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Chapter 1: Life After Graduation
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I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, tugging at the collar of my crisp white blouse. The faint lines under my eyes were there—a quiet reminder that adulthood wasn’t the glamorous adventure I’d imagined in college.

My apartment smelled like coffee and leftover takeout. Papers were scattered across the kitchen counter: bills, a half-finished résumé update, and an overdue notice from my landlord. I let out a long sigh and ran a hand through my hair. Life after college was supposed to be simple. But it never felt simple—never like the Instagram-perfect days I’d imagined.

At work, my boss expected flawless reports on impossible deadlines. My friends were either moving to new cities, climbing corporate ladders, or quietly disappearing into the world I wasn’t sure I was ready for. And then there was him—the one whose name still makes my chest ache. I’d tried so hard to leave the past behind, but the memory of Carter Reeds lingered like an unfinished song.

My phone buzzed, pulling me out of my thoughts. A text from my best friend, Jenna:

"Coffee tonight? You need a break from being an adult."

I typed back a quick yes, grateful for the small anchor in my chaotic life. But even as I imagined curling up with a warm latte and Jenna’s endless chatter, part of me wondered: could life get any more complicated?

Then, out of nowhere, it did.

It was a rainy Thursday when I literally bumped into him. In the crowded coffee shop I always went to after work. Carter. Standing there, drenched from the sudden downpour, a crooked smile spreading across his face, looking just as infuriatingly perfect as he did in college.

“Hey, stranger,” he said, his voice smooth, teasing.

I froze. My heart did that stupid, uncontrollable thing. My mind scrambled for something—anything—to say. “Hi,” I finally managed, a little breathless.

He tilted his head, eyes glinting with mischief. “Long time no see.”

And just like that, everything I had carefully tried to forget about my first love came rushing back.

Life after college, I realized, might never be simple.
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Chapter 2: Familiar Doesn’t Mean Safe
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I didn’t know how long I stood there staring at Carter before reality caught up with me. The coffee shop noise faded into a dull hum, like I’d been dropped underwater. The same face. The same eyes. Older now—sharper around the edges—but unmistakably him.

“Are you okay?” he asked, concern softening his expression.

I nodded quickly, embarrassed. “Yeah. Sorry. I just—didn’t expect to see you.”

“Neither did I,” he said, smiling like this was fate instead of coincidence. “Guess the universe has a sense of humor.”

I forced a small laugh and stepped aside to let the barista pass. My heart was beating far too fast for a casual reunion. I told myself it was just shock. Nothing more.

“So,” he said, shoving his hands into his jacket pockets, “do you still order the caramel latte with extra foam?”

I froze.

“You remember that?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Some things stick.”

That was the problem. Some things always did.

We sat at a small table by the window, rain streaking down the glass like it was trying to listen in. I wrapped my hands around my cup, grateful for the warmth grounding me.

“How long has it been?” he asked.

“Three years,” I said. “Almost four.”

“Doesn’t feel like it,” he replied.

It didn’t. And that scared me.

We talked easily at first—surface-level updates, safe details. His job. My job. Mutual friends who had gotten married, moved away, or disappeared altogether. Every laugh felt familiar, like muscle memory.

But familiarity can be dangerous. I knew that. I just hadn’t learned how to walk away from it yet.

“So,” Carter said finally, leaning back in his chair, eyes never leaving mine, “are you happy?”

The question hit harder than it should have.

“I’m... okay,” I said carefully.

“That wasn’t the question.”

I looked down at my cup. “I’m figuring things out.”

He nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t satisfied. Carter had never been good at accepting vague answers. He liked certainty. Control. Knowing where he stood.

“I missed you,” he said suddenly.

My breath caught. “Carter—”

“I know,” he cut in gently. “I know things ended badly. But we were young. We didn’t know how to do life back then.”

My chest tightened. I’d replayed those words in my head a hundred times over the years. We were young. We didn’t know better. Maybe if we tried again...

“People grow,” he continued. “We’ve grown.”

Have we? I wondered.

“I’m not saying we jump back into anything,” he said quickly, reading my hesitation. “I’m just saying... maybe we talk. See where things go.”

There it was. The door cracked open. The invitation.

And part of me wanted to walk right through it.

Because Carter represented something easy. Something known. A version of love that didn’t require starting over. He was history, shared memories, inside jokes. He was proof that I had once been chosen.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “My life is complicated right now.”

“Life is always complicated,” he replied. “That doesn’t mean we stop trying.”

I looked at him then—really looked. He was sincere. Hopeful. He wasn’t manipulating me. He genuinely believed effort could fix what had once broken.

And that made it harder.

“I’m not the same person I was back then,” I said quietly.

“I know,” he said. “That’s what excites me.”

That word—excites—sent a ripple of unease through me.

We left the coffee shop together, rain still falling. Outside, he paused.

“Can I call you?” he asked.

I hesitated for half a second too long.

“Yeah,” I said finally. “You can.”

His smile was immediate, victorious even. “Dinner soon?”

“Maybe,” I replied, noncommittal.

As I walked home alone, my phone buzzing with a text from him—Got home safe. Today meant something to me—a strange heaviness settled in my chest.

Because part of me agreed.

But another part—quiet, unsettled, barely formed—felt like I’d just stepped back into something God had once helped me escape... even though I didn’t yet know His voice.

Familiar didn’t mean safe.

And I had a feeling this reunion was going to cost me something.
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Chapter 3: The Comfort of Almost
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Carter didn’t waste time.

By Monday evening, he’d texted twice—once to ask how my day was, once to send a picture of a ridiculous sandwich he claimed was “life-changing.” I smiled despite myself. It felt easy. Natural. Like we’d never stopped talking at all.

That was the dangerous part.

We met for dinner three days later at a small Italian place downtown. Nothing fancy. Candlelit tables, soft music, the kind of place meant for conversations that lingered. I told myself it was just dinner. Two old friends catching up.

But I’d worn my favorite dress anyway.

He noticed, of course. Carter always noticed. “You look really good,” he said, eyes lingering just long enough to make my stomach flutter.

“Thank you,” I replied, suddenly aware of my hands, my posture, the way my heart was betraying my logic.

Dinner flowed effortlessly. We laughed about college memories, shared frustrations about work, complained about rent prices and the exhaustion of pretending to have life figured out. With Carter, I didn’t have to explain myself. He already knew the earlier version of me—the girl who dreamed loudly and feared quietly.

“I forgot how easy this is,” he said, twirling his fork. “Talking to you.”

I swallowed. “Yeah. Me too.”

The truth was, I’d missed this. Being seen without having to perform. Being understood without translating my emotions. It felt like slipping into a familiar sweater—comfortable, warm, worn in all the right places.

But comfort
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