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  PROLOGUE

  
  




The Night That Changed Everything

I should have gone home.

That was the thought circling my mind as I stood in the middle of the living room, music pounding through the walls, laughter ricocheting off glass and wood and memories I wasn’t ready to revisit. The house smelled like champagne and perfume and something nostalgic—old pine cleaner and familiarity, layered beneath the chaos of a party that had already gone on too long.

I knew this house.

I had known it my entire life.

Which was exactly why I shouldn’t have been here tonight.

The dress clung to me in ways my old self would have found scandalous. Pale silk, thin straps, the kind of fabric that showed too much when you moved and even more when you stood still. I’d chosen it with careless defiance, telling myself it was just a dress, just fabric, just a sign that I was no longer the awkward girl who used to trail after her best friend like a shadow.

I was grown now.

At least, that was the lie I’d told myself when I left my apartment earlier that evening.

My reflection stared back at me from the darkened window—eyes a little too bright, cheeks flushed, lips glossy from a drink I shouldn’t have accepted and then accepted again anyway. I barely recognized myself. Maybe that was the point.

Another burst of laughter drew my attention, and I forced a smile, weaving my way through bodies and half-familiar faces. People I’d known forever and people who had only ever known me as her friend. The girl who was always welcome here. The girl who belonged.

Belonged.

The word sat uncomfortably in my chest.

I reached the kitchen, grateful for the relative quiet, and set my empty glass on the counter. My head buzzed—not quite drunk, but light, unsteady, like I was standing on the edge of something I couldn’t see.

That’s when it happened.

That moment you can never undo.

The shift in the air. The sudden awareness that you’re not alone in the way you thought you were.

I felt him before I saw him.

It was absurd—no sound, no touch, no warning—but my body reacted instantly. My stomach tightened. My breath stalled halfway through my lungs. Heat spread through me in a slow, unsettling wave.

I turned.

He stood in the doorway, partially shadowed, as if the house itself was trying to protect me from noticing him.

Too late.

He looked exactly as he always did, and yet completely different.

Tall. Broad shoulders filling the frame with quiet authority. His dark shirt was rolled at the sleeves, exposing forearms lined with veins and faint scars—evidence of a life lived fully, recklessly at times, responsibly at others. Silver threaded through his hair at the temples, catching the light, making him look distinguished instead of older.

That was the dangerous part.

He wasn’t trying to look impressive.

He just was.

My best friend’s father.

The man who had helped me with math homework. Who had driven us to soccer practice. Who had scolded us gently when we stayed out too late and fixed things without being asked.

The man I should not, under any circumstances, be looking at the way I was looking at him now.

Our eyes met.

The world narrowed to that single point of contact.

Something flickered across his face—surprise, recognition, something darker I didn’t know how to name. His gaze dipped for a fraction of a second, tracing the line of my shoulder, the curve of my collarbone, before snapping back to my eyes.

His jaw tightened.

My pulse went wild.

For a moment, neither of us moved. The noise of the party faded into a dull hum, like it was happening underwater. I was painfully aware of my breathing, of the way my skin felt too tight, too alive.

He looked away first.

The spell broke, but the damage was done.

I told myself it was nothing. Just an awkward moment. Just alcohol and nostalgia and poor timing.

I told myself a lot of things that night.

He stepped into the kitchen, keeping his distance, his movements controlled. He poured himself a drink without looking at me again, his posture relaxed in a way that felt deliberate, practiced.

Avoidance.

I should have been grateful.

Instead, something inside me twisted.

“You’re here,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

His head turned slightly. “I didn’t plan to stay long.”

His voice was exactly the same as always—calm, steady, familiar. And yet hearing it directed at me like this, low and close, sent a shiver down my spine.

“I didn’t think you liked parties,” I added, desperate to fill the silence.

“I don’t,” he said. “I like making sure everyone’s safe.”

My chest tightened at that. At the implication. At the way his eyes briefly scanned the room, as if checking on people he felt responsible for.

Including me.

I picked up another glass, even though I didn’t need it. The champagne burned on the way down, warming me, loosening something I should have kept tightly wound.

“You don’t have to worry about me,” I said lightly. “I can take care of myself.”

His gaze settled on me then, steady and assessing, like he was seeing me for the first time.

“I know,” he said slowly. “That’s new.”

The words landed heavier than they should have.

I laughed, a little too brightly. “People change.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “They do.”

Another pause. Another moment where the air felt charged, stretched too thin.

I became acutely aware of how close he was standing. Of how the kitchen suddenly felt smaller. Of how easily I could reach out and touch him if I wanted to.

I didn’t.

I wanted to.

From the living room came a shout—my best friend calling his name, asking where he’d disappeared to. He answered without raising his voice, stepping back as if he needed the distance as much as I did.

“I should go,” he said. “Early morning.”

Of course he did.

Responsible. Reliable. Everything I wasn’t supposed to want.

“Right,” I said, nodding. “Goodnight.”

He hesitated.

Just for a second.

Then he nodded and turned away.

I watched him leave the kitchen, watched him move through the crowd with easy confidence, watched him slip out the front door without another glance back.

I exhaled shakily.

That should have been the end of it.

I stayed.

That was the fourth mistake.

The night blurred after that—music louder, lights dimmer, conversations blending together. I laughed when I was supposed to, danced when someone pulled me into the center of the room, let the drinks stack one on top of the other until my thoughts softened at the edges.

I told myself I was just having fun.

I told myself I deserved it.

When I slipped outside for air, the cool night wrapped around me like a warning. The sky was dark and clear, stars sharp and unforgiving. I leaned against the railing, breathing deeply, trying to steady the spinning in my head.

I wasn’t sure how long I stood there before I heard footsteps behind me.

I didn’t turn right away.

I already knew.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he said.

I closed my eyes.

“I needed air.”

“So did I.”

I turned then, heart racing.

He stood a few feet away, hands in his pockets, expression unreadable. The porch light cast shadows across his face, highlighting the lines around his eyes, the seriousness etched into him by years of responsibility.

“You left,” I said stupidly.

“I came back,” he replied.

Something in his voice—strained, almost—sent a thrill through me.

“This is a bad idea,” he said quietly.

I laughed, shaky and nervous. “Standing on a porch?”

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

The night felt too still, like it was holding its breath.

“I’m not a child,” I said again, more firmly this time. “You don’t get to decide what’s a bad idea for me.”

His jaw flexed. “I get to decide what’s a bad idea for me.”

We stared at each other, the distance between us heavy with everything we weren’t saying.

Rules.

Lines.

Consequences.

“I never meant for this,” he said.

“Neither did I.”

The truth was, I didn’t know what this was. Only that my heart was pounding, that my skin felt too sensitive, that every instinct I had was screaming at me to step closer.

I did.

He didn’t move away.

That was the moment everything tipped.

The kiss wasn’t sudden or desperate. It was slow, hesitant, like we were both waiting for the other to stop it. His hand hovered at my waist, barely touching, as if he could still pull back if he wanted to.

He didn’t.

When his lips finally met mine, the world shattered.

Heat. Pressure. The unmistakable certainty that this was a mistake and that neither of us cared enough to stop it.

I don’t remember who kissed who first. Only that once it started, there was no undoing it.

The rest of the night blurred into fragments—hands, breath, whispered warnings neither of us listened to. The knowledge that this would change everything burned bright and hot, but it wasn’t enough to stop us.

Some lines, once crossed, can never be redrawn.

When morning came, regret followed close behind.

But by then, it was already too late.

Because that night didn’t just change my life.

It claimed it.
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My Best Friend’s Father

I had spent my entire life pretending he didn’t exist in the way he actually did.

It was easier that way.

Easier to think of him as a fixed point in the background of my childhood—solid, dependable, permanent. He was always there when we needed him, always calm when everything else felt chaotic. He existed in the same category as the house itself or the old oak tree in the backyard. Familiar. Safe. Untouchable.

Except now, none of those words fit anymore.

I woke up the morning after the party with a dull ache behind my eyes and a far sharper one in my chest. Sunlight filtered through the thin curtains of the guest room, illuminating dust motes and memories I wished would stay buried.

For a long moment, I lay still, staring at the ceiling.

Then reality settled in.

The night before rushed back in disjointed flashes—his voice low and warning, the porch light cutting his face into shadow and gold, the feel of his hand hovering at my waist like he didn’t trust himself to touch me.

And then… the kiss.

My stomach flipped.

I sat up too fast, the room tilting slightly as my head protested. The bed creaked beneath me, unfamiliar but painfully recognizable. I had slept in this room countless times growing up. Movie nights. Sleepovers. Summers when home felt like the only place I belonged.

Last night had changed that.

I pressed my palms into my eyes, as if I could physically push the memory away. It didn’t work. It only sharpened it.

God.

What had I done?

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood, steadying myself against the dresser. My reflection stared back at me—hair a mess, makeup smudged, eyes shadowed with exhaustion and something far more dangerous than a hangover.

Guilt.

And something else I wasn’t ready to name.

I showered quickly, letting the hot water scald my skin, hoping it would wash away the lingering sensation of his hands, his mouth, the way he’d said my name like it wasn’t something he was allowed to want.

When I finally dressed—jeans, a loose sweater, clothes that felt like armor—I took a deep breath and stepped into the hallway.

The house was quiet.

Too quiet.

The party debris had been mostly cleaned up, but the faint smell of champagne and perfume lingered, a reminder that last night hadn’t been a dream. I padded down the stairs, each step echoing louder than it should have.

I wasn’t ready to see him.

I didn’t know if I ever would be.

“Hey,” my best friend said, popping out of the kitchen with a grin. “You look like death.”

I forced a smile. “You throw killer parties.”

She laughed, completely unaware of the way my heart slammed against my ribs. “Coffee?”

“Yes,” I said too quickly. “Please.”

She poured me a mug and slid it across the counter. I wrapped my hands around it, grateful for the heat, for something solid to anchor me.

“Dad already left,” she added casually. “Early meeting.”

Relief and disappointment tangled inside me so tightly it made my chest ache.

“Oh,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “Of course he did.”

She leaned against the counter, sipping her own coffee. “You disappeared last night. Everything okay?”

I swallowed.

“Yeah,” I lied. “Just needed air.”

She studied me for a moment, her expression softening. “You sure?”

I nodded, unable to trust my voice.

She accepted it, just like she always did. That was the thing about us—we’d known each other too long to question the little things. She trusted me completely.

The weight of that trust settled heavily in my stomach.

After breakfast, I made my excuses and left, promising to call later. The drive back to my apartment was a blur. Every red light felt like an eternity, every passing car an opportunity to think too much.

I replayed the night again and again, searching for the moment I could have stopped it.

There were too many.

I could have left the party earlier. I could have ignored him in the kitchen. I could have turned away on the porch.

Instead, I’d stepped closer.

Because somewhere along the way, he had stopped being just my best friend’s father.

I noticed it years ago.

The summer after my first year of college, when I came home older, sharper, more aware of the world and my place in it. He answered the door that day, and something shifted. His eyes lingered a second too long. His smile had been careful, restrained, like he was reminding himself of something important.

I’d told myself I was imagining it.

I wasn’t.

From then on, every interaction carried an undercurrent I pretended not to feel. A look held too long. A hand brushing mine when he passed me something. A silence that stretched just enough to feel intentional.

We never spoke about it.

We didn’t need to.

There was a rule between us—unspoken but absolute.

Don’t cross the line.

Last night, we had obliterated it.

I spent the rest of the day avoiding my phone, half-expecting a message from him, half-dreading it. None came.

By evening, my nerves were shot.

When a knock sounded at my door, my heart leapt into my throat.

It wasn’t him.

It was her.

“Movie night,” she announced, barging in without waiting for an invitation. “You look like you need it.”

I laughed weakly. “I don’t know—”

“Nope,” she interrupted. “You’re coming. My place.”

I didn’t have the energy to argue.

Her apartment felt safer than mine somehow—familiar, comforting, free from the echo of last night. We curled up on the couch, a terrible rom-com playing in the background, but I barely registered it.

Every time her phone buzzed, my pulse spiked.

I wondered if he was texting her.

I wondered if he was thinking about me.

I wondered if I was already in too deep.

Days passed.

Then weeks.

And he avoided me.

It was subtle at first—missed gatherings, excuses, early departures. When we did end up in the same room, he kept his distance, polite but distant, like he was afraid proximity alone would unravel him.












