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Chapter One
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Harper Lane was never supposed to return here. Not after she’d left. Not after the endless string of goodbyes in places she’d never stay. Not after she’d learned how to live a life full of cities that didn’t care if she stayed, because the next airport was always waiting.

But life has a way of forcing you into corners, even when you’ve spent the last ten years making sure you never have to sit still long enough to face yourself.

She hadn’t meant to come back to her small hometown in North Carolina, but when the freelance gig she’d been depending on fell through like a broken promise, and her heart finally had its fill of heartbreak from the bad breakup she never quite recovered from, she knew it was time to come home.

No one here expected Harper Lane to stay. Not her family, not her friends, not even her.

She settled into the spare room of her aunt’s house, the walls still covered in old photos of a life that had once been hers, one that felt like a distant dream. A travel writer now, she had collected more stories than possessions, but here? Here, she was just the girl who left. The one who never stayed long enough to let people really know her. It had been easier that way.

But it wasn’t easy now.

It wasn’t easy to be back in the place that had known her before the glossy features of magazines or the excitement of jet-setting across the globe. This was the place that had witnessed her clumsy teenage crushes, her failed relationships, and, most haunting of all, the one person she couldn’t forget.

Ava.

Ava Carter had been Harper’s almost. The girl she kissed once and ran from, the one she ghosted without warning, the one who had given her that look — the one that said, “I’m here if you’re ready.”

But Harper had never been ready. Not for Ava, not for anything that meant something real. Real wasn’t safe. Real was messy. And Harper hated messy.

Her history with sex had always been compartmentalized into neatly closed boxes. One-night stands in cities that didn’t care, guarded hookups in hotel rooms far from home. She knew the drill: keep it light, keep it casual, keep it easy. Leave before morning. Always leave.

She hadn’t had sex in months. She’d been too distracted with contracts falling apart and her own mental barricades. The last time she’d slept with someone — a tourist in Paris — had been fine. Good, even. But there was no spark. No fire. Just something that felt like a distraction.

And then, last night, she saw Ava.

It had been years. Five, to be exact. They were both older now, thicker in places where youth used to reign. But there she was, smiling at her from across the crowded bar like nothing had ever happened. Like Harper hadn’t walked away without a word.

Harper had told herself she wouldn’t care. That seeing Ava wouldn’t make her chest tighten or her pulse quicken. But the moment their eyes met, she knew she was lying. Ava was still the ache Harper couldn’t ignore, the what-if that had always lived in the back of her mind.

And now, in the back of her mind, there was this nagging thought that she wasn’t the only one who hadn’t moved on.

Ava was back. And Harper wasn’t sure if she could survive another goodbye.
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Harper had never been the type to go back. Not when it came to people. Once she closed a chapter, she sealed it with a smile, locked it up tight, and left it in the past where it belonged. The world was too big, too full of new experiences for her to revisit old ones. That was how she justified walking away from Ava all those years ago — because leaving was easier than staying.

But that rule, that personal creed she’d built her life around, was being tested today.

Today, she was invited to a wedding. A friend’s wedding, someone she hadn’t seen in years. And, naturally, Ava was there. Of course she was.

It wasn’t the wedding that made Harper nervous, or the bubbly champagne or the slow-moving bride in white — it was Ava. Standing behind a camera, looking effortlessly stunning, snapping candid shots like she hadn’t just shattered Harper’s world five years ago. Like nothing had changed between them.

When Harper saw her, her breath had caught in her chest. Ava was the same. No, scratch that — she was better. She was poised, radiant, everything Harper remembered and more. Her hair was shorter now, styled in a messy, seductive cut, and her dress was simple but striking. Just like Ava had always been.

Ava caught Harper’s eye, and for a moment, Harper could have sworn the room had disappeared. Everything blurred around her except Ava’s gaze. The intense, unreadable look that had been so familiar, so dangerous to Harper.

Harper should’ve turned away. Should’ve stayed distracted by the wedding guests or her champagne glass. But her feet wouldn’t move. Her heart wouldn’t stop. And her mouth, dry as cotton, couldn’t manage anything more than a strained smile.

Ava’s lips twitched, but she didn’t say anything. She just raised an eyebrow. And that was enough. That look — sharp, knowing, but so damn distant — cracked open a door Harper had long sealed shut. That was when Harper realized something she hadn’t wanted to admit: she still wanted her. She had always wanted her.

She shouldn’t have.

Harper had left for a reason, hadn’t she? She was the one who’d called it quits, the one who had walked away without an explanation. But seeing Ava now, so close and so far at once, Harper was back where she’d started — confused, desperate, and filled with a gnawing emptiness she hadn’t felt in years.

The thing about walking away from someone like Ava was that they never really left your body. They lingered, like a ghost, pulling at your mind and your heart in ways you couldn’t shake.

It had always been too easy with Ava. And that scared Harper. It wasn’t the type of love she could keep at arm’s length, no matter how hard she tried. It was the kind of love that demanded everything.

Harper wasn’t the type to be anchored by anyone or anything. She had built a life of freedom, constant motion, and fleeting connections. But with Ava? There were no walls, no defenses. Just her. All of her. And that terrified Harper.

Ava had made Harper want things she couldn’t give. Roots. A future. Vulnerability. All things Harper was terrified of. She was still terrified of them.

Since then, her sexual relationships had been easy. Comfortable. Nothing close to what she’d experienced with Ava. Those were just distractions. Casual touches, fleeting moments. Nothing that lingered, nothing that left her breathless, nothing that made her heart race in ways she couldn’t control.

She didn’t want love. She didn’t want a relationship. She just wanted closure. A taste. One more kiss to see if the spark was still there, to see if the fire still burned. She’d never admitted it to herself before, but the thought of Ava and her — not just the past, but now — it had been there, always there, gnawing at her.

And so, she lied to herself. She told herself it would be fine, that this time, it would be a clean break, a simple reunion. She could handle it. They could exchange pleasantries, laugh about old memories, maybe share a drink or two.

But deep down, Harper knew it wasn’t that simple.

The problem was, she couldn’t just touch Ava again. Because one touch would never be enough. And Harper feared if she touched her, she’d fall again. Fall for the same girl who had the power to destroy everything Harper had worked so hard to build — the walls, the distance, the freedom.

What if Ava didn’t want her back? What if Ava’s smile was just a smile, a courtesy? What if Harper’s feelings were all one-sided?

The possibility of falling for Ava again terrified Harper. But the alternative — living the rest of her life never knowing what could’ve been — that was even worse.

Harper was caught in a trap of her own making. And she was pretty sure this time, there was no way out.
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