
	CHAPTER 1 — AMBER BLISS Amber Bliss stood in front of the bathroom mirror, staring at herself longer than she intended.

	She had already changed outfits twice. The black dress hanging from her fingers was elegant without trying too hard. It hugged her curves, stopped just above her knees, and had a neckline that made it impossible to mistake the woman wearing it for somebody who had simply thrown something on for dinner. Amber tilted her head.

	“You're doing too much,” she whispered to herself.

	Then she smiled.

	“Or maybe you're finally doing enough.” She slipped the dress on and smoothed it down her hips. Her long hair fell over her shoulders in soft waves. A small gold necklace rested against her skin.

	Her phone buzzed on the counter. Brian.

	She picked it up.

	YOU READY?

	Amber stared at the message. READY FOR DINNER, she typed. His response came almost immediately. ON MY WAY. LOVE YOU. She smiled.

	Love you.

	Two simple words.

	Words she had heard hundreds of times. Yet lately, they didn't land the same. Amber placed the phone down and looked at herself again.

	Brian was a good man.

	That was the problem.

	He was dependable. Successful. Patient. He remembered birthdays and anniversaries. He opened doors. He called when he said he would call. He never made her question whether she mattered.

	But lately Amber had started wondering whether being loved correctly was the same thing as being loved completely. A knock sounded at the front door. She grabbed her purse.

	When she opened it, Brian stood there in a dark suit with a smile that usually made her feel safe.

	“Damn,” he said.

	Amber laughed.

	“That's your greeting?”

	“Nah. I'm trying to remember how to speak.” She stepped aside.

	“You're looking good too.” Brian walked inside and kissed her forehead. “You ready?”

	“Yeah.”

	He looked around the apartment. “You pack anything?”

	Amber's smile disappeared for half a second. “For what?”

	“Philadelphia.”

	“Oh.”

	She had forgotten about the trip. Not completely.

	She had just pushed it into the back of her mind.

	Brian was traveling to Philadelphia for several days for a business meeting. Amber had originally planned to stay in Atlanta, but the trip had changed. Brian had suggested she come along.

	“I thought we talked about you coming with me,” he said.

	“We did.”

	“You still want to?”

	Amber hesitated.

	“Of course.”

	Brian studied her face.

	“You sure?”

	“I'm sure.”

	He nodded.

	“Good.”

	He kissed her again.

	Amber closed her eyes.

	For a moment, everything felt normal. Then Brian pulled away. “What's wrong?”

	“Nothing.”

	“You sure?”

	“Yes.”

	Brian gave her the look she knew too well. He wasn't accusing her.

	He was observing her.

	“I know that face,” he said. Amber smiled.

	“What face?”

	“The face you make when you're thinking about something you don't want to tell me.” She laughed softly.

	“You're imagining things.”

	“Maybe.”

	He grabbed her overnight bag. “Come on. We got reservations.” Amber followed him toward the door. She glanced back at the apartment. Something inside her told her that when she returned, something would be different. She didn't know what.

	She didn't know why.

	But she felt it.

	And what scared her most was that a small part of her was curious to find out. CHAPTER 2 — THE PHILADELPHIA FLIGHT

	The airport was crowded. Amber walked beside Brian through the terminal, holding a coffee in one hand and her phone in the other.

	Brian was already talking business. “Marcus said the Philadelphia office wants to move the presentation up.” Amber nodded.

	“You're listening?”

	“Yeah.”

	“You didn't hear a word I said.”

	“I heard you.”

	“What did I say?”

	She looked at him.

	“You said the presentation got moved up.” Brian smiled.

	“Okay. You were listening.” Amber laughed.

	“See?”

	They reached their gate. Brian checked his phone. Amber watched him.

	There had been a time when traveling with Brian felt exciting.

	Now it felt routine.

	That thought bothered her. Routine wasn't supposed to be a bad thing. Was it?

	Brian sat beside her.

	“You nervous about Philly?”

	“No.”

	“You've never been?”

	“Not for this long.”

	“You'll like it.”

	Amber looked through the window at the planes.

	“I've heard that.”

	“You might love it.”

	She smiled.

	“Maybe.”

	Their flight was called.

	As they boarded, Brian placed his hand on the small of her back.

	Amber looked up at him. “What?”

	“Nothing.”

	“You keep looking at me.”

	“I'm allowed to look at my woman.” She smiled.

	“Your woman?”

	“My woman.”

	Something about the way he said it made her feel guilty for questioning anything. They settled into their seats. Brian opened his laptop. Amber turned toward the window. As the plane lifted into the air, Atlanta disappeared beneath them. She watched the city become smaller. Then her phone vibrated. Unknown number.

	She frowned.

	She opened the message. WELCOME BACK TO PHILLY. Amber's heart stopped.

	She stared at the screen. Brian looked over.

	“Everything okay?”

	Amber quickly locked her phone. “Yeah.”

	“Who was that?”

	“Wrong number.”

	Brian returned to his laptop. Amber stared at her reflection in the window. Welcome back.

	She hadn't told anyone she was coming. At least, not anyone who wasn't traveling with her.

	Her mind started racing. She deleted the message. Then another one arrived. YOU STILL REMEMBER ME? Amber's breathing became shallow. She locked the phone again. She knew exactly who it was.

	And she hadn't seen him in years. She had spent a long time convincing herself that those feelings were dead.

	Apparently, they weren't. Brian reached for her hand. “You okay?”

	Amber squeezed his fingers. “I'm fine.”

	But she wasn't.

	Philadelphia wasn't just a business trip anymore.

	It was a return to a part of her life she had buried.

	And somewhere in that city was a man who had just reminded her that buried feelings weren't always dead feelings. Sometimes they were only waiting. CHAPTER 3 — OLD FEELINGS The hotel room was quiet. Brian had gone downstairs for a business meeting.

	Amber stood near the window, looking at

	Philadelphia.

	She had been there less than a day, yet memories were already coming back. A street corner.

	A restaurant.

	A laugh.

	A pair of brown eyes.

	She closed her eyes.

	“Stop.”

	Her own voice sounded strange in the empty room.

	She opened her phone.

	The unknown number was still there. She hadn't saved it.

	She didn't need to.

	She knew it.

	Chadwick.

	Her heart tightened at the thought. They had been young.

	Too young to understand what they had.

	Too proud to admit how much they needed each other.

	Life had separated them. Or maybe they had separated themselves. Amber sat on the edge of the bed. She remembered the last night they had been together.

	They had argued.

	Chadwick wanted her to stay. Amber wanted a future that didn't depend on promises.

	“You don't trust me,” he had told her. “I don't trust what happens when people get comfortable,” she had answered. He had stared at her.

	“So you're leaving?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then don't come back.” She had walked away.

	Neither of them understood how permanent

	those words would become. Her phone vibrated.

	CALL ME.

	Amber stared at it.

	She didn't respond.

	Another message.

	JUST FIVE MINUTES. She put the phone down. Five minutes could destroy years of pretending.

	The door opened.

	Amber jumped.

	Brian walked inside.

	“You scared me.”

	“Sorry.”

	He noticed her expression. “What happened?”

	“Nothing.”

	“You sure?”

	Amber nodded.

	Brian sat beside her.

	“You seem distracted.”

	“I'm just tired.”

	He looked at her for a moment.

	Then he reached for her hand. “I know this trip isn't exactly a vacation.” Amber smiled.

	“You're working.”

	“I know.”

	“And I'm supposed to entertain myself.” Brian laughed.

	“Exactly.”

	She leaned against him.

	For a few seconds, she allowed herself to relax.

	Then Brian's phone rang. He stood.

	“I need to take this.”

	He walked toward the balcony. Amber watched him.

	Her phone vibrated again. She picked it up.

	THIS ISN'T ABOUT THE PAST, AMBER. She froze.

	NEXT TIME YOU SEE ME, I'M NOT LETTING YOU WALK AWAY. Amber stared at the words. She should have blocked him. Instead, she saved the number. Chadwick.

	The name sat on her screen like a confession. Brian returned.

	“Everything okay?”

	Amber looked up.

	“Yeah.”

	He smiled.

	“Dinner?”

	She nodded.

	“Dinner.”

	But as she stood, Amber knew she had already crossed the first line.

	She had answered without answering.

	She had remembered without admitting it. And somewhere inside her, a part of Amber Bliss had awakened.

	


CHAPTER 4 — THE SECRET Amber met Chadwick the next afternoon. She told Brian she was going shopping. It wasn't a complete lie.

	She did stop at a boutique. She just didn't stay there. Chadwick had chosen a quiet coffee shop several blocks from the hotel. When Amber walked inside, she saw him immediately.

	He looked older.

	More mature.

	More confident.

	But his eyes were exactly the same. They locked onto hers.

	Neither moved.

	Finally, Chadwick stood.

	“Amber.”

	She swallowed.

	“Hi.”

	He smiled faintly.

	“You actually came.”

	“I shouldn't have.”

	“But you did.”

	Amber sat across from him. “You said five minutes.”

	“I know.”

	“You have five minutes.” Chadwick laughed.

	“You still do that.”

	“Do what?”

	“Act like you don't care when you're terrified that you care too much.” Amber looked away.

	“You don't know me anymore.”

	“Maybe not.”

	He leaned back.

	“But I remember you.”

	“That was a long time ago.”

	“Not for me.”

	Amber's chest tightened. “Chadwick, I'm married.”

	“I know.”

	The answer came too quickly. “How?”

	“I've seen you.”

	Amber stared at him.

	“You've seen me?”

	“Online. Pictures. Business articles. Social media.”

	Her stomach turned.

	“How long?”

	“Long enough.”

	She lowered her voice.

	“Why didn't you contact me before?”

	“Because you looked happy.” Amber looked at him.

	“And now?”

	Chadwick's eyes softened. “Now you look like somebody trying very hard to look happy.”

	Silence.

	Amber hated him for saying it.

	Mostly because she couldn't say he was wrong.

	“I'm not unhappy,” she said. “I didn't say you were.”

	“You implied it.”

	“No. I said you look like you're trying.” She stood.

	“This was a mistake.”

	Chadwick stood too.

	“Amber.”

	“No.”

	She grabbed her purse.

	“You can't come back into my life and expect everything to change.”

	“I don't.”

	“You don't understand.”

	“I understand exactly.”

	He stepped closer.

	“I lost you once because I let you walk away.” Amber's eyes filled with tears. “Don't do this.”

	“Do what?”

	“Make me remember.”

	Chadwick lowered his voice. “I never forgot.”

	Amber looked at him.

	For a moment, the years disappeared. She remembered being young. Being loved.

	Being reckless.

	Being understood.

	Then her wedding ring caught the light. Reality returned.

	“I love my husband,” she whispered. Chadwick nodded.

	“I believe you.”

	“Then let me go.”

	He studied her.

	“I will.”

	Amber exhaled.

	“But?”

	Chadwick smiled sadly.

	“But if you come back, I won't pretend I don't want you.”

	Amber walked out.

	She didn't look back.

	But she carried the secret with her. And secrets had a way of becoming heavier every time someone tried to hide them. CHAPTER 5 — TWO RINGS Brian noticed the change before Amber said anything.

	They were having dinner that night when he looked across the table.

	“You're quiet.”

	“I'm tired.”

	“You've been tired since we got here.” Amber smiled.

	“Maybe Philly is exhausting.” Brian laughed.

	“That's not what I mean.” She lowered her fork.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean something is bothering you.” Amber stared at him.

	For one dangerous second, she considered telling him everything.

	Chadwick.

	The messages.

	The coffee shop.

	The old feelings.

	Then she looked at Brian's face. He trusted her.

	That made the secret hurt worse. “Nothing is bothering me.”

	Brian nodded slowly.

	“Okay.”

	He didn't believe her.

	Amber knew it.

	After dinner, they returned to the hotel. Brian showered.

	Amber sat on the bed, staring at her wedding ring.

	Two rings.

	One represented the life she had chosen. The other existed only in memory. She remembered a promise Chadwick had once made.

	“One day, you're going to wear my ring.” She had laughed.

	“Don't promise things you can't give me.”

	“I'll give you everything.”

	“You don't even know what everything is.”

	“I'll figure it out.”

	She had believed him.

	That was the problem.

	Amber shook her head.

	She was married now.

	Her life wasn't supposed to be haunted by old promises.

	Brian came out of the bathroom. He noticed her staring at her hand. “You okay?”

	She looked up.

	“Yeah.”

	He sat beside her.

	“I love you.”

	Amber's eyes watered.

	“I love you too.”

	He kissed her.

	Amber kissed him back. She wanted the moment to erase everything. Instead, Chadwick's face appeared in her mind.

	She pulled away.

	Brian noticed.

	“What?”

	“Nothing.”

	He stared at her.

	“Amber.”

	“What?”

	“You're somewhere else.” She looked down.

	“I'm here.”

	“No.”

	His voice softened.

	“You're sitting beside me, but you're somewhere else.”

	Amber couldn't answer.

	Brian stood.

	“I don't want to pressure you.”

	“You're not.”

	“Then tell me what's happening.” Amber's heart pounded.

	She almost spoke.

	Almost.

	Then her phone buzzed. She looked at it.

	One message.

	I SAW YOU TONIGHT. Amber's blood ran cold. She quickly turned the screen off. Brian watched her.

	“Who was that?”

	“Nobody.”

	Brian's expression changed. Nobody.

	The word stayed between them. And Amber knew she had just created the first crack in something she had promised herself she would protect.

	

