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    To the ones who couldn't say it back,and the ones who said it too late.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some people ain't just part of your past—they are your past, your present, and your unfinished business."—Unknown
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​Chapter 1 – The Funeral
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It was raining the morning Raina Ellis came home.

Not the kind of rain that raged or roared—but a soft, gray drizzle that blanketed the town like a sigh. The coastal air clung to her skin as she stepped off the bus, suitcase in one hand, her phone buzzing with messages she didn’t want to read.

“Sorry for your loss.”
“Didn’t know you were coming back.”
“Is it true you’re staying with Malik?”
Raina didn’t answer any of them.

She hadn’t walked these streets in years, not since she left Port Camden for good, or so she thought. The town hadn’t changed much—same cracked sidewalks, same Spanish moss curling around lampposts, same old men playing dominoes under the bodega awning. It was like walking into a paused memory, one she’d never planned to rewind.

But then Miss Geneva Carter died.

And that changed everything.
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The church was already packed when Raina arrived—wooden pews filled with faces from her childhood, all wearing black and whispers. The air smelled of lilies and memory. Malik stood at the front, tall and composed, his head bowed as the choir hummed softly in the background.

He hadn’t seen her yet.

She slid into the back row, her heart thudding so loudly it almost drowned out the hymn. She shouldn’t have come. Not because she didn’t love Miss Geneva—she did, more than some of her own family—but because being here meant seeing him. And she wasn’t ready.

The preacher began to speak, quoting Proverbs. Raina only half-listened, watching Malik instead. He was broader now, heavier in the shoulders, beard fuller, expression sharper. But his hands were still the same—hands that once built her a bookshelf when they were sixteen, hands that caught her when she slipped on the pier the summer before college, hands that held her tighter than any man ever had without ever claiming her.

He lifted his eyes—and saw her.

Their gazes locked.

Just for a moment.

Then the preacher said, “Would Malik Carter like to come forward to say a few words?” And the spell broke.
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He spoke with quiet strength, voice hoarse but steady.

“My grandmother was love in human form,” he began. “She raised me, fed me, prayed for me, cursed me out when I deserved it, and gave everything she had to everyone who needed it. If you were lucky enough to sit at her kitchen table, then you know... you were seen. You were fed. You were loved.”

Raina’s throat tightened. A tear slid down her cheek before she could stop it.

He paused, then added something that felt like it was meant just for her.

“She used to say, ‘Sometimes love takes the long way ‘round. But it always finds home.’”

Raina looked away.
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After the service, the small crowd spilled into the parking lot. Hugs were exchanged, casseroles were passed, and Malik was swarmed with condolences. Raina stayed back—quiet, invisible.

Until she wasn’t.

“You gonna hide behind that umbrella all day?”

His voice.

She turned.

There he was—Malik Carter, in a black suit and rain-speckled dress shoes, standing just a little too close. His smile was tired, but real. His eyes were the same warm brown that used to undo her.

“Hey,” she said.

“Didn’t think you’d come.”

“I didn’t think I would either.”

Silence stretched between them like an old scar.

Then he nodded toward his truck. “You staying long?”

“Couple weeks. Maybe.”

He hesitated. “Still need a place?”

She blinked. “You serious?”

“Yeah,” he said. “House is quiet now. Could use the noise.”

Raina looked up at the sky, at the soft drizzle falling between them. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe it was fate. Maybe it was just grief.

But she said, “Okay.”

And just like that, after all the years, all the missed chances and nearlys, she was coming home to him.
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​Chapter 2 – The Spare Room
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Malik’s house hadn’t changed much.

Same white siding, same rusted wind chimes clinking near the porch, same basketball hoop leaning slightly over the driveway like it still carried the weight of all the games they never finished. But the heart of it—Miss Geneva—was gone. And without her, everything felt... hollow.

Raina stepped inside hesitantly.

It smelled like cedar and lemon oil. Clean. Lived in. The furniture was simple and functional: gray couch, wood coffee table, old bookshelf sagging under the weight of paperbacks and photo frames. A throw blanket hung over the armrest—crocheted, faded, and instantly recognizable.

“Your grandma made this,” Raina whispered, touching it gently.

Malik nodded, tossing his keys in the bowl by the door. “She made one for every woman she ever loved.”

A beat passed.

“Yours is probably still in the closet somewhere.”

Raina didn’t answer.
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He showed her the spare room at the end of the hall. It was modest—light blue walls, a full-size bed with white sheets, and a dresser she remembered helping paint one summer when they were seventeen. The top drawer still had her name carved in it from a pocketknife dare.

“You sure about this?” she asked, arms folded, hesitant.

Malik leaned against the doorframe. “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have offered.”

“Yeah, but we haven’t... I mean, we barely talked after...”

“You mean after you married that jackass?”

She flinched.

He sighed. “Sorry. That was out of line.”

“No, it wasn’t,” she murmured. “He was.”

They stood in silence. Everything between them was old and unfinished. Words unsaid, feelings buried, years lost.

Finally, Malik pushed off the doorframe. “I gotta get some rest. Early shift tomorrow. Kitchen’s yours. Make yourself at home.”

And then he left.
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That night, Raina sat on the edge of the bed, suitcase still zipped. She didn’t know what she was doing here. This town had held her heart captive once—and so had Malik. She’d run so far from it all, hoping love could be cleaner, easier, less... complicated.

But that had just been a lie she told herself.

She pulled out her journal from the suitcase and flipped to a page she hadn’t dared reread in years.


June 4th
I think I’ve been in love with Malik since we were eighteen. I think he knows. I think I scare him.

She closed it quickly, heart pounding.

Outside the door, she heard Malik’s footsteps retreating down the hall. And she realized: they weren’t strangers. But they weren’t just friends either.

They never had been.
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