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During our final year of high school, while we were preparing for the National University Entrance Exam, I had mentioned to Ethan that I wanted to go skiing in New Zealand and experience winter in the Southern Hemisphere.

But with things between us now, there was no way a trip together made sense.

Still, I was running out of time. I gave her a couple of vague answers and hurried away.

What I never expected was to run into Ethan at the airport.

He was with a group of friends.

Vanessa Whitmore was with them too.

Ethan Sterling carried a woman's handbag in one hand and kept his other arm around Vanessa's shoulders. They walked at the back of the group.

Every so often, Vanessa would turn her head to say something to him. Ethan always leaned down patiently to listen.

It wasn't like that with us.

Ethan had been taller than me since we were children, and over the years, the difference had only grown. Whenever we were together, I had to bounce on my toes and tilt my head back just to speak to him.

So, when it came to someone he truly cared about, he was willing to lower his head for her.

I drew in a deep breath.

I told myself I needed to have some self-respect.

Whatever Ethan did had nothing to do with me. If I started thinking about him again, I would slap myself.

Unfortunately, there seemed to be only one route to



















Maybe it was because we hadn’t spoken in so long, but beneath Ethan’s complaining, I caught an unexpected note of caution.

I still didn’t want to talk to him.

I was about to hang up when Margaret Sterling took the phone from him.

“Natalie, sweetheart, are you having a good time over there?

“Honestly, Ethan never tells me anything. I only just found out the two of you had a fight.

“Don’t hold it against him. Once you’re back, I’ll make him apologize to you in person.

“Oh, and Ethan received his acceptance letter today. Yours should arrive soon too. When are you coming home for your university acceptance celebration? I’ve prepared a surprise for you…”

Margaret had always treated me wonderfully, like one of her own children.

I couldn’t bring myself to hang up on her, so I listened as she talked on and on.

“Mrs. Sterling, I’m not planning to have a celebration. My parents are both so busy and always flying somewhere for work. We can just have a virtual family dinner with our relatives.

“And I probably won’t be coming back to the States anytime soon. I’ll most likely wait until the semester starts, then fly straight back and report to campus…”

Before I could finish, the phone was back in Ethan’s hands.

His breathing was heavy. Even across the Atlantic, I could feel his anger.

“Natalie Bennett, I already swallowed my pride and reached out first. How much longer are you going to keep sulking?

“If you still refuse to come back, don’t blame me when I leave for Boston without waiting for you.”

He delivered the threat in an icy voice.

When several seconds passed without the answer he wanted, he added, “Think carefully. Don’t regret this later.”

I hung up.

Then I blocked that number too.

After sitting there in a daze for a while, I decided to go for a walk. Before I could leave, however, Mom called me on video.

Apparently, my acceptance letter had arrived as well.

The moment my parents saw the university’s name, they finally discovered that I had changed my ranked preferences.

They were stunned.

“Natalie, why did you change your application without discussing it with us first?” Mom asked. “Does Ethan know? His mother asked me just this morning whether your acceptance letter had arrived.”

Dad leaned into the camera, looking worried.

“Sweetheart, how are we supposed to feel comfortable sending you all the way to New Orleans by yourself? You hate hot weather, and you’re terrified of cockroaches. Are you sure you can handle living there? Don’t call me later and ask me to fly down just to catch one for you.”

He burst out laughing.

I stared at him, speechless.
With no better option, I launched into a long, rambling explanation of everything that made Gulf Coast University such a great school. I also told them Zoe would be going with me, so I wouldn’t be alone.

They still couldn’t stop worrying.

“Did you and Ethan have a fight? Even if you did, you shouldn’t choose a school so far away on impulse.”

“What if you regret it in a few days and decide you want to see him? You’ll have no one to cry to then.”

“Exactly. Once you’re separated, you’ll be in a long-distance situation for four whole years. You used to spend two weeks at your grandmother’s over summer and start begging to come home because you missed Ethan…”

The more they said, the worse I felt.

At last, I decided to explain everything once and for all.

“Ethan has a girlfriend now. It wouldn’t be appropriate for me to stay so close to him.

“Mom, Dad, I have a life of my own. I don’t want my whole world to revolve around him anymore.

“So please support my decision. And for now, please keep it a secret.”

My parents looked at each other through the screen.

They remained silent for a long time, but in the end, they agreed.

Their only condition was that I return to the States as soon as possible.

There wasn’t much time left before the semester began, and they wanted to spend as much of it with me as they could.

According to Mom, Ethan left on another trip with his friends the day after his acceptance letter arrived. He stayed away for more than a week.

Margaret Sterling, on the other hand, kept asking Mom when I would be back in the States.

On the day I returned, both my parents came to meet me at the airport dressed in formal clothes.

I fell asleep in the car, and when I woke up, we were pulling up outside the Grandview Hotel.

Still groggy, I let Mom tug me through the lobby doors. The moment we stepped inside, I saw Ethan for the first time in ages.

My feet stopped.

He wore a perfectly tailored suit and stood casually beside the fountain. With his tall, lean frame, he looked like a scene unto himself.

One summer had stripped away much of the boyishness I remembered. He looked almost exactly like the grown-up Ethan I had once imagined.

A tangle of emotions tightened inside me. After avoiding him for so long, I hadn’t expected our reunion to come without warning.

Noticing my stunned expression, Mom leaned closer and explained quietly, “Natalie, this is Ethan’s university acceptance celebration. Since we were already picking you up, we thought we’d bring you straight here.”

Dad added, “You said you didn’t want a separate celebration of your own, remember? Ethan was thoughtful enough to ask his parents to schedule this for the day you came home. That way, we can celebrate both of you together.”

As if sensing my stare, Ethan turned his head.

Our eyes met.

My heart skipped a beat.
His friend sighed. “Natalie’s a great girl, though. You two have been together for so long, and she always listened to everything you said. We were all jealous of you.”

“On one side, you’ve got your childhood sweetheart. On the other, the girl you can’t stop thinking about. It’d be a shame to give up either one. So what are you planning to do?”

Ethan was silent for a while before answering.

“Honestly, I know Natalie’s wonderful.

“But sometimes, it feels like I’d be settling. I’m still young. What man only wants one woman for his entire life? Knowing exactly how everything will turn out is boring.

“I need to see what else is out there. But that doesn’t mean I have to give up what I already have. Whenever I turn back, there’ll always be someone at home leaving the light on for me.”

His friend fell silent too.

After a long pause, he laughed and punched Ethan lightly on the shoulder.

“You toxic player.”

I couldn’t listen anymore. Quietly, I walked farther away.

The evening breeze brushed across my face, and I drew in a shaky breath. Heat gathered in my eyes again.

I only regretted that I had been blind for so long, mistaking the wrong person for someone worth loving.

I was already in a miserable mood, and tonight’s celebration only made it worse.

Margaret Sterling, however, was delighted to see me. Throughout dinner, she kept fussing over me and asking if I had everything I needed.

“Natalie, Boston can be terribly dry. Have Ethan take you downtown tomorrow so you can stock up on moisturizer and skin care.”

“That’s all right, Margaret. Boston has plenty of stores, and I can always order what I need online.”

She smiled and agreed, then turned to my mother.

“When I bought Ethan’s dorm supplies, I picked up a set for Natalie too. Bedding for every season, the whole lot.

“Boston winters are especially cold, so I made sure everything was thick and warm. I bought her several down coats as well. You’re always so busy with work, Claire. There’s no need for you to worry about preparing anything else.”

Mom looked uncomfortable. None of those heavy winter things would be of much use in New Orleans.

Still, she didn’t want to embarrass Margaret, so she thanked her politely.

Beside us, Vanessa Whitmore’s expression had darkened.

Margaret didn’t notice. She continued giving Ethan and me instructions.

“Once you’re both in Boston, you’ll be the closest thing each other has to family. Ethan, you need to take good care of Natalie. And don’t upset her again, understood?”

Ethan glanced at me dismissively.
“I owe you a real apology.” His eyes locked on mine. “Natalie Bennett, I’m sorry.”

For once, he looked completely sincere. His voice softened into a plea.

“But even if you think of me as a stranger now, don’t I still have the right to pursue you again?

“It wasn’t until you left that I realized I didn’t know how to live without you anymore. I can’t imagine a future without you in it. If you’re gone, who am I supposed to share any of it with?”

The wind along the Mississippi Riverfront was strong enough to make my head ache.

I stood there in silence for a long time before answering him.

“To be honest, it wasn’t until I left you that I learned what it felt like to have someone genuinely return my feelings.

“I don’t have to tiptoe around him or constantly accommodate him. I can be myself without letting someone else’s moods dictate my own. And that made me realize something.”

I paused, meeting Ethan’s gaze.

“Maybe what I felt for you all those years ago wasn’t some great love. Maybe I was simply young and foolish.”

Ethan went utterly still, as though the words had struck him like lightning.

It took him a long time to speak again. When he did, his low voice was filled with wounded disbelief.

“But we made promises. We said we’d go to college together, study abroad together, and travel the world together. Are you really going to break every one of them?”

For a moment, the past blurred before my eyes.

I nodded, then shook my head.

“You broke those promises first. And I’ve already found the person I want to do those things with.”

Ethan’s face crumpled. His eyes reddened.

“Stop,” he whispered. “Nat, please. Don’t say any more.”

The pain and defeat on his face still moved something in me—not love, but enough old tenderness that I couldn’t leave without saying one last thing.

“Maybe you don’t really love me. Maybe you just can’t stand losing me.

“You need to move on too, Ethan.”

I didn’t wait for his answer.

Noah had been waiting across the street for a long time.

I ran over to him, and the moment I reached his side, he took my hand.

“Finally got rid of the ex-husband?” he asked. “Did you tell him that from now on, I’m in charge of killing every cockroach you find? He doesn’t get a single one.”

I laughed.

Then, without warning, I almost cried.

I glanced back at Ethan, who remained frozen by the river.

People streamed past him along the busy street. Some goodbyes meant *see you again*.

Others meant *never again*.

And at last, Ethan and I scattered like clouds after a storm, leaving nothing between us but rain.
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