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“We need to tell you something.”

The words left my mouth before I could soften them.

My mom’s smile lingered, warm and unsuspecting. Daniel had his arm around her waist. They’d just finished talking about centerpieces. October felt close. Real.

Cody’s hand was now in mine.

Not hidden.

Not loose.

Held.

“What is it?” my mom asked.

Her voice was light.

Cody squeezed my fingers once. Steady.

I swallowed.

“We’re together,” I said.

The air in the room shifted instantly.

My mom blinked.

Daniel’s arm fell from her waist.

“I don’t understand,” she said quietly.

Cody spoke next.

“We didn’t plan it,” he said. “And we tried to stop.”

That part mattered.

Daniel’s jaw tightened. “Stop what?”

“Whatever this was becoming,” I said. “Before you got back together. Before the engagement.”

My mom went still.

Engagement hung heavy between us.

“But we ended it,” Cody added firmly. “When you two decided to try again. We ended it.”

Daniel’s eyes flicked between us. “Ended it.”

“Yes.”

“And now?” my mom asked.

Her voice wasn’t angry yet.

It was bracing.

Cody didn’t let go of my hand.

“Now we’re not pretending,” he said.

That was the truth.

The fundraiser.

The three months of distance.

The night at my apartment.

The knock at 10:57 PM.

The way he’d said I love you like it was both surrender and declaration.

“We tried to move on,” I said. “I dated Kathy. We stayed away from each other. We thought it was the right thing.”

“And it wasn’t?” Daniel asked.

I shook my head.

“No.”

Silence.

Thick.

Stunned.

“When did you decide this?” my mom asked.

“The night after the fundraiser,” Cody said evenly. 

Her eyes flicked to mine.

“You followed him outside at the fundraiser,” she said.

Not a question.

“Yes.”

“And then?”

I didn’t look away.

“We stopped lying to ourselves.”

That was it.

No dramatic confession.

No graphic detail.

Just truth.

Daniel stood slowly.

“That’s my son,” he said, looking at me.

I met Daniel’s gaze.

“I know.”

No excuse.

No justification.

Just that.

My mom finally sat down.

“You let us set a date,” she whispered.

The guilt hit hard.

“We thought we could stay out of it,” I said. “We thought if we stayed away from each other, this would just... disappear.”

“But it didn’t,” she said.

“No.”

Her eyes moved to our hands.

“You love him?” she asked Cody.

“Yes.”

She turned to me.

“And you?”

“Yes.”

That was the point of no return.

Daniel exhaled sharply.

“You’re choosing this,” he said.

“Yes,” Cody answered.

There was no wavering.

Not now.

My mom’s eyes filled, but she didn’t cry.

She just looked tired.

“I just got my family back,” she said.

The words cracked something in my chest.

“We’re not trying to take that from you,” I said. “We’re not trying to ruin anything.”

“But you are,” she whispered.

And that was the truth we couldn’t soften.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “For the hurt. For the timing. For the way it unfolded.”

But I didn’t apologize for loving him.

Daniel looked at Cody again.

“Did you pursue him?”

Cody didn’t look away.

“Yes.” 

“Did you stop it when you could have?”

Cody didn’t hesitate.

“No.”

Honesty over self-preservation.

My mom closed her eyes.

“I need you both to leave,” she said finally.

Not screaming.

Not hysterical.

Just broken.

“Tonight.”

Cody squeezed my hand once.

We didn’t argue.

We didn’t beg.

We walked toward the door together.

And when it closed behind us, the finality of it rang louder than any shouting could have.

We had tried to be careful.

We had tried to be good.

But some lines aren’t accidents.

They’re choices.

And we had made ours.
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The door closed behind us with a sound that felt permanent.

Not loud.

Not violent.

Just final.

For a second, neither of us moved.

The porch light cast everything in soft gold, the same light that had always meant home. Dinners. Laughter. Holidays. Second chances.

Now it felt like a border.

Cody was still holding my hand.

He hadn’t let go inside.

He didn’t let go now.

The night air was cooler than I expected. It pressed against my lungs when I tried to breathe.

“Well,” I said quietly.

It wasn’t humor.

It wasn’t flippant.

It was the only word I had.

Cody exhaled slowly.

“They’re going to need time.”

I nodded.

Time.

That word felt fragile.

Behind us, the house stayed silent.

No footsteps.

No shouting.

No door reopening.

I didn’t know which would’ve been worse.

Cody finally released my hand, but only to step closer.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

The question was almost absurd.

My mom had just asked us to leave.

Daniel had looked at me like I was both familiar and unrecognizable.

But underneath all of that—

I felt steady.

“Yes,” I said.

And I meant it.

Not because it didn’t hurt.

Not because I wasn’t terrified of what we’d just detonated.

But because for the first time in months, I wasn’t pretending.

Cody searched my face like he didn’t fully believe me.

“You don’t have to be,” he said.

“I know.”

A beat passed between us.

“Are you?” I asked.

His jaw tightened slightly.

“Yeah,” he said after a second. “I am.”

He wasn’t as calm as he sounded.

I could see it in the way his shoulders were set too rigidly.

In the way he kept glancing back at the house without turning his head fully.

That was still his father in there.

Still his family.

And now—

Complicated.

“Do you want to stay?” I asked.

He shook his head immediately.

“No.”

No hesitation.

That did something to me.

It wasn’t defiance.

It wasn’t rebellion.

It was choice.

“Come back with me,” I said.

I didn’t phrase it as a question.

His eyes lifted to mine.

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

There was no version of tonight where I wanted to be alone.

We walked down the driveway together.

Not touching.

But close.

Close enough that our shoulders brushed once as we reached my car.

Neither of us commented on it.

Inside the car, the silence shifted.

It wasn’t hostile.

It was heavy.

The kind of silence that comes after something irreversible.

I started the engine.

My hands were steady on the wheel.

That surprised me.

“I thought it would feel different,” I admitted quietly.

“Different how?”

“Like relief.”

He let out a slow breath.

“Yeah.”

Instead, it felt like standing at the edge of something vast and uncertain.

No more hiding.

No more splitting myself in two.

Just—

This.

“What happens now?” I asked.

Cody didn’t answer right away.

“We give them space,” he said finally. “We don’t chase. We don’t defend. We let them process.”

“That sounds... rational.”

“It is.”

“But?”

His mouth curved faintly.

“But I don’t feel rational.”

I almost smiled.

We pulled up outside my apartment building.

The neon glow from the streetlights reflected faintly off the windshield.

For a second, we both just sat there.

The weight of it settling in.

“They asked if I love you,” he said quietly.

“I know.”

“You didn’t hesitate.”

“Neither did you.”

He looked at me then.

Really looked at me.

And something in his expression softened.

“I don’t regret it,” he said.

The words were low.

Certain.

Not reckless.

I swallowed.

“Neither do I.”

That was the truth that anchored everything.

We stepped out of the car and walked inside.

The hallway felt different tonight.

Like we’d crossed an invisible threshold.

Inside my apartment, the quiet wrapped around us.

No engagement rings.

No centerpieces.

No witnesses.

Just us.

I closed the door behind us.

And for a moment, we just stood there.

No rush.

No urgency.

The urgency had been three months ago.

At 10:57 PM.

When he knocked like he was running out of oxygen.

Tonight wasn’t desperate.

It was chosen.

Cody stepped forward first.

He didn’t grab me.

He didn’t kiss me.

He just rested his forehead lightly against mine.

“We did it,” he said softly.

“Yeah.”

“We didn’t lie.”

“No.”

His hand came up slowly, resting at my waist.

Not possessive.

Grounding.

“You scared?” he asked.

“Yes.”

The honesty surprised even me.

“Of losing them?” he pressed.

“Yes.”

“And?”

I hesitated.

“Of losing you,” I admitted.

That landed differently.

His hand tightened slightly.

“You’re not losing me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

His voice wasn’t loud.

It wasn’t dramatic.

It was steady.

“I didn’t stand in that room and say I love you just to fold tomorrow.”

My chest tightened.

I searched his face.

“And if they make you choose?” I asked.

He didn’t hesitate.

“I already did.”

That silence between us now wasn’t heavy.

It was intimate.

Dangerously intimate.

Not because we were about to fall into bed.

Not because the air was electric.

But because for the first time—

There was nothing between us but truth.

“I don’t want this to just be survival,” I said quietly.

“It’s not,” he replied.

“Then what is it?”

He exhaled slowly.

“It’s a life. If we let it be.”

The word life echoed in my head.

Not a secret.

Not a rebellion.

Not an accident.

A life.

I stepped back just enough to look at him fully.

“You really think we can build something after tonight?”

“Yes.”

The confidence in his voice wasn’t arrogance.

It was clarity.

“They might not forgive us,” he added.

I nodded.

“I know.”

“But that doesn’t mean this was wrong.”

There it was again.

That line.

Not wrong.

Painful.

Complicated.

Consequential.

But not wrong.

I reached for him this time.

Not urgently.

Not desperately.

Just—

Mine.

I kissed him slowly.

Not to claim.

Not to prove.

Just to feel the steadiness of it.

He kissed me back with equal calm.

No hunger.

No frantic edge.

Just depth.

When we finally pulled apart, my pulse had evened out.

Not racing.

Not spiraling.

Even.

“You still scared?” he asked.

“Yes,” I admitted again.

He brushed his thumb lightly over my jaw.

“Good,” he said softly.

“Why?”

“Because it means we understand what this costs.”

I let that settle.

The house.

The porch light.

My mom sitting down.

Daniel’s voice when he said, That’s my son.

This costs something.

But love that costs nothing rarely lasts.

“Stay,” I said quietly.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

And this time, I believed him.
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I didn’t sleep.

Cody did.

Not deeply. Not peacefully. But he drifted in and out sometime after three in the morning, his arm thrown across my waist like even unconscious he wasn’t risking distance.

I lay there staring at the ceiling.

The room felt different.

Not because he was there. That part had become natural months ago. Familiar. Wanted.

It felt different because there was nothing left to hide.

No dividing lines.

No pretending.

The secret had been replaced with silence.

At 7:12 a.m., I checked my phone.

No messages.

No missed calls.

Not from Mom.

Not from Daniel.

Nothing.

That absence carried more weight than anger would have.

Cody stirred beside me.

“You’re thinking loud,” he muttered.

I glanced at him. “Is that a thing?”

“With you? Yeah.”

I huffed out a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh.

He shifted onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow. His hair was a mess. His eyes were still heavy with sleep, but steady.

“You hear from them?” he asked.

I held up my phone.

He nodded once.

“They’ll reach out.”

“Or they won’t.”

He didn’t argue with that.

That honesty was one of the things that made loving him terrifying.

He didn’t sugarcoat.

He didn’t promise guarantees.

He just stood still inside uncertainty.

I pushed myself upright, dragging a hand down my face.

“I keep replaying it,” I admitted. “Her face. The way she said she just got her family back.”

Cody sat up too, the sheet pooling around his waist.

“I know.”

“I didn’t think it would land like that.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
@l E LINES ARE WO BSIEE
C ROSS NG





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





