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      I could handle being in the same city as him. I could even handle knowing he was in the same building as me at work, but this was too much. The world was just too small.

      I stared down at my hands. I turned my right hand over and scratched the inside of my wrist.

      “You okay?” Hera asked, gently.

      “No…” I answered, lacing my fingers together to stop my fidgeting. “I haven’t been okay for a long time.”

      I squinted at the bright sunlight bouncing off the smooth surface of Lake Michigan and pulled my long, brown hair in a messy bun. I could feel sweat collecting at the nape of my neck and slowly trickle down my spine. The breeze coming off the lake didn’t help with the humidity or my mood.

      This weekend was unusually hot for mid-October. And everyone was in shorts and tank tops, taking advantage before the cold snap that was forecasted this week. I’d worn a loose, pink cotton tank and white shorts but it felt like too many layers. It was only in the mid-80s but it felt like it was twenty degrees hotter. Then again, I was still trying to calm down overseeing a ghost from my past I’d hoped and prayed I’d never see again.

      When someone brushed up behind me, I stood up straight, leaning my forearms against the railing, and looked around. The noises around me were loud, happy, and being out here with all these joyous people kind of angered me. The Navy Pier right after the lunch hour on a Saturday meant it was packed and with Covid abating and most of the restrictions lifted, it felt like the whole city was here.

      “Stop moping, Ever. You’re getting wrinkles,” Lake grumbled.

      I sighed. Wrinkles were the least of my concerns. I looked over at my baby sister, a mini version of me but with short, brown hair and clever highlights. Same blue-grey eyes, same five-six height, and pale skin. That’s where the similarities ended. Her personality was totally different from mine.

      “Give it a break already, Lake,” my BFF since college, Hera, scolded. She brushed her short, copper red hair off her shoulders then gave me an encouraging smile. “Everything is fine.”

      “Whatever,” Lake muttered back, sighing loudly. “He’s the asshole, sis, not you.”

      She’s right but she forgets that I’m a coward. I’ve always been a coward so I always do what cowards do. I run away, I live in a world of my own making and choosing. I cower. I hide. Self-preservation came in various, ugly colors.

      My younger sister pressed a Starbucks iced coffee against my right bicep as Hera settled to my left on the railing.

      “Here, caffeine does the body good,” she said lightly.

      I looked over at Lake, grabbed the iced coffee, and mumbled a ‘thanks’.

      Lake put an arm around me as I sipped the cold coffee and gave me a long squeeze before letting go.

      We’d just left the Offshore Rooftop & Bar a half-hour ago—correction, I’d panicked seeing him again and bolted before he spotted me. It seemed like more than bad luck to see the one person you’d rather avoid in the whole galaxy and to constantly see him in a city of millions. And with some gorgeous woman he couldn’t stop smiling at and touching.

      “He looked good,” I said, staring out. “Happy.”

      “Who the hell cares if he’s happy?” Lake groused, adjusting her white halter top and high-waist mom jeans in hot pink. “He should be miserable, that prick. And I can’t believe you let Ravi and him be friends, Hera.”

      “Hey, not fair,” Hera gasped, glaring past me at Lake.

      “Sorry! I didn’t mean it like that,” Lake said, chagrined. “I’m just saying⁠—”

      “Stop,” I said, sighing. “It is what it is. And Ravi can be friends with whomever he wishes.”

      “Plus, Colt’s in LA now,” Hera muttered. “So they only talk on the phone.”

      It didn’t matter. Not really. Not anymore. I shouldn’t have left the restaurant like I had—in a blind panic. Not that I looked anything like the woman he’d once known six years ago. He wouldn’t know me if I were to stand right in front of him.

      Dr. Colton Fitzgerald, Chief of Surgery and Emergency Medicine back in LA, was the toast of the town since he’d come back for a long visit a couple weeks ago. But he was used to that kind of attention, that was for certain. As the darling of Chicago and LA society, his life was perfect. It’d always been perfect, free of any blemish, able to discard people at will, and had no feelings at all. Or, rather, no feelings for me at all.

      He actually looked younger than his 39 years and he certainly had no wear on him like I had. Dressed in navy-blue khaki shorts and a fitted, white basic t-shirt that showed off his buff bod, he’d exuded the epitome of lakefront cool ease without a care in the world. Then again, no one knew the truth about him. He’d continued on the same trajectory he was meant for, as though I’d been a mere blip. And I had. A four-month affair was short enough to be classified as a fantasy and long enough for it to hurt when it ended.

      “Shouldn’t he be back in LA by now?” I asked, looking down at the lid of my coffee.

      “He was supposed to go back last week from what Ravi and Dad told me but…” Hera said, slowly. “Apparently, his grandmother, Laurel, is really sick and he’s trying to spend as much time with her as possible so he’s extended his stay here…”

      “For how long?” Lake asked.

      “I have no idea,” Hera said. “She has cancer then got Covid just before he was set to leave… It must be serious if he decided to stay.”

      Hera’s dad was the CEO of Brewster Medical Center, the second-largest hospital system in the Tri-State area, so she always had the inside scoop about the goings-on at the hospital—and the city itself in general.

      She was also a manager at the attached clinic, where I now worked at because of her graciousness and pity. She’d warned me before I’d officially moved here two months ago about Colt being in town on and off, which I could deal with because this city was huge and our paths would likely never cross. Or so I thought. For a brief time, I’d felt safe coming back here because I knew Colt wouldn’t but he’d been in Chicago this whole last month or so, working at the hospital quite often.

      “You speak to him at all?” I asked, giving Hera a fast, sidelong glance.

      She hesitated. “He’s visited Dad or Ravi several times since he’s been here, and has pitched in when needed, but all at the hospital.” She paused. “The few times we’ve spoken, we don’t talk about much, just really neutral, bland topics like the clinic or hospital-related stuff.”

      “Does he ask about Evermore?” Lake asked, because I couldn’t.

      “No…not anymore,” Hera said, haltingly.

      “He and Ravi are really that good of friends?” I asked, referring to her fiancé, who was also a brilliant ER doctor.

      “Yeah, he’s invited to the wedding, which I know we need to figure out since I wanted you to be my Maid of Honor,” she said, almost apologetically. “I try to keep Ravi at the hospital as much as possible when we meet.”

      “You don’t have to act or do or say anything different when it comes to Colt, you know that, I hope?” I asked, still feeling tense. “And you don’t have to⁠—”

      “Are you kidding me?” Lake cut in. “He’s a rat bastard.”

      “I know, Lake. And I’m going to protect Ever from him as much as I can,” Hera said, patiently, then to me. “I know you’ll never forgive him, and he doesn’t deserve that. But he’s nice to me and really great to Ravi. He’s done a lot to help him so I’m not going to be awful towards him. That’s not who I am. Believe me when I say that I’m not his friend. We’ll never be friends because I know who he really is, and what he’s done. To Ever. I’ll never lose sight of that, ever. I know who my real friends are.”

      I smiled, briefly. “I hate that it’s so complicated. That you have to keep me as a secret. That you’re stuck in the middle.”

      “It’s okay. That’s life,” she said, shrugging. “And I’m not keeping you as a secret, just your past, and I have no right to tell anyone. That’s totally up to you and I will guard to the grave if that’s what you want. And besides, I know Ravi would understand if it ever came out. That’s what I love most about him. He wants to see things from your side and understand. And he adores you so he’ll try even harder to accept and understand the situation.”

      I sure hoped so. Ravi was a Brazilian doctor, very Catholic, and I knew Colt had known him back when he’d been working in one of the hospitals in South Chicago, even before Ravi had met Hera. That’s how Hera had met Ravi, indirectly—Colt had introduced them. Based on how Hera had described her first meet with Ravi, it’d been like fireworks and they’d been together ever since. I’m sure it was uncomfortable for her sometimes. Ravi truly was a great guy and I hated that I was creating secrets between them.

      Thing was, I adored him too. He was so selfless and kind. He’d embraced me like an old friend and treated me like family. He’d even visited me in NYC when Hera had stayed with me to help with my transition three months ago from NYC to Chicago. He was constantly offering to help with anything, no matter how small or big. I was important to Hera, therefore I was important to him.

      It’s also likely why I hadn’t gotten any weird vibes from him since he had no clue about my true history with Colt or that I was the Evermore from Hera’s college days. Same for her family, who I avoided when I could. Which sucked since her whole family was amazing. My incognito status was a relief but Colt’s presence here had just made my anxiety even worse.

      I felt dull inside but deep inside, rage bloomed in my belly. As far as Colt knew, no one knew about him and me. As far as I knew, only Lake, myself, Hera, and Colt knew most of the story.

      I felt like such a failure. For seven years, I’d been stuck in a loveless, abusive marriage. Then when I got divorced, another six years of spiraling into a hell of my own making. At 32, I felt too old to be starting completely over. Truth was, I’d failed at life. Actually, that wasn’t true. I’d been failing for a lot longer and never realized it.

      I shook my head, to clear it. “I’m sorry if it’s awkward for you.”

      “It’s no big deal,” Hera said gently. “Really.”

      “I mean, what if he’s lying about being here?” Lake posed. “The tall tale he’s telling people could be nothing but smoke and mirrors.”

      “It’s not a lie,” Hera emphasized firmly. “It’s been kept quiet and my dad is one of her physicians. She really is a lovely woman.”

      “He’d once said his grandmother was the only person he really got along with. The age difference between his older brother and younger sister were so great he’d had trouble connecting with them when they were younger,” I said, taking a sip of cold, unadulterated caffeine. “It was his grandmother that kind of…fixed that, somehow.”

      “So it makes sense he’d delay his stay to make sure she’s okay before he left,” Hera said, giving Lake the eye.

      I nodded, lost in thought. Colt’s father was the US Senator for Illinois and his mom’s side came from old money here in Chicago, and she was a former model turned local fashion designer and talk show host.

      “Fine, St. Colt,” Lake said, on her phone. “My boss at the Trib would probably love to get the inside scoop on that situation⁠—”

      “No telling anyone,” Hera said crossly, looking around me to glare at Lake. “I told you off the record.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said, sighing. “My lips are sealed.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, checking my cheap Timex watch. “Time for you to get back to your main gig, eh?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I can take a hint,” she said, rolling her eyes. She gave me a wet, sloppy kiss on my cheek, which did make me laugh a little.

      “Yuck. You kiss like Toast,” I said, referring to her fourteen-year-old dachshund. “Covid is still a thing, remember?”

      “You adore Toast, so I’m taking that as a compliment. And we’re all vaccinated,” she returned, poking me in the ribs as I mopped off my cheek. “I’ll see ya at home?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      Lake waved farewell, heading towards the entrance of the Navy Pier. She had a full-time career as a crime scene photographer and had a part-time job as a photographer for the Tribune when she should be opening her own studio with her amazing photos and not dead bodies or other bad shit the world constantly dished out. She had a real gift for it too and was doing photography gigs on the side. How she got into this CSI shit was beyond me. But at 26, she had her life put together in a way I could only admire and wish I had even a molecule of that. Even though I’d been married for several years before that age, I’d never had her level of maturity or sense of self.

      “How’s it going living with Lake again?” Hera asked, looping an arm around my left and resting her head on the top of my left shoulder.

      “She’s hardly there, if I’m honest,” I said, resting my cheek against the top of her head. Her hair reflected the sunlight and heat and it was hot against my skin. “She’s a workaholic but the OT is helping her save up for her real job, the life she really wants.”

      Moving in with Lake in her 2 bedroom, Lincoln Park apartment had felt like the biggest step ever but my counselor and therapist had made it a requirement as part of my recovery process, and having a built-in support system had also played a major part. Plus, I was dirt poor with very little in savings so I’d had no other option.

      I’d gotten nothing in my divorce from Peter. And the money from my parent’s and Otto’s life insurance had gone into the funeral as well as what I’d been able to get for selling what I could, including the childhood home in Joliet.

      Once I’d reconnected with Lake a year ago, and had seen she’d turned out amazing despite all the awful things that had happened to her—me included. Having her back in my life, it’d felt like I’d finally had a chance at a life.

      “You two have had a rocky road—because of Peter,” Hera said gently. “So I’m glad you’re getting along so well now. You two are the sisters that got a chance after you lost everything then Peter came into the picture and fucked it all up.”

      “It has been a long road,” I said, closing my hands briefly and blinking away the tears. “And all my fault. I’m lucky she even wanted to make amends.”

      “It’s not wholly your fault,” she said, swallowing hard. “I’m the reason that monster hurt you, and Lake, the way he had.”

      With Hera’s dad as a world-renowned surgeon and on the boards of several businesses, including Brewster Medical Center, we should have never become friends. And the only reason we were friends was because we’d met in college, at the University of Michigan. We’d been assigned as roommates, and had hit it off instantly; otherwise, our paths should have never crossed. Poor people don’t mingle with the rich, and vice versa. But because of my association with Hera, I’d met Peter, and I knew she’d always felt partially guilty even though she had nothing to do with it.

      I blinked hard a couple of times. “It’s no more your fault than Lake’s…or mine.” I paused, staring out. “Things just happened and I hadn’t been strong enough…so fucking weak and⁠—”

      “You can’t think like that anymore, Ever,” she said, raising her head off my should and stared at my profile. “Peter took advantage of you and he knew what he was doing. He was older, and he took care of you, at least that’s what he made everyone think. That’s not on you in any way. He fooled a lot of people. He’s still fooling a lot of people.”

      “Still, I’ve made so many unforgivable mistakes…” I said, exhaling deep.

      “That’s in the past, and you have a brand new life ahead of you,” Hera repeated. “A great one, I know it. You’ve told me time and again that I have nothing to be sorry about introducing you to Peter and I’m telling you: don’t be so damn hard on yourself.”

      I nodded, at length. “My therapist says that all the time.”

      He’d also said it’d be ‘good for me’ to move back to Chicago, and face my fears and my awful past head-on. He’d also strongly suggested to be near family during my transition. Sometimes I wanted to punch him in the face. I wondered if he’d think that’d be ‘good for me’ too.

      “Well, he’s right. And he has a Ph.D. so do what he says,” she said, bumping her hip into mine.

      I smiled at her, because she tried so hard to lift my spirits and I wished I wasn’t so self-centered all the time—hell, for most of my life. It was one habit I really wanted to break.

      “How’s Ravi adjusting to his senior role?” I asked, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “He loves it, of course,” she said, rolling her eyes but she’s grinning ear to ear. “He didn’t think he got that position but I knew he had it in the bag.”

      I bumped my hip back into hers. “Cuz of doctor daddy?” I teased.

      She made a face. “Ugh. Gross description of my dad, and no,” she said, laughing. “I just knew cuz he’s smart and deserves it and worked his Brazilian ass off.”

      I nodded solemnly. “Hmm, he does have a great ass.”

      “Evermore!” she scolded, but was laughing. “I can’t believe you just said that!”

      “But it’s true!” I shot back, laughing. Her expression was priceless. “You even said that junk in the trunk caught your attention first.”

      She was blushing. “Wow. Is it hot out here or what?” she asked, clearing her throat.

      “Nice try,” I said, grinning. “You’re awful at deflecting.”

      Hera stuck her tongue out at me. “What do you want to do for the rest of the day, girl?” she asked.

      I thought about it. “I actually want to go for a run,” I said. “A long one.”

      “Really?” Hera asked, eyebrows up into her red bangs.

      I used to exercise and not eat to keep my weight down when I was married to Peter; but now, it was to feel good about myself and relieve stress. I’d always loved to run and had gotten a full scholarship because of it. After college, I hadn’t done any running. Because of Peter.

      So getting back to running still felt like I was running towards a part of me that I thought had died.

      “Yeah,” I finally said, eying her back. “Why? Is that weird?”

      Her brown eyes regarded me with surprise. “No. It’s not that at all. It’s freaking hot out,” she noted.

      I shrugged. “I feel like I have all this pent-up energy.”

      “Because of Colt?” she asked quietly, then looked away and fidgeted with the belt of her summer dress.

      It was white with cute little cats all over it. It looked kind of common but it was designer. These days, I usually shopped at Salvation Army or Goodwill but I mostly wore the same things over and over.

      Hera and I were part of different worlds but she had been a stable force throughout this hellish journey.

      “Because of everything,” I replied, after a full minute. “And for now, he is the center of it, and I have to find some part of myself that was me before him.” I paused. “And I’ve always loved running. I’d run with my dad…my unofficial coach…I have nothing but great memories associated with track and field anything. I need more of that right now.”

      She looked me over, smiling at me. “I get that. And I’m proud of you.”

      “Baby steps,” I said, giving a little shrug. “That’s all I got in me right now.”

      “And that’s totally fine.”

      She hugged me and I hugged her back, hard.

      “Thanks for always being there for me,” I whispered.

      “Of course. Always,” she returned, fiercely, then pulled away a bit. “Do you want me to go with you to your place?”

      I checked my watch. It was just heading towards 3PM and I knew Ravi was supposed to get off by then. So I shook my head. “Nah, Ravi’s probably on his way or will soon. You stay here, enjoy your afternoon with him. You don’t get them often these days.”

      She smiled and squeezed my hand. “Okay, text when you get home,” she ordered.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Mom,” I sing-songed, giving her another hug before waving goodbye.

      I used a hand to shield my eyes as I wove through the thick crowds. I threw away my half-drunk coffee in a full bin and walked to the Navy Pier Terminal, which was conveniently on the other side of Park Drive once I made way down the Pier. I took the 50-minute bus ride to Lincoln Park and just tried to slow my brain and not overthink shit.

      Once at Lake’s apartment, because I was just a visitor for the time being, I texted Hera I was home. Then I made sure Toast was comfortable on his doggie bed in Lake’s room, gave him fresh water, then changed out to a pair of running shorts, a sports bra, and a tank.

      Since I’d been back, I’ve done a lot of walking around the city and getting reacquainted. Growing up in Joliet, trips into the city had been frequent. I’d always envisioned living in Chicago because I loved being here so much.

      I’d only gone to college in Michigan because my dad had felt it was wise to move out of your comfort zone to see what else was out there. I’d gotten a four-year track and field scholarship to Michigan but also the University of Chicago and a couple other schools but much further away. My family had always been very tight-knit and the idea of being so far away was not something I’d wanted to consider at the time.

      Also, not having college debt and not having to struggle right out of college had been my dad’s wish for me since he’d grown up extremely poor. Being the oldest and a daddy’s girl, anything he’d said, I’d listened to and did.

      I grabbed a bottled water, made sure my dad’s old U of C baseball cap was firmly on my head, and sunglasses hanging off my tank, I left the twelve-story complex via the stairs. We were on the top floor, and I loved it.

      As I stretched on my way out of the building, I contemplated that on Monday, I was officially out of training and would be at the desk along with the four others at the main, front desk of the clinic. Everyone had been nice and it was convenient that Hera was the manager of the Business Office of Brewster Clinic.

      I was nervous as hell but shook that off as I made my way to the Lakefront Trail. I felt a sharp pang in my chest at all the families around me, laughing and enjoying each other, and it’s like a knife in my stomach to know I’ll never have that again.

      My therapist, Dr. Bill Hendt, had said it’s okay to wallow, to acknowledge what you feel, but don’t wallow for too long. Once I recognized this, he’d given me a trick to flip my negative thinking to immediately think about neutral things like the sun or animals or the water, that had a natural positivity to them. Or that I deemed positive. However long I wallowed, he said to add an extra five minutes to whatever I mentally logged in Wallow Time, and I had to say…it worked.

      He’d also brought up running again before I’d moved. It’d caught me by surprise but his words had crept into my consciousness over the last couple of months, and I was grateful he had.

      Using his mind trick, I thought about how much I liked being around people. Seeing different people from all over the world. I liked being part of the crowd but also apart. Just…seeing people around me and watching them. After a year plus of being kept indoors due to Covid, it was nice to be part of the human race again.

      Once I traversed my way east towards the lakefront access point in Lincoln Park, I did some more leg stretches as I was going to attempt my longest run yet, 10 miles. I’d slowly been easing myself to longer runs with Hera’s help and it actually made me feel whole.

      As Hera had stated, it was hot, and still no breeze off the lake or in general. I took a sip of water, adjusted the bill of my cap, and started at a light jog. The Lakefront Trail was 18 miles of amazing lake views and it was quite busy. I liked that too. Seeing fellow runners was a strange comfort to me for some reason. I was starting in the middle of the trail so I’d be doubling back to reach my goal of at least 10 miles today.

      Moving my body, the feel of my feet hitting the pavement, looking around at other runners, the lake glistening like a jewel under the sun—I felt…oddly content. And that’s all I could hope for and truly grateful in a way I hadn’t felt in years.

      All throughout my childhood and teenaged years, I’d always been athletic. I’d been at the pinnacle of athleticism during my first year at college.

      After my first year of college, everything had changed. For the worse.

      I started off too fast, I could tell, but it felt so good to go all out, at least for a few miles. The idea of getting back into peak fitness tantalized me, at how far I could push myself. I made it to the end of the official trail then turned back but stopped near Montrose Beach, which had just opened during the weekend of the 4th, to enjoy the sunset.

      Breathing heavy, I found an empty spot and collapsed on the hot sand, taking in the sun and water. Families frolicking and for a moment, it’s like my past was just that: My past.

      As I’m enjoying my moment of zen, I’m suddenly attacked⁠—

      By an overly energetic puppy. A big puppy. A German Shepard puppy that was probably sixty pounds at least.

      “Rufus!” a man shouted. “Jesus Christ—down boy. Rufus!”

      I managed to wrangle the puppy as he tried to lick my face off.

      “I’m so sorry,” the man said, apologizing profusely and jogging towards me. “He’s got all his shots, I swear.”

      “Daddy! Daddy!” a chorus of little voices shouted behind him.

      Behind him were three adorable kids, all under 10 years of age, in shorts and tank tops, and a woman carrying a basket and a baby strapped across her chest. She was short whereas her husband was tall. The Mom. Like the kids, the parents were dressed in shorts and a tank.

      “Brady!” she shouted, alarm in her voice. “Oh my God, is that woman okay? Get that damn dog off her already!”

      She was referring to me. “I’m fine,” I said, laughing as Rufus continued his lovefest on me.

      “I am so sorry,” the man repeated, both sounding annoyed and apologetic as he pulled the puppy off me. Or tried to. “He’s been a nightmare to train.”

      “He’s a lover boy,” I said, the dad finally getting Rufus to sit down but he was sitting on me. He must have loved my sweaty, salty skin cuz he was licking anything that he could. “It’s all right, really.”

      The kids all fell into the sand, laughing as they tried to pull the big puppy completely off me, but then Rufus got even more excited with the kids and couldn’t decide who to love on.

      But he eventually moved off me. I watched the kids wrestle with the dog, peels of laughter all around me. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d heard since moving here. The dog then got up and started running again, two of the older kids and Dad running after it.

      “I am so sorry,” the woman said, panting and carefully sitting on her knees so as to not disrupt the baby. “Kids, husband, and a menace of a dog…” She waved to the youngest, a five-year-old girl. “Addison, come here honey!”

      “Okay, Mommy!” she said, but was pouting as she trudged toward us.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “They’re great. Even rowdy Rufus.”

      “Rowdy Rufus, I really like that, actually.” The woman laughed and held out her out. “I’m Gina Houseman,” she said. “I appreciate your kindness and understanding of puppy training.”

      Gina was definitely Latin flavored. Her bronzed skin glowed in the sun and she was cute as a button. Her black hair was up in a big bun and her eyes were covered with sunglasses.

      “I’m Mora,” I said, using the fake name I’d been using since I’d left Chicago, tail between my legs. “Mora Adams. You have a lovely family.”

      She made a face. “When they behave, I can agree,” she bemoaned, grinning and she checked on her little one sleeping away without a care.

      “How old?” I asked, taking a peek.

      “Two months,” Gina said, smiling. “The calmest baby yet.”

      I laughed. “Three previous hellions, eh?”

      “Ugh,” she said, then laughed. “Pretty much. But Brady is such a great father that I hardly remember…most days.” She lowered her sunglasses briefly and gave me a wink. “But that damn dog! He saw it and had to have it.”

      I smiled. “Another baby, basically.”

      “Yes! And I told him that but he wanted another dog after our old one died a few months back,” she said on a sigh. “Men and their dogs.”

      “A perfect dysfunction,” I stated, watching the dad wrangle the puppy and the kids settling around him. Seeing that made my heart twist a little. I pointed to them. “I think they found their perfect beach spot.”

      She sighed then groaned.

      “You need help getting up?” I asked, laughing.

      For a hot second, she was going to shake her head then she gave me an embarrassed laugh. “If you could?”

      “Of course,” I said, getting up then pulled her up.

      “Thank you so much!” she said, dusting off the sand.

      “No prob,” I said, handing her the basket, which likely had food and other yummy sundries in it. “Good luck with the puppy and five kids.”

      “Hahaha,” she cackled, “I’ll need it, that’s for sure. It was nice meeting you, Mora.”

      “You too Gina,” I said, waving goodbye as she shuffled through the sand. And yelled at her husband.

      I watched them be a family for a little while longer and then got up myself. The sun would be setting soon but Chicago at night was beautiful. As I walked back to the trail, I stretched my stiff limbs and watched all the people around me.

      It’d taken me years—six to be exact—to be able to walk the streets of Chicago and not feel like it felt all wrong. When I’d left, I’d promised I’d never come back. But I never learned that promises were meant to be broken. From this moment on, I wanted to make new promises, to myself and for myself. I had to. I couldn’t fail again. Because if I did, it meant I truly had nothing to live for.
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      I told you so…

      The voices swirled around me like a storm as I approached the front doors of Brewster Clinic. A steady flow of patients and personnel were going in and out.

      My eyes darted left and right, wondering if I knew some of the doctors.

      I pulled my sweater around me tighter and forced myself to continue walking. But I could hear it. From all of them.

      Slut. Trash. Adulterer.

      I had burned bridges, destroyed relationships, ruined myself—everything was gone. But the truth was that I’d lost it all well before my life fell apart. At my own hand.

      Back then, everyone had thought I had the perfect life. On the surface, it all seemed that way and that’s all anyone cared about. The social elite of Chicago weren’t deep thinkers. Only superficial to a fault.

      World renown neurosurgeon. Chicago native. Respected. Envied.

      That was Peter Bouchard. My ex-husband.

      Perfect.

      But I learned the hard way that perfection comes at a price. The mental, emotional scars lingered and I knew they’d never go away or fully heal.

      I’d accepted that as part of my punishment. Could I be redeemed? Truth was, I didn’t want to be. I didn’t deserve that.

      The phone I’d been crushing in my hand beeped and I automatically looked down at the screen. It’s from Lake, wishing me luck on my first official day on my own, no training wheels anymore.

      As I pulled my surgical mask over my face, I stared up at the large clinic attached to Brewster Medical Center. It was ironic. After being institutionalized on and off for three years, going anywhere near anything medical should have had me running but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Nearly a year and a half in transitional living out East, I had to take the next step.

      The greeter greeted me and I gave a polite wave and entered through the second set of doors, and my heart was fluttering and my stomach in knots. For the last month during training and learning the Epic system, Hera and I’d gone into work together. But she’d gotten called away early for a meeting with some big wigs at the Clinic and hospital.

      So I was going into my first Monday as a fully-trained Patient Registration Representative for Brewster Clinic’s Business Office all on my own. I’d been shadowing the various veteran employees for the past two weeks and it’d been a great experience but I suddenly felt sick to my stomach.

      Hera texted me good luck as well and I was carrying that with me as I entered the clinic and tried to think positive. I was still stiff from my jog-run on Saturday but I’d stayed in for the rest of the weekend while Lake had worked, only seeing her intermittently.

      As soon as I turned left towards the curved, long but tall desk with five check-in spots and two financial specialists that acted as overflow help when they weren’t busy. My assigned desk was at the far left near the Financial Services desk, where Hilary Butler, the Financial Supervisor, was walking out of her office, down the hallway adjacent to our desks.

      She spotted me as I approached. “Hey, Mora!” she greeted, but it looked like she was heading out. She had her iPad and her leather-bound notebook nested in the crook of her left arm.

      “Hey,” I returned and moved out of the way for Hilary as she headed across the main lobby.

      Behind her was Kathy, the Supervisor for our group, coming out of her office, which was next to Hilary’s. She waved at me and also appeared to be on her way out along with Hilary. Down that hallway behind her, were three offices where the Financial Advisors were that dealt with the money part.

      Next to my desk, Wendi and Mick were at the shorter desks, and they dealt with more in-depth billing and account questions.

      “Welcome to your first full day!” Kathy said, stopping in front of me.

      “Yes, we’re so happy to have you,” Hilary added.

      “Thank you,” I said, trying to smile with my eyes. “I’m nervous.”

      “That’s okay,” Kathy said kindly. “We all were, trust me. You got a great team here so lean on them.”

      “I will, definitely,” I said, trying to breathe normally through my mask.

      “Wendi brought doughnuts, so take a few minutes to grab one before you clock in,” Hilary suggested with a smile, giving my arm a squeeze as he walked past me. “I’ll see you later.”

      “I will, thanks,” I said, then headed towards the counter and around. “See you two later.”

      For 7:30 AM, it was busy, but it was mostly labs, x-ray, and pediatrics that tended to make up the majority of our pre-8AM onslaught. While there were five of us on this end with two financial specialists, it never seemed enough. The two financial women helped out when they could but they dealt with billing and account-specific questions that I wouldn’t learn for a while. On the other side of the huge clinic was another entrance with four people.

      Once I walked behind the tall counter, Jayci, a late-twenties, curvy, country girl-type, hopped off her high chair and waved at me. She had more bubbly than a puppy.

      “Hey, girl!” she said, smiling.

      “Hi,” I said, not sure what to do.

      “Wendi brought donuts! And from the nice place, too,” she said, then gestured with her head to follow her, and I did. Behind the counter was a small office with two desks for the floats that moved between the various clinics around Chicago, or for training purposes as well.

      Jayci shut the door behind her and plopped down on one of the chairs. After she pulled off her Bears mask, she exhaled loudly.

      Even though it was mandatory that all medical/clinical staff be vaccinated, with new variants swimming around, it’d been decided that masks would be required while inside the hospital and clinic for staff and patients. I had to admit, wearing a mask for 8 hours a day was not fun but I also didn’t mind that it hid half my face.

      “Busy already, I noticed,” I said, taking the seat next to hers and also taking off my surgical mask.

      “It’s been nonstop since I got here at five-thirty,” Jayci said, fanning herself and munched on a cake doughnut. Her usually pale face was a bit ruddy but she was big-boned and on the heavier side and easily got overheated. With the automatic doors constantly opening and closing, the heat from the outside easily infiltrated the A/C air inside.

      “I can’t believe we’re busy that early,” I said, using the Keurig to make myself a mug of coffee. I also grabbed a glazed doughnut after a moment of hesitation. “I’m barely conscious when all my alarms I set on my phone scream at me. How do you do it?”

      She giggled. “Even after almost seven years here, I love early mornings,” she said, nothing but happy and bright. She was good for my gloomy disposition. “Farm girl—so I’m used to early, early risings.”

      I just nodded as the door opened and Ben, in all his rainbow-colored hair glory, declared to Jayci: “We need you sweet thang. Tuyet is running late, again.” To me, he said, “Honey, take a moment, okay, and get acclimated.” He looked me and down and waved a hand over me. “Hmm, girl, we can do much better.” And then he disappeared.

      I looked down at my black, Express slacks and short-sleeved blouse—all thrifted. My ballet flats were clearance JCP. My long hair was up in a French braid and I actually wore some makeup for work.

      “He disapproves of my outfit?” I asked, frowning.

      “You look really nice, trust me,” Jayci said, chuckling. “Ben’s just being Ben. He told me I looked like a hot mess when I got here.”

      “Ah, gotcha…”

      “But like he said, take your time, okay?” she said, and got up and left.

      I nodded. “Thanks…” I slumped in my chair while I ate the doughnut. And drank my coffee, looking around. I hadn’t had a real job since college. For the first time ever, my life was my own and I had to own it fully, embrace it openly.

      Once at my workstation on the far side, Tuyet had arrived. So had the last member of our team, Niki. Tuyet was a tiny, Vietnamese woman and quiet, rarely speaking to anyone unless you spoke first. Niki was the complete opposite.

      I clocked in then logged into the Epic program the clinic used and got to work, a line already forming. Thankfully, the repetitiveness of the job eased my nerves and I felt halfway to normal by lunchtime.

      At lunch, Hera was actually back from her all-morning meeting at the hospital. I convinced her to go to a local deli nearby instead of the cafeteria. I normally ate there every day as the hospital and clinical staff got a huge discount. But until a certain doctor was no longer around, I wouldn’t be around. I knew I was allowing his presence to affect me but I’d argued to myself that I was preserving my sanity.

      “We’re never going to the cafeteria till he goes back to LA, huh?” Hera mused.

      “You can but I’m not,” I said, and looked out. We were sitting by the window facing the heavy traffic of The Magnificent Mile.

      “Well, what will you do if you do…run into each other?” she asked, digging into her half sandwich and soup.

      I glanced over at her while pondering her question. In her tall, grey boots, dark wash jeans, and orange-colored, chunky, cowl-necked sweater with a belt around the middle, Hera matched the season a bit. Her copper-colored hair certainly added to the autumnal weather.

      “Well, for now, I’ll run the other way,” I stated, firmly.

      “What about the wedding?” she asked.

      Ugh, the wedding. “He’s just a guest, so…”

      “Um, about that…” Hera said carefully.

      I gave her a hard look. “What?”

      “Ravi asked Colt to be his Best Man,” she said, bracing.

      At this point, nothing surprised me. “I see,” I said, stirring my veggie soup and steadfastly stared out, taking in the beautiful, Midwestern fall colors. As predicted, the cold snap had fallen upon the city and there was a distinct chill in the air.

      “I’m sorry,” Hera said, sighing. “But you can’t let him dictate your life while he’s in town, hon.”

      “I know, and it’s your wedding, your decision, whatever you two want. I’ll deal with it when it happens,” I said, sighing. “It’s been six years. He wouldn’t even remember me anymore. I certainly don’t look like the woman he knew back in the day.”

      Hera frowned, idly stirring her soup. “Yeah, you’re probably right… I wish I could do more.”

      I reached over and grabbed her hand. “You’ve done more than was necessary. You basically saved my life after the fallout of the divorce. I owe you so much⁠—”

      Hera sniffed, eyes getting watery. She squeezed my hand back. “We’re family,” she said. “I’d do anything for you.”

      “Me too,” I said, smiling at her.

      She smiled back. “Everything is going to turn out, I can feel it,” she said, munching on her sandwich.

      I sure hoped so, grateful for my friendship with Hera and it’s a miracle we ever became friends, let alone the forever kind. But we’d always been wayward souls, disconnected and individual. Alone and finding each other somehow.

      When my parents and younger brother, Otto, were killed in a car crash while on vacation in Florida, I’d been a freshman in college. I’d had an ideal life up that point but my life had ended at the foot of the graves of my family. All that was left was me and Lake, who’d been in high school at the time, and on a trip to DC with her class when the accident happened. Otto had only been twelve, the goofball, the prankster, the vibrant one.

      Meeting Peter had been the only silver lining and he’d been the ideal boyfriend. Being much older at forty when we met, he’d taken care of me in a way I’d needed during my college years. He’d been great with Lake, making her smile and laugh and being like a big brother to her. I’d been so young and vulnerable when I’d met him and he’d taken advantage of that. Of me. Back then, he’d been the shining knight that had saved me. Dark-haired, blue-eyed, and charming as hell. I got wrapped up with that man and completely lost myself. I became someone I’d never wanted to be, and it damaged me in ways I’d never recover from.

      The scars he gave me weren’t just mental, but also physical.

      No one ever saw the truth. Never understood the illusion. Nobody saw. But everybody had an inkling.

      Only Colt had seen through it all.

      Peter’s real self came through later. It all changed after we’d said our vows. He’d wooed me, charmed the pants off me, and then once I became his wife, I was property. His property and he could do whatever he wanted with and to me.

      For several years, I lived in hell. In fear, misery, and depression. And I hid it from everyone.

      Then one day, I met Colton Fitzgerald.

      He saw me.

      Me.

      Everything.

      When he looked into my eyes, it was like he was looking into my very soul. 

      Brilliant surgeon. Admired. Rising star. Respected.

      The affair had been like a supernova.

      To this day, I was still in a black hole.

      Before I’d met Peter, I dreamed about being a writer since I knew my track and field career was short-term and only during college. I wanted to spin stories, indulge in my alter egos, create new worlds, and live in all of them for a bit. In some ways, I got the last part. I was certainly in a whole new world now. Especially with Covid still lingering at the fringes of a semi-normal life. Now, my life was a 180 from where it’d been six years ago or I thought it’d be. I was starting over at the most basic level.

      Going back to Chicago after all this time was insane. Maybe I still was. But it’d been so long ago. Peter had moved on and was married to some actress. They had two children, a boy and a girl, under the age of four. That part of my past was over. I just hadn’t gotten over it yet. And I wasn’t sure I ever could but if I didn’t resolve my past, the future was pretty bleak for me.

      Through it all, if it weren’t for Hera, and of course Lake, who’d moved here permanently while attending the University of Chicago, I wouldn’t have come back. But I’d wanted to reconnect with my sister as someone who was ready and of right mind. And I wanted us to be an actual family again. Plus, with Hera here, there was no excuse to not come back to Chicago. At least for the time being.

      I knew that maybe because of her guilt, Hera had partly stuck with me for the whole ordeal but I knew that that wasn’t the foundation of our friendship. She knew all the dirty secrets, had been witness to it all, including my affair with Colt.

      I’d met him at a Christmas party, by happenstance. Colt had been on the Chicago scene since his move two years before to the Windy City from Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, Maryland. Our paths had rarely crossed until that party. By then, I’d been married for years, and miserable as hell.

      Through it all, Hera’d been my only friend that Peter had allowed and only because Hera had refused to be forced out of my life. Her family’s social standing had helped greatly. I’m not sure what I would have done without her since I was re-building my relationship with Lake. Still lost and self-destructive, most likely.

      Or dead, if I was completely honest with myself.

      Outside of Lake, I had no living family since both my parents had been only children and both sets of grandparents had died early on in my childhood. If I had relatives, they were distant concepts and I’d never met them. And all probably lived somewhere in Italy.

      I sucked my lips in and glanced down on my half-eaten half sandwich.

      After my parents and brother’s deaths, I’d gotten custody of Lake and I’d raised her while going to school in Ann Arbor. But when Peter came into the picture, I was still so messed up and needy that I hadn’t even realized I was making decisions based on his wants and needs and not mine or what was best for me and my baby sister.

      I’d chosen Peter over Lake, and that would always be unforgivable. And as a result, I destroyed our relationship. I’d made bad choices, horrible mistakes I couldn’t ever forgive myself for.

      Hera had called it brainwashing. I’d called it being weak when I had my little sister to take care of. Once Lake was eighteen, Peter had convinced me to move to Chicago even though I still had a year left of college but we were getting married around that time as well.

      So I’d done what he wanted and from that point on, my life had been his to control in every possible way. During my marriage, I’d become estranged from my sister. Lake had moved on without me, writing me off and she had every right. I’d abandoned her for Peter, for security, selfishness, and delusion.

      We hadn’t reconnected until Hera had reached out to tell her about my second suicide attempt three years ago and had landed me in another mental facility. I’d been through five. The last one had finally took.

      Lake and I were getting to a better place but I knew I didn’t deserve her and we still had a long road to recovery. After I’d told her some of the shit I’d been dealing with while married to Peter, and just the trauma I’d gone through after our family’s death, she’d begun to realize that I’d made mistakes and had forgiven me but it wasn’t for everything because there was a lot to forgive. However, it’d helped me heal a little, which I’d needed as motivation to continue living.

      The last facility I’d been at, in NYC, she’d been there with me, helping me and she didn’t have to do that when I hadn’t done that for her. It was still tough because there was a lot I held back and she knew it too. We had a ways to go but I was grateful for her.

      After lunch, I headed to the bathroom to wash my hands and compose myself while Hera was on her cell, chatting with Ravi. Probably talking about wedding stuff. Having to put it off for a year and a half when Covid slammed the world had made them even more excited for their spring nuptials. I was truly happy for them but I felt weird about the idea of a wedding and being involved with it. As Hera’s Maid of Honor, I’d be out in the open, and exposed. The very idea of it was very uncomfortable to me but it wasn’t about me, and I needed to remember that first and foremost. Though, now that Colt was the Best Man…

      In any case, whatever happened up until then, I hoped by the time it happened, I’d feel more secure, less scared about everything.

      In the bathroom, I stared at my reflection as I washed up. Some days, I didn’t recognize this broken woman staring back at me. I looked different than in my twenties and early thirties. I’d been unhealthy and unhappy for most of that time. Today, I looked healthy but sad; physically, I was in a much better place. Mentally, psychologically? Jury was still out.

      As I left the bathroom, I glanced around and saw Hera standing by the table and talking to a tall, fit man. His back was to me but then he turned, in profile when someone called out his name. His takeout was ready.

      Colt.

      I froze, wide-eyed as I recognized that distinct profile. I blinked hard a few times, trying to not panic like I had at the restaurant. I closed my eyes, counting to ten, and breathed in then out. After all this time, Colt had changed too. He was a bit more built, his face a little harder. He was in grey slacks and a nice button-down shirt, fitted to a tee. Damn. He still looked good. A part of me wished he’d gotten fat and developed a skin disease.

      Truth was, I hadn’t yet gotten over Colt. I was still working on that. For almost four months, I’d had everything I’d ever wanted and that took the shape in the body of that man only a few feet away. I thought I’d met my soul mate, only to find out that I was a stupid, gullible girl and not a grown woman who should have known better.

      I had thought Colt would stand by me, that when he’d told me he loved me with every fiber of his being, that he’d meant it. He’d made me believe—or I just colored it all so rosy and sublime.

      What a fool I’d been. He’d made a fool out of me, that was for sure. So I shouldn’t have been surprised when I was made into an even bigger fool by him and my ex when it all became public. His betrayal had pushed me towards a ledge. But something worse had happened, and that had pushed me right off that edge and into oblivion. I knew I’d always be crawling back up that cliff, no matter how happy I was. If ever being happy was in the cards for me.

      I hated how Hera talked to him like he wasn’t the biggest asshole ever. But I understood why. As Ravi’s friend and friendly with her dad, I knew she had no choice but to be pleasant and if anything, professional.

      I checked my watch, our lunch hour was ending soon. I slipped out as another woman walked towards the bathroom and steadily maneuvered my way out the side entrance versus the front, giving a look at Hera on my out.

      Her eyes went to mine, and it was enough so that I felt Colt’s gaze on my back as I walked away and to the right, so he’d lose sight of me right away.

      Ten minutes later, she emerged from the side, out of breath and carrying my purse. “Sorry!” she apologized, looking harried. “He kept going on about all the charity events the hospital’s doing this year and wants my help.”

      “Why?”

      “My mom and his are heading it.”

      “Cozy,” I said.

      She sighed.

      “Why does he care?” I asked. “He’ll be back in LA soon.”

      “He comes back for those events sometimes.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “I know, it all just sucks,” she said. “And…you’ll hate me for saying this, but he’s charming as fuck, girl. He’s so nice to me.” She paused. “Plus, I didn’t exactly dissuade you from the affair when I found out about it…”

      Hera, of course, knew right away but I’d kept Colt’s identity from her until the very end when Peter had filed for divorce.

      I took my purse from her, my thoughts in a jumble. “I know this isn’t easy for you, trust me I know,” I said, slowly, “it’s just so weird seeing you two be so…friendly.”

      “He’ll be heading back to LA soon,” she reminded me. “And no more weird vibes.”

      “Here’s hoping,” I grumbled.

      She laughed, and looped an arm around mine, which made me smile. We walked down then around, taking the back way to the clinic. I didn’t want to talk about Colt so I asked her how Ravi was doing.

      “Busy, as usual,” she said, also eager to avoid the topic of Colt. “No Covid patients this past week at all.”

      “That’s great. Maybe this pandemic is finally under control,” I said, looking around.

      “I hope so,” she said, reflectively. “I just get worried about Ravi getting it, y’know?”

      “We’re all vaccinated so we should be okay.”

      “Yeah, but for how long? Do we need a booster every few months? Will a better vaccine come out that protects us every year, will new strains come out that’s deadlier? What about the new variants that pop up, and other weird this and that?” she asked, brows furrowed. She adjusted her mask as it fell off the tip of her nose and huddled into me as people brushed past us. “It’s all still so uncertain.”

      That was for sure. I didn’t know what else to say on that topic. “How are your parents and siblings doing?” I asked, since I hadn’t asked in a while.

      “Good,” she said, brightening. “Mom and Dad have been FaceTiming with all my nieces and nephews so that keeps them preoccupied somewhat. Dad keeps busy and working remotely when he can, and Mom’s been working outside in her greenhouse a lot. Baby sisters are doing their thing in college.”

      Hera had four older siblings, all boys; and two younger, both girls. I’d always wanted a big family. Peter and I had tried but I just couldn’t get pregnant. He’d blamed me for it but being so thin, my period had been irregular and I wasn’t nourishing my body enough to allow a baby to grow. Peter would have known that.

      With Colt, I’d found the joy of eating again and hadn’t cared when Peter commented on my weight gain. I’d been in love and his comments hadn’t been as hurtful or harsh.

      The affair had been made even easier since Peter had been out of town a lot. But that had only painted me as the conniving whore whose hard-working, doctor-husband was out trying to save lives. I didn’t have a chance in the eyes of the public and since all the financial everything had been fully under Peter’s control, I’d been penniless the day he’d served me papers then divorced me.

      I’d been at Hera’s place during the whole divorce process since I couldn’t stay at my house with Peter. When Colt had stopped responding to my calls and texts just days after the Tribune had broken the whole story, I knew he’d abandoned me.

      The whole public humiliation of it had been just another devastating blow I hadn’t handled well. Peter had remained untouched and unblemished and had the sympathy of everyone. Colt had also remained completely out of the ordeal but that was because I’d never told anyone about him other than Hera, and we’d been super discreet. Peter had asked me dozens of times to tell him but I never could. I knew he had his suspicions and had thrown out a couple names but he’d never guessed Colt. However, it let me know if he had no clue, no one else did either.

      I never told Peter simply to spite him because I wanted him to burn with not knowing since that was my only weapon. And so, Colt got to have his cake and eat it too.

      I’d liked the idea that Peter would never know and I knew it’d kill him till the day he died. But he deserved to be vilified as I had been but I didn’t get to have my cake and eat it too. I’d had to decide who I wanted to hurt more. In the end, I’d chosen Peter because, at the time, I stupidly thought that Colt would come back to me with a great explanation for his silence and betrayal. Truthfully, I knew it was all over. And when I got nothing, not even a word from him after it all had burned to the ground, it’d destroyed me completely.

      I was the only one that got royally screwed over. The divorce papers were wrapped under lock and key and I was never allowed to make public comments on any part of my divorce.

      As far as I was concerned, Colt Fitzgerald was dead to me.

      “You wanna talk about it?” Hera hedged.

      “About what?” I asked, trying to think forward.

      She sighed. “You coming to my Halloween party?”

      Not this again. She’d been bugging me for days but on the flip side, I was glad for the change in topic. “No, I’m not ready to socialize on that big of a scale of peopling,” I told her, again.

      “Hmm, well, I’m not done coercing you,” she said under her breath.

      We entered the clinic and went back to work without any incident. Afterwards, at 5PM, Hera and I changed into workout clothes. We dumped our stuff in our respective cars and ran twelve miles around downtown, which we’d been doing a few times a week after work since I’d moved back to Chicago.

      The sky was starting to turn and the sun was hidden behind a wall of buildings and cooling down. Just then, walking with my best friend, I felt okay.

      “So what are you gonna do if you refuse to come to my party?” Hera asked, chugging down some water.

      I made a face. “Hang out with Toast and watch scary movies,” I told her.

      “But you have to come!” she cried, grabbing my arm. “C’mon, it’ll be so much fun! Socializing is cathartic.”

      Ravi and Hera lived on the whole top floor of their high-rise. A wealthy, ancient aunt had left it to her in her will a couple years back. Her siblings got equally stunning inheritances. It had amazing 360-degree views and was perfect for parties. Halloween was only two weeks away and I had zero plans to be social.

      “I told you,” I said, getting irritated by her constant reference to her damn party. “I’m not ready. How many times do I have to say it?”

      “You’ll be in a costume and you won’t know most of the people there other than some people at work, like Ben and Jayci,” she said.

      Jayci and I had gotten to know each other well since she’d been my main trainer and go-to for any questions. I felt the most comfortable with her. She was a few years younger than Hera and me but more importantly, she knew nothing about me or my past. Like most people at work. And it’d stay that way.

      “Pleeeaaase?” Hera whined.

      “In a disguise, great, but—as you just stated—with a bunch of people I don’t know and don’t want to know…sounds like a blast,” I muttered sarcastically.

      She pursed her lips briefly and gave me that, ‘be silent while I talk’ glare. “Didn’t your therapist say it’d be good for you? You don’t want to become a hermit.”

      Ugh, he had. Why had I told her that? “Uh⁠—”

      “And Ravi really wants you to come to the party since he’s got something for you,” she cut in, and smiled neatly at that last bomb.

      “Like what?” I asked, really worried now.

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “You know I hate surprises.”

      Hera just gave me another pinched expression. “This one won’t kill you, I promise. Ravi has a question for you. You may actually like it,” she admonished. “Come to my place, stop by early if you want and see how it goes. Once people start trickling in…if you want to stay—stay. If not, after Ravi does his thing, then you can go. Deal?”

      “What does he want? Can you give me a preview?” I asked, a little bit intrigued. “And why do I have the feeling he’ll wait till after the party is in full swing before he asks his spooky question.”

      She laughed. “You’ll have to come by to find out.”

      “Fine, I’ll come over the next day,” I returned.

      She sighed. Very dramatically.

      “You’re not the most inventive in trying to lure me to your party,” I commented, snickering.

      She pursed her lips. “Don’t be a smart ass. So you’re coming to the party right?” she asked, persistent as ever.

      “I can’t believe you’re throwing a party in the middle of a pandemic,” I retorted. “And you just had a freak out about all the uncertainties after lunch.”

      She huffed. “I heard that over seventy percent of the people in Chicago have gotten the vaccine,” she shot back. “And I meant in a general way about my uncertainties that everyone has, I might add.”

      Sheesh, she was being sassy. “Defensive much?” I retorted.

      She pinched me.

      “Ow! Bitch,” I muttered.

      “Don’t be so difficult,” she ordered. “I also read that the CDC and WHO said we’ve been on the back end of the pandemic since early this year. And I asked my dad and Ravi and a bunch of other doctors. They all said we should be good, and there’ve been large gatherings and events all last summer. And no major breakouts of Covid. You need to be with your fellow humankind somewhat, y’know?”

      “You’re really not going to let this alone, are you?” I asked, giving in.

      She grinned, sensing my capitulation. “No, I’ll bug you constantly about it.”

      And she would. She has been.

      I moaned, relenting cuz after this, I could say no to any socializing for a long while. “As long as you don’t set me up again,” I said, glaring at her.

      She gave me a sheepish look that I could discern even with half her face covered. “I promise,” she said, but she way said it was fishy.

      In my heart of hearts, I was a born introvert. Marrying Peter had forced me to be more of an extrovert and I’d stumbled along until I’d found a balance. I’d have to reach down for those reserves to survive an evening of being around groups of people again.

      And forced to speak to people outside of my group.

      “I have no idea what costume to pick,” I said as we reached our cars in the back lot of the clinic.

      “We’ll go costume shopping this weekend!” she said, sounding way too super excited.

      I winced but smiled a little at her exuberance. “See you tomorrow,” I said, waving.

      “Have a great night, hon.” She gave an air kiss and waved back before getting in her white BMW.

      I got into my ancient car with no air and headed to Lincoln Park, thinking about dinner. But I ended up driving along Lake Shore and just taking in the city and enjoying the cool evening air with the windows down. My therapist had told me to take in the small moments and stay in that moment for as long as possible.

      It was a small step, going to a party, but one I knew I probably needed to take. Especially since Hera wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer when she wanted things her way.

      Friends, I thought, can’t strangle ‘em every time they pushed you out of your comfort zone, I suppose. I wondered if I could still run off into the mountains and live with the animals. People just stressed me out.

      But good friends, well, I counted myself lucky I had Hera, and making her smile made me want to smile even if that was a far-flung feeling or skill. However, these days, I’d take that over anything else. And I suppose that was a tiny achievement of sorts, and one I’d take.
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