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        For the girl behind my lightning bolt tattoo.

        This is how I say goodbye.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “There are all kinds of love in this world, but never the same love twice.”

        - F. Scott Fitzgerald
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      The text comes on our way to the bar. I’m sitting in the passenger seat of Logan’s Mustang and both our phones light up at the same time. He waits for me to pick up mine and read it out loud, keeping his eyes on the road. I use my face ID and almost drop my phone looking at the words. Clearly, I’m reading something wrong. There’s no way. My phone falls out of my hands and into my lap, but I just stare at it. 

      “Who was it?” Logan takes his eyes off the road to give me a strange look. I can’t answer. I’m in shock. “Dude, what was it? Why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” 

      I finally let it out.

      “Eden and Delaney are…getting married.” 

      “Allie, are you okay?” he asks after a few minutes. He looks at me, worried. He hesitates before reaching out to grab my hand. 

      I don’t answer. I’m not sure what I’m feeling, I don’t think I’m feeling anything. I just stare at the text, making sure I read it right. It was from Kylie, our friend from high school. We don’t talk much anymore, so I was surprised to see her name pop up on my phone, but there it is.

      ‘Eden and Delaney are getting married!’

      It was in a group text with Logan and Bailey. I wonder silently if I was put in the group text by mistake. Logan still talked to them regularly, but I had ghosted anyone remotely connected to Eden after our breakup. 

      The car comes to a stop, and I realize we’re at the bar. The bright neon sign blinks with two of its lights out, reading T-d-y’s instead of Teddy’s. The lights had been out for years. The outside was pretty run down, with wood over one of the side windows and the paint chipping.  It was nothing special, but it was our bar. 

      Sometimes, our best friend Bailey joined us, but she was out of town with her boyfriend, Graham. We have only been twenty-one for a few months, but it was the only place nearby that didn’t ID, so we’ve been coming since high school. 

      Logan hasn’t said anything in what seems like an eternity, but I know he’s giving me time to process. We’re still sitting in the car, and I haven’t touched my phone. He pulls out his and starts typing. I’m too much in shock to ask him what he’s saying. Texts come in and out of his phone so quickly that he shuts the sound off so he can reply. I am too busy overthinking everything.

      How did my life change so much in the last few months? 

      “I need a drink,” I finally say. 

      He nods and we get out of the car, heading into the bar. We’re Friday night regulars, so when we walk in, the bartender, Melody, nods and starts getting our drinks. A whiskey sour for me and a Corona for Logan. She is at least in her 40’s but doesn’t look a day over twenty-two. Her beautiful dark hair is tied in a high ponytail, her curves are on display in her ripped jeans and a crop top. I’m pretty sure she knew we weren’t over twenty-one back in the day, but she never gave us an issue since we never got into trouble. 

      Logan and I grab a booth in the back. The inside of the bar is simple; wooden walls with tacky signs covering every inch. Plaques that are only funny after shots and wooden tables look like they’ve been here for fifty years. It’s darker in the back, which is why I chose it. I don’t want the chance of running into anyone tonight. I need to drink and forget the past few months. The leather is peeling on the booth and I aimlessly play with it while I try to distract myself. 

      I catch my reflection in the mirror across the bar. It is slightly cracked, but big enough that I can see my dark curls are still perfectly flowing down my shoulders. I’m wearing my favorite black and white flannel that is a few sizes too big but still keeps me warm with a white crop top underneath. My jeans have rips all down my thighs. My eyes look darker reflecting in the bar’s dim lighting compared to their usual golden brown. 

      The booth is in the back, near the kitchen so the smell of french fries and grease sneaks out as another waitress brings someone their food. Melody brings us our drinks and I take a few long, hard sips. I need this to kick in. 

      Fast. 

      “You have five years to stop them, you know,” Logan says, looking up from his drink. His blue eyes are reflecting from the light peeking in from the kitchen. He had been silent up until now, giving me a chance to process. 

      “What?” I say with a chuckle, thinking he’s joking. I take another sip of my whiskey sour. I’m almost done already and with my empty stomach, the whiskey is going to hit soon. 

      “They’re not getting married for another five years. You have time to get her back.”

      “I…uh...why would I want her back?” I stutter. I thought I was hiding my feelings for her better than I was.

      “You don’t down whiskey sours like that when you’re happy your ex is getting married to their rebound,” Logan pointed out.

      Melody brings over my second and it has only been a few minutes. I bite my lip. Of course, he knew. Logan is my best friend. For the past five years, there had been no hiding anything from him. He knows me like the back of his hand. I don’t know what to say to him.

      Me? Stop a wedding? I mean, it’s something I would joke about doing. Get me drunk enough and I might even make a plan but no way would I ever go through with it. Then again, a lot can change in five years…
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          FIVE YEARS LATER…

        

      

    

    
      “I need you to get dressed, please. Put on the clothes I left on your bed.” 

      “Nooooo!” Elijah screams, running around me in his underwear and superhero cape. His shaggy brown hair falls in his eyes reminding me he needs a haircut. 

      “Your dad will be here any minute! Please, just get dressed.” I’m pleading to a four-year-old. That rarely goes well.

      In an attempt to clean up the house, I grab some of Elijah's things and bring them to his room. He is standing in front of the closet door mirror making silly faces at himself. I can’t help but chuckle as I walk over to him. I scoop him up for a hug and kiss his cheek. 

      “EW, GROSS! MOM COOTIES” He learned the word last week from a cartoon and uses it solely when I kiss him. 

      “Let’s get you dressed, superboy,” I say, putting him down and grabbing his shirt. I give him a stern look. “Now, please.”  

      He sighs but comes over to grab his superhero shirt. He gets dressed as I grab his overnight bag. I packed it last night, but still need to put his favorite stuffed bear, Waffles, inside. I know it would be a disaster if he didn’t get packed. 

      Elijah comes over to me fully dressed and holding his arms out with his cape still on. I know it isn’t worth the fight to ask him to take it off. At least he is dressed. Plus, it’s hard to deny how cute he looks. 

      Ding!  Perfect timing. 

      “Daddy!” Elijah bolts down the hall. He is a red blur running with his cape. 

      I follow behind, trying to get the last of his things cleaned up. I swear, no matter how often I clean up after him, there is always more of a mess. Elijah is at the door jumping and trying to see through the mail slot even though we both know who it is. I unlock the door and he jumps in his dad’s arms like they haven’t seen each other in weeks. His dad chuckles at Elijah’s superhero cape, knowing all too well it was easier to let him keep it on. 

      “Hey, Allie,” Logan says, putting Elijah down.

      “Hey.” I smile, giving him a hug. 

      It is a quick embrace as I rise on my toes to reach him. Without my shoes on, I’m lucky if I’m 5’1. I notice Logan let his beard grow out again and it’s scruffy against my cheek. I wonder silently if he’s seeing anyone, knowing he rarely keeps a beard unless someone wanted him to. His blue eyes are looking at Elijah, who’s talking a mile a minute, overjoyed to see his dad. 

      “Daddy, guess what I made?” Elijah runs over to the kitchen table to grab the drawing he made for Logan. It is the three of us, all in one house. I hope Logan won’t take that to heart.  

      “It looks great bud. Are you ready to go?” Logan smiles at him. Logan takes Elijah every Friday to stay at his place for the weekend.

      “I love you, Mommy.” Elijah runs over and hugs my leg. I pick him up and give him one last squeeze before saying goodbye. 

      “Is Waffles packed?” Logan asks me. 

      “Yes, he’s nice and safe this time under Elijah's pajamas.” 

      “Awesome, you doing anything this weekend?” 

      “Just the usual, working and maybe Bailey is coming over.” 

      He leaves and I lock the door behind them. I appreciate that we can still talk like this. We are nowhere near as close as we had been, but we still care about each other. I decide to start the laundry I have been putting off all week. Luckily, it isn’t too bad, only one load this time. I have two hours before I need to be at work, and I have a few things I still need to do. I’ve been working weekends and a few days during the week at the local bookstore, The Book Forest, for the last five years. 

      After finding out I was pregnant with Elijah, I dropped out of college and found a job that could support us. Thankfully, this job also kept me home with him most days. It’s definitely been a bit of an adventure since finding out. I think back to the night I took the pregnancy test…

      It was Friday night, and instead of going to the bar, Logan and I were in the bathroom of a gas station two towns over, waiting for the stick I just peed on to tell us our fate. We drove the extra hour to make sure no one would see us. Despite being twenty-one and almost done with college, the news would travel faster than the speed of light to our parents if we were caught buying a test. So, we were standing in a dirty bathroom, praying to fail this test. 

      “I swear I pulled out!” He said, pacing. 

      “That’s the worst thing to do! Why didn’t you wear a condom?” I shot back, frustrated. We have had this fight many times in the last week. 

      “Why weren’t you on the pill?!” 

      “Sorry for only fucking girls for most of my life! I didn’t need to be on birth control. It’s not exactly like that night was planned.”

      I had gotten drunk at the bar the night we found out about Eden and Delaney’s engagement. Those whiskey sours hit me harder than I expected. Logan drove me back to his place to sleep, not wanting me to be alone or explain my drunkenness to my parents. We stopped for fries and burgers on the way and when we got to his place, I was sobering up, so I decided we should drink more. He drank with me this time and after shots of whiskey and tequila, we were both drunk and not making good choices. 

      I leaned over to kiss him and his hands ended up on my waist, which pulled me onto his lap. He stared at me, silently making sure I was sober enough to say okay. I kissed him and the taste of tequila mixed with the whiskey on our tongues. We have had sex before, once, in what I call my ‘experimenting phase’. This night was different. The whiskey had gone to my head and every nerve was on fire. His hands felt like ice, and a roller coaster of feelings surged through me as he ran his fingers up my thigh. My dress had buttons up the front which Logan tackled with his teeth. His lips left wet kisses down my chest…

      “Okay, it’s been two minutes,” Logan said, which snapped me out of my thoughts. 

      I turned over the test, silently praying, only to be met with a bold

      ‘PREGNANT’

      I started crying and Logan pulled me in for a tight hug. I didn’t have to say anything for him to know what it said. He rested his chin on my head, rubbing my back. 

      “We’ll get through this okay? We’ll figure it out. It’ll be okay.” I couldn’t tell if he was trying to convince me or himself. 

      We had talked about all of our options but ultimately decided to keep Elijah. We tried for a bit after to see if we could make a relationship work, falling into a little bit more than friends but never able to make it anything more. I think Logan held out hope that one day we’d try again and be a family, but I just can’t see him that way.

      We make the co-parenting thing work, splitting the week with Elijah and staying friends. It definitely puts a strain on our friendship at times, making us not as close as we used to be, but we make the best of it. 
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          PRESENT…

        

      

    

    
      I finish the laundry, do the dishes, clean the kitchen, and get ready for work. I’m not required to wear any type of uniform, so I put on a loose white T-Shirt and a pair of ripped skinny jeans. I grab my black cardigan, on my way out the door, with my keys. I get a few steps out the door before I consider going back for my jacket. It’s March in New York but cooler than I had expected.

      I decide against it and get in my car, my dad’s old Nissan Altima. It’s nothing fancy, but it gets me to where I need to go. It was a bit of a gift from him after having Elijah. My parents were definitely supportive of Elijah, helping me out with anything when needed. They were hesitant at first, but after meeting him, they fell in love. 

      I look at the time and decide to stop for coffee at Starbucks. It’s a little out of the way, but I have the time and it’s worth the drive. I get my usual iced mocha and pull into the parking lot behind work, ten minutes early. I aimlessly scroll on Instagram and sip my coffee, waiting until three minutes before work so I can go in right on time. I take my coffee with me and walk into work. 

      The Book Forest is a small, locally-owned store in the town of Eternal Port Valley. The town’s plaza has a pizza place, a bakery, a boutique, and a few shops and restaurants. The outside looks like all the other shops with brick siding, a white awning, and a faded dark red sign that read “The Book Forest” with a drawing of a bear underneath it. On the windows is a beautiful mural of several trees and animals reading books. 

      Every year, we enlist one of the students from the high school to paint it and earn extra community service hours for college. This year just happened to be my sister, Sarah, so maybe I am a little biased, but the mural is beautiful.

      The inside of the shop is cozy with bookshelves lining the walls and couches and chairs in the middle with places to sit and read. There is a bakery next door, so we're allowed to have coffee and treats as long as people aren’t messy. Surprisingly, that is rarely an issue. 

      There is a secluded kids section in the back that Elijah and I visit at least once a week, on my day off. A small wooden playhouse had been converted to hold books, a kid’s table, and chairs. There, I can read to him without worrying about being so quiet. We have spent countless hours re-reading all of Elijah’s favorite books. 

      I’m rounding the corner towards the store when I crash into someone. My ice coffee splashes all down my white shirt and I almost lose my balance, but the same someone catches my arm. I look up from my drenched clothes to see someone I haven’t seen in years. My eyes go wide. 

      Eden Harper is standing in front of me. Holding my arm up, iced coffee dripping off my shirt, I instantly feel dizzy and lose the ability to speak. 

      “Alex?” 

      Her voice is just as soft and angelic as it had been all those years ago. I hadn’t been called that in years, despite the many nicknames to Alexandria. She was the only one I allowed to call me Alex. She looks as surprised to see me as I am to see her. Her dark hair is slightly shorter, hanging just a bit over her eyes. My gaze catches her left hand. My heart drops. She is still engaged. 

      “Hi,” I finally say, realizing she is waiting for me to say something. Her golden hazel eyes catch the light, looking at me. She looks as if she is struggling for words as much as I am. 

      “Are you okay?”

      She finally lets go of my arm and I instantly miss her touch. She wipes the small droplet of iced coffee that had gotten on her red flannel and khakis with her hands. 

      “Uh, yeah.” I look down at my shirt which is becoming more see-through by the minute. That's what I get for treating myself to Starbucks. “I mean, my shirt’s ruined.” 

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t looking where I was going and then I just…I’m sorry.”

      She picks her phone off the ground. I didn’t realize she dropped it. I guess that's what caused her distraction. The screen has a large crack on it. She mutters a curse under her breath. 

      “It’s, uh, okay.” 

      I struggle to say anything more. What do you say to the girl you loved that you could never have back? I have played this scenario in my head dozens of times over the years, but now with her standing in front of me, I am silent. 

      “I have napkins in my car if you need them, but I think that your shirt is probably a goner.” She looks at me and I realize she has been checking out my chest. She turns a bright red as I catch her gaze. 

      “I have an extra shirt in my car. Hazards of being a mom,” I say aloud, realizing I didn’t know if she knew. Well, what did it matter? Elijah wasn’t a secret. 

      “Yeah, congrats on that. I, uh, saw on Facebook a while back. He looks just like you.” She scratches her head. 

      I can tell she is uncomfortable, but she is the one keeping the conversation. Has she been checking up on me? I try not to think too much about it. I mean, I occasionally check to see if she is still engaged, but I wasn’t the one who moved on so quickly.

      As far as I know, she had moved away with Delaney right after she finished college, and didn’t give this small town another thought. Something that had once been our plan. 

      “Oh, thanks.” I’m not giving her anything to work with here. I’m in too much shock. 

      I turn to walk toward my car, realizing I am late, but at least I’d come to work with a story. Brittany is the chillest boss and with a story like this, she’d make fun of me for being a walking cliche. 

      “How have you been?”

      I realize Eden is walking beside me. She is only a few inches away and I can now smell her body spray. I’m almost positive it is the same one she used years ago.

      “Uh, good,” I say awkwardly. Are we really making small talk here?

      “Hey look, can I uh…buy you another coffee? It's totally my bad, and it's the least I can do. I mean, I ruined your shirt.” She had a tendency to ramble when she was nervous. I smile to myself, realizing I was making her nervous. 

      “I was actually on my way into work,” I say, unlocking my trunk and grabbing a spare black T-Shirt. Elijah had spit up on one too many shirts for me to know better than to travel without a spare.  Of course, he had outgrown that so this shirt was a little big but it would have to do. 

      “Oh, you work here? Where?” Her eyes gleam with curiosity. To say I’m confused would be an understatement. 

      “The Book Forest.”

      I close my trunk, locking my car and we start walking back to the store. I check the time on my phone. It’s only 12:03 P.M. I swear time stood still when I was talking to her. 

      “Another time, then? I’m back in town for a while. It would be nice to catch up.”

      She smiles. Back in town? Since when? I have so many questions, but I won’t give her the satisfaction of asking. I’m going to play it cool if it kills me. 

      “I don’t know if I should…”

      She cuts me off. I’m surprised by her assertiveness. Five years ago, she would’ve never cut me off.  

      “Look, just think about it. Here’s my number.”

      I reluctantly take the business card with her name and number. I notice she started her own photography business like she always wanted to. I’m happy for her. All these feelings are eagerly trying to push through to the surface, but I resist. 

      “I’ll think about it,” I relent, biting my lip. “But I really do have to get to work.” I open the door to the shop. I see Brittany out of the corner of my eye pretending to read while studying us from the counter. 

      “I’ll be waiting for your call.” She winks and turns to go. 

      I look at the card again before slipping it into my back pocket. What the hell was that? 
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      I’m on the train looking out the window at the Hudson River and passing trees. This is the same train I take to get to New York City. Some days I wish I could stay on until the last stop and just spend the day adventuring Grand Central. Eden and I try to go at least once a month for a date but sometimes school and life get in our way. 

      I daydream about the city as I enjoy the ride to Eden. It’s peaceful as I read the latest Nicholas Sparks novel. I have a long ride, but the book makes the time pass by faster. I’ve read half the book when I hear the conductor say that my stop is next. I gather my stuff and stand up slowly, making sure I have everything. Stretching my legs feels good after sitting for so long. I realize I have to pee, but I’ll be there soon. Eden is going to meet me at the train station. We’ll be back at her apartment in ten minutes tops. 

      The train comes to a halt and the doors open a moment later. I walk onto the platform and get my bearings. I take the stairs to the street level. There’s a slight breeze and my jacket blows with the wind from the river nearby. I stop to see the sunset and want to take a photo, but I don’t want to keep her waiting. My train was already late. She should be waiting for me on the riverside of the station. One time, she had tried to meet me up by the train, and to say it was a disaster is an understatement. Now, she waits in the car in the same spot, where you can see the river perfectly and away from the crowds of people. I’m walking toward her usual spot when I see her beautiful smile. She looks as excited as I feel. The butterflies in my stomach are multiplying as she gets closer and closer. 

      “It’s about time!” She runs over and wraps her arms around me. I’m smiling so big it hurts and I never want her to let go. 

      “My train was late, babe.” I laugh. 

      She lets go just to put her hands on my face and look at me. I lean into her hands and close my eyes, smiling. She leans in to kiss me and the second our lips touch, everything goes away. It is just her and me, and all I can think is that I never want to stop kissing her. Of course, she eventually pulls away and I lean in for one last peck. 

      “I missed you, too.” She chuckles. I pause to look at her while she laughs. God, she is beautiful. I can’t believe she’s mine. 

      Eden grabs my bag with one hand and my hand in the other. Her fingers are clammy and warm but fit perfectly with mine. We walk to her car and she opens the door for me, closing it when I get in.

      She drives us to her apartment with one hand on my left thigh. I enjoy the view of her driving and the changing leaves as we cross the bridge. The sun is still setting, and it looks like a scene from a movie. The clouds look as soft as cotton candy. It looks as if the sky is on fire, and above the water, it is an amazing sight.

      I pull out my phone and get the perfect photo of her driving with the sunset and water in the background. I am in awe of her beauty again. 

      “Babe, what are you doing?” Eden groans. I laugh and show her the photo at a red light. She groans more. She hates photos of herself, which is ironic for a photographer. 

      “You look beautiful.” 

      “I belong behind the camera, not in front of it,” she protests. I roll my eyes. 

      We get to her apartment a few minutes later. It’s right across the street from her campus with a view of the Hudson River. She has two other roommates, Katie and Chloe, but they’re both away for the weekend. Her apartment has one large entry room that shares the living room and kitchen. Down the hall are the bedrooms. Eden is on her own while Katie and Chloe share a room. 

      Eden takes full advantage of our privacy by kissing me the moment we walk in the door. She pushes me against the front door, kissing me with her hands on my waist. I am breathless and addicted to her touch. She takes me by the hand and walks me to her room.

      She pulls me in close and pushes my curls out of my face. Her eyes are warm, they make me feel safe. She leans in to kiss me and I have to remind myself to breathe. Our kiss deepens and my fingers trace her neck, then glide into her hair. She tugs my t-shirt off and leans in to kiss my neck, her soft lips leaving a trail of wet kisses as I moan under her touch. She takes control as she pushes me onto the bed and climbs on top of me. I reach to kiss her but instead, she teases me, ducking down to take off her shirt and the rest of my clothes. 

      Sometime later, we are cuddled in her teal sheets, looking out the window at the rain. She kisses my head as I lay it on her bare chest. I am sleepy, but I want to stay awake and feel this, remember every second of it. I look up and see her smiling at me. Her perfect smile and dark tousled hair with her chiseled jawline and hazel eyes. I am in awe of her once again, feeling nothing but electricity running through my veins. 

      “What are you thinking about?” She plays with my curls and smiles at me. 

      “You.” I lean to kiss her lips. 

      “Mmm, what about me?” she asks, her lashes fluttering innocently. 

      “How I want this, and you, for a really long time.” I am scared as I say the words out loud, but I say them anyway. She makes me fearless. 

      “For a really long time?” She purses her lips. “Why not forever?” 

      “You can’t promise forever, you never know what could happen.” 

      “If I had to promise someone forever, I’d want it to be with you.” She tips up my chin and looks at me. I try to look away but she holds my face there. 

      “I love you, Eden,” I finally say. 

      “I love you too, Alex, for as long as forever allows.” She smiles and kisses me again. 

      I lay back on her chest and listen to her heartbeat. It beats slowly, almost in sync with the rain hitting the windows. I listen to both, as my eyes start to close. I feel so peaceful as she starts to twirl my hair again. 

      Before I know it, I’m waking up to the sun shining in on us. I open my eyes and see Eden is fast asleep, snoring under me. I smile at her as I attempt to pull the shades down without waking her. She moves slightly but doesn’t wake, so I kiss her forehead and lay back next to her. Her mouth is open slightly
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