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The Smoky Mountains stretched out like a lullaby, mist curling around the peaks like breath, thick with memory, ancient and unhurried. Down below, just off the main highway, the roadside attractions featured hand-painted signs for "live bears, Jesus in a cave, and dinosaur fossils with proof." It was the kind of place where science and scripture shook hands over sweet tea and souvenir pennies; where Creation and Cretaceous coexisted with a wink and a discount admission price.

Dino Rift sat three miles outside town, past the antique store with the UFO mural, past the Baptist biker cafe, right where the trees opened into a sun-bleached parking lot shaped like a giant ammonite. Tourists came in summer, families with root beer floats and half-believed stories about God, ghosts, and Tyrannosaurus Jesus. And sometimes, love happened here too.

Not the made-for-TV kind. The real kind. Messy, moaning, inconvenient. The Lifetime version of a Hallmark romance: same devotion, same heartbreak, same fuck-it passion, just with more exposed skin and fewer matching pajamas.

Luke Barrett, thirty-four, was still catching his breath. His boxers pooled around his ankles, his jeans tangled on the twisted limb of a broken velociraptor animatronic that was supposed to hiss but now only wheezed.

Across from him, DeeDee, twenty-four, tugged her top back over her chest, still flushed and grinning. Her bright orange hair was wild from their sex. He knew he'd get one last tease, he always did, when she found her underwear and gave him that parting view: one hip tilted, like she didn't mean it but definitely did.

"Where'd you throw my panties, babe?" she asked, brushing her tangled hair back.

"I didn't throw 'em," he said, scanning the prop-littered floor. "I laid them by the dinosaur skull. Pretty sure they landed somewhere between orgasm one and orgasm two."

She giggled, pure DeeDee. Found the green lace, stepped into it slowly, and gave him the view. He smiled without thinking.

She caught it, glancing back over her shoulder.

"See something you like?" she teased, lips curling.

"You know I do," he said, reaching for his jeans. "Babe, I love these lunch break dates," he said, pulling them up, "but we really should just find a bed like a normal couple."

He hadn't meant to use the word couple, but it hung in the air a moment too long.

"Couple?" she asked, arching a brow. "We're a couple now?"

She smiled, pretending not to notice her own heart speeding up. Luke grinned, quick on the deflection.

"A couple of horny idiots," he said. "That's what we are."

She laughed, catching his dodge. As she wriggled back into her shorts, the denim put up comic resistance.

"Guh! How'd you get these off so fast?" she teased, breathless.

"If I remember right," Luke said, watching her work, "you helped. A lot. You're not exactly the patient type."

She leaned in, lips brushing his with a playful bite. "No, I'm not."

The shorts snapped into place with a pop of the waistband. She tied her crop top beneath her chest and gave him that sideways look.

"Maybe tonight... again? Over pizza?" She was grinning now, toeing on her shoes. "I'll stop by. Maybe give that gurgling T. rex a show."

Luke opened his mouth, but she kept going.

"You promised we'd do the... thing... again."

She didn't wait for an answer. Just hopped once to settle her shorts, tied her shoes without looking, and padded toward the exit. At the doorway, she gave a single finger-wave over her shoulder.

"See you tonight. Bring pizza."

Then she was gone.

Luke dropped back onto the raptor table, staring at the ceiling as the animatronic gave one last dying wheeze.

DeeDee was a damn animal, young, wild, with a glint in her expression that made it impossible not to smile. And yeah, she loved the sex. No one could fake the kind of enthusiasm she brought to a lunchtime quickie. He liked being around her. The friendship made it feel more grounded, less like a mess...

He figured she was on the same page. DeeDee wasn't delicate. She'd told him, casually, that she had a hobby of dating women. She never acted like this was anything more than a fun activity. Affectionate. Physical. Nice.

Still, Luke exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck.

This thing with DeeDee? Complicated. But he figured any guy alive would trade places with him in a second.

And he wasn't ready to give it up.

* * *
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A silver rental Camry idled on the roadside, hazard lights blinking against green ridges and fog-swept trees. Inside, Claire Whitaker, thirty-two, leaned over the steering wheel, glaring at the glowing blue dot on her map. Her auburn hair was twisted into a messy knot, her green eyes fixed on the smug little location marker floating in the middle of a forest.

"What the fuck..." she muttered. "I'm on a road. A road. Why are you pretending I'm not?"

The app didn't answer.

"Fuck," she whispered again, tossing the phone onto the passenger seat. She knew these hills once, grew up maybe forty miles from here. South? West? Close enough that it felt like the whole region was hers. However, the roads had been repaved and rerouted. Cleaned up in places, left to rot in others. The old signs were gone. The landmarks, those tiny cracks in the world that used to mean home, had been bulldozed into oblivion.

Some parts still looked the same. The roadside rust. The red dirt. The desperation. But whatever this was now, she no longer recognized it. Claire sat a moment longer, then sighed. "Guess we'll see where keep going takes us."

She flipped the phone facedown and merged back onto the winding highway.

"Turn around in fifty feet," the voice instructed from her speakers. "Redirecting to your destination."

Claire smirked. "I should, huh?" A pause. "But we got this far," she said, not to the phone this time. "Turning around's not in the plans, Alexa."

She hit the gas.

"Not in the plans."

Her phone chimed its approval. "Continue on this road for twenty miles," the voice chirped. Alexa sounded proud of her.

"Thanks, girl," Claire muttered. "Twenty miles to figure this out."

Willow Grove. The name sat heavily in her chest. Home, technically. A town she hadn't said aloud in years but still claimed a piece of her. Ten years in Los Angeles had reshaped her, fractured her, rebuilt her. But beneath all that gloss and damage, Willow Grove was still her origin point. She tightened her grip on the wheel. What the hell was she doing?

She'd left LA forty-eight hours ago with a single suitcase and a memory she couldn't shake. A year of scraping her life back together, therapy, clean work, solitude. And then this sudden pull, this half-formed idea of going back. For what? Closure? Curiosity?

Her therapist had floated the idea. Her friend Jenny had backed it over lunch three days ago. "See what's still there," Jenny said. "And what's not?"

Now here she was. Twenty miles from Willow Grove. Too late to turn around. Too early to understand why she'd come.

She passed the old Holiday Inn off the last off-ramp before town, eyes drawn to the second-floor corner room facing the highway. That room, twelve years ago, still pulsed in her memory. What Luke had done to her there, not just the way he moved, but the way he touched her, with reverence. Like he saw her completely.

It hadn't just been sex. She'd known lovemaking without emotion before, the hollow choreography of it. But with Luke, it was a wave. A quiet flood of being seen, cherished, taken apart, and held all at once. She remembered the heat, the stretch, the pulse inside her, but more than anything, the safety. The sensation of being adored. Her thighs tensed before she realized it, an involuntary echo, a ghost of pleasure, of knowing, of being known.

She exhaled sharply. Don't start, girl.

"Jesus," she whispered, brushing a hand across her cheek. "What was that?"

He was probably married by now. Five kids. A blonde wife working reception at the city hall. The whole postcard life. She was out of the game. This was just nostalgia. Nothing more.

But still...maybe.

Claire pulled into a squat little twenty-room motel just off Main Street, teal trim, peeling paint, probably built in the '40s and barely updated since. The neon sign buzzed half-lit above the office. She checked in, key in hand, and let herself into the room. It smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and old air. She dropped her bag, took one look around, and flopped facedown on the bed, shoes still on, muscles aching from the thirteen-hour drive.

Then came the flood.

Picnics by the creek. The county fair, her first one, kettle corn, dizzy rides, the feeling of being petite and wide-eyed. The homecoming game in high school, the white and gold cheer uniform, was still sharp in her mind. Luke was in the stands, back row, wearing that faded baseball cap. The way their eyes kept finding each other. How did he spend his time after the game? How she wrote her number on his hand with the only pen she had, pink ink, a tiny heart by the area code.

Three months later, they were sneaking off in his truck, stealing hours for sex: clumsy, breathless, thrilling sex, the kind that felt like discovery. Warm breath thick with memory in the dark. Magnolia in the air. Hay bales under their backs. That golden stretch of time where everything felt possible, and just for them.

The memories rolled over her, unfiltered and vivid, like a slideshow stuck on a single frame. She let them play, too tired to sort them, too full to push them away. Somewhere in the middle of it, she drifted off, the hum of the old air conditioner mixing with the scent of nostalgia, thick in her throat.

Luke woke up naked, an empty pizza box on the floor beside the mattress. DeeDee was gone again. Not unusual. She fluttered in and out like a butterfly. Last night had stretched well past two, and now he had forty-five minutes to make it to the gift shop.

He sat up, scrubbed a hand through his hair. Green lace panties. Still in bed. So she'd left without them. Again. Also not unusual.

He padded to the window. His apartment, tucked above the hardware store on Main Street
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