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      I had no idea how I would cope without Chris. We had spent nearly every day together for seven years, and now he was gone. I was alone, my fiancé gone, my dreams shattered. Staring at myself in the mirror, I didn’t recognize the girl looking back. I had locked myself in my bedroom, avoiding even a hint of light for the past three weeks. My swollen, tear-soaked eyes ached, and the salt had dried my skin. Poor Emily Harper; life wasn’t supposed to be like this. The few measly hours I managed to sleep since he left were the only times I wasn’t hopelessly shedding tears, my heart breaking for the love of my life to return.

      Chris Falcon had caught my eye at the annual springtime carnival when we were just 21. He was with his buddies, and I was out with my friends. Big, brazen Chris made his move that night and approached me with a corny pickup line that I couldn’t help but laugh at. From then on, we were inseparable. He was my best friend, my rock, my everything.

      It was love at first sight for both of us—Chris with his deep brown eyes and heavy black hair perfectly swept back from his face. From the moment I saw his infectious smile, I knew he was the one. But it was his never-failing sense of humor that had me hooked. I missed his laugh; I missed his face, and I missed the way he held me. What I would give for one more moment, for one more chance to bring our love back. The memories and the fun we shared now just seem lost.

      Now he was “bored.” Bored? What does that even mean? Of course, what started off as letting me down “gently” quickly turned into a nasty standoff. At the same time, he listed off every flaw one could possess, called off our engagement, and left me. We were supposed to get married next year, plan our kids, and build our lives together.

      I will never forget the moment he walked out the door. He didn’t just break my heart that night—he destroyed me.

      If there was one thing I’d wanted ever since I could remember, it was to be the love of somebody’s life. Now I was the love of nobody.

      “Emily, come on, this is just ridiculous. I can’t do this with you anymore; seriously, you need to snap out of it.”

      Amanda’s voice was sharp enough to slice through the stagnant air in my bedroom. She loomed by the door, arms folded, lips pressed into a war-paint line of resolve. Amanda never tiptoed around my feelings; she bombarded them as if brute force could jar me free from my own sorrow.

      Amanda had always been there for me. Since we met in high school, neither of us had let the other down, no matter what—and this time was no different. But when it came to being hurt, she knew I was not the type to let things go in a hurry.

      I sat hunched against my headboard, cocooned in a nesting doll of blankets and self-loathing. My hair was oily; my pajamas were sour with three days’ worth of unwashed tears. The only decorative touch left in the room was a half-empty box of tissues and a graveyard of empty coffee mugs lining the windowsill. My answering machine blinked blankly; I’d unplugged my phone days ago so I wouldn’t have to see Chris’s name or number—just in case he called to beg for forgiveness. Or worse, didn’t.

      “Amanda,” I croaked, staring at the worn patch on my comforter rather than her face. “It’s only been three weeks—three weeks since he, since we—” My voice broke.

      She rolled her eyes but softened with a sigh. She moved closer, perching herself on the edge of my bed like an interventionist crow. “You need to remember you existed before him, Em.”

      “We were together for seven years.” I didn’t fight the tears this time; it felt better to let them roll than keep them bottled inside me where they scratched and burned.

      Amanda tossed her head back in exasperation but gave up trying to look annoyed; she only ever managed about five percent irritation when it came to me. “Have you heard from him at all? Has he even reached out? Does he care about what he did to you?”

      I shook my head and closed my eyes tightly against the memory—Chris’s impassive face staring past me as he packed his bag.

      “No, I didn’t think so. I don’t want to hear his name again, ever.” She tugged at the blanket wrapping my legs until I glared at her through matted lashes. “This is not healthy,” she continued. “Look at yourself! You know what?” She stood up abruptly and flung open my closet door with theatrical flair; several T-shirts and a single abandoned stiletto fell to the floor. “You are coming to this reunion with me next weekend,” she announced triumphantly while shaking out a hopelessly wrinkled dress from its hanger prison. “And you will damn well enjoy yourself for once.”

      The dreaded 10-year high school reunion.

      “Nope, no way; not going to happen. You couldn’t drag me there if you tried.” Amanda Richards, my high school best friend, was now dishing out some tough love. I felt defeated.

      “Do you remember what high school was like for me? I’m not going back, ever.”

      “It was ten years ago, and I was there too, remember? I think it’ll be good for you to go back and confront your demons. You hold on to things for too long, just like that spineless jerk Chris.” She shuddered at his name—she never liked him.

      “Jerk? He was the love of my life; I don’t know what to do without him,” I said, clutching a pillow to my face. Amanda pulled it away from me.

      “You’ve hardly left this house in weeks, and honestly, I’m tired of coming over just to see if you’re still breathing. I love you, Emily, but you seriously need to get it together.” Amanda was serious.

      I sat there quietly. Shame burned through me. I was becoming a wreck. And I knew it. I was starting to mistreat the people who still cared about me, I couldn’t afford to push them away too, but it felt like nobody understood my situation. How could Amanda, happily married, possibly grasp what it’s like to be dumped?

      “Look, Emily, I’ve had a long day at work. I’m exhausted…” Amanda started.

      “Fine, I’ll come,” I interrupted her, just to get her to stop talking. I could see she was worn out. She had been pestering me about this reunion for months, even before Chris and I broke up, but this was the first time I’d agreed—and I immediately regretted it, knowing she wouldn’t let me back out now.

      “Great, now get in the shower. You smell,” Amanda retorted.

      I stood in front of the mirror once again, looking at the sad girl staring back at me. I felt as small as I looked. At only 5′1″, my already petite frame looked even tinier and wasted. I had hardly eaten these past few weeks, and it had taken its toll. Not only did I stink, but I also looked sickly and horrid. My once-smooth skin was no longer soft and clear; instead, it was dull and blotchy.

      I felt like I needed an entire cosmetics store to sort myself out. If Amanda insisted on taking me to this reunion, I had to pull myself together. Just a few weeks ago, I was the happiest I’d ever been. I was engaged to the love of my life, had a job I adored, a home filled with cherished memories, and a social life brimming with fun, laughter, and excitement. But all that joy and happiness seemed to have disappeared, leaving me feeling like a shadow of who I once was.

      In contrast to the disheveled, unhappy state I found myself in, Amanda was the epitome of elegance. Her long, wavy red hair cascaded past her shoulders, and she always dressed impeccably, looking like she’d stepped off a magazine cover. She was truly breathtaking. Amanda had a thriving career as an IT manager for one of New York’s largest electricity companies. Her achievements were impressive: she had traveled the world, had financial security, a wonderful husband, and the kindest heart. To top it off, she lived in a lavish Manhattan apartment. While I couldn’t be prouder and happier for her success—which she had achieved through her own hard work—I couldn’t help but feel a slight pang of envy. It seemed like everything fell into place for her, but the truth was she had worked her ass off for every bit of it.

      She had been my unwavering support through every moment of despair after Chris shattered my world. When he walked away, it felt like the ground beneath me had crumbled. He claimed we were too young, that our love was a fleeting fantasy rather than a solid foundation. His excuses flowed like water, each one more absurd than the last, as if he were grasping at straws to justify his decision. At 21, I couldn’t have fathomed how someone could be too young to commit; I was happy to settle down and live out my life as a happy housewife with three kids. All I ever wanted was to be loved deeply, and I poured every ounce of affection I had into Chris, believing he was mine forever.

      I just wanted to be loved, and with so much love to give, I loved Chris more than I could ever have imagined. But as it turns out, he already had a new floozy. Talk about moving on fast. Maybe he really was a dirtbag, I thought.

      But now, at 28 years old, being single again wasn't where I had seen my life going. I knew I was still young, but I didn’t feel it. On the contrary, I felt like it was all over. I was lost, depressed, and angry. After the breakup, I was so numb with shock that I went to work as though nothing had happened. It wasn’t until a few days later, when it all sank in, that I ended up a babbling mess in my boss’s office, and she sent me home until I felt ready to return.

      I was an environmental journalist for a small but successful New York media company. I was featured once a week on a small talk-back radio show and wrote a weekly column for a free newspaper about current environmental issues. I wasn’t big-time, but I enjoyed it. That was, until now. Now my own life seemed to be my biggest issue, and any form of reporting just felt unthinkable. I needed some time off. So instead, I chose to spend my desolate days in my PJs, moping about the house we’d shared, crying at every memory he had left behind. Even having a morning coffee became a bawling session as I drank from the mug I’d bought him. Chris had chosen to move out, but looking around, maybe I would have been better off if I had left him. My social life had dissipated when Chris left, too. Most of our friends were his from before we met; my friends were Amanda and a few work colleagues.

      “Let’s give her a few weeks to get it out of her system. She will soon have no tears left to cry, and hopefully she’ll pull herself out of it,” I heard Amanda tell my mom on the phone a few days after the breakup.

      “I hope so. I’m really concerned about her.” My mom was upset, and it made me feel guilty that they were so worried about me. It had been weeks, and I still wasn’t feeling much better. With our high school reunion happening next week, Amanda refused to go by herself. She intended to take me out of town for the weekend to attend and try to knock some sense into this pitiful excuse for a sad woman.

      I felt a deep-seated hesitance about attending my high school reunion, as I had no desire to revisit my past experiences.

      During those years, I wasn't counted among the popular students, nor did I fit the mold of the conventional beauty standards that high school so often glorified. I carried a bit of baby weight into my late teens, and my skin was prone to acne, with frizzy hair that seemed to have a mind of its own. Fashion was a foreign language to me, and my wardrobe choices reflected that. Unfortunately, this made me a target for the cruelty of my peers. They threw derogatory names like “Wide Load” and “Mack Truck” at me, with a venom that stung deeply. “Feed Me” Post-it notes were plastered on my back, a silent, mocking gesture that spoke volumes about their disdain.

      This was just the tip of the iceberg of the torment they inflicted upon me during those years. How could I possibly face these people now? Amanda was the only one who stood by me. The constant ridicule chipped away at my self-esteem, making me an easy target—especially for one particularly horrible jock I longed to forget, Joseph Carlton. His name still sends a shiver down my spine, a reminder of the worst kind of cruelty. I never could fathom how someone could harbor such malice toward another human being.

      Now, ten years on, the effects of high school are something I thought I had left behind, but the thought of going back made it obvious I hadn’t. Stick and stones may break my bones, but names will always hurt me. And they did. I realized I had never really gotten over how ugly and worthless they had made me feel. I know we were all only teenagers back then—teenagers are cruel. Still, for some reason, I just couldn’t let it go.

      “Listen, it’s time for you to get out of the house. It’s been weeks, and you’ve had your chance to mourn. Now it’s time to move on! I’m done being the nice guy. We haven’t gone out together in ages.”

      “All right, all right, I get it,” I cut in. “I said I’d go. You just never let up.” What had I gotten myself into? I really needed to work on standing my ground. I owed this to Amanda; she was so excited about going, and after all she’s done for me, it was the least I could do.

      “Thank you,” Amanda said proudly. “You need some fun and a girl’s weekend away to get your mind off things.” She was right again. I needed to do this, or she’d have me committed.

      Amanda and I had totally different lives, but through it all we remained the best of friends no matter what life threw at us. Having moved to New York together after high school, we’ve been here for a decade now. She went to NYU, while I ended up at Fordham University. It was the most thrilling adventure we embarked on together—aside from leaving Charleston. While I enjoyed my job, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing. I never quite discovered my true passion in my career; in fact, I never really found my passion for much of anything except Chris. My dreams shifted toward marriage, home, and family once I met him, and I was content with that. I believed I had found my true love, and that seemed to be enough. Yet there was an underlying issue—I never truly pursued anything for myself. I was happy playing house, yet I found myself constantly waiting: waiting for marriage, for children, for Chris.

      Chris was always immersed in his finance career, putting in long hours, and when he wasn’t working, baseball consumed him. He played, coached, and watched, with me coming in a distant fourth after his friends.

      Amanda and I maintained a decent social life—don’t get me wrong—but Chris always took precedence for me; he always came first. But now, I’m beginning to wonder if maybe I should have put myself first all along.
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      I rolled over in bed and flung my arm out to the other side of the bed, it was cool and lonely. A heavy sigh came over me, the kind that came from somewhere deep. I had promised Amanda I would at least try and make an effort to pull myself together, and truthfully I was getting tired of moping around.

      I grabbed my journal from the bedside table. The last few weeks of entries were nothing but sorrow and misery, a constant repeat of the same old feelings day after day, pouring my heart out onto paper, hoping it would somehow make me feel better. I looked back to the day Chris had left me. Tears glided gently down my cheeks as I re-lived the memory and panic I felt that day. What had I done wrong? Why didn’t he love me anymore? Where would I live? How would I cope?

      “Not today,” I said out loud, slamming the book shut. I didn’t need to fuel the negativity — not when I was finally about to step outside. I tucked the journal back into its drawer to await my returning entry.

      Journalling was the one thing I had stuck to ever since I learned to write. I had stacks of diaries stored in boxes going back till I was about six. I wrote almost every day, about everything from what I ate for breakfast, travel journals from family trips to Disneyland, and school yard boyfriends. All my thoughts and feelings sealed in the pages.

      The reunion was only a couple of days away, I had to get myself up and out and find something suitable to wear. With a reluctant sigh, I slumped out of bed, I made my way to the bathroom.

      “Today is a new day,” I repeated over and over to myself as I undressed and slipped into the warm shower.

      Fresh from a long shower, I began to feel a little better. Still, I wasn’t sure this reunion was a good idea. I’d tried so hard to forget everything I went through there. Facing it all again was the last thing I wanted.

      I had packed a small case of things to take with me for the weekend and was off to stay with Amanda tonight in the city before we leave early tomorrow morning for Charleston. Today we were shopping for our reunion outfits, and while I was looking forward to seeing Amanda, dress shopping was not something I was enthusiastic about even on my best days.

      I pulled on some shorts and a tank, a breezy outfit for a warm July day. I knew the exact boutique Amanda would be dragging me out to, and I’d be lucky to be let through the doors wearing something this casual, but I didn’t care.

      I made my way to the kitchen, made myself a fresh cup of black coffee from the percolator, and poured it into my travel mug. I slipped on my flip-flops, and headed out the door before I could change my mind.

      It was a beautiful morning in Rye. As the sun warmed my pale skin, a rare smile crossed my face. I breathed in the summer air and let it fill something empty inside me.

      “Okay, Emily, let’s do this,” I said out loud.

      Amanda was waiting for me when I arrived at her Upper East Side apartment. She looked relieved that I had actually shown up. “What better way to cheer a girl up than retail therapy” or so Amanda insisted. I hoped she was right.

      "Come here, darling; I'm thrilled to see you out of that house," Amanda exclaimed, spreading her arms wide for a big hug. I welcomed the embrace. "I'm so proud of you; we're going to have a blast with shopping, coffee, and looking fabulous," she squealed with excitement.

      I rolled my eyes and said, "Tone down the enthusiasm before I make a run for it." We both laughed.

      I had really missed these times—our coffee dates, shopping trips, and nail sessions. Since the breakup, those moments had definitely become rare, and for a brief moment, I felt proud of myself for finally getting dressed and stepping out of the house.

      Amanda was itching to get out shopping, and without any more hesitation, Amanda grabbed my hand and pulled me outside and into a taxi headed for Madison Avenue. My savings was beginning to run low after being off work for the past month, but what the heck, how much damage can one dress do? I deserved to treat myself, right? Besides, now I had committed to attending this reunion; I had to make a good impression.

      It wasn’t long before we had found our perfect outfits.

      “Three hundred eighty dollars? For one night? You’re mad.” I laughed. Amanda laughed back.

      “Oh honey, you’d die if you knew the real expense of my wardrobe.”

      She’s right, Amanda does love the finer things in life, and three hundred eighty dollars was probably on the low end for a dress for her. Besides, it was a stunning embroidered beauty, and she looked amazing. On the other hand, I found myself a bargain with a simple classic sheath dress with a mesh insert below the bodice in a bold, eye-catching deep red. The style flattered my petite, feminine figure, and the color complemented my fair skin and highlighted the natural tones in my light brown hair. The dress fit perfectly, and on sale, I was sold. It felt good to look in the mirror and feel beautiful again. I’ll show them, I thought to myself.

      “If only Chris could see me now.” The words slipped out before I could stop them, and for a moment, sadness washed over me. I sighed. I missed him.

      “For God’s sake, woman! Let’s get you out of here and grab some lunch.”

      Amanda and I stepped out into the crowded streets, the city humming around us like a welcome distraction.

      “Where shall we eat?”

      “Let’s go to Central Park. I just want to sit out and enjoy the summer, relax a little. A bit of sunshine will do us good — don’t you think?”

      “That’s the spirit, making decisions now! You’re a changed woman already,” Amanda teased with a grin.

      We grabbed some coffee and pastries, then headed down East 73rd toward the park. We found a quiet spot, enough shade to keep us cool, but still warm and bright, and settled in for lunch.

      “I still can’t believe you’re making me do this.”

      “It’ll be fun, you’ll see,” Amanda insisted.

      “Thanks for looking after me, Amanda. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you these past few weeks.”

      “Oh, don’t get all sappy on me now,” she laughed. “I’m just glad I could get your ass out of that house, and you’re here now. You look killer in your dress. You never know, maybe you’ll bump into an old crush who’s hot, successful, and single, and all your worries will be over.” Amanda winked.

      “Yeah, right. I know Chris…” I stopped myself, remembering Amanda’s no-Chris rule. “It’s probably best I stay single for a while and focus on me.”

      I wanted to believe myself, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t imagined getting back together with Chris. I wished for it more than anything. We had our problems, sure — but I still believed the love we shared wasn’t something that could be broken.

      “That sounds like a good idea. A little fun never hurt anyone, though, right?” she said, giving me a sly look and wiggling her eyebrows. We laughed.

      After a couple of hours in the park — eating, drinking coffee, and laughing — I felt lighter. I had my best friend, a killer new dress, and the sun shining overhead. Maybe life wasn’t so bad after all. We headed back to Amanda’s apartment in the late afternoon, where her husband Robin greeted us with glasses of wine already poured at the kitchen counter.

      There was something comforting about walking into a home where someone had already poured you a drink. Like you were expected. Like you belonged.

      “We’ll keep you on,” I said with a grateful grin as he handed me my glass.

      “You’re always welcome here.” Robin replied.

      Amanda and I shared more stories from high school, steering clear of the ones that still stung. Maybe it hadn’t all been bad. I’d always let the worst parts drown out the good. But maybe this version of me — the one who laughed in the park and felt sunlight on her face — could start seeing things differently. I took another sip of wine and tried to hold onto that feeling.

      I tossed and turned all night. What had I gotten myself into? All the memories I’d pushed down came flooding back — the ones I’d worked so hard to forget.

      Was this reunion going to stir it all up again? Could I really walk into that school and pretend I was okay? What if nothing had changed? What if the people who made my life hell were still just as cruel — just older?

      Why was I still so insecure about it all? I hated that their words still haunted me. Maybe Amanda was right. Maybe I did need to face this once and for all. But that didn’t mean I wanted to. And it sure didn’t help me sleep.

      My mind spun all night, flipping between terror and motivation. And back again.

      I rolled over and checked the clock: 4:43 a.m. Less than an hour until I had to get up — and I hadn’t slept a wink. I let out a groan and buried my face in the pillow.
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      The school hall was packed — balloons, confetti, laser lights, streamers bursting from every corner. It looked like prom. Not that I’d ever been to prom, but still... I headed straight for the bar. I was going to need liquid courage for this.

      Just feet from the bar, I stumbled over a pair of massive shoes. A strong arm caught me before I fell. I looked up—and there he was. Joseph Carlton. Laughing at me.

      “Hey, watch it, Tubbs. The food’s not going anywhere.”

      My jaw dropped. My whole body froze. Not here. Not again.

      “Wonderful. Just bloody wonderful,” I snapped, ripping my arm from his grasp. I spun around and bolted for the door, tears streaming down my face. Not even five minutes in, and my life felt ruined… again. I knew this was a bad idea. Amanda was chasing after me, calling my name.

      “Emily, Emily!” she called out, but I wasn’t listening. I just kept on running.
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      Amanda tugged my arm.

      “Emily, wake up. You’ve got to get up—we’re going to be late for the airport.”

      I shot upright, swearing under my breath. My heart pounded out of my chest. I collapsed back onto the bed, realizing sleep had been a terrible idea. Being awake and anxious was bad enough—but at least I wasn’t living the nightmare. Sleep made it real.

      “Oh God, I’m awake and never going back to sleep again,” I mumbled in a daze.

      Amanda tilted her head. “Bad dream?”

      “You don’t even want to know,” I replied.

      I showered and threw on my laid-out clothes, repacked my bag, and followed the smell of freshly brewed coffee to the kitchen.

      5:57 a.m. and we were out the door. The rushed departure gave me no time to overthink—or back out. As for that horrible dream, I just wanted to shake it off and try to stay optimistic about the trip ahead. I felt sick.

      We were flying out of New York City on an early morning flight, heading home to Mount Pleasant, just outside Charleston, South Carolina. The flight was just over two hours, and I planned to catch up on sleep after the restless night I’d had. Praying for no more dreams.

      At the gate, Amanda was her usual bubbly self. She chirped away about who’s who—who married who, who lives where, who has kids. Boy, was she excited. I smiled at my friend, but inside, reality was settling in—and my stomach was doing flips.

      Amanda is the most inspiring person I know. She has this way about her—driven, ambitious, always pushing herself forward. That energy just radiates off her. No wonder she’s always the keynote speaker at major conferences. But today, I wasn’t feeling it. I couldn’t think of anything I’d ever been more terrified of than this reunion.

      I watched her talk, admiring her beautiful side profile as she rambled about our weekend plans. Amanda didn’t care that I was only half-listening—just being there was enough for her. After everything she’d done for me lately, I owed her that much.

      Our boarding call sounded, and a queue of passengers surged toward the gate.

      With seatbelts buckled and armrests down, we were ready for takeoff. Heaven have mercy, I thought. What a whirlwind of emotions this is going to be.

      There was no way I could sleep now. I pulled a book from my handbag and flipped it open, trying to focus. But I kept reading the same sentence, the same paragraph, even the same page. I couldn’t concentrate. My mind was somewhere else entirely.

      That face from my dream wouldn’t leave me alone. I could still feel the sting of his words, still hear the laughter. It was like he had followed me here. How the hell am I going to face this? I wondered.

      I wanted to move on from the pain I went through in high school. I wanted to let go of it all. To feel confident. To feel free. To feel happy. But I didn’t know if I could ever truly forgive them.

      Forgive him.

      Panic crept in. What if no one had changed? What if the same girls were still stuck-up and smug, acting like they were better than everyone else? What if the boys were still shallow and cruel, only interested in the pretty, popular ones? If you didn’t fit their mold, you were nothing. You were a target.

      I took a deep breath and looked over at Amanda. She was sound asleep in her seat, her face calm. I smiled. She had changed. We both had. Back in high school we were shy, quiet, easy to overlook. Now Amanda was bold and magnetic and completely herself. She hadn’t stopped growing. I was lucky to have her beside me.

      My thoughts slowed. The panic began to fade.

      Before I realized it, I had drifted off into sleep.

      The crackle of the overhead speakers jolted me awake just as the plane began to descend.

      “You got this,” I whispered to myself. I was here now. No turning back. I had to make this trip count, no regrets.

      As we started to descend, my mind drifted to the last time I was in Charleston. It had been just over two years ago, for my dad’s sixtieth birthday.

      Chris and I helped Mom plan a surprise party with friends and family from all over the country. Dad nearly had a heart attack from the excitement. I smiled at the memory.

      I’d been terrible about visiting. After I left, I made excuse after excuse not to come back. My trips became rare, and guilt lingered.

      If nothing else came from this trip, at least I’d spend time with Mom and Dad. That alone would make it worth it.

      I gazed out the window as the plane descended. I’d forgotten how stunning Charleston looked from above — all its natural beauty and timeless charm.

      The Atlantic coastline stretched out below us, with pale sandy beaches and deep blue water curling along the edge. In the distance, I spotted the Arthur Ravenel Jr. Bridge spanning the Cooper River, connecting Charleston to Mount Pleasant — my hometown.

      As we flew closer, the city came into view, filled with grand old homes, church steeples, and historic buildings that still held stories in their bricks.

      My parents, Anna and David, were waiting eagerly at the airport . It felt so good to see them again.

      Amanda’s parents split up after she left for college. Her mom still lived in New York, not far from her, but she rarely saw her dad. He’d moved to L.A. and taken up with a young, aspiring actress.

      I always figured Amanda’s dad was going through a midlife crisis, chasing his Hollywood dreams like he was starring in his own movie.

      My parents were what you might call semi-retired, though I think they just figured out how to live life on their own terms. Dad had always said he’d never be one of those old doctors who keeled over at the hospital after a triple shift. So he planned his exit like a man used to high-stakes decisions—carefully, methodically, and with a calendar full of backup plans. He still kept a loose tie to the hospital, filling in when someone was on leave or taking the odd consult to stay sharp. But most days, he was either at the tennis courts giving lessons to other retired types or out on the back deck testing another homemade barbecue rub he was convinced would beat out his last one.

      Mom was her own kind of magic. She’d taught art for years at the local college and always managed to make even the most ordinary things seem worth painting. Her students adored her, and her work covered nearly every wall of our house. Over the years, her style had shifted. What used to be quiet still-life paintings of fruit or flowers turned into bold, abstract splashes of color. Even the family portraits lost their faces, replaced with emotion and brushstrokes that didn’t need words to be understood.

      They were different, but they worked. I used to think maybe they were just lucky, but now I know better. I asked Dad once if he believed in soulmates. He shook his head and said, “We choose who we love, and then we choose them again every day.” He was slicing tomatoes for Mom’s sandwich when he said it—slow, careful slices, each one the same thickness.

      Their days were filled with small things that only made sense to them. They’d read on the porch swing for hours without speaking, just happy to be near each other. Dad with his medical journals, Mom with a stack of art books or biographies. Sunday mornings were always the same, early walk to the bakery, shared cinnamon roll, then home in time to watch CBS Sunday Morning like it was church.

      And still, no matter how much they loved me, I sometimes felt like a guest in their world. Not unwelcome, just… extra. Like they’d found their rhythm without me and I was something they paused for, not something they needed.

      At baggage claim, they were easy to spot. Mom was waving like crazy, and Dad was holding Amanda’s suitcase over his head, pretending to struggle under the weight.

      “This thing weighs more than Amanda!” he joked as we reached them. I wrapped them both in the longest, tightest hug.

      We piled into their ancient Volvo, Amanda up front charming them with stories about her latest work, while I sat in the back between two suitcases and tried not to overthink everything.

      As I peered out the windows as we passed through the streets, I realized how much had changed. Maybe the people had too. I thought I had — until the past crept up and my old wounds resurfaced.

      As soon as we walked through the front door, Mom had food on the table. Egg salad sandwiches, sliced tomatoes with salt and pepper, and mugs of mint tea we hadn’t even asked for. Classic Mom.

      Dad launched into his usual string of questions—not quite rapid-fire, but definitely purposeful. He asked if my kitchen still got that weird afternoon light, whether the attic hatch was still jammed, and if the neighbors ever fixed their broken gate. Then, casually but not really, he added, “So, what are you working on at the moment? Got anything lined up?”

      I knew what he was doing. He wasn’t asking because he cared all that much about my next article. He was trying to remind me that I still had a life back in New York. One with deadlines and purpose and, ideally, clean hair. I appreciated it. Kind of. But I wasn’t ready to talk about work. Not yet.

      Mom hovered nearby, like she always did when she sensed something was off. While Amanda and Dad set the patio table, she leaned in and pulled me into another hug.

      “Oh, I worry about you, sweetheart,” she said softly. “That awful man doesn’t know what he’s lost.”

      “I lost him, Mom,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to get into it. I’d heard all the tired clichés and spent the last four weeks thinking about nothing else. I was finally out of the house, and I needed a break from wallowing over Chris.

      “Thank you, Amanda, for being there for her. I know she’ll be okay with you around.”

      Mom meant it — and so did I.

      “If I’m honest, Anna, I didn’t really give her much choice,” Amanda said with a laugh.

      “So, what are the plans for today, girls?” Mom asked.

      “I made us an appointment to get our nails done, and then we’ll probably drive around and check out our old stomping grounds. Of all the places I’ve traveled these last ten years, this is my first trip back to Charleston.”

      “No way, really?” I couldn’t believe it. No wonder she was so excited to be back.

      “Yes way. Why do you think I was so persistent about bringing you to the reunion?”

      “Sounds like you girls have a whole lot of memory lane to revisit,” Mom said.

      We unpacked, freshened up, and headed out into the warm Charleston air, ready to explore.

      Amanda and I drove past her old family home — a brick two-story townhouse that sat close to the sidewalk. The trees out front were now taller than the house itself, the garden was wild, the lawn overgrown, and ivy had swallowed the walls. To say it had been let go was an understatement. No one had lived there in years.

      “What a dump,” Amanda said flatly.

      “I dunno, it’s got... potential.” Even I didn’t sound convinced.

      “It’s a good reminder that some things are better left in the past.”

      Amanda didn’t need to be reminded of where she came from, or what she didn’t have. She was proud of the life she’d built. No more yesterdays. I only wished I could let go as easily as she had.

      We spent the next hour driving around, passing by our old hangouts and favorite stores. So much had changed, and instead of trying to forget, we found ourselves flooded with fond memories—ones we had once tried to bury. I had loved growing up here, at least until high school.

      After grabbing some lunch, we headed back to the house to relax in the sun on the beautiful back deck, medicating ourselves with caffeine to stay sharp for the night ahead. The reminiscing picked up again. We laughed about the things we got up to as teenagers, with Mom chiming in occasionally. We even did our old mischievous laugh when we remembered sneaking out to parties and staying out late—thinking we were so rebellious, even though we never drank or smoked like the real rebels our age. We just liked to pretend. And somehow, that made it more fun.

      Before too long, it was time to start getting glammed up. My nerves returned full force, twisting in my stomach until I felt sick again. Why was I letting myself get like this? How could I still be scared of these people at twenty-eight years old? Why was I still letting them have this kind of power over me?

      I took a deep breath and studied myself in the mirror. I had to admit—I looked gorgeous. I wasn’t anything like I had been in high school. And no matter what they thought of me now, it didn’t matter.

      But the truth was, the one I dreaded seeing the most… was also the one I most wanted to see me. To really see me. See me like this. See me beautiful.

      Was I trying to prove something to him? Would he even care?

      I shook my head, trying to push the thought away. Why was I even thinking about him?

      I must have been stuck in that bathroom giving myself the same pep talk on repeat, because Amanda came banging on the door, announcing it was time to leave.

      Amanda and I looked amazing. I was still a bundle of nerves, but with her by my side, what could go wrong?

      We were ready for anything.
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