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The Reunion
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B

en stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, feeling a mix of excitement and dread. The person looking back at him was a far cry from the carefree teenager he once was. His once shaggy hair was now neatly trimmed, a few streaks of gray creeping in around the temples. The laugh lines that had once been a permanent feature on his face had softened, replaced by a weary expression that came from years of working a job that drained the life out of him.  

This reunion had been a long time coming—too long, really. It had been years since he’d seen Lisa, Derek, and Carla. They used to be inseparable, spending every weekend together, pulling pranks, making plans for the future, and dreaming of all the places they’d visit. But those dreams had died along with Jake, and in the years that followed, their once unbreakable bond had slowly unraveled. They had all gone their separate ways, caught up in their own lives, their own struggles.

Ben sighed, splashing cold water on his face. The idea for the road trip had come to him in a rare moment of clarity, after another long day at the auto shop where he worked. He was tired of going through the motions, of pretending that everything was fine when it wasn’t. Maybe, just maybe, this trip could help him recapture some of that old magic, the spark that had been missing for so long. Or maybe it would all go horribly wrong. But either way, he knew he had to try.

He grabbed his worn leather jacket from the hook by the door and headed outside. The morning air was crisp, a reminder that summer was giving way to fall. The Beast, as they had affectionately named his old van, was parked in the driveway, looking just as worn out as he felt. The van had seen better days, but it was still running—barely. Ben ran a hand over the hood, feeling a wave of nostalgia wash over him. This van had been the setting for so many of their adventures. He could almost hear the echoes of their laughter, the sound of Jake’s voice filling the silence.

“Guess it’s just you and me again, old friend,” Ben muttered, before climbing into the driver’s seat and starting the engine. The Beast rumbled to life with a groan, and he pulled out of the driveway, heading towards the meeting point.

—-
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Lisa stood in front of the mirror, adjusting the strap of her dress for the third time. Her reflection showed a confident woman in her thirties, but inside, she felt anything but. Over the years, she had built up walls around herself, avoiding any relationship that threatened to get too serious. It was easier that way—no expectations, no disappointments. But it had also left her feeling empty, like she was missing out on something important.

When Ben had first suggested the road trip, Lisa had been hesitant. It felt like opening up an old wound, one that had never fully healed. But there was something in his voice, a desperation she hadn’t heard before, that made her say yes. And now, standing in her apartment, she wondered if she had made a mistake.

With a final glance in the mirror, Lisa grabbed her suitcase and headed out the door. The drive to the meeting point was filled with memories of the past, of the person she used to be before life had chipped away at her. She wondered what the others would be like now, if they had changed as much as she had.

—-
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Derek was already at the diner when Ben and Lisa arrived. He sat in a booth by the window, staring into a cup of coffee that had long since gone cold. Derek’s once bright eyes were now dull, and the lines of stress were etched deeply into his face. Years of long hours and little sleep had taken their toll on him, and he felt like he was teetering on the edge of burnout. Work had consumed him, leaving little room for anything else in his life.

When Ben had called about the road trip, Derek’s first instinct had been to say no. He didn’t have time for a vacation, let alone a cross-country trip down memory lane. But something in Ben’s voice had given him pause. It was like they were all drowning, and this trip was a lifeline. So he had agreed, albeit reluctantly.

As the bell above the diner door jingled, Derek looked up to see Ben and Lisa walk in. He stood up, giving them a small wave. The awkwardness between them was palpable, like they were strangers meeting for the first time instead of friends who had once been closer than family.

“Hey, Derek,” Ben said, clapping him on the back. “Long time no see.”

“Yeah,” Derek replied, forcing a smile. “Too long.”

Lisa gave him a hug, but it was stiff, formal. “It’s good to see you,” she said, though her eyes held a trace of doubt.

They sat down in the booth, an uncomfortable silence settling over them. It was Lisa who broke the ice.

“Where’s Carla?” she asked, glancing around the diner.

“Running late, as usual,” Derek said with a wry smile. “Some things never change.”

—-
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Carla had been sitting in her car in the parking lot for the past twenty minutes, her hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles had turned white. She couldn’t bring herself to go inside, to face them. The guilt she had carried for years was like a weight around her neck, dragging her down. She had been the one with Jake the night he died, the one who had driven him home from the party. It was her fault he was gone. And though the others had never blamed her, she had never forgiven herself.

When Ben had suggested the road trip, Carla had almost said no. But she knew she couldn’t keep running forever. She had to face them, face the memories she had been trying to bury for so long.

Taking a deep breath, Carla finally opened the car door and stepped out. As she walked towards the diner, her heart pounded in her chest. The bell above the door jingled as she pushed it open, and she saw them sitting in a booth by the window. They looked up as she entered, and for a moment, no one spoke.

“Hey, guys,” Carla said, forcing a smile as she walked over to them.

“Carla,” Ben said, standing up to give her a hug. It was warmer than the others had been, but there was still a tension between them, a lingering unease.

“Glad you could make it,” Derek added, though his voice lacked the enthusiasm of years past.

Lisa simply nodded, her expression unreadable. “It’s been a while.”

They all sat down, and the silence returned, heavy and oppressive. The years apart had created a chasm between them, one that wasn’t easily crossed. Memories of Jake hung over them like a ghost, unspoken but ever-present.

Ben cleared his throat, trying to lighten the mood. “So, who’s ready for an adventure?”

Derek gave a half-hearted chuckle. “I don’t know if I’m ready, but I’m here.”

“Same here,” Lisa added, taking a sip of her coffee.

Carla nodded, though her mind was elsewhere, stuck in the past. She had spent so long running from her memories that she didn’t know if she could handle facing them head-on. But there was no turning back now. They had made a promise to each other, to Jake, and she couldn’t let them down.

Ben leaned forward, his voice earnest. “Look, I know this isn’t going to be easy. We’ve all got our issues, and we’ve all changed a lot since high school. But I think this trip could be good for us. We need to reconnect, to remember why we were friends in the first place.”

Lisa and Derek exchanged a glance, both hesitant but unwilling to back out now. Carla remained silent, her mind racing with thoughts of what might happen if the truth came out. She wasn’t sure if she could handle it, but she knew she couldn’t keep running forever.

Finally, Lisa spoke up. “I’m in. Let’s do this.”

Derek nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I could use a break from reality.”

Carla looked at each of them in turn, seeing the hope and uncertainty in their eyes. She swallowed hard, pushing down the fear that threatened to consume her. “Okay,” she said softly. “Let’s go.”

With that, the group stood up, gathering their things and heading outside to The Beast. As they piled into the van, the mood lightened slightly, the weight of the past lifting just a little. Ben started the engine, and the van roared to life, ready to take them on a journey that would change them forever.

As they drove out of the parking lot, the tension in the van began to ease, replaced by a sense of anticipation. They were finally on their way, and for the first time in years, it felt like they were heading in the right direction. 

But as they left the diner behind, none of them could shake the feeling that they were being watched, that something—or someone—was riding along with them. And though they didn’t say it out loud, they all knew who it was. Jake had always been the glue that held them together, and even in death, it seemed, he wasn’t ready to let them go. 

The miles stretched out before them, full of memories waiting to be uncovered, wounds waiting to be healed. This was more than just a road trip—it was a chance to reclaim what they had lost, to find closure and peace. And as the sun began to set, casting a golden glow over the landscape, the friends knew they were in for a journey they would never forget. 

But what they didn’t know was that this trip would be anything but ordinary. Jake had unfinished business, and he wasn’t about to let them off the hook until they helped him take care of it. The road ahead was long and uncertain, full of twists and turns they couldn’t yet see. But for the first time in years, they were facing it together—just like old times.

As the van sped down the highway, the radio crackled to life, an old song they all recognized filling the air. And for a moment, just a moment, it felt like Jake was there with them, laughing and singing along, just like he always had. The past wasn’t as far away as they had thought, and neither was Jake.

This was only the beginning.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2
On the Road Again
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B

en, Lisa, Derek, and Carla stood in the driveway of Ben’s childhood home, staring at the faded blue van they had once dubbed “The Beast.” The vehicle had been a fixture of their teenage years, carrying them on countless adventures through the rural back roads of their small Midwestern town. Its paint was chipped, and rust had started to creep around the edges, but to them, The Beast was more than just a van—it was a time capsule, a vessel of memories that had somehow survived the passage of time.
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