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Chapter 1- Gravity Doesn’t Ask Permission
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Leia hadn’t seen Jake in years, but the way he leaned against her doorway—barefoot, grinning, like gravity had pulled him there on purpose—made it feel like every almost between them had been waiting for this.

She blinked at him, keys still in hand, the door half-open behind her. Her heart did that stupid thing it always did around him—skipped, stuttered, tried to pretend it wasn’t doing either.

“Hey, Red,” he said, like it was still his nickname to use.

Leia stared. “Jake?”

He looked exactly the same and nothing like she remembered. Athletic build, sun-warmed skin, that crooked smile that used to get him out of trouble with teachers and girlfriends alike. But there was something quieter in his eyes now. Something she didn’t recognize.

“I’m in 3B,” he said, nodding toward the hallway. “Saw you come in yesterday. Figured I’d say hi.”

She nodded slowly. “You live here?”

“Moved in last week. Small world.”

Too small, she thought. Too close. Too easy to fall back into rhythms she’d spent years unlearning.

Leia stepped aside, wordless, letting the door swing open wider. Jake hesitated for half a second—just long enough for her to notice—then crossed the threshold like he’d done it a hundred times before.

She shut the door behind him, then turned, arms crossed, trying to steady herself.

“What are you—” she started, then stopped. Her voice caught on the edge of something she hadn’t named yet. “I mean, you moved. You were three states away. You had that job, that-”

Jake’s smile softened. “I did. Things changed.”

Leia blinked. “So, you just... came back?”

“Not just,” he said. “But yeah. I’m back.”

She didn’t know what to do with that. Didn’t know what it meant. All she knew was that he was standing in her apartment, and her heart was doing that thing again.

She didn’t know what to do with that. Didn’t know what it meant. All she knew was that he was standing in her apartment, and her heart was doing that thing again.

Flashback: Four Years Earlier

Graduation day had smelled like sun-warmed pavement and cheap champagne. Leia had worn heels that pinched and a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Jake had been everywhere—posing for photos, hugging professors, tossing his cap like he hadn’t spent the last four years dodging emotional depth.

They’d found each other in the crowd after the ceremony, breathless and buzzing. He’d pulled her into a hug so tight she’d felt his heartbeat against hers.

“Don’t disappear on me,” he’d murmured into her hair.

She’d wanted to say, then don’t leave.

But he was already pulling back, already smiling like it was all going to be fine.

“You’ll visit,” he said. “I’ll call. We’ll figure it out.”

She’d nodded, because that’s what you do when someone you love is leaving and doesn’t know it.

He’d left the next morning. No goodbye text. No call. Just a tagged photo in front of his new office, three states away.

She’d stared at it for too long. Sent one text. Then another. Then stopped.

Back in the Present

Jake was still standing there, watching her like he could feel the memory pressing against her skin.

“I didn’t mean to disappear,” he said quietly.

Leia swallowed. “You did.”

He nodded. “I know.”

There was a pause—soft, suspended. Then Jake stepped forward, just slightly, like he wasn’t sure if he was allowed.

“I missed you,” he said.

Leia’s breath caught. She looked away, toward the window, toward anything that wasn’t him.

“You missed a lot,” she said, voice low. “You missed birthdays. Breakups. My first apartment. My panic attack in a grocery store. You missed me.”

Jake opened his mouth, but she kept going.

“We were friends from diapers, Jake. You knew every version of me. You held my hair back when I drank too much in college. You knew how I took my coffee before I even drank coffee. And then you left. And you didn’t call. Not once.”

Jake’s face shifted—guilt, regret, something else she couldn’t name.

“I thought about you every day for a year,” she said. “And you were just... gone.”

Jake reached out, instinctively—just a hand on her arm, gentle, familiar.

Leia flinched. Not dramatically. Just enough for him to feel it.

He pulled back immediately, hands at his sides now, like he’d touched something sacred and been reminded it wasn’t his anymore.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Leia nodded, but didn’t look at him. “You should go.”

Jake hesitated. Then, quietly: “I’m just down the hall.”

She didn’t answer.

He left without another word.

She stood there for a long time after the door clicked shut, staring at the lemon he’d placed on her counter. It was bright, absurd, and perfectly whole.

Just like they used to be.

Her breath came shallow. Her chest is tight. She didn’t move—couldn’t. The apartment felt too quiet, too full of everything he’d stirred up just by standing in it.

And then the tears came.

Hot, angry, silent at first. Then not.

She sank onto the couch, hands trembling, the weight of years pressing down all at once. Hurt. Rage. That stupid ache that still wanted him. It all spilled out in uneven sobs, the kind she hadn’t let herself cry since the night he left.

She hated that he could still do this to her. Hated that her body remembered him like muscle memory. Hated that part of her had wanted him to stay.

She wiped her face with the sleeve of her sweatshirt, but the tears kept coming.

From diapers to drunken nights. From whispered promises to silence.

Jake was back.

And she wasn’t ready.
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Chapter 2 – Proximity is a Cruel Architect
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Leia didn’t sleep.

She stared at the ceiling until the shadows shifted and the sun began its slow creep across her bedroom wall. Her body felt wrung out, like grief had taken her dancing and refused to let go.

Jake was back. And he lived in 3 B.

She got up late, made coffee she didn’t drink, and stared at the lemon on her counter like it might explain itself. It didn’t. It just sat there—bright, smug, and whole.

By noon, she’d convinced herself it was fine. She was fine. People moved back to cities all the time. Ex-friends became neighbors. It didn’t mean anything.

Except it did.

Because at 12:17 p.m., there was a knock.

Soft. Hesitant. Like he wasn’t sure if she’d open the door or throw something at it.

Leia froze.

Then, against her better judgment and every self-preservation instinct she’d honed over the years, she opened it.

Jake stood there holding a Tupperware container and wearing that same barefoot ease that made her want to scream.

“I made pasta,” he said, like that was a normal thing to do after emotionally detonating someone’s living room.

Leia blinked. “You cook now?”

Jake shrugged. “Therapy. And YouTube.”

She stared at him. “You’re in therapy?”

“Yeah,” he said, stepping inside without waiting for permission. “Turns out abandonment issues don’t fix themselves.”

Leia didn’t laugh. But something in her chest shifted.

They ate in silence. Not comfortable, not hostile—just full of everything unsaid.

Halfway through, Jake looked up. “I didn’t come back to mess with you.”

Leia didn’t answer.

“I came back because I couldn’t stop thinking about you. About us. About how I left everything good behind and tried to convince myself it was noble.”

She set her fork down. “It wasn’t noble. It was cowardly.”

Jake nodded. “I know.”

Another silence. This one is heavier.

Then Leia stood, walked to the window, and stared out at the street like it might offer her a script.

“I don’t know what you want from me,” she said.

Jake’s voice was quiet. “I don’t know either. I just know I want to be near you.”

Leia turned. “That’s not fair.”

“I’m not trying to be fair,” he said. “I’m trying to be honest.”

She hated that honesty sounded like hope.

And then—because proximity is a cruel architect—he was beside her. Not touching. Just close enough to feel the heat of him.

Her breath hitched.

Jake looked at her like he used to. Like she was the answer to a question he hadn’t dared ask.

And Leia—tired, raw, and still bleeding from the past—let herself lean in. Just slightly. Just enough.

The kiss was inevitable. Soft. Slow. Like they were remembering how. It didn’t fix anything. It didn’t erase the years. But it cracked something open.

And when they pulled apart, breathless and stunned, Leia whispered the only truth she had: “This is a bad idea.”

Jake nodded. “The worst.”

But neither of them moved.

The air between them felt thin, like it couldn’t hold the weight of everything unsaid.

And then—without speaking, without meaning to—they both fell into the same memory.

Flashback: One Week Before Graduation

It had been late. Campus was quiet, the kind of quiet that only comes after finals and before farewell.

They’d been walking back from a bonfire, the kind thrown by seniors who didn’t know how to say goodbye without beer and bad acoustic guitar.

Leia’s hoodie smelled like smoke. Jake’s hand kept brushing hers, like it wasn’t sure if it was allowed to stay.

They stopped outside her dorm, the glow from the hallway light catching the curve of her cheek.

Jake had looked at her then—looked. Like he was trying to memorize her before everything changed.

Leia had felt it. That shift. That pull.

She’d turned toward him, heart thudding, breath caught.

Jake had leaned in.

So had she.

And then—

A door opened behind them. Loud. Jarring. Someone is laughing, calling out goodbyes.

They’d both flinched, the moment broken.

Jake had kissed her forehead instead.

“Night, Red,” he’d whispered.

And she’d watched him walk away, her lips still tingling with the kiss that hadn’t happened.

Back in the Present

Leia blinked, the memory still clinging to her skin.

Jake was watching her, eyes soft, like he’d been there too. “I almost kissed you that night,” he said.

Leia nodded. “I know.”

Jake stepped back, just slightly. “I wanted to.”

“I wanted you to,” she said.

Another silence. This one is gentler.

Leia looked down at her hands, then back at him. “We were always almost.”

Jake’s voice was barely a whisper. “Maybe we still are.”

Leia swallowed. Her chest felt tight, like the words had to fight their way out.

“No,” she said quietly. “Not anymore.”

Jake’s breath caught. “What does that mean?”

Leia met his eyes, steady now. “It means I’m tired of almost.”

She didn’t say more. Didn’t have to.

Jake nodded, slowly. Like he understood exactly what she meant—and exactly how much it cost her to say it.

They stood there for a moment longer, suspended in something fragile and new.

Then Leia turned away, walked to the sink, and started rinsing their plates like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.

Jake didn’t stop her.

He just watched, quiet and reverent, like something sacred had shifted.

And maybe it had.
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Chapter 3 – The Body Remembers What the Heart Denies
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Leia juggled her tote bag, a half-empty coffee, and a grocery sack that was leaking. Her keys were somewhere—she could feel them, hear them—but her fingers weren’t cooperating.

She cursed softly, shifting everything to one arm and trying again.

The key slipped. The coffee sloshed. The bag threatened to tear.

And then—

“Here,” came a voice behind her.

Jake.

He was in work clothes this time—button-down, sleeves rolled, tie loose like he’d already started shedding the day. He reached out, gently took the keys from her fumbling grip, and unlocked the door with practiced ease.

Leia didn’t move. Just stood there, breath shallow, heart doing that thing again.

Jake pushed the door open, then turned to her. “You okay?”

She nodded too quickly. “Fine. Just clumsy today.”

He didn’t press. Just took the grocery bag from her arm before it could split open entirely.

“Thanks,” she muttered, stepping inside.

Jake followed, setting the bag on the counter like he’d done it a hundred times before.

Leia watched him, something uneasy stirring in her chest.

She’d been off all week. Tired. Nauseous. Snapping at coworkers for no reason. Her body felt foreign, like it was keeping secrets.

She hadn’t let herself think about it. Not really.

But now, with Jake standing in her kitchen again, sleeves rolled and eyes soft, the thought pressed harder.

She turned away, busying herself with unpacking. “You didn’t have to help.”

Jake shrugged. “Old habits.”

Leia froze for half a second. Then kept unpacking.

Old habits. Like knowing when she was lying. Like knowing how she took her coffee. Like kissing her forehead instead of her mouth.

She swallowed hard, fingers trembling slightly as she pulled out a bruised tomato.

Jake leaned against the counter, watching her. “You’ve been quiet.”

Leia didn’t look up. “I’ve been busy.”

He nodded, but didn’t move.

The silence stretched.

Then, softly, “You sure you’re okay?”

Leia’s breath hitched. She turned, met his eyes, and said the only thing she could, “I don’t know.”

Jake didn’t move.

He just stood there, leaning against the counter like he had all the time in the world. Like he wasn’t afraid of whatever came next.

Leia’s fingers curled around the edge of the sink. Her breath felt uneven, like her body couldn’t decide whether to fight or flee.

“I don’t know,” she repeated, voice quieter now. “I’ve been trying to figure it out, but I can’t.”

Jake stepped forward, slow. Careful. “Figure what out?”

Leia looked up at him, eyes rimmed with exhaustion and something rawer.

“You,” she said. “Us. That kiss. Everything.”

Jake’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture softened.

Leia kept going, the words tumbling now. “I spent years trying to forget you. Trying to hate you. And then you show up with pasta and lemons and that stupid smile and I—” Her voice cracked. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that.”

Jake took another step. “You don’t have to do anything.”

Leia shook her head. “But I feel everything. All of it. The hurt, the history, the way my body still reacts to you like it doesn’t remember what you did.”

Jake’s voice was gentle. “I remember what I did.”

Leia blinked, tears threatening. “I’m scared.”

Jake didn’t ask what. He didn’t need to.

He reached out, slow and deliberate, and placed a hand over hers on the sink.

Leia didn’t flinch this time.

“I’m scared too,” he said. “But I’m here.”

She looked at him—looked. And for the first time in days, she let herself believe he meant it.

“I don’t know how to trust you again,” she whispered.

Jake nodded. “Then let’s start with honesty.”

Leia swallowed. “Okay.”

Jake leaned in, just slightly. “Can I kiss you?”

Leia’s breath caught. She nodded.

The kiss was different this time. Not inevitable. Not remembered. Chosen.

It was soft, yes—but also trembling. Like both of them knew how fragile it was. How much weight did it carry?

When they pulled apart, Leia didn’t speak right away. She just rested her forehead against his chest, eyes closed, heart thudding. “I don’t know what this is,” she said.

Jake’s voice was quiet, but sure. “Hopefully, the start of something new. Together.”

Leia blinked, her breath catching. She didn’t answer—not yet. But she didn’t pull away either.

Jake held her a little tighter, then stepped back just enough to see her face. “I’ve wanted you for too long to pretend otherwise,” he said. “I tried to bury it. Tried to be noble, or distant, or whatever version of self-preservation I thought would make it easier.”

Leia’s eyes searched his, wary and wide.

“But I’m done pretending,” he said. “I want to be with you. Not just in your apartment or in stolen moments. I want the real thing. The messy, beautiful, terrifying thing.”

Leia’s breath hitched.

Jake reached for her hand, gently. “And if you need time to figure it out, I’ll wait. I’ll wait as long as you need.”

Leia stared at him, heart thudding, throat tight. “I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered.

Jake smiled—soft, crooked, familiar. “We’ll learn. Together.”

She didn’t speak. But her fingers curled around his. And then—slowly, deliberately—Leia leaned in. Not because she had answers. Not because the past was forgiven. But because something in her heart whispered, Try.

Jake met her halfway. The kiss was gentle. Reverent. Like they were both afraid to break it.

Leia’s hand found his shoulder, steadying herself against the rush of feeling.

When they pulled apart, she didn’t look away.

“I’m still scared,” she said.

Jake nodded. “Me too.”

But neither of them moved.

Later, after he left, Leia sat on the edge of her bed, staring at the lemon on her counter and the quiet hum of her apartment.

Her phone buzzed.

Jake: I meant every word. Sleep well, Red.

Leia didn’t reply.

But she read it three times before turning out the light.
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Chapter 4 – The Space Between Wanting and Knowing


[image: ]




Leia woke before her alarm. The sky outside was still gray, the kind of morning that felt like it hadn’t decided what it wanted to be yet.

She lay there for a moment, staring at the ceiling, trying to name the feeling in her chest. Not dread exactly. Not excitement. Just a hum. Like something was about to shift, and she didn’t know which way.

She got up, made coffee, and stood barefoot in the kitchen while the kettle hissed. Her apartment was quiet, the kind of quiet that made her hyper-aware of every sound—her breathing, the fridge kicking on, the soft clink of the mug against the counter.

Work was uneventful. Emails, meetings, the usual small talk that felt like background noise. She answered questions, nodded at the right times, and smiled when she was supposed to. But her mind kept drifting—to the knock she hadn’t heard yet, to the stir-fry she hadn’t planned, to Jake.

Around 3:17, she pulled out her phone and stared at the screen before finally typing out a message to Jake that read:

You around tonight? I’m cooking. Nothing fancy. Just felt like stir-fry.

She typed it, deleted it, retyped it. Added a smiley. Deleted the smiley. Then hit send before she could talk herself out of it.
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