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Chapter 1
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Beatrice Foley stepped into the dress shop and froze.

The soft chime of the bell above the door seemed to echo too loudly, slicing through the quiet hush of air conditioning and piped-in instrumental music. The scent of lavender sachets mixed with new fabric filled her nostrils—familiar, comforting, even nostalgic. She hadn’t been here in months, maybe a year. Not since before everything fell apart.

And then she saw her.

Across the store, standing beneath a halo of boutique lighting and surrounded by pastel-colored dresses, was her ex-husband’s new wife.

Incredibly young. Devastatingly attractive. The kind of woman whose face looked lit from within, like a magazine cover sprung to life. Beatrice took in her long, silky hair, the glowing skin, the effortlessly stylish outfit that clung to a willowy frame. A walking reminder of everything Beatrice no longer was—or maybe had never been.

The two women locked eyes in a silence that seemed to stop time. The moment stretched, breathless and brittle.

A quiet ache bloomed in Beatrice’s chest—the silent shatter of a heart breaking. Again.

The first time had come like a sucker punch: the manila envelope on the kitchen table, the final conversation she could barely remember because she was too stunned to hear his words. He’d handed her the divorce papers like they were a business transaction. Just signatures and logistics. A whole life ending in ink.

Now came the second blow. This woman. The reality of her. No longer a blurry image glimpsed in photos or social media, not a whispered name passed around by pitying neighbors. She was flesh and blood, standing just feet away, radiant and real.

Beatrice's hands curled into fists at her sides. Her fingernails dug into her palms, and rage surged up her throat, hot and uninvited. She wanted to scream, to hurl the nearest mannequin through a display window. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. That wasn’t who she was.

She inhaled slowly, the breath shaking its way through her body like a warning tremor. With every ounce of strength she had, she steadied herself, lifted her chin, and nodded—a single, tight acknowledgment. Then she turned and walked away, as gracefully as her shaking legs would allow.

She made her way to the back of the shop, where the plus-size blouses hung in neat rows. There was something almost cruel about the symmetry of it—the distance between where she had gone and where Beatrice had landed.

Her stomach twisted as her eyes caught movement. Just beyond the rack, the other woman reached out, her delicate, manicured fingers brushing the sleeve of a blouse labeled extra small.

The contrast punched the air from Beatrice’s lungs.

The pain was sharp. Surgical. It didn’t come in waves—it cut cleanly, instantly. A scalpel to the soul. Precise. Devastating. But beneath that clean pain, something uglier festered. A humiliation that burned.

It wasn’t just about beauty. Or size. Or age.

It was the haunting realization that she hadn’t merely been left behind. She’d been replaced. Erased from the story she and Bob had been writing together, only to watch someone else step in and take her place in the next chapter—as though Beatrice had never existed at all.

The woman—the wife—turned and headed toward the changing rooms with a few items draped over her arm. Beatrice didn’t wait to see if she looked back.

She turned on her heel and walked out.

The bell above the shop door jingled again, far too cheerful for the weight she carried. The sunlight hit her like a slap—bright and sharp after the cool interior.

She hit the key fob with more force than necessary. Her car chirped in response. Beatrice slid inside, tossed her purse onto the passenger seat like it had betrayed her, and yanked her seatbelt across her chest. The click of it locking into place sounded final, like a period at the end of a sentence she hadn’t wanted to write.

She started the engine, shifted into gear, and pulled away from the curb. Her jaw was clenched so tight it ached. She kept her eyes on the road ahead, blinking rapidly as tears pricked her lashes—hot, unwanted, unspent.

She had nowhere to go.

Only away.
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Chapter 2
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Two hours later, Beatrice realized she’d been driving aimlessly through the winding streets of River Bend. She didn’t remember turning onto Main, or circling the roundabout near the old library, or passing the bakery with the blue awning. The town rolled by in a blur of familiar sights made suddenly unfamiliar by the fog in her mind.

She had no destination—just the dull hum of the engine and the heavy, unrelenting weight in her chest for company. It settled there like something alive, pressing against her ribs with every breath, a slow suffocation she couldn’t shake. With each passing mile, it grew heavier, more insistent, like grief itself had climbed into the driver’s seat and refused to give it back. The road blurred beneath her, but the ache stayed sharp—constant and unforgiving, like a passenger she hadn’t invited and couldn’t outrun.

The low fuel alarm dinged—sharp, insistent, jarring against the silence that had wrapped itself around her like a second skin. The sound snapped her out of the haze, and she blinked, disoriented, as if waking from a dream she couldn’t quite remember.

Her eyes flicked to the dashboard: the fuel gauge hovered near empty, the glowing warning light a quiet insistence that she couldn’t keep driving forever. With a sigh that felt too big for her chest, she turned into the next available lot—the River Bend Phillips 66.

The gas station looked exactly as it had in high school, as if time had forgotten this little corner of town. The same flickering neon sign buzzed above the pumps, the same cracks webbed across the pavement, sprouting tiny weeds that no one ever bothered to pull. Even the old convenience store windows were smudged with the same film of dust and fingerprints, blurring the faded posters taped to the glass.

She eased the car up to the pump and shifted into park. The engine went quiet, but the silence inside her was louder still. For a long moment, she didn’t move—just sat there, fingers clenched around the steering wheel like it was the only thing tethering her to the earth. Her breath came shallow and uneven, catching in her throat like it didn’t know how to be steady anymore.

The past few hours had unraveled her, left her raw and exposed, but the world around her remained unchanged. The same place. The same air. And yet, nothing about her was the same.

Finally, with a motion that felt heavier than it should’ve, she reached down, unbuckled her seatbelt, and opened the door. The wind hit her face, cool and unfeeling, sweeping through her hair like a reminder that she was still here. Still standing. Even if she didn’t know what for.

She exhaled, slow and shaky. Time to move. Even if she had no idea where she was going next.

Outside, the world went on as if nothing had happened. A breeze stirred the edges of a discarded receipt near the curb. Somewhere, a truck rumbled past on the highway.

Stepping out of the car, she moved on autopilot—her body going through the motions while her mind drifted somewhere far away. She slid the credit card into the reader, waited for the beep, lifted the nozzle, and inserted it into the tank with the ease of repetition. The pump clicked to life, the numbers beginning to climb, but she didn’t watch them.

Her gaze drifted across the parking lot, unseeing. There was a man wiping down his windshield two pumps over, a teenage girl sitting on the curb with her face buried in her phone, the hum of traffic in the distance—but none of it registered.

Beatrice saw nothing.

Felt everything.

Grief sat heavy in her chest like wet cement. Disbelief swirled in her gut, dull and bitter. She didn’t cry. She couldn’t. The tears felt locked behind some invisible wall inside her, dammed up by the sheer exhaustion of pretending she was fine.
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