a microwave that only works on odd-numbered days, and a refrigerator covered in passive-aggressive notes about labeled food. But when I push open the door after finishing the cereal aisle, I find it transformed.

"HAPPY BIRTHDAY, BITCH!" Maya shouts, throwing a handful of confetti in my face.

There are streamers taped to the walls, a banner that says "Happy 18th!" in glittery letters, and on the table sits a store-bought cake with my name spelled wrong in pink frosting. "Rachael" with an extra 'a'. It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

"You guys," I say, and my throat gets tight.

"We guys nothing," Maya says, pulling me into a hug that smells like her vanilla body spray and the faint chemical scent of the hair dye she uses to maintain her purple streaks. "This was all Diane's idea. Well, and Bruce bought the cake."

Diane, our head cashier and unofficial Morrison's matriarch, bustles over with paper plates. She's sixty-something with reading glasses on a chain and a grandmother's warmth that she extends to everyone under thirty. "The bakery department was closed when he asked, so he had to drive to Giant. Made a special trip before his shift."

He drove to another store. For my birthday cake.

I'm going to die. I'm actually going to die right here in the Morrison's Market break room, age eighteen, cause of death: feelings.

"That's really nice of him," I say, aiming for casual and landing somewhere around strangled.

Maya shoots me a look. She knows. Of course she knows. Maya has known about my ridiculous, hopeless, completely inappropriate crush since approximately three months after I started working here, when I accidentally called Bruce "handsome" while describing him to her and then tried to walk it back by adding "for an old guy," which only made it worse.

"He's a good boss," Diane says, cutting into the cake with a plastic knife. "Always thinks of others. We're lucky to have him."

"Super lucky," Maya agrees, her voice dripping with false innocence. "Such a thoughtful, caring, attractive—I mean, attentive—supervisor."

I kick her under the table.

We eat cake and I open the card everyone signed—even Trevor from produce, though his signature looks reluctant—and for a moment, everything feels perfect. Simple. Like I'm just a normal eighteen-year-old celebrating with friends at her part-time job.

Then Bruce pokes his head in.

"Saved me a piece?" he asks, and Diane immediately starts cutting him a slice.

He sits down across from me, and I become acutely aware of every move I make. Fork to mouth. Chew. Swallow. Don't stare at his hands. Don't notice the way his forearms look in that polo shirt. Definitely don't think about those forearms.

I'm thinking about the forearms.

"So what are you doing to celebrate?" Diane asks me. "Big plans?"

"Dinner with my mom and Danny," I say. "Nothing fancy."

"Eighteen only happens once," Bruce says, and when I look up, he's watching me with this expression I can't quite read. "You should do something special. Something you'll remember."

The way he says it makes my skin prickle with awareness. Or maybe I'm just reading into things. I'm definitely reading into things.

"I'll remember this," I say, gesturing at the sad little party, the misspelled cake, the confetti already being tracked across the floor. "This is perfect."

His smile softens. "Good."

We hold eye contact for what feels like an eternity but is probably only three seconds, and I swear something passes between us. Something electric and terrifying and completely impossible.

Then Trevor bursts in complaining about a customer and the moment shatters.

But I felt it. I know I did.



My shift ends at two, and I spend the drive home trying to convince myself I imagined the whole thing. The look. The cake. The way Bruce's voice went soft when he said "good."

I'm pulling into our driveway—a cracked concrete pad in front of our small ranch house on Maple Street—when my phone buzzes.

Maya: okay but did you SEE the way he looked at you???

Maya: i'm not even joking that man is LOOKING

Maya: rachel. RACHEL. respond immediately.

Me: There was no looking. We were eating cake. People look at each other when eating cake.

Maya: NOT LIKE THAT THEY DON'T

Maya: i'm just saying if my boss looked at me like that i'd be filing paperwork

Maya: the sexy kind of paperwork

Maya: if you know what i mean

Me: I literally never know what you mean.

Maya: liar. you know exactly what I mean. you've been imagining what his paperwork looks like for two years.

I throw my phone onto the passenger seat and press my forehead against the steering wheel. She's not wrong, which is the problem. I have imagined it. I've imagined a lot of things. Too many things. Things that would probably get me fired if anyone could read my mind during our closing shifts.

The front door opens and Danny comes running out, all gangly twelve-year-old limbs and braces. "You're late! Mom made lasagna!"

"I'm not late, you're just hungry."

"Can't both be true?" He grins, and I can't help smiling back. Danny's the best thing in my life, even when he's being annoying.

Inside, the house smells like garlic and tomato sauce, and Mom is in the kitchen wearing her scrubs from the hospital. She looks tired—she always looks tired—but she's smiling.

"There's the birthday girl," she says, pulling me into a hug. "How was work?"

"Good. They got me a cake."

"That's sweet. That nice manager of yours, Bruce, right?"

I concentrate very hard on keeping my expression neutral. "Yeah. He's nice."

"Such a polite young man," Mom continues, completely oblivious to my internal crisis. "Always says hello when I stop by the store. And single, I think? I never see a ring."

"Mom." My voice comes out strangled.

"What? I'm just making conversation." She turns back to the lasagna, missing the way Danny mouths "awkward" at me from across the kitchen.

Dinner is nice, actually. Mom tells stories from the hospital, Danny complains about his math teacher, and I open presents: a new journal from Mom (she knows I like to write), a used copy of "The Great Gatsby" from Danny (my favorite), and a gift card to Target from my aunt Linda who always forgets what I like.

They sing "Happy Birthday" off-key, and when I blow out the candles on the small cake Mom picked up from the store—from Morrison's, I notice, not the cake Bruce bought—I wish for the same thing I've been wishing for since I was sixteen.

Let him see me. Really see me.

After dinner, I help with dishes while Mom gets ready for her night shift. Danny is in the living room playing video games, the sound of explosions and dramatic music drifting into the kitchen.

"You know," Mom says, scrubbing a pan, "eighteen is a big deal. You're an adult now. Officially."

"I don't feel that different than yesterday."

"You wouldn't. But the world sees you differently." She looks at me, really looks at me, and there's something sad in her expression. "My baby girl, all grown up. When did that happen?"

"Gradually, I think."

She laughs. "Smart answer." Then she dries her hands and pulls me into another hug. "I know I don't say it enough, but I'm proud of you, Rachel. You work hard, you take care of your brother, you're planning for college. You're doing everything right."

The words settle over me, warm and heavy. Doing everything right. Following the rules. Being responsible.

But what if I don't want to be responsible? What if I want to do something reckless? Something that makes no sense on paper but feels right in every other way?

"Thanks, Mom," I say, because that's what you're supposed to say.

After she leaves for work, I retreat to my room—a small space made smaller by the bookshelves crammed with paperbacks and the desk buried under notebooks and college brochures. I lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling, tracing the water stain that looks like a bird in flight.

Eighteen. An adult. Officially.

The thing is, I've felt like an adult for a while now. Since Dad left when I was fourteen and Mom had to pick up extra shifts and someone needed to make sure Danny did his homework and ate vegetables. Since I started working at Morrison's and paying my own phone bill and helping with groceries.

I've been adulting for years. The only difference is now there's a legal document that agrees with me.

My phone buzzes. Maya, probably, with more commentary about Bruce and "the look."

But it's not Maya.

Unknown Number: This is Bruce from work. Got your number from the employee directory, hope that's okay. Just wanted to say happy birthday again. And that you really should do something special to celebrate. You deserve it.

I read the message seventeen times.

He texted me. Bruce Farrington, assistant store manager, object of my every waking thought, texted me from his personal phone.

My fingers hover over the keyboard. What do I say? "Thanks, I'll celebrate by thinking about you for the next six hours?" "Something special like continuing to harbor wildly inappropriate feelings for my boss?"

I type: Thanks. Today was already pretty special.

Then I delete it.

I type: You made it special.

Delete.

Finally: Thank you. That really means a lot. Today was great.

Safe. Neutral. Completely lacking in subtext.

I hit send before I can overthink it more.

Three dots appear immediately. He's typing. He's actually typing back.

Bruce: Good. See you tomorrow?

Me: I'm scheduled for the evening shift.

Bruce: Perfect. I'm closing.

My heart does a complicated maneuver that should probably require medical attention.

Me: See you then.

I set my phone down and press my hands to my face, which is burning.

This is nothing. This is just normal work communication. Perfectly professional. He probably texts all the employees.

Except he doesn't. I know he doesn't because Maya has complained about trying to trade shifts and having to call the store phone because "Bruce is impossible to reach."

He texted me specifically. On my birthday. From his personal phone.

I pick up my phone again and stare at his name in my contacts. Bruce Farrington. No Mr. Farrington, no Morrison's Bruce, just... Bruce.

Tomorrow I'm working the evening shift. Just me and him and whoever else is scheduled, but probably not many people because Sunday evenings are slow. Quiet. Lots of time in the back doing inventory. Lots of chances for conversation.

Lots of opportunities for me to make a complete fool of myself.

I should be nervous. I should be spiraling into anxiety about what to wear and what to say and how to act.

But instead, I feel something else entirely. Something that's been building for two years, one month, and fourteen days. Something that feels a lot like courage.

I'm eighteen now. An adult. Officially.

Maybe it's time to stop waiting for him to see me.

Maybe it's time to make him look.




Chapter 2: "Night Shift Fantasies"

Sunday evening shifts at Morrison's have a particular quality to them—a sleepy, end-of-weekend atmosphere where customers drift through the aisles like ghosts, picking up forgotten items and milk for Monday morning. By seven o'clock, the store is practically empty.

Which means it's just me, Bruce, Diane on register one, and Marcus, the stock boy who spends most of his time in the back listening to podcasts.

I'm supposed to be facing the soup aisle—pulling cans forward so the shelves look full and organized—but I keep losing track of what I'm doing because Bruce is three aisles over in pasta, and I can hear him moving around. The soft thud of boxes. The rustle of plastic. The occasional clearing of his throat.

It's pathetic, really, how attuned I am to his presence.

I pick up a can of chicken noodle and place it at the front of the shelf. Then another. The repetitive motion should be meditative, but my mind keeps wandering.

What if he came around the corner right now? What if he found me here, and instead of just saying something about inventory, he—

"How's it going over here?"

I jump, nearly dropping the can in my hand. Bruce is standing at the end of the aisle, arms crossed, looking amused.

"Good," I squeak. "Great. Just... facing."

"I can see that." He walks closer, examining the shelves with a critical eye that I know is mostly for show. Bruce doesn't micromanage. "Looks good. You're thorough."

In my fantasy version of this moment, I'd say something clever. Something that would make him see me as more than just another employee. I'd tilt my head and smile and he'd notice the way the fluorescent lights catch in my hair, and he'd realize—

"Rachel?"

"Hmm?"

"I asked if you wanted to take your break."

"Oh. Right. Sure." I set down the can I'm holding, suddenly aware that I've been gripping it hard enough to dent the label.

He's still watching me, his expression shifting to something like concern. "You okay? You seem distracted."

"Just tired," I lie. "Long weekend."

"Ah. The big birthday celebrations finally catching up with you?"

I laugh, and it sounds mostly natural. "Yeah, I really went wild. Lasagna with my mom. Living dangerously."

"Sounds perfect, actually." He leans against the shelf, settling in like we have all the time in the world. Like there aren't a dozen things he should be doing. "Family dinners are underrated."

There's something wistful in his voice, and I remember what I know about Bruce's family situation: divorced, shares custody of his daughter, probably eats a lot of meals alone.

"Do you get to have dinner with your daughter much?" I ask, then immediately worry I've overstepped.

But Bruce doesn't seem bothered. "Emma? When she's with me, yeah. She's fifteen, though, so half the time she's more interested in her phone than conversation." He smiles, but there's affection in it. "She's a good kid. Better than I deserve, probably."

"I doubt that."

The words come out more forceful than I intended, and Bruce looks at me with surprise. Then something else. Something I can't quite name.

"That's kind of you to say."

We stand there in the soup aisle, and I'm hyperaware of the space between us—maybe three feet, maybe less. Close enough that I could reach out and touch his arm if I were brave enough. If I were someone else.

In my head, I do it. I close the distance. I touch his wrist, just lightly, and say something like "I mean it" in a voice that's confident and sure. And he looks down at my hand on his skin, and something shifts in his expression, and—

"I should let you take that break," Bruce says, stepping back. "Sorry for keeping you."

"You're not keeping me," I say quickly. Too quickly. "I mean, it's fine. I like talking to you."

Oh God. Why did I say that?

But Bruce just smiles. "I like talking to you too. You're easy to talk to."

He walks away before I can formulate a response, leaving me standing there with a can of tomato soup in one hand and my heart in my throat.



The break room is empty when I collapse into one of the chairs. I pull out my phone and stare at last night's text exchange with Bruce, reading it over and over like it might reveal some hidden meaning.

It doesn't. It's just texts. Professional, friendly texts that mean absolutely nothing.

Except they mean everything.

I open my notes app and start typing, something I do when my head gets too crowded. It's supposed to help organize my thoughts, but mostly it just ends up being dramatic nonsense.

Things I Want to Say to Bruce Farrington:

1. I think about you constantly.

2. You're not boring. You're the most interesting person I know.

3. I love the way you smell. (This sounds creepy. Delete.)

4. Do you ever think about me?

5. What would happen if I just kissed you?

I delete the whole thing and put my phone away.

The problem is that I can't tell what's real and what I'm inventing. Does he actually look at me differently, or am I seeing what I want to see? When he says I'm "easy to talk to," does that mean anything, or is he just being nice?

I've spent two years analyzing every interaction, cataloging every smile, building an entire fantasy relationship in my head. And the truth is, I don't actually know if Bruce thinks of me as anything other than a reliable employee who shows up on time and doesn't steal from the register.

The reality is I'm eighteen and he's thirty-eight and there's no universe where this makes sense.

But in my fantasies, sense doesn't matter.

In my fantasies, the age difference isn't an obstacle—it's part of the appeal. He's experienced and mature and knows what he wants. I'm young but not naive, old enough to make my own choices. We fit together in ways that surprise both of us.

In my fantasies, we're working late one night, and the store is empty, and he catches me staring. And instead of looking away, he holds my gaze. "Rachel," he says, and my name sounds different in his voice. Weighted. Meaningful.

"Yes?"

"I shouldn't say this." But he does anyway. "You're making it very hard to concentrate."

"On what?"

"On remembering all the reasons this is a terrible idea."

And then he's crossing the break room, and I'm standing up to meet him, and his hands are in my hair, and—

"Yo, Rachel!"

I snap back to reality so hard I nearly fall out of my chair. Marcus is standing in the doorway, headphones around his neck.

"Yeah?"

"Bruce wants you. Something about helping with the backstock inventory."

My pulse kicks up. "Okay. Thanks."

Marcus disappears, and I take a moment to collect myself. Backstock inventory means the storage room. Which means confined spaces. Which means—

Stop it, I tell myself. Get a grip.

I stand up, smooth down my shirt, and head toward the back.



The storage room at Morrison's is exactly as unglamorous as it sounds: concrete floors, metal shelving units reaching toward the ceiling, boxes of cereal and canned goods stacked in precarious towers. It smells like dust and cardboard and the faint chemical tang of cleaning supplies.

Bruce is standing in front of a clipboard, counting boxes of pasta sauce and making notes.

"Hey," I say. "Marcus said you needed help?"

He looks up, and there's that smile again. The one that makes my knees unreliable. "If you don't mind. I need to verify the count on a few items before I place the next order. Two sets of eyes are better than one."

"Sure."

He hands me a clipboard and a pen, and our fingers brush. It's nothing. Completely incidental. But my skin lights up like he's run an electric current through it.

Focus, Rachel.

"Can you count the tomato products on this section?" He gestures to a shelf. "Crushed, diced, sauce, paste. Just make a tally."

"Got it."

We work in silence for a few minutes, the only sound the scratch of pen on paper and the distant hum of the store's refrigeration units. It should be boring. Tedious. Instead, I'm acutely conscious of every movement he makes, every breath.

"So," Bruce says, not looking up from his counting, "have you given any thought to college? You're graduating in May, right?"

"June. And yeah, I've applied to a few places."

"Where are you thinking?"

"Shippensburg is the most realistic option. It's close, and the tuition is manageable with financial aid." I mark down another box of crushed tomatoes. "But I also applied to Penn State. And Temple. Just to see."

"What do you want to study?"

"English. Maybe education. I like the idea of teaching."

Now he does look up, and there's genuine interest in his expression. "That fits. You'd be good at it."

"You think so?"

"Definitely. You're patient, you're articulate, and you actually care about things. That's rare." He sets his clipboard down. "When I was eighteen, I had no idea what I wanted to do. Took me until I was twenty-five to figure out I liked the structure of retail management."

"Do you still like it?" I ask, then add quickly, "Sorry. That's probably too personal."

"No, it's a fair question." He leans against the shelving unit, considering. "Honestly? Some days yes, some days no. It pays the bills, and I'm good at it. But I don't know if I'd say I'm passionate about inventory management and employee scheduling."

"What would you be passionate about? If you could do anything?"

He laughs, but it sounds self-deprecating. "That's the question, isn't it? I used to want to be a journalist. Investigative reporting, uncovering important stories. But then life happened—marriage, mortgage, Emma. Practicality won out."

There's something vulnerable in the admission, and I want to tell him it's not too late. That he could still do those things. But it feels presumptuous, like I'm some kid who doesn't understand how the world works.

Except I do understand. I've watched my mom give up her dreams of nursing school because we needed the money now, not in four years. I know how life reshapes itself around necessity.

"For what it's worth," I say carefully, "I think practical matters. Taking care of your family matters. That's not settling—that's being responsible."

Bruce looks at me for a long moment, and I can't read his expression. Then he says, quietly, "When did you get so wise?"

"I've always been wise. You just never noticed."

The words come out flirtatious, which wasn't entirely intentional, but I don't take them back. Instead, I hold his gaze, my heart hammering.

This is the moment. In my fantasy, this is where he steps closer. Where he says something like "I'm noticing now." Where everything changes.

In reality, Bruce clears his throat and picks up his clipboard. "We should finish this count. Diane will need help closing out the registers soon."

The moment deflates, and I feel foolish. "Right. Of course."

We finish the inventory in near silence, and when Bruce says "Thanks for your help," it sounds distant. Professional.

I've pushed too far. Said too much. Ruined whatever fragile thing was building between us.



The rest of the shift drags. Diane leaves at nine, Marcus clocks out shortly after, and then it's just Bruce and me doing the final closing tasks. We move around each other like planets in orbit—close but never touching, caught in our separate gravitational pulls.

By the time I'm ready to leave, I feel wrung out. Exhausted from the constant vigilance of monitoring my words, my expressions, my every gesture around him.

I'm heading toward the back to grab my bag when Bruce calls out.

"Rachel? Hold on a second."

I freeze, then turn. He's standing by the office door, backlit by the fluorescent lights, and I can't see his face clearly.

"Yeah?"

He hesitates, which is unusual. Bruce is normally decisive, confident. "I just wanted to say... you're going to do great things. College, teaching, whatever you decide. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise."

It's such a strange thing to say that I don't know how to respond. "Thanks. I... thanks."

"Have a good night."

"You too."

I practically run to my car.



Maya calls me the second I pull into my driveway.

"Okay, spill. How was the shift?"

"Fine. Normal."

"Liar. You worked closing with Bruce. Nothing is ever normal."

I rest my head against the steering wheel. "Maya, I think I'm losing my mind."

"Finally! Acceptance is the first step."

"I'm serious. I don't know what's real anymore. Like, did we have a moment in the storage room, or did I imagine it? Is he being friendly, or is he being friendly? I can't tell the difference between what's actually happening and what I want to happen."

There's a pause. Then Maya says, more gently, "Rach, can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"What's the endgame here? Like, genuinely. What do you think is going to happen?"

The question lands like a weight. "I don't know."

"Do you want to know what I think?"

"Not really. But tell me anyway."

"I think you need to decide if you're actually going to do something about this, or if you're just going to torture yourself forever. Because watching you pine for two years has been painful enough. I can't do another two."

"I'm not pining."

"You're the definition of pining. You're like a Victorian heroine wasting away with unexpressed longing."

Despite everything, I laugh. "Okay, that's a little dramatic."

"Is it, though? Rachel, you're eighteen now. You're an adult. If you want something, go get it. Or don't. But make a choice."

"And if I go get it and he rejects me? Then I have to keep working there, seeing him every shift, dying of embarrassment?"

"Then you'll survive. People survive worse things." Her voice softens. "But what if he doesn't reject you?"

I close my eyes. "That might be scarier."

"Yeah," Maya says quietly. "It probably is."



Later, lying in bed with my laptop balanced on my knees, I try to work on my English essay. It's about "The Great Gatsby"—analyzing Gatsby's obsession with Daisy, the green light, the impossible dream.

Gatsby's fixation on Daisy represents the human tendency to idealize the unattainable, I type. He constructs an elaborate fantasy around her, one that has little to do with who she actually is and everything to do with what she represents: lost time, lost innocence, a life he can never have.

I stop typing.

Is that what I'm doing? Building an elaborate fantasy around Bruce that has nothing to do with reality? Projecting all my desires and dreams onto someone who probably sees me as nothing more than a kid who works the register?

But then I remember the way he looked at me in the storage room. The way he said "When did you get so wise?" like it surprised him. The birthday text that he didn't have to send.

Those things are real. Aren't they?

My phone buzzes.

Bruce: Thanks for your help tonight. And sorry if I seemed off—long day. You're a great employee and I'm glad you're on my team.

I stare at the message.

Great employee. On his team.

It's the kind of message a manager sends. Professional. Appropriate. Exactly what it should be.

So why does it feel like a door closing?

I don't respond right away. Instead, I sit there in the darkness of my room, my laptop screen casting blue light across my face, and I let myself acknowledge the truth I've been avoiding.

I'm in love with Bruce Farrington.

Not a crush. Not infatuation. Love.

I love the way he handles difficult customers with infinite patience. I love that he reads literary fiction on his lunch breaks. I love that he asks about my life like it matters. I love the tiny crinkle between his eyebrows when he's concentrating. I love that he's a good father even though his marriage fell apart. I love that he's kind and competent and makes me feel seen.

And the problem with love is that it doesn't care about logic. It doesn't care that he's twenty years older or that he's my boss or that this could never work. It just exists, insistent and impossible, taking up all the space in my chest.

Maya's right. I need to make a choice.

I can keep this locked inside, safe and secret, letting it eat away at me until I eventually move on or move away. The practical choice. The smart choice.

Or I can do something terrifying.

I can tell him.

I look at his text again, and this time I notice something I missed before. He apologized for seeming "off." Which means he was aware of the shift in the storage room. Which means he felt it too.

Didn't he?

I start typing a response, delete it, start again.

Finally, I settle on: No worries. Thanks for letting me help. See you next shift.

Safe. Neutral. Cowardly.

I hit send and immediately want to take it back.

But it's too late. The message is gone, floating through the digital ether to Bruce's phone, where he'll read it and think nothing of it and continue seeing me as just another employee.

Unless.

Unless I change that.

I open my notes app again.

Things I'm Going to Do:

1. Stop living in fantasies.

2. Figure out if what I feel is real.

3. Find out if he feels it too.

4. Be brave.

I stare at the list for a long time. Then I add one more item:

5. Make him see me.

I close the laptop and turn off the light. Outside my window, Greencastle is quiet and dark, everyone tucked into their safe, normal lives.

But lying there in the darkness, I feel something shifting inside me. Something that feels dangerous and reckless and absolutely necessary. I can’t help but fantasize about being with him. As I imagine us together, I feel my nipples hardening, pressing against the sheets.

My hand gently rubs both nipples sending shocks down to my pussy. I reach one hand down and feel my juices coating me. I spread my legs wide, imagining it’s him between my legs. I can almost feel his hot breath on my pussy lips. I shudder as my finger dips between my lips, the slickness of my juices coating them.

I imagine him licking my slit as he slips a finger inside of me. His tongue begins to lick my clit. I moan as I begin to rub my clit, passion rising up inside of me, anticipating my orgasm. I slipped a finger inside of myself and began to slowly finger fuck my pussy. “Oh, God, Bruce,” I moan quietly.

My fingers increase their speed, both on my clit and in my pussy. I reach a fevered pitch and exhale quickly as my orgasm hits. Waves of ecstasy wash over me as I imagine him coming inside of my, filling with his cum. The thought just intensifies my orgasm even more.

Once my orgasm subsides, I wipe my pussy dry with my panties, and roll over, satisfied for the moment.

Tomorrow I'm scheduled off. But the day after that, I work closing again.

And when I do, I'm going to stop waiting.

I'm going to act.


Chapter 3: "The First Move"

Tuesday morning, I wake up with purpose.

It's a strange feeling—this clarity, like someone's adjusted the focus on a camera and suddenly everything is sharp and defined. I know what I want. The question is whether I'm brave enough to reach for it.

I spend an extra twenty minutes getting ready for my four o'clock shift, which is ridiculous. It's Morrison's Market, not a photo shoot. But I swap my usual ponytail for loose waves, add mascara, choose the polo shirt that actually fits instead of the oversized one I usually grab.

In the mirror, I look older. Or maybe I just feel older.

"Hot date at the grocery store?" Danny asks, appearing in my doorway with a mouthful of cereal.

"Go away."

"You're wearing lip gloss. You never wear lip gloss to work."

"I'm experimenting with my look. Is that a crime?"

He grins, milk dribbling down his chin. "You like someone. You totally like someone."

"I'm going to tell Mom you're eating in the hallway again."

"Snitch." But he disappears, and I hear him thumping down the stairs.

I look at myself one more time. The girl staring back looks determined. Nervous, but determined.

Okay, I think. Let's do this.



The coffee shop next to Morrison's makes Bruce's order perfectly: large dark roast, room for cream, no sugar. I know this because I've watched him doctor his coffee in the break room approximately seven hundred times.

I walk into the store at 3:55 with two cups—one for him, one for me—and my heart attempting to break free from my ribcage.

Diane's at the customer service desk and raises her eyebrows when she sees me. "Well, don't you look lovely today."

"Thanks." I sign in on the computer, trying to appear casual. "Is Bruce around?"

"Office, I think. Doing schedules."

Perfect.

I head toward the back, practicing what I'll say. Hey, I grabbed you a coffee. Thought you could use it. Casual. Friendly. Definitely not a declaration of intent.

The office door is open. Bruce is sitting at the desk, squinting at the computer screen with reading glasses perched on his nose. I've never seen him wear glasses before, and the sight does something unfair to my stomach.

I knock on the doorframe.

He looks up, and something crosses his face—surprise, maybe, or something else I can't identify. "Rachel. Hey."

"Hey. I brought coffee." I hold up the cup. "I was getting some anyway and thought you might want one. You don't have to drink it if—"

"That's really thoughtful." He takes the cup, fingers brushing mine briefly. "Thank you. How did you know I take it black?"

"I'm observant."

"Apparently." He takes a sip, and his whole face relaxes. "This is perfect. Better than the sludge from the break room."

"That's a low bar."

He laughs, removing his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose. "Fair point. I've been staring at this schedule for an hour. My eyes are crossing."

"Anything I can help with?"

"Unless you want to tell me how to cover three call-outs next week with a staff that's already stretched thin, probably not."

I lean against the doorframe. "You could hire more people."

"Mr. Morrison is worried about the budget. Says we need to 'maximize efficiency with current resources.'" He makes air quotes, looking tired. "Which means we're all working too hard."

There's an opening here—a chance to flirt, to say something about not minding hard work if it means spending more time here. With him. But the words tangle in my throat.

Instead, I say, "Well, the coffee should help. With the eye strain. Or at least make it more bearable."

"It does. Really. Thank you, Rachel."

The way he says my name—deliberate, warm—makes me feel seen in a way I can't quite articulate.

"Anytime," I manage, then flee before I can do something stupid like confess my undying affection.

In the employee bathroom, I grip the sink and stare at my flushed reflection.

Step one: complete. I brought him coffee. He appreciated it. We had a conversation. Nobody died.

This is progress.



Over the next few days, I implement my plan in small increments.

Wednesday, I ask Bruce what he's reading—some thick book about the history of journalism—and mention I'm writing a paper on media bias for my community college English class. He talks for fifteen minutes about the importance of primary sources and ethical reporting, and I watch his face animate with passion for something he thought he'd left behind.

Thursday, I volunteer to help restock the greeting cards, which happens to be right next to the office where Bruce is doing paperwork. We end up discussing our favorite books, and I discover he loves Fitzgerald too.

"There's something about the doomed romanticism," he says, leaning against the card display. "The way Gatsby builds his entire life around an illusion."

"You think it's an illusion? What he feels for Daisy?"

"I think he's in love with a memory. With potential. Not with who she actually is."

"Maybe that's all love is," I counter. "Seeing potential in someone. Believing in the best version of them."

Bruce looks at me strangely. "That's a remarkably optimistic take."

"You think I'm not optimistic?"

"I think you're more complex than you let on."

The words hang between us, loaded with subtext I'm afraid to examine too closely.

Friday, I start leaving post-it notes on his clipboard when he's not looking. Small things: Don't forget to eat lunch or That customer wasn't worth the stress or You're doing great.

I never sign them, but he must know they're from me. How could he not?



By the time Tuesday rolls around again—exactly one week since my birthday—I've established a new normal. Bruce and I talk more. Real conversations, not just work-related pleasantries. He seeks me out during shifts, asks my opinion on things, actually listens to my answers.

And maybe I'm delusional, but I swear something has shifted. The way he looks at me lingers a fraction too long. The way he finds excuses to work near me. The way he smiles when he sees I've left another note.

"You're playing a dangerous game," Maya warns me during our overlapping break. She's eating Takis and scrolling through her phone, but I know she's paying attention.

"I'm not playing anything."

"Right. And I'm the Queen of England." She crunches a chip aggressively. "Rachel, he's into you. I can tell. But that doesn't mean this is a good idea."

"Why not?"

"Because he's your boss? Because he's literally twenty years older than you? Because if this goes sideways, you're the one who's going to get hurt?"

"I know the risks."

"Do you, though?" She sets down her phone, looking at me seriously. "Because from where I'm sitting, you're all in on something that might not even be real. What if he's just being nice? What if you're reading signals that aren't there?"

The doubts creep in, unwelcome but persistent. "Then I'll deal with it."

"You're stubborn as hell, you know that?"

"It's part of my charm."

She sighs, but there's affection in it. "Just... be careful. Okay? I don't want to watch you crash and burn."

"Noted."

But even as I say it, I know I'm past the point of being careful. I'm free-falling, and I don't want to pull the parachute.



That evening, the sky opens up.

It's one of those sudden Pennsylvania storms that appears out of nowhere—thunder shaking the building, rain hammering against the windows, lightning illuminating the parking lot in brief, stark flashes.

The store empties out almost immediately. People grab their groceries and run for their cars, and by six-thirty, it's a ghost town.

"Well, this is cozy," Diane says, watching the rain from her register. "Reminds me of the flood in '96. We were here until midnight waiting for the roads to clear."

"Please don't jinx us," Marcus mutters, scrolling through his phone. "I have plans tonight."

"In this weather?"

"Indoor plans. Obviously."

Bruce emerges from the back, tablet in hand. "Okay, since we're dead, let's get some things done. Marcus, can you organize the stockroom? It's a disaster. Diane, if you want to take off early, now's the time. Rachel—" He pauses, meeting my eyes. "Can you help me with the seasonal changeover in the back? We need to count Halloween inventory and start planning for Thanksgiving."

My pulse quickens. "Sure."

Diane grabs her purse, clearly not needing to be told twice. "You kids have fun. Don't work too hard."

Marcus disappears toward the stockroom, headphones already in.

And then it's just us.



The back storage area feels different in the storm. More isolated. The rain on the roof is a steady drumbeat, and the occasional thunder rumbles through the walls like a living thing.

Bruce leads me to a section of shelving packed with autumn decorations—plastic pumpkins, artificial leaves, bags of candy corn that nobody actually eats.

"We need to count what's left and what's damaged," he explains, pulling out his tablet. "Then figure out what we're keeping for next year versus what we're clearancing out."

"Got it."

We work in silence for a few minutes, and I'm acutely aware of how close we're standing. Every time he reaches past me for a box, I catch that familiar scent—coffee and cedar and something uniquely him.

"Can I ask you something?" I say suddenly.

"Sure."

"Do you ever feel stuck?"

He pauses, a plastic jack-o'-lantern in his hands. "What do you mean?"

"Like... you know where you are isn't where you're supposed to be. But you don't know how to get from here to there."

Bruce sets down the pumpkin carefully. "Is this about college?"

"About everything, I guess." I fidget with a bag of candy. "Everyone treats me like I'm still a kid. My mom, most of the people here, even you sometimes. But I don't feel like a kid. I haven't felt like a kid in a long time."

"I don't think of you as a kid."

The words are quiet but definitive.

I look up. "No?"

"No." He runs a hand through his hair, a gesture I've learned means he's uncomfortable or thinking hard. "Rachel, you're one of the most mature people I know. The way you handle difficult situations, the way you think about things—it's impressive. You're going to do remarkable things."

"Then why do you keep your distance?"

The question escapes before I can stop it, too honest, too revealing.

Bruce goes very still. "What?"

"Forget it. That was—I shouldn't have said that."

"Rachel—"

"We should finish the inventory." I turn back to the shelves, face burning.

But Bruce touches my shoulder, gently turning me back toward him. "Wait. What did you mean?"

His hand is still on my shoulder. I can feel the warmth of it through my shirt, and I can't think straight.

"I just mean... sometimes I feel like you're about to say something. Or do something. And then you don't." I force myself to meet his eyes. "And I can't tell if I'm imagining it or if you're holding back."

The moment stretches out, taut as a wire.

"I am holding back," he says finally.

My heart stops. "Why?"

"Because I'm your boss. Because you're eighteen. Because there are about seventeen different reasons why this would be complicated and potentially inappropriate." His hand drops from my shoulder, and I immediately miss the contact. "Because I'm not sure you understand what you're asking."

"I understand perfectly."

"Do you?" He steps closer, and suddenly there's almost no space between us. "Because I'm not some college guy, Rachel. I'm divorced. I have a daughter. I'm almost forty. I have baggage and responsibilities and—"

"I don't care about any of that."

"You should."

"Why? Because society says so? Because there's some arbitrary rule about age differences?" I'm feeling reckless now, fearless. "I know what I want, Bruce."

"And what's that?"

The question is barely a whisper.

This is it. The precipice. I can step back, laugh it off, pretend this conversation never happened. Safe. Smart.

Or I can jump.

"You," I say. "I want you."

The words hang in the air between us, impossible to take back.

Bruce's expression shifts—shock, conflict, something that looks like desire before he shutters it away. "Rachel..."

"I'm not imagining this, am I? The way you look at me sometimes. The birthday text. The fact that you're standing here right now when you could have assigned this inventory to anyone."

"No," he admits. "You're not imagining it."

The confession unlocks something in my chest. "Then why—"

"Because wanting something doesn't make it right." But even as he says it, his eyes drop to my mouth.

We're standing so close I can see the flecks of gold in his hazel eyes, can count the silver threads in his hair. The rain pounds overhead, and thunder rolls through the building, and the whole world narrows to this moment, this breath, this space between us.

"What if it is right?" I whisper.

"Rachel—"

"What if age doesn't matter as much as everyone thinks? What if—"

He kisses me.

It's sudden and desperate and everything I've imagined for two years. His hands cup my face, fingers threading into my hair, and I grab fistfuls of his shirt to keep from falling. The kiss is tentative at first—testing, questioning—but then I respond and something breaks open between us.

I've been kissed before. Fumbling make-out sessions with boys from school who tasted like cheap beer and bad decisions. This is nothing like that.

This is an earthquake. A revelation. Coming home.

And then, just as suddenly, it's over.

Bruce pulls back like I've burned him, hands dropping, stepping away so fast he nearly knocks over a box of Thanksgiving decorations.

"I can't—" He looks stricken. "We can't. That was—Jesus, Rachel, I'm sorry."

"Don't apologize." My lips are tingling, my whole body electrified. "Don't you dare apologize."

"I'm your supervisor. There are rules—"

"I kissed you back."

"You're eighteen—"

"Exactly. An adult. Making my own choices." I step toward him, but he backs away.

"This is my fault. I shouldn't have—we need to forget this happened."

"How am I supposed to forget that?"

He closes his eyes, and when he opens them, there's anguish there. "I don't know. But we have to try. This can't happen, Rachel. There's too much at stake."

"For who? You or me?"

"Both of us." He straightens his shirt, tries to compose himself, but I can see his hands shaking. "We should get back to work. Professionally. And then we need to talk about this. Properly. Not here, not now."

"When?"

"I don't know. I need to think."

The rejection shouldn't hurt as much as it does—he kissed me, after all, which means this is real—but watching him retreat behind his walls makes my chest ache.

"Fine," I say, trying to sound unaffected. "We'll talk. Later."

"Rachel—"

"It's fine, Bruce. Really." I turn back to the Halloween inventory, blinking hard against the sudden sting in my eyes. "Let's just finish this."

We work in painful silence for the next twenty minutes. Every accidental brush of hands feels charged. Every glance is loaded with everything we're not saying.

When we're done, Bruce mutters something about needing to check on Marcus and practically flees.

I stand alone in the storage room, touching my lips, replaying every second.

He kissed me.

He kissed me and then immediately regretted it.

But he kissed me.



By the time my shift ends, the rain has slowed to a drizzle. I'm gathering my things from my locker when Maya appears, looking concerned.

"You okay? You've been weird all evening."

"I'm fine."

"You're lying. What happened?"

I debate telling her. But the truth is bubbling up inside me, too big to contain. "He kissed me."

Maya's eyes go wide. "What?"

"In the storage room. During inventory. He just... kissed me."

"Oh my God. Oh my GOD. Was it good? Wait, stupid question, of course it was good. What happened after? Where is he? Did anyone see?"

"No one saw. And after, he panicked. Said we need to forget it happened."

"Classic." Maya leans against the lockers. "Okay. So he kissed you, which means he's into you, but he's also freaking out because he's the adult and you're technically—"

"Don't say it."

"I wasn't going to." She studies my face. "How do you feel?"

"Like I'm going to explode. Like everything just changed. Like nothing has changed." I grab my bag. "I don't know, Maya. I just know I can't unknow what it feels like to kiss him."

"No," she says quietly. "You can't."

We walk out together, and I scan the parking lot for Bruce's car. It's still here, which means he's still inside. Probably avoiding me.

As I'm unlocking my car, I glance back at the store. Through the windows, I can see him in the office, sitting at the desk with his head in his hands.

He looks how I feel—wrecked and exhilarated and terrified all at once.

Tomorrow, we'll talk. We'll figure out what this means, if anything.

But tonight, I drive home through the wet streets with my fingers pressed to my lips, tasting the ghost of him, and I let myself believe that sometimes, impossible things happen.

Sometimes, people surprise you.

Sometimes, the thing you've wanted for two years, one month, and twenty-one days actually wants you back.


Chapter 4: "Crossing Lines"

For three days, Bruce avoids me.

Not obviously—he's too professional for that. But I notice. The way he suddenly remembers tasks in other parts of the store when I'm nearby. The way our shift schedules somehow never overlap. The way he communicates through Diane or Marcus instead of talking to me directly.

It's torture.

Wednesday, I catch him in the bread aisle and he mumbles something about supplier issues before disappearing into the office. Thursday, I see him in the parking lot and he's on his phone, waving apologetically as he gets into his car. Friday, I'm scheduled for an evening shift and arrive to find out he left early for a "dentist appointment."

Bruce Farrington doesn't strike me as someone who schedules last-minute dental work.

By Saturday morning, I'm oscillating between hurt and anger. Did our kiss mean nothing? Was it just a mistake he's desperately trying to erase? Or is he running scared from something that terrified him precisely because it mattered?

I text Maya: He's avoiding me.

Her response is immediate: Told you. Men are cowards.

Me: Helpful.

Maya: Want me to "accidentally" spill coffee on him? Create a distraction so you can corner him in the stockroom?

Me: No violence. Yet.

Maya: You're no fun when you're pining.

I'm not pining, I think. I'm strategizing.



The monthly sales reports are due Monday. I know this because I've heard Bruce complaining about them for the past year—how tedious they are, how much he hates compiling data, how he always leaves them until the last minute.

Which means Sunday evening, he'll be here late. Working alone in the office, drowning in spreadsheets and receipts.

I'm not scheduled Sunday. But that's easily fixed.

"Hey Diane," I say when I come in for my Saturday shift. "I know Trevor has Sunday closing, but if he wants the night off, I can cover it."

Diane looks up from her crossword puzzle, eyebrows raised. "You want to work Sunday evening? I thought you had classes Monday morning."

"My first class isn't until ten. I could use the hours."

It's not entirely a lie. I could use the money. But mainly, I need to see Bruce. To talk to him like an adult instead of whatever this avoidance game is.

"Let me check with Trevor," Diane says, already pulling out her phone.

Twenty minutes later, it's confirmed. I'm closing Sunday with Marcus and Bruce.

Perfect.



Sunday evening, the store has that peculiar weekend quiet—families at home, most of the shopping done earlier in the day. By seven, we've had maybe fifteen customers total.

Marcus is organizing the freezer section, which will take him at least two hours. Bruce is in the office, exactly as predicted.

I approach the door and knock softly. He looks up, and something flickers across his face—surprise, followed immediately by wariness.

"Rachel. I thought Trevor was closing tonight."

"He had plans. I took his shift." I lean against the doorframe, keeping my voice neutral. "Looks like you could use help with those reports."

"I'm fine. It's tedious, but—"

"Bruce." I step into the office, closing the door behind me. "We need to talk."

He sets down his pen, resignation settling over his features. "Yeah. We do."

I pull up the other chair and sit across from him. The desk feels like a barrier between us, safer than the storage room, less charged. But my heart is still racing.

"You kissed me," I say, deciding directness is the only approach. "And then you've been avoiding me for three days."

"I know. I'm sorry."

"Which part are you sorry for? The kiss or the avoiding?"

He's quiet for a long moment, staring at the papers in front of him. "The avoiding. That was cowardly."

"And the kiss?"

"I don't know." He finally looks at me. "Should I be sorry for it?"

"That depends. Do you regret it?"

"I regret that I put you in an uncomfortable position. That I crossed a professional line. That I let myself—" He stops, jaw tightening.

"Let yourself what?"

"Feel something I shouldn't feel."

The admission hangs between us, fragile and significant.

"What if I told you I've felt it too?" I say quietly. "For a lot longer than you have."

"Rachel—"

"Just listen. Please." I take a breath. "I've been attracted to you since the day you trained me. Since I was sixteen years old and too young to understand what that even meant. And I know how that sounds—some stupid kid with a crush on her boss. But it's not that simple."

"Then what is it?"

"It's the way you make me feel seen. Like I'm not just another part-time employee or some girl barely out of high school. You ask me real questions and you listen to the answers. You've never once made me feel stupid or insignificant." My voice gets stronger. "You're kind without being patronizing. You're competent without being arrogant. You read books and care about things and treat people with respect. And yes, you're attractive, but that's not even the main thing."

Bruce is watching me with an expression I can't parse.

"The main thing," I continue, "is that when I'm with you, I feel like I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be. And I think—maybe I'm wrong—but I think you might feel that too."

The silence stretches out. Then Bruce says, "My marriage ended because I was too cautious. Too practical." His voice is raw. "My ex-wife used to say I never took risks, never did anything spontaneous. That I was boring."

"You're not boring."

"Aren't I? I'm an assistant manager at a grocery store. I spend my evenings doing inventory reports. I go to bed at ten-thirty and drink the same coffee every morning. My idea of excitement is finishing a good book."

"And you think that makes you boring?"

"Doesn't it?"

I lean forward. "You know what I think? I think your ex-wife was an idiot."

That startles a laugh out of him. "Rachel—"

"I'm serious. You're not boring—you're steady. Reliable. Those aren't character flaws, Bruce. They're exactly what I—" I catch myself before saying too much. "They're good qualities."

"Even if they come in a package that's twenty years older than you?"

There it is. The real issue.

"I don't care about the age difference," I say firmly.

"You should. People will judge. They'll assume things about both of us—none of them charitable."

"Let them."

"And what about your future? You're about to start college, build a life. You shouldn't be tied to someone who's already lived half of his."

"You're talking like you're ancient. You're thirty-eight, not eighty."

"I have a teenage daughter."

"I know. And from what you've told me, you're a good father." I pause. "Does she know about... us?"

"There is no 'us' yet. And no, she doesn't." He runs his hand through his hair in that familiar gesture. "Emma's had a rough couple of years with the divorce. I can't just bring someone into her life without—"

"Without being sure it's serious. I get it."

"Do you?" He meets my eyes. "Because I'm not sure you understand what you're signing up for here. If this—whatever this is—becomes something real, it won't be easy. There's the age gap, the work situation, my daughter, your family, the whole town probably having opinions..."

"I know all that."

"And you still want this?"

"Do you?"

The question sits between us, unanswered.

Finally, Bruce says, "I haven't been able to stop thinking about that kiss."

My breath catches. "Me neither."

"It was unprofessional. Inappropriate. I'm your supervisor."

"You're also a person. So am I."

"Rachel, I need you to be realistic about what this would mean. I'm divorced. I have baggage. I'm set in my ways. I'm not some exciting prospect."

"Stop telling me what I should want." My voice comes out sharper than intended. "I'm eighteen, not eight. I know my own mind."

"I'm not trying to—"

"You are, though. You're deciding for me that this is too complicated or that I'm too young to handle it. But you don't get to make that choice."

He's quiet, absorbing this.

"I'm not asking for forever," I continue, softer now. "I'm just asking for a chance. To see if what we both felt in that storage room was real."

"It was real," he says quietly. "That's what scares me."

"Why?"

"Because I could hurt you. Because the power dynamic is inherently unequal. Because if this goes wrong, you're the one who loses more."

I stand up, walk around the desk until I'm standing directly in front of him. He has to tilt his head back to look at me, which shifts something in the dynamic.

"What if it doesn't go wrong?" I ask.

"That's optimistic thinking."

"Someone has to be the optimist. You're clearly determined to catastrophize."

He almost smiles. "Catastrophize. Big word."

"I'm taking college courses. I know lots of big words." I'm close enough to touch him now, and I let myself do it—just my hand on his shoulder, testing. "Bruce, I'm not asking you to have all the answers right now. I just need to know if you feel this too. If it's worth trying."

He closes his eyes, and I feel the tension in his muscles beneath my palm. When he opens them again, there's something vulnerable there.

"I feel it," he admits. "God help me, I feel it."

"Then that's enough. For now."

"Is it?"

Instead of answering, I lean down and kiss him.

This kiss is different from the first. No surprise, no panic. Just intention and honesty and the electric connection that's been building between us for weeks—or maybe years, depending on how you count.

Bruce responds immediately, his hand coming up to cup the back of my head, fingers threading through my hair. The kiss deepens, and I feel it in my entire body—heat and want and something that feels dangerously close to love.

When we finally break apart, both breathing hard, Bruce rests his forehead against mine.

"We can't do this here," he whispers.

"I know."

"We need to talk. Really talk. Not at work."

"Okay."

"Somewhere private. Away from prying eyes and Morrison's Market politics."

"When?"

He pulls back slightly, thinking. "Tuesday. I'm off. Are you?"

"I can be."

"There's a coffee shop in Chambersburg. It's a twenty-minute drive, but no one from here goes there."

The fact that he's already thinking about where we won't be seen makes my heart ache. But I understand. We need time and space to figure this out before it becomes public.

"Text me the address," I say.

"Rachel—" He catches my hand. "If we do this, we have to be smart about it. Especially at work. Mr. Morrison can't know, at least not yet. Neither can the other employees."

"What about Maya? She already knows I have feelings for you."

"But she doesn't know I reciprocate. Let's keep it that way for now." He squeezes my hand. "I'm not trying to hide you. I just need time to think about how to handle this properly."

"I understand."

"Do you? Because I feel like I'm asking you to sneak around, which isn't fair to you."

"You're asking for discretion while we figure out if this is viable. That's different from hiding."

He studies my face. "When did you get so mature?"

"I keep telling you—I'm not a kid."

"No," he agrees quietly. "You're really not."

We hear footsteps in the hallway—Marcus, probably looking for one of us. Bruce and I spring apart like guilty teenagers, and the irony isn't lost on me.

"I should get back to these reports," Bruce says, his voice deliberately casual.

"Right. And I should... check on the registers."

But neither of us moves.

"Tuesday," he says.

"Tuesday," I confirm.

I leave the office on shaky legs, my lips still tingling, my heart performing acrobatics. In the bathroom, I press my hands to my flushed cheeks and try to process what just happened.

He feels it too. He wants this. We're going to try.

The rational part of my brain whispers warnings about complications and consequences. But I silence it ruthlessly. I've spent eighteen years being rational and responsible. For once, I want to do something reckless.

For once, I want to feel alive.



I manage to avoid suspicion for the rest of the shift by staying busy. Marcus is oblivious, lost in his podcast world. And Bruce keeps his distance, though I catch him watching me when he thinks I'm not looking.

At closing, we move through the routine with practiced efficiency. Counting registers, checking locks, turning off lights. When it's time to leave, we walk to the parking lot together—perfectly professional, perfectly appropriate.

But when we reach my car, Bruce glances around to make sure we're alone, then says, "Drive safely."

The words are ordinary. The way he looks at me while saying them is not.

"You too."

I watch him walk to his car, and just before he gets in, he turns back. Our eyes meet across the dark parking lot, and something passes between us—promise, possibility, all the things we haven't said yet.

Then he's gone, taillights disappearing down Main Street.

I sit in my car for a long moment before starting the engine. My phone buzzes.

Bruce: Tuesday, 10 AM. The Daily Grind on Lincoln Highway.

Me: I'll be there.

Bruce: Rachel?

Me: Yeah?

Bruce: Thank you. For not giving up on me.

I stare at the message, warmth spreading through my chest.

Me: Never.

On the drive home, I let myself imagine Tuesday. A real conversation in a neutral space where we're just two people, not employee and supervisor. Where we can be honest about what we want without the weight of Morrison's Market watching. My pussy is wet with anticipation, and my nipples are hard, pushing against my bra.

Where maybe, just maybe, we can start something real.

When I pull into my driveway, I notice the living room light is still on. Mom must have waited up. I find her on the couch with a medical journal, reading glasses sliding down her nose.

"How was work?" she asks.

"Good. Quiet."

She studies me over her glasses. "You look happy."

"Do I?"

"Radiant, actually. Something happen?"

For a wild second, I consider telling her everything. But I'm not ready for that conversation—not until Bruce and I figure out what we're doing.

"Just a good shift," I say instead. "Sometimes work is just work."

Mom smiles, satisfied with this non-answer, and returns to her journal.

I head upstairs, and for the first time in three days, I don't feel anxious or uncertain.

I feel hopeful.

My fantasy is back in my head, seeming all too real. I can smell his scent, my nostrils still filled with it. It’s as if he was right there in my room. I can just imagine him sitting ni the chair, commanding me to strip naked while he watches.

I act out the fantasy, slowly removing my clothes as I move suggestively. Once nude, I climb onto my bed on all fours, dropping my head to the blanket. My hard nipples brushing against the rough texture of the blanket is exquisite, sending tingles down to my toes.

I reach between my legs and slide my fingers up and down my slit, imagining his cock teasing me. I pretend he is going to fuck me doggy style, I slip two fingers into my pussy and moan at the thought of his hard cock sliding into me, filling me.

I begin to fuck myself, with thoughts of his cock fucking me. My palm is slapping into my clit with each thrust of my fingers. God how I want to feel his balls slapping against my clit. I can feel the orgasm building, so I reach back with my other hand and rub my clit. My orgasm crashed over me. I bite my lip to try and silence the moans as I cum on my fingers.

I climb under the covers as my aftershocks continue ot hit me, making me shudder with each one.

Tuesday is two days away. Two days until I sit across from Bruce Farrington in a coffee shop and we decide what happens next.

Two days until we cross a line there's no coming back from.

I can't wait.


Chapter 5: "Coffee and Complications"

Monday drags like a prison sentence.

I go through the motions—class in the morning, shift at Morrison's in the afternoon—but my mind is already twenty-four hours ahead, sitting across from Bruce in a coffee shop I've never been to, having conversations we've been avoiding for two years.

"You're distracted," my English professor says after class, catching me as I'm packing up. "The essay on Fitzgerald was excellent, but today you seemed somewhere else entirely."

"Sorry, Dr. Chen. Just a lot on my mind."

"Anything you want to discuss?"

Yes. I'm in love with a man twice my age who happens to be my boss, and tomorrow we're going on a date that could either be the beginning of something incredible or a disaster that ruins everything. Got any scholarly analysis for that?

"Just normal college stress," I say instead.

She doesn't look convinced but lets me go.

At Morrison's, I'm hyperaware of Bruce's presence. He's working day shift while I'm evening, so our paths barely cross—just a brief moment when he's leaving and I'm arriving, a nod of acknowledgment that carries the weight of everything unsaid.

Maya corners me by the employee lockers. "Okay, spill. You've been weird for days."

"I'm always weird."

"Weirder than usual. And you keep checking your phone like you're waiting for something important."

I debate telling her. Maya's my best friend, and she already knows most of it anyway. But Bruce asked for discretion, and I want to respect that.

"Just... waiting to hear about a scholarship thing," I lie, and hate how easily the dishonesty comes.

Maya studies me with narrowed eyes. "You're a terrible liar, you know that?"

"So I've been told."

"Well, whatever it is, I hope it works out." She softens. "You deserve good things, Rach."

The genuine affection in her voice makes me feel guilty. I promise myself I'll tell her everything once Bruce and I figure out what "everything" even is.



Tuesday morning, I change my outfit four times.

Too casual. Too formal. Too trying-hard. Not trying hard enough.

I finally settle on jeans and a green sweater that Danny once said makes my eyes look pretty—though he immediately followed it up with "for a sister, I mean, gross" to maintain his twelve-year-old credibility.

Minimal makeup. Hair down and straightforward. I want to look like myself, just the best version.

At 9:30, I'm in my car, even though Chambersburg is only twenty minutes away. Better to be early and wait in the parking lot than risk being late.

The drive takes me through rolling Pennsylvania countryside—farms and churches and the occasional roadside stand selling pumpkins. It's a beautiful October morning, the kind where the air is crisp and everything feels possible.

The Daily Grind sits on a corner of Lincoln Highway, a brick building with large windows and a hand-painted sign. It's the kind of place that serves pour-over coffee and has local art on the walls. Cozy. Anonymous. Perfect.

Bruce's car is already in the lot.

My stomach flips. This is really happening.

I check my reflection in the rearview mirror one last time, take a deep breath, and get out of the car.



He's sitting at a corner table, away from the windows, nursing what looks like black coffee. When I walk in, he looks up, and the expression on his face—relief mixed with nervousness—mirrors exactly what I'm feeling.

"Hi," I say, sliding into the seat across from him.

"Hi." He gestures to a second cup on the table. "I got you a latte. I wasn't sure what you liked, but you seem like a latte person."

The thoughtfulness of this small gesture makes my chest tight. "That's perfect. Thank you."

We sit in silence for a moment, both sipping our drinks, and it's almost funny how awkward this is. We've had dozens of conversations at Morrison's, but here, stripped of the familiar context, we're just two people on what is unmistakably a date.

"So," Bruce says finally. "This is weird, right?"

I laugh, startled by his honesty. "Extremely weird."

"Good. I thought it was just me." He sets down his cup. "I've been trying to figure out what to say since Sunday, and I've got nothing. How do you start a conversation like this?"

"Honestly, probably?"

"Okay. Honest." He takes a breath. "I'm terrified."

"Of what?"

"Of messing this up. Of hurting you. Of this being a monumental mistake that we both regret." He meets my eyes. "Of it not being a mistake at all and having to figure out what that means."

I reach across the table and touch his hand. "I'm scared too."

"Yeah?"

"I've wanted this for so long that now that it's happening, I'm afraid I've built it up too much in my head. That the reality won't match the fantasy."

His fingers curl around mine. "What if it's better?"

"Is that possible?"

"I don't know. But I'd like to find out." He pauses. "Tell me something real. Something I don't know about you."

The request catches me off guard. "Like what?"

"Anything. I want to know you as Rachel, not as the employee who shows up on time and handles difficult customers well."

I think about it. "Okay. I write."

"I knew that. You mentioned wanting to study English."

"No, I mean I really write. Stories, poetry, terrible attempts at novels that I abandon after three chapters." I feel vulnerable admitting this. "I have notebooks full of half-finished ideas. It's what I do when I can't sleep or when life feels overwhelming."

"Can I read something sometime?"

"Absolutely not. It's all embarrassing."

He smiles. "Fair enough. What do you write about?"

"People, mostly. Trying to figure out what makes them who they are. Why they make the choices they make." I sip my latte. "What about you? Tell me something real."

Bruce is quiet for a moment, considering. "I'm lonely."

The admission is so raw that I don't know how to respond.

"I've been lonely for a long time," he continues. "Even before the divorce. Maybe especially during it. You can be married to someone and still feel completely alone." He looks out the window. "Emma helps—being her father gives me purpose. And work keeps me busy. But at night, when I'm in my apartment by myself, sometimes the silence is deafening."

"Is that why you're always reading?"

"Partly. Books are excellent company." He turns back to me. "But lately, I've been thinking about what it would be like to have actual company. Someone to talk to. Someone who gets it."

"Gets what?"

"That life is complicated and messy and rarely goes according to plan. That being an adult doesn't mean having all the answers—it just means being responsible for the questions." He squeezes my hand. "You get that. I don't know how, but you do."

"I had to grow up fast. My dad left when I was fourteen, and suddenly I was helping raise Danny while my mom worked double shifts. You learn pretty quickly that life doesn't care about your plans."

"That's a lot of responsibility for a kid."

"It didn't feel like a choice. It was just what needed to happen." I trace patterns on his palm with my thumb. "But I don't regret it. It taught me what matters. Family, reliability, showing up for people. The things you value."

"Is that why you noticed me? Because I'm reliable and boring?"

"You're not boring. Stop saying that."

"My ex-wife would disagree."

"Then she's an idiot. We've established this."

He laughs, genuinely, and the sound loosens something in my chest. "Tell me about her. Your ex-wife."

Bruce grimaces. "That's not really first date conversation."

"We're not exactly a conventional first date. And I want to know. If we're doing this, I need to understand all of you, including the parts you think are messy."

He's quiet for a long moment, then nods. "Okay. Her name is Kristin. We met in college—I was twenty-two, she was twenty-one. Got married too young because that's what you did in our families. Had Emma two years later."

"What happened?"

"Life happened. We wanted different things. She craved excitement, spontaneity, adventure. I wanted stability, routine, a secure home for our daughter. Neither of us was wrong—we were just incompatible." He stares into his coffee. "The final blow was when she had an affair with a guy from her gym. Some personal trainer who represented everything I wasn't: impulsive, passionate, reckless."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. By the time I found out, our marriage was already over—we'd just been too stubborn to admit it. The divorce was almost a relief." He looks at me. "But it taught me something about myself."

"What's that?"

"That I'm afraid of taking risks. That I choose safety over passion every single time. That maybe Kristin was right—maybe I am boring."

I lean forward. "Listen to me. There is nothing boring about choosing stability. About being someone people can count on. That's not a character flaw—that's integrity."

"Even if it means never doing anything exciting?"

"You're here, aren't you? Having coffee with someone twenty years younger who works for you. That seems pretty exciting to me. Also probably ill-advised, but definitely not boring."

That gets another laugh. "Point taken."

"Besides, excitement is overrated. I've had plenty of excitement—Dad leaving, Mom's health issues, financial stress. You know what I want? Someone steady. Someone who doesn't disappear when things get hard."

"Is that what you think I am?"

"I know what you are. I've watched you for two years, Bruce. I've seen how you handle stress, how you treat people, how you show up even when it's difficult. That's who you are."

He's looking at me with an expression I can't quite read. "You're remarkable, you know that?"

"I'm really not."

"You are. And I need you to understand something." He leans forward, serious now. "If we do this—if we actually try this—it's going to be complicated. The age difference isn't just a number. It's different life stages, different experiences, different expectations."

"I know."

"Do you? Because right now, you're eighteen. You should be dating college guys, going to parties, figuring out who you are. Not getting involved with someone who has a teenage daughter and a mortgage and a very finite amount of energy."

"I don't want college guys. I've dated them. They're exhausting."

"You've dated them?"

"A few. Nothing serious. Mostly just awkward make-out sessions and conversations about video games." I shrug. "They felt like children."

"Because they are children. You're all barely adults."

"Exactly. I don't want barely adult. I want actually adult."

"Rachel—"

"Let me finish. I'm not interested in partying or drinking cheap beer or whatever it is I'm supposed to be doing at eighteen. I want conversations that matter. I want someone who reads books and thinks about things and has lived enough life to have perspective." I hold his gaze. "I want you."

The words hang between us, unambiguous.

Bruce is silent for a long time. Then he says, "I have to tell you about Emma."

"Okay."

"She's fifteen. Smart, creative, dealing with the divorce better than I expected but still struggling. She spends alternating weeks with me and her mother." He runs his hand through his hair. "If this becomes serious, you'd have to meet her eventually. And that terrifies me."

"Why?"

"Because what if she hates the idea? What if it damages our relationship? She's already dealing with her mother's boyfriend—some guy named Derek who's apparently 'very cool' and teaches her skateboarding tricks. I can't compete with that."

"You're her father. You're not supposed to compete."

"But if I bring someone into her life—especially someone closer to her age than mine—what does that say about my judgment?"

I consider this. "It says you're human. That you're allowed to want companionship. That your happiness matters too."

"Does it, though? When you're a parent, your kid comes first."

"And Emma would want you to be happy. I'm sure of it."

"You don't know that."

"No, but I know teenagers. I was one like five minutes ago. And yes, she might be weird about it at first. But if she sees that you're happy, that whoever you're with treats you well and respects your relationship with her, she'll come around."

Bruce shakes his head slowly. "How are you so wise?"

"You keep asking me that."

"Because it keeps surprising me."

We sit in comfortable silence for a moment, hands still linked across the table. The coffee shop is filling up—college students with laptops, retirees reading newspapers, young mothers with strollers. Normal people living normal lives.

And here we are, trying to figure out if what we want is possible.

"Tell me about your mom," Bruce says. "What will she think about this?"

I wince. "Honestly? She'll probably freak out."

"That's what I figured."

"She's protective. After my dad left, she became hypervigilant about men and their intentions. She'll see the age gap and assume the worst."

"She wouldn't be wrong to worry."

"She would, though. Because you're not like that. You're not taking advantage—if anything, I'm the one pursuing you."

"That doesn't make it better from a parental perspective."

"I know. But she'll come around eventually. She's reasonable." I hope this is true. "What about your family?"

"My parents are in Florida. We talk once a month, mostly about Emma. They'd probably have opinions, but they're far enough away that it wouldn't be immediate." He pauses. "My sister, though—she lives in Harrisburg. She'd definitely have thoughts."

"Good thoughts or bad thoughts?"

"Protective thoughts. She's older than me by five years, still treats me like I need supervision. When Kristin and I split, she wanted to set me up with every single woman in her book club."

"Did you go on any of those dates?"

"Two. Both disasters. Turns out forty-something divorced women looking for second husbands aren't particularly interested in assistant grocery store managers who read too much and have shared custody arrangements."

"Their loss."

He smiles. "You're biased."

"Extremely. But also correct."

We order more coffee, and the conversation shifts to lighter topics. Books we love, movies we've seen a dozen times, embarrassing childhood stories. Bruce tells me about growing up in Pittsburgh, how he always wanted to be a journalist, the one article he got published in his college newspaper that he's still proud of.

I tell him about writing my first story at age seven—a tale about a princess who saved herself and didn't need a prince. About how Danny used to make me read to him every night, even though he can read perfectly well himself now. About my dream of maybe teaching high school English someday, helping kids fall in love with stories the way I did.

"You'd be incredible at that," Bruce says.

"You think?"

"I know. You have this way of talking about books—like they're not just entertainment, but windows into being human. Kids would respond to that."

"That's the dream. First I have to actually graduate from college."

"Where are you leaning? You mentioned Shippensburg and Penn State."

"Shippensburg is practical. Close, affordable. Penn State is the dream, but I don't know if we can swing it financially, even with aid."

"You should apply for every scholarship you can find. Don't limit yourself based on what seems practical."

"That's rich, coming from Mr. Practical."

He winces. "Okay, fair point. But I'm serious—you're brilliant, Rachel. Don't settle for less than you're capable of just because it's easier."

The conviction in his voice makes me feel seen in a way I rarely experience. Like he believes in me more than I believe in myself.

"Thank you," I say quietly.

"For what?"

"For seeing me. Really seeing me."

His expression softens. "That's the easiest part."

We're leaning across the table now, close enough that I can see the gray threaded through his darker hair, the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the way his pupils dilate slightly when he looks at me.

"I want to kiss you," I whisper. "But we're in public."

"We are."

"And people might see."

"They might."

"We should be careful."

"We should."

Neither of us moves away.

"There's a park down the street," Bruce says. "Walking trails. Probably empty on a Tuesday morning."

"That sounds nice."

We pay for our coffee and walk to the park, maintaining a careful distance between us that feels both necessary and agonizing. The trails wind through trees just starting to turn autumn colors—reds and golds and burnt orange.

Once we're far enough from the parking lot, surrounded by trees and solitude, Bruce stops walking.

"Come here," he says.

I close the distance, and this time when we kiss, there's no hesitation. His hands cup my face, thumbs stroking my cheekbones, and I wrap my arms around his neck, pressing closer. The kiss is slow and deep and filled with everything we've been holding back.

My nipples harden, pressing against my bra, craving his touch. I can feel the bulge in his pants pressed against my belly. I know he wants me, I know I am turning him on. I press harder against his cock, wishing it was in me right now.

“Fuck me, fuck me right here, right now,” I want to say.

But I don’t.

When we finally break apart, both breathless, Bruce rests his forehead against mine.

"This is really happening," he murmurs.

"Yeah. It is."

"I'm still terrified."

"Me too. But also excited. Also happy." I pull back to look at him. "Is that weird?"

"No. It's perfect." He takes my hand, threading our fingers together. "We should talk about logistics."

"Romantic."

"I'm serious. We need ground rules. Boundaries."

"Okay. Like what?"

"At work, we keep this completely professional. No one can suspect anything, at least not yet. That means no lingering looks, no accidental touches, no special treatment."

"That's going to be hard."

"I know. But it's necessary. If Mr. Morrison finds out before we're ready to tell him, there could be consequences for both of us. More for me, probably, but still."

"What kind of consequences?"

"He might ask one of us to transfer stores. Or he might let me go entirely—fraternization policies exist for a reason."

The thought of Bruce losing his job because of me is sobering. "We'll be careful."

"And outside of work, we need to be discreet. At least at first. Small town, you know how people talk."

"So basically we're having a secret relationship."

He grimaces. "I hate how that sounds. Like I'm ashamed of you, which I'm not."

"I know you're not. And I get it—we need time to figure this out privately before everyone else gets involved with their opinions."

"Exactly." He squeezes my hand. "But Rachel, I need you to promise me something."

"What?"

"If at any point this feels wrong or uncomfortable or like too much, you tell me. Immediately. No protecting my feelings, no suffering in silence. This only works if we're honest with each other."

"I promise. Same goes for you."

"Deal."

We walk for another hour, talking about everything and nothing. Bruce tells me about Emma's upcoming school play, and I tell him about Maya's disastrous dating life. We debate the best Fitzgerald novel (I say "Gatsby," he argues for "Tender Is the Night"). We discover we both hate horror movies but love old film noir.

It's easy. Natural. Like we've been doing this for years instead of hours.

When we finally head back to the parking lot, I don't want the day to end.

"When can I see you again?" I ask. "Outside of work, I mean."

"I have Emma this weekend. But maybe next Tuesday? Same time?"

"It's a date."

We stand by my car, reluctant to separate. Bruce brushes a strand of hair behind my ear, his touch gentle.

"Thank you," he says.

"For what?"

"For being patient with me. For not giving up when I was being an idiot and avoiding you."

"Thank you for taking a chance on this. On us."

"Us. I like the sound of that."

He kisses me one more time, soft and sweet, before stepping back.

"Drive safe," he says.

"You too."

I watch him walk to his car, and just before he gets in, he turns and waves. I wave back, grinning like an idiot.

On the drive home, I replay every moment of the morning. The conversations, the confessions, the kisses. The way he looked at me like I was something precious.

This is real. We're actually doing this.

The thought is exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure.



My shift on Wednesday starts at three. I arrive ten minutes early, determined to be professional and careful, just like we discussed.

Bruce is in the office when I clock in. He glances up, our eyes meet for the briefest moment, and then he's back to his paperwork like nothing happened.

Perfect. This is how it has to be.

I head to my register, relieve Diane, and settle into the familiar routine. Scan items, bag groceries, make small talk with customers. Normal. Easy. No one suspects a thing.

Except around four-thirty, Mr. Morrison appears at my register.

He's a portly man in his sixties, kind but shrewd, with a businessman's instinct for details. He watches me ring up a customer's groceries, then lingers even after they leave.

"Rachel, got a minute?"

My stomach drops. "Of course."

He gestures for me to follow him to the customer service desk, away from listening ears.

"I wanted to check in with you," he says. "Make sure everything's going well. You've been with us, what, two years now?"

"Just over two years, yes sir."

"You're one of our best employees. Reliable, professional, great with customers." He pauses. "Bruce speaks very highly of you."

The mention of Bruce's name makes my pulse spike. "That's good to hear."

"He also mentioned you might be looking at colleges soon. Any decisions yet?"

"Still waiting to hear back from a few places."

"Well, when you do decide, I hope you'll consider staying on part-time if your schedule allows. We'd hate to lose you."

"Thank you. I'll definitely consider it."

Mr. Morrison nods, seeming satisfied. But then he says, "Bruce seems different lately. Happier, maybe. More engaged. You notice anything?"

The question feels loaded, but his expression is innocent enough.

"Not particularly," I lie. "But that's good, right? That he's happy?"

"Very good. He's been through a rough couple of years with the divorce. Nice to see him coming out of it." He pats my shoulder. "Anyway, keep up the excellent work. And let me know if you need any schedule flexibility for school."

"Will do. Thank you, Mr. Morrison."

He walks away, and I exhale slowly.

That was either completely innocent or a warning shot. I can't tell which.



Later, during my break, I find Bruce in the stockroom doing inventory.

"We might have a problem," I say quietly, making sure we're alone.

He looks up sharply. "What happened?"

"Mr. Morrison asked me about you. Said you seemed happier lately, asked if I'd noticed anything."

Bruce closes his eyes. "Damn."

"It might have been nothing. Just him being observant."

"Or he's already suspicious." He sets down his clipboard. "I need to be more careful. We both do."

"We are being careful."

"Not careful enough if he's already noticing." He runs his hand through his hair, anxious. "Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe we moved too fast."

"Don't do that."

"Do what?"

"Panic and try to back out. We talked about this, remember? We said we'd try."

"I know, but—"

"Bruce." I step closer, lowering my voice. "I'm not giving up on this. On us. So you don't get to either."

He looks at me, conflict clear in his expression. Then he nods. "You're right. I'm sorry. I just—this is new territory for me."

"For both of us. But we figure it out together, remember?"

"Together. Right." He manages a small smile. "When did you become the rational one?"

"Someone has to be."

He laughs softly, and some of the tension eases. "Okay. We stay the course. But we're extra careful at work. No unnecessary conversations, no meeting in the stockroom unless it's actually work-related."

"Agreed."

We hear footsteps approaching, and Bruce immediately shifts into professional mode, turning back to his inventory like I'm not even there.

Marcus appears, oblivious as always. "Hey boss, we're out of the organic pasta sauce. Want me to update the order?"

"Please. And check if we have any in the back before you do."

"On it."

Marcus disappears, and I take that as my cue to leave.

But as I'm walking away, Bruce says quietly, "Rachel?"

I turn.

"Tuesday can't come fast enough."

The words warm me from the inside out. "For me either."



That night, lying in bed, I text Maya.

Me: I need to tell you something.

Maya: FINALLY. I've been waiting for you to crack.

Me: Can you come over tomorrow? After your shift?

Maya: This is serious serious, isn't it?

Me: Yeah.

Maya: I'll be there.

I set my phone down, staring at the ceiling. Tomorrow I'll tell Maya everything—about Bruce, about us, about the complications and the secrecy and the way I feel like I'm living two different lives.

It'll be a relief to have someone else know. Someone who can help me navigate this without judgment.

But tonight, I let myself just exist in the glow of what happened at the coffee shop. The conversations, the kisses, the promise of more to come.

Bruce Farrington wants to be with me. Against all odds, despite every reasonable objection, he wants to try.


Chapter 6: "Secret Moments"

Three weeks into whatever this is, and I'm becoming an expert at living two lives.

There's Rachel-at-work: professional, focused, treating Bruce like any other supervisor. We've perfected the art of coexistence—passing each other in aisles without lingering, keeping conversations strictly business, never letting our eyes meet for more than a second.

Then there's Rachel-in-secret: the girl who meets Bruce in parking lots after dark, who kisses him in his car with the windows fogging up, who counts down the hours until their next stolen moment together.

The duality is exhausting. Also exhilarating.

"You're glowing," Maya says on Thursday afternoon, restocking candy bars at the checkout. "It's deeply annoying."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Please. You've been floating around here like you discovered caffeine. Or fell in love. Or both."

I keep my expression neutral, scanning a customer's coupons. "I'm just in a good mood."

"For three weeks straight? Rachel, I've known you since sophomore year. You're not a 'good mood' person—you're a 'cautiously optimistic with existential undertones' person."

Despite myself, I laugh. "That's weirdly accurate."

"So spill. What's going on?"

The customer leaves, and I lower my voice. "Not here. Come over Saturday? I'll tell you everything."

Maya's eyes widen. "This is big."

"Yeah."

"Like 'I'm secretly dating someone' big?"

I don't answer, which is answer enough.

"Oh my God. OH MY GOD." She grabs my arm. "Is it Bruce? Please tell me it's not Bruce. Actually, please tell me it IS Bruce because that would be insane and also kind of hot and I need details immediately."

"Saturday," I hiss, checking to make sure no one's listening. "My house. I promise."

She studies my face, then nods slowly. "Okay. But Rachel? Be careful."

"I am."

"Are you, though?"



That evening, Bruce texts me from the store's back parking lot: Coast is clear.

I grab my bag and slip out through the rear exit, heart pounding even though we're just talking. Just spending fifteen minutes together before we both drive home separately, maintaining the fiction that nothing's changed.

His car is parked in the far corner, away from the security lights. I slide into the passenger seat, and immediately his hand finds mine.

"Hi," he says.

"Hi yourself."

We sit in the darkness, fingers intertwined, and the simple contact feels monumental. I see him at work all day—we're in the same building, breathing the same recycled air—but we can't touch, can't speak freely, can't be anything other than employee and supervisor.

These parking lot meetings are oxygen.

"How was your day?" I ask.

"Long. We had a regional manager visit, so everyone was on edge. Mr. Morrison was practically vibrating with stress." He brings my hand to his lips, kisses my knuckles. "But it's better now."

"Just better?"

"Significantly better." He pulls me closer, and I shift across the console to kiss him properly.

This is what I've been craving all day—the solid reality of him, the way his hand cups the back of my neck, the taste of coffee and mint on his tongue. We kiss until my back starts protesting the awkward angle, until the windows are thoroughly fogged, until we're both breathing hard.

"We should stop," Bruce murmurs against my mouth.

"Probably."

Neither of us moves.

His hand slides under my jacket, palm warm through my shirt, and I make a sound that's embarrassingly needy. We've been doing this dance for three weeks—touching, kissing, both wanting more but stopping before it goes too far. The restraint is simultaneously frustrating and thrilling.

I put my hand on his thigh, then slowly move it up as his hands begin to rub my tits over my bra. I find that glorious bulge in his pants and begin to rub him, making him harder.

"Rachel," he says, pulling back slightly. "We need to actually talk."

"We are talking."

"With words. Complete sentences."

I laugh, settling back into my seat. "Okay. Talk."

"Emma wants to meet you."

That gets my attention. "What?"

"She doesn't know about us, obviously. But I mentioned I've been spending time with someone from work, and she asked if she could meet you." He looks nervous. "I know we said we'd wait, but she's perceptive. She knows something's different."

"What did you tell her?"

"That you're a friend. Someone I've gotten close to." He squeezes my hand. "Which is technically true."

"Just not the whole truth."

"Right."

I process this. Meeting Emma feels significant—a step toward making this real beyond stolen car kisses and secret coffee dates. "When?"

"This weekend? Saturday afternoon. Maybe coffee or lunch, something casual. No pressure."

"No pressure," I repeat. "Just meeting your teenage daughter while pretending we're platonic colleagues. Super low-stakes."

"If you're not ready—"

"I'm ready. I want to meet her." I mean it. Emma is part of Bruce's life, an essential piece of who he is. If this relationship has any future, she needs to be part of it. "What does she like? Should I bring something?"

"She's into photography and art. But you don't need to bring anything—just be yourself."

"The self that's secretly dating her father?"

"The self that's smart and thoughtful and easy to talk to." He brushes hair from my face. "She'll like you."

"You don't know that."

"I do, actually. Emma has good instincts about people."

A car pulls into the parking lot—a late shopper, probably—and we both freeze. But they park near the entrance, nowhere close to us.

"I should go," I say reluctantly. "My mom will wonder why I'm late."

"Same time tomorrow?"

"I'll be here."

One more kiss, quick and sweet, then I'm slipping back to my own car. In my rearview mirror, I watch Bruce's headlights come on, watch him drive away in the opposite direction. My pussy is aching to feel him, to taste him, to love him properly.

Playing it safe. Being careful.

It's the right thing to do, but it's starting to wear on me.



Saturday morning, I tell my mom I'm meeting a friend for coffee, which is technically accurate if "friend" means "boyfriend I haven't told you about yet" and "coffee" means "terrifying introduction to his teenage daughter."

I change clothes three times before settling on jeans and a casual sweater—approachable but not trying too hard. In the bathroom mirror, I practice my smile until it looks natural instead of deranged.

"You look nice," Danny says, appearing in my doorway. "Where are you going?"

"Just meeting someone."

"The someone who's been making you weird?"

I throw a pillow at him. "I'm not weird."

"You sing in the shower now. You never sing in the shower." He dodges the pillow with annoying agility. "So yeah, weird."

"Get out of my room."

He leaves, laughing, and I finish getting ready with my face burning.

Am I that obvious? If Danny notices, who else has?



The coffee shop is neutral territory—not the one in Chambersburg where Bruce and I had our first date, but a local place where running into a coworker is unlikely on a Saturday afternoon.

Bruce and Emma are already there when I arrive. She's taller than I expected, all limbs and artistic black clothing, with her father's coloring but sharper features. Pretty in an angular, interesting way.

"Rachel," Bruce says, standing. "This is Emma. Emma, this is Rachel from work."

"Hi." Emma's handshake is firm, her dark eyes assessing. "Dad says you're really smart."

"He's biased," I say, sitting down. "But I try."

"She's in college," Bruce adds. "Studying English."

"Cool. I hate English class." Emma sips her drink—something complicated with whipped cream. "All that symbolism analysis feels made-up."

I laugh. "Sometimes it is. But the good stuff—the stuff that actually matters—that's real."

"Yeah?" She looks intrigued. "Like what?"

"Like why stories stick with us. Why we connect with certain characters. What books teach us about being human." I lean forward. "Your dad mentioned you're into photography. That's another way of telling stories, right? Visual instead of written."

Her whole demeanor shifts, opening up. "Exactly! Everyone thinks photography is just pointing and clicking, but it's about framing, perspective, what you include versus what you leave out."

"Can I see some of your work?"

She pulls out her phone, and for the next twenty minutes, we look through her portfolio—moody black and white shots of Greencastle streets, close-ups of ordinary objects made extraordinary through her lens, portraits of strangers that somehow capture entire personalities.

"These are incredible," I say, meaning it. "You have a real eye for composition."

"Thanks." She glances at her dad. "See? Someone gets it."

Bruce raises his hands in surrender. "I never said I didn't get it. I just said you need to finish your geometry homework before spending three hours editing photos."

"Geometry is useless."

"Geometry is required for graduation."

Emma rolls her eyes, but there's affection underneath. Watching them together—the easy teasing, the obvious love—makes my chest ache. This is what family looks like when it's healthy.

"So how long have you worked with my dad?" Emma asks, turning back to me.

"About two years. He trained me when I first started."

"And you're friends now?"

There's something in the way she asks—a sharpness that suggests she suspects more than Bruce has told her.

"We are," I say carefully. "Your dad's easy to talk to."

"He is, actually." She studies me with unnerving directness. "Most people underestimate him because he's quiet. But he notices everything."

"I've noticed that too."

"Good." She stands abruptly. "I'm going to get another drink. Want anything?"

We both decline, and she heads to the counter, leaving Bruce and me alone.

"Well?" he asks quietly.

"She's amazing. Scary observant, but amazing."

"Did I mention she wants to be a detective when she grows up? She literally studies people as a hobby."

"That would have been useful information beforehand."

He grins. "Where's the fun in that?"

Emma returns, and the conversation shifts to safer topics—school, upcoming holidays, whether pineapple belongs on pizza (Emma and I say yes, Bruce is appalled). It's easy, natural, and I can feel Emma warming to me gradually.

When we're leaving, she hugs her dad, then surprises me by hugging me too.

"You're cool," she says. "For a friend of Dad's."

"Thanks. You're pretty cool yourself."

In the parking lot, after Emma gets in Bruce's car, he catches my hand briefly.

"Thank you," he says. "She really liked you."

"How can you tell?"

"She hugged you. Emma doesn't hug people she's not sure about."

The revelation makes me ridiculously happy. "Same time tomorrow for our... meeting?"

"Can't. I have Emma all weekend. But Monday evening?"

"It's a date. Secret, clandestine date."

He laughs softly. "This is ridiculous, isn't it? Sneaking around like teenagers."

"Completely ridiculous." I squeeze his hand. "But worth it."



Monday evening, Bruce texts: My place? I'll cook dinner.

The invitation feels momentous. I've never been to his apartment—our meetings have been coffee shops, parks, parking lots. Going to his home feels intimate in a way that makes my pulse quicken.

Me: What time?

Bruce: 7? After your shift?

Me: I'll be there.

He sends the address, and I spend the rest of my shift in a state of nervous anticipation.

Maya definitely notices. "Okay, seriously, what is happening with you? You're vibrating."

"Am I?"

"Like a tuning fork. Spill."

I glance around to make sure we're alone. "I'm going to his place tonight."

Her eyes go huge. "WHOSE place?"

"Shhh! Bruce's."

"Oh my GOD. This is happening. This is actually happening." She grabs my shoulders. "Do you have condoms? Please tell me you have condoms."

"Maya—"

"Because men are idiots about protection, and you need to—"

"We're just having dinner."

"That's what they all say."

"I'm serious."

She looks at me skeptically. "Rachel, you're going to your hot older boss's apartment for a private dinner. Alone. After weeks of secret parking lot make outs. You really think it's just dinner?"

The thought has crossed my mind. The truth is, I don't know what tonight will be. But the possibility makes my skin feel electric.

"I'll be careful," I promise.

"Text me when you get there. And when you leave. And if anything feels weird or wrong, you call me immediately."

"You know he's not some creep, right? You've met Bruce."

"I know. But I'm your best friend—worrying about you is literally my job."

I hug her impulsively. "Thank you. For caring."

"Always. Now go—you're going to be late, and you need to shower first because you smell like produce."



Bruce's apartment is in a complex on the edge of town—modest, well-maintained, the kind of place that houses young families and divorced dads trying to rebuild.

He answers the door in jeans and a button-down with the sleeves rolled up, and the casual domesticity of it steals my breath.

"Come in," he says. "Sorry about the mess—I wasn't expecting company until recently."

The apartment is tidy, not messy. Living room with a well-worn couch, bookshelves crammed with paperbacks and hardcovers, a coffee table scattered with Emma's art supplies from her last visit. The kitchen is small but functional, something already simmering on the stove.

"It smells amazing," I say.

"Pasta with marinara. Nothing fancy, but it's one of the three things I can actually cook." He's nervous—I can tell by the way he's fidgeting with a dish towel.

"Bruce."

"Yeah?"

"Relax. It's just me."

His shoulders drop slightly. "Right. Just you." He gestures to the couch. "Make yourself comfortable. Wine?"

"I'm not twenty-one yet."

"Right. God. Sometimes I forget—" He runs his hand through his hair. "Soda? Water? I have juice boxes from Emma's last visit, but those might be pushing it."

I laugh. "Water's perfect."

While he gets drinks, I examine the bookshelves. Literary fiction, history, biographies, a whole section of books about journalism and investigative reporting. This collection tells a story about who Bruce wanted to be versus who he became.

"You kept them all," I say. "The journalism books."

"Yeah." He hands me a glass of water. "I keep telling myself I'll get rid of them, but I can't seem to do it."

"Why would you? They're part of you."

"The part that failed."

"The part that had dreams. That's not the same as failure."

He's quiet for a moment. "You always know exactly what to say."

"Not always. Most of the time I'm just making it up as I go."

Dinner is simple but good—pasta with homemade sauce, garlic bread, salad. We eat at his small kitchen table, and it feels surreal. Domestic. Like this is something we do all the time instead of our first real meal together away from public places.

"Tell me something I don't know about you," Bruce says, echoing our coffee shop conversation.

I think about it. "My dad used to read to me every night before he left. 'Charlotte's Web,' 'The Secret Garden,' all the classics. After he was gone, I kept reading them by myself, but it wasn't the same." I take a sip of water. "I think that's why I became so obsessed with books. I was trying to get that feeling back—being safe and loved and transported somewhere else."

"I'm sorry he left."

"Me too. But it taught me something."

"What's that?"

"That people can disappoint you. That promises don't always mean what you think they mean." I meet his eyes. "That's why when someone shows up consistently—when they do what they say they'll do—it matters so much."

"Is that what I do?"

"Every single day. You show up."

The weight of the conversation settles between us. Bruce reaches across the table, takes my hand. My heart flutters, and I catch my breath. His touch sends a warming pulse right to my pussy. God I want him!

"I'm trying really hard not to disappoint you," he says quietly.

"You couldn't."

"I could. I'm terrified I will."

"Then we'll handle it. Together."

After dinner, we move to the couch with coffee. Bruce puts on music—something jazz and instrumental—and we sit close but not touching, both aware of the charged atmosphere.

"Can I ask you something?" I say.

"Anything."

"Do you ever regret this? Us?"

He turns to face me fully. "Never. Not once. What made you think—"

"Sometimes you seem so worried about all the ways this could go wrong that I wonder if it's worth it to you. If I'm worth it."

"Rachel." He cups my face with both hands. "You are absolutely worth it. Every complicated moment, every risk, every sleepless night worrying about how to make this work—worth it."

"Then kiss me."

He does, and this kiss is different from all the parking lot kisses. We're alone, truly alone, with no chance of interruption. The kiss deepens, and I shift closer, straddling his lap, my hands in his hair.

Bruce's hands slide up my back, under my shirt, skin on skin, and I gasp against his mouth.

"Is this okay?" he asks, breathless.

"More than okay."

We kiss until we're both trembling, until my shirt is half-off and his is unbuttoned, until we're horizontal on the couch and I can feel every inch of him against me.

Then Bruce pulls back.

"We should slow down," he says, voice rough.

"Why?"

"Because I don't want to rush this. You're—this is important. You're important."

I sit up, adjusting my clothes, feeling the sting of rejection even though I know he's being respectful. "I'm not some fragile thing that's going to break."

"I know that. But your first time shouldn't be rushed on my couch."

Heat floods my face. "Who said it would be my first time?"

His expression shifts—surprise, then something else. "I just assumed—"

"I've had sex before, Bruce. I'm eighteen, not twelve."

"Right. Of course. I just—" He looks flustered. "I shouldn't have assumed."

The mood has shifted, become awkward. I stand, smoothing my hair. "I should probably go."

"Rachel, wait—"

"It's fine. I have class early tomorrow anyway."

"I didn't mean to make you feel—"

"You didn't. I'm just tired." I grab my bag, needing distance. "Thank you for dinner."

"Let me walk you to your car."

"I can manage."

In my car, I grip the steering wheel and try to sort through what just happened. Bruce was being careful, respectful, trying to do the right thing. So why do I feel dismissed? Like he sees me as some inexperienced kid who needs protecting from herself?

My phone buzzes.

Bruce: I'm sorry. Can we talk about this?

Me: Tomorrow. I need to think.

I drive home feeling confused and frustrated, the evening's promise curdling into something complicated.

Maybe this is too hard. Maybe the obstacles are too big. Maybe we're fooling ourselves thinking this can work.

But then I remember the way he looked at me over dinner. The way he said I was worth it. The feel of his hands on my skin.

I don't have answers. But I know I'm not ready to give up yet.


Chapter 7: "Emma"

I avoid Bruce for two days.

Not dramatically—I show up for my shifts, do my work, act professional. But I request different break times, find tasks in parts of the store where he isn't, and manage to make it through Tuesday and Wednesday without any meaningful conversation.

It's childish. I know it's childish. But I'm still stinging from how the evening at his apartment ended, from feeling like he sees me as some naive kid who needs shielding from adult experiences.

Thursday afternoon, I'm pricing Halloween clearance items when Bruce appears at the end of the aisle.

"We need to talk," he says.

"I'm working."

"Rachel." His voice is quiet but firm. "Please."

I set down the price gun. "What?"

He glances around, making sure we're alone. "The storage room. Five minutes."

"That's not keeping things professional."

"I don't care. We can't leave things like this."

He walks away before I can argue, and after a moment's hesitation, I follow.



The storage room is mercifully empty. Bruce is pacing between the shelving units, agitated in a way I rarely see him.

"I messed up," he says immediately. "Monday night. I handled it badly."

"You didn't—"

"I did. I made assumptions about your experience, treated you like you couldn't make your own decisions about your own body. That was patronizing and wrong."

His directness catches me off guard. "Oh."

"I've been thinking about it nonstop. About why I pulled back." He stops pacing, faces me. "And the truth is, I was scared."

"Of what?"

"Of how much I want you. Of moving too fast and screwing this up. Of the fact that when you were on my couch, all I could think about was how much I wanted to take you to my bedroom and—" He cuts himself off, jaw tightening. "I'm trying to be responsible here, Rachel. To do this right. But I'm terrified of either moving too slow and losing you or moving too fast and hurting you."

The raw honesty in his voice dissolves my anger. "You're not going to lose me."

"You've been avoiding me for two days."

"Because I felt dismissed. Like you saw me as some inexperienced teenager instead of someone who knows her own mind."

"I know you know your own mind. That's never been in question." He takes a step closer. "But I need you to understand something. I'm thirty-eight years old. I've had relationships, made mistakes, learned hard lessons. And everything I know tells me that rushing into physical intimacy complicates things."

"We've been sneaking around for three weeks. I'd say things are already complicated."

"Fair point." He almost smiles. "But I want to do this right with you. I want us to build something that lasts, not just burn bright and fast."

"Who says we can't do both?"

"Rachel—"

"I'm not asking to rush anything. I'm just asking you to trust me. To believe I can handle whatever this becomes."

He searches my face, then nods slowly. "Okay. You're right. I'm sorry."

"And I'm sorry for avoiding you. That was immature."

"No, it was setting a boundary. There's a difference." He reaches out, hesitates, then takes my hand. "Can we start over? Try this again?"

"What does that look like?"

"Honest communication. No assumptions. And maybe—if you're willing—dinner at my place again. But this time, we talk about expectations first."

"Expectations?"

"About where this is going. What we both want. How fast or slow feels right." His thumb traces circles on my palm. "I don't want to guess anymore. I want to actually know."

The sincerity in his voice makes my chest ache. "Saturday?"

"Emma has a sleepover Saturday night. So yes, Saturday. I'll cook something better than pasta."

"The pasta was perfect."

"It was mediocre at best."

"Then I'll help you cook. We'll do it together."

His smile is soft, relieved. "I'd like that."

We hear voices in the hallway—Marcus and Diane discussing weekend schedules—and spring apart like guilty criminals. Bruce clears his throat, shifts into manager mode.

"So we'll need three boxes of the Halloween candy moved to clearance," he says loudly. "Can you handle that?"

"Absolutely, Mr. Farrington."

His eyes flash at the formal address, but he maintains composure. "Great. Let me know if you need help."

He leaves first, and I wait a full minute before following, my hand still warm from his touch.



Friday evening is busy—weekend shoppers stocking up, families grabbing last-minute dinner ingredients. I'm on register three, going through the familiar rhythm of scanning and bagging, when someone appears in my line that makes me freeze.

Emma.

She's with a friend—another teenager in artsy black clothes—and they're buying energy drinks and chips. She doesn't see me at first, too busy laughing at something on her friend's phone.

Then she looks up.

"Oh! Rachel, hi!" She seems genuinely pleased, which shouldn't make me as happy as it does.

"Hey, Emma. Shopping trip?"

"Yeah, we're having a movie marathon tonight. Horror films and junk food." She gestures to her friend. "This is Becca. Becca, this is Rachel—she works with my dad."

"Cool," Becca says, barely looking up from her phone.

I ring up their items, hyperaware that Bruce could appear at any moment. "Have fun with the marathon. What are you watching?"

"Old slasher films. Becca thinks they're hilarious because the special effects are so bad."

"They ARE hilarious," Becca interjects. "Nobody in the seventies knew how blood actually worked."

Emma pays, and just as they're leaving, she turns back. "Hey, is my dad here? I wanted to ask him something."

My stomach drops. "I think he's in the back. Want me to—"

"Nah, I'll text him. Thanks though!" She waves and disappears with Becca.

I exhale slowly. That was fine. Totally normal. Nothing suspicious about that interaction.

Except ten minutes later, Bruce appears at the customer service desk with Emma. They're talking in low voices, and I try not to stare, but I can't help watching the way he interacts with her—patient, attentive, clearly devoted.

Emma says something that makes him laugh, and the sound carries across the store. She grins, then hugs him quickly before heading out.

Bruce catches me looking. Our eyes meet for just a second—long enough for something to pass between us—then he's back to work like nothing happened.

But I can't stop thinking about it. About how good he is with Emma, how natural their relationship seems despite the divorce. About what it would mean to become part of that dynamic.

About whether Emma would accept me if she knew the truth.



Saturday morning, I wake up to a text from Bruce: Emma's sleepover is confirmed. Still on for tonight?

Me: Absolutely. What time?

Bruce: 6? And Rachel—bring an overnight bag if you want. No pressure, but the option's there.

I stare at the message, pulse quickening. An overnight bag means staying over. Which means sleeping in his bed. Which means...

Me: Okay.

It takes me an hour to pack the bag—overthinking every item, changing my mind about pajamas three times, debating whether bringing a toothbrush is presumptuous or practical.

"You're being weird again," Danny observes, watching me from the doorway.

"I'm not—how long have you been standing there?"

"Long enough to see you put the same shirt in your bag twice." He grins. "So who is he?"

"What makes you think there's a he?"

"Because you've been glowing for weeks, you sing in the shower, and you're packing an overnight bag like you're going to war." He leans against the doorframe. "Plus, you're a terrible liar."

I sit down on the bed, defeated. "If I tell you, you have to promise not to say anything to Mom."

His eyes go wide. "This is serious serious."

"Very serious. And complicated."

"Is he nice?"

The question is so earnest, so protective, that I want to hug him. "He's the nicest person I know."

"Then Mom will probably like him eventually. She just needs time to adjust to things."

"Maybe. But for now, can you keep this between us?"

"Cross my heart." He mimes the gesture. "But Rach? Be careful, okay? I'm not ready to be an uncle yet."

I throw another pillow at him, and he retreats, laughing.



Bruce's apartment looks different in daylight—warmer, more lived-in. There are fresh flowers on the counter, and something is already simmering in the kitchen.

"You bought flowers?" I say, touching a yellow rose.

"I wanted it to be nice. Special." He looks nervous. "Is that too much?"

"It's perfect."

He pulls me into a kiss, and the week's tension melts away. This is right. This is where I'm supposed to be.

"So what are we making?" I ask when we finally separate.

"Chicken marsala. It's slightly more ambitious than pasta, but I'm confident I won't poison us."

"High praise."

We cook together, and it's easier than I expected—Bruce gives me tasks, I follow instructions, we work in comfortable synchronicity. He tells me about Emma's week, her upcoming school play, how she asked if Rachel might want to come watch.

"What did you tell her?"

"That I'd ask you. Would you want to?"

"Of course. When is it?"

"Two weeks from Friday. It's a modern adaptation of 'A Midsummer Night's Dream.' Emma's playing Puck."

"That's perfect casting."

"Right? She's excited." He stirs the sauce, then glances at me. "She really likes you, you know."

"I like her too. She's smart and creative and sees right through bullshit."

"That last part concerns me."

"Why?"

He sets down the spoon. "Because she's perceptive. Really perceptive. And I think she suspects something."

My stomach tightens. "What makes you say that?"

"Little things. The way she asked about you after we had coffee. How she wanted to stop by the store yesterday specifically to see if you were working. She's gathering information."

"So what do we do?"

"I think we tell her. Soon." He turns to face me fully. "I don't want to lie to my daughter. And if this is serious—which it is—she should know."

"You think she'll be okay with it?"

"Honestly? I don't know. She might be shocked, upset, confused. But she deserves the truth." He takes my hands. "I want to make this real, Rachel. Not just stolen moments and parking lot kisses. I want to actually date you, take you places, introduce you to people as my girlfriend."

The word sends a thrill through me. "Girlfriend."

"If you want to be. I know it's complicated with work and—"

"I want to be."

His smile is radiant. "Yeah?"

"Definitely yeah."

We kiss, and this time there's no hesitation. His hands slide into my hair, mine grip his shoulders, and we're stumbling backward until I'm pressed against the counter.

"The chicken," I mumble against his mouth.

"Can wait."

"It'll burn."

"Don't care."

But he does care—Bruce is fundamentally incapable of letting food burn—so he reluctantly pulls away to check the stove. I watch him work, and the domesticity of it strikes me. This could be our life. Cooking together, talking about our days, being present with each other.

The future suddenly feels possible in a way it hasn't before.



Dinner is delicious. We eat by candlelight—Bruce's idea—and talk about everything. My classes, his frustrations with work politics, books we're reading, places we've never been but want to visit.

"I've never left Pennsylvania," I admit. "Never had the money or opportunity."

"Where would you go? If you could go anywhere?"

"Paris. London. Somewhere with history and art and incredible bookstores." I sip my wine—Bruce poured me half a glass, saying what I did with it was my choice. "What about you?"

"Ireland. My grandparents were from County Cork. I've always wanted to see where they came from, walk the same streets." He looks wistful. "I had plans to go after college, but then Kristin got pregnant, and suddenly I had different priorities."

"You don't regret it, though. Emma."

"Never. Not for a second. She's the best thing I've ever done." He reaches across the table. "But I wouldn't mind seeing Ireland someday. Maybe with someone special."

"That sounds perfect."

After dinner, we move to the couch with coffee. The conversation shifts, becomes more serious.

"Can we talk about Monday night?" Bruce asks. "Really talk about it?"

"Okay."

"I need to know what you're comfortable with. What you want from this relationship, physically and otherwise."

I appreciate his directness, even though it makes me nervous. "I want to be with you. All the way. But I also don't want to rush just because we feel like we should."

"Neither do I. But I also don't want to hold back because I'm afraid." He traces patterns on my palm. "I want you, Rachel. I have since that kiss in the storage room, maybe before. But I need this to be right for both of us."

"It will be. When we're ready."

"And how will we know we're ready?"

I think about it. "When it feels natural. When we're not questioning it or second-guessing. When it's just... the next step."

"That's wise."

"I have my moments."

He pulls me closer, and I curl into his side, head on his shoulder. We sit like that for a while, just breathing together, and it feels more intimate than any kiss.

"I brought an overnight bag," I say quietly.

"I noticed."

"I'd like to stay. If that's okay."

"More than okay." He kisses the top of my head. "But Rachel—I need you to know that staying over doesn't mean anything has to happen. We can just sleep. Actually sleep."

"What if I want more than sleep?"

His breath catches. "Then we'll talk about it. Make sure we're both certain."

"I'm certain about you."

"I'm certain about you too." He tilts my chin up, kisses me softly. "But let's just see where the evening goes. No expectations."

We watch a movie—some film noir that Bruce loves—and gradually migrate from sitting to lying down, tangled together on the couch. His hand traces lazy patterns on my back, and I feel the solid warmth of him beneath me, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

"Rachel?" he says during a particularly dramatic scene.

"Hmm?"

"I'm falling for you."

I lift my head to look at him. "Yeah?"

"Completely. Terrifyingly. Falling for you."

The confession makes my eyes sting. "I'm already there. I fell a long time ago."

"When?"

"Maybe the first day. Maybe the first time you asked me what I wanted to study, like my answer actually mattered. Maybe every day since." I touch his face. "I love you, Bruce."

The words are out before I can stop them, too honest, too soon. But I can't take them back, and I don't want to.

Bruce's expression shifts—wonder, fear, something that looks like joy. "You can't—we barely—"

"I know. It's ridiculous. It's too fast. But it's true."

He pulls me into a kiss that tastes like coffee and promises, and when we break apart, he's smiling.

"I love you too," he whispers. "God help me, I love you too."

We stay on the couch until the movie ends, kissing and talking and learning the geography of each other's bodies with careful hands. When Bruce suggests we move to the bedroom, I agree without hesitation.

His room is simple—bed, dresser, more bookshelves. But it's his space, and being in it feels significant.

We kiss standing by the bed, and this time when his hands move under my shirt, I don't hesitate. The shirt comes off, then his, and we're skin to skin, both trembling.

"Are you sure?" he asks.

"Completely sure."

"We can stop anytime."

"I know. But I don't want to stop."

We move to the bed, and what happens next is tender and awkward and perfect. Bruce is careful, attentive, asking permission at every step. I tell him what I want, what feels good, learning to speak this new language of intimacy.

It's not my first time, but it feels like it—like every other experience was practice for this moment, this person, this overwhelming feeling of being known and cherished.

He strips me slowly, paying attention to my responses. His hands gently caressing my tits, rubbing and squeezing my nipples as I moan. I press against him, feeling his bulge. I drop my hands down and begin to rub him, making him harder.

He hooks his fingers into my jeans and slips them off, his hand sliding down my thigh making me shiver. His hand grabs my ass, squeezing as I moan. He moves his hand to my stomach, his fingers tracing the lace on my panties. I can hardly contain myself. I unzip his pants and pull his hard cock out, holding in my hands. He groans slightly as I begin to stroke him, feeling the veins and rubbing my thumb across the tip. His pre-cum coats my thumb as I stroke him.

His hand caresses my pussy over my panties as I part my legs giving him access. I undo his pants and push them to the floor. I reach down with my other hand and massage his balls as I stroke him. His finger slips under my panties and slides down my slit. I moan again felling the heat of his hands on me.

He lisps my panties down, and they fall to the floor., I step out of them and spread my legs wide. He bends over and begins to suck my nipples, his teeth grazing the tip. I press his head to my chest, enjoying the feel of his tongue on my nipples.

His finger slowly enters my pussy, and I hold him tight, my legs wobbling with the pleasure. I want to please him, to show him my love, so I step back and drop to my knees. His cock is now right in front of my face. I look at it for a moment as I stroke him, wanting to taste him.

I circle my tongue around the head and flick the underside. His hands are in my hair, holding firmly. I suck him into my mouth, and begin to slowly suck his cock. My mouth slides up and down his shaft, my cheeks sucked in as I run my tongue along the bottom of his shaft. His hips begin to move back and forth with my rhythm, fucking my mouth.

He pulls me up, and kisses me deeply, our tongue intertwined, exploring. He moves me over to the edge of the bed, then pushes me down, his body on top of mine. I can feel his hard cock sliding against my slit as I move my hips trying to get him inside of me.

Slowly, he kisses his way down my body, goosebumps are all over me. His tongue is sending tingles down to my toes as I anticipate his mouth on my pussy. He licks the edge of my pussy lips, teasing me. I move my hips back and forth wanting to feel that tongue on me.

He finally slides his tongue up and down my slit as I grab a fistful of hair and press his head into me. He flicks his tongue in and out of my hole a few times as I moan louder. He shifts his attention to my clit, licking and sucking as my hips begin to move back and forth.

He slips two finger into my pussy and finger fucks me as he is licking my clit.

“Oh, God!” I moan. “Oh that feels so good!”

This must have encouraged him, because the licking and finger fucking increase in intensity. I feel myself approaching orgasm.

“I’m going to cum!” I scream.

My orgasm hits me like a freight train. Years of fantasy finally being fulfilled. My pussy pulses on his fingers, now buried deep inside of me. My hands grab fistfuls of sheet as my orgasm rolls over me.

He slides up my body and kisses me again. I can taste myself on his tongue. I grab his cock and press it to my hole, wanting to feel it inside of me. He parts my pussy lips with the head of his cock, and slowly enters me.

“Fuck,” I say in a breathed tone. “I have waited so long for this.”

He beings to slide his cock in and out of my pussy slowly, increasing his speed gradually. I can feel his balls slapping against my ass as I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him tight with each thrust. I want him deep, all of him inside of me.

“Yes, yes, yes!” I scream. “Oh, God, Fuck me, fuck me hard!”

He lifts my legs over his shoulders and buries his cock deep inside. I gasp at the depth and fullness of his cock, my body wanting all of it.

“I’m gonna cum,” he moans.

“Yes, baby, cum inside of me,” I moan.

I feel his body tense up, then with one final thrust, he is deep inside of me as I feel the pulse of his cock shooting ropes of hot cum deep inside of me. I hold him as tight as I can, trying to milk the cum from his cock.

Everything I had fantasized about has happened. I had my dream and it was more than I could have dreamed.

After, we lie tangled in his sheets, both breathless and grinning.

"Okay?" he asks, brushing hair from my face.

"Better than okay."

"No regrets?"

"None. You?"

"Only that I waited so long to tell you I love you."

I curl into his side, perfectly content. Outside, the world continues—people living their normal lives, following their normal rules. But here, in this room, we've created our own reality.

"We should probably talk about birth control," Bruce says after a while.

"Already handled. I've been on the pill for irregular periods for years."

"Good. That's—good." He pauses. "I got tested after the divorce. Clean bill of health."

"Same. Well, at my last physical."

"Look at us, having mature adult conversations."

"Revolutionary."

He laughs, and I feel it rumble through his chest. "Stay with me tonight. All night."

"That was the plan."

"And tomorrow?"

"I work the evening shift. So I have until three."

"Perfect." He kisses my temple. "We can have breakfast, be lazy, pretend the outside world doesn't exist."

"Sounds perfect."

We fall asleep like that—wrapped around each other, his heartbeat steady under my ear, both of us finally where we're supposed to be.



Sunday morning, I wake to sunlight streaming through the windows and the smell of coffee.

Bruce is in the kitchen wearing sweatpants and nothing else, making breakfast. I watch him from the bedroom doorway, still wearing his t-shirt from last night, and feel overwhelmingly happy.

"Morning," he says, noticing me. "How do you like your eggs?"

"However you're making them."

"Scrambled it is." He pulls me in for a kiss. "Sleep okay?"

"Best sleep I've had in months."

We eat breakfast at his small table, and it's so normal, so domestic, that I could cry. This is what I want. Not just the physical intimacy, but this—morning coffee, easy conversation, being together without performance or pressure.

"I need to tell Emma soon," Bruce says. "About us."

"When?"

"This week maybe. I'll sit her down, explain everything, give her time to process."

"What if she hates the idea?"

"Then we'll deal with it. Together." He takes my hand. "But I'm not giving you up, Rachel. No matter what anyone thinks."

The conviction in his voice makes me believe him.

After breakfast, we shower—separately, because Bruce says if we shower together we'll never make it to my shift on time—and I reluctantly pack my overnight bag.

"This weekend was perfect," I say at the door.

"It really was." He kisses me softly. "Same time next week?"

"Absolutely."

"And at work—"

"Professional. Discreet. No longing glances."

"Impossible, but we'll try."

I drive home feeling like a different person than the one who left yesterday. Lighter. Happier. Certain.

This is real. We're real.

And whatever complications come next, we'll face them together.


Chapter 8: "Exposed"

The secret lasts exactly four more days.

Monday and Tuesday pass in a blur of maintained distance at work and stolen text messages. Bruce is planning how to tell Emma, rehearsing conversations in his head, trying to find the right words. I'm walking on air, still glowing from our weekend together, counting down the hours until we can be alone again.

Wednesday night, I'm closing with Marcus and Trevor from produce. It's a slow shift—rain keeping customers away—and by nine-thirty we're finished with everything except the final walkthrough.

"I can handle the lockup," Bruce tells Trevor and Marcus. "You guys head out."

They don't need to be told twice. Marcus is gone before Bruce finishes the sentence, and Trevor follows after a lazy salute.

Which leaves Bruce and me alone in the store.

We finish the closing checklist in companionable silence, moving through the familiar routine. Lights off in sections, registers locked, alarm system armed for everything except the rear exit we'll leave through.

In the back hallway, away from windows and cameras, Bruce catches my hand.

"I talked to Emma today," he says. "About us. Well, about wanting to tell her about us."

My heart stutters. "How did she react?"

"She already knew."

"What?"

"She's been suspicious for weeks apparently. The coffee shop meeting, me being 'happier,' the way I talk about you." He shakes his head in amazement. "She flat-out asked me if I was dating you."

"And you said?"

"The truth. That yes, we're together. That it's serious. That I love you."

The casual way he says it—like it's a fact, not a confession—makes my chest ache. "What did she say?"

"She said, and I quote, 'I knew it. Becca owes me twenty bucks.'" He's smiling now. "She's okay with it, Rachel. More than okay. She said she likes you and that I deserve to be happy."

Relief floods through me so intensely I might cry. "Really?"

"Really. She wants to have dinner with both of us. Officially. As a... family thing."

"Family thing," I repeat, testing the words.

"Too much?"

"No. Perfect." I stand on my toes to kiss him. "This is perfect."

The kiss deepens, and we're pressed against the wall, hands roaming, both giddy with relief and desire. When we finally break apart, Bruce rests his forehead against mine.

"We should get out of here," he murmurs.

"Probably."

"Come over? We can celebrate properly."

"I'm right behind you."

We gather our things and head out through the back door. The parking lot is dark except for the security lights, rain still falling in a steady drizzle. Bruce walks me to my car, and I'm fumbling for my keys when he pulls me in for one more kiss.

It's sweet and unhurried, the kind of kiss that says we have time now, no more hiding, no more secrets.

Which is when headlights sweep across us.

We spring apart, but it's too late. A car is pulling into the lot—someone who forgot something, probably, or a late-night shopper not realizing we're closed.

The car parks. The driver gets out.

Trevor.

My stomach plummets.

He's staring at us, phone already in his hand, and even from twenty feet away I can see the smirk spreading across his face.

"Well, well," he calls out. "This is interesting."

Bruce steps forward, putting himself slightly in front of me. "Trevor. Did you forget something?"

"My wallet. Left it in my locker." He's still smirking, practically vibrating with glee. "But looks like I found something much more interesting."

"This isn't what it looks like," I start, but Trevor laughs.

"Really? Because it looks like you and the boss getting cozy in the parking lot after hours. Which is exactly what it is, right?"

Bruce's jaw tightens. "My personal life is none of your concern."

"Maybe not. But I bet Mr. Morrison would be concerned. Workplace fraternization policy and all that." Trevor shrugs, heading toward the door. "Don't worry—I won't tell anyone. Your secret's safe with me."

The lie is transparent. Trevor will tell everyone, and we both know it.

"Trevor—" Bruce starts, but he's already inside, door slamming behind him.

I feel sick. "He's going to talk."

"Yeah. He is." Bruce runs his hand through his hair, looking defeated. "I'm sorry. I should have been more careful."

"We both should have." I lean against my car, trying to think. "What do we do?"

"I need to talk to Mr. Morrison. First thing tomorrow. Before Trevor can spin this into something worse than it is."

"You're going to tell him?"

"I have to. Get ahead of it, explain the situation, hope he's reasonable." He takes my hands. "This is going to be messy."

"I know."

"People are going to talk. Judge. Make assumptions."

"I know that too."

He searches my face. "Are you ready for that?"

"No. But I'm not ready to lose you either."

He kisses me again, desperate this time. "Whatever happens, we're in this together."

"Together," I echo.

We separate to our cars, and I drive home through the rain with my heart in my throat, knowing everything is about to change.



By Thursday morning, everyone knows.

I arrive for my afternoon shift to find Maya practically vibrating with anxiety at the customer service desk.

"You need to tell me right now that what I'm hearing isn't true," she hisses, pulling me aside.

"What are you hearing?"

"That you're sleeping with Bruce. That Trevor caught you making out in the parking lot. That Mr. Morrison is furious and might fire both of you." She grabs my shoulders. "Please tell me it's just gossip."

I can't meet her eyes. "It's not just gossip."

"Oh my God. Oh my GOD." She releases me, pacing. "How long? When were you going to tell me? I'm your best friend, Rachel!"

"I know. I wanted to tell you, but Bruce wanted to be careful, and I—"

"Bruce wanted to be careful? BRUCE?" Her voice rises, and I shush her frantically. "Rachel, he's your boss. He's literally twice your age. What were you thinking?"

"I was thinking that I love him. And he loves me."

The words stop her mid-pace. "You love him?"

"Yeah. I do."

She stares at me, then sinks into a chair. "You're serious. This is actually serious."

"I tried to tell you. That's what I was going to talk about Saturday, but then everything happened so fast."

"How fast? Wait, Saturday?" Her eyes widen. "You spent the night with him. That's where you were. Oh my God, Rachel."

"Maya—"

"Does your mom know?"

"No. Not yet."

"She's going to lose her mind."

"I know."

We're quiet for a moment. Then Maya says, more gently, "Are you okay? Like, really okay? Because if he pressured you or—"

"He didn't. I pursued him, actually. It's been me from the start."

"That doesn't make it better. He's the adult here. He should have said no."

"He tried. I didn't let him."

She looks at me with something like sadness. "You really love him, don't you?"

"I really do."

"Then I hope you're ready. Because this is about to get ugly."

She's right.

By mid-shift, I've received stares from the older cashiers, heard whispers that cut off when I approach, felt the judgment radiating from every corner of the store. Trevor is openly smirking whenever he sees me. Even Diane, usually so warm, seems distant.

At three o'clock, Mr. Morrison's assistant finds me. "He wants to see you in his office."

The walk to the back feels like a death march.

Mr. Morrison is behind his desk, looking tired and disappointed. Bruce is already there, standing against the wall with his arms crossed.

"Sit down, Rachel," Mr. Morrison says.

I sit.

"I understand from Bruce that you two have been involved in a personal relationship. Is that accurate?"

"Yes sir."

"For how long?"

I glance at Bruce. He nods slightly. "About a month. Officially."

"Officially." Mr. Morrison sighs. "And before that?"

"I had feelings for him. But nothing happened until recently."

"Rachel is eighteen," Bruce interjects. "She's an adult. This isn't—"

"I know she's eighteen, Bruce. That's not the issue." Mr. Morrison removes his glasses, rubs his eyes. "The issue is that you're her supervisor. You have influence over her schedule, her pay, her employment status. That creates an inherent power imbalance."

"I've never used my position inappropriately," Bruce says firmly. "I haven't given her preferential treatment or—"

"That's not how it will look. To the other employees, to corporate if they find out, to anyone examining this situation." He looks between us. "I like you both. You're excellent employees. But this puts me in an impossible position."

"What are you saying?" I ask.

"I'm saying you need to make a choice. Either you end this relationship, or one of you transfers to another location." He holds up a hand before Bruce can protest. "That's not a punishment—it's policy. We have clear guidelines about supervisor-employee relationships."

"She shouldn't have to transfer," Bruce says. "This is my mistake. I'll put in for a transfer."

"It's not a mistake," I snap. "And I'm not losing my job because of this."

"No one's losing their job," Mr. Morrison says. "But the status quo can't continue. You need to decide what's more important—working here together or being in a relationship."

The ultimatum hangs in the air.

"Can we have time to think about it?" Bruce asks.

"You have until Monday. After that, I need a decision." Mr. Morrison's expression softens slightly. "I'm sorry. I know this isn't what you want to hear. But I have to think about what's best for the store."

We're dismissed.

In the hallway, Bruce looks shattered. "I'm sorry. This is all my fault."

"Stop apologizing. We're both responsible." I take his hand, not caring who sees anymore. "We'll figure this out."

"How? If I transfer, we barely see each other. If you transfer, you lose the job you've had for two years. If we break up—" He can't finish the sentence.

"We're not breaking up."

"Rachel—"

"No. We're not giving up just because this is hard. You said we'd face it together, remember?"

Before he can respond, Diane appears around the corner. She stops when she sees us, takes in our linked hands.

"So it's true," she says quietly.

"Diane—" I start, but she shakes her head.

"I don't want to hear it. Not now." She walks past us, shoulders stiff with disapproval.

The rejection stings more than I expected.



I make it through the rest of my shift on autopilot. When I get home, Mom's car is in the driveway, which is unusual for a Thursday evening.

The moment I walk in, I know something's wrong.

She's in the kitchen, arms crossed, face set in hard lines. Danny is conspicuously absent—probably sent to his room.

"Sit down," she says.

"Mom—"

"Sit. Down."

I sit.

"Carla Chen called me today. Maya's mother." Her voice is terrifyingly calm. "She wanted to know if I knew that my daughter was in a relationship with her boss. A man old enough to be her father."

My stomach drops. "I can explain—"

"You're sleeping with your manager? A man who's what, forty years old?"

"Thirty-eight. And I'm eighteen, Mom. I'm an adult."

"An adult?" She laughs, sharp and bitter. "Rachel, you just graduated high school. You're a child."

"I'm not—"

"Do you have any idea what people are saying? What this looks like?" She's pacing now, anger building. "I raised you better than this. To have more self-respect than to—"

"It's not like that. Bruce isn't—he didn't take advantage of me. I pursued him."

"That's supposed to make me feel better? That my daughter chased after a man twice her age?"

"He's not 'a man.' He's Bruce. He's kind and thoughtful and treats me like I matter. He loves me, Mom."

"Love?" She stops pacing. "You think this is love? Rachel, you're eighteen years old. You don't know what love is."

The dismissal ignites something in me. "You don't get to decide that. You don't get to tell me what I feel."

"I'm your mother—"

"And I'm an adult! You just said so yourself." I stand, facing her. "I know you're scared. I know this isn't what you wanted for me. But I'm not making a mistake. Bruce is good to me. He respects me. He makes me happy."

"For how long? Until he gets bored? Until you realize you want different things? He's already lived half his life, Rachel. He has a daughter, an ex-wife, baggage you can't even imagine."

"I know all that. And I don't care."

"You should care. You should be dating boys your own age, going to college, experiencing life. Not playing house with a divorced grocery store manager."

The casual cruelty of it takes my breath away. "Don't talk about him like that."

"Why not? It's the truth, isn't it?" She softens slightly, voice breaking. "Baby, I just want you to be safe. To have opportunities. This man—this relationship—it's going to limit you."

"Or maybe it's going to make me happier than I've ever been."

"For now. But what about in five years? Ten? When you're twenty-eight and he's pushing fifty?"

"I don't know. But I want to find out."

We stare at each other across the kitchen, the distance between us suddenly vast.

"If you continue this relationship, you're on your own," she says finally. "I won't support this. I can't."

"Are you kicking me out?"

"No. But I'm not going to pretend I approve. And I'm not going to watch you throw your life away for some man."

"He's not 'some man.' His name is Bruce, and I love him."

"Then I hope he's worth it," she says coldly. "Because you're going to lose a lot for him."

She walks out, leaving me standing alone in the kitchen with tears streaming down my face.



I text Bruce: Can you talk?

He calls immediately. "What happened?"

"My mom knows. She's furious."

"I'm coming over."

"No—she's already upset. Seeing you will make it worse."

"Then meet me somewhere. You shouldn't be alone right now."

I grab my keys and drive to the park where we walked on our first real date. Bruce is already there, leaning against his car, and the moment I see him I start crying for real.

He pulls me into his arms, holds me while I sob against his chest.

"She said I was throwing my life away," I manage between gasps. "That you're just some man who's going to limit my opportunities."

"Maybe she's right."

I pull back. "Don't you dare."

"Rachel, she has valid concerns. The age gap, the power dynamic, what people think—"

"I don't care what people think."

"You should. Because they're going to judge you. Harshly." He cups my face. "Your mom, your coworkers, people in town who don't even know us. They're all going to have opinions."

"Let them."

"It's going to be harder than you think."

"Then we'll handle it. Together." I grip his shirt. "Unless you're trying to back out."

"No. God, no." He kisses my forehead. "But I need you to really understand what you're signing up for. This isn't just about us anymore. It's about dealing with everyone else's reactions."

"I know."

"And you still want this?"

"More than anything."

He's quiet for a long moment. Then: "Mr. Morrison offered me a transfer. To the Chambersburg location. Same position, same pay, just different store."

My heart sinks. "That's thirty minutes away."

"I know. But it solves the work problem. You keep your job, I keep mine, no more conflict of interest."

"We'd barely see each other."

"We'd make it work. Weekends, your days off." He's trying to sound optimistic, but I can hear the strain. "It's not ideal, but—"

"Do it."

"What?"

"Take the transfer. If that's what it takes for us to be together without all the complications, do it."

"Rachel—"

"I'm serious. I'm not giving you up because people have opinions. I'm not giving us up because it's hard. We'll figure out the distance."

He searches my face, then pulls me into a fierce kiss. When we break apart, both breathing hard, he says, "I love you. You know that, right?"

"I know. I love you too."

"Then we do this. We fight for it."

"Together."

"Together."

We stand in the parking lot, holding each other as the sun sets, and I feel the weight of what we're choosing. The judgment, the distance, the complications.

But also the certainty that this—us—is worth fighting for.

Whatever comes next, we'll face it.

Together.


Chapter 9: "Fighting For It"

Friday morning, I walk into Morrison's Market with my head held high.

The whispers start immediately. I feel eyes tracking me from the moment I clock in—Diane at customer service barely nodding, the bakery staff stopping mid-conversation, Trevor smirking from his position by the produce section.

Let them stare.

Bruce's transfer doesn't start until next week, which means we have five more days of working in the same building under intense scrutiny. Five days of proving we can maintain professionalism despite everyone expecting us to fail.

I find Bruce in the office doing paperwork. He looks up when I knock, and I see the same determination in his eyes that I feel in my chest.

"Morning," I say formally.

"Good morning, Rachel." He gestures to a clipboard. "Can you handle the front-end inventory today? Diane called in sick."

The subtext is clear—Diane doesn't want to work with either of us right now.

"Of course. I'll get started right away."

We're professional. Distant. Exactly what we need to be.

But when I turn to leave, Bruce says quietly, "You okay?"

"Getting there. You?"

"Same."

It's not much, but it's enough.



By lunch, I'm exhausted from the weight of judgment. Every interaction feels loaded, every glance interpreted. When I retreat to the break room, I find Maya already there.

"Can we talk?" she asks.

I sit across from her, bracing for another lecture.

But Maya just looks at me with concern. "I was harsh yesterday. I'm sorry."

"You had every right to be upset. I should have told you."

"Yeah, you should have. But I also should have listened instead of freaking out." She picks at her sandwich. "I've been thinking about what you said. About loving him."

"And?"

"And I still think this is complicated and potentially messy. But I also know you, Rachel. You don't do anything halfway. If you say you love him, you mean it."

The acceptance brings tears to my eyes. "I really do."

"Then I'm on your team. Even if I think you're both crazy." She reaches across the table, squeezes my hand. "But if he hurts you, I'm keying his car."

I laugh, watery but genuine. "Deal."

"So what's happening? I heard something about him transferring?"

"Chambersburg location. Starting next week."

"That's going to suck."

"Better than one of us getting fired. Or ending things."

She studies my face. "You're really all in on this, aren't you?"

"Completely."

"Okay then. What do you need from me?"

The question catches me off guard. "What?"

"You're my best friend. You're going through something huge. What do you need?"

I think about it. "Just this. Someone who doesn't judge. Someone who's on my side."

"Always." She leans back. "Though I do reserve the right to say 'I told you so' if this implodes spectacularly."

"Wouldn't expect anything less."



That afternoon, Mr. Morrison calls me into his office again. My stomach clenches, but his expression is softer than yesterday.

"Sit down, Rachel."

I sit, hands folded in my lap.

"I wanted to check in. See how you're doing with all of this."

"I'm managing."

"I can imagine this hasn't been easy. The gossip, the judgment." He pauses. "For what it's worth, I don't think you're a bad person. Neither is Bruce."

"Thank you, sir."

"But I do have concerns. Not about your morals or choices—those are yours to make. I'm concerned about whether you understand the position this puts you in professionally."

"I understand that people think Bruce gave me preferential treatment. That our relationship compromises the workplace dynamic."

"Do you believe he gave you preferential treatment?"

I meet his eyes. "No. If anything, he was harder on me than other employees because he was trying to maintain boundaries. Every shift I got, every raise, every responsibility—I earned those on my own merit."

"I believe that. But perception matters, especially in a small business."

"I know. That's why I wanted to talk to you." I take a breath. "I don't want special treatment. I don't want accommodations. I want to keep working here and prove that I'm a good employee regardless of who I'm dating."

"And if that means dealing with hostility from coworkers?"

"Then I'll deal with it."

Mr. Morrison nods slowly. "You remind me of your mother, actually. Same stubborn streak."

"You know my mom?"

"She came in yesterday. Wanted to apologize for any disruption this might cause the store." He smiles slightly. "Then she asked me to keep an eye on you. Make sure Bruce was treating you right."

The image of my mom doing that—still protective even while furious—makes my throat tight. "What did you tell her?"

"That Bruce is one of the most decent men I've ever employed. That if my daughter were dating someone, I'd want him to be like Bruce." He stands, signaling the conversation is ending. "But I also told her that you're both adults and need to make your own choices. Even the hard ones."

"Thank you, Mr. Morrison."

"Don't thank me yet. You've still got to survive the gossip mill. Small towns don't forget easily."

"I'll manage."

As I'm leaving, he adds, "Rachel? For what it's worth—I hope it works out. You both deserve to be happy."



Saturday, Bruce has Emma for the day. He texts me around noon: She wants to see you. Are you free?

Me: Now?

Bruce: If you're comfortable. No pressure.

Me: Where?

Bruce: Our place. She's insisting on making pizza. Apparently she needs to 'evaluate your suitability' for me.

Me: Terrifying. I'll be there in 20.

When I arrive at Bruce's apartment, I can hear music playing through the door. I knock, and Emma answers wearing an apron covered in flour.

"Rachel! Perfect timing." She pulls me inside. "Dad is completely useless at making dough. I need backup."

Bruce is in the kitchen looking harassed, hands covered in what appears to be very sticky pizza dough. "I'm not useless. The recipe is unclear."

"The recipe is from the internet, Dad. It has step-by-step photos."

"The photos are lies."

I laugh, setting down my bag. "What can I do to help?"

"Save the dough while I prep toppings." Emma hands me the bowl. "Also, tell me everything about why you like my dad. I have questions."

Bruce groans. "Emma—"

"What? I'm supposed to just accept that you're dating someone barely older than me without conducting proper due diligence?"

"I'm twenty years older than you," I point out, washing my hands.

"Semantics." She starts chopping vegetables with concerning efficiency. "So. Question one: what do you see in my dad?"

I glance at Bruce, who looks like he wants the floor to swallow him.

"Honestly? He's kind. Really kind, in a way that feels rare. He listens when people talk. He cares about things." I work the dough, adding flour gradually. "Plus he reads good books and has excellent taste in music."

"Acceptable answers." Emma moves on to slicing pepperoni. "Question two: are you just dating him to rebel against your mom or something? Because that would be weird."

"Emma!" Bruce protests.

"It's a valid question!" She looks at me expectantly.

"It's not rebellion. My mom actually hates this, so if anything it's making my life harder." I shape the dough into a circle. "I'm with your dad because being with him makes me happier than I've ever been. Even when it's complicated."

Emma considers this. "Question three: what are your intentions toward my father?"

Bruce covers his face with his hands. "Oh my God."

"I'm serious! He's been through a lot. I need to know you're not going to break his heart and leave him sad and pathetic."

"I'm right here," Bruce mutters.

"I know. That's why I'm asking her instead of you." Emma points the knife at me. "Well?"

"My intentions are to love him. Support him. Be someone he can count on." I meet her eyes. "And to never make him choose between me and you. You're the most important person in his life, and I respect that."

The kitchen goes quiet except for the music. Emma sets down the knife, studies me with that unnerving directness she inherited from her father.

Then she smiles. "Okay. You can date my dad."

"Oh, thank God," Bruce says. "Can we make pizza now?"

"One more question." Emma turns to me. "Do you like pineapple on pizza?"

"Absolutely."

"Perfect. Dad hates it, so we can gang up on him."

"I don't hate it—" Bruce starts.

"Yes you do. You literally said it was 'an abomination against Italian cuisine.'"

"That was taken out of context."

Emma and I exchange glances, and suddenly we're laughing, and Bruce is protesting, and it feels like family in a way I didn't expect.

We make pizza together—two pizzas, actually, since we can't agree on toppings. Emma tells me about her school play, shows me costume sketches, talks about colleges she's thinking about (she wants to study photography at an art school). Bruce watches us interact with obvious relief and happiness.

Over dinner, Emma says, "So I told Mom about you guys."

Bruce nearly chokes on his pizza. "You what?"

"She asked why you seemed happier. I told her you were dating someone from work." Emma shrugs. "She wanted details."

"And what did you tell her?"

"That Rachel is cool and smart and makes you smile. Also that she's eighteen, which Mom had opinions about."

"I can imagine."

"She said she wants to meet you." Emma looks at me. "Rachel, I mean. She wants to make sure you're not some gold-digger after Dad's extensive grocery store fortune."

I laugh despite myself. "When?"

"She suggested next weekend. Lunch or something." Emma makes a face. "Fair warning: Mom can be intense. And her boyfriend Derek will probably be there, being aggressively friendly."

"I can handle intense," I say, with more confidence than I feel.

After dinner, Emma retreats to Bruce's room to do homework, leaving us alone in the kitchen.

"That went well," Bruce says, pulling me into his arms.

"She's amazing. Terrifying, but amazing."

"She likes you. Really likes you." He kisses my temple. "I wasn't sure how this would go, but she's actually excited about us."

"What about your ex-wife?"

"Kristin can have all the opinions she wants. Emma is what matters, and Emma's on board." He holds me closer. "One hurdle down."

"Several more to go."

"We'll handle them."

When Emma emerges later asking if I want to watch a movie with them, I say yes without hesitation. We pile onto the couch—Emma in the middle, me and Bruce on either side—and watch some horror-comedy that Emma loves while Bruce and I exchange glances over her head.

This is what it could be like. The three of us, building something that works.

It's not traditional. But it feels right.



Monday morning, I'm restocking shelves in the cereal aisle when Trevor appears.

"Well, if it isn't Morrison's favorite homewrecker."

I don't look up. "I'm working, Trevor."

"Just curious how it feels. Sleeping with the boss. Must be nice, getting special treatment."

"I've never gotten special treatment."

"Right. That's why you got promoted to lead cashier last month?"

"I got promoted because I'm good at my job. Unlike some people who spend half their shift on their phone."

His smirk falters. "You think you're so smart."

"I think I'm done with this conversation." I stand, facing him directly. "You can gossip all you want. You can make your jokes, tell your stories, whatever makes you feel important. But here's the truth: I'm a good employee. Bruce is a good manager. And what we do outside of work is none of your business."

"Mr. Morrison made it my business when he had to enforce fraternization policies."

"No, you made it your business when you couldn't resist running your mouth." I step closer, lowering my voice. "You know what I think? I think you're bitter because you've worked here for five years and never moved up. Because you do the bare minimum and expect rewards for showing up."

"Watch it—"

"No, you watch it. I'm eighteen years old and I've accomplished more in two years than you have in five. That must sting."

Trevor's face flushes red. "You're just a kid playing grown-up."

"Maybe. But I'm still better at this job than you."

I walk away before he can respond, hands shaking but head high.

Maya appears around the corner, eyes wide. "Did you just eviscerate Trevor in the cereal aisle?"

"Might have."

"That was the hottest thing I've ever witnessed. Also slightly terrifying."

"He deserved it."

"Oh, completely. I'm just impressed you finally snapped." She links her arm through mine. "Proud of you."



Tuesday is Bruce's last day at our location. By evening, it feels surreal—knowing tomorrow he'll be thirty minutes away, working with different people, navigating a different routine.

We're in the office after closing, ostensibly reviewing transition documents, actually just trying to memorize this moment.

"I'm going to miss this," Bruce says. "Working with you every day."

"It's only thirty minutes."

"I know. But it won't be the same."

"We'll make it work. Weekends, video calls, your days off." I lean against the desk. "Besides, maybe the distance will be good. Make the time we do have more intentional."

"You sound like a self-help book."

"I've been reading a lot of self-help books actually. 'How to Make Long-Distance Relationships Work.' Very illuminating."

He laughs, pulling me close. "What does it say?"

"Communication is key. Trust is essential. And apparently we should schedule regular video chat dates."

"I can do that." He kisses me softly. "I love you, you know."

"I know. I love you too."

"Rachel—" He hesitates. "I've been thinking. About next steps."

"What kind of next steps?"

"Emma suggested you might want to stay over some weekends. Have your own space at my place." He's nervous, I can tell. "I know it's fast, but—"

"I'd like that. A lot, actually."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. But we should probably wait until things settle down with my mom. She's barely speaking to me as it is."

"How bad is it?"

"She's civil. Polite. But distant." I rest my head against his chest. "Danny says she'll come around eventually. That she just needs time to accept it."

"And if she doesn't?"

"Then that's her choice. I'm not giving you up to make her comfortable."

He's quiet for a moment, then: "You're braver than I am."

"No. I'm just stubborn."

"That too."

We stay in the office longer than we should, talking about logistics and plans, stealing kisses between serious conversations. When we finally leave, walking to our separate cars in the parking lot, it feels like the end of an era.

"Tomorrow you're in Chambersburg," I say.

"Tomorrow I'm in Chambersburg," he echoes. "But I'll see you Thursday night. Dinner at my place?"

"Wouldn't miss it."

One more kiss, then we're driving away in different directions.

But this time, it doesn't feel like an ending. It feels like the beginning of something bigger.



Thursday evening, I show up at Bruce's apartment with groceries and a plan.

"I'm cooking for you tonight," I announce.

"You don't have to—"

"I want to. You've been feeding me for weeks. It's my turn."

I make chicken stir-fry—nothing fancy, but competent. Bruce watches from the counter, drinking wine and looking content.

"How's the new location?" I ask.

"Different. Bigger store, different systems. The staff is friendly enough."

"Anyone give you trouble about the transfer?"

"A couple questions about why I switched, but nothing I couldn't deflect." He sips his wine. "I told them I wanted a change of pace. Which is technically true."

We eat at his small table, and I tell him about my week—classes starting to pick up intensity, Maya's new dating drama, Danny asking when he can meet Bruce.

"He wants to meet me?"

"He's protective. Wants to make sure you're not 'some creep,' his words."

"Fair enough. I'd want to meet me too." Bruce considers. "What about your mom? Any movement there?"

"She asked about you yesterday. Nothing major—just if you were treating me well. But it's progress."

"Baby steps."

After dinner, we migrate to the couch. The TV is on but neither of us is watching. Bruce's hand traces patterns on my thigh, and I'm acutely aware of being alone with him, no Emma coming home, no work tomorrow to worry about.

"Rachel," he says quietly.

"Hmm?"

"I've been thinking about what you said. About the distance being good for us."

"And?"

"And I think you're wrong."

I twist to look at him. "Yeah?"

"The distance is terrible. I miss you constantly. Tuesday night I came home and you weren't here, and the apartment felt empty."

"Bruce—"

"Let me finish. The distance is terrible, but you were right about one thing—it does make our time together more intentional. More precious." He cups my face. "When you're here, I don't take it for granted. Every moment matters."

I kiss him, slow and deep, and it quickly intensifies. His hands slide under my shirt, mine work at his buttons, and we're fumbling our way toward his bedroom with the practiced desperation of people who don't have enough time together.

We frantically remove each other’s clothes, desperate to feed this hunger we both have. We stand at the edge of the bed, our bodies intertwined in an embrace as we kiss each other deeply. His hands slide down my back to my ass. I push against him, feeling his heat.

I push him onto the bed, taking control.

“I want to taste you so bad,” I say, giving him a sexy smile.

I got on my knees and sucked his cock into my mouth, taking him deep. I begin to slide my mouth up and down his shaft, flicking the underside of the tip as his hands grab my hair. I moan at the pleasure of tasting him and pleasing him.

I let go of his cock, and straddle him, sliding his cock into my pussy. I lean forward and begin to lift myself up and down on his cock, feeling the fullness inside of me. My clit vibrates through my core with every hit against his pelvis. I lean forward, and he sucks a nipple into his mouth. I moan with pleasure, his hot tongue flicking the tips.

His hand slips down between us, and I gasp when his fingers start rubbing my clit.

“Cum for me baby,” he whispers.

I nearly there already, my body screaming for release. I bounce harder, trying to take him deep. Wanting to cum on his cock.

Shit, shit, shit!” I scream as my orgasm hits.

I press myself down hard onto his cock, taking all of him. My pussy is pulsing on his stiff shaft as he presses himself into me.

“Fuck, baby,” he moans. “You’re gonna make me cum!”

I felt him tense up, but before he could cum, I jumped off of him and sucked his cock into my mouth, I wanted to taste him, the have him shoot his load into my mouth.

He exhaled loudly as his cock started to pulse. Ropes of cum shot down my throat. I swallowed every drop, sucking to make sure I got all of it. His salty taste mixed with wine was intoxicating.

With his cock now limp in my mouth, I let it slide out. I slid up his body and kissed him, happy to have satisfied him. Happy to have tasted his seed.

Afterward, lying tangled in his sheets, Bruce says, "Stay the weekend."

"I have work Saturday."

"So do I. But stay Friday night. We'll have breakfast together Saturday morning before our shifts."

"That sounds perfect."

He pulls me closer, and I settle against his chest, listening to his heartbeat slow.

"Can I ask you something?" I say.

"Anything."

"Do you ever regret this? All the complications we've dealt with?"

"Never." He kisses the top of my head. "Every complication is worth it. Every difficult conversation, every judgment, every obstacle—worth it."

"Even transferring stores?"

"Especially that. Because it means we can be together without hiding." He tilts my chin up to look at him. "I'd do a lot more than transfer for you."

"Like what?"

"Anything. Everything." His voice is serious. "I know I'm not perfect at this. I'm still figuring out how to balance being your partner with being a parent to Emma, how to navigate the age difference, how to handle people's opinions. But I'm all in, Rachel. Completely."

"So am I."

We fall asleep like that, wrapped around each other, both of us finally believing that this—imperfect and complicated as it is—might actually work.



Saturday morning, I wake to sunlight and the smell of coffee.

Bruce is already up, sitting at the kitchen table with his laptop, probably doing work emails. When he sees me, he smiles.

"Morning. Coffee's ready."

I pour myself a cup and sit across from him, wearing his t-shirt and nothing else, and it feels domestic in the best way.

"What time do you work?" he asks.

"Eleven. You?"

"Ten." He closes his laptop. "So we have a couple hours."

"What should we do with them?"

He stands, walks around the table, pulls me to my feet. "I have some ideas."

We fell into bed, giddy like a couple of teenagers who were exploring sex for the first time. We kissed deeply as our hands played with each other. Him playing with my nipples and rubbing my pussy, me stroking his cock.

He rolled onto his back and lifted me up.

“Have you had a 69?” he asked.

I knew what it was, but had never tried it.

“No, but I want to,” I replied, kissing him.

I rolled over and flipped around, then slid across his body, my knees on either side of his head. I could feel his hot breath on my pussy, which made me shiver. I sucked his cock into my mouth as his tongue slid up and down my slit, teasing me.

I worked sucking his cock, wanting to taste him again. His tongue slid in and out of my hole before finally focusing on my clit. I could feel his breath on my hole as he licked me. God that felt so good!

It didn’t take me long to cum. My pussy pulsed with my orgasm as I moaned and wiggled my hips against his mouth. I sucked even harder, my mouth sliding up and down his shaft in a frenzy.

I felt his hips lifting and knew he was about to cum. I slammed my mouth down onto his cock, taking it all in. I could feel his balls on my nose. He gasped and let loose, his cum shooting down my throat. I sucked hard. I wanted all of him. I wanted him to beg me to stop.

When his cock was finally soft, I let go and got off, turning around to snuggle up to him.

When I finally have to leave to go home and change for work, I'm glowing.

At Morrison's, Maya takes one look at me and grins. "Good weekend?"

"The best."

"You're disgusting. Also adorable. Also I want all the details later."

"Nothing to tell."

"Liar."

But she's smiling, and so am I, and for the first time since Trevor caught us in the parking lot, I feel like things might actually be okay.

The gossip hasn't stopped. The judgment is still there. My mom is still distant. But I'm happy. Bruce is happy. Emma is on board.

We're making it work.


Chapter 10: "New Normals"

Three months later, and my life has settled into a rhythm I didn't know was possible.

It's early November, and I'm sitting in Bruce's apartment—our apartment, really, since I spend most weekends here—working on a paper about feminist literary criticism while he makes dinner. The smell of garlic and herbs fills the space, mixing with the sound of jazz playing softly from his speakers.

Emma is at her mom's this weekend, which means it's just us. Quiet. Domestic. Perfect.

"How's the paper coming?" Bruce calls from the kitchen.

"Good. Painful. I'm arguing that 'Jane Eyre' is a proto-feminist text but my professor thinks that's reductive."

"Is it reductive?"

"Maybe. But it's also true." I close my laptop, stretching. "What are you making?"

"Attempting coq au vin. Emphasis on attempting."

I wander into the kitchen and find him consulting a recipe on his phone, looking adorably flustered. In the three months since he transferred to Chambersburg, we've developed routines—Tuesday and Thursday nights are video calls, weekends alternate between his place and stolen hours at mine when Mom is working, Wednesday is our standing dinner date at various restaurants between here and Greencastle.

It's not perfect. The distance is hard. But it works.

"Need help?" I ask, sliding my arms around his waist from behind.

"Always." He turns in my embrace, kisses me briefly. "But you should finish your paper. I've got this under control."

"That's what you said about the lasagna last week."

"The lasagna was edible."

"The smoke alarm disagreed."

He laughs, and the sound still does things to my chest. "Fair point. Maybe supervise from a safe distance?"

I hop onto the counter, watching him work. Bruce has gotten better at cooking—mostly because I've been teaching him, showing him the shortcuts Mom used when we were tight on money. He's a diligent student, taking notes, asking questions, treating recipes like important documents.

"So," he says, chopping vegetables with careful precision. "My mom called today."

"Yeah?"

"She wants us to come to Thanksgiving. In Florida."

I process this. "Us. As in both of us?"

"You, me, and Emma. She's excited to meet you." He glances up. "I know it's a lot—meeting the parents, family gathering, all that pressure. But she was insistent."

Meeting his family feels monumental. We've been navigating our own relationship in relative isolation—Emma knows, my family knows, but we haven't ventured into extended family territory yet.

"What about your sister?" I ask. "The one in Harrisburg?"

"Maggie wants to meet you too, but she understood the Florida trip might be overwhelming. She suggested lunch sometime next month." He sets down the knife. "But if this is too much, I can tell my mom—"

"I want to go."

"Yeah?"

"Definitely. I want to meet the people who raised you." I pause. "Although I'm terrified they'll think I'm some kid who's ruining your life."

"They won't think that."

"How do you know?"

"Because I told them how happy you make me. How you've changed my entire perspective on what's possible." He crosses to me, standing between my legs. "My mom's exact words were, 'Anyone who puts that smile back on your face has my blessing.'"

Tears prick my eyes. "Really?"

"Really." He kisses me softly. "Besides, Emma's already been talking you up. Apparently you're 'actually cool for someone dating my dad' and 'really good at understanding art.'"

"High praise from a fifteen-year-old."

"The highest."

We stand like that for a moment, and I marvel at how far we've come. Three months ago, we were hiding in parking lots, terrified of being discovered. Now we're making Thanksgiving plans.

"I should warn you," Bruce says, returning to his cooking. "My mom asks a lot of questions. She'll want to know everything about you—childhood, dreams, favorite books, how you take your coffee."

"I can handle questions."

"And my dad will pretend to be gruff but he's actually a softy. He'll probably try to intimidate you a little, test if you're serious."

"Bring it on."

Bruce smiles, but there's nervousness underneath. "I just want them to love you as much as I do."

"They will." I hope I sound more confident than I feel. "When do we leave?"

"Tuesday before Thanksgiving. We'd be gone Wednesday through Sunday." He plates the food—which actually looks edible. "Emma's excited. She's never brought anyone to Grandma and Grandpa's before."

"Neither have you, I'm guessing. Since the divorce."

"No. Kristin and I went once, years ago. It was..." He trails off, and I don't push. "This will be better. Different."

We eat dinner at his small table, and I tell him about my classes. I'm taking four this semester at the community college—English, psychology, history, and a writing workshop. My advisor suggested I apply to transfer to Penn State for the fall semester.

"You should do it," Bruce says immediately.

"It's expensive. And far."

"It's your dream. You said so yourself."

"Dreams change."

"Do they? Or are you just scared?"

The observation hits home. "Maybe both."

He reaches across the table. "I don't want to be the reason you don't chase opportunities, Rachel. That would kill me."

"You wouldn't be. I'm genuinely happy at community college. The classes are good, the professors know my name—"

"But it's not Penn State."

"No. But maybe that's okay." I squeeze his hand. "I've been thinking about this a lot, actually. What I really want isn't necessarily the prestigious school. It's good education and the ability to help support my family. Community college lets me do both."

"As long as it's your choice and not you settling."

"It's my choice. I promise."

Later, curled up on his couch with a movie neither of us is watching, Bruce says, "Can I tell you something?"

"Always."

"I got offered a promotion. At Chambersburg."

I sit up. "Bruce, that's amazing! When?"

"Last week. Assistant manager to full manager. Better pay, more responsibility." He's not meeting my eyes. "I turned it down."

"What? Why?"

"Because the position would require longer hours, more weekends. Less time to see you and Emma." He finally looks at me. "I don't want to climb some corporate ladder if it means sacrificing what actually matters."

"Bruce—"

"I know what you're going to say. That I should take opportunities, that I'm being practical again, all of it." He pulls me close. "But here's the thing—I've spent my whole life being practical. Choosing stability over happiness. And where did it get me? Divorced and lonely in a job I'm competent at but don't love."

"You're good at your job."

"I'm good at a lot of things. But the only thing I actually care about is being good at loving you and being Emma's dad. The rest is just noise."

The confession makes my chest ache. "What if I transferred departments at Morrison's? We talked about that before—me moving to a different section so there's no conflict of interest if you ever want to come back."

"You don't have to do that."

"What if I want to? I've been there two years. I know the store inside and out. Diane mentioned they need help in the bakery department, and you know I'm decent at baking." I'm thinking out loud now. "If I transferred there, you could potentially come back to Greencastle eventually. Be closer to Emma, closer to me when I'm not here."

"That's a lot of hypotheticals."

"Maybe. But worth considering."

He kisses me, and it tastes like possibility. "You're remarkable."

"You keep saying that."

"Because it keeps being true."



The following Tuesday, I'm working the evening shift at Morrison's when my phone buzzes with a text from Emma.

Emma: SOS. Need fashion advice. Mom's making me dress up for Thanksgiving and I'm having a crisis.

Me: What kind of crisis?

Emma: The 'all my clothes are black and Grandma expects nice granddaughter' kind.

Me: When's your shift end? I could meet you somewhere.

Emma: REALLY? You'd do that?

Me: Of course. Give me an hour.

I clear it with Mr. Morrison—who's been surprisingly supportive since Bruce transferred, even giving me a small raise last month—and meet Emma at the mall in Chambersburg.

She's waiting outside Macy's, looking anxious in her usual black jeans and band t-shirt.

"Thank you for coming," she says, pulling me into a quick hug. "Mom tried to help but she keeps suggesting things that look like they're from her closet circa 1995."

"Show me what you're working with."

We spend an hour trying on clothes. Emma gravitates toward everything black and edgy, while I gently steer her toward options that feel like her but might satisfy grandmother expectations.

"What about this?" I hold up a deep burgundy sweater.

"It's not black."

"It's dark enough. And it'll look good with black jeans."

She considers it, tries it on, examines herself in the mirror. "Okay. This doesn't totally suck."

"High praise."

We find a few more options—a dark green dress she can pair with her combat boots, a charcoal blazer that feels sophisticated but still edgy. As we're paying, Emma says, "Can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"Do you think this is weird? You and my dad?"

The question catches me off guard. "Sometimes. Do you?"

"At first, yeah. You're only three years older than me, which feels bizarre." She hands her card to the cashier. "But then I see how happy Dad is, and it makes sense. Like, he was trying so hard to pretend he was fine after the divorce. But he wasn't fine. And now he is."

"He talks about you constantly, you know. How proud he is of you."

"He's a total dad. It's embarrassing." But she's smiling. "I'm glad he has you, though. And I'm glad I have you. Like, as a friend. Is that weird to say?"

"Not weird at all." I bump her shoulder. "I'm glad I have you too."

On the drive back, Emma tells me about her photography class, her college applications (she's applying to art schools all over the country), her complicated feelings about her mom's boyfriend Derek.

"He's not bad," she says. "Just aggressively trying to be my friend. Like, dude, you're dating my mom. We don't need to be besties."

"That's fair."

"Do you do that? Try too hard with people?"

"Probably. I'm trying too hard right now, aren't I?"

She grins. "A little. But in a cute way. Dad does the same thing—overthinks everything, worries about doing it right." She looks out the window. "You guys are good together. Both overthinkers finding each other."

The observation is so accurate it makes me laugh. "Thanks, Emma."

"For what?"

"For being cool about this. For giving us a chance."

"Well, you make good pizza and you understand art. The bar was pretty low."



Saturday morning, I wake up in Bruce's bed to find him already awake, watching me with a soft expression.

"Morning," I mumble.

"Morning." He brushes hair from my face. "I've been thinking."

"Dangerous."

"About us. About what you said the other day—transferring departments at Morrison's so I could potentially come back."

I prop myself up on an elbow. "And?"

"And I think you should do it. Not for me—for you. The bakery department would be good experience, something different. And if it happens to create an opportunity for me down the line, that's a bonus."

"You miss Greencastle."

"I miss being closer to Emma during the week. I miss my routines, knowing the staff, Mr. Morrison's terrible dad jokes." He pulls me closer. "I miss being close to you when you're not here."

"Chambersburg isn't that far."

"It's far enough. And with winter coming, the drive gets harder."

I think about it. The bakery department has always intrigued me—the early mornings, the creativity of decorating cakes, the satisfaction of making things from scratch. And Diane has been encouraging me to branch out, try different roles.

"Okay," I say. "I'll talk to Mr. Morrison Monday. See what's possible."

"You're sure?"

"I'm sure. Besides, I'm getting bored with cashiering. Time for a change."

He kisses me, and it's slow and thorough. We lay there exploring each other, our hands teasing. He kisses me, his tongue working its way down my neck as I moan and put my hand on his head. He licks my breasts,, teasing me with his tongue circling both nipples, but not touching them. He is driving me crazy, the heat in my pussy growing with each passing second.

He finally sucks a nipple into his mouth and flicks the tip. I moan as his teeth graze them, biting lightly. My hips are thrusting up, anticipating his cock fucking me. He slips down my body, kissing and licking me, stopping briefly to lick my belly button. His hand is cupping my pussy, the pressure making me want him even more.

His tongue begins to circle my clit, driving me crazy! I want to feel his tongue on my clit, his fingers in my pussy fucking me. Sensing my desire, he finally begins to lick my clit. I moan and thrust my hips up to his mouth, savoring the feel of his hot tongue.

He slides two fingers into my pussy and slowly begins to finger fuck me. I want to feel his cock inside me. I love his tongue, but what I need now is a good old fashioned fucking!

“Fuck me, make me yours,” I moan.

He slides up my body and presses his cock to my hole, parting my pussy lips. I grab his shaft and press his cock into my pussy, moaning loudly as he slips deeper inside of me. I could feel the fullness of his cock, the head and his veins rubbing against my walls.

“Yes! Oh, God yes!” I scream. “Fuck me baby, fuck me hard!”

He increases his speed and force, his cock going deep inside of me as his pelvis pounds my clit. I grab the sheets and hold on as he rides me into ecstasy. I fell him tense up and I know he is about to lose his load.

“Cum inside me baby,” I plead.

I feel his cock begin to pulse inside of me as his hot cum begins to fill me. The feeling of his cum make me give way to my own orgasm, my pussy pulsing against his pulsing cock. I wrap my legs around him, ensuring he is buried deep in my pussy as he comes.

We both collapse from the post orgasm weakness, both of us panting.

“I love you so much,” he says softly as he kisses my forehead.

“I love you too,” he replies.

Eventually, we make it to the kitchen for coffee. Bruce is scrambling eggs when his phone rings—his sister Maggie.

"Hey, Mags," he answers, putting her on speaker. "You're up early."

"I have questions about Thanksgiving and I wanted to catch you before work." Her voice is warm, curious. "Is Rachel there?"

Bruce glances at me. I nod.

"Yeah, she's here."

"Perfect! Rachel, hi, I'm Maggie. Bruce's infinitely superior older sister."

I laugh despite my nervousness. "Hi, Maggie."

"So I hear you're coming to Florida for the family inquisition—I mean, celebration."

“We were going to, but then we decided to just stay here for Thanksgiving,” Bruce replies.

“Oh, well that’s too bad,” she says. “I was looking forward to the inquisition.”

“I would love to meet everyone, but with everything that’s going on we just decided to keep it here,” I said.

“I understand completely.”

“I promise next time we’ll come down,” Bruce says.

“You better!”



Monday afternoon, I have a meeting with Mr. Morrison about transferring to the bakery department.

"I think it's a good move," he says, leaning back in his chair. "You've been here long enough to know the store, and Maria in bakery has been asking for reliable help. The hours are earlier—you'd start at five AM most days—but the pay is slightly better."

"I can handle early mornings."

"There's also the matter of your relationship with Bruce." He holds up a hand before I can protest. "I'm not judging. But if you transfer departments, it removes any lingering concerns about conflict of interest. Should Bruce ever want to return to this location, there'd be no policy issues."

"That's part of why I'm asking."

"I figured." He makes a note on his computer. "I can start you in bakery after Thanksgiving. Two-week training period with Maria, then you'd be on your own for basic tasks. Sound good?"

"Sounds perfect. Thank you, Mr. Morrison."

"Rachel?" He stops me as I'm leaving. "How's your mother doing? With all of this?"

The question surprises me. "Better. Still adjusting, but better. Why?"

"She came in last week. We chatted for a bit." He smiles. "She's worried about you. But she also said she can see how happy you are. That counts for something."

The information sits heavy in my chest. Mom and I have been civil—polite even—but we haven't talked, really talked, since our fight. Knowing she's noticed my happiness feels significant.

That evening, I drive home instead of to Bruce's apartment. Mom is in the kitchen making dinner when I arrive.

"Rachel. I didn't know you were coming home tonight."

"I wanted to talk. If you have time."

She studies my face, then nods. "Danny's at basketball practice. It's just us."

We sit at the kitchen table with tea, and for a moment neither of us speaks.

"Mr. Morrison said you came by," I start.

"I did. I wanted to check in, make sure..." She trails off. "Make sure you were okay."

"I'm okay, Mom. Better than okay, actually."

"I can see that." She wraps her hands around her mug. "You look happy. Settled. Like you've found something you weren't even looking for."

"I have."

"Rachel, I owe you an apology." The words come out strained. "I was so focused on protecting you from getting hurt that I didn't stop to listen. To actually hear what you were saying."

"You were scared. I get it."

"I was terrified. My baby, with a man so much older, in a situation that seemed—seems—so complicated." She looks at me directly. "But I've been watching. The way you talk about him, the way you've handled the gossip and judgment. You've been more mature about this than I gave you credit for."

"I learned from the best."

"Don't." She shakes her head. "I handled this badly. I should have trusted you to make your own choices."

"You were protecting me. That's what moms do."

"Maybe. But you're not a little girl anymore. You're eighteen, working, going to school, navigating an adult relationship." She reaches across the table. "I may not completely understand it, but I want to support you. If Bruce makes you happy—truly happy—then I need to respect that."

Tears stream down my face. "Really?"

"Really. And I'd like to meet him. Properly. Not just seeing him at the store." She manages a smile. "Danny's been asking about him too. Says he needs to 'evaluate his worthiness.'"

"Danny's twelve."

"And incredibly protective of his sister."

I laugh through my tears. "Would you come to Thanksgiving? Bruce is hosting. Just us, Emma, and you and Danny. Nothing big."

Mom hesitates, then nods. "I'd like that."



Thanksgiving Day arrives with unseasonable warmth and clear skies.

Bruce's apartment smells like roasting turkey and pumpkin pie. Emma is setting the table with surprising care, and I'm making mashed potatoes while Bruce stress-bastes the bird.

"It's going to be fine," I assure him for the tenth time.

"What if it's dry? What if your mom hates the stuffing? What if—"

"Bruce." I kiss him quickly. "Breathe. It's just dinner."

"It's meeting your family. Officially."

"You've met my mom before."

"At the grocery store, briefly, when she was a customer. This is different."

Emma appears in the kitchen doorway. "Dad, you're spiraling. Rachel, make him stop."

"I'm trying."

"Try harder."

The doorbell rings, and Bruce nearly drops the baster.

I answer the door to find Mom and Danny, both dressed up and carrying wine and flowers respectively.

"Come in," I say, hugging them both.

Danny immediately spots Emma and perks up. "You're Emma?"

"That's me. You must be Danny. Rachel said you play basketball."

"Center position. I'm really good."

"Modest too," Mom says, but she's smiling.

Bruce emerges from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel. He looks nervous but hopeful as he extends his hand to my mother.

"Mrs. Gibbons. Thank you for coming."

"Helen, please." She shakes his hand, studying him carefully. "And thank you for having us."

The initial awkwardness is palpable. Everyone finding their seats, making small talk about the weather and the food. But gradually, as dinner progresses, the tension eases.

Danny asks Bruce about working at a grocery store, and Bruce tells him stories that make Danny laugh. Emma and Danny bond over both being the youngest in their families. Mom asks polite questions about Bruce's parents, his job, his interests.

And slowly, naturally, it starts to feel like family.

"So," Mom says over dessert. "Rachel tells me you read a lot."

"Constantly. It drives Emma crazy how many books I have."

"It's a fire hazard," Emma interjects. "There are stacks everywhere."

"I've been trying to get him to organize them," I add.

"Organization is for people who have given up on acquiring more books," Bruce says seriously.

Mom laughs—actually laughs. "My late father used to say the same thing. He had books piled in every room."

"A man of culture," Bruce says, and Mom's expression softens.

After dinner, Danny and Emma migrate to the living room to play video games, leaving the three of us adults to clean up.

"Let me help," Mom insists, rolling up her sleeves.

We work together in the kitchen—washing, drying, putting away—and it feels normal. Right.

"Bruce," Mom says as she's drying a plate. "Can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"What are your intentions with my daughter?"

I freeze, but Bruce just sets down the dish he's washing and turns to face her.

"I intend to love her for as long as she'll let me. To support her dreams and encourage her growth. To be someone she can count on." He pauses. "I know our situation is unconventional. I know people have opinions about the age difference, about how we got together. But I can promise you this: Rachel is the most important person in my life, aside from Emma. I will never take her for granted or treat her as anything less than the remarkable person she is."

Mom is quiet for a long moment. Then she nods. "Good. Because if you hurt her, you'll have to answer to me."

"Understood."

"And to Danny. He's small but scrappy."

Bruce grins. "I'll keep that in mind."

Later, as Mom and Danny are leaving, Mom pulls me aside.

"He's good for you," she says quietly. "I can see it. The way he looks at you, the way you are together—it's real."

"It is, Mom."

"I'm sorry I didn't see it sooner. I was so caught up in what it looked like from the outside that I didn't pay attention to what it actually was."

"You see it now. That's what matters."

She hugs me tight. "Be happy, baby. You deserve it."

After they leave, Bruce, Emma, and I collapse on the couch, pleasantly exhausted.

"That went well," Emma says. "Your mom is cool. And Danny's hilarious."

"They liked you too."

"Of course they did. I'm delightful." She stands, stretching. "I'm going to bed. Mom's picking me up early tomorrow for Black Friday shopping, which is going to be a nightmare."

After Emma retreats to Bruce's room, he pulls me close.

"Thank you," he says.

"For what?"

"For bringing your family here. For giving us all a chance to be...normal."

"This is our normal now."

"I like our normal."

"Me too."

We sit in the comfortable quiet, and I think about how far we've come. From parking lot secrets to family dinners. From hiding to building something real.

It's not perfect. There are still challenges ahead—the distance, the gossip, navigating complex family dynamics.

But we're figuring it out. Together.


Chapter 11: "Tests and Triumphs"

The acceptance letter arrives on a Wednesday in January.

I'm working the early morning shift at Morrison's bakery—my hands covered in flour, shaping croissants—when my phone buzzes. It's a screenshot from Danny: an email from Penn State's admissions office.

We are pleased to inform you...

My heart stops.

I got in. Full acceptance for the fall semester, plus a scholarship package that makes it actually affordable.

I should be ecstatic. This is everything I've worked toward, the dream school I mentioned months ago. But all I can think is: Penn State is two hours away. Two hours from Bruce, from the life we've been building.

"You okay?" Maria, the head baker, asks. "You look pale."

"Yeah, I just—I need to make a call."

I step into the back alley, hands shaking as I dial Bruce. He answers on the second ring, voice groggy.

"Rachel? It's five-thirty in the morning."

"I got into Penn State."

Silence. Then: "That's amazing. That's—wow. Congratulations."

"It doesn't feel amazing. It feels terrifying."

"Why terrifying?"

"Because it's two hours away. Because I'd have to move there, live in the dorms or find an apartment. Because it means—" I can't finish the sentence.

"We'll talk about this tonight," Bruce says firmly. "Come over after your shift. We'll figure it out together."

"Okay."

"And Rachel? I'm proud of you. So incredibly proud."

I hang up and lean against the brick wall, trying to process what this means.



The conversation with Bruce that evening is harder than I expected.

We're sitting on his couch, the acceptance letter spread on the coffee table between us like evidence at a trial.

"This is an incredible opportunity," Bruce says carefully. "Penn State's English program is one of the best in the state."

"I know."

"The scholarship covers most of the tuition. You'd have access to resources you can't get at community college."

"I know that too."

"Then what's the problem?"

I look at him, really look at him. "The problem is that I don't want to leave. I don't want to be two hours away, seeing you only on weekends if we're lucky. I don't want to miss Emma's play next month or Sunday dinners with my mom or—" My voice breaks. "I don't want to lose this."

"You won't lose this. We'll make it work."

"That's what people say right before relationships fall apart."

Bruce is quiet for a long moment. Then he takes my hands. "Listen to me very carefully. If you turn down this opportunity because of me—because of us—I will never forgive myself. And eventually, you won't forgive me either."

"That's not fair."

"It's completely fair. Rachel, you're eighteen years old. You have your entire life ahead of you. You can't make major educational decisions based on a relationship."

"It's not just a relationship. It's us."

"I know. And us means I want what's best for you, even if it's hard. Especially if it's hard." He squeezes my hands. "You need to go to Penn State."

"What if we drift apart? What if the distance is too much?"

"Then we'll deal with it. But we can't know unless we try." His voice is gentle but firm. "I won't be the reason you don't chase your dreams. I can't be that person."

I'm crying now, full sobs that I can't control. Bruce pulls me into his arms, holding me while I fall apart.

"I'm scared," I whisper against his chest.

"I'm scared too. But I believe in us. In you." He tilts my chin up. "We've survived worse than distance. We'll survive this too."



I accept Penn State's offer the next morning, and immediately feel like I'm standing on the edge of a cliff.

Emma finds out when Bruce tells her that weekend.

"That's so cool!" she says, genuinely excited. "Penn State has an amazing photography program. I was thinking of applying there."

"You were?" Bruce looks surprised.

"Yeah. I mean, I'm still looking at art schools, but Penn State offers more practical options too." She grins at me. "We could be at the same college. How weird would that be?"

"Very weird," I say, but the idea makes me smile.

"I'll visit you. We can go to football games and complain about Dad together."

"I'm right here," Bruce protests.

"We know." Emma and I say it in unison, then laugh.

Later, after Emma goes to bed, Bruce and I are cleaning up dinner when his phone rings. He glances at the screen and his expression hardens.

"It's Kristin. I should take this."

He steps into the bedroom, and I try not to eavesdrop, but his voice carries.

"I understand your concerns... No, I didn't think I needed your permission... Emma is fine... That's not fair, Kristin..."

The conversation escalates. I hear Bruce's voice rise—rare for him—then drop to something cold and measured.

When he emerges fifteen minutes later, he looks exhausted.

"Everything okay?" I ask.

"Not really." He sits heavily on the couch. "Kristin found out about you. About us."

My stomach drops. "How?"

"Emma mentioned you. Innocently—she was talking about college applications and how you got into Penn State. Kristin put the pieces together." He runs his hand through his hair. "She's not happy."

"What did she say?"

"That I'm being irresponsible. That I'm exposing Emma to an 'inappropriate relationship.' That you're too young and this whole thing is a disaster waiting to happen."

The words sting even secondhand. "She's not completely wrong."

"She is wrong. About you, about us, about what this means for Emma." He's angry now, and I've rarely seen Bruce angry. "She doesn't get to judge my choices anymore. We're divorced. My personal life is none of her business."

"Except it affects Emma."

"Emma is thriving. She's happy, doing well in school, excited about her future. Having you in our lives hasn't damaged her—it's enriched her."

"Have you told Kristin that?"

"I tried. She doesn't want to hear it." He stands, pacing. "She wants to meet you. 'Evaluate the situation,' as she put it."

"When?"

"This weekend. Lunch on Saturday."

The prospect fills me with dread. "Do I have to go?"

"No. But I think it might help. Let her see that you're not some reckless kid, that we're serious about this." He stops pacing. "Or it might make everything worse. I honestly don't know."



Saturday arrives with gray skies and the threat of snow.

We're meeting Kristin at a diner in Greencastle—neutral territory. Emma insisted on coming, claiming she needed to "mediate between the parental units."

Kristin is already there when we arrive. She's attractive in a sharp, put-together way—blonde hair styled perfectly, expensive coat, the kind of woman who looks like she has her life completely under control.

"Bruce." She nods to him, then turns to me with assessing eyes. "You must be Rachel."

"Hi." I extend my hand. "Nice to meet you."

She shakes it briefly, then looks at Emma. "Hey, baby. How are you?"

"I'm good, Mom. Can we not make this weird?"

"I'm not making it weird. I'm simply meeting the woman who's dating your father."

We sit, and the tension is immediately suffocating. A waitress takes our orders, and then we're left in painful silence.

"So," Kristin says, stirring sugar into her coffee. "Bruce tells me you're eighteen."

"Yes."

"And you work at Morrison's Market?"

"In the bakery department. I'm also taking classes at the community college." I keep my voice steady. "I just got accepted to Penn State for the fall."

"Congratulations. That's quite an accomplishment." She doesn't sound particularly congratulatory. "What are you studying?"

"English. I want to teach eventually."

"Teaching is a noble profession. Underpaid, but noble." She takes a sip of coffee. "I'm a pharmaceutical rep myself. It pays well, allows for flexibility with Emma's schedule."

"Mom," Emma warns.

"What? I'm making conversation."

"You're interrogating."

Kristin sets down her cup. "Can I speak plainly?"

"Please," Bruce says tightly.

"I'm concerned about Emma being exposed to a relationship that's, frankly, inappropriate. You're her father's girlfriend, but you're barely older than she is. That's confusing for a teenager."

"I'm not confused," Emma interjects. "I'm fine with it."

"You say that now, but you don't understand the long-term implications—"

"What implications?" Emma's voice rises. "That Dad is happy? That he has someone who actually cares about him? Those are terrible implications, Mom."

"Emma, lower your voice."

"No. You wanted to meet Rachel, fine. But you don't get to sit here and act like she's some problem that needs solving." Emma turns to me. "I'm sorry. My mom can be—"

"Protective," Kristin finishes coldly. "Yes, I'm protective. That's my job."

"Your job is to be fair," Emma counters. "Rachel is nice to me. She helps me with stuff. She makes Dad happy. What's the actual problem?"

Kristin looks between Bruce and me. "The problem is that you're in different life stages. You're barely an adult, Rachel, and Bruce is a father with responsibilities. This relationship is inherently unequal."

"I'm aware of the age difference," I say quietly. "I've thought about it a lot, actually. The complications, what people think, all of it. But I love Bruce. And I'm not taking advantage of him, if that's what you're implying."

"I'm not implying you're taking advantage. I'm saying he might be, intentionally or not."

"Mom!" Emma looks horrified.

"He's not," I say firmly. "If anything, I pursued him. He tried to maintain appropriate boundaries for months. I'm the one who pushed for this relationship."

"That doesn't make it better."

"Maybe not. But it's the truth." I take a breath. "Mrs.—Kristin. I understand why you're worried. If I had a daughter, I'd probably feel the same way. But I'm not trying to replace you or confuse Emma or cause problems. I'm just trying to be with someone I love."

"Love." Kristin's laugh is sharp. "You're eighteen. You don't know what love is yet."

"Actually," Emma says loudly, "she knows a lot more about it than you do."

"Excuse me?"

"You cheated on Dad. You had an affair with Derek and blew up our family. So maybe you're not the best person to lecture anyone about appropriate relationships."

The table goes silent. Kristin's face flushes red.

"That's not fair, Emma."

"It's completely fair. You destroyed your relationship with Dad, and now he's finally happy, and you can't stand it." Emma's voice shakes but stays strong. "Rachel is good to both of us. She's kind and smart and she actually listens when I talk. So if you have a problem with her, that's your issue, not ours."

Kristin stares at her daughter, then at Bruce. "You've turned her against me."

"I haven't done anything," Bruce says. "Emma's expressing her own feelings."

"Which are clearly being influenced—"

"By watching you treat someone I care about like garbage," Emma interrupts. "Rachel doesn't deserve this, Mom. She hasn't done anything wrong."

Kristin stands abruptly. "I think we're done here."

"Mom—"

"I'll call you later, Emma. When you've calmed down." She grabs her coat and walks out without looking back.

The three of us sit in stunned silence.

"I'm sorry," Emma says finally, wiping her eyes. "I shouldn't have brought up the affair. That was—"

"You were defending yourself and Rachel," Bruce says gently. "I'm proud of you for standing up for what you believe in."

"Is she going to hate me now?"

"No, baby. She's upset, but she'll cool down. She always does."

Emma looks at me. "Are you okay?"

"I'm okay. Thank you for what you said."

"I meant it. You're important to us." She stands. "I'm going to the bathroom. Be right back."

After she leaves, Bruce takes my hand. "I'm sorry. That was brutal."

"She's scared. About Emma, about change, about losing control." I stare at my untouched food. "Maybe she's right. Maybe this is too complicated."

"Don't do that. Don't let her get in your head."

"She's Emma's mother, Bruce. Her opinion matters."

"And Emma just made her opinion very clear. She wants you in her life. In our lives." He squeezes my hand. "Kristin will come around eventually. Or she won't. But we can't base our relationship on her approval."

"Can't we?"

"No. We base it on us. On what we've built, what we want, how we feel." He leans closer. "Do you still love me?"

"Yes."

"Do you still want this? Even with all the complications?"

"Yes."

"Then that's all that matters."

Emma returns, sliding back into the booth. "Can we get pancakes? I feel like we've earned pancakes after that disaster."

We order pancakes, and gradually the atmosphere lightens. Emma tells us about her upcoming art show at school, makes plans to visit Penn State's campus with me in the spring, jokes about Bruce's terrible taste in music.

By the time we leave, I feel steadier. Not completely okay, but steadier.



That night, Bruce and I are lying in bed when he says, "I need to tell you something."

"That sounds ominous."

"It's not. Or maybe it is. I don't know." He rolls to face me. "Mr. Morrison called today. The assistant manager position at Greencastle is opening up in March. He asked if I'd be interested in coming back."

My heart leaps. "That's amazing."

"I'd be closer to you, closer to Emma, back at a store I know." He pauses. "But it also means I'd be your supervisor again. We'd have to be extra careful about boundaries, appearances, all of it."

"We've handled it before."

"That was when we were hiding. This would be different—everyone knows about us now."

"So we're professional at work. We've proven we can do that."

"Can we? When you're two hours away at Penn State and I only see you on weekends?" He touches my face. "I'm afraid of us becoming just logistics. Schedules and drive times and stolen moments."

"What's the alternative?"

"I don't know. Stay in Chambersburg, keep the distance manageable but still not ideal. Come back to Greencastle and try to make it work with you at school." He looks conflicted. "I want to be closer to you. But I also want you to have the full college experience without worrying about rushing back for weekend visits."

"I'll worry about that regardless of where you are."

"I know. But you shouldn't. You should be going to parties, joining clubs, making friends, figuring out who you are without me constantly in the picture."

"I know who I am. I'm the girl who's in love with Bruce Farrington."

"You're so much more than that."

"So are you." I kiss him softly. "Take the job in Greencastle. Be close to Emma, rebuild your routines. I'll figure out Penn State. We'll video chat during the week, I'll come home some weekends. It's not perfect, but nothing is."

"You're sure?"

"I'm sure. Besides, someone needs to make sure Trevor doesn't burn the store down while you're gone."

He laughs, pulling me closer. "What did I do to deserve you?"

"You showed up. Every single day. You showed up."

Bruce pulls me to him and kisses me deeply. My hands are already on his half hard cock. I begin to stroke him as his hands slide down to my tits, massaging my nipples. Tingles are shooting down to my pussy.

I roll on top of him, and slide his cock up and down my slit, coating it with my juices.

“I want to try anal,” I said to him.

“Ok,” he said. “You’re on top, so you control it.”

I reach down and guide his cock to my ass, pressing lightly against the tip. I can feel it starting to enter my ass. It’s so big! I take the tip in, moving up and down slowly, letting my ass get used  to his size. He reaches down and begins to rub my clit, and the sensation is devine!

I press down and take all of his cock into my ass as he rubs my clit. I shudder at the feeling of his cock pressing against my pussy walls. I begin to go up and down, increasing my pace, fucking his cock with my ass.

He sucks a nipple into his mouth and nibbles gently on it, going from on to the other. I can feel his tension growing, and I want to feel that hot cum in my ass. I go fast, my own orgasm on the edge.

“God this feels good,” I moan.

Bruce stiffens up, grabs my hips, and then pulls me down onto him, his cock buried deep in my ass. I feel his cock begin to pulse as his hot cum fills my ass. The feeling of that hot jizz make me cum, and Bruce rubs my clit as my juices flow down onto him. I milk his cock with my ass until he is limp, the lift my body off him as his cock slips out of my ass.

“That was wonderful,” I told him.

I roll off of him and snuggle up close, my head on his chest as he pull me closer.

“I love you,” he tells me.



February brings snow and decisions.

Bruce accepts the position at Greencastle. Penn State sends housing information and class schedules. Emma gets accepted to three art schools and one state university.

I'm sitting in Bruce's apartment—our apartment, really, since I spend more time here than at home—working on final applications for scholarships when my phone rings.

Kristin's name flashes on the screen.

I stare at it, debating whether to answer.

"Hello?"

"Rachel. It's Kristin. Do you have a few minutes?"

"Um. Sure."

"I wanted to apologize for lunch. I was out of line, and Emma made that very clear when she called me afterward." She sounds stiff, like the words are physically difficult. "She also made it clear that you're important to both her and Bruce. So I need to accept that."

"I appreciate you calling."

"I'm not saying I understand this relationship. The age gap still concerns me. But Emma respects you, and that matters more than my personal opinions."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. I'm calling to ask a favor." She pauses. "Derek and I are getting engaged. I'm telling Emma this weekend, and I'd like you to be there when I do. For moral support. She'll take it better if you're around."

The request catches me completely off guard. "You want me there?"

"I know it's strange. But Emma trusts you. And frankly, I don't trust Derek to handle her reaction with the sensitivity it deserves."

"Does Bruce know you're asking me this?"

"No. This is between us." Another pause. "Look, I'm trying here. Trying to accept that you're part of Emma's life now. This is me... trying."

"Okay. I'll be there."

"Thank you." She sounds genuinely relieved. "Saturday at three. I'll text you the address."

After she hangs up, I sit in stunned silence until Bruce comes home from work.

"You look shell-shocked," he observes.

"Your ex-wife just asked me to help her tell Emma she's getting engaged to Derek."

"She what?"

I explain the phone call, and Bruce's expression shifts from confusion to understanding.

"She's accepting you," he says slowly. "In her own weird way."

"Or she's using me."

"Probably both." He sits next to me. "Do you want to do it?"

"I think so? Emma's going to have feelings about this. If I can help, I should."

"You're a better person than I am. I'd have told her to figure it out herself."

"That's because you're still bitter about the divorce."

"Factually accurate."

Saturday comes, and I find myself sitting in Kristin's pristine living room with Emma while Derek hovers awkwardly in the kitchen.

"So," Kristin begins, sitting across from Emma. "Derek and I have some news."

Emma looks between them, then at me. "You're pregnant."

"What? No!" Kristin laughs. "Where did you—no. We're getting engaged."

Emma processes this. "Engaged. Like married engaged."

"Yes."

"Huh." Emma leans back. "Okay."

"That's it? Just okay?"

"What do you want me to say? Congratulations?" Emma shrugs. "I mean, congrats, I guess. If you're happy."

"I am happy. We both are." Kristin glances at Derek, who gives a thumbs up from the kitchen. "And we'd like you to be part of the wedding. Maybe a reading during the ceremony?"

"Can I bring Dad?"

Kristin's face freezes. "I—we hadn't planned—"

"He's my dad. If I'm in the wedding, he should be there."

"That might be awkward."

"More awkward than you marrying the guy you cheated with?" Emma's voice is flat, matter-of-fact. "Dad will be polite. He's always polite. But I want him there."

Kristin looks at me helplessly.

"It's a reasonable request," I say carefully. "Bruce is Emma's father. He should be included in major family events."

"See?" Emma gestures at me. "Rachel gets it."

"Fine. Bruce can come. And I suppose you'll bring Rachel?"

"Obviously."

"Obviously," Kristin echoes faintly.

Later, Emma and I escape to a coffee shop.

"Thanks for being there," she says over her latte. "That would have been worse without you."

"You handled it well."

"I'm still processing. Mom getting married to Derek feels surreal." She traces patterns on her cup. "But at least she's trying to include me. And she didn't have a meltdown about you being there."

"Progress."

"Yeah." Emma smiles. "Hey, I got into Penn State too. Early admission."

"Emma! That's amazing!"

"I know, right? They have a great photography program, and I could be close to you." She hesitates. "If that's not weird. I don't want to intrude on your college experience."

"It's not weird. It's perfect, actually. We can navigate it together."

"Really?"

"Really."

We spend the afternoon planning our potential Penn State future—apartments, classes, weekend trips home. And it feels like family in a way I never expected.

This complicated, messy, unconventional family we're building.

It's not perfect.

But it's ours.



March arrives with spring rain and final preparations.

Bruce's first day back at Greencastle is strange—walking into Morrison's and seeing him in the office again, back in his old role. We're careful to maintain professionalism, but I catch him watching me from across the store and can't help smiling.

Mr. Morrison pulls me aside during my break.

"I'm glad Bruce is back," he says. "Store runs better with him here. But I need you two to be mindful of appearances."

"We will be, sir."

"I know you will. You've both proven you can handle this maturely." He pauses. "Your mother stopped by again yesterday. Asked how you were doing, said she's proud of how you've handled everything."

The information makes my eyes sting. "She said that?"

"She did. Also said she's throwing you a going-away party in August. Before you leave for Penn State." He smiles. "You've got good people in your corner, Rachel. Don't forget that."

That evening, I'm at Bruce's apartment when Emma bursts in with news.

"I've decided," she announces. "I'm going to Penn State. Photography program, fall semester. We're going to be college students together!"

Bruce looks torn between pride and panic. "That's—Emma, that's wonderful. But are you sure? The art schools—"

"Are amazing, but Penn State is practical. And I want to be near Rachel." She grins at me. "Plus, then you and Dad can visit us both at the same time. Efficiency."

After Emma goes to her room to start researching dorms, Bruce pulls me onto the couch.

"Your entire life is about to change," he says quietly.

"I know."

"You're going to Penn State. Meeting new people, having new experiences, growing in ways you can't even imagine yet."

"So is Emma."

"Emma's my daughter. She's supposed to grow up and leave. You—" He stops. "I'm terrified you're going to realize there's a whole world out there beyond this relationship."

"Bruce—"

"I'm serious. You're about to be surrounded by people your own age. Guys who don't have ex-wives and teenage daughters and baggage. What if you realize I'm not what you want anymore?"

"That's not going to happen."

"You don't know that."

"I do, actually." I take his face in my hands. "I love you. Not because you're convenient or safe or because I don't know any better. I love you because you're kind and thoughtful and you believe in me even when I don't believe in myself. That's not going to change because I move two hours away."

"Promise?"

"I promise."

He kisses me, and it tastes like fear and hope and determination.

"We're really doing this," he says. "Long distance. Different schedules. All of it."

"We're really doing this."

"It's going to be hard."

"Most good things are."

We sit in the growing darkness, holding each other, both trying not to think about September and everything it represents.

But underneath the fear, there's something else.

Trust. Commitment. The bone-deep certainty that what we have is worth fighting for.

We've survived exposure, judgment, family complications, job transfers.

We can survive distance too.

We have to.




Chapter 12: "Beginnings"

My last shift at Morrison's Market starts at five AM on a humid August morning.

I've been working here for two years and eight months. Long enough that the smell of bread baking feels like home, that I know which register drawer sticks, that I can navigate the stockroom in complete darkness. Long enough that leaving feels like losing a piece of myself.

Maria finds me in the bakery, staring at the ovens.

"You're going to do amazing things," she says, wrapping me in a flour-dusted hug. "Penn State doesn't know how lucky they are."

"I'm going to miss this. The early mornings, the rhythm of it."

"You can always come back during breaks. We'll put you to work." She hands me a box. "Made you something for your dorm. Chocolate chip cookies. They freeze well."

The gesture breaks something open in my chest. "Thank you, Maria. For everything you taught me."

"You were an excellent student. Now go be an excellent scholar."

The rest of the morning passes in a blur of goodbyes. Regular customers who've watched me grow up, coworkers who've become friends, even Trevor who grudgingly admits I "wasn't completely terrible."

At noon, Mr. Morrison calls everyone to the break room.

There's a cake—store-made, decorated by Maria—that says "Good Luck, Rachel!" and a card signed by the entire staff. Even people from the evening shift came in early.

"Speech!" Maya demands, and others pick up the chant.

I stand, hands shaking slightly. "I started working here when I was sixteen. Scared, inexperienced, convinced I'd mess everything up." I look around at the assembled faces. "You all taught me so much. About work, about people, about showing up even when it's hard. I wouldn't be going to Penn State without the confidence I built here."

"Don't forget about us when you're fancy and educated," Diane calls out, smiling.

"Impossible. You're all stuck with me." I take a breath. "Thank you. For being patient, for giving me chances, for becoming my family. I'll carry this place with me."

Bruce is standing in the back, and our eyes meet across the room. He's been careful all day—professional, appropriate, keeping his distance. But I see everything in his expression: pride, sadness, love.

After cake and more hugs, Mr. Morrison pulls me into his office.

"Sit down, Rachel."

I sit, expecting another goodbye speech.

Instead, he opens a desk drawer and pulls out an envelope. "This is from me and my wife. For books, supplies, whatever you need."

"Mr. Morrison, I can't—"

"You can and you will. You've been one of my best employees, and I want to invest in your future." He slides the envelope across. "There's also a standing job offer. Anytime you want to come back—summer breaks, winter holidays, after graduation—you have a place here."

"Thank you." I'm crying now, don't even try to hide it. "This job, this place—it changed my life."

"You changed your own life. We just gave you a space to do it." He stands, extends his hand formally. "It's been an honor working with you, Rachel. Now go make us proud."

I shake his hand, then impulsively hug him. He pats my back awkwardly, clearing his throat.

"Off with you. You've got packing to do."



That evening, Mom throws the going-away party she's been planning.

Our small house is packed with people—family, friends from school, neighbors who've known me since I was little. Danny has invited half his basketball team. Maya brought her new boyfriend. And in the corner, looking slightly out of place but smiling, is Bruce.

Mom finds me in the kitchen, arranging chips on a platter.

"You okay, baby?"

"Just thinking about how much is changing."

"Change is good. Scary, but good." She nudges me. "Bruce has barely taken his eyes off you all evening."

"Mom—"

"I'm not criticizing. It's sweet, actually. The way he looks at you." She's quiet for a moment. "I was wrong about him. About you two. I let fear cloud my judgment."

"You were protecting me."

"Maybe. But you didn't need protecting—you needed support." She pulls me into a hug. "I'm proud of you, Rachel. For chasing your dreams, for standing up for what you wanted, for handling everything with so much grace. You're stronger than I ever was at your age."

"I learned from the best."

Danny appears, dragging Bruce behind him. "Okay, Mom said I could interrogate the boyfriend now."

"Danny—" I start, but Bruce laughs.

"It's fine. I've been expecting this." He faces Danny with mock seriousness. "What do you want to know?"

"Are you going to take care of my sister?"

"Absolutely."

"Even when she's two hours away and you can't see her every day?"

"Especially then."

"Good." Danny crosses his arms, trying to look tough despite being twelve. "Because if you hurt her, I know where you work and I'm not afraid to make a scene."

"Duly noted."

"And you have to promise to come to my basketball games. Someone needs to explain the good plays to Rachel because she doesn't get sports."

"Hey!" I protest, but Bruce is grinning.

"Deal. I'll even teach you some moves if you want."

Danny's tough exterior cracks. "Really?"

"Really."

They shake on it, and I watch them with a full heart. This—Bruce integrating into my family, Danny accepting him, Mom approving—feels like the final piece clicking into place.

Later, after most guests have left, Bruce and I slip outside to the front porch.

"Overwhelming evening?" he asks.

"The best kind of overwhelming." I lean against the railing. "Danny really likes you."

"The feeling is mutual. He's a good kid." Bruce reaches into his pocket. "I have something for you. For Penn State."

He hands me a small wrapped package. Inside is a first edition of "The Great Gatsby"—old, beautiful, clearly expensive.

"Bruce, this is too much—"

"Look at the inscription."

I open to the title page and find handwritten words:

For Rachel - who taught me that it's never too late to believe in green lights and impossible dreams. Love always, Bruce.

"I know we talked about this book, about Gatsby's obsession with the past," he says quietly. "But you showed me something different. That sometimes what we think is impossible is just... waiting. That taking risks, even when they're scary, is worth it."

I'm crying again, clutching the book to my chest. "I don't want to leave."

"I know. But you have to." He pulls me close. "We've got this, Rachel. Distance can't change what we've built."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

We stand like that until Danny yells that they're cutting the cake, and we have to go back inside.



Move-in day arrives too soon and not soon enough.

Bruce drives—Emma in the back seat with some of my boxes, me in front trying not to cry. The two-hour drive feels both endless and far too short.

Penn State's campus is overwhelming. Thousands of students and parents hauling boxes, confused freshmen clutching maps, orientation leaders shouting directions. I'm assigned to Atherton Hall, a dorm that smells like industrial cleaner and possibility.

My roommate hasn't arrived yet, so we have the room to ourselves as we unpack. Bruce assembles my desk lamp while Emma hangs fairy lights. I make the bed with the new sheets Mom bought.

"This is really happening," I say, looking around at the half-furnished room.

"You're going to love it here," Emma says confidently. "Look, there's a art building right across the quad. We can take classes together."

"If you even get accepted here," Bruce teases.

"I will. Obviously. I'm exceptionally talented."

"And humble."

"That too."

We spend two hours setting up—books on shelves, clothes in drawers, photos on the desk. Bruce insisted I bring one of him and Emma, and I place it prominently next to my laptop.

Too soon, it's time for them to leave.

In the hallway, Emma hugs me tight. "Text me everything. Classes, roommate drama, cute boys you meet—"

"Emma—"

"Kidding. Mostly." She pulls back, digging in her pocket. "I got you something. For luck."

It's a bracelet—simple silver chain with a small camera charm.

"For perspective," she explains. "Whenever things get hard, remember to look through the lens. Find the beauty in the moment."

"I love it. Thank you." I slip it on, and it catches the light.

"Okay, I'm going to wait in the car because this goodbye is about to get emotional and I can't handle it." Emma escapes down the hallway.

Which leaves Bruce and me alone in the doorway of my dorm room.

"So," he says.

"So."

We stand there, neither wanting to be the first to let go.

"Call me tonight?" Bruce finally says. "After you're settled?"

"Of course."

"And this weekend I'll drive up. We'll get dinner, explore campus—"

"Bruce." I touch his face. "It's okay. You don't have to fix this or make it easier. It's just going to be hard for a while."

"I know. I just—" His voice breaks. "I'm going to miss you so much."

"I'm going to miss you too. Every single day." I kiss him softly. "But this isn't goodbye. It's just... see you soon."

"See you soon," he echoes.

One more kiss, then he's walking away down the hallway. I watch until he turns the corner, and then I'm alone in a dorm room two hours from everything I know.

I allow myself exactly five minutes to cry. Then I wipe my face, put on actual clothes, and go introduce myself to the girls across the hall.



Two Months Later

"You're going to love this place," I tell Bruce over video chat. "They make the best coffee."

"Better than the place in Chambersburg?"

"Infinitely better. And there's this bookstore three blocks from campus—I've already spent my entire textbook budget there."

He laughs, and even through the screen, the sound fills me with warmth. "How are classes?"

"Overwhelming. Exciting. My English professor assigned a twenty-page paper on narrative structure and I might be losing my mind."

"You'll be brilliant."

"Says my biased boyfriend."

"Extremely biased. And proud." He shifts, and I can see he's in his apartment. "Emma wants to know if you're free Sunday. She's driving up to look at dorms."

"I'm free. Tell her to text me when she's close."

We talk for another hour—about his week at Morrison's, my professors, the party I went to last weekend where I mostly hid in a corner with a book. He tells me about Emma's latest photography project, Danny's basketball team making regional playoffs, my mom asking when I'm coming home for Thanksgiving.

"Three weeks," I say. "I've already requested time off from the library job."

"I've been counting down."

When we finally hang up, I feel both satisfied and lonely. This is our reality now—stolen phone calls, weekend visits when schedules align, living separate lives that occasionally intersect.

It's not what I imagined. But somehow, it works.

My roommate, Jessica, appears in the doorway. "Was that your boyfriend? The older guy you mentioned?"

"Yeah. That's Bruce."

"He's cute. For an older dude." She flops on her bed. "You going to that party in West Halls tonight?"

"Maybe. I have a paper due Monday."

"Live a little! You can't spend every Friday night studying."

She's not wrong. I've been so focused on classes, on proving I belong here, that I've barely experienced college social life.

"Okay. One hour. But then I'm coming back to finish my paper."

"Deal."

The party is loud, crowded, exactly what I expected. I nurse one drink and talk to a few people from my writing workshop. A guy named Marcus—not the Marcus from Morrison's—asks for my number. I politely decline, explaining I have a boyfriend.

"Long distance?" he asks.

"Yeah."

"Those never work out."

"This one will."

I believe it too. Despite the distance, despite the difficulties, Bruce and I talk every day. He sends me care packages—homemade cookies, funny cards, books he thinks I'll love. I send him photos of campus, voice memos about my day, terrible poetry I write at midnight.

We're making it work.



Thanksgiving weekend, I drive home in the car Mom helped me buy—used but reliable.

The house smells like turkey and pumpkin pie. Danny has grown three inches since August. Mom has redecorated my room as a guest space, which stings a little but also feels right.

This isn't my home anymore. Not really. I'm just visiting.

Thursday is Morrison's Market Thanksgiving—Bruce hosting me, Emma, Mom, and Danny at his apartment. It's become our tradition, this blended family gathering.

We're cleaning up after dinner when Bruce says, "Can we talk? Privately?"

We step out onto his small balcony. November air is sharp and cold, but the sky is clear.

"I've been thinking," he says carefully.

"About?"

"About us. About what happens after you graduate."

"That's three and a half years away."

"I know. But I want you to know—" He takes my hands. "Whatever you decide to do after Penn State, wherever you want to go, I'm with you. If you want to teach abroad, I'll figure out how to make that work. If you want to go to graduate school across the country, we'll do long distance again. If you want to come back to Pennsylvania, I'll be here."

"Bruce—"

"I'm saying I'm all in. For the long haul. Whatever that looks like." He reaches into his pocket, and my heart stops.

But it's not a ring. It's a key.

"This is to my apartment. Our apartment, if you want it to be. For breaks, for summers, for whenever you need a home base." He presses it into my palm. "I know you have your mom's place, but I want you to know you have a space here too. Always."

I close my fingers around the key, metal warm from his pocket. "I love you."

"I love you too. So much it terrifies me sometimes."

"Good terrified or bad terrified?"

"The best kind."

We kiss on the balcony while inside, I can hear Emma teaching Danny some photography technique and Mom laughing at something on the TV.

This is my family now. Complicated and imperfect and absolutely right.



Back at Penn State, I'm in the library writing a paper when my phone buzzes.

Emma: Guess what guess what guess what

Me: You got in?

Emma: EARLY ACCEPTANCE. I'm going to Penn State!!!

Me: EMMA! That's incredible!

Emma: We're going to be college students together. This is going to be so weird and awesome.

I call Bruce immediately.

"Did you hear?"

"Just got off the phone with her. She's over the moon." He sounds proud and emotional. "My daughter is going to Penn State. With my girlfriend. I don't know whether to be excited or terrified."

"Both?"

"Definitely both."

We talk about logistics—when Emma will move in, what dorm she's hoping for, how strange it will be having her on campus. But underneath the practical conversation, there's something else.

Relief. Hope. The knowledge that next year, I'll have Emma here. That our unconventional family will have another piece in place.

"Rachel?" Bruce says as we're ending the call.

"Yeah?"

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For being patient with me. For not giving up when things got complicated. For loving Emma like you do." His voice gets softer. "For teaching me that happy endings aren't just for books."

"We're not at the ending yet."

"No. But we're headed somewhere good."



Finals week is brutal—papers and exams and presentations that leave me exhausted and coffee-dependent. But I survive, even excel, and when I get my grades back, I've maintained a 3.8 GPA.

"I told you," Bruce says when I call him with the news. "You're brilliant."

"I worked hard."

"You did. And I'm so proud of you."

December brings snow and winter break. I pack up my dorm room, say goodbye to Jessica and the friends I've made, and drive home through a snowstorm that would have terrified me in August.

But I'm different now. More confident. More independent.

The girl who left for Penn State in August isn't quite the same as the one returning in December.

And that's okay. That's growth.

Bruce is waiting when I pull into the parking lot of his apartment complex. He helps me unload, pulls me inside out of the cold, and kisses me like I've been gone for years instead of three weeks.

"Welcome home," he says.

Home. Not his apartment or Penn State or even my mom's house.

Home is wherever he is.



On New Year's Eve, we're at a party at Mr. Morrison's house—staff and families, a tradition I'm now part of.

At midnight, Bruce pulls me onto the back porch for privacy. Inside, people are counting down, cheering, celebrating.

"This year," he says, "you started college. Emma got accepted. Your mom fully accepted us. We survived long distance."

"It was a good year."

"The best." He cups my face. "And next year is going to be even better. You'll keep thriving at Penn State. Emma will join you. We'll keep building this life together."

"Is that what we're doing? Building a life?"

"Yeah. Piece by piece. Day by day." He kisses me as fireworks explode somewhere in the distance. "I can't wait to see what we build next."

Later, back at his apartment, I'm unpacking the last of my things from break when I notice a small box on his dresser. Velvet. Ring-sized.

My heart skips.

I don't say anything. Don't touch it. But I know what it means.

Someday—maybe soon, maybe not—Bruce is going to ask me a question.

And I already know my answer.



I'm sitting on my dorm room bed on a Tuesday evening in late January, working on an essay about feminist literary theory, when I realize something.

I'm happy.

Not in the desperate, all-consuming way I felt at eighteen when everything with Bruce was new and terrifying. This is different. Quieter. Deeper.

I'm happy in my classes. Happy with my friends. Happy in this dorm room that smells like coffee and stress and possibility.

And I'm happy with Bruce, even though he's two hours away. Maybe because he's two hours away—the distance forcing us to be intentional, to communicate, to choose each other every single day.

I open my journal and write:

A year ago, I was terrified of leaving. Terrified of losing what Bruce and I had built. But distance didn't break us—it strengthened us. We learned to trust. To communicate. To love in ways that don't require proximity.

I used to think love meant being together constantly, knowing every detail of each other's days. But real love is trusting someone to grow and change while still choosing to grow alongside them.

Bruce gave me the freedom to chase my dreams. I gave him the courage to believe in happy endings.

And somehow, we're both becoming better versions of ourselves.

My laptop chimes—video call from Bruce.

I answer, and his face fills the screen. Behind him, I can see his apartment, the books I know by heart, the life we share even when we're apart.

"Hey you," he says, smiling that smile that still makes my heart stutter.

"Hey yourself."

"Just calling to say goodnight. And to remind you that Emma and I are visiting this weekend."

"I remember. I've already made reservations at that Italian place you liked."

"Perfect." He pauses, expression shifting to something tender. "Have I told you lately that I love you?"

"Not in at least three hours. Completely unacceptable."

"I love you, Rachel Gibbons. Today, tomorrow, and every day after that."

"I love you too, Bruce Farrington. Even when you're two hours away and I can't kiss you whenever I want."

"Soon," he promises. "Two more days."

After we hang up, I look around my dorm room—at the photos and books and memories I've collected. At the bracelet Emma gave me. At the first edition Gatsby Bruce inscribed.

This is my life now. Not the one I imagined at sixteen when I first saw Bruce in the Morrison's Market break room. Not the one I planned when I was eighteen and terrified of the future.

This life is messier, more complicated, infinitely better.

I've learned that love isn't about grand gestures or perfect timing. It's about showing up. About choosing each other even when it's hard. About building something real, one day at a time.

Bruce and I started in a grocery store aisle, two people who shouldn't have worked but somehow did.

And now?

Now we're writing our own story. One chapter at a time.

And I can't wait to see where it goes next.
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