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			After the Last Bell

			The taxi’s tires crunched over the gravel drive, slowing to a crawl as the familiar silhouette of the school emerged through a veil of dust and afternoon haze. Chai leaned forward slightly, his palm pressed against the warm glass of the window, and felt his chest tighten with something he couldn’t quite name, nostalgia, perhaps, or the peculiar vertigo of standing at the threshold between past and present.

			The Provincial Thai High School looked smaller than he remembered.

			Its two-story building still wore the same cream-colored walls, though they had aged into a softer, weathered tone. Green vines crept lazily along the corners and up toward the red-tiled roof, which bore the marks of countless monsoons: faded patches where the sun had bleached the clay, dark streaks where water had carved temporary rivers.

			The front gate stood open, its iron bars showing patches of rust that hadn’t been there fifteen years ago. The gate itself hung slightly crooked, one hinge visibly worn, testament to years of students pushing through without care.

			“Here is good,” Chai said quietly in Thai, his voice steady despite the flutter in his stomach. The driver nodded and pulled to a stop beneath the shade of a sprawling palm tree. Chai paid, gathered his small shoulder bag, and stepped out into the late afternoon heat.

			The air wrapped around him immediately, thick, humid, scented with pandan leaves and distant charcoal fires. Somewhere beyond the school grounds, a vendor was grilling fish. The smell triggered a memory so sharp it almost hurt: fifteen years old, sitting on the low courtyard wall with Pree, sharing sticky rice from a banana leaf while the world felt infinite and impossibly kind.

			He closed his eyes briefly, centering himself, then walked toward the main entrance.

			The courtyard opened before him like a stage set waiting for its actors. Patterned stone tiles, faded but still intact, stretched toward clusters of wooden benches shaded by acacia and frangipani trees. A few early arrivals had gathered near the fountain, a simple stone basin that bubbled quietly, its gentle murmur mixing with the hum of cicadas. Chai recognized some faces immediately, others only after a moment’s hesitation. Time had softened edges, added weight in some places, subtracted it in others.

			“Chai!”

			The voice boomed across the courtyard before Chai could take more than a few steps. He turned and saw Niran striding toward him, arms already spread wide in welcome. Niran had always been larger than life, tall, broad-shouldered, with a laugh that could fill a room. Age had done little to diminish that presence, though his hairline had receded slightly and there was a comfortable roundness to his middle that spoke of good meals and settled living.

			“Niran,” Chai said, unable to suppress a grin as his old friend pulled him into a hearty embrace.

			“Look at you!” Niran stepped back, hands still gripping Chai’s shoulders, his eyes bright with genuine pleasure. “Still skinny as a rail. Don’t they feed you in Bangkok?”

			“I manage,” Chai said mildly.

			“Manage,” Niran repeated with mock disapproval. “You sound like a city person now. All careful and polite.” But his smile softened the teasing. “It’s good to see you, brother. Really good.”

			“You too.”

			They stood there for a moment, the ease of old friendship settling between them like dust motes in sunlight. Around them, more familiar faces began to emerge, classmates whose names Chai had half-forgotten, whose features triggered flashes of memory: shared desks, group projects, the organized chaos of school festivals.

			“Teacher Somchai is here,” Niran said, gesturing toward the main building. “He was asking about you earlier. Wanted to know if you’d actually show up.”

			“Did he doubt me?”

			“He doubts everyone these days,” Niran said with a chuckle. “Says we’re all too busy with our important city lives to remember where we came from.”

			Chai felt a pang of guilt, though he kept his expression neutral. “I should say hello.”

			“He’s in the old staff room. Malee set it up as a kind of base camp for the reunion. You know Malee organized everything down to the last detail.”

			“Some things never change.”

			“Some things,” Niran agreed, his tone shifting slightly. “Others do.”

			Before Chai could ask what he meant, a small group of former classmates descended on them, full of greetings and questions and the peculiar energy of people trying to bridge a gap of years in the span of minutes. Chai let himself be swept into the current of conversation, responding to inquiries about his work, his life in Bangkok, whether he was married yet (he wasn’t), whether he missed home (a complicated question he deflected with a smile).

			After a few minutes, he excused himself and headed toward the main building.

			The hallway stretched long and narrow before him, its glossy beige tiles reflecting the soft afternoon light that filtered through tall, shuttered windows. Chai walked slowly, letting his gaze drift over the peeling posters that still clung to the walls, announcements for long-past exams, faded art projects, a hand-drawn map of Thailand that he himself had helped create in tenth grade. The wooden bench seats in the alcoves beneath the windows looked exactly as he remembered, their paint chipped but still sturdy.

			He paused outside one of the classrooms and peered through the doorway. Heavy teak desks arranged in neat rows, their surfaces carved with generations of initials and secret messages. The ceiling fans murmured softly overhead, barely moving the thick air. Fluorescent lights hung dark and silent; natural light dominated instead, creating an atmosphere that felt both intimate and timeless.

			“Strange, isn’t it?”

			Chai turned to find Teacher Somchai standing a few paces behind him, hands clasped loosely in front of his modest button-down shirt. The older man’s face had deepened with lines, his salt-and-pepper hair now more salt than pepper, but his eyes held the same gentle wisdom that had made him both respected and approachable when Chai was a student.

			“Teacher Somchai,” Chai said, performing a respectful wai. “It’s good to see you.”

			“And you, Chai.” Somchai returned the gesture, then gestured toward the classroom. “What feels strange?”

			“How small everything looks now. I remember these rooms feeling enormous.”

			“Perspective changes,” Somchai said, moving to stand beside him. “When you’re young, the world expands to fill your imagination. As you grow, you realize it was always just... this size. But that doesn’t make it less significant.”

			They stood together in comfortable silence, watching the dust motes drift through the sunbeams.

			“I heard you’ve done well for yourself,” Somchai continued. “Teaching in Bangkok. Your parents must be proud.”

			“They are,” Chai said. “Though I think my mother wishes I’d come home more often.”

			“Mothers usually do.” Somchai’s expression grew thoughtful. “But you’re here now. That matters.”

			“Malee was very persuasive.”

			“Malee is a force of nature,” Somchai agreed with a small smile. “She organized this entire reunion single-handedly. Tracked down everyone, made all the arrangements. I think she believes if she brings everyone back together, she can somehow preserve what we had.”

			“Can she?”

			“No,” Somchai said gently. “But the attempt itself has value. Memory is slippery, Chai. We forget more than we remember. Reunions like this... they’re anchors. They remind us that we existed in a particular time and place, that we mattered to each other.”

			Chai nodded slowly, something in the older man’s words resonating deep in his chest.

			“Will you stay for the whole evening?” Somchai asked.

			“I plan to.”

			“Good.” Somchai placed a hand briefly on Chai’s shoulder. “There are people here who will be glad to see you. Some more than others, perhaps.”

			Before Chai could ask what he meant, Somchai had already turned and was walking back toward the staff room, his footsteps echoing softly against the tiles.

			Chai remained in the hallway for another moment, then made his way back toward the courtyard. The late afternoon sun had begun its slow descent, painting everything in shades of amber and gold. More people had arrived, the courtyard was filling with clusters of conversation, bursts of laughter, the occasional exclamation of recognition.

			He spotted Malee near the fountain, clipboard in hand, directing someone toward a table laden with food and drinks. She looked exactly as he remembered, slender but sturdy, dark hair pulled back in a practical style, eyes bright with focus and warmth. When she saw him, her face lit up.

			“Chai!” She hurried over, nearly dropping her clipboard in her enthusiasm. “You made it!”

			“I said I would.”

			“People say lots of things,” she replied, but her smile was genuine. “I’m so glad you’re here. How does it feel?”

			“Surreal,” he admitted.

			“I know what you mean. I’ve been planning this for months, and even I keep having moments where I can’t quite believe we’re all back here.” She glanced around the courtyard, her expression softening. “We’ve all changed so much. And yet...”

			“And yet we’re still us,” Chai finished.

			“Exactly.” Malee touched his arm lightly. “Prem is here, you know.”

			The name landed like a stone in still water. Chai felt the ripples spread through him, a rush of warmth, a twist of something that might have been anticipation or anxiety or both.

			“Is he,” Chai said, keeping his voice carefully neutral.

			“He arrived about twenty minutes ago. I think he’s in the hallway near the classrooms.” Malee’s gaze was knowing but kind. “You should say hello.”

			“I will,” Chai said. “Eventually.”

			“Don’t wait too long,” Malee advised. “The evening will pass faster than you think.”

			She squeezed his arm once more, then turned back to her organizational duties, leaving Chai standing alone near the fountain. He could feel his heart beating a little faster now, the calm he’d maintained since arriving beginning to fray at the edges.

			Prem was here.

			Of course he was here. Malee would have made sure of it. And Chai had known, intellectually, that this reunion would mean seeing him again. But knowing something and experiencing it were different animals entirely.

			He took a slow breath, centering himself the way he did before teaching a difficult class, then started walking back toward the main building. The hallway was less crowded now, most people had gravitated toward the courtyard’s food and fellowship. His footsteps echoed softly as he moved past the familiar classrooms, each one a repository of memory.

			And then he saw him.

			Prem stood near the end of the hallway, framed by the light from a large window, his silhouette both familiar and changed in ways that made Chai’s chest ache. He was looking at something on the wall, one of the old class photographs, perhaps, his posture thoughtful and still.

			Chai stopped walking.

			For a long moment, he simply stood there, watching from a distance, feeling the years collapse and expand simultaneously. Prem had always had that quality, a kind of quiet presence that drew the eye without demanding attention. Time had refined it rather than diminished it. He stood with the same understated grace Chai remembered, though his shoulders were broader now, his frame filled out with the substance of adulthood. He wore a simple button-down shirt in a muted blue, sleeves rolled to his forearms.

			As if sensing his presence, Prem turned.

			Their eyes met across the length of the hallway, and Chai felt the ground shift beneath his feet. Prem’s expression flickered through several emotions too quickly to name, surprise, recognition, something that might have been joy or might have been pain, before settling into a soft, tentative smile.

			He lifted his hand in a small wave.

			Chai found himself walking toward him without conscious decision, his feet carrying him forward while his mind struggled to find the right words, the right tone, the right way to bridge fifteen years in a single greeting.

			“Hello, Chai,” Prem said when he was close enough to hear that quiet voice, still gentle, still carrying the same measured cadence.

			“Hello, Prem,” he replied, and was grateful when his own voice came out steady.

			They stood there, two people who had once known each other better than anyone, now separated by time and choices and all the life that had happened in between. The silence stretched, but it wasn’t uncomfortable, it was full, weighted with everything they weren’t saying.

			“It’s been a long time,” Prem said finally.

			“It has.”

			“You look well.”

			“So do you.”

			Another pause. Then Prem’s smile deepened slightly, and Chai saw in it a flash of the boy he’d been, quick-witted, kind, unafraid of honest moments.

			“This is strange, isn’t it?” he said. “We used to be able to talk for hours without running out of things to say.”

			“We’re just out of practice,” Chai said, surprising himself with the ease of the response.

			“Maybe.” Prem turned back toward the class photograph he’d been studying. “Do you remember this? Senior year, right before exams.”

			Chai moved to stand beside him, studying the rows of young faces frozen in time. There, third row, slightly left of center, was his younger self, skinny and serious, with Niran’s arm slung around his shoulders. And there, two rows ahead, was Prem, his smile subtle but genuine, eyes slightly downcast as if caught mid-thought.

			“We were so young,” Chai murmured.

			“We were,” Prem agreed. “Everything felt so important then. Like every decision would change our entire life.”

			“Some of them did.”

			Prem glanced at him, and in that look Chai saw acknowledgment of all the conversations they’d never had, all the endings they’d never properly marked.

			“Want to walk?” Prem asked. “The courtyard will be crowded. But the school is still here. We could...”

			“I’d like that,” Chai said.

			And so they began to walk, side by side, through the hallways of their shared past, while the late afternoon light painted everything in shades of memory and possibility.
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			They walked in silence at first, their footsteps falling into an unconscious rhythm against the polished tiles. The hallway stretched ahead of them, familiar doorways opening onto empty classrooms that had once been the entire universe of their adolescence.

			Prem paused at the entrance to what had been their homeroom in eleventh grade. The door stood ajar, revealing rows of desks bathed in the amber light of late afternoon. Without speaking, he stepped inside, and Chai followed.

			The room smelled of chalk dust and old wood, overlaid with the green scent of the vines that crept through the open windows. Prem moved to one of the desks near the back, running his fingers along its scarred surface.

			“Remember when Niran fell asleep during Teacher Pranee’s history lesson?” Prem said, his voice carrying a note of warmth. “And she made him stand on his chair and recite the provinces of Thailand?”

			“He got stuck after twelve,” Chai said, allowing himself a small smile. “You whispered the rest to him.”

			“You whispered them to me first.”

			“Did I?”

			Prem glanced at him, one eyebrow raised slightly. “You know you did. You always remembered things like that. Dates, names, lists. Your mind worked like a filing cabinet.”

			“Some filing cabinet. I can barely remember what I taught last week.”

			“That’s different,” Prem said. “That’s routine. But the things that mattered...” He let the sentence trail off, his gaze returning to the desk. “The things that mattered, you never forgot.”

			Chai moved to the window, looking out over the courtyard below. More people had arrived, the gathering taking on the energy of a proper celebration. He could hear laughter drifting up, the clatter of dishes being arranged, someone testing a microphone.

			“Do you teach history?” Prem asked from behind him.

			“Literature,” Chai said. “At a private school in Thonglor.”

			“Fancy.”

			“It pays better than public schools. The students are...” He paused, searching for the right word. “Motivated. Most of them, anyway.”

			“Do you like it?”

			The question was simple, but something in Prem’s tone suggested he was asking about more than just the job. Chai considered his answer carefully.

			“I like teaching,” he said finally. “The students, the material, watching someone understand something they didn’t before. That part I love. The rest of it...” He shrugged. “It’s work.”

			“What’s the rest of it?”

			“Politics. Parents who think money means their child deserves special treatment. Administrators more concerned with reputation than education.” Chai turned from the window. “But that’s everywhere, isn’t it? At least the salary lets me help my parents.”

			Prem nodded slowly. “You always said you’d do that. Take care of them when you could.”

			“Some promises are worth keeping.”

			The words hung in the air between them, and Chai immediately regretted them. Too pointed, too close to territory neither of them had agreed to explore. But Prem’s expression didn’t change, didn’t harden or retreat. He simply stood there, backlit by the window behind him, regarding Chai with that same thoughtful attention.

			“What about you?” Chai asked, redirecting. “Malee said you’re still in the province?”

			“In town, yes. I run my father’s pharmacy now. He retired two years ago.”

			“How is he?”

			“Getting older. His hands shake too much for the delicate work anymore. But he’s healthy, mostly. Stubborn as ever.” Prem’s mouth quirked into a half-smile. “He asks about you sometimes.”

			“Does he.”

			“He liked you. Said you were the only one of my friends with any sense.”

			“He had low standards.”

			“He had good judgment,” Prem corrected gently. “Still does.”

			They fell silent again, but this time it felt less comfortable, charged with all the things they weren’t saying. Chai moved away from the window, wandering between the desks, letting his fingers trail along their surfaces. So many hours spent here, copying notes, whispering during lessons, passing folded papers when the teachers weren’t looking.

			“Do you remember the poetry unit?” Prem asked suddenly. “Senior year, with Teacher Boonmee?”

			Chai stopped walking. “Vaguely.”

			“Liar,” Prem said, but there was no heat in it. “You remember. You wrote that analysis of Sunthorn Phu that made Teacher Boonmee cry.”

			“She didn’t cry.”

			“Her eyes got watery. Same thing.” Prem came to stand on the opposite side of the desk Chai had stopped at. “You wrote about longing and distance, about how the poet’s journey was really about the space between people rather than places.”

			“I was seventeen,” Chai said. “Everything seemed profound when you were seventeen.”

			“Some things were profound.”

			Their eyes met across the desk, and for a moment Chai felt fifteen years dissolve like sugar in water. Here was Prem, not as he’d become but as he’d been: earnest and observant, quick to see through Chai’s deflections, unafraid to press on things that mattered.

			“Why did you come back?” Prem asked quietly. “To the reunion, I mean. You could have stayed in Bangkok. Sent your regrets. Malee would have understood.”

			“Would she?”

			“Eventually.”

			Chai considered the question, trying to give it the honesty it deserved. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Malee was persuasive. And I suppose... I wanted to see if anything had changed.”

			“And has it?”

			“I don’t know yet.”

			Prem nodded, accepting this. He moved toward the teacher’s desk at the front of the room, running his hand along its edge. “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” he said. “When Malee told me she’d invited you, I thought maybe you’d avoid it. Easier that way.”

			“Easier for whom?”

			“Both of us, maybe.” Prem turned to face him, leaning back against the desk. “You could have stayed in Bangkok. Sent your regrets. We could have kept our distance for another fifteen years.”

			“Is that what you wanted?”

			“I don’t know what I wanted.” Prem’s voice was quiet. “I still don’t, entirely. But when I saw you in the hallway...” He paused, seeming to choose his words carefully. “I realized I was glad you came.”

			“I almost didn’t.”

			“What changed your mind?”

			“I’m tired of easier,” Chai said. “I spent fifteen years choosing easier. It didn’t make anything better.”

			Prem was quiet for a long moment. His hands gripped the edge of the desk behind him, knuckles pale. When he finally spoke, his voice was rough. “No. It doesn’t, does it.”

			It wasn’t a question.

			The silence that followed felt different from before, less careful, less guarded. Chai could hear the distant sound of music from the reception, laughter carrying faintly through the walls.

			“I should get back,” Prem said eventually, though he didn’t move. “People will notice I’m gone.”

			“Yes,” Chai agreed.

			Neither of them moved.

			Then Prem pushed off from the desk, straightening. He crossed the small distance between them and stopped, close enough that Chai could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the gray threading through his hair at the temples.

			“I’m glad you came,” Prem said again, quieter this time.

			“So am I.”

			Prem’s hand lifted, hesitated, then settled briefly on Chai’s shoulder, a touch that lasted only a moment before he stepped back, moving toward the door.

			He paused in the doorway, looking back. “We should talk. Properly. Before you leave.”

			“I’d like that.”

			Prem nodded once, then disappeared into the hallway.

			Chai stood alone in the empty classroom, his heart beating harder than it should, and wondered what the hell he was doing.
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			Chai stood alone in the empty classroom, his heart beating harder than it should.

			The desks were smaller than he remembered. Everything was smaller, the blackboard, the windows, even the doorway Prem had just walked through. Or perhaps he’d simply grown larger, filled out in ways that schoolboy Chai couldn’t have imagined.

			He moved to the window and looked out at the courtyard below. The old banyan tree was still there, its aerial roots thick as a man’s thigh now. He and Prem had climbed it once, in ninth grade, during lunch break. Prem had gone higher, always braver about heights. Chai had stopped three branches up and watched Prem disappear into the canopy, calling down observations about who was kissing whom behind the gymnasium.

			The memory arrived with unexpected clarity: the rough bark under his palms, the dappled sunlight, Prem’s laugh floating down through the leaves. They’d been fourteen. Young enough that sitting in a tree together felt like an adventure rather than childishness. Old enough that Chai had already started noticing the way Prem’s arms looked when he pulled himself up to the next branch.

			He’d noticed many things about Prem that year. The constellation of freckles across his shoulders, visible when they changed for P.E. The way his handwriting slanted left while everyone else’s slanted right. How he bit his lower lip when concentrating on a difficult math problem.

			Chai had told himself it was normal. Everyone noticed things about their best friend.

			His phone buzzed in his pocket, probably Malee wondering where he’d gone. He ignored it.

			I’m glad you came, Prem had said. Twice.

			The second time had been different. Quieter. Close enough that Chai could smell his cologne, something subtle and woody that bore no resemblance to the cheap body spray they’d doused themselves in as teenagers. That brief touch on his shoulder had carried the weight of fifteen years.

			What had Chai expected from this reunion? He’d told himself he was coming out of politeness, because Malee had asked. Because it would be rude not to. Safe answers. Easy answers.

			The truth was messier.

			He’d spent the weeks before the reunion constructing elaborate scenarios in his mind. In some, Prem was married with children, happy in a way that would make Chai’s absence from his life feel justified, even necessary. In others, Prem was distant and cold, making it clear that whatever friendship they’d once had was long dead. Both scenarios offered a kind of closure.

			He hadn’t prepared for this: Prem uncertain but present, guarded but not hostile. Prem saying we should talk properly like there were things that still needed saying after fifteen years of silence.

			Chai’s phone buzzed again. This time he pulled it out.

			Malee: Where did you disappear to?

			Chai: Just getting some air. Be there soon.

			He pocketed the phone and turned from the window.

			The classroom felt full of ghosts. There was the desk where he’d sat for two years of English class, trying to focus on verb tenses while hyperaware of Prem three rows over. The corner where they’d been assigned to work on a group project about the Ayutthaya period, staying after school because they kept getting distracted, talking about everything except ancient capitals and war elephants.

			One afternoon in particular stood out. They’d been sixteen, supposedly researching King Naresuan, but Prem kept reading aloud the most ridiculous sounding royal titles he could find. Chai had laughed so hard he’d gotten the hiccups, which only made Prem double down, inventing increasingly absurd titles until the janitor came to kick them out.

			Walking home that evening, still giddy with laughter, Prem had said, “I’m going to miss this.”

			“Miss what?” Chai had asked, confused. “We still have two more years.”

			“I know. But it goes fast, doesn’t it? Everyone says so.”

			It had seemed impossibly distant then, the idea of not having this. Not having Prem beside him, making him laugh at inappropriate moments, finishing his sentences, understanding without explanation.

			Turned out everyone was right. It had gone fast.

			Not the years themselves, those had crawled, especially the first few in Bangkok when Chai was actively trying not to think about Chiang Mai, about what he’d left behind. But looking back now, the time had a strange compressed quality, like a photograph that had been folded and unfolded too many times, the creases obscuring the image.

			Fifteen years. He’d built a career, lived in three different apartments, dated people whose faces he could barely remember now. He’d learned to make small talk at department mixers and pretend to care about university politics. He’d become an adult, or at least a reasonable facsimile of one.

			And somehow, standing in this classroom, it felt like no time had passed at all. Like he was still that sixteen-year-old boy, aware of Prem in a way that made his skin feel too tight, wanting things he couldn’t name and wouldn’t have dared to speak aloud even if he could.

			Except now he could name them. Now he understood exactly what he’d been running from.

			The question was whether understanding changed anything.

			Chai took a breath and headed for the door. The reception was still going, music and conversation spilling through the building. He should go back. Make small talk with former classmates, compare notes on marriages and careers and children, perform the ritual of the reunion.

			But Prem’s words echoed in his mind: We should talk. Properly.

			Yes, Chai thought. They should.

			He just wasn’t sure he was ready for what that conversation might uncover.
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			Prem didn’t make it back to the reception.

			He’d intended to. He’d walked out of the classroom with every intention of rejoining the party, of slipping back into the role of jovial host, making sure everyone had drinks and that the music wasn’t too loud for the older teachers. But halfway down the corridor, his feet had carried him in the opposite direction, toward the library.

			It was locked, but the reading alcove outside it wasn’t. He sank onto the built-in bench beneath the window, the same spot where he used to study during free periods, and let his head fall back against the wall.

			I’m tired of easier. I spent fifteen years choosing easier. It didn’t make anything better.

			Chai’s words kept circling through his mind, pressing against something Prem had worked very hard to wall off.

			The alcove was dim, lit only by the ambient light from the courtyard below. Through the window, he could see the banyan tree, older now, more sprawling, but unmistakably the same tree they’d climbed as teenagers.

			Ninth grade. They’d both gotten detention for it, climbing trees during school hours was apparently against regulations Prem hadn’t known existed. They’d sat through forty-five minutes of supervised silence in this very alcove, shooting looks at each other across the table, trying not to laugh.

			Afterward, walking home, Chai had said, “Was it worth it? The detention?”

			“Absolutely,” Prem had replied without hesitation. “Best view in the whole school.”

			He’d meant the view from the top of the tree, the way you could see over the school walls to the mountains beyond. But what he remembered now, years later, was looking down through the leaves and seeing Chai below, face tilted up, smiling.

			The memory felt almost physically painful.

			Prem pressed his palms against his eyes.

			He’d thought he was prepared for this reunion. He’d known Chai might come, Malee had told him she’d sent the invitation, had mentioned that Chai had seemed interested. Prem had constructed a plan: be friendly but casual, acknowledge their shared past without dwelling on it, prove to himself that he’d moved on.

			Then he’d seen Chai in the hallway, and every carefully constructed defense had crumbled.

			It wasn’t that Chai had changed dramatically. The years had refined him rather than transformed him, a few lines around his eyes, a more polished way of carrying himself, glasses that actually suited his
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