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      Today was the day, a big milestone that I had both dreaded and longed for. My mother bustled around the kitchen, her apron smeared with flour, as she prepared a savory roast for our dinner. Her smile was radiant and contagious, but I couldn't bring myself to match it. Inside, my nerves were frayed and my stomach churned with anxiety.

      "Are you excited, Crystal?" My mother's voice was filled with hope and excitement.

      I shrugged noncommittally, trying to mask the fear bubbling inside me. "I guess so. But let's be real, Mom. Rayanne and I haven't spoken in years. We have nothing in common anymore."

      "Don't say that," my mother scolded gently, placing the roast carefully in the oven. "You two grew up together. You lived next door to each other your whole lives."

      I sighed and leaned against the counter opposite of her. "But then she bailed on our college plans to go somewhere on the other side of the country. And have you seen her social media? She seems like a completely different person now."

      My mother pouted but wisely didn't push the topic any further. I had been following Rayanne's social media accounts since the day she left our small town, clinging to any glimpses of her life from afar. She had changed in more ways than one - sophisticated and chic, influenced by her New York peers. Meanwhile, I was still stuck in our hometown in the Midwest, working odd jobs and trying to save up enough money to move out of my parents' house.

      And now here I was, about to reunite with Rayanne who had surprisingly moved back in with her parents after all these years. Our once-shared dream of moving in together shattered when she chose to chase a new life in the Big Apple while I stayed behind, going to community college before transferring to a nearby university. I had just landed an administrative job in town and was still living at home until I could get my finances in order. The thought of Rayanne finding out how little progress I had made since our high school days filled me with a deep sense of humiliation. But it was too late now, she was already on her way back home and there was no turning back for either of us.

      She had left me, and part of me wanted to blame her for abandoning me. But deep down, I knew it was my own fault. The night of prom, everything changed between us when she unexpectedly kissed me. At eighteen years old, I was caught off guard and confused. I was there with my steady boyfriend, and I didn't know how to react.

      I wish I hadn't overreacted in the way that I did. My fear and nerves took over as she kissed me in the bathroom. Before I could process what was happening, a group of popular girls walked in and saw us. In a moment of panic, I pushed her away and shouted that I wasn't a lesbian. The girls laughed at her, and Rayanne ran home in tears.

      I tried to apologize, but she wouldn't speak to me after that. And I couldn't blame her. Before I knew it, she had accepted admission to one of the other colleges she had applied to.

      If only I had been more understanding and more open-minded. But now it was too late to make things right. Even if I wanted to apologize and try to salvage our friendship, it seemed impossible. Because ever since she left, all I could think about was her. Her kiss, the softness of her lips against mine. It haunted me day and night, even though I tried to push those thoughts away. It was clear that no matter how hard I tried to deny it, my feelings for her were much deeper than just friendship. And now, as much as I hated to admit it, there was nothing left for me to do but accept the truth: I couldn't stop thinking about her.

      I knew I’d fucked up and there was no way to make it right.  The fact that she was coming home only put me on edge.  I was sure she’d lash out at me or humiliate me in someway in return.

      But I should’ve known she was above all that.  When I finally saw her again it was as if nothing had happened.  The fear that she’d completely forgotten about me made my stomach knot.  I’d never be able to forget a kiss like the one Rayanne gave me.

      As I gazed out of the window, my attention was caught by a flash of red. It was a sleek car, unlike anything I had seen before in our small town. But as it came into focus, I realized it was Rayanne driving. Only she could pull off such a bold color choice. As she got out of the car and slammed the door, her vibrant red hair cascading down her back, I couldn't help but stare. This wasn't the same girl who used to play dress-up with me and experiment with makeup. No, this was a woman now, with perfectly applied dark sunglasses and bold red lips.

      Memories flooded my mind of our carefree days in our youth, trying on our mothers' makeup and spraying perfume all over ourselves. We had gotten in trouble for pretending to be grown-ups, but it felt like a lifetime ago compared to the strained relationship we had now. How things had changed between us.

      My mother's voice cut through the tension in the air, her hands firmly gripping my shoulders as if trying to anchor me in place. "Aren't you going to go say 'hi'?" she asked expectantly, her eyes fixed on Rayanne's figure as she stepped out of the car.

      My body froze, unable to move as I watched Rayanne walk around to her open trunk to pull out a pink suitcase. My heart felt heavy and tears threatened to spill from my eyes. The last time I saw Rayanne was right before everything fell apart between us. And now, all these years later, it seemed like nothing had changed.

      I couldn't bring myself to face her. I couldn't bring myself to apologize for my past mistakes, or even tell her how much I missed her friendship. Instead, I stood there like a statue, feeling overwhelmed with regret and guilt.

      "I can't," I finally managed to choke out to my mother. "It's too weird."

      Her frown deepened, disappointment evident in her expression. "That's a shame," she said sternly. "Because I invited her family here for dinner."

      My relief at not having to initiate contact with Rayanne was quickly overshadowed by dread at the thought of facing her in front of our families. Would this make things better or worse? I didn't know, but I couldn't imagine it being any worse than the current state of things between us.
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      As the sun sank low in the sky, a timid knock echoed through the quiet house. I took extra care to dress myself in my best denim shorts and plum-colored t-shirt, hoping to make a good impression. My naturally thick and wavy hair was always a struggle, but I managed to fluff it up in an attempt at some added volume. As I looked at myself in the mirror, I couldn't help but feel self-conscious about my appearance compared to Rayanne's effortlessly chic style.

      I decided to add some makeup, desperate to look presentable for her parents' visit. But as I applied my lipstick and eyeliner, all I could think about was how it would never compare to Rayanne's perfectly done face. Frustrated with my failed attempts, I quickly wiped off the makeup and gave up.

      Just as I was about to head downstairs, the doorbell rang impatiently. My heart raced as I made my way to the top landing, trying not to seem too eager. From the top of the staircase, I watched as my mother greeted Rayanne's parents with warm smiles before letting them inside. And then there she was - Rayanne herself, looking radiant in a soft blouse that showed just enough skin to make me feel both envious and aroused. Feeling guilty for spying on her like that, I quickly turned away and headed back to my room, trying to ignore the fluttering feeling in my chest.

      My mother's voice echoed through the house, disrupting my quiet thoughts. "Crystal, dear, dinner is ready. Won't you join us?" I strained to hear their conversation as Mom asked Rayanne about her school trip. The sound of Rayanne's voice was like smooth velvet, and it took me by surprise. I slowly descended the creaky stairs, feigning disinterest in their discussion.

      "It was amazing," Rayanne replied from the dining room. "New York City was absolutely incredible. I made some wonderful friends, but coming back home gave me a sense of comfort that I couldn't find there." Her eyes met mine on the landing and they sparkled with recognition. She swallowed hard, her throat tight with emotion. My stomach churned with guilt at the sight of her uncertainty, but I forced a smile onto my dry lips.

      "Hey," I said softly, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

      Her fingers twisted together nervously and I wondered if she could feel my heart pounding in my chest. "Hi, Crystal," she replied with a hint of hesitation. "I've really missed you." My heart swelled at her words and I fought to hold back tears.

      My stomach did flips.  I wanted to throw my arms around her and pull her in for a kiss, but I was too afraid.  “I’ve missed you too,” I managed to utter before we headed to the table.

      The conversation was dominated by our parents, their voices echoing off the walls as they prattled on about Rayanne's glamorous life in New York City. Each word felt like a dagger to my heart, reminding me of how stuck I felt in this small town with no hope for escape. But as Rayanne spoke, her eyes darted to me with a glimmer of excitement and possibility.

      After dinner, we walked towards the door with her parents, ready to say our goodbyes. As we reached the porch, my hand instinctively grabbed onto Rayanne's wrist, stopping her in her tracks. She turned to face me with surprise and curiosity in her eyes. My voice quivered as I stumbled over my words, trying to form a coherent sentence. "You can stay...if you want." I dropped my hand and held my breath, waiting for her answer.

      A small smile tugged at one corner of Rayanne's mouth as she replied, "Okay." It was all she needed to say for my heart to skip a beat in excitement. But then I noticed that she seemed almost hesitant or unsure, hiding something behind that smile. Before I could question it, she called out to her parents that she'd be home later and they waved goodbye without a second thought. In that moment, it was just Rayanne and I standing in the foyer, alone but connected. Mom was busy in the kitchen cleaning up after dinner, leaving us to handle this moment on our own.

      “Do you want to sit outside and talk?” I asked tentatively. Rayanne looked intently at me and nodded, her expression unreadable. We stepped out onto the front porch, where we used to spend hours playing. The same old porch swing was still there, creaking softly in the breeze.

      I took a deep breath and sat down beside her, trying to ignore the tension between us. This wasn’t like the carefree days of our youth when we could swing for hours without a care in the world. These were complicated times, filled with hurt and regret.

      I fidgeted with my hands, feeling the discomfort in the silence between us. Finally, I mustered up the courage to speak. “I’m sorry,” I blurted out, not knowing how else to start.

      Rayanne’s eyes widened in surprise at my words. “No, I should be the one apologizing,” she said softly, tears glistening in her eyes. “I’m sorry for kissing you that day and ruining everything.”

      My heart sank as she spoke the words I had been struggling to find. Guilt flooded through me as I remembered my own harsh words and actions toward her afterward. “Don’t apologize,” I said, meeting her gaze. “I was the one who acted like a bitch. I just didn’t know what to do.”

      Without another thought, Rayanne reached out and grasped my hand in hers. Her touch was comforting and familiar, bringing back memories of our childhood friendship. “I shouldn’t have cut you out of my life,” she said remorsefully. “I reacted in anger and I regret it every day.”

      I shrugged, trying to downplay the situation despite the lingering pain in my heart. “Maybe it was for the best,” I said halfheartedly. “You seem to be doing well for yourself in New York.”

      A sad smile tugged at her lips, but her eyes betrayed the pain she still felt. “I’ve missed you every freaking day,” she admitted, her grip on my hand tightening. “I would have given up everything I have in New York just to be your friend again.”

      I felt tears stream down my cheeks and I wiped them away.  “Why don’t you keep both?  New York and me?”

      She smiled and a tear rolled down her cheek too.  We laughed through the awkward sadness, relief flowing through our veins.  “Sounds good,” she said with a full, bright smile.  She wrapped her arms around me in a hug and rested my head on her shoulder.  My body pulsed with desire at her closeness, but I didn’t know if she was still interested in girls, much less in me.

      She held on a little longer than I expected and I started to question it.  I pulled back slightly, just enough to see her face up close.  I brushed my fingers along her wet cheek and pushed her hair back.  “You look so freaking beautiful,” I said genuinely.  “New York really made something of you.”

      Her eyes were wide and her lips relaxed.  I could feel the space between us pulsing with heat.  I wanted her to lean in and kiss me.  I waited for her to, but she pulled away and laughed it off.  An ache built between my legs.  Of course, she couldn’t kiss me.  The last time she did, I scarred her for life.

      “New York’s okay.  Nothing like home,” she said, her eyes wandering to me questioningly.  I tried to speak, but my mouth was dry.  My throat was tight.  “There’s so much I’d show you if you ever came to visit, though.”

      I swallowed.  “So you’re going back?”

      Her shoulders shrugged.  “I don’t know.  That’s why I’m here.”

      “There’s nothing here that New York doesn’t have,” I said, feeling my cheeks heat up at the embarrassment of my hometown—our hometown.

      Her eyes fixed on me and held me for a moment.  “New York doesn’t have you,” she said, swallowing a lump of guilt and shame.  When the silence was too long for her to bear, she added, “I don’t mean that romantically or anything.  No worries.”

      It pained me to see her hide herself from me.  She was hiding out of fear.  I’d made her fearful.  I knew there was only one thing I could do to make it right.  The one thing I’d been wanting since the day she left.

      I slid beside her on the bench and closed the distance between us.  I reached a shaky hand up to her cheek and brushed my thumb across it.  Her breath quickened as I touched her and her eyelids closed slowly.  I leaned in until she could feel my breath on her lips.  I pressed my mouth to hers and felt her whole body move with an inhale.  She breathed me in and I breathed in her.  I pulled back and surveyed the shock in her wide eyes.  “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

      She reached up for the hand that was on her cheek and held my wrist.  “What do you want to be doing?”

      I hesitated for just a moment.  “Anything with you.  Everything with you.”

      Rayanne smiled.  “Would you like to go upstairs?”

      I nodded, feeling a wet pool form between my legs.
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      Mom had gone to bed already, leaving the house dark except for a small light in the kitchen.  I took Rayanne’s hand and led her upstairs as if she wasn’t familiar with my house already.  We didn’t make it to my room before she pressed my back to a wall and breathed into my ear.  “Crystal…are you sure?  Are you sure this is what you want?  I can’t get over how the last time ended.”

      I was panting at her close proximity. I could smell her lavender shampoo and her vanilla soap.  No perfume, despite all the makeup she was used to wearing lately.  I turned my face to hers and tried to focus on my words instead of her delicate features.  “I was wrong last time.  I’ve wanted this since you left.”

      “You’re going to make me regret ever having moved,” she said with a smile.

      “Don’t,” I whispered.  “It was good for you.”

      “You’re good for me,” she said, crashing her lips into mine.  Her hands were on my wrists, raising them above my head.  She slid her thigh between mine and pressed it up against my swollen, aching pussy.  I choked down a moan so I wouldn’t draw attention to us.  I had no idea a thigh between my legs could feel so good, but I started to rock back and forth against it.

      “Show me,” I whispered.  “Show me what you like.”

      She kissed my neck.  Between pecks, she answered, “This.  I like you.  Your soft skin.  Your glazed eyes.  The way you’re holding back.  The way I’m going to help you let go.”

      A soft moan escaped my lips as she lifted my shirt above my breasts.  She tugged on the cups of my black bra until my breasts were freed.  Her lips moved to my nipple and she flicked her tongue across it.  My body tingled and shivered, switching between hot and cold.  She kept my wrists pinned above my head and all I wanted to do was run my fingers through her hair.

      She dug her bare thigh against my jeans and I continued rocking against her.  I wanted to wait longer. I didn’t want to come so early, without even feeling her mouth on me.  But I couldn’t take it any longer.  Her hot breath rolled over my breasts and her soft body pressed to mine.  I clenched my jaw as my orgasm ripped through me, threatening to make me scream her name loud enough for the neighborhood to hear.

      I came down and rested my head against the top of hers.  She pulled back from my chest with a smile and dropped my wrists.  “Come on,” she said.  “To your room.”

      I nodded, delirious with pleasure.  Once my door was locked behind us, she slowly unbuttoned her blouse.  I lifted my shirt above my head and tossed it to the floor.  Her breasts were covered by a white lace bra.  They were fuller than I remembered and more beautiful.  She reached behind her and unclasped her bra.  I did the same.

      We unfastened our shorts at the same time and kicked off our shoes.  We were both down to our panties.  She wore a thong which surprised me and I wondered how experienced she really was.  Mine fully covered my ass but were delicate in design.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” she said with eyes that spilled love as much as lust.  My heart raced as she gazed at me.  She stepped forward and hooked her fingers inside my panties.  “Now let me see your beautiful little pussy.”

      Adrenaline pulsed through me as she slid them down my thighs slowly.  I stepped out of them and she kissed her way back up my legs.  I shifted them apart until I could feel her warm breath on my wet inner thighs.  She kissed the bare skin above my pussy and rose to her feet.

      My eyelids fluttered open and I followed her lead.  I hooked my fingers inside her thong and slid it down.  She stepped out and I kissed my way up her thighs.  I moved my mouth to her pussy and leaned in to kiss the soft pink flesh, but her fingers gripped my hair and stopped me.  “You don’t have to,” she said, her cheeks flushed.

      “I want to,” I said.  “I want to taste you.”

      “Is it your first time with a girl?” she asked.  My throat tightened and I nodded.  I felt ashamed.  Maybe I couldn’t please her.  Maybe she didn’t want me to please her.  She released her grip on my hair and moved back toward the bed.  “Lay on your back.”

      “Me?”

      She nodded.  I walked to the bed and lay on my back, nervous and stiff.  She climbed over me, resting one thigh on either side of my face.  Her pussy spread and her sweet aroma filled my nose.  My mouth watered and my pussy throbbed with desire.

      “Let me show you what I like,” she said.  I nodded and she lowered her hips over me.  I parted my lips and stretched out my tongue.  “Keep it flat,” she ordered, and I did.  She rocked her hips against me.  She tasted like a bittersweet dessert.  I craved her taste and her smell.  I craved her new world and the new world she was showing me.

      She reached down for one of my hands and unfolded my thumb.  She placed my thumb over her clit and helped guide it with her own.  Once I got a hold of her rhythm, she pulled her hand away.  “Just like that,” she moaned, rocking her hips against my tongue.  On instinct, I curled the end of my tongue up slightly and she buckled over me.  She massaged her breasts and rolled her nipples in her fingertips.  She pinched them and tugged them outward until they hardened from her touch.  “Oh fuck.  Just like that, yes,” she moaned.

      I felt a smile creep onto my face, but I didn’t want to ruin her climax, so I controlled it.  I thumbed her clit and teased the folds of her slit until she quivered above me.  Her thighs clenched and her abs flexed as she came.

      “Fuck,” she moaned as she panted.  She hunched over, bracing herself on her thighs, before climbing off of me.  “That was the best oral of my life.”

      I blushed.  “You don’t have to say that,” I said, snuggling into her warm arms.

      “You think I’m lying?” she asked with a laugh.  “Believe me, I’m not.  Your tongue feels amazing.  You learn really quick.”

      “Thanks,” I said.  “What does it feel like?”

      “Fuck, where are my manners?”  She smiled and pinned my arms against the mattress until I was flat on my back.  She kissed my neck and then my collarbone.  Her lips and tongue played with both nipples until my back arched and I was moaning.  Her grip released on my arms as she lowered over me.  My legs quivered as she kissed my belly.  Her tongue dragged across my skin, creating a cool chill in its wake.

      She climbed between my thighs and bent my legs at the knee.  She spread them gently and she brushed her thumb along my wet slit.  “Are you ready for me?” she asked, teasing my clit with little circles.

      I held my thighs up for her and moaned.  “I’m ready,” I said.

      “You sure look ready,” she teased.  Then she wrapped her whole mouth around my pussy and sucked in.

      Hot waves swept through me as she worked her mouth over me.  Her tongue slid into my pussy gently and pulled back out.  She dragged the tip of her tongue up to my clit and circled it.  I bucked my hips against her and reached for her hair.  I slid my fingers into her red strands and gripped.

      She replaced her tongue with her thumb, massaging my clit while her tongue explored the rest of me.  “You taste so good,” she moaned.  “I could eat your pussy all day.”

      I felt my cheeks grow hot, but I was starting to lose my inhibitions.  Her hot, wet mouth felt so incredible on my pussy.  I couldn’t believe I’d been missing out on this for years.  It made me so happy to have her now.  I could only hope I’d keep her this time around.

      My body shook as I felt another orgasm – a stronger orgasm – build deep in my lower belly.  “Go on,” she whispered, “let it out.  Just let go. Come for me, Crystal.  Let me taste you come.”

      I grabbed fistfuls of her hair as I held her mouth to my pussy.  A deep burning spread through my limbs and I couldn’t control my screams.  I turned my face into a pillow and bit down.  It was so intense and full of fire.  I’d never experienced anything like it, not that I’d tried particularly hard while she was away.

      I came down and she lifted her mouth from me, replacing her tongue with warm breath.  She climbed back up to me and kissed me as I shivered from the aftermath.  I could taste my pussy on her lips and I smiled.  She stroked my cheek with her thumb and her eyes bore into mine.

      “Was I okay?” I asked her.

      “Crystal…you were everything.  You are everything.  I’ve been in love with you for a very long time.”

      My heart fluttered and I smiled.  “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you…that I pushed you away.  I like your kiss…it scared me.  I didn’t know what to do.”

      Her lips came crashing down on mine to silence me.  “There’s no more time for the past,” she said, her eyes sweeping over my face.  “I have you now, and I’m not ever letting you go.”

      “I’m never letting you go, either,” I said.  I rested my head against her breast as she held me in her arms.  I could smell the faintest hint of clean sweat and it mixed perfectly with her vanilla soap.  “You’re so amazing,” I whispered.  “I’ll never let you down again.”

      She stroked my hair and shushed me.  “You can’t put that kind of pressure on yourself.  You may let me down and I may let you down, but we’ll get through it.  Hopefully, it won’t take us another four years.”

      I pulled back and we both laughed at our ridiculous behavior.  I laid in her arms for hours, the two of us just naked and talking.  She told me all about her life in New York and I admitted to my humdrum life.

      “Sounds pleasant,” she said.  “Simple.”

      “Yours sounds exciting.”

      “Would you like to see New York sometime?  You could come with me.  We never did get a chance to move in together.”

      “Are you serious?”  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  My stomach was full of butterflies and uncertainty.

      “You don’t have to decide right now,” she said.  “We have the whole summer to get reacquainted.  And if it’s something you decide not to do, maybe I’ll stick around here for a while.”

      I hugged her tightly to me and I smiled.  I couldn’t believe I had my best friend back.  She was different.  She was from a whole other world.  But she was mine and I was hers.  And I couldn’t wait for her to introduce me to more of what she’d learned in our time apart.
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