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​Chapter 1: The Boy Across the Street


[image: ]


The town of Willow Creek wasn't the kind of place people talked about.

No one wrote travel articles about it. No one drove for hours just to visit. It sat quietly between rolling hills and endless stretches of farmland, tucked away from the noise of cities and the rush of modern life.

Most people who lived there had spent their entire lives there.

And most of them knew each other's business.

Emma Carter had spent twenty-six years trying to decide whether she loved that fact or hated it.

This morning, she hated it.

She pushed open the door of the small bakery she owned and immediately heard Mrs. Jenkins call from her usual table.

"You're late."

Emma glanced at the clock.

Eight minutes.

Exactly eight.

The older woman folded her arms dramatically.

"That's practically a national emergency around here."

Emma laughed despite herself.

"I'll alert the authorities."

"You should."

The familiar exchange eased some of the tension that had followed her since she woke up.

She moved behind the counter and tied her apron around her waist.

The scent of fresh cinnamon rolls filled the room.

Normally that smell made everything feel manageable.

Today it didn't.

Because today Noah Bennett was coming home.

Emma hated that her stomach tightened just thinking about it.

Ten years.

That was how long she'd known him.

Ten years of friendship.

Ten years of movie nights, coffee runs, terrible jokes, late-night phone calls, and memories she could recall more clearly than most major events in her own life.

Ten years of loving someone she had absolutely no business loving.

The bell above the bakery door chimed.

Emma looked up automatically.

Her breath caught.

Not Noah.

Just a customer.

She immediately felt ridiculous.

Noah wasn't arriving until later.

She knew that.

Still, her heart had reacted before her brain could stop it.

The customer ordered coffee.

Emma prepared it while trying to ignore the growing knot in her chest.

Three years.

Three years since she'd actually seen him.

Three years since he left Willow Creek to take a job in Chicago.

Three years since she'd stood at the bus station pretending she was happy for him while every selfish part of her wanted him to stay.

He'd hugged her before boarding.

A long hug.

The kind best friends gave each other.

The kind that meant absolutely nothing.

The kind she'd spent months replaying afterward anyway.

The memory still stung.

Not because Noah had done anything wrong.

Because he hadn't.

That was the problem.

He'd never given her a reason to stop loving him.

The morning rush kept her busy.

Customers came and went.

Orders piled up.

Coffee brewed.

Conversations flowed.

Yet Noah remained in the back of her mind like a song she couldn't turn off.

By noon she was exhausted.

And annoyed.

Mostly with herself.

"You know," her employee Lily said while wiping down tables, "for someone who's supposedly just excited to see her best friend, you're acting suspiciously dramatic."

Emma nearly dropped a tray.

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

"Of course you don't."

Lily grinned.

Emma groaned.

Lily was twenty-two and somehow possessed the emotional insight of a therapist.

Which was unfortunate.

Because it made lying nearly impossible.

"You like him."

Emma pretended to focus intensely on arranging pastries.

"I don't."

"You do."

"I don't."

"You absolutely do."

Emma sighed.

"This conversation is over."

Lily raised both hands.

"Fine."

Two seconds passed.

Then—

"Still true, though."

Emma pointed toward the kitchen.

"Go work."

Laughing, Lily disappeared.

Emma shook her head.

The problem wasn't that Lily was wrong.

The problem was that she was right.

Painfully right.

Hopelessly right.

And she had been right for years.

Emma had fallen in love with Noah when she was twenty.

She knew the exact moment.

Not because it was dramatic.

Not because fireworks exploded.

Not because music suddenly played.

It happened during a thunderstorm.

She had been terrified of storms since childhood.

Power outages made it worse.

That night the electricity had failed.

The entire town sat in darkness.

Noah had shown up at her house carrying a flashlight and two terrible horror movies.

"We're going to conquer your fear."

Emma had laughed.

"You brought horror movies."

"Confidence is important."

They spent hours talking.

Laughing.

Watching rain strike the windows.

At some point she looked at him and realized she never wanted anyone else beside her during moments like that.

Simple moments.

Ordinary moments.

The kind that built a life.

That realization had terrified her.

Because Noah wasn't just anyone.

He was her best friend.

Losing him wasn't an option.

So she buried her feelings.

And kept burying them.

Year after year.

Until hiding them became second nature.

The bell above the bakery door rang again.

This time it wasn't a customer.

It was Emma's younger sister, Claire.

The second she walked in, Emma knew something was wrong.

Claire looked entirely too excited.

"What?"

Claire smiled.

"Oh, nothing."

Emma narrowed her eyes.

"Claire."

"Fine."

Her sister's grin widened.

"I saw Noah."

Emma froze.

Traitorous heart.

Traitorous stomach.

Traitorous everything.

"Oh."

"That's all?"

"What do you want me to say?"

Claire leaned forward dramatically.

"I don't know. Maybe ask questions."

Emma hated herself for immediately asking one.

"When did he arrive?"

Claire practically sparkled.

"Thirty minutes ago."

Emma tried to appear calm.

Failed.

Miserably.

"How does he look?"

Claire's smile became dangerous.

Emma immediately regretted speaking.

"Interesting question."

"Claire."

"He looks good."

Emma rolled her eyes.

"That's helpful."

"No. Trust me. It's extremely helpful."

Claire laughed.

Emma wanted to throw a muffin at her.

Instead she folded her arms.

"Are you finished?"

"No."

"Of course not."

Claire leaned closer.

"He's coming here."

Emma's pulse jumped.

"When?"

"Soon."

"How soon?"

"Very soon."

Emma stared.

Claire laughed again.

"You should see your face."

Then she left before Emma could retaliate.

Wonderful.

Absolutely wonderful.

Now she couldn't focus on anything.

Every time the door opened, she looked up.

Every single time.

An hour passed.

Then another.

Eventually she convinced herself Claire had been wrong.

Maybe Noah got busy.

Maybe he forgot.

Maybe—

The bell rang.

Emma glanced up.

And forgot how to breathe.

There he was.

Standing in the doorway.

Three years vanished instantly.

Noah Bennett looked older.

More confident.

Broader shoulders.

Slight stubble.

Dark hair slightly longer than she remembered.

But his eyes were exactly the same.

Warm.

Kind.

Familiar.

The sight of him hit her harder than she expected.

For a second neither of them moved.

Then Noah smiled.

The same smile she'd seen thousands of times.

The same smile that had ruined her life.

"Hey, Em."

Just two words.

Two simple words.

Yet emotion crashed into her so fast she almost couldn't speak.

Three years.

Three years without seeing him.

And suddenly he was here.

Like he had never left.

"Hey."

Her voice came out softer than intended.

Noah crossed the room.

Then he wrapped his arms around her.

Emma closed her eyes.

For one dangerous second she allowed herself to enjoy it.

The familiar warmth.

The familiar scent.

The familiar feeling of being exactly where she wanted to be.

Then reality returned.

Because Noah was still Noah.

And she was still her.

And some things never changed.

Or at least she hoped they didn't.

Because if friendship was all she could have, she would take it.

Even if it broke her heart.

Noah stepped back.

His smile remained.

"I missed you."

The words landed directly in the center of her chest.

Emma forced herself to smile.

"I missed you too."

And for the first time since he walked through the door, she realized something that made her even more nervous than seeing him again.

The feelings she'd spent years trying to control?

They hadn't disappeared.

Not even a little.

If anything, they had become stronger.

And Noah had no idea.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2 : The Things We Never Said
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The bakery closed at six.

Emma spent the entire afternoon pretending Noah's presence didn't affect her.

It was the worst performance of her life.

Every time she looked up, she found him somewhere nearby.

Leaning against the counter.

Talking to customers.

Laughing with Lily.

Helping an elderly woman carry a box to her car.

Doing ordinary things.

Yet every small movement seemed impossible for Emma to ignore.

Three years should have changed something.

It should have dulled the feelings.

Created distance.

Made him seem less important.

Instead, seeing him again felt like opening a book she'd never truly finished reading.

The story had simply paused.

Now it was continuing exactly where it left off.

When the last customer finally left, Emma locked the front door.

The evening sun painted the streets gold.

Willow Creek looked peaceful.

Beautiful.

The kind of beauty people rarely appreciated until they left.

Noah stood beside one of the windows.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

The silence wasn't awkward.

It never had been.

That was one of the dangerous things about Noah.

Being around him felt effortless.

Natural.

Comfortable.

Like home.

"So," Noah said finally.

"So."

"I forgot how stubborn you are."

Emma smiled.

"You remembered after six hours?"

"Actually after six minutes."

She laughed.

God.

She had missed him.

More than she should have.

Much more.

Noah walked toward her.

"Want to get dinner?"

The question sounded innocent.

Simple.

Friends having dinner.

Nothing unusual.

Nothing romantic.

Nothing dangerous.

Emma's heart disagreed.

"I should probably finish some paperwork."

"You're lying."

She blinked.

"What?"

"You're absolutely lying."

His grin appeared.

"The Emma I know hates paperwork."

"I own a business."

"You still hate paperwork."

She sighed.

"I do."

"Then dinner."

"You're impossible."

"That's not a no."

Emma looked away.

Noah always had this ability.

He made her smile when she wanted to remain serious.

Made her relax when she wanted to stay guarded.

Made her feel things she constantly tried not to feel.

"Fine."

His smile widened.

"Excellent."

They ended up at a small diner near the edge of town.

The same diner they'd visited countless times growing up.

Nothing had changed.

Same booths.

Same menu.

Same old jukebox.

The familiarity should have comforted Emma.

Instead it made her emotional.

Because Noah sitting across from her felt painfully familiar too.

As if the last three years had never happened.

As if she had never cried after he left.

As if she had never spent countless nights wondering whether he thought about her at all.

The waitress brought drinks.

Noah thanked her.

Then he looked back at Emma.

And something softened in his expression.

"You really did miss me."

Emma froze.

"What?"

"You looked sad."

"I always look sad."

"No."

His voice became gentler.

"Not like that."

Emma stared at her glass.

The truth sat painfully close to the surface.

She had missed him.

Every single day.

Sometimes quietly.

Sometimes so intensely it hurt.

But she couldn't say that.

Not the way she wanted to.

So she shrugged.

"You were gone a long time."

Something flickered across Noah's face.

Guilt.

Maybe regret.

"I'm sorry."

The words surprised her.

"You don't need to apologize."

"Maybe I do."

Emma looked up.

Noah's eyes held something she couldn't quite understand.

"When I left," he said quietly, "I thought I'd visit more."

"You were busy."

"Still."

A shadow crossed his features.

"I should've been here."

Emma suddenly remembered every birthday call.

Every holiday message.

Every promise that he'd come home soon.

Every canceled trip.

Every disappointment she'd hidden behind a smile.

The old hurt stirred inside her.

Small.

But still alive.

"Life happens."

Noah nodded.

Yet he didn't seem convinced.

Dinner arrived.

For a while they talked about ordinary things.

Work.

The town.

Mutual friends.

Funny stories.

Safe topics.

The kind that didn't threaten anything.

The kind that didn't reveal too much.

But emotions have a way of slipping through cracks.

Eventually Noah asked the question she'd been dreading.

"Did you date anyone?"

Emma nearly choked on her drink.

"Direct."

He laughed.

"I'm curious."

Because you're my best friend.

The unspoken words lingered between them.

Emma forced herself to stay calm.

"A few people."

Noah's expression changed.

Just slightly.

Enough for her to notice.

"Anyone serious?"

"No."

His shoulders relaxed.

The movement was subtle.

Yet Emma caught it.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

"What about you?" she asked.

Noah looked away.

For the first time all evening.

Something tightened inside her.

"There was someone."

Her heart dropped.

Pain arrived instantly.

Sharp.

Unexpected.

Ridiculous.

Because Noah had every right to date whoever he wanted.

Still.

It hurt.

More than it should.

"Someone special?"

The question came out quieter than intended.

Noah nodded slowly.

Emma smiled.

Or at least attempted to.

Inside, her chest felt hollow.

"That's nice."

"It wasn't."

She blinked.

"What?"

A bitter laugh escaped him.

"It ended badly."

Something in his voice carried genuine pain.

Not disappointment.

Not frustration.

Pain.

Emma immediately forgot her own heartbreak.

"What happened?"

Noah remained silent for several seconds.

Then—

"She cheated."

The words landed heavily.

Emma's stomach twisted.

"Oh."

"Yeah."

His eyes moved toward the window.

"I found out six months before the wedding."

Wedding.

The word hit Emma like a physical blow.

Wedding.

He had almost married someone.

Someone else.

Someone who wasn't her.

Someone who had gotten close enough for him to propose.

A strange ache spread through her chest.

Yet at the same time, another emotion appeared.

Compassion.

Because the sadness in Noah's eyes was real.

"I didn't know."

"I didn't tell many people."

Emma reached across the table before thinking.

Her hand touched his.

A simple gesture.

Friendly.

Comforting.

Yet the second their skin met, electricity raced through her.

Noah looked down.

Then back up.

Neither moved away.

The moment stretched.

Quiet.

Fragile.

Dangerous.

Finally Emma withdrew her hand.

Too quickly.

Almost embarrassed.

"I'm sorry."

Noah gave a small smile.

"Thanks."

The conversation drifted elsewhere.

But something had changed.

An invisible shift.

A deeper vulnerability.

A new understanding.

Neither mentioned it.

Yet both felt it.

By the time dinner ended, darkness had settled over Willow Creek.

Streetlights glowed softly.

The town looked peaceful.

Emma and Noah walked side by side through quiet streets.

Their shoulders occasionally brushed.

Tiny accidental touches.

Each one sending her heart racing.

Pathetic.

Absolutely pathetic.

Twenty-six years old.

Business owner.

Responsible adult.

And one accidental touch from her best friend still turned her into a nervous teenager.

"You okay?"

Emma blinked.

"What?"

"You're smiling."

"I am?"

"You are."

She looked away.

Wonderful.

Now he was noticing things.

Dangerous.

Very dangerous.

They reached her house.

The familiar porch sat beneath a large maple tree.

Everything looked exactly the same.

Yet somehow different.

Because Noah was standing beside her.

And she wasn't ready for the evening to end.

Neither seemed eager to say goodbye.

Another dangerous realization.

Noah shoved his hands into his pockets.

"I forgot how much I missed this place."

Emma nodded.

"Willow Creek misses you too."

His eyes met hers.

"What about you?"

The question seemed innocent.

Yet it didn't feel innocent.

Not entirely.

The air shifted.

Emma's pulse accelerated.

What about you?

What exactly did he mean?

Before she could answer, another voice interrupted.

"Emma?"

She turned.

A man was walking up the sidewalk.

Tall.

Handsome.

Well dressed.

Instant recognition followed.

Ryan Parker.

The local veterinarian.

A genuinely nice man.

Someone she'd gone on three dates with almost a year ago.

Ryan smiled.

Then noticed Noah.

His smile faded slightly.

"Oh."

Emma suddenly sensed trouble.

"Ryan."

"Good to see you."

"You too."

His eyes moved between her and Noah.

Understanding dawned immediately.

Apparently not much escaped him.

"I'll let you two continue."

Before leaving, Ryan glanced at Noah.

Then Emma.

A meaningful glance.

The kind people gave couples.

Not friends.

Couples.

The second he disappeared, Emma groaned.

"Oh no."

Noah laughed.

"What?"

"He thinks we're dating."

The words left her mouth.

Then she immediately regretted them.

Because Noah stopped laughing.

For a brief second something unreadable crossed his face.

Disappointment?

Hope?

She couldn't tell.

Then it vanished.

"That's happened before."

"Several times."

"People have always assumed things."

Emma forced a laugh.

"Apparently."

The conversation should have felt normal.

Instead it became awkward.

For the first time all evening.

A strange tension appeared.

Neither seemed sure what to say.

Eventually Noah stepped backward.

"I should probably go."

Disappointment flooded her instantly.

"Oh."

His smile returned.

"I'll see you tomorrow."

Tomorrow.

The word made her chest warm.

"Tomorrow."

Noah nodded.

Then headed toward his parents' house across the street.

Emma watched him leave.

Watched him walk away.

Watched him disappear inside.

Only then did she enter her own house.

The smile vanished immediately.

Because the silence waiting inside felt overwhelming.

Her home suddenly seemed too empty.

Too quiet.

Too lonely.

Emma sat on the couch.

Exhaustion settled over her.

Emotional exhaustion.

The worst kind.

Seeing Noah again had been wonderful.

Painful.

Comforting.

Confusing.

All at once.

And now there was something new.

The image of him saying those words.

She cheated.

The hurt in his eyes.

The broken engagement.

The life that almost happened.

Emma suddenly imagined Noah standing at an altar beside another woman.

A future she'd never known about.

A future she'd never been part of.

Tears unexpectedly filled her eyes.

Not because she was angry.

Not because she was jealous.

Because she realized how much of his life she'd missed.

Three years.

Three years of moments.

Heartbreak.

Struggles.

Pain.

And she hadn't been there.

The tears slipped free.

Quietly.

Silently.

Emma wiped them away.

Yet more followed.

Because loving someone from a distance was exhausting.

Loving someone who didn't know was even worse.

And loving your best friend?

That might have been the hardest thing of all.

Across the street, a light appeared in Noah's bedroom window.

Emma looked toward it through her own window.

Just like she had years ago.

Just like when they were younger.

Just like when her feelings first began.

Some things changed.

Some things didn't.

And tonight, for the first time in years, Emma had a feeling her life was about to become much more complicated.

Because Noah Bennett was finally home.

And neither of them were the same people they used to be.
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Emma barely slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, Noah appeared.

Not the Noah who had just returned to Willow Creek.

The Noah she had known for years.

The Noah who sat beside her during thunderstorms.

The Noah who brought her soup when she got sick.

The Noah who remembered things nobody else remembered.

Her favorite flower.

Her favorite movie.

The way she hated driving during heavy rain.

The fact that she always cried during sad endings even when she knew exactly what was coming.

Memories kept arriving one after another until nearly dawn.

By the time sunlight entered her bedroom, exhaustion sat heavily behind her eyes.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

Across the street Noah was probably awake too.

The thought made her smile.

Then it made her sad.

Because she had spent years imagining what life would feel like if he came home.

Reality was somehow harder.

Much harder.

Seeing him every day was dangerous.

Being near him was dangerous.

Because her heart had stopped protecting itself.

The walls she had spent years building were beginning to crack.

And Noah had no idea.

A knock sounded downstairs.

Emma groaned.

Only one person knocked like that.

Claire.

Three loud knocks.

Followed by two dramatic ones.

Then another three.

Like she was announcing her arrival to royalty.

Emma dragged herself downstairs.

The second she opened the door, Claire smiled.

"Oh."

Emma narrowed her eyes.

"What?"

"You look terrible."

"Thank you."

"You were thinking about him all night."

Emma immediately closed the door.

Claire caught it before it shut.

"That means yes."

"Go away."

"I brought coffee."

Emma hesitated.

Claire smiled victoriously.

Five minutes later they sat at the kitchen table.

Claire watched her with the patience of someone observing a wild animal.

Finally Emma snapped.

"What?"

"You love him."

Emma nearly choked.

"Good morning to you too."

"I'm serious."

Claire leaned forward.

"How much longer are you planning to torture yourself?"

Emma looked down at her coffee.

A painful question.

One she asked herself constantly.

"I don't know."

"Have you ever told him?"

"No."

"Why?"

Emma laughed softly.

The sound carried no humor.

"Because losing him would destroy me."

Claire's expression softened.

That answer she understood.

Everyone did.

Noah wasn't just Emma's best friend.

He was woven into every important memory of her adult life.

Confessing her feelings meant risking everything.

And sometimes friendship felt safer than heartbreak.

Even if it hurt.

Especially if it hurt.

Claire sighed.

"I just don't want you crying over him forever."

Emma stared at the table.

Neither did she.

Yet here she was.

Still loving him.

Still hoping.

Still afraid.

Hours later Emma arrived at the bakery.

The morning rush kept her busy.

Which was exactly what she needed.

Work had always been her escape.

Mix ingredients.

Prepare orders.

Serve customers.

Focus on tasks.

Ignore emotions.

Simple.

At least usually.

The front door opened around ten.

Emma looked up automatically.

And immediately forgot what she was doing.

Noah entered.

A woman followed him.

Beautiful.

Tall.

Dark hair.

Elegant.

Confident.

The kind of woman who looked effortless.

Emma's smile froze.

Something cold spread through her chest.

The woman laughed at something Noah said.

Then lightly touched his arm.

A tiny gesture.

Completely innocent.

Yet Emma felt as though someone had punched her.

Noah spotted her.

His face brightened instantly.

He walked toward the counter.

The woman beside him.

Every step felt unbearable.

"Morning."

Emma forced a smile.

"Morning."

Noah glanced toward his companion.

"Oh, right."

Right.

Of course.

The introduction.

The thing Emma suddenly didn't want.

"This is Sophie."

Emma's stomach dropped.

Sophie.

The name sounded beautiful.

Naturally.

Because of course it did.

Sophie extended a hand.

"It's so nice to finally meet you."

Emma shook it.

"You too."

Lie.

A complete lie.

The woman seemed lovely.

Which somehow made everything worse.

Noah smiled.

"Sophie's helping my parents with some renovation plans."

Emma nodded.

Trying to breathe normally.

Trying not to overthink.

Trying not to imagine things.

Failing spectacularly.

For the next twenty minutes she watched them talk.

Laugh.

Share stories.

Comfortable together.

Familiar together.

Every second felt painful.

And ridiculous.

Because Noah wasn't hers.

He never had been.

Yet jealousy arrived anyway.

Sharp and ugly.

A feeling she hated.

A feeling she couldn't stop.

Eventually Sophie left to answer a phone call outside.

The second she disappeared, Noah frowned.

"Are you okay?"

Emma blinked.

"What?"

"You seem upset."

The concern in his voice nearly broke her.

Because he genuinely cared.

He just didn't understand why she was hurting.

"I'm fine."

"You sure?"

No.

Not even remotely.

But she nodded.

"Just tired."

Noah didn't look convinced.

Still, he let it go.

After he left, Emma spent the rest of the afternoon fighting tears.

Not because of Sophie.

Not entirely.

Because Sophie represented something bigger.

Reality.

Noah would eventually fall in love again.

He would meet someone.

Build a life.

Get married.

Have children.

And Emma would smile through all of it.

Because that's what best friends did.

The thought nearly shattered her.

That evening rain began falling.

A soft steady rain.

The kind Emma normally loved.

Tonight it only made her emotional.

She closed the bakery late.

The streets were nearly empty.

As she stepped outside, thunder rumbled in the distance.

Her stomach tightened automatically.

Childhood fears never completely disappeared.

The rain intensified.

Emma hurried toward home.

Halfway there she heard someone call her name.

"Emma!"

She turned.

Noah.

Running through the rain.

He reached her moments later.

Already soaked.

"What are you doing?"

He laughed.

"The same thing you're doing."

"Getting wet?"

"Exactly."

Despite herself, Emma smiled.

They walked together beneath one umbrella.

Close enough that their shoulders touched.

Close enough to make her painfully aware of him.

The rain created a private world around them.

Quiet.

Intimate.

Dangerous.

For several minutes neither spoke.

Then Noah surprised her.

"Sophie has a boyfriend."

Emma nearly tripped.

"What?"

He looked confused.

"Sophie."

"Why are you telling me?"

Noah shrugged.

"No reason."

Liar.

The realization came instantly.

No reason people didn't randomly announce relationship statuses.

Especially not like that.

Emma looked away before he could see the hope appearing inside her.

Hope was dangerous.

Hope got people hurt.

Yet it arrived anyway.

By the time they reached her porch, the rain had become heavy.

Thunder echoed again.

Closer this time.

Emma hated herself for instinctively moving nearer.

Noah noticed.

Of course he noticed.

"You still hate storms."

She laughed softly.

"Apparently."

A bright flash illuminated the sky.

Another thunderclap followed.

The sound made her jump.

Embarrassing.

Very embarrassing.

Noah smiled gently.

The teasing she expected never came.

Instead he stepped onto the porch beside her.

Just like years ago.

Just like that night she'd fallen in love.

The memory struck both of them simultaneously.

Emma could tell.

Because Noah suddenly grew quiet.

Thunder rolled again.

The silence stretched.

Something emotional settled between them.

Heavy.

Unspoken.

Important.

"You remember that night?"

Noah asked quietly.

Emma's heartbeat accelerated.

"What night?"

"The blackout."

Of course.

That night.

The night everything changed.

She nodded.

"Yeah."

A small smile touched his face.

"I was terrified."

Emma laughed.

"You?"

"I had no idea how to help you."

The confession surprised her.

"What?"

"I was eighteen."

He smiled.

"I thought if I acted confident, you'd stop being scared."

Emma stared.

A memory surfaced.

Noah arriving with a flashlight.

Making jokes.

Pretending everything was fine.

Pretending he wasn't worried.

And suddenly she realized he had been nervous the entire time.
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