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Love at Second Glance
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It felt good to come back home. Although I came back every year for Thanksgiving and Christmas and invited my family out to my California condo the rest of the time, when I got my invitation to my ten year reunion, I didn’t hesitate. Plus, it didn’t hurt that my mom had been begging me to come home.

I’d been lucky enough to finally land a leading role in a popular cop series. After scores of failed auditions, this one just seemed to click. So, now when I walk into a coffee shop, the barista puts my character, Bobby’s, name on my cup. And strangers yell out, “Hey, Costello!,” my character’s last name, anytime I go out for a walk. My baseball cap doesn’t help at all. I’m still getting used to being accosted by fans pretty much every day. But, I take it all with a smile. If it weren’t for them watching Crime City, I’d still be a server at Applebee’s, waiting for my big break.

So, anyway, I came home here in Lemon Tree, Tennessee, just north of Nashville. For it being a small city, it’s launched not only a country superstar, but a famous Nascar driver, besides yours truly. Both keep homes on the lake. I’ve thought about buying a second home back here, too, so I don’t have to miss my Momma’s cooking as much as I have the past ten years. Heck, she’d be happy if I moved back into my childhood bedroom with her and Daddy. My younger sisters, Julie and Maggie, make fun of me, saying I’m spoiled and I’m the favorite. They’re pains in the rear, but I love them and I dare any guy to treat them badly. I’m not their big brother for nothing.

I’m looking forward to seeing my old friends from high school. Go, Cougars! And my favorite childhood friend turned frenemy, Maddie Fairchild. Momma said she was a wonderful history teacher. That her students loved her to death. I never did figure out what I did wrong in middle school, but from 8th grade on, she seemed to resent the fire out of me and I was the butt of her relentless jibes, usually when she caught me making out with Jessica Calhoun in the cab of my truck in the school parking lot before school.

I caught a flight from LAX and was able to snag a first class seat. I have long legs and don’t miss being cramped in the back with everybody else. I don’t even mind when I get a chatty seatmate, although when they’re busy reading with their headphones on, that’s a plus. I’m just glad my ex-girlfriend, Lola, isn’t around anymore. She may have stunning good looks as a model, but I kicked her to the curb when I overheard her being ugly to Momma and my sisters. Nobody does that to my family.

Once I connected to Nashville, my old buddy, Ryan, picked me up in his new SUV.

“Nice, man!” I said admiringly.

“Thanks, I love it! Maybe even more than my girlfriend.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that!”

“Don’t worry, I’m not that dumb,” he said, laughing.

As we drove, we chatted about him coming to visit me in California.

“You should come out. Come to the set and meet everybody.”

“Nah, that weirdo lifestyle’s not for me. Maybe for you, buddy,” he teased.

“You’d be surprised how many normal people there are.”

“Hey, so change of subject. I ran into Jessica Calhoun the other day at the grocery store and she was asking about you.”

I grimaced. “Been there, done that. I never paid attention in high school about what a mean girl she was, but looking back, ouch.”

“She made Maddie’s life terrible,” Ryan reminded me.

“I didn’t care enough because I was making out with her. Nothing else matters to a teenage boy,” I told him. “How is she?”

“Who, Jessica? She’s okay, I guess. Just got divorced a few months ago.”

“No, Maddie.”

“Teaching away.”

“Is she seeing anybody?”

“Sure, she dates. Just nobody special. Why, you want to be someone special?”

“Just curious.”

“Uh huh. Well, she’s coming to the reunion, so you’ll see her.”
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“I am not going.”

“Yes, you are,” my best friend Claire told me. “You are going to sit at the table with me. We’re going to eat, drink, and be merry at the reunion and show off how we’re not ugly ducklings anymore. Here, this one’s perfect.”

She handed me a red dress I’d only worn a couple of times on previous dates. I grudgingly agreed that it would look great on me. Red was my color, highlighting my dark hair and brown eyes.

“Fine,” I said grumpily, as I laid it on the bed. “What are you wearing?”

“What do you think? The sapphire blue midi dress. The one that showcases my, um, assets,” she said with a wink. Claire was certainly blessed in the chest area, with long blond hair and blue, blue eyes. Claire had always been shy in high school. But, since college, she’d come into her own. I’d like for one of the football players to see her now. He’d swallow his tongue.

“I hope Jessica trips on her heels and falls into the punch bowl.” I still couldn’t stand my high school mortal enemy.

“One can only hope,” Claire agreed.

“Mom told me that Nick is going to be at the reunion. You know how she and Nick’s mom love to gossip.”

“You’ll be fine,” Claire said matter-of-factly. “Make him regret he didn’t choose you over Jessica back in high school.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. Then I straightened my spine. I was better than this. I had a great time in college. It was nothing like high school. “Maybe Nick will be the one to fall in the punch bowl.”

“That’s my girl!” Claire said cheerfully.

“Why are you so happy about this?”

“Like I said, we’re no longer ugly ducklings. Actually, come to think about it, we never were. Just because jealous queen bees told us so didn’t make it true.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“I’m always right. You’re just now figuring that out?” she teased.

Claire left shortly after that. I went to hang my dress back up, when I realized my calico cat, Mrs. Pickles (yes, I watched Psych), was lying on top of it and in no mood to move.

“Move!” I tried shooing her away, but she just batted her paw at me, yawned, and went back to sleep.

“No, Pickley Pooh! Get off my dress, you silly cat!” I had to pick her up and put her on my pillow. Yep, the dress was covered in cat hair.

Thankfully, I had a lint roller, and for the rest of it, tape. After a few minutes, the dress was hair-free. But, it was machine washable, so I threw that sucker in the washing machine, just in case someone was allergic to cat dander at the reunion.

I came back to my bedroom to discover Mrs. Pickles giving herself a bath, still on my pillow. “You have the life of Riley,” I told her. She just looked at me with her green eyes and meowed.

“You’re ridiculous,” I said, shaking my head. “But, I love you.”

At least my cat didn’t have to go to the reunion. I was tempted to snuggle with her in bed and watch a Hallmark movie, but if I didn’t show up, Claire would hunt me down. Actually, she and I were riding together, so if she rang the doorbell and I didn’t answer, she’d just break a window and drag me to the reunion. So, I’d better get used to the idea of going.
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I was nervous about the reunion. Not only would Jessica be trying to dig her claws in, but Maddie would be there and that would be the first time I’d seen her in years. I’m glad she was doing so well. I just wish I’d kept in touch.

I borrowed my parents’ sedan and, feeling like a teenager again, drove to the Lemon Tree Events Center that they rented out for special occasions. When I got there, I saw I wasn’t the only one getting there a little early. The parking lot was packed.

“Okay, you can do this,” I muttered. “Old friends, old enemies. Be nice and smile, because someone may video you with a phone and upload it later to TMZ. So, don’t act like a jerk or a moron.”

I pasted on a smile, exited the car and locked it, and then made my way into the Events Center. I was meeting Ryan, who had guaranteed our table would only have friends there. I hoped so.

The Events Center was a nice place. Dark woods throughout and muted lighting. The reunion team had decorated the entry way with a blue and yellow balloon arch, our school colors. I could hear music coming from the gathering room. I went over to the check in table and waited my turn. I smiled and said hello to old classmates. I also took a few selfies, again, with a smile. “Nick Thacker,” I told Cheryl, one of the cheerleaders.

“You actually showed up. I’m impressed,” she said as she handed me a name badge. She turned to Olivia, the valedictorian. “You owe me ten bucks.”

Olivia just rolled her eyes and then smiled at me. “Welcome back, Nick. Have a good night.”

“You, too, ladies,” I said with a wink. I turned away, and murmuring apologies, wended my way to the entrance. The music was much louder in here. I stood there a minute, looking over the crowd, searching for Ryan. I felt immense relief when I spotted him and Christie, his longtime girlfriend. They were sitting with some other old friends of ours who didn’t bring dates, Jackson and Colby. There were a couple of other open seats, so I wondered who else was going to sit with us.

When I got to the table, they all insisted on hugging me. It felt good to be back with my old friends. We all sat back down, catching up. Ryan and I had played baseball and Jackson and Colby were in the band percussion group. We were all in a band called Something Else.

“Who else are we waiting for?”

“Claire and Maddie,” Jackson said. I remember he’d always had a soft spot for Claire, but was too shy to do anything about it.

“Are you serious?” I had looked forward to seeing Maddie tonight, I just didn’t expect to sit next to her.

“Speak of the devil,” Colby said.

And there they were. Claire was even prettier than before and she’d lost a few pounds, but my focus was really on Maddie. Dark brown hair that waved past her shoulders, brown eyes you could drown in, wearing a red dress that showed off her curves. I’d always thought Maddie was attractive back in high school, but now, she was gorgeous.

Did I believe in love at first sight? I’d always thought that was a Hollywood thing. But, now, how about love at second sight?

“Nick?”
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Claire didn’t have to drag me to her car, but it was close. She was smart and had her music blasting, so I could relax and sing along with her to the radio. But when we pulled into the parking lot of the Events Center, I started to panic. There were lots of people here. Our graduating class had less than a hundred, but it looked like there were 500 or more.

Claire turned off the music when she turned off the ignition. “Maddie,” she said quietly, “you know you can do this.”

“But what about Jessica and some of the other mean people? They’ve probably just gotten better at it.”

“So what? Besides, we’re sitting with some really nice guys.”

My eyes narrowed. “Who?”

“Jackson and Colby, you remember them from the band. And Ryan and his girlfriend. And, uh, Nick.”

“What?” I screeched. I’d had an everlasting crush on Nick Thacker back in middle school and high school, but he’d always been too up in Jessica’s business to notice.

“Now, calm down. Nick’s a nice guy.”

I stopped myself from hyperventilating. I made myself remember that, yes, Nick was a nice guy, who just happened to date one of the worst human beings on the planet. So, what did that say about his taste in women? Hopefully, it had matured.
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