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The coffee shop hummed with life—milk steaming, voices rising and falling, chairs scraping against the tile. She barely heard any of it. Her fingers curled around the warmth of her cup, thumb tracing circles along the rim, her mind somewhere else. Somewhere far away, tangled in memories, in the slow decline of something that had once felt unshakable.

She hadn’t noticed him at first.

It wasn’t until the chair across from her pulled back, until movement cut through the haze, that she looked up—and then the moment stretched, time-bending between them.

Him.

The past.

Eyes meeting, held for just a beat too long.

A flicker of surprise, then something else. Recognition. Unspoken understanding.

"Hey," he said, and it was soft, easy. Like no years had passed. Like they still knew each other, the way they once had.

She blinked, breath catching. "Wow. It’s—been a while."

"It has." He smiled—familiar, steady. A reminder of something lighter, something easier.

For the first time in weeks, something in her chest loosened.

She exhaled, let the moment settle between them, and suddenly, the coffee shop wasn’t just noise anymore. It was grounding her. It was real.

And so was he.

She blinked, still grounding herself in the moment, in the past unexpectedly sitting across from her.

"What are you doing here?" she asked, shaking her head slightly as if she had conjured him out of thin air. "I thought you moved away."

He leaned back in his chair, fingers drumming absently against the table. "I did. But—" He exhaled, a small, almost amused shrug. "I just bought a house here."

The words landed like a ripple through her chest, something offbeat and startling. Her fingers tightened around her cup.

"You—what?" She stared at him, her expression flickering between surprise and something else. Something she couldn’t name yet.

He watched her reaction, the corner of his mouth tugging into the beginnings of a smile. "Yeah. Didn’t expect that, huh?"

She huffed out a soft laugh, not quite sure what to do with the sudden shift in her understanding of him. "No. Honestly, no. "Where?"

He leaned back, studying her reaction before answering, like he knew it was going to catch her off guard. "The old homestead on South Mill," he said casually. "You know, the one that used to be the old schoolhouse."

She stared at him, her breath hitching for just a fraction of a second. "You bought that?"

He chuckled at the incredulity in her voice. "Yeah. Figured it had enough history to make it interesting."

She shook her head, letting out a quiet laugh, more surprised than anything. "That place was practically falling apart the last time I saw it."

"Exactly," he said, a smirk pulling at his lips. "It's a project. Something worth putting time into."

She looked at him differently now, as if this one revelation had peeled back another layer, revealing something she hadn’t considered before. He wasn’t just passing through, wasn’t just a fleeting memory from her past—he was here. Rooted. Staying.

Something stirred in her chest—something she wasn’t ready to name yet.

He tilted his head slightly, watching her in that quiet, patient way he always had.

"What’s wrong?" he asked. "I know that look."

She exhaled, her fingers curling around the warmth of her cup, grounding herself. "Just... thinking about things," she said, voice softer now, careful. "Trying to decide what to do."

He didn’t push, didn’t press for more, but she could feel the weight of his attention—steady, understanding, the kind of presence that made silence feel less lonely.

"Big things?" he asked after a beat, his tone light, but the meaning behind it wasn’t.

She let out a small breath, a half-smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. "Yeah. Something like that."

There was a pause, long enough for the hum of the café to fill the space between them—the clatter of dishes, the quiet murmur of voices, the scent of coffee curling in the air.

"You’ve always overthought things," he said finally, his voice edged with familiarity, with something close to fondness. Then, after a beat, softer, more intentional—

"Talk to me. Tell me about it."

The words settled between them, lingering, offering something she wasn’t sure she had the energy to accept.

She traced the rim of her cup, considering, hesitating. Then, with a chuckle, she leaned back in her chair. "You always see right through me," she murmured, half amused, half exasperated.

His smile deepened, eyes flickering with something warm, familiar. "It’s not exactly hard," he said, tilting his head. "You get that look when you're lost in your head."

She sighed, tapping her fingers absently against her cup, letting the warmth ground her. "Some things never change."

"Guess not," he said, leaning forward slightly, elbows on the table, gaze steady. "But seriously. Spill it."

She hesitated. The weight of her thoughts pressed against her ribs, but there was something about him—his voice, his presence—that made her want to let go, just a little.

And so, she did.

She glanced down at her half-empty coffee, then back up at him, something shifting in her expression.

"Let’s take a walk," she suggested, her voice quiet but sure. "Talk while we move."

He studied her for a beat, then smiled—that same knowing, easy grin. "Alright, Buttercup," he said, pushing back his chair.

The nickname tugged at something deep in her chest, something distant but warm. He hadn’t said it in years, and yet, hearing it again felt effortless—like no time had passed as they had never stopped being them.

She stood, slipping her coat on, feeling the weight of the moment shift. The café had been a place to sit and stew, to drown in thought. But with him here, offering space to breathe, to speak, to unravel just a little—she wanted to move forward.

Maybe, for the first time in a long time, she actually could.

Outside, the late afternoon air was crisp, carrying the scent of fresh rain on the pavement, the distant warmth of roasted coffee lingering on her coat. Paige tucked her hands into her pockets as she fell into step beside Scott, the rhythm of their strides syncing without thought, without effort.

The quiet between them wasn’t uncomfortable—it was filled with the hum of traffic, the occasional chatter of passersby, and the rustle of wind through the trees lining the sidewalk. She breathed it in, letting the movement around her, the weight of their conversation settling into something more fluid, something easier.

Scott glanced at her, his expression open, waiting.

"So," he said, giving her space to speak first, to shape the moment however she needed. "Where’s your head at, Buttercup?"

Paige huffed out a small laugh, shaking her head. "Still weird hearing you say that."

"Still fits, though," he countered, smirking. Then, as if to prove it, he reached out, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered just long enough to say I know you without words.

She rolled her eyes, but the way her breath hitched—just slightly—didn’t go unnoticed.

She didn’t argue, just exhaled, watching their feet move in sync along the pavement.

Scott slowed, then stopped altogether, standing still in the middle of the sidewalk. Paige took another step before realizing, turning to face him.

He wasn’t just watching her—he was considering her, weighing something unseen. His usual ease softened, replaced with something quieter, heavier.

"Paige," he said, voice low, deliberate. "Do you ever stop and think about what you want?"

She hesitated. "Of course I do."

He held her gaze, waiting, patient. Then—"Are you happy?"

Her first instinct was to laugh it off, to give some vague, dismissive answer. But the way he asked—the steadiness in his voice, the way his eyes held hers like he wasn’t just asking for the sake of asking—made it impossible.

She swallowed, fingers curling into her coat pockets, gaze flicking away for just a second before returning to his. The cool air pressed against her skin, sharp and grounding.

"I don’t know," she admitted, exhaling the truth she hadn't quite been ready to say. "I’m trying to figure that out."

Scott nodded, slow and deliberate, like he understood. Like he’d been there before. He shifted slightly, hands sliding into his own pockets, matching her stance without really meaning to.

"Alright," he said simply. "Let’s figure it out."

Paige let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, the warmth curling into the afternoon air. The weight in her chest was still there, still pressing—but somehow, just a little bit lighter.

She opened her mouth and hesitated. Then—"No." The word slipped out before she could soften it before she could mask it with something easier, something more palatable.

Scott held her gaze, didn’t flinch, didn’t rush to fill the silence. He just waited. His breath was steady, slow like he was making room for the truth instead of trying to reshape it.

For a second, she wanted to take it back. To laugh, to shrug, to say it’s fine—the way she had a dozen times before. But standing there, his eyes steady on hers, the weight of the question still lingering, she realized she didn’t have it in her to lie.

"I’m not happy," she admitted, quieter now. "I don’t know what I am. But it’s not that."

Scott nodded once, slow, thoughtful. His fingers flexed slightly inside his coat pocket—almost like he was resisting the instinct to reach for her hand, to offer something tangible.

"Okay," he said simply. "Then let’s figure out what comes next."

And somehow, that made it feel just a little less impossible.

Paige exhaled sharply, stopped walking, and turned to face him. The words had been sitting in her throat for days, weeks—maybe longer—but for the first time, standing there with Scott, they finally broke free.

"I don’t want to be in this relationship," she blurted out, the admission hitting the air between them with unfiltered honesty.

Scott didn’t react right away, didn’t rush in with fixes or empty reassurances. He just stood there, watching her, giving her space to let it be real. His breath was steady, measured—like he was taking in every word before deciding what to do with it.

She swallowed hard, fingers tightening in her coat pockets. "I haven’t wanted to be in it for a while," she continued, almost stunned by the weight of hearing herself say it out loud. "But I haven’t dared to end it. So, we fight instead—every time we see each other, every damn time. And I let that be the excuse, let the arguments be the thing that slowly pulls us apart instead of saying what I should’ve said a long time ago."

"Saying what I should’ve said a long time ago." She inhaled, slow and steady, the kind of breath meant to summon courage. When she exhaled, the words felt heavier, more certain.

She let out a breath, shaking her head. The truth sat there, heavy, undeniable, pressing against the space between them. "It’s easier to fight than to say, ‘This isn’t working.’"

Scott tilted his head slightly, studying her. Then, quietly—like he understood the gravity of it—"But you said it."

She blinked, the realization pressing against her ribs, settling into her chest.

She had.

And somehow, saying it to him felt more real than all the fights, all the silence, all the avoidance.

She hesitated for a moment, then admitted, almost like it surprised her, "Saying it to you is much easier than to Tom."

Scott raised an eyebrow, his expression laced with curiosity. "Well, do you both live together?"

Paige let out a short, genuine laugh—one that carried more relief than humor. "No, thank god," she said, shaking her head. "He lives an hour away."

Scott let that sink in, then tilted his head. "An hour? So, you’re doing long-distance and fighting every time you see each other?"

She exhaled, lips pressing together before letting out a wry chuckle. "Yeah. Kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it?"

Scott huffed out a laugh, but there was something thoughtful behind it, something quiet. "So, what’s keeping you in it?"

And just like that, the question hung in the air, heavier than the cool afternoon breeze, heavier than the weeks of uncertainty Paige had been carrying.

Paige exhaled, the words slipping out before she could second-guess them.

"Fear of being alone," she admitted, voice quieter now, as if saying it too loud might make it even more real.

Scott didn’t react right away—he just let the words settle, let them sit between them without rushing to fix them.

"You ever thought," he said after a beat, his tone careful, steady, "that staying in something that makes you miserable might be lonelier than actually being alone?"

Paige let out a breath, shaking her head, a small, humorless chuckle escaping. "Yeah," she said, a sad smile tugging at her lips. "I have."

Scott nodded, didn’t push. Just walked beside her, letting her carry the thought without forcing her to do anything with it.

And somehow, that made it feel a little lighter.

Scott exhaled, glancing at her as they walked, his expression thoughtful but certain.

"So now you know what to do," he said, voice steady, quiet but firm. "How and when you do it—that’s up to you."

Paige let the words sink in, her fingers tightening in her pockets, her breath steady.

There was no pressure in his voice, no expectation—just truth. Just understanding.

And somehow, hearing it made it feel a little less impossible.

Paige exhaled, rubbing her fingers together inside the warmth of her coat pocket. The weight of everything sat heavier now—not unbearable, but real.

"So," she murmured, almost to herself, eyes flickering toward Scott. "Do I see him? Or call him?"

Scott didn’t answer immediately. He let the question linger, let the choice settle into the air between them.

"Depends," he finally said, his voice calm, even. "Are you looking for closure—or an easy way out?"

Paige blinked, caught off guard by the way he cut straight through her indecision. No fluff, no hesitation—just the truth.

She inhaled, slow, deliberate. "Closure," she admitted, voice quieter now. "I think."

Scott nodded, tucking his hands into his jacket. "Then face-to-face," he said simply. "No loose ends. No room for doubt."

Paige let out a breath, shaking her head. "I hate that you’re always right," she muttered.

Scott smirked. "You always do."

She huffed out a laugh, but something inside her felt lighter. As if, for the first time, she wasn’t just stuck thinking about what came next—she was ready to do something about it.

Paige exhaled, the weight of everything settling—but this time, it didn’t feel suffocating. It felt clear.

She turned to Scott, the familiar steadiness in his expression grounding her. "Thank you," she said, the sincerity in her voice unshakable.

Scott smirked. "For what?"

She let out a breath, shaking her head. "For knowing exactly what to say. For not letting me talk myself in circles. For—" She sighed, laughing softly. "For making me admit it."

His smile was easy, knowing. "Anytime, Buttercup."

Paige huffed out a small laugh, then squared her shoulders, setting her hands on her hips like she was bracing herself against the inevitable.

"I’m going to do it," she said, more to herself than to him. "Before I chicken out again."

Scott nodded, letting the moment settle, letting her settle into it.

"You got this," he said simply.

And for the first time, Paige thought—maybe she did.
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The road stretched endlessly ahead, long and empty, cutting through the quiet countryside like an afterthought. No traffic, no distractions—just miles of open space, flat fields rolling past in muted greens and golds.

Paige cranked the volume on the radio, letting the music swallow the silence, letting it fill the car until the lyrics became nothing more than noise—something loud enough to keep her mind from wandering, from second-guessing.

The sky was clear, pale blue, the late afternoon sun hanging low over the horizon. She kept her hands firm on the wheel, knuckles tightening with every mile she put between herself and the safety of home.

Don’t think, just drive.

That was the rule she’d set for herself. No overanalyzing, no talking herself out of it—just keep moving forward.

She glanced at the clock. Thirty-five minutes left.

The thought clawed at the edge of her mind. She could turn around. She could make up an excuse, tell herself it wasn’t the right time, convince herself that maybe, just maybe, things would work themselves out if she just waited a little longer.

But she knew better.

Paige pressed a little harder on the gas, the music drowning out everything else.

She wasn’t going to chicken out. Not this time.

The road was still empty, still stretching out in long, monotonous lines, but now—now Paige could feel it tightening around her. The closer she got, the heavier it all became.

Her stomach twisted, a dull knot forming, tightening with every mile. Her fingers flexed against the steering wheel, her breath thinning just a little.

The music wasn’t helping.

She reached for the dial, flicking the volume up even higher, letting the sound crash against her nerves, trying to drown out the spiral of what-ifs clawing their way into her mind.

What if he doesn't react well?  What if she stumbles over her words?  What if this is harder than she thinks?

Paige inhaled deeply, shaking her head. No. She was doing this. There was no turning back, no rerouting, no more excuses.

Her stomach twisted tighter with every mile, her fingers gripping the wheel just a little harder.

You ever thought that staying in something that makes you miserable might be lonelier than actually being alone?

Scott’s words surfaced suddenly, cutting through the tangled thoughts in her head. She could still hear his voice—calm, steady, like he wasn’t just telling her something, but reminding her of what she already knew.

The sign for Tom’s exit loomed ahead.

Paige inhaled sharply, forcing herself to focus on the road, on the fact that she was here now, that this was happening.

She could turn around.

She could make an excuse, delay it for another day, another week, another fight.

But Scott had been right.

She knew what to do.

How and when she did it? That was up to her.

Paige pressed a little harder on the gas.

She wasn’t chickening out. Not this time.

Paige pulled into the driveway, easing the car to a stop with a slow, deliberate breath.

For a second, she just sat there, fingers curled around the steering wheel, staring at the familiar house—the porch light on, the blinds half-drawn, the same car parked where it always was.

Nothing had changed.

Except her.

The music was still playing, but she barely heard it now. Her pulse was a steady drumbeat in her ears, her nerves tight beneath her skin.

This was it.

Before she could let herself hesitate, before the weight of old excuses could creep back in—she killed the engine.

And sat there.

Just for a moment.

Then, finally, she reached for the door handle and stepped out.

Paige stood at the front door, her pulse drumming in her ears. She could still turn around, climb back into her car, and pretend this conversation didn’t need to happen.

But she wasn’t going to.

She pressed the doorbell.

The chime echoed through the house, distant but distinct, and for a few unbearable seconds, nothing happened. Then, footsteps. The sound of the lock clicking.

The door swung open, and there he was—Tom, standing in the doorway like this was just any other day like she hadn’t spent the entire drive here preparing herself to finally say this isn’t working.

His expression shifted from mild surprise to something warmer, easy, like he wasn’t expecting her but was still pleased she was there.

"Paigey," he said, the nickname hitting her ears like nails on a chalkboard.

She stiffened the reaction instant. God, she hated that. Had hated it for as long as he’d been saying it. Had told him more times than she could count to stop calling her that, yet here he was—still doing it, still ignoring something so simple.

And suddenly, this—this moment, this nickname, this habit—was exactly why she was here.

Her jaw tightened, her stomach coiling, but she forced herself to steady her voice.

"We need to talk."

The words landed, sharp, final.

Tom’s smile faltered.

Tom’s brow furrowed slightly, confusion flickering in his expression. He shifted his weight, glancing at her like he was trying to piece together why she was standing at his door with that tight look on her face.

"What’s up, Paigey?"

And just like that, something inside her snapped.

"Stop calling me that!" she shot back, the words slicing through the air sharper than she intended.

Tom blinked, taken aback. "Whoa, alright—relax."

"No," Paige said, stepping forward, heat curling in her stomach. "No." She let out a breath, shaking her head, her hands gripping the sleeves of her coat like she needed something to hold onto. "Do you even realize how many times I’ve told you not to call me that? You never listen."

Tom scoffed, crossing his arms, the easy demeanor shifting into something more rigid. "Jesus, Paige. It’s just a nickname. No need to lose your mind over it."

"It’s not just a nickname," she snapped, the frustration months in the making finally hitting the surface. "It’s the fact that I ask you for one damn thing—one stupid, simple thing—and you still don’t care enough to listen."

Tom’s mouth opened like he had something to say, something defensive, something dismissive—but Paige was done.

She inhaled sharply, steadying herself.

"This is exactly why I’m here," she said. "This? Us? It’s not working. And I’m done pretending it will."

Tom’s arms slowly dropped to his sides, his jaw tightening.

For once, he didn’t have a quick, easy comeback.

For once, she had taken control of the conversation.

And this time? She wasn’t backing down.

Tom stared at her, the weight of her words settling into the space between them. For a second, he didn’t react—just stood there, processing, his jaw tightening.

Then, predictably, the defense kicked in.

"You’re being dramatic," he said, shaking his head like this was all some overreaction, some irrational outburst she’d regret later. "It’s just a nickname, Paige. You’re really ending things over that?"

Paige exhaled sharply, forcing herself to keep her stance steady. "It’s not just a nickname, Tom. It’s everything. It’s the fact that you never listen. That you never take me seriously. That you dismiss me like this, every time I try to tell you what I need."

Tom scoffed, rubbing a hand over his face, already exhausted from the conversation. "Jesus, Paige. Come on. We fight, sure, but that’s just how we are. Every couple fights—"

"No," she cut him off, voice firm. "Not like this. Not constantly. Not as an excuse to stay in something that doesn’t work. We don’t work.”

His expression shifted just slightly—a flicker of frustration, maybe even realization—but instead of acknowledging it, he just shook his head again. "You’re making a mistake."

Paige swallowed, steadying herself. "No," she said. "I’m finally doing something right."

And just like that, the finality settled between them, heavy and unavoidable.

Tom let out a sharp breath, rubbing a hand over his face like the conversation itself was exhausting him.

"Fine," he muttered, shaking his head, his tone clipped. "You’re right. It’s not working."

Paige’s stomach tightened, but she didn’t let it show—not this time.

Tom exhaled, arms crossing, frustration settling into his stance. "Honestly?" He let out a humorless laugh. "I’m sick of the whining. Of the complaints. Of this—whatever this is."

Paige felt something inside her still.

Not hurt. Not surprised. Just... done.

She nodded once, slow, steady. "Good," she said simply. "Then there’s nothing left to talk about."

Tom blinked at that, but before he could respond, before he could twist it back into an argument, she turned toward the door.

And for the first time, she didn’t look back.

Paige slid into the driver’s seat, exhaling sharply as she pulled the door shut behind her.

The quiet hit her first. Not the silence of an empty street or a still evening—but the quiet inside herself.

Relief.

She gripped the steering wheel, staring straight ahead, feeling the weight she’d carried for way too long finally, finally lift.

It was done.

No more fights. No more dragging it out. No more pretending.

Just her.

She inhaled deeply, leaning back against the seat, and for the first time in months—maybe even years—she felt lighter.

Paige reached for the radio dial, turning the volume up just a little.

And then, without hesitation, she pulled out of the driveway—without looking back.

The road stretched out ahead, the same empty highway, the same quiet fields—but this time, everything felt different.

Lighter.

Paige rested one hand on the wheel, the other draped loosely in her lap, exhaling as she finally let herself sink into the moment.

She had done it.

No fights. No dragging it out. No second-guessing.

Just relief.

The radio hummed in the background, the music blending into the steady hum of the engine, but she wasn’t using it to drown anything out anymore.

She was free.

For the first time in a long time, the road ahead felt open—not just physically, but in a way she hadn’t even realized she needed.

Paige breathed in deeply, steadily.

And kept driving.
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Paige had every intention of driving straight home—really, she did. But somewhere between the highway exit and the quiet stretch of backroads leading to her apartment, she found herself pulling into the parking lot of a pizza shop instead.

She didn’t think too hard about it and didn’t let herself overanalyze. She just ordered a large pizza, grabbed two beers from the gas station down the street, and before she even realized what she was doing, she was heading toward Scott’s place.

Because if there was anyone she wanted to see right now—anyone she wanted to sit with, to talk to, to be around after the absolute mess of a conversation she just had—it was him.

The roads were still quiet, the night settling in, streetlights flickering on as she turned onto his block.
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