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Chapter 1 – The Reunion Nobody Expected
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The invitation had been sitting on Berny's kitchen counter for almost three weeks.

Every morning she glanced at the elegant cream-colored envelope while pouring her coffee. Every evening she found another excuse to ignore it. By now she knew every word printed inside by heart.

"Join us as we celebrate the engagement of Maya and Ethan."

Below the formal invitation, written in Maya's unmistakable handwriting, was a single sentence that carried far more weight than the event itself.

"Please come. It won't feel complete without the three of you together again."

Berny smiled every time she read it, though the smile never lasted long.

"The three of you."

Four simple words capable of reopening wounds she had spent years pretending had healed.

She leaned against the kitchen counter, mug warming her hands as the early Saturday sunlight spilled through the apartment windows. Outside, the city buzzed with its usual energy, but inside everything felt strangely still.

She hadn't spoken to Chris in nearly four years.

She hadn't seen Zoya in even longer.

Life had continued, of course. Careers had flourished. Friendships had changed. New apartments, promotions, vacations, birthdays, losses—they had all happened without one another.

But every now and then, usually late at night, Berny would catch herself wondering where they were.

Whether Chris still laughed too loudly at his own terrible jokes.

Whether Zoya still disappeared for months chasing documentary stories across the world.

Whether either of them ever thought about her.

She shook the thoughts away.

"This is ridiculous," she muttered.

It was just an engagement party.

Adults reunited with old friends all the time.

There was no reason this evening should feel like walking into a storm.



By six o'clock, the rooftop garden overlooking downtown shimmered beneath strings of golden lights.

Music floated softly through the warm summer air while guests gathered around flower-covered tables. Glasses clinked together. Laughter echoed between conversations.

The venue was breathtaking.

Berny almost wished it weren't.

Beautiful places had a way of making emotional moments feel even bigger.

She adjusted the sleeve of her emerald-green dress before stepping out of the elevator.

Almost immediately someone wrapped their arms around her.

"You actually came!"

"Maya," Berny laughed.

Her friend squeezed tighter.

"I was afraid you'd invent another work emergency."

"I almost did."

"I know."

Maya stepped back and studied her.

"You look incredible."

"You have to say that."

"I absolutely don't."

They both laughed.

For a few minutes everything felt wonderfully normal.

Maya introduced Berny to relatives she'd never met, showed off the engagement ring for what must have been the fiftieth time, and proudly pointed toward Ethan, who was currently losing a game of giant chess against an eight-year-old cousin.

"He refuses to admit defeat," Maya whispered.

"I can see that."

"Some things never change."

Berny smiled.

Maybe tonight wouldn't be so difficult after all.

Then Maya looked toward the elevator.

"Oh."

Her expression shifted.

"They're here."

Berny's stomach tightened.

She didn't have to ask who.

The elevator doors opened.

Chris stepped out first.

He looked older, though not in a bad way.

His once carefree style had become more refined. A navy blazer replaced the hoodies she remembered, and faint lines around his eyes hinted at years of both laughter and responsibility.

Yet his smile—

That was exactly the same.

Warm.

Disarming.

Dangerous.

He was saying something over his shoulder.

A second later Zoya emerged beside him.

Her dark hair was shorter now, brushing her shoulders instead of reaching halfway down her back. A camera hung from one shoulder out of habit more than necessity.

She looked confident.

Composed.

Beautiful.

For one suspended heartbeat the three of them simply stared.

The crowd disappeared.

The music faded.

Four years collapsed into silence.

Chris spoke first.

"...Berny?"

She laughed softly.

"Last time I checked."

He smiled, though uncertainty lingered behind it.

"You look..."

He searched for words.

"...different."

"So do you."

Zoya stepped closer.

"I was afraid you wouldn't come."

"I almost didn't."

"I almost didn't either."

That surprised Berny.

"You?"

Zoya nodded.

"I spent twenty minutes sitting in the parking garage talking myself into getting out of the car."

Chris raised an eyebrow.

"I thought I was the only one who almost fled."

The admission broke something invisible.

They laughed.

Not because anything was particularly funny.

Because laughter was easier than acknowledging how terrified they all were.



Dinner brought unavoidable proximity.

Maya had intentionally seated them together.

Berny suspected her friend deserved both gratitude and revenge.

"So," Chris said while unfolding his napkin.

"What have you two been doing for... apparently an entire lifetime?"

Zoya smiled.

"I've been filming documentaries."

"I heard."

"You did?"

"Maya keeps everyone updated."

Berny nodded.

"She does."

Chris looked at Berny.

"And you?"

"I opened my own interior design studio."

His face lit up.

"You finally did it."

She blinked.

"You remembered?"

"You talked about it constantly."

"I also complained constantly."

"You did both."

The conversation gradually became easier.

They exchanged stories about impossible clients.

Delayed flights.

Embarrassing mistakes.

Unexpected successes.

Every now and then one of them would remember an old college memory.

Soon another followed.

Then another.

The years apart began feeling smaller.

Yet beneath every laugh lingered questions nobody dared ask.

Why had they really stopped talking?

Who had walked away first?

Could things have been different?



Later in the evening Maya invited everyone onto the dance floor.

Couples swayed beneath hanging lanterns while slower music replaced the upbeat playlist.

Berny escaped toward the rooftop railing, needing fresh air.

The city glittered below.

Thousands of windows reflected the fading sunset.

"You always disappear during slow dances."

Chris's voice came from beside her.

She smiled without looking at him.

"You remembered that too?"

"You hated dancing."

"I still do."

"I don't believe you."

She laughed.

"No?"

"No."

He leaned against the railing.

"I think you hated pretending."

She turned toward him.

"What does that mean?"

"You always looked uncomfortable dancing with someone you didn't actually want to dance with."

Berny's heartbeat stumbled.

Before she could answer, footsteps approached.

Zoya joined them carrying three glasses of sparkling water.

"I figured none of us needed champagne to survive tonight."

Chris accepted one.

"Good thinking."

The three stood quietly together.

Comfortable.

Uncomfortable.

Both at once.

Finally Zoya broke the silence.

"I've missed this."

Neither Berny nor Chris answered immediately.

Because they had missed it too.

Far more than they had ever admitted.



As the evening drew toward its end, guests began saying their goodbyes.

Maya hugged each of them tightly before pulling the three together.

"There."

She beamed proudly.

"My favorite trio."

"We're hardly a trio anymore," Chris said gently.

"Why not?"

Nobody answered.

Maya folded her arms.

"You know something?"

"What?"

"You all look at each other like people who have unfinished conversations."

The observation landed harder than she probably intended.

Berny forced a smile.

"We're older now."

"Older isn't the same as finished."

Before any of them could respond, Maya was called away by another guest.

Silence settled again.

Chris rubbed the back of his neck.

"So..."

"So," Berny echoed.

Zoya glanced between them.

"I don't really want another four years to pass."

Neither did Berny.

Neither did Chris.

He took a slow breath.

"Would either of you... maybe want coffee sometime?"

Berny met Zoya's eyes.

For the first time all evening, there was no hesitation in them.

"I'd like that," Zoya said.

Berny nodded.

"I would too."

Chris smiled—a genuine smile this time, free of awkwardness.

"Then let's not lose each other again."

None of them realized how impossible that promise would become.

Because beneath the relief of seeing one another again lay years of misunderstandings waiting to surface.

And once the truth finally began emerging, it would change every memory they thought they understood.
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Chapter 2 – Unfinished Conversations

[image: ]


The café smelled of freshly ground coffee and warm cinnamon pastries.

Berny arrived ten minutes early.

She always did when she was nervous.

The little neighborhood café had once been a favorite meeting place during college. Back then, the three of them had claimed the corner booth almost every Friday afternoon, turning cups of cheap coffee into hours of laughter, debates, and impossible dreams.

She hadn't been inside in years.

Somehow, almost nothing had changed.

The chalkboard menu still featured ridiculous drink names. The old record player still filled the room with soft jazz. Even the elderly owner behind the counter smiled in recognition.

"Bernarda?"

She laughed.

"I haven't heard anyone call me that in forever."

"You were always Berny to your friends."

"I still am."

He smiled warmly.

"They used to make this place feel alive."

Berny glanced toward the familiar corner booth.

"We're trying to fix that."

"I hope you do."

She ordered a latte before sitting down, nervously tapping her fingers against the ceramic mug.

She wondered if this had been a mistake.

Last night's reunion had been surprisingly easy, but reunions were different from conversations. Parties gave people distractions. A quiet café offered nowhere to hide.

The bell above the entrance chimed.

Chris walked in first.

He spotted her immediately and smiled.

"I knew you'd be early."

"I was hoping you'd be late."

"So I'd look irresponsible?"

"So I'd have more time to calm down."

He laughed as he sat across from her.

"I almost turned around twice."

"Only twice?"

"Three times."

She grinned.

"That's more honest."

A few moments later the bell rang again.

Zoya entered carrying her ever-present camera bag, though she set it aside as soon as she reached the table.

"I'm leaving this thing closed today."

Chris raised an eyebrow.

"No filming?"

"No documenting."

She looked at both of them.

"I just want to be here."

The sincerity in her voice settled over the table.

For a few minutes they talked about harmless things.

Traffic.

The weather.

Chris's latest architecture project.

Zoya's recent documentary in Iceland.

Berny's newest client renovating a historic theater.

The conversation flowed naturally until silence finally arrived.

It lingered longer than any of them liked.

Chris sighed.

"We're avoiding it."

Berny nodded.

"We are."

"The question is..." Zoya said quietly, "...who starts?"

Berny wrapped both hands around her coffee cup.

"I will."

She took a slow breath.

"Four years ago..."

Even saying the words felt strange.

"...I thought I'd ruined everything."

Chris frowned.

"What do you mean?"

"I finally admitted to myself that I loved you."

He blinked.

Berny quickly continued.

"And not just you."

She looked toward Zoya.

"I loved you too."

Neither of them interrupted.

"I spent weeks trying to figure out what that meant. I didn't know how to choose because every time I imagined a future with one of you..." She smiled sadly. "...the other one was still there."

Zoya lowered her eyes.

Chris remained completely still.

"So..." Berny continued, "...I wrote a letter."
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