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Maya’s POV
Maya tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she followed her roommate, Shelby, down the store aisle. Shelby was in full grocery-shopping mode, scanning the shelves like a woman on a mission.

“Pasta, check. Spinach, check...” Shelby muttered to herself, checking the items in the cart. Maya, on the other hand, was mentally checking out. Her mind drifted as they passed the snack aisle, her eyes catching on a familiar blue bag.

“I’ll be right back,” Maya said, already heading in that direction. Shelby didn’t even look up as she waved her off.

Without the cart, Maya slipped easily through the other customers, making a beeline for her guilty pleasure—kettle-cooked chips. Grabbing a bag, she smiled to herself and turned back toward the main aisle.

She barely took three steps before rounding the corner too fast.

And that’s when she collided with something solid—someone solid.

A strong arm shot out, grabbing her waist as she stumbled back, her chips flying out of her hands. The sudden jolt left her breathless, and it took her a second to realize whose arm was now steadying her.

Ryan. Ryan Taylor.

She froze. His grip on her waist was firm, keeping her from falling completely, and his touch was unexpectedly warm. Her eyes snapped up to meet his, those hazel eyes filled with surprise and concern.

“Maya?” Ryan’s voice was low, familiar. He let her go as soon as she regained her balance.

“Ryan,” she managed, her voice smaller than she would’ve liked. Her heart thudded in her chest, not entirely from the near fall.

A small box of cereal lay at his feet—the casualty of their collision. Much less dramatic than the situation itself.

Before Maya could say anything more, a voice she knew too well pierced the tension.

“Maya?” Cole spoke, echoing through her mind.

A cold wave rushed through her before she even turned around. She should have known that Ryan’s presence here meant Cole’s as well.

Cole stood a few feet away, the same sharp jawline, the same deep-set eyes that once felt like home.

And for a split second—before the awkward tension, before the weight of everything that went wrong settled in her chest—she was somewhere else entirely.

A year ago, the store had been nearly empty, just the two of them wandering the aisles, hands intertwined, laughing over some dumb debate about ice cream flavors.

“I’m just saying,” Cole had argued, waving a pint of chocolate chip cookie dough in the air, “you can’t call it ‘cookie dough’ if the dough bits are tiny.”

Maya snorted, nudging his side. “That’s literally the whole point. It’s supposed to be bite-sized.”

Cole scoffed. “No, see, if I want cookie dough, I want actual chunks to be in there. Not these little—” He shook the pint again for emphasis. “—specks.”

Maya rolled her eyes, grabbing a tub of her usual. “Fine. More for me, then.”

Cole’s mock offense lasted all of five seconds before he leaned in, pressing a kiss to her temple, his voice dropping to that low, teasing tone that always sent warmth curling through her. “You’re lucky you’re cute, you know.”

Maya had laughed, looping her arms around his waist in the middle of the frozen food section. It had been so easy back then—light, simple, effortless.

She remembered thinking, ‘This is it. This is what love is supposed to feel like.’

––––––––
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NOW, STANDING IN THE same store, staring at the same man who had once kissed her like she was his whole world, Maya felt an ache she hadn’t been prepared for.

Because it hadn’t all been bad.

Because once upon a time, Cole had been someone she trusted—someone she loved.

And now?

Now, she could barely hold his gaze without remembering why they’d fallen apart.

Her heart sank. She turned, already knowing what she’d see.

Cole stood a few feet away, looking between her and Ryan with an expression that mirrored Ryan’s surprise but carried an extra weight of history.

Ryan bent down to pick up the fallen cereal, but Maya didn’t miss the way his hand brushed against hers when he straightened up.

Great. Of all the grocery stores, of all the aisles, it had to be this one.

Maya swallowed hard, the air around her thick with awkward tension.

“Hey, Cole,” she said, forcing a tight smile. She tucked her hair behind her ear, a nervous habit she hadn’t shaken.

Cole crossed his arms, his eyes shifting from Maya to Ryan. "Didn’t expect to see you here," he said, his voice neutral but with a tinge of something she couldn’t place.

“Yeah, small world,” Maya replied, not quite steady. She looked at Ryan, who was now standing awkwardly, holding the box of cereal as though it were a shield. “Sorry about that,” she said, gesturing to the box.

Ryan shook his head, the corner of his mouth lifting into a faint smile. “Don’t worry about it. Happens.” His voice was calm, but Maya didn’t miss the way his eyes lingered on her, almost like he was trying to figure out how to handle the situation.

Cole cleared his throat, breaking the moment. “Well... Ryan and I were just grabbing a few things before game night.” He shifted his weight, clearly trying to regain control of the conversation.

“Oh,” Maya replied, her stomach sinking. Game night. She used to be part of that—back when things were simpler, back when Cole and she were still... them.

“You, uh... here with Shelby?” Ryan asked, cutting through the awkward silence. He seemed genuinely interested, even if his tone was casual.

Maya nodded. “Yeah, she’s over there somewhere, stocking up on kale or something equally healthy,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.

Ryan smiled—a real smile this time—and it made her face feel warm. “That sounds about right.”

Cole shifted again, his eyes narrowing slightly at Ryan before turning back to Maya. “Well, we should—”

“Right,” Maya interrupted, not wanting to drag this out any longer. “I should get back to Shelby. But... good to see you both.”

Ryan’s eyes met hers again, and for a split second, something unspoken passed between them, but it was gone as quickly as it came.

“Yeah, you too,” Ryan said softly.

Cole gave her a quick nod, and before Maya said anything more, she turned and hurried back down the aisle, her pulse racing as if she’d just escaped a close call.

Maya and Shelby finished their shopping relatively quickly, never discussing this encounter. Maya spent that time trying to focus and slow her heart rate.

She hadn’t even realized she’d left her chips behind.

Ryan’s POV

Ryan shoved his hands into his jacket pockets as they walked out of the store, the crisp air biting at his face. He barely noticed the cold, though. His mind was stuck on what had just happened in the snack aisle.

Maya. Of all people to run into today, it had to be her.

“You good?” Cole cut through his thoughts.

Ryan blinked, looking over at his best friend. Cole was tossing the grocery bags into the back of his car, his movements tense. “Yeah, I’m fine,” Ryan muttered, more concerned about how Cole was reacting to the sudden encounter with his ex after months of no contact whatsoever.

Cole slammed the trunk closed, glancing at him with a frown. “You didn’t say much back there. Kinda weird, huh?”

Ryan shrugged. “Definitely wasn’t expecting to see her, that’s for sure.” That wasn’t a lie. Seeing Maya had been like getting hit with a punch he didn’t see coming. She looked... different. Happier? No, not exactly. Ryan wanted her to be happy but knew that the awkwardness between Cole and Maya was likely far from over.

He and Maya had been good friends when she was still dating Cole, but their relationship had naturally drifted off with their breakup. After all, Ryan was likely a reminder to Maya of Cole and, of course, Ryan was expected to be on Cole’s “side” though that time as well.

“Yeah,” Cole said, his tone flat. “It’s whatever.” He opened the driver’s side door and slid in without another word, leaving Ryan standing there for a moment, staring at the car as if it could tell him if Cole was going to start obsessing over Maya again like he did following their split.

Ryan exhaled, running a hand through his hair before he finally climbed in the passenger seat. Cole started the engine, and they pulled out of the parking lot in silence. The only sound was the low hum of the radio and the occasional rustle of the bags in the back.

His thoughts drifted again—to the way Maya had stumbled into him, the way her wide eyes had flashed with surprise before she’d gone stiff in his arms. It had been a split second, but he could still feel the softness of her waist under his hand, see the guardedness in her expression, and he hated that she felt she needed to be on guard.

Cole cleared his throat, bringing him back to reality. “So, I think we’re ready for game night, right?”

“Yeah,” Ryan replied. After all, game nights were typically automatic. Pizza, beer, and a few rounds of video games with the guys. But tonight? He was still waiting to see a real reaction out of Cole.

“Cool,” Cole said, casual but still carrying that edge Ryan couldn’t quite ignore. “I think some of the guys might be bringing their girlfriends. Could be a full house.”

Ryan nodded, staring out the window, not really caring about who would be there. His thoughts were still tangled in what had happened back in the store. He hadn’t seen Maya much since she and Cole broke up. She’d pretty much vanished from their circle. It was weird at first—her absence. Like a limb was missing that no one wanted to talk about.

And now she was back. At least, for that moment.

He glanced at Cole out of the corner of his eye. Cole hadn’t seemed too bothered by it all, but Ryan knew better. Cole wasn’t the type to let on when something was really getting to him. And for all his cool indifference, Ryan could tell Maya showing up had gotten under his skin.

They pulled up to the house, and Ryan grabbed the grocery bags from the backseat, following Cole up the front steps. The house was already buzzing with the familiar sound of laughter and music filtering out through the cracked windows.

The door swung open, and Cole led the way inside, immediately getting pulled into a conversation with one of their friends. 

Ryan sighed, heading to the kitchen to dump everything and ignore the nagging feelings in the back of his mind.

Maya’s POV

Groceries put away, Maya returned to her room. The afternoon light slanted through the window as she sat down at her desk, her portfolio spread out in front of her. She’d been working on it for months, refining each piece, but today her mind wasn’t on the work. Her thoughts kept drifting back to Cole—their talks about settling down, starting a family, and the life he’d envisioned for them. It was everything she had once thought she wanted.

But then, the walls started to close in.

They had sat in their old apartment months ago, her chest tightening as she tried to find the words. “Cole, I’ve been thinking... about my career. I am going to apply to a few positions in New York.”

Cole had barely looked up from his laptop. “I thought we talked about this, Maya. We agreed we’d stay here, close to my family. We’re supposed to be building a life together.”

Maya had felt the weight of his expectations pressing down on her. “But that’s not what I agreed to, Cole, and you know it.”

Cole had looked up then, his face hardening. “You said you wanted kids. A family. What do you mean you didn’t agree?”

Her throat had tightened, the words almost too heavy to say. “That hasn’t changed. I just... I want my own life, too, before all that. I don’t want to lose myself.”

"We can’t just live in your parents' backyard forever," she had said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"What’s wrong with my family?" Cole had replied, his eyes narrowing. "They support us. You know how much that means to me."

But to Maya, it had felt like the end. Of her making her own decisions. Of her being able to think for herself. Of him even pretending to support her dreams.

The memory stung even now, sitting at her desk with her portfolio. She had chosen her career, her independence, over Cole, but the decision still weighed on her. Even as she sent out applications to New York, part of her wondered—had she made the right choice?

She sighed, opening her laptop. She hadn’t thought about the breakup for months now. She had pushed it from her mind, interested only in these last few months until graduation. It was just like Cole to show up now, out of the blue, and distract her. Maya pursed her lips for a moment, refocusing. She wasn’t about to let that happen. 
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Ryan’s POV
Ryan tugged his jacket tighter around him as the crisp wind cut through the air, spring finally making an appearance. He blew into his coffee cup, enjoying the warmth against his hands as he stepped out of the cozy little coffee shop on campus. His morning so far had been a blur, and caffeine was a necessary lifeline if he had any hope of making it through his afternoon classes.

He barely noticed the figure approaching the corner at the same time as him until they almost collided. He stopped short, his brain taking a split second to process.

Maya.

Again.

She looked up from her phone, her lips parting in surprise, and Ryan almost laughed at the absurdity of it all.

“Are you following me now, or what?” he joked, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. He tried to keep it light, but he was genuinely surprised to see her again. What were the odds?

Maya’s eyes widened for a second before she rolled them, a smile breaking through as she shifted her own reusable coffee cup to her other hand. “Oh, totally,” came her reply, dripping with sarcasm. “I’ve made it my mission to find every place you go and awkwardly run into you.”

Ryan chuckled, shaking his head. “Well, mission accomplished.”

She laughed too, and for a moment, it was easy. Normal. Like they hadn’t just spent the last few months as distant parts of the same world.

“What are you doing over here?” she asked, stuffing one hand into her jacket pocket as she fell into step beside him.

Ryan glanced at her, noticing the rosy tint to her cheeks from the crisp air. “Got a class over in Clarkson Hall. Thought I’d grab some coffee first.”

“Clarkson?” She raised an eyebrow. “That’s where I’m headed.”

He shot her a sideways look. “So, you are following me.”

Maya grinned, nudging him lightly with her elbow. “Don’t flatter yourself, Taylor. I’ve got my own life, you know.”

The banter was easy, and Ryan couldn’t help but think how much he had missed this over the last several months.

“So,” she continued, blowing into her coffee before taking a sip, “how’s life with the guys? Game nights are still a thing, I hear?”

“Yeah,” Ryan said, kicking at a stray rock in their path. “Pretty much the same. Cole’s still pretty much undefeated, if you were wondering.”

Maya laughed, and it was a sound Ryan hadn’t realized he’d missed. “I’m not surprised. You guys should’ve banned him years ago.”

“Trust me, we’ve thought about it.”

There was a pause as they crossed the street, the wind picking up around them, rustling through the trees. Ryan glanced at her, watching the way her hair whipped around her face before she tucked it back under her scarf.

“So,” he said, breaking the silence, “how’ve you been?”

Maya hesitated, her smile faltering slightly. “Good. Busy, but... good.”

Ryan nodded, feeling the same shift. There was more to that answer, but he wasn’t sure if he should push. “Yeah. I get that.”

Another gust of wind whipped by, and Maya shivered slightly, clutching her coffee closer to her chest. “Ugh, I hate how long it’s staying cold this year,” she muttered.

Ryan looked over at her, a protective instinct kicking in. “Here.” He pulled off his beanie before he could think too much about it, holding it out to her.

Maya blinked in surprise. “You don’t have to—”

“Just take it,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I’ve got coffee. I’ll survive.”

She hesitated for a moment, then took it, slipping it over her wild hair. It was a bit big on her, but somehow, it looked right. She gave him a small, grateful smile as they kept walking.

As they approached the building, he stole a quick glance at her.

Before parting ways, he couldn’t help but comment, “I didn’t realize you had such a small head. Make sure that thing doesn’t go flying off.”

Maya was still laughing as they parted ways to go to their classes.

Maya’s POV

Maya stepped out of Clarkson Hall, Ryan’s beanie still on her head to hide her wind mussed hair. That’s what she told herself. The chill in the air had subsided a little, but the scent of Ryan lingered even after her coffee had run out. 

She tugged it down tighter, breathing in the faint scent of pine and something distinctly him that she had never noticed before. She tucked her hair behind her ear as she walked, her fingers brushing the soft fabric.

It didn’t take long before she spotted her roommate leaning against her beat-up old car, arms crossed, and eyes locked on Maya the second she came into view.

“Okay, what’s the story?” Shelby asked, skipping all forms of a greeting. She arched an eyebrow, her eyes zeroing in on to Maya’s head like an accusation. “That is not yours.”

Maya sighed, already feeling the interrogation coming. “It’s Ryan’s,” she said, trying to sound casual as she opened the passenger door and tossed her bag inside.

“Ryan’s?” Shelby responded with equal parts disbelief and curiosity. “As in Cole’s best friend Ryan Taylor, that Ryan?”

Maya slid into the car, not looking at her as she fastened her seatbelt. “Yeah, that Ryan.”

Shelby didn’t move. “And why exactly do you have his beanie?” She spoke through the still open door.

Maya groaned, leaning her head back against the seat. “We ran into each other before class. It was cold, and he gave it to me. No big deal.”

“Oh, honey,” Shelby said, her tone dripping with amusement now. She finally climbed into the driver’s seat, starting the engine with a grin. “That is so a big deal.”

“It’s not,” Maya insisted, regardless of how much she had missed her friend. “We’ve run into each other a couple of times this week. Once at the store, and now today. That’s it. He’s allowed to be my friend, too.”

“The store?” Shelby’s head whipped around. “When did this happen?”

Maya sighed, realizing she’d accidentally opened a can of worms. “On Saturday. I was getting chips, and I bumped into Ryan. Cole was there, too.”

Shelby’s eyes widened. “Wait, you didn’t tell me you saw Cole!”

“I didn’t think it was a big deal,” Maya mumbled, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. Shelby’s eyes were practically burning a hole in her now. “It was awkward, we said hi, and then I left. End of story.”

Shelby wasn’t buying it. “Uh-huh. And now you’ve got Ryan’s hat. I’m telling you; there’s something going on here.”

“There’s not,” Maya shot back, rolling her eyes. “I’m pretty sure he would have given it to you if you wanted.”

Shelby smirked, clearly unconvinced. “Right. Sure. So, are you planning on giving it back? Or, I don’t know, keeping it as a souvenir of your totally random run-ins with Ryan?”

Maya rolled her eyes again, fearing this conversation might get them stuck in that position. “I’ll give it back.”

“When?” Shelby pressed, reversing out of the parking lot. “I mean, how long are you planning to just hang onto it? If you wear it to class tomorrow, I’m calling it.”

“I’m not wearing it tomorrow,” Maya said, though part of her did wonder when she’d even see Ryan again. “I’ll figure it out.”

Shelby grinned, the teasing glint still in her eyes. “I’m just saying, you’ve got options here.”

Maya didn’t reply, instead staring out the window as the scenery blurred by. Options. The thought stuck with her, though she had never thought of Ryan that way.

The next day, Maya stood outside the small, quiet campus library where Ryan worked part-time, the warm, soft fabric of his hat clenched in her fists. This was no big deal. She and Ryan had had plenty of one-on-one conversations over the years. They were friends and that shouldn’t have to change because of Cole.

She exhaled, pushing the door open. The warmth of the library hit her immediately, and the scent of old books filled the air. She spotted Ryan behind the circulation desk, leaning back in his chair, headphones in as he lazily scrolled through his phone. His relaxed posture, the way his shirt clung to his broad shoulders—she had to laugh at the seriousness with which he took his job.

Before she could muffle the sound, he looked up and noticed her. His face shifted from casual boredom to surprise, then to a smile while she composed herself. He pulled out one earbud as she approached.

“Maya,” he said breaking the silence of the otherwise hushed space. “Hey.”

She smiled back. “Hey,” she said, lifting the hat slightly. “I, uh, wanted to give this back.”

Ryan’s eyes flicked to the fabric, a small smirk tugging at his lips. “You sure? Looks like you’ve gotten awfully comfortable with it.”

Maya made a face, falling easily back into their typical teasing banter. “I’m not planning to steal it, if that’s what you’re implying.”

He chuckled softly, taking it from her hands, his fingers brushing hers for just a second.

“So,” he said, setting the beanie aside but not putting it away. His eyes stayed on her. “What brings you here? I mean, you could’ve returned it after class. Or, you know... not at all.”

Maya felt her neck getting warm. “I just... figured it was easier this way.”

His smirk widened. “Sure. Easier.”

There was something in his tone—something playful, but also pointed, like he could see right through her. It made her heart rate increase.

“Are you here alone?” she asked, softer than she intended.

Ryan nodded, leaning on the counter now, his full attention on her. “Yeah, it’s pretty dead on Wednesdays. Just me until closing.”

Dead. Alone. Maya’s mind flickered to the fact that there was no one around, no prying eyes, and no influence of Cole hanging over this conversation.

She shifted her feet. “Nice. Sounds... peaceful.”

Ryan’s gaze was intense now, his eyes searching her face like he was trying to figure something out. The playful teasing had slipped away, replaced by a silence that was heavy with unspoken words.

“It can be,” he said quietly, his tone lower now. “But sometimes, it’s kind of lonely.”

Maya’s breath caught in her throat. His words hung between them, loaded in a manner she wasn’t used to with Ryan.

For a second, she felt pulled in. Pulled closer to him, like the space between them was shrinking. His presence was grounding, familiar, but also felt different than it used to.

This was dangerous. She knew it. Cole would have a conniption, she was sure, to see them now.

So much for Cole not having any influence on their conversation.

And yet, she couldn’t bring herself to step back. She wondered if there was something Ryan wanted to say while also debating if it was still her place to ask.

“Ryan,” she said softly, barely above a whisper. She wasn’t even sure what she was trying to say.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he shifted, standing up straighter and leaning slightly over the counter. The movement was subtle but enough to close some of the distance between them. For a moment, she thought he would speak.

Suddenly, she remembered that this was Cole’s best friend. She needed to keep some distance between them, physically and mentally. For her own sanity.

“I should go,” she said, her words quicker than she wanted.

Ryan blinked, clearly thrown off by the sudden shift. “Maya—”

“I’ll see you around,” she interrupted, forcing a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. She turned on her heel, practically rushing toward the door before she could second-guess herself.

The cold air hit her hard as she stepped outside, but it wasn’t enough to cool the warmth that had rushed to her face, her skin still tingling from the proximity to Ryan.

She didn’t stop walking until she was well out of sight from the library, pressure building in her chest for reasons she couldn’t quite explain.

Ryan was her friend, but he was Cole’s first and foremost, and it would behoove her to not forget that.
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Maya’s POV
By the time Maya got home, the sensation of Ryan’s presence had long faded, but the weight of the moment still clung to her. The cool evening air had done little to clear her head. She shut the door behind her with a soft click, leaning back against it, eyes closed as she exhaled slowly. 

“Maya?” Shelby’s call echoed from the kitchen. There was the sound of water running, then the clink of dishes being set aside. “Is that you?”

Maya inhaled, pushing off the door. “Yeah, it’s me.”

Shelby appeared in the doorway, drying her hands on a dish towel. With one look at Maya, her brow furrowed with suspicion. “You look... weird. What happened?”

Maya sank onto the couch after kicking off her shoes. “Nothing happened.”

Shelby didn’t buy it. She perched herself on the arm of the chair opposite the couch, arms crossed, gaze fixed on Maya. “Liar. I know you too well. Spill it.”

Maya hesitated, running her hand through her hair, her mind circling the library scene with Ryan. But there was also something else lurking in her thoughts—something older, more complicated.

“I went to return Ryan’s beanie,” Maya started, keeping her tone even.

Shelby’s eyebrows shot up. “And?”

“And... I don’t know.” Maya let out a long breath. “It got weird.”

Shelby’s curiosity sharpened. “Weird how? Like awkward weird, or ‘something’s going on’ weird?”

Maya chewed on her lip, staring at a spot on the carpet. “I really don’t know.”

Shelby’s eyes widened. “Okay, I’m going to need more than that. What happened?”

Maya leaned her head back against the couch, quieter now. “We were alone. It was just the two of us in the library, and there was this moment where... I don’t know, it felt like he wanted to say something but never did.”

“And then you...?”

“Bailed,” Maya admitted, squeezing her eyes shut. “He’s Cole’s best friend. As much as I wish things were different, that’s reality.”

Shelby groaned, sliding down onto the couch next to her. “Oh my god. Maya!”

“I panicked, okay?” Maya sighed, turning to face Shelby. “I haven’t seen any of those guys in months and it’s just been easier that way.”

Shelby stared at her, clearly trying to read between the lines. “Easier because it’s Ryan? Or because of Cole?”

Maya groaned at the mention of his name. Cole. Her ex. The boy who had been everything for so long. For four years, they had been inseparable, a picture-perfect couple, always planning, always talking about the future. Graduation, moving in together, starting their lives. It had all seemed so certain, so easy—until it wasn’t.

She could still remember how he’d looked at her during their last conversation. The hurt in his eyes, the sharp edges of his words. It hadn’t been one fight, one blowout. It had been a series of cracks over time, splintering what they had built together. And then... it was over.

But she couldn’t bring herself to say that out loud. Not yet.

“It’s just complicated,” Maya muttered, her throat tight. “I don’t want to mess things up. Not with Ryan, and not... with everything else.”

Shelby softened, her teasing tone slipping away. “You mean with Cole.”

Maya nodded. “We had plans, Shelby. We were going to graduate and start our lives together. I thought I knew what my future was. I thought I knew who he was. And now, I don’t know... It’s just hard to shake that sometimes.”

“I know,” Shelby said quietly, reaching over to squeeze Maya’s hand. “You guys were together for so long, and it ended... painfully. You’re still figuring it out. But that doesn’t mean you have to keep punishing yourself. You did nothing wrong.”

Maya’s heart tightened, the memory of that last night with Cole flickering through her mind like an old movie. The way things had unraveled, so many things said and unsaid between them, hanging in the air like unfinished sentences. She couldn’t even pinpoint the exact moment it all fell apart. She just knew that one day she realized that things weren’t going to change, and nothing had been the same since.

“And Ryan...” Maya trailed off, struggling to find the right words. “I don’t know what’s happening there, but I don’t want to rekindle that friendship and risk more encounters with Cole. Things were left.... Not the greatest, you know?”

Shelby shifted, leaning forward. “Look, I get it. Ryan is Cole’s best friend, and there’s history there. But that doesn’t mean you have to freeze up every time you two get close. You’re allowed to be his friend. Hell, you’re allowed to feel something for him beyond that. Cole shouldn’t get to stop you from moving on, no matter who that’s with.”

“I don’t even know what’s real,” Maya said, softer now. “Maybe I just need to accept that things will never be the same between Ryan and I without Cole being hanging over the conversation.”

Shelby gave her a soft but pointed look. “And what if they’re not. What if it becomes something more? Are you going to keep running away from it?”

Maya shook her head, frustration bubbling to the surface. “I don’t know why you think that can happen. That would just be so messy.”

“Things are already messy,” Shelby said, gently but firmly. “You’ve got this history with Cole, and now there’s Ryan suddenly popping up. I get it, but you can’t avoid it forever. That seems to me like a sign that it’s something that you should at least consider.”

Maya sat in silence, Shelby’s words pressing against her chest. She knew Shelby meant well. She had been holding onto the past—onto Cole, and the life they were supposed to have. But life hadn’t turned out the way she thought it would. And now, Ryan was back, standing on the edges of her life, and she didn’t know what to do with that.

“I just... I don’t know if I’m ready,” Maya whispered, feeling the weight of it all crashing down on her. “Moving on just feels like it’s a backburner concern right now, but moving on with Cole’s best friend feels just cruel.”

Shelby’s expression softened. “You don’t have to have all the answers right now. But you also don’t have to keep running. Take it slow. See what happens.”

Maya nodded, though uncertainty still gnawed at her. “I’ll try.”

Shelby smiled, a soft nudge of encouragement in her voice. “Good. You deserve to figure this out for you. Cole isn’t an innocent party. You need to do what’s best for you.

Maya leaned back against the couch, her mind swirling with conflicting thoughts. She wasn’t sure what the future held, but maybe, just maybe, she could stop running long enough to find out.

Worst case, she got one of her close friends back. What did she have to lose?

Ryan’s POV

A week had passed since that moment with Maya in the library, but it was still lodged in Ryan’s mind like a splinter he couldn’t remove. No matter how
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