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Chapter 1  - Lily’s POV
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Some stories end where they began.

My hands are shaking so hard I can't get the key out of the ignition. The yellow Victorian house stares back at me through the windscreen, all peeling paint and broken promises, and every instinct I have is screaming at me to run.

But there's nowhere left to go.

The inheritance letter sits crumpled on the passenger seat where I threw it after reading it for the hundredth time. Twelve months. That's all Aunt Meridith asked—live in her house for one year, or watch it go to Cousin Marcus who'll probably tear it down and build units.

Twelve months next door to Aaron Saddler.

I force my fingers to work, yanking the keys free with more violence than necessary. The March air hits my face like a slap when I step out, thick with eucalyptus and memories I've spent seventeen years trying to forget. My legs feel unsteady beneath me, like I'm walking on a ship deck instead of solid ground.

Mrs. Patterson's in her garden, same as always. Her silver head pops up over the roses when she hears the ute door slam, and I watch recognition dawn across her weathered face like sunrise.

"Lily Bradstock?" She drops her pruning shears and starts toward the fence, wiping dirt-stained hands on her apron. "My goodness, is that really you?"

I paste on a smile that feels like broken glass. "Hello, Mrs. Patterson. How are you keeping?"

"Oh, getting by, dear. Getting by." Her eyes are bright with curiosity and something that might be pity. "So sorry about your aunt. Meridith was a treasure, truly. We'll all miss her."

The words hit harder than they should. Aunt Meridith, who never asked why I couldn't come home for Christmas, who sent care packages to whatever address I was using that month. Who understood that some people are born running and never asked me to explain why I couldn't stop.

"Thank you," I manage, my throat tight. "She was... she meant a lot to me."

Mrs. Patterson nods, then glances toward the house next door with barely concealed interest. "I suppose you'll be staying a while then. Getting the house sorted?"

The loaded question hangs between us. In a town this size, everyone knows about inheritance conditions. Everyone also knows who lives next door.

"For a bit," I say carefully, then turn toward the ute before she can ask more questions I don't want to answer.

The first box nearly drops from my hands when I lift it. Books, of course—my portable life in literature form. Mining Safety Protocols from the job that lasted eight months before the isolation drove me half-mad. Event Management for Tourism from Cairns, where I thought serving happiness to strangers might cure whatever was broken inside me. Each book a bookmark in a life I couldn't quite commit to.

I'm struggling with the weight, cursing my past self for packing like I was building a fortress, when that voice cuts through the afternoon air like a blade through silk.

"Well, I'll be damned. Look what the wind blew back into town."

Every muscle in my body locks up. The box slips in my suddenly nerveless fingers, and I have to grab it against my chest to keep it from hitting the ground. Seventeen years, and his voice still affects me like I'm some lovesick teenager instead of a grown woman who should know better.

I force myself to turn around slowly, giving my face time to arrange itself into something approaching indifference.

Aaron Saddler is leaning against our shared fence like he owns the whole damn street. And maybe he does—he's got that easy confidence of a man who's never doubted his place in the world, never wondered if he belongs somewhere. His dark hair is shorter than I remember, threaded with silver at the temples, and his shoulders have filled out the lean frame I used to trace with desperate fingers in his workshop after midnight.

He looks good. Better than good. He looks like he's exactly where he's meant to be.

"Aaron." I keep my voice level, professional. Like he's the postman or someone equally forgettable. "Charming as ever."

Something flickers across his face—surprise, maybe, or amusement. He takes a sip from his coffee mug, and I catch the faded text: 'World's Okayest Dad.'

The words hit me like a physical blow. Dad. Of course he's a father now. Of course he built the life we used to plan in whispered conversations under stars, the life I was too terrified to want because wanting things had always been dangerous in my house.

"And you're still running when things get complicated." His voice is casual, conversational, but I catch the edge underneath. "Some habits die hard, I guess."

The familiar anger sparks in my chest—clean and sharp and so much easier than the hurt underneath. "Some things are worth running from."

I hoist the box higher, using the movement to break eye contact. Being this close to him is like staring into the sun—you can only manage it for so long before you go blind.

"That what you call it?" Aaron pushes off from the fence, taking a step closer. Not into my yard, but close enough that I can smell his aftershave—something woody and warm that makes my traitorous body remember things I've spent years trying to forget. "Running from something, or running to it?"

The question is loaded with seventeen years of history, and we both know it. I shift my weight, transferring the box to my hip so I can cross my arms—a barrier between us that feels pathetically inadequate.

"Does it matter?"

"Might do." His gaze travels over me, cataloguing changes. The shorter hair, the city clothes, the walls I've built so high I sometimes forget what the world looks like without them. "You look tired, Lily."

The gentleness in his voice is worse than anger would be. Anger I could fight. Concern just makes me want to crumble.

"Long drive," I say, which is true enough.

"From where this time?"

"Mount Isa." The words slip out before I can stop them, and I curse myself for giving him even that small piece of information.

"Mining town." Aaron nods like that explains something. "How long were you there?"

"Long enough." I adjust my grip on the box, using the movement to step back toward the house. Away from him and the memories his presence drags up like sediment in still water. "I should get these inside before it gets dark."

"Course." But he doesn't move, doesn't give me the escape I'm desperate for. Instead, he just watches me with those dark eyes that used to see straight through every defence I had. "Lily?"

Against my better judgment, I look at him.

"Welcome home."

The words are quiet, almost gentle, but they hit like a sucker punch to the solar plexus. Home. As if this place could ever be home when staying here had always felt like drowning.

"It's not home, Aaron," I say, the truth slipping out before I can stop it. "It never was."

Something shutters in his expression—hurt, maybe, or disappointment. He takes a step back, creating distance that should feel like relief but somehow doesn't.

"Right then." His voice has gone flat, professional. "See you around, I suppose."

He turns and walks back to his house without another word, screen door closing behind him with a soft click that sounds final. I stand frozen in my driveway, watching the empty space where he'd been, my heart hammering against my ribs like a caged bird.

The box in my arms feels heavier now, weighed down with more than just books. With memories and mistakes and the terrible knowledge that some wounds never fully heal, no matter how far you run from them.

Behind me, the ute waits with the rest of my life packed into cardboard boxes. Ahead of me, Aunt Meridith's house stands patient and empty, holding space for whatever comes next.

And next door, Aaron Saddler has probably already forgotten this conversation, moved on with his evening routine in the life he built without me.

I fish the house keys from my pocket with numb fingers, noting absently that my hands have finally stopped shaking. Funny how facing your worst fear can be steadying, in its own twisted way.

The key turns easily in the lock—Aunt Meridith always kept her mechanisms well-oiled—and the door swings open to reveal the hallway where I used to hide during my parents' worst fights, where Aaron would find me hours later and talk me back from the edge of panic with patient words and steady hands.

I step inside and close the door firmly behind me, shutting out the March evening and the man next door and the terrible, wonderful possibility that some stories don't end where they began.

They just pause there, waiting for someone brave enough to turn the page.
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Chapter 2 - Aaron's POV
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The coffee tastes like shit.

I'm standing at my kitchen sink, staring out the window at the yellow house next door, trying to pretend I'm not watching for signs of life. The rational part of my brain—the part that's kept me functioning for seventeen years—says I should mind my own business. Lily Bradstock is a grown woman who can unpack her own boxes and sort out her own problems.

The rest of me wants to march over there and demand to know why she looked so damn fragile standing in that driveway, like a strong wind might blow her clean away.

Christ, she's gotten thin. Not unhealthy thin, just... sharp around the edges, like she's been worn down to her essential self. The Lily I knew had curves that drove me half-mad with wanting. This version looks like she's been surviving on determination and not much else.

My phone buzzes on the counter. Emma, texting from her mate's house where she's doing homework: Dad, can I stay for dinner? Jess's mum made lasagna and you know you were just going to heat up yesterday's leftovers anyway.

Smart kid. Too smart for her own good sometimes.

Fine, I text back. But home by eight. School tomorrow.

Thanks Dad! Love you

The house settles into the particular quiet of a single parent's evening. Too quiet, usually, but tonight it feels charged with possibility and dread in equal measure. Like the air before a storm breaks.

I dump the coffee down the drain and grab a beer instead, then immediately put it back. Last thing I need is to look like the lonely neighbour drowning his sorrows while his ex-girlfriend sorts through her dead aunt's house.

Ex-girlfriend. The words sit wrong, too casual for what we were. Lily wasn't just some girl I dated in high school. She was supposed to be my forever, my other half, my—
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