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        Three years ago…

      

      

      “And I need you!”

      “And I miss you!”

      The two young women locked eyes as they belted out the next line of the song, “And now I wonder!” before bursting into giggles. Their long hair floated around their smiling faces as the blue convertible zoomed down the` highway.

      “Ready to become a supermodel?”

      Nikki turned to look at the redhead beside her. Her lips widened in a smile. “Are you?” she threw back at her best friend.

      “Of course, darling,” Samantha drawled in a Southern accent.

      Nikki couldn’t help the laughter that bubbled up her throat at her terrible impression. “I can’t wait to get there,” she spoke with eager anticipation, then turned to stare at the dense forest of trees that lined either side of the road. They flitted by and were almost a blur of green at the speed the car was traveling. As they inched closer to their destination, she could almost picture it now, how the recruiters would go crazy for her as she strutted down the runway and the numerous offers she'd receive to be a part of the illustrious campaigns that would set her on a path to fulfilling her lifelong dream of being grouped with the likes of Kate Moss and Cindy Breakspeare. She could almost taste it now, and her lips widened into another triumphant grin. Hope lifted her shoulders at the idea of her image being on huge billboards all around the world, as well as on the cover of Vogue.

      “Think the parents will forgive you for ditching classes to do this?” Sam asked, pulling her out of her carefree thoughts of what could be if she got cast as a model. 

      “It’s my life,” she replied matter of factly. “This is my dream, not theirs, and besides, I’m nineteen, Sam. I’m perfectly capable of making my own choices.”

      Sam didn’t respond. Nikki turned to her friend and noticed her hands tightly gripping the steering wheel as her brows compressed over her eyes and a frown flattened her lips. What’s wrong?” she asked with concern.

      Sam released a heavy sigh that brought her shoulders down and deflated her chest. She briefly turned to Nikki. Fear and doubt swirled in her green eyes before she turned her attention back to the road. “Mom and Dad said if I go to this casting, they’re cutting me off for good.”

      “Oh no! Sam, that’s awful,” Nikki replied, her hand flying to her chest. 

      “It’s fine. We’re going to get this gig, and then I won’t have to be under their thumb anymore. Everything will work out.” She turned to Nikki, and her lips lifted in an encouraging smile, but her friend could see the tightness at the corners as she struggled to keep it in place.

      “It will work, Sam,” Nikki affirmed, reaching over to touch her arm. “Think about it. This time tomorrow, our lives are going to be changed forever.”

      Sam lifted her hand from the steering and rested it on Nikki’s appreciatively. 

      For the next few hours, the two laughed and sang to the music blasting from the stereo. They took turns driving and only made one stop to get food and gas as they tried to get to the casting call. It was a twenty-hour drive from Whidbey to Los Angeles. 

      By the time they reached Redwoods State Park, the sun had disappeared, and the sky was a canvas of blue, pink, and orange hues. The tall trees formed a canopy above the road as their branches spread out and reached across the space toward each other. 

      “This is really nice,” Nikki said, looking beyond the band of trees to the forest of equal and magnificent stature. Ferns and other shrubs populated the lower grounds. It looked like a scene out of a movie she’d watched before.

      “Yeah. It is,” Sam agreed.

      Just then, Nikki’s phone rang. She reached her hand back and picked up her bag from the backseat. Her heart slammed against her chest at the name on the screen. It rang twice more, but she didn’t move to answer it, paralyzed by fear.

      Sam turned to look at her.

      “It’s my dad,” she answered the unasked question. She contemplated not picking up the call as she wasn’t ready to hear his voice full of anger and disappointment just yet. At least not until she had made it to her destination and auditioned. Talking to him now would just mess with her head and all the preparations she’d made.

      “Answer him,” Sam coaxed.

      Nikki turned to her best friend, her brows furrowed with confusion.

      “Do it,” Sam pressed.

      Nikki finally hit the answer button before slowly raising the phone to her ear. “Hello?” she answered in a soft, timid voice.

      “Hi, sweetie. Where are you? Your mom said you hadn’t been home since yesterday,” her father spoke, his voice full of worry.

      “That’s because I was at Samantha’s house,” she explained, avoiding giving him a straight answer. 

      “Okay. I wasn’t aware of this.”

      “I told Mom. She must have forgotten,” she jumped up to say, gripping the phone at her ear as anxiety filled her up. 

      “Oh. She must have forgotten to tell me. So, are you coming home this evening?”

      “Um…no,” she answered slowly. “Actually, I’m on my way somewhere now.”

      “Okay. Where?”

      “Um…” she stalled.

      “Where are you, Nikki?” her father asked seriously. 

      She drew in a deep breath before releasing it. “I’m in California, Dad,” she finally confessed.

      “California?” he asked, confused. “How did you ge— why are you in California?”

      Nikki curled her fingers into her palm, allowing her nails to dig into her flesh. “I’m going to a model casting in Los Angeles,” she released. Her eyes fluttered shut, and her shoulders drew up her chin as she waited for her father to go off on her. At the prolonged silence, her eyes blinked open, and she took the phone from her ear to make sure the call was still connected before replacing it once more. “Hello…Dad? Are you still there?”

      “I am,” her father replied, his voice low and somber.

      Nikki sighed. “Look, Dad, I know you’re angry that I’m doing this, but this is my dream. I’ve always wanted to be a model, and this is an opportunity for me to make it big,” she reasoned.

      “I’m not angry with you for following your dreams, Nicole.” 

      She tensed at his use of her first name, as he usually only did that whenever a reprimand was coming.

      “But I am disappointed. I’m disappointed you lied to your mother and me and are now halfway across the country without our knowledge. Anything could have happened to you, and we wouldn’t know because you deceived us.”

      Her shoulders fell, and her heart sank as she hung her head with shame. Her dad was right. She should have said something, even if he and her mother wouldn’t have supported her. She should have told them.

      “You’re an adult now and should be able to make your own choices. I can’t stop you from doing what you think is best for your life, but just remember that in the end, you’re the one who will have to live with the consequences.”

      Nikki opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 

      “I’ll see you when you get back…Goodbye, Nicole.”

      “Bye, Dad,” she managed to answer in a hoarse whisper.

      "What did he say?" Sam asked when she removed the phone from her ear. 

      Nikki groaned dejectedly. He said he was disappointed in me for lying to him and Mom,” she answered, turning her head to look through the window. She could only make out the dark silhouettes of the trees and bushes because the night had spread its darkness throughout the woodland. The darkness approached the car and enveloped the cabin in a pall of shadow, contributing to the ominous feeling swirling around in the pit of her stomach. 

      It was Sam’s turn to reach over and place a comforting hand on hers. Nikki turned to look at her best friend. 

      “They’ll forgive you,” she assured her. “They always do.”

      Nikki smiled appreciatively. “Thanks.”

      Sam returned the smile.

      Nikki noticed movement from the corner of her eyes and quickly swiveled her head to see what was ahead. “Sam, look out!” she panicked.

      Sam turned her head just then and frantically spun the steering wheel in an attempt to swerve away from the moose standing in the middle of the road. 

      Nikki heard the tires screech as the car swerved to the side, and her heart slammed against her chest as the car spun out of control and headed toward the trees. Nikki looked across at her friend, whose eyes widened in fear as they stared back at her before they both looked through the windshield. Nikki opened her mouth to scream, but no sound left her lips, and the moment the car hit the tree, it felt like it had pushed back her breath and was crushing her trachea. Her body jerked forward before her seatbelt pulled her back, and the airbag deployed, slamming into her chest, further cutting off her air supply. For the second time in those split seconds, she wanted to scream, but nothing left her lips. She slowly turned to the left to see if her friend was okay, but Sam wasn’t in the driver’s seat. In fact, she wasn’t in the car. Nikki began to panic even more.

      “S-Sa-Sam?” she called in a short wheezing voice. “Sam?” she managed to call louder, but still, there was no response. She tried to lift her hand to unbuckle the seatbelt, but it felt like they were being held down by heavy weights. “Sam!” she called again. “Answer me, please,” she cried. She finally managed to get out of her seatbelt. However, when she tried to slide out from under the airbag, a sharp pain shot up her leg. “OW!” she screamed and fell back against the seat. The tears rolled down her face as she ran out of options for what to do.

      “Hello? Are you all right?” came a female’s voice. 

      Nikki turned to see a woman standing by the window, her face showing concern. “My…my friend,” she breathed out. The woman looked from her to the empty driver’s seat.

      “Sherry!” a man called out.

      “What is it, Bill?” she asked. But the man didn’t answer. 

      Sherry looked from Nikki to whoever she had been conversing with. “I’ll be back. I just need to check on something. I’ve already called for help, and the paramedics are on their way.”

      “Please…find my friend,” she begged once more. 

      “I will, honey, I promise.” Sherry left her just then. 

      The woman didn’t return after s good ten minutes had passed. Nikki made another attempt to get out of the car. She needed to find Samantha— to make sure she was okay. The pain in her leg and chest was unbearable, but she pushed past it and slowly eased herself out of the car. She leaned against the metal. Using it as a crutch, she hopped on her good leg toward where she could just make out the woman who’d been with her earlier and a man standing beside her. They were huddled together and speaking in hushed tones.

      “She wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. The airbag just wasn’t enough.”

      The man seemed to have heard her approaching and turned around. The woman followed suit. Their eyes widened. 

      “You shouldn’t be out here. You’re injured. You need to stay put until the paramedics get here.” Sherry advised, coming toward her.

      But Nikki ignored her, trying to see behind the two. Her heart beat rapidly against her chest.

      “Is…Is that…” she swallowed, unable to finish her question.

      The woman looked at the man, who nodded in agreement with whatever unspoken request she had made. Slowly the two stepped away from what they had been shielding her from.

      Bile rose up her throat, and her heart squeezed tightly against her chest, fighting to break through her ribcage.  The light from the car’s headlights shone on Sam’s body that lay on the wet forest floor. Her left leg was twisted at an awkward angle as well as her right arm, while blood oozed from her head, eyes, and nose.

      “Sam,” Nikki released a guttural cry as she collapsed on the wet forest floor, shattered by the sight of her best friend.
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      “Sam! Wake Up. Wake Up! Please. Don’t leave me here alone…Sam!”

      Nikki jolted awake. Her body trembled all over, even though she was drenched in sweat. She took in two long gulps of air, filling her lungs. She had felt deprived of oxygen up until that point. She shuffled to the edge of the bed and swung her legs over until her feet rested on the plush carpet by the bed. She leaned forward and rested her head on her thighs. 

      It had been a recurring theme for the past three years that she would dream about her best friend lying there on the ground in the Redwood Park Forest, her body at various stages of looking mangled as her lifeless eyes stared back at Nikki accusingly. Sometimes she would speak, accusing Nikki of not doing enough to save her, and other times she would just stare at her mockingly, judging her.

      Sighing, she got up and went to the bathroom. She stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Her skin was paler than usual, and she had dark circles under her eyes. Her lips were also pallid. She sighed again as she examined herself in the mirror, then bent her head to turn on the faucet and splash cold water on her face. 

      She stripped off her clothes and stood under the hot shower, letting the water wash over her while she massaged her tense shoulders. It felt like she had been running a marathon rather than sleeping. She contemplated going back to sleep, but she knew sleep wouldn't come. Instead, she decided to go for a run and to get some fresh air to clear the fog in her head.

      Nikki picked out a T-shirt and a pair of leggings from her closet to wear before slipping into her sneakers. It was early morning when she stepped out on the porch. The night sky had faded into a deep blue, and fluffy clouds tinted orange and pink stretched across the horizon. The streets, still lit by the streetlights, were quiet, houses were shuttered, and the only sound reaching her ear was the sound of her feet hitting the pavement as she ran along the sidewalk. By the time she left her community on SW Thornberry Drive and turned onto Swanton Road, the first rays of sunlight peaked over the horizon. The world slowly began to come alive as the birds chirped, and the gentle breeze rustled through the trees scattered along the road. A few cars passed her as she continued her trek, moving farther away from home. She tried to focus on her breathing and the rhythm of her feet, but her mind kept wandering. Images from her dream flashed through her mind. The sound of the car’s tires screeching along the wet asphalt before it wrapped itself around the large tree and the sight of Sam being flung from the driver’s seat caused her adrenaline to spike, and she pumped her legs and arms faster, trying to outrun her thoughts, but it did not help.

      Sam had been her best friend since childhood. She had stood up to a boy that had taken Nikki’s ribbon back in kindergarten and had caused him to cry. The teacher had scolded Sam for being mean, but the little girl with the fiery red hair and bright green eyes defending her had enamored her in Nikki’s heart forever. They had been inseparable, but now Sam was gone, and Nikki felt lost without her.

      Now, she cried herself to sleep almost every night, feeling like a part of her had been ripped away. She missed Sam’s infectious laughter, adventurous spirit, and unwavering loyalty. Sam had been her rock, her confidant, her partner in crime. They had been through everything together, from scraped knees to first crushes to graduating high school and pursuing their dreams of becoming supermodels.

      When she got back to the house, Nikki was exhausted. She took another shower and then sat down on the couch. She pulled out her phone and started going through the pictures of her and Sam. They had taken so many pictures together over the years and looking at them brought back so many memories.

      A smile lifted her lips as she stared at a photo of her and Sam at Ms. Oak Harbor High. She had been first runner-up, and Sam had been the winner of the pageant. Their bright smiles shone through the photo as they held onto each other. It was then that the two seventeen-year-olds decided to become models after graduating high school. Only following their dreams had led to her losing her best friend.

      Her smile sank. 

      Nikki was lost in thought when her mom walked into the living room.  "Hi, sweetie. How are you?”

      “Hi, Mom. I’m fine,” Nikki turned to say. 

      “That’s great.”

      Nikki’s lips lifted in a facsimile of a smile that struggled to stay in place. She suspected her mother was being nice because her birthday was tomorrow. She had wanted to forget about it because how could she celebrate another year of living without her friend?

      A wave of sadness came over her. Sam had always been the one to remember her birthday and had always been the first to wish her Happy Birthday. She would do the same the following day, which was Sam’s birthday. They had always celebrated together, but since her death, Nikki found every excuse she could think of to avoid anything that reminded her of it.

      “So, what are your plans for tomorrow?” Kirsten asked, cutting into her thoughts.

      Nikki stared at her mother with furrowed brows.

      “Are you going anywhere? Maybe out with friends?” 

      Nikki recognized her mother’s hopeful tone. She didn’t have friends to hang out with, and if she was being honest, she barely hung out with anyone from her family. Her cousin Diane was the only person that she was currently close to, and she knew it was a much-discussed topic between her parents.

      “No. I don’t have any plans.”

      “Why don’t I take you out tomorrow afternoon?” Kirsten asked, sitting down on the couch beside her. 

      Nikki looked at her mother hesitantly. Her mom was unusually nice to her, which put her on edge that there was something planned. Usually, her mom and dad ignored her unless they were trying to convince her to go to college or get a job.

      “Um. I don’t th—”

      “I just want to spend some time with you, sweetie,” Kirsten cut in. “We haven’t done anything together in so long. Not since— just give me a chance to do something nice for you,” she said, her eyes pleading.

      Nikki opened her mouth to say no, but the look in her mother’s eyes broke her resolve. “Okay.”

      “Great!” Kirsten spoke, bringing her hands together in satisfaction. “I have the perfect place for us to go.”

      Nikki gave her mother a tight smile. 

      “It will be lovely, I promise.”

      When Kirsten finally left, Nikki felt restless. She didn't want to be alone, but she didn't want to be around her parents. She decided to go to Diane's bistro. It was under renovation, but she knew Diane would be there.

      “Mom. I’m heading out,” she informed the woman in the kitchen, preparing breakfast.

      “Oh. I was just making breakfast for us. I thought it would be a good idea to eat together as we used to,” Kirsten replied, looking at her daughter with hopeful eyes.

      “I’m not hungry, and I really have to go,” Nikki declined.

      She noticed her mother’s shoulders drop and her face set with disappointment. A feeling of guilt crept up, but she quickly looked away. She didn’t want to sit and have breakfast with her parents because she knew where it would lead— where it always led— especially with her dad. She tried to avoid situations where they would have an opportunity to grill her about her plans for her future.

      “I’ll be back later.”

      “Okay. Be safe,” Kirsten replied with a small smile. Nikki gave a nod of acknowledgment and left.

      When she got to ‘Java Bistro,’ the place was buzzing with activity. Workers were hammering and drilling, and there was a lot of noise. Diane was there, supervising the work. She looked up when Nikki walked in.

      "Hey, Nikki," she said, coming around the counter to hug her cousin. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today. How are you?”

      “I’m fine. Great, actually,” Nikki responded, her lips lifting into a convincing smile.

      Diane’s lips folded in on each other as her green eyes searched her cousin’s face. “Are you sure?” she asked with concern.

      “Scout's honor,” Nikki replied with her right palm resting across her heart.

      Diane’s face showed concern, but she didn’t press the matter further. "So, what brings you here?" she asked instead.

      Nikki shrugged. "I just needed to get out of the house for a bit."

      Diane nodded, understanding. "Your birthday is tomorrow. How do you feel about that?” she inquired.

      “Like I don’t want to think about it. Better yet, I wish I didn’t have one.” Nikki turned away from her cousin and sighed.

      “You can’t say things like that, Nikki,” Diane cautioned. 

      Nikki didn’t respond. Diane walked up to her and touched her arm. Slowly she turned to face her.

      “Why don’t we go to the kitchen, away from all this noise?” Diane offered. “I’m making muffins and bagels for the morning customers, and there is a steaming cup of hot chocolate with your name on it,” she offered, bumping Nikki’s shoulder with her own.

      Nikki simply nodded, and Diane led her to the back of the building. 

      “The batter is already mixed. I just need to get them into these muffin tins and into the oven,” Diane informed her after placing a bagel with cream cheese and a cup of hot chocolate on the counter where she sat. 

      "Thank you," Nikki said gratefully, raising the mug to her lips and savoring the taste of the hot liquid. The creamy richness of the cream cheese slid across her tongue as she sank her teeth into the freshly toasted bagel, evoking a deep and happy sigh of delight. “This is really good,” she complemented.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Diane returned as she straightened up and shut the oven door. She sat on the barstool beside Nikki and looked at her. “I heard Samantha’s parents are planning to have a balloon release for her birthday.”

      Nikki froze at the mention of her best friend. She released the sandwich, letting it fall to the plate as her appetite disappeared. “I…I,” she gulped back the lump in her throat. “I didn’t know that. But that’s…that’s a great way to honor her memory.”  Her voice strained with sadness and sounded foreign to her ear. She kept her head down, staring at her hands clasped in her lap.

      Minutes ticked by in a heavy, suffocating silence before Diane finally spoke up. “Have you been to her grave?”

      Nikki shook her head, and her lips curved downward. "I haven’t.”

      “Nikki,” Diane said, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I know it’s hard, but you have to stop blaming yourself for what happened to Sam. None of it was your fault. Sometimes things happen that are out of our control, and we just have to accept that.”

      Nikki looked at Diane with tears in her eyes. “I just miss her so much,” she spoke softly. “And it’s…” her eyes shut tightly as she gulped back a sob. “It’s hard to let go of the guilt. I’m here and she’s not.”

      "I understand," Diane replied, her voice laced with empathy as she reached out to give Nikki's arm a comforting squeeze. "But Sam wouldn't want you to keep living in the past like this," she continued, her gaze unwavering. "I'm pretty sure that if she were here, she would tell you that you have your whole life ahead of you, Nikki. You deserve to be happy and to do that, you must let her go, face the reality of what happened, forgive yourself, and start moving forward. It won't be easy, but I'll be here for you every step of the way."

      Nikki wiped her teary eyes with the back of her hand and gave her cousin a grateful smile as she spoke the words, "Thank you."

      “Anytime, sweetie. Now, when was the last time you visited the therapist?”

      Nikki's lips pursed into a slight pout, and her eyes rolled heavenward. “Not this again.”
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      "I just don't understand why everyone is always pushing me to do things I don't want to do," she said, her voice tight in annoyance. "Why can't people just let me be?"

      “And when you say pushing you to do things you don’t want to do, does that also including coming to therapy?”

      Nikki lowered her gaze and gave her therapist a sheepish look. Her cheeks flushed with a faint rosy hue as he rightly pointed out that she truly did not want to be there. 

      Over the course of the last three years, Nikki had sought out the help of no less than five different therapists, but none of them had managed to establish a lasting connection with her. Although she had been visiting Dr. Grimes intermittently for only a couple of months, she felt more at ease in his presence than with her previous therapists. However, Nikki still found it challenging to divulge her deepest emotions to him, struggling to overcome the barriers that had prevented her from opening up in the past.

      "So, your birthday is tomorrow. How are you feeling about that?" he asked, his voice soft and reassuring.

      Nikki let out a deep sigh and shifted uncomfortably on the plush sofa. "Honestly, I don't know how to feel," she admitted, her eyes downcast. 

      Dr. Grimes nodded understandingly. "Birthdays can bring up a lot of emotions for people. Do you want to talk about why you're feeling this way?"

      Nikki hesitated for a moment before finally speaking. "I don't know...it's just that every year, I’m reminded of what I lost, and I also feel like I'm getting older, and I haven't accomplished anything meaningful in my life. It's like another year wasted."

      Dr. Grimes listened attentively; his eyes locked on Nikki's. “Go on,” he encouraged.

      "You know, I told my cousin today that I wished I didn't have a birthday," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Dr. Grimes’ eyes widened slightly, but he didn't miss a beat. "That's a tough thing to say," he acknowledged. "But it's okay to feel that way. It's normal to feel overwhelmed or sad on your birthday. Just remember that you're not alone. You spoke about your family before and how much it feels like they are suffocating you when they try to be kind and understanding, but it shows that they still care about you and want to be there for you. It might not be easy to accept that because you’re at the stage of doubt and guilt. My advice to you is that you ignore the voice in your head telling you that you’re not worth their love and time and start accepting it. This can serve as a reminder of what you still have…Can you do that?"

      Nikki nodded slowly, taking in her therapist's words. As she leaned back into the sofa, she couldn't help but feel a sense of relief wash over her. Maybe, just maybe, she could get through this birthday after all, but then she sighed. “I don’t know if I can,” she finally expressed.

      Her therapist nodded slowly, his eyes compassionate. "That's okay," he assured her. “But we need to find out. So, I'm going to give you some homework."

      Nikki raised an eyebrow. Homework? Wasn't she already doing enough by coming to therapy every week?

      "I want you to start journaling," he continued. "Every day, write down your moods, your thoughts, your feelings. Try to figure out what's going on inside of you."

      Nikki scoffed inwardly. Journaling? Wasn't that something for high-school kids with pink diaries and glitter pens? But as she left the therapist's office and headed home, she found herself thinking about his words.

      That evening, Nikki sat at her desk and pulled out a notebook. She hesitated for a moment, then began to write. At first, her words were stilted and awkward, like she was trying too hard. But eventually, something shifted. She began writing about her frustrations, fears, and anger. She wrote about the things she didn't want to do and the things she was afraid to do. And as she wrote, she felt a sense of release, like a weight was lifting off her shoulders.

      Before she knew it, Nikki had transitioned to sitting on her bed and had written for hours. She had filled page after page with her thoughts and feelings, and as she closed the notebook and crawled into bed, she felt a sense of peace. 

      As the night passed, she lay still in her bed, her mind empty of dreams or thoughts. The only sound that could be heard was the soft hum of the wind outside, cutting into an otherwise silent night. It was the most peaceful she had slept in a while. And yet, when morning came, she was jolted awake by a sudden knocking on her door. Disoriented and groggy, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, trying to shake off the remnants of her slumber. As she tried to shake her disorientation, her mind flashed to her conversation with Diane and her therapist, and she was reminded of the day.

      At that moment, she felt a sense of unease and apprehension. Her heart raced as she called out, "Come in." 

      The door creaked open before opening fully, and her parents walked into her room. Her mother carried a tray in her hand. The sweet scent of fresh pancakes wafted through the air, and a single candle flickered on top of the stack.

      "Happy Birthday, sweetheart," her mother said in a gentle tone, her voice warm with affection as she walked toward the bed with a smile on her lips. 

      Nikki's first reaction was to frown, her face contorting into a look of confusion and mild annoyance. "Why are you guys doing this?" she asked, her tone a mix of bewilderment and resignation. "It's just another regular day. You don't have to do any of this. I'm pretty okay with this just being another day."

      Her father, Brian, who had been standing by the door, let out a sigh. "Nikki, your mother made an effort to do this for you," he said, his voice tinged with disappointment. "Can't you, for once, just be grateful?" 

      Nikki looked over at her mother, who had a crestfallen expression on her face and felt a pang of guilt. She realized that her reaction had been overly dismissive and ungrateful.

      "I'm sorry," she spoke softly, her voice barely above a whisper. "And thanks for the kind gesture." She tried to smile, but it was a feeble attempt, and she knew that her parents could see through it. 

      “I’ll just leave this here for you to enjoy. I made it extra special with syrup you like,” Kirsten spoke, placing the tray on the bedside table.

      “Thanks, Mom,” she tried again to conjure a grateful smile, but she wanted them to just go. 

      “You’re welcome, sweetie,” Kirsten smiled before leaning over to plant a kiss on her temple. “Remember, we have a lunch date this afternoon.”

      Nikki simply nodded. 

      “Happy Birthday, sweetheart,” her father said when her mother joined him by the door where he had been standing.

      “Thanks, Dad,” Nikki replied with a small lift of her lips.

      The moment they left the room, the door closed, her face fell, and tears welled up in her eyes. She got out of bed and walked to her bathroom. After showering, she slipped on baggy sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt before curling up in bed. The pancakes went untouched as her tears continued to flow freely down her cheeks, her heart feeling like it had been shattered into a million pieces as she thought about Sam.

      Her phone pinged and she reached the bedside table to retrieve it. It was a message from Diane wishing her a happy birthday. Another text came in just then and she opened it up to see it was from her brother Mitch. Sighing, she switched off the phone and returned it to the bedside table. She didn’t want to see another birthday message for the rest of the day, and she simply wanted to get through her lunch with her mother and return to the same position in her bed.

      Her tummy grumbled as she got up to start preparing for her lunch date with her mother. 

      After carefully considering her wardrobe options, she settled on a knee-length red turtleneck dress with long sleeves that clung effortlessly to her model-size figure. The dress stopped just above her knees, offering a stylish yet modest look. To complete her outfit, she paired it with a pair of black ankle booties that accentuated her long legs. As a finishing touch, she pulled her blond tresses into a high ponytail, adding a touch of sophistication to her look.

      She made her way out of the room to see her mother already dressed and waiting for her. “You look beautiful, sweetie,” she complimented.

      “Thanks,” Nikki said with a small smile.

      The two walked out of the house and Nikki got into the passenger seat of her mother’s SUV. Her mother got into the driver's seat and started the engine, pulling out of the driveway and onto the road. Minutes later, they were driving down the highway before turning onto SE Pioneer Way. The car smoothly rode over the pavement as they made their way toward the Seaside Hideaway.

      As they arrived, Kirsten expertly parked the car in front of the restaurant before the two women got out. The sun was now shining directly overhead. They walked up to the entrance of the restaurant and the smell of saltwater and seafood filled their nostrils. As they stepped inside, the cool air conditioning welcomed them.

      “Welcome to Seaside— Oh, hi Kirsten, Nikki, how are you?” their waiter, who was also one of the owners and a family friend, asked with a bright smile.  

      “Hi, Don. I’m okay. Thanks,” Kirsten replied with a bright smile. 

      The man nodded his acknowledgment before turning to Nikki, who simply gave him a small smile.

      “I heard it was your birthday, young lady. I hope you enjoy the special we have for you today.”

      “Thank you.”

      Don walked them to their table and walked away to get their order. They started with a simple soup and crotons before the main dish came. It was lobster tails smothered with a buttery garlic sauce. Nikki had only taken a few sips of the soup, but at the sight and aroma coming from the dish before her, her tummy rumbled in response to the savory scent tickling her nostrils. 

      As she took a bite of the succulent lobster, her eyes fluttered shut and she let out a deep, satisfied sigh. The sweet, delicate flavor of the meat melted in her mouth, and the texture though firm, was tender. The buttery, garlicky flavor of the accompanying sauce added a layer of richness and depth to the dish. 
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