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CHAPTER 1




“How are you doing, Dad?”

Bella’s voice was soft but teasing, her eyes alight in a way that made me both proud and achingly nostalgic.

We stood in the middle of her wedding reception—my daughter, radiant in a dress that made her look like something between a fairytale princess and a Hollywood starlet, and me, her bumbling father, clinging to dignity like it was the last floatation device on a sinking ship. She had asked the question with such sweetness, but it made me laugh.

“I’m supposed to be asking you that,” I countered, shaking my head.

She giggled, leaned in, and kissed my cheek—leaving behind a perfect red imprint. Bella immediately frowned and swiped at the mark with her thumb like I was a child who had spilled jam on his face.

“You know, you don’t need all that makeup,” I teased, old habits refusing to die. “You’re beautiful without it.”

It was an old joke between us, stretching back to her teenage years when she first discovered eyeliner and lip gloss with all the subtlety of a clown applying grease paint. We’d fought about it then—me insisting she was perfect as she was, her claiming I was hopelessly out of touch. But tonight, there was no fight, only shared laughter at the memory.

“That’s what I keep telling her,” Nate said, suddenly appearing at Bella’s side.

Nate—now my son-in-law, though I was still trying to wrap my head around that—slipped his arm around her waist with the quiet assurance of a man who knew he belonged there. He had that right long before they exchanged vows today. Who was I kidding? The way Bella looked at him—like he was the axis on which her world spun—it had been clear to me years ago.

They had that spark. That rare, undeniable thing that burned even through the ordinary. God, I hoped it would carry them through the tough times, because I knew there would be tough times. Marriage was no fairy tale. My own hadn’t survived, though Adrian—my ex-wife—and I had managed to remain… amicable, if not warm.

Still, I couldn’t deny it. Seeing Bella glowing like this filled me with joy. And maybe a little ache in my chest.

“Dad,” Bella said softly, “I know next week would’ve been your twenty-fifth anniversary with Mom. If seeing her here with Don bothers you, you don’t have to—”

“I’m fine,” I cut in quickly. “Really. Don seems nice. I’m happy for your mother.”

Bella’s eyes softened, but I added, because sentimentality had always been a dangerous path for me: “You’ll just have to forgive me for feeling a little melancholy. After all, I lost my little girl to this joker today.”

It was a poor attempt at humor, but Nate laughed anyway, bless him. Bella rolled her eyes, but then pulled me into a hug, her voice low in my ear.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll always be your little girl.”

Then, stepping back into Nate’s arms, she added, “And you’re not that old. You’re only fifty-one.”

“Only?” I said, pretending outrage.

“You know,” Nate teased, “my Aunt Anna is single…”

“Don’t even think about it,” I shot back, and Bella groaned.

This was what we did—banter, joke, laugh to cover the weight of the moment. But the truth was, my heart was fragile tonight. And it was about to get even more complicated.

Because that was when Ward Jefferson showed up.

“Nate! My boy!”

Nate grimaced before Ward even reached us. He was one of Nate’s bosses, a pompous blowhard with the kind of presence that made you want to take a shower afterward. He bulldozed straight toward Bella, nearly shouldering me aside, and reached for her as though she’d leap gratefully into his arms.

Bella stiffened, slipping closer to me. “Yes, I’m Bella,” she said, frost edging her smile. “And this is my father.”

I stepped forward, offering my hand in peacekeeping fashion. “John.”

Walt’s handshake was reluctant, his smile thin. And then—because apparently interrupting wasn’t enough—he decided to broadcast that he’d been eavesdropping earlier.

“Ah yes, the man who considers himself ‘pretty damn good looking.’”

I barked a laugh, because what else could I do? “Back in my youth,” I clarified, still amused.

And that was when I heard it. A voice.

“You haven’t changed all that much.”

Low, teasing, sultry, a voice I hadn’t heard in over twenty-five years—and yet I recognized it instantly.

I turned.

Jennifer.

My Jennifer.

The girl who had once set my blood on fire. The woman I had once thought I’d marry. And now, unbelievably, here she was—on Ward Jefferson’s arm.

“Hey, Johnny,” she said, smiling with a casual intimacy that nearly knocked me off my feet.

Time had touched her, yes. She wasn’t twenty anymore. But God, she was still stunning. Her long dark hair framed her face, her eyes just as dangerously magnetic as they had been back in the days when she used to drive me mad with desire and laughter.

She stepped in and hugged me, her body pressing to mine just long enough to stir memories I had thought long buried.

“You’re still wearing the same perfume,” I murmured automatically, even though I knew she never wore perfume. It was an old joke between us, and when her lips quirked into that same mischievous smile, I nearly forgot where I was.

“Jennifer doesn’t wear perfume,” Ward interrupted stiffly. “She’s allergic.”

“I know,” I said, laughing.

Jennifer’s blush betrayed her, and Bella’s sharp stare told me my daughter was cataloguing every flicker of electricity between me and my old flame. Before she could press me, Bella was whisked away—thank God—by the wedding coordinator for the father-daughter dance.

But the damage was done. I’d seen Jennifer again. And the old ache was alive.

***

The music started. “Butterfly Kisses.” Predictable? Sure. But damn if I didn’t choke up the moment Bella looked at me with misty eyes.

As we danced, she whispered, “What was that all about? With her?”

“Do you really want to ask that now?” I deflected.

Bella gave me a long look, then laughed softly. “No. But you’ll tell me someday.”

She was right, of course. There was a story there. A wild, passionate story of youth, lust, mistakes, heartbreak. And it was clawing its way back into my mind tonight as Jennifer’s perfume-less scent still lingered in my memory.

***

Later, as the evening unfolded, I found myself flanked by my brother Tyler and his wife Eliza.

“Caught you crying, little brother,” Tyler teased, slapping my back.

“Please,” I retorted. “I saw you blubber like a toddler at your daughter’s wedding.”

“It was one tear,” Tyler snapped. “There was dust in my eye.”

“Dust shaped like your emotions,” Eliza teased.

Their marriage was a constant cycle of sparring and flirting—something I had always envied. Adrian and I had never fought like that. When we fought, it had been cold wars. Silent treatments. Nights spent on opposite ends of the house. No playful banter, no easy make-ups.

Maybe that was why Jennifer’s sudden reappearance tonight had hit me so hard. Because once upon a time, she and I had laughed like that. We had been fire and chaos and joy and bed sheets tangled around bare legs. And I couldn’t help wondering—what if?

By the time I made my way back to the bar, fate had decided to twist the knife.

Ward was there. Waiting.

“So,” he said smoothly, “how do you know Jennifer?”

I stared at him, drink in hand, memories flooding my veins.

How did I know Jennifer?

How could I explain to this smug bastard that I had known her in ways he couldn’t even dream of? That I had loved her with the reckless, desperate love of youth? That she had been my first everything—my first heartbreak, my first obsession, my first taste of what it meant to ache for someone so badly that every song, every sunrise, every breath reminded me of her?

I didn’t answer. Not yet. Because that story—our story—wasn’t Ward’s to hear.

It was Bella’s.

And maybe… it was Jennifer’s again too.


CHAPTER 2




Weddings, I’ve decided, are less about holy vows and more about testing how much champagne, family drama, and bad decisions one man can endure before he cracks.

My daughter’s wedding should have been simple: stand proud, smile for photos, pretend I don’t want to murder the DJ for playing Bruno Mars on repeat. But no. The universe, in its infinite cruelty, decided to toss Jessica—sorry, Jennifer—back into my orbit tonight. My first love. My biggest regret. The woman who could undo me with a single look.

And if that wasn’t enough? She arrived with Ward.

Good old Ward. A man who believed intimidation was the same thing as masculinity. He cornered me at the bar like we were about to duel in some Old West saloon.

“Old friends,” I replied succinctly when he asked about me and Jennifer, hoping he’d take the hint and move on. But Ward was not the type to take hints. Ward was the type to mistake a polite smile for an engraved invitation to be an ass.

“Well, don’t get any ideas,” he said, puffing up his chest, trying for a threatening glare. I almost laughed in his face. The only thing intimidating about Ward was his cologne—it could kill a houseplant at twenty paces.

“It’s taken me three months to get her to agree to go out on a date with me,” he continued, “and you’re not going to ruin that.”

I wanted to tell him three months sounded less like romance and more like pest control finally succeeding, but I held my tongue. Barely. Instead, I picked up the drink the bartender slid across, dropped a tip in the jar, and turned to leave. That should’ve been it.

But Ward, in all his wisdom, grabbed my arm.

If I were younger, or if this wasn’t my daughter’s wedding, he’d already be eating ice chips through a straw. Luckily for him, I wasn’t drunk yet, and I’ve gotten too old to brawl with losers in rented tuxedos. Still, I turned back, raised an eyebrow, and let him see exactly how close he was to becoming a problem. He let go real quick.

“Ward,” I said coolly, “I’d like to say it was a pleasure, but it really hasn’t been.” I leaned in just enough so he caught the steel in my voice. “Just remember, Jennifer came here with me—and she’s leaving with me. I’ve worked too long and too hard to let someone like you get in the way of my plans.”

His nostrils flared. “You know, a lot of years have passed since I knew Jen well. But if I were you, I wouldn’t get my hopes up. She has better taste than you.”

“And yet,” I shot back, “she’s here with me.”

Point for me. Even he couldn’t argue that.

Still, as I walked away, the thought nagged. Why was Jennifer here with Ward? The girl I remembered had standards higher than Mount Everest. Was she really that desperate? Or worse—was I fooling myself about who she was now?

I told myself to let it go. Weddings are about the bride, not the baggage her father drags along.

***

The next couple of hours blurred together. Handshakes. Hugs. Congratulations. I knew people from both sides of the aisle. Nate’s family I’d met countless times over the years, and I liked them. Especially his parents. Solid people. Salt of the earth.

But Jennifer… every time I caught a glimpse of her, Ward was glued to her side like a barnacle. I told myself I didn’t care. Lied to myself, really. Because I did care. Too much.

I’d promised Bella—my ever-wise daughter—not to stir up drama at her wedding. So I stayed away.

Then came the cake cutting. Bella and Nate stood side by side, glowing with the kind of joy that makes you want to believe in forever. Tyler and Eliza stood beside me, cheering them on, while Mary elbowed me gently.

“Almost over,” my brother said with a grin.

“Don’t remind me,” I muttered, but I meant the opposite. Watching Bella beam, I couldn’t have been prouder.

Eliza, ever the peacemaker, piped up. “So, we all still on for Sunday breakfast?”

I nodded, grateful for the distraction. But Mary—never one to let a wound scab over—leaned in with a smirk.

“Have you gotten a chance to talk to Jennifer yet?”

“Seriously?” I shot her my best older-brother glare. Mary was immune.

Sighing, I gave in. “Would you believe her date actually warned me off at the bar earlier? And he hasn’t left her side since.”

“If you want to talk to her,” Eliza said unexpectedly, “just let us know. We’ll take care of him.”

That surprised me. Eliza was usually the voice of reason, not the instigator. And for a moment, I was sorely tempted. Because yes, I wanted to talk to Jennifer. Maybe even more than I wanted to breathe.

But fate didn’t give me a choice.

“Well now, this is a scary sight,” came a familiar voice. Smooth, wry, tinged with something bittersweet.

My pulse stuttered.

“All four of you together,” Jennifer teased as she stepped into view. “That doesn’t bode well for someone. I hope it’s not me?”

“Not you,” Mary grinned wickedly. “Your date.”

Jennifer groaned. “Oh, please. Whatever you have planned, do it soon. I’ve had just about all I can take of him.”

“Hey, you agreed to come with him,” Tyler pointed out.

“Don’t remind me.”

She hugged Eliza first, then Mary, then even Tyler. Everyone except me. Which was fine. Totally fine. (It was not fine.)

Ward slithered over just then, wearing his usual smug expression. My siblings ignored him outright. So did I, mostly because I was afraid I was buzzed enough to do something stupid if I acknowledged him.

Instead, I watched Jennifer slide back into the rhythm of my family like she’d never left. Teasing Eliza, laughing at Tyler, rolling her eyes at Mary. For a moment, it was like the years melted away.

Then Ward opened his mouth. “You were pregnant at your wedding?” he asked Eliza, voice dripping with judgment.

Big mistake.

We might bicker among ourselves, but no outsider gets to judge. The entire family turned as one, glaring at him. Even Jennifer’s expression soured.

Ward actually stepped back. Coward.

And that’s when Bella herself swooped in, Nate at her side, possibly saving Ward from public execution.

“Who exactly are you?” Bella asked Jennifer bluntly, eyes sharp.

Tyler, ever the instigator, grinned. “Well, if things had gone differently…”

“Don’t,” I warned, already dreading where he was headed.

Too late.

“She might have been your mother.”

Silence fell like a dropped guillotine. Mary groaned. Eliza slapped Tyler’s arm. Bella blinked, then narrowed her eyes.

“Is this Jezebel?” she demanded.

I groaned. Out loud.

“Jezebel?” Jennifer repeated, eyebrows arching.

“That’s what Mom always called Dad’s first love,” Bella explained, undeterred. “You’re her, right?”

“I am not a Jezebel,” Jennifer said crisply. Then, with a sly smile, added, “Although I am pretty sure I was your father’s first love. And based on the last conversation your mother and I had, Jezebel was probably the nicest thing she ever called me.”

Bella turned to me, waiting for confirmation. “You do realize I’m a fifty-one-year-old man,” I tried weakly.

No one bought it.

“You’re so into her it’s almost sad,” Nate snorted.

“Not helping,” I muttered.

Jennifer, of course, handled it with more grace than I did. She didn’t flinch. If anything, she seemed… amused. Almost like she was enjoying watching me squirm.

Then, like a bad sitcom twist, Adrian appeared. My ex-wife.

Oh boy.

For the first time all night, my entire family went silent. Even Tyler.

“As my date,” Ward blurted, as if staking his claim on Jennifer would protect him.

“Keep telling yourself that,” Adrian snorted. “But I’m betting she only agreed to come with you after you told her the bride’s name.”

The accusation landed heavier than I expected. Jennifer didn’t deny it. Ward’s face twisted. Maybe Adrian wasn’t wrong.

Jennifer, ever the peacemaker when it suited her, said softly, “Look, I’m not here to cause problems. I’ll leave.”

Adrian surprised me then. She shook her head. “No. John was understanding when I wanted to bring Don. He could’ve made it difficult. Besides, the reception is almost over. Just—no PDAs.”

And with that, she swept out.

Ward spluttered. “She’s my date.”

Jennifer smiled sweetly. “Thanks for bringing me, Ward. I’ll find my own way home.”

Ouch.

Nate, bless him, stepped in. “Ward, have you met my Aunt Anna? She’s quite the looker.” And just like that, Ward was dragged away. Hopefully to his doom.

I exhaled in relief.

“You know,” Bella said thoughtfully, “Mom was right. You’re here because you wanted to see Dad.”

Jennifer didn’t deny it. Not really. She gave one of those little shrugs that said everything and nothing. “I was curious. I spent a lot of time thinking about my life this year. Wondering how everyone turned out. Your aunts, your uncle. And yes—your father. But I never would have come if I hadn’t known your parents were divorced.”

Smart. Logical. Yet Bella’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction. “You’re still in love with him.”

That landed like a thunderclap.

Jennifer’s eyes darted to mine. Her voice wavered, just slightly. “Maybe once. But that was a long time ago.” She looked away, then back again. “Still… there’s something between us. Stronger than I expected.”

Silence fell, thick with possibilities.

Then Mary, of course, ruined it. “Anyone want to bet how long it takes before they end up back together?”

“I’ll throw in,” Eliza said with a grin.

Jennifer groaned. “Don’t be ridiculous. What we had ended badly. Why revisit that?”

“Because,” Mary said simply, “you’re here. And you’re both different now. Don’t let past versions of yourselves screw up the present.”

Jennifer’s eyes softened. For a moment, I saw the girl I fell in love with decades ago. Stubborn. Strong. Beautiful. And utterly capable of destroying me.

“I can’t promise anything,” she whispered finally. “But maybe… maybe we can catch up.”

It wasn’t much. But it was enough to make my pulse race like a teenager’s.

And for the first time all night, I dared to think maybe—just maybe—the story of Jennifer and me wasn’t finished after all.


CHAPTER 3




“Yeah, it’s the alcohol that’s causing that.”

Nate’s comment dripped with sarcasm, the kind only a brother can perfect—the kind designed to poke and prod until you either laugh or throw something.

We ignored him. That was survival rule number one in our family: ignore the teasing, and maybe it’ll die in the corner like a neglected houseplant.

Tyler said his goodbyes, clapping Nate on the back and charming my mother in the way only Tyler Ward can. Then, like a shadow sliding away from a wall, he drifted off with Bella—thank God, because the air between us had been too thick, too heavy.

Which left Jennifer and me alone.

We stood in silence, facing each other across the ballroom like two duelists waiting for the first move.

“Okay,” Jennifer said at last, her voice low, velvet lined with steel. “So this is awkward.”

She wasn’t wrong. The word awkward didn’t even touch it. I wracked my brain for something to say, something clever, something light—but the words stuck in my throat like cotton. Maybe because it was the first time in years we’d been alone. No family buffer, no crowd noise to drown out the truth.

And then—like divine intervention or a cosmic prank—the DJ flipped on a slow song.

Jennifer tilted her head. “Really?”

“Really,” I echoed.

She gave me a look that could have killed weaker men, but I’d been tempered in her fire before. “Let’s dance.”

My brows shot up. “Are you sure Adrian wouldn’t consider that a PDA?”

Her lips quirked, a smile just this side of wicked. I couldn’t tell if she was serious, teasing, or stalling. “I’m willing to chance it.”

That was all the permission I needed. I shrugged out of my tuxedo jacket for the first time all night, tossing it over the back of a chair, and held out my hand.

Her fingers slid into mine, warm, firm, devastatingly familiar. I pulled her onto the dance floor, and she came into my arms as if no time had passed at all.

***

We moved together like the years had been nothing more than a pause button. My hand found the small of her back; her body fit into mine like the missing piece of a puzzle I hadn’t known was incomplete.

And God help me—I loved it.

The connection was still there. Alive. Burning. Dangerous.

As we swayed, the memories came back uninvited—stolen kisses in her car, fights that turned into make-ups so heated the walls of my college dorm should’ve blushed, her laugh echoing across summer nights.

The music changed, track after track, but neither of us left the floor. Each song only tightened the invisible thread between us, pulled us closer, pressed me harder against the razor’s edge of temptation.

By the third song, my restraint was hanging on by dental floss. Jennifer’s hand lingered against my chest a little too long. Her eyes glittered with something that wasn’t entirely innocent. And I knew—knew—she knew exactly what she was doing to me.

It was intoxicating. Maddening.

And it nearly killed me when the last song finally ended.

The spell snapped. Guests started filing out, laughter spilling toward the doors, and reality hit me like cold water. If I didn’t walk away now, I was going to break every unspoken rule in the book.

I swallowed, pulling back just enough to see her face.

Jennifer’s eyes flicked over me like she couldn’t quite believe what had just happened. “I haven’t danced that much in a long time. And frankly, I can’t believe it was with you. At your daughter’s wedding, no less.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “You? Earlier tonight I felt like an old geezer. Right now?” I grinned, reckless with honesty. “I feel better than I have in years. Just being here with you is like drinking from the fountain of youth.”

She arched one elegant brow. “You’re just horny.”

Her bluntness hit like a punch and a kiss all at once. I’d forgotten how she could do that—drop a truth bomb, laugh at my expense, and set me on fire in the same breath.

“Well, yes,” I admitted without shame. “But that’s your fault, too.”

Her eye-roll was so achingly familiar it made me grin. That strange mix of annoyance and amusement was pure Jennifer, and I’d missed it more than I’d ever dared admit.

“That’s my cue to leave,” she said, smoothing her dress. “It’s been… nice seeing you again, Johnny.”

The thought of her walking away nearly killed me. But then it hit me—her ride.

“You need a ride home,” I said, more statement than question.

“I can Uber.” Stubborn as ever.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I snapped before I could stop myself. Her eyebrow shot up, daring me to push. I forced my tone softer, though my pulse still thundered. “I’ll give you a ride. I want a chance to catch up.”

Silence. She didn’t agree, didn’t refuse. She just watched me, unreadable.

“Wait for me,” I said, starting to turn away. Then, nerves got the better of me and out came my worst impulse—humor. I dropped into my worst Liam Neeson impression: “If you don’t, I will look for you, I will find you, and I will kill you.”

The accent was terrible. The line, worse.

Her lips twitched. “Good luck.” And she said it in a shockingly sexy Eastern European accent that almost buckled my knees.

Relief flooded me. She wasn’t running—yet.

“I’m serious,” I said, grinning now. “Not so much the killing part, but definitely the looking and finding part.”

Finally, she cracked a smile.

“I can’t believe you still quote movies,” she murmured, amused.

“I can’t believe you still get all the references,” I shot back.

Her lips curved. “At least it’s not from The Godfather.”

I clutched my chest dramatically. “What? You don’t want me to make you an offer you can’t refuse?”

She sighed, exasperated but entertained, and just like that we were laughing—laughing like the years hadn’t happened, like heartbreak hadn’t come between us.

“Look,” I said when the laughter died, “I do need to wrap things up here. Please wait. Let me give you a ride home. We can talk.”

“You’re crazy. I may not eat for a week after this wedding. And it’s way too late for coffee.” But her eyes sparkled, betraying her.

“Then just a ride home,” I pressed, meeting her gaze, willing her to say yes. “It’s over an hour, plenty of time to talk.”

She hesitated. I felt her slipping. Desperation flared, reckless and wild, and I did the one thing I swore I wouldn’t.

I kissed her.

***

It was instant combustion.

Her lips met mine, not tentative, not testing, but fierce. Her hand fisted in my shirt. My world tilted on its axis, every suppressed feeling roaring to the surface like a firestorm.

Jennifer kissed me back.

God help me, she kissed me back.

I would’ve drowned in her if a voice hadn’t cut through the haze.

“So much for your promise of no PDAs.”

Nate. My son-in-law. Thank every deity it wasn’t my daughter—or worse, my ex.

I pulled back reluctantly, Jennifer’s lips flushed, her eyes blazing.

“I never promised,” I said hoarsely. “And even if I had—some things can’t be stopped.”

Nate smirked, though I saw the concern flicker. “Bella’s looking for you.”

I nodded, watching him retreat before turning back to Jennifer.

Her glare was molten. “That was fighting dirty.”

“You didn’t leave me a choice,” I shrugged, though guilt was nowhere to be found. “Yell at me in the car. I don’t care, as long as you’re with me.”

Her silence was thunderous, her eyes full of storms. But she didn’t walk away.

Not this time.

When I returned later, after endless goodbyes and family obligations, she was still there.

Sitting on a bench, wearing my tuxedo jacket, holding my keys.

Waiting.

I stopped dead, drinking in the sight of her. My jacket swamped her frame, and somehow that made her look more devastating, like she’d always belonged in my clothes.

“You waited,” I said, satisfaction thick in my voice.

She lifted the keys. “I figured I shouldn’t drive. Not sure I’m sober enough.”

We both knew it was a lie. But I didn’t call her on it. Instead, I held out my hand.

She let me pull her up—closer than necessary.

Her eyes narrowed. “If you kiss me again, I will take a cab.”

I laughed, unable to help it. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.”

“We are not kissing again!” she shot back, but her voice shook, betraying the war raging inside her.

“Ever?” I teased, leaning just close enough to feel her breath.

“Not tonight.” She squared her shoulders. “And I want your word this time. No more PDA.”

I grinned, emphasizing the word with wicked intent. “Public. Displays. Of. Affection. But okay. I promise. No kisses tonight. Unless, of course, you offer them.”

“Keep dreaming.” But her lips twitched, the faintest smile cracking her resolve.

“You have no idea,” I murmured.

***

We walked to the car in silence, but the silence wasn’t empty. It was thick, charged, alive.

Inside, as the engine hummed to life, I reached for her hand again. She didn’t pull away.

“It’s been twenty-five years since we held hands,” I whispered. “But it still feels natural.”

Her tone was light, but her eyes betrayed the pain. “And whose fault is that?”

And just like that, the past roared between us—messy, unfinished, unresolved.

It was time.

Time to drag it all into the light.

Because whatever this was—this wildfire—we couldn’t keep pretending it didn’t exist.

Not anymore.


CHAPTER 4




“You were the one who went off to college and slept with some slut the first week away!”

Her words landed like a slap, sharp enough to cut through the low hum of the car’s engine and the faint sound of classic rock leaking from the radio.

Jennifer still had that fire in her eyes—the same one that used to terrify me when we were teenagers fighting in her parents’ driveway. That flash of betrayal mixed with wounded pride. Only now, after all these years, it was mixed with something else too: age, wisdom, a little exhaustion. But the sting was still there.

I dragged a hand over my face, a nervous habit I’d never shaken. “What can I say? I was a stupid eighteen-year-old kid.”

The words felt insufficient, like a Band-Aid slapped on an old scar that had never quite healed right. I shook my head, more at myself than her, and added softly, “Frankly, there are some days I dream about going back in time and kicking my own dumb ass.”

That actually coaxed the faintest flicker of a smile out of her, a twitch of lips she tried to hide. For a second, I saw the girl I’d once loved so hard it had scared me. The girl who’d asked me to Sadie Hawkins, who’d been braver than I’d ever deserved.

Maybe I should’ve left it there. Maybe I should’ve let her keep that tiny smile and the silence that followed. But I couldn’t. We’d tiptoed around the ruins of us long enough, and if we were ever going to rebuild anything—hell, even just a friendship—we had to dig out the bones.

So I kept going.

“We’d been fighting all summer,” I reminded her, my voice low, careful. “And then suddenly I was gone—thrown into college life, scared out of my mind, drinking too much, pretending I had it together when I didn’t. And yeah… she came on to me.” My jaw tightened. “For what it’s worth, we didn’t go all the way.”

Jennifer’s brows shot up. I knew that look—disbelief sharpening into anger.

“I’m not saying I didn’t cheat,” I rushed, holding up a hand. “I did. But I regretted it almost immediately. I told you right after, hoping we could work through it. Instead… you dumped me.”

Her voice cracked like a whip. “What did you expect? I was hurt. I was furious. It was my senior year of high school, and I did not deserve to have it ruined by my college boyfriend screwing around on me!”

“No,” I admitted, swallowing against the lump in my throat. “You didn’t. You had every right to feel the way you did.” I paused, letting the words sink in, giving her room. “But I was still in love with you. I kept hoping that after the dust settled, after you had time to breathe, you’d forgive me and we’d… move on.”

The memory sliced through me even now.

“I called you all semester,” I said, the words rough. “And this was before cell phones—you know that. I had to stand in the hallway, waiting for a turn at the payphone, rehearsing what I’d say. And no matter what I said, it never mattered. You wouldn’t forgive me. And it damn near destroyed me.”

“It was no picnic for me either,” Jennifer shot back. Her arms crossed, defensive, but her voice wavered. “Don’t forget—I was the one who was wronged.”

“I know,” I murmured. “I’m not making excuses. I just want you to understand what happened from my side… so you can understand why I made the choices I did later.”

Silence stretched between us, thick with years of unsaid things. Outside the windshield, streetlights flickered past in rhythmic flashes, carving her profile into light and shadow.

Finally, she sighed. “You still haven’t explained how any of this was your mother’s fault.”

That was Jennifer for you—sharp, impatient, unwilling to sit in the mess without cutting to the heart of it.

Her voice had softened, though. That softness was a signal—her way of saying she’d survived revisiting that old wound and was willing to walk further down this painful road with me.

My chest ached. God, she’d always been braver than me.

“It wasn’t what she did,” I said carefully. “It was what she didn’t do.”

Her brows furrowed, that skeptical tilt of her head unchanged after all these years.

“What’s your memory of what happened after that second date that ended badly?” I asked. “The one where you had something to do early the next morning, and I pushed you to stay later even though I’d promised I’d get you home on time.”

Her lips pressed tight. “You called once after that, left some confusing message. I called you back—you weren’t home. I tried a few more times over the next couple weeks, but you never returned my calls. It was like you disappeared. Then… three months later I found out you were engaged.”

Her voice cracked on that word. Engaged.

The car felt colder. I gripped the wheel tighter.

“Adrian and I dated for a year and a half,” I said, the name sour on my tongue. “I’d already broken up with her twice before you and I bumped into each other again that summer. Each time she took me back, like she loved me enough to erase my mistakes.”

Jennifer flinched but didn’t interrupt.

“But when I saw you again… God, Jen, it was like everything I’d buried came rushing back. I broke up with Adrian a third time that summer. I was still so desperately in love with you.”

Her eyes flickered, but her voice was steady. “So why did you run back to her after that second date and ask her to marry you?”

It was a fair question. Maybe the fairest one of all.

“Because I thought I was ready to settle down,” I said, the confession scraping raw. “I always wanted kids, a family.”

Her eyes burned. “And I wasn’t?”

“Yes, you were.” I shook my head hard. “It was obvious. But being with you again—those two dates—they cracked me open. They brought all my old insecurities roaring back. I wasn’t sure you still loved me, Jennifer. I was terrified you were settling.”

She blinked, stunned. “Settling?”

“I wasn’t sure why you ever dated me in the first place,” I admitted. “You were the popular one. The brave one. The girl who could have had anyone. And me?” I laughed bitterly. “Half the time I couldn’t believe my luck that you picked me.”

Her lips trembled with the ghost of a smile. “As I remember it, I asked you to Sadie Hawkins. And you nearly passed out when I did.”

That memory yanked a real laugh out of me, warm and painful all at once.

“Fair point,” I said. “But insecurities don’t listen to reason.”

She turned slightly in her seat, angled toward me even as the seatbelt tethered her back. She hadn’t let go of my hand yet, though. That thread—our hands, fingers entwined—was the only thing keeping me steady.

“So,” she pressed, “you chose Adrian because she loved you enough to forgive you three times, and you thought I didn’t?”

“Exactly.” My voice cracked.

Her hand slipped free—and then her fist landed hard on my arm.

“Jesus!” I yelped, rubbing at the spot.

“You jerk!” She hit me again, and for a second it was like we were sixteen, bickering under the bleachers. My shoulder throbbed, but beneath the sting, I almost wanted to laugh.

“Two punches?” I teased carefully. “What, one wasn’t enough?”

“Yes!” she snapped, though her anger was already softening at the edges. “One for being too stupid to realize how I felt about you. And the other—” she hesitated, her voice lowering “—the other’s for what you did to Adrian. She wasn’t my favorite, but she deserved better than being your safety net.”

That silenced me. Because she was right.

“Yeah,” I whispered. “I did to her exactly what I was afraid you’d do to me. I settled.”

Jennifer’s eyes softened, but she said nothing.

“I loved her,” I added quietly. “I did. But not like I loved you. Never the same.”

Her expression shifted—pain, nostalgia, longing—all crashing together in those deep, dark eyes.

The rest of the drive passed in heavy silence, broken only by the soft strum of the radio and the occasional squeeze of her hand when words failed us both.

And for the first time in decades, I let myself imagine it—what it would’ve been like if one call, one choice, one confession had gone differently.


CHAPTER 5




“At least, that’s what I told myself, but now I think there’s more to it.” I tasted the confession like a bitter medicine and swallowed anyway. “I was too enamored with the dream of us getting back together to risk actually trying. I kept you in my imagination so long it became a crutch I didn’t know how to throw away. If I’d reached out, the dream would’ve had to survive contact with the real you. So I… I didn’t. In the end, I was too much of a coward to chance it.”

There. Stripped down. No artistry, no excuses, just the unfinished truth, breathing between us like a second presence in the car. The dashboard clock glowed quietly, counting seconds I’d never get back. I should have felt lighter, but the weight of wasted years pressed on my chest. I had done everything wrong with Jennifer: I hurt her when we were young and reckless; I doubted her love when we were older and scared; and when life finally flung open a door, I stood on the threshold and stared at my shoes.

“What about now that you’ve seen me?” Her voice was low and steady, the kind of steadiness that comes only after a long storm—when the winds finally tire and the sky admits it has nothing left to throw.

I’d been staring out the windshield, watching my breath haze the glass, but at her question I turned to her fully. In the dim light, her profile was as familiar to me as a remembered song: the brave line of her jaw; the mouth that could laugh me back to life; the eyes that had once held me together when nothing else did. I wanted to answer carefully, to weigh each word like a jewel. So, naturally, I started with humor—too human by half.

“You mean now that you tracked me down and reminded me your taste in men is still questionable?” I tried to grin. She rolled her eyes, and something in my chest unlocked. God, I had missed even that.

The smile faded almost as soon as it formed. Gravity returned. The night leaned in, listening.

“Jennifer,” I said, and her name felt like a vow. “Being here with you is better than anything I ever let myself imagine. I’m not going anywhere. I love you.” It sounded reckless—because it was—but lying had never served us, and I was done with careful half-truths. “I’ve never stopped.”

She watched me like a woman deciding whether to step out onto ice. “Do you know how crazy that sounds?”

“Of course.” The word was more breath than voice. I didn’t look away.

A small, surprised smile unfurled at the corners of her mouth. “Good,” she murmured. “Because I think maybe I’m also crazy. I’d hate to be the only one.” Her spare hand—she’d never let go of the other—settled warm on mine. “I still love you, too.”

The world pressed pause. Somewhere, a car drove past, tires whispering over pavement. Somewhere, a porch light flicked on and off again. In our little car-shaped universe, everything sharpened to one impossible, miraculous point.

I wanted to kiss her so badly my bones ached with it, but I’d promised. I glanced at the time: 11:45. She followed the movement; I saw the quick knit of her brow, the figuring, the dawning and—there—recognition.

“Don’t even think about it,” she said, eyes glinting. “Tonight doesn’t end at midnight. It ends at dawn.”

Of course she knew. Jennifer had always been able to hear the things I didn’t say. “I can wait,” I told her. I meant it. “Out here in the car if I have to.”

“You are not sleeping in your car all night,” she scoffed, though her eyes were laughter and moonlight. “And you’re not coming inside.”

“I want a kiss,” I said simply. “And I meant what I said. I’m not going anywhere.”

The truth must have rung clear enough; she stopped trying to deflect with logistics and timekeeping. Instead, she studied my face—as if confirming that the man she remembered had survived all these years—and then softened.

“There’s so much to catch up on,” Jennifer said, as if offering us both an easier road, a safer conversation.

“Do you honestly think any of that will touch what we feel?” The question hung between us, bold and unashamed. I already knew the answer.

“No,” she admitted, her smile radiating warmth I could feel in my ribs. She shifted closer, abandoning the door as if it had been a shield. “Twenty-five years and none of it cured me of you. I don’t think talking about houses and jobs and heartaches will do the trick either.”

She leaned in, and the car shrank to the size of our breath. The closeness was intoxicating—the glint in her eyes, the way her lips parted just slightly, the quiet power of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to take it.

“You know,” I said, trying to be brave and failing to be patient, “I am only human.”

Her smile widened but didn’t break into laughter; desire chased through it like light through water. Instead of retreating, she tipped her chin up and pressed her mouth to mine.

For a heartbeat, I thought I was dreaming—the old kind of dream, one I’d hoarded like contraband. Then sensation roared back: the heat of her lips, the insistence of her hands, the electric recognition that sprinted along my muscles like a lit fuse. We’d kissed earlier tonight—heat, surprise, the strike of flint—but this was something else, something steadier, deeper. This was the kiss of a promise being remade.

Time thinned. Breath after breath, the windows fogged and the world vanished beyond our little circle of light. When we finally pulled apart, my lips ached like I’d been shouting at the edge of the sea. Jennifer looked proud of herself in the most devastating way.

“You did say you’d accept any kisses I offered,” she said, smug and sweet.

“I did,” I agreed, trying to find air and failing. “I just didn’t know we were going to do a full reenactment of junior year and steam the car.”

“Is that a complaint?” One brow rose, arch, daring.

“Hardly.” I glanced meaningfully at the shadows we’d painted on the glass. “But if memory serves, teenagers have been known to—”

She cut me off with a laugh, bright as clinking ice. “Forget it. We are not that foolish. Or that flexible.”

“Not tonight,” I said before I could stop the truth from happening. “Tonight I feel young. And it’s because of you.”

I reached for her—and she bolted, playful lightning, throwing open her door and darting into the cool night with a laugh that demanded I chase her. I was out of the car before the sound finished, instincts older than my common sense hauling me along the path to her front steps.

At her door I hesitated. I’d promised not to push. I’d promised to honor time and pacing and gentleness. Maybe she’d only wanted to run and laugh, to put momentum to these new-old feelings without inviting them past the threshold.

She stepped inside, leaving the door open. Just before she disappeared into the buttery glow of her hallway, she turned. The smile she gave me wasn’t playful now. It was invitation, simple and luminous as a line of poetry: come in.

I followed and closed the door, the lock clicking into place with a sound that felt oddly ceremonial. She was waiting just past the entryway, as if she’d always stood there in this exact dress, in this exact light, saving that exact look for me.

“Are you sure?” I asked. My voice came out rougher than I’d intended.

“I think we’re both old enough to know what we want,” she said. The humor had softened, leaving something clean and earnest behind.

“So,” I asked, breathless with relief I couldn’t quite bleed off, “does this mean you’re not going to hold me to my word? Can I kiss you now?”

“Please,” Jennifer whispered, and the catch in her breath made my knees untrustworthy. She tilted her face up, offering, and I took what was offered.

The first kiss inside her house tasted different—like ownership of the moment, like stepping into something we were both choosing with eyes open. The kiss deepened, bold and sure. Her fingers slid into my hair; mine found the elegant strength of her back. We didn’t rush; the urgency was there, thrumming like a bassline, but we let the song climb slowly.

There are moments when you forget your age—when muscle and memory take the wheel and the years fall away like notes from a song you didn’t know you still remembered. Lifting her was exactly like that: instinct, joy, heat. She made a soft sound against my mouth as I gathered her up, and I’ll hear it for the rest of my life.

“The last room on the right,” she managed between kisses, guiding me with her breath against my cheek.

We bumped into the world on the way—doorframes, corners, the needy mischief of furniture not designed with lovers in mind. I nearly clipped her head on the threshold and she laughed against my mouth, not put out in the least. “Later,” she promised in that laugh. “I’ll make fun of you later.”

Her bedroom welcomed us like a memory you’re sure you invented but turns out to be true. I laid her on the bed and for a long moment did nothing but look. If I could have worshipped her with vision alone, I would have.

“I’m not twenty anymore,” she murmured, a little rueful, a little shy in a way that was new and gorgeous. “Don’t stare like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re about to frame me,” she said, voice gone husky.

“Jennifer,” I said, and it came out reverent, almost a prayer. “You take my breath away.”

We were clumsy with buttons and zippers, too impatient for elegance, laughing into one another’s mouths when sleeves trapped elbows. We shed the day in pieces—fabric sighing to the floor, the rustle of what was ordinary rearranging itself into what was not. The light loved her: the curve of her shoulder; the strong, fine lines of a life honestly lived; the softness that comes not from youth but from the courage to be beloved exactly as you are.

She tried to make a joke at her own expense. I didn’t let her. “You’re stunning,” I told her, and the truth rang in the room like crystal. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life proving it.”

“I like the sound of that,” she said lightly, but I felt the words settle into her, the way roots take hold after a long drought.

We met again in the center of the bed, and the world narrowed to skin and breath and the old, precise language of two people who had learned one another once and were delighted to relearn it all over again. The taste of her lips. The music of her sigh when my mouth found the pulse at her throat. The way her hands mapped my shoulders as if reacquainting themselves with a beloved city.

“I want to memorize this,” I murmured into the curve where shoulder becomes collarbone. “All of it. Every new page.”

She breathed my name like a benediction and opened to me—no games, no defenses, just the generosity of a woman sure enough to be unguarded. I smoothed my hand down the line of her side, and she arched beneath the touch, heat flickering like a match caught by wind. I lingered where her breath caught the quickest, where the telltale tremor spoke a wordless yes. Her body had always been eloquent; tonight it was downright articulate.

When she dragged me closer, legs twining with mine, I felt the precise click of us—how our edges still knew where to meet. I didn’t rush. I wanted to draw it out, to learn the new choreography of what we had become, to rediscover every note until the old symphony unfurled with the fuller sound of two lives lived.

“Not fair,” she whispered when I made her gasp and then did it again. Her fingers tightened in the fabric at my shoulders; her head tipped back, offering more than skin, offering trust.

I hushed the protest with a kiss meant to undo us both, and it worked. The slow burn became a bright, irresistible heat. She dissolved under my mouth, reformed around my hands, rose to meet me with a hunger that was both memory and invention. When pleasure seized her, it came like a tide—clean, powerful, inevitable. I held her through it, bone to bone, letting her climb, peak, fall, and then rise once more, astonished. There are some kinds of joy you don’t speak over; I listened to this one like a student of the sacred.

After, she pulled me up to her mouth and kissed me with the relief of a woman who had been holding her breath for years and could finally inhale. We lay like that for a long time—breath braided, foreheads touching, the gallop of our hearts finding a shared pace.

“I’m not… I can’t…” She laughed, breathless. “I wasn’t prepared to feel like this again.”

“For what it’s worth,” I said, voice rough with the simple ache of wanting, “neither was I.” I smoothed a stray strand of hair back from her temple. Silver glinted there, catching the lamplight. I loved it with a wildness that surprised me.

She studied my face. Whatever she saw must have pleased her; her smile turned quieter, warmer. With a sort of mischievous tenderness, she slid lower and tasted the sweat on my chest, the salt at the hollow of my throat. The sensation was its own language—gratitude, delight, claim. I shuddered; the years might have taught me patience, but my body remembered her too intimately to pretend at restraint for long.

“Jennifer,” I warned, though the warning was a plea in disguise.

“Good,” she answered, her voice all velvet and heat, as if my near undoing was exactly what she wanted. She shifted over me with unhurried confidence, trailing her palms, letting me watch the beautiful surety in her movements. Desire tightened every muscle I owned. When she straddled me, a slow, wicked smile curving her mouth, I could have sworn the room tilted.

Her eyes never left mine as she welcomed me. Nothing about it was tentative. It was a yes shaped like a woman, a choice made out loud with breath and body. The heat of her stole my air; the simple rightness of it stole my sense. I shut my eyes, then opened them again, unwilling to miss a single expression crossing her face.

“Wow,” she breathed, a stunned laugh riding the word. “I don’t remember feeling so… full of you.”

“Flattery,” I managed, half-choke and half-laugh, “will get you everywhere.”

She found her rhythm, and I met her there, our bodies translating a grammar we’d once spoken fluently. The tempo built—not a sprint but a deliberate climb. Her hands braced on my chest; mine settled at her waist, reverent and greedy in equal measure. Each time she lifted and returned, a sound—hers or mine—threaded the air, making the bed an instrument we played together.

I had forgotten how fiercely she could focus when she wanted to, how present she could make a single second feel. She watched my face as carefully as I watched hers, adjusting, testing, delighting when she drew a rough sound from deep in my throat. When she leaned forward, hair falling like dusk around us, and kissed me while her body moved with purpose, I had to clench my hands to keep from flying apart too early. If I had been seconds from shattering, the taste of her would have been enough to tip me.

“I’m close,” I told her, and there was no shame in it, only urgency. The night had become a bright rope and I was hand-over-handing my way to the end.

“Good,” she said—and few words have ever sounded so incendiary. “I want to feel you. Be here with me.”

That simple invitation undid me. I rolled us gently, taking care even inside the urgency, easing her back against the bed as she laughed, surprised and breathless, then pulled me down with her legs as if to say don’t you dare let go. I didn’t ask the question my eyes held; I didn’t need to. The answer burned back at me in her gaze: yes. Yes, now. Yes, after all these years.

The last stretch was wordless. We spoke with touch, with the locking of eyes, with the shared need to mark this night as the one that had been waiting for us since we were too young to know what we were being given. I held her hands above her head, fingers laced, and felt the surrender that wasn’t really surrender at all, but something stronger: the gift of trust between equals. The world blurred to the sound of breath and the hum of the bedside lamp. When she broke with a soft cry, I followed, the moment expanding and then narrowing to a bright, exquisite point where everything we had been and everything we might yet be coexisted.

After, we didn’t speak for a long time. Words felt pedestrian in the aftermath of an earthquake. I was still inside the shelter of her legs, her arms looped around my shoulders, our breaths cooling against each other’s mouths. I kissed her, gentle as a promise, and felt her answer in the soft press of her lips.

The room returned little by little: the whisper of the curtain in the breeze from a cracked window; the slow tick of the old clock on her dresser; the sheet, twisted like a ribbon at our hips. We tangled ourselves in it and in each other, greedy for contact even in the quiet.

“You know,” she said at last, voice rough around the edges, “tonight doesn’t end until dawn.”

I laughed into her hair. “Then we have time.”

“For what?” She sounded like she already knew.

“For everything we used to rush through,” I said. “For the unglamorous miracle of lying here and telling the truth about small things.”

“Small things,” she mused, smiling against my shoulder. “Like what?”

“Like how the silver in your hair is devastating,” I said. “And how you smell like rain after heat. And how I would rearrange every piece of my life to make room for this—” I paused, searching for a word big enough and failing. “—for us.”

She went still, the good kind of still. When she pulled back, her eyes shone. “I was afraid,” she confessed. “All evening. The good kind of afraid. The kind that means you’re about to step into something that matters. I kept thinking: What if the reality can’t live up to the ache I’ve been carrying?”

“And?” I asked, suddenly the one holding my breath.

“And then you looked at me and said my name like a prayer, and I remembered how to want without apology.” She smiled, and it felt like watching a sunrise choose a face to wear. “The reality is messier. Better.”

“Messier, definitely,” I agreed, glancing at the strewn island of clothing, the skewed lamp, the dented pillow. “Better, unquestionably.”

We lay quiet again. I traced the length of her arm with the slow, idle devotion of a man who understands the luxury of unhurried touch. She hummed, contentment vibrating through her like a cat basking in sunlight. When I reached her palm, I pressed my mouth there and felt her fingers curl around my cheek.

“Tell me something true,” she said.

“I’m thinking about a future in inconvenient, thrilling detail,” I admitted. “Breakfasts that get cold because we don’t make it out of bed in time. Arguments about paint colors we both pretend we don’t care about. Learning the names of your neighbors. Forgetting the names of my fears.” I swallowed. “I’m thinking about being the man who earns this—the version of me that doesn’t hide behind dreams.”

She breathed out, long and slow, like I’d just set down the one bag too heavy for her to carry alone. “Good,” she said softly. “Because I don’t want a ghost of us. I want the solid, warm, ordinary miracle.”

“I can do ordinary miracles,” I said. “I’m a quick study.”

“Hmm.” Her eyes gleamed. “You were always a quick study.”

We drowsed in the hour that follows heat, when the body remembers it is animal and the heart remembers it is brave. At some point I almost drifted; she nudged me with her knee and I opened my eyes to find her watching me with that focused tenderness that used to make me forget my own name.

“You should know,” she said, “I will tease you endlessly about almost knocking my head on the doorframe. That’s not going away.”

“I deserve worse,” I said solemnly. “Years of worse.”

She stroked a thumb along my jaw. “We both did what we did with the light we had.” A beat. “We’ll do better, now that we’ve found the switch.”

I kissed her fingertips. “You always did know where the switches were.”

She snorted, then softened. “Stay,” she said, sudden and fierce. “We can figure out the logistics after dawn, but for tonight… stay.”

“As if I could leave.” It seemed comical, the idea of walking out of this room, of choosing the cool emptiness of my house over the warm trouble of this bed.

She settled again and I tucked her in, smoothing the sheet over us, the ritual as intimate as anything we’d done. We talked the way you talk when you’ve learned the cost of silence: not to inform but to knit. Childhood memories tumbled reluctantly into adulthood; we compared the shape of our losses, traded little victories like seashells, examined the rickrack edges of our mistakes and called them by their right names without shame.

Somewhere near three, she laughed in a sudden, helpless way that shook the mattress and made me fall a little more in love. “What?”

“I just realized,” she said, “that we’re going to be obnoxious. The kind of people who hold hands in grocery stores and get weepy over seasonal produce.”

“I look forward to your opinionated treatises on peaches,” I said gravely. “I will nod and say things like stone fruit and drip down your wrist while other shoppers resent our happiness.”

“Good,” she said, satisfied. “Let them.”

We drifted after that, climbing up and down the soft ladder of near-sleep and finding each other at every rung. When we got tangled, we untangled, and when we untangled we found new reasons to tangle. The clock surrendered. The night slid toward that blue-gray hour that belongs to birds and insomniacs.

“Look,” she whispered then, touching my shoulder. “Dawn.”

The first pale wash of light bled into the room, and with it, the earlier promise came to roost on the sill. Tonight doesn’t end until dawn. We had reached the edge of it and found ourselves still here, still us, but more.

“Hello, tomorrow,” I said into her hair, and felt her smile against my throat.

“Stay,” she said again, softer now, as if she didn’t want to frighten away the day. “Then later… coffee. And maybe we tell the truth to a few people who deserve to hear it. And maybe—” She stopped, shy suddenly, and it almost broke me.

“Maybe,” I said, catching the end of her thought and tucking it between us like a shared secret, “we pick a color for that wall that’s always been too white.”

She laughed, and the sound braided itself with the birds beginning to practice their morning scales outside. I held her closer, and for once, the future didn’t feel like a country I couldn’t afford to visit. It felt like home I’d forgotten the way to and finally found by smell and luck and a woman who knew how to leave the door open.

We kissed once more, not for urgency or proof, but because dawn was a witness and we wanted it to take notes. It was a kiss like a signature at the bottom of a contract neither of us had read but both of us understood. When we parted, we were grinning like thieves.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Best one,” I answered.

Outside, the world realized we were still here and began again. Inside, we lay quiet and let it. Tonight had not ended at midnight, and we had kept our word. The morning could have us when it was ready. Until then, we kept each other.

And for the first time in a quarter century, I did not feel like a fool. I felt like a man who had finally found the courage to open the door, step through, and choose her again—fully, awake, and with both hands.


CHAPTER 6




“I’d forgotten how good it could be,” I said, finally rolling off her and collapsing onto my back. My body hummed, every muscle sated and weak in that glorious way only she could wring out of me.

“Me too,” Jennifer murmured, her voice rough velvet, the sound of a woman who’d just been thoroughly adored. She shifted, curling into me, laying her head on my shoulder like it belonged there. It did. She pulled the blanket up, tugging it over us, though the sheet at the bottom of the bed was a wreck—twisted, useless, bearing witness to the storm we’d unleashed.

“That was incredible,” I admitted, words slow and heavy, as though even speech had been spent. “You are incredible.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she replied groggily. Her wit was usually sharp enough to cut glass, but now it was softened, warm, soaked in exhaustion.

I kissed the crown of her head. “Jennifer, I love you.”

That made her nuzzle deeper into my chest, almost like a cat curling closer to the fire.

“You’d better,” she threatened softly. I smiled despite the bone-deep exhaustion.

“Now go to sleep,” she added.

But I didn’t. Couldn’t.

I was wrung out, spent to a degree I hadn’t imagined possible anymore, yet I lay awake, greedily savoring the reality of her body against mine. For twenty minutes at least, maybe longer, I just listened to the steady rhythm of her breathing, felt the weight of her head against my shoulder, and thought of how, for years, I’d daydreamed about this exact thing—only this was infinitely better.

***

“You can’t sleep?”

Her voice startled me. I’d thought she was gone, utterly gone. Maybe she’d only power-napped, or maybe I’d underestimated how attuned she still was to me, even in half-sleep.

“Not yet.” I smiled and bent, brushing my lips over her forehead.

“Are you worried? You don’t have to be.” She lifted her head and peered at me with eyes glistening in the dim light.

“Worried about what?” I asked, genuinely lost.

Her expression faltered, sadness ghosting across it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made you… come inside me. But I needed to feel truly wanted. It’s been so long.”

I opened my mouth, but she pressed her fingers to my lips, halting me.

“Raymond and I tried for children for over a year when I was younger. Nothing. I can’t get pregnant. And even if I did by some miracle, I wouldn’t make you—”

I pushed her hand away.

“Jennifer,” I said, sharper than I meant, hurt cutting through me. “What part of me saying I love you and that I’m never leaving you again didn’t you understand?”

Her mouth opened, then closed. “Yes, but I shouldn’t have—”

I silenced her with a kiss. She yielded, quickly, but I could feel the doubt lingering in the way she held herself back, as though bracing for disappointment.

I wasn’t about to let that doubt live here.

So I rolled on top of her again.

***

“What are you doing?” she groaned as I slid the head of my cock slowly along her center. Careful, teasing, deliberate. I knew she was likely sore, but her body still reacted, heat blooming under my touch, soft gasps slipping free despite her protests.

“I couldn’t possibly—again. I’m completely spent.” Her words said no, but her legs betrayed her, opening wider, pulling me closer.

“Funny,” I murmured against her lips, kissing her deeply, “so am I.”

Our mouths sealed together, tongues tangled, and I felt her body surrender beneath me. Slowly, deliciously, I pushed inside her, the sensation enough to make both of us gasp.

This time was different. Not frantic. Not wild. We moved slowly, savoring every inch, every sigh, every shiver. Our lips barely parted, clinging, as though speech would break the spell.

Minutes, maybe hours—it felt timeless. We built each other up with unhurried rhythm until pleasure became unbearable restraint.

***

“Jennifer,” I whispered hoarsely, breaking the kiss at last. My lips were swollen, raw. Hers were too. “I’m close again.”

Her eyes snapped open, locking with mine. “Me too,” she gasped.

“I’m going to come inside you again,” I said, voice thick with certainty. “Not by accident. Because I want to. Because I want everything with you.”

Her eyes flared with panic and hope all at once. “I told you—I can’t have kids.”

“You don’t know that,” I countered, thrusting into her slowly, deeply, making her shudder. “But if it is true—then we’ll adopt. Or foster. Or steal a neighbor’s baby if we have to.”

She laughed breathlessly, tears shining.

“Jennifer, you’re the love of my life. I’ll give you anything. Everything. As long as I’m breathing, you’ll never want for anything.”

Her expression softened, melted.

I should have stopped there. Should have kept it solemn, perfect. But I was me.

“And besides, I’m not convinced you can’t. So let’s focus. Think boy. A son would be great.”

She smacked my shoulder, laughing through tears. “I always wanted a girl!”

“Boy!” I insisted, finally quickening the pace.

“Girl!” she retorted, dragging her nails down my back, making me groan.

We were always like this—arguing, bantering, laughing even as the world burned. It was who we were, and maybe that was why we worked.

“I love you,” I groaned, my release cresting.

“Love. You. Too!” she cried as she shattered beneath me, her body clenching around mine. I followed her into oblivion, release wrenching through me until I collapsed, trembling, utterly undone.

This time, she had to help roll me off her.

***

“You’re going to kill me,” I muttered, utterly content.

“You?” she moaned, her hair a wild halo against the pillow. “I’m not as young as I once was, you know.”

“No one ever is,” I chuckled. “But you’re even more beautiful than I remember. And the thought of spending the rest of my life with you—whether it’s two decades or three—gives me a whole new reason to live.”

“Two decades?” she snorted. “Better make that at least three. Especially if, by some miracle, I do get pregnant. We wouldn’t want our kid to lose their parents too young.”

“Yes, dear,” I teased.

Her narrowed eyes told me she didn’t find it as funny.

“Which means you’d better take care of yourself. You’re still in decent shape for a man your age, but I saw you inhaling that red meat at Bella’s wedding. That has to stop.”

“Never in a million years,” I said, scandalized.

She rolled her eyes and nestled into me. “We’ll see.”

And damn it, I knew she’d win that argument. Eventually.

***

We drifted, suspended in warmth and exhaustion. I pressed a kiss to the back of her head just before slipping under.

“Jennifer,” I whispered, unbidden. “You have no idea what it means to have you back in my life.”

Half-asleep, she still answered.

“You? As soon as I saw you at the wedding, I realized I’d been waiting twenty-five years for this. All that wasted time…”

I swallowed hard, my chest tight. I couldn’t regret the life I’d had. But God, I regretted the years we lost.

“No more wasted time,” I vowed, and meant it with everything I was.


CHAPTER 7




A year later with family...

Enjoying BBQ in my backyard:

Toward the end of the meal, I sank back in my chair, savoring the lingering warmth of a perfectly grilled steak and watching my family navigate the intricate chaos that always seemed to follow us. Plates clinked, napkins were stolen mid-handful, and Mac’s giggles mixed with Jake’s exuberant proclamations of “more bacon!” It was a symphony of domesticity, chaotic yet comforting, the kind of scene that made me grateful for decades of hard-won life experience.

Even Adrian seemed to be enjoying herself, which was unusual. She never had siblings, and I suspected she had secretly envied the complicated web of connections that my children, nieces, and nephews always seemed to provide. Watching her ease into the fray made me smile; it was rare that anyone could make her laugh with such abandon. But most of all, it was the way it lit up Bella—my older daughter. She sat on the opposite end of the table, mirroring my contentment, eyes flicking toward me now and then in those silent, profound father-daughter exchanges that don’t require words.

Our moment, tender and unspoken, lasted only until Nate, oblivious as ever, leaned over to steal a quick kiss from his pregnant wife, breaking the gentle reverie with the subtlety of a sledgehammer. I glanced at my own wife, Jennifer, busy at Jake’s side with a wipe in hand, scrubbing the remnants of his enthusiastic “eating.” I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face—there was something intensely grounding about watching the woman I loved handle chaos with such calm and humor.

“Momma, I like Ashley. Where is she?” Jake asked suddenly, his voice cutting through the lull at the table like a tiny, confused trumpet. The innocence in his question was almost comical, but the shock on Jennifer’s face made it outright hilarious.

“Ashley?” Mac echoed, tilting her head with curiosity. “My little sister at the last foster home was named Ashley.” There was no groan, but I could practically hear Jennifer’s internal scream.

Jennifer looked at me with the kind of hesitant expression she rarely wore. “It turns out,” she began slowly, as though testing each word, “Sunny called to see if we were interested in adopting another child. Aisha’s paperwork is ready, but we agreed two kids were more than enough. So, I said no.”

The room went silent in a way that suggested everyone understood the gravity of what had just been said.

“You mean… that’s where you were this morning, after Jake’s doctor appointment?” I asked, though my gut had already answered.

Jennifer nodded, eyes focused somewhere distant. “Sunny’s been incredibly helpful. I couldn’t exactly ignore her request to meet. But it was just a meeting—no obligation. We agreed, right?” Her voice was calm, almost rehearsed, but I could hear the subtle tremor of emotion lurking beneath the surface.

The air thickened with tension as I waited. “Only,” Jennifer continued, her words careful, “Sunny brought Ashley with her. And the little girl… she’s precious. Seven years old, and she hasn’t had an easy life.”

Mac’s eyes widened. “Her mother died when she was a baby,” she offered softly, “and her father… wasn’t very nice. She has burn marks all along her side.”

The crowded table went completely quiet. Bella blinked rapidly, clearly holding back tears. My sister Eliza’s jaw tightened in irritation, which was so very her. Tyler’s usually irreverent face turned somber in a way that made my eyebrows rise. And the rest of the table fell somewhere between shocked and pensive.

Jennifer’s voice broke the silence. “She’s been acting out recently. Sunny believes it started after Mac left. Ashley needs someone to take care of her—someone she trusts.” She smiled at Mac, who blushed under the attention, a picture of modest pride.

“I remember being little,” Mac said softly, her voice imbued with that rare clarity only the young and wise can muster, “and the older kids were mean. I didn’t deserve that. And as I grew older, the little ones didn’t deserve it either. So I became their friend. The littles always need one.”

I couldn’t help but marvel at her, understanding fully where Mac’s compassion came from. She had learned the lessons of empathy the hard way, and now they radiated from her in waves of warmth and quiet authority.

Jennifer continued, careful not to meet my eyes. “Ashley needs someone like you, Mac, but older.”

“And?” I prompted, my curiosity sharpened and unrelenting.

Jennifer finally looked at me, that familiar, slightly guilty look I had come to love. “I told Sunny we weren’t interested in adopting, but I agreed to talk to you about fostering Ashley for a time. It could help her to see Mac again.”

The table collectively turned toward me, expressions ranging from hopeful to skeptical. Jake’s confusion mirrored my own initial thoughts. I took a slow breath.

“It’s a lot to ask,” Adrian said gently, her voice uncharacteristically serious.

“No,” I interrupted firmly. “I don’t want to foster Aisha, not just anyone can. If I’ve learned anything from raising Mac, it’s that it takes a special kind of person to foster a child, care for them, and then give them up if needed. I don’t have that in me. Losing Mac would be unbearable. So no half-measures.”

Jennifer opened her mouth to protest, but I shook my head with a small smile. “It’s foster-to-adopt, like we did with Mac, or nothing.” The glint in her eye told me she’d waited for me to say exactly that. Mac squealed with excitement, hopping slightly in her chair.

Jennifer’s voice softened. “Are you sure?” she asked, that smile spreading across her face that could melt glaciers. It wasn’t sensual this time, but it had the same effect: it made me feel whole, alive, content.

“Another college tuition,” Tyler grinned, leaning back, his teasing tone as infuriating as ever. “You’re never retiring at this rate.”

“Such is life,” I said, laughing, feeling the joy of family heat up my chest.

“You people are crazy,” Adrian said, shaking her head in amusement as she stood, heading toward the door. “It’s time we left.”

“Congratulations,” Don said, shaking my hand, as they both departed. It wasn’t my job to make Adrian happy anymore. Mine was Jennifer and the kids—and that was simple enough.

Bella chimed in, restarting the conversation with warmth. “Mother’s not wrong about crazy, though. Sometimes it’s a good thing.”

“You’ll never survive it, old man!” Nate teased.

“You better hope I do,” I shot back. “Another mouth to feed if I die early.”

Everyone laughed, and the conversation flowed freely, peppered with teasing and banter. I glanced at Jennifer, catching her eyes, feeling that electric spark of intimacy that never dulled, even amidst the chaos.

“I think it’s time we handled that apple pie,” I said quietly to Mac and Jake, drawing them in for a conspiratorial moment.

“And where exactly are you three going?” Tyler asked, appearing suddenly with Junior in tow.

“To sneak some pie,” I admitted with a grin, guiding the kids inside before anyone else could intervene. Mac, with her newfound authority, insisted we ration the slices. “This way there’ll be enough for everyone!”

“Spoilsport!” Tyler groaned, but I couldn’t stop laughing at the familial madness.

***

The morning sun poured through the bedroom window. Jennifer was asleep, still, snoring softly—a siren call of domestic tranquility. I rolled her onto my shoulder, letting her nuzzle into me, her breath warm against my chest. I kissed the top of her head, playing with her hair in the soft morning light.

The kids eventually joined us with breakfast in hand, chaotic but loving, their laughter mingling with the aroma of bacon and syrup. Apple pie soon followed, making its way through our hands, crumbs scattering like tiny confetti in the morning sun.

“You missed a button,” I whispered into Jennifer’s ear, causing her to glance down and blush at the misalignment. It was a small, intimate moment, but one I cherished, because it reminded me that no matter the years, the love and desire between us never diminished.

“I love you,” I added quietly, squeezing her hand.

“We know,” Mac and Ashley chorused, followed by Jake’s echoing, “And we love you, too.”

The morning unfolded with laughter, small domestic battles, and the kind of intimate chaos that made life rich and meaningful. Macy, ever the observant big sister, nudged Jennifer one last time, pointing out a button that needed correction. It was a simple gesture, but in that household, it meant everything—a family together, imperfect yet perfect in its love, warmth, and shared humor.

***

“Oh dear, I guess I must have been tired last night when I put it on. Thanks.” Jennifer’s quick thinking was impressive, but I had the sneaking suspicion it was entirely wasted on Masie.

“You might as well take a shower after Dad’s done. I’ll keep Ashley and Jake busy for the next hour until it’s time for us to leave.”

“Leave for where?” I asked, but I knew better than to expect an answer. Macy grinned devilishly and disappeared down the hall like a phantom in sneakers.

I turned to Jen as the door clicked shut. “Did our little girl just offer us some ‘alone time’?” I asked, a slow grin tugging at my lips.

“Not so little anymore,” Jen sighed, rolling her eyes in that infuriatingly sexy way that made my heart stutter. “She’ll be driving in a few months.”

“Maybe it’s time we had the talk with her?” I suggested, though her look of surprise made me second-guess myself mid-sentence. Macy was growing into a stunning young woman, confident, witty, and yes, there were already a few boys bold enough to flirt shamelessly at her school.

“Men!” Jen interjected sharply, her tone equal parts humor and exasperation. “You’re decades behind the times, darling. I had that conversation years ago.”

“You did?” I asked, genuinely impressed. “Did it… go okay?”

“Fine,” she said, and I felt the weight behind that one-word answer. Some things, apparently, didn’t require elaboration, though it wasn’t exactly comforting to a father with a protective streak the size of Texas.

“Is there anything I should know?” I pressed, leaning closer.

Jennifer smiled, leaned in, and kissed me softly—a kiss that made my chest tighten in that delicious, familiar way. “Only that Macy has a good head on her shoulders. And that she’s in no rush to get serious with any boy.”

“Good to hear,” I murmured, and meant every word. But my curiosity wasn’t satisfied. “If you had the conversation so long ago… maybe we should—”

“I touch base with her every so often,” Jennifer cut in, playful and yet assertive. “Besides, she talks to Bella about boys. It’s easier that way; she sees Bella as an older sister despite the age difference. Bella doesn’t give me all the details, but she keeps me informed enough to prevent catastrophe.”

“And who’s supposed to keep me informed?” I asked, one eyebrow raised.

“Me,” Jennifer said with a laugh, her eyes sparkling.

“And yet, I didn’t know you’d already had ‘the talk’ with her.” I couldn’t hide my mock indignation. “You’ll tell me when she starts dating seriously, right? I know she’s had a few little flings already.”

“Of course,” Jennifer replied, rolling her eyes but smiling. Then her voice grew serious, soft. “We need to talk about putting Macy on birth control soon.”

I nearly choked on the thought. Already? My mind flashed to memories of Bella at sixteen, her first serious boyfriend, and the careful navigation we had done then. “She doesn’t even have a serious boyfriend yet,” I murmured, half scandalized, half fascinated.

“Who do you think suggested we start Macy now?” Jen asked, arching a brow. “Besides, the time to start is before anything serious begins. The trick is doing it without making her think we’re condoning premarital activity.”

I shook my head, half in disbelief, half in admiration. “You know, I think I liked it better when you kept me in the dark.”

Jen laughed outright. “Exactly! That’s why I never told you.” She paused to readjust her buttons, which gave me the perfect opportunity to sneak closer.

“You know, Macy did say she’d keep the other kids busy for a whole hour,” I said, letting my voice dip low, conspiratorial. “And it is my birthday.”

Jen shook her head, exasperated, but the mischievous glint in her eye betrayed her. She came willingly into my arms, allowing me to begin the slow, tantalizing ritual of undressing her. I reached for the buttons on the top she had so carefully fixed, only to have her catch my hand.

“I am not getting back into that bed until the sheets are changed! Someone decided to have a food fight last night,” she said, half laughing, half commanding.

“Well,” I said, my grin slow and wicked, “Macy did suggest you take a shower after me. We could always conserve water and—”

Jennifer’s smirk grew. “There is that,” she said, stepping closer, letting me finish undressing her. “And as you seem intent on reminding me, today is your birthday, after all.” She helped me with my own clothes, and soon we were both standing, naked, our bodies familiar and electric, every curve and plane etched in my memory after nine years of exploration and intimacy.

The years may have added a little more softness here and there, but her body still had the power to stop my heart. She pressed herself against me, lips meeting mine in a long, lingering kiss that spoke of desire, of history, of shared life.

“I’m being poked,” she teased a few moments later, breaking the kiss to reach for my stiffness. Her hands were skilled and teasing, stroking me just enough to make my resolve waver before she released me, turning toward the bathroom. “I was promised a shower.”

“Yes, you were,” I laughed, following her into the steam-filled room. The hot water ran over her glistening body, and I couldn’t help but murmur, “Happy birthday.”

“I think I’m supposed to be the one saying that,” she countered, voice husky, spinning me into a deep embrace.

“Seeing you like this is the best birthday present ever,” I whispered.

“You must really love me,” she teased, then grew serious, eyes glimmering. “And I really love you. Having you in my life… it’s changed everything.”

We kissed, slowly, deeply, letting the heat and intensity build between us, savoring a long-anticipated intimacy. Jennifer stepped back, her smile promising more. “Now, speaking of birthday presents…”

I groaned in anticipation. Life, I thought, was funny. It had taken us a quarter-century to find each other again, and some days that thought felt like both a curse and a blessing. Without that lost time, we wouldn’t have our family—the girls, the boys, the joy and chaos of our children and grandchildren. The thought of a life without them, without Jen, was unthinkable.

Yet the present was sweet, intoxicating. We belonged to each other now, without question or hesitation. There would be no wasted time, no regrets—only this, and the life we had forged together.

***

Our embrace was warm, our kisses tender, the caresses gentle. We were content just holding each other close, pressing our lips together and softly exploring each other’s bodies. Her touch was electric. She made me tingle as she rubbed my hard cock through my shorts. My gentle fondling of her boobs had produced stand up nipples.


Casually, as familiar lovers in anticipation, we disrobed. There was no hormone fueled teenage frenzy. Only the mature desire to sample the best of what was to come.


Stark naked, we embraced again. Skin-to-skin now everything was amplified. Our kisses were more sensuous. Jennifer’s electric touch sparked a more intense response. When neither of us could hold off any longer, we tumbled back onto the bed, she on her back, me on my stomach. I was between her legs, my face ready to savor her delicious pussy. I pushed her thighs apart as she rotated her hips up. She knew what was coming and wanted to expose herself to it fully. Her anticipation, her expectation turned me on. Mmm, I licked the accumulated nectar that was seeping from her pussy. When my tongue parted her lips, I was rewarded with a glistening, wet cunt, ready for my tongue lashing. I finished drinking in her wetness before I concentrated on her joy button. It was a bit oversized, easy to find and manipulate.


I made my tongue hard and pointy. I stabbed at Jennifer’s clit with it eliciting sucked in breath. Then I planted my open mouth on her erect clit, covering the whole thing. My tongue went to town. It was having a field day working her engorged clit. My lips assisted, alternately sucking and squeezing. Fuck, before I could even get my fingers in play, she had one of her remarkable, trademark orgasms. Her whole body shook and vibrated as she screamed out “Oooh fuck”. After that earthquake, I wrapped her clit in my lips and very gently circled it with my soft tongue.


"Holy shit, John. You'd be a millionaire if you had been charging for that all these years. You give the best head job of anybody I've ever met."


“Thanks for the compliment, babe.”


"Now how do you want me? On my back, on top, or on my knees?"


"Your choice, Jen. It's delightful in any position."


She whipped around positioning her ass at the edge of the bed on her hands and knees. "I figure this will make you want to deposit millions into my account. You'll have access to two holes!"


Standing behind her the view was incredible. Her rounded ass, her parted legs, the sight of her holes just waiting for some action. I pulled her cheeks apart and enveloped her anus with my lips. Then I licked her wet, hairy slit, ending in a rim job on her puckered anus. She was moaning, groaning and twitching her hips.


"Fuck, baby, that feels so fucking good. I love it when you mouth my butt and tongue fuck my asshole. It sends shivers down my spine." 

With this encouragement, I held off entering her. I stepped up my ass play, tonguing her tight hole, slobbering all over it, rubbing my face in her crack.


Jennifer must have been really horny because she exploded in another orgasm. When her twitching, jerking and vibrating subsided, I lubed up. Pressing my swollen glans against her crinkled tight anus, I pushed him in. She let out a gasp of pure ecstasy. I slowly worked my cock until I had spread her asshole open wide enough to take the whole thing in.


Holding her hips, I began a slow, deliberate march toward nirvana. Long, slow strokes ending with my balls against her pussy lips. At the bottom of the stroke I'd pause, pumping a little and wiggling him around deep up her ass. Her moans signaled that she was enjoying this as much as I was. The only difference being that I got to watch my cock slide deep into her ass.


With both holes so readily available, I switched from her ass to her pussy, very different feelings, yet equally satisfying. In no hurry, I continued my slow journey toward the ultimate goal. But watching, being able to see my dick sliding in and out, coupled with the sight of her gaping asshole just above, soon achieved their purpose.


With my cock still fucking her sloppy pussy, I pulled her hips back and thrust my dick in deep. It only took a few strokes before she was rewarded with a pussy full of my cum. 

“Woah, that was amazing,” Jennifer breathed as I nibble on her nipples.

“It’s always a pleasure, my love,” I told her, now ceasing her lips.

***


After our intimate morning ritual, we dressed and moved to the living room, greeted by the chaos of children armed with breakfast trays and juice. Macy balanced plates like a seasoned waitress, Jake clutched the syrup like a tiny treasure, and Ashley’s wide smile lit the room as she held the family iPad. The screen showed Bella, our oldest daughter, joining the morning festivities via FaceTime, and then Nate and their three kids chimed in with a chorus of “Happy Birthday, Grandpa!” 

“Thank you all,” I said, voice catching slightly in emotion as the living room erupted with laughter, spills, and a cacophony of birthday cheer. The children clamored onto the couch, the bed, and any available surface, while Jennifer and I tried to maintain a semblance of dignity.

Macy leaned over, whispering conspiratorially, “We still need to wrap Dad’s present,” as if the morning chaos hadn’t already eclipsed anything formal.

I smiled, watching the young faces of our children—some mischievous, some hopeful, all utterly precious—and realized that life, for all its delays and twists, had finally handed me exactly what I needed: family, love, and moments like these.

Even as the pile of breakfast dishes grew, crumbs littered the floor, and the scent of apple pie mingled with syrup and bacon, I felt a profound contentment. This, I thought, this chaotic, messy, wonderful life, was worth every year, every moment, every twist of fate that had led me back to Jennifer, and kept us together now.

“Dad,” Jake said suddenly, tugging at my sleeve, “can we go play outside after breakfast?”

“Of course,” I said, lifting him into my arms. Macy followed, dragging Ashley by the hand. I caught Jennifer’s eye and smiled, the silent communication between us saying everything words could not.

“Maybe we’ll even have some of that pie later,” she said with a knowing wink.

And as I watched our family move through the morning, filled with love, mischief, and the noise that made a house a home, I realized that birthdays were just milestones, excuses to celebrate. But what mattered—the real gift—was this. Us. Together. Alive. Whole.

Looking back, I’ve learnt that what mattered was every heartbeat, every laugh, every stolen kiss, every moment of intimacy and tenderness. Life was funny, unpredictable, and endlessly beautiful. And I was living it fully, and will continually do so.


EPILOGUE




The sea was a living thing that night—endless, restless, alive with silver light. From the balcony of our villa, I watched the moon float above the horizon like a pearl set adrift, its reflection rippling across the waters. The air was warm, laced with the scent of salt and jasmine, and somewhere below us the waves whispered against the rocks with a lover’s persistence.

Jennifer stood a few steps behind me, her body silhouetted by the soft glow of the lanterns we had left burning. She’d let her hair down tonight, a waterfall of chestnut and silver that tumbled over her shoulders. Barefoot, wrapped in a sheer robe that left almost nothing to imagination, she was the very vision of everything I had dreamed of when I was younger and far too foolish to understand the true weight of love.

And now, she was mine. Finally, wholly, forever.

I reached for the wineglass on the rail, lifted it in a quiet salute, and turned to meet her gaze. Her eyes—the same eyes I had fallen into decades ago, the same eyes that had haunted me during all the years apart—were glimmering with fire and tenderness both.

"You're staring," she said softly, though her voice carried the playful tease that had always undone me.

"I’ve been staring for twenty-five years," I admitted. "And I’m not about to stop now."

Jennifer smiled, crossing the balcony toward me. The silk of her robe fluttered around her thighs with each step, revealing the warm curve of skin, the outline of the woman who had given me more than I had ever deserved.

"You’re impossible," she whispered, sliding into my arms. Her body fit against mine with the kind of perfection that defied time. Old age hadn’t dulled the fire—if anything, it had honed it into something sharper, more urgent, more necessary.

I pressed a kiss to her temple, breathing her in, letting the faint trace of her perfume—amber and rose—wrap around me like a second skin.

"This place feels like a dream," she said, tilting her head to look past me at the ocean. "Just us. No distractions. No interruptions."

"No kids barging in," I teased, though there was no edge to it. We both loved the chaos of family life, but this week… this was ours. A gift we had promised each other long ago and finally claimed.

Jennifer’s smile softened. "We needed this," she murmured.

I brushed a strand of hair from her face and tipped her chin so she’d look at me. "I needed this. I needed you."

Her lips parted, and in that small soundless moment, I could feel the weight of everything we had endured—the years lost, the longing, the ache, and then the miracle of finding each other again. It pressed down and lifted us both, a paradox that somehow defined love.

I kissed her. Not hurried, not desperate, but slow. The kind of kiss that sank roots deep, that promised eternity in every brush of lips. She melted against me, her body a curve of heat and softness that made my blood surge, made me remember we weren’t just partners in life—we were lovers in every sense of the word.

Her hands slid up my chest, tugging lightly at the open buttons of my shirt, and by the time I registered the motion, she was already pulling it from my shoulders.

"We should go inside," she murmured against my mouth.

"Why?" I whispered back, trailing my fingers down the length of her spine, delighting in the shiver that followed. "The stars are watching, Jennifer. I think they deserve a show."

She laughed, the sound husky and beautiful, before she pressed her lips to mine again, harder this time, more insistent.

The robe slid from her shoulders, pooling around her feet like spilled moonlight. I took her in—every line, every curve, the soft marks of time that had only made her more beautiful to me. She was not the girl I had once loved. She was the woman who had lived, who had raised children, who had known heartbreak and joy and still looked at me like I was her world.

And God help me, she was mine.

I scooped her up in my arms, earning a small gasp, and carried her inside the villa. The bed was waiting, draped in gauzy fabric that swayed with the breeze from the open doors. The sea sang behind us, but all I heard was her breath, her heartbeat, the soft moan when I laid her down on the cool sheets.

Her eyes shimmered, and then there were no more words—only the heat of her mouth, the slide of skin against skin, the rhythm we had perfected over the years but which always felt brand new.

Time slipped away from us, as it always did. The world outside ceased to matter, and the only reality was Jennifer beneath me, around me, with me. She gave herself to me not just in body but in soul, and I gave myself back in kind.

It wasn’t just sex. It hadn’t been for a very long time. It was love, raw and whole, stitched into every kiss, every sigh, every desperate whisper of my name. It was passion that had survived decades apart and come back fiercer, sweeter, unbreakable.

When it was over, when our bodies lay entwined and our breaths mingled in the stillness of the villa, I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead to hers.

"I love you," I said. Not because it needed saying, but because I could never say it enough.

Jennifer’s hand cupped my cheek, her thumb stroking the lines there. "And I love you. More now than I ever thought possible."

We lay there for a long while, listening to the sea, to each other. My hand rested over her heart, feeling its steady beat, a rhythm that matched my own.

"I don’t ever want to waste another moment," I murmured. "Not one."

"You won’t," Jennifer promised, her voice steady, certain. "We’ve already wasted enough. From here on out… it’s just us. However long we have, it will be enough."

I kissed her again, slow and lingering, and knew she was right. Life had finally given us what we were meant to have.

And I wasn’t letting go.

***

The days that followed were a blur of sun and laughter, of hands tangled on long walks along the sand, of quiet dinners under lantern light and mornings tangled in sheets we were in no hurry to leave.

Sometimes we talked about the past—about the years apart, about the what-ifs that might have kept us from this moment. But mostly, we talked about the future. About the trips we still wanted to take, the memories we had yet to make, the milestones of our children and grandchildren we hoped to see.

And through it all, there was love. Fierce, tender, unshakable love.

On our last night, as the sea sang its eternal song and the stars burned bright above us, Jess curled against me and whispered, "We found our way back."

I kissed her hair, held her close, and let the truth of it settle deep into my bones.

"Yes," I whispered. "And this time, we’re never letting go."

The waves answered us, eternal and steady, and for the first time in my life, I felt infinite.

Because with her—I was.
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