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The first night in Willow Creek felt nothing like the last time I’d left it.

Back then, everything had been unfinished—sentences trailing off, touches that never quite landed, a life paused mid-breath. I’d driven away holding the wheel like it was the only solid thing left, convinced distance would do what I couldn’t.

It hadn’t.

Now, I stood in the doorway of Matt’s house—our house, I reminded myself, still getting used to the shape of that word—and realized I wasn’t bracing for anything. Not relief exactly. Not triumph. Just the first moment in a long time where my body didn’t feel ahead of my mind. 

“Come in,” Matt said, soft, like he didn’t want to startle the moment.

I stepped inside.

The place smelled like him—clean soap, warm wood, coffee that had been reheated one too many times. Familiar and intimate in a way that went deeper than memory. I set my bag down just inside the door and stood there for a second longer than necessary, taking it in.

This was real.

No motel key in my pocket. No ticking clock. No life waiting somewhere else for me to return to it.

Matt watched me quietly, leaning against the counter with his arms crossed, his weight settled into one hip. He wore an old T-shirt and jeans, nothing special, but the sight of him hit me anyway—harder than I expected. Maybe because I’d never seen him like this before. Not in a space that belonged to both of us. Not without the edge of restraint holding us in place. 

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. Just... here.”

His mouth curved into a small smile. “Good.”

He crossed the room without hurrying, stopping just in front of me. Close enough that I could feel the heat of him, the subtle shift of air when he breathed. For a moment, neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to.

This wasn’t the charged stillness of waiting anymore.

This was arrival.

I reached for him first.

Not urgently. Not desperately. Just my hand finding the solid line of his waist, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt like they belonged there. His breath changed immediately, chest rising deeper, his hands coming up to settle at my back—warm, sure, anchoring.

“Hey,” he murmured, forehead brushing mine.

“Hey,” I echoed.

The kiss was slow. Unrushed. Mouths fitting together with the kind of familiarity that only comes from history and want finally aligning. His lips were warm, soft in a way that surprised me, and when he kissed me back it wasn’t tentative—it was intentional. As if he’d been waiting for permission he finally didn’t need anymore.

My body answered before my mind caught up.

Heat spread low and insistent, the tension I’d carried for years dissolving into something sharper, sweeter. I shifted closer, pressing into him, feeling the solid reassurance of his body against mine. He made a quiet sound at the back of his throat—nothing dramatic, just a breath that told me he felt it too.

His hands slid up my back, slow and deliberate, thumbs tracing the line of my spine like he was learning it by touch. I realized then that this—this—was what we’d never had before. Time. Space. The freedom to linger.

I broke the kiss only to rest my forehead against his, breathing him in.

“This feels different,” I said quietly.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “It does.”

Different didn’t mean less intense.

If anything, it meant more.

We moved through the house together after that, not in a tour exactly, but in a shared claiming of space. My clothes found their way into drawers beside his. My toothbrush settled next to his in the bathroom, a small, domestic detail that made the whole thing feel real.

Later, the sun dipped low, casting the living room in amber light. We sat on the couch, knees touching, shoulders brushing, the television murmuring something neither of us watched.

Matt reached for my hand.

It was such a simple gesture. Casual. Familiar.

It undid me.

I turned toward him, really looked at him—at the lines time had etched into his face, the steadiness in his eyes, the openness he hadn’t always allowed himself. This was the man I’d wanted in fragments for most of my adult life. This was the man who was here with me now.

“You sure about this?” he asked quietly, like he needed to hear it again.

“I didn’t leave my life halfway,” I said. “I came all the way.”

Something in his expression shifted—relief, gratitude, something close to awe. He leaned in and kissed me again, deeper this time, his hand sliding to the back of my neck, fingers threading into my hair.

I melted into it.

The kiss grew heavier, slower, the kind that spoke in body language instead of urgency. His thumb brushed along my jaw, down my throat, lingering just long enough to make my breath hitch. When his hand dipped lower, resting at my hip, I felt it everywhere.

“Bedroom?” he asked, voice rough.

I nodded.

The walk there felt charged, like every step peeled something away. The room was dim, the bed unmade in a way that felt inviting rather than careless. Matt paused just inside the doorway, watching me with an intensity that made my pulse spike.

“This okay?” he asked again, quieter now.

“Yes,” I said. “God, yes.”

What followed wasn’t frantic.

It was slow. Intentional. A rediscovery.

Clothes were shed piece by piece, hands lingering, mouths mapping familiar territory with new permission. When he touched me, it wasn’t rushed—it was reverent. Like he was learning me again, like he understood the weight of what we were finally allowing ourselves to have.

The heat built steadily, a low burn that spread through my body until I felt almost dizzy with it. I pressed closer, fitting myself to him, the connection unmistakable and grounding all at once. When we finally came together, it felt inevitable—less like ignition and more like completion.

Afterward, we lay tangled together, skin warm, breath slowing, the quiet hum of the house settling around us. Matt traced idle patterns on my arm, absentminded and affectionate.

“So,” he said softly, “this is us.”

“This is us,” I agreed.

I stared at the ceiling for a moment, then turned toward him.
“This feels real,” I said.
“It is,” he answered, without hesitation.

His arm tightened around me, solid and sure. Sleep came easily after that, not because everything was settled, but because for the first time in a long while, I didn’t feel the need to stay awake for what might happen next.

I wasn’t waiting anymore.
I was here.
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I woke up before he did.

That alone felt like a small miracle.
For most of my adult life, mornings had been about schedules—who needed what, who was already late, who was pretending not to be awake while mentally running through the day ahead. Even in moments of closeness, there had always been an edge of urgency. Time pressing in. Responsibilities waiting just beyond the room.
Now, the work was still there, but it lived quietly in the background. I’d shifted to consulting and set myself up to work from home, my days no longer dictated by commutes or conference rooms. The structure remained, but the urgency was gone. For the first time in years, my calendar had space in it—and the quiet felt deliberate, not like something I was neglecting.

I didn’t need to rush out the door.
I didn’t need to divide myself in advance.
Here, the pace was mine to set.

Sunlight crept in through the curtains in slow, golden bands, warming the bed inch by inch. The house was quiet in that particular way it only ever is early in the morning— no traffic, no voices, just the stillness settling into the walls.

Matt lay on his stomach beside me, one arm flung loosely across the pillow, the other tucked under his chest. The sheet was twisted low around his hips, his back bare, broad and solid and relaxed in sleep. Time had been kind to him. Or maybe he’d been kind to himself. Either way, the man beside me now carried his years with ease, muscle settled where it belonged, strength softened by something gentler underneath.

I traced the line of his shoulder with my eyes, memorizing the slope, the faint scar near his collarbone I didn’t remember from before. Proof that life had happened to him too. Proof that we hadn’t simply been frozen in time, waiting for each other unchanged.

The realization caught me off guard.

I shifted slightly, careful not to wake him, but my movement must have registered anyway. His breathing changed, deepening before he stirred. One eye opened, then the other, dark with sleep and something warmer underneath when they found me.

“Well,” he murmured, voice rough, “this is a nice way to wake up.”

I smiled. “You snore.”

He huffed softly. “Lies.”

“Not bad snoring,” I added. “Just... confident.”

His mouth curved as he rolled onto his side to face me, propping himself up on one elbow. The sheet slipped lower with the movement, exposing more of him, and I felt the familiar pull low in my body at the sight. He noticed. Of course he did.

“Morning,” he said, quieter now.

“Morning.”

He reached for me without hesitation, his hand firm at my waist, possessive in a way that made my breath catch. The contact sent a slow, deliberate warmth through me—less sharp than the night before, but deeper somehow. He leaned in and kissed me, unhurried, lips warm
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