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She deserved this—the chance to start fresh. Nothing was holding her back any longer. The divorce from her husband—now ex-husband—was finalized. He had once claimed she was cheating on him, but she held fast to the truth that she was innocent. Not once could her husband prove her infidelity to him. The divorce had been a long, contentious process, but at least her children were unaffected. Lila and Sam were off doing their own thing in college, missing all the late-night fights that led up to the divorce.

If she was guilty of anything, it was for not walking away sooner. She had her suspicions about his infidelity for quite a while before everything came to a head, but she’d remained silent, holding steadfast to the dream that her marriage could be salvaged. It wasn’t until she finally hired a private investigator that she saw the proof—the multiple photographs of her husband in bed with another woman!

I should have left sooner, she thought, especially after seeing the woman he was having an affair with—a blonde with green eyes, a svelte figure, and legs for days attached to her 5’8” frame.

The only saving grace for her in all of this was her unwavering denial of her infidelity and the fact that her children had not been around to witness their marriage fall apart. Her husband's eventual confession about his affair and the revelation that his lover was carrying his child was the final straw.

I still can’t believe he did that.

At least the twins were away at college living their own lives. Despite everything else, she didn’t want them to lose having a relationship with their father. If they decide not to have anything to do with him, at least it will be their own decision to make with no influence by me.

Allie stood on the shoreline of where she grew up, the wind whipping through her long, chestnut-colored curly hair, as the waves crashed rhythmically against the shoreline. The salty air filled her lungs, bringing with it a flood of memories from her past. The beach had always been her sanctuary, a place where she found solace and happiness. As she gazed out over the dunes, the mid-afternoon sun casting a warm glow on her face, her mind wandered back to her high school days.

Thiago, her best friend during those formative years, flashed into her thoughts. They had been inseparable, partners in crime, skipping school to spend lazy afternoons on this very beach. Amazingly, we've managed to stay in touch all these years, she thought, a warm feeling spreading through her chest. Those were some of the best days of my life, and Thiago was a big part of that.

Friday nights in the summer were their favorite. The beach would come alive with the energy of their classmates, all gathering for bonfire parties that stretched long into the night. The sound of laughter and music mingled with the crackling of the fire, creating an atmosphere of carefree abandon. We felt invincible back then like nothing could ever change, Allie mused, her heart aching with nostalgia. Even now, Thiago and I still laugh about those nights when we catch up.

As she stood there now, looking out at the ocean, Allie felt a bittersweet nostalgia wash over her. Those carefree days with Thiago and their friends had shaped her in so many ways. They had given her a sense of belonging, of being part of something bigger than herself. It was more than just fun and games, she realized. Those memories gave me strength and made me who I am today.

The memories of those bonfire parties, with the stars twinkling above and the waves gently lapping at the shore, were etched into her heart. They reminded her of a time when the future was a canvas waiting to be painted with vibrant colors. Now, as she faced a new beginning, Allie drew strength from those cherished moments. This beach, this place, will always be my anchor, she thought. No matter where life takes me, I can always come back here and find myself.

With a renewed sense of purpose, Allie took a deep breath, letting the invigorating ocean air fill her lungs. I've been through so much, but I’m still standing, she reminded herself, feeling a surge of determination. She was ready to embrace the future, carrying the lessons and memories of her past with her. The beach, her sanctuary, would continue to be a source of comfort and strength as she embarked on this new chapter of her life.

As Allie stood lost in her thoughts, a familiar voice broke through the sound of the waves.

"Did you think you'd move back home and not see me?" Thiago's voice was rich with amusement.

She turned around, and memories of their time together came flooding back. She smiled warmly, taking in the sight of her old friend. His dark hair was slightly tousled by the wind, and his eyes sparkled with genuine affection, handsome as ever. She even felt her heart skip a beat. After all these years he still can get to me. I wonder if he feels the same she silently thought to herself.

"Thiago!" she exclaimed, feeling a rush of happiness. "I can't believe you're here!"

"Of course, I'm here," he said, closing the distance between them with a few strides. "I wouldn't miss this for the world."

They hugged, and for a moment, all the worries and heartaches melted away. It felt like coming home.

"Remember those bonfire parties?" Thiago asked, a nostalgic smile playing on his lips. "We ruled the beach back then."

Allie laughed. "How could I forget? Those were some of the best times of my life."

"Well," Thiago said, "how about we create some new memories? Dinner tonight?"

Allie hesitated for a moment, feeling a flutter of excitement mixed with uncertainty. "I'd like that," she said softly, her heart beating a little faster.

As they walked back towards the parking lot, Thiago's arm around her shoulders, Allie couldn't shake the feeling that this new chapter in her life was going to be full of surprises. The thought of rekindling an old friendship—and maybe something more—filled her with hope.

Over the years, we've talked on the phone, emailed, and even admitted that we regret never acting on our feelings back then. The 'what ifs' have plagued us both, she thought. But maybe now, we have a chance to explore what could have been.

What other unexpected twists does life have in store for me? she wondered as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a golden glow over the ocean.
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The sun dipped lazily toward the horizon, bathing the beach in a golden glow as Allie and Thiago walked hand in hand, their footprints tracing a path away from the shoreline. The gentle murmur of the waves created a soothing cadence, but the looming presence of the parking lot reminded Allie that the peaceful moment was fleeting. She took a deep breath, determined to break the silence before they reached the car, and turned to Thiago, ready to voice the unspoken.

"Thiago," she began, turning to face him, "I just remembered I need to head home for a video call with Lila and Sam. They're expecting to catch up with me this evening."

Thiago nodded, understanding in his eyes. "Of course, family comes first. How are they doing?"

"They're doing great," Allie replied with a smile. "College life seems to be treating them well. They always have so many stories to share."

"I'd love to hear more about them sometime," Thiago said. "But how about we pick up where we left off and meet for dinner later?"

"That sounds perfect," Allie said, feeling a flutter of excitement at the prospect. "How about 7 pm at that little Italian place we used to love?"

"7 pm it is," Thiago confirmed with a warm smile. "I'll see you then."

A short time later, Allie stood in the living room of her newly acquired beach house, her heart swelling with a mix of disbelief and gratitude. I can’t believe this place is all mine she thought, her eyes tracing the lines of the knotty pine floors that had been carefully laid down when she was just a high school student dreaming of this moment. She remembered the days of construction, the excitement of watching her future home take shape, and the countless afternoons spent imagining what it would be like to live here.

Now, standing amidst the rustic charm that perfectly complemented the beach life, she felt a sense of fulfillment she had never known before. Through the large windows, the ocean stretched out before her, its waves gently crashing against the shore—a constant reminder of the dreams that had brought her here. The salty breeze drifted through the open windows, mingling with the scent of fresh paint and the promise of new beginnings.

But she had something more pressing to attend to now: setting up her laptop for a video chat with her kids.

As she unpacked her laptop, a pang of loneliness washed over her. It felt strange being several states away from Sam and Lila. She didn’t struggle with them being away at college—it was something she had come to terms with—but living in a different state meant less time to see them. Allie fiddled with her bracelet, a birthday gift from them, and let out a sigh. She missed the spontaneous visits and the weekends they used to spend together whenever it was possible.

When they learned about her divorce, they encouraged her, “Go live your life, Mom. You deserve some happiness.” She knew they were right, but it didn’t make the separation any easier. She tried to focus on the positive aspects of her new life, but the ache of missing her children was always there, lurking just beneath the surface.

That change didn’t happen overnight either. She had to sell the house and divide the proceeds with her ex-husband, even though she felt he didn’t deserve it. However, she decided to take the high road, no matter how difficult it was. She wanted to wait until the divorce was official to ensure no one could accuse her of moving far away from her ex-husband out of spite or anger. She needed to distance herself from the pain and heartache he had caused.

Allie’s thoughts drifted back to Sam and Lila. She wondered how they were doing if they missed her as much as she missed them. She knew they were thriving, pursuing their dreams, and building their futures. But the mother in her couldn’t help but worry, couldn’t help but feel a little left behind.

As the laptop screen came to life, Allie took a deep breath. She was ready for this new chapter, even if it meant navigating it without her kids by her side. She reminded herself that this was her time to find happiness, to rediscover who she was beyond being a mother and a wife. And though the distance was hard, she knew that her love for Sam and Lila would always bridge the gap, no matter how many miles lay between them.

Excitement coursed through Allie’s veins. She couldn’t wait for Lila and Sam to call so she could show them around the house, including their bedrooms for when they wanted to visit her.

As she waited for the call, Allie’s thoughts wandered back to a cherished memory. She remembered the time she and Joshua brought Lila and Sam to the beach for the first time. “Mommy, come on!” Lila and Sam shouted as they ran down the sandy pathway, with Allie and Josh trudging along behind them. “Not too close to the water, please!” she had called out, reminding her children to stay within sight. She could vividly recall Lila’s face, scrunched up in annoyance at being told to wait, while her twin brother knelt in the sand, eagerly digging for pirate’s gold. A small smile crept onto Allie’s face as she reminisced about those happy family moments.

Just then, the alarm for the video call went off, snapping Allie back to the present. She immediately answered it, and the familiar faces of her children filled the screen. “Hi, Mom!” Sam and Lila exclaimed in unison. It was rare for them to speak in sync, so Allie couldn’t help but smile back. “Hi, guys! How’s college?”

Frustration showed on Lila’s face as she sighed. “Ugh, boring. We’re going into finals, so it’s nothing but studying.” Sam piped up, “Yeah, it’s a drag, but then we will be on break, working, and making money!”

Allie shook her head and laughed. “Making money is good. Studying and getting good grades is also good...just remember that, please.”

Sam and Lila both rolled their eyes and in unison replied, “Yes, Mom!”

Allie couldn’t help but smile. These two were her heart. Her life wouldn’t be the same if she had never had them. They had made it all worthwhile, and seeing them all grown up now tugged at her heartstrings just a little bit more. She felt a lump in her throat, but she pushed it down, determined to stay positive for them.

Lila, always the impatient one, begged her mom to show them around. “Come on, Mom, give us the tour! Sam and I are going out to dinner with some friends and then hitting the books hard, but we had to give you a call now that you're settled in.”

Allie picked up the laptop and turned it around so that Lila and Sam could see as she narrated a bit about each room. When she got upstairs, she showed them the master bedroom, which had a private balcony with views of the beach.

“Mom, that view is awesome!” Sam exclaimed. “I’m jealous,” chimed in Lila.

When Allie got to the other two bedrooms, she mentioned that they each had their own bathrooms, so they wouldn’t have to share if they ever decided to visit her. Lila and Sam were thrilled at the idea of having their own rooms and not having to share a bathroom. Sometimes, it's the little things that bring the most joy.

Lila smiled at her mom. “Mom, you look happy. I’m glad. You deserve this.” Sam added, “She’s right, Ma! Dad did you wrong. I’m happy you’re far away from him and his baby momma. Ugh, it’s distasteful if you ask me.”

At this, Lila’s smile faded, replaced by a scowl of disgust. Her brows furrowed and her lips pursed as she shook her head in disapproval. “I still can’t believe he has a baby with another woman,” she muttered. “But at least you’re out of that mess now, Mom.”

Allie felt a swell of love for her children, their protective instincts touching her deeply. She nodded, her eyes misting over slightly. “I am, sweetheart. And I’m so grateful to have both of you by my side, even from a distance. Just tell me when you want to visit, and I’ll arrange the flights for you.”

Lila’s eyes lit up at the offer. “We were thinking of visiting sometime soon. We have an extended break over the summer, and it would be great to spend it with you at the beach.”

Sam nodded in agreement. “Yeah, Ma, a summer break sounds perfect. We can all relax and have some fun together.”

Allie’s heart soared with joy at the thought. “That sounds wonderful! Just let me know the dates, and I’ll make all the arrangements. I can’t wait to have you both here.”

She glanced at the clock and realized it was time to get ready for her dinner plans. “I hate to cut this short, but I have dinner plans tonight. And you both need to get back to studying.”

Lila and Sam nodded in understanding. “Alright, Mom. We’ll let you know the dates soon,” Lila said.

“Love you, Mom,” Sam added.

“Love you both,” Allie replied, blowing them a kiss through the screen. “Talk to you soon.”

As the call ended, Allie felt a mix of excitement and contentment. She had a new life to build, and soon, her kids would be here to share in it.

Allie quickly freshened up and changed into a casual yet elegant dress. Nothing but a cute black number, a staple in her wardrobe for just-in-case moments like now. Tonight, she was meeting Thiago, an old friend from high school. They had stayed in contact over the years, sharing updates about their lives and maintaining a close bond. Now that she had moved back to her hometown, they finally had the chance to see each other more often. There had always been unspoken feelings between them, ones they never acted on in high school but often wished they had.

As she headed out the door, Allie felt a sense of anticipation. This dinner was not just about catching up with an old friend; it was a chance to explore those lingering feelings and see where they might lead. She smiled to herself, feeling a mix of excitement and nervousness. This was a step towards embracing her new life and the possibilities it held.
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Allie pulled into the cozy Italian bistro’s parking lot promptly at 7 p.m. The soft glow of string lights wrapped around the restaurant's exterior greeted her as she stepped out of the car. Her gaze immediately caught Thiago standing at the entrance, his eyes lighting up the moment he saw her.

A smile spread across his face, radiating warmth and genuine happiness. He walked towards her with a confident stride, the cool evening breeze rustling his hair. In his hand, he held a single purple rose, its petals as vibrant as the twilight sky.

“Allie, you made it,” he said, extending the rose towards her.

Tears welled up in her eyes, not from sadness, but from sheer surprise and joy. She took the rose delicately, the familiar fragrance bringing back memories of countless conversations where she’d gushed about her favorite flower. Without thinking, she leaned in and kissed him gently on the cheek, her heart fluttering.

“Oh Thiago, you remembered. Thank you!” she said, her cheeks now flushed with emotion. I can’t believe after all this time he still remembers what my favorite flower is, she thought, her chest swelling with pride. I don’t even think Josh would’ve remembered this was my favorite flower.

“Shall we go inside and get a table?” he asked, placing his hand gently on the small of her back, guiding her to the maître d' for seating. It was an innocent touch but yet it sent chills down her spine. I can’t believe he still has that effect on me after all this time,” she thought to herself.

Allie looked around, astonished at how little had changed since they were last here. “This place looks the same. I can’t believe it,” she chuckled.

Thiago nodded. “That’s what happens when generations run the business. Why mess with a good thing?”

My god she’s even more beautiful than I remember, Thiago thought to himself.

Thiago's eyes lit up as he recalled the memory. "The pizza here was always the best. No one else could compare."

Allie smiled, her eyes scanning the familiar decor. "Remember that time we tried to recreate their Margherita pizza at home? Total disaster."

Thiago laughed. "We should’ve known better than to compete with generations of culinary mastery."

A warm, inviting aroma wafted through the air, and Allie’s stomach rumbled. “Well, why mess with a good thing? Shall we get our usual?”

“Absolutely,” Thiago agreed. “One large Margherita pizza, coming right up.”

As they waited for their pizza, Allie’s gaze fell on a framed photograph on the wall. It was an old black-and-white picture of the pizzeria’s founder, standing proudly in front of a wood-fired oven.

“Do you know the story behind that photo?” Allie asked.

Thiago nodded. “Yeah, it’s quite a tale. The founder came to this country with nothing but a family recipe and a dream. He worked day and night to perfect his pizza, and it paid off. The place has been a staple in the community ever since.”

Allie’s admiration for the pizzeria grew even more. She realized that their love for this place wasn’t just about the pizza—it was about the legacy, the hard work, and the passion that had been passed down through generations.

Thiago's eyes sparkled with that familiar twinkle as he looked at Allie. "So, how was the video call with the kids?" he asked, genuinely interested.

Allied smiled at Thiago as her heart melted just a little bit more for the man. He’s so sweet to ask me about Sam and Lila. “I had a wonderful call with them. It’s hard being several states away from them, but I know that they are happy and enjoying college life.”

Thiago chuckled. “Sounds similar to you if I recall. You seemed to have quite the college life if I remember correctly.”  Allie blushed at the thought of those college days, and the things she did that she’d tell Thiago about. 

She laughed out loud. “Oh, I hope that they don’t have too much of the same experience as I did, especially Lila.”  When she said that Thiago started to laugh as well. “Afraid of Lila following in her mother’s footsteps and working as a dancer at the gentleman’s club?”

Allie smacked his arm playfully. “That was one summer job, Thiago. One! Besides, speaking of kids and college, how are your three doing? They must be grown up now, right?”

Thiago's smile softened as he thought about his children. “They are. Enzo who’s 25 just started his career in graphic arts, Julian is 23 and attending community college, and Catalina... well, she’s 20 and still doesn’t like me dating. Enzo and Julian are more supportive, and they even play in a band together. Just like I did”

Allie chuckled. “That's amazing! You must be so proud. And you’re lucky they still live at home. It must be fun having them around. So, it seems like the boys are following in their dad’s footsteps and playing in a band. That’s hilarious!”

Thiago nodded, a grin spreading across his face. “Yeah, it’s great having them at home. It’s allowing them to save up for their futures. Oh, and their band is pretty good. It brings back memories of my band days.”

Allie leaned in, her eyes sparkling with the fond memory of listening to Thiago’s band play. She recalled nights sitting on the stoop outside his house, the sounds of cicadas and frogs joining in chorus as he strummed his guitar. God, he was a talented guitarist considering he was self-taught, she mused, a smile creeping onto her face. There were nights when it felt like just the two of us and the world was ours. But we never took that step together. How did I let my best friend slip away without ever telling him how I truly felt... But now I have that chance.

Allie's thoughts were interrupted by the scent of freshly baked Margherita pizza and the rich aroma of garlic wafting through the air. She blinked, pulling herself back to the present moment. Across the table, Thiago was already pouring her a glass of red wine, his fingers deftly handling the bottle with the same grace he exhibited while playing his guitar.

"You still with me, Allie?" he asked, his eyes twinkling with that familiar warmth. "What were you thinking about?"

She smiled, nodding. "Just lost in some good memories."

He returned her smile, and for a moment, it felt like no time had passed at all. “Call me curious, but what were you thinking about?”

Allie felt the color in her cheeks when he asked what she was thinking about. She took a sip of her wine for courage before answering. "Would you believe I was thinking about those nights I would sit outside your house while you strummed the guitar? I still remember how talented you were. Do you still play?"

Thiago chuckled. I spent too many nights on those steps regretting that I never kissed you. Had my chance with you, Allie, but never took it. “Honestly, since Enzo started playing guitar, I haven’t. I think he’s much more talented than I ever was.”

Allie's eyes widened, and her breath caught as she recalled all those nights playing his guitar, the joy it brought him, the certain sparkle in his eyes. “It’s a shame, Thiago. You really should take it back up. You were good, and I think your kids would be pleasantly surprised to see you still can play.” She smiled warmly.

Thiago blushed—a rare occurrence, one only Allie could elicit. Even now she still has an effect on me. He wondered, could it be after all this time, something is still there between us? They had spent countless nights pondering the what-ifs, should’ves, and could’ves. Maybe, just maybe, their chance was now.

He placed his hand on top of hers and squeezed gently. “Maybe I will,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “Just for you, so I can hear your beautiful singing voice again.”

Thiago raised an eyebrow at Allie, curious. “Do you still sing? I remember those nights on my stoop, with me playing and you singing. Your voice was beautiful.”

Allie chuckled at the memory. “Does karaoke count? If it does, then yes; otherwise, no.” She smiled, her gaze lingering on his a little too long as her heartbeat quickened. Oh, this tension between us... it’s still there after all this time. There’s no doubt in my mind he feels the same way. “If I recall, we did a couple of duets on those steps.”

Thiago laughed, recalling a love song he had written and played for her. As the memory washed over him, he could almost hear the chords again, feel the strings beneath his fingers.

It was a balmy summer evening, and the air was filled with the sound of gentle waves crashing against the shore. Thiago sat on the porch of his beach house, guitar in hand, strumming the opening notes of the song he had written just for her. Allie sat beside him, her head resting on his shoulder, listening intently.

"This one's for you, Allie," he had said, his voice barely above a whisper. He began to sing, his voice trembling with nerves.

"I've wandered through the night, searching for a light, and I found it in your eyes, where the stars collide..."

Allie joined in, her voice harmonizing with his, creating a melody that seemed to wrap around them like a warm embrace.

"In the quiet of the night, we'll find our way, side by side, forever and a day..."

As the song ended, Thiago looked into her eyes, and for a moment, it felt like the world had stopped turning. He could see the emotions mirrored in her gaze—love, hope, and something unspoken, a promise of what could be.

Back in the present, Thiago's smile widened. “Remember that love song I wrote for you? The one we sang together on the stoop?”

Allie’s eyes sparkled with the memory. “How could I forget? It was one of the most beautiful moments of my life.”

Thiago squeezed her hand. “Maybe it’s time to create new memories, Allie. What do you say?”

Allie's heart skipped a beat. She looked into his eyes and felt the weight of the past lift off her shoulders. With a smile that spoke volumes, she nodded. "Yes, Thiago. I’d love that."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, the ambient chatter of the restaurant fading into the background. Thiago couldn't help but think that this was the start of something new, something they both had been waiting for.

As they ate their pizza, Allie reached for her glass, raising it in a toast. “To new memories,” she said, her eyes sparkling.

Thiago clinked his glass with hers, a warm smile spreading across his face. “To new memories.”

The clinking of glasses marked a turning point in their lives, the beginning of a chapter filled with promise and possibility.
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Allie sat on her porch, the ocean breeze gently rustling her hair as she sipped her coffee. The house, now her solitary sanctuary, stood as a testament to her newfound independence. After the divorce, she moved back to the coastal town where she grew up, seeking solace in the familiar sights and sounds that had always brought her happiness. The decision to return home felt right as if she was reclaiming a piece of her soul. She’d moved home because there was nothing tying her to the past anymore. Her marriage done, her kids in college, but back in her hometown she was healing. Normally these quiet nights alone wouldn’t bother her, but for some reason it was.

It was a stormy night, the wind howling outside as if echoing the turmoil inside her heart. Allie stood in the living room, divorce papers clutched tightly in her hand. Her husband, Josh, sat on the couch, his face a mask of guilt and defiance.

"You cheated on me, Josh," Allie said, her voice trembling with a mix of anger and sorrow. "You got another woman pregnant. How could you?"

Josh's jaw tightened, his eyes narrowing. "I made a mistake, Allie. But does it have to end like this?"

"A mistake?" Allie’s voice thundered through the room, each word dripping with hurt and betrayal. "You didn’t just make a mistake, Josh. You shattered our family. Our kids, Josh! Did you even think about them when you were doing this? How am I supposed to trust you again? You got another woman pregnant! She’s carrying your child, and you dare to call it just a mistake?"

She laughed, a hollow, bitter sound that barely masked the agony in her eyes. Laughter, because the pain was so overwhelming, so all-consuming, that it was either laugh or crumble.

"We can work through this," Josh insisted, standing up. "We owe it to our kids to try."

"You should have thought about that before you ruined everything," Allie shot back, her eyes brimming with tears. "Sign these papers. I want you out of this house."

Josh’s face contorted with anger. "You’re not the only one hurting, Allie. You think this is easy for me?"

Allie’s eyes blazed with fury. "I don’t care how you feel!" she shouted, her hands shaking. "You don’t get to play the victim. You did this. You broke us."

In a fit of rage, she grabbed a box from the shelf, its contents spilling onto the floor. Photos. Months and months of photos. Evidence of Josh's betrayal, captured in stark, unforgiving detail.

“Look at these, Josh!" she screamed, throwing the photos at him. "Was it a mistake every time? Were you just 'accidentally' with her? These photos prove it wasn’t a mistake. It was a choice. A choice you made again and again. And now, you have to live with the consequences."

Josh stood there, stunned, as the photos fluttered to the ground around him. Allie's heart broke with every step she took away from him. "Sign them, Josh. It’s over."

Josh glared at her, his fists clenched. "Fine. But don’t think for a second that you’re getting everything your way."

Allie’s phone buzzed, and she saw Thiago’s name flash on the screen. She hesitated for a moment before answering, her voice barely above a whisper. "Hey, Thiago."

"Hey, Allie. I got your text about the divorce. I'm so sorry you're going through this," Thiago’s voice was filled with genuine concern.

"Thanks," she managed to say, her voice breaking.

"Allie, I know it’s tough right now, but you’re one of the strongest people I know. You’re going to get through this," Thiago said. There was a pause, and then he added, "Remember when I went through my divorce? You were there for me, reminding me of my worth, helping me see the light at the end of the tunnel."

“Yeah, I remember," Allie said, a small smile tugging at her lips. "It was tough, but we shared some meaningful moments. I felt closer to you, seeing your resilience and being there for you."
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