
    
      Chapter 1
    

    
      Summer for Two
    

    
      The summer Ethan fell in love felt endless.
    

    
      The days were long and warm, filled with sunlight and slow afternoons. The town looked the same as it always had—quiet streets, old houses with white fences, and the smell of fresh bread from the bakery on Main Street. Nothing special ever happened here. Or at least, that was what Ethan used to think.
    

    
      Until Lily.
    

    
      She came into his life as gently as summer itself. No drama. No noise. Just a smile that stayed longer than it should have, and eyes that made him forget what he had been about to say.
    

    
      They had known each other for years. Everyone in town knew everyone. Lily had lived two streets away from Ethan since they were children. They went to the same school, sat in the same classrooms, and walked the same cracked sidewalks every day. But somehow, they had never really 
      seen
       each other before.
    

    
      That changed one evening in early June.
    

    
      Ethan remembered it clearly. The sky was still bright, painted in soft shades of gold and blue. He had stopped by the small grocery store after work, thinking only about dinner and how tired his legs felt after a long shift at the garage.
    

    
      Lily was standing near the fruit stand, holding a bag of apples and frowning like the world had deeply disappointed her.
    

    
      “These are too soft,” she said, more to herself than to anyone else.
    

    
      Ethan smiled before he even realized it.
    

    
      “They always are,” he replied. “This store has been selling the same apples for ten years.”
    

    
      She turned, surprised. Then she laughed—a quiet, warm sound that made something in his chest shift.
    

    
      “Hi, Ethan,” she said. “I didn’t know you worked today.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know you were an apple expert,” he said.
    

    
      “I’m not. I just don’t like being lied to by fruit.”
    

    
      They stood there for a moment, smiling at each other in a way that felt new. Comfortable. Easy.
    

    
      That night, they walked home together.
    

    
      And after that, they kept walking.
    

    

    
    
      Their relationship didn’t begin with big promises or dramatic moments. It grew slowly, like something natural. Like something that had always been meant to happen.
    

    
      They met after work, after dinner, after long days that felt lighter the moment they saw each other. Sometimes they walked through town. Sometimes they sat by the river, skipping stones and talking about nothing and everything at the same time.
    

    
      Lily liked to talk about dreams. Ethan liked to listen.
    

    
      “I don’t want to stay here forever,” she said one evening, her bare feet touching the cool water. “I love this town, but I want to see more. Bigger cities. New places.”
    

    
      Ethan nodded. “Me too.”
    

    
      “What would you do?” she asked.
    

    
      He thought for a moment. “Work. Learn. Maybe build something of my own someday.”
    

    
      She smiled at him. “You always sound like you’re planning something important.”
    

    
      “Someone has to,” he said. “You just dream.”
    

    
      “And you just plan,” she replied. “Maybe that’s why we work.”
    

    
      Ethan had never thought of it that way. But she was right.
    

    
      Lily was light. She laughed easily, spoke with her hands, and believed that good things were possible. Ethan was steadier, quieter. He believed in effort, in patience, in doing things the right way.
    

    
      Together, they felt balanced.
    

    

    
    
      Summer wrapped itself around them.
    

    
      They shared ice cream on hot afternoons, letting it melt too fast while they laughed about nothing. They lay on the grass at night, watching the stars and guessing which ones were planets. They danced barefoot in Lily’s backyard while an old radio played soft music from the kitchen window.
    

    
      Sometimes, Ethan caught himself staring at her, just watching the way she moved or the way her hair fell across her face. In those moments, a strange mix of happiness and fear filled him.
    

    
      Because happiness like this felt fragile.
    

    
      “You’re thinking too much again,” Lily said once, nudging him with her shoulder.
    

    
      He smiled. “Am I that obvious?”
    

    
      “Yes,” she said. “You look like you’re afraid this will disappear if you blink.”
    

    
      He didn’t answer.
    

    
      Because she was right.
    

    

    
    
      The town watched them with quiet approval.
    

    
      Older women smiled when they passed. Neighbors nodded knowingly. Even Ethan’s mother, Margaret, seemed pleased in her own reserved way.
    

    
      “Lily is a good girl,” she said one morning as Ethan drank his coffee. “Kind. Smart.”
    

    
      “I know,” he replied.
    

    
      “She’ll want more than this town,” Margaret added, carefully.
    

    
      “So will I,” Ethan said.
    

    
      Margaret studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Just don’t forget where you come from.”
    

    
      He didn’t know then how heavy those words would become.
    

    

    
    
      Lily’s house felt different from his own.
    

    
      It was smaller, warmer. The walls were covered with photos and small decorations she had collected over the years. Her mother had passed away when Lily was young, and the house held a quiet sadness beneath its warmth. But Lily filled it with life.
    

    
      One afternoon, while they sat on the floor sorting through old boxes, Lily pulled out a faded photograph.
    

    
      “That’s my mom,” she said softly.
    

    
      Ethan leaned closer. The woman in the photo was smiling, her arm around a much younger Lily.
    

    
      “She looks kind,” he said.
    

    
      “She was,” Lily replied. “She used to say that love should feel safe. Like coming home.”
    

    
      Ethan felt something tighten in his chest.
    

    
      “I want that,” Lily continued. “Someday. A home. A family.”
    

    
      He looked at her then. Really looked at her.
    

    
      And in that moment, he wanted the same thing. With her.
    

    

    
    
      As the weeks passed, their feelings deepened.
    

    
      There was no moment when Ethan decided he loved Lily. It simply became true.
    

    
      He loved the way she said his name. He loved how she believed in him without question. He loved how she could make the smallest things feel important.
    

    
      And Lily loved him with a quiet certainty that scared him sometimes.
    

    
      “You don’t doubt us,” he said once as they sat on the steps outside her house.
    

    
      She shook her head. “Why would I?”
    

    
      “Because nothing is ever that simple.”
    

    
      She took his hand. “It is when it’s real.”
    

    

    
    
      One evening, as summer began to lean toward August, Ethan shared something he had been keeping inside.
    

    
      “I’ve been thinking about leaving for a while,” he said.
    

    
      Lily didn’t pull her hand away.
    

    
      “For work?” she asked.
    

    
      “Yes. There are opportunities abroad. Better pay. Experience I can’t get here.”
    

    
      She was quiet for a moment. Then she smiled, though her eyes looked serious.
    

    
      “That’s good,” she said. “You should go.”
    

    
      “You’re not scared?” he asked.
    

    
      “Of course I am,” she replied. “But I won’t hold you back.”
    

    
      He searched her face. “I don’t want to lose you.”
    

    
      “You won’t,” she said simply. “This is just a chapter. Not the ending.”
    

    
      Her confidence wrapped around him like a promise.
    

    

    
    
      That night, they lay together beneath an open window, listening to the sounds of the town settling into sleep.
    

    
      “Promise me something,” Lily whispered.
    

    
      “What?” he asked.
    

    
      “Promise you won’t forget who you are. Or who we are.”
    

    
      He kissed her forehead. “I promise.”
    

    
      Outside, the air was warm and still. The future felt far away.
    

    
      All Ethan knew was that he was young, in love, and standing at the edge of something big.
    

    
      And for the first time in his life, he believed that love could be enough to carry them through anything.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 2
    

    
      The Contract
    

    
      The letter arrived on a Tuesday morning.
    

    
      Ethan almost threw it away.
    

    
      It was mixed in with bills and advertisements, the kind of envelopes he opened without thinking. White paper. His name typed neatly on the front. No return address he recognized. He stood in the kitchen, still half-asleep, coffee growing cold in his hand.
    

    
      When he opened it, he had to read the first line twice.
    

    
      We are pleased to offer you a two-year position…
    

    
      He sat down slowly at the small kitchen table.
    

    
      The company was international. A construction and engineering firm with projects overseas. The position was real. The salary was more than he had ever earned. The experience promised growth, training, and a future that stretched far beyond the limits of their small town.
    

    
      Ethan felt his heart beat faster as he read.
    

    
      This was what he had been working toward. Long hours at the garage. Night classes. Saving every dollar. Telling himself that one day, something better would come.
    

    
      And now it had.
    

    
      But the excitement didn’t last long.
    

    
      Because the moment he folded the letter, Lily’s face filled his mind.
    

    

    
    
      He found her that afternoon by the river.
    

    
      She was sitting on the grass, shoes off, notebook on her knees. She liked to write there—thoughts, small poems, lists of dreams she never showed anyone.
    

    
      “Hey,” he said.
    

    
      She looked up and smiled. “You look strange.”
    

    
      “I feel strange,” he replied, sitting beside her.
    

    
      She closed the notebook. “That’s never a good sign.”
    

    
      He took a deep breath and handed her the letter.
    

    
      She read it slowly, her eyes moving carefully over each word. When she finished, she didn’t say anything right away.
    

    
      “That’s amazing,” she finally said.
    

    
      “You think so?”
    

    
      “I know so,” she replied. “Ethan, this is huge.”
    

    
      “It’s two years,” he said quietly. “Two years far away.”
    

    
      She reached for his hand. “Two years will pass.”
    

    
      He looked at her. “What if things change?”
    

    
      “They always do,” Lily said. “That doesn’t mean they end.”
    

    
      Her calm made him uneasy.
    

    
      “You’re not angry,” he said.
    

    
      “No,” she answered honestly. “I’m scared. But I’m also proud of you.”
    

    
      He wanted her to beg him to stay. To make the choice easier.
    

    
      She didn’t.
    

    

    
    
      That evening, Ethan told his mother.
    

    
      Margaret listened in silence, her hands folded neatly in her lap. She had always been a woman of few words. She believed in work, responsibility, and not expecting too much from life.
    

    
      “That’s a good opportunity,” she said at last.
    

    
      “You think I should take it?”
    

    
      She nodded. “You won’t get many chances like this. Especially from here.”
    

    
      “What about Lily?” he asked.
    

    
      Margaret looked at him carefully. “If she loves you, she’ll understand.”
    

    
      The words stayed with him longer than they should have.
    

    

    
    
      For days, the contract sat on Ethan’s table, unsigned.
    

    
      He read it every night. The salary numbers. The start date. The location—another country, another language, another life. Everything he had dreamed of. Everything he had never dared to ask for.
    

    
      And still, doubt followed him.
    

    
      He imagined Lily walking alone through town. Sitting by the river without him. Laughing with someone else.
    

    
      The thought made his chest tighten.
    

    
      “You’re thinking again,” Lily said one night as they lay together, staring at the ceiling.
    

    
      “I can’t stop,” he admitted.
    

    
      “Then let’s talk,” she said.
    

    
      He turned toward her. “What if I go and you realize you don’t need me?”
    

    
      She smiled softly. “What if you stay and realize you needed more?”
    

    
      He didn’t have an answer for that.
    

    

    
    
      They spent the rest of the week talking about the future.
    

    
      About phone calls and letters. About visits when possible. About saving money. About coming back stronger than before.
    

    
      “We’ll make plans,” Lily said. “Real plans. Not just promises.”
    

    
      “I hate promises,” Ethan said. “They’re easy to break.”
    

    
      She touched his face gently. “Then make choices instead.”
    

    
      Her faith in him was both comforting and heavy.
    

    

    
    
      The next Saturday, they walked through town together.
    

    
      Everything looked the same. The bakery window. The old cinema. The park where children played under tall trees. Ethan wondered if he would miss these things once he left.
    

    
      Or if distance would erase them.
    

    
      “Do you ever feel like this place is too small?” Lily asked.
    

    
      “Sometimes,” he said.
    

    
      “But it’s also safe,” she added. “That’s why leaving hurts.”
    

    
      They stopped near the old bridge.
    

    
      “I don’t want to lose you,” he said again.
    

    
      She leaned her head against his shoulder. “You won’t. Not if we don’t let fear decide for us.”
    

    

    
    
      The deadline came quickly.
    

    
      Ethan sat alone at the table, the contract open before him. A pen lay beside it. His hand shook slightly as he picked it up.
    

    
      He thought about his father, gone too early, leaving behind unfinished plans. About his mother, who had stayed because she believed it was her duty. About himself, standing between who he was and who he could become.
    

    
      Then he thought about Lily.
    

    
      Not as a reason to stay.
    

    
      But as a reason to become more.
    

    
      He signed the contract.
    

    

    
    
      When he told Lily, she didn’t cry.
    

    
      She smiled, hugged him, and whispered, “I knew you would.”
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 3
    

    
      The Last Night
    

    
      The night before Ethan’s departure came quietly.
    

    
      No storms. No dramatic goodbyes from the sky. Just a soft evening breeze and the familiar sounds of the town settling into sleep. The streets were calm, the windows glowing gently with warm yellow light. Everything felt almost peaceful, as if the world didn’t know that something was about to break.
    

    
      Ethan walked slowly toward Lily’s house.
    

    
      He had been there countless times before, but that night every step felt heavier. His suitcase was already packed and waiting at home. The bus would leave early in the morning. Too early.
    

    
      Lily opened the door before he could knock.
    

    
      “I saw you coming,” she said.
    

    
      She was wearing a simple sweater and jeans. Her hair was loose, falling over her shoulders. Nothing special. Nothing planned. And yet, to Ethan, she had never looked more beautiful.
    

    
      “Come in,” she said softly.
    

    
      The house was quiet. A lamp glowed in the corner of the living room. The air smelled faintly of tea and clean laundry. It felt safe. Like a place he wanted to stay forever.
    

    
      They didn’t speak at first.
    

    
      They sat together on the couch, close enough to feel each other’s warmth. Lily rested her head against his shoulder. Ethan wrapped his arm around her, holding her like he was afraid she might fade if he loosened his grip.
    

    
      “I don’t want this night to end,” he said quietly.
    

    
      “I know,” she replied.
    

    

    
    
      They made tea in the kitchen, moving around each other with the ease of habit. Every small action felt important. Every glance lasted a little longer than usual.
    

    
      “Do you remember when we first sat here together?” Lily asked.
    

    
      “Yes,” Ethan said. “You burned the water.”
    

    
      She smiled. “I was nervous.”
    

    
      “You never look nervous,” he said.
    

    
      “I hide it well,” she replied.
    

    
      They carried their cups to the small table by the window. Outside, the moon hung low and bright, lighting the empty street.
    

    
      “Do you think it will be hard?” Ethan asked.
    

    
      “Being apart?” Lily nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      He tightened his fingers
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