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​Chapter 1 

​Samantha Collins was excited and nervous for her ten-year reunion. As she walked down the halls, the same familiar gloom surrounded her on her way toward the gym. She could already smell the mix of mold and sweaty gym socks drifting from the open doors. The old East Shores High School gym hadn’t changed, even the fresh coat of eggshell paint failed to hide its age.

​Inside, a large Welcome Back Class of 2010 banner hung over the stage. Rectangular tables lined the perimeter, each decorated with fresh-cut flowers. The center of the room was cleared for dancing, and a few people were already rocking out to the latest hit song. Up on the stage, a young man balanced a headset between his ear and shoulder while adjusting his laptop. Disco lights flashed to the beat, and streamers and balloons in baby blue and white, the school colours, filled the room.
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Samantha stepped inside and scanned the crowd for her best friend, Natalie Holden. Keeping her head low, she slipped into the shadows near the door, fidgeting with her purse. She hoped her classmates wouldn’t make a spectacle of her being there. Running a hand through her long brown hair, she took a deep breath. At least her simple yellow and pink summer dress and tan wedges blended in with what the other women were wearing.

Her nerves weren’t about her classmates, they were about the man who had broken her heart. Just the thought of seeing Brett Nichols again made her stomach twist. That day ten years ago still haunted her: the day she went by his house and caught him kissing another girl. 

She glanced around the gym and spotted him standing near the stage, talking with a group of guys. Her face flushed as memories washed over her: his arms around her, his breath on her neck, the way he whispered I love you before kissing just below her earlobe. She smiled faintly, remembering the day they met almost thirteen years ago.

It was grade ten, second-period Science. Samantha always hated the subject, so she chose a seat near the back beside her best friend Natalie, whom she’d known since kindergarten. Samantha’s mid-length brown hair and piercing blue eyes contrasted with Natalie’s long blonde curls and bright green eyes.

As Samantha settled in and glanced around the room, a group of guys walked in. One of them she didn’t recognize and he immediately caught her eye. Around 5'8", sandy brown hair, big brown eyes, lean but not overly muscular, and dimples that made her stomach flip when he smiled.

“Who’s that?” Samantha whispered to Natalie.

Natalie barely looked up from her books. “Oh, him? He was in my first-period class. He’s new. His name is... Bryan? Brent? Brett — yeah, Brett. He’s kinda cute.”

“Kinda cute?” Samantha hissed, checking to make sure no one heard. “He’s absolutely adorable.”

“Yeah, I guess. If you like that type.”

Mr. Scott walked in and dropped his satchel on the counter. Samantha had him last semester, a younger teacher in his early thirties who was laid-back, always in polos and dress pants, with neat hair and a permanent two-day stubble.

“Okay, everyone grab a seat and let’s get started,” he said, writing his name on the board. “I know most of you aren’t fans of Science, but I’m hoping by the end of the semester I’ll change your mind, even just a little.”

Samantha wasn’t listening. Her gaze had drifted to Brett’s side profile—the strong line of his jaw, the way his brow pinched in concentration. Something about him pulled at her, sending a warm flutter low in her stomach that surprised her. She didn’t realize how long she’d been staring until Natalie elbowed her.

“You need to stop staring. You’re gonna scare him away,” Natalie teased. “I think you have a little drool.”

Samantha swatted her hand away and forced herself to look at the board. East Shores ran on a two-semester system: four subjects from September to January, then four more from February to June. That meant she had until the end of January to work up the courage to talk to him. But every morning, she chickened out, and Natalie teased her relentlessly.

“Just walk up and say, ‘Hi, I’m Samantha and I’m in love with you,’” Natalie said one day, batting her eyelashes dramatically.

“Stop it,” Samantha groaned. “It’s not that easy.”

“It’s not that hard either.”

Natalie didn’t understand nerves. She was outgoing, confident, effortlessly social — the kind of person who could strike up a conversation with a brick wall and somehow make it charming. Samantha wished she had even half that confidence.

Every day, she asked Natalie if she’d heard any rumors about Brett dating someone, clinging to the hope that the answer might finally give her courage. After a week of the same question, Natalie snapped.

“Look,” she said, exasperated but still fond, “if I hear anything, you’ll be the first to know. So stop asking.”

By late November, Mr. Scott announced a major assignment worth thirty percent of their grade and it had to be completed in pairs. Samantha and Natalie exchanged a look, already assuming they’d partner up. But Mr. Scott had other plans.

He mixed the class, placing everyone’s names in a jar and having students draw partners. Samantha and Natalie were on the same side of the room, which meant they couldn’t end up together no matter what. Samantha’s stomach tightened.

One by one, names were drawn. Natalie was paired with Shane, a decent guy they’d known since grade six who was easygoing, harmless, the kind of partner who wouldn’t make the project painful.

Then Mr. Scott reached Brett’s desk.

“Good morning, Mr. Nichols,” he joked. “Would you like to pick your partner?”

Brett smirked and reached into the jar. Samantha’s breath caught before she could stop it, her fingers curling around the edge of her desk. She hated how obvious her nerves felt, but she couldn’t look away.

“Samantha,” he read.

For a split second, she thought she’d imagined it. Heat rushed to her cheeks, and she nearly squealed. She raised her hand, giving him a small, awkward wave she immediately regretted. Brett’s smile in return was easy and warm, like he was genuinely happy about it.

A warmth unfurled in her chest, slow and startling.

She didn’t know it yet, but this was the beginning.

Over the next week, they worked side by side in class and after school at Samantha’s house. What surprised her most was how easy it felt. They agreed on their topic within minutes and divided the work without any awkwardness. Brett wasn’t the type to slack — he showed up on time, focused, and carried more than his share without ever making a fuss about it. He was smart, thoughtful, and, to her surprise, quietly funny in a way that made her laugh before she could stop herself.

On Tuesday, while they were gluing pieces of their model brain, Brett started talking about growing up in Victoria, B.C. He told her about his architect father, his nurse mother, and his younger sister Sharon, who apparently drove him crazy but whom he adored anyway. Samantha found herself listening more closely than she meant to, memorizing the small details.

“What about you?” he asked, looking at her like he genuinely wanted to know.

She told him about her older brother Christian, her years in dance and gymnastics, the ankle injury that changed everything, her new piano lessons, her lifelong friendship with Natalie, and her dream of having a husky one day. She didn’t usually talk this much about herself, but with Brett, the words came easily.

And he listened, really listened to every word.

“So...do you have a boyfriend?” he asked suddenly.

Samantha froze. “No. I’ve never had one.” She could feel her cheeks warming, embarrassed by how small and sheltered the answer sounded.

“That’s great,” he blurted, then laughed awkwardly. “I mean — not great, but... I’ve never really had a girlfriend either.”

He told her about a girl who ghosted him after four dates because she “didn’t think he was cute enough.”

He shrugged like it didn’t matter, though a quick flicker of embarrassment crossed his face before he looked away. The moment eased something inside her; it felt good to know she wasn’t the only one still figuring things out.

“That’s awful,” Samantha said.

“Yeah. So now I’m cautious. But I figure when I really like someone, it’ll work out better next time.”

Their eyes met, holding for a beat longer than either of them expected. Something warm flickered between them, quick and disorienting.

She broke the stare. “We should get back to work.”

By Thursday, she dreaded the project ending. The thought of their afternoons together disappearing left a small, hollow ache in her chest. She didn’t want their time together to stop, especially not the easy conversations, not the quiet concentration, not the way he made her laugh without even trying.

That evening, he arrived at her door with that smile that made her knees wobble, the one she pretended not to notice. They settled into their usual rhythm, working for two hours, laughing and talking as if they’d been doing this for years. With every passing minute, she became more aware of how much she liked being near him, how much she didn’t want the night, or the project to be over.

“So,” Brett said casually, “are you going to the Christmas Formal in two weeks?”

“I’m not sure yet,” she said truthfully.

“Do you have a date?” he asked. Before she could answer, he added, “Because if not...I was wondering if you’d like to go with me?”

Her heart nearly stopped.

“I’d love to,” she said.

“Great. Then it’s a date.”

Her stomach flipped so hard she thought she might actually faint. The words fluttered through her mind like something she’d dreamed about too many times to trust, and for a moment she could only stand there, heart thudding wildly.

She was still floating from the memory when a voice pulled her back to the present.

“Hey Samantha, nice to see you.” David Stone wrapped her in a hug. “I saw your last movie. You were fantastic.”

“Thanks,” she said, smiling politely.

“Let’s talk later. I really need the men’s room.”

“Sure.”

And with that, Samantha stepped further into the gym and into the night that would change everything.

Chapter 2 

The DJ was playing Just the Way You Are by Bruno Mars when Samantha and Brett locked eyes from across the gym. The opening chords wrapped around her, warm and golden, and for a second the noise of the dance faded into a soft blur. She froze in place, like in one of those dreams where you try to outrun the monster but your legs refuse to move — only this time she wasn’t running. She was caught, held by the way he was looking at her.

She watched Brett excuse himself from the group he was talking to and head toward her. His eyes lit up the moment he spotted her, and his smile widened as his pace quickened with every step. Something in her chest tightened. He carried himself with a confidence she didn’t remember from high school, a steadiness that made him feel... different. Older. More sure of himself. And undeniably more attractive than he’d been ten years ago.

“Samantha!”

He picked her up and twirled her around in one of his famous bear hugs. When he set her down, he kept his arms around her long enough to kiss her cheek.

“You look just as beautiful as always. How have you been?”

He finally let her go and stepped back, his gaze lingering as if he were taking in the years she’d grown into.

“You’re not looking too shabby yourself, Mr. Nichols.” She smiled up at him. “I’ve been pretty good. How are you?”

The music shifted to an Enrique Iglesias song, the bass thumping through the gym floor as more classmates streamed in, greeting each other in small clusters. The noise swelled around them, but Brett didn’t seem to notice anyone else.

He leaned closer, his voice brushing her ear. “It’s getting pretty loud in here. Want to go somewhere quieter and catch up?”

Without hesitation, Samantha said, “Sure, that would be nice.”

He gestured for her to follow and walked beside her out of the gym and into the quieter hallway. The familiarity of his nearness, his voice, the way he instinctively slowed his pace to match hers, made her feel like she’d stepped back in time. She remembered how often he used to walk her to class, how natural it had felt, and the memory warmed her more than she expected.

He noticed the door to the old drama room slightly ajar. Pushing it open, he flicked on the lights, revealing a makeshift living room set for the semester’s play. He stepped aside to let her enter first and closed the door behind them.

Samantha walked toward the set but hesitated, unsure where to sit.

Brett chose a chair and pointed to the loveseat across from him. “Please, have a seat. Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” he joked, trying to break the tension building between them.

Samantha laughed. “Well thank you, fine sir. The place looks lovely.”

She sat on the loveseat, and for the first time, the awkwardness of being alone with her ex-boyfriend settled over her. The room felt smaller than it had a moment ago, the silence stretching in a way that made her hyperaware of every movement, every breath. It wasn’t uncomfortable exactly, just unfamiliar, like slipping into a memory that didn’t quite fit anymore.

“So,” she said, jumping into a neutral topic, “I heard you make your own furniture now?”

“How did you know that?”

“Natalie. Who else?”

Samantha and Natalie had stayed best friends over the years, talking weekly despite Samantha being away for a decade. Natalie loved updating her on town gossip, always eager to keep her connected to home. In the beginning, Samantha asked about Brett every chance she got, but eventually he faded into the background, mentioned only when something important happened.

Brett nodded. “Of course. I should’ve known. Yeah, I make furniture. I’ve got a little shop downtown, and the department store sells some of my stuff too. My brother-in-law helped me set up an online store.”

Samantha knew about the online store which she’d visited many times. She’d even bought a few pieces under the name Marsha Keaton, the alias she used when checking into hotels to avoid being recognized. A combination of her favorite TV characters.

“That’s really awesome,” she said. “I remember you always tinkering with wood and making things.” She hesitated, then added, “I do have a confession. I visit your website sometimes. Your furniture is beautiful.”

“You went on my website?” He gave her a crooked smile. “Did you buy anything?”

“I cannot confirm nor deny what I may or may not have done while browsing your website.” She grinned, remembering how easy it was to talk to him. Before he could press further, she changed the subject. “How’s your family? Natalie told me your dad passed away a few years ago. I’m really sorry. I sent a card but I’m not sure if you got it. I wanted to call but didn’t know if I should.”

“Thanks. I got the card. It was thoughtful.” He looked down for a moment. “Yeah... losing Dad was hard. It happened so suddenly. He was outside shoveling and just dropped. Heart attack. Mom’s doing okay. Sharon’s a chef now, working at the Golden Leaf. She’s been married five years and has a two-year-old son, Shane.”

“A son? Wow. That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for her. She always loved being in the kitchen.”

Silence settled between them again, heavier this time. Samantha wondered if she should excuse herself and escape to the bathroom, but something kept her rooted to the loveseat. It wasn’t just politeness; it was the strange gravity of being here with him, the mix of nerves and curiosity that held her in place even as her pulse quickened.

Brett finally spoke. “Remember when Sharon used to make us those special lunches and pack everything so nicely in a picnic basket?”

Samantha smiled. “Yeah. Everything tasted amazing. We had some good times sitting by the riverbank.”

“Well, we did other things to pass the time,” Brett said with a smirk and a wink.

“Brett Nichols!” Samantha’s mouth dropped open.

“What? It’s true.”

They had shared some wonderful, romantic moments by the riverbank. Her mind drifted to one evening during their first summer together. Brett had set up a blanket surrounded by candles, with a picnic basket full of her favorite foods and a bottle of sparkling cider. The warm night air, the rustling leaves, the soft glow of candlelight made it feel like a scene from a movie.

After eating, they lay back on the blanket. He pulled her close, and she breathed in the scent of his cologne. She felt safe. Loved.

“How is this possible?” she’d whispered.

“How is what possible?”

“We’re just teenagers, and I’m lying here with the man I love surrounded by candles. This only happens in movies.”

“No,” he’d said softly. “This happens when you find the right person.”

He kissed her then, gentle at first, then deeper as the moment pulled them closer. Under the sweep of stars, they made love for the first time, wrapped in warmth and nervous wonder. He was tender with her, pausing often to make sure she wanted to keep going, and each time she whispered “no, don’t stop,” her voice trembling with certainty. It hadn’t been planned, but neither of them ever regretted giving themselves to each other that night.

“What are you thinking about?” Brett’s voice cut through the memory, pulling her back to the present.

“Nothing.” Her cheeks flushed. She hadn’t realized she’d zoned out.

“That was not nothing. Come on, tell me. You know I’ll pester you until you cave.”

She sighed. He was right—she’d never been able to lie to him.

“I was thinking about our first night... ‘together.’” She made air quotes. “The blanket. The candles.”

His expression softened. “That really was an amazing night.”

“I still can’t believe how romantic you were at that age.”

“I guess I have my parents to thank for that.” His parents had been married over thirty years before his father passed. They’d always acted like teenagers in love. “I think about those moments sometimes. Especially our first kiss at the Christmas Formal. You looked so beautiful. I wanted to kiss you the moment I picked you up. When they announced the last song, I realized the night was ending, and I didn’t want it to. I wanted to dance with you forever.” He leaned back. “All those memories feel so distant now. And I wonder how I ever let you go. Was I an idiot?” He paused. “Yes. Yes, I was.”

“You know... maybe we should go back to the gym. I’m sure more people have arrived.” This was exactly the conversation Samantha had hoped to avoid. But she had admitted she’d been thinking about their first night together.

She stood abruptly and headed for the door. Brett jumped up, gently grabbed her arm, and drew her close. His eyes searched hers, that familiar look he always gave her right before he wanted to kiss her.

“Samantha, wait.” He brushed his hand across her cheek and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I need you to know something.” His fingers lifted her chin. “I still love you. I’ve always loved you. I never stopped. No relationship has lasted because I compare everyone to you.”

“So that’s somehow my fault?” she snapped, pushing him away. The anger surprised even her.

“No—wait, that’s not what I meant.” Brett looked stunned. He hadn’t expected her to fall into his arms, but he certainly hadn’t expected this.

Samantha’s frustration boiled over. How dare he twist things to make her feel guilty? He was the one who’d cheated. She was the one who’d walked in on him kissing another girl. The memory flashed hot and sharp, and for a moment she couldn’t believe he had the nerve to act like she’d wronged him.

“I’m sorry if you feel that way,” she said sharply. “But it’s not my fault you couldn’t move on. If your life is a mess, that’s not on me. I have a boyfriend I’m deeply in love with. I moved on. Maybe you should too.”

She spun on her heel and stormed out, leaving Brett standing there in shock. Her pulse hammered as she quickened her pace toward the gym, the hallway blurring around her. She prayed he wouldn’t follow. If she could just get inside—just slip back into the noise and bodies and music—she could disappear into the crowd and breathe again.

She was nearly running when she collided with someone coming out of the doors.

“Oh my gosh, I’m sorry,” a male voice said, steadying her.

“No, it was my fault.” She looked up. “Chris? Chris Connor?”

Chris had been captain of almost every boys’ sports team. Last she heard, he’d gotten a football scholarship out west.

“Hey, Samantha. How are you?”

“I’m good.”

“Why are you in such a hurry?”

Before she could answer, Brett appeared behind her, anger and confusion written across his face.

“Oh. Now I see why,” Chris said with a smirk. “Maybe we can catch up later.” He leaned in to whisper, “By the way, I’m a huge fan.” He winked and slipped past them.

Samantha didn’t look back at Brett. She darted into the gym, scanning the room until she spotted Natalie at a table. Relief washed over her in a warm, dizzying rush, loosening the tight coil in her chest. She hurried over and collapsed into the seat beside her, the noise of the gym swallowing her whole as she tried to catch her breath.

“Finally! Where have you been?” Natalie demanded.

“Wow. Nice to see you too. You look nice. Thanks for asking—I think you look lovely as well.”

“Yeah, yeah, you look great. Beautiful, actually. Now where have you been? You sent me a text like half hour ago to say you were here.”

Samantha leaned in and whispered everything that had happened in the last half hour, the words tumbling out in a rushed, uneven stream. She kept glancing around the gym, checking for any sign of Brett, her pulse still thudding from the confrontation and the collision in the hallway. When she finally reached the end of the story, she grabbed Natalie’s drink and downed it in one long swallow, her hands trembling just enough for Natalie to notice.

“So what are you going to do now?” Natalie asked, turning her back to the other girls. 

“Try to ignore him and hide the rest of the night.”

“That’s the plan?”

“That’s the plan!” Samantha breathed out.

“Well... it’s not going to work.”

“And why not?”

“Because he’s heading this way right now.”

Natalie immediately turned back to her conversation as Samantha felt a presence behind her. Brett leaned down, his voice low enough that only she could hear.

“May I have this dance?”

The DJ had switched to Thinking Out Loud by Ed Sheeran. Samantha tried not to react.

“Please, Samantha,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. “I’d like to talk. I don’t want to leave things this way.”

There was confusion in his voice, and a softness she hadn’t expected. He deserved at least one more chance to explain. Who knew when she’d see him again?

She turned slowly. He held out his hand, waiting but not assuming, not reaching. She placed hers in his, and he guided her toward the dance floor. When they stopped, he rested his hand lightly at her waist, giving her space to step closer or stay where she was. She let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and eased into him, the tension between them shifting into something quieter, more fragile.

“I’m not really sure what happened,” he whispered. “But if I said anything hurtful, I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention. I didn’t know you were with someone. If I had, I probably wouldn’t have poured my heart out like that.” Samantha giggled softly. “So you think it’s funny that I embarrassed myself?”

“No. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I freaked out. You just... surprised me.”

“For the record, everything I said was true. But you’re right—it’s time I move on. I just want you to be happy. If this guy makes you happy, then I’m happy for you.”

Samantha looked up at him. “Did you really not know I have a boyfriend? We’ve been together a while. Pictures of us, unfortunately, have been in the tabloids.”

“Honestly? I never look at that stuff. I didn’t think I could handle seeing you with someone else, so I avoided it. Sharon used to update me, but eventually I told her to stop. As weird as it sounds, I was better off in my bubble.”

“I get it. I had to do the same with Natalie. I told her I didn’t want to hear anything about your personal life. Being naïve was easier.”

They danced in silence
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